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         You are his children,” he said. “Hear me when I say that you are perfect and beloved creations.”

         Flickering torches made shadows dance on red clay walls. There were no windows. The floor was dirt. So many crowded into the room that there was hardly any space to move or breathe. The rumors had spread through the Elder lands: He has returned. 

         “You who have waited with faith and have fought in our Creator’s name,” the man said. “You are the worthy.”

         Marlowe’s hood shadowed her face. She stood against a wall near the archway at the back of the room, an old habit in case of a needed quick escape. She tried to appear relaxed, but tension gripped her limbs. Her heart thrummed. She tried to catch a glimpse of the man, but she could hardly see through the crowd. She saw only a lock of hair, the threads of linen clothes. People around her stood on their toes, craning their necks. Others cried, tears streaming. It was as the prophecy foretold, someone whispered. The world had burned, and now he had come to save them.

         “But there is work to be done still.”

         Marlowe wasn’t sure why she suddenly found it difficult to breathe, as if the air itself had become too thick.

         “There are some,” the man continued, “who hope to tempt you onto a path that leads away from the Creator’s will.”

         The person in front of Marlowe probably wasn’t conscious of it, the fact that he had moved just a little to the left, nor the person before him that she had shifted to the right. The movement rippled forward, a sudden parting of the crowd—and there, at the very front of the room, the man sat in Marlowe’s view. He 3was surprisingly young, Marlowe thought vaguely, maybe only in his thirties, with pale skin and eyes so light that, from afar, they appeared white. His gaze settled on her.

         “There are those,” the man said, as if speaking only to Marlowe now, “who steal from the Creator’s power.”

         Marlowe swallowed, then pulled at the edges of her hood and turned away, pushing through the crowd that surrounded the exit. The man’s voice followed. “Children, hear me now: This is the Creator’s will.”

         She slipped through the bodies that waited, ignoring the glances and frowns. She burst out of the crowd and into the dark hall, and still she could hear the man, the one who called himself Sinclair Lune. “Before I can take you to sanctuary, you must fulfill the wishes of the Creator. You must eliminate his enemies.

         “You must kill those who call themselves ‘alchemists.’”
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         The city burned. Buildings cracked and crumbled. Bodies hung by their necks from the railway tracks, fires crackling beneath. Black smoke gushed into the sky until it blocked the sun. White dust rained, coating Ash’s skin and stinging his eyes as he ran. He couldn’t breathe, his throat clogged, and the bodies—people lay strewn in the street, mangled corpses stained red with eyes wide open, mouths parted in surprise. Ash slowed to a stop as he realized who the bodies belonged to. It was his father, again and again at his feet, knife sticking from his ribs—

         Ash spun around. A black orb, as large as the moon itself, was crashing to the earth. Its gravitational pull tore apart the towers that still stood, wind whipping debris into its path. Ash heard an echo—heard his name—and when he blinked, his mother stood in front of him, eyes wide with panic as she screamed—

         Ash shot up in bed. He wheezed, heart slamming against his chest and echoing in his ears. He was alone. A lazy breeze shifted the curtains of an open window that yellow sunlight poured through. A bird tweeted, and another replied. A nightmare. It’d only been another nightmare.

         Ash wished he could let out a breath of relief. Instead, he put his face in his hands, gulping down air. The dreams had been so bad recently that he was afraid to fall asleep. Sometimes it was the destruction of Kensington, the embers of buildings and smoke pouring from flames. Sometimes it was his father, dead on the bridge.

         Worst of all was his mother. Ash had rarely dreamed of her before. He’d hoped she would visit him in his sleep after she’d 4died so that he wouldn’t feel so damn alone—he’d heard that energies of the dead would sometimes do that, visit their loved ones with messages, but she’d never come. Now, she appeared almost every single night. Now, his mother would always shout his name.

         “Ash?”

         He looked up, startled. Callum hesitated on the threshold. Ash realized what he must’ve looked like in that moment: skin graying, eyes tight.

         The other boy dipped his head to enter the room. His dark brown skin looked especially beautiful in the early morning light. Ash’s heart fell, just a little, as he saw that Callum was already dressed in his red button-down and black slacks.

         “Are you all right?” Callum asked. He’d probably felt Ash’s panic from the other room. Callum paused, then seemed to think better of it. No, of course, Ash wasn’t all right.

         Ash threw off the sheets, damp with sweat. His loose sleeping shirt and pants were wet and cold, too. “Just another nightmare.”

         Callum padded across the room and sat on the edge of the bed beside Ash, the mattress sinking under his weight. He rested a hand on Ash’s thigh, thumb brushing his skin. Ash sighed as pale blue light pooled over him. Whether Callum extended energy purposefully or not, he’d always had a way of calming Ash.

         “Have you given my offer any more thought?” the older boy asked quietly.

         Ash chewed the inside of his cheek. He knew that Callum was only trying to help, this insistence that Ash see a healer. House Adelaide didn’t only heal physical ailments. They can help with emotional troubles, too. Ash wasn’t sure why it annoyed him, Callum’s determination to bring up the topic again and again.

         “I’m fine,” Ash said, swinging his feet to the floor.

         Callum took a breath and seemed about to argue, but then only sighed. “I have something for you.”

         “A gift?” 5

         Ash watched as Callum went to the dresser and pulled out a drawer. He returned with a pair of red cuff links. “I thought you could wear them tonight,” he said.

         Callum pressed the pair into Ash’s open palm, cold against his skin. “Thank you,” Ash said, “but these are House Kendrick’s colors.”

         “Wearing red could be a sign of your loyalty to me, too, not just my House.” The smile on his face seemed exhausted to Ash. “I’ve made a pot of oatmeal, if you’d like any. I’ll be leaving soon,” he added.

         “Ramsay, too?”

         “In a little while, I think.”

         Ash rubbed a hand over his face, closing his fingers around the cuff links. “I’ll join you in a second. And Callum?” Ash held up his fist. “Really. Thank you.”

         Callum gave Ash’s shoulder a quick squeeze.

         Ash watched Callum’s retreat, then put the cuff links on the nightstand and stripped off the wet shirt he’d slept in and dropped it to add to the collection of clothes tangled across the floor. Callum had given up on scolding Ash and Ramsay about the mess. “We’re not living in redguard barracks,” Ramsay had said dismissively. “There’s no point in folding clothes that’ll only need to be worn again.” Ash, admittedly, was just lazy.

         Ash tugged open the bottom drawer of a faded blue dresser—he’d offered to take the lowest, seeing that he was the smallest of the three—and pulled out his binder to wrap around his chest, tying up the sides. He pulled on a dry cotton shirt and pants, then slipped out into the hall. The Riverside cottage was small. The kitchen shared the same space as the sitting room, and the rustic furniture was just a tad too big for the space. Still, it was comfortable. Cozy. The walls had been painted a pale sage green, and the open windows let in the scent of freshly fallen rain. That with the breeze and golden sunlight … It all felt distinctly like home. The first few weeks after Ash, Ramsay, and Callum had 6moved in had been filled with soft sheets and laughter. It never ceased to amaze Ash how quickly things could change.

