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Chapter Eight 

 

THE BRIDEGROOM 

How well do you know your bride? 

I had not moved from my place at Hippolyta’s bedside, and yet her voice was now transposed over a rhyme so old there was moss in its joints— 

Turn back, turn back, thou bonnie bride, nor in this house of death abide. 

I had seen the words, but I had never heard them so clearly until now. It was a familiar-enough motif; its skeleton found in everything from Grimm and Perrault to a neat dissection in the Aarne-Thompson-Uther folkloric index. A young maiden visits the house of her betrothed, and there finds an old woman who bids her to hide behind the oven. The girl waits. Soon the door opens and her beloved stomps in, dragging a dead girl by her hair and heaving her onto the table. He tells the old woman that he means to eat well tonight and cuts the dead girl into her choicest bits. Behind the stove, the girl sees the firelight fall upon her beloved’s treasures. In the corner, he keeps a pile of snowy breasts. His rich rugs are shining strands of raven, ginger, and golden hair. His precious porcelain is made of glazed pelvic bowls, and his many gems are teeth set in gold. In the betrothed’s haste to carve the meat, the dead girl’s little finger flies into the lap of the hiding maiden who, by now, has realized her beloved is not what he seemed. And all the while, the old woman sings. 

Turn back, turn back, thou bonnie bride, nor in this house of death abide. 

Hippolyta was clearly not sane. Her words were not to be trusted. 

So why could I not stop listening? 

“Let me tell you a tale, beauty,” said Hippolyta. “One day there was a beautiful revel and a sky of azure and a sky of indigo walked hand in hand into the Otherworld, but only one of them came out. Do you understand me? Only one came out.” 

I heard a creaking on the staircase. 

“Miss Hippolyta?” called the housekeeper from the other side of the door. 

“You must find my Azure,” said Hippolyta. “Oh, the House misses her so much you can feel its ache in the floors! Only Indigo knows where she went, but my Indigo is a slippery girl, always has been. She kept Azure as close as a secret. You have no idea how much they loved each other.” 

“Let me go—” I said, but Hippolyta held tight. 

“The Otherworld knows the girls’ secrets; perhaps you can ask it where Azure went? Why she never visits?” said Hippolyta, frowning and pouting like a child. “But who can get into the Otherworld without a pair of wings?” 

“I can’t help you.” 

Hippolyta’s bony fingers caught my face, drawing me to her. Her fingers left damp and sour marks on my skin. I held still. 

“I can hear your longing like a heartbeat,” said Hippolyta. “If you find Azure, the House will reward you. The House knows your deepest desires. The House always provides.” 

Mrs. Revand knocked on the door. “Miss Hippolyta?” 

Hippolyta released me. I stumbled back as the door opened. 

“Good visit, I hope?” asked Mrs. Revand with false brightness. “This way, sir.” 

Mrs. Revand gave us a moment of privacy. I glanced over my shoulder to see Hippolyta slowly sinking into her covers. 

“You say she loves you, but what is she anyway?” said Hippolyta, and then she closed her eyes and sang: “My sly blue-sky girl, too good to be true, and all of one hue, you’re my girl so blue blue blue.” 

Hippolyta laughed and I closed the door behind me. I hardly registered Mrs. Revand asking me to wait so she could see what Indigo wished to do next. I sank onto the stair landing. 

Indigo would be furious that I had met Hippolyta without her. It wouldn’t matter that I had kept my promise and not pried. Perhaps she knew that Hippolyta wished to taunt me. I wished I could tell the old crone that it made no difference. What I knew of Indigo I loved, and that was enough. 

And is it still enough? 

I didn’t recognize the voice in my head. It was like a child’s, high-pitched and breathy. The sound of it a finger of frost dragging down my neck. 

“Yes,” I said, though I did not know to whom I was speaking. “Yes, it is enough.” 

I knew the exact moment when I had decided that what my bride offered was enough. Indigo and I were in Paris, basking in those first, fresh months of knowing each other. It was too early in spring to be beautiful, and the city looked dull and groggy, an aging woman robbed of the winter season’s diamonds. 

One evening, we took aperitifs on her terrace. On the small wrought-iron table lay a plate of cheese, marbled slices of meat, and an odd glass terrarium nearly a foot high and full of smoke. 

“I have a surprise for you,” said Indigo, removing the glass. 

