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For those with impossible dreams
and for those who feel dreaming is impossible.


There is so much waiting for you on the horizon.




[image: leaf_line_pictur]

















[image: Map]

















[image: Chapter 1]








Margaret shouldn’t be outside tonight.


It’s too cold for mid-autumn—the kind of cold that catches even the trees out. Just yesterday morning, the leaves outside her window burned in the sunlight, red as blood and gold as honey. Now, half of them have gone brittle and dropped like stones, and all she sees are the hours and hours of work ahead of her. A sea of dead things.


That’s exactly the kind of thought Mrs. Wreford would scold her for. Margaret can almost hear her now: You’re only seventeen once, Maggie. There are far better ways to waste it than keeping that damn house, believe me.


Fact is, not everybody can afford to fritter away seventeen. Not everybody wants to be like Jaime Harrington and his friends, cliff diving and drinking cheap moonshine after work. Margaret has too many responsibilities for nonsense like that—and more importantly, no firewood. Since it ran dry two days ago, the cold has made itself comfortable at Welty Manor. It waits for her out there in the night, and it waits for her inside, leering from a hearth full of white ashes. As much as she dreads splitting wood right now, she hasn’t got any good prospects. It’s freeze now, or freeze later.


The last of the day is bleeding out over the mountains, dribbling gutted-red light onto the yard. Once the sun sets completely, it’ll only get colder. She shivered herself sleepless for hours last night, and now everything aches like she’s been folded up in a shoebox. Procrastinating on her least favorite chore isn’t worth feeling like this again tomorrow.


Freeze now it is.


Tugging her mother’s old cloche hat over her ears, Margaret steps off the porch and trudges through the fallen leaves to the backyard, where the woodpile hunches beside a rusted wheelbarrow. The rainwater pooled in its basin is silvered with too-early frost and reflects a hazy glimmer of the bruised-dusk sky. As she reaches up to take a log from the pile, she catches a glimpse of her own drawn face. She looks as exhausted as she feels.


Margaret sets the log on the chopping block and grabs her maul. When she was young and wiry, she had to throw all her weight behind every downswing. Now, letting the blade fall is easy as breathing. It whistles through the air and sinks into the wood with a crack that sends a pair of crows fluttering from their perch. She adjusts her grip—then hisses through her teeth as a splinter digs into her hand.


She inspects the blood welling in the creases of her palm before licking it off. Cold settles into her wound, and the dull taste of copper coats her tongue. She knows she ought to sand the handle down before it takes another bite out of her, but there’s no time. There’s never enough time.


Normally she would’ve prepared better for the winter, but her mother’s been gone for three months now and the chores have piled up. There are windows to caulk, shingles to replace, pelts to prepare. It’d be far easier if she learned alchemy like her mother always wanted, but no matter how hungry or desperate she gets, it will never come to that.


People say alchemy is many things. To the most pragmatic of scientists, it’s the process of distilling matter into its essence, a means to understand the world. God-fearing Katharists claim it can purify anything, even men. But Margaret knows the truth. Alchemy is neither progress nor salvation. It’s the stench of sulfur she can’t scrub out of her hair. It’s packed suitcases and locked doors. It’s blood and ink on the floorboards.


She’ll survive without it until her mother comes home—if she comes home. Margaret smothers that thought as quickly as it arises. Evelyn travels often for her research, and she’s always returned. She’s just taking a little longer than usual is all.


Where are you now?


Years ago, when she still had the heart for it, she’d climb to the roof and try to imagine she could see for a thousand miles, straight into all the fantastical places that called Evelyn away from her. But no matter how hard she tried, nothing ever materialized. All she ever saw was this: the worn, dirt road down the mountainside; the sleepy town glowing as faint as a firefly’s belly in the distance; and past the golden fields of rye and bentgrass, the Halfmoon Sea that glitters black as a star-filled night. The gift of imagination skipped her over, and Wickdon is all she knows. She can’t envision a world beyond it.


On a night like this, everyone will be huddled against the cold, simmering chowder and tearing open loaves of brown bread. The image stings, just barely. Being alone suits her fine—better than fine. It’s only the grim prospect of boiled potatoes for dinner that invites jealousy. Her stomach rumbles just as the wind sighs against the back of her neck. The still living leaves sway overhead, hissing like the roll of the tide.


Hush, they seem to say. Listen.


The air goes terribly, eerily still. Gooseflesh ripples down her arms. Seventeen years in these woods, and they’ve never frightened her before, but right now, the dark sits thick and wrong on her skin like a sheen of cold sweat.


A branch snaps at the tree line, loud as gunfire. Margaret whirls toward the sound, maul raised and teeth bared.


But it’s only Trouble, her coonhound, standing there. He looks both majestic and ridiculous with his oversized ears pricked and his fur shining copper-bright. Margaret lowers her weapon, the blade thudding against the frozen earth. He must’ve slipped out the front door when she wasn’t paying attention.


“What’re you doing out here?” she says, feeling foolish. “You scared me.”


Trouble wags his tail absently, but he’s still straining toward the woods and quivering with focus. He must feel it, too—the crackling in the air like a brewing storm. It makes her crave the weight of a rifle in her hands, not a maul.


“Leave it, Trouble.”


He hardly spares her a second glance. Margaret sighs with exasperation, her breath steaming in the air. It figures she can’t compete with a scent. Once he grabs ahold of one, he won’t let it go for anything. He’s as good a hunting dog as ever, even if he’s stubborn as an ass half the time.


It strikes her then how out of practice they both are—and how much she misses the thrill of the hunt. Mrs. Wreford is right, in her way. There is more to life than preserving this crumbling manor, more to waste her seventeenth year on than surviving. But what Mrs. Wreford will never understand is that she’s not keeping this house for herself; it’s for Evelyn.


Before she leaves for a trip, she always says the same thing: As soon as I get what I need for my research, we’ll be a family again. There’s no sweeter promise in the world. Their family will never truly be whole again, but Margaret cherishes those memories from before more than anything. Before her brother died and her father left and alchemy burned up all her mother’s tenderness. She holds them close like worry stones, turning them over and over in her mind until they’re worn smooth and warm and familiar.


Every week, the four of them would go into Wickdon to buy their groceries, and without fail, Margaret would ask her mother to carry her home. Even when she’d grown too old for it to be reasonable, Evelyn would scoop her up and say, “Now who let you get so big, Miss Maggie,” and kiss her until she shrieked with laughter. The world would go hazy and dappled with sunlight as she drowsed in her mother’s arms, and although the walk home was five miles, Evelyn never once complained and never set her down.


Once Evelyn finishes her research, things will be different. They’ll be together, and they’ll be happy again. That is something worth putting her life on hold for. So she hefts her maul and splits the log again. As she bends over to collect the kindling, a chill slithers down her collar.


Look there, says the wind. Look.


Slowly, Margaret lifts her gaze to the woods. There’s nothing but darkness past the windblown tangle of her hair. Nothing but the whispering of the leaves overhead, louder and louder.


And then she sees it.


At first, it’s barely anything. A wisp, drifting boatlike through the underbrush. A trick of her addled mind. Then, a set of round, unblinking eyes shine out of the darkness. A tapered snout follows, the shadows sliding off it like water. Like the creep of fog over the sea, a white fox as big as Trouble stalks into the moonlight. Margaret has never seen a fox like this before, but she knows exactly what it is. An ancient being, far older than even the redwoods that tower above her.


