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			For all my sojourners—may we find the homes we’re looking for
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			One

			The moon was full the night I almost died.

			Leaves slapped at my skin as I dashed through rows of banana trees, crashing inelegantly through the grove. J.J.’s voice cracked behind me. “Caro, she’s coming!”

			“I know!” I tried to pry magic from the air, scrambling to remember the protection spells I’d learned. The island’s magic pulsed in my hands, ready to serve, and my fingers twined around its silken threads to weave it together with my own magic. Shield spell, shield spell, shield spell, c’mon—

			For one fragile moment, the spell held: golden thread gleaming in the dark.

			Then the island’s magic slipped from mine, and the shield dissolved. I cursed, abandoning this idea, and picked up speed. No island magic to rely on, then—just my own paltry strength and wits.

			A tree root reared to trip me and send me sprawling. J.J.’s hand closed around my arm, pulling me up. His glasses glinted in the dim light. “I’ll distract her. Go, run, get help—”

			A high-pitched, deadly cackle reverberated through the trees. “Silly children,” a woman’s distorted voice chanted, singsong in an ominous rhythm. “Silly, silly children. Coming alone. No one to see them die.”

			J.J. stumbled backward, pressing himself against a tree to hide as I tried again to conjure a spell. Panic burned my throat as the spell flickered, dying between my fingertips. My teacher’s voice echoed in my head, stern and resolute: Calm yourself. If you don’t control your own magic, you’ll never be able to properly use the island’s.

			Before I could focus properly, a sharp whistle cut through the air. Something slammed J.J.’s head backward into the tree, and he crumpled soundlessly at its base. Jagged fingernails, sharply carved and deadly, closed around my arm and hurled me across the gravel-covered ground. I went tumbling, rocks biting into my skin as the half-formed spell shattered into pieces again.

			The world went dark for a few moments as I slowly pushed myself to my feet. Details took shape slowly, revealing the nightmare of a creature looming over an unconscious J.J. Dim moonlight made the sliver of bone sticking out of J.J.’s arm gleam white, and cast shadows under his contorted, twisted leg. I watched, horrified, as the monster withdrew her hand, J.J.’s blood dripping off her fingers. Long lines of red streamed down his face, staining the collar of his shirt.

			“Stop,” I begged, and the pontianak turned to assess me. Rows of discolored teeth glowed gray when the vampiric spirit bared her teeth. “Please don’t hurt him!”

			I’d barely blinked before the pontianak grabbed me, her nails closing around my throat as I looked into the twin dying stars of her eyes. “You foolish child,” she rasped, choking me with the scent of rotten sulfur. “You thought you could kill me? Monsters aren’t so easily killed.”

			I watched, terrified, as her bloodless lips ripped at the corners of her mouth, jaw unhinging wide to reveal dangling bones and flesh. My mouth went dry, unable to make a single sound. Only one thought pounded in my head as she curled a hand around my wrist: This is how I die this is how I die this is how I—

			Someone shook my arm. I jerked awake, my limbs flailing and almost smacking the flight attendant in the face. “Sayang,” she said, tone gentle, “is everything all right? You’re screaming.”

			I stared at her, unable to reconcile the airplane’s bright lights with the darkness of the banana grove. The nightmare—memory, my mind reminded me—still clung to me like cobwebs, making my heart race. “What?” I croaked.

			“You’re screaming,” the flight attendant repeated. She pinched her fingers and slowly peeled twin silencing and illusion spells away from the ceiling. Most of the non-magical, mortal passengers looked unaffected, and only a few busybody wizards were peering at me, so the attendants must have worked fast.

			The attendant adjusted her position, rocking back on her heels. “Is everything okay?”

			I pulled myself up, trying not to wince at the stinging ache in my back. “Bad dream,” I mumbled. “Can I, um, get some water?”

			“Sure.” The attendant got up, patting my headrest. “We’re landing soon, though, so please put your seat upright.”

			My seat companion, a little old lady, looked up from her book. “Hello, dear,” she said, her eyes crinkling at the sides. “You slept the whole way north from Singapore. Long journey?” She pointed at the small New York! <3 sticker on my phone, the one my roommate, Lydia, had gifted me as a joke. “Did you fly all the way from New York City?”

			I nodded, hoping that would be the end of it.

			It wasn’t. “Are you on vacation? First time here?”

			“I’m from Penang,” I said shortly, pressing my palms to my eyes. “Visiting home.”

			“Oh,” she chirped. “What brings you back?”

			My brother is missing. “Family,” I said instead. Then, as a polite afterthought, I added, “I haven’t seen them since I moved abroad five years ago.”

			“How brave of you to leave so young,” the woman said, beaming.

			I forced a smile. Brave, yes. Certainly nothing to do with my exile. Explaining that would mean explaining the Incident, and I really didn’t feel like revisiting my nightmare.

			The flight attendant appeared back by my side. “Compliments of the airline,” she said with a practiced smile, handing the woman a brochure: the non-magical version, judging by the color scheme. She handed me a different brochure and a glass of water. “And for you, ma’am.”

			I flipped it open, even though I already knew what it would say. They hadn’t changed the tourism brochure in years, though it looked like someone had updated the fonts, at least. At the top, as always, it gleefully screamed: MAGICAL WIZARDS WELCOME! A glossy aerial photo of the island took up the top third of the page, followed by a cheerful paragraph: Want to make sure your personal battery of magic never runs dry? Boost it with the island’s repository today, whether you’re in the east or west! With one simple permit, you can rest easy with an unlimited supply of magic at your fingertips. All visitors welcome!

			Right below was a yellow box, blinking brightly: Apply for a Magical Pass Today! A little dragon bounded around the page, jaws snapping on paper. I glared at it. Do I have to apply if I know the answer is no?

			I followed the dragon to the other side of the brochure, where it danced and slithered around blocky letters that theatrically announced AUGUST: HUNGRY GHOST FESTIVAL at the top of the page. I sighed, tapping the words with my finger. Who told the High Magical Council about clip art?

			Well. At least they were trying new things. That was not something you could usually say of the Council.

			Skimming the brochure offered the barest level of information about the festival possible. I snuck a glance at the woman’s next to me; it didn’t have the fancy dragon, but it did say functionally the same thing. In the seventh lunar month, the barriers between the spirit and mortal realms are believed to grow thinner, allowing ghosts to emerge from the underworld to visit their descendants…Look out for lively performances meant to please the ghosts, lest they wreak havoc…The peak of the festival is known as the Hungry Ghost Festival. This is believed to be when the gates of the underworld open.

			Mine had a live countdown: Seven more days until the Hungry Ghost Festival! And then an extra line, underlined in red ink: PLEASE ALERT AUTHORITIES IF YOU SEE MALEVOLENT GHOST ACTIVITY. I rolled my eyes at this—how like the Council to stir up fear about something that wasn’t actually a threat, just so they could crow at the end about how safe they were keeping the island.

			I shut the brochure with an irritated flick, turning to look out the window past my seatmate. Thick, fluffy clouds cast long shadows over the little blue-bottomed fishing boats dotting the green-gray expanse of the sea. The sun caught the waves, causing the surface to glimmer.

			If I closed my eyes, I could imagine Aaron hovering next to me, crowding against the window to marvel at the way the water gleamed under the sun. As children, we’d always flipped a coin before getting onboard a plane: heads, he would get the window seat; tails, and it was mine.

			I stared deep into the waters. Where is he?

			Overhead, the loudspeaker crackled to life. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are making our final descent into Penang International Airport. Welcome to Malaysia. For our first-time visitors, selamat datang, welcome, and to those returning home, selamat pulang, welcome back. Thank you for flying with Malaysia Airlines. We hope you had a pleasant flight. May your time here be enjoyable.”
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			As I emerged from the airport, the goose bumps the air-conditioner left on my skin evaporated in Penang’s warm, sticky humidity. I swept my messy strands up into a ponytail, keeping them out of my face and off my immediately sweaty neck. “Welcome home, Caroline Chua,” I muttered.

			I’d been gone for five years, but everything seemed the same at first glance. Bored traffic cops, overdressed in dark blue button-ups and long, neatly pressed pants, waved cars aside with barely a glance. Palm trees still loomed outside the airport, framed by lush hills dotted with mushrooms of red-roofed bungalows. The island’s magic swirled around me, feeling as it did when I was a child: a rushing eddy of energy waiting to be controlled. My own personal magic—sharper, faster, and stronger after years of cultivating it in New York—stirred. I could see it take shape in my mind as its usual form of a tiger, bristling with strength as it sniffed curiously at the magic in the air.

			Almost absently, I reached out to touch the island’s magic, but it bristled under my hand, feeling prickly and rough. I scowled, withdrawing my hand. That was something else that had stayed the same.

			But while so much remained unchanged, I couldn’t help but notice there were just as many unfamiliar sights. Cars snaked in and out of a new colossal parking garage down the road. At some point, someone had taken out the local mamak stall and replaced it with a McDonald’s. And the biggest, most jarring change: a giant statue of my great-great-great-grandfather now stood in the center of the concourse. Mortals swarmed around it, unable to see the magic that hid it from their view, but I watched several wizards pause to admire it.

			The monument depicted an imposing man standing on a ship, his carved granite face solemn and stoic as he peered out toward the ocean. In his right hand was a hammer, symbolizing how he’d built our magical side of the island from scratch; his left hand rested on the ship’s helm, long fingers curved around the ridges of the wheel. Every wizarding child on this island knew his name: Chua Yun Fan, the politician and warrior who’d single-handedly defended the island against bloodthirsty pirates and built the systems that led us to prosperity out of the ashes.

			My family had traded on the Chua name, both literally and metaphorically. Generations ago, the earliest of us had sailed from the south of China to join the new streams of wizards and mortal traders thronging British Malaya. They’d brought their Hokkien traditions with them, pioneering new ways to safely cross the ocean. When my great-great-great-grandfather had been born, astrologers had told his father that he was truly a son of the wild seas—that he would turn the tides of our family’s fortune, bringing great glory and riches to his name.

			Decades later, he’d done just that. I could hear my friend Zati exaggeratedly reading it to me from our history textbook: The siege of Penang was broken when Naval Commander Chua Yun Fan led a successful battalion to destroy Ooi Kai Tsiang and his pirate ships during the Straits Emergency, restoring prosperity to the ports and allowing trade to flourish in the region again.

			And that’s why Caroline gets to boss us around, J.J. had said solemnly. One day she might be the High Protector, and then we’ll get to tell everyone about how she stole our fries during lunch— He’d broken off, chortling as I shoved him.

			I hefted my bag onto my shoulder, skin prickling with discomfort and sticky humidity as I turned away. Where Chua Yun Fan had stayed and built his entire life into this island, I had fled. He’d built our family name from the ground up, and in one night, I’d almost torn it to pieces. It was almost funny how fragile legacy could be.

			Anyway, I was here to find out what I could about Aaron’s disappearance. Everything else was secondary. Once I found him, I could vanish. Nobody would miss me. It had been five years since I’d left; everyone had probably moved on by now.

			A streak of silver caught my eye, and I turned to see two tall twin girls, almost identical save for their hair color, walking toward me. I swallowed hard, surprised to see them. I hadn’t expected to run into old friends so soon—I’d thought I’d have at least an afternoon before my arrival was made public. I wasn’t ready; I wasn’t prepared.

			One twin lifted her hand in greeting. “Caroline!”

			Dammit. It was too late to make a run for it.

			I managed a weak grin as they approached me. “Hi, Bella,” I said weakly. “Hi, Tina. What are you both doing here?”

			“Picking you up,” Arabella Lim replied. Her mouth curved in a cool, polite smile. “Obviously.”

			They were taller and tanner than I remembered. Athena and Arabella Lim were both nineteen, like Aaron. The Lims were the other prestigious family on the island, having continually served on the Council for generations since Chua Yun Fan’s time. The twins, Aaron, and I had all grown up together, and even though the three of them had ganged up on me for being younger, they’d always made sure to include me—and later, my best friends, J.J. and Zati.

			I’d always admired them: cool-headed, clever Arabella and electric, bold Athena. Where Athena went, Arabella always followed, like the sun and moon. I’d always thought they’d had a soft spot for me. But the way they were looking at me now—arms folded, shoulders straight, wearing expressions that were carefully neutral (Arabella) and outwardly critical (Athena)—didn’t bode well.

			Athena broke the stalemate. She flicked her silver hair over her shoulder, and the smell of sharp lemongrass mixed with the chemical, summery scent of sunblock hit my nose. “Look who’s finally returned,” she said, a chunky jade-and-silver-studded bangle falling around her wrist.

			Arabella threw an arm around me in a one-armed hug, pushing up her round glasses with her other hand. “It’s been a while, Caro. Welcome home.”

			Athena smiled, though on her it looked vaguely like a predator baring its teeth. “Any reason why you haven’t even bothered contacting us in the last five years?”

			I stiffened, the accusation of my neglect stinging a little. Par for the course, really—Athena had never particularly cared about niceties. But I decided to be polite anyway. “I was busy.”

			Arabella, ever the diplomat, changed the subject as she adjusted her arm across my shoulders for a more secure grip. “How’s school?”

			“Fine.”

			Athena turned on her heel, and out of habit, like we always did, Arabella and I fell into step behind her, heading down the concourse. “Should have updated Instagram every once in a while,” she tossed over her shoulder. “I’ve always wanted to see New York.”

			“The Academy doesn’t allow Instagram,” I muttered, still irritated. I swallowed down the added snark of And I wasn’t on vacation, remember? Instead, I said, “I don’t like social media, anyway.”

			Athena arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re a normal eighteen-year-old?”

			“Leave her alone, Tina,” Arabella intervened, finally letting go of me. She tapped my bag. “Let me help you with this.”

			“It’s fine, I can handle it,” I said, hiking it even higher onto my shoulder to prove a point. “What do you know about Aaron?”

			The twins exchanged a glance before Arabella said, “You should talk to your parents about that.”

			I opened my mouth to ask more questions, but Athena meaningfully cleared her throat as we arrived at the glowing transport room, where magical gates waited to take magical travelers all over the island. Her implication was clear: Not here.

			The gatekeeper, a bulky giant of a man, didn’t even look up at us as we entered. As the gates flashed and glowed with all the different wizards coming and going, he said in a bored voice, reading off the script in front of him, “Hello, and welcome to Penang—”

			“Not to cut in here,” Arabella intervened politely, “but we’re in a little bit of a hurry.” She flashed him a smile and held out her palm, a flicker of silver magic dancing between her fingertips before settling into the shape of a palm tree. “Council business.”

			He grunted and waved us through, allowing us to skip the queue for registration and get in line for the gates instead. I glanced at the twins. “You’re on the Council?”

			“Uncle Leonard petitioned to expand the Council to include us once we came of age,” Arabella explained. She smiled. “We’re the youngest there, so it’s kind of nice. We’re making history.”

			I tried not to scowl at the memory of the twins’ uncle. I had better things to do than waste my time hating on Leonard Tan or thinking about how irritating it could be to work with a Council who dug their heels in at every turn. Rather than picking at this particular grudge, I went for a safer option. “And how’s your mom?”

			“Ah, she’s having a great time.” Arabella stepped up to the gate, which yawned open. White light spilled out from inside. “She’s actually in London right now visiting family.”

			She flicked her wrist, and her magic took on the form of spellthreads that wove themselves into the island’s swirling magic, ready to take us from one strategically placed gate to another on the island. It would only take a few seconds, but my hair still stood on end. My magic paced, a fretful tiger rumbling anxiously. Aaron had always laughed at how nervous I got taking these gates; they always made me feel like my skin was being turned inside out.

			At least the ride was quick. The gate safely spat us out, sending us stumbling into a hidden park tucked discreetly between two mortal houses. I dusted myself off before I turned on the twins. “What do you know?” I demanded again. “It’s just us now. What’s going on?”

			“Always the questions.” Athena spun around, irritation clear in every line of her body. “Well, we don’t have any answers. Come on. In ten seconds, you can ask your parents everything you want to know.”
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			Two

			When we arrived at my house, Athena had Arabella and me wait in the front yard. The new metal gate separating the car porch from the inner verandah slid closed behind us with a clang. “I’ll let your parents know you’ve arrived.”

			“I could just go upstairs myself,” I complained, but Athena ignored me and marched through the inner verandah, slipping through another gate and pushing open the dark wooden front door.

			“What’s her problem?” I snapped.

			“Ah, you know Tina when she’s annoyed.” Arabella took a seat on the rusted swing by the gate, pulling up her feet to perch like an ungainly owl. “She doesn’t really want to be doing this whole…” She gestured vaguely. “Council thing. She’s never been good with politics. Doesn’t love the status quo.”

			I didn’t really think that Athena’s problem with me had anything to do with the Council, but I didn’t want to push. “I’m surprised the Council wanted me back at all,” I said, looking up at the house. It remained largely unchanged—white, curving stucco walls, ochre-red roof tiles, large paned windows that took up half of the second floor. I felt suddenly out of place, like a weed popping up in a pristine garden. “Kinda thought they didn’t want to deal with the island’s biggest failure.”

			Arabella leaned her head against the metal chain. The swing creaked in the hot, sticky air, slow and screechy. “You know no one calls you that,” she said softly.

			Sure, they don’t. I bit my lip. “About Aaron—”

			The sound of the door opening cut me off. I turned around to see Athena stepping out, my mother following close behind. Mom’s blouse was neatly ironed and wrinkle-free as always, but her hair was longer now, framing her round face, which had considerably more lines than the last time I’d seen it. Her arms were tightly folded, like she was keeping everything close to the vest, but she immediately opened them wide when she laid eyes on me. “Oh, Caro,” she sighed, drawing me in. “It’s been so long. You don’t call enough.”

			“I was busy,” I mumbled into her shoulder. Her hair still smelled like jasmine and talcum powder, reminding me of childhood afternoons on the porch planting flowers with her.

			Mom pulled away. Her eyes were shadowed by exhaustion, her shoulders bowed. She ran her hands across my back, brushing away imaginary dust. “You’ve lost weight. What are they feeding you over there?”

			“I eat enough, Mom. How’s Dad? Have they found Aaron?”

			My mother sighed, absently waving a hand. “So many questions, as always. Very well then. Come.” She lightly pinched my arm. “Your father is on the phone with the Kedahan government, trying to get them to lend us their chief duyung tracker.”

			“He’s lost at sea?” Arabella asked, alarmed. “I thought he went missing in the—”

			“Oh, no, sweetheart,” Mom said as Athena coughed lightly. She reached over to squeeze Arabella’s hand. “They just don’t want to rule anything out. If that’s where he is, those mermaids will find him. Thank you both for picking Caro up.”

			“No problem, auntie,” Arabella said. She waved as Athena made a sharp about-face, silver hair swishing about her chin. “See ya later, Caro. Get some rest.”

			I watched briefly as the twins headed out the front gate. Arabella said something to Athena, and Athena shook her head, glancing back at me. But as soon as she caught my eye, she turned away, her hair falling neatly into place.

			“I’m sorry we didn’t pick you up from the airport,” Mom said, opening the wooden front door as I toed off my shoes. “It’s been so busy, and I didn’t want to leave your father alone.”

			“It’s fine, Mom.”

			Mom sighed, glancing at the clock. Absently, she squeezed my hand before letting go. “I should go rescue your father from bureaucracy. Go put your things in your room, Caro, and we’ll be right out.”

			It only took ten seconds after entering my old bedroom for me to slam into the edge of my old bed, earning myself a bruise. “Ow,” I groaned, shrugging off my duffel bag. But I’d miscalculated the size of the room—the duffel bag knocked over the books stacked neatly on the bedside table. I sighed, sitting down on the edge of the bed and gingerly rubbing the already forming bruise. I don’t remember this room being so small.

			If I didn’t know any better, I would think that it had only been a few days since I’d last stepped foot in here. The books, originally scattered across several shelves, had been neatly swept into piles, but they hadn’t been moved, really. The mirror was still polished, glittering where the sunlight hit it. The heart keychain Zati had gotten me for my twelfth birthday hung from my old school backpack, stashed between the cupboard and the wall: Best Friend, it read, the little multicolored doll hanging off it grinning toothily at me.

			A sudden rush of guilt and anxiety flooded my system, and I held my breath to try to settle my nerves. You won’t see her or J.J. this trip, I told myself. It’s a big island. There’s no point reckoning with your ghosts now. Focus on Aaron. I closed my eyes, trying to let the silence of the room settle like dust.

			Everything looked the same, but it felt different.

			My ears perked up when someone down the hall shouted, “Absolutely not!”

			“Lower your voice, Henry, please,” a familiar voice said, scored with exhaustion.

			“You may be the longest-serving member on the Council, but don’t presume to tell me how to act in my own home, Choong Kheng,” my father snapped.

			“Henry, he has a point,” my mother’s voice chimed in as the door opened and closed. Then the volume of the argument dipped, muffling under what sounded like a silencing spell.

			I sat up and swung my legs off the bed, careful to not slam into anything else this time, and got to my feet to shuffle down the hall. The cadence of a heated discussion drifted through the thick birch of the door leading to my father’s study. I crept over, remembering to avoid the patch of wood that creaked underfoot, hoping I would hear anything useful.

			No luck. I could hear the rounded sounds of an argument but nothing more. A hastily scrawled silencing talisman hung on the door, no doubt placed by one of them. As I inched closer, I saw the way the island’s magic fanned out from under the talisman, fibers thick and webbed.

			Talismans were useful, but they weren’t well-relied on for a reason. You could break them if you knew how to do it, and I knew how to break this specific kind, given that I’d figured out how to undo all of my brother’s attempted talismans growing up. My tongue poked between my teeth as I reached for the spell, observing how its magic glimmered where the light hit it. It was an easy trick: All I had to do was slide my fingers under it, find the weak spot, and slowly undo the knots of the spiderweb while listening in.

			At first, it all went to plan. I slipped my fingers between the threads. The talisman gleamed briefly, magic glowing a rust color. My magic intertwined with the island’s, which had been woven into the talisman to activate it, and I felt a familiar thrill of excitement course through me. Too easy.

			As though the island had heard me, the magic snapped, like a guitar string that had been pulled too taut. The talisman let out a low toll of warning.

			“Caroline,” my father’s voice said through the door, now clear and resonant, “what are you doing?”

			I winced. “Nothing?”

			A warm, creaky laugh floated from behind the door. “She hasn’t changed.”

			“Wait downstairs,” my father ordered. “We’ll be out soon. And stop trying to mess with the island’s magic; we went through hell to let you have access to it again.”

			The silencing spell stretched across the door again, and I scowled at it from where I stood on the landing. “Not that it worked,” I grumbled, turning my back to the study. I rolled off a piece of magic as I did so, tossing it upward to wedge it into the skylight. With a slight push, the skylight cracked open, letting in warm, humid air, the salty tang of the sea, and the earthy smell of an impending storm.

			As I drifted down the hallway, a gust of wind rattled a gold-framed oil portrait. Chua Yun Fan loomed large in the frame, standing imposingly over the plaque at the bottom that read The Tiger of the Orient. My mother used to tell me that it was a good sign for my magic to have taken on the form of a tiger—it was something to be proud of, to have such a respected symbol that few people could claim.

			Like in his monument at the airport, my great-great-great-grandfather’s defining physical attribute was a frown, imposing and solemn. His features were so different from mine and Aaron’s, with a higher nose and a sharper face—it gave him a distinguished, clever air. But while the monument had been all grandeur, this painting was somber. None of it suggested that this was the man who had gone head-to-head with the infamous pirate Ooi Kai Tsiang.

			I moved my attention to the plaque next to the portrait, the one that noted our family’s traditional seat as the High Protector of the venerated island’s Magical Council, which was a fifteen-member-strong parliament. It was made up of families who had served before, legacies passed down from generation to generation. Arabella and Athena’s family, the Lims, was one of them, with the rest of the smaller families scattered around the island.

			A Chua would always be at the head of the Council. I already knew that when my father stepped down this year, Aaron would take over as the High Protector of the island. This wouldn’t be a surprise to anyone. My brother had trained his entire life for it; he’d be good at it.

			If we could find him, that is.

			Someone cleared their throat from behind me, and I turned to see an old, skinny man approaching: Ho Choong Kheng, my father’s second-in-command. He didn’t look that much different from when I’d left—still stooped over with a slight hunch, eyes bright with curiosity. “Hello, Caro,” he said, smiling a little. He gave me a tight hug, smelling like dried ginseng and woody jasmine. “You’ve lost some weight.”

			I grinned a little. “It’s not nice to comment on a girl’s appearance, uncle.”

			“Aiya, I meant it in a good way.” Choong Kheng let me go, beaming. “I always worried about you.”

			This I believed. Choong Kheng had basically been our de facto uncle since childhood; my parents trusted him with babysitting Aaron and me, and though we seemed to get into a few more scrapes on average than with any other babysitter, we liked him. He’d always been there to soothe, to help bandage wounds. Once, when I’d broken my arm climbing a banyan tree, he hadn’t even scolded me. He’d just sighed down at me. Predictable child.

			Choong Kheng guided me into the study, where my parents broke from their deep conversation. Dad’s expression melted into one of relief as he got to his feet. “Caro. Welcome home. How was your flight?”

			“Fine. Where’s—”

			“Sit, sit,” Choong Kheng said, flicking his wrist. Two chairs zoomed forward. He took a seat, picking up a pipe that belched blue smoke, and I sniffed, automatically detecting the overpowering pungent smell of ginseng, with earthy notes of lingzhi simmering underneath. Combined with the right spell, the two ingredients mixed would prolong his already centuries-long lifespan. A small wave of relief diffused through me. If we were going to get through this, better for it to be with someone with so much experience under their belt.

			I waited, but for several moments, no one said anything. I fidgeted impatiently. They were clearly all waiting for one another to broach the subject; my father sat with the table digging into his ribs, like he was afraid that if he didn’t lean his weight on something, he would slide right off. Mom watched him, anxiety clear in the way she perched on the edge of her chair.

			Finally, just as my father opened his mouth, I burst out, “Where is Aaron? How long has he been gone?”

			Dad pinched the bridge of his nose. “About a week. We’ve learned nothing specific so far.”

			“Is the Council doing anything to find him?”

			“Of course we are,” Choong Kheng said, his tone grave. “Though, it must be said, there are bigger problems the Council is also trying to solve. The magic in the west—”

			“That isn’t for you to worry about,” my father cut in, giving Choong Kheng a sharp glance. “At any rate, yes, Caro, we are doing the best we can with the resources we have.”

			I shifted, my already thin patience fraying even more. None of this back-and-forth was helping me feel like I knew where to begin looking for him. “Well, where was he seen last, then?”

			“The police think he went missing in Balik Pulau.”

			I flinched. Balik Pulau. The western half of the island was great for lush, sprawling fruit orchards that dotted the hills, but also potentially dangerous if you wandered too far off the beaten path. Some said that was where the realms overlapped, where the ghosts could snatch unsuspecting people; a popular legend held that you could still meet the ghosts of the earliest explorers, who had been lost so long in the ghost realm, they’d turned into haunts themselves. Outside of durian season, my family hardly ever visited the area—not when most of our life was spent here in the east. “That’s so far from home.”

			“Council business,” my father said. “There had been reports of villagers dealing with a rogue toyol. Nothing too dangerous, the usual unclear terms of agreement between the toyol and its host. It should have been a day’s work at most.”

			No, I thought, toyols aren’t capable of disappearing a wizard. I tried to think of what category this might even fall under. “Do we think he just got lost?” I ventured.

			“Your brother’s too smart to get lost.” My father sighed. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. “Kidnapping, maybe. But then why not ransom him for money? This happens all the time in other places.”

			“In Hollywood, maybe,” I scoffed. “Not in Penang.”

			Choong Kheng hummed. Blue smoke billowed into the air. “Things have changed since you left five years ago, Caroline. New players are in the game.” He spread his hands. “Believe it or not, kidnapping would be the easier problem to solve.”

			I frowned. “What do you mean?”

			Choong Kheng shrugged. “Whoever took Aaron could want leverage or power—it could all be much more complicated than we think right now.” He arched an eyebrow at me. “Who knows? Maybe it was to get you home. Maybe you were the real target.”

			My father rubbed his eyes. “That’s not helpful, Choong Kheng.” He leaned back, resting his hands on the ornately carved tiger paws that adorned the arms of the wooden chair. “Though that does bring up why we brought you home, Caro. At least here in Penang, we know where you are. If you got kidnapped—”

			“Henry.”

			“I said if, Bee! We’d have a better chance of finding Caroline on the island. It’s easier to find a trail here than in New York City.”

			I had the vaguest sense that I disagreed with my father, but this wasn’t the time to debate with him the merits of tracking someone in the chaos of New York City. I took a deep breath, clenching my fingers. “I want to help.”

			“No,” Dad said firmly. “We need you to stay put, because if we don’t find Aaron—”

			I scoffed. “We will. He’s going to annoy whoever took him soon enough; watch.”

			“If we don’t find Aaron,” my father repeated, “then you’re next in line to take over.”

			My mouth dropped open. What. “You’re giving up on him?”

			“No,” Dad said to the table. “But the Council wants a backup plan. So we need to start training you. And that means you can’t go hurtling off.”

			The words hung in the air. I stared at him, apprehension sour in my throat. “That’s not going to work,” I said at last.

			“It will,” Choong Kheng said quietly. He turned his pipe over in his hands. “There will be guardrails, of course. Your father and I will watch you. We’ll help.”

			I heard the statement for what it was. You’ll be watched. You’ll be trapped. You will never be free to make your own decisions for the island.

			For several long moments, I had a mad urge to get up, walk out the door, and take the first flight back to New York City. In New York, I was nobody. I wasn’t Caroline Chua, scandal-ridden daughter of the Chua family and potential leader to a Council that didn’t want her there. In New York, being nobody meant I could be anybody. I wasn’t a bird in a gilded cage.

			Dad’s mouth started moving again, but I was distantly aware that I couldn’t hear him—there was a buzzing in my head that I couldn’t dislodge. I don’t want it, I thought, I don’t want it, I don’t want it!

			A hand closed over mine: Choong Kheng’s, warm and comforting. “Caroline,” he said gently. “We understand this is a lot, but hear us out—”

			“I can’t,” I blurted. I shot to my feet, pushing myself away from the desk. The thought of being trapped here, of having to face down the same Council members who’d tried to cruelly punish me as a child—it all filled me with panic, climbing higher and higher in my throat. “I can’t,” I croaked again. “Don’t I get a choice here?”

			Dad and Choong Kheng exchanged a look, one I couldn’t decipher, and then Choong Kheng got to his feet, groaning a little as his bones clicked in the oppressive, thick tension of the room. “You know, I am quite hungry,” he said. “Would you show me to the kitchen, Caro?”

			I didn’t need to be told twice. I fled, leaving them behind and escaping down the stairs to the small kitchen at the end of the hall. The marble countertop was cool to the touch, offering some relief to my sticky, sweaty skin as I curled my fingers around the edge as hard as I could.

			I closed my eyes, trying to calm my racing heart. This could not be happening. Coming back meant confronting all my mistakes and facing all the friends I’d abandoned, and I just wasn’t ready. I leaned forward, banging my forehead softly against the marble; I thought when I’d left five years ago, that was the point. That I didn’t have to take over, that they didn’t want me to take over.

			I was in the middle of gently banging my head when Choong Kheng’s gravelly voice said from the doorway, “If you keep doing that, you’re going to give yourself a concussion.”

			“Good,” I mumbled.

			Two hands closed around my shoulders and pulled me upright with surprising strength. Choong Kheng gave me a reproachful look even as he steered me aside so he could access the kuih talam. Lifting the light blue tudung saji revealed a plate of freshly steamed, diamond-shaped pandan and coconut-cream-layered treats, and Choong Kheng made a noise of appreciation in the back of his throat. “Your mother still makes the best kuih talam.” He winked conspiratorially. “Don’t tell my doctor if I have two pieces.”

			I did not smile. Seeing this, Choong Kheng sighed, slipping a finger under the green pandan layer and working his way along the seam. Once he separated the two layers, he popped the green piece into his mouth. “You are worrying over something that may not even happen.”

			“What if it does?” I glared at him. “Is the Council even doing anything to find Aaron?”

			Choong Kheng took too long to reply. Finally, he said, “If I may speak candidly?”

			“If it’s to criticize the Council, certainly.”

			“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Choong Kheng drawled. “But you cannot entirely blame them, Caroline. The Council has, ah, larger concerns. And we must always keep in mind who will lead the island. Who must maintain the balance of power.”

			“They’re too obsessed with power.”

			“I think that is a rather unfair assessment of my colleagues,” Choong Kheng said mildly. He popped the white coconut cream layer into his mouth, then reached for another oil-brushed piece of sticky kuih. “Power is not always bad, Caroline. It dictates what can get done and how to keep the island moving. So, yes. The Council is concerned about who will come next if Aaron is not found. That is why we are having this discussion.”

			“Well, I don’t want the power,” I snorted. “I don’t want to take over.”

			Choong Kheng blinked. “It is not always about what you want.”

			I reached for a piece of kuih talam myself. I didn’t bother separating the layers; I crammed the whole thing into my mouth, letting the warm, light flavors of the pandan and coconut mingle. Chewing, I said, “AndmmfI—”

			“Manners!” Choong Kheng said, momentarily scandalized out of his formality. “Adoi! Did you go overseas and forget how to be a proper young lady?”

			I swallowed, ignoring him. “And if I take over,” I went on, “they’ll question me at every turn. They’ll make sure our family name goes up in flames. I have to find Aaron. You have to help me.”

			Choong Kheng hummed, thoughtfully running his finger along the seam of another piece of kuih. “Well,” he said slowly.

			I brightened. I knew that tone. Choong Kheng only used it when there was something he wanted to say but he was too polite to say it. “Well?” I pressed.

			Choong Kheng peeled the kuih’s layers apart again. “I would like to say for the record, I think you’d figure it out, if you were to lead.”

			“But.”

			“But,” Choong Kheng murmured, “we can kill two birds with one stone, yes?” He spread out his hands. “You want to find your brother. And it should be said, your efforts in trying to find him might still prove your mettle to the Council. They value strength and loyalty.”

			I eyed him. “But,” I prompted again.

			Choong Kheng frowned a little. “But it is dangerous,” he said. “My opinion is that since you are the next in line, you should not be going alone to try to find him.”

			“I won’t be alone. I have the twins.” I leaned on the counter, thinking hard. “You basically assigned them to be my chaperones. If I bring them with me, I’ll be supervised. They won’t let me do anything reckless.”

			Choong Kheng’s frown deepened. “Is that what happened when you and Athena released the Komodo dragons over on Pulau Jerejak?”

			“That was an accident.”

			“Or the time you enchanted a whole horde of durian trees to dance?”

			“Also an accident?”

			“Accidents happen a lot around you,” Choong Kheng warned. “And sometimes, Caroline, they hurt people.” He eyed me cautiously. “I don’t have to remind you of that.”

			I bit my lip. The reprimand was subtle but effective. I was thirteen again, standing in front of a group of men looking down their noses at me, ready to take my magic away.

			But I steeled myself against the painful memory. This wasn’t the time. “I’ll be careful.”

			Choong Kheng grimaced. “If I say no, are you just going to do it anyway?”

			“I’m not answering that.”

			Choong Kheng sighed. He reached for a fourth piece of kuih talam, turning my proposal over in his head. “Like trying to catch a fish,” he muttered. “Fine. Let’s start very small.”

			“But—”

			“Small,” Choong Kheng repeated. “You did not hear this from me, but you might want to speak to my old spiritual medium friend. His name is Chan Peng Soon. He’s a jeweler and soothsayer.”

			I straightened. “I know him. Why haven’t you spoken to him?”

			“He won’t talk to us or the police,” Choong Kheng said with a small, rueful smile. “The Council may have, ah, restricted some of his business dealings in the past few years. But if you know him, he might offer any insights into what he’s seen.” He clicked his tongue. “It’s the best I can give you.”

			“I can start there. Thank you, uncle.”

			“Don’t thank me. I told you nothing. You’re simply visiting a friend.” Choong Kheng held out his hand to me. I could feel his magic thumping beneath his skin, faint but still steady. “Welcome to the team, Caroline.”
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			Three

			The thing about Athena was that she did not have a poker face at all, which was how I knew that she wasn’t entirely happy with accompanying me on this social visit, given the furrowed brows and dark scowl.

			Fine. Whatever. If putting up with her sour demeanor was the only way I could get out to find Aaron, so be it. I could ignore Athena. It was easy. All I had to do was focus on surviving the magical gates, stop for lunch, get to Uncle Chan’s store, interrogate him, devise another plan, find Aaron, and then book a plane ticket home. Easy, right?

			Arabella tapped me on the shoulder, startling me. “Earth to Caro,” she said, not unkindly. She gestured at the patient vendor at the roadside satay stall we’d stopped at. “She asked which satay you wanted.”

			I blinked at the spiced, grilled skewered meat on the barbecue. Two other vendors at the back chattered in Malay I couldn’t catch, glancing at me every so often. The smoke stung my eyes and I stepped away, blinking rapidly. “I’m not hungry.”

			“Are you sure?” the first woman asked. She beamed at me. “Ada daging, ayam, dan nasi himpit—”

			“I’m not hungry,” I said again.

			“Well, I want to eat,” Athena grumbled.

			“We’d probably have to wait anyway; Uncle Chan will probably only be coming back from lunch,” Arabella said. She ordered in rapid-fire Malay before digging around in her bag. “Uh, does anyone have any money?”

			“Why do you always forget your wallet?” Athena asked in exasperation, already handing over a crumpled bill.

			The vendor slipped the bill into the cracked, oily plastic Tupperware that functioned as the cash register. Ignoring the squabbling twins, she beamed at me and said, “Caroline Chua, right? It’s been so long.” Her eyes flicked up and down, giving me a once-over. “You’re all grown-up now! But still so cantik.”

			I ducked my head, feeling my ears grow hot at the surprise compliment. “Thank you, kak.”

			The vendor leaned her elbows on the stall, sunlight cutting in across her tudung. “Your brother used to come here all the time,” she said, dropping her voice a little. She winked at me. “I haven’t seen him in a while. He hasn’t found a better satay stall, has he?”

			Before I could try and find a suitable lie, someone said, “Caro?”

			My stomach dropped. No.

			The twins and I turned to see a small girl standing behind us, zipping up her backpack. My former best friend, Izzati binti Nazarudin, dusted off her light blue blouse and slacks, adjusted the ruby-red hairpin that glittered against the pink tudung framing her face, and beamed at us. “I thought that was you,” she said cheerfully, lunging to wrap me in a tight hug. “I didn’t know you were home! You’re so much taller now!”

			I tried to smile to hide the nerves in my stomach. “You, uh, certainly aren’t.”

			“Don’t rub it in,” Zati laughed, affectionately bopping me on the shoulder. She waved at the twins before turning back to me, her smile dimming a little. “I heard about Aaron. You okay? How are your parents taking it?”

			“Yeah, we’re fine,” I said, shifting from foot to foot. “Still in the dark, mostly.”

			When the silence got too long, and when it became clear that I couldn’t elaborate on any more than what I’d already said, Zati nodded. “I hope they find him soon,” she said kindly. Then she brightened. “We should go see J.J. and say hi.”

			I winced. “I don’t think he wants to see me.”

			“Nonsense,” Zati said too brightly. “J.J.’s always had a soft spot for you.”

			Optimism was Zati’s strong suit, not mine. After what I’d put J.J. through, he’d probably decided to never speak to me again. I knew better; I was just going to stay out of his way. “I don’t know,” I hedged. “I’m busy, anyway. We’re, um, actually going to follow a lead right now.”

			“Uncle Choong Kheng wants us to go see the soothsayer,” Arabella added. “Wanna come?”

			I shot Arabella a look that she ignored. Zati had no business being involved—she’d been born into a magical family but had never been blessed with magic. She’d found ways to engage with the wider magical community, though, and even after J.J. and I had split off into the magic tuition classes after primary school, I’d made sure to keep her in our lives.

			Still. She may have been one of the smartest people I knew, but it didn’t mean we had to get her involved.

			But before I could say anything, Zati, apparently not picking up on the vibe, chirped, “I have nothing better to do. Jom.”

			“Sounds good,” Arabella said too cheerfully, throwing an arm around Zati’s shoulders and marching her off. “Tell me about this thesis you’re working on at USM.”

			Athena, with a raise of her eyebrow, took a skewer out of the plastic bag that the vendor handed to her, ripped the meat clean off the stick without breaking eye contact with me, and then followed after her twin. I closed my eyes in frustration, wondering if I could get away with ditching them.

			Sadly, I knew the answer to that. So instead, I reluctantly followed after my friends, hoping that this would be over relatively soon.
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			Campbell Street at high noon was deserted. Short two-story shops and storefronts stood all along the road. Some historic buildings stood at newly refurbished attention, while others flaked in the heat, paint dusting the pavement like peeling skin. Faded shop signs and bamboo blinds clacked in the breeze generated by the air-conditioners, cranked high to keep residents cool in the blistering island heat. I followed Zati and the twins down an arched, covered walkway, running my fingers along the shattered tiles that lined the walls.

			Not much had changed for this particular stretch of road. The shops here looked the same; maybe just smaller, as I’d grown taller. The store on the corner still sold giant jars of pickled prunes and dried plums; the owner behind the counter still offered every passerby a dreamy smile, inviting them to taste the wares. Bowls of koay teow thng still graced the tables of my once-favorite kopitiam down the road, the thick, silky, flat rice noodles nestled in a steaming broth that had been simmering for hours.

			It was like it had been plucked from my memory, and yet, I felt that insistent thought gnawing away in the back of my mind, the same one that had taken root in my room: It’s different because you’re different. Because you left.

			We passed by a familiar store with bright blue walls, and I looked down to see the crack in the floor that had twisted my ankle when I’d just turned thirteen, weeks before I’d decided to turn my life upside down. In the shimmering heat, I could almost see J.J. kneeling as I’d leaned against the wall, trying not to cry from the pain. You’ve been through worse, he’d said, smiling gamely even as he wrapped a hand around my foot. His magic was a familiar memory, warm and honeyed. You’re all right. Hold my hand if it hurts.

			What would I do without you? I’d asked, holding on to him.

			J.J. laughed a little. He’d looked up at me, a little shyness darting underneath his playful expression. I could see it now, the sunlight canting over his face. Die, probably.

			He’d fixed my ankle. That’s how it went. I broke things; J.J. always found ways to patch them up.

			“Caro?” Zati said. I looked up to see the twins and Zati a little farther down the road, glancing curiously back at me. “Something wrong?”

			I pushed the memory away. That was then, and this was now. “No,” I said, and walked on.

			When we arrived at Uncle Chan’s shop, the roller shutter looked half-open. The familiar, fuzzy edges of an illusion spell brushed like moth wings against the backs of my hands; it bent and shimmered, revealing some light coming from inside. To any mortals passing by, it would look like a dilapidated, shuttered store. I bent to peer under the grate. “Uncle Chan,” I hollered, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Are you there?”

			“Caroline Chua,” the soothsayer’s voice said pleasantly from inside. “The divination rods predicted your arrival, though Izzati is somewhat of a surprise. Come in. But both Councilwomen will stay outside, please.”

			“Come on, Uncle Chan,” Athena groaned, immediately defensive. “You know we’re not like the rest of them.”

			“Pah, I don’t care! You’re part of the Council now. Outside, or I’m not talking at all.”

			Arabella sighed. “Let it go,” she said, plucking at Athena’s sleeve.

			Athena acquiesced then arched an eyebrow at me. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

			I just rolled my eyes at her before I ducked under the grate, Zati following close behind. The air was stale and musty; dust motes circled our feet in the gray light that illuminated the outlines of several footsteps dotting the floor.

			We took a few steps before Zati ventured, “Tina seems mad.”

			“She hasn’t been very happy with my presence, I think,” I replied.

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know.” Under the cover of darkness, it was easy to lie, “I’m not sure I care.”

			The gate behind us closed with an aching creak, plunging Zati and me into a dark room. I folded my arms. “Do we need the theatrics?”

			From the depths of the inky blackness, a cantankerous, high-pitched voice grumbled, “Let an old man have his fun. It’s been so long since I’ve put on a show.”

			Zati giggled beside me. I grinned, though I wasn’t sure Uncle Chan could see it in the dark. “Go on, then.”

			Candles flickered to life, revealing golden accents in every nook and cranny. I coughed as the ceiling shifted, dust shaking loose from the rafters to frame a creeping giant dragon made of solid gold, eyes set with blue sapphires and snout dripping in rubies. “Who dares enter the lair of the soothsayer?” it hissed in a voice reminiscent of smoke.

			“Nice dragon,” Zati said.

			“But lair?” I scoffed. “So dramatic.”

			The dragon huffed a plume of incense-tinged smoke into my face, sending me into another coughing fit. “The smoke is a nice touch, though,” I choked.

			“Thank you.” The candles flickered again, and the dragon rumbled deep and low. “Tell me, traveler, what brings you here? Fame? Riches? Love?”

			“Do you actually want us to answer?” Zati asked.

			“Aiya, the both of you ask so many questions!” the high-pitched voice exclaimed. “Can I do this show or not?”

			Zati and I exchanged an amused glance. “Fine, we’ll be quiet,” I said.

			“Thank you.” The dragon reared, its blue eyes flashing dangerously, and the smoky voice resumed. “Provide a sacrifice, traveler, and answers you shall have! Proceed to the altar.”

			A dark red light suffused the room, throwing everything into ominous sharp relief. In front of the room, a small tray began to glow. “Do you have anything for me?” the disembodied voice asked hopefully.

			“Two ringgit?” Zati offered.

			The voice muttered something unceremonious in Hokkien that I couldn’t catch. Then it said grumpily, “It’ll do.”

			The candles blew out and we stood in pitch-black darkness for a moment before white, blindingly painful fluorescent lights blazed to life. I groaned and covered my eyes a second too late. “Uncle Chan! A little warning!”

			A tiny man came scuttling out of the back room, grinning and rubbing his hands together. “So, what did you think?”

			“Rusty,” I said, “but good.”

			“I can always count on you to be painfully honest, Caroline,” the shopkeeper said. He hopped up onto a velvet stool and beckoned to both Zati and me. “Lai, lai. Give me a hug. Aiyo, it’s been so long since I’ve seen both of you.” He took my face in his calloused hands and turned it one way, then another, squinting hard as he read my future.

			Finally, he nodded, satisfied, and released me. “Nothing particularly ominous in your future.”

			“Particularly ominous?”

			“With you, Caroline? I always temper my predictions to include a little danger.” He did the same to Zati before releasing her and declaring, “You, too. Nothing particularly ominous.” He peered at her. “How are you, Izzati? Are you well?”

			“Can lah, uncle. Working hard.”

			Uncle Chan nodded. “You always work hard,” he said, bending down under the counter. Clacking filled the room as the soothsayer rearranged plastic boxes, searching for something. “Harder than some wizards I could mention. I’ve always said, Izzati, that even though you’re not magical, you’re worth more than twenty wizards together.”

			A shadow flashed across Zati’s face, but it was gone in a blink. Instead, she just smiled at Uncle Chan, taking a seat on one of the dark red velvet stools. “Thank you, uncle.”

			“And you, Caroline? How’s the States?”

			“Good, uncle.”

			Something crashed under the table, but Uncle Chan carried on, unperturbed. “Making good friends?”

			I debated being honest about how long it had taken me to finally break into the small group of transplant students at the Academy or bringing up the constant nagging feeling that I didn’t belong in my new city, but if I started now, he’d latch on to that, and I didn’t have time. Instead, I settled on, “Sure. How’s the jewelry business?”

			“Ai. It’s difficult to say.” Uncle Chan hopped back up and began fiddling with his chair again so that he was at eye level with us. “People aren’t buying as much jewelry, or selling for that matter. That being said, one woman sold me a very nice jade bracelet the other day. Said it had brought her family bad luck.”

			“Cursed?”

			“A very nice curse. But people don’t always understand what they have in their possession, as you know.” Uncle Chan licked his lips and adjusted his round glasses. “I imagine that you’re not here to ask about my failing jewelry business, though I appreciate your attempt to butter me up with small talk. You have never been subtle, Caroline.”

			“I try.” I leaned across the counter. “I want to know what happened to Aaron.”

			“You and the Council,” Uncle Chan said dryly. “They sent you, yes?”

			“Yes,” I said, knowing it did not pay to lie to the soothsayer. “Uncle Choong Kheng said you two used to be friends.”

			“Used to be, yes!” Uncle Chan took off his glasses, rolling his eyes theatrically as he began wiping them on his starched shirt. “Then that joker went off and became a politician. Gave up a perfectly good business!” His smile faded. “But this is beside the point. I cannot help you, Caroline. I said as much to the Council already.”

			“You can’t, or you won’t?” I asked.

			“Perhaps one. Perhaps both. Perhaps neither.” Uncle Chan sighed wearily. “Caroline, your brother…He may be involved with some very dangerous people, you know. It is best to let your father handle this. I do not want to see you hurt.”

			My skin prickled with gooseflesh. “What do you mean? What have you seen?”

			“I didn’t lie,” Uncle Chan said. “I truly saw nothing when I looked. Something blocked my sight in Balik Pulau, where your brother went missing.”

			“Is that unusual?” Zati asked.

			“Very rarely are things hidden from the island soothsayer,” Uncle Chan murmured. “My role is to interpret what the island’s magic tells me. And yet, there was a concealed part of the island. Like someone had drawn curtains over the area.” He frowned. “It is never a good sign when I cannot see.”

			“But that was a week ago,” I pushed.

			“Right after he went missing.” Uncle Chan raised an eyebrow. “You know as well as I do that the fresher the magic, the better I can pinpoint it.”

			“Maybe something has changed.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small ring I’d made sure to grab on my way out of the house. The light bounced off the amethyst stone and the small, silver-filigree carved leaves. “What would this buy me for a consultation?”

			The effect it had on Uncle Chan was instantaneous. His eyebrows rose, eyes widening at the sight of the ring, and he reverently scooped it up. “This is exquisite. I haven’t seen quality like this in years. This is from the silver mines of…” He sniffed it deeply. “Turkey?”

			“The oldest silver mine in the world,” I confirmed.

			Uncle Chan rolled the ring between his fingers as he observed it for defects and flaws, an instinct bred by long years honing his craft. “This is beautiful,” he said at last. “It would easily earn you several consultations.”

			“And as you know, amethyst from Veracruz is the best for protective magic—”

			“Yes,” Uncle Chan murmured. “Inert now, but if I infuse the right spells, it could be powerful, indeed. You would give this up?”

			I didn’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”

			Uncle Chan regarded me for a moment. Then he slid the ring back across the counter. “I cannot accept this as payment. It is too valuable. I’ll consider my fondness for you as a favor. One last look, Caroline. But that’s all I can give you.”

			“It’ll be enough. Thank you, uncle.”

			Uncle Chan hopped off the stool, landing with a soft thump on the cracked tile. He dove into the space under the counter again, rummaging through what sounded like a pile of papers. Zati glanced at me with a little apprehension, and I gave her a tight-lipped smile, sliding the ring onto my finger. “Do you want to go?” I asked in an undertone.

			She shook her head. “I’m okay.”

			Uncle Chan popped back up, his white hair sticking out like a deranged halo. “Got it,” he said breathlessly, smacking a map down on the glass. “Okay. Let’s look for your brother again. Ready?”

			“Ready,” I said. Zati nodded beside me.

			The lights flickered. The island’s magic seemed to seep from the air itself, tendrils curling around Uncle Chan’s head and shoulders. His eyes went white, his skin seemingly aging as it grew leathery and sunken. When he spoke, his voice took on the echoes of soothsayers before him, layered with overlapping timbres that reminded me of fog creeping over the hills. “Ask me your question, Caroline Chua.”

			My skin prickled with uncertainty as his magic swelled in the room. The first time my mother had brought Aaron and me in as children, I had been terrified of the old man, whose magic had seemed like a cold black hole that wormed its way across the island, sniffing out secrets, seeking out answers. I’d eventually gotten over the fear of his magic, but it was still hard not to be unnerved. I took a deep breath and got a grip on my skittering magic, not wanting to disturb the sanctity of the spell. “Where is Aaron Chua?”

			A sliver of magic crept out of the side of Uncle Chan’s mouth. It twisted itself into the shape of a viper, slithering down to the map and passing over my fingers splayed on the northwest corner. I shivered but kept my position as the viper spell slipped across the paper, looking, looking, looking. Finally, it lowered its head and curled itself over the westernmost part of the island. Balik Pulau, it hissed.

			I opened my mouth to ask a follow-up question when the snake raised its head suddenly, curiously flicking its tongue out to taste the air. Follow the trail, it whispered, its voice cracking and redoubling, building on itself in the room. Follow the trail to the ghosts. Its body wriggled across the map, searching for something. Follow the ghosts.

			The air shifted, pressure loosening like something had cracked open, and the magic stuttered. The snake itself shuddered in and out, like a glitching image on a television screen. I turned my head, searching for what was throwing the spell off rhythm. Zati looked up at the lights as they began flickering wildly again. “Wh—” she began.

			I cannot see, the viper abruptly hissed, twisting wildly. I cannot see!

			“Uncle Chan?” I reached for him, my fingers resting on his wrist. “Uncle Chan, it’s okay, come on, just a while longer.” Instinctively, I fumbled for the island’s magic, hoping that I could weave some sort of protection spell.

			But as soon as I touched the magic, the snake screamed.

			No, not the snake. Uncle Chan threw his head back and shrieked, alarming Zati so much that she toppled backward. I scrambled to my feet. “What the hell?” Panic pushed my voice up a few octaves. “Uncle Chan!”

			The map burst into flames under his fingers, shriveling black. I looked around frantically, spotted a bucket of water under the dripping air-conditioner, and grabbed it, throwing the water on the old map. Zati scrambled forward and ripped it from the soothsayer’s stiff fingers.

			Through it all, Uncle Chan kept howling, his eyes bulging as his mouth cracked wider and wider, the scream fighting to get out. The glass case and the lights began rattling before a lamp in the corner exploded, throwing half the room into shadow. I whirled around, nerves on high alert. Was it the cursed items causing this? Was it another wizard?

			A crash announced Athena and Arabella’s arrival as they burst through the shutter. The spell that let them in was still smoking from Athena’s fingers as Arabella leaped forward, grabbing Uncle Chan’s wrist and turning it over. “He’s burning up,” she said breathlessly. “What did you do?”

			“Nothing! It was a searching spell!”

			“What is that?” Zati shrieked, pointing at the corner where the lamp had exploded.

			We all whirled. The shadows bulged like something was pushing against them, trying to get in. As we watched, horrified, something shadowy and ominous, long and crawling, tore its way through, teeth making an awful chittering, clacking sound.

			Athena moved faster than any of us. Her nimble hands reached for the invisible magic in the air as she slashed down, her magic taking the form of a sharpened sword. She pivoted, sinking the blade into the crawling creature, and it exploded with a shriek.

			“What was that?” I shouted over Uncle Chan’s screaming. “What’s happening?”

			“Someone’s gotten hold of his magic and is wringing him out,” Arabella shouted back, her hand still on Uncle Chan’s pulse. “We have to sever the spell.”

			“How?”

			“We have to shock him back to his body!” Arabella winced as Uncle Chan’s scream ratcheted up into a higher pitch. “We have to burn him or something.”

			“We can’t just—”

			“If we don’t,” Arabella interrupted, “he will die from losing all his life force. You can apologize to him later, once you’ve saved him.”

			Zati hastily snatched up a nearby lighter. “Here goes,” she gasped, and plunged it into Uncle Chan’s hand.

			The effect was startling. Uncle Chan’s high-pitched shriek cut off, only to be replaced by a furious, low yell of pain. Arabella had the good sense to throw up a spell-shield around us as the searching spell exploded. The blast of energy would have thrown us through the glass cabinets, but Arabella’s shield took the brunt of the impact, and it only pushed us back a few steps.

			The soothsayer’s eyes faded from white to black as the spell’s hold loosened. His chest rattled as he sucked in one breath, two, before his frail body crumpled to the floor.

			“Uncle Chan?” I raced to his side, shaking him. “Uncle Chan!”

			“Don’t do that,” Arabella said, nudging me aside. She knelt next to me, checking Uncle Chan’s pulse again before she looked up at us, concern written all over her face. “His pulse is off the charts, and he’s still burning up. Whoever attacked him really got under his skin.”

			Athena frowned down at the unconscious soothsayer. “I’m no healer, but even I know he’s suffered debilitating injuries.” She pointed at his arm, where the faintest veins of black ash rippled in his wrist. “And whatever this is, it wasn’t regular magic. Doctors aren’t equipped for this type of injury.”

			“Well…” Zati hedged. “There’s one person that is. And he’s close.” She clicked her tongue, glancing at me with what seemed like an apology. “But you may not like it.”

			I stared at her before the realization dawned. “Oh, hell.”
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			Four

			J.J.’s family apothecary was located on Love Lane, tucked behind the bustle of richer Muntri Street. Growing up, I’d been amazed at how quiet it was compared to the main avenues, frequented only by curious tourists and sleepy locals looking to relax in the hot afternoons. On our walks home from school, J.J., Zati, and I had grown familiar with the scenes of residents perched outside their shops, lazily keeping themselves cool with paper fans and playing checkers with each other.

			But when the twins, Zati, and I turned the corner with Uncle Chan levitating between us, Love Lane felt like a different world. Energy crackled in the air, making itself heard in the blaring pop music and the ringing of trishaw bells as carts madly pedaled up and down the road. The rustic, humble stores had vanished; in their place were sleek, fancy-looking coffee shops run out of restored heritage shophouses. Brightly painted neon signs had been tacked onto the fading outlines of weathered, old-fashioned shop signage, and all I could smell was the overwhelming aroma of coffee.

			“It’s all different,” I said, staring around me in bewilderment.

			“Good observation,” Athena said tartly, struggling to keep Uncle Chan’s feet from dragging on the floor with the levitation spell. “They teach you that in New York?”

			“Enough,” Arabella hissed. “Let’s get him inside. The mortals are definitely going to notice an unconscious guy if this invisibility spell wears off, and I can’t hold it for all five of us much longer.”

			“Just augment it with the island’s magic,” I offered.

			“Wow, gee, thanks,” Athena drawled. “Never thought of that before.”

			“Shut up, you two,” Arabella snapped, “and let’s argue about the flakiness of the island’s magic later. We need to get J.J.’s help.”

			J.J. Somehow, the ten-minute struggle to get Uncle Chan here unseen had not helped calm my nerves. I nervously wiped my sweaty palms against my shorts. Was he going to yell at me? Kick me out of his apothecary? Or ignore me? I truly didn’t know what would be worse.

			“Okay, in here,” Arabella panted. We got Uncle Chan inside the medicine hall, setting him down on the cool, dusty concrete floor without banging his head.

			The inside of the apothecary was dark, lit only by the sun spilling from the small windows. Incense drifted through the air, underscored by notes of nutmeg, star anise, and cinnamon. Rows of jars filled the mahogany cabinets, each containing different herbs and spices and magical ingredients. I squinted at some of the labels—dried luo han guo and shiitake mushrooms sat alongside sagetree, passionpoison, milk of dragonfruit flower, juniper, and silkweed. The labels boasted sources from local producers but also from as far-flung as Gujarat, Sulawesi, and Helsinki.

			“What’s this?” Zati asked curiously, leaning toward a jar with brown water. When she tapped it, a dark blue eye glowed within the cloudy liquid.

			“For the last time, Zati, don’t touch anything in the apothecary,” a voice said, and I looked up to see J.J. enter the room, drying his hands with a sun-yellow rag.

			Our eyes met. Surprise flitted across his face as he froze in his tracks.

			For a moment, I couldn’t believe this was J.J. I’d always thought he was cute, but in the years since I’d seen him, he’d grown into himself. Here was a taller version of the boy I knew, broad-shouldered but lanky, adjusting his round glasses. His hair was longer than I remembered, but it was the same brownish-black mix, and there was still a long, faint scar on his nose—a souvenir from five years ago, when he’d almost died trying to save me. Despite my apprehension, my heart did a funny little swoop. Traitorous thing.

			After a long moment, J.J. tore his gaze away to take in the scene: Arabella bending over Uncle Chan; Athena watching us with a wary eye; a fidgeting Zati; and me, hovering between the counter and the door, nervously trying my best to look casual. His expression hardened as he crossed the room to Uncle Chan. “A call to warn me would have been nice,” he said, crouching beside the old man. “What happened?”

			Zati opened her mouth, then closed it. The twins looked at me. I awkwardly cleared my throat. “Searching spell gone wrong?”

			J.J.’s brow furrowed, clearly not buying my answer. He uncurled his hand, and his magic bloomed into a yellow flower, gleaming faintly in the air before J.J. plucked its petals, placing them on Uncle Chan’s neck, wrists, and chest. “Looks like someone tried to drain him of his magic,” he said, watching as the petals dissolved into the skin. “How long before you brought him to me?”

			“Twenty minutes?” Zati offered. “Maybe less?”

			J.J. inhaled sharply. “Okay. That’s good. Here, help me move him to the table.”

			“Will he be all right?” I asked anxiously as Zati dragged a blanket over the table and Arabella and Athena leveraged Uncle Chan onto the makeshift bed.

			J.J.’s jaw tightened. He didn’t look at me when he answered, “I can’t heal his wounds, but I can stabilize him.” The curtness of his answer juxtaposed with the gentle way he reached for Uncle Chan. “Zati, can you close the door?”

			Zati pulled the grates shut with a clang. Athena followed her, drawing up an opaque barrier that sealed the outside world from us. J.J. nodded at them in thanks before turning back to Uncle Chan’s sleeping form. “Tell me everything.”

			He was definitely still mad at me. But he wasn’t ignoring me, either. That was something. “Well,” I began, then haltingly detailed how it had started as a simple finding spell before devolving into something out of a B-grade horror movie. J.J. listened carefully, fingers fluttering over Uncle Chan’s body while quietly directing Arabella to help with a spell here and there. His brow furrowed when I described the erratic pulse and overheating skin. “That’s concerning,” he said.

			“His meridians felt blocked,” I said. “Can you save him?”

			J.J. stepped away from Uncle Chan to pull a few jars off the shelf, opening them and sniffing the contents inside. “I think so,” he said at last. “I don’t think the spell lasted long enough to cause permanent damage. If I can help bring his magic back to a stable level, all he’ll need to do is rest and let his meridians heal for a while.”

			“What kind of spell attacked him?” Zati asked timidly. “It didn’t look normal.”

			J.J. shook out some herbs from one copper-plated jar, squinting at the weighing scale before he tossed them into a mortar bowl. I tried not to gag at the overly bitter smell that wafted out of it. “It’s not magic I recognize,” he said, reaching for a heavy pestle to begin grinding. “If I had to guess, it’s something from the ghost realm.”

			“The ghost realm?” Zati echoed. She looked between us. “Isn’t there a seal between our worlds? How do the dead even still have magic?”

			“I mean, they’re still wizards,” Arabella said. “Ghosts can do all that we can, but their magic isn’t stable, and they can’t access the island’s magic to augment it.” She shrugged. “So we’re more powerful up here.”

			Zati hummed. “Then how was a ghost able to attack Uncle Chan?” She turned to me. “Is that what we saw at his shop?”

			I remembered the creature—twisted and bent and crawling, moving at an unnatural speed—and shuddered. “I don’t know.”

			“It’s probably the Hungry Ghost Festival,” J.J. said. He glanced at the calendar hanging by his desk. “The barriers between realms always weaken this time of year, and it’s seven days till the festival. All it would take for a ghost to come through is for something to rip the barrier a little.”

