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DEDICATION

For Aprilynne, who takes ideas and turns them into gold





    EPIGRAPH


AT THE HEART

OF ALL BEAUTY LIES

SOMETHING INHUMAN.

—ALBERT CAMUS





PROLOGUE

ON THE MORNING WIL WAS born, the queen ordered that sheets be hung across every window of the castle. It was an old superstition from her wanderer’s upbringing, to keep fragile spirits from being lured off by the beautiful song of death. It was a song that only the queen could hear, calling sweetly in the rustle of the October leaves—for it had come to take her away as well.

In her efforts to have a daughter, the queen had given the king three sons, and it was against the advisement of the king’s finest doctors that she have a fourth child at all. The queen knew this child could well kill her.

Wil came out bloody and white, with purple veins marbling her cheeks, and no promises that she would live. She didn’t cry as her brothers had, but the most peculiar thing about her was the birthmark that lay between the spread of her ribs. It was a clean white line, as though someone had cut her open, torn out her heart, and returned it.

The king had always been fearless, but he feared her. When his sons were born, they had been perfect dolls of boys. But in this child’s eyes, he saw something very much unlike his other children. Something that did not belong to this world at all.

Wil would be the last spare. For days after her birth, both mother and child lay in the shadow of sheets that hung over the windows, curled up small together in the wealth of blankets damp with sweat. But they did not die, despite what the doctors had murmured.

On many nights in Wil’s childhood, the queen would hold her and rock her to sleep, and she would whisper, “Death itself is no match for you. The day you were born, it shrank away in fear.”





ONE

YOU’RE WIND. YOU’RE EVERYWHERE.

Rawhide bag slung across her chest, Wil pushed into the crowd.

She went past the storefronts and cafes, straight to the vendors whose carts lined the Port Capital’s edge. The Port Capital ended where the sidewalk was hemmed by a low stone wall. Just over its edge, the ocean’s waves were some ten feet below, slapping against the stone and then rolling back into their depths.

She loved it here; she loved that her footsteps on the cobbles became a part of the city’s hard beating pulse. In the Port Capital, she was not the princess who had never left her kingdom. She could carry herself as though the sea was an old friend, as though she’d been everywhere and seen it all. Anyone might believe it.

The Port Capital was the finest trading center the world had to offer: a city made of stone and geometric oak beams, twelve-paned windows that glistened like tiny pieces of sun. It sat on the edge of a restless sea that tumbled and rolled right into the open mouth of the sky.

But venturing into its shadows carried its own feeling of dread—no matter how many times she had done it.

Gerdie frequently employed her to run these errands; he might go himself, if he weren’t so perpetually lost in the throes of his genius. He was quite good at scaling the stone wall. But, as it was, sunlight hadn’t touched him for days.

He would be at the castle now, maddened with purpose, the glow of his cauldron tracing the bags under his blue eyes, his monocle gleaming. He would be muttering, whispering, pleading with the elements he manipulated.

The materials he needed for these endeavors always seemed to lead her to the underground market. Still, being the sister of an alchemist prodigy had its advantages. One of her favorite of his creations was sheathed to her thigh: a slender dagger with a cruel crescent arch. At a glance, its floral etchings were purely decorative, but with one clockwise twist of the hilt, the pin-size holes in those etchings would well with sleep serum. The instant blood was drawn, the fight would be over.

She also wore a pair of his old boots that came to her knees. He wouldn’t miss them. They were too small for him now, and a childhood spent at the mercy of Gray Fever meant none of his shoes had gotten much wear. The fever was a vicious illness that embedded into the spinal cord. If its victims lived at all, they were often left paralyzed. Gerdie had been bedbound for months at a time, and rarely well enough to be allowed outside.

The clock tower had just chimed noon, and by now, everything unloaded from shipping crates would be for sale in shops and in the vendors’ market.

Everything.

As usual, she’d chosen the least assuming outfit she could find for a journey into the Port Capital. It was a blue dress, without the frill and fanfare of most things her mother had tailored for her. At the collar was a simple beaded floral pattern in the typical Northern fashion, whose threading was beginning to wear. Unremarkable. All this added to her invisibility quite nicely, Wil thought. Invisibility in plain sight was her finest skill, forged over a lifetime as the third spare in the royal line.

She stopped at a vendor selling hunks of glittering stone affixed to cheap metal chains. “From the famed mountain palace of the Southern Isles,” the vendor was shouting in Nearsh, to whoever would listen.

A fake accent, Wil knew, just like the stones. Nearsh was the language of Arrod, but because Northern Arrod was the trading hub of the world, it was adopted by nomads and ports around the world.

The woman was well dressed, in a crisp red tunic and matching trousers that belled at the ankles, ruffled with pristine black lace. Something like the outfits displayed in the storefronts here, which meant it was purchased here. Probably an indication that she would pack up her wares and phony accent and be gone by the time next week’s import ships departed; Wil had seen it dozens of times before.

A young boy and girl sat at her feet, peering at passersby under the slats in the cart. The children were equally pristine and dressed in a matching green dress and vest set, respectively. They caught Wil’s eyes, and their casual interest in the crowd took on a new purpose. The vendor glanced at her too. “Fancy a necklace for those lovely collarbones of yours?” she asked.

