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	Sepha’s boots pounded on the worn forest path. It was somewhere between cruel winter and frenzied spring, in that wet time just after snowfall and just before the great explosion of green. Soon, everything would be covered in a thick, sticky layer of yellow-green pollen, and the ground would be flooded from melted snow and perpetual rain. The River Guterahl would be swollen and roaring mad, and no one in the mountain town of Three Mills would have dry feet for weeks.

	Sepha skidded on a patch of rot-slicked leaves, barely recovered her balance, and ran even faster. Her father’s glare flashed behind her eyes, but she shook her head, ridding herself of the image. She would not be late. She would not! Be late!

	She had spent months studying blueprints, practicing alchemical exchanges, and rehearsing the speech her father Ludov had prepared for her. Now, the day had finally come.

	The Magistrate, the ruler of all Tirenia, was visiting town for the express purpose of touring Father’s mill. The mill turned raw steel into parts for rifles, cannons, and armored tanks on crawler-tracked wheels. It would’ve closed years ago if not for Sepha’s hard work and unexpected knack for alchemy.

	If Sepha’s demonstration didn’t go as planned, it may as well close today.

	The Magistrate’s tour would culminate in Sepha’s alchemical demonstration, after which the Magistrate would have no choice but to grant them a new contract with Tirenia’s army. Or so Father had insisted. The contract would move the mill from just making parts, a pre-assembly factory, to a one-stop manufacturer of army supplies. It would halt Three Mills’ rapid decline and transform the town into a real, thriving community. And it all hinged on Sepha’s demonstration.

	She’d stayed up late last night preparing for the demonstration, making sure everything was just so. This morning, exhausted from the previous night, she’d walked to the River Guterahl to clear her head.

	And had fallen asleep.

	Like an absolute idiot.

	And now she had to run—and run—and run, if she was to get to the mill on time.

	“Stupid!” she muttered angrily.

	Stu-pid, stu-pid, her boots seemed to agree, slamming the word against the ground.

	The common path unwound ahead of her, skirting the edge of the forest until it reached the ramshackle housing near Three Mills’ industrial district. Past the housing were the defunct flour and saw mills, and past those, at the farthest end of the mill-yard, was the steel mill. She was too far off. She wouldn’t make it.

	Unless.

	There was a second, much-frowned-upon path through the heart of the forest that would save her nearly a mile. Magicians used to lurk in the woods, but it had been quiet for years. Not a single attack. Anyway, she was more afraid of Father than anything that might be on that path. And fear had always spun her reckless.

	When she came to the fork, she hesitated for a fraction of a second before taking the overgrown path to the right. She was so focused on the tasks ahead that she didn’t notice the heaviness of the air, the strange smell, or the unnatural hush that hung like a mist over the forest.

	Get to the mill. Do the demonstration. Impress the Magistrate. Save the town.

	And, added a small and hopeful voice inside, maybe, if you’re lucky, the Magistrate will make you a Court Alchemist.

	Sepha swallowed and shook her head. That was nonsense. Unlike Sepha and every other alchemist she’d ever met, Court Alchemists were official. They’d gotten into the elite Institute of Alchemical Discipline—which Sepha had spectacularly failed to do—and had come out full, guilded alchemists. Which Sepha could never be, not with her—not with the way things were.

	She focused instead on something useful, something real: the speech Father had written for her.

	“Today,” she muttered in time with the beat of her boots on the ground, “I will show you how our mill takes common steel and transmutes it into tirenium.” The rectangular ingot in her pocket pressed against her leg as she dashed around a bend in the narrow path. “The strongest alloy in …”

	A fallen tree lay across the path, and Sepha climbed over it. When her boots landed on the other side, she looked up.

	And stopped dead.

	Her mind went blank, her body went numb, and her heart beat hard against her chest.

	Too late, the silence of the forest impressed itself upon her: a heavy blanket of nothing instead of the usual racket of birdsong and small rustlings and the wind scrubbing the leaves. And she could see why it was so.

	Sepha stood on the edge of a wide ring of devastation: perfectly round, perfectly silent. Fallen trees, hundreds of them, lay on the ground in a riot of lines that pointed in every direction but up. There was a sacred horror about the place, like a battlefield after the fighting is done. Sepha was afraid to breathe, afraid that the slightest sound might disturb … whatever had done this.

	Flinching at a loud crack behind her, Sepha turned and saw that the ring was still expanding. With a sound like a sigh, a pine tree shivered and shed all of its needles. A prolonged groan, and the tree crashed to the ground.

	Sepha turned on her heel, slow and disbelieving, and stared at the fallen trees. This couldn’t be natural. Things like this didn’t just happen. There was no man or beast who could—who would—

	Oh.

	It wasn’t natural.

	This, whatever it was, was magic. Now that it occurred to her, she could see magic in the too-perfect symmetry of the ring, in the speed with which it expanded, in the hush and the horror.

	Magic.

	Thunder rolled long and low across the sky in emphatic agreement.

	Sepha’s first teacher had taught her about magicians and all the other evil magical creatures. The stories had been for practical education as much as for entertainment; children in Three Mills had to learn about magic so they could avoid dying by it. Magicians, although rare, were wicked and so powerful they were all but invincible. And the deep forests surrounding Three Mills were perfect for practicing their dark arts.

	But if Teacher had ever warned them about this, Sepha couldn’t remember it.

	Sepha’s palms went clammy, her gaze darting in every direction.

	A magician. A magician had done this. And might still be lurking nearby.

	Another tree cracked, groaned, and crashed to the ground. Sepha shrieked and leapt forward, covering her head with both arms as she scrambled out of range of the falling timber.

	In the sudden stillness, Sepha heard a new sound. A sort of whisper, a sort of hum, coming from the middle of the field. Sepha’s head swung toward the source of the sound.

	Everything went still.

	There, at the very center of all this destruction, was a single living tree. Its trailing leaves were a vivid dark purple against the grayscale devastation, and it seemed at once triumphant and heartbroken. The only tree left where once there had been hundreds.

	It was horrible.

	It was lovely.

	In fact, it was the loveliest thing Sepha had ever seen.

	Sepha’s knee bumped against a fallen tree, and she clambered over it. She hadn’t realized she was walking toward the solitary tree, but now that she did know, she was glad. There was nothing more important than getting closer to that tree. Than stroking its vivid purple leaves and maybe sleeping beneath its canopy for a while. She was tired, quite tired.

	There was a rumble overhead and a rush of cold wind, and the clouds broke open. Fat raindrops swept across the ring of devastation.

	The world narrowed to the cold splatter of rain, the slick ridges of wet bark, and the hypnotic sway of those dark purple leaves. Distantly, Sepha noted an unaccountable sizzle and pop, a wave of nausea that sent acid to the back of her mouth. The far-off, frantic sound of a man shouting. Her limbs lit up as adrenaline rushed through them—but why should they? She was only walking toward a tree. A lovely, purple little tree.

	Now, Sepha stood closer, with only a few fallen trunks separating her from the purple tree. Its writhing, pulsing mass of roots surged above the ground and below it again, determinedly alive in the midst of all this destruction. Inside the purple canopy was a luscious crimson moss, deep and inviting and perfect. A lovely amber liquid seeped from the tree’s branches and splashed onto the ground, where it sizzled against the rain-soaked earth.

	The tree was weeping.

	“Oh,” Sepha murmured as pity surged inside her. She knew how it felt to be left so abruptly alone.

	Sepha climbed onto another trunk and was about to leap down when a hand closed around her arm.

	With one strong yank, the hand pulled Sepha backward off the trunk and onto the ground.

	“Let me go!” Sepha shouted at the same time that the man bellowed, “Don’t get closer to it!”

	From where she was on the ground on the wrong side of the fallen trunk, the lovely purple tree was out of sight. Sepha could only see a pair of frantic eyes beneath a frown, could only feel that hand tight around her arm.

	There was a crashing sense of returning.

	The world exploded into wind and rain and thunder and chaos, and Sepha looked wildly around, pushing strands of wet hair from her eyes. She was forgetting—she had forgotten—

	“What were you thinking?” the man shouted over the storm. “Are you insane?”

	Sepha tore her arm from the man’s grip. “No, I’m not insane! I just wanted to see that tree!” She stretched up, trying to peer at it over the trunk, but the man yanked her back down.

	“Don’t look at it!” he shouted, looking panicky.

	“Why not?” Sepha shouted back.

	“Because that’s a Wicking Willow!”

	Sepha’s eyes widened.

	A Wicking … Willow.

	Sepha’s mouth went dry as she remembered everything Teacher had said about Wicking Willows. The dead trees. The purple leaves, the crimson moss. The way she’d walked toward it in a daze as soon as she’d laid eyes on it. That sizzling liquid.

	The purple leaves were a lure, and the tree was a trap. That liquid seeping from the branches wasn’t tears; it was acid. The acid would have burned through Sepha’s flesh and sent her into a trance, so that she would fall willingly into the crimson moss. And die there.

	And the Willow was so very close.

	Teacher’s instructions regarding the Wicking Willow were simple.

	Run.

	Sepha scrambled to her feet and ran. She only made it half a step before something cinched tight around her ankle and she crashed to the ground.

	A pulsing gray root had wrapped around her boot. Sepha yanked her foot back as hard as she could, but the root cinched even tighter. She scrabbled against the mud, fighting without effect as the root pulled her closer to the Wicking Willow. Within seconds, she was pressed tight against the trunk of the nearest fallen tree.

	The man fumbled with the root, but it was cinched too tight.

	The root gave a great wrench, and the fallen tree groaned. Sepha bit back a shriek as the pain in her ankle went sharp.

	Get away—she had to get away.

	“We need something to cut it with!” the man shouted.

	Something to cut it with? bleated a panicky voice inside Sepha’s mind. She didn’t have anything sharp! All she had was her ingot and her alchem—

	Oh.

	Oh!

	She knew what to do. Her mind cleared.

	“Grab the root!” she shouted. “Don’t let it pull me anywhere!”

	The man obeyed, grabbing the root just beyond her foot and straining against it. Sepha plunged her hand into her pocket and retrieved a scrap of paper and a small, rectangular ingot. She carried the paper with her everywhere. She’d traced an alchem, a complex design of concentric circles overlaid with harsh lines and geometric shapes, onto it months ago. It had been a precaution for a circumstance exactly like this, when she would have a desperate need to perform alchemy, but none of the preparation time it required.

	Fumbling a little, she flattened the paper onto the ground. Raindrops splattered against the paper, and Sepha forced herself to move faster. She had to use the alchem before the rain smudged the ink away.

	Sepha placed the ingot inside the alchem. Then, settling her fingers just so along the alchem’s outermost edge, she closed her eyes and focused.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	The alchem pulsed, sending a jarring vibration through her body—the signal that her alchemy had worked. Sepha opened her eyes and allowed herself a grim smile. The metal was transformed, of course, just as she’d intended. She’d exchanged the ingot for a small, sharp axe. There hadn’t been enough metal for a handle.

	Sepha grabbed the axe by the head and thrust it at the man. He understood at once and hacked through the root in one smooth swing. Water spurted out of the root like blood. The man hauled her to her feet and said, unnecessarily, “Run!”

	Without stopping to thank him or looking back, Sepha ran. The man, despite his enormous size, kept pace as they scrambled across the fallen trees toward the line of living wood, away from the Willow’s reach.

	Behind Sepha, there was a seething hiss, then a pause.

	A regrouping moment.

	Then the earth groaned.

	There was the punctuated sound of taut strings snapping, and the clearing exploded into chaos. Long, shallow roots ripped up from the ground with such force that they flung dirt and stones and trunks into the air.

	The Willow was ripping up its own roots to stop them from escaping.

	The world shrank to just this breath, this step, this dodge. Sepha shouted, “Behind you!” and heard him bellow, “To your left!” A stone glanced off Sepha’s temple, and the man narrowly avoided being crushed beneath a trunk that spun through the air.

	They reached the edge of the ring of dead trees and skidded to a stop. There, between them and the living forest, was a writhing wall of thin roots woven closely together. The wall grew higher and higher, then crashed over them, forming a net the Willow could use to drag them to their deaths.

	The net tightened around them. Grasping roots looped around Sepha’s arms and legs and cinched tight. There was a ringing sound in her ears and she slowed, held in place by the ropelike roots.

	“Keep fighting!” the man shouted. His voice shook her from her panicked stupor. Sepha clawed at the roots, grabbing them and tearing them away from her as she pushed through the tightening wall. From the sounds of it, the man was fighting just as hard.

	The roots became thinner, weaker, as the Wicking Willow’s terrible magic ran out. With one final push, Sepha and the man tumbled into the mud on the other side.

	There was an echoing, enlarged sound like water dripping in a cave. The Willow’s flying roots slowed, wafting in some invisible current. Then the roots curled up on themselves, collapsing toward the tree until, with a bursting pressure, the whole thing winked out of sight.

	The Willow was gone. Only the ruined field remained.

	Sepha and the man had survived.

	With a quick, shaky breath, Sepha pushed herself up to sitting. She had nearly died—she’d been that close to dying—because of a godsdamned Wicking Willow right outside Three Mills.

	Beside her, the man sat up too, swearing under his breath.

	“Thank you,” Sepha said, staring wide-eyed at the tumbling riot of earth and stones and fallen trees before shifting her gaze to the man. “I would’ve walked straight into it if it wasn’t for you.”

	At first, he seemed not to have heard her. He was looking at her without seeming to see her, his dark eyes unfocused. Then, with a few rapid blinks, he came back to himself. “Uh,” he said, flexing his right hand as if it pained him, “no problem.”

	A sticky silence welled up above the sounds of wind and rainfall as Sepha and the man stared at each other.

	He looked twenty or so, hardly older than Sepha’s seventeen-nearly-eighteen. He was tall and broad, with brown skin and dark hair that curled in loose spirals despite the heavy rain. And his clothes, dark and drenched, plastered against him—and his eyes, brightly black and rimmed with long lashes—and his lips, full and upturned—

	Sepha’s cheeks went crimson.

	Don’t be stupid! snapped a snide voice inside Sepha’s head. She ran a hand through her wet, clinging hair, feeling foolish. The man looked away.

	“A Wicking Willow!” he said, sounding as if he was half in shock. Sepha thought she might be, too. Her body felt loose, and her mind was sluggish, snagging on unhelpful details. Like the clinging weight of the man’s drenched gray shirt.

	“Do you—” Sepha started, but it came out hoarse. She tried again. “Do you think the magician is still around? The one who made it?”

	Not that she’d be able to run, even if the magician was nearby.

	“I didn’t see anyone but you,” the man said. He smiled weakly, a glimpse of crinkles beside his eyes, and added, “I might’ve thought you were the magician, but then you were almost eaten by a tree.”

	Sepha let out something that might’ve been a laugh if she hadn’t been so out of breath. If she hadn’t just almost died. “No, I’m not a magician, of course not,” she said. “I’m an alchemist.” Everyone knew that alchemy and magic didn’t mix.

	The man laughed too. “I know,” he said. “The axe.” He blinked and looked at his empty hands. “I must’ve dropped it.”

	Sepha waved off his apologetic glance. Nothing mattered less right now than a lost axe.

	With a groan, the man stood. Sepha took his offered hand, and he hauled her to her feet. “Thanks,” she murmured, craning her neck to look at him. She could see now that his eyes weren’t quite black. They were an indeterminate color something like tarnished silver, a smooth and shifting dark gray. A gray that matched the roiling thunderheads overhead.

	She knew him, she realized. Well, she recognized him. He’d appeared in town a few weeks ago and always seemed to be hanging about the library. She had consequently never spoken to him.

	Sepha realized that she was still holding his hand and abruptly dropped it. Her cheeks heated.

	Those thunderhead eyes shifted to a point on her forehead and widened. “You’re bleeding!” he said. “Are you all right?”

	His hand froze in the air near her face, as if he were fighting an impulse to wipe the blood away.

	“I’m fine,” Sepha lied, raising a hand to her forehead, where the offending blood was trickling toward her eyebrow.

	The man briefly frowned as he noted her lie and decided to let it be. “Ruhen Salmarre,” he said instead. “That’s my name, I mean.”

	“I’m Sepha. Sepha Filens.” The pain in her ankle was a dull ache. There would probably be an enormous bruise there, marking where the root had grabbed her. “Do you think it got anyone before we—”

	Sepha couldn’t bring herself to finish the question.

	Ruhen gave a helpless shrug. “No way to know.”

	The rain fell harder, and an icy wind reminded Sepha that she was drenched, cold, and far from home. The Magistrate was bound to think she was ridiculous for doing her demonstration in such a … state …

	Sepha’s face went very hot, then very cold.

	Her demonstration!

	“I have to go,” Sepha said. If she was late, Father would be furious. Furious. “Sorry. Thanks.”

	“Is something else wrong?” Ruhen asked, sounding alarmed.

	“No. Yes. I have to go. Sorry.”

	Sepha turned toward town and broke into a lopsided sprint, leaving Ruhen behind.

	The Magistrate was touring the mills. And the fate of Three Mills depended on the Magistrate’s favorable opinion.

	Sepha had to get back for her demonstration. No matter what.
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	Sepha launched herself through the double back doors of Mill Facility A and slammed them shut behind her. For a moment, she stood in the growing puddle of her own drippings, reveling in the fact that she was inside and out of the torrential rain.

	The mill, usually frenetic with metallic clangs and orange-white sparks escaping from the huge furnaces, was silent but for the dull roar of the rain pounding on its sagging roof. In what was surely both a first and a last, Father had given the millers the morning off. The consideration was less for the millers’ sakes than for the Magistrate’s. When in full operation, the mill was dangerous. Even Father would rather lose a day’s production than risk injuring the Magistrate.

	Sepha wrung out her hair and the heavy, wet fabric of her sweater and pants, scraping off the worst of the mud. She combed through the razor-straight length of her hair and wove it into one long braid. As for her forehead … she could only hope the rain had washed away any remaining blood.

	Smoothing out the wrinkles from her sweater, Sepha took one deep breath, then another. She forced the thoughts of vivid purple leaves, pulsing gray roots, and hissing amber acid from her mind. Instead, she set her mind on the demonstration. The contract. Saving Three Mills.

	Sepha squelched past the hulking tanks that normally made the air shimmer with the heat of the molten metal they contained. Today, though, they were cool and empty. Beyond the tanks were smelters and racks of fully worked metals awaiting shipment, and past those was Sepha’s haunt: the Alchemical Stations.

	When Father had pulled her out of school for good—she’d had no mind for letters or numbers, all of which refused to stay still on the page long enough for her to read them (Teacher had called it “word blindness,” while Father had called it “mind-boggling stupidity”)—she’d become an apprentice to the mill’s alchemists. It had been hard work for a twelve-year-old, but it had been a blessing in the end. If she’d stayed in school, she would’ve had to wait years to learn alchemy. But she hadn’t had to wait, and because of what she’d learned at the mill, the Magistrate was now here.

	Sepha heard the whispers just as she rounded the last storage rack and smiled with relief when she saw who waited for her.

	Every last miller was there, in full defiance of their unasked-for day off. This demonstration was too important to miss, so they’d come here, unpaid, to see what would happen. Sepha’s throat started to ache. What with running late and almost dying in the forest, this was exactly what she needed. Support from her friends on the most important day of her life.

	The millers had formed a perfect arc around the enormous transmutation alchem Sepha had chalked onto the ground. It had taken her hours because she’d had to consult a drawing every step of the way. A huge slab of steel was inside the alchem, just where she’d placed it yesterday. Good.

	The squelch and squeak of Sepha’s boots was the only sound in the world as she hurried over to stand between the millers and the alchem. They all murmured with either relief or annoyance as she took her place in front of them.

	“Sepha!” hissed Renni, the alchemists’ foreman. “Where have you been? And what’ve you been up to? You’re—” the woman gestured helplessly. “You’re covered in mud!”

	“No time to explain,” Sepha whispered back, forcing a smile at Renni. “Has the tour started yet?”

	“It’s just about over,” Renni said. “I don’t like to think of what would’ve happened if you’d gotten here any later.”

	They both shuddered.

	Then there was no more time to talk, because Father’s voice carried to them from somewhere just past the racks.

	“And over here, Madame Magistrate, are the Alchemical Stations.”

	Everything inside Sepha went quavery at the sound of Father’s voice. It slunk across the room and settled between her bones, where it resonated with the snide voice inside her mind—the Father that berated her when Father wasn’t there to do it himself.

	Half a second more, and Father himself appeared, ushering forward a man and a woman.

	The moment Sepha saw her father, she felt the too-familiar sensation of shrinking within herself. Her heart didn’t plunge when she saw him; it diminished.

	She watched as his eyes fixed on the millers behind her, then flicked over her, his mouth settling into a scowl. Her muddy clothes weighed a thousand pounds. Why had she come straight to the mill? Surely it would’ve been better to stop at home first, to change. Surely being late would’ve been better than being filthy! Why hadn’t she thought of that earlier?

	You never think, that’s why, drawled the snide voice. Stupid, worthless girl.

	Father would make her pay for this later. But now was not the time to think about that.

	With a bracing breath, Sepha shifted her focus from Father to the woman beside him. The woman was tall, with spiraling gray curls. She surveyed the room through thick-rimmed, circular spectacles and walked a half-step ahead of Father, as if she was the one who owned the mill instead of him. Sepha didn’t need to ask to know that this woman was the Magistrate, the nameless ruler of Tirenia.

	Born to leave her identity behind when she assumed her place at the head of Tirenia’s government, the Magistrate was something more than a figurehead but something less than a Queen. It was the Magistrate’s job to make the difficult or unpleasant decisions that Tirenia’s court officials were unwilling to make. In fact, if even part of what Sepha had heard was correct, the Magistrate had a penchant for making very unpleasant decisions, indeed.

	But now was not the time to think about that, either.

	Sepha’s eyes slid past the unfamiliar man beside the Magistrate and landed on the tiny man who stood beside him. This little man was hardly bigger than a toddler, and his face was frozen in a small, placating grin.

	A homunculus!

	Sepha had heard of them before but had never seen one. Homunculi were proportioned exactly like normal adult men but measured no more than three feet tall. They said that alchemists made them, that they were perfectly obedient servants. They also said that homunculi could not think, speak, or choose. Homunculi were soulless, were walking, breathing tools, and Sepha thought they were fascinating.

	“This is my daughter,” Father said, gesturing at Sepha. He seemed to chew on the word daughter before spitting it out. He frowned fiercely at Sepha, but continued in his cheeriest tone, “Are you prepared to do your demonstration for Madame Magistrate?”

	“Yes, sir,” called Sepha, cringing at the waver in her voice.

	The heavy rain pounded against the mill’s leaky roof as Father and the Magistrate’s retinue approached Sepha and the millers.

	Then they were there, on the opposite side of the alchem. Sepha shifted a few steps to the side so she could see them over the hulking block of steel in the alchem’s center. Father was glaring harder than ever, and it took her a moment to understand why. With a start, Sepha remembered her manners and dropped into a deferential bow. “Madame Magistrate,” she said as she straightened, “if you please, I am ready to begin my demonstration.”

	“At your leisure, I’m sure,” the Magistrate said, and the man beside her laughed.

	Everything seemed to tip toward Sepha as if she were the low point in the room. Father’s glare had leached all of her confidence away, and she wanted to disappear.

	But this demonstration was something only she could do. It was all up to her, and she would not fail. She could do it, starting with the speech she’d memorized.

	“Today,” Sepha began, “I will show you how Mill Facility A takes common steel and transmutes it into tirenium, the strongest alloy in the world. As you know, nothing but a weapon made of this selfsame metal can pierce it, and nothing but the hottest fires can melt it. Until now, alchemical production of tirenium-reinforced equipment has been too expensive to perform on a large scale. As I’m about to show you, that need no longer be the case.”

	Sepha paused, expecting some sort of response, even a nod, but everyone just kept staring at her. She pursed her lips and continued. “Between us, you see an unshaped piece of unrefined steel. When I am done, a portion of it will be transmuted into tirenium, and the rest will be transmuted into other alloys as necessary. I will then transform and conjoin these materials to form the shell of a full-scale army tank. I will accomplish all of this with the transmutation alchem you see before you. As you will see, this sort of production will save on weeks of labor and consolidate production of major army equipment to us, your sole manufacturer.”

	She got a response this time, even though she hadn’t been expecting one. The bald, bearded man beside the Magistrate exclaimed, “Preposterous!”

	Sepha opened and closed her mouth, unsure of what to say. Father, surprisingly, interceded for her. “You won’t be saying that in a moment!” he cried. It seemed as if he’d been expecting this sort of reaction.

	“I tell you, it cannot be done!” cried the bald man. “Transmutation alchems are designed for the express purpose of transmuting one material into another. They cannot be used for multiple transmutations at once, nor can they be used to transform or bring about any other changes in materials! The very idea is unthinkable!”

	Sepha was well aware that most of what she did was supposed to be impossible. She also knew that none of the other millers had ever been able to perform multiple exchanges with one alchem all at once, like she could. But, impossible or not, she’d done it. A lot. And she didn’t like being called a liar.

	“I’ve practiced this a hundred times, sir,” Sepha said to the bald man. One of the millers behind her said, “And I saw it with my own eyes!”

	Father scowled at Sepha as if it were her fault that the miller had spoken out of turn.

	Sepha swallowed. Forced her voice to be calm and even. “I promise it can be done.”

	It was only then that Sepha saw the man’s ring. Thick and golden, it bore the stylized A of the Court Alchemists’ Guild. He was a Court Alchemist, and if he was part of the Magistrate’s retinue, he must be a good one.

	Her cheeks heated.

	Ignoring the fact that she’d just corrected a Court Alchemist, Sepha knelt beside her alchem and took a deep, steadying breath.

	With the millers crowding around as they always did and the mill’s familiar scents of scorch and smoke and metal and rot, Sepha could almost pretend this was just a normal day. Just another lunchtime game, where the millers tried to stump her, and she tried to amaze them.

	She could do this.

	Her fingers were already just so, her eyes closed in concentration, when the roof gave a deep, creaking groan.

	A drop of water splashed onto the rim of her alchem. Sepha looked up and barely had time to leap aside before the section of roof directly above her alchem cracked open like an egg. The millers shouted and scrambled away as a torrent of water crashed down around them. The deluge obliterated the alchem’s chalked lines and nearly drowned the Magistrate’s tiny homunculus, who hadn’t moved to avoid the water. No one had told him to.

	Sepha stood, spluttering, and found herself face-to-face with the Magistrate, who looked speechless with rage.

	“I can fix it!” Sepha cried, thinking wild thoughts of chalk and diagrams and textbooks to consult. “Just give me a little time!”

	It was the wrong thing to say.

	With an infuriated glance at Father, the Magistrate turned away, bidding her Court Alchemist and homunculus to follow with a terse, “Come.”

	Father opened and closed his mouth helplessly for a moment before he rounded on Sepha. “If you don’t save this, so help me, you’ll wish you had died that day!” He curled his lip at her, daring her to speak.

	She didn’t. She couldn’t.

	Instead, she scrambled after the Magistrate, feeling frantic, stupid, desperate. After everything she’d gone through to get here this morning, her demonstration had been ruined just like that!

	And worse, far worse, worst of all, Father was angry.

	At her.

	She didn’t catch up to the Magistrate until she was already outside. The Court Alchemist was holding an umbrella over the Magistrate, and the edge of it was funneling water onto the homunculus’s head.

	Still muzzy with shock from the Wicking Willow, Sepha shouted, “Wait!”

	The Magistrate spun on her heel so quickly that Sepha nearly collided with her. “I don’t wait, girl.”

	More terrified of Father than the Magistrate, than anything in the world, Sepha said, “Yes, I know, and I am so sorry. But please give me another chance. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

	“The Magistrate is not interested in more promises,” the Court Alchemist said. His mouth twisted in disgust. “Especially not from a con-girl who cannot even draw her own alchems!”

	Sepha went crimson. Apparently, Father had told them the humiliating truth that Sepha couldn’t draw her own alchems unless she traced them. Apparently, Father had thought this was necessary information for the ruler of their entire country to know.

	“If I were you,” the Court Alchemist continued, “I would be grateful to have been prevented from proving myself a liar. I would take this as a sign, and I would shut my mouth.”

	He should shut his mouth!

	“I wasn’t lying,” Sepha snapped. She directed her gaze at the Magistrate, forcing herself to ignore the Court Alchemist. If Sepha didn’t fix this, she’d be better off finding another Wicking Willow than facing Father’s rage. “Please. If you give me one more chance, I can show you.”

	The Magistrate looked, if anything, angrier than before, and Sepha saw the contract and Three Mills’ future slipping away. She saw the work drying up and the mill growing emptier every day. Saw the people she’d grown up with leaving by train, saw the flowers in their window boxes going gray. Saw how angry Father would be if all of this happened because of her.

	The words came rushing out before she could think them through.

	“You can even set the terms,” Sepha said. “I can make anything from anything.”

	The Court Alchemist’s eyes widened. His face paled.

	But the Magistrate’s lips curled into a catlike grin. “You can … make … anything. From anything.”

	Sepha opened her mouth and closed it again.

	Stupid! hissed the snide voice.

	“So, you can make a starling from sunlight, can you?” the Magistrate asked. Her eyes were bright with malice. “You can make a phoenix from fire? Or perhaps you can make truth from a lie.”

	All of the blood drained from Sepha’s head and went straight to her gut. Her limbs lit up with adrenaline, leaving her trembly and stupid.

	“Well,” Sepha said, “I—”

	“I’ll go easy on you,” the Magistrate interrupted. She tipped her head to one side and sucked on her teeth, considering Sepha. She could well imagine how she looked, how filthy and stupid, and she held still. The Magistrate craned her neck, another catlike arch, and looked around the mill-yard.

	Her gaze fell upon a line of wagons that were empty but for the straw that had padded their erstwhile freight.

	“I should very much like to see you transmute straw,” the Magistrate said, tasting her words and seeming to find them sweet, “into gold. And if you say you can’t,” she added, before Sepha could respond, “then I shall know you weren’t entirely truthful with me, shan’t I?”

	The world shrank, reduced to rain and rotted rooftops and stupidity and slips of the tongue.

	The Magistrate nodded to herself and said, her voice a gravelly purr, “You will come with me.” She glanced at someone behind Sepha. “Both of you.”
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	Sepha stood with the Magistrate on a small wooden platform in front of Three Mills’ courthouse. Three Mills’ mayor, a round and largely irrelevant man, hovered behind the Magistrate, his face glistening from rainwater or sweat. Father and the Magistrate’s Court Alchemist were there, too, as well as the Magistrate’s soaking wet homunculus.

	The entire town was gathered in the square, eager to see the Magistrate herself, to hear what she might have to say about Three Mills and the proposed contract. Sepha tried not to look directly at any of the curious faces before her. She had to concentrate, anyway, on not being sick.

	This is all your fault, said the snide voice. It was right.

	“Good people of Three Mills,” the Magistrate called into the microphone. Her voice sounded tinny and high-pitched through the sound amplifiers, which stood on either side of the small stage. “I have completed my circuit of your little, ah, hamlet, and am deeply impressed. I am proud that our country can boast of such fine citizens!”

	There was a smattering of applause.

	“However,” the Magistrate said, and her metallic voice clanged as it echoed around the square, “two of your number have made a claim that I can hardly believe while attempting to gain a new contract with our fine army. As they were unable to verify this claim, I was forced to create a test for this child here.”

	The crowd fell silent. Their faces, opal and amber and umber and ebony, oriented themselves toward Sepha as if she were a magnet, and they so many pieces of iron filings. It occurred to Sepha that Ruhen might be in the crowd, and she wanted, more than ever, to dissolve into nothing.

	“Since I am a trusting woman and would love to see the wondrous things this child can do,” the Magistrate went on, “I have requested something magnificent. Just for today, just for her, I will lift the ban on alchemical production of pure gold. Sepha, if she can, shall transmute straw—normal, everyday straw—into gold!”

	No one cheered. This was a mill town, a town supported by amateur alchemists. Everyone knew this was an impossible task, even for Sepha. Straw and gold were too dissimilar for such a transmutation to work, and gold was famously tricky to produce in the first place. The rain had stopped as suddenly as it had started, and the sodden welcome banners wept rainwater onto the crowd below.

	“If the child can do it, I shall name her my Lady Alchemist, and she shall have equal rank and privilege to my own Court Alchemists.”

	Despite her fear, Sepha’s heartbeat quickened.

	“But if she fails,” the Magistrate continued, “well, I will have no choice but to sentence the child and her father to death and discontinue the army’s business with the mill. This may seem harsh,” she said loudly, over gasps of shock and the loud cries of You wouldn’t!, “but it is necessary! We cannot allow our society to become one in which businessmen lie to government officials with impunity in order to gain access to your hard-earned money! False claims of this nature are a crime against every tax-paying citizen of Tirenia. As such, this sort of malicious fraud is the highest crime of all and is to be punished without mercy.

	“Let us hope, therefore,” concluded Madame Magistrate, “that the child is as good as her word. She claimed, after all, that she can make anything from anything. If she has not completed her task by noon tomorrow, well, then we shall know the truth.”

	Sepha stood very still. The Magistrate’s words draped over her, heavy and hard. She couldn’t understand, could not comprehend what was happening.

	Someone took her by the elbow and led her inside the courthouse. Dimly, she sensed there was some sort of uproar behind her. She could hear Father shouting.

	Sentenced to death …

	Transmute straw to gold …

	With a feeling like a sudden wind, Sepha came back to herself.

	She was inside a large holding cell, enclosed by metal bars on three sides and a brick wall on the fourth. There were people outside the cell, lots of them, and they were all looking at her without appearing to look at her. Frequent furtive glances and fingernails chewed soggy.

	Sepha recognized faces she’d passed on the street, but she didn’t know any of them. These were government people, not mill people. She wouldn’t find any help here.

	Someone Sepha couldn’t see shouted, “They’ve found some straw! They’re putting it in Cell Two-Seven.”

	A woman and man glanced at each other in surprise. “Cell Two-Seven? Is that right?” called the man.

	“That’s what they said,” came the answer.

	“What …” Sepha started, but her mouth was cottony, and no sound came out. She tried again. “What’s Cell Two-Seven?”

	The woman regarded Sepha sadly for a moment, and then said, “It’s our biggest cell. In the Level Two basement. It’s the only cell we’ve got that can hold an alchemist in. Something about the construction.”

	As if she feared she’d said too much, the woman ducked her head and walked away.

	Well.

	They’d found the straw, and a place to put it. And a place to put her. A place for her to wait out the long hours until noon tomorrow. And then—

	Sepha gripped the metal bars of her holding cell, wishing for all the world that she was a real, true alchemist. She’d draw an alchem right here and now. It would be so easy to escape from this cell. But she was stupid, so stupid, because even after using those alchems every day for five years, she couldn’t draw a single one of them. She’d tried a million times, but they invariably turned out wrong: more swirled and continuous than the sharp geometrical symmetry of a good, proper alchem. Unusable.

	Sepha pressed her head against the bars, angling her face toward the tiled floor so no one could see the hot, furious tears spilling out of her eyes. A drop of blood splashed onto the floor. Godsdamnit! She’d ripped through the fresh scab on her forehead, pressing against the bars like that, and now she was bleeding again.

	Another drop. Another, and another. The drops coalesced into a large, semicircular blob.

	Like half an alchem.

	A transformation alchem flashed in Sepha’s mind. Her eyes flicked furtively upward. No one was looking at her. If she was going to try to escape, now was the time; and blood, after all, was as good as ink. She could get rid of the bars and make a run for it, if everyone was distracted enough. If not, the bars could form a good weapon …

	Three more drops. Now there was enough to complete a simple alchem, if she could manage to draw one.

	Sepha casually dropped one hand to the floor and wetted a finger in her own blood. Stroke by stroke, she spread it into a full circle. She’d never managed to draw an alchem before. But this time, she would, because she had to.

	She focused on her memory of the transformation alchem, but it began to waver.

	Stroke, stroke, stroke.

	The more desperately she focused, the less she could remember. Panic began to rise.

	Strokestrokestroke.

	It was the same every time. She’d start off all right, but then—

	Sepha stared down at her alchem.

	Botched. Botched to oblivion.

	Useless!

	Biting down a scream of frustration, Sepha wiped her finger across her bleeding forehead. She’d try again. She’d try and try, until—

	Boots appeared on the other side of the bars.

	Sepha hastily wiped away the botched alchem. But it was too late.

	“That wouldn’t’ve gone very well,” a man said. “Come with me.”


[image: TLA_Chapter 03.jpg]

	 

	 

	The man ushered Sepha down a bright corridor, then down some stairs that seemed to last forever.

	Sepha walked through the doorway at the end of the stairs, knowing without asking that it was the door to Cell Two-Seven, the only cell that could keep an alchemist in.

	Sepha stood just inside the threshold as the heavy metal door swung shut. Once she heard the click that meant she was trapped for good, she allowed herself to look up and around.

	And around.

	The cell was less like a cell than an underground warehouse. Every surface of the room, glowing faintly orange from the light of the bulbs that hung from the ceiling high above, was etched with long curves and scrollwork. The etchings weren’t alchems, at least none that she could recognize. But if they weren’t alchems, what were they?

	Sepha stopped wondering about the etchings when, with a cascading sense of panic, she took in the mountain of straw that covered most of the floor and reached nearly to the ceiling.

	The straw she was expected to transmute into gold.

	Sepha’s legs, still wobbly from the Wicking Willow, buckled, and she crumpled to the floor. She sat, legs splayed, hands in her lap, and stared dumbly at the straw. Until this moment, she hadn’t quite believed it. She had to transmute straw to gold. This straw. And if she didn’t—

	The door opened. Footsteps. Then a voice, flat and female. “Madame Magistrate told me you don’t know how to draw the transmutation alchem.”

	“Mm?” Sepha grunted, turning her head to see who was speaking.

	It was a young woman, tall and pale, with blue eyes and a slightly beaky nose. Her chin-length hair was almost white. She wore a golden ring and a deeply black, silver-buttoned jacket. Around her waist, crisscrossing into an X, were two leather holsters stocked with ammunition, ingots, and rolled-up pieces of paper.

	She was a member of the Court Alchemists’ Guild and a Military Alchemist, to boot.

	Sepha had never met a Military Alchemist before and had never wanted to. They had a reputation for being brutish and violent, and were even more dangerous than the weapons Sepha made at the mill. Military Alchemists were the monsters mothers used to get their children to listen. They were warnings whispered in the dark. They were the surest enforcers of peace in Tirenia, because they were the alternative.

	The woman surveyed Sepha and continued, an inscrutable expression on her face, “Madame wanted me to draw the transmutation alchem for you. But you’re sitting in the only free space, so you need to move.”

	Sepha was too numb to ask questions, but just there enough to feel bemused and bristling. With an almighty effort, she clambered to her feet and stalked to the wall. The young woman produced a thick stick of chalk from one of her holsters and began to draw a giant transmutation alchem on the floor. The woman worked calmly, efficiently, as if she did this every day.

	Maybe she did.

	Sepha scowled.

	Before long, the woman was done. She inspected her completed work, gave a satisfied nod, and then strode toward Sepha. “I have to search you,” she said.

	“Why?” Sepha asked. There was a serrated edge to her voice—an unwise aggression—but she didn’t care.

	The young woman seemed unperturbed. “You’re an alchemist. You probably have metal on you. And since the wager is for you to turn the straw into gold …”

	“You think I’d try to get away with turning my stock into gold instead,” Sepha finished for her, shaking her head. The idea hadn’t even occurred to her. She would’ve done it in a heartbeat, if it had. “I don’t have any on me.” She thought ruefully of the axe Ruhen had lost in the woods. Wouldn’t have done her any good, anyway.

	“An alchemist without any metal,” the young woman said, arching her eyebrow. “This is a strange day.”

	She eyed Sepha’s thick sweater and frowned. Sepha barely had time to note the woman’s fingerless gloves—the stained leather must protect her palms from calluses and freshly spilled blood alike—before she took Sepha’s arm and shoved her loose sleeve all the way up. Sepha winced as her rising sleeve revealed faded bruises shaped like fingertips. The woman blinked and narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. Sepha didn’t, either.

	After she’d checked Sepha’s other sleeve with similar results, the woman flicked her eyes up to meet Sepha’s and said, “Lift your sweater, please.”

	Sepha pursed her lips, lifted her sweater to her ribs, and pretended that the woman was not staring at the yellow-green remains from a week ago, when she hadn’t managed to dodge Father’s thrown fist. The woman’s frown deepened into a scowl. Her eyes met Sepha’s again in a silent, searching glance. In a carefully flat voice, she said, “That’s quite a lot of bruises.”

	Sepha yanked her sweater back down. Her cheeks went crimson, but she lifted her chin and said, “But no metal.”

	“No,” the woman said. “No metal.” She patted her hands down Sepha’s legs, feeling for telltale lumps, and then she straightened and repeated, “No metal.” She looked at Sepha said, “Madame Magistrate wanted me to tell you she expects you to transmute all of the straw into gold. Good luck.”

	As the woman turned, a spike of panic ran through Sepha. This was her last chance. This woman was the last person she would see before—

	“This isn’t right!” Sepha cried. The woman turned back. “If you kill me and my father, the whole town will suffer.”

	The woman tipped her chin toward the straw. “Then get to work.”

	Then the woman was gone, and Sepha was alone with the mountain of straw.
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	Time passed, or maybe it didn’t. It was impossible to tell in this huge, windowless room whether it was even day or night. Sepha was exhausted, but maybe that was to be expected. She’d almost died that morning but hadn’t. She would die tomorrow instead.

	But would she really?

	Even in this vast underground cell, Sepha could hardly believe what was happening. That her life could end in less than twenty-four hours.

	She imagined the scene: the gallows, maybe, or a firing squad. A blindfold. Blank moments spent breathless, waiting. And then pain, and then nothing, and then the After.

	Would she really allow herself to die?

	Sepha was on her feet before she even bothered to answer the question. The very first thing to do was to find out if these walls really were alchemy-proof. She strode to the nearest swirled etching on the wall—it was as unfamiliar as ever—and placed her fingers along the rim. She closed her eyes and pretended, hard, that the etching was an alchem.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	She thought of the material inside the wall behind the etching. She imagined it becoming dense, denser, until it took up only a few inches, leaving behind an enormous hole through which she could escape.

	And made the exchange, trading the material she had for the material she needed.

	There was a halfway feeling, a sense of almost, and it was as if the etching gathered itself up and shoved her. Sepha’s eyes popped open as she stumbled backward, fingers tingling.

	There was no hole. She hadn’t made the exchange.

	She shook her hands and tried again, this time imagining the materials in the wall bending and warping, shifting aside to leave an opening large enough for her to squeeze through. And made the exchange.

	And again, it didn’t work.

	Sepha tried until her hands were numb, but it was no use. She didn’t know what those etchings were, but they sure as After weren’t alchems.

	If she wanted to survive, there was only one thing to do.

	Sepha approached the Military Alchemist’s transmutation alchem.

	It was different from the one she’d traced at the mill. That transmutation alchem was meant to turn raw steel into tirenium. This one, she guessed, was the standard alchem for transmuting lead into gold. Only instead of lead, she had straw.

	Ludicrous.

	Alchemy operated on the simple principle of exchange. To start, Sepha would put a material inside her alchem and place her hands just so on the alchem’s rim. Then, with the proper amount of focus, the alchem would become a portal through which Sepha could access dozens of pocket realities, each of which contained a different version of the material she’d placed inside the alchem. To perform the alchemical exchange, Sepha would select the version she desired and swap it with the original material. The portal would close, the pocket realities would vanish, and the original material would cease to exist, replaced with the version she’d selected.

	But for the alchemical exchange to work properly, the starting material and the ending material had to be closely related. Straw and gold were not closely related.

	But. Maybe there was some copper in the straw, leached up from the heavy mountain soil. Copper and gold were close enough for a proper exchange.

	Sepha grabbed an armful of the dry, crackly straw and stacked it in the center of the alchem.

	She walked back to the alchem’s outermost ring and knelt beside it.

	Sepha thought hard about the trace amounts of copper that might be somewhere in that pile of straw. She focused on exchanging the copper for flecks of shining golden dust. Placing her hands just so along the alchem’s outer rim, Sepha squeezed her eyes shut.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	Straw into gold.

	There was a strange, stirring sense of something before her, and Sepha opened her eyes. She did not see the straw.

	She saw a dark-haired, sallow-skinned homunculus, his lips cast in what might loosely be called a grin, except it showed altogether too many teeth. He opened his mouth, tongue outstretched, and said in a horrible, guttural voice, “You are going to die.”
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	Sepha stumbled backward in alarm. The homunculus—who should not be here, how did he get here—stared at her with a snarling leer. Something malicious glittered behind his dark eyes.

	But no, that couldn’t be! Homunculi didn’t think or plan or feel. They weren’t good or bad. They couldn’t be malicious!

	“I—what?” Sepha cried.

	The homunculus’s voice box worked up and down as he tried, again, to talk. “You—will—die,” he repeated in a strangled voice.

	Nearly sure this was a hallucination, Sepha responded weakly, “Maybe not!”

	To be talking to a homunculus—and to hear him talk back—was so utterly ridiculous, so impossible, that she could hardly believe it was happening at all.

	The homunculus shook his head. “No maybe,” he said slowly, as if each word took monumental effort. His unnatural, cruel grin closed as he licked his thin lips and said, “Will.”

	Sepha’s heart pulsed erratic and feather-light against her ribs. “Are you going to kill me?”

	He threw back his head and let out three long laughs that sounded as if he’d swallowed them and spit them back up. He looked her straight in the eye—which homunculi did not do—and said, “Not me. Madame.”

	Well, obviously, Sepha thought. Was he just here to remind her she was going to die, as if that was something a person could forget?

	“Why are you here?” she demanded, emboldened by this blip of anger. She glanced at the cell’s metal door. She hadn’t heard it open, and now it was shut again. Damn it all. “Who let you in?”

	The homunculus worked his mouth into a sneer. “Not let in. Not sent. I decided. I came.”

	“That’s a lie,” Sepha snapped, before her mind caught up and she remembered homunculi couldn’t lie. But they weren’t supposed to speak, either, yet here this one was. Speaking.

	The homunculus shook his head. “Not.” He was easing toward her, and although his head didn’t even reach her waist, Sepha backed warily away. There was something wrong with this homunculus. Something broken. Something evil, a small voice inside whispered, but she ignored it.

	“Who owns you?” she tried again.

	“No!” the homunculus shouted, a rough and grating sound. He balled his hands into fists and thumped his chest. “I own. No master.”

	“No master?” Sepha repeated. “What happened to your master?”

	The homunculus’s mouth twisted into a leer more vicious than the last. “Gone.”

	Something about the quirk of his eyebrows, about the way he worked his tiny hands as he spoke, sent shivers down Sepha’s neck. He made her think of creeping things lurking out of sight, and of death unlooked-for. She swiveled her head quickly, just to make sure there was nothing lurking out of sight, and looked back at the homunculus just as quickly. He was not a thing one left unobserved.

	Had he—had he killed—

	To avoid asking the question that had leapt to her lips, to avoid hearing the answer, Sepha reverted to an easier, more immediately relevant question. “Why are you here?”

	“You will die,” he said again, his mouth working grotesquely as it went against its own nature. “I save.”

	Sepha stared blankly at the tiny man, and he stared back at her, his eyes as intelligent as they were cruel. This homunculus who talked—who owned himself, who thought and planned and decided—had appeared inside a cell that was designed to keep alchemists in so he could save her?

	Sepha blinked rapidly. She couldn’t understand all of the impossible things contained inside this one tiny person. Her eyes wandered to the huge transmutation alchem behind him—something she could understand—and the pile of straw she’d placed at its center. It was unchanged, of course, completely unaffected by her weak attempt at transmutation.

	Then her eyes flicked toward the thing she’d been trying to ignore: the titanic mountain of straw, which loomed so high that the top was, from here, out of sight.

	Would she have been able to transmute that much straw into gold in one night, even if she could perform the transmutation? Alchemy took time, focus, and energy. If she worked from now until noon and was successful on each transmutation attempt, she wouldn’t even be able to work through a third of that mountain.

	“I am going to die,” she whispered, the realization finally settling in her bones.

	“Yes,” came the guttural answer, making Sepha jump. “But I can save.”

	“How?” she asked. Her voice sounded harsh and desperate. “Can you get me out?”

	The homunculus clicked his tongue and shook his head. “No,” he said. “Cell. Wrong walls.”

	“Then how?” Sepha asked.

	As if he’d been dying for her to ask, the homunculus grunted, “Watch.” He stretched his hands toward the straw piled in the center of the alchem, as if warming them by a fire. Then a wild look came over his face, and he shouted something garbled and foreign, which was all the more terrifying in his guttural voice.

	Sepha watched, transfixed, as the air closed around the straw like a curtain. It swirled like the haze that rose from the cobblestone streets on a hot day, then unfolded to reveal a small, gleaming lump of gold.

	Sepha recoiled. Suddenly, the homunculus’s strangeness had a name. “Magic!” Sepha gasped. That wild, howling panic took over, and she scrambled to the cell door. “Magician!” she shrieked, pounding on the door, and then kicking, hurling herself against it. “There’s a magician in here!”

	But the sounds were strangely deadened, and the door didn’t budge. No one came.

	No one had come, and no one was coming.

	Sepha turned and pressed her back against the door. The metal was a familiar coolness against her bare hands. Her eyes found the homunculus, and he smirked at her.

	“Done?” he asked.

	Forcing a bit of steel into her voice, Sepha said, “What do you want with me, magician?”

	He held out his hands in a placating gesture. “To save.”

	“Why?” Sepha asked. It was too easy, too fair to be anything but foul. “How did you even find me?”

	“Wicking Willow,” he said, as if that was a real explanation. Then, “I save you.” He shrugged. “You help me.”