         Ramsay leaned back in a chair at the table, pulling off her round spectacles. Purple circles rimmed her eyes. “There you are,” she said. “I thought you might’ve been trying to avoid Callum’s porridge. Not that I can blame you.”

         Callum turned to the table with a mug of tea. He scratched out his chair and fell heavily into it. It was a wonder the chairs never collapsed under his weight. “I could always not cook breakfast for you, if you like.”

         Ramsay gave the sheepish grin that Ash had started to learn was Callum’s weak spot. “Sorry. I shouldn’t tease so early in the morning.”

         “It’s all right. I’m just feeling a bit touchy right now, I think.” Callum tapped the surface of the table. “This tea is for you, Ash.”

         It was lavender, Ash’s favorite. He pulled out the third and last chair and sat, watching the steam swirl. Source, there’d been years when Ash dreamed of a moment like this: sharing morning tea with the people he loved and who loved him, free from the loneliness that’d consumed him for years after his mother had died. “Thank you.”

         Callum put a hand on Ash’s, idly playing with his fingers. Ash wondered if Callum had told Ramsay about his state, a quick whispered conversation about him. “The oatmeal isn’t that bad, is it?” Callum asked.

         “No, no,” Ramsay said. “I just hate porridge. The texture, the moistness …”

         “Just when you think you know everything there is to know about a person,” Callum murmured. “It’s a breakfast I had every day at McKinley.”

         “It makes sense, given the stress you’re under,” Ramsay said. “You feeling more sensitive, I mean.”

         Callum leaned his elbows on the table and rubbed his palms 7over his face. “It can’t be helped.” That had become his go-to line, over the past few months. Quite a lot couldn’t be helped, it seemed. “This position—Creator, I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but it’s been especially difficult as of late.”

         Ash frowned. “Have there been more attacks?”

         “A mob in Glassport attacked a twelve-year-old girl accused of tier-three alchemy,” Callum said mechanically, as if reading off a report. Tier three would’ve required a license for the performance of alchemy that was considered unnatural—not that having a license mattered much, those days. “She and her mother were both killed. Another throng of Lune followers strung up a man in Ironbound, too.”

         “Source,” Ramsay said beneath her breath.

         “Twenty-three total killings of anyone even thought to be practicing alchemy for this month alone.”

         Ash’s temples pounded, headache growing. He gripped the mug in his hands.

         Callum continued. “I’ve suggested more anti-mob patrols, more education about alchemy to show the public that it isn’t a threat, but it’s like Edric wants innocents to be murdered. He refuses to approve anything I propose.”

         “It’s never easy to change scared minds,” Ramsay said. “Not to mention your brother is a fucking twat.”

         Edric still blamed Callum for their family’s death; after all, Callum had helped Ash escape, sparking a thread of events that ended in the city’s destruction. Ash sometimes worried that Edric’s hatred for Callum ran so deeply that the older brother would find a way to have the youngest Kendrick killed, ordering an execution or claiming that Callum’s death had been an unfortunate accident during training. House Kendrick had always been the most brutal, as the house that maintained order and oversaw punishment. Winslow Kendrick, Callum’s father, had been the perfect symbol of cold, unempathetic discipline. He would have undoubtedly 8ordered the execution of his own son—would have killed Callum with his own hands, even—had he survived Gresham Hain’s massacre.

         Callum’s fists clenched as he glared at the surface of the table. “I need to at least try.”

         “A redguard commander trying his best help alchemists, of all people,” Ramsay said lightly. “I wonder how that one will end.”

         Ash had known about the growing number of attacks against alchemists, of course. He’d seen the reports in newspapers and heard the accounts that both Callum and Ramsay brought home on the rare occasions that they returned.

         The two had promised to come back to Ash whenever they could, but recently it’d fallen on Ash to find Ramsay in the Downs or Callum in Kensington (where the city burned and the smell of charred bodies filled Ash’s lungs, and he couldn’t find the words to explain why he hadn’t visited Callum as much in the past few months, only twice in comparison to the dozens of times he’d sought Ramsay’s side—).

         Ash had tried to pretend he didn’t see the surprise in their eyes whenever he came, as if they’d forgotten about him entirely; tried not to feel like a burden when promised he would be joined for bed as soon as a meeting was over and papers were signed. Ash liked that his partners had easy access to their shared home. He didn’t like that they were just as quick to leave as they were slow to return.

         Callum cleared his throat. Ash didn’t miss Ramsay’s headshake.

         “Ash,” Callum said, still holding Ramsay’s gaze. “I—well, I’ve actually been thinking for a while now …”

         Ash frowned. “What is it?”

         Callum took a breath. “Ramsay and I—”

         Ash’s heart fell. He’d never spoken his fear aloud, that the two would realize their love for each other didn’t include him anymore. 9

         “Not now,” Ramsay said beneath her breath.

         Callum ignored Ramsay and soldiered on. “We’ve both been thinking that maybe—well, maybe it would best if you didn’t leave the cottage anymore.”

         Silence prickled the room. Ash looked from Callum, who sat straight in his seat, to Ramsay, who had leaned away, arms crossed, eyes focused anywhere but on him.

         “What?” Ash said.

         “Callum thinks it more than I do.”

         “But you do agree,” Callum said to her. “It’s too dangerous, and without either of us here to protect you—”

         “I didn’t realize I needed protection.”

         Ramsay stared hard at the table’s surface. “You’re the son of a man who decimated an entire city—who killed hundreds of thousands of people.”

         “I hadn’t forgotten,” Ash said. He surprised even himself with the chill in his voice. His heart tightened when he saw Ramsay’s gaze drop with a pinch of hurt in her brow.

         Callum had entered his commander mode, without expression or emotion in his tone. He reminded Ash a little too much of the other boy’s late father sometimes. “Attacks on anyone even suspected of alchemy are on the rise. What do you think will happen to you if word gets out that you’re Gresham Hain’s son?”

         The mere mention of his dead father’s name sent a bolt of energy through Ash.

         “You wouldn’t only be killed,” Callum said. “You’d be tortured, paraded through the streets by Lune followers—”

         “That’s enough, Callum,” Ramsay said.

         “Is it?” Callum asked her. “I’m not sure. I really don’t think Ash understands—”

         “I’m not your prisoner,” Ash snapped. “You don’t get to order me around anymore.”

         Callum flinched as if he’d been slapped. Ramsay’s gaze flitted between the two of them, breath sucked in. 10

         Pressure swelled in Ash’s throat. He swallowed. “Sorry,” he said.

         Callum took in his own breath and stood. “I should get going. I’m going to be late.”

         Ash was stiff when Callum leaned forward to kiss his cheek.

