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         Snow drifted from the gray sky—slowly at first, lazily, the sort that was caught on eyelashes and tongues. Ramsay gripped her mother’s hand as she crunched across the frozen dirt, ice like glass shattering beneath her boots. The thin white trees were covered in knots that looked like dozens of eyes watching as they passed. Puffs of steam left her mouth as she breathed hard, trying to keep up with her mother’s long strides. Ramsay’s many questions had been ignored. She was only told to hurry, don’t stop now, they were almost there. Ramsay complained that she was cold, but Amelia only tightened her grasp.

         “Come along,” she said, voice gentle. “It’s almost time.”

         They crossed a frozen river. Her father had always told her not to walk along the river in the winter. The surface was too thin. It could crack, and she could be washed away, never to be seen again. Her mother let go of Ramsay’s hand and told her to wait there, right there, right where she was. Ramsay pulled on the ends of her shirt nervously while she watched her mother walk to the other end of the riverbank, back onto the solid ground of snow. She stood in a clearing of the trees and looked over her shoulder at Ramsay with a loving smile.

         The snow began to fall faster, then—hard enough that Ramsay had to shield her eyes from the ice that stung her cheeks. The world became a white blur. The snow turned red. It fell to the ground, drops spreading like blots of ink. The blood dripped from Amelia’s cheeks. Her smile faded as the screams began.
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         Ash was lost in thought, as usual, when he saw the alchemist he wanted to meet. Gresham Hain strode through the beige stone corridor with purpose, surrounded by a group of chattering scribes. Ash had only ever seen Hain in grainy black-and-white photos in the texts he’d written, but it was definitely him. He was a pale-skinned man nearing his sixties, but his back was straight, frame muscular, and though his hair had turned a stark white, it was full, gray stubble on his jaw. Ash had heard that Hain sometimes visited the college. The man was an advisor to House Alexander, but he was technically still a professor, though he rarely taught classes or took on apprentices. Ash had often imagined this moment—imagined finding enough courage to march up to Gresham Hain and tell the man his name.

         As Ash watched Hain striding toward him, his anger grew. The rage became a mirage of heat that glowed from his skin, a second pulse inside him. Ash’s hands clenched into fists. Ash hated Hain, hated him enough to want to scream at him and hit him and—

         “Excuse me,” Ash said. His voice cracked. “Sir Hain, I’m—”

         Hain walked past, speaking to a scribe. He hadn’t heard Ash—hadn’t even spared a glance. It was like Ash wasn’t there. A scribe gave Ash an odd look and seemed moments from asking him why he was standing in the middle of the corridor, and didn’t he have anything better to do with his time? The anger faded and died until it was replaced by numbness. Ash bit down on his teeth, ducked his head, and walked in the opposite direction. 3

         
            *

         

         It was a cold, nasty morning. A misty rain hung in the air. Ash knelt in the dirt beside a stone bench as he patted a new layer of soil. Each flower, every plant had its own energy. The wilting hydrangea there, for example—Ash could feel that it had a calm, slow, rhythmic vibration, perhaps an acceptance of death, transforming from one state of the physical into the next. Its petals were shriveled and brown. Ash held it in his palm as he looked over his shoulder.

         The campus was shrouded in a thick yellow-gray haze, stone buildings disappearing in the fog. The students and professors were in class, no one else in sight. Ash looked back at the flower and shut his eyes. He imagined the hydrangea in full bloom—pictured in his mind every detail, from the velvety softness of the petals to the dew glistening and dripping onto his hand. Alteration was tier three, but it wouldn’t require much alchemic power for something so small. Energy sparked inside of him, a flint lighting flame. He felt the heat grow under his brown skin, spreading through him—

         “You don’t have much love for this job, I see.”

         Ash stood and whirled around, heart hammering. He let go of the flower and dropped it to the dirt. It was in full bloom, just as he’d imagined, dew on his hand. Frank stood behind him in his usual workwear overalls, hands in his pockets. The man was almost seven feet tall, but he snuck around like a cat. Ash couldn’t be convinced that Frank wasn’t also secretly practicing alchemy and hadn’t simply materialized out of thin air.

         Ash gave what he hoped was a charming, sheepish grin worthy of forgiveness. That grin, plus his floppy brown curls and big brown eyes, had gotten him out of trouble before once or twice. “Saw that, did you?”

         Frank was often in a foul mood, but it was made even fouler now. “You must not have any love for your freedom, either,” he said.

         “I didn’t know anyone was here.” But even Ash knew that was a sorry excuse. 4

         “Maybe you could try explaining that to the Kendrick,” Frank said, not even the hint of a smile on his face. Ash sometimes felt that Frank took it upon himself to be a fatherlike figure a little too much.

         “You wouldn’t call the reds on me, would you?” Ash asked. “You’d be down an assistant.”

         “I made do without you before,” Frank said. “I’ll be just fine without you again.”

         The two stood in silence for one long moment, staring each other down. Ash was used to being on his own, and he wasn’t very fond of obeying anyone—but Ash needed this job, and besides, Ash appreciated Frank and his gruff straightforwardness. It was a breath of fresh air, in a place like this.

         “Sorry,” Ash said. “It won’t happen again.”

         Frank eyed Ash as if he wanted to continue his lecture, but thankfully he only gave a nod before he carried on across the lawn, disappearing into the haze. That’s often how the man operated: like an unaware energy that had forgotten it was no longer alive, walking from one dimension and into the next. Ash sighed, dusting his hands off on his cotton overalls, and pushed the wobbling barrow in the opposite direction, back toward the greenhouse.

         Ash had been technically hired as a domestic of the college to fold sheets and wash dishes in the kitchen, but Frank, for some unknown reason, had taken the boy under his wing in the past few months, asking for his assistance with various groundskeeping tasks. Even if Ash was annoyed at the man, he was also grateful. He preferred to be outside, hands in the dirt, than in the shadows of the college’s corridors, hiding from the gaggles of laughing students and the professors with their cold stares.

         It wasn’t quite that they eyed Ash like he was mud tracked onto expensive rugs, or that they insulted him in the halls, though that did happen, too, a whispered sneer about the state of his clothes and hair, and oh, yes, the one girl who had laughingly said that 5Ash would be cute, if he wasn’t so short and didn’t smell like fertilizer. It was more that, for the most part, they didn’t even look at him at all. It was as if Ash was invisible to them, or that he didn’t exist; that he wasn’t even worthy of enough attention to show disgust, let alone respect.

         Ash had applied to Lancaster. Just a year before, he had saved enough sterling from his part-time job at the docks to send off an application and take the entrance exams. He’d worked hard for years before that—hours of studying alone at night, bent over texts, because he’d convinced himself that he could have a shot at becoming a student of the college. Any and all financial need would’ve been met if he’d been accepted, and he would’ve greatly increased his chances of passing the license examination. Ash had tried to earn an alchemist license before on his own, without studying at Lancaster, but the sheet of paper had been designed to only allow an elite few to pass with its endless, ever-changing questions about random trivia focusing on the history of alchemy and technique of various tiers. The exam didn’t let Ash show what he could do, prove that he deserved to pass—and so he’d failed each of the three times he took the test.

