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  Imprinted


  Jeneta Aboderin fought a losing battle with stage fright while she waited for Isaac Vainio to introduce her.


  At first glance, Isaac looked more like a schoolteacher than one of the world’s most powerful libriomancers. A skinny white dude in his mid-to-late twenties, he wore a short-sleeved dress shirt and a blue necktie printed to look like a library due date card. He ran one hand through his blond hair, adjusted his plastic-rimmed glasses, and said, “Johannes Gutenberg’s work with libriomancy began with two assumptions. The first was that all people have some capacity for magic. Most simply aren’t powerful enough to produce real-world magical effects. What was needed was a way to combine those slivers of power into something larger.”


  Jeneta swiped a finger over her e-reader, skimming a scene from a 2014 science fiction novel about interstellar colonization called New Destiny. Another part of her brain recited what she’d say when it was her turn to go out there.


  A young Japanese woman stepped to Jeneta’s left. “You’re nervous?”


  Jeneta jumped. Kiyoko Itô’s hand shot out to catch the e-reader as it slipped from Jeneta’s grip.


  “Thanks,” Jeneta said tightly. “A little bit, yeah.”


  They waited in a curtained-off area to one side of the main stage, which had been set up in front of New Millennium’s ten-story Rosalind Franklin Research Tower.


  Kiyoko frowned. “You’ve already completed the most difficult magic, creating the Mars shuttle. All that’s left is, as Isaac put it, to upgrade the stereo system.”


  “I didn’t have an audience when I made the Venture.” Jeneta gestured at the blue curtains, indicating the audience beyond. “Two U.S. senators, a NASA astronaut, several millionaires, and who knows how many reporters. Not to mention my father.”


  “Twenty-three.”


  “Huh?”


  “There are twenty-three reporters, along with their camera crews, sound techs, and other assistants.”


  Leave it to a living computer to keep track of numbers. Kiyoko was one of New Millennium’s many magical residents. She was one of thirty-some psychically-linked clones sharing a single mind and consciousness. She’d been brought into this world through libriomancy, using a book called All of One, by Shunro Kuronuma. Gold wires embedded in her bare scalp came together in the back to form a thin, glittering braid that disappeared beneath her white jacket.


  Kiyoko had originally been created to be a servant, bodyguard, and on occasion, a killer. Isaac and others at New Millennium had helped to free her, giving her a home and a fresh start. Just as they’d done for Jeneta.


  “From what I’ve observed of your magic,” Kiyoko continued, “you’re fully capable of completing this spell.”


  “That’s not what I’m worried about.” Jeneta tugged one of her dreadlocks and nervously twisted the loose hairs at the end.


  “Are you afraid because you’re a child?” asked Kiyoko. “Or because of your history of magical trauma?”


  “Blunt, much?” She hunched her shoulders. “I’m seventeen.”


  “I apologize. I didn’t mean to offend.” Kiyoko paused. “Isaac chose you to represent New Millennium. He has great faith in you.”


  Jeneta smiled and didn’t argue. It wasn’t about faith. It was about proving to the world that Jeneta and New Millennium were safe.


  On stage, Isaac held up a battered paperback. “Imagination activates magic, and books activate imagination. Gutenberg’s second assumption was that physically identical books would anchor and collect the imagination and magic of readers, allowing libriomancers to tap into that power. Anything could then be created from a book’s pages, so long as it fit through the physical book.”


  Isaac gestured in Jeneta’s direction. “Not only did Jeneta Aboderin leap beyond that second assumption, she’s also spent the past eight months helping New Millennium, in cooperation with NASA and the United Nations, to plan and prepare a magically-fueled mission to the planet Mars.”


  Jeneta wiped her hands on her slacks.


  “Did you say Aboderin?” asked one of the reporters near the front. “Isn’t that the girl who—”


  “I’ll be happy to answer any questions about our presentation once we’ve finished,” Isaac interrupted. He signaled with one hand, and curtains opened behind him to reveal a movie-sized screen. The New Millennium logo appeared in the center: an oak tree whose branches fanned outward, thinning into lines of text in every known language.


  “One week ago,” Isaac continued, “Jeneta successfully worked with another libriomancer named Talulah Polk to create the Venture from a book called Mars 2020.”


  The image behind him changed to show a spaceship roughly the size of a school bus. The hull was polished to a mirror finish. Triangular wings ran the length of both sides, with a shorter fin on top that reminded Jeneta of an angular mohawk.


  Isaac waited for the applause to quiet. “It holds eight people. Once the Venture leaves Earth’s atmosphere, it will have a cruising speed of roughly one tenth the speed of light. Under ideal conditions, we’ll be able to reach Mars within two hours. When our people return to Earth, they’ll spend more time getting through customs than they will in flight.”


  That earned a wave of polite laughter.


  “The average distance from Earth to Mars is twelve-point-five light minutes. Depending on our respective positions around the sun, it could take up to half an hour for a radio signal to travel between our worlds. For safety reasons, we’d like to improve on that time. Jeneta is going to bring us the solution.”


  Jeneta stood. Her mouth had gone dry. Kiyoko leaned closer and whispered, “Dr. Shah says to remind you that she and your other friends and family are in the audience.”


  Trust the therapist to anticipate Jeneta’s anxiety. She checked the small microphone clipped to her shirt and took a slow breath, trying to relax.


  Another burst of applause. Oh God, had she missed her cue? She peeked onto the stage to see Isaac clapping and grinning that dorky grin in her direction. He nodded slightly.


  Jeneta stepped past the curtains to join him. The lights from the front were brighter than she’d expected. She squinted, but couldn’t see anyone beyond the first few rows. That was a good thing. She could pretend the audience was smaller than it was.


  Isaac shook her hand and gave her a one-armed hug. “You’ve got this,” he whispered, too low for his mic to pick up. “Just relax. Try not to think about how this project could shape the future of our species.”


  She pulled back and scowled. “You suck, you know that?”


  “I do,” he said solemnly.


  Jeneta switched on her microphone while Isaac retreated to the far side of the stage. She faced the audience, her mouth dry. She’d practiced this all week, but her mind was a blank page. She should have brought her notes.


  “Hi.” Her voice boomed out from the speakers to either side of the stage. “I’m Jeneta. But you knew that…”


  She trailed off, then glanced to the side. Isaac was mouthing the word Gutenberg.


  Right. He’d reviewed her speech. Probably memorized it, knowing him. She nodded her thanks and swallowed. “Gutenberg thought you needed physical books for libriomancy. He was wrong. I’ve performed magic using ebooks on my cellphone, e-readers, and computers. I’ve tried to teach Isaac to do it, but he’s a slow learner.”


  That hadn’t been in her notes, but it got a few chuckles from the audience. And from Isaac.


  “Libriomancy has always been limited by the size of the book. Or in my case, the size of my reader. So we built a bigger one.”


  A wall of text appeared behind her.


  “Talulah and I are going to create an ansible. Basically, it’s a giant scifi cellphone that lets you communicate instantly between any two points in the solar system and beyond.”


  ‹Ready to make history?› Talulah’s mental voice sounded cheerful as she joined Jeneta on stage. She’d used her magic to give herself telepathy several years ago.


  Jeneta grinned. ‹Yeah.›


  Talulah came up behind Jeneta, looking calm and composed. She’d traded her usual blue jeans and T-shirt for an ankle-length skirt and white button-down shirt. Her traditional Pokémon baseball cap topped her head, keeping her black hair back from her face.


  Jeneta turned and reread the scene, which came from a 2014 science fiction novel about interstellar colonization called New Destiny. Jeneta didn’t care for the plot, and the characters were so wooden you could lash them together and make a raft, but the author had an obvious love for technology. His descriptions were almost poetic.


  The scene was split between the moon base that housed the main ansible transmitter and a planet called New Gaia, where the first colonists were setting up their smaller, quantum-linked ansible unit for the first time.


  The screen rippled as Jeneta’s hands sank into the story. She lost herself in the author’s description of subatomic particles eternally entangled in a dance beyond time and space. Infinitesimal specks of matter whose bond would reunite human civilization. The Lunar characters’ emotions washed through her: elation and pride at a successful mission; eagerness to reestablish contact with the colonists, who would be waking up after months in hibernation; the anxiety and stress of knowing everyone on Earth was waiting for this transmission.


  Talulah’s hands joined hers, helping to channel the energy it took to manipulate magic on this scale, but she was merely following Jeneta’s lead. This was Jeneta’s spell, the culmination of a project she’d been pushing for eight months, ever since she joined New Millennium.


  The lunar air on her hands was cool and dry. She began with the primary ansible unit, a sofa-sized box with a glassy surface. It felt warm, almost alive. ‹Are you set?›


  ‹I’m good. Hey, do you think this ansible thing could run an MMO? Imagine gaming with colonists on Mars.›


  Keeping her hands firmly on the transmitter, Jeneta shouted, “Start moving.”


  The entire screen crept backward, receding one centimeter at a time along a metal track. Behind her, the audience gasped as the front edge of the transmitter emerged. The surface was dull black, with blue light gleaming between panel seams and through ventilation screens.


  They weren’t pulling the ansible from the screen so much as they were creating it, transforming imagination and belief into reality like a magical 3D printer.


  Jeneta laughed, a sound of unfiltered, unrestrained joy that broke free of its own accord. Libriomancy came from a place of love and wonder. Despite everything she’d been through these past few years, nothing could compare to the thrill of magic. The drumbeat of her pulse, the sweat trickling down her spine as words became real—it was a high like no other, the giddiness of creation. She barely noticed the whispers from the audience behind her, or the flicker of flashbulbs.


  The first meter of the transmitter had emerged when Jeneta felt another presence, like a half-seen movement from the corner of her eye.


  ‹What’s wrong?› asked Talulah.


  ‹Nothing.› Probably just an echo from the characters in the book.


  Isaac stepped closer. Talulah must have said something to him as well. Isaac glanced down at his fire-spider Smudge, who rode in a small cage clipped to his belt. Fire-spiders lit up like a grill with too much lighter fluid in the presence of danger, but Smudge appeared to be sound asleep. “Is everything all right?”


  “We’re fine,” said Jeneta, drawing the transmitter another centimeter into this world.


  Isaac studied the screen. “It’s not a problem if we need to stop and double-check everything.”