Smoke unraveled in the air, revealing a tiered golden platter. Scattered across its three levels were tiny gold-skinned plums. 

“Faerie fruit?” offered Indigo. 

A feeble bit of sunlight broke through the gray clouds, illuminating her face. The wind tugged petulantly at her hair as she lifted her hand. For a moment, I thought she would push her palm against the air and the stitches of the world would rip and take us somewhere far away. I thought I heard my brother’s voice on the wind: 

Come with me. Come find me. 

How? I thought. 

But the answer was staring at me. Indigo sat in one of the little iron chairs and reached for a plum. Gold foil glittered her lips, and I smelled the marzipan paste that had molded the fruits. 

“Well?” she asked. “Don’t you want a bite?” 

“They’re not real.” 

I sounded like a wounded child. Indigo only laughed. “How do you know?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“True faerie fruit is the taste of the threshold,” said Indigo, parroting the words of my own research papers back to me. “The alchemical properties of which might transmute all that we are. It can allow us to move through spaces humans were not meant to occupy. It can give us powers. It can let us see through glamour. Who is to say what it truly looks like?” 

Indigo held out the fruit. I understood then that she was not offering a doorway of escape but a means by which to live. 

“Faerie fruit is exceptionally dangerous,” I said. “It is beautiful to behold, but they say death laces its ambrosial flavor.” 

The ripe fullness of Indigo’s mouth was now the gold of a pagan god. I loved how she sat with her long legs folded beneath her, an artful carelessness to her limbs as if she only briefly inhabited this form. 

“Sounds far too treacherous for me,” I said, bending to run my thumb along her bottom lip. 

“Don’t worry,” said Indigo, smiling. “If you’re good, I’ll keep you safe.” 

“Promise?” I asked. 

“Of course,” she said. “Now, close your eyes.” 

I did as I was told, and she placed the plum between my teeth. It tasted like gold and honey with an echo of iron and salt. It was the taste of a threshold crossed; a bargain struck. In all that time, I have kept my eyes closed and Indigo has kept me safe. 

I knew that Hippolyta’s words were merely words, and yet they conjured an image all the same. As I slouched against her door and caught my breath, I thought of the maiden in the robber bridegroom tale, of the way she must have gasped when the dead girl’s little finger landed in her lap, how she must have counted all the times she had kissed her betrothed’s mouth and thought of the sweetness of his breath, while on the other side of the oven, he sucked marrow from a girl’s femur. 

Later, I would recognize this as the moment when the House of Dreams struck. This was the nature of clever places. I thought there was no knowledge the House could tempt me with to convince me to do its bidding. I was wrong. 

One moment, I was staring at my feet. The next, I heard that same childish voice sigh. 

You lie. It is not enough. 

Abruptly, I was thrust into an image that held the shape and weight of memory. 

I saw my mother as she looked when I was seven years old. 

She was too strong-jawed for beauty, and yet she had the most delicate, doe-wide green eyes. We’re standing in the kitchen and someone tugs my hand. It is my brother, chubby and jam-stained, squirming and laughing as I twirl him on the spot. In my mother’s hand is a cigarette. We freeze at the sound of my father’s heavy footsteps in the garage. My mother grins and taps her ashes into the sink. 

“Are you ready to play, boys?” 

I blinked. I was still outside Hippolyta’s door. The sound of my father’s footsteps melted into Mrs. Revand’s clipped gait as she walked up the stairs. The image vanished entirely. I traced the edges of it in my mind, disturbed at how neatly that lie fit within. 

How could such a thing be possible? 

In answer, sunlight moved through the stained-glass windows. When I looked down, my hands were soaked in blue. 

If you find Azure, the House will reward you. 

The House always provides. 





Chapter Eleven 

 

AZURE 

You can picture it, can’t you? The moment when time caught up to us, the slant of light in which the familiar turned strange. I studied our faces side by side and felt a lack of myself as the first touch of frost crept into our eternal summer. 

I never used to notice time passing, but my indifference was one-sided. Time watched us spit our baby teeth into our palms, pull sequined dresses from Tati’s closets, and pretend we were monsters. Time followed us to school every morning and afternoon. It sat on our shoulders while we dreamt of faeries, heard us sigh when we were lulled into sleep, traced where our knees touched across Indigo’s green bed, smelled our bones lengthening in the afternoons, and watched how as the years blurred and softened, so did we. 

