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Eight Days Until New Year’s Eve
Saturday, December 23









Remy


Through the train window, Tokyo’s lights glimmer like birthday candles in the fading afternoon sun, and Remy feels like she’s so, so close to having her wishes come true.


With a yawn, she rubs her eyes, shifting on her pillow for a better angle.


There are only two things she wishes for; one in particular that she’s wished for every year, for as long as she can remember. Both might very well come true this winter break. If—if—she has more luck than she’s ever had before. Knowing how things have been recently, though, this trip might be her last chance to make them come true.


The loudspeaker crackles overhead as the train conductor announces in Japanese, “We will arrive momentarily at Shibuya.”


Remy freezes. She’s not lying in her bedroom back in California, scrolling through travel blogs—the rocking train had lulled her into a jet-lagged daze on the ride from the airport to Shibuya Station. That’s right. She’s just arrived for a busy week, with an interview at her dream university, the potential answer to her first wish—and a full week with . . . 


Her pillow. Who is definitely not a pillow.


Remy’s eyes swing up and to the left and her breath hitches, in that involuntary way it does whenever she sees Cameron Yasuda these days. Her best friend is lanky and nearly a foot taller than her, his chest rising and falling gently as he sleeps—he can snooze through anything, even the train’s loud conductor.


She knows almost all of Cam, her best friend throughout her entire life, even his soft, sleepy, quiet breaths. Dark eyes and light brown hair that’s softer than clouds, and tanned skin from their days spent sitting in the park near home. He’s a cinnamon roll, from outside to in; his kindness has melted even the coldest of hearts at their high school. And everything about him—all the little things, like his sweet smiles, his obsession with elixirs—feels like it’s become a part of Remy, too.


Remy sits up, trying not to jostle him, but he rouses himself.


“Are we there yet?” Cam yawns. “A potion for your thoughts?” The city lights make his face glow.


“You’ll whip one up here?” she murmurs back. “That’s pretty smooth, even for you.”


That’s the second-biggest secret Remy keeps, but at least this one she happily shares with her best friend: magic. There’s a whole enchanted side to the world, but it’s kept hidden from “the general public.” If he hadn’t also come from a family sworn into magical society, Cam wouldn’t be allowed to find out about magic because of past disasters where it’s gotten into the wrong hands. By international magical society’s laws, she would’ve had to marry him to share the world of magic . . . and she’s not anywhere close to making that happen. After all, she hasn’t even been able to confess her feelings yet.


He laughs. “I’ll try to create whatever you want.”


And he totally would, too, because Cam is Cam. He’s always been a rock for Remy, whether she’s bawling from a K-drama, burning yet another batch of cookies, or frantically studying for her finals. Cam always knows to bring tissues and a box of Goldsticks (their favorite magical snack) for their Netflix marathons, and he always knows just how to tutor her in chemistry so she can ace her tests.


But Remy can’t ask him for one now, because the only potion she could ever imagine helping her would be a love potion—not that they exist, anymore. And this year, she made a different promise on her birthday candles, in late January. Her biggest secret, the one that she holds close to her heart, thrumming and beating with every breath, every wish: This year, I’ll tell Cam how I really feel about him.


Except now it’s December 23, and she only has this week before the year’s up.


She stares out the window as the train slows. Somewhere, out in Tokyo, she has to find the perfect spot for her confession. The Spot where they’ll potentially become a couple.


The doors purr open, and she hurriedly stands. Her arm shoots out right when Cam is also reaching out for her aqua-blue suitcase, and their hands collide.


Instantly, she turns into the mess she always becomes these days when Cam touches her, even accidentally. “Oh—I’m sorry—”


He withdraws his hand like her touch burns, and all her words dissolve into ash, dry in her throat.


“Um, no worries,” Cam says, his eyes glued to the suitcase. “I’m just clumsy when I’m sleepy.”


He’s sweet as ever, trying to say anything to not make Remy feel bad, but the way he jerked back is enough of a sign.


If I tell him, Cam will be so sweet and nice, even as he rejects me. The lump in her throat grows, the lump that’s been there for almost four full years. She’s tried and tried to fall in love with someone else; she’s kissed a lot of (human) frogs that definitely didn’t end up sparking a feeling even close to the way she feels with Cam.


Remy grabs her suitcase and follows him out of the train and into Shibuya Station, wishing on birthday candles and this once-in-a-lifetime trip and shooting stars that Cam might be in love with her, too.


“We’re meeting Ellie and Jack near that dog statue, right? Hachiko?” Cam asks.


She nods, squinting as she reads a sign, looking for the right exit among the five million possible exits. Cam and Remy have been learning how to speak Japanese at their Saturday classes for years, but it’s bewildering that they’re actually here.


“This way—I think.” Remy points to their left. The train station is full of shiny white tiles, so pristine that they glimmer under the fluorescent lights. Before she knows it, they’re exiting out of a ticket gate, and a winter breeze blasts them in the face.


“Oh,” Cam breathes out with relief.


“That feels so good,” Remy echoes. After a twelve-hour flight from San Jose Airport to Tokyo followed by the half-hour train ride, it’s nice to feel something real.


Speaking of real . . . 


Tokyo is truly unreal.


