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For my sisters, Alycia and Teagan, and the magic between us.





    But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,

    And loved the sorrows of your changing face

—William Butler Yeats
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PROLOGUE NINA seventeen years previous

Ma and I were the only ones in church with the coming of winter. I hated her for it.

The walk was slushy, the building jarringly cold, the pews merciless. I wriggled my backside against it and whined to holy hell.

“I want to leave.”

“I know you do.” My mother’s voice was distant. She looked to the altar as though she saw something else entirely. She only ever wore her best clothes here; a white dress turned yellow at the armpits and hem, a woolen hat low over her ears, earrings her own mother had given her on her wedding day.

There was no one in the parish more religious than my mother, it seemed. Not even the pastor rose on Sundays while snow was falling. No one but her and I to light the candles and converse with Idia, or pretend to. In Scurry, there was not much religion to be had at all. I knew for a fact that Pastor David liked to take God’s name in vain. I heard it through the walls of our apartment when he visited Mrs. Flamshank in the night.

The other children of Scurry were not freezing on hard wood benches every week. They were under blankets in their beds, staving off the morning chill. They wouldn’t be back in church until the snow had melted and the Scurry ground was full of widow’s lace and wildflower.

“It’s cold.”

“Just a little longer.” She scooted me closer to her, so I was tucked under her arm. I went reluctantly, wanting to reproach her, but gravitating toward the warmth. “It’s important we come, even when we don’t want to.”

“But why?”

“Because it takes sufferin’ to have your wishes answered,” she said. “That’s what God wants. He wants to know we’ve earned it.”

“Is that why the seats hurt so bloody much?”

“Yeah. Don’t swear.”

I frowned at the little statue on the altar. Shorter than me, hollow-eyed, bone-white. Idia, frozen in her suffering. How much had she had to endure before God was finally satisfied?

“What do you wish for?” I asked Ma now. Whatever it was, she wanted it badly. Badly enough to wake me at dawn every week. Badly enough that tears filmed her eyes when she prayed to that ugly statue.

Her smile was as weak as they came. “When God grants it, I’ll tell you.” She kissed my curls, the same as her own: golden in sunlight, dull there in the nave.

“Pastor David says that God loves us all, even if we don’t come to church.”

“Well, Pastor David is a pig.”

We sat in silence for a moment. Me fidgeting, Ma reveling in whatever evangelical reassurance she found in a place that smelled of tobacco and damp wood.

“Wishes ain’t real,” I said eventually, and only because I wanted to poke a hole in her peace. The bones of my backside pulverized further.

“I wished for you, and here you are. What say you to that?”

“All the women have babies, even the ones that don’t want ’em. That ain’t a real wish.”

She scoffed. “And if you could wish for anythin’, Nina, what would you wish for?”

What a question to lob at an eight-year-old. I wanted for more things than I knew how to voice. All that wanting had become an unrelenting ache in my fingers. Sometimes it was hard to tell exactly what it was I longed for. Desserts? Toys? A big house with twelve rooms? Or was it tied more closely to the things I was afraid of? Vacant eyes. The tremor in Dad’s fingers. The shake of Ma’s frame when she lay aside me in bed.

“I’d wish for magic,” I said. It seemed the only answer to encompass the whole lot.

She nodded, looked back to that sorry statue. “Me own Ma used to tell me a story about wishes. Do you want to hear it?”

I nodded.

She licked her cracked lips in readiness. “Let’s see now. God bestowed three daughters to Earth—”

“God only had one daughter,” I interrupted haughtily. “Idia.”

“But in this story, there’re three,” she winked at me. “Idia, Joan, and Dione. The three daughters were sent to Earth with powerful gifts. In their blood was a magic no man or woman had ever seen. They could bend rivers, plunder the earth, levitate any matter they set their mind to. They held the world in the palm of their hands, and the humans, those greedy blighters, they wanted that power for themselves, didn’t they?”

I leaned closer, captivated despite myself.

“Soon, people from foreign lands learned of their magic and came to take it from them. But the three daughters had grown and worked on this land, and their neighbors had come to love them. They vowed to protect the daughters—to hide them. These men and women called themselves ‘the Stewards.’ ”

My ears pricked. A word I’d heard before. The ramblings of a street corner preacher on Pewter Lane who spoke of Stewards. There was a song they sang in the schoolyard:


Hide, hide the witch,

The stewards, they hid three.

Two in the parish,

One by the sea.

Catch, catch the witch,

Never let her flee.

Put her to the post, The devil’s slave, is she.



Ma continued. “But the enemy were relentless, and so of course, eventually the daughters were found, and their magic was stolen.”

I saw it in my mind, those daughters holding their magic against their chests, kicking the shins of those who wanted to take it.

“Why didn’t God help ’em?” I asked. But if my mother had an answer, it was stuck between her lips. She pressed them together tightly.

“Perhaps it was their turn to suffer,” she said.

I looked to my shoelaces and pondered a God that would give his daughters magic, then punish them for it.

“They say if you visit their graves and make a wish, the three daughters will grant it,” Ma said now, bumping her shoulder against mine.

“Have you seen ’em?” I frowned. “Their graves.”

Ma looked to the ceiling. “No. But one day we both will.”

“And we’ll make a wish?”

“We’ll make as many wishes as we can manage,” she said.

Warmth gathered in. I mashed my nose into the sides of her ribs. “And Dad as well?”

She sighed, all the breath in her lungs escaping. “No, darlin’. That’s a trip meant for you and me.”

And she turned enough that I could see the bruise shadowing the left side of her face, creeping in from her hairline, swelling her eye near closed, and I thought it was just as well that we left him behind.

Those three daughters had seen enough suffering. Hadn’t they?
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CHAPTER ONE PATRICK

Kenton Hill miners were made of songs, one sung most often.

This was saved for the weary hours just before the whistle sounded and the men were hauled back up the shaft. In Patrick’s first years belowground, his father would whisper it to him when Patrick’s knees buckled, when his bones protested, when mud weighed him down.

Till the light comes, Patty, he’d say. Till the lights come on up top, down we go.

On the days when the second-shift miners were deathly tired, the song became just one murmured verse, repeated like a vow. Till the light comes.

It moved their feet to the end of each shift, tempted unwilling bodies into the shafts, and indeed, light found them. Morning breaking. They spilled out into the day.

Now, the song seemed like a threat. He rather hoped light never found him again.

In Margarite’s tunnel, Patrick’s shoulder beat its own pulse. His legs had begun to quake—from the blood loss, he suspected.

The bleeding had stopped, but the bullet remained buried somewhere in the sinew, and every so often he found his focus drifting, his view slipping sideways.

The tunnel in each direction was filled with soldiers wearing Artisan navy. The Lords’ infantry. They staggered along with their own weeping sores. The soldier at Patrick’s elbow was trying valiantly to hold his own brow together, but it was intent on streaming like a geyser.

All around them, the tunnel groaned.

This seemed of no consequence to anyone but Patrick. The soldiers continued onward, following the bobbing lanterns held aloft on the ends of bayonets. They journeyed farther and farther from Kenton Hill, water seeping from weep holes, insects and rats skittering between their feet, fathoms of earth suspended above them, speaking to them.

It was clear none of these men had spent much time beneath ground. If they had, their eyes would flit from wall to wall. They’d swallow dryly. Their balls would lodge in their stomachs and take all their valor with it.

Instead, they marched, carrying Patrick in tow, onward until the light came, unlettered to the language of tunnels.

Patrick sorely hoped the light never found them. He hoped they’d all be crushed under tons of dirt, hoped Belavere Trench would be left with one less army, one less Alchemist.

Should’ve put a bullet in your head when you had the chance, Patrick told himself.

The tunnel seemed to turn sideways again, his legs gave way, and the soldier at his arm grunted and cursed.

Patrick became vaguely aware of earth against his nostrils, soft mud cradling him on all sides.

“Patrick?” came a familiar voice. There were hands at his face, then on his shoulder. He winced. “Patrick, you have to get up!”

It was a voice both ugly and beautiful to him. Pain invaded again.

“Watch yourself, Charmer. Get away from him.”

“Patrick? Open your eyes.”

He wished he hadn’t. He wanted very much to never glimpse her again. But a soldier crouched nearby with a lantern, and it haloed around her face as she hovered over him, her brow pinched and lined, the hazel of her eyes still prominent even shot through with blood. Her hair had pulled free and turned wild, long tangled curls falling into her face. Her muddy fingers were coursing up his neck, settling warmly against his jaw.

He detested the blood racing beneath her touch.

“Patrick?” she said again, relief blooming across her face.

“Sink… it,” he grunted. “Please.”

Tears drowned the hazel. “I can’t,” she whispered, her desperation nearly tangible.

But it was not for him, he now knew. Not for Kenton. Just for herself.

“Then get away from me.” He turned his head out of her grasp, managed to roll onto his stomach. Two soldiers took him beneath his arms and hauled him to standing. He cried out in pain.

