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			“And the history of this, their expropriation, is written in the annals of history in letters of blood and fire.” —Karl Marx

			“Oh my god, they were right. I’m a homo.” —But I’m a Cheerleader
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			Strike for Pike

			It was hot for December, hotter than Halloween had been, but I guess that’s the Midwest for you. Saturday at nautical twilight. The sky fell around us in a fog. We wore street clothes under kitschy little jackets that read SCAPE­GRACERS, each a different color—bruisy lilac for Jing, baby blue for Yates, gunmetal for Daisy, and red 40 for me—to match the marble-sized witch organs that lived in our throats and processed our powers. Their throats, that is. Would be cute if I had my soul, too.

			Anyway, dragging boys behind the bowling alley was easy as shit.

			Daisy had him by his elbows. She blew a bubblegum bubble so huge it masked her as she lugged him down the alley side, around the corner to the back lot, then backwards up the abandoned school bus steps. Her bubble popped as she reached the top stair. It smelled like fake apples. She smacked her lips, adjusted her hold, and bounced him twice before she dragged him into the dank bus depths, seemingly unmoved by his carp-on-a-line-style thrashing. Usually I did the guy-hauling part, but she’d been in a mood and that energy had to go somewhere. Besides, for a girl as small as her, Daisy had a hell of a grip. We followed her at heel down the slick black school bus aisle. There was a hint of risk, what with us nabbing this guy and forcing him into a bowling-­alley-anterior bus husk being theoretically illegal and all, maybe a smidgeon near kidnapping and assault, but we weren’t too worried. This wasn’t the first time we’d done this sort of thing. We hadn’t gotten caught yet. Why would we now?

			This was Alexis Nguyen’s ex-boyfriend. Travis something. Beefy corn-faced prick in a letter jacket and expensive showy never-been-worked-in cowboy boots. Kind of an auxiliary friend to Austin Grass and the like, but more belonging to the pseudo-popular youth-group-cum-drug-dealer clique who genuinely thought that Jing and Yates and Daisy had signed their names in the devil’s book by hanging around with me. Gotta love fundy assholes. One wonders how he dated the likes of Alexis in the first place, even as he was, in this instance, correct on technicality. We’ve done a lot of scribbling in and around our devil’s book.

			Daisy pushed Travis against the emergency door at the back of the bus. She shoved hard, then down. He skittered onto his tailbone and spat a long string of stupid that I didn’t care to process. What do you think you’re what the fuck are you what is this what fuck. Ugh. Whatever. With a flip of her skirt, Daisy slammed her knee into his solar plexus, pinning him in place, and Travis heaved a cough and kicked so hard one of his boots flew off, banging against a smudged window and clattering to the floor. Smelled like corn chips. Boys are gross.

			Jing and Yates stalked ahead of me with Jing in the lead. She had a jumbo roll of duct tape like a bangle on her wrist that she hula hooped around as she strut, shoulders squared, chin out, whistling one of Yates’ favorite pop songs. She stopped just before the kicking prick. Grabbed the end of the tape and pulled. It made a sound like a lightning strike. She got his mouth, then moved lower, taped him to the door in zigzags between FUCK BIO I HATE IT HERE and DONNA + SNAKE 5EVR in a Sharpied arrow heart. His wriggling popped the initial tape ribbons off, but Daisy kept him in place, and Jing made short work of the rest. In a blink, Travis something was affixed. He twitched, wide-eyed. Looked like a fly in a spiderweb. A fly whose primary idols were SoundCloud rappers.

			“Travis.” Yates looked at down at him, doe eyes heavy. She clasped her perfect hands together and tucked them against her perfect chest, gold-ringed knuckles sparkling just beneath her candy-charm necklace. Beatific. “You’ve been following Alexis around. You keep texting her and messaging her nonstop, and when she blocks you, you make new accounts and start again. You park outside the store where she works and wait for her shift to end so that you can follow her. Travis, Alexis isn’t into you anymore. You’re freaking her out. How could you lack the basic human decency to respect the dismissal of a girl you claim to care about, or literally anybody for that matter? She came to us scared for what might happen if she couldn’t keep avoiding you. It makes me sick to my stomach. I’m sick, Travis. How could you do this?”

			Travis made muffled sounds. His eyebrows jumped together.

			Jing and Daisy looked at each other. Girl telepathy. Jing curled her bright red lip. Daisy’s eye twitched. A host of microexpressions too fast to map that made their highlights shimmer, then they simultaneously came to their conclusion, and Daisy ripped off the tape along with a couple of whiskers from Travis’ mouth.

			“Ow! Jesus Christ.” Travis kissed his teeth and coughed. “You’re fucking crazy! What the shit, let me out of here, you little—”

			“Time to gag him again?” Jing looked to Yates like, Please say yes.

			Yates bit her bottom lip. Felt very no.

			With a flicker of exasperation, Jing stayed her hand. Crossed her arms to holster her tape bangle.

			Spotlight back on Yates, who patted her curls, then adjusted the ruffled hem of her little dress. Minty green, looked nice with her blue. Soothing and frosty. I liked the pearly buttons. “Do you know who we are?”

			“Yes, I know who you are, Yates. Fucking, of course I know who you are, we’ve gone to school together since second grade.” He opened his mouth to say more, but then recognition hit him, and his eyes flashed. “Jackets. The fucking jackets. This is Scapegracer shit, isn’t it? No. No no no, count me out. I’m not fucking around, you better let me go, my dad’s a pastor and—”

			“Boys don’t treat girls like that in our town,” said Jing, dripping venom. “When they do, that’s Scapegracer shit. You got it right.”

			“Don’t kill me,” Travis squeaked. Squeaked! Wasn’t so big and bad in the face of supernatural retribution, now was he? “What do you want? What do you want from me? Don’t kill me, please don’t kill me, I didn’t do it, I swear to god.”

			“Get a load of this guy,” said Daisy. She sniffed, smiled mirthlessly. “Don’t flatter yourself, ugly. You smell and nobody likes you. I only kill for love. Yates, got the Chett poppet?”

			Yates produced the poppet from an inner jacket pocket. One-armed Ken doll. She held it by a buff-toned mono-toed foot and took a breath. “Ready, Sideways?”

			Sideways. That was me. Talking to me.