         Callum hesitated, then murmured, “Happy birthday, Ash.”

         Ash had asked the two not to make a big deal of him turning nineteen. They both had their own stresses, after all, and Ash had never been the type to celebrate. It was enough for him that they’d come back home again.

         Callum kissed Ramsay’s cheek, too, then thudded across the room to the door. He murmured a password and turned the knob. Ash could see the inside of the mahogany Kensington town house office where Callum now spent most of his days.

         “I’ll see you both tonight.” He paused. “Please,” he added. “Just think about it. At least until the attacks slow down.”

         “Sure,” Ash said, knowing his energy said otherwise.

         Callum closed the door behind him. Silence filled the room. Ash hated how quiet the cottage could be sometimes.

         Ramsay was watching Ash closely, he realized. “What?”

         He half expected a lecture—Callum’s only looking out for you; we both want what’s best for you—so was surprised when Ramsay shrugged. “Your energy feels a little … subdued.”

         Maybe Ash could try to understand the concern Callum and Ramsay both showed him. He looked at the nearly untouched tea. It’d become cold now. “I was just thinking.”

         “That’s what scares me,” she teased.

         He bit his lip but didn’t pause long, especially now that Callum was gone. “I had another nightmare,” he said.

         Ramsay clenched her jaw, then pushed back her chair to stand. “Oh?”

         “My mom came to me again,” Ash said. He lowered his voice, as if afraid Callum could still hear them through the closed door, though he was hundreds of miles away now. Callum would only 11worry over Ash more if he knew. “She has a message for me, Ramsay. I know she does.”

         Ramsay walked to the counter with her back to Ash. “We’ve already tried, haven’t we?”

         “Yes, but—but maybe we’re doing something wrong, or …”

         They’d harmonized their vibrations, gone to the higher realms with the intention of meeting Ash’s mother as they had met Ramsay’s parents once before. But each of the times they made their attempt, the two only appeared in Ash’s old Hedge apartment, where his mother had died, higher realms showing an abandoned space with boarded windows and flickering versions of the home that had been taken over by strangers and endless fields, as if Hedge had never existed at all. Ash’s mom never came.

         “We could try again—”

         Ramsay turned to face him, leaning against the countertop. “Ash,” she said, exasperation clear. “We’ve made six attempts already. The chances of anything changing—”

         “Maybe she’s been waiting for the right time.”

         “Time doesn’t exist in the higher realms,” Ramsay said. Ash looked away, frustrated, but Ramsay continued. “If she really had a message for you, she would’ve come.”

         “What if something or—or someone is keeping her from reaching me?” Ash said. “What if she needs my help?”

         “Do you really think someone in the physical realm is stopping your mother’s energy from meeting with you?” She spoke in the logical, know-it-all tone that had once infuriated Ash and was close to doing so again. “If she hasn’t come, the reason is her own. Maybe she’s already returned to Source.” Ramsay hesitated, then added softly, “Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”

         Ash’s frustration bubbled in his chest. “Then why does she keep coming to me in my dreams every night?”

         Ramsay seemed unwilling to speak her theory out loud.

         It didn’t matter. Ash picked up on enough of her energy. “It isn’t just a dream,” he said. 12

         “How can you be so sure?”

         “So, what?” Ash said. “You think I’m having a nightmare with my mother shouting my name every time I fall asleep?”

         “No,” Ramsay said. “I think it’s possibly your subconscious. Maybe there’s something you’re trying to hide from yourself, and your subconscious wants you to pay attention to whatever it is you’ve buried.”

         Ash shook his head, unable to look at Ramsay.

         Her voice was gentler now, at least. “How much of your desire to meet your mother is fueled by this question of your nightmares,” she said, “and how much is fueled by your desire to distract yourself?”

         Ash thought of the black orb, as large as the moon, falling to the surface of the Earth. “It isn’t my anxiety.”

         “I know that you turned Callum’s offer down, but—”

         “Why do you two act like I’m the only one affected by the attacks?”

         Ramsay was quiet enough that guilt pinched Ash. He knew as well as anyone that the past nine months had been difficult for Ramsay and Callum, too. They’d each learned to handle their grief in different ways, and wasn’t it also true that Ash at least didn’t have to worry about commandeering a force of redguards, nor leading an entire House while teaching and finishing his own studies on top of everything else? Ash knew that the two only wanted to help him. He just wasn’t sure he appreciated being coddled and locked away, as if he were something fragile that would eventually shatter, glass shards cutting Ramsay and Callum, too.

         Ramsay sighed and turned to the stove and the pot of oatmeal. “Are you going to eat any of this?”

         Ash rubbed his temple. “I’m not hungry.”

         “Put it in the refrigerator, will you? I’ll eat it later.” Ash watched as Ramsay picked up her leather messenger bag from beside the sofa. “Did you wait for Callum to leave to bring this up?” she asked.

         Ash hesitated. 13

         “I don’t like lying to him.”

         “We’re not lying.”

         “Only omitting the truth.”

         Ash had told himself that he didn’t want Callum to worry more than he already did, that the older boy had enough to handle and didn’t need to hold Ash’s struggles, too. But, well, maybe there was a little more to why Ash kept this a secret from Callum, something Ash couldn’t quite yet place. He swallowed. “Why does he need to know?” Ash asked. “He doesn’t need to know everything we do in our daily lives, does he?”

         “No,” Ramsay agreed, “but attempting to contact the dead isn’t exactly a stroll to Market Square.”

         She walked over to Ash and kissed the corner of his mouth.

         “Are you leaving already?” he asked.

         “Don’t sulk,” she said with the touch of a smirk.

         “You and Callum are almost never here,” he said. “Even less together.”

         Ramsay hesitated, but only for a moment. “Come with me to Lancaster,” she suggested. It wasn’t the first time she had. “Go to the headmaster and request that your application be reviewed again. I’m sure you’d be accepted if you reapplied, no matter the fact that you burned down the college. And my office,” she muttered. She’d lost priceless texts and endless papers of her work and research on Source geometry.

         Ramsay sighed, putting that all aside. “The college would be honored to have you, especially after tonight.”

         Source, Ash didn’t want to think about tonight. “Lancaster wouldn’t be honored,” Ash said. “They’d feel obligated to accept me with smiles while sharpening their blades behind their backs. They’d look for the first reason to get rid of me.”

         Ramsay, at least, did not attempt to argue with that.

         “Besides,” Ash continued, “I don’t want to put myself back in a position where I have to kiss anyone’s ass again. I’m happier in Riverside.” 14

         Ramsay bit her lip, and in the silence, Ash was sure she felt the energy of his lie. Ash wasn’t happy. He loved the peace of the cottage and his garden, taking walks along the river and into the woods, avoiding the village and the people who stared. But while he had his peace, Ash hadn’t felt this lonely in years. Not since the death of his mother, in fact.

