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  Content Assurance


Within these pages lies a tale of dystopian society and struggle. Topics such as classism, oppression, and child labor will be explored. Death—including death of a parent—and fantasy violence will also be shown on-page, though never with any graphic detail. 
The Willingham Promise

I strive to write books free from explicit content that honor God. Therefore, this book contains:
NO swearing,
NO sexual content, and
NO graphic violence.






  
  





For my children.

May you always choose love over hate and compassion over apathy.
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  My heart threatened to pound its way straight through my rib cage as I stared at the Diamond on the opposite side of the ballroom. 
There he stood next to his wife and two sons—a glittering reminder of all that was wrong with this world.
He was beautiful.
He was monstrous.
He was the Emperor of Jyosia.
When he lifted his hands, a hush fell over the room. He called out into that silence, “My Diamonds. Welcome to the Betrothal Games!”
My breath quickened at the sound of his voice, a voice I had only ever heard on the holos before this moment. Never did I think I would draw so close to the man responsible for oppressing my people, the man ultimately responsible for the death of my mother, my father.
But there he was. So close.
So terribly close that I could have spanned the distance between us in under a minute if I sprinted.
My false smile tightened, turning brittle. My fingers twitched, eager to retrieve the small box hidden within the interior pocket of my doublet.
But I knew now wasn’t the time. Now wasn’t the right moment.
I needed to wait for the perfect opportunity to strike him down.
The emperor smiled at us all, and I hated the way the brightness of the expression softened the hard angles of his face. He looked so pleasant in that moment—a proud father presenting his daughter to the world.
“But we all know you aren’t here to see me,” he continued, luring a rumble of laughter from the men packed within the ballroom, waiting to mingle with the princess.
But that wasn’t true. I was there to see him. Only him.
The Games and Her Imperial Highness could be dusted for all I cared.
The Amethyst standing at the emperor’s side—the one who had introduced himself to me as Egbert only a short time ago—stepped forward and cried out, “And now, without further ado, the palace is proud to present Her Imperial Highness, Princess Ysabelle de Jyosia!”
Reluctantly, my gaze wrenched itself from the emperor as the imperial family stepped aside to make room for the figure emerging from the door just behind them.
Impatience gnawed at me. I wanted to get this over and done with.
But when my eyes claimed their first glimpse of the princess as she stepped forward into the light, my heart stuttered to a pause. In person, Ysabelle de Jyosia looked nothing like she did on the holos.
Holos could never have done such a woman justice.
Just like her father, she was one of the rarest Diamonds—a black Diamond—and she gleamed with all the beauty of the heavens at night.
Her obsidian skin sparkled as though dusted with starlight. Her hair, though silver like all her wretched caste, seemed almost pearlescent against the stark contrast of her complexion.
And her eyes? Her eyes burned like molten silver, smoldering, brilliant, and all-consuming, especially when she looked my way.
Ysabelle de Jyosia was looking at me.
My breath shuddered back into being as I held the princess’s gaze, drowning in the sheer intensity of it all. Every instruction Winston had beaten into my skull over the past month melted away.
I should have smiled. I should have bowed. I was supposed to be a Diamond now—proud, charming, above all others.
A demon worthy of claiming the hand of the glittering gem just across the room.
But all I could do was stare.
“Ah…” Egbert spoke again. “It has come to my attention that Her Imperial Highness wishes to make a slight change to the evening’s planned festivities.”
“A change?” I whispered. “What change?”
At my side, Eloise breathed, “I don’t know, my lord,” clearly just as confused as I was.
Across the room, the princess broke eye contact first, freeing me from the glorious prison of her quicksilver gaze.
Blinking, I shot a look at the Amethyst standing with the imperial family.
What was he going on about now?
The man looked nervous when he cleared his throat and continued, “Though tonight’s ball was originally intended as a mere meet-and-greet, it is now the first trial of the Games.”
“What?” I gasped.
Below me, those Diamonds already occupying the dance floor began to mutter amongst themselves, their voices swelling louder and louder by the moment.
Egbert struggled to be heard over them when he cried, “Any man who does not claim a dance with Her Imperial Highness before the final stroke of midnight will not progress to the next round. Good luck, gentlemen,” the Amethyst nearly shouted over the noise. “And may the best Diamond win.”
I cast a glance toward the enormous clock occupying one wall of the room just as it announced the time with a series of deep, resounding chimes. Each shivered its way straight into my bones; my pulse raced while I counted the tones.
Ten o’clock.
I had only two hours—two hours to claim a dance with a woman being swarmed by the attentions of hundreds of other men. Already, the masses hurried toward the grand staircase where the princess occupied, fighting to be at the front of the horde.
I tightened my jaw and stared at them all, that pack of preening peacocks.
To them, this was all a game—a grand competition in which they might win the hand of a beautiful princess and secure a place at her side as the future emperor consort.
But to me, this was so much more. The very lives of my people hung in the balance.
For their sake, I couldn’t afford to lose.
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Three Months Earlier
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Chapter 1


