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Dedication

For Nicky, Mark, and Tim, my teachers who defined risk.

For my family, who defined home.
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A Story Out of Place

On the morning of the annual book fair, Lan dragged her feet to class. She dragged them up the stairs of the basement where she lived with her dad, past the bright yellow dandelions blooming on the neighbouring lawns, and along the wide pavements to her school’s decorated fence. She did not glance up, for she had memorized every step of the way. Besides, Lan was busy moping. Who could blame her? The annual book fair was reason enough to mope, even if it happened to be a beautiful May dawn.

In fact, the sun breaking through spring rains only made things worse. It reminded Lan that summer danced around the corner, which would’ve been good fun if she’d had any plans in store. Instead, a decidedly non-vacation awaited. No cottage. No trip abroad. Not even a glimpse of her faraway family back in Việt Nam.

“Do you listen to anything I say?”

Lan jumped at the voice and banged her elbow on the half-open double doors of Cordella Elementary.

A tall kid held it ajar for her, his big brown eyes inches away. He shook his head. Lan took several paces back, clutching her throbbing funny bone.

“I didn’t see you,” she said, gesturing awkwardly at the door she’d walked into. “Don’t take it personally, Manav.”

Manav sighed. He was the only kid in Lan’s sixth-grade class who wore button-down shirts and dress pants on a regular day, but no one questioned it. Being the fastest hundred-metre track runner had its perks. Manav waited for Lan to pass before following her up to their lockers.

“I was asking if you know what you want from the book fair at lunch,” he said. “That is, if you haven’t read every book on the shelves already.”

“Ha,” said Lan humourlessly. “What I want isn’t the problem.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means stuff at the fair costs money, Manav. Not that I’d expect you to know,” said Lan with a sniff, glancing over his polished shoes and ironed jacket. She was pretty sure her own shirt had cost four bucks from Chinatown. The touristy maple leaf print was starting to peel. Manav looked offended.

“Just because my parents work hard—” he began.

“Oh please, save it.” She slammed her locker shut with a bang, banishing the reflected version of herself scowling in the dollar-store mirror. Her long black hair, unkempt, shielded her round face and wide eyes. Lan grabbed her bag and turned away from Manav’s miffed expression—but not before she caught two girls in their class whispering, tossing their blond curls as they turned from her.

“Why do you always look like you’re half zombie?” whispered her seatmate, Segen, as Lan slid behind her own desk. Her gaze lingered on the retreating backs of the whispering girls. “You sure you’re alive in there?”

“Last I checked,” said Lan, glumly. “At least a zombie apocalypse would make for something new around here.”

Instead, she had to sit in class and listen to their teacher, Ms. McCrimmon, talk up the book fair as if Lan didn’t want to go with all her heart. All those new releases! But she would have to wait to get them at the library, or stumble across one on a neighbour’s lawn, or borrow from some kid who was already through with their copy. As if she wasn’t enough of a loser in every part of her social life at this school.

“I’d have thought you’d be excited about today,” Segen continued. “Don’t you like to read? I mean, you must, right? It’s all you ever do.”

“I can’t get anything at the fair anyway,” said Lan.

She remembered stepping into the school library for last year’s fair, months after she had joined Cordella Elementary. Of course Lan loved the usual stacks of old books, their corners dog-eared and browned pages stained with thumbprints. Each mark seemed to change the story a tiny bit. New books, though, that was something else. Those covers shone, boastful. The pages were crisp. Reading a new book felt like it was meant just for her, and Lan hadn’t had much for herself lately, ever since she and her dad had moved to Toronto across the world from Hà Nội, the only home she’d ever known.

It was where her mother remained with their big family and Lan’s baby brother, Khôi. Their move to Canada kept getting delayed for some work reason. That was as much as Lan could understand. All she knew was that one day, her family had shrunk. An ocean expanded between the rest of her family and Lan and her dad. Her parents had told her, “Rồi sẽ qua nhanh,” but when a year passed, she stopped believing they would be reunited soon.

