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To Arnold, I love you.
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THE AIRPLANE JERKS to the left, and my breath flies out of my throat. The metal clasp on my seatbelt digs into my abdomen like the blunt side of a knife.

Where am I?

The past few weeks fizzle on the edge of my consciousness as I recall them through cognitive mist. Only the present moment seems real, and in it I sit in a vastly unfamiliar landscape: rows of seats stagger ahead of me, and to my right an oval window looks out onto a dense fog.

As I reach into my pocket for my paintbrush, I notice Hunar standing beside the airplane bathroom, waiting to be let in. He wears a dove-gray hoodie, and there are bags under his eyes. A moment later, I spy Tiana three rows diagonal to me. She looks different: her braids are collarbone-short, red at their tips, and her hands, which are folded in her lap, show one of her long nails is broken. Next to her, I spy the back of Teal’s head several seats ahead of me: a short layer of new hair shines under the yellow lights. Overhead, the fasten seatbelt sign turns off. My heart rate steadies. Even if I don’t know where this plane is going, my friends are here with me.

“Thea,” a gentle voice calls from my left. I turn toward the familiar cadence, and my hands go numb.

Hazel eyes peer at me intensely as she leans forward, the ends of her auburn hair tickling the armrest between us.

“Auden,” her name drops out of my mouth. “How—?”

Auden smiles at me, brighter than anything else on this plane. It’s only then that I realize she is the only person in vibrant color. Everything else is muted. I blink at the inconsistency.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

The last time I saw my best friend, she evaporated from existence in Kunlun in exchange for Xiwangmu’s help on our failed quest to retrieve one of Malachite house’s missing keys. Without the medallion that anchored her nearly impossible-to-control world-hopping abilities, I thought I would never see her again. Or at least, that if I did see her again, I wouldn’t be able to keep myself from hugging her. Now that she’s in front of me, all I can manage is a weak, confused sigh as Auden pulls me against her chest. She smells like herself: jasmine perfume and wind. When the exposed skin on our chests touch, I brace to feel her emotions like I always have. Instead, I don’t sense anything except my friend’s warmth.

“I’ve been trying to reach you for days,” she exhales into the side of my hair. I pull away to see her properly.

“What are you talking about?” I ask, looking from her to the plane surrounding us. It’s then that I notice the unusual fact that, although people’s mouths seem to be moving, I can’t hear any noise apart from Auden speaking.

“You’re dreaming,” she explains.

In the last couple months, I’ve experienced more strangeness than most people do in their entire lives: adventures to other realms, battles against monsters, and newfound powers. Now, finding my best friend in a dream doesn’t shock me like it once might have.

“I don’t know why it worked this time.” Auden shakes her head and clasps both my hands in hers, then leans close. “I need you to come with me, so we can talk properly,” she whispers.

The longer I inspect her, the more differences I find. Her cheeks are gaunt, and there’s a brightness shining behind her eyes. From some angles, it’s slightly charming; from others, it’s partially alarming. I wonder, momentarily, if I should trust this apparition. If it really is my friend, or if this is some trick from a malevolent god.

“Thea, let’s go. The plane is offloading,” she says as she stands up.

I measure the dream around me and slowly stand with the rush of people headed for the open door, my friends among them. As I follow the crowd down the hall, I glance over my shoulder to find the seats we just occupied no longer exist; only black blank space remains.

“You have to move with the dream and follow where it wants to take you,” Auden says calmly.

I decide, as I follow her out of the plane, that this isn’t a trick—I would sense it if it were. As I connect with that fact, so too comes the sharp clarity of everything that waits for me when I wake back up: the loss of my mother and grandmother, the missing box we haven’t been able to track down, and the ominous bargain I made with Xiwangmu. As we follow the crowd into the airport, my stomach falls to the soles of my feet, and my throat goes dry. I recognize this airport; I recognize the people around me. This isn’t just a dream…it’s a memory.

“How are we here?” I ask Auden, pulling myself into the present moment.

“I’m not really here,” Auden says.

The first flight I ever went on was during a class trip in middle school. Mom and I were living in Calgary. The trip was with my entire grade. We went to Nova Scotia for four days. I hardly remember anything about it except for the relief of getting home. This is that moment.

“Why do we have to go with them if they’re not real?” I ask, as I watch the passengers walk beside me: my middle school classmates mixed in with my old “friends” from high school on Salt Spring, even teachers, and some neighbours from Crofton. None of my Malachite friends are part of the crowd anymore.

“It’s bad to interrupt a dream,” Auden says and threads her arm through mine. She’s still wearing the ripped silver dress I last saw her in. “It’s better to follow its flow until an exit presents itself. Trust me on this. Interrupt a dream from its usual flow, and you’ve no idea the creatures that can get in,” she says as the narrow airport hallway we descended through opens up into the large baggage claim area.

“How long has it been since we were in Kunlun?” Auden asks carefully.

“Less than a month,” I say, recognizing the interior layout of the Calgary airport from my childhood memory.

“Not too bad then,” Auden murmurs.

I don’t know if this dream was always leading us to this airport, or if it’s because I thought of that trip, but in any case, my Malachite friends have been replaced with the narrow-shouldered bodies of my entire grade six class. Each of them reaches to retrieve their luggage from the lazy river of blue- and-black canvas making its rounds in the center of the room. I remember this day. All of the parents were supposed to pick us up from the school bus after we arrived back in town, but my mom was waiting for me right off the plane. She had a tight expression on her face, like she wasn’t sure I would be in the crowd coming back. She was pressed right up against the black rope, just outside the arrivals section.