			“Something,” Athena repeated. “Like what?”

			“Could be Uncle Chan’s specific brand of magic.” J.J. tapped out powder from a small jar. “He has to open a connection to the ghost realm to commune with the spirits. Maybe one of them sensed it and tried to rip its way through. Probably just bad luck.”

			Zati shivered. “So, it could happen any time magic is cast?”

			“Usually only for spirit magic, which none of us specialize in.” J.J. ground the pestle into the mortar. “It’s usually for those dealing with ghosts.”

			“The searching spell mentioned ghosts,” I mused. “Right before someone tried to wring Uncle Chan out, he said to ‘follow the ghosts.’ There can only be one place they’re referring to.”

			The energy in the room immediately shifted. Athena’s eyes narrowed. Arabella folded her arms, frowning. Zati looked between us, confused. “What?” she asked.

			“You’d better not be thinking what I think,” J.J. said, dropping a handful of silkweed into the bowl. He murmured a short spell, and the potion glowed a light blue, shimmering with pearlescent mist. “It’s dangerous.”

			Zati looked at all of us. “What?”

			“The Peranakan Mansion,” I said.

			Zati blinked. “On Church Street?”

			“It’s the one place in our realm where ghosts are allowed,” J.J. said, sprinkling white pepper into the potion. It shifted to a cerulean-and-pink gradient before it lightly exploded in a puff of smoke, filling the room with so much pepper that Arabella began sneezing. J.J. handed her a tissue as he waved the smoke away. “It’s a museum by day, but the portal to the ghost realm comes alive at night. It’s the only place on the island where ghosts can hang out.”

			“It’s basically a way station hotel for ghosts,” Athena added. “But they rarely come outside the mansion.”

			Zati swallowed nervously. “How often is ‘rarely’?”

			“As in, almost never,” Arabella said, once she’d finished sneezing. “Only the most powerful ones get to leave the mansion and cross between the living and the dead realms, and they have to be back by daybreak.”

			“Or else?” Zati asked.

			“Ghosts can’t survive in daylight without a specific potion,” Athena said in a tone that suggested she was saying something as banal as the sky is blue.

			Zati nodded, processing all this. Then she turned to me. “And you want to go in there?”

			“What if someone there knows where Aaron is?” I asked.

			“Caroline,” Athena said, enunciating my name slowly, “I’m reminding you that those are ghosts, and they are not to be trusted. Not to mention, whoever attacked Uncle Chan could be luring you there.”

			I licked my lips, already considering how to enter. “Nothing risked, nothing gained.”

			Arabella sighed. “I get it,” she said tiredly. “I want to find him, too. But walking into one of the most dangerous places on the island isn’t the answer.”

			“What would you suggest?” I asked tartly. “We have a lead, and you want me to wait?”

			“What’s the alternative here?” Athena shot back. “We let you wander off into a dangerous mansion by yourself? You’ve been home for all of six hours, and you’ve already basically blown up a store. The Council isn’t going to be happy when we tell them.”

			The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I pushed myself off the counter I was leaning against. J.J. followed my movement, his eyes wary. “It wasn’t even my fault!”

			“It wasn’t,” Zati added. “I was there, I saw her. She didn’t do anything.”

			“They’re going to ask questions,” Arabella said quietly. “They’ve probably already heard. They may not even take your word for it, Zati. They’ll say you’re not magical, so your word won’t mean much. I’m sorry, but this is our job.”

			“I thought you were here to help me,” I snapped.

			“We’re here to make sure you don’t do something reckless,” Athena said. “Which it kind of looks like you already have.”

			“We’ll tell them about what Uncle Chan said,” Arabella soothed. “I promise, we’ll get people to look into the mansion. The Council will take care of it.”

			“The Council has done nothing for my brother since he went missing,” I spat.

			A flash of hurt crossed Arabella’s face. Athena hissed, taking a step forward. “You take that back—”

			“Tina,” Arabella intervened. She put a hand on her twin’s shoulder, and a look passed between them, one that seemed to consist of Athena threatening with her eyes to maim me if Arabella let her. “It’s okay.” Turning back to me, Arabella took a deep breath. “It’s too risky,” she said. “You need to stay put if you care about the island and your family’s reputation.”

			“I don’t!”

			“You should.” Arabella folded her arms. Her stare hardened into cold steel. In the years since I’d left, Arabella had apparently learned how to be tough. “You don’t have a choice.”

			Just then, magic flared to life around the twins’ wrists—a purple spell that for a moment took the shape of a palm tree, delicately etched into their skin. Arabella sighed. “Speak of the Council.” She waved the magic away, then looked at me. “You’re gonna leave it alone, right?”

			“It’s important to note that she’s not really asking,” Athena added grimly.

			“Fine,” I muttered.

			The twins exchanged another glance, and then Arabella said, “We’ll be back after dinner. Maybe we can watch a movie or something to take your mind off things. J.J., will you walk her home?”

			J.J. bowed half-mockingly. “Anything for the esteemed Councilwomen.”

			“I gotta go, too,” Zati said, adjusting her headscarf as Athena threw a rag at a quietly snickering J.J. “See you tomorrow?”

			“Yeah, bye,” I said, still glaring at my shoes.

			Athena lingered by the door before she said something in rapid-fire Hokkien I couldn’t understand to J.J., her tone lilting upward in a question. In response, J.J. hummed noncommittally, his laughter dying off.

			He waited until they all disappeared through the door before he said, “Can’t help but notice you didn’t actually promise.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Ah,” J.J. said, “and there’s the lie.”

			“Just don’t say anything to them,” I said, watching the door. Shadows danced across it as people hurried by. “Please.”

			J.J. reached for a box of herbs and withdrew a handful of tulip petals, flinging them in the stone bowl and picking up his pestle again. For a moment, the only sounds in the apothecary were the creaking of the overhead fan and the heavy thud of the pestle grinding the flowers to dust. Finally, J.J. said tightly, “I see we’re ignoring how you haven’t talked to me in five years, until you dragged a dying man into my shop, didn’t even ask how I am, and then asked me to lie for you.”

			It was an unusually straightforward remark for J.J., and the truth of it hit me right between my ribs. I tried not to wince with guilt as I turned around to face him. “Point taken. How are you?”

			“Fine.”

			“That’s all you’re going to give me?”

			J.J. kept his attention on the mortar. “Well, I don’t really know what to say.”

			I pressed my lips together.

			We stood in silence, Uncle Chan snuffling in his sleep behind us. I clawed for something to say—You look good seemed too obvious; Are you mad at me? seemed like it was a silly question with an easy answer. At last, I offered, “The shop looks like it’s doing well. How’s your mom?”

			“She’s fine. She moved to Johor.”

			“Why?” I asked curiously. Then I remembered. “Your grandmother?”

			J.J. glanced up at me, barely concealing the look of surprise that darted across his face. Then he returned his gaze to the powder, folding it into a bowl of goopy, pulsating forest-green liquid. “Yeah. She can’t really walk anymore. Mom’s down there with her.”

			“And you didn’t go?”

			J.J.’s jaw tightened even further. “No,” he said at last. He gestured vaguely at the shelves behind him. “I chose to stay to take care of the business. Staying was the right thing to do.” He looked at me, a tinge of accusation behind his gaze. “That’s what people do when they care about something. They stay to look after it.”

			I looked away. The barely hidden hurt in his tone felt far too sharp for me to confront.

			Another loaded quiet unfurled between us as the potion flared with bright white light, sweet and spicy notes of incense and juniper filling the room. J.J. pushed the bowl away, clearing his throat as he glanced sideways at me, fingers drumming on the table. “Hand,” he said abruptly.

			“What?”

			“Your hand,” J.J. repeated. “After what happened to Uncle Chan, we should check you for injuries.” His eyes flicked away for a moment as he seemingly considered what to say next. “And besides, we should keep the future Head of the Island in good health.”

			I flinched. “Does everyone know they’re grooming me for the role?”

			J.J. uncapped a tin and coughed when a plume of green dust rose into his face. He waved the smoke away. “This is a popular apothecary. People talk.”

			I chewed my lip. I hadn’t expected to be the center of discussion. Then again, it probably was hard not to gossip when the subject of the island’s biggest scandal returned after five years of exile. In retrospect, I was very relieved that the satay vendor from earlier had been nice about it. Her questions could have been a lot more pointed. Do you actually think you can take care of the island after you almost destroyed it?

			J.J. set the tin down and rounded the corner of the counter, gesturing for my hand. I obediently held it out to him, palm up. His thumb found my pulse, and I felt the familiar warm roots of his magic bump up against mine as the spell spread, searching for anything wrong. “I really am sorry to hear about Aaron,” he said, not meeting my gaze. “How are you and your family coping?”

			“We’re doing our best.”

			J.J. dropped my hand and reached for the other one, his thumb coming to rest on the inside of my palm, at the base of my thumb. I tried not to focus on how he was so close that I could smell the eucalyptus coming off his clothes, and instead focused on how my magic shifted, disgruntled and uncomfortable with how J.J.’s magic pushed up against it. My ears felt hot; I desperately hoped that they weren’t bright red at the tips. In a voice that was definitely too high-pitched, I said, “Anything wrong with my magic?”

			“A little erratic,” J.J. said quietly, “but nothing too out of the ordinary. You did just get off a long flight.”

			He finally looked up from my hand as he released it, and I stiffened a little when I realized how close we were standing. J.J. met my gaze, seemingly steeling himself, before he cleared his throat and stepped back, retreating to the other side of the counter.

			I massaged my wrist, trying not to think about how cold my hand felt without J.J.’s magic pressed against mine. “Thanks.”

			J.J. ignored this completely. “You know, the twins are right,” he said.

			“About?”

			“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. It’s not a good look for you.” J.J. took off his glasses, rubbing his eyes. “If you’re going to lead the island—”

			“I’m not. They can’t make me.”

			“They can. They will. And if you say no, what happens next? Who does it go to?”

			“The twins. Someone on the Council. I don’t know.” I threw up my hands. “There are much better candidates than me. But it doesn’t matter, J.J.”

			“It does matter for the people who live here,” J.J. said sharply. “I know you don’t anymore, but if you could think about someone else for once—”

			“I am thinking about someone else,” I snapped. I shifted my weight, restless energy running through my veins. “I have to find Aaron. He can lead, he’s been trained to, he’ll be good for the island. That’s why I need to go to the mansion. Tonight.”

			“Tonight?” J.J. echoed in disbelief. “Have you lost your mind?”

			“It’s the only clue we’ve got,” I pointed out. “I don’t have a choice.”

			Frustration flashed across J.J.’s face. “You do have a choice. You could leave it to the Council. The hell is wrong with you?” He ran a hand through his hair and it stood up in little spikes, giving him a stressed air. “What if you get hurt?”

			“What would you do?” I demanded. “If Zati went missing, wouldn’t you do something about it? What about the twins? You’re telling me that you wouldn’t try to find them?”

			“I would try in a way that wouldn’t require me to put myself in mortal danger,” J.J. snapped, leaning forward. “At least be a little smart about it.”

			I flinched, stung by his implication. “Well, the smart way won’t yield us any results,” I hissed, leaning in, too, “so if you have any other ideas, I’m all ears.”

			J.J.’s eyes narrowed. This close, the smudges on his glasses were evident in the light, fingerprints ghosting across the lens. “Still so stubborn.”

			“A fatal flaw.” I pulled myself away, shoving my hands into the pockets of my shorts. “The Council isn’t being helpful, so I’m going, J.J.”

			J.J.’s expression darkened as he looked at me. Finally, he turned away, his throat bobbing as he swallowed hard. “Fine, if that’s what you want to do,” he said. “Please get out.”

			I flinched. Part of me wanted to argue until he agreed with me. But as soon as that part of me reared its head, resignation swept in. What did I expect? I hadn’t seen him in five years. Even if I wanted his help or approval, he wouldn’t give it. The fact that he hadn’t immediately thrown me out when he’d seen me was a miracle in itself.

			I breathed in deeply and turned on my heel. “It was good to see you,” I said, trying not to hate the way my voice shook. “Take care of yourself.”

			J.J. said nothing as I left.

			The sunlight somehow felt cold when I emerged. The brightness made my eyes water; surely it had nothing to do with how I felt like my heart was fragmenting at the edges.
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			Five

			It turns out that when you don’t want to go home, you have to get creative with how you spend your time. I bopped around the island, ducking into malls, wandering through side streets, buying small packets of sour-salty dried prunes to snack on, and half-heartedly ordering coffee and bubble tea from the many—many—fancy coffee shops in the area.

			At some point, I found myself wandering in a quasi sugar daze toward the water, third bubble tea in hand. I sniffed at the salty smell of the ocean before the strains of music caught my ear, cymbals and drums filling the air. A performer burst into song, their voice amplified and echoing through a microphone, the drums crescendoing and quieting with every turn of musical phrase.

			I knew what was going on before the stage came into sight: It was one of the many pre–Hungry Ghost Festival performances. To my right sat a small table piled high with offerings to the dead; pink steamed buns and round, juicy oranges spilled over in a bowl, knocked over by some careless person. I glanced around before I reached out, neatly stacking the food back into a respectable pile.

			A performer emerged onto the stage, dressed in an elaborately embroidered blue-and-white robe that had fringes dripping from the elbows. A giant belt was fastened around their waist, with a grinning green-and-yellow visage for a buckle. I watched in admiration as sunlight glinted off the green and red gems inlaid in their elaborate headgear, which was built to resemble a peacock’s head, complete with golden feathers that bobbed with every movement. Or was it a phoenix’s head? I hadn’t really paid attention when I’d been taught this.

			“Excuse me,” a nearby voice said as the performer began another warbling opera performance.

			I turned to see two women smiling hesitantly at me. Probably backpackers, by the look of their oversized packs and hiking boots. The woman who’d spoken sounded like my Academy roommate, Lydia, slightly nasal with touches of stressed consonants. Americans. Californians, if I had to guess. The accent was strangely comforting in its familiarity.

			The taller woman pointed to the stage. “What’s happening here?”

			What, you didn’t read the brochure? “Celebrations for the Hungry Ghost Festival,” I said instead. When they just stared at me, I added, “This month is when the gates of hell are believed to open, so these shows are meant to distract any roaming ghosts up until the actual festival in seven days.” I nodded at the seats dotting the sandy open area. “You should sit and watch—just not in the first two rows, that’s for ghosts.”

			“Okay,” the second woman said. She tilted her head, curiosity crossing her features as she assessed me. “Thank you. You must have really brushed up on this festival ahead of your visit, hey?”

			“I’m from here.”

			She blinked. “You’re not American?”

			I kept my smile fixed on my face. “No, like I said, I’m from here.”

			“You don’t sound like you’re from—”

			My phone alarm went off. I plunged my hand into my pocket to snooze it, crushing my bubble tea cup in my other hand. “I’m so sorry,” I said in the most non-sorry tone I’d ever used. “I have to be somewhere. Enjoy the festival.”

			You don’t sound like you’re from here. I fumed as I walked, ocean to my back. Like they knew anything. Of course I was from here. Just because someone sounded different didn’t have to mean that they weren’t from a place, did it?

			My phone alarm went off again, and I groaned, fishing it out to cancel the alarm. After tossing my bubble tea cup into the first trash can I saw, I twirled my hair up into a short ponytail again. I guess it really didn’t matter. Focus, Caroline.

			Nighttime was almost here. Which could only mean one thing—it was time to go ghost-hunting.
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			By the time I made it to the mansion, the sun had already sunk behind the historic shophouses. Lights and lanterns were beginning to flicker on, with dinner crowds thronging the streets. I stood outside the mansion’s front gate, the hairs on the back of my neck rising as the thick ward spells, designed to keep nosy wizards and mortals out at night, rose like a warning tidal wave. I swallowed my nausea and brushed down my blouse, steeling myself. “Here goes nothing,” I muttered before stepping through the gate.

			The world turned inside out, disorienting me as though I’d been plunged underwater with no real knowledge of which way was up. Every step I took felt like I was falling off a steep cliff, with the world turning dizzying somersaults. My magic spiked, hissing defensively, and I scrambled to hold it close, clenching my fingers into my palms. The sharp pain grounded me, helping me remember what was and wasn’t real, and eventually the nausea receded.

			When I looked up, it was to see that the previously dark house had transformed into a blaze of energy. The restored, opulent nineteenth-century Baba Nyonya mansion boasted jade-green exteriors and sharply angled roofs; protection talismans gleamed along the ornate iron railings framing the balcony where a few ghosts lounged, smoking and laughing as they enjoyed the night air. The front doors were accented with gleaming gold lacquer, with elegant Chinese calligraphy hung over the lintel. Fragments of conversations conducted in Tamil, Mandarin, Hokkien, Malay, and English drifted through the air, warm and inviting.

			It was beautiful, but in a way that reminded me of the pitcher plants my father used to grow—alluringly bright until you got too close and the trap snapped shut. I shuddered. If I played my cards wrong, I’d be here forever.

			As I ascended the short flight of steps, someone said, “Who are you?” The air before me shimmered and reformed into an old woman squinting at me. Her expression clearly suggested that she wasn’t impressed by what she saw. “You smell like the living,” she said contemptuously, voice barely above a whisper. “Non-ghosts have no place here, unless they are invited.”

			I tilted my chin up. “I have an invitation.”

			“Really,” the ghost said derisively. “From who?”

			“Uh,” I said. It probably wasn’t the greatest idea to give them my name. “Someone important.”

			“Unless your invitation is from Chung Keng Kwee himself, I don’t care,” the ghost snapped. She gestured sharply at the gate. “Get out, and don’t even think about coming back again!”

			“Wait,” I said quickly, throwing my previous discretion to the wind. “I am one of Chua Yun Fan’s descendants, surely that—”

			“I will not say it again,” the old woman barked. “Leave! Immediately!” Then she leaned around me, squinting as she peered into the dark. “Oh, what now! Another mortal? Do you find it amusing to bother those who have already departed your world?”

			I turned to see J.J. standing at the base of the stairs, looking mildly like he’d been caught red-handed. I narrowed my eyes at him. “And what are you doing here?”

			J.J. mumbled something. I cocked my head. “What?”

			“I said,” J.J. said a little louder, “I’m here to help find Aaron.” He nodded at the mansion. “Didn’t have a plan to get in, huh?”

			My ears went hot. “I definitely did.”

			“She does not,” the old lady said impatiently. “And if you don’t have an invitation either, boy, I suggest you join her and get out.”

			“Actually,” J.J. said, ascending the steps, “I do. It’s under the name of Koay Jun Kai.”

			The ghost humphed and flicked her wrist. A list materialized out of thin air, landing in her outstretched palm. She peered at it, brow furrowing into a deeper scowl. “So it is. But it is only for one person, mind! So, girl, I suppose you should—”

			“Actually, auntie,” J.J. said, extremely politely, “she’s the one the invitation is for.”

			My head snapped to him. “What?”

			J.J. ignored me. “If you could go get Uncle Jun Kai, auntie, I’m sure we can sort all this out. Her name is Caroline Chua.”

			The old lady harrumphed. I thought she grumbled something under her breath of Children these days, so impolite, but she disappeared anyway.

			I fully turned to him. “What are you doing?”

			“Getting you inside,” J.J. said, not looking at me.

			“I thought you said this was a bad idea.”

			“It is,” J.J. said flatly. “That’s why I asked my contact for a guide.”

			“Why do you even have a contact at the ghost mansion?”

			He shrugged. “Uncle Jun Kai’s grandson owes me a favor.”

			I stared at him. Unconsciously, I touched my ears to check if they were warm, before snatching my hand back. “I,” I began, wanting to ask more questions, then rethought what I was about to say. “Thank you for helping me.”

			“I’m not helping you,” J.J. said tonelessly. “I don’t owe you anything. I’m doing it for Aaron. Are we clear?”

			My chest tightened at the coldness of his tone. “Crystal.”

			“Good.” J.J. pulled his satchel off his shoulder. “Now take this. Just in case.”

			I hefted it, marveling at the weight. Several glass vials clinked together. “What’s in it?”

			Pop. J.J. and I both glanced behind us to see a new ghost standing at the door, dressed in a tattered Tang suit jacket. He smiled at us, and I recoiled—where there should have been teeth, there were only blackened stumps, shreds of flesh hanging. His mouth stretched too wide, revealing tears where the skin had ripped apart. “Caroline Chua,” he murmured. “At last, in the flesh. Mistress left instructions for you and your friend to go upstairs.”

			“Mistress?” I echoed, just as J.J. said, “That can’t be right. Our appointment is with—”

			“Oh, we know who your appointment is with,” the ghost said. His smile widened further. “However, the new mistress of the house would like to see you.” He gestured inside. Somehow, I didn’t think it was so much an invitation as it was a threat. “She has heard about your brother and would like to help.”

			I took a step back. “How?”

			The ghost chuckled. Frigid air swirled around our feet, chilling me to the bone. “Mistress Chee can answer all your questions.”

			J.J. caught my wrist in his hand. “This is a trap,” he murmured urgently.

			“Not a trap, young sir,” the ghost said brightly. “We have answers.”

			I glanced back at the gateway to the mortal realm. J.J. was right: It did feel like a trap. And the thing was, it would be so easy to leave right now and beg the Council to allocate resources to investigate as best as they could.

			But there wasn’t time. If there was information about Aaron here, we couldn’t just leave and come back. If we left now, we might never get a chance to find him. As far as I saw it, we had one shot to find out as much as we could.

			I looked at J.J. “Go. You don’t have to be here.”

			“Are you leaving?”

			“No.”

			J.J. grimaced. “I’m staying, then. I’m not leaving you.” He stepped through the mansion doorway after the ghost.

			The interior of the house was awash with warm light that poured in from a skylight, bathing everything in a warm yellow glow. The air smelled of eucalyptus, lemongrass, and talcum powder. I’d heard rumors about this—it was the house’s magic at work, adjusting itself to make all who entered comfortable. My magic sank down with a satisfied purr.

			The ghost, already halfway up the stairs, cleared his throat. “Please come,” he said. “Mistress is waiting for you.”

			Right. We weren’t here for a sightseeing tour.

			We ascended the richly decorated staircase, which was flanked by an ornate iron balustrade glistening with protective spells. I reached out to see if the spells would hold against my magic, but when my finger touched the metal, a bolt of electricity zapped me.

			“I wouldn’t try that, child,” the ghost said without looking back, still climbing the stairs. “A new rule we just implemented. All living magic will not work within the mansion.” He sniffed. “We must preserve the sanctity of the gate between worlds. Therefore, precautions must be taken to ensure the living do not take advantage of the dead.”

			“But you can still use your magic?” J.J. asked.

			“Any ghost can, within reason, young sir,” the ghost said gleefully.

			J.J. looked at me, and I read in his face my own worry. If I couldn’t use my magic, what were we supposed to do if we were attacked? I reached in for my magic and found it immediately, but trying to get a grip on it was like trying to haul an anchor out of the ocean. I wrapped my fingers around a mass of it and tugged, but it resisted, curling into a ball and stubbornly refusing to unfurl. My eyes watered with the effort, and I gave up, letting it sink back down.

			Definitely a trap. My brain began whirring, trying to think of ways to get us out of here. I cast a wild look around the hallway as we continued walking. Some curious ghosts flocked to their doors to watch us pass; in another room, I saw a man negotiating with a small toyol, the small baby-like creature demanding more coins as the man nervously stacked them on top of the table.

			J.J. and I passed one last room, where a man was trying to show off to an uninterested woman in a white tunic. “Well,” he was saying as we walked by, “I could tell you about the biggest ular tedung jadian I ever fought—”

			A were-cobra? My ears pricked up, but sadly, the ghost kept walking, leaving me no time to find out the conclusion to this story.

			Finally, he stopped in front of a sliding door. Unlike the rest of the doors in the hallway, with their brass knobs and fading wood, this door seemed special; it was dark red in color, with gold paint flecked along the sides. “Here we are,” he announced. “Wait inside, and don’t leave.”

			He didn’t even wait for me to respond before he slammed the door shut behind J.J. and me, the sound of the lock echoing ominously. J.J. gulped, pushing his glasses up his nose. “That doesn’t bode well.”

			“Maybe it’s not so bad.” I sank onto a mahogany bench at the end of the room, trying to ignore how disheveled I looked in the elegant, hand-carved mirror next to me. “Maybe they’re just being dramatic. What can they possibly do?”

			“Eat us?”

			“That’s just propaganda. Of course ghosts don’t eat people; don’t be ridiculous.”

			J.J. rolled his eyes at my dismissal, which I supposed was fair, given that we were wizards and we dealt with lots of ridiculous things on a daily basis. “Still. If we get into trouble—”

			The lock clicked, then the door slid open.

			A petite, emaciated woman stood in the doorway. She was dressed in a pink silk Peranakan kebaya, the neck of the blouse and tapered waistline heavily embroidered with orchids and lizards. I spotted several talismans under the fabric covering her wrists and noted the eyelet sleeves glimmering with enchantments. A long sarong skirt, blood-red and embroidered with black, blooming floral sprays, fell to her ankles. Her eyes burned with the promise of hellfire.

			My magic, dulled as it was, twitched with apprehension. Whoever this was, she was powerful.

			“Caroline Chua,” the woman said, her voice rough and reminiscent of sandy wastelands, “it’s so nice to meet you. My name is Chee Li Ying. I’m the new mistress of the house. You can call me Chee.” She gestured to where J.J. and I were sitting. “You’re in my seat.”

			J.J. and I almost tripped over each other as we scrambled out of her way. Chee didn’t take her eyes off us, smiling the whole time as she walked over to the bench and sat, her kebaya never wrinkling once. “You’re early, Caroline.”

			The back of my neck went cold. “You were expecting me?”

			Chee shrugged, her bony shoulders lifting elegantly. “You are looking for your brother, yes? I knew you would come eventually. After all, the ghosts are so often the refuge for the desperate, a last resort.” She raised an eyebrow. “But like I said, you’re early.”

			“I don’t think you’re a last resort,” I said, trying to think of the most flattering things to say. “So much wisdom resides here. It would be a shame to not utilize it.”

			Chee tipped her head back and laughed, a tinkling that was too delicate compared to the unearthly vibes she was giving off. The stark contrast only added to the unnatural aura of it all. “And you’re funny! I didn’t know that about you.”

			I gulped. “You know me?”

			“Oh, I’ve heard about you, Caroline,” Chee said, her laughter dying off. “I know everything about you and your family. Chua Yun Fan was a very famous man in my time, you know.” She cocked her head. “What do you know about him?”

			J.J. and I looked at each other. “Um,” I said. “He helped build the island? That’s about it. What else do we need to know?”

			Chee’s eyes gleamed bright with some sort of feverish light. “Funny how some things make it into history, and some do not.” She clapped her hands together once and a book fell into her outstretched hands. Chee opened it and ran a finger down the page. “Let us discuss your history before we proceed, Caroline. I understand you had an outstanding debt with the former head of the mansion.”

			“About that—”

			“You were seeking wisdom on how to control a pontianak.” Chee raised an eyebrow. “How utterly reckless.”

			“It was for my aptitude test.”

			“Going after a pontianak is a bold test. Why choose it?” Chee offered me a sardonic smile. “Surely the Council knew better than to let a child go after such a dangerous creature.”

			J.J. shifted beside me. I didn’t have to look to know that he was wondering that, too.

			She thinks she’s so special, a dismissive Councilman had snorted, looking down his nose at me.

			My footsteps aren’t worth following in, Aaron had said, his face pale with worry as he bound my wounds with sagetree-soaked bandages. You don’t need to prove yourself this way.

			“It doesn’t matter,” I said quietly.

			“Did you succeed?”

			For a moment, I was back in the grove, the pontianak looming over me. I grimaced. “You know the answer to that,” I said tightly.

			“I do.” Chee snapped the book shut. “I admire your ambition, or foolishness, depending how you spin it. But that is not the issue at hand.” She leaned forward, and the book vanished into thin air. “You’ve avoided the debt for five years. You owe us payment.” She eyed J.J. as though she were seeing him for the first time. “This one’s a fine specimen, if that’s why you’ve brought him with you.”

			I put myself in front of him. “He’s off-limits,” I said flatly.

			“But while I’m here, I have an idea,” J.J. said from behind me.

			Chee raised an interested eyebrow. “Oh?”

			J.J. crossed the room to the satchel he’d deposited next to the bench. Carefully, he retrieved a potion vial, which glowed blue. “I’ve made some spirit-walking potions. They would give you freedom to roam in the mortal realm whenever you want. Freshly made, so they’re potent.” He gestured at the satchel. “There are at least ten in there.”

			I tried to mask my surprise as Chee reached for the vial, turning it over in her long fingers. “These are hard potions to make. You are a very talented potioneer, child.”

			“Child?” I parried, hoping flattery would help. “You’re not that much older than we are.”

			She snorted, sweeping the potion into her sleeve. “I am over a hundred years old.”

			“You don’t look a day over twenty.”

			“Thank you.” Chee bared her teeth again. “Very well, Caroline. Your friend has provided an unexpected windfall, so hypothetically, I am happy to consider your debt paid. You are here to ask about your brother, however, so there is still payment to be had.” She smoothed down her skirt. “Tell me, what would you pay for answers?”

			This part, I’d thought of. “A favor from a Chua, no questions asked.” I gestured at the peeling paint on the wall. “I noticed that the house is losing its luster. We could finance a restoration. Add a few more rooms for the ghosts here.”

			“Tempting,” Chee mused. “I hear they’ve been talking about a fifth wing for centuries.”

			“Or a new roof,” I added. I had no idea if the roof was in genuinely bad shape, but it was a safe bet.

			Chee considered me for a moment. “I would like to accept this offer,” she said at last, the words rustling through her lips, “but forgive me, Caroline, your conduct last time hardly merits my trust.” She stood and drifted away, turning her back on us as she considered her next steps. “However…”

			Oh, man, I really didn’t like it when ghosts got ideas.

			Chee paused at the end of the room, her magic rippling around her like gossamer silk. A knowing look gleamed in her eyes. “There is something you could offer to sweeten the deal.”

			She was on me so quickly, I stumbled back into the dresser and almost knocked over a vase. Before J.J. could move, Chee flung him back against the wall, her magic pinning him down and muffling his shouts. She tilted her head and smiled, though no warmth reached her eyes. “I want your magic.”

			“Let him go,” I said, stubbornly refusing to show any fear on my face, even though my knees felt like they’d turned to jelly. Chee’s magic was burning my skin, and the smell of sulfur was so overwhelming, I wanted to gag. “Let him go, or you’ll never get a deal.”

			Chee’s eyes narrowed, but she dropped J.J., who toppled to his knees, choking. I relaxed slightly, though my fingers still clutched the marble dresser. “Okay. Now. Why do you want my magic?”

			“It’s a fair trade,” Chee said, shrugging. She was still too close for comfort. “You give me your magic for safekeeping. You find your brother. I return your magic. End of story.”

			“Giving you my magic seems like a really good way for me to lose on all counts,” I said grimly.

			Chee sighed. “What did I expect from the Chuas? You never were capable of looking beyond yourselves.” She jerked her head at J.J., who was gasping for air. “What about his life?”

			“Again, I’m not trading anyone’s life,” I said frostily. “Now. Are you going to actually negotiate, or are you going to throw around terrible terms for the rest of the night?”

			If I didn’t know better, I’d say that Chee looked impressed. She made a noise that sounded like a raspy laugh as she considered my question. “You really are either brave or foolish to insult the most powerful ghost on this island. I could kill you, girl.”

			“You won’t,” I said with as much confidence as I could. I tried desperately to kick-start my magic, but it lay dormant, dulled by the house’s older, heavier spellwork. “You need me.”

			Chee smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “Someday, this recklessness will get you in trouble.”

			I ignored this. “Last call for my offer of a favor. I’ll do it, no one else, and I have to agree to whatever it is.” I held out my hand. “I swear on my family name.”

			“I’d be very careful if I were you, Caroline,” Chee warned. “Names have power. Promises made on them should not be taken lightly.” Then her hand shot out to grab mine. “But you have a deal.”

			A bolt of fire shot through me, burning through my veins and running straight to my heart. I gasped, fire catching in my lungs, as the room became a kaleidoscope of colors. My knees buckled, arm catching the side of the dresser, and the additional pain made my vision go white as I cried out.

			“Stop whining; it’s just a simple destiny bond.” Chee drifted away, her long skirt swishing past me. The smell of sulfur tightened its fingers around my throat, making it hard to breathe as Chee settled on the mahogany bench, elegantly crossing one leg over the other.

			Hands closed around my elbows. From beside me, J.J. wheezed, “What does that even mean?”

			Chee smiled mirthlessly at me. “If she attempts to break the terms of our agreement—by, say, betraying or killing me—she dies. This is the only way I can ensure payment. Promises hurt, Wong Jia Jing. Her family knows this more than anyone.”

			J.J. tried to haul me up. “Come on, let’s go,” he hissed.

			“Aaron,” I rasped, even as I let him guide me to my feet. I leaned into him for support. “We came here for Aaron.”

			“Ah, yes,” Chee said, inspecting her long nails. “Well, Caroline, I’m happy to say I can make good on this deal immediately. Your brother is here. I’m sure you’d like to see him.” Raising her voice, she called, “You can come in now, darling.”

			The door slid open with a clack clack clack, and Aaron strolled in. He shut the door, folded his hands behind his back, and smiled. “Hello, Caroline.”
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			Six

			He called me Caroline. Not Caro or any of the nicknames he’d given me at any point. Caroline. Even the way he said it felt wrong, the accent falling on the wrong syllable.

			My eyes narrowed as I assessed Aaron’s appearance. He was a little paler and gaunter, and a new moon-shaped scar gleamed under his eye, but otherwise, he looked all right. Still, something about him made my stomach churn uncomfortably. I shook J.J.’s hand off. “They made me come home for you! Were you just hanging out here the whole time? You could have at least called!”

			Aaron didn’t move from where he stood, his hands still folded behind his back. He shrugged, the motion awkward and jerky like someone had pushed him. “I was busy.”

			I glanced at Chee, who was watching all of this unfold with a small, knowing smile playing about her lips. More dread pooled in my stomach. “Let’s go home,” I said tremulously. “Please, let’s—”

			“Not yet, Caroline.” My name dragged across Aaron’s teeth. “I’m not done.”

			I nervously took a small step forward. Aaron watched me approach, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly. “Done with what?” I asked carefully. “Is something wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong.” His smile looked out of place; too stiff, like the muscles were unused to the movement. Like someone had stretched a poor imitation of it over his mouth. “I’ve just been here studying history.”

			“Why?”

			Aaron turned to approach the wall, pacing the perimeter of the room. “I’ve been thinking lately,” he said slowly. “About how history and legacies get passed down. Legacies like Chua Yun Fan’s, specifically.”

			“Why do you care?” I demanded.

			Aaron shrugged. “What did he do to deserve such a legacy?”

			“He helped free the island from pirate bandits,” J.J. offered, his voice thin.

			Aaron stopped in front of a framed watercolor painting. Textile magic made the broad, rough brushstrokes of the ocean undulate gently when he reached out to run a finger over them. “Bandits,” he mused. “Is that what Ooi Kai Tsiang’s men were called, then?”

			“Well, what else would you call them?” I tugged at my collar. The room was suddenly stifling. Thick humidity pressed in on me, causing sweat to pool on the back of my neck. I forced myself to take a deep breath. “Why do they even matter?”

			In the corner, Chee uncrossed her arms, fabric rustling in the silence. Aaron glanced at her as he said, “We tell ourselves stories that we wish were true. We rewrite the narrative to become the heroes. Then we pass these stories down, until those stories become facts. Until they become tenets. Until they become legends that whole families build their reputation on.” He turned around. “What if I told you it was a lie, Caroline? Would you believe me?”

			A sharp crash sounded through the air. J.J. crumpled beside me, wheezing for breath amid the shards of broken pottery now littering the floor. I stumbled, lightheaded.

			Looking back at him, I realized what actually unnerved me about Aaron—his eyes were too wide. Too bright. He hadn’t blinked once. My skin began to crawl.

			Get away. Get help. I tried to propel myself backward, reaching for the door, but my feet weren’t cooperating; they stumbled over each other, knocking me even further off-balance. Aaron advanced on J.J. and me, cocking his head. In a tone so soft my ears strained to hear him, he said, “What if I told you Chua Yun Fan murdered my family?”

			The world began to blur. I reached for the dresser again to steady myself and missed, my fingers closing around thin air. “Aaron,” I gasped as my knees buckled.

			Aaron drifted over to a twitching J.J., eyeing him with an uncharacteristically disdainful expression. “You should stay away from her,” he said. “All her family ever does is endanger everyone around them.”

			J.J.’s mouth opened and closed, unable to make sounds.

			I struggled to prop myself up on my elbows, my muscles on fire as I tried to breathe. The world swam in and out of focus as Aaron’s shoes stopped in front of me. He shuddered like there was a chill and tilted his head, his face slowly morphing into an older man’s. They were Aaron’s eyes still, but the lines on his forehead were deepening, the scowl seemingly permanently etched into his face. The moon-shaped scar, sitting above his rounded cheek and just under his eye, remained in place. “Terrible mistake, coming here,” he said.

			I tried to speak, but my words sputtered in a hoarse choke. Aaron, I mouthed.

			“Your brother can’t help you,” the man said. His hand twitched, purple magic sparking from his fingers. “But I must say, he’s proven a useful vessel for me to move in during the daytime. Not that we’ll need it for much longer.”

			Helpless desperation flooded my nervous system, choking me with panic as I tried to summon my magic, only for it to collapse. The strange man looked at me contemptuously, then turned away. “At least use her as a vessel, Chee,” he said. “Keep her out of the way.”

			“If all goes well, Kai Tsiang,” Chee replied, “I won’t need a vessel after tonight.” Her eyes gleamed. “He wants her alive anyway.”

			Kai Tsiang. My dying brain registered the name. The Pirate King. He’s here. He’s back?

			Kai Tsiang rolled his eyes and folded his hands behind his back. Already his face was shifting back to my brother’s, lines smoothing out on his face. Something rippled in his expression, like a stone striking a calm pond, and his shoulder jerked forward as if pushed. He cursed and clamped a hand around his wrist, magic flaring dark purple.

			“Besides, husband dear,” Chee drawled, “it seems like your vessel is fighting you, and I don’t feel like being distracted.”

			My heart quickened. Aaron, I tried to say.

			“If you won’t use her, at least take her magic and remove one branch of her family,” Kai Tsiang said grimly. He glanced at me, the cold dismissal entirely out of place on Aaron’s face, and turned away. His voice dropped into a tone so low, it was impossible to make out all the words amid the panicked buzzing in my brain as I fought for air. “We only have seven days…We need to find it…full power…Hungry Ghost Festival.”

			A movement caught my eye: J.J. was crawling for his discarded bag, his movements slow and laborious. I tried to fight off my pain, moving my body, centimeter by agonizing centimeter. I have to help him.

			Chee said in a singsong voice, “Ah, ah, ah, I don’t think so.”

			Her magic ripped me away from J.J. and lifted me off the ground like a disjointed puppet. Chee flexed her finger, bending me backward at the waist until I thought I was going to snap.

			Chee pressed a hand to her shoulder, and her clothes began to shimmer as the illusion spell embroidered into the sleeves disintegrated. The pink kebaya dissolved into a ragged dark blue jacket of a samfu, rips opening near the shoulder and wrists. Chee’s sarong tightened and darkened, turning into a black pair of pants, slashed at the ankles. The only thing that remained from her original outfit was an ornate, pearl-encrusted hairpin holding her bun together.

			Chee reached up into the air and pinched from right to left, and magic materialized in her hand. My heartbeat spiked and my eyes widened—I recognized it as the island’s magic, but corrupted and sticky, dark with malice. Chee, seeing my expression, smiled, the expression tinged with manic glee. “How helpless does it make you feel?” she whispered.

			“How do you have living magic?” I managed to get out.

			“Hardly the question you should be asking at a time like this.” Chee leaned in, her breath cool against my sweaty skin. “Now, Caroline, it’s time for you to atone for the pain your family caused mine.”

			I summoned what was left of my energy. “I don’t even know who you are,” I croaked.

			Chee’s smile grew brittle. “That’s the problem, child.”

			My arm jerked behind me, twisting at an unnatural angle. All at once, white-hot pain exploded behind my eyes as my bones came close to popping out of their sockets. The ghost drew even nearer, her eyes burning as a keris dagger materialized out of thin air, golden hilt nestled in her palm and sharp blade glinting in the light. “Give me what I deserve,” she whispered and reverently drew the blade down my arm.

			Before I could stop it, my magic blazed to life, surging to the surface of my skin, clawing to get out. Uncontrollable, agonizing heat blazed from my chest and I arched backward, screaming at the way the magic writhed inside of me, desperately trying to burst free from my skin. Chee’s fingers began to glow with thin, bright golden magic, reeling out strands of my magic through the cut she’d opened.

			The door exploded out of its frame.

			A middle-aged woman—the one who’d been subject to hearing the story about the were-cobra—stood in the doorway. Her black hair hung in a loose braid, fine wisps escaping to frame her round, pale face. For a moment, everyone in the room stared at her.

			Kai Tsiang snarled, “Why are you here?”

			As the words left Kai Tsiang’s mouth, J.J.’s hand crept into his bag. With a small cry, he unstopped a vial and flung it at Chee’s feet.

			An explosion of sunlight surged through the room, filling each corner with warm, scorching heat. Chee shrieked, dropping me, and I crashed to the ground, desperately sucking in lungfuls of air. My magic sank back into my skin, dulled again by the house’s magic, but I barely had time to be relieved by this when a hand closed around my arm. I looked up to see a wincing J.J. as he shielded his eyes. “Let’s go,” he snapped. We stumbled out of the room before Chee and Kai Tsiang, still reeling from the surprise flash-bang, could stop us.

			The hallway was an entirely new one from the one we’d entered through, but I didn’t have time to take stock of this. We half limped, half sprinted down the passageway, ignoring the startled ghosts who had come out of their rooms. But before we could dart down the stairs, the hallways rippled, and the staircase disappeared from sight. My breath caught. “They’re trying to keep us here,” I gasped.

			The door we’d just come from shattered into smithereens. My brother’s voice roared, “STOP THEM!”

			The strange woman blew past us. “This way!” Her hand closed around a brass doorknob and she burst through a nearby door. J.J. and I tumbled into the room before she slammed the door shut. “We have to barricade the door!”

			“Can’t ghosts just walk through walls?” J.J. protested.

			“Not here.” She grabbed a heavy bench and wedged it under the door handle. “Hurry up before they take your magic.”

			J.J. cast a glance at me. “Did you know that was going to happen?” he asked half-accusingly.

			“Yeah, of course I knew my brother was being possessed by a ghost and his new girlfriend wanted my magic.” I glared at J.J. as I tried to haul a dresser over to the door, wincing at how it felt like someone had taken a hammer to every bone in my body. “No, of course I didn’t know that! Now will you please help me?!”

			J.J. dashed over to my side to drag the dresser across the room, the wood scraping all along the way. The woman grimaced as we wedged it tight against the door. “That won’t hold them long. We don’t have much time.”

			“And just who are you?” I demanded.

			The door handle rattled, and J.J. let out a tiny yelp of fear. The stranger just hissed. “No time for introductions, girl! Help me open the window.”

			“I can’t, my magic doesn’t work here!”

			From behind the door, Chee’s voice floated in. “Let us in, Caroline. This is for the best.”

			“No magic,” the ghost repeated. “Well, that’s not ideal. Stand back then—”

			The door exploded into smithereens, and we all ducked as the dresser and bench immediately went flying. Kai Tsiang marched in with Chee following suit, her hair still immaculately coiled in a bun.

			Given the circumstances, honestly, this bothered me more than it should have.

			Chee scowled at the ghost standing next to us. “Don’t you ever get tired of meddling?”

			“Good to see you again, beloved sister-in-law of mine,” the ghost said in the most insincere tone I’d ever heard. “Kai Tsiang, you look a bit different.”

			“New body,” Kai Tsiang said. His body jerked forward again, and Kai Tsiang hissed, pushing my brother’s shoulder back. “It’s got some issues to work out. What are you doing here, Kai Lin? I thought you’d have passed on to the reincarnation cycle by now.”

			“You know, I was going to,” the ghost—Kai Lin—said, and then I saw her fingers moving behind her back. The bolt to the window began to move slowly, and my magic, sensing the presence of the outside world creeping in, stirred eagerly. “I came back for you, though. Heard some strange stories.”

			Kai Tsiang hissed. “Stay out of it, sister dear.”

			The bolt was almost loose. Just a few more centimeters…

			“Enough,” Chee barked. The sharp keris, gleaming ominously with bright, dangerous magic, appeared again as she lunged for Kai Lin, who dodged out of the way at the last minute. I yanked J.J. to the ground as the blade swung toward us. It cleaved through the window bolt, which clattered uselessly to the ground as the window flew open. A weight seemed to roll off my shoulders and I sucked in a lungful of fresh air as my magic surged full force, filling me with energy again.

			Chee growled. “No!” She leaped toward us, but I sidestepped her, keeping myself as close to the window as possible. “Get back here!”

			Kai Lin was there before I could react, parrying Chee’s blows with swift, decisive magic spells before pivoting to deflect my brother’s, finally knocking them backward and out of the room. I made to follow, but J.J. caught my arm. “Oh no you don’t!”

			“We have to help!”

			J.J. peered out the window. “I know, but they’ve spelled the mansion so that any living wizards can’t use their own magic. You’ll be powerless the moment we leave this window and go back in.” He eyed the distance to the ground. “I don’t suppose there’s a way out that doesn’t involve us potentially breaking our legs.”

			The hallway lit up with a purple glow, and the mansion rattled with the impact of the spells. I glanced over my shoulder. “I can’t leave her behind—”

			J.J. grabbed me by my shoulders, shaking me a little. “Listen to me,” he said. “Your magic works outside. It does not work in here. If you go into that hallway, you will die. Do you understand?”

			He was right. I knew he was right. The strategic thing to do would be to go get help, and hope that Kai Lin, whoever she was, was smart enough to escape. But it still felt wrong to leave her behind after she’d pulled me out of a surefire death trap.

			As though he sensed my hesitation, J.J.’s grip tightened on my shoulders. “We’ll get help,” he said. “Okay? I promise. Can you get us down?”

			With great difficulty, I forced myself to focus. “I think so,” I stuttered. “I think if we just—”

			There was a furious roar, and then someone went flying, body hitting the wall with a dull thud. My brother loomed in the doorway the next moment, his magic framing him in an ominously dark purple aura that illuminated the rage on his face.

			I backed up toward the window, frantically summoning my own magic. “Trust me?” I said to J.J.

			“Uh—”

			“Close your eyes!” I grabbed J.J.’s hand and jumped, dragging a yowling J.J. with me. My magic bubbled to life, turning into a tiger. It twisted underneath us to slow our fall, shoving its bulky frame under J.J to catch him by his shirt collar and snap him out of free fall.

			I managed to grab hold of the tiger’s sinewy body, but not fast enough to avoid crashing into the ground. I tumbled head over heels onto the grass, landing awkwardly on my leg, and J.J. yelped as he went sprawling into the bushes. I rolled onto my back, wincing as the tiger loped over to me, nosing anxiously at my foot. “Okay,” I panted, clamping a hand into its fur to recall it. “I’m going to have to work on that landing.”

			J.J. stumbled out of the bushes, groaning. His face twisted in alarm when he saw me on the ground, trying to get up. “Caro!”

			The house erupted with a massive BOOOOOM. J.J. and I instinctively ducked as fire burst out of the window we had just jumped through, licking hungrily at the wooden window frame. The blood drained from my face. “Aaron—”

			“That wasn’t Aaron,” J.J. said grimly, staring up at the fire. “Whatever that was, it’s not your brother.”

			“We can try to reverse whatever happened to him,” I said through gritted teeth. I put my weight on my ankle, ignoring the bolts of pain shooting up my foot. “We just need to catch him—”

			J.J. grabbed my hand, squeezing tightly. “We can’t do that, not in this state,” he said urgently. “That was the same magic that got under Uncle Chan’s skin. Didn’t you feel it? We can’t fight it right now.” His face twisted as he reached over and wiped away something from my face—soot, I realized, when his trembling fingers came away black. “But we will find Aaron. Okay? I promise.”

			I choked back a cry of fury as I looked back up at the building, where it was hissing furious smoke-filled complaints at the sky. “What even happened?”

			“The fighting could have destabilized the gate leading to the ghost realm.” J.J. tugged at me. “All that offensive magic flying around—the mansion must have been overloaded. Let’s get out of here before something else blows up.”

			An awful screech echoed from the mansion, sending ripples of fear down the back of my neck. I clutched J.J.’s arm. “What was that?”

			“I don’t know,” J.J. said, tugging faster, “but we are not staying to find out.”

			I barely had time to cast a concealment charm before we stumbled through the front gate and almost collided into a crowd of anxious mortals, all pointing and yelling at the mansion. Clearly, the illusion spells around the building weren’t going to be enough to hide the fact that it was on fire. “Gas leak,” one man bellowed. “I told you that the museum was due for a checkup!”

			“Let’s get out of the way,” J.J. whispered in my ear, and I forced myself to follow him across the street, where I leaned against the wall of a coffee shop, wincing as I dropped the spell. J.J. adjusted his grip on my arm. “Where does it hurt? Other than your leg, I mean?”

			“I—” I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

			His gaze sharpened. “Caro, you have to focus—”

			“I’m fine.” Instinctively, I reached for his hand, and J.J. automatically intertwined our fingers together. His grip was tight, though out of fear or relief, I couldn’t tell. I resisted the urge to yank him to me and crush him in a desperate hug. “I’ll be okay. Are you okay?”

			The firelight cast J.J.’s face half in shadow. “I could be worse.”

			A figure loomed over us: Choong Kheng, his expression an equal mix of fear and anger. “What have you done?” he thundered.

			Before we could answer, another BOOM ripped through the air. Horrified, we watched the roof cave in, leaving a gaping maw that belched angry black smoke. Orange light danced across the sky as the fire raged. Wizards scurried around—some threw up wards to keep the flames from reaching over the wall, some ushered the mortals away. I took a half step forward, even though I had no real idea how I could help. There were innocent ghosts in there—they must be so terrified. Could they get back to the ghost realm if the gates had exploded?

			“Caroline! J.J.!” My father rounded the corner. The twins were with him, Zati tagging along behind them with wide eyes as she stared at the burning mansion. Dad coughed, covering his mouth with his sleeve. “What happened?”

			“Dad!” I let go of J.J. and limped over to my father, my throat tight with fear. “Aaron’s in there. The ghosts have him.”

			“Uncle, he’s possessed by a ghost,” J.J. said, coming up behind me. “He tried to kill us.”

			“We can save him,” I insisted. “There must be wizards somewhere who know how to reverse a spell like that, we can get him back—”

			A high-pitched whine split the air. What now? I thought and whirled, my ankle flaring in pain, only to see the front gate crumble, broken iron pieces blackening and twisting inward. That can’t be good. The air constricted, pulling inward toward the mansion.

			A silver burst of magic flashed in the corner of my eye. Threads of Arabella’s magic bound together for a shield just as the mansion’s now unstable ghost realm magic exploded outward, knocking mortals and wizards alike into cars and windows and shophouses. Dad threw himself in front of me as I buried my head in his arms, flinching at the muted thud of the explosion against Arabella’s shield.

			The crunching of glass broke the eerie silence that descended. A long-limbed figure came staggering out of the smoke, pushing back a shock of hair. Aaron stumbled to the gates wearing a wild, terrified expression. He caught sight of us, and his expression crumpled into one of relief. “Dad!”

			My father let me go and started toward him. J.J. tried to grab his arm, but his fingers closed around empty air. “Uncle, no—”

			Dad didn’t seem to hear him. “Aaron,” he said, moving as fast as he could over the shattered glass and twisted metal that littered the street. His voice carried clear above the crackling of the fire, even above the building cacophony of the wizards who were scrambling to contain the smoke in the clearing. “Aaron, come here.”

			“The ghosts,” Aaron garbled. “Help me—please help me, I’m so scared—”

			“It’s okay,” Dad said soothingly. “I’ve got you.”

			My heart was in my throat as I watched my father reach for Aaron. My glance shifted to my brother, the burning inferno a backdrop, when I saw the moon scar under his eye flare to life.

			The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. “No!” My instincts propelled me forward as I reached for my magic, fashioning a rope that flew straight and true toward Aaron.

			Aaron’s gaze shifted to me. His mouth tugged upward.

			I yelped as my brother caught hold of my spell and redirected it, slamming my surprised father into the ground. Aaron shifted on his feet, magic blossoming from his fingers in a blast I barely dodged as I crashed into a parked car.

			I rolled to my feet, groaning a little, only to see Chee appear, pressing her keris to my father’s throat. “Ah, ah,” she taunted as the twins and Choong Kheng all moved forward. A ring of fire sprang up from the ground. “I wouldn’t come too close if I were you. Fire has such a bad habit of burning the wrong people.”

			“Let him go,” I snarled.

			Chee tilted her head, her cold smile gleaming in my direction. “Don’t you worry, Caroline. We’ll be back for you.” She kicked an empty vial, and what was left of J.J.’s spirit-walking potion clattered across the pavement. “Especially now that we have the west’s magic, and we can roam whenever we like.”

			It was Choong Kheng who moved next, casting a spell high. In the ruins of the mansion, what was left of the embedded talismans flared to life, threads reaching out for Chee and Kai Tsiang. I immediately knew what he was trying to do—he was trying to trap them, to keep them from escaping into the night by reactivating the spells and imprisoning them in the mansion.

			It wasn’t going to be enough. The mansion was too badly damaged; it wouldn’t be able to hold two powerful ghosts, especially not two ghosts who had hold of the island’s magic, somehow. I instinctively reached for the spells, seeking to braid in the iron of my own magic, and for a moment, I felt it intertwine with Choong Kheng’s and the island’s.

			Then the spell crumbled. My magic, bright and wild and unable to conform to the island, ate away at Choong Kheng’s spell. Choong Kheng stumbled backward, his expression horrified. “The talismans are gone,” he breathed. “The mansion has fallen.”

			I heard what he was really saying: There’s nothing stopping the dead from entering our world now.

			A rotten scent choked the air. One by one, shadows began to form into ghosts—lanky, disheveled, grim specters. Other creatures lumbered behind them: sinewy monitor lizards crossed with giant spiders; bears with six legs; pythons with three heads. They all began to appear behind Chee, slowly blocking my father from view. As they stepped forward, I watched the grass around them wither. The iron gates crumpled further, bending backward into a twisted heap.

			Chee’s eyes locked with mine. Her blood-red lips curled. Goodbye, she mouthed, and then her army surged forward.

			The illusion spells around the mansion disintegrated, disrupted by the emergence of the ghost realm into the mortal world. Everyone panicked. Chaos erupted as ghosts and monsters lunged forward, grabbing anyone they could. I watched, frozen in horror, as mortals and wizards alike were dragged screaming into the ghost realm, vanishing before my very eyes; a Council member standing by me shrieked as a python clamped its jaws around his wrist and yanked him away from the protection circle he was trying to draw. Athena shouted an order I couldn’t hear, and I saw Arabella drag J.J. and Zati back as she conjured up protective shields.

			“We must stop them!” Choong Kheng snarled. “Council, with me!”

			But even as the Council all moved as one, casting protective spells that boxed in and pushed the ghosts and creatures back, I saw Kai Tsiang, in Aaron’s body, step backward to join Chee. She smiled, her teeth bared with what looked like delight as she plunged the keris into thin air, ripping another hole between the ghost and mortal realms. With a small gleeful wave, they vanished into the makeshift portal, their army dragging my struggling father behind them before the keris blade glinted, sealing the rift back up.

			It had all happened so fast. One second, we’d had Aaron in our grasp. Now, my father, the leader of the island, was gone, and we were left with the burning wreckage of the Peranakan Mansion, sobbing mortals, a ring of fire, and disoriented wizards. I stared down at my hands, unable to believe what I’d just witnessed.

			Athena broke the silence. “What do we do now?”

			Choong Kheng stared at the crackling flames. “I don’t know,” he murmured.
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			Seven

			It quickly became extremely obvious that no one was particularly happy with me.

			First, what was left of the Council made J.J. and me attempt to explain our presence at the mansion, though they’d seemed more interested in the fact that the ghosts had the magic in the west and less in the fact that my brother had resurfaced. After several hours that stretched just past midnight, when the Council had had enough of yelling blame at each other and at us, the twins had swooped in, marching me, Zati, and J.J. to my home. Choong Kheng joined us shortly thereafter, if only to give my mother the news that the Council had elected her to take up the interim role as Head of the Island. She tried to refuse, of course, but they’d insisted, and even though Choong Kheng had tried to spare her, the decision was final. The legacy was intact. A Chua, even by marriage, would still be at the helm, a necessary “steady hand to keep the ship running,” a Councilor had apparently said.

			Legacy. I scowled at the cracks running through the marble floor of my house’s foyer. My father and brother were missing, and the Council only cared about legacy. When would I stop being surprised by the depths of the Council’s callousness?

			Mom paused at the front door, one hand on the metal bolt, before backtracking to draw me into a tight hug. I could feel her shivering through her blouse, but her voice was steady when she said, “Stay here and don’t go anywhere dangerous.” She kissed my forehead. “We’ll need to talk.”

			“Bee,” Choong Kheng said, his voice gravelly. His disappointment manifested in his slumped shoulders—though whether it was with me or with the Council’s in-fighting, I couldn’t tell. “We must go. They’ll need help strengthening the temporary wards around the mansion.”

			“Tina and I can come,” Arabella said, getting up from the couch.

			My mother’s grip tightened on me. “No,” she said. “I’d feel more comfortable knowing someone’s keeping the kids safe.”

			I opened my mouth to instinctively argue that J.J., Zati, and I were all eighteen and not really kids, but then shut it when I thought through the night’s events. Some of this was deserved. Instead, I tugged my grip away from my mother as the twins exchanged a look, then nodded in acquiescence.

			Mom nodded back at them. “Nowhere dangerous,” she said to me. “Tina, Bella—you have my permission to hex her if she tries anything.”

			Athena waited approximately three seconds after the door had closed behind my mother before rounding on me. “I don’t even know what to say to you,” she spat. The way she furiously paced across the living room made me think she was going to burn a trail through the rug. “We told you not to go in. Now look at what you’ve done. Do you have absolutely no sense of self-preservation? What were you thinking?”

			“Tina,” Arabella warned from where she was sitting next to Zati, hand placed protectively on her shoulder.

			Athena made a sharp about-face, rage telegraphed loud and clear by every move she made. Her hands shook wildly as she wrung them together, no doubt wishing she could wring my neck instead. “You’re lucky that J.J. had the foresight to send Zati to us. I can’t believe you! We asked you to leave it alone and you went behind our backs—”

			Arabella threw up her hands and snapped something in Hokkien. Athena, turning on her sister, shot something back, the rapid-fire dialect tumbling out of her mouth too quickly for me and my rusty language skills to understand. Judging by how she was gesturing at me, it wasn’t anything good.

			J.J. shifted on the couch. It was a small couch, so we sat shoulder to shoulder. He was shaking, the adrenaline still coursing through him. “Yelling at her won’t be productive.”

			“I can yell at you, too,” Athena snapped, glaring at him. “Want me to?”

			“Stop,” Arabella cut in again. “Nothing is going to change. Let’s get some sleep and then figure out how to clean up this mess in the morning.”

			Athena huffed, stalking toward the door. “I’m going to go check the protection spells around the house. Like I’m going to be able to sleep knowing ghosts might be roaming the island.”

			She fell asleep anyway, once she came back in. J.J. curled up next to me on the sofa and succumbed next, the exhaustion of the night’s incident overtaking him as he snored against my shoulder, soft hair tickling my cheek. Zati eventually slept after an hour of tossing and turning, her expression anxious and wary. Arabella was the last to close her eyes, but before she did, I could feel her thoughtful gaze resting on me, watching. Waiting for something, though I wasn’t sure what.

			I couldn’t sleep. I stared up at the ceiling, jangling nerves keeping me awake.

			Was Athena right? Should I have left it alone? I pressed myself farther into the sofa, wishing I could disappear into it. If I had done what everyone wanted, we would never have found out what happened to Aaron. The ghosts may have moved on, and we’d be in the dark about it all. This way, we at least knew who we were up against. Right?

			But Aaron’s face kept surfacing in my mind. I tried to erase it, to remember my brother as he was, not the way he had snarled and spat at me. I closed my eyes and tried to sink myself into better memories: memories of him teaching me xiangqi, me stealing his ice cream, him chasing me around the park after catching me making faces behind him. I tried to remember the way he laughed and realized with some dismay that I couldn’t, not clearly. Every smile of his I conjured up twisted into the mad grin of only a few hours before. Every laugh distorted into something high-pitched and broken.

			This wasn’t helpful. I turned my mind instead to Kai Tsiang’s words. What if I told you Chua Yun Fan murdered my family?

			I gently rolled a snoring J.J. off my shoulder and slid off the couch, taking great care to not let the leather squeak under my skin. Softly, I padded up the stairs to the top of the landing, where I squinted long and hard at my great-great-great-grandfather’s painting. What did you do?

			As far as I knew, the history books had only ever talked about Chua Yun Fan and Ooi Kai Tsiang clashing on the open seas. After a protracted war, defectors from Kai Tsiang’s army had given precious intelligence to Yun Fan, leading to the eventual collapse of the rebellion. Kai Tsiang had vanished into the history of the defeated. Why should I trust the word of a ghost pirate about what Chua Yun Fan had done?

			“Are you going to go into the study, or what?” Arabella’s voice said from behind me.

			I jumped, shocked out of my thoughts, and almost slipped on the smooth wooden floor. I whirled to see Arabella ascending the last of the stairs. “What are you doing here?”

			“Same thing you’re doing. Looking for answers. I want to help.”

			“I don’t need to be policed in my own home, Bella.”

			Arabella stepped past me, pushing open the study door with a small creak. “I’m not here to police you.”

			“I don’t need help,” I said stubbornly.

			“Not needing help and not wanting help are two different things,” Arabella said mildly. She stepped over the threshold into the study, footsteps sure and measured. “I’m not your enemy here.”

			“You and Tina have been at my throat since I got home,” I hissed. “You have both been watching me like I’m some loose cannon—”

			“Tina’s been at your throat,” Arabella said, her back to me as she studied the shelf of thick family archives my mother had meticulously filed away. “Not me. And can you deny that you’re a loose cannon? You helped blow up a mansion.”

			“I didn’t blow anything up.”

			“I know,” Arabella said. She ran a long finger down a book spine, contemplating. “But your visit was the catalyst. You went in with no plan, and it got out of control. If you’d told us, we would have helped you.”

			“No, you wouldn’t have.”

			“I would have,” Arabella amended. “You seem to think that you’re the only one here who cares about finding Aaron, you know. But you’re not. I do, too.”

			“Really, Bella?” I folded my arms. “And what have you done about it?”

			“I’ve been strategizing—”

			“About finding Aaron?” I snapped. My hands were trembling, and I tried to slow my breathing down. It did not work. “It doesn’t feel like it. Because the Council’s only cared about the missing magic, right? That’s why no one was surprised about it being missing, only who had it.”

			Arabella took a deep breath. “The magic going missing was a big deal—you don’t understand.”

			“I understand plenty. I understand that instead of trying to find him, the Council threw him aside.” I advanced on her. “I understand that you haven’t cared enough to go looking for answers. You could have convinced the Council to invest more resources, you could have come with me to the mansion. You could have saved him. At least I cared enough to do something.”