         With a license, Ash could find a job in alchemy, doing something he actually loved—and with the money he earned, he could’ve applied to any of the eight Houses. His life would’ve changed. But it quickly became clear that it didn’t matter what Ash did, or how talented he was, or how hard he worked. He would never belong. Thank you for applying to the Lancaster College of Alchemic Science. Unfortunately, due to the high number of applicants … The thought alone filled Ash with shame, the fact that he’d believed someone like him could make it into some fancy college for magic.

         It was a cruel irony that Ash ended up working at the college instead. That was something alchemists often wrote about in the texts he’d read: the infinite universe as understood through the finite human brain was a tapestry of threads that often paralleled 6one another, synchronicities sometimes appearing as cosmic jokes. Ash hated his job and the constant reminder that he wasn’t seen as good enough, but it was the only one he’d been able to find that offered a decent enough wage. And Hain. Yes, that had been a part of Ash’s decision to apply to the college and to take this job, too. But now that he had seen Gresham Hain in person, Ash realized that he was too much of a coward to meet his father. Meeting Hain had been his only accomplishable goal in life, and now even that he couldn’t achieve. It was a depressing realization.

         The barrow squeaked as Ash pushed it along the path lined by buildings, toward the campus gardens and the glass greenhouse. Ash’s stomach grumbled as he entered. He couldn’t help it—he was often hungry, especially after practicing alchemy. Ash and Frank kept their tools hung up and leaning against the far wall, and long tables held pots of seedlings that were Ash’s babies, cared for until he planted them in the ground. Ash exchanged the wheelbarrow and gloves for a rusting watering can. He heaved it up into a sink, water gushing from the faucet and into the opening until it was full.

         The campus buildings had ornate white stone and stained glass windows along green paths of damp grass and dirt that lined the main courtyard and its lawn. Ash had practically every room and office memorized. He knew that Vanderbilt Hall’s dusty, shadowed, and mostly abandoned classrooms were where students sometimes liked to shut doors and have their fun, from the sound of giggles and groans; that it was better to avoid the Trumbull Tower late at night, when certain energies had a habit of playing the piano that was left in storage, taking pleasure in startling whoever was near, laughter echoing through the realms whenever Ash jumped at the sudden banging of keys.

         Ash also knew that the Giddings Library held some of the rarest texts on energy alchemy: electrodynamics, manifestation, nonphysical explorations of the quantum, and more—all once known as magic. Ash had always had an unquenchable curiosity 7for the science of magic. He wasn’t a student nor a professor and so would swiftly lose his job if he were ever caught, but sometimes he couldn’t help but stay on campus late at night and steal through the stacks long after the library closed, learning what he could by moonlight.

         Magic was an outdated term, used rarely, though Ash found he liked the energy of the word. Magic. The word implied universes unknown and adventures undiscovered, power unfulfilled and possibilities that were endless. Magic was once thought to only be gifted to the unique or special, the chosen ones. Now it was commonly known that every single person in the world had the capability to become an alchemist.

         Legally, however—the House Alexander had created the law almost a century before that only licensed alchemists were allowed to practice energy of the higher tiers. The first tier was legal for all—it was the energy of existence, of breathing and blinking and feeling, not something any human could really help. The second, the tier of channeling more energy past a standard measured point, was still legal without a license, too. It was the kind of alchemic practice that was usually seen among artists and musicians and dancers and athletes—the sort of alchemy that would have an audience whispering that the performer had a certain glow as they performed.

         Tier three and upward, however, required a license. Ash tried and failed to ignore the bitterness that spiked in his chest. Yes, emotions such as anger and resentment were energy, too, and he was embarrassed that he couldn’t figure out how to transmute and release these emotions so that he wouldn’t feel so trapped by them. All the texts he read gave the same instructions, but no matter how he tried, he struggled to accept where he was in life and find joy in small pleasures. There was still so much potential he had, so many impossible dreams he hadn’t yet reached. Attending Lancaster, receiving his license, finally being looked at with respect. But that was all they were. Impossible daydreams.

         As Ash arrived at Boylston Hall, he realized he’d been 8distracted by his many thoughts and taken too long on the walk from the gardens. He only had a few minutes before the bell rang and the corridors filled with students, something he preferred to avoid. Ash dragged the watering can up the steps, pushing open the heavy front doors with his back.

         Not all the buildings of Lancaster were extravagant—Ash had been surprised to see the faded wallpaper and scuffed floorboards of various Halls, the college at times keeping its older charm—but Boylston was the main manor of the campus. It was practically a fortress towering over the courtyard, filled with a mixture of offices and lounges and classrooms, with shining white marble floors and golden ornamental wallpaper. Ash’s first destination was a sitting room for guests. He watered the large-leafed monstera in the corner before he moved on to the administrator’s office where five older adults sat at their desks, barely giving Ash a glance as he watered the pothos plants, careful not to let a drop fall onto the stacks of papers. In a small private library for instructors, where Ash couldn’t help but stare at the titles of each of the cracking faded covers, he watered the hanging philodendron.

         Ash was just thinking to himself, rather proudly, that he’d managed to whip through this errand without the bell ringing when he entered the lounge. It was usually empty at this time of the day, but now, for some unknown reason, there were students. One sat at the chess table on the side, playing a game by herself, while two more students sat on the sofas in front of the dim fireplace, speaking lowly. They all wore the college’s uniform of plaid pants and tucked-in, buttoned-up shirts and ties. Ash stopped at the door’s threshold. It slammed shut behind him on its own, grabbing the students’ attention. They glanced over with some surprise, then gave Ash the familiar look—the oh, it’s no one realization, eyes sweeping from his face and down to his shoes, before they turned away again, back to their conversation and solo chess match.

         Ash hesitated. He knew firsthand how cruel the students of 9Lancaster could be when they were bored, and even worse was that, no matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t fight back—not if he wanted to keep his job. But Ash had already pissed Frank off enough for the day, so he took a deep breath as he walked to the spider plant on the fireplace’s mantel, raising the watering can above his head with trembling arms.

         “Anyone could travel to a realm of another density,” one boy on the sofa said snidely. He was interchangeable with any number of students on campus. He had yellow hair and light-colored eyes and an air of wealth about him. He raised his chin as he spoke, as if he had an implicit understanding of his own worth that Ash wasn’t sure he would ever find for himself. “Haven’t you read the teachings of Henry Bates?”

         Ash’s ears perked up. He’d just finished a text by Henry Bates a few nights ago. Over a century before, the man had theorized that, because the universe was a complex woven system of infinite realms, and humans were a part of this universe, then humans could also travel to those realms, leaving their physical bodies behind—if they had enough alchemic power to do so, anyway.

         “Yes, of course I have,” the other brown-haired student said. “You aren’t the only one attending this college.”

         “It sometimes feels like I am.”

         The stories Ash heard painted the higher realms as universes containing an endless number of worlds and dimensions, too infinite for the human mind to comprehend. Ash had tried to reach the higher realms, but this was tier-six alchemy, the most difficult form of all, and he’d only ended the night with a headache. Some famed alchemists claimed to have been successful over the past few decades, but there wasn’t any way to prove that they were telling the truth. There were the darker stories, too—tales of alchemists who’d lost their minds in their attempts, caught between dimensions and unable to return to the physical realm.

         “I’m not saying it’s impossible,” the student argued defensively. “Only that it would take years of training if it was. The physical 10body is too much of a manifestation in this reality to drop it and enter the nonphysical realms easily.”