“I’m looking for something shinier,” Wil said, cautious. The children were still watching her. She extended her index finger and gave three quick taps to the strap of her bag. An innocent enough gesture, unless her suspicions were correct.

The girl crawled out from under the cart. “Were you looking for sterling chains instead?” she asked. Her accent sounded Eastern.

Wil raised her chin in a nod.

The underground vendors loved to send the girls to hook their customers. Young orphan girls with ribbons in their hair, or elegant young women with soft faces and sweet smiles, all to mask the sinister depths of their trade.

The boy moved as though he wanted to stand. The vendor cast the boy a look, though, and it rooted him. The vendor likely wasn’t any relation to them—just a lackey—but the boy was clearly the girl’s brother. It wasn’t merely their resemblance Wil noticed but the way the boy looked at the girl. Like letting her go off alone was the same as casting a gem into the sea.

Owen looked at her that way.

For her part, the little girl was unafraid. She gave Wil a smile that didn’t reach her steely eyes. “My father makes the finest jewelry you’ll find anywhere in the world,” she said. “Follow me.”

The girl walked with purpose, her twin braids gleaming in the hot August sun. She moved expertly through the crowd without touching any of the passersby, Wil at her heels.

Arrod was an ancient kingdom, and many of its buildings were hundreds of years old, outfitted for electricity but otherwise untouched. Beyond the bustle at the docks, where shadows of tall stone buildings stamped out the sun in their alleyways, it was like stepping into a cartographer’s old map: blanched bone white by sun, the windows dark and blank, no indication that time had changed a single stroke of ink.

Here was where the wealth of Northern Arrod receded into disrepair. Twenty years earlier, a storm had flooded the Port Capital, and its outskirts had never recovered. Towering stone buildings with dark oak trim were left to the elements. Wil thought they were beautiful, and the tragedy of their abandon made them even more so.

But she knew better than to mention renovations to her father; a king had no time to deal with the poor, she’d heard him say many times. Not with territories to conquer and leaders to reason with. Not with the reins of the world in his fists.

A laundry line hung between two windows, pinioned by tiny tattered dresses.

The little girl led Wil down the alleyway under the laundry line, and they came to a stop at a metal door. The dagger at Wil’s thigh felt more present at the sight of it. Metal doors. She hated those. They were much harder to escape if things got ugly. And in the forgotten outskirts of the Port Capital, things did tend to get ugly.

She began to clench her fists, but thought better of it and quickly slackened her hands. Best to use her small stature and unremarkable face to her advantage, to play the part of a defenseless girl off on a fool’s errand.

You’re wind. You’re everywhere.

The little girl knocked three times, paused, then knocked twice more. After several beats, the door yawned open. The girl slipped past the man who had opened it, into the darkness that swallowed her immediately.

The man was tall. He had boulders for muscles, marred by veins. His mere presence was a warning. He took in the sight of Wil, expressionless.

Gerdie had better appreciate this.

“Powders or metals?” His voice was a rasp.

Doing her best to sound deadpan, Wil replied, “Powders. Tallim.”

Tallim was a paralytic when boiled, highly illegal, and difficult to smuggle because of its strong scent. And, unfortunately, this meant the underground market could only obtain it in small quantities. Wil would cheerfully haul a ton of the stuff in a burlap sack all the way back to the palace for her brother if it meant never having to go through the ordeal of getting it again.

The man studied her. Not much to see, he must have been thinking. Just a girl, with eyes as dark as a moonless night, and long tangled hair to match. On her head was a pair of orange data goggles—a common tourist trinket. No visible weapons. Not much by way of height—even Gerdie, whose growth had been stunted by his many bouts of illness, towered over her. And he certainly wouldn’t think she was at all related to the Royal House of Heidle—those princes with their aquamarine eyes and blond hair, just like the king and queen.

The man moved aside to let her in, as she’d suspected he would.

The room was small, its windows boarded up from the inside—as were many of the windows here.

There was a single gas lantern hanging from the ceiling. Four children sat on the floor, measuring minerals from unmarked tins beside an empty shipping crate. Orphans, most likely, sold and traded like the goods they handled. The children held each spoonful up to the dim light, inspecting it, making sure they had not been dealt fillers like sand or sugar, before packaging them into neat little pine boxes.

On the other side of the unfurnished room, a man sat in the darkness, sorting through various bits and gears—precious metals molded and disguised to look like old machine parts. They would have to be melted down, probably diluted with something cheap to add bulk and get a higher price.

Wil recognized the tallim immediately. It was the pile of foul green granules that smelled like sewage and bonfire. The children hadn’t gotten around to sorting it yet. It was in an open container at their feet.

The man sorting the metals was thin, and he appeared frail. Indebted to the dealer, perhaps, and maybe even the father to one of these children. He was emaciated, his cheekbones cutting sharp dunes in his face. He didn’t look like much of a threat, but Wil kept him in her periphery. She stood with her back to the wall. See everything. Be everywhere.

The smell of this place was overwhelming. Must and chemicals and sweaty skin. Without air circulation of any kind, the heat was unrelenting.

“It’s a thousand geldstuk,” the muscular man said.

