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  CHAPTER ONE
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Myrtle and Celosia

Todd Dray jolted awake to the sound of glass breaking. His wife stirred beside him, mumbling something before pulling the blanket over her head. After attempting to shake her awake twice, he pulled on his pants and boots, grabbed a lantern, then rushed downstairs, cursing under his breath.

Downstairs, the front window of his little shop sat in shambles. Todd swore again.

Todd shone the light down each of the aisles, his stomach twisting in knots. “Hello? Who’s there?” 

Crash!

Another display toppled over, scattering an array of broken jars and vials around the room. 

“Bullocks!” Todd jumped backward, stepping over the shelf and glancing down the aisle. “Who’s there? Show yourself!” 

Shuffling responded.

Todd passed by a few more aisles, stepping over broken displays and tattered books. The intruder’s shadow lurked in the darkness, hunched over in a row of makeshift clothing and shoes. His patchwork clothes made him look like a ghost in the night, and as he lifted a giant yellow sunhat up, the color illuminated his pale face. 

Todd stepped forward. “Oi! What’cha got there, mate?” 

The shadow turned, revealing a young fellow with mangled hair and an uneven beard. He wore only undergarments beneath his coat, no shoes on his feet, and a tattered glove on one hand. His pockets overflowed with gems, while in his arms, he carried a box of obscure chocolates. Two distinct yellow slits sat in the place of his eyes. 

Todd stepped back. “Listen, I’m not gonna harm ya mate, but you gotta put those gems back and—” 

The young man approached Todd, tilting his head to the side. Mist poured from his lips with each breath. But he spoke not a word. 

“Mate, c’mon. Just put ‘em back—”

The shadow opened his mouth. An inhuman shriek rocked the shop, sending Todd toppling back into the wall. Once it ceased, the young man’s eyes widened, and for a moment, his eyes turned gray.

“I’m…I’m sorry! Really. I’m…I’m sorry!” The boy’s voice cracked as he threw his long coat behind him and dashed out of the shop. 

Todd darted after him into the streets. A thick fog descended over the roadway, taking form in the miraculous shape of a ballroom dance. Images of men and women waltzing detailed the road. And, like some tale of a girl fleeing after a dance, the young man disappeared into the mist.

“What the—I hate this damn city!” Todd threw the lantern on the ground. It fizzled out, leaving a soft glow of embers on the coattails of the odd magic. A dog barked in the distance. 

The Independent City of Mert was known for its tricks, enchantments, and, notably, its magic. Despite living here for nearly four years, Todd had yet to grow accustomed to its disorder. One minute, all would be calm; the next, a profuse, glowing goo covered the market square because a kid drank the wrong potion. 

Todd watched as the mystical story disappeared, leaving a dense fog crowning the lampposts with halos. He grunted once more, then turned the dial on the lamp outside his shop. It shuffled through blue, white, yellow, and orange before settling on red. Once its glow captured the outline of the door, Todd reentered the shop and began cleaning the wreckage.

The floorboards creaked upstairs as he swept, and moments later, his wife emerged in the stairwell with their son on her hip. A flowing white dress trailed behind her, blending in seamlessly with her skin and hair, reminiscent of a moonbeam.

“Toddle, what in the Effluvium’s name happened?” she sang. Her exhausted red eyes trailed over him.

“So, we’re going with the Effluvium today? Weren’t you worshipping the Giants of Yilk yesterday?” he grumbled. 

“Faith changes, Toddle!”

Todd grunted again and continued to sweep.

“What happened?” she pressed.

“Go back to bed, Lex. It don’t matter. I called the coppers. They’ll be here soon.” Todd glanced at the light outside the shop. It still hung red. “It ain’t a problem. Really. Go sleep.”

“Toddle, don’t be coy.” Lex approached him, balancing the child in her arms.

“It’s a’ight, really.” Todd ruffled his son’s frizzy hair. The boy didn’t react, staring past Todd and out the door.

Lex pouted before saying, “I saw the mist outside and…those ballroom dancers! It was the Story Collector, wasn’t it? Don’t they say the Story Collector brings stories in his wake? I bet it was! That’s why you’re being a grump!”

“That’s a rumor. It ain’t the Story Collector.” 

“How do you know?”

“I saw him! It was just some poor slob who needed money. Hell, he mighta even worked for the Pinstripes or something, tryna cause an issue or another. Not the Story Collector.” 

“You go that twinge in your voice, Toddle. You’re not convinced.” Lex poked the center of his hefty chest. 

Todd groaned again.

Lex’s attention turned to their son. “Right, Garrett? Daddy’s in denial, right? He’s so silly!”

The little boy acknowledged her with a wary glance.

“Lex—” Todd huffed.

She stopped him. “Get your head out of the sand, Toddle. This is Mert! It’s filled with magic! The Story Collector was here!”

“What I saw was a kid gone mad!”

Lex turned away, her attention on Garrett instead. “C’mon Garr-bear. We’ll see Madame Owiti later and tell her everything. She’ll know what to do!” 

Todd cursed under his breath, then said to Lex, “No, not Madame Owiti! Please. She’s a loon. The coppers will be here any minute. We don’t need to talk to her.”

“And they will say what I said: it was the Story Collector.” With a swift twirl, Lex waltzed into the backroom with Garrett, the beaded curtains clacking behind her.

Once she vanished, Todd muttered and returned to cleaning the shop. He took stock of inventory as he swept the floor. The kid stole at least a grand worth of jewels and broke twenty different vials filled with fake love and luck potions. The hat wasn’t an immense loss, but it would take Todd at least three months to recover from all those other stolen goods!

He dwelled on Lex’s strained voice as he picked up an old newspaper from the floor. For months now, the Mertoni Times fixated on the so-called Story Collector, recanting tales of a man with yellow slits for eyes. In his wake, stories followed. If he came, the paper said, your story belonged to him. 

Nonsense, in Todd’s opinion. For all the years he lived in Mert, he had never seen magic exhibit such aptitude. Glowing gems, absurd potions, and parlor tricks paraded around Mert, so the mere idea of someone casting magical stories for months on end was utterly preposterous! Whatever Todd saw couldn’t be more than a trick of the light. If the kid really was the Story Collector, then he had certainly mastered the art of a heist and illusions. Yes, illusions. That made sense. 

Todd crumpled up the paper and threw it in the trash as the door chimed.

Two detectives walked into his little shop: two lovely women, carrying themselves with poise and grandeur. The Lead Detective, with her wide shoulders and pink lips, twirled a strand of auburn hair around her finger while she examined the crime scene. The other, shorter and a tad kinder with her gaze, pulled back her coarse hair as she wandered through dismantled shelving.

Neither of them said a word.

“You gonna fix this then?” Todd leaned against a shelf where a few of Garrett’s drawings hung. 

