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Shadows cross over my body as two giant creatures glide overhead, weaving in and out of blocking the sun. A gentle wind whistles in my ears, accompanied by the unearthly, guttural cries echoing from the phoenix’s above. They’re calling me.

My curly hair whips around my face as their massive wings beat, slowly bringing their bodies closer to the ground. I panic.

“No!” I cry out, my voice echoing in my head. Sweat breaks out all over my body as I turn and run, not wanting to be crushed by the weight of the giant creatures.

The soles of my feet scrape against the endless plane of hard red clay beneath me. My heart hammers in my chest as I look over my shoulder to see that I’ve made no progress. I run harder, my lungs burning, but the Eternal Couple hovers above me, drifting closer and closer with each beat of their wings.

I have to get out of here and find a place to hide.

I whip around to look for shelter in the distance and come to a screeching halt as two cloaked figures appear in front of me. I almost collide into the one in front.

“We have to run!” I yell at them, pointing out the giant beasts overhead. They don’t move, not even a little. “We have to–”

“Stop running.” A familiar woman's voice commands from under the hood of the cloak. It rings out loud and clear. Even clearer than my own voice. I look back at the magnificent beasts, then to her with pleading eyes.

“But–”

“Stop running!” Both of the figures' hoods disappear, revealing a woman with long dark locs decorated in handmade beads and shells. Black markings are etched along her jaw. The man next to her has straight black hair, just as long as her locs, and similar markings on his face. Somehow, I knew who they were immediately.

The Ghanaian witch and the whisperer...the first Malkia Avira.

The world begins to topple as the ground shakes with the impact of two massive bodies landing behind me. The burning breath of creatures that could devour me in seconds roll across my neck and through my hair. My knees buckle in fear. I don't dare turn around.

I squeeze my teary eyes shut and will myself to disappear. Whether I sink to the ground or completely disintegrate, I don't care. Just as long as I’m not here. Next to them.

I just want to be home!

The world around me suddenly goes completely silent. No voices, no breathing of two ancient creatures.

I peek through my wet lashes to find my surroundings casted in complete darkness. The witches, the Eternal Couple... all gone. But there’s still a presence here. Something sitting in the darkness...I can feel it.

I squint to help my eyes adjust quickly, when a voice calls to me.

“Sakinah.” 

I freeze. Was that...

“Nakoa?”

*****
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I jolt awake, grabbing at my chest to slow my rapidly beating heart. My body materializes on the bed in my royal chambers as I gasp for air, coming back to my senses.

You know for a ghost that doesn’t technically “sleep”, these dreams are getting a bit out of hand.

A sliver of the early morning light peaks through my curtained windows and lands on the copper urn taking up space on my bedside table. It proudly glints and glitters, showing off the intricate designs and runes etched into its surface of cool heavy metal.

Not long after I stopped my father from abusing it and stored it in my room, it began to call to me. Whenever I rest, strange dreams fill my head at night. Dreams of Abequa, the Ghanaian witch and the whisperer...the Eternal Couple.

I had it stored behind the secret door in my wardrobe, along with my frozen body. I thought that if I kept it in a different room than me then I would be fine, but the dreams only intensify when I’m further away from it, and a panic sets in. So I keep it by my bedside.

I would return it to Abequa where it belongs, maybe if it was back in its home it would stop bothering me, but Estelle is still out there somewhere. She was able to convince my father to send a troop to take the urn, who says she wouldn’t convince some other crazed king to take it. Better yet, now that she has the spore of a mind controlling fungus, who says she wouldn’t just take the urn herself and have two powerful things!

A gentle knock on my door brings me out of my thoughts.

“Come in!” I call. One of my young maids opens the door and stands in the doorway dressed in her blue uniform, ready to help me prepare for my day.

“Good morning, Your Highness.” She bows. I get up from the bed and motion for her to come in so she can get to work.

I’ve taken to keeping them at a distance. My siblings are the only ones who know of my “condition” here, and it must stay that way. Berenice has always been a dominion strongly against magic and the creatures and people who utilize it. I don’t think they would respond too kindly at something so confusing as their queen being a ghost and walking amongst them. Everyone would erupt into chaos.

The maid comes in and gets started on the bed. It always amuses me how confused they are when they see the bed is barely touched or rumpled.