         And the jealousy, too—there was envy smoldering inside him, knowing that Ramsay and Callum lived with purpose, not questioning for a moment their role in the great universal field of energy. Ash felt lost. Now what? He had no goals, no grand plans, no evidence that, after he’d died and reconnected fully to Source, he should have returned. He wouldn’t admit this, certainly not to Ramsay nor Callum, but sometimes he wished he hadn’t been brought back to life at all. He dreamed of the endless peace he’d felt with Source—the infinite power and love and serenity. There was nothing on earth that could grant him that peace again.

         Ramsay didn’t seem aware of the extent of Ash’s feelings, at least. “All right. If that’s what you truly want.” She paused, as if remembering something, and reached into her bag as she crossed the room and dangled a silver necklace from a finger. At the end was a vial only as big as a jewel. The vial was in a familiar shape: a hexagonal pyramid, two bottoms twisted together. Ash reached out and fiddled with it. One end could be pulled from the other.

         “I saw it and thought of you,” Ramsay said simply, though red colored her cheeks. It was the same symbol that’d connected them both, the day they met. Ash thanked her, letting her pull the necklace on over his head. “Think of the vial as being filled with my love for you.”

         Ash snorted while Ramsay smirked, turning for the door. She muttered the password she’d created to her new office in Lancaster College, wedelia, and paused long enough for Ash to catch a glimpse of the mess of papers and texts spread across her desk. “Please don’t try to get out of the gala tonight by pretending to 15be sick or—I don’t know—leaving the state. Our dear Callum will have an aneurysm, and neither of us will hear the end of it if you do.”

         She left the cabin with a wave, the door shutting firmly behind her. Ash groaned and let his head fall back, fingers reaching for his necklace. He held it up, staring at the ceiling, warped by the container’s glass. Source knew he hadn’t survived his father just to live an unfulfilling life like this.

         But maybe there was a new goal Ash could discover, a new purpose in his life. Even if Ramsay didn’t want to help him, Ash decided then he would find a way to speak with his mother again—no matter what it took.
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         The cottage was on the edge of town, closer to the woods and the rushing namesake river that carved its way down from the northern lakes and the eastern mountain ranges. Riverside was nothing like the sprawling cities Ash had been used to. The town was surrounded by farmland and fields and had a collection of wooden houses with gardens and chickens kept behind rickety fences. There was one sinking brick-paved road that led to the heart of the Market Square, which was really more a circle of shops: the baker and the tailor, the blacksmith and the carpenter, along with the inn and the Great House, where Ash’s tribunal had been held six months before.

         It was nearing midday. A chill had recently fallen, air thick with mist and grass covered with dewdrops that wet Ash’s boots. A burly man chopped wood with a thwack in front of the carpenter’s shop. He reminded Ash of his former best friend, Tobin, he thought with a pang. Ash ducked his head as he approached, not that this helped. Riverside hadn’t been welcoming, exactly. Survivors had streamed into the town for months before many moved on to Ironbound or returned to Hedge and the ruins of Kensington to rebuild. Still, some stayed in tents in the fields beside the town, and Riverside’s patience with strangers had dwindled.

         The man paused to stare at Ash as he hurried past, energy screaming, Distrust, dislike, he should go back to wherever he came from. It was fortunate word hadn’t spread about Ash’s identity. If he, Ramsay, or Callum were recognizable to anyone in the town, it was only because they’d been imprisoned in the inn before their tribunal. No one had any way of knowing the three had been accused 17 of aiding in Gresham Hain’s attacks, nor that Ash was his son, unless one of the House Heads made a habit of idly gossiping with locals in the streets. Ash remembered Callum’s earlier warning and wondered just how long that luck would last.

         Ash reached the bookshop, a pretty little cursive sign reading open hanging in the window. The bell jingled when Ash pushed open the door, heavier than it looked, and slipped inside. The space smelled of freshly opened books and dust. A woman read at a round table. Neat shelves of carefully curated titles lined the walls. Ash browsed, his boots tapping the glossy hardwood floors, until he slowed to a stop. He squinted, leaning forward and biting a thumb in concentration. It was a small section with barely ten titles, easily overlooked, but he’d been surprised, relieved, to see that the bookstore carried titles on alchemy at all. There were even some that focused on his latest interest, the one possibility he’d started to wonder about again and again …

         “It’s good to see you.”

         Ash jumped and whirled around. Mr. Brown stood in front of him as if he’d materialized. He was a kind, tiny man, smaller than even Ash, which was certainly saying something. He was balding and had round spectacles and pale skin with a red nose and cheeks. “Sorry, lad, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

         Ash grinned and rubbed the back of his neck, embarrassed. “That’s okay. I probably should’ve sensed you coming.”

         Ash’s favorite thing about Mr. Brown was that he held no judgment whenever he found Ash browsing the alchemy section—none that Ash could feel, anyway. Mr. Brown wore the darker green colors of House Alder and was a man dedicated to the pursuit and keeping of knowledge, no matter his personal opinions.

         “Have you finished the last book you bought already?” Mr. Brown asked.

         “Yes,” Ash said, turning back to inspect the shelves. He’d hidden the text beneath the bed a month before, not that there’d been much chance that Callum or Ramsay would find it since the 18two were almost never home. “It referred to one title called Communicating with Plasma Particles. I was hoping you might have it.”

         Mr. Brown chuckled at that, which Ash didn’t take as a good sign. “Ah, that’s a very old text indeed. Popular before even my time.”

         “It isn’t out of print, is it?”

         “I’m afraid so,” Mr. Brown said, adjusting his glasses. “It was considered groundbreaking at the time it was published, you see,” he continued, “and would more likely be found in a museum or a personal archive.”

         “Is there any way to find a copy that can be borrowed?”

         “You sound rather anxious to read this book.”

         Ash heard his mother’s scream, her eyes wild with fear. “I’d hate for my research to be limited.”

         Mr. Brown studied Ash closely. “Communicating with Plasma Particles was groundbreaking, in part, for being one of the first studies on the potential of bringing passed energies back to the physical realm.”

         Ash clenched his jaw. He knew this well.

         Mr. Brown continued. “Still, some believe that the dead are meant to stay dead. That requesting their presence in our physical world is an affront to Source, or to the Creator, whichever you believe, though I suppose it could be said that the two are one and the same.” He turned back to the shelves. “Perhaps there is some truth in this. Not all things are meant to be within our grasp, Mr. Woods.”

         Ash nodded, pretending to consider the man’s advice. He’d already made up his mind to do whatever it took to speak to his mother again, and Ash was well acquainted with doing everything in his power to obtain a book. If there was even just one more copy of Communicating with Plasma Particles in the state, he would find it.

         “Are those manipulation books?” 19

         Manipulation. It was a word that contained so much energetic disgust that Ash winced. He turned to the woman who sat at the table. She had pale hair and was around Ash’s age, maybe younger, which surprised him. He’d always thought hatred for alchemists tended to be a habit of the older generations.