It was counting day—the one day out of the month when those of us in Sector 7 could hit the empire where it hurt the most: their raw magic supply. 
They couldn’t live without their precious magic in the Capital. A Diamond’s glittering skin may have been harder than any weapons we Quartzes possessed down in the Fringes, but their spirits were soft.
Weak.
They needed magic to light their homes, to power their trains, to cook their meals.
And yet they were the ones who held all the power?
I stood behind my best friend Benji’s wheelchair and waited for the meeting of our little Resistance cell to begin. It was early—dawn hadn’t yet broken—and I fought the urge to crack a yawn behind the clay mask covering my face.
Though most of us within the cell knew each other’s true identities, the masks were still a necessary precaution.
We never knew when a squad of Onyxes might discover and raid our latest abandoned warehouse-turned-hideout.
“My freedom fighters!” came a familiar call, drawing us all to attention. “Today is a very important day.”
I turned my head and watched our leader limp his way to the front of the room, where a stage built out of clay bricks awaited him.
No wood.
No one down in the Fringes could afford something so luxurious as wood.
Beside me, Benji’s wife, Elena, huffed out a breath. “We know the drill, Engineer. It’s counting day.”
The Engineer.
That was what we all called the older Quartz standing before us, the weathered lines of his gray-skinned face obscured behind a mask painted with the symbol of our Resistance: a broken chain.
But I knew the face beneath that mask well. To the world, he was the Engineer, the man who dreamed of a better world for all Jyosians.
To me, he was simply my godfather, Tobias Raston, the man who had helped raise me after my father’s execution.
But Elena was right. It was just another counting day. We all knew the plan: skim as many crystals containing raw magic as we could from each mining crew’s monthly haul without dipping below that crew’s quota.
Or being caught.
Elena was the skimmer for my crew. Women always made the best skimmers. The Onyxes monitoring us day and night would have noticed even a single man missing from a mining crew.
But a single woman absent from one of the magic refineries? The Onyxes never questioned it.
Lucky for us.
“Today is a counting day to end all other counting days,” my godfather corrected Elena, an audible smile in his voice.
Nearby, large Gus—the broadest Quartz I had ever seen—asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?” echoing my own thoughts.
Instead of answering immediately, my godfather hobbled over to our antiquated holoprojector and turned it on by touching his finger to one of the many runes engraved into its metal casing.
Though the emperor denied us all the other magitech advancements that might have improved the quality of our lives, he allowed us our holoprojectors.
How else were we supposed to receive the empire’s propaganda?
Our projector was old, and the holo that shimmered to life against the wall behind it flickered in and out like a sputtering candle.
Benji or Elena could have fixed it, given enough time. Both were as smart as Sapphires—the Capital’s magitechnicians. Perhaps even smarter.
But Tobias always had them tinkering with more important things. Things to help our cause.
“In just three months’ time, the Betrothal Games will begin,” my godfather reminded us all as he gestured to the holo playing on a loop beside him. “This will provide us with a unique opportunity.”
I watched with the rest of my cell as the heir to our corrupt empire, Princess Ysabelle de Jyosia, smiled and waved at an unseen crowd while a banner wishing her a happy 30th birthday fluttered overhead. She was pretty, as all Diamonds were pretty—like a lightning bolt splitting the heavens.
Awe-inspiring. Untouchable. Deadly.
But that holo was old news. Her birthday was last week.
I only knew that because our mining foreman, Jeb, had forced us to watch the festivities during our lunch break.
Jeb. A ridiculous name for a ridiculous bootlicker of a man—and my stepfather besides.
Finally, I spoke up. “How do the Games concern us at all?”
The question earned a sharp look from my godfather. Even with his face completely covered save for his eyes, I knew that look.
Were he standing closer, he would have smacked my shins with his cane.
Normally, I wouldn’t have questioned him in front of the others. But the first bell for the morning shift was due to ring at any moment, and I still needed to help Benji wheel down the hill. We didn’t have time for my godfather’s usual theatrical suspense.
He would have made a spectacular entertainer had he only been born a Ruby.
“The Games concern us,” my godfather explained, “because they’ll provide us with the opportunity we’ve always wanted—a chance to finally infiltrate the palace itself.” He raised his arms and his voice alike when he concluded, “And assassinate the emperor.”
A collective gasp threatened to suck all the air from the room.
“What?” Benji asked, clearly as surprised as I felt.
Strangely, Elena took it all in stride.
Under her breath, she muttered, “I suppose it makes sense. The Capital will be swarming with Diamond bachelors wanting to marry the princess.”
Beside her, young Jack agreed, “It’ll make for a good distraction.”
But I could only stare. Tobias spoke nonsense. They were all speaking nonsense.
Quartzes were forbidden from entering the Capital, let alone the palace. We couldn’t so much as board a train to make it across the Breach—the great ravine that split our land in two, separating the Capital from the rest of Jyosia.
But even if he did manage to find some way to get us across, there was still the issue of us being Quartzes.
There was no way we could disguise ourselves as any other caste. We were the shortest Jyosians, not to mention the most drab. While every other caste glittered, we were all a dull shade of gray: gray skin, gray hair, gray eyes.
Like the mud we used to make our clay.
“I don’t understand—” Benji started to say, but the low thrum of a bell ringing in the distance cut him off. The summons for the morning shift.
We had to go.
I could nearly feel Tobias’s hidden smile when he called out, “All will be revealed later tonight; don’t you worry. This is our moment.”
But then his tone shifted into something more serious when he added, “Skimmers, I need you to take as much as you can today. Dip below quota numbers if you have to. We need all the magic we can get to fund this plan.”
My jaw hardened at this latest instruction. Any mining crew that didn’t meet its monthly quota would know the taste of a phasewhip striping their backs.
That was why we were always so careful not to skim too much.
Finally, it was Elena’s turn to ask, surprised, “What?”
But my godfather waved her off. “You have your orders. We are discussing the liberation of all Jyosia. We will not be meek and let this opportunity pass us by now.”
His eyes sought me out in particular when he added, “Trust me. Trust the cause. Make me proud today, and together we will finally free our people. May the Maker guide you all.”
Beside him, the holo of the imperial princess still waved and smiled.
Her obnoxious cheer provided an odd contrast to my pensive mood as I mumbled, “The Maker guide you,” in reply before slipping out of the warehouse with my friends—my fellow freedom fighters.
Together, moving unseen through the narrow alleys of our slums, we returned to our lives of sweat and toil.
And rebellion.
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Chapter 2