			I was here. My body was in this space with the rest of them. I was breathing, my lungs beat when I kept my mouth open like this, sucked air between my teeth and down my throat then out my stuffed-up nose. Blood moved inside my gut. Fingers hummed at the ends of my hands, throbbing numb but still attached. Fucked-up ratty boots below, fucked-up ratty hair above. Solve et coagula. Yuck. My body stood still aside from the occasional absent fidgeting, upright, alive, and I was present. I was on earth. I tasted ink. Our coven’s unbooked devil swam languidly inside me, evidenced from the outside only in the jet stains pooling around my nail beds and the corners of my mouth, and if he had any opinions on the Chett-Travis situation, he didn’t offer them. Around us the bus smelled like hot crayons and trash bags. Old sweat. Fruit snacks. Clammy, clingy scents that recalled being smaller and worse. Jing looked sweat-glossy under her bangs. Yates thumbed at the plastic dip of the poppet’s ankle. A gnat zipped around the hollow bus cavity until it got too close to Daisy, who crushed it twitching with her elbow against a slashed-up vinyl bench. Chettboy whimpered something that sounded like You’re a buncha crazy bitches.

			“Ready to start?” Jing was looking at me. I felt her looking at me.

			I was still something to see.

			I rolled my hands into fists, stubby nails deep into my palm meat, and the dull pain was an anchor that proved to me that I was here. I was right here, right fucking here. I was standing here empty-handed, trying to make myself think about how I was standing here empty-handed.

			I was also panting in the woods with a handle in my grip. Jackknife. I’d pilfered it from my ex. He’d used it to cut open little animals, so he told me, because it’s easy to find witches if you dig around in their fresh wet insides. Lungs burning because I ran here, I ran here in kicks that weren’t made for running in the woods and I haven’t run drills in months. My hair hung in my eyes and stuck to my cheeks and my shoulders and dipped in between my lips. Straight hair, soft and heavy, blue-black, thick. I had the knife in one hand and had the other hand pushed up against a broad tree trunk. Rough bark, felt like her leather. Grip tightened on the handle, I crushed it as close to my bones as my skin would allow. I pressed down on the bark with the knife. My body thrummed all over, alive with a pulse like ants swarming on a dropped ice-cream cone. I was crawling with it, with the manic rush of magic. Bad-batch-ecstasy rancid-maggot magic. It felt like doing donuts in a stolen sports car. I felt sick and it wasn’t mine. It couldn’t be mine. It felt good. I drove the knife tip into the tree and sawed down. Sap oozed down the knife and gummed around my knuckles. I carved faster. Long lines, jaggedy, overexaggerated. Her handwriting is so tacky. It’s too big and damn near illegible. So be it. I can see you. I can see everything you do now. Extra eyes to watch my back.

			Her handwriting?

			Right. My handwriting. Sideways’ handwriting. I am Sideways. I’m on a bus.

			Ten points of soft pressure on either side of my neck, five on each side. Gentle touch. Little shaking, just enough to rustle the curls. “Sideways. Hey. What’s up?” I blinked, and there was Yates. She had me by the shoulders, dark fingers soft on the red satin, and she looked at me with a dimple between her eyebrows. She smelled like honey. “Are you okay? Talk to me.”

			“Some bitch ripped her soul out,” Daisy sneered. “Duh, she’s not okay.”

			“I’m talking to Sideways, Daze.”

			“I’m fine.” My tongue felt weird in my mouth in a different way than it usually did whenever Yates was touching me. Like it wasn’t attached. I couldn’t remember how to make it move like I wanted. It was a big dumb clumsy slug that was super bad at language.

			You’re not fine. Mr. Scratch purred in the seams of my skull. His voice was overinflected, unctuous and slithery, unplaceably accented. Just left of mid-Atlantic. He stretched a tendril down the top knobs of my spine and coiled it under the flat bone of a shoulder blade, swished it to and fro in a bizarrely comforting gesture, like he was giving me a pat from the inside. It was a weird chilly, wet feeling. Kinda ticklish. Does lying make it better?

			“Sure it does,” I hissed under my breath with my eyes squeezed shut. My hands scrubbed up my face and over my head, skimmed the greasy tangles as they went. Cracked-up mucky nails snagged the edge of knots. Split split split. How long had it been since I’d had a proper shower? “They don’t need to deal with it right now. Just help me do this, okay?”

			Yates adjusted her hold on me. Whispered, “I don’t know what he said, but we’re not dealing with this. We’re doing this. There’s a difference.”

			Daisy sucked in her cheeks.

			Jing grinned and mouthed, Tell Scratchy I say hi.

			We were all getting used to my whole I have a weird fucking roommate inside my brain who jacks up our magic and is keeping me alive, but the thing is, he is literally a chatty little wet boneless demon freak and being around me means overhearing half of our conversations on a semi-regular basis thing in our own ways.

			Mr. Scratch, who had access to my optic nerves so plainly saw Jing’s lips move, went, Hello to Jing! I love you.

			Okay. How about no. I jumped over Yates’ kindness and mumbled, “He says hi yourself.”

			Yates looked genuinely worried but like she didn’t want me to worry about her being worried. Offered me the curse doll.

			I swayed out of her touch and palmed it.

			Here we are. A hex for my girlies. Scratch gushed down my shoulders, down the gristle of my arms and into my wide wrists, where he split himself into ribbons and twined himself around my individual carpal bones. Full-body brain freeze. It felt like diving out of a mosh pit into fresh snow. Mr. Scratch made himself like a liquid magnet in my palm. He hummed in the poppet’s direction, tugged me from the inside. I followed the pull and grabbed the Ken doll by its head. Its nose inverted under my trigger finger. Mr. Scratch soaked into my voice box, and together we said, “We the Scapegracers call upon our power to hex Travis forever.”

			“Us Scapegracers forever,” went Jing and Yates and Daisy in unison.

			We’d gotten pretty good at this.