         Mr. Brown raised his brows. “These are texts on the science of alchemy, yes.”

         “Why does your shop carry books that teach how to steal energy from the Creator?”

         It was how Lune followers had always positioned alchemy, but the view had become more popular in the past months. “Alchemy does not steal from the Creator,” Mr. Brown stated with an even tone. “Rather, alchemy sees each being as a fractal of the Creator—of Source itself.”

         “It’s evil,” the woman said, watching Ash still. “It’s sinful.”

         Even if the townspeople didn’t know that Ash was Gresham Hain’s son, they’d without a doubt suspect that he was a practicing alchemist now. “How is it sinful?” Ash said. “It can’t be evil if we’re a part of Source, too.”

         “It’s sinful because you’re killers,” she spat, louder now.

         The words Ash fumbled for were stuck in his throat. “I’m not a killer.” Ash had never killed anyone, and besides that: “We’re all alchemists. Everyone uses alchemy to breathe and think and feel, whether they know it or not—”

         She stood suddenly, chair scraping back. “You’re going to lose a lot of loyal customers, Mr. Brown, if you continue to sell manipulation books.”

         Ash felt rooted to the spot as the door opened and closed again, bell jingling in the silence that followed.

         “I’m sorry,” Ash said. It always took his breath away, how much hatred strangers could have for him.

         Mr. Brown’s smile was unshaken. “You have nothing to apologize for, lad.” 20

         “If I hadn’t been looking at alchemy texts—”

         “You can’t be blamed for the ignorance she was taught,” Mr. Brown said. “No, I suppose what interests me most are the patterns we humans are caught in, these cycles that seem to repeat again and again. I wonder if there’s a new pattern we can begin to form instead.”

         With that, the bookseller raised a parting hand and started his slow walk to the back room. “Please let me know if you need any more assistance.”

         
            *

         

         Hours passed, and Ash realized Ramsay knew him better than he wanted to admit, as he’d wondered to himself, more than once, how he might be able to get away with skipping the gala altogether.

         It was evening, owls hooting in the distance. He pushed the cuff links from Callum into the shirt’s buttonholes at his wrists and frowned at himself in the mirror that leaned against the bedroom wall. Ash was thinner than usual, he realized, with purplish bags beneath his eyes. His brown curls were tangled, no matter how many times he tried to comb his fingers through the strands. He wore a black suit that clung so tightly to his frame that he could hardly move. What if he needed to run? He wouldn’t make it very far. On top of it all, he hadn’t been able to figure out the bow tie, so he left the strip of silk hanging around the back of his neck.

         Callum had dropped the suit off weeks ago, when it was first announced that Ash was to be honored for saving Kensington, though he didn’t think he’d really done much saving. Every high-ranking House member had been invited. Ash sorely wished he’d refused, especially when the gala would be held in the manor of House Alexander itself. Ash hadn’t returned to the city for months now (black smoke gushing into the sky, stinging his eyes and clogging his throat, screams)—

         He released a slow, shaking breath. Maybe Callum had a point after all. A healer of emotions? It seemed intrusive, but it might’ve 21been worth considering, if only to stop the nightmares that found Ash even when he wasn’t asleep.

         Ash sighed, attempted to adjust his collar one last time, and walked down the hall and through the sitting room, orange fireplace embers dimly glowing. He stopped at the front door. The invitation had been sent with a password written just for his use as the special guest and honoree—temporary, of course; he would never be given permanent access to House Alexander.

         “Baneberry.” Ash put his hand on the knob, twisted it, and pushed open the door.

         Ash blinked at the bright light of the hall he stepped into, closing the gilded door behind him. The corridor had bare golden wallpaper with shimmering floral patterns and white marble floors that reflected in the bright domed ceiling lights like snow. There were no paintings nor any rugs. Maybe the manor’s staff was still decorating—House Alexander had only just been rebuilt, after all. The air itself was colder than Ash expected, as if alchemy had been used to chill the halls. Ash shivered as he took a step, wondering where he should go next, when he heard a familiar voice.

         “There you are.” Ash turned to see Callum walking toward him.

         “I didn’t know you were meeting me,” Ash said.

         “You’re the guest of honor,” Callum answered simply. “You should have an escort.”

         “And Ramsay?”

         “Already waiting in the ballroom,” Callum said. “The Houses can be … traditional about some things.”

         It wouldn’t have been acceptable for Ash to have two escorts, then. Source, the elite and their social rules irritated Ash to no end.

         “You’re late.” Callum reached for the silk hanging around Ash’s neck. “I was worried you decided to run.”

         Ash wondered if Callum had been ordered to be Ash’s escort 22or if he’d volunteered in case he needed to drag Ash through the door himself. “Run, and risk your wrath? Never.”

         Callum’s grin quirked. “Lift your chin.”

         Ash swallowed and did as asked. He stared over Callum’s shoulder as the older boy’s fingers worked the bow tie. Callum’s fingers moved swiftly and confidently. Heat built in Ash, warming his neck. Even worse, he knew that Callum could sense Ash’s energy. He’d always had a particular talent for sensing emotions.

         Callum finished, hands brushing over Ash’s shoulders. “You look handsome,” he said.

         Ash sighed. Callum was clearly trying to make amends for that morning. “You do, too.”

         And he did, in his tailored black suit, red vest beneath showing his loyalty to his family name. Ash often wondered how Callum felt wearing the Kendrick colors when it’d once taken him so much to leave his family for the life he’d wanted instead.

         They were quiet as they walked, discomfort of not knowing what to say caught in Ash’s throat. He apparently wasn’t the only one.

         “Ash—” Callum began.

         A thin older man with a pointed white beard and mustache turned the corner, saw them, and quickly approached, his shoes tapping the tile. He wore a golden suit, the official color of House Alexander. He was sweating and looked choked by the collar buttoned up to his neck. “You’re very late,” he hissed, then turned swiftly on his heel, apparently expecting that the two would follow. Ash almost suggested the man count his blessings that he’d come at all.

         Their footsteps echoed in the otherwise-empty corridor, slower in comparison to the hustling steps of the scribe who guided Ash and Callum around one corner and another of near-identical halls, finally pausing outside a set of large golden doors. The man cleared his throat, took a breath, and pushed them open.

         The three stepped inside to stand at the top of a staircase that 23swooped down into a ballroom. The doors had been magnificent at muffling sound, apparently. The laughter and chatter and stringed music assaulted Ash’s ears, and the energy of the dozens of people in the room, all eyes turning up to him, made Ash falter. The room fell silent, music slowing to a stop.

         The man beside him spoke. “I present to you,” he said, voice booming, “Ashen Woods—”

         “Ash,” he corrected numbly.

         “—escorted by Commander Callum Kendrick.”

         It seemed there were stage directions Ash had not been given. He looked at Callum, who only smiled and mouthed, You’ll be fine. Callum then bowed to Ash, turned, and walked down the staircase to join the crowd, leaving Ash behind. Even with the lingering discomfort between the two, Ash much preferred to have Callum by his side.