			Arabella went very, very still. An ominous silence settled over the study as she seemed to weigh what to say next, slowly turning toward me. When she finally did speak, her expression was implacable and cold, every word dripping in ice. “You have some nerve, Caroline.”

			“I—”

			Arabella took a step forward, her grip white on a book. “You think you can just waltz back in here to help him,” she said grimly. “But where were you when he had to learn how to take on his family’s burden himself? Where have you been for the last five years? How many of his calls did you answer?”

			I flinched. “That’s not my fault. I was protecting him.”

			Arabella scoffed. “Oh, nothing is ever your fault, Caro! You can believe that if you want, but don’t stand there and act like you’re the only one who cares about him. You’re not the only one who loves him. But not all of us can go running off when we’re on the Council.”

			I opened my mouth to rebut this. Of course Arabella didn’t understand. She hadn’t been the one who’d been judged for her mistakes. How could she understand how I needed to get away to contain the fallout? Perfect Arabella Lim, who’d never done a thing wrong in her life.

			But then up close, for a moment, I saw the glimpse of what I’d been going through, the maelstrom of uncertainty and exhaustion churning in Arabella’s eyes. Her mouth trembled, betraying the fear I felt, and the angry words died in my mouth. My heart twinged sympathetically. I saw myself in her—a girl doing her best to save someone she loved, in the only way she knew how.

			I broke our impasse and moved to stand next to her at my dad’s desk, looking over the book that was in her hand: a thick tome of family history, spelled by decades of archive-keepers whose job it was to note down my family’s stories. Awkwardly, I muttered, “Why are you looking at this book, anyway?”

			Arabella’s gaze flickered as she seemingly recognized the olive branch I was inelegantly trying to hold out. She flipped a page. “You told the Council that Kai Tsiang mentioned Chua Yun Fan,” she said shortly. “I’m trying to figure out if there’s any more information in your family’s personal archives. Get another book and start reading.”

			I reached for another book off the family archive shelf before something suddenly occurred to me. “Hang on. The study is only spelled for family to enter. How did you get in?”

			“You let me in.”

			“No, you entered before I did,” I pointed out, staring at her. Something itched in my mind about this scene, confusion rearing its tired head. “I’ve seen this study zap Uncle Choong Kheng, so it’s nothing to do with the Council’s status. The only way you’d be able to enter is if someone in the family gave you dispensation.”

			Arabella kept her eyes studiously focused on the book. “Aaron did.”

			“Why—”

			Right then, someone knocked on the door. “Hey,” Athena’s voice said crossly from behind it, jiggling the doorknob. “What are you two doing? Let us in.”

			I looked at the door, then back to Arabella. “Then why didn’t he give Athena dispensation?”

			“Are you going to keep asking questions or actually get on with it?” Arabella asked dryly. She absently flicked her hair behind her ear, and I noticed how pink her cheeks suddenly were.

			The puzzle pieces started clicking together, even as I dissolved the security spell with a single wave of my hand. Zati, Athena, and J.J. all tumbled in, the latter two looking sleep-rumpled. “What’s going on?” Zati asked, far too brightly for three a.m.

			The other three looked at me, but I was still staring in disbelief at Arabella. “You’re dating my brother!” I exclaimed.

			This elicited absolutely no reaction from Athena, Zati, and J.J. Athena just shrugged. “Obviously she is.”

			Zati beamed. “It’s very cute.”

			“Too cute,” J.J. muttered.

			“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I demanded.

			“Maybe if you had picked up his calls, you’d know,” Arabella grumbled, going back to her book. “Interrogate him later when we get him back. That’s not the important thing to focus on. There’s something missing from the history here.”

			I blinked, still wrestling with the fact that my brother had apparently just never bothered to tell me about this huge development in his life. So much had changed, and I hadn’t even been around for any of it. I only snapped back to attention when Zati nudged me and Arabella said, “Caro.” She turned the book around, showing off the text gleaming under the lamplight. “Look. It says here that Chua Yun Fan fought Ooi Kai Tsiang in the 1899 Straits Emergency. He won in 1900.” She tapped the next paragraph. “But then it doesn’t pick up with his life again until 1908.”

			“Why is that important?” I asked.

			Arabella frowned. “This is all old magic,” she said. “Every archive-keeper in a family knows how to spell a book to automatically write down history. Any kind of history. And it’s meticulous—there’s, like, six pages about how your great-great-great-great-great-grandmother might have invented a new way of teasing out magic from the coral reefs.” She turned to Athena. “That will probably solve the problems we’ve been having with the durians, actually, we should see if we can re-use that spell—”

			Athena coughed loudly, and Arabella redirected immediately. “Right. Sorry. No archive would just skip over eight years of Chua Yun Fan’s life.” In the study light, her eyes gleamed. “I wonder if it’s hiding something from us.”

			J.J. gulped. “You think that he killed Kai Tsiang’s family in those eight years? He wouldn’t have done something like that. He was the High Protector of the Island.”

			“He wouldn’t,” I said dismissively. “It’s just eight missing years. And spells fail all the time. I don’t see how it’s important. It’s weird, but it’s not a clue.”

			Zati tapped the book. “Well,” she said, “I’ve found that in research, when there’s a discrepancy, there’s usually something behind it. This isn’t the only place where history is written down; we could go visit the archives. Maybe we’ll find something there about the missing history, or at least about Kai Tsiang and Chee.”

			“Yes,” Arabella murmured. “Maybe we can find them in the records of all births and deaths of the island.”

			“Hang on,” Athena said. “This is all moving too quickly. Might I remind you that Caroline just blew up a mansion?”

			“I didn’t blow it up—” I began indignantly.

			“No, but you certainly have proven that you’re reckless, which led to the ghosts blowing it up,” Athena fired. She turned to her twin. “We’re just supposed to let her go out and potentially keep wreaking havoc?”

			“She’s looking for her brother,” Arabella said evenly, “which is a common goal, I would think.”

			Athena ran her fingers through her hair, agitated. “I obviously want my friend back, too, but, Bella—there are ghosts running around out there. Angry ghosts.”

			“Hungry ghosts, more like,” J.J. murmured, then hissed as Zati stomped on his foot.

			“It’s dangerous,” Athena said, ignoring them.

			“When have you ever backed away from danger?” I challenged.

			“Started doing it once I figured out how out of my depth I was,” Athena retorted. “And we are very out of our depth! Do any of us even have experience with ghosts?”

			“We have firsthand experience after Uncle Chan,” Zati mumbled.

			Athena threw her hands up. “This is absurd. Bella, I can’t believe you’re cosigning this.” She scowled, turning away. “What if someone gets hurt? What if someone disappears like Aaron did? Are you willing to risk us all?”

			A silence settled across the room. Zati bit her lip, inching closer to J.J. and me, and I put a comforting hand on her shoulder. Arabella opened her mouth but then shut it again. I understood; she couldn’t make that promise.

			I watched Athena, trying to reconcile this girl with the Athena who had pulled any number of irresponsible pranks with me as children. This couldn’t be the same Athena who had made murals come to life to startle unsuspecting tourists, or the same Athena who had snuck off to go watch the duyungs play off the coast at midnight. This Athena was scared.

			I closed my eyes. For a moment, I was right back at the mansion. The fire burned under my skin again as Chee tried to extract my magic, muscles tearing as she bore down on me. I’d gone toe to toe with a ghost and barely escaped with my life. Whatever we found, it would bring us closer to the ghosts, and after what she’d seen tonight, I could understand why Athena was afraid of what we would find.

			And still, I did not see a choice.

			“I have to find him,” I said at last. I shoved my hands into my pockets, trying to swallow my pride. “And I can’t do it alone, Tina. You’re right, okay? I’ll need help. From all of you,” I added, glancing at J.J. and Zati. “The ghosts mentioned the Hungry Ghost Festival, and being at full power. That probably means we have less than seven days to stop them before they get rid of Aaron.” I repressed a shudder at the thought of my brother turning into a lost soul, wandering the ghost realm with no memory of who he was. I’d heard enough dark stories to know that some of them had kernels of truth. “It’s now or never.”

			Athena did not turn around. She stared at the bookcase, her back still turned to me. Finally, she said, “And the rest of you?”

			“I’m going with her,” Arabella said quietly. “I want him back.”

			J.J. nodded in agreement as Zati snapped her fingers. “I’m great at research,” she chirped. “Let me help you with reading, and I can stay out of the fighting. And away from the ghosts. And the…whatever else.”

			“Cool.” Athena turned around then, lamplight casting shadows across her sharp features. “Two nerds, a hothead, and one defense combat witch.” She narrowed her eyes. “Great odds.”

			“So help us even it out,” Arabella said. “Besides, it’s just the archives.”

			The twins locked eyes, an unspoken conversation unfolding between them. I watched them hesitantly. Finally, Arabella raised an eyebrow and Athena sighed loudly. “Okay, fine. The archives. I’ll help you with that. But nothing else, got it?”

			“Got it,” I said quietly.

			Athena stomped toward the door. “Fine. Whatever. Now, for God’s sake, let’s go to bed. It’s going to be a long day, and if I have to babysit all of you, I need my rest.”
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			Eight

			Call me uncultured, but I’d never been to the island’s official archives before. Libraries, yes—there were all sorts of magical libraries scattered around the island, but I’d never visited the archive.

			Which was why, when the five of us stepped out of the travel gate, I was startled to find that we were standing in a spacious food court. I looked around at the round metal tables filled with retired elderly folks and hungry office workers who were tucking in to various meals on pink plastic plates and clinking their cracked cups onto saucers. Every stall bustled with the full breakfast rush, hawkers bellowing convoluted drink orders back to their respective stall’s kitchens. Rickety fans oscillated overhead, tepidly circulating the thick, humid air. Squawking crows hopped from metal table to metal table, pecking up crumbs and darting around.

			I blinked, confused. “Why did someone put the archives here?”

			“I don’t know.” Arabella shrugged. “It’s how it’s always been.”

			“Write that down on the list of questions you want to ask the archivist,” Athena said brusquely, shouldering past me. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

			“Have any of you ever been here before?” J.J. asked as we walked past several mortals. They turned to watch us, wondering where we were going, but the island’s illusion magic kicked in, and their eyes glazed over as they absently turned back to their food, compelled to ignore us.

			“Not at all,” Arabella said. “Zati?”

			Zati shook her head. “I only know about it because my university suggested I visit for resources.”

			The illusion spell overlaid on the stall shimmered away as we approached, revealing a golden door gilded with curling vine motifs. It creaked in protest when Athena swung it open, a cavernous interior yawning wide. Cold air seeped out, cooling our feet. “Remind me what we’re looking for again?” she asked.

			“We’re looking for answers related to those eight missing years, or anything about Chee Li Ying or Kai Tsiang,” Arabella said, waving us through.

			“Chee Li Ying,” a voice croaked from inside the archives, thick with the imprints of a translation spell. “Now, that’s a name I haven’t heard in a while.”

			The door swung closed behind us. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the darkness of the library. The room was fronted by a spacious lobby covered in marble flooring. Rich teakwood covered the walls, gleaming with the traces of protective talismans that glinted in the light cast by small, recessed lanterns. I craned my neck to peer up at the ceiling. Without the light of the sun, the roof took on the form of a dark sky, dotted with what looked like stars—or fireflies, I realized a second later—blinking against the inky blackness.

			One small, wizened man stepped out of the shadows. His songkok was embroidered with gold thread that flickered in the dim light; the same golden glow seemed to shine behind his eyes, which darted back and forth like he could see things we couldn’t. When he smiled, deep laugh lines carved valleys near his eyes. “Izzati binti Nazarudin. Wong Jia Jing. Arabella and Athena Lim. Welcome.” Then he turned his gaze to me. “And welcome home, Caroline Chua.” He bowed. “My name is Nazmi, and I am at your service.”

			“How do you know us?” I asked, startled. I racked my brain but couldn’t remember meeting this man.

			“I am the island’s archivist,” Nazmi said. “Not many know my name, but I know almost everything and everyone. There are, however, some things that escape my wisdom. Such as, why are you looking for information on Chee Li Ying and Ooi Kai Tsiang?”

			“School project,” I lied. If we didn’t have to reveal our real reason for being here, I was gonna keep it a secret. The fewer people who knew what we knew, the better.

			Nazmi blinked owlishly. “Strange school project,” he said, his voice scratchy. “These are not names people ask about often.”

			“We like learning about obscure facts,” Zati said brightly.

			Nazmi eyed her with what looked like faint suspicion. I tensed, waiting for him to throw us out of the archives, but Nazmi just shrugged. “I have heard all manner of odd questions, and my responsibility is to assist visitors, so assist you I shall. Come.”

			The library rippled and expanded as we stepped into the space, weathered outlines of protection spells flickering to life. Rows and rows of shelves unfurled before us, stretching into what looked like infinity.

			“The archives have been on our island for as long as anyone can remember,” Nazmi said, his voice echoing as though in a cave. He gestured to our right, passing a row of what seemed like several artifacts—a stone statue of a Malay warrior; a model of an old, weathered military uniform; a hulking travel gate that lay dark and inactive. “Ask any question, and you will find an answer.” He halted, tilting his head as if he was listening to something we could not hear. “Ah, Jia Jing. Looking for how to stop death itself, are you?”

			J.J. jumped, startled. “How did you—”

			“Potioneers like yourself always come to seek life’s mysteries,” Nazmi said mildly. He snapped his fingers, and a book materialized out of thin air. It hit J.J. on the head, but Nazmi either didn’t notice J.J.’s yelp of pain and Athena’s immediate guffaw or he chose to ignore them. “The library tells me what information is wanted and needed. Izzati…”

			“I ask for nothing,” Zati said quickly, looking up above her head.

			“Some questions don’t need to be asked.” A small notebook appeared in Nazmi’s hand, and he handed it to Zati. “Here. The archives apparently want you to have this.”

			I glanced over at the book: MAGIC AND ITS PHYSICAL PROPERTIES, A COMPENDIUM. Zati lit up. “Ooh,” she breathed, flipping it open immediately. “Yes, this will be useful for the thesis.”

			Nazmi stopped in front of a squat bookshelf. It trembled for a moment before it spat out two books at his feet. He huffed an irritated sigh as he bent to pick them up. “As for the Lims, one of you seeks knowledge, and the other, power. The archives are well-suited for both. But to know how to use knowledge and power, you must first understand where both came from.”

			“Which one of us seeks knowledge?” Arabella asked.

			“Take a wild guess, nerd,” Athena snorted, and then yelped when Arabella pinched her.

			Nazmi beamed beatifically as he handed them the books. “An island’s history,” he said brightly. “Understanding its origins and systems will help you be better stewards.”

			“Thank you, pakcik,” Arabella said cheerfully.

			“Thank you, pakcik,” Athena echoed with significantly less enthusiasm.

			I waited for a few moments as Nazmi kept walking, his head swiveling as though he were listening to a host of voices. “I don’t get a book?” I asked lightly. “I like reading.”

			Nazmi stopped in front of a metal door. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring of keys, the jangling echoing faintly down the aisles. “The archives appear to have determined texts are not the key to the answers you seek,” he said, unlocking the gate and opening it with a long, drawn out creeeeeaaaaaaak. Something whispered in the darkness. Cold, musty air tickled my nose. “Sometimes, history must be lived. Come along. Ah—” He held out a hand as my friends took a step forward. “Not you. Just Caroline.”

			“Pakcik,” Zati protested, peering around me, “you can’t let her go in by herself, surely.”

			“I will be with her,” Nazmi said calmly. “But you must wait here.” He arched an eyebrow. “Surely you have things to read?”

			“Well, yes,” Arabella ventured, “but it’s just—well—we don’t want Caro to be alone—”

			“I understand,” Nazmi replied. “But this is what the archives have decreed. They will not reveal what they know to anyone but her.”

			Zati and J.J. looked at me, their expressions flitting between concern and wariness. J.J. raised an eyebrow at me, and with a knowing I hadn’t felt in years, I instinctively understood what he was asking. Are you okay with this?

			“I’ll be fine,” I said as reassuringly as I could. I looked at Nazmi, who only looked back. He didn’t seem like he could hurt me, but just to be sure, I reached for my magic. It rumbled to life, curling possessively against my rib cage. Relieved, I let my magic settle back down. “What will we be doing?”

			“Visiting memories,” Nazmi answered.

			When he didn’t elaborate, I exhaled gustily. “All right.”

			“If she’s not out in five minutes—” Athena began threateningly.

			“Time moves differently in the archives than what you know in the mortal world, Athena,” Nazmi replied. “I suggest drawing on your stores of patience. Perhaps you should…take a page out of your twin’s book.”

			The corners of my lips twitched. J.J. chuckled. Zati and the twins just stared at him. Nazmi sighed, gesturing inside the dark room. “No one ever gets librarian humor.” He bowed slightly. “After you, Caroline.”

			Nazmi led me down the darkening hallway, humming tunelessly. He trailed his fingers along the shelves; where his fingertips touched, the magic glowed, briefly illuminating books covered with a thick layer of dust. I reached for a book bound in what looked like lacy thread, and then recoiled, startled, when the book hissed and withdrew farther into the shelf.

			“Please don’t touch anything,” Nazmi said over his shoulder as he ambled down the hallway. “The books do not like being touched by those they did not call.”

			I leaned forward to peer at the book. “A nice variation of a protection spell,” I observed. “Reminds me of how the Bavarians protected their books.”

			“Astute observation, Caroline,” Nazmi said. He turned to look at me. “I worked with a visiting German archivist a few years ago to rework our preservation spells. How did you recognize the specific variation?”

			I shrugged, feeling a bit warm at the small praise. “Saw it in my school library,” I muttered. I tucked my hands into my pockets. “How long have you worked here?”

			“Several centuries,” Nazmi replied. His sandals slapped against the marble. “I have chosen to prolong my life to chase the stories that fascinate me.”

			“It seems like a thankless job.”

			“Only if you see it that way,” Nazmi said cheerfully. “Do you think you will ever choose to prolong your life?”

			I thought of Uncle Choong Kheng, of the medicines and potions he had to take to live forever, and shuddered. “Doubtful.”

			“Understandable. It is not a choice most people make, for good reason. However, this is the job I have chosen. I like stories, and how they help people find answers.” He turned to me, resting a hand on the shelf. “Which brings us to why we are here, Caroline. You have questions. Ask.”

			I shifted from foot to foot. Suddenly, when presented with the perfect opportunity, I had no idea what question was best to ask. Finally, I decided to combine the two most burning questions, and settled on, “There’s a missing eight-year chunk in my family archives. Does it have anything to do with Chee Li Ying?”

			Nazmi held out his hand, and a book materialized, bound in leather with red thread running through it. But when I reached for it, Nazmi pulled it away. “The answer is here,” he said, his voice paper-thin. “But I must warn you: The answers you seek may not be the ones you want.” He arched an eyebrow. “Knowing that, do you still want them?”

			Uncertainty clawed at me. The moment felt perched on a precipice, neatly torn between the before and the after. There was no telling what we’d find here. But still, I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “I need to know,” I said.

			In the dim light, Nazmi’s eyes glowed softly, giving him an ethereal look. “Very well, then.”

			He snapped his fingers, and the book fell open. Before I could reach for it, the lights in the library extinguished with a single breath. I gasped, and the air rushed into my lungs like pins and needles. “Nazmi,” I yelped, just as the ground gave way.
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			Nine

			The fall made my stomach drop. I shrieked, squeezing my eyes shut and expecting to land with a sickening crack of bone against marble. But instead, my hands fell forward, soft earth pushing up between my fingers. Light flooded the world all at once. I looked up wildly to find myself in a patch of grass, sunlight beating down on my skin as I knelt in front of a wooden stilt house.

			Nazmi sat under the shade of a palm tree, languidly scooping coconut meat out of its shell. “Never been inside a memory spell before?” he asked conversationally.

			I shot to my feet. “You could have warned me!”

			“Apologies,” Nazmi said, though he didn’t sound sorry at all. He chewed on the soft meat. “I thought you would have known.”

			I brushed sand away from my knees, scowling. “Where are we?”

			“Shhh.” Nazmi nodded at something behind me. “Look.”

			I turned around, and my alarm spiked tenfold.

			Chee emerged from the doorway, her hair in a neat bun. She was wearing the pink kebaya I’d met her in, the embroidery as elaborate as ever. Her cheeks were full, her skin plump and fresh; this was a woman who had never known starvation, who was well-fed and well-off. She absently smoothed the kebaya down before reaching up to touch the jade that glinted at her ears and throat. Exhaling, she stepped into the sunlight, tilting her face toward the sun.

			I grabbed Nazmi, preparing to haul him behind the palm tree to hide, but Nazmi clamped a hand on my wrist. “This is a memory,” he said in a low tone. “She cannot see us.”

			“You’re late,” Chee said, staring at me.

			I glared at Nazmi. “Are you sure?”

			Nazmi just rolled his eyes and turned me around.

			My eyes widened when I saw my great-great-great-grandfather strolling up the dusty road, wearing a languid, wide smile. Chua Yun Fan brushed some dust off his black overcoat before unbuttoning the top clasp of the silk jacket, pulling it away with his little finger. “Apologies,” Yun Fan said. His voice was strangely melodious, a translation spell rounding out his words but tripping on the hard consonants. “You know how time slips by when it comes to business discussions with Johnson and his men.”

			Chee’s brow creased. “What do they want now? Are they asking about the tin mines again?”

			“Always the tone of suspicion with you.”

			Chee’s frown grew even more pronounced. “That happens when I am suspicious. I do not trust them.”

			“You do not trust anyone,” Yun Fan chided softly, ascending the stairs. He reached up to smooth away Chee’s frown. “You are too protective, my pearl.”

			Chee leaned into his touch, the corners of her mouth twitching up slightly. Still, her tone remained businesslike when she said, “Then tell me the truth, Yun Fan, before I begin suspecting your new friends of attempting to usurp us even more. What issue do they take with my tin mines now? Are they not producing?”

			Yun Fan paused, looking at her. His expression was soft, wide open. Tender, almost. My eyes darted between them.

			“Don’t worry about the tin mines, beloved,” Yun Fan said at last. He scooped up Chee’s small hands in his. “You shared your tin riches with me, and I am grateful, but the time has come for you to not worry about them.”

			“They are still mine, though,” Chee mused. She flipped their hands over so hers were on top. “While I may have shared them with you, they are my responsibility, my legacy, my gift to the prosperity of our home.” Her eyes searched Yun Fan’s. “You remember your betrothal promise, of course.”

			Yun Fan pressed a kiss to Chee’s knuckles. “Of course,” he agreed. “I would never suggest you give up your share. I merely suggest that it should not trouble you so.”

			“Yes, well. Building an empire is not easy.” Chee blinked. “You understand. It takes years of hard work.”

			Yun Fan laughed. “The only hard work I have ever done was courting you,” he said. “At any rate, I’m here now. Forgive me for being late.”

			Chee hummed. She leaned forward, a smile darting about her delicate mouth. “I suppose I can forgive you this one time, Ah Fan.”

			I gaped at her. This was the face of the ghost who had almost killed me, but a century’s time removed. Her smile was the same—cunning layered beneath it—but her eyes were warm, crinkling up in a laugh. There was no promise of death here. Just a girl, laughing at a joke someone had made.

			And Yun Fan—he was different, too. I had never seen him in his youth. He looked nothing like my family. Where our faces were round, his was sharp; his nose was slightly crooked from what looked like a previous break; his ears were both too big and too wide for his face. I’d never seen images of him when he looked this carefree. All we had were the photos after the war, after the hard choices, after the weight of responsibility had settled into the frown lines on his face.

			Chee pulled herself away from Yun Fan, descending the stairs. Her shoes clicked against the wood. “As you say, it’s late,” she remarked. “You can make it up to me by taking me to dinner.” She glanced behind her. “Or else I got dressed up for nothing.”

			Yun Fan’s smile curved his eyes into warm crescents. He fell into step behind Chee, reaching for her so that they were hand in hand, descending together. “It would be a shame if you did that for nothing. Is this a new kebaya?”

			“Yes. Trying out a new color. Do you like it?”

			Yun Fan hummed, rubbing a sleeve between his thumb and finger. “Pink is my favorite color on you. But it doesn’t matter. Any color you wear is glorious.”

			“Pink it is, then,” Chee said, and tugged at his hand. “Come, Ah Fan. I know where you can take me.”

			The memory shifted. All of a sudden we were standing in a sprawling garden. Tall hedge mazes rose into the air, hibiscus flowers blooming against lush, green bushes. Small jejarum flowers glowed like red pinpricks. Nazmi vanished the coconut with a snap of his wrist. “Come along, then,” he said, walking down the long pathway.

			“Wait, I—” I scrambled after him. “What did we just see?”

			“Two betrothed people in love.”

			“He married her? I thought she was married to the Pirate King!”

			“I said he was betrothed,” Nazmi said waspishly. “Words matter, you know.”

			“Why would he even consider marrying her?”

			“Why not? They grew up together. Why should they not have fallen in love?”

			I gaped at him. “They grew up together?”

			“Hm, yes.” Nazmi stopped by a bush to peer at a hibiscus flower. “Children of prominent families generally do.”

			I frowned. “I’ve never heard of Chee’s family in any of the history books I read.”

			“Of course you have not.” Nazmi sighed. “History is written by the victors, and I imagine there was vested interest in erasing Chee’s name after the war. But there was a time before war—there always is. Her betrothal to Chua Yun Fan was a business match.”

			“How?”

			Nazmi raised an eyebrow. “How? They were the children of a prominent maritime businessman and a tin mining industry titan. It was a decision soaked in gold. They would have controlled the ports, the inland routes, the import and export trades from here to Goa.” Nazmi plucked a hibiscus flower off the bush. “A good match. Tempered with real love, depending on who you asked.”

			I flashed back to last night. All my injuries had distracted me from some details—the way Chee’s expression had crumpled for a moment before hardening again, a deep well of pain showing for the briefest of a second. Promises hurt. Her family knows this more than anyone. I’ve given your family everything.

			I don’t see how he took anything from you, I countered against the memory. It was all voluntary.

			Right on cue, a strident voice cried, “You would throw what we’ve built away for them?”

			Nazmi and I turned the corner, entering a small garden. Yun Fan stood at a stone table at one end of the courtyard, hands splayed across the stacks of paper sitting on top. Chee stood by the door, her knuckles white from how hard she was gripping the back of the nearby stone bench. Her voice trembled as she added, “You would let these outsiders tell you what to do?”

			“They aren’t telling me to do anything,” Yun Fan said evenly. “I’m merely saying, if we look at the bigger picture—”

			“There is no bigger picture,” Chee snapped. “They are asking you to sell them the tin mines. My tin mines. I told you this would happen. I told you that they would try to carve us up like meat—”

			“Li Ying, that is not what’s happening.” Yun Fan pressed a finger to the bridge of his nose, clearly trying to stave off a headache. I got the feeling that they’d visited this conversation several times. “You are so resistant to change. They are asking to be partners, not our masters.”

			“Partners,” Chee echoed. “How can you not see what they are doing? How have you deliberately blinded yourself to how they work behind our backs, pitting our people against each other?” She let go of the stone bench, taking a step toward Yun Fan. “We cannot allow that. We are powerful. We can push them away. We do not need them.”

			“If we do not engage with them, our island will collapse,” Yun Fan said, not looking at her. “You know this as well as I do. As they stand, the mines and our mercantile trade cannot sustain us forever. Already, the winds of change and fortune are shifting south to Singapore. We must ally ourselves with powerful partners to stay alive.”

			“Why?” Chee challenged. She came to a stop next to Yun Fan. “Why, when you and I can do it together? We can lead the island out of this age.” Her voice softened into a cajoling tone. “You know we can.”

			Yun Fan was silent for a long moment. Finally, he lifted his gaze to Chee’s, his expression inscrutable as he reached out to cradle her face in his hand. “You are so optimistic, my pearl,” he said quietly. His thumb stroked her cheek. “It is something I have always loved about you.”

			Chee covered his hand with hers, her eyes shining. “It is not optimism, but faith.”

			Yun Fan nodded, absorbing this. “But even you must know,” he said at last, “that neither faith nor optimism will save us.”

			Chee stiffened. She pulled away, and for a moment, Yun Fan’s hand remained suspended in air, cradling nothing. “So that’s it, then? You won’t even put up a fight? A year of negotiating with the devils, and you’re rolling over? Do you not care about our home?”

			“You are fighting for a world that is on the cusp of vanishing,” Yun Fan said tiredly. “Can’t you accept that, Chee?”

			“No!” Chee took a step back. “No, I won’t. This island deserves leaders who believe in their people, not craven leaders who will do anything to assume power.”

			Yun Fan’s eyes flashed, his spine stiffening with indignation. “That is not what’s happening.”

			“No?” Chee challenged. “Isn’t that why Johnson put you forward as Head of the Island? Isn’t that why you’re breaking our betrothal agreement, giving up my mines—”

			“They aren’t your mines!” Yun Fan threw up his hands. “How many times must we talk about this? You shared them with me, and they are as much mine as my mercantile trade is yours!”

			“Then why does Johnson only negotiate with you?” Chee snapped. “Why not me? Because you’re weak, Yun Fan. They know they can manipulate you. You would give the island up for a pat on the head, a few extra coins in your coffers—”

			“ENOUGH,” Yun Fan erupted. He slammed his hand down on the table, and the papers stacked on it went flying. Yun Fan trembled all over with rage. “I am doing what I think is best for the island, and I will not hear any other complaint.”

			Chee’s mouth curled into a sneer. As she backed away, I saw flashes of the ghost I’d met in the mansion—furious rage, barely masked by a layer of cold civility. “I always knew this to be true about you,” she said, her tone low. “You fear me and my power. You have never wanted me as a true partner.”

			She flicked her hand, and I startled a little when her magic darted by me, catlike. “Very well. If you will not respect my decisions for the island, I have no choice but to make them myself, on my own terms. Unlike you, I will stand against the tigers, by any means necessary.” She set something down on the bench. “Goodbye, Yun Fan.”

			Unconsciously, I reached out for Chee. My fingers brushed against her sleeve, but they passed through it like water. Chee strode past us, her expression grim and resolute. A small circlet of delicate gold glinted on the stone bench.

			The garden collapsed. I looked around, disoriented, seeing the library come into view for a moment, but then lights flared overhead to reveal the brightly lit Council chambers. They were unchanged from how I remembered them in the present day; the room was circular and carpeted, smelling faintly of roses and stale air, and wizards thronged the small room, all clamoring to be heard.

			Five men sat in a row at the front of the room. Chua Yun Fan sat in the middle, in the Head of the Island’s seat. He didn’t look much older than when we had last left him, but he seemed aged nonetheless, his shoulders bowed from the pressures of leadership. I could see the beginnings of the lines that would underscore his later portraits, once he’d become the untouchable High Protector. He seemed colder, too, his gaze sliding across the clamoring councilors without really seeing them.

			I glanced around the room and with a start, I recognized Choong Kheng, face smooth and hair unstreaked by silver wisdom. He was young—if I had to guess, in his early twenties. He sat somewhere in the lower ranks, bent over his notes, frowning—still a lowly councilman then, probably not even in a position to enact any change. I knew he was old, but I hadn’t realized his career stretched this far back. No wonder over the decades he’d guided my family through being the Head of the Island.

			“Order,” one of the councilors shouted from the dais. “Order!”

			“Yun Fan, what shall we do?” a small man squeaked, standing on his seat. He adjusted his loose baju melayu, tugging at his pale blue sleeves. “Every day, the pirates come closer to surrounding the island. Our defenses in Teluk Kumbar cannot hold. Shall we contact Johnson and his men to ask for reinforcements?”

			“That is not an option,” Yun Fan replied. “This is an internal fight.”

			“An internal fight we are losing,” another councilor protested. “If we invite Johnson—”

			“If we petition Johnson for support, we will forfeit the trade leverage we have with them,” Yun Fan said flatly. “They will use our debt to ask for more from our people, and I think we have given them enough.”

			I blinked, startled at the shift in philosophy—I’d just seen him arguing for allying with this Johnson, whoever he was. Perhaps Chee had been more effective in persuading him than she’d thought; whatever had happened between the last memory and now, Yun Fan had clearly come around to what she’d said and agreed with her on some terms.

			My heart twinged at the thought. He’d understood too late, and now they were on opposite sides of the war.

			“Then we must focus on our defense,” the first man declared. “Yun Fan, if the pirates capture the eastern magic, too, we will fall—tell us where it is, and we can protect it.”

			A woman rose to her feet. A jolt of recognition flashed through me: This was the woman from the mansion, Kai Lin, a younger version with fewer scars and lines around her eyes. She glanced sharply at the councilors, and as though she’d cast a spell, the room fell silent all at once. “Defense is not the only avenue available to us,” she said. “We’ll launch a sneak assault at dawn. Kai Tsiang’s and Li Ying’s forces will need time to recuperate after their assault on Kampung Kelapa overnight. We will cut off their supply lines at sea, and our forces will overwhelm them on the ground.”

			“Yes, Kampung Kelapa,” another councilor raged. “I demand retribution. Her army burned a whole village to the ground and set alight our precious fleets at sea. I call for destruction!”

			“Exile them,” someone shouted.

			“Think bigger,” snarled another voice. “Li Ying has betrayed everything we stood for. Doom her to obscurity, I say. Let us erase her family from our ledgers.”

			Something rippled across Yun Fan’s face, but his stoic expression did not crack. “Li Ying has causes she fights for,” he said coolly. “As do we. We will bring them to stand trial.”

			“Trial, Yun Fan?” one of the other High Councilors inquired. “After the wartime crimes she and Ooi Kai Tsiang have committed?”

			“Perhaps considering your past history with that wretched woman, you are too gentle, and perhaps she is undeserving of your kindness,” one other High Councilor noted.

			“Kindness,” Yun Fan echoed bitterly. He cast his fellow High Councilor a scathing look. “Pravin, I have personally cut swathes through their navy in the last week to re-open blockaded ports. I have heard men begging for forgiveness before the waves swallowed them whole. It is not kindness that drives me. It is justice.” He raised his chin. “I will give them what I think is fair.”

			“What is fair,” Pravin replied, “is that they pay for the lives they took.”

			“By that measure, then we would have to pay for the lives we ourselves have taken,” Yun Fan answered. “I will not be needlessly vicious.”

			A memory flashed into my mind’s eye of me as a thirteen-year-old, covered in blood and kneeling in front of an irate Council that debated whether to expel me or to strip me of my magic. A sour taste rose in my throat at the parallel. The Council had always been vicious.

			“So we do nothing,” a councilor called incredulously. “Is that what it comes to? What will you sacrifice for the safety of our people?”

			Yun Fan’s mouth tightened into a grim line. Magic gathered around him like an ominous spellcloud. “Enough,” he rumbled. “I am the Head of the Island, and we waste time arguing when there are other matters to attend to. Leave Li Ying and Kai Tsiang to me.”

			There was a long, loaded pause, one in which other councilors murmured and shifted uncomfortably. Yun Fan glanced at Kai Lin, and something passed between them—a knowing look that seemed to suggest that there was more here than they were letting on. But in the blink of an eye, the moment passed, and Yun Fan turned his attention back to the room. “In the meantime,” he said, “let us prepare to defend the eastern magic. Kai Lin, your plan is approved, but we cannot send all our fighters with you—some must go to the temple.”

			The eastern magic. The gears in my head spun. If the ghosts had already taken the western magic, they were probably also trying to take the east’s.

			Of course. I’d been so busy trying to stay alive, and then dealing with the revelation about my brother, that I’d completely overlooked this. If the ghosts got all of the island’s magic, they would overpower us, crush us beneath their heel by ripping magic away. I leaned forward, anticipating more information, but the memory was already blurring. “Wait,” I blurted. I reached for Nazmi’s arm. “Wait, go back.”

			“That is the extent of the memory that was shared with me,” Nazmi said, startled. The scene reformed around him into an ornate room. “What’s wrong?”

			“Last night, Chee and Kai Tsiang alluded to taking the east’s magic. Where is it?”

			Nazmi’s mouth parted. “You met them? How?”

			I could have screamed. “There’s no time to explain! The location has to be in another memory!”

			“This is all I have—oh!”

			Abruptly Nazmi folded over, hands clutching at his knees as the library shuddered violently, like someone had picked it up and rattled it. The memory flickered and collapsed, revealing the darkened room around us. “What’s going on?” I asked, alarmed.

			Nazmi gasped out an incantation I didn’t catch and spells in the walls flickered to life, glittering and glowing. “Someone’s activated the library’s defenses,” he wheezed, tugging me toward the exit. We sprinted down the hallway, dodging as books fell out of their shelves. “We must get you and your friends out of here.”

			We burst back into the main library just as it shook a third time; books toppled off the shelves, and I lunged for Zati and J.J., throwing up a shield as vengeful, angry magic rippled through the room. Zati yelped and ducked as pages exploded into smithereens, showering us in a tornado of what looked vaguely like snow for a few moments. I gagged when the smell of sulfur and rotting eggs began to fill the room.

			The ghosts, it seemed, were about to break in.
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			Ten

			“Let’s get out of here.” Arabella scrambled to her feet. “Emergency exits. Where are they?”

			The look Nazmi gave her was almost scathing, even as he struggled for breath. “We’re in a magical library. There are no emergency exits.”

			“What do you mean there are no emergency exits?” Athena yelled. “I’m pretty sure the Council asked for every magical building to have at least one!”

			“Maybe we argue about this later?” I glanced behind us. “We should get to the travel gate outside.”

			Right on cue, another boom from outside rattled the library, closer this time. J.J. grimaced. “I don’t think that’s a great plan.”

			Nazmi forced himself to his feet as his skin glowed a dull golden color. The magic in the library responded, rising to a fever pitch. “There is another option,” he said, limping down the hallway, feet stumbling over each other. “We must hurry before it’s too late.”

			We didn’t need to be told twice. We followed him to the defunct archway that we’d passed on the way in. It glittered, stone catching the flickering light, and Nazmi put his hand on it. “This is an old travel gate,” he said, looking up at it. “Use it to escape.”

			“The Council disabled these old portals because they were too unstable,” Arabella protested. “They require too much magic to operate and if we’re not careful we could get spliced—”

			The room shook again. Athena groaned, even as she summoned her magic. “I guess this is as good an emergency exit as anything else. Unstable magic it is.” Her magic took the form of a sword, and Athena plunged it into the gate to activate it.

			The door to the library slammed open. Distantly, the sound of yelling drifted in from outside. Nazmi winced, his eyes flaring a faint golden with every impact, and he threw his hands out. Protection glyphs glowed under our feet before bars shot up into the ceiling, forming a cage of sorts.

			Sweat dripped down Nazmi’s forehead with the effort of keeping the bars upright. “We don’t have long. The library’s defenses are failing.”

			“Where do we even open the travel gate to?” Athena demanded. Her hands glowed as she braided the island’s magic into her own energy, fingers moving fast as she traced Chinese characters into the stone, trying to activate the old portal spell.

			“The Council?” Zati squeaked.

			“No,” I blurted instinctively.

			“No?” Athena yelled. “Then where do you suggest we go?”

			I tried to think, even as the library rattled again, and clamped my eyes shut to concentrate. Yun Fan’s face surfaced in my mind, solemn and stern. Let us prepare to defend the eastern magic.

			“The ghosts want to take the eastern magic,” I said, my mind racing. “I think it’s in a temple. Where would you hide magic if you wanted to keep it a secret?”

			“If we knew, it wouldn’t be a secret,” Athena snapped, drawing a complicated spell in the air. She wiped away sweat from her forehead and flicked her wrist, and the spell exploded outward, the threads of her golden spell making the gate glow.

			“The Snake Temple?” Arabella offered.

			“Too small,” J.J. said. He ducked as debris rained down on us in a fine layer of dust. “But I bet the Winged Jades at Kek Lok Si would know.”

			“No,” Athena immediately said, just as Zati echoed, “The what?”

			“Shape-shifters,” J.J. said, like it was the most normal thing to say. “Their history goes back two centuries, their original temple has been standing for ages; they would know. I’m aware you have that weird history with Kavita, Tina, but we have to try.”

			“What weird history?” I asked, momentarily distracted.

			“Not the time, not the point!” Athena yelled, her voice cracking. The spell fractured with her lapse in concentration, and she cursed, yanking her hand back like she’d been burned even as she tried to repair it with her other hand.

			Another boom shook the library. Nazmi grunted, his arms trembling. “You are doing a lot of arguing for children who do not have much of a choice,” he said, his voice straining to be heard over the chaos.

			“Kek Lok Si it is, then,” Arabella said. “Tina, help me with this.”

			I watched, mesmerized, as the island’s magic sank into Arabella’s magic, manifesting itself into a thick rope that fell from her hand to her feet. Arabella coiled it around Athena’s magic, now taking the form of a dagger, and together, the twins plunged their magic into the space within the frame of the gate’s arch. The blade sank halfway in and Arabella, wrapping the magic rope around the hilt for a firmer grip, tugged the blade diagonally, moving inch by inch as she tried to cut through invisible shreds of magic.

			For a moment, the gate yawned open, letting in glimmers of light, and Athena lunged, her magic wrapping around her hands as she struggled to pry the gate open even farther. Fresh air and late afternoon light poured through the gateway. Time outside the archives had moved quicker than we’d expected; it had been late morning when we’d arrived, but the sky was now darkening with the approach of sunset. Nightfall was an hour away, maybe two.

			“Come out and fight, Caroline,” a voice sang. Chee’s face flashed in the shadows, and fear spiked through me. I gasped, flinching away and careening directly into J.J., who steadied me, his hands automatically landing on my waist. Zati anxiously peeked out from behind him.

			“What is it?” J.J. asked, gaze roving across my face. His grip tightened. “What’s wrong?”

			“She’s out there,” I garbled. I looked for Chee, but she’d vanished. I could still feel her watching, though. Waiting. “Chee’s here.”

			Arabella hissed, yanking her hand back from the archway as she lost control. The gate snapped closed. “We can’t hold this open for long,” she panted.

			The library quivered. The protective bars bent inward and began to snap—slowly, then all at once, like taut rubber bands snapping under a relentless blade.

			Before we could react, they exploded into a million fragments, flinging us aside. I yelped as the world went white, then black, burying me under debris and books as I desperately curled up under a hasty shield.

			When I finally fought my way out of the pile, the library was on fire, flames hungrily licking the books around us. Pages fluttered in the wind, shriveling into small, blackened pieces. Books spilled from the gaping mouths of toppled bookshelves. All along the walls, the tiles and mirrors cracked under the heat, reflecting back the fire and casting a terrible glow.

			J.J. appeared in my line of sight. One hand went to my head, then my arm, eyes wild behind his glasses. An angry, bright rivulet of blood dripped down his cheek, like someone had sliced a crimson pen across his skin. Beside him, Zati hovered, covered in dust but unhurt. Judging by how gingerly J.J. was holding his other arm, he must have knocked her out of the way of the nearby half-collapsed bookcase.

			The twins stumbled to their feet, swaying but also intact. I couldn’t hear her, but Arabella was yelling something to Athena, magic pouring from her to a kneeling Nazmi as he pulled frantically at the island’s magic. Spells flickered in the stonework around him. They were trying to repair the shield, I realized, before it was too late.

			A hand waved in front of my face. My gaze snapped back to J.J. His mouth was moving, words coming from far away as my ears rang. “What?” I screamed, clamping a hand over my ear to try to heal it.

			J.J.’s mouth moved, his voice distant and incomprehensible, and I tried to read his lips. “Are you okay?” I repeated. When J.J. nodded, I nodded, too, giving him a thumbs up and trying not to wince as my head throbbed. I reached up to touch the cut on his cheek, instinctively trying to help heal, but he flinched away. “Are you okay?” I half shouted.

			“WATCH OUT,” Zati’s mouth moved.

			I turned just in time to see a purple blur flash out of the dust choking the library. I barely dodged Aaron’s first blow, the spell blasting through the bookshelves, and managed to right myself in time to deflect the paralysis curse that he fired my way. He sidestepped out of the way, and another spell zipped past me: Athena, taking advantage of Aaron being knocked off-kilter to strike with her own stunning spell.

			A bright flash of a keris gleamed in the dust storm. Its wavy blade bit into Athena’s spell, reducing it to ribbons as Chee emerged, her mouth tight in a grim smile. Her eyes narrowed in interest when she caught sight of the archivist kneeling in the debris. Her mouth moved, and I desperately clamped a hand over my ear to finish up the spell, willing the ringing in my head to stop. From far away, Chee’s voice filtered in: “Nazmi. How funny to meet you again.”

			“Li Ying,” Nazmi said. His voice did not shake, even as the magic blinked frantically in the stones around him. “You don’t want to do this. I remember you as a child. You cannot do whatever you’ve come here to do.”

			Aaron hissed. His face morphed into Kai Tsiang’s for a moment. “How dare you presume to tell us what to do—”

			“No,” Chee said, stopping him in his tracks. She glanced at Nazmi. “I do remember,” she said. Her face softened, and I recognized the younger version of her, the one Yun Fan had fallen in love with. “Which is why you have a choice, Nazmi. If you protect Caroline and her friends, you are against me. And if you are against me, then…”

			“I am not against you,” Nazmi said stubbornly. “But you cannot do this.”

			Chee tilted her head. The softness vanished from her face. “Wrong answer.”

			She lunged forward, but a lasso of silver magic looped around her wrist, pulling her off-course. Arabella slammed into Chee, and black smoke billowed through the room as the two witches tumbled into the next aisle over, magic flashing between them. I choked on the bitter, burning scent, instinctively turning away from the smoke.

			Hands clamped down on my shoulders, slamming me backward. My brother’s tight, unforgiving grip closed around my arms, pinning me to the shelves. Hard ridges of books dug into my spine as stars exploded behind my eyes. “Aaron!”

			“Aaron’s gone,” Kai Tsiang hissed in that awful, strangled voice. His grip dug into my skin, tightening like a python.

			“No, he’s not,” I choked, and drove my foot into what I knew was Aaron’s bad knee.

			Kai Tsiang dropped me with a pained yowl. I stumbled away, grabbing for my magic. “I don’t want to fight you,” I panted. “Aaron, please.”

			My brother’s face looked up. His eyes widened. “Caro?” he asked, his voice—Aaron’s voice—pleading.

			Chills skittered down my spine. I took a step back. Aaron reached a trembling hand toward me. “Caroline,” he wheezed. “Help me.”

			I wanted it to be him. I wanted to believe. I wanted my brother back. “Aaron?”

			“I can’t fight him.” His eyes were the perfect caricature of someone begging. “You have to help me. I can’t…”

			Terror paralyzed me. I couldn’t afford to be wrong. “Get up,” I said, my voice trembling. “Get up, please.”

			“I can’t, Caroline. I need help.”

			My eyes fell to his hands. Magic sparked between his fingers: dark purple.

			My heart dropped. I backed away even farther. “You’re not him.”

			Aaron’s mouth quirked in a sardonic smile. “Observant girl.”

			His magic propelled him off his feet so quickly, I couldn’t dodge the second blow of his one-two punch in time. I stumbled backward, barely ducking in time to avoid the hex that exploded right where my head had been.

			My magic burst from me, a wildfire blaze in the form of a tiger racing for Kai Tsiang. Its jaws snapped at him, but he dug a hand into the scruff of its fur, and pain sank like talons into my body. Kai Tsiang’s magic, dark and tainted by the ghost realm, swarmed mine, weighing it down.

			I could only see one way to go toe to toe with him—use the island’s magic to augment my own. Desperate, I snatched for it. Braid it like a net, my teacher’s voice played in my head. Let it guide you.

			Help me, I prayed. Give me your strength.

			But I didn’t even have the time to try to jam the island’s slippery magic into my own. Before I could reconcile the two, Kai Tsiang’s hand closed around my throat, slamming me into the ground. I gasped for breath as a spell I didn’t recognize, hot and burning, began to creep up my skin, and the tiger and I cried out in pain, writhing against the floor. I clawed at him, trying to get him off me—my head was going to explode, I couldn’t handle it—

			This is it, I thought, the world whirling with pain. The last image I’d ever see of my brother would be his face, eyes aglow with cruelty.

			A book thunked off the side of his head.

			Kai Tsiang stumbled sideways, taken aback. His focus—and the spell—shattered. The wailing died down and I staggered to my feet to see Zati, wide-eyed and holding another book, ready to throw it in my defense.

			It would almost be funny if, you know, we weren’t all about to die.

			Taking advantage of Zati’s diversion, I slammed my magic into Kai Tsiang. The tiger raked a sharp claw across his chest as I half ran, half limped toward Athena’s shield and toward Nazmi, who was desperately trying to open the gate. Tumbling behind the shield, I gasped out, “Any luck with that?”

			“Almost there! Duck!” Athena flung her magic behind me, and I whirled to see it manifest as arrows that spread out into a net, pinning Kai Tsiang down in a restraining spell.

			The movement made pain flare in my side. When I pressed a hand to it, my skin came away red; I must have scraped it against glass when Kai Tsiang had yanked me across the floor. I winced, trying to thread a healing spell through my skin, but before I could, J.J.’s hand closed around mine as he nudged my hand out of the way. “Hold still,” he said. “You’re doing it wrong.” His healing magic bloomed along my skin, warm and honeyed. The expression on his face twisted in pain and worry. “Is that okay?”

			Before I could answer, the gate flared to life. It was dusk on the other side, the dying sun illuminating a tall pagoda and stone dragons perched on curved rooftops. Nazmi’s hands trembled, skin bright red from the magic burning his skin. “I will not be able to hold it for long,” he panted. “Hurry.”

			I looked around uneasily. Behind me, Kai Tsiang snarled, twisting in Athena’s spell like a wounded animal. The archivist was trembling, his arms shaking wildly as he tried to focus on the portal. He was fading fast.

			The decision snapped into place for me, the vision crystal clear. “Tina,” I said, “take J.J. and Zati and go. I’ll stay behind.”

			“We’re not leaving you!” Zati protested.

			J.J.’s jaw tightened. “Caro…”

			Words failed J.J. Not that I needed him to verbalize what I knew he was thinking—it was the burning room in the mansion all over again, or a night in a banana grove, both of us unsure if we would get out alive. “Go,” I insisted again. “I can’t leave my brother.”

			“So you want me to leave my sister?” Athena demanded. “I’m staying. You go. You’re the next High Protector and Head of the Island, anyway.”

			A bang cast Arabella out of the aisle and back into sight. She careened into the bookcases, barely dodging out of the way as Chee attacked, and they both disappeared into the stacks again. Distracted by the commotion, Athena’s magic snapped, and the restraints around Kai Tsiang melted. He lunged forward with an angry yowl, keris materializing in his hand. Athena’s attention immediately focused on him, but caught off guard, her shield shattered, leaving J.J. and Zati exposed.

			Everything seemed to slow. An odd zen settled on my shoulders. If this was going to go south, so be it. I could buy my friends some time.

			I evaded Kai Tsiang’s first blast our way, the heat of the spell skimming by my cheek. With a quick half step, I pivoted to the left foot and let the tiger loose to lunge toward Kai Tsiang. He dodged, but the momentary sidestep he had to do to avoid getting hit was time enough for me to blast Athena, J.J., and Zati backward into the working gate. They disappeared, their yells swallowed up by the roar of magic. Spent from opening the gate, Nazmi collapsed to the ground.

			I didn’t have time to feel relieved my friends got away. A searing bolt of pain bit into my shoulder as Kai Tsiang plunged the keris blade through my skin, the keris glowing a dim copper. My blood spattered the dark library floor as he kicked the back of my knees, sending me sprawling into piles of glass, terra-cotta, and wood. I tried to scream, but the pain was too intense.

			A spell hauled me up by the back of my shirt, dangling me in the air as my feet wildly kicked. A hand closed around my windpipe. Kai Tsiang tilted his head, a malicious light gleaming in his eyes. “Nice trick, sending them away,” he said, his voice cold. “But we’ll get them eventually.”

			“Aaron,” I choked. My hands came up to close around his, trying to loosen his grip. “Stop, please.”

			“Your brother isn’t here, Caroline.”

			The world was swimming, making it hard to focus on my magic. My hands slid, slippery with blood and sweat. “I know you’re still in there,” I wheezed. “Aaron, it’s me.”

			His gaze flickered to my red, slick hands, my blood smearing across his skin. His eye twitched and a tremor ran through him, making him jerk as his head snapped to the side. His grip loosened and air rushed back into my lungs. Kai Tsiang dropped me, one hand coming to his head. “No,” he hissed, pressing a hand to his forehead. It left dirt and soot and blood smeared across his skin, but Kai Tsiang didn’t seem to notice. “No—be—quiet—”

			I remained where I was, rooted, as he stumbled, limbs twitching like a marionette jerking around. His magic flared purple, then blue, bursting out of his skin like electric currents. “Aaron?” I called.

			My brother fell to his knees. Glass crunched under bone. “I can’t keep him quiet,” he said, his voice sounding thin. It wavered, his fear evident. “I can’t stop him. Caro, run, please!”

			A screech echoed through the library, and a bookcase exploded into smithereens. I flinched, pulling up a shield spell just in time to protect myself as books and wood went flying, little jagged pieces of debris raining down on me. Arabella’s limp body skidded across the floor as Chee stalked out of the shadows, her hair finally escaping its neat bun. “Enough,” she snarled. She pulled her elaborate hairpin out of her bun, and her hair tumbled about her face, wild and unkempt. “No more playing.”

			I tried to scramble to my feet, but a sharp point dug into my back. I froze, half turning to see my brother staring at me with a cold gaze, his magic honed to a deadly blade. With a sinking heart, I recognized Kai Tsiang was back in control.

			“Chee,” Nazmi said weakly. He limped out of the debris, clutching his singed hand. “Please. If your grudge is with Yun Fan, leave them out of this. Children shouldn’t pay for their elders’ mistakes.”

			“I want what’s rightfully mine,” Chee said. Her gaze turned to rest on me, her white grip tightening on the sharp hairpin. Her veins stood out through her paper-thin, emaciated skin. “He took the island from me. I will take it from his family.”

			“I saw the memories,” I piped up desperately. I winced when Kai Tsiang’s magic dug into my skin, but I kept talking. “He took nothing from you!”

			“Memories!” Chee laughed bitterly. “Unreliable things. Just because you saw something of Yun Fan’s does not mean it happened the way he says it did.”

			“He wanted to save you, he wanted to spare you. He loved you!”

			“Not enough to spare our family,” Kai Tsiang hissed from behind me.

			Chee did not seem to hear me. “All he ever did was take and take and take. My money. My power. And all I got was an early grave.” Magic crackled around her, angry and jagged. “All I got was years of being forgotten.”

			There would be no convincing her otherwise, I realized with a sinking stomach. Years of resentment had festered within Chee; the bright-eyed, ambitious woman I’d seen in the memory had vanished, calcifying into a husk of herself. If the Chee in the memory had ever wanted to rule, it had been, at least in name, for the greater good. This Chee was chasing the hollow siren song of revenge and she wouldn’t be swayed by emotional pleas.

			Chee grabbed a stirring Arabella and yanked her up, ignoring Arabella’s small cry of pain. “I’ve had enough of playing nice. Do you want to watch, Caroline, as I kill your friend? Or will you willingly give me your magic and surrender now?”

			Nazmi moved forward, but Chee’s sharp hairpin was at Arabella’s tanned throat the next second. “Another move,” she said grimly, “and she dies.”

			My blood roared in my ears, adrenaline pounding an anxious drumbeat. “Stop!” I cried hastily. “I’ll go with you! But let my friends and my brother go.”

			“Empty trade offers,” Chee spat. “Just like Yun Fan.” The blade dug into Arabella’s neck, breaking skin. “Any final words, girl?”

			“Go jump off a cliff,” Arabella managed to get out.

			“Good choice,” Chee said, and raised her hairpin.

			And then the entire room exploded into chaos.
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			Eleven

			Gray smoke billowed into the library, thick and choking. I flinched and braced myself, expecting acrid, ashen air. But instead, it smelled sweet, fresh, and sharp, a heady mix of eucalyptus and incense.

			Protective spell shields glowed in the haze. Shadowy silhouettes rippled before several green-and-silver-robed women appeared, streaming through the distant door, which I could vaguely see hanging off its hinges. They operated as a unit, their movements fluid and graceful as their magic rippled out like waves. Where one woman went, the others followed, dancing in complicated lockstep as they slipped in and out of ever-changing formations. Kai Tsiang and Chee, startled by the sudden entry, stumbled back on the defensive, parrying the stunning spells that flew toward them.

			A tall, muscular woman appeared next to me. Her thick black hair fell in a tight braid over one shoulder. She held a tanned hand out, looking strangely unfazed by the firefight around her. “Caroline Chua, I presume,” she said coolly. “I’m Kavita Rao, senior acolyte of the Winged Jades. Your friends asked us for help.”

			I took her hand, hauling myself up with my good arm. Kavita did not even budge, allowing me to leverage my entire weight. Ignoring the pain throbbing in my shoulder from the stab wound, I began, “Thank you, but are my friends—”

			“They are in good hands,” Kavita said shortly, slipping her shoulder under my arm. “Stop wasting your energy on questions and move. We’re not out of danger yet.”

			She half dragged me out of the room. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Arabella and Nazmi both being helped along by similarly clad witches. Kavita moved with the same easy elegance as the other witches who had appeared; they were backing away, forming a protective perimeter behind us as deadly spells ricocheted off the walls.

			We limped across the threshold of the library, the melted gold on the gate dripping on the floor from the heat of the firefight. Outside, spells flew back and forth in a furious onslaught; Chee must have brought reinforcements. Ghosts, bedraggled and vicious, collided in duels with these new witches. Spells whistled across the battlefield, sending ghosts and witches alike sprawling.

			It was still daylight. It was dusk, sure, but it was still daylight. “The ghosts aren’t supposed to be here,” I stammered. “How are they here?”

			Kavita nodded grimly to my left. “They brought the ghost realm to us.”

			My heart sank as I took in the scene. It was the night at the mansion all over again. An ominous cloud crept across the roofs, thick fog rolling over rafters and steel satellite dishes. Like the other night, life withered under the tendrils of ghostly energy; alarmed birdcalls cut off sharply in the air, the birds seemingly falling forward in sleep. The ghost realm had already taken over half of the food court—mortals, unable to tell as the ghost realm rolled over, were frozen in various poses. Some were staring up at the dark clouds. Outside, some mortals had been caught exiting their cars. Others were tying their shoelace, reading a newspaper—life interrupted.

			Kavita jostled me, half shoving me toward the travel gate standing at the entrance to the food court. “Hurry. We only have a few minutes before the ghost realm traps us here.” She whistled, and the remaining Jades began retreating, forming a green-and-silver shield around us that backed up toward the gate.

			One girl, alarmed, pointed behind us. “Look out!”

			Kavita turned too late.

			A blindingly hot spell knocked her out of the way, hammering her into a nearby stall. She yelped as she tumbled over the counter, crashing into the woks on the stove. Aaron’s magic, taking the shape of a purple sun bear, exploded out of the library roaring, and in the blink of an eye, clamped its jaws around my foot. I shrieked as it bit into my skin, teeth sinking deep to yank me back into the clearing through a pile of metal chairs. Chee and Kai Tsiang burst out of the smoking ruins of the archives, both wearing murderous expressions. My brother’s voice howled, “And where do you think you’re going?”

			My fingers wildly fought for purchase as my skin ripped against the cracked tile, leaving faint bloody trails behind. Distantly, I heard Arabella shouting, giving frantic, clipped orders. I twisted, desperately trying to hammer at Aaron’s magic with my own, but it was hard to concentrate while being dragged. The bear slipped through my fingers and swiped at me, meaty paw smashing into my head with dizzying force. I crumpled just in time for Chee’s red stunning spell to hit me in my legs, immobilizing me.

			A stinging silver blast arced over my head. Arabella was running toward us, her jaw set in determination as she fired off several spells, pushing Chee and Kai Tsiang back as they fought to deflect her assault.

			A bloodied Kavita stormed out of the stall she’d fallen into, braid oddly intact despite having been flung through tile and stone. She whistled, and one of her acolyte sisters—a small, petite young girl—detached from the line, racing toward me. As Arabella deftly held off Kai Tsiang’s and Chee’s responding spells, Kavita and her sister reached me, their hands sliding under my elbows to lift me off the ground. “Can you move?” the smaller girl asked.

			“My legs, they paralyzed me—”

			“Okay,” the girl said. “No problem. Hang on.”

			“Enough,” Chee roared. A blast of searing magic sprouted in her hands, the roiling red spell growing in power.

			Arabella darted in between us, reaching easily for the island’s magic. Its threads spun themselves into her hands into a protective shield, her fingers flashing silver faster than I could register. With each deft turn of her hands, the shield wove itself into small rings, linked and threaded together to form a strong protective mesh net; when Chee’s spell slammed into it, the unyielding shield only hummed.

			“Vi,” the smaller Jade warned, glancing at the travel gate. “With all this magic flying around, the gate’s going to get too unstable to use soon. We don’t want it to explode.”

			Kavita nodded, her eyes darkening. “We have to go all at once, then. Bella, your shield spell will overload the magic capacity.”

			“I can drop it,” Arabella said, still watching Chee as the ghost picked herself up from the rubble. “I’ll have to time it right.”

			“On three, then,” the small Jade said grimly. “One.”

			“Two,” Kavita said.

			Kai Tsiang and Chee reared back to hurl one more spell at us.

			“Three,” I gasped.

			The shield dropped.

			All four of us threw ourselves through the gate. Out of the corner of my eye, something silver glinted as it flew and my shoulder jerked forward, like someone had bumped it.

			The portal snapped closed as we tumbled through. My head slammed against the ground, inviting a fresh wave of pain. I let go of the others as I skidded across the floor, groaning and curling into myself as I rolled to a stop on the cracked stone pavement. My fingers curled into the grass that grew between the cracks. Through the lights bursting behind my eyes, I could see the pagoda of Kek Lok Si looming tall against the dark sky, and I closed my eyes, savoring the cool, soothing breeze against my skin.

			My little bit of relief didn’t last long. Footsteps pounded across the pavement. Familiar hands grabbed me and rolled me over onto my back. Zati’s eyes were bright and scared as she patted me down, asking me questions I couldn’t fully hear over the ringing in my ears.

			“I’m fine.” I clutched her hand, painfully pulling myself upright. I looked around. Kavita had her hands on the travel gate, dark green magic washing over them as she locked it down from this end. Half the Council had gathered on the steps leading up to Kek Lok Si, a concerned Choong Kheng at their head. I scanned the crowd, but my mother was nowhere to be seen.

			My eyes fell on Arabella, who was mumbling something, Athena anxiously hovering over her. Arabella was bleeding, but she was moving. She was alive. I exhaled a long breath. “We’re fine.”

			When Zati didn’t say anything, I turned to look at what she was staring at.

			J.J. knelt next to the unnamed Jade, the one who had darted back to help without hesitation. An ornate dagger—Chee’s keris—protruded from her neck where it had buried itself when she’d turned to enter the portal.

			I stared in horror at her body. She’d been holding my hand. I couldn’t comprehend the picture I was looking at, only the awful, tiny details—the light glinting off the dagger hilt, her blood soaking into the stone, seeping through the cracks. Her hair stuck to her face. I stared for so long I thought maybe I could memorize the way she’d crumpled.

			Footsteps approached from behind me. Kavita stopped by my side, looking down at her fellow acolyte. She crouched, long fingers gently closing her sister’s eyes. “Rest now, sister mine,” she murmured, her syllables soft and sibilant. “Go easy to the next world.”