			“For the crimes this boy committed, we pronounce him Chett.” I scowled down at the doll. Projected complete dominion upon it. The thrumming wormed in my breastbone. Magic rattled with a sound like old-TV static in my head, or maybe that was just Scratch’s breathing, and at once my body ached and rang, which was how it should be, but I didn’t feel it right. My body wasn’t right. I was all hollow pieces and no joints. My skeleton was a series of cheap plastic pony beads on an elastic string. That string was Scratch. He kept me strung together, but if he went slack or snapped, I’d fall to pieces. I’d become a spill of beads for people to slip on. Magic kept my circulatory system going like coffee or nicotine in place of automatic vitality, but it wasn’t my magic, and as much as I was obsessed with it, it also sucked. It sucked. I’d been having palpitations for a month. Shouldn’t magic feel good? When it felt bad in the old way, that felt so good.

			“Us Scapegracers forever, we deem him Chett,” my girls said.

			“Chett,” I said, and devil ink oozed through the cracks in my hands and wriggled in fronds across the doll’s body, flowered around his throat into little hatch marks of my handwriting. I tongued my inky gums, then passed the doll to Yates.

			“Chett,” said Yates, and her handwriting unfurled along the doll’s body beside mine, her old THOU SHALT NOT in pretty cursive. She passed it on to Jing, who said her hex and passed it on to Daisy.

			When Daisy’s handwriting sprawled around the little plastic body, her handwriting latched onto Jing’s, whose amalgamated half-Daisy handwriting latched on Yates’, which then flowed upwards into mine. Styles smeared. Our own chimeric communal voice, janky and perfect, marked the doll forever. Daisy held the poppet out, and we all reached forward, pressed a finger somewhere against the organless body. I got around where his belly button should be. Daisy spat out her gum and with it, the incantation’s end. “Travis Meijer is Chett forever, enforceable by us Scapegracers. No reprieve and no relent. So be it.”

			“So be it,” said Yates and Jing.

			“So be it,” I said.

			So be it.

			The doll’s joints snapped with a waft of burning plastic.

			Travis let out a yelp. I let myself glance over, and sure as morning, a thick black stripe had bloomed around his throat. Literally permanent marker. It recalled the velvet choker Daisy had stolen from the Delacroix archives, the one that’d belonged to her dead mom.

			Daisy tugged the doll out of our collective grip and turned to peer down at Travis like he was some kind of fucked-up bug. She waved the doll around as she spoke. Gesticulated with it. “So, here’s how this works. You don’t look at girls unless your thoughts are pure. That means no thinking about hurting girls or using them or deceiving them, any shit like that. You don’t talk about girls with malice, you don’t follow them around, you so don’t touch them without permission, or else you’re going to be in a world of pain that medicine won’t fix! Nothing fixes it. You don’t snitch on us. If you snitch, it gets worse. Lucky for you, if you’re not a terrible person, if you stop and never do creepy predator bullshit again, you’ll be fine. If you’re bad, it’ll get bad. That’s easy math. Clear enough for you?”

			Travis opened and shut his mouth a bunch, like a fish.

			Daisy spoke slowly, sweetly, like she was explaining something to a snotty kid. “Do you get me, Travis?”

			“You’re the devil,” he whispered.

			“You’re thinking of Sideways.” Jing wagged her brows. “Daisy’s just like that.”

			The devil adjusted his perch inside my jawbone, and he felt too wriggly, so I swatted at him and bade him hold still.

			Daisy was done. She reached for the red emergency handle just above Travis’ head, and with a yank and a heave, the door swung backwards. It took Travis with it. His torso swept out with the door, and his legs dragged behind him, slung their way off the bus. Then, gravity! The duct tape that’d held him in place gave way, and he dropped off the door, fell with cartoonish slowness into a heap on the dead grass below. Said oof and everything. Then came a moan, a string of cussy nothings, and the snap of brittle yellow weeds as Travis found his feet. I could hear him the whole time he hauled ass into the woods, long after he was out of sight. He breathed like a hot computer.

			Now, it was just us in the bus. The magic hangovers I used to get didn’t really happen anymore, not since Mr. Scratch set up shop inside me, but there was a release of tension, a turning down of the dials. I felt less. I hated feeling less. Jing thumbed through her phone and Yates zipped up her jacket, smoothed the fabric against her chest. Daisy stared at the hole Travis had left in his wake. I yearned for a migraine. I looked at my hands.

			“Daze,” said Yates. She walked down the aisle and stopped by Daisy’s side, placed a hand between her shoulder blades. She rubbed in little diamond shapes. “Are you alright?”

			Jing’s attention snapped from her screen to the pair of them.

			I remembered, vaguely, stories that’d gone around about some ex of Daisy’s. That he was an asshole of note. That he and Daisy got into it after homecoming last year, and that she’d locked herself in the girls’ locker room and cried for hours. Daisy crying over, or because of, a boy was hard to imagine. I didn’t think I could fathom Daisy shedding actual human tears. Anyway, the guy doesn’t go here anymore. He got into a really bad wreck a few days after the homecoming incident, fell a semester behind in the hospital, and moved away to live with some Indianan cousin or something so that he could retake junior year. As for the rumors, well. The rumor was that Jing poured canola oil on the guy’s windshield. He’d turned the wipers on, and the whole windshield blurred over, and he drove blind into a telephone pole on Fourth Street.

			But there were lots of rumors about Jing and Yates and Daisy that weren’t true.

			“I’m fine,” Daisy snapped. Her voice brought me back into it. She didn’t quite look it—she was smiling but her eyes were hard—but her tone didn’t leave room for argument. She shot her eyes at me. “Are you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Liar.” It wasn’t an accusation. It was a statement of fact. She snorted and looked away from us, and after a pause, she patted her eyelids with her fingertips until she found the edge of one of her falsies. She peeled off the right strip, then the left, and I thought for a second about feathers being plucked. Her eyes looked smaller, older without them. She pressed the strips together, ran the edges against her bottom lip. Sounded hoarse. “I know that look. You were in her head again, weren’t you? What’s she doing? She daydreaming about sucking bruises on your hipbones again?”

			That was once. Shouldn’t have told her about that. I scuffed the toe of my boot against the floor, watched the shitty black leather scuff the shitty black aisle. I blended in. “She’s hexing something,” I said. I thought about the knife in my hand, my hand on the tree, my knife in the tree, my soul in my teeth. Thief. “I don’t know why.”

			“The fucking nerve.” She crossed her arms. The poppet jutted out from the crook of her left elbow like a broken bone. “I’m skinning her once we catch her. Make you a nice new jacket. Your old leather one is trash anyway. Let’s get out of here. It smells like middle school. Yates, are we still good for your place?”

