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My mother cried when the envelope was delivered. She wailed so dramatically that I had to go reassure the neighbors that she wasn’t being murdered. It was actually good news, in spite of her reaction. 

I had been – finally –  accepted. An elite apprenticeship position, far away. Well, I hadn’t been given the job – I had been given the chance to compete for it. 

I was going to be an alchemist. 

A real alchemist. The thought almost didn’t seem possible. No one from my little village had ever been offered this opportunity. 

The letter had said they’d send a carriage. I rocked back and forth on my heels as I waited outside the stables. I’d forced my mother to say her goodbyes at home. My heart ached already, but my hands were trembling with excitement at the same time. 

I shielded my eyes from the sun as the carriage approached. Warm wood and gold, it looked magical in the sun, almost glowing. Two enormous horses pulled in front, halters jangling. 

It was a long, tiring journey. I tried to doze off, but the bumping and jolting of the carriage made it impossible. Eventually, we slowed to a halt. 

Queasy, I peeked out of the windows to see nothing but fields. No castle. Just a little farmhouse. 

The driver was speaking to someone I couldn’t see. 

The door flung open. 

It was a young woman, approximately my age, flushed and grinning. She climbed in the seat across from me, blonde hair flowing down her back like a waterfall of golden silk. 

She flung her hand out at me as the driver slammed the door behind her. “Edith,” she said breathlessly, all sunshine and glow. My stomach twisted. My competition. 

“Rosalia,” I murmured, giving her hand a quick, polite shake. 

She settled back against the seat as the carriage began bumping down the road again, beaming out the window. I tried not to notice how beautiful her skin was, compared to my pale complexion; her long limbs and full lips. Jealousy flared. I knew this would be a popularity competition. Most things were. And most things ended up with the pretty people winning. I decided I would defeat her. 

A thin smile spread across my lips.

I would crush her. This apprenticeship was mine. 

It was almost nightfall when the carriage finally rumbled to a stop. 

We tumbled out onto the gravel with stiff legs, stretching. 

“Wow,” Edith gasped. 

I could only agree, my mouth hanging open. It was gorgeous, breathtakingly beautiful. Tower scraping the sky, gleaming white stone and dark wood touches. It seemed to reach up to the stars themselves beginning to emerge from the sky. I’d never seen anything so enormous in my life, only the small cabins and farmhouses of my village. 

We were both ravenous, exhausted, and in no mood for anything but food and sleep as we approached the castle doors. 

I rushed the last few steps so I could be the one to rap on the door. 

A tall, pinched-face woman cracked open the door and peered down at us. The lamps around us cast a golden, flickering glow as we stood clutching our bags. 

“You’re the apprentices,” the woman said, her voice clipped. It wasn’t really a question. 

I nodded, my mouth dry. 

She opened the door and ushered us inside. 

Edith gasped out loud, and I had to clap my hand over my mouth in shock. 

We’d been transported to a magical, fantasy world. The ceiling was so high above us I couldn’t make out the details of the moldings. Candlelight glowed from giant chandeliers, glinting off of the gold touches along every piece of furniture. The hall stretched impossibly far, and the very air had a hint of magic in it. 

“Follow me,” the tall woman said, already stalking away on the plush carpeting.

Edith and I were shaking and pale by the time we reached the top. The tall woman turned as we reached the wooden door at the top of the stairs. “I’ll have the servants send up some food shortly,” she clipped as she flung open the door and strode inside. 

The tower opened up to a large, round room. Tables stacked in aisles were covered with laboratory equipment, books and papers thrown haphazardly. Bookcases with everything askew. At the far end of the room, dusty air filtering through sunbeams illuminated a figure hunched over the far tables. His purple robes pooled around his feet and swished against the stone as he turned and looked up at us. 

My brain stopped working. The sunshine gleamed brighter. Birdsong filled the air.

He was gorgeous. 

Curly black locks fell casually, shining in the sunlight. His dark brown eyes threatened to suck me in and swallow me, rimmed with dark circles. His sharp jaw and nose jutted into the air as he glared at the tall woman in front of us. 

I realized I was holding my breath and let it out in a shaking whoosh as he barked across the room, “Matilda! You’ve been warned not to interrupt me!” So deep it made my bones rattle as the words echoed off the ceiling rafters.