	Sepha went still. “Help you how?”

	“Give me firstborn child.”

	The words threaded thinly through the air, flitting into Sepha’s ears and straight back out without staying long enough for her to comprehend their meaning. For a full minute, she and the homunculus stared at each other without speaking.

	Then she said, weakly, “Whatever do you need a child for?”

	The homunculus’s eyes made a full circuit of the room before he answered.

	“This,” he said at last, thumping his chest, “not my body.”

	“I don’t understand.” Sepha felt hollow. Brittle. Her voice ought to echo, to vibrate like a beaten drum, and she ought to shatter from the sound of it.

	The homunculus growled, frustrated. “I … not … homunculus,” he said. Each word seemed to be more of a struggle than the last. He paused to catch his breath before continuing. “I … was … magician. I died. Came back. Need … body.”

	“But—” Sepha began, and then stopped. A hundred questions vied for supremacy, momentarily rendering her speechless. “You came back? From the After?” she asked at last.

	He nodded but did not explain.

	“But you have a body already,” she said, gesturing at him.

	“Limited,” he said, working his face into a disgusted grimace. “Dirty. Feeble.”

	“But you took that body!” she said, a little more boldly. “What’s to stop you from taking another? Why do you need a baby from me?”

	“Magic … has … limits,” he grunted. “Cannot take. Must be … given.”

	“But you must know I can’t, I could never. And you, a magician—” Sepha sputtered. Trying another tack, she said, “I’m only seventeen. Who knows how long it will be before I have a baby? Maybe I never will! I can’t promise you something I might never have in the first place!”

	“Die, then.”

	He muttered at the small lump of gold and magicked it back to straw. With an arch glance, he muttered something else and opened a hole in the air. One of his legs had already disappeared through it before Sepha cried, “Stop!”

	The homunculus smiled that brutal, bestial smile, and the hole disappeared with a sound like a breeze.

	Sepha’s mind was starting and stalling, and she stood, mouth open, trying desperately to get her thoughts in order.

	A magical contract. That’s what the homunculus was proposing.

	Teacher had told them a hundred tales of what could happen to anyone foolish enough to bargain with magicians. As treacherous as the magicians who made them, magical contracts were loopholes wrapped in traps. They were power and control and mischief, chaos and tricks and deliberate misunderstandings. And since the homunculus—the magician—would be fulfilling his side of the contract immediately, he would hold all of the power. He could even change the terms, if he thought she was playing him false.

	Not that she could play him false. Magical contracts turned people into automatons until they either met the terms of the contract or died. For there were only two ways to sever the bond that magical contracts created: fulfillment or death. And since magicians were so much more powerful than everyone else, the magician was never the one who died.

	“There is nothing more dangerous than a magical contract,” Teacher had said, “and no one more treacherous than a magician.”

	But if Sepha didn’t bargain with him, she would die, and the mill would lose its contract with the army. The mill would go out of business, and the town would lose its main source of income. She would be dead, and so would the town.

	And she would never be a Court Alchemist or anything like it.

	She had to make this work.

	“You need a body,” she said at last.

	He nodded.

	“What if,” she said, “what if I can make one for you? By … by alchemy?” She wasn’t sure if it was possible and had never heard of anyone who’d done it before. But homunculi were the products of alchemy, weren’t they? And they were … alive.

	“Human body,” said the homunculus.

	“Yes.”

	He stared at her, and there was something shrewd and cruel in his expression. “You will have firstborn child,” he said, pronouncing each word with a great effort, as if he wanted to get the terms of the contract precisely right, “in exactly one year. Create empty, living human body for me with alchemy by then, you keep child.”

	At this, Sepha became thoroughly flustered and said, without thinking, “A year? But I haven’t even—” She paused, cursing inwardly, and continued, “I mean, I don’t even have a boyfriend. I’m not having a baby anytime soon, I can assure you.”

	“I turn straw to gold,” the homunculus said, narrowing his eyes, “you will.”

	Sepha opened her mouth to argue, to offer a new bargain, but then closed it again. The homunculus wouldn’t accept any other payment. She could tell by the set of his jaw, the ferocity of his gaze. It was this or no deal at all. A year to do this thing for him, or else her life would end at noon tomorrow, and Three Mills would go under soon thereafter.

	But if she agreed, then having a child would be part of her contract. Meaning that if she didn’t want to have a baby a year from now, she’d have maybe twelve weeks to create a body before her contract forced her to do something unthinkable.

	Was twelve weeks long enough for her to learn how to create a body? Well … she’d learned how to do all of her other tricks within days, once she’d started trying.

	And we already know you’re wicked enough to consider it, said the snide voice.

	The snide voice was right. She’d been wicked enough to end Mother’s life. Which meant she was certainly wicked enough to gamble on the life of someone who wasn’t alive quite yet.

	And anyway, she had a knack for alchemy.

	Wicked, disgusting girl, whispered the snide voice.

	“Fine,” Sepha said. “I agree to the bargain.”

	The words had no sooner left her lips than a strange wind swooped around the two of them, swirling between and through them. A weight settled around Sepha and sank into her chest, coalescing into a hard, smooth something that came to rest beside her heart. She only felt it for a moment before the sensation receded into the background of her mind, like a sound she could only hear if she focused very, very hard.

	A magical contract, and she would carry it with her until she fulfilled it. Or died.

	The homunculus seemed to have felt the same thing she had and clasped his hand to his chest. Shaking his head roughly, he toddled toward her and took her right hand between both of his. He muttered more of those garbled words, and her palm seared suddenly hot. She snatched it away from him, crying, “What was that for?”

	“To find you,” he said with a grin. Sepha glanced at her aching hand but couldn’t see any marks. What had he done?

	He muttered something at the small pile of straw and it sprang back to gold, as if that were the state it preferred. Then he strode to the mountain of straw.

	The impossible homunculus drew himself up and cried out in a large voice. The air, as a huge, sluggish mass, closed over the straw. Then, with a great, ear-popping pressure, it snapped back.

	Where the straw had been, there was now a much smaller, more lustrous pile, which gleamed metallically in the orange light. Sepha didn’t need to touch it to know it was gold.

	The homunculus turned toward her. “One year,” he said. He opened a hole in the air and leapt through it.

	He was gone.

	And she and Three Mills were saved. In a manner of speaking.
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	The sunlight was bright white and hot after the orange glow of the alchemists’ cell. Sepha stood, squint-eyed and grimacing, on the courthouse steps.

	Like yesterday, the entire town had turned up to stand in the square. There was a rumbling hum, spiked with staccatos of worried shouts, as Sepha’s townspeople waited to find out what would become of them. The millers were right up front, so hollow-eyed with exhaustion that Sepha suspected they’d been in the square all night.

	Unlike yesterday, Sepha had good reason to believe that whatever the Magistrate said would turn out well for her.

	It had hardly been an hour since Sepha had heard the sliding sound of metal on metal and the groan of Cell Two-Seven’s heavy door on its hinges. The Military Alchemist from yesterday had poked her head into the cell, let out an incredulous “No!” and dashed away, leaving the door wide open.

	Moments later, the Magistrate’s skeptical Court Alchemist appeared. He stared slack-jawed at the mound of gold, then whirled around and left without even glancing at Sepha. In a matter of minutes, Sepha had been ushered up into a plush courtroom antechamber, given a hearty breakfast and a bandage for the scabbed-over cut on her temple, and ordered to wait there for the Magistrate. The clock on the wall claimed the time was quarter-past-twelve, although Sepha could hardly believe it.

	Then the Magistrate herself had appeared, looking for all the world as if she were having tea with a dear friend and not facing a girl she’d all but sentenced to death the previous day.

	“Well,” said the Magistrate.

	“Well,” Sepha echoed. This time, she did not bow.

	“Thuban is livid,” the Magistrate said. “He seems to think that what you did is impossible, even though you have clearly done it. He even went so far as to accuse you of magic.”

	Sepha flushed and didn’t trust herself enough to say anything. Her newest secret was on the tip of her tongue, and she just knew she’d let it slip if she said a single word.

	“Of course, I told him that was ridiculous,” the Magistrate continued. “By now, I’ve heard several firsthand accounts—more reliable than your father’s, that is—of your alchemical acumen, and so I believe you are reasonably well established to be a real alchemist. As such, it is impossible for you to be a magician.”

	Sepha nodded. It was impossible to be both an alchemist and a magician. She didn’t know why it was impossible; she only knew that it was.

	The Magistrate squinted at Sepha for a moment, as if staring straight into Sepha’s soul and assessing what its value might be, and said, “I don’t know how you did it. But you came through on your end, so I shall have to come through on mine.”

	Out in the town square, the crowd’s buzzing ceased as Father was led onto the platform. He looked triumphant, as if he’d known all along that Sepha could do the impossible. Her body went tense as he approached. But she needn’t have worried. They were onstage, the objects of positive attention, and she was, for now, below Father’s notice. He didn’t even look at her.

	“My friends,” began the Magistrate, and her tinny voice echoed ends-ends-ends throughout the square. The sound brought Sepha back to center. “I have never been more pleased to announce that my suspicions were groundless!” She paused, probably expecting cheers, but the crowd was silent, breathless. “You see standing before you the most gifted alchemist I have ever seen. True to her word, she has produced pure gold from straw! Please join me in congratulating Sepha Filens of Three Mills, our country’s first ever Lady Alchemist!”

	Finally catching on that they were not about to see a gruesome double execution, the crowd erupted with applause. Renni, Sepha’s foreman, burst into tears. The Magistrate turned to Sepha and grasped her hand, giving her a well-practiced smile that didn’t reach her bespectacled eyes.

	“As Lady Alchemist, Sepha will be an honorary Court Alchemist and will be entitled to the benefits and responsibilities thereof. As such, she will be leaving Three Mills on the very next train and traveling to the Institute of Alchemical Discipline, where she will join the rest of Tirenia’s finest alchemists!”

	Sepha’s head jerked toward the Magistrate. She was going where?

	A smile began to tease the corners of Sepha’s lips.

	“What of the gold?” cried a bold-voiced man near the back of the crowd.

	The Magistrate’s smile tautened for a fraction of a second before she turned, smiling jovially toward the crowd. “A portion of it will go toward rebuilding the mill after yesterday’s fateful collapse. The remainder will be taxed, just like anything else, and given to our lovely Lady Alchemist! How is that for fairness?”

	Still grasping Sepha’s hand, the Magistrate raised both arms high in the air, her mouth stretched in a wide, victorious smile. Sepha snuck a covert look at Father. He stood frozen, as if his wildest dreams had just been snatched away.

	He thought he would get the gold!

	Sepha finally allowed herself to laugh. She had lived. She was rich. She was leaving. And some small measure of justice had, for once, been served.
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	After the Magistrate’s speech, Sepha returned to the sunny courtroom antechamber which, to her surprise, was not empty. The Military Alchemist and the Magistrate’s Court Alchemist—Thuban, was it?—stood side by side, in the attitude of people who wished they were alone and had decided to pretend they were.

	In the corner, the Magistrate’s homunculus and an unfamiliar homunculus stood mute and still. Exactly how homunculi were supposed to act. Sepha found their presence somehow reassuring. A welcome reminder that, although that undead magician-homunculus had gone wrong, the rest of the world hadn’t gone wrong along with him.

	The Magistrate, ignoring everyone else, pulled the Military Alchemist to the side for a whispered conversation. Sepha watched them for a moment, then turned toward Thuban, only to find him glaring at her. Without speaking, he took a ring from a large, velvet-lined box and shoved it into her hand. It wasn’t the distinguished golden ring that signified membership in the Court Alchemists’ Guild; instead, it was matte gray, its wide face overlaid with an aggressively plain L.

	“So that you never forget where you came from,” he murmured so the Magistrate couldn’t hear. “So that you never forget what you aren’t.” And he flashed his own ring, with its ornate A, in her face.

	Sepha knew that he was trying to embarrass her, but poor Thuban didn’t know that she’d had years of training in dealing with far worse humiliations. She gave Thuban a small smile and said, “Thanks. It’s lovely.” She slipped it onto her finger, grinning when it fit perfectly.

	Having missed this exchange entirely, the Magistrate and the Military Alchemist approached Thuban and Sepha. Looking at Sepha’s ringed finger, the Magistrate said, “Ah. Good. Now, we need to settle things quickly. I’d like to get out of this backwater and back to Balarat as soon as possible. Now, what do you have planned for yourself once you arrive at the Institute, Lady Alchemist?”

	Sepha blinked. She hadn’t planned out her lie yet. She needed something that sounded reasonable enough, something that would satisfy the Magistrate and help Sepha fulfill her deal with the homunculus …

	“Well,” Sepha said after a hiccup of a moment, “I haven’t had any formal training to speak of, so I would love to—to do some research. Maybe figure out why I can do things that are supposed to be impossible.” Her voice lilted up at the end of her statement, making it sound like a question.

	“An excellent proposition, and one I would have suggested regardless,” said the Magistrate. “I believe you have met Destry,” she went on, motioning to the young Military Alchemist. “She will accompany you to serve as your guide and mentor as you conduct your research.

	“And,” the Magistrate continued, “as one equal in rank to a Court Alchemist, you are entitled to your own homunculus. This one here will be yours now. It is very lucky that we brought a spare.”

	“I—spare?” Sepha stammered, and then glanced again at the unfamiliar homunculus. Her homunculus.

	He was pale, with rumpled blond hair and brown eyes. For a homunculus, he looked rather grim, his mouth fixed in a neutral expression.

	At a loss, Sepha said, “I thought they were all supposed to smile.” She’d barely finished speaking when the corners of the homunculus’s mouth turned upward. His eyes, however, remained impassive.

	“Do I—will I have to feed him?” she asked, more nervous about owning such a creature than the monumental task—tasks—ahead of her.

	“It,” the Magistrate said, frowning, “will look after its own needs.”

	The room fell silent, as if everyone was waiting for Sepha to say something.

	“Thank you,” she said at last, because she thought it was what she was supposed to say. “Thank you for everything.”

	“Nonsense,” the Magistrate said, dismissive but pleased. “I will expect an appointment with you sooner rather than later. Thuban and I are mightily curious to learn how you’ve done such fantastical things.”

	The Magistrate turned to leave but paused on the threshold. “Before I forget, I ought to remind you that Court Alchemist appointments are conditional and are renewed on a yearly basis. Your title shall be handled in the same way. If they—that is to say, you—do not make sufficient progress in their research, or do not complete enough work to earn their keep, their status is negated. In some cases, if Court Alchemists are found to have squandered their time or the government funding appropriated to them, well …” She paused significantly, then continued. “I should be very careful to spend my time wisely, if I were you.” She fitted tight driving gloves onto her hands, jerked her head at her homunculus, and said, with a strange look in her eyes, “Until later!”

	Then she was gone, and Thuban and her homunculus with her.

	Sepha stared at the empty doorway, feeling adrift.

	Before yesterday, her life had been futureless, an endless repetition of identical days, which would only end when she died, or Father did, whichever came first. But then came the Magistrate’s wager, and her life had been scheduled to end abruptly at noon today. And now—now her future was murky. She had one, to be sure; but it was one in which she had as little control as ever.

	A year.

	A year to create a human body, or else she’d have to give up her firstborn child, if it came to that. A year to find out why the rules of alchemy had never quite applied to her. And if she failed or let slip that she hadn’t actually transmuted straw to gold, she would be lost. Imprisoned or, more likely, executed.

	Sepha collapsed into the nearest chair and slumped forward onto her knees. She let her arms dangle at her side so that her hands rested on the plush carpet—red, like the moss beneath the Wicking Willow—and tried not to think. She tried to focus on how it felt to breathe, how her body rose and fell as her lungs moved air in and out.

	Then she heard Destry’s voice. “You’ll be fine.”

	Sepha lifted her head so she could see Destry. With a small smile, Destry said, “It seems like a lot to take in, but you’ll get used to it. I felt the same way when I got my appointment.”

	Somehow, Sepha doubted it.
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	The next morning arrived shrouded in mist, as if wanting to catch the nighttime unawares. Wan sunlight leaked through the thick mist and washed the color away from everything it touched. The world was charcoal and dull, and it was the first day of Sepha’s new life.

	Sepha had spent the previous afternoon forcing smiles, shaking hands, and listening to her fellow millers gush about everything they could do with the new mill. Expand their product line. Grow their bank accounts. Hire a dozen alchemists to replace Sepha.

	They were saved. At least some good had come from this disaster.

	When her hand had been wrung purple and her cheeks hurt from smiling, Sepha went from shop to shop, spending her hard-won money. She’d bought new clothes, her first in a very long time, and a knapsack big enough to hold them. She’d stolen an hour to visit a particular grave. To explain, and to say goodbye.

	When she’d gotten home, Father had been snoring, dead drunk, in his room.

	All the better for her.

	All the easier for her to pack without him trying to interfere.

	And now it was morning. In a few minutes, she would leave her home for the last time. With her homunculus in tow, Sepha descended the long flights of stairs from her room on the fourth floor, placing her feet carefully to avoid the creaks. She’d almost gotten to the entryway when someone knocked loudly on the front door.

	There was a bellow from Father’s room on the second floor, and he burst into the hallway, letting his door bang against the wall. “What demon from Darkest After is knocking on my door?” he roared as he pounded down the stairs and shoved Sepha out of his way. She tripped over her homunculus and crashed into the wall.

	In the few seconds Sepha spent righting herself and checking her homunculus for injuries, Father threw open the door to find Destry waiting, her gloved fist poised to pound on the door again.

	“And what do you want?” Father snarled, apparently oblivious of Destry’s Court Alchemist ring and Military Alchemist jacket.

	“I’m here to take the Lady Alchemist to the Institute,” Destry said, her voice cold.

	Father glanced back at Sepha, his mouth twisting in rage. It seemed he hadn’t believed she was actually going to leave. His glare pinned her in place, and she huddled against the wall with her homunculus behind her.

	She hated this. Hated that even today, after everything she’d been through, he could still paralyze her with a glance. She couldn’t look away from his fists.

	If she was fire, he doused her. When he was nearby, she was only a shadow, a reflection, an image of the thing but not the thing itself.

	But today was her last day of Father. Today, then never again.

	And it was only that thought that allowed Sepha to straighten, curl her hands into fists of her own, and meet Father’s eyes as he hissed, “So you would shed me like an old skin, would you? Without even a fare-thee-well or a speck of gratitude for the chance to get your claws on all that gold? Without any respect for your mother’s restless spirit?” Sepha swallowed, and he bared his teeth at her before turning back to Destry. “I’ll not have some girl tell me what my daughter will do. She is mine, damn her, and she’ll do what I say! And I say that she will go upstairs and rudding stay there unless she’s needed at the mill, as always!”

	“Sepha will come with me,” Destry said, and her voice went dangerous. “These orders come from the Magistrate herself.”

	“Well, then the Magistrate can get off her ass and—”

	Destry smacked Father so hard his head rebounded against the door jamb. Before Father could do anything but press a hand to his face, Destry said, “You’ll watch your tongue when you talk about the Magistrate. And Sepha is coming with me.” Destry’s ice-blue eyes shifted to the shadows where Sepha stood with her homunculus. “Unless she would like to delay by a day. That much can be allowed, but only if she wishes it.”

	Sepha’s heart lurched as Father swung around to face her. There was a sly grin on his face, a triumphant glint in his eyes. He’d won a day. Which meant he could win more.

	“No!” Sepha said, and it came out too loud. Father’s grin faltered, and Destry’s mouth spread into an approving smile. “No,” Sepha repeated, and her voice hardly shook at all. “I’m leaving today. Right now.” She picked up her knapsack and murmured, “Come,” to her homunculus. Head down, she barreled past Father and into the street with her homunculus and Destry close behind.

	The cool, misty breeze was like life. Like freedom. Like awaking.

	With a tip of her head, Destry turned and walked toward the train station, which was several blocks off. Sepha followed.

	They’d only taken a few steps when Father said, “Wouldn’t stand on any high places, if I were you. She’ll kill you like she killed her mother. Push you straight over the edge.”

	Sepha blinked. Felt the world grow a few degrees colder. And for a moment, she was six years old, playing in the rooftop garden with Mother. Standing with Mother on the rim of the roof, letting the wind tug them this way and that, listening to Mother’s stories about what it was like to be high in the sky with nothing but air holding her up. And then—

	Sepha gritted her teeth against the memory. Not today. She would not remember that today. She sped up, boots pounding against cobblestones, breath shallow in her chest.

	“You’ll send her back before long,” Father shouted after them. His voice echoed down the street. “You’ll find out she’s worthless but for her alchemy, and that’s only any good at my mill. You’ll sicken of her, and you won’t get any pity from me when you do.”

	In front of Sepha, Destry abruptly knelt in the street, pulling an alchem and a small ingot from her holster. One pulse, and a small, deadly knife replaced the ingot.

	In one smooth motion, Destry stood and hurled the knife at Father. It sank into the wooden step between his feet, and he leapt back into the house and slammed the door behind him.

	“That’s enough of that,” Destry said, glaring at the closed door. Then, with a quick breath, she turned on her heel and walked away.

	Sepha hurried after Destry. Rushing to speak before Father’s words could sink in, she said, “I didn’t push her. My mother, she—”

	“I’m sure you didn’t, Sepha,” Destry said, looking at her sidelong. “You don’t need to talk about it.”

	Sepha focused on putting one foot ahead of the other.

	“Is he always like that?” Destry asked, when they’d reached the end of the street.

	Sepha nodded.

	Destry went silent for a few steps, and then said, “Deserved worse than he got, the bastard.”

	Sepha’s lips tugged into a smile.

	It was over. No more Father. It was over.

	Something inside that had been tightly coiled for far too long began to unwind.

	“Do you know much about the Institute?” Destry asked, a few blocks later.

	“I’ve heard some things,” Sepha said. It was an understatement; everyone in Tirenia knew exactly what the Institute was. The Institute wasn’t just a research facility. It was where budding alchemists went to earn their place in the Court Alchemists’ Guild, yes. But it was also where the Military Alchemists were based. It was the center of all government-sanctioned alchemical activity in Tirenia, and Sepha had hardly dared to dream she’d ever see it, let alone belong there.

	“Um,” she said, trying not to sound too eager, “isn’t it rather far from here?”

	“All the way across the country, on the northern coast,” Destry said, clasping her hands behind her back. “Only a few miles away from Balarat, actually.” She paused. “After what I just saw, I should think the distance would be a good thing.”

	“It is,” Sepha said. “Do you think they’ll have what I need at the Institute?” she asked, refusing to let Father sink her buoying spirits.

	Destry nodded. Then, as if something had just occurred to her, she said, “Well. There are the Spirit Alchemists, who are based not far south of here. Depending on how your research goes, we may need to travel to the Sanctuary at some point. It’s a good place to get away from things, if nothing else.”

	Sepha raised her eyebrows. “The Sanctuary?”

	Destry’s lips thinned into a flat smile. “The Sanctuary is what the Spirit Alchemists call their base. If you ask me, their theories are mostly hokum. But they do an entirely different sort of alchemy than you or I do, so they may be able to provide a fresh perspective if you hit a wall in your research. I’ve gone there a few times. My aunt runs the place.”

	“Did they help with your research?” Sepha asked. Behind her, her homunculus let his new shoes scuff over the cobblestones. She’d noticed, while shopping yesterday, that he was limping. Upon closer inspection, she’d realized that his cap-toe shoes pinched his feet awfully. She’d bought him new shoes, stressing to the cobbler that they had to be comfortable. He wasn’t limping anymore, which was an improvement.

	“No, not really,” Destry said, her smile turning into a grimace. “The Institute is the best place to start. And I’ll be there. At least for moral support.”

	She gave Sepha a wry smile, which Sepha returned. She doubted that Destry had ever provided moral support to anyone before. But, seeing how Destry hadn’t hesitated to bring swift justice to Father, Sepha could see herself relying very much on whatever support Destry had to offer.
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	By the time the clock above the ticket counter chimed six, Destry, Sepha, and Sepha’s homunculus were standing quietly on the wood-planked platform beside the train tracks. Only ten more minutes until the train was scheduled to arrive. Ten more minutes, and Sepha would be out of Three Mills, and out of Father’s reach, for good.

	People began to drift onto the platform in ones and twos. When they noticed Destry’s jacket and well-stocked holsters, they made sure to stand as far away as they could. Ordinary alchemists, whose skills brought steady trade to little nothing-towns like Three Mills, were one thing; Military Alchemists, who’d applied their already unnatural abilities to war and violence, were another thing entirely.

	A quiet, scuffing tread along the wooden planks drew Sepha’s eyes to the end of the platform.

	Ruhen, the man from the Wicking Willow, was walking cautiously toward them. In the strange, snuffed-candle light, he looked even handsomer than before and at least twice as mysterious. The curls which, two days before, had been drenched and unruly were now combed into an orderly side-part. Slung over one shoulder was a knapsack, as if he, too, was starting a journey.

	Sepha gave him a brief smile and waved. It was all she could manage. There was an unaccountably powerful feeling somewhere around her heart, and it momentarily drowned out everything else. A feeling of relief, almost, although why she should feel relieved, she couldn’t guess.

	“Hello again,” she said when he reached them, feeling grateful that this time, at least, she looked presentable. The cut on her temple was all but healed, and she wore her new dark, fitted jacket to shield against the nip in the air. She’d even cleaned most of the mud off her boots in preparation for the journey.

	Ruhen smiled with one side of his mouth and said, “Good morning.” He looked almost nervous, but Sepha dismissed the thought. Why should he be nervous?

	Destry eyed Ruhen before looking at Sepha in a silent question.

	“This is Ruhen Salmarre,” Sepha said. “He’s, um, I met him the other day. There was a Wicking Willow,” she finished lamely.

	Destry’s eyes widened. She gave Ruhen an appraising look. “A Wicking Willow? And you both survived? Well, that’s something!” She paused. “Wait—Salmarre? The Salmarre who aced the Institute’s entrance exam?”

	Sepha gaped at Ruhen. She knew someone from town had passed the entrance exam—everyone at the mill had been buzzing about it—but no one knew who it was. And now to find out it had been Ruhen—

	Ruhen was unable to suppress his wide grin. “The very same. And you are?”

	“Destry Beronsic,” she said, thrusting her hand out. They shook, a quick up-down-release, and Destry said, “Impressive scores. How long have you been studying?”

	“A while.”

	“I didn’t know you were an alchemist!” Sepha said belatedly, and it came out sounding like an accusation.

	Ruhen’s smile went sly as he shrugged with one shoulder. “You never asked.”

	Sepha clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes, and he laughed.

	“Are you traveling to the Institute too, then?” Destry asked.

	“I am.” Ruhen’s eyes flicked from Destry to Sepha, and he said, “Can I travel with you, since we’re all going to the same place?”

	Sepha went crimson as Destry said, “I don’t see why not.”

	The other two paused, waiting for a response from Sepha, so she coughed and said, “Oh! Yes, of course! It’ll be fun!”

	You sound so stupid, remarked the snide voice.

	Ruhen smiled. “Thanks.” His smile faded and he said, with a look in his eyes that Sepha was probably just imagining, “I’m glad you made it out all right. From the whole—” he gestured toward the town square “—the straw. Transmuting it.”

	Sepha’s face went hot. So Ruhen had been in the crowd! Thoroughly disconcerted but pretending not to be, she said the first thing that came to mind. “Well, I didn’t have anyone lined up to save me at the very last second, so I had to solve the problem myself.”

	Mock sternness replaced the other look in Ruhen’s eyes, and he said, “Well, I would’ve saved you again if it came to that, but I have to tell you I’d’ve done it very grudgingly.”

	“Oh, so you saved me from the Wicking Willow, did you?” Sepha asked, squinting up at Ruhen. “Because I seem to recall more of a teamwork situation.”

	Ruhen faked a confused grimace. “If you say so.”

	Their eyes met, and Sepha couldn’t fight the smile that crept across her face. Ruhen smiled too, and she noticed that he not only had crinkles beside his eyes when he smiled, but deep creases in his cheeks, too.

	And she was staring again. She blinked and looked away, casting about for some sort of distraction, something that would keep her from being such a damn idiot, and failed.

	Luckily, Destry came to her rescue. With the barest sideways look at Sepha, Destry said, “Where did you study alchemy, Ruhen?”

	“I taught myself, mostly,” Ruhen said, shoving his hands into his pockets. “I’ve made friends with all the right librarians.”

	“You even taught yourself practical alchemy—not just theoretical?” Sepha asked, surprised. Even she had needed extensive teaching, at the beginning. She’d never have learned on her own.

	“Even practical,” Ruhen said. He grimaced. “Took me a long time.” Before Sepha could think of anything to say in response, he said, “Oh! Before I forget.” He reached into his knapsack and pulled out the axe Sepha had made at the Wicking Willow. “I, um. Found this.”

	He found the axe! Not only that, but he brought it with him! But why? So he could return it if he ever saw her again? But then that would mean he’d wanted to see her again, or had at least thought about the possibility of seeing her again, which meant that—

	Don’t be stupid! snapped the snide voice. Just take the axe.

	Trying to hide her blush, Sepha took the axe from Ruhen’s outstretched hand, and inadvertently brushed her fingers against his. Her eyes flicked up, and her gaze collided with Ruhen’s.

	That uncomfortable, sticky silence welled up between them.

	“And there’s the train, thank all the good in the After,” Destry said as the train, a monster with shining gray sides, rumbled up to the station. It slowed to a stop, releasing jets of steam into the misty air.

	For a few minutes, there was the organized chaos of passengers jockeying for the best seats. Sepha, the first of her little clan to board, led the others to the back of the car. Sepha, Destry, and Ruhen claimed seats facing each other, but the homunculus stood in the aisle, blocking the other passengers and generally causing a ruckus, until Sepha told him to sit beside Ruhen.

	At last, everyone was settled, and the train eased out of the station. The engine sped down the mountainside and into the rolling foothills, curling around rocky outcrops and crossing bridges whose supports were lost in misty depths far below.

	The door at the far end of the car slid open and shut. “Tickets!” cried a bored-sounding voice. “Get your tickets out.”

	Destry produced two tickets from her jacket pocket, and Ruhen pulled one out of his knapsack. The ticket master, a plump man with narrow eyes and a mouth that seemed too big for his face, stamped their tickets one by one. He was about to move on when his eyes fell on the homunculus, who was swaying with the motion of the car.

	“That can’t be in here,” the man said with a cruel glint in his small eyes. “It belongs in the baggage car.”

	Sepha glared at him. “But he isn’t baggage.”

	“It’s taking up a seat,” said the man. “If it’s not baggage and it’s taking up a seat, then it needs a ticket.”

	He gave her a smug smile, as if he’d just won a debate. No one in their right mind would buy a ticket for a homunculus.

	Sepha studied her homunculus, whose mouth was still obediently frozen in a placating smile. He wasn’t a person, not quite, but did that make him an object, deserving of the same treatment as a trunk or a knapsack? The homunculus blinked and used the toe of his shoe to scratch an itch on the back of his leg.

	Baggage didn’t blink, or itch, or scratch.

	And she would not be the type of person who treated a being under her protection as something lesser. Something worthless.

	“I’ll take one more ticket to the Institute, then,” Sepha said, lifting her chin.

	The ticket master snorted. “Suit yourself. Six livres.”

	Sepha handed him six gold pieces—a shocking amount of money—and he moved on to the next car, shaking his head.

	Destry studied Sepha with an expression somewhere between pity and respect. “That was a kind gesture,” she said, “but it was misplaced. Homunculi are alive, but they don’t feel gratitude or loneliness or anger. He would’ve been fine in the baggage car.”

	“It wouldn’t’ve felt right,” Sepha said. This homunculus was her responsibility now, and it was up to her to decide how to treat him. He wasn’t baggage. And that was that.
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	Sometime in the afternoon, as the engine pulled them steadily across a flat stretch of grassland, it began to rain. Huge drops splattered against the windows, leaving diagonal tracks as the wind blew them across the glass. The train tracks traced a long, gradual curve, and Sepha could see the engine far ahead as it tugged them across the plains.

	Sepha gazed out over the tall, sepia grass as it undulated beneath the force of the storm. It was almost like being at sea, she thought, although she had never been there. She glanced at Ruhen, as she’d covertly been doing all day, mostly to see if he was glancing at her.

	She’d caught him once.

	Right now, he was looking out the window; but, no, he actually wasn’t. He was looking at the window, studying it as if someone had written him a message on it. Sepha stared at the window, too, watching the raindrops move across it. It was mesmerizing in a way, but not nearly as interesting as the wind on the grass.

	The wind that was suddenly parting the grass in a straight line, shooting like a bullet toward the front of the train.

	Sepha’s eyes followed the strange line to a pulsing ball of light that hovered near the tracks ahead of the engine. The light intensified.

	Then it burst.

	White lightning, jagged and silent, erupted from an epicenter only seconds ahead of the train’s engine. Horrified, Sepha shifted her gaze to meet Ruhen’s. Comprehension sparked in his dark eyes. Destry sucked in a deep breath.

	Time slowed.

	“Brace yourselves!” Destry screamed, and the other passengers twisted around to see her, shouting confused questions over each other’s heads. Ruhen half-rose from his seat, and people were standing and diving, clutching at whatever they thought would save them.

	In all the chaos, Sepha’s eyes were drawn to her homunculus’s stillness.

	Her homunculus, who’d be thrown a mile if the train skipped the tracks.

	At the same moment that the engine bucked into the air, Sepha launched herself toward the little man and scooped him into her arms. He was heavier than she’d expected, and she teetered forward.

	There was a horrible series of metallic squeals as the aftershock of the crash reached the cars ahead. Then it reached theirs.

	The car leapt impossibly high off the tracks, throwing Sepha off her feet. For an infinite fraction of a second, Sepha was falling, homunculus and all. Then a tirenium-strong arm snatched her out of the air.

	Time sped up again.

	The car rocketed off the tracks and into the tall grass. The passengers who hadn’t listened to Destry were tossed this way and that through an avalanche of falling luggage as the car bounded across the plain. The rest of the train’s cars careened off the tracks behind them, and they were all in danger of being crushed to death at any moment.

	But Ruhen’s arm was around her waist, and he was holding her tight against the wall of his chest. Lithe and fluid, he absorbed the shocks of the car’s leaping and lurching, and Sepha clutched at him with her free arm.

	At last, the train, slowed by the wet grass, slid to a stop. Their car tipped ominously to one side, but then, with an odd motion, clunked back down onto its wheels. A thank-After-we’re-alive moment passed. From far away, Sepha heard Destry asking the car at large if everyone was all right.

	Sepha slumped against Ruhen and felt the tension in his body dissolve as he leaned his head forward and loosed his breath in a huff. He smelled like autumn wind wrapped in another strange, wild smell she didn’t recognize.

	With a deep breath, Sepha set herself onto her own two feet and eased away from Ruhen. One more deep breath, and she looked up and saw his worried frown.

	“Thanks,” she said. Her voice came out as a whisper, hardly louder than her own wildly beating heart.

	Then a voice, not the snide one but one that was entirely unfamiliar, said, Him!

	Warmth flooded Sepha to the bones and filled her with something so right that everything in her fought against it.

	Him! the voice said again, and Sepha’s left palm tingled electric, as if an invisible finger were tracing circles onto it. She clenched her hand into a fist, digging her fingernails into her skin.

	Her contract, that smooth, hard thing beside her heart, began to thrum, as if pleased.

	As if it had figured out where Sepha’s baby was to come from.

	Sepha shook her head, blinking rapidly. Not him! Not anyone, but especially not him!

	Ruhen scanned her from head to toe and seemed to deflate. Unclenching his fist from the luggage rack, he eased the homunculus from beneath Sepha’s arm. He set the little man down in his chair and, to Sepha’s surprise, slid his hand down her arm until it circled her wrist.

	Her contract thrummed with approval.

	“Are you hurt?” His voice sounded hoarse.

	Sepha shook her head and focused on a point somewhere over Ruhen’s shoulder. The other passengers were shifting and groaning, hauling themselves to their feet and searching for their luggage.

	“You?” she asked, flicking her eyes to his and away again.

	He shook his head, rubbing his mouth with his free hand. “That’s three, you know.”

	Sepha swallowed. “Three what?”

	“Three times you could’ve died in the past three days.” He attempted a smile, but it faded.

	Their eyes met, his dark with worry or something else. But her contract was still thrumming and someone had attacked their godsdamned train—

	“Did you see what happened?” Ruhen asked at the same time that Sepha said, “I should go help Destry.”

	“I’ll come too,” he said quickly.

	“No!” Sepha almost shrieked. “No, just—just stay and watch my homunculus, if you don’t mind.”

	And she patted his shoulder like an idiot, then looked around for Destry, who was suddenly nowhere to be found.

	Suspecting that Destry would be in the middle of things, Sepha clambered off the train and into the forceful wind. The damp air smelled of ozone and crushed grass. It cleared the cobwebs from her head and stilled her contract, and she quickly spotted a group of people huddled near the engine. Sure enough, there was Destry’s white-blond hair, bright against the storm’s darkness.

	Aided by the wind at her back, Sepha approached the huddle. A short woman dressed in the characteristic Tirenian blue of a train engineer jumped down from the engine, looking sick. “The driver’s dead,” she shouted, holding her hat onto her head. “Derailment at full speed like that, I couldn’t hope otherwise, but … he’s dead.”

	Destry leapt up into the engine to see for herself and momentarily reappeared, her face tight. “A quick death, at least,” was all she said.

	One man dead, and maybe more. Sepha felt much too old and simultaneously not nearly old enough to deal with this. She wondered what had gone through the man’s mind in the last few seconds of his life, when he saw the strange light erupt over the tracks.

	With dawning comprehension, Sepha ran back past the zig-zagging line of cars toward the tracks. Then she saw it: an enormous crater where the tracks had been. On either side were knotted metal ribbons, sticking up in the air like a dead spider’s legs.

	No natural explosion could’ve done this. This was magic, and it didn’t take a magician to realize it.

	Sepha’s right hand began to ache with a bone-deep pain that sent her mind racing back to Cell Two-Seven. To the searing heat of the undead magician taking her hand between his.

	Something like the echo of a whisper drew Sepha’s eyes to the swaying grass on the opposite side of the tracks. Standing barely higher than the grass was the undead magician himself. He was leering at Destry with manic eyes, baring every single tooth.

	A familiar windmilling, howling panic took over, freezing Sepha in place. What did he want—and why was he here?

	Then the magician opened his mouth, and Sepha realized what was about to happen.

	“Look out!” Sepha screamed as a burst of red light like an electric fire arced toward the incapacitated engine and the huddled men and women.

	There was a faint pulse, and a tall metal tree erupted from the crowd, forming a protective wall of branches between them and the electric fire.

	The fire tore through the air. It snapped and sparked against the metal branches, scorching the grass at the base of the tree and making Destry’s hair stand on end, but the defense was effective. The magician’s attack hadn’t harmed anyone.

	The heavy rain, which had decreased to an annoying, sharp mist, suddenly returned in full force. The group of people scattered, leaving Destry crouching alone behind her tree.

	Destry pulled two alchems from her holster and placed them on the ground. She reached for her holster again, this time producing two large ingots, and pressed them onto the waiting alchems.

	As quickly as she’d moved, Destry was too slow.

	The magician’s second attack came just as Destry placed a hand on each alchem. With a garbled shout, he conjured a new fire. This one was blue and bestial, shaped like an enormous crow with wickedly sharp talons. It shot deadly quick toward Destry, and Sepha knew that Destry was going to die.

	But then there was a loud, electric splash. The magician’s attack spiraled into the sky and dissipated. Through the water that ran down her forehead and into her eyes, Sepha could hardly make out what was happening. It had seemed, just for a moment, that the rain had formed a wall of its own, one that the fire had been unable to penetrate. As if the rain itself was protecting Destry from the attack.

	The rain, or a second magician, joining the fight for reasons of their own.

	Sepha looked wildly around, but only saw Destry and the huddled mass of passengers near the back of the train. Maybe the other magician was hiding in the grass too—

	So easily distracted, are you? whispered the snide voice, and Sepha snapped her gaze back toward Destry.

	With a double pulse, Destry stood and assembled what looked like a small cannon. She’d used two alchems at the same time!

	Sprinting away from her tree’s protection, Destry produced a large bullet from her holster. She loaded it into the barrel and hoisted the cannon onto her shoulder. She yanked on the pull and was nearly thrown backward as the round exploded from the cannon. There was a magnificent explosion across the tracks, but Destry had overshot the homunculus.

	His body seized as he shouted his next attack.

	The ground beneath Destry punched upward, creating a perfectly cylindrical pillar of earth. Destry rocketed into the air, spinning wildly as she clutched her cannon, then came down in an uncontrolled freefall.

	“No!” Sepha screamed. She forced herself to ignore her howling panic and sprinted toward the alchems Destry had left behind. She couldn’t stand by while the homunculus killed Destry!

	But before Sepha could reach the alchems, Destry thudded into the muddy grass, softening her fall with a clumsy roll. Dazed, she shook her head, got to her knees, and fired off another round at the homunculus. This time, Destry aimed true. By the time the explosion and the resultant ball of fire had dissipated, the magician was gone.

	Gone. But, Sepha sensed, not dead.

	“Sepha!”

	It was Destry. She was stalking toward Sepha and looked angry enough to attack her, now that the homunculus was gone.

	“What are you doing out here?” Destry glared at Sepha. “Get back with the rest of the passengers and stay there!”

	“I wanted to help,” Sepha protested.

	“You were more likely to get killed than to help!” Destry snapped. “You don’t know how to fight. You’ve got no metal, and I’ll bet you don’t even have any alchems on hand!”

	Sepha flinched and took a step backward. Destry might as well have slapped her.

	Useless, crooned the snide voice. Already in everyone’s way.

	Destry huffed and continued, quieter, “Just go wait by the railcar. I have to take care of this situation.”

	Soaked to the bone, Sepha trudged back to where the passengers were huddled beside the railcars. When she joined them, they greeted her frantically.

	“Was that a magician?”

	“Are we going to die?”

	“We’ll miss our appointments!”

	Sepha ignored them all and squelched over to where Ruhen stood beside her homunculus.

	“Sepha,” Ruhen said. “What just happened?”

	Sepha was cold and empty. The tentative joy of the morning had vanished, and her life was once again a range of mountainous problems she didn’t know how to solve. “I don’t know,” she said.

	Ignoring Ruhen’s concerned gaze, she closed her eyes and crossed her arms, shielding herself from the torrential rain.

	What had just happened?
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	Several hours later, the train was back on the tracks and clacking along as if nothing had happened. Destry and the train’s crew had managed, through no small alchemical and mechanical feat, to finagle the train back onto the tracks, and even to fix the tracks themselves. The engine, miraculously, had worked well enough to wheeze to the next train station, where it was replaced with a working one.

	“All’s well that ends well,” Sepha had heard another passenger say.

	But it hadn’t ended well. Two homunculi in one of the baggage cars had been crushed to death during the derailment. Their owner had ordered their bodies discarded beside the tracks.

	Sepha’s own homunculus, healthy and whole, was sleeping in the chair she’d claimed for him. Buying him that ticket had saved his life, and so he was truly hers now, in the ancient sense that the saving of a life created a sacred bond. Her tiny man, proportioned exactly like a normal adult. Only smaller. And a little strange.

	And that was all it took to make an entire race enslaveable. Discardable.

	Those two homunculi had died because they were baggage, and because the undead magician had attacked. Three more deaths because of Sepha. She felt numb from the thought of it.

	Why had he done it?

	If he needed a body so badly, why would he attack her? But he hadn’t really attacked her, had he? He had attacked the train and the crowd of people who were trying to fix it. He had attacked Destry.

	And what had happened during Destry’s fight, when that strange wall of water had deflected the homunculus’s second attack? Had Sepha only imagined it in the downpour, or had there been a third person involved in the fight, unobserved by anyone? But who here could’ve done it, and why would they hide?

	Sepha’s eyes traveled around the passenger car. Everyone had gone outside during the fight. It could’ve been any of them.

	Or none of them.

	She’d been in such a panicked state that she might’ve imagined it. Now that she tried to remember the series of events more precisely, her certainty began to slip. She’d been nearly blinded by the rain, and in such a panic. Gods, she was useless.

	Then the small worry that had been lurking in the back of her mind finally demanded her full attention.

	Destry must have seen the undead magician.

	Ruhen was already asking questions.

	What was she going to tell them? What was she going to do when she arrived at the Institute, to deflect the questions she knew would come? How did you do it? Will you do it again? Will you teach us how?

	Sepha hunched over and rested her elbows on her knees. She flexed her right hand, remembering the way it had ached just before she’d spotted the magician. He’d worked some sort of magic so he could find her. Maybe whatever he’d done was a sort of bond, just like the contract. A sort of bond, perhaps, that would make her hand ache whenever he was near. If so, at least she’d have a warning if he showed up again.

	Sepha sighed and sat up, leaning against the back of her seat.

	Destry pounced on the opportunity to speak. “Sepha, don’t be frightened,” she said, “but that was a magician back there.”

	“I know,” Sepha said, and then wondered if she should’ve lied.

	“I only wish he hadn’t been crouching in the grass,” Destry continued, tugging on the wrist of one glove and then flexing both hands, trying to keep the wet leather supple. “I couldn’t get a good look at him. Wouldn’t know him if he passed me on the street.”

	Had Destry really not seen him? The constricted feeling in Sepha’s chest began to release. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to explain everything immediately, after all.

	Ruhen, who’d been staring out the window, looked at Destry. “How do you know it wasn’t another alchemist?” he asked.

	“He didn’t use alchems,” she said. The word she hadn’t said, “obviously,” hung in the air between them.

	“Why do you think he attacked us?” Sepha asked, risking a half-glance at Destry.

	“The Magistrate and her council,” Destry said, choosing each word with slow deliberation, “posit that causing fear and chaos is in the nature of magicians. That’s why they’ve worked so tirelessly to eradicate them. And as the only person on this train who’s ever dealt with magicians before today, I have to say they may be correct.”

	“Dealt with?” Sepha asked.

	Destry fixed her blue eyes on Sepha’s hazel ones and said, “Finding and incapacitating magicians was my primary task for a few years. I was good enough at fighting magicians that I was always on the teams that went out to capture them.”

	“You’ve captured magicians before?” Sepha asked. Hope, less lovely than joy but far more tenacious, began to take root.

	“Yes,” Destry said. “Magicians are more powerful than alchemists, but there are ways of getting their own natures to work to my advantage.”

	Despite herself, despite her secret, Sepha sighed. “That’s a relief,” she said. “I always thought they were indestructible.”

	“They’re not,” Destry said. “I know it firsthand. It’s all a matter of finding that individual magician’s strength, then keeping them away from whatever it happens to be. Once you learn to do that, you can neutralize their magic completely. It cripples them.”

	“What do you mean, their strength?” Sepha felt breathless, jittery.

	Destry frowned down at her Guild ring. “I’m not sure how it works,” she said, “but each one seems to draw power from certain things around them. Earth or plants or even the air. And whenever they’re away from that thing, their power begins to fade. Then it becomes a waiting game.” At Sepha’s confused look, Destry smiled and said, “They can run out of magic, but we can’t run out of alchemy. Any alchemist can defeat any magician in a one-on-one fight, if they’re smart and manage to survive until the magician’s power runs out.”

	Sepha blinked. “Oh.”

	Across from Sepha, the homunculus was dozing, his head bobbing with the motion of the car. Ruhen was staring out the window again, looking tired and bored. With a suppressed yawn, he leaned his head back against his seat and closed his eyes. Destry pulled a small ingot from her holster and began passing it from one gloved hand to the other.

	None of them realized that everything had just changed.

	Magicians could be defeated. Which meant that if Sepha failed to create a body for the undead magician, she might still have a chance to save her firstborn. Might even have a chance to avoid having a firstborn at all.

	It was small, the hope this gave her. But it was hope, and it was something.
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	The rest of the day passed uneventfully. After the perfunctory getting-to-know-you topics—Destry was twenty-one and the oldest of two; Ruhen was twenty and the youngest of twelve brothers, and had a younger sister he’d never met—the conversation strayed to anecdotes of alchemical exchanges gone awry.

	Reluctant to outshine the other two, Sepha tried to keep quiet; as grand as her successes were, her failures had all been correspondingly huge. Neither Ruhen nor Destry would let Sepha hold out, though. Soon, they were all goading each other on, trading one disastrous story for the next. By nightfall, the three of them had lapsed into an agreeable silence, friends, or something like it.

	The train didn’t have a sleeping car for the passengers and didn’t stop for the night. They all slept as best they could in their seats, but Sepha slept too lightly to get any real rest. Her sleepless night made it more difficult, the next day, to force her mind away from her contract, her debt to the Magistrate, and the undead magician’s inexplicable attack. She retreated more into herself as the day went on. At last, she fell asleep.

	But she wasn’t destined to get any rest.

	That night, Sepha dreamed she was a mother. She was staring down at her infant with something like worship, something like terror. Someone she couldn’t see laid a hand on her shoulder and whispered, “You did it, Seph.”

	At this, the infant glared. It opened its mouth and said, in a horrible, guttural voice, “You … will … die.”

	Sepha gasped and wrenched her eyes open.

	The passenger car was dark. In the faint moonlight that shone through the windows, Sepha could see the homunculus sleeping in his chair with his fingers interlaced across his abdomen. Beside him, Ruhen was easing upright in his seat, blinking sleepily at her.

	Sepha’s cheeks went hot. “Sorry.”

	Destry stirred in her sleep. Sepha loosed a relieved sigh when she didn’t wake up. When she looked back at Ruhen, he was still looking at her. He seemed more awake now.

	“Everything all right?” he whispered. Half of his face was faintly blue from the light that leaked through the windows.

	“Bad dream,” she said, not quite meeting his eyes.

	Ruhen looked at her for a moment, then said, “Do you want to see something interesting?”

