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​

This one is for anyone tired of lies.

∞

To my mom, Linda:

Thank you for always being right about the right things.

I love you.

∞

––––––––
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“That one may smile and smile and be a villain.”

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

HAMLET, Act 1 Scene 5
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Clockwork butlers methodically circulated through the stands handing out copies of The Royal Gazette. Amber flipped through the pages of her copy quickly, skimming each headline to see which final versions made it to press. Breaking with tradition, the four-page pamphlet didn’t list the competitor standings from the first day of the foxhunt. Instead, it ran four spotlight articles. Jasmine had written each with oversight from Selene and Captain Vaughn. Page one: King Elios Dethroned, Kingslaw Done. Page two: Royal Foxhunt Permanently Cancelled. Page three: Witchfolk Freed, Binding Cuffs Outlawed. Page four: The Earth Guild Reopened, Witchfolk Welcomed. Murmurs clouded the air as the crowd learned of the overnight revolution.

Silence shrouded the center of the arena where the newly closed labyrinth lay topped with an alabaster slab. Wooden benches lined the outer edge of the floor in neat rows. The benches gave the witchfolk seated there a front row seat to the hovering stage holding the royals and guildmasters. Newly freed of their binding cuffs, some of the witchfolk were half-shifted into their beastling forms. They sat proudly with their horns, fangs, and claws on display. There was no need to hide anymore. At least for them. 

Amber fidgeted with her ring. A ring that she now knew wasn’t just her grandma’s; it was originally Celeste’s. She has so many questions for the witch queen but no time to get answers. Elios was on the run, and she needed to go after him before he caused too much chaos. He was likely already in Chicago. Jasmine had told her how long it would take to get there and already twice that amount of time had passed. She’d argued against attending the announcements, but her mom had demanded she be present. Appearing as a united front to the public was apparently more important to her mom than catching Elios. So, she sat on stage between Celeste and her cousin Maximo fighting the urge to get up and walk away. The only thing keeping her sane was Kane’s protective stance behind her. The plan for what to do with Elios once she caught him formed in her mind. Stoning was too kind. He deserved worse. Much worse. Maybe she could strip him of his magic and force him into the mines. Or he could...

Syncopated music cut into her thoughts as the national anthem poured from the speakers. It was time to start the royal announcements. The flatscreens dotted throughout the arena blazed to life with images of Princess Selene standing center stage in her crown and formal guild uniform. The embroidered red dragon on her black corset crawled up towards her heart while the tail wrapped around the left leg of her leather pants. Amber marveled at how ready her mother looked for war.

Selene held up a hand and the music stopped. “My family has ruled the kingdom for one hundred years. I fear that we have failed you all. From my grandfather Wesley to my father and then my brother, the Silverby kings encouraged and funded the oppression of the witchfolk. They bred fear and hatred between the guilds favoring competition and wickedness over collaboration and kindness. My mother, the widow queen, wanted a change for the kingdom. She intended to entrust me with the crown, but Elios took her life before she had a chance to make her wishes come true. He killed my mother for the same reason he killed my father, to gain the crown’s power.” Selene lifted the crown from her head. As she held it aloft, a blue flame engulfed her hand, leaving a pile of ash in its wake. “The crown’s power ends today. Elios confessed to his crimes last night before he fled the city. He is unfit to rule.”

The murmurs rose to a new high. Selene waved a hand. The images on the flatscreens switch to a projection of Celeste’s memory of Elio’s interrogation. She’d used the puzzlebox to secretly capture Elios’ confession. Amber dropped her gaze to her lap; she had no interest in rewatching her failure. A confession was not enough. She needed Elios to pay for his crimes. She needed him in custody. She needed to see him punished.

Selene waited a beat before she continued.

“The guild stands united against Elios. Kingslaw is over. The Witchfolk are free. The royal reign of my family ends today. So begins the era of guild rule. Let no one disobey Guild law.”

Amber sat forward. This wasn’t what they discussed. What’s happening? Kane put a hand on her shoulder. Did he know? She turned and stole a look at him. His eyes were focused straight ahead but his brow was furrowed. He didn’t know. Is this why mom wanted me here? Maximo shifted in his seat. He tapped a pale slender finger against his arm rest. 

“With the restoration of the Earth guild, we will have four guildmasters again. Things will be as they were in the time of Circe and Medusa. The kingdom will henceforth be known as the Republic of Michigan and governed by a council of the four guildmasters to guarantee all our interests are represented fairly. This change will take time to get accustomed to, but it is for the best. On a rotating basis, each guildmaster will preside as president of the council for one year.”