         He was repeating lines from a text Ash had read a year or so ago now, by another scholar whose name Ash was forgetting. Ash slowly lowered the watering can as he listened.

         “You’re mistaking your definition of you with your physical body. If you have a true connection to Source, then you’ll realize that you are Source,” the other student said, “and so anything you imagine can be created and become reality.”

         Ash almost rolled his eyes. Yes, the boy was right, of course—but it was such an overused phrase that it felt unoriginal and pretentious to repeat now. The line was seen in nearly every single text on alchemy, this constant reminder that everything in existence was a conscious extension of Source—

         “Can we help you?”

         Ash looked up, startled. The two boys were watching Ash. He realized he had stopped to listen to them so intently that he’d been staring at their shoes. He hesitated, then shook his head quickly.

         “No,” he said. “No—I was just leaving.”

         He tried to do just that, making his way to the exit, but the yellow-haired boy held up his hand. “Hold on,” he said, and Ash hated that he had no choice but to do as he was told. As an employee of the college, it had been made clear that he was expected to follow any orders given by the students and professors.

         Ash clutched the watering can’s handle so tightly that his knuckles ached. The boy stood slowly, several heads taller than Ash. “Weren’t you ever taught that it’s rude to eavesdrop?” he asked. “Especially as a servant.”

         The brown-haired boy sneered from the couch. “Listening in on conversations isn’t exactly a part of your job description, is it?”

         Ash tried to swallow the fire burning inside him. “I’m not a servant.”

         “What was that?” 11

         “I’m the groundskeeper’s assistant,” he said more loudly, ignoring the small voice that whispered at him to stop. “I’m not a servant. And even if I was …”

         “Even if you were …?” the blonde boy said, smile growing even as his eyes narrowed. “Well? Go on.”

         It pained Ash, knowing that he could run alchemic circles around both boys if he’d been given the chance. The words were on the tip of his tongue. I’d still deserve respect. But fear found him first. Source, why was he such a coward?

         The two students laughed at his silence. Entertainment, Ash realized—that’s all he was.

         “Groundskeeper’s assistant,” the blonde repeated. “You should be out on the grounds, then. Not here, interrupting our conversation.”

         Ash nodded, hating himself and the words he bit out of his mouth. “Yes. You’re right.”

         “An apology, perhaps?” the blonde suggested.

         Disgust and humiliation raged through Ash. “I’m sorry,” he heard himself say. “It won’t happen again.”

         The yellow-haired boy nodded slowly, eyeing him. Ash stared back, unable to hide the anger that smoldered through him, even as he was afraid that the boy would, on a whim, decide to alert the college and have him fired. Luckily it seemed to be too much effort for the student, maybe already bored with Ash’s presence. He sat back down on the couch with another lazy gesture. “You’re dismissed.”

         Ash nodded and hurried from the room, trying not to outright run, ashamed that he’d depended so much on the boy’s mercy. Ash often wondered what the true definition of power was. Some alchemists claimed that power was Source—feeling aligned to the energy within all beings, the oneness of all creation, seen and unseen, infinite and unending, and knowing without any doubt that he was as powerful as the universe itself. But if that was the case, and Ash was as powerful as these alchemists claimed, then 12why were there so many people who had the power to decide if Ash was worthy or not?

         There were few professors’ offices with plants that needed Ash’s watering, but one had so many that the space felt more like a jungle. Ash’s nerves spiked as he came to the door. The wooden nameplate read Ramsay Thorne. The Thorne name was infamous, connected to a gruesome past that Ash preferred not to think about. He couldn’t help but feel vibrations of fear whenever he came to this office. Ash was lucky to have never met Ramsay Thorne, but he’d glimpsed the professor from across campus. He’d never seen Thorne without a scowl, and the professor was avoided by everyone, from what Ash could tell—workers and students and other professors alike.

         He took a deep breath and pushed the door open. The heavy curtains were pulled shut, only a sliver of white light shining through, dust particles dancing past. The office’s faded Damascus wallpaper still had golden tints, and the floorboards were heavily scuffed and scratched, perhaps by shoes that had a tendency for pacing. The room was cramped, made even smaller by the bookshelves that lined the walls. The single mahogany desk was piled with towers of papers that threatened to collapse and even more books, many of them open and stacked on top of one another, breaking the spines, notes scrawled across the margins. The sight offended Ash. He so rarely had the opportunity to study texts that if he ever got his hands on a book, he treated it with special care, afraid to wrinkle a single page.

         And there were the plants themselves: ferns and clusters of snake plants and hanging vines from the top of the shelves. Ash knew from Frank that Thorne didn’t want anyone to come into his office at all, but that the professor so often traveled away from campus impromptu that someone was needed to look after the plants while he was away.

         It was as Ash was emptying the last of his watering can that something on the desk caught his eye. Ash often struggled to control 13his curiosity in this office. Fear was a large motivator—he couldn’t imagine being caught reading a book by an angry Ramsay Thorne. But today, there was a paper on top of all the mess, and the single stream that slipped in through the curtains shined upon the yellow parchment like a spotlight. Ash saw at the top, underlined several times, dis. book of source.

         He wasn’t sure what the dis. meant, but Ash knew about the myth of the Book of Source just as much as anyone who studied alchemy. Legend told that the Book of Source was a sacred text and that its reader would become an all-powerful alchemist, so aligned with Source that they’d be able to create entirely new realities, to live in their body immortally, to give and take away life with a single thought alone.

         It was just a legend, of course, a fairy tale. There was no proof that such a script ever existed, and even if it did, stories of the text had likely been mistranslated and exaggerated over the passing centuries. It was ridiculous to think that a single book could really offer a person so much power. Ash was surprised that someone like Thorne, a professor at a serious institution like Lancaster, would have notes about the Book of Source at all.

         Curiosity piqued, Ash bent closer to the paper to attempt to discern the messy scrawl.

         
            text = energy manifested—tethers power into this reality symbol of manifestation:

         

         And there was an odd shape drawn on the paper itself. It was a hexagonal pyramid, but one pyramid, pointing up, was on top of another, pointing down. The lines that defined the shape were like a cage, sketched in a bright blue pencil, unlike the messy notes taken in black ink. Ash held the paper up, inches from his face, as he inspected the shape. Ash didn’t always think his decisions through, and he was prone to taking unnecessary risks, but especially now he felt a rush of energy—an inspiration to create that 14overwhelmed reason. Maybe it was the same sort of inspiration that had poets running to find a piece of paper and a pen or a musician longing to touch their piano’s keys. Ash could see the shape even as he closed his eyes.

         Creation alchemy was tier four, one of the more difficult forms of alchemy. Alteration depended on taking a physical substance and matter and altering it, shifting it, with the imagination. But rarely—oh, so very rarely—an alchemist like Ash was able to pull enough physical substance from the air and atoms alone to create something new. Ash imagined each particle connecting to another, forming the thin line, the color, the angle of the shape. He felt his body heating with energy, felt as if he was rushing forward, as if time had sped up, and there was so much energy that he felt like laughing, as if his body couldn’t contain the heat and excitement and joy of creation, and he could feel chaos dancing at the edges of his mind also, the chaos that called to him, the chaos that he feared, because he could understand, too, how easily an alchemist’s mind could break if they entered into that unknown, just as so many had before him—

         Ash opened his eyes. The shape floated in the air. Ash plucked it and held it in his hand, warmth fading. The object was as small as a newly budded rose, silvery light cast on Ash’s skin before the glow died down as well. Its lines were thinner than Ash had imagined, and he hadn’t managed to pull enough physical matter to create the shape fully. But it was still there, this thing that he had made. He felt a soft pride as he smiled.