Iran full tilt through the center of the sector, my mask stuffed in my knapsack, my hands gripping the handles of Benji’s wheelchair while we raced to work. 
Elena loped alongside us.
Benji could wheel himself—as he was fond of reminding me at every intersection—but we were running late.
And I enjoyed riding on the back of his chair down the hill. We’d been doing it every day for the past ten years, ever since his accident in the mines that left him paralyzed from the waist down.
It was tradition.
My feet knew the way, even though every single street looked the same—dusty and monochrome. I was sure our particular sector of the Fringes looked exactly like every other, though I had never traveled beyond its borders to see for myself.
Quartzes never left their home sectors.
But I imagined they were all gray, just like ours—just like we were—and filled with the stink of smoke.
The stink aside, the streets were still alive with all the warmth and energy of our people. That was one thing the emperor and his Diamonds could never take from us, try as they might.
They denied us food if we didn’t work for it first.
They denied us names, identifying us only by number in the official empire records.
But our spirits remained unbroken.
The Capital had its comforts, its magic, its higher quality of living. We saw enough of it on the holos to know what we were missing. But we had each other and all our secret little rebellions.
The emperor liked to give grand speeches about the founding of the empire—when the Kingdom of Jyosia invaded all other lands during the days of the Consolidation and declared us all one people.
One empire. Eleven castes.
According to Emperor Baret, the caste system kept the empire balanced and working smoothly.
Every person has a caste. Every caste has a purpose.
There were no exceptions, no deviations from the laws.
Quartzes toiled. Rose Quartzes served. Topazes created. Sapphires tinkered. Rubies entertained. Emeralds taught. Jadeites healed. Onyxes protected. Amethysts managed. Pearls captivated. Diamonds ruled.
Dust that.
The moment we reached the square, my heart soared at the bright splashes of color decorating every surface. Murals celebrating the legends of how our Maker created the world adorned the outer walls of the squat homes and shops crowding the sector center alongside painted depictions of individual family histories: births, deaths, marriages.
A single crown of wildflowers, left over from the latest wedding dance two days ago, slowly withered in its place atop the stone stool in front of the mural honoring the day mine and Benji’s fathers were both hanged, along with the rest of their mining crew.
My father had died for the rebellion, for something bigger—greater—rather than stay alive with me.
I was never enough to keep him here.
Delicate trinkets dangling alongside the lanterns strung across the narrow streets told stories of their own. Some happier. Some just as bittersweet.
My contribution glittered in the first rays of light peeking over the tops of the roofs—a selection of glass butterflies I had blown shortly after my mother’s death.
She had always loved butterflies; our people believed they were messengers of the Maker.
Losing her had been different. Quieter.
Just the kind of ache that settles in and never leaves.
And that was my secret rebellion: crafting glass butterflies in her memory. According to the emperor, only an artisan Topaz could ever be a glassblower.
I enjoyed proving him wrong.
“Wait!” Elena panted when we finally reached the top of the steep hill leading down to the labor district that housed the mines and refineries. “I want a ride.”
I groaned but stopped all the same. “We don’t have time for this.”
Benji chuckled and invited his wife into his lap with open arms. “Don’t be jealous, Ced,” he chided me over his shoulder. “The Maker willing, you’ll have your own wife someday.”
Doubtful.
What would be the point anyway when the empire could take her from me just as easily as it did my parents?
Elena flashed me a bright smile. “Assuming anyone would want a grumpy old man like you. How old are you now, Cedric? Forty?”
I grunted and hopped onto the back of Benji’s wheelchair, shoving us off.
“Thirty-seven,” I called out over the whip of the wind whistling past as we careened wildly down the hill like a pack of children.
But that was a lie. I was actually thirty-five.
It was a strange thing to lie about, but it had been going on so long that I no longer knew how to set the record straight. Benji knew the truth. And Tobias.
That was enough.
Boys were supposed to attend “school” and learn to read and write until the age of seven. Only then were they allowed to work in the mines, picking up fallen magic crystals in exchange for food rations.
But that was the thing: my father died when I was five. Someone had to earn rations for us on the days my mother had one of her weak spells and had to stay in bed.
So I’d lied.
I went to work two years early.
During the evenings, Tobias taught me everything I should have learned at school that day, assuming I didn’t fall asleep first. He did what he could for us.
But back then, he still had a family of his own to feed, too.
No doubt that was ultimately why my mother had married Jeb. She probably thought hitching herself to my foreman would earn me a bit of reprieve from the hard life of a miner.
She was wrong. But it was the thought that counted.
As if merely thinking of Jeb was enough to summon him forth, I caught a brief glimpse of his jowly face as the three of us shot past—an ugly blur and little more.
His words chased after me, though, when he snarled, “You’re late again, Carr! And you can’t use that cripple of yours as an excuse this time.”
Fury ignited in my chest as I hopped off the back of Benji’s chair and dug in my heels to haul him and Elena to a stop.
My boots skittered over loose rocks.
Dust floated in a gritty haze all around us.
Jeb could say whatever he liked to me, but I wasn’t just going to stand there and listen to him insult Benji. I didn’t care if I got the whip.
We’d probably all be getting it before the day was out anyway, if Tobias had his way.
Elena launched herself from Benji’s lap before we even came to a full halt, madder than an alley cat after a hard rain.
She whirled on Jeb, hands on her hips, and shouted, “Who are you calling a cripple, old man? He’s a foreman, same as you. Show some respect.”
“Leave it,” Benji ordered us both before adding under his breath, “He’s just anxious and lashing out. Look at him.”
Benji had always been the empathetic one out of the three of us, even after his accident. I thought losing the use of his legs would have made him bitter, but it had only made him more eager to find a small shred of goodness in every soul.
I both admired and hated that about him, if only because it often left me feeling like a terrible person when I didn’t see the same things he did.
But he was right, as per usual. Something was definitely off with Jeb.
A tension crackled around my stepfather while he stood post by the lift that would carry us down into the mines. More Onyxes—the empire’s attack dogs—than usual stood guard nearby with phasewhips at the ready, their exoarmor gleaming like black beetle carapace in the early morning light.
Elena huffed, “Well, he’ll be getting whipped by the end of shift if I have anything to do with it.”
I grimaced. “If Jeb’s whipped for our not meeting quota, you know the rest of the crew will be whipped too… right?” Most of the crew, at least. The boys would be excluded.
Praise the Maker.
Assuming the Maker hadn’t forgotten us completely by this point.
I understood my godfather had a plan. And I understood we needed all the magic we could steal to fund said plan.
But I didn’t like this business of jeopardizing the well-being of the mining crews to do it.
It seemed I wasn’t the only one. “I don’t like this,” Benji whispered, rolling his chair closer. “All this talk of whipping.” He thinned his lips. “And assassination.”
Elena shushed him.
I shot a glance back toward my stepfather and the Onyxes. None of them stood close enough to hear us, but that didn’t mean we weren’t being watched.
Jeb narrowed his eyes and barked out another, “Carr! Get over here!”
“I gotta go.” I slipped Elena a sidelong glance. “See you later.”
She flashed me a smile and declared, “No, you won’t,” before bending down to press a kiss to the top of Benji’s head. “But I will see you later,“ she whispered against his hair, her voice low, her tone intimate.
I shoved off to give them a bit of privacy.
I didn’t manage to take more than a single step, though, before Benji’s hand shot out and grasped my sleeve, holding me in place.
“Tell me you agree with me, Ced,” he whispered while Elena lingered behind him, ready to walk with him the rest of the way to the refinery where he now worked as foreman. “Tell me you think all this is wrong, too. I can’t be alone in this. Our fathers wouldn’t want this. They only ever protested peacefully.”
“And we see what that got them,” I snarled. “Maybe the time for peaceful protests is over, Benji. It certainly hasn’t gotten us anywhere.”
“Anything worth doing is worth doing right,” Benji argued, his eyes searching my face.
But I shook my head. “You’ve always been too nice. Too kind for your own good.”
His shoulders visibly slumped when he withdrew his hand from me and reclaimed his hold on his chair’s wheels instead. “Maybe that’s exactly what we need to actually change things, Ced. Kindness. Understanding. Love.”
He nodded to the gray soil beneath my feet. “The kind the Maker gave us when life was first breathed into this dust and we were born.”
I recoiled from his words. “Love? What love have the Diamonds ever shown us?”
I shook my head. “Our legends are old, Benji. Outdated. Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m hardly the only Quartz who feels this way. They were written long ago—long before our people became enslaved.”
Benji sighed, his eyes heavy. “You can’t throw oil on a fire and then question why it’s burning, Ced.”
“Carr!” Jeb screamed.
I sighed, turning away from my friend.
“Let’s talk about it more later,” I promised, my feet already in motion, carrying me toward the lift. “I’ll meet you after shift, and we’ll talk about it then.”
I forced my lips into some sort of smile right until the moment I fully turned away, and Benji could no longer see my face. Only then did I let that expression melt away.
For once, Benji was wrong.
I loved Benji. I loved him like a brother. But this broken world of ours didn’t need kindness. It didn’t need love. What it needed was a revolution.
And ours was finally about to begin.
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Chapter 3