	Sepha hesitated.

	You did it, Seph, the dream-man had said.

	Him! that voice had said.

	Ruhen’s smile froze. “I mean,” he said, twisting his mouth to one side, “you don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

	“No, I want to,” Sepha said. Because she needed a distraction, and not because she wanted to spend more time with Ruhen. “Show me.”

	He smiled a relieved sort of smile and stood. Sepha stood too and tiptoed after him.

	The clatter of wheels on the tracks sharply increased as Ruhen slid open the door at the end of their car. He crossed the gap between their car and the next as if it was nothing and disappeared through the door.

	Gripping the sides of the doorway, Sepha straddled the brink, the tracks whipping fast below her. The knifelike wind slicing through the gap felt like a jolt of living. She paused, letting the wind whip her hair back and forth. The air was fresh and cold and clean as it licked across her skin. Sepha only now realized how stuffy the car was, how deadening.

	If Ruhen hadn’t been waiting, she might’ve stayed there all night, just breathing. But he was waiting, so she forced herself to move. She stepped into the next car, and the door slid shut behind her.

	Ruhen was standing just inside the car, and there was a smile playing about his lips that Sepha couldn’t interpret. He tipped his head toward the other end of the car, and Sepha tiptoed after him. When they’d snuck through three passenger cars and two baggage cars, Ruhen slid open a final door. He held a finger to his lips as they entered the car, which was lined on either side with bunk beds stacked three high. Sepha recognized the ticket master and the engineer in two of the bunks and realized that this must be the crew’s sleeping quarters.

	Ruhen led her to the door on the far end and eased it open.

	Beyond the door was a small platform with a waist-high metal railing. Ruhen stood off to one side, smiling and spreading out his arms with the air of an illusionist pulling a rabbit from a hat. Sepha grinned back and stepped onto the platform, letting the door slide shut behind her.

	Her mouth hung open as she stared at the night-washed landscape of grasslands receding into desert, the tracks rushing away behind the train. The sky was cloudless, swollen with stars whose light dusted the world with silver.

	“It’s beautiful,” she said, bracing her palms on the rail.

	The rail protested slightly as Ruhen leaned against it. “I came out here last night,” he said, his voice nearly drowned beneath the sounds of wheels and wind. “Thought you might like the fresh air.”

	“I do like it,” she agreed, looking up to meet his eyes. They looked black in the dim light, and Sepha suddenly recalled the first time she’d seen them up close.

	“Did I ever thank you?” she asked, as if they were in the middle of a conversation about the Wicking Willow.

	Ruhen seemed to understand. He smiled a lovely half-smile and said, “You did.”

	“You did save my life,” Sepha admitted, frowning. Thank you wasn’t enough, and neither was anything else she could think to say.

	“I’m just glad I was there,” Ruhen said.

	“Me too.” With a fortifying breath, she asked, “What brought you to the woods that day? Were you lost?”

	Ruhen smiled. “Nearly,” he said. “My brothers and I lived in the woods. I happened to be close enough to see you walk into that clearing. So, if I was lost, which I’m not saying I was, I suppose it was a good thing.”

	Sepha laughed, but then frowned. “You lived in the woods?” He nodded, and she tipped her head to the side. “I didn’t know anyone lived in the woods.”

	He shrugged. “We did, and we’re probably not the only ones.”

	“Huh,” Sepha said in response. Like an idiot.

	Around them, the grass grew sparser, and the air seemed drier. The silence between them went dry, too, and Sepha didn’t know how to fill it. The silence was awkward, but at least her contract wasn’t thrumming beside her heart. For now.

	“So, tell me,” Ruhen said, “how Sepha Filens of Three Mills became a Lady Alchemist with her very own homunculus.”

	Gods! Damn it!

	Sepha’s heart skipped a beat, found that the anxious rhythm suited it, and skipped a few more for good measure. But she forced a smile. She’d have to get used to telling people a strategically altered version of the truth; she might as well start now.

	Gritting her teeth against the guilt that reared up inside, Sepha told Ruhen about her disastrous alchemical demonstration and her catastrophic slip of the tongue.

	When she told Ruhen just the barest bit about Father—not in search of pity, never that, only to explain why she’d been in such a stupid panic—his face went fierce.

	“He hit you?” he asked, slicing through Sepha’s prevarications with three sharp words.

	Sepha opened her mouth and closed it again. Father had hit her, yes, but it was the snide mutterings, the bellowed name-calling, the unwavering tight-fisted control over every aspect of her life—

	Sepha nodded.

	Ruhen lifted one hand to reach for her, but seemed to think the better of it and let it drop back to his side.

	Then she came to it.

	“I don’t know how the straw turned to gold,” Sepha said, which was technically true. She didn’t know a thing about how magic actually worked. Even so, she avoided Ruhen’s eyes as she continued. “Maybe it was only possible because I was so desperate. I doubt I could ever do it again.”

	Ruhen nodded as if that was very reasonable. Relieved, Sepha continued the story with the truth until the Magistrate had disappeared from the courtroom antechamber.

	When she finished, Ruhen stood quietly, twisting a curl around his finger in thoughtful silence.

	Unable to bear the silence because she didn’t know what it meant, Sepha said, “What?”

	Ruhen stopped fidgeting with his hair. “It’s unbelievable, that’s all.”

	“Unbelievable how?” Sepha’s heart was in her throat, that howling panic only a few breaths away.

	Ruhen tipped his head to the side in a shirking shrug. “You went through all of that and came out just fine. Then you were attacked by a magician while moving across the country with two strangers and a homunculus. And yet you seem … unfazed.” Sepha blinked. “You must be fearless.”

	Sepha let out a loud, relieved ha. “I’m definitely not.”

	“You seem like it.”

	Sepha swallowed. Not quite sure why she was bothering to correct him, she said, “I’m afraid of lots of things.”

	Ruhen studied her in the silver-lit dark. “Like what?”

	Sepha leveled a look at him. “I’ll tell you one of mine if you tell me one of yours.”

	He held her gaze, assessing. “Military Alchemists,” he said at last.

	Sepha suppressed a smile, and he grinned and looked away. “Not fair,” she said. Everyone was afraid of Military Alchemists.

	“A deal’s a deal,” he said, and her contract thumped once beside her heart.

	Sepha took a steadying breath. Ignored the echoing voice that whispered, What if, just for a second, I forget that I’m not supposed to fly?

	“Heights,” she said, and left it at that.

	Ruhen nodded but frowned at the same time, as if this piece of information didn’t fit with what he thought he knew about her.

	After a moment of silence, he asked, “So, what’s the plan?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You spend all year doing research. You figure out why you’re so good at alchemy. The Magistrate renews your status as Lady Alchemist. Aren’t you still stuck?” When Sepha looked confusedly at him, Ruhen added, “I didn’t think you wanted to be a Court Alchemist.”

	Sepha narrowed her eyes and rested her elbows against the rail. “You never asked,” she said, and he laughed. The wind carried the sound away, muffling it. “I’ve always wanted to be a Court Alchemist. I just thought I couldn’t, because I can’t draw alchems. I’m still not one now, but I suppose Lady Alchemist is as close as I’ll ever get.”

	“Oh. Well, everything worked out, then.”

	“It did.” Which was only partly a lie. Once she’d satisfied her debts to the magician and the Magistrate, everything would have worked out perfectly. “And what about you? What’s your plan?”

	Ruhen twisted his mouth to one side and rested his elbows on the rail, matching her stance. His arm was so close to hers that she could feel the warmth of him through her sleeve. “I want to make something of myself,” he said. “We’ve moved around a lot, me and my brothers. They were content to waste away wherever we lived, doing barely enough to get by. That’s not enough for me.”

	“Hence studying to become a Court Alchemist,” Sepha said, and he nodded.

	The train pulled them past a few abandoned, half-toppled buildings, then through the outskirts of a proper town. Most of the windows were dark. One building, tall and domed and made of marble, stood taller than the rest. Its main entrance, visible from the railway, was an arch, framed by the statues of a man and a woman. The couple’s palms met at the keystone.

	A shrine to Lael and Amin—it must be!

	Sepha stared at the shrine, trying to memorize it. Three Mills, old as it was, was too new to have a shrine to Lael and Amin. She’d never seen one before and had until now been forced to subsist on stories.

	Ruhen followed her gaze. “Are you a Dànist?” he asked, sounding surprised.

	The Dànists were a small but vocal sect of Tirenians who still worshipped Lael and Amin. A millennium ago, everyone had worshipped the pair—sometimes called the Great Alchemists—as gods. But now, most people had resorted to a cold apathy. There was the here and now, which was for the living, and there was the After, which was for the dead. Two planes of existence, each as real and undeniable as the other. Since there weren’t any entities who could change that fact, there was no point in worshipping anyone.

	“No,” Sepha said, smiling. “I just love their story, that’s all. The alchemy they did.”

	Ruhen raised an eyebrow. “That’s the part of their story you like best?”

	Sepha nodded. “Why?”

	“I don’t know,” Ruhen said, sounding as if he did know. “I mean, their alchemy—banishing evil magicians and evil magical creatures from Tirenia—it was amazing. But I thought everyone’s favorite part of the story was how, you know, they were … I don’t know. A pair.”

	A slow smile spread across Sepha’s face. “You like the true love part the best?”

	“I didn’t say that! Don’t make fun of me!” Ruhen cried, and they both burst into smothered laughter. “I can like whichever part of the story I choose.”

	“But you chose the only fictional part to be your favorite!”

	“Oh, Sepha, no. Tell me you aren’t that cold-hearted!” Ruhen stared down at her, dismayed. “You really don’t believe the true love part?”

	Sepha’s smile faded. The truth was that, although Sepha had been young when Mother died, she’d been old enough to notice the wrongness between her and Father. The way Mother was a prize to Father and not a person. The complete and utter lack of love, from which Sepha had somehow sprung.

	Forget two people fated by the cosmos itself to meet each other, fall in love, and save the world. Ordinary love was so impossible to Sepha that true love was, by extension, a fantasy.

	To her dismay, she realized that, maybe, that did make her cold-hearted.

	“I don’t think I do,” Sepha said. Ruhen gave her a look that made her feel as if she was being assessed, and she looked away. “Adding unnecessary parts to the story only takes away from what amazing alchemists they were.”

	“Maybe so,” Ruhen said, sounding as if he disagreed.

	Sepha hazarded a glance and found him staring back at her. For a moment, they studied each other, with the wind tugging at their clothes and the tracks blurring beneath them. That look, the one she was almost definitely imagining, crept back into Ruhen’s eyes.

	Which made Sepha’s cheeks flush with pleasure.

	Which made her contract thrum in response.

	Godsdamnit!

	Sepha looked away and pretended to be fascinated by the buildings beside the tracks. Forced herself to think of bricks and mortar and wooden beams until her interfering contract went still.

	Although he couldn’t know why she was uncomfortable, Ruhen seemed to sense her mood. He let the conversation die, let the clack of the train’s wheels take over the night, let the world become sound and sight and the push of the chaotic wind. After a long time, he said, “The sky looks bigger here.”

	“Lots of stars,” Sepha agreed.

	“Millions.”

	This time, it wasn’t what he’d said but what he’d left unsaid that set her contract to thrumming, and Sepha knew without a doubt that she was in trouble.
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	The next morning, Sepha awoke to a pocked and scarred desert outside the railcar. The land looked utterly destroyed: deep crevices alternating with sharp, cresting hills, as if the ground had been rocked by opposing explosions. It was dry, and lifeless, and silent.

	They had reached the swath of devastation that marred Tirenia’s middle. The ruined land was older than history books, and Sepha had always wondered what disaster could’ve been so catastrophic as to cause such permanent destruction.

	As the morning went on and the train traced a winding path through the devastation, Ruhen’s eyes grew dim, and his skin glowed with a sheen of sweat. Every few moments, he gulped or dipped his head, as if he was trying very hard not to vomit.

	“What’s wrong?” Sepha asked.

	When he didn’t answer, Destry looked up. She eyed Ruhen for a few moments, then Sepha saw some sort of understanding spark in her eyes. Ruhen seemed to see it too and held eye contact with Destry before dipping his head again. Sepha glanced from Destry to Ruhen, sure that she was missing something.

	“He has motion sickness,” Destry said, and Ruhen, with his eyes closed, nodded.

	“Oh,” Sepha said. She had heard of motion sickness, but since she’d never been on a train before, she’d never seen it in real life. Somehow, it had never seemed as serious as all this. She chewed on her lip. “Is there anything we can do?”

	“We’re almost through the desert,” Destry said, and Ruhen glanced at her again. “We’ll cross a river and get into a forest soon enough.” She looked at Sepha and said, “It helps if there’s something to look at, if you have motion sickness.”

	“Oh,” Sepha repeated, feeling stupid. “Good. Hang on then, Ruhen.”

	He nodded, his forehead resting against his hands.

	As Destry had promised, the train rolled out of the swath of ruined land and into a forest, and Ruhen recovered slowly.

	After the forest came hilly farmland, with small towns scattered at intervals beside the tracks. Nestled among and between the towns were more stone ruins, the remnants of ancient Dànist shrines for the Great Alchemists.

	That afternoon, at long last, they arrived.

	The Institute of Alchemical Discipline sat on the edge of a high cliff overlooking the Anguan Sea. Surrounded by a high stone wall, the sprawling, irregular complex looked like a fortress, huge and impenetrable. The sun’s reflection winked at them from the few windows that peeked over the walls. A gigantic pair of gunmetal-gray doors, each inscribed with the letters IAD, divided the wall in two.

	Sepha fought hard to keep her jaw from dropping. The Institute. She was really here—she would really be here, for as long as she could manage it. She could hardly believe it!

	As they toiled up the stone-slab stairway that led from the train station to the Institute—Sepha’s homunculus had insinuated himself into the position of dragging her knapsack up the hill behind him—a man-sized entrance opened in one of the enormous IAD doors. A tall, lanky man, maybe a bit younger than Destry, stepped out.

	He lifted one arm in a dispassionate greeting. His Guild ring flashed in the waning sunlight. He was tall and narrow, but he looked well-built and strong. His Military Alchemist jacket was dreadfully wrinkled.

	Destry’s smile seemed forced. “Henric!” she called, waving back.

	When they got to the top of the stairs, Destry said, “Meet my little brother, Henric. Henric, this is Sepha Filens, the Lady Alchemist I wired about, the one who has made fools of us all! And Ruhen Salmarre,” she added after a half-beat of silence.

	Henric, whose eyes were a clear green, smiled at Sepha. Though his skin was just as pale, he seemed darker than Destry, with long brown hair that curled into unruly ringlets and a few days’ worth of facial hair. There were dark circles around his eyes, as if he never got quite enough sleep.

	When Henric looked at Ruhen, his smile wilted. His eyes flicked from Ruhen’s right hand (on which there was not a Guild ring) to his plain black jacket (which was not a Military Alchemist jacket) and then back to Sepha, his lips curled in satisfaction.

	A ghost of a smile appeared on Ruhen’s lips, and he shook his head, seeming halfway between amusement and annoyance.

	“Well, come in, then,” Henric said. “Destry sent off a telegraph from Three Mills, so we’ve got everything prepared, exactly as she commanded.” As he spoke, Henric ushered them inside the door. His voice was colored with faint irritation.

	“This is the courtyard,” he said as they emerged into a wide space paved with cobblestones patterned in concentric circles. “We mainly use it for the morning evolutions. Well, only the Military Alchemists. I’m sure Destry’s bored you to tears talking about how no one will bet against her in sparring matches anymore.”

	“She has a bit, yes,” said Ruhen.

	“What?” Henric asked, sending an annoyed glance toward Ruhen.

	“It was a joke, Henric,” Destry said wearily. “Look, will you show them around? I need to go report in. We had a run-in with a magician on the way here.”

	Henric looked at her in surprise but said, after a pronounced silence, “Sure. Fine.”

	They clasped forearms in a quick farewell. Destry looked at Sepha, said, “I’ll see you at breakfast,” and sped away.

	Henric’s gaze passed over Ruhen as if he wasn’t there and fixed on Sepha. “Well,” he said, “what would you like to see?”

	“Probably all of it,” Ruhen said. His tone was friendly, but it seemed to rankle Henric all the same.

	“Yes,” Sepha said, before Henric could say whatever he’d opened his mouth to say. “Show us everything, please. I’d love to learn more about … well, all of it.”

	Henric sighed. “Well, it’s not so complicated,” he said. “The Institute is split between Military Alchemists and Court Alchemists. The Military Alchemists use their talents to secure Tirenia against criminal magicians and the odd rebel uprising, while the Court Alchemists devote their lives to more academic pursuits. Most alchemists are one or the other.”

	“Most?” Sepha asked.

	“Everyone but me and Destry,” he said, standing a bit straighter than before. “We’re the only ones who are both Military and Court. But that’s neither here nor there,” he added, waving his hand as if erasing what he’d just said. “Now, all Court Alchemists are paid a stipend by the government, as well as room and board. In return, we’re required to either perform enough commissioned alchemical work to earn back our stipend plus interest, or to produce research that benefits Tirenia in some way. If we choose to research, as Destry and I have, we use the resources at the library.” He gestured to a large, square building. “Or, if not the library, we make use of the laboratories and stock rooms.” He pointed unhelpfully downward. Smiling sharply at Sepha’s confused expression, he explained, “The laboratories and stock rooms are underground. Tunnels. Also underground are the barracks where the homunculi sleep,” Henric added, with a significant look at Sepha’s homunculus, who gave the barest nod of understanding.

	“What are you and Destry researching?” Sepha asked, after a hiccup of silence.

	“I’m looking into the possibility of transforming projectiles while they’re in motion,” Henric said, “and Destry is trying to link satellite alchems to a controlling alchem so it’s possible to perform multiple exchanges at once. Even she can only use two alchems at once, and most people can’t even do that.”

	Sepha’s mouth dropped open. “But that … those … either of them … would change everything!”

	Henric shrugged. “Yes, well, we haven’t figured any of it out yet, so don’t be too impressed.”

	“We won’t,” Ruhen said.

	Henric cut Ruhen another annoyed look. He angled his body away from him, making it clear that he was talking to Sepha, and Sepha only. With a wave of his hand, Henric gestured toward a wide, low building directly across from the IAD doors. “That’s the mess hall where we eat all of our meals, and behind that is the combat proving grounds.”

	He pivoted, clearly eager to finish his duties as tour guide as quickly as possible. “That,” he said, pointing to a formidably large building that hugged the outer wall closest to the sea, “is the clinic. Best doctors around. And this monstrosity over here,” Henric went on, before Sepha had the chance to ask why the Institute needed the best doctors around, “is the Tenement, but we call it the Ten. Everyone at the Institute lives there. No one has to share a room, but the rooms are tiny. And,” he paused impressively, “all of our buildings, including the underground levels, are wired for electricity.”

	“Oh,” Sepha said. Most of Three Mills had been wired for electricity for years. Did Henric think she’d traveled here from the past, as well as from the mountains? “That’s … amazing.”

	“Not really,” Ruhen said.

	This time, Henric ignored them both.

	He led them across the courtyard, into the Ten’s lobby and up a long spiral staircase. They didn’t stop until they reached the very top floor.

	“You’ve got room Twelve-Nine,” he said to Sepha, pointing down the hall. “Destry is in room Ten-Two if you need her, and I’m in Four-Eleven if you need me,” he added glibly, giving her an aggressively roguish wink.

	He turned to leave, but then Sepha noticed his omission. “Wait!” she said. “What about Ruhen?”

	Henric paused. “Oh, him. I had forgotten. What are you here for?”

	“I’m a Court Alchemist candidate,” Ruhen said. His hands were in his pockets, but Sepha suspected they were balled into fists.

	“A Court Alchemist candidate?” Henric said, raising his eyebrows. Looking pointedly at Ruhen’s shoulders and arms, Henric said, “You seem more suited to brute force than intellectual studies.”

	“He’s here to be a Court Alchemist,” Sepha said, glaring at him. “Destry knows. Ask her if you don’t believe it.”

	Henric sucked his teeth and stared at Ruhen as if he hoped Ruhen might decide that he didn’t need a place to stay, after all.

	“All of the Court Alchemist candidates are on the lowest floors.” He said this as if it meant something. “I think there’s an empty space for Ruhen on the first floor. Twelve-Nine, Sepha. Don’t forget.”

	Sepha met Ruhen’s eyes behind Henric’s back and pulled a grimace. Ruhen smiled and rolled his eyes, and turned to follow Henric.

	As the two men silently descended the spiral staircase, Sepha went to her room.

	Well, it certainly is small, she thought when she opened the door. It was much smaller than her room back home, and that had hardly been grandiose. But the large triptych window that dominated the far wall more than made up for the room’s size. To the right, over the walls that guarded the Institute, she could see the fractal cliff line as it zig-zagged toward Balarat; to the left, she saw the Anguan Sea.

	It was more water than she’d ever seen. Smooth and silky in some places, with choppy areas surrounding the smoothness like tall grass beside a road, the water stretched endlessly out and away. Tiny waves closer to the cliffs crashed down in regular succession, showing off their foamy white scarves as they fell. If she held her breath, she could hear them roar.

	Tirenia was a huge, lonely island, smack in the middle of the purportedly impassable Anguan Sea. Now that she was seeing it for the first time, Sepha smiled at the thought of the sea being some obstacle to overcome. From here, the sea looked like an invitation, its smooth surface beckoning, Come sail away on me.

	A loud thunk startled Sepha. She whirled away from the window, heart galloping, but it was only her homunculus. He was standing beside her knapsack, still wearing his—begrudging, it seemed to Sepha—tiny smile.

	“Um,” she said uncertainly, “will you be able to find your barracks?”

	His head jerked up and down.

	“You don’t have to smile, you know,” she said, after a short pause.

	The smile faded from the homunculus’s lips, leaving him looking rather grim.

	Sepha studied him for a moment and then said, just to fill the silence, “They didn’t tell me your name. Then again, they called you a spare, so they probably never even gave you one. They don’t think homunculi are people.”

	The homunculus, of course, didn’t react.

	Without particularly knowing why she did so, Sepha went on. “But I met a homunculus who could talk. He was being controlled by something else, but still, he could talk. That must mean that you physically can do it, even if you don’t.”

	He still didn’t move. She hadn’t told him to.

	“I think I’ll give you a name,” Sepha continued, “because I don’t want to just point at you, or whatever I’m supposed to do. It doesn’t seem right.” She thought for a few moments, then said, because it did feel right, “Fio. I’ll name you Fio.”

	She knelt down, trying to catch the homunculus’s eye. “Is that all right?”

	His head jerked up and down. Good enough.

	“Well, Fio,” she said, “you are dismissed for now. Thank you for helping with the luggage.”

	He left, and Sepha was alone with her view.

	She’d made it to the Institute. The Institute! And tomorrow, she could finally begin solving her problems.
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	The following morning, Sepha rushed out of her room as soon as she’d gotten dressed. Her footsteps echoed against the tiles as she flew down the hallway and took the stairs as fast as she could.

	The magician’s attack on the train had complicated things. No matter how many times she thought it through, it didn’t make sense for him to attack her. She was missing something important. What she could be missing, she had no idea, but she felt a breathless urgency, a strange and sharp focus.

	She had a year, but she didn’t have a year. She had to get the magician out of her life as quickly as possible.

	The blue-and-white staircase spiraled down ahead of her, and she forced herself to keep her gaze level as she hurried toward the ground floor. The last thing she needed was to tumble down the stairs and injure herself on her first day. She could practically see Henric’s smirk and Destry’s raised brow.

	Footsteps echoed up to her, giving her a moment’s warning before Ruhen appeared, moving with smooth quickness up the stairs. He stopped when he saw Sepha. At the sight of him, something frantic inside her stopped, too. “There you are,” he said, smiling up at her. “I’ve been waiting in the lobby for ages.”

	Sepha stopped two steps above him and anchored her hand on the smooth bannister. “You were waiting for me?” she asked. “You didn’t have to do that,” she added, although she was glad he had.

	“I know I didn’t.” Ruhen paused, then continued, almost apologetically, “I didn’t want to go to breakfast by myself. All those Military Alchemists.”

	Sepha tipped her head to the side. “I thought you were joking about being afraid of them.”

	Ruhen grimaced. “Wish I was.”

	Sepha blinked. “Oh. Well, there’s only one Military Alchemist currently interested in murdering you, and that’s Henric. And that might have something to do with the fact that you kept rattling him on purpose yesterday.”

	Ruhen’s mouth stretched into an impish smile. “I couldn’t help it,” he said, and she laughed. He tipped his head down the stairs, and they began walking together.

	“I wonder why, though,” she said.

	“Why what?”

	“Why Henric dislikes you so much. He seemed to hate you before you even started bothering him.”

	Ruhen paused for a fraction of a second before answering, “I have no idea what it could be. Hopefully, it’s just how he is, and not an alchemist thing.”

	“Well, it can’t be an alchemist thing,” Sepha said, “because I’m an alchemist, and I like you.” She stopped, her feet on separate steps. “I mean,” she said, blushing furiously, “I don’t—I mean—I think you seem all right.”

	Ruhen laughed. “Just ‘all right?’” he asked. “I guess I have my work cut out for me.”

	Sepha looked away, biting her lips together. What did that mean?

	Just then, Henric rounded the curve, bounding up three steps at a time. He stopped short when he saw Ruhen and Sepha.

	“Oh. There you are, Sepha,” Henric said, casually ignoring Ruhen. “I’ve been waiting for you in the mess hall all morning. I meant to show you around some more.”

	“Oh,” Sepha said. “I thought you’d shown us everything last night.”

	“Well, the library can be confusing,” he said, and turned to continue down the stairs with them. “I thought I’d show you the different sections.” He glanced curiously from Ruhen to Sepha, as if wondering exactly how they came to be descending the stairs together. Before breakfast.

	Sepha couldn’t prevent herself from rolling her eyes. Honestly.

	“Did you like your room?” Henric asked, after a short pause.

	“I did! Thanks for asking,” Ruhen said before Sepha could answer, and Henric scowled. Sepha elbowed Ruhen, and he grinned.

	They reached the lobby, and Henric banged through the door into the courtyard, not bothering to keep it open for Sepha and Ruhen. They exchanged raised eyebrows and followed him.

	When Sepha caught sight of the alchemists in the courtyard, her jaw dropped.

	Standing in a series of concentric circles, the men and women were engaged in a rhythmic conditioning exercise. They moved in unison with sweeping, exaggerated motions, contorting their bodies into shapes much too small, and then, quickly, much too large. It was like watching a hundred identical flames flicker in the wind.

	Sepha hurried to catch up to Henric. “What are they doing?” Sepha whispered as they skirted the perimeter of the courtyard. It was a difficult task, because a crowd of homunculi lined the walls, holding their masters’ jackets and holsters while they exercised. Her eyes snagged on Fio, and she mouthed, “Come with me.” Obediently, Fio shuffled out from amongst the homunculi to walk beside Sepha. She smiled down at him, but he didn’t notice.

	“They’re doing the morning evolution. The Military Alchemists have to be trained in combat. Destry is over there,” Henric said, pointing toward the very center of the circles, where she was leading the Military Alchemists.

	“This is combat training?” Ruhen asked. “Where are their weapons?”

	Henric looked up in annoyance and answered, “This is only the morning evolution. There are different evolutions for each weapon, and different speeds for practice and combat. Obviously.”

	Sepha turned around and mouthed “Stop” to Ruhen, but ruined her affected seriousness by smiling as she said it. Ruhen’s lips quirked again, but he didn’t say anything else.

	Henric ushered them into the mess hall, showed them where to pick up their plates, and left them to their breakfast. Sepha watched as Henric wandered around the room, greeting a few people with a smile and a nod. Most of the time, his smile was returned with something like a bow.

	After a few moments, Sepha realized Ruhen was watching her as studiously as she was watching Henric. She tipped her head toward Henric and said, “People are bowing to him.”

	“They are?” Ruhen asked, craning his neck to look. He watched for long enough to see someone bow, then turned back around. “Huh.”

	Sepha glanced at Fio. She’d directed him to sit in the chair on her other side, and his feet dangled several inches above the ground. “Should we have bowed to him, do you think?”

	“No. Definitely not.”

	Just then, the Military Alchemists, identically uniformed and famished from the morning evolution, swarmed the mess hall. The crowd of homunculi followed them in and attached themselves to their owners. Looking smaller than ever, the homunculi carried the alchemists’ trays for them and stood beside their tables as they ate.

	The Military Alchemists seemed mostly to be above greeting, or even looking at, anyone else. But when they sat down at their tables, they all spent several seconds staring first at Ruhen, then at Sepha. Sizing them up. Then, with sideways smiles, they looked away, just as Henric had done, dismissing them as non-threats.

	Sepha glanced at Ruhen, whose reaction to the Military Alchemists was the opposite of hers. Rather than shrinking down in his chair, he pulled himself up straight, sat very still, and looked each observer in the eyes, neither challenging nor submitting—merely assessing.

	The largest Military Alchemist of them all came in and sat beside Henric, who’d settled into a table full of brutes. He was huge and scarred, with icy eyes and golden hair pulled into a long braid. The ingots in his holster were formidably large. Beside him stood a black-haired homunculus who looked much the worse for wear.

	This man, not Destry, was what came to mind when Sepha thought Military Alchemist: violent, strong, brutal. Viciously so.

	Ruhen had gone still beside Sepha. He’d locked eyes with the brutish Military Alchemist, and it looked as if he’d stopped breathing. Sepha slid her leg to the side until her knee pressed against Ruhen’s. A reassuring you’re not alone touch. A for the love of After, don’t make any sudden movements touch. Ruhen inhaled a ragged breath.

	The Military Alchemist’s gaze shifted from Ruhen to Sepha, and he grinned. He leaned closer to Henric and muttered something Sepha couldn’t hear. Henric’s expression went thoughtful as he shot Sepha an appraising glance. Then he shrugged, stood up, and approached Sepha and Ruhen’s table.

	The mess hall went silent.

	Beneath the table, Ruhen nudged Sepha’s knee with his own. The heavy feel of the alchemists’ stares made her feel brittler, thinner every second. Taut as a stretched spring.

	A tray plunked down on the opposite side of Sepha’s table.

	“Morning, Henric,” Destry said, sliding into the empty chair.

	“Morning,” he said. His eyes flicked from Destry to Sepha, and he said, loudly enough that everyone in the mess hall could hear, “I forgot to ask you earlier, Lady Alchemist. How did you transmute the straw to gold? We’ve been dying to know.”

	Sepha’s stomach swooped and twisted, and her cheeks went crimson. The mess hall, already silent, had gone attentive. For a moment, that howling panic nearly overtook her; but then the lie surfaced. “There was copper in the straw from the soil,” she said, and thank all the good in the After, her voice didn’t shake. “The copper is what I transmuted to gold.”

	There was a moment of silence as Henric and Destry tipped their heads to the side and looked into the middle distance, weighing her claim. Ruhen’s eyes flicked over to meet Sepha’s, then flicked away. As if he was trying to figure out if she’d lied to Henric or to him. Or if, maybe, she’d lied to them both. Gods.

	“That sounds well enough,” Henric soon said, and something in Sepha’s chest loosened with relief, “except that you produced so very much gold. There couldn’t’ve been that much copper, not even by the longest stretch of the imagination.”

	“Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” Sepha said, gripping the edge of the table. “That’s how I did it. Is there something else you need?”

	Henric’s smile was a shifting thing, at once friendly and sly. “No, that’ll do for now.”

	Ruhen made a low noise in his throat and edged closer to her. Her contract thrummed with approval.

	“Can’t blame me for being curious,” Henric said, still smiling. “Let me know when you’re ready for the rest of your tour.”

	With a two-fingered wave, Henric returned to his table of brutes. Destry watched him go, a disapproving frown on her face. When Henric had sat down and the noise level in the mess hall reached its normal volume, Ruhen finally eased away. Sepha was glad he did—the contract’s gleeful thrumming was not helping the situation. Not one bit.

	But the alchemists’ stares had been too direct, Henric’s manner too strange. There was an undercurrent of meaning that Sepha didn’t understand. She sent Destry a questioning glance.

	Destry shifted uncomfortably. “The alchemists have taken your appointment as an offense. They worked hard for years to earn their places, and you were handed your title overnight.” She grimaced with annoyance and leaned closer. “Be wary of them, Court and Military Alchemists alike. Don’t rise to their challenges. They’ll make sure you lose. Just focus on your research and forget everything else.”

	Sepha picked at her food. Something like shame settled in the pit of her stomach. “Wouldn’t it be better if I showed them what I can do? Then at least they’d know—”

	“Absolutely not,” Destry interrupted. Sepha looked up, surprised. Destry’s voice was low and fast as she continued, “It’s better this way, you’ll just have to believe me. In fact, I forbid you from doing any alchemical experiments whatsoever unless you’re alone or with me.” Destry eyed Ruhen, and he raised his eyebrows at her. “Or with Ruhen, I suppose.” She shifted her gaze to meet Sepha’s. “Understood?”

	Sepha bit back the “No” that rose to her lips—she’d never met a skeptic she couldn’t win over by doing a quick demonstration. But … Destry worked for the Magistrate, and she seemed to be important here. And maybe Destry had a point. The last thing Sepha needed was to draw attention to herself.

	“Fine,” she said.

	Destry gave her a grim smile. “Welcome to the Institute,” she said, and picked up her fork and began to eat.

	It was a few moments before Sepha could bring herself to look at Ruhen. She didn’t want to see his expression. Didn’t want to see suspicion replacing that open friendliness. It would make everything that much worse.

	“You ready?” she asked at last, mustering the willpower to give him half a glance.

	Ruhen nodded, his face blessedly blank. With a goodbye to Destry, they rose from their seats. At a word from Sepha, Fio slid off his chair and followed.

	Instead of approaching Henric’s table, Sepha locked eyes with him and jerked her head toward the exit.

	Luckily, Henric was inclined to cooperate and met them by the door. As soon as they emerged into the courtyard, Ruhen exploded. “What was that for?”

	Henric looked sidelong at Ruhen. “Am I not allowed to ask questions?”

	“You know what you did, Henric,” Sepha said, shoving her fists into her pockets.

	“Yes, I do know what I did,” Henric said, arching his eyebrow. Sepha wanted to slap him. “I asked you the question everyone else wanted to ask, and I did it when they could all hear your answer. So instead of having the same conversation two hundred times, I helped you get it over with first thing in the morning. You’re welcome, by the way.”

	He did have a point. But still. “You didn’t have to do it like that.”

	“You didn’t have to be an ass about it, is what she means,” Ruhen added. She shot him a look, and he shot her a look back.

	Henric waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever. Be thankless. It’s not my problem.”

	“Apparently not,” Sepha grumbled, crossing her arms. “And why were people bowing to you?”

	Again with the eyebrow. “Destry didn’t tell you?”

	“Tell us what?” Ruhen asked.

	Henric looked annoyed. “She would leave it for me to tell you,” he muttered. He squared his shoulders and said, “People are bowing because the Magistrate is my mother.”

	There was a shocked silence. Henric looked blandly from Sepha to Ruhen, waiting for them to adjust to this news.

	“Of course she is,” Ruhen grumbled, quietly enough to be ignored.

	“Your mother?” Sepha repeated. “And Destry’s, too?”

	A nod.

	“What does that make you? A prince?”

	“The term is frowned upon because it implies that our government is a monarchy,” Henric said, but then his lips quirked sardonically. “But, in all but name, yes. Pretty much.” He paused. “Library?”
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	Sepha and Ruhen followed Henric—Prince Henric, sort of—as he led them through the library, which was a massive, multi-tiered room, dense with silence. It smelled of must and dust, of aged leather and polished wood. Worst of all, it was lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves, each one laden with more books than it had any business carrying.

	The sight of it made Sepha a bit sick.

	So many books! Even if she managed to find some that might help, who knew how long it would take for her to read even one of them? How many millions of words were in this building, each of which would scramble around as soon as she tried to read it? How would she ever learn anything if she had to learn it by reading?

	Henric led them past row after relentless row of shelves. “These are all histories … this section here is mainly math … chemistry … physics … alchemical philosophy … the Secret section is over there, even I can’t read some of those …”

	Sepha longed to retreat into one of the private study nooks that lined the room so she could, just for a moment, scream. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but the sight of the books, the sheer number of them, had sent her reeling.

	At last, Henric said, “Well, I think that’s everything. If you need me, I’ll be at the combat proving grounds. They need me to teach the new Military Alchemist recruits.”

	He misinterpreted Sepha’s blank expression, and said, “That way,” pointing toward the back of the library.

	And then he just … left.

	Sepha stared after him. She felt the onset of that howling panic, felt her thoughts slipping through the cracks in the wasteland of her mind. Ruhen was looking around curiously, and she could not let him see her panic.

	“Um,” she said, pressing her lips together. Think. Think. “Do you want to find a book and then meet back up?”

	“Sure,” he said, and wandered off toward the histories.

	Sepha sped away in the opposite direction. She turned the first corner, leaned against a shelf-end, and buried her face in her hands. Fio lagged a few steps behind and stood quiet and impassive, waiting for her next directive.

	One deep breath. Two. A dozen.

	They were only books. She did not need to panic. She did not! need! to panic!

	It wasn’t impossible for her to read, after all. Only very, very difficult. She was not mind-bogglingly stupid. She could do it. She would read. Because she had to.

	When her thoughts were mostly in order, she jerked her head at Fio and pushed herself off the shelf. She walked aimlessly down row after row until she stumbled upon an information booth. A bored-looking attendant sat inside, riffling through books and muttering something about dogs’ ears under his breath.

	“Excuse me,” Sepha said.

	The attendant looked up, and Sepha forced herself to smile. She raised a hand to hook a stray strand of hair behind her ear, and the attendant gave her a startlingly wide smile.

	“Oh, so you’re the infamous Lady Alchemist, are you?” he asked.

	Sepha glanced at the L ring on her finger and nodded. “Yes. I, um, need some help locating some books.”

	“Well, you’ve come to the right place,” he said. “What’re you looking for?”

	“Well,” Sepha said, “I guess just a book of alchemy basics to start. To brush up,” she added quickly.

	“Very wise, very wise.” The man seemed all elbows and knees as he stood. “Follow me.”

	“I don’t suppose you know,” Sepha said, trying to ask her question without asking her question, “about how—how alchemical processes interact with biological ones? For example, whether one could alchemically produce a living organism, even a complex one—like a person?”

	The attendant stopped and stared at her. His mouth hung open for a second, then he closed it and gave her a wry grin. “You’re lucky you asked me that, and not someone else!” he said. “Even talking about human transmutation can get you kicked out of here. Or,” he continued, savoring each word, “did you not know it was illegal?”

	Sepha paled. “Oh! I—I had no idea—”

	“Don’t worry. It’ll be our secret.” After giving Sepha a thoroughly unsettling wink, he pulled a thick, worn book from a shelf and said, “I think this should get you started. If you need more help, you know where to find me.”

	Illegal? Sepha thought wildly as she hurried away from the distasteful man. Alchemically creating a human was illegal?

	But then she smiled.

	If it was illegal, that meant it was possible.

	Sepha found Ruhen in a small, glass-doored study room a few minutes later, reading a ponderously thick book. He barely glanced up when she set her book on the table and sat down beside him. Fio, who seemed to have caught on that he ought to sit when Sepha sat, scuffed toward an empty chair and clambered onto it.

	“Interesting book?” Sepha asked.

	“Not very,” Ruhen said, “but I think I’d better pass the rest of my exams fast, before Henric finds a way to kick me out.”

	Sepha let out a hemph of laughter. “Good thinking.”

	She flipped open her book to the first chapter and was trying to work out the first sentence when Ruhen said, “Hey. About earlier—”

	“I’m fine,” Sepha lied. Her gaze shifted up to his face. “You?”

	“I’m fine, too,” he said, with a small smile. He paused. “You can’t let him push you around. Them, I mean. If they think you’re weak, they’ll make your life impossible.”

	Sepha picked at the frayed binding of her book. “I know.” She chewed her lip. “I just … didn’t expect it to be like this.”

	“I did.”

	There was something new and dark in his voice, and Sepha looked up again. There was something dark in her own voice when she asked, “Why are you afraid of Military Alchemists?”

	Ruhen chewed on his lip. “My brother,” he said at last. “He got into it with a Military Alchemist once.”

	“What happened to him?”

	Ruhen lifted one shoulder. “Don’t know. I never saw him again.”

	“Oh.” Sepha opened her mouth and closed it again. “Did you see the Military Alchemist your brother fought with? In the mess hall?”

	Ruhen shook his head. “No, thank all the good in the After. I don’t know what I’d’ve done.”

	“Well, if you need a second in a fight,” Sepha said, letting the sentence die.

	Ruhen cast her a sideways glance and gave her a soft smile. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. “Luckily for us, though, most of my brothers stuck around long enough to teach me a few things.”

	“Such as?”

	Ruhen’s smile went hard. “Such as some people will take any advantage they can get. You have to learn how to spot those people. Then you have to make yourself look like too much trouble to mess with.”

	A sudden suspicion, then comprehension. “Your brothers hurt you.”

	A nod. A shrug. Then, grimly, “Once I got strong enough, I taught them not to.”

	“Good,” Sepha said fiercely. Ruhen smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his dark gray eyes. She paused. “Why didn’t you leave before now?”

	“I didn’t have anywhere to go,” he said. “Not until I passed that exam. And I wasn’t ready for it until a few weeks ago.”

	Silence welled up between them, a new, heavy kind. Ruhen’s eyes dropped to his hands on the table, then to his book.

	Ruhen had lost a brother to a Military Alchemist and had still come here to fulfill his dream. He’d lived with not one, but eleven family members who’d hurt him and not only survived, but earned a place here with distinction. And Sepha had never met anyone so … so …

	She swallowed.

	Contract be damned.

	Sepha lifted her left hand and rested it on Ruhen’s right. He went very still. Then, almost experimentally, he twisted his hand and curled his fingers around hers.

	Sepha’s hand, and face, and everything went hot. A thrill of something—a restless wind, a churning wave—shot up her arm, then around and through her in a juddering current, and it was magic, it was inexplicable, it had to stop!

	Sepha wrenched her hand away and hid it under the table. So did Ruhen.

	There was that strange tingling feeling, just like on the train, as if someone invisible were dragging a fingertip along her palm—

	“What was that?” Ruhen asked, sounding alarmed.

	Her contract thrummed with amusement. It had just done something, worked some sort of magic—but what?

	“You shocked me!” Sepha cried, a wild and obvious fabrication.

	“I didn’t! Did I?” Ruhen sounded confused now.

	“Yes!” Sepha said, rubbing her hand for effect. “That hurt!”

	Now Ruhen seemed mortified. “Oh! I’m sorry, I—are you all right?”

	Either you’re an excellent liar, said the snide voice, or he’s as stupid as you are.

	“I’m fine,” Sepha said. Her cheeks were hot from guilt, or maybe from humiliation. “It’s—I’m fine.” She struggled to remember what they’d been talking about before this most recent disaster. “I’m glad you got out,” she said, rather desperately. “And I’m glad you’re here.” Then, because Ruhen’s thunderhead-gray gaze was still too mortified, because her heart was thrumming in time with the godsdamned contract in her chest, she added, “If only because you and Henric are so entertaining.”

	“The least I can do,” Ruhen muttered, but the worst of it seemed to have passed. “And—sorry, again.” He paused, and his eyes flicked back to his book. “Well, exams wait for no one.”

	Sepha’s returning smile was yet another fabrication. “And neither does the Magistrate.”

	And with that, the two of them began their studies. Or at least pretended to.
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	The light outside Sepha’s window was still dim and bluish when someone pounded on her door the next morning. She wrenched open her eyes, half in a panic, and stumbled to the door. “What?” she croaked through the door.

	“Get dressed,” came Destry’s voice. “We’re going to the proving grounds.”

	Sepha blinked. Her eyelids were heavy, and she had a dull headache around the base of her skull. “Why?”

	“Because you need to learn to defend yourself,” Destry said, and Sepha could practically hear her crossing her arms. “And now is the best time of day to exercise. Get dressed. I’ll wait.”

	“Do I have a choice?”

	“No.”

	Sepha shook her head and immediately regretted it as the pain in her head redoubled. She felt strange, sort of stretched, as if during the night her mind had tried to be in two places at once and had ended up being everywhere instead.

	With a huff, Sepha shuffled to the dresser and pulled out her clothes. She shrugged into them, pulled on her boots, and opened the door.

	“Ready?” Destry asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

	Sepha grunted, and Destry smirked.

	They’d already walked down two flights of stairs before Sepha remembered she ought to be angry at Destry. “Why didn’t you tell me who you are?” she asked, cutting a sharp look at the blond woman beside her.

	Destry smiled, not the least bit apologetic. “I like to get the measure of people before I tell them. And they usually treat me differently after I do,” she added with a grimace.

	“I won’t,” Sepha said.

	“I’d expect nothing less.”

	By the time they reached the courtyard, Sepha was awake enough to notice Destry’s eyelids were puffy, her blue eyes rimmed with pink. “Did you sleep at all?” she asked, concerned.

	Destry blinked, seeming surprised that Sepha would notice anything about her, and said, “I’ve been quite busy since we got back. As it turns out, our train wasn’t the only one that’s been attacked. A freight train was blown up, over in the southeast. The Detenian rebels must be acting up again. No word of a magician leading that attack, though. At least we can be grateful for that.”

	Detenia took up the eastern third of the island of Tirenia. A few centuries ago, it had been its own country; but Tirenia had annexed it in a quick, devastating war, and now it was only a province. Every few years, the Detenians would muster into ill-fated, short-lived rebellions. They were bloody affairs, but Sepha had always been grateful for them. Without Detenia’s rebels, Tirenia’s army would have no need for tanks and guns. Without Detenia’s rebels, Tirenia would have no need for Three Mills.

	“What happens next?” Sepha asked as she and Destry skirted the far edge of the mess hall, where a series of archways framed the path to the combat proving grounds. Surrounded by high stone walls, the stone-paved proving grounds only had two accesses: the one through which they were walking, and a doorway that led directly into the clinic.

	Which might be a bad sign.

	“I’ll dispatch some Military Alchemists,” Destry said. “They’ll find the rebels, deal with them, and report back with information.”

	Sepha started at Destry’s nonchalant tone. She’d said, “Deal with them,” but she’d undoubtedly meant, “Kill them.” Would Destry sound so calm ordering the Military Alchemists to deal with Sepha once she found out what Sepha had done? Or rather, what Sepha hadn’t done?

	Maybe. Probably. All the more reason to keep her mouth shut.

	Sepha followed Destry to the far corner of the proving grounds, where a large transformation alchem was etched into a stone slab. The morning was cool and dim, and the Institute was quiet. Outside the Institute’s walls and a hundred yards below, the ocean’s waves crashed against the base of the cliff.

	“All right,” Destry said, striding past a stack of ingots and a line of wooden staves along the wall. She stopped near the transformation alchem and said, “We train under the assumption that you won’t always be armed, but you will always be carrying metal. Every weapon we train with is something that can be made in one go, with one alchem. You can learn to shoot a gun anywhere. The Institute is where you learn to duel.

	“For today, we’ll start with the basics: self-defense, no weapons,” she said, squaring up to Sepha. “We can work up to the weapons later.”

	Sepha nodded, winced at the throbbing pain in her head, and walked over to Destry. She listened closely as Destry told her how to position her feet, bend her legs, and hold her arms. She tried not to think about Father and what he would’ve done if she’d ever tried to defend herself.

	“All right,” Destry said, returning to her own starting position. “I’m going to attack you. Try to block me.”

	“All right,” Sepha said, and the words came out thick and quiet.

	There was a breath.

	Then Destry moved, liquid and lightning and danger, and Destry’s gloved hand—or was it Father’s—was swinging toward her. Sepha’s eyes widened as her mind flickered between there and here, then and now, and something greater than panic spiked through her.

	She froze.

	And so did Destry’s hand, a hair’s breadth from Sepha’s face.

	There was an empty moment, then Destry flicked Sepha’s nose. “Why did you freeze?” she asked, straightening and stepping away.

	Sepha let her hands drop to her side. There was nothing inside her mind, not even that howling panic. Just a windblown emptiness, a profound smallness. Gods, her head ached. “I just,” she began, and stopped.

	Destry frowned at Sepha, then comprehension blazed in her blue eyes. “Is it because of your father?”

	Sepha nodded. Destry’s eyes narrowed.

	“You couldn’t fight back,” Destry guessed again, and Sepha shook her head.

	Something between anger and pity rippled across Destry’s face. Sepha had seen that look before, at the mill when she’d been unable to hide the bruises, and she hated it. Hated it as much as Father, or more.

	Humiliation and anger blazed through Sepha, fast and hot. “Whatever you’re about to say, don’t,” she said, lifting a single finger. “And don’t you dare go easy on me.”

	She met Destry’s gaze. A grin spread across Destry’s face. “Well, at least you’ll make friends with the medics,” she said.

	Then they fought.

	Thirty minutes later, Sepha was sweaty and sore, and had become well acquainted with the proving grounds’ paving stones. She was fairly certain she’d added impressive new bruises to the dozen faded ones.

	But they were bruises she’d chosen. They were bruises she’d earned. They were bruises that would keep her from ever being hurt again.

	Sepha rolled her shoulders, listening to Destry list the reasons why she’d been able to land that most recent hit. Her headache was getting worse—the sparring surely hadn’t helped—and that stretched feeling hadn’t gone away. Destry finished her explanation, and they both sank into a low starting stance.

	Then Sepha felt a lurch behind her ribs, as if something had fastened a tether to her bones. Then a tug, as if something was on the other end, reeling in the line as it approached.

	The contract flickered, and it felt like a cackle.

	A flurry of movement, and Destry swept Sepha’s leg out from under her. Sepha fell hard onto her back, and the air escaped her lungs in a whoosh. Distantly, she heard Destry’s voice, saw Destry’s outstretched hand waiting to help her up.