         “What’re you doing?”

         Ash’s smile dropped as he spun around. His heart stuttered as Ramsay Thorne stepped into the office.
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         Thorne wore a gray coat over an unwrinkled collared white shirt and black corset vest. His dark hair, tumbling to his shoulders and wet with dewdrops from the morning’s misty rain, was a stark contrast against his pale skin. Ash had heard that Professor Thorne graduated from the college at the obscenely young age of eighteen before he’d returned to Lancaster one year later as the youngest professor in the college’s history, despite the Thorne heir’s past. How could Lancaster even trust a Thorne enough to hire him?

         His brows were raised, eyes hooded with apparent boredom, as he looked Ash up and down and back up again.

         Ash froze. Even if he tried to speak, he wasn’t sure a sound would come out.

         “I asked you a question.” Thorne walked farther into his office and shrugged off his coat. “What,” he said again, dropping the coat onto the back of a chair, “are you doing?”

         Ash swallowed audibly. “Nothing. I wasn’t doing anything.” He clutched his creation in his hand, hidden behind his back. If Thorne saw it—saw with his own eyes that Ash had practiced alchemy—he would undoubtedly have Ash fired, possibly even arrested.

         But he’d clearly been doing something. The man looked away from Ash and to his desk, with its messy stacks of papers and books. “Were you practicing alchemy?” he said, voice low, some amusement coloring his tone. It wasn’t a particularly kind amusement.

         Ash’s breath caught in his throat. “I—no, I—” 16

         But alchemists tended to have senses that helped them feel when magic was in the air—and the higher the tier, the sharper the sense. Ash was more visual. He would see flashes of color and light in the aftereffects of alchemy. Others who were more auditory reported hearing the tendrils of sounds like instruments, and some described different tastes and smells. Ash wasn’t sure what the professor had seen or heard or smelled or tasted when he walked into his office, but it was clearly enough that he’d already known the answer to his own question.

         “But you’re not a student,” the professor said, as if Ash was a simple but annoying problem to an equation he was trying to solve. “And I’m assuming you have no license.”

         Ash hated that this was a correct assumption to make. “I was only looking at your desk,” he insisted, trying again, hoping that Thorne would doubt his senses. “I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry. I’ll leave—”

         Thorne gestured lazily. A sudden gust of wind slammed the door shut behind him. “It’s my responsibility, unfortunately, to alert the Kendrick.”

         Ash went cold. Frank had warned Ash that this would happen if he was caught, but it had never felt like a real threat until now. Ash was eighteen, so there wouldn’t be the excuse that he was a child who deserved leniency. In prison, he’d be under constant scrutiny, unable to get away with even the smallest vibration of alchemy. Ash knew that this would be the most painful punishment of all.

         “Please,” Ash said, voice now hoarse, though he had a sinking feeling that begging for mercy wouldn’t help. Thorne strode across the room to his desk, ignoring him. “Please, you have no reason to—”

         “No reason?” Thorne scoffed, pausing in disbelief to turn to Ash. “Imagine me, returning to my office, exhausted and still with a night’s worth of work to complete, only to find a strange boy has broken in and illegally practiced alchemy.” He turned 17back around again, shaking his head and muttering something that sounded like unbelievable beneath his breath.

         “I didn’t break in,” Ash insisted. “I’m the groundskeeper’s assistant. I was watering your plants.” He pointed with his free hand at the forgotten can on the floor as evidence.

         “Wonderful,” Thorne said, sarcasm flooding his voice as he reached for the telegraph machine, buried underneath paper on the corner of the desk. “One less crime to report.”

         Ash was desperate. “But if you call the Kendrick, you’ll have to deal with questioning and redguards and—”

         “Better to deal with all that,” Thorne said, “than risk it being discovered that I knew you illegally practiced alchemy. I’d have my license revoked.”

         Ash reached across the desk for Thorne’s hand as he picked up the receiver. Thorne made an appalled sound of the how dare you variety as he pulled away, but Ash continued. “Please, I’m sorry—”

         “Perhaps you should’ve considered how sorry you’d be before you broke the tier laws.”

         Ash’s annoyance splintered through his fear, or maybe he was angry because he was afraid. “But it’s a fucked-up law,” he argued, even as Thorne put the receiver to his ear. “Everyone should be able to practice alchemy.”

         The man’s smirk twitched. “Is that so?”

         Ash knew this wasn’t helping his case, but clearly begging for mercy wouldn’t help him, either. Maybe arguing for his freedom could make this professor budge. “We’re all made of energy,” Ash said quickly. “We all practice alchemy naturally, with every breath and every thought and emotion. To say that only a conveniently wealthy few can legally become alchemists is bullshit.”

         Ramsay watched Ash for one long moment, as if the equation had become more interesting. He put the receiver down with a click. Ash’s heart slammed against his chest as he tightened his fist behind his back. The professor leaned against the edge of his 18desk, arms and legs crossed as if this was nothing more than a casual classroom debate. “Don’t you think there are some who would be too dangerous to become alchemists?” he asked. “It wouldn’t be fair, would it? To put the general public at risk.”

         Ash thought it was ironic that a Thorne of all people was suggesting this, but then again, maybe it was because Ramsay was a Thorne that he was especially qualified to speak on the dangers of alchemy. “And none of the licensed alchemists of Kensington or Lancaster are dangerous?” Ash said with a small laugh. He sounded breathless. “They’re probably more so than anyone else.”

         “Do you honestly believe that?”

         “Yes,” Ash said. “The wealthy and powerful are willing to step on the backs of others to get where they are.”

         Thorne considered this, but only for a moment before he pushed off from the desk. “Maybe you’re right, but it doesn’t matter in the end,” he said, tossing up a hand that seemed to say, Oh, well, what can you do? “The law is still the law, and I won’t risk my position protecting a boy I don’t even—”

         He paused. Something had caught his eye. Ash looked behind him and saw that he stood in front of the sliver of the window not covered by the curtains, and that his hand was reflected.

         “What is that?” Ramsay asked quietly. “Behind your back.”

         Ash shook his head. “Nothing.”

         “Show it to me.”

         Ash was expected to do as ordered, but this he would not do.

         “I already know you’ve practiced alchemy. There’s no point in trying to hide the evidence,” Ramsay whispered. He spoke gently now, but his eyes were hungry and intense with energy. Ash swallowed and pulled out his hand. The blue hexagon glimmered. Ramsay stared at the object in Ash’s palm for a long moment, long enough that Ash couldn’t tell what Ramsay was thinking or feeling. The professor’s expression was carefully blank as he took a step closer and picked up the object with long fingers, then 19reached out for the paper on his desk, still staring at what Ash had created.

         “I—I don’t know, it was an interesting shape, and I felt inspired—”

         The look Ramsay gave him made Ash’s mouth snap shut. Ash began to fear he’d done something truly egregious besides breaking the law. Though he was afraid to ask, he pushed the words from his mouth. “What does it mean?”