Far below the sunlit surface of our world, Lithos, there were no cheerful murals. No quiet rebellions. 
No deviations from our expected societal norms.
There was only the work. The only work available to able-bodied male Quartzes of my sector—mining for magic, the source of the Jyosian Empire’s power.
The mines hummed with the latent arcana contained within the crystal veins threading through them, and my body sang right along with them. So close to such raw power, my very skin prickled with every swing of my pickaxe.
I mined as high on the wall as I could, to make it easier for the children among us to swoop in with their heavy metal buckets and collect the fallen stones glittering underfoot.
We had been at it for half the day now, having worked straight through lunch. I knew that much from the rumble of my stomach alone.
But still, Jeb and the Onyxes overseeing the mining operations shouted at us and cracked their whips, demanding we push harder. Mine faster.
My muscles groaned in reply.
At my side, young Jack complained, “What’s the rush? We’re on track for quota, aren’t we?”
I scrubbed the sweat from my brow and muttered, “Well past quota, last I checked.”
Not that it mattered if Elena ended up skimming more than she should. We’d all be tasting the sting of an Onyx’s phasewhip by the end of the day if she obeyed Tobias’s orders and made good on her own threat.
But Jack was right. There was no need for the rush.
I narrowed my eyes and glanced down the line of workers slaving away by the dim glow of the crystal veins. Magic always glowed that soft shade of blue.
The tension that had been crackling off Jeb just that morning now blanketed the rest of the mines. It was a palpable thing—heavy, smothering.
Even the Onyxes watching over us stood so rigidly within their exoarmor that they looked likely to shatter at any moment. But Onyxes never looked tense.
Something was wrong.
“Keep swinging,” I whispered to Jack sidelong while holstering my pickaxe and pulling away from the line of laboring Quartzes. “I’m going to see what’s going on.”
Jack’s eyes widened. “We’re not supposed to stop until Jeb calls for lunch…”
But I was already off, stalking toward my stepfather, where he stood overseeing. Counting days came once a month. It wasn’t anything special—just the day all the mining carts filled with magic crystals that didn’t need to be refined were tallied before being shipped off by train across the Breach to the Capital.
This was normal operating procedure.
But everyone was acting like one of the bombs we used to break through bedrock was ticking down right beneath our boots.
When I drew close to my stepfather, his attention fixated on me, his eyes flashing with even more malice than usual.
He growled, “Get back in line, Carr, and keep working.”
I presented a tight smile, unfazed. “I just want to know what’s going on, Jeb.”
Jeb’s scowl deepened. “We don’t have time for you and your questions. I said get back in line.”
“What’s the rush, eh?” I asked, my eyebrow arching. “There’s no chance we’re in danger of being below quota.” Well, aside from Elena.
But he didn’t know about that.
My two stepbrothers, Gale and Abe, stopped swinging from where they mined nearby. Both turned to face me. Abe—the younger and softer of the two—avoided my gaze. I couldn’t remember the last time he had actually looked me in the eye.
Probably about the time I moved out of our family home and into my own place ten years ago.
But Gale was all too happy to join in with his father’s sneering. “It’s because we’re getting a special visitor today, Carr,” he boasted, clearly pleased he knew something I didn’t.
My heart stuttered at his words.
A visitor?
No one ever visited the mines.
“Quiet, Gale,” Jeb snapped, but the damage had already been done.
Curious whispers exploded down the line as more Quartzes stopped mining and craned their necks to look our way.
A nearby Onyx cracked his whip and shouted, “Back to work, the lot of you!”
But for once, the soldier was ignored.
“What visitor?” another Quartz asked.
Jeb puckered his lips and shot me a sour look, as if the sudden panic was my fault rather than Gale’s.
“Who’s coming?” yet another demanded to know.
Jeb rumbled with clear irritation and continued to glare down the line.
I didn’t understand how my mother had ever tolerated such a man. My father had been kind just like her. A Quartz of great honor and compassion, like Benji.
Jeb was an angry little rat stuffed into a man’s body.
Lifting his voice, that rat shouted, “Since you’re all so eager to know, we’re being graced by the presence of Lord Mercarius Solanus. He’s coming for the count today.”
Jeb might as well have set off a bomb in our midst for the great silence that followed.
I stared at my stepfather, not sure whether I should laugh at the absurdity of his announcement or scream at the horror of the idea.
A Diamond.
A Diamond was coming to the mines.
On counting day.
With Elena deep in one of our abandoned shafts, stealing a whole cart of crystals for the Resistance.
Behind me, chaos erupted as every miner shouted yet more questions at Jeb.
“Why? Why is he coming?” That was what they all wanted to know.
Only the children among us needed to ask, “Who?”
Every man who had come of age down in the mines already knew the name Solanus. House Solanus owned most of the mines in Sector 7, including the very one in which we currently labored, sweated, and bled.
But it didn’t matter whether Lord Mercarius Solanus owned this mine or not.
Diamonds never came down to the Fringes. And they especially never came down into the mines.
While the shouting rose to a fever pitch, I broke into a sprint and dove into the nearest abandoned shaft where we stored the mining carts already full of crystals waiting for the count.
Loose stones underfoot threatened to trip me with every step. Darkness broken only by dim halos of azure light greeted me as far as the eye could see.
But I knew the way well enough.
My legs pumped. My holstered pickaxe thumped against my outer thigh. My fingers skimmed down the length of the left wall, hunting for the next turn I needed to take.
When open air greeted my fingertips, I veered down the latest shaft, then the next, and then the next, racing all the while toward the faint blue glow shining in the distance which marked Elena’s position.
“Cedric,” she hissed the moment I drew close and she recognized me. “What are you doing down here? You’ll get us caught.”
“Go. Now.”
I gripped the edge of the dilapidated mining cart she liked to use, prepared to bodily shove it along the tracks with her hanging onto it if I had to.
Benji would never forgive me if I let his wife be executed over a mere cart of raw magic.
And Lord Solanus would most certainly have Elena executed if he discovered her stealing from his family.
“But I’m not ready,” Elena protested, her brow furrowing. “I still have more I can skim.”
“No time. Lord Solanus is coming for the count.”
Elena stared at me, her lips parted in a gasp that never quite came.
I swallowed hard and gave the cart a shove, bumping it against her torso. “Go, please. We’ll just take a smaller cut. The Engineer will understand.”
Those words finally shook Elena out of her daze. She frowned down into the mining cart; it was only three-quarters full.
“But we need as many crystals as we can skim this month. For the big plan.” Her eyes shone in the light cast by the mined arcana—a small fortune’s worth, if fenced through the right channels in the empire’s underbelly. “I want to take down the emperor just as much as you do. We need this.”
I pressed my lips into a thin line and shot a look back over my shoulder while I weighed our options.
She was right.
We did need this.
Grinding my teeth together, I released my hold on the mining cart. “Make it quick. You need to be out of here before Lord Solanus arrives.”
“Thank you, Ced.” Elena’s voice flitted after me as I dashed back down one shaft and veered into the next.
By the time I returned to the main shaft, some semblance of order had been restored to the line. Our crew was no longer shouting, at the very least. And the familiar tink-tink-tink of pickaxes driving into crystal veins chimed through the air.
But that veneer of calm dissolved the moment the lift that carried us down into Lithos’s belly every day suddenly rumbled into motion, returning to the surface well before its time.
He was already here—our Diamond overlord. Hours before the count should even take place.
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Chapter 4