The hala.


Every child in Wickdon is raised on legends of the hala, but the first time she heard one outside her home was the moment she realized her family was different. The Katharist church paints the hala and its kind—the demiurges—as demons. But her father told her that nothing God made could be evil. To the Yu’adir, the hala is sacred, a carrier of divine knowledge.


It won’t hurt you if you show it respect. Margaret goes perfectly still.


The hala’s gaze is solid white, pupilless, and she feels the weight of it like a blade at the back of her neck. Its jaw stretches open, a warning gape that makes something small and animal within Margaret cry out. Trouble’s hackles rise and a snarl rumbles out of him.


If he attacks it, it will tear his throat out.


“Trouble, no!” Desperation roughens her voice, enough to break the spell on him. He rounds on her, ears flying and clearly bewildered.


And before she can process it, before she can even blink, the fox is gone.


Her breath shudders out of her. The wind echoes her as it combs through the leaves with a brittle, shimmering sound. Margaret staggers to Trouble, drops to her knees in front of him, and flings her arms around his neck. He smells disgusting—the yeasty stench of wet dog—but he’s unhurt and that’s all that matters. His heart beats in time with hers, the most beautiful thing she’s ever heard.


“Good boy,” she whispers, hating the hitch in her voice. “I’m sorry for yelling. I’m so sorry.”


What just happened? As her thoughts clear, relief melts into a single, terrible realization. If that beast is here in Wickdon, the Halfmoon Hunt will soon follow.


Every autumn, the hala emerges somewhere in the coastal wood. And there it stays for five weeks, terrorizing its chosen territory until it vanishes again on the morning after the Cold Moon. No one knows exactly why it lingers, or where it goes, or why its power grows stronger with the waxing of the moon, but the wealthiest people of New Albion have made a national sport of its appearance.


Tourists pour in for the weeks of fanfare leading up to the hunt. Hunters register alongside alchemists in hopes of becoming the hero who slays the last living demiurge. And on the night of the Cold Moon, they set out on horseback to pursue the beast. There’s alchemical power in circles, and legend has it that a demiurge can only be killed beneath the light of a full moon. Anticipation makes the hunt all the sweeter. Participants and spectators alike are more than willing to pay in blood for the honor of hunting the hala at its peak. The more destructive it is that season, the more thrilling the chase.


The hunt hasn’t come to Wickdon in nearly twenty years, but Margaret has heard fragments of stories traded at the docks. The baying of hounds driven mad by its magic, the crack of gunfire, the scream of horses torn open but still alive. Since her childhood, the hunt has been nothing but a blood-soaked myth. The fare of true New Albian heroes, not country girls with Yu’adir fathers. It’s never been real. But now it’s here.


Close enough to register. Close enough to win.


The thought of disappointing her father pricks at her, but what does she owe him now? Being half-Yu’adir gives her no claim to kinship with the hala. Besides, maybe killing it for a noble cause is the most respect she could pay it. Margaret has no interest in hearing her name sung in pubs; she’s never craved anyone’s recognition but her mother’s.


When she closes her eyes, an image of Evelyn silhouetted against the sun fills the darkness. Her back to the manor, suitcases in hand, her hair a golden ribbon unfurling in the breeze. Leaving. Always leaving.


But if Margaret wins, maybe it’ll be enough to make her stay.


The grand prize is money, glory, and the hala’s carcass. Most hunters would treat it as a trophy, a thing to be stuffed and mounted. But Evelyn needs it for her research on the alchemical magnum opus. According to her mother, long-dead mystics theorized that if alchemical fire were to incinerate a demiurge’s bones, the prima materia—the base substance of all matter—would remain. From that divine ether, an alchemist could forge the philosopher’s stone, which grants immortality and the ability to make matter from nothing.


The Katharist church considers any attempt to distill the prima materia heretical, so hardly any New Albian alchemists but Evelyn conduct research on it. Creating the stone is her singular, solitary ambition. She’s spent years hunting down the few manuscripts that explain how to do it, and three months ago, she left the country to pursue another lead. But now the hala—one of the last missing pieces of her research—is here.


Trouble wrenches out of her grip, startling Margaret from her thoughts.


“Oh no you don’t.” She grabs greedy fistfuls of his ears, then places a kiss on the top of his head. He cringes. Margaret can’t help smiling. Tormenting him is one of her few pleasures in life.


Trouble shakes his ears out indignantly when she finally releases him, then dances out of her reach. He stands there, regal head lifted, tongue lolling, one pink ear turned inside out. For the first time in days, she laughs. He does love her; he just hides it well, the proud, dramatic thing. But Margaret loves him plainly and far more than anything else in the world.


The thought sobers her. Trouble is a brilliant hunting dog, but he’s not young anymore. Risking his safety for some foolish notion like joining the hunt isn’t something she’s willing to do. She’s got no time to prepare, hardly enough money to pay the entry fee, and no connections to any alchemists she can trust, not that any of them can be trusted. Only two-person teams—one marksman and one alchemist—can participate.


Besides, there’s only one surefire way to kill a demiurge that she knows of. The alchemy it requires . . . She’d sooner die than see someone try it again.


Even if there was another method, it wouldn’t matter. If anyone found out a Yu’adir girl entered the hunt, they’d make her life a living nightmare. She’s only survived this long by keeping her head down. It’s better this way, she thinks. Better to quickly cut the throat of this fragile hope instead of letting it languish like a wolf in a snare. Margaret knows, deep as marrow, how this story ends. What happens to people who crave things beyond their reach. Maybe in another life, she could dream. But not this one.


Chasing after that fox will bring her nothing but ruin.
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Wes awakens to the sharp pain of his forehead smacking into cold glass.


As the taxi lurches out of a divot in the road, the sputter of its engine sounds suspiciously like laughter. He swears under his breath, rubbing away the ache blooming in his skull—and then, with the very edge of his sleeve, dabs gingerly at the drool gathered in the corner of his mouth.


It’s not as though the pothole-ridden streets of the Fifth Ward are any better maintained, but this is absurd. He was told it takes an hour and a half to reach Wickdon from the train station, and at this rate, he’ll consider himself lucky if he’s not concussed by the time he arrives on Evelyn Welty’s doorstep.


“You awake back there?” Hohn, his driver, grins at Wes in the rearview mirror.


Hohn is a middle-aged man with a kind, wind-chapped face and a blond mustache that spirals neatly at its ends. It cost Wes nearly everything he’d saved to pay him for the ride. If all goes to plan, his return trip to the city won’t be for a good long while.


“Yeah,” Wes says with forced cheer. “It’s rustic out here, huh?”


Hohn laughs. “You won’t find many cars or paved roads outside Wickdon, I’m afraid. I hope you know how to ride.”


He does not. The only horses he’s ever even seen are enormous, plodding beasts that pull carriages full of rich people through the park. Besides, he’s pretty sure taking riding lessons would earn you an ass-kicking if anyone found out. Kids from the Fifth Ward don’t ride.


This apprenticeship is already testing him, and it hasn’t even started.