After that, he couldn’t discern if his feet moved of his own accord or if he was being dragged by the men flanking him. The tunnel Nina had carved stretched onward, the dead end looming closer, and he listened to the sounds of her labored breath behind him, the earth’s taunts, the grunting of the soldiers. He watched the images that plagued his mind of crumbling rooftops and screaming children. Whistling bullets and living fire, bouncing from house to house.

He pictured Kenton Hill, smoldering until the light came and then long after.

And he refused to ever picture Nina Harrow again.
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CHAPTER TWO NINA

Patrick’s eyes had long been a danger to me.

How practiced I had become at avoiding them. One glance, and I was swallowed.

“Sink… it,” he’d begged me. “Please.”

He was slumped in the mud, his shirt painted to his chest with blood. Slow-blinking, arms limp, his teeth chattered with cold. Worse still, the blue in his eyes, not yet deadened by the dark. Still hoping.

A soldier kicked the sole of Patrick’s boot and shouted at him to stand. He barely seemed to notice.

His eyes were drowning me.

Behind us, his town and his people were patching up bullet holes and stitching gashes. The dead were awaiting their graves. The runaways were likely rising from the tunnels and being greeted by the barrels of more guns, more soldiers. The Artisans had taken everything they needed from Kenton Hill. They had the last Alchemist. They had the earth Charmer.

And Patrick had no one but me.

I held him as though he were a sinking raft. I gritted my teeth. “I can’t.”

Blue turned to ice—his one remaining hope, snuffed out. He pivoted sharply out of my grasp.

But not before I saw the agony.

“Then get away from me.”

And a tether between me and him snapped. Perhaps the final one. I felt the ricochet down to my core.

Someone grasped my shoulders and pulled me back, and in the mess of my breaking heart I flung wildly, turning to push them away, to fight and scratch and claw. To me, every one of these navy blue uniforms was Lord Tanner, the leader of the House himself. All this was his doing. His fault.

But the person who handled me spoke softly. He gripped my wrists to keep me from tearing out his eyes. “Shhh, Nina! Stop! Stop!” Theo’s face hovered in the gloom, one eye swollen shut, the other pleading. “They’ll knock you out, Nina. Please.” His eyes flittered to the soldiers standing on every side, grappling for sense in the dark.

“Tie her up!” one shouted. “She’s rabid. Get me some fucking rope!”

Theo gripped the sides of my face harder than he ever had. He pierced me with a stare so forceful that I had no choice but to focus on the edges of him, expanding and retracting in the glow. He spoke clearly, an anchor in his voice. “We’ll figure it all out,” he told me. “I promise you, we’ll find a way.”

And then we were wrenched apart again, and a sack was pulled over my face, my hands were tied, and several shouts echoed. Shoving. Grunting. The toes of boots glancing my heels.

The walls groaned their reproach. My fingers itched with the urge to pull them inward, to bury all of us.

But especially me.

Yes. Especially me.



The tunnel ended somewhere under Gilmore.

The infantry had dug themselves a crude hole all the way down to reach it, rope ladders dangling freely on every side, and I was permitted my sight to climb to the surface.

“Go on,” said a soldier with an overflowing neck. He smacked my arse before my foot could find the first rung. “Up you go.”

I spat at his boots, and he jumped back in disgust.

I was sure I would slip and fall at every rung. My limbs felt too feeble for climbing. Each time I blinked upward, the surface seemed impossibly far away.

I was dragged out by more unwanted hands, my front hauled over pebble and dirt, and I stumbled to my feet, immediately looking around for Patrick or Theo before someone thought to blindfold me again.

I saw neither among all the navy. Two soldiers gripped either arm, the heavy-necked one and another, and I was frog-marched into the sea of soldiers, some of them trading canisters, others finding damp cigarettes in their pockets and trying to light them in vain.

“She’s a pretty one,” said the toad. I feared from his position he could see down my blouse. “Ain’t she?”

“Shut up, Luderman,” said his comrade, repositioning his grip on my arm. “She’s the earth Charmer. It don’t matter what else she is.”

And yet, the toad’s eyes remained on the split buttons below my neck.

We climbed knolls of no discerning marks until a steam train loomed ahead, on tracks bracketed by hills. The swarm of navy blue cascaded down the slopes toward it.

I was loaded into a carriage with no seats, no benches. Just rotting wooden walls and floors, a bucket in the corner that smelled strongly of urine. Theo and Patrick were loaded in after me, the latter dragged, the three of us made to sit at different corners of the carriage, our hands tied by rope and looped through cattle rings.

There was no telling how much blood Patrick had lost or how dire his condition. It had been impossible to gauge in the tunnel. Luderman was blocking my view of Patrick as he fastened my bindings, and I tried desperately to lean around him.

The soldier chuckled knowingly. It sent ripples down his neck. “That your beau, is it?” he asked, one eyebrow raised. “Don’t seem to like you too much.”

Patrick’s eyelids had peeled back, consciousness finding him. And indeed, he groaned at the sight of me.

Luderman barked a laugh at that, then grasped my jaw hard enough to send bolts of warning down my spine. “Perhaps you’re in the market for someone friendlier,” he said. Then, horrifyingly, he descended to mash his mouth against mine.

And I tasted spit and decay. I bit down hard on the soldier’s lip, driven by panic more than bravery, and felt it split. I could hear the clink and rattle of thrown chain bindings, the pounding of my own blood. Beyond that, a roar. I reared my leg back then kicked without particular aim.

Luderman toppled to the floor, clutching his groin. He sprayed a litany of curses through the blood trickling from his lip, eyes bulging. “You fuckin’ bitch!” he yelled, the other soldiers laughing as he rolled onto his back, hands between his legs.

“Not bad for a city girl,” one of them said, grinning and passing a lighter to his comrade.

“Scurry” came a voice. Patrick spoke with eyes so maddened he looked possessed. “She’s from Scurry.”

He did not look at me, or the soldiers, but right at that panting, bleeding Luderman.

The soldiers chuckled and nodded, retreating to the end of the carriage as the train coughed to life.

But Luderman regained his footing, albeit with some difficulty. He spat blood and staggered in my direction, twitching with rage.

“Wait!” Theo called out, pulling at his bindings. “Stop—”

My heart sprinted. Instinctively, I curled up. The soldier’s boots stopped in front of me, and I waited for the blow.

“There’s one hundred pounds in my pocket” came Patrick’s voice, and I looked out from the crevice between my strung arms.

He stared back at me, his jaw tightened, his wrists ghost-white against the ropes. “It’s all yours if you leave the lady be.”

A moment of hesitancy, of silence. I peered up at Luderman to see a slow grin spread over his cheeks. “Not really in a position to be makin’ deals, are you, Colson?” he said, and yet the soldier swung his large form in Patrick’s direction, already scanning his clothing. “But I might as well have me way with both of you, since you offered.”

Luderman looked back at me once, winked. “Won’t be a moment,” he promised, flashing his yellow teeth. He bent down to a waiting Patrick, fossicking through one of his trouser pockets, and then the other. “Ain’t nothin’ there,” he grunted, brow pinched.

Then Patrick threw his forehead so hard into the bridge of the man’s nose, the crack reverberated around the carriage.

The soldier’s head snapped back on his neck, and for a second time, he toppled sideways.

Patrick gave a loud groan. “Fuck,” he said, cinching his eyes shut.

“Patrick?”

He blinked rapidly, only to find the other soldiers converging in front of him, Luderman slumped lifeless at their feet.

“Hello, boys,” Patrick said warily, resting his head with a grimace against the wall. “Don’t suppose any of you want a hundred pounds?”

“Knock him out for the journey,” said the shorter of the two men. He lifted his bayonet until it was level with Patrick’s face, and the barrel shook. “Quickly,” he uttered, eyeing his unconscious comrade.

Patrick looked resigned, but as the taller soldier stalked toward him, I reared upward. “No,” I uttered without thinking. “Wait, please!”

“Gentlemen,” said Theo, his face and clothes as dirty as my own, but his voice far more polished. “This man is the very last Alchemist on the continent. Think about that for a moment. Far from me to tell you how to do your job.” Here, Theo paused, watching the soldier’s gun wobble dangerously close to Patrick’s eye. “But if you were to injure Lord Tanner’s most wanted man with any permanence, I doubt they’d let you wear that uniform to the gallows.”

The soldiers, both tall and short, hesitated. They looked to each other with matched indecision. Then the shorter one cursed and lowered his bayonet. “If you get clever,” he said, jutting a finger at Patrick. “I’ll shoot you.”

“Will you?” Theo asked skeptically.

The soldier grimaced. “I’ll knock you witless, then.”

“Fair,” Theo consented, as though the business were concluded.

The soldiers eyed Patrick wearily, then left Luderman where he lay, retreating back to their far corner, less jovial than before.

I exhaled in a gust, then manically wiped my mouth as best I could on my sleeve, nausea broiling.

“Are you all right?” Theo asked. His brow was creased, the coolness he’d exuded before now gone. He turned his body to better see me in a way that looked painful.

“Fine,” I uttered.

Patrick had closed his eyes again, his pallor gray.