         An annoyed twitch in the corner of Ramsay’s mouth was his only sign of emotion. “You created this,” he said.

         “Yes,” Ash agreed.

         “Creation is one of the most difficult forms of alchemy. Only licensed alchemists who’ve been studying for decades are at all successful.”

         Ash wasn’t sure what to say. Clearly, he wasn’t a licensed alchemist. It felt as if Ramsay was arguing against his very existence. “Well, I’m not one of them.”

         Ramsay clenched his jaw. “Who taught you alchemy?”

         “No one. I learned on my own.”

         Thorne seemed on the edge of a laugh, though the humor didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s completely unheard of. No one teaches themselves alchemy.”

         Ash’s annoyance was starting to catch up with him now, too. Thorne might’ve scared Ash, but it turned out the professor was just like anyone else at Lancaster: an arrogant dick. “Maybe it seems impossible to someone like you.”

         “Someone like me?”

         “Someone who doesn’t think anyone is talented or intelligent unless they’ve paid for it.”

         Ramsay’s eyebrows rose in surprise. Ash knew he’d said too much, especially if he hoped to get out of this unscathed.

         “You seem to have made a number of assumptions about me,” Thorne said, voice low. 20

         “And you haven’t made any assumptions about me?”

         Thorne gripped Ash’s creation in his hand, staring at him as if at a loss for words. Ash had a feeling that this was a rare occurrence.

         “Why?” Thorne finally asked.

         “Why what?”

         “Why have you taught yourself alchemy?”

         Exasperation ran through Ash. He raised his hands at nothing, unsure of how to answer that question. “Why do people teach themselves how to sing or dance or paint? I don’t know. I wanted to learn, so I did.”

         Thorne’s eyes had become hooded again, jaw clenched as he watched Ash, nodding slowly.

         Ash swallowed. Maybe there was still a chance he could get out of this. “Listen, I’m really sorry,” he said. “You can have that, if you want,” he offered, gesturing at Ramsay’s hand. Even if losing his creation pained him, it was nothing in comparison to losing his freedom. “And I promise I’ll never set foot in your office again.”

         The professor paused, still refusing to look away from Ash. It was unnerving. He seemed to be consumed by some internal conflict in the taut silence, so thick that Ash could practically feel the thoughts that swirled through the professor’s mind brushing against him.

         Finally, Ramsay spoke. “The universe is a woven tapestry, made of threads of energy streams that we think of as life,” he said, “with Source aware of each and every single string.”

         Ash squinted in confusion. “Okay,” he said, unsure of why Ramsay was telling him this.

         “There are often synchronicities in our organized universe,” the professor continued, maybe not realizing or caring how odd he seemed. “Moments when we might think that something is a coincidence but is actually Source delivering what was asked, because we are, after all, Source as well, creating our own reality with our thoughts and desires.” 21

         Ash gave up on understanding where this was headed altogether and simply watched the professor as he began to pace back and forth. The man was unpredictable, swinging from one end of the emotional spectrum to the next without any warning or explanation. Ash wasn’t sure if this would prove to be a good or bad thing. Energy began to grow in the room as Thorne paced. It felt like a storm, a blast of wind, might rip through at any moment, creating a vortex of loose papers and throwing books to the floor. Ramsay spun to Ash suddenly, and Ash took one decidedly long step back.

         “A man complaining that he doesn’t have the house he wants may be dismayed to find the home he currently owns has burned down, but was that not Source delivering what he requested? Now he’s on the path to the house of his dreams.”

         Ash dared to ask a question. “Am—am I the house?”

         “In a sense,” Thorne said, eyes narrowing into a slightly more condescending gaze. Ash suspected that Ramsay was impressed he’d kept up, though Ash wasn’t sure if this was a compliment or an insult.

         “I have needed … assistance,” Ramsay said, “for some time.”

         “Assistance?” Ash repeated.

         Thorne held up the hexagon. “In my meditations I saw that, when this object entered physical reality, it would be a sign that Source has woven one important, life-changing thread with mine. I’m assuming that you—you, what is your name, anyhow?”

         Ash considered lying, but he knew that Ramsay would figure out the truth once he asked enough questions around campus. “Ashen Woods, but I go by Ash—”

         “I believe that you, Mr. Woods,” Ramsay continued, “are the help I’ve needed.”

         Ash’s head was spinning with the overload of information. He frowned as he watched Ramsay walk back to his desk and return the paper to its proper place on top of the mess. “Why would I be that thread?” 22

         “This is an independent project,” Ramsay said, ignoring Ash’s question. “It’s unfunded by the college, and it’s not something I can give you the details on, for the simple reason that I don’t know or trust you.”

         “But you want my help?”

         “Yes,” Ramsay said.

         “You want my help with a project that I’m not allowed to know anything about?”

         “Yes,” Ramsay said again, as if this was perfectly reasonable.

         Ash glanced at the paper on Ramsay’s desk. “Does it have something to do with the Book of Source?”

         Ramsay’s gaze cut into him. He was quiet for a long while, silent and cold enough that Ash began to regret his question. “What do you know about the Book of Source?”

         “Nothing, except for what the legend says.” Ash watched Ramsay’s blank expression carefully. “But that’s all it is, right? A legend.”

         “That depends on who you ask, I suppose.”

         It was clear to Ash that, if he were to ask Ramsay, he would say that the Book of Source was very real.

         Ash wasn’t sure what to believe. It was like hearing that dragons existed after all, a childhood tale come to life. If the Book really did exist, and it was able to make its reader an all-powerful being, more powerful than any human to have ever lived, then it was also incredibly dangerous and would be better off burned, ashes scattered to the wind. Still, at just the thought of seeing the Book, having all his questions answered and being handed a path to such power, Ash’s heart began to beat just a little harder.

         “But what do you want with the Book of Source?” Ash asked.

         Ramsay only eyed Ash for a moment before he said, “Enough questions for the day, I think.” He closed his hand around the object and sat at the chair behind his desk, throwing his feet up onto its corner. “I need your answer. You’ll either assist me with my plan or not. I’m keeping this, by the way.” 23

         Ash crossed his arms. “I think I deserve to know a few more details before I agree to do anything with you.”

         Ramsay cocked a single brow and met his eye, and Ash began to put two and two together, perhaps more slowly than he should have.

         “Are you going to blackmail me?” Ash said, voice lower with anger now.

         “Blackmail? No, no,” Ramsay said. “I’m merely going to suggest that you agree to work with me, and in exchange, I will not let your employer or House Kendrick know that you’ve illegally practiced alchemy.”

         “So, blackmail.”

         “If that’s what you would prefer to call it.”

         Ash’s anger was sometimes difficult to control. It could be as sudden as a lightning strike and could similarly leave behind a trail of destruction in its path. He hated being taken advantage of, hated being used—and especially by a conceited House heir like Ramsay Thorne.

         Ramsay’s smile dropped. Maybe he sensed the impending danger. “Another deal could be made,” he added.

         Ash frowned. “What sort of deal?”

         Ramsay lifted his chin. “Clearly you are—talented,” he landed on. “Not many would be able to pull off what you did today, especially for someone who has never received proper schooling.”

         “It depends on what you mean by proper,” Ash said.