No complaints, he reminds himself. Winding up in the middle of nowhere is his own damn fault. Mostly. Partly. Slightly.


In the past two years, Wes has burned through more alchemy teachers than he can count. The first time he was expelled, Mam was outraged on his behalf. The second time, outraged at him. The third, dismayed into silence. And so it continued in a cycle of anger and bewilderment, until last week. When he told her he was leaving for Wickdon, she sat him down at the dinner table and clasped his hands so tenderly, it took a second for him to remember to be annoyed. “I love you, a thaisce. You know I do. But have you considered maybe you’re not cut out to be an alchemist?”


Of course he’d considered it before then. The world is determined to remind him that the son of Banvish immigrants will never be a real alchemist. But he’d never considered it more than in that moment, when he could see all the new gray shot through his mother’s hair.


Sometimes, he thinks it’d be easier to take a job anywhere, doing anything, so that his family wouldn’t have to suffer anymore. Ever since Dad’s accident, Wes has watched Mam come home from her extra shifts and soak her hands in hot paraffin wax every night. He’s watched his youngest sister, Edie, get thinner and his oldest sister, Mad, grow harder. Most nights, he lies awake wondering what’s wrong with him: why he can’t retain more than half of what he reads, why he can’t seem to translate unfamiliar words on the page into meaning, why no amount of natural talent or passion can compensate for his “limitations” in his teachers’ eyes. It all makes him sick with anger and worry and self-loathing.


Wes knows he possesses some innate magic, a type of enchantment more banal than alchemy. When he speaks, people listen. And while that gift has landed him all his apprenticeships, it’s done nothing to help him keep them. Once he fails a single written exam, he can see the vindication in his instructors’ eyes, like they’ve been waiting for him to confirm their suspicions. They always say the same thing: I should’ve known better than to take a chance on you. It’s obvious what they mean by that gritted-out “you,” even if they never come out and say it. Banvishman.


There are no more well-connected alchemists left in the Dunway metropolitan area whose apprenticeships he hasn’t already flunked out of—or else advertise no banvish need apply. None except for Evelyn Welty, who makes her home in a town so small, it isn’t even on the map.


Nerves and car sickness send his stomach roiling. He rolls down the window and tips his face toward the wind. Overhead, the sky sprawls so blue and wide open, he thinks it may drown him if he breathes in too deep. In the city, everything is solid gray: smog and concrete and the flat slate of the bay. But here, the landscape changes quicker than he can track it. Along the coast, jagged bluffs wear coats of prickly scrubs and blue wildflowers. Just beyond it, evergreen trees bleed into towering redwoods. Wes can’t help thinking the firs’ upturned branches look like middle fingers.


When he told the neighbors where he was going, they offered the same brand of platitudes. Small town! Not much going on there! or Well, at least the air will be clean. Of all the well-intentioned comments he got, the promise of clean air is definitely the biggest lie. There’s no pollution, sure, but it tastes like salt—and worse, with the hundreds of seals lounging on the sand, it reeks of sunbaked seaweed and rotting fish.


So much for provincial charm.


It occurs to him that the wind may ruin his hair, which he carefully slicked back this morning with the patient coaching of his sisters. He closes the window again and checks his reflection. Still intact, mercifully. Christine and Colleen practically welded it into place with God knows how many dollops of gel. Nothing, not even a single misplaced hair, can ruin his shot at a perfect first impression.


“So, Hohn,” Wes says, “do you find yourself out this way often?”


“When I was a younger man, I did. They’ve got the best foxhunting in the country. In fact, if rumor holds true, Wickdon’s hosting the hunt in the next few weeks. It’ll be first time that’s happened since I was your age.”


Most of the country goes wild for the hunt, as Hohn put it. Wes doesn’t consider himself a particularly devout practitioner of the Sumic faith, but the whole concept of the Halfmoon Hunt is a little sacrilegious even for his loose morals.


In Sumic tradition, it’s said that God carved demiurges from his own flesh. They’re his divinity incarnate and, as such, deserve both fear and respect. Mam buries their statues in potted plants and lovingly mounts their icons on the walls. Sometimes, she’ll mutter a prayer to them if she’s lost something, or ask them to put in a good word with God since he’s apparently too busy to field requests himself. Katharists would call that kind of reverence idolatry at best and heresy at worst. It’s the same scorn that draws them to immigrant neighborhoods to throw stones through Sumic churches’ stained-glass windows.


Wes can’t be sure what Hohn thinks or which version of God, if any, he worships. He doesn’t want to be thrown out of the cab yet, so he says, “Is that right?”


“There’s not much other reason to come here, if I’m honest.” In the mirror, Wes catches Hohn’s appraising look. “I don’t mean any offense, son, but you don’t look like the foxhunting type. What brings you here?”


“None taken. I’m an alchemist.” Hohn makes an appreciative noise. “Evelyn Welty’s apprentice, actually,” Wes adds.


It’s only a lie by omission. Master Welty never exactly responded to his letter, but he knows she’s a busy woman. Every apprenticeship he’s landed, he’s landed by pleading his case in person. Even though he’s terrified his charm has run dry, he thinks he can manage it one last time.


“Evelyn Welty, eh? Best of luck to you.”


From his understanding, he’ll need it. “Thanks.”


He’s heard all the rumors by now. None of her students make it longer than two weeks. Ghosts prowl the halls of Welty Manor at night. Evelyn subsists on nothing but photosynthesis. Etcetera. In his experience, all alchemists are a little odd. Technically, anyone can perform alchemy, but it takes an obsessive kind of person to want to. They spend years dissecting arcane texts and cramming their heads full of the chemical composition of thousands of objects. To take something apart, you have to know exactly how it’s made. Or maybe it’s the sulfuric fumes that eventually drive all of them mad.


In any case, it’s nothing he can’t handle. If it must be, it will be a war of attrition. Wes has never lost a battle of wills.


At last, they arrive in civilization. Nestled in the curve of a valley, Wickdon is just as quaint as promised. Light from jewel-cased streetlamps glazes the cobblestones, and colorful cottage homes and storefronts line every block. Shop windows strung with lights glow softly through the mist, illuminating tempting displays of baked goods, produce, and more taxidermy and ammunition than a war museum. What strikes him most is the complete lack of alchemy labs. In Dunway, you can find at least two per block: jewelers peddling enchanted rings, restaurants serving food that promises a variety of psychological effects, workshops filled with metalworkers who produce the strong, lightweight steel that makes New Albion’s military so formidable.


As the car rumbles through the town center, people crack open their front doors and draw back their curtains to watch it pass. A pretty young woman sweeping the street in front of her shop meets his eyes. On reflex, he breaks into a wide, easy grin. She turns away from him as if she didn’t see him at all. Wes presses his face miserably to the glass, which stings with a cold as bitter as the rejection. It unsettles him more than he cares to admit. Back home, people know him. They like him. Everybody likes him.


At least they did before this streak of failures.


Although he keeps expecting to stop at one of the charming, brightly painted homes along the way, they continue down the main drag toward the edge of town. The warm lamplight grows sparser, and the wheels jolt sharply as the car rattles onto a dirt road. Wes looks out the back window, where Wickdon glimmers through the exhaust.


“Say, where are we going?”


“Welty Manor. Evelyn lives a bit out of the way.”


