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	“Love has never been a popular movement. And no one's ever wanted, really, to be free. The world is held together, really it is held together, by the love and the passion of a very few people. Otherwise, of course, you can despair. Walk down the street of any city, any afternoon, and look around you. What you've got to remember is what you're looking at is also you. Everyone you're looking at is also you. You could be that person. You could be that monster, you could be that cop. And you have to decide, in yourself, not to be.”

	- James Baldwin

	


CHAPTER ONE   

	[image: depositphotos_399843780-stock-illustration-book-and-light-rays-sketch.jpg]I Merely Happen To Be 

	Well Read

	I dipped my quill into the antique ink bottle, thinking hard. Normally, I used the typewriter, but my potions mentor had been using it all morning. Judging by the empty coffee cups around him, the typewriter would be his for the remainder of the day, no matter how important my notes were. I kissed the quill against parchment. 

	Library Book List 

	Yes, this was important. I finally had a day to myself, and it was to be spent wisely. No potions, no sword training, no paperwork to slog through just because a building or two had been accidentally destroyed during a mission to free a journalist from prison. This happened quite a bit. I was not sure how anyone was surprised that vigilante organizations caused so much collateral damage. This should be obvious. 

	Nobody told me how these buildings got destroyed, and I did not ask, since I spent most of my days in training to become their main potion brewer once I became of age. Today though, piles of rubble were not my problem. 

	I scanned my room, searching for the library newsletter I had picked up from the bazaar yesterday. My room was a glass rosarium, crystalline flora garlanded above rose red furniture. I flipped over my silk blankets, shifted the trinkets on my vanity, checked my overflowing bookshelf, opened each drawer of my desk, checked my bookshelf again.

	“Emeril!” I called. I gasped as I spotted my long-lost seashell mirror compact. 

	“This had better be serious,” my mentor called from his study. 

	“Deadly serious. I lost the library newsletter,” I said, barging into his study. He was still sitting at the typewriter beside his bubbling pewter cauldron, a thin veil of smoke spilling over the rim. Ink, herbs, and leatherbound knowledge permeated the air. Dried plants wrapped in satchels hung from the walls, Emeril’s superstition to ward off negative energies. My boots clacked against the opal floor as I approached his bookshelf, ignoring the ladder. My corset was designed to allow for flexibility, and the boning in mine also served as armor, so I flipped, twisted and folded my body up the shelves unhindered. 

	“May I ask what the ladder has done to offend you, Fae?” he said, not bothering to look up from the type work of his gnarled yet strong hands. 

	“This is more fun,” I said with a smile. Not only that, I also long suspected he was aware of a potion that would grant me shimmering, sylvan wings along my back, and he did not wish to share. Climbing objects was my version of retaliation. Reaching a high enough vantage point, I examined the room. My once trustworthy newsletter was hiding from me, stuffed under a pile of parchment—Emeril’s correspondence with aristocracy, most likely. 

	As I swiped the newsletter, I tried to catch a glimpse of the letters. Emeril snatched them away with a sharp glare. 

	“Do you not still have a pile of books that have gone unread?” he chided. The wrinkles under his eyes were deep, deeper than usual. 

	“Well… yes, but that doesn’t mean I cannot have more.”

	“If you actually read all of your books instead of hoarding them for moral support, you wouldn’t bother the librarians so much.”

	“I still plan on reading them,” I said, grabbing the wicker basket I reserved for library trips and a travelgem, “but I can’t control the new releases that I must read today. Now if you’ll excuse me, I should be leaving soon, otherwise all the best stories will be borrowed.”

	Of course, the doorbell chimed. Well, it was not necessarily a doorbell, it was more of a twinkling chime that sounded whenever a new request from the king himself had arrived through an intricate system of pipes and machinery that veined through the crystal palace—an impressive structure composed of nearly every precious stone where the royals resided. 

	“You will have to grab that,” Emeril said. 

	This should have been my first inkling that he was stressed, overworked. I had never been sent to receive his letters, as he did not trust anyone but himself to retrieve them. There were also several death traps placed around our quarters, to keep others—even myself—from intercepting these messages. 

	Bestowed the title of best potion brewer in Viridine, King Greyson had offered Emeril a job at the royal palace, where he was promised everything he required for serving the royals privately. Instead, Emeril chose residence in the palace’s most secluded, heavily-guarded quarters, where he did as he wished while awaiting requests from the nobles of Viridine’s court. 

	These scarce guests were merchants in the business of secrecy. They spoke only to Emeril and ignored me as I poured tea and served golden petite cakes decorated with edible glowgems. 

	Alone, Emeril had lived in bliss for years, which lulled him into a ruse. That was, until the evening he heard footsteps outside his door. There had been a hushed voice humming a sweet tune. The wards and mechanisms protecting the quarters were still active—supposed to be active—so with a sword in his hand, he had unlatched the entrance locks. Light refracted from his sword, beaming onto a sleeping baby, swaddled by a cloud of blankets in a basket. The ribbon that always adorned my hair in a bow had been tied around the handle. Like a gift.

	A being with the classified knowledge of Emeril’s location, who had the powers to pass through every defense, had risked their life to set me down at his doorstep. It has been sixteen years and still, we did not have the faintest idea as to why. Over the years, I idolized this person as a harbinger of prophecies, because why not?