A flood of business workers in black suits push them out like a tide; they’re swept up and out of the station and deposited onto an expansive plaza, lined with buildings so tall that Remy is sure she’ll fall over if she looks all the way up. Billboards flash with lights, and there are store names everywhere. She wants to drink in everything all at once: the chatter of people meeting friends, the blinking lights of advertisements from nearby stores, the sound of buses and cars whirring by on the road and filling the air with noise.


Remy and Cam gape at the edge of an intersection—the Shibuya Scramble, the most famous crossing in Japan, or maybe even in the world. The pedestrian light flashes green, and the floodgates open as people stride every which way, cozily dressed in thick coats.


Out here on the street, even without wearing rose-tinted charmed spectacles to check, Remy is sure that thick puffs of raw magical dust swirl from the passersby, shimmering with their joy and ready to be turned into a charm. The world can seem completely ordinary, but she knows: there is magic in it. She would bet a hundred yen that the coffee shop overlooking the crosswalk sells French press coffee tinged with enchantments for awe and excitement, and that Shibuya 109 is likely stuffed with cute, trendy clothes woven with spells for confidence.


“Wow,” Cam says. “We’re finally here.”


It sounds silly, but she completely understands. Dedicating so many hours at their part-time jobs to scrape together money for the tickets, rummaging through their closets to sell off anything and everything that might add up to a few bucks, dipping into their savings . . . has led to this.


Remy’s heart swells with joy. If they managed to make it all the way to Japan, surely they can do anything together, even that wish.


Cam drinks in the sights with a huge grin. “This is amazing, Remy. I’m so glad we’re here, together.”


He always knows the right thing to say, when Remy can’t even decide when or how to confess her feelings for him. But she has to. Even if there’s a chance she’ll lose him, even if he rejects her . . . she has to get out her confession before they go their separate ways for college.


With Cam, there have been so many moments that feel like they’ve been stolen from someone else’s life—like their movie nights lying out on her bedroom floor, or the school dance she asked him to as “just friends” where she was so close to blurting out, I like you. Like, really like you. But the thought of changing their relationship made her blabber about how the cheap decorations looked like a box of discount Goldsticks instead.


Remy has been searching for hints, for jars of good luck, for shooting stars that sparkle with the message now-now-now.


But what if there really is no perfect time?


She tugs at her hairband, and her stick-straight black hair falls out of its top-of-head messy bun, so her bangs and long hair frame her round face and owl-like wide eyes. Then she looks down at her black fleece leggings and the rumpled coat Cam had pulled out of his backpack for her, and groans. No amount of magic can fix this. She needs a fairy godmother—and those don’t exist.


But this is the start of their trip. Maybe they’ll be able to spend their winter break as a couple, instead of just as best friends.


Hesitantly, she turns toward Cam. “I’ve got something I’ve been meaning to tell you. I totally understand if you don’t feel—”


“The bus is here! Over here!” A group of loud tourists plow through, and there are too many cameras and flag-wavers in her face. The moment they disappear, Remy looks around frantically.


Cam, her crush, the person she was just confessing her undying love to, is nowhere to be seen.









Remy


“Cam, where are you?” Remy wraps her jacket closer in the late December chill, wishing she’d remembered to bring a scarf.


A salaryman—that’s what office workers are called here—dodges Remy’s broken suitcase. One of the creaky wheels doesn’t work right, and it keeps sliding away. She drags it back to her side as she rummages through her pockets.


“I swear, there’s a vanishing charm on everything around me.” Her phone screen is flickering with one bar of battery left, but that’s enough to text. Cam had used her charger during the flight, because they’d been playing puzzle games on his phone. She unlocks her phone and it flashes to the background picture of her, her older sister Ellie, and their dog Mochi in front of their parents’ tea shop in California.


Her phone blinks with a warning message: No reception.


“Shoot.” She hasn’t set up her international phone plan yet. Because the general public doesn’t know about magic, she isn’t even able to use a charm to find her way, like that time she and Cam went hiking and ended up lost in the woodsy hills of Portola Valley. There are too many people around for her to open up her luggage and start pulling out enchanted charms, anyway. The Tokyo Magical Bureau would escort her straight back onto the plane.


“I’m totally not lost. I absolutely know where to go. Everything is fine. When I look around, I’m sure I’ll find him . . .” She looks around at the bewilderingly bright billboards and fluidly moving, chattering crowds.


Remy and Cam would both willingly admit they’re directionally challenged. Not to say that Cam isn’t smart. His “for fun” hobby is recreating archaic potions. And together, he and Remy are whizzes at puzzles on paper, can get out of escape rooms in under forty-five minutes, and are one more train ride from completing level 5,518 of Candy Crush. But if either of them strolls into a store and walks straight out, they’re completely unable to figure out which way they’ve come from.


Even if she knows she’s bad at finding places, it doesn’t help that nervous pit of anxiety roiling in her stomach. Because she hates not having Cam at her side, though she’d never admit it out loud.


Then—“Oh.” Remy spots him. Cameron Yasuda stands in the middle of the Shibuya intersection, scanning the crowds.


She thought she was ready to confess but, truthfully, she probably would’ve blurted out something completely unrelated again. Remy needs more courage than there is luck in the world in order to tell Cam she loves him. Something always gets in the way, like it’s a big red stop sign that says, No, don’t confess now or He doesn’t feel the same way.


Just like those tourists.


The pedestrian signal is flickering out; Cam starts striding toward the other side of the intersection, and her heart jumps to her throat. Now. Now’s her chance. She can run over to him, pull him out of the crowd, and finally have that conversation she’s been avoiding all seventeen years of her life, ever since they were born at Stanford Hospital minutes apart from each other, their moms in next-door rooms.