	But her mind, through that stretched and tethered feeling, was focused on the something, which was now approaching. Fast.

	She let Destry help her up and took an uncertain step toward the proving grounds’ entrance.

	Something was coming. Something was very close. Something was—

	Here.

	Ruhen sprinted into the proving grounds, feet bare, dark curls disheveled, and only skidded to a stop when there was a clunking sound of metal on stone. As one, Ruhen and Sepha jerked their heads to look at Destry, who’d grabbed an ingot from the stack by the wall and thrown it into the transformation alchem. Her hands were already just so, and she was glaring at Ruhen, watching, waiting.

	As if she thought Ruhen was going to attack. As if those hours on the train, that hard-earned familiarity, had never happened. And she hadn’t hesitated for even a fraction of a second.

	Panting, Ruhen raised his hands and took a few steps backward. After a tense moment, Destry eased her hands away from the alchem’s edge.

	Sepha took a shaky breath, and the moment broke.

	Ruhen shifted his eyes from Destry to Sepha and dropped his hands. He scanned her with one sweeping look, as if making sure she was all there.

	It was as if—

	It was as if he’d somehow felt that same tethered feeling and had come running. Just as she’d felt it and had known he was on his way.

	Ruhen opened his mouth, probably to ask her the same question she was asking herself in a panicked refrain. But then he seemed to change his mind. Still out of breath from his sprint, Ruhen closed his mouth and braced both hands on top of his head. He took a deep breath. “Sorry for interrupting. I was just …” he sucked in another breath, “going for a morning run.”

	Sepha blinked. He’d said it so convincingly that she could almost believe she’d imagined the whole thing.

	“Barefoot?” Destry asked. She was still kneeling beside the alchem, but her gloved hands were resting on her legs.

	Ruhen shrugged. Took another deep breath. “Works out different muscles.” He pivoted on the spot, looking around the proving grounds. “Didn’t know this was a dead end.”

	His eyes flicked to Sepha, and he took a few steps toward her.

	Somewhere in a new space that was carving itself into her mind, she felt him come closer, felt the tether between them cinch tighter, so as not to leave any slack in the line.

	She hadn’t imagined a damned thing. The godsdamned magician and his horrible contract were up to a new trick, and she had not signed up for this. More importantly, Ruhen hadn’t signed up for this. If he was feeling what she was feeling—if he really had a sense of her, like he seemed to—then what in Darkest After would she say if he asked her about it?

	He looked halfway as if he was going to ask her something right now. Which she could not allow.

	“Destry was teaching me self-defense,” Sepha said, throwing out a distraction. “That’s why we’re out here.”

	“Oh,” Ruhen said. There was a pause as he worked through what she’d said and found it to be unhelpful. “That’s a good idea. Would you mind if I …” he hesitated and looked at Destry to gauge her reaction before going on “… joined you?”

	Sepha shook her head and waited for the pain at the base of her skull to punish her for it. But it didn’t. Her headache had gone, and the stretched feeling too.

	Destry sighed. “I’m teaching Sepha, but you can follow along if you want to stay. Just—no distractions, please.” She looked at Sepha. “You’re still freezing up, Sepha. I know that’s what you used to—” She stopped and shot a look at Ruhen, who’d drifted to Sepha’s side, then went on, “—that’s been your habit, when faced with a … situation. But you can’t freeze. In a real emergency, that’s time you can’t recover from.”

	To Sepha’s relief, neither Destry nor Ruhen wore that terrible pitying face. Destry was studying her, business-like and serious, and Ruhen’s mouth was twisted into a tight half-smile.

	“I know,” Sepha said, frowning at the ground. “I guess I’m still adjusting to the fact that I got away.”

	She wasn’t brave enough to finish the sentence—from Father—but Ruhen and Destry seemed to understand anyway.

	“But you did get away,” Ruhen said.

	“And you never have to go back.” There was something sharp about Destry’s grin when she went on, “You’re with the Court Alchemists now.”

	Sepha’s smile fell flat at the onrush of happiness and belonging and guilt and fear.
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	After breakfast, Sepha found herself in a large study room with Destry, Ruhen, Henric, and Fio. That tethered feeling had continued all morning, and she could tell from Ruhen’s anxious fidgeting that he still felt it, too.

	And she still had no idea what to say to him.

	So she’d insisted that Destry and Henric accompany them to the library so that they wouldn’t be alone together.

	Right now, Ruhen was sitting across from her, staring down at his book, but Sepha didn’t think he was reading it. He was too tense, too tightly hunched over the page, and Sepha knew why.

	This connection was obviously magic. Considering all of the strangeness surrounding Sepha, Ruhen was probably wondering if she was a magician. He might even be weighing the consequences of accusing her. Whether she might attack him, if he did. Whether he was a skilled enough alchemist to defend himself, if she did.

	It was better this way. If Ruhen was afraid or suspicious of her, then he wouldn’t—well, he wouldn’t have feelings for her.

	As if that were a possibility, scoffed the snide voice.

	Sepha leaned back in her chair and felt the tether unspool as she moved. Guilt, hot and nauseating, surged through her. Then, a moment later, fear. If the contract could force a connection like this, then it could easily force a physical connection. Which she’d already known in an abstract sort of way, but things were suddenly feeling much less abstract and much more real.

	Sepha shuddered and glared at the sea of letters churning on the open page before her.

	The clocks—literal, biological, contractual—were ticking.

	She would not be paralyzed by fear. She would figure everything out in time. She would!

	Ignoring the others, Sepha bent over the book and located, with difficulty, the place where she’d left off yesterday. The letters jumped and squirmed no matter how closely she looked at them, no matter how fiercely she frowned at the page.

	At last, she resorted to the only thing that had ever worked. With two fingers, she blocked off everything but the word she was trying to read, isolating the letters so they could only scurry so far.

	“The,” she mouthed to herself as she decrypted the first word. “The. The.”

	She slid her fingers to the right. “Most,” she breathed. “Most. Most. The most. The most.”

	Slid. Next word. “Common. Common. The most common.”

	Henric cleared his throat, and Sepha jerked her head up. He was smirking at her as if he’d never met anyone so amusing. “Did you never go to school?”

	Sepha’s cheeks went hot. “What?”

	Through the tethered connection, she felt Ruhen sit forward in his chair, squaring himself to face Henric.

	“Do you not know how to read?” Henric asked, enunciating each word as if she were deaf as well as stupid.

	“Henric!” Destry reprimanded.

	Sepha glared at Henric. “I went to school until I was twelve. Then my father pulled me out because I have word blindness, and he didn’t see the point of keeping me in school when I could work at the mill instead.”

	There was a brief silence. Sepha could feel Ruhen and Destry staring at her, but she kept her eyes locked on Henric’s face, daring him to ask any more stupid questions.

	Henric paled. “Oh,” he said. “Oh, I didn’t realize.” He fiddled with the papers in front of him. “I hope you don’t think—I’m sorry. I mean, I wouldn’t’ve—”

	“That’s why you can’t draw alchems,” Destry said, interrupting Henric’s stumbling retreat.

	Sepha nodded. “I think so.”

	Destry tipped her head at Sepha, studying her as if this new piece of information had changed her appearance. “That makes sense,” Destry said at last. “You aren’t stupid—anyone with a brain could see that. I was wondering why someone with your talent had to trace her alchems.”

	Unused to compliments, Sepha only shrugged and looked away. She caught a brief glimpse of Ruhen’s face, which had gone contemplative. Perfect.

	Casting about for a way to change the subject, Sepha grabbed a pamphlet from the stack in the middle of the table. “What are these?”

	Destry took one and grimaced. “Look at this, Henric,” she said. “Aunt Isolde must be recruiting again.”

	Henric grinned and took a pamphlet, too. “Ah, Aunt Isolde,” he said. “So strange. So terrifying.”

	“Is this the aunt who runs the Spirit Alchemists?” Sepha asked.

	“Yes,” Destry said, flipping through the pamphlet. “The Sanctuary is far south of here, at the southern point of the Bourdanne mountains. No one lives nearby, and hardly anyone has even heard of them. The only way Aunt Isolde can get anyone to go there is through these pamphlets.”

	“These actually work?” Ruhen asked, riffling through one.

	Destry shrugged. “She has alchemists, so they must.”

	“Listen to this,” Henric said, reading a page.

	 

	“Spirit Alchemists are concerned not with matters of flesh and bone, but with matters of the spirit. We seek to purify the very soul of man—taking from his soul any defects and exchanging them for something far purer and more preferable.”

	 

	Henric cackled, and his eyes darted to Sepha’s face, as if he’d hoped to make her laugh.

	“Well, that sounds sort of nice,” Sepha said. Henric’s smile wilted.

	“It does,” Destry said, “and that’s the strange part. Aunt Isolde, as far as I know, is anything but nice. She and my mother are identical twins, you know, and Aunt Isolde raised a dispute a while ago. She got quite a following. She said there was no way to prove Mother had been born first, even though all of the documentation showed …” Destry rolled her eyes and waved her hands. “It’s neither here nor there. The short of it is that Mother, to appease Aunt Isolde, gave her a chunk of land out south, and that’s where she founded the Spirit Alchemists. That land is technically a sovereign nation, although they rely on supplies from us to survive.”

	“Mother isn’t allowed there,” Henric said, grinning. “If she goes, or if any Military Alchemists go, it’s an act of war. Not that Aunt Isolde could fight back, but it would be embarrassing, at the very least. But Destry and I are allowed. Aunt Isolde likes us.”

	“What happens when Destry becomes Magistrate?” Sepha asked.

	“I suppose I won’t be allowed then, either,” Destry said with a shrug. “Which would bother me if there were any incentive to go. Which there isn’t.”

	“Another one!” Henric said, staring at the pamphlet with a gleeful smile on his face.

	 

	“The layperson commonly associates death with the moment the immortal soul reaches the After. This works well enough for the layperson, but is not a precise enough definition for a Spirit Alchemist. We define death as the moment the immortal soul leaves its vessel. Spirit Alchemists must take this into consideration when exchanging the soul’s defects for preferable traits: if too much of the soul is exchanged at one time, death may occur.”

	 

	“Hokum,” Destry said, shaking her head.

	“Wait,” Ruhen said. “They actually try Spirit Alchemy on living people? This isn’t just theoretical?”

	“Yes,” Destry said. “But only on serial criminals. Mother sends her the worst ones from our prisons.” She paused. “Now that I think of it, I’m not sure how many of them have ever come back. I never thought to ask. The Spirit Alchemists have always been something of a joke at home. Hmm. I’ll have to find out.”

	The light streaming through the room’s small window dimmed as a cloud passed in front of the sun, and Sepha shivered. The things Henric read had clanged unpleasantly in a corner of her mind, but she couldn’t place why.

	Ruhen seemed to feel uncomfortable too, and said, “It’s a little dark in here.”

	“No, it isn’t,” Henric snapped, at the same moment that Sepha said, “Yes, I suppose it is.”

	Still eager to placate Sepha, Henric said, “You’re right, Sepha. Homunculus, turn on the light.”

	Sepha looked over at Fio, who’d taken a seat near the door. Fio’s eyes flicked to hers, as if he was unsure what to do, and Sepha said, “Go ahead, Fio. Thanks.”

	Fio obeyed, sliding off the chair and striding to the push-button that controlled the lights. With one jam, the electric bulbs lit up behind their sconces.

	Vaguely unsettled, Sepha turned back to her book.

	“That was rude, Henric,” Destry chided. “That’s not your homunculus.”

	“Well, it was just sitting there,” Henric said, glaring at Destry. “Why shouldn’t I tell it what to do?”

	Sepha felt surge of annoyance and was about to snap “He’s not an it!” when Ruhen said, “Where’s your homunculus?”

	Henric’s eyes flashed, and he twisted his lips to one side before saying, sullenly, “I don’t know.”

	Sepha raised her eyebrows. “You don’t know?”

	Henric heaved an irritated sigh. “I lost mine, all right?”

	“You lost three,” Destry corrected, a disapproving frown etched onto her face. “After the third one, Mother forbade him from getting another homunculus.”

	Sepha risked a peek at Ruhen. From his small smile, she could tell this was more than he’d hoped for.

	“How do you lose three homunculi?” he asked, sounding scandalized.

	“How do you lose anything?” Henric asked, sounding persecuted. “One moment they were there, the next moment they weren’t. And you could’ve given me yours, Destry, instead of refusing to accept one.”

	“You don’t have a homunculus either?” Sepha asked, raising her eyebrows at Destry.

	“No,” Destry said, tugging at the wrist of her glove. “I find them … unnecessary.”

	“Well, I don’t,” Henric said, tapping his fingers against the table. “And if I have to be a Court Alchemist, as Mother insists, then it’s only fair for me to have a homunculus. Yet here I am, homunculus-less.” He shook his head, leaned back in his seat, and muttered, “You can’t become Magistrate soon enough, Destry.”

	“Hush,” Destry said.

	“Why does she need to become Magistrate?” Sepha asked. “What does that have to do with anything?”

	“The sooner she becomes Magistrate, the sooner I can give up this Guild and Military nonsense. Then I can be nothing and no one, and never open a book again.”

	“But doesn’t your mother have to die before Destry becomes Magistrate?” Ruhen asked.

	Henric smirked. “Astute, Ruhen. Truly, that’s more than I expected from you. Anyway, long live Destry, the next Magistrate.”

	“Henric!” Destry was glaring now, her hands pressed flat against the table. “If anyone heard you say that—”

	“I know, I know,” Henric said, dismissing her with a wave of his hand.

	Sepha studied Henric as he flipped through the stack of loose papers in front of him. He wished his own mother dead, had said as much out loud, unabashed. He wished his mother dead, but she was alive. And Sepha’s mother—

	Sepha stood and tucked her book under her arm. “I’m going to study somewhere else,” she said. Her voice shook. “That way I won’t distract you all with my loud reading. See you later.”

	Without waiting for them to speak, she strode off across the library, Fio in tow. Destry hissed something at Henric, who grumbled in response.

	The tether stretched and shortened, and Ruhen caught up with her.

	“Can I study with you?”

	It was a request, but it wasn’t. Sepha would’ve avoided Ruhen for a hundred years rather than have the conversation they needed to have, but it appeared he wasn’t willing to do the same.

	“Sure,” Sepha said, not looking at him. Godsdamned Henric and his selfishness, ruining things. If Henric had just kept his mouth shut, then she could’ve put this conversation off for longer. Long enough to plan her lie, at least.

	Sepha found an empty study room, jammed her thumb onto the push-button to turn on the lights, and slumped into a seat. Fio sat in the chair farthest from her with a look that was only a shade away from annoyance. If Fio had been a person with feelings, then she’d have thought he was angry with her for letting Henric tell him what to do. But Fio wasn’t a person with feelings. He was a homunculus. A thing, living.

	Ruhen shut the study room door and sat opposite Sepha, where he’d have a view not just of Sepha but also of the library behind her. Preparing for a private conversation. Gods damn it all.

	Hoping that he would wait for her to speak first, Sepha opened her book to a random page and stared down at it. The letters swam and swirled, meaningless. Mocking.

	“Are you all right?”

	Damn Ruhen and his need to communicate.

	“Yes,” she said. “No.” She scowled. “Henric.”

	Ruhen’s voice was hesitant. “But that’s not all, is it?”

	He thought he was being smart. Trying to goad her into broaching the subject herself. Well, she was smart, too.

	“My arms hurt from sparring with Destry.”

	Ruhen clicked his tongue. “Come on, Sepha.”

	Being smart wouldn’t work, then. But she’d lied to him so much already—about the straw, the magician’s attack, the contract’s strange magic when they’d held hands. How long until he stopped believing her? What could she possibly say about this latest bit of magic?

	Sepha tried to answer and ended up making a series of half-movements: she shrugged, tipped her head, twisted her mouth to one side.

	Ruhen had both elbows on the table with his hands clasped in front of him. He was wearing a faded blue shirt today, with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. The shirt’s straining shoulders looked as if one good shrug would split them wide open. After a long moment, he sighed. “Fine. I’ll say it, then. Do you feel this thing? Between us?”

	For half a second, Sepha considered being smart again. What, the table? she’d say. Maybe then Ruhen would give up out of sheer exasperation. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She wiped her face with her hand and nodded. “I guess you do, too?”

	Ruhen buried his face in his hands and let out a string of relieved-sounding swears. “Gods, I thought I was going insane,” he said, dropping his hands to the table again. He leaned forward. “What is it, do you think? Does it feel like a map to you? Because that’s what it feels like to me—a map to where you are.”

	“A map?” Sepha asked, surprised. “Mine feels like a tether. One end between my ribs, and at the other end …” She waved a hand at Ruhen, unable to voice the rest. A daring thought occurred to Sepha. She acted on it. “I don’t know what it could be, but it—it feels like magic.”

	“It does,” Ruhen said. “I mean, I assume.”

	“Right,” Sepha said, relieved. It was working. “But how could this have happened? Where could this,” she gestured between them, “have come from? And why?”

	Ruhen shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it since I found you in the proving grounds, and I don’t understand it.”

	“And it’s not like we can ask anyone about it,” Sepha said, trying very hard not to seem suspicious. “Because they’ll think one of us is a magician. Or maybe even both of us!”

	Ruhen looked skeptical. “Do you think so?”

	“We are surrounded by Military Alchemists.” Sepha was the worst person in the world for using his fear against him. But this was life or death for her; it wasn’t for him. “It’s their job to catch magicians. Who knows what they’ll do if they suspect anything strange is happening?”

	Ruhen rubbed his mouth before answering. “You’re probably right,” he said at last. “So, what do we do?”

	He is definitely as stupid as you are, said the snide voice, and Sepha pursed her lips. That had been easier than she’d expected it to be.

	Sepha shrugged. “Act like everything is normal, I think,” she said. “Keep our eyes open, see if we can find out what’s happening. But otherwise—we both have work to do, and we can’t let ourselves be distracted. Right?”

	“Right.” There was a deep, worried frown on Ruhen’s face now, and Sepha tried to ignore the guilt that surged in response. After a moment, Ruhen fixed his gaze on her and said, earnestly, “Don’t worry, Sepha. We’ll figure out what’s happening. And I promise I’ll make sure nothing happens to you. All right?”

	Wicked, manipulative girl, whispered the snide voice.

	Sepha bit her lip and nodded, barely able to meet his eyes. “All right.”


[image: TLA_Chapter 12.jpg]

	 

	 

	The next morning, and every morning after that, Sepha trained with Destry before the sun came up. After training, Sepha joined the Military Alchemists in their morning evolution. It irritated everyone but Destry, but no one stopped her. Ruhen trained with her most mornings, which was a terrible, wonderful distraction. He was huge and graceful and strong, and Sepha had to force herself not to watch him—she was prone to tripping over herself when she did. Which would’ve been mortifying, except Ruhen seemed similarly clumsy when he looked too much at her.

	Sepha’s days quickly fell into a routine: training, morning evolution, then breakfast; library by herself, usually, although sometimes she was joined by Destry or—gods help her—Henric; sparring, once the library set her head to spinning; dinner, then bed; repeat.

	To her dismay, she was forced to spend most of her time studying basic alchemy. People interrupted her in the library so constantly that she was terrified of being caught with anything condemning. She squeezed her human transmutation studies in where she could, but everything had, so far, been useless. The scant mentions she’d managed to find labeled human transmutation as taboo, or barbaric, or not to be attempted under any circumstances. She couldn’t even find books on human anatomy in the library—they simply weren’t there. It was maddening.

	Driven nearly to distraction, she’d spent an entire day researching how homunculi were made, hoping to apply what she learned to human transmutation. It was a complete waste of time. The process was disgusting and couldn’t be altered to suit her needs. She couldn’t look Fio in the eye for days after she learned where he’d come from.

	Ruhen fell in neatly with the other Court Alchemist candidates and spent most of his time with them, studying for weekly exams. The tether was as ever-present as the Institute’s high, suffocating walls. What was worse, Sepha and Ruhen both experienced terrible headaches whenever they went too long without seeing each other. It had taken them a few days to work out a schedule that was tolerable for both of them, but they found they could get through their days well enough if they sat beside each other at mealtimes.

	The more gossipy alchemists considered them quite the couple.

	But, for Sepha at least, there could be nothing less romantic than being shackled to Ruhen, knowing he was similarly shackled to her. If she’d liked him less, this unfortunate tethering would’ve felt like less of a loss; but he was wonderful, which made the whole thing that much worse.

	Every few days, Thuban, who was the head of the Court Alchemists’ Guild, came to the Institute to hand out contracted assignments to the Court Alchemists. There seemed to be more contracts than usual. When the alchemists returned from their assignments, the rumblings began.

	“Another derailment,” they’d say.

	“An explosion in the coal mines. Took out half the mountain. Never seen anything like it.”

	“People are saying we’ve angered the gods. They think the world’s ending.”

	“Another rebellion, do you think?”

	“No, it’s not like the last one. It’s something else.”

	Before Sepha knew it, two full weeks had slipped away. Fourteen days had passed since she’d made her deal with the homunculus, and she was nowhere near a solution. She tried not to worry, but even so, every day weighed on her. No alchemical challenge had ever stumped her for this long. And yet here she was, just as clueless as she’d been on day one.

	Failure, the snide voice whispered. Failure, failure.

	Sepha let out a loud huff and shut her book in disgust. She grimaced at Fio, who sat in the corner, and felt foolish when he didn’t respond. He wasn’t capable of commiserating. She kept forgetting.

	She leaned back in her chair and propped both feet on the table, practically daring a librarian to whisper-yell at her, and closed her eyes. It was a lazy spring day, one that felt almost like summer, and it was sacrilege to be inside. And yet inside, she was. Failing, she was.

	A now-familiar tug told Sepha that Ruhen was approaching. She didn’t bother to open her eyes as he entered her study room, closed the door, and sat beside her.

	“Hello, Ruhen,” she said. It was strange how quickly they’d both gotten used to the tether—or map, as Ruhen insisted on describing it. Strange how right the tether felt, when she ignored the fact that it came from her abominable contract.

	“Hey.” A pause. “Is something wrong?”

	Sepha smiled.

	“What?” he said.

	“I was just wondering if there’d ever be a day when you didn’t ask me that.”

	“Doesn’t seem like it,” he said, and they both laughed.

	Sepha let her feet thud to the floor and opened the offending textbook. “I feel like I’m wasting my time,” she said, rubbing the tension from her forehead. “After an hour of reading, this is all I’ve learned.” She handed Ruhen the book and motioned to the paragraph. She had it memorized by now.

	 

	“Alchemy can be compared to a game of checkers. Each alchem is like a game piece, which can only be moved to an adjacent square on the board. Note that each piece can only access a limited number of squares, and, once a move is selected, the piece’s potential is exhausted. It is precisely thus with alchemy.

	 

	“I mean, seriously!”

	“And?”

	“And it’s wrong!”

	“It really isn’t,” Ruhen said. He tossed the book onto the table. “Terrible explanation, but that’s essentially what every textbook says.”

	Sepha clicked her tongue. “Can you honestly tell me that’s how it feels when you perform an alchemical exchange? That you feel so—limited? One exchange at a time, and only a few exchanges to choose from, to begin with?”

	Ruhen lifted one shoulder. “I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Sepha. You already knew you were breaking the rules. These are the rules.”

	“How am I breaking the rules, then? And why me? Why don’t you try to break the rules? I’d bet you could do it if you tried.” Sepha swiveled to the side and propped her toes on Ruhen’s chair. Her knees brushed against his leg, and they both pretended to ignore the jolt of relief that rushed through them from the small touch. Another side effect of the contract’s magic. “I don’t have a lot of time to figure this out, Ruhen.”

	Ruhen tried and failed to hide his smile. Gods, his smile was gorgeous! “It’s only been two weeks. You’ve got fifty left. You’ll figure it out.”

	“But what if I don’t?” Sepha groaned.

	“You will.”

	“But I might not.”

	“Well, yes,” Ruhen said, “but on the other hand, you will.”

	Sepha twisted to sit forward in her seat. “What if this really is all the alchemy textbooks say? This same thing, over and over, with no indication that it’s possible to break the rules?”

	“Then you’ll have two options.”

	Sensing a joke but unable to guess the punchline, Sepha warily said, “What?”

	“Medical marvel or circus sideshow. Either way, you’ll stand to make a profit. For someone, at least.”

	Sepha pretended not to smile, and Ruhen pretended not to notice. “You’re forgetting that I don’t need to make a profit. Fabulously wealthy, remember?”

	“I haven’t forgotten. Why do you think I hang around you so much?”

	Their smiles faded. In a move that was both defensive and offensive, Sepha broke the silence first. “Have you seen anything suspicious? You know—magic? Regarding us?”

	Ruhen looked suddenly uncomfortable. “I honestly haven’t had time, what with studying for tests and practicing with the other candidates. I mean, since the whatever-it-is isn’t hurting us, I figured I should … Well, if I fail a test, I’m out. You know what I mean?”

	Sepha nodded, relieved. “You’re right. Focus on becoming a Court Alchemist. We’ll figure out this whatever-it-is when we can.”

	Ruhen looked relieved too. “You haven’t figured anything out yet, either?”

	“No,” she said. “I’m always here doing research, just like you.”

	She heard the whine in her voice too late to stop it. She cringed.

	“Yes,” Ruhen said, not seeming the least bit put off. “You are always here. Maybe you should take a break. We’re going to the proving grounds to duel in a little while. You should come.”

	Sepha knew that we were Ruhen and the other Court Alchemist candidates. They dueled in the proving grounds constantly, although Sepha wasn’t sure why they called it dueling. Two candidates did face off, true, but instead of fighting, they raced to produce a full assembly starting with only a blueprint, an alchem, and a stack of ingots.

	It was agonizing to watch because she knew she would win. Every time.

	“I can’t duel,” Sepha said miserably. Destry’s word was as good as law, and Sepha still wasn’t allowed to perform alchemical exchanges in public.

	“I won’t duel either,” Ruhen said. “We can just watch.”

	Sepha softened to the idea. It was clever of Ruhen to use her as an excuse to stay out of the duels; everyone knew he was shy about performing alchemy in front of a crowd. All of his confidence rested on his book knowledge, and he was terribly insecure about his practical alchemy. He was Sepha’s exact opposite in this regard.

	“Fresh air,” Ruhen said, sensing her weakness. “Sunlight. Things that aren’t books.”

	“All right,” Sepha laughed, throwing up both hands in surrender. “All right, I’ll go.”

	“Good.” The smile he gave her was perhaps more than friendly, and he could have no idea what a riot of feelings this awoke in her. Guilt, mostly, and regret, tinged with fear nearly amounting to panic. And of course, her own more-than-friendly feelings, which she was doing her very best not to acknowledge.

	Sepha rubbed her right hand. It had started to ache. In what was beginning to be a habit, she twisted her L ring around and around her finger. A distraction. A thing to fidget with when her mind was elsewhere.

	Ruhen took a quick, sharp breath, and said, “Listen. I know things are complicated between us, what with … whatever this is. But do you think it would be out of the question if we—”

	The pain in Sepha’s right hand increased. It reminded her of something awful. She struggled to focus on what Ruhen was saying.

	“—went out sometime? For a meal. Anywhere but the mess hall.”

	“Oh,” Sepha said, like a damn idiot. “I—”

	A white-hot pain seared through her hand, and comprehension crashed over her.

	The undead magician!

	Sepha leapt to her feet, said, “Washroom!” and ran out of the room, dragging Fio along with her.

	Following the pain in her right hand, Sepha sprinted to the back of the library, where a little-used door led to a small, generally abandoned outdoor studying space. She burst out of the library, pushed the door shut behind Fio—a quick thought confirmed Ruhen was still in their study room—and had time for one deep breath. Two.

	Then a hole opened in the air, and the magician hopped out. He was wearing expensive new clothes and looked extremely pleased with himself, which could only mean he’d been up to no good.

	“Hello,” he rasped.

	Beside Sepha, Fio went very still.

	“What are you doing here?” Sepha asked. Her voice was hoarse but strong.

	Inside the library, Ruhen was edging toward her, as if he wasn’t sure he ought to.

	If he saw the inexplicable magician, if he found out what she’d done, he would hate her. Definitely, definitely hate her.

	She had to finish this. Fast. Whatever this was.

	“Checking in,” the magician said.

	Sepha pursed her lips and shifted to stand in front of Fio, who was trembling. “I’m researching human transmutation day and night,” she said. It was a lie, but he couldn’t possibly know that. “I haven’t forgotten our bargain.”

	The magician grinned. “Good.”

	Ruhen was getting nearer. The tether was tightening by the second.

	“Did you enjoy attacking the train?” Sepha asked. “People died because of you.”

	“Which train?” the magician asked, leering. With an incoherent muttered word, he opened a hole in the air, and was gone.

	Which train?

	A whisper of fear echoed in Sepha’s mind. She was missing something. Something important.

	The door behind Sepha eased open. She whirled around to face Ruhen. For a blank moment, they only stared at each other.

	“This isn’t the washroom,” Ruhen said. There was a new and horrible expression on his face, one Sepha hadn’t seen before: hurt.

	But better hurt than hate.

	“Oh?” she said, running her eyes up and down the brick wall behind Ruhen as if only just realizing where she was. “Oh. You’re right.” She paused. “You said there would be dueling?”

	Ruhen was frowning. “I did.”

	“All right. Let’s go.”

	Sepha grabbed Fio’s hand and slipped past Ruhen into the library. She was already in the proving grounds before Ruhen started to follow.
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	The proving grounds were packed with alchemists. The Court Alchemist candidates, looking bookish and uncomfortable in the sunlight, were huddled in one corner. The Military Alchemists took up the rest of the space, sparring in groups of two or more. The ground vibrated with alchemical pulses, and the air smelled like metal and sweat and dirt.

	Henric and the brutal golden-haired Military Alchemist had claimed the etched transformation alchem on the far side. The blond man was hurling knives over the alchem so that Henric could attempt to transform them mid-flight. He was woefully unsuccessful. The blond man’s homunculus scurried back and forth, bringing knives to his master just in time to run after the next ones. The poor thing looked exhausted.

	The candidates had already started their dueling. Sepha eased into the crowd, Fio at her heels and Ruhen on his way, and peered over the candidates’ shoulders. The two dueling candidates were each assembling a simple balance. Although there were fewer than a dozen parts, with several duplicates, it was finnicky work. If any part of it was too heavy or off-centered, the balance would be useless. It was a good choice for a duel.

	Not that Sepha wouldn’t win, if she were allowed to compete.

	With painstaking slowness, the candidate nearest Sepha riffled through her alchems. It took her an age to locate her separation alchem, an epoch longer to lay it flat, and at least a million years to select an ingot to place in the center. With a single pulse, she separated the ingot in two.

	Then more riffling through the alchems.

	And Sepha could have produced a hundred identical balances by now.

	Sepha threw a look over her shoulder at Ruhen, afraid to see his expression but unable to keep from looking. He was standing a little way off, frowning into the crowd of candidates without seeming to see them. The afternoon sun shone directly onto his face, lightening his thunderhead eyes to a cool, steely gray.

	When at last he looked at Sepha, there was a new comprehension in his eyes.

	Surrounded by alchemists, immersed in a riot of pulses, beneath the wind’s feeble caress and the full brightness of the sun, Sepha stared back. She knew, somehow, that all it would take was a tip of her chin, and Ruhen would come to her. Lean close, touch her maybe, and ask her what was wrong—really, what sort of trouble was she in? And if she told him the truth, he might understand. Maybe even offer to help.

	But only maybe.

	Sepha shuttered her face and turned her back on Ruhen.

	She stayed in the proving grounds for the rest of the day. Ruhen didn’t stay long, didn’t say goodbye when he left. Which was fine.

	When the candidates finished their duels, Sepha sent Fio away, took a spot against the wall, and watched the Military Alchemists spar. Destry called Sepha out, and she joined in with the Military Alchemists. Surprisingly, her lessons with Destry had been thorough enough that she could hold her own. She didn’t win any matches, but she didn’t embarrass herself, either.

	Henric asked to spar with her, and she said yes. His long, curly hair was pulled into a tail at the base of his head. Sweat dripped from his forehead and down his neck. He’d cast off his Military Alchemist jacket sometime before, and his white shirt was nearly transparent with sweat. They sparred fist to fist for one round, two, three. Then, at Henric’s suggestion, they moved to wooden staves. Sepha was less comfortable with those, but the rhythm was soothing, the staff’s weight a good distraction.

	Which train? the magician had said.

	And the library had nothing helpful, nothing at all, for human transmutation.

	And Ruhen—

	She wasn’t thinking about Ruhen.

	It was sometime around her sixth match with Henric that she made a mistake. They were moving in a cool rhythm, swinging, blocking, ducking, lunging—and then she lost focus. Misjudged.

	The blow took her across the ribs, throwing her to the ground and knocking the air from her lungs. She lay there for a few breathless moments and watched, detached, as the Military Alchemists huddled around her.

	Which train?

	Destry appeared and hauled Sepha to her feet. It hurt to breathe. She told Destry so. Destry snapped at Henric, who said something defensive and vaguely apologetic, and then she led Sepha into the clinic.

	Sepha was passed from one person to another, and soon she found herself sitting on a cot in a white, partitioned room. A woman came in and felt her ribs. Sepha hissed.

	“Only bruised,” the woman said. “Rest until you catch your breath. Take it easy for a few days. You can leave whenever you’re ready.”

	The woman left.

	Sepha’s eyes fell upon something on the desk in the corner.

	That, she thought, is important.

	She slid off the cot, took the item from the desk, and walked straight out of the clinic. She walked and walked until, ribs aching, lungs burning, she shut the door of her room behind her.

	Then, and only then, did she take the time to decrypt the full title of the book in her hands.

	Human Anatomy and Physiology. And there, below it, to Sepha’s utter relief, was a blurb: Complete with illustrations!

	A book about the human body, complete with illustrations. It was a blueprint—but for people instead of machines.

	Sepha sank to the floor, not sure if she wanted to crow or cry. With this book, she would know exactly how to build a human body. And once she knew that piece, she could move forward with any alchem because she could always use any alchem.

	Well, she thought sourly. Almost always.

	She was saved.
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	Sepha studied Human Anatomy and Physiology obsessively. The human body was wildly complex, with parts more varied and intricate than anything she’d ever built before. But now that she had a useful textbook, she could do what she’d always done: look at the blueprint, break the assembly down to its smallest components, and practice. And practice, and practice.

	All she needed was to study the diagrams and ignore the unhelpful, scrambled text. Because she couldn’t rightly study Human Anatomy and Physiology in the library, she kept to her room. Soon, she only left for meals, and she would’ve skipped those if not for the headaches. Fio was her only companion, sitting in the corner while she stared at the book until her eyes went unfocused.

	But she got closer to a solution every day.

	Two weeks after Sepha had found Human Anatomy and Physiology—on the day that just so happened to be her eighteenth birthday—Ruhen wasn’t at breakfast. In fact, he wasn’t even at the Institute. He was somewhere far away, and getting farther, fast.

	Ruhen was on the train to Balarat, probably. The candidates sometimes went there.

	He hadn’t mentioned it to her. Which was fine. Things had been strained between them lately, anyway. A tautness in the air at mealtimes, a mutual silence while Ruhen’s friends whispered about the most recent assassination, derailment, explosion. Ruhen’s stillness when she accidentally brushed against him. And his scent, that autumn-wind smell, that wild smell, that paralyzed her when she got too close.

	She would manage the headache. It was fine.

	After breakfast, Sepha fetched Fio and went to the library. She was finally—finally—ready to take action.

	Tonight, she was going to transmute a heart.

	Which was thoroughly illegal.

	The risk and the necessity stirred up a recklessness inside, and Sepha wanted nothing more than to get it done. Get it over with. Do it now and move on to the next thing.

	But she could not rush.

	She had to wait until tonight, when the laboratories would be empty.

	Impatience could get her killed. She had to remember that. Impatience. Could get. Her killed.

	Sepha sat with Fio in one of the smaller study rooms. The no-Ruhen headache at the base of her skull was throbbing something awful, which was fine. She wasn’t really trying to study, anyway. She’d see him when he came back. Everything was going to be fine.

	Footsteps, not Ruhen’s, approached. Sepha turned around just in time to see Destry and Henric let themselves into the room.

	“Happy birthday, Sepha,” Destry said, smiling and slumping into the only spare chair in the room. She slapped a clumsily wrapped parcel onto the table.

	“Yes, happy birthday!” Henric’s smile was slightly too wide.

	“Thanks!” Sepha said, wrenching her eyes from the parcel. “I didn’t think anyone would remember!”

	She’d mentioned her birthday once in passing and had immediately hated herself for it.

	Attention-lover, the snide voice had said. Pathetic.

	“Well, I not only remembered,” Destry said, shoving the parcel toward Sepha. “I got you something.”

	“We got you something,” Henric said, cutting a glance at Destry.

	“Yes,” Destry said with a sour look, “we got you something. We both definitely remembered. One of us did not run into the other by happenstance just now and ask what was in the package.”

	Henric scowled.

	Sepha laughed. “Well, I’m glad you both definitely remembered my birthday and put an equal amount of thought into this gift,” she said, reaching greedily for the present.

	“It isn’t much,” Destry said, chewing on her lip, “but I think you’ll like it.”

	Sepha tore open the paper to find a pair of leather holsters exactly like the ones the Military Alchemists used. Aside from Destry’s ban on performing alchemical exchanges whenever anyone was around, Sepha’s lack of holsters was the only thing holding her back from teaching herself how to shoot. Without holsters, she would’ve had to carry bullets around in her pocket like an idiot.

	Sepha grinned.

	“Thanks!” she cried, and shot to her feet to buckle the holsters around her hips. “These are perfect!”

	“Well, I’m relieved,” Henric said, backing toward the door. “I’ve been worried sick for ages, wondering if you’d like the gift Destry and I chose together. Anyway, I was on my way to do something else, so if you’ll excuse me. Happy birthday.”

	Henric let himself out, and Sepha smothered another laugh. “He’s such an idiot,” she said after he shut the door.

	Destry smiled again. She had a nice smile, the kind that made her nose crinkle and her cheeks fold into dimples. “I’m glad you like them,” Destry said. “At first, I thought we could all go to Balarat to see a play, but we can’t. There’s been—well, I’m sure you’ve heard the rumblings. There’s been a lot of trouble lately. Ships going missing, trains derailed, mines exploded, factories burned to the ground. Not in Three Mills,” she added quickly.

	“Oh,” Sepha said, easing into her seat. That whisper of fear started echoing again, but she silenced it. The attacks couldn’t have anything to do with the undead magician. They couldn’t. “And that means we can’t leave the Institute?”

	“It means Henric and I shouldn’t go into any crowded rooms,” Destry said, attempting a wry smile. “It means we shouldn’t be in the same place at the same time, other than Institute. If there was an attack aimed at me, and I was in a theater full of innocent people …” She grimaced again and ran a hand through her white-blond hair. “If I survived, I couldn’t live with myself.”

	“I’m sorry,” Sepha said. Destry, seeming distracted, only nodded.

	There was a silent moment before Destry said, “I need to shoot something. Let’s go try out your new holsters.”

	Sepha forced a smile. Turning to Fio, she said, “Can you put my books away, please? You can go to your barracks afterward.”

	He gave her a searching look, scooped her books into his arms, and left the room.

	Sepha and Destry headed for the proving grounds. “You’ve made a lot of progress, Sepha, with your sparring,” Destry said.

	Sepha grinned wryly. “Yes, which is why I’m still recovering from bruised ribs.”

	“No, I’m serious,” Destry said, although she did smile. “Have you thought about your future at all? Anything you’d like to do after this?”

	Sepha blinked. “No, I really haven’t. I’m still … processing things.”

	Destry nodded. “Well, as gruesome as it is to think of, I will one day be the Magistrate. And I’ll need people by my side. People I can trust.”

	Sepha’s cheeks went hot. Destry thought she could trust her? What would Destry do when she found out that Sepha was absolutely, without a doubt, untrustworthy? “That sounds amazing, but I’m almost useless. You know that.”

	“Don’t pretend to be stupid, Sepha,” Destry said, narrowing her ice-blue eyes. There was more calculation than friendship in her gaze as she went on, “You’re a powerful alchemist and a good fighter. What’s more, you’ve got a level head.”

	Sepha opened her mouth to argue, but Destry cut her off with a slicing gesture. “You don’t have to make any decisions right now. It’s just something to think about for when the time comes—a very long time from now, hopefully.”

	“All right,” Sepha said, feeling a bit sick. “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

	Thuban’s sharp voice rang across the courtyard.

	“Pardon me,” Thuban called. Until now, Sepha hadn’t thought it was possible to say Pardon me rudely. When Sepha and Destry stopped and turned, Thuban glared at Sepha before fixing Destry with a piercing look. “Something very important and very sensitive has come up.”

	“All right,” Destry sighed. She gave Sepha an apologetic grimace and said, “I have to go. Let me know how the holsters work out.”

	Destry clapped Sepha on the shoulder and hurried after Thuban toward his office. Sepha wondered what the sensitive information could be. But then she forced it out of her mind. It wasn’t about the undead magician or the lies she’d told. No one had noticed the missing Human Anatomy and Physiology textbook. It had nothing to do with her. Nothing!

	Sepha started toward the proving grounds, but stopped when she heard the clacking of wooden staves against each other and felt a dozen pulses in sequence. The proving grounds were crowded. And, just now, she didn’t need crowded.

	She returned to her room in the Ten and reviewed Human Anatomy and Physiology one last time. Tonight, when everyone else was at the mess hall for dinner, she’d transmute herself a heart.
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	The underground levels were confusing at the best of times. But tonight, they seemed especially shadowy and disorienting.

	The walls were hewn from solid stone. Naked bulbs hung at intervals slightly too long, leaving the suggestion of darkness between them—a hint of what the corridor would look like if the lights were suddenly to go out. The corridors curved in a labyrinthine way, and Sepha felt as if she’d gone around twice before she finally settled on a laboratory.

	The laboratory was low-ceilinged and small, and was furnished only with a plain metal table. When she closed the door behind her, she felt as if she were inside an oven, or maybe a tomb.

	Which was utter nonsense. Of course.

	Sepha had the necessary materials with her: a bowl, into which she’d transcribed a transmutation alchem; some water; and powdered carbon, iron, sodium, potassium, and chlorine. It all amounted to about a pound’s worth of materials.

	Feeling jittery and breathless, Sepha set the bowl on the table. She uncorked her flask of water and poured it in, down to the last drop. Then she dumped in the powdered materials and leapt back, waiting for the sodium and potassium to finish sparking and dancing along the water’s surface. It wasn’t an omen. It was chemistry. It was fine. Everything was fine.

	If all went according to plan, Sepha would be able to practice each organ, alchemically producing them one at a time and destroying the evidence afterward. When she was ready, she’d transmute the body quickly, in sections, and perform one final alchemical exchange to join the thing together. A patchwork body, new and living, created with alchemy.

	It all started with this first experiment. This first heart.

	Thanks to Human Anatomy and Physiology, Sepha knew how a heart worked and what it looked like. She knew what to visualize when she placed her fingers just so. All that was left now was to do it.

	Sepha set her fingers just so along the rim of the alchem. She closed her eyes. Ignored her throbbing headache.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	One adult human heart.

	Sepha focused.

	There was a prolonged moment during which Sepha saw nothing—as if there were no possible variation of the materials inside the bowl that would result in a human heart.

	Then, there it was, at last—a single adult heart. Where Sepha normally saw dozens, hundreds of variations of the materials inside her alchems, she now saw only one.

	But one heart was all she needed.

	She made the exchange.

	There was a pulse, and a putrid stench filled the laboratory.

	Sepha wrenched her eyes open and yanked her hands away from the bowl. Inside was something so deeply red it was nearly black, covered with a thick, greenish substance that seemed to dirty the air around it. Dark, lumpy liquid drained from the thing into the bowl, reminding Sepha of long-soured milk. The smell filled the air, thickened it, and Sepha staggered back, retching.

	She’d transmuted a human heart, but it was dead. Very dead.

	But how? Why?

	Cautiously, as if it were a living monster and not a putrefied organ, Sepha approached the dead heart. She pinched her nose shut and held her breath as she leaned over the table.

	Why had this been her only option—and why was it dead?

	Someone pounded on the laboratory door, startling Sepha so much she let go of her nose and inhaled the air directly above the oozing heart. She choked and reeled, nearly falling as she fought the urge to vomit.

	“Sepha?”

	It was Henric, damn him and his soul to the After.

	“What?” she bellowed. Her voice was throaty and hoarse.

	“Open the door!” There was a smile in Henric’s voice, but there wouldn’t be if he could see what was in the bowl in front of her.

	“Er,” Sepha said, placing her hands along the rim of the alchem, “just a second!”

	She closed her eyes.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	Water and carbon and iron and sodium and potassium and chlorine.

	Again, for the longest moment, nothing appeared—no variations at all. Sepha’s mind skidded to a halt. It was as if she were slogging through mud, dragging herself across universes to find such a simple concoction of materials. And Henric was banging on the door.

	At last, a single variation appeared in her mind. She made the exchange. A pulse, and she opened her eyes.

	The putrefied heart was gone, replaced with watery guck.

	“Sepha?”

	Henric was intolerable!

	Sepha threw the bowl into the corner, where it smashed into bits. The guck splashed onto the floor, seeping into the cracks.

	She’d done something wrong. That was the only possible explanation. She’d made an error somehow, and she wouldn’t be able to transmute anything useful until she figured out what she’d done. There was not a chance in Darkest After that she’d try this again until then.

	Sepha stumbled to the door and wrenched it open. “Henric!” she said, forcing a smile as Henric peered curiously into the empty laboratory behind her. “Did you need something?”

	“Yes,” Henric said, his green eyes flashing with excitement. “There’s something I want to show you. It’s down this way.” He beckoned with one hand.

	Suspecting this had something to do with her birthday, Sepha followed Henric into another small laboratory. On a metal table in the center of the room was a transmutation alchem.

	On the alchem was a small pile of straw.

	Sepha froze.

	“I’ve tried to do it a hundred times,” Henric said conversationally, but there was something beneath his voice that made Sepha’s skin crawl. He was standing between her and the doorway.

	“I thought that maybe, since it’s just you and me, you could show me how you did it.”

	The no-Ruhen headache thudded against the base of Sepha’s skull. “I can’t,” she said. “Destry told me not to.”

	Henric scowled. “And you do everything Destry says, do you? I’m the Magistrate’s child, too, you know.”

	“That’s not why I do what she says.” She turned her back to the straw and faced Henric. “She’s my friend, and I trust her. And she told me not to.”

	“What could it possibly hurt?” Henric said. His hands were loose at his sides. Close to his holsters. “I just want to see you do it!”

	“Why?” Sepha asked, crossing her arms. There was a low whine of panic building inside, and she crossed her arms tighter, trying to keep it in. “You already know that I’ve done it once. What good will it do to see me do it again?”

	“It would satisfy my curiosity,” Henric said. “Such an impossible thing, transmuting straw to gold. I’d love to see you do it, just this once. You can transmute the gold back to straw once you’re done, if that makes you feel better. No one would be the wiser.”

	Sepha shifted her weight from one foot to the other, considering her options. She was underground, with no one close by. Henric was between her and the only exit. And she’d never defeated him in a sparring match. She was at his mercy, and he knew it.

	“I have to go to the washroom,” Sepha lied.

	Henric gave her a sharp smile. “Why won’t you do it, Sepha?” He edged closer, and Sepha angled away. Henric angled too, to face her. Now he wasn’t quite between her and the door. “You know what Thuban says, don’t you?” He edged closer again, and she angled away again. “He says you aren’t an alchemist at all. He says you’re only a magician, pretending.”

	Sepha’s jaw dropped. “That’s absurd!”

	Henric shrugged. “I’ve never seen any proof that he’s wrong.”

	“Ask Destry if you want proof.” Her hands were in tight fists.

	“Why should I ask her later when I’ve got you here right now?”

	Sepha gritted her teeth, let out a frustrated growl, and yanked an ingot from Henric’s holster. He yelped and lurched back. She strode to the table, swept the straw away, and let the ingot thud into the center of the alchem.

	She placed her fingers just so. She focused.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	There was a pulse.

	Sepha opened her eyes and grabbed the silver crown from the center of the alchem. She jammed it on Henric’s head. “Since that’s so clearly what you want,” she snapped, and stomped out of the laboratory.

	As she turned the nearest corner, she heard Henric’s voice echo behind her. “I will have my answer, Sepha! I won’t forget!”
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	It was nearly dark when Sepha burst out of the mess hall’s doors and into the courtyard. She hesitated for a moment before striding to the enormous IAD doors.

	For the first time since she’d arrived a month ago, Sepha left the Institute.

	Her headache was nearly too bad to manage. With each step she took toward the train station, there was a corresponding thump inside her skull.

	Sepha reached the station and slumped onto a bench on the platform. She’d done something wrong with the transmutation. And Thuban and Henric thought she was a magician.

	A tug on her tether told her that Ruhen was heading back to the Institute. The tether started reeling in faster and faster. He was on the train. He was coming back.

	It wasn’t long before the train hurtled into the station, the wheels screeching against the tracks as it came to a stop.

	Sepha followed her tether to Ruhen’s car just as he stepped into the twilight. He wasn’t surprised to see her, of course.

	As she looked at him, the weight of everything crashed down on her. The magician’s contract and her failed transmutation attempt. The Magistrate’s expectations. Thuban and Henric’s suspicions. Destry’s trust. The thousand lies she’d told. Everything she’d been pushing to the back of her mind for the past month came rushing to the fore, and she was bending beneath the strain. The slightest breath of wind would topple her.

	Ruhen moved first, striding toward her as if he could see her teetering on the brink. Then she moved, closing the remaining distance between them and wrapping both arms around his waist, squeezing him as close as she could.