The Lead Detective looked at him. “Is that what you want us to do?” He didn’t recognize her accent, each word pointed and direct.

“Well, yeah. I was robbed.” 

“I do indeed have eyes.”

Todd didn’t like the woman’s tone, but instead of arguing, he crossed his arms and glowered.

She twiddled her thumbs and approached the counter. “Describe the perpetrator, please. We will try to hunt him down, although we have bigger issues on our hands than a petty robbery.”

“He stole a grand of gems!”

“Please do describe him so we can carry on with our day.” 

Todd clenched his hands into a fist. He knew it was early, but at least she could show some sympathy! “I dunno! He was this tall, lanky kid. Early twenties. Kinda mangy looking or something. Don’t think he was with one of the Pinstripes or a gang or nothing. He looked homeless.” 

“Anything else notable?”

“His eyes…they looked yellow for a minute.” He scowled. “When he left, and I’m sure it was some stupid trick or something, there was this weird mist floating with dancers or something. Musta been an illusion…” 

Her eyes ignited. “Are you implying it was the Story Collector?” 

“Y’telling me you believe in that bullshite, too?”

“We do live in Mert,” the shorter detective stated as she studied the bloodied footprints on the floor.

The Lead Detective nodded to herself. “We have been tracking the Story Collector for some time now. He is erratic and possibly dangerous. Once we find him, Mert can rest again.” 

“You’re fucking me!” Todd slammed his fist on the counter. His fingers curled in pain, and he brought one of them to his lips and sucked on it, cursing once more.

The detectives ignored him and continued to comb the shop, collecting a few pieces of glass and noting the crime scene. Todd collapsed on his stool. He could see the headline now: The Story Collector Strikes Again on the Corner of Myrtle and Celosia! Already enough odd business came to his shop. The last thing he needed was to become the latest talk of the town – or a tourist trap for that matter. 

He doodled on a piece of blank paper as the detectives finished their rounds. The bare space between his knuckles taunted him, and Todd needed a fresh idea for a tattoo to complement the dragon traveling down his arm. But the caricature he drew up of the tall detective, with a large chin and enormous hands, would not be the tattoo for that spot. 

As the Detective came back over, he tore the paper into pieces and threw the scraps into the bin. She didn’t notice. “Thank you, Mister…?”

“Dray.”

“Thank you, Mr. Dray, for reporting this incident.” The Detective leaned back on her heels. “Do you have anything else you need to note for our investigation?”

“Just do your damn job and get my gems back.” 

“Very well. If you think of anything, though, please do come by the Station House and ask for my partner or me.”

“Yeah, that’s gonna be hard without a name.”

The Detective smirked, puckering her lips in a way that caused Todd’s stomach to turn. “My name is Detective Walsh, and this is my partner Detective Locasta.” The shorter detective waved from the doorway. “We are overseeing the investigation surrounding the Story Collector. So, if you learn anything at all, please do not hesitate to let us know. Is that understood?”

“A’ight. Fine. Whatever.” 

Detective Walsh and her partner left the shop as the sun’s rays blessed the streets of Mert. As they left, Detective Locasta twisted the knobs of the red glowing lantern outside, returning it to its usual yellow before disappearing into the street’s early morning commotion.

With the detectives gone, Lex reemerged from the backroom. “Well? What’d they say?” 

Todd grunted.

“Hm?”

“They said it’s the Story Collector.”

“Told you!”

“That don’t mean nothing. They’re a bunch of loon detectives if you ask me.”

“Why are you such a curmudgeon?” Lex tapped her fingers along the dragon tattoo on his arm, pausing at the Black Stamp hidden amongst the design’s teeth. Todd spent years creating the tattoo to hide that hideous Black Stamp, two black triangles that forever marked him as a vagrant in the country of Rosada in the west. In Mert, the Black Stamp didn’t matter. But if he ever ventured back to any nation where the Order of the Effluvium maintained its stronghold, it was key to hide it. 

“You know why!” Todd heaved out. He changed the subject. “Where’d Garrett run off to?” 

“He’s coloring with Preston.” 

“You shouldn’t encourage—”

Lex held up her hand. “Madame Owiti says it’s good for him. Besides, didn’t you ever have an imaginary friend, Toddle?”

“Madame Owiti shouldn’t be making calls on our child!” 

“She is my friend, Toddle! And I trust her.”

“She’s a nutter!” 

Lex placed her hands on her hips. “Well, I disagree! And she said if we keep being so negative, we’re not gonna make rent. So, excuse me while I go spruce up. Day is here, and I must change. Clientele expect a certain persona!”

“You haven’t had a client in weeks!” 

“If I negate your negativity with positivity, Madame Owiti says I will. And, she says, we will embark on a grand journey soon.”

“Load of bullshite.”

“Well, I’ll be positive for both of us then!” Lex patted his cheek before wandering again into the backroom. Her steps came with tremors, and as Todd watched her take a step behind the curtain, his heart fell. He knew he should go easier on her, but she always befriended the oddest folk. Madame Owiti was no exception to this rule. She’d be by later today, that much he was certain, but every time the old woman showed her face, he worried that Lex fell deeper into her blanket of lies.

He grumbled and finished straightening up the shop, turning the sign out front to say OPEN. After grabbing the latest newspaper off the doorstep, he collapsed again behind his counter. 

Details of the recent senate elections in Rosada filled the front page. Most notably, a newcomer had taken the seat for the Knoll Region, a radical member of the Order by the name of Donovan Cordova. He built his following out of nowhere, arriving one day by train and decreeing his wish to protect the nation from the uprising of magic across the region. Todd usually ignored the politics of his home country, but Mr. Cordova’s election fueled disquiet in Mert. It threatened the city’s notorious sanctuary of magic, sending rumors flurrying about Rosada’s desire to annex them in the shadows. Mr. Cordova, political columnists thought, would lead the charge.

Todd hated to admit that he agreed.

He flipped the page to an article about airship construction. Before he could delve into it, though, the shop’s bell rang again. A small, young woman with eyes like oak trees walked in with her head bowed. For a second, she stared at the broken window. She wore a jacket at least thrice her size, torn at the bottom, with baggy pants and a men’s shirt. Her hair hung in an uneven braid at her shoulder. He’d seen her come in a few other times; she always hid her dark face, and with each visit, she looked thinner. Yet, despite her roughness, she was far too well put together to be living on the streets.

The girl perused the aisles, stopping before the toppled shelves, then turning to the hats.

“You need any help?” Todd called.

“No, not today...” The girl shook her head and glanced around the shop, then said, “You were robbed.”

“Great, it’s already getting around.” Todd groaned and slammed the newspaper on the counter. Just what he needed!

“No, it’s just…they broke your gem case and stole your yellow hat.” The girl scowled. “Why would he take that?”