When she’d seen the books on display at the fair last May, Lan had wanted one so badly it almost made the homesickness disappear. But she knew better than to ask her dad. It didn’t matter what his reason was or how sad he looked when he refused her. After a year, Lan couldn’t bear to hear the word no any longer. The books were her favourite part about her new school, but she’d save herself the disappointment this year by not going to the fair at all.

Without the refuge of the library to look forward to at lunch, morning crawled by. Through open windows, birds chirped and sunlight drifted into the warm room. The blue of the sky was so unlike the pale grey of Hà Nội, but there was something lovely about that grey. Lan wondered what her mother was doing back in their old flat, and whether her brother had stopped his teething. Leaving him had been the hardest part. He was too little to be separated from their mom and home, but they’d thought she could handle it. Lan wanted to prove them right, but most times, it felt easier to pretend she was elsewhere altogether.

Someone coughed loudly. Lan’s head snapped back to the board, where Ms. McCrimmon was talking about the order of operations. Lan had learned this stuff ages ago. Her mom had a habit of assigning extra homework to make sure she was ahead. It was hard to pay attention. Segen’s pencil tapped incessantly by her side. A glance at the clock showed a half hour to lunch break. Then she could sidle off on her own.

But as the lesson drew to an end twenty minutes before the bell, Ms. McCrimmon switched off the projector and waved her arms like a conductor, looking oddly chipper for a Friday. Her curls bounced, which either meant something very good was about to happen or quite the opposite . . .

“Look alive!” she said. “What do you say we call it a morning and put aside those math problems? Let’s take lunch early and go to the book fair as a class!”

“Are you kidding me?”

Lan’s groan was hardly audible above the cheers and scraping of chairs as her classmates stowed their books and rushed to form a line out the door. She should’ve guessed by that eager look that Ms. McCrimmon would make the fair a bonding activity! So much for Lan’s plan to stay away. Could anything go right? Before she could protest, Lan was shepherded downstairs and through the library doors, where a twelve-foot gold-and-silver balloon arch had been set up for the occasion, swaying ever so slightly in the open window’s breeze.

“It’s a little much, isn’t it?” said Lan, grimacing at the spectacle. Her school could be so extravagant sometimes.

“I think it’s sweet,” said Segen, and she hopped off to join her friends by the stationery display.

Lan didn’t move. She stood alone beneath the arch as her classmates dispersed, feeling the exact thing she’d dreaded: a deep, familiar longing in the pit of her belly. Gleaming new releases winked at her from the shelves, teasing. She wanted them all. Tentatively, Lan took a book off the display and turned it around. The price was marked in bold, and the first digit alone made her shove it back in a rush. She glanced at the clock above the librarian’s desk. Fifteen minutes to the lunch bell, when she could leave—but was she supposed to look at the pens for that long? Perhaps a glance around wouldn’t hurt any more than it did already, Lan decided. She slipped behind the nearest case.

The rest of her class faded into background noise. Lan walked, pausing at captivating titles. Well-known words whispered when she passed. Old characters waved. She saw familiar names and ran her hand along the neatly stacked spines, sighing contentedly. Libraries never failed to put Lan at ease. They struck that special balance between comfort and excitement that no other place managed to. No matter how much had changed in her life since the move, she could at least return to the stories she loved best.

Lan’s hand snagged on a strange book jutting out.

She doubled back and pulled it from the shelf. The plain cover was dark red with a single puffy dandelion shape printed in gold leaf. The book was heavier than most in the kids’ section. It must have been mis-shelved, for no colourful image marked the front, and not even a title or author name was embossed on the hardcover. It looked like an old adult book, though the pages were crisp as could be, untouched as though waiting for her. Lan ran her fingers along the sharp white edges then opened the book to the first chapter. The cream-coloured page was blotted with a brown stain, smelling faintly of chocolate. So much for brand new, thought Lan, unimpressed. But as her eyes scanned the elegant font, her palms began to tingle. Words leapt at her—price, quest, witch, king, and the names Annabelle and Marlow. Lan began to read.

