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To my children, Zoe and Dean.

You’ll choose your own magic.
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PROLOGUE NINA


I took the name of a dead canary.

My birth coincided with the collapse of a nearby mine—the most catastrophic collapse the continent of Belavere Trench had ever known. All 104 men within those tunnels were buried alive that day, with the exception of one—my father—who miraculously emerged from the dust, suffocated canary in hand.

My father liked to retell that story whenever whiskey persuaded him to, which was often. “Heard the blasted thing fall right off ’is perch, I swear it! She was always bloody squawkin’, you see? Never fuckin’ let up. Named it Caranina after that singer lady, you know the one? Moment she went quiet, I knew somethin’ weren’t right. Next I knew, the whole fuckin’ place was cavin’ underfoot. Barely reached daylight.” Fletcher Harrow would gesture to me then. “Came home to find me girl were born! It were fate, you see? God snuffed that canary so that I could see Nina with me own eyes!”

He’d smile for a moment, remembering a newborn version of me, and then he’d remember those 103 men buried and grow solemn. The solemnness would turn to anger. Anger meant whiskey.

“Fuckin’ mines,” he’d mutter. Then, “Fuckin’ swanks in their fuckin’ fancy robes,” and as though the words were combustible, other craftsmen, whatever their trade, would ignite.

Together, they’d cradle their cups and curse their poor fortune. They would blame the Head of House first, then all the Lords, then all Artisans for their luck in life.

There were only two kinds of people in the world, and I’d known it before I could talk. There were the people like my father, who worked honestly. Craftsmen who were paid far too little for their long days in the mines, the factories, the farms. And then there were Artisans: the fortunate. The high-society swanks with their magic.

“Who says they’ve got more to offer than us, aye?” This, from some other drunkard. “Sittin’ in their fine houses, butlers and all.”

“God’s whores,” someone would say. “If Idia appeared before me, I’d wrap me hands ’round her holy throat.”

But the Holy daughter, Idia, was likely somewhere high above laughing. The Artisans were in Belavere City, miles and miles away. And as for these men, their fortunes would never change. Their fate had been determined for them in childhood when they had been put on a train to that fancy city, prayed to Idia, and swallowed a solution that would determine if magic lived within them, or if they were of better service out in the brink of the continent, sweating and moaning and occasionally being buried alive.

Eventually one would speak too brashly or throw his glass, and the coppers would drag him out and jail him a night or two, but this was the extent of their rebellion. There was no one out here to fight but each other.

And anyway, who could raise a hand against those Artisans, whose blood was imbued with magic? Surely not this sorry lot.

I chuffed from my barstool, imagining these bloated clucks stumbling toward a blue-robed, Belavere-branded Artisan. They wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Nina,” my father said, just now remembering I was there. “Go on home, now. Tell your ma to heat some supper. I won’t be far behind.”

Ma wouldn’t be at home. Hadn’t been home in several years now. But whiskey was a magic all its own. Nothing to do but nod.

I ran barefoot down dirt roads the entire way, skipping over reeking drains and spilled coal dust. I didn’t stop until I was safely through the door of our two-room lodging. Then I exhaled the Scurry stench and took my tingling hands over to the Scribbler’s cranny.

A Scribbler’s cranny usually consisted of a writer’s desk with piles of waiting parchment. Artisan Scribblers were the source of all correspondence in Belavere Trench. A continent of Artisan magic had no need for boats and trains or birds to send messages, not when Scribblers could ink a page from many, many miles away with their mind alone.

There was a special sound associated with a Scribbler’s message. The parchment in the Scribbler’s cranny would crinkle just slightly, a gentle scratch would ensue, the insides of your stomach would clench. Who was sending word? What news would the ink bring?

Ma, I’d think. This time it will be from Ma.

It never was.

Our Scribbler’s cranny was not so much a cranny as the space between boiler and bench. And there wasn’t so much a writing desk as there was an old chopping block balanced atop a stool. The pile of waiting parchment curled at the corners.

I had been aching all day to sit by it, and not because I anticipated a missive from my mother. I was older now. It had been a long time since I’d bawled for her. No, this night, I awaited a letter of much more importance.

I imagined every child of twelve to be sitting just as I was, hovering over a parchment, waiting on a Scribbler who sat hundreds of miles away, curling their names and addresses in order. Over and over, I convinced myself the parchment was moving, that a spot of ink was beginning to appear, but hours passed, and the parchment remained obstinately plain.

At midnight, a clock tower chimed its warning, my father stumbled through the door and landed face-first on his cot. No ink. No cursive.

But I stayed by the boiler, blanket around my shoulders and eyelids back. And in the very early hours, the first rustles bolted through the chamber of my chest.

The parchment cracked, awakened.

I leapt from my stool.

Words unfurled from nothing.


BY ORDER OF BELAVERE TRENCH NATIONAL COUNCIL

To the attention of Miss Nina Harrow

of

348 Cobbler and Brum, Row 5, Scurry.

On the 23rd of September, 1892, all children who were born twelve years prior are henceforth summoned to Belavere City and the National Artisan House to enact the 535th Siphoning Ceremony, as per the below articles 2, 3, 6, & 18 of the National Constitution of Belavere Trench.

Long live Belavere.

2. Idium Quantum

To incite the birthright of magics, male children upon the age of twelve years are mandated to consume one ounce of idium dilution. The effects thereafter will constitute the legal status of the individual’s magics, and they shall be irrevocably designated Artisan or Craftsman.

3. Idium Quota

A citizen with official Artisan branding is eligible to an allotment of one ounce of idium dilution twice annually.

6. Education

Every child will be offered approved curriculum. Those deemed Artisan will attend the National Artisan School. Those deemed Craftsman will thereafter seek education at their guardians’ volition.

18. As of the 469th year of siphoning, female children upon the age of twelve years may also rightfully consume one ounce of idium dilution. The effects thereafter will constitute the legal status of the individual’s magics.
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CHAPTER 1 NINA


In late September, I boarded a train.

The smokestack left plumes in our wake, dirtying the carriage windows, and I wondered if the smoke hadn’t followed us from home. I pressed my nose to the glass and made out the silhouette of Scurry in the distance, then saluted the town with my middle finger and turned away from it forever.

The carriage was filled to the brim with children: twelve years of age, fraying socks, soot on their eyelashes and mush in their heads, I imagined. Lady chaperones in long woolen skirts and slickened faces stumbled down the aisle against inertia. One leaned across the seat and flattened the lace trim collar of my blouse without looking me in the eye.

They yelled ineffectually at those who hung over their seats, at the boys who dared take off their caps, at the girls who bunched their dresses above the knee. Sit proper! Wipe your nose! Roll down your sleeves! The pleas went unnoticed. The children of Scurry bickered and caterwauled. We were teeming and swelling and spilling over with adventure. Something new was upon us. Something vast and frightening and intoxicatingly possible.

Possible.

I clung to that word. I wasn’t swept away by the same vicious thrill as the rest. I sat quiet and still. I gripped a badly bound wad of parchment, its pages filled with profile sketches and plant anatomy. I looked dead ahead and saw the possibilities my brain conjured. It drew me pictures of white marble walls and clean canvas. Of starched white blouses and badly stained aprons, imbued with years of paints and clay and charcoal. A landscape stretched in my mind of never-ending rooftops, where the church steeples and bell towers stretched high enough that one could see all the way to the edge of the continent from their rafters.

Soon, the pictures turned to dreams. The chaos aboard ebbed and flowed. The steam chest coughed. The floor rattled atop the cranks. We were carried farther and farther away from all we’d ever known.

I journeyed all the way to the Artisan capital city without a single thought for home. There were only dreams of brilliant crimson blood that turned inky blue.
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CHAPTER 2 PATRICK


Farther north, a different train with an asthmatic whistle pulled to a stop at Kenton Hill.

A boy named Patrick Colson boarded with his breath held, wiping sweat from his hands onto the seats. He waved once to his brothers, to his mother, and silently vowed he’d return tomorrow.

The train pulled away with a jolt, and the boy sighed and pressed his back into the wooden bench, swore quietly, curled his nails into his thighs until they bit.

He watched home slip sideways through the window and felt the distance like a slow amputation. A simmer of dread that emerged at breakfast now boiled over.

Beyond the clatter of the tracks, he heard the train’s farewell whistle, and it sounded like the signal of shifts changing in the mines. His dad and older brother always worked the second shift, never the first. When Patrick returned to Kenton Hill tomorrow, he would join them.