There it is again—that feeling like she can’t breathe. It’s like when she swallowed the bagful of beans from that one time she and Cam mistakenly charmed the beans to make the two of them jump around instead of making them feel like jumping with joy. Or like when her parents ask what she sees herself doing as a career and she suddenly has the need to attempt a new coffee cake recipe, but this time it’s a good kind of fluttery.


And what if Cam says he likes her, but not in that way?


She’s too scared of the chance that their friendship might fall apart, even if it means a chance at more. It’s senior year, and everything is changing way too fast. It started with her sister moving overseas to Japan so she could study at Tokyo Magical University, then college apps and that dreaded “What’s your major going to be?” as if she knows her whole freaking life at age seventeen. And her upcoming interview—thinking of it makes her itch to dig up her notes again, and practice one more time.


TMU has been the dream school for her, ever since she heard about magical colleges from Ellie. If she gets in, she’d take their open degree program, and have the opportunity to explore different magical careers before having to figure out what she likes. If there’s any place for someone as undecided as her, TMU is the right place, the one place where she’d belong, even if Cam’s not at her side. She’s even emailed with a few graduates from TMU to ask about their experience, and all of them have loved it.


Remy’s always wanted a path that’s custom-made for her, even the version of her that she tries to hide that’s unsure about things. TMU, out of anywhere, is the place to figure it all out. She doesn’t have a calling like Cam has his alchemy, Ellie has her art, Jack has his medicine . . . And she’s longed for that. Remy has always wanted something that was all hers.


Five years from now, Cam will likely return from MIT or Stanford or Harvard—she’s not the best at math, but she’s 147 percent positive any of the top-tier universities would select him instantly for their Magical Alchemy programs—and he’ll have a gorgeous, brainy, soon-to-be fiancée in tow. Remy will hate her completely and the new girl will be jealous of Remy, but MIT-girl will be so unintentionally charming that Remy won’t be able to keep it up, and they’ll end up best friends, too. The audience will sigh with delight, and after the credits roll, Remy will be no more than an extra in the crowd, as he gets married and has loads of beautiful and brainy kids.


And I’m his childhood best friend, the girl who’s likable enough now, yet a complete secondary character in the movies. I’m the fun girl that people date before they find The One, so I go on dates with others to end up getting burned or realize I’m not in love with them, because they’re not him. I’m not brilliantly brainy like Cam, and I can’t understand all that alchemy he’s obsessed with. If I tell him I’m madly in love with him, we’re going to lose that sense of comfortableness between us, the thing that makes us us, and he’ll drift away from me faster than a missed shot on Candy Crush.


Remy has to tell him now, before college, before it’s too late . . . 


MIT’s early action results are already out, but he’s been ignoring his phone reminders to check the admissions portal, for some reason. He keeps clicking Remind me later, like MIT’s decision might change or he’s nervous about whether or not he’s gotten in.


But she wants things with Cam to be the same, at least for a little bit longer.


Because, even if he doesn’t love her, being with him is home.


Like every time she’s tried to tell Cam, she ends up shaking her head: This wasn’t the right time. I was totally going to get rejected. I’ll find a better time later.


But that sneaky thought burns at the back of her mind: What if there’s never a right time with Cam?


“The girl stared at him with longing filling her soul,” a voice narrates, and Remy nods emphatically. True. Can’t deny that.


Then she freezes. “Ellie!” Her suitcase slides away from her, disappearing into the crowd as she barrels into her older sister, wrapping her in a huge hug. “I’ve missed you so much!”


They’ve only been away from each other for a month—when Ellie and Jack had visited for Thanksgiving—but it’s been far too long.


Ellie Kobata grins. “Are you also going to say, ‘Hi, dearest sister, you saved me from swooning’?”


“No way,” Remy returns. Ellie smirks; she knows all too well that’s a lie.


“Hey, Remy.” Jack Yasuda, Ellie’s boyfriend and Cam’s older brother, materializes out of the crowd, his brows furrowed, pushing the aqua-blue suitcase. “Is this yours?”


It’s jarring to see Jack when Remy is looking for Cam. Strangers comment all the time that the two brothers look similar, and sure, they have the same brown hair and coloring, and he’s great for Remy’s sister, and the way Jack’s stony face lights up when he sees Ellie is cute and all. But Cam is the Yasuda boy for her. Cam’s got this gentleness to his movements as he works out a puzzle; uncapturable laughter in his words when Remy and Cam argue nerdy things like the best anime of the season; and an infinite sweetness, like in the way—in the instant the plane hit turbulence—he gave her the anti-nausea meds that she thought she’d forgotten at home.


He’s Cam, best friend, keeper of all of Remy’s secrets, and the possible love-of-her-life-but-he-doesn’t-know-it. And if things keep going the way they are, he’ll never know. Everything else will change. At least they’ll stay best friends. Forever and ever.


But nothing more than that.









Cam


Cameron Yasuda is doing absolutely great, thanks for asking. He’s great at getting lost, great at avoiding his future decisions, and great at losing his best friend in a completely new city.