When I’ve finished getting dressed, I make my way down the hall to my office. It’s been weeks since I’ve been crowned, but I’ve managed to fall into the position of a ruler with ease. Though it’s still exhausting. Events to attend, meetings to be had. All while keeping my corporeal form stable, so no one suspects anything.

One of my assistants hands me a stack of letters as I sit at my desk. The familiar lettering scrawled across the one on top catches my eye.

It’s addressed from Asmara.

A smile creeps across my face as I open it, reading the neat writing written from Prince Cerron. He settled back into his home and finally convinced the king of Verigos, King Ola, that he was doing fine. I’m happy to hear that, especially considering that King Ola sent his daughters to check up on Cerron, and the eldest one in particular has an obvious crush on him.

He writes about his father’s terminal condition. It’s been the same, which in this case, is a good thing. The king of Asmara has been sick for a long time, I know it can't be easy for Cerron.

I hope your transition to queen has continued to go smoothly. I wish you well Queen Sakinah, and I hope to visit soon once my responsibilities have subsided.

Yours truly, Cerron

I smile at the letter, and grab a pen to write one of my own, when a servant knocks on the door.

“Lady Saoirse is here to see you, Your Highness.”

Well, at least she knocked and came in properly this time, instead of popping into my home unannounced like usual.

She walks in with her shoulders elegantly squared as the servant takes his leave. The red tunic she’s wearing compliments her red curly hair and smooth brown skin. She almost looks normal, nothing on her that would identify her as a witch. But I guess that’s what happens when you’ve lived for so long. You learn how to blend in.

“Your Majesty.” She bows.

“Saoirse. Nice of you to walk into my castle for once. Any word?”

She smirks.

“You’re telling me you don’t like it when random people seep into your home?” she asks, referencing the first time we met when I walked through the door of her shop unannounced. You would think she’d be over that by now, considering I triggered some sort of ghost spell that froze me solid while she threatened to turn me into plasma and sell it to her customers.

“We still haven’t found Estelle. This hunt is turning out to be much harder than the witch’s council expected. Apparently, they didn’t expect for a lone sorceress to be so resourceful, especially against a whole council of witches. But they’re a bunch of old biddies. They’re strung up on using outdated methods and aren’t giving the hunt the resources that it needs. They’re starting to make me worry.”

I snort at ‘old biddies’. I’m sure they all look young and attractive. It’s not like Saoirse looks her age. From what I could gather, she’s at least a couple centuries old. I shudder. Ugh, then I can only imagine how old some of the witches are on the witch’s council.

“Plus, the finding of the Lost Museum and having one of its artifacts out in the world has caused quite a commotion among them. Some believe this incident has highlighted a threat. The Lost Museum has been more myth than fact for a long time, but now, having such a powerful place lingering out in the open for anyone, especially a human, to find and take advantage of, has caught some people’s concern." She hesitates. "Well...at least it did at first. Now, many of the coven leaders refuse to believe that the Lost Museum is even real and a threat, and they refuse to put much effort into finding it.”

Hmm, that’s strange.

“Then where do they think the Cato Spore in Estelle’s possession came from?”

“Some illegal underground magic trading ring that involves humans and magic users alike...but I don’t think so. It just doesn’t add up. What some of the witches in the council are doing feels...odd. That's why I came here. I need your help. I need to track down the Lost Museum. The witches that I asked to look into it can't locate it anywhere, which of course is why it was considered lost to begin with. But that brings to question...how did your father find it? I was hoping you could find some information amongst his belongings as to where the location of the museum is and how he got there. Or at least where he obtained the spore from.” She runs her fingers along a tiny figurine on my desk Suki got me for my birthday a couple years ago. “I’m hoping while the witch’s council continues to hunt down Estelle, we’ll be able to find the museum and prove to the witches council that it’s something that exists and needs to be guarded to prevent any more civilians, or evildoers, from stumbling upon it. Hopefully neutralizing any more catastrophic threats such as this.” 

I nod.

“Of course, you’re right. If one little spore can do so much damage to the entire plant, imagine what other things could be in the museum that are just as worse.” I clasp my fingers and set them on my desk. “I’ll need some time to find the information you’re looking for. I’ve combed through a lot of my father’s personal belongings, but it seems he had a knack for hiding things in secret spaces and rooms that he didn't want anyone to find.” 