         “I didn’t mean to suggest—” Ramsay paused, then started again. “You never attended a private institution.”

         “That’s right,” Ash said. He didn’t like Thorne’s arrogant gaze.

         “You’ve gone without any formal training in a college, and yet …” Ramsay glanced at the object in his hand again. “I’ve never seen so much raw power before in all my years at Lancaster.”

         Warmth filled Ash. He’d spent many lonely nights reading texts he’d stolen from bookstores or taken from the college’s 24library without ever once hearing an ounce of praise. He was ashamed that some part of him was pleased hearing validation from a conceited House heir. “What’s your point?”

         He didn’t expect Ramsay’s next words. “I can teach you,” he said.

         Ash didn’t think he’d heard Ramsay correctly. “What?”

         “I could teach you in exchange,” Ramsay told him. “If you assist me in my project—”

         “Which I still haven’t been told anything about—”

         “Yes, precisely—then I’ll teach you what I can. I’ll help you learn alchemy. I can even prepare you for the license exam, too, if you’d like.”

         Ash felt a jolt of excitement at the thought. A professor at Lancaster would know what he’d need to memorize to pass the written exam, and Thorne was even offering to teach him alchemy on top of it all. But … “Just a few minutes ago, you were going to send me off with the reds,” Ash said. “Now you want to illegally teach me alchemy so that I’ll help you?”

         “Yes, yes,” Ramsay said dismissively, waving a hand back and forth. “I’m a self-seeking, egotistical narcissist who doesn’t actually care about the law, especially when it comes to my selfish ambitions. What’s your answer?”

         Ash felt his own desire bubbling up and threatening to boil over, but he was still uncertain. He shook his head. “It’s too risky. What if we’re caught?”

         “It seems like you’re looking for a reason to refuse my offer,” Ramsay said, and sounded disappointed for it. “I was under the impression that you want to learn.”

         “I did—I do—”

         “We would take certain measures,” he interrupted. “I would ensure your safety. As long as we’re in agreement, you will be under my protection. Now, what will be your next excuse?” Ramsay asked. “How will you try to convince me and yourself that this is the path you’re not meant to take because you’re too much of a coward?” 25

         Ash watched, slack-mouthed, as Ramsay stood, taking his time as he crossed the office and stopped in front of Ash, staring down at him. “Well?” Thorne asked, voice quieter now, desperation in his eyes. “Do you agree?”

         Ash wanted to say no—wanted to watch Thorne’s smug face fall. But his body had betrayed him. At the suggestion that Ramsay might teach Ash alchemy—that he could potentially receive a license of his own, even if it was a far-fetched plan—it felt as if Ash had been delivered exactly what he’d wanted most in life, too. Maybe Ramsay was on to something, and Source really had orchestrated this scene just so that their lives would collide.

         “Yes,” he said, feeling as if the word had pushed itself out of his mouth. “I agree.”
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         The sitting room was damp, its walls slick with mold. Dying embers in a fireplace flickered. The room smelled rotten, like blood had soaked into the carpet. Sir Pentridge Val was nervous, unwilling to meet Hain’s eye, sweating and pale and already a ghost.

         The two men spoke. Val wiped his brow and looked as if his heart would beat itself to death, but Gresham only stood with his back turned, hands clasped behind him.

         “You don’t even have information on where it’s hidden.”

         “This is the only option.”

         “How do you know with any certainty this will work? So many deaths—”

         “You agreed to assist me, Sir Val, did you not?”

         “In funding the search, yes—but this—”

         “There’s too much at risk for you to back out now.”

         But the man shook his head. “I don’t want any part. I refuse to have a hand in a massacre.”

         Val started to turn away, but Gresham reached out and grasped his neck. Val gagged. He couldn’t breathe. Even after Hain let go, there was something lodged in his throat. Val coughed, and a flower petal fell. He looked up with wide eyes, a shadow falling across his killer’s face. He gasped for air, reaching into his mouth, fingers digging. He gagged as he pulled out a peony. But still there were more, petals and unfurling flowers falling from his tongue. He sank to his knees, hands grasping his neck. Hain watched until the light left the man’s eyes.27

         
            *

         

         Lancaster College’s campus stood on the outskirts of Kensington in the suburban neighborhood of Wynnesgrove, with its tree-lined cobblestoned pathways and white town houses that had windows with curtains of lace. It was an hour-long walk home. Ash could have taken the trolley, but it was three sterling each way, and he preferred to save his coin for rent instead. He ducked his head as he walked through the wealthy neighborhood, afraid to meet anyone’s eye, scared that someone would stop him and demand to know what he was doing there with a threat to call the reds. It was only when the houses became a little smaller and the trees began to disappear that he breathed more easily. He reached the iron bridge that crossed the gray river, into his borough of Hedge.

         Hedge was essentially its own city, even larger than Kensington, if only because there were more people with nowhere to go. Ash followed the raised railways. A train clanged by overhead with a rhythmic pounding on the tracks until it screeched away. Abandoned apartments had boarded windows. People looked over their shoulders. Factories burned smoke in the distance so that the blue skies had turned a lifeless slate gray. Ash hurried through the roads of cracked pavement, knowing which ones to avoid. Calls echoed through the streets, and Ash paused when he saw a group wearing the white robes of House Lune. Its followers marched and shouted about the Creator and his enemies, though who they were yelling to, Ash couldn’t tell. “Repent!” one man leading the group shouted. “Burn away your sins! Hang the alchemists, and save them from their ills!”

         A familiar anger spiked through Ash, but what good would it do for him to pick a fight with a group of Lune followers? If they found out he was a practicing alchemist, they would become a mob, and he’d end the night with a rope tied around his neck. He ducked his head as he pushed past the crowd that’d gathered to watch.

         “Alchemy is a sickness,” the man continued to the cheers of white-robed followers. “It’s against nature to steal the energy of 28the Creator, to manipulate the gift of life for selfish human greed! Alchemists are a danger to this world—”

         Ash burst through the crowd and turned the corner into an alley. He leaned against the wall, held up his palms, and waited for them to stop shaking. It shouldn’t surprise him, how much strangers hated him for existing, but still, their hatred always managed to take his breath away. He inhaled slowly, let out a shaky exhale, and continued on.

         He passed lines of row houses until he reached his own. His apartment was on the second floor of a box of faded red brick, packed into a street of abandoned storefronts and pubs. It was the same home his mother had died in. Ash had seen it coming. Didn’t mean it hurt any less.

         He stomped up the creaking stairs and unlocked his door. The apartment wasn’t much to look at, but it was still home. It had one room, with a kitchen that had a single counter and a rusting refrigerator and stove and a table where he ate and did his studies. There was a mattress pushed into the corner beside a fraying couch. The walls were plastered with research notes that Ash’s mother had once complained about.

         Ash’s mom hadn’t been like the conservatives who wanted to outlaw alchemy altogether, but she didn’t see the purpose in practicing it, either. She’d never understood why Ash loved magic so much. Ash assumed it was a similar reason to why musicians loved instruments, or why sculptors loved clay. She hadn’t understood the physical pain that would grow in Ash’s chest the longer he went without letting light emit from his hands.