They follow the switchbacking road into the mountains, the engine whining in protest as they ascend. Wes finds the courage to look out over the town in the distance and the endless expanse of the ocean beyond it. The water has darkened to a steely gray, streaked with sunlight the color of rust. The redwoods soon blot out the view, and after driving a few nauseatingly winding miles beneath their looming height, the car creaks to a halt in front of a lonely redbrick house.


Thick sheets of ivy climb the siding, and flowering weeds spill from the garden beds like beer overflowing from a tap. The splintered wooden gate lists on its hinges, less a welcome than a plea for help. Welty Manor looks like the kind of place people weren’t meant to live—the kind of place nature clearly wants back.


Wes climbs out of the cab and peers up at the lamp burning in the second-story window. It’s far colder than it was when he left Dunway this morning—way too cold for it to be natural, even with the sea air and the altitude. And it’s too still, too quiet. Already, he misses the noise of Dunway. The constant drone of traffic and the soft tread of their upstairs neighbors’ footsteps. His mother puttering in the kitchen and his sisters bickering in their room. Here, the only sound is the distant cawing of some bird he can’t name.


Before he lets himself get too despondent over his new home, Wes helps Hohn unload his things from the trunk. All his worldly possessions fit into three scuffed suitcases and a satchel with a frayed strap.


“Need help getting inside?” Hohn asks.


“Oh, no. Don’t trouble yourself. I’ll be just fine on my own.”


Hohn fixes him with a skeptical look, then fishes a card from his breast pocket and hands it to him. Hohn’s name and telephone number are printed on the front in faded ink, as if it’s been in his jacket for years. “If you need a ride again . . .”


“I know who to call. Thank you, sir.”


Hohn claps him on the shoulder and squeezes. It’s so fatherly, Wes has to swallow a sudden pang of grief. “Alright, then. Good luck.”


With a tip of his hat, Hohn climbs back into the cab and backs it out of the driveway. Darkness slithers into the empty space left by the headlights, and as it enfolds him, Wes feels as though someone is watching him. His gaze anxiously drifts toward the upstairs window, where a ghostly silhouette flickers in what looks to be firelight.


Get yourself together, Winters.


He climbs the groaning porch stairs until he is face-to-face with the red front door. He’s never been so nervous in his entire life—but then, he’s never had so much to lose. For good measure, he smooths back his hair and smiles at his reflection in the window until the sweaty look of desperation slides off his face. Everything is in place. He’s rehearsed his speech a thousand times. He’s ready. He broadens his chest, raps on the door, and waits.


And waits.


And waits.


Wind gusts through the veranda and shreds through his threadbare coat like it’s nothing. It’s cold as hell out here, and the longer he stands here shivering, the more convinced he is that there’s something lurking at the tree line. The way the dead leaves rattle in the yard sounds too much like whispering for his taste. He hears his name, hissed over and over again.


Weston, Weston, Weston.


“Please answer,” he mutters. “Please, please, please.”


But no one is coming. Maybe Evelyn isn’t home. No, that can’t be right. The upstairs light is on. Maybe she didn’t hear him. Yes, that must be it. She didn’t hear him.


He knocks again, and again, the seconds stretch eternal. What if she never answers the door? What if she moved? What if she’s dead, rotting beside that dully burning lamp? He’s been so single-mindedly determined, it never occurred to him that he could fail. This scheme was always a gamble—one he now realizes may leave him stranded and alone. The thought is so upsetting, so humiliating, he pounds more urgently on the door. This time, he hears footsteps on the staircase.


Finally.


The door swings open, and his breath leaves him in a rush. There is a girl standing in the threshold. In the dim porchlight, she looks like something out of a poem he read in school before he dropped out—or like one of the aos sí from his mother’s stories. As his eyes adjust, her face comes into view blink by blink. Her hair, unbound and golden. Her skin, white as cream. Wes braces himself for the inevitable ache of love.


But nothing comes. On closer inspection, the girl is far less beautiful and far more severe than he expected. Not to mention incredibly unfashionable with her long hair and longer hemline, if his sisters’ catalogs are to be believed. She regards him with thin, downturned lips and heavy eyelids, like he is the most loathsome, unimpressive thing to ever crawl onto her property.


“Can I help you?” Her voice is as flat and cold as her stare.


“Are you . . . Are you Evelyn Welty?”


“No.” The word plunks mortifyingly between them.


Of course she isn’t Evelyn Welty. She looks no older than him. He barrels onward. “Is she at home? My name is Weston Winters, and—”


“I know what you’re here for, Mr. Winters.” Judging by her tone, she must assume he’s here to sell her snake oil. “My mother is away on a research trip. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”


It’s so final, so bleak, he’s still reeling by the time she begins to close the door. “Wait!”


She leaves the door cracked open barely an inch, and even from here, he can see the tension coiling in her shoulders. He still hasn’t overcome his panic, but he can make this work. While Evelyn’s absence is a setback he didn’t anticipate, he can figure it out once he’s settled. His very last shot at an apprenticeship rests in her daughter’s hands, and by the look of her, she doesn’t care a whit what he wants or what happens to him. She gives him nothing to work with. No smile, no warmth. She only stares at him blankly with eyes the color of whiskey. They snatch every coherent thought from his mind.


“So.” He grasps for something, anything, to keep her talking. “What do you think I’m here for?”


“You’re here to ask for an apprenticeship.”


“Well, uh . . . Yes, actually. I wrote to her a few weeks ago, but she never responded.”


“Then maybe you should learn to read between the lines.”


“If you’d just let me explain—”


“I understand the situation already. You think you’re deserving enough that your own lack of planning is no barrier to you getting what you want.”


“That’s not . . . !” Wes takes a deep breath. No good will come of losing his composure. “I think I’ve given you entirely the wrong impression. Let me start over.”


She says nothing but doesn’t move, which he decides to take as encouragement.


“I want to be a senator.” He pauses, trying to gauge her response. She is, however, still disconcertingly stoic. “My best shot of making it is through an apprenticeship. My family doesn’t have any money, and I had to drop out of school, so there’s no way I’m getting into a university unless it’s with a letter of recommendation.”


Only alchemists can become politicians. It’s not a law, really, but it may as well be. Although New Albion fought for its independence as a democratic nation almost 150 years ago, the aristocracy lives on in disguise. He can’t think of a single politician elected in the last ten years who isn’t a university-minted alchemist with a Katharist pedigree and a network of other wealthy, overeducated people. As a Banvishman, he’ll never have the pedigree, even if he converts, but he can claw his way to electability otherwise.


“There are plenty of alchemists in the city,” she says. “You didn’t need to come so far.”


There’s no point in asking how she knows he’s from the city. His accent always gives him away. “Every alchemist in the city has turned me down.” It hurts to admit it, but he does. “Your mother is my last chance. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”


“If you’ve already failed out of another apprenticeship, you won’t survive this one. My mother won’t tolerate mediocrity.”


“I’ll work harder than any student she’s ever had. I swear it.”


“Mr. Winters.” Her voice is a closing door.


Think, Winters. Damn it, think. This is his chance. His only chance. Since this girl clearly doesn’t go in for pity, he doubts it’ll do him any good to give her the sob story about wanting to fight the injustice and corruption in their government. So he’ll do what he does best. Not even she can be immune to charm.