IN WHICH A GIRL TAKES FATE INTO HER OWN HANDS

“Once upon a time in Silva, the land of lost and found, a powerful king named his price of admission.”

“Tell me what it would take,” Annabelle said. She leaned forward in her chair.

“Why?” her grandmother asked, tilting her head back to stare at the girl. “Planning to take on the king?”

“I just might.”

The old woman smiled and ran a hand through her greying hair. She lowered her voice conspiratorially.

“For that, you’ll need a heart,” she said.

“I have one,” Annabelle declared.

“But do you have proof? Easy to claim without proof.”

“It beats. I can feel it.”

“Many things beat, Annabelle, what makes you say it’s a heart? Can you prove how much it holds, how much it bleeds?”

“I can get proof,” said Annabelle. “Tell me what else.”

“Courage,” said her grandmother, “in large supply.”

“Is that all?”

“Not quite, but the last bit is easy: a good story.”

“Proof of a heart, courage in large supply, and a good story,” Annabelle repeated. “I can get them all. I’ll go to Asta and find this wizard king, Nebulo. He has to restore Sol to how it was before his curse ruined us. It’s the least he can do.”

“Careful, love. If it was that easy, we’d have sent one of our own ages ago.”

“Everyone is needed in Sol, except me,” said Annabelle. “It has to be me.”

The lady took a drink from the goblet before her, eyes closed and lips cracked. Her forehead was creased, but she did not protest. Annabelle looked beside her at Marlow, the fourteen-year-old nicknamed “golden boy” of the Border Academy. His blond hair fell over green eyes that held her steely gaze. Their features were complete opposites. Marlow’s light hair and built frame contrasted her sharp edges, deep brown hair, and eyes sunken into a bony face. His gaze was guarded, but their five-year friendship founded on secrets meant she could recognize his slightest frown. Marlow was worried, but he would go anywhere Annabelle asked. She knew that much.

“Lady Marya,” he said to the old woman.

She brushed aside the title. “None of that Silvan nonsense. Call me by my name, Marlow. That shows proper respect in my homeland of Sol.”

“Marya,” Marlow tried again. “Do you know anyone who has crossed the desert and made the journey on foot to Asta, let alone gained audience with the king?”

“Not without a powerful witch. Few of those around these parts nowadays.”

“Where have they gone?”

“Fled the southern coast to Maare, I expect, or bartered their way to Asta years ago when the desert dried up our land. What’s left of our witches in Sol have their hands full keeping everyone alive.”

“Nothing’s going to change if we don’t do something about it though, right?” said Annabelle. “Shouldn’t we take a risk? You always said our people are warriors.”

“So we are,” said Marya. “You most of all. How I’d love to bid you to go on your own quest, but you must remember why you live within these high walls and not under the open skies of home. The world has shifted with the careless magic of the Silvan king. The Border Academy keeps you safer, stronger than you would be in Sol.”

“Only because nothing ever happens in the middle of a desert,” said Annabelle. “Am I expected to stay here forever? I haven’t been home in five years.”

“A warrior understands patience, Annabelle. It will take time for us to rebuild.”

Marya pushed her chair back, wooden legs scraping the stone floor. She grasped her granddaughter’s hands and stood, tall and muscular despite her weathered face. She had come in her Solian armour, soft leather fitted over her brown skin, unlike the tough pads that everyone at the Border Academy wore. Annabelle hated how they made her slow and heavy in a fight. All that whacking and blundering around was ridiculous. Fighting was not so different from dancing: smooth and graceful. That’s what her grandma had taught her, before Annabelle was sent away.

“I will bring Daisy your love,” said Marya, cupping Annabelle’s cheek in goodbye. The ride back to Sol cost half a day, and the sun was already high.

“You can tell her I’ll see her soon enough,” said Annabelle.

Annabelle’s sister had been two years old when the Silvan king’s spell turned their coast into sweltering sands. Daisy couldn’t remember much from the times before, but Annabelle still saw the leaping turtles cresting the ocean’s waves of her homeland each time she closed her eyes. There’d been so many colours in Sol, a hundred shades of blue and green in the water alone. The smell of salt in the air would’ve been enough to lift her spirits now, but there was none of that at the Border Academy. In the heart of the enchanted desert, only dust and hunger reigned.