         Ash stripped off his shirt and sighed in relief as he unlaced his black binder. He had tried a thousand times to flatten his chest with alchemy, but human bodies were too complex manifestations of Source and, outside of injuries and illness, couldn’t be permanently altered. His corset binder was several years too old and the lace was fraying, but it would have to do. He kicked off his shoes and dropped onto his mattress. He was surrounded by 29books. Books he’d found on the sidewalks, books he’d borrowed from libraries, and a few he’d stolen, too. Some were books that his father had written. Gresham Hain had popularized the connection between divinity—Source—and the science of magic.

         Hain had delivered the basics of alchemy to the masses. Whereas before, the average person like Ash believed that alchemy was only for the rich and powerful, thanks to Hain, more and more began to understand that they were alchemy. He explained that chaos was the original spark of energy, from which Source became aware of its own consciousness and created the universe. Chaos, in a sense, was Source: a raw explosion of energy that then organized into the threads of existence. Two sides of the same coin. Ash sometimes felt the original spark that was at the core of life and alchemy. He wanted to reach for that spark when he practiced, to feel its unfiltered power—but chaos was also dangerous to tap into, alchemists sometimes losing themselves in the uncontained, limitless energy.

         Hain wrote that because Source was created from energy, and every vibration in the universe was a part of Source, this meant that every living being was Source as well. To understand Source, and your role in this magnificent universe, is to look at a tapestry. Each thread weaves together to create the whole; but I suppose the single thread believes it is separate as well. 

         This was considered blasphemous by House Lune, who taught their followers to praise Source as the Creator, a divinity outside of themselves and not within. Many Lune followers were the most steadfast of the conservatives and claimed that the founder of their House, Sinclair Lune, would one day return to life and smite all alchemists and other forms of evil from the earth.

         When you see that we are all Source, all divinity, all fragments of the Creator, then you also see how each and every one of us is fundamentally deserving and worthy. But Gresham Hain was a hypocrite. Weren’t all the great men? He had impregnated a twenty-year-old servant when he was twice her age, ignored the letters she had 30sent begging for help, and left her to die, abandoning her and her child. Maybe this had been why Samantha Woods couldn’t stand magic. It’d reminded her too much of Ash’s father.

         Ash sat up on the edge of his mattress, hugging his knees, hands sore from a day’s work. Ash hadn’t even been sure what he would do when he met his father. He imagined attacking the man, screaming at him to acknowledge Ash as his son, to apologize for abandoning him and his mother. Now he could see that wanting to meet his dad had been childish, a boy’s dream. What had he thought? That the man would apologize and, overcome by love, pull Ash into his arms?

         Now what? The question echoed through him. Meeting his father for the first time had been his only achievable goal for so long, for so much of his eighteen years, that Ash wasn’t sure what else he had to live for.

         But now a new goal was beginning to grow. His daydreams didn’t seem so impossible anymore. Ramsay Thorne’s offer to teach him alchemy wasn’t just a coincidence. Ash hadn’t been accepted to Lancaster, but he would still find a way to earn his license. He’d become one of the most powerful alchemists of the state. Ash would force his father to look at him, to see him and bow his head in respect. He would force his father to acknowledge that Ashen Woods was his son, and to realize that Ash had been worthy of so much more.

         Ash sighed as he flopped back onto the mattress. The day had been more exciting than usual, and it’d taken a lot out of him. But even then, he couldn’t help but reach for the nearest text, flip it open, and begin his studies for the night—and this time, he searched for any mention of the Book of Source.

         
            *

         

         Ash bit back a bleary-eyed yawn as he stomped out of his apartment complex’s door the next morning, stuffing his hands into his green jacket. The sun hadn’t even risen yet, but unloading at the 31docks before heading to the college was a quick part-time job that would ensure he made rent—assuming that the manager didn’t cut Ash’s pay, anyway. There were enough people desperate for work that he could get away with it.

         Tobin was waiting outside, finishing the last of a cigarette. His usual lighthearted grin had been replaced with a clenched-jaw frown. Sure, things had been awkward between them for a few months, but this was different. Tobin was miffed. He had been ever since Ash applied to the college, and the tension only got worse when Ash started working there. Ash could’ve explained that his father was a professor, but the topic of Gresham Hain felt especially vulnerable and not something he could speak about, even to Tobin.

         “Trying to get us fired?” Tobin said as a greeting.

         “Sorry,” Ash grumbled. “Overslept.” He locked up, pocketed his key, and they were on their way.

         Tobin was taller, bulkier, slower in his movements and his nervous glances, while Ash was shorter and leaner. Helpful, when it came to quick escapes. Ash and Tobin had spent a few months in a juvenile detention center together when they were twelve—Tobin had been thrown in for beating his stepfather to hell and back, and Ash had been caught stealing a book. They became inseparable. Fought for each other when no one else would. Tobin would watch Ash’s back while he stole extra rations, and Ash would kick the shins of any kid who tried to mess with Tobin and race away before they could catch him. The pair made a good team. When they got out a few months later, they’d cut their palms open and had a bloody handshake, a promise that they were willing to die for each other, leaving identical scars behind. It was the kind of promise only kids would make, but still, it meant something to Ash. Friends were hard to find in a place like Hedge.

         Tobin flicked the end of the cigarette to the ground. “Can’t believe I let you convince me to take this job.”

         Ash couldn’t meet his eye. How long had it been since that disastrous night, and he was still embarrassed? “It’s good money.” 32

         “Could’ve made better money if we joined Baron,” Tobin said.

         “Baron? He’d just use you until you’re knifed in the gut in some alley.”

         “Not if I’m smart about it.”

         “Right,” Ash said with a grin. “That’s the problem.” He laughed and dodged a hand that aimed to smack the back of his head.

         Tobin rolled his eyes, but at least he was smiling now, too. “Think I can’t survive Baron? Can’t be any harder than what we’re dealing with now.”

         Most guys like Ash and Tobin who lived in Hedge ended up working for Baron, pledging themselves to the gang like it was a House, and in a way, maybe it was. Maybe that’s what the Houses were, too: gangs, but with more money and the power to say that they weren’t. Ash had managed to resist pledging to Baron so far, and he hoped he would never have to.

         “Only other option is to walk south,” Tobin said. “Cross into the Union.” New Anglia hadn’t been to war with its bordering states in almost two hundred years, but none of the neighboring nations were particularly friendly to Anglians, since land had been stolen, the territory expanding to the south and west. Colonization at its finest.

         “Come on. Our lives aren’t so bad, right?”

         “Waking up before sunrise is pretty shitty in my book.”

         Ash shrugged. “Well, you don’t have to come if you don’t want to.”

         Tobin let out a weary puff of steam. “And hear tomorrow that you were found hanging from the railways for pissing off the wrong person?”

         Ash smirked, relieved at the truce Tobin offered, as miniscule as it was. “I’m a fast runner. When have I ever gotten caught?”

         “First time for everything,” Tobin muttered.

         Ash and Tobin weaved through the city streets, avoiding the groups of men crowding around corners. The narrow alleys and lanes had big round cobblestones, slippery after a late-night rain 33shower. A putrid smell and the buzzing of flies gave Ash and Tobin enough warning to cross the street and cover their noses and mouths with the ends of their shirts. On the other side, a swollen corpse hung from his neck on the side of a crumbling wall, a sign reading that he had offended the Creator, though it was impossible to tell the crime.