He leans against the doorframe, and in his most seductive voice, he says, “Maybe we could talk more inside? You must be lonely out here by yourself, and I’ve come an awfully long way . . .”


The door slams inches from his nose.


“What the hell? You can’t just . . . !”


But she did. Wes threads his hands into his hair and pulls until it all comes loose from the gel. What does his appearance matter now? Everything he owns is scattered in the driveway. His savings are running thin, and while Mam gave him some money as a goodbye present, he can’t bring himself to touch it. She’s sacrificed too much already—and all for him to find out Evelyn Welty isn’t even here.


No, he can’t go home. He’ll die of shame.


Mustering up the very last of his dignity, Wes stalks off the porch to collect his things. Three suitcases. One satchel. Two hands. Five miles back to town. No matter how he does the math, it’s not looking good. As thunder rolls in the distance, he searches deep inside himself for the optimism his oldest sister, Mad, often mocks him for.


Spoiled, she calls him. Idealistic. Like that’s a bad thing.


For a moment, he’s not in the middle of nowhere, shaking with cold and frustration. He’s back in Dunway, sitting with Mad on the fire escape while she burns through her third cigarette.


Last night, they said their grim goodbyes. He remembers thinking he didn’t really recognize her anymore. She sheared all her hair off a few weeks ago, trying too hard to turn herself into one of those fashionable girls with their bobbed hair and drop-waist dresses. She smelled like smoke and liquor from her late shift at the bar, and she was obviously pissed off at him again, even if she wouldn’t admit it. The little things tipped him off. The boxer’s hunch of her shoulders, the chain smoking, the mean glint in her eyes when she finally deigned to look at him.


He hates it—hates that his own sister thinks he’s selfish, that this apprenticeship will end up like all the others, that he’s doing this only to avoid his responsibilities. But ever since Dad died, it’s been like this. Resenting each other more than they love each other. He doesn’t know how they got here. All he knows is that they were talking, and then they were yelling—as much as you can yell in whispers, anyway. Edie was asleep on the other side of the wall, and neither of them wanted to go through the whole bedtime ritual again.


You’re such an asshole, Wes, she finally snapped. You’re not entitled to everything you want just because you want it.


Mad can misread his intentions all she wants, but alchemy has never been a dream he’s pursued at his family’s expense. It’s to give them a way out—to give every family like theirs a better life. Now more than ever, Wes wants to prove her wrong. He’ll march the five miles back to town if it kills him. And if he has to, he’ll come back here day after day until he cracks Evelyn Welty’s daughter.
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By morning, Wes has inured himself to the sting of rejection and prepared himself for the misery of trudging five miles through the cold again. He’s come too far to let a girl like Evelyn Welty’s daughter stop him. Once she lets him eke out more than three words about his family’s situation, she won’t turn him away. That is the only kind of alchemy he has mastered: spinning words into gold. Turning girls’ hearts soft.


He combs his hair into submission again, scraping it back from his face with a coat of gel, and buttons himself into the shirt Christine ironed for him. Apart from his tidied hair, he looks like himself in the mirror. But he doesn’t want to look like himself. He wants to look like an alchemist—someone who gets taken seriously.


He loosens the tie knotted at his throat and fastens it again, tighter, crisper. When he’s suitably armored, he meets his own reflected gaze. “You can do this. You have to do this. If you have to tell Mam you got sent home again . . .”


He can’t even finish the sentence. If he sees his sweet mother’s disappointed face even one more time, he’ll die. Instead, Wes imagines himself as Evelyn’s beloved apprentice—how her face will glow with admiration when he demonstrates his competence. He imagines reading her gushing letter of recommendation, one that will launch his long and storied political career. He imagines himself in an expensive tailored suit—not some ready-made one Mad ordered him—and a blue satin tie, standing behind a podium draped with New Albion’s flag. From there, he will give a moving speech, and press cameras will pop until all the world sparkles. He will smile at blushing, beautiful women, and everyone who doubted him, every person who called him a slacker or a drunk or an illiterate Banvishman, will line up to shake his hand. Then, he will work to dismantle their nationalistic government from the inside out.


When he lets himself dream, the future is rosy.


The cold reality of the present, however, crashes down on him as soon as he steps out of the Wallace Inn. A fat water droplet slides off the eaves and spatters on the top of his head. Shuddering, he tugs on a flat wool cap and drags his suitcases into the street.


It rained overnight, and the cobblestones are glazed like cakes, shining and silver in the early morning light. The air has frothed into a mist as fine and shimmering as crinoline, veiling the cheerfully bright buildings that line the square. At his back, a brittle wind rises off the ocean and carries with it the taste of salt. Wes slips into the gathering crowds and dodges slow-moving cars as their wheels churn puddles into muck. People step out of cabs with suitcases and pour in from the docks alongside carts full of gleaming silver fish.


So Hohn’s information was good. The hunt has arrived.


Sumic guilt has kept him from ever thinking too hard about entering, but it’s impossible to avoid completely given the sheer amount of magazine articles and radio programs it inspires. It’s practically the national pastime, at least for people classy enough to care about things like foxhunting—or “patriotic” enough to take pride in New Albion’s settler-colonial history. Over the next five weeks, rich people across the country will come by the thousands to participate in all the dog shows, horse races, and galas that lead up to the hunt. By the end of it, the spectators will have exhausted themselves between emptying their wallets and slavering for the death of the hala. Only the most dedicated of them will follow the hounds on horseback instead of nursing their hangovers. At least a few of them will die for getting too close.


It’s quite a spectacle, from what he hears. The excitement already buzzing in the air is intoxicating—the fame that winning promises even more so—but throwing away his morals to join the hunt isn’t what he came here to do.


Wes keeps his pace brisk as he breaks onto a sleepy side street. People in thick coats stand outside their houses, raking the leaves knocked loose by the storm. Their gazes follow him as he passes, and he can only assume it’s because he looks ridiculous dragging around his luggage like a pack mule. At the end of the block, a man surrounded by burlap sacks stuffed with tree litter waves him over.


He leans on the handle of his rake. “You lost? You won’t find any hotels this way.”


“No, sir. Not lost, sir.” Not exactly, anyway. Wes prays he doesn’t try to give him directions. They’ll inevitably slip through his mind like water through a sieve. The difference between right and left often escapes him. “Just on my way to my teacher’s house.”


“Going to Welty Manor, then? You’ve got a ways to go.”


Wes tips his face to the rain-swollen sky. “It’s a beautiful day for a walk.”


The man smiles good-naturedly, but Wes sees the pity behind it clearly. “Tell you what. I’m only here this morning to help Mrs. Adley with her raking, but home’s the same direction you’re headed. Wait here a minute.”


This is how Wes finds himself in the back of Mark Halanan’s cart, perched on a seat made of luggage and empty grain sacks. A chicken sits in his lap, clucking contentedly, while Halanan guides his pony along the road to Welty Manor. Wes tries his hardest not to look ill from the jittering lurch of the wheels on the unpaved road.


“Been a while since we had a student of Evelyn’s in town,” Halanan says. “They come and they go.”


“So I’ve heard.” It comes out grimmer than he means it to. The fragile confidence he mustered earlier already feels as though it’s splintering.