“At least someone wanted it.” 

She touched one of the other displays and frowned, “Did he say anything?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Oh, uh, nothing. Sorry.”

“A’ight, whatever.”

“I…I should go…” Before Todd said anything else, she dashed from the shop, vanishing into the now crowded streets without looking back.

Todd grumbled and returned to his paper. It wasn’t the weirdest thing he’d seen that day. He wasn’t sure if he would ever get used to the peculiar disorder of Mert, but for some reason, he called it home. 



  CHAPTER TWO
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Chasing Stories

Bria rushed out of the little shop on the Corner of Myrtle and Celosia. She raised her hand in the air as she ran past a nearby cedar tree, letting the branches lift her onto the rooftops. She had seen these signs before: the shop’s broken window, bloodied footprints, and a flustered shopkeeper only meant one thing. 

It meant he’d appeared again.

She had chased him across the world. From Rosada to Yilk to Perenes and to Spinoza, Bria refused to give up on him.

It’d been almost six months since Brent lost his mind to the Diabolo during the Storm of Nightmares. Six long, terrible months. After chasing him in circles, Bria trapped him in the City of Mert. She contained him to the streets of the city, blocking the magical tunnels beneath the earth with lattices of vines and roots, cornering him in alleyways and streets. He often fled like a shadow before she got close enough. He didn’t know his name. He didn’t know her name. 

He almost wasn’t human.

Yet deep down, Bria knew Brent continued to fight. On those rare occasions when she managed to corner him, she saw that glimmer of fear in his eyes or hints of his authentic voice peppered in with the Diabolo’s snarls and shrieks. He always darted away before she reached for him, though.

These little moments gave her hope.

For his safety and for hers, she had to make sure no one followed.

Notably, the Council of Mist Keepers.

Her encounters with the Council continued to haunt her. She hadn’t seen them since Brent’s eyes turned yellow. Sure, they seemed friendly at first, giving Brent a much-needed escape from his destined life in Newbird’s Pit. They rid his fate of vagrancy and offered him an alternative path: become a Mist Keeper, a gatekeeper of the afterlife and protector of the mist that circumnavigated the globe.

But like the Order of the Effluvium in Rosada, the moment Brent decided to be different, their amiableness vanished. They saw his friendship and romance with Bria as a threat, his mistakes as the enemy, and his exposure to the hellish beast known as the Diabolo as a villainous transformation.

No. Bria couldn’t trust them now. If they captured Brent, there was no telling what they would do.

Well, she had an inclination. Her thoughts went to her little branch behind her ear. She once used the branch as a mask, allowing it to expand across her face to hide her identity. Not anymore. It still didn’t flourish the same way after the crooked architect of the Council, Alojzy, imprisoned her so their all-knowing God-of-Death, Ningursu, could use her as a puppet. Brent, now wrapped in the yellow embrace of the Diabolo’s stories, would be Ningursu’s new toy. They would take a piece of him and turn him into a weapon.

She shook off the fear as she darted along the rooftops to search for Brent. How many times had this hopeful adrenaline led her to thoughts of flight? How many false leads made her nearly concede? But even if she lost hope, it wasn’t like she could return to Rosada. After she instigated riots across the province from a mere broken wall in Newbird’s Arm, the song of Rhodana the Forest Queen became the call of rebellion throughout Rosada. And Bria was their saint.

She should have expected as such. She used the identity of Rho to hide her face and her magic. Of course, they latched onto the same tale.

Now, everyone knew her, and flyers plastered with her face covered the walls throughout Rosada. The only place she was safe, where she could practice her magic in plain sight, was far away from her home. Where else could she go but the Independent City of Mert?

So here she stayed. And here, she shuffled through survival.

Alone.

As she reached the edge of the rooftop, she felt the hopeful bout of adrenaline bequeathing her body. The Story Collector vanished in a blink of an eye, whisked away by mist-filled stories into the night after his jaunts.

“Brent!?!” Bria called into the street.

Only the hustle and bustle of the city replied.

Bria sank against the roof tile, digging her fingers into the dirt-filled crevasses. Moss and mildew flourished by her fingertips. Why did she bother trying to run after him when each search ended with such dismay?

She lay there for a few minutes, watching the Mertonians stroll along the boardwalk. A group of children pointed at the golden whales emerging in the cool red waters of the Blood Sea. Meanwhile, a few large individuals in pinstriped suits walked by, speaking in vociferous Mertoni. Coppers pushed past them, pasting flyers up on the wall, smiling to the patrons in a way that foiled the Guard of Newbird’s Arm from Bria’s childhood.

Once the coppers vanished down Conifer Street and the patrons along the boardwalk dispersed, Bria hopped from her rooftop and grabbed a couple flyers from the wall. The first two were for members of the Pinstripe Gang. The third flyer was the only one that mattered to Bria.

 

WANTED

For robbery, indecency, and disturbing the peace:

The Story Collector

Reward: 500 Notes

Beneath it sat a caricature of Brent’s face with snake-like slits for eyes. Bria blinked a few times, almost laughing. Five hundred notes? That’s a big reward for Brent. He’d like that!

The detriment of the situation kept her from laughing. Once again, Brent Harley faced certain scrutiny. In Rosada, the Order branded him with the Black Stamp because of his silver eyes and his talent for storytelling. Here in Mert, no one considered him anything but a nuisance.

But a nuisance was better than a demon.

After pocketing the flyer, Bria trailed along the boardwalk away from Conifer and up toward Juniper. Once again, she’d gotten her hopes up over another false lead. Brent was gone by the time she arrived at the little shop.

She’d try again tomorrow.

         And the next day.

                         And the next.

Bria scuffed her feet along the path as she walked, running her fingers along the bark of the cedar trees. They whispered affirmations that her barricade beneath the earth in her tunnels stood. For now, they were safe.

The sun had yet to reach its pinnacle in the sky, the morning young and filled with opportunities. Bria followed the pathway of colorful homes along the water. Ivy, flowers, and evergreens decorated their yards in contrast to the brown and yellow musk highlighting the edges of the city.

Just like the rest of the world, most of Mert basked in the death of wildflowers and crumpled leaves. Only those with money and patience kept gardens. And as always, gardens needed a gardener. Even without her powers, Bria’s experience helping Mr. West in the Senator’s Gardens while growing up came with an insurmountable amount of knowledge. She won over the wealthy owners of these homes with her knowledge, but under Bria’s magic the past few months, the gardens not only bloomed…they bolstered.

Yet today, Bria found no desire to nurture the gardens.

As she passed by the white fence of a pink house, an elderly woman waved to her from the porch. “Rho! How are you today?”

“I’m okay, thanks.” Bria smiled candidly. “Do you want me to come by tomorrow? I’m all booked up right now.” The lie tasted fresh on her tongue, like an unripe tangerine.