			“Mhm. My dad is making dinner.” She gently pulled the poppet out of Daisy’s grip and tucked it back in her inside pocket. One little flipper foot stuck out. “We should get going.”

			“Don’t have to tell me twice,” Jing said. She stood up, stretched like a cat, and sauntered in my direction. She’d retoned her hair recently, and it was the palest shade of blond I’d ever seen on a person. Star-glow bright. She hooked an arm around my waist and whisked me down the aisle, and I let myself be brought along.

			Feelings were harder without my specter inside of me. Emotions filtered like a song through another room. Hazier. Seldom a high note, but a bulk of the low. Jing’s arm on my waist still felt like something, though. Something for sure.

			I didn’t dwell. We were friends. We were friends.

			“I got the dye in the car,” she said. “Provided you’re still up for it.”

			Dye. Right. God, I was bad at thinking.

			We had thrown around the idea of dyeing my hair recently and I’d said yes without much thought. I mean, I would let Jing tattoo her name on my forehead if she asked in the right way. Hair? Hair grows back. Yeah. Yes. Up for anything.

			I just nodded.

			Jing released me in front of the bus stairs, leaped down them in one giant step. Flipped her hair back. It flashed in the air around her head. She turned to face me, locked eyes with me. She put one foot in front of the other, gave me a neat little grin, and bowed with a flourish that’d make Kit Marlowe jealous. Then one hand came up. An offer. “May I ease you to the chariot, handsome lady?”

			Daisy snickered somewhere behind my head.

			I tried to swallow. Input was failing. I looked over my shoulder at Yates, the angel to whom this clearly oughta be offered, but she smiled behind her baby-blue nails and shook her head. Curls bounced everywhere in slow motion with cartoon sparkles.

			I really was a potoo in the company of flamingoes, huh.

			I looked back down at Jing, still holding her pose with a mean little smirk, and gnawed my bottom lip. I took her hand, held it as I clomped down the steps and landed in the dry mud below. She didn’t drop her smile, didn’t drop the bow. She brought my hand to her mouth. My pulse sped up so fast that it shoved Mr. Scratch from his perch in my ribs, sent him spiraling around inside me. Jing’s eyes burned. She wouldn’t blink. She rubbed circles on my palm with her thumb, and her lips ghosted just above my knuckles. Almost a kiss. Then she jammed out her tongue and licked me.

			I recoiled so fast that I lost balance, smacked against the side of the bus. My fingers glistened with spit. “What gives?”

			Jing, who’d just stood up straight, bent over again with laughter. Her cackle spooked birds from the trees. Daisy joined in, sounding hollow, and Yates sighed something about Jing being nasty. They climbed down the steps and headed for Jing’s cherry-colored convertible, and Jing lingered behind, still laughing, while I regathered my nerve and my chill.

			“Hey.” She crossed her arms over her chest, smile gone.

			I rubbed my hand on my jeans and glanced her way in response.

			“We’re going to get your specter back. It’s going to happen.”

			We’d been saying that for the past month.

			My gross wet hand was dry, far away, wrapped tight around a knife. My skin was unbroken but somewhere else it was heavy with long splinters. Somewhere else I was doing magic. I cut and I wanted to sob and spit and smile until my cheeks split. I felt a thrill without any pleasure in it. It wasn’t pleasure. I didn’t like this, the carving. The rush wasn’t in the destruction and the creation, it was in something else.

			I made myself look at my hand, at the fact that there wasn’t a knife in it, and then I made myself look at Jing. She’d stepped closer. A gust of wind caught her hair and streamed it by my cheek, stripes of moonlight. “I was just trying to wig you out. That’s all. I wanted to make you smile. You hardly do that anymore. What’s up, Sideways? What’s happening in your head?”

			“Nothing,” I said. Jing was looking at me and I wanted her to know, I wanted her to know everything I’d ever thought about anything, but there weren’t words that existed for that. Not the right ones. Not right now. I looked at her, and the weight of all my bullshit slammed down against my sternum so hard I thought it would rip me. Padlock dropped in a thin plastic bag. My mouth opened again, and I couldn’t miraculously figure out how to say anything that would fish out words. I lied to her. Said, “Nothing at all. It’s a void up here.”

			Jing looked at me for a second. Just looked. She wasn’t like Daisy. She wouldn’t call me on dishonesty where my crazy was concerned. But she said it without saying it, and when she hooked her arm around my shoulder and steered me toward her car, I wasn’t sure if she was getting fed up with me. I imagined it was hard being friends with somebody whose soul is somewhere else, particularly when you hadn’t been friends for long before that. She’d known me longer as a zombie than she had as a normal lez. My equivalent of normal. Jing’s an angel, that’s the point. She’d been more patient with me than I deserve. All of them have been.

			“Jing,” I said when we got closer to the car, where Daisy was reapplying her shimmery nude lipstick in the rearview mirror and Yates was paging through a meticulously organized and photo-op-ready notebook. One of them had turned on metallic citric acid pop, and it played just loud enough that I thought they maybe wouldn’t hear me if I spoke low. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Shoot,” she said. “Anything you want.”

			“That guy Daisy used to date.”

			Jing made a sound in her throat. “You’re gonna have to specify that further, Jesus Christ. There’ve been a lot. What do you want to know?”

			“The football player.” Lots of them were football players. I couldn’t think of his name for the life of me. I could think of the shape of him, though. He and Daisy at the front of the gym in glitzy plastic crowns, wearing sashes, speckled by the disco ball strung in the rafters overhead. My lonely ass in an ill-fitting tux half-watching from the risers, feeling glum, drinking straight from a handle I’d snuck in my sleeve. “The linebacker. Last year’s homecoming king.”

			Jing stopped walking. She straightened her back. Breathed through her teeth, moved her mouth as though she was smiling and said, “Don’t talk about him.” Then, she seized me above my elbow and yanked me close, breathed just under my ear: “What do you need to know? We can’t Chett him, he moved to Indianapolis to live with his dad over the summer. He isn’t worth the trip.”