Suddenly, Jack and Gus were at my side. 
One Onyx soldier barked at Jeb, “Get them on their knees. Pickaxes away.”
“You heard the man,” Jeb snarled. Even in the low light, I could see the naked fear shining in my stepfather’s eyes. “On your knees! Heads down! Pickaxes away!”
We all hurried to comply, though that last order was completely pointless. A mere pickaxe couldn’t hurt a Diamond.
Nothing could, beyond the runeweapons only the Diamonds themselves could wield. There was something about the particular runes carved into those weapons that allowed them to channel enough magic to pierce a Diamond’s hard skin.
I didn’t know enough about magitech to understand it all. All I knew was that mere phaseweapons, like the kind the Onyxes used, could stun a Diamond momentarily, perhaps even bruise them.
But our pickaxes would most likely simply break against a Diamond’s flesh.
Still, I obeyed, sinking to my knees and tossing my pickaxe into the growing pile in the center of the shaft. There was no point in arguing the logic of it all. Logic meant nothing to the empire.
Power was all that truly mattered.
On one side of me, Jack trembled. On the other, Gus nervously cracked his knuckles.
The silence that descended over the mine left me keenly aware of the ragged quality of my breath.
The last time I had seen a Diamond in the flesh was the day my father died.
When the lift slammed back into place, I dared lift my head and look that way.
Even crouched so his head wouldn’t slam into the ceiling, Lord Mercarius Solanus still towered over us all—easily double my size.
His shoulders were broad.
His arms were thick.
And every inch of him glittered even more beautifully than the crystals we mined from the deeps of Lithos. His silver hair, his eyes, even his skin sparkled with some inner luminescence, lending him the appearance of something angelic and painfully beautiful, as if he were crafted from starlight.
But I knew the truth. That man was a demon, as all Diamonds were.
And he wasn’t alone.
A pair of personal Onyx bodyguards, with gold sun emblems stamped on their exoarmor and armed with phasebatons instead of whips, flanked the Diamond on either side, while an Amethyst bureaucrat loitered in the shadows of the lift, a handkerchief pressed over his nose.
Most bewildering, though, was the Pearl companion hanging off the nobleman’s arm. Glistening with an ethereal iridescence, she was even more out of place than her master within the dirty confines of our mine.
“My Quartzes,” Lord Solanus called out, warm and pleasant. The musical quality of his voice set my teeth on edge. “How pleased I am to meet you at last.”
When the Diamond’s gaze passed down the line, every Quartz bowed his head further and hunched his shoulders—every Quartz except for me.
It was foolish, I knew that. I needed to behave, to play the submissive.
But I still kept my attention locked onto the behemoth who had invaded the Fringes, refusing to be cowed.
Lord Solanus’s eyes snapped to me at once. “Which one of you is the foreman?” he asked of no one in particular, his silver gaze boring into my own dull gray. “All you Quartzes look the same to me.”
“I—I’m the foreman, m’lord,” Jeb stammered, shifting in place where he knelt.
Slowly, Lord Solanus’s attention peeled away from me in favor of spearing my stepfather with a look instead.
A particularly feline smile curved the Diamond’s lips. “I wished to congratulate you in person, foreman, for keeping this mine performing above quota month after month.” Encompassing us all in the next sweep of his gaze, Lord Solanus added, “You should all be proud of yourselves. This is, by far, House Solanus’s most profitable mine.”
Kind words from a dangerous mouth. Unease crawled its way down my spine.
This was wrong.
No Diamond would make the long journey from the Capital to the Fringes just to congratulate a pack of Quartzes for doing the very job they were bred to do.
“And,” Lord Solanus continued, his glittering eyes coming to rest back on my own. It was unnerving how pretty the man was.
But I forced myself to meet his gaze all the same as he said, “I wished to inform you all that—given this—the quotas for this mine will increase from this counting day forward. Starting next month, House Solanus will expect triple yields.”
A horrified gasp rippled down the line.
My stomach churned.
Triple yields?
The Resistance would have no chance of skimming magic each month if the empire expected triple yields from our crew.
One Quartz dared ask, “You seek to punish us for working hard, m’lord?”
The nearest Onyx cracked his phasewhip against the offending Quartz’s back, earning a pained yelp from the miner.
But Lord Solanus didn’t even so much as blink at the interruption.
It was his Amethyst who ultimately stepped forward and pulled his handkerchief from his nose long enough to sneer, “You dare question the words of your future emperor consort?”
Emperor consort?
I narrowed my eyes and swept another quick look across Lord Solanus.
Our Diamond overlord simply laughed. “The Games haven’t even begun, Geoffrey,” he chided his Amethyst. “Her Imperial Highness might very well choose another as her consort, naturally.”
Lord Solanus’s smile deepened. “Though the holocasters do already project I have a good chance of making it into the final three.”
The Pearl with him agreed in a voice as soft and delicate as a summer breeze, “Her Imperial Highness would be very blessed to have you as her consort, my lord.”
Disgust left a bitter taste on my tongue.
“M’lord,” Jeb interjected, his head bowing low. “Forgive me, but I fear… triple yields might be rather impossible. Already, we have stripped many shafts clean—”
“Then dig deeper,” Lord Solanus boomed, sending the Pearl on his arm flinching. “Drill further. Work double shifts, if you have to. I want higher yields, not excuses. My future bride deserves the very best House Solanus can provide.”
A metallic screech pierced through the nobleman’s speech, the sound echoing from the depths of one abandoned mine shaft.
Everyone’s attention snapped that way, Lord Solanus’s included.
My stomach plummeted all the way to my knees.
Elena must have been finally moving the cart.
“Who’s down there?” Lord Solanus asked, frowning.
“No one, m’lord,” Jeb insisted. “The mining crew’s all here. Everyone’s accounted for.”
But Lord Solanus seemed unconvinced. He nodded at the two Onyxes he had brought with him. Without a word, the pair marched toward the abandoned shaft that would eventually lead them to Elena.
A surge of panic sent me jolting to my feet. I had no idea what I was doing.
I just knew I had to buy her more time.
“Back on your knees,” one of Lord Solanus’s Onyxes growled through his helm.