There wasn’t much room to haggle, Wil knew. It was on the low end of what she’d paid before. “All I have is eight hundred.” Her voice was toneless. Paying asking price was what a wealthy girl would do—a girl worth following home, worth targeting for ransom.

The man advanced on her, pinning her with one arm against the wall. Wil’s eyes flickered to the hollow below his throat. The jugular notch. A hidden vulnerable spot amid a fleshy sea of muscle.

He leaned so close that his breath grazed her lips. “The price is a thousand.” He was looking at her mouth, her chest, and then, at last, her eyes. “But we can work something out.”

Owen’s voice filled her head. Only instigate a fight you can win.

The man was thrice her size, easily. But Wil had the element of surprise on her side. He wouldn’t be expecting much pushback from a small thing like her.

In the shadows beyond the reach of the lantern, the little girl had moved to stand beside the man dealing with the metals. Despite the bravado she’d put forth in the streets, she seemed frightened now, in this confined room. And there was something else in that fear, Wil noticed. What was it? Expectancy?

Her throat went dry. What had this girl seen this man do to other potential customers?

The man grinned at Wil. The dagger was beginning to feel more and more necessary. The only law in the outskirts was barter. There were no uniformed kingsmen patrolling these cracked roads. A cry for help was the same as an alarm signaling the arrival of easy prey.

“Five minutes with you seems worth the two hundred geldstuk you owe me,” the man said.

Wil hadn’t expected this to be easy, but she had hoped. Mostly, the underground vendors tried to swindle her with diluted wares, or packets of dyed sugar. Sometimes they pretended to be feeble or blind to earn her trust. Wil favored that lot of crooks. At least their stares didn’t seep through her skin like canmar poison, rotting her from the inside once it got into the blood. She felt sick. But her senses heightened.

If this was how the man wanted it to be, she had no choice. The last time she had agreed to pay full price, the vendor, an old woman feigning feebleness, suspected she was a child of Arrod’s famed wealth and tried to follow her home. Three of her lackeys had melted out of the alleyway and joined her; Wil escaped the four of them and was nearly shot for her trouble.

“Please,” she whispered. “All I have is eight hundred. I can come back in a week with the rest.” She curled a loose fist against her mouth, her eyes flitting nervously downward.

The man traced a wisp of dark hair that had fallen loose from her clumsy ponytail. The touch radiated deep into her stomach, churning an uneasy tide.

He smiled.

Wil’s fist tightened, and in a single sweep, she threw her full weight into her arm and slammed the side of her fist to the man’s nose.

The cartilage snapped.

He staggered back, dazed, choking up a mouthful of thick blood.

But it didn’t render him unconscious. He would overcome his shock in seconds. Wil rushed past him, to the tin of tallim, and a discarded cloth to serve as a lid. She got a lungful of granules for her effort, and her eyes filled with tears from the sting of the next painful breath.

She sensed the man coming at her a moment before she whirled to face him. He managed to get out a slurred obscenity, but his gruff voice was fading. There was a dagger in his hand now, its blade small against his enormous fist. He lunged at her and she arched back and then to the left, out of the way of his blade’s path. She grasped the knob of the metal door, tallim spilling out as she jostled the tin.

Locked. Why did the doors always have to be locked? There was a window; she’d seen it when she first assessed the room. It was boarded up from the inside, but she’d be able to fit through if she could loose one of the planks. There had to be something she could use to pry it away. She looked to the tools the metalworker was using.

The man came at her again, and she twirled around him as though in a dance, making him dizzy when he spun to follow her movement.

She’d hoped her blow would stupefy him long enough for her to get away, but he seemed to be regaining himself.

She reached for her dagger an instant before he reached for her throat. She was just able to twist the hilt. The crescent arch slashed his bicep, drawing a crimson line. He grunted and stumbled forward faster than Wil could evade him. He had her on her back, her wrists pinned, the breath gone from her lungs.

The tin hit the ground hard, scattering the tallim across the floor, the granules falling through the cracks in the rotted wooden floor.

No. Some distant part of her, fighting to breathe, knew that all this would be for nothing if she lost them.

But no time to worry about that. The man landed a punch to her jaw that filled her vision with gleaming metallic stars. Then her own gasps for air fell silent because his hand was clenched around her throat, cutting off her ragged attempts to breathe, making her lungs swell and burn. The stars in her vision multiplied and turned black. Her dagger had fallen into the endless dark at her periphery. His blood and saliva dripped onto her mouth.

She felt her mind going dull, her body drifting like thin swirls of sand in the ocean’s shallows.

She rocked her hips, twisting until she was able to draw her legs up between his solid arms, and with the last of her waning strength, she kicked his chin. It knocked him back just enough for her to slither out from under him, gasping. She struggled to her hands and knees and commanded herself to breathe.

As the stars cleared away, behind the hulking figure of the man who was already rising to his feet, Wil saw daylight. The door. Somehow it was open.

Her ears were ringing from the punch. She didn’t know if she could trust what she was seeing. She didn’t know if she was truly on her feet at all, or if this was some dream as she lay unconscious by the spilled tallim.

But then she heard a voice saying, “Go! He’ll kill you!”

The little girl. Wil saw three of the girl’s tiny silhouette in the doorframe before she blinked and they shifted back into one.