I rub the bridge of my nose. 

“It’s been nearly impossible to find them all. Not even my newfound ghost abilities have been much help. They don’t work as powerfully as they do when I’m desperate. And I don’t know where to look, so progress has been slow.”

Maybe I should just start walking through walls and see where I end up.

“Thank you, Your Majesty. Anything you can gather will be of great help."

I go quiet, looking down at my hands.

“Have you learned anything else about the Eternal Couples urn?” My eyes flick back up to hers and she studies me sympathetically.

“Are you still having dreams?”

I nod.

“But lately that woman’s been appearing more and more in them. The witch.” 

Saoirse purses her lips with a thought.

“Is it Estelle?”

I shake my head no.

“I think it’s the Ghanaian witch. The one who created the urn for the Eternal Couple.” 

Saoirse’s eyes light up.

“The only things we know are what is told through legend...and the book Estelle gave your father. We know the story of the Eternal Couple living in Abequa for eons before having to go into hiding. They let each other turn to ash when the Ghanaian witch and the whisperer built the urn, and they trusted them to store them away where they would be undisturbed and protected by the ghosts of Phantoms Borough.” She scratches her jaw. “I’m sure the dreams must have something to do with you being the Malkia Avira. Maybe they’re a message.”

I glare up at her through my brows. I told her I’ve heard enough of her Malkia Avira theories, and everyone else's for that matter. I already have a whole queendom to run, I don't need the troubles of every dead person on my plate too. 

She smirks at me with a knowing smile.

“Would you like me to take the urn to give you some relief?” 

My heart immediately jumps in fear at the thought of being away from it.

“N-no no, that’s okay. It won’t help. Plus, it’s my responsibility to keep it safe...you know...since my father’s the one who took it in the first place.”

Saoirse shrugs.

“Suit yourself. I’ll see what other information about the urn I can find for you. It’s such an old legend that much of it has been lost through time. Maybe if we find the Lost Museum there’ll be something there to give us more information on the urn and why you’re being plagued with these visions. Who knows, we might even be able to house the urn there where it would be less likely to be found.” She stares at me for a moment. “Have you thought about revisiting Abequa?”

I avoid eye contact, busying myself with shuffling papers. When we were in Abequa trying to get the urn, the ghosts of Phantoms Borough declared me their Malkia Avira. The Queen of the Dead. Which seems like a loaded title. 

Saoirse sighs.

“I know you’ve been weary to go back, and you’ve been busy with your own queendom, but you might be ignoring it at the expense of another. It’s quite possible that if we went back to Abequa it might have the answers you’re looking for to understand the dreams.”

I nod slowly.

She’s right, but I’m not ready to go back there. I’ve never been involved in the magic world, only to be thrusted into the center of it in a matter of two months. What if I don’t like what I find?

“I’ll think about it. In the meantime, I think I may know someone who can help find some of my father’s hidden places. And I don’t even have to travel far to see them.”
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I shed my corporeal form so I can go unnoticed by the staff and take a break from my duties. My body immediately feels lighter, almost as if I could float away as I leave my office.

At least I have that going for me about being a ghost. When I don’t want to be bothered, it doesn’t take much to disappear. Switching between my ghost and corporeal form has become like second nature.

I pass a group of servants in the halls, dressed in their blue maids’ uniforms and scurrying to complete their daily chores. None of them acknowledge me as they zoom by, deep in chatter. None of them accept one.

“Good afternoon, Your Majesty.” The ghost maid curtsies. I nod back.

“Good afternoon.” Her uniform is outdated and doesn’t match the others. God knows how long ago she passed.

I smile at her as she trails after the other maids, cleaning things she can’t really clean. She seems to be stuck in some type of loop to where she doesn’t realize she’s dead. I tried to explain it to her once, she was so confused and started to glitch. It worried me so I let her be.

I walk the halls and make my way outside, taking the long path through the forest until I arrive at the royal cemetery. I hadn’t realized how many ghosts roamed our cemetery before. It feels alive as I stroll through the gates, nodding at distant relatives. A few of them gave me pretty snobby looks. I don’t take it personally though. I don’t think anyone’s royal lineage has ever been famous for being nice.

I make my way to the mausoleum and the door is already open. I step inside to find Suki sitting with mom by her crypt, knitting.

