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For Lofty—one day, every day





CHAPTER ONE


www.WildeHuntTheories.com/forums/THEKEMIFAMILY


Welcome to the Wilde Hunt Theories forums—home of all Wilde Hunt discussion on the World Wide Web. Rules are simple: no anonymous posting, no revealing any personal information, and no unverified links. Mods’ decisions are final. Thank you—the WHT Mods.


**NOTE TO ALL NEW MEMBERS: This subforum is for the exclusive discussion of the KEMI family and their history as relating to the Wilde Hunt. Any posts relating to ZOROASTER CORP, the PATELS, the CRUICKSHANKS, the MENZOAS, or any other alchemists in Nova will be moved to the appropriate subforum. Respect all the forum members and HAPPY HUNTING.**


63,341 readers; 740 here now


7506 posts; 51 new since last visit


[STICKY POST] AlchemyRox21 asks: What is the greatest KEMI accomplishment? Please be prepared to back up with historical evidence.


563 replies


[Most recent] Conspirator2561 says: I get all your points but I still don’t think we can dismiss Cleo Kemi outright. Her journal might be missing but primary sources from that time confirm she has a strong history of innovating potions.


[STICKY POST] OrdinaryRelicHunter asks: Does SAM KEMI have a Royal Commission? Could there be more to her friendship with the princess . . .


398 replies


[Most recent] PixiDust3 says: Whether she’s getting help or not, don’t we feel like the princess should be married by now? Any sympathy I had for her following the last Wilde Hunt is evaporating the longer she willingly keeps the country in danger.


[NEW POST] KemiObsessed88 says: SAM KEMI to appear on Good Morning Kingstown at 08:00, alongside Princess Evelyn and Zain Aster. Don’t miss it!


[NEW POST] OrdinaryRelicHunter says: BREAKING NEWS. A source in Zambi has claimed that Emilia Thoth has escaped from her holding cell while awaiting trial. (Mods, feel free to move or delete this if it is irrelevant.)





CHAPTER TWO


“READY?” PRINCESS EVELYN SQUEEZES MY hand as she leads me out of the makeup room and toward the studio. The setup is a cozy living room: two pale pink crushed-velvet sofas are angled slightly toward each other, a low mahogany coffee table in front of them, all perched on top of a richly knotted oriental carpet. If it weren’t for the array of cameras facing the sofas and the bright lights, I could have been round for tea at someone’s house. A very rich person’s house.


Evelyn’s hand slips from mine as she extends it toward the presenter who comes forward to greet us. I wipe my sweating palms on my cotton dress. I wish I’d been allowed to wear my jeans.


Chamomile and valerian tea—a calming potion to relax the nerves, boost confidence, and soothe anxiety.


My second wish? That I could run home and take some calming potion now, but it’s too late for that.


The presenter turns to me, and I swear her eyes have actually morphed into stars after her close encounter with the princess. She looks dazed as she focuses on me, but maybe it’s me who is not seeing straight—I can’t believe that I’m actually meeting the people I’ve watched almost every weekday since I can remember. Their morning cast has become part of our daily routine, as comforting as a cup of coffee and a bowl of honey-nut cereal. Except now they want to interview me. Well, me, Princess Evelyn and Zain. I picture my family all squished around our kitchen table, angling for the best view of the television. It’s pretty surreal.


“So nice to finally meet you, Sam!” says the female presenter. Up close, she has the bounciest blond hair and the whitest teeth I have ever seen.


“Thanks for having me, Ms. Carter,” I reply, trying my hardest to calm my shaking fingers.


“Call me Annie! How are you feeling? Any nerves?”


“Maybe a few . . . ,” I say, but I’m interrupted by the male presenter, Mike Evans. My first impression is surprise: He is so much shorter in real life than he looks onscreen. I tower over him by a good head-and-neck.


“Nervous? This girl, who faced down enemies of our country and came out a winner?” He claps me on the shoulder. “Impossible.”


Someone behind us calls out “thirty seconds,” and there’s a mad rush as we all get into place. I’m sandwiched onto one sofa between Evelyn and Zain, while the presenters take up their position opposite us.


“Remember,” Evelyn leans over and whispers to me, “focus on the presenters, not the cameras. This is just a normal conversation. Act natural. And cross your legs at the ankle, not the knee.” I adjust my legs, and before I know it I hear “Three . . . two . . .” and Mike turns to the nearest camera and begins his introduction.


“Princess Evelyn hit the headlines this year when she fell gravely ill, initiating the first Wilde Hunt in Nova for over fifty years. After a nail-biting and often dangerous search for the cure, the hunt was won by young Samantha Kemi, an apprentice alchemist from right here in Kingstown. The two of them join us now, alongside Zain Aster, who was runner-up in the hunt along with his father, Zol Aster, CEO of ZoroAster Corp. Now, Your Highness, first of all, how are you feeling?”


“I’m pleased to say that I’m one hundred percent better, thanks to my friend Sam,” Princess Evelyn says, angling her head toward me. She sits with natural grace on the sofa, her head held high. I straighten my spine in response, trying not to slouch. The muscles in my back and shoulders twinge. My normal position is hunched over a mixing bowl—or maybe my laptop—not rod-straight in front of a television camera.


As Evelyn and the two presenters continue to chat, my eyes dart around the studio. The lights shining down onto the sofa are so bright, I can’t see much beyond the cameras without squinting. Except I know that scrunching my face up live on national TV is probably not the best way to present myself. I try a more neutral expression.