  “You’ve quinvigintuple-checked everything,” Jeneta complained. “Stop now, and every one of those reporters will be publishing stories about New Millennium’s failure.”


  “I’d rather see stories of our overcaution than of magic gone wrong.” He tugged the knot of his tie, then sighed. “Be careful. If either of you feel anything wrong, we call it, understood?”


  “Got it.” Jeneta returned her full attention to the text.


  It took another minute to finish creating the ansible transmitter. The stage creaked from the strain, but the tech crew had reinforced it to handle the weight. All that remained now was the secondary unit, no larger than a briefcase, that would be mounted in the Venture.


  Talulah took a single step back, remaining close enough to assist if needed, but letting Jeneta be the one to complete the spell. The text on the screen jumped ahead several pages.


  Jeneta touched the story again, expecting to feel the humid air of the New Gaia colony. Instead, her hands plunged into warm, slow-moving water. She blinked and reread the text. There was no mention of water in this scene.


  ‹Jeneta?›


  ‹I’m fine.› She concentrated on the story, sharing the explorers’ triumph and excitement as they saw the faces of their loved ones back on Luna and Earth. She reread their dialogue, hearing their tearful greetings, shared across light-years in an instant.


  The world tilted, as if the stage was catapulting her through the screen into the glowing pages of the book. Jeneta plunged into the water. Shadows moved at the edges of her vision with short, sudden bursts of speed.


  Panic flooded her thoughts. She heard Talulah calling, her mental voice hollow and distant. Jeneta tried to warn her to stay back.


  A new mind touched hers, coiled through her thoughts. Tried to pull her deeper.


  Jeneta heard herself coughing. Her cramped fingers clung to the partially-created ansible unit. Talulah’s hands tried to pull her free. The book’s magic flowed over them both.


  Get out of my mind! Had Jeneta screamed the words out loud? She couldn’t breathe. Please, not again.


  The screen went dark, like sunlight fading as she sank deeper beneath the waves. The unformed ansible splintered and evaporated into nothingness. Jeneta lashed out with all of her strength, with everything she was, an explosion of rage and fear and defiance spreading outward from her chest to burn and shatter the magic around her. Then, darkness.


  * * *


  A day later, Jeneta sat in a comfortably-worn faux-leather armchair in the office of Doctor Nidhi Shah. Jeneta’s fire-spider Nkiruka crouched inside a small traveling cage on her lap. The red-and-black spider waited on a bed of crushed gravel while Jeneta shook the last pieces of caramel popcorn from a paper bag through one of the vent holes in the transparent aluminum top.


  Cautiously, Nkiruka stalked the closest piece like it might fly away at any moment. Black bristles along her back glowed red at the tips.


  Without warning, she pounced and seized the helpless kernel between her forelegs. Red flame engulfed the popcorn. Nkiruka turned it several times before stuffing it eagerly into her mouth.


  “How much do you remember?” Dr. Shah sat in a black office chair in front of a desk busy with books, notes, and photographs. The psychiatrist wore earrings like oversized silver teardrops, and a charm bracelet with a single silver acorn. She was roughly the same age as Jeneta’s father, with threads of white woven through her black hair.


  Jeneta screwed the vent screen back into place in Nkiruka’s cage. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “They never do.” Dr. Shah smiled. “Everyone thinks it’s a sign of weakness, that they should be able to cope through sheer stubbornness.”


  “I’m not being stubborn.”


  Dr. Shah cocked her head to the side, but didn’t argue. Despite having no magic of her own, she’d spent most of her career working with magic-using humans and magical inhumans. She was one of the first permanent residents of New Millennium, joining the small settlement outside Las Vegas shortly after its creation to help in its mission of providing peace and security for those with magic, and using magic to improve the world.


  “I’m worried about Talulah,” Jeneta said.


  “So am I.” Dr. Shah’s face turned serious. “The doctors haven’t found anything physically wrong, but she’s not waking up. The more we know about what happened yesterday, the better our chances of helping her.”


  “I told Isaac everything I remembered,” Jeneta snapped. “I don’t need your guilt trips.”


  “I’m not trying to make you feel guilty. I know the past few years have been hard. Having to flee your home as the world discovered the existence of magic. Your parents splitting up.”


  “Having a dead necromancer set up shop in my head.”


  “That too.” Dr. Shah pointed to Nkiruka. “You’re safe. Your fire-spider wouldn’t be busy stuffing her face if she sensed the slightest threat.”


  Jeneta tried to suppress a shudder, but failed.


  “What story are you telling yourself right now?” It was a familiar question from more than a year of therapy.


  “That I’ll never be free of what Meridiana did to me,” Jeneta mumbled. “That she’s waiting to take control again, to use me to hurt people. That what happened to Talulah is my fault.”


  “How would it be your fault?” There was no judgement in her words.


  “I panicked. Whatever happened yesterday, whatever it was I felt, I flung it away and it hit Talulah instead.”


  “Isaac blames himself, too.” Dr. Shah sighed. “It’s one of the problems with magic. All that power…you feel like you can do anything, which leads to feeling like you’re responsible for everything.”


  “Does he know what went wrong?”


  “He thinks someone tried to piggyback a second spell onto yours. He’s working with security to find the source of that second spell.”


  Jeneta’s legs bounced, her heels thumping against the wooden legs of the chair. “What was it supposed to do?”


  “Nobody knows. You broke it before it could finish.”


  More than a thousand people lived at New Millennium. Close to a hundred more had come for the ansible presentation. That meant at least eleven hundred potential suspects. “It wasn’t just another spell.” Jeneta watched Nkiruka toy with another bit of popcorn. “I felt like I was drowning.”


  “That doesn’t sound like libriomantic possession.” The trouble with reaching into books to perform magic was that occasionally the books reached back. A libriomancer who pushed too hard could end up carrying those characters around in their head, hearing their voices, even losing themselves in the characters’ stories.


  “I’ve read New Destiny cover-to-cover. This was nothing from the book.” Jeneta hesitated. “I want to help Isaac find whoever did this.”


  “You want to feel in control again.”


  Jeneta turned away, blinking back unexpected tears. Damn therapists.


  “You can ask, but we both know what he’s going to say. Not to mention your father.”


  “God, everyone’s going to be even more overprotective, aren’t they.” Jeneta had already seen it from her father. Mmadukaaku Aboderin disliked and distrusted magic, but he loved her. He’d moved them to New Millennium because he believed it was the safest place for her. Who knew what he’d do now. “What am I supposed to do?”


  “You know your triggers, and you know the techniques for managing them,” Dr. Shah reminded her. “Pay attention to how you’re feeling and what stories you’re telling yourself about what happened. This isn’t your fault, any more than it’s Isaac’s. It’s the fault of whoever sabotaged your magic. Jeneta, have you talked to any friends since the presentation? Gotten out of your apartment?”


  Jeneta shook her head.


  “Then that’s your homework. Go for a walk. Text a friend. Give yourself a chance for a little normalcy.”


  “We live across the hall from a werewolf janitor.”


  “Normal is relative.” Dr. Shah smiled. “And don’t be afraid to call or text me if you need.”


  * * *


  “What’s more normal than schoolwork?” Jeneta muttered to herself as she left the eastern residential building late that night. She’d fallen behind in her classes as a result of her work on the Mars project, and finals were coming up in three weeks.


  Nkiruka burned like a little red lantern in her cage as she cooked a small grasshopper for dinner. The cage hung from Jeneta’s shoulder by a canvas strap decorated with small pins and buttons.


  Jeneta made her way to a bench near the Johannes Gutenberg Memorial Library Tower and set her books down beside her. Goosebumps tightened the skin of her bare arms. The desert was surprisingly cool at night.


  She grabbed a mechanical pencil and opened her trigonometry textbook, reading by the light of the nearby lamp post. Maybe circular functions and practice problems could drive off the nightmares that had ambushed her when she tried to sleep.


  Cheers broke out from a volleyball court over by the western residential building, making Jeneta jump so hard she almost dropped her book. She slowed her breathing, trying to calm her heart, while the vampire team celebrated the point against their opponents.


  “Man, that game is intense,” said a cheerful voice.


  This time her book did spill to the ground, along with her review sheets. Jeneta spun to find Greg Parker standing behind her, hands raised in apology.


  “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” He wore jogging shorts and a NASA T-shirt. Sweat darkened the neck and pits. A worn fanny pack was buckled around his waist. “You’re Jeneta Abodine, right?”


  “Aboderin.”


  Embarrassment colored his white skin like a stop sign. “I suck with names, sorry. I’m Greg.”


  “I know.” She waved away the apology. “What are you doing?”


  “Couldn’t sleep, so I went for a run.” He pointed to the volleyball court. “The furry ones, are those real werewolves?”


  She nodded. “Most are from a pack in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. They’re the only team that can give the vampires a run for their money.”


  “They’re playing against vampires?”


  “You should have been here last month for the roller derby tournament.”


  He stared at her like he couldn’t decide whether she was joking. Eventually, he sat on the end of the bench and asked, “What about you? Do you always work on trigonometry at two in the morning?”


  It was later than she’d realized. She turned away, remembering dreams of drowning, of other thoughts constricting her own.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” He ran a hand through his sweaty brown hair, making it look like a hedgehog’s spines. “You know, that presentation of yours was the first time I’d seen real magic. I’ve watched stuff on the news and the web and all, but never in real life. My brain keeps insisting it’s a trick, like something from a Vegas show.”


  “It’s not a trick.”


  “I know, but there’s a difference between knowing and knowing, you know?”


  She tilted her head. “Are you always this articulate?”


  “Pretty much.” He sighed. “My dad’s supposed to fly a magical spaceship later this year. Ever since things went haywire with the ansible, I keep thinking what if something goes wrong while he’s flying? What if—”


  “They’ll find whoever disrupted my spell, and the plan is to have at least one libriomancer on board. We’ll make sure your father is safe.”


  He pulled a half-empty water bottle from his pack and gulped down the contents before asking, “Disrupted? Someone tried to mess with your magic? Why would they do that?”


  “Power and control.” Jeneta looked away. “An awful lot of evil comes down to power and control, either taking it away from others or gathering more for yourself.”


  Greg’s eyes narrowed. He pulled back, one hand coming up to point. Jeneta had seen that expression more times than she could remember, and she braced herself for what came next.