Selene turned and nodded; her eyes focused to the woman seated to Amber’s left. Light applause rose from the stands as Celeste walked to her side. 

“This is my grandmother, Celeste. It was she who captured Elios’ confession. She was the first person Amber awakened from the stonegarden. Celeste will serve as the guildmaster of the Earth guild. As the creator of the quickgold witchblade, there is no witch better suited to lead the witchfolk in reopening their guild.”

The flatscreens projected Celeste’s memories making the witchblade. Amber took shallow breaths as the images scrolled through the familiar scenes. Why had Celeste agreed to this? Why did they agree to Rynn being the earth guildmaster just to change their minds? And why did they keep it a secret? 

“My reign was cut short by my husband Wesley.” Celeste’s voice echoed through the arena. “He was a terrible husband and an even worse king. When I tried to stop the horrors he was unleashing on the witchfolk, he imprisoned me with the quicksilver curse. My rebellion failed but the revolution has succeeded thanks to my great granddaughter and her friends.” Celeste gestured at Amber with an open hand. “I am proud of Amber for rescuing the witchfolk from our stone bondage. When Wesley took away my daughter’s power to connect with her familiar, I feared his evil intent cursed our family. Amber is proof that evil may win battles but good wins the war. She is my wildest dream come true.” Celeste made a beckoning gesture to Amber.

Now what? Kane gave her shoulder two quick squeezes. As she stood, she adjusted her corset, tugging at the short sleeves of her blouse. Her feet moved slowly as if she was walking through mud. Amber took a deep breath and then shuffled into the empty space between the women who were working together without her. Hopefully they aren’t working against me too. 

“None of this would be possible without Amber.” Selene reached out and held her hand with a grip that rooted her in place. “As a reward for remaking the witchblade and waking the witchfolk, Amber will serve as Envoy Chief. Her role is to oversee the Guild’s envoy missions and create a working relationship with the Americans after our long estrangement.” Selene’s words dripped with authority. “As both mage and witchfolk, Amber can show the Americans what makes our homeland so special.” 

Shit. Amber was tired of hiding but announcing she was witchfolk in front of the whole kingdom was not the plan. Nothing they said so far was part of the plan. The urge to yank away from her mom’s grip and jump off the stage clouded her senses. Murmurs bloomed into shouts and cheers that blended together as if the arena was groaning in unison. Only parts of the crowd’s protests penetrated her daze. 

“Mage witch.” 

“Liar.” 

“That explains a...” 

“Fawking royal basta...” 

“Blackbi...”

“Enough.” Selene’s voice boomed. “The time for questions will come. That time is not now.” Selene snapped her fingers. “Bring out the prisoners.”

The loud groan of creaking stone drowned out the crowd’s chattering. The images on the flatscreens shifted from the stage to the labyrinth. A large square cutout in the center of the slab slowly sunk underground into the labyrinth. When it rose, it carried a cage filled with dozens of men yelling and pounding on the iron bars. The cluster of gray clothing and shaggy hair let her know what she was looking at. Hunters. She stole a look back at Kane. He shook his head ever so slightly. 

“The guild will not permit any hunter to roam freely.” Selene announced. “Let it be known, an enemy of the witchfolk is an enemy of the guild. And any enemy of the guild will have hell to pay. The Guild will pay five golds for every hunter returned to our custody. Alive or dead.”

Celeste stepped to the edge of stage with a flourish. She whispered a spell in the blink of an eye. As soon as the spell spilled off her lips, she shifted into a beautiful silver and red griffin. She was no larger than a fox, but when she stomped her paw, the stage shook. A heartbeat later, she took flight, circling the stage before diving down to the cage. The flatscreens followed her flight around the cage. The men scattered away from the bars, fighting for a hiding place at the center of the cage. Their clamoring was futile. Celeste let out an ear-piercing roar louder than thunder as red and silver flames spilled out from her jaws. Smoke engulfed the cage and blotted out the image on the flatscreens. Amber winced as her mom’s grip tightened on her hand. When the smoke cleared, Celeste was perched atop a large pile of ash where the cage once sat.

Tentative applause spread through the arena. Amber’s chest tightened as her mom pulled her into a hug.

“I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you expected. Trust me, it’s all for a good reason.” Selene whispered. “And now, you don’t have to hide anymore.”