I feel a small but purposeful pressure on my big toe and I frown—but then I catch Annie Carter’s eye. She’s looking at me expectantly, like she’s waiting for something from me.


My brain kicks into gear. A question! She asked me something . . . but I can’t quite remember what. Why haven’t I been paying attention? Nice work, Sam, you’re about to embarrass yourself on national television.


“She’s better at mixing potions than answering questions,” Zain quips, taking the attention away from me. It gives me enough time for the question to pop into my consciousness. So, Sam, what are you going to do with the prize money?


“Oh, wow!” I say with a laugh. I hate how forced I sound, but everyone is smiling at me in encouragement. I take a deep breath. “A lot of it has gone into our family store, Kemi’s Potion Shop, and some has been tucked away for me and my sister’s education and my parents’ retirement . . .”


Mike laughs. “It’s all so serious! Come on, tell me something you’ve bought that’s a bit more fun.” He leans in as if we’re co-conspirators and I’m about to share a secret with him. A secret that millions of people will hear.


I frown as I try to think of something wild that I did with my money. I’m not really that “wild,” ironically enough. If I had my way, I’d have spent all the money on books. “Well, I am going to buy a ridiculously expensive dress for a ball—”


“Not just any ball,” interjects Evelyn. “Sam is going to join me on my Royal Tour, and part of that involves the annual Laville Ball in Pays—only the biggest party of the year!”


“That sounds so glamorous!” coos Annie. “So I take it you three will remain friends after the noise about the Wilde Hunt dies down?”


“Of course we’ll always be friends,” Zain says. “An experience like the Wilde Hunt changes you. You can’t go through something like that without coming out so much stronger on the other side.” He puts his hand over mine and I feel the blood rush to my face.


“I think two of you are a little more than friends,” says Mike with an exaggerated wink.


I can’t even imagine what shade of red I am at the moment. Beetroot, most likely.


“Apart from the prize money, it looks like you won a new boyfriend and a best friend in the princess,” Annie says with a laugh. “What else would you say you gained from the hunt, Sam?”


I pause for a moment. An answer springs to my mind but I don’t know if I should say it. But when else am I going to get this kind of opportunity? I wriggle in my seat and talk before I can change my mind.


“Well, Annie, I gained a lot of respect for how amazing ordinary people can be. Growing up without any magic, I always thought there was a limit to what ordinaries could do, compared to Talenteds, but I don’t believe that’s true anymore. Take my great-grandmother. I had no idea that she was the first woman to scale Mount Hallah until I saw her picture there.”


“That is impressive,” says Annie, her eyebrows waggling. She is Talented—she can channel magic—but she doesn’t look offended by my statement. “Did your family not tell you about that?”


I shrug. “They didn’t know either. Even though, at the time, she was the world’s greatest alchemist, a lot about my great-grandmother’s life is a mystery.”


“But it’s not a mystery that she lost her Wilde Hunt, right?” Mike says with a sly smile.


I nod once, briefly, clamping my lips shut. It’s not a part of history that my family enjoys reliving, and I instantly regret giving him cause to bring it up.


Mike continues, “Well, since Zoro Aster won that particular Wilde Hunt, wouldn’t that make him a greater alchemist than her?”


Now my face feels heated again, but this time it has nothing to do with embarrassment. “My grandfather says she created the most powerful potion ever made! If she hadn’t lost her diary the world would be a completely different place.”


“I’m sure that’s right,” says Mike, not hiding the skepticism in his voice. “Zain, wasn’t it by winning the Wilde Hunt over the Kemis that your family could launch ZoroAster Corp?”


Evelyn jumps in, ever the diplomat. “From rivals to friends—amazing what can change over the course of a few generations!”


A bright red light flashes above the camera, saving me from further outbursts I know I would regret. It’s the presenters’ cue to wrap up for a commercial break.


Naturally, they turn their attention to the princess to close out their segment. She’s magnetic in her pale yellow dress, her perfect blond curls dipped at the ends with a bright gold glamour. It’s a new style and the media have gone crazy for it. “Are you looking forward to your Royal Tour, Princess?” asks Mike.


“I can’t wait. And with my two best friends by my side . . . I couldn’t ask for anything more.”


“All the best wishes for safe travels,” Annie chimes in. “And better luck finding your true love this time around.”


“Now, over to Helen for today’s local weather and traffic news . . .”





CHAPTER THREE


“DID THAT REALLY JUST HAPPEN?” I say, before letting out a huge groan.


We’re ushered straight from the living room set and into the greenroom. I hadn’t been in the greenroom yet, as I arrived late and was rushed through to have my makeup done. Even my best attempt at eyeliner isn’t good enough for a national newscast.


Now that we’re safely ensconced in the room (which isn’t even green, I’m disappointed to note), Zain pulls me into a kiss. “You were great,” he says.


“No, I wasn’t.”


“Hey, at least you made it! When you weren’t here by seven I thought you weren’t going to show,” he says, his face still close to mine. Then he slumps onto a bright red sofa, dragging me down with him.


“I overslept. There was an emergency at the store last night,” I say with a shrug. “Someone came in needing an urgent mix for this morning and Granddad and I were up all night working on it.”


“Are you okay, Sam?” Evelyn asks, waving away her assistant. She shuts the door behind her so that the three of us are alone.


“I think I just brought a whole bunch of ancient Kemi history back into the light, only for it to be dragged straight through the mud again. The forums are going to go nuts for this.”