Miner’s blood, through and through—black with soot, like his father, and all the fathers that came before. And therein, this journey was redundant for Patrick. He didn’t need the Artisans in their capital city to tell his fortune. What he needed, very badly, was to return to his mother, who waited at the bay windows of a black brick building. He needed to be among those close walls and low ceilings. Back to the yellow grass hills. To the mills and canals and the great gaping holes in the earth that swallowed men and spat them back out. He needed to be waiting by the whistle in the morning when the night shift ended and ensure his father and brother were spat out with the rest. He needed to be there if (God have mercy) none came back up at all.

At that moment, the worker’s whistle was sounding all over the continent, in dozens of different towns, while dozens of different trains battered across tracks toward the nation’s center.

Much like Nina of Scurry, Patrick ignored the frenzy of children. But the Kenton boy did not sleep. He rubbed his nose subtly to catch tears before they fell over his lip. He stifled the sick in his belly with anger, jutted his chin, stared straight ahead. He dared the bloody Artisans to try and take him away to their fucking school.

They had everything in the world already.

They couldn’t have him.
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CHAPTER 3 NINA


The chaperones herded us on foot into the heart of Belavere Trench, and I became suddenly, brutally aware that I was a speck on an ever-expanding map.

Scurry had always seemed half collapsed. Even as a younger girl, when the world was supposed to seem made of giants, it had never been big enough for me. Ma used to say that my mind was big and it made the outside small. “Girls like us,” she’d say. “We’re made for bigger places, you hear me?”

I’d heard her.

I’d heard everything.

Heard all the parts she didn’t say, too. Heard the door shut when she’d left. Heard Dad crying in the night. Heard all the neighbors and their snide speculations of where she’d run off to.

I thought she was likely in a place like this—somewhere big. If she wasn’t, then she was in hell, and I didn’t care much to visit her in either place.

Belavere City—a place for dreamers and innovators. For artists. For creation. This city was the seat of creation—the very center of it, and I now stood in its heart.

I’d stolen my uncle’s Anthology of Belavere and studied every mural and fresco and blueprint and diagram. I had bothered my father with incessant questions since I’d had a mind to ask them. Are the boilers Artisan-made, or Crafter? What about the shaft pulleys? The conveyors? Surely the conveyors were invented by the Artisans? It seemed that everything of value, everything worth something, was conceived here.

The towns out in the brink were only the clogged arteries that led to the heart.

I had never seen buildings so tall, so clustered. Their red-tiled roofs and off-white facades matched perfectly with their neighbors’. The doorways were framed in arches, alcoves, steep steps to tiled landings. A girl ahead of me pointed and exclaimed at the domed roof in the distance, its fine sculpted stone decorated with gold. A man stood precariously on its top, and before him, the gold filigree morphed and changed, creating new patterns.

Flowering vines spilled from windows and off balconies. Fat-chested pigeons preened on the gutters. Wagons of coal trundled by with no one behind to push them. The women wore wide-hooped skirts, and the men wore neckties and long coats. They looked up and smiled knowingly as we children passed through. Smaller kids pulled on their mothers’ hands and pointed, lamenting the long wait until they too came of age. A man blew into his closed fist, and light appeared. It burst through the cracks between fingers. When his hand unfurled, the light flew from his palm like a dozen released doves and was captured by the lanterns that lined the street.

“Fire Charmer,” we whispered.

Here, clean water flowed streetside in tiny trenches no wider than a bucket. The residents need only step beyond their stoop to access it. I wondered at the team of water Charmers it must take to move so much water through the city.

There were Craftsmen here, too, and they were easy to spot, for their wagons and carts did not move for them unless pushed. Their clothes were hardly so fine, their brows already beaded in sweat. I supposed even a city that thrived from the minds of the most brilliant Artisans must still require manual labor, and Crafters were gifted with what the Artisans were not—superior vigor, strength, endurance.

On and on we walked, and I looked in every direction, seeking out the fine details. Every Belaverian book and sketch and testament I’d ever swallowed was spilling from me, unfolding into perfect replicas. Everything glistened. No precariously hung shutters, no puddles in the alleys. The exactness of it all, the cleanliness, was all painfully beautiful.

The National Artisan House was ahead. Its marble columns reminded me of ancient ruins. I knew from my readings that the sculptor had had them in mind when he’d crafted the building’s facade.

The crowds of children funneled through the narrow cobblestone pathways and bloomed again into an expansive courtyard behind the building. Here, things were not quite as opulent, and I frowned despite myself. The stone walls were stained with limescale; the ground was not bricked or cobbled, but compacted with dirt. The tall perimeter walls were not lined in the same neatly trimmed hedges at the building’s front.

But the air smelled like a million known and unknown things—coffee, kerosene, pastry, tobacco, horse shit. I heard bells and carts and voices upon voices—the cogs of a city perfectly churning, and my excitement returned.

Possibility. The sounds and smells and gleam of it.

It was, despite my father’s beliefs, possible that I would become a student of the Artisan School. Didn’t the teachers in Scurry say I had a remarkable capacity for the arts? “Natural aptitude,” one had called it.

If it wasn’t the Artisan School for me, then I would find a way to live among these tightly packed buildings and winding roads. If I couldn’t imbue magic, then I would ensure I was surrounded by it. It was still preferable to Scurry.

I would not be boarding another train.

Shoulders bumped into mine. Children continued pouring into the courtyard until we were pushed to its very edges. When it seemed the square surely could not fit one more body, another surge of entrants arrived, hustled in by the calls of chaperones.

We pressed together like cattle in an abattoir, shifting nervously. The smell of so many bodies soon became intolerable.

Finally, someone in navy blue lapels stepped out from the National Artisan House and onto the steps. He held a shiny brass microphone in front of his mouth. It screeched as he pressed its receiving button, and the sea of twelve-year-olds fell silent.

“Good morning,” the man said. He had small teeth and thin lips, a bulbous nose, large jowls, sparse hairs plastered over his forehead. There were posters of this man in all the taverns of Scurry. The first-shift miners threw darts at it in the evening.

“Welcome to the National Artisan House, children,” said Lord Tanner, the Head of House. A small smattering of awkward applause. Another of my pictures unfolding into reality.

The Lord Tanner. I beamed. What an incredible sight! And what extraordinary invention, to throw one’s voice so widely.

I was not alone in my wonder. A girl tugged my sleeve unconsciously and stood on tiptoe to see him better, and another cupped her hands to her mouth. But there were those who were not so taken. One mean-faced boy stood behind my right shoulder and spat on the ground right between his feet.

I, however, knew more than he did about the governing leader of Belavere Trench. I had studied his art. Lord Tanner had crafted marble statues around the city that depicted weeping angels and dying saints. He’d sculpted a granite bridge that scaled over three hundred feet across the Gyser River. He’d created these things with his mind alone. He was a stone Mason of the highest order, and the sight of him turned my skin to gooseflesh.

“To see so many of you is to feel immensely proud of this nation, and its people. People from all walks of life, coming together to celebrate community, prosperity, and…” But whatever else it was we were celebrating was impossible to hear. From behind, a low voice laughed derisively, then muttered, “Fuck off.”

It was the spitter. Of course it was. A boy with dirty brown hair and an extremely clean shirt, standing too close for my liking. He smiled like he didn’t mean it, stood still like he wanted to bolt, stared at the man with the microphone like he’d knock the tiny teeth from his mouth, given the chance. The boy shook his head, shifted his weight to his left leg, then looked me right in the eye.

I was taken aback by their color. Pale blue. Crystal clear. Completely at odds with the rest of him—cracked fingernails, wrinkled trousers, the sole of his shoes gently peeled at the toes. A suntan that circled the bottom of his neck, a starched button-down shirt that made him fidget. He adjusted the collar and the sleeves like he’d found himself in someone else’s clothes by mistake. He was too skinny for his height. The belt around his trousers looped over itself.

I wrinkled my nose, mouthed the word pig, and turned back to Lord Tanner. Praise God.

“… and the Almighty sent to us His greatest creation, His daughter, who was not deity nor goddess, but a human who walked on this land as one of us.”

Idia, I thought, staring wide-eyed at the book Lord Tanner now held: the Book of Belavere. He read from it in a voice adults use when they believe what they’re saying is gravely important. I straightened my shoulders, determined to remember every word.

“Through Idia, the Lord spoke, and He told us this land was a Holy place. He bade us protect it, and when others came to sully its sacred ground, Idia led our armies, and she bled when we bled… and her blood was ink.” And here, Tanner held high a familiar stone.

It could have been a lump of coal if it weren’t for the sun that shone through it, filling it all the way up with light, revealing its true color. Blue like the deepest part of the sea, like slow-falling night.

“Terranium,” Tanner stated. “The most important ore our land bestows. For only within this particular stone do we find the crystallized blood of Idia, mined from the land, and given back to its people, even thousands of years after She was returned to God.”

Murmurs stirred. I shifted restlessly.