	Relief surged through her, so powerful and unexpected she gasped. Ruhen must’ve felt it, too, because he swore and wrapped his arms around her. He rested his cheek against her hair and squeezed her tight, introducing a sway.

	Gods, he was warm and solid. He smelled of the wind and something wild. His touch, the feel of his body against hers, sent a thrill of rightness, a thrill of something else, straight through her.

	They held each other, rocking from side to side, as the rest of the passengers disembarked.

	Then the train was gone, and it was only Sepha and Ruhen in the twilit dark.

	“I’m in trouble, Ruhen,” Sepha said. Her voice was muffled against Ruhen’s chest.

	“I thought you might be.” Ruhen’s voice rumbled through her. “Lately, you’ve seemed … like you were in trouble.”

	Of course he’d noticed. He was bound to notice eventually, considering the way things were between them. The way her contract had forced things to be.

	She’d gotten them into this. But she couldn’t tell Ruhen that.

	“Thuban thinks I’m a magician,” she said instead.

	This time, Ruhen only sighed. He slid his hands up to her shoulders and eased her away. Tipped her chin up with a knuckle and looked her in the eyes.

	It was all she could do to meet his gaze. Gods, he was gorgeous. She shouldn’t notice—shouldn’t allow herself to, because it would only hurt her in the end—but still, she noticed.

	The searching look lasted a moment longer before Ruhen said, softly, “Do you want to see something interesting?”

	She nodded. Ruhen slid his hand down her arm, hesitated, and wrapped his fingers around her wrist. Her mind leapt to that sudden shock in the library when they’d first held hands, and she knew he remembered it, too. And didn’t want to hold her hand because of it. Which was probably for the best.

	Ruhen’s hand was warm and gentle around her wrist as he led her up the stone-slab stairs toward the Institute. Instead of heading through the IAD doors, however, Ruhen veered to the left.

	They walked along the Institute’s oblong outer wall. The moon and the stars lit their way.

	Then they rounded the corner, and Sepha felt a blast of ocean wind so powerful it nearly knocked her over. For a moment, she could only focus on maintaining her balance. But then the wind licked her arms, her face, teased her hair free of her long braid. It was cold and strong, the wind, and her heart surged with a strange sort of wakefulness in response. Something inside her, something that had burrowed down and hidden in some safe and dark and forgotten place, began to stir.

	Sepha leaned into the wind and looked out.

	For the first time in weeks, she didn’t see walls in every direction. They were not far from the cliff’s edge, and beyond that—water, endlessly. The wind kicked up again, and she inhaled deeply as it dragged across her skin, bringing with it the smell of the sea. A smell that was wild, briny, and familiar.

	Ruhen’s smell. He smelled like the sea, even when they were nowhere near it.

	Sepha looked at him, surprised, and saw him staring back at her with a strange, glimmering light in his eyes. She smiled and said, warily, “What?”

	A soft smile. A shrug. That look, the one she might be imagining, crept into his eyes. For once, Sepha allowed her gaze to linger. To wander from his dark gray eyes to his full lips to the strong line of his jaw. The vee of his torso, the breadth of his shoulders. The bob of his throat as he swallowed.

	A fresh gust of wind blew a lock of hair across Sepha’s face. Time seemed to slow as Ruhen brushed her hair away, hooked it around her ear, and let his fingers trail along her jawline. Sepha couldn’t look away from his lips.

	A kiss wouldn’t do any harm. Would it?

	Sepha eased closer, resting a hand on Ruhen’s chest. His lips parted.

	And then—

	Sepha’s contract thrummed with approval.

	The moment shattered.

	“Um,” Sepha said, looking away toward the cliffside. Her voice was hoarse. “Is this the something interesting?”

	“It is,” he said, staring at her for a moment longer before letting his hand drop to his side. He looked out over the sea and, seeming almost shy, said, “I like the water.”

	Ruhen took her wrist again and led her along the cliffside. Sepha had never been so close to the edge before, had never realized how high up it would feel. As they got closer to the cliff, her mind went empty and her limbs tensed. And Mother’s voice, a murmured echo, What if, just for a second, I forget that I’m not supposed to fly?

	She must’ve stiffened or made a sound, because Ruhen said, “Oh! Sorry. Heights.” He pulled her away from the cliff’s edge to a spot where a boulder jutted up from the ground, and asked, “Is this better?”

	Sepha nodded. With a sure, smooth movement, Ruhen sat against the boulder and pulled her down to sit beside him. After a few moments of shy-but-confident shifting, Sepha was settled on the ground beside Ruhen, with his jacket protecting her from the wind. Ruhen fussed over Sepha for a moment, making sure she was comfortably wrapped in his jacket, then settled his arm around her.

	The feeling of overwhelming rightness returned. Sepha drew her knees up to her chest and leaned against Ruhen, resting her forehead against him. For the first time in two weeks, every trace of that throbbing headache was gone.

	Ruhen took a gathering breath. “So. Thuban thinks you’re a magician.”

	“And Henric,” Sepha said. “He wanted me to transmute straw to gold for him. He was being a real ass about it.”

	“Can’t help himself,” Ruhen said, and Sepha breathed a laugh.

	“He’s probably mad at me,” she said.

	Ruhen leaned to the side to see her face. His mouth was parted in an expectant smile as he asked, “Why? What did you do?”

	“I may,” Sepha began, fidgeting with the hem of Ruhen’s jacket, “have transformed a silver crown for him to wear.” Ruhen groaned. “And then I may have smashed it onto his head.”

	“Sepha, no!”

	“And then after that, I might have said something rude.”

	Ruhen clicked his tongue disapprovingly. “Well, that should be a much bigger concern than Thuban thinking you’re a magician. Everyone else knows you’re an alchemist, so Thuban can go cry about it to himself. But Henric—Sepha, you know the type of person he is!”

	“What type of person is that?”

	“The type of person who loses three homunculi, of course,” Ruhen said. “Three.”

	Sepha rolled her eyes and jostled Ruhen’s ribs with her shoulder. “Be serious.”

	Ruhen tightened his arm around her, and she leaned against him again. “The question is, do you think either of them means you harm? And if so, would you be safer if you left the Institute?”

	“No!”

	The word came out too fast, startling them both. Sepha took a deep breath and said, as slowly as she could manage, “Even if they do mean me harm, I can’t leave. When I said I was in trouble, I wasn’t just talking about them. There’s something I have to do, and I can only do it here. I can’t talk about it, so please don’t ask me. I don’t have much time to figure it out, but once I do, all of my other problems will go away.”

	For a moment, the only sounds were of the wind and the waves.

	“Is this,” Ruhen touched his own chest, then touched the loose folds of his jacket where it hung over Sepha’s, “one of your problems?”

	Sepha swallowed. His eyes were serious and nearly black in the moonlit dark. Everything in her screamed Lie! Lie to him! But he was only asking for the smallest piece of information about something that had an enormous effect on his life.

	She nodded, bracing herself for an explosion of anger.

	But no—that would’ve been Father’s reaction, and Ruhen was nothing like Father. Regardless of how angry Ruhen got, he wouldn’t explode.

	Ruhen’s eyes wandered across her face and then away, to look out over the sea. A long moment, and then he looked at her again. “But it’s magic.”

	This time, she didn’t answer. He took that for the confirmation it was and looked back out over the sea. “Well,” he said, “let me help you. I won’t ask you any questions, but maybe I can speed things along. If you need me to read something for you.”

	A month ago, Sepha would’ve refused. But she’d spent the last four luckless weeks searching for answers that never appeared; and now she only had two months left. Until—

	There was no need to explain everything to Ruhen—not yet. But there was no need to let her pride prevent her from solving her problem as fast as possible, either. “All right. Since you insist.”

	“That’s all I wanted to hear,” Ruhen said. He smiled, and her entire face went crimson.

	Once her thudding heart and its echo, the contract, had calmed down, Sepha said, “Where were you today? I missed you.”

	Ruhen smiled his lovely half-smile. “You missed me?”

	Grinning despite the thousand emotions churning inside her, Sepha said, “Yes, damn you.”

	Ruhen’s smile turned excited. “I went to Balarat.”

	“What for?”

	With his free arm, Ruhen reached across her and fumbled for something in his jacket pocket. For a few glorious seconds, she was surrounded by him, the hard angle of his jaw inches away from her face as he dug through his pocket. Then he eased away, placing a small parcel in her hand. “For your birthday,” he said. “Just keep in mind that not all of us are fabulously wealthy. It’s not much, I mean.”

	Sepha blinked down at the little parcel. Two people—three, if she counted Henric, which she didn’t—had remembered her birthday.

	Shakily, she opened the package and tipped its contents into her hand.

	It was a thin, silver necklace with a pendant the size of a coin. Squinting in the darkness, she lifted it to catch the light and smiled.

	“A willow!” she exclaimed. “Ruhen, it’s lovely.”

	“I’m glad you like it,” he said. “I noticed that you wear your ring every day and thought you might like something to go with it.”

	Sepha glanced at her right hand, where her L ring shone a dull silver. She hadn’t taken it off since the day Thuban had given it to her, but she never would’ve expected anyone to notice. But Ruhen had noticed, just like he always noticed everything.

	With a shy smile, Ruhen held out his hand for the necklace. Sepha let the chain slither into his cupped palm. She turned, lifted her hair, and held her breath as Ruhen hooked the chain around her neck. His knuckles brushed against her skin, and the pendant slipped coolly down to rest against her chest.

	“Thank you,” she said, tracing the outline of the pendant with one finger. And because she couldn’t bear not to, even though she was a damn idiot for doing it, she leaned up and pressed her lips against Ruhen’s cheek.

	He went very still, and she pulled away, embarrassed. She opened her mouth. Closed it again.

	The contract thrummed along with her heart as Ruhen leaned closer and rested his forehead against hers. He traced her jawline with his thumb, and her eyelids flickered shut.

	For a moment, they were still but for the warm breath that mingled between them.

	Then Ruhen moved, skimming his lips along her cheek until he pressed them, slow and soft, against the hollow beneath her ear. It was merely the hint of a kiss, and Sepha’s breath caught in her throat. An entire universe existed in the place where his lips touched her skin, and still she wanted more. Desperately.

	Ruhen pulled away. Whispered, “Happy birthday,” and held her close, hiding his face in her hair.

	Leaving Sepha to figure out what in all After she was going to do.

	There was, of course, the contract to consider, and the fact that nothing, nothing, could happen between them.

	But there was also the fact that he made her laugh, contract or no.

	And the fact that Ruhen felt right, and no Ruhen felt wrong.

	Her heart beat in time with the contract beside it.

	Gods, she was in trouble.
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	The sign posted on the mess hall door was big, bold, and impossible to miss.

	 

	From the OFFICE of the MAGISTRATE

	ANYONE found assisting, harboring, or

	concealing the presence of a MAGICIAN

	is GUILTY of TREASON.

	If an ALCHEMIST

	(MILITARY or COURT)

	DISCOVERS such a

	TRAITOR and MAGICIAN,

	the ALCHEMIST is henceforth

	AUTHORIZED and COMPELLED

	to EXECUTE both persons ON SIGHT

	for CRIMES against TIRENIA.

	 

	“Gods and After help us,” Ruhen breathed after reading it out loud to Sepha.

	“I know,” Sepha said, surprise mixing with dark satisfaction. “It seems …”

	“Extreme,” Ruhen finished, a muscle working in his jaw.

	“Right,” Sepha agreed. “I knew things were bad with the rebellion, but I didn’t know they were this bad. Gods, the Magistrate must be panicking to make a law like this! Magicians deserve whatever they get, but now they’re killing non-magicians, too!”

	Ruhen gave her a sharp look. “That’s what upsets you about this?”

	Sepha squinted at the squirming letters. “They’re killing non-magicians, Ruhen! Of course that’s what I’m upset about.”

	Ruhen flung a hand toward the poster. “They’re killing people, Seph. People. Without a trial. Even if—”

	Ruhen stopped abruptly as several people burst out of the mess hall, then leaned closer and continued in a low whisper. “Even if they are magicians, they’re still people. Born the way they are, just like you were born the way you are. Except they’re being hunted and killed for it.”

	“Yes, they’re people,” Sepha hissed, heat rising in her cheeks. “People who do things like this.” She motioned between them, and Ruhen’s eyes narrowed. “People who make Wicking Willows. People who kill people!”

	“So just because some magicians are wicked, all of them deserve to die?” Ruhen was close now, his eyes dark with an intensity Sepha didn’t understand.

	Her voice came out soft. “Ruhen, all magicians are wicked.”

	The intensity in Ruhen’s eyes disappeared, replaced by something blank and dull, and Sepha felt as if she’d just failed a test. Ruhen’s muscles strained against his shirt as he rumpled his hair with both hands, then smoothed it over to one side.

	Ruhen didn’t speak again until they’d gotten their breakfast and taken their usual seats at a corner table, away from the Military Alchemists. They’d missed the morning rush, and Ruhen’s friends had already vanished into the library. “So, it was a magician who did this?” He copied her motion, gesturing between them.

	Sepha shot him a sideways look. “How else could it have happened?”

	Ruhen rolled his eyes. “Gods, Sepha, just answer the question.”

	“Yes,” Sepha said, sarcasm drenching her voice. “A magician made this magical connection. Shocking, I know.”

	Ruhen glared. “It wasn’t a stupid question.”

	“I didn’t say it was,” she said, although she knew she may as well have. She met his eyes for half a second, then looked away. “But I don’t know why you asked. I told you it was magic. You should know it was a magician who did it.”

	“It’s not that simple.”

	Sepha’s gaze snapped to Ruhen. “Of course it is. Magic and the magicians who make it are evil,” she said, Teacher’s time-worn phrase slipping easily from her tongue. “If there were no magicians, there would be no magic. Just imagine how much better off we’d be without them.”

	Ruhen’s expression was blank and unreadable. “Don’t tell me you believe that.”

	“How can you not believe it, after what we’ve been through?” Sepha asked, pushing her plate away and leaning closer to him. “Wicking Willow. Train derailment. This thing between us. All magic. All bad.”

	Using the word bad to describe the tether clanged uncomfortably in her mind, but she was right. The tether and everything that came with it were bad. Worse than bad. Evil.

	“I don’t believe it because I’ve lived in too many places and talked to too many people and read too many books,” Ruhen said. His voice got faster, more emphatic. “There’s the type of magic that magicians use, and then there’s this other magic, big magic. That’s where magicians’ magic comes from, if the magicians I’ve met are to be believed. Even if you killed every magician, there’d still be magic. And the fact that you never learned that, the fact that the information is there and they never taught it to you, just shows you how afraid the Magistrate is of magicians. Who aren’t evil, by the way. Magicians can be good if they want to, just like anyone else. Evil is a choice, not a birthright.”

	Shock spiked through Sepha, then anger, and she hissed, “So you talk to magicians, then?”

	Ruhen’s mouth curled into a sneer. “I have,” he said, in a tone he’d never used with Sepha, not even when she’d shut him out for weeks on end. “I have, and I’m glad I did.”

	They were very close now, knees touching beneath the table, his face inches from hers. The mess hall had long since melted away, and the world was only Sepha and Ruhen and the crackling air that separated them.

	“What now, Sepha?” he asked, staring at her so intensely it was difficult to hold his gaze. “Will you turn me in? Am I evil now, too?”

	“Of course not,” Sepha said. “Don’t be stupid.”

	Ruhen gave a sour half-smile. “Well, that’s a relief,” he said, and Sepha turned away, so angry she was shaking. Gods, what was wrong with him? Saying magicians were good, then getting mad at her for not being as stupid as he was?

	“What about you?”

	Sepha closed her eyes. “What about me?”

	Still pushing, still insistent, Ruhen said, “Thuban and Henric think you’re a magician, for one. For another, you know the person who did this to us. And since you haven’t even told me about that person, I assume you haven’t turned them in, either.”

	Sepha’s cheeks went hot. Sudden apprehension snuffed her anger, and she opened her eyes. If Thuban and Henric decided to accuse her publicly—if they refused to accept alchemy as proof that she wasn’t a magician, or if someone caught the undead magician and he told them about her, then—

	“You can’t talk to me anymore,” she said abruptly. “If they think I’m a magician, they’ll assume you were helping me keep it a secret. They’ll kill us both.”

	Ruhen gave her a look, then took a huge bite of his food, ignoring her.

	Sepha narrowed her eyes. In the two weeks that had passed since her birthday, she and Ruhen had spent more time together than ever. From breakfast until dinner, she sifted through textbooks and asked him to read passages that might be helpful—they never were—and he pretended not to be curious about what information she was looking for, and why. He even joined her on her frequent breaks to the proving grounds or the underground laboratories, where she burned away her frustration with exercise or alchemy.

	They hadn’t kissed again. But they’d been circling each other, spiraling toward a collision, and Sepha wasn’t oblivious enough to think no one else had noticed. The Institute was a small place. The other alchemists had long since noticed that she and Ruhen were constantly together.

	Sepha glanced at Fio, who sat beside her, his blond eyebrows furrowed in a worried frown.

	A regular frown. He couldn’t be worried.

	Actually, not a frown. He couldn’t frown.

	Sepha shook her head. “If you could take care of Fio if anything happens to me, even if we stop talking …”

	She let the sentence die and waited. And waited. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

	“They already know we’re friends, Sepha, so it’d be pointless to pretend we aren’t. And we’re not going to stop talking, either,” Ruhen said, giving her another look. “It’s not as if we could cut each other out completely, anyway. What with the whatever-it-is.”

	The practicality of his answer was profoundly irritating. “You’re the one who brought up what could happen to me. Don’t get mad at me for thinking it through.”

	Ruhen made a frustrated growl. “I brought up what could happen so you’d see how stupid the new law is! I thought you’d realize how many people are in danger now, all because the Magistrate is overreacting to these recent attacks. Clearly I miscalculated.”

	“Clearly,” Sepha echoed, leaning away and crossing her arms. “But if I’m in danger, you are, too.”

	“Noted.”

	This was the closest to an argument they’d ever had, and it was worse because Sepha couldn’t understand why Ruhen was being so unreasonable. The air between them took on weight, a tangible thing. She watched his gaze travel from her eyes to her lips, her ear, the braid that hung over her shoulder, the willow pendant that rested just below her collarbones. Ruhen’s hard expression fell away, leaving him looking troubled, and Sepha could practically read his thoughts.

	He’d realized she was right.

	Sepha’s stomach gave a sharp twist. Her anger drained away, leaving behind a hot, sick knot.

	He’d realized she was right.

	After an eternity, he said, “You’re my friend. No matter what. And I won’t be scared off by some poster.”

	Sepha exhaled and, feeling strangely exhausted, leaned against Ruhen’s shoulder. He sighed and pressed his lips against her hair. Rested his cheek on her head.

	A tray plopped onto the table, and Ruhen straightened.

	“Take it easy,” Destry said, with a sharp look at Ruhen. “It’s only breakfast.”

	“Yes, spare us,” came Henric’s slinking voice as he sat beside his sister.

	Ignoring Henric as usual, Destry pulled a slim book from her pocket and handed it to Sepha. “I saw this and thought it might help with your research.”

	Sepha took it without reading the title and stuffed it into her pocket. Her cheeks were hot. “Thanks.”

	“Did you know about this, Destry?” Ruhen cut in, jerking his head toward the mess hall doors.

	Destry frowned, her fork hovering over her plate. “Did I know about what?”

	“If you mean you and Sepha,” Henric said, pointing at them with his knife, “everybody knows.”

	“Shut up, Henric,” Sepha snapped. She didn’t need this. She didn’t need him. Not right now.

	Henric’s smile went cruel. He flicked a lock of his curly hair out of his face and said, “Interesting sign out there, hm?” He jerked his head toward Ruhen and said, in a stage whisper, “Does he know what a dangerous position he’s in?”

	That windmilling thoughtlessness howled through Sepha’s mind. But this time, it wasn’t from panic.

	It was from rage.

	“Ruhen,” Henric went on, “I say this as a friend. At a certain point, you have to evaluate your situation. Whether the risk,” he eyed Sepha, “is worth it.”

	Worthless, cackled the snide voice. Worthless!

	“Shut up, Father!” Sepha bellowed, then snapped her mouth shut.

	Father?

	The mess hall went silent, and Sepha’s cheeks went crimson. Without a word, she rushed out of the mess hall.

	Father?

	She’d left him cowering in their home weeks ago, but she still wasn’t free of him. When would she stop hearing every insult in his voice?

	Sepha stormed into the library and slumped into a chair in her usual study room. When she squeezed her eyes shut, hot tears leaked out. When she tried to think, she only heard Father’s taunting voice. So she opened her eyes and stopped thinking.

	Instead, she pulled out the book Destry had given her. Focused on it.

	It was green and rather thin. A broken wax seal indicated that it had, at one point, been held under lock and key in the Secret section.

	Now the title. She pinned down the squirming letters one by one and at last made it out: Modern Alchemical Progress: A Commentary on Recent Events. It was dated less than a decade prior.

	The door opened, and the chair near the door squeaked as Fio slid into it. He started swinging his feet in a rhythmic thud-thud, thud-thud, against the legs of his chair. The sound was calming, and Sepha began to read.

	By the time her tether reeled in, she’d struggled through the table of contents and had flipped to a chapter titled, oddly, Magic and the Law of Human Transmutation. She’d seen so many chapters with too-good-to-be-true titles by now, though, that she didn’t feel even a spark of hope. Nothing good would happen today. She could feel it.

	When Ruhen eased into the room, he looked at once sheepish and pitying. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but there was nothing Sepha wanted to hear from him. Not right now. She held the book out and tapped her finger at the first paragraph in the chapter.

	Ruhen hesitated, deciding whether or not to force the issue, before taking the book. He sat beside her and said, “Oh, good. Another maddeningly random passage.”

	With a forced smile, Sepha said, “Of course. What else?”

	Ruhen studied her for a moment before offering a half-smile.

	“Godsdamned Henric,” Ruhen murmured, and Sepha let out a weak laugh.

	“Godsdamned Henric,” she agreed, and Ruhen’s smile widened. He jostled her with his shoulder, the briefest touch, before leaning away. He located the passage she’d pointed out to him and began to read.

	 

	“Three hundred years ago, rising tensions between Tirenia and Detenia had begun to spark talk of war. As the two countries were equally matched, the Tirenian court decided that war was to be avoided at all costs. Detenia was of a different mind. In pursuit of expanding the Detenian army, Detenia’s alchemists began to research human transmutation.

	“By its 1585th year, Tirenia heard whispers that Detenia’s alchemists had successfully performed human transmutation. There was a short period when all was quiet; then Detenia unleashed the army it had transmuted. But the transmuted humans were not foot-soldiers or even alchemists. Detenia’s transmuted army exhibited strange and unnatural powers, which were heretofore unobserved outside of legend. The Detenians had somehow transmuted an army of magicians.

	“At great cost, Tirenia discovered the truth: Detenia’s human transmutation had not resulted in newly created bodies. The transmuted army had originated in another realm, from which Detenia’s alchemists had transported them. Because each transmuted person displayed the same unnatural powers, the Tirenians concluded that all people from that realm were magicians.”

	 

	Sepha sat with her knuckles pressed against her mouth, hardly daring to breathe for fear that she would miss a word.

	Tirenia and the After weren’t the only planes of existence. The cosmos wasn’t limited to Tirenia, the After, and the little pocket realities that popped in and out of existence for the duration of each alchemical exchange.

	There was another world filled to the brim with bloodthirsty magicians.

	Bloodthirsty magicians who were only an alchem away.

	Ruhen, who seemed similarly tense, was reading the passage faster and faster.

	 

	“This finding led to the most important discovery in alchemical history: that alchems, rather than being agents of physical and chemical change, are actually portals that connect our own reality to the realities alongside it. Typical alchemical exchanges, in which inanimate matter is exchanged for inanimate matter, access pocket realities, which only exist for short durations and cannot contain life. Any exchange of organic or living matter, however, accesses not a pocket reality, but an entire separate plane of existence.

	“These facts were eventually distilled into the Law of Human Transmutation: Life cannot be alchemically created, separated, conjoined, or destroyed; it can only be alchemically relocated.”

	 

	Sepha sucked in air through her nose, feeling horrified. Alchems could not create life. They could only steal it. If this was true, then Sepha would never be able to create a new, empty human body for the undead magician. Never.

	Ruhen continued, interrupting her thoughts.

	 

	“Detenia’s magician army was effective. Unfortunately, though, Detenia had failed to account for the magicians’ autonomy. Three violent magicians named Amra, Dnias, and Igraine banded together. They quickly gathered followers, and, in what has since been termed the Necro Rebellion, turned on Detenia and slaughtered civilians by the thousands. Aware that their power was unmatched, the magicians then waged war against both Tirenia and Detenia.

	“In desperation, Tirenia’s alchemists sought to recreate Detenia’s human transmutation alchem so that they might call up a magician army of their own. After months of experimentation, they finally succeeded in performing a successful human transmutation. They knew almost immediately that something was different.

	“The person Tirenia’s alchemists transmuted was able to do magic. Unbelievably, she was also able to perform alchemical exchanges. She referred to herself as an alchemancer. While the Detenian human transmutation alchem was designed—inadvertently—to summon magicians, Tirenia’s alchem was designed—by the grace of the gods—to summon alchemancers. Tirenia’s alchemists transmuted dozens more of these alchemancers and rallied them to their cause: the alchemancers wielded such massive amounts of power that even a few alchemancers would be capable of destroying the magicians’ army.

	“In a mighty battle that shook the land, the alchemancers found and destroyed the murderous magicians. The night the battle ended, the Magistrate’s soldiers held a feast and plied the alchemancers with wine. When the alchemancers were heavily asleep and defenseless, the soldiers slaughtered them; for the Magistrate was wise and knew that beings this powerful ought not to roam freely.

	“Some few magicians and alchemancers escaped and have been a scourge to the land ever since. The reader alone can decide whether the Tirenians’ decisions were justifiable, but your humble author …”

	 

	Ruhen stopped abruptly and snapped the book shut. For several moments, they each stared into the air, unable to believe what they’d just read.

	“I can’t believe I never learned that in school,” Sepha breathed. She was having difficulty keeping herself from screeching “The homunculus tricked me!” Because that, even more than the betrayal and murder of these long-dead alchemancers and the existence of a world full of magicians, was what had upset her.

	Alchemically creating a living, empty human body was impossible. And if human transmutation was tied up in the history of Tirenian magicians, the homunculus had to have known it. He had to.

	For the first time, Sepha asked herself why—really, why—the magician needed a body. And why from her, specifically? He had shown up in her prison cell unasked-for. He had chosen her, and he must’ve had a reason for it. He’d said the homunculus’s body was weak. Why did he need to be strong? So that he could restart the magicians’ quest to dominate Tirenia?

	And why from her? Well, she’d been in terrible need of help, but that was probably true of many women. But unlike many women, she was an alchemist, which meant that her child would be one, too. Did that mean that, if the magician lived inside her child’s body, he’d be able to do both magic and alchemy, like a contrived alchemancer?

	Normal magicians couldn’t use alchems. But if the magician could make himself into an alchemancer, he would not only be extremely powerful on his own. He would also be able to use alchemy to summon more magicians to Tirenia.

	And if he summoned more magicians from this magicians’ realm, then Tirenia, defenseless without its erstwhile army of alchemancers, would fall.

	That had to be his plan. To bring in more magicians and finish what they’d started three centuries ago.

	And her child would be the key.

	This was what she’d been missing. This was the something important, the something she’d been too stupid to see until it was right in front of her.

	Well.

	There was only one thing to do. Her contract would try to force her to have a baby when her year was up, but she could try to stop that from happening. She already had been, but now she would have to try harder and force herself to be completely alone. Alone, despite the headaches. And the tether, that infernal thing, would at least keep her one step ahead of Ruhen.

	Without looking at Ruhen, she said, “I have to go. I need to think for a while.”

	And pack.

	Ruhen, speechless for once, only nodded.

	Sepha stood up, walked away, and didn’t say goodbye.
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	Sepha went to her room and stuffed her clothes into her knapsack. She was a drop of water in a wave, inescapably caught up in something much bigger than herself. But now she had to run away, a breath of wind against the storm, to keep the undead magician from ripping her country apart.

	The magician had taken advantage of her so thoroughly, and that abomination of a contract was only the beginning.

	At the thought of it, her contract—that smooth, hard thing beside her heart—began to ache. It was a pulsing reminder that, regardless of her feelings on the matter, she was magically bound to create an innocent human with her own body and to give it to a monster, thereby sentencing thousands of other innocent people to death. Because she’d willingly agreed to do it.

	Wicked! laughed the snide voice. Stupid, wicked girl.

	Sepha tucked her axe—the axe from the Willow—into her knapsack and heaved it over her shoulder, threw open the door, and pounded down the stairs.

	Her tether told her that Ruhen was in his room. If she was lucky, he’d be too preoccupied to notice her leaving. If she wasn’t lucky … she’d have to evade him somehow.

	It was already late afternoon when Sepha burst from the lobby of the Ten. She sprinted toward the IAD doors, half afraid that if she slowed down, she’d lose heart and decide to stay despite everything. She’d nearly reached the doors when she heard a scurrying tread behind her. Not Ruhen’s.

	She whirled around and saw, to her surprise, Fio.

	He stopped a few paces off, his chest heaving, and stared at her with his eyes wide, eyebrows raised. The look on his face—one of surprise, of hurt—pierced her so sharply that she couldn’t even pretend to be imagining it. He couldn’t feel, but he did feel, and right now, his expression was enough to still her heart.

	Selfish. She was so godsdamned selfish! She’d been so intent on leaving the Institute that she hadn’t spared a single thought for Fio.

	Fio, who’d been a spare. Fio, who was her responsibility. Fio, who’d been her constant, albeit silent, companion for weeks.

	“Come on, Fio,” she said, and his mouth turned up in a relieved grin. Somehow.

	Together, they descended the stone steps outside the Institute and ran to the train station. The trains passed by every hour, and only stopped if there was someone waiting on the platform.

	Sepha leaned against the wall of the train station, trying not to think. She cast her eyes down the tracks to the left, then to the right, looking for a train.

	It was afternoon, maybe almost evening, but it was too dark for the hour. The clouds that had been looming all day were charcoal and pewter, and they weighed heavily in the air.

	Sepha was leaving the Institute, and a storm was about to break.

	After a minute or two, Sepha spied a train in the distance, trailing cotton-balled smoke as it hurtled toward her.

	A relieved sigh.

	A rumble of thunder.

	Then three things happened at once: the clouds broke, and a wall of rain swept toward Sepha and the Institute; a sharp pain pierced Sepha’s right hand; and Fio emitted a loud, animal shriek.

	Sepha jerked her head to look down at Fio.

	He looked terrified. Somehow.

	But the undead magician—

	Sepha turned, but he was nowhere to be found. A false alarm, maybe?

	The train barreled into the station, squealing loudly as the engineer heaved at the brakes. All she had to do was get on the train, and she’d be gone for good.

	But there was something—

	There came an explosion so loud that it drowned out the sound of the torrential rain. From the direction of the Institute, a fireball shot so high into the sky it would be visible for miles—a mockery, a dare.

	Sepha was running before she’d decided to do it. Fio trailed behind.

	Sepha ran her fingers along her holsters, checking to make sure they were fully stocked with ingots, alchems, and ammunition.

	They were.

	A swift surge of gratefulness rose up in her. Destry had given her holsters, had taught her how to fight, and had lately even allowed Sepha to practice transmuting a revolver when no one but Ruhen was around. This time, Sepha wasn’t defenseless, not by a long shot.

	Sepha heard a crackling, whooshing sound that grew louder every second, compounded intermittently by loud explosions. When she charged back through the IAD doors and into the courtyard, she finally heard the screams.

	“Fire!” someone was screaming. “The library!”

	The courtyard, slick from the pounding rain, was in total chaos. The library was positively dripping with fire. Hungry red-orange light erupted from every window, burning so hot that rain turned to steam around it.

	A crowd of people stood, silhouetted against the flames and drenched from the rain, helplessly watching their most precious resource burn. Sepha let her knapsack drop to the stones and spun around, looking from one likely hiding place to the next. Fio cowered behind her, clutching the inside of her knee with a small, heavy hand. Afraid, impossibly.

	Where was he?

	Destry and Henric materialized from the smoke and the rain, and then, following the tether’s pull, so did Ruhen. But Sepha couldn’t spare them a glance, because the library was burning. Burning because she’d dared to leave, dared to spoil the magician’s plans, and he knew this would make her come running back.

	But where—

	There he was, atop the Institute’s tall outer wall, looking straight at her. The magician snarled in the red-orange light. Without a moment’s hesitation, she sprinted toward the wall. “Stay here, Fio!” she shouted over her shoulder.

	Her tether told her Ruhen was following, and she could hear Destry’s boots slamming against the ground.

	Destry snarled, “Stay here, Henric!”

	Henric’s half-hearted protestations faded into silence.

	In the semidarkness, Sepha found the stairway that led to the top of the wall and sprinted up it. The magician-homunculus—who had tricked her and stolen her future, who was planning on murdering thousands of people—was not going to get away. She would fight back. She would kill him dead.

	Death, after all, was one way out of a magical contract. And she didn’t have to be the one who died.

	She rocketed to the top of the wall and, reaching into her holster for an alchem and an ingot, charged straight for the homunculus. His form was outlined in the red of the firelight. He watched amusedly as she barreled toward him.

	Then he shouted something unintelligible, and his body froze up in the rigor of his magic. An electric-red fire shot out at her, blindingly fast and screaming as it came.

	Sepha didn’t have time to think, so her body thought for her. In a movement she recognized from the morning evolution, she ducked low, her legs wide, and twisted to avoid the reaching fingers of the strange fire. Her feet skidded along the top of the wall, which was drowned in an inch of rainwater, and she toppled over as her boot caught on an uneven stone. She landed face-first in the water and rolled away from the next attack before she even knew it was coming. It hit the stones with a sharp sound, slicing deep into the wall.

	“Get up, get up, get up,” Sepha chanted as she forced herself to kneel. Her clothing was soaked, and water was streaming down her face, making it nearly impossible to get her bearings. She dropped her alchem onto the wet stones, tossed an ingot into it, and placed her fingers just so. The alchem pulsed. She snatched her revolver from the alchem’s center.

	There were two pulses just behind her, and Sepha knew that Destry and Ruhen had transformed weapons of their own.

	Sepha leapt to her feet, loaded the gun with bullets from her holster, and whirled around. Where had the magician got to?

	There!

	As Sepha aimed her gun, Destry and Ruhen sprinted toward the magician.

	The magician grinned and shouted something unintelligible. The stones near Destry’s feet blasted into the air, but Destry, faster than he’d expected, had already passed them.

	They had him surrounded now, with Destry pointing a knife at him from one side and Ruhen aiming an enormous staff from the other, each of them several feet removed from the magician. And, not least, Sepha, near the outer edge of the wall, with her revolver aimed straight between his eyes. She cocked the gun.

	The magician shouted again, and the fire in the library, which was only a dozen yards off from where they stood, redoubled, sending a ball of flames blasting over them. Sepha, Ruhen, and Destry all ducked, shielding themselves from the searing fire, and the magician used their distraction to shout another attack.

	Moved by some shared instinct, Sepha, Ruhen, and Destry all twisted away. Sepha felt a whoosh as the magician’s attack soared past her. Then she rolled to her knees and took aim again.

	Destry was faster. She cocked her arm and threw her knife. Her aim was true, and for a moment, Sepha’s heart lurched with pride.

	But then some protective magic deflected the knife, and it clanged uselessly to the ground.

	No.

	No!

	He was right here, and Sepha couldn’t let him survive, couldn’t waste any more time on this godsdamned joke of a contract.

	Sepha took aim. And pulled the trigger. Again and again, until she’d unloaded all of her bullets at the homunculus.

	Each one pinged against his invisible shield and ricocheted into the torrential rain.

	Sepha swore and fumbled with her holster, looking for more bullets. She heard Ruhen roar and felt him launch himself toward the magician, who shouted something unintelligible in response.

	An invisible force grabbed Sepha as easily as if she were a doll and dragged her toward the wall’s edge. She screamed and scrabbled for something to hold onto, but it was useless. The force was too strong, and she was utterly powerless to stop it. The homunculus’s magic pushed Sepha to the wall’s edge, then tipped her even farther.

	She was leaning precariously over the brink. Her toes barely touched the wall. Her willow pendant swung forward and she was paralyzed and up too high. Gods! Too high!

	Her revolver slipped from her hand. It fell, and fell, and fell.

	Sepha’s heart was beating so frantically that the force of it punched through her veins, made her ribs vibrate, kept her lungs from filling with air. The ground was far, infinitely far away.

	What if, just for a second, I forget that I’m not supposed to fly?

	That windmilling panic howled in her ears, and she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t shout, couldn’t move—

	Behind her and out of sight, Ruhen and Destry fought. The magician was shouting. A double-pulse, an explosion, an electric sound, and some swearing. Another explosion.

	Then the force that was holding Sepha up let go.

	Sepha felt the sudden swoop of weightlessness and fell.

	The tether stretched and then tightened.

	Ruhen caught her ankle, and her fall came to an abrupt halt. Her body swung forward like a pendulum bob, and her head banged hard against the wall.

	For a terrifying, disorienting moment, the world was reduced to rain-slicked bricks and the curved horizon where the wall met the ground. Rainwater streamed from Sepha’s chin to her forehead, and it felt like drowning and falling all at once.

	Ruhen hoisted her up, and Sepha pressed her hands against the bricks, scrabbling for purchase in the seams.

	“Is he gone?” Sepha asked, her voice thick and stupid, the moment her feet were planted on the top of the wall.

	“He’s gone.” Destry’s voice was dark.

	“Fire’s out,” Ruhen said, and there was a brooding note to his voice that Sepha had never heard before. “You all right?”

	“I’m—”

	“That can wait,” Destry snapped. Her boots splashed in the rainwater as she strode past them. She didn’t look at Sepha. “Get her back to her room. Wait for me there.”

	Ruhen grunted in assent, and with one hand tight around Sepha’s elbow, he led her off the wall-top. Sepha glanced at the library. It was horrible—hollowed out and burnt up. She looked away and spotted Fio, who’d fetched her knapsack and was dragging it behind him, following her.

	Ruhen walked Sepha to her room, wordless and stewing. Water dripped from the tip of his nose and splashed onto the floor, and he blinked and looked down at his sodden clothes. “I need to put on something dry,” he muttered, then turned and walked away.

	Sepha let Fio into her room and closed the door behind her. The tether unspooled as Ruhen went down to his room on the first floor. Fio faced the wall while Sepha peeled off her wet clothes and put on fresh ones.

	She felt shaky, like all of her inner bits were shifting and tumbling and separating. Beads strung few and far between.

	The tether shortened again.

	“You ready?” Ruhen asked through the door.

	“Yes,” Sepha said. Her voice came out too quiet, but he seemed to hear her.

	He opened the door, closed it behind him, and stood just inside the threshold. “Are you all right?” he asked, looking her at her in short, furtive glances.

	Sepha nodded. A lie.

	“Are you sure you aren’t hurt?” For the barest second, Ruhen’s lips wobbled. He pursed them together.

	“I’m fine,” Sepha said, and Ruhen let his breath out in a shaky huff.

	Barely a second passed before he exhaled again, slower this time, and propped his fists on his hips. Looked to the side. Shook his head.

	“What?” Sepha asked.

	“You knew he was up there.” It wasn’t a question. “The homunculus magician.”

	She nodded.

	“Why did you go after him?” Ruhen asked. There was something dark in his voice. “Why did you run up there without even saying anything?”

	Sepha swallowed. “I wanted to stop him.”

	“You could’ve died.”

	“I know.”

	“You could have died, Sepha.” He was glaring at her now. “You could have died, and Destry, too.”

	“You could have, too!” Sepha said, glaring back. “Are you the only one who’s allowed to die?”

	“That’s not what I said.”

	“Wouldn’t you have done the same thing, if you knew he was up there?”

	Ruhen clicked his tongue. “Of course I would.”

	“Then how can you expect me to do any differently?”

	“It’s not that,” Ruhen said. He advanced two steps and then stopped. “You aren’t careful, Sepha. One day, you might run into trouble, and no one will be there to save you. And what’ll happen then?”

	“I’ll save myself, that’s what’ll happen.”

	“Like you did at the Wicking Willow?”

	Both of them inhaled sharply, as if the shock of Ruhen’s words had knocked the wind out of them.

	“Sepha, I—” Ruhen started, but stopped when Sepha flung up a hand and turned away. She stalked toward her large window, intending to look out over the sea. But it was dark outside and bright inside, so all she could see was her own bedraggled reflection, and behind her, Ruhen, looking helpless. She closed her eyes.

	He wasn’t wrong, Ruhen. She’d needed to be saved tonight, just like at the Willow. Cell Two-Seven. The train.

	You’ve learned how to fight, said the snide voice, but you’re still useless.

	Determined footsteps. The door opened. “Sit down, both of you,” Destry said, instantly in command of the room. She shut the door behind her and took the seat by the desk. Sepha and Ruhen both sat on the side of the bed, removed from each other by a few feet. Although Destry’s order hadn’t been aimed at him, Fio sat on the floor beneath the window.

	Once they were settled, Destry said, her voice harsh, “Was that the same magician from the train?”

	The poster from the mess hall doors flashed behind Sepha’s eyes. Admitting even this much would mean Destry could rightly kill her. But Destry seemed to know the answer anyway. There was no point in lying anymore.

	“Yes,” Sepha said, and Destry’s eyes narrowed.

	“Well, if you could tell us that,” Destry said, her voice slow but hard, “maybe you can also tell us what in all After just happened.”

	Sepha blinked. “What?”

	Irritation flashed in Destry’s eyes. “Neither of us is stupid, Sepha, so don’t act like it. Ruhen told me you’re mixed up with a magician, but I never would’ve guessed it was this one who’s been giving you trouble. Not until tonight. Tell me what you know.”

	Sepha’s gaze snapped to Ruhen. “You told her?”

	The look Ruhen gave her was equal parts guilty and desperate. “Not everything, Seph—”

	“Gods, we don’t have time for this!” Destry snapped. “He told me you’ve got some troubles with a magician and I’d better not let anything happen to you, as if that were a possibility in the first place. And based on your actions tonight, it’s clearly this magician he was talking about. You’re betrayed, Ruhen’s sorry, you both have feelings, I’m sure.” She glared at Sepha. “Your magician has destroyed my library and probably killed some of my alchemists, so Sepha, tell me what you know. Now.”

	Destry crossed her arms and slumped back in her chair, breathing hard. Ruhen was staring at his hands in his lap. And Fio, as ever, was silent and watchful.

	Telling the truth could get Sepha killed. But hiding the truth might have gotten other people killed tonight. Might get more people killed in the future.

	It was time. Regardless of what might happen, it was time.

	“I tried to transmute the straw to gold,” Sepha said. “It didn’t work.”

	Ruhen swung his head toward her.

	Sepha swallowed. “I thought I was going to die. But then he showed up. The magician-homunculus. He offered to save me.”

	“At what cost?” Destry’s voice was hard.

	“He said he’s the soul of a dead magician, called back from the After,” Sepha said, rushing to explain before they heard the worst of it. “He doesn’t like being inside a homunculus. He said he needed a new body.”

	The room went still.

	“He asked me for my firstborn child. Said I’d have a baby in a year if he turned the straw to gold. I got him to agree that I could substitute an alchemically created human body, if I got it to him in time. I didn’t know it was impossible. He must have.”

	“Sepha,” Ruhen groaned. “Tell me you didn’t—”

	“It was the only way,” Sepha snapped, not looking at him. “He turned the straw to gold and now I owe him a body. I’ve been trying to figure it out fast enough that the contract wouldn’t force me to have a baby. But after today, after reading that book, I know it’s impossible.”

	“Life cannot be alchemically created,” Destry murmured to herself. “Are we sure that’s true? It’s not like anyone has tried, not since—”

	“I’ve tried,” Sepha interrupted. “It didn’t work.”

	Destry and Ruhen both leapt to their feet. “You tried?” Destry cried.

	“I said it didn’t work!” Sepha said, raising both hands. “I didn’t try to transmute a whole body. I tried to transmute a heart.”

	Ruhen swore and eased back onto the bed, closer to her this time. Their knees touched.

	“What happened?” Destry breathed, sitting on the edge of the seat.

	“The heart I transmuted was dead. Rotted. I would’ve tried again, but I was interrupted. I haven’t tried since.”

	Comprehension lit up Destry’s ice-blue eyes. “Life cannot be alchemically separated. You must’ve failed because you tried to transmute part of a living person. And you got a dead heart because … because the body it came from wasn’t alive anymore.” At Sepha’s confused grimace, Destry added, “Pocket realities can’t contain life. Nothing that used to be alive, either. That heart you transmuted was from a dead magician.”

	Ruhen swore again and buried his face in his hands.

	Sepha tried her best to ignore him.

	“So anyway,” Sepha said, forcing her voice to be even, “the magician tricked me with his contract. I’m going to have a baby, and he’s going to get it. And I think I know what he’s trying to do.”

	Afraid to see Destry’s expression, Sepha looked up. But where she’d expected to find disgust, Sepha only found sharp intensity. “He wants my baby because it would be an alchemist. Which would mean that if he lived inside my baby, he could do alchemy as well as magic. And that way, he could—”

	“Call up an army of magicians and take over Tirenia,” Destry finished. She stared at the ceiling, her eyes flicking back and forth as she assembled hundreds of pieces of information into one cohesive whole. “Two weeks ago, Thuban told me most of the recent attacks have been led by a homunculus who could do magic. And it makes sense, because the recent chaos has nothing in common with typical Detenian uprisings. He’s trying to weaken Tirenia ahead of time, so it’ll be ripe for the picking when he calls up his army.”

	Fio suddenly stood and exited the room, looking grim. Sepha spared half a glance to watch him go without her telling him to. She spared half a thought to wonder why in all After he was able to do it, but then she stopped herself. Fio was not her problem right now. He was not necessarily a problem at all. He was just … a puzzle. For her to solve at a later time.

	“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Sepha said, looking at Destry but meaning it for Ruhen as well.

	“Well, you might’ve saved us a lot of trouble if you had,” Destry said. Ruhen stayed silent. “But I understand why you didn’t.”

	“How did he find you?” Ruhen asked after a tense moment, letting his hands drop into his lap. “How did he know you needed help?”

	“All he said when I asked him was ‘Wicking Willow,’ whatever that means.”

	Ruhen made a soft sound of comprehension. Sepha raised her eyebrows, and he said, “I’m only going by what I’ve heard, but they say Wicking Willows show up when a magician has made a sacrifice. Some magicians, the very worst kind, make human sacrifices to ask questions of the dead. He must’ve asked where there was a female alchemist nearby. One who would be desperate.”

	Before Sepha could even worry about Ruhen admitting in front of Destry that he’d talked to magicians, Destry said, “That makes sense. I’ve heard that before, too.”

	Sepha’s heart thudded and swooped during the long pause that followed.

	Destry said slowly, to Ruhen, “But why would he—with her—”

	“He can’t’ve known,” Ruhen said, to Sepha’s utter bewilderment. “Otherwise, he’d never—the danger—”

	“Yes,” Destry said, frowning so intently at the ceiling that Sepha looked up at it too. “Yes, he must not have known. That could be good.”

	There was another long pause. Ruhen and Destry were talking about her, which they were apparently in the habit of doing, and Sepha couldn’t work out what they meant. She opened her mouth to ask, but Destry spoke first. “But how? How did a dead magician’s soul come to be inside that homunculus?”

	Sepha blinked. “I—I don’t know. I haven’t had time to find out, what with … everything.”

	“That’s the first question we need answered,” Destry said. She tugged on the wrists of her gloves, tucked her short hair behind her ears, crossed and uncrossed her arms. “I have to go figure out what in all After I’m going to do about this. But thank you for telling me, anyway, Sepha. And don’t worry. As far as I’m concerned, the contract is more than enough punishment for lying to Mother. That test was an awful thing for her to do, anyway.” Destry was rambling. Destry never rambled. She fixed Sepha with a fierce look and said, “Next time you get in trouble, tell me immediately. Understood?”

	Sepha nodded. “Understood.” She paused. “Should I—they probably need our help outside. I can—”

	“No!” Destry snapped. Her voice was sharp. “No, you—you stay here. Don’t go out until the morning. The last thing we—er, you—need is to go out in,” she waved her hand, “all of this. Whatever you do, don’t tell Henric.”

	Destry needn’t have said anything. Henric was the last person Sepha would tell. But Sepha nodded anyway and said, “I won’t.”

	Then Destry was gone, and Sepha was alone with Ruhen, to whom this news would mean something entirely different from what it meant to Destry. Ruhen, who almost definitely hated her now. After a long, empty moment, she worked up the courage to look at him, and found him staring at her. Not in an angry way, but as if he, like Destry, was piecing scattered bits of information together.

	“So, you think the contract is what caused this,” he said at last, gesturing between them.

	She nodded.

	“Do you think it’s because of the contract that I can’t stop thinking about you?”

	Sepha’s heartbeat surged; a second later, so did her contract. “Probably,” she said, and Ruhen’s frown deepened.

	“And you think the contract caused any feelings you might have for me,” he said.

	This question was harder to answer for about a thousand different reasons. “I don’t think so,” she said, and Ruhen loosed his breath in a shaky huff. “But there’s no way to know for sure.”

	Ruhen chewed his lip. Grimaced.

	It was coming any second now. The moment when Ruhen would shout at her and storm off. “What?” she prompted, trying to hasten the moment along.

	“With this, you’re careful. You’re reckless with everything else, including your own life, but with this, with your own feelings, you’re careful.”