Medusa take the wheel.
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The sparring room took the brunt of her rage. Amber conjured a fist-sized blue fireball. She tossed it in the air twice before hurling it at the granite target on the far wall. It met its mark with a flash before sputtering out. She turned ninety degrees to her right to face the next target. The freshly conjured waterball swirled in her hand like quicksilver. She shifted it into four razor-sharp icicles, flinging them across the room at the set of flour sacks pinned to the wall. They pierced the flour sacks simultaneously, spilling the white powder out in slow streams. She turned to the right again, facing the silver disc painted to resemble a snail’s shell. A pair of looping green vines sprung from her palm. She flicked her wrist and sent them straight at the target. The vines braided into a knot midair, striking the target’s center and leaving a dent. Another turn. A mini tornado swirled above her palm. A knock at the door stopped her mid-throw. Amber commanded the windstorm to fade.

“Yeah?” She called out. Maybe Jasmine was finally done packing, and they could leave.

“You have a visitor.” Kane stuck his head in the door. “It’s a seer. Said her name was Willow.”

Odd. Amber took a deep breath. Another distraction, great. “On my way.”

She plastered a fake smile on her face before opening the door to the common area. A woman who looked a little older than her mom sat on one of the twin couches. Her dress was a deep shade of purple with black pinstripes and ruffled sleeves. 

“Hello, princess,” she said in a silvery tone.

“It’s just Amber.” Amber nodded slightly as she sat in the chair next to the woman. “How can I help you?”

“I’m actually here to help you.” The woman tilted her head to the side, eyeing her with eyes so dark they seemed to be made of shadows. “Do you remember me?”

Amber studied the woman for a beat before shaking her head. “No, sorry.”

“I understand. It’s been a few years since your uncle brought you to temple for a reading.”

Recognition washed over her. Her stomach flopped and bile rose to her throat. This was her uncle’s favorite seer. She’d done her best to block out the memories of the seer sessions. Imani had taught her an exercise for wiping her mind that stopped short of losing herself altogether. She couldn’t remember faces or the details of the sessions. But the exercises couldn’t block out the lingering memories of the charmtek or the sense of unease she felt during the encounters.

“I remember...some.” She stood. “I don’t think I’m interested in your help.”

“Please listen.” Willow reached up and touched her hand. “It’s not like you think.”

“I think you helped my uncle torture me. So, if yo—”

“I protected you from him. He feared you were the prophesied downfall of his reign, the guardian that would drag him to hell.”

“And I’m guessing you gave him that prophesy?”

“I did. I knew who you were the first time he brought you to the temple, but I had to keep the truth from him to save your life. He would’ve killed you had he known that your fate was to free the witchfolk and end his life.”

“What do you mean?” Amber sat down.

“You are the guardian of the witchfolk.” Willow cleared her throat. “The official story in the Almanac is a lie. After she escaped the god-realm, Medusa walked our earth for thirteen years. During her absence, the gods sent Perseus to bring her back. After she killed Perseus and sent his head back to the god-realm, the gods brought the hunter Orion up from the underworld. Orion did not make the journey alone. He brought with him a horde of goblins to slaughter the witchfolk. Once here, he forged daggers from the goblins’ quicksilver nails and recruited mundanes to help with the slaughter. To protect the witchfolk, Medusa charmed a Black Fairy to become the guardian that could drag the goblins back to hell. She named the guardian, Blackbird. Once the goblins were eliminated, Blackbird dragged Orion back to the underworld and promised to return and protect the witchfolk from goblins should they ever return.”

“Blackbird? Like the Blackbird Princess fairytale? I’m not trying to be rude, but do you really expect me to believe a silly bedtime story has something to do with my real life?”

“It is not a silly story. It was monk Vera Reeve’s prophecy. King Wesley stoned her after he caught her telling Queen Celeste the truth and its connection to Welsey’s desire to control the witchfolk and their powers. After Vera was awakened from the stonegarden, she went into hiding and spread the truth from the shadows. But time and the imaginations of men distorted the truth into fiction. We kept the truth in the temple. Apparently, the crown passed it down from king to king as well.”

“So, what’s the truth?”

“Vera’s prophesy said, ‘Reverse the curse, release the beast. End the goblin terror spree, set the lost witchfolk free. Indigo moon in the sky, the goblin king will die.’ You’ve already reversed the curse and released the beast. Now you must continue. Once you fulfill the entire prophecy, you’ll be rewarded with immortality.”

“An impossible reward. Got it. Definitely not a fairytale,” Amber said dryly. “Why not tell me back when Elios first brought me to see you?”

“Your mother said it was best to wait until your eighteenth birthday.”

“You’re a little late. My birthday was over a week ago.”