			Magic took flight from her fingers, dark green and imbued with the warmth of the island’s magic. It enveloped the young girl in a shroud, one that Kavita bent to scoop up in her arms, muscles flexing with the effort. When she caught me staring, her gaze hardened. “An army will soon be at our front door,” she said. “We have much to decide. Caroline, your friends have requested sanctuary for you. I suggest you accept, before I change my mind.”
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			I tried really hard to stay out of everyone’s way for the next few hours.

			In the immediate aftermath of the attack at the library, Kek Lok Si bustled with activity thanks to the Council and the survivors they’d gathered. The Jades ushered us into their welcome hall, a large room that boasted wooden mahogany walls and ornate rugs laid across cold marble floors. Stone carvings decorated the pillars that stood in the room, the embedded dragons and cranes meandering up and down their chiseled paths. Occasionally, they turned their head to catch the flickering lights of the candles nestled in nooks and on candelabras.

			While we were huddling in a corner, Zati caught me up on what I’d missed. Chee and Kai Tsiang must have split their army; another ghost-led assault had hit the Council at the same time the archives had been attacked. Choong Kheng had led the Council to the temple, citing its location on a hill as an excellent position for defense, along with the temple’s history of offering sanctuary to those in need.

			According to Zati, the Council and anyone they’d gathered on the way had appeared at the temple at the same time my friends had begged Kavita for aid. “The Jades were almost overwhelmed,” she said, nervously peeling apart a small banana. “They were close to not coming. Athena had to pull some strings.”

			I stared at the welcome hall, which the Jades were currently spelling to better accommodate every new influx of refugees. Sometimes I caught the Jades eyeing me with badly disguised anger. I wasn’t surprised by that—there was no one else for them to blame their sister’s death on in the room. The twins were off with the Council, J.J. was off healing as many people as he could, and Zati was—well. It was Zati. No one could really blame her for being dragged into this.

			I understood, but that didn’t make it sting any less.

			Zati handed me a banana. “You should eat.”

			I shook my head. Zati bit her lip. “Please,” she said quietly. “At least let me do this one thing for you.” She glanced at the acolytes bustling around the room. “At least let me help this way.”

			I stared at her, uncomprehending. This solved nothing. This was a tiny drop in the ocean of pain we were all in. But saying no to Zati would make me feel even more like a monster, so I accepted the banana she held out to me. “Okay,” I murmured. “Thank you.”

			Despite my uncomfortable position leaning against a stone pillar, I dozed off a few hours after we crashed on the temple grounds. I only woke when someone settled next to me, shoulder pressed up against mine. I blinked, disoriented, and saw Arabella adjusting her position, her burns covered in a light purple ointment. From here, I could feel the touches of a healing spell mixed into the gel, working to stitch her up.

			For someone who had just gone through a life-threatening incident, Arabella looked fairly composed. “How are you feeling?” she asked quietly.

			“Shouldn’t you be with the Council?”

			“Yes,” Arabella said, which didn’t really answer my real question. She held my gaze. “But you didn’t answer my question. How are you?”

			“I’m fine, Bella.”

			Arabella opened her mouth, but I cut her off. “That’s my answer.” I pulled my knees up to my chest. “Have you seen my mother?”

			Arabella shook her head, and my heart sank. “Oh.”

			“Don’t worry,” Arabella said gently. “I’ve seen a few Councilors come in with the other refugees. If I know your mother, she’s probably making sure as many people as possible are going to get here safely.”

			I stared at the floor. “I just need a moment.”

			“All right,” Arabella said. She reached over and put a hand on my knee. “If you’re blaming yourself, don’t. Okay?”

			It was a nicer sentiment than I deserved. Of course it was my fault. How could you talk to someone whose actions had indirectly caused the death of an innocent, and not even assign some blame? If Arabella was trying to be kind, I didn’t deserve it.

			A shadow fell across the two of us—J.J., shouldering his bottomless satchel. “Tina’s looking for you,” he said to Arabella. He crouched, careful to not wake Zati, who’d fallen asleep on my other side, curled up like a shrimp. “I can look after Caro while you’re gone.”

			Arabella squeezed my knee before getting to her feet. With a soft thank-you to J.J., she swept out of the room. J.J., in the meantime, shifted his focus to me, his sharp eyes taking in the cuts and bruises that I hadn’t quite managed to heal. “Where does it hurt?” he asked without preamble.

			“I’m fine,” I said again, wondering when that would stop feeling like a lie.

			“Show me,” J.J. said, and then stood to walk out of the room without a backward glance.

			I considered lying down on the floor just to spite him but eventually clambered to my feet. The Jades’ constant stares were beginning to drill holes into my head. I needed some fresh air, anyway.

			J.J. led me out through the double doors and down the stairs into a courtyard crammed full of flowering plants and squat trees. He gestured to the cracked stone ledge flanking the staircase, and I took a reluctant seat, leaning against a stone lion and wincing at the cold surface against my skin. Wordlessly, J.J. checked me over for injuries, clicking his tongue as he undid my sloppy work. He pressed a long finger to the inside of my wrist, frowning. “Your energy’s really low,” he observed. “Have you been augmenting with the island’s at all or just using your own magic?”

			“I trust my magic.”

			“You won’t trust it so much when you burn yourself out,” J.J. lectured, and he would have said more, except his hand ghosted over the stab wound in my shoulder. I hissed, flinching away, and J.J.’s gaze sharpened. “What happened?”

			I tried to bite down the pain. “It’s fine. I patched it up.”

			“You aren’t a healer.”

			“I took lessons in New York. I’m no specialist, but I’m adequate.”

			J.J. gestured at my sleeve. “Can I?”

			At my reluctant nod, he carefully pulled down the collar of my shirt, his warm, calloused fingers lightly brushing against my skin. When he saw the badly patched stab wound, he inhaled sharply, breath whistling between his teeth. “Caro! You should have come to me.”

			“I didn’t want to worry you.”

			J.J. let go. “Too late,” he muttered.

			I looked up at him as he turned away to rifle through his depleted bag of potions. A muscle jumped in his cheek as he swallowed hard, probably burying everything he wanted to say. A flood of words rose in my mouth, colliding and piling up behind my teeth. I’m sorry you’re here. I’m sorry I pushed you through the portal. I was just thinking about keeping you alive. I’d never forgive myself if you got hurt again.

			J.J. turned back to me, poultice in one hand. He didn’t say anything as he gently pulled my collar back down, pressing the cool poultice onto the wound. I hissed, arching away, and without a second thought, J.J. reached out to hold my hand.

			It was a strange feeling, this. We were five years removed from the last time we’d held hands, and while his hands were bigger and more calloused, his fingers closed around mine in the way I always remembered—tentatively, then adjusting our palms to press flush against each other. His healing magic blossomed, soft and tickling against my skin. “Breathe,” he instructed softly. “Tell me about New York.”

			I blinked. “What?”

			“Tell me about New York,” J.J. repeated. He was focusing on his spellwork, eyes narrowed in concentration as his magic took root, moving along tissue and muscle. “What’s the food like? Can’t be as good as here.”

			“Why do you want to—”

			“You’re tensing,” J.J. said gently. “You have to let me in so I can heal this for you. Talking helps patients relax. Are there many Malaysian restaurants in the city?”

			“You know, there are cuisines other than Malaysian.”

			“They’re not better, though.”

			I snorted, then winced as pain flared through my shoulder for a moment. “No, I guess not.” I shifted in my seat and J.J. adjusted the pressure on my shoulder as he continued working, stretching the poultice to fit across the wound. “There was actually this Malaysian restaurant down in Chinatown. I’d often go with my friends after we went to the arcade.”

			“Really?”

			I glanced up at him. “You sound surprised.”

			J.J. shrugged, not meeting my eyes. “I guess I’m just surprised at how much you missed Malaysian food.” He waited for a beat, then quietly added, “Or home.”

			The elephant in the room rumbled anxiously as I averted my gaze, dipping my head. There it was, the unspoken acknowledgment of what I’d done five years ago darting around this conversation. I didn’t know what to say: Did I tell J.J. that I missed everyone I left behind? Would that invite a difficult conversation? Would that reopen old wounds for him? The words stuck in my mouth, too heavy with meaning.

			“Shoulder’s fixed,” J.J. said abruptly, and I blinked, aware that the moment to address the elephant had slipped by. He let go of my hand, fingers skimming across my palm, and I hated how I missed the warmth. “And your head?”

			The admission slipped out too easily. “It hurts.”

			J.J. hummed. One hand came up to cup my cheek, his long fingers coming to rest on my temple. Another warm wave of magic washed over me, easing the ringing in my head and the headache. “And now?”

			I swallowed. “Better. Thank you.”

			“Just doing my job.”

			“You’re good at it.”

			J.J. nodded. “Lots of practice,” he said gruffly.

			He still had his hand pressed to my cheek. We sat so close that our knees bumped. From here, I could trace the constellation of freckles scattered across his nose, see the small scratches across his glasses.

			It would be easy, some part of my brain noted, to kiss him now. As though he’d heard me, J.J.’s eyes drifted down to my mouth, then back up again. The moment stretched on, heavy with expectation and longing.

			But suddenly I came to my senses. J.J. didn’t deserve this. He hadn’t asked for me to come back and throw his life into disarray again. I was here to find Aaron, and then go home to New York. If I was going to leave again, it wasn’t fair for me to kiss him, and if I crossed that line now, it would make things worse.

			I cleared my throat. Like a spell had been broken, J.J. snatched his hand back. I searched frantically for something to say. “Nazmi,” I blurted. “How’s Nazmi?”

			J.J.’s eyes flickered, but like I knew he would, he let it go. “He’s banged up, but he’ll recover. Also, he made sure to tell me that he was three centuries old, he’d live at least a couple more.” J.J. clicked his tongue, rummaging in his pockets and retrieving a glittering gold ring. “I forgot. He wanted me to give you this.”

			I frowned. “What is that?”

			“I don’t know. He said you would.”

			“Unless I’m supposed to be marrying someone, I don’t.” Then I flinched, cursing myself for stepping right back into awkward territory. “I mean, I don’t—that’s not what I—”

			“Caro, this can’t keep happening,” J.J. said over me, apparently deciding to ignore my flailing.

			Was it possible to feel even more uncomfortable? A lead balloon of dread filled my stomach. Were we really going to have to have this conversation? Now? “What can’t keep happening?”

			“You going out there alone, getting hurt.” J.J. took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes with one hand. “There’s been too many people hurt today. Are you going to go fight again?”

			Relief swept over me for a moment, but then I faltered when the gravity of his actual question hit me. “I…I guess so. Aaron’s still out there.”

			“That’s not him anymore, you know,” J.J. said softly.

			I can’t keep him quiet, Aaron had said, breaking through Kai Tsiang’s control for a second. I remembered Aaron struggling to stand, his limbs twitching as blue magic darted around him. The fear in his voice had been so raw, so flayed open with pain. No one could fake that much terror.

			Could they? I tried to map it against what I’d seen from Kai Tsiang at the mansion, luring my father in, or even the first time he’d tried to trick me. I tried to find a rational explanation for how I knew it had been my brother that third time and not Kai Tsiang putting on an act, and I found I couldn’t.

			“He’s in there,” I said. My jaw clenched. “He has to be. I know he is.”

			“What if you’re wrong?” J.J. asked.

			It was a good question; it was also one I had been trying very hard to ignore this entire time. If I was wrong, it meant that finding Aaron was a futile mission, one that I’d already put my friends’ lives at risk for. It meant my brother was gone forever. I felt a wave of panic at the thought, and I put a hand to my throat, my breaths going shallow. “I…” I started, then fell silent.

			J.J. peered at me, his glasses glinting in the dim light. Then he sighed, leaning forward to pull me into a hug. “I just don’t want you to get hurt again.”

			Tears pricked my eyes as I breathed in J.J.’s familiar faint scent of incense and star anise, automatically moving to tuck my head into the curve of his neck. In the five years since I’d left him behind, J.J. had become all angles, thin and sharp. But nothing about the way he held me—gentle, like I was a fragile bird—was unfamiliar. This was still the boy who had unsuccessfully tried to teach me how to fish, who had held my hand and gawked at fireflies, who had sat on roofs with me to watch the world trundle by. Even the weight of his chin on my head felt familiar, reminding me of lazy summer days that brimmed with joy.

			In some odd way, it felt like no time had passed.

			Someone delicately coughed. J.J. and I broke away to see Choong Kheng standing at the door to the courtyard. “Caroline,” he said, giving me a once-over as he approached. His eyes were kind as he reached out to grip my shoulder. “Thank the gods you’re alive.”

			I leaped up and gave him a tight hug. He smelled like smoke, ashes clinging to his collar. “I want to see Mom,” I said, drawing back. I’d been watching the room but hadn’t seen her come in. She’d probably been busy discussing what to do next with the Council and the Jades, and just hadn’t had time to come see me. “Where is she?”

			Choong Kheng’s grip tightened. “I’m sorry, Caroline. She stayed behind at the Council’s headquarters to give us a good chance to escape. I haven’t seen her since.”

			“But there’s a chance she’s still coming, right?”

			Choong Kheng couldn’t meet my eyes as he took a seat. “The Jades have finished their patrols,” he said heavily. “Everyone they could save is here.”

			The world went deathly silent for a moment, narrowing down to a point where all I could hear was my heartbeat in my ears. I blinked at Choong Kheng, seeing but unseeing at the same time; his mouth was moving, but I didn’t hear him. I swallowed, and the act of it sent knives down the back of my throat.

			My parents, gone. My brother, gone.

			The world shifted under my feet, tilting sideways, and it took me a moment to realize that my knees had given out and I’d collapsed onto the ledge. J.J. moved to stand next to me and gripped my shoulder, and it was only then that feeling rushed in—the cold of the stone, the warmth of his hand, the aftershocks of rattling grief.

			This morning, I’d still had a mother. Now, I had no one left. I inhaled, and even that, the simple act of drawing breath, felt like a betrayal of my family. “I see,” I said, my voice emerging as a croak.

			Choong Kheng looked exhausted, lines carved into his face. “She was brave,” he said. “And so are you. Come, let us plan. We have six days left before the peak of the Hungry Ghost Festival. If we do not stop them from getting the eastern magic before then, we may become lost wraiths ourselves. The Council has, ah, a few questions—”

			“They want to interrogate me,” I said numbly.

			“Questions,” Choong Kheng repeated. He smoothed a tear away from my cheek. “We were not there, you understand.”

			“Excuse me, uncle,” J.J. interrupted politely. He shuffled a bit closer, as though that would protect me from anything. “Given everything, she’s in no position to face the Council. Can’t it wait?”

			“The island’s been attacked, Jia Jing.” Choong Kheng looked up at the sky. “Everyone wants answers. Caroline, we think, has them.”

			“I can do it.” I stepped away from J.J. “I’ll call if I need you,” I mumbled.

			J.J. bit his lip. “Promise?”

			I didn’t even have it in me to try and pretend to smile. “Yes.”

			Choong Kheng got to his feet, grumbling a little under his breath as he pressed a hand to his aching side. “Come along, then. There’s not much time to waste.”
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			Twelve

			Choong Kheng guided me into one of the temple’s small rooms. “Stay behind me,” he said quietly.

			I curiously peeked over his shoulder as we entered. There were no windows in this room, only walls made from tan resak hardwood. Someone had conjured up visions of the island, which played out on the walls like security footage. Everything shown was bleak: Abandoned cars littered the roads, windows sat shrouded in lifeless darkness, and frozen mortals scattered the streets.

			Only half the Council, seven members total, sat in a line at the long table. By their impatient yet weary expressions, I guessed that they’d been in session a long time. The twins sat at the very end, though Arabella seemed to be the only one focusing. Athena was staring at her hands, uncharacteristically fidgeting in her seat.

			Kavita stood at the head of the table, hair escaping her tight braid. She’d rolled up her sleeves, which were enchanted with shimmering protection spells. “You ask too much,” she was saying as I carefully closed the door behind us. “Our sisterhood took a vow to protect the east’s magic. We will not divulge where it’s hidden.” She folded her arms. “Who knows what you’d do with it?”

			“It’s the only way to stop them,” a tall man said. I jumped. I hadn’t noticed him standing in the shadows. Leonard Tan, the twins’ uncle, bore the same high nose and sharp cheekbones that they did, though on him they gave off a hawkish, disdainful air. A visceral sense of dislike flared—it had been five years, but I still hadn’t forgotten how he’d tried to crucify me. “The ghosts are coming. If we do not protect the magic, we will open ourselves up to attack. Tell us where it is.”

			My gaze flicked to Kavita, dread settling in my stomach. It was such an eerie echo of the past I’d seen in the memory spell at the archives: the same enemies, the same problems. The same bureaucracy that held us frozen in place.

			Kavita’s jaw clenched. “My sisters have kept the secret for centuries.”

			“The Winged Jades are obligated to help us save the island! Would you rather lose your magic and your lives? If you do not tell us—”

			“What, Councilman?” Kavita asked, her voice dangerously cold. “You’ll dismantle our temple? Trample roughshod over us if we do not comply?” Her eyes narrowed. “We are not obligated to give our secrets to a Council who sacrificed the island for their own safety.”

			Arabella rose to her feet. “Vi, please, we are here to regroup and find a solution.”

			“Give it up, Bella,” Kavita snapped. She defiantly tossed her braid behind her shoulder. “Your uncle and his cronies ran. There is no working with cowards.” She glanced down the line, her expression darkening, and Athena shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Athena begged me to help you, and I did, and blood was spilled on our hallowed grounds for it. Why should I help you further?”

			“Because if you don’t, the ghosts will punish you anyway,” a woman said.

			The room’s attention turned toward the back. I stared, surprised to see Kai Lin here. The last time I’d seen her, it had been in the grip of an archival memory, where she, like now, had stonily stared down a Council. She pushed herself off the wall. “I’m not sure that Chee will be so amenable to your neutrality when she comes for us all,” Kai Lin said coolly.

			“I don’t recall inviting you to this meeting, ghost,” Kavita said sharply. “You may have been given sanctuary at our temple, but it doesn’t extend you the right to question our decisions.”

			“I don’t need a right,” Kai Lin said grimly, approaching the table. “Just a brain. You and your sisters have never faced Chee and Kai Tsiang before, in any life. After all, if I remember correctly, the previous Jades stayed out of our last war with them.”

			“A plan that worked well.”

			“It worked for you because Chua Yun Fan won,” Kai Lin said. “He let the Jades keep their autonomy because he was generous. Chee and Kai Tsiang are not so kind.” She tapped the table. “All of you have been weakened for days, simply because the ghosts took the western magic. If they acquire the east’s as well, they will have every bit of power they need to erase you from existence.” She leaned forward. “They will raise their fellow dead, build an army that you’ll never be able to kill. Those of you who oppose them will wither and go mad without memory of who you once were.”

			“Your expertise is appreciated, Kai Lin,” Choong Kheng said in a thin voice. Heads snapped to him. “I don’t suppose you have other information that can help us?”

			Kai Lin scoffed. “Were I to have that, I would have divulged it by now.”

			Choong Kheng sighed. “Alas.” He folded his arms. “I remember how we fought together all those years ago, and I am grateful that you are here to help in the ways that you can. But I will remind us that before we take action, we must gather all the facts first.” He gently nudged me forward. “Caroline’s here to answer our questions. Caroline, you remember Leonard Tan.”

			Unfortunately. Rather than respond, I nodded once.

			Leonard clicked his tongue. He glared at Choong Kheng and jerked his head at me, as though to say, See what we have to deal with? But instead of raking me across the coals, he leaned forward and said, “Did your brother go rogue with the ghosts to claim the island’s magic for himself?”

			The twins both burst into angry protests at the same time but fell silent when Leonard held up his hand, silencing them. Anger flared in my chest. My hands tightened on my knees. “No. He never would have.”

			“You seem to have a short memory, Caroline,” Leonard said, his tone cold. “A reminder: You and your brother have a habit of doing reckless things to see how far you can go. Five years ago, you set loose a dangerous monster, and now, your brother leads an entire army of ghosts against us. How are we meant to trust your family with Chua Yun Fan’s legacy? How will you fail next?”

			Heat rose to my face. The memories spilled in. Uncle Chan, twisting and writhing. My father, betrayed by my inability to see what was wrong in time. Nazmi, critically injured. A green-and-silver-clad corpse, lying unseeing in the courtyard. My magic curled guiltily within itself. This felt all too close to five years ago, when I’d stood in a courtroom, looking up at a group of stern, angry Councilors.

			You should not have set yourself a test you could not pass, someone had scoffed then. I had been barely thirteen, terrified and full of guilt. The foolhardy recklessness. Your brother was the same.

			Aaron passed his test and he is not on trial, Hafiz, my father had snapped, his hand on my shoulder. And you are too hard on Caroline—

			You are too soft on her, Henry, Leonard had spat, his sharp features suffused with blotchy rage. He’d been struck by the pontianak; ragged, red claw marks ran along his neck, dipping into the high collar of his shirt. They’d heal eventually but not fully. If we had not stepped in, Caroline’s failure to stop the monster would have killed an entire village. How do you justify this?

			I’d twisted my fingers in my pockets, barely having the courage to speak. You approved my test.

			Us? Leonard had half risen to his feet, enraged. You failed because you did not know your limits, and you blame us? If you could not do it, you should have taken the normal assessment, instead of choosing to follow your brother in building your own convoluted test. Who gave you both the idea that you should, anyway?

			Choong Kheng had leaned forward. Caroline, he’d said, gentle, firm, a safe harbor among the wrath of the others. You are too young to shoulder all the blame. Surely, Council, we can look to offer mercy?

			Mercy, another Councilor had scoffed. If we keep letting this happen, more people are going to get hurt.

			An example needs to be made, Leonard declared. We should have done this when Aaron proposed his test. Now that his sister has risked us all, we shall not let any others follow in their reckless footsteps. He glared down at me. No more magic for them, and for anyone else who wishes to do this, we shall strip them of their magic, too. If you cannot be trusted with the island’s gifts, you do not deserve to use them.

			Peace, Leonard, Choong Kheng cautioned, rising to his feet. Who shall lead, then?

			Perhaps yourself, Choong Kheng? a councilor inquired.

			Perhaps your nieces, Leonard, another suggested. They are the same age.

			Now, hold on, my father interjected. Our children are not pawns to be used—

			ENOUGH, I’d finally erupted. I clenched my fists. Even now, the memory of the trial sent fury rolling through me. It had been so unfair—to not just me, but to Aaron, who had been unaware that his own fate was in the hands of a handful of men bent on dragging his name through the mud. All for what? A twisted sense of power, to decide who got to lead? I will take the blame and leave the island. In return, leave my brother alone. I remembered hesitating before adding through gritted teeth, Please.

			It had been five years since the Council had agreed. Five years since I’d withstood that trial. Yet here we were again, the legitimacy of power hanging in the balance. I’d thought they’d accepted Aaron, that my choice to leave had been enough to paper over their distrust of him. But some things never changed.

			Something splashed onto my hand, shocking me back to the present. I bent my head, furiously willing the tears to go away, as Choong Kheng put a hand on my shoulder. “He can’t be blamed,” I said to my knees. I hastily dabbed away a hot tear as it spilled over. “He’s possessed by Kai Tsiang.”

			“Caroline,” Choong Kheng said softly, “whether he is or not, he still took your father. And Bella and Tina told us that he attacked you in the archives.”

			“That wasn’t him,” I insisted. I turned to the twins. “You were there, you know the truth. He needs our help to break free.”

			Arabella met my gaze, but she hesitated. “Caro,” she said at last, “I don’t know. Is he even still in there?” She fiddled with her fingers. “The island has to come first. We have to save the people we can.”

			“How could you say that?” I demanded. “You love him—”

			“That doesn’t mean that I can risk the island,” Arabella said quietly.

			I turned to Athena. “You were there,” I snapped. “You were watching.”

			Athena just looked away, fiddling with her jade bangle. Kavita, seeing this, scoffed. “Typical,” she muttered. “Not fighting when it matters.”

			“This is not the time, Kavita,” Athena hissed.

			I whirled back to the unimpressed Council, desperation building. “He didn’t do this,” I said fiercely. I clung to the thread of faith. “We have to help him! I saw him break through at the archives before Kai Tsiang took back control. If we can free him…”

			“If we get hold of him, we should strip his magic,” Leonard said coldly. “He is a threat to us.”

			Choong Kheng sighed. “Leonard, honestly—”

			Leonard ignored him. “I would rather halt a tiger in its tracks before it causes more harm.” He gestured to Athena and Arabella. “They should lead. They’ve proven themselves useful and smart. They’re better for the job.”

			The room erupted into chatter—some councilors agreeing, some arguing for other candidates or even themselves. Athena’s chair scraped roughly against the floor, but Arabella’s hand shot out to restrain her twin. As I stared at them, betrayed, Arabella murmured something to Athena. The twins bent their heads toward each other, their voices dropping too low for me to hear, and Athena’s expression changed to one of resignation as she nodded.

			“Order,” Choong Kheng called, striding forward to pound his fist against the table. When the room quieted enough, he waved his hands, glancing between a glowering Leonard and my own scowling face. “Leonard, we have spoken about your tendency for rash decisions,” he said. “Caroline, the truth is, we want the same things.”

			“I think the hell not,” I snapped. I pointed at Leonard. “You heard him. He wants my brother to suffer—”

			“We want to save the island,” Choong Kheng cut in. If I didn’t know any better, he might have been a wizened grandfather, gently rebuking a wayward child. I was eight again, listening to Choong Kheng patiently explaining why what I’d said or done was wrong. “You also want your brother back. In this, we are aligned, yes?”

			My fingers tightened against the table. “I want a guarantee that you’ll bring him back safely,” I said grimly. “And that he’ll be treated right.”

			“Taking away his magic is an extreme scenario.” Choong Kheng shot Leonard a glare. “One I said we should discuss with more time.”

			“And as I said, we have no time,” Leonard said sharply. “Those two ghosts and their armies are gaining power every moment, and if we do not stop them from getting the eastern magic in the next six days, they will be at full power to wreak havoc however they please. You heard Kai Lin.” He folded his arms. “We need to attack them now, and we need to eliminate the leader at their head.”

			My head was buzzing, magic clawing to be set free. “You’d kill him,” I breathed.

			Leonard leaned forward, his hands splayed on the table. “All threats to the island,” he said icily, “will be put down.”
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			Thirteen

			After that disaster of a meeting, I’d stormed off to a room. Any room. I didn’t care which one it was, as long as it got me away from the backstabbing Council and the pitying gazes of my friends.

			The room I ended up in was a small, cramped one toward the back of the complex. It boasted a grand total of one window, a gray floor, four bare walls, one table, and two chairs. Unlit candles stood around the room, small pools of wax melted onto the floor.

			I huffed, pacing the room. Part of me—a small but very loud part—wanted to raise hell. I’d never really thrown around our family name before, but maybe it was worth it. We were the Chuas. We didn’t deserve to be treated like criminals bent on burning the island down. I’d made one mistake, and to that point, Aaron had made none. My family had spent their lives trying to lead the island. We were descended from a hero, and at the very least we should be given the courtesy of being treated as such. At the very least, they should care more about saving Aaron, their purported next leader.

			But I already knew what the response to that was. They didn’t care about Aaron. They’d threatened to remove him once before; now that they had a good enough reason to, they were going to do it again. Nothing I said would change their minds.

			Angry, I threw myself down in a chair. Something clattered out of my pocket: the golden ring Nazmi had entrusted to me. It was fairly nondescript. Old, judging by the scratches on it, and worn, like someone had continually fiddled with it on their finger.

			Why on earth would Nazmi think I’d know what to do with this? I tentatively reached out with my magic and ran up against a faint spell embedded in the ring, cast years and years ago. The tiger curiously sniffed around it, nosing right up to the golden magic and experimentally nipping at it.

			The ring flared red hot in response. I gasped, dropping it, and the ring clattered to my feet. “Ow!” I toed at it with my foot. “Rude.”

			The ring glowed as though in reply, and then dimmed as it cooled. I scowled, bending to scoop it up with the hem of my shirt.

			Then I did a double take.

			The first indication that I wasn’t in the cramped room anymore was the warm and golden light spilling in across my feet. A steady rhythm of pestle meeting mortar pounded from a few rooms down; cinnamon and nutmeg floated in the air, mingling with the cloying smell of incense smoke. It was the last room Nazmi and I had entered right before the attack in the library. I recognized the red curtains and the two chairs paneled with red and gold detailing.

			The rustling of the curtains attracted my attention. A younger version of Kai Lin slipped out of the shadows, her shoulders stiff and tense as she stood straight at attention. She seemed tired, and perhaps for a good reason: Her tunic was streaked with ash and what looked like dried blood. She tilted her head, eyes narrowing as she met my gaze.

			“Kai Lin?” I squeaked.

			“Is that her?” someone said from behind me at the same time.

			I turned to see Chua Yun Fan enter the room, his step heavy. He shut the wooden door behind him and drew a silencing spell over it. I shivered as he walked right through me.

			“I barely got to the child in time,” Kai Lin said, her voice hoarse. She stepped aside and I saw what she was blocking: a makeshift crib containing a small, sleeping baby. “I couldn’t stop the Council from burning the house—” She licked her lips, and I noticed her mouth trembling. “She’s all I could save.”

			Yun Fan’s mouth thinned. “Show me, then.”

			My ears twitched as the island’s magic hummed, rising in pitch as Kai Lin plucked it out of thin air. She clumsily twisted the strands of the magic together, draping a makeshift net over the sleeping child before pulling a knife from her pouch and nicking her finger to press a drop of blood onto the net. It flared gold before bursting apart, flakes coming to rest on my skin before evaporating. A small tiger rose from the net, curiously sniffing the air; it nosed at Kai Lin’s hand, then curled up and vanished.

			Yun Fan softened all at once. “That’s her?”

			Kai Lin stowed her knife before replying. “That’s what the blood spell would suggest,” she murmured. “It’s Chee and Kai Tsiang’s daughter.”

			Yun Fan looked at the baby. I couldn’t tell if his eyes were wet or if it was a trick of the light. “She has Chee’s eyes,” he said almost wonderingly.

			“That alone might put her in danger,” Kai Lin said flatly. “If anyone found out who she was—”

			“I know.” Yun Fan made a soothing series of sounds as the baby began to fuss a little, and she quieted immediately.

			“We can send her to an orphanage in Butterworth,” Kai Lin suggested. “The overflow of orphans will be sent to the mainland in a few days, we could smuggle her in.”

			Yun Fan’s fingers curled protectively around the baby as he picked her up, bouncing her in his arms. Kai Lin stopped short, staring accusingly at Yun Fan. “No.”

			“What?”

			“You can’t be serious.”

			“Are you a mind-reader now, Kai Lin?”

			“You can’t keep her.”

			“It might be the safest option.”

			“Keeping her in the heart of the viper’s nest is not the safest option,” Kai Lin argued, her voice dropping low and heated. “Yun Fan, think logically about this. How are you going to explain the sudden appearance of this child? The islanders will talk. They will say that you fathered an illegitimate child, that you got some poor girl pregnant and then abandoned her—”

			“So I’ll tell them that the child’s mother died in war,” Yun Fan said softly. He kept his eyes on the baby as she snuffled in his arms. “I loved her, and she died fighting for what she believed in. It isn’t a lie.”

			I inhaled sharply. The truth rolled in like a slow tide. No. No, no, no.

			“Do you know what they’ll do to you,” Kai Lin said, “if they find out this is Chee’s child? If they find out it is my brother’s?”

			“The girl deserves to live a life free of the burden of her parentage,” Yun Fan said, not looking up. “Without my protection, she might die. I cannot let that happen.”

			“Because she’s a child, or because she’s Chee’s daughter?” Kai Lin asked.

			The words struck home through the thick fog of my dawning horror. That is Chee’s daughter. Chee’s daughter became Chua Yun Fan’s. You are supposed to be descended from Chua Yun Fan. Therefore, you are—

			Yun Fan looked down at the baby. “I know I am making a hard decision,” he murmured. “But I can give her a good life.”

			“She’s not yours,” Kai Lin said brusquely. “If anything, I should take her. I am her aunt. The island will forget about me once the war ends, and I can move south.”

			“But if you are caught,” Yun Fan said tiredly, “they will crucify you. They cannot harm the High Protector of the Island. My name has power; it will protect her, as well as all those who come after, if they continue to bear my name.” He bent over the child. “You’re right. The islanders will talk, so let us plant the rumors ourselves. Tell them the mother died in childbirth in Cameron Highlands and it grieved me, so I never speak of her.”

			“No,” I said out loud. Neither Kai Lin nor Yun Fan reacted when I reached for them, my hands grasping uselessly against their memory-forms. “No, this is wrong, this is—”

			We were descended from Chua Yun Fan, High Protector of the Island. That was our legacy, the thing we’d safeguarded—the golden Chua family name, representing justice and honor. This couldn’t be real.

			“It’s a risky decision,” Kai Lin warned. But she leaned in anyway, peering at the child. “What will you name her?”

			The room rippled, like someone had tossed a pebble into the placid lake. The memory began to dissolve. I cried out, lunging forward, but Kai Lin dissolved before me, the wisps of magic slipping through my fingers. The world was fading, leaving only an imprint of Yun Fan staring down at the baby. He smiled a little, and then he was gone.

			A hand closed around my wrist. “Caro,” a distant voice anxiously said. “Can you hear me?”

			My eyes snapped open as the spell fell away. I jerked away from Zati’s grip, knocking her backward and almost into J.J. “Alamak!” she squeaked.

			“I told you that would scare her,” J.J. lectured as he helped her up. He looked at me, and his expression instantly melted into concern. “Caro?”

			“I’m fine!”

			“You don’t…look fine,” J.J. said slowly.

			My mind whirled. We were not Chuas at all. Everything was a lie. I was descended from the ghosts actively seeking to tear the island apart. All this time, I had simply been carrying on their legacy of destruction.

			“Caro?” Zati’s headscarf tickled my skin as she drew me into a hug. “We’re sorry for scaring you. You just weren’t responding.”

			“You mean you’re sorry you scared her,” J.J. said, bending to pick something up. “I did nothing.” He turned around, holding the ring out. “Here, I think you dropped this.”

			“I don’t want it,” I blurted.

			J.J. looked down at the ring. “But Nazmi wanted you—”

			“I don’t care,” I said, my voice shaking. “I don’t want it.”

			Zati tilted her head, but J.J. just nodded, putting the ring down beside me. “Okay,” he said, strangely gentle. He knelt, reaching for me to check for injuries. “You don’t have to take it.”

			Zati took a seat by my side, carefully fluffing out her headscarf. She unclasped a glittering red hairpin from the cloth, pulled the fabric forward to frame her round face, and slid the hairpin into my own hair, her fingers pressing lightly against my scalp. “My mother spelled it with protection,” she said, and smiled a little, though it wavered around the edges. “You’ll need it if you’re going to take on the Council.”

			“Who told you?”

			“The twins,” Zati said. “They’re worried about you.”

			How worried could they be if they’re okay with being the Council’s lackeys? I wanted to snap. Or did they send you both just to see how unhinged I am, so they can push my family out even further?

			But I held my tongue. If Zati and J.J. weren’t part of the political farce, then I was going to keep them out of it for a while longer. Instead I said, “Thanks.” Then, because I couldn’t help myself, I asked, “Why didn’t they come see me, instead of sending you two?”

			J.J. and Zati exchanged a look. Then J.J. said carefully, “I think the Council is a little busy trying to figure out what to do next. No one really knows what to do about the ghosts.”

			Zati huffed out a breath. “I don’t know what to do about the ghosts,” she said. “Why are Chee and Kai Tsiang still here? Why not move on? And why come back now?”

			“Malevolent spirits don’t tend to move on,” J.J. said. “Usually there’s something holding them back. Revenge, maybe?”

			They were so close to figuring it out. They just didn’t have the essential pieces that I’d gathered in the archives. I fiddled with my fingers, turning the puzzle over in my head. Chee had started it all, deciding to raze what Yun Fan had built to the ground just so the outsiders couldn’t carve our island up like meat. What a horrible tragedy—that both Chee and Yun Fan had only wanted to protect the island but had done so at the expense of other people. Who was really right? Chee, who believed in the island’s sole, self-determined right to rule with the strength of her own ambition? Or Yun Fan, who wanted to save the island but didn’t trust anyone close to him to do it?

			“Caro?” J.J. nudged me, bringing me back from my thoughts. “Did you hear me?”

			I shook my head. “Sorry—what did you say?”

			“I asked what Nazmi showed you in the archives.”

			For a moment, I panicked, thinking that they knew what I knew, but J.J.’s and Zati’s expressions were far too open and trusting for this to be a trap. Instead, I looked away, blinking quickly and willing my heart to slow. “He showed me a memory of the Council,” I said, which wasn’t a lie. “Of the first time Chee and Kai Tsiang went up against Chua Yun Fan. They wanted the eastern magic then, too.”

			“Why?”

			“Anyone who holds all the island’s magic has power.” I pushed away my gnawing anxiety, trying to focus. “The dead are already spreading across the island. All month they’ve been growing in power. If they get all of the island’s magic by the time the peak happens…” I thought about Chee and her single-mindedness in the memory; she’d probably want to erase Yun Fan’s work, start from scratch. Reshape the world she wanted. “They’ll eliminate the Council, destroy our culture, possess our bodies if they want before discarding us.”

			J.J. blew out a breath. “They won’t need Aaron as a vessel then, I assume.”

			I wordlessly shook my head.

			Zati drummed on her stomach, thinking hard, then sat up. “Okay,” she said, her voice scraped raw with exhaustion but resolute. “How do we help?”

			“You don’t.”

			J.J. tensed up as Zati’s head snapped to me. She looked mostly confused, though I could sense the thread of anger running beneath it. “What do you mean?”

			The memory of Leonard sneering about my brother made my heart clench. He was already willing to go to such extreme measures with one of the most powerful families on the island; what more would he do to a potioneer and a mortal? They might throw J.J. and Zati in jail, confiscate J.J.’s store, revoke Zati’s scholarship, and punish them for aiding and abetting me. There was little guarantee that they weren’t already going to do this.

			Enough. The best thing was to keep them out of it.

			“You’ve done enough,” I said. “This isn’t just some research mission anymore. We got attacked in a library. This is my fight. It always has been. Don’t get involved.”

			“And how are you going to win without us?” Zati demanded. “You almost died without our help! How could you not even be a little afraid?”

			I groaned in frustration. “What don’t you get? If I continue to let you help, the Council will say that I’m endangering you both!”

			“We don’t care about the Council,” Zati hissed. “We care about you.”

			All that I wanted to say got stuck behind my gritted teeth, which only seemed to fuel Zati’s anger. She scowled, angrily tugging at her headscarf. “Unbelievable. You think that this is only your fight, but have you considered that you’re not the only one Chee is hurting?”

			I scrabbled for my words, but the only thing that emerged was, “I have to do this alone.”

			“You don’t, though,” J.J. said. His hands were white where they were digging into his folded arms. “Why do you think you have to do everything yourself? Why do you keep pushing us away?” His tone was even, though there was a steady drumbeat of resentment poking through the surface. “We’re trying to help, even after what you did five years ago—”

			A spike of irritation shot through me. “Hey,” I snapped, “I’ve been busy saving everyone and trying to get one step ahead of Chee. What I’m doing is important, and maybe, if you really want to help, you two could do it by getting out of my way!”

			Zati recoiled like I’d punched her. J.J.’s mouth dropped open, hurt clear on his face.

			The guilt was instant. I bit my lip, clenching my fists so hard my fingernails left marks in my palms. “I didn’t mean that,” I said haltingly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

			“Save it,” J.J. said in the coldest tone I’d ever heard him use. He stepped around me, picking up the tray of medicines he’d brought in.

			“Wait,” I began, but Zati choked on a sob and followed J.J. out of the room, her arms wrapped around her waist like she’d fall apart if she loosened her grip.

			I swallowed the sob that threatened to escape, squeezing my eyes shut to stop the flow of tears. It’s for the best, I thought. All I do is hurt them. It’s better this way.

			“That was perhaps not the wisest thing to say,” Choong Kheng said gently from the door.

			He was making his way inside when I opened my eyes. His expression suggested sympathy. Or pity. I couldn’t tell. “How much did you hear?”

			“Oh, almost all of it,” Choong Kheng said. He gestured at the doorway, and belatedly, I noticed the way protection talismans glimmered against the tiles. “The magic guards against physical spellwork. Not shouted arguments, I’m afraid.”

			I lifted my hand to my mouth, trying to forestall another sob. Choong Kheng clicked his tongue, coming over. “Come now, it’s not so bad. Friends fight. It is what they do. Besides, what you said was unwise. I did not say it was wrong.”

			“I hurt them,” I cried. I buried my face in his shoulder. “I didn’t mean to.”

			“I know.” Choong Kheng patted my shoulder. His voice was soothing and warm. “Izzati and Jia Jing mean well. But they are also young, and unlike you, unburdened by responsibility. You are kind, Caroline, to try to keep this from your friends.”

			“I don’t know how to make this right. Everything I do seems to hurt people.”

			Choong Kheng nodded. “Perhaps,” he said slowly, “you should ask yourself what the best decision is to make for your friends? How can you protect them?”

			I pulled myself away, wiping my tears with the back of my hand. “Whatever I do, it won’t be enough,” I said hollowly.

			Choong Kheng hummed, tugging at my elbow. “Maybe, maybe not,” he said. “Come. Let’s take a walk.”
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			Fourteen

			We walked in silence, Choong Kheng leading me through gardens that opened up out of nowhere. We descended countless staircases, passing tortoise ponds and large, lily-filled pools with koi fish before pushing through the double doors of a wooden gate. I paused at the doorway, resting a hand against the frame as I took in the vibrantly pink torch ginger buds and bright red bunches of birds of paradise flowers.

			Choong Kheng sat down heavily on a stone bench, groaning. “Old men do not move as well as they should,” he said wearily.

			I folded my arms, not in the mood for small talk. “What has the Council decided about my brother?”

			Choong Kheng frowned. “We don’t have to talk about it if it distresses you—”

			“My brother being punished for something he didn’t do distresses me.”

			In the silence of the garden, Choong Kheng’s sigh hovered thick and uncertain. Finally, he said, “They leave at dawn to find him.”

			“They?”

			“The twins will lead a group.”

			I recoiled like someone had slapped me across the face. “The twins,” I repeated. The words were lit coals, fire catching all along my insides. I clenched my fists so hard I thought the nails might draw blood, but I forced myself to remain calm. Maybe I misunderstood. “Are they bringing him back alive?”

			Choong Kheng sighed again. “Perhaps.” He glanced at me, seemingly assessing how I’d take it. “I asked for it, but they are under orders to put the threat down.”

			The blood drained from my face. Of course they’d do this. All they’d done this entire time was follow the Council’s orders, and now, with Leonard’s machinations in the open, it was clear why. Arabella wasn’t on my side at all; if she really loved Aaron, she would be fighting for him, not treating him like a fugitive who needed to be hunted down.

			I spun on my heel, trying to swallow my anger. “Do you believe me?”

			“Of course.”

			“And do you agree with what they’re doing?” I asked over my shoulder.

			“I am part of the Council,” Choong Kheng said heavily, “and they have made a decision.”

			That’s not an answer. A large drop of water splashed against my ankle, followed by a distant roll of thunder. “The Council will kill him,” I said, my voice tight. “And what of my parents? Will the Council abandon them, too?”

			Choong Kheng pressed his lips together—a silence that spoke volumes.

			The skies opened up. Rhythmless sheets of rain began to drum above our heads, pounding on the tin roof. Water turned the earth a dark brown, releasing a soft, loamy scent. I frowned, contemplating my options.

			Under the cover of the storm, Choong Kheng leaned forward. “There is another way we could possibly get him back unscathed,” he murmured. “But it’s dangerous, Caroline. You have to consider very carefully what’s at stake.”

			I dug my foot into the soil, streaking dirt onto my sneaker’s smooth canvas. “Go and get him myself, right?”

			Choong Kheng’s expression told me everything I needed to know. I’d already come to that conclusion—the Council wasn’t going to do anything to help my family. They were fixating on Aaron right now because he was the immediate threat, and an easy scapegoat to discredit our reputation. It would all be up to me. I tipped my head back, watching the rain pour off the roof in a perfect spout.

			“Take it from an old man, Caroline,” Choong Kheng said at last. “The only things you are guaranteed to get in life are choices. And choices always come with consequences. You simply have to live with them.” He gestured vaguely toward the courtyard, drenched and drowning in the rain. “You have a choice now. Go, face a dangerous mission to save your brother, and if you succeed, then everything you have done will atone for your mistakes. Or behave, stay, take care of your friends, and lead.”

			I looked hard at him. “You want me to pick the second one, don’t you?”

			“Never worry about someone else when you are making a choice.” He shrugged. “But if you were to ask my opinion, yes. I would much prefer you choose the second. The island always wants a Chua at its head.”

			“Even if it’s me?”

			“You underestimate how useful you’d be.”

			For a moment, I wavered. Could I risk it? Did I trust the twins to bring him home?

			“I’m going,” I said at last. “I have to.”

			Choong Kheng dropped his hand from my shoulder. I expected to see a look of disappointment, but Choong Kheng merely looked resigned. “Very well,” he said. “In that case, you may count on me to assist.”

			“You’re going to help?” I asked.

			“Don’t look so surprised by this decision,” he said indignantly.

			“Well, it’s—you’re just—”

			“Old?”

			“Better suited for strategy than the field,” I offered.

			Choong Kheng huffed. “So! You can be diplomatic when you put your mind to it. No, I will not be coming with you. But I can give you as much information as you need to get your brother home safely. Along with something to help.”

			The keris glimmered in the dim light as he drew it out. The wickedly jagged blade made a soft schwing sound as he experimentally twirled it, and I thought I could see the trails of magic it left behind, copper and dark. It was the one Chee had wielded in the mansion, the one she’d used to fight Arabella, the same one that had sunk itself into the Jade’s neck. I took a step back, suddenly alarmed. I’d paid enough attention in school to know that magical artifacts like this keris were dangerous tools wielded by only the most proficient of wizards. “No. Won’t that overwhelm my magic?”

			“Not if we bind it correctly.” Choong Kheng rubbed his chin. “Only a handful of these exist across the country. Most of them are on the eastern peninsula, scattered among some of the oldest tribes in the country. Though it’s said some old magic families still have them.”

			I stared at the keris. “How many of these have you come across?”

			“Not many.” Choong Kheng clicked his tongue. “Only the ones that I studied during my training in ghost magic. It is good fortune that we have it in our possession.”

			“Good fortune,” I echoed. Unbidden, my mind conjured up visions of how a body jerked when this blade embedded itself. I tried not to retch at the thought. “Someone died from it.”

			“Yes, of course,” Choong Kheng said hastily. “I didn’t mean— Of course, it’s terrible what happened. But her sacrifice means we have a weapon of great power. It could mean the difference between winning and losing the war.”

			In the low light, the keris didn’t look dangerous. It didn’t feel like an ancient tool of magical power. “What does it do?”

			“This keris was handed down from the earliest sultans,” Choong Kheng said. “Forged in fire, tempered with the elements of the earth, and later infused with ancient soul magic before the art was lost to time. Before we had other forms of protection, these tools were used to keep evil spirits away from kingdoms.” He tapped the blade. “Its magic will get more powerful the closer the Hungry Ghost Festival gets.”

			“It isn’t lost on me that soul magic can corrupt…well, my soul.” I swallowed hard, the fear agitating the tiger. “I don’t really feel like taking that risk. I’d rather rely on my own magic, thanks.”

			“Caroline, think logically,” Choong Kheng said in exasperation. “You’ve hardly had a chance to rest. If you keep using your own magic, you’ll burn out.” He eyed me. “Unless you can use the island’s energy? Have you harnessed it yet?”

			My mind flashed back to the archives, recalling how the magic had failed to easily cooperate with me. I looked away, embarrassed. “No,” I muttered.

			To his credit, Choong Kheng didn’t push on the point. Instead, he just nodded and said, “Going into the ghost realm will also dampen your own living magic. Think of this dagger as an amplifier—it will simply give you more power without you having to draw from within yourself. I want you to have all the resources you need to get out alive.” He carefully examined the dagger again. “It may even free your brother.”

			“How?”

			“It reverses the flow of magic,” Choong Kheng explained. He flipped the handle over and pointed. Small, elegant script encircled the hilt, character strokes stretching smooth and long. “A keris’s primary purpose is to disrupt systems. And since this one still has soul magic infused into it, it has the potential to control ghosts.”

			“So theoretically, I could get Kai Tsiang out of Aaron’s body,” I realized.

			“Theoretically. Or, at the very least, incapacitate him enough to bring Aaron back alive.”

			A koel sang plaintively in the trees. Lightning illuminated the sky, revealing the dark clouds of the storm that had rolled in.

			In the dim light, I could just barely see the scars lacing my skin in a cobweb pattern. I could point to any scar in the constellation and tell you where I got it—this one, from the archives, escaping the ghosts; this one, from where the portal had spat me out, gravel biting into my skin as Zati tried to brace my weight.

			I placed a finger on a scar that ran from the inside of my elbow down to the base of my wrist, thin but never quite faded. It was a souvenir I’d kept from five years ago, to remind myself of what I’d done. These were all scars from my previous choices, reminding me of how far I’d come. But there were always going to be more choices.

			Make one choice, then make another.

			“Fine,” I said at last. My fingers closed around the hilt and I shivered, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. The dagger fit into my palm and the heft was perfect, like it had been calibrated exactly for me. “You’ll guide me through it?”

			“Of course.” Choong Kheng flipped my hand over so my palm faced up, dagger glinting in the light. “Think of your magic,” he instructed. The tiger sniffed curiously at the air, sensing the keris’s ancient magic. “Think of it sinking into the hilt.”

			I crooked a finger in my mind’s eye, and the tiger came, rumbling nervously. It experimentally nudged the keris and I reached out, pulling a strand of the magic from the tiger’s fur. Closing my eyes, I imagined wrapping my magic around the hilt, a golden thread gleaming against the dark pewter. One strand, then two, then three and more still; the tiger closed its jaws around the keris, sinking its magic into the artifact. Choong Kheng murmured something, the rounded, unfamiliar words sliding together like pearls on a string.

			The wind picked up, howling through the trees; something skittered along the branches, green leaves tumbling to the ground. I almost reached for the back of my neck, wondering at how cold it suddenly felt.

			But as fast as it came, the feeling was gone. The wind died down and it was just us and the rain again, water beginning to creep off the grass and reach for our feet. A koel bird mournfully cawed down the road: ko-ah, ko-ah. Choong Kheng let go. “It is yours,” he said solemnly.

			I shivered and tucked the dagger away in my pocket, using a bit of my magic to conceal it. “Thank you, uncle.”

			Choong Kheng reached out to clasp my shoulder. “Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “Go get what you need. Potions, bandages, whatever is necessary. I will meet you back here in one hour and send you off. Hurry.”
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			Fifteen

			Slipping around the temple to gather supplies was strangely easy. The hallways stood empty, devoid of the temple acolytes who had been on patrol hours ago. Doors swayed slightly in the damp wind, offering glimpses of mortal and magical refugees awkwardly contorted in sleep, their snoring echoing in the prayer halls.

			At one point, I stumbled across a room, where I caught sight of my friends, deep asleep. In the time it had taken to lay out plans with Choong Kheng, Zati and J.J. had apparently linked back up with the twins. My hands trembled as I took in the scene of my friends scattered across the space. I could cross the room in five steps and join them, but the gulf between us was bigger than that now. The twins had never really been on my side. I’d pushed Zati and J.J. away. I was all alone again. It was better this way, though. No one would go down with me when this was all over.

			The cost of doing the right thing was high. But if it meant saving my family, so be it.

			“Caroline,” Choong Kheng murmured. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “We must go before the temple wakes and the team sets out to find Aaron.”

			I inhaled deeply, turning my back on my friends. “You’ll protect them?” I asked quietly.

			“I will ensure they are taken care of.” Choong Kheng waved me on. “Come. Time to go.”

			We moved swiftly through the winding pathways and climbed higher and higher through the complex as hallways twisted and unfolded before us. I swore the sky was already lightening, preparing for the sun to rise on another stormy morning. I picked up the pace—I had to go before anyone realized I was missing.

			“You must be sure of yourself, Caroline.” Choong Kheng said it abruptly, like it was a conversation we’d been having all along. “I have to ask you: If it comes to saving your brother or saving the island, what will you choose?”

			I thought of the split second at the archives, where Aaron had broken free of Kai Tsiang’s control. My brother had been scared and helpless, but he’d tried to save me, even when he knew he couldn’t hold out forever. It must have taken every shred of his strength to break through, but he’d done it to try to protect me.

			My throat tightened with emotion. It was such an easy answer. “Saving my brother is saving the island,” I said quietly.

			Choong Kheng hummed. I wasn’t sure if he approved, but he didn’t rebuke me, either.

			We slowed to a stop in front of a closed garden door. A carving of a dragon peered at us, cold jade eyes watching our approach. Choong Kheng reached over and pushed lightly on the door, and it swung open with a creak, revealing a sprawling, lush jungle. Vines spilled across the floor; ferns and bright red tropical flowers stretched to the sky. A startled flock of sparrows took to the air, circling the old banyan trees in the courtyard.

			“Follow the path in this garden,” Choong Kheng said. “I’ve been told that at the end, you’ll find the last portal to the ghost realm.”

			“I thought there was only the one portal to the ghost realm.” I peered into the jungle, trying to find the portal, but the foliage was too thick to see anything. “Isn’t that what the mansion was for?”

			“It was. This was supposed to be decommissioned years ago.” Choong Kheng frowned. “Kai Lin must have used this to appear here. No matter. You can take this to the western half of the island, which is now under the thrall of the ghost realm.”

			He took a step back. “This is as far as I can take you. I must get back to watch over the others. Remember, once you cross through the portal, head west—and be careful. It is where the resentful, dark energy is the thickest.” He brushed some dust off my shoulder. “Keep your wits about you, Caroline. Remember what’s at stake.”

			“I’ll be fine,” I said. When Choong Kheng raised an eyebrow at my show of unearned confidence, I added, “Theoretically.”

			Choong Kheng sighed. “Decades of shepherding your family through political strife, and you are the most incorrigible one of them all. Still.” He clapped my shoulder. “Your family would be proud of how brave you are. So am I. In your stead, I will do what is best for the island. Go. Be careful.”

			Humidity clung to me as I made my way through the jungle. Mosquitoes buzzed around my ear as I gingerly picked my way through the undergrowth, inhaling the smell of wet wood mingled with the warm, decaying scent of leaves and other detritus. Sunlight filtered through the trees in shafts of soft and dappled light as a nearby river babbled gently, punctuated by a frog’s mournful croak.

			I almost missed the portal when I came across it. It had been inlaid into a thick tree, golden characters etched delicately into the bark around the dormant entryway. As I looked at it, a magical barrier started to pulse around the unassuming door rim. Intricately inked words flickered in and out of view, like asynchronous fireflies. I didn’t have to be fluent in Mandarin to know what the spell’s purpose was—I could see the ghost-word 鬼 all over the spell. Ghosts inside. Do not enter.

			I picked my way across gnarled tree roots, almost tripping over the vines that lay coiled on the floor. As I passed a thicket of trees, I spied something in the distance—it looked like the corner of a tapered, red-roofed temple, curved and pointed with blue and green dragons hanging off it. I tilted my head, curious.

			The bushes shivered. A head appeared and disappeared through the trees, and I froze in my tracks, catching only a glimpse of glittering black eyes before they sank back into the shadows. “Strange child,” a voice whispered, the sound rustling through the trees. “Why have you come?”

			“Who are you?” I asked.

			“Who are you?” The voice seemed to echo from every direction. “Brave child, coming into the home of a naga without knowing who I am.”

			The naga. I’d heard of these creatures from the childhood stories my mother had told me, but I’d never seen one before. They could take either human or snake form, though they were often half human, and they were usually door guardians for old temples. It made sense that one was here.

			“I’m sorry,” I said nervously. I looked around for the naga, but it had disappeared. The shadows were too thick; I couldn’t see anything beyond the clumped-together jungle vines and ferns. It was here, though. I could hear it breathing. “I’m here to, um, get to the ghost realm.”

			“The ghost realm.” A long breath of wind made the trees tremble. I wasn’t sure if it was a hiss or a laugh. “So. Not brave. Just foolish. The ghost realm is not for you, youngling.”

			“I can handle it.”

			“Bold words, but untested.” The trees rustled as the naga slithered through, its voice echoing from all directions as it kept to the shadows. Long hooked claws gleamed gold as they briefly made an appearance in the dim light. “Tell me, what compels you, child, to risk your life? Surely you must know that if you stay too long in the realm, your magic dissolves.” The leaves shivered. “Stay too long, little witch, and you will become a ghost yourself. This is why only ghosts and those who I deem worthy may pass. Turn back.”

			I steeled myself. “No. My brother needs me.” I dug my fingers into the bark of a nearby tree. “What can I do to be found worthy?”

			There was a long pause. Something slithered across the roots, scraping and wet. “Well. If you must know, it has been so long since I was fed.”

			I gulped. A cold twinge of fear shot through me. “What do you eat?”

			“Humans.” Then the branches shook with the force of the naga’s sudden, sibilant laughter. “I only jest. I don’t eat humans. They don’t taste very rich. Have you any gold?”

			Gold? I lit up at the suggestion. “Here,” I said, plunging my hand into my pocket. I held out Chee’s beaten-up wedding ring, which I’d grabbed on the way out of the room. The sunlight glinted off the brassy surface. “How about this?”

			There was a rustling and then the ferns parted on the left to reveal the naga emerging into the clearing, its black eyes wide and curious. The top half of its body was human, with silver armor glinting off its chest and shoulders, but its bottom half was a snake’s, black scales glistening in the light. It held out a hand and I nervously slipped the ring onto its finger. “Exquisite,” it murmured, holding its hand up to the light.

			All I saw when I looked at the ring was a reminder of the horrible legacy I had been handed. Getting rid of it was a good start. “Is that enough for safe passage?”

			The naga jammed the ring farther onto its finger. It looked ridiculous; the size was altogether too small for the naga’s fingers. I held my tongue, though. I did not feel like angering an ancient door guardian.

			The naga considered me and then shrugged. It flicked its wrist, and the portal lit up, golden words spinning faster and faster until they enveloped the portal in a gentle glow. “If you insist on dying in the ghost realm, then be my guest. The ghost realm is a more acceptable ask than what you could request of me. Although, little one—”

			The naga had my wrist in its grip before I could move. Its dark eyes bore into mine, endless voids of nothing, and they seemed to say: I have seen everything you have ever done, and I have found you wanting. “The ghost realm is a slippery place,” it said, voice ringing ominously. “Beware of who you trust. Understand?”

			I blinked. “Wh—”

			“Go,” the naga said, and released me into the light of the portal.

			Everything around me shifted like sand, grains falling and reshaping themselves in smudges of watercolor as I landed on my feet, windmilling my arms to keep my balance. Like it had in the mansion, the world spun wildly on its axis, and I grimaced, trying to swallow my nausea before I threw up all over the ground.

			As I waited for the world to settle, I flicked my hand, twisting my hair into a tight bun to keep the nape of my neck clear. It had been muggy at Kek Lok Si, but here, there was a thick, choking, stifling humidity, the kind that wormed its way under your clothes to make you sweat from the inside. I wished I had ice to put on the back of my neck.

			Once I was confident I wasn’t going to throw up, I opened my eyes and chanced a look around. It wasn’t quite night, but it wasn’t daytime, either. The sky above me was the sulky shade of gray that preceded the monsoon rains. I wrinkled my nose at the scent of decaying flesh and had to swallow my nausea again. Lovely welcome.

			I bit my tongue when my gaze landed on something hulking in the shadows a few meters down the road. Immediately, I crouched, drawing an illusion spell over myself like a cloak, but the thing didn’t move. It became apparent why when I crept closer—it was the remains of a hut, the vines and grass having broken the structure down into nothing but dilapidated wreckage.

			I looked around and realized I was standing in the middle of a kampung. This must have been a thriving village once—I could see the big, elevated rumah tangga, with their staircases half-broken and crumpled by crawling vines. I reached out and touched a vine with my foot, and it seemed to shudder, drawing into itself a little. Yellow pitcher plants and sprays of faded pink bougainvillea dotted the canopy, desaturated and gleaming in the dim light.

			Something moved in the trees and my magic spiked in anticipation. I whirled, magic leaping to my fingers, but it was only a small black-and-white langur. It froze in the branches, eyes big and wide against the white patches on its face, before it scampered upward.

			My breath left me in a rush, and I sank into a crouch, willing my racing heart to slow. “It’s fine,” I murmured. My voice was swallowed by the oppressive quiet of the jungle. “You’re fine.”

			Wood cracked as the vines tightened their grip on a nearby house. I hastily moved away from the structure, brushing down my long pants as I reached into my pocket and withdrew a small map, unfolding and smoothing it out as best I could. Thin charcoal lines wiggled and squirmed where I touched them, magic cool under my fingertips like morning dew.

			Choong Kheng had pressed the map into my hands in the inner courtyard, hiking a small bag over my shoulder before sending me off. “This is the best I can do for you,” he’d said anxiously, hands moving over the map. “It’s a map of Balik Pulau as we know it.”

			“But it’s been taken over by the ghost realm.”

			“That doesn’t change the landscape,” Choong Kheng had said, staring at the map. “The ghost realm is simply one layer of magic overlaid on top of the other, an inverse of our world. You can still navigate it with this.” He blew on the map and the magic scattered like dust. In response, soft, glowing marbles unfurled above the map in clumps. I watched, fascinated, as they separated and reformed, like bubbles finding one another on the surface of a still lake.

			“What’s this spell?”

			“It tracks ghost magic,” Choong Kheng said absently, following the bubbles. “I remember some things from my time as a young mage. Here.” He pointed far northwest, where a clump of bubbles bumped against one another. “This has the greatest trace of ghostly energy. If I had to guess, that’s where you’ll find Aaron.”

			The map glowed copper in my hands now, illuminating the immediate area with a soft light. The familiar notes of a finding spell sang to me, and I reached for it, grasping the threads of the spell Choong Kheng had helpfully left behind. Closing my eyes, I called to mind Aaron’s face, tying the memory of his magic to the finding spell. It glowed warm in my hands, and my heart leaped. Find him, I commanded, imagining a string leading from me to Aaron.

			Something sharp stung my palms and I gasped, opening my eyes just in time to see the map burst into flames, its edges shriveling into blackened pieces. “Ow!” I blurted, dropping the burning piece of paper. It fluttered to the ground, reforming into butterflies that perched lightly on a nearby tree, wings slowly opening and closing.

			I straightened, cracking my neck. “Do I follow you?” I asked.

			The butterflies took flight, circling me before settling back down on the tree branch, as though to say: What else are you supposed to do?

			I scowled at them but rolled up my sleeves anyway. “All right, then.” My voice hung uncertainly in the still, dead air. “Let’s go.”
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			Sixteen

			The light rippled across my feet as I followed the butterflies. They flitted from branch to branch, casting soft copper haloes on the tangled, knotted vines. Damp leaves sank underfoot into the mud, shed by the tall banyan trees that blocked out the light. With every step I took, my nerves frayed one millimeter at a time. Then the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end—someone was creeping up behind me.

			I whirled, magic leaping to my fingers, but the jungle was empty. I turned my head left and right, letting my magic sniff around, but no one stood there. There wasn’t even a shred of illusion magic drifting in the wind. A large cobra slithered off a branch and landed with an affronted huff, rustling into the undergrowth, and a large cenderawasih bird took flight, its once-vibrant feathers dull in the light, but otherwise, there was no one in sight.

