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			“Once upon a time, a witch fell in love with the sun. Ever since then, she has been chasing her light.” 

			—a prophecy scribbled down by The Oracle Anne Barberry, at the age of six.
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			The Witch
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1

			​Reunion

			

​​Everyone knows Anne is a fraud of an oracle. Every single scenario presented to her can be turned into a bloodbath filled with doom and gloom.

			“Will I have children soon?”

			“There is a future where you have children, but they will leave you at the age of maturity. Your husband will leave you, too, so maybe it’s best if you don’t.”

			“Will I pass the magician’s assessment and become an official lineage bearer?”

			“The last Inabrian magician lineage was recognised by royal decree over a century ago. The magician’s assessment is a hoax by the Inabrian court to keep class division. You don’t need an oracle to tell you the answer.”

			“Will my wife forgive me and join me and my daughter here soon?”

			“I don’t know. Why did your wife leave you in the first place?”

			Her parlour is as off-putting as her personality. A large castle at the edge of the town that she inherited as a child when her father, Mr. Perks, died in a coincidentally timed heart attack along with her mother the same year, in an accident. An orphaned child in a mansion, Anne’s parlour is filled with silver cutlery collecting dust on black tablecloths. A suspicious jars filled with what appear to be dismembered body parts line the great hallways that lead to the place where she receives her guests.

			The town murmurs about her sacrificing kittens to the Discord, who stood opposed to the Creator, in exchange for darker magic.

			Not necessarily alchemy. 

			Ten years after the war between Inabri and Aixauh ended, the stigma that alchemy is a form of Discord’s evil magic has largely lifted—thanks to the encouragement of Inabrian magicians and Aixauhan alchemists mingling over scholarly exchange as part of reparations following the war.

			The reparation efforts were commendable in their intentions. But Chely Ying could not testify to their effectiveness. Sure, they allowed Aixauhan alchemists like herself to roam the lands of Inabri more freely, and the townsfolk in this oddly secluded area are surprisingly open-minded. After everything she’s lost thanks to the war, Chely is not sure she believes ten years of peace is enough time to bridge centuries of root-deep differences between the Inabrians and Aixauhans.

			However, that’s beside the point. It is said the number of people who visit The Oracle’s Castle only increases by the year. The Oracle’s eccentricities fascinate tourists; they find this town on their own, motivated by a vaguely defined sense of hopefulness. Chely’s own journey here is for a less instinctual reason, but after speaking to some of the tourists at The Inn, the way they describe The Oracle is almost as if she were a lamp that attracted them like moths.

			Anne shows no preference for these tourists over the local townsfolk. Whoever comes to seek her advice is met with equal vulgarity and unpleasantry, to the point where Chely doubts any of those who visit The Oracle are interested in their actual fate, instead seeking only the atmosphere The Oracle’s Castle and personality provide.

			According to The Innkeeper, who’s lived in the town for as long as he can remember with his only daughter, everyone goes to The Oracle’s Castle at least once. Once was enough for The Innkeeper to call bullshit, but apparently not enough to be taken seriously by anyone he tries to warn as he polishes cups at the bar.

			The Innkeeper’s daughter, Naomi, might be the only born-and-bred girl in the area who hasn’t visited Anne. It’s almost a rite of passage for the town’s teenagers to visit the dreaded oracle and come back with some ridiculous grumpy remarks, but Naomi is strictly forbidden from going by her father. Unlike most kids her age—and much unlike Chely in her own youth—Naomi actually obeys and respects her father’s wishes.

			The Oracle doesn’t ask for any monetary compensation from those who visit her castle. This makes the motivation for her free service largely unclear. Chely’s has a secret board of hypotheses, including maybe that Anne is doing all of it for shits and giggles. It hurts no one for some isolated, lunatic oracle to give unhelpful and sometimes mean responses to those who seek her fortune-telling. Every town needs a legend, a bit of fun that keeps the locals churning on with their otherwise boring lives.

			The problem is that rumours around The Oracle have recently turned from benign to suspicious. It started off with one or two tourists who ran out on their tab at The Inn. The Innkeeper thought it was unfortunate but cut his losses. However, when he asked around the tavern, he learned that apparently those tourists did not come as a group; instead, they came as scattered arrivals who gathered together one day as companions to visit The Oracle’s Castle.

			No one saw them after that.

			In fact, many people who came to visit The Oracle vanished after departing for the castle on the hill.

			“I don’t know, sounds too much like a coincidence for you to seek my help,” Chely says to The Innkeeper on the first night she stays at The Inn. She’s arrived during the same season for the past few years. The first Aixauhan alchemist most of the townsfolk have ever seen, yet her continued presence—alongside her charming, Chely hopes, personality—is a far more welcome sight around town than The Oracle by a fair margin. “You manage The Inn, sir. I think it’s a huge stretch to say it’s The Oracle who abducted those tourists. The tourists always come here for The Oracle Anne, no offence, but she’s the main draw for your business to keep running, so of course they’d be visiting her at some point. It all sounds so…circumstantial.”

			The Innkeeper grumbles. “You say so now. That’s because you’ve never stared into those cold grey eyes of hers,” he says with a shiver. “Unlike you, alchemist, those kids who traveled here don’t know shit about Inabrian magic. They have little knowledge of the war, how much the alchemists—sorry—and the magicians screwed us common folks up. They think it is a toy, that they can see some wonders and then go home at the end of the day unaffected.”

			No one can agree on the missing people’s names. Chely spends a whole afternoon asking every drunkard and dullard at The Inn for information. The only helpful voice is Naomi, who is near the same age as the travelling kids. She tells Chely the names of the ones who went missing—all Inabrian, which is no surprise, as oracles aren’t exactly fondly remembered by anyone that isn’t Inabrian.

			None of the missing kids are magicians or have magician lineage last names.

			“But Anne herself doesn’t have a magician lineage family name, either,” Naomi says to Chely. “The folks around here aren’t exactly kind. Some say she’s a bastard of one of the lineages, and that’s why she’s bitter and mean. But I think she can be kind. I bumped into her a few times when she came to the market for groceries. She was nice to me. Father thinks I’m naïve.”

			“Maybe you are naïve,” Chely muses. “Or maybe you are simply a product of peaceful times. Having faith in strangers cost my generation dearly in the war, and your father is older than me, so maybe he lived through the First War as well. It changes people, but that does not make you wrong. You are the first one who made me feel welcomed here, after all.”

			Naomi blushes. “Thank you, Chely,” she says. “Truth to be told, I want to go visit The Oracle Anne myself. I was supposed to go with the kids who left without paying Father, but the tavern was busy all day, so I couldn’t sneak away. I wonder if I should try to go again, if only to ask The Oracle face-to-face if she’s had anything to do with the incidents.”

			“Hmm,” Chely says. “I applaud you for your bravery. But maybe this is not the best time to do such a thing. Are there questions you wish to ask The Oracle about your future?”

			Naomi’s sapphire-blue eyes glisten for a moment. “Not my future, no.”

			What could the girl want from Anne? It isn’t her business though. So instead of being nosy, Chely asks Naomi to go fetch her father so she can inform The Innkeeper of her plan.

			The Oracle Anne has stayed in her castle with her crow from the age of seventeen to the age of twenty-seven, according to the older townsfolk. She never grew taller, but her blonde hair slowly dampened with the passing of years as if the dark clouds above the town had drenched her with age. She keeps a chalice of clear liquid in the middle of her house. The few guests who The Oracle gave serious answers to say that Anne would look into the chalice before speaking their future to them.