He squints up at the café he’s loitering in front of as he waits for the pedestrian light to turn green again. Through the window, he can read the menu—he’ll grudgingly thank his dad for years of Saturday Japanese school—and there’s a tiramisu Mille Crêpe cake that Remy would love. Cam has read up on Japan’s Magic Society; here, most magic-aware buildings are in plain sight—though their enchanted capabilities are still a secret to the general public. Those who aren’t magic-aware might not realize charms and enchantments exist, but the most sensitive of people recognize it to a certain level. Like the genius kid that he babysits on weekends, who is obsessed with the stationery from CharmWorks, Cam’s dad’s shop—because he swears that using it to take notes helps him ace all his tests. Or the sweet couple who come by Remy’s family’s tea shop for a weekly date, saying that the cozy environment always fills them with contentment—because they don’t realize that the matcha boba teas they guzzle up are charmed with joy.


Hopefully the pastries at this café are filled with bravery, because he could use some. It would be nice to take Remy here someday. Not a date, though, obviously, even though it’d totally sound like that if he asked.


His phone buzzes again. Reminder: MIT early decision results out today! Check your email!


That “today” was a few days ago. He’s just not ready to look, yet. So, like a few too many times before, he hits Remind me later.


Cam applied to MIT for the right reasons. After his mom passed away from lung cancer, his older brother focused on a medical career, but Cam would rather be with his potions and Bunsen burner than having to see patient after patient. It would be too much like seeing his mother in the stark-white hospital bed all over again. With his affinity for magical alchemy, there are surely potions he can create that could change lives.


He’s only applied to MIT so far because he can only apply early decision for one college. But for him, MIT is it. He doesn’t have the money to apply to nearly all the schools in the U.S. like his richer classmates, anyway. Besides, his application is so competitive, surely he’s gotten in . . . And he needs that full ride.


But the thought of opening up the results gives him a strange twist in his stomach. He should enjoy this week, first. His last vacation with Remy, before they split up for college.


Speaking of his best friend . . . 


Cam groans again, scanning the Shibuya intersection, looking for that bright smile or that aqua-blue broken suitcase that he wants to fix later, though Remy stubbornly told him not to worry about it. “Remy, how can you disappear so fast?”


If only they hadn’t gotten separated when they’d burst out of the train station. The awe in her face as she drank in the huge overhead screens and the chattering crowds, the Hachiko statue, the way her eyelids had fluttered closed as she’d breathed in the breezy winter air, the tip of her nose turning instantly red—everything. He’d rattled off some nerdy fact about how the dog that inspired the Hachiko statue isn’t a Shiba, like most people think, but an Akita, and she’d laughed. “Only you would know facts like this, and I love it.” Together, she’s the Beauty (with brains) but he’s just-the-Geek. Still, hearing that laugh, well, that’s always better than magic.


But he doesn’t have the slightest clue where she is. He doesn’t even know where he is, to tell the truth. Other than the obvious: standing on the I-Need-to-Figure-Out-My-Life Street in Tokyo, Japan.


“Cam!” It sounds like Remy. He swivels around, though he can’t see her.


Then a deeper voice that can only be one person. “Yuji!” Only Jack, Cam’s older brother, calls him by his middle name.


There’s a flash of light brown hair, the same color as Cam’s, on the opposite side of the intersection. Jack’s almost as tall as Cam, so he sticks out above the crowd. Ellie, his girlfriend and Remy’s older sister, stands at his side, but—


Remy.


She’s laughing with her sister, hugging Ellie tight. Then, her bright eyes meet his, and Cam doesn’t even feel himself running once the light changes. In a flash, he’s standing in front of her. “Remy! I’m sorry I didn’t—”


“It’s okay,” Remy says instantly.


And thank goodness she cuts in, because Cam’s wondering what he was going to say. Sorry I didn’t hold your hand?


Brilliant idea. Better than the potion that he made the other day that vanished into thin air. That’s totally what best friends do right before they have to leave each other for college.


Then, Cam turns to his brother. There’s a pause; a long, measured look between them.


Cam can almost hear his father’s shouts; Jack and their dad had gotten into a big fight over Thanksgiving last year, and things still haven’t smoothed over yet. Before Cam had left, his dad was still grumbling about Cam leaving him to see Jack, even though Cam and Remy had started planning this three years ago, when she’d first mentioned her interest in applying to magical colleges in Japan.


“Hey,” Cam says quietly.


“It’s good to see you,” Jack says. Cam’s taut energy eases, just a bit. “How’s Dad?”


Cam’s shoulders hitch back up again. “The same.” Mr. Yasuda is far from the easiest to deal with, but he’s all they have after their mom passed away years ago.


Jack only nods; Cam knows he’d rather talk about anything other than their dad. “How’d you two get separated?”


Ellie laughs, quickly easing into the topic change. “Let me guess—you two were too directionally challenged to find your way back to each other?”


“Logistics, logistics. I’d just found him when you two found me,” Remy claims. “Anyway, it’s so good to see you. It’s been too long!”


“Ellie’s already made a list of places you need to go to,” Jack says, nudging his girlfriend teasingly.


Remy laughs. “Typical.” Ellie’s a budding architect with a penchant for lists.


“C’mon,” Jack says, nodding his head back toward the station. “The Tōyoko line train is going to be here in five minutes. If we hurry, we’ll be able to get to Uncle David’s before he finishes cutting up tonight’s sashimi.”


Seconds later, Jack and Cam walk side by side behind Remy and Ellie, who are already blazing their way to the next train. And there’s a loaded silence.


“Truce?” Jack offers, quietly.