At fourteen, Indigo was already beautiful in a way that made people uncomfortable. It wasn’t her body. At least, not yet. It was in the sureness of her gaze, the certainty with which she held her chin. 

Sometimes when we went swimming in the creek behind her house, Indigo would snap off her bathing suit, lift her arms, and raise her hips off the ground. “Look. I’m starting to change, and I’ve got hair now. See?” 

I could only nod. She’d begun to smell different, too, a tang of salt to her skin. Even her sweat smelled fruited, like she was ripening beneath the moonlight. Meanwhile, I was thoroughly invisible. I had asked for this power the moment I tithed my hair, but I hadn’t imagined how methodically it would cloak me. My mother had curled her lip in disgust when she saw my shorn head. Jupiter’s gaze had gone unfocused with disinterest, and if I held my power tightly, I could escape his notice for days at a time. That invisibility coated my skin, my body, my bones. 

I tried not to stare at Indigo during those swims. I couldn’t help it though. I wanted the water to lap at new, secret parts of me too. I wanted to emerge from it smelling like something other than pond scrim. But I was as scentless and hairless as a rock. 

Every time we dried ourselves and lay down in the grass, I watched for new gaps between us. I waited for her fingers to flinch away from mine, for her eyes to drift sideways while I spoke, for a yawn to be stifled, but all was the same. 

Until the day before fall break. 

I woke beside Indigo that Friday. Her eyes were bright and her hair—recently cut to match my own collarbone-grazing length— still damp and spreading puddles on my pillow. 

“Time to go to school,” she said. 

“But you’re not dressed?” 

“I’m not going,” said Indigo. “But you are.” 

She tugged me upright, and I tasted panic on my tongue. “Go to school without you?” 

Indigo beamed, nodding. I stared at her. We’d never willingly been apart. I didn’t understand. My clothes bruised as I shrugged them on. 

I studied Indigo out the corner of my eye, trying to figure out what I might have done wrong. Had I said something in my sleep? How had I offended? Why was she banishing me? 

Indigo finger-combed her damp hair, feet tucked beneath her on the bed. She had changed from her set of night-sky pajamas to a thin shift that turned translucent in the autumn light. The trees outside her bedroom window burned scarlet. I felt that color sear through me as if it were an inferno consuming all that I had known and come to love. 

“Go on, Azure,” she said, smiling and pointing her chin to the door. 

I walked to the door. 

“Wait!” said Indigo, her voice warm and playful. She sprang from the bed, ran to me, and kissed my cheek. “Okay now go. Go, go, go.” 

I could barely put my feet on those stairs. Was that her goodbye? A fond kiss? I touched the walls of the House. It was cool and silent, too early for it to be awake and thus as mute as any ordinary structure. The staff bustled around me, and I tried not to cry. What if I never returned? 

A wreath of berries and gold-foiled branches had been netted over the chandelier in the main foyer. The smell of caramel and cardamom wafted through the House, and I couldn’t move. What if the House could turn me into a statue? Then I’d never have to leave. A loud rumbling echoed from somewhere on the grounds. I froze, leaning over the handrail as Mrs. Revand made a tut-tutting sound. 

“Don’t mind that, sweetheart,” she said with a wide smile. “It’s not for you to see.” 

The words landed like a slap. I was a guest who had outstayed their welcome. I stared at Mrs. Revand—warm, plum-shaped with henna-dyed hair, crepe-paper skin. She used to praise me for my nice manners, now all that praise looked like pity. 

I fled. 

THE DAY WAS A BLUR WITHOUT INDIGO. I MOVED LIKE A SHORN thing through the halls at school. With every hour that slid by, my fears gained weight and sharpness, hunting me all the way home. Without Indigo, colors bled from the trees. I breathed and tasted only petrol and woodsmoke where the day before I smelled windfall apples and frost. 

When I reached Jupiter’s house, I decided on a plan. I would change my clothes and return to the House of Dreams. I would ask Indigo’s forgiveness for whatever I had done wrong— 

“Indigo called,” my mother announced the moment I stepped through the door. 

Indigo never called. She’d never even been to Jupiter’s place. I used to ask her before our tithe of magic had given me the power to get through those evenings alone. I didn’t even know she had the landline number. My mother’s face was blank, bored, and betrayed nothing. That, at least, was familiar. 