Evelyn frowns. “I don’t think it was that bad . . .”


The tone of her voice doesn’t do anything to reassure me. “Remind me not to do live television again,” I say. My stomach shifts uncomfortably, and I can’t help this niggling feeling in the back of my mind like I’ve just betrayed a huge Kemi family secret. It’s the feeling I get when I realize I’ve forgotten to do an important task for Granddad and I’m about to get a big telling off when I get home. I’ll have to watch the interview back when I get a chance. If I can get through it without cringing.


“Well, no need to worry about that as this was your last publicity commitment for the Wilde Hunt!” Evelyn high-fives me and then Zain. It’s been a whirlwind of press and interviews and photoshoots since the hunt ended. It maybe would have been all right if it was just Nova that was interested, but the story seems to have captured the world’s imagination—not just our country’s. It’s not a life I’m used to at all. The only time I’ve ever sustained this level of scrutiny is when my best friend Anita used to grill me about boys. More specifically, about Zain. I’m glad it’s the summer holidays. I hope when I get back to school in a month, everything will have calmed down and I can live my normal, boring life again.


“Please tell me you’re ready for the tour, Sam?” Evelyn stands with her back to the door. I can see that someone has thrown a jacket over the only mirror in the room. The princess still can’t stand to look at herself, not since she accidentally took the love potion that made her fall in love with her own reflection and instigated the Wilde Hunt.


“Err . . .”


“Sam!” she says, exasperation tinging her voice.


“What, I still have a week! Besides, I’ve been busy . . . We’ve been busy,” I add hastily, throwing a look at Zain. He rolls his eyes at me but I can see there’s a little smile pulling at the edges of his lips: He’s not mad at me for implicating him too. He picks up my backpack and passes it to me. I reach inside and pull out a large map, spreading it out over my knees. “I’ve been doing some research and we’ve narrowed down a possible source of the more potent yellow ark flower not far from Kingstown. While you’re preparing for your Princess-y duties, Zain and I will hunt down the ingredient.”


“And that should help?” she asks.


“Without a doubt,” Zain says. “Sam’s research shows that it’s the best alternative in the synth or natural world to use to boost the formula.”


I shoot Evelyn a sharp look. “How long does one dose last at the moment?”


She turns away from me and swallows. “I had to wake up in the middle of the night last night for another.”


“In the night?” I look over at Zain, who’s doing a quick calculation on his fingers. But I do this sort of math all the time for Granddad’s clients at the store. “So we’re down to less than forty-eight hours a dose.” I stand up and grab Evelyn’s hands. It’s then that I realize she’s shaking. “Don’t worry, we’ll make it stronger.”


I hope that what I’m saying is true. The potion we’re trying to mix is as unique as the person we’re making it for—so original it doesn’t even have a name yet—although to call it a challenge would be putting it mildly. Princess Evelyn, with royal blood running through her veins, is an immensely powerful Talented—so powerful she doesn’t need an object, like a wand or a pair of gloves, to control her magic. Using magic comes as naturally to her as breathing. However, since she turned eighteen, her magic has grown so powerful it threatens to overwhelm her. Our potion helps her control it—but the traditional solution is marriage, so that she can share her magic with her partner. According to Novaen laws, ancient as they might seem, she needs to find a husband—and soon.


She nods. “I know you will.” She lifts her hands from mine and looks down at a delicate rose-gold watch on her wrist. “I have to head back to the palace now . . .”


Zain raises an eyebrow. “Really? I thought you’d be staying in the city longer.” He turns to me to explain. “Normally whenever they let Evie out of the palace you have to drag her back. Palace or prison—right, Evie?”


She smiles weakly. “Palace or prison, exactly. I don’t want to have one of my episodes while I’m down here. And besides . . .” Her voice trails off but a blush rises in her cheeks.


It’s unusual to see Evelyn anything other than perfectly composed. “Okay, Evie. Spill,” I say.


“They haven’t reinstalled the mirrors in your room again, have they?” Zain says. I hit him on the arm as I sit back down, and Evelyn’s dreamy gaze turns into a glare.


“Very funny. No, if you must know . . . I’ve met someone. Or, I should say, I knew someone, but then I saw them in a different light.” Her blush grows deeper as she speaks.


“That’s so cool, Evie! Anyone we know?” I ask. I’m not really big on gossip, but even the hint of a crush for the princess is too exciting not to care about.


“Problem solved then, you can marry him!” says Zain. “Ow!” He glares at me as I hit him in the arm again. “What? If she’s found someone she likes then what’s the big deal? Better than marrying some bozo prince from the back end of nowhere.”


“Liking someone is not the same as loving them. She doesn’t have to marry someone just because she has a crush on them. This isn’t the middle ages. What if they turn out to be a jerk?”


Evelyn laughs. “Thanks, Sam, my mighty defender. But Zain’s right in a way. If they were suitable, I probably would just marry them. But alas, they’re ordinary.”


“Oh,” say Zain and I simultaneously.


“So some kind of bozo royal it will have to be,” she says wistfully.


I shake my head. “No, it’s not right. There must be a way to change that dinosaur of a law.” I pause, then reach into my bag and pull out my potion diary. “I have a theory.”


“Go on . . . ,” says Evelyn, her eyes opening wide.


“It’s a long shot, and marriage is such a simple solution I don’t think an alternative has ever been properly investigated before, but there must be a way to siphon off the excess power and store it permanently. Like some kind of magic battery.”


“Do you think you can really do that?”


I shrug. “Maybe. I want to try.”