  “I know you,” he said. “I mean, I’ve seen you before. You were on the news a while back. You burned down a guy’s house in northern Michigan. You attacked—”


  “I was possessed by a necromancer who called herself Meridiana. She used my body and my magic to hurt a lot of people. She…we…tortured them. Consumed their magic. She tried to create an army of the dead.” Jeneta rushed through her script as quickly as she could, eager to reach the point where Greg mumbled something uncomfortable and departed. “Isaac, Lena, Dr. Shah, and a lot of other people risked their lives to save me.”


  “You changed your hair.”


  Jeneta stumbled. That wasn’t among the standard replies. She touched her dreadlocks, feeling self-conscious. “Everyone knew what I looked like. I was tired of being recognized.”


  “Did you…do you remember everything Meridiana did as you?”


  She blinked hard and turned away. “Yeah.”


  “That sucks.”


  “Understatement of the century.”


  “Sorry.” He hesitated. “That sucks balls.”


  A sound that was half laugh, half snort burst loose from her chest. She covered her mouth with one hand. Greg started laughing too, which made it harder for her to stop.


  Nkiruka paced in her cage, glaring up at each of them in turn like she was trying to figure out what had broken the two humans. “I’m all right.” Jeneta took a half-squished chocolate-covered ant from a plastic bag in her pocket and dropped it into the cage to reassure her. “There you go.”


  “Whoa.” Greg practically pressed his nose to the cage as Nkiruka’s forelegs ignited. “It’s on fire! Is it magic too?”


  “Her name’s Nkiruka. She’s a fire-spider.” Jeneta gave her a second ant. “Do you really want to know what magic’s like?”


  “Hell, yes!” Eagerness turned his mouth and eyes round.


  She pulled her trig book into her lap.


  “You can do magic with a textbook? What are you going to do, create enchanted triangles?”


  “Pictures don’t work for libriomancy, but any writing that’s been read by enough people should have magical potential.” She flipped past a page of diagrams and exercises to the next block of text, a discussion of the laws of sines and cosines. She touched the page, moving her fingers over the shiny black ink of the characters.


  “I thought you used e-books for your magic.”


  “It’s easier for me, but I can do printed text too.” She realized she was showing off. “I prefer working with poetry.”


  There was poetry in math, too: structure and rhythm and flow from one logical step to the next. Her fingertips sank into the paper. Greg’s breath caught.


  Jeneta grinned and reached deeper. Abstract concepts like mathematical formulae weren’t something she could create in the real world. She reached instead to touch the emotional imprints left by thousands of readers poring over copies of this exact book—students working to memorize, and less often, to understand. She felt their frustration, their boredom, their annoyance…


  She sorted through those impressions until she touched a moment of revelation, the moment when everything fell into place. Satisfaction and excitement blossomed in her chest. She touched her other hand to Greg’s arm, and was rewarded by a sharp gasp.


  “Holy shit!” He stared at her, then at the book. “What is that?”


  “Emotional echoes of what people felt when they finally got it.”


  “I never felt anything like this when I took trig.”


  “Maybe you should have studied harder.” She smiled to tell him she was joking. “We’re connected to every copy of this book in existence. You’re feeling the cumulative impressions of hundreds of people. It strengthens the impact.”


  “That is so cool.” He put his free hand on the page beside hers. The tips of his nails whitened as he pressed down. A disappointed sigh escaped his lips. “Guess I’m not a libriomancer.”


  “On the bright side, that means you shouldn’t have to worry about hosting an evil dead woman who uses you to spread death and terror.” Jeneta pulled her hand away, breaking the spell. “Sorry, that came out harsher than I meant.”


  Gravel rattled in Nkiruka’s cage. She’d finished eating, but red flames continued to ripple over her back.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Greg.


  “I’m not sure.” A dragonfly buzzed loudly as it circled the lamp post, feasting on other bugs. Maybe Nkiruka just wanted to join the hunt?


  A shadow darted across the walk to her right. Jeneta jumped to her feet and grabbed her cellphone.


  The shadow floated closer. Instead of fading as it entered the lamplight, its edges grew more distinct. Thin tendrils undulated behind a body like an elongated ostrich egg. Jeneta’s stomach twisted. She felt like she might throw up.


  “What is it?” Greg looked around, seemingly blind to the thing that stretched tentacles of blackness toward them.


  “We have to go.” Jeneta snatched Nkiruka’s cage and texted Isaac one-handed: Need help. By the library. 911!


  “What about your books?”


  “Leave them!” The hairlike tip of a tentacle lashed out, piercing her thoughts. She felt herself falling. Drowning. “Get out!”


  Greg caught her elbow. She used him for balance as she thumbed to her e-reader program and pulled up Robert Frost’s “Mending Wall.” More tentacles stretched toward her.


  I let my neighbor know beyond the hill;


  And on a day we meet to walk the line


  And set the wall between us once again.


  We keep the wall between us as we go.


  Ghostly stones tumbled forth from her screen, rolling and growing and piling themselves into a wall between her and the shadow. Stones like softballs and bread loaves and small boulders rose up to encircle her and Greg. There was so much more to the poem, but right now, all she cared about was putting a barrier between herself and her attacker.


  “Jeneta?” Isaac’s voice, muffled by the magic of Jeneta’s wall.


  “Here!” Shadowy tendrils wormed between the stones, inching closer. She reread Frost’s words, strengthening the wall until it blocked out all light and sound, save for Nkiruka’s glow and Greg’s nervous breathing. Still the shadows came.


  And then…nothing. Her spell crumbled away. The shadows disappeared. Nkiruka’s flame died.


  Isaac ran up behind her, followed closely by Kiyoko. “What happened?”


  “Didn’t you see it?”


  He clutched a black pearl bracelet in one hand. Jeneta had seen such tools before, used for countering the effects of magic. He turned in a slow circle. “All I saw was your spell. Frost, right?”


  She nodded and hugged herself. “Whoever or whatever attacked me on stage…they’re still here. They’re still coming after me.”


  And she was the only one who could see them.


  * * *


  In some ways, Metrodora Medical Tower was like the hospital Jeneta had gone to when she broke her leg playing kickball in fourth grade. It had the same light-colored walls and tile floors, the same cheerful posters and murals, the same antiseptic smell.


  The staff were a mix of libriomancers who specialized in healing, full-time medical professionals, and a handful of visiting professionals. Most patients came from outside New Millennium for help with ailments traditional medicine couldn’t fight. Metrodora Tower also handled the day-to-day injuries and illnesses of the New Millennium community, everything from cuts and scrapes to heartworm preventatives for the werewolves.


  Jeneta lay in a narrow hospital bed in a small, private room. Isaac and Kiyoko stood to one side. Her father sat in a chair to the other. After several hours of examination, the doctors had found nothing wrong with her, but asked that she stay a while longer for observation.


  “We have people searching every inch of the grounds,” Isaac said quietly. Frustration creased his brow and the corners of his eyes. “We’ll also be questioning all visitors. Security ran background checks on everyone, but given what’s happened…”


  She turned to the side, watching the pink light of the sunrise through the cracks of the window blinds.


  “What was this thing?” asked Mmadukaaku Aboderin, his deep voice tight with restrained emotion.


  “I’ve searched our databases,” said Isaac. “I tagged several near-matches for follow-up research, but nothing quite fits what your daughter describes.”


  “I have run multiple queries as well,” Kiyoko added.


  “That was a hell of a shield you put up, Jeneta.” Isaac adjusted his glasses and began to pace. “Robert Frost, right? From what I saw, I’d have guessed nothing could get through that thing.”


  She didn’t move. “Well, it did.”


  Her father cleared his throat. “If you’re through questioning my daughter, I would like to speak with her alone.”


  Isaac started to say something, noted the expression on his face, and nodded. “Kiyoko, could you—?”


  “I will wait outside the door,” said Kiyoko. “I can monitor Jeneta’s vitals from the hallway.”


  Isaac pressed a folded note into Jeneta’s hand. “Greg Parker asked me to give this to you. And Nidhi offered to stop by later if you want to talk.”


  “Thanks.”


  They shut the door behind them. Jeneta’s father rose. “I spoke to your mother.”


  She groaned, mentally bracing herself for the inevitable phone calls and video chats demanding to know whether Jeneta would abandon this “magical nonsense” and get out of New Millennium before it killed her. The same things her father used to say, before he gave up on changing her mind. “What did she say?”


  “She’d seen a news story about your ansible presentation. What do you think?”


  “Sorry.” Jeneta set Greg’s note on the rolling table beside her bed, next to a half-eaten cup of applesauce. Hospital food, even in a magic hospital, was no substitute for home cooking.


  As if reading her mind, her father said, “I thought I’d make dodo today. If you’re hungry.”


  Her mouth watered at the thought of the deep-fried plantain slices, but why was he acting so nice? “Aren’t you angry?”


  “I am furious.” He ran a hand over his receding hair. “Furious with whoever did this to you. With Isaac and New Millennium for letting it happen. With you, for following this path. With me, for allowing it.”


  “I can’t change what I am.”


  His phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen. “I understand, but there are other changes we could explore.”


  She sat up, suspicion chasing away her weariness. “What changes?”


  “After the presentation, once we knew you were all right, someone approached me to offer…an alternate path. Another way for you to be what you are. A safer way.”


  “I’m happy here.”


  “Are you?”


  Those two words pierced her skin like a scalpel, exposing the dread that had festered since that moment on stage.


  The door cracked open, and Kiyoko peered inside. “You have two visitors. Elizabeth Collins and Gellert Nguyen. They say they’re expected. Shall I let them in?”


  “Yes, please,” Jeneta’s father answered.


  Two people entered, a white woman and an Asian man. After a moment, Jeneta recognized them: they’d been in the second row during her presentation. Collins wore black slacks and a denim-style shirt, with a beige blazer. Nguyen’s outfit was all black, from his shoes to his bow tie. Someone was trying a little too hard to look dark and dangerous.


  “Thank you for agreeing to see us.” Collins shook Jeneta’s hand, then her father’s. “I’m the VP of Research for JP Multinational. Mr. Nguyen is a libriomancer from our Paris office. We’re here to offer you a job.”


  “Shouldn’t I finish high school first?”


  She laughed far more than the comment warranted. “We have tutors on staff who can help you complete your education, and we’d assist you with any advanced degrees you cared to pursue.”