			“I just.” I chewed the words before I spoke them. Bubblegum words. Daisy’s bubble popping. Jing held me so hard it hurt. “Is the rumor true about what you did? People say all sorts of things about the three of you. I heard all sorts of stuff before we were close. I get it if it’s fake, I mean, I—”

			“I tried to kill him,” she said. She released me and tore her hand over her skull, and I watched her knot her fingers in all that platinum blond. Her knuckles moved like she was strangling something. The green veins twitched in the back of her hand. “We tried the cops and took him to court and everything. Good lawyers, too, what with all Daze’s money. Nothing. We got nothing. Not even a restraining order. No evidence and most of it wasn’t strictly illegal. Her word against his and all that.”

			A baby-fist-sized lump lodged in my throat.

			“Nobody fucks with my friends.” Jing set her jaw. She seemed incredibly alive, more alive than she’d been before—power strobed through her and I felt with newfound surety that she’d been magic way before me, even if she hadn’t known the language for it. She vibrated with a particular vigor, an intensity. She focused it all on me. Scalded me with it. Leaned against me and I could not think for a moment about anything else but her gravity, the intensity of her presence. “Believe me when I say this, Sideways Pike. We’re going to get your soul back. We’re going to get your soul back if it’s the last thing I do. Get it?”

			She was wonderful. Jing is wonderful and I did not believe her. My brain was knotted worms.

			“Yeah,” I managed. “Got it.”

			“Good.” With that, she was gone from me. She booted Daisy out of the front seat, changed tracks to something lower and slower, and gathered up all the hair on her head into a twist. She jammed a lavender pen through it. The novelty feathered end fluttered in the breeze. She revved her engine. “Pike,” she said. “You getting in my car or is your ass walking from here to Castle Yates?”

			“Please don’t call it that,” Yates said woefully.

			Go on, dove. Go with your friends.

			I climbed in the back seat and tried my best to preemptively mash down any car-related panic responses. Breathed on a count. Yates put her ankles in my lap, and I rested my hands on the ruffled edge of her socks. The convertible’s top opened above us, shrank behind our heads, and Jing pulled out of the bowling alley parking lot and cut across the country road beyond. We bounced over potholes. The machinery throbbed with bass.

			Madeline folded her knife somewhere else. She slipped it in her bra. The metal was cold, and it bit against my skin. Conjured gooseflesh. Madeline stood back, I stood back, and we admired our handiwork. We admired the sigils we’d drawn in her handwriting—in my handwriting, Sideways’, mine—and felt nauseous. She clamped her hands around her skull. She pressed hard; I felt the ghost of nails kiss my scalp. She doubled over like her knife. She shoved hard against her temples, and alone in the woods with herself in a vise, she screamed.
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			Home Sweet

			Castle Yates was big. Like, no shit, we call it a castle for a reason, but man. I’d been there a few times already but hadn’t acclimated to it at all, and every time Jing pulled into the drive, its ridiculous immensity overwhelmed me fresh. It was a cream-and-blue Victorian, all lacy and covered with scales, and just kept going. Frosted dragon house. It could’ve been the little sister of the Delacroix House, perhaps less gaudy and audacious, but the Delacroix was a business, and this was a private residence, so! Dr. and Dr. Yates had rhubarb plants right up against the house, and their big fan leaves managed to be a vivid bottle green despite the rest of the vegetation having gone sallow with winter. They looked like giant wings. We parked and I applauded myself for not having freaked the fuck out even slightly as we filed out of the cherry convertible, and Jing slapped a rhubarb palm as we passed it.

			“You don’t have to slap the plants,” Yates said.

			Jing furrowed her brow. “I got no choice.”

			Unseen wind chimes knocked low sweet sounds out of each other as we ascended the porch steps. Birds that oughta be migratory and elsewhere sang. Yates was a princess, not in the sense of a legalistic hierarchal state domination girlboss or anything, but in that ultra-girly sense, in the way that provoked nature to mirror her poise and grace and kindness. Maybe the chime sounds were just an effect of being near her. Like ascending angel harp chords or whatever. Also, wealth. She was a princess in the sense that she was very fucking rich.

			Daisy’s rich and doesn’t have bell sounds. 

			“Thank you for the commentary.” I rubbed the corner of my mouth.

			The whole month we’d been doing this, we hadn’t quite hit a balance yet, Scratch and I. In the beginning it’d been bad—I’d been bad—and he’d thrown most of his energy into keeping me upright, and it’d exhausted him of his ability to hold elaborate conversations, and me of my ability to initiate them. It got easier after a while, not having my specter inside me, or I guess it got manageable, and I learned how to hold most of my own weight. Shared some of the burden of being. As I did, I gave Scratch more room to stretch out and settle, and now we were falling into a kind of buddy-buddy mentor-student cohabitation situation. It was a comfortable if kooky possession. I just still wasn’t sure how to make small talk, that was all.

			He was in my head.

			He must’ve heard me.

			Sideways, is it strange when I am chatty? Off-putting? Would it be more comfortable for you if I were silent instead? I imagined that shacking up in total silence might be unpleasant. Fashion me more like a voyeur and less like a participant companion, you know. Never mind that I have loads of observations and I am famously charming. I could totally hush. Anything for you. Thoughts?

			I’m a lot of things but I won’t be a shitty host. Ugh. Talk on, I guess.

			Marvelous! I am a molten glob of language and shutting up is torture.

			We took our shoes off at the door, and then Yates led us like a flock of ducklings across the reflective mahogany floors to the kitchen. Copper pots dangled over a butcher-block island, and Dr. and Dr. Yates bustled together, chatting and laughing while they minced peppers and greens. Garlic sizzled. Dr. Yates (the mom one) glanced up. She looked very much like our Yates, I thought, albeit with gray around her temples and a gap between her two front teeth. I liked that about her. Made me mind my own gap less. “Hello, Jing and Daisy and Eloise! It’s good to see you. Do all of you eat chicken? I can sub out potatoes if one of you doesn’t eat chicken.”

			“We’re good with chicken,” I said. “Thanks, Dr. Yates.”

			“Yeah, thanks, Dr. Yates,” said Daisy.

			Jing pressed herself close to my ear and not-so-quietly whispered, “For a girl who’s not into meat you sure eat a lot of meat.”

			I stepped on her foot.

			“Potatoes seem like an inadequate meat substitute. No protein, and I have zero childhood scars from potatoes pecking me, so there isn’t the same satisfaction in eating them. Apples and oranges.” Dr. Yates (the dad one) coughed a laugh, and unsuccessfully dodged the rag with which Dr. Yates (the mom one) thwacked his hand.