“Perhaps next week, love. All is right with weeds and prosper. May your day be grand!”

Bria waved goodbye to the old woman and continued along the path towards her apartment. As she walked, surrounded again by the tranquility of the residential road, a cramp poked at her insides, and she crumpled by the wall. She cursed under her breath, then forced herself along the road, panting every few steps. At first, she thought it came from stress or the negligible amount she’d eaten in the past few days, but as she reached her building, the cramps reaffirmed her fears.

Her monthly bleed arrived again with a vengeance.

She managed up the stairs and into the apartment before collapsing on the disheveled bed. She lay there, counting the lights on the ceiling, unable to move. At least the lights were always the same. It became a habit after her interrogation with Captain Carver many moons ago: always count the lights. If she identified the true number each time, then no one would convince her of their propaganda. They grounded her in the present, where she intended to remain.

The rest of the apartment sat unkempt: plates cluttered the counters, dead plants hung from the walls, and dirty clothes lived on the floors. On the kitchen table, three books collected dust from prior months when Brent sat there fidgeting with the pages. Bria tried reading them, but their riddles left her with a headache. Whenever she came upon a page he’d bookmarked or written a note, her own heart sank. While Bria couldn’t see stories like Brent, she still felt his presence: their laughter in the kitchen, dances down the stairwell, and embraces deep beneath the covers haunted the apartment. But Bria couldn’t bring herself to leave.

She gathered herself and limped into the lavatory, filling the tub, so steam basked about the room. The windows dripped in the humidity, wrapping around her. 

Cradling…

Drifting…

Dreaming…

Every time she closed her eyes, she traveled back to that fateful day in Newbird’s Arm. Around her, the world spun, her magic reaching every crevasse of the forest. A guard chased her; he tried to cut her open; her magic defended her. And the forest collapsed.

A cramp yanked her from the nightmare. Bria gagged and leaned her head over the toilet bowl.

She stayed in the tub until the water turned lukewarm, bringing her fingers along the jagged scar on her chin. Her mind went back to those events. Every day, she recalled how Cadet Chet Lawry’s body lay in the middle of the forest, his mouth ajar, eyes vacant. Could she have fought him off any other way? 

I’m not a killer. 

Not only did Cadet Lawry’s death weigh heavily on her soul, but so did all the events that followed that day. She helped destroy the town and caused riots. Instead of fixing it, she fled. 

Now all she could do was lie in this tub while cramps riddled her sides and abdomen. 

Slowly, she climbed out of the tub, listening as the drain spun. As she dressed, she lit the two gas lanterns on the counter, then circled the apartment to check for food. The icebox sat empty. Even the oranges on her counter went bad, fizzling out at her touch.

Bria collapsed in the chair and held her head. You need to take better care of yourself. What would your Grandmama say?

Stop with the self-pity. Make it pretty. 

A clumsy knock on her door pulled Bria from her defeat. It tapped on the door two times. No call followed.

“Who’s there?” Bria called, catching the knot in her throat.

No reply.

She grabbed a dead orange from the table and squeezed it in her hand, tiptoeing to the doorway.

“Hello?”

Still nothing.

She gulped and unlatched the lock, peaking through the crack.

Her heart nearly jumped from her chest.

“Brent?!?”

He stood in the doorway, his eyes glossed over and unfocused, a box of chocolates in his hands. He didn’t look like himself: mangled hair, chartreuse eyes, and pale chapped lips captured his face, hidden beneath an uneven scratchy beard. His coat pockets overflowed with random objects while his fingers twitched with each breath.

Bria gawked at him, holding up her guard as she pushed the door open a tad more. He stumbled backward in shock.

“Help… help… help me… help… help…” he repeated, gripping the box of chocolate tight.

“Brent…are you in there? You always come back.” Bria held out her hand, trembling. “Come inside. Please.”

Brent took a step forward. A childlike curiosity captured his face, and he held out the chocolates. For a moment, Bria saw the fearful young man she’d fallen in love with, kissing beneath the forest’s canopy on a brisk spring day. He had to still be in there somewhere. Why else would he show up like this?

Why did he ever show up at all?

She reached for him. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”

As soon as his fingers grazed her hand, he hissed, dropped the box of chocolates, and darted down the stairs.

 ”Brent! Wait!” Bria raced after him into the streets as another cramp stitched its way along her left side. She winced.

Brent already vanished into the evening crowds. Mist-like stories danced in the streets. Men in tall hats and women in swaying dresses, children play with snowballs, and a cat jumping from the top window; all stories disappearing and intertwining as told by the Story Collector.

When the Council selected Brent as the next Mist Keeper, his powers manifested in a way where he could see, create, remember, and visualize stories in the world’s mist. Bria only sometimes could see the mist, but from what he told her long ago, it never left.

No wonder the monster’s story drove him mad when he ultimately defeated it.

How many more stories had he collected since he lost his mind? 

Bria jumped back as a story of three individuals in suits ran past her, sending a few real people stumbling.

This is worse than usual! Bria darted down Juniper and up Elm, past the corners of Magnolia and Aspen, toward the heart of Mert.

But save for the few coppers lounging by City Hall, the City Square sat silent. Airships whirred in the shipyard behind it while different colored lanterns flickered in the window of the Station House. A few flyers rustled through the air, advertising the magical talents of seers, potion masters, and parlor magicians. A few whisked by with Brent’s caricature.

Where are you? She slowed at the end of the plaza and dug her fingers into a tree. For once, Bria wished she had Brent’s magic, then she could see where he had been. After all, the trees didn’t tell stories like the mist.

The wind caught her hair as if answering her prayers and turned her attention down an alleyway where the mist thickened. It whispered to her, pushing her along the path with one last bit of hope. Bria followed it past the sterile white bricks of the Sanatorium, nearly running into a doctor removing a beak-like plague mask from their face for a smoke. Bria apologized in haste, then continued down the road.

The mist led her to the rural edge of the city where the white and black tulips of the Chessboard Battlefield dominated the fields. At their border, a yard of crystalized stones embossed with the names of those long dead glistened in the moonlight. The mist congregated around the gravesite.

And there stood Brent, walking from headstone to headstone, the mist trickling beneath his bare feet. He still strode with that glass look in his eye, his face twitching in ways not matching his movements. As he touched each headstone, the mist wove with the stories of the long-dead. After each one, he loosened his shoulders and sent a new spirit of mist twisting into the air where it vanished.

Bria crouched behind a tree. He’s still releasing the dead. He’s still in there.

After another release, Brent slumped against one crystal. He brought his hands to his face and clawed at his cheeks, producing an inhuman sob.