“You’d be wise not to sleep, Colson,” Theo told him. “You’re likely concussed.”

“Leave him be,” I said. It hissed past my teeth unexpectedly. “He’s lost blood. He needs to rest.”

“And slip into a coma?”

“What I need,” Patrick murmured, eyelids sealed tightly, “is for the both of you to shut up.”

And we did. Theo with a shrug, me with my lip between my teeth.

“Unless you feel inspired to derail this train, Nina.” Patrick’s back slumped farther down the wall. “I wouldn’t say no to an earthquake.”

I eyed his injuries once more, the rope looping through the cattle rings. I shook my head. “I can’t.”

His eyes snapped open then, colder than I’d ever seen them. “Don’t lie to me,” he said, so darkly it crawled over my flesh. “I’ve seen you move hills. It ain’t a matter of can’t, is it? It’s a matter of won’t.” He held my gaze. “I never had your loyalty, did I?”

And there it was. That gun of his pointed between my eyes, finally firing.

I think he saw it—the way my mind folded in, they way my heart stuttered. “Patrick, I—”

“Tell me,” he said, his tone banal to anyone but me. “Say it exactly as it is, Nina. You work for the House, and I’m a fool.”

I saw, for that brief moment, all the way through him. Irreparable wounds. Punctures and shattered bones, tendons unmoored and swinging, spirals of slackened gut and a gasping heart.

And I was desperate to tell him everything. Every wretched thing I’d done, every wretched thing done to me. But the list of confessions was overwhelming. How could I tell him that I was every bit as terrible as he feared and still have him love me in the end?

“The House has my mother,” I said, the words barely breaching my lips. “And Tanner promised to kill her unless I… unless I helped him.”

Patrick’s eyes rolled back and closed once more. For a moment, I thought him asleep. “So, you helped him,” he whispered—to himself, it seemed. “You found the last Alchemist for him.”

“No,” I said, louder than before. “No, I changed my mi—”

“And why did Tanner need the earth Charmer to do it?” Patrick interrupted. “What else did he ask you to do, Nina? After you’d found me?”

I lowered my head and closed my eyes. “Patrick—”

“Did he ask you to bury us all in the mud?” he pressed. “Was that the grand plan?”

Theo scoffed darkly. “I assure you, Colson, if she wanted to bury Kenton Hill, the whole place would be fifty feet under.” His cheeks had turned ruddy. He leaned his head dejectedly against the wall. “Her grand plan was to seduce you,” he said, the veins in his hands growing more prominent as he said it. “In the hopes you’d reveal where you were keeping Domelius Becker.”

I sucked in a breath.

Patrick’s jaw went rigid. I watched his throat bob once, twice. He did not look at me again. “Then you can tell your boss she was successful.” His eyes closed. “A better actress, I’ve never seen.”

I felt myself crack and splinter.

“So, I told you my secrets,” Patrick said, quieter now. “You took them straight to Polly. And she scribbled it all to Tanner.” His eyelids fluttered, strength failing him. “You even paved him a road right into Kenton, and had me believe you were paving it for me.” He sounded begrudgingly impressed.

And there were waves of guilt in me, yes, but there was irritation, too. Defiance.

An actress, he’d called me. They both had. But I could bring to mind every instance of Patrick’s eyes pinning me to a wall, his fingers whispering over mine, and always it seemed something was perched on the edge of his lips when I was near, seconds from tumbling free.

He had seduced me.

I set my eyes on Theo first, tongue pulsing. “You told me that you came to Kenton Hill as a trade. In return, Lord Tanner would resume his search for me.”

Theo’s eyes became confused, guarded. He nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“And then I turned up alive, and you were surprised to find that I wasn’t still eighteen years old and fawning over you.”

His lips pressed together tightly. “That’s not—”

“And it hurt your feelings that I no longer needed you. Angered you. It makes you mad still, to know I chose someone else.”

He couldn’t seem to conjure a denial. Instead, he glowered.

“And you,” I continued, turning on Patrick. I found him watching me closely. “Who brought me into his parish with my wrists tied and a sack over my head. Can you honestly meet my eye and claim that I tricked you into… into…”

“Lovin’ you?” Patrick asked, his voice deep, rebounding in my chest. I hadn’t unbalanced him at all. Hadn’t made a dent. “In truth, Nina, I don’t have it in me to unravel that question.”

He turned his head away as though he couldn’t stand the sight of me.

I blanched. But I had to tell him all of it now, while he was still close enough to hear it. “I lied to you,” I admitted. “About Tanner, about what he’d demanded of me, but not the rest. I didn’t reveal your secret to anyone. Not even Polly. I didn’t bring soldiers into Kenton Hill.”

“I wish I could believe that,” Patrick said, wincing. “But even if you weren’t lyin’ to me right now, it wouldn’t count for much, would it? We’ve both of us made a few too many missteps.” He didn’t seem to need my response. “Mine was lettin’ swanks into Kenton Hill in the first place.”

I fumed. “I didn’t give you up.”

“So you say.”

“Yeah.” I tugged at the ropes around my wrists. “So I say.”

“Yet there’s the matter of timin’,” said Patrick, “and the scant few who knew what I was.”

“Patrick, you know me!”

He chuckled grimly, wiping his brow against his sleeve, and looked resolutely at nothing at all. “It felt that way, didn’t it?” he said. “Like we knew each other.” He closed his eyes and leaned back into the wall of the carriage. “But when I think about it, Nina, you’re a stranger to me.” He nodded to himself as though confirming something. His eyes closed. “A stranger with all my secrets.”

A tear slipped free and sprinted for my chin. My heart thrashed, and I did nothing to quell it. I watched Patrick close off in increments until his entire body was angled away from mine, and I could see nothing but the flushed skin at the back of his neck, the jumping pulse beneath his ear.

Theo cleared his throat. When I spared him a withering glance, his jaw softened. “For what it’s worth, Pat,” he said, seemingly with great effort, “it can’t have been Nina who brought this army to your doorstep.”

“Your word’s worth nothin’ to me,” Patrick said with finality. A few moments later, he lost consciousness.

The train rattled on, and the three of us swayed like slaughtered pigs on hooks. Night crept in and made breathing easier. It was more difficult to see the blood across Patrick’s chest, easier to avoid Theodore’s insistent gaze. I couldn’t be sure how long I had gone without sleeping. Without eating. I ignored my screaming bladder.

Anger kept me awake. The more my mind churned, the more that rage grew.

For Theodore, who thought I was his, no matter my own feelings; for Patrick, blinded by his own hate; for Polly, who was damningly absent; for Lord Tanner; and Luderman; and all men, suddenly. How quick they were to use and discard me.

But then that anger turned inward, and I found myself wanting to claw at my chest, take my own heart in my hands and wring it. This was my doing. My cowardice. I’d waited too long to tell Patrick the truth. I’d had power and squandered it, hadn’t done a thing to help another with it. I’d hidden behind years of neutrality, running and running until the consequences caught up to me.

Loathing like I’d never felt before made its home under my skin.

I let it sink in. A penance.

The train clattered on.



Luderman awoke as the train whistled its arrival. He’d snored for more than half the journey and came up bleary eyed, his nose off-center, his lips sealed in dried blood. He took one glance in my direction and glared but did not advance.

While the soldiers stretched and yawned and gathered their bayonets, Patrick spoke. It was soft. Reluctant.

But he spoke for me, in a quiet aside, as though he couldn’t bear not to say it. “You have something the House needs,” he told me. “It gives you power. You understand?”

I stared at him, nodded. He was looking dead ahead at the forthcoming soldiers. “They can’t take that from you,” he said. “Whatever else they might take, they can’t take who you are.”

I remembered what he’d said to me once, when we were twelve.

You’ve got a mind of your own. Don’t let those fuckers take it.

I shivered.

I meant to say something more to Patrick, or to Theo. I felt suddenly, frighteningly, as though it might be my last opportunity.

But any words, all words, now seemed futile. What could possibly be said in these last few seconds to dispel the rot?

We prisoners were blindfolded again, our hands retied, threats spat in our ears about being belted senseless if we tried to magic our way out of capture, but with hundreds of soldiers surrounding us on all sides, that promise seemed extraneous.

I could do nothing but listen. I listened to the train cranks settle and the steam chest let out a final sigh.

Hundreds of feet and voices rent the cold air. Some were gleeful, wives and fathers and children fishing their soldier from the trough, delighted they weren’t dead. Some cried, their soldier not among the school. I was shoved and herded onward until the sound dwindled, and the music of the city rose up, though not as I remembered it.

I tried to bring to mind the National House, the citadel and its domed roof, the clock tower, the steepled rooftops, the thin channels of fresh water running street side, the horseless wagons and red bricks.

I wondered if it looked as different as it sounded—subdued. On edge.

I noticed the change underfoot when we entered the courtyard of the National House. Cobblestone became dirt, then steps, then mosaic, until the city was muted. Heavy doors closed. I heard Theodore arguing to have his blindfold lifted, Patrick breathing heavily. I wondered how long it would take for his wound to foul.