But I simply balled my hands into fists and asked, “How do you expect us to meet triple yields when we barely receive enough food to make it through one shift, m’lord?”
Jeb hissed, “Carr, back on your knees. Now.”
Time rushed past like sand through my fingers as I straightened my back and took a step forward instead. “Perhaps if House Solanus treated its Quartzes better,” I suggested, hating the way my lips trembled around the words, “we could mine faster. Dig deeper.”
Good sense dictated that I should shut my mouth and prostrate myself before Lord Solanus right at that moment.
Good sense dictated that I should beg forgiveness for speaking out of turn before it was too late.
But I had left my good sense back in the mining shaft with Elena when I hadn’t insisted she leave right then.
Lord Solanus moved far faster than I would have ever thought possible. In one moment, the nobleman stood several paces away, stroking the hand of the Pearl still clinging to his arm.
In the next, he loomed just before me, the runesword that had once rested at his hip now in his hand.
The silver blade gleamed with a celestial radiance to match the Diamond’s own, save for where the mystical runes carved all down its length crackled blue, as all magic did.
When Lord Solanus tightened his grip on the weapon’s hilt, the blade’s edge flared to life as well.
The azure heat now radiating from the sword lapped against my neck, sending my flesh to prickling, to bubbling, as if it were in danger of melting like sand in a furnace.
Every instinct I had rattled to life, screaming at me to shrink away from that heat.
To run.
To hide.
To plead for my life.
But I stayed rooted in place, staring up at the monster before me. Elena might not yet be out of the mine.
I had to give her the best chance of escape.
Lord Solanus smiled. “My, my. Someone woke up with a death wish today, didn’t he?” The Diamond tilted his head to the side. “Who is this pathetic creature?”
“Cedric Carr,” Jeb helpfully supplied.
Lord Solanus’s lips twisted as if he had just eaten something rotten. “What is his identification number? I don’t care what false name he claims for himself.”
Number 707. That was my official name in the empire’s records. Another small rebellion, I supposed. Quartz parents always named their children, even though the emperor didn’t think us worthy of them.
“My lord,” the Pearl suddenly called out, interrupting us all before Jeb could rattle off my number. “My dear Mercarius. Please.”
Slinking forward, she wrapped both her arms around one of Lord Solanus’s and hugged him close.
I finally spared the woman a proper glance now that she stood so near. I had never seen a Pearl before. Why would a companion ever come to the Fringes?
Up close, it was easy to admire just how beautiful Pearls truly were—a mesmerizing play of pastel hues. Her hair shimmered between shades of silver and pink. Her eyes were a swirl of sky blue and mint green. Her skin was a soft ivory dusted with a pearlescent sheen that glittered in the light cast by Lord Solanus’s blade.
In contrast to my curious study of her features, the Pearl utterly ignored me.
“I’m growing tired of this dirty mine,” she complained. “Can’t we just leave the little Quartz alone and return home? He’s only showing off to try to impress me.”
I frowned when the Pearl insisted, “He hasn’t been able to take his eyes off me since we first arrived.”
A protest lurked just on my tongue.
I hadn’t.
I wouldn’t.
I had only just looked at her.
But I swallowed the words down when Lord Solanus suddenly laughed and withdrew the runesword from that deadly nearness.
“Is that so?” he asked, his eyes crinkling at the corners.
The Pearl caught my eye for just a moment and nodded once.
Taking her cue, I uncertainly agreed, “Yes, she’s… very pretty.”
Another laugh exploded from the nobleman’s throat as he sheathed his weapon. “The little dust grubber has good taste, at the very least. You’re exquisite, Colette.”
Lord Solanus bent over to grace the top of the Pearl’s head with a strangely affectionate kiss. It was disconcerting to watch—like witnessing an Onyx suddenly coddling a stray kitten.
“But we can’t just let such insolence stand.” Lord Solanus fixed me with a fresh stare and whispered, “An example still must be made.”
Before I could react, the Diamond barked to his Onyxes, “Hold him down,” and the two armored men stepped forward and seized me by the arms.
I struggled within their hold in vain.
I was a Quartz. Hardy. Bred for abuse and toil.
But I was no match when pitted against the strength of two Onyxes trained for war.
The Onyx on my right kicked the back of my knee, and my leg buckled, sending me pitching to the ground. My knees and shins smarted where I landed, loose rocks digging into my skin through my trousers.
“Mercarius,” the Pearl protested again, but that time, Lord Solanus didn’t seem in the mood for it.
“Quiet, Colette, or you’re next,” he snapped. “Someone get me a whip.”
Those words chilled me to the bone. I had been whipped before. Every Quartz had, at some point in their life.
But not by a Diamond.
Never by a Diamond.
Try as I might to remain still, my body betrayed me; I trembled.
Somewhere nearby, a child whimpered. My eyes widened.
The boys.
“Gus—” I croaked before Lord Solanus backhanded me with such force that my head snapped to the side.
The room swam and darkened at the corners.
I tasted blood.
Far away, I heard Gus coo soft words to the boys in the way of: “Come over here, lads. Nothing to see. Uncle Ced’s going to be just fine, don’t you worry.”
“How many lashes do you usually receive down here, foreman?” Lord Solanus asked, cool and detached.
My stepfather cleared his throat, visibly sweating. “Five is the usual number, m’lord.”
“No!” Jack cried; he was swiftly silenced by the crack of another whip.
I spat the blood from my mouth and lifted my gaze back to Lord Solanus, where the Diamond loomed over me. A phasewhip borrowed from an Onyx now crackled in his grip.
He smiled yet again—a perfectly genial sort of smile. My innate hatred for him and all his kind multiplied tenfold.
“Let’s make it fifteen, then, to set a proper example,” he whispered while winding back his arm. The whip unfurled behind him in a sparkle of blue energy dangling in the air, waiting to greet my back.
I kept my eyes locked on Lord Solanus and him alone as fresh fury roared to life within me.
This had to end.
The emperor and his Diamonds had to be stopped.
I wrapped myself in that anger. It became my own form of exoarmor as the Diamond above me declared, “Clearly, it’s past time we reminded you Quartzes of your place. It’s right here. In the dirt. Like the worms you are.”
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Chapter 5