At last, the sleep serum took effect and the man fell to his stomach, his eyes glazed. Wil hoped it was a dream serum, and that the dream was an ugly one. In mixing his serums, her brother often infused them with photographs of things that could influence dreams. He was the only one in the world who could do it, Owen had said. And Owen would know—he’d seen the entire world and met its top alchemists. It was their family’s secret that Gerdie was the boy prodigy who surpassed them all.

Wil recovered her dagger, as well as the man’s, and began hastily scooping the tallim back into the tin. It burned her hands like hot coals. She did hate the powders especially—always some horror to them.

“Go,” the little girl pleaded. “He won’t be out long.”

Still a bit unsteady, Wil rose to her feet. Her knees were shaking. Adrenaline filled her like bees in her veins. As her lungs reacquainted themselves with the concept of breathing, she forced the fear away.

She stopped in the doorway to look at the little girl. “Go back to your brother,” she said. “He’ll be worried about you. Here.” She pressed the hilt of the man’s dagger into her palm. “If he comes back for you, stab his kidney. Do you know where that is?” She pointed to her own lower back in gesture. “Won’t matter how much bigger than you he is.” Next, she pressed the thousand geldstuk in the girl’s hand. More than enough for two passengers to board a ship bound anywhere.

The girl gave something like a smile. And then they were both gone. The girl, to the Port Capital, and Wil, to the line of familiar trees that were rustling on a summer breeze, waving her on as she ran home.

Her head was filled with wind and gleaming stars, but she didn’t allow herself to rest until the city was well out of sight.

The first time she’d been to the Port Capital, she had been six years old. She wasn’t supposed to leave the castle walls, but she had begged her brother. As heir, Owen could do whatever he wanted, and he had relented.

Immediately, she’d been in love with the gentle chaos of it. The people everywhere. The smells of food and sea and perfumes fighting to be the thing that enticed her.

Owen had been fifteen, his shoulders already haughty, his chin ever canted in the assured wisdom of a someday king. “Look,” he’d whispered to her as she clutched his hand. “This kingdom is ours. All of it.”

They weren’t dressed like royalty then. They’d made themselves unremarkable so that they’d be safe; their shared royal blood was their secret, and the idea had made Wil smug, excited, invincible.

He hoisted her onto his shoulders so that she could see everything at once, and the ocean shimmering on and on where the city stopped. She could see it all. “You’re not human,” he’d said. “You’re wind. Remember that. You’re everywhere.”





TWO

BY THE TIME WIL MADE it back from the Port Capital, her cheek was throbbing from the punch, but her vision had at last stopped tunneling.

There would be bruises. She would have to use the jar of concealer that sat among the assortment of glass bottles and brushes on her dressing table. She did this for her mother’s sake: played the part of a princess, with unmarred skin and no desires beyond comportment and calligraphy. The queen had resigned herself to Owen’s wanderlust, but Wil was precious to her.

Wil, the child who looked the least like her mother, was the one who most mirrored her own wanderer’s spirit. Wil’s restlessness could take her anywhere. Her beating heart longed for the sea that reached for her like fingers. It whispered promises to her as she slept. And one day she would succumb. The world would swallow her like a kite fluttering up into the sky.

Even though the queen didn’t speak of this fear, Wil knew it. She tried to hide her restlessness. She escaped the castle in secret, climbing the notches in the stone wall in the shadows where the ivy and brambles grew thick. The guards couldn’t be trusted to keep quiet about her comings and goings, and so she’d developed a skill for evading them.

There was a new rotation of guards when Wil reached the castle’s looming stone wall. Odd. That shouldn’t happen until the evening.

She lowered her data goggles over her eyes. They were one orange-tinted glass pane that covered both eyes, making the world look as though it were sunset. According to the time in the lower right lens, she had been gone for three hours, but her instructors wouldn’t betray her absence, afraid to admit to the queen that they had yet again lost track of their peripatetic charge.

The wall was fourteen yards high. Not nearly as tall as the castle looming within its perimeter, but high enough to obscure it from view of anyone passing by. The castle was nestled in the heart of a thick wood, broken only by trickling streams and small valleys, through which troupes of wanderers would often pass. The queen opened the windows when they did, letting their shanty songs fill the somber walls.

Skirting the guards, Wil began to climb the wall. Halfway up, she reached for an overhead stone and sucked in a breath at the sudden pain in her ribs. She paused to let the feeling subside, and then she moved again. Again, the pain returned, making her lightheaded. She tried to recall the details of her skirmish with the underground vendor. There was some vague recollection of a fist or a knee hitting that spot, but it had been when her body was too starved for oxygen for her to concentrate on anything but escape.

By the time she reached the top of the wall, the pain was radiating down to the balls of her feet. Tears were welling in her eyes.

She sat on the wide ledge of the wall for a long while, her hands pressed on the stones before her, breathing deep, testing the varying levels of pain as her chest moved. Only a bruise, she hoped. Not a break. A break would be harder to conceal. Wil kept most of her ventures a secret from her mother, but her father finding out about this errand would be the greater risk.

The king saw Gerdie’s prowess for alchemy early on. But Gerdie kept most of his weapons a secret. If enough of them were produced, they would end the world, he’d said.

In their father’s hands they would, at least.

To distract herself from the pain, Wil focused on a purple spawnling that had built its nest in a tangle of ivy, and the speckled violet eggs it had laid.