Annabelle’s stomach twisted when she tried to recall Daisy’s little face, her large eager eyes slipping from memory. She let out a gasp as her grandmother’s uneven nails dug into her wrist.

“Don’t do anything foolish, Annabelle,” said Marya. “Stories only go so far. Remember why we sent you here. You’ll come home when the coast is restored.”

Marya stood and drew her cloak up to cover her mouth. Marlow rose and offered his arm to walk her to the stables. Her grandmother took it, Annabelle suspected, to be polite. As if Marya, the greatest fighter of her generation, needed an escort. Marlow, as usual, was drawing longing stares from Academy recruits wherever he walked, his golden hair catching the sun. Annabelle trailed them, steps behind. Her mind raced. Her dark eyes focused as if sizing up an opponent before a fight. Her hand moved subconsciously to the black stone blade on her hip. Marlow glanced over his shoulder and shot her a look of warning—but it was too late. Her grandmother should have stayed quiet if she’d wanted Annabelle to stay put.

For now that Annabelle could see a path beyond the dreary halls of the Border Academy back to her family in Sol, she had to try. She would cross the desert, make her way to Asta, and give that stupid king they called Nebulo the items he wanted for his “price of admission”—what a pretentious idea anyway! What kind of ruler charged his people to repair mistakes that he himself had made?

 She could change that, thought Annabelle. She would ask him to return the Solian lands to how they were before, when generations of her people lived on the southwestern coast undisturbed. All she needed was proof of a heart, courage in large supply, a good story—and perhaps a witch.





A Bargain Struck

The loud buzzing of the lunch bell jolted Lan back to the library stacks. She gasped and nearly dropped the book. There were no other copies like it on the shelf. She turned it over again in her hands, rifling through the pages quickly and catching glimpses of characters like the tree guardians, the Cognitor, and King Nebulo. Lan frowned. The story seemed like a classic fantasy quest, which probably involved many trials on a long journey and eventually a happily ever after for Annabelle, Marlow, and Sol.

But Lan couldn’t bring herself to put the book down. She was filled with the strangest feeling that it was important. She might never find it again if she walked away now. Pins and needles lit up the tips of her fingers. She stood frozen.

There was only one thing to do. Lan stuffed the tome in her bag before she could think twice. A furtive glance around her showed no one in sight. A few of her classmates lingered by the library counter, but most had taken off for lunch. Lan’s heart pounded, too insistent to ignore. She’d never done anything as outright shameful as stealing, but just as she considered changing her mind and returning it, Manav stepped into view. His arms were crossed, ready for an argument. Something about his righteous glare made Lan set her jaw, prepared to defend herself.

“Seriously, Lan?” he said. “You’re straight up gonna steal a book now?”

“No clue what you’re talking about. Why are you following me anyway?”

“I wasn’t following you. I actually thought I’d be nice and remind you that track tryouts are in ten days, but instead you decide to commit theft right before my eyes.”

“I’m not stealing!” Lan protested, knowing that had been exactly her intention. “Maybe I wanted to carry it around, or make a note of the title, or shelve it in the proper place because it doesn’t even belong in this section!”

Lan waved at the sign above them, which read Biographies, 9–12. Manav rubbed his forehead. What now? Would he demand the book back, march her to the counter, and rat her out to the librarian? Lan’s hand tightened around the smooth spine. For a split second, she thought about making a run for it—but Manav’s next words were so unexpected her mouth dropped.

“If you want it that badly, I’ll get it for you.”

“You’ll do what?”

“Give it here. I’ll get it. My parents gave me a fifty. I’ve got change leftover.”

Lan stared. Manav’s earnest eyes told her he meant it. Her father would certainly not approve. He’d taught her better than to behave this way, but just once, did he have to know? Just once, was it okay to accept a gift she so desperately wanted, even if it had been offered out of pity?