			“You sure she’s an oracle?” Chely asks The Innkeeper with a certain amount of amusement. Sure, there might be people missing, but this whole situation is still more comical to her than dire. “Only a few family lineages in all Inabri claim to have fortune-telling powers. And only one family among them claims to be oracles. The Oracle’s power is different from that of a common seer. An oracle can only divine the larger picture—events that affect the globe, according to most records. And as far as I know, the only true oracle lineage nearly died out after the Second War. Surely you know that? I mean, if an Aixauhan like me knows the distinction, the good people of this town surely wouldn’t expect any mundane predictions from an oracle, right?”

			“We’re not like you, Miss Ying.” The Innkeeper sighs at the oblivious and good-natured alchemist from the east, whose unique, shifting red hair and dark eyes are both warm and kind. “The townsfolk love magic. It makes them feel fresh, closer to the Creator’s magicians. We common people don’t see it as something as technical as you do. She could be a fraud, a curse, a blind woman. As long as she calls herself The Oracle, the townsfolk will flock to her damned castle for the free show.”

			“Not going to lie,” Chely says with a smile, “the way you speak of her, it’s almost as if you have a personal vendetta. Could it be you’re averse to magic? If you can house an Aixauhan alchemist without breaking a sweat, surely one of your own magicians, no matter how dubious the origin, isn’t someone you fear.”

			The Innkeeper is a tall and well-built man in his late fifties. His hair has trims of grey tucked in with chestnut. For an Inabrian man, he maintains his hairline well. When Chely first came to this town a few years back, he was the one who offered her a place to stay without qualms.

			“I was in the wars, Miss Ying.” The Innkeeper’s voice darkens. “Both of them. The magicians, the alchemists. I’ve seen things, while you were probably only a tiny baby in the first and Naomi’s age in the second. After what I’ve seen… I don’t believe the bullcrap they fed us about the alchemists being the Discord’s minions. Evil. But magicians? They saw us, the common folk of Inabri, as nothing more than cannon fodder on the front lines. I don’t believe that’s the Creator’s Will. Plus, I cannot imagine an Aixauhan alchemist like yourself is fond of them—you must have heard horror stories from your parents’ generation, or your grandparents.”

			“Well, I can’t argue with that,” Chely concurs. “What do you wish me to do, then? I have to admit, I don’t know that much about the magicians of Inabri. If it’s my professional opinion you want, I won’t be able to offer much expertise.”

			The Innkeeper lifts a brow, seemingly surprised by this admission. “But what about those fortune cookies you hand out every year when you come around town?”

			“They’re party favours.” Chely flashes a mischievous grin. “The first flood of Inabrian and Aixauhan exchange came from food, and the restaurants always use these fortune cookies. They aren’t a thing in Aixauh itself, mind you. Aixauhan alchemy values precision. Unlike the magicians who believe their powers to be based on feelings, the base of Aixauhan alchemy is math. Even the divination practised by alchemists is a form of practised calculation. It’s not my field, regardless. The alchemy I practise isn’t going to endear your townsfolk any more than the awful stereotypes perpetuated by the wars.”

			The Innkeeper goes silent, and for a moment Chely thinks he might crush her for that admission. However, what comes from Innkeeper’s mouth is a stream of raucous laughter.

			“I can’t argue with that,” The Innkeeper repeats Chely’s line. His gruff tone takes on a lighter note, the face that so intimidates the troublemakers from the tavern turning into a kinder version with age-lines spread across it. It is a great transformation, as if finding a tiger purring like a house cat. “You do what you must do to survive, girl. I can’t imagine surviving through the Second War being an Aixauhan alchemist by yourself. All alone. By the Creator’s name, you really were Naomi’s age during that war, weren’t you?”

			Ah, so there’s the real reason The Innkeeper is kind to her. He sees her as someone helpless, like his daughter. It is a gentle kind of love. For an Inabrian to see an alchemist as merely a girl who could be his daughter… Despite all The Innkeeper’s overprotectiveness, Chely is warm as she faces him. If this is the future she and her friends fought for, if this was the reason Cole died, maybe it wasn’t all a waste.

			“I was Naomi’s age,” Chely admits. “But I wasn’t alone. I had friends. Other kids to look out for. Sadly, they’re all gone, one way or another. That’s the thing about war—once it ends, relationships can’t survive without being tainted by it.”

			“Isn’t that the truth?” The Innkeeper asks. “My old army pals never speak to one another. I came back here for my inn, a family business. It keeps me grounded. But I’ve heard the worst fates for those who can’t keep up with peacetime. Anyway, I don’t care if you use little fortune cookies to tame the townsfolk’s ignorance, Chely. Even if they’re lies, no harm comes from them. They’re like… sweet little promises. The Oracle, no, there’s something deeply wrong with someone who professes themselves as seeing into the future and only gives others misery and doubt. Not to mention, she is probably a fraud. From what I have heard, none of the terrible things that came out of that wretched witch’s mouth have ever come to fruition. It is just a show.”

			Witch. The term is rarely used by anyone in Inabri or Aixauh. It’s a term designated to magical or alchemical practitioners whose crafts are malicious.

			“If you believe The Oracle is responsible for the missing tourists, why don’t you guys shut her down?” Chely tilts her head with genuine curiosity. The term “witch” is so scarcely thrown around, especially by an Inabrian toward their own magician, that it shows The Innkeeper’s resentment toward Anne is probably not based on a hunch. “Take it to the authorities? From the way you describe her, she seems like the evil witch who hides in her scary tower, spreading misfortune with glee.”

			“I’m not proud to say this, but she has been good for business, bringing attention from the fancy media folks.” The Innkeeper shrugs. “We can’t afford to pass over the chance. It’s terrible to say, but after the wars, the entirety of Inabri suffered catastrophically. We have to scramble together whatever means of income will keep this town running, no matter what. It’s stupid, I know. Short-sighted.”

			“Right,” Chely replies. “I understand that, I truly do. We do what we need to survive, to keep our loved ones safe. Speaking of loved ones, where is Naomi? I haven’t seen her all day.”

			The Innkeeper rolls his eyes. “I don’t know, girls that age,” he says. “I am fortunate enough to have intercepted her attempt to go to the castle with those tourists. Teens. I know I can be hard on her, but it saved her from meeting the witch! Still, she’s mad at me, I can tell. I know I can be overbearing, but I think she might be involved with some boy. It’s not one of the tourists’ kids, thank the Creator, since she’s still sneaking out constantly. I wager it’s the butcher’s son. That’s why she doesn’t want to tell me.”

			“The butcher’s son is like twice her age.” Chely laughs. “Have some faith in the girl. I think Naomi can do much better.” 

			Who knows, it might not be any son at all. It sounds like Naomi’s more likely in love with The Oracle Anne herself.

			“Right,” The Innkeeper sighs. “You know, Chely, I hope she isn’t stuck here with me, my Naomi. You probably think me harsh, but I wish I could raise her somewhere better than this place. I wish she went with her mother when—Too late though. This town isn’t the best place for a girl like Naomi, no one her age to play with, not unless it’s this season and the tourists’ kids are around. I might be a brute, but I want the best for my daughter. And those kids who went missing? They are someone else’s sons and daughters. I can’t turn a blind eye to that—that’s why I’m asking you, discreetly, to help me go sniff around the so-called oracle.”