  She continued to move about the room, reminding Jeneta of certain species of shark that had to keep swimming or die. “New Millennium has been in the spotlight since day one. With so much magic and so many extraordinary people and creatures living together, it’s bound to attract attention and…strife. JPM would provide everything you needed to continue your magical work, but more importantly, we’ll give you privacy and security. You’d be safe.”


  The woman was too polished, her every mannerism a veneer to hide what lay beneath. Jeneta folded her arms. “Dwight Eisenhower said, ‘If you want total security, go to prison.’”


  “True, true,” Collins said easily, her smile never cracking. “But from what your father tells me, you’ve been magically assaulted twice in the past few days.”


  Jeneta turned her attention to the libriomancer, Nguyen. “You were there for the ansible presentation. You saw what happened. You think JPM could have prevented that?”


  After a quick look to Collins, as if asking permission, the man said, “We would never have risked putting you on stage in the first place. It made you a target.” He spoke with a thick French accent. “Isaac is too épris”—he frowned, searching for the right word—“too enamored with public attention and approval.”


  “Isaac hates the attention,” Jeneta answered. “He does this stuff because he has to. Because he knows how important it is for people to see and accept magic. People are afraid of us and what we can do. He wants them to feel inspired.”


  “Perhaps people like you would be safer if the rest of the world remained afraid,” Collins suggested.


  It was the wrong thing to say. Jeneta’s mind flashed back to Meridiana flaunting her power, to people crying out in pain while others cowered.


  Collins’ tone softened, probably reacting to Jeneta’s expression. “We know how valuable your work is. The Venture will change the world, and the ansible… Have you considered what that technology could mean? You’ll revolutionize the internet, computers, cellphones, anything that relies on sending a signal from one place to another. You’re young, Jeneta. You’ve been following in Isaac Vainio’s shadow since the beginning. You owe it to yourself to explore all your options.”


  Jeneta didn’t like this woman, but she had a point. Isaac had been the one to teach Jeneta how to use and control her magic after she accidentally pulled a snake from her cellphone in math class. He’d reassured her that it could have been worse. Isaac had discovered his magic when he brought Smudge out of a fantasy novel. He’d nearly burnt down his high school library in the process.


  “I know New Millennium’s not perfect,” said Jeneta. “But it’s like family.”


  “I understand.” Collins pulled out a business card and set it on Jeneta’s tray. “Call me when you’re ready to leave the nest.”


  The instant she and Nguyen left, Jeneta turned to her father. “I don’t like them.”


  “Jeneta—”


  “They want the ansible, not me.” How badly did they want it? Badly enough to sabotage her presentation? “I don’t want to be a product for JPM to sell.”


  “Jeneta, they offered you a place in their Paris facility. They’d pay for you to study at École Normale Superieure, or anywhere else you wanted. Collins wants to earn a profit for JPM, yes. That’s her job. But she wants to do that by taking care of you.”


  Instead of arguing, Jeneta lay back and asked, “Didn’t you say something about making dodo? Do we have any Nutella to go with it?”


  He gave her a mock glare, but let the change of subject to go unchallenged. “Your grandmother weeps in her grave every time you drown your dodo in that mud.” He paused, then added, “I’ll pick some up later this morning.”


  Jeneta took the note from Greg and unfolded it.


  Her father watched closely. “What did the boy say?”


  “He’s confirming the details of our secret plan to elope in Vegas and run off to New York together so he can fulfill his dream of being a street performer. He’s going to dress up like Batman and bounce around on a pogo stick while playing the kazoo.” She tossed the note back onto the tray. “Relax, Dad. He just thanked me for showing him magic and asked me to text him to let him know I’m all right.”


  “If you say so. But if I hear him outside your window, serenading you with a kazoo, you’re grounded.”


  * * *


  Before leaving the medical tower, Jeneta asked to stop by Talulah Polk’s room.


  Talulah lay in a hospital gown on a bed identical to the one Jeneta had just vacated. She’d kicked the thin sheet down to her knees. Her skin was pale and sweaty, and she’d drooled a dark circle onto the pillow. She looked fragile.


  A get-well bouquet of orchids and roses sat on the windowsill. A series of small monitors hummed and beeped next to the bed. An IV tube snaked into Talulah’s left arm.


  Talulah whispered softly in another language. Choctaw, maybe? She’d grown up on a reservation in Oklahoma.


  “The doctors will do everything they can to help your friend,” her father said, putting a gentle hand on Jeneta’s shoulder.


  “Did you know she has her own YouTube channel?” Jeneta murmured. “She’s a gamer. Millions of people watch and listen as she runs through different games. She’s really funny.”


  Talulah’s eyes moved beneath her lids. “Listen…”


  “Talulah?” Jeneta grabbed Talulah’s right hand. “I’m here. I’m listening.”


  Talulah’s fingers twitched and moved, like they were tracing lines of text. “Transmitting… First message.”


  “What is it?” her father whispered.


  “I think she’s reading the scene from New Destiny.” Jeneta’s stomach sank. “I thought maybe she could hear me, but she’s just trying to finish what we started on stage.”


  Talulah’s muscles twitched and jerked like a marionette with tangled strings. “They’re coming. Swimmers.”


  A shiver spread from Jeneta’s spine through her body. That wasn’t from New Destiny. “Who are the swimmers?”


  One of the monitors began to beep loudly.


  ‹Drowning.›


  Footsteps from the hall grew louder. Her father touched her arm and said, “We should go.”


  Jeneta wanted to argue, to stay, but Talulah was clearly growing more agitated. “We’re going to help you,” she promised. “Whoever did this, we’ll stop them.”


  ‹Listen…›


  Jeneta focused her thoughts on Talulah, listening for the faintest telepathic whisper as her father led her away, but heard nothing more.


  * * *


  Jeneta had avoided the news videos of her presentation, unwilling to relive those moments. Now, with images and echoes of Talulah burnt into her memory, she sat cross-legged on her bed and pored over every frame she could find online.


  Headlines like “What New Millennium’s Failure Means for the Future of Space Exploration” made her cringe, but they were better than the stories that focused specifically on her. She scrolled down her phone until “Jeneta Aboderin: Beacon of Hope or Murderer Searching for Redemption?” disappeared off the screen, leaving only a short video clip.


  She clicked Play. The front of the ansible appeared. She saw herself pause. This was the first moment she’d felt another presence brush against her mind, exactly twenty-three seconds after she’d touched the story’s magic. Talulah had sensed nothing, despite her telepathy.


  Isaac stepped forward for a whispered discussion with her and Talulah. A banner scrolled along the bottom, announcing, “New Millennium’s Mars Program in Jeopardy.”


  They finished creating the primary unit. Jeneta reached into the enormous screen to begin forming the secondary unit. This was when the mental contact, little more than a feather before, had returned as a sledgehammer.


  Why this moment? If the goal was to sabotage the presentation, why not attack her earlier, before they created the main ansible. Why wait until the bulk of the work was over?


  Jeneta watched herself cough and stumble, flailing for balance. Talulah caught her arm. Isaac and Kiyoko ran toward her from either side of the stage. Jeneta appeared to convulse once, and then both she and Talulah collapsed.


  Talulah hadn’t been affected until the end, but she was the one lying comatose in a hospital bed. Why?


  “Look at it from the other direction,” she muttered. Forget intentions. Look at results. What had the attack accomplished?


  The ansible was incomplete. New Millennium’s reputation had taken a blow, along with Jeneta’s. Talulah Polk was in the hospital. And something continued to stalk Jeneta from the shadows.


  Could this be about her personally? Revenge for something she’d done, someone she hurt while under Meridiana’s control? If so, it meant Talulah was an innocent victim caught in the crossfire. It meant what had happened to her was Jeneta’s fault.


  Her phone buzzed in her hand, making her jump so hard she dropped it. Her hand shook as she retrieved it and pulled up a new text message.


  Greg: Sorry to bug you but something weird is happening.


  Jeneta: Welcome to New Millennium. Be more specific?


  Greg: It’s my dad. He’s real out of it. I think it might be mayo.


  Greg: Magic*


  Greg: He’s mumbling to himself. Keeps saying listen.


  Jeneta: I’ll be right there.


  She scooped Nkiruka from her terrarium into her smaller traveling cage, shoved her phone into her pocket, grabbed her e-reader, and hurried out to where her father was grading essays at the kitchen table. He’d been working as an English teacher since they moved to New Millennium.


  “I’m going to visit Greg,” she said, trying for a casual tone.


  He jotted a quick margin note and looked at her, letting his stern, moderately disapproving expression do the talking.


  “It’s no big deal. I decided to join his street act. I’m going to be Batgirl. We’re going to pick out my costume.”


  The left corner of his mouth twitched, the only crack in his façade. He checked his watch. “Be home by ten o’clock.”


  “Thanks!” She hurried out the door before he could pry further or change his mind.


  The Parkers were staying in the visitor’s area near the main gate, a series of two-story townhouses with walls the color of sandstone. A door swung open as she approached, and Greg waved her inside.


  “Where is he?” she asked.


  “Upstairs.”


  Jeneta followed him up to the second bedroom, where Buford Parker sat at a small desk, staring at an open spiral-bound notebook. “Why didn’t you call security?”


  “I wasn’t sure what was happening. If it’s nothing serious… Any little thing can get you pulled off a mission, and he’s been so excited about flying the Venture. Every night he reviews his notes, memorizing every inch of the ship and her controls.”


  “Colonel Parker?” Jeneta took a cautious step into the room. The hardwood floor creaked with her weight, but Greg’s father didn’t look up.


  She set the cage on the dresser and opened her e-reader, searching for Tamora Pierce’s In the Hand of the Goddess. She skimmed the first chapter and reached into the book to create a small, glowing ember encased in a layer of crystal.


  “What’s that?” asked Greg.


  “An ember-stone.” The instant she’d touched the stone, flames had appeared on Colonel Parker’s notebook. “It lets me see magic. You were right. Someone enchanted your dad’s notes.”


  “Can you undo it?”


  “Maybe.” With the exception of Nkiruka, the room was otherwise empty of magic. She stepped closer. When she was near enough to touch Colonel Parker’s shoulder, a scratching sound made her pause. The pages rustled, like an insect had gotten trapped between them.


  Jeneta checked Nkiruka again, but she didn’t react as Jeneta reached out and turned the page.


  “That’s the start-up routine,” Greg whispered, peering past her shoulder at his father’s small, precise handwriting. The first three steps had checkmarks beside them. As they watched, a fourth check appeared. “The hell?”