“Through idium, we are made better. We become the person God intended. Through Idia’s teachings, we know that creation comes from the body and the mind. Craftsman and creator. Both are equally vital in the turning of the world, for who will shift the Earth on its axis, once the idea has been conceived?” Then, Tanner’s free hand lifted.

Awe stilled the crowd. The children fell still and silent and reverent, for who could deny the miracle before them? I gaped at Lord Tanner’s empty hand, the way his fingers flexed and relaxed. Hovering above it was a small but perfect sphere of granite stone, spinning in the air by Tanner’s will alone.

Tanner watched the stone intently, just as we children did, and it began to change shape. Pieces broke away, crumbling to dust at his feet. I heard the minute cracks as it was carved into something new by no visible force. It became the model of a church, then a hammer, a clock tower. When he needed it, the discarded fragments at Tanner’s feet rose again to rejoin his sculpture, and soon the stone crumpled inward, and became a solitary planet once more, smooth and unblemished, rotating in the hand of its sun.

I had never seen a thing so beautiful.

Amid the exclamations, Tanner replaced his stone with a vial of dark liquid. Idium. The purported blood of Idia, siphoned from stone.

“Today, children, you have the very great privilege of learning what God plans for you, whether it be pursuits of the mind, or that of the limbs. When you welcome Idia into your bloodstream today, you become an important part of Belavere’s body, and you will begin to aid in its many necessary functions.” His tiny teeth flashed in a smile. “So welcome once more to all of you. Today, you have arrived on the threshold of adulthood, and you will leave knowing your purpose.”

There was short applause, and I led it. It was tempered with nervous anticipation for that gleaming vial of inky blood—the precious substance we were all about to consume.

Lord Tanner stepped away from the microphone with a politician’s wave and disappeared back into the building, and the crowd broke into a violent, frenzied chatter.

I did not join in the conversation. Emblazoned in my mind was that piece of granite transforming into ideas, again and again, and a smile crept in.

I looked skyward to the highest story of the House, where Tanner’s office likely was. I would wager it was the size of my entire home back in Scurry. Bigger, even. Filled with oil paintings and sculptures and busts and ornately carved furniture from the finest everything, and I longed to be in the presence of it all.

Would the Artisan School be like this? Austere and bright and towering?

The double doors opened out to the courtyard again, and a dark-haired woman with narrow features and heeled shoes approached the microphone and said, “Residents of Belavere City and Baymouth will queue first for siphoning. Five lines at the door, please. No fighting.” And that was that.

While the summoned twelve-year-olds moved forward to queue before those double doors, the rest of us hung back. Some moved to find friends. Some tried to find a place to sit while they waited. I, however, was too filled with absolution to sit. Too evangelized to chat. I simply stood there, beaming from the inside out, filled to the brim with that same light that had impregnated the lump of idium.

I suddenly felt sure, though I couldn’t explain why, that I would be deemed an Artisan this day.

A person destined to the pursuits of the mind—that was me.

Inside the waist of my skirt was the parchment I’d saved, but back in Scurry was the pile I’d discarded, strewn with sketches and landscapes and dried flowers and all my thoughts painted into shapes. I’d always had “natural aptitude.” I was made for bigger places, meant to be surrounded by creation spun from the loom of one’s mind.

I relinquished a smile.

“There’s a pin stickin’ out of your arse,” said a voice.

I turned to find the spitter frowning, arms crossed, staring at the waist of my skirt. When he saw my obvious disgust, he merely shrugged. “Just thought you should know.”

I adjusted the pin at the small of my back, poking it securely into the folds of my skirt. “Keep your eyes elsewhere,” I bit out.

He frowned. “I think if I were likely to sit on a pin in the near future, I’d want someone to tell me.”

“Weren’t goin’ to sit on it,” I muttered, hoping he’d say no more.

Instead, the boy stuck his hands in his pockets. He rose his sun-bleached eyebrows. “What’s your name?”

I didn’t answer, didn’t want the spitter to know me, but the pig ploughed on. “Mine is Patrick Colson. Patty, if you like.”

I continued to glare.

“I’m from Kenton Hill.” He persevered. “Reckon I’m headed back there, too. Where’re you from?”

“Scurry” came the answer. It flew past my lips without my permission. I clamped my mouth shut.

Patrick nodded knowingly. “By the river.”

I hesitated, then nodded. I was surprised, perhaps by the idea that anyone outside of Scurry knew of its existence, perhaps that this boy knew anything at all.

“I’ll call you Scurry girl, then,” he said, expression suddenly serious. “Why’s there a pin in your arse, Scurry girl?”

My nose wrinkled. “Don’t call me that.”

“Gotta call you somethin’. I don’t know your name.”

“It’s Nina.” I sighed, annoyed. “And the pin is keepin’ this skirt from fallin’ round my ankles.”

He gave a low whistle. “That’d ruin the occasion, eh?”

I rolled my eyes and turned away again, looking for somewhere, anywhere to escape to.

“I, on the other hand, would love to see this whole fuckin’ ceremony ruined.” He said it in a voice made of razors.

I couldn’t help but turn back to peer at him again, to watch the gentleness in his features harden. “I’d gathered,” I said. “You spit like a miner.”

“Ah,” his eyes sparked, as though I’d revealed something important. “So, your daddy’s a miner, then?”

“And just as bitter.”

“Not much to be pleased about when you’re stuck in a hole all day.”

“Then it should please you to be here, shouldn’t it? Maybe you’ll be destined for a different line of work.” I didn’t quite know why I bothered arguing. The woman at the microphone called for the children of Brimshire and Bunderly to queue next, and there was more shifting of bodies, more space as children went in through those double doors and didn’t return, and yet Patrick Colson and I stood in place, steadfast and immovable amid the tide.

I could only assert that his face was hugely annoying, that his tone was superior, and that I very much wanted to prove him wrong.

He also reeked of the same hatred that frothed from the mouths of men in Scurry, and it rankled to hear it here in the city, so far from the soot.

“Nah,” Patrick said nonchalantly. “Not me. Son of Craftsman who was the son of Craftsman and so on. I’ll be back on that train by nightfall, just you watch.” His smile waned a little, as though he was suddenly not so sure. “And if the idium does take, then I’ll refuse to ever take another dose. They’ll have to send me home eventually.” He seemed comforted by the idea. I nearly envied him that.

Then I remembered those bigger things I was meant for.

“What about you?” he continued. “You’re prayin’ to be at that swank school, I take it?”

I didn’t like the way he said it, like it was a myth only gullible kids still believed in. I lifted my chin. “Why wouldn’t I?”

He grinned knowingly. “You look like the type. Bow in your hair. Pin up your arse. No interest in an honest day’s work.” They sounded like someone else’s words. Words he’d learned by heart.

It was common vitriol in towns like ours. My father thought Artisans lazy, indulgent. He commented on their houses and decor and running water and woodless stoves and lamented them, that they would let their bodies waste away while their minds did all the labor. Weak men. Brittle women. An entire class afraid of dirty hands and exertion. All this he said as he dabbed bluff into the abrasions on his skin, then plundered his gut with liquor.

I thought of all those working facets of the body that Tanner had mentioned, specifically the ones the Artisans were responsible for: architecture, engineering, innovation, design, beauty. How could such things exist if there was not a mind to think them up? There was more to this world than what could be achieved through blunt manual labor. I had heard about the plight of the “honest man’s work” enough times to recognize the same pinched expression, the same hateful tone, even if it was borrowed. Which meant I had already heard every version of what Patrick Colson might say next: that the Artisan government was a corrupt one that undervalued the Crafters, that the pay was blatant robbery, the conditions downright deadly, the sway of wealth completely one-sided.

It wasn’t that I disagreed. I was just tired of hearing it said and seeing nothing done. I found it difficult to sympathize with those who seemed to take twisted pleasure in their own misery. Ma used to say it was one thing to be down, and quite another to dig yourself a grave.

“I sewed this skirt myself,” I told Patrick Colson. “Made it too big. Do you know why?”

Patrick stared at me dumbly. Waited.

I lifted my hand to my tailbone and pulled the pin out. I let the skirt fall over my hips, revealing trousers beneath. Hardier fabric, cuffed up to my knees. Then I gathered the skirt and unfastened the back, sweeping it over my shoulders and putting my arms through the pocket holes until the inbuilt sleeves turned inside out. Finally, I stuck the pin in my hair. So there.

Patrick gulped, his cheeks pinkening slightly. I would have bet my last penny that he didn’t have any sisters, and he’d never seen a girl drop her skirt before.

“I’m not goin’ back on that train, whether I’m Artisan or not,” I told him outright. “I’ve got plenty of my own complaints about what it’s like out in the brink. I just don’t see the use in whinin’. I’d rather think up grand ideas and create things. And if I can’t be an Artisan, then I’ll use the mind I’ve got.” I raised my eyebrows at him pointedly. “I won’t be goin’ home.”