	Sepha blinked. “Shouldn’t I be? You know what the contract will make me do! And you know what he plans to do, if he gets a baby from me! Shouldn’t I guard myself against it any way I can, regardless of how I feel?”

	Her head ached where she’d banged it against the wall. The library was gone, and people had probably died tonight. She had scrapes up and down her body from falling, and now this. Arguing. With Ruhen. About feelings.

	Sepha chewed the inside of her cheeks. Ruhen’s glare faltered, his thunderhead eyes darkening from anger to something else entirely. He looked away again.

	“You were going to leave,” he said. “I thought you were just going on a walk, or something. But you were leaving.”

	Sepha nodded.

	“You didn’t say goodbye.” His voice was hoarse.

	“I couldn’t. You would’ve tried to come with me.”

	A half-smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, you’re right about that.” He scrubbed at his mouth. “I almost didn’t catch you. He kept me away from you until the last second, used you as a distraction so he could escape. I thought you were going to die.”

	His voice went gravelly at the end, and Sepha understood. He wasn’t angry. Not really.

	“But you did catch me,” she said. “I didn’t die.”

	Ruhen started to respond, then stopped. He sighed instead, and said, “Gods, I want to kill him.”

	That made Sepha smile. “That’s what I was trying to do tonight.”

	Ruhen only sighed again, and Sepha could practically hear him thinking, Reckless.

	“That’s the only thing to be done, though,” he said at last. “That’s the only way out.”

	“I know,” Sepha said, glad she didn’t have to explain it to Ruhen. The magician had to die.

	“I want to help.” Ruhen’s voice was fierce, and he leaned close, resting one hand on her leg and circling her waist with the other. “He’s tricked you and hurt you. What he’s done to us, what he plans to do with—” he faltered and came to a stop. “I want to help.”

	Sepha swallowed. Nodded. Touched Ruhen’s arm, briefly. “I’m sorry for all of this,” she said. “I’m sorry for lying so much. I didn’t know, when I made the deal, that this would happen. With you and me. And I’ve been trying so hard to fix it.”

	Ruhen looked down. “I know,” he said, and looked at her again. He tucked a strand of her still-wet hair behind her ear and rested his forehead against hers. A thrill went through her, and her contract thrummed, but she didn’t pull away. She didn’t want to.

	“Don’t you hate me?” Sepha asked, almost against her will.

	There was a short pause, and Sepha was so tightly strung.

	“Of course not,” he said at last. “I just wish you’d told me sooner. If I’d known you were indebted to someone so dangerous—I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

	“There’s nothing you could’ve done, other than what you did do,” she said. “You helped me.”

	Ruhen sighed. He was stroking the curve of her ear almost absentmindedly, his fingertips light against her skin. “I could’ve worried more, at least,” he said, and Sepha let out a weak laugh. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

	Sepha rested a hand against his chest. His heartbeat quickened. “I’m fine,” she said, and it was less of a lie than before.

	Ruhen traced the curve of her ear one last time and pulled away. They both had to wipe their eyes.

	Feeling quite as reckless as Ruhen had accused her of being, Sepha whispered, “Will you stay with me tonight?”

	It was a risk. But it was a risk she needed to take.

	Ruhen nodded.

	Sepha’s demons, her contract, the snide voice, and the memory of the undead magician, all thrummed and whispered and cackled.

	But the smaller, truer part of her sighed in relief. As if she’d finally gotten something right.


[image: TLA_Chapter 17.jpg]

	 

	 

	The wind’s cool kiss woke Sepha the next morning. It had gotten warm last night, with the two of them nestled together on Sepha’s narrow bed like a two-piece jigsaw puzzle, so they’d cracked open one of the windows to let in the cold wind and the sound of the sea.

	Sepha felt warm and comfortable and—awake. There was a strange, crystalline quality to the light, as if last night’s storm had polished it. Now, it was new and gleaming bright.

	Last night’s storm.

	The library. The undead magician. Ruhen. Destry. Ruhen!

	Sepha rolled over with nearly violent speed and saw Ruhen, a wall of Ruhen. He was already awake.

	There was a beat of silence as they stared at each other. Ruhen’s eyes were steely gray in the brightness, his body warm against hers. Nothing had happened last night—nothing beyond sleeping beside each other, that is—but something felt new. Something felt different. Something felt right.

	“Morning,” Sepha said, covering her mouth with her hand.

	Ruhen smiled a closed-lip smile. “Morning,” he said, hiding his mouth too. “How do you feel?”

	He could mean any number of things by that question, so Sepha answered the way she felt like answering. “Awake,” she said, smiling. “And you talk in your sleep.”

	She rolled over and sat up, putting her bare feet on the cool floor.

	“I do?” Ruhen sounded surprised and not at all pleased. “What did I say?”

	“Just nonsense words,” Sepha said, tugging on some socks and shoving her feet into her boots.

	Ruhen sat up. “Oh? Well, you are weirdly silent while you sleep, so.”

	Still feeling strange and new and somehow more real than before, Sepha took her comb from the top of her dresser. She tugged it through her long, rain-tangled hair, picking out the snarls.

	“Sepha.”

	Sepha stopped combing. Ruhen, bare-footed and broad-shouldered, was sitting on the edge of her bed. He seemed to take up the whole room. There was a strange and almost fearful determination in his eyes. “There’s something I want to tell you,” he said.

	He’s been keeping secrets! barked the snide voice.

	Sepha frowned. “What is it?”

	Ruhen opened his mouth to respond but stopped when Destry burst into the room.

	For a moment, Destry stared at the two of them. Then her mouth quirked into a smirk. “Well! Whatever this is,” she said, waving her hand at them, “needs to wait. Thuban wants you to help clean up out there. I couldn’t dissuade him, and with the state things are in, it might be best to let him have his way today.”

	“Oh,” Sepha said. She licked her lips and asked, “What do they know?”

	“They know it was the homunculus magician,” Destry said, frowning a little. “There wasn’t a way around that part. But as far as his connection to you goes, they’re in the dark.”

	Sepha heaved a relieved sigh. “Thank you.”

	Destry shrugged and looked at Ruhen. “You should go help, too. If you don’t mind.”

	Ruhen twisted his mouth to the side, but nodded. He looked at Sepha. “Come find me after you’re done,” he said. “Don’t forget.”

	Sepha nodded and watched as Ruhen strode shoeless out of the room.

	“Well!” Destry said, looking expectantly at Sepha. “What happened?”

	“Nothing!” Sepha said, pretending that she wasn’t going crimson, that half of her attention wasn’t on her lengthening tether.

	“Doesn’t look like nothing,” Destry said, leaning against the wall.

	“We only talked.” She knew it sounded like a lie, but that didn’t make it one.

	“Please tell me you didn’t—”

	“I’m not stupid, Destry!” Sepha said. “And neither is he.”

	“Well, you’d better not be,” Destry said, sighing and looking up at the ceiling. “Twilit After, you’re toeing a dangerous line. You ready to go?”

	Sepha grabbed her holsters from her desk and buckled them around her hips. “Ready.”

	Frowning a little, Destry said, “I hope so.”

	Sepha followed Destry out of the Ten and into a maze of hastily erected pavilions in the courtyard. The air smelled like char. Teams of alchemists were sorting through what few books had been saved from the wreckage. Against the outer wall, white sheets covered four human-sized lumps and several homunculus-sized ones—everyone who hadn’t made it out in time.

	Bricks smashed against stone as alchemists heaved rubble out the library’s gaping windows. The air was taut and twanging, as if everyone were connected to everyone else by a bit of string. If Sepha yanked on a single strand, all of the alchemists would come tumbling toward her.

	Her own string told her that Ruhen was inside the library’s husk, helping to clear the rubble.

	“Start here,” Destry said, pointing at a sad pile of half-burnt books awaiting sorting. “I have to go take care of a few things.”

	After a blank moment spent staring at the pile, Sepha knelt and started flipping through the books, trying to decide how burnt was too burnt.

	“And there she is,” said a slinking, snide voice. Thuban appeared from beneath a nearby pavilion, twisting his Guild ring around his finger, Henric at his side. The circles beneath Henric’s eyes were darker than ever. “I was wondering when you would decide to pitch in.”

	Sepha took a sharp breath. “Do you need something?”

	“We need our windows back,” Thuban said, and pointed at an enormous pile of assorted detritus retrieved from the husk of the library. “This is all of the glass we could find. There was no way to separate the glass from the general rubble, so much of what you see might be unusable.” He smirked as he spoke, and added, “But for someone who could transmute straw into gold, this should be quite a simple task. You are, after all, only turning glass and metal into differently shaped glass and metal.”

	Thuban thought he was taunting her, thought he was asking for the impossible. He knew, just as everyone here did, that the materials inside that pile of rubbish were too many and varied for any sort of transformation to work properly. A bitter wind tugged at the corner of a half-burnt AUTHORIZED and COMPELLED to EXECUTE poster that was partially buried in the rubble.

	Sepha glanced at the library, burned to a crisp and roofless, and suddenly didn’t care that Destry had warned her not to rise to the alchemists’ challenges. She had an actual, real enemy, one whom she very much wanted to execute. She simply did not have the time to waste on such an insignificant man as Thuban.

	Ruhen would say this was reckless, and Destry would tell her to ignore Thuban. But Ruhen and Destry weren’t here, and Sepha would finish before either of them noticed what was happening.

	“You’re absolutely right. This will be simple,” she said, surprised by how confident her voice sounded. “I’ll need a transformation alchem, please.”

	Thuban’s look of surprise was quickly replaced with one of derision. “Still can’t make your own?”

	“No,” she said curtly, and turned to Henric. “Would you mind?”

	“Not at all,” said Henric, looking altogether too pleased. He started chalking a transformation alchem around the pile of rubble.

	Sepha’s palms started to sweat, and her heart pumped quickly—too quickly. “I can do this, I can do this,” she whispered to herself, wiping her hands on the legs of her pants.

	Within moments, Henric straightened. “Finished,” he said. His voice boomed throughout the silent courtyard, and Sepha could practically feel the alchemists turn their gazes curiously toward her. “I’d start soon, if I were you. You’re drawing a crowd.”

	Sepha’s heart lurched as she looked around. Sure enough, there was a ring of alchemists around the freshly drawn alchem. Henric’s Military Alchemist friends were there, glaring at her as if they somehow knew she was the cause of all of this destruction.

	She scowled at them, then looked away.

	Ruhen appeared directly across the alchem from Sepha, his eyes wide, and shook his head frantically. Sepha pretended not to notice.

	Sepha walked to the edge of the alchem, knelt, and placed her hands just so. She studied the towering pile of glass, metal, and sundries one last time, and closed her eyes.

	It was silent. It was dark. That strange sense of newness, of awakeness, stirred; she felt as if anything was possible, if she would only think to do it.

	Sepha allowed herself a small smile. Let Thuban choke on this, she thought.

	She focused.

	She thought of the glass shards and twisted pane dividers and pictured them whole and straight. She pictured the panes installed into their frames, so all that remained was for someone to install the fresh new windows into the husk of the library. The rest of the rubble, she pictured as dust.

	Dozens of pocket realities sprang up, all possibility and potential, containing variations of the material inside her alchem.

	She selected the variation she needed. And made the exchange.

	There was a prolonged pulse that set her bones ringing, and Sepha opened her eyes and smiled. A neat row of new windows had replaced the pile of rubble, just as she’d intended. Any moment now, the ring of alchemists would start clamoring. Impossible! How did you do it? She readied to stand.

	But then something inside her, something like her contract but wholly unlike it, reared up, roiling and wild, a raging wind, a ravening beast. It paralyzed and broke her, and she slumped to the ground and into a million pieces.

	There was an empty, black-as-a-new-moon-night moment. Then a swooping breath of briny wind.

	Sepha smashed back into oneness, back to the sharpness of reality. Her senses, even with her eyes closed, were enhanced to the point of pain, and that roiling something bubbled up inside her with more and more energy, until she was afraid that she would explode from it.

	So, she did the only thing she could think of, and released it.

	There was a pulse, or something like it, and Sepha was nearly ripped apart as the something left her body in a vicious, swirling whirlwind. She thought of the windows in a small, detached part of her mind, and hoped that the something wouldn’t break them, because she did want to help repair the damage the undead magician had done.

	Then the something was gone.

	Sepha kept her eyes closed for a few moments more, awash with relief in the wake of the roaring something. Then she opened her eyes, expecting to see her regiment of freshly transformed windows waiting for her.

	They weren’t there. She frowned. Stood and looked confusedly around. Then her eyes fell upon the husk of the library.

	Or, what had been the husk of the library.

	What now stood where the library had been was barely recognizable. Sepha noticed, only because she’d made them, the windows she’d just produced, gleaming bright and fully installed. But the building itself—

	The bottom two stories were square and stone, just like the old library. But above those were fantastic metal-and-glass domes, gravity-defying towers, and impossible shining arches. The new library looped and stretched and loomed taller than the walls, taller even than the Ten, and seemed to spread over them like an enormous architectural tree. It was a building from a dream or a nightmare, a structure whose towers might at any moment prove to be tentacles, and its every dome a toothy, devouring maw.

	In that impossible moment, Sepha knew the building better than she knew herself. Knew the bookshelves that were doorways and the doorways that weren’t, the hidden room whose walls whispered secrets that hadn’t mattered for a thousand years, and the windows whose spectacular views didn’t exist in any reality. Knew the stairways that ended with sheer drops, the rooms that would seal airtight once anyone crossed the threshold, and the doors that let the monsters in at night. Knew that the building was full of books whose letters would incessantly shift for everyone now, instead of just for her.

	There was a jerk on Sepha’s tether, then it disappeared completely. She lurched forward, tugged off balance by the loss. Then her tether reappeared, stretched so far that it felt like Ruhen was in the Ten.

	Then came a snarling shout from Thuban’s direction. “Magician!”

	“Where?” Sepha shouted, feeling disoriented and confused, and spun to look. Her tether jerked and disappeared again, and her stomach swooped.

	“She’s with him!” someone else shouted.

	The tether reappeared, stretched even farther. Ruhen was on a higher floor now.

	“She let that homunculus magician in!” came another voice.

	The words filtered through Sepha’s ears as if they were coming from a great distance.

	They thought she’d—

	A hundred pulses all around her.

	By instinct alone, Sepha dropped to her knees and yanked an alchem and ingot from her holster. Her own pulse. Her own revolver.

	The whistle of sharp metal on the wind.

	They were throwing knives at her!

	Before Sepha could duck, before she could defend herself, knives and spears clanged off an invisible barrier in the air and thudded uselessly to the ground.

	Sepha’s stomach was churning and her fingers were shaking so badly that she couldn’t load her revolver and the Military Alchemists were forming a rank around her and—

	Her tether flickered out again, and Sepha fell forward, catching herself with one hand.

	A hundred more pulses, and shouts and shouts and shouts.

	One shout distinguished itself from the rest.

	“Sepha!” Destry bellowed. “To me!”

	Sepha didn’t have time to consider. She pushed to her feet and ran toward Destry’s voice. By luck, there were only Court Alchemists in that direction—useless in a fight—and they scattered as she barreled toward them.

	“Fio!” Sepha shouted, catching a glimpse of his blond hair and brown eyes amongst the crowd of homunculi lining the wall. He came running.

	Then Sepha’s tether snapped back to, and Ruhen was somehow only a few steps away. He caught up with her and grabbed her elbow, pulling her along.

	A hush and a whistle as the Military Alchemists hurled their weapons again.

	And then a hundred clangs as they hit that invisible barrier.

	Destry and Henric appeared in front of Sepha and banged through the mess hall’s doors, sprinting to the double doors on the far side, which led to the underground tunnels. Destry stopped just long enough to transform a bar to brace the doors shut, and then turned to Henric with a fierce look in her eyes.

	“Are you with me or against me, Henric?” she asked, one hand straying to her holsters.

	“She’s a magician!” Henric said, pointing at Sepha.

	“No, I’m not!” Sepha cried as Ruhen grabbed her arm and yanked her behind him, standing between her and Henric.

	“Not now, Sepha!” Destry said through gritted teeth. The doors lurched and squealed as the Military Alchemists tried to force them open, but Destry’s bar held. She looked at Henric and repeated, “Are you with me or against me?”

	For a moment, the first in line for the office of Magistrate stared at the second; then Henric dipped his head in a bow. He sent an almost defiant glance toward Sepha, and said, “With you, of course, Destry. Always.”

	“Good,” Destry said, and charged down the corridor. Henric cast one last glare toward Sepha before sprinting after his sister.

	Henric, who thought she was a magician.

	What had she done?

	Ruhen’s hand closed around her wrist and, with Fio in tow, they ran after Destry and Henric.

	Destry led them deep underground, far past the usual laboratories, through a tunnel that described a zigzag pattern deep within the cliff.

	The tunnel terminated at a large, glass-fronted door marked “Gestation Chambers.” Through the glass, Sepha saw a central room from which several open chambers spread like spokes from a hub. The chambers were lined with strange, brown, bladder-like bags, a different size for each room. Some of the larger bags were intermittently bulging, as if something was poking at them from inside.

	One of the largest bags had a head sticking out the top.

	The head of a homunculus.

	It glowered over the lip of the bag, which was bulging furiously, as if the homunculus was trying to escape. Fio pushed past Sepha and stood with his nose against the glass, staring blankly in. Ruhen pressed his hand to his mouth.

	“What is this place?” Sepha croaked.

	“Gestation chambers,” Destry said, hardly out of breath. “It’s where homunculi are grown,” she added with maddening nonchalance, as if homunculus farms were nothing unusual. She paused, then knelt down, facing the tunnel wall. “Oh! There it is.”

	Destry pressed her thumb against a nondescript bump on the tunnel wall, and with a loud crack, a hidden door appeared. It retreated into the wall and slid away to reveal yet another tunnel, this one completely unlit. In the dimness just beyond the door, Sepha could see a set of metal stairs, which presumably continued the whole way down to … wherever.

	“Come on!” Destry said, and she and Henric bounded down the steep stairs beyond the doorway.

	Sepha moved to follow but stopped when Fio grabbed her sleeve. He jerked his head at the struggling homunculus, and her heart sank. “I can’t help him,” she said. “We have to go.” As if to prove her right, there was a faint, reverberating bang from far above, and a triumphant shout.

	“Sepha.” Ruhen’s voice was anxious. “We don’t have time for this.”

	Fio pursed his lips.

	“We’ll come back for the other homunculi, if you want us to,” Sepha said, even though it’d be easier to pick Fio up and carry him away. “But we can’t stay.”

	Fio sent one last glance toward the struggling homunculus. Then he nodded.

	Sepha allowed Ruhen to pull her down into the darkness. Fio grunted as he pushed the door shut behind them.

	The stairs led them down and down through the narrow, pitch-black tunnel. They took the stairs at a blind run.

	What had she done?

	She’d done alchemy to fix the windows, she was sure of it. But then some strange force had exploded from inside her. From beneath her skin.

	Had that strange force been the thing that made that … monstrosity, that new library?

	It must’ve been, because they’d called her a magician. After, if she’d seen anyone else do what she’d apparently done, she’d’ve thought the same thing! But she wasn’t a magician, couldn’t be, because magic and alchemy … didn’t … mix …

	Something shifted inside Sepha’s mind, a curtain wafting in the breeze, letting her see, all at once, what was behind it.

	Alchemy and magic had mixed, a long time ago. The alchemancers had done both. And some of them had survived the slaughter.

	Sepha wasn’t an alchemist.

	She was an alchemancer.

	That was the only thing that could explain what had just happened. The only thing that could explain why she’d always been able to break the rules.

	She was an alchemancer.

	Sepha stopped so abruptly that Fio rammed into the back of her legs. She had just enough presence of mind to shift him aside before she slumped heavily down.

	There in the dark, Sepha tumbled. In place of that howling panic, there was now silence.

	There was the scuff of shoes and the quietest grunt, and Fio sat beside her.

	“I think I’m an alchemancer, Fio,” Sepha said.

	The homunculus sighed and patted her knee. Which, any other day, would’ve shocked her. But today, she was beyond the point of being surprised.

	Somewhere ahead of her, Ruhen slowed to a stop.

	“Sepha?” There was a hush to his voice. A tension.

	“I’m here,” she said, although she wasn’t sure that she was. She wasn’t Sepha anymore, wasn’t an alchemist anymore. She was an alchemancer, which meant she was magic and was therefore wicked. She wasn’t what she’d thought she was. She was something else entirely.

	Sepha’s tether reeled in as Ruhen scaled the steps toward her. “We need to hurry, Seph.”

	We.

	Ruhen didn’t know what she was. And there was no time for lies. She had to tell him now so he could turn back before it was too late.

	“I’m not an alchemist. I’m an alchemancer.” The words came out in a rush. “I didn’t realize it until just now. If you turn back now, maybe you can say I had you under a spell—”

	“Sepha, I know you’re not an alchemist,” Ruhen interrupted. His voice was very close. His hands found her knees, her arms, her wrists. There was that tingling-electric feeling in her left hand of a circle lightly traced, and she clenched her hand into a fist. “Destry knows, too. We’ve been waiting for you to figure it out. That’s why she gave you that book to read in the first place. It was her way of nudging you in the right direction.”

	Nothing but those words could’ve snapped Sepha out of her stupor.

	“You knew?” she shrieked. Her voice echoed knew-knew-knew down the tunnel. “Since when?”

	Ruhen had the gall to sound exasperated. “Since a while, all right? I’d love to talk this through with you, but right now a hundred Military Alchemists want nothing more than to kill you. And me.”

	Destry’s voice came ringing down the tunnel. “If you don’t get out of each other’s faces right this instant, I swear I’ll personally murder you both!”

	With a growl, Sepha pulled herself to her feet. “We will talk about this later.” She pounded down the stairway without waiting for Ruhen or Fio. The walls ahead soon glowed with reflected light, and she emerged into an enormous, rectangular cavern, the far end of which was open to the sea. A wide inlet was carved into the base of the cavern, and seawater flowed in and out with the constant waves, slopping murky water over the lip. A long-nosed boat with two rows of leather seats bobbed on the water’s surface.

	What was this place?

	“Into the boat!” Destry said. Her voice was strung tight. “Now!”

	Destry leapt into the boat and worked the controls until the engine roared to life. Henric clambered up after her, and she snapped, “Henric, stay here.”

	“I’m coming.”

	“Henric!”

	“I’m not leaving you alone with her!”

	Destry clenched her fists and let out a smothered roar of frustration, but then said, “Fine. Fine! Mother’s going to kill me either way.”

	Ruhen tossed Fio into the back row of seats and then rushed Sepha ahead of him onto the boat. Before Sepha had a chance to process, the boat sped out of the cavern. The tiny boat cut across the waves at the mouth of the cavern and soon left the cliffside behind.

	There was a splash nearby, and another, and Sepha looked back at the Institute. There, atop the wall, was a rank of Military Alchemists and the cannons they’d just finished assembling, white smoke wafting gently from the barrels—

	Then the rounds exploded underwater. Each explosion sent up shockwaves so powerful that they nearly capsized their little boat.

	Ruhen pulled Sepha down below the rim of the boat, shielding her with his body. Fio clung to Sepha as huge explosions sent the boat careening over the water’s unquiet surface. With a few pulses, Henric produced a shoulder-cannon and began returning fire, and Destry steered to avoid the exploding rounds. Every moment took them farther from the Institute, and Sepha was an alchemancer, and Sepha was an alchemancer, and Sepha was an alchemancer.
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	Soon enough, although it felt like forever, they were safely out of range with no one yet in pursuit. Destry fiddled with the controls, and the boat slowed enough that the engine’s roar lowered to a grumble.

	In the back row, Fio crowded Sepha from one side and Ruhen from the other, so close that his shoulder protruded in front of her. Still shielding her, just in case.

	Destry rested her forehead against the steering wheel and swore. And swore again.

	“Are you going to explain why we’re in a boat with a magician?” Henric asked. He shot a glare over his shoulder at Sepha.

	“I’m not a magician,” Sepha said. “I’m an alchemancer.” The distinction felt important.

	Henric’s jaw dropped, and Destry whipped around in surprise.

	“Oh! So, you know now,” Destry said, and sighed. “Well, at least that book did some good. Albeit half an hour too late.”

	“What book?” Henric asked, sounding irritated to find that he was outside the loop. “What does a book have to do with any of this?”

	“I gave her a commentary on recent events,” Destry said, her voice dull. “It told the history of magic in Tirenia.”

	Henric stared blankly at his sister for a moment before understanding gleamed in his light green eyes. “So, you not only knew she was an alchemancer, but also made sure she found out our ancestor betrayed and murdered her ancestors. Excellent plan, Destry.”

	Destry glared at the cloudless sky. “I am not discussing this with you, Henric. We just got shot at, in case you’ve forgotten. I need to think.”

	“They shot at us because they think we’re plotting against Mother, who’s managed to make it quite clear what she thinks of magicians. In case you’ve forgotten.”

	A wild look came into Destry’s ice-blue eyes as she ran her gloved hands through her hair. “Plotting against Mother?” she said, her voice pitching higher with every word. “Who do you think told me to keep an eye on her? Why else would Mother have gone to godsdamned Three Mills if not to coax out an alchemancer?”

	Sepha’s face went very hot and then very cold.

	Henric stared at Destry. “Why would Mother want—”

	The little boat lurched as Sepha stood, snatched the shoulder-cannon from the seat beside Henric, and aimed it downward.

	Everyone froze.

	Destry swore. “Sepha, what do you think you’re doing?”

	“What do you want with me?” Sepha asked. There was a howling fury in her mind, equal parts panic and confusion and hurt. She would blast a hole in the boat, send them straight to the bottom, rather than be given up to the Magistrate.

	“Gods, Sepha, you aren’t in danger!” Destry shouted. “You’re the most dangerous person on this boat!”

	Sepha blinked.

	Ruhen cleared his throat. Cautiously, as if approaching a cornered beast, he said, “I think if Destry meant you harm, she’d’ve killed you in your sleep instead of teaching you self-defense.”

	Sepha frowned. He had a point.

	“And she probably also wouldn’t’ve gotten you those holsters and let you practice making your own weapons.”

	“Destry,” Henric said, his eyes darting from Destry to the shoulder-cannon and back again. “Jump. Swim to shore. I’ll hold her off.”

	“Shut up, Henric,” Sepha and Destry snapped.

	Destry’s eyes locked on Sepha’s. Sepha forced herself to see Destry, not the future Magistrate. Destry, not the Military Alchemist. Just Destry. Forced herself to remember and not to fear.

	Ruhen was right. If Destry meant her harm, then she was very bad at doing her harm.

	Sepha sat. Everyone else slumped in relief.

	“Mother’s always on the hunt for alchemancers,” Destry said. Her voice was tight. “An army of alchemancers is too dangerous, but one alchemancer here and there—you’d be a powerful ally. Mother went to Three Mills to see proof of your abilities firsthand, bringing only me and Thuban because she didn’t trust anyone else.” Henric’s face went scarlet. “Only, since Thuban’s spent all of his time trying to get you to reveal yourself, it seems she shouldn’t’ve trusted him after all.”

	Ruhen scrutinized Sepha—checking to see if she was stable, no doubt, because she was the most dangerous person on the boat—before asking Destry, “What’ll your mother do now that Sepha’s secret is out?”

	Destry and Henric exchanged glances.

	There was something new in Henric’s eyes, calculation or grudging regret, when he said, “If she’s not a secret anymore, she’s of no use to Mother.”

	“You don’t know that, Henric,” Destry said, but it sounded half-hearted.

	“Don’t I?” Henric said. Destry swallowed and looked away, and Sepha had the feeling that the siblings carried more secrets than she ever had.

	The shoulder-cannon was warm beneath her hands, the salty breeze languid and cool. The Magistrate had recruited Sepha for her own purposes, and Sepha had ruined that prospect. Now the Magistrate wouldn’t protect her, and the Military Alchemists would be after her. She needed a place to hide. Somewhere safe, out of the Magistrate’s long reach.

	A memory. The spark of a plan.

	“Take me to the Spirit Alchemists,” Sepha said.

	Destry looked back, surprised. “What?”

	“You don’t know what your mother will do with me, and I sure as After am not leaving it up to chance,” Sepha said, becoming surer of herself as she went on. “If you really mean me no harm, take me to the Spirit Alchemists.”

	Destry and Henric exchanged glances again.

	“See,” Henric said carefully, “the thing is …”

	“Aunt Isolde is as bad as Mother,” Destry said.

	“If not worse,” Henric finished.

	“But if I’m there,” Sepha said, undaunted, “your mother can’t get to me. And if your aunt doesn’t like your mother, maybe she’ll help me out of spite.”

	Destry hesitated.

	“It’s a good plan,” Ruhen said. “Let Sepha and me go, at least, and we’ll get there on our own.”

	There was that we again. Angry as she was, something inside Sepha went molten, and her contract thrummed with a wild rhythm.

	“They wouldn’t let you in without us,” Destry said. She and Henric exchanged another wordless glance. After a long moment, Destry said, “Fine. It’s better than nothing.”

	“Good. Thanks.” Sepha glanced at Ruhen, with whom she supposed she couldn’t rightly be angry just now. “Are you sure you want to—”

	“I’m coming with you.” There was a blazing fierceness in his eyes, and Sepha forced herself to look away.

	“Let’s get going,” she said to Destry.

	With a displeased nod, Destry cranked the engine, and they headed to Port Balarat.
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	By that afternoon, they’d found a home aboard Our Dear Lady, an enormous cargo boat. Captain Ellsworth, whose bright red hair and eastern lilt labeled him Detenian, had proved to be none too selective about his passengers, as long as they seemed useful or could front an unreasonable amount of money for the voyage. With two Court Alchemists—Destry and Henric had both ditched their Military Alchemist jackets but kept their rings and holsters—and the enormous Ruhen in their party, Ellsworth seemed to know he’d get his money’s worth out of them. He hadn’t even asked for identification.

	While the mariners had claimed Destry, Henric, and Ruhen at once to help them carry out wildly interesting seafarer tasks, Sepha found herself on her hands and knees, scrubbing at a spot of sticky black sludge that had spilled onto the main deck. Fio was sitting not far off. She’d refused to let the mariners assign him work and had also refused to pawn her own work off on him. He had looked thunderously grim ever since they’d boarded the Dear Lady. Angry about leaving those homunculi behind, if Sepha had to guess.

	But now was not the time to think about that.

	From here, safely removed from the railing and the long drop to the water below, Sepha had a clear view of Port Balarat. Tall statues of Lael and Amin stood on either side of the market street leading up to the port, each reaching one hand toward the other so that they could touch palms above the center of the road. In all of the teeming crowd that mingled beneath Lael and Amin’s arms, Sepha hadn’t spotted a single Military Alchemist. Not one.

	Was that a good sign or not? Shouldn’t a rogue alchemancer be their top priority?

	A rogue alchemancer.

	So, she wasn’t even an alchemist at all. To think, the skill that had made her the proudest, the only thing she really liked about herself, had been a lie all the time. She’d known she was lying to everyone else; she hadn’t known she was lying to herself, too.

	But if she was truly an alchemancer, that meant her mother had been one, too. Alchemy always ran in families, sure as blue eyes and buck teeth, so alchemancy must be the same. Father wasn’t an alchemist. Wasn’t anything. Whatever she’d inherited had to have been from Mother.

	Mother, who’d been lovely and smart and perfect, if a bit strange and sad. Mother, who could’ve explained all of this to her, if she were still alive. Mother, who’d still be alive, if not for Sepha.

	Sepha waited for guilt to sting her, for tears to prick her eyes; but the guilt was less sharp than before, and the tears slow to come. The memory didn’t have the power it used to.

	Or maybe you’re just in shock, crooned the snide voice.

	It was probably right.

	The last twenty-four hours had been relentless. Sepha’s world was tipping and turning in a vertiginous whirl, and she was barely managing to stay upright.

	She plunged her scrub brush into the bucket of sudsy water and forced the brush across the thick sludge, loosening it slightly. She ignored the ache in her shoulders, the hole inside where her magic had been, the tether that told her Ruhen was several decks below.

	She scrubbed and did not worry about how she’d ever kill the magician with the Military Alchemists in pursuit.

	She scrubbed and did not wonder what else Mother had kept from her.

	She scrubbed and forced every thought out of her mind.
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	“I thought I might find you here,” Destry said.

	She’d come upon Sepha, Ruhen, and Fio crowded together on the main deck, a few paces removed from the railing. The mariners had kept Destry, Henric, and Ruhen busy all day yesterday and this morning, too. Ruhen had only sat down beside Sepha a moment before, and he exchanged a wry glance with Sepha at the immediate intrusion.

	“You do have a talent for finding us,” Ruhen said, and Destry smirked.

	She strode over to where Sepha and Ruhen were sitting on a large shipping crate and leaned her hip against it. “Listen,” she said, leaning over Fio to get closer to Sepha and Ruhen. “Your plan with the Spirit Alchemists. I’ve been thinking, and it really might be the best place for you to be, Aunt Isolde notwithstanding.”

	“Why is that?” Sepha asked. She’d spent the day scanning the horizon, waiting for a ship, which in her imagination would be huge and monster-quick, to bring the Military Alchemists straight to her. But the sea had been empty, except for the Dear Lady and the occasional fishing boat.

	“The magician said he’d died and come back from the After, correct?” Destry asked.

	Sepha nodded, impatient. Ruhen fidgeted beside her, curling his fingers into fists and releasing them; he was impatient, too.

	“We need to know how his soul could have returned from the After. It’s a plane of existence, after all, just like Tirenia and whatever the magicians call their land. So, if a soul has returned from the After, then—”

	“Then it must’ve been alchemists who made it happen!” Sepha gasped.

	“Exactly!” Destry said, sounding pleased. “And this smacks of Aunt Isolde. Something about it—well, I don’t like it. Why would she be interested in retrieving souls from the After? And if she brought back a magician, why set him loose on Tirenia?

	“I think dear Aunt Isolde has designs against Mother again. If she’s toying with souls and summonings, it’ll be chaos. Look what just this one magician has done! She’ll be the death of thousands, send us all into ruin. I need to know if it was her, and I need to know why.

	“Once we’re there, we’ll have to get to the bottom of things quickly. And by the time we get there, I hope to have thought of a way to talk you out of trouble with Mother. I am still determined to have you at my side once I become Magistrate, you see.”

	Sepha blinked. Destry might still want her, but she wasn’t sure she still wanted Destry. Not after … everything. “Oh.”

	Destry’s expression tightened. She shifted her gaze to Ruhen. “You’ll be easier to talk out of trouble, especially if you manage to become a Court Alchemist after we sort all of this out. I’d be glad to have you with me, too.” She glanced at Sepha, clearly hoping to have won her over.

	Ruhen smiled, but something about it seemed forced.

	The silence went awkward. Sepha broke it. “Tell me why you kept everything a secret from me.”

	Destry’s eyes flickered, as if she couldn’t decide whether to be calculating or honest. After a moment, she sighed. “At first, I didn’t tell you because I thought you knew what you were, and I wanted to see how long it would take for you to tell me. When I realized you had no idea what you were, I still held back. I knew it would be a shock to you, finding out, and I thought it would be healthier for you to figure things out for yourself. Mother didn’t have any harm planned for you, and I really did think it would be for the best, you working with us. I’d planned on telling you everything once you realized what you were. Once you came to me for help. Whether you believe me or not, I truly meant no harm by it. I hope you understand.”

	Sepha understood. Of course she did. But she also understood that Destry had, on some level, viewed Sepha as a stratagem and not a friend.

	But that was Destry. That was Destry’s world. That was the only way Destry knew how to think, the only way she knew how to deal with people. Sepha couldn’t change Destry; she could only decide whether Destry was still worth being around.

	And she thought … she thought maybe she was.

	And now for Ruhen. “And you knew about all that?”

	He nodded. “When we realized we both knew about you, we started checking in with each other. Talking things through. I know you feel terrible, knowing we’ve been talking about you, but we just wanted to make sure you were safe.”

	Sepha frowned down at her hands in her lap. “Is there anything else you two are keeping from me?”

	She looked up just in time to see Destry give Ruhen a significant look. Ruhen’s lips thinned. With a roll of her eyes, Destry said, “Fine, I’ll tell her.” Ruhen and Sepha both went tense. “Sepha, we both think you have the loveliest hair.”

	Sepha grabbed her braid with one hand. “If you don’t want to tell me, you can just say so,” she said, and Destry laughed. Ruhen hid his face behind his hands.

	“There you are!”

	Henric’s voice rang loud across the deck. He was approaching fast and was already within a few paces. He drew the mariners’ notice, and they saw Ruhen and Destry standing idle.

	“Ho! Ruhen!” cried one of the mariners. With a sigh and the lightest touch on Sepha’s elbow, Ruhen slid off the crate and jogged over to meet the mariner.

	“Destry,” Henric said, sending a disapproving glance toward Sepha. “Are you sure—about her?”

	“I would trust her with my life,” she said, placing the slightest emphasis on her.

	“And I would never dream of questioning your judgment in trusting an alchemancer who tricked our mother the Magistrate and used her unnatural abilities to gain both wealth and status,” Henric said. “But we’re taking on quite a lot of risk, you and I. Going to Aunt Isolde, bringing her.”

	“You didn’t have to come,” Destry said, crossing her arms.

	“Yes, I know,” Henric grumbled. He leaned against the chain-linked rail, unperturbed by the deadly drop behind him. “But you’re the only thing saving me from having to sign my future away to Tirenia. Nothing matters more than keeping you safe.”

	Tired of being discussed as if she weren’t there, Sepha said, “Not that you’ll believe me, Henric, but I have no interest in harming Destry. Or even your mother. I might be—what I am. But I’m Tirenian first.”

	Destry flashed a rare smile at Sepha and said, “See, Henric? Nothing to worry about. She’s Tirenian first, just like us.”

	“Destry! Henric!” another mariner shouted, and twin expressions of annoyance flashed across the siblings’ faces. With a nod at Sepha, Destry turned and left.

	Henric lingered long enough to say, “You really won’t harm her?”

	“I would never.”

	He gave her a searching glance, his green eyes nearly blue against the backdrop of the sea. Whatever he saw seemed to convince him that she was being honest. “Good,” he said, and stalked off.

	Leaving Sepha alone with Fio once again.

	Although Sepha’s list of things to fear was always growing, she didn’t put Fio on it. She was safe from him, even though he’d been doing things he shouldn’t be able to do for quite a while—coming and going as he pleased, when he shouldn’t be able to please in the first place. He was unusual and impossible, but that didn’t make him an enemy. She watched him from the corner of her eye, waiting for the next impossible thing, because he was a wonder and her only distraction. The only truly unhomunculus thing he ended up doing, near dusk, was to get up and trot away of his own volition.

	Hours later, Sepha was still on the Dear Lady’s main deck, staring up at a blue-black sky swollen with stars and moonlight. The night was cool and calm, and the sound of the ship’s great engine filled the air with a gentle, endless roar. The horizon was empty, the breeze soft and teasing, and Sepha felt nearly calm for the first time in … Gods! A while.

	Which should have been her first sign.

	Without warning, Sepha’s right hand cramped with a sharp, deep ache.

	The ship gave an almighty lurch, throwing Sepha from her feet. She fell hard onto the deck, and the deck’s scratchy coating gouged her skin.

	The Dear Lady gave a loud groan and tipped even more drastically, making Sepha slide uncontrollably down the deck’s steep slope. She scrabbled against the deck, slicing her skin open, but there was nothing for her to hold on to. Even the huge shipping containers were coming loose, crashing down the deck and plunging into the sea.

	Just when the metal railing and a long fall into the dark water were mere feet away, there was a loud, metallic squeal, then a rumble from deep within the boat, and the deck righted itself.

	Heavy-headed and disoriented, Sepha struggled to her feet and scrambled away from the rail. The wind was fiercer now—or was the boat merely going much, much faster?

	“All hands! All hands! Report to Main Deck!” blared the captain’s voice from the tinny loudspeakers. Then there was absolute chaos. A keening whistle sounded, and men and women poured onto the main deck, bursting through doors and clambering up ladders.

	A hand around her knee told Sepha that Fio had found her. He looked terrified, just like he had on the night of the library fire.

	The deck was teeming with mariners who were confused and afraid and glad to be alive. They were shouting, the alarm was blaring, the wind and water rushed and roared, and the magician was here. But why? What was he going to—

	Sepha went still.

	Destry and Henric were both on board.

	Both of the Magistrate’s heirs were in the same place, away from the safety of the Military Alchemists and the high Institute walls.

	“Sepha!” Henric growled from close beside her. She jumped. “What was that?”

	“It wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re asking!” she snapped. “Where’s Destry?”

	The tether rapidly tautened, and Ruhen materialized from the crowd. He looked terrified and relieved all at once.

	“Are you all right?” he asked.

	Sepha waved a dismissive hand. “He’s here.”

	Ruhen’s eyes widened.

	“Who’s here?” Henric cut in.

	Sepha ignored Henric. “We need to find Destry.”

	“And him,” Ruhen said. He tucked one hand around her elbow and swiveled his head, searching.

	“All hands!” bellowed a rough voice. She spun and saw that tall, ruddy Captain Ellsworth had leapt onto a wooden crate. “Everyone! To me!”

	The mariners milled over to him, crowding close. Sepha reached for Fio’s hand and joined the crowd, tugging Ruhen along with her. Henric followed. Destry was still nowhere to be seen.

	The wind ripped and roared, but the mariners were utterly silent, and stared at Captain Ellsworth.

	“Something’s afoot,” Ellsworth shouted, “and I don’t know what. But something’s changed our course. The rudder’s jammed, and the engine accesses are melted beyond repair.” The mariners shouted questions, but he silenced them with a sharp gesture. “I need the party of alchemists to join me immediately in the wheelhouse. Everyone else, secure what cargo you can! Now!”

	Without another word, Ellsworth leapt off his crate and stalked toward the cargo boat’s wheelhouse. Sepha and the others followed.

	The wheelhouse was a small, dim room. On one wall were gigantic maps of Tirenia and the surrounding Anguan Sea, and on the others were floor-to-ceiling windows that were sparkling clean, without so much as a stray fingerprint to obscure the helmsman’s view.

	The captain’s first mate and navigator, Ms. Elos, was hunched over a table near the wall of maps. Destry, looking pained and clutching her own arm, stood beside her.

	“Destry!” Sepha cried. “Are you all right?”

	Destry nodded, vainly attempting to suppress her grimace of pain. Before Sepha could ask what had happened, Ms. Elos spoke.

	“Captain,” said Ms. Elos, a statuesque black woman with close-cropped curls and a resonant voice, “we’re headed west-northwest. Straight for cleptapod territory.”

	Captain Ellsworth swore. Behind Sepha, Ruhen and Henric swore, too.

	Sepha glanced at the table. There was a map lying there, on which Ms. Elos had hastily plotted their new course with a complicated set of angles and calculations. From what the map showed, the ship was headed toward a forest of sea stacks. There was hardly any space between the marks on the map for their ship to pass through.

	“And we can’t change course or access the engines,” Ellsworth muttered.

	“Even if we could,” Ms. Elos said, “with things the way they are, anyone inside the engine room would be cooked alive. It couldn’t be done, regardless.”

	“What are you doing to arm yourselves against the cleptapods?” Destry asked, looking up from the map.

	“We have some armaments,” Ellsworth said, running both hands through his bright red hair. “But this isn’t a military vessel. It’s a rudding cargo boat. Easy prey for those godsdamned demons.”

	Feeling distinctly that she was the only person in the room who didn’t know what they were talking about, Sepha asked, “What’s a cleptapod?”

	Ms. Elos and Captain Ellsworth gaped at her as if she was the stupidest person they’d ever seen. Destry spoke before they could. “Cleptapods are giant octopuses, about the length of this boat. They’re strong enough to break a boat in two, if there are enough of them. They hunt humans specifically, and when they eat people, they use the bones to create armor for themselves.”

	“Damn near impossible to kill and smarter than half the men on this boat,” Captain Ellsworth added. “Thank After they’re so damnably slow above water. It’s the only reason anyone’s ever survived.”

	They all went silent for a moment, digesting this news. Sepha shifted uncomfortably, acutely aware, for the first time, of the framework that held her muscles together and kept her upright.

	After a fidgety moment, Ms. Elos said, “Fixing the rudder would solve our immediate problem. If we can change course, we can deal with the engine later.”

	“But can it be fixed?” asked Ellsworth, his voice a deep rumble.

	“An alchemist could do it,” said Ms. Elos. “Probably.”

	Sepha looked at Destry, her mouth already open with the offer to help, but Destry shook her head fiercely—a silent order not to say a word.

	“Henric will do it,” Destry said. “And afterward, he will stay belowdecks and transform weapons from whatever metal you have available.”

	Henric twisted his lips at her commanding tone but gave a single, tight nod.

	“For my part, I’ll make whatever weapons I can for your crew as well, Captain. When we reach cleptapod territory, I’ll fight with you. If you have any lifeboats, you ought to—”

	“None of the crew will go,” Ms. Elos said. Something like pride gleamed in her midnight eyes as she said, “If the captain stays, we all stay.”

	Destry glanced from Elos to Ellsworth. “All right, then.”

	“How long until we get to cleptapod territory?” Henric asked.

	“Not long, and surely not long enough to waste any more time,” Ms. Elos said and led Henric out of the room. Captain Ellsworth’s gaze snagged on Sepha for half a second, and then he stomped out after his first mate and Henric.

	“Do you have any alchems left, Sepha?” Destry asked. Her voice was businesslike, direct. As if this were only another mission with her Military Alchemists. As if her arm weren’t dangling uselessly at her side.

	“No.”

	Destry slipped a rolled-up alchem from her holster and handed it to Sepha. She winced at the movement, even though she’d used her uninjured arm. “Take this one,” she said. “Don’t freeze. Don’t overthink things. Your body will remember your training.”

	“It’s the magician,” Sepha said. She took the alchem from Destry and stuffed it into her holster. “He’s here. I can feel him.”

	Destry loosed a quick breath and stared up at the ceiling, pulling apart and reassembling her plans. “All right,” she said after a minute. “One magician. I can handle that.”

	“What happened to you?” Sepha asked. “How can you fight with a broken arm?”

	“It’s not broken. I only fell on it wrong,” Destry said, sounding distracted. “The magician doesn’t know you’re an alchemancer, Sepha,” she added abruptly. “Try not to use your magic tonight—unless it’s to kill him, to get out of the contract.”

	Sepha gaped at Destry. “What?”

	“He’d never have made that bargain with you if he knew you had magic,” Ruhen explained. Ruhen and Destry’s inexplicable conversation after the fire suddenly made sense. This is what they’d been talking about. “He still might not know. It’ll be good to keep him in the dark.”

	Sepha’s thoughts were scattered, scrambling. “I couldn’t use my magic even if I wanted to,” she admitted. She didn’t know if the shame that colored her cheeks was because she had magic or because she didn’t know how to use it.

	“Good.” Destry’s eyes hardened. “You watch out for her,” she said to Ruhen. “Keep her safe this time.”

	“I will,” Ruhen said, his jaw set. “And you as well, if you’ll let me.”

	“No need,” Destry said, and left without another word.

	Yet another unspoken thing had passed between Destry and Ruhen, some understanding beneath the short verbal exchange. She stared at the door through which Destry had disappeared, wondering whether she should ask about it. Wondering whether it mattered.

	Wondering whether anything mattered anymore when it was likely that they were all about to die.

	About to die.

	The thought should’ve sent Sepha into a panic and filled her mind with a hundred ways to escape, to prevent, to delay.

	But her only thought was of Ruhen and regret.

	At the same moment Sepha spun around, Ruhen said, “Sepha, there’s something—”

	He saw the look on her face and went still. His throat bobbed.

	Sepha closed the space between them, curled her hands around the loose folds of his shirt, and pressed her lips against his.

	It only took half a second for her brain to catch up, to notice Ruhen’s stillness, and she pushed away.

	“Sorry,” she said, looking anywhere but at him. She raised a hand to her lips. She’d just kissed Ruhen! Just like that! “We’re about to die, and I wasn’t thinking. I—”

	Then Ruhen was there, one hand at her hip, the other sliding to her neck, tipping her face toward his.

	He kissed her back.

	Only for a moment.

	And she was ablaze.

	This time when they broke away, Ruhen rested his forehead against hers. Their lips were inches and universes apart. Sepha’s breath snagged in her throat as she hooked one arm around him and sent the other hand trailing up his chest. His hands moved, too, heavy and slow, and a blossoming heat that transmuted her flesh to pure liquid trailed after his touch.

	And rightness, and relief, and danger, and desire. Breath and touch and autumn and the sea.

	He’d kissed her! She’d kissed him, and he’d kissed her back! And now—now, she wanted to—

	The words “Kiss me” had barely left Sepha’s mouth when he obliged, kissing her so powerfully, so urgently, that she gasped in surprise. He must have noticed, because he smiled against her and kissed her more strongly than ever. His lips were needful and firm, his touch overwhelming enough for her to lose herself in it. A thrill shot from her lips all the way down to her toes, and her knees nearly buckled. Nothing else existed. Nothing else, nowhere.

	When he pulled away at last, it was only so he could press his lips against her cheek, her jaw, her neck. Sepha’s eyes fluttered shut as relief and something else thrilled through her again and again. When the thrum of her contract became too clear a warning, Sepha rested her hand against Ruhen’s cheek and pulled away.

	They shared a sheepish grin. In the dim room, Ruhen’s face was all softness and desire, and maybe a touch of fear.

	“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that,” Ruhen said hoarsely.

	Feeling not entirely herself, Sepha smiled. “Tell me, then.”

	Ruhen’s hands tightened on her waist above her holsters. “Since just after the Willow. When I looked at you, and you looked at me. Since then.” He bit his lip, and Sepha watched his mouth move as he said, “And you?”

	Sepha’s cheeks went crimson. “Almost as long.”