Halanan must sense his souring mood because he changes the topic. “You timed your arrival well. Registration for the hunt starts soon. You planning on entering?”


“Me? Oh, I don’t know.”


“Opening ceremony’ll be in two days. After that, you’ve got another two weeks to decide.”


“Honestly, I don’t think I’m cut out for it.”


“You’re sensible. That’s good.”


Wes doesn’t think anyone has ever called him “sensible” before. He likes the sound of it. “Thank you. I try to be.”


“In any case, I’m glad there’re folks out there who’ll do it for God and country or what have you. Someone has to kill it. The damn thing’s a menace.”


Wes braces himself for a sermon. “What do you mean?”


“Take a look for yourself.”


As they crest a hill, Halanan gestures toward a field. It’s a stretch of tall, golden rye that feathers into grass so noxiously green it’s the color of absinthe. A church in the plain Katharist style and a mansion rest side by side on a bluff, and it takes all his self-control to bite his tongue. Wes has never seen anything so extravagant.


There’s an impressive orchard of apple trees on the manicured grounds—but the air itself seems to hang wrong off their boughs. Blackened, curled leaves wave like tattered flags on their branches. As the cart rolls past, he smells rotting fruit and sulfur. Nearly all of the apples have dropped from the trees, swelling and oozing like boils. The sight strikes Wes cold. He’s always known the hala is fearsome, but it’s only ever been a bedtime story Mam would tell them in her darker moods, mostly to scare them into saying their prayers.


It’s here to remind us that God is always with us. She would pause for dramatic effect and then add, pointedly: Always watching.


Sumic doctrine claims that the demiurges taught humans alchemy. He’s never fully believed it. But the telltale smell of sulfur in the air and the dusting of black powder on the grass are both byproducts of an alchemical reaction. He still isn’t convinced the hala is God made flesh, but now he knows that anyone who signs up for the Halfmoon Hunt is at least halfway mad.


“You’re telling me a fox did that?”


“No ordinary fox for no ordinary foxhunt.” Halanan pauses. “The kids are excited. This is probably the most action Wickdon’s seen in their lifetimes. All they’re thinking about is running hunt-paces and shooting their guns, but they haven’t seen what I have. It’s a field that’s been destroyed today, but it’ll only get worse as the hunt draws nearer.”


“It’d be easier to shoot it now,” Wes mutters. But even if it were possible to kill it before the Cold Moon, victory means nothing if it isn’t hard-won. The more dangerous the monster, the more glorious the hero who slays it.


“Where’s the fun in that?” Halanan asks wryly. “Outrage lets them feel good about what they’re doing. The organizers compensate us for the trouble of letting it run amok, but some losses you can’t fix with money. When I was your age, a baby got snatched from its crib. Nobody wanted to win it more than the father that year, but it always gets away in the end.”


“Oh.” He cannot think of anything to say in light of something so awful.


“Anyway, if you ask me, the Harringtons can afford a bad harvest this year. A little tragedy is good for the constitution.”


Wes isn’t entirely sure he agrees, although he doesn’t know a thing about the Harringtons other than their apparent wealth. But he’s endured enough lectures to know when to keep his mouth shut.


They ride in comfortable silence until the manor and its low wooden fence appear. It looks even gloomier and lonelier in the daylight, swathed in the silvery fog rolling down the mountainside. Halanan clucks at the pony and stops her in front of the gate.


Wes hops out of the cart and begins to collect his things. Once he’s sure he hasn’t forgotten anything, he extends his hand to Halanan, which he takes with a solemn nod. “Thanks for the ride.”


“Good luck to you, Mr. Winters. Say hello to Maggie for me, would you? Tell her to come by if she needs anything.”


Maggie. That must be the girl he saw last night—Evelyn’s daughter. Dread coils within him. “Will do, sir.”


“And a word, son? Don’t try anything funny. That girl has enough troubles as it is.”


It’s an odd, ominous warning. But despite his kind face, Mark Halanan is a large man and he’s looking at Wes as if he expects an answer. “Y-yes, sir.”


Apparently satisfied, he grunts and prods his pony into motion. She sighs, her hooves squelching in the mud as she trots resignedly back toward Wickdon.


Once again, Wes is left alone.


The manor leers down at him, but he won’t be daunted. In the cold light of day, there is nothing that can reasonably drive him away. He has the advantage of time and renewed desperation.


Wes unhitches the gate and makes his way through the overgrown yard, the sweet scent of decay curling up from the fallen leaves. Ten paces away from the wraparound porch, a guttural yowl shatters the silence. He freezes, and just then, a red dog rounds the side of the house and charges straight for him. Beneath his fear, there’s a glimmer of relieved acceptance. Mauling, he thinks, is a preferable death to shame.


Purely on instinct, he drops his bags and throws up his arms. The next thing he knows, he’s sprawled out on his back with the air whooshing out of his lungs. Cold mud seeps into his shirt. The dog pins him to the ground, dribbling thick threads of saliva onto his face. The stench is ripe, but before he can wipe it off, the beast leans down and licks him square on the mouth.


“Okay,” he growls. “Get off me.”


He shoves the dog off, which does nothing to deter it. It circles him, tail wagging, and snuffles at his hair with the investigative fervor of a radio-program detective. Slowly, Wes sits up and takes stock of his shirt. Twin paw prints are stamped in mud on his chest. He groans. There goes his good second impression.


“Trouble!” It’s a girl’s voice, one the dog responds to immediately. They both turn toward the sound.


And there, only a few yards away, is Evelyn’s daughter—Maggie—with a hunting rifle in her hands. As his blood thickens with dread under her cold assessment, Wes suddenly isn’t confident that death by Maggie Welty’s hand would be any easier to bear than his mother’s disappointment.


After an agonizing moment, she flips the safety catch on her gun and props it against the side of the house. She’s wearing wide-legged overalls stuffed into work boots and a thick denim jacket rolled up to her elbows. When she peels off her gardening gloves, Wes notices the ring of dirt around each bare forearm, like bracelets of burnished gold. The sudden dip in his stomach puzzles him. Even with the hazy sunlight drenching her hair and pooling in her eyes, she still isn’t beautiful.


Maggie offers her hand to him. He doesn’t want to smear mud all over her, but judging by her impatient expression, she doesn’t mind. He clasps her wrist and allows her to pull him up. They’re the same height, nearly nose to nose. Wes decides this means she is tall rather than the alternative. Their breath mists in the air between them.


“You came back,” she says.


“Yes, I did. I’m . . . Well, you know who I am. You must be—”


“As I said last night, my mother isn’t here. I’m sorry about your shirt.” With that, she turns on her heel.


“Hey, wait a minute!” He trots after her and catches her by the elbow. She whirls around so quickly and with such accusation in her eyes, he stumbles a step backward. “Sorry.”


Her silence is answer enough. Maggie clutches her arm like he’s burned her. Mud streaks her from elbow to wrist, and a lock of her hair has escaped the severe hold her tortoiseshell clip has on it. All her soldierly composure from before has vanished. Like this, she looks hollowed out and wild.


“Please, Miss Welty. I need this apprenticeship.”


“Do you?” He hears the same disdain that dripped from Mad’s voice when she said, You’re not entitled to everything you want just because you want it.