As she focused on the eggs, the goggles groaned and squeaked until at last the data appeared on one of the lenses:

Spawnling eggs. Indigenous to the North.

Wil blinked hard, prompting the data to scroll like a page turning.

. . . can have a vocabulary of five hundred words, and live up to one hundred years . . .

“Come down, Monster,” a voice called, and the data dissolved as she looked away from the nest.

She peered over the edge.

Owen. The fringe of his blond hair glowed in the hot August sun. “And are those my goggles?”

Wil raised them up to sit at the crown of her head. She was forever pilfering things from his chamber. She couldn’t help herself; he had been nearly everywhere and brought back the world in tiny bits and pieces, neatly arranged in drawers and wedged between his books.

“You’re back!” she said, smiling. “How was Southern Arrod? When did your train get in?” She envied her brother for the fact that he had ridden on several trains now, and she’d only seen them at a distance from the castle’s wall: lumbering black things whose rails glowed with blue electric light.

Owen narrowed his eyes at her. No doubt he was scrutinizing the outline of the tin showing through her bag, wondering what she’d gotten herself into. “I returned hours ago. Several poor instructors are off looking for you, you know.”

He was waiting for her to descend. She forced herself to move, and her core trembled at the pain. She kept her face turned away from him and gritted her teeth.

Owen’s gaze fell to the faint purple burns on her hands as soon as she set foot on the ground. “Tallim for Gerdie,” she explained, smoothing her hands on her skirt. “Nightmare stuff to handle.”

The beaded floral arrangement at her collar had torn, and now several of the beads had fallen away, shining like colorful insects in the grass at her feet.

Again she smiled, if only to get that worried look off his face. It didn’t work. Owen had taught her everything he knew about the world. What she was allowed to see of it, at least. But that look he gave her was an immovable rock in a churning stream.

“I saw workmen bringing a cement mixer this morning.” Wil changed the subject. “The guards let them in at the gate.”

“Nothing gets by you, does it?” His grin revealed a row of pristine white teeth. But Wil knew how to look closely. She saw that his eyes were too bright today. He was burdened.

He began pacing back toward the castle, and Wil knew to follow at his heels. The castle yard had ears. Though Baren was not much for wit or charm, he had a way of being everywhere. He materialized from shadowy places. His siblings didn’t include him in their unshakable trio, and so he’d learned to listen for the murmurings he wasn’t meant to hear.

Owen said nothing as they breezed up the stairwell and through the channels of stone and oak that led to his chamber.

Owen’s chamber was a stark source of brightness after the gloomy stone hallway. His wall was lined with books—so many that a track ladder was required to reach the second-story shelves. He had an insatiable desire to learn everything he could about the world and its people and its things. Even the windowsill had become a shelf, housing trinkets of his travels that caught the sunlight.

Wil sat in the chair at his desk, relishing in the relief the stillness did to ease the pain in her ribs. After Owen had closed the heavy wooden doors of his antechamber, she said, “Why are the workmen here for you?”

He fell onto the corner of his bed, his body at once a heap of bones. “Papa is building a house for me in the eastern field.”

“Why do you get a house?” Wil said. His chamber was already twice the size of her own.

“Because my twenty-fifth birthday is this month,” Owen said. “Papa thinks it’s long past time for me to choose a wife, and my condition was that I wanted out of the castle.”

Wil considered this, scrutinizing the worry that began to ebb through her at her brother’s announcement; their father favored Owen, but more than that, he needed him. Owen was always the one tasked with handling foreign relations, always being sent off to be the king’s eyes and ears in the world. That had always been more pressing than Owen marrying and producing an heir. No. If their father wanted Owen to marry, it had to be part of some strategy.

Owen’s grim face confirmed her fear.

“He needs you to marry for an alliance.” She rolled the chair across the floor until she reached him, the sound of wheels against oak making a loud scrape in the grand space. Her scuffed boots were toe-to-toe with his of pristine polished leather. She lowered her voice. “That’s it, isn’t it? Why do we need an alliance, Owen?”

Owen stood and retrieved a massive atlas from his desk. It fell onto his bed with a heavy sound, and he opened to a map of the Southern Isles. He rested his finger on the mountains of Cannolay, which sat in the largest of the cluster of tiny islands there. Cannolay was the Southern Isles’ capital city, which housed King Zinil of the Royal House of Raisius in what was lauded to be the world’s most extravagant palace. Vendors sold hunks of the mountain that led up to the palace, or what they claimed to be—in cheap jewelry settings.

“You remember Gerdie’s Gray Fever,” Owen said. “Mother sent for Cannolay’s finest healers, and they saved him when our own doctors couldn’t.”

Her jaw tightened at the memory of that awful fever. She had been five years old, Gerdie six, but the memory was vivid. The choked gasps and bloody cloths. The castle darkened by the covered windows.

Already in the first six years of his life, Gerdie had long been displaying signs that his brain was a thing of spectacular exception. Though they were only a year apart, he had far surpassed Wil in all their remedial work and he’d proven to have a mind for the chemistry of things. He was like their father that way; he found old sciences more reliable than new technologies; he preferred methods that were ancient and true over machines that broke down. The king had done away with the training cauldron and commissioned a proper one to be forged just for Gerdie. There was none other in the world, especially as the demand for alchemy had dwindled in the last several decades as digital technology fueled by wind and water began to take over.