“Well, technically Hippolyta Maxwell-Casteñada”—my mother theatrically deepened her voice at this—“called on Indigo’s behalf.” She paused, eyebrows raised. “They asked that you not trouble yourself to come over for the weekend and said they’ll see you on Monday.” 

“What?” I repeated. 

“Their words,” said my mother, lifting her shoulder. But her grin was savage. “What’d I tell you? That family will burn straight through you. Now that you’re older, she’s probably getting bored—” 

My mother paused. I didn’t know what she saw in my face, but her grin vanished. She shook her head as if remembering where she was, and then stepped toward me. Her hand raised for an instant, only to fall back to her hip. 

“Maybe you don’t see it now, but this is a good thing, Azure.” 

Her eyes met mine. I couldn’t remember the last time my mother had looked at me so directly. I felt it like a touch, and I shuddered. 

“If she kept you around, she would break you into little pieces,” she said. “You’d never be able to put yourself back together. I’ve seen her type before. Trust me.” 

But trust was all I had, and it was not my mother who held it. The details of that weekend escaped me—bland mounds of rice, thimblefuls of water, hours lost in the shower waiting for my fingers to prune. I registered those days without Indigo as a single held breath, the release of which came only as I made my way to the House of Dreams on Monday morning. 

I rehearsed my apologies and clenched my fists. The fifteen-minute walk from Jupiter’s gravel driveway to the oak-and-aldershaded sidewalks of Indigo’s estate stretched out for a century. But then, soon enough, there she was: Indigo. A silhouette transposed, the world around her soft with shadows. She wore knee-high green crocodile boots, a high-necked black lace dress beneath a silk robe carelessly belted at the waist. 

“Tati has a surprise for us!” she said, and I felt her smile in my bones. “I didn’t want us to look over the weekend because you know we would, but now we get to see it! Azure . . . Azure, why are you crying?” 

Indigo came to me. I lifted my arms to hug her, but she held me apart. Her grip was stern: 

“Stop crying,” she said, annoyed. “You know we don’t do that. You know They might be watching.” 

They. The fae. The ones we sometimes tried to lure to us. The ones who let us see their magic, even if they never showed their faces. 

“Tears are bits of your soul,” said Indigo, her face inches from mine. “We can’t risk letting them hit the ground.” 

I lifted my hand to wipe them away as Indigo leaned forward: “What a waste.” Her tongue was hot and smooth as it darted out, tracing the curve of my cheekbone. She smacked her lips as she pulled back. 

“C’mon,” she said, turning on her heel. 

I followed her, so ecstatic at what I felt had been a near brush with exile that I never paused to wonder why she had taken my tears for herself. In the stories we read, tears were no less precious than a god’s golden blood. I should have told Indigo they were not hers to take. But I would’ve offered anything to follow her anywhere. 

THE OTHERWORLD. 

That was what we named our gift from Tati, though we never considered it as something so ordinary as a “present.” It had been meant for us. 

It had always been meant for us. 

Destiny shifted into place the moment we walked down the stairs of the back balcony and onto the vast acreage of Indigo’s estate. The gardens had been modeled after a French palace somewhere I had never heard of, and from lawn level the sea was nothing but a flash of silver hundreds of feet away, nearly obscured by the thick row of linden trees that marked the land’s slow melt into the surrounding water. 

Today, the grounds were empty. No gardeners pruned the trellis of roses arced over the stone-step pathway we often took to play in the creek. No staff member raced back to the house carrying platters of cut peonies and violets for the sitting rooms. The October wind stirred our hair, nipped gently at our ears. 

“This way,” said Indigo, her voice effervescent with excitement. 

A tapping sound made me turn my head. Tati stared down at us through the windows of the sitting room. Her smile was wide, and she made a happy shooing motion with her hand. I waved at her, and she blew me a kiss. I caught her kiss and held it to my cheek. 

“Tati isn’t coming?” I asked. 

“Of course not,” said Indigo, skipping ahead down the path. Light dappled her hair, and when she reached for my hand, my heartbeat had never seemed so loud. “It’s our gift. She said so. She said it was intended for us, so I made Tati swear that whatever it was she’d never trespass.” Indigo stilled, turning to me as her voice took on an air of prophecy. “It’s not for her to see. Other people wouldn’t understand, Azure. Their eyes wouldn’t be able to take it.” 