  Was someone else in the room, invisible or out of phase with everyone else? No, the ember-stone would have shown that. The only magic was the notebook itself. Magic allowing someone else to read it, and to write their own notes. “They cloned it. Anything you write in one notebook must appear in the other.”


  Whoever it was, they were working through the start-up routine. Jeneta swore and shoved past Greg to grab Nkiruka’s cage. “They’re trying to steal the Venture!”


  * * *


  Jeneta took a shortcut through a small grove of oaks behind the library, texting Isaac and Kiyoko as she ran. The trees felt out of place in the desert environment, but New Millennium’s resident hamadryad had a way with plants.


  The Venture sat behind Franklin Tower, the chrome skin gleaming gold from the light of the setting sun. The rear of the ship was all fuel and engines, with the middle section for cargo. The crew would cram together in the front for a crowded but relatively quick ride.


  “Don’t you people have security guards or something?” asked Greg.


  Jeneta pointed to the cameras mounted on the wall of the research tower. “There was a magical ward too, but it’s been broken.”


  She approached the ship. There were no windows, no way to see who was inside. She stretched to reach the access panel for the thick, narrow hatch by the cockpit. The panel opened, but the electronics wouldn’t respond. She tried to unlock the crank to manually open the hatch, but it might as well have been welded in place. “They’ve secured it from the inside.”


  “Can’t you override it?”


  Jeneta stepped back, thinking through the text of Mars 2020. “I don’t think so.”


  Kiyoko Itô—two of them—sprinted toward the Venture from opposite directions. The first reached up to the electronic panel, presumably trying to bypass or reprogram the electronics. The second jumped gracefully onto the nose of the ship and scrambled higher, holding the mohawk-like fin as she searched for another way in.


  Isaac arrived seconds later, dressed for battle in a travel vest with books stuffed into every pocket. “Who’s inside?”


  “Unknown,” both Kiyokos said in unison. The one on the ground added, “The security camera is operational, but the footage reveals nothing until Jeneta and Greg arrived.”


  “Damn.” He glared at the hatch. “I’d rather not unmake this thing, but we are not letting someone steal it.”


  As if in response, the Venture’s engines hummed to life. Waves of energy from the repulsor plates underneath pushed Jeneta backward.


  Isaac tugged a book from his vest and flipped to a bookmarked page. He produced a black and silver cylinder. A glowing green blade sprang to life with a hiss-snap. “Kiyoko, get out of the way.”


  Kiyoko bounded back from the hatch, while the clone on the roof continued to crawl about in search of weaknesses. “Whoever’s inside may be armed.”


  “Wait.” Jeneta’s fingers raced over her e-reader. She pulled up a collection of nineteenth century English poetry, flipped to the one she wanted, and began to read.


  O soft embalmer of the still midnight,


  Shutting, with careful fingers and benign,


  Our gloom-pleas'd eyes, embower'd from the light,


  Enshaded in forgetfulness divine:


  O soothest Sleep! If so it please thee, close


  In midst of this thine hymn my willing eyes…


  She wasn’t quite halfway through Keats’ “To Sleep” when the Kiyoko atop the ship slumped. Jeneta kept reading, trying to focus the poem’s magic on the cockpit. The engines didn’t die down, but the Venture wasn’t taking off, either.


  Isaac murmured under his breath, probably shielding himself and the other Kiyoko from the magic. Behind her, Greg smothered a yawn.


  Jeneta finished reading and nodded to Isaac. He and Kiyoko stepped forward, and he gently pushed the tip of his emerald blade through the edge of the hatch. Molten metal sizzled as air hissed free from the pressurized shuttle.


  He cut downward, though metal bolts and airtight sealing, then stepped back so Kiyoko could drag the heavy door open.


  Elizabeth Collins sat slumped in the pilot’s seat, snoring.


  Isaac deactivated his weapon. “Jeneta, do you know how to shut this thing down?”


  Jeneta climbed inside, carefully avoiding the glowing metal where Isaac had cut through the hatch. A spiral-bound notebook lay on the cockpit floor where it had slipped from Collins’ hand. Jeneta ducked and stepped toward the copilot’s seat, then froze. Three squid-shaped shadows hovered protectively over the stolen notebook.


  Jeneta slowly slid one hand into her pocket to touch the ember-stone she’d created earlier. The notebook glowed magic. A similar, fainter aura encompassed the ship itself. Collins appeared to have a few magical toys about her person as well. She’d probably used one of them to get past the ship’s wards. But the shadows—Talulah had called them swimmers—remained dark.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Isaac.


  A wriggling thread of darkness reached out, burrowing toward her innermost thoughts.


  Jeneta staggered back, nearly falling from the ship. Memories of Meridiana surged like floodwaters through a crumbled dam. She remembered standing in a stream in the woods, fighting Isaac and his allies. Her hands frostbitten from Isaac’s magic.


  Isaac reached for her, past and present blurring together.


  “Do it!” Meridiana wouldn’t let her go. Isaac had to kill them both. Jeneta didn’t want to die, but it was the only way to stop Meridiana. She cried out again, weeping, knowing Isaac couldn’t hear her. She was trapped, buried within her own body. Meridiana had entwined herself in Jeneta’s mind, uncovered every thought, every secret.


  “Jeneta!” Another voice—Kiyoko—but Kiyoko hadn’t been at the stream.


  Kiyoko touched her shoulder. Jeneta jerked away, her other hand coming up instinctively to strike. Kiyoko’s reflexes would have allowed her plenty of time to dodge or counter, but she accepted the punch without flinching. “Jeneta, you’re safe.”


  Jeneta gripped Kiyoko’s arm like it was the only thing keeping her from falling. Her body shook, and tears poured down her face. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry…”


  * * *


  “Flashbacks are a normal reaction to what you’ve been through,” said Dr. Shah. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


  Jeneta hugged her knees to her chest. “I freaked out in front of Greg and Isaac. I punched Kiyoko!”


  “I’m pretty sure she’ll live. Have you talked to your father?”


  “Isaac called him after they got Elizabeth Collins secured.” She could still hear her father’s quiet fury. Not only had Jeneta lied, she’d run off to confront an unknown danger without telling anyone.


  “He’s pissed.”


  “He’s worried about you. And he’s not the only one.”


  “I’m more worried about Greg’s dad.” Colonel Parker had been moved to medical with Talulah. His condition appeared identical to hers, and nobody knew how to help them. Collins, on the other hand, had been fine once she recovered from Jeneta’s spell. It wasn’t fair.


  Dr. Shah set her notes aside and turned her chair to study Jeneta more closely. “How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”


  “I stuffed myself with leftover dodo earlier today.”


  “What about sleep?”


  “What about it?” Jeneta shot back.


  “You’re fighting two battles,” Dr. Shah said. “Whatever’s happening here with Ms. Collins and the Venture and your presentation is one. The mental and emotional scars Meridiana left behind are the other. Trauma isn’t like an infection where you can take antibiotics for a week and it goes away. It lingers. Sometimes it tries to come back.”


  “You’re saying I’ve got emotional cancer?”


  “I’m saying what happened today doesn’t mean you’re weak. It doesn’t mean you’re broken. It means you’re a human being who survived something terrible. But you have the tools to fight. Tools that start with basic self-care. Now, how have you been sleeping?”


  “Badly.” Jeneta shrugged and looked away. “I keep dreaming that she’s calling me, trying to crawl back into my head. I remember all the people I hurt—”


  “The people she hurt.”


  “Whatever.” She shivered. “What if I lose control again? I lashed out at Kiyoko today. What if next time I use magic? What if I kill someone?”


  “Jeneta.” Dr. Shah’s voice was stern. “Breathe with me.”


  Jeneta realized she was on the verge of hyperventilating. She gripped the arms of her chair and forced herself to fill her lungs. They’d practiced this together before: first, inhale. Imagine she’d just set foot in a bakery and was smelling the fresh-made breads and muffins and other confections. Then, after a count of three, breathe out like she was playing the flute. It was silly, but the visualizations really did help.


  “Thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are interconnected,” said Dr. Shah. “We’ve talked before about how a change in one piece of the triangle affects the other two.”


  Jeneta nodded.


  “What thoughts go through your head when you think about these shadows you’ve been seeing, the swimmers?”


  “Nobody else can see them,” Jeneta said. “What if this means there’s still something wrong with me? I’m still broken, still not myself.”


  “Your mind ties what you’re seeing now to what you suffered with Meridiana. It creates a story that you’re broken. How does that story end, Jeneta?”


  It felt like an acorn had lodged in her throat. “With me losing myself again.”


  “Nobody else sees these things.” Dr. Shah shrugged. “Nobody else can do libriomancy with e-books, either. That doesn’t make you broken. It makes you extraordinary.”


  Jeneta snorted. “Ever since things fell apart with the ansible, I’ve been afraid to stop moving. I’m all right as long as I keep busy, but as soon as I stop…as soon as I try to sleep…”


  “It’s hard to focus on a new battle when you’re trapped in the old.”


  “What if I lose again? What if these things catch me?”


  “Then you’re in the best place in the world to get help. Jeneta, I want you to work on telling yourself a new story. A story about how you helped stop Elizabeth Collins. About the friends you have here. About how you’re going to get through this.”


  “What if you’re wrong?” Jeneta asked, so quietly she was amazed Dr. Shah heard.


  “I’ve worked with you for more than a year. I think I know you pretty well.” She smiled. “My money is on you.”


  * * *


  Jeneta answered the knock on their apartment door to find Kiyoko standing in the hallway wearing a copper-colored satin jacket three decades out of style. A bruise on the left side of her jaw meant this was the same clone Jeneta had punched outside the Venture. Before Jeneta could find the words for a proper apology, Kiyoko asked, “Are you all right? I’ve been worried.”


  “I’m fine,” Jeneta said automatically. “I’m sorry about—”


  “It’s nothing. You were frightened, but you didn’t hurt me. Your stance was too weak and your technique poor. Would you like me to teach you how to throw a proper punch?”


  Jeneta blinked.


  “That was a joke. Though I’d be happy to instruct you.”


  “Maybe later,” Jeneta said, smiling.


  “May I enter? I have video from the interrogation of Elizabeth Collins. Isaac asked that I share it with you, in case you see or hear anything he missed.”