“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” Before I can move, she’s thrown her arms around me and is squeezing me tight. “You are a star. Now, I really must go. See you two tomorrow?”


“See you,” says Zain from next to me.


“Bye,” I say. She gives me another big squeeze and two light kisses on the cheek and then, in a crack of electricity mingled with her rose-scented perfume, she’s gone. I’m still not over that trick. Her disappearing act reminds me how different the princess is from me. I’m ordinary, and she’s a different league of Talented.


I turn back to Zain and, now that it’s just the two of us, I can’t help but smile. He’s not looking at me—he’s staring at the screen of his tablet—but he’s doing that cute thing where he bites his bottom lip while he’s concentrating. His normally wild black hair has been tamed for TV, but only just.


Rogueish charm—that’s how my mum described it after Zain attended his first Kemi family dinner.


His deep voice snaps me out of my creepy staring.


“You’re right, Sam.”


“Always,” I say with a little smirk. “But about what, this time?”


He spins his tablet around. I groan as soon as I see the page that he has loaded up onscreen. I put up my hand to block it out. “No, not the Wilde Hunt Theories forums! I thought I told you to stop checking those!”


I’d placed a proper block on my laptop to prevent me from doing just that. After the Wilde Hunt win, people online couldn’t stop talking about me and my family, dissecting our every move, and it became almost impossible for me to stop looking. I was an addict, constantly refreshing the page and reading the new posts and replies as soon as they were up.


Once, I’d called Zain in the middle of the night in tears about something they’d written insulting my dad (it’s not his fault that the Kemi mixing gene skipped his generation!) and that was the last straw. No more forums for me. I’d been proud of myself for not looking for almost two whole weeks and now I’m a bit mad at Zain for making me break my self-imposed forum exile.


The truth is, it scared me how wild some of the theories were—but even scarier was how close to the bone they came too.


Like the post about the Royal Commission. It was pinned to the top of the forums so I couldn’t miss it. The princess’s potion was supposed to be top secret, even from the palace. How did they figure it out? Also irritating was the stuff they wrote about Zain and me. It’s hard enough being in a new relationship without the weight of thousands of anonymous usernames watching you.


“You’re going to want to see this, though.”


I sigh and take the tablet from his outstretched hands.


[NEW POST] OrdinaryRelicHunter says: Anyone see Sam’s appearance on GMK? What about her reference to Cleo Kemi’s “Most Powerful Potion Ever”? What could it be?


64 replies


“Sixty-four replies?” I gasp. “It’s only been, what . . . ten, maybe fifteen minutes since we’ve been off air?”


“You guessed it would happen.” He moves to take the tablet back, but I stand up and spin it out of his reach. I open the thread of replies, scanning the multitude of theories about what my great-grandmother’s powerful potion could have been. The hunt-obsessed love this kind of stuff.


Permanent mutation writes one person. It has to be. I almost laugh out loud. Mutation is the most famous alchemical potion—turning base metals into gold—and it’s actually quite easy if I do say so myself. I had to prove I could do it before Granddad even let me into the lab. The tricky part is the permanent bit. Mutation is dead easy to detect and only lasts a few hours at most. I doubt my great-grandmother figured out how to make it permanent, otherwise we’d all be rich beyond our wildest dreams—or locked up in a Novaen prison cell somewhere.


Other theories are even crazier. A potion to give magic to ordinaries? Wishful thinking. To make animals talk? Oh, that’s a suggestion from someone called KittenLover3000 so maybe that’s not so surprising.


One theory is emerging as the most popular, and the first time I see it, I bite my lip so hard I feel like I’m about to draw blood. Then there’s a sharp zap on my hand and the tablet floats out of my reach, into Zain’s waiting hands. I rub the top of my hand and frown. “Did you just use magic on me?”


“Desperate measures, Sam. Thought you were about to bite a hole through your lip.”


Unusually for me, I don’t have the energy to argue. I slump back against the wall, a million possibilities swirling in my head.


“What is it? What’s up? I’m sorry for showing you that stupid forum . . .”


“The aqua vitae,” I say.


Aqua vitae. Water of life. A potion that can cure any disease, deformity, and illness. Origin, ingredients, and recipe unknown. A potions legend and a fool’s errand—like the philosopher’s stone.


“It’s their most popular theory. It’s just as impossible as any of the others, but if any mixer could do it . . . my great-grandmother could have.”


Zain’s jaw drops. “No way,” he says when he recovers. “You really think so?”


I nod.


There’s only one thing for it. I need to get back to the store as quickly as possible.


Granddad has some questions to answer.





CHAPTER FOUR


WE LEAVE THE GREEN ROOM, passing through the series of sliding glass doors that protect the set from noise. A crowd of selfie-loving tourists are gathered outside the studio to get their faces in the background of the cast for their fifteen seconds of fame.


We pass by a huge poster advertising the princess’s Royal Tour finale parade, which is to be held in the center of Kingstown after the tour is over. BE THE FIRST TO SEE THE PRINCESS AND HER BETROTHED reads the billboard. Who will it be? is written in the scrolling text beneath. It twists my stomach to see it.


Zain must have been thinking the same. “You shouldn’t give her false hope about a permanent solution to her problem,” he says, interlacing his fingers through mine. I’ve been practically speed-walking in my haste to get back to the store, but then I remember how little time I’ll have with him today and I slow my pace.


“What, you don’t think I can do it?”