I spent so much of my childhood confused at the tension she always held, the coiled energy of someone waiting for an attack. Now that I know what I know, I imagine every moment of her life was exactly that. Hoping not to be discovered, hiding me as much as she was hiding herself. There’s still so much I don’t know about her or my grandmother. So much I wish I could ask them.

Auden grips my arm.

“There.” She points to my right with her free hand.

Beyond the crowd of middle school students picking up their bags, there is a large stone archway that shimmers with an unmistakable magic. Beyond that lies a hazy white-blue mist.

Just then, someone opens a door to arrivals opposite of where Auden points. Even from here, I recognize my mother’s silhouette. With a crowd ahead of her, it’s hard to make out her face, but I easily spot her shoulder: a peek of brown skin between her blue jacket and red scarf. My feet and heart urge me to follow the flow of the dream toward her, but Auden is picking up her pace in the other direction.

“Before the dream moves on, come,” she says insistently.

I pause. If I follow the dream, I might get a chance to see some reflection of my memory of my mother, and it might be good enough that when I wake up, I won’t feel lonely. Ever since I’ve been back at Malachite house, without a quest to keep my mind busy, it’s been hard not to think about all that I’ve lost. I understand now that my life is only as meaningful as the love I have for the people in it, but now that I have less family, it’s like I have less meaning.

I know better than to linger, though. So, I follow Auden toward the glowing archway as the metal doors leading out of this wing of the airport shut.

At first, when I follow her through the archway, everything is washed out, and it’s too bright to really focus on anything at all. It’s only after we step all the way through that things change. A weightlessness I hadn’t noticed disappears. Gravity presses in tight against my body, my bones sink with the weight of flesh and sinew wrapped around them. In the blink of an eye, my body, mind, and all of the emotions I had been stewing in before I fell asleep return in full force.

My eyes adjust to the space. As I step forward, a sense of having been here before settles over my shoulders. The oblong room is large enough that I don’t think I could throw a ball from one end to the other, but small enough that it feels intimate.

“In the realm of dreams, very few places make sense,” Auden says, gazing at the night sky perched above us. As hard as I look, I can’t find an end to the wall that makes up this room. It reaches into the darkness above, just a blur transitioning from white to black.

“I’m not sure that this one does either,” I say as I run my hand along the single wall that wraps around us. Bits of flaky gray stone lodge under my nails, and my fingertips snag on imperfections. Behind us, the archway we stepped through is gone.

“How did we get here?” I ask, finally letting my eyes rest on the single focal point in the space around us: the statue dominating the far end of the wall. The gaze of a carved face stares back at me.

When I met Chang’e during my third awakening, she had the same expression she wears in this depiction: serene and as deep as the ocean on a windless day. Except, in this ten-foot-tall statue, the goddess is kneeling and holding a familiar glass bottle with both hands. I walk toward the statue as Auden replies.

“It took me a long time to figure it out. Before I landed here, I was completely lost,” she says as she sinks to sit at the base of the statue. As I approach, my eyes snag on a thumb-sized, shallow hole in the platform at the statue’s feet. It’s big enough to fit a walnut, and Auden plays with the lip of it while I sit down next to her.

“What happened to you?” I ask softly.

“I fell through many dimensions,” Auden says as she raises her knees to her chest. “Ones that stunk, ones that hurt, ones full of peace I could hardly understand—eventually I saw the connective tissue between them all. That’s how I snagged a landing here: somehow, it’s the one place I don’t slip out of,” Auden says it lightly, but I detect a choked tone behind her voice.

“I can’t imagine how scary that must have been.” I put a hand on her upper arm.

“This temple sort of lives outside—or between—dreams. If I focus in here, sometimes the walls will show me what people I know are dreaming. Just now, I tried to connect with you. All I’ve been able to do is watch—until tonight,” Auden explains.

I nod slowly. “I was thinking about you when I fell asleep.”

In all honesty, I’m thinking about her near constantly when I’m awake. The echoing guilt of losing her has become enmeshed with losing the box and my family, creating a feeling as sour, metallic, and bitter as an unripe grape.

Auden reassuringly covers my hand with hers and tilts her head to look at the constellations overhead.

“Do you know what this place is?” I ask.

“It’s a temple,” Auden says. “It’s so peaceful, don’t you think?”

Briefly, I wish I could stay here forever. I know what’s waiting for me when I wake up: an impossible task of hunting down an all-powerful god, a deteriorating house, and a group of Malachites without any sense of direction.

“Thea, I need you to keep calm so you don’t wake up; then we can keep talking,” Auden says gently.

Nodding, I wrap my arms around my shoulders. I can control my emotions better than before. I try my best to calm them.

“I know from your dreams that Kek has the box,” she says. “So, a few nights, or days, or hours ago, I sat right here at Chang’e’s feet and focused on Kek. I didn’t know if it would work—but then the walls shimmered, and I saw his dream the way I’d been able to see yours.”

“Gods dream?” I ask.

“Every living thing dreams: trees, river spirits, cats even,” Auden says vaguely.

I inhale and nod slowly. All we’ve been trying to do is find Kek since he took the box and the key to open it.

Because the Malachite box can only be opened on the winter solstice, we have close to a year to find it. Still, with how little information we have, almost a year doesn’t feel like enough time to track down the ancient deity.