			Chely sighs. Humanity glistens in The Innkeeper’s eyes. The red-haired alchemist herself doesn’t particularly harbour any familial ties of this kind with her own family, but she understands this is a sweet sentiment. The kind she can’t say no to.

			“I still don’t think being a recluse is a good enough reason to suspect The Oracle of being behind anything,” Chely says. “But I’ll go to the castle and look around, if that calms your mind. In exchange for free lodgings for this year, that is. Is that okay with you?”

			“Of course!” The Innkeeper beams. “Thank you so much, Chely. Thank you.”

			Chely puts her glass on the bar counter and waves goodbye to The Innkeeper. There is no need to tell him that visiting Anne’s castle next was always the plan, even prior to The Innkeeper’s request to look into the whole bizarre missing people incidents.

			“I can see the business is going to bloom for you tonight, my friend,” Chely bids goodbye to The Innkeeper. “Three brothers are coming in already. It’s the time of the year when everyone starts to drink early.”

			“Gosh.” The Innkeeper lets out a string of curses. “They better not get into a fight again and destroy my property. They still have the last brawl’s tab to pay. May the Creator be with you, Chely. I think you might be exactly what this town needs to be free of that witch.”

			Chely nods without a reply. She doesn’t say it out loud, but “may the Creator be with you” to an alchemist like her is nothing but a stab wound.
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			In the middle of the night, The Oracle holds the Chalice of Truth in her lap. She reads the words that tell her of the future. The war and calamity that lay in the future of the world before. Every single one of them sinks deep into her like teeth gnawing at rotten meat.

			Chely wonders what Anne sees in the chalice these days since the war is over. There is always a future for The Oracle to behold, but without wars, can anything truly constitute a global scale event?

			If the peace can last for longer than a few decades, does that mean The Oracle can finally sleep peacefully at night without Visions plaguing her mind?
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			Chely closes her eyes; the stench of sweat permeates the alleyway outside her window. Her wooden floor thumps beneath her feet at the rhythm of songs and screams. The Innkeeper didn’t manage to tell the three brothers to bugger off, sadly.

			It’s the sound of celebration—maybe Naomi did find a boyfriend somewhere she wishes to spend the night with, away from her father and the tavern. It is the Solstice, after all.

			In Chely’s limited understanding of Inabrian traditions, the Solstice used to celebrate the Creator until it became more of a party season. It’s the reason why Chely—and most other tourists—arrive in town.

			Many years ago, Chely found the love of her life during the Solstice. It was the one stretch of time where the Inabrian magicians mingled with the common folk, it was where the red-haired alchemist found a lonely silhouette skulking at the corner of such festivities and struck up a conversation.

			It turned out to be a conversation of a lifetime.
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			She smiles as she pulls out the letter Ark gave her. It was something the captain asked be delivered to The Oracle by hand on her deathbed. It took so long for Chely to find this town; it was buried in the middle of a wild patch of wilderness. That those missing tourist kids found this place solely based on their insistence on seeing The Oracle? That is a miracle all on its own.

			A truly nameless town to hide in, Chely thinks. Anne Barberry has succeeded marvelously in secluding herself from the world.

			At dawn, around six o’clock, when the noise has finally died down to snores and quiet mumbling, Chely Hawk steps out of her room at The Inn and heads toward the lone castle standing on the hill.

			A black crow caws at her, no doubt alerted by Cheley’s sudden intrusion on his human’s heavily guarded premise.

			“Are you The Oracle’s new familiar?” Chely asks.

			The black crow watches the red-haired alchemist with milky, filmed eyes. A wordless, judgmental creature. Amazing company for Anne, no doubt, since the emotion suits The Oracle perfectly.

			“I mean no harm,” Chely continues.

			The crow’s dark eyes stare into her soul. The guests who returned from the castle said that The Oracle called her familiar “Cole,” which almost made Chely spill her drink onto her robes. It’s a name that means nothing to most, but not to Chely.

			Cole the Crow becomes silent as his smart little fluffy head considers the pros and cons of letting the red-haired alchemist into The Oracle’s Castle before Chely bribes it with a glass full of catnip.

			The familiar instantly perks his head up before his long beak transforms into a wet nose that sniffs the air repeatedly. Cole, now a black cat, nuzzles up to Chely’s heels while meowing like the girl in red is his new best friend.

			

			“There you go.” Chely smiles as she strokes the space between the cat’s ears. “Taking in a familiar, that’s so unlike her. But I guess even The Oracle can’t stand being truly alone. You really do remind me of your namesake. Maybe my visitation can bring Anne some joy?”

			The familiar stares up at Chely with its milky eyes. It is uncanny how it seems to both welcome the alchemist and mock her.

			Speaking of—the oracle of the castle stomps out in a grey dress with puffy sleeves. Her hair is dark to the point that it looks drenched in rain. However, Anne’s forever expressionless face is now edged with the threat of an incoming storm.

			“Why the fuck are you here, Cai-Li?” Anne demands without any of the presumed politeness and elegance expected of an oracle. Straight to the point, despite years of pretending she didn’t know Chely was in town. The oracle remains one of the few Inabrians who manages to pronounce Chely’s real name correctly. “Leave, now!”

			“Hey, Annie.” Chely beams. She holds out her arms as Anne charges into her embrace—only because it is too late to stop. “Dashing as ever! You look like you just dug up a grave. Did you see me coming?”

			“Don’t act smug.” Anne bristles as she picks up her cat with a fury that makes the poor familiar squeak in dismay. “I told you never to come back. I should put a curse on you that makes you trip over your own feet for a week to prove how much I meant it.”

			“Hmm, we both know that’s not your type of magic.” Chely lets go of Anne and poor Cole, who almost got squashed by the hug like a pancake with fur. “Apparently, The Great Oracle has been saying mean words to those who seek her aid. Can’t you just tell them that’s not how oracles work and make them back off?”

			“You’ve been handing fortune cookies to those folks in town to gain favours! You are using their gullibility to get your way too.” Anne scowls at her, despite a small twitch at the corner of her mouth. “I’ve tried to tell them I can’t see the solution to their pesky little problems because all I can see is the big picture. Yet they keep on coming.”

			“Maybe because their problems are their entire worlds, Annie,” Chely says. “Ever thought of that?”

			“No, they’re not,” Anne replies, as cold as stone. “If you came all the way for small talk, let me show you the way out.”

			“Wait,” Chely says. “I’m not here for small talk. I’m here because someone from the town says that there are tourists missing, people who were last spotted heading toward your castle.”

			“Tourists?” Anne snickers. “There are tourists who come here? What in the Creator’s name is here to see?”

			“Well, you,” Chely replies. She gestures vaguely toward Anne’s whole attire. “You assumed the identity of this girl, a decade junior to your actual age, who the townsfolk remember to be the castle’s original owner. Then you dress up in black, start offering divination sessions to the townsfolk—life advice filled with insults. I don’t know, it sounds like what you Inabrians enjoy—a spectacle.”

			“Wow, okay, see who’s talking,” Anne responds with thorns. “You, Ying Cai-Li. The alchemist who turned dark. You think I know nothing of what has become of you since I left?”