         It was amusing, in a way: Just months before, most of the guests had called for Ash’s arrest and execution. Now, they honored and celebrated him. Ash recognized some of the Heads of Houses in the crowd, each of whom had been among the jury at his tribunal. Charlotte Adelaide’s brown eyes seemed kinder than the judgmental stares that surrounded her, at least. Edric Kendrick was a shorter, stockier version of Callum, which made the burning hatred in his narrowed gaze that much more difficult to bear.

         One man stepped forward, walking up the stairs with his arms spread wide. “Mr. Woods,” he said. “Welcome to House Alexander.”

         If the others had been the jury, then this man had been the judge. Lord Easton Alexander was the youngest ruler in the history of the state of New Anglia at twenty-two years old, but he held himself with the confidence of a young lord who had been trained all his life for the role. He was several heads taller than Ash, his chin raised with a touch of arrogance. His dark hair and brown eyes were handsome, but his face was too symmetrical for Ash’s tastes. 24

         Lord Alexander placed one large palm on Ash’s shoulder. It took Ash everything in his body to not shrug it off. “It’s an absolute privilege to have you as my guest.”

         The young lord had certainly perfected his charming performance. That’s all this was, Ash knew: a performance in which Ash was the star, except that he hadn’t been given any lines to memorize nor directions on where to stand; and besides that, Ash had never been particularly fond of acting. “Thank you for inviting me,” he managed to say, words heavy on his tongue.

         “The pleasure is mine,” Lord Alexander said, not to Ash apparently, but to the entire gala as he spun his gleaming smile to his guests. “It’s my greatest honor to take this moment to celebrate you. These are tense times, no doubt. The backlash against alchemy continues to grow with every passing day due to Gresham Hain’s actions.”

         Actions was quite the euphemism for massacre, Ash thought.

         Lord Alexander kept a hand firmly planted on Ash’s shoulder, steering him closer to the edge of the staircase and the watching audience below. “It took one alchemist to undo the generations of trust built toward the field of science,” Alexander said. “But perhaps we have not done enough to recognize that it also took another alchemist to save our state.”

         So this was why he’d been invited: Lord Alexander wanted to use Ash as a game piece. Surely not all alchemists could be so bad, if Ash had been the one to save them all. Maybe Ash should’ve been grateful. Even if he was being used, it was to help House Alexander combat anti-alchemist sentiment. Still, Ash didn’t like to be used.

         “Ashen Woods,” Lord Alexander said. “To show my appreciation, I would like to officially offer you the title of Sir Woods, Hero of Kensington.”

         Ash forced a tight, quivering smile as polite claps filled the air.

         
            *

         

         25As soon as Lord Alexander’s speech ended, Ash was descended on by hungry House members with their perfume and ruffles and lace. He’d craned his head this way and that, trying to catch Ramsay’s or Callum’s eyes to beg them for rescue, but they’d been swept away in their own conversations. Ramsay’s energy had shifted, quietly exerting that his gender had changed, as it sometimes did. He frowned with concentration as he nodded, listening to Lord Val, who whispered urgently, fist landing in palm. Callum spoke to Charlotte Adelaide with a shine in his eyes that Ash hadn’t seen himself in some time.

         “Such a pleasure to meet you,” said a woman who’d introduced herself as a second cousin of Lady Galahad, wearing the bright green of her House’s colors—Source, she wouldn’t let go of Ash’s hand. “Have you considered which House you would like to join? I heard Lord Alexander gave you free entry to any of the eight.”

         Ash finally slipped his hand free. “No, I haven’t.”

         “It would do you well to carefully consider the appropriate House for you,” another older gentleman said. “Not all Houses will be to your benefit, no matter their skill in pleasantries.”

         The lady’s smile did not falter. “There will, of course, be some Houses that would rather use you as a trophy piece.”

         “I’m not joining a House,” Ash told them before anything more could be said.

         The group that had formed around him gaped.

         “Whyever not?” Lady Galahad asked.

         Because he would rather be buried alive than have to deal with conversations like this on a daily basis. Before he could speak, Ash was interrupted by a pleasant low voice. “Why indeed?”

         Heads lowered with deference as Lord Alexander stepped into the circle. After his speech he’d immediately been surrounded by members who’d wanted their audience with him. Ash had been grateful. He could feel Lord Alexander’s hungry gaze fastened to his back. 26

         Alexander continued, genteel smile planted on his face. “It’s a question I’ve asked Sir Woods myself, to no avail.”

         Expressions flickered across the faces in front of Ash—surprise, envy, dislike for someone who would spit in the face of such a grand opportunity. “I don’t owe an explanation,” Ash said with a clipped tone. “I’ve said no. That should be enough.”

         Affronted murmurs followed—Ash was certainly bold, to speak to Lord Alexander that way—but the lord himself didn’t seem to mind.

         “Yes, of course,” Alexander said, “but I can still hope to be humored. Especially now that you’re the Hero of Kensington, it would do you well, wouldn’t it? To join our society.”

         Lord Alexander reminded Ash of a predator eyeing its meal before taking a bite. There was no physical evidence that Ash shouldn’t trust a man like Easton Alexander. He’d pardoned Ash when there were calls for his execution, protected him and now even honored him … and yet, whenever Ash was in Alexander’s presence, he couldn’t ignore the distinct feeling that he should get as far away from the man as possible.

         “Perhaps the young sir will reconsider,” Lady Galahad said with an appropriate level of politeness, well-mannered nods all around.

         Ash didn’t bother to reply as he murmured some excuse that was unknown to even him, pushing out of the crowd that had circled him, feeling the heat of lingering stares. He caught sight of Ramsay and Callum—they were speaking to each other near the windows now, heads ducked low together, Ramsay playing with the end of Callum’s sleeve; perhaps Ash could convince them to leave early with him—

         He didn’t make it far. He felt a pull on his elbow and turned to see that Lord Alexander had followed. “A word, please, Sir Woods.”

         Ash wondered if he’d be able to get away with outright refusing. “Well, I—” 27

         Lord Alexander’s smile seemed just a little more cutting. “I’ll only take a moment.”

         Alexander led Ash out of the hall and into an empty corridor. He didn’t bother to fill the silence with false pleasantries, at least, the only sound in the hall their echoing footsteps. They reached a door that Alexander pushed open to a simple office: a golden oak desk, shelves that didn’t yet hold any books, a window that looked out at the twinkling lights of Kensington. The rubble had been cleared for the most part, towers of the city surrounded by scaffolding. Though alchemists had been persecuted in the past months, it had been the assistance of alchemy that helped the rebuilding of the city, too, energy used to clear rubble and put blocks of concrete and brick into place.

         “Please,” Alexander said, gesturing dismissively to a chair before the desk. “Sit.”

         “I’d prefer to stand.”