“What did you see?” I ask.

“Not a lot; everything was dark. But I did hear him clearly. He was talking to someone about being close to opening the box, and then the dream spat me out. It was like he let me stay long enough to listen in—like he knew I was there,” Auden says with flushed cheeks as she scoots away from me to lean more against the wall beside Chang’e’s statue. “Anyways, I did try to get to him again, but I never could. He didn’t let me in.”

My heart rate speeds up despite myself. The more panicked I get, the less sense this dream makes, and the more I start to see an overlay of the dream I just left.

“He knew you were there,” I repeat.

“Thea, calm down,” Auden says.

“I’m trying,” I say, breathing in deeply as I close my eyes.

“It doesn’t matter if he meant to show me. We still have to stop him,” she says. “I don’t think he was lying anyway; this dream was different from any I had experienced before—it looked like reality.”

I nod. If anyone could detect a lie, it would be Auden. After all, for the first three years of our friendship, she lied to me. My chest tightens, and an overlay of the dream I left before threatens to push further over my vision.

Auden points upward quickly. “Look,” she says.

My eyes blink open, and I tilt my head up to peer at the stars. What I first mistook as unknown constellations, I now realize aren’t stationary arrangements at all but dots of moving light that pulse to their own rhythm.

It reminds me of a swirling mandala meant to hypnotize the viewer into feeling peace. As I watch the sparkling show, my adrenaline ebbs, and any overlay of the dream I left disappears. As I follow the small moving lights that glitter over dense black, Auden speaks in soothing tones. “Every shooting star is someone, somewhere, using their gifts.”

Within a few moments, a little spark flies across the night sky.

“Lately, there’s been lightning,” she says.

I don’t see any while she speaks, but the image doesn’t bode well. Turning to face her, I’m compelled to confess something I haven’t told anyone since we got back to the house.

“When I’m awake, I can feel the Malachite box and the key—it’s like a dull ache,” I admit. “The spell Reina cast knit us together somehow. I have a feeling that, if I were close to either of them, I could do something. I wish I could so that I could end all of this.” I acknowledge what’s been looping through my mind for the past few weeks. Ever since Malachite house started to deteriorate, and since all of us have had to confront the fact that half of us aren’t equipped to protect ourselves against the dangers of our world, I’ve felt less useful than I ought to with the power I have.

Auden doesn’t reply, just watches me with a patience I’ve never witnessed in her before.

“Is this where Chang’e lives, you think?” I shift out of my discomfort by looking at the room around us. Sitting in here is like existing in the middle of an inhale: relieving yet entirely temporary. I have a hunch that if the goddess were here, it wouldn’t feel so empty; that if she were here, it might feel like something else entirely.

“Maybe, but she isn’t now,” Auden whispers, as if the goddess’s statue were listening to us. I look up at the carved underside of her chin and wait for any indication we might get some godly insight. Nothing changes.

“If she were here, I probably wouldn’t have been able to crash for so long,” Auden says. I’m about to reply when I start to register the weight of my body pressed into the sheets below me.

“I’m waking up,” I manage to say before my eyes open and I’m inside my bedroom.

Somewhere outside my closed door, someone shouts loud enough to wake me from a midday nap. I sit up in annoyance and look around for Auden, wondering if I somehow managed to bring her back home with me. My room is empty.

The light brown duvet below me is rumpled and piled to the side, exposing my bare legs and the watercolor pad still on my lap from when I’d been working on it before I fell asleep.

Auden’s painted face stares up at me, and my grandmother’s paintbrush sits wet, still clutched in my hand.

I’ve been in this room for half a day trying to sort through my mind and my emotions, pouring through the book on the Unspoken Hunar gave me weeks ago, trying to find a way to connect with other Unspoken gods, trying to figure out which of them might be able to help us retrieve the box from Kek when he so easily stole it in the first place.

As I run a hand over my unwashed face, I return to the space I’m in and allow my eyes to rest on my window and the ocean beyond. It reminds me that I’m awake. I’m home. As my heart rate slows, I scan my dresser. On top of the smooth wood rests the few items Tiana and I retrieved from my house in BC: a picture of Mom and me, a painting Nana made of Kunlun in vivid strokes, and my jade bracelet sitting between them. Finally, my stare is drawn to the adjacent vintage landline and the scrawled note of paper just beside it. Looking away immediately, I drape my legs over the side of my bed and roll my shoulders back. The bitter taste in my throat sours. Beyond a doubt, I won’t be able to get back to sleep any time soon.
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FOR CENTURIES, THE Malachite box ran magic through this house, keeping the front door constantly moving, and the children within safe from the monsters outside. Because the house itself is powerful, it’s held onto some energy from the box, but without the Malachite box physically here, that energy is running out. Since we returned without the box, navigating the house’s ever-changing inner landscape has become harder than ever. At first, the change was only in a few missing paintings from the gallery walls; the next day it was the inconvenience of an oddly placed staircase leading to nowhere; then it was doors connecting to the wrong room, or staircases that led right back to the bottom after walking up them. A week ago, I spent an entire afternoon trying to get to the second floor, only to find the entrance through the kitchen’s side door.

The backward aspects of this house were always hard to understand. Now, with its failing internal magical system, just getting to the living room runs the risk of giving me a migraine.