			Chely and Anne stare at each other for a few minutes. This is useless. It makes Chely’s chest hurt. Just like how they parted: in bitter words.

			Finally, Chely caves.

			“Look, I’m not trying to look for trouble,” she says. “I just… I missed you. No one has heard from you in ages. I’m not accusing you of anything. But you isolating yourself…it makes me worry, okay? We parted on bad terms; you left The Cottage without saying goodbye. I’m not trying to encroach on the life you’ve made here for yourself. I am checking up on you as an old friend. Are you okay?”

			

			“I’m fine,” Anne replies, stony, but her voice drained of hostility. “I have nothing to hide, not from you or anyone. I enjoy living alone, because people suck.”

			“The war gave you trust issues,” Chely says. “I know.”

			“No shit,” Anne says. “However, it’s bad manners to turn an old friend away, I guess.” The dark circles under Anne’s eyes are deeper than Chely remembers. “I can make you a cup of tea before kicking you out.”

			“Aw, thanks.” Chely jolts up in mock surprise, as if she didn’t think Anne would offer, eventually. “You are such a big softie for someone the townsfolk say eats teenagers and likes to keep their body parts in jars.”

			“Is that what they are saying in the town?” Anne looks like she wants to go up to the highest tower in the stone castle she calls a home and leap off the tip without using a gravity-reverse spell. “Or is it your horrible, morbid sense of humour? Either way, I should have picked a better retirement location. Somewhere more remote.”

			“How do you get more remote than here?” Chely asks.

			“I don’t know,” Anne says. “But you found this place, so it defeats the purpose.”

			They walk through the hallways with all curtains drawn shut to block out any semblance of daylight, an old habit of Anne’s from ever since they were children. Anne says it’s so she can sleep tight until the middle of the day without feeling anxious about waking up. It seems in the years they’ve been apart, the oracle’s anxious nature has grown worse, seeing as windows are now barricaded by overflowing black velvet that blocks any light from seeping into the oracle’s domain.

			In this castle that seems to be cloaked in a permanent night, Anne Barberry’s face is so gaunt, she appears to not have slept in a decade. Her unkempt blonde hair has become straw-like, her lips twirled downward.

			

			They arrive at an equally dim-lit room. The only light source is the Chalice of Truth, which glows a soft, pearly white.

			“May I?” Chely asks. 

			Anne waves her hand, giving the alchemist silent permission.

			Chely snaps her fingers and the candles in the gas lamps around the room start to glow. Each of the lamps are misted and unclean, as if they belong in a tomb. The flame answers the alchemist’s gentle call to burst out sparks of red and orange. They’re giddy from finally being put to use. Chely can hear their laughter and thanks.

			They start complaining to Chely all at once about how Anne neglects them. Chely offers them sympathetic smiles without taking sides. Fire is temperamental. Chi’You forbid she offers them her allegiance, and they end up starting a rebellion to burn down Anne’s castle.

			Anne, oblivious to the exchange the red-haired alchemist is having with her element, goes to the center of the room where the Chalice of Truth sits. The oracle chugs the liquid in the chalice as though it’s water. It is definitely not water.

			“Are you drinking?” Chely asks, concern lacing her voice.

			“No, I tried quitting after I left you,” Anne says. “So far, I’ve been successful at doing so. With you here, though? I see a future where I need brandy in my system to stay sane, Ying Cai-Li.”

			“Don’t,” Chely says. For the first time, the alchemist’s voice dips closer to room temperature instead of its natural cheerful tone, like a burning stove. “If I’m truly such a headache-inducing component to you that it’s causing you pain, then I’ll go, as you ask.”

			Anne eyes Chely and then shakes her head. “It’s fine,” she says. “Not saying your unannounced visit isn’t a nuisance. But if I drink again, it will be because of the Visions and memories that haunt me, not because of my annoying ex.”

			“Have you been overusing your magic?” Chely asks, ignoring the jab mixed in with the oracle’s words. 

			

			Anne doesn’t answer her, staring past Chely. The oracle goes to the stove, takes out some Earl Grey tea leaves from a tiny silver box sitting next to the chalice. She places the chalice on the stove where the log fire burns until the water is bubbling.

			Then, Anne pulls out two cups from under the table. She probably only has multiple cups because there are constant visitors who ask for her divination, since it’s apparent that if it were up to Anne, she’d prefer solitude with her familiar. Still, the fact she keeps more than one cup is a positive indication that the oracle—despite what her cruel words suggest—hasn’t changed as much as Anne wishes.

			After the tea is prepared, Anne pushes a cup toward Chely with just enough force that the cup clinks with the table and almost spills the tea.

			“Thanks, Annie.” Chely smiles back. 

			The Oracle returns a glare.

			The Earl Grey is transparent, as clear as a cup of water. It is a small trick that might mesmerise any common folk who know nothing of magic, but Chely is used to it. She’s watched Anne use that chalice for tea since they were teenagers.

			The chalice drains the colour of any liquid poured into it. As clear as the freshest water. Some alchemists speculate it’s because the Chalice of the Barberry Lineage drains spiritual power until whoever drinks from the chalice becomes soulless, like the colourless liquid within the chalice itself. Chely knows that’s horseshit, since she very much has a soul and is alive after many afternoon tea sessions spent with Anne on their early dates.

			Chely takes a sip, and her senses fill with the floral scent of an ordinary Earl Grey. Anne’s magic manifests in weird ways. The tea tastes like it is made of water from the well next to their old cottage, with a special metallic flavour resonating in it. A magician’s emotions leak into their everyday life, Chely recalls. How odd, for the Inabrian magician’s power, so tied to their emotions, to pour out like tea in an overflowing cup.

			“Have you been practising that spell I told you to stop with?” Anne asks her expressionlessly, as if she were discussing the weather.

			That ends the brief civility established between the oracle and the red-haired alchemist.

			“Who is the girl you are pretending to be?” Chely asks in return. She smiles in a mirthless manner. “Is she dead? And where are the missing people who came to your castle?”

			“How many times do I have to tell you? I have nothing to do with these missing people!” Anne’s face floods with colour for the first time since Chely stepped into her home. “As for the girl I assumed the identity of, she’s not dead. I met her while travelling. Her parents were planning to disappear off the face of Earth because they laundered money from the official Inabrian fund for the Reparation. She wanted to live with a family who loves her. She asked me for help, so I gave her a potion and told her to leave. The potion was to help her find a place where people will love her as she is. Somewhere no one knows her name. Last I heard, she is attending university in the northern Inabrian capital.”

			“Huh,” Chely says. “That’s a magnificent tale you came up with on the spot, Annie. When did you get so good at lying?”

			“What do you want from me, Cai-Li?” Anne stands up and almost knocks over one of the jars that decorates her table. “You think I’m responsible for some missing kids? Kids who probably have someone who loves them waiting at home? I know how it feels to lose someone! We lost Cole. I lost him, and I didn’t realise it at the time, but I lost you too. You drown yourself in sorrow.”

			“You can see into the future.” The fire inside Chely tugs at the edge of her wooden bench. The candles that listened to the alchemist’s command are getting sheepish, as they don’t know who to side with: the oracle who owns this castle or the alchemist that rekindled their flames? “You could have at least told me you saw him die. Even if we couldn’t stop it from happening, it would have been better to know and prepare for the grief. Maybe we both could have made better decisions in the aftermath.”