“You don’t have to . . .” Lan began.

“Of course I know that,” said Manav, “and I didn’t say it’d come without a price.”

“I won’t be able to pay you back. Forget it.”

“Who said anything about money? There’s plenty of other ways to pay.”

“What do you want?” Lan asked warily.

Manav eased the book out of her hands and turned it over.

“Weird,” he murmured, examining the gold dandelion print on the otherwise blank red cover. “Did you take it out of its sleeve? Make it easier to steal?”

“I wasn’t stealing!” said Lan automatically. “I found it like that.”

But now that he mentioned it, Lan thought, it made sense. Someone must’ve removed the shiny shell that all hardcover books came wrapped in. Perhaps that was why it looked so out of place. Covers made books inviting. Without them, the plain weighty tomes were almost foreboding.

“What do you want for the book?” Lan repeated. “I don’t have much.”

Manav looked up and smiled. “Sure you do. Like I said, I stayed behind to remind you about track tryouts, ten days from today. I’ve seen you run. I’ll get you the book, but I want you to come out.”

“You’re kidding,” Lan laughed. “Try out for track and field? No way.”

Manav looked confused.

“Why not? You’d totally make the team.”

Lan stared at him. She could not tell if he meant it, but even so, this was middle school! There were lines you had to be very sure about crossing, and trying out for track was one of them. Lan’s scene was the library. If she made a fool of herself on the sports field, she would never live it down—especially not in front of the snickering kids who kept trying to rhyme her name with weird words.

“That’s a popular-person sport,” said Lan, “and in case you haven’t noticed, I definitely don’t qualify.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” said Manav, frowning. “For the record, people talk to you! You just don’t talk back.”

“That’s exactly what a popular kid would say.”

“You’re unbelievable,” Manav said with a groan, “but, like it or not, that’s the deal.”

“I’ll just embarrass myself.”

“No, you won’t. I live two doors down from you, and I’ve seen you run to school when you’re late, which is actually super often. You sprint faster than me biking! We’re up against tough competition at provincials this year, and the team could really use you.”

Lan hesitated. Manav could be pompous and ignorant about some things, but he was never malicious. Besides, track and field was his life. He wouldn’t go to the trouble of setting her up for nothing, would he?

“Even if I did try out,” said Lan, “I wouldn’t be able to join the team. Your meets are so far away. My dad wouldn’t agree to the fees, not to mention your fancy uniforms and early practices. It’ll mess up our schedule, and he’s busy enough these days.”

“Have you even tried to ask?”

“Yes,” said Lan at once. She had asked too many times. In September, she’d wanted to run with the cross-country team, but her dad found it hard to keep tabs on her whereabouts. He worked such long hours at the superstore across town. It was far easier to know that she’d be at school and home at the same time every day.

 “We’ll figure that out later,” said Manav, looking unconcerned. “The book’s yours, but Monday after next, you show the team what you can do. Deal?”

He held out his palm to shake. Lan stared at the story clutched in his other hand. There were certainly easier ways to get hold of books, but would she find another one like this? Lan wanted to know how Annabelle would escape and cross the great desert, whether Marlow would prove as loyal as he appeared, and where they’d find a witch to help them get to Asta with the magical items for the king. Besides, if Lan had learned anything from fantasy novels, she knew she could not let a mysterious book pass her by. That was just foolish.

“Throw in a chocolate bar, and you’ve got yourself a deal,” said Lan at last. She took Manav’s hand and shook before he could respond. “No take-backs.”

“Hey, that wasn’t fair. I’m the one getting you the book!” said Manav, but Lan could tell he wasn’t truly upset. “Fine, I’ll bring you chocolate, but only when I see you on the field! Make sure you show up.”

“I’ll be there,” Lan said. It was a sweet deal. She wondered if she might soon regret her promise, but at least she had a good story to look forward to on the weekend.

They walked to the counter. Lan couldn’t remember the last book she’d bought, let alone a hardcover, and barely noticed the librarian’s puzzled expression when he scanned it through. He turned it over several times before using another book’s sleeve for the barcode. Then it was back in her hands—and truly hers! Manav said something that Lan did not catch. All she could think of was how she couldn’t wait to dive in.