 Bria hopped between the bushes. This was the first time she had ever caught up with him. Most times, after his brief visits, he disappeared into the onslaught of stories. Finally, luck was on her side!

 As she neared him, Bria got a better look than during the brief encounter at the apartment. One of his eyes fluttered open, revealing the nightmarish yellow that haunted her even now. She saw it in her sleep: holding him in the tunnels, watching him come to life not as Brent Harley but as the Diabolo of Newbird’s Arm. Still, there sat a glimmer reminiscent of Brent Harley in the twinkling edges of his irises. 

As she neared, the true harrowing effect of the Diabolo’s story became obvious. Away from his face and down his skin, scratches covered his face and arms while blisters ate away at his bare feet.

“Brent,” she whispered. 

He curled in on himself as she approached.

“I’m not going to hurt you…” Bria knelt before him. “I want to help.”

He shook his head.

“Do you know who I am?”

Still no response.

“Do you know who you are?”

A blink.

Bria reached for his cheek. She half expected him to back away, but like a lost puppy, he leaned into her touch. As he inhaled, the mist pummeled over him.

“Lonely,” he mumbled.

“I’m sure you have been…” She gulped down her tears.

“No. You. Lonely.”

Bria stared at him.

“There once was a girl with a flower on her head,” Brent mumbled, failing to make eye contact as he spoke. “She’d help. She’ll help you.”

“Brent...” 

He closed his eyes. “She always helps.”

“She tries...” Bria took his hands. “If you come with me...she can help you too.”

“No…she can’t…she can’t…she—” Brent scrunched his face. It was almost as if a hundred personalities washed over him at once. “Cut her—no, no, I can’t—she an evil lass—rip her—rape her.” He fell backward, mist forming around him as he tore at his hair. “No...I can’t. I won’t. It’s—I—stop—I can’t!” He pushed Bria to the ground and stumbled back from her. “Go away!”

“Brent!”

He screamed into her face, “Go away!”

Bria commanded the few white and black tulips in the gravesite to expand, their petals and leaves exploding towards Brent’s ankles and wrists. At their touch, he shrieked again, falling backward on his bottom. A couple gems fell out of his coat pocket, rolling against one of the crystallized stones. When he tried to retrieve them, Bria sent another tulip after his wrist. He screeched.

“Brent!” She climbed to her feet again. “Please! Come back!”

“Get away!” He slashed at her face with his overgrown nails.

Bria recoiled, holding her hands up in the air. “Brent! This isn’t you!”

“No! No! No!” He banged his fists to his forehead. “Get away! Get away, ya bitch—damn—shite!”

“Brent!”

“I can’t control it.” The voice belonged to Brent this time. For a fleeting moment, his eyes lost the yellow and returned to that kind silver. “I can’t—I dunno when it will be ba—ACK!” He stumbled backward, and with a snarl, his eyes transformed into those nefarious yellow slits. 

“No! Brent! Come back!”

He screeched again in an inhuman tone, then bolted out of the gravesite, disappearing into a whirlwind of mist.
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Nameless

Was it night?

Or day?

It was yellow.

Empty.

Alone.

He saw nothing else but yellow. 

His knees buckled. He pulled his hair; he sobbed aloud, and he begged for it to end. His fingers smelled of blood, fresh, cut from skin. 

She was there. Right there! Why did I scare her?

Or did she scare him?

Kill her…

Kill her…

No.

He listened to the decrees. He heard the demands.

He focused on his footsteps hitting the cobblestone instead. 

I am…

A man cutting his children into pieces?

A woman who set her town ablaze? 

A young soldier who raped and killed two girls in the snow?

I am all of them.

Or none.

He fought it day in and day out; the monster tried to cling to his mind, but he knew it was but a story. 

“Shite!” He screamed, and the yellow passed. Mist exploded around him, masking his surroundings, dragging him into the darkness of an alley. Were those voices just beyond the veil?

Where was he? 

Who was he?

I hurt her.

Who? He remembered her voice, a safe voice, a kind voice, sitting in his chest. 

She left. 

Because she hates you…

No. No! No!

He tried focusing again. In the distance, a dog barked. 

Get back. You need to get back. They’re expecting you.

You got information for them.

Get back.

Where?

When?

Who was he?

Fog covered everything. 

Why did the dog keep barking? 

Why did everything seem so far away? 

I’m not supposed to be here.

I need to get back.

Where is here?

Then the mist parted, and for a moment, he could see. His breathing rocked his chest, his throat tightened, and his eyes watered. Before him stood an alley of white stones lining the walls. 

So bright.

Too bright.

Nauseating even.

He remembered, just for a moment.

The mist belonged to someone else.

 A Council.

Like Death.

They were called the Mist Keepers. 

What are their names?

Like whispers, their names whisked through his head. 

Caroline, his teacher, the Masquerading Illusionist. 

Alojzy, the Architect of the Library.

Malaika, the Cartographer of the Mist.

Jiang, who denied magic on all counts.

Julietta, the Painter who Forgot. 

Tomás, the Mind-reader and Peacemaker, with a lie in his tone.

Aelia, the Healer with no bedside manner. 

And of course, Ningursu, the Skeletal Head that led the Council to greatness.

But what is the girl’s name? What is my name? Who am I?

His stomach churned with excitement. It was there. He could feel it reaching to him.

It came to him in the parting mist. 

My name is Brent Harley. I’m twenty-one years old. My name is Brent…my name is…my name—

Then it vanished, once again leaving him alone.

No! Come back. Come back! That’s my name!

It’s not your name. You’re nothing. You’re a vessel.

My name is…my name is…

He howled and banged his hand against the nearby wall. Agony rippled through it, and he brought it to his lips.

“My name is…my name is—” He sobbed. Would he ever remember? 

He rose to his feet and stepped forward. It hurt to peer past the white bricks. A hundred stories of men and women filled the path; they would stop, talk, enjoy, and laugh. Their voices buzzed in his head. 

“No, no, no, no!” He closed his eyes and knocked his forehead with his fist. “No…she can help. The girl—the girl with the flower on her head.” As he stepped forward, mist followed his footsteps, showing a young woman darting past him as if she’d walked this same road earlier. “Her name…it was…her name is Bria Smidt. And Brent Harley loved her. He brought her chocolates once.” He glanced down the road. “She’s good…she’ll help…”

His feet felt like anchors as he walked. The stories mingled with the tale of Bria Smidt, running down the alley back toward whence he came. Were those actual stories? Were they real? Who was alive? Who was dead? 

She won’t help you.

You slashed her face. 

“Shut it.” He gritted his teeth.

She won’t find you.

She won’t save you.

Monster.

Demon.

Diabolo.

He clutched the wall. My name is…my name is…

Who am I?

A robber. You robbed today.

No.

I am—

Who am—

I am—

He wandered back into the yellow fog. A thousand stories called to him.