			“That’s what this is all about, is it?” Anne’s face grows distant; a cold grin spreads across the oracle’s facial muscles, which are strung taut. “I didn’t tell you because I was afraid you’d want revenge against whoever killed him! Screw the circumstances that it was a motherfucking war, screw the context—let’s be honest here, you aren’t the sort of person who cares about some random missing Inabrian kids. It’s about your loss, your grief. That’s why I saw his death in the first place! His death was the catalyst for events that changed the future of the world to come. Not something private to mourn for, but an excuse you tell yourself when you go down the path you’re heading toward!”

			Her words are met with silence. It’s an old wound by now, Cole’s death a scab that has healed after years of torment. Most of the time, Chely can think of it without feeling like her heart has been shredded into pieces. Ever since the day she held her brother’s body as it slowly turned cold with crimson liquid scattered on the emerald grass, nothing has been the same.

			“You are right, Annie,” Chely whispers. “You’re also a huge hypocrite. You think I’m the only one making Cole’s death all about myself? Letting it change me beyond recognition? Look around you. You have isolated yourself from the rest of the world in this tacky castle that scares everyone away. You masquerade around in your oracle persona so you can tell over-the-top stuff to people who are genuinely asking for help, and you feel satisfied by that? That’s childish for someone who’s pushing thirty. And if it makes you happy, sure, be a piece of shit for a living. Except this isn’t who you are! Can you honestly tell me you are satisfied? I think not. When did you last shower? What are those sleep potions you made that line the shelves? They seem very unprofessional, and they don’t seem to work because you look like shit!”

			Anne narrows her eyes at Chely. “I’m sorry my potion-making skills aren’t up to alchemist-sanctioned standard,” she scoffs. “But I don’t need you to help me sleep. I don’t need your company, or your unsolicited advice, and I don’t need your half-baked accusations!”

			Chely throws her hands up in the air. This whole argument is getting them nowhere; it sounds like every other fight they’d had in those last years. Familiar, but unpleasant.

			“I’m sorry.” Chely sighs. “I didn’t come here to argue.”

			“No,” Anne replies plainly. “I don’t know what you are here for, Ying Cai-Li. We have nothing left to say to each other.”

			That is The Oracle speaking, the one that always values the truth, no matter how harsh it is.

			“Okay,” Chely changes tactics. “You are right. I’m not here for the missing kids. I’m here because I want to bring you home.”

			Anne freezes, clearly perturbed by the sincerity in a round of verbal sparring. “This is my home,” The Oracle croaks out. “You are the intruder.”

			“You still should have told me that Cole was going to die,” Chely says, not backing down.

			“And you should have listened to me when I told you that you would lose me if you kept up with the black magic!” Anne snaps at the red-haired alchemist.

			The chandelier above their head shudders. The candles scream bloody murder as the flames try to clammer, staying atop without raining fire down on the two women.

			“Yeah, you’re right.” The smirk is gone from Chely’s face. “I did lose you.”

			

			Anne’s lips twitch.

			Both of them aged. Both are old and exhausted. The girls who fell in love during the Solstice in their youth over tavern fire and joyful conversations are nothing more than a distant memory. A daydream long dead after it was dragged across the walk of life.

			Chely with her alchemy in the colour of crimson and death, Anne with her Visions of the future and loneliness. They have strayed so far from where they started.

			The only one who remained the same was Cole.

			The chalice of water in the middle of Anne’s table swirls like a tornado. The reflection changes in front of their eyes. It shows a sunny day in the woods, two girls and a boy laughing as they dash in and out of a cottage playing hide-and-seek. The light is blinding. Their laughter carries across the fields of flowers by the wind.

			The kids shown in the chalice are undoubtedly Chely, Anne, and Cole.

			Except the image portrayed in the chalice never took place, not in reality.

			The three of them didn’t meet under such happy circumstances. They never spent their childhoods so carefree.

			They met as young adults, raised in the shadow of one war, only for another to crush into their generation, leaving half of them dead and the other half broken.

			The fairytale versions of them in the chalice are simply that—a reflection of the oracle’s unspoken desire.

			“The Chalice of Truth, huh?” Chely stares into the cup.

			“Oh, shut up,” Anne murmurs. “Truth is subjective, so is the future. We choose to believe, so we become. That’s the truth to me. The future I chose. I wish…it was the family I had from the very beginning.”

			They sit there together for a long time. Neither of them speak another word.

			

			Chely knows, however, they’re both thinking of the same thing for the first time in decades.

			They watch as their younger selves live a peaceful life in a parallel universe.

			The children grow into adolescents.

			“We are a family. You, me, and Cole. Nothing can ever change that. Not where we come from, nor where we end up,” Chely says. “That is the only truth that matters to me.”
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			“Since you are going to live here for an indefinite time in my house—”

			“Well, Annie,” Chely points out cheerfully, “it’s not really your house. It’s more like your castle. Your very creepy castle you didn’t really pay for. The Castle of Doom.”

			“Great, let’s establish some ground rules for The Castle of Doom, Cai-Li,” Anne says with a blank expression, unaffected by Chely’s deliberate attempt at lightening the mood. The oracle was always a serious girl, but it appears she has grown into a truly grim adult.

			Despite offering tea to Chely, the tension from a decade of unspoken emotions boils beneath the surface like hot lava. That cup of tea is the warmest thing she’s felt in the castle so far, besides the dancing candles Chely lit so she wouldn’t plummet to her death while ascending the stairs.

			How does Anne see in this dark? It is an eternal question. The oracle navigates the hallway with the ease of someone who traces the palm of her own hand. It’s like this place is engraved in the marrow of Anne’s bones, its map carved into her veins.

			“No dark magic,” Anne says sternly. “Don’t even try or I’ll know.”

			Chely opens her mouth to say something.

			“No, Cai-Li,” Anne says.

			“I didn’t even say anything,” Chely muses.

			

			“You don’t need to,” Anne says. “I can hear the cogs in your brain.”

			“Can you really?”

			Anne Barberry doesn’t humour that with a proper response.

			Chely smiles. “You know me. Even after seven years, we are still connected.”

			Anne scrunches her nose as if she is already regretting offering the castle as a sanctuary to the red-haired alchemist. If The Oracle was responsible for the missing children, this would be the moment she’d zap Chely out of existence out of sheer exasperation.

			She doesn’t though. Chely sees that as a point in favour of Anne’s innocence, much to The Innkeeper’s disappointment, probably.

			The man isn’t going to be happy to find out that Chely, in fact, knows the shady oracle, let alone the complicated history the two women share. Although Chely never intended to follow through with the promise she gave The Innkeeper, she does feel slightly apologetic that she never explained it wasn’t Anne that he should be worried about.

			“Okay, no dark magic.” Chely raises her hands up in appeasement. “It is debatable though. What you Inabrians consider ‘dark magic.’”

			“I can’t speak for all Aixauhan alchemists,” Anne says as dead as she seems to be on the inside. “With the sample size of one Yamalan boy and one Aixauhan alchemist captain, I think both Cole and Captain Ark Li would say what you are doing is dark magic too.”

			“Okay, fine,” Chely says. “No dark magic. It’s like nothing’s changed.”

			“You’re wrong,” Anne says, as if she can read Chely’s thoughts. The blonde woman’s voice is strained and reserved. “Everything has changed, Chely. We can’t just pick up where we left off.”