Throughout his childhood, Gerdie hardly left the laboratory even as Wil whined and pleaded for him to come outside.

He had been occasionally troubled by little things like fevers that came and went, and he was always the last to recover when all the royal children fell ill with seasonal flus and colds. Then, one day, the Gray Fever came all at once and interrupted his plans, turning his extremities ashen and his face red, pulling him into a fitful sleep that lasted for weeks without reprieve. Wil had sat at the foot of his bed, worrying over all the thoughts that were trapped in his skull. She could feel her brother slipping away from himself, the Gray Fever taking all the things he would have gone on to become.

Thanks to the Lavean remedies of the South, he lived, and Wil had kept vigil over every relapse that would plague him over the years. And with each one, the same fear moved through her blood anew: that her brother had swindled death, and it would be back to collect him.

Yes. She knew about the Southern Isles and their miracle plants very well.

She stared at the page. “Is there talk of going to war with the Southern Isles?” she said, puzzled and pondering. She considered the new rotation of guards—was her father bracing for an attack? “I haven’t seen any of their ships among the imports for several weeks. The South is refusing to barter with us, isn’t it? Why?” It was no great loss, tradewise. Arrod had never dealt much with the Southern Isles, other than for the infrequent shipment of satins, or dried plants that only grew in its tropical climate, but even so, the absence had not gone unnoticed by Wil. Few things did.

“Because Papa wants to acquire their territory, the way our kingdom acquired Southern Arrod a hundred years ago,” Owen said. “The Southern Isles have the resources, but they aren’t wealthy like the North. Papa believes that if the two kingdoms can join, they can form an unstoppable alliance. King Zinil disagrees. He refuses to give over any of his islands, and he’s cutting off the rest of the world in defiance.”

The atlas sat open, the ink that traced the isles gleaming in a sunbeam. “If Papa acquired the Southern Isles, it would become part of our kingdom?”

“Yes,” Owen said. “All the islands would become the Cumulative Southernmost Arrod. You can appreciate King Zinil’s hesitation.”

Wil raised her eyes to her brother. “Surely there’s something between all and nothing.”

Owen smiled at her. “Try not to worry on it so much. Nothing has happened yet; it’s all talk. These sorts of things can take years.”

Frowning, she turned the page to see a bright spread of the South’s indigenous flora. “Will your bride be from the South, then?”

“I imagine Papa will invite the world’s leaders to my party. And tell me I’m free to pick.”

Owen wasn’t free to do anything these days, Wil knew. She hated to see her brother like this. Trapped. A someday king, bowing to the whims of their father.

He tapped her nose, shattering her troubled expression. “Don’t think on it too much, Monster. These aren’t your problems to sort. You’re fifteen.”

She hated when her brother pointed out her age, as though it should matter. By fifteen he had seen far more of the world and carried far more responsibilities than she would be trusted with. She sighed, frustrated, and the motion made her cringe in pain.

“Are you going to tell me what trouble you’ve gotten yourself into?” Owen asked, closing the atlas.

“It’s nothing,” Wil said. “Just danced with a vendor a bit.”

Owen opened his mouth to speak, but the floor shuddered with the force of a small explosion. A boom thundered the castle.

Wil closed her eyes in a long grimace. “I’d better go make sure Gerdie hasn’t just killed himself,” she said, standing, grateful for the diversion.

“Hey.” Owen’s voice stopped her as she reached the doorway. She spun to face him. “You have to be careful out there, Monster,” he said.

She smiled at that.

She left Owen’s chamber and breezed through the servants’ kitchen, down the narrow corridor that led to a tiny wooden door barely higher than her head. The red bulb above the door was lit, which meant that her brother was not to be disturbed.

This light didn’t apply to Wil.

The smell of charred air and melted steel hit her even before she’d begun to descend the crumbling steps that led into the basement.

She found her brother standing in a smoggy rectangle of light that streamed in from the only window. He was staring into his cauldron, so deep in his concentration that he flinched when Wil touched him.

She laughed. “What were you trying to make?”

“Flexible armor,” he said.

“What would you do with flexible armor?” Wil asked. She peered into the cauldron. He tugged her arm, reeling her a step back from the smoke.

“You’ve seen knights’ armor,” he said. “Imagine if it had all that durability, plus the flexibility of leather.”

Wil raised a brow. “Papa asked for this?”

“No, this was purely my own idea,” he said, proudly raising his shoulders. “I do get those on occasion. But Papa was rather anxious to see if I could pull it off.”

With her thumb, Wil wiped at the condensation on his monocle; though he was nearly blind in his left eye even with the lens, it did provide just enough improvement to help his acuity when he worked. It was held in place by brown leather straps that wrapped around his head like a claw. The dull bronze hue of the leather complemented the metal braces that held his legs steady. Remnants of where the Gray Fever had ravaged him. He was a boy who by the looks of it had arrived in the world before he was finished being assembled.

He blinked at Wil as though waking from a trance. “Did you get it?”

She unlashed the bag from her shoulder and set it on the table. “Yes, I think most of it survived.” She extracted the tin of granules, the smell burning her throat as she unwound the cloth. “What do you need it for this time?”