Was he their vessel? 

He didn’t know.

“Help.” He stumbled again, reaching forward for something, someone, anything that could keep him standing.

To his surprise, someone reached back. 

The individual came to him through the yellow smoke. Their face reminded him of a bird. 

Who has a beak that long? They must be a bird. 

“Help me.” He pleaded again.

Their voice laced through the air like a spider on its web. “Oh, you terrified thing. It’s okay; you’re safe now.” 

“Who—”

“It’s all fine now. We’ll take care of you here.” The figure draped an arm over his shoulder and walked him towards a fuzzy light, hidden by the musk of the fog. “You’re safe with us.”

As he followed the figure, a sterile white light blinded him. 

Perhaps I’m finally dying. 
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Death’s Mourn

Death’s Mourn arrived with a pyre. It illuminated the Newbird’s Arm’s market square, towering over the shambles of the Pit. Above, the newly repaired Year Glass shimmered with the embrace of each flame, its ruby glow creating a permanent sunset over the town.

Beneath it, the townsfolk quivered, avoiding its gaze.

Except for Jemma Reds.

Jemma stood beneath the Year Glass on the steps to the Temple, her head held high and shoulders stiff. She didn’t fear the gaze of the Order, not now that she’d she became a Sister herself. Since she was a child, the Order helped her feel safe, always there as a guide in times of trouble. She assumed she did them well by accepting a betrothal to a boy who needed help; it turned out; he did not need her help, and through him, Jemma came to understand the Order in full.

Determined to change it, she joined as Sister Jey Ma.

Then came the Storm of Nightmares. 

It ravaged Newbird’s Arm, stuffing everyone’s minds with their worst fears, leaving a blanket of fear over the town. Her old betrothed stopped the storm with the help of a young woman who commanded plants. It was too late, though. The Storm of Nightmares destroyed the Temple and left shambles in its wake.

Since then, no one had seen the saviors of Newbird’s Arm, Brent Harley and Bria Smidt. 

Though some saviors they were! Jemma couldn’t help but scoff; they’d abandoned the town after the disarray, never to return. She thought Brent had changed; she thought Bria was noble! But they left without a word. Now their faces occupied bulletins across town. 

And in their wake, the nightmares remained, leaving an odd taste over the town in the months that followed. People walked with their heads down, never making eye contact and avoiding small talk. At night, Jemma remembered the tendrils of incubi climbing over her skin, leaving a constant feeling of failure in her throat. Perhaps failure was her destiny. 

Newbird’s Arm had not reached its former glory again. With the Pit’s walls in shambles, vagrants occupied the market square, begging for coin and other gratuitous delights. Most people avoided eye contact with them, while few others acknowledged the vagrants as equals. 

At night, the vagrants returned to the Pit, chanting songs of rebellion on their lips.

 

Ey oh

We have come back

We have come back

Ey oh

She came, she wreaked

She saw, she pleased

Ey oh

We will see

We will see

Ey oh

Rhodana will be

She will be free.

 

They didn’t stop singing for their savior, Rhodana the Forest Queen, the lass who broke their walls. Some days, they started riots, leaving the market square empty for the following weeks. 

The town rebuilt from the ashes. While dilapidated buildings and charred walkways adorned Newbird’s Arm, greenery thrived. The Senator’s Gardens and neighboring forests maintained their glamor. Filled with luster, basking in the Senator’s immortal camellias, they told Jemma one thing: The Effluvium watched them all, and in its hands, Newbird’s Arm would survive.

Death’s Mourn waltzed through town, riding the gray cape of the Effluvium. The mountains sank into a dusty white while the trees descended into a restful hibernation. Jemma maintained her stance on the step with Brother Roy Al, watching as the townsfolk offered heirlooms to dump in the fire. While the richest members of town deposited old jewelry, gems, books, and antiques, the vagrants dumped old clothes and wood, coming together for one reason and one reason alone. 

Mourning. 

Grief always brought everyone together, young and old, poor and rich, for sadness, in some ways, was a universal emotion. Jemma had learned that much in a short time as a Sister of the Order; sadness always found a way into the happiest hearts. 

Jemma directed her gaze towards Brother Roy Al. He always kept his head up high, a smile on his lips whenever a patron passed. But she recognized the depleting flame in his eyes, filled with sadness and unease. 

“Are you mourning for your brother and nephew today, Brother?” Jemma asked.

 “I do not believe they died in the Storm,” Brother Roy Al stated. “We already know Elder Don Van survived; that much is certain. It is likely they did as well.”

“But what if they did not? Do you not wish them to be welcome into the Effluvium?” Jemma read the reports in the paper about Elder Don Van’s survival. How he’d escaped the collapsing Temple, Jemma still didn’t know. The commotion from the Storm of Nightmares masked most of the events in a deep yellow haze. 

“That, Sister Jey Ma, is for Death’s guiding hand to decide.”

She bowed her head as another vagrant walked by, dumping an old teddy bear into the fire. Its plush face burned in the flame, two coal-like eyes watching her. Be mindful, be pure, be callous. You are here for the Order and the Effluvium; stay strong.

As the townsfolk came and went, she kept her stance firm. She paid due smiles to those in their mourning grays and assisted those who stepped away from the fire with tears in their eyes. A kerchief became her saving grace, each person sniffling a thank you as they left the pyre. 

“Come on, Alexandria!”

Mrs. Janette Harley approached the pyre, carrying a pile of tattered books and two mud-caked boots. Her young daughter, Alexandria, plodded at her side, two long braids swinging against her shoulders, her new-minted round glasses reflecting the fire’s fury.  

“Ma! What’re you doing with Brent’s books?” Alexandria yanked at her mother’s hand. “He’ll be mad!”

“Brent’s not coming back, I told you!” Mrs. Harley spat at her daughter. 

The girl recoiled.

Mrs. Harley turned away from her daughter and held the books over the fire, tears shimmering on her cheeks.  

“Wait!” From up the path, Old Madame Gonzo limped after them. The woman let out a heave, leaning her hand on one tree, before speaking again. “What are you doing? You must have hope!”

Janette glared back at her. “He’d be home by now if he were alive! He was a wonderful boy! That damn…that girl! She took him away! We worked everything out. He was going to marry Jemma! He was going to be right!” 

Jemma continued to stand tall, but part of her wanted to shrink into her robe and brush her red hair behind her face. She remembered back when she and Brent first agreed to the arrangement under Brother Roy Al’s guise. Mrs. Harley’s face lit up with hope. Only Brent still carried the black stamp, still had silver eyes that attracted demons, and still, no matter what anyone pleaded, kept telling stories. 

Per the Order, per the Guard, stories attracted demons. They belonged under lock.

Though even Jemma had to admit, Brent Harley told a marvelous tale.