We usually never walked farther than the creek. As far as I knew, there was nothing out there except the remains of a mill that had burned down in the 1700s, and whose giant stones had served as temple ruins and sacrificial altars when we were younger. The mill was surrounded by a high stone wall. From the House it was nearly invisible, hidden behind the tall cypress and spruces lining the lawns. After a worker broke their ankle clearing the place of rocks a few years ago, Tati forbade us from playing there. It was a rule we had agreed to follow in return for access to all her old costumes. 

Indigo tugged me farther down the path until we stood before the gate of the mill. It had changed. It was no longer a skeleton of stones but something tall and ornate, wrought of iron with panels of stained glass in every shade of blue. Salt from the nearby sea stung my nose. From here, I could no longer see the House of Dreams. We’d been released somewhere feral and far outside the world we knew. 

Indigo reached for my hand, placed something warm and fluttering in my palm. 

“Look,” said Indigo, her eyes aglow. “Tati had a blacksmith make them for us.” 

I looked down to see a pair of starlings. Each iridescent feather iron-cast with a beveled ruby jewel for one eye and a winking sapphire for the other. I could have sworn they breathed, the feathers rustling in the wind, and even before I realized they were keys, I knew they had unlocked magic, drawing into focus the wonders we’d long glimpsed out the corners of our eyes. 

Indigo took the key with the blue eye, and a fine silver chain unraveled from the starling’s mouth. “This way!” 

She slid the key into the padlock of the new gate. It sighed as it swung open, and for the first time we beheld our Otherworld. We stepped across the threshold hand in hand, and I felt the slightest resistance in the air, the breaking of the thinnest of membranes. When I looked down, my arms were damp, christened by an unearthly dew. 

The light had an opaque quality as if—only here, in this place—we might card it from the air like wool, drape it over our bodies. An inhuman music reached me: the wet unraveling of apple blossoms and the delicate, percussive dance of a line of ants as they threaded through the oak leaves. Gone was that savory autumn smell of bruised leaves and rained-upon cement. It had been replaced with something rare and distilled, a perfect chord of music dissolved in honey and poured liberally over the ground. 

“Do you feel that?” asked Indigo, looking at me. 

I nodded. 

The millstones were gone, re-formed into a high turret the color of thunderclouds. Beside the turret stretched an old oak, flanked by silver firs and red alders, scraggly apple trees, and a lonely willow, its branches languidly drifting in the creek that hugged part of our small kingdom. The land was roughly a half acre sectioned off from Indigo’s property by the rock wall, bursting with deer and sword ferns, fairy bells and pink columbine, dog’s tooth violets and hyacinths. 

From that moment on, we stopped playing games in which we looked for the Otherworld, and instead, we went to it directly. It was our responsibility, and Indigo and I took our role as guardians seriously. Now that we knew where it was, it felt wrong to exploit it. We left out dishes of milk for the solitary fae, threw raw meat for the selkie in the streams. But we no longer tried to summon them. We didn’t want to force magic’s hand. 

Instead, we tried to be worthy of it. 

We were educated the way monarchs might be, fed on a steady diet of history and poetry, dance, and music, all the graces that might serve us in the realm we were meant to rule. But what we were most fascinated with, the one thing that held us in constant thrall and swayed from hubris and humility depending on the time of day, was, of course, ourselves. 

Why had the Otherworld revealed itself to us? 

Why had magic curled about our feet? 

Who were we? 

Soon, we were fifteen years old. The air smelled of heartbroken daffodils crushed by April’s rain, but it was still cold enough that we dragged blankets from the House to our Otherworld and lay bundled on the turret roof. We did this most evenings after school, which seemed less like a place and more like a penance. In those halls, we moved like ghosts and existed only to each other. I thought we were invisible, but as I would find out, Time was not the only thing that watched us. 

“Maybe we’re exiles,” Indigo mused. 

“Oh.” 

I didn’t like the idea that I had been thrown out of something, but I was comforted by the thought that at least we’d been thrown out together. 

“Supernatural beings cursed to a mortal life,” said Indigo. “Like this life is one grand test and if we grow up wrong, then we’ll end up as Cast-Out Susans.” 