  By now, Jeneta’s father had come up behind her. “Why does Isaac Vainio need the help of a seventeen-year-old girl to deal with this criminal? Hasn’t he dragged my family through enough?”


  “You can’t blame him for whatever messed-up magic Collins and her libriomancer set loose,” Jeneta argued.


  Kiyoko looked from one to the other. “If this is a bad time, I can return tomorrow.”


  “No.” Jeneta grabbed her hand and tugged her inside. “I want to hear what Collins said.”


  Her father jabbed his index finger at her like a weapon. “You are not to leave this apartment.”


  “I know. You’ve only told me a thousand times.” Jeneta stormed back to her room before the argument could spiral further.


  Kiyoko pulled a square pad of orange post-it notes from her jacket pocket, peeled off the top note, and stuck it on the inside of the bedroom door. A circular symbol was scrawled in the center in blue marker.


  “Should I ask?”


  Kiyoko stuck the next square in the center of the window. “Wards designed to prevent magic from passing in or out of this room. One of Isaac’s researchers put them together. If your visions have been coming from an external source, these should protect you and allow you to sleep tonight. They will also prevent Ms. Collins’ assistant from eavesdropping on our conversation.”


  Jeneta waited while Kiyoko finished sticking post-it notes around the room. She avoided the bulletin board, which was overflowing with photos, notes, and postcards. But the astronomy-themed wall calendar got a post-it right in the center of the Orion Nebula.


  Kiyoko returned the remaining post-its to her pocket and extended a hand. “Your phone?”


  Jeneta handed it over and sat on the edge of the bed. Kiyoko joined her. Touching one fingernail to the input jack, she unlocked the phone and pulled up a video.


  “I need a better password,” Jeneta muttered.


  Kiyoko smiled. “It wouldn’t make a difference.”


  On the screen, Isaac Vainio and Elizabeth Collins sat at a slate table in one of the Franklin Tower research rooms. The rooms were well-shielded to keep magical experiments contained, but they also protected against outside interference or spying. Doctor Shah was there as well, along with a woman from security whose name Jeneta couldn’t remember.


  “I told you, I don’t know where Gellert went,” Collins was saying.


  The woman looked at Isaac, who nodded and said, “She’s telling the truth.”


  “Isaac cast a spell to detect falsehood,” Kiyoko explained.


  “Colonel Parker is in a coma,” Isaac snapped. “Jeneta Aboderin and Talulah Polk were attacked during their presentation. Talulah still hasn’t recovered. Tell me everything you know about what happened to them.”


  Collins sat back and folded her arms. “I want it noted for the record that I’m choosing to cooperate. You have no legal right to hold or question me, and these unfounded accusations—”


  “New Millennium is an odd duck, legally speaking,” said the woman. Jeneta’s brain finally dredged up a name: Babs Palmer, head of New Millennium security. “We own the land,” Palmer continued. “We’re continuing to sort some things out in court, but in essence, you’re a guest in our home. Did you know that in the state of Nevada, if you catch someone robbing your home, you’re legally allowed to shoot them?


  “What happened to Colonel Parker and Talulah Polk?” Isaac repeated.


  “I don’t know.” Collins sounded less sure of herself than before. “Neither I nor Gellert did anything to interfere with the girl’s presentation. Gellert’s notebook was enchanted to steal information from Colonel Parker, nothing more. Whatever crawled into the minds of your people, it didn’t come from me or my company.”


  Kiyoko paused the video. “We believe Gellert remains on the premises, but we’ve had no luck finding him. He must be using magic to shield himself from discovery.”


  “JP Multinational wanted the ansible. At least, that’s what Collins told me. I guess they decided to take the Venture too. It’s all about profit. Maybe Gellert had a different goal. He could have conjured the swimmers on his own, without telling his boss.”


  Kiyoko continued the playback.


  Dr. Shah leaned forward. “Everything about you is precise and carefully planned, but your attempt to steal the Venture was hasty.” There was a cold undertone of anger to her words that Jeneta had never heard before. “That wasn’t part of the plan. What changed?”


  “Gellert disappeared,” Collins snapped. “I ordered him to find out what had gone wrong with the ansible. The more we learn from your mistakes, the fewer we make ourselves. But he stopped returning my calls. If you find him before we do, tell him he’s fired.”


  “I see.” Dr. Shah nodded. “First, you failed to recruit Jeneta Aboderin. Then you lost your libriomancer. The Venture was your last chance to make sure you didn’t return empty-handed.”


  Collins grimaced. “The girl was a mistake, looking back.”


  “Why? Because she threw your offer back in your face?”


  “You don’t see it, do you?” Collins put her hands on the table. “Talulah Polk assisted Jeneta in her presentation. Now Polk is in a coma. Jeneta goes to the Parkers’ apartment, and Colonel Parker joins Polk in the hospital. Whatever’s going on, JPM isn’t involved, but Jeneta Aboderin is smack dab in the middle of it.”


  The playback stopped. Jeneta felt like she’d been punched.


  “Elizabeth Collins never told a deliberate or conscious lie,” said Kiyoko. “However, she’s intelligent enough to talk around deception. Isaac hoped you might have suggestions for additional questions.”


  Jeneta laughed bitterly. “Didn’t you hear her? I’m the cause of this. You said yourself she couldn’t lie.”


  “She couldn’t tell a conscious lie. She may truly believe you’re responsible, but that doesn’t make it true. From what you said, Colonel Parker was trapped by this enchantment before you ever arrived at his apartment.”


  Jeneta flopped backward on the bed, staring at the slowly-rotating blades of the ceiling fan. After a moment, Kiyoko stiffly followed suit.


  “Maybe one of the werewolves could sniff Gellert Nguyen out?” Jeneta suggested.


  “It’s been tried with no success.”


  Jeneta sighed. “What if it’s personal? What if I—if Meridiana—hurt Nguyen or someone he cared about?”


  Kiyoko paused. “Possible, but unlikely. Gellert Nguyen’s work history is well-documented. He was not in any of the areas Meridiana attacked. Nor can I find any connection between him and the casualties left in Meridiana’s wake.”


  “I’m sorry, Kiyoko. Whatever got into Talulah’s and Colonel Parker’s heads, I don’t know how to get it out, or how to stop it from hurting anyone else.”


  They lay in silence for a long time. When Kiyoko finally spoke, her tone was thoughtful. “I was created from libriomancy, taken from a book as a collection of embryos and grown like a seed in a greenhouse. My purpose was to serve as a living computer and bodyguard. I was programmed for servitude. I know what it means to be…not your own person. I will do whatever I can to help you, Jeneta.”


  Her vision blurred. “Thank you.”


  “Would you like me to help you sleep? I’ve learned to mimic a number of minor spells, including—”


  “No!” Jeneta took a breath. “No, that’s all right.”


  “Would you like me to stay in the apartment? You should be safe, but if your theory about Nguyen wanting revenge against you is correct—a remote possibility—I’m happy to provide additional protection.”


  “You don’t have to be a bodyguard,” Jeneta protested.


  “I know. But I choose to.”


  She swallowed. “All right.”


  Kiyoko looked around. “With the wards in place, I can’t hear my clones’ thoughts. It’s disconcerting. I believe I’ll wait in the living room, where I won’t be cut off from the rest of me. That will also provide a direct line of sight to the door. I’ll inform your father.”


  Kiyoko’s presence, even in the next room, lightened a weight Jeneta hadn’t realized she was carrying. She got ready for bed, dropped a pair of crickets and a green Skittle into Nkiruka’s cage, and turned off the lights.


  An hour later, she got up and stared out the window, wondering what game the vampires and werewolves were playing tonight. Hadn’t one of them said something about a badminton tournament?


  An hour after that, she grabbed her phone and scrolled through her social media feeds, which eventually led her to Talulah’s website, where she killed another hour listening to Talulah’s sports announcer-style commentary on various Super Mario run-throughs.


  It was close to one in the morning when sleep finally overpowered her.


  According to her alarm clock, it was exactly two fifty-four when she bolted awake, sweat dripping down her face and back. She’d been falling—no, drowning. Pulled deeper into watery darkness that smothered all cries for help.


  She pulled her comforter higher and forced herself to inhale slowly, imagining the soothing smell of fresh-baked bread. In and out, one breath at a time, until her heartbeat slowed and her hands stopped shaking.


  She switched on the lamp beside her bed. Nkiruka burrowed deeper into the obsidian gravel, trying to escape the evil light. The fire-spider lacked any hint of flame.


  “I’m safe.” She felt foolish speaking the words out loud, but it helped. Nkiruka was here to alert her of danger. Wards protected her bedroom. Kiyoko waited in the next room.


  Something wet brushed the back of her neck. She bolted forward, biting back a scream.


  A squidlike shape floated above her headboard, dark tendrils extended. Jeneta snatched her phone and scrambled backward. “Get out!”


  It was in her room. Inside the wards. That shouldn’t be possible. Unless Collins was right…unless these things were coming from Jeneta herself.


  As if to prove her wrong, the swimmer darted away through the bedroom door—and the ward—like a ghost.


  Relief and despair flooded through her. Whatever these shadows were, this one hadn’t done more than brush her thoughts. But what if it changed its mind? Nothing Jeneta or anyone else did could stop them.


  The door opened. Kiyoko scanned the room before making eye contact with Jeneta. “I heard noise?”


  The swimmer drifted through the living room, toward the far wall. “Your wards didn’t work.”


  “Isaac’s wards, not mine.” Kiyoko sounded mildly offended as she stepped closer. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah.” Jeneta grabbed a robe, thinking of her last session with Dr. Shah. Controlling her emotions was like herding cats, and her thoughts were a snarl, but she could choose her behavior. “We have to go after it.”


  “What’s going on?” Her father was awake. Jeneta groaned.


  “One of those things came back,” she said. “Kiyoko’s wards couldn’t stop it.”


  “Isaac’s wards,” Kiyoko repeated. Behind her, the shadow disappeared from the living room.


  “I know what you’re going to say, but I can’t keep hiding.” Jeneta spoke tightly, trying to keep her voice from shaking. “If Gellert Nguyen is responsible for these things, maybe this one will lead us to him. I’m the only one who can see them.”


  “You would confront him with only this woman for protection?”


  “I’ve already informed security of this breach,” said Kiyoko. “We will not be alone.”


  Jeneta stepped toward the door. “Dad, please. I’m tired of being afraid.”