         There was silence, but only for a moment. Tobin was never comfortable with quiet, even when he was angry. “If you could join any of the Houses, which would you pledge to?” It was an old question he’d asked Ash a million times when they were kids, the sort of question that was made of dreams of a better future.

         “If I had the money to pledge to any of the Houses, you mean?” Joining a House had its costs: There would be the application fee and, if accepted, the entrance fee, along with the monthly taxes—and the more popular the House, the more expensive. It could be upward of a thousand sterling per month. Ash was lucky if he made the two hundred sterling he needed for rent. Lune was the only House that allowed followers to join for free, though they requested tithes and donations.

         Tobin grinned. “If you had the money to pledge to a House, you wouldn’t be in Hedge.”

         “And that’s the truth,” Ash mumbled.

         “I’d probably go with Kendrick,” Tobin said. “Become a red who does the chasing instead of being chased for once.”

         Ash snorted, but he couldn’t blame Tobin—that desire for power was intoxicating sometimes. People could join any of the eight Houses because it was what they wanted to accomplish in life: to be a merchant in House Galahad, or to become a healer in House Adelaide; to study history and language in House Alder, or to go through combat training and become a redguard in House Kendrick. The Houses were an automatic in to the upper classes and social circles where grifters like Ash would never be welcome. But pledges went beyond life paths and careers. There was an old idea that with each House, you could find your people: 34those who had the same dreams, the same morals and values, sometimes even similar personalities. You could find your true family. But in that case, in a way, being Houseless meant that Ash had found his people, too: the ones everyone else had decided weren’t worth acceptance.

         “Speaking of Houses,” Tobin said. “Did you hear some lord got killed by the docks? He was a cousin to one of the Heads.”

         Ash frowned. “What was a House lord doing down there?”

         Tobin shrugged. “Who knows? But now reds are all over the place. They don’t give a fuck about Hedge until one of their own is killed.” He frowned, as if lost in thought for a moment. “People are saying flowers were stuck in his throat.”

         “Flowers?” Something clenched in Ash’s chest. Sounded like alchemy.

         Tobin wouldn’t meet his eye. “Another reason for people to hate alchemists, I guess.”

         Tobin could secretly practice alchemy if he wanted to, just like Ash and any human being who breathed—but, well, sometimes Ash feared that Tobin might believe the people who said alchemy was evil, even if he never told Ash to his face.
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         Ramsay had been loved, once. The Thorne name was one of the lesser dynastic lines, yes, but it was a House family all the same. She’d been a part of the group that pranced around her boarding school campus, eating together in the dining hall and studying together in the library in full view of everyone who envied them. Ramsay had been so naïve, then.

         “I need to speak with you, Ms. Thorne.”

         She was sixteen years old at the time. She followed the dean into the woman’s office and sat in front of the desk, confused. This was the first time she understood what it meant to be looked at with disgust.

         “There’s been an incident.”

         “An incident?” Ramsay repeated.

         “Your parents,” the dean began. She clenched her jaw. Ramsay could feel the dean’s waves of emotion. Rage twisted with grief. “Your parents have done something horrible.”

         Ramsay felt like she was falling. Her voice was hoarse. “What happened?”

         She insisted on attending their execution. It was in Kensington Square, in the heart of a city of white brick roads and grand stone architecture. Ramsay didn’t have an opportunity to say goodbye. The Kendrick redguards wouldn’t let her near the prison where her parents were kept. She stood in front of the gallows and forced herself to watch as they were marched forward, hands bound. Her father—he wouldn’t look up from his feet, but her mother stared back at the crowd with defiance. “What is death?” 36she called, her words met with jeers as a rope was slung around her neck. “Death has no meaning. My being is immortal.”

         When Ramsay’s father finally met her eye, it wasn’t the empty gaze she was so used to seeing. He shook his head once. He pressed his left thumb into his right palm.

         Ramsay squeezed her eyes shut when the doors below them clanged open and the cheers rang.

         The thumb to the palm was a symbol among alchemists. The eye in the center of the palm signified clarity. Clarity was necessary, when faced with the unorganized, unanchored, infinite power of chaos. And to cover the eye in the center of the hand? Misunderstanding, uncertainty—chaos. Ramsay had often wondered, over the years, what message her father had meant to send.

         
            *

         

         Ramsay had directed Ash to come to the library after closing hours, with instructions to use the side entrance that Ash had already discovered was left unlocked. The Giddings Library was spectacular. It was one of the largest buildings on campus, several stories high, with a domed ceiling of blue glass that left designs of dim moonlight on the patterned tile below. The second and third stories were mezzanines that overlooked the first, and each floor sprawled into a maze of halls and rooms stocked with books by category, with some private offices for silent study.

         Ash climbed the steps, hand gliding up the polished wooden railing. As much as he loved the library, it was eerie in the nighttime, as if there was an unseen energy watching him. Ash couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder as he walked down a hall on the third floor. When he reached Room 308, he pushed open the door to find Ramsay already there, standing by the window in a vest and trousers, similar to what she’d worn the day before. She barely glanced up from the book she was reading as Ash stepped inside, closing the door behind him.

         “You’re late,” she said, snapping the book shut. 37

         Ash bit back his annoyance. He was already in a foul mood. There’d been a lacrosse match, and Ash had been asked to stay behind later than usual to clean the stands. Lancaster students treated the grounds like a trash can. “I was working.”

         She slid the book back onto its shelf. “You aren’t the only one of us who has work. You need to be more mindful of my schedule and not waste my time.”

         Ash frowned. “I’m barely ten minutes—”

         Ramsay glared. “I wasn’t aware that the number of minutes determines whether you’re formally late or not.”

         “It doesn’t, but—”

         “Whether one minute or one hour, late is late.”

         “Is it that big of a deal?” Ash said, exasperated.

         Ramsay’s eyes flashed. Ash subdued the instinct to take a step back. “I have studies and assignments to grade, Mr. Woods,” she said, voice low. “And, even if I could afford to, I don’t want to spend any time waiting around for you.”

         Source, Ash wasn’t sure that he liked Ramsay Thorne very much, no matter how much he needed her. “Right. It won’t happen again.”

         If Ramsay could tell how annoyed Ash was, she didn’t care. She gestured at one of the two large chesterfield chairs, a small wooden table and golden lamp in between. Ash took his seat, glancing up at Ramsay through his lashes curiously, despite his irritation. He’d heard that Ramsay was someone who shifted genders. This was rare and often a marker of exceptional power. People like Ramsay were thought to have lived hundreds of thousands of previous lives, experiencing so many genders that their energy felt no need to settle on only one. Some people who had no gender were theorized to have reincarnated from a future when gender no longer existed—at least not as the world currently thought of it, as simplified binaries rather than infinite energy manifested into physical bodies. Those who, like Ash, felt uncomfortable with their assigned gender at birth were people who had likely lived most 38of their past lives with a particular identity. Ash knew this for a fact—he’d had multiple dreams as the men he’d once been, too.

         Most people were taught how to sense energy, at the very least—fancy schooling and licenses unrequired—and a person could choose to share their gender with others around them. It was something Ash had learned to do at a young age. He projected the fact that he was a boy so that strangers could sense and feel who he was, a simple knowing that would appear inside a person’s mind, as easily as realizing that the sky above was blue, or sensing that another person was happy or sad.
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