Her mouth pinched at the idea. That week, Indigo and I had finished rereading the Chronicles of Narnia and were once again obsessed with Susan Pevensie. A queen locked out of the realm she’d once ruled, exiled for the crime of growing up. 

Susan Pevensie was our nightmare. 

“We’re not going to end up like that,” said Indigo, curling her fist beneath her chin and closing her eyes. “I’m not worried.” 

But I was. 

I pictured my mother as she had once been—burning and bright—before she began to collapse. My mother had given me little of herself. Not her mouth or her height or her laugh, and I was terrified that of all the things she hadn’t passed down it would be this slow unrecognizableness that I inherited, like a vicious disease that would eat me from the inside out. 

“Let’s look into the future,” I said. 

Indigo blinked open one eye. “Why?” 

“Just to be sure.” 

She looked at me, waiting for me to elaborate. I said nothing. 

The branches scratched, catlike and curious, against the walls of 

the turret. 

“All right, fine,” said Indigo. 

It turned out there were thousands of ways to divine the future. There was aruspicina, alomancy, daphnomancy, gelescopy, ceraunoscopy; the examination of entrails, the study of a trail of salt, the divine hidden in the smoke of burning laurel leaves, hints of the future layered in the cadence of someone’s laughter, the revelation of time through a pattern of lightning. 

I didn’t want to kill something. The salt merely blew in the wind. We couldn’t find any laurel leaves. I didn’t understand what I was supposed to be looking for in someone’s laugh, and the lightning disappeared too quickly. 

For two weeks, which seemed interminably long to us, I tried everything I could think of. 

“Boiling the shoulder blades of donkeys and reading the fissures of their bones?” read Indigo aloud from my research notebook. 

She laughed. I wanted to laugh too. But soon the spring would ripen and end, and we were growing too fast, and there were days when my mom summoned me home to her and Jupiter, and I didn’t have a choice except to lie there and listen to them scream and pant through the wall we shared. I looked out over the jagged edge of the turret and beheld the Otherworld. This was our realm of honeyed light and apple blossoms, a place so steeped in wonder that if we were to plant a sonnet in the shade of the oak, we might return the next day to find it had become a tree that grew poem-plums and all who ate of it would speak sweetly. 

I imagined being shut out of it, unable to cross the bridge, and I began to cry. 

“Azure?” said Indigo, reaching for me. 

I didn’t know how to share my fears with her, and I didn’t have to: Indigo knew. Of course she knew. 

“There’s no need to worry about the future,” she said. “I’ve already seen it.” 

“You have? What happens next?” 

She wrapped her arms around me. “This is our home forever, Azure. One day, our bones will go in the ground and our soul will wriggle into the House of Dreams and we can grow ballrooms on Sundays, eat shadows for dinner . . . we can do whatever we want.” 

I laughed. My whole heart was warm because she hadn’t said “souls” but “soul.” Just the one. Indigo twined her fingers through my hair, and her voice cut through the wind: “Nothing matters except us. Nothing is even real on the other side. You know that.” 

I smiled. 

“We’ll be here forever,” said Indigo. “I swear it.” 





Chapter Fifteen 

 

AZURE 

You notice power. Everyone does. It draws the eye, fills the mouth with saliva. Indigo’s masquerade had drawn us into focus for our classmates, and the power we found afterward held us in place. They hadn’t noticed us for the first time at the party because we were beautiful. They noticed us because we scared them. Their eyes tried to chisel us into pieces they could hold in their hand— brown eyes, dark hair, sullen mouths. When they smiled, they imagined us between their teeth, how we’d taste as they chewed on that glittering rind until all that was mysterious about us gave way to ordinary marrow. 

Like most mornings, I’d show up at the House before school, shrug off the faded clothes my mother bought for me, and let Indigo carefully arrange our outfits. If she wore a headband of pearls, I wore a collar of them around my neck. If she wore a black dress with white boots, I wore a white dress with black boots. We blurred together when we walked the hallways, our long hair melting so we looked less like two distinct beings and more like a torn reflection. 

If my power was to make sure the world never came too close, hers was to make sure the world couldn’t get close enough. 

It was a game for her, seeing what someone would do just to place themselves directly in our line of sight. 