			Oh, the antics of parents in love. I wondered if they’d get on well with my dads.

			“Can we go upstairs?” Yates asked.

			“May we go upstairs?” Dr. Yates (the dad one) quirked a brow.

			“Right. May we go upstairs?” Yates said, unflappable. Her ability not to sound exasperated was beyond me.

			“I’ll ask you to come down to set the table, but yes. Go have fun.” Dr. Yates (the mom one) dismissed us with a wave, then got back to slicing.

			Yates turned and we all followed close after her, around the corner and up a flight of carpeted stairs. Her dog, an amazingly fat and lazy Yorkie-poo who let us dress him up sometimes, licked our ankles and accepted rubs as we passed him on the stairs, but he did not follow after us. We passed the study, the master bedroom, the guest room, and a room whose door bore a sign that read HOME OF AKEEM’S PREMIUM MEME CREAM. Below the sign, an artistic rendering of a toothpaste tube labeled “fast-drying cement.” It wasn’t a printed photo collage. It was an oil painting. Someone had made a little internet Monet.

			I hadn’t ever met Yates’ brother Akeem. He was off at college being a nerd major and so on. Engineering or something. STEM. Even without having ever witnessed him, I understood that he walked that line between being deeply cool and irredeemably corny, but Yates loved him. That was enough. We’d play Smash or something someday, I don’t know.

			The odyssey to Yates’ room concluded. Daisy shut the door behind us. Inside felt frothy, light. Largely bare walls and a four-poster bed, butterfly fairy lights, powder-blue sheets. Valentine’s Day–looking plush bears lounged on her ruffle-edged pillowcases. There was a pink desk upon which rested her neatly stacked bullet journals, textbooks, and nineties romance manga, along with a little rabbit figurine whose ears she used as a jewelry stand. Behind the stack lived the fancy microphone for the ASMR affirmations channel we all pretended that we didn’t know she dutifully ran. It was a good channel. Lots of mouth sounds. I’d leaned on it a lot lately.

			Yates flopped onto her bed, stomach down. She rested her chin on the backs of her hands. “So, we have to bleach her hair before we dye it, right?”

			“Right,” Jing said. She leaned against a wall, popped a hip. “She’ll keep it in for a while, wash it out before dinner, then we dye it afterwards. Sound good, Eloise?”

			Fucking “Eloise.” “Sounds great.”

			Then why are you nervous?

			I wasn’t, not specifically about the hair dye. I was nervous about maintaining a solid happy mood for the duration of an entire sleepover. I was nervous about changing this body when it didn’t even feel properly mine. I was nervous about having long hair at all for some reason; I wasn’t sure why, I just knew that every time it touched my neck, I felt like I was crawling with spiders. Not that it was even all that long to begin with. I was in the gnarly no-man’s-land between a curly shag and a mullet, it’s not like I’m a shampoo model over here. I don’t know. I don’t know.

			I wanted my specter back. I wanted to feel like a full person again, or at least a living one.

			You don’t have to do this or anything. We can focus on organ-finding.

			“We don’t have any leads,” I mumbled, but not quite quietly enough to escape notice.

			Yates frowned. “Are you having a conversation with Mr. Scratch?”

			“Yeah, sorry. He wants us to find my specter, that’s all. Antsy.” I crossed my arms and shrank into my jacket. The fabric rubbed soft on my neck. That was something. “We can get to bleaching.”

			“I’ll go through her socials again,” Jing said. She knelt by a container of salon supplies and yanked forth an empty trash bag, which she stretched on the floor like a rug. She snapped on gloves, cracked her knuckles, and jabbed a finger at the ground. Indicated where I oughta plant my ass. “She’s reactivated some of her accounts. I’ll see if she was stupid enough to leave on her location or take a selfie somewhere incriminating.”

			“You could catfish her for information,” Yates said, worrying her nails against her bottom lip. Yates was so pretty. “Shouldn’t be hard.”

			“I’ve tried,” said Daisy. “I nearly talked her into meeting up with me, but she weaseled out of it and blocked the account before we could. She hasn’t been in school for a while, and hasn’t stayed in one place, neither. Maybe she dropped out? Takes online classes or something. Didn’t get anything further than that. None of her basketball teammates know where the fuck she is, I tried that route.”

			I opened my mouth, tried to suggest scrying again, but there was a slithering between the lobes of my brain that distracted me before I managed to make a sound.

			We’ve tried scrying, remember? It’s all thorns and static when we try. She’s smart enough to cast veils around herself to fend off witchfinders. It isn’t that your spell isn’t working when you all cast it, love. It’s that she’s got the same kinds of cloaking charms protecting her that you and your scapegracers have protecting you. Save your energy.

			My heart sank, but I thwacked the back of my neck where Scratch swam anyway. It was meant to be affectionate. A little thanks.

			“We’ll get her,” Jing insisted. She rolled her shoulders. “Okay. I want to dye your hair in zigzags. One big zigzag part down your head, so that it slices your scalp into triangles, you know? Alternating colors with each triangle. How do you feel about that?”

			Pretty.

			I smiled. It was crooked but earnest in intention. “Whatever you want sounds good.”

			“Lila!” called a voice from downstairs.

			“Yes, coming!” Yates sprang off her bed and bolted through the door, mouthed a sorry on her way out.

			Jing sized up my skull. “Sit on our sexy luxury haute couture rug so that we don’t murder Yates’ carpet. We want to get it as light as we can so that the colors actually show up. Mids then ends then roots. I promise not to fuck up your hair, by the way. Daisy and I have done the bleaching part plenty of times. I’ve been blond for three years now and I flat-out refuse to pay legitimate prices for it.” A phone buzzed on the desk. Buzz buzz buzz buzz. “Daisy, can you answer that or hang up? Jesus Christ.”

			“Not my phone,” said Daisy, texting at breakneck speed.

			“Seriously?” Jing scoffed and yanked off her gloves, snatched the phone off the desk, and swiped her thumb over the screen without checking the number. “What do you—oh, sorry, hello, how are you?” Her eyes got wider. She stuffed her free hand in a pocket, rocked back on her heels. “Yes,” she said. “One moment.” She tucked the phone into her neck and looked at us both, brows stabbing up past her hairline toward heaven. “It’s the Delacroix House. Speak of the fucking devil, Jacques says he’s got updates on Madeline. Sideways, do you want to take this?”