			Chely nods. “I know,” she says. “Doesn’t mean we can’t get to know each other again. Friends who haven’t seen each other do that all the time. We can catch up on what we’ve been up to, or what new hobbies we’ve picked up in the last seven years. Don’t you want to know what Maev is up to these days?”

			“You’re talking to Maev?” Anne’s expression morphs slightly into that of surprise, the most emotion Chely has squeezed out of the oracle. “I thought she swore she’d stop talking to us if you kept up with the dark magic... Maybe you have changed since we last met.”

			“Okay, fine,” Chely says in defeat. “Can we lay off the topic now that I’ve promised you?”

			“I don’t know,” Anne replies. “Depends on how well you keep your promises.”

			Chely doesn’t wish to admit Anne might have a point there. She’s nearly abandoned the plan of searching for the missing kids after one nostalgic conversation with the oracle over some tea.

			But she won’t make the same mistake again.

			As Chely steps into the guest room, her eyes widen. This space is almost like a different world from the rest of the castle. The curtain is a bright, sheer turquoise fabric, drawn to the side for the sun to stream in long golden rays. The bed is covered in milk-white sheets, with several pillows plopped on top of one another. There is a huge wardrobe made of wood that seems sturdy, carved with flowers. The floor is white marble, and the walls are painted a yellow in the shade of dandelion flowers.

			Even the lamp is in the shape of a flower in blossom, with a crimson lampshade gilded with gold tips.

			“Wow,” Chely marvels at the sight. “This doesn’t fit the aesthetic of the Barberrys. Did you decorate the room for me?”

			“No, I saved the room for the kidnapped victims,” Anne replies in a flat tone, which drains the amazement from the air quickly. The oracle leans against the doorframe as the red-haired alchemist turns her head in bafflement. “What? Too dark, too inconsiderate? Is the timing too poor? This isn’t the Barberry Castle, Cai-Li.”

			

			“Er, no.” Chely winces a bit at the implication of Anne’s words. “I mean, of course it’s not. Sorry, Anne. I didn’t think before I spoke.”

			“What?” Anne waves a hand, her stoic face radiating the energy that she wants to move on from this topic. However, as she opens her mouth, that is proven to be the wrong assumption. “I do live in a creepy isolated castle that has way too many hidden compartments and wear too many black clothes. I might as well take in the other…interests of Brutus Barberry.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying at all!” Chely lifts her head up. Her eyes feel like burning, how Anne says those words is like self-flagellation. It’s more painful to the alchemist’s ears than it appears to be to the oracle’s. “I would never say that. I know you differ from them, more than anyone else. I just…remember you don’t like black clothing.”

			Makes the dark circles under my eyes look more prominent. That was what Anne used to say. I don’t want to look more like a ghost beside you, Ying Cai-Li.

			“I still don’t,” Anne sighs. “This is my divination costume. It’s the colour that makes people pack up and flee. Plus, it doesn’t show stains of spilled drinks. Two birds, one stone.”

			Anne’s familiar, again now a black crow perched on Anne’s shoulder, gives a cry of protest.

			“I think you offended Cole,” Chely muses.

			“Stay out of our business,” Anne scoffs. But the alchemist hears the oracle lower her voice and mutter under her breath, “Sorry, Cole.”

			Chely sets down her suitcase on the rug, which is the same shade of red threaded with gold as the lamp.

			“Are you going to stay there to watch me change?” Chely asks.

			Anne’s face contorts like someone has accidentally stabbed her toes. “Please enjoy your own fucking company,” the oracle curses before storming off.

			

			Seven years later, Anne Barberry is still as allergic to flirtation as she was when they were young. No one this easily flustered could be responsible for a dozen or so missing teens. They’d embarrass the great oracle to death with their shrewdness.

			Ying Cai-Li takes off her brown boots, the ones she always wears as a traveler who often needs to trudge through woods and mountains to find alchemical components that can only be obtained under specific circumstances. The spirit core of a thousand-year-old tree, metal that can be mended into a hearth with enough spiritual energy to light up certain ingredients, or even a hungry ghost with no burial mound to claim.

			She’s relaxed in this room. It’s downright luxurious compared to what Chely has grown used to on the road. Sometimes the alchemist almost forgets that, before anything else, Anne Barberry is a sheltered Inabrian girl with exuberant taste who grew up in a castle just like this one.

			Anne is primarily known as an oracle, but with magic comes the convenience of making life agreeable. It means the Barberrys fashioned their ancestral castle with art and decorative magic that made it larger than life. The walls bore no cracks, the flames could be tweaked to perfectly accommodate the desired temperature of the castle’s owner, the dining tables popped up delicacies like lobsters, and the wardrobes contained the latest Inabrian robes made in the softest material that it slid around the body like water.

			Most of it is exaggeration, no doubt. But there is a grain of truth in it, which is that Anne is into architectural magic that makes rooms more surreal than they should be. When they lived together, Chely used to wake up in the morning to find The Cottage’s wooden walls smelling of fresh-cut logs from the forest, and the muddy floor so pristine that she could walk barefoot on them. Plus, she added a bathtub to the washroom with extra space to boot, as if the oracle couldn’t comprehend there were other ways of cleaning themselves.

			

			It used to drive Cole mad, but it always made Chely smile. Secretly, Anne was a creature of comfort.

			The renovation that Anne brought to The Cottage came one speck at a time over the course of several months that accumulated into seasons. Here in this castle, it is different, as if this entire room sprung into life as fast as the flick of a pen.

			Anne’s magic is growing, no doubt. It’s incomprehensible, but not out of nowhere. The Inabrians and their boundless belief in what they deserve, the world answers to their magic in kind.

			For Chely’s magic, for lack of a better term—“alchemist” is simply the closest word the Inabrian language has for any Aixauhan imbued with beyond normal human properties—on the other hand, operates under a separate set of rules.

			Aixauhan alchemist is an umbrella term for anything Aixauhan and magical. The Inabrian magicians are, as their title suggests, human magicians; but in Aixauh, everything has a soul. The trees, the flowers, a random rock; anything that has a spirit can become a human being through a magic-like means of gaining enough enlightenment. They were all lumped under the term “alchemists” in Inabri.

			The official term for someone like Chely would be 炼丹师, more a “forger of fire-element magical orbs” than an “alchemist.” The Ying Clan and most other alchemist clans who actively practised this type of magic are the closest to what the term “alchemists” suggests. Their craft mostly includes mixing ingredients through a process that creates magical components in shape of an orb—some of these orbs are medicine or poison. Others could soothe the ocean about to become a tsunami, grant people abnormal powers, or explode weapons of war.

			The emperors of Aixauh sought an orb of immortality through the help of alchemy, but they often died of mercury poisoning, as it was the element symbolical of the unchanging soul between life and death in the Aixauh alchemical charts.

			

			Just like Anne is an oracle with a knack for domestic decoration magic, Ying Cai-Li is an alchemist with a strong suit in a different magic as well.

			That magic had driven Anne away.

			Chely groans just thinking about it. “I really hope I don’t fuck this up again,” she says to the ceiling while falling back onto the comfy sheets. She can smell lavender in the fabric. Anne still loves mixing the same flavour of flower into her cleaning spells.