			I breathed out a long sigh, turned back around, and almost screamed.

			A small girl stood barefoot in the middle of the undergrowth. Her white gown hung too big on her—too pristine, too clean for where she was standing. In contrast, stringy, unwashed hair framed her thin, pale face, choppy bangs sweeping over two wide eyes that burned with curiosity.

			“Who are you?” I asked.

			She tilted her head. The corners of her mouth tilted upward, though the smile never reached her eyes. “Who are you?” she echoed, her voice light and lilting.

			Goose bumps rippled across my skin. A child standing alone in a clearing and acting creepy was definitely not a good sign. I nervously glanced around; I’d stopped in a spot where the tree line narrowed, creating a bottleneck that made it hard to easily escape. A trap.

			The young girl stepped forward, and with her drifted a nauseating smell of sulfur and decaying meat. “Who are you?” she repeated.

			I backed away, one hand coming to rest on the keris. “I’m nobody. I’m sorry. I’m going to go now—”

			An arctic wind ripped through the trees, violently shaking the branches like a death rattle and drawing the breath from my lungs. The wind moaned in an eerie echo of my worst nightmares. An invisible force slammed into my back, sending me sprawling knee-first into the mud, palms scraping against thick gnarled roots.

			The girl took another step forward, looming ominously over me. Her eyes glittered with cold cruelty. “Who are you?” she said again, and her voice cracked and growled all at once. I shuddered at the familiarity of it, terror freezing my blood. It can’t be, she can’t be here—

			With a resounding crack, the girl’s neck snapped to the side. Her shoulders began to broaden, fabric ripping as her sharp nails tore at her clothes. Her bones split as they grew longer, distending her skin, and I squeezed my eyes shut, but it couldn’t stop me from hearing the cracking.

			Her hand grabbed my face, and I shrieked in terror, eyes flying back open. A fully grown, familiar pontianak looked down her nose at me. Rotting breath seeped between her sharp, pointed teeth, and I flinched, trying to get away. Fear made my voice shiver. “You’re dead! You’re not real!”

			“Aren’t I?” Her cold smile grew wider. “Can you really kill the unkillable?”

			It was like I was thirteen again, facing down the same horrible monster that had almost killed J.J. and me. The jungle shifted, melting into the landscape of my nightmares. Panic filled my veins with ice as I struggled hard, but I couldn’t move a single inch. “Please! Let me go!”

			The pontianak caressed my cheek, and I whimpered when her nail dug in, red staining her pale skin. Warm blood dribbled down my neck. “This isn’t real! They killed you. Aaron said—”

			“Aaron,” the pontianak murmured. Her eyes gleamed. “Yes. Would you like to see what I made of him?”

			With a flick of her wrist, she whipped me around. The clearing abruptly flooded with light, as though someone had punched several holes in the thick overgrowth. My eyes caught an outstretched hand in one pool of light, and then an arm. Slowly, the shadows pulled back, revealing a mangled body: Aaron, lying on his side, eyes closed, dark liquid pooling where his heart had been. His skin was paper white, drained of blood. The only color came from the deep craters in his skin, where claws had gouged into him, tearing him apart.

			A wild scream ripped its way out of my throat, fury and panic and rage all bubbling over. I tried to throw myself forward, but the pontianak held me in place. “Aaron!”

			This wasn’t how it had gone five years ago. He wasn’t supposed to be dead. Aaron was supposed to burst into the clearing with my father and the Council and drag me home. He was supposed to sit down next to me, angry and scared, and say, It’s a miracle you’re alive. He was supposed to save me, and I was supposed to save him, but I’d failed. He was dead because—

			“You fail everyone you meet,” the pontianak whispered. The words echoed, damning and cruel. “Everyone who loves you dies. You’ll never be good enough to protect them. See what I can do with them, see what I have done…”

			The light in the clearing pooled together to cast a wider net. Two bodies lay at my feet. Zati’s hands were open, defenseless; her frightened eyes looked up at me out of a pale, sunken face, blood splattered across a fresh white blouse. J.J. lay next to her, his glasses shattered, fingers broken. Farther down, the twins were slumped, their limbs twisted at grotesque angles. My parents lay collapsed on top of each other, gaping holes torn in their bodies. I choked on a sob, trying not to inhale the sickening scent of iron and rust.

			This wasn’t right. This wasn’t supposed to happen. My friends were at Kek Lok Si, Choong Kheng had said he was going to keep them safe…No one was supposed to be here…No one was supposed to die.

			But they were here. They were dead. And that was my fault.

			“Your fault,” the pontianak whispered, stepping closer to me. She lifted me off the ground, and my limbs twitched in the grip of her spell. “You weren’t strong enough then and you’re not strong enough now.”

			“Stop,” I sobbed.

			“You killed your friends. They died for you. You did nothing to stop it.” The pontianak’s grin was rotting, the corners of her mouth decaying and caving in. “This is how it will always go.”

			Despair rolled over me. I, like Chee, was a force of inevitable destruction. I could imagine Zati’s terrified screams. I would never be able to get J.J.’s unseeing gaze out of my head. Aaron, Arabella, Athena—the futures of the island, the bright shining stars—extinguished. My parents, who had believed in me—dead and gone. It was my fault. I’d doomed them.

			“Give in,” the pontianak cooed. Her hands slid down to my throat, closing around my windpipe. “Give in, Caroline. This place doesn’t want you. Why fight for it?”

			It would be easier. This island had never welcomed me anyway. The magic didn’t accept me. The people didn’t want me. It would be a mercy, I thought dully.

			One of the pontianak’s hands came up to the side of my head, fingers flexing for a good grip as she prepared to snap my neck. I watched, dazed and drugged, as she reached for me—

			Then with a pained roar, she yanked her hand back and dropped me.

			I crashed into the ground hard. Breath rushed back into my lungs. Dimly, I felt something hot pulsing on the side of my head and reached up, pulling it out of my hair.

			It was Zati’s hairpin. My mother spelled it with protection, she’d said, sliding it into my hair at Kek Lok Si.

			As I stared at the smoking hairpin, the forest’s undergrowth shrank, vines sinking into the ground. The foliage overhead cleared out, casting the area in more light. My friends disappeared, too, their blood vanishing into thin air.

			I looked around wildly. None of it’s real. The realization almost made me laugh hysterically, giddy with relief. My friends were safe. They weren’t here dying, it had all been—

			A what? A nightmare?

			But then I blinked, and I was back in that awful clearing again, the pontianak hissing and spitting wildly as she held her blackened wrist in one hand. “You awful child,” she snarled. “How dare you—”

			“You’re not real,” I whispered, backing away.

			The vision flickered. I could still see the pontianak glaring balefully at me, but now three wizards stood behind her. One of them wore a bandana over his long, stringy hair; another sported a messy, unwashed beard; the third of them, the one murmuring a spell under his breath, had a ratty ponytail. Overgrown webs of magic hung around me, sinking their tendrils into my skin. It’s just a dreamwalking spell, I realized with a stab of anger. Someone had tried to bring my worst nightmares to life and was using them against me.

			“Boss,” Bandana Man said, eyeing me. His voice sounded like it was coming from very far away. “I think she’s fighting it.”

			“Can’t be,” Ponytail said. “This spell’s powerful.”

			I blinked, and the pontianak snapped back into focus as she lunged for me. I scrambled away, almost tripping over my feet, and barely caught the pontianak’s blow as she swung. “Get away from me!” I screamed. My magic, fueled by my pain, pulsed supernova bright—it burned me from the inside, scalding me every second that it stayed under my skin. “Get away from me!”

			A spell slammed into my ribs, knocking me backward. The dreamwalking spell fizzled out, taking the pontianak with it, but I barely had time to feel relieved before the three wizards took aim again, their expressions grim and murderous. “Subdue her,” Grizzled Beard ordered. “We’ll just immobilize her and take her back with us.”

			Like hell you will. I breathed out sharply, digging my fingers into the loamy, muddy soil. My magic rumbled, angry and low, and I began to gather it as I slowly pulled myself to my feet, swaying slightly.

			One pontianak? Nigh impossible without any help. Three wizards? Relatively easier. I’d take those odds any day. I wiped my hands on my jeans. “You don’t want to do this,” I croaked.

			“What are you going to do?” Bandana Man cackled. “Fight us all at once?”

			The tiger circled in my mind’s eye, anticipatory and bloodthirsty. Adrenaline pounded in my ears. “It wouldn’t be a fair fight,” I said.

			“I’d say not,” Ponytail scoffed.

			“Enough talking,” Grizzled Beard snapped at his compatriots. “Get her!”

			I closed my eyes and the tiger roared. I was going to make them pay. “I don’t think you understand.” I adjusted my stance. “It’s not fair to you.”

			The guard with the bandana moved first. He lunged, slashing downward with his arm, but I dove out of the way. As I rolled to my feet, the tiger burst from my right hand like an extension of a whip, lunging forward. My body went boneless for a moment before energy surged through me, like I’d touched a live wire.

			A red, angry curse shot my way. I ducked in time, and the curse splintered a tree trunk with the force of the spell. Clutching the sharp edges of the bark, I forced myself to focus. I needed another plan. The tiger was a powerful physical manifestation of my magic, but I was outnumbered. If this went on for long enough, I’d run the risk of burning my magic out. And if these bandits found a way to trap the tiger and kill it, I would die.

			My fingers brushed against something warm at my hip. I glanced down to see the keris glowing a faint copper. Choong Kheng’s voice filtered back to me: It will simply give you more power without you having to draw from within yourself.

			I was in a bind. I needed help. The keris, seemingly responding to this, grew even warmer against my skin. Use me, it rattled. Use me, use me.

			I reached for the keris, warm and grounding. “How?”

			Let me take care of it, the keris said. Trust me. Let me fight.

			A paralysis spell flew at me, and my arm instinctively shot up. The keris hummed as it redirected the blow, which glanced off a tree and exploded harmlessly in a shower of sparks. I danced out of the way as another curse sang by my ear, embedding itself in a tree that shuddered and blackened where the spell touched it.

			More, the keris sang. Give me more power!

			Without hesitation, I crooked my finger, summoning the magic home. The tiger roared and vanished into the keris, which flared a bright copper.

			The world instantly sharpened, like my senses had been dialed up to a hundred. In one breath, I pivoted, slinging a sharp disarming spell toward Bandana Man. In another breath, I intercepted another stunning spell, sending it into the sky. I laughed in surprised awe of how sure the magic felt in my hands.

			Bandana Man and Ponytail converged, their magic rushing like a tidal wave. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a third spell flying toward me. I was half a step too slow, turning, watching as the combined stunning spells gathered in the air.

			Breathe, the keris said, and I inhaled.

			The dagger slashed down without me thinking about it. It flared brightly, drawing on its own magic and spinning up a complicated formation. A gossamer-thin shield spell unfurled before me, tendrils curling outward.

			Watch what happens next, little frog, the keris said.

			Everything seemed to slow. The spells coming toward me, black and dark red and deadly, collided into the net shield. I half expected the net to crumple into pieces and the spells to strike me where I stood, but the net held. It absorbed the spells, copper subsuming the darkness. As though in a dream, I felt my arm slash upward, and the net exploded soundlessly.

			The blowback of the spell engulfed all four of us with a BANG, rattling the nearby trees and blowing us backward. Screams drifted across the clearing, and distantly, through the shield I pulled over my head, I thought I heard the cracking of bones. The smoke that billowed tasted acrid—like incense left burning too long.

			I stumbled to my feet, coughing. The smoke cleared to reveal two wizards: Bandana Man and Ponytail lying off to the side, Bandana Man twitching faintly and moaning.

			Two wizards.

			Out of nowhere, a rope shot out of the dust, looping around my arms and pinning them to my side. The keris clattered to the ground as a sharp parang pressed against my neck. Hot, grotesquely rotten breath hissed at me, “No sudden moves.”

			I shuddered involuntarily, and the curved blade broke my skin, blood welling from the wound. Grizzled Beard laughed into my ear, a coughing, wet sound that made my skin crawl. “Foolish girl,” he said mockingly. “The young mistress wants you alive, but I think you’ll be just as useful to her dead.”

			“Let me go before I hurt you,” I snarled.

			“Oh, very brave words,” Grizzled Beard said. “Maybe I’ll cut out your tongue first.”

			The blade shifted against my skin as I kept my eyes on the keris, focusing hard. Somewhere within my magic, I found the keris’s magic signature, dark and cold, and I closed my eyes, imagining my fingers resting on the hilt. I could see the dagger in my mind’s eye—the grooved pewter of the hilt, the sharp steel of the wavy, biting blade. It clinked softly as it moved from where it was lying at my feet.

			“Give up, girl,” Grizzled Beard hissed. “It’s over.”

			“Think again,” I said coldly, and the keris jerked up, landing in my open palm.

			I flicked it in my hand, spinning it so it was blade down, and jammed it behind me. The ropes dissolved and I pivoted, grabbing his arm and twisting it away. Grizzled Beard howled as the blade sank into his skin, jagged edges biting deep into his gut, and I yanked it out with a twist and a snarl. The parang he was holding clattered to the ground as he toppled backward, twitching soundlessly. He reached for me, pain clear across his features. “No!”

			Little holes began to open up all over his body, like someone had dug a lit cigarette into his flesh; his body began to crumble, turning into ash as it sank into the ground, until he was nothing but a pile of powder.

			What did I just do? The horror abruptly washed over me. I almost dropped the dagger again as my rage vanished in an instant. “What happened?”

			You banished a ghost’s soul, the keris replied. You did that.

			My breaths were shallow and panicked. Nausea rose at the back of my throat, sour with guilt. I’d never killed someone before. “I did that,” I repeated.

			Power is never a clean game, little frog. The keris seemed to shiver in my hand. How does it feel?

			“It feels like I just killed a man!”

			He would have killed you, the keris said, its voice thrumming with confidence. You had no choice.

			I hadn’t had a choice. Had I? It was all fuzzy, like a bad TV signal.

			There was a soft moan behind me. I whirled to see Bandana Man trying to sit up and drag himself away from his unmoving compatriot. He cried out when I started toward him, trying to raise his arms to defend himself. “No! Please! Don’t hurt me!”

			Ask him where to go, the keris prompted.

			I crouched next to him. “You’re going to help me,” I said, hoping I sounded more threatening than I felt. “Is that clear?”

			“Anything!” he said, terror written across his features. “What do you want?”

			I hauled him up by his collar, keris still unsteadily aimed at him. “Where’s Chee’s compound?”

			“A few kilometers away—she sent us here as guards, she said you’d be coming—”

			Alarm spiked in my chest. “What do you mean, she said I’d be coming?”

			“I don’t know!” Bandana Man wailed, all his bravado vanishing in the face of my magic. “She told us to cast a dreamwalking trap, she said it would work—please, please don’t hurt me. Help! Help!”

			A shout drifted back in response; the words were indistinguishable. Distant spells exploded in the air. I cursed, shaking the guard before dropping him, ripping a chunk off my magic and slapping it on his mouth. His shouts cut off, though he was still making furious little yells, writhing on the floor. “Enough,” I ground out, my fingers tightening around his collar.

			They used your nightmares against you, the keris prompted. Don’t you want them to pay? You should kill him.

			I stiffened at the reminder of the guards playing with my memories, how they’d turned my guilt against me to break me. The anger sank its barbed hooks into my skin and my hand tightened on the dagger. The guard, seeing my hand twitch, went still with terror, eyes bulging wide.

			It took every ounce of self-control for me to stay my hand. I swallowed hard, fingers gripping the hilt so hard I felt the grooves imprint themselves against my skin. “No,” I forced out. “I won’t.”

			People will die if you do not strike first, the keris warned.

			I thought of the guard I’d stabbed, melting into the ground like he’d never existed. He’d been ready to kill me, I thought, hand coming up to touch the blood on my neck. He’d been ready to take my broken body back to Chee and Kai Tsiang.

			Still. Ghost or not, he’d died in the ghost realm. I didn’t have to be a ghost expert to guess that meant that his soul would never reincarnate again. I’d taken that chance from him.

			No more. No one else was dying today. I met the frightened eyes of the wizard, and my lips tightened before I slammed a spell into the side of his head to knock him out.

			You are perhaps too kind, little frog, the keris said scornfully. You are incapable of making the hard choices.

			“I know.” I said, and got to my feet. There were lights bobbing in the distance now, coming closer. “I’ll worry about that later. I’ve got to find my brother.”
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			Seventeen

			By the time the first guards burst into the clearing, I’d already hoisted myself into the tree canopy. I held my breath as they passed below me, but no one thought to look up. Like I’d hoped they would, they instead tracked the footprints I’d intentionally left behind in the undergrowth.

			I’d always been quick in the trees, and now I moved through them with the ease of a langur, carefully picking branches that would hold my weight. It was just like what Aaron and I used to do as children, when we’d leaped from the top of one tree to another, trusting our magic to catch us when we slipped. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, we’d been pretty quick to swing ourselves out of danger.

			Except for the one time I’d broken my arm, of course. Probably not the best time to be thinking about that.

			Finally, I came upon lights amid the darkness, illuminating a complex with several dilapidated houses, all lined up in a row in various states of disarray. I dropped down from the trees and ducked behind the crumbling wall of the nearest house, drawing an illusion spell to shroud myself in the long shadows thrown by the dim, flickering lamps. The roof of the closest house was half caved in, once-vividly colored crimson tiles littering the piles of crumbled plaster and bricks. Over the years, the jungle had crept in—vines smothered the smashed floor, and tiny, bloodred jejarum flowers specked the dark green walls. Half-melted candles stood at attention, the flames having long guttered out.

			I shrank back as two guards rounded the corner, one of them holding a tray filled with torn, flaky pieces of roti. “Seen the girl yet?” one of them asked.

			“It would be a poor choice for her to come.”

			“Young mistress Chee seems very sure of her arrival.” The first guard looked down at his tray. “Want some?”

			“Isn’t that for the prisoner?”

			“No point giving it to him. Damned High Protector of the Island’s too proud to eat anything.”

			My ears twitched at this welcome piece of information. Dad. He was here, which meant my mother might be nearby. Maybe I could get them and Aaron both.

			Finally, something was going my way for once.

			The keris came alive. If you want, it hummed, we could make them lead us to your family.

			“If we attack them and they get away, they’ll set off every alarm,” I muttered.

			No risk, no reward. The keris scoffed. You have to make the hard decisions, little frog.

			I grimaced. “Do you ever shut up?”

			No, the keris said waspishly, but it did go quiet.

			The guards rounded the corner. I waited several minutes, and then I slipped from the shadows to follow them through the silent compound. Doors to abandoned clan houses stood half-open, revealing tables and chairs in disarray. A thick layer of dust turned the wood ashen gray. The air hung deathly hot and still; I pulled my collar away from my neck, feeling the sweat trickling along my skin.

			As I turned the corner, a hand shot out and grabbed me by the back of my collar. Another hand clamped over my mouth and yanked me into a room, soundlessly sliding the door closed. “Be quiet,” a half-familiar voice whispered harshly, “and stop struggling, child.”

			The shadows lifted slightly to reveal a round face looking down at me. “Shhh,” Kai Lin hushed, her hand clamping down even tighter on my mouth. “They’re looking for you and you are so loud.”

			We both froze when something started scratching at the door next to us, claws gouging deep scores into the wood. A creature slithered outside, a long biawak’s tail dragging slowly against the ground as it hissed.

			It paused outside the door. My heart pounded in my ears as I saw a snout lower cautiously to the gap between the door and the floor, sniffing around. Without letting go of her grip on my mouth, Kai Lin slowly leaned over, lightly pressing her fingers against the weathered wood, and a tendril of a spell spread across the cracks, pooling at the bottom of the door. The creature snuffled, then limped off. Silence reigned once more.

			Kai Lin released a relieved breath and let me go. “We’re lucky that was the only creature tracking you so far. Confusion spells won’t hold it off forever, however, so I suggest—”

			“Why are you here?” I cut in, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

			“Oh, you’re very welcome, girl,” Kai Lin snapped. “If I weren’t here, you’d have been torn apart by shadow creatures. Do go on being ungrateful.” She held out a hand. “I’m Ooi Kai Lin. I knew your great-great—”

			“I know who you are,” I said brusquely. I scowled, brushing down my pants. “We met in the mansion. And the archivist showed me a memory of you.” Also, I saw you blow up my identity in five minutes.

			Something flitted across Kai Lin’s face before it settled back into a mask of neutrality. “What memory?”

			“Council meeting. It doesn’t matter. You didn’t answer my question. Why are you here?”

			Kai Lin seemed to relax. “If you’ve seen me, then you know I’m on your side,” she said. “I owe it to Yun Fan to keep his family safe.”

			The memory played on a loop in my head, Kai Lin bending over a child in Yun Fan’s arms. And what will you name her? And then I remembered in the mansion, Kai Tsiang scowling: Stay out of it, sister dear.

			I turned away, trying to think two steps ahead. Kai Lin was my great-great-great-grandaunt. And she didn’t know that I knew. It opened up a few questions. Could I trust her? Tell her I knew our family secret? She’d already protected me once at the mansion, but how much further would she be willing to go for a girl she didn’t really know? She’d worked for the Council before; would she drag me back to the temple and hand me over to them, like a child being brought home for punishment?

			The thought filled me with dread. I folded my arms, thinking fast. No point bringing up the past, I decided. Besides, if I never said it aloud, it didn’t have to be true.

			“How’d you know I was here?” I asked instead.

			“You weren’t anywhere in the temple,” Kai Lin said flatly. She paced a few steps. “Your friends were worried. Then I caught a whiff of your magic and followed the thread. You’re easy to follow for a tracker like me.” She sniffed. “Your magic is different.”

			“I know,” I muttered mutinously. “I don’t belong here, my magic isn’t compatible—”

			“I never said that,” Kai Lin said. She perched on an upturned table. Arching an eyebrow, she said, “Different doesn’t always mean bad, child. Now, what are you doing here?”

			I raised my chin. “I’m here to save my family.”

			“Noble,” Kai Lin mused, “but not entirely smart. How were you expecting to do it alone?”

			“I’m perfectly capable,” I snapped.

			“Of dying, yes.” Kai Lin raked a glance over me, and I suddenly became very aware of how much of a mess I looked, covered in dirt and leaves and blood. “This is not how you prove the Council wrong about you being a reckless child.”

			“They’ve said worse things about me,” I said tightly. “Go away, Kai Lin. I can handle this on my own.”

			“Oh?” Kai Lin raised a challenging eyebrow. “You know your way around Kai Tsiang’s childhood home, do you?”

			“His—” I half turned. “What?”

			Kai Lin scoffed. “This is a replica of the compound we grew up in. Lofty plans require familiar terrain.”

			I stared at her. “So you know where my parents and my brother might be?”

			“I might have some ideas,” Kai Lin said. “What was your plan, exactly? Traipse around like a tourist looking for your family?”

			“No,” I said extremely unconvincingly.

			Kai Lin groaned. “Gods above, this child! No sense of self-preservation. So much like Yun Fan. In good conscience, I cannot allow you to get yourself killed. Let me help you.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you are a child, and this is no place for—”

			“No,” I said. I rubbed my forehead. “Why are you getting involved? Kai Tsiang called you his sister in the mansion. Why are you helping us and fighting him?”

			Kai Lin grimaced. “I’m not fighting him. I’m trying to save him.”

			“He’s dead.”

			“Thank you for stating the obvious.” Kai Lin’s gaze flicked away. There was pain behind her eyes, I realized—guilt and determination all tangled up in her. “I failed to save him when we were alive. Now, I will guide him back to the realm of souls for judgment. It is the last thing I must do before I move on.” She scowled. “Along with keeping you from perishing, a feat you seem dead set on achieving.”

			“Thank you?”

			Kai Lin’s eyes narrowed as she seemed to look through me. For a moment, panic and anxiety flooded my body, making me want to bolt. Could she tell that I knew the truth? Did she feel the same shame about her heritage that I did?

			But Kai Lin said nothing of the sort. She held out her hand. “You don’t have much of a choice,” she said. “Take my help.”

			Trust no one, the keris hissed, burning against my hip.

			Beware of who you trust, the naga had warned.

			I needed to get my family out safe and alive. If Kai Lin wanted to help me out of some misplaced sense of duty, that was her choice. I could roll with that. So I reached out, clasping Kai Lin’s cold hand in mine. “Fine. Let’s go save our brothers.”
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			We slipped out of the room, making sure to stick to the shadows that stretched along the walls. The deeper we went, the thicker the layers of resentful magic got. It resembled the island’s magic, but the undertones were darker. Spiderwebs dripped from doorways and across roofs; emaciated rats and creepy critters scuttled along the ground, startling me more than once. My magic curled up uneasily in my chest, restless and agitated, and I quietly soothed it, resting one wary hand on the now-silent keris.

			I had only a vague idea of how these clan houses were laid out—air wells, prayer rooms, large courtyards with small kitchens to the side. Begrudgingly, I had to admit that if I’d been left to roam these halls alone, I would have absolutely run into another trap. Even now, Kai Lin had yanked me back mere seconds before a trap had triggered, almost catching us in its crosshairs. All these hallways looked the same.

			We turned a corner and entered the largest courtyard I’d ever seen, featuring a large clan house with curved, peaked roofs, lights illuminating it in a warm yellow glow. Unlike the rest of the crumbling houses we’d passed, this building was pristine. Glistening red and green tiles decorated the floors in the wavy, undulating pattern of a snake, shining in the light cast by the bright lanterns hanging at the temple’s doors.

			“If your family is here, odds are that they’re being held somewhere small,” Kai Lin murmured, tugging on my wrist. We slipped along the hallway, our footsteps deadened by magic. No life stirred within these walls. “A side hall, maybe. Something that doesn’t give the prisoner much room to roam.”

			My gaze caught a small door leading into what looked like a garden. “Like that?”

			“Like that,” Kai Lin agreed.

			The ominous magic pressed down on us as we cautiously peered into the garden. A net stretched overhead, laden with protection spells. At the other end of the garden was a hall, its accordion doors folded back to give the illusion of vacancy. Golden Chinese characters glinted dully on the ground, strokes melting into words I couldn’t decipher with my two meager years of Chinese classes.

			I didn’t need to be fluent to know what the words said, though. It was a barrier spell, and barrier spells were only used to keep people in.

			I shifted but miscalculated and my foot knocked over a small pot of flowers. It clattered to the floor, echoing in the courtyard, and I froze. Kai Lin hissed, drawing me back.

			“Who’s there?” a voice croaked dully.

			My heartbeat quickened. I knew that voice. It was raspy and weak, but I recognized it, free of the oily, slick grasp Kai Tsiang had exerted on it. I shook Kai Lin’s warning grip off and stepped into the garden. “Aaron?”

			There was a sharp inhale. I heard rustling on the other side of the door before a shadow bloomed across the floor and a tall boy limped into view, clutching his arm with a grimace of pain.

			For a moment, my brother and I just stared at each other. A dark purple bruise bloomed across Aaron’s eye. He was gingerly shifting his weight in a way that suggested he’d twisted his ankle. “Caro?” he blurted in disbelief. “What the hell are you doing here?”

			At the same time, I said, “Are you really—you?”

			Aaron snorted, and then sharply inhaled as a hand came up to press on his ribs. “If he were still possessing me, I don’t think he’d let me be in this state.”

			I clenched my fists, feeling myself trembling all over. But before I let the seed of hope take root, I had to be sure. I had to be sure it wasn’t Kai Tsiang, waiting to ambush me. “Tell me something only you would know.”

			Aaron’s expression took on a tinge of annoyance. “Caro—”

			“Tell me,” I insisted.

			“Ugh, fine.” Aaron swayed a little, but he held on to a nearby chair for support. “Okay. You had a huge crush on J.J. at eleven, so you wrote him the worst love letters. Which I can’t believe actually worked. Your first date, if we can call it that, was at the McDonald’s down on Gurney Drive—”

			“It wasn’t a date—”

			“—and Mom made me take you there. You made yourself dizzy and threw up. I don’t know why J.J. kept hanging out with you; it was embarrassing. Do you want me to keep going?”

			I let myself take a critical look at Aaron. This war had taken a toll on him—his eyes were sunken, deep shadows lining the bottom of his eyes, and his skin had grown so pale I thought I could see his veins. He looked like he hadn’t slept in months.

			There was a tiny possibility that this was a trap. Chee had clearly guessed that I’d be coming; it was possible that this was Kai Tsiang, putting on the act of his life.

			But I looked at Aaron and something in me just knew from the way he spoke and breathed and looked at me: It was my brother, alive and whole.

			“You look horrible,” I said faintly.

			Aaron’s shoulders slumped with relief. “You’re one to talk. God, Caro, it’s the first time I’ve really seen you in five years. Would it have killed you to wash your hair?”

			“I’ve been a little busy.” I started toward him.

			“Stop!” Kai Lin scrambled out of the shadows, her hand closing around my wrist and yanking me backward. She pointed down at the floor, and with a jolt, I realized that my foot had come perilously close to triggering the barrier spell. “You’ll set off the alarms. We have to dismantle that formation.”

			“Wait, I know you,” Aaron said. His eyes narrowed. “You’re Kai Tsiang’s sister, aren’t you?”

			“Guilty,” Kai Lin muttered.

			“She’s on our side,” I said, staring at the spell. Whoever had cast it had made it hard to break. That much I could tell. Circling layers of magic bled together, knotted like the pandan leaves I’d used to tie for my mother, tight and hard to cut through. My magic nosed around further, and I sensed a slight, thin dark red thread running through the entire spell. That was the alarm, I guessed. If someone unsuccessfully tried to break it, it would alert the guards. “For now, at least. I don’t know how to undo this.”

			“It’s a cycling spell,” Kai Lin said, bending to inspect the magic.

			“A what?”

			“A cycling spell.”

			“I heard you the first time,” I said impatiently. “Still don’t understand what it is.”

			“It’s when a spell doubles back,” Kai Lin explained. “This way, the spell continually feeds into itself, reinforcing itself over time and getting stronger as time goes on. But there’s always a gap from when the caster breaks off the first iteration to allow the magic to loop again. If you can pinpoint the exact gap and break the flow of magic, the spell breaks.”

			I squinted at the spell. The words were circling so quickly, it was hard to see the gap. “And if you don’t?”

			“It’ll build up energy,” Kai Lin said. “If you don’t know the counterspell and you miss the gap, there will be blowback. You can’t handle it on your own.”

			I tried to scoff. “Pft, I could.”

			“It’s no joke,” Aaron said grimly. “I’ve already tried.” He held up his arm. In the light, I saw how angry, blotchy dark bruises peppered his skin. “Don’t make the same mistake I did.”

			I eyed the spell again. Infuriatingly, the characters seemed to whirl even faster. I reached into my belt, pulling the keris out. The blade hummed in the air, but surprisingly, the keris made no sound in my head to protest this use.

			“Is that—” Kai Lin began.

			“Chee’s keris? Yes. It’s powerful. I think it can disrupt the spell.”

			“That seems like a horrifically dangerous idea,” Aaron warned. “I’ve seen what that keris can do.”

			“If you don’t have any better ideas, shut up.”

			As though they sensed a threat coming, the golden characters seemed to vibrate faster, whirling around one another. I gritted my teeth, focusing on the slice of magic I’d tethered to the keris, and closed my eyes, willing all the tumultuous thoughts to settle. Can you help? I asked.

			The keris was strangely quiet, but the hilt grew warm to the touch, so I took that as a yes.

			Everything in my mind’s eye sharpened as the musty air of the ghost realm filled my lungs. I heard the distant shifting of shoes on gravel, the humming of the keris near my ear. The magic before me shifted. Whereas before I’d been dizzied by the rapidly swirling characters, now I could almost feel them humming in a pattern. Each character had a distinct frequency, one after the other, coming like typewriter keys. Key. Key. Key. Key. Key. Space—

			The knife slashed downward.

			The humming halted instantly. Everything shuddered to a stop. For a moment, the courtyard was silent.

			Hands fell on my shoulders and on instinct, I shoved them back, my eyes flying open. But it was only Aaron, half toppling out of the prison cell and kneeling to wrap me in a hug. He huffed a little when my elbow accidentally caught his ribs. I relaxed in relief, my hands flying up to clutch at him. “I told you I could do it,” I mumbled.

			His laugh was more of a stifled sob. “I didn’t doubt you.”

			“You did.”

			“I did,” he allowed. “Very much.”

			“He was you,” I said into his shirt. It was damp and it smelled awful, but I didn’t even care. My fingers dug into his skin so tight, I thought they might bruise him more. Aaron was alive and he was real and he was here. “He was you and I didn’t want to fight you and—”

			“I know.” Aaron’s hug grew a fraction tighter, like he didn’t want to let go.

			“How are you alive, boy?” Kai Lin asked gruffly. She eyed Aaron. “The ghost realm should have drained you of your magic by now.”

			Aaron shook his head. He let go of me. “I don’t know. Maybe Kai Tsiang possessing me delayed the effects somehow. Or the trips back into our realm…” He grimaced, the memory washing over him. He dusted some dirt off my shoulders. “I—I can’t remember everything he did. It comes in bits and flashes. But I remember the library and…” His expression shuttered. “I’m sorry.”

			I was about to say something when a long howl traveled across the courtyard, followed by loud snarling. Above the din, I heard a familiar, angry voice yell, “What the hell is that!”

			“Tina,” I breathed, pushing past Aaron and rushing to the door.

			I made it just in time to see the twins and Kavita spill into the courtyard, their spells trailing behind them like smoke. Kavita had a long bloody gash across her uniform, and the twins had what looked like blood and dirt splattered across their shirts, but they were still moving quickly. I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Tina! Bella!”

			Arabella whirled on her heel. Relief cascaded across her face when she saw me. “Caro!”

			“In here,” I yelled, holding the door open.

			Something burst from the trees. Cold fear gripped me as monsters, all in varying awful permutations of oversized spiders, crocodiles, and sun bears, spilled from the tree line, skittering toward us with sinewy, ominous grace and speed.

			“Any day now,” I shrieked.

			The twins and Kavita spilled into the garden, almost toppling over one another, and Kai Lin slammed the door closed. “You fools,” she bellowed. “Who keeps sending you children into the ghost realm?”

			“Aaron,” Arabella gasped, ignoring Kai Lin. She flung herself at Aaron, wrapping her arms around his neck. “You’re alive!”

			“He won’t be if you strangle him,” Athena said, though her voice betrayed a hefty dose of relief.

			“It’s good to see you too, Tina,” Aaron said through the hair that had gotten into his mouth when Arabella had hugged him. His arms slid around Arabella, holding her close. “I’m all right, Bella. I’m okay. Watch the ribs, though.”

			“Why are you three even here?” I demanded. Then I remembered what Choong Kheng had told me and I scowled, immediately furious all over again. “Did you come to drag him back to the Council? I won’t let you, I will fight you if needed—”

			Arabella disentangled herself from Aaron. “What are you talking about?”

			“We came in here to rescue you,” Athena said, then tartly added, “and you’re welcome.”

			“But—”

			“Hello,” Kavita said loudly as something slammed into the door. She leaned her full weight against it, struggling to hold it closed. “Do we have a plan for getting out of here? It had better be a better plan than ‘I don’t know, let’s just find Caroline.’ ”

			“Look, we didn’t ask you to come with us,” Athena snapped, also throwing her weight against the door as it rattled on the hinges.

			“Oh, so I was supposed to let you walk off and die?”

			“What, so now you care?”

			“Guys,” Aaron said, staring up above us. “Um.”

			Slowly, we all looked up. A distended, bloated creature with the blunt snout of a crocodile leered down, saliva slowly dripping from its sharp, fanged teeth.

			Our luck, it appeared, had just run out.
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			Eighteen

			Iswallowed nervously. “I’ve seen that creature at the Peranakan Mansion,” I said in a low tone. “What exactly is that?”

			“A nightmare demon,” Kai Lin said. She slowly took a step back and the creature’s head snapped to track her, its pale, milky eyes glaring in the dark. “Twisted creatures born from the darkness, forged by the ghost realm’s magic.”

			The creature’s jaw cracked open with a sickening squelch. Its teeth dripped blood as it bellowed, a guttural sound that cracked and doubled on itself.

			All of us screamed.

			Thinking fast, I shoved Kavita aside and yanked open the door with one hand. The crocodile lunged and crashed through the overhead net, smashing into the spider-bear that scuttled in. “Run,” I shrieked.

			Distorted, animalistic sounds boomed all around us as we bolted out of the garden. We’d made it halfway across the square when the doors to the clan house slammed open with a bang. Ghosts began to pour out of the building, brandishing an assortment of parangs, short swords, and curved blades of the karambit.

			Something materialized beside me, shadowy and ominous. It was the same slithering creature that had come for us in Uncle Chan’s shop, scuttling at an eerily quick pace. In the light now, I could see it for what it was: a deformed viper with six legs and eight eyes that glittered with cruelty. Before Aaron or I could dodge, it batted Aaron aside with its barbed tail, clamped its jaws around my arm, and slammed me into the ground.

			“Caro!” Aaron shouted before his voice cut off with a strangled cry. His defensive magic bloomed in the shape of a small sun bear, but it was a weak blue burst, diluted after a week of being in the ghost realm. The light flickered and disappeared beneath a writhing mass of creatures.

			Panic surged in my chest; I couldn’t fail here, especially not after I’d just gotten my brother back. I tried to struggle upright, but the creature’s teeth sank into my skin again, pumping venom in my bloodstream. As the viper ripped its teeth out, the keris buzzed in alarm, You’re going to die here. You’re going to die the way you saw your friends die.

			Drool splattered across my skin as the creature lunged again, this time for my face. I threw up my arm to prevent its teeth from gouging out my eyeballs. It changed tack, biting my arm again and shaking its head wildly, trying to rip my arm from its socket, and I shrieked in pain, trying to get purchase on the creature’s slimy skin.

			The howling creature never got a chance to disengage from my arm. My magic tore it apart, blowing it into particles of dark, resentful magic. But a scuttling crocodile instantly took its place, claws digging into my forearm. Pain bit into me; my vision went black for several moments as an insistent, tinny ringing echoed in my ears. The taste of iron burst in my mouth.

			Get off me, I tried to say, but the claws dug in even farther.

			For a moment, I was fourteen again in New York, sprawled on the cold wooden floor of a gymnasium with bruised ribs. Taller girls, bigger girls, girls more talented at dueling—they’d all stood around the room, watching me struggle to get up. I was new, untested, and beaten, hailing from a tiny island with dueling rules that no one here respected. Our teacher had loomed over me, equal parts menacing and sympathetic. Get up.

			I can’t, I’d coughed.

			You can, she’d said severely. You told me you wanted to get stronger, Caroline. So get up. She’d knelt. Out here, you only have yourself to rely on. Think of what you have at your disposal—think of your magic and the environment around you.

			The creature above me howled and the gymnasium disappeared. Get up, I told myself weakly. I opened my eyes to see the crocodile leering at me, stringy saliva dripping from its mouth. Get up.

			I can help, the keris whispered. My fingers twitched. Let me help.

			A wild yell emanated from somewhere, blue magic shimmering desperately. My adrenaline spiked. “Help, then,” I garbled, and plunged my magic into the keris.

			It came alive at my touch, burning against my palm. A new, wild crackle of energy washed through me, like a jolt of electricity across my skin. Magic flared, consuming the shadow creature where the blade touched it, and it wailed as it exploded, dark magic exploding into the air. The keris’s magic darted around me, creating a whirlwind that, for the moment, blocked out the chaos of the rest of the battlefield.

			I rolled onto my knees, gasping. Every muscle was on the edge of liquefying, like something was burning me up from inside. I clamped a hand over the bleeding wound, trying to focus as the world tilted wildly on its axis, unsteady and dizzying. The venom was moving steadily through my bloodstream, but I focused as best I could, plucking and pulling it out of my skin. Thin, dark red filaments emerged from the open wound, twitching and wriggling, and I flung them to the ground as I wobbled to my feet.

			I stumbled to my right and caught sight of a blue blur—my brother, who’d fought his way out of the pile and was now valiantly fending off the ghosts and creatures attacking him. The twins flanked him, gold and silver sword and shield desperately holding back the wave of creatures, but they wouldn’t last long, not with how many were coming their way. Kai Lin and Kavita darted around, narrowly holding off their own attackers.

			Let me feed, the keris demanded, teetering on the edge of wild excitement. Give up, little frog. Set your burdens down!

			I had come here for my brother, and I wasn’t about to watch while he and my friends died in front of me. Everything crystallized in perfect detail—the spells streaking through the air, the creatures crawling and slithering ever closer, the ghosts who pressed in, their magic slamming down in hammer assaults and bright bursts.

			Think of what you have at your disposal, my teacher reminded me.

			Let me show them how dangerous you are, how beautiful a destruction you can wreak, the keris said. Set me free.

			“Okay,” I whispered, and gave the keris all of my magic.

			My hair stood on end as a tsunami of energy flooded my veins again. I was a live wire—magic sizzled on my skin, alive and deadly. Something dark pulsed in my blood, swift and relentless and cold.

			Without really thinking about it, I swept my arm out. The tiger, bigger than I’d ever seen it, landed by my side, defiantly roaring, and a wave of dark gold magic rippled out from under its paws, disintegrating anything it touched. The tiger took a step forward, and the world shook under its paw. Wizards and creatures turned to look at me, their attention momentarily diverted from my brother, and I grinned, crooking my finger. “Come get me.”

			The tiger bit through the first guard like butter. A hand landed on my shoulder and I flipped my keris and stabbed backward, disintegrating another guard into dust. The tiger, set free and wild, roared and lunged for a whole line of guards who made the mistake of approaching me.

			“Kill her!” a woman screeched.

			The tiger transformed, exploding into a bright ball of golden arrows, sharp-tipped and barbed with as much magical energy as I could draw. Several guards howled as the arrows bit deep into their skin, and they stumbled away, bodies crumbling as they tried to pull the arrows out.

			I turned and ran, using the keris to slice through the guards flanking my friends. With each step, I concentrated my energy into the dagger, and its magic responded to my rage by burning brighter, hotter, deadlier. Someone grabbed my left arm and I flipped the keris into my right hand, stabbing crossways without looking.

			A guard blocked my way, teeth bared. “You!” he bellowed.

			“Hi,” I said, then ran at him full tilt.

			He dove for my feet, like I knew he would. In one smooth motion, I leaped over him, using momentum and my magic to propel me high into the air. The guard scrambled to his feet, a deadly curse already blooming from his mouth, when huge tiger paws swung from the left, batting him into the ground. He crumpled under the weight of it, lying motionless in the dust.

			The keris cackled. More, it sang. More!

			A hand closed around my wrist, and I startled, instinctively gathering magic to retaliate. But it was only Aaron; Kai Lin, the twins, and Kavita stood behind him, breathing hard. “Got a plan?” Aaron panted, yanking me toward the courtyard entrance. Even as we ran, ghosts poured into the courtyard, an endless flood that seemed to surround us without stopping.

			“Fight our way through, I think,” Athena grunted. Her eyes glinted with glee.

			“Of course that’s your plan—”

			“Do you have a better one, Vi?”

			Athena stumbled back as a ghost took a swipe at her and Kavita lunged, dealing the ghost a blow that snapped his head back, but just as soon as the ghost reeled away, another took his spot. Arabella and Aaron were fighting tooth and nail, silver and blue spells intertwining as they fought back-to-back, keeping the ghosts at bay. Kai Lin’s magic crackled around her in a gray tempest, redirecting deadly spells with ease.

			I crooked my finger, and the tiger bounded back to me, its fur burning hot where my fingers dug into it. I plucked a shard of magic off its fur, and the magic blossomed in my hands into the soft and pliant white pinwheel flowers that grew in our front garden. I flung out the flowers, and they spun, transforming like deadly blades. Ghosts on the front line cried out as the sharpened flower petals sank into their necks, their throats, their hands, sending them tumbling back into the crowd. Where the flowers didn’t hit, the tiger did, claws raking along the soldiers.

			The army surged forward, and so did I. The keris’s magic pulsed under mine, sharpening it until it was a deadly point, sinking over and over into bodies that threw themselves at me.

			How can you protect them? Choong Kheng asked in my head.

			My teeth ground together. The keris burned in my palm. This was how.

			I lunged toward the crowd of ghosts choking the entrance. Between the tiger and the keris, my magic cut a swathe through the soldiers, carving them to ribbons where they stood. Hundreds of ghost soldiers toppled over, some vanishing where the keris blade touched them, others simply crumpling where the tiger’s claws sank into their skin. Power feels good in my hands. And yet, they kept coming, voices raised in outcry until a blade or a hooked claw forced them to go silent.

			We burst onto the edge of the compound, on the border of the jungle. A movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention: a teenage boy cowered by a tree, trying futilely to hide. When he caught my eye, his face, already pale from death, went even paler. “N-no,” he stammered. “Please. No!”

			The keris’s voice rose in my head, demanding and cold. He is not a child, little frog; he is a soldier who will run you through if you do not kill him. My hand began to rise of its own accord, magic crackling at my fingertips. I watched with some detached fascination as bronze, burnt magic crept around the hilt of the dagger.

			Others will choose death so you may live, the keris reminded me.

			It would be so easy. Still, I hesitated. A weak memory flickered, recalling gentle, scarred hands cradling a baby. The keris trembled in my hand, its magic straining to leap off the blade.

			“Caro!” A hand closed around my arm. Kai Lin’s face came into view, her expression strained. “What are you doing?”

			I shook my head. I felt vaguely slow all of a sudden, like my limbs were heavier than usual. “I—”

			A golden spell knocked a ghost away as he lunged for us, slamming him into a crater. Athena appeared, hair in a wild silver halo around her head. “Come on,” she panted. “Kavita has an idea of how to get out of here.”

			We dove into the forest, low branches and roots tugging at our feet and faces, and scrambled over the debris of the jungle. Kavita’s hands glowed green where she touched wet moss and clinging vines, sending them backward to attack our assailants. “Perhaps unsurprisingly, to get out of here, we have to do something reckless,” she said.

			“Great,” I panted. “I love reckless! What is it?”

			We burst through the tree line and I instinctively threw up an illusion spell, cloaking us as we huddled on a dusty, silent street. We’d ended up on a wide thoroughfare running through Balik Pulau, abandoned kampungs lying ghostly and skeletal to our left, the wild and twisting jungle to our right. Kavita turned her head like she was trying to sense something, and then clicked her tongue. “This spot will do.”

			“Do what?” Aaron asked, looking back as the sounds of the enemy crashing through the trees grew closer.

			Kavita squinted, sizing up something only she could see. “We don’t have the luxury of my temple’s portal to get out of here. There’s no way we can make it past that horde.”

			“So you’re going to rip open a hole between worlds?” Kai Lin demanded.

			Kavita shoved up her sleeves. “Why not? The overlap between the mortal and the ghost realms is thinning, thanks to the Hungry Ghost Festival.”

			“Your magic is dampened here—”

			“Then I’m very glad you’re volunteering to help, Kai Lin,” Kavita said shortly. “This is the easiest way to get us home. Once we’re through, we can find our way back to the temple.”

			“Easiest?” I echoed.

			Kavita grinned mirthlessly out of the side of her mouth. “Wishful thinking is part of my charm, Caroline. You’ll learn soon enough.”

			“You can’t just tear open a hole,” Aaron protested. “It’s dangerous.”

			“Half the things I do are dangerous.” Kavita’s hands pulled complicated spells out of the air, twisting them together into new formations. Her magic glowed green along her skin. “If you have a problem with it, feel free to try to figure out how to get home. Good luck staying alive.”

			Distantly, the sound of shouting drifted over. My ears twitched as I strained to hear through the thick layers of my illusion spell. Escaping, a voice shouted. Stop them!

			“I have no problems with danger,” I said hastily.

			Kavita nodded half-approvingly at me. “Always ready to take a risk, Caroline Chua. Maybe we will get along, after all.” She cracked her knuckles. “All right. Let’s get started. Buy me some time, will you, twins?”

			A spell sang out of the tree line, and we all ducked as it whizzed over our heads. Kavita cursed, thrusting her hands forward. The air rippled into a rainbow-tinged eruption of color. “They’re a lot faster than I’d hoped they’d be. Where is that shield spell?”

			“We’re working on it,” Arabella snapped, her magic already weaving itself together with Aaron’s and Athena’s to form a dome above us.

			I stepped forward to help, but Kavita caught me by the arm. Her eyes were growing brighter by the moment, shifting from brown to light green back to brown, magic rising to a fever pitch under her skin. I watched, fascinated, as it skipped along her skin like little sparks. “Not you,” she said. “I need you to help Kai Lin and me.”

			“Why?”

			“That keris you have. I need its power.” The air around Kavita began to vibrate, and her hands trembled as the magic began cutting into her. Small wounds opened up along her arms, blood seeping from the cuts and coagulating before fresh blood spilled over again. It’s literally flaying her open, I realized with a jolt of horror.

			“Kavita, let go,” Kai Lin said sharply. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

			“I’ll be fine as long as you two stop gawking,” Kavita ordered. Her voice remained even, though her hands shook wildly. “On the count of three, I need you to plunge the keris right where my hands are framing—yes, right there. It’s going to act as a conduit for Kai Lin’s magic and mine.”

			The keris hissed. That will kill all of you.

			“That’ll kill all of us,” I repeated.

			Kavita huffed. “You think I wasn’t trained on how to use an ancient tool, Caroline? Do what I say.”

			I hesitated. “It’s bonded to me,” I said, words coming slowly. “It won’t listen to—”

			“First of all, that’s not true,” Kavita snapped. Her breaths came in shallow bursts. “Second of all—even if it is, either we die by this dagger or by the ghosts. Which would you rather?”

			I grimaced but withdrew the keris from my hip, trying to ignore how it burned in my palm, unwilling to be used. “Tell me when.”

			Kavita adjusted her stance, wiping off a bead of sweat rolling down her nose. “One.”

			The keris burned. No, it hissed, this is wrong.

			“Two.” Kavita’s voice trembled with the effort.

			Someone swore—Athena, if I had to guess, her Hokkien rounded syllables tumbling into one another in a string of curses. I could feel my skin burning.

			“Three!”

			I tuned everything out and plunged the keris right where Kavita had told me to.

			A portal lit up like Christmas and the keris flared a bright copper, burning my hand. I let go of it immediately, throwing up one hand to shield my eyes as bright lights streamed from the crack in between the realms. Kavita and Kai Lin both reached in, their magic wrapping around the jagged hole they’d torn open, struggling to widen it.

			Aaron was beside me in a moment, grabbing my hand. “What happened?” he asked in alarm, and I looked down to see my red palm, skin swollen and blistered.

			“The keris,” I said. My knees buckled; I suddenly felt scoured clean, boneless and tired. Aaron caught me, steadying me on my feet. The tiger had already disappeared, magic seeping back into my bones—not that it gave me much more energy. “I—I don’t know. I lost control.”

			Aaron shook me hard. “Stay awake.” He pinched me on the inside of my elbow. “Come on, we’re almost out.”

			Something golden flaked in front of me. Aaron and I looked up to see a crack appear across the golden dome of the shield that the twins and Aaron had built: one crack, then ten, then what seemed like a hundred more, small hairline fractures bleeding into each other to create rippling fault lines.

			A hammer of an assault spell broke the barrier in two, and the world exploded into bright light before it all went dark.
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			Nineteen

			For all the times that I’d been knocked unconscious before, it never stopped hurting any less when I woke up. The pain made itself known as I tried to roll over, and I groaned, wincing. As details began to filter in, I registered the rag pulling at the corners of my mouth. I kicked weakly, but my limbs were bound by a restraining spell. Some of my magic trickled through my veins, trying to heal me, but it felt dulled.

			“Ah, good,” a voice drawled. “You’re awake.”

			My heart sank. I opened my eyes, blinking through the tears that had crusted them shut, only to see Chee settling in a dark wooden chair. I was lying in some sort of dilapidated yet still finely decorated room, cold concrete under my cheek. Imposing, ornate iron pillars rose above us, golden curlicues and vines trailing near the top. A wooden staircase, steps weathered by time, curved behind Chee, the railings dripping in fragmented, broken brass decorations. Torn landscape paintings and slashed portraits hung from the walls, canvases slumping low toward the floor.

			Chee trailed a hand along the carved phoenixes curled around the polished armrest. She nodded at a guard standing by the staircase. “Go tell him she’s up.”

			A glowering Kai Tsiang, free of Aaron’s body now that we were in his domain, stood at attention next to Chee, moon scar now even more prominent under his eye. Being deprived of any ancestral offerings to feed his soul through the decades had rendered him emaciated, but I could see how we had similar rounded cheeks and noses.

			I looked away in shame and found my brother lying to my right, also paralyzed and gagged. His skin was pale and slick with sweat as the keris floated at his throat, the blade biting against skin. I had no doubt that it would slice him open if he so much as moved.

			A little farther down the room sat the twins, bound back-to-back. Arabella was wearing a rare scowl, her expression promising quiet, deadly retribution, but Athena looked—

			I had never, ever seen Athena cry. Even when she’d half drowned with a broken foot while racing a herd of sea dragons, she’d never cried. But tears streaked her ashen face now as she stared helplessly at the robes that lay in a fire pit, blackening as they shriveled in the flames. A glimpse of green and silver glinted in the light before fire caught that, too, eating it away.

			Kavita. I cast another frantic look around the room but only saw a horde of frightened prisoners at the back. Wizards who’d been kidnapped into the ghost realm, if I had to guess. But no Kavita. No Kai Lin, either. Had they been caught in the blast? Had someone gotten hold of them and killed them? Fear clung to me, wrapping cold fingers around my throat and squeezing.

			Kai Tsiang stepped forward, his expression brimming with distaste. “I should congratulate you,” he said, and his voice echoed in the hall. “We did not expect you to actually get this far.”

			I screamed something unrepeatable through the gag, and then shrieked as someone roughly yanked me up from where I was lying on the ground. A burly guard forced me into a kneeling position, kicking the back of my knees to get me to cooperate. “Behave!” he snarled.

			Chee scoffed, getting to her feet. She was wearing her kebaya again, a pale imitation of the cloth that my great-great-great-grandfather had caressed all those years ago. Pink is my favorite color on you. Now that I was looking closely, I could see where it frayed, where the passing years had eaten away at it. It must have been her only reminder of the life she’d lived before she’d turned to the pirates. Somehow, the thought did not soften me toward her.

			“What to do with such a recalcitrant child?” Chee mused, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Kai Tsiang, what do you think? What should we do with her friends and family?”

			Wood creaked underfoot as footsteps echoed on the stairs, thumping heavily all the way down. “If I may suggest an answer, Chee,” a familiar voice said. “Keep them alive. There is little point to destroying a mountain when you can find a way around.”

			My mouth parted in shock behind the gag. Choong Kheng entered my field of vision, his usual kindly paternal stare sweeping coolly over my friends and me. His presence was dizzyingly incongruous—why was he here, apparently on familiar terms with these ghosts? Was he here to get us out of trouble? Or—

			But my momentary flare of hope died when Choong Kheng merely folded his hands behind him. In the air of the ghost realm, he looked younger. More refreshed. More dangerous. “Hello, children,” he said cheerfully, as though he were encountering us at a picnic. He turned to Chee and Kai Tsiang. “We should at least take off their gags. It’s so rude to entertain guests and not let them speak.”

			Kai Tsiang cast a scornful glance at me. “That one has a mouth on her.”

			“We can handle Caroline,” Choong Kheng said mildly, and then gestured to the two guards dragging two smaller figures in. He snapped his fingers, and the gag vanished. “After all, we now have all of her friends.”

			Athena let out a string of curses that’d make a sailor blush, and Arabella’s eyes darkened, her face taking on a rare expression of burning fury. My stomach dropped even further as the guards hauled a fruitlessly struggling Zati in. Next to her, J.J. slumped forward, motionless, a trail of fresh blood dripping from his nose onto his shirt. I tried to lunge forward, but the spells held me in place. “What did you do to them?!”

			“Manners,” Choong Kheng admonished. “They’re fine. They just asked too many questions they shouldn’t have.” He arched an eyebrow. “Your friends, Caroline, are very smart. Smarter than you, anyway.”

			“Let us go, you monster,” Zati yowled.

			Choong Kheng gave her an unimpressed look as he motioned for her to quiet down. “I couldn’t let them be. Can’t have them ruining a plan that’s been in motion for decades.”

			“Decades?” Aaron repeated hoarsely.

			“He’s been waiting for years,” Chee purred. She got to her feet, dusting off her kebaya. “Even before he summoned us, he was waiting in the wings.”

			“You promised me you’d protect the island,” I snarled. “You said—”

			“What I said,” Choong Kheng said quietly, “was that I would do what is best for the island.” He blinked. “You did not ask me what that meant.”

			A sudden rush of anger made me dizzy. I wanted to rip his throat out. I wanted to punch him so hard that my fist sank into his face and left a permanent dent. I wanted to destroy him. “Let them go now!” I shouted, not caring how I sounded like a petulant child.

			Choong Kheng simply looked at me, his gaze patient and open. It was the same expression he’d worn when I’d confided in him at Kek Lok Si.

			The realization dawned on me, cold and dripping.

			Decades. The past took on new meaning—he’d watched Aaron and me grow up, knowing he’d betray us one day. Suddenly, the turning point in my life made sense. I could see his invisible hand, subtly suggesting the wrong decisions. He’d told me about Aaron’s test with the pontianak, encouraged my worst impulses, preyed on my insecurities. And then when it had all gone up in flames, he’d sat there with the Council, watching them punish me.

			My eyes burned with hot, angry tears as my breathing grew unsteady. He’d told me he’d believed me. He’d taken my hope and trust and used it against me. He’d tricked me into coming here alone, and then he’d probably tricked my friends into following. He was the spider, weaving a net to trap us all, and I’d fallen for it.

			I was going to crush him. My magic filled my veins, but it still felt weak and unstable, and so I reached for the keris’s magic. Help me, I chanted. If I could take back the keris before anyone noticed—

			“Silly child.” Choong Kheng laughed. “That thing won’t save you now.”

			He snapped his fingers. Pain burned against my skin and I cried out, tumbling forward as the keris reappeared in Choong Kheng’s hand.

			“I never said you were the only one who could use it,” Choong Kheng mused, turning the keris over. “I just let you think that, little frog.”

			The epiphany cascaded on me like a cold waterfall over my head. Little frog, little frog, the keris had chanted in my ear, burning on my skin. Always offering destructive options, trying to push me toward death and feeding on my worst impulses and fears.

			“You’ve been in my head this whole time,” I said. My magic suddenly felt sticky. Like it wasn’t mine to begin with. “You’re the voice in the keris.”

			“Hm.” Choong Kheng rocked back on his heels. “Well. Yes. You needed…” He spread his hands. “Guidance.”

			“You manipulated me,” Aaron spat. “You were the one who told me about the trouble in Balik Pulau so I would go. You set me up to disappear.”

			“I have never lied.” Choong Kheng shrugged. “There was unusual activity in the west that you were well-equipped to investigate. Hardly my fault if you didn’t think to bring help.” He turned to me, smiling a little. “And at least it got your sister home.”

			“You lured me home,” I hissed. “Why not just leave me in New York? I was no threat to you there.”

			Choong Kheng pursed his lips. “The Council is so stubborn, so married to tradition,” he said, examining the blade. “They always want a Chua, and you were the only obstacle left. I couldn’t take the risk.”

			He beckoned, and the guard holding Zati moved forward, shoving her toward Choong Kheng. He pressed the keris to Zati’s neck. “I underestimated how resilient you are. But this ends now. Cooperate, or else.”

			Zati was sobbing, her eyes squeezed shut. My own welled with tears, desperation rising fast in the back of my throat. “Even if you take us out,” I said, “you know someone will stop you.”

			Choong Kheng laughed. “Who?” He gestured at the frightened prisoners at the back of the room. “Them? They can’t do anything about this. Your parents? Trapped, with their children under my thumb. And the Council is made up of ineffectual, power-hungry tyrants who cannot agree on what to do.”

			“Uncle Choong Kheng, please,” Arabella said, her voice barely under control. “You’ve served the island for years; you’re better than this.”

			Choong Kheng put a hand on Zati’s shoulder and forced her down into a kneeling position. “None of us have to do anything, Arabella. It all comes down to choices. You make one, then you make another.”

			“And choices always come with consequences.” I repeated Choong Kheng’s words back to him. What was left of my magic flickered, a bubble of emotion rising wild in my throat. “And if you don’t like the consequences?”

			“I never regret my choices.” Choong Kheng stepped behind Zati, the keris gleaming in his hand. “Now, I’m sorry I have to do this, Izzati, I really am.” He tilted his head. “Caroline’s stubbornness, as always, has done this to you.”

			NO.

			Rage and desperation collided, exploding outward. My internal magic, uncontrollable and chaotic, surged for a brilliant moment, eating its way through the binding spell. Without hesitation, I flung myself at Choong Kheng and as I reached for him, my magic shape-shifted into the tiger, racing along my hand and lunging with its claws outstretched.

			I’d made it within centimeters of Choong Kheng when it all went wrong.

			It was like someone closed a hand around the scruff of the tiger’s neck and yanked backward, stopping it in its tracks. For a moment, I was suspended in midair, limbs frozen and mouth hanging open, unable to make a sound. Choong Kheng dismissively waved the keris, flinging the tiger back, and it crashed into me. I went tumbling, my insides squeezing, and my magic flared in outrage before falling silent.

			Choong Kheng’s shadow fell over my body. He looked down his nose at me, the openness of his gaze hardening into something more condescending. “You’re so predictable, Caroline,” he said. “Haven’t you figured this out yet?”

			He twirled the keris in his hand so that he was gripping the blade, hilt pointed toward me. With one smooth motion, he pinched the air by the hilt and drew a complicated character in the air. A faint echo of my magic wrapped around the keris’s hilt, and I felt the keen loss of it echo in my soul.

			“We tied some of your magic to the keris,” Choong Kheng said. In the light, his eyes were too bright with excitement. “And then, later, you gave me most of it. Thank you for handing it over.” He flipped the knife back, hilt resting in his palm. “The strength of your magic will be useful to help open the barrier between the realms of the living and the dead.”

			“Why are you doing this?” Aaron croaked. “Why now?”

			Choong Kheng half turned back to him, as though he’d forgotten he was there. “Perhaps I grew tired of watching an unworthy family take the position of power.” A shadow crossed his face. “It is time for the greater good to come to pass.”

			“The greater good involves bringing the dead to our realm?” Athena spat.

			“The dead have lived longer lives than you, girl,” Chee said coolly. “We have the benefit of our history.” She spread her hands. “I will restore my family’s legacy, carrying on our right to rule. I will reassert my family as the true guardians of the island. When we take control, we will raze everything, eliminate all those who do not support us, and reshape the island into a new power, as it should have been.”

			“You’d be dictators,” Aaron hissed.

			“Who is the dictator?” Choong Kheng countered. “When the island never got the chance to choose its leader and was forced to follow a weak-willed family who is ill-equipped to lead?” His eyes brightened with fervor. “The time for the Chuas to lead is over. Time, I think, for new blood.”

			He glanced at the twins, considering. Then his voice softened, edging closer to the mild-mannered old man we’d all been familiar with. “It’s not too late for you both,” he said, his tone gentle again. “You could still work with me.”

			“No thanks,” Arabella said immediately.

			“I’d rather die,” Athena bit out.

			The corners of Choong Kheng’s mouth turned up in a parody of a smile, devoid of any warmth. The gentleness in his voice fell away, like scales shedding from a snake. He ran the dagger along his palm. A thin line of blood opened under the steel, and the dagger began to glow. “I wanted you children to see the birth of a new era, to understand what a clean slate looks like. But if you’re so eager to die here in the ghost realm, then I am happy to help.” He shoved Zati at a guard, then jerked his head. “Let’s start by cutting out rot. Bring Aaron here.”