Cam pauses. “What?”


“I know there’s a lot going on with Dad, and I’m sure he gave you an earful about coming here,” his older brother says. “But while you’re here, enjoy the trip. Don’t worry about what’s going on between Dad and me.”


Cam wants to know if things are okay between Jack and him, not just between Jack and their dad. “Well—”


“It’s okay. It’s okay if Dad and I don’t get along,” Jack says. “But don’t let that impact this trip. This is the last time you’re free before college starts up. Next summer, you’ll be taking that intro class for MIT, right?”


The phone feels even heavier in Cam’s jacket. Maybe Jack just wants a truce for Ellie and Remy’s sake. “Yeah, totally. Just a few months, and I’ll be stuck on the East Coast. Who knows when I’ll be able to come back here.”


Student loans and scholarships won’t pay for a vacation in Japan, that’s for sure. And research opportunities between colleges are out there, but they have huge competition among undergrad and grad students. He’d be competing against scientists working on their PhDs.


His eyes catch on Remy, who has linked arms with her sister as they laugh and catch up. The sharp fluorescent lights would make anyone else look washed out, especially after a cross-Pacific flight, but she glows. As if she can sense his gaze, she looks over her shoulder, shooting him a grin, and Cam does his best to smile back.


Cam knew this already, but the reality of it is really sinking in. This is the last time he’ll see Jack for a while, but it’s his and Remy’s last trip together for a long, long time.
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Remy


“Oh, shoot. Incoming!”


Remy ducks as something round and dark flies through the late-morning light. She’s not fast enough, though, and it smacks against her cup. The magical jet-lag remedy in her mug sloshes dangerously, sparking with each swirl.


“Sorry,” Jack calls, from the other end of the apartment.


“I can’t believe you.” Cam laughs. “Are you nineteen going on four?”


He takes the pair of fuzzy gloves from Remy’s outstretched hand, and chucks it back at his older brother, but not before shooting Remy a grin that makes her stomach flip—and it’s not the jet lag, this time.


Uncle David’s apartment near Yūtenji Station is on the fifth story of an off-white building, simple and understated, with pale wood cabinets, sleek countertops, and a tiny, fairy-light-draped Christmas tree next to the windows that overlook the rest of the suburbs. The apartment looks like it’s been featured on an interior design Instagram page, complete with tatami floors in the living room and the maplewood low table that Remy and Ellie are sitting at—except for Cam and Jack playfully lobbing their gloves at each other for an indoor version of a snowball fight as Remy tries to solve the latest level of Candy Crush (she’s so close to beating level 5,519).


It’s Christmas Eve, but nothing quite like the holidays that Remy celebrates at home, opening presents with her parents in the morning and baking cookies throughout the day with Cam for all their neighbors in Sorcerer Square. Here, for most, Christmas isn’t a big thing other than the cheery decorations at stores and ads for snowy-white cakes. Staying true to local traditions, Remy and Cam’s only plans are to get over their jet lag and catch up with Jack and Ellie. Though she did smuggle over a handmade Christmas tree of cookies in her suitcase to give to Cam today.


Next year—Remy’s heart sinks at the thought—she and Cam will likely make cookies over a video call. Neither of them can afford to fly back home every holiday, not with flight prices being as much as they are, and they’ve both felt every dollar of that cost for the trip here, through each hour of their part-time jobs. But a video session just won’t feel the same.


On the other side of the table, Ellie’s wrapping up a gift for her friend who’s meeting them in a few minutes. She’d been up late adding in the final touches on a postcard-sized sketch of a gorgeous, magic-aware girl with dark, luminous eyes, with her chin on her hands as she sits behind a desk filled with spell books, a few pairs of trendy rose-colored spectacles (way newer than the hand-me-down pair Remy got from her mom), and countless bubbling vials.


Uncle David and his wife, Aunt Kiyoko, both magic-aware, hurry out of their bedroom, dressed up in formal business suits, except for their shoes, which are at the doorway. They’re both shorter than Remy, though Uncle David is like a serene stream, whereas Aunt Kiyoko is like a bird that flits in and out of the waters.


“Naomi should be here any minute now,” Uncle David says, catching the balled-up gloves and tossing them cleanly at Cam, who darts in front of Remy to catch them. This time, there’s no stomach-flipping grin, and Remy tips the mug to drink more of the enchanted brew. The gingery elixir tickles her throat, but it’s not enough to distract her.


“Meet us at the izakaya down the street at six o’clock,” Aunt Kiyoko says. “The owner is a friend and very much looking forward to hosting my American family for dinner!”


The excitable older woman, full of energy and light, has a way of uplifting every conversation, and Remy really wishes she were her aunt, rather than Jack and Cam’s aunt. Aunt Kiyoko and Uncle David have taken the four of them in as their own. Even Jack and Ellie, who share a small apartment closer to Ikebukuro, stayed over for the night.


Aunt Kiyoko frowns at a vial on a hanging shelf near the door; the slightly pink hue of the glass reveals only a few floating specks. “I need some raw magical dust for my commute. David, do you—”


“Yeah, I should.” Then he shakes his head as his pockets come up empty. “I used my last vial to set up the rooms for the kids.”


“And that was very much appreciated,” Ellie calls from the table, where she’s bundled up in layers. Even though Remy’s older sister has been in Japan for over a full year now, she’s still not used to the December chill. “Want me to gather some?”