Frustration wells up within him. Is everyone so determined to think the worst of him? “Look, I’ll go stand on the other side of the fence if it makes you feel better. Can we talk for a minute?”


Maggie purses her lips like she’s measuring the worth of every inch of space that arrangement would put between them. “Fine.”


Thank God. Wes blows out a sigh. “I know you don’t owe me anything and you have every reason to doubt me, but I swear I can handle it. I won’t screw this up. Please let me stay here until your mom comes back. If she’s going to turn me away, I need to hear that from her myself.” The silence stretches out until he can’t bear it any longer. “I can’t pay you rent, but I can help around the house. Chores, errands—anything. I’ll do anything. Please.”


“Go home, Mr. Winters.”


But he can’t. How can he possibly make her understand?


Fine. If she wants a reason, the one behind his ambitions, he’ll bare his soul to her. Covered in mud and dog saliva, he has no dignity left to lose. Wes pulls his wallet from his pocket. Inside, there’s painfully little money and a picture of his family, back from when Dad was still alive. Even now, it twists his guts to see them together, all of them pulling ridiculous faces. In the center, Dad and Mam look as smitten with each other as they do in their wedding photos. Wes is smiling so wide it’s a grimace, balancing Edie on his hip. Christine’s planting a kiss on his cheek, Colleen’s in the middle of shouting something, and Mad is, well, Mad. She’s standing off to the side, looking deliberately miserable, but the fond glimmer in her eyes betrays her.


They all look so happy.


Wes swallows the sudden flood of grief and shoves the photograph toward Maggie. “This is my family. My dad’s gone, and . . .” And what? There are no words sufficient to finish that sentence. Now we have no money. Now we’re barely making it. Now the whole world is duller, and I don’t think I’ll ever be as good a man as he was. “My sisters who are old enough work. So does my mom. I don’t have the education or connections right now to get a job that’ll support them, so I just need a chance. A real chance. I’m trying to do right by them.”


Maggie stares at the photo for a long time with a beetle-browed expression. When she looks up at him again, her stare is hard, assessing, like she’s trying to boil him down to his very soul. It makes him feel like a curiosity at a curbside menagerie. For the first time, he notices how big her eyes are. She looks like a very serious owl.


“Fine.” She hands the photograph back to him. “Come in.”


“Really?” He can’t help it. He’s grinning like a fool. Even the humiliation of trying to collect all his bags can’t dampen his mood. “You have no idea how much this means.”


Maggie snatches a suitcase out of his hand, and Wes understands that’s about as much reciprocity on his enthusiasm as he can hope for.


He follows her into the house and almost gasps at the size of it. He’s greeted by a double staircase that arcs elegantly upward to a central landing. A chandelier hangs above it, weighed down with more crystals than a rich lady out to the opera. On one side of the foyer is a carpeted room filled with plush chairs and lined from floor to ceiling with bookcases. On the other is the kitchen, where worn copper pots and pans hang from the ceiling above an island countertop.


Although Welty Manor is grander than anything he’s ever seen, it’s still as sad inside as it looked on the outside. The dirt streaking the bay windows lets in enough sunlight to illuminate the dust motes swirling around them. The wooden banisters are scratched and dull, dog hair covers the dark upholstery, and dishes loom in unstable towers on the countertops. A few small slivers of the house have been scraped clean. The floor looks freshly swept, and the sink has been recently caulked. Clearly the mess isn’t for a lack of trying.


Maggie is already hauling one of his suitcases up the stairs. He trails after her as close as he dares, down a narrow hallway lined with cobwebbed sconces. She opens the last door on the right and ushers him through.


Wes stifles an embarrassing cry of excitement. The bedroom is huge. He’s never had so much space to himself, since he’s always shared a room with his sisters. It smells musty, but he can work with musty. As he drops his suitcases at the foot of the bed, the floorboards cough up a cloud of dust. He sneezes so loudly, Maggie flinches.


“Excuse me,” he says, sniffling.


She goes to the window and struggles with the latch. It cracks open a few inches, showering flecks of crumbly paint onto the sill. Fresh air sighs in through the gap. It seems like no one’s been in here in years, but Wes can see this room hasn’t been unoccupied forever. A few alchemy textbooks lie forgotten on the floating shelf above the writing desk. There’s even a pleated skirt hanging in the open closet. His stomach twists into knots. How many others have come before him?


How many have actually made it?


“You can stay here until she comes back,” Maggie says, “but I wouldn’t bother unpacking unless you want to leave something behind when she throws you out.”


“O ye of little faith. I can be very convincing.” There’s something endearing about her skeptical expression that makes him feel like it’s worth pushing his luck. “You let me in here after all, didn’t you?”


“I did.” She frowns at him. He can’t tell if she’s more bothered by him existing in her space or by his once-white shirt, which looks like he’s dunked it in coffee. He feels clammy with it clinging to his back. “Give me your shirt. I’ll wash it.”


Heat floods his face. “What? Right now?”


Part of him isn’t shy at all. It’s hard to be when he grew up with four sisters. He was still young and impressionable when he would fall asleep to the lullaby of Christine and Mad gossiping over their latest conquests. But the other part of him—the part that has fumblingly half-undressed for only a handful of girls in the dark—wants to shrivel up on the spot. Maggie Welty looks like the kind of girl who would sooner kill a man than admire one.


She slices through his mortifying fantasy with her curt reply: “Of course not. I’ll wait in the hall.”


“Right. Of course not.”


God, he’s such an idiot.


As soon as she slips into the hallway, he makes quick work of unfastening his tie and stripping off his sopping shirt. The door hangs open a sliver, and he catches a glimpse of Maggie in profile. Wes is startled by the anxious, almost guilty look on her face. As if she feels his eyes on her, she glances over. Her lips part, and pink spreads across the bridge of her nose. Her gaze flickers from his bare chest to his face, and they sustain eye contact for one excruciatingly long second. The tips of his ears burn with embarrassment. On a normal day, he’d feel rather pleased with himself, but her owlish eyes strip him even more naked than he already is. Maggie breaks first, turning her head to bore holes into the wall instead of his bones. It’s a greater relief than it should be.


Wes clears his throat and passes his shirt through the crack in the door. “Thanks.”


She snatches it from him and folds it over her arm. “The bathroom is just across from you.”


As she stalks down the hall, Wes has the sinking feeling he’ll never get that shirt back. Christine’s going to be so mad at him for losing it.


The amenities of Welty Manor are not at all what he expected. For a renowned alchemist’s home, it has surprisingly few alchemical modifications. Wes finds not even a single shower tile infused with magic, not a stitch of alchemized thread on the bedclothes. Apparently neither Evelyn nor Maggie values home improvement much.


Only the wealthiest people can afford alchemized goods if they aren’t alchemists themselves. With the knowledge he’s cobbled together from his apprenticeships, Wes performs transmutations to make his family’s life easier: simple things, like imbuing Mam’s favorite knife with essence of quartz to keep it sharp, or enchanting Edie’s blanket with pepper seeds so that it’s always warm. Maybe he can convince Maggie of his usefulness if he tinkers with a few things around the house.