She pushed away the confession at once. 

For the good of the Effluvium, she couldn’t get distracted by petty tales. As much as she wanted to open her heart to the stories, her desire to change the Order from within meant maintaining poise and composure. Brother Roy Al taught her that.

Stories and magic would be a distraction. She had to keep looking forward. 

Madame Gonzo placed a hand on Janette’s shoulder. “He and Briannabella were always fond of each other. They were bound to run away—”

“Why should I trust you? You said your granddaughter was dead! You damn liar! I thought we were friends, Beatriz!” 

“It was for—”

“For what? Her safety?” Janette threw one of the three books into the fire as she screamed. “Well, it done screwed over my son then, right?” 

“Jan—”

Jemma cracked her neck and stepped forward. “Mrs. Harley—”

“Oh! Sister Jey Ma!” Mrs. Harley stopped, holding a picture book over the flames, “I apologize for the disturbance, dear.”

“Your son and I called off the betrothal weeks before he vanished. I gave him and Miss Smidt my blessing. They were always going to run off together. It was just a matter of when.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“Please, Janette, you are being irrational. Come. I’ll make tea.” Madame Gonzo offered a hand to her. 

“I’d rather spend time with my vagrant husband than you!” Janette barked. She dropped the remaining books on the ground, steps away from the fire, before storming off. 

Alexandria stared at the ground, her cheeks pale, gray eyes reminiscent of her brother’s kind stare. She scratched at the black stamp on her wrist, the one given to her the day before the Storm of Nightmares. With Brother Roy Al’s help, she did not face the same discrimination her brother endured, left instead with a bitter reminder that the Order watched.

Though sometimes, that was for the best.

Jemma picked the books off the ground, dusted them off, and handed them to Alexandria. 

The girl smiled.

“Alexandria!”

“I’m coming!” She darted off behind her mother. 

Silence drizzled after Alexandria fled, only broken by Madame Gonzo’s single sigh. Brother Roy Al finally left his spot on the stairs, approaching the old woman with his usual grace and candor. He took both of her hands. “I am sure your granddaughter is safe.”

Everyone knew the truth now. Briannabella Smidt was Madame Gonzo’s long-believed dead granddaughter, the girl she’d named Rhodana, born with a flower on her head. 

Madame Gonzo’s head fell as she said, “I may never see her again. She’s wanted throughout Rosada for terrorism…not that she has done anything wrong! She protected this town—”

“Only after causing destruction,” Brother Roy Al reminded her. “I have spoken with Senator Heartz. She wishes to pardon your granddaughter, but the Senate sees this as a national threat, so the case must be heard at that level. There are too many of the Order’s puppets in the High Chambers to pardon a girl of magic.”

“I am aware, Brother!” Madame Gonzo snapped. “But her father is struggling more than you can imagine! And I am withering. But…” She glanced towards the garden where the Senator’s immortal camellia bushes highlighted the path. “As long as the camellias keep blooming, I know she’ll be okay.”

 

After the pyre weakened to a soft evening glow, plumes of smoke bubbling over the ashes, Jemma retired with Brother Roy Al to the Year Glass Atrium above the pews. The Temple had yet to reach its former glory, merely a shadow of its former self, scarred with charred furniture and a few saddened patrons. 

Brother Roy Al knelt before the Year Glass, watching as the strange red-metallic liquid swirled in its confinement, not speaking a word. Sometimes, when Jemma watched it with the other Brothers and Sisters of the Order, she swore someone stared back at her. 

Perhaps the eyes of the Effluvium itself. 

Brother Roy Al rubbed his glasses and sighed. Though only a decade older than Jemma, wrinkles embedded themselves around his eyes. He’d been more flustered lately, pacing well into the evening after conducting prayer, and though always a man of few words, he’d grown quieter. The stress of mending faith in the Domicile weighed on his shoulders. Jemma stood by his side through it all, even as other Brothers and Sisters traveled to the Capitol Rosada and the Holy City of Ab Aeterno in protest.

Together, she believed, they could bring Newbird’s Arm back to its Golden Age. 

Brother Roy Al repositioned his glasses, peering down at the pews. “The town continues to distrust the Order. People do not come to services. They see the scar that Elder Don Van left. It has tainted us.”   

Jemma knelt beside the Brother and took his hands. “Pardon, Brother Roy Al, but we have made great strides in the past few months. The riots are slowing. The vagrants are calm. If we host a glorious Year Birth Festival after Winter’s Wane, I think the town will rejoice!”

Brother Roy Al shook his head. “It will not matter—”

“We must try!”

“Sister Jey Ma, let me finish my sentence!” Brother Roy Al snapped.

Jemma bit her tongue. 

He shook his head and closed his eyes. “I apologize, Sister, but you are too naïve to understand this. Too hopeful. But you must listen now, for our time together is limited.”

“What do you mean, Brother?”

“I received word from the Order after the elections a few nights ago. They are sending Elder Lau Rel here from Knoll’s Gully. Upon her arrival, they asked that I return to Ab Aeterno for reeducation. They claim I cannot run the town unless I know the doctrine in purity and entirety.”

Jemma gawked at him, flabbergasted by the sudden announcement. Everything had been going so well! “But if you’re not here, who will I train with? Brother Mar Van and Sister Reb Ka are not as knowledgeable. I chose to be your apprentice for a reason, Brother.” 

“Elder Lau Rel will tend to your training, Sister Jey Ma, do not fret. She is knowledgeable, and if you follow her guise, you will succeed. Do not be afraid. You will be a sister of the Order yet.” 

Jemma’s heart fell to the pit of her stomach. After all their work, the Order reclaimed Newbird’s Arm. And this time, they wouldn’t let magic and disorder slip through their fingers. 

“Can I come with you?” she asked.

“Nay, dear Sister, this is my quest. It is for the best that you stay here.” He squeezed her hands. “For if you leave, who will carry the torch of change?”



  CHAPTER FIVE
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The Orb

Bria stayed in her small apartment until her monthly bleed ended, only leaving twice to get food and cottons to prevent her sheets from staining. The cramps proved nightmarish, and any time she dared to leave for more than an hour, nausea ripped through her body. Instead, she let sleep take her away, dreaming of living on a cloud, wrapped in the wind, away from trouble.

Until her nightmares pried open the wounds from the past, sending her running through a collapsing forest and away from all she held dear. 

The morning it passed, and after watching streaks of light catch the curtains, she forced herself out of bed, sulking over to the cupboard in search of something to eat. All she found was a stale loaf of bread and a moldy lemon. Grandmama would yell at you. What would she think of you now?

She’d think you’re behaving foolishly. 

But what am I supposed to do? It’s not like I can go home. 