	Ruhen hid his face in her hand and pressed a kiss against her palm. A frown passed over his face, and he opened his mouth to speak.

	The Dear Lady gave a sudden jolt, as if it had collided with something huge and strong.

	Sepha and Ruhen scrambled apart. A sudden panic replaced the heart-pounding frenzy in Sepha’s core as the wheelhouse began to reverberate with a rolling metallic sound. Something hard was scraping along the side of the boat.

	“Cleptapods!” she whispered, because she didn’t have enough breath to scream, and she scrambled to the windows. The ship’s deck was completely deserted. Captain Ellsworth must have ordered everyone belowdecks. And so here she and Ruhen were, the only idiots who weren’t safely hidden away.

	But where were the cleptapods? Sepha ran from one side of the room to the other, searching the water, which was lit by the ship’s bright floodlights. All the while, the dreadful scraping continued.

	There! To the starboard side, she could see a great swelling in the water of something enormous just beneath the waves. Then, as if it had felt her eyes upon it, a cleptapod broke the water’s surface.

	Huge tentacles rose up and calmly explored the main deck, their sinuous curves hampered by the ribbing of stolen bones. Then came the body, bulbous and huge, a demon who’d escaped from Darkest After, covered with thousands and more thousands of human bones.

	The cleptapod, seemingly in no hurry, latched onto the side of the Dear Lady with its huge suckers and allowed itself to be pulled along with the boat, which was still churning too quickly through the water.

	A strangled shrieking sound behind Sepha made her spin around. “Ruhen?” she cried.

	“It wasn’t me,” Ruhen said, sounding confused. “It was Fio.”

	Fio? Sepha ran to where the homunculus crouched beneath the table. He looked terrified.

	“No!” he shrieked horribly. “No, no, no,” he whispered to himself, rocking back and forth and working his fingers anxiously.

	“Go hide, Fio,” Sepha said. “Don’t come out until the cleptapods are gone.”

	Fio shot out from under the table and sprinted away. The door slammed behind him, the sound as loud as a thunderclap on the apparently deserted boat.

	“Sepha,” came Ruhen’s urgent voice.

	“What?” she whispered, and then saw what had frightened him: two cleptapods were approaching from either side of the boat, onerously pulling their massive, bulbous bodies arm over arm toward the wheelhouse.

	Sepha and Ruhen, the only prey stupid enough to hide in a room lined with windows, had been spotted.
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	“What should we do?” Ruhen asked. They’d both ducked behind the solidity of the helm, a measure that hadn’t seemed to fool either cleptapod.

	“I don’t know,” Sepha whispered.

	“We don’t have a lot of options,” Ruhen said. “Do we fight, or do we hide?”

	Gratified that he wasn’t trying to force her into hiding (and simultaneously wishing he would insist on it so she could just be a coward, for once), Sepha said, “Fight. But with what?”

	“Harpoon,” Ruhen answered. “There are two harpoon guns on the boat. You just have to be able to get to them.”

	Sepha could sense what he was going to say next, and whispered, “Ruhen, no!”

	“Sepha, you can get there easier than I can. I can be a good distraction.”

	“Ruhen, I can’t let y—”

	“You can. This is the plan. We’re doing it.” He tipped his head up to peek out the window and said, “Both guns are all the way forward. Do you think you can get to them?”

	He wrapped his hands around her arms, as if by holding them he could keep her safe for just a moment longer. Sepha looked into his eyes, which were now brimming with a different sort of ferocity, and was surprised to see something like sadness hiding behind it. It was the sadness that scared her more than the cleptapods, more than the magician, more than anything. Ruhen, she realized, knew he was going to die.

	“I can do it,” she whispered. “Can you be careful?”

	In answer, he kissed her once more, a kiss as gentle as the last one had been fierce. “I’ll be as careful as I can, Sepha Filens of Three Mills. Ready?”

	Sepha nodded. A silent lie.

	Together, they snuck out the door, slunk along the far edge of the wheelhouse, and peeked around the corner to scope out a likely route. Not far off, the floodlights glinted blue-white off the exoskeletons of human bones. Rivulets of briny water, suspended until now in hollow sockets and skulls, seeped down and splattered loudly onto the deck.

	Though only two cleptapods gripped the boat, Sepha sensed that many more were waiting beneath the unquiet surface of the water. Waiting for the moment when the boat, cracked like an egg, would sink into their watery realm, and they could harvest their drowned dinner at their leisure.

	After taking as long a look as they dared, Ruhen and Sepha retreated to the relative safety of the wheelhouse’s far side. “Wait here,” he said, pressing her against the wall. For a ludicrous moment, Sepha thought he might kiss her again, but he only leaned close enough for his breath to tickle her ear, and whispered, “I’ll go get their attention. Try to wait for an opportune moment.”

	Feeling as winded as if she’d just sprinted a mile, Sepha whispered, “Be safe.”

	He squeezed her arms in reply and ducked away, and Sepha’s tether unspooled as Ruhen disappeared around the corner of the wheelhouse and inched into the openness beyond.

	Sepha waited, alone in the night and unsure what she was waiting for. She could hardly think for fear. She stared wildly in one direction, then another, startling at every half-imagined sound. She felt half-frozen and shook so violently she was sure her rattling teeth could be heard for miles. She clamped her mouth closed to shut herself up.

	But the rattling continued.

	An icy thrill of terror froze her the rest of the way through.

	It had not been her teeth doing the rattling, but other people’s teeth and skulls and toes. They clacked ominously as one of the cleptapods moved an exploratory appendage toward her. Sepha held her breath and pressed herself against the cool, smooth wheelhouse wall, her heart beating nearly as loudly as the clacking bones.

	The tip of the cleptapod’s arm appeared and slowly, almost lovingly, wrapped itself around the wheelhouse’s edge. The arm stuck where it was placed, only a few feet away from Sepha.

	The smallest part of the cleptapod’s arm was lined with what looked like forearm bones, laid with astounding precision, and planted an inch or two inside the cleptapod’s flesh at each end, so that the bone was flat against the cleptapod’s arm. Between the bones, the cleptapod’s flesh glinted violently orange. Farther up the arm were broken-off pieces of rib cages, thigh bones, and pelvises, strategically placed according to the curve of the cleptapod’s body.

	Sepha stared at the arm and realized, horrorstruck, that this cleptapod alone was armed with the bones of hundreds of people. How many thousands had the cleptapods killed? How many more would they kill?

	And would her own bones soon grace the arm of a cleptapod, like some sick sort of bracelet?

	The thought of it—of all the deaths, not just her own—flooded her with revulsion, and her icy terror melted away.

	She stopped wondering if she would die.

	She started wondering how she would kill them.

	The arm released its grip on the wall with an unpleasant thuck and resumed its calm exploration. Its very tip, passing inches above Sepha’s head as she dove to the ground, grasped the wheelhouse door’s handle. With one easy pull, it wrenched the door free. It tossed the door lazily aside and reached into the wheelhouse, as if to confirm the room was indeed empty.

	A second arm, crackling as loudly as the first, reached in from the other side. As one, the two arms pulled on the empty door frame, tearing the wall open as if the wheelhouse were a birthday present and the walls simply the wrapping.

	Sepha pressed her face against the deck’s rough surface as the wheelhouse wall buckled and bent, its metal sheets shrieking in protest. If Ruhen didn’t distract them soon, the cleptapods would kill her by accident as they pulled the wheelhouse apart.

	Then the deck gave a sudden, violent jerk, as if it had been knocked aside by an enormous wave.

	The cleptapods released the wheelhouse, and Sepha took this for the sign she’d been waiting for. A storm on top of everything else, the snide voice grumbled, but she silenced it. Anything that could distract the cleptapods was good enough for her.

	Emboldened by the sudden change of luck, Sepha charged around the corner of the wheelhouse and was shocked to find her path completely clear of cleptapods. The sudden wave must have ripped the boat from their grasp.

	“Yes,” she breathed. She sprinted toward the forward bow, where she hoped a harpoon gun would be armed and ready. She glanced to the right and saw Ruhen standing bold and in the open, his arms outstretched. Then the water surged beneath them, and the boat rocketed upward so fast that Sepha stumbled and fell.

	Swearing at the pain in her hands, Sepha pushed herself up and continued down the length of the boat. In the aftermath of the magician’s attack, the main deck’s cargo was loose and chaotic, creating an obstacle course between her and the harpoon guns.

	The ache in Sepha’s right hand intensified. The air near Sepha twisted open and spewed the undead magician onto the deck.

	“You!” she screamed, too angry to say anything else, and charged toward the tiny magician.

	“Sepha, no!” she heard Ruhen shout from a long way off. “The guns! Get to the guns!”

	Sepha skidded to a stop and looked back at Ruhen.

	There was a strange wind around him. His dark curls whipped from side to side, and his clothes were pressed against him, the loose fabric flapping behind him like a banner. His arms were still outstretched.

	Sepha had a sudden inkling, and then a horrifying confirmation, as Ruhen shouted something foreign in a loud voice.

	In answer, the water surrounding the boat rose up and whipped around the sides in an angry, slicing vortex.

	Somewhere behind Sepha, the magician threw back his head and released a single, strangled “Ha!”

	Ruhen seemed suddenly the single spot of light in a field of empty darkness. As if he felt Sepha’s gaze, he shifted to look at her face-on. Those dark eyes were distant, those lips grim, and power radiated from him like heat shimmering above molten metal.

	Ruhen was not an alchemist.

	Ruhen was a magician.

	The realization struck her like a physical blow, and she took two stumbling steps backward. She felt that closeness, that knitted bond between them, unravel, as if its falseness couldn’t withstand her scrutiny now that she saw it for what it was.

	Understanding fell neatly into place like fitted blocks stacked one on top of another. Ruhen was working for the undead magician. Ruhen had been near the Wicking Willow because his master had made it. He’d known she was an alchemist, known the magician’s plan, and had told him where to find her. He’d come to the Institute to spy on her and the other alchemists for the magician.

	With a nauseating heat that made her sink to her knees, Sepha realized the fullness of it. The contract had picked Ruhen, had tethered him so tightly to Sepha, because the magician had picked him. Ruhen, the magician’s secret, effective weapon.

	Sepha’s secret darknesses hadn’t scared Ruhen away because he was a bigger monster than she could ever be. And unlike hers, Ruhen’s monstrosities were all intentional.

	A nearby door burst open with a clang. Destry, Ellsworth, and the most sea-hardened mariners barreled out, armed with enormous shotguns and strapped with glinting blades, bludgeons, and spears of Destry’s creation. Screaming like madmen, they rushed out in all directions.

	In the confusion, Sepha lost sight of Ruhen and the homunculus. That godsdamned tether flickered out again, making her lurch forward onto her hands. The wall of whipping water slowed, then cascaded down like a heavy rain. Three cleptapods immediately latched onto the ship, sending a tangle of arms straight across the main deck. The arms squeezed together in an orchestrated attack, trying to crush the boat in a horrific hug. Destry and the others leapt behind crates or between shipping containers, hiding from the sharp exoskeletons.

	The tether flicked back in, stretched farther now.

	Surrounded by the scraping of bone and shrieking of metal, Sepha could barely collect herself enough to think. She’d been so thoroughly fooled, she hardly knew what she was supposed to do or feel; and she was surrounded by so many enemies, she didn’t know which to kill first.

	Then, from beneath the web of overlapping tentacles, Destry exploded, her slashing knife a silver blur as she sliced clean through two arms. Her voice rose, hard and strong, above it all. “Attack!”

	As one, Ellsworth and his mariners resurfaced from their hidden positions, roaring as they stood. The cleptapods, sensing danger, released their tight grip on the hull. Their arms sprang to life, swiping and stretching in a tangle of sucker, sinew, and stolen bones.

	The cleptapods had to die first.

	Sepha surged toward the harpoon guns mounted on the forward bow. The tether stretched as she ran.

	All around her, the tentacles reached and grasped, shrinking back from the slicing attackers, only to reach in from the opposite direction. One of the arms found its target, and Sepha heard the man’s last scream as the tentacle snapped his spine. The tentacle lifted the mariner’s body high into the air and over the side of the boat, where the cleptapod’s beaklike mouth awaited, protruding grotesquely from its bulbous head.

	Sepha heard the man’s bones crunch over all the other noise. She kept running.

	Tentacles were pursuing her now. She reacted automatically, falling into the familiar stances of the morning evolution. She ducked, rolled, and dodged, focusing on the one thing that mattered: getting to those godsdamned harpoons.

	She was at the foot of the short stair that led to the first harpoon gun when the homunculus reappeared. He perched on the railing in spite of the furious wind and croaked, “No.”

	With a guttural, incoherent word, he crumpled the huge mechanism until it looked more like a wasted piece of paper than a gun. He bellowed again, and the second harpoon gun was wrecked just as fast.

	“No!” Sepha screamed and threw herself up the stairs. The homunculus laughed, opened a hole in the air, and launched himself through it. Sepha’s hands swiped through the empty space where he’d just been, and she swore. She’d only just missed him.

	Sepha knelt beside the gun’s mount, temporarily out of sight and safe from the tentacles, and pulled the alchem from her holster.

	That godsdamned magician really didn’t know anything about her.

	Sepha pressed the alchem against the mount. It was only a hundred small transformations. Nothing she hadn’t done before. She had five years of experience making guns at the mill, or at least the parts for them, and this was no different.

	She placed her fingers just so and closed her eyes.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	There was a prolonged pulse, and she opened her eyes.

	The gun was fixed, of course, gleaming and brand-new and begging to be used. And so she used it.

	The first harpoon released with a sigh and flew true. It pierced the cleptapod’s gleaming eye and continued through the unprotected flesh beyond. The cleptapod’s tentacles slumped to the deck and slid away as the huge body crashed into the water.

	Our Dear Lady was deep into cleptapod territory now, and Sepha saw the sea stacks the map had promised. A profusion of stony upthrusts rose from the water’s surface, huge masses of black against the night’s dark blue, in an unnavigable, deadly maze. Sepha expected every moment for the boat to be crushed against the rocks; but the water, with a strange, cushioning current, steered them to safety at every turn.

	The second harpoon launched with a sob and glanced harmlessly off the armor of human bones that protected its target.

	Far distant from Sepha, another mariner met her end, snatched up by the knees and dropped upside-down onto the deck, where her body crumpled like an accordion.

	Ellsworth aimed his shotgun at the tentacle that had dropped the mariner and pulled the trigger. The tip of the tentacle exploded away from the rest, thudding heavily on the deck beside the dead mariner.

	The third harpoon flew out screaming and was deflected by a sudden explosion amidships. The undead magician arched his body as he released magic in explosive, powerful bursts. Some of the mariners turned their guns on the magician instead of the cleptapods, and their eight-armed foes made effective use of the distraction. Sepha watched, frozen again, as two more men died screaming, bursting open on the deck like swollen balloons.

	And through it all, the tether flickered and stretched and shortened as Ruhen darted from place to place, working his secret magic.

	A cleptapod turned an intelligent eye toward Sepha and recognized her as the source of the problematic darts. It reached arm over arm, pulling itself laboriously toward her over the detritus on the deck.

	Then Destry reappeared, her face a symphony of rage and determination. There was a faint double pulse, and suddenly Destry was carrying her long, narrow cannon. She loaded and fired it in one fluid movement, catching a cleptapod in the eye. The round exploded inside it, momentarily backlighting the cleptapod’s exoskeleton with a horrible orange glow. It burst, spraying the deck with sickening orange slime.

	With a swallowed laugh, the undead magician threw himself into the air and aimed his next attack at Destry. There was a blinding flash, and both of them flew backward. Destry, who’d landed hard against a shipping container, stood with effort and threw herself at the homunculus with a wordless scream.

	Not far from Destry, Captain Ellsworth fell, knocked out by a heavy blow from a tentacle.

	The fourth harpoon shot in silence and felled another cleptapod. Yet another took its place.

	The water beyond the boat writhed with bones.

	The fifth and last harpoon floated uncertainly and planted itself into the wheelhouse’s window, useless and unable to delay the inevitable. Sepha slid down the stairs, intending to run to the other harpoon gun, where more harpoons were ready and waiting, but she could hardly bring herself to move at all.

	How many mariners had just died?

	And if she failed to kill the undead magician, failed to thwart the contract beside her heart, how many more people would die?

	How many more would die when she could ruin his plans right now by dying, herself?

	The Dear Lady’s deck was a horror show of slime, severed tentacles, and corpses crushed and mangled. A few mariners still fought. Outnumbered by two magicians and a swarming army of cleptapods, they fought under the full knowledge that they were already dead.

	Another man screamed. As he rose into the air, swinging his sword ineffectually at the tentacle that held him, a glint in Sepha’s peripheral vision gave her fair warning. The cleptapod who’d spotted her had finally gotten within arm’s reach. As she ducked and dodged, keeping herself alive for the moment, she saw that it was crippled, with only three legs remaining. It glared malevolently at her, its three legs intent on trapping her, and Sepha knew that she could die, if she chose to. To save everyone else.

	The death would be quick.

	Sepha slowed, entranced by the thought, and felt as if her arms and legs had preceded her into the After, and she only had to join them.

	Sepha closed her eyes and waited.

	She heard a distant roar. Her tether flickered out and in.

	Two arms wrapped tightly around her, but they were warm and strong and unmistakably human. The arms threw her to the deck, and Ruhen’s voice bellowed something foreign.

	There was a roar as if the sea itself was roused to anger, and Sepha opened her eyes. Ruhen was crouching above her, arms outstretched, eyes flashing and furious. At his direction, the water formed a tornado, which bore down on the cleptapod and snatched it away from the hull, flinging it viciously against a rocky outcrop. Its work done, the tornado dissipated into a fine mist.

	Ruhen’s magic had bought them a moment of silence.

	“Magician,” Sepha snarled, pushing herself onto her feet. It was a curse, and she meant it to be deadly.

	“A good one, too,” he said, and clenched his hands into fists as he got to his feet.

	Sepha launched herself at him, hands outstretched to throttle him. He dodged her attack smoothly, grabbing her by the wrist and yanking her around so forcefully that her feet left the ground. He pulled her against him, an echo of their former embrace, and Sepha screamed, swinging at him as hard as she could with her free arm, once, twice, three times.

	But even without the added benefit of magic, Ruhen was twice Sepha’s size and as agile as he was strong. He dodged her blows without even trying.

	Sepha was crying now, and screaming-mad. “Liar!” she bellowed. “You were with him from the start! You tricked me! You,” she gasped, hardly able to breathe, “you betrayed me!”

	Ruhen stared at her in the gloom, his face a mask. She should have suspected, should have known it all along. His shyness about performing alchemical exchanges hadn’t been shyness at all, but caution, a necessary tactic to keep up his ruse. Every doubt she’d ever had, every time it had been too easy to explain away the contract’s many strangenesses, leapt to the front of her mind. If nothing else, his attentions toward her should have told her he wasn’t what he seemed.

	Catching on at last, eh? the snide voice cackled. No one so perfect would want you!

	Sepha pulled her free arm back, winding up to hit Ruhen, to hurt him as much as he’d hurt her, but he caught it and used it to pull her closer. He smelled like blood now. Blood and magic and death.

	“Sepha,” he said, and his voice was soft again, and raspy. It grazed her like a sword, and she flinched away. “Sepha, I can explain. I’m—I’m not—I’m a good magician.” There was desperation in his voice, but Sepha couldn’t fathom why. “I haven’t betrayed you,” he said, “and I won’t. Not ever.”

	Lies.

	Sepha struggled to break away from his grasp, furious that he would dare, that he had the gall to keep pretending, after all this.

	But then a scream, high and terrified and female, pierced through Sepha’s cloud of rage. Destry was high in the air, a leisurely tentacle hoisting her up by an ankle and moving her slowly over the edge of the hull. The undead magician watched from the deck, elated.

	Sepha froze.

	No.

	No!

	The scene progressed at half-speed. Sepha heard herself scream. She shook off Ruhen’s hands and moved with all she had in her, but she was too slow, too far away. She heard Ruhen shout something, saw a blade of water nearly overtake the murderous cleptapod. Saw the undead magician’s answering attack send the blade coursing harmlessly aside.

	The tentacle released Destry. She fell, ashen-faced and limp as a doll, still grasping her cannon in one hand, into the cleptapod’s waiting mouth. The mouth closed, and there was a crunch. It was the loudest thing Sepha had ever heard.

	Sepha spun to look, disbelieving, at Ruhen.

	Ruhen, who was a magician.

	Destry, who was dead.

	Tentacles groped the boat from all directions as the waiting cleptapods moved to claim the remaining prey. Their exoskeletons crackled in the night. Some of the bones were very small.

	She had to end them. She had to do it now.

	Sepha glared at Ruhen in fierce desperation and said, “If you’re with me, fight the homunculus.”

	Then she ran, holding her alchem crumpled in her fist, directly toward the evil-eyed cleptapod who’d just eaten Destry. Sepha reached the rail, braced a foot on the slick chain, and launched herself over the side and onto the bulbous head of the cleptapod.

	She landed hard and barely managed to catch herself on the cleptapod’s jutting bones. The cleptapod lurched to the side, its tentacles searching for her in the water, on the deck, everywhere but on its own head.

	Sepha hung there, legs dangling over the churning water, and felt as if she wasn’t really there. Wasn’t really anywhere.

	But Destry, the future Magistrate, was dead.

	It had been this cleptapod that did it.

	She would make it pay.

	Hand by hand, bone by bone, Sepha scaled the cleptapod’s armor until she was perched on the very top of its head.

	From this vantage point, she could see the deck, littered with bodies and severed tentacles. She noted, grimly, that Ruhen was locked in a fierce battle with the homunculus.

	Let them kill each other, she wished.

	Then she saw the dozen new cleptapods that had latched onto the boat and knew it was time for her to act.

	Feeling as if the fierce wind had imparted its power to her, Sepha knelt and spread her alchem onto the cleptapod’s head. She placed her fingers just so and closed her eyes.

	It was silent. It was dark. That something was back, roiling beneath the surface of her, dying to be released. Well, she would oblige. Then she would die, to make absolutely sure to derail the undead magician’s plans.

	And to find Destry in the After and apologize.

	What if …

	Sepha focused on the cleptapods, the one on which she knelt and those latched onto the boat, who were linked in a giant circle of entangled, writhing tentacles. Like a living alchem. She focused on these cleptapods, and on their offspring, and on their comrades who were out hunting elsewhere.

	Then, inspired perhaps by the magicians fighting on the main deck, she used her own alchem and the one the cleptapods had created to access a nearby plane of existence. One where the cleptapods seemed to belong better than here.

	As it had been with her botched human transmutation attempt, so it was now. Sepha only saw one possibility, but it was the one she needed: octopuses. Only smaller and more innocuous.

	… just for a second …

	With an incredible burst of power from the something inside, she performed the exchange.

	There was a series of pulses, and the cleptapod beneath Sepha disappeared along with the rest of its species.

	… I forget that I’m not supposed to fly?

	Sepha fell through the dust that had been exchanged for the violated bones and crashed hard into the water far below. Water that was now churning with thousands of tiny, disoriented octopuses, which shot away from her in swarms of tentacles and clouds of ink.

	Living octopuses that she’d plucked from another reality. It had been easier than she’d thought it would be.

	Dragged down by the weight of her holsters, Sepha looked up with vague interest at the moonlight that danced on the surface of the water, filtered through the rapidly dispersing ink.

	Sepha closed her eyes. She emptied her lungs, releasing her breath bubble by bubble.

	And filled them again.
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	Sepha awoke without intending to and felt as if her entire body, inside and out, had been rolled and crushed and bruised.

	A pair of rough hands pulled Sepha to sitting. Her head was too heavy, her mouth dry and foul tasting. She drooped forward, the weight of her head straining her neck. Sepha cracked her eyes open.

	She was sitting on the bottom bunk in the minuscule room she’d shared with Destry—Destry!—and Henric was scrunched into the narrow space beside the bed, looking desperate.

	“What happened to Destry?” he asked. “Did that bastard kill her?”

	Sepha blinked heavily. Bastard?

	“No,” she croaked, unsure who the bastard was. “Cleptapod got her.” Her voice cracked as she said it, but she was in a stupor that kept her beyond tears.

	Henric looked more frantic than ever at this and ran from the room, slamming the door behind him. A few moments later, the door opened again, and the hulking Captain Ellsworth, heavily bandaged and shadowed by Ms. Elos, strode in. There was barely room for the three of them inside the tiny space.

	Ellsworth regarded Sepha with a strangely guarded look in his eyes and said, “I have a question, and I want you to answer carefully.” He ducked his head to see her better and said, “Do you mean us harm, alchemancer?”

	There was a beat of silence as Ellsworth’s words penetrated the haze in Sepha’s mind. “How do you—” she started. Stopped. Took a breath. “No, I don’t mean you any harm.”

	Ellsworth let out a string of relieved swears and slumped against the berth’s wall. “Half the crew was of a mind to slit your throat as you slept,” he explained, digging the heels of his hands into his eyes. Sepha’s hand flew to her neck. The willow pendant’s chain was warm against her hand, and she wanted to snatch it off and hurl it against the wall. “They wouldn’t listen to reason. Even when I told them alchemancer or no, we wouldn’t kill a defenseless girl in her sleep. They only calmed themselves when your magician threatened to sink the ship, kill us all.” He went on hastily, “It wasn’t the magic that put them off, not really. It was the bit with the cleptapods, I think, that, ah, made them less than comfortable with—” He paused and gestured at Sepha. “Your magician told me what you are, after the two of you saved the ship. He said the rest was yours to explain.”

	Your magician, he’d said.

	Because Ruhen was a magician.

	Ruhen was a magician, and Destry was dead.

	But Ruhen wasn’t hers. Had never been. Why he’d troubled himself to save her from the crew, she had no idea. Unless he wasn’t done playing his part yet. Maybe he was bound to the undead magician by a contract of his own. Compelled to keep her alive, regardless.

	The silence had gone expectant. Ellsworth and Elos were watching her, still guarded, still mistrustful, still fearful.

	What a strange thing it was, to be feared when she felt so powerless.

	Sepha grimaced against the headache that thumped against the base of her skull and said, her voice flat, “There’s a magician on the loose, in the form of a homunculus. He’s been causing trouble in Tirenia. He probably attacked the ship so he could kill Destry,” her voice broke on Destry’s name, “who is—was the Magistrate’s heir.”

	There was a stunned silence. Ellsworth swore again and folded his arms across his chest. “She seemed a good and valuable person, regardless of who her mother was. I knew she was someone important. She had a way about her. Gods, but you should’ve told me who she was. I’d never’ve let her fight if—”

	“You couldn’t’ve stopped her,” Sepha said. Her voice was a string stretched across the blade of a knife. “I’ve never seen anyone but her mother even try to tell her what to do.”

	“How did the magician—the homunculus—find her? Find us?” Ms. Elos asked. “We don’t have a bill of passage. How could he have—”

	Sepha held up her right hand. “I’m bound to the magician-homunculus by a contract,” she said. Her mind was too muddled, too slow, for lies. “He can always find me. He must’ve known she’d be where I was. It’s my fault.” Her voice, the string, split. “I’m sorry your mariners died. We left so quickly, there wasn’t time. I never considered that he might—I’m so very sorry.”

	Ellsworth seemed to diminish. He twisted his lips to the side and rubbed his hand across the stubble on his jaw with a crackling sound. Then he cleared his throat. “Ah. And what happened to the cleptapods?”

	“I sent them away. Banished them, I suppose,” she said, staring at her hands. “They’ll never bother anyone again.”

	“You banished all of them?” Captain Ellsworth asked.

	“All of them.” She looked straight at the captain, as if daring him to call her a liar, and repeated, “All.”

	Ellsworth swore, staring at Sepha with something close to reverence. Behind him, Ms. Elos muttered, “Gods and After help us.”

	As Captain Ellsworth stared at Sepha, something like recognition sparked in his blue eyes. He opened his mouth and closed it again. After an uncomfortable moment, he looked away. “You saved us all last night, whether you brought the danger with you or no. I won’t lock you up, and I won’t hand you over to the Magistrate either.”

	It had seemed, for a moment, as if he was going to say something else—as if he’d been about to ask her something—but Sepha must’ve imagined it. “You’re not angry with us for not telling you we were on the run?” she asked.

	Ellsworth let out a grunt of laughter. “If you weren’t on the run, you’d’ve found different transportation,” he said. “I know what I’m about. Half the people on the crew are on the run from someone.”

	“Oh,” Sepha said. That explained the Dear Lady’s armaments, at least. “But if the Magistrate found out—”

	“What can she do that she hasn’t already?” he asked. “Detenia invaded Tirenia three hundred years ago, and they punish us for it still. They’ve left us with nothing. Nothing. I’ve no reason to turn you over to those Tirenian bastards, nor to fear them.”

	Sepha exhaled slowly.

	“What about Ruhen?”

	Ellsworth raised his eyebrows. “What about him?”

	Sepha’s eyes widened. “What do you mean, what about him? He’s a magician!”

	“And you’re an alchemancer,” Ellsworth countered. “Tirenian law is to kill you both, and quick. You should be grateful that the Dear Lady is out to sea, and that I’m no Tirenian.”

	Sepha grimaced and looked away. If Ellsworth couldn’t see the difference between her and Ruhen, she wouldn’t be able to explain it to him.

	“He saved your life,” Ms. Elos said, her voice trembling as if she felt like she was standing up against someone who could crush her. A mouse to a lion. Something in Sepha’s chest cracked. “Several of us ran up to join the fight, only to see him battling a homunculus. It was something to behold, but Ruhen had the upper hand. Then the homunculus up and vanished, and what did your Ruhen do but run to the rail and call out loudly, and the water itself handed you up to him. It was he pulled the water from your lungs. It was he filled them with air again.”

	There was that your Ruhen again.

	“He wouldn’t let anyone touch you. Cursed at us when we tried,” Captain Ellsworth added. Defending Ruhen, for some godsdamned reason. “He carried you down here himself and stayed until our medic swore on his own life-blood that you were out of danger. Guarded your door most of the night, just in case. Magician he might be, but he was a friend last night. Just as you were, in your way.”

	Sepha sat quietly as they spoke, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks. She couldn’t tell them the homunculus needed her to live, and that was why Ruhen had saved her. That the fight between Ruhen and the homunculus had been a show. That Ruhen had played his part well until last night and had not yet given it up. Her eyes felt dry and hot. Ruhen was cruel for making her live.

	“Oh,” she said at last. “Well. May Henric, my homunculus, and I still have safe passage?” Panic spiked through her. “Wait, have you seen my homunculus?”

	“Your little fellow’s in the mess,” Ellsworth said. “And as you’ve saved the boat, you can have safe passage wherever you’d like.” He paused. “Ruhen’s in my cabin.”

	Sepha curled her hands into fists. “Oh.”

	Ellsworth’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll not have an alchemancer and a magician at war on my boat.”

	“We’re not at war.”

	“Like Darkest After you’re not,” Ellsworth said. “I’ve seen that look before, and it means war. I’m fetching the magician, and you two will figure out how to be civil. Or it’s to shore with both of you, and I wash my hands of the whole thing.”

	He eyed her sternly, then brushed past Ms. Elos and disappeared before Sepha could argue.

	Ms. Elos moved to follow him but paused by the door. She turned and studied Sepha for a moment. “He didn’t tell you what he was?”

	Apparently, word traveled fast aboard Our Dear Lady.

	“No,” Sepha said. Her emotions, the bad ones, were fighting past her numbness. She gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes closed, trying to shut them out.

	“Can you blame him?” Ms. Elos asked. Her question punctured Sepha’s anger and it began to deflate.

	Sepha’s hand closed around her willow pendant. “Yes,” she whispered.

	Ms. Elos sighed quietly. Then she was gone.

	Now that Sepha knew Ruhen would soon be on his way, she felt for the tether. He was far, nearly all the way forward on the Dear Lady. And she realized she only had a few minutes to sort out—everything. To sort it all out.

	One shaky breath.

	Another, and another.

	Ruhen was a magician. And everyone knew there was no such thing as a good magician.

	But she was an alchemancer. She had magic, and she wasn’t evil. Not on purpose, at least.

	So, if—if—Ruhen wasn’t evil and wasn’t working for the undead magician, why had he lied? What else had he lied about? And how could she ever know what to believe?

	And how could she talk to him, how could she even look at him, when Destry was dead?

	Sepha leaned forward with a groan and rested her forehead on her knees. Her shirt, stiff from brine, scratched her neck and arms. With a sigh, she wrenched herself out of bed and pulled on a clean set of clothes from the knapsack Ruhen had retrieved after her stunt with the library. He’d immediately known she’d have to flee and had made sure she’d have what she needed, and that was something, wasn’t it? She winced as the fabric grazed her raw skin.

	Her tether began to shorten. Ruhen was coming. At a walk, at first, then a run. The tether shortened faster and faster. Then it stopped. He was just outside her door.

	Sepha opened the door before Ruhen could knock. She didn’t meet his eyes, didn’t wait for him to say anything. She caught a glimpse of his torn shirt and the smooth brown skin beneath, the jerk and halt of his hands as he stopped himself from reaching for her.

	Instead of greeting him, she scooted between the wall and the bunk bed and sat back down on her mattress, resting her elbows on her knees.

	Altogether too huge for the tiny room, Ruhen eased in and shut the door behind him. He looked terrified and relieved again, as he had at the beginning of things last night. His dark curls were a rumpled mess.

	“You look better,” Ruhen said huskily, breaking the heavy silence. Sepha’s breath hitched in her throat. “How do you feel?”

	“Terrible.”

	Guilt flashed over Ruhen’s face. His eyes, Sepha noticed, were puffy and bloodshot. As if he’d been crying.

	Any spark of anger left inside fizzled. Staring down at her hands, she tipped her head toward the empty spot on the mattress beside her.

	Warily, as if he thought she might attack him, he approached and sat. The bed creaked and shifted beneath his weight, and Sepha had to lean away to avoid toppling onto him. He leaned away too, and they held themselves stiffly, each fighting the other’s strange gravitational pull.

	“You’re a magician,” Sepha said. Her voice was dry, raspy. He was a magician, and Destry was dead.

	“I am.” His hands were clasped tightly together in his lap. He had to hunch forward, too big to sit upright on the lower bunk.

	“Are you working with the homunculus? Or were you ever?” she asked, trying to close the loopholes in her question. Magicians loved loopholes. She should know.

	“No. No, I swear I never was.” She felt him looking at her, but she stared at the painted metal wall straight ahead. “I never worked with him, never met with him or spoke to him or knew of him until I fought him.”

	Silence seeped in, water into a punctured hull, and Sepha floated in it for a time. Thinking. Joining up scattered memories into one continuous timeline.

	“So, you fought the homunculus at the train,” she said.

	Ruhen swallowed. “Yes,” he said. “And I fought him after the fire, too, when he had you turned around. Destry knew. She figured out what I was before we even got to the Institute. She cornered me the first night we were there and made me swear I meant no harm. Told me she’d kill me personally if I hurt anyone.”

	There was a ghost of a smile on Ruhen’s lips, but Sepha felt a chill.

	Was that true? Had Destry known?

	Sluggishly at first, and then faster, her mind ran through the interactions she’d seen between Destry and Ruhen. Every time they’d colluded on something Sepha hadn’t understood. In her room after the fire, on the main deck yesterday, in the wheelhouse last night.

	He was telling the truth.

	Destry had known what Ruhen was. And she hadn’t considered him an enemy.

	If he wasn’t with the undead magician, and if his magic didn’t make him an enemy, should the lies matter?

	Yes, they should, hissed the snide voice.

	The tether was tight, but it pulled at her as if it wanted to be tighter. The ache at the base of her skull thumped once. An admonishment.

	It was probably a mistake, but Sepha leaned toward Ruhen and rested her forehead against his temple.

	Relief shuddered through her at the touch, and she and Ruhen released the same ragged breath. Something inside her, something that felt like magic, gave a sharp wrench.

	Sepha swallowed. “Did you,” she began, but her mouth was too dry. She licked her lips and tried again. “Did you ever lie about this?” she asked, gesturing between them. “Did you make this happen?”

	“No, Sepha, I swear I didn’t,” Ruhen said. He reached for her then, stretching one arm around her and tucking his hand around the curve of her waist. Pulled her close, so that their legs rested against each other. “Whatever this is, I swear I didn’t fake or force it. I’m not even sure it’s the contract doing it. I’m in the dark, Sepha. It wasn’t me.”

	Sepha held herself stiff and forced herself not to relax into his touch.

	Everything was so jumbled. Ruhen was a magician, and Destry had known. Ruhen claimed not to be in league with the homunculus, claimed not to have made the tether that bound her to him. Claimed, claimed, claimed. But truthfully? She couldn’t know. It could all be more lies.

	But it was such a relief to touch him, to be near him.

	Destry had thought Ruhen was safe.

	Ruhen had saved Sepha from the Willow.

	He had fought the undead magician beside the train, and at the Institute, and last night.

	And he had saved her life last night. More than once.

	Ruhen was a magician, but that didn’t mean he was in league with the undead magician. Ruhen was a magician, but that didn’t mean he was evil.

	Some of the jumble shifted into a semblance of order, and part of Sepha—a large and terrified part—breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe she hadn’t lost Ruhen and Destry in the same night.

	But then the snide voice spat, Ruhen’s a magician, and Destry is dead. And look at you now.

	Sepha blinked her sudden tears away, but the surging guilt was not so easily cast aside. A gulf was opening before her, or a deep trench, or a grotesque, beaky maw.

	Ruhen’s a magician, and Destry is dead.

	“Tell me,” Sepha said, giving him a chance the same way he’d given her a chance after the fire. “Tell me everything.”

	A pause.

	“I don’t know where to start,” Ruhen said, sounding helpless.

	“I don’t care where you start.”

	Ruhen seemed to diminish.

	“Just talk,” Sepha said, letting her head droop onto his shoulder. “Just talk.”

	In the emptiness that followed, Sepha thought she could hear Ruhen’s heart thudding.

	“Well,” he said, speaking slowly, as if he wanted her to stop him. She didn’t. “I wasn’t born in Tirenia. I was born in Serramne, in the realm where magicians belong.”

	Everything went still.

	“My mother had given my father twelve sons, but he badly wanted a daughter. When my mother got pregnant a thirteenth time, Father decided that if it was a girl, he’d have his sons killed, so that she would inherit all of his wealth.”

	Ruhen opened his mouth, seemed to rethink what he’d planned to say, and went on. “Mother sent us away in the middle of the night before Father suspected anything. A few months later, she sent word—she’d had a girl. We could never come home.

	“Father was searching for us,” Ruhen continued, “so Mother sent an alchemancer to where we were hiding. The alchemancer sent us here.”

	Ruhen paused, maybe to give Sepha a chance to absorb what he’d just said. “There are alchemancers where you’re from?” she asked, after a moment.

	“Yes. They’re the peace-keepers in Serramne. It’s only here that alchemancers and magicians are murdered.”

	“Oh,” she said. There didn’t seem to be much else to say.

	“Well, the alchemancer sent us here, and we lived all over the place. Never stayed anywhere longer than a few months. My brothers weren’t good to begin with, but when we were sent here, they became truly evil. Our sister had stolen everything from us, so they decided to steal whatever they wanted from then on, too. Sometimes, things got out of hand, and they killed people. Or maybe they just started to like doing it after a while. I don’t know.”

	Ruhen’s brothers weren’t just magicians, but were murderers, too.

	“My brothers didn’t make me kill anyone, but they made me serve them. After a few years, it became clear that I was more powerful than any one of them, but I was never strong enough to fight all eleven of them. Never strong enough to save any of their victims.” He swallowed. Looked down. Continued. “They hurt me, sometimes, until I learned how to stop them.

	“I started sneaking into the nearest cities, taking books from the libraries. I figured if I could pass the exams, I could fake my way into becoming a Court Alchemist. All I had to do was follow the rules and make it seem like I was using alchemy, not magic.” Ruhen’s tone went flat. “My brothers began to disappear, one by one, and never came back. Military Alchemists got some of them. I don’t know about the rest.” A pause. “But it got easier to sneak out. I was able to study more. My home was the Darkest After, but I could finally see a way out.”

	Sepha stared down at her hands, studying the bends of her fingers, the lines on her knuckles. She could hear the words Ruhen was saying, but she didn’t want to understand them. Didn’t want to think about how, as badly as she’d needed to escape from Father, Ruhen must’ve needed to escape more. As afraid as she’d been after the Magistrate’s pronouncement, Ruhen had been more afraid. Every day since that alchemancer had sent him here.

	She wondered if she should believe him, if all of this was just more lies. But she did believe him. As always, she believed everything he said. And was that good or bad?

	“And then,” Ruhen’s voice dropped to a whisper, “we moved to the forest outside Three Mills. On the day of the Wicking Willow, my brothers—just Vehal and Rehan now—went hunting, and I went out to the river to be near the water. And I saw you on the riverbank. You were on a boulder, sleeping.” He swallowed. “I was terrified. If my brothers had seen you, they would’ve—” He paused. Took a deep breath. “Then you woke up and ran away, and I went after you. My brothers were laying traps in the woods, and I couldn’t let them catch you. Then the Willow happened. I thought one of them had made it. It would’ve had no power over me, but I couldn’t let you see me using magic, even to protect myself. To protect us.”

	Sepha knew she’d almost died that day. But she didn’t know how very many ways she’d almost died. How very many ways she’d been saved.

	“After the Willow, I went home and confronted Vehal and Rehan. They said they hadn’t made that one, but I didn’t believe it. I told them I was leaving. And maybe they could tell something was different, or maybe they just didn’t care. They didn’t try to stop me.”

	Sepha didn’t need to ask why Ruhen’s voice had suddenly gone hollow. She knew what it was to crave love from someone she mostly hated. What it was never to get it.

	“Then,” Ruhen went on, “I went into Three Mills just in time to find out you were in another scrape. I was too big a coward to save you from the Magistrate. I swore to myself I wouldn’t let you be executed, though, no matter what. I wouldn’t’ve let you die, Sepha, I wouldn’t’ve, but I didn’t save you that night, even though I could’ve.”

	Ruhen paused, as if he needed to hear her speak, but she didn’t. She couldn’t.

	“I wanted to tell you, Sepha,” Ruhen said, misinterpreting her silence. “After that night in your room, I was going to tell you everything. I’ve been holding back this whole time, because I wanted to tell you about myself before—before anything happened between us. But then your magic woke up, and we had to escape, and there was never any time after that.”

	There’s something I want to tell you, he’d said, the morning after the fire. Had started to say, last night, just before she kissed him.

	“You must be so angry with me,” Ruhen said, “and I don’t deserve anything from you. But please,” his voice went soft and pleading, “please forgive me.”

	His words hung in the air between them, an outstretched hand, a lifeline, and it took Sepha a very long time to answer.

	Ruhen’s a magician, and Destry is dead. Ruhen’s a magician. And Destry is dead.

	“Of course I forgive you,” she said at last. The words felt wrong in her mouth, dry and boxy, a thing she’d manufactured instead of a thing she’d felt. “You lied because you were afraid, just like I did. I understand.”

	Ruhen exhaled slowly. From behind her closed eyes, Sepha heard him take several deep breaths. He was crying. She didn’t comfort him. Only held herself stiff, her neck bent at a painful angle as her head rested on his shoulder.

	“Do you want me to go?” Ruhen asked at last.

	After half a beat, Sepha nodded. “I just need some time. Or sleep. Something.”

	Ruhen shifted. The bed creaked, and then the door opened and closed.

	Sepha stretched out on her bed and hid her arms beneath the pillow. Her bed was hard. Her pillow was cool. Her chest was a void.

	Sepha was adrift, and Henric was enraged.

	And Ruhen was a magician.

	And Destry was dead.
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	The next morning, Captain Ellsworth held a brief memorial service for Destry and the five fallen mariners. Of the six dead, they only had three bodies.

	The Dear Lady’s churning engine had broken down at last, leaving them dead in the water. The morning was cool, bright, and windless, the sky the same sharp blue as Destry’s eyes. The remaining mariners stood in a crescent around the three bodies, and it took every bit of Sepha’s courage to stand with them when she ought to be hiding in shame. But the dead were dead because of her. She owed it to them to stand, and watch, and remember.

	Standing with several mariners between herself and Ruhen, Sepha watched as Ellsworth gave the order for the fallen to be tipped into the sea. The swaddled bodies slipped off their boards. An empty moment, and then three sickening splashes.

	The mariners stood at varying levels of attention, facing out to sea. Ms. Elos, who stood beside Captain Ellsworth, murmured something only Ellsworth could hear.

	Ellsworth swallowed and nodded. Turning to face his crew, he said, “Back to work, then.” He fixed his eyes on Ruhen, and said, “If you would.”

	“Of course,” Ruhen said. Now that he didn’t have to hide his magic, the Dear Lady would be back in working condition in no time. Ruhen’s eyes flicked uncertainly to Sepha before he turned to follow Captain Ellsworth belowdecks.

	The rest of the mariners scattered, shooting dark looks at Sepha as they left. When she was alone, she took one deep breath and released it in a huff. There was something she had to do, something she’d been putting off.

	She had to talk to Henric.

	She found him a few minutes later on the main deck, aft, staring out over the water. His holsters were empty, his shirt rumpled and untucked. His hair was unkempt, his arms were crossed, and he was quiet. And he was never quiet.

	Henric turned to face her, his eyes shockingly red against the green of his irises. They looked at each other for a quiet moment, and it was as if Destry’s absence took up space between them, a physical object that was too heavy for them to move.

	Sepha nodded, the barest acknowledgment of a loss much greater than her own, and they both returned their gazes to the sea. They were both too tired for anything but blunt and dry-eyed observation.

	“Destry is gone,” Henric said, his voice reduced to a gravelly murmur.

	Sepha looked sidelong at him. “You weren’t at the memorial.”

	Henric’s head drooped. “I couldn’t go,” he said. “If I’d gone, that would’ve meant it was real. That she really died. And if she’s dead, that means I have to be the next Magistrate. The moment my mother dies, my name will be expunged. I’ll be Monseigneur Magistrate, not Henric.

	“You got me wrong, Sepha,” he said. “I never wanted this, not even for a second. All I wanted was—well, not this.” He shook his head. “Maybe she isn’t dead. Maybe we should circle back. She could’ve climbed one of those rocks, maybe.”

	Sepha sighed and scanned the horizon for pursuing ships.

	None.

	“She’s dead, Henric.” Her voice was flat and unyielding, because she’d had to tell herself the same thing. “I saw the cleptapods get her.”

	“I can’t believe that, Sepha,” Henric said, fixing her with a desperate look. “She was too good for that. It had to have been one of the magicians, Ruhen or that other one, the homunculus. Don’t do Destry the disservice of saying she got killed by a godsdamned octopus.” He squared his shoulders, faced her head-on, and asked, his voice cold, “Did Ruhen kill her?”

	“No.” Sepha felt hard, as if she were full of broken stones and sharpened metal and shattered glass. “He tried to save her.”

	“Or maybe he only wanted it to seem like he was trying to save her, did you ever think of that?” Henric came closer, so that they were face to face. “He didn’t kill her, but he let his friend do it for him.”

	“Gods, Henric!” Sepha took a few steps away and leaned one hip against a giant spool of rope. “The other magician isn’t his friend.”

	Henric’s eyes narrowed. “You know something.”

	The lie tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop it. “No, I don’t.”

	“Tell me,” Henric snarled. “Destry is dead, and you’re hiding something. I’m going to be the Magistrate, and you’re an alchemancer, in case you’ve forgotten.”

	An errant gust of wind forced Sepha to take a step backward, and her magic roiled up beneath her skin. “Is that supposed to be a threat?”

	“It’s just a fact,” Henric said, moving closer to her. Too close. Her magic was uncoiling and spiraling outward, smoke in a stopped chimney. Sepha forced herself to ignore it, to glare up at Henric as he said, “Another fact is that magicians began attacking Destry as soon as you came into her life.”

	Sepha gritted her teeth and said, “I already told you I’d never harm Destry, and I’m not telling you again. Either you believe me, or you don’t.” Henric scowled and looked away. “The magician-homunculus has been wreaking havoc in Tirenia. Maybe he attacked the boat so he could kill Destry. She’d’ve been a formidable Magistrate.”

	The light in Henric’s eyes flickered, and he seemed to wilt. “More so than me.” He turned away and plunged both hands deep into his long, curly hair. Then he whirled around, looking utterly miserable. “I’m sorry, Sepha. I didn’t mean to—but you understand.”

	Sepha twisted her mouth to one side. All she understood was that Henric had been the Magistrate’s heir for less than two days, and he was already using his status to make threats. To an alchemancer, no less.

	There was a small shuffling sound. She looked down and saw Fio climb onto a nearby barrel.

	“Morning, Fio,” Sepha said, and started in surprise when he rasped back, “Morning.”

	She gaped from Fio to Henric, who was frowning out over the sea. Henric seemed not to have heard Fio. Who had talked. In all of the—everything—she had forgotten he could.

	There was a loud bang from far below. With a slight lurch, the boat began to churn forward. The motion picked up a small breeze, and Sepha’s eyes flickered closed as it teased the hair around her forehead. “He fixed it,” she said, mostly to herself.

	“There’s no getting out of it, I suppose,” Henric sighed, seeming not to have heard Sepha, either. “I’ll have to contact Mother once we get to the Sanctuary.”

	Sepha’s heart swooped. She knew that Destry had planned to contact the Magistrate from the Sanctuary, but she didn’t like the idea of Henric doing it. Not even a little. “I thought we were hoping she wouldn’t know we were there.”

	“It won’t matter,” Henric said, shoving his hands into his pockets. “She can’t go there without violating the treaty. Anyway, she’ll be too busy being disappointed that I’m her successor to give chase.” He snorted and shook his head. “Wish I could see her face when she finds out.”