  “Let me get my shoes.”


  “Thank you.” Jeneta ran barefoot through the living room and out the door. The hallway was empty. Kiyoko followed her down the stairwell onto the front walk outside, where two additional Kiyokos joined them.


  Jeneta’s attention jumped to a large moth orbiting one of the street lamps. How did you find a shadow in the darkness? If it had continued in a straight line after leaving the apartment, it should be heading toward Franklin Tower.


  Footsteps crunched behind her as her father caught up. “Where is it?”


  Movement pulled her attention to another lamp. A squid-like shape swam through the light. The analytical part of Jeneta’s mind noted that the shadow, whatever it was, cast no shadow of its own.


  “It’s going toward the loading dock.” Jeneta took off in pursuit.


  “You’re aware this could be a trap,” Kiyoko commented, running alongside her.


  “Why bother? These things could get to me anywhere they wanted.” It was a simultaneously reassuring and terrifying thought.


  A paved road sloped down to a pair of locked garage-style doors behind Franklin Tower. Jeneta’s quarry disappeared through the left door. Motion-activated lights switched on as they approached.


  “That’s where the primary ansible unit is being stored,” Kiyoko noted. “According to surveillance video and security logs, it has been undisturbed since the presentation.”


  A stocky brown-skinned woman wearing a black leather jacket and carrying a wooden sword in one hand joined them. Lena Greenwood didn’t look dangerous, but her appearance was deceptive. The hamadryad had gone toe-to-toe with homicidal vampires and walked away unscathed, and that sword was stronger than steel. She nodded in greeting. “Security paged me. Isaac’s on his way.”


  “Kiyoko, can you open that door?” asked Jeneta.


  “We can,” the three clones said together. “Are you prepared if this thing turns on you?”


  Jeneta held up her phone. “‘Spirits of the Dead,’ by Edgar Allan Poe. I’m hoping it will be enough to overpower whatever these things are.”


  The Kiyoko closest to the door touched an electronic keypad. The door rose soundlessly as lights came on inside.


  The ansible unit sat to one side, secured to the wall with canvas straps. Wards similar to the ones Kiyoko had posted in Jeneta’s room were scrawled on the floor and wall.


  Lena was next to enter, sword raised and ready to strike. A shadow emerged from the ansible, swimming through the wards and through Lena herself, toward Jeneta.


  Jeneta was already reading.


  Thy soul shall find itself alone


  ’Mid dark thoughts of the grey tombstone;


  Not one, of all the crowd, to pry


  Into thine hour of secrecy.


  Be silent in that solitude,


  Which is not loneliness—for then


  The spirits of the dead, who stood


  In life before thee, are again


  In death around thee, and their will


  Shall overshadow thee; be still.


  The poem conjured faux spirits of her own that raced forth to overpower and imprison the swimmer, not by violence, but by strength of will. Sounds dulled and faded. Even her own breathing sounded faint.


  Ghostly forms arose like candles surrounding the shadowy form. They radiated a sense of cold and calm, of unending rest.


  The swimmer paused. Jeneta held her breath. Behind her, she heard her father shiver, brushed by the edge of the spell.


  Then, with a twitch that reminded her of a shrug, the thing swam away, passing between Jeneta’s conjured spirits like they didn’t exist.


  “Dammit!”


  “Mind your tongue,” her father said sharply.


  “Really, Dad?” The shadow swam toward a wall on the left and vanished through a door labeled “Supplies.”


  “What happened?” asked Kiyoko.


  “The poem didn’t work.” Jeneta pointed to the door. “It’s in there.”


  Wordlessly, Lena and a Kiyoko approached the door, while the other two clones remained with Jeneta and her father.


  Lena tried the door, but it was locked. She adjusted her stance and pulled harder. Metal squealed in protest as the entire knob ripped free in her hand. Lena tossed it aside, reached in to grab the latching mechanism, and tugged again.


  The door swung open. Lena raised her sword. Kiyoko slipped past to turn on the light.


  Gellert Nguyen huddled on the floor, muttering and drooling. Dying orchids and roses were scattered in front of him. His right fist clutched a few broken stems.


  Shadows crawled over his body like ants on a fallen popsicle.


  Jeneta staggered back. Her phone slipped from her hand. She heard Kiyoko call her name, felt her father’s hand on her shoulder, but none of it registered. All she could see was the mass of shadows devouring Nguyen’s mind, leaving him a hollow shell.


  “Is he alive?” Lena’s words sounded far away.


  Kiyoko crouched to check Nguyen’s pulse. “He is, though his pulse is slow and weak.”


  “Stay away,” Jeneta whispered, imagining Kiyoko falling to the same horror that had taken Nguyen.


  “Jeneta, what’s wrong?” Her father was shouting now.


  Nguyen’s lips cracked. In a raspy whisper that carried as clear as a gunshot, he said, “Finish.”


  Tentacles pulled free of Nguyen to reach toward Jeneta, to burrow into her thoughts and trap her and drown her and devour everything she knew.


  Jeneta turned and ran.


  * * *


  Talulah Polk. Buford Parker. And now Gellert Nguyen.


  Jeneta sat on a stone bench behind the medical tower. The small garden was another of Lena Greenwood’s projects, full of winding stone paths bordered by waist-tall cacti that were perpetually in bloom.


  “Good morning.” Kiyoko stopped on the path. “Your father said you’ve been here all night.”


  Jeneta glanced at the rising sun and shrugged. “I guess so.”


  “You dropped this.” Kiyoko offered Jeneta her phone. A spider web of cracks spread from the corner of the screen. “It still functions.”


  “Thanks.” Jeneta took the phone. Text messages from Dr. Shah, Greg, and her mother filled the lock screen. She ignored them and jammed the phone into her pocket.


  “Isaac believes Mr. Nguyen was trying to determine what happened to Talulah Polk. The flowers we found with him were genetically identical to those in Talulah’s hospital room.”


  “He was using them to eavesdrop, just like he cloned Colonel Parker’s notebook?”


  “Isaac was impressed with his cleverness. He also vowed to turn the man into a newt when and if he regains his senses.” Kiyoko looked around. “Flowers are part of the plant’s reproductive cycle. Are these perpetual blooms a symptom of Lena’s sexual appetite? She is a subspecies of nymph, after all.”


  Jeneta snorted. “I think she just grows them because they’re pretty.”


  “Ah.” Kiyoko sat. “You should sleep.”


  “Can’t.” She shook her head, remembering the nightmares. Her shoulders tightened. “I thought I was ready to face those things.”


  “You were ready to pursue one. From what you’ve described, it was the sight of so many swarming over Mr. Nguyen that caused you to panic and flee.”


  “Thanks for clarifying that.” Jeneta rubbed her eyes. “Dad thinks we should leave New Millennium.”


  “I see…” Kiyoko frowned. “Then who would finish the Mars project?”


  Finish. Nguyen’s voice whispered to her again, so clearly she could see his pale lips moving as he lay on the storage room floor.


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing.” She shook her head. “There are plenty of libriomancers here to finish the project.”


  “None of whom can do electronic libriomancy.”


  Jeneta rolled her eyes. “Have you met libriomancers? Once they know something’s possible, they’ll break the universe trying to figure it out. Sooner or later one of them will get it right.”


  Neither spoke for a while. Then Kiyoko tilted her head, listening to something Jeneta couldn’t hear. “Isaac would like to know if he can borrow Nkiruka. Mr. Nguyen’s corporate espionage was more extensive than we knew. He was using a set of ARClights, genetically-engineered dragonflies with biotech cameras and microphones, from the Artemis Fowl books. Apparently fire-spiders find them delicious and light up in their presence.”


  Jeneta thought back to Nkiruka’s reaction the other night with Greg. She’d been burning because she wanted to hunt that dragonfly, not as a warning of the approaching swimmer. The idea of that asshole spying on her, listening in on her conversations, made her want to throw up.


  Listen. Talulah’s voice now as she lay in the hospital. Colonel Parker had mumbled the same thing.


  “Jeneta?”


  “Nkiruka isn’t afraid of these things.”


  “The ARClights?”


  “The shadows I’ve been seeing.”


  Kiyoko appeared to consider this. “Most likely, Nkiruka can’t perceive them.”


  “She’s a fire-spider. They don’t have to perceive threats. They just know.”


  “These swimmers have incapacitated three people. How are they not a threat?”


  Jeneta held up a hand, trying to think. Nguyen had been using magic to listen in on Talulah’s room when the swarm took him. Colonel Parker had been poring over his enchanted notebook. If that magic was the key, why Parker and not Elizabeth Collins, who’d been on the other end of the connection?


  “Parker’s notebook was acting as the receiver.” Collins had checked off each step as she tried to start the Venture, unknowingly transmitting those marks to Colonel Parker. And the attack on Jeneta had come as they created the secondary ansible unit. She’d seen another swimmer when she demonstrated libriomancy to Greg, working a spell that connected her textbook to thousands of others around the world.


  Finish.


  Dr. Shah had warned her about fear controlling her thoughts and her actions. About letting what happened with Meridiana dictate her story. “Did Isaac ever tell you what happened when he first created Smudge?”


  “Isaac did not.” Kiyoko paused. “Lena, however, told me he almost burnt down his high school library.”


  “That’s right. Smudge had been pulled into a new world. He was lost and scared and panicked. He didn’t start that fire to hurt anyone. It was instinct. Fear. What if these attacks are the same? An accident instead of an assault?”


  “We have no evidence one way or another to judge the creatures’ motivations. New Destiny has no mention of anything resembling the creatures you describe, making it unlikely you pulled them from a book as was done with Smudge.”


  “Maybe the creatures are…incomplete. I don’t know.” Jeneta realized she was standing, her fatigue gone. “But they appeared while I was creating the ansible.”


  “What do you intend to do?”


  “What I think they’re asking me to do. I’m going to finish that spell.”


  * * *


  “No,” said Isaac, simultaneously with Mmadukaaku Aboderin’s “Absolutely not.”


  Jeneta had asked them to meet her at the stage in front of Franklin Tower, where this whole mess had begun. The chairs had been removed, but the stage itself remained, as did the giant screen—the latter protected by a heavy tarp to shield it from the elements, and to discourage the vampires and werewolves from hijacking it…again…for an all-night game of Assassin’s Creed: Brotherhood.