Patrick stared at me without blinking. He watched as I slowly dragged the makeshift coat from my arms and constructed it back into a skirt around my waist. Lord, but it was heavy. Heavy enough for cold nights out in the open. Heavy with everything I was able to stitch into the hem.

He shook himself from his reverie. “Well,” he said. “That fuckin’ showed me, didn’t it?”

Patrick Colson liked to say fuck a lot.
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CHAPTER 4 PATRICK


A Smith.”

“Why would you want to be a Smith and not a Mason? Or a Charmer?”

“One fuckin’ word, Nina Harrow,” Patrick said, arms stretched wide. “Gold.”

Nina flattened her lips in that way girls did when they thought you stupid. “I think you’ll find that diamond is more valuable than gold.”

“Is not.”

“Sure it is.”

“Oh yeah?” he remarked, flicking a pebble at her. She barely flinched. “How would you know, Scurry girl?”

“Because I read,” she said simply, and she had him there. Patrick could barely read more than the newspaper headlines. The schoolroom bored him.

She was smart, that much was clear. Not smarter than Patrick, he was sure. But a different kind. A blistering kind. “What do you want to be, then, since you have all the answers?”

“Somethin’ that matters,” she said, pulling her knees up to her chest.

He raised one eyebrow. “You mean terranium?”

Her flat expression told him he was right. She surprised him once more. It was true that many of their peers probably hoped to be a famed terranium Alchemist. After all, what could be more vital to the continent then the careful extraction of idium—a job only a medium of terranium could do. And rumor had it the number of terranium Alchemists was dwindling quickly—few knew how many were left. But still, Nina didn’t seem to Patrick like a person vying for fame or glory.

She seemed like a person who was running away.

“Hmm,” Patrick murmured. “I thought you might say a Scribbler.”

She gave him a look of disbelief. “The lowliest of Artisans?”

He shrugged. “Seems more excitin’ than drawin’ blood from a stone. Scribblers travel all over.” It was true. There was a Scribbler in every town and parish of the Trench, sending and receiving missives from the capital and collecting payment from anyone who could afford to send notes to a distant loved one.

Nina shook her head. “If I’m gonna be an Artisan, I don’t want to sit around all day sendin’ notes with my mind. I want to do something more important.”

“And you want terranium to be your medium?”

“I want anythin’ but pen and paper to be my medium.”

“And yet, you’ve got a bindin’ of parchment shoved down the waist of your trousers,” he grinned. “Saw it when you dropped your skirt.”

Her cheeks pinkened, a small victory. He chucked his chin at the place near her hip. “Can I see what you wrote?”

“No,” she said immediately. Patrick thought of animals with their legs caught in traps and decided it was best not to press her. He rolled his eyes and didn’t ask again.

Around them, conversations of similar nature were happening simultaneously. Boys and girls sitting or standing and waiting as the crowds thinned. Waiting for the name of their birthplace to be called through the crackling microphone. In the meantime, they debated the hierarchy of the Artisans.

Mediums known as the lesser arts: painting, drawing, writing, composing, were the pastimes of swanks. Most Artisans excelled at doing one or more of these. Some showed aptitude in all. And then there were the more highly ranked classifications…

A Scribbler’s medium was, quite simply, ink. They could make it appear from half a world away.

Cutters specialized in precious stones: diamond, quartz, amethyst, and the like. They were the pretty decorators, the designers of finer things. Cutters could mold gems into any shape a rich mistress pleased. Patrick thought them rather useless.

Smiths molded copper, iron, nickel, gold, and silver. Patrick admitted the intricacies of their work could be admired.

Masons were a higher order of Artisan. Wood and stone were vital resources in a world made from little else.

Alchemy was most important, of course. Only an Alchemist could crack open a lump of terranium. Without them, there was no idium. No siphoning ceremonies. No Artisans. There was only one other order that might match the class of an Alchemist.

“What if you were a Charmer?” Patrick asked her now, this girl who wasn’t going home.

Her answer was instant, as were all her answers, as though she’d already thought of every question the world might demand and banked her thoughts on the matter. “Earth,” she said.

“Why not fire or water?” Patrick liked quizzing her. Liked hearing the sureness in her voice.

“Not hard to guess why.”

“I suppose it’s the glory?” he guessed. “You’d be the only earth Charmer in a hundred years or more.”

She frowned, reproaching him. “More earth Charmers means fewer mine collapses,” she explained, rather like she were teaching a bug to count. “Imagine if each mine had a Charmer to keep the tunnels from folding in.”

He didn’t care to imagine it. To imagine it was to think of his dad and brother back in Kenton Hill, readying themselves for passage down the shaft. He didn’t want to think of tunnels that closed in like card houses.

Instead, Patrick peered at her, trying to pick off the peculiarities one by one. There were scratches on her throat. Her fingers kept finding their way back there, worrying absently at nothing. He’d never seen a person itch for something so much it found its way onto their skin. But Nina itched. Lord, did she.

She pointed to the spired roofs of the buildings over the courtyard ramparts and named each one of them as though they were well acquainted. She crossed and uncrossed her legs in different directions, sometimes remembering to be proper, and sometimes reverting back to a kid from a town like Scurry who sat like sitting was meant for comfort. She had blond curls spiraling in every direction, flushed skin, a thousand freckles, and widely spaced teeth. She had dancing fingers and dark brows that rose and fell with each word. Her hazel eyes seemed to see everything. Nina pointed to the clock tower and told him it was crafted by a blind Artisan named Jeffrey Waltzer. This made him smile widely.

“Me brother Donny don’t see too well,” he told her. “Bet he’d like that story.”

“It chimes a different tone at every hour,” Nina continued, “so that one needn’t look to tell the time. They can hear it.”

“Hear time,” Patrick scoffed. “Artisan bullshit.”

Nina sighed. Her shoulders fell dramatically, and Patrick suddenly became worried that she’d had enough of him. “It is clever, though,” he added hastily.

“Liar.”

He grinned. “I just don’t understand it, is all.”

“Don’t understand what?”

He fumbled for an answer that didn’t sound like an insult. “All that artsy stuff… hearin’ time and feelin’ colors and whatever else. Artisans talk like the wind blows just for them. But wind is just wind. There’s no meanin’ to it.”

“You’re wrong,” she said, not angry, but animated, sparkling eyes big as planets. “There’s meanin’ in everythin’ if you look hard enough. There’s joy in it, too. That’s the problem with Crafters,” she sniffed, drawing her knees up to her chest. “Too worn out to feel anythin’ other than angry. Do you know what my dad hates most?”

Patrick shrugged warily.

“Music,” she said. “Dancin’, too. Says it turns people into clowns. Imagine being so… so…”

“Constipated?”

She smiled reluctantly. “Miserable. Every one of them’s the same. Miserable and tired. Too uptight to dance.”

Her lips had thinned as she spoke, sourness curling them inward. Every one of them’s the same.

“Maybe in Scurry.” Patrick frowned. “But not everywhere. Not in Kenton Hill.”

Nina rolled her eyes.

“We dance.” A strange desire to impress her had come over him. “I am an excellent dancer. Just ’cause we ain’t Artisan, don’t mean we’re no fun.”

She laughed once, then turned her head away, dismissive.

Lord, but she was annoying. Huffy. Edgy. He thought it was likely time she had someone show her up, take her off that high horse. For a Crafter’s daughter, she sure had the opinions of an Artisan.

Patrick stood abruptly, towering over her. When she looked back, confused, he flattened his expression into one of severe concentration.

Then Patrick danced. Nothing too ambitious, just a folk jig. His feet kicked up the dust and a group of nearby girls giggled and backed away. When Nina’s cheeks flamed, he spun on the spot, lifted his arms, jumped. He heard others clapping in time, hooting insults.

Then he was yanked back down to the dirt, Nina’s hand gripping his belt.

“Bloody hell,” Nina cursed, only releasing Patrick once his arse had firmly hit the ground. She looked about her with rising embarrassment. “You got gas in your head?”

He sniggered. “Got music in me feet, Nina Harrow, or whatever Artisan bullshit you’d prefer.”

A smile broke free, then a burst of laughter. Then he was laughing, too.

Both of them falling about in fits.

He wanted to ask her a thousand other questions. He was acutely aware of the time ticking by, though he’d forgotten all about the train he was so desperate to return to.

“If you don’t get into the school,” he asked cautiously, “Where will you go?”

She shrugged like it didn’t much matter. “I’ll find a place.”

“In the city? You gonna work in a factory? That’s all the Crafters do here, you know. My dad says it’s worse than prison.”