	Another mystery had been why Emeril sheltered me, though he raised me with a respectful, amiable sort of detachment and patted me on the head whenever I did well, an arrangement that fit us comfortably. He promised me that if I studied hard enough, he would teach me to wield magic. I suggested that he should become an enchanter with me, so we could travel Viridine and help others together. To become a powerful vigilante, the same as my favorite fantasy novels.

	I sighed, setting aside my basket. “How do I retrieve the letter without dying?” I asked. 

	He paused typing long enough to remove the delicate moonsilver chain around his neck, adorned with three keys. One, crafted from ivory, rather plain and small. The second, far more ornate, the bow shaped into an iridescent scarab with moveable wings. The third, the largest, inlaid heavily with opals, its metal twined carefully into a filigree heart. 

	Emeril held out the necklace. “Open the front door,” he intoned, “and use the scarab key on the vase to your left. It should deactivate most of the traps. The letter will be in a glass jar delivered by one of the pipes.”

	“And the other traps…?” I said, taking the chain. 

	“Well, it is a Wednesday, so the fire pit may or may not be active.” His attention flitted back to his typewriter, perhaps rereading the last sentence he typed, before resuming his writing.

	“What am I supposed to do?” I squeaked. 

	“Hm?” he yawned, distracted. 

	“If the fire pit is active!”

	He looked at me as though I’d lost all sanity. “Cross it. I do not have time for rhetorical questions, Fae. You have trained for much less.”

	I groaned, thinking of my precious books awaiting my arrival. But no, I had to deal with the unnecessary fire pit. I paused, rethinking. Were fire pits even essential?

	“Whatever trivial question you are pondering can wait,” Emeril scolded. 

	I was about to argue that my question was not trivial, that it was the reason I was about to endanger my life, but his sour mood deterred me, and I left. Nervously fiddling with the scarab key, I headed to the front door. 

	I opened it, only to be met with the usual dead end—a multicolored crystalline wall mainly composed of cerulean afghanite, obsidian, and ruby. Kneeling, I observed the vase by the entryway that I hardly paid any thought to. Rotating it, I found a subtle keyhole etched alongside the floral designs. As I inserted the beetle key and turned it, the floor rumbled. The wall shifted, great iron gears grinding to reveal a dusky, stone passageway at the bottom of a spiral staircase. 

	I kept my footfalls stealthy as I descended, the silence almost spell-like. Heart beating like a hummingbird, I pulled my long hair back and secured it with a ribbon. 

	True to Emeril’s words, most of the defenses had been deactivated. The trip wire at the bottom of the stairs did not stumble me, the swinging blades were not swinging, and, as I walked through the large, desolate room, I was sure that there were more traps just out of sight. Dozens of unknowns. 

	I heard the whoosh of the fire pits before I saw them. They blazed from the walls, the floor, the ceiling, a red hypnotizing inferno. There was a pattern to the flames, I realized. I would have to time my movements perfectly with no room for error. 

	“It’s just a dance,” I said aloud to soothe myself.

	Steeling my nerves, I dove into the flames. Timing each step to the fire’s music, I sidestepped, flipped, lunged, twirled, ducked. And with one final leap, I crossed the pit of fire through a thick haze of smoke. 

	Breathing hard, I gazed skyward. An arterial network of clear tubes, pipes, brass gears, levers, tangled overhead, constantly in rhythm like a labyrinthine pulse. I traced one tube’s path with my eyes and followed it until I found what I was looking for—a jar with a letter trapped inside. 

	“This is incredibly convoluted and dangerous!” I scowled to heavens as I unlatched the tube and withdrew the jar. No response to my sensible criticisms, though I should be used to that. 

	I fished through my leather thigh pouch until I found my jadestone—a travelgem. I tapped it three times, glow intensifying with each beat. My feet lifted into the air. My hair floated around my—

	The world became nothing, nothing except blurred, kaleidoscopic streaks as the wind howled. 

	Solid again, I landed in Emeril’s study. Teleporting with magic required two travelgems, and one had to be placed in a predetermined location to work. It was not recommended for those with weak stomachs. 

	“Greetings,” I gasped to Emeril, catching my breath. “I’m still alive, I think.”

	Still seated at the typewriter, he gave an unimpressed grunt as he took the jar and popped off the lid. “Let’s see which wants a potion for youthful beauty this time,” he said, unfurling the parchment. 

	“Do those exist?” I only knew of potions that changed hair and eye colors into a spectrum of different shades, but those were cheap to buy. I brewed even my own from boredom. 

	“If they did, I would never endorse nor teach the potion. It does not stop people from requesting them, though.”

	Scanning the parchment, Emeril’s features hardened. Before I could ask, he tore the letter and tossed it into the lit fireplace with sharp, jerky motions. 

	“Emeril?” I said. 

	He hefted his potion simmering in the cauldron and dumped it over the flames, turning all of his efforts into tendrils of smoke. “Shouldn’t you be at the library?” he snapped. 

	“I…” Unable to form a response, I grabbed my basketful of books, donned my lace-trimmed traveling coat, and activated my travelgem before fleeing away.