“I know you can do it.” He squeezes my hand tightly as he says it. “If I thought you had a few months and unlimited resources, you could absolutely do it. But at the moment, Evie is breaking Novaen law by not being married. You have until the end of the Royal Tour to find a solution. Maybe. And that’s if we’re still able to mix our potion successfully.” He pauses for a moment. “Do you think the natural yellow ark flower is going to work? The synth version didn’t make much difference.”


I wrinkle my nose. “Of course it didn’t.”


He gives me a gentle nudge with his shoulder. “Hey, we’re on the same side here, remember?”


“Oh yeah,” I say with an exaggerated sigh.


He’s right, we are on the same team now. Evelyn didn’t trust going to the palace doctors, but she did trust us. I still remember asking her why. “Because they’ve had years to find me a solution, and now I’m asking you to try. You won the Wilde Hunt! You saved me,” she’d said. “If anyone can do it, you guys can.”


I couldn’t really think of an argument against that. Plus, the princess can be very insistent when she wants to be. How could I refuse a commission so big? It feels like I’m a Kemi of old. I had to tell Granddad about it—I’m still the apprentice and he’s still the Potions Master after all—but I swear there was a little smile on his face. And he’s not showy with emotion.


Zain and I are a pretty good team, it turns out. Between us, we managed to put together a formula that sort of worked—after weeks of nonstop mixing and testing and remixing. But the princess’s power was getting stronger and less stable by the day, and that meant finding more and more potent ingredients to add into the mix. One of those ingredients—the ark flower—was rare and had to be mixed just before administering the potion. Luckily Evelyn came up with the ruse of inviting me and Zain on her Royal Tour, enabling us to hunt down the ingredients and mix the cure without raising any eyebrows.


“Well, that’s good then. And there’s something else I’ve been meaning to ask you.” Zain stops in the middle of the pavement, moving me to one side to let some people pass us by. My heart beats so loud, I swear he can hear it. “Will you do the honor of accompanying me to the Laville Ball?”


It takes me a second, and then I break out into a huge smile. “Of course, you goof. But I thought you didn’t want to go? That it was some meaningless royal party and now that you have your studies to concentrate on then why would you bother . . .”


Zain grins. “You, my dear, have a memory that is far too good. Besides . . . I have a reason to go now. I need to see you in a ball gown.”


I shudder. “Don’t go expecting too much! I might wear jeans underneath.”


“Evelyn will know and have your head.”


“You’re probably right.”


“Anyway, you have to be formally escorted, you know,” Zain says with a wink.


“Well, thanks for not leaving me hanging,” I say, scrunching up my nose at the thought. “In fact, you’re not allowed to leave my side at all during the ball.”


“What, Sam who faced down enemies of our country, dangerous creatures, and saved the world is afraid of a little dancing?” Zain says in his best imitation of Presenter Mike.


I laugh. “Trust me, hanging out with a bunch of exceedingly posh, extremely wealthy, insanely Talented members of Princess Evelyn’s circle is far more terrifying than a flock of vampire bats.”


“Or a raging abominable.”


“Or being engulfed in eluvian ivy.” I shiver despite myself. “Okay, maybe just as scary as being engulfed in eluvian ivy. So, is this a proper date?” I add quickly.


He laughs. “No. This is an escort to a ball. One day we will have that proper date.”


“One day,” I echo back. It’s been a running joke between us since our night on the mountain, when he first asked me out to a movie—a typical, normal date. So far, we haven’t been able to manage it.


The high street is steadily filling up with morning foot traffic, and the market stalls that line the road are busy setting out their wares. I crane my neck as we pass, looking at the array of shining gemstones and charms, the worthless but pretty magic ornaments that sell for a couple of crowns each. We pass a stall with a giant hot plate, and the smell of delicious street food hits my nostrils. I already grabbed some toast this morning but surely an additional doughnut wouldn’t hurt?


A tug on my arm leads me away from the sugary goodness, and we head down one of the narrow side streets. I love the side streets of Kingstown, with the wonky stone buildings leaning precariously toward each other, barely letting in the light. Royal Lane is a steady incline rising up toward the castle, so all the side streets lead to a series of staircases that offer shortcuts down the hill. Kemi Street, where Kemi’s Potion Shop is located, is down one of these staircases, in a long-established alchemical neighborhood. The whole street’s had a bit of a revamp since the Wilde Hunt, what with the influx of tourists who are flocking to the streets to see my home. Yet another thing to look forward to once all the post-hunt publicity dies down: being able to walk down my own street without fear of being photographed. I hunch my shoulders, wishing I didn’t stand out so much. That’s my height’s fault—and Zain’s. It’s impossible to stand next to him and not be checked out.


Shroud powder—a mix of chameleon skin and rosewater, strained through the cloak of a wandering ghost (the cloaks of stationary ghosts just aren’t billowy enough). Rub vigorously on skin to become less noticeable in a crowd.


“Oh crap,” says Zain, pulling up short.


“What?”


But he doesn’t need to explain. I can see for myself. Outside our store is a sea of reporters—some being trailed around by cameramen—and a crowd of people far bigger than the one outside the newscast studios.


I grip Zain’s hand tightly. He moves so his shoulders are in front of mine, his body acting as a shield. I appreciate the gesture, futile as it may be.


I give it three . . . two . . .


They spot us. “Sam! Sam! How do you respond to reports that your ancestor hid the aqua vitae from the world?”


“Is there still a recipe in your archives?”


“Think of all the lives your family could have saved!”