As I begin the perilous journey of finding the second floor and Reina’s room, where Tiana has no doubt secluded herself, my footsteps trip over memory. Without Reina in this house, the whole building has a different air, almost as if the lack of her creates as strong an impression as her presence did. Sometimes when I walk alone through the halls, I imagine I might find her waiting around the next corner. I have to remind myself that she couldn’t possibly; we gave her to the Arcana when we weren’t sure if the house could keep her contained.

At the base of the stairs that just a few days ago kept me locked in place, I timidly place my foot on the bottom step, as if it might indicate what I might face once I ascend.

I try to sort through my feelings around Reina as I cautiously walk up the stairs. Now that she’s imprisoned in Arcana, it’s like she’s less of a person and more of a tangible memory, caught between the sinew of our conversations and plans of what to do next. Everyone here was so used to looking to her for answers.

With relief, I reach the second floor of Malachite without any hiccups. This is where Teal and I had our first conversation, where they showed me the light radiating out of their palms. Clay columns inlaid with sea glass and shells hold up the webbed glass ceiling, the same as they did back then, except now the night sky beyond the glass reminds me of my dream with Auden.

What if it was a delusion? I finally allow myself to think. What if I have been so stressed out, I just imagined finding my best friend again? I pause.

No, I tell myself. All of these “what ifs” are behind you. You know what you saw.

I am no longer the girl who questions every other thought she has. I’m no longer the girl constantly afraid of being right or being wrong. I know that I saw Auden as well as I know I’m the daughter of a goddess older than written word.

Past the library, armory, swimming pool, and prayer room, lie the stairs to the attic. The closer I get to those stairs, the more I hold my breath. It smells like old wood and Reina’s perfume, like she broke a bottle of it over the staircase before she left.

Reina’s bedroom is small but very her: cream from head to toe with an accent of crimson. When we first discovered her hidden books in here, they were all piled under her bed. Leatherbound spines stuck out in the gap between frame and floor, cemented together by gray dust.

Now, Tiana sits in the middle of the room with her legs tucked beneath her and a pile of the thickest books spread out ahead of her, her hands lost in the tangle of her coily hair, suspended in the process of being re-braided as she reads. Lost in thought, Tiana looks like a painting, with streams of red extensions laid between arcane texts and fingers that twirl in quick, precise movements around a fast-forming braid.

When we first found Reina’s mythological tomes, we were all eager to explore the history and methods for controlling our powers inside of them—we hoped that one of the books might lead us to Kek. But most of the books are unreadable: ancient Egyptian, cuneiform, or undatable shapes resembling Chinese lettering. The only books in English are ones related to gods of magic that provide recipes none of us can replicate.

Pushing away her inky-tasting focus, I pass the threshold, and Tiana meets my gaze immediately. Bags under her dark brown eyes show she’s clearly been sleeping as little as I have. On the ground beside her sits an untouched plate of pasta abandoned after one of Teal’s many snack visits. If it weren’t for them, none of us would think to cook or eat.

“What is it?” Tiana starts to stand. Her fingernails lengthen unconsciously as she releases her latest braid while her aura pulses like a vrooming motor.

“I had a dream.”

Her energy edges on explosive, so I hold a hand out to encourage her to stay seated. She’ll have her third awakening soon; I can feel it. Her tension around that fact, conscious or not, is a tang that could turn to chalky desolation. It’s the same feeling that comes up whenever I bring up an impending awakening to anyone in Malachite; we all have to consider if anyone else will be able to choose both sides of their lineage like I did, or just one, as tradition dictates. The taste it elicits is a mix of jealousy, delicate hope, and dense fear.

I take a deep breath and focus on the present, separating any emotion Tiana is having from my own. In recent weeks, I’ve found that the more emotionally stable I am, the less I dip into anyone else’s feelings.

“A dream?” She closes her book and remains seated and coiled, ready to hop up at any moment. I notice the cover depicts a certain sharp-toothed goddess. I falter for a moment.

When I confessed to Tiana my fears about the Mother of the West coming to collect on the bargain we made in Kunlun, Tiana made it her mission to research Xiwangmu just as much as Kek. We know more of her story now: Xiwangmu is a goddess who was once a demon, and she created an elixir of immortality for a famous archer before his wife Chang’e took it instead and became the goddess of the moon. Interesting, but not all that useful.

“I dreamt of Auden—or she visited me in my dream—it’s hard to believe, but the gist was… bad news.”

Tiana tilts her head to the side, presumably taking in the fact that my forearms are covered in smudged watercolor paint and maybe noticing that this is the same shirt I was wearing the last time we talked three days ago.

“What bad news exactly?” she asks.

I explain to Tiana what Auden told me she saw: that she listened in on Kek’s dreams, and he’s close to opening the box, and that she thinks he was letting her see.

“It can only open on the winter solstice; everyone knows that,” Tiana says. “It’s the one thing she didn’t lie about,” Tiana adds with a curl of her lip.

I shake my head. “Apparently not.”

Tiana stands in a smooth movement, then arches her long arms overhead. Her braids that are now laced with red extensions sway back and forth; the rest of her hair remains tied up behind her ear.

“The realm of dreams…” Tiana exhales. “How can Auden stay there? How isn’t she endlessly falling through dimensions?” she mutters as she crosses the white carpet to join me at the door and taps her chin. Silently following, I descend the stairs with her, glad to leave this room behind and reenter the body of Malachite house to tell the others.