Ever since my siblings awakened from being dead, they’ve all kept the ability to see ghosts. For Suki and Hakeem it’s been an easy transition, ghosts don’t scare them. Jeanne on the other hand, can be a little jumpy.

“Sakinah!” Suki calls, waving me over. I go to sit by them, watching them knit and talk about castle gossip. The scene warms my heart. We lost our mother when we were young, the twins were especially young, so we didn’t get to do a lot of these things with her. But it feels good to have her as an adult woman now, especially for Suki. Hakeem is off on a tour of the greatest culinary schools in the dominion, and I know it’s been tough for the twins to be apart.

When there's a lull in the conversation about Suki’s friend pulling a prank on one of her school teachers, I turn to our mother.

“Mom, have you ever noticed any secret places in the castle that father might have been using?”

“Do you mean the secret doors and compartments?” 

My brows light up.

“Yes!”

“Of course I know them dear. What kind of queen would I’ve been if I didn’t know the family secrets?” She whispers to me playfully. “Let’s see, there are seven compartments in your father’s office, along with the hidden room behind the bookcase. There’s at least ten in our bed chamber...” 

Woah! I smile as she gives me the locations to the secret compartments. There were way more than I even thought there were. She even gives me the locations of hidden rooms only she knew about.

“Feel free to use them for yourself.”

“Thanks mom.” I lean on her shoulder for a hug, watching her direct Suki’s fingers through her yarn so her sweater isn't so uneven. 

At least that’s one thing I don’t have to worry about anymore.

I watch Suki knit as they discuss patterns, and I sigh deeply.

“What’s wrong dear?” Mom leans her head against mine and gives me a peck on the temple. I shrug my shoulders.

“I think I’m just tired.”

“Is it the "dreams"?” Suki asks. Mom looks between us.

“Dreams? What dreams?”

I tell her all about the dreams of the Eternal Couple and the witch.

“That’s very unusual. I’ve never heard of a ghost having dreams before. Have you asked Saoirse about it?”

“Yes, but she hasn’t found much information. All we know is what’s already been told through legend and the book Estelle gave father.” I leave out the part about Saoirse suggesting I go back to Abequa. I don’t want anyone else giving that idea some encouragement.

“Hmm. I don’t know much, but I think I might know someone who would know more about the history of the Eternal Couples urn and the witch. Your grandmother was close friends with a scholar who was a historian. I used to call him uncle Corbin, and he would tell us stories all the time. He was fascinated with the magical world and an empathizer, that’s why he and your grandmother were such good friends.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“To my knowledge he’s been dead for a long time now, and I’m not sure of where he’s buried.” I deflate a bit. “But, your grandmother would know! She’s long passed through the veil, but with a skilled witch, we could do a ritual to communicate with her right by her crypt.” 

All three of us look at each other with knowing smiles.

Saoirse.

“I’m sure she hasn't gone too far. Send word for her and tell her to come prepared for a summoning spell. When the moon is high and bright in the sky, we can call upon your grandmother.”

*****
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Saoirse didn’t take long to arrive once night fell. We didn’t even have to do the ritual by grandmother’s crypt and instead set up right under the moon.

Jeanne, Suki, and mom all decide to help with the ritual, although Jeanne gets really creeped out being in the cemetery in the middle of the night. She doesn't like our relatives that much either.

I wonder if she’s met the dead maid yet that comes in to clean her room. Or if she knows about the thing in the pantry that hides right next to her favorite snacks.

“Alright, everyone form a circle.” We do as we’re told while Saoirse places some of grandmother’s things we found in storage in the center. A pair of lace gloves and a couple pieces of jewelry passed down. Then she hands us each a candle, telling us to take deep breaths and clear our minds. She goes around and lights them one by one as she begins to chant.

“For all the loved ones who’ve passed through, we give you offerings to honor you.” She grabs herbs from a pouch placed in the center, along with a bottle of sweet smelling liquid, and sprinkles them both around us in the circle. “Drink these libations for your name we hail, we call you, Dorthea Aurealius, through the veil!”

For a moment, nothing happens. I stare across the circle at my family's faces, illuminated by the light of the candles. Suki gazes in wonder, mom calm, and Jeanne...fear.

Suddenly the wind picks up, flickering our flames as they sputter and spark. Jeanne gives out a little yip as the flames grow bigger and brighter
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