“Bullets.” His voice trailed. He was watching the strain on her face when she breathed. He had not missed the fading burns on her hands. “High winds, Wil. What exactly happened out there?”

“It’s no big deal.”

He nodded to the bench that lined the wall. It had been there for hundreds of years, one of the few pieces of furniture he hadn’t hauled down the steps himself. Not that he ever used it—the idea of being still hardly ever occurred to him. “Sit,” he ordered.

Wil obliged. Sweat beaded her brow.

Gerdie stood in a beam of light, assessing her as though she were something he’d just extracted from the smoke with a pair of tongs. Bruises were beginning to blossom on her cheek, around her throat. The sight of them awoke him from his frenzy, and for the moment he was not a maddened genius but a boy again, with round cheeks and worried eyes. Her injuries told him the story. The vendor had tried to strangle the life out of her.

He knelt before her, braces creaking like rusty gears, and brushed the tips of his fingers over her left ribs.

Wil choked on a scream of pain. Gerdie jerked back. He saw the way her eyes darkened, the way she gasped as she regained herself. “There’s a break,” he said.

“No.” Wil shook her head. “Just sore. I’m fine.”

Gerdie ignored her. “I should have gone with you.”

Wil did enjoy when he snuck away with her into the Port Capital. The way the cogs of his mind turned in such places, the flashes in his eyes as he analyzed the mills that churned the water to harness electricity. The way he caught all the little imperceptible pieces that made a city live.

But bringing him into the slums was a bad idea. He had a soft heart under all that genius frenzy. He would have been trying to rescue all the orphans, or stopping to buy enough cheese and bread to feed a small village and then trying to do just that.

Wil eased her back against the wall and closed her eyes. It was nice to be home, at least, where no one was trying to kill her. “Did you see the cement mixers this morning?”

When she opened her eyes again, Gerdie was handing her a mortar of green mush. The cool tangy smell of mintlemint leaves ground with water and serlot oil filled the space. The usual concoction he mixed to ease the pain when she came home broken.

She raised it to her lips and took a tentative sip. Swallowing didn’t hurt, at least.

“Owen told me about the wedding this morning,” Gerdie said, sitting beside her. His eyes stared through the floor as he considered. “I don’t know what Papa is planning for this war, but I don’t like it.” He looked at Wil. “He can’t know that you’ve been smuggling in supplies for me. I don’t want him to find out about the bullets I’ve been working on.”

“You still haven’t told me what they’ll do.”

“Once it gets past the skin, the tallim has a magnetic pull toward the spinal fluid,” Gerdie said. “If I can get these bullets right, they’ll seek out the spine and dissolve into it. Should incapacitate the target for several hours.”

His voice lowered to a whisper, even though there was no one to hear them in the basement—not even Baren could have eavesdropped through the heavy door that guarded this space. “I’ve been working on something for Papa for months now.” He took Wil’s arm and steered her toward his shelf of bottles and boxes and powders.

He took a small wooden box and held it up. Wil looked curiously at it. It was small, crude, wholly unremarkable. He opened it to reveal a metal orb, small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. It was smooth and black, and when Wil leaned forward to inspect it, she could see her own reflection in its surface.

Then, before she could touch it, Gerdie closed the box and placed it back on the shelf, carefully camouflaging it among his things. “There’s enough accelerant and shrapnel in there to set a city on fire,” he said. “I call it darklead. It’s a fusion of metals and gunpowder, mostly. Without alchemy, it wouldn’t be possible to condense so much matter into such a small space.”

Wil took a step back from the shelf, as though the mere explanation might cause the thing to detonate.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” She thought of all the hours her brother spent laboring alone in his lab, the gait of his somnambulated daze when he hadn’t slept. These things were so typical of him, she hadn’t thought anything unusual was troubling him. But she knew with certainty that their father had forced his hand on this. Her brother loved making weapons, loved perfecting them, creating something that had never before existed. But he didn’t have it in his heart to destroy a city, no matter that his brain was capable of creating such a thing. Not even one in an enemy kingdom.

“It wasn’t safe to tell you,” Gerdie said. His eyes were serious. “Papa can’t find out I’ve told you.”

“You know that your secrets are safe with me.”

“I’m the only one who knows how it works,” Gerdie said. “Papa has seen it, but he wouldn’t be able to use it without me.”

Wil looked to the smoking cauldron, dread stirring within her stomach. If this war came to fruition, Gerdie’s hand would be forced. He would be their father’s weapon. All of them would be.





THREE

ON THE EVENING OF OWEN’S twenty-fifth birthday, the castle grounds were filled with life and strangers.

Wil sat on the wall where she could see the kingdom entering the gate and carrying all manner of grandiose things.

She also noted more guards standing along the wall’s perimeter. Yesterday, she had narrowly evaded one on her way into the city, unable to predict the new tumult of their rotations.

Beside her, Gerdie was struggling to position his left leg before him. His bones always gave him trouble when the weather was humid.

“Oh, Gerdie, look,” Wil gasped. “Is that a mermaid fountain? It is! It’s so gloriously tacky.”

“Wonderful,” he muttered. “We’d better go before someone sees the king’s failure spying on the heir’s glorious party.”