	☾

	Blythewood National Library was a section of the royal crystal palace open to the public of Viridine. A gargantuan structure, sunlight glided through the domed roof, illuminating the multi-colored glass and gracing the shining floors with their intricate designs, like a cathedral. There were plenty of marble tables throughout to read, and accomplish work. A bronze, gemtech dragon mechanism rolled over our heads as it followed a circuitous path, a gift from the prestigious Viridine Academy of Arts. With hundreds of shelves so tall, I would strain my neck if I attempted to see where they ended. This was the only building where I respected ladders. 

	There was a designated fountain for citizens to place their travelgems, close to the entrance, and I materialized beside it, terrifying a pigeon in the process. “Apologies!”

	Today, the entrance was guarded by two female Praestors—enforcers of Viridite law. I sucked in a sharp breath. Obsidian black plates of metal armor sat over their crimson uniforms, right above their knee-length armored boots, polished and reflective as mirrors. 

	The Praestor sized me up. “Your books, please.”

	Despite my confusion, I nodded, keeping my head down as a show of respect. They shuffled through the book bundle with such roughness, I winced. One book caught their attention, and they argued in harsh whispers before turning to me. I caught the name “Yin,” and a chill went through my spine. She was a high-ranking Praestor, one of the deadliest at that. Over two hundred vigilantes died by her hand. 

	She held the offending book out to me. Blue, Bruised Witches. “So, you like books about rebellion?”

	Thanks to my small stature, I had developed my own tactic for dealing with Praestors. It was simple really—pretend to be dumber than them and overly sweet to the point of stupidity. 

	“I thought I might like it,” I said, softening my voice, “but this book was much too violent, and I prefer happier books where people don’t die, and get to live.”

	“You say that,” she pressed, “but everyone knows how bloody this story gets.”

	Step Two: Appear intimidated by their power. It usually inflated their egos.

	“I thought I could get through it,” I said, fingers quivering as I wrung my hands, “b-but I couldn’t stomach the scene where the law enforcer gets stabbed by his own ribs. It’s awful!” 

	The second Praestor rolled her eyes and shoved the basket back to me. “Look, I don’t want to waste any more time on this one, it’s pissing me off. Get inside.”

	“Oh, thank you!” I snatched back the basket and rushed into the building.

	I was prepared to drop the act as soon as I was inside, but the library contained more Praestors, more Praestors than I’d ever seen in one area. Three of them were speaking in hushed tones to the library assistants. Four were interrogating a group of students using public typewriters. A large group was huddled in the nonfiction bay, conversing intently over their books. The rest were busy shuffling amongst the wooden chests full of library archives.

	I’d assumed that most of them would have cleared out by the time I had checked out my eccentric range of fiction books, but by then two hours had passed, and they were still buzzing like mosquitoes. I tried reading at one of the tables, but it was hard to focus with so many around, and I found myself rereading the same paragraph. Sighing, I stowed the book away. 

	Pretending to draft a letter, I plucked a typewriter close to the huddled Praestors and strained to overhear their conversation. 

	“—only to realize that certain potions for skincare were formulated with crushed quartz, which led to more inflammation. Do you have any recommendations?”

	The students, who I assumed to be healer apprentices, glanced at each other awkwardly. As with potion brewers, Emeril had told me, healers were often approached at arbitrary times to be asked about medical conditions. 

	I held back a sigh. A Praestor that was too self-interested to actually work? Not surprising. 

	Still, I stared at the other students with their tomes, their erudite discourse, hastily-scrawled notes, and wondered what it must be like to be one of them. To make friends with people my age, worry about petty classroom politics, fret over academia. I would not trade my life with theirs, though there were days where I wondered… only wondered… 

	The Praestor caught me eavesdropping. “May I help you?”

	“Oh!” I said, bolting up in my seat with such force, the others stopped talking and stared. “Quartz powder is often used to stabilize formulations, but if you find that you have a reaction to it, I would ask the brewer to substitute it with crushed summertime leaves and bone powder. Though for skin concerns, I suggest utilizing potions with diluted bee venom. Bee venom is one of my favorite ingredients because it’s easy to mix, and it usually makes the brew glowy and pretty.” With at least twenty pairs of eyes scorching into me, I blurted this out with a voice so high-pitched and rushed, I did not recognize it as mine. 

	One of them tilted their heads. “Which academy do you attend?”

	Blushing furiously, I hastily grabbed my basket and bowed to the group. “I merely happen to be well read. It was a pleasure to have met you all.” While it was customary to wait for them to also bid me farewell, I would rather be thought of as improper than remain for another minute. 

	Praestors? I handled them, handled them easily. Other students my own age? Perhaps fire pits were not so scary.

	I approached the inquiry desk as stealthily as I could, pretending to be absorbed in a brochure about pomade that gave hair a metallic sheen. Once close, I grabbed a map and tried to pinpoint the area in nonfiction that was currently mobbed with Praestors. Poisons. 