“Come on,” Zain says, though more to himself. He needs the confidence to clear a path through that crowd.


Targeted white-striped skunk bombs—mix no more than four drops of concentrated skunk juice with tree sap to make it extra sticky. I could clear a path through these crowds in an instant.


My body’s immediate response to stress: Think about potions. It’s not helping me now.


I spot a break in the crowd and I push Zain forward. “Now!” I say.


Someone shouts at him too: “Zain! If there’s an aqua vitae recipe out there, doesn’t that put ZA out of business? How do you feel about sleeping with the enemy?”


Zain picks up speed after that. He shoulders his way toward the door and it opens as soon as we step on the doormat. Dad yanks Zain through, then me, then we slam the door behind us and lean up against it.


Dad is the first to step away.


“Sam . . . what did you do?”





CHAPTER FIVE


WE DECIDE TO OPEN THE store despite the crowd, and Zain leaves to head back to the ZA lab.


It’s a big mistake. The store soon fills with people, and none of them are our regular customers. I make eye contact with one man and he shoulders his way through to the front to talk to me. He has a really sad story about his wife, who has a terrible disease that no one—alchemist or synth—has been able to cure.


“Look, sir, I’m really sorry.” Heat rises in my cheeks as I wish I had better news. “Although we can treat some of the symptoms with one of our specialized mixes, there is still no cure for your wife’s disease . . .”


His eyes dart between me and the wall of ingredients behind me. I know that look all too well. Desperation. My heart aches to help him. He leans forward on the counter, squeezing between the people who are crowding in on either side of him. His voice drops to a hushed whisper. “But I heard on the news this morning that you have an aqua vitae.”


I shake my head. “I’m sorry . . . ,” I say again.


“If it’s a question of money, I can pay.” He grabs his wallet, and I reach out to stop him.


“I promise you, we don’t have a cure-all potion. It’s a legend . . .”


“And you are the legendary Kemis! Surely if anyone can turn myth into reality, it’s you,” he interjects, attempting flattery. When I shake my head, he pounds his fist on the wood. “I need it! I know you have it.”


“Sir, step back.” My dad rushes up beside me. “As my daughter explained, we don’t have the potion . . .”


“You’re lying,” he snaps. The other people in the store—and those in the line that already snakes out of the door—gather round, giving him courage.


“Give us the cure!” shouts someone, and the man who’s been arguing with me agrees. He raises his fist. “Yeah, give us the cure!”


“Sam, get behind me,” says Dad. I do as I’m told. Fear grips my throat, watching the underlying tension rise to the surface like lava through a volcano. At any moment, it’s going to properly explode.


The crowd surges forward, and the man—emboldened by the mob—lunges toward me. But as soon as his outstretched hands cross the counter, a rain of sparks pours from the ceiling, cutting us off from the public. The man cries out and snatches his hand away.


Welder sparks—to create an impenetrable barrier. Specially altered so as not to ignite wooden surfaces.


The next second, a piercing wail fills the air and I slam my hands over my ears.


Banshee wail—for the most ear-splitting sound, collect on a full moon near a graveyard.


It’s our security system in action. Dad throws me a pair of magically-enhanced noise-canceling headphones, which just about manage to make the banshee’s cry bearable. The mob clears out of the store as fast as their legs can carry them. Once the last “customer” is gone, we lock the door. I don’t think we’ll be opening again soon.


I feel sick to my stomach. All those people . . . all that hope. I curse myself for mentioning my great-grandmother on national television, I curse the forums for coming up with a ridiculous theory about her most powerful potion, and I curse the media for blowing it out proportion.


The wailing and the curtain of sparks cease at the touch of Granddad’s palm. The security system is the only bit of magic he permits in the store and it’s now extra potent thanks to the dose of Royal Talent we won in the Wilde Hunt.


“I’ll go let your mother know we won’t be opening again today,” says Dad, his brow furrowed.


“Well, at least the alarm works,” says Granddad, dusting off his hands as he finishes resetting the system.


“Granddad . . . ,” I start, but I don’t know how to finish. I’m sorry is what I should say, since it’s all my fault. But instead I ask, “Is it true?” The words slip out before I can stop them. Granddad casts his eyes down, suddenly looking every bit of his seventy-eight years. I can’t help myself; I’m as hungry to know as the wolves at our door.


“Aqua vitae.” He spits the words out. “You really think any Kemi worth their pestle and mortar would keep that kind of discovery to themselves? We’re far too proud for that.”


I think about it for a split second, then I shrug. He’s right. Who would hide that? It would be the greatest alchemical achievement.


“But . . . ,” he continues, and the word hangs in the air like a loaded weapon. He sighs. “Come on, let me show you something.”


He takes me into the library, to the shelves that house the collection of Kemi potion diaries. Some of the diaries date back hundreds of years, though there are a few gaps where diaries have gone missing or been damaged. Granddad walks straight to the end of the shelf, where his own diaries are. One day I’ll add mine to this shelf too.


His fingers quiver over the spines until he finds the one marked “1948.” The year of the Wilde Hunt before mine. And the year that my great-grandmother’s diary went missing.


He slides the diary down off the shelf, then passes it to me. I hold it as if it were made of crystal and might shatter in my hands at any moment.


It feels wrong; taboo—even though he’s here with me. There’s something sacred about another alchemist’s journal. I get twitchy when someone picks up the bag that holds my diary—let alone the thing itself. It’s like my mind outside of my body. It’s full of my private thoughts—my questions, observations, experiments—all intensely personal. I’m nearly coming to the end of my first one, filling every page with my neat, round letters.