I had spent enough time in the House to know where we were heading. Up the grand winding stairs, down one corridor and another, into a vast, sparkling room normally occupied by—

“Lord Tanner,” said a soldier. It sounded like the general, the very same one who had taken us hostage. The one who had run Gunner through with a knife. “I apologize for the hour. You said to bring them straight to you.”

“And so you have.”

The blindfold lifted away, and before me, Lord Tanner clacked his teeth together and stood from an oversize desk. He looked older. Gaunt. There were even fewer hairs on his head. His jowls didn’t quiver as much as I remembered. It all served to make him seem more severe, and no less frightening.

“Miss Clarke,” he said to me. “Well done.”

My throat closed over. I did not have the courage to look to my left at Patrick. I felt Theo’s stare burning into me, willing me to stay quiet, to be clever.

I knew I ought to smile and bow my head and let my charade of loyalty to the House continue, but I was done playing their games. I was bone-tired and burning with anger. “Where is my mother?” I bit out.

Tanner’s slippery grin wavered. He turned to Theo, who looked, by all accounts, haggard, his eye swollen nearly shut and his shirt torn at the sleeve.

“Mr. Shop,” Tanner continued. “I wish I could offer you the same praise.” He then pulled a scribble from his pocket, an eyeglass from his robe, and poised it over the bridge of his nose. He read aloud.

“To the right honorable Lord Tanner… Where is it?” his eyes skimmed the page. “Ah, here… three fire Charmers found dead in the canals… the former Lord Theodore Shop found deserting at Kenton Hill and resisted detainment… My, my.” Tanner quickly folded the parchment again, then walked to his desk to discard it. “I cannot say I blame you, boy. You’ve come up rather short these past years.” He clasped his hands before him. The words were mild, but I sensed a spiking fury behind them. Tanner’s eyes flashed. “Two years, the Alchemist eluded you, and he was under your nose the whole time.” He tsked, and again the noise was too clipped, too overzealous. “And now I come to find you tried to abandon your post. The very one you volunteered for. Am I to believe that you’ve turned to the side of the rebels?”

Theodore straightened, though I saw the slight flinch. “No, my lord,” and he said, glancing once at me. “I only meant to escape the Union’s recapture. It wasn’t my intention to flee the Lords’ Army. I… I suppose I lost my wits for a moment.”

Tanner regarded him as though he were a lowly insect. “Your father will be much relieved to hear it,” he said. “I, however, remain unconvinced.” He nodded once to the soldier at Theodore’s side, and there was a flurry of movement.

One soldier pulled a switchblade from his belt.

Another seized Theodore’s tied wrists, ripped his shirtsleeve to the crook of his elbow.

Theodore struggled. “What are you doing?”

And the blade sank into his Artisan brand, brilliant red pooling and then flowing freely over Theo’s forearm. Theo shouted in pain, the blood spilling quickly. His knees sank down to the tile, black-and-white checkers now slickened.

“Just a precaution,” Tanner said, grimacing at the mess. “While I make up my mind.”

I realized I was straining against the hold of a soldier, who cursed and yanked at my arm. “Theo?” I called.

But Theo was bent over his wrist, his breaths ragged, one side of his shirt turning crimson.

“You’ll kill him!” I shouted at Tanner, trying to wrench my arm free.

The lord turned to the soldier at my side and nodded in kind.

Hands clamped over my forearm, shunting my sleeve up.

The mottled skin where Idia once resided bore up. A blade flashed down, and in it sank, all the way to the bone.

I screamed and wrenched myself free, falling to the floor. Somewhere above, a voice thundered. A shout of pain. More feet smattered across the tiles. I looked up wearily to see Patrick with his arms looped over a soldier’s neck, his roped hands pressing tightly against the man’s throat.

Patrick’s eyes were on me, bulging desperately.

A huddle of soldiers grasped Patrick from every side, but Patrick was bigger, far stronger, and the soldier in his grasp flailed.

One soldier held a pistol to Patrick’s temple.

“STOP!” Tanner bellowed. It rebounded into the vaulted ceiling. “I SAID, STOP!”

The soldiers froze, confused.

They doubled in my vision, tripled. I blinked rapidly.

“Enough,” Tanner growled, the cords of his neck pulsating. “Remove your hands from the Alchemist. Now.”

One by one, they did. They stepped back reluctantly, leaving Patrick to stand as he was, the rope of his restraints sitting firmly against the windpipe of his captive.

The soldier’s face was puce. His fingers dug desperately at Patrick’s hold.

“Help her,” Patrick said. Not to me, but to Tanner. His hands shook, and his shoulder was bleeding again, the ropes of muscle in his arms flexed. “Now.”

My eyes closed of their own accord, and I forgot how to open them. When I did, all I saw was blood pooling in the cradle of my hands. It rushed from the wound, eager to escape. Nausea descended.

“HELP HER!”

“Calm yourself,” Tanner commanded, his expression livid. “Once enough idium has drained away, they’ll be treated with bluff to keep them from bleeding out. They’ll recover. Precautions must be taken while I ascertain which side you’ve aligned with, Miss Clarke, Mr. Shop. Until then, I’m afraid I can’t have you wielding your mediums, now, can I?” Tanner peered at the soldier in Patrick’s grasp, whose eyes were beginning to roll back. “If you plan to kill the man, then do it quickly, Mr. Colson, for Idia’s sake. The hour is late.”

Theodore fell sideways, his eyes closing. The wound at his wrist continued to flow.

“Fuck,” Patrick spat, and he released the man, who promptly collapsed. Patrick staggered and groaned, his hands rising to grip the bullet wound on his shoulder. “You have me,” he said, panting painfully. “You got what you wanted because of her,” he righted himself, hissing another curse. “You’ve no reason to punish her. She followed your fucking orders.”

“She did,” Tanner agreed. “For the most part. Though I’m not a fool. She’s a slippery, defiant little thing. She developed a rather obnoxious habit of being a traitor when she was young.”

I thought perhaps I’d fallen sideways, too. Something hot and slick puddled against my cheek.

“You and I have business to discuss, Mr. Colson.”

“Get her a doctor, or there’ll be no business.”

The ceiling seemed to be rising, lifting away into the night. And I was sinking, sinking. Warmth escaped me, and it took with it all the light, the color.

“Don’t worry yourself, Mr. Colson,” Lord Tanner’s voice said, as though it were whispering into my ear. “There’s a greater purpose at hand. One in which I’d very much like the both of you to remain alive for.”





THE TRENCH TRIBUNE REBEL ALCHEMIST UNCOVERED

From the last remaining print house in Belavere City, this journalist receives official scribble from the House of Lords that their raids in the Northeast have proven fruitful.

Lord Tanner named Kenton Hill, a little-known collier town, as the home of the elusive Miners Union command—a confounding statement of which this reporter remains skeptical.

Moreover, the Right Honorable Lord has proclaimed that the rebel chairman, a PATRICK COLSON, has been arrested and transported to Belavere City.

Inside sources add to these startling revelations that the House recognizes Colson as none other than a hidden Alchemist.

There has been no word as to the welfare of former House Alchemist Domelius Becker.
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CHAPTER THREE PATRICK

The year he turned thirteen, Patrick and his brothers came close to death.

It was a dead winter, the most ravenous anyone could remember. The coal ran low before frost stuck to the ground. Influenza spread. Bluff prices rocketed. There were many families in Kenton Hill who simply awaited death from their beds, bellies hollow, throats aflame, burning schoolbooks in the hearth to keep children warm in their final hours.

Many did not make it to spring, and there were fraught moments in which Patrick was certain he was slipping away.

Donny caught the fever first. He slowly boiled before their eyes. Their mother spooned soup past his cracked lips.

The next morning, Patrick awoke sweating, panting, barely aware of Tess Colson mopping his brow. Gunner quickly followed, all three of them abed while their mother changed their pajamas, their sheets, collected their vomit, prayed.

Patrick remembered it only in fragments—a shutter of frames. His mother counting farthings on a wooden table, eyes tightening. Donny’s wails. Gunner sleeping interminably, as though he were already dead. He remembered his own body convulsing, seizing, squeezing the very last vestiges of his strength.

Patrick did not remember his father in this reel of memory. As he recalled, John Colson had gone away to Dorser by train that winter. The Miners Union had been in its infancy then, the support not yet far-reaching. He traveled often in the beginning, amassing members with his speeches, establishing connections. Always, he returned a little more invigorated than when he left, while his wife slowly iced over.

Patrick’s mother did not cry that winter, but she apologized often—every time her sons moaned, cried, vomited. “Bluff,” he remembers begging her. And her forehead would crease so deeply it seemed it was splitting, and she’d return to those coins on the table, counting them over and over, then swearing and knocking them to the floor.

And then when it seemed Donny was at his worst, when he hadn’t woken for more than two days, hadn’t eaten for even longer, Tess Colson left them alone. Patrick heard the kitchen door collide violently with its frame.

Gunner might have held his hand, Patrick thought. There was an image in his mind, his big brother reaching out across his cot, fingers hot and limp. Patrick thought perhaps he himself cried, that he begged for their father.