There was the






































































































































Chapter Eighteen 

 

THE BRIDEGROOM 

Enchantments rely on rules of etiquette. There is a way in which things must be done. If you see an old woman on the road, offer her your lone crust of bread and a sip from your flask. If she thanks you by telling you of a rare treasure in the shadows of the woods, you must listen with your hands over the ears of your curiosity. If she tells you to walk into a cave and there you shall see three dogs with eyes as large as saucers guarding a chest of gold, a chest of silver, and a chest of wood, you should proceed with your eyes fixed on your feet so all you see is the distance closed between yourself and your destiny. 

Somewhere inside that cave, the rules of etiquette lose their grip. Your gaze shifts from your feet to this cave of strange wonders. Here, daydreams are pressed between panes of glass, a harp strung with human hair, crystal songbirds blinking obsidian eyes, singing a song of such sorrow that you weep where you stand. Then there are the three dogs with eyes wide as saucers standing before a chest of gold, a chest of silver, and a chest of wood, and though the old woman begged you to touch only the chest of wood, why should you listen to her? Her eyes were rheumy and her hands gnarled, and the chest of wood is far too humble, and you have come this far and surely you deserve more than that for your troubles. 

I remembered this ancient etiquette, and I was determined not to forget it, but my knowledge seemed to have abandoned me from the moment we stepped over the threshold into the House of Dreams. 

I woke to the moth-winged flutter of Indigo’s eyelashes against my pulse, her face hot and sticky from sleep as she molded herself against my chest. It was still dark, our faces inscrutable to each other. Indigo moved my fingers to the fragile velvet of her neck, and in this shared blindness I counted her heartbeats until the sunlight pulled us into two distinct beings. 

Indigo was wearing a long-sleeved, ankle-length black velvet dress. Her gloves were gone, and her skin was warm as her fingers brushed mine. 

“This will all be over soon,” she said, kissing my cheek when we arrived. “Perhaps an hour or so at most. I’ll meet you back at the hotel?” 

“Sounds good,” I said, smiling and watching as she walked down the hall. 

In the parlor, the dull chatter of lawyers and the smell of coffee drifted toward the entrance. Indigo had left the front door open, and sunlight pooled across the chestnut floor. Outside, the car was still running, waiting to take me to a library on the mainland, where I told Indigo I’d do some work to pass the time. I waited until she was out of earshot, and then I shut the door and began to climb the grand staircase. 

I was loath to speak to Hippolyta again. I didn’t want to search for reason in her riddles or end up clutched in her bony grip. But I needed answers if I was to claim my treasure from the House. The night before, Indigo had looked heartbroken. Azure had stolen something from her, and my only source of inquiry was an old woman with a decaying mind who insisted I needed wings to enter the Otherworld. 

From the stair’s landing, muffled voices came from Hippolyta’s room. The hallway was split. Down the right, Hippolyta’s red, musty chambers. To my left, an alcove leading to the small spiral staircase and its secret turret. Golden dust motes sifted down the staircase, lending it the look of something rare and hallowed. 

I had not noticed before how the walls on my left side were covered in a pink damask. Now it struck me as lurid. Vulgar. The shade was not rose pink or dawn pink but something closer to that cryptic pink between a woman’s legs. 

I heard Indigo’s voice, sultry and taunting, the way she’d look over her shoulder before walking into our bedroom. 

“Are you coming or not?” she’d ask. 

Are you coming or not? the hallway whispered. 

The House was luring me toward Hippolyta’s room, warning me away from the side that led to the turret. Indigo had tensed when I pointed it out, and Mrs. Revand had tartly informed me that no one was allowed up there. But if there were answers to be found, I would not find them in Hippolyta’s addled mind. I would have to seek them on my own. 

Not fifty feet away, I heard the physician speaking in her warm, maternal voice from Hippolyta’s room: “No way she’ll last the night . . .” 

The caretaker, who must have been with her, clucked sadly. I removed my shoes so they would not hear me and made my way to the wrought-iron staircase. It spiraled straight up, broken only by squares of clementine light. Near the top, I smelled the applesand-honey softness of Indigo’s neck. 

At the top of the staircase was a large blue door. It appeared antique: eighteenth century if I had to guess. The straight-grained, uneven texture suggested oak. Decorative ironwork adorned the door alongside large, domed studs and smaller nails with two large ring handles at its middle. 

This was the entrance to Indigo’s childhood bedroom. 