	Returning the map, from a distance, I observed them argue amongst each other as they scoured the texts with chilled, bleak expressions. Poisons and antidotes were a specialty of Emeril, so by extension, I had also become proficient. If someone had been poisoned, it was about to become my problem as well. 
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	Dollhouses and Confusion

	Gems

	Ruby - Strengthgem

	Sunstone - Shieldgem

	Sapphire - Talkgem

	Emerald - Catalyst in potions

	Topaz - Printgem

	Diamond - Glowgem

	Jade- Travelgem

	Garnet - Praestor warning signal

	Moonstone - Icegem

	Amethyst - Healgem

	Pink Tourmaline - Soundgem

	Lapis Lazuli - Foundation Of Trackertech

	Citrine - Energygem

	Opal - Linkgem for translation

	Onyx - Deathgem

	

	I laid on my bed, feet kicked upward, in an attempt to find a comfortable position as I devoured the latest book of a new fantasy series I had come to adore. 

	I had done my best to stay out of Emeril’s path since yesterday. He had been scowl-faced and grumpy at breakfast, and judging by the ever present perfume of energygem coffee, he did not have much rest last night. I did my best to ease his mood, refilling his cup as needed, tending to the potions he already had brewing over the fireplace, replenishing ingredient jars. He did not address me once. 

	Just as I had reclined into a comfortable position with one leg in the air, Emeril barged into my room. 

	“Fae, we have to talk,” Emeril said through a grimace.

	“Oh, you can acknowledge me? I thought for sure that I must have become invisible overnight,” I teased. 

	“My apologies, were you feeling lonely and underappreciated?” he said, just as dry. 

	“If I felt lonely or every time you forgot about me, I surely would have run away by now.” My eyes widened, as I had not intended to sound so bitter, and Emeril stopped playing his game to stare at me. 

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I was merely trying to say… well, you work a lot; we both work a lot, so it would be silly if we were to hold any grudge against each other—”

	“I wanted to thank you for tending to my other potions while I was busy,” he cut off my ramble. “If it was not for you, I’m sure I would have fallen behind.”

	“It was no bother at all, truly.”

	“Either way, we must have a discussion.”

	“Of course, but the Necrodragon requested strengthgems, so I must get started on those before it's too late.”

	Simply put, the Necrodragon was a network of vigilantes with magic, going on various missions to help those without their own magic. While crystals were available to everyone, the distribution of talismans that imbued humans with their own powers was heavily regulated by the government, and it was nearly impossible to acquire one without being a Praestor or knowing a politician. Talismans, the forbidden fruit of power. And although Praestors did all they could to demonize the Necrodragon, even referring to us as ‘slayers,’ many Viridites did not trust Praestors themselves. We received thousands of public requests daily. Locating lost objects, transporting trade goods, guarding baubles, protection from Praestors and more.

	Simply put, the Necrodragon was the fate I had chosen. 

	“You’re in your head so often, you forget to eat,” he admonished. “Meet me in the dining room.”

	I did not realize I was starving until I sat on my favorite cushion at the low table, the blue one embroidered with flora and rosettes. Emeril sat across from me, pushing a plate of jollof rice and fried plantains in my direction. 

	I had barely taken my first spoonful when he told me, “Princess Gerel has been poisoned.”

	I spat food chunks back onto the plate. “Why would you say that when I just started eating?” I exclaimed, coughing. 

	He poured me a glass of lemonade as he watched me recover. “Do you remember what I taught you about Rueful Poison?”

	Drinking gratefully, I tried to remember. Rueful Poison was so obscure, its antidote did not even deserve a name. “The main ingredient is hemlock, correct? Symptoms include vomiting, delirium, seizures, and paralysis. Rueful Poison keeps the victim alive for several weeks to draw out the symptoms, and in the final stages, it deteriorates the muscles, causes kidney failure, and… respiratory paralysis?” 

	“Correct,” he said. “I finished the antidote this morning, and I trust only you to administer it. Do not let anyone else touch it.”

	He reached into his bookbag and retrieved a bottle. The antidote. Its cosmic glow cast an aurora of stars across the room, ethereal. 

	Entranced, I mulled over it. Princess Gerel was the second-youngest of the three royal children, each adopted. She was young and rarely seen at events. But the royals held no true political power—we had representatives in Parliament—so what sense was there in poisoning the least notable of the royals?

	When Virdine was formed over a century ago, an elected tribunal selected a lineage with the most upstanding morals and values to stand as a figurehead for Viridites to strive toward. They appointed the Blythewood family, a charitable family of no scandals, who engaged with people of various religions and classes with respect. They funded advancements in gemtech, a science that studied how different gemstone combinations worked in harmony with machinery. A century later, and the Blythewoods were still loved. 

	Or so I thought. 

	Theories, in that moment, blossomed like weeds, each demanding attention. 

	“If you think any harder, steam will billow from your ears like a kettle,” Emeril said. 

	I frowned. “Have they caught the perpetrator yet?”

	“No, which is exactly why I refuse to trust anyone but you with the antidote. Don’t worry about any demands from the Necrodragon, I’ll take responsibility for them.”

	Healing elixirs were my most requested blend. It came as no surprise, since Praestors hunted ‘slayers' with a bloodlust that aged like a rancid wine, deep red and sour. It was rare to meet an unscarred slayer.

	I picked up the antidote as delicately as I could, scared to place a breath upon it, for this liquid meant life, even after so much suffering. 