His next memory was a lick of heat in his veins. Patrick had come awake with a clearer mind, to the sight of his mother leaning over him, cheeks ruddy red with the cold, a spoonful of black solution poised at his lips. “Drink, son,” she had said calmly.

The clarity of age led Patrick to surmise his mother stole the bluff, having found herself short of coin. From what household, he did not wish to know.

The Colson brothers recovered as the bottle of bluff ran dry, in time for their father to return, in time for Tess Colson to yield to her own rampant fever.

The influenza of that dead winter was later named gray fever. It turned one’s skin red first, then purple, then ashen near the end. Of all the Colsons struck down that season, it was Tess who came closest to death. She was the color of storm clouds when John Colson walked back through the door, his smile wide and beard heavy with snow. Gunner had whaled his fists against John’s chest for staying away so long. Donny had cried. Patrick had wrapped his arms around his father’s middle, despite not having hugged his father that way since he was small. Tess had coughed in a way that invoked death.

John Colson’s timely return, Patrick knew, was the only reason his mother still lived. After that, even when Tess Colson seemed at her worst, Patrick had not worried for her. He knew his father had everything in hand. His father could fix it, could fix anything. He’d come back with pockets full of money and vials.

It took two days for the bluff to win the battle. Two days of Patrick and Gunner and Donny hovering uselessly by her bed, watching their mother snatch in each breath. They held on to her bedsheets as though they could anchor her there. “Patience, boys,” John told them. “She’s as tough as they come. Tougher than me, even.”

He was right, as he always was. Her color returned, the coughing thinned. She rose from her sick bed and yelled at Donny for running through the kitchen. But Tess Colson was never quite the same. Her lungs seemed to hoard remnants of the fever, and no amount of bluff ever snuffed it for good.

Soon after Tess recovered, John Colson hauled a sack into the kitchen and dumped its contents onto the floor. Terranium ore spilled out, blue-black and glistening.

He’d pointed one calloused finger at it. “Siphon these rocks,” he’d said to Patrick. “And your mother’ll never again lay sick in bed.”

And he had. Eventually.

It took weeks to make any progress. The idium he’d stolen from the National House had long since begun to wane. The magic that remained in him was weak. Reluctant. Most of those terranium rocks had crumbled, splitting unevenly, the bluff inside made unusable. To this day, there are two holes in the plaster of the Colson’s kitchen, where Patrick had launched the ruined ore away in frustration.

“Easy, son,” his dad had said, over and over. “Easy does it. Be patient with it. Feel the hollow? That’s where the ink is hiding. Split it right down the middle.”

But the ore was delicate. It shattered at the slightest disruption, contaminating that which it fiercely guarded.

“Gentle with it,” John Colson had told him. “Learn control. Learn composure. Composed men do far better than the bulls.”



Patrick heard his father’s voice echoing off the stained glass windows and barren walls of the swanks’ National House.

He’d been confined alone to a strange room. The floors here were checkered white and black, so starkly contrasting they seemed to morph, tricking him. He thought it was likely once a small laboratory. There was a large bench with a basin. Oak shelves and cupboards built into the walls, floor to ceiling. Every one of them was emptied of anything but dust. The hearth was cobwebbed. The window depicted a nude image of a man he assumed was God almighty, though he could not, for the life of him, understand why an all-powerful being would be in possession of such a small cock.

He felt much the way he had felt that dead winter when he was thirteen. He hadn’t eaten, hadn’t slept. His head pulsed as though breaching his skull.

He sat on the floor, his back against the shelves, clothed in the same sorry attire he’d arrived in. Several feet away, a sack of terranium ore awaited him, just as it had in his mother’s kitchen.

He had yet to open it, to see its contents, and yet he knew what it was. Terranium had a certain beat, a vibration. He felt it from where he sat. They used to send Alchemists into the mines to feel out the deposits of ore, to tell the diggers what to aim for, back when Alchemists were a dime a dozen and it didn’t much matter if they were blown to pieces or buried under.

The door hadn’t opened in some time. In a moment of useless ire, he’d thrown his shoulder into it to no avail, forgetting the bullet buried in the tissue.

Tanner was due to visit any moment, Patrick thought. He’d returned regularly these past two days, flanked by guards. The most recent had been his longest stay yet.

“You worsen by the hour,” he’d said. Patrick hadn’t risen from his place on the tiles, and Tanner hadn’t ventured past the doorway. He’d nodded to the sack that remained untouched. “I’m sure some of that ore holds the bluff you need.”

A bubble of laughter climbed up Patrick’s throat, more menacing than mirthful. “And what makes you believe I intend to recover?” he murmured. The tiles distended again. He pinched his eyes shut.

“I’m afraid death is not an option, Mr. Colson. In fact, I’ve brought a gift.”

And from behind him came a middle-aged woman in Artisan blue robes with wide, fearful eyes. She stepped around Tanner hesitantly, looking back at the lord for approval.

“Letty is a Smith of lead,” Tanner explained to Patrick. “She’s here to pull that bullet from your shoulder. It may be wise to bite down on something.”

But there was no time. The woman named Letty raised a shaky hand in the direction of Patrick’s shoulder, and he immediately felt the sensation of something twisting, pulling. He hissed, cursed, his hand flying to his arm.

Bit by bit the bullet wheedled free, finally flying into Letty’s hand. The woman’s pallor turned abruptly green, and she dropped the bullet onto the floor, her hand now covered in gore. She trembled delicately at the sight of it.

“Thank you, Letty. You may go.”

Letty’s shoes clacked off the tiles as she hurried out.

Patrick’s breaths had turned rapid. He closed his eyes and waited for the throb of his arm to slow.

“You might like to know that Nina Clarke is well. All that blood was… unseemly, I know.” His nose crinkled. “But if you and Miss Clarke do as is required, there won’t be a need for any more bad business.”

“Harrow,” Patrick grunted. “Not Clarke.”

Tanner regarded him curiously. “I’m surprised you should care for her at all.”

And to that, Patrick had no argument.

“She was a fair actress in her schooling years, according to her professors,” Tanner ruminated. “I suppose she must have been rather convincing. She is uniquely beautiful, I can admit. There is an… allure there.”

Patrick tasted something horribly metallic. His jaw rolled.

“Still,” Tanner continued. “I did not imagine the feats she’d be capable of. She found her way right under your skin, didn’t she?”

Patrick pictured himself on a meat hook, his torso flayed.

“Yes,” Tanner nodded, as though he could see right through to Patrick’s skeleton, every nick and fracture there. Every weakness.

“Women have long been man’s ruin.”

Patrick slid sideways, unable to hold his spine straight another moment. His temple sought the cold tile.

“I need an Alchemist, Mr. Colson. Quite badly.” He went to nudge the sack of terranium with his shoe. “You have the burden of being the only living man who might be able to siphon idium from whatever sad stores of rock remain.”

“And if I don’t?” Patrick murmured. He could not be sure the words did not blend.

Tanner’s footsteps gathered in his ears. He was suddenly close enough for Patrick to spit on. “Then hundreds of years of Artisan tradition will be no longer.”

“Never cared much for swank traditions.”

“Those born in the brink rarely do. But they care a great deal about bluff, do they not?”

Patrick felt as though his head were being incised, but his eyes opened, and he peered at Tanner, now leering somewhere above.

Tanner clicked his tongue. “My commander relayed all manner of information about the Kenton Hill raids. My men found your guns, your grenades. They even found your family’s inn, Mr. Colson, its kitchen filled with shelves of bluff. Quite a trove.”

Patrick’s eyes flashed. Burning bile coursed his throat.

“It is all now in my possession, of course,” Tanner continued. “The bluff will be meted out fairly, to those in dire need of it here in the city. As for those wounded members of your Union… well, I imagine they will not fare well if you decide to be selfish in this time of need.”

“Fuck you,” Patrick said.

“Would you deny the continent hope, Mr. Colson? All those sick children and elders? Would you see your own kin without any bluff to heal them from their battle injuries?”

The Tess Colson of the past roared to mind, coughing and spitting and failing on her bed, his father tipping vial after vial past her lips.

“Your reluctance will kill them,” Tanner said. “There is no escaping what now must be accepted. Your revolution has failed, Mr. Colson.” Tanner paced with his hands behind his back. “The Miners Union has scattered, and your hometown is abandoned. If you continue to resist, more people will suffer. Meanwhile, I’ll be forced to take more unsavory measures. It shouldn’t be hard to find a blind man—Donny, is that his name? And the brother who was gravely wounded… Gunner, I believe. Perhaps I could bring them here—”

“I bet your Artisans turn to water when you threaten their families,” Patrick said, weariness beginning to overcome him. “Bet you love to see ’em cower at your feet, eh? Cryin’ and pissin’ themselves?”

Tanner’s eyes narrowed, his hands opened and closed.

“Yeah,” Patrick murmured, coughing painfully. “It’s made you lazy. Uncreative.” Tanner’s eyes flashed, a nerve plucked. “You go ahead and bring my brothers here,” Patrick smiled at the thought. “Though I’ll warn you, you ought to double your guard. Craftsmen don’t bother quiverin’ when you threaten ’em. They just go about cuttin’. Savages, the lot of ’em.”