			The time for the Chuas to lead is over.

			My eyes fell upon Chee and Kai Tsiang, and it occurred to me:

			We are not Chuas.

			I summoned all my energy, pushing myself as far as I could through the haze of pain and terror to speak. “Wait!”

			It caught Choong Kheng’s ears. He glanced at me, eyebrows rising with what seemed a little bit like curiosity. “A surrender, Caroline?” he asked mildly. “It may be too late for that.”

			“I can help you,” I said weakly.

			Choong Kheng scoffed. “And exactly how—”

			“Not you.” I turned to Chee and Kai Tsiang. “You. Your family can help you.”

			Chee scowled. “We have no family. Yun Fan killed our only child.”

			“He didn’t.” My voice trembled. This was it. Once I said it, it would be true. “He saved her.” I took a deep breath. “I’m your great-great-great-granddaughter.”

			A long, confused pause followed this statement. Murmurs rose in the room. Aaron’s brow creased in confusion. Finally, Choong Kheng barked a laugh. “She’s obviously lying!”

			Kai Tsiang’s expression twisted as he stared hard at me. “It’s a desperate gambit to try,” he said grimly. “Cruel, to use our pain—”

			“So test me,” I said, my throat dry. “There are identity spells. See if what I say is true.”

			“Enough!” Choong Kheng erupted. “Caroline, don’t make me cut out your tongue—”

			But before he could finish his sentence, Kai Tsiang strode across the room, his face alight with intensity. I squeezed my eyes shut as he reached for me, fully waiting for the searing pain of a spell through my heart, but instead, he yanked me upright, locking a tight grip around my hand. Pain flared in my palm, followed swiftly by the slow drip of liquid down my skin.

			I opened my eyes to see the same spell I’d watched Kai Lin perform in the memory flare to life. A golden net draped itself over my hand. Ghostly, creeping vines intertwined around my wrist and Kai Tsiang’s, and a dim tiger rose from the spell, roaring before bounding over to Chee’s side and vanishing. Kai Tsiang stared at it, then slowly raised his gaze to look back at Chee. “So it’s true,” he breathed.

			“Kai Lin saved your child,” I babbled. “And Chua Yun Fan raised your daughter as his own.” I swallowed my pride. “Please. Please. We’re your family. I promise we won’t do anything, please just spare us—”

			“That’s enough!” Choong Kheng shouted. A stunning spell cracked against the side of my head, knocking the wind out of me and slamming me into the ground. “I don’t care if you’re related!”

			“You should,” Kai Tsiang said. He put himself between me and Choong Kheng. “We shall investigate further, but until then, you cannot kill someone who has been proven to have our blood.”

			Choong Kheng let out a disbelieving laugh. “She’s obviously manipulated the spell somehow! I expected better from you, Ooi Kai Tsiang. One show of begging and a well-timed lie, and you expect me to switch up our plans now?” He grabbed Aaron, and my brother cried out as Choong Kheng pressed the dagger to his throat again. “Let us proceed without delay. It’s almost the Hungry Ghost Festival, and our forces are on the rise. We must take the eastern magic soon! Then I will control the flow of magic to rewrite the world—”

			Chee’s head snapped to him. “You?” she said, dangerously cold. “Then you will control the flow of magic?”

			A long silence stretched, laden with heavy meaning. Then Arabella laughed. “How’s that for betrayal,” she remarked. “He was never going to share the power with you, not after he’s waited decades.”

			Choong Kheng’s mouth turned up slightly, though it was devoid of warmth. “I told you, Caroline,” he said. “Your friends are very smart.”

			Chee’s body language turned into stiff rage, the taut frame of her body ramrod straight. “We gave you an army with the promise that the three of us would govern! It is our right!”

			“You heard what you wanted to hear,” Choong Kheng said. “Revenge distracted you from the real goal.”

			“This is not what we agreed on,” Chee snarled.

			“I did not agree to this,” Choong Kheng said with a shrug. “I have broken no treaty. Now, let us end this farce once and for all—”

			And then, abruptly, he jerked forward with a cry of pain.
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			Twenty

			Choong Kheng reeled away, his magic snapping at the air around him as a green-and-silver-winged bird darted about his shoulders, sharp talons and beak ripping into any piece of skin it could reach. He roared, grabbing the bird by the throat and hurling it away, where it smashed into a wall and toppled behind chairs with an alarmed squawk.

			At the same time, an enraged Chee launched herself at Choong Kheng, Kai Tsiang only a half step behind her as deadly blasts erupted from their hands. Chee’s hair fell out of its pristine, neat updo to frame her thin, starved face, and her kebaya shifted, morphing back into the plain, tattered samfu. In the flickering light, she was a demonic wraith, set loose to seek revenge on those who had wronged her. “Traitor!” she shrieked.

			The room dissolved into screaming pandemonium. Choong Kheng, moving with an agility I’d never seen before, parried Chee’s furious assault, and then nimbly adjusted his position to accommodate Kai Tsiang’s blows as well. He was smiling, like he enjoyed this.

			He must have been training for this for years. My blood boiled at the thought.

			An errant spell blew the wall apart and Choong Kheng stepped through the hole, dodging the guards that spilled out alongside Chee and Kai Tsiang. The keris flashed in his hand as he swiftly plunged it into the nearest ghosts; where the wavy blade bit into their skin, it glowed red, and a distant imprint of the keris’s magic flared in my own, under my skin. The ghosts stabbed by the keris seemed to fall under its thrall, hesitating for a split second before turning to attack their former compatriots. Too late, I remembered what he’d told me in the courtyard: The keris has soul magic. It can control ghosts.

			Someone loomed over me. Kai Lin, banged-up and unkempt but alive, held out a hand to help me up, fear and anxiety playing out on her face. “Are you hurt?” she asked, her voice scratchy. “Is everyone all right?”

			“Just fine,” Aaron grumbled. “We found out that one of our oldest family friends was trying to kill us, that’s all.”

			“How did you—” I began.

			“It’s called a strategic retreat, something you children do not seem to understand,” Kai Lin said, then added tartly, “and get up instead of gawking at me, Caroline.”

			I accepted Kai Lin’s hand and peeled myself off the floor, wincing at the aches. Something caught the corner of my eye—the tiny green-and-silver bird, hopping its way over to me. It shifted as it moved until Kavita, dressed in a dark gray tunic, stood next to me. Her arm hung at an awkward angle. Every time she moved it, a jolt of pain flashed on her face, but she kept her composure. “Move,” she said tersely.

			“I thought you were dead,” I panted.

			“Birds have nine lives.”

			“I think that’s cats—”

			“Move faster, Caroline.”

			Zati and Aaron arrived by my side, Athena following right behind with an unconscious J.J. slung between her and Arabella. “Vi,” Athena breathed. She reached for Kavita, her bracelet sliding forward to clink against Kavita’s own stack of bangles. “How are you alive?”

			“Do you people not remember that I’m a shape-shifter?” Kavita said in exasperation. But she reached up to awkwardly pat Athena’s trembling hand, intertwining their fingers and squeezing before she let it go. “Quit worrying so much.”

			I grabbed Zati’s hands. “Are you okay?” I asked anxiously. “Did they hurt you?”

			“I’m fine.” In Zati’s grip, I felt the unspoken relief at seeing me alive, the anger from our earlier fight temporarily forgotten in the face of mortal danger. She glanced at J.J., who was still out cold. “Is he all right? Choong Kheng hit him really hard.”

			I was already moving as she asked the question, my hands going to his pulse. I found it after a few agonizing seconds. It was weak—but steady nonetheless. I breathed out, the relief making the knot in my chest loosen slightly. “He’s alive.”

			“He won’t be for long if we stay here,” Kai Lin said. She looked up anxiously as a blast shook the building, dust raining down on us. “We have to go. There’s a portal just next door—that’s what they’ve been using to get to your world.”

			“It’s spelled to only accommodate ghosts,” Kavita said grimly. “We’re going to have to tear our way through and figure out how to get directly to Kek Lok Si.”

			“Without the keris?” I asked dubiously.

			“I never said it was going to be easy,” Kavita muttered.

			“It’s better than us having to fight our way out of this hellhole,” Aaron said, glancing out at the brawling crowd. There was too much activity for me to make out what was going on, but every once in a while, the copper glow of the keris would flash, punctuated by bursts of dark red magic. “If we open a portal while they’re distracted and slip through, we might stand a chance.”

			“That’s not all we have to do,” Arabella said.

			Zati groaned. “What now?”

			Arabella kept her eyes on me. “We have to get your magic back,” she said. Her lips pressed together. “It’s powerful. Whatever’s coming next, we need as many fighters as we can get.”

			“Well, we can’t ask him to give it back,” Athena said. “Any ideas?”

			“The keris,” Kai Lin said. She tucked her hair behind her ear, thinking. “He said you tied your magic to it, right? If you can get your hands on it, you can summon your magic back; the keris will recognize you.”

			“It can’t be that simple,” Kavita said.

			“Obviously,” Athena grumbled. She gestured at the crowd. “We have to get through that.”

			“Only Caro and I have to get through that,” Arabella corrected. I could almost see the gears turning in her brain as she put together a plan. Arabella Lim, always the strategist. “We’ll split into three teams. Tina—you, Kai Lin, and Kavita are the strongest wizards right now. Open the portal. Get these prisoners home. Aaron, protect Zati and J.J.”

			The air shifted, electricity building in the air like a hammer waiting to strike. My head snapped to the side, sensing something coming toward us fast through the hole the ghosts had blasted through the wall.

			“Get down!” Aaron yelled, throwing himself toward Zati and J.J.

			Before we could scramble away, the room exploded in a burst of dazzling light. A bolt of magic clamped around my arm and I screamed as it dragged me backward, slamming me against the edges of the hole and sending me flying into the courtyard.

			Chee and Kai Tsiang were nowhere to be found. Ghosts lay motionless around the courtyard as Choong Kheng stalked toward me, his expression twisted in fury. Blood dripped down his face—someone had gotten in a blow, at least. “Enough,” he roared, and his voice reverberated with the weight of a century lived. “This ends now.”

			I shrieked as his magic lifted me off the ground, my legs dangling uselessly in the air. I shoved as hard as I could against the spell with my remaining magic, but it felt like someone had wrapped me in a thick blanket, pulling the ends so tight that I couldn’t move at all. Terror flooded my system as Choong Kheng took a step toward me. His hand gripped the keris so tightly I could see the grooves biting into his skin. “You’ve bothered me long enough, little frog,” he hissed. “But don’t worry. I’ll remember you when I take the east’s magic, bring the ghost realm to heel, and reshape the world for myself.”

			Choong Kheng plunged the keris under my ribs, twisting it with a vicious turn of his wrist.

			I screamed, or at least I thought I was screaming—it was really hard to tell where pain ended and sound began. What was left of my magic pooled toward the wound, but it was sluggish.

			Through the haze of pain, I heard Zati shriek, “Get off her!”

			Choong Kheng only had a moment to look up before Zati tackled him, shoving him as hard as she could away from me. The keris tore away from my body, ripping skin as it went, and without its magic propping me up, I crumpled to the ground.

			The spell had dropped me, but it still kept me mostly stiff and unmoving. The only motion I could make was to press my hand to the wet, bleeding spot under my shirt. I hissed when I felt the blood spurt through my fingers and out of my mouth, and I tried to wrangle my magic to knit together the jagged seam the keris had left behind. But the magic moved too slow. I was going to die because my magic was too weak. I’d burned it out using the keris, like Choong Kheng had always intended me to, and he’d drained the majority of what had remained of it.

			I swallowed hard. “Please,” I whispered, trying to find the island’s magic. Maybe this time it would save me. Maybe this time, it would accept me, broken and desperate, asking to be taken back in.

			But deep in the thick of the ghost realm, the island’s bright, vibrant magic was nowhere to be found. It couldn’t save me now, even when I needed it most.

			A streak of blue light lit up the clearing. Aaron was performing a series of complicated spellwork movements, his spells keeping Choong Kheng’s deadly magic at bay while keeping Zati safe with a shield. Arabella flanked him, her silver magic pulsing white-hot. Spells—not her usual defensive magic, but something stronger and angrier—burst off her palms faster than I could blink. With every step she took, she pushed Choong Kheng back toward me, forcing him to move closer to where I lay, dying.

			Where her movements were often deliberate, graceful like she was dancing in a ballet, she moved now in a frenzied, hurried manner, the pace of the battle forcing her to deflect quicker than usual. Her gaze met mine. There was something there that I recognized—a burning anger, one that I usually only ever saw Athena wear. Her eyes snapped back to Choong Kheng, narrowing sharply, and I realized with a jolt that she wasn’t operating on strategy. It was pure rage.

			The hairs on the back of my hand rose as I sensed her next blast coming. No, my mouth half moved, trying to warn her, but my voice wavered and broke.

			Time slowed. I saw the light blossoming from Arabella’s hands, shaping itself in a spell built to kill. It left her hands, traveling in a straight line toward Choong Kheng, highlighting the high points of Aaron’s and Zati’s faces.

			The spell sailed straight for Choong Kheng’s chest. He smiled, lips pulling back in a ghastly grin.

			I realized too late what would happen. “No!” I croaked, but the word died in the haze of pain. My body, still weighted down by the spell, did not budge. “Bella, move!”

			The keris came up in front of Choong Kheng to deflect the blast, spinning in a way I remembered from what must have been a few hours ago, when I’d used it to take down the guards. It spun, glinting in the light as it caught hold of Arabella’s spell and yanked her forward. She yelped, limbs jerking as she stumbled, trying to catch herself with a defensive spell. At the same time, Choong Kheng hissed, as though something had stung him. He slashed upward.

			Time sped back up as two things happened.

			The first: The spell exploded, parts of it landing on my skin and sizzling where they touched. The majority of it sped back as a deadly blast.

			The shield Arabella was in the middle of crafting didn’t stand a chance. At that close a range, the spell cleaved through it like an axe felling a sapling, striking her in the chest. Arabella tipped backward, arms flailing as she crashed into the ground.

			The second thing: In the heat of the moment, Arabella’s spell had stung the outside of Choong Kheng’s wrist. She’d aimed it perfectly—the spell had hit him just outside of his shield’s perimeter, right where his skin had been exposed. The impact of it shocked his grip loose and he stumbled away, cursing as he dropped the keris directly in front of me.

			With what was left of my strength, I grabbed the keris. My magic was buried under a silt of other spells, so far down I almost exhausted myself looking for it.

			But it was there, all the same. I curled my fingers around it and focused on calling my magic back.

			My body convulsed as life poured back into me, a thousand volts running through my veins. Warmth uncoiled in my chest. It set me ablaze, sweet and heady, and the magic I’d given up slid back into place. I inhaled sharply, feeling my wounds knit themselves together as strength flowed through me once more.

			Choong Kheng scrambled to his feet. The keris appeared back in his hand, and he raised it to aim a powerful spell at me. “No!”

			I dodged the blast, rolling away and back onto my feet. My muscles flexed, ready for a fight; I could barely feel the pain of my wounds through the haze of adrenaline. I flung a spell high and wide, and it erupted into a tiger snarling with rage, clamping down on Choong Kheng and hurling him deep into the jungle with a defiant, furious roar.

			I turned to my friends, grinning. Exhilaration thrummed under my skin, making me feel like I was a live wire. “Bella! That was singularly the most reckless thing you’ve ever done—”

			I expected to see Arabella also getting to her feet, laughing a little ruefully. It was, wasn’t it? I could hear her saying. Tell Athena. She’s better at close-combat offense than I am.

			My smile slid off my face when I saw Aaron and Zati kneeling next to Arabella’s crumpled, unmoving form.

			My stomach plummeted. No. Nononononono. I ran to her side, skidding to my knees. Arabella was barely breathing. She clutched at me, and where she touched, blood ran against my clothes, leaving red-streaked stains. “Help,” she gasped.

			“J.J.—” Zati began.

			Aaron shook his head. “Still out cold. Anyone have any ideas?”

			I stared at the deep wound, my mind racing. Any of the spells that leaped to mind were dangerous to perform, with the highest stakes possible if I failed, but I had to. This was Arabella, our strategist, the one with ideas for bettering the island, the one who cared.

			I inhaled deeply, pulling from my catalog a spell from a visiting Romanian professor who had taught a class on healing remedies. We’d only ever practiced on plants, but in theory, this would work for a person, too.

			I had no choice. I had to help.

			My fingers trembled as I lay a hand on Arabella’s skin, feeling my magic curl into her pulse. I imagined my magic forming like roots, like branches, curling all along her heartline. My professor’s voice echoed in my head, rough and weary: Be gentle. Be delicate. These kinds of spells can burn energy if you are not careful. They can have dire consequences for people.

			Hands closed over mine. It was Aaron, who was trembling as he fed his magic into my spell to amplify it, his magic coming up to nestle alongside mine. “Keep doing what you’re doing,” he said when he caught me looking. “Focus.”

			Arabella’s hand came up to close over mine and Aaron’s. “Is it raining?” Arabella mumbled. “I never liked the rain.”

			Aaron’s eyes were swollen, his tears dripping onto Arabella’s skin. “You’re gonna be fine, Bella.”

			Arabella’s voice cracked. “Tina. I need…Tina.”

			I glanced at the portal. The smoke from the fighting had obscured our view, but I could see flickers of rainbow light, a portal slowly but surely opening. Desperation made my breathing shallow. “We can go get her.”

			“Tina,” Arabella said again. Her hand squeezed mine. “Please.” Then she stopped moving, her hand slipping from mine and Aaron’s.

			No. I grabbed her hand and ran the spell again, desperately intertwining my magic even tighter with Arabella’s fading lifeline. My fingers were hot, burning, but I tried to focus. You aren’t leaving us. Not now.

			The wind began to pick up as I closed my eyes. Distantly, I heard the tiger roar as my magic gathered like a brewing storm—hot and angry and unpredictable. I scraped up every drop of it, rolled every little piece I could find into a ball, and pictured myself sinking my energy into it, coiling it like a rope. I searched for Arabella’s energy and only found a fading light. My magic reached for it, but Arabella’s magic abruptly vanished, swallowed by mine.

			Something crashed next to me, and someone caught my arm. “Caro!” It sounded like Zati, desperate and scared. Someone else grabbed my hands, trying to pry my fingers off cold skin.

			I shook them off. The magic made my fingers tingle, stripping them of feeling. Snapping, violent wind cut through the clearing as I fed my magic into the spell, trying desperately to keep Arabella with me. But she was slipping away. I couldn’t even feel her hand in mine anymore. Somewhere, there were screams.

			A tight grip closed around my shoulders and shook me. My eyes flew open to see my brother holding onto my shoulders, worry etched into every line of his expression. “Caro,” Aaron was saying urgently, his voice a distant echo. He flinched when something crashed in the distance. “The portal’s collapsing. We have to go!”

			My mouth tasted like metal. “I have to save Arabella, I—”

			Aaron shook me hard. “Tina took her. Caro, come with me. Please.”

			I stared at him before I looked slowly around. My hands were empty. The magic, free of my control, had kicked up into a violent windstorm; buildings that had been caught in the vortex of the magic were collapsing, already dilapidated foundations crumbling even further. Kavita and Kai Lin were limping away; blood dripped from fresh cuts all over their arms.

			Did I do this? I stared at the destruction, unseeing.

			Choong Kheng had hurt my friends. I hadn’t been able to tell when I’d been lied to, betrayed, and manipulated, and all my friends who had come here to save me had been badly hurt. I was nothing but a liability. My family—my real family—had tried to destroy the island. I was just more of the same. I hurt everyone I loved. I didn’t deserve to go back.

			Aaron shook me again and I came to, realizing too late that I’d said the words aloud. “That’s not true,” my brother snapped, shouting to be heard over the winds. “We’re going home. Okay?”

			He didn’t give me a chance to argue. His magic hauled me forward, and I gave in, letting him tug me through the debris and bodies littered across the ground. Aaron shoved me through the portal and threw himself through just in time as the spells holding it open snapped. The gravel bit into my knees as I collapsed, sobbing. Out in the mortal realm, it was a bright, sunny morning—it must have been a whole day since I’d left.

			Kai Lin and Zati were a few meters away, tending to a dazed, barely conscious J.J. Kavita was kneeling next to a sobbing Athena, the both of them looking at Arabella’s slim figure crumpled on the ground.

			The sun had risen. Magic was still under threat, one of our allies had betrayed us, and one of my friends was on death’s door.

			Whatever game we were playing, it was over.
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			Twenty-one

			The rest of the morning passed in a blur. Athena had bundled Arabella into the temple almost an hour ago. Maybe two. Long enough that the sun had dragged itself across the sky. Someone else had whirled Zati and a now conscious but injured J.J. off to the hospital wing, too, despite Zati’s insistence that she wanted to stay. And amid the guards swarming the clearing to try to seal off the portal Kavita had miraculously spelled, Kavita had grabbed Kai Lin and hauled her toward the Jades’ stronghold before Kai Lin’s ghostly self faded away in the light of day. “Inside, now,” she’d said over Kai Lin’s protests. “No one else gets hurt today.”

			I’d limped as far as the steps leading up to the temple before my courage failed me. I couldn’t go inside, knowing my failures might have cost my friend her life.

			Maybe I’d always been fated to cause the destruction of the island. I was descended from one of the most infamous villains in our history. A whole group of wizards had heard me say this. They’d seen confirmation. Word would spread. Maybe this was how my story would always end—with me alone, guilty, bloodstained.

			With the sun beating down on my head, I’d sat down at the base of the stone steps, put my head in my hands, and stopped moving altogether.

			No more tears came.

			A red bucket of water plonked itself down on my right side before Aaron’s grimy sneakers came into view. My brother looked down at me, arms folded. “Come inside,” he said gruffly.

			“Aren’t you supposed to be with the Council?” I muttered.

			“They’re busy. You’re going to get sunstroke. Come on.”

			“No.”

			“Caro.”

			“No.”

			Aaron shrugged. “Okay.” He crouched, plucking a ragged white towel out of the bucket and wringing it dry. Despite his gruff tone, his grip was gentle as he reached for me, dabbing away the blood on my skin. Aaron paused when I flinched. “Does it hurt?”

			Yes. “I can do this myself.”

			“I know, but I also know you won’t.” Aaron wrung out the towel again. The water went pink. “You should take better care of yourself. I can get J.J.—”

			“You have better things to do than this.” I glanced up the hill at the imposing pagoda. In the sunlight, its gold details and white walls glistened, and I shuddered, unable to handle how clean it was. “The island needs you.”

			Aaron ignored this. He picked up my left hand and examined it before dunking it in the pail of water, scrubbing roughly so that the blood came off. My blood—Arabella’s blood—disappeared, like it was that easy. A little bit of water, and my sins were gone.

			He inhaled deeply, which I knew always preceded something sentimental. So I cut him off at the pass, withdrawing my hand. I pressed it against my stab wound, fingers probing around the bloodied area. The magic had healed most of it, but there was a dull ache there still. “I don’t need you.”

			A flicker of hurt passed over Aaron’s face, but he didn’t respond to this, instead shielding his eyes as he peered up at the pagoda looming over us. “The Council’s fighting over whether I should lead them,” he said, which was a complete non sequitur, in my opinion, but I let him talk. “If I do, I’ll need someone to help me. Someone who’s not afraid, who isn’t going to bow to their demands.” He shrugged. “It turns out that I’m the one who needs you.”

			I stared at him. Bruises were blooming on his skin. Shadows still ringed his eyes. He was broken and bruised and even now, he was still willing to help lead the island in any way he could. “I can’t help,” I said hoarsely.

			“You can,” Aaron said quietly.

			I opened my mouth to say How can you say that, knowing everything I’ve done? But the words did not come. Instead, I dropped my gaze to his sneakers, grimy and splattered with blood. “Bella?”

			Aaron was silent for a long moment. Finally, he said, “I don’t know yet. J.J. and the healers are working on her.”

			My mouth trembled. I clamped down hard, willing myself to stay still—if I didn’t move, maybe this awful reality would pass me by, and it would all just be a nightmare. I squeezed my eyes shut. “Okay,” I said in a small voice.

			Aaron sighed, finally taking a seat next to me. He didn’t try hugging me, but he did shift until our shoulders pressed lightly against each other. At the small, innocent gesture, I dissolved into tears and collapsed in on myself, burying my head in my arms as I began bawling, shaking so hard I thought I might fall apart.

			Aaron awkwardly cleared his throat, but let me cry. Finally, he said quietly, “Whatever’s next, Caro, we will do it together. Okay?”

			I swallowed hard, wishing I were anywhere but here. “I want to go home.”

			Aaron sighed, staring into the distance. “Me too.” He leaned his head on his arms. “It’ll be okay.”

			My brother had never been good at lying.
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			For all his well-meaning promises, however, it was a little harder to put into practice. Over the course of the next day, the Council called several meetings, where the only goal seemed to be to paralyze itself over what to do next. With the remaining members shaken by Choong Kheng’s betrayal, the Council became over-paranoid about who would assume power; from what I gathered, they were more interested in in-fighting and making decisions that would be undone several arguments later.

			More than once, while trying not to drown in too much guilt, I contemplated just up and leaving. This, however, had its own pitfalls. In the time that we’d been gone, the ghost realm had already taken the north, sweeping over Batu Ferringhi and turning Tanjung Tokong into a soulless, barren land. Downtown was on the brink of falling. No one could retreat to the south, either. With Batu Maung and Gelugor both gone, the bridges to the mainland were cut off. Ghostly fleets patrolled the Strait of Malacca, so we couldn’t even leave that way.

			I tried joining research teams in Kek Lok Si’s old library, who were trying to find decommissioned travel gateways that they could restart and get the temple refugees off the island. But as soon as I slunk into the library to help, I overheard two Winged Jade acolytes whispering. “Did you hear they’re not really Chuas? Guan Yu heard that they’re descended from those ghosts threatening the island.”

			The other Winged Jade clicked her tongue. “I hope Kavita knows what she’s doing, trusting them.”

			“And did you hear…” the first acolyte began, but I immediately fled. More than ever, I craved the freedom and anonymity of New York. I was nobody there. But here, I would always be somebody—scion, scorned, failure, mistake. Rather than subject myself to more scrutiny, I retreated into my room, trying and failing to meditate. I practiced my defensive shield spells, experimented with whipping up potions with the meager ingredients I’d pilfered from around the temple, and focused on trying to heal the wounds that hadn’t entirely healed right after the skirmish.

			At night, once the growling in my stomach became unbearably loud, I snuck out to steal food from the kitchens. But as I crept across the roof, slipping from shadow to shadow, I spotted Zati and J.J. standing outside a room. I pressed myself backward, drawing an illusion spell around myself; I wasn’t ready to talk to them, and I doubted they even wanted to speak to me.

			“How’s Bella doing?” Zati’s distant voice asked.

			J.J. ruffled a hand through his hair. “Awake, finally.”

			“But no magic still?” Zati rocked back on her heels, anxiously twisting her fingers together. “Can she use the island’s magic?”

			J.J. shook his head, his mouth twisting down. “It’s too early to tell,” he said quietly. “But probably not, no. Dah makan?”

			“Belum,” Zati responded, “but I’m not hungry—”

			“I asked Zi Wei to save us some food,” J.J. said. He took hold of Zati’s elbow, propelling her down the hallway. “Let’s go eat. You’re not hungry now, but I don’t want you showing up later eating my potion ingredients.”

			“That only happened once,” Zati said semi-indignantly, though the effect was ruined by the stark exhaustion in her voice. “And I caught you eating the mushrooms yesterday…”

			I sat on the roof for a long time after, hoping that the door to Bella’s room would open and she would emerge, alive and whole. Maybe J.J. had made a mistake. He was brilliant, but he was human.

			The door remained stubbornly closed. Eventually, I wound my way back to my room, where I dreamed about my parents vanishing and people bleeding out at my feet.
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			The next night, Kai Lin finally decided that she’d had enough. The ghost barged into the room I’d taken over, startling me, and took hold of my arm. “Up,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument.

			“What?” I struggled as Kai Lin half dragged me out of the room. For a ghost who had been dead for over a century, she sure didn’t feel like she was any weaker for it. “Where are we going?”

			“Gardening,” Kai Lin said shortly.

			“Now?”

			“Are you being useful otherwise?”

			I groaned, still trying to struggle against her. “I am useful!”

			“No,” Kai Lin drawled, “you’re hiding.” She released me as we turned the corner, entering a lush garden. “Kavita, I have found you a volunteer.”

			Kavita looked up from where she was tending to a bright pink bunga kantan bud. “Lovely,” she said, her voice scratchy. “I should ask, was she a volunteer or was she conscripted?”

			“Does it matter?”

			The corner of Kavita’s mouth tilted upward. “Perhaps not,” she acknowledged. “Welcome to the garden, Caroline.”

			I took in the grass that sprang underfoot in the square, green poking up between cobblestones. A small fountain gurgled at the square’s end. Bushes rustled as they reached for Kai Lin. Delicate pink bougainvillea flowers bloomed alongside the leaves, the blushes made vibrant by the dark green, and the petals fluttered to the floor at Kai Lin’s feet. “This is where you are instead of trying to figure out how to fight this war?”

			“Who says we aren’t doing that?” Kai Lin asked.

			“It’s true,” Kavita said lightly. “There are many ways to win a war, Caroline.”

			Kai Lin’s eyes narrowed. “In this case, we have decided that perhaps our time is best spent trying to get self-wallowing girls to do some work while trying to pull their heads out of the sand.”

			“I’m not wallowing.”

			“Oh,” Kavita said. She raised an eyebrow. “Our mistake. What are you doing, then, other than ignoring your friends and stealing food from our kitchens?” She gestured at the flowers, sparing me from answering. “Anyway, J.J. needs these for potions. You might as well be useful and help pick buds.”

			I stood rooted to the ground, watching as the two women moved around the garden, reaching for flowers and gently snapping them off into baskets that they magicked up. Kai Lin, without pausing, said, “Those flowers aren’t going to pick themselves, girl.”

			I sighed, looking around. To my right stood a bush, the roses small and budding. I knelt to dig my hands into the soil of a nearby flowerpot; seeing this, Kai Lin clicked her tongue. “Did your hearing go in that last battle?” she asked. “We said to pick the flowers.”

			“I am,” I said, not looking up. “This is a spell I learned from my Peruvian Chloromancy professor.” I teased out a strand of my magic to loop it around the roots I could find. The roses on the bush began to blossom, their buds unfurling into large flowers that stood starkly red against the dark green of the bush. In my hands, the magic felt warm. Grounded. “These spells engage with the natural world to help us grow the best ingredients. If you’re going to put me to work, these flowers might as well be good.”

			Kavita hummed, interest evident in her tone. She abandoned her post and came over to kneel beside me. “Show me?” she asked.

			I repeated the spell again with a flowerpot full of camellias, and Kavita beamed when she saw the flowers unfurling. “Beautiful,” she observed, reaching over and plucking a red camellia from its bed of leaves. “You will have to teach me the spell, Caroline. This is knowledge we did not know, and this garden will thrive for it.”

			My chest loosened a little, the praise warming my insides. To my embarrassment, I felt tears prick at the corners of my eyes at how easily the compliment was given. “Oh,” I said, ducking my head. “Sure.”

			Kavita, thankfully, did not remark on the tears and instead clapped a dirt-covered hand on my shoulder before scrambling to her feet. Tossing her braid over her shoulder, she said, “You seem very proficient in herbalism spells. Gardeners recognize their kindred spirits. You know, I keep saying, more schools should focus on greenskeeping here. I could use more gardeners.”

			“In years without war, I suppose gardeners are useful,” Kai Lin said tartly.

			“Well, ideally, we will not always be at war,” Kavita said, “and it will be a world intact enough for others to set down their swords and plant seeds instead. You would know this better than anyone.” She caressed the small, red, sword-tipped petal of a jejarum flower, drawing its nectar out and dripping it into a brightly colored jar. “Caroline, as a fellow gardener, how do you like my garden here?”

			I looked around me. “It’s pretty,” I said.

			“Reticent like you,” Kavita said to Kai Lin. “I do see how she’s your great-great-great-grandniece. Anyway, Caroline, your seeming lack of enthusiasm aside, I’m very proud of this garden.” She reached for a creeping vine, and it twined itself around her wrist, playfully tugging a little. “I built it from scratch, you know. No magic. It was my gift to the sisters of this temple who brought me in when I was orphaned as a young child.”

			“Why no magic?” I asked, thinking about Arabella.

			“I was a late bloomer,” Kavita said brightly. “Pardon the pun. I didn’t always know how to access my magic, you see. But one day…”

			She unfurled her fingers, and in her palm bloomed a small pink bougainvillea. Kavita beamed, tossing it into her basket. “The magic accepted me,” she said.

			I frowned. “It can’t be that easy. How?”

			Kavita shrugged. She got to her feet, and the vine sulkily retreated. “Who knows? Magic’s a capricious creature. But perhaps it started when I began trusting my sisters.” She raised an eyebrow. “Getting a garden to bloom sometimes requires a lot of hands.”

			There was something darting around this conversation, flitting in and out like a shadow. I swallowed hard. “Why are you telling me all this?”

			“Hm,” Kavita said lightly, “maybe because I like making conversation.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, pushing it back into her frizzy braid. “Or maybe because you, like me, are a gardener. You understand the difficulty of making something grow.” She smiled guilelessly at me. “And maybe because you think you are the only one who knows what it’s like to be an outsider.”

			A bird fluttered over the wall before I could parse what Kavita meant. It perched on the stone for a heartbeat before an acolyte emerged from her shape-shifted form. “Vi,” she said half-apologetically, “the Council wants to see you.”

			“Oh, what now,” Kavita grumbled, her mild-mannered demeanor immediately evaporating. She bowed slightly to Kai Lin and me. “I suppose it’s my turn to offer suggestions that they’ll ignore. Enjoy the garden.”

			Kai Lin and I worked in silence for a few more moments. It was meditative, really. I’d forgotten how working in a garden could calm me down. In New York, when everything would get too overwhelming, I’d slip out to the greenhouses to work on repotting orchids. This is nice, I thought, reaching for a barely budding hibiscus. I could focus on growing flowers and creating life, not how I had grievously injured one friend, gotten my family hurt, endangered the entire island—

			Kai Lin’s fingers curled around my wrist right as the flower in my hand crumpled, the petals withering in my fingers. I stared at it in abject horror as Kai Lin wordlessly peeled the flower from my hand, scattering the petals into the soil. “You’re thinking too much,” she said gruffly. “Makes the spell unstable.”

			“Sorry,” I muttered.

			Kai Lin shrugged, releasing me. “It happens.”

			We worked in silence for a few minutes more before Kai Lin said, “Unlike Kavita, I do not like beating around the bush. What’s bothering you?”

			I scoffed darkly. “You don’t mince any words.”

			“When you’ve been dead as long as I have, you find there’s no point in waiting,” Kai Lin returned dryly. Her voice softened just a fraction. “Is it not troublesome, girl, to carry all of this burden alone?”

			“You wouldn’t understand,” I said, staring at the petals.

			“Try me.” Kai Lin smacked my hand as I reached for another flower. “And stop avoiding my questions.”

			“I’m not! It’s something I need to sit with and process by myself.”

			“And how long will that take?”

			“It—” I took a breath. “Look. I lost my identity virtually overnight. It’s not something that I can just get over, okay? Like I said, you wouldn’t understand.”

			One of Kai Lin’s eyebrows rose slowly. “No?”

			I half glanced at her. Kai Lin met my gaze, seemingly contemplating what to say next.

			“You said you saw me in a memory,” she finally said. “Remember? You said you saw me with the Council. Tell me, Caroline, how do you think the Council let the sister of the most wanted pirate into their hallowed halls, when they are the fiercest defenders of honor?”

			“I thought my great-great—I thought Yun Fan asked you to join.”

			“He did,” Kai Lin said. “But they would never have let me join them had we told them who I really was: a traitor to her family, with a name stained by my brother.” I swore that I saw her eyes gleam wet in the moonlight. “So, Caroline, you think I won’t understand the pain of an identity, but the truth is, I am perhaps one of the few who can.”

			I dropped my gaze to the flower lying discarded and broken in the dirt. “How…” I began, but then stopped, trying to consider the real questions I wanted to ask. Finally, I ventured, “Am I like him? Kai Tsiang, I mean.”

			Kai Lin’s gaze flicked to me, assessing. “Yes,” she said. “You two both make me want to wring your necks.” Then she knelt again, scooping up the broken flower. “You two also have a way of running headlong toward what you think is right, regardless of the cost. It is not always a bad thing.”

			I scowled, rubbing my nose hard, and Kai Lin, seeing this, smiled a little. “But you do not agree,” she guessed. She sat back, slowly weaving a spell I couldn’t see in her cupped hand. “Tell me why?”

			I poked at a root with my magic as my thoughts swirled, defying any attempts to order them. “I guess all my life, I’ve tried to live up to the Chua name,” I said at last. “And I’ve failed. Every time. I keep hurting people. And I can’t help but think that it’s because of who I’m really descended from, that this is my true legacy, to cause chaos.”

			Kai Lin frowned. “Would you say this to your brother?” she asked.

			“What?”

			“Would you say this to Aaron?” Kai Lin asked again. “I’ve seen how you fight for him. Would you tell him that his legacy is one of bloodshed?” She leaned forward, her eyes bright. “Would you tell me that?”

			When I hesitated, Kai Lin raised an eyebrow. “I suppose the answer is no, then,” she said briskly. “You know that we are more than our families. So why hold yourself to this standard?”

			I stared at my hands. “I don’t know,” I said in a small voice.

			“Of course not, because this concept of legacy you have is a ridiculous one,” Kai Lin scoffed. “Legacies are nothing but stories. Those stories are only born out of choices.” She unfurled her hand, and a reconstructed hibiscus flower bloomed bright in her palm. Kai Lin handed it to me. “Everyone gets a choice to tell their own story, no matter their last name. What legacy do you want to have for yourself?”

			I stared at the flower, unable to respond. Kai Lin sighed, getting to her feet and brushing down the front of her tunic. “Figure it out quickly,” she said, though not unkindly. “The Hungry Ghost Festival is tomorrow, and we do not know when Choong Kheng will attack. Best get your affairs in order.” She nodded at me. “And whatever you decide, Caroline,” she said, “a word to the wise—do not suffer it alone.”
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			Twenty-two

			Ithought about Kai Lin’s words. I thought so hard about them, in fact, that I didn’t sleep at all, tossing and turning in my tiny room as I tried to decide what to do next.

			At seven a.m., I gave up and decided to try to talk to the smartest person I knew, which was how I found myself in front of Arabella’s door, knocking hesitantly on the warped wood. But when the door swung open, Aaron stood there, rubbing his eyes. He blinked at me. “Caro?”

			I blinked back at him. “Aren’t you supposed to be at a Council meeting?” I asked. “It’s the Hungry Ghost Festival.”

			“Tina and I are making sure Bella is resting okay,” Aaron said tiredly. He turned on his heel and I followed him to the other side of the room, where Athena sat frowning as she watched her twin.

			She looked up, then did a double take when she saw me. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

			“I wanted to see how Bella was doing.” I glanced at Arabella, whose eyes were closed tightly as she slept, hair matted and sticking to her face, cheeks sallow and sunken. I bit my lip, unable to reconcile this Arabella with the same girl who’d faced off with me in my father’s study, burning with a steady drive—the same girl who carried herself with so much grace and poise.

			I couldn’t help but flinch at the thought of losing my own magic. Twice now, I’d been confronted with the threat, from the Council five years ago, and then when Choong Kheng had tried to drain me in the ghost realm. It had felt like an integral, crushing loss, but it had only been temporary. It was final for Arabella. She’d never feel the warmth of it in her veins again. The tiger, sensing my unease, curled tighter around my rib cage, rumbling protectively as it warmed me from within. It did nothing to hide the full-body shudder that ran through me.

			Someone stepped closer and I glanced over, startled, to see Athena next to me. Her mouth trembled for a moment as she took me in, eyes sweeping from my head to my toes.

			I braced myself to get punched. Athena would be right to. Her sister was lying in this bed partly because of me. But instead, Athena leaned forward to envelop me in a soft, gentle hug. “She’s fine, Caro,” she said, her voice rumbling through my body. “She’s alive. Thank you.” She pulled back, wiping tears from her eyes, and glanced back at her sleeping twin. “J.J. said the spell you used was nothing short of miraculous.”

			I flinched. “It spiraled out of control,” I ventured hesitantly. Admitting it felt dangerous. There was a slight chance that Athena might still throw me out the window. But still, I kept going, because at the very least, I could be honest about what had kept me up all night. “I’m sorry, I tried to keep her and her magic alive—but I lost control—”

			Arabella murmured something in her sleep and shifted, and my voice faded as we all turned to watch her. Arabella pressed her face into the pillow but didn’t wake, not even when Aaron reached out to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. Athena let out a long sigh. “If you hadn’t done it, we would be burying her right now,” she said. “You did something none of us knew how to. I can’t—” She swallowed hard. “I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost her.”

			“How is she taking not having magic?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” Athena said. “We haven’t really talked about it.”

			We all sat quietly for a long moment. Finally, I tentatively broke the silence. “He sent you in after me, didn’t he?”

			Athena didn’t have to ask for clarification on who I meant. Instead, she drew a knee to her chest, keeping her eyes on her sleeping twin. “Uncle Choong Kheng told us that you’d gone in to fight the ghosts yourself,” she said. “It was a no-brainer to go in after you.”

			A muscle in Aaron’s jaw jumped. “All he ever did was lie to us.”

			“It’s so obvious, now that I think about it,” Athena said tiredly. “He’s always tried to subtly undercut you, Aaron. It was just unlucky for him that Uncle Leonard wanted us to take over instead.” She sniffed. “Or at least he did then, anyway.”

			Family against family, ambition against ambition. I watched Arabella’s chest rise and fall, her breaths deep and steady. Choong Kheng hadn’t cared about who would get hurt in any of the schemes he’d pulled. It didn’t matter who fell: me, or Aaron, or the twins. Any of it would have only benefited his rise to power.

			Athena sniffed again, wiping away another tear, and tossed her hair back, shaking out her shoulders. For a moment, she seemed back to the old Athena Lim again, defiant and strong. “I should go,” she said quietly. “I’ll go get us some breakfast.”

			Aaron waited for the door to close behind Athena before he remarked, “You don’t look like you’ve rested, Caro.” He drifted over to the windowsill, taking a seat. “You should, you know. You got stabbed.”

			“Well, you just escaped the ghost realm,” I replied. “Your magic also needs time to rest.”

			“Great,” Aaron said. He glanced out the window. “So we’re both failing at that.”

			His tone was far too light, which meant that something about the statement really was bothering him. But I didn’t immediately know what to say in reply, so I looked out the window, too. Arabella’s room was set into the hills surrounding Kek Lok Si; from here, we could just barely see a giant bronze statue of the Goddess of Mercy, Guanyin. I could imagine the serene smile on the goddess’s face, dim sunlight glinting off the brassy surface.

			“You’re not failing,” I said at last. I leaned my head against the wall. “Even if that’s what Leonard Tan is saying to you.”

			Aaron snorted. “How’d you know?”

			“Wild guess,” I said. I gestured toward Arabella, who was still fast asleep. “I assume he’s not pleased about this happening to one of the nieces he was trying to push as leader.”

			“Yeah, well.” Aaron stared out the window, his gaze stony. “If he feels that strongly, maybe he should back Athena and me up when we say that even without magic, Arabella should still get to serve on the Council.”

			My mouth dropped open. “They’re removing her?”

			“They’re ‘thinking about it.’ ” Aaron made air quotes before refolding his arms across his chest. “They’re trying to remove me, too.”

			“Does that leave Athena to be the High Protector?”

			“She doesn’t want it. Never did.”

			“Then who’s in charge?”

			Aaron sighed. “That’s the million-dollar question. They’ve all devolved into arguing over why they should lead.” He hesitated, then added, “Some of them are saying that I should have known better than to naively follow Choong Kheng’s advice.”

			“If you were a soothsayer, I’d say sure,” I scoffed. “But you aren’t. And it’s not like any of them noticed Choong Kheng was a megalomaniac. Want me to hex them? I’ll do it.”

			A corner of Aaron’s mouth turned up. “I don’t need my little sister fighting my battles.”

			“Only because you know I’d win and make you look bad,” I said, and huffed when Aaron flicked my ear.

			Far below us, people passed in and out of corridors, pounding differing rhythms across the gray concrete. I adjusted my position as I leaned my head back, wondering if anyone would miss us if we just hid up here, far away from everyone. Far away from responsibilities.

			“Does it get better?” Aaron asked abruptly.

			“Does what get better?”

			“The nightmares.” Aaron ran a hand through his hair. “I can hear them screaming in my head: all the people Kai Tsiang hurt with my hands.” His breath was shaky. “Something in me always says, You did this. You failed them. All this guilt. I…Does it get better?”

			“Why are you asking me?” I asked.

			“Maybe because there’s no one else to ask,” Aaron said quietly. He glanced at me, fingers anxiously twisting with each other. “Maybe because you came back, despite what everyone else said about you. That was brave.”

			“That’s not the word I’d use for it,” I snorted. “You’re brave.”

			His gaze slid away and he turned his back on Guanyin’s statue. “Not in the ways that really matter. Maybe Choong Kheng was right. I’m not good enough.” He exhaled. “I don’t know that I’ve ever felt like I’ve been good enough.”

			Would you say this to your brother? Kai Lin repeated in my head, holding me to the fire with all my thoughts about legacy and the burdens we took on trying to save it. And of course I wouldn’t. Aaron had done everything right his entire life. He’d been the perfect Chua paragon—the son who was bold enough, smart enough, capable enough to lead the island. He’d proven himself more than worthy. One mistake—one, that wasn’t even his mistake—had knocked the ground out from under him.

			That’s when it clicked.

			We were two halves of the same whole. Our whole lives, we’d quietly carried our burdens, tying them to our ankles so we wouldn’t weigh anyone else down while we drowned ourselves. All we ever saw in ourselves was how, despite our best efforts, we could still fail everyone—even each other.

			But we weren’t failing. We were still here, trying to do the right things.

			A rustling of bedsheets derailed my train of thought. Aaron and I both glanced over to see Arabella watching us, her eyes bright. She wore the same gray uniform that the temple acolytes wore, even though her uniform was slashed at the sleeves. “Good morning,” she croaked. “It’s a little early for visitors.”

			“Bella!” I hopped off the windowsill, rushing to her side as she tried to sit up. “You should be resting. Lie back down—”

			“I can sleep when I’m dead,” Arabella said, waving me off. “And just because I came really close to dying doesn’t mean that I get the privilege of sleeping now.”

			“Morbid humor first thing in the morning?” Aaron said, faint amusement in his tone. “Not sure that’s what the doctor ordered.”

			“With all due respect, I almost died. I can do whatever I want,” Arabella drawled. “Also, you know what else the doctor didn’t order? A side of self-pity.” She raised an eyebrow. “One of us in this room lost her magic but weirdly doesn’t feel like the most miserable one right now.”

			Aaron frowned. “You were awake the whole time?”

			“You’re so bad at telling when I’m asleep,” Arabella said lightly. She held out her hand, and Aaron pushed off the wall to come sit next to her, pressing a kiss to the base of her wrist. “For being a very clever man, you’re not very observant.”

			“I wouldn’t call him clever,” I said. “I think you could do better.”

			Arabella laughed. It was tired and weak, but still—it was a laugh. “Don’t worry too much about the Council.” Her mouth tightened slightly. “It means some changes, but…it is what it is.”

			“We’ll get you back on it,” Aaron said.

			“I know you’ll try your best,” Arabella said, squeezing his hand. She turned her gaze to the ceiling, and I saw just the slightest bit of wetness in her eyes as she swallowed hard. “But even if you can’t, there are so many ways to help the island. We’ll figure it out.”

			“How are you not angry?” I blurted. The possibility was startling to me. “If I lost my magic, I don’t know what I would do.”

			Arabella chewed on her lip, thinking it over. “I am angry,” she said at last. “Of course. But I’m also not just defined by my magic.” She smiled at Aaron, then turned it on me, her eyes curving at the sides. “I have people who I love, who I can help. As long as I’m alive, that’s what’s important to me.”

			I watched the way the sunlight poured in, illuminating Arabella’s and Aaron’s linked hands. Arabella had lost the thing that I’d thought made her so useful, but she was still here, still choosing service. She’d forge forward anyway. Everyone gets a choice to tell their own story, Kai Lin had said.

			What did I want to do with my life? I wasn’t sure yet, but one thing was becoming clear to me: I couldn’t do it alone. I got to my feet. “I need to talk to Zati and J.J.”

			Just then, a knock sounded at the door, and my head snapped to it. “Bella,” a familiar voice said through the wood, “J.J. sent me with your medicine. Can I come in?”

			“Huh, great timing,” Arabella said, smiling softly. “Come in, Zati.”
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			Twenty-three

			The doorknob jiggled slightly before it turned and the door swung open, revealing Zati at the entrance. Zati stumbled in, carrying a basket of potions. “Selamat pagi,” she chirped before realizing who was in the room. Her expression flickered from surprise to a careful neutrality. “Oh. Hello.”

			“Hello,” I said, and then belatedly added, “Why are you here and not J.J.?”

			“That’s not very nice,” Aaron said before Arabella elbowed him hard.

			“J.J.’s busy,” Zati said, putting the basket down. She handed Arabella a small tonic bottle. “I can, um, go get him.”

			“Actually, I think Caroline wants to talk to you,” Arabella said pleasantly, plucking the bottle from Zati’s hand. She winced, using Aaron’s shoulder for support to leverage herself up and off the bed. “She was just talking about how much she missed you. Right, Caroline?”

			I nodded, which technically didn’t make it a lie.

			“And besides, lying down so much isn’t good for me,” Arabella carried on, hand closing around Aaron’s arm. “I’m going for a morning walk. Doctor’s orders.”

			“J.J. technically said you should rest,” Aaron protested.

			“J.J. isn’t here,” Arabella said cheerfully, and then she was gone, dragging Aaron with her.

			Zati just sighed as the door closed. She settled in a chair on the far side of the room before propping one foot on her knee and retying her shoelace, deliberately letting me make the first move. The silence unfolded between us, uncertain and thick, and I swallowed hard. “I think they’re making otak otak for breakfast,” I offered finally. “Your favorite.”

			Zati shook her head, still fiddling with the knot on her shoelace. “I got sick of that years ago. Haven’t had it in a while.”

			“Oh,” I said, and then ran out of words again.

			When we were younger, the fights Zati and I had were usually about small things, like You never let me pick where to go for lunch or Why do you always correct me? They’d been rare, though intense, and they always ended the same way—almost exactly twenty-four hours after the fight, Zati would call and we’d go to the nearby mamak stall, get a plate of fish curry and roti canai, and pretend the whole thing never happened.

			This felt different. It felt like we were on opposite ends of a gorge and the bridge connecting us had finally tumbled into the abyss. Our friendship had changed, sanded down by years of not speaking.

			Zati had spent this entire time trying to say all the right things to keep our friendship afloat. I couldn’t expect her to do it alone. If I wanted to be forgiven, I was going to have to try to fix it myself. I took a deep breath, sinking onto Arabella’s bed. “I’m sorry,” I said.

			“For what?”

			“Almost killing you.”

			Zati shook her head. “Try again.”

			I hunched over, shoving my hands into my pockets. “Look, I—”

			“I’m not actually interested in excuses,” Zati cut in, and the sheer weight behind her words made me stop in my tracks.

			“What do you want me to say?” I asked at last.

			Zati eyed me for a long moment, her fingers fiddling with the ends of her headscarf. Finally, she said, “You never asked me how I was after the fight at the library.”

			Yes I did, I almost protested, but then I stopped. Had I? It had only been a few days ago, but the memories were all blurring together. I couldn’t remember. I knew Zati had been next to me all the way up until J.J. had pulled me away. Had I really not asked how she was? Not even once?

			“You never asked me if I was okay,” Zati said, drawing my guilty gaze back to her. “And I understand why not. You didn’t need me to tell you that I was scared.” She shrugged. “You didn’t need me to tell you that I was angry at you for pushing us through the portal. And,” she cut in, holding up a hand when I opened my mouth, “I know what you would have said, if I had told you. You would have told me it was for my safety. You would have told me that it was better if I left you. You would have told me that you didn’t need me.”

			Zati blinked, and one tear splattered the ground. She lifted her chin a little. “The thing is, you think of only your feelings and decide that I can’t help you with them, so you ignore mine by pushing me away.” She inhaled shakily. “Sometimes, the things you do make me feel lonely and unwanted, and that’s just not what friends do. Are we even friends?”

			I wanted to leap to my feet, hug her, do anything but sit here and watch Zati slowly lay out all the knives that I’d hurt her with these past few days. But I kept myself completely still, willing myself to sit with the conversation. “I know you may not believe me,” I said, my voice trembling, “but of course we are.”

			“Really? I’m not sure about that.” Zati’s voice cracked on the first word, and she folded her arms against herself, fingers clenching at the fabric of her sleeves. “You didn’t try speaking to me in five years, didn’t even tell me you were coming home, told me I was useless—”

			“I never said you were useless,” I said softly.

			“You might as well have. You told me to get out of your way, remember?” Hurt spilled out onto Zati’s face. “You made me feel like you didn’t believe I could help you. And I know I can’t help you with magic, or potions, or anything, but—am I really not even worth confiding in?”

			I winced, hanging my head and twisting my hands together. It was not lost on me that in every fight we’d ever had, Zati was always the one to laugh first, to forgive. I could not, and did not, blame her for refusing to do so now. “I’m so sorry, Zati. That’s not it at all.”

			“Then what is it?” Zati demanded. “I trust you with everything I have, so why can’t you ever do the same? Why don’t you ever trust me?”

			The words collided in my head, tripping over themselves in a mishmash of sentiments I didn’t know how to fully articulate. Zati watched as I opened and closed my mouth several times, unable to decide where to begin. “Okay,” she said at last, getting to her feet and turning away. “Well then—”

			“Do you know what happened during my assessment five years ago?” I blurted.

			Zati paused. “J.J. said you faced down a pontianak,” she said.

			I swallowed hard. “Aaron had done it before and he’d succeeded in controlling one,” I said. I raked a hand through my sweaty hair. “You don’t understand what it’s like to have so much scrutiny on you. To feel like no matter what you do, you won’t measure up, that you don’t belong, even if you want to. So I thought that if I took Aaron’s test, if I could do the same thing, I could prove to myself that I belonged to the family name. That I deserved my place here.”

			“And J.J. went after you,” Zati guessed. She touched her nose, unconsciously mimicking where J.J.’s scar was. “And that’s how he ended up in the hospital?”

			His scream. A flash of bone. Moonlight and a looming monster. “He wasn’t supposed to be there,” I said dully, rubbing my eyes. “The Council wanted to make an example of my failure, and by extension, my family. They were talking about taking Aaron’s magic away, and he wasn’t even involved.”

			I kicked at the ground. “You know the Council. I didn’t know how they would go after you, or J.J., if they would accuse you of helping me somehow. And I thought—I thought maybe you both would be so mad at me anyway, for hurting J.J. so badly. It was easier to just leave without having to go through all of the trouble.”

			“That’s what we are to you?” Zati said flatly. “Trouble?”

			“No! I—” I got to my feet, trying to find the right words. “I’m sorry I pushed you away,” I said slowly. “I think all this time, a small part of me thought: It’s easier to do it alone. No one else has to get hurt. These are my problems. My family issues.” I faltered. “But it’s not working. You’re right. It hurt you five years ago, and it’s hurting you now.” I blinked hard, trying not to let the tears fall. “I shouldn’t have said what I said. You’re not getting in my way. That was unfair, and I’m sorry.”

			There was another long silence, one where Zati frowned deeply, watching me, and I thought for a moment that maybe she would walk out of the room and never speak to me again. Then Zati sighed, exasperated and annoyed, fingers plucking at the pleat of her pants. “You think you’re the only one who feels like you don’t belong, no matter what you do,” she said, dropping her gaze. “You’re not, you know.”

			“What?”

			“I feel it every day.” She glanced out the window. “My mother warned me about this when it was very obvious that I didn’t have a drop of magic in me, when I lost so many of my friends. A mortal friend is boring when you’re a wizard, you know.” Zati shrugged. “But my mother raised me to find my own way, in spite of it. ‘Magic or no magic, bravery is all we have,’ she always said.”

			Shame prickled down my spine. Kavita was right—I wasn’t the only one who knew what being alienated felt like. Zati had been an outsider her entire life, knowing that she could only half belong to both the worlds of magic and mortals. Here I’d been, feeling sorry for myself and turning away from the island as it rejected me, and I’d never ever thought about how Zati felt the same way.

			“I’m sorry for making you feel like you don’t belong,” I said at last. “That’s really awful of me. You’re the bravest person I know.”

			“It’s not easy.” She finally looked back at me. “But at least I know I’m not alone.”

			Outside, someone shouted something, and then there was a pop and a laugh. I glanced out to see two small children in the courtyard laughing as they played with something bright and shiny. “Do you ever think we’ll go back to the way we were?” I asked hesitantly.

			Zati shook her head. “No.”

			My heart sank, but Zati kept going, a tentative smile beginning to blossom. “I don’t think we’ll ever be the same,” she said. “But just because we’re different, it doesn’t mean what we have can’t be good.”

			Relief flooded through me. There was still hurt there, I knew, but Zati was willing to give us another shot. I could live with that. “Friends?” I offered.

			“Always.” She reached for me, and I slid my hand into hers. For the first time in days, I felt like a little weight had rolled off my shoulders. “Even when you make the worst decisions.”

			“I’ll take it.” I hunched in on myself. “I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it. “Really.”

			“I know,” she said. “Thanks. Have you already spoken to J.J.?”

			I shook my head. “How is he?”

			“He’s working hard,” Zati replied. She dropped her gaze. “He often doesn’t leave his medicine hall. And I’m getting concerned—he worries about everyone else but never himself.”

			My heart ached at the thought of J.J., sitting hurt and alone in the dark, windowless medical hall. “Sounds like J.J.,” I said, turning away to pace the room. Anxiety echoed loud in my footsteps.

			There was a long pause, and then Zati said quietly, “I think you should see him.”

			I cracked my knuckles. “After all this,” I said haltingly, “do you think he hates me?”

			Zati shook her head. “I can’t speak for him. But you love him, right?”

			“I—” I blushed a deep red. “Uh.”

			“I didn’t mean in that way,” Zati said, though there was a subtle mischievous note in her tone that suggested that she had meant it in that suggestive way. “As a friend.”

			She nudged me, smiling a little. It was sunny, even if a little dimmed. “And it doesn’t really matter in what way,” she said. “You’re one of his best friends. He just needs to know that.”

			I looked at Zati, taking in how she still looked haunted and tired, but her expression was open in a way I hadn’t seen in days. It made the world a little brighter. A little easier to live in.

			“Okay,” I said, and squeezed her hand. “Is he there right now?”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Twenty-four

			Ismelled the medicine hall long before I saw it, with its pungent notes of cinnamon, shiitake mushrooms, and gingko mingling with faint notes of eucalyptus and juniper. I sniffed the air, considering what J.J. could be brewing. Revitalizing tonics, maybe.

			I snuck a look at the hospital wards I passed. Every bed was filled, some with pained acolytes, some with unconscious wizards. Empty potion vials littered the tabletops, uncorked and dry. Young Winged Jades darted in and out of the rooms, shutting the wooden latticed doors with one hand while balancing piles of empty containers in the other.

			I followed the stream of acolytes to the back of the complex, where they scampered into a small, dark room, depositing the empty bins in a pile by the door. Some of them eyed me curiously as they rushed back to the wards, though most of them paid me no mind. I hovered outside the room, trying to think of what to say.

			“Caroline,” J.J. said from inside, “I can hear you thinking.”

			My face flushed. I stepped into the cool, musty interior of the apothecary, trying to keep my voice casual. “How did you know it was me?”

			“No one hesitates to talk to me here. Just you.” J.J. dropped a handful of crushed powder into the potion. The smell of star anise filled the room. “Also, I could see your shadow.”

			“You recognize my shadow?” I asked, then immediately wanted to die for sounding so eager.

			If J.J. picked up on it, though, he didn’t let on. He added in a frangipani flower, and the potion shimmered bright pink before settling into magenta. “If someone sent you to chase me for the potions, tell them they’ll need to wait.”

			“No, that’s not it.”

			“Is something wrong with Bella?”

			“She’s fine.”

			J.J. did not look up as he crushed a handful of pods in his hand, sprinkling the powder into the potion. “Then I don’t know why you’re here.”

			Gingerly, I took a seat on the bench he was sitting on, removing a well-worn book—the one from the library—as I did so. I was relieved when J.J. didn’t protest, though he did tense, and I scooted a little farther back, perching awkwardly on the edge while carefully cataloging how his hands seemed to tremble with every movement. “Zati says you aren’t sleeping.”

			“I’m busy,” J.J. said shortly. “People need these potions. This is what I need to do to help. I can’t just not do it.”

			I looked around the room at all the vials and small three-tiered metal tiffin carriers of potions and pastilles. I recognized some of these potions, and they took anywhere from a few hours to half a day to complete. J.J. must have been running himself ragged for days. “You have to sleep.”

			“Caroline, what do you want?” J.J. snapped, finally looking up at me.

			Anger had never fit J.J. well. His anger was often slow to build, like water retreating from shore only to crash all at once. I watched him, considering what to do next. It was rare to see J.J. so deeply hurt and angry. I did that to him.

			J.J. broke the staring contest first, his eyes darting around like he couldn’t bear to look at me. “Please leave,” he said flatly.

			Instead of doing what he asked, I scooted a bit closer. J.J. tensed, but he held his ground. Slowly, I reached for his cheek, thumb resting just below a thin cut. “You’re always patching us up,” I said quietly. “Can I do it just this once?”

			J.J. met my gaze. A cascade of emotions flickered behind his eyes—hurt in one second, longing in another. For a moment, I felt him lean into my touch.

			Then he pulled away, his walls up again. “I don’t need your help.” He reached for a ladle, his hand white as he clutched at it tightly. “Not that it matters, even if I did. Someone always needs your help more than I do, anyway.”

			“J.J.”

			“Please go.”

			“Can we at least talk?”

			There was a long pause. J.J. leaned over and blew a long breath across the surface of the potion. It turned the shade of a hot summer sky before it darkened into a deep midnight blue. He bit his lip, seemingly wrestling with his decision. “Talk, then,” he said finally.

			The dismissal stung. J.J. was one of my best friends, someone who I’d once been able to read like a book, and now I didn’t know how to talk to him. The words flitted about in my head, unwilling to be pinned down. I thought of Zati, telling me what she needed from me, and finally, I said, “I do need you, you know.”

			“You need my potions,” J.J. said woodenly.

			“No! That’s not what I mean.”

			J.J. poked at the potion again and it burbled indignantly, something shaping in the mass before sinking back down into formless liquid. “That’s how you act,” he said. “You need me to heal you, and so I have. Right? I’m good at my job. And that’s all I am to you—someone who’s there to patch you up when you get hurt.”

			My hands shook as I nervously tucked some hair behind my ear. “You’re not being fair.”

			J.J. dropped his ladle into the pot. It rattled a little sadly, coming to rest on the side of the cauldron as he got up, running his fingers through his hair. “Well, I’m tired of being fair. I’m really, really tired of having to put my feelings aside to accommodate all of yours.” He stalked to the other side of the room, trying to put as much distance between us as possible. “You know what it is, Caroline? It just feels like you care about everyone else more than you care about me.”