	“One more thing,” Emeril intoned, darker than ever. “Do not attempt to get anywhere near this investigation. Whoever brings suffering to a child is not worthy of a resting place, and their bones deserve to be desecrated.”

	☾

	After the meal, laced in my strongest armored corset, I slid a blade into my garter belt, and hoped I looked formal enough to not offend palace staff. Delicate lace, pearl chains, a waterfall of silk for the skirt. Hoping I did not smell like a fire pit, I added a dab of bonbon perfume oil. Emeril handed me a travelgem authorized for delivering potions to the royals. He left immediately afterward. He did not bother to bid farewell. 

	I activated the travelgem, and landed on a crystalline floor. The sudden appearance of such vibrant jewel tones, an earthy aroma that seemed to come from nowhere yet everywhere, disoriented me. Dizzying. I leaned against a diamond windowsill, recollecting myself. 

	A section of the palace I had never been in before. I pulled back a gossamer curtain to gather my bearings—one of the higher levels, facing the pastel sunset, reigning high above the royal courtyard. Most likely an area restricted to the public. No death traps, thankfully, though a small part of me admitted they were exhilarating.

	I whirled around and— 

	I was facing the barrel of a gun. 

	“State your name and business,” a rough voice commanded. 

	“Oh. Greetings. F-Fae,” I stuttered in shock. 

	For this was Yin Li-Mei of the Grass Realm, a high-ranking Praestor who was appointed as Princess Gerel’s private guardian years ago. Most Praestors devoted their lives to scaling the ranks, hoping to one day live in the palace’s luxury and opulence at a station that required little of them.

	“I said name and business.” She moved her finger from the guard to the trigger, proving the value of patience.

	“I am Fae of the Grass Realm,” I stated, resolute, “and I have been sent by Géroux Emeril of the Forest Realm to deliver a potion to Princess Gerel of the Ice Realm.” 

	Yin did not move an inch. Her rosy pink irises scanned my face for signs of deception as sunlight glazed her regal golden armor, denoting the station she earned by sacrificing others. “Why would he send a child for such a dire task?” she said. 

	“Hmmm…” Good question. When I was seven, I asked him if he was an agoraphobe, and he told me normal children did not read dictionaries for fun.

	“Tell him that we demand he deliver it personally instead of sending us an inexperienced, absent-minded amateur.”

	“If you’re worried about my competence,” I said, rummaging through my cloak pocket, “I can assure you that as his apprentice, I am well-versed in magical poisons.” I handed Yin the type-written note that Emeril had signed and pressed with his personal seal. 

	This is Fae. Trust her or the princess dies - Géroux

	“The court was not aware he had an apprentice,” she said, staring at the letter. 

	I cocked my head. “With all due respect…we have met before, when I delivered the potions for Prime Minister Niang’s migraines.”

	Slowly, she lowered her weapon, gaze flickering between the letter and my face. “The public was never told about those, but that doesn’t make sense. I would have remembered you.”

	“I have blue hair now, if that’s where the confusion lies.” Was I truly so forgettable? 

	She shook her head, waving her hand dismissively. “We can sort out the matter once the princess has been treated.” 

	Within the royal bedchamber, a lone incense holder did its best to ward away the smell of vomit suffocating the room. A pair of heavy curtains cast the room in shadow. Vases of flowers sent by well-wishers had shriveled. Died. A dark aura of sickness. Gerel owned so many stitched ragdolls and porcelain miniatures that it felt like their eyes followed me, like I was not welcome…

	Sickness and dollhouses. Despair and glittershine. Odd combinations. 

	I walked past her antiquarian vanity, stacked high with cosmetics and ouds. “Your Highness?” I said, approaching her plush canopy bed. 

	My heart twisted. The princess was a feverish, gaunt skeleton of her former self. We were nearly the same age, yet now we looked years apart. Yin kept a close distance—a watchful eye—as I took her pulse. Arrhythmic. 

	Who would do this to another person? There could be a political motive behind the attack, but Viridine has been peaceful for over a century. I could not fathom us at war. 

	“Has she had any severe seizures?” I asked, removing my cloak and reaching for the poison antidote. Yin shook her head. 

	“That’s a relief,” I said, trying to move her trembling body into a sitting position without being too rough. She was so, so thin, it felt like maneuvering a ragdoll.

	Gerel stirred as I uncorked the antidote canter. Her pink hair flowed over the pillows and the deep dark circles under her impossibly emerald eyes made her look eerie. If anything, she was more haunting than beautiful. 

	“Yin…” she slurred, “who is this?”

	“She is Fae of the Grass Realm, and she introduced herself as Géroux Emeril’s apprentice.”

	I chose to believe it was the delirium talking. I had treated her for minor ailments multiple times. Besides, having two people forget your existence on the same day was rough. 

	“Here is the antidote, Your Highness,” I said. She took the bottle with shaky hands, drank greedily, and thanked me before drifting into her personal dreamscape. 

	I rose from the bed. “She should feel better in about one wee—”

	Yin slammed me against the vanity. I let out a pained cry as my back collided with the mirror, breaking it, and cosmetics went flying. She pressed her forearm against my windpipe. 