All she did was cross her arms. “Your apprentices, Master Godfrey,” she replied, and her eye roll was audible. 

His face dropped. 

I glanced over at Edith. She was staring, looking as alarmed as I felt as he stomped across the room, his robe flying behind him. He came to a stop in front of us, robes messy around his shoulders. 

“Fine, I apologize,” he bit out. 

“It’s fine,” Matilda retorted. She paused. And a small smile crept across her mouth as she said, “I didn’t tell them anything.”

Master Godfrey’s face paled even further. 

I was so busy staring at his sensual, full lips that I didn’t notice Matilda leaving until the door slammed behind us. Edith and I flinched.

There was a beat of silence as we stared at each other, the three of us. 

“Rooms,” he said suddenly, spinning on his heel. His stride lengthened so fast Edith and I had to nearly jog to keep pace.

The hallway narrowed to two doors. He stopped between them, shoulders rigid, chest rising and falling too quick. For a heartbeat he just stood there, thin fingers flexing at his sides.

“These are your rooms,” he blurted. “Same layout. Simple furniture. Staff can bring you whatever you need.” The words tumbled out in a rush. He raked his hands through his hair, eyes darting everywhere but us.

“Seravine’s castle isn’t like others,” Master Godfrey muttered. A flush crept up his neck, blooming red across his pale face. “Normally Matilda handles this part. She’s making me suffer for it...” His voice cracked into silence.

Another breath. Another throat-clearing. Then – 

“The Queen prefers to be nude,” he said in a single gulp. His hands lifted, palms out, as if bracing for our reaction. “And she prefers everyone else to be nude too. There’s... frequent sexual activity.”

My stomach lurched. For a moment I thought I’d misheard. Heat shot straight to my face. I flicked a glance at Edith – she looked stricken, her lips parted, her wide eyes locked on mine like she was begging me to confirm he’d actually said those words.

What in all the gods’ names –?

“I don’t participate!” Godfrey rushed on, shifting from foot to foot. His hands cut frantic shapes in the air before clamping tight behind his back. “No one is forced. The Queen and her court rule here, yes, but – if you don’t want to join, you don’t have to.”

My brain was still trying to process it. I opened my mouth, but I had no idea what to say. 

He looked between us. “I understand if you no longer want to continue your apprenticeships,” he said quietly. “It’s a shock, I know.” 

“No!” Edith blurted. 

We both flinched. 

Her face was pure determinism, and I narrowed my eyes. My hand’s been forced.

“I want to continue as well,” I announced loudly. 

“Um, well, good,” Master Godfrey said after a pause. “I’ll leave you to get settled.” After a pause, he gulped. 

“I can’t instruct you to ignore the queen’s commands,” he admitted his cheeks reddening further. “So if a situation arises where she asks for you, if you want to... participate, it will not affect your instruction whatsoever.” He paused again and looked between us. I caught my breath when his eyes turned to me. 

“It’s only human,” he finished, quietly. 

And with that, he stalked off into the laboratory, slamming the door to the hallway behind him. 

Edith and I looked at each other in silence for a moment. At least she looked as rattled as I felt. 

The bed was warm, and comfortable. The furnishings weren’t much, but it was more comfort than I’d expected, honestly. Servants brought trays of biscuits, fruit, and tea to the room in the morning, before a simple gray robe was laid out on the bed. 

I slipped it on and frowned in the aged, dull mirror. Mousy brown hair, stocky solid body, farm worker stock. No one had ever called me pretty. The best I could hope for was cute. If sexual appeal was going to be a part of my life here, I wasn’t expecting a lot of attention at all. I turned and tried to tuck the robe somewhat to form some kind of a waist. 

As I opened the door and stepped into the hallway, to my right Edith was doing the same. I looked at her and she grinned. I flashed a quick smile back. Not too friendly now. 

I couldn’t keep the look of disgust off my face as I trailed behind her on our way to the laboratory. The gray shapeless robe looked like it was tailored for her – she looked thin and shapely. I clutched my notebook to my chest and gritted my teeth. I can beat her if I just work harder. 

Edith pushed open the door to the laboratory, the morning sun streaming through the enormous windows. 

Master Godfrey was already inside, clattering around with beakers toward one end of the lab. His head perked up when the door opened. “Ah!” he called out. 

“It’s your first day, so
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