  “Three people are in the hospital,” her father continued. “Do you want to be the fourth?”


  “I think they’re in the hospital because of me,” said Jeneta.


  Isaac raised his hands. “I know Dr. Shah has told you this isn’t your fault. I feel responsible too, but—”


  “I was standing right there.” Jeneta climbed onto the stage and walked to the center. “Talulah and I had just touched the secondary ansible unit when something or someone else touched my mind, and I panicked. Just like when I hit Kiyoko.”


  Her face burned when she admitted that, but Kiyoko simply smiled and nodded for her to continue.


  “Do you hear what I’m saying?” Jeneta asked. “Maybe they haven’t been attacking us. Maybe I’m the one who attacked them.”


  “Attacked who?” her father demanded.


  “I don’t know.” Jeneta folded her arms. “Don’t you think it’s time we found out?”


  “What if you’re wrong?” She could hear the anguish in Isaac’s words, the fear. “I can’t let something like this happen to you again.”


  Her father’s body was tense as iron. “I agree with Isaac. You will not endanger yourself again. You will not put your mother and me through that again.”


  “This isn’t Meridiana.” They both flinched at the name. “If I’d been in a car crash, would you forbid me to drive again? I know you’re afraid. You think I’m not? Believe me, I can’t stop thinking about what happens if things go wrong. But we have to also think about what could happen if things go right.”


  “I think you should let her try,” said Kiyoko.


  Everyone turned.


  “Why?” demanded her father. “Why should we let her risk herself?”


  “Because she’s afraid, and she’s trying so very hard to break free of her fear.” Kiyoko looked at Jeneta. “Freedom is worth risk.”


  “You don’t understand,” he argued. “She’s not your daughter.”


  “No,” agreed Kiyoko. “She’s my friend.”


  “Dad, please.” Jeneta waited until she had everyone’s attention. “These things followed me into my room. If they want to come after me, we can’t stop them. I need to do this.” She braced herself and added, “And I wasn’t asking permission.”


  * * *


  Another of Kiyoko’s clones fetched Nkiruka from the apartment. Jeneta opened the cage and scooped the fire-spider into her hand. Nkiruka was cool to the touch, assuring Jeneta they were in no immediate danger from whatever shadows haunted New Millennium. Or from her father, for that matter.


  He hadn’t spoken a word since she’d essentially told him she was doing this whether he liked it or not. He stood like a statue at the edge of the stage, his arms folded, his eyes burning her with disapproval.


  “Any time you change your mind or decide to stop, just say the word.” Isaac had insisted on helping, taking on the role Talulah had played before. The role, and the risk.


  Kiyoko unlocked the lines securing the enormous tarp in place. The rest of her clones—the twenty or so who lived within New Millennium, at least—formed a loose perimeter around the stage to keep everyone back. They’d already attracted several onlookers, and it wouldn’t be long before more arrived.


  Dr. Shah had come as well. She fidgeted anxiously with her necklace, but offered Jeneta an encouraging smile.


  The tarp slid free, sounding like a sheet in the wind. Kiyoko gathered it to one side, then ducked behind the screen. Moments later, words appeared—the same scene she’d used before.


  “Jeneta!”


  She spun to see Greg Parker running toward her. Two Kiyokos moved to intercept him.


  “It’s all right,” called Jeneta. “Greg, what are you doing here?”


  “Dr. Shah said I should come. She said you were going to try to help my Dad.”


  Jeneta glared at Dr. Shah, uncertain whether she should feel grateful or annoyed.


  The therapist simply smiled again, saying, “Whatever happens, you’re not alone.”


  Jeneta nodded and turned to touch the screen. Her hand shook. Her stomach was so tight she thought she might throw up.


  Inhale.


  She skimmed the scene and pressed harder. Felt her fingers sink into the story. Felt the warm air of New Gaia. Felt the pressure of the water that came from somewhere beyond the words.


  Isaac’s hand joined hers in the book’s magic. “I can feel the ansible receiver. What about you?”


  Jeneta reached deeper, concentrating on the story and rereading the words until the ansible solidified beneath her hand. “I’ve got it.”


  Shadows edged her vision, swimming closer.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Isaac. He couldn’t see them. Couldn’t feel the currents. The world wasn’t threatening to fall away from beneath his feet, to pull him under until he drowned.


  “I’m fine. Keep going.”


  The screen began to roll backward. She clung to the ansible receiver. All she had to do was hold on. Sixty seconds, maybe less, and it would be over.


  Exhale.


  Tendrils of shadow and magic reached through the water. Her vision narrowed, the words on the screen blurring and fading to darkness. She blinked and tried to focus, to cling to a single sentence, then a single word.


  Why wouldn’t they let her finish the spell? Oh God, what if she’d been wrong? Meridiana’s laughter bubbled from the deep crevasses of her memory.


  Isaac was speaking, but she couldn’t make out the words. She couldn’t feel the stage beneath her feet. Hell, she couldn’t feel her feet! Nothing but water and darkness and other minds slithering into her own.


  If she didn’t break away, would she join Talulah and the others in the hospital? Or would Isaac suffer the consequences in her place?


  Fear and confusion and anger and desperation wriggled through the crevasses of her brain. She was lost. Stranded and alone, sinking deeper. The pressure grew. If she didn’t break free, she’d drown.


  “Nkiruka doesn’t think they’re a threat,” she reminded herself. This wasn’t Meridiana. Whatever happened, her friends would take care of her. They’d make sure she couldn’t hurt anyone. They’d keep her safe.


  Inhale.


  Water poured into her throat and lungs, tasting of salt and sulfur and, oddly, pumpkin spice.


  More shadows appeared. New eddies swirled through the water. She breathed them in.


  Understanding exploded like fireworks in her mind. Awe and wonder filled her until she thought she’d burst, and when she couldn’t hold it in any longer, Jeneta began to laugh…


  * * *


  Jeneta had no idea how much time passed before she pulled free. She started to fall, but Isaac and her father were both close enough to catch her arms and lower her to the stage.


  “Jeneta!” her father shouted, practically deafening her. “Is it you?”


  She tried to answer, but succeeded only in drooling. She wiped her chin, wincing at the stiffness and cramps in her joints, and tried again. “It’s me, Dad.”


  They helped her to sit, and Dr. Shah immediately began checking her over.


  She squinted against the bright sun. She felt like she’d run a marathon, and she had a strange craving for salty chicken broth. “How long?”


  “An hour and a half,” said Isaac. “Nkiruka spent most of that time sleeping on your shoulder. About twenty minutes ago she got bored and started hunting. I moved her back into her cage and gave her a few of Smudge’s M&Ms.”


  She looked around. “Where’s Greg?”


  “With his father.” Kiyoko smiled. “He, Talulah, and Mr. Nguyen started coming around shortly after you began your spell.”


  “You saved them.” Her father sat across from her. From his exhausted slouch, he was as wrung out as Jeneta felt. “Are you okay?”


  Jeneta beamed. “Collins was right. This was my fault.”


  “What happened?” asked Isaac. “What were those shadows, and why couldn’t anyone else see them?”


  “You couldn’t see them because they weren’t really here.”


  “Where were they?” asked Kiyoko.


  “Trapped. Because I broke the ansible spell before it was finished. You know how old-fashioned phones, if one person hung up but the other didn’t, it could tie up both lines?”


  Dr. Shah frowned. “Careful what you’re calling old-fashioned, kiddo.”


  Isaac raised his hands. “Is this because the ansible was in use in the book? You weren’t just creating the ansible, you were trying to create the conversation as well? A connection to fictional characters.”


  Jeneta’s smile grew. “Nope. You’re thinking too literally. The ansible is about communication and connection. Just like the other spells they tried to hijack to get free.”


  “Enough,” said her father, but he was grinning. “You’re having far too much fun making everyone guess. Tell us what these things are, or I’ll never buy another jar of Nutella again.”


  “That’s cruel.” She turned to Isaac. “You loaned me your copy of Contact last year. Do you remember the line about the size of the universe and the possibility of alien life?”


  “Of course. ‘If it’s just us, seems like an awful waste of space.’”


  Her cheeks hurt from smiling as she waited for him to make the connection.


  Isaac’s gasp a moment later was everything she could have hoped. He sat down hard, like his legs had given out. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


  “We cast a spell to enable us to communicate with anyone, anywhere in the galaxy and beyond.”


  Her father shook his head in disbelief. “These things you’ve been seeing, they’re aliens?”


  “I think they’re from the alien equivalent of SETI, the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence. They’ve been listening for signs of life elsewhere in the universe. They heard our spell—tasted it, really. That’s how their magic works. Their whole world is water. They can secrete…it’s like tiny magical potions.” She laughed. “Isaac, they spit magic!”


  “Can you contact them again?” asked Isaac. “Safely?”


  “I think so.” Her grin faded slightly. “They were trying to respond. Creating the ansible was us making the call. The mental contact I felt on stage was them answering. When I broke the spell, a few of them got trapped between their world and ours. I still don’t understand exactly how it happened. I don’t think they do, either. It’s something they want to talk about with us. All I know is I won’t make that mistake again.”


  “And you were able to communicate?” asked her father. “You understood their language?”


  “We understood…intentions, I guess. Images and emotions. It’s going to take longer to learn to communicate specific concepts and details, but I have a few ideas on that.”


  Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the text message on the screen.


  Greg: Kiyoko says you’re back. Thank you!!!


  Jeneta grinned up at Kiyoko. “Thanks for letting them know.”


  Kiyoko shrugged. “One of the advantages to being in thirty-one places at once.”


  Dr. Shah sat back and said, “From what I can see, you’re completely fine. We should get you to the hospital for a check-up to be sure, though. And I’ll want to talk to you to process everything that’s happened. The emotional scars from Meridiana are still there, but something tells me you’ll be able to work through them.”


  “What now?” asked her father.


  Isaac looked at Jeneta, a mischievous smile on his face. “I know you don’t love the spotlight, but I think you’re going to have to get used to it. This is going to be one hell of a press conference.”


  “Bring it on,” she said. “I’m not afraid. But let’s not invite anyone from JP Multinational, okay?”


  For the first time, she noticed the secondary ansible unit sitting to one side on the stage. Isaac must have finished creating it while Jeneta was busy talking to aliens. Once someone fixed the hatch on the Venture, they should be able to get to Mars after all.


  But Mars was only the beginning.
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