“Won’t matter much when I become an Artisan, will it?” She stared pointedly back at him, daring him to contradict her, and he wanted to. If it wasn’t for the knowledge that she might stab him with that pin in her skirt, Patrick would’ve called her daft.

“What makes you so sure?” He was leaning closer, not wanting to miss the answer. He stared at her lips, just in case.

It took a moment. She rolled those lips around like she needed to chew the words first. She looked over Patrick’s head to the endless rows of red rooftops, and her hands danced in her lap. Finally, she looked back at him, grinned, and said, “Just feel it. In here.” And she didn’t point to her head, where the Artisans believed creativity lived. She pointed to her chest, and Patrick knew that if she could show him directly beneath the skin and sinew and bone, there would lie her beating heart.

He wanted quite desperately to know what it was back in Scurry that would make her so eager to live on unfamiliar streets. He wanted to know what made her itch.

Whatever drove her, it was sprinting through her mind as they sat there, a foot apart, in fancier clothes than they ought to be in. It ran wild in her blood, chasing her away. For one horrifying moment, her eyes went glassy and she gulped in a fragile way. Patrick had the urge to touch her cheek.

In the end, he didn’t.

“If the idium doesn’t work, you could come back to Kenton Hill with me instead,” Patrick heard himself say. Didn’t know why he’d said it, except that his chest was surging and Nina hadn’t blinked.

She didn’t answer. She only dried her eyes on her sleeve and looked to the woman waiting by the microphone. “How long do you think we’ll wait?”

“A while yet,” Patrick said, relieved. “They’re not past Dorser and Dunnitch.”

She deflated. Her stomach grumbled and Patrick’s responded in kind. Neither of them had eaten since their respective train rides, and the food carts on board had only offered bread with vinegar or biscuits that turned to dust in your hand.

Patrick chewed his lip and glanced around the courtyard. At the side of the National Artisan House, servants used a side door to enter and exit with crate upon crate of goods. A man with a bald head bellowed at the wagons that trundled to a stop before him. Capped drivers with sweaty faces alighted from their seats and unloaded their wares.

Normally, Patrick wasn’t one for stealing. His older brother Gunner had almost had his hand cut off over a ten-ounce bag of sugared orange—one of their more foolish conquests. But when Patrick looked at Nina, saw the loosened bow in her hair, the scratches on her throat, the eyes that saw everything, he felt the feverish urge to do something foolish.

So he snatched up her hand. “Come on, Scurry girl.”
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CHAPTER 5 NINA


Patrick pulled me through the courtyard, around the groups of children resorting to schoolyard games in their boredom. I went without protest.

It was hot. I was tired and hungry and sick of waiting. I was fizzling with an anticipation I couldn’t bury. It was a relief to move.

I realized too late where he was leading me. His fingers curled tightly into the back of my hand and pulled me down the side of the building where several children sought shade and the servants of the National House smoked. There was nothing here but more sandstone perimeter, more ivy climbing the limescale walls, more dust and dirt underfoot. The lane was filled with horses and carts and wagons of all sizes. Drivers bellowed at one another to make way as they came and went, trying to barrel through and around to make their next delivery. Craftsmen, every one of them.

“We’re not s’posed to be down here,” I hissed, pulling back at Patrick’s hand.

He turned, winked one of those startling eyes and smirked. “You’re not scared, are you?”

I gave him the most derisive look I could muster. “What are we doin’?”

“Gettin’ somethin’ to eat. I’m starvin’.”

I was, too. “If we’re caught, they’ll throw us out!”

Patrick stopped as a door to our left opened, and we dropped to the ground, protected from view by the crates stacked precariously along the exterior wall. The servant who exited did not look our way. They whistled to the driver. “You next!”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Lord, that was close.”

But Patrick’s eyes were plastered to that open door, the servant with his back turned, the space between. His face took on a frenzied gleam.

My eyes widened. “Patrick. Don’t even think it.”

“Chicken,” he whispered on a grin.

“I’m not a chicken.”

“Then get your wits about you, Scurry girl. On the count of three. One—”

“Don’t you dare.”

“Two.”

“You honestly think I’ll follow you, don’t you? Do I look stupid?”

“Three.” Patrick dropped my hand, saluted me, then hurdled the crates and sprinted through the open door, disappearing within.

“Shit,” I breathed. There was absolutely no sense in following. So many people came and went, Patrick was bound to be caught. Boys were truly idiots. He’d likely smacked straight into the chest of a copper when he stepped inside. His wrists were probably in irons. He’d be taken back to the train any moment.

It was very well for him. Patrick wanted to be sent back out into the brink. What did he care if the House rejected his right to a siphoning? Perhaps it was what he sought—a way to avoid the gamble altogether.

It occurred to me then that perhaps Patrick was afraid. What if he took to the idium and it revealed him as an Artisan? He did not speak of home with a stiff jaw the way I did. No, he spoke of home as a place he belonged. What if the idium revealed he didn’t?

Perhaps I’d leave him to this poorly hatched plan, to his train and bad fortune. What did I care, after all?

The moments passed, and he did not reemerge. The door hung open, and the servant who’d exited it seemed engaged in a heated argument with a driver. No police officer hauled Patrick back out into the dust.

Go back to the courtyard, I told myself. Before someone sees. But I stayed and I waited. My heart galloped.

Suddenly, his head reappeared. Patrick’s eyes peered around the doorjamb and spied me in the hollows between crates.

The smug bastard raised an eyebrow.

Get back here! I mouthed to him, gesturing frantically. My eyes darted to the servants and drivers, all of whom were so harried that none spared a glance for the children playing cat and mouse by the door.

Hurry! I mouthed.

But Patrick Colson did not budge. Instead, he rolled his eyes, as though he’d never met a girl quite as hysterical as me, then disappeared once more.

The servants and drivers carried on with their scrimmage, and truly it seemed no one took notice of a damn thing besides. I imagined what else Patrick would call me, should I stay safely outside. Wimp. Wuss. Coward. I could already see the smirk on his face.

There was that other niggle, too. The one that longed to see the inside of this building.

Suddenly, there was an earsplitting crash as two drivers ran their wagons into each other. Horses whinnied. Men swore. The rabble intensified.

A switch inside me flipped.

Over the bleating and braying of the traffic, I bolted from my hiding place, bounded over a slew of fallen potatoes, and slipped inside the National Artisan House.

A long hallway stretched ahead, and at its end, I saw the oak desktops stretch within an open hall. Five men with bored faces sat along its length, vials in their hands, queues of children before them.

The siphoning ceremony.

Only it wasn’t so ceremonious. The officials called “Name?” as new children approached them. They ran a focusing glass down long, long lists. They retrieved a tiny vial from the crates stacked haphazardly at their sides and put it down again on the desk in front of them. “Drink,” they said.

The children did. I watched entranced as they uncorked the vial and brought it to their lips with shaky hands. They drank the solution and cinched their eyes closed as it went down. Then the officials pointed to a box of lumpy items that sat on the desk before them. “Hold each one in your hand.”

The children did as they were asked, questions in their eyes, wondering if there was something they should be feeling. They picked up and replaced each item in the box like they were shopping for ripe fruit. When nothing happened, the officials barely looked up from their lists. “Crafter,” they said. And the children’s eyes either fell or widened with relief.

There was only one child who earned a different reaction. A boy, well dressed and well groomed. He stood with his back straight and his chin high. He looked so thoroughly highborn that I couldn’t help but stare. “Theodore Shop,” he told the woman behind the desk. He drank his idium, and when he put his hand toward the box, a drinking glass filled with water quaked threateningly.

Both child and official reared back, eyes wide.

“Easy, boy,” the official told him. “Let it come to you.”

Theodore Shop frowned in concentration. Instead of lifting his hand, he simply stared at that glass.

The water within rippled with increasing intensity, swirling in violent circles, until finally the glass tipped, and water dashed across the tabletop and seeped over its sides.

Quickly, a servant approached with a rag, sopping up the mess before it dampened swaths of lists.

“Artisan. Charmer!” the official said, clapping, smiling—the first smile of any. “Medium: water!”

Theodore Shop merely stared at the mess he’d created with his mind, and a small, rose-cheeked grin emerged.

In the next moment, a hand closed over my mouth and dragged me sideways into a dark room. A door closed and smothered all light. I was pressed abruptly to a wall, and some instinct bid me to bite down.

“Ouch!” Patrick’s breath washed over my face. His fingers disappeared. “Fuck!”

The sound of footsteps in the hall approached, and we both froze. But they didn’t slow or stop, didn’t open the door to inspect. They passed by, the sound softening, and Patrick and I sagged and stifled laughter in our cuffs.