“She seemed worried that if she left Chang’e’s temple, she would be lost. I don’t know how she’s staying put there,” I say.

Tiana nods. “Did you hear yelling earlier?” she asks.

“Yeah, I think Emilio burned something in his potions lesson.” I wave my hand in the air.

Marta has taken over teaching the younger Malachites what she knows about natural medicine, healing, and history, and the kitchen has become their classroom. When she and Teal are in there, I steer clear of the crowded space.

Tiana laces her arm through mine as we walk past the prayer room, then leans to the side of my head and whispers, “You know we’re going to have to call him, right?”

My mind flashes back to the number on the piece of paper in my room, and my mouth flattens in response.

Pulling her arm closer to my side, I whisper back, “Let’s just talk to everyone first.”

When we get to the top of the stairs, we find a wall meeting us instead of the anticipated view to the first-floor foyer below. So, Tiana and I backtrack to the side of the house and descend to the garden. Luckily, the metal spiral staircase acts normally and deposits us on the perimeter of the greenhouse, where we both spy a familiar head leaning toward a cage of tomatoes.

Out here, the sky is murky and gray. Light filters in between the limbs of tall, fruit-bearing trees. Along the perimeter of the garden runs a stone wall that reaches as tall as my forehead, made from the same rock as parts of the house. Any time someone’s tried to hop this wall, even before the box was missing, they’d only end up back inside the tall walls of Malachite garden. Since this outdoor space is an extension of Malachite itself, the only way in or out continues to be the front door. Out here, and in the courtyard, is as close as any of us have gotten to being in the real world since we got back.

“Hey,” Tiana calls.

Teal peeks their head up over the leafy foliage of the tomato plant they’ve been picking from and smiles bright as the sun when they spot Tiana.

“You’re down from your tower!” they exclaim as they stand. “Are you hungry? I’m going to make sandwiches.” Teal rises to their full height, exposing a pale green gardening smock over a pair of wide-legged pants and a thin, rosy tank top. Their customary layered jewelery is tucked behind their neck.

We trace around the garden to stand beside them, where Tiana comfortably wraps her arm around their torso and leans into their chest. Teal kisses the top of Tiana’s head but can’t ignore the turbulent energy between us.

“Something wrong?” they ask.

“Thea had a dream,” Tiana murmurs.

Teal’s smile slips only for a second.

In a way, I think that while the three of us knew our quest wasn’t really over, we had started living under the delusion that we’d have more time to lean on each other, slipping into a stress-coping routine like drinking water from the mirage of an oasis. Now, that water has turned to sand.

We all knew it wouldn’t last.

“Alright.” Teal removes their apron, gently folds it over itself. “Let’s go find the others,” they say.



WITHOUT THE BOX to power Malachite house, the front door has not been able to move every twenty-four hours like usual. So, for the first time in anyone’s memory, our location—for all intents and purposes—has remained stationary.

 Outside the front door, a vast icy landscape expands into the distance. Hunar is presumably sitting on a lawn chair out there now, staring into the blanket of white as usual. Ever since the door stopped moving, that is where he spends his free time.

“Isn’t he cold out there?” Tiana asks as I pull out one of the few down jackets hanging in the hall closet.

“He says he can’t feel it,” Teal shrugs.

“What’s going on?” A voice calls from the threshold of the kitchen, followed swiftly by Marta’s head peeking out.

“I had a dream. I think it means we have to make a call, but I thought we should all talk about it first,” I tell her.

“Without me?” She raises an eyebrow and steps further out of the kitchen, peeling off a pair of plastic gloves, shooing Ani and Emilio back into the kitchen behind her as they make a move to sneak out.

“We were going to get Hunar and then you,” Tiana explains.

Marta is shorter than I am, with blunt dark hair and black liner-rimmed eyes. Her stare is ferocious as she slowly nods at Tiana’s response. As close to Hunar as I am to Teal and Tiana, Marta’s steady nature has really helped keep the house running smoothly these past weeks.

“Come on.” Teal motions for her to follow us outside as Tiana tugs open the front door.

A sharp gust of icy wind cuts into the exposed skin on my neck as I follow my friends outside. It forces my breath back into my chest, so I clench my jaw to hold off its sting and only partially succeed.

Just beyond the front door, on a patch of jagged ice, Hunar sits on a lawn chair in a loose jacket and holds a mug of tea overlooking Qaanaaq, the nearest town. Despite the cold, goose flesh does not dot his skin. I don’t know how being related to a god of death makes him impervious to the cold, while my being the daughter of a goddess of life hasn’t cured my need for woolen sweaters at even sixty degrees. The edges of his brown hair peek down from below a beanie, and when he sees the four of us, his peaceful smile retreats.

“What’s wrong?” Hunar asks.

In the warmth of the living room, I lean into the ledge of the fireplace and let its heat dissipate the chill from outside, while Tiana finishes explaining the contents of my dream to Hunar and Marta.

“What does any of that really change?” Marta asks where she sits on the side of Hunar’s chair and stares back at Teal, Tiana, and me across the orange-toned space.

The taste of trepidation in the air is the same flavor as boiled pasta water.

“We should call them,” I say.

Marta frowns slightly and crosses her arms. “They haven’t called us,” she says it evenly, matter-of-fact.

“We agreed as a group that we would do our best without them, but that if it didn’t work, we’d have to reach out… It’s not really working,” I say.

Marta wraps her arms around her chest. “The kids are learning fast. We’re all getting more powerful every day.”