Uncle David had infused extra warmth into the blankets with a vial of magical dust and a charm from his favorite household spell book. Remy’s usually not bad with cool weather. Back home in Palo Alto, Remy would be taking Mochi out for a walk in a light sweater, even in late December. Here, her wool peacoat and thick sweater are barely enough.


“You can finish up your art piece, I’ll do it,” Cam offers. He always volunteers back at home; his dad has no patience for anything related to happiness, unless it’s in the form of money. Magic, though Mr. Yasuda will only grudgingly admit it, is strongest with emotions like joy.


Remy presses her thumb to the inside of her leather purse, and a hidden panel opens. She tosses over the pair of rose-tinted glasses; Cam catches them neatly. She loves when he wears the magic-gathering lenses. It gives him come-hither mysterious vibes like V from BTS, one of her favorite bands.


Cam frowns as he concentrates. Little creases wrinkle his brow, and Remy is reminded of when they were four years old and Cam had been told by Mr. Yasuda that there wasn’t an ice cream buffet for lunch in elementary school, contrary to what Jack had led him to believe. Remy and Cam had gotten Jack back by creating a prank potion—thanks to the magical alchemy set Cam had gotten for his birthday—and swapped it with Jack’s usual mouthwash; everyone in a one-block radius heard his scream the next morning when he’d seen his delightfully mossy-green teeth.


Even without the glasses, she knows what he sees: magical raw dust is everywhere that emotions spark. It’s powdery and soft, like crystal snow. Especially in a multi-floor apartment building like where his aunt and uncle live, raw magic will be thickly layered and easy to collect.


To her, without the rose-colored glasses, it looks like Cam is simply gathering air—which is exactly what someone not magic-aware might think. But as he catches it in the rose-tinted jar, the charm-infused glass shows a steadily increasing pile of shimmering sand. “All the raw magical dust must be from our dinner last night.”


Remy’s stomach growls in remembrance of the decadent sashimi spread Uncle David had had ready for them. Between laughing at Ellie’s charming stories about the kids she teaches part-time to Uncle David serving up bowls of homemade matcha ice cream—made with her parents’ tea—she’d instantly understood why Ellie and Jack had moved here and never wanted to leave.


A clink of glass distracts her; Cam’s trying to cap a vial and holding on to another two, though it looks like he’s close to dropping all three.


“I’ll do that,” Remy offers, moving to his side.


They work in a steady silence; Cam focuses on capturing the dust and Remy tightly seals the vials so even a speck won’t escape. It’s just like the way Remy helps Cam out on his alchemy research projects, holed up in his room together. Aunt Kiyoko opens the door to peer out and an icy breeze swirls in, making her shiver.


“Hey, aren’t you going to be cold when we go out?” Cam asks, as Remy finishes up another vial.


She waves him off. “It’s not that cold.” Remy was planning on wearing her favorite pastel cardigan, anyway. Her friend Minami sometimes joked that Remy looks like she just stepped out of Taylor Swift’s Lover album; ever since, she’s taken pastels and vintage pieces as her fashion manifesto.


His fingers brush against the back of her hand. “You’re freezing.”


“I’m—”


Cam pulls his mittens out of his pocket and slides them onto her hands, one at a time. His hands hold hers, briefly, and Remy’s breath catches.


Surely there’s no more air in this apartment. The rest of the room fades away, even Ellie and Jack joking about battling something out in an art contest, Aunt Kiyoko chatting about the izakaya tonight . . . 


“There.” Cam grins down at her, taking his hands away. Thank goodness, because Remy isn’t going to be able to move after all. He continues on, “Now you look a little warmer. I’ve got an extra scarf, too.”


“This is more than enough.” Oh, god, with his proximity, with that look on his face, she’s burning up.


He takes care of her in a way that’s as natural as breathing—although she can never remember how to breathe when he does things like that. A quiet, steady joy warms her more than Uncle David’s spell. Being around Cam always has that effect.


Wait. If he can see the raw dust . . . 


“Oh, hey, can I borrow your glasses?” she asks quickly. Cam pulls them off; he doesn’t need them anymore.


Remy slides them on. The metal is still warm from his skin, though that’s not what makes her cheeks heat up like a full-on oven blast. Sparks of raw magical dust shimmer around her, blinking into existence. The pure joy of being around Cam and his so-good-it’s-deadly laugh is way too obvious.


“Hey, you missed a bit.” She gestures to where a few specks of the pale, crystal-like dust cling to his cheekbone.


He tries rubbing at his face but totally misses. Remy reaches up, and the traces of the raw magic dust tingle as she collects it on her finger and stores it in the vial. Regardless of being near magical dust or not, touching him feels like it always does: the world is spinning around her when she hasn’t moved a step.


“Thanks.” His voice still has a bit of jet-lagged growl.


Remy takes off the glasses, sliding them back into her purse, her throat dry. Her hands feel like rubber as she grabs her mug and drains every last drop of the magical brew, just to try to concentrate on something.


The doorbell chimes and Aunt Kiyoko bustles over in her bright yellow slippers, a clashing mix with the serene interior. Remy has learned that the design is all thanks to Uncle David’s artistic sense. “Ah, that must be Naomi-chan! I love all of Jack and Ellie’s friends, but Naomi-chan especially so! She’s excited to meet you both, Cam-kun and Remy-chan!”