			I tried to breathe. It wasn’t going well.

			Jing nodded minutely. “I’m gonna go outside, the reception is shit in here. Daisy, start on her hair, yeah? Be back soon.”

			Daisy looked up from her phone. She looked at me.

			I counted backwards from ninety-nine.

			Jing pressed the phone back to her cheek and ducked out. I heard her round the banister and trample down the stairs, heard her speaking too low and harsh for me to understand anything more than tone, and the spans of her long pauses. She hadn’t shut the door behind her, and I hallucinated that I felt the gush of wind as she slammed the front door and stepped onto the stoop. At some point, Jing had become our networking contact with Delacroix. It was both because she loved social chess and because, early on in my Scratchmoded era, I’d cussed out a worker for telling me that Scratch was dangerous over the phone and nearly fucked up the only connections we had going for us.

			Daisy made a hm sound.

			I crossed my arms over my belly and stared at the ceiling. There were cracks but I couldn’t focus enough to trace them. They blurred, got wider. I tried to feel for Madeline, for myself inside her far away, but I couldn’t ever slip into it when I tried. She was out of my reach. But what if she wasn’t? What if Jacques was telling Jing that I was imminently about to be okay?

			My stomach went sour. Teeth chattered. Bad signs.

			“Sit.” Daisy tossed her phone aside. She stood at the end of the shiny black trash-bag tarp, expectant. “We should get started.”

			I sat. I crossed my legs.

			She pulled the hair off my neck and ran a comb through it. I hissed when it snagged and she slowed down, worked from the ends up, pulled the snaggles apart with expert quickness. Barely hurt. I shut my eyes. This kind of closeness still felt melty, too weird for me to fully parse. Friendship was sensitive. I still wasn’t as good at receiving as I’d like.

			“Have you ever been with a guy?”

			I coughed. “Pardon?”

			“Have you ever had sex with a boy?” Her tone was impassable.

			“No,” I said. “Never appealed.”

			“Are you a virgin?”

			“No.”

			Does such a thing exist?

			“And you’ve never any sexual anything with a boy? Not clumsy second base, nothing? Not even a kiss?”

			“No,” I said again. “Are kisses always sexual?”

			She was silent for a moment. “How did you know, then?”

			Classic. Nausea kicked in my gut and bam, my patience busted. “Are you asking me why I’m a lesbian, Daisy? Because I am so not in the fucking mood. What do you want, I turned gay because I watched Sailor Moon as a kid? My root was watching women’s professional wrestling with one of my foster parents? I made my Bratz dolls scissor and felt some kind of way about it? What do you—”

			“I’ve been with a lot of guys.” She sectioned off a stripe of hair at the back of my neck, tied up the rest with a clip. “I always keep a lot of guys around me. I’ve needed them for selfish reasons, but I haven’t liked many. I just like it. The look of it, I mean. I like the look of having a boyfriend. Things are easier when you have one. It’s like carrying the best fake ID.”

			The string of nasty things I was about to say to her snagged between my tongue and teeth.

			“You know, I’ve heard that the problem is that they’re teenagers. That’s what my dad’s girlfriend keeps saying, or one of them, he’s got three, it’s whatever. The bitchy redhead one I like said that it’s different when they’re older. Boys don’t know what they’re doing but men will. Men take good care of you.” She made a fluttery note in her throat like a laugh, but there wasn’t a lick of humor present. Diaphragm spasm. She sounded something colder than angry. I didn’t have the right words. “The poor baby’s deluded! See, I’ve tried older guys and they are genuinely not any better. I thought maybe just any male-type person was an idiot for a while, that naturally men don’t know what they’re doing neither, or at least cis men I guess, but I’ve been thinking and I’m not so sure that’s right. Maybe they do know what they’re doing. I mean, I’ve been with guys who adore me, Sideways. Just absolutely idolize me. I’ve been with guys that despise me, likewise. Really fucking awful guys who demonstrate how much they hate me. I didn’t like any of them. I like it when they like me, the good ones at least, and when we take pretty pictures together, and I like saying that oh, he’s my boyfriend, he’s an athlete, he’s mine. It’s just that I’ve never so much as had a crush on one of them. Even the ones who don’t annoy me, the sweet ones. There’s supposed to be butterflies. The movies say that there are butterflies but I don’t feel like I’m full of butterflies when I’m around them, Sideways. I don’t feel like I’m full of anything at all, apart from fear of being without some boy. I saw a video somebody took of me once and the look on my face—it’s nothing. I felt nothing. Numbness is so blasé.”

			Her fingers were colder, now. The bleach smell struck my lungs.

			I opened my mouth and shut it. I took a breath. I should’ve said things like, You didn’t deserve any of that shit that those guys did to you, nobody does, I fucking hate every man who’s ever wronged you and not a lick of it was your fault but saying all that felt selfish somehow. Like it was making it about me and how I hate people. I swallowed all of it. I took a slow breath, and the bleach smell made my skull hurt, and uselessly said, “Yeah?”

			“Yeah.” Her hands moved slower. “Your hair is really soft.”

			“Daisy.” My lungs were going to pop. “Are you—”

			“Don’t tell Jing or Yates. Don’t tell anybody. Don’t even think about it too hard.” She unclipped a section and globbed the bleach higher up my head. It was above my ears, now. The smell singed the air. “My dad’s a prick. Seriously, Sideways, I don’t need any rumors.”

			“I wouldn’t tell a soul without permission.” Wouldn’t tell anybody what? There was a lot inside what she said to me—deep hurt and ache and want, the ringing absence of naming what she wanted. But I hadn’t told her or Jing about Yates, now had I? “You have my word.”

			“I wonder—”

			“Listen up, fuckers.” The door swung open, and Jing stood in the light. Looked like a damn movie star. “Madeline’s been sighted in the area. Just out of Sycamore Gorge township. They think she’s staying at this murder motel. There’s a chance she’s still there. I think we should,” she started, then stopped, and fixed her eyes on me. “You alright?”

			“She’s fine,” said Daisy.

			“Right. So. I think we should go tonight. We have to corner her while she’s still at this motel. Jacques said the house can’t go after her until later this week, that he thinks she’s cloaked herself with something nasty, that we need more qualified people to pursue her for safety’s sake, but you can think of a way around that, right, Mr. Scratch?”