After he showers off his failures and puts on an unstained shirt, Wes goes to find Maggie. The air in the hallway is like honey, thick and golden in the afternoon sunlight. He pauses in front of a wall filled with framed photographs, each one covered in a film of dust. An older, colorized one strikes him first. In it, a blond woman sits beside a wooden boat on the shoreline, grinning back at the photographer. Evelyn, he assumes. With her thin lips and wide brown eyes, she looks so much like Maggie it’s uncanny. But where Maggie is dour, Evelyn is positively radiant.


A few frames over, there’s Evelyn again, beaming at a tall, bearded man. Each of them carries a yellow-haired toddler on their hip. His favorite of the bunch is one of Maggie. She’s maybe seven years old, glaring at the camera with a toy gun slung across her shoulder and a puppy with overlarge ears curled up at her feet. Evidently, she’s always looked like a tiny adult.


Guilt sours his stomach. Even though these photos are displayed here, it feels like an intrusion to examine them. Wes can’t reconcile these happy moments with what he knows of Welty Manor and its inhabitants. This place has the same solemnity as a closed-down fair. To him, home is a loud, cramped place, warm with bodies and stove heat and love. But Welty Manor is none of those things.


Ghosts, not people, live here.


As he makes his way downstairs, he sees Maggie in the kitchen with her back to him. Her long, golden hair is swept up on top of her head with a tortoiseshell pin. A silver necklace chain glimmers against her pale skin, and beneath her wispy baby hairs, a line of black dirt encircles her neck like a collar. It oddly fascinates him. Maggie’s shoulders bunch around her ears, and Wes darts his eyes away just as she tilts her head to look at him.


She’s holding a knife in one hand and a whole chicken in the other. Tufty white feathers are scattered on the countertop like snowdrifts. He cringes but keeps his smile easy. Things are different in rural New Albion, after all, and he’s determined to not ruin things with her this time. Third time’s the charm.


Wes pulls out a chair at the counter and sinks into it. Like everything else in this house, it whines in protest. “Thanks for letting me stay.”


“Sure.” She doesn’t look at his face but at the ends of his hair audibly dripping onto the countertop. Self-consciously, he leans back and smooths his hair out of his face. Water runs down his neck, as cold as ice in the chill of the house.


He clears his throat. “Can I do anything to help?”


“No.”


It’s becoming increasingly obvious that Maggie doesn’t like him very much. It’s unfair since he’s the one who should be disinclined to speak to her after the dog incident. Yet here she is, acting like he’s an imposition. He resists the urge to remind her that she’s the one who invited him in.


“I’ll keep you company, then,” he says brightly. When he receives no response, he asks, “Do you know when your mom will be back?”


For a moment, she looks flustered. Then, she separates the chicken’s head from its body with a crack of her knife, and it’s as if he imagined that her face changed at all. “Two weeks.”


Two weeks. It’s certainly not ideal, but he can manage that. He’ll just have to find a way to fill the time until then—and keep his family from finding out that he hasn’t exactly secured the apprenticeship he assured them he already had.


“Where is she?”


“On a research trip.”


The way she clips her words indicates that’s all she has to say on the matter. He fishes for another topic. “I was looking at the portraits on the wall upstairs. Was that your brother I saw?”


“Yes.”


“And where is he? With your mom?”


Maggie freezes. Sunlight winks off the blade of her knife. When he meets her eyes, they’re empty. “He’s dead.”


“Oh. I’m so sorry.”


What is wrong with him? Will he ever say the right thing to her? He flounders hopelessly for a few moments before she says, “Do you have any other invasive questions you’d like to ask, Mr. Winters?”


“No,” he says quietly.


“Then dinner will be ready at six.”


Wes knows a dismissal when he hears one. The steady thunk, thunk, thunk of her knife pursues him up the creaking stairs.


Shut into the spare bedroom, he searches for something, anything, to keep his thoughts from spiraling into humiliated despair. It only takes a minute to find an alchemy textbook on a shelf, one he’s been assigned so many times, he has the first chapters memorized. At the end of chapter two, there’s an exercise—still incomplete, which says a lot about how long its previous owner lasted here—that explains how to disintegrate paper with alchemy.


Tear out the sheet on the next page and follow these simple steps!


Next to the condescending instructions, there’s a meticulously annotated transmutation circle. It’s a basic formula for nigredo, the process of decomposition—the first of three types of spells alchemists can perform, along with purification and reconstitution. Transmutation circles trap the energy used in an alchemical reaction inside their borders, and while the runes inscribed within them are more idiosyncratic, broadly, they allow an alchemist to bend that energy to their will.


Maybe it’s boredom, or maybe it’s nostalgia, but Wes finds himself tearing out the sheet along its perforated edge and rummaging for chalk in the writing desk’s drawer. The first time he tried this spell, it took him twenty minutes to replicate the transmutation circle. Now he’s done it so many times, he has the entire array sketched on the floor in five. He places the paper in the center and focuses his attention inward.


Any alchemist worth their salt considers themselves a scientist, but there’s something inexplicable about alchemy, too. Something magical. At the core of each of us, one of his first teachers said, there is a spark of divine fire.


As Wes imagines cupping that flame in his hands, his palms grow warm and his mind goes perfectly still. He presses them to the floor, and as his energy flows into the circle, the paper ignites with white fire. It blisters and curls in on itself until all that remains is the lingering smell of sulfur and a pile of black ash. Alchemists call it caput mortuum: dead head, the worthless remains of an object. But the essence of that paper lies buried within the ashes, waiting for him to distill it and harness it for an enchantment.


A successful transmutation usually leaves him flushed with awe, but right now, staring down at the caput mortuum, all he feels is bitterness. All he sees is Maggie’s infuriatingly blank face when she told him, My mother won’t tolerate mediocrity.


Wes slams the textbook shut, his face burning with shame. What does Maggie Welty know about him, anyway? He’s not a mediocre alchemist; he’s only undereducated. If someone measures his progress with anything other than how well he performs on a written test or regurgitates alchemical theorems, he’ll thrive. He just needs someone to believe in him.


Hours later, he lies awake, shivering and restless. Nights in Dunway are hot, sometimes unbearably so, but here, the draft slipping through the windows is bitter cold. The shadows sharpen against the ceiling, and bare branches scrape against the window like nails. At home, he’d fall asleep to the sound of his mother snoring. To the couple downstairs arguing. To Colleen singing along with the sputtering old radio in the kitchen. But here, the silence is too loud without anything to dampen it, and the swatch of sky outside his window presses too close without skyscrapers to hold it back. The new moon leaves the night dark and full of stars he’s never seen before.


He’s homesick, and it’s only been a day. How pathetic can he be?


Wes doesn’t think he’s cried in years. Not since Dad’s funeral. Not since Mad told him to suck it up for the younger ones. He feels frustratingly, tantalizingly, close to it right now. But as he blinks through the burning behind his eyes, he wonders if he’s even capable anymore. Maybe he’s finally succeeded in hollowing himself out.


If he can’t grieve his father or his impossible dreams without hurting his family or himself, what other choice does he have but to keep things light? To dazzle people so they can’t look for the cracks? He’s survived this long by letting everyone believe he’s selfish and shallow. It’s better that way. No one knows how to hurt you if you always play the fool. No one can truly be disappointed in you if they don’t expect any better.
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