“What does it matter if Kek can still open the box?” I ask.

Marta begins to answer, but Hunar cuts her off.

“What’s the harm in calling?” His voice is easy and light, as it always is, but there is a twitch to his jaw when he says it. “It’s not like they’re our enemies anymore, right?”

Tiana laughs dryly.

Of course the Arcana aren’t our enemies, but the truth still stands that in their lair lie the stolen keys to freedom all Malachites need this very moment: artifacts to unlock magical birthrights.

I wish righteousness were the reason thinking about Arcana makes my cheeks heat.

No longer able to make eye contact with anyone, I stare down at the carpet and imagine the glint in Zero’s eyes staring back. Picturing him comes with equal parts nausea and damn butterflies.

How can I talk to him again without thinking about that kiss? How can I talk to him at all?

“Thea’s right. Calling them makes sense,” Hunar concludes. “Tiana, you’ve been reading those books for days now—anything more on Kek?” Hunar asks.

“Nothing more than what we already know—that I can make out at least. The Egyptian myths Reina kept aren’t exactly ripe with present-day information on a god of twilight and primordial darkness or what his endgame might be. Most of what she has is on the more recent gods, Isis and Osiris, Ra and Horus.” She toes the carpet below her, uncharacteristically short.

“The only physical description of Kek shows him with a frog head.”

“We did get the one firsthand account from a Malachite who lived here in the twenties, said he saw him during a quest that involved Osiris,” Teal interjects.

Tiana concedes, “It was in the margins of one of Reina’s books.”

Of the many things Reina kept from us, the Malachites who lived here before us are one of our biggest mysteries. The realization that no one in Malachite house is older than eighteen has been a foreboding why pressing over our heads since we read through the names of the Crimson Ledger. So many people signed and vowed to protect this house, and yet we’ve never met any others.

“That’s not much,” Marta agrees.

“There’s something else,” I say, and take a step forward after I remember another layer to my dream with Auden. “I think I’ve been sensing the box and the key,” I admit. “The last time I was near them, I felt like—like we were still connected from the ritual Reina performed. Like that connection was never severed. I think if I could get close to them—especially the box—I might be able to use that connection somehow,” I spill.

“And you’re just saying so now?” Tiana’s eyebrows are in her hairline; everyone faces me.

“I didn’t know if it was relevant—or if it was even real.” I pause and look at my feet. “I was afraid, but I should have told you.”

“Can you feel where they are now?” Teal asks.

I shake my head. “It’s just like—like when you lose something, and you remember that it’s missing.” I wave my hand in the air. “It’s hard to describe. But no, I can’t.”

“How about we make an agreement,” Tiana says. “No more secrets from each other. This is too important to let our shame, or our timidity, get in the way of what we need to do,” she says pointedly at me.

My ears go hot, but I nod immediately. “Okay, yeah.”

“So, it’s decided then. We’ll call?” Hunar claps his hands together.

“I’ll do it,” Tiana says.

Just like that, the one who was previously most against the Arcana out of all of us agrees to ask for their help.



IN THE TRAINING room, my bare feet sink into the soft, mat-covered floor while I stare at my reflection in the mirror-lined walls. My dark curly hair reaches past my shoulders in a low ponytail, and my bangs are growing out enough that I can tuck them behind my ears. In my hands, my staff is extended long and bright. My fingers twitch around its width with impatience as we wait to hear back from the Arcana.

As I look at my reflection, I squint, and the energy inside me shifts into the staff in my hands. Across the room, a mannequin stands innocently. I face it. Exhaling, I pound my staff into the ground, and the molecules in the mats vibrate and shift. Searching, I dig lower and connect to the wooden floorboards. Those are vibrant with energy that pulses through our connection. As I exhale, the wooden boards ripple in response to my will. They curl in a splintery wave that displaces the mats. By the time I’m breathing in again, the mannequin has crashed to the ground, and the mats in front of me have been tossed into complete disarray.

“Remember, the more precise you are, the less power you need to use,” Hunar says from the door behind me. “Use too much and you’ll exhaust yourself.”

He’s been trying to train me for the past week to refine my abilities. So far, precision doesn’t come easily. Breathless, I sit on the skewed mats and ordinary floorboards as my staff retreats into a paintbrush.

“I still knocked it over,” I say.

Since we’ve been back, and since my third awakening following the battle with Reina, it’s taken me some practice to understand my power and some ways it might evolve. Through my connection with my mother, it’s clear that I have the ability to manipulate natural materials, create energetic explosions, and feel other people’s emotions. But I also have an ineffable ability to manipulate dreams. I used it a couple of times after my third awakening—to distract Reina and heal Tiana—but training the powers of the moon doesn’t come as easily as my other abilities, and I don’t know the bounds that power can reach yet. But I do have a sense that if I could master any of them, the other aspects would become easier to manage as well. Whether it’s floorboards or feeling, dreams or illusions.

Hunar kicks off his shoes and strides into the room.

“And you’re absolutely wiped from it,” he says as he sits on the mat beside me so that we’re facing each other.

I frown and nod.

When I first got here, Nana’s voice was in my head, guiding me on where to go and what to do next. Even though I felt utterly alone in so many ways, I knew deep down I wasn’t entirely lost. I wish I had her voice in my head again.

“Are you alright?” Hunar asks.

I blink slowly. “Of course I’m alright. I’m fine.”