When we were first married, I dreamt about what might lie behind this door. Books with creased spines and dog-eared pages, clothes that no longer fit, diary entries filled with looping, girlish handwriting, the names of erstwhile crushes crimping a page from top to bottom. I wanted to see the secret womb that birthed the enigma of my bride, but this place was no womb. It was a wilderness, barred in iron. 

I hesitated before it, wondering whether my eyes would betray me. 

I have always had problems with my sight. I was barely into my teens when I was saddled with my first pair of thick glasses. And it was at least a year into graduate school before I could afford contact lenses. In those days, I was plagued with the thought that I had not seen something properly. That my ruined eyes— an inheritance, I was told, from my father’s side—constantly tricked me. 

An old girlfriend from my graduate-school days had told me this was what she loved most about me. We had returned to my apartment after a professor’s holiday party. The professor was independently wealthy and kind, though clearly aggrieved by the number of people in his home. 

I had been absorbed with the man’s library, enchanted by his feast table laden with boughs of pine and holly, roasted meats, and assorted golden pies. The company had turned charming, too, softened by the holiday lights that hung from the banisters and cross-beamed ceilings. 

“You didn’t notice the professor’s wife?” my girlfriend had exclaimed when we returned. She was short, with a wealth of brunette hair and a high-pitched voice that turned to delighted squeaks when I took her to bed. I didn’t love her, though I liked her well enough. “That woman was covered in bruises. Honestly, her makeup was either a shitty cover-up or a cry for help. She kept flinching when he talked. And didn’t you notice how he kept taking her knife from her? Like he thought she was going to run him through with it?” 

“No,” I said, frowning as I turned over the images I recalled from that evening. 

I thought she would scold me for not noticing. Instead, she cupped my face. 

“You only see beauty, don’t you?” she said. “It’s what I love the most about you. You don’t see the dark shadows.” 

The thought had disturbed me at the time. I broke up with her shortly thereafter, but her words have bothered me ever since. She was wrong. I have dedicated my life to careful observation. Yesterday, the House tested my sight and I proved myself. If something was hiding here in Indigo’s room, I would see it. 

INDIGO’S BEDROOM WAS LARGE AND DIMLY LIT. THE STUBS OF candles in crystal dishes lay scattered about the furniture. The eye-shaped glass window took up the entire far wall. A huff of cold air touched my neck. When I turned, it was only the cooling unit gasping alive. 

There was a robe hanging behind the door, embroidered on the sleeves with ivy and jasmine. The bed was stately, Victorian, an imitation of Hippolyta’s green canopy in red. Her bookcase held familiar tomes: Grimms’ Fairy Tales, the Ramayana, the Chronicles of Narnia, and Dune. There were no photos of her younger self tacked to the walls. No journals, ribbons, movie ticket stubs. No evidence of the ragged threads we trim or tie as time knits us into adults. 

Facing Indigo’s bed was a large antique standing mirror that leaned against the wall at an angle. On the floor beside it sat a small jar, half the size of my palm. It rattled when I picked it up, and inside I saw a single tooth. I remembered the heavy sphinx paw in our Gallery of Beasts, the bracelet of hair, the letter A carved into enamel. An odd tickle started behind my tongue. I cleared my throat, but the sensation persisted. 

Near the door was a finely made dresser the color of bone and set with pearl handles. A painting, long faded, stretched across the wood, revealing a pair of birds with iridescent plumage and jewels for eyes. One bird’s eye was a ruby. The other’s a sapphire. The longer I stared at the painting, the more I recognized it: 

A pair of starlings. 

Inside the drawers, I found pen caps and bobby pins, ponytail holders, a mirror shard, and the odd sock. But there was something else, too, a little black rectangle. A cassette. I drew it out. The ink had faded to sepia; the writing was slanted, sloppy, and male: 

You’re my favorite blue. Love, Lyric. 

Outside the room came a sound. I shoved the drawer closed and looked around Indigo’s bedroom. With my shoes still in my hands, I crouched on the other side of the bed. I knew this sound. It was the unmistakable tread of Indigo’s heels clanging on the iron staircase. 

I had dreamt about the moment when I would discover her secrets, but I had never considered the nightmare in which I might be caught. Indigo had once told me that she knew she loved me because she was frightened of me. I knew I loved her, too, for when the door opened and her footsteps creaked on the wood, I felt a rush of something acute and exquisite. 

Fear. 
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