Tanner turned quickly purple, a vein in his temple thickening. After a few beats of silence, he said, as though he were spitting rocks, “And if I was to be more creative with our earth Charmer?”

Patrick’s humor vanished.

“Perhaps I could take a leaf from your book, Colson. What would a gangster do? Pull teeth? Take fingers? Would you be persuaded then?”

The sack on the floor quivered. Patrick willed his mind to grasp the rocks within, to pulverize Tanner’s brain with them. But his mind was a sieve. The sack fell still quickly.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Tanner said, his eyes sticking to the sack. “But fear not, Mr. Colson. There are others with whom I might find my creative release.”

And through the film of fatigue, Patrick saw the guards step aside, and over the threshold came a man with his hands bound behind him, chestnut hair silver-streaked and receding at the temples. He had sun-damaged skin, yellow teeth, an overgrown beard, and the same muddy brown eyes as Gunner Colson.

“Dad,” Patrick said, and it came out in an exhale, a gust.

John Colson’s eyes watered, his lips mashed together as though to pinch off sensation.

A guard raised a long, polished baton, and it cracked soundly over the back of John Colson’s head.

They left him there on the floor, his legs kicked aside as the guards closed him in.

Some part of Patrick’s mind noted it was clever indeed, to have his father’s skull bleed rivers onto the tiles while he sat idle by a bag of terranium. What better way to force his hand?

Patrick turned over his father, grasped his slack face in his hand, somehow here, somehow warm and alive, after everything.

“Dad,” he called, shook him, pressed his fingertips to his neck, cupped the gash at his crown as though it might stem the tide.

John Colson’s eyes rolled beneath the lids. He gasped a few times. It was frighteningly shallow. Horribly infrequent.

And there was really no question, then, about what should be done. It would only need to be just enough bluff. For his father, not for Tanner. It wasn’t surrender. John Colson would never forgive him for that.

With the last vestiges of his strength, Patrick pulled a jagged piece of black ore from the sack and inspected it against the light, squinting, seeing double. He held it up to the window, compared it with another, then another, until he found one without the blueish hue at its center—black as hell, all the way through.

He found the fissure in the rock that would split it in two. The point of separation had to be precise, or the bluff within was ruined. He went to those leering shelves, pulled down a single vial, then held the lump of ore over it. He felt along its ridges with his calloused fingertips, then closed his eyes.

When terranium was split correctly, it was musical, like glass—a high-pitched crack. It sang now as Patrick separated two perfect pieces, no shards or fragments coming free.

The ink spilled out, untainted, dripping into the vial, onto the lip of the counter, onto his shoes. Just enough. That was all he needed.

He felt consciousness leave him the moment he tipped the vial to John Colson’s gaping mouth.

Then there was only fire in his shoulder, ink on his hands, a ringing in his mind like a cathedral bell, swinging back and forth.

He dreamed of his kid brothers screaming down a yellow hill, lit firecrackers in their hands, grass stalks sighing, their father pointing at the clouds marching across the heavens, promising something existed beyond them.





[image: ]
CHAPTER FOUR NINA

I was confined to a servants’ quarters, with yellow walls, a cot, and a neatly folded blanket. If there was ever any other furniture in the room, it had since been removed.

I stared for long hours at a map of Belavere Trench—all the provinces stitched together in a great tapestry. I wondered how long it had taken the Artisan to weave it, all for it to lay on this floor like any common rug, in a room that seemed a wardrobe.

The Gyser River ran down the map’s middle from wall to wall, splitting the richer provinces from the rest like Idia herself had meant it a blockade. I raised my hand, the wound along my forearm now heavily bandaged, and traced in midair the path from Scurry to the city. Down the belly of the Trench where I thought the train line went, around the farming towns, the black-brick factories, across the Gyser, and into pasture.

I did not look to Kenton Hill, a pinprick in the far northeast corner of the brink.

The door to the room was locked twice on the outside and opened three times a day for the purposes of keeping me fed, and, I presume, to ascertain I had not found a way to jump four stories to the courtyard below.

I counted three days since I’d arrived. I did not feel a scratch of idium left in my veins. Every so often I pounded on the door, frustration spilling over. Was it truly their intention to keep me locked away in this room until they had use of me?

I thought of Ma and Patrick and Gunner and Theo and Polly as though they spun on a carousel, blurring into soup. Sleep was no remedy—their faces hounded me there, too.

Where was my mother? What was Patrick doing this very moment? What of Theo? Had Gunner survived that knife between his ribs?

Where was Polly? For surely it was her who’d given away Margarite’s tunnel.

My finger was tracing the outskirts of Sommerland when the door rattled again, someone on the other side snicking the locks. The timber resisted as it opened.

This time, there was no maid or guard with a dish.

It was Theo.

There was a soldier behind him, baton already in hand, knees prepped as though he might lunge. Theo, contrastingly, looked ready to make a quick retreat.

I sat upright, not bothering to straighten my blouse or flatten my hair. I noted that there were no more binds around Theo’s wrists, that the guard’s eyes were trained on me and not him. I noted the Artisan blue Theo wore, the lapels as sharp as ever. His hair looked clean and freshly combed.

And I think he sensed my blood lashing hot. He stalked in, eyes averted.

“Hello,” he said, and then, in a ramble, “I came to see you yesterday, but you were sleeping.” He gestured to the bandage around my forearm, as though wishing to grasp at any topic to stave the silence. “Have they changed your bandages today? Mine were redressed when I woke, but if no one has come yet—”

On he continued, hands clenched behind his back and voice warbling. I barely heard what he said, too absorbed I was by the high shine of his shoes, the crisp whiteness of his shirt, the emblem on his navy breast.

“—they haven’t much bluff on hand, but I could send for a tonic if—”

“You’re wearing Ministers’ robes,” I interrupted. My voice sharp, jolting.

His mouth opened and shut wordlessly, his ears reddening. I watched his throat bob, and he turned to address the guard instead of me. “Leave us, please.”

“Can’t do that,” the man said, jutting his chin in a manner of self-import. “Lord Shop said I was to stand by.”

“Then you can do so three paces from the door,” Theo said firmly. “And allow me some privacy.”

The guard seemed to contemplate, but in the end, straightened, replaced his baton at his belt. “Yes, my lord.” He walked out of sight.

I held Theo’s gaze, thought I saw contrition there. Shame. He seemed inches shorter. “My lord,” I repeated softly, and then my eyes swept to the window, the city beyond it. “So, you’ve returned to their side. Just like that?”

He sighed as though hollowing himself. He stepped one pace closer, looked where I looked, out to those enveloping rooftops. I wondered if they’d lost their luster for him as well. What had once appeared to me as beautiful now seemed blandly uniform. Generic.

We might have been contemplating the view in companionable silence if not for all the injury weeping between us.

He said, “I was always on this side, Nina.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said. “You saved them.” I closed my eyes and saw the collapsing walls of water putting out Kenton’s fires. “You came back when you could have kept going. You came back for Kenton, for all those people.”

“I came back,” he said, “for you.”

I swallowed.

“I—God… I left a note for Patrick after I spoke to you that day, in the alley. I told him you were looking to uncover the Alchemist.”

I turned to stare at him. A shiver of violence ran through me. “You exposed me?”

He paled, then nodded. “I wasn’t thinking clearly, and I… I was trying to hurt him.”

I gasped, turning my body from him so that he couldn’t see me crumble. Hadn’t he known the danger of implicating me? Had he really been so angry with me that he wished me harm?

Was I anything but a possession lobbed back and forth and scrapped over?

“For all you knew, I could have been executed.”

“That’s why I had to return. In the tunnel I had time to think, to come to my senses, and I realized what I’d done, what Patrick might do—”

I slapped him. My body whirled as I did so, my good arm hitting him with all my might.

He stumbled back, more shocked than injured, eyes welling.

The guard rushed in through the door, but Theo held up a hand to ward him off. “Go,” he said, and after a moment of hesitation, the guard disappeared.

Theo had the good sense to look down at his feet. “I’m so sorry, Nina,” he said. “Truly. I had to say it, even if you’ll never forgive me. I just wanted you to know that I came back for you, and when I saw the flames… all those people dying. I kept thinking you might be stuck in the cross fire.”

“You saved them because it was right,” I spat. I saw the way he tried to glaze his mind in excuses. But this wasn’t about me or him—there were things of greater significance. “You can try to deny it and say you’re still on their side, but what you did for those Crafters was only what was moral and decent, and you know it.” My hands shook. I twisted my fingers together and swallowed some emotion. Desperation, perhaps. “You were prepared to die for them. That can’t have changed so quickly.”

But here he stood in that blue three-piece suit and navy robe, and I felt, though I couldn’t explain it, that I was losing yet another critical piece of Theo, the one I knew to be good.