The door swings open. Remy is facing away, but she can see Cam’s reaction. Cam’s eyes widen slightly as a cool breeze swirls through the warm apartment, prickling the back of Remy’s neck. When she turns around, there’s a girl framed in the entrance. Despite the freezing-cold weather, she’s dressed in a thin gray puffer jacket, denim shorts, and black thigh socks that stretch up her perfect legs. Remy can almost hear Lia, Ellie’s best friend back home, comment, “Wow. Smoking hot.”


As if life isn’t unfair enough, Remy reluctantly glances up at Naomi’s face, and has to agree. The model-like girl that Ellie was drawing wasn’t a reference picture from the internet. Her sister was actually drawing Naomi, with her heart-shaped face and artistically rumpled black hair grazing her cheeks and reaching to her shoulders. The beauty spot above her lip only further accentuates how gorgeous she is. She belongs on the cover of ViVi, the trendy Japanese fashion magazine.


“Ohayo!” Naomi waves to Jack and Ellie, and switches to perfect English. “Taka will meet us in Shimokita, he’s searching for this awesome secret café for us.”


Aunt Kiyoko almost drags Naomi over to introduce her to Cam. “Meet my nephew! Isn’t he handsome?”


Cam bobs his head politely, but Remy can’t miss the way Naomi looks up at him with her wide, doe-like eyes.


“Oh, hello!” Naomi says brightly. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”


Remy ignores Ellie’s smirk as she steps to Cam’s side, playfully sliding her arm through his. “Hi, there!” Cam stiffens at her touch, and she swallows. Remy shouldn’t be doing this, but she can’t seem to loosen her grip.


“This is Remy,” Aunt Kiyoko says. “Cam’s best friend and—”


“Ellie’s sister!” Naomi squeals and launches herself toward Remy. “Oh, your sister tells me so many wonderful things about you!”


Remy has to unloop herself from Cam as the petite girl locks her into a quick hug. If Remy were still wearing the rose-colored spectacles, Naomi would be positively sparkling.


The girl breaks away from Remy to grin at Cam again, with that bright, cover-model-worthy smile. “Shall we head over to Shimokita?”


[image: ]


Shimokitazawa is a short walk away, through a maze of houses and narrow pavement streets. Ellie tugs Remy to her side, slightly behind Naomi happily chatting with the boys.


“So.” Ellie’s voice is a teasing undertone as she pulls her coat closer against the breezy chill. “How are things going between the two of you?”


Remy has half a mind to play dumb. Two of you? Who? But it’s useless to hide from her big sister. “Things are great. Really great.”


“Really? So you told him—”


“Shh!”


Cam, Jack, and Naomi are talking about the Good Luck Café—apparently their magical destination shows up in a new spot every day.


“I’ll tell you later,” Remy says, nodding up ahead. Ellie rolls her eyes.


“The first rule for those who find the tea shop is that they can’t share exact coordinates; they can only hint at where it might be,” Naomi is explaining.


“How’s anyone know where it is, then?” Cam glances around like he might see it pop up between the small houses along this narrow road.


“There are clues on Mahine—that’s Japan’s top magic-aware social media app. Today’s posts mention secondhand shops; a dead giveaway for Shimokita. Taka is already searching, so we’ll meet up with him and keep looking. Hopefully I can find it first. I’d love to get my fortune told.”


“A fortune?” Remy asks, despite herself.


Naomi turns around, beaming another one of those brighter-than-sunlight smiles. “Whoever finds the Good Luck Café gets their tea leaves interpreted by Mr. Yoshino, the owner. He’s known in the magic community for his readings, because they’re always spot-on. I’d love to get an idea of how I can better research the properties of magic dust. Or if I’ll ever make a breakthrough on it.”


They make a left turn past a gray stone wall and walk by a shrine covered by trees filled with leaves so thick that Remy can’t see much inside, though Naomi has switched to telling Cam and Jack about its history, and how the Kitazawa Hachiman Shrine was built in the late fifteenth century, and all sorts of facts that Cam is likely soaking right up.


“Naomi’s a magic alchemist,” Ellie says. “One of the most brilliant at Tokyo Magical University’s Faculty of Enchanted Sciences. I’ve been meaning to introduce her to you, Cam. She’s the school’s youngest teacher and PhD candidate.”


“Wait.” Cam stops still in the path. “You’re . . . you’re Professor N. Watanabe at TMU?”


She blinks. “I am. Who’s asking?”


“Me. Cam Yasuda. I—I’m going to your research presentation at Tokyo Magical University. I emailed you a few months back . . .”


“Oh! You must’ve talked with my admin. He fields all the calls and manages my schedule. You must be something special if you got past his scrutiny.”


Something special, indeed. Remy wishes her stomach wasn’t twisted into a jealous mess. Even if she tried to drink some tea right now, she wouldn’t be able to swallow a sip.


Remy had always thought that Professor Watanabe was an old, grizzly researcher, not, well, a prodigy only a few years older. Cam had even tried to look up a bio for the professor, but all photos and videos had been hidden from public view.


“Yeah,” Cam says eagerly. “I know those academic reviews aren’t usually public, but your admin allowed me access, after I shared some of my thoughts about your recent publications.”


She laughs. “He’s pretty good at sorting out the diehard fans.”


“I mean, I’ve been the biggest fan of your expanded research into Takashi Ono’s 1847 Soulmate Study. I hadn’t heard of it before your article was published.”