	“Where is he?” Yin spat, her skin magically into metal. It was cold against my neck. “Where is Géroux? You will lead us to him!”

	“I don’t—!” But she killed my protests as she shoved on my windpipe harder, choking me. It was typical Praestor behavior to embrace violence, to threaten and intimidate, so I didn’t know why I was so surprised. Still, I found her so dreadfully rude. 

	Tightening my core, I drew my knees to my chest, and kicked upward with all my might. She grunted as she flew back. 

	“I am so, so sorry!” I said. While she was still dazed, I grabbed my travelgem from my pouch and activated it. 

	Solid again, I was home, back in the main library of our quarters, the one location I knew to be truly safe from any hideous vices of the outside world. These crystal walls were comforting. 

	I had to compose myself before entering Emeril’s personal study. Calm my breathing, straighten my ribbon. He was busy gathering ingredients for his next potion, piling a fortress next to his cauldron. “Oh, welcome back. How was the mission?”

	I rubbed my neck. “... Strange.” 

	“How so? Did Yin attack you?”

	“Yes, though I should’ve expected that.” High-ranking Praestors were hardly promoted for their generous pacifism. 

	“Yes, you should have.”

	“But that’s not what was so bizarre. When I was there, Yin insisted that no one at court knew you had an apprentice, though I’ve delivered many potions before, and Gerel didn’t recognize me, either. Besides that, Yin demanded that I reveal your location.”

	He let out a sharp laugh and said, “I dare her to try and find us. Do not worry about any of that.”

	“But—”

	“I said to drop it,” he cut in, harsher than I expected. “Since I have overtaken your responsibilities today, why don’t you go and read?” He headed to his cauldron, with sudden disinterest in me. 

	I stole his favorite rocking chair as he worked, remaining close in the chance that he requested my assistance. A cup of tea, and a poetic novel about a carnival troupe toppling a corrupt empire were the trick to soothing my nerves. 

	I tried to immerse myself in a scene where the protagonist prepared several disguises to fool nobles, but my mind kept wandering to the sick, lusterless image of the princess. I tried again. My mind wandered over and over, like it was trapped on a carousel. 

	In all of my years as Emeril’s apprentice, managing his correspondences, I had never seen a request so dire. Potions for energy, enhanced vision, elixirs for common colds, of course, but never anything so perilous.

	Had they caught the attempted killer yet?

	“No, they’ve not found them,” a woman’s voice intoned. I jumped, nearly launching my book across the room.

	Rosales Celesta of the Desert Realm, otherwise titled The Black Swan. Silent and secretive as a wraith, she was the one human who Emeril had given permission to enter at will, though how she did so without disturbing the alarms was a mystery.

	In legend, The Black Swan was a bloodthirsty assassin, freeing vigilantes from prison, felling Praestors, and trafficking high-value gemtech. In truth, The Black Swan was a hero, freeing vigilantes from prison, felling Praestors, and trafficking high-value gemtech to those in need. 

	“Most people start conversations with a greeting,” I sighed. “And how did you know what I was thinking?”

	“It was written all over your face.” 

	“Today isn’t a good day to sneak up on me, I was just attacked by a Praestor,” I said, happy to see her in spite of myself. It’d been months since her last visit, as she typically appeared when she wanted an exclusive potion or needed me for a Necrodragon mission… or desk work. I had no inkling that operating within a vigilante order required so much filing, typewriting, editing, and official signatures until Celesta, who was much too busy on covert assignments, left me with the desk work.

	“I’ve been attacked twice today, you don’t see me bragging,” Celesta huffed. 

	“I wasn’t brag—”

	“Sit properly.”

	Emeril wound his timer for two hours and let the cauldron simmer. “What do you need, Rosales?” he asked, crossing his arms. 

	“You’ve taught Fae a lot about potions, and I understand the political alliances within Parliament and the realms. I was ordered to compile a list of suspects for the poisoning, and she would be helpful.”

	“Absolutely not. I’ve already banned her from investigating the situation, and I do not appreciate you bringing her into the evils of this world.”

	“If Fae is so protected at your side, explain the bruising on her neck,” she said, and Emeril winced. “Like it or not, you’re the one who needed assistance from the Necrodragon, and you signed a contract. I don’t care about what you like or what you despise.” 

	I cocked my head. This was the first I have heard of a contract. I had assumed Emeril and the Necrodragon had harmonized from the start, the sun and moon, without dispute, with no disturbance. Either way, the mood had darkened, and I had to jump in.

	“She’s not asking me to do anything dangerous,” I said, waving my hand as if to ward away the thought. “But if we have the ability to help, don’t you think we should?”

	I trekked toward the bookcase with an array of nonfiction texts, from architecture to dream psychology to parasols, searching for the tomes related to poisons.

	Emeril opened his mouth to argue. Celesta responded just as quickly, rising to her full height, searing him with the intensity of her glare. Ice tingled up my spine. It was only natural, as sleek, dark crow feathers ran the length of her arms, hidden by a frayed black cloak which accentuated her dark eyes. I supposed that if I had not grown up with Celesta, I would be deathly afraid of her, but as fate had it, I was the toddler that yanked at the corvid feathers that sprouted in her messy hair and screamed for her help when I thought I saw a ghost. 