I put a hand against my thundering heart. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah,” there was a grin in his voice. “Holy shit.”

There was a click. A flicker. A flame spluttered to life in Patrick’s hand, illuminating his face.

For a moment, I gawked at it. It came from a tiny silver tin. “What is that?” I hated how awestruck I sounded.

Patrick watched me curiously. “A lighter. You don’t have none in Scurry?”

“If we did, would I bother askin’ about it?”

Patrick smirked. “This particular one is me father’s invention. Here,” and he held it up for closer inspection. “This wheel here, it sparks the flint. The oil in the canister keeps the flame burnin’.”

I eyed it warily. “Your dad, you say?”

Patrick winked at her. The flame danced in his irises. “Not all genius belongs to the swanks.”

My eyes fell to his lips as he spoke. He was quite a bit taller than me but as close as he’d yet been, and my stomach came alive, networks of sputtering bursts erupting from my gut up into my chest. I felt suddenly shy. My cheeks heated. “We should leave,” I whispered to him. “Now.”

He was far from panicked. In fact, his smile widened. “You followed me in,” he stated. “Didn’t think you would.”

“What?” I spluttered, the reverie broken. “You gave me no choice.”

“Nah,” he shook his head. “There were plenty of choices.” The lighter flickered as he held it higher, as though to see me better. “You chose to come in with me.”

My stomach twisted once more, and he seemed to see it.

His eyes glinted. “You like me, don’t you?”

Heat flooded my face. “What?” I blustered. “Ugh! You’re disgust—”

Patrick threw something at me then. I only just saw it before it hit my stomach. Something round and heavy.

A little cake sat cradled in my hands.

“Eat up,” Patrick said. “Then we’d better go. You’re a bad influence on me, Nina Harrow.”

I hesitated, but the rumble of my stomach soon silenced any other thought.

I said nothing as I ate, but I found myself smiling around the pieces of cake in my mouth and wondered whether the pounding of blood behind my eyes was fear or furious excitement. The two seemed tightly braided.

Patrick paced around the shelves that lined the walls, illuminating small patches as he went with his lighter. It appeared we were in a storage space of some kind. It stunk of moisture and fouling vegetables. There was movement in the corners: Patrick’s light sending rats back into the walls. Stack after stack of crates were organized in aisles. All were identical except for the brands burned into the wood, marking their contents: BRUNDLE’S CANNERY; TIMPTON AND SONS CO.; LIPSHORE LINENS.

He almost didn’t see where the floor fell away. His lighter caught on the edges of the hole before his feet did.

“Stop!” I hissed, my hands outstretched, and I pointed down. His foot hovered over the abyss.

He held the lighter into its depths. Shallow steps led to a cellar’s hatch. An open cellar hatch.

“What do you s’pose they keep in here?” he asked, and I saw that manic stupidity in his eyes return.

“Don’t even think of it.”

But Patrick had already begun to descend the steps. He lowered himself carefully onto the ladder. “We’ve come this far,” he said. “Might as well look around.”

I dithered for a moment, then followed him in.

The cellar was cold, with a floor of compacted dirt. But as for what it contained, I couldn’t tell. Patrick stood with his lighter held high, blocking all else from view. I had to shunt him aside to see.

Shelves and shelves of shallow crates stacked against one wall. The very same crates I’d seen discarded by the siphoning officials’ feet.

“Fuck me,” Patrick intoned. He held his lighter to the brand singed into the wood grain of one of the crates. PROPERTY OF BELAVERE TRENCH, it said. “You don’t think—?”

“Of course I bloody think,” I rasped, my throat suddenly closing. “Don’t touch it!”

Patrick lifted the lid of one of the crates immediately. He pulled a small vial from its insides, dark viscous liquid sloshing within. “Holy shit,” Patrick said. Then louder. “Holy shit!”

I’d clapped my hand firmly over his mouth in an instant. “Shut up, you idiot!”

Patrick slipped my grasp. “It’s ink.”

“We’re in a storage room next to a siphon’ ceremony, half-wit. What did you think you’d find?”

A clatter above announced the arrival of another, and my blood turned cold.

Yellow light descended into the cellar through the open hatch. “In here” ordered a bodiless voice.

In the space between breaths, Patrick extinguished his lighter. His fingers made a fist in the front of my blouse and he pulled me sideways. We tucked into a far, dark corner, where damp-smelling linens hung out of overflowing boxes and concealed the top halves of our bodies. I prayed the shadows would obscure our legs.

Sounds of movement and harsh breathing came, though I saw nothing beyond the browning cloth. Deliverymen, I assumed, carrying supplies overhead and dumping it where directed. An assertive voice instructed them. “Not there! Over there.”

The interminable thumping of my heart. The shuffle of Patrick’s feet. The feel of his breaths on the crown of my head. My fingers shaking in his. Surely, I thought. If they come down here, we’ll be heard. We’ll be found.

Patrick squeezed my fingers. Hush.

“Idium, sir?” a gruff voice asked.

“In the cellar” came the answer.

My heart seized.

I heard the grunts of a man clambering down into the dark, the dull thud of his feet finding the ground. “Pass it down,” he called.

I didn’t dare look. I sealed my eyes shut and prayed. There was the sound of wood against wood and the music of shifting glass. “These ones got wax seals on ’em.” The man heaved on each word as though he’d run several miles. “Never seen ’em bother with wax. What do you—?”

“Be on your way” was the only response. Footsteps sounded on the ladder and then receded, but the yellow light remained. Was the room above empty? Was it safe to emerge?

Another voice suddenly joined the last, and I jumped. I stepped on Patrick’s foot and felt him wince.

This time, the voice was high-pitched and lilting. It bounced off the walls. A woman’s heeled footsteps slapped the tiles above as she spoke. “Thomas, have someone come and collect the clutter out in the hall, the crates are piling up again and we’re not yet halfway through the siphonings. Where on earth are your staff?”

“Bringing in the deliveries, ma’am.”

“Then do it yourself. And bring more vials, if you please.”

The male voice seemed to hesitate. I heard him shift his feet nervously. “Ma’am… the, er… the wax seals, or?”

“No,” said the woman. “We’ve got just about all the Artisan children needed this year, the water Charmer was one of the last. Only brink towns are left.” A pause, perhaps only half a second. Enough time, though, for my heart to collapse in its cage, for Patrick’s hand to turn limp, for both of our frames to shudder, rocked at the foundation.

“Bring the Crafter-marked vials. With any luck, we’ll be finished ahead of schedule,” said the woman.

The man seemed to start a sentence, then think better. “There’s a girl in the courtyard,” he said. “Small, ginger hair. Thin as a reed. It doesn’t seem like she’s eaten in a good while.”

The woman sighed deeply but not unkindly. “She was fed on the train,” she said. “And she’ll be fed again before she returns to her family.”

“Just seems like one or two of the poorer ones could be spared that life,” the man continued. “It’d be easy enough to swap the vial—”

“Speak wisely,” hissed the woman, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Such thoughts will have you swinging from the gallows, sir. Do you understand me?”

A shuffle. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Only a handful are trusted with this knowledge, and you are paid handsomely for your remit, are you not?”

“Yes, ma’am.” It sounded more defeated this time.

A gentle sigh came, and then, “There have always been those more fortunate than others, Thomas. It is the way of the world, however unkind. Not all can be trusted with power. It must be meted out carefully.”

“Of course, ma’am. I only thought…” His voice trailed off. And whatever Thomas thought was never voiced.

I wished I could see the woman’s face. I wanted to see if it was sympathetic or wretched or uncaring. I wanted to see what flashed in her eyes when she said, “The only thing we may do for those children is pray for them.”

There was the sound of crates shifting, the harsh heeled tap of the woman’s shoes receding. The man named Thomas sighed from somewhere near the hatch. And then his feet came down the ladder again.

I peeked out from behind the musty linens to see him stare forlornly at the crate in his hands, and I realized that he was much older than I’d imagined. He gripped the sides of the box as though he might crush it, but instead he set it down with the others and turned away. He climbed up the ladder and closed the hatch. The yellow light evaporated.

Patrick and I were alone again. Stiff-kneed and limp-tongued.

It took several moments for Patrick to lift the linens and step out. Longer before he remembered to come back for me. He untangled me from sheets in the dark, and I did not have the presence of mind to help him.

The lighter flickered, and a flare appeared in the space between his chin and mine, turning us both blood orange.

“What did she mean?” I asked him, much in the way a child asks an elder.

His lips looked white, even in the glow. “I don’t know.”

“Crafter-marked.” I looked to the crates branded PROPERTY OF BELAVERE TRENCH. “She said ‘Crafter-marked.’ ”

Patrick held aloft the vial he’d plucked earlier. Atop its cork was a red wax seal that barely coated the vial’s neck.