			Chely closes her eyes and takes a breath filled with the damp yet calming scent of flowers and falls asleep after a long day.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			There was a time when Chely brought all kinds of wildflowers to Anne. Freshly plucked from around The Cottage they lived in. Each day, a vase with a different blossom greeted her. Red peonies, blue bellflowers, purple lavender, wisteria, white lilies…

			The other half of the flowers were for a less romantic purpose, which meant they went straight into Chely’s cauldron to create the cleaning spell for all their laundry.

			She remembers how Anne’s face scrunched up when she found out where the leftover flowers went. Like a glass shattering on the ground, a perfect illusion breaking into pieces.
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			“Geez, who can believe it’s been seven years?” Chely mumbles to the ceiling as she wakes up. She can still taste the smoke that once permeated the battlefield.

			Magicians and alchemists clad in protection spells and armour had clashed into one another with all their strength. Debris of architecture crumbled into dust. Cities toppled overnight by the might of magic, the full scale of how the craftsmanship of magic turned into methods of destruction revealed to the common folk.

			

			That was when the Inabrians invented the word “witch.” Before the two wars, the magicians were thought of as untouchable divine lineages that were blessed by the Creator, while the alchemists were abominations who got their abilities through pagan sources. Until both sides committed mass slaughter of their civilians during the war, and the Inabrian public realised that when it rained acid or the ground cracked to swallow people whole, the source of the magic—Inabrian or Aixauhan—ceased to matter. They were all going to kill them excruciatingly.

			The Innkeeper is not the only survivor of the wars to grow disillusioned by the concept of the magicians. Chely can relate.

			The taste of salt and iron on her tongue as her mouth lay agape. Cole’s body dropping like a puppet whose strings were cut. Sticky crimson liquid on her hands. The lone daisy blooming among the cracked earth of the battlefield was stained crimson too. Its head bent, petals drenched in red.

			The soldier who killed Cole was not Inabrian, but rather an Aixauhan alchemist.

			Before Chely can get too lost in her thoughts, Anne pushes the guestroom door open without warning.

			“Hey, Annie.” Chely beams, the nightmare forgotten. “Have you ever heard of a thing called knocking? What if you walk in on me changing half-naked?”

			“My castle, my rules.” Anne’s face twitched. She hid it better this time. “Plus, it’s not anything I haven’t seen before.”

			Chely’s smile widened. It seems like overnight the oracle decided if she can’t make the alchemist stop antagonising her, then she may as well win the game.

			The oracle’s attire has changed. Anne is in a black robe with long open sleeves that hang loose like the sails of a ship. It’s simplistic in design, nothing more than some laces on the hem. Compared to the intricate layers of her dress as The Oracle, Anne looks downright normal this morning, barring the unfortunate choice of colour.

			“You look…cosy,” Chely says. “Did you and your familiar agree you’d both only wear black or something?”

			“Shut up, I’m wearing normal ass clothes,” Anne says.

			“I mean, sure,” Chely says. “Normal clothing for a very rich hermit. Do you not keep up with the latest Inabrian court fashion, at least? You used to be so dedicated to it.”

			“That was before the war,” Anne says. “We’re not seventeen anymore.”

			“True.” Chely shrugs. “I kind of noticed that among the population in town. There aren’t a lot of teenagers. Other than the tourists. And Naomi.”

			“Naomi?” Anne asks, confused. “Who is that?”

			“The Innkeeper’s daughter,” Chely says. “She said she’s met you in town buying groceries from time to time and that you were nice to her?”

			The oracle’s face slackens. An indescribably dull expression settles over her features. Anne Barberry’s grey eyes are dark and prowling like a thunderstorm diluted into a shade softer, like a dove’s feathers.

			Her face is inscrutable, like mist rising to block out the moon.

			Anne replies in a hollow voice, “This town is no place for kids.” 

			​

		


		
			​

2

			Born to Greatness

			

Anne Barberry grew up in a castle. It is less impressive than it sounds. Castles are so abundant in Inabri that even the smallest town with two streets and one tavern probably has one looming nearby in the background.

			Inabrian history is marked with magician lineages fighting amongst one another. Before the Crown united the lineages into one whole, each lineage was gunning for greater control of their territory and land for themselves. The magicians might have been chosen by the Creator, but the Creator clearly was having a bad day and wanted to see people bash in one another’s heads in creative ways en masse.

			Terrible jokes aside, Anne’s memories of The Barberry Castle are filled with childish wonder.

			Stone walls with great views, watchtowers to climb where magicians used to decimate armies of men. Dungeons that were locked for very good reasons—and Anne learning to lock pick from the lineage of locksmiths. She always knew more than she was supposed to. With a knack for not caring about how morbid things could get, nothing could hurt a young Barberry oracle. Anne’s world was once devoid of the concept of pain and suffering.

			History was nothing but stories; the future was nothing but flashes of prismatic colour. The biggest problem on Anne’s mind was how to deal with her parents when they got mad at her for breaking rules or etiquette.

			She used to love sneaking into the sprawling town below the castle, especially during Solstice. The townsfolk recognised her on sight, with her signature white-blonde hair and metallic grey eyes. They knew Anne was the next oracle that would take up the mantle from her grandfather. They showered her with free food, lovely conversations, and odd trinkets they sold at their stands.

			Sometimes, they’d ask Anne to tell them some small fortune. Whether their cheese would win the local competition, how many children they would have, what the weather would be like if they hung the laundry out to dry.

			Anne would reply honestly: “I don’t know unless I taste it.” “You look too old to have any.” “Even if it doesn’t rain, it’s still too damp for any clothes to dry.”

			They’d laugh, with their eternal kindness and patience extending to the foolish rudeness that only a Barberry child could afford to indulge in.

			The Barberry Family Castle resided in the hills surrounded by greenery. It towered over the hustling and bustling town like a shadow. The Barberrys prided themselves on the gifts they got from the townsfolk but never debased themselves enough to mingle with them.

			Anne always thought she’d grow up to be different. She found joy in the company of others; solitude was not for her. Her parents were not especially kind to each other, nor did she have many friends from the fellow magician lineages. The town was her home, she thought. They were her people.

			She was The Oracle. The Creator blessed the Barberry Lineage with one of His greatest gifts—the Vision to peek into the future that was His grand design. Anne was not stupid, she knew she was The Oracle. Yet she hadn’t realised that was all she was going to be to these people, in this town, in this castle. Anne Barberry was bound to the future of providing a solution to their infinite enquiries and problems.

			Anne enjoyed the love and admiration that fixed role brought her, so she would have to bear the burden it became for the rest of her life. It was not long into her teenage years before her father told her that it was Anne’s duty to serve the Barberry Lineage, which meant serving the Inabrian Army and the magicians in the war to come, for how else was she going to repay the years of doing what she wished without consequences?

			Consequences, what a funny word. The Barberry family produced two kinds of people: the oracles and the rest. Her father, her aunts and uncles, her sisters. Everyone lived a consequence-free life, for they did not have to become the object of ridicule when they didn’t deliver on the promise of the Barberry name.

			Anne might have tasted joy as a child, but that joy was conditional. Like The Barberry Castle, it had yet to reveal its sinister roots to her eyes.

			So, for years, Anne remained a spoiled brat, believing the town was her entire world and that her family deserved its place at the top. A beautiful, isolated story with no outside world to speak of.

			Sometimes Anne wonders if her whole life was merely a dream. One she woke up from and only to find herself right back where she started.