			My fingers dug into the worn wood of the workbench. I forced myself to breathe in deeply, fighting the urge to fight back. J.J., like Zati, had his own gripes. I was going to have to let him play it out. “I know I hurt you and I’m sorry—”

			“For what?” J.J. fired. “Are you sorry for making me the last person you came to see? Didn’t you only come to see me because you needed help?” He leaned on a table, his eyes dark with frustration. “Or are you sorry because it was that easy, Caro, to leave me behind five years ago after I tried to save you? Was it easy for you to pretend I didn’t exist the whole time you were gone? To build a whole life in New York without me?” His voice rose. “Was it easy for you to think that you could just come back and I would love you again?”

			J.J. looked at me then deflated, the fight leaving him all at once. He turned to look out the window instead. “I’ve been trying to decide for the last few days if you even want me in your life,” he said. “And I’m not convinced that you do, other than for my potions.” J.J. ran a hand through his hair, hesitating. “I think you take me for granted, Caro. I think you always have.”

			The truth hung in the air, terrible and clear. I bit my lip, thinking this over, but I couldn’t find a way to refute it. I’d given J.J. no choice but to care about me, regardless of what he was feeling, because J.J. had never known when to walk away from an impossible situation. He was built to heal. Even if his heart was breaking, he still cared.

			He was wrong in one regard, though.

			I took a deep breath, pushing myself off the bench. J.J. watched as I took a few cautious steps toward him, winding my way around the room until I stopped an arm’s length away—close enough that I could reach out to touch him but far enough away to not invade his space. “I abandoned you,” I said quietly. “And I understand why you think I took advantage of you. I’m sorry. I should have apologized the first day, but I was afraid of what you’d say.” I hesitated. “I was afraid that if I brought the past back up, maybe—”

			The words hung in the air as I turned what I wanted to say over in my head. “I didn’t know how you felt,” I said at last, swallowing hard. The lump of fear refused to dissolve, but I tried to push past it. “And I thought maybe you’d moved on; it wasn’t fair to bring up what we were to each other after so long. I didn’t want either of us to get hurt.” I paused again, trying to brace myself for what I was going to say next. “But you’re wrong. I do want you in my life. I still—well, I—” I broke off, frustrated at the inelegant words. None of it felt like it could encompass how I really felt, which was something along the lines of I would set myself on fire so you don’t have to suffer. I settled for, “I still love you.”

			J.J. didn’t respond. The tense silence stretched on, and my heart sank.

			I could take a hint. “Okay,” I said quietly. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. I just came to say I’m sorry. And you don’t have to believe or forgive me—but I really am, J.J.”

			I turned to leave, my eyes prickling with tears. You tried, I told myself. It felt hollow and empty, but I clung to this truth. You tried, and that’s all you can do.

			A hand curled around my wrist.

			I turned to see J.J. looking at me, his face bathed in the sunlight. He still looked tired, but his features were a bit looser now, his mouth not so set in a thin, angry line. “Stay,” he mumbled.

			I exhaled in relief and threw myself at him. J.J. caught me, arms coming up to wrap around my waist and pull me close as he pressed a kiss into my hair. “I’m sorry, too,” he murmured, voice rumbling through my body. He dropped another kiss on the crown of my head, so gentle, like he was afraid he’d break me. “I should have cleared the air earlier; I was just angry.”

			The sun, now high in the sky, cast a warm glow over us, tangling our shadows around each other. I pulled away to look at him, observing up close the cracks on his glasses, the little dents in the frames. There was a tiny black beauty mark slightly above his mouth, so small I’d never noticed it before.

			A thick section of hair fell out of my messy bun, startling me. J.J. gently tucked the hair behind my ear, his fingers skimming across my skin.

			My heart skipped a beat. I blinked a little, suddenly aware of his hand on my waist, burning through the cotton. J.J.’s grip tightened. His gaze darkened to resemble the look I’d seen the night we’d arrived from the library.

			J.J. opened his mouth to say something, and instead, I impulsively stood on tiptoes to press a light kiss to the corner of his mouth.

			He froze for only a moment, a startled sound emerging from the back of his throat. But as I started to pull away, alarmed that maybe I’d misread the situation, J.J. recovered, curling his fingers around my chin and using his other hand to pull me close. He kissed me back, tender and soft, and relief took root all through my body.

			All thoughts came to a halt as I melted into his arms. The smell of jasmine drifted in the air, undercut with the earthy smells of the apothecary. A thought surfaced briefly—how strange love was, that it was able to live dormant for so many years and still persist. How it could still bloom, given oxygen and light again. It was real, and after all this time, he hadn’t forgotten.

			BOOM.

			The moment shattered at our feet. The glass vials on the tables shuddered, rattling against one another, and J.J. and I pulled away from each other. Dust rained down on us, shaken loose from the rafters. “What’s going on?” I asked, still slightly dazed.

			Screaming began to drift from farther away, filtering through my rose-tinted haze. J.J. and I exchanged a glance and then as one, we sprinted out of the apothecary, heading toward the source of the commotion.

			Chaos reigned in front of the pagoda. When I’d left, the sky overhead had been a bright blue, but it was darkening to the color of blood, accompanied by an ominous, encroaching thundercloud and the smell of rotting meat. Winged Jades were scattered all across the courtyard, shouting orders to one another as they pulled protective shield spells out of thin air, weaving a giant dome that arced over us.

			Kavita arrived next to me, hastily slipping her arms through her green-and-silver robes. “Well, Caroline,” she said grimly. “I hope you’re done with your soul-searching. It seems that a war has finally arrived on our doorstep.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Twenty-five

			Something bright and deadly shot up into the sky before slamming hard into the protective shield conjured up by the Winged Jades. Sparks burst overhead, illuminating the Council, Aaron, the twins, and Kai Lin as they arrived, pushing through the crowd to join us. “Given how many wizards we have left on our side, how long do you think we’ll last?” Athena asked.

			Kavita grimaced. “At best, maybe a day.”

			“And at worst?” Aaron asked.

			“I can’t make a guess with an assault on our doorstep—”

			“Try,” Leonard Tan said dangerously, shouldering his way to the front of the Council.

			Kavita’s frown deepened. “Hours. Our magic is the weakest it’s ever been, with the Hungry Ghost Festival peaking today.” She gestured at the assault spells arcing toward us. “With it, those ghosts are only going to get stronger in power.”

			Another spell slammed into the shield. This time it did crack, a long jagged line ripping its way up the magical barrier. The crack vanished as soon as it appeared, patched by the Winged Jades, but the impact still reverberated in our bones.

			“So, we retreat, then,” Leonard declared. “Get everyone back into the inner sanctum and wait them out until the peak has passed.”

			“Choong Kheng has the entirety of the western magic on his side, an army, and a powerful keris,” Aaron countered. “There’s no way we can hole up waiting for a siege. We need to go on the attack.”

			“Be cautious for once in your life, boy,” Leonard snapped. “Is it not enough that your family’s recklessness has endangered us so far?”

			“Caution wins us no battles,” Athena pointed out, stepping up next to Aaron to stand shoulder to shoulder. “And now is not the time to be fearful.”

			Kavita stepped forward. “I support them.”

			“Just the three of you?” Leonard scoffed.

			“And me,” Arabella said quietly.

			“Hardly a winning force,” Leonard muttered. “I’m not entertaining this.”

			The ground shivered with another impact. Acolytes cried out, some cradling their arms. Kavita winced. “The shield,” she said through clenched teeth. Athena slid a supporting arm under her to hold her upright as she twisted, trying to get free of the stinging pain. “It hurts every single caster if it’s critically hit.”

			The blood drained from my face. “So there’s been a critical hit?”

			“Not bad enough that it’ll break.” A shuddering breath ran through Kavita. But it passed as soon as it came, and she loosened her grip on Athena’s arm, color coming back into her cheeks. “You’d know if it breaks.”

			Someone tugged on my arm—Zati, nervously turning a penknife over in her right hand as she arrived on scene. “What’s going on?” she asked.

			“The ghost realm is trying to break in,” Aaron said sharply. His voice took on an air of authority as he took charge. “We need to move. J.J., Zati, get to the apothecary, please. We need to know how many potions we’ll have available to heal fighters if it comes to that.”

			“Not many—” J.J. began.

			“Exact numbers only, please,” Aaron said, and J.J. and Zati nodded, scrambling away. He turned back to us. “We should figure out what we’re up against.”

			“I agree,” Athena said. “I’ll go out to scout.”

			“I’ll join you,” Arabella said, then hesitated.

			“You should rest,” Aaron said gently. “They need your leadership here. I’ll go with Tina instead.”

			“Now look here,” Leonard said in a scandalized tone. “You cannot possibly be seriously trying to take them on.”

			“We’re backed into a corner,” Aaron said without looking at him. “If we choose to accept that without trying to fight our way out, we will have failed our people.” His mouth tightened. “My job as High Protector is to protect them, even if the Council members won’t risk their lives to help.”

			Leonard sputtered. He turned to the twins. “Surely you don’t agree!”

			Arabella shot him a dismissive look. Athena, meanwhile, turned her back on Leonard and said too-politely, “You were saying, Aaron?”

			Aaron didn’t even blink. “Kavita, you’re in charge of the fighting force—both the island’s wizards and your acolytes. Make sure we have enough people to hold the temple, if need be.”

			“Noted,” Kavita said. “Take some of my sisters with you. Shape-shifters will be useful to help scout.”

			Aaron nodded at her in thanks before turning to Arabella. “Bella—”

			“Evacuation?” Arabella offered, already two steps ahead.

			“Evacuation,” Aaron confirmed. “Take Kai Lin and Caro with you and move the civilians farther into the temple grounds. If the shield breaks, we don’t want the refugees hanging around waiting to get picked off.” He turned on his heel. “Go.”

			“Wait,” I began, following them.

			“You’re not coming,” Aaron said brusquely over his shoulder.

			“I can help you!” I protested.

			“I know you can.” Aaron’s steps were hurried, and I had to half jog to keep up with him and Athena. “That’s why you’re staying put. If this goes south, they’ll need powerful wizards to protect them to the end.”

			To the end. I grabbed his arm. “I did not save you from the ghost realm just so you could go off and die.”

			“You didn’t save me from the ghost realm to just sit around and do nothing, either,” Aaron snapped back. He shook my grip off. “This is my duty, Caroline. Do your part and go help Bella and Kai Lin.”

			“I—”

			“Go,” my brother repeated, and then without a second look, both he and Athena rounded the corner and were gone.
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			The next hour was a blur. Arabella split away from Kai Lin and me as we moved through the west wing of the vast, sprawling temple, rounding up scared refugees who had holed themselves up the moment the temple had started shaking. Some of them easily followed; others refused to go, fear rooting them to the ground.

			“They’re slowing us down,” I protested once. “They have to move faster.”

			“They’re scared,” Kai Lin said brusquely, surveying the room where families huddled, terrified. She put a hand on the doorway, and a protection spell lit up, golden characters etching themselves into the wood. “Fear makes you do silly things. Haven’t you been afraid before?”

			I blinked. “I found a way through it.”

			“Yes, well,” Kai Lin muttered, “not all of us can be as rash as you.”

			She squeezed my shoulder as she said it, though, so any judgment was blunted. “Come,” she said. “More to go.”

			We’d rounded up everyone by the time the second hour was up. Kai Lin went off to brief Arabella and Kavita, and I slipped into the temple’s apothecary, where J.J. was whipping up several kinds of potions while Zati was rather haphazardly dumping them into his pouch. “What’s this?” she asked, holding up a small vial of peach-colored potion. It seemed to pulse like a heartbeat as I looked at it.

			J.J. glanced over, then back down at his work. “It’s an important potion I was working on. Be careful with that one. Also, when you’re done, help me dice these mushrooms.”

			I stepped into the room, and a wooden board creaked under my feet. J.J.’s head snapped up toward me. “Oh—shouldn’t you be with the Council?”

			“Like they’d listen to me.”

			“Fair point. How’s it going outside?”

			“Other than the potential end of the world?” Zati added, slicing mushrooms into fairly indiscriminate shapes and sizes.

			“The refugees are accounted for and inside,” I said. I glanced around the apothecary. “Did anyone strengthen the protection spells here?”

			“Kai Lin did earlier.” J.J. flung some pods into the giant steel pot, and it flared bright pink, sending a wave of pungent herbal smoke through the room. I coughed, waving it away, but J.J., unfazed, said, “Come smell this.”

			I reluctantly shuffled over. An herbal-floral scent drifted up to me, balanced out by notes of coffee and mulch on the bottom. I sniffed. “Smells like the jungle. What is it?”

			J.J. snapped his fingers, drawing out a small thread of magic and dropping it into the potion. It glowed bright blue, reflecting off his glasses. “It should increase resistance, limiting the effect of magic on your body. Not for every spell, but a good number, at least. It’s tricky to create, so we have a very limited amount to spare.”

			He pointed at the pouch Zati had tossed the potions into. “There are all sorts of remedies in there. Sagetree and crushed passionpoison will replenish your magic, and it’ll work a lot faster than the juniper will, even though it won’t heal your wounds.”

			I could see the anxiety and worry whipping him into a frenzy. Alarmed, I moved toward him. “J.J.”

			“I also tweaked the moonberries antidote, it should work a little faster now, but it’s not as effective, so you have to be more careful with venom from those creature bites.”

			“J.J.”

			“And the poison tonic—”

			“J.J.!”

			J.J. finally stopped talking. He looked at me. There was something in his gaze I couldn’t place, something that lingered in the space between fear and trust. “Are you going out there?” he asked quietly.

			I glanced behind me. The sky lit up with a blast, the distant boom making the vials rattle ominously. “Maybe.” I swallowed. “There may not be enough fighters.”

			I turned back to him, reaching for his hand. He squeezed it, anxiety making his grip tight. “But I’m gonna come back to you,” I told him. “Okay?”

			J.J. nodded, his face pale. “Okay,” he said faintly.

			Before I could answer, Zati coughed loudly, and J.J. and I jumped apart. I distinctly got the feeling that I’d been caught red-handed when Zati arched an eyebrow, trying to look stern. It didn’t quite work. “Come help strain this batch of potions if you’re done making heart eyes.”

			I turned away from J.J., whose ears were stained scarlet, and surveyed the table of empty vials waiting to be filled. Trying to keep my tone even and change the subject, I said, “How many potions do you think we’ll get out of this new batch?”

			“Twenty, we think.” Zati eyed the scene outside. “How long do you think we’re going to last in here?”

			“The protection spells will keep us safe,” I said as optimistically as I could. “All we need is to keep out of trouble for another day until the barriers start reforming.”

			“If we can,” J.J. reminded me, dicing a knob of ginger a little too violently. “Then what? Even if the festival passes, who’s to say Choong Kheng can’t keep the gates open with half the island’s magic under him?”

			“You know,” Zati mused, “it’s odd that he didn’t try taking the magic while he was here.”

			“He probably didn’t know where it was,” J.J. said, moving to another pot. “Tina said the Jades wouldn’t tell the Council its location, and it’s not like he had time to go off looking for it.” He murmured a spell and the potion in his cauldron burst green before settling into a light blue shade. “And he didn’t have an army behind him.”

			“You know, I never did ask,” I said, picking up another vial to strain. It glowed dark green, a dim yellow light pulsing in its thick, dark depths. “He said you were asking questions you shouldn’t have. What tipped you off?”

			J.J. groaned. “All we did was ask why he was in the garden.”

			“What garden?”

			“I don’t know, it was somewhere near the top levels.” Zati accidentally dropped a vial, and it clinked faintly on the table. “Oops.”

			“Be careful,” J.J. admonished. “Anyway. We just noticed him going in and out. I thought maybe he was looking for potion ingredients, so we asked him what was in there, and then the next thing we knew—”

			Zati scowled. “I’ve never been stunned before.” She lifted a hand to the back of her neck. “I don’t like it.”

			“No one likes being stunned, Zati,” J.J. said dryly, and then Zati said something back as they devolved into bickering.

			I frowned. Why would Choong Kheng have reacted so rashly? He’d been planning for years to unseat my family, so why give himself up then? What was even in that garden?

			“Was there a dragon over the door?” I asked, breaking into J.J.’s argument with Zati.

			Zati thought for a moment. “Yes,” she said. “With green eyes.”

			My thoughts raced. Choong Kheng had been going in and out of a garden that had a portal to the ghost realm. But he’d already known that when he’d guided me there. That probably wasn’t what he was after.

			There had been a naga there. What had it said to me? The ghost realm is a more acceptable ask than what you could request of me. My heartbeat picked up—the naga was hiding something else, it had to be. Its long, hooked claws glinted in my memory. “When you saw Choong Kheng,” I said, “did he have any injuries? Scratches? Blood?”

			“Yeah,” J.J. said slowly. “He was limping. He almost dropped what he was holding because he stumbled. It was something small.”

			“Was it a ring?”

			Zati blinked. “Maybe?”

			The temple quivered violently as a boom shook the buildings. We ducked as the rafters rattled, showering me in dust for the second time that day. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I felt the island’s magic bend on itself, trying to sustain the weight of all the spells coming to bear on it. Even from this distance, I could feel each thread of the shield snapping.

			And then, like a roof caving in, the entire shield gave way.

			The ghosts were here.
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			Twenty-six

			Ishot to my feet. “We gotta go.”

			“Where?” J.J. yelped.

			“The garden you saw—there’s a naga gatekeeper there.” I grabbed several vials and shoved them into my pockets, ignoring J.J.’s loud protests at how haphazardly I was treating them. “It’s guarding the ghost realm, but if Choong Kheng kept going back, then it must also be where the magic is stored!”

			J.J. straightened. “So when we saw him—”

			“He’d just fought the naga and lost,” I said. “He didn’t know the naga was there. That must have been why he was injured. And as he was coming out, you two interrupted him—”

			“—and he couldn’t have us asking too many questions, so he had to get rid of us and take us into the ghost realm,” Zati finished. “If he’d succeeded, he would have come back to take the magic when nobody was looking.”

			“But he couldn’t, because we escaped,” J.J. said. He plucked the peach-colored potion from the table and slipped it into his pocket. “We told everyone what he’d done. His cover was blown.”

			“Oh,” Zati breathed. “This war is a distraction. Everyone is at the front because they think he’s trying to break in. No one’s stopping him from fighting the naga.”

			“Maybe we can!” I took off running. “Come on!”

			The three of us sprinted through the labyrinth of hallways and gardens, only to arrive at the closed, tightly barred gate. Zati sighed in relief. “It looks fine.”

			But suspicion made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. I cautiously advanced, my friends nervously staying behind me, and placed a finger on the edge of the door. It hummed with a strange energy. “An illusion spell,” I murmured, uncurling my fingers. My magic rose, growling, and snapped at the spell, catching the threads of it between its teeth.

			The illusion spell burned away at the corners. Golden characters flickered and then evaporated, revealing blackened walls, as though someone had blasted their way in. The doors now stood ajar, swinging slowly in the wind.

			A large bang from the front startled J.J. and Zati, who both grabbed me in fright and knocked me off-balance, sending the three of us toppling through the open doorway. “Hey,” I began, but then gasped when I took in the scene.

			The forest had been completely eviscerated. Two Winged Jades—ostensibly the guards who had been sent to protect the naga and the east’s magic—lay on the ground. J.J. dropped to his knees to check their pulses and breathed out a long sigh of relief. “They’re just unconscious,” he said.

			It was cold comfort. The once lush and thick undergrowth lay barren; ash drifted through the air, choking the dim light suffusing the entire clearing. The river had fallen quiet, strangled by piles of scattered leaves and fallen branches. The portal that I’d used to cross over to the ghost realm was worse than dismantled; it lay in a crumpled heap under a still-smoldering banyan tree.

			At the center of the destruction stood the naga, its arm outstretched for an enemy that was long gone. Its skin had darkened into cold marble and its mouth hung open in a furious snarl, fangs glinting and exposed in the light. Black liquid dripped from its forearm.

			I inquisitively reached out to touch it, but J.J. grabbed my hand and pushed it down. “Stop! I think that’s qianshui ersi. Don’t touch it.”

			“What is that?” Zati asked nervously.

			“A seventeenth-century Chinese poison,” a voice panted from behind us.

			All three of us whirled to see Arabella limping in, her long hair tied into a messy bun. Her skin gleamed with sweat as she bent over double to catch her breath, putting her hands on her knees. “The three of you are way too fast,” she got out through wheezes.

			“You shouldn’t be exerting yourself—” J.J. began.

			“And you shouldn’t be running around during a giant firefight, but we’re all doing things we shouldn’t.” Arabella limped over to us, plucking a branch from the ground. She scraped it against the naga’s arm, and it came away dripping in dark, sticky gossamer threads. Arabella handed the branch to J.J. “Next time, don’t run by my room if you don’t want me to follow.”

			Grimacing, J.J. carefully let the threads drip into an empty vial he fished out of his pockets. “Don’t let any of this get on your skin,” he warned. “It’s known as ‘death by a thousand sleeps.’ It turns the target into a statue from the inside out.”

			I peered up at the naga. Guilt burned a little in my belly—it wasn’t my fault that the naga was in this predicament, but I did feel bad that it happened anyway. The naga had just been doing its job. “Is it going to be okay?”

			“The effects are reversible, but it’ll take some time, and an antidote.”

			“Uh,” Zati said, staring past us. “What’s that?”

			I followed her pointing finger to see the roof I’d noticed from my first trip here. A white glow turned the roof pale, its curved swallow-tailed ridges gleaming with a cold light. I swallowed. “If I had to guess,” I said, turning toward the light, “that’s where the east’s magic is being kept.”

			With every step we took, the vines withered, shuddering as they died. Vibrant flowers rotted with every heartbeat, petals slowly drooping downward. Even the grass that sprang up between the cracks of the concrete faltered, yellowed and frail. I drew my friends to me. “Careful.”

			The garden gave way to a small alleyway that was lined by short, squat brick buildings on either side. Skeletal frames of their wooden shutters and doors swung in the wind. We peered around the corner of the last building; to our right was a large double-story, bungalow-style clan house. Opposite it stood an open-air, theaterlike opera stage. A short flight of stone stairs led up to the wooden platform, where a bright portal was inlaid into the floor. Its white light cast a glow on the blue and green tiles embedded in the ceiling, shadows dancing along the carved dragons and phoenixes that swirled through the roof.

			A figure stood in front of the portal—Choong Kheng twirled the keris in his right hand, looking altogether too casual for the situation at hand as he looked down at the portal. His sleeves were rolled up, muscles flexing with new energy—from here, I had a front row seat to the way magic darted about the keris, lightning tendrils seeping into his skin.

			The western magic. He wasn’t hiding the fact that he had it now. I scowled, fear momentarily replaced by a flare of rage. I was going to send him back to the ghost realm myself, the cocky, arrogant traitor. I readied myself to tackle him; he seemed distracted, so if I could ambush him, this would all be over—

			A hand landed on my elbow. “Wait,” Arabella murmured. Her eyes narrowed—even without her magic, she was still a strategist to her core. “Something’s wrong.”

			“Let us out,” someone barked at the bottom of the stage, and I peered a little farther out to see Chee and Kai Tsiang both trapped by a shimmering golden cage that arced around them. A surge of magic rippled from Chee, but it only evaporated into dust particles as it made contact with her prison. She reached for the bars, ignoring how her skin sizzled where it met the magic. “How could you do this?” she howled. Even from a great distance, I could hear the deep currents of rage in her voice. “I have given you everything!”

			“You should stop doing that,” Choong Kheng said absently. “You gave everything to Chua Yun Fan and he betrayed you. You gave everything to me, and, well. Your questionable judgment makes me think that you wouldn’t have been good for the island, either.”

			“You do not deserve to control the island’s magic,” Chee spat. “It does not belong to you!”

			“No?” Choong Kheng asked. “Well, then, perhaps it is time to try something radically new.”

			He knelt in front of the portal, blade digging experimentally into a corner, and something in me thrummed, like someone had plucked at a distant guitar string. So that’s what it feels like when he tries to take the magic, I thought. If we let Choong Kheng take the eastern magic now, he would control all the magic on the island. My heart sank when I remembered what Kai Lin had said in the Council meeting: that if Chee and Kai Tsiang had the magic, they’d raise an army and let the living wither away.

			Choong Kheng had been there. We’d given him the playbook. Of course he’d do that; who would oppose him then? He’d have a pliant following, with literally every avenue possible to control them.

			Arabella shifted her position, and her foot slipped on a patch of loose gravel, scraping pebbles beneath her shoe. Almost immediately, Choong Kheng’s head snapped in our direction, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Hello, children. I wondered when you’d come.”

			Magic crackled in the air like electricity, and reflexively, I dug my fingers into the earth between the tiles, summoning withered roots out of the ground to form a makeshift barrier. Zati yelped as the first blast showered us with dirt and rocks, but I wasted no time waiting for Choong Kheng’s next move. I pivoted on my heel, my magic cresting like a wave through my hands as I slammed a shield-spell down.

			“Run,” I yelled at my friends, flinching as Choong Kheng’s next blast rattled both the wall of roots I’d conjured and the shield-spell behind it.

			“Caro,” Zati yelped, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw Arabella grab both J.J. and Zati by their arms and shove them in front of her, bustling both of my shouting friends toward the garden and to safety.

			When she turned, she caught my eye and I nodded at her with a steadiness that I very much did not feel. Arabella frowned, but still she made off into the shadows with our friends.

			“Little frog,” Choong Kheng’s voice singsonged mockingly through the smoke. My attention snapped back to him. “Did you really think you could sneak up on me?”

			“You’re getting old, old man,” I said, ducking as a searing bolt of magic shot past me. “I hoped maybe your hearing was going.”

			The dust in the clearing funneled upward before exploding outward, showering me in a white film of chalk and debris. Choong Kheng stood by the portal, smiling. “I always liked your wit, Caroline,” he said. “It’s a shame I won’t hear it again.”

			He plunged the blade into the portal and slashed. Like a sharp dagger through paper-thin tapestry, the portal tore open, releasing a beam of light that shot into the sky. Light and magic began leaking from the portal like water loosed from a dam, swirling around Choong Kheng’s keris. He lifted it upward, and the east’s magic began spiraling up the blade, tendrils of light sinking into his skin.

			Oh no, was all I could think before the courtyard exploded with light.

			A shock wave blew through the small space, obliterating the roofs off the small houses around the yard. I shrieked and hit the ground, my magic instinctively curling around me. Before I could properly root myself to the ground, the explosion forced me backward and slammed me into a wall. The tiger curled around me even tighter.

			Slowly, the noise faded. I lay still for a moment, trying to take stock. Fingers: intact. Feet: functional. Head: aching a little, though that was probably because I’d smacked it against the ground when I’d thrown myself down.

			I was alive. For now, anyway.

			I dug my fingers into the tiger’s fur, summoning just enough magic to fashion an illusion spell, draping it over myself like a cloak. I stumbled out from around the corner, trying not to choke on the dust from the explosion, only to find that the light from the portal had vanished.

			That…could not be good.

			Something glinted to my left, and I shrank back against the wall again, drawing the illusion spell closer to me. Out of the dust emerged a shadowy figure: Choong Kheng, his hair the color of dirty snow, his posture straighter than I’d ever seen it before, like something was pulling him directly upright. Magic danced all along his skin, curling around his ankles and wrists from the ground up, like water being pulled from the source. As I watched in horror, deep, bleeding cuts opened on his skin, ripping him open continually before healing instantly. It was both halves of the island’s magic sinking into him. His body was fighting it.

			Despite this, Choong Kheng’s mouth curled upward in a delighted grin. He raised the keris, white magic crackling dangerously around the hilt. Dark red clouds began to gather in the sky. A ghostly howling split the air, haunting echoes of something terrible and ancient coming to bear. The scent of putrid meat seeped slowly into the clearing.

			I was too late. Today was the Hungry Ghost Festival—the barriers were already paper-thin. And now, with both halves of the magic, Choong Kheng had ripped the barriers between the living and the dead apart.

			As though he could hear me, Choong Kheng’s head snapped to me, his eyes glowing with unadulterated power. I instinctively dodged just in time—his next blast shattered the wall where my head had been, spraying me with masonry and bricks as I scrambled away, illusion spell shattering.

			“Little frog,” Choong Kheng breathed, and his voice echoed, distorted and warped. “What do you think you’ll be able to do? In minutes, I’ll have all of the island’s magic. You couldn’t even use it to augment your own. What makes you think that you can overpower me?”

			I backed up, readying the tiger under my grip. “You’re forgetting one thing,” I said.

			Choong Kheng’s mouth quirked with an arrogant smile. “And what’s that?”

			“I don’t need the island’s magic to hurt you,” I said, then released my magic.

			The tiger lunged, waves of furious energy reaching for Choong Kheng with grasping claws, taking him by surprise. Its first blow knocked Choong Kheng back, but my triumph was short-lived when he shifted positions and flung the keris at the tiger. It dodged, but the keris skimmed its shoulder, stinging my own and shoving me back. I gasped, though I kept my focus—if I wanted any chance in hell of beating Choong Kheng, I had to slow him down, and it meant that he couldn’t get anywhere near my magic and absorb it.

			Beside us, I spotted the opera stage, blackened with ash and wood half hanging down from the ceiling. My eyes narrowed, the seed of a plan taking root.

			I turned and sprinted toward it, counting on Choong Kheng to follow. The tiger bounded back toward me, sinking into my skin as a curse whistled over my head, slamming into the stage wall and leaving a smoking crater. I scrambled up the stone stairs, yelping as a spell scorched the skin of my arm and set the curtains alight.

			I almost collided into the blur that was Choong Kheng as he propelled himself onto the stage, landing in front of me with spells crackling at his fingertips. There was nothing left but a great fall to my left, and nothing but wall to my back and right. “If you stand still,” he taunted, “this will all be over quick. Just surrender, Caroline.”

			“Over my dead body,” I snapped.

			Choong Kheng bared his teeth. “I’m working on that.”

			A spell bloomed in my hands, and I flung it as hard as I could at Choong Kheng. He caught it effortlessly and like I’d hoped he would, swung it upward, embedding it in the ceiling and sending shock waves rippling through the square, wooden beams of the stage’s roof. Choong Kheng laughed. “You missed.”

			“No, I didn’t,” I said, then threw myself off the ledge as the roof caved in on him.

			I didn’t have time to catch myself with a spell; dust clouds billowed behind me as I hit the ground, gravel biting into my skin. I groaned in pain, half crawling to my knees; my right arm hurt every time I moved, and I plunged my hand into my pocket, pulling one of J.J.’s healing potions out. Bless his indestructible vials. Snapping the lid off, I tipped it into my mouth as I got to my feet, coughing.

			Something clattered beneath my foot. Fire light glinted off a metal surface; Choong Kheng’s inert keris sat at my right foot. I bent and cautiously scooped the dagger into my palms, but the dagger didn’t respond.

			“Stay on your guard, child.”

			I turned to meet Chee’s narrowed gaze as she glared at me from her still-intact golden cage. She gestured at the rubble. “He’ll be out from under the debris in minutes and he’ll want revenge. Let me help you.”

			I scowled, even as I slipped the keris into my belt. If I was going to go another round with Choong Kheng, best have the weapon on me. “Stay out of this.”

			“Go on then,” Chee taunted. “Fight him alone. Die alone. You will, anyway, once the magic completely drains from the island into his hands.” She glanced at a sullen Kai Tsiang. “How much time do you think she has—thirty minutes?”

			The pile of crumbled roof shifted, and I chanced a quick glance behind me. It was hard to tell if the noise was from the sheer amount of rubble, or if it was the vengeful traitor about to burst from the pile. I reached for the keris, wrapping my hand around the cold grooves of the hilt. “I don’t need your help to kill him.”

			“If you kill him where he stands, the island’s magic vanishes,” Kai Tsiang said. “It needs to be released back into the wellspring of the island’s heart. You must force him to the original portal and use the keris as the conduit to close it.”

			“Let us out,” Chee said, her eyes glittering, “and we’ll perform the counterspell.”

			“Letting you out is like setting tigers loose,” I snapped. “No dice.”

			The rubble shifted a bit more. I almost swore I saw a light flicker through the cracks. Kai Tsiang clambered to his feet. “Let us help you,” he said to me. His lips pressed together in a thin line. “We are family, after all.”

			“Family?” I repeated disbelievingly. “You possessed my brother and tried to kill me!”

			“You act as though you’ve never made a mistake,” Chee said, inspecting her nails. “There may not be time for you to make another, girl.”

			The rocks started rattling, the top third of the debris starting to crumble. Wind picked up, howling disconsolately around the empty courtyard. I swallowed hard, weighing my options quickly. I trusted Chee as far as I could throw her, but if she was right, there wasn’t a ton of time left. On the other hand, if I let the ghosts out, how could I ensure they wouldn’t turn on me immediately?

			A trail of sparks leaped out from Chee’s cage, stinging my skin. I hissed and twisted away, glancing down as I brushed it off my skin. In the faint firelight, four finger-shaped marks seemed to glow—a reminder of a spell cast forever ago.

			A plan dawned on me. Oh.

			I whirled on Chee and Kai Tsiang. “I’ll let you out,” I said. “On one condition. We invoke the destiny bond.”

			Chee’s smile faltered. “What?”

			I held out my arm. “It goes both ways, doesn’t it? If we double-cross each other, we die. Help me put the magic back, and you and I can both let each other live.”

			Chee’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I forgot I did that.”

			“I told you it was a bad idea,” Kai Tsiang muttered.

			“Little frog,” a cruel whisper hissed, audible over the increasing windstorm. I shielded my eyes, trying not to inhale the dust attempting to enter my mouth. “You will pay for this.”

			“Any time now,” I snapped.

			Chee considered me, then held out her hand through the bars. “Very well.” Her eyes glinted with something that looked like glee. “Caroline Chua, I ask for a favor. Let me out to help you defeat our shared enemy.”

			I didn’t think twice. “Deal,” I said, and shook her hand.

			The finger-shaped marks flared to life. My throat tightened, like someone had closed a hand around it and squeezed. In my mind’s eye, I saw something golden stretch between me and Chee, distant and fuzzy, looping around our wrists before it melted into thin air.

			Chee clamped a hand around the bars. “Now let me tear this arrogant cretin apart.”

			“I don’t suppose you know the counterspell for the cage—”

			“Use the keris,” Kai Tsiang said.

			The rubble exploded as Choong Kheng burst from it, magic propelling him high in the sky. I scrambled for the dagger and without looking, slashed wildly at the cage.

			The bars around Chee and Kai Tsiang exploded, sending me flying. I just about managed to create a cushion before I slammed directly onto a pile of debris, but copper sparks still rained down on me, searing my skin.

			I ducked as a white-hot, angry curse smashed into the stage. But before Choong Kheng’s second bolt could hit me, a red spell parried it, sending it flying harmlessly into the air. Chee stormed out of the smoking cage, her hair escaping her bun in a messy halo.

			Choong Kheng threw his head back and cackled. “Caroline Chua, you never cease to surprise me. Releasing your own worst enemies? Admirable.” He stepped forward. “No matter. If you’d like to die together, we can make that happen. Let’s begin.”
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			Twenty-seven

			Chee wasted no time. Her magic cracked out like a whip, but Choong Kheng merely sidestepped her spell, batting it away with a bored swipe. Kai Tsiang swept in, striking with deadly, precise blows, but Choong Kheng blocked those, too, settling into a rhythm as he circled both husband and wife.

			Someone grabbed my arm, hauling me backward. Panic flooded my veins and I lashed out, but then a face came into view—it was Aaron, dried blood and mud caked onto his skin. His eyes were wild with fear as he caught my hand, still dragging me to safety. “Cut it out,” he snapped. “What are you doing?”

			“My best?”

			“Bella said you’re taking on Choong Kheng by yourself!” Aaron dropped me behind a wall. Behind him loomed Athena, Kai Lin, and Kavita. “The hell is your problem? Do you have a death wish?”

			“Also,” Athena said, peering around the wall, “Bella said those two ghosts were locked up. How did they get out of their cage?”

			I winced as I shoved myself to my feet. “I let them out.”

			“You did what?” Aaron yelled.

			“It was the only choice!”

			“That does not seem likely,” Kai Lin muttered.

			I ignored this. “Where’s Bella, J.J., and Zati?”

			“We made them stay inside one of the strongholds,” Kavita said. Her mouth was a tight line, lips clamped tightly together. “They’ll be safe as long as the front line holds.”

			“And how long’s that?” I asked.

			“Let me put it this way.” Kai Lin peered around the wall. “The sooner we can end this, the better.”

			A flash of red light illuminated the clearing before Chee and Kai Tsiang were flung backward, barely throwing up protective shields in time as spells slammed into the stage around them, setting it on fire. Choong Kheng emerged, his shoulder only slightly singed. His grin widened as he caught sight of our group. “Come to join the fun, have you?”

			He lunged for us, but a red rope coiled around his ankle. “We’re not done with you,” Kai Tsiang snapped, and jerked him backward.

			I grabbed Kai Lin’s wrist. “Choong Kheng has both halves of the magic. Do you know the spell to put it back?”

			Kai Lin grimaced. “I can guess—”

			“I’ll take it!” I whirled to Kavita, Aaron, and Athena. “We need to keep Choong Kheng occupied and moving. Can you force him back toward the stage?”

			“Say less,” Athena said, and took off with Kavita following behind.

			Aaron’s expression mirrored my own—uncertain and exhausted. But he didn’t hesitate. He inclined his head at me, a short nod that spoke volumes. I’m with you.

			I swallowed my fear as I turned to Kai Lin. “This way!”

			We raced up the stairs, scrambling over the piles of porcelain and wood that obstructed our path. The back of the opera stage, overlooking the spot where Choong Kheng had first plunged the dagger, was miraculously standing despite all the spells that had slammed into it.

			I frantically dug through the debris with my magic and found what I was looking for buried underneath sharp pieces of glass and cracked porcelain tiles—the outlines of the portal, now inert and dead. Beside it, delicately inked Chinese characters gleamed gold. Kai Lin brushed some ash off with her fingers to read them better. “To close what should never have been opened,” she read, “one needs life.”

			“Chee and Kai Tsiang said we couldn’t kill him,” I said nervously.

			“We cannot kill him where he stands,” Kai Lin said. She ran her fingers over the words, her mouth moving silently. “But, if we force him to this portal and perform the counterspell, the magic will dissolve his mortal form.”

			“And the island’s magic will return?” I asked, and Kai Lin nodded.

			An enraged scream rattled the clearing. Kai Lin and I had barely any warning before the smoke blasted outward, showering me with debris. Chee and Kai Tsiang yelped as the shock wave shoved them roughly backward, sending them crashing into various piles of bricks scattered around the square. Choong Kheng straightened from the blast, his white hair waving in the wind. His head twitched in all directions and his eyes went completely black as he sank fully into the island’s magic. “Enough,” he roared, turning his wrath to us. “I’m tired of your games!”

			Kai Lin and I scattered as he flung a killing spell at us. For the second time that day, I threw myself off the edge of the stage, this time at least managing to catch myself before slamming onto the pile of bricks at the bottom. Instinctively, I drew an illusion spell to cloak myself again, hissing briefly when my fingers scraped across my side and came away sticky and red. The wounds from previous days had ripped back open, and I could feel the pain branching along familiar pathways. I tried to breathe shallowly, pressing light fingers against my side as I wove my magic into my skin, trying to stitch it back together.

			A golden blast came from my left—Athena, whipping off two deadly shots. In the light, she looked almost like a wraith, framed by yellow-red shadows as she wielded her magic in the form of two long, deadly sabers. Kavita had shape-shifted into a green-and-silver bird, swooping in to land critical blows on Choong Kheng’s body. But even from here, I could see how the increasing loss of the island’s magic slowed them down. Choong Kheng spun, catching Kavita’s bird form by the throat, and hurled her toward Athena, knocking the both of them backward.

			Choong Kheng didn’t even flinch when he stepped backward, blue and red twin bolts striking the ground at his feet. Aaron’s blue magic intertwined briefly with Chee’s dark red magic, wild and deadly, as they both closed in on Choong Kheng. From here, I swore I could see a ghostly tiger manifest itself in Chee’s magic before it vanished again.

			But all Choong Kheng did was scoff and raise his hand. He clenched his fist, and his skin glowed white, absorbing the heat and power of my brother’s and Chee’s spells; with a roar, he flung his hand upward, and their magic soared into the air, transforming and writhing into two snakes that shot toward Aaron and Chee, curling around them and pinning them to the ground.

			Dust began to kick up all around me, a windstorm whipping up about my feet. Choong Kheng’s magic flared wildly, and I ducked as a spell soared again over my head to slam into the wooden rafters on the opera stage. Wood exploded into fire; the smell of bitter burning smoke tickled my nostrils. Choong Kheng laughed, a high-pitched shriek that seemed to echo through every corner of the courtyard. “Soon, I will have all the island’s power!” he shouted. “I can see every move you make, every spell you cast! You think you can hide from me? You think you can beat me?”

			“You can’t beat all of us,” I called, scrambling out of the way as Choong Kheng loosed a bolt in my direction. “Seven on one is not great odds, old man.”

			“Which part of ‘I control the island’s magic’ do you not understand?” Choong Kheng barked. “Do you not think I can sense magic creeping up on me?” He swung without looking, and Kai Tsiang jumped out of the way, swearing as the spell exploded at his feet. “What’s the plan here, Caroline? To let your friends die as slowly as possible?”

			“They’re not going to die.”

			Choong Kheng cackled. “They will.” His next move caught me off guard, and a spell knocked me backward, burning my shoulder through the thin fabric of my cotton shirt. “And so will you. You escaped my net three times, little frog, but not four.”

			There was a chanting to the right, a twist in the air. I knew it was Kai Lin desperately reciting the counterspell for the portal, though the language was foreign to my ears. The island’s magic bulged and twisted out of Choong Kheng’s skin, trying to conform to her will, but Kai Lin’s voice abruptly cut off into choking as Choong Kheng wrapped magic around her throat, strangling her.

			“Jie!” Kai Tsiang lunged for Choong Kheng, but without looking, Choong Kheng pinned him to the ground with a lightning bolt.

			The island’s magic tensed and shifted in the air, cracking toward me. Instinctively, I curled my own fingers into a fist, batting away the dark, sickly, corrupted magic, but the initial spell was only a distraction for Choong Kheng to slam a stunning spell right between my ribs. I yelped as I crumpled, the illusion spell shattering into pieces.

			Choong Kheng was on me in the next second. I barely caught his hands as they reached for my throat. I brought my knee up to try to free myself, but he seized it and used the momentum to slam me to the ground.

			There was a crack as my knee dislocated and I screamed in pain. Choong Kheng knelt over me, his chest heaving. He looked pleased, the firelight casting his face in ominous shadow. “It’s a new age, Caroline,” he said triumphantly. “Your family legacy is over.”

			Through the white-hot pain, I registered something being wrenched from my belt. Choong Kheng held the keris aloft, his completely black eyes cruel and glittering. “And now,” he said softly, “you die.”

			“Hey!”

			Choong Kheng’s head snapped to the left. Arabella stood in the clearing, her skin pale. “Leave her alone!” she yelled.

			“And what are you going to do?” Choong Kheng taunted. “Attempt to fight me with no magic? You’re weak. You’ve never seen things clearly, Arabella.”

			Arabella put her hands on her hips. “No one needs magic to know that your plan’s gonna fail,” she said. “If you feel so strongly, come fight me instead of Caroline. That’s what you do, isn’t it, Choong Kheng? You pick on people less powerful than you because you’re afraid you’re not good enough. You’re not, you know. That’s why we never chose you to lead.”

			Choong Kheng snarled as he rose to his feet. “How dare you!”

			Motion caught the corner of my left eye—a small figure darting across the sand while Choong Kheng’s head was turned away, wind tearing at her clothes as she sprinted like her life depended on it. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She was tiny, not built to be a fighter. She wasn’t built for this world at all.

			Then Izzati binti Nazarudin—the bravest person in any realm I’d ever known, braver than any man, woman, wizard, or creature I’d ever met—swung hard, slamming a small, thin, crudely carved stick into Choong Kheng’s exposed shoulder. There was a faint thud, and then the stick dropped to the ground in two pieces.

			For a moment, there was silence, broken only by the crackling of the fire. Then Choong Kheng began to laugh as Arabella sprinted to cover Zati, dragging her backward. He advanced on my friends, and the forlorn stick crunched under his foot as he deliberately stepped on it. “What did you think that would do? Give me a bruise?”

			“A little bit, yeah,” Zati said nervously as Arabella stepped in front of her.

			Choong Kheng bared his teeth. “That was foolish, then.” He lifted a hand, a deadly spell starting to grow. “Any last words?”

			And then, as he abruptly stumbled, I saw it.

			Thin, faint spidery veins fanned out across Choong Kheng’s skin where the stick had made an impact. The veins seemed to grow with his every heartbeat, racing across his shoulder and up his neck, reaching up past his jawline.

			My incredulous gaze fell onto the broken stick. In the dim firelight, the threads of the freshly harvested qianshui ersi poison glistened, dark and sticky.

			I lifted my eyes to see Arabella and Zati backing away toward the entrance, where J.J. crouched in the shadows, anxiously gripping the vial of poison he’d pulled earlier. I began laughing as I crawled to my feet, trying to focus enough to put together a rudimentary healing spell. “You were right about one thing, at least,” I panted, gripping my knee. “My friends are smarter than me. Hope you like the taste of your own poison.”

			Choong Kheng roared and lunged at me, but he didn’t see Aaron rising from where the snake spell had fallen apart. My brother’s magic, now taking the shape of a bear, slammed into Choong Kheng, wrapping around Choong Kheng’s waist and shoving him backward. He stumbled, choking and writhing as the poison began to take hold.

			I unsteadily took a step forward. I summoned every scrap of magic I had left in me and the tiger came to life. With every step it took, prowling toward Choong Kheng, I thought about how he’d almost killed Arabella; I thought about how he’d taken my parents from me; I thought about how he had used my worst fears to turn me against the people I loved. The tiger snarled, adding onto Aaron’s magic to push Choong Kheng backward, step by step.

			Choong Kheng grunted in pain. He tried to dodge, but between us pinning him in and the poison weakening him, he couldn’t risk knocking one spell away without being promptly hit by another. My magic flowed through me in a heady rush of adrenaline, and in response, the tiger roared and swiped at Choong Kheng with a heavy paw, knocking him to the ground.

			But Choong Kheng wasn’t going down without a fight. He slammed his hand into the ground and the earth rolled outward. I leaped into the air, using my magic to deflect his next spell. When I landed, Aaron was already there, his short-strike magic keeping Choong Kheng off-kilter. We both circled him, alternately striking at different pressure points, biding our time as the poison slowed him down in our hand-to-hand duel.

			“You know,” Choong Kheng huffed, unsteady on his feet, “you two are fine fighters. Smart. The Council underestimated you.”

			I caught his next blow and spun him back, my foot lashing out to knock him into a kneeling position. “Everyone did,” I said. “Aaron?”

			“Gladly,” Aaron said, and punched him in the face.

			Before Choong Kheng could react from where he’d toppled over, I grabbed him and with one last burst of magic, tossed him onto the stage over the dormant portal. Aaron and I scrambled up the stairs just in time to see the portal brighten, re-opening right under Choong Kheng.

			“No!” Choong Kheng struggled to his feet, but Aaron’s magic rose up, yanking him back down into a kneeling position and binding him to the ground. I could feel the magic leaching out of Choong Kheng, slinking back toward the portal. He was disintegrating, too, little particles of ash drifting toward the brightening light. “Stop. Think about what you’re doing. Have mercy!”

			“Mercy,” Aaron said flatly. “Because you showed us that when you tried to kill us.”

			“Caro,” Choong Kheng appealed to me. “Surely you understand why I did what I did. I wanted a new start for people like you.” His tone softened slightly. For a moment, I felt pity flare in my chest. “Think how the Council treated you. They were scared of how powerful you could be. I wanted to build a system that people like you could thrive in.”

			“You would have washed this island with blood to get what you wanted,” I said, my voice shaky. “You would have just been more of the same.”

			“Chee will never let you live, you know.” The poison stretched farther up Choong Kheng’s neck even as he sank deeper into the portal’s core, the magic starting to swallow him. “This is the wrong choice.”

			Words crumbled in my mouth, dissolving in twin oceans of rage and grief. The man kneeling and begging in front of us had also been the one to bandage our wounds, bring us candy, spend weekends watching our magic forms as we trained.

			But he’d made his choices. Now I was making mine.

			Kai Lin’s hands landed on Aaron’s shoulder and mine, gently pulling us back. “Let us handle it.”

			Chee entered my field of vision, her eyes glittering as she knelt to stare Choong Kheng in the eye. “You should never have made us promises you couldn’t keep,” she hissed.

			“Give up the magic,” Kai Tsiang said. His features were set in stone as he came up next to Chee, the emaciated curves of his face stark in the light. “Give it up, or you’ll be lost, too.”

			Choong Kheng ignored them all and reached for me instead. “Please,” he begged.

			Kai Lin lifted her hands and what was left of her gray, ashen magic kicked to life. She began chanting, the counterspell pouring from her lips in a mix of sharp consonants and rounded, drawn-out Hokkien vowels, getting steadily quicker with each repetition. The portal glowed a bright white, yawning even farther open, and a screaming Choong Kheng started leaching toward it. For a moment, I saw a snake rise out of the portal, its fangs bared as it twisted, skin burning up.

			Aaron’s hand trembled as he tugged me even farther back. “Don’t look,” he said softly.

			I shook my head. It felt wrong, somehow, to not bear witness to this tragedy. Choong Kheng had brought this on himself with the damning weight of his ambition, but there had been a time when I’d loved him like my own family. Maybe he’d also once felt the same.

			Kai Lin’s voice rose in pitch and speed. The magic encircled her hands like a chain before wrapping itself around Choong Kheng, consuming him as he dissolved fully, streaming into the portal. As we watched, the light turned from white to golden, washing over us like a sunrise bringing light back into the world. Warm wind breathed through the clearing, lifting the strands of hair sticking to the back of my neck.

			It was over. We’d won.
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			Twenty-eight

			“Is he dead?” Aaron asked hesitantly, staring at the open portal.

			“Something like that,” Chee said, stepping back from the portal. Her eyes were dark, shifting around the group.

			“ ‘To close what should never have been opened, one needs life,’ ” Kai Lin recited. She crouched, eyeing the portal. “We have given the island back both halves of its magic. Now we must use the keris to close the portal.”

			Kai Tsiang’s brows furrowed. “Where is the keris?”

			My hair stood on end. I instinctively ducked as a spell whistled past me, just in time to glimpse a tiger opening its jaw wide to clamp its teeth around Kai Lin. She didn’t even have time to react; with a toss of its head, the tiger brought her down, slamming her head against the floor. Her eyes rolled backward as she tumbled, ragdoll-like, off the stage.

			“Jie!” Kai Tsiang leaped off the stage, panic loud in his movements.

			I whirled to see the snarling tiger bound back to Chee. She examined the keris, its blade still sizzling from where she’d fired off the spell, then dipped its tip into the portal, experimentally twisting it. With a stab of terror, I saw the island’s magic begin to creep up the blade again, the way it had when Choong Kheng had tried to manipulate it. “And now,” she said, smiling, “we pick up where we left off.”

			One barrier of fire sprung up between us as Aaron and I lunged forward, and a second ring erupted at the lip of the stage, cutting off the rest of our friends. “Ah-ah,” Chee said calmly. “I think you owe me a conversation, don’t you?”

			“Put the magic back,” Aaron demanded.

			“You’re quite the pushy one,” Chee said, and her tone was so casual, she might as well be talking to us about the weather. “Surely the Council doesn’t appreciate that tone?”

			“I’m not talking to someone who’s so power-hungry,” Aaron said fiercely. He took a step forward, blue magic crackling around him. “There isn’t any reasoning to be done with someone who is only out for herself.”

			“You don’t know me at all,” Chee said dryly. She turned her gaze to me. “But you do, don’t you, Caroline?”

			I stiffened as my brother turned to look at me, questioning. Chee smiled, amused. “You didn’t tell him? I expected better.” She adjusted her grip on the dagger. “You told me yourself in the archives that you’d seen Yun Fan’s memories. You told me he loved me. Come now, what did you see?”

			I watched her, wary. Her eyes were dark, drawing me in. “I saw you argue,” I said. “In the garden. You gave him back your ring.”

			“I’m surprised he preserved that memory. I suppose he painted me as the villain, even then.”

			“No,” I said despite myself. “I think he remembered you as someone who wanted to help other people.”

			“Caro,” Aaron said, though it was getting hard to hear him over the roaring of the fire, “what are you doing?”

			I blinked, and Chee was suddenly standing in front of me. Her eyes glittered, and with a start, I realized that I’d made it through the fire, my hand outstretched as though I were reaching for her. “Did he?” Chee said, her gaze flicking over my face. “Too little too late, I imagine.”

			She turned back to the portal, curling her fingers again around the handle of the keris. “I’d always known Yun Fan was so resistant to ideas,” she said. “My ideas, specifically. He didn’t like being told he was wrong. It was always such an exercise, trying to get him to move in the direction I wanted.” Chee glanced back at me. “But you’re a little more open-minded, no?”

			My head was starting to swim, noise and static building up in my ears. “Only as far as saving the island goes,” I got out.

			“Hm. Yes.” Chee smiled, and I recoiled—it was the same smile she’d bestowed on Chua Yun Fan in the memory, real and warm. “Which is why we will take the magic.”

			“You can’t.”

			“And why not?”

			“You’ll use it for revenge.”

			“I do not want revenge,” Chee said. “I want the scales of power to be balanced. I want justice. Justice for having my legacy ripped from me in my lifetime. Justice for my family, being denied the right to rule.” She held out a hand to me. “Come, Caroline. Help me.”

			I twitched. “No.”

			“The Council won’t hesitate to punish you and your brother now, you know,” Chee said. “They’ll see you as children of traitors. They’ve only let you both roam free this long because they hoped you’d help them win the war.”

			I could see it already—Leonard would call for our banishment, maybe worse. He would say: The island will never be safe with them here. No one would stop him. It had happened once before; it would happen again.

			It wasn’t such a bad idea, to try to get ahead of the fallout.

			The world spun, dissolving into colors and amorphous shapes. The only clear thing anchoring me was Chee’s voice, echoing in my head. They don’t deserve you, Caroline. Your ideas, your power—you, like me, were shut out for it. You can fix it all! Use the island’s magic to burn this place down and mold it into one you see fit.

			My magic rumbled angrily, curling protectively in the center of my chest. I inhaled sharply, turning away as I closed my eyes. Cool darkness rushed in for a moment, offering a heartbeat of relief, but then cold fingers pried my fists open. A warm handle of a keris slipped into my hand, and the island’s magic swirled around my skin, warming me from the inside while outlining in stark clarity my exhaustion and scraped-thin parts. My tiger rumbled, thirstily lapping up the island’s magic, and the more it drank, the more the exhaustion faded.

			Dazed, I reached into my own magic to pull it up like fistfuls of sand, and the island’s magic immediately sank into the tiger without hesitation. The tiger yowled in pain. I saw it so clearly—the island’s magic would consume the tiger. Everything I’d ever worked for in New York—my skills, my spells, the way I was able to deftly cast my own magic as easily as breathing—it would all disappear. I would be a hollow vessel, a repository only for the island’s magic.

			“Take the magic,” Chee pressed, her breath ghosting across my face. “Start over.”

			Was that so bad, starting over? After all, I didn’t belong here. Not as a child and not as a barely grown adult. The magic was all angles and sharp edges, too big for my body: an ill-fitting sweater, too tight in places, too loose in others. The sweater would never fit me as well as it did others, but if I could unravel and rework it now…what could it be?

			“We can build the world we want! Become the greatest of our name. Let us build the home that we deserve.” Chee’s voice trembled with excitement.

			Let us build the home that we deserve.

			Home.

			The memory burst to brilliant life: Zati in a room, sitting with me in a hard conversation, painstakingly trying to rebuild a bridge across different sides of a gorge: Just because we’re different, it doesn’t mean what we have can’t be good. J.J. holding me close in the apothecary, gentle and soft, pleading: Stay. Aaron on the stairs, heartbroken but determined: Whatever’s next, Caro, we will do it together.

			The world’s spinning began to slow.

			This wasn’t home in the way I wanted it to be, but it was mine. No one got to tell me otherwise. My magic rose to the surface, growling. Slowly, my eyes fluttered open, and the world began to take shape. I knelt before Chee, one hand gripping the keris as the island’s magic swarmed my skin, filling my ears with buzzing. My skin was on fire—small cuts opened and closed as the magic tried to break me down.

			Chee’s fire barriers had died out, but we now stood in the eye of a vicious storm. From outside, Aaron’s, Kavita’s, and Athena’s magic bounced uselessly off the barrier. Caroline, please, I thought Aaron screamed, though his words faded into the cacophony.

			Chee had her back to me. She laughed, and the wind howled in perfect harmony. “Look at this, Caroline!” she enthused, looking around. “Look at how much power we have!”

			The words came with effort. “Look at how much power I have,” I got out.

			“Yes,” Chee cooed. “Your power, of course.” She turned back to me, bending at the waist, and caressed my face. “Sweet child. Open the barriers again. Come with me to claim your rightful heritage.”

			It felt like I was standing on a ledge, nothing but a huge fall in front of me. I thought about power and who got to wield it, and who had wielded it for the last hundred years. The power thrummed in my veins, hot and sweet.

			The tiger pushed back against the island’s magic, snapping its jaws. It roared, and I felt the vibration rumble through my chest. “No,” I said, letting go of the keris. It clattered to the floor by my feet with a final rattle.

			Chee’s eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?”

			“This may not have been my home for years,” I said. I clenched my fingers into my palms, letting the pain ground me. “But it is home for the people I love. I will not destroy it.”

			Chee’s mouth tightened. “Foolish child,” she said contemptuously. “If you want to die with them, so be it.”

			I watched, detached, as she lunged for me, lightning gathering around her. Time slowed as I parried her first strike and sidestepped her second. The storm widened around us, locking my friends out further as Aaron tried again to break through, his blue spellwork still glancing uselessly off the maelstrom. He stumbled backward, eyes wide with fear. “Caroline!”

			“Caro, let us in,” Athena bellowed, her golden magic pounding furiously away to no avail.

			Kai Tsiang appeared by my brother’s side, his face pale. He yelled something, but the wind was too loud now.

			I backed away, an odd sense of calm settling as I gathered my wits and composure. I’d always known this was going to be a potential outcome when I’d brought the destiny bond back to the bargaining table. Ghosts were tricky. You always had to be prepared for what came next if they betrayed you.

			To close what should never have been opened, one needs life. The ghost realm hadn’t left our world because what we’d done to Choong Kheng had only re-opened the portal and returned the magic, and then Chee had stolen it and given it to me. To finally put an end to the nightmare, we needed to remove the magic from me, close the portal, and seal the magic, which would give the mortal wizards enough power to separate the realms again.

			And there was one ghost still standing in my way.

			Chee appeared out of the corner of my eye. I dodged as she swiped at me. The tiger roared and leaped for Chee, who pivoted into a perfect illusion spell. “Why do this at all?” I shouted, looking around.

			A sharp pain stung my shoulder and I yelped. My arm went numb as I ducked and rolled into another defensive maneuver. Chee re-appeared, her hair whipping about her face. “I have never lied about who I am. It isn’t my fault if people don’t understand that.”

			“Power-hungry and megalomaniacal?”

			“Ambitious.” The dust shrouded Chee again, though her voice seemed to echo around me. “Foolish child. You spent your entire life being sneered at by the Council, who never appreciated you. You have the island’s magic, you could bring them all down, and you hesitate. Why forego the legacy of rule that was promised to us?”

			“Guess I’m not much like you after all.”

			A hand shot out of nowhere and closed around my throat, throwing me down into the ground so hard, the world exploded into stars. Chee blasted the tiger that burst from me at close range, and it howled, curling in on itself and dissolving. It took me a moment to register that I was screaming, too, before pain ripped through me like someone had stabbed a red-hot poker into my chest.

			Chee grinned down at me, her eyes bright with mania. Her fingers tightened around my throat. “Last chance,” she said. “Surrender. You can’t win, Caroline.”

			“If I die, you die,” I wheezed.

			Chee shrugged. “Then it would be in our best interests to play nice, yes?”

			“No, I don’t think so,” I said, and kicked her into the portal.

			Chee tumbled backward with a screech. The magic of the island burst to life, reaching for her with its snaking tendrils. It caught her by the wrists, the ankles, even her neck. Snarling, Chee reached out for something to hold, but the magic snapped backward, dragging her into the white-hot portal.

			My arm flared bright red where our bargain marked my skin. In my mind’s eye, I could see the destiny bond stretch out between us, and as Chee vanished into the abyss, the string snapped. I rolled over, retching, before the world went black and I collapsed.

			I dimly registered the feeling of hands sliding underneath my back to pull me up into a sitting position. “Careful, Bella, the glass,” Aaron said over my head. My eyes fluttered open to see him peering down at me, Arabella hovering anxiously. Aaron scowled darkly, attempting to hide his fear. “Oh, good, you’re awake. I want to strangle you.”

			“Your face will freeze if you keep frowning like that,” I said, dazed. The world went in and out of focus. Somewhere, I could feel ice creeping up my body. “You can’t afford to look uglier than you already do.”

			Aaron pinched my cheeks, forcing me to focus on him. “Stay awake.”

			“Don’t do that,” Arabella’s voice said, and then I must have lost consciousness, because when I opened my eyes next, it was to see Athena and Kavita skidding onto the stage, a peach-colored potion clutched in Kavita’s hand. Aaron, Arabella, J.J., and Zati knelt next to me, J.J.’s hands moving steadily as he performed a healing spell. “Hey,” he said soothingly when he saw me, “it’s going to be okay, Caro—hold still, okay?”

			Another jolt of pain stabbed me in the stomach and I cried out, twisting away. J.J. caught me as I slipped. “Look at me,” he said, his hands framing my face. Zati hovered, close to tears. “Stay with me.”

			I turned my gaze to the portal. Chee had disappeared into it, and I could feel the bond still tugging at me, demanding I follow. Every breath felt like I was inhaling glass. “I have to close it,” I wheezed. “The keris, where is it—”

			“Hold on,” Zati hiccupped, and disappeared from sight.

			I inhaled deeply, feeling my own magic slip away with every breath. Please work, I thought weakly. Please. One more chance for them. That’s all I want.

			Zati was back in a flash. She placed the keris in my hand, and my fingers curled around it. “The portal,” I coughed. “Help me get to it.”

			Aaron didn’t ask any questions. He half lifted me, and despite the screaming pain radiating throughout my body, we limped together toward the portal. I closed my eyes and tried to focus, to put the magic back, but the portal tugged me even closer to it, threatening to absorb me altogether. Please, I told it.

			Something blue glowed against my eyelids, and I opened my eyes to see that Aaron had clamped his hand over mine, like he had in the ghost realm when I’d desperately tried to save Arabella. His magic flowed alongside mine, kick-starting my failing body, and I summoned what little energy I had left to pull the island’s magic out of myself and into the keris.

			Another pair of hands closed onto mine. “You have absolutely no sense of self-preservation,” Athena said directly in my ear. A golden streak brightened in my mind’s eye, giving me strength for the spell. “I’m going to kill you for it.”

			“Some grace, Tina,” Kavita murmured. Cold skin and dark green magic joined the fray.

			“Caro, we’re right here,” J.J. said gently.