“You look pale,” he notes.

I don’t know what to say. Before he walked in here, I was on the tipping point of either gassing myself up for this quest or tearing myself down from internal doubt.

I should have told them about my connection to the box as soon as we got back.

I frown as Hunar continues to silently look at me with a soft smile and eyes full of warmth. I should hold my emotions more lightly. I have a habit of stretching them out like taffy, until I’m so stuck in them I can’t move.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the box,” I say definitively.

“No one is upset with you,” Hunar says.

I nod slowly and set my shoulders back. Somewhere in the house right now, Tiana is calling the Arcana to come to our rescue, something we decided as a group we would defer to the last possible second.

That makes this moment the “last possible second.”

I don’t have time or space for doubt anymore. I have won battles against enemies inside and outside of myself. By now, I know that even though I might feel conflicted and weird sometimes, it’s not because I can’t do this.

Staring at the toppled mannequin across the room, I remind myself that I can do this.

Still, as I sit beside Hunar in the silence of the training room, my shoulders pinch with tension when it occurs to me that I won’t have stillness like this for a long time. Adventure is coming toward me the same way those floorboards rippled on their way to knocking over that mannequin: undeniably.

After a long pause without my response, Hunar speaks again.

“I love it here,” he says.

As he stretches his legs out ahead of him, his ankle brushes my wrist accidentally. When our skin slightly touches, a flutter of electricity races up my arm, and my breath catches in the back of my throat. All my rumination and internal pep talks fade as I’m reminded that I am a body and I am here. Finally, my heart beats at a regular rhythm.

“The training room?” I ask.

“The house,” he says, then shifts again to lean on his elbows, gazing at me with an easy half-smile.

“Really?” I ask.

“Yeah, I mean, it’s home. These past few weeks have been so…” he searches for the word, “calming. It’s like, even though everything is wrong, it’s not so bad when we’re all together.” His voice lowers as he speaks, like he’s talking to himself, and I’m an inquisitive fly on the wall.

“What would you do if things were different?” I ask.

“If things were different—if I couldn’t be in this house—I think I’d just walk around in the woods somewhere. Find my own food, live in a little cabin, talk to the trees or something.”

I exhale as the dreamy existence Hunar conjured collides with my memory of when I found out what trees actually sound like, the hum of life they emit. It’s a reminder of the energy I’ve been struggling to harness. I pull my knees against my chest, then wrap my arms around them.

“That sounds nice.” My voice is flat.

Hunar nods, and I wait for him to say something else, but he doesn’t.

Our silence quickly turns comfortable, and in it, I can’t help but pay attention to the current of emotion I’ve noticed a few times before between us—one that confuses me, because I can’t tell where it’s coming from. The feeling reminds me of the anxiety I’m so used to: humming and sharp but with a warmer edge that tempts me to linger, an undertone of honey. Straightening up, I tuck my hands under my armpits, even though the era of needing to only touch someone to feel their feelings is long past; a good dose of eye contact seems to be enough some days.

“Are you worried we won’t get the box?” Hunar deftly shifts subjects.

I shake my head immediately. “I’m not. I know we can do this—I think we can do this—I guess, I don’t know, I have a bad feeling, like what if I…” I trail off and meet my eyes in the reflection ahead of us.

“What?” he asks gently.

“What if I mess it up again? I lost the box once. What if I lose it again?” I don’t realize that’s what I’m struggling with until I say it.

Hunar reaches over as if to touch me, and I flinch away on instinct; his hand falls short and rests on the mat between us. My chest clenches even tighter.

“Whatever happens,” he says softly, “it’s not going to be you failing—just like you didn’t fail before. We’re all in this together. If we lose, we lose as a group,” he says it firmly, meeting my eyes so I can’t miss his sincerity.

It’s impossible not to notice how attractive Hunar is; it’s like every line of his face is designed to draw me in. For some reason, this only makes me nauseous. His compassion is suddenly too sweet, too soft. I have to bite the inside of my cheek until I taste a hint of blood to bring myself back to reality. I have to remind myself that he’s just being kind; what he’s saying is simply his opinion, his warm heart, not the truth. I am the one who lost the box, and I am the one who can feel it. Whatever happens next is entirely my responsibility.





3

WHEN TIANA ISN’T in Reina’s bedroom reading through her mountain of books, she’s in the library doing pretty much the same thing. With her fingers back in her hair, Tiana has only a little tuft of unbraided coils left, a few extensions pulled out of her pockets, and a pinched expression. As I step into the workspace, I have to cross over knee-high piles of books with cotton-lined spines holding mythological fairy tales and legends. Tiana’s constantly moving energy is as still as it can be, a mere hum as she gazes out at the stories around her; her phone lies on the ground beside where she crouches.

“He’s coming?” I ask her.

“Yes,” she answers. “Marta and Hunar are waiting at the door.”

I sink down to sit next to Tiana in the middle of the floor.

“Do you need help?” I ask and motion to the last of her hair. She shrugs and turns her back to me.

When I was a kid, my mother used to braid my hair. As we both got older, I learned how to braid it myself—though my hair was never thick enough to hold without a tie like Tiana’s can. A few times now, Tiana has had me help braid the back of her head. I have a knack for winding her black strands around one another, weaving in lengths of artificial color at the same time. Now that Tiana and I are alone, and I have a task to set my nervous mind to, I finally let out a deep exhale as I settle in behind her.

“Are you alright?” she asks.