Wil’s head snapped to him. “Are you still sulking about that? Papa sent me away, too, you know. To buy perfume, no less.”

“The less you are seen by the kingdom, the more he can use you as a spy,” Gerdie reminded her. “He doesn’t want anyone to see me because he’s ashamed of me.”

“Hey.” She inched in front of him and stared until he met her gaze. They looked nothing alike, save for the sharpness of their chins. But they were part of a set just the same. “Do not welcome Papa into your head. You know better.”

Her brows were drawn, jaw set. This was the way she had looked at him when they were small, and he whispered on his sickbed that he was dying. He had said it only once, and she had hit him. Sometimes he could still feel the spot on his arm pulsing when she glared at him.

It hadn’t been the last time his sister would bruise him. She was a ruthless sparring opponent, always a move ahead, always at his back before he could follow. But when they were on the same side of a fight, they worked in effortless tandem, as though they were limbs of a shared mind. With the exception of Owen’s training sessions, Gerdie had never been in a fight that didn’t involve his sister; peril of any sort only seemed to find him when she was present.

Gerdie didn’t want to admit it—he was awful with emotions—but her solidarity made him feel better.

He looked past her shoulder, to the parade of brass instruments and carts of imported food being wheeled in through the gate. “We should go,” was all he said.

Though Wil was the one who climbed the stone wall a dozen times a day to escape her instructors, and was always the fastest of her siblings, today she could just barely keep up with her brother as they descended the outer wall, he was so eager to get away.

Gerdie watched her place one foot gingerly on the ground before the other. “It’s been two weeks,” he said. “Is that rib still hurting?”

“The mintlemint leaves have been helping.” She charged forward, brushing off his concern. “Come on. I heard some chatter in the Port Capital that there were some wanderers headed east of the river.”

“When did you go back to the Port Capital?” Gerdie asked, keeping pace beside her. “You made an enemy when you stole that tallim. You should be avoiding the city until at least next month, when the vendors leave with the exports.”

“I didn’t want to steal it,” Wil said. “I am not the one who chose to do things the hard way. Anyway, he’s probably forgotten all about me by now.”

“Didn’t you also set two of his slaves free?”

In the waning sunlight, Wil answered him with a wicked smile. Gerdie laughed, despite everything. “You just can’t resist causing trouble, can you?”

“I don’t cause it. It just . . . seems to find me.”

They trudged through nearly a mile of woods before they heard the sounds of distant song. Wil grabbed Gerdie’s arm, stilling him, ceasing the croak and groan of his braces.

“And with his touch of gold

Of gold!—

He was cursed with what his god foretold. . . .”

Lyrics they knew well; their mother often sang about the Gold King as she milled about, and it had been one of the many lullabies she’d used to soothe them to sleep as children.

“Sounds like they’re straight ahead,” Gerdie said.

The sky was going dark now, stars beginning to burn bright against it. Now would be the time that wanderers ceased their traveling and began to set up camp. The warm summer air already smelled of wood fire.

As they drew closer and the songs grew louder, Wil began to recognize their accents. Overwhelmingly Southern Arrod, but others with various Eastern inflections. And some Brayshire.

Wil drew the voices in like air. Her stomach fluttered in that sick, dreamy way, both painful and longing.

Wil’s mother had once upon a time wandered the world herself, with sand bejeweling the slender bones of her ankles. And even as a queen, she was wild in her billowing gowns, barefoot when she roamed the gardens, her fingertips callused, her skin bronzed by the sun. She kept secrets in her mouth like chocolates. With that mouth she had once smiled at a young king, and he swept her up and spun her in diamonds and made her his queen.

The princes gave little thought to the songs their mother hummed or who she had been before she was their mother. But Wil often felt that she was a wanderers’ daughter. That if the king of Arrod had not been the one to steal her mother’s heart, she would have been born out under the shimmering stars. She would have been lulled to sleep by the crackling of fire, atop a pillow of crisp grass and cool earth.

Gerdie caught her swooning and bumped her shoulder. “Maybe you should just run off with them.”

“You could come with me,” she replied. “I’ve seen the way you can alchemize glass and paperclips to look like diamonds and chains for Mother. I’m sure your skills would be quite profitable.” She elevated her chin, proud of her idea. “We could be rich.”

“We’re already rich.”

She narrowed her eyes. “All logic; no imagination. Can’t you just play along for once?” But they were laughing now, both of their moods lifting the way they always seemed to when they were free of the castle.

The wanderers had set up their camp about a half mile from any neighboring towns, but already the camp was thrumming with people who had come to be wooed by the mysterious things for sale in the glowing tents. Scarves spun from silkbug strands, smooth stones purportedly capable of healing afflictions of the body and mind.

Gerdie averted his eyes from the vendors of miracle cures, the good humor fading from his face. He clenched his jaw. “What is it?” Wil said. “Are your legs hurting again? Is it too damp?”

“No.” He snapped out of his thoughts. “I’m fine.”

She tugged him onward. “Come on, then. The perfumes have to be this way. I can smell them.”

They wove between dancing women and giggling, shrieking children. Some men were sitting cross-legged in a circle, whittling chunks of wood into toy trains and soldiers and stars.

Wil stopped before a caravan whose cracks and
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