Theo’s tongue rolled around his mouth, as though testing the words to explain himself. “My grandfather was a Charmer of fire,” he offered. “Did I ever tell you that? And his father before him was a Mason. Quite a renowned one, actually.”

I said nothing. My eyes began to film over.

“But my father,” he said it with gravity, “is a mere Cutter of emerald.”

I looked up. Had I known that? Had I ever asked? It seemed impossible, a mistake. Lord Terrence Shop was one of the most formidable persons I’d ever met. I imagined someone of such persuasion to be of a higher rank. But a Cutter? Cutters were novelties. They sold pretty jewels to wealthy gentlemen and ladies. The made a nice living in useless remits.

“He was expected to do nothing great. The way he tells it, he was practically cast aside by his parents and professors. And yet, he graduated with high order, was ordained a few short years later as a minister for the House, the greatest honor any of our name had ever received, and all of it for a Cutter.” Theo’s shoulders rose and fell as he spoke, as though he were barreling toward something. “And then it was my turn to siphon, and I was terrified. Terrified I’d be nothing, the dead end in a long succession of Artisanal distinction. You cannot imagine my relief when I was named a Charmer, of all things.”

“I was there,” I said then, seeing again a dark-haired boy in high attire, tipping water from a quivering glass.

Theo continued as though he hadn’t heard me speak. “I thought I might stop being scared then, that my Charmer status alone might be enough to satisfy my family name. But my father had been made a Lord of the House without the advantage of a high-ranking medium, and if he could do that, then what might I, the Charmer, achieve?” Theo looked at me, and he was colorless. “I was always going to end up here, Nina,” he said, as certain as death. “My own wishes were never of any consequence.”

Tears fell freely now. Down my cheeks, over my lips. “Perhaps you didn’t hold much love for Kenton, or it for you—”

Theo scoffed. It was brittle.

“But for a moment, however brief, you wavered. Somewhere inside of you, you know the truth. This House, it’s a farce. Its lords serve themselves before all others and call it religion.”

“And the Miners Union kill and thieve and blow up buildings—”

“—to feed their parishes. To take back what’s owed to them.” I stood, my hands itching to shake him, scratch him, to find the boy I knew beneath. “You once had enough heart to admit that the scale was never even. Not all of us were born in this city. You had the advantage of waltzing through your childhood. Most of us crawled through it kicking and screaming.”

Theo looked at me with red-rimmed eyes. I wondered what he saw.

The silence extended.

“My father is expecting me,” he said. He looked to the door, then fervently at me. “I’ve come to convince you—no, to beg you—to denounce the Miners Union. Pledge yourself to Tanner.” His lip trembled at this last, his fists balled behind his back as though to stop them from reaching for me. He looked out the window, Belavere spiraling out beneath us. “Please,” he said, a tear shaking free of his lashes. “Please, Nina. There isn’t another choice.”

My hand lifted of its own accord. It brushed the droplet from his cheek.

“Even if you must… if you must pretend.” It became a mere whisper. “Pretend to be repentant. Tanner needs you. He’ll forgive quickly. The terranium stores are near empty. He won’t have you killed, but that doesn’t mean you won’t suffer, Nina. I’m pleading with you. Do what must now be done.” He took my wrist, leaned into the cradle of my hand, and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “More sorry than you could know.” And he pressed his lips to the soft flesh of my palm.

Beneath the cuff of his robe I could see the white bandages, so similar to my own. The skin around his eye had turned a sickly yellow from its battering. Was he only pretending?

“Who sent you?” I asked him. I did not deliver it harshly, but took back my hand and stepped out of his reach. “Was it Tanner himself?” I asked. “Or another minister?”

He sagged slightly, shoulders rounding.

“Was there a deal made?” I pressed. “Will Tanner pardon your lapse if you set me straight?”

“I don’t need a pardon. My father is the second in command. He invented some excuse for my… lapse.” I watched cords pulsate from jaw to collar as he turned away. “You think so little of me now,” he said, and it was quiet, sad. “I can barely stand it.”

I couldn’t deny it. Couldn’t suddenly strip myself of the damage wrought.

He turned back then, eyes downcast, and from his pocket he took a piece of parchment, folded imprecisely. He tucked it into my hand and held on an extra second, squeezing my knuckles. “From your mother” was all he said. And then he quickly made for the door.

“Theo,” I called before he could close me in again. “Please. Who sent you?”

He grimaced. “No one,” he said. “I came because I wanted to.” He glanced down at his wrist, where his brand still hid beneath the dressings. “You have to take care of yourself now, Nina. Remember that.”

And then he was gone. The locks snatched closed in his wake.

I looked down at the parchment and saw that it was torn on one side. I unfolded it slowly.

The ink bled outward from every letter like the legs of an insect. Not a scribble, but a handwrought message in trembling cursive:

Hide, hide the witches,

The Stewards, they hid three
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CHAPTER FIVE PATRICK

His father hovered over him when he woke.

“Patrick?” John mouthed. Sound followed retrospectively, the cogs of Patrick’s mind whirring into place.

“Patty?” his father said to him, then shook his shoulders and smiled so widely his bottom lip cracked. He laughed as Patrick remembered him laughing, a desiccated bark, tempered by coal and tobacco. “It’s good to see you, son.” John Colson pulled his son up by fistfuls of his clothes, wrapped his arms around Patrick’s back, and pounded his shoulders.

“Dad,” Patrick said, blinking wildly. He gripped his father’s shoulders, closed his eyes, tried to believe that this was real and not just the sorry consolation of dreams. “You’re alive.”

His father laughed again. Always laughing. “Course I am,” he said, though Patrick could smell the old blood matting his hair, staining his earlobes.

He wrenched Patrick back to look at him, pushed the hair out of his eyes. “My boy,” he said, eyes swimming. “How’s your ma? Your brothers?”

“Alive,” Patrick said. “S’far as I know.” Though Gunner had been wounded badly, Donny was no good in a fight where the sound came from all sides, and his mother… “But Kenton. It’s—”

“I know, son. I know.”

“I held it as best I could.”

“It ain’t your fault.”

But the squeezing of his ribs told Patrick it wasn’t all true. He’d let them in, the swanks. Polly, Theo… Nina.

“I’ll get us out,” Patrick said now, though for the first time in his life, he didn’t have a plan.

John Colson, the man of endless inventions spun from the loom of his mind and into his hands, the man who’d reimagined Kenton Hill from the ground up, did not nod his head. He did not take Patrick’s shoulders and laugh and say, Of course! We’ll think up somethin’.

Instead, he grew furtive. His eyes flickered to the door and away. His tongue skimmed his top teeth, and Patrick was suddenly fourteen again, his father waking him after midnight with glowing eyes and a finger to his lips. We’ve business tonight, he’d say. Don’t wake your mother.

“Patty,” he started, and he sat back on the tiles, brought one knee up. “There’s somethin’ else in the works. An opportunity, perhaps, if you keep an open mind.”

They’d once had a conversation that started much the same. One in which John proposed capturing Domelius Becker and blowing the man’s brains out.

Unease trickled through Patrick.

“I’ve thought of every which way to get out of this fuckin’ place,” John continued, eyes skirting the rafters above. “There ain’t none. Filled to the brim with soldiers and swanks at every hour. And they charm the locks here, did you know that? No keys, just a whole bunch of Smiths nailing us in. I’d admire it if I weren’t on the wrong side of the door.” John shook his head. “Still, they’ve kept me alive, son. And there’re some who may be willin’ to do a lot of things for us—a lot of things for the family, if we were to make a deal.”

A deal. His father had made a hundred deals in his lifetime already, a thousand. Patrick used to wonder how he kept them all straight until he himself became the dealer.

“Now, Tanner?” John said urgently. “He’s a lost cause. The man wouldn’t cut a bargain if it came with a free horse. And I’ve tried, Patty. Two long years, I’ve said everythin’ just right. Leveraged what I could to keep my neck out of a noose. He’s stubborn as a mule.” He licked his upper lip and leaned forward. “But Tanner ain’t gonna be sittin’ where he is forever, son. He’s old, nearin’ seventy. The one that’ll take the helm thereafter ain’t so mulish.”

“Who’s that?” Patrick asked, though he felt he already knew.

“Terrence Shop,” John said. “Second in line to preside over the House. And he’s got more vision than Tanner, Patty. More ambition. He’s taken an interest in me. This is all secret, mind you.” John scooted across the tiles, took Patrick by the shoulder.

Patrick saw his father’s collarbone jutting out from beneath his shirt collar. His cheeks seemed more sunken beneath the scruff than he’d first noticed. The red in the corners of his eyes pulsated. There was an air of desperation to him Patrick hadn’t seen before.

“If Shop comes into power, we can work him over, Patty. He’s a puffed-up bastard, but he ain’t so rigid. He knows agreements need to be made. We could take Kenton Hill back. Have the family looked after, bluff sent out to every parish. Ink enough for every Colson.”

A deal too good to be true. “What of the rest?” Patrick asked. “The ceremonies.”

“We bargain slow at first,” John said. “We ain’t in a position to do more than that yet. We keep our priorities straight. The rest will surely come in time.”