Voices swam all around, ghosting across the edge of my consciousness. The world tilted. 
Weightless, I floated away.
Darkness greeted me.
“…Ced…”
Elena’s voice pierced the gloom, and I opened my eyes to see a kaleidoscope of glass butterflies swaying above my head.
The last vestiges of sunlight streaming in through the high windows sent their colorful wings sparkling, bathing all around them in prismatic hues.
More of my butterflies.
My love letter to my mother.
We were back in the warehouse. I didn’t know how I had gotten there.
All I knew in those moments was the pain.
Never-ending. Merciless.
It coursed through my back like ribbons of fire, devouring all in its path.
Somewhere, someone vomited.
My vision darkened at the edges again while I continued to float through the air, carried by countless arms. Through the blur, I watched Benji rolling toward us as fast as his arms could propel his wheelchair along.
“What happened?” he called, worry edging his voice.
I tried to speak, but no sound came.
Elena’s voice cracked when she said, “There was a Diamond…”
“Cedric,” a rougher voice called, sharp and commanding. My godfather, Tobias. “Elena, what happened?”
It was Gus who answered with a hurried, “There was a Diamond. Lord Solanus himself. He came for the counting. But he heard Elena and Ced distracted him. He was lashed fifteen times.”
My godfather hissed before barking out a flurry of orders. “Get him on the table. On his stomach. Call for Sonya. Where’s Sonya? We need him alive.”
Benji’s face floated back into view while I fought to keep my eyes open.
“Thank you,” my friend whispered just as I lost the battle with my eyelids and slipped back away. “…Thank you for saving Elena…”
The darkness swallowed me whole and tugged me down deep—down to a fever dream of glass butterflies and silver eyes that taunted from the shadows.
Some time later, I awoke screaming, my throat raw, my back aflame.
My godfather hovered over me, the set of his mouth hard as he ordered, “Someone gag him before he brings every Onyx in the sector down on us.”
“I’m so sorry, Ced… I’m so sorry…” Jack whimpered, shoving a wad of fabric into my mouth.
I gnashed it with my teeth as another scream ripped forth.
Lying on my stomach atop Benji’s worktable, I stared at the glassblowing furnace my friend had built for me so many years ago and tried to ignore the fingers currently prodding my back.
Stone shelves housed most of my glass figurine collection—all the many trinkets I had crafted while honing my skills.
Vessels, fantastical creatures like the sort from the stories my mother told me when I was a child, and more than a few mice.
The Fringes had no shortage of mice.
“This is bad,” Sonya, the closest thing we had to a medic, whispered from somewhere above me. “I’ve never treated something this bad before.”
“Do something,” my godfather snarled. “We can’t lose him. I need him.”
But Sonya insisted, “You’ll need a Fixer for this. I can’t do more than pack it and wrap it.”
A Fixer?
I swallowed my hysterical laughter.
Fixers—or Jadeites, as they were better known in the Capital—were the rarest of all the castes. They were the only people born with the innate ability to wield their own magic rather than that harvested from the mines. A gift from the Maker Himself.
They were healers. “Miracle” workers. And they could fix anything, even missing limbs.
But their services were reserved exclusively for the upper castes. There was no way we could lure a Fixer down to the Fringes, even if we could afford one.
Rather than share in my amusement, my godfather muttered, “The Fixer won’t be here until tomorrow. Pack it and wrap it. It’s got to hold while we move him to the safe house.”
“And what if he doesn’t make it?” Sonya asked, luring a sob from Elena. “What if he doesn’t survive the night? What are we going to do then?”
Jack insisted with a sudden surge of vehemence, “He’ll make it. Ced’s never let us down before. He’s not about to start now.”
I mouthed my gag again. Thanks, Jack, I wanted to say, though I only managed a muffled rumble.
I didn’t know how my death might let the Resistance down, but I had no intention of dying yet. I had plenty of life left to live.
Fingers stroked through my hair, catching in a tangle on the way.
“Our hopes lie with Cedric,” my godfather whispered. “So he better make it through the night.”
The fingers in my hair withdrew.
Tobias snapped, “No more excuses. This opportunity is more important than any of us. Get his back wrapped. We make for the safe house the moment you’re through.”
“Hold him down,” Sonya rasped, and hands gripped my shoulders again, pressing me so tightly against the table that I struggled to breathe. “This is going to hurt.”
I choked on another smothered laugh. There was nothing Sonya could do to inflict yet more pain on my already mangled back. I was sure of it.
Positive beyond any doubt.