Her hunger pangs forced her to dress. Bria left the apartment with her cowl acting as a hood and headed outside and down Celosia towards the shops. Sleet drizzled through the air, producing a white film on the cobblestone. Few patrons, to Bria’s relief, braved the depressing weather. Many shops had closed early, with restaurants operating on a ghost staff, and even beggars took shelter in their makeshift tents in the alleys. 

The Little Shop on the Corner of Myrtle and Celosia remained open. Boards covered the broken window, with its single lantern flickering in front of the entrance. As usual, the shop was quiet. It was much like all the other shops, especially by the city square: petty potions, over-priced gems, and traditional goods and wares. Whenever Bria went inside, the unremarkable nature of the shop masked her. And like always, the shopkeeper with dragon tattoos on his arms didn’t look up as the bell rang, engrossed in the newspaper spread out before him. 

Bria nodded in his direction then meandered down the rows, running her fingers along the shelves of jams and honeys before reaching the strange gimmicky potions. With titles like “love potion,” “honor elixir,” and “forget-me-not,” she couldn’t take any of them seriously. But what wonders it would do to forget her troubles and be carefree.

Don’t be foolish. It doesn’t work like that. Bria shook her head and gathered up her groceries. 

An empty counter greeted Bria when she returned to the front of the shop, a lone bell sitting on the counter. She looked around twice, waiting for the shopkeeper to reemerge, and then tapped it. 

A voice sang from behind the curtain. “Toddle! There’s a customer!”

“Can you get it?!?” the shopkeeper’s voice boomed from upstairs. 

“I’m with Madame Owiti!”

“And I am in the loo!” 

Bria almost laughed. 

“Fine! If you insist!” Out waltzed a woman as striking as moonlight. Decorated in a purple dress speckled like a starry night, her pale skin and white hair reflected the candlelight, while her red-stained eyes lit up like fire. A smile punctuated her round face. “Ah! Hello! You’re back.”

“Just these, please.” Bria shifted, looking down at her feet.

“You always get the same things, don’t you? Wheat bread? Lackluster honey? Frowning oranges? This is food for sad people! Are you sad?” the shopkeeper’s wife prodded as she recorded the items in her notepad. “You need not be sad.”

Bria still didn’t meet the woman’s gaze as she responded, “I’m fine.”

The woman stopped bagging the items and placed her hand on Bria’s wrist. “That’s the answer of a sad person too.”

Bria stepped back and met the woman’s gaze. She was striking, really, with a smile punctuated by two dimples, eyes like crimson, and hair as white as snow. 

“Oh, and your poor eyes! There’s such little hope in them! You’re looking for something, right?”

Bria blinked.

“I can help! Have you ever had a reading done?”

“A reading?” Bria recited the words to herself.  

“Come, the first one is free! I think it will help!”

Bria hesitated. Her own paranoia told her to leave with her things and not return, but curiosity got the better of her. What did she have to lose? Nothing at this point. Perhaps a reading would give her clarity on Brent.

Or peace of her own mind.

She followed the shopkeeper’s wife through the curtain. Bria half expected to enter a magical chamber, but the room behind it was nothing but a bland storage closet, with a single lantern hanging on the wall. A silver orb waited on a pedestal in the center of the room as the only remarkable object. Behind it sat an old ochre-toned woman with candid crimson eyes and a wide smile holding a young boy with similar red eyes on her knee. When Bria blinked, she swore a second child rested on the woman’s other knee.

“By the way, my name is Lex.” The shopkeeper’s wife curtsied, then motioned to the old woman. “This is my friend Madame Owiti and my sons Garrett,” she pointed to the boy bouncing on the woman’s lap, “and Preston.” She indicated to the woman’s empty knee where an ephemeral mist gathered. 

Bria tried to focus, but without Brent there, her sight had gotten weaker. Bria knew throughout Mert, the mere existence of second-world sight was stronger and more popular because of the hefty presence of Magii and Seers. Yet, beyond the known visitation of Mist Keepers and a thick flickering mist, it was hard to get a stable glimpse without a guide. 

Bria recollected her thoughts. “You can call me…Rho.” 

“Very well, Rho. Please have a seat.”

Rho. The name made her stomach turn. An uneasiness followed her with any insinuation that she was still Rho. After all, Rho knocked down the wall in Newbird’s Arm, Rho killed Cadet Lawry, and Rho fought off monsters and Mist Keepers. Would Rho waste away in Mert? 

No. She’d search for answers. 

Bria lowered herself onto the pillow before the orb. Lex sat opposite her, moving her fingers over the sphere before guiding Bria’s own hand over the surface and resting it on top. 

Madame Owiti called from her seat in the corner. “Remember what I told you, Lex. Focus and the visions will come.” 

“Yes, yes, very well. Rho, focus with me.” Lex pressured.

Bria gawked at Lex, still uncertain about what was happening. “I’m sorry…on what? What are we reading?” 

“Oh, you aren’t a Mert native, are you? Did you not read pamphlets in the square about our Signature Seer Readings?” 

“I haven’t been paying attention much...” Bria looked away again.

“How can you not know? Mert’s known for her sight!” Lex laughed, smooth like melted chocolate. “You haven’t heard the stories? Or seen the flyers?”

“I might have, but…I don’t know. It’s not something I paid attention to, I guess.” Bria slumped. She’d seen the flyers. Once, she even mentioned to Brent about talking with a seer and seeing if they could find answers about his supposed death curse. Later, she abandoned that notion as preposterous and hopeless. Brent’s fate seemed sealed…even if it went down the unlikely path.

Why hadn’t she thought of returning?

 Madame Owiti interjected with a kind chuckle, reaching over and patting Bria’s hand. “Now now, it’s alrighty. Madame Owiti understands. Life gets in the way, and we funnel our way into our heads, yes, yes?”

Bria recoiled and pulled her hand back, not meeting Madame Owiti’s gaze. 

“In Mert, we’re always here to help. Mert has been a haven for seers for almost two thousand years. Our namesake, the lovely Merta, was a seer, and while she is long gone, she is not forgotten. We seers congregate here to conduct readings and help young lasses like yourself, you understand, yes? We sense your emotions, your aura. We can speak to the dead and examine the past. So, we can help you, yes? Do you agree, yes?” Madame Owiti grinned, a twinkle in her eyes that reminded Bria of her grandmama. 

“Madame Owiti tells me I have the gift!” Lex added. “I’ve got the red eyes and an aura of gold. So, I’ve been training and would love to help you find answers. Maybe you’ll be the one I can finally see!”

Bria pondered for a second, then agreed. “Okay.”

“So will you let me do the reading?”

Bria nodded.

Lex clapped her hands, beaming at Madame Owiti like a child, then turned back to the orb. She reached for Bria’s hands and guided them over the orb’s surface again. “Focus. What do you want to know?”

Bria tensed at Lex
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