“You are not the only one in the kingdom with a prophecy, princess. However, you are one of the few to receive a warning with your prophecy, much like your mother and uncle on their prophecy day.” Willow shifted in her seat. “Despite the lives you saved by forging the witchblade, your actions were out of synch with your prophecy. You were supposed to break the quicksilver curse on your twenty-first birthday. You’re three years early and I don’t know what that means.”

“So, what am I supp—”

“All packed! It was a bit tough to decide what books to bring but I figured it out.” Jasmine flipped through the pages of a thin book as she walked into the common area. When her gaze settled on Willow, she stopped mid step. “Oh, sorry! I didn’t mean to interr—”

“Don’t worry. We’re done here.” Amber stood. 

“Of course, princess.” Willow reached out and clasped Amber’s hand in between hers. “A gift from the goddess to help you on your hunt.” 

A searing pain flashed through her hand. Amber snatched away from the oracle’s grip.

“The hell? What did you just do to me?” She rubbed her thumb across the three black dots etched into a tight line on the back of her hand. They were framed by a shimmery black hexagon the size of her thumbnail.

“This is a hexmark. It will help you on your quest.”

“How?”

“It will signal you when you encounter the goblins or lost ones.”

“That’s helpful, I guess.”

“May your path be clear and your heart true. Blessed be Circe.” 

“Blessed be Circe.” Amber didn’t bother watching the oracle leave. There was no time to worry about some fairytale prophecy. How was she supposed to trust her tormentor? 

“That was...odd. What’s that mark?” Jasmine asked.

“A fairytale. I’ll tell you later. Let’s grab the guys and go. We can’t miss the train.” 

“Ready?” Kane walked out of the kitchen with Zerrick in tow. “What did the oracle want?”

“Nothing important. Let’s go.” Amber waved her hand dismissively.

Zerrick tilted his head to the side. “Did the oracle give you that?”

Amber nodded. “Why?”

“It’s a hexmark. I hope you were paying attention. Whatever prophecy she told you, you have to fulfill it, or you lose your shifter powers.”

“Shit.” Amber sighed. 

Damned oracles and their prophecy lunacy.
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The train platform was the picture of quiet chaos. Mundanes and witchfolk fleeing the city packed nearly every free inch of space. One group ran out of fear. The other ran for freedom. Kane’s dad had shared reports of the mundanes fleeing the city for what they considered safer areas, but she didn’t expect it to be so many. The witchfolk she’d expected but she’d underestimated the mundanes’ fear of her kind. Since they posed no real threat, she kept her focus on the witchfolk to distract herself from the wait. With the breaking of the binding cuffs, witchfolk were free to leave the city without permission for the first time in generations. And they were taking advantage of the long overdue freedom in droves. The double decker train swayed as the chattering crowd boarded. On the other side of the train, a handful of fully shifted dragon and griffin witches waited in the grass for the train to depart. Their iridescent horns and multicolored wings glistened like water in the afternoon light. As the mundanes boarded the top cars, they eyed the shifters warily. Amber suspected the segregated seating was still too close for their comfort. The source of her own discomfort was twofold thanks to her family.

Despite the urgency of the mission to catch Elios, she was in no hurry to travel on one of his cursed trains to do so. She just wasn’t sure of a safer way to travel to the American wasteland. Adding to her irritation, was the procession line their families had formed outside their cabin. While she watched her friends cry and exchange niceties with their families, she was still struggling to find nice things to say to her mom and Celeste. Thankfully, the procession line to say goodbye to their families was stalled out due to Zerrick’s family weeping and hugging him multiple times. She wasn’t ready to face her mom or Celeste after their betrayal at the arena. Keeping her eyes diverted from the waiting families, she watched the crowd for threats. Next to her, Kane did the same. 

“If Zerrick’s folks take much longer, we’ll have to catch the next train,” he whispered.

“Hmph. If they take much longer, his parents might try tagging along.”

“Better than ours.”

“Say that again.” Amber flexed her hand a few times to shake out the anxiety the thought put in her blood.

They took a step forward, her eyes scanning the train. A pale orange glow radiated from the space between the bottom of the hover train and the silver tracks. Watching the passengers’ distorted reflections in the tracks sent a chill up her spine. Replacing the steam-powered trains with the charmtek levitators had been one of Elios’ biggest projects in the last few years. It was also one of his proudest. At more than one royal council dinner she’d overheard him bragging about selling the tech to the Americans. He called it charmlev or something like that. He had too many wacky inventions scattered around the kingdom for her to keep track accurately. Either way, the charmtek modifications made the trains almost as fast as the airships. Neither were particularly safe, but if she had to choose between a train accident and an airship crash, she’d rather start closer to the ground.
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