What Longing Does

Lan turned down the driveway of the red house on the corner of Langdon Street after a tedious hour of history. It left a strange taste in her mouth. All these “explorers” were overrated, she decided, or straight-up villainous. Taking over people’s homes was far from heroic.

Thinking of home made Lan’s heart ache for the bustling streets of her own familiar town, the lakes scattered throughout the city, and the branches of red flowers bent over the wide boulevards. At least Canada’s bitter cold had let up. The snow had been cute for a few days last December, but by April, it was sickening. Unprepared for the chill, Lan had stayed inside most of her first year in Toronto, buried under blankets, escaping into whatever story she could scrounge up. Now she tightly clutched the book fair book, ramming her shoulder against the door to wedge it open, eager to start reading the moment she stepped inside their basement flat.

Homework discarded on the coffee table, Lan hopped on the tattered couch and picked up where she’d left off in the library stacks. No matter how many fantasies she ploughed through, sword fights and spells never got stale when compared to her less-than-thrilling routine—and reading about other people’s quests made her hope that her own adventure might be just around the block, waiting for her to step into the right shoes or find the right wardrobe . . . however many she’d tried.

“You know, it’s not a bad thing if you want to cry,” said Marlow.

Annabelle glared at him, his elbow propped on the fence post, somehow making their drab Academy uniform look good. It was easy to see why her bunkmates stared each time he moved. It made Annabelle want to constantly roll her eyes.

“Marlow, I’m fine.”

“I know you’ve been thinking about making a break for it forever. It’s okay to reconsider though. What your grandmother said—that’s enough to scare anyone off.”

“Don’t be daft,” said Annabelle. “I’m more sure than ever.”

“We could wait—”

“For supplies to dwindle? Those fancy folks in Asta don’t care about us here on the outskirts. We’re getting less every shipment.”

“All right, I get it. You’re right. As usual.”

“You don’t have to come.”

“Come on, Annabelle, you know that was never an option.”

“I’m not kidding. Everyone loves you. You’ve got prospects here.”

“Of joining the elite border guard? Or rising through the ranks to bully the kids as a certified Border Academy trainer?”

“You’d never bully anyone. In fact, I daresay you’re a shockingly good teacher for someone so cocky.”

“A genuine compliment from you? You must be missing me already. No need to beg, Belle. I already told you, I’m coming with you.”

Annabelle had to laugh. Even now, Marlow spoke with a sureness born of more talent than anyone should be allowed—talent, and a lack of familiarity with loss. Escaping under darkness from the Border Academy? No problem. Crossing the enchanted desert with whatever rations they could steal? Bring it on. It almost made her believe that her wild plan was possible, that there was a future where she could return to the Solian coast where she belonged, instead of living in this old training camp where meeting Marlow had been the one good thing.

Tucked in, with the fluorescent lights bright, Lan read deeply as Marlow and Annabelle plotted their escape route, and as they planned to leave under the cover of a new moon. The latch on the upstairs screen door creaked, but only when her dad came in, bags of groceries in hand, did Lan glance up.

Lan’s father was a man aged solely by hardship. His youth shone through the moment you got to know him, in his thick, mostly black hair, unlined face, and muscles from his karate days. Lan knew people didn’t usually see those traits when they glanced at him scanning items behind the counter of the superstore where he worked as a cashier. She herself had noticed his creased eyebrows and stooped frame much more since those long winter days. But back in Việt Nam, he had been laid-back and confident on his electric blue motorbike. The minute he stepped inside the flat, he shrugged out of his navy T-shirt, along with the nametag that read Ben rather than his real name, Bình. It meant peace. He smiled when he saw Lan.

“How was school?” He did not wait for an answer before unloading food into the freezer. “Did you eat?”

“Not hungry,” Lan lied, not wanting to admit she was sick of microwave pasta.