I thought of those children I’d seen in the hall, uncorking their waxless vials of idium and being declared Crafters.

We’ve got just about all the Artisan children needed this year.

“What does it mean?” I asked again, desperation leaking through. My stomach bowled. The lighter sputtered out.

“Patrick… what does it mean?”

Somewhere inside me, a screw wound tighter and tighter.
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CHAPTER 6 PATRICK


Nina’s bottom lip shook.

We should leave, Patrick thought. Before they come back.

But his feet wouldn’t—or couldn’t—move. His head clawed at those crates on their shelves, scratched at the wood in need of answers.

“What does it mean?” Nina whispered over and over, like a fading prayer. The words belting around inside him.

I don’t know what it means.

He couldn’t leave. Not until he could make some meaning.

Patrick placed three crates on the ground and cursed them for rattling. He lifted their lids and cringed at the groan and squeak of the timber. He ran his thumb down the flint wheel of the lighter he’d stolen from his father and held the flame next to his knees.

Two crates of twenty-four vials, all corked, all missing wax seals. One smaller crate—twelve vials only, all of them lightly coated in thin red wax, as though the administer did not much care if the glass was sealed or not. Patrick reached for one vial and pulled the wax away easily. Without its marker, he could not identify the difference between this vial and that of its counterpart. They both glistened with inky dilution.

“They’re marked,” Nina said, her breaths shallow. “They’re marked for Artisans. For the ones… the ones they’ve already picked out.”

Patrick found he could not answer while his blood was so laced with heat. Pounding in his head was a growing litany. A cumulative din of every vitriolic word he’d heard since he was small. Every drunk and sober spray in the direction of the Artisan government. A flood of it bloomed within him now. It set him on fire. He was in danger of crushing the vial in his trembling hand.

But while Patrick burned, Nina seemed to extinguish. “I never had a chance, did I?” she asked him. Her voice was so very small. “I never had a chance.”

Nina’s eyes glistened. Her sideways bow slipped another inch.

Without deciding to do it, without really thinking on it at all, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her to him.

And perhaps she found him dumb and foolish, but she buried her forehead into his chest just the same, gripping the back of his shirt with both hands.

He felt her warm breath permeate his shirt and shivered. He felt inexplicably reluctant to let her go. “We need to leave, Nina.”

“I know.”

“Now.”

“I know.”

But before they slipped back up the ladder and through the hatch, out into the hall, the lane, the courtyard, Patrick plucked four vials of idium from their resting places and shoved them deep into his pockets.

Two with wax seals, and two without.
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CHAPTER 7 NINA


Scurry, Sommerland,” called the Artisan woman at the microphone. Her voice was bored.

In the pockets of my skirt were two differing vials of Idia’s blood. I gripped them tightly as I moved forward toward those wide-open doors.

Patrick was gone. Kenton Hill had been called along with Lavnonshire already. Hours ago, it seemed.

What do we do? I had begged.

Nothin’, he’d said, pulling me back from the alley into the rabble of waiting children. Nothin’ to be done.

It’s all pretend. All decided!

Yeah. He’d looked as though I’d taken the words and beat him over the head with it.

I’d stomped my foot. There’s always somethin’ to be done. Always. We cannot simply do nothin’.

And for a moment, Patrick had stirred there in the courtyard, filling with something. But then he let out a long breath, and his head fell forward. He had wiped his nose on his shirtsleeve and looked away. He said, I was gonna be on that train home, one way or another. Then, Fuckin’ dictators. And, with more venom, I could kill every last one of ’em.

For a frightening moment, I’d believed him.

I’ll never… I’ll never be an Artisan, I’d whispered. The hidden parchment jabbed into my stomach. He looked at me with so much pity that I wanted the earth to swallow me.

I thought he might invite me back to Kenton Hill again.

I thought I might say yes.

“Kenton Hill!” came the call. “Lavnonshire!”

Patrick cursed. He picked up the hands laying limply by my sides, and I felt cool glass press against either palm. His blue eyes, now afraid, were still astonishing. You’ve got a mind of your own, he reminded me. Don’t let those fuckers take it.

Then he leaned down, pressed his lips briefly against my cheek, then walked through those double doors the way a man walks to the gallows.

He turned to look back at me once, mouth quirking upward awkwardly and then falling. He looked brimming with things to say but pressed his lips tightly closed. All the weight of Belavere Trench held in the mouth of a miner’s boy.

Thus, Patrick Colson was gone, and I believed I would never see him again.



The children of Scurry and Sommerland pressed through the doors to the National Artisan House to find out how they would spend the rest of their lives.

I felt a deepening pity for them all. I wondered if there were any like me, who had been banking on a life better than the one they’d left.

“Five lines,” the Artisan woman called and I heard the familiar clacking of heels on the tile. We’ve got just about all the Artisan children needed this year.

The hall inside was splendid and overly decorative. Ornate paintings hung from the walls, none of them smaller than me. The vaulted ceiling unbalanced me, every inch of it artfully reticulated in gold. But nothing glistened anymore. It didn’t swallow me the way I always imagined it would; the way it might have, if it weren’t a lie.

The children of Scurry formed queues in front of the oak tables waiting at the hall’s far side. A kid shoved me from behind in my hesitation to move toward one.

Voices rose to the high ceilings and bounced around the open space so that one hundred people sounded like a thousand. Ahead, a boy strained to see better. A girl kept turning to grasp the arms of a friend and proclaim her need to be sick.

“You think it’ll taste bad?”

“What if I can’t drink it?”

“I heard that a boy dropped dead last year.”

“Me sister said it were like swallowin’ lightnin’.”

“Next!”

They shuffled up their lines in their handed-down church clothing, in their barely contained hairdos and cracked lips. When was the last time a child from Scurry had become an Artisan?

I couldn’t think of a single one.

Happens less and less these days. Dad had told me. It’s all about the bloodlines, you see? And you ain’t got the genes for absorbing idium. You got no chance.

“Next!”

I kept my hands in my pockets as I shuffled forward, my thumb sweeping over their tops and feeling the wax and cork alternately. Artisan and Crafter. Not a destiny, but a choice. It seemed an easy one to make.

But it seemed a dangerous one, too.

“Next!”

I wished I could see Patrick nodding at me. I wished my mother had never left.

“Next!”

Each child said their name, pulled the cork out, swallowed, waited. Nothing. Down the halls they left in single file. Back to a train that would take them northeast to little futures.

“Next!”

Inside my skirt pocket, I used my thumb and forefinger to peel the wax away from the cork. It only took a second.

“Next!”

I walked forward.

Behind the glistening oak tabletop, a man no older than twenty perused a lengthy piece of parchment. He did not look up as I approached.

“Name?”

“Harrow. Nina.”

He checked off the name with a quill and ink. I wondered vaguely how the man knew which names were Artisan and which were Crafter.

“Is this one for me?” I asked, lifting the vial for his examination.

The man squinted at it a second. “Ah…” he said. “Where—?”

“It was on the floor,” I said blankly. “Must have fallen from the crates.”

The man spared a glance sideways at the precarious stack of discarded boxes.

“Idium is finite. Thank God it didn’t smash on the tiles,” I said with a pointed look to the woman in the obnoxious heels. She watched the officials like a hawk.

“That is… I need to ensure the dosage is correct.” Beads of sweat emerged over his brow.

“They’re all the same,” I said then. “Aren’t they?”

I had the sudden, vicious desire to hear him say it. To contradict me out loud. Then I could point and scream red-faced to everyone in the hall that they were, each of them, liars.

And then I’d return to Scurry, and nothing would change.

The administer cleared his throat, shot a furtive look at the high-heeled woman. “Yes. Well… if you please,” he said ruefully.

I swallowed back the bile climbing up from my insides. I had the sense that I was doing something catastrophic. But there was that teeming ocean in my mind, swelling and crashing in color and sound and a constant desire to seek, and I pulled the cork out. I wasn’t going home.

I tipped the vial to my lips and drank it all.

Then I waited.

The dilution tasted of metal against my tongue. It was oily. Cold. It slipped down my throat reluctantly, clinging to the sides.

At first, there was nothing. A small tingling in my chest, maybe. A clenching of my stomach.

Then, there was everything.

I felt dust particles touch my cheeks as they fell. Light rays that separated into singular photons and pierced the air, pierced my skin. I felt every mechanism of my body at once, in perfect harmony. And the color.

Color bloomed everywhere. It deepened and lightened and shone. I could dissect the minute differences of blues in the canvas painted into oceans on the far wall. I could hear music in the city sounds and the way they were interwoven.

I felt how easy it would be for my hands to mimic life: on parchment, on walls, in stone and wood and dirt.