“There,” he says. “Everything I remember about her missing diary is in there. I warn you, it’s not much.”


I nod. I place the diary on one of the wooden trestle tables in the center of the library and sit down on the long bench. I open it to a random page.


The altitude from her trip to Mount Hallah has taken its toll, but she has brought back the glacier water the potion requires. What lengths must she have gone to to get it? At least she wasn’t on her own—Mr. Pringle accompanied her on the arduous journey.


She’s off already, to hunt down whatever is next. I am running the glacier water through the essence of spiderweb to prepare this part of the mix. I am learning, even if I do not know exactly what she is trying to do. I sense there might be more to this potion than even she realizes.


Mount Hallah. Of course—I think back to my own experiences at the base camp of that mountain, and how I saw the picture of my great-grandmother Cleo hanging on the wall of the lodge where we were stationed. My heart still swells with pride at the thought. I used to think being a Kemi meant staying cooped up in the lab, studying books, following tradition. Cleo showed me it could also mean being adventurous and exciting. It could be cutting edge. It could be different.


But Cleo also suffered for her adventures. She lost her potion diary. She never mixed again. No wonder Granddad hadn’t been keen on me joining the Wilde Hunt—not when it destroyed his mother so completely.


I look up from the page. Granddad has taken the seat opposite me, but his eyes are closed; he is lost in thought. I was not prepared for the words to be quite so . . . diary-like.


Could my great-grandmother’s diary have been lost on the mountain? No, that can’t be right—Granddad would have mentioned it in the passage. I flick through the next few pages.


The mix for the Wilde Hunt is looking thirsty—it is ready for the next ingredient. I don’t know where Mother has gone—to Runustan or Zhonguo or some far-flung place—she refuses to keep me informed. I feel certain that if we could work together, we would figure the recipe out more quickly. But no.


No matter, when she comes back, I will look over her journal and figure it out for myself. She will allow me that, because that is the only way I will learn.


Wait—someone is outside. It might be her.


The ink changes color, and his handwriting turns even more scrawl-like and slanted—written in a hurry.


I’ve never seen her like this. Wild-eyed and wild-haired—I’ve hardly ever seen her anything less than pristine, even on weekends! She looks as if she has aged fifty years—her hair is all streaked with gray. I will record the conversation now, quickly, so I don’t forget anything.


“Mother? Are you all right?”


She stares at me as if seeing me for the first time, then shakes her head—not in disagreement, but as if to shake cobwebs from her mind. She runs her hands over her hair, to smooth it. “I’m fine, Ostanes. And please, you know—in the store, it’s Master Kemi.”


I expected to see more luggage—or at least catch sight of Mr. Pringle. But there is no one, and nothing. I close the door. Something about her demeanor makes me lock it too.


There is a loud crash. I race from the front of the store, through the door and into the laboratory. Mother has pushed the entire mix for the Wilde Hunt into the sink. Smoke rises as the acidity of the potion warps and melts the basin. I cover my mouth with my apron, then grab her back from the noxious fumes.


“Master Kemi, what are you doing? What about the Wilde Hunt?”


“It’s over, Ostanes. We are out.”


“Out? How is that possible?” Nothing she is saying seems to make any sense. How can we be out of the hunt? “Is it something to do with the mix? Are you stuck? Show me your diary, maybe I can help . . .”


“You can’t,” she says, roughly pushing me aside.


“Why? Why can’t I help you?”


She turns back toward me, her body silhouetted in the doorway. “I’m done.” Her voice softens. “But at least they are saved.”


“They? Do you mean the queen?”


“Of course I mean the queen,” she snaps. Her mood changes in an instant.


“Somebody else won?” I say. I can scarcely believe it.


“Not yet. But soon.”


“Soon means there’s still a chance for us!”


Her face darkens. “There is no hope for us.”


“But why not?”


“Because my diary is lost.”


My heart sits in my throat as I read, hardly allowing me to breathe. This is the moment . . . and yet, there’s no indication of where Cleo has been. The next few pages don’t help either. They document Granddad’s attempts to get Cleo to mix again, and her stubborn refusal. I take several deep breaths.


“You see?” he says. He opens his eyes, blinking slowly.


I shake my head. “I don’t understand. You always told me that my great-grandmother had created the world’s most powerful potion, but since her diary was lost it could never be confirmed. You don’t mention that anywhere here . . .”


He tugs at his beard and I clench my fists under the library table. He won’t catch my eye, which makes me even more nervous. “When she came back, she couldn’t even mix the simplest of potions. Even a cup of calming tea eluded her! I couldn’t understand it. Then I remembered a legend I once read that said some potions are so powerful, they destroy the mind of the alchemist who dared to mix them. I told myself that she must have mixed one of those, because I couldn’t admit to myself that she was embarrassed to lose the Wilde Hunt and simply lost her touch. That’s all it was.”


“So it was a lie.” A lie I spread on national television. My great-grandmother hadn’t created the world’s most powerful potion after all. It was just another way for us to keep our family pride.


That cursed Kemi pride. It will be our downfall.


“I’m sorry you had to find out this way. She was, and still is, the best Kemi alchemist there’s ever been.”


“Better than you?” I ask. It’s almost unfathomable to me.


“Oh, much,” he says with a chuckle. “I wish you could have known her. She would have been so proud of you. You are the one who will surpass her, my dear Samantha. That much I know.”


My heart swells and I can’t help it: I fling down the diary, run around the table, and give him a big hug.