“I’m fine. Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

“Because whenever I see you, you look translucent,” she says over her shoulder.

I frown, taken aback by the accurate phrasing. Lately, I’ve been feeling partially invisible, like I no longer recognize myself. I’ve changed so much.

As I continue to braid, Tiana shifts under my hands and turns slightly toward me.

“Sorry, that was insensitive… was it weird to see Auden again?” she asks.

I shake my head and motion for her to turn back around fully. She does.

“It wasn’t weirder than anything else that’s happened recently,” I say evenly.

I was so sure I was going to be able to hold it together during this quest. Yet here I am, before we’ve even begun, struggling to feel like I fit inside my own body.

What does it say about me if I’m already so caught up in my own emotions that everyone around me can tell?

“It wasn’t hard, it was just—I don’t know. I thought I’d made peace knowing I wouldn’t ever see her again, but then there she was,” I say. “Stuck in a dream.”

We both lapse into short silence, and Tiana arranges the books ahead of her into leaning piles, subtly moving the phone further away from both of us. She’s changed, too, like a wilting flower over the past few weeks. The deeper she dives into the books Reina left behind, the less I see of her. Whether she’s sequestered in research, or I’m in the training room practicing my newfound powers with Hunar, our days rarely overlap.

“I’ve been thinking about my sister a lot,” she says softly.

As she speaks, in my relaxed state with my hands in the ends of her braid, her feelings burst into my experience with flavor: lavender comfort as she thinks about Zola, but also a moldy apprehension. The combination makes me nauseous and sympathetic; I have to work at pulling myself away from both.

It’s always been harder to separate my emotions from people I’m physically and emotionally close to. I suppose that’s why I spend so much time in my room. I can’t run away now, though; Tiana’s sister is one topic she rarely opens up about. She turns back around, and I keep braiding, but slower now, so she has time to speak without the pressure of eye contact.

“You’re wondering what happened to her, if Reina lied about the Arcana killing her,” I start.

“Yes.”

Tiana rolls her shoulders away from her neck, and her energy spikes with the taste of coal; rage is an incredible palate cleanser. I swallow it down and stay steady.

“And I’m thinking about Reina. I can hardly sleep when I remember how much I hate her. It’s like—why did she lie to us for so long? How could she?” she asks.

“I don’t know.” I fold a hand over Tiana’s shoulder, but she’s already pulling away, braids completed and sleek. As she paces around the library now, her hair falls around her waist like a black-and-red veil.

“Now the Arcana will come, and we’ll have to leave again, leave all the kids without any way to protect themselves, without us really knowing how to get the box back from Kek. We’re unprepared.” She scans the library.

It’s not like Tiana to worry so much. She’s a person of action. I suppose her very real brush with death changed her as much as mine changed me.

“This morning, I left my bedroom, and it spat me out into the living room instead of my hallway. This this place is getting smaller.” She eyes the walls like they might press in on us right now.

“When we get the box back, everything will go back to normal.” I raise my knees to my chest, repeating my private mantra to us both.

Tiana scoffs and stalks down the length of the library. “Normal,” she repeats.

I frown, unable to offer any more words of encouragement, and take down the first book off the top of Tiana’s pile. It’s large, red, familiar, and weighs heavy in my hand.

All of the books Reina kept were title-less, many full of what I presume to be her own handwriting and in languages most of us don’t understand. In the ones we could read, we found some of the foulest magic imaginable: the main reason we keep them upstairs in her bedroom, away from the younger kids. Since Tiana speaks the most languages, she took up the task of decoding what Reina wrote. The book I’m holding is in plain English, though, and is as recognizable as any room in Malachite.

The Crimson Ledger is the book I should have signed my name in when I first came here. Opening it, I find rows upon rows of cramped, rust-colored writing, signatures written in Godspring blood. Something about it draws me in.

“Do you know why she had Malachites sign this in blood?” I ask.

As I look at the hundreds of signatures, something tickles my consciousness that I can’t quite give voice to.

“What?” Tiana asks.

With a suspicion forming, I scan the books all around us and remember that the very reason I suspect I can still sense the Malachite box and the key is due to the spell Reina cast on all of us to sap our energy, steal my mother’s marking, and combine the three Malachite keys into one.

“Can you bring me Reina’s main spell book? The one with the garish cover?”

Tiana nods and rushes upstairs. When we were all upstairs flipping through her things mere days after returning, finding occasional broken artifacts in between pages, my eyes stilled on a small brown book sitting at her bedside. It was more of a journal really but hummed with a familiar feeling.

When I opened it, we found words in a language none of us could read that slightly resembled English. It smelled like Reina’s perfume and her essence, and my attention locked on the images inside. The book held an illustration of twelve figures in a circle, linked with one figure in the center. Intrinsically, I knew it to be the instructions to the spell Reina used to steal my marking.

When Tiana gets back to the room, I sit at one of the large wooden tables nearest the window on the far end of the library.

“Got it,” she says as she throws the book across the room. I catch it mid-air. Of the subtle enhancements being a Godspring entails, sharper instincts is one of my favorites.

As I hold Reina’s journal, I notice the same thing I did the last time I held the small, dense book in my hands. Despite its petite size, it is heavy enough to weigh down my wrists. It’s as if the words this book holds are heavier than ordinary letters, or perhaps the ink is made of something stronger than pigment.

I open it to a random page and take in the language I don’t understand in a wash
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