Their diet now consisted of whatever her dad picked up from the sales racks, which hardly compared to their meals in Việt Nam. They’d been spoiled in a family of great cooks and voracious eaters. Lan’s mom had been especially skilled at whipping up any dish. Lan folded the top of her page over to mark her spot as the fridge door thudded shut.

“Tối nay ăn nem nhé,” said her dad. “Got it on sale.”

“Nem?” said Lan, surprised. Spring rolls were her favourite food, but she had not eaten them since leaving her mom in Hà Nội. “I thought you couldn’t find them here.”

“Well, they won’t be your mother’s,” he said, “nhưng vẫn ăn được.”

Lan put the book down and walked to where her dad was waving a Styrofoam package of frozen nem. She poked at them. They looked nothing like the colourful, delicate rolls her mom made.

Her father headed to the shower, calling over his shoulder, “Con cho vào lò đi nhé. Bố đi tắm đã.”

Lan nodded. She unwrapped the packaging and placed the frosty rolls on the oven tray. Staring at the dull white clumps side by side, she felt an unexpected wave of anger. She knew her dad had only wanted to make her happy, but nem wasn’t meant to look like that. It was supposed to be deep-fried in vegetable oil, freshly wrapped by fingers dipped in water, rice paper soaked in beer. Even now, she remembered the tuck, crease, and roll over a wooden cutting board. Her mother had taught her years ago, not long before they found themselves separated. Lan had been a natural, but in this house—too many foreign ingredients and too little counter space.

Sudden tears rose in her. Lan slammed the oven door shut, banishing the copycat rolls from view. She sank into a hard chair, taken aback by her own bitterness.

When they’d first moved, Lan had even liked the change—the sprawling parks, big hills to roll down, full libraries every few blocks, and the peaceful stillness on summer nights when the sun did not set ’til past bedtime. Her friends in Hà Nội envied her. Everyone had told her Canada was full of opportunity, whatever that meant, and Lan believed them. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly when things changed. Perhaps it was Mother’s Day that first year (an entirely new concept) when she realized the challenge of celebrating special occasions eight thousand miles apart. Or maybe when her hair grew out, and Lan could not do any of her favourite braids by herself.

The sound of water running in the bathroom stopped. Lan coughed and hastily wiped her face so her dad would not see her confused weeping over random spring rolls. It would only make him sad.

Briiing!

From the table behind her, the phone sounded, startling Lan out of her sniffles. Seeing the name on the screen, she took one more breath, forced her face into a smile, and picked up the call. A second later, her mom was peering at her, pixelated.

“What’s wrong?” she said at once, squinting at Lan’s face. “Sao trông buồn thế? Something at school?”

Her mother’s pixie bob haircut and similarly round face took up most of the video screen, but Lan could see the potted plant with the giant leaves in their sixteenth-floor apartment peeking out from behind her. The window was open. It looked sunny, a hot May morning. Lan spoke with her mom often, but tonight, her throat constricted at the glimpse of her former home.

“Nothing new,” Lan began. She cleared her throat. “Well, I might be trying out for the track team in a week. That’s new, I guess, and a bit scary.”

“What team is that?”

“It’s like a competitive running club. Well, I’d be running at least. There are other parts like long jump or shotput.”

“Running is good. You’re a fast runner.”

“I am?”

“Don’t you remember beating all those neighbourhood kids in the foot races on our street?”

“Those haven’t happened in forever.”

“Still, it’s part of you. What’s joining this team gonna take?”

Before Lan could answer, her father entered the room, towel in hand, and stepped into the frame. He gestured animatedly at the nem cooking in the oven. Her mother laughed. Lan slid behind him and took a sip of water, but the morose feeling in her throat refused to leave her.

She found herself longing for her old ocean-themed bedroom, their chaotic family reunions, and of course, all the food, fresh from the market and seaside! What she would do for a fresh pomegranate from her grandparents’ garden! Tropical fruits were so much tastier. Lan could not remember ever feeling hungry before this year, but then everything she knew had vanished. Her parents had barely given her two weeks’ warning! They had said some nebulous thing about better choices and bluer skies, but not for the first time, Lan wondered why it had been so important to leave.