			May I?

			This was weird. This felt so fucking weird. I nodded, and he crawled into my mouth.

			“She’s certainly cloaked herself, but that’s not the whole matter of it.” We spoke together. His voice fell a little higher in my register, a little breathier, and I couldn’t help but shiver the whole way through. Brain freeze. He globbed in my throat like postnasal drip. “Her magic is volatile because it isn’t hers. It could lash out unexpectedly. It could warp or deform. The withdrawal could rebound onto other people. Maurice and his crowd are curators. They aren’t witches predisposed to pursuing a wayward spellcaster. Very few witches are. They’re consequently overcautious, and they will not put themselves in an unpredictable situation. I know this because they were after me before I made a home in your precious hearts, and they didn’t catch me because they were afraid of getting hurt.”

			“How hurt are we talking?” Jing lifted a brow.

			“Oh, very, probably.” He swirled under my tongue. “If they tried to scoop me back into an urn, I would have dissolved their bones.”

			Daisy twisted hair around her finger. Yates put her face in her hands.

			Jing said, “Hot of you, molasses man. But like, what’s the risk level for being near Sideways’ magic in Madeline’s hands?”

			I didn’t like hearing her say it like that. I did not like it one fucking bit. I wanted to hyperventilate. “Sometimes,” Mr. Scratch said, gliding right over my peril, “unstable specters incinerate the host body and everything around.”

			“Spontaneous human combustion?” Daisy jolted like she’d been pricked. “Wait, is that why that happens? Holy shit, are you serious?”

			“I do not know what that is,” said Mr. Scratch with my tongue and teeth. “I do know that thieves and borrowers have been known to immolate, or to be crushed by open air, or to drown in nothing by overextending themselves. Magic unbodied is dangerous. That’s why they were so frightened of me. I’m kneaded entropy stripped of my structure. I’m risky. They cannot guess what I might do.”

			I squeezed my wrist and hoped he felt it, understood that it was for him.

			“Our Sideways’ soul in her hands is without equilibrium. They’re afraid of her lashing out, using a spell on instinct. Raw casting without sigils and forethought is already risky for young witches, but using someone else’s soul to do so? Tough.”

			“We can’t just not go. We can’t hide and wait. We know where she is, we have to go after her,” Jing hissed. I felt a twinge in my belly about her championing me. Or was that way too bold a read?

			“We shall,” Mr. Scratch insisted. “We’ll mask ourselves. Make ourselves sneakier and draw a trap for her, snare her before she can move against us. We go to the motel, we cast outside her door, she steps into our spell unawares, she is bound from retaliation. Safety.”

			“We can’t go tonight,” said Yates. She’d appeared in the door behind us without my noticing, hand still plunged in an oven mitt. “My parents have caught me every time I’ve ever tried to sneak out in my life. And they’ll call your parents. We’ll leave first thing in the morning, how about that? Really early. Crack of dawn.”

			“That works,” said Daisy. “Any chance Sideways can wash the bleach out of her hair before dinner?”

			“Of course,” said Yates. “Be down as soon as you can, okay?”

			Dinner came and I felt deranged. Seemed to be a group sentiment, but I could’ve been projecting. We sat around a beautiful meal that I could hardly see because I fixated on potential sigils that we could draw later, and on incantations that might hold Madeline in place, and about whether Madeline would see me and fall to her knees and plead my forgiveness in instant recognition of the pain she’d caused me. Sideways, Sideways, I’m sorry I ruined your life. Wanna kiss? My appetite was jacked up. This was the closest we’d gotten to getting me back since it happened. It felt like years ago, it happening. November had been so fucking long. Good riddance. I rubbed the spot on my throat where Madeline had ripped my specter out and stared vacantly at my plate. Steam curled off my meal. You’d think something like that would leave a mark. You’d think I’d have a scar.

			Due to my being crazy and Daisy’s vibe being off and Jing being wound up about leaving for the motel and Yates being perfect for her parents, it was a mostly silent dinner, punctuated by Dr. and Dr. Yates asking each of us about college. They reminded us that the deadline for most places was the new year, provided that we hadn’t applied with early decision options earlier on. They talked about important considerations and financial aid and scholarships and tutoring. I dodged the questions. I’d hardly thought about college, or anything that wasn’t the Scapegracers and my far-off soul, since it happened. My future was impossible to comprehend. It was hard to imagine myself a week from now, feeling like this, much less imagining myself a year from now. Way too early to deal with the fact that none of us had applied for any of the same schools, and I hadn’t applied to any yet at all. I was fine. It was fine.

			“Mm, Eloise. I’ve got a non-college question for you.” Dr. Yates (the mom one) looked up from her plate and smiled. It was a smile hooked up with question marks.

			Here we go.

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“Didn’t you walk into my home as a brunette?”
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			Jing rubbed on the last of the dye. The pattern we’d gone for was red-purple-gray-blue, red-purple-gray-blue, because that was the order we’d learned our specters and we were cheesy and sentimental, I guess. The final triangular slice was the one closest to my face, and once it was pinned in place, I was finally allowed to move.

			“Show me the sigils you’ve been sketching,” Mr. Scratch and I asked the air.

			Yates helped me to my feet and waved a hand at her desk, where she and Daisy had filled a page of loose-leaf paper with different little sketched ideas. Daisy had that round girly handwriting that everyone who’d been mean to me in middle school wrote with, and it lent itself to circular sigils, simple ones with short lines and open spaces. Yates’ sigils leaned symmetrical and delicate, intricately geometric, lines so light you could hardly see them. Mr. Scratch gazed at the marks they made. He felt, if I could get a sense of how he felt, vaguely glum.

			They’re so lovely.

			“And what’s wrong with that?” I snorted. My head felt weird, what with all my hair slick and twisted and clipped. I wanted to smear it. Jing would kill me if I did. She’d been so attentive.

			“What’s wrong with what?” Yates and Daisy looked at each other, and then at the doodles they’d scrawled across the page.

			Nothing is wrong with them at all. He still sounded swishy, but there was a distance in his voice that felt new. In fact, I think they’d look beautiful written in me.

			Holy hell, I stung for him.
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It’s gonna be another dark night of the soul.
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