…I was wrong.
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Chapter 6


Iflickered in and out of consciousness—first in Sonya’s wagon, and then floating through the air again. 
My eyes opened, and I saw only smoke belching from the refineries, choking the night sky.
Not even a single star twinkled through the smog.
When I blinked, it was suddenly morning. Golden light streamed in through grime-coated windows.
The bed beneath my stomach was hard.
The scent of dust hung heavy in the air.
My godfather sat in a chair beside me. He hazarded a tired smile.
“There you are, my boy. I knew you could do it. Hold on just a little longer. The Fixer will be here after dusk.”
“The Fixer?” I croaked, desperately trying to wet my lips.
Was I dreaming, or was a Fixer truly coming to the Fringes?
If a Jadeite was coming, they should come for Benji, not me.
Benji was the one who deserved to be fixed. Benji was the one who needed it. He could walk again. He could dance with Elena for the first time.
I opened my mouth to tell my godfather just that, but when next I blinked, darkness blanketed the room. Tobias was nowhere to be seen.
But I wasn’t alone.
Even through the deep shadows, I could see a pair of luminous green eyes shining like twin stars embodying all things spring—eyes that could only belong to a Jadeite.
A Fixer.
A Fixer was actually there, standing over me.
Watching me.
A porcelain mask covered her features from hairline to chin, but I still heard the frown in her voice when she tilted her head to the side and asked the air behind me, “You are giving me a damaged canvas, Engineer?”
I shivered, wracked by chills that burrowed down into my bones.
The Fixer’s hand stretched toward me, long, slender fingers capped by sage-green nails skimming my jawline. Her touch was cool and smooth—like polished glass.
She twitched away. “He is feverish. He will never survive the procedure.”
“I’m paying you a fortune in raw arcana to perform this procedure, woman,” Tobias growled from somewhere behind me, his tone vicious in a way I had never heard before. “You’re going to fix him whether or not you think he will survive.”
“Fix?” the Jadeite echoed, her bewilderment palpable. “You did not summon me here to fix a broken Quartz. You summoned me to make him into something… more. And to become more, he must first be whole. You cannot hand me a broken clay cup and ask me to turn it into a golden urn.”
“We don’t have time for that,” my godfather snapped. “You have to begin the procedure tonight. Time is against us.”
I worked my mouth against the metallic taste lingering on my tongue. Their words washed over me, making less and less sense.
What procedure were they talking about?
And why was my godfather pretending he didn’t care if I lived or died?
There were





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
CLEAN FAIRYTALES FOR ADULTS






OEBPS/images/f1991954-2730-4613-9274-9b904d61daaf.png





OEBPS/images/712880fa-8370-49c6-a430-ac2574da16f1.png
A Dystopian,
Gender-Flipped
Cindere”g
Retelling

OKk
G
SIUPPERS

AshIey WiHingham

(((((





OEBPS/images/4eb784ef-bc2d-4154-9486-54390b5c4fca.png