With a reminder to eat their greens, Lan’s mother excused herself to run to work. Her father grabbed two pairs of chopsticks, tossed leftover rice in the microwave, and pulled the spring rolls out of the oven. They were still soggy, but Lan’s stomach rumbled. They sat down to eat.

“Nem thế nào?” he asked.

Lan dipped her roll into the cheap, too-salty fish sauce and took a bite. It lacked the crispness that she loved. Still, the flavours surprisingly held true.

“Not bad,” she answered, taking another roll.

Her father beamed and leaned back in his chair, his eyes already droopy.

“No rude customers today,” he told her, nodding. “Thế là được rồi. A good day.”

They ate in a tired silence, broken up by the odd comment about food or groceries. Her dad had driven Lan to school every day on his motorbike in the “before times” (as she’d taken to calling them). They’d had time to talk, take detours to narrow alleyways to peruse hidden knock-off jewellery stores, even make an impulse buy once in a while. Now Bình looked so worn that Lan hardly shared much about her day, not that anything exciting ever happened.

“What’s this about a track team?” her father asked unexpectedly. Lan looked up in surprise. “You telling your mom but not me?”

“Oh, just something I thought I’d try out for,” said Lan. She began to describe the different events and, once she started talking, found that she could not stop. “Manav’s the fastest kid in school. If he’s saying I’ve got a shot . . .”

Lan avoided all mention of the strange book, innocently tossed on the coffee table. She grew more eager with every word. What if she could actually make the team and compete? Everyone was jealous of the kids who left midway through class to race at schools all over the city. They wouldn’t care then that her English sounded weird, or that she wore mismatched clothes and preferred spending lunches alone in the school library. Not that it really mattered, but that kind of popularity boost could change everything!

“We’ll talk about it if it comes, okay?” said her dad, frowning. Lan could tell he was struggling to pay attention. “Shouldn’t you be focusing on your schoolwork?”

“That’s all I ever do!” Lan protested.

“Not true,” he countered, brandishing a soggy spring roll at her. “You read all those storybooks. They make your brain distracted.”

“Of course you’d be upset that I read too much!”

“I’m agreeing that it would be good for you to make friends, Lan.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be joining to make friends anyway,” said Lan stubbornly. “It’d be to do something cool for once and make the other kids jealous!”

“That’s not a very nice thing to think.”

“You know what would be nice? If I wasn’t stuck in this basement every day!”

Lan’s father sighed and put down his chopsticks. “How much did you say this track team costs?”

“I don’t know,” said Lan, still annoyed. “Probably doesn’t cost a whole lot, but everyone’s got nice uniforms, too, for the practices and meets at other schools.”

“Maybe you can simply practise with the team at your school, not bother with the fancy clothes and field trips. If you want to run, then just run.”

“Ugh, no, Dad! What would be the point of that?” Why had she even bothered to bring it up? She had known all along he would not understand.

But her father had already moved on to a different topic, brushing aside her longing like it meant nothing. He floated the idea of a walk to IKEA, not to buy anything but to browse. It was their favourite pastime in Toronto, putting together a dream home from the curated displays—but even if he didn’t change his mind the next day, Lan’s heart was not in it. Her appetite was gone, and her mind started drifting to Silva, where Annabelle and Marlow were setting off across the sands. Eager to return to their far-more-interesting quest, Lan cleaned up the dishes quickly and bid her dad a stiff one-word goodnight. She left him settled on the sofa with a china cup of boiled water by his side, chatting with his old friends back home.

In her room, Lan changed into her snowflake-print pyjamas, scooted under her covers, and switched on her night light. It had been an odd up-and-down day, but now she had somewhere else to go, somewhere safe from random bursts of homesickness for a life left behind. With a shake to clear her loose thoughts, Lan opened the book, her finger absentmindedly tracing the characters’ path on the roughly drawn map on the first page. They’d started at the Border Academy, marked with ominous looking Xs in a rectangular camp, and were traipsing across the enchanted desert
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