         Lord Alexander watched Ash with narrowed eyes. He held the same smugness that all House heirs did, Ash found—but unlike Ramsay, it wasn’t sardonic and self-deprecating, and unlike Callum, it wasn’t naïve and ignorant to its own existence. Alexander knew precisely who he was and seemed to believe he was worthy of the arrogance that tilted his head and chilled his gaze. He seemed to expect a minimum show of respect that might be akin to kissing his damned feet.

         “You seem to refuse a lot.”

         Ash knew this was in reference to his denial of Lord Alexander’s other continuous offer. He shrugged. “Only anything that would make me want to stab needles into my eyeballs.”

         Alexander was surprised into quiet for a moment before he chuckled. “Would working for me really be that painful?”

         Ash decided this was a rhetorical question.

         The lord stood at his window for a moment, looking out at the city he owned. “You do realize that this is a highly coveted position, correct? Dozens have sent letters hoping for a chance at 28the opportunity, and I’ve received a number of recommendations as well.”

         “It sounds like you have plenty of people to choose from, then.”

         Lord Alexander’s gaze slid to Ash. “I would rather work with you.”

         Ash crossed his arms, fingers tight. “There are more qualified people who have a head for politics. There’s no point in having me be your advisor, not really.” He met Lord Alexander’s stare. “Unless there’s another reason you’re trying to hide.”

         Alexander’s eyes glimmered.

         Ash tilted his head. “I’m an alchemist. No, not only that—I’m the son of the alchemist who nearly destroyed our state, who killed your father along with hundreds of thousands of people. You don’t want me to work with you. You want to send a message.”

         “You’re clever,” Alexander said. “But you’ve made a mistake in deciding that it’s one or the other. Why not both because you’re Gresham Hain’s son and because you’re the right person for the job?”

         “My only talent is in alchemy.”

         “Yes,” Alexander agreed. “Exactly.”

         “You specifically want an alchemist as your advisor?”

         The lord didn’t reply. There had to be more to Alexander’s motives, one of the hidden-agenda variety. “Sorry, but I’m not in the mood to become your pawn,” Ash said. “My answer is the same. No.”

         Alexander’s chin rose as he inspected Ash for a moment. “You certainly are fearless,” he said. “Not many would dare to deny my request once, let alone three times.”

         Ash had died—been killed by his own father—and come back to life. He knew what waited outside this physical body, this physical realm. The world seemed little more than a playground, now, life just a dream. What else did he have to fear? Ash ignored the clench in his chest, the distant sound of screams that echoed in his mind even then— 29

         There was a muffled thud. The floor shook and the desk rattled. Ash flinched and looked up at Lord Alexander. The man’s brows pinched. The screams were louder now, Ash realized, and not just in his head.

         Footsteps echoed outside the door before it slammed open. Edric stormed into the office and shoved past Ash to get to Lord Alexander’s side.

         “What happened?” Alexander said.

         “An attack,” Edric replied shortly. “I need to get you to safety.”

         Another explosion, louder now. The walls and ceiling shook. Faded screams filled the air.

         Ash snapped out of his shock. “Was Callum still with Ramsay in the ballroom?” Ash shouted, breath caught in his chest, but Edric had already pulled Lord Alexander through the door. Ash followed to the threshold, heart pounding, and watched the retreating backs of Edric and Lord Alexander—looked in the other direction to the people who had streamed into the hall, already hazy with gray smoke. Ash covered his mouth with his elbow as he raced down the corridor, weaving past people who cried, others screaming, searching each face that pushed in the opposite direction.

         He skidded to a stop at the ballroom’s open doors. The lights were off. Smoke clogged the air, stinging Ash’s eyes. A crater in the opposite wall showed the night sky and the maze of city streets below. A tangle of bodies and chunks of stone were strewn across the marble floor. Ash’s heart seized as he rushed inside, nearly tripping down the stairs—his eyes darted from one body to the next, the explosion’s crater was where he’d last seen Ramsay and Callum standing—

         Figures melted out of the shadows and stepped into the ruins. Ash’s body acted before he fully processed what he saw, diving behind a pillar. His spine dug into stone, head tilted back as he breathed hard and listened to the tapping footsteps, a crunch of shattered glass. One spoke a muffled order, voice garbled: “Find him.” 30

         Ash peered around the pillar and counted four—no, five. Each wore a gas mask that hid their face. Heavy energy rolled from them in waves of light that emanated from their skin. They were high-practicing alchemists, that much was clear. The alchemists got to work, strolling over to where the fallen lay, one kneeling to inspect the faces, another kicking a body over. One guest groaned. Another called for help in a broken voice. Someone lay on their stomach in front of the crater, chunks of stone crumbled across legs, black hair haloed around his head. Ash’s heart stopped. Ramsay wasn’t moving.

         One of the alchemists slowed to a stop at Ramsay’s side. He held up a hand, palm emitting a faint white glow. “He’s here.”

         The leader looked up from where they crouched. “Take care of it.”

         The glow brightened as it condensed into a marble of light. It floated for one moment, hovering over Ramsay, vibrating as it aimed—

         Ash’s body moved before he could think. He jumped out, energy shooting through him before it blasted from his outstretched hand. A gust of wind flung the ball of light and its owner through the air and out of the crater, only the echo of the alchemist’s scream remaining. The leader stood, fist raised. Ash froze. He was suspended in midair. Pressure grew beneath his skin as he realized he couldn’t move—couldn’t breathe—

         Footsteps crunched in the otherwise-silent room. The stranger stepped into Ash’s view. He could see his own reflection in the shine of the mask’s goggles. The alchemist tilted their head. “Ash Woods. Interesting.”

         Ash’s frozen eyes watered. His gaze was unfocused as he watched the alchemist who’d been thrown from the room fly back inside, landing on their feet beside Ramsay. Ash’s vision blurred. Fear and rage blended into heat. It grew beneath his skin, frozen body quivering. 31

         A garbled voice spoke behind Ash, near the door. “We need to hurry.”

         The leader still did not look away from Ash. Their head tipped down, gaze falling, as Ash’s fingers twitched. “Change of plans.”

         “But Thorne is—”

         The alchemist didn’t respond. A finger rose and touched Ash’s forehead. Pain splintered through his skull before his vision burned to black.
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         Ash—wake up!”

         Ash jolted. His brows tugged together. His head pounded. He blinked open his eyes with a groan. His hands were tied behind the back of the chair he sat in, ankles strapped to the legs. He was in a sitting room that might’ve belonged to any of the House manors: The walls were a pale blue with gilt-lined panels. The sofa opposite him had faint floral patterns. An open window framed by lace let in a cool night breeze. The air smelled sour, like something was rotting.