	And so, Emeril retreated without a sound. 

	I undid the ribbon in my hair and slipped it through my tresses, tying it higher than before, renewed with purpose.

	


CHAPTER THREE
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	All We Are Is Stories

	By nightfall, I was stumped. This situation made no sense, especially regarding the victim. Princess Gerel was not set to inherit the throne, and even if she was, the title was purely symbolic so there was no sense poisoning her. She did have ties to the prime minister, was it possible this was relevant?

	Prime Minister Niang Kemi. Beloved, most definitely. She had been in an affair with King Greyson until her inauguration where their relationship went public, stating that she did not desire his connections to win her votes or sway the electoral results. She refused to marry him, since she believed monarchs should not hold political power. Together, though, they adopted three children. 

	Our guests loved to rave about Princess Alma, the eldest child set to take the crown. After everything I heard about her, she was like a character from a folktale. She had classic beauty in the way she spoke and moved, a modest and gracious presence, a prodigious cellist, gifted as an actress, and insisted on charity recitals instead of birthday celebrations. Scrunching my nose, I wondered if woodland creatures attended her gatherings.

	Meanwhile, the young Prince Suraj was too sickly to be seen at public events. His autoimmune disorder was too rare for a cure even by Emeril’s standards. He did his best, brewing the boy’s painkillers. 

	Humming, I made a list of ingredients for Rueful Poison, consulting Emeril’s scrolls for the conditions necessary to cultivate it. After unfolding a map and reviewing a farmer’s almanac, I inked in the areas in which all components could be harvested. Desert Realm, Grass Realm, Underwater Realm. If the attack was politically motivated, it would most likely be notable from one of those regions. 

	“Celesta, may I ask you something?” I spoke. She grunted in acknowledgement. “I know you’ve had fights with Praestors, so how do you evade the guilt after you’ve hurt someone?”

	“Did they attack first?”

	“Well, yes…” If I stared at the red ink embellishing the map between us for too long, it began to remind me of Yin's blood. Or was I being overly sentimental? 

	“Then good job.” 

	“But I still feel guilty.”

	“Maybe you’ll feel better when you realize that they’ve most likely killed many Necrodragon members and they’ll happily kill you, too.” Her face was unreadable. Predictably so. 

	“In what world does that make someone feel better?” 

	“In a world where people need justice.” Silence flourished, a tart fruit to bear. 

	“Fae,” she said suddenly, “we have a tactical mission for you.”

	I gaped at her, quill aloft. I had completed simple errands for the Necrodragon, yes, but I had never been sent on a tactical mission, even with all my years of combat training under her tutelage. 

	“Last night, I tracked an illegal talisman hidden within the palace. I discovered who has it, but he left in the morning. We need you to retrieve it,” she explained.

	Magic, an invisible substance that coursed through the universe, entering this planet’s atmosphere through fallen space debris. Meteorites. If a human uncovered one, they could harness its power. The stone had to be carved with gemtech runes and placed inside an object to entrap the magic, keep it from evaporating before it merged with a human. That object became a talisman. Though that meant it could be anything, a seashell, a studded jewelry box, a compact mirror. 

	“Why me?” I said, my blood strumming from both nerves and… anticipation.

	“Someone else might harness the power within the talisman or try to sell it to the wrong people. We must be cautious knowing a killer is on the loose,” she said.

	“Oh.” I had hoped she would tell me my hard work made me suitable for more Necrodragon missions, and I was closer to officially being recruited. As usual, I was hit with there were no other options. Today was not the best day for my self-esteem. 

	She shuffled through her bookbag, and presented a large platinum coin like an award. “You depart tomorrow, so prepare yourself.” 

	I turned the coin in my hands. The cover, speckled in opal and jade, glinted at the smallest shifts. At the time, I could not tell what had been eerier, the fanged fairy embossed on one side, or the esoteric glyphs hastily carved onto the other. 

	Packing up our notes with inhuman swiftness she said, “I’m sure the others will appreciate this, and I’ll tell The Marooned Weaver to hurry up and return your book.” In the end, she left as she always did, without a goodbye. Leaving me to clean up. 

	The diamond lightgem in my lamp dimmed, a warning that it must be replaced. Magic gemstones were precious minerals that had been steeped in a potion, therefore lacing special powers through their essence. Only certain crystals could be submerged in the potion to absorb magic. I had a list of gems and their corresponding abilities dangling from a ribbon in my room. Rubbing my eyes, I walked toward our lightgem chest for another diamond—

	And I felt it. Arcane energy thrummed inside me.

	In one heartbeat, the world was darkness. I had never known a night, not even on a new moon, that had been so vast, so dark. I tried to set the lightgem aglow, but its starlight power hardly flickered in response.

	For a frightening moment, I thought the world had been obliterated without a whisper, that I’d fallen into death, or a plane of nonexistence. This was it. Then I made contact with the brass chest, remembered which floor I stood on, and breathed a sigh of relief. 

	The darkness died. 

	Emeril burst through the door. His terrified expression softened when he saw me. “Are you okay?” he demanded, voice louder than I have ever heard. 

	“I… think so?” I said, looking down at my body. Seemed fine. “What about you?” I could not remember a time when he wasn’t calm, aloof, or both, but instead of fear, I felt the need to help. “I’ll brew some tea. Earl Gr—?”