			“We’re not leaving,” Zati added, her voice still shaky.

			Arabella said nothing, but her hand gripped my shoulder, steady and comforting.

			With my friends beside me, my hands closed around the island’s magic again and this time it came, the fibers bundling together into ropes. The portal swarmed the combined effort of our magic, insistently trying to break it apart and absorb everything it touched, but I dug deep, drawing on our fused magic to fend it off and finish the process. The keris grew unbearably hot in my hand as I channeled my magic through it, and as the keris tip buried itself farther and farther into the portal, it began to burn my skin. But I grimly hung on, even as the smell of burning flesh began to reach my nose.

			Two more pairs of hands closed around my shoulders, cool and strong. These were frailer, weaker, but still thrumming with power. “Almost there,” Kai Lin whispered. I could feel her and Kai Tsiang, red and gray magic both linking to mine. “We’re here now. Give it everything you can, Caro.”

			With a small cry, I shoved the keris forward. Kai Lin’s voice filled my ears for a moment as she cast a binding spell, and her magic washed over my hands, burying itself into the tip of the keris as it sank into wood. I yanked the last of my magic out of me, channeling it into the keris, and turned it like a key.

			Finally, the blinding light vanished as the portal snapped closed. A shiver ran through the island, like it was releasing a breath. Without looking, I knew: The gates had closed. The magic was sealed. It would return eventually to the entire island.

			The keris clattered uselessly from my hand as I tipped forward. J.J. caught me, laying me down on the stage. “Caro,” he said. His fingers went to my pulse, and I saw him pale. “Caro, come on.” He clamped his hand around my wrist, sending a healing spell cascading through me.

			I knew it wouldn’t take.

			The sky was clearing, blue skies peeking through. Distantly, Kavita’s and Kai Tsiang’s voices overlapped, both of them chanting counterspells to separate the realms again. The smell of rotting meat began to recede, and from beyond the temple, I heard the sounds of life again—the cawing of the koel bird, the wind through the trees, the screaming of the cicadas. It’s a beautiful day, I thought dizzily. What a great day to save the world.

			I blinked, and then my brother was leaning over me, blotting out the light. “Caro. Get up.”

			“I’m so tired,” I murmured. The words took so much effort out of me. And why was the world still spinning? “I can’t.”

			“Yes, you can,” Athena said curtly, even though her voice cracked.

			Blood dribbled out the side of my mouth and I choked on the metallic taste. Pain shot up my side and I flinched. “Kai Lin…”

			A hand under my head. “Yes, child.”

			“What’s it like to die?”

			Kai Lin’s face came into view, twisted with grief. “Oh,” she whispered. She ran her fingers through my sweaty hair. I leaned into the pressure of her fingers against my scalp. “It’s so easy. Like sleeping.”

			“She’s not dying,” Zati said fiercely. She punched J.J. “She’s not! J.J., do something!”

			“Do something,” I heard someone echo behind us. I tried to see who it was, but the world was melting around me. “You have to do something. You have to save her.”

			My fingers twitched. Aaron’s hand closed over mine, his fingers squeezing in a desperate grip. “Does it hurt?” he asked softly.

			He knew the truth. It was obvious how it settled on him, like silt at the bottom of the ocean. And still, I lied. “No.”

			Aaron’s grip tightened even further. My brother, at the end of the world, stubbornly refused to leave. I had come home to find him, and now he’d stayed to send me off. “Sleep if you have to,” he said, voice thick with tears.

			“Where is that potion—” I heard J.J. snap above me, though his voice was starting to blur, smudging at the edges as consciousness began to waver. I blinked, and then J.J. was fumbling with the peach potion I’d seen. “Drink,” he ordered.

			I wanted to laugh, but I was too tired to, so I let him tip the sweet and spicy liquid down my throat. Trust J.J. to not give up on me, even when there was no way to win. He intertwined our fingers before Zati put a hand over mine, too.

			J.J.’s hands trembled against my skin. His magic knew the approaching of a life’s end. His calloused touch was featherlight as he whispered something in Mandarin under his breath, thumb rubbing circles against my skin. A last spell settled under my skin, honeyed and warm—one last act of mercy in my final few moments.

			I blinked.

			One moment, I was dying, and the next, I was standing in front of the statue of the Goddess of Mercy, overlooking the island. Yellow squares dotted the apartment buildings, containing lives I would never get to see lived out. The humid night air offered up a breeze, ruffling my hair as the sea’s salt-tang drifted past me.

			I spread my arms and stretched, feeling for the first time like I was free. Home, I thought dazedly. I turned to look up at the statue, who smiled down at me. Home, again.

			And then—

			Night fell.
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			Twenty-nine

			Consciousness came in flashes. Blink: cold tile against my cheek. Blink: empty plate at a deserted table.

			The mortals are getting bold, trying to hold on to the dead, a voice said tartly.

			I thought that spell wasn’t going to work, another mused.

			Her sacrifice merits a second look, someone argued, crackling like a bad radio station.

			A life for a life, a fourth voice suggested. A merciful solution. Thoughts?

			I woke to pure darkness. The air was thick, stifling and hot, making it hard to breathe. My magic sparked weakly, a shell of its former self, and died in my fingers as I tried and failed to sit up. Help, I thought.

			Someone grabbed me, their touch frigid against my skin. Come, they said. It sent shivers down my spine. Caroline, come.

			I jolted straight up, cold sweat dripping down my temple. Shaking, I lifted a hand to my face, peeling away sticky strands of hair as I took in the jungle around me. Overhead, vines dripped with dew. Pitcher plants hung askew in the middle of leafy ferns and trees. Lights glimmered high above me. I blinked, thinking they were stars, but the lights shone briefly and then winked back out. Fireflies.

			For a moment the image reminded me of a wood-paneled room, but the memory washed away before I could hold on to it.

			I wobbled to my feet, parched mouth aching for the taste of water. Slowly, I looked down at my arms and legs. They were free of bruises and scars, clean-skinned and smooth, but phantom pain echoed in my bones. Unconsciously, one hand lifted to my ribs, but it came away without the red I expected. The clothes I wore were pristine, unmarred by blood, dirt, or soot. Everything looked how it should.

			It still felt wrong.

			“It will always feel wrong,” a voice said gruffly. “Young deaths always do.”

			I looked up to find a frowning man leaning against a tree, half-concealed in shadows. His moon-shaped scar gleamed under his eye as he pushed off, stepping into the light. I tilted my head, my brain fuzzy as it tried to pin down who he was, but recognition slipped away from me. “Who are you?” I asked. Instinctively, I reached for my magic, but nothing greeted me.

			The man lifted his hands in a show of surrender. “There is no magic left here for me or you, Caroline.”

			Suspicion flickered in my stomach. I hung back, wary. “How do you know my name?”

			He pursed his mouth. “They did warn me your memories would be slow to return.”

			“Who’s they?” I demanded. “Where am I?” A memory briefly flashed—a crowd of concerned faces looking down at me, one with tears carving paths through his soot-streaked face. With it came a name. “Aaron,” I breathed. “Where’s Aaron?”

			The stranger’s frown melted into a carefully neutral expression. “At least you remember some things.” He folded his hands behind his back. “You, Caroline Chua, are dead.” He shrugged. “Well. Sort of.”

			“What do you mean, sort of?”

			He gestured around us. “You are not fully part of the living anymore. But you are also not fully dead. It’s a long story.”

			“All the same, I’d still like to hear it,” I said acidly.

			The strange man just sighed. “You are in the realm of souls,” he said at last. “A land beyond even where ghosts walk. But there is still a piece of your life force tethered to the mortal realm, held in place by a spell your friend cast.”

			My mouth tingled with the memory of something sweet and spicy. A whispered spell, a healing balm. The name came back to me. “J.J.,” I breathed.

			If the man heard me, he ignored me. “The gods have examined your life, and they cannot agree on what to do with you,” he said. “So they have made the rare decision to offer you a choice.” He turned. “Come.”

			I blinked. “What’s the choice?”

			“Reincarnation or return to your life.”

			“What’s the catch?” I asked suspiciously. “The gods do not just send someone back from the dead.”

			The man shrugged. “Apparently saving an entire island and upholding the balance of magic is something, and I quote, ‘worth making an exception for.’ They weren’t all happy about it, mind you.” He hesitated a little. “Besides. The payment they have asked for has been fulfilled.”

			I remembered the snippets of conversations I’d overheard while drifting in and out of consciousness. “A life for a life.”

			“A soul for a soul, if we would like to be pedantic,” the man muttered. He turned on his heel. “Come. You will be late.”

			“Late?” I followed him as the jungle melted away under our feet, tangled roots crumbling to sand. The temperature of the salty air dropped a few degrees, cooling my flushed skin. In the distance, crickets trilled against a rhythmic backdrop of shushing waves and chittering, clicking crabs as they skittered past. “I wouldn’t think the passage of time had any bearing in the realm of souls. Who, by the way, would trade their soul for mine?”

			He kept walking, his feet sinking heavy into the shoreline. The sight of him trudging through it, sand spraying everywhere with every step, was almost comical. “You ask too many questions,” he grunted, stopping to empty sand out of his slippers.

			Just for that remark, I thought about asking another, but the man put his slippers on and without a second look, trudged on. I followed at a distance, trying to catch his elusive name in my head.

			Together, we picked our way along the shore—coconut trees and the ocean to our left, jungle to our right. Mournful birdsongs filtered through the trees, followed by the hooting and chittering of the langurs high in the canopy. Something small darted through the undergrowth—a palm civet, maybe, or a tree shrew. I looked around, marveling. We were in a realm beyond the realms, one where only the dead went to meet their eventual fates. And yet, there was life all around us, teeming and brimming with vitality. Cycles ended here, but they also had the potential to begin again.

			I reached up to impatiently rub at my nose. The man, catching sight of this, smiled a little. It softened him, I thought. “You’re so like her,” he said.

			“Who?”

			“My sister.” He tapped his nose. “When you get impatient, you rub your nose. Kai Lin did that all the time.”

			We turned a corner and the temperature plunged, thick humidity evaporating into thin, crisp mountain air. The world shifted. Overhead, the sky turned light blue, streaked through with pink and purple ribbons of dawn. Mountains rose in the distance, imposing and wide. A long bridge unfurled to my left, iron wrought and imposing; triangular towers rose from its middle, cables blooming from their sides.

			“Welcome,” a new voice said. An old woman appeared beside me, admiring the bridge as she carefully stirred the contents of a small bowl with a jade spoon. I caught a whiff of the herbs coming from it, and immediately felt lightheaded and blank.

			“Who are you?” I asked.

			She smiled at me. “My name is Meng Po, though it is not important,” she said slowly. “You will not remember it, anyway.”

			I looked at her, then down at the bowl she held. “Naihe,” I said, the word moving through my mouth with considerable effort. “You’re the keeper of Naihe Bridge.”

			“Indeed. Cross the bridge and you will have a new life, since the gods have not found you wanting.” She nodded behind me. “But should you wish to take the other option, your guardian can show you the way.”

			I turned. The man hovered beside a gate with closed doors, carved with bats and cicadas. It was a rather odd sight: The door stood unsupported by anything else, with mist curling right up to the doors’ edges, obscuring sight and sound.

			“This is your choice,” the old lady said, voice sweet and high. “Naihe and a new life lies to your left, a life marked by freedom. The path home lies on the right. The gods have given you a choice, Caroline. You must choose.”

			“Home,” I said slowly. My head buzzed with the possibility. “That’s the option of return? Would I go back as a ghost?”

			“No. As yourself, alive.”

			“It can’t be that easy,” I said. “The gods are not that merciful.”

			Meng Po’s smile seemed to grow brittle for a moment, but then it relaxed again. “They certainly do not offer second chances this generously.” She raised a finger. “But be warned, cross the bridge, and your memory will be washed away to make room for new life.”

			A new life. I looked down at my feet, the anticipation building in my chest. It would be a chance to start over, be someone else, find somewhere else to call home. I would be free from expectations, from guilt. No one had to answer for me. My sins would be washed away.

			But then I remembered the faces, staring down at me. Names began to seep back in. “I—” I began. “I don’t know.”

			“Oh, you test my patience, girl,” Meng Po said sharply, her smile dropping. “When you have decided, call for me. I am too old for this.” With a snap of her fingers, she disappeared.

			“You’d think immortals would be more patient,” I muttered.

			“You’d think you could make a decision at the end of your world,” the man retorted.

			I turned to regard him. He’d taken a seat on the grass, cross-legged and straight-backed. The dawn cast his features in full light, illuminating the roundness of his face. With a jolt, I saw imprints of myself in him, but more than that: I recognized the pain there, too, by the familiar way it nested in furrowed eyebrows and hung itself off the corners of our mouths.

			The memories flooded back—Kai Tsiang in a temple, watching me die; Kai Tsiang, holding my wrist, realizing who I was; Kai Tsiang, standing in a mansion, staring down his nose in contempt at me. I inhaled sharply, almost choking, and toppled over in my haste to get away. “You!” I cried.

			“Me,” Kai Tsiang said, completely unfazed. “So you remember.”

			“Get away from me—”

			“I’m not here to hurt you,” Kai Tsiang said dryly. “If I was going to hurt you, Caroline, would I have brought you here?”

			“I don’t know what your game is,” I spat, “but I won’t let you manipulate me.”

			“Tiresome child, would you throw away this second chance that the gods have given you?” Kai Tsiang pinched the bridge of his nose. When he next spoke, his words came out forced. Deliberate, like he’d picked them very carefully. “I did not lie to you earlier. The payment that is required has already been paid.”

			The words stopped me in my tracks. I watched him, the realization breaking as Kai Tsiang sat stiffly, staring down at his hands in his lap. “It was you,” I said slowly. “You traded your soul. Why? You’re never going to get to reincarnate now—”

			“Full of words of gratitude, I see.”

			My fists balled by my sides. “I never asked you to do that. I was perfectly willing to die.”

			“Life is not always about what you want,” Kai Tsiang said coolly.

			It was a wonder that he couldn’t hear how my teeth were grinding together. “You think this is how you’ll atone for what you did to Aaron? You possessed him and used him to hurt me. You hurt him.” My hands trembled. I wanted to violently rip him apart with my magic, but it was dead in my fingers. “You can’t buy my forgiveness that easily.”

			Kai Tsiang lifted his gaze to me, and it was odd, seeing the warring expressions of defiance and regret collide in his face. “I know,” he said quietly. “You will not understand my need for revenge, and I do not ask you to.” He got to his feet, reaching for me. “I did not know what my sister did for me. I did not know who you were. I understand that this does not justify it, but…”

			Instinct propelled me backward, and Kai Tsiang’s hand closed around empty air. He withdrew it and folded it behind his back. “I am sorry,” he said, his voice dropping low. He bowed his head. “It will never be enough. But I only ever wanted my family back. I thought that there was only one path to justice.”

			Kai Tsiang breathed deeply, gesturing at the door. “Luckily, this choice does not rest on your forgiveness. My soul is forfeit. This is the payment that was asked for and given, and so, you are free to choose to cross the bridge and reincarnate or return home to the living. What do you want?”

			I stared at him. The anger still burned under my skin, but it was getting increasingly hard to maintain rage at someone who acknowledged that fury and did not shy away from it. I pushed my hands through my hair, frustrated, and turned away. Beyond the clearing, mountains unfurled, imposing and serene.

			We stood for a long time in silence. Somewhere, I could hear humming, and wondered if that was Meng Po, hidden from sight. Gulls soared overhead, circling the pink-tinged ocean. The light changed, falling across my feet, then my arms, casting my shadow long in the light.

			I glanced at Kai Tsiang, trying to understand this man who had both threatened my life and saved it. I still didn’t fully understand why he was here. Some part of me reasoned that I should walk away—I didn’t have to go through this again. I could move on to the next life, free from the burdens of legacy that had hopelessly tangled my family.

			A last memory slipped into place: Kai Lin, watching me in the garden, moonlight in her hair. What legacy do you want to have for yourself?

			“I’ve always thought that my legacy would be one of chaos,” I said slowly. “And I thought, these last few days, that that was because of who I was descended from.”

			Kai Tsiang opened his mouth to rebut this, but I cut him off. “This is a chance to write a different story.” I turned to the open sea, watching how the horizon stretched endless and boundless. Something in me settled. “Perhaps my real goal should be to make things right for us.”

			Kai Tsiang huffed a little, but he did not contradict me. “And how will you do this?”

			I shrugged. “By living.”

			As though she’d sensed the decision being reached, Meng Po appeared next to me. “Have you chosen?”

			“Home,” I said, belatedly adding, “please.”

			Meng Po nodded somewhat approvingly. “Very well.” She flicked her hand, and the door creaked open. “Begone, then. May I not see you until the beds of all the world’s rivers run dry. And you, guardian—come see me when you are done guiding her.”

			I glanced at Kai Tsiang as we passed through the door. “What will you do now?”

			“You have enough worries,” Kai Tsiang said gruffly. “Don’t add me to the list.”

			With every step we took, the light grew brighter and brighter. It washed over us, the heat of it prickling uncomfortably up my scalp, drying up the last of my sweat. When the light cleared, it revealed a figure leaning against the tiled pillar beside a gate, absently running her finger over the carved jade figurines inlaid into the wall. Kai Lin, catching sight of us, straightened, breathing out in relief. “So you did find her.”

			The relief was overwhelming, threatening to drag me under. I burst into tears, throwing myself at her, and Kai Lin caught me as I buried my face in her shoulder. “Aiyoh, manja,” she sighed, though there was no heat to it.

			“She’s fine, jie,” Kai Tsiang said gruffly. “I promised I’d find her.”

			Kai Lin’s grip tightened briefly before she released me. “Follow the road and go through the gate,” she said, brushing my hair behind my ear. “I want a word with my brother. And you have someone waiting for you, anyway.”

			“But—” I began.

			“If you wait here any longer,” Kai Tsiang said crossly, “the gods will rescind your second chance, and then I will have listened to you cry for nothing. Go, you foolish child. Live a life worth being proud of.”

			Still, I wavered. Finally, I stuck out my hand to Kai Tsiang. “Thank you,” I said awkwardly.

			He shook it, huffing grumpily. “Leave,” he said, shoving me.

			I glanced over my shoulder as I passed through the gate. Kai Lin said something to her brother before she stepped forward, arms coming up cautiously to embrace him. He was taller than her; her head came to rest in between his neck and shoulder, so she did not see his face crumple with grief and regret.

			They never got to say goodbye in life, I realized, and something bittersweet bloomed in my chest, sorrow and pain mingling together. Kai Lin had come back to save her brother’s soul. I wasn’t entirely sure if she’d failed.

			I followed the road until I came to another large iron gate, phoenixes and dragons curling around the sides. It swung closed behind me, and someone jolted up from where they’d been lying in the grass. Aaron blinked at me, brushing out the grass in his hair before he shot to his feet. “Caro!”

			He scooped me up and swung me around in a tight embrace before he dropped me, resorting to punching me on the shoulder in between every other word. “I was so afraid we wouldn’t find you! I thought your soul was gone forever! None of us have slept in days—”

			“Why are you here?” I asked dazedly.

			Aaron scoffed, though the effect was ruined when he hiccupped on a sob. He smacked me on the head for good measure. “You came all the way to the ghost realm to save me. I only thought it was fair to do the same.”

			I burst into tears. Aaron followed suit, pulling me into a rough hug. “Never die again.”

			“Okay,” I hiccupped into his shirt. I was lying, though. I’d always been the better liar. Of course I would do it again, if it meant saving the people I loved.

			Aaron pulled away, eyes completely swollen. “Do you want to go home now?”

			I nodded.

			“Okay,” Aaron said. He let me go but kept a tight grip on my hand. “Let’s go.”
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			Thirty

			As it turns out, if there’s a million things to do, people will tend to forget pretty quickly that you’ve just returned from the afterlife.

			By the time I was deemed fully fit to re-emerge from the house, it was to find everyone in a flurry of activity. For one, there was the immediate issue of recovery of all the prisoners in the ghost realm. Before he’d left to retrieve my soul, Kai Tsiang had told Kavita and Kai Lin where the rest of the prisoners had been kept. It had taken Kavita almost a month to restore the shattered portal to the ghost realm, but once they had, she and her sisters had immediately gone on the hunt to find any living prisoners. Within hours, they’d returned with my parents, who were dazed but alive. My mother had burst into tears almost instantly upon seeing Aaron and me, and my father had just wordlessly held our hands while the medics went to work.

			“We’re never telling them what I did,” I muttered to Aaron.

			“Never,” Aaron agreed solemnly.

			The other problem was creating a narrative around the war for the mortals. The ones on the island were easy—they’d been frozen in stasis for the entirety of it, so when the ghost realm had lifted, they’d simply returned to their normal lives, unaware that anything had happened once we’d heavily modified their memories. But for the mainlanders who had seen the ominous clouds brewing over the island, the Council had had to weave a convincing story about a freak storm shrouding the island in the thickest fog they’d ever seen.

			There were, however, some who were a little harder to trick. “Meteorologists are still trying to understand the unusual storm that happened a month ago on Penang Island,” a newscaster reported one night as J.J. walked into my living room for a checkup. “Here’s one man who—”

			“My camera melted in my hands,” a man babbled as he grabbed the camera. “It’s aliens!”

			I turned the television off. “I wish it were aliens.”

			“Life would be easier,” J.J. said, smiling a little. “Be right back. Gotta wash my hands.”

			I watched him leave the living room, humming tunelessly. It had been six weeks since J.J. had poured a potion down my throat, the one that his Nazmi-gifted book had said would hold a spirit in place. Six weeks since Arabella had begged Kai Tsiang and Kai Lin to find me in the realm of souls. Six weeks since I’d blinked awake at dawn, bones aching, only to see J.J. and Zati both staring at me, wild-eyed and desperate.

			The journey back to full health had been fraught. I mean, what had I really expected? I’d broken several bones, been stabbed, and had my magic drained. Any of those things would have required physical therapy, let alone dying.

			Over the course of those six weeks, J.J. and I both avoided talking about the kiss we’d had before the world had gone to hell. How was I supposed to even begin to address it all? Hey, I know you’re really busy trying to help as many people as you can, but I just need to know if we kissed each other because it was the end of the world and we both thought we might die, or if you still actually love me?

			I bit my lip, thinking it over as I tried to gather the courage to say something. Finally, I got to my feet and ventured into the kitchen. J.J. was leaning over the sink, gaze unfocused as his glass overflowed with water from the running tap. He jolted out of his reverie when I leaned past him to turn it off. “Sorry,” he said. He laughed a little, raising the glass to his mouth. “Lost in thought.”

			“Are we dating?” I asked without preamble.

			J.J. choked, and then yelped when half of the glass spilled onto his hand and shirt. “Ah, dammit—”

			For a moment, there was a long silence in the kitchen, broken only by the sad dripping of water from his shirt onto the tiled floor. I stared at the forming puddle, then looked at him. He looked back at me, eyes wide.

			My mouth twitched and then I began giggling, my breathless glee folding me in half to clutch at the sink, laughing so hard until my sides hurt. J.J. began laughing, too, his eyes crinkling at the sides, and for one brilliant, shining moment, I saw him again—the happiest version of him, before anything had ever gone wrong. This is it, I thought. Maybe this is where I’m supposed to be.

			“I know a lot’s going on,” I blurted before I could lose my nerve, “but I still want to give us a shot.” I shuffled a little bit, suddenly nervous. “I meant what I said before—you know. I still really like you and that hasn’t changed.”

			J.J.’s eyes softened. His laughter died down, though his smile remained, bright and full and beautiful. He set the glass down and reached for my hand. “I still really like you, too,” he said shyly.

			“So, should I call you my boyfriend now or…”

			“Hm.” J.J.’s eyes narrowed a little, though amusement darted about his mouth. “Ask me on a date first.”

			I reached up, thumb ghosting over the first scar on his nose. “Can I—”

			“Yes,” J.J. said, and leaned in.

			Electricity buzzed in my skin as I relaxed into the kiss, reveling in the warmth of the sunlight that poured through the windows and illuminated both of us. J.J. pulled me closer, and my heart skipped a beat.

			Maybe this was contentment, finally coming home to rest.

			

			[image: ]

			Eight weeks after I returned from the dead, I woke in my childhood bedroom to the smell of burned toast at five a.m.

			I scrambled down to the kitchen, almost expecting an electrical fire. But all I found was Aaron, half-asleep as he scraped kaya over a blackened piece of bread. “Good morning.” He yawned when he saw me standing in the doorway. “You’re up early.”

			I took in the scene—his rumpled clothes; bedhead; swollen, bloodshot eyes—and then turned my attention to the wreckage. The toaster was still smoking. Half a slice of bread jutted out of a haphazardly opened bread box. “I see you fought the kitchen and lost.”

			Aaron chewed loudly at me. “Want a sandwich?”

			“Not from you.”

			“It’s only slightly burnt.”

			“That sandwich might as well have come from hell.” I retrieved a glass from the cupboard and set it down. “Satan himself touched that bread. Are you still eating it?!”

			Aaron made direct eye contact with me as he continued to stubbornly chew the offending item. I rolled my eyes. “If you die of poison, I’m not going to save you.”

			We stood in silence for a few minutes, the only sounds coming from my brother’s absurdly loud chewing and me sipping from a glass of water. It wasn’t until Aaron finished his cursed meal that he said something. “So I’ve been thinking,” he began.

			“Never a good sign.”

			“Shut up. Help me on the Council.”

			I choked on my water. “Sorry?”

			Aaron cracked his knuckles. “I could use the help.” He reached for a piece of bread, then reconsidered. “And I thought maybe you’d be looking for something to do. Aside from kissing J.J., I guess.”

			My ears went red. “I— Be quiet. I can’t help you.”

			“Can’t and don’t want to are different things,” Aaron noted. “Didn’t you tell me that you wanted to find a way to make things right for our family legacy, or whatever?” He held up a hand when I opened my mouth. “And before you say that I don’t need your help, consider that despite you constantly running headlong into danger, you’re smart. You don’t do things how they’ve always been done. The island could use something different.” Aaron swept a few crumbs off the counter onto the floor. “I’m surrounded by wolves. I could use an ally.”

			I took a long sip of my water, considering. There was some sort of narrative closure to the suggestion—the reformed problem child would help lead the island into a golden age. But the idea of me sitting at that long table, presiding over the Council, sent chills up my spine. It was like looking into an alternate, warped reality; not quite what I had imagined when I’d told Kai Tsiang I would rewrite our legacy. “What about the twins?” I asked.

			The tightening of Aaron’s jaw suggested that this was an avenue he’d already considered, which made sense—I probably wasn’t his first call. “The Council still refuses to let Bella back on, which obviously means Tina isn’t coming back, either. It’s a Council made up of the most powerful wizards and they’re saying that Bella is neither wizard nor powerful.”

			Indignation burned my throat. I remembered how Leonard had tried to install the twins; it was frankly horrible of him to cast them aside once they couldn’t serve his purpose. “But Bella helped save the island, too.”

			“It’s the Council. They do things how they’ve always been done, despite my best efforts.” Aaron pushed himself away from the table. “Let’s take a walk,” he said, which felt like an abrupt end to the conversation.

			We headed out of the kitchen to the garden, where a tall angsana tree towered against the dark sky, its dense leaves whispering in the warm, humid breeze. Crickets cheerfully sang, their chirps punctuated by the occasional sputtering of a motorcycle on the streets beyond. The smell of fresh soil hit my nose, followed by the notes of violets and rain-soaked rose, and I lightly brushed my fingers against the damp, leafy ferns that bordered the path.

			“Want to climb?” Aaron asked.

			“It’s slippery,” I said, eyeing the tree.

			“That’s never stopped you before.” Aaron reached for a branch and hauled himself up before I could protest. With a sigh, I followed. The area under my ribs began burning instantly, but I pulled myself up anyway.

			When we reached the top and took a seat on a thick, sturdy branch, the island unfolded before us in a glittering sea of lights. It illuminated the winding coast, where waves distantly broke against the rocks. Downtown, the tall, stocky shape of Komtar rose amid the warren of downtown heritage shops, gleaming like an aged beacon. To the south, Kek Lok Si twinkled in the hills, and I caught the distant, smiling face of Guanyin towering all alone in her pavilion. Briefly, I wondered if maybe she’d been one of the voices who’d advocated for me to have another chance.

			“Everyone hates me,” Aaron said quietly.

			“You are very hateable,” I said, automatically kicking into annoying-little-sister gear. But when Aaron didn’t respond like I expected him to, I glanced at him. He was staring out at the island, a frown making its home in the divot of his brows. I lightly kicked at his foot. “Hey. What’s going on with you?”

			“They look at me like I committed war crimes.” He shrugged. “Which I kind of did.”

			“Wasn’t you.”

			“Still.”

			“Is that why you want me there? To hex them?”

			A rare, inelegant snort escaped my brother’s nose. “No.” He lightly kicked me back. “I just. I think I’m lonely. And I’m afraid that Choong Kheng was right. What if I’m not who should lead?”

			I adjusted my seat, cautiously shifting my weight to not miscalculate and topple off the branch. “I know you think they hate you,” I said carefully, “but it doesn’t discount the fact that you do good work, Aaron.”

			“It wasn’t good enough.”

			I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at this. “Well, if it’s not you, who should lead?”

			Aaron watched the city lights glimmer. Finally, softly, he said, “Someone who wants to.”

			I hesitated. “And you don’t want to?”

			“It should be someone who wants to lead for the sake of helping people.”

			“That’s you.”

			“Yes, but—” Aaron adjusted his grip. “I can lead, and I will. But I do it out of duty, or whatever, because I was told that I was always supposed to. Someone else might do it better, more generously.” He glanced at me. “That’s why I wanted your help, so we could, I don’t know—take turns. What do you think?”

			I hesitated. Part of me protested—didn’t I owe the island something? Didn’t I owe Aaron a debt for coming to get me, too? To call a place a home, didn’t I have to give myself to it? Would that be enough to build a legacy both Kai Tsiang and Yun Fan would be proud of? Would that mean I truly belonged?

			But before I could say anything, there was a clearing of a throat below. Aaron and I peered over the branches, startled, to find Kai Lin standing at the foot of the tree, fisted hands resting on her hips. A vial of spirit-walking potion, which J.J. had whipped up for her to grant her free passage among the living, gleamed in the light. “I’m leaving,” she said, her scratchy voice floating up to us. “But before I do, there’s a place we need to go. Hurry. We don’t have much time.”
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			Thirty-one

			The “place we needed to go” turned out to be the naga’s garden, which of late, had also become a graveyard for all those fallen in the war. One of Kavita’s acolytes let us in, and we trudged across the grass, shoes picking up the morning dew as sweat beaded on the backs of our necks. The thickness of the humidity, even at dawn, meant a storm was coming. Kai Lin knelt to pray by an unassuming gravestone in the corner—the one we’d erected for Kai Tsiang and, as an afterthought, for Chee.

			Family was family, complex as it was. How do you honor someone who’d both damned and saved you? It was one of the many complicated questions that we would never be able to fully answer. But this, Aaron and I had decided, was where we would start, by at least privately acknowledging our family history. What we did with it—we would figure it out later.

			Finally, Kai Lin cleared her throat again and stood. “I suppose this is goodbye.”

			“Where are you going?” Aaron asked.

			Kai Lin took a deep breath. “My business here in this realm is finished,” she said, rocking on her heels. “My brother’s soul is…Well. He is at peace, certainly. It is my turn to move on.”

			“You could stay,” I said softly. “We need your help.”

			“The Council could also use your experience,” Aaron added.

			A corner of Kai Lin’s mouth turned up. “Shouting at every iteration of the Council is not exactly on every ghost’s list of things to do. And besides, you must grow up free of my influence. I’m sure you’ll miss my lectures.” She reached over to smooth out my hair, her eyes suspiciously bright in the dawn light. “But you don’t need me to help shape your lives, hm?”

			Something rustled in the corner, and I caught sight of metal rings glinting in the light. The naga emerged, shrouded in the periphery of the shadows. Kai Lin, seeing this, nodded, stepping backward. “I must go. No more life and death adventures, do you hear me?”

			I sniffed. “No promises.”

			Kai Lin rolled her eyes. “Aaron, keep her out of trouble.”

			“I’ll try, but that’s like telling a cat to take a bath.”

			I shoved him. Aaron pinwheeled, grinning. “We’ll stay here,” he said, “until you pass over safely.”

			I threw myself at Kai Lin. Already I could feel her growing thinner, her ghostly self unraveling as the day crept closer. “Goodbye,” I whispered.

			Kai Lin hugged me back, drawing Aaron in, too. “Eat well. Take care of each other. May we find each other in our next lives.”

			She didn’t say it, but the unspoken admission hung in the air: I’m proud of who you are.

			We watched as Kai Lin and the naga melted into the shadows, Kai Lin’s footsteps steady and measured until they both vanished into the thick jungle. A gust of cool air swept through the garden, and I shivered, sniffling. Aaron patted my shoulder. “We had a good amount of time with her,” he said. “You can’t keep people if they don’t want to stay.”

			He began walking away, but I stood where I was, looking at where Kai Lin had disappeared. Her voice floated back to me in a memory. Everyone gets a choice to tell their own story, no matter their last name. What legacy do you want to have for yourself?

			“Hey,” Aaron said, and I startled out of my thoughts. I turned to see him waiting by the door, his eyebrows raised. “C’mon, we’re supposed to go pick up breakfast for Kavita and her sisters. We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

			Kavita. The puzzle pieces began to click in my head. I grinned, and Aaron, seeing this, sighed a little. “I know that look. What trouble are you going to get yourself into now?”

			“We’re going to change the world,” I said, shouldering past him. “Buy me breakfast, and maybe I’ll let you in on it.”
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			Later that morning, Kavita peered inside the plastic bag I shoved into her hands. “Did you remember extra fish balls?”

			“We cleared out one vendor’s entire inventory,” I said as indignantly as I could despite how out of breath I was. I ignored Kavita’s pout as I sat down hard on the top step of Kek Lok Si’s steep stairs. “I don’t think he had extra to spare.”

			Aaron loped up beside me, looking unfairly unfazed by the journey. “You’re not doing J.J.’s rehab exercises,” he lectured me, adjusting his grip on all the plastic bags he was holding, “and I’m telling.”

			“Nobody likes a snitch, ko, I’ll push you down the steps—”

			“Okay, as much as I’d like to tolerate the island’s second-most entertaining siblings,” Kavita intervened, gesturing for us to step farther away from the steps, “no more bodily harm is allowed at this temple, please.”

			“Second-most entertaining?” Aaron and I repeated, with varying levels of indignation.

			Kavita rolled her eyes, though it was with pure fondness. “The twins have you beat today. They’re arguing over paint. It’s just separation anxiety; I don’t think Tina has fully processed that Arabella is moving out to join us.” She snapped her fingers, and two acolytes materialized from their shape-shifted bird forms to take the bags. Kavita nodded at them in thanks, then said to Aaron and me, “Now, you said that you wanted to chat. What about?”

			“Oh, we just want to launch a coup,” I said.

			Kavita laughed loudly at this, but it took her only a few seconds to realize that Aaron and I weren’t laughing with her. “I’m sorry,” she said, the smile sliding off her face. “Did you say—”

			“A coup,” Aaron said lightly. “Against me.” He shrugged. “The entire Council, really.”

			Kavita’s head snapped between the both of us, but when neither of us made an effort to elaborate, her expression took on a dimension of interest. “You’re being awfully mysterious,” she remarked, “but very well, let’s talk.”

			The three of us made our way through another lush courtyard, this one brimming with hibiscus plants and newly budding bougainvillea. Piles of rubble still littered the garden, suggesting that the scars of the battle weren’t entirely gone, but the Winged Jades had been hard at work. New life was already pushing itself out of the soil, bursting into bloom. I hoped it was a good omen.

			Finally, Kavita pushed through a set of double doors, where Athena’s voice half screeched, “You cannot be serious with that shade of yellow, Bella—”

			“I like the yellow! It reminds me of the sun.”

			“It looks like the sun threw up all over the room! Tone it down; you don’t live in a children’s cartoon.”

			“You won’t even be here to see this color!”

			“Twins,” Kavita drawled, “please.” Three chairs zoomed out of the corners, parking themselves at the table. “I cannot physically listen to you argue about color swatches anymore. Besides, we have guests.”

			Arabella twisted around in her seat, and when she saw Aaron, she brightened, leaping from her seat to peck him on the cheek. “Hi!”

			“And,” Kavita said, “Caro was saying something about a coup.”

			A hush fell across the room. The twins, as one, slowly turned to look at me, Athena’s eyes narrowing while Arabella’s face slowly crinkled in confusion. “Uh,” Arabella said. “Elaborate, please?”

			“Also,” Athena cut in, “if this is an elaborate plan to get me to come back to the Council without Bella, I’ll hex you.”

			“It is an elaborate plan to get you back on the Council,” Aaron said. “Both of you.”

			“How?” Arabella asked. “They said—”

			“I know what they said,” Aaron said, taking a seat. “It’s not right. I need you there, Bella.”

			“It’s good to know I’m chopped liver,” Athena muttered to me, and I grinned a little.

			Aaron groaned. “As much as I don’t want to inflate your ego, Tina, I do need you there, too.” He spread his hands. “The Council needs to expand. It needs wizards who won’t hesitate to do the right thing, even when it’s hard.”

			I leaned in, resting my elbows on the table. “First,” I began, “we need the Winged Jades.”

			Kavita, who was busy portioning out her plastic bag of noodles into three bowls, guffawed. “And how do you propose we help? We don’t have seats on the Council.”

			“Yet,” I said. “The Jades have never been represented, and I think they should be.”

			“The Jades have never had a spot because historically they didn’t want one,” Athena said. She tilted her head, interest clear across her face as she watched Kavita. “Unless circumstances have changed?”

			Kavita ran a finger around the rim of a bowl, thinking hard. I watched her, anticipation building as she seemed to consider the extra responsibility this would put on her and her sisters. Finally, she said, “Being apart from the island’s politics was a decision made by previous generations.” She took a sip of her tea. “Perhaps this war has shown us how valuable it is to be part of the island’s fabric again.”

			Athena’s mouth curved up in a tiny smile. “It’s going to be very aggravating.”

			“And I look forward to making your uncle very upset,” Kavita said cheerily.

			“I don’t understand,” Arabella said. “How does the Winged Jades coming on affect me? The Council still won’t let me on if I’m not magical.”

			Aaron exhaled slowly. “We want to expand the number of representatives on the Council. Councilors will no longer only serve by family. Instead, we will host elections for the districts, and consider what magical associations—like the Winged Jades—we will incorporate into the Council. Every association will choose two delegates to send.” He chanced a glance at Arabella, mouth lifting in a small smile. “I hear the newest Winged Jade is very talented and knows a lot about the intricacies of the island’s politics. She’s a good steward—”

			Kavita and Athena flung balled up napkins at him and Aaron yelped as he ducked beneath the table to avoid them. “Get a room,” Athena declared.

			But I wasn’t watching Aaron attempt to duck away from the projectiles. I was watching Arabella, her quick mind turning over the ideas in her head. “What do you think?” I asked.

			Arabella pursed her lips. She glanced at Kavita. “Surely there’s someone here who wants to serve?” she asked softly. “I’d hate to take the chance away from one of your sisters.”

			It was such a classic Bella answer. If she could help it, she would avoid hurting anyone, because she cared about the spaces she inhabited. But Kavita didn’t even hesitate. She beamed at Arabella. “My sisters have continuously expressed that they want to serve the immediate community,” she said. “I will ask to confirm, but if that’s all they want to do, then they will continue to do so. Which leaves us to collaborate, Bella.”

			Arabella’s mouth tugged up. “Okay,” she said. “I’m in, then. Assuming you can get Uncle Leonard and the others to change their minds.”

			Aaron’s gaze flicked to Athena next, who hastily hid the last projectile she was about to lob at him. “Oh, we will.”

			“We?” Athena challenged. “I never said I was coming back.”

			Arabella and Aaron both raised an eyebrow. I just grinned, leaning back in my chair.

			Athena lasted thirty seconds. “Fine! I’ll come back.” She threw up her hands. “But I want to be very clear, this is not because I’m beholden by family duty. I’m coming back because, God help me, I actually care about the people who live here.” She scowled. “They deserve better than cowardly leaders.”

			“Well said,” Arabella said cheerfully. She glanced to me. “It’s a deal. When do we start?”
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			Thirty-two

			“Ah, young one,” Nazmi greeted me a month later as I walked into the archives. He stepped out of the way as a giant man trundled by, pushing a comically small library cart filled with piles of ash and broken-down shelves. Nazmi smiled, reaching out to clasp my hands in his rough, calloused ones. “I am delighted you survived the war.”

			“You just want to interview me to note my version of the battle,” I drawled.

			Nazmi rapped me on the back of my hand. “Both things can be true, insolent child. How are your parents?”

			“Still going through rehab,” I said. “But better.”

			Nazmi’s gaze sharpened with interest. “And how is the Council taking to the restructure?”

			I tried not to smile at the memory of Leonard Tan’s meltdown at having his power so diluted. “Fine,” I said. “Negotiations are ongoing, but I’m optimistic.”

			Nazmi gestured to me, and I fell into step with him as we walked toward a makeshift desk where a book lay open. Nazmi folded his hands behind his back as a pen lifted into the air and began magically scribbling down words on a page.

			“And tell me, for history’s sake,” he said, watching the words unfold on the paper, “why you decided to make such a drastic change? Changing the Council’s mind, as you well know, is like trying to change a river’s course.”

			“I know,” I said. “But if we didn’t try, we would be saddled with a burdensome legacy forever. We are not Chee and Kai Tsiang. We’re not Chua Yun Fan, either. We’ve our own ideas.”

			Nazmi hummed. “And what are those?”

			“We’re figuring it out.”

			Nazmi nodded. “Some histories are not so obvious when they’re being written. We will revisit this.” He turned fully to me. “And you, young Caroline? Have you found your place in history?”

			I eyed him suspiciously, wondering what he knew. Did archivists have some sort of supernatural insight into thoughts? Could Nazmi read my mind? Or was my growing restlessness and frustration starting to become more and more obvious?

			I’d hoped that our successful plans for the Council would make me feel a little more settled here. The unfortunate truth was that after the adrenaline had worn off, I still felt like I was half in and half out. Part of that was the magic: I was rebuilding my depleted store with the island’s magic, but it still felt like a flopping fish in my hands, unsteady and awkward. More than once, I’d almost given up on trying to wrangle it at all.

			“Who really knows what their place in history is?” I said at last, sidestepping Nazmi’s question. “Do you have those blueprints Zati asked for?”

			Nazmi raised an eyebrow at my deeply unsubtle change in topic, but let it go. “I sent them over with Uncle Chan, since we are rebuilding his row of shophouses.”

			The door swung open and J.J. and Zati came stumbling in, both holding giant bowls of ais kacang. “I told you,” Zati was crowing at J.J., “not a single drop spilled.”

			“You truly are the world’s greatest acrobat,” J.J. grumbled, handing me a bowl.

			Zati stuck her tongue out at him. “You’re just jealous because you trip over your own two feet walking in a straight line.” She beamed at me and Nazmi. “Ais kacang for you, pakcik?”

			Nazmi brightened. “For me? Ah, you spoil an old man. Thank you.” He accepted the bowl from her, happily digging a spoon into the rose syrup–soaked ice and then popping a mouthful of ice, jelly, and corn into his mouth. “I should supervise the movers on their process. If you do feel the need to eat here, please take care to not drip onto the books. They are digitized, but I’m partial to physical copies.”

			“How do you know about digitization?” I asked, startled.

			Nazmi looked at me, unimpressed. “I keep up with the times, Caroline. Give me some credit.” And then with a pop, he vanished.

			Zati giggled. “How was the Council meeting?” she asked, taking a seat on the marble floor. “Hex anyone yet?”

			“Don’t give her ideas,” J.J. said in a long-suffering tone, dipping a plastic spoon into his ice. “I don’t want councilmembers complaining about my girlfriend every time they visit the apothecary.”

			Zati wolf-whistled as I blushed. “Girlfriend!” she whooped. “Look at you lovebirds.”

			“The meeting was fine,” I said as Zati happily scooped the corn off J.J.’s shaved ice. “Today we swore Kavita and Bella in as representatives of the Winged Jades. And if all goes well, we’ll continue expanding the Council with elections in a few months.”

			Zati crunched her ice loudly. “What happens after?”

			I swallowed my mouthful of ice. It chilled me to the bone. “After?”

			“Yeah, after the election,” Zati said again. “Are you gonna help Aaron on the Council?”

			J.J. looked up from his bowl. I avoided his gaze. “Maybe,” I said vaguely.

			I didn’t want to explain that I’d been dreaming more and more lately of walking New York’s city streets, sinking myself into its bristling energy. Maybe it was the fact that my magic had been honed there, so I wanted to return and see if I could build it back again; maybe it was the fact that I’d started an Instagram account (on account of Athena’s bullying), and my friends from New York were flooding my DMs, excitedly filling me in with the latest gossip. (“What do you mean Marcus is dating Jamie, I thought they hated each other?” “That’s what I said, Caro, you have to come back to see it to believe it.”)

			“It’s complicated,” I said at last. “Anyway. Do either of you want your red beans?”
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			In retrospect, it really should have been obvious that my friends were going to catch on sooner rather than later.

			Arabella, Zati, and I were in one of the newly constructed houses downtown, helping reconstruction efforts to rehouse everyone who had lost their homes during the war. Zati and Arabella were chattering, covering everything from the latest Council gossip to the latest fashion trends coming out of Kuala Lumpur. I watched them both as they worked, their rollers scraping against the bumpy stucco wall; the late afternoon sunbeams cut in through the window, casting their skin in an ethereal glow.

			Outside, the world made itself known—the barking of a stray dog; the slow, rickety clacking of a ceiling fan; loud laughter and haggling from the wet market down the road; and the smell of incense and spices that wafted through the window. I inhaled deeply, trying to hold on to the imprint of memory. By now, I’d been home for months; these should have felt like mundane scenes. But everything still felt the slightest bit off-kilter, new. Malay and Hokkien and Mandarin still stuck in my throat, refusing to flow with fluency. My skin still prickled at the heat, the fan doing nothing to cool me down, and I shifted, restless.

			Maybe this would just never be home again in the way I wanted it to be. It had changed, and so had I.

			“Caro,” Zati singsonged, and I realized that I’d stopped moving. “You’re being quiet.”

			“That’s a bad thing now?” I deadpanned.

			“It is for you,” Zati said. “The last time you were quiet, you went to war with ghosts.”

			“A mansion burned down,” Arabella added with a grin, slinging an arm around Zati.

			“And you went into the ghost realm alone.”

			“We get it, thank you,” I said dryly.

			Arabella tilted her head, curious. “What’s up with you?”

			I braced myself to shatter this cozy moment, and said too-casually, “How would you feel if I went back to New York?”

			Zati immediately waved the paint roller at me. “I knew it,” she said accusingly. “I knew something was wrong!”

			I huffed a laugh. “I haven’t decided anything,” I said. “It’s just—a thought.”

			“Nothing’s ever just a thought with you,” Arabella said lightly. “But what do you want?”

			“I mean, you’re both here.” I fiddled with my roller, absently painting a thick stripe of paint down my skin. “J.J.’s here. My family’s here. I should stay and help the island rebuild.”

			“Yeah, but what do you want?” Zati asked again.

			“I don’t know,” I admitted. I sat down against the wall, ignoring the fact that paint was definitely going to stain the back of my shirt. “Do you remember when we closed the portal?”

			“Yeah,” Zati snorted, “because that’s something you just forget.”

			I bunched up my shoulders to my ears, thinking hard. “I don’t remember much, but I remember thinking, the magic is supposed to be for the people who love the island.” I frowned. “But I do love the island. And the magic still doesn’t feel like it fully belongs to me.”

			Arabella hummed. “What do you mean?”

			“I just—” I shrugged, trying to pin down my emotions. The words felt shaky, unformed, but I followed the thread of thought, trying not to let the growing alarm in my head override the vulnerability. “The magic being so out of place feels like it’s telling me that I don’t fully belong in Penang. And I want to go back to New York, but I’m not even really sure I belong there, either.” I turned the paint roller over in my hands. “I don’t know that I’ll belong anywhere ever again.”

			Arabella and Zati didn’t ask a follow-up question. They didn’t have to. They understood—it was a shared experience, knowing that we could be part of one world and yet be locked out of it. So they said nothing, and instead drifted over to take a seat next to me.

			Finally, Arabella broke the silence. “On my first day back at the Council, Tina asked me if I really wanted to join it again.” She spoke softly, as though if she spoke any louder, it would stir up the dust in the house. “She said that she would understand if it felt like I was forcing myself to do something I didn’t want to do, if it would be hard, trying to connect to the island when I couldn’t understand it magically anymore.”

			I glanced at her. “What did you say?”

			Arabella smiled. “I told her the same thing I told you,” she said gently. “I’ve never needed the magic. There are so many ways to serve. Like, you know,” and she gestured to the house around us, “helping build houses for people who lost theirs. There are so many ways to connect. And yeah, I don’t belong in the magical world the way that I used to anymore, and it sucks, and I’m still sad. But it’s just different. Change is not always a bad thing, really.”

			Zati hummed. “In between worlds, in between homes,” she mused. “There’s something beautiful about that, no?” She nodded slowly to herself. “You get to see all these different places and worlds, and not everyone gets to choose how to build a home wherever they are.” She put her hand on mine. “You get to start again.”

			I let the thought percolate as we sat there, our bodies bathed in the dimming light, and I closed my eyes, listening to the sounds of Zati and Arabella breathing in the silence. It was funny, I thought. This could be a scene from five years ago, but it wasn’t. Zati and I had a different friendship now, but the heart of it was the same. Arabella had lost her magic but did what she always did—lead with love. My friends looked the same, but they were different. We were sitting in a building that had been gutted but was still standing. People fell apart but put themselves back together.

			The island had changed. So had I. So had the people I loved. But we’d still found our way back to each other. Maybe one day, the island and I would also come to co-exist in the same way. Something in me began to loosen, a desperate grip uncurling its fingers from where it had locked around my rib cage.

			“Just because it’s different,” I said softly, “doesn’t mean it can’t be good.”

			“Oh, good,” Zati said, yawning slightly, “you remember something I said for once.”
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			Thirty-three

			Isat on my plan to talk to J.J. for almost two weeks, turning over all the best ways to have this conversation. Finally, I cracked and texted Zati for support, and it only took her ten minutes to show up on my doorstep holding a box of red bean Potong ice cream. “Makan dulu,” she said briskly, shoving a cubed frozen treat into my hand before bustling into my kitchen to shove the rest of the box into the freezer.

			“You didn’t need to come in person,” I protested.

			“Oh, yes,” Zati said dryly. “Like I wasn’t going to offer moral support.”

			We settled outside on the swing by the front gate, the hot night air starting to melt the ice cream long before we sat down. Zati scraped the melted drops off her hand. “All ready for the conversation?” she asked, nibbling on the softened edge of the ice cream.

			The question made me squirm, uncomfortable and anxious. Zati, spotting this, kicked gently at my ankle. “Don’t be nervous,” she said. “He loves you. It’ll be okay.”

			I groaned. “What if the statistics about long-distance relationships are right?”

			“Statistics,” Zati scoffed. “You died, went to heaven—”

			“Not heaven.”

			“—and came back to life,” Zati continued, ignoring me. “You also stopped two murderous ghosts and helped restore the magic to the entire island. And it’s you and J.J. If after all that, you can’t have a long-distance relationship, then there’s no chance for the rest of us.”

			When I didn’t look convinced, Zati shifted gears. “Also,” she said, taking a bite of the frozen treat, “if he hurts you, I will set spiders loose in the apothecary.”

			“I think he’d like that, actually. Spiderwebs are a valuable ingredient.”

			“What about crickets?”

			I considered it. “Crickets are hard to get rid of. Very annoying.”

			“I will set crickets loose in his workplace,” Zati declared.

			“You’re not going to threaten him, are you?”

			“Me? Threaten? No, no. I’ll strongly suggest that he should make the right decision.”

			“About what?” J.J. asked from behind us.

			Zati squawked as I turned around to see J.J. slipping around the gap in the front gate, pulling out the other side of his earbuds as he did so. “You’re early,” I said, hopping up to give him a sticky kiss on the cheek.

			“You told me to meet you at six,” J.J. said. “It’s six. Also, you’re getting ice cream all over my skin.”

			“I notice that it’s not stopping you from finishing it,” I said dryly as he took a giant bite out of the melting bar.

			J.J. laughed before turning back to Zati. “Hey, Zati,” he said cheerfully. “What’s up?”

			“Nothing,” Zati said hastily. “I, uh, gotta go. I have a doctor’s appointment.”

			J.J. frowned, clearly not buying this. “I can give you a checkup if you want—”

			“No, no,” Zati said brightly. “You can’t help me with this one. Bye, Caro, bye, J.J.!” She mouthed Call me after at me, and I narrowed my eyes at her.

			J.J. snorted but turned back to me. “So,” he said. A shadow passed over his face, but it was gone before I could pin it down. “You said you wanted to talk. Should we do that here, or should we go somewhere?”

			“Somewhere,” I said, and tugged at his arm. “Come on.”
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			The travel gate spat us out at the top of Penang Hill, where we ducked into a small meadow, hidden away from prying mortal eyes. The breeze tickled my neck, and I inhaled deeply, holding the scent of the salty sea in my lungs. “It’s a nice night,” I said, stretching.

			“It is,” J.J. agreed.

			We both watched the sunset for a few long moments. With each passing minute, my already fragile confidence slowly started to erode. I wondered suddenly if it wasn’t better to just go home and abandon the idea of telling J.J. that I wanted to leave; maybe I could actually figure out how to stay here, maybe I could figure out how to keep trying to make this place work, maybe—

			“Caro,” J.J. said quietly, “once again, I can hear you thinking.”

			I glanced over to see him watching me. I sighed. “Sorry. I wanted to talk to you about…um.”

			“About you leaving?”

			I blinked. “I— How did you—”

			J.J. shrugged. He smiled, though in the light of the sunset, it looked a little sad. “I’ve been waiting for the shoe to drop for a few weeks now. You get distant every time someone brings up New York, or staying, or what you’re going to do after you graduate. I know you.” He folded his arms. “So. You’re leaving?”

			“I’m thinking about it,” I said quietly. “It’s not final.”

			“You should.”

			My head whipped to him. J.J. looked so calm, saying this. “I should?” I echoed.

			“You should go,” J.J. said. “Not that I want you to. Obviously, I want you to stay.” He took a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair. “But I want you to be happy, and if that means you have to leave to find out how to get there, so be it.” He visibly braced himself. “I guess the million-dollar question is: Where does that leave us?”

			I looked at him and saw the half resignation there already, and it hit me then—he’d been waiting weeks for me to get to a conclusion he’d already come to. It meant that he’d already prepared himself for the possibility of me leaving him behind. That he’d already decided if I were to go, he’d let me fly with no reservations. He’d let me be me.

			That was the thing about J.J. He would fix all the things I broke, except his own heart. He was selfless, kind to a fault. I was never letting him go.

			I grabbed his hand. “I’m not giving up on us,” I said. “I do need to figure out who I am, and I think I need to do that away from here. But I don’t want to sacrifice you. I want to give long-distance a shot.”

			J.J. visibly brightened, looking like I’d told him Christmas would come early this year. Still, his practicality reared its head. “But the long-term—your college, your career, jobs—we wouldn’t even be in the same place for months.”

			I held up my other hand, ticking off all the plans I’d prepared for this conversation. “I’ll be home for the holidays. We can call every week. You can come visit me in New York anytime. There are all sorts of apothecaries in the city that you could set up trade deals with.” I leaned in, grinning. “Ask your boss if he thinks it’s a good idea.”

			“Hm.” J.J. mimed picking up a phone before putting it down again. “He says it’s interesting.”

			I laughed and squeezed his hand. “It’ll be hard; you’re right. But we’re magical, you know? We’ll figure it out. I’m here for the right now of it all.”

			J.J. looked down at me, smiling a little. It felt like the dawn, slow-breaking, warm, a hint of the sunshine that lay underneath. His glasses reflected the sun, pink sinking into dark orange. “All right,” he said, his grip tightening on my hand. “Yes. Of course. I’m in.”

			I grinned. “Anyway, how much harder could it be than saving the world?”

			His smile widened, stretching from ear to ear. He flicked my ear. “So cocky.”

			“You love it.”

			“Yeah, unfortunately.”

			And then he kissed me, hands tangling in my hair.

			Notes of ginger and incense drew me in, and my stomach filled with butterflies as I pulled him a little bit closer, hands coming to rest on his waist. For a moment, I thought I could hear his heartbeat syncing up with mine—two halves of a stronger whole.
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Epilogue

			“How many jars of sambal did you put in her bag?” Dad asked, peering into the suitcase at the airport.

			“Only ten,” Mom said. “Unlike Aaron, Caro can cook.”

			“I am standing right here,” Aaron said, affronted. He rolled his eyes at me. “I can’t believe you’re leaving me with them.”

			A clatter drew our attention to Zati scrambling toward us, clutching a green plastic bag in her hand. J.J. drifted behind, looking amused more than anything. My parents laughed, stepping backward. “We’ll get your luggage in,” Dad said. “Tell them we say hi.”

			“I’m so glad we caught you,” Zati panted when she caught up to Aaron and me. She shoved the bag into my hand. “Huat kuih. Bella and Tina spelled it themselves to keep it fresh—they’re sorry they can’t see you off.” She stuck her hand into her pocket, rummaging around until she produced a gleaming white pendant on a silver chain. “Vi also said to give you this. She says it’s spelled with amplification magic.”

			“Made with a shape-shifter’s tooth,” J.J. said, deadpan. “Pulled from Vi’s own mouth.”

			“Stop scaring her,” I said a little reproachfully. “I can tell it’s made of quartz.” I took it from Zati, who immediately shoved a chortling J.J. The pendant warmly pulsed in my hands, intertwining with my magic to feed the newly born small, mewling tiger. “This is such a nice gift. Please thank them for me.”

			Zati flung her arms around me. “I’m gonna miss you.”

			“Me too.” I hugged her back, inhaling the scent of baby powder. Once she let go, I stood on tiptoes to kiss J.J. on his cheek. J.J. laughed a little, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me in for a deeper kiss. The sounds of Zati whooping and Aaron mock-complaining about decorum in the background melted away, and I grinned, pulling J.J. a bit closer.

			“Okay, okay, break it up, you’re in public,” Aaron grumbled. My brother had his hands over his eyes when I turned to look at him. “If you make her miss her flight, J.J., I will personally hold you responsible.”

			“Oh, yeah?” J.J. shot back, arm tightening around my waist. “How?”

			“Don’t encourage him,” I sighed. I squeezed both J.J.’s and Zati’s hands. “Bye—I’ll see you on Instagram.”

			The last I saw of my friends was Zati waving wildly through the glass, her scarf flapping in the wind. J.J. stood beside her, smiling. He lifted a hand in farewell before he and Zati turned to walk away, J.J. saying something that made Zati punch him again in the shoulder. My friends: so recklessly loyal, so needlessly devoted. I would hold their friendship close for the rest of my days.

			Aaron nudged me as we walked. “You owe me a call at least once a week, just you and me. Got it? I know you’re twelve hours behind, but—”

			“I know. I’ll be sure to call at the worst hours.”

			“I regret this already.”

			My parents met me by the check-in desk. “This is it,” Mom said, already tearing up.

			“Bee, she’s just in New York,” Dad said. “We can go visit her.”

			“I’ll come home when I can,” I said. “Hopefully with no wars this time.”

			“We make no promises,” Aaron drawled. But he gave me a hug anyway before lightly pushing me toward the doors to security. “Be good, Caro.”

			I waved at my family, then shuffled into the line. Around me, crowds streamed, excited about where they were going, heading for unknown destinations I would never see.

			I glanced over to see my family one last time. It was hard to know if the island would be the same when I returned. Hard to know if I could ever return here to build a life again.

			But there was a wider world out there, away from the heartbreak. There were more stories to tell. Who knew how different I would be in the future? Maybe this could be home again.

			Until then, though, I had some figuring out I needed to do.

			I took a deep breath, raising my chin. The double doors slid open, promising new destinations. I took a deep breath. “Okay, Caroline Chua,” I murmured. “Time to go home.”

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Officially, I began writing Prodigal Tiger in 2019, but the basis of the book was an unfinished short story I had drafted much earlier. In this short story, a girl returns to Penang from London for a wedding and has to grapple with her place in a Penang that no longer recognizes her. The short story doesn’t feature fantasy elements and a missing brother, but it shares the same heart as Prodigal Tiger: Both deal with the complicated idea of home.

			I’ve thought about home and my place in it for years. Like Caroline and my previous protagonist, I grew up in Penang and moved when I was a teenager. I share with them that strange coin flip of diasporic identity—the privilege of being able to call so many worlds home and also the loneliness of returning to a place that you don’t fully recognize anymore. Shops close, people change, neighborhoods grow and evolve. This is a common part of the diasporic experience, to accept that your memory is a snapshot of a place frozen in time. Once we leave, home is never the same again.

			Being part of a diaspora also means acknowledging that the snapshot you leave with is a specific experience that doesn’t reflect the whole, and that it will not always be a perfect representation. For example, Caroline’s world—and mine—is predominantly Chinese, but there are other cultures, including Malay and Indian, that form the bedrock of the island’s diverse history. My hope is that this book adds to a broader canon of work that offers a more comprehensive look at Penang and that it inspires more stories about the island we all share.

			Prodigal Tiger has always been a love letter to my hometown, and I hope you’ve enjoyed visiting it thus far. Thank you for spending time with Caroline and her friends.
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			Appendix: Expanded Summary of the Map of Penang Island

			This ebook contains a complex image of a Map of Penang Island. Here it has been reproduced as a thumbnail and accompanied by an extended description.
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				Penang Island (Home?)

				This map illustrates Penang Island, a region in Malaysia, with a focus on key landmarks, routes, and cultural sites. The title has been annotated with the word “Home?”. To the right of the map, there are labelled polaroids that correspond to a numbered location on the map, with illustrations and other overlapping papers underneath. Lit incense sticks appear near the bottom of the image, casting a shadow on the map and papers behind them.

				Map Overview

				The map centers on Penang Island, the Strait of Malacca to the south is labeled prominently, and directional markers for “East” and “West” are included at the bottom. The island’s topography is depicted with shaded mountain ranges and valleys, emphasizing elevation changes. Major regions are labeled, including Batu Ferringhi in the northwest, Tanjung Tokong in the north, Penang Hill in the central area, George Town in the northeast, Balik Pulau in the southwest, Sungai Dua in the southeast, and Batu Maung in the southern tip. A route labeled “To the mainland” connects the island to the mainland via a bridge or ferry.

				Labelled Polaroids

				
						
						Ooi Family Home: Located in the southwest near Balik Pulau. The photograph shows a traditional house with a winding path leading to the entrance.

						

						
						Kek Lok Si: Situated near Penang Hill. The photograph depicts a statue under a pavilion, surrounded by mountainous terrain.

						

						
						The Archives: Found in George Town. The inset image shows a doorway with the word “Archives” engraved above it.

						

						
						Uncle Chan’s Soothsaying: Also in George Town. The photograph features a storefront with traditional signage and decorative elements.

						

						
						J.J.’s Apothecary: Located in George Town. The photograph shows a shop entrance with Chinese characters and a bicycle parked outside.

						

						
						Peranakan Mansion: Positioned in George Town. The photograph displays a grand colonial-style building with intricate architectural details.

						

				

				Back to Map.
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