         He gritted his teeth and tried to untangle his wrists. The rope’s rough threads scratched his skin. He closed his eyes, breathed in and out again—tried to imagine the particles of the rope itself to convince it to come undone, but his breath was short, panic thudding through his chest—

         A door clicked open. Ash looked up as a person stepped into the room. She was unfamiliar to Ash, an older pale-skinned woman with graying yellow hair and steely eyes. She wore the same black coveralls and leather boots she’d worn in the attack, though her gas mask was gone now. Others filed into the room as well, all wearing similar uniforms. The last of the group stepped into the room, closing the door behind her.

         Ash’s mouth fell open. “Marlowe?”

         Marlowe had the same light-brown skin and red hair, though it was cut shorter, to her ears now. She leaned against a far wall, staring hard at the floor.

         Ash’s heart pounded at the sight of her, the onslaught of memories of her. He had last seen Marlowe when she’d killed his 33father on the bridge. She’d helped Ash, saved the state—and now she stood by and watched as he was held captive. Ash swallowed a dry lump and looked from Marlowe to the woman who sat in front of him, who seemed to be studying every expression that ticked across his face.

         “What the hell is this?” Ash rasped. He only remembered being frozen in the air, Ramsay still unconscious on the floor. “Where’s Ramsay?” And Callum—Ash hadn’t even seen him in the hall nor the ballroom ruins—

         “I can assure you that Ramsay Thorne is alive,” the woman said.

         Ash would believe her when he saw Ramsay for himself. “Where is he now?”

         “My name is Elena,” she said, as if this were an introduction over tea. “That is Hendrix, Finley, and Riles.” She pointed out the three others who stood about the room, watching quietly. Ash didn’t bother to look at any of them as he glared at their ringleader. “You already know Marlowe,” she added.

         Marlowe shifted on her feet.

         “So, this is what you’ve been up to, then?” Ash said. “Why’d you bother to save the city if you were just going to attack House Alexander and help destroy it again?” He knew it would do no good, provoking his captors—but, well, Ash also found he didn’t particularly care.

         Elena’s mouth pressed into a line. “I wouldn’t be so quick to judge. Marlowe convinced me that you’d be more useful to us alive.”

         Her meaning sank in. Ash was used to the idea that Lune followers hated him for being an alchemist, that they would want him dead for being Hain’s son. It hadn’t quite occurred to him that other alchemists might just feel the same, too.

         “Should I be grateful?” Ash said, though he felt choked by his words.

         “I don’t usually tell others how to feel,” Elena said.

         “I guess that means you didn’t want to argue for Ramsay’s life 34also, then,” Ash said to Marlowe. “I didn’t think you were the type to hold grudges.”

         At this, Marlowe looked at the ceiling in frustration. “It isn’t personal.”

         “How is attacking Ramsay—trying to kill him—not personal?” Ash shouted.

         The others in the room watched Ash, the echo of his words fading. Elena crossed one leg over the other. “Ramsay Thorne is a threat,” she said simply.

         “What?” Ash shook his head. “Why would he be a threat?”

         “He’s designing a blueprint for House Val that’s been commissioned by Edric Kendrick.”

         Ash stiffened. Ramsay had mentioned he was working on various inventions, but he hadn’t said his work was ultimately for the redguards. Still, that didn’t matter. “How does that justify killing him?”

         Elena continued as if Ash hadn’t spoken at all. “The weapon Thorne is designing would give too much power to House Kendrick,” she said, “along with House Alexander.”

         “Kill Edric Kendrick, then,” Ash said before he could think better of it. He wondered how Callum would feel, knowing Ash had suggested these alchemists kill his brother instead.

         “We had multiple targets tonight,” Elena admitted, “though Thorne was prioritized.”

         Ash glared. “What is it?”

         “I’m sorry?” Elena asked.

         “What’s the weapon worth killing Ramsay over?”

         She hesitated.

         “You fuckers don’t even know what the invention is—”

         “We do know,” Elena interrupted. “I’m just not sure you need to—not yet.”

         Ash looked at the others now, eyeing each—the older man who looked like he’d had a past life as a dockworker, if the tattoos were anything to judge by, and the youngest of the group who 35didn’t look a day older than thirteen. Ash’s gaze settled on the last, the boy with red hair who looked to be around Callum’s age. His face had been hidden, but he had the same lanky height as the one Ash had shot through the manor’s blasted wall.

         “Was it you?” Ash said. The other boy’s eyes narrowed. “Are you the one who tried to kill Ramsay?”

         “I should remind you that you’re our prisoner,” Elena said, “and though I’ve been convinced to keep you alive for now, that can always change.”

         Ash gritted his teeth. The boy glared at Ash as if he preferred the latter option.

         “Why am I here, then?” Ash said, stare still on the boy, before he pulled it back to Elena. “Why don’t you just kill me, like you keep threatening to do?” No, it wasn’t very smart of him at all, to provoke these people like this.

         She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “I’d heard a lot about you, Mr. Woods—but meeting you, feeling your energy …” Her voice quieted. “It’s often said that inspiration comes from Source once the right threads connect.”

         Ash’s hands clenched behind his back, fingers digging into his palms. “What threads?”

         “You should know more than any of us that physical reality is a lot like a dream,” Elena said. Ash’s breath stilled. “And this dream, just like the ones that find us when we sleep, is ripe with symbols and metaphors. We had the intention of killing Ramsay Thorne. You stopped Thorne’s death and threw yourself at us instead.”

         “So, what—you think that was Source’s way of telling you to kidnap me? Keep me prisoner? You’re delusional.”

         Gray strands fell into Elena’s face as her head lowered, gaze on her boots. “I knew that if we killed Thorne, you would refuse to help us.”

         “If you think I’d have anything to do with you—”

         “You might, once you’ve heard me out.” 36

         A muscle in Ash’s jaw jumped. He didn’t have much of a choice but to listen.

         Elena seemed to take her time, thinking over her words carefully. “I planned to have you killed because your position with House Alexander will ultimately be used to harm alchemists.”

         Uncertainty tugged at Ash’s brows. He knew Alexander wanted to use Ash as a game piece, yes—and though it annoyed him, Ash saw only the benefit of Alexander being on the side of alchemy.

         “You don’t even see it, do you?” Elena asked. “How you’ve become a toy.”

         Anger gripped Ash’s fists. “I’m not a toy.”

         “The good, benevolent little alchemist,” Elena continued, “doing exactly as he’s told. Honored by the Houses—”

         “That’s why you wanted to kill me? Because I was honored?”

         “Showing that alchemy can be good, too—”

         “I didn’t even want to go to the fucking gala in the first place!”

         “As long as you’re controlled.”

         Ash fell silent, jaw clenched.

         Elena lifted her chin. “Marlowe convinced me that your death would be spun, and you’d only be turned into a martyr for Alexander,” she said. “But tonight, I realized you could be useful in other ways, too.”

         Ash’s voice was hoarse now. “Like I already told you: I’m not a toy, especially not one that can be exchanged from one pair of hands to the next.”

         “But you are Gresham Hain’s son.”

         Ash swallowed
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