	“They’re looking for us,” Emeril said. “Veil Potion. Now.”

	I nodded, keeping a neutral face for his sake. Veil Potion kept others from temporarily noticing you until you addressed them, breaking the enchantment. I kept one at my nightstand for decoration, a never-ending swirl of pastel flourishes. 

	He massaged his temples, cursing under his breath. “They’ll never find us, but that doesn’t mean we’re entirely safe.”

	☾

	The next day, Emeril managed to tear himself away from his beloved cauldron long enough to see me off. He rarely let my activities keep him from work unless he was deathly worried for my sake, which was concerning, as he had been so nonchalant about the fire pit. 

	“Be back before dinner,” he said.

	“I’ll be expecting strawberries for dessert.” 

	It felt like he was memorizing me and I memorized him back—dark skin, wide stature, silken robes. “Farewell,” he said. He paused, then faced his back to me and left.

	I tapped the travelgem coin thrice, glow entrancing. In less than a second, I was far, far from home. 

	Once again corporeal, I landed on a forest floor, kicking up clouds of leaves and dirt. “Thank you, little friend,” I said to the travelgem before it shattered. 

	I scanned the woodland to gather my bearings, mentally reviewing Celesta’s directions as I placed myself inside her clear-cut descriptions. Apparently the holder of this gemtech talisman preferred solitude much like myself. It would be difficult to find if he was not in his usual spot.

	I stared in awe at the scattered patches of grass, broad trees looming overhead, thick foliage obscured patches of sunlight, hardly letting it dapple the ground. One could imagine being lost here, wandering for centuries like a fairy, yet always feeling at home. Insects droned and buzzed. Animals howled and chirped. High above, a city of treehouses threaded together by bridges resembled a spider web. Most Viridites living up there earned their keep by chopping lumber and hunting fauna for pelts and meat. Accented voices and shouts drifted down occasionally to us.

	During the nineteenth century, an enchantress with psychic abilities foretold a prophecy of the world at war, and so, to preserve humanity and magic, she called enchanters from around the world and warned them. Together they agreed to form Viridine, a crescent landmass in the Pacific Ocean born from charmed glyphs and shrouded with a gemtech shield. Our sky was constantly abuzz with galactic flashes of magic as the shield domed over Viridine. The protections have long lost their usefulness, however. It was only natural that a world war brought about the apocalypse, and now we were the only remnants of humanity left on Earth. We had all we needed, all we possibly wanted, and since no one wished to reignite the former barbarity we held toward one another over borders, imperialism, and resources, we agreed to remain as we were. And so it seemed, we mournfully referred to the world left behind as the Lost World. An opal linkgem adorned my sterling leg cuff. This was why, although multiple languages existed here, we understood each other completely. While everyone did their best to preserve their ancestors’ languages, Viridine’s most abundant tongues were Arabic, Spanish, and Mandarin. Over time, these three enmeshed to form the Viridic language. 

	My ears perked up. The animals to the left scattered, even as they had been serene moments before.

	In the distance, a pocket watch lay on the ground, twinkling where flecks of sunlight splashed the metal and precious gemstones. The talisman. I dashed forward, leaping with abandon. A wave of energy pulsed through my veins as the metal made contact with my skin. The timepiece must be enclosing pure magic within it, keeping power trapped behind a tiny clasp. 

	“Release my watch,” a voice growled as a figure appeared from behind the tree. I parted my lips to reply, but my voice hitched as I fully beheld his stature. I only managed a weak Eep! 

	Comparing my height to his, I was a cozy keepsake figurine. He wore a tailored suit, and over that, a leather strap which held a dozen throwing daggers. His disheveled, brown hair was styled in such a way that almost hid the most intimidating part of him: stark eyes with a red so intense—piercing—that they glowed. An omen. He grimaced when he caught me staring. As I tightened my grip on the talisman, he reached for one of his multiple throwing knives. I tried to remember... There was a legend about eyes like those, something… something about a curse involving murder, inescapable fate… 

	I cleared my throat, seeking to buy time as my hand slowly inched toward my purse. “If it’s your watch, why would you drop it so carelessly?” I challenged.

	“I don’t know what dark magic you must have used to make me drop it, but I demand that you hand it over, or there will be consequences,” said the demonic boy. “There will be no magic that can save you.”

	“You think it’s more plausible that I have some sort of thievery magic instead of considering you might have just dropped it?” 

	He glowered. “Are you incapable of simple tasks? I told you to drop. The. Watch.” I stood, holding the watch closer to my chest, forcing any defiance I had in me to swell up.

	The red-eyed stranger raised his blade…

	And deadly myself, I rose to my feet, prepared to fight if I must. A bewitched monster with a violent temperament against a lacework girl with a whimsical soul. I fumbled through my bone-white coin purse for a travelgem—

	A biting sting. On my wrist. I yelled, pain making me drop the purse. Gems, potions in small bottles, candies, spilled onto the earth. Behind me, a jeweled throwing knife, lodged in a tree, dripping blood. He had nearly sliced a vein, and we both knew he could have done so if my vein were his target. Or my heart…
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