“Just keep your head down and study the old books.” He pats my head with his hand. “Alchemy rewards the scholar—not the explorer. You would do well to remember it.”





CHAPTER SIX


TODAY IS THE FIRST DAY we’ve been able to open in the week following my disaster of a morning television appearance, but when I return to our store from picking up a few things for Mum from the supermarket, it’s practically empty. The only occupants are my granddad and a woman with a frown so deep you could abseil down into it. “The Kemi diaries have never been shared outside of this family, and that’s not going to change now,” says Granddad. “Hold the door, Sam. Ms Slainte was just leaving.”


Tension fills the air as Granddad and the mysterious Ms Slainte stare each other down. I know who is going to win that war. The woman purses her thin lips and the frown gets even deeper, but her clipboard snaps up and under her arm. “Don’t think this is the end, Ostanes.”


“It’s Grand Master Kemi to you.”


As she passes, she gives me a small smile, inviting me to join her in eye-rolling at stubborn old alchemists with long-held grudges. I don’t accept. I give her my best stony glare, and she scuttles out of the door.


“Who was that?” I ask, locking the door behind me. It’s clear we’re not going to be open today, after all.


“Some government stooge,” Granddad says. “On about some kind of petition . . .” He waves his hand, dismissing the notion.


I roll my eyes for real this time, then bring the groceries through to the kitchen.


I’d almost, almost been able to forget about the petition. “MAKE THE KEMI ARCHIVES PUBLIC” is the title, and it picked up a few thousand signatures in the aftermath of the aqua vitae speculation. It was started by the Nova Mail, a newspaper that seems to be aiming for the complete-and-total annihilation of our family. I swear one of their reporters has nothing better to do than to scour the Wilde Hunt Theories forums until a newsworthy story pops up.


But it’s insanity. An alchemist’s diary is his life’s work and protected by Novaen law—the Alchemy Secrecy Act. Like Granddad told the government woman: There’s no way anyone is getting their hands on our family’s diaries that contain thousands of unique recipes dating back hundreds of years, especially not to search for a cure that doesn’t exist. Not surprisingly, the Nova Mail is sponsored by synth money. What is surprising is that they’ve managed to get the government involved. My heart sinks.


“They can’t make us, can they?”


Granddad snorts. I take that as a no.


My phone buzzes in my pocket. Once I’ve dropped the bags off on the kitchen table, I take it out.


Weathering the firestorm? It’s Evelyn.


Barely, I reply. Someone from the government came here to try and get us to open our archives. Not. Going. To. Happen. So I guess for now we’ll stick to being “Nova’s most evil family.”


WHAAAAAAT?! Who said that????


I’ll give you one guess.


The Nova Mail?


Yup. They said if we’d been hiding a universal cure all these years then we should be tried as murderers.


I shiver just thinking about it. My sleep has been plagued with nightmares—visions of death by millions of flashing camera bulbs and long lines of newspaper print that wrap around my neck like a python, squeezing the life out of me. I quickly head up to the sanctuary of my bedroom.


By the time I get there, Evelyn’s replied.


Ouch. Well, don’t worry, it’ll die down soon enough. They’ll move on like they always do.


Yeah. But it’s been a *week* already. Can you be spotted out in public in a dress you wore once last year or something?


:P


How’s the mystery crush?


Still mysterious ;) But seriously, glad you’re okay.


Just about.


As long as you’re ready for the tour tomorrow . . .


I hesitate for a moment. The truth is that I haven’t even started packing yet. It’s been way too hard to focus on anything except the scandal that’s been swirling around us. I’ve barely been able to leave the house, and the only time I’ve seen Zain or Anita has been when they’ve been able to brave the crowds to get to me. I’m not so sure that going on a Royal Tour and abandoning my family to this madness is fair.


As if she senses my reluctance, Evelyn sends me another message.


Trust me . . . this will all go away soon enough.


I text her a thumbs-up emoji and vow to pack ASAP.


I sigh and slump down on the bed. How do you even begin to pack for a Royal Tour?


Before I can answer my own question, my little sister Molly comes flying up the stairs. “Sam, Sam, come look at this!” Her flushed face appears in my doorway, her braids flying out behind her.


“What is it, Mols?”


She doesn’t reply, just gesticulates wildly for me to follow. I take the stairs two-by-two, racing down to catch up with her. When we reach the kitchen, she points to the TV.


SECRET LOVER FOR THE PRINCESS? HOPE FOR THE KINGDOM OF NOVA AT LAST!


Accompanying the headline is a grainy video of Evelyn locked in an embrace with a mystery person, shrouded in the shadows. My heart jumps into my throat and I feel a rush of gratitude. Our story doesn’t even make the scrolling headlines below. Only Evie could have leaked that video.


I take my phone out.


Thank you, I write.


It still feels inadequate, and I wonder how I will ever pay her back.


“Did you know about this?” Molly asks.


“About what? That Evelyn was going to leak THE news story of the century to take the heat off us?”


Molly rolls her eyes. “Uh, no, silly. About the fact that the princess is in love. For real this time.”


I raise an eyebrow. “One kiss doesn’t automatically mean ‘love,’ you know . . .”


“But it could!”


“I don’t think so.”


“Aw, spoilsport,” says Molly with a pout. But then her eyes light up again. She sidles up to me. “Why? What do you know?”


I hold my hands up. “Hey, patient-alchemist privilege!”


“She’s not your patient anymore though . . .”
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