I felt, for a sheer fleeting moment, absolutely, incontestably filled with answers.

And then the feeling was gone.

I shuddered. Blinked.

“Hold each one in your hand,” said the administer, pushing forward a small wooden box with a brass clasp. He ran a finger down his list of names without further regard, clearly ignorant that the person before him had just been irrevocably morphed by something holy.

My breaths rattled. I could hear nothing else as I reached forward. I had the sudden impression that it would sting to hold anything against my skin.

The official sighed and looked up at me impatiently. “Go on,” he ushered.

I swallowed. My fingers neared the box.

Nothing happened. The wood did not rattle in place or tip over. An object from within did not tumble toward me—another planet falling into the orbit of its sun. The glass of water at its side didn’t quake.

But there was a tremor within me. A pulse in my fingertips. Even more prominent was the sensation of my mind expanding, clawing, searching.

“Pick them up, miss,” the official said. Pushing the box even closer. It clattered noisily across the desk.

And with the movement came a small cloud of dust. The unbrushed particles of the stones and gems within.

I saw each particle as they rose, and watched as they spun in the stagnant air, and so did the administer. He froze in place, pen leaking ink onto the page before him.

More dirt rose, but not from the box this time. It wormed out from the tile crevices, from the soles of shoes, from creases of skin. It swept in from the doors, curling over the steps and stealing inside. A squall rose, dust swirling in every direction. The children shrieked and covered their eyes. The officials stood, their chairs knocking, falling. Voices were swallowed in the storm.

And I felt like a giant. A god. All around me, the universe pulsed.

Something in my chest recoiled—the snap of elastic stretched too far, and abruptly, the surge died. Dirt rained to the floor. Silence blanketed us all.

In the palm of my hand, a small mound of dust collected, no larger than an anthill.

I smiled at it, forgetting for a moment where I was or from where I’d come. I was only aware of the small weight in my hand, its exact texture.

How many times had I felt dirt at my fingertips, and yet none of it had made my mind burst into a kaleidoscope?

Around me, I heard the delayed feedback of hurried footsteps. The click-clack of heels seemed far away, then abruptly beside me. It took several moments to notice the eyes stabbing me from every corner of the room, down the entire length of the table.

It took longer for the shapes of their lips to form coherent sound. Words I understood, though never, even in my wildest imaginings, in reference to me.

Earth Charmer.

Earth Charmer.

“Earth Charmer!”
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CHAPTER 8 NINA


Earth Charmer,” uttered the man behind the desk.

He stared at the vial in my hand as though it were a grenade with its pin pulled. “Artisan,” he called out hesitantly.

The word catapulted around the room. It thrummed inside me.

And I smiled.

I was only twelve.

Later, it would be a litany. A lullaby. You were only twelve. You couldn’t have known.

A hand gripped my upper arm, and not gently. The high-heeled Artisan woman stood beside me. I tried to pull my arm from her grasp, but her fingers were a vise. She smiled tightly. “How wonderful,” she uttered, loud enough for all to hear, and then she began towing me away.

I stumbled over my own skirt, dropping granules of dirt in my wake. She marched me around the desks, down a long hallway, past a series of paintings. We took a left turn, and only then did she release my arm, having caged me adequately in an empty hall with no exit.

We were alone.

“Give me your name.”

She was severe in every facet. Precisely combed black hair, neatly painted lips, peaked chin, narrow-nosed. Tall and slender with hands roped in veins. She stared at me, awaiting an answer.

“Nina Harrow.” I was sure I’d never felt so afraid.

The woman seemed to be completing some immense calculation. Her eyes marked me by inches, totaling the sum of my parts. Frayed socks, scuffed shoes, blouse buttoned at the wrists and throat. I hoped my bow was on straight. I hoped I met the score of an acceptable candi-date.

Of course, I didn’t. Dread settled over me. This woman would tell me it was all a mistake. She’d put me on a train home. Without another dose of idium, none of it would matter, would it?

But when she spoke next, her voice did not match the shell of her. “God help you,” she said, then rubbed her forehead with her fingers. She turned away, placed her hands on her hips and tipped her head back. She whispered questions to herself for a moment. Wisps of them made it back to me, and they all started with “How…?”

I did not dare interrupt this private consult. It seemed the woman was still devising her equations.

The sum of a Scurry girl turned Charmer.

When she finally faced me again, the shell had hardened once more. “I’m Francis Leisel,” she said. “And you are Nina Clarke.”

I frowned. “I’m—”

Francis Leisel stepped closer, towered over me. “From this moment onward, you are Nina Clarke. Clarke. Nina Harrow has ceased to exist. You were born in Sommerland, not Scurry. Your mother was my sister, and she was an Artisan wood Mason. Her name was Greta Leisel. Your father was Frederick Clarke—a Craftsman from Sommerland. Both are dead.” Her words overlapped. She glanced over her shoulder repeatedly as she spoke. “Repeat it back to me, girl.”

“But I—”

“Listen to me, now,” she pressed, bending until her nose almost touched mine and her voice became little more than hot breath. Her eyes flittered across my face with alarming fervor. “It is most important. Do you understand? You must do as I say.”

I understood enough, even then. A sense of danger crept out of the woman’s pores and drenched the hall we stood in.

“There’s been a mistake,” she said. “One that cannot be undone.”

I was relieved. The hawk-woman did not think the mistake was mine. I wasn’t in trouble.

“You… you will be all right. But only if you remember to do as I say. Only if you never breathe a word of this conversation to another.”

“Yes,” I said. I tilted. The hallway tilted.

“You are Nina Clarke. Say it.”

“I am Nina Clarke.” My lip trembled. The feeling of catastrophe returned.

“You were born in Sommerland.”

“I’m from Sommerland.”

“Your mother was Greta Leisel.”

“My mother was… was…”

“You are my ward.”

“I am your ward.”

Francis Leisel placed a long-fingered hand on my shoulder. “When I call on you, you will refer to me as Aunt Francis. It is crucial that you remember.”

“Aunt Francis.” I was nodding mechanically. “Yes.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“Should you forget, Nina Clarke,” Aunt Francis warned, “we will both be thrown from this city forever, or worse. Is that what you want?”

Lord help me, it wasn’t.



I was first pulled into a secondary room for something Francis Leisel called processing. I’d pictured the moment to be more ceremonial in my mind. In reality, there was only a flushed woman with a sweaty upper lip holding an iron brand in the coals of the open fireplace, then pressing it into the underside of my wrist for four excruciating seconds.

I screamed and bit into a leather strap. Aunt Francis held on to me.

The burnt skin showed a bubbling depiction of the Artisan emblem—the profile of Idia, her eyes closed in death, her hair sweeping around to form a near circle.

That was that.

The Artisan children had boarded carriages that waited before the National Artisan House, but all had departed, save one.

Here, the building facade was luminescent and clear of limescale. The street beyond the drive and the rampart were filled with onlookers, waving and fluttering kerchiefs as I was hustled out the grand doors. They cheered good-naturedly. Wished me success. Long live Belavere.

The coach was black. The horses were sabino. The driver was a Craftsman who tipped his hat to me. These were the only details I could recall later as I sat alone in the National Artisan School dormitory, clutching my bandaged forearm, barely believing I was there on that narrow bed, in that unfamiliar room.

In the morning, I would dress in the apprentice’s uniform waiting in the wardrobe. I would blindly follow the other freshly branded first-year students to the refectory, then to the orientation. I would sit in a curved room with vaulted windows and oak desks. The professor would take us through the school rules, schedules, classes, and then point to a large charcoal sketch affixed to the paneled walls—an elaborate diagram of terranium ore.

The professor would say, “We will start at the beginning.”

I would sit among my peers, whose eyes would slither in my direction, and wish for the first time in my life that I were home in Scurry.

In the evenings, I would lay awake in that small characterless room, unable to sleep. I’d summon dust from the candelabra, from the narrow windowsill, from the floorboards beneath my bed, and watch it dance in my hand.

In the pocket of an old skirt hanging in the armoire was a vial that pretended to be idium but wasn’t.

Meanwhile, in a forgotten mining town far away in the North, rumors of fixed siphoning ceremonies would begin to spread.


HONORABLE HEADMASTER OF THE NATIONAL ARTISAN SCHOOL

Professor H. Dumley

To

RIGHT HONORABLE MASTER OF THE NATIONAL ARTISAN HOUSE

Lord G. Tanner

My Lord,

On this 535th year of siphoning, our great Belavere welcomes two hundred and sixty-six inductions to our academy of the finest arts. Most exciting, of course, is the inclusion of a genuine earth Charmer!

Nina Clarke, an unexpected presence among the mix, appeared on our registry as the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Frederick Clarke of Sommerland. Regrettably, both are deceased.
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