Time, Patrick found, never rendered much more than trouble. With time, deals eroded, alliances drifted, the rabbit slipped the trap. “And you’re willin’ to wait?”

John scoffed. “There ain’t a choice in it, son. We’re no good to the Union otherwise. The swanks have us by the balls.”

Patrick rubbed his temples, his eyes cinched shut. “You told me once; the animals scratch and claw and chew through their legs to free themselves, but business men bide their time, walk away unharmed if they got their wits about them.”

“Aye.”

“Which one walks away first, that’s the question,” Patrick muttered. “What did you leverage?”

John seemed taken aback. “What?”

“You said you leveraged what you could,” Patrick reminded him. “What did you give up?”

John shrugged. “Crumbs, son. Whatever kept the rats out of Kenton.”

“The Dorser docks, I presume,” Patrick wasn’t talking to his father anymore. Not really. His mind had raced ahead. “The shipments.”

“Like I said, crumbs,” his father’s teeth gritted.

Patrick nodded, but he could see that Dorser woman in the tunnel, her apron bloody. And he’d promised her he’d return the very next day. He’d promised her bluff.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I assume Lord Shop intends to speed along his succession?” he asked.

John nodded. There was a certain mania about him—that, Patrick was familiar with. The cusp of plans about to unfurl. “He assures me it’s all well in hand.”

Patrick pulled in a breath that lanced his throat. He felt every particle of his body shout a reproof, but ignored it. “Tell Lord Shop I’ll speak to him.”

John squeezed the flesh on Patrick’s shoulder, and it sent spikes of pain into his chest. “We’ll get back on our feet, Patty. One way or another. We’ve just gotta be patient.”

Patrick lay back on the tiles, stomach rolling, thinking that if nothing else, at least his father was here. And hadn’t that been what he’d wanted? To hand back the reins?

Instead, he found his fists clenching.

He wasn’t alone. Surely there was something to that.
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CHAPTER SIX LORD TANNER

Beyond the clock tower, on the bridge between silk tailors and the dispensary, Geoffry Tanner had once asked a woman to marry him.

She’d been lovely, quite a bit older than him, and a Craftswoman.

The restaurant she’d worked in, plucking chickens and scrubbing pans, had just hours before sacked her. She met him on the bridge with raw eyes, her apron still fastened. Seeing her like that had made him want to cry.

Instead, he had proposed. He had promised her a safe life, in a town house somewhere just outside the city, where a marriage between Artisan and Crafter was sneered at far less. He’d been just a lad, only twenty or so. She had been fair-skinned, dark-haired, beautiful, her cheeks perpetually scorched by kitchen steam. This is all he remembered of her.

The engagement did not last, of course. Geoffry’s father was a Lord of the House, and a lord’s son did not marry just anyone. Certainly not a dish maid he’d lost his virginity to beside a chicken coop.

The dish maid was now dead. He heard she’d been involved in a factory accident just south of the city, not months after he’d rescinded his offer of marriage. By then, he’d married a Masonry woman instead—Olivette.

Unfortunately, Olivette took much longer to die.

Geoffry Tanner had loved his wife in the perfunctory ways of men at the peak of society. He helped her out of carriages, kissed her cold fingers, offered a laugh when she tried out a joke. He fucked her with lessening enthusiasm as they aged.

Thankfully, while a Lord’s son did not marry Craftswomen, bedding them was no matter so long as one was discreet. The House’s servants were normally quite willing. It rarely took much persuasion—a promise of bluff, a little spare coin. “Perhaps,” he would tell them. “I can put in a good word with the board of enrollments for the Artisan school?” In this way, he endured a dull but respectful marriage. Until, that is, his wife became wise to it and threatened the shameful prospect of divorce. Such a scandal would have crippled his ambitions.

Olivette seemed to abhor him after that. Even his ascension in the House of Lords could not impress her. She complained incessantly about the long hours he worked, the company of the other lords. The continent’s idium quotas shortened and shortened, and even this crisis did not free him of her carping. She called him obsessive and single-minded. She did not understand that the entire legacy of Artisans rested on his shoulders alone. He grew to resent her, to pray for her early demise. She bore him no children, and so her death, when it finally came, had been as plain as their marriage, with only him to mourn her.

Olivette had never quite compared to that Crafter girl on the bridge, despite her impressive Artisanal feats. The thought continued to anger him, even years after both women lay rotting in separate cemeteries.

Women, he’d learned, were the single-minded ones, incapable of grasping what he himself had long ago grasped. Idium was everything. Without it, people were nothing but animals scrambling up the rungs of a food chain.

“I seem to remember your son and the earth Charmer being quite taken with one another,” Tanner said to the glass panes of a window. It offered a view of the clock tower. He could imagine the bridge below it. “Young lovers, perhaps. Am I wrong?”

Behind him, Tanner heard shoes whisper over the floor, a music box played a soft opera to an audience of two. Lord Terrence Shop sipped his tea. “They were indeed.”

“So then, have the boy fuck her back to sense. It shouldn’t be so difficult.”

“You want me to prostitute my son?” Shop said on a laugh. “Come now, Geoffry.”

“Then what do you propose?” Tanner said, turning on his heel so abruptly it squeaked. His nostrils flared. For weeks, months, he had slowly morphed from man to bull. Now he rampaged, directionless.

Lord Shop replaced his teacup on his saucer and stood. His full height was quite astonishing, his chin among the rafters. Though his limbs seemed reedy, he held them in a way that implied strength. He was bespectacled in round gold-framed glasses, and his hair was a mix of black and silver. Terrence Shop was a man so angular it was unsettling. Everywhere he went, he brought with him an emerald-capped cane, though his gait did not show a need for it. Tanner assumed it was a flaunt of some kind—a Cutter turned ordained lord, despite the odds.

“Nina Clarke won’t be persuaded,” Shop began, in a voice calmer than Tanner’s. “Not with gentler measures.”

Tanner paced to the ancient, unimpressive book that lay on the desk, its binding barely tethered, the cover badly preserved. It had been written, Tanner believed, in a time before Artisans, when men here were hardly more than those in far-off continents. It was titled retrospectively, as though someone thought, hundreds of years after it were made, that it ought to have a title. Embossed on the cover were the words The Stewards’ Testament.

Tanner remembered the first time he’d seen it on his desk. He’d thought it irrelevant, at first. A strange relic. Those tales of the Stewards—witnesses of Idia’s time on Earth—were a Crafter’s myth. The Book of Belavere mentioned no such people. The true disciples were those who had followed Idia into war and watched her sacrifices firsthand.

The Stewards were the ramblings of heretics. Accounts of them had dwindled in history. There were nearly no believers now, yet here was this book.

Frustratingly, it was written in a language no one could read. Verian Script, he was told. An infantile Crafter code supposedly used by the Stewards, but more likely used in wartime to communicate on the battlefield. Some impressions of Verian Script had been found and studied in Belavere’s great history, but there had been little reason to pay attention to these so-called Stewards until now. Inked into the margins of the first page with an unsteady hand was a faded annotation:

    
THE SEAM OF IDIA.

    

It had been Shop who’d alerted him to it. To suggest that, if by some miracle, the myth of the Stewards was real, then the Seam was, too. It could be the answer. The end to this crisis.

But months had passed, and they had yet to find a single living Scribbler who could read Verian Script.

The book now sat on his tea table. They balanced saucers upon it.

How long had he stared at its porous pages, the ghost strokes of ink? How many times had he tried to find a lick of something recognizable in those strange glyphs.

But if any bloody seam existed, it was hidden in the nonsensical scratching of some archaic Crafter, and if Idia watched somewhere above, she laughed at Tanner now.

There must be some scholar, some Scribbler somewhere on this godforsaken continent that could draw meaning from it. He would find them.

And once he found the Seam, he would need the means to unearth it. There was only one Artisan with the means.

“It was you who insisted I employ gentler measures with Nina Clarke,” Tanner said through clenched teeth. “You made a case for courting her to our side in her years as a student.”

“Yes, but I fear that route is now foiled. Perhaps if you hadn’t taken her mother as your hostage—”

“Do not lecture me. She deserted her station. Refused her duty!”

“And spent seven years no better than a beggar. You might’ve employed a willing agent, had you offered her rewards instead of threats. You’ve made her into a revolutionary.”

Tanner chewed his tongue, simmering. He was inclined to take the teapot and throw its contents in Lord Shop’s face. “Careful,” he said. “We are schoolboys no longer.”

“No, my lord,” Shop nodded, no less grave. “I only think it prudent we speak plainly. Time is of the essence, as you know.”

Tanner bloody well knew. His last dose of idium waited in a safe beneath his bed. After it was spent, he’d be as base as the man who’d written that damned fairy tale.

“It is imperative that the girl do as we bid her, and if my son cannot persuade her, then we should revert back to the course you originally set.”

Tanner raised his eyebrow. “The mother?”

Shop seemed to consider it for a long moment before sighing. “I’m afraid so,” he said. There was no small amount of reluctance in it.

Artisans were not creatures of cruelty.
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