			Except this time, there is no more childish innocence to be lost. This time, the oracle is fully aware of the town’s animosity and the discontent that runs beneath the surface, their desire to pull from her threads of the future. Anne Barberry is under no illusion that there is a power dynamic to her castle and their town.

			She will take nothing from them, unlike her parents and grandparents. But they will get no hospitality from her. The Oracle owes nothing to the townsfolk who wish to pluck out her eyes to see into the future.

			Anne’s going to make them wish they could cut out her tongue. Then she can find some peace within her solace in the memories of the family she has found and lost.

			She will never tell Ying Cai-Li that she dreams of the red-haired alchemist often.

			When the oracle heard Cai-Li somehow found this town, Anne dreamed of the townsfolk with their permanent smiles and towering frames, the way she saw them as a child.

			In that dream, Anne screamed for Cai-Li to run. She was too late; the town swallowed her love whole.

			They didn’t even spit out her bones.
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			The castle Anne lived in as a child is nothing like the castle she lives in now.

			The curtains were always open to let in light. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling, sparkling like stars confined in crystal glass. Golden tapestries of the ancestors proudly stood in portraits encased in eternal youth.

			All this, Anne’s grandfather, Brutus Barberry, built on his own.

			Anne’s parents were social butterflies; they’d dance night after night at the gatherings of magicians. Expensive champagne swirled in tall glasses. They talked about Anne, boasted about how they were the parents of the destined oracle who would change the tides of the war to come.

			It was hilarious. Neither Anne’s mother nor father were in the First War themselves. Her father had been a pimply and prissy teenager, her mother an arrogant yet delicate flower. They didn’t see into the future or the past; they lived fully in the present.

			Anne sometimes thought about who she would’ve become if she had not been The Oracle. Did the Creator choose oracles to be born specifically to be the harbingers of war? There was no better explanation for why it was Brutus Barberry who got the gift of the Vision, who was the Barberry that carried the mantle in the First War, only for the power to pass not to his eldest son—Anne’s oldest uncle—but to a granddaughter born into the family of the third son. Anne’s father would have gotten no title or inheritance if Anne hadn’t turned out to be the only Barberry child in her generation that was near adult-age during the Second War.

			It was either the biggest coincidence in the world, or the Creator had a sick sense of humour. Thanks to the life Anne led, she unabashedly believed the latter to be true.

			Despite the temporary truce, it was common knowledge after the First War that a second war among the Inabrian magicians loomed on the horizon. The First War took place on Aixauhan lands, with half of the Aixauhan alchemist clans wiped out. The Inabrian magicians lost sons and daughters, for sure, but that’s what happens when you send armies to war.

			No, the Second War was not one of survival for the Inabrian magicians—it was one of pride. Only when the Aixauhans brought the fire back onto Inabrian land did the Inabrian magicians regret poking the bear one time too hard.

			The ten years of peacetime after the Second War left both sides weary, licking their wounds with equal amounts of damage. Finally, Anne thought. The path to peace was forged when both parties became tired.

			If they gathered enough strength to start killing one another again, Anne prayed that it was not within her or Cai-Li’s lifetimes. 
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			As a child, when everyone tells you that you are special, and you soak in those praises like a sponge. Anne used to go to gatherings of magicians, being introduced as the pride and joy of the Barberry family. Her head would tilt up in such self-importance, with the confidence of someone who deserved a punch in the face.

			“The magical lineages who pass down the Creator’s Magic by blood will also pass down the Creator’s Will.”

			Little Anne had smiled as her parents patted her head, not yet realising the meaning of those words.

			Years later, on her sixteenth birthday, which fell on the day of the Solstice, Grandfather Brutus would place within Anne’s hand the Chalice of Truth—the heirloom passed down from oracle to oracle for as long as the Creator blessed them with the power of prophecy.

			Anne took the chalice with her when she ran. It was a tool that helped the oracle stay sane. The prophecies spoken by The Oracle could be stored in the chalice for safekeeping, only to be remembered when Anne drank from it again.

			She used the chalice as common glassware. Many afternoons for tea with Cole and Cai-Li in The Cottage, neither Aixauhan alchemists suffered any apparent side-effects from drinking from the sacred Chalice of Truth, even though the idea was they were supposed to burst into flames due to being born of impure dark magic.

			Anne saw it as a giant middle finger to the entire Barberry legacy. But it wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough to wash the conscience of a Barberry clean.

			“Will you do anything and everything that is demanded of you for this family, Angelica Cassandra Barberry?”

			“Yes, I will.” Little Anne had puffed up her small chest and held her chubby cheeks high, leading all the adults in the room to chuckle in delight.

			“We are so proud of you, honey,” Mrs. Barberry had said. “You will be the greatest oracle, and you will define the future of the Barberry Lineage.”

			In her adolescence, Anne wasn’t sure if she’d become the greatest oracle by the time she reached thirty, but she knew she was going to define the future of the Barberrys.

			She was going to let the name die with her. Cheers to that, Grandpa.

			But Brutus Barberry had once been once Anne’s entire world. Despite their pride in her, Father and Mother had always been away. Anne had spent days popping her head out of the window at the gate covered with wisteria, waiting for her parents to show their faces, until her legs were sore. Grandpa Brutus would gently tell her it was time to go to sleep.

			“Your parents are busy,” Brutus had answered patiently whenever Anne had complained about how unfair it was. The soft creases on his forehead were marked by age. “Now, let’s get back to your studies. Have you seen anything using the Vision beyond the magician who chases the sun?”

			“No,” Anne had replied, ashamed. “It’s been years since I produced that prophecy, Grandpa. Do you think the Creator is mad at me? Am I ever going to see the future again?”

			“Each Oracle grows at a different pace, my darling,” Brutus had cooed to soothe his granddaughter’s anxieties. “Your parents are eager, but they’re also stupid. They see the glory of the Barberry name, but not the time spent to get there. Do you think I was born as well-versed as I am in the Vision now?”

			The way Brutus had called Anne’s parents stupid had made her chuckle, like any child easily impressed by those who sided with them. In those days, it had been like Anne and Brutus shared a secret. A secret that made them beyond the townsfolk, beyond the rest of the Barberrys, and beyond even Anne’s parents.

			“Yes,” Anne had replied. Back then, she couldn’t see a world where her grandfather was not a near-omniscient figure.

			“Let me tell you a secret, my little duck,” Brutus had said. “I came to my oracle power when I was twenty-five. My father was a lot like yours, prideful but useless. The Creator does not unfold the veil toward the future to anyone. He only does for those of us who stand at the precipice of time. An oracle is born to greatness. We do not see the futures of the common milk maid or farmer for a reason; we see the future because we are the ones who will define the future. I was there for the First War, and you will be there for the second.”

			“But the Vision I saw as a child had nothing to do with war,” Anne had pouted. She had thought herself grown at eleven years of age. “It was about the stupid sun! I want to see a war, too!”

			“You will, in time.”

			“What does a war look like in the Vision?”

			Brutus’s eyes had glistened with pure elation. “Glorious,” he had whispered before kissing Anne on the forehead. “It is glorious.”

			Anne now wishes she could have vomited all over his perfectly tucked cravat. Alas, an oracle is sadly not awarded foresight into things that matter.

			She doesn’t yet know the meaning of her first Vision. It was like Brutus said: The Oracle could see those who would come to define history. He saw himself, once upon a time.

			While Anne, she sees someone else.

			​
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