“Heard of what?” Jack asks.


Naomi grins. “Remember, that huge research project with all those magical tomes that crowded up my lab?”


“Tsukki thought you were making him a palace!” Ellie laughs. To Cam’s questioning look, she clarifies, “Tsukki is Naomi’s cat, and the protector of her lab. So, what was all of that for?”


“I published an article about it earlier this year, with more reference sources,” Naomi explains. “Since no one had reviewed it since the early 1900s, I thought it would be interesting to look into it further. Basically, Dr. Ono proved that everyone has a soulmate, whether romantic or platonic in nature, and all the secondary sources and studies I’ve found have supported this.”


Everyone has a soulmate. Remy perks up. This new girl might be the best bearer of news, ever.


“Do you think it could be disproved, though?” Cam asks. “Your conclusion led me to believe there may be room for error.”


Naomi’s eyes sparkle. “You read closely. I wouldn’t be a researcher if I wasn’t curious about whether it could be disproved . . . After all, the Soulmate Study isn’t popular since it led to the banning of love potions, but still . . .”


Cam nods, eagerly. “That’s true. Even if a theory is set into place, there is always room for new discoveries. That’s something I’ve always admired about your research, Professor Watanabe. You always look at things with a fresh perspective.”


“Just call me Naomi,” she says, with a laugh. “It doesn’t feel like a day off from my research when I get called ‘Professor.’”


Remy has to tear her gaze away from Cam goggling at Naomi in awe. It’s a relief when Jack pipes up to ask about the session Cam’s attending, an hour-long thing about Naomi’s current research projects. It’s right when Remy is scheduled to have her first interview at Tokyo Magical University—the exciting start to her potential future in Japan, a step toward her dream university—but it wasn’t supposed to feel like this.


Ellie leans in again. “So? How about I set you and Cam up on a date?”


The last time Ellie tried to set someone up, she convinced her best friend, Lia, to go on a date with Minami, Jack’s semi-ex. It was a disaster. They’d met at the corner of University Avenue and Bryant Street, but by the time they’d made it to Kung Fu Tea—all of one hundred feet—they’d argued about twenty different things, most important being their attraction to each other. (Minami had firmly believed Lia had been head over heels for her since the beginning of time; Lia vehemently shot back that she was just doing Ellie a favor by showing up.) Minami has refused to speak to Lia ever since. Remy’s sister meddling in her love life might ruin things completely.


“I’ve got it handled. I’m going to let Cam know how I really feel and ask him out—during this trip,” Remy blurts out.


Ellie stops dead in her tracks.


Uh. Oh.


She latches onto Remy’s arm. “Tell me everything.”


Remy looks around frantically. They’ve reached the shopping district. Ellie and Remy are now standing in front of a secondhand shop bursting out onto the sidewalk with wire racks of oversized vintage band T-shirts on one side, and denim jeans on the other. The shop next to it is filled with pastel lace dresses that look like confections, with scores of floral-print and lace hair bows and accessories. Across the way, there’s a tiny patisserie selling jiggly cheesecakes. At its side, a stairway leads to an underground vintage record store. Remy wants to inch into the music shop and bury herself in a pile of records, or hide forever in a jiggly cheesecake.


But Naomi and the boys are still walking, so Ellie tugs her to continue.


“Um . . .” Remy doesn’t know the answers to the kinds of questions that her sister is probably thinking up. Her stomach recoils from memories of nightmares where Cam says, biting his lip, Remy . . . I like you just as a friend . . .


“Don’t leave out a single detail,” Ellie says. Remy can almost see her making a mental list of ways to help Remy and Cam get together.


“Well,” Remy starts, continuing to look for an escape route. “Cam and I both want to see the illuminations at Yebisu Garden Place after we saw your drawing on Instagram. . . . I was thinking of telling him there.”


Remy has spent sleepless nights staring at pictures of Yebisu Garden Place (and avoiding those nightmares of a life where Cam doesn’t want to be friends with her or, just as bad, is dating the MIT-girl). There’s something about its sparkling lights, the possibility of a chance of snow there, and the way it’s named after Ebisu, the god of luck. It would be the perfect place to finally share her true feelings, and hope he doesn’t “just friends” her.


Ellie nods eagerly. “That’ll be perfect! Want to go tonight to scope it out?”


Remy swallows, glancing nervously at a curtained entranceway to a café they’re passing by, squeezed in between a shop selling antique furniture and another clothing store. Tall bamboo stalks cover the front; she could’ve sworn it wasn’t there a second ago, but Ellie is definitely distracting her. Tonight?


There’s no magic big enough, but Remy wishes she could make her future flawless: Cam falling in love with her in an instant, the two of them embracing as snow swirls around them brighter than raw magical dust. If only she knew of a foolproof way to make him love her back.


Just friends . . . 


Remy shudders. Then she takes another look at the curtains that flutter in another wintry breeze. It’s some sort of tea shop. A hot mug of hojicha would be perfect right about now.


Remy blinks, pulling out memories of Saturday Japanese school as she reads the painted letters on the curtain.
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“Hey.” Remy stops. “Isn’t that . . .”


“Stop trying to get out of this conversation,” Ellie teases. “We’ve got to get the two of you dating, it’s only been like seventeen years in the making.”


Well, her sister isn’t wrong. But Remy clears her throat, calling toward Cam, Jack, and Naomi, “I think I found the Good Luck Café.”
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