	Sepha’s lip curled in distaste. But then she remembered how hard it was to talk about her father Ludov without letting bitterness spew out of her like acid. How she was always afraid people would think she was a liar if she talked about how he’d treated her.

	Maybe the Magistrate was Henric’s Ludov.

	“What did your mother do to you, Henric?” Sepha asked.

	Henric turned just enough to look at her. His eyes narrowed, and Sepha didn’t know quite what to make of it when he said, “Nothing. She did nothing.”

	“All right,” Sepha said, wincing as her tether flickered out and in. Ruhen was suddenly much farther away than before. “Sorry. I thought you might—but never mind.”

	Henric shrugged and turned away. He was silent for so long that Sepha thought he was thinking of Destry again. But then he said, “Not every mother wants to be a mother. Not every mother wants all of her children. Not every mother cares enough to pretend she does.”

	I’m sure she wanted you, Sepha almost said, but she swallowed the words. She was quite sure Destry had overshadowed Henric in every way. The broken and sharp and shattered bits inside Sepha ground together as she said instead, “She’ll have to want you now.”

	“Yes,” Henric said. There was almost a smile on his lips. “I suppose she will.”
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	Several days later, seven weeks after the night in Cell Two-Seven, Sepha found herself again on the main deck with Henric and Fio. The Dear Lady, thanks to Ruhen’s magic, was making record time and was set to arrive at the Sanctuary on the southern coast of Tirenia within two weeks. The journey from Port Balarat to any of the southern ports normally took over a month.

	Bored to the point of distraction, Henric had enlisted Sepha’s help. He’d drawn a large transformation alchem on the back of a map and set Sepha hurling knives over it. He wanted to continue his research, which was suddenly important to him.

	He didn’t succeed a single time. Each failure only sent him deeper into focus, settled a frown more permanently over his green eyes.

	After an hour or two of watching Henric fail, Sepha took a turn.

	“This might be a waste of time,” she said to Henric as she walked toward the alchem. “This really isn’t what alchemy is for.”

	“Yes, well,” Henric said, “soon it’ll be up to me to decide what alchemy is for, and I say transforming projectiles in motion has too damn much potential for me to give up on it.”

	Sepha sighed. He did this at every opportunity: used Destry’s death as an excuse to go on doing what he wanted. Because he knew it would work.

	Sepha’s tether stretched as she walked. Ruhen was deep in the belly of the ship, far enough away to be ignored, for once. He’d fallen into the habit of lurking just within eyesight, and from the way the mariners shied away from Sepha, she suspected Ruhen was lurking for their protection, not hers. As if she were some dangerous beast, liable to explode at any moment.

	If anything, Ruhen’s unreasonable lurking was making things worse. His constant, smothering presence irritated Sepha to no end, making that roiling something bubble up and burst out of her. Then Ruhen would leap into action, using his steady magic to undo the damage her wayward magic had done. And she was left standing there like an idiot, pretending it didn’t bother her that she had no control over the magic she’d never wanted.

	She was more prone to unexpected blasts of magic when she was tired or emotional, she’d found.

	And seeing Ruhen made her feel too much.

	She’d tried to forgive him, but every time she talked to him, the snide voice sang, Ruhen’s a magician, and Destry is dead. Every time it did, something inside her shrank.

	“Fine,” she said to Henric and knelt beside the alchem. She’d barely settled onto her knees when Henric hurled a knife straight at her. Before Sepha could place her hands just so, before the knife had even reached the alchem, that roiling something bubbled up beneath her skin. It burst out of her without her telling it to, and the knife ricocheted off the air and landed on the deck several yards away.

	“What in all After …” Henric began.

	“That was me,” she said, looking at the knife and then frowning at her hands.

	Henric looked at her hands, too, grimacing as if he’d just had a distasteful thought. “Damn it all, Sepha,” he said. “I’d nearly forgotten you weren’t an alchemist, and then you go and do something like that.” He jogged over to pick up the knife and said, as he walked back, “You should stop using your magic. Learn how not to use it. It’s better that way.”

	“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Sepha muttered. She set her fingers just so along the alchem’s rim. “Just give me warning next time.”

	“Warning,” he said, and threw the knife at her.

	This time, she was ready.

	As it always had been before—and as it hadn’t been with her homunculus problem—the solution was immediately clear to her.

	All it required was a slight shift in focus.

	And suddenly the alchem wasn’t just a flat pattern drawn on paper. It was power in three dimensions, an enormous portal that formed an upward-facing cone.

	The moment the knife crossed into the cone, there was a pulse, followed by a metallic thud.

	Sepha had transformed the knife into an ingot. In one try.

	There was a moment of silence, and then, simultaneously, Fio let out a whoop and Henric shouted, “Gods, Sepha!”

	Henric rumpled his hair. “How did you do that?”

	A slow grin spread across Sepha’s face. She pulled another ingot from her holster, tossed it into the alchem, and placed her hands just so. With a pulse, she transformed both ingots into knives. “Do two this time,” she said.

	Hours later, the sun had set, but Sepha and Henric were still at it. By now, they’d drawn a crowd, and Henric’s smile was growing more manic by the minute. The mariners had a lot less to do now that Ruhen had rescued them from their most difficult work, and Sepha could hear snatches of bets being wagered.

	Several mariners now stood, knives in hand, waiting for Henric’s go-ahead to throw. From the way the idiots had oriented themselves, their fellow mariners were likely to be impaled if Sepha failed to transform any of the knives.

	All the more reason not to fail.

	Sepha rocked back onto her heels, turning to make sure no one had decided to throw a knife from behind her. She reached up to hook a stray strand of hair behind her ear and heard Henric shout the go-ahead.

	No—

	She whipped her head around and saw, as if in slow motion, the mariners’ arms arc forward. Saw the knives fly from their hands, spiraling toward her through the air.

	Then the knives were inside the cone and her hands weren’t just so and if she didn’t do something, they’d hit her or someone else, and—

	The roiling something erupted from her so forcefully that she was thrown onto her back. It burst out with a sound like a howling gale. The mariners were screaming, and she didn’t know what her magic had done—

	One scream distinguished itself from the rest. It was a roar of anger and agony, and Sepha knew she’d hurt someone.

	Sepha scrambled onto her feet. The mariners were huddled around someone lying on the ground, but they scattered when she approached.

	Because she was the most dangerous person on this boat, too.

	When she saw what she’d done, her breath froze in her throat.

	Henric was on the ground. There were large scores across his abdomen, as if some great, taloned beast had slashed him deep. There was blood pouring from his belly, and he was emitting a wordless, agonized moan.

	Sepha dropped to her knees. “Henric! Henric, I didn’t—”

	“Get away from me!” Henric shouted, and swung his arm toward Sepha. At the last moment, she saw the moonlight glint off the knife he hadn’t thrown. She lunged backward, but the tip of the blade caught her shirt. There was a ripping sound. She scrambled away from him, and he swiped again, bellowing, “Get back! Magician!”

	Sepha turned and ran. Dimly, she saw Fio, Captain Ellsworth, Ms. Elos—but there was only one person who could help, one person who could undo what she’d just done to Henric.

	She followed the pull of her tether.

	“Ruhen!” she screamed, when she caught her breath. “Ruhen! Help!”

	The words had barely left her lips when the tether cinched tight. Ruhen burst through an open doorway, looking frantic. “I hurt Henric!” Sepha gasped. “It was an accident, but I hurt him. He’s bleeding, and I hurt him, and—”

	“Where is he?”

	“That way!”

	Ruhen turned and sprinted to where the mariners had reformed their circle around Henric. Sepha followed, falling behind as she felt a sharp stitch in her side.

	“Out of the way!” Ruhen shouted.

	Behind the wall of mariners, Henric moaned, “Stay away from me, magician!”

	And the mariners weren’t moving and Henric had a belly wound and he was going to die and she’d killed both of the Magistrate’s heirs and—

	“Everybody move!” Captain Ellsworth bellowed. The mariners obeyed, scrambling to clear a path for Ruhen.

	Ruhen made to walk toward Henric, but Sepha surged forward and grabbed his wrist. He looked back at her, and she said, “He still has a knife.”

	Ruhen’s eyes flicked down her body and up again, and something in his expression went hard. He strode over to Henric and knelt. Henric went very still, and Sepha wondered if that was by Henric’s choice or Ruhen’s.

	There was a quiet moment. Then Ruhen muttered something unintelligible but powerful, words that rumbled through the air and knitted Henric’s gaping wounds back together. Where the long scores had been, now there were silvery scars.

	Ruhen leaned closer to Henric and whispered something in his ear. Henric’s eyes widened, and then his face contorted in fury. He shot a look so full of loathing at Sepha that she took a step backward.

	Ruhen stood up, and Ellsworth was immediately at his side. “There’s no defense against this,” Ellsworth said, glaring at Ruhen as if he was to blame. “I can’t have an out-of-control alchemancer on my ship. Take care of it. Tonight.”

	“I’ll talk to her,” Ruhen said, casting a swift look in Sepha’s direction.

	Sepha was a liability. If these mariners died, it would not be the undead magician, but she, who’d done it.

	Sepha didn’t wait for Ruhen. Without looking at anyone or saying a word, she turned around and walked away. After a few steps, Fio appeared beside her, trotting to keep up. Ruhen fell into step on her other side, huge and silent and so very familiar.

	They walked until they couldn’t hear the mariners anymore. Ruhen steered her into a gap between two huge shipping containers. He led her to the end of the narrow corridor between the containers, where the corridor widened into a small free space beside the rail. No one would see them here. Sepha felt a flicker of gratefulness. He’d known she’d want to be out of sight.

	She eased onto a wooden crate that butted against one of the shipping containers, and Fio clambered up to sit behind her. Ruhen sat beside her, close, but not so close as to touch her. Her headache lessened.

	For a few moments, Ruhen let the air fill with the sound of the Dear Lady’s engine, the wind, and the water churning behind the boat. Then, quietly, “What happened, Seph?”

	Sepha swallowed. “We were practicing. He was throwing knives at me. I had to transform them while they were in the air.”

	Ruhen clenched his fists. “He was throwing knives at you?”

	“Yes, for his research.” Sepha grimaced at the stitch in her side and went on. “I was getting pretty good at it, so some of the mariners were helping. They threw before I was ready. Then my magic did something.” Her hands were tight fists, fingernails slicing into her skin. “I don’t even know what I did, and I almost killed him.”

	Ruhen pushed off from the crate and paced back and forth in the small space. The tether stretched and shortened, stretched and shortened. Ruhen rubbed his mouth and muttered, “Godsdamned moron,” before sitting beside Sepha again. Closer this time. Arms crossed. “Henric should’ve known better than to throw knives at an alchemancer. Damn him.”

	Sepha had never seen Ruhen so angry. The only time he’d been anywhere close was the night of the cleptapods’ attack, when he’d saved her life. The night she’d found out what he was.

	Ruhen’s a magician, and Destry is dead.

	“What did you say to Henric?” Sepha asked.

	“I told him what I’d do to him if he ever tried to hurt you again.”

	Sepha blinked. How had Ruhen known that Henric had pulled the knife on her? She looked down at her shirt and was surprised to see a long rip where Henric’s knife had snagged it. The blood surprised her even more.

	“Oh,” she said, lifting her shirt to see the wound she’d thought was a stitch in her side. The cut was shallow but long. It trailed from just below her rib cage down to her navel. Blood dribbled out of the cut, dyeing her white shirt bright red.

	Ruhen swore. He slid off the crate, knelt in front of her, and rested his hands on her waist. They were warm and gentle against her bare skin. She took a quick, shallow breath as rightness and relief shuddered through her.

	With a muttered word, Ruhen sent his magic out to heal her. Her skin seared as the cut disappeared, leaving behind only a few drops of blood and the long, red gash in her shirt.

	Fio scooted out from behind Sepha and craned his neck to look. When he saw the blood, he let out a low whistle. He fixed his eyes on hers and said, “Did Henric do that?”

	Ruhen’s head jerked up in surprise, and he looked from Fio to Sepha, his eyes wide. She shrugged. “Yes.”

	Fio scowled. “Damn him,” he muttered. He dropped off the crate and stalked purposefully away.

	Sepha recognized the set of his jaw and the determination in his stride, and said, sharply, “Leave Henric alone, Fio.”

	Fio let out a long, mumbled growl that ended with, “Fine.” He leaned against one of the shipping containers, folded his arms, and made a sour face at Sepha.

	Ruhen stared at Fio. “He can talk!” His voice came out in a squeak.

	One corner of Sepha’s mouth turned up. “Apparently.”

	“But homunculi can’t talk!”

	“I know!” she said, really smiling now. “He started with just one word at a time, and he’s been talking more and more, although no one else but you has seemed to notice. I don’t know what to make of it!”

	“You don’t think he might be possessed, do you? Like the other one?”

	Sepha shook her head. “No. Absolutely not.”

	“How do you know?”

	“I just know. He’s been changing for a while, all on his own.” At Ruhen’s skeptical expression, Sepha turned to Fio and asked, “Fio, you haven’t been possessed by a wayward spirit, have you?”

	Indignant, Fio answered, “I have my own spirit.”

	Sepha grinned. “Well, there you are,” she said to Ruhen. “He has his own spirit.”

	“That’s what I just said,” Fio grumbled.

	Ruhen cocked his head to the side, studying Fio. “Do all homunculi have spirits?”

	Fio stiffened. A faint frown passed over his face as he looked from Ruhen to Sepha and back again. “Yes,” he said at last. “Sometimes.”

	As if afraid he’d said too much, Fio clamped his mouth shut and squeezed his arms tighter around himself.

	Ruhen stared at Fio for a few seconds, then shook his head and breathed a laugh.

	“What?” Sepha asked, raising an eyebrow.

	“I’m on a boat with a talking homunculus, an alchemancer, and the future Magistrate,” he said, and Sepha smiled. It was a rather ridiculous situation. She half-expected to hear Fio’s croak of a laugh, but when she turned to look at him, he was gone.

	Silence fell, swift and sudden.

	“About what happened with Henric …” Ruhen started. Sepha tensed. “I’m sorry. It’s my fault.”

	“How is it your fault?” He was still holding her by the waist, and Sepha suddenly realized how very alone they were. Her contract thrummed encouragingly, waking up for the first time since Destry’s death.

	Her hands itched to rest on Ruhen’s arms, his broad shoulders, but she sure as After wasn’t going to do that. She crossed her arms instead.

	“I could tell you hated having me around,” he said, “so I left you alone today. I shouldn’t’ve done it, Sepha, not when your magic’s waking up and you don’t know the first thing about controlling it. Whatever’s happening between us is one thing.” His thunderhead eyes flicked up to meet hers. “But if any accidents happen, you could hurt someone. Badly.”

	Sepha swallowed. “So I really am dangerous.”

	“Yes,” Ruhen said. He looked steadily at her, his expression concerned but not at all afraid. “You’re very dangerous, and you can’t help it. Not until you learn how not to be.”

	Sepha was an alchemancer, and Destry was dead.

	“So what do I do?” she asked. Ruhen’s thumbs twitched against her skin, and she flinched. He seemed to remember himself and stood up, jerking his hands away and shoving them in his pockets.

	“Sorry,” he muttered. He backed up all the way to the railing, a dark silhouette against the stars’ silver swirl, and said to the ground at Sepha’s feet, “No more life-threatening situations, to start. Now that your magic’s awake, it’s going to protect you if it thinks you’re in danger. You can’t afford for that to happen until you know how to control it.”

	Sepha thought for a moment. “But my magic didn’t hurt anyone at the Institute when the Military Alchemists attacked me. Actually, I didn’t feel my magic do anything at all. Their weapons just sort of … stopped.”

	Ruhen chewed his lip. “That was the willow, then. The necklace, I mean. And not your magic.”

	Sepha’s hand flew to the necklace she’d never taken off. “The necklace?”

	“I bought it off a magician in Balarat,” Ruhen said, looking down at his feet. “It was a protective charm. The charm probably got used up at the Institute, though.”

	Sepha traced the outline of the willow. “Why did you buy me a protective charm?”

	“Because by then I knew you were an alchemancer, and I knew they’d be after you if you had any accidents. Magic is spotty when it first wakes up. It wouldn’t’ve been able to protect you.”

	Sepha shook her head. “So how many times does that make it?”

	“Times?”

	“That you’ve saved my life.”

	“I stopped counting. Didn’t have time to keep track while also saving your life every other day.” He let out a short, mirthless laugh that seemed not to belong in their quiet little place. “I’ll have to stick with you until you know how to control your magic. But you’re an alchemancer, and I’m only a magician. You might overpower me by accident.”

	“Are alchemancers that powerful?” Sepha asked, surprised.

	“You can do more powerful and varied alchemy than alchemists,” Ruhen pointed out. “It’s the same for magic. Your magic has more depth, more capacity. It can do more and do it for longer.”

	“You’re talking like my magic is alive.”

	“It is,” he said. “Magic is inside you, but it isn’t you. It’s sort of …” He thought for a moment. “I see it as a sort of beast that lives inside me. It feeds off its power source, and when it’s powerful, it’ll do whatever I ask it to. When I’m far from its power source, it feeds off me instead. We both need that power source if we want to survive.”

	“What’s your magic’s power source?” Sepha asked.

	Ruhen made a strangled sort of noise, then an embarrassed laugh, and scrubbed at his face with both hands. Hiding.

	“What’s wrong?”

	With an effort, Ruhen recovered himself enough to talk. “Erm,” he said, not meeting her eyes, “that isn’t something … I mean, you don’t—magicians don’t talk about that. It’s very, ah, private. On the level of … physical intimacy. Rather a bit beyond it.”

	Sepha’s cheeks went hot. “Why?”

	Ruhen shuffled and looked at his feet. “It’s not difficult to figure out what a person’s source is, if you watch them. But to talk about it—it’s like handing someone a knife that only works on you and your family and asking them to please not use it. It’s a trust beyond anything else.”

	The implication—and the truth of the matter—was that they didn’t trust each other enough for this. The thought was like a rock in Sepha’s gut.

	“Oh,” she said blankly. “I’m sorry. For asking.”

	“It’s all right. You didn’t know.” He paused, then surged on, “You should try to identify your power source as soon as possible, though. It won’t be difficult. You probably already know what it is, on some level. Magicians get their power from all sorts of things: wind, water, metal, light. Those are called aeromancers, hydromancers, duromancers, and lumimancers, respectively. People even get their power from sound or earth or color. Could be anything. But you won’t gain any control over it until you know its power source.”

	“How,” Sepha said, still too embarrassed to look at him, “how will I know? With so many options, how do I know which is mine?”

	Ruhen was quiet for a moment. When Sepha glanced up, he was studying her. And she had the strangest feeling, the strangest certainty, that he knew exactly what she was.

	“Think of the times you’ve felt at peace,” he said at last. “And the times you’ve felt the most alive, the most powerful. That should be a good place to start.”

	Sepha nodded. The silence went awkward.

	“You won’t kill anyone if I leave you alone to figure it out, will you?” Ruhen asked.

	Sepha was half a second from snapping at him; but when she saw his expression, she realized he was only joking. Or trying to.

	With an almost sad quirk of his lips, Ruhen explained, “This is something you should do alone. Normally, you do it when you’re very young, and you have a parent to help you. But I …” he swallowed. “I can’t be that for you. You deserve privacy with this.”

	Sepha wiped inexplicable wetness from her eyes before answering. “Of course. Thanks. I’ll be fine. No murders.”

	Their gazes locked, and the memory of their kiss filled the space between them. Gods, it had been days and eternities since then. Sepha wasn’t sure if it would ever happen again.

	Ruhen pressed two fingers against his mouth, as if he was remembering, too; then he let his hand fall to his side. “Be careful, Sepha,” he said, and left. The tether unspooled as he went.

	There was wind, and there was starlight, and there was Sepha, and there was no one else.

	Sepha’s mind stalled. Her beast, her magic, could get its power from literally anything. Out of an entire universe of possibilities, she had to find the one thing that would feed her beast and keep her alive. And she had to do it alone. Without a parent.

	Without Mother.

	Sepha’s mind snapped to the magnetic memory of her. Ipha, Mother, of black hair and hazel eyes and the world’s best smile, when she could manage it. Ipha, Mother, strange and sad, and after all these years a mystery.

	Tentatively, a thumb on a bruise, Sepha approached her last living memory of her mother.

	She and Mother used to play on the roof of their tall, narrow house. They had a garden up there. Roses, heavy and pink, their heads drooping from the weight of so much beauty. Thorny and hard to pluck. Good for hiding beneath, if Mother was feeling well enough for a game.

	Mother had strange turns, sometimes. Silent and sad. But when they went to the roof, they could feel the wind tug at them, and Mother would feel better. Smiling her rare smile, Mother would call them the lost queens of the rooftop. Then she would tell Sepha what it was like to fly. To be high in the sky with nothing but air holding her up. Mother was always standing on the rim, teasing Sepha, saying, What if, just for a second, I forget that I’m not supposed to fly?

	And Sepha wanted so badly to see her do it.

	She was six, the day it happened.

	Mother was just coming out of a strange turn that had lasted longer than normal. She was faded, like there was hardly anything left. But she told Sepha she could fly, and Sepha—damn her—had asked Mother to show her.

	On the main deck of the Dear Lady, the wind went still.

	It had gone still that day too, just before.

	Mother jumped. Sepha waited. Mother didn’t fly. She crunched, four stories below. Father had always insisted that Sepha pushed her. Three Mills was divided on the subject; some thought it had been a game gone awry, but the ones who’d known Mother had only pursed their lips and shaken their heads.

	Which Sepha had, until now, taken as a judgment. A silent disapproval at the thought of a six-year-old killing her mother.

	But—

	But just now, beneath the wind’s kiss and the silver-strewn sky, far out of reach of Father’s hissed accusations, Sepha wasn’t so sure.

	Her mother had been desperately sad and had done her very best for as long as she could. She’d been alone and without help, and had felt, that day, that her only option was to jump. Leaving Sepha, at six, motherless.

	But not at fault.

	Something inside Sepha, something that over the years had grown brittle, suddenly heated, melted, cooled, hardened. Became something sharp, but strong; something not likely to shatter.

	The wind picked up again.

	Tears were streaming down her cheeks now, soft and slow. The wind licked across the streams, laying cold tracks down her cheeks.

	The roiling something stirred, and Sepha felt an inkling.

	Think of when you felt the most peaceful, he’d said.

	The River Guterahl, Sepha thought immediately. It had been quiet but for the sound of the water. The cool mountain breeze would muss her hair, reminding her that there was a whole world beyond the confines of Three Mills. Sepha swallowed.

	Think of when you felt the most alive.

	The cliff overlooking the sea. She’d been cooped up for weeks, and the open air, the ocean’s forceful wind, had let her breathe down to the bones.

	The most powerful.

	With a pang, she remembered the night of the cleptapods’ attack. The chaos, the fury, the power. The wind.

	Wind.

	The word clunked into place in her mind, a keystone settling into an empty slot, holding the rest of her in place. Sepha lifted a hand and felt the wind sift through her fingers. Her roiling beast shifted and purred.

	And some dark place inside woke up, enlivened, and glowed luminescent.

	She was an aeromancer.

	Sepha smiled and felt as if she’d never smiled before, not like this. She stood on top of the crate, pulled herself onto the huge shipping container behind it, and stood up into the full force of the ocean wind. She threw her head back and her arms out and let the wind wash over her.

	Her roiling beast, that moody and temperamental thing, bubbled up beneath her skin, yowling and purring and rubbing against her shins, catlike and powerful and impossible and hers.

	She stood there for a long time, alone but not alone, glorying in the wind and the beast it had so unexpectedly awoken. Unwilling to go back to her small berth and shut herself off from the life-giving wind, she lay down right where she was.

	Her thoughts, after a while, turned to Ruhen. He’d said it wasn’t hard to figure out what another person’s source was, if you watched them. And gods, had she been watching him!

	It wasn’t observing that was a violation, after all; it was talking about it. And if she could figure out her own source, she could figure his out, too.

	When was Ruhen peaceful?

	After a few minutes of mulling, she decided he’d been peaceful at the cliffside.

	She couldn’t rightly know when he felt the most alive, but she did know when he’d seemed the most powerful: the night of the cleptapods’ attack.

	Could he be an aeromancer, too?

	No; the thought struck a sour note.

	She thought for a long time until at last she remembered the train. The desert. The place where Ruhen had seemed the least alive.

	The desert was very dry.

	She lifted her head and looked around at the vast, empty sea.

	I like the water, he’d said at the cliffside. And he’d said he was heading for the Guterahl, the day of the Willow, to be near the water.

	Water.

	Ruhen was a hydromancer.

	And he’d been dropping hints for weeks.

	The realization settled in, rounding out her knowledge of Ruhen, and she smiled. Ruhen was a hydromancer. She was sure of it.

	The sky was alive with stars and the waxing light of the moon. The Dear Lady churned steadily through the water. The wind teased Sepha’s hair, slipped through the open slice in her shirt, skimmed along her skin.

	She knew where she was. She knew what she was. And she knew what Ruhen was, too. The gods could take the rest.
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	Over the next two weeks, Sepha spent all of her free time practicing with her roiling beast. It was like starting at the Institute all over again, teaching her body to move through the morning evolution and react during sparring matches. Only now, she was working blindly with an uncooperative beast, with no Destry to help her.

	Although her beast drew power from the wind, it wasn’t limited to manipulating air. Sepha found that her beast’s abilities weren’t a matter of possible or impossible; they were only a matter of enough energy or not enough energy. Her beast could manipulate air and hardly expend any energy at all. But when it came to manipulating heavier things, her beast had to work much harder. Its energy would noticeably deplete, and only the wind would replenish it.

	Ruhen watched her practice, occasionally offering suggestions, but mostly leaving her be. He seemed on edge during her practice sessions, and Sepha could see why. She was beginning to sense the enormity of her roiling beast’s power. She spent half her time worrying she’d sink the whole damn boat and the other half glorying in the shock of sudden power.

	And all the while, in the back of her mind, were the guilt and hate and sorrow that drove her. The undead magician had killed Destry. He’d killed dozens of other people, too, probably, but he’d found Destry because of Sepha. He’d been able to kill Destry because she’d left the Institute to protect Sepha. Destry would never be the Magistrate because of Sepha. Because of the magician.

	Now that Sepha had her roiling beast, she could kill him. She knew she could. As soon as she could wrangle it into obedience. Powerful as it was, it was dreadfully unreliable, and she could never quite get it to listen.

	She needed more practice. And then a bit more—and a bit more.

	On the day of parting, nine weeks after the night in Cell Two-Seven, the Dear Lady slowed to a stop about a mile offshore. In the distance, a wall of mountains rose abruptly from the water. They were blue through the mist that obscured them and seemed strangely unfriendly, as if they’d turned their backs to the sea.

	As the Dear Lady’s ropes and pulleys lowered the Institute’s boat into the water, Captain Ellsworth leaned over the side of the Dear Lady. “Sepha!” he shouted.

	“Sir?” she shouted back, confused. They’d hardly spoken since the magician attacked, partly because Ellsworth never seemed to be saying quite what he wanted to say.

	“Tell Ipha I said hello!” Ellsworth bellowed, and Sepha gaped up at him.

	“You knew her?” she shouted, too shocked to say anything else. The Institute’s boat hit the water with a loud slap.

	Ellsworth grinned in triumph with an I thought so expression, but his smile faltered. Henric, oblivious or belligerent, turned on the little boat’s engine. Sepha could barely hear Ellsworth’s voice above the roar. “Tell … Blackpool … alive!”

	Sepha turned to Ruhen. “Did you hear that?”

	Ruhen shrugged and shook his head.

	“Me, neither,” Sepha said, and gave Ellsworth a shrug and a wave. Ruhen sent his steady magic out to detach the Dear Lady’s ropes from their boat with a low, garbled word.

	“Who’s Ipha?” Henric asked from Destry’s erstwhile seat.

	As if she was going to tell Henric about her mother. “No one.”

	Ruhen lifted his eyebrows in a silent question, and Fio muttered, “Really?”

	Sepha mouthed, so they could both see, “My mother.”

	The wind was stronger on the small craft than it had been on Our Dear Lady, but it was wetter, too, and it wasn’t long before Sepha was completely encrusted with sea salt from the damp breeze.

	Sepha forced herself not to think about Mother, and how Captain Ellsworth had known her well enough to see her features on Sepha’s face. They were almost to the Spirit Alchemists’ Sanctuary, which meant that she had to keep her wits about her.

	Destry had said the Spirit Alchemists were likely to know where the undead magician had come from, after all. This was no time for distractions, and thinking of Mother had never done her much good.

	Henric steered the boat along the base of a tall, smooth cliff, looking for the access to the Spirit Alchemists’ hidden cove. When a narrow inlet appeared, Henric deftly navigated into the pinch. The tight waterway, after a claustrophobic minute, opened into a small cove lined by more of the sheer, tall cliffs. Sepha followed the cliffs up until she saw the chill blue sky high above. She couldn’t see a fortress or another way out. The cove seemed like a dead end.

	Across the cove’s calm waters, a pair of small boats were docked along a narrow wood-planked pier. Ruhen and Henric briefly allied to dock and moor the boat, and they all clambered out.

	The cove was a quiet, lifeless place, as still as the field of dead trees around the Wicking Willow. A chill spread through Sepha. This place felt wrong—almost wrong enough for her to want to risk the Military Alchemists, risk the magician stealing her firstborn, rather than linger where she could sense danger and death and blood among the stones.

	“And now we go up,” Henric said, his words barely penetrating the deadened air. They’d barely spoken since he’d attacked her, and he’d grown moodier every day. A few times, he’d approached Sepha and opened his mouth, as if to say something, but he never did. He always walked away instead.

	Sepha thought he might have wanted her to chase after him. But she never did.

	And now he was walking away again, around the water’s edge toward the face of the cliff. Then, impossibly, he continued walking up it, his legs obscured by jutting angles of stone. Curious, Sepha followed and saw that the stairs were little more than a groove cut along a natural indentation in the cliffs. To her right, the cliff sprang up into the sky, and to her left, an irregular lip of stone came up to her thigh, effectively hiding the stairs from the view of anyone standing on the pier.

	The safety of the Sanctuary was questionable, the connection to the Magistrate too direct. But Sepha wasn’t strong enough to fight off all the Military Alchemists—yet—and there might be answers here about the undead magician.

	It was bigger than just killing him. Someone had summoned his soul from the After and set him loose on Tirenia, and she had to find out why. Even though the Magistrate wanted her dead, even though Henric was … Henric. The magician-homunculus was a murderer. Sepha would stop him and everyone who’d helped him.

	So onward she went, with Henric, Ruhen, and Fio, into the Spirit Alchemists’ Sanctuary.

	Even though she had a feeling that whatever was ahead was more dangerous than what was behind.

	The four of them labored up the stairs. About three-quarters of the way up the cliff, the stairs turned sharply into the guts of the cliffside and flattened into a wide tunnel. The tunnel was rough-hewn stone, lit periodically by naked bulbs strung along the ceiling.

	It was quiet in the tunnel, and cool, and dim. To one side, a few corridors intersected with their own. The other side was smooth and uninterrupted but for the line of copper piping that emerged from the wall and continued along its surface.

	“The Spirit Alchemists made this?” Sepha whispered into the silent air. The tunnel had an old feel, as if most of the people who’d walked through it had died a long time ago.

	Without turning around, Henric grunted, “It’s been here for ages. Aunt Isolde found it. Decided to use it.”

	His clipped tone forestalled any further conversation.

	The corridor finally opened into a large room with a high ceiling, dark marbled tiles, and twisting, decorative columns. Tall, paired bookshelves stood sentry on either side of high, narrow doorways in three of the room’s walls. The fourth wall was of raw, gray stone, and there was an irregular, glassless window that opened out over the cove. From the pier, it must look like a pock mark on the face of the cliff.

	“Is that you, little Hen?” came a woman’s surprised voice from beyond one of the doorways.

	Henric flushed and looked studiously away from Sepha and Ruhen, who were suppressing small grins. “Yes, Aunt Isolde,” he said, a strange hush to his normally loud voice.

	There was the sound of soft footsteps approaching, and the Magistrate strode into the room.

	Not the Magistrate, Sepha reminded herself, even as her heart beat a terrified rhythm. Her identical twin.

	Sepha frowned as she stared at the woman, searching for differences between her and the one who’d stolen her life away. The Magistrate, she remembered, wore glasses; this woman didn’t, which allowed Sepha to see that her eyes were the same blue as Destry’s. This woman’s hair, a mess of mostly gray spirals, was much longer than the Magistrate’s. But for those two details, she was the Magistrate’s mirror image.

	“To what do I owe the pleasure, little Hen?” she asked, appraising Sepha and Ruhen with her head cocked to the side. Then her eyes flicked to Henric, and she grinned. The smile did nothing to warm up her expression; in fact, it made her face look sharper, more calculating. “I suppose I shouldn’t call you that anymore, should I? Come here, Henric, and let me look at you.”

	Henric obediently strode over to his aunt and submitted to her scrutiny. “Well! What’s ailing you, then?” she said, seeming to have noted his dampened spirits and more-than-usual scruffiness.

	“Destry is dead,” Henric said. “She died at sea on the way here. I haven’t been able to contact Mother yet.”

	With hardly a flick of her eye, Isolde said, “Well, we can take care of that easily.”

	Sepha could hardly keep her jaw from dropping. That was her reaction to her own niece’s death? Not even a moment of grief, of regret?

	Sensing Sepha’s gaze, Isolde said, “I apologize for my nephew’s rudeness. Henric, introduce us.”

	Henric swallowed, took one quick breath, and said, “This is my aunt Isolde, who is a Spirit Alchemist and matron in charge here. Aunt Isolde, this is Sepha, the Lady Alchemist who is actually an alchemancer, and her magician friend, Ruhen. Sepha used magic at the Institute in front of everyone, which is why we came here.”

	“Henric!” Sepha gasped, too shocked to say anything else. Henric hadn’t given them the choice of telling Isolde what they were. He’d laid them bare without any consideration. Ruhen was clenching and unclenching his fists, as if fighting a very strong urge to throttle Henric with his bare hands.

	Isolde raised her eyebrows and looked at Sepha and Ruhen again. This time, her gaze seemed greedy. Sepha’s beast roiled protectively up, and she tamped it down. Destroying the Sanctuary would make for a decidedly bad first impression.

	“Really?” Isolde said, pressing her lips into another unpleasant grin. “An alchemancer, you say? I suppose that explains the contingent of Military Alchemists that’s been toeing the border since last week.”

	Sepha’s face went very hot. “There are Military Alchemists here? But I never saw anyone following us!”

	Isolde shrugged. “You came here by boat. They came here by train. By far the faster mode of conveyance. They probably could’ve been here sooner, but there has been quite an uprising in Tirenia of late. Probably kept them busy or at least upset the train schedules. Don’t worry, though; they can’t come here without my permission. And I won’t give them permission.” She paused. “I am, of course, assuming you’re here for asylum.”

	The Military Alchemists were outside, not far off. They had come here by train. They had known where she would go, and they’d gotten here before she had.

	So much for her clever plan.

	Sepha swallowed.

	It was fine. Everything was fine.

	It had to be.

	“Well, you lot seem set up,” Henric said, avoiding everyone’s gaze. “Aunt Isolde, I assume my old room is free?”

	“By all means,” Isolde said, still eyeing Sepha. Ruhen eased forward so he was half in front of Sepha. Fio was shifting his scowl back and forth between Isolde and Henric, unnoticed by either of them. “I will need a word with the Lady Alchemist and her companion before I can allow them to stay here.”

	“Do what you will,” Henric said and, without so much as a glance at Sepha, disappeared through the door to her left.

	That sense of wrongness, of danger, was so strong Sepha’s roiling beast reacted again, prowling beneath the surface of her skin.

	But Destry had known Isolde and had still agreed to come here.

	The Spirit Alchemists might be dangerous, but Sepha was more dangerous than any of them. Let them think her cornered; let them underestimate her. She had come here for safety and for answers, and she would get what she’d come for.

	The room was quieter without Henric in it, and it was a moment before Isolde spoke. “Come with me into my study,” she said, and returned to the room from which she’d come.

	After sharing a steadying glance, Sepha and Ruhen followed Isolde. The study was much like the room they’d just left, except it was rather smaller and possessed several large, overstuffed chairs. Against the wall opposite the study’s window, a dark curtain obscured a shallow alcove.

	Isolde gestured them to a love seat, which groaned as Ruhen sat down. His weight turned the flat surface into a steep grade, so that Sepha had to lean away to stay upright.

	Fio, who had agreed to play the servant-homunculus until they knew what sort of people the Spirit Alchemists were, stood just inside the study’s threshold and didn’t say a word.

	Isolde sat across from them. She stared at them over the tips of her steepled fingers as if they were contraptions with cogs and wheels and moving parts, and she was determined to figure out what they were for.

	When she spoke, her voice was as decisive and forceful as the Magistrate’s. “It’s curious that you’ve come here. Why not go to ground? Would anonymity in a small town not have been the safer option?”

	“I wanted—I mean, I had hoped …” Sepha paused in what she hoped seemed an emotional way. “Destry meant to talk to her mother, once we arrived here. She wanted to convince her I was still useful. I hoped that was still possible.”

	Isolde clicked her tongue. “My, you are a child. What use would my sister have for an alchemancer whose secret is out? She’ll never use you now. If she doesn’t kill you, she’ll be exposed for the hypocrite she is, and she can’t have that. She’ll chase you until she kills you.”

	Sepha had expected as much, but she forced herself to flinch. Playing the part.

	“Now that you know that,” Isolde said, her eyes lingering on Sepha, “do you still think my Sanctuary is the best place for you?”

	Sepha shook her head, forcing herself to act confused, helpless.

	“Time,” Ruhen said. “We need time to think things through. And somewhere safe to do the thinking. This is the safest place we know of.”

	Isolde surrendered a small smile, and Sepha glanced at Ruhen. That bit of flattery was very nicely done. Her contract thrummed, a distraction, and she turned her attention back to Isolde.

	Isolde pressed one finger to her mouth before saying, slowly, “Well, you are correct. This is the only place my sister can’t touch. I need assurances from you, however, before I can promise you safety of any kind. Surely you understand the risk I would be taking, letting an alchemancer and magician into my domain. Especially when my sister’s alchemists are so thirsty for your blood.”

	Sepha and Ruhen exchanged suspicious glances. “What kind of assurances?” Sepha asked.

	There was a strange light in Isolde’s eyes. She rested her elbows on her knees and leaned toward them. “I merely wish to ask a few simple questions. And to receive the truth in response.”

	“And if we answer your questions, we’ll be safe here?” Ruhen asked. His voice was stiff.

	“If I like your answers,” Isolde said, lifting a breezy hand, “I shall not turn you over to the bloodthirsty alchemists outside. You have my word.”

	Behind Isolde, Fio pulled a grimace and shook his head. Sepha knew Ruhen felt the same way, could tell from the way he held himself, from the way he’d edged to the front of his seat.

	But leaving was not an option. Not yet, at least.

	“Fine,” Sepha said. “Ask away.”

	“Have you ever killed anyone on purpose?” Isolde asked immediately.

	“No,” they both said.

	But not for lack of trying, Sepha didn’t say.

	Isolde narrowed her eyes. “Do you mean harm to me or anyone at my Sanctuary?”

	Again, they both said no.

	“Where are you from?”

	“Three Mills,” Sepha said. Isolde’s eyebrows quirked upward.

	Ruhen shifted in his seat, more uncomfortable at this question than the first. “All over.”

	“Where are you originally from?” Isolde’s eyes were malicious, and Sepha thought of the undead magician. Malice shone from his eyes, too.

	“A place called Seacastle,” Ruhen said at last.

	Triumph flashed in Isolde’s eyes as she leaned back in her seat and said, “I’ve heard Seacastle is lovely. Never been there, myself.” She grinned as Ruhen went still. Sepha gritted her teeth against the sudden surge of her roiling beast. Isolde was toying with them, but Sepha could not attack her. She couldn’t. “If I allow you to stay, you must be aware that we at the Sanctuary abide by very strict rules. As guests, I will expect you to stay in your rooms unless escorted or unless one of my Spirit Alchemists tells you where to go. I must insist on this point and will not appreciate disobedience in the least. Do you agree to abide by this rule?”

	“Y-es,” Sepha said slowly.

	Ruhen paused for a second before saying, quietly, “Yes.”

	Isolde’s grin was sharp. “Good. One last question, and then we’re done.”

	Ruhen was shaking, and Sepha didn’t understand why. She rested a hand on his knee. “All right, one last question.”

	“What do you know of Spirit Alchemy?”

	Sepha raised her eyebrows. “Almost nothing.”

	Isolde grinned. “Well, during your stay here, we’ll ameliorate that. Of course, you are free to leave, Sepha, if you choose. The Military Alchemists may only be here to retrieve you.”

	Sepha swallowed. Being retrieved sounded worse, somehow, than being killed. Retrieved, and then delivered to the Magistrate. Even if the Magistrate didn’t kill Sepha—if—life under the Magistrate’s thumb would just be another contract. Just another Ludov. Just another thing-that-wasn’t-Sepha controlling Sepha’s every move.

	“What about Ruhen?” Sepha asked. “What would they do with him?”

	“Do they know what he is?” Isolde asked.

	Sepha and Ruhen exchanged a quick glance. “I don’t think so,” Ruhen said.

	“Well, then,” Isolde said, “if he was relieved of any associations with you, he’d be as free as any other Tirenian magician.”

	Sepha loosed her breath in a huff. Ruhen, at least, might recover from all of this. Might have a life worth living, a life not spent on the run.

	But Sepha wouldn’t. The Magistrate knew what she was. Henric and the Military Alchemists knew what she was. She’d been too distracted until now to realize it, but she would never be safe. Never.

	Isolde clapped her hands onto her knees, stood, and motioned to the door. “Rivers will show you to your rooms, if you choose to stay.”

	Her unspoken question lingered in the air.

	Without bothering to glance at Ruhen, Sepha said, “Yes, thank you, we’ll stay.”

	A short woman with smooth umber skin and hair that twisted into long, knotted locs was waiting for them outside Isolde’s study. She introduced herself as Rivers, and with a smile and a jerk of her head, she led them through the third doorway and toward their rooms.
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	Under Rivers’s watchful eye, Ruhen and Sepha retreated into their separate rooms. Fio, following Rivers’s instructions, scuffed down the corridor toward the homunculi’s barracks, pulling an annoyed grimace when Rivers’s back was turned.

	Accustomed to the minuscule berth aboard the Dear Lady and the stark asceticism of the Ten before that, Sepha sighed with relief when she saw her room. It was spacious, comparatively—although most any room would be. The bed was tall and soft, and it sank wonderfully when she pressed her hand on it. The smooth, carved-stone floor was scattered with thick, patterned rugs and the walls were streaked with veins of colorful ores. There was an overstuffed chair beside the irregular, craggy window, and behind an open door in the corner was a gleaming white bathtub filled to the brim with gently steaming water.

	“Oh,” Sepha whispered. Without another thought, she stripped off her salt-hardened clothes and leapt straight in. It had been weeks since she’d had a proper bath, and even longer since she’d had a place to luxuriate in privacy. She took her time and only emerged from the water when her fingers were purple and wrinkled.

	Red-cheeked and warm, she slipped into a change of clothes and sat for a few minutes in her overstuffed chair, trying to re-center herself. Her thoughts flitted from the Magistrate to Destry, to Isolde, and finally to Henric. Three troublesome, one dead. All four bound so tightly to Sepha that she was suffocating under the strain.

	With a huff, Sepha got up and knocked on Ruhen’s door. It opened at once, and Ruhen, as fresh and clean as she, gestured her in. His room was the mirror image of hers, although it was somehow already messier.

	“Well?” Sepha said, sitting on the edge of Ruhen’s bed. Ruhen sat beside her. They hadn’t kissed again, hadn’t so much as held hands. But there was still something between them, something invisible but undeniable, something that pulled and pushed. “What do you think?”

	“She’s a snake,” Ruhen said. “I wouldn’t trust anything she said. Including that she’s heard of Seacastle. There is no Seacastle in Tirenia.”

	“I thought she seemed strange, too,” Sepha said. “But what about the Military Alchemists? Do you really think they’re only here to retrieve me?”

	“I don’t know,” Ruhen answered. “There’s no way for us to know until it’s too late.” He paused. “How long do you think it’ll be before we can leave?”

	“I don’t know,” Sepha said. “I’m sure Destry was right about them knowing something about the magician. And beyond finding that information, there’s still the fact that the Military Alchemists are out there.”

	Ruhen leveled a look at her. “I really don’t think you have to be afraid of them. And if you’re not ready to face them head-on, I have a lot of experience living below their notice.”

	“That is true,” Sepha said, chewing on her lip.

	They were quiet for a moment, but then something changed, and that heavy silence welled up. Sepha leaned against Ruhen, an experimental touch, and said, “At least you can go free, if everything goes to Darkest After. They still don’t know what you are.”

	“Don’t be stupid.”

	“I know the headaches would be a problem,” she went on, ignoring him, “but maybe if you were gone for long enough, the contract would give up and choose someone else. Then you’d really be safe.”

	“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

	There didn’t seem to be a good answer to that question. Instead, Sepha said, “I’m sorry you got sucked in to all of this. I don’t know how you’ll be a Court Alchemist now.”

	“I can’t,” Ruhen said, scrubbing at his mouth. “Not now that Henric knows what I am.” Guilt hollowed Sepha out, and she wanted to fold in over herself. Her fault. “I don’t blame you, Sepha, really. To be honest, I don’t think what’s between us has anything to do with the contract. It’s too big a magic for that.”

	Sepha frowned. “But what else could it possibly be?”

	Ruhen shook his head. “No idea.”

	Sepha hazarded a glance at Ruhen just in time to see him look down at her. To see his throat bob, his lips part and close again. His thunderhead eyes roved across her face, and his voice was hoarse when he said, “But it’s something.”

	Someone knocked on the door and immediately opened it, and the moment was broken. In a habitual but now unnecessary move, Ruhen leapt off the bed to stand in front of Sepha. But she wasn’t defenseless anymore. Hadn’t been for a long time. Sepha stood beside Ruhen, giving him a look that dared him to argue.

	A man with waist-length brown hair was peeking around the door. He peered at them and smiled. “Oops,” he said, opening the door wider and coming into the room. “Hope I didn’t startle you. It’s just so rare that people who aren’t criminals come here.”

	Sepha frowned. “What?”

	“Our principal occupation is criminal rehabilitation. And since the Sanctuary is so isolated—again, because of all the criminals—well, we hardly get to see anyone new. I’m called Meadow,” he added, striding forward to shake their hands. His hand was soft and pliable in Sepha’s, and she fought the urge to wipe her hand on her shirt.

	Meadow tipped his head to study the pair of them. His eyes were an unsettling amber, and he had a thick, close-cropped beard that obscured most of his face. “Rivers made me wait before coming over here, but damn me to After if I was going to hang back for too long! An alchemancer! A real, true alchemancer! And a magician,” he added, with an apologetic glance at Ruhen.

	Meadow went back to staring at Sepha as if she was some exotic beast. “And you’re a Spirit Alchemist?” she asked, giving him the same rude stare. He was wearing long pants that were several sizes too big and a shapeless shirt that might once have been colorful but was now faded to several almost-browns. His feet were bare.

	No Court or Military Alchemists would ever allow themselves to be seen like this.

	That thought made Sepha smile. A little.

	“Yes. Yes!” Meadow said. The tip of his hooked nose angled sharply down when he smiled. “I am! One of a few dozen! There aren’t many of us. Isolde asked me to show you around and teach you a bit, believe it or not. I hardly believe it myself. But she thought you could use the distraction, Military Alchemists out there and all. Spirit Alchemy is a very complicated subject, and I hardly feel qualified to explain it to anyone, let alone to an alchemancer!—And a magician!—But I’m sure I know more than you do about Spirit Alchemy, and that’s a good enough place to start.”

	Sepha’s smile grew. She couldn’t help it.

	Meadow, in need of no such encouragement, went on. “I think it’s an excellent idea—not just because it’s a distraction, but because I think anyone would choose Spirit Alchemy over typical alchemy when given the right information. I’m going to show you what we do, and we’ll see how you take to it.” He paused and eyed Ruhen, twisting his mouth to one side. “You won’t be able to learn it, what with your … limitation. But you’re welcome to watch, if you want.” He smiled again, then seemed to remember his manners. “You must be exhausted from your journey. If you follow me, I’ll show you where the kitchen and dining room are. Dining cave, I guess. Ha!”

	Sepha and Ruhen followed Meadow through the Sanctuary until they reached a cavernous kitchen. Every surface shone metallic and clean. In the middle of the room was a long metal table, with half a dozen stools on each side.

	“Sit here,” Meadow said, and they sat. Without warning, Meadow banged on the table so hard Sepha jumped. “Hey!” he bellowed. “Food!” He gave them a calm smile. “They’ll be here in a minute.”

	Presently, three homunculi slouched into the kitchen and began cooking. Accustomed by now to Fio’s commentary, or at least facial expressions, Sepha found their flat silence disconcerting.

	“We get shipments of meat every so often,” Meadow said, pulling out a stool across from where Sepha and Ruhen were sitting, “but the produce, we grow here. Topside, of course.”

	In the interest of getting as many answers as fast as possible, Sepha steered the conversation away from food. “So. Rehabilitating criminals.”

	Meadow slammed his hands on the table again. The homunculi paused, as if waiting for another directive. “Criminals!” he exclaimed, and the homunculi resumed cooking. “Yes! So. To start, we have to ask, what makes a criminal a criminal?”

	It was a moment before Sepha realized Meadow’s question wasn’t hypothetical. “Crime?” she tried.

	Meadow laughed. “But what makes a person commit a crime? More importantly, what makes a person a habitual committer of crimes?”

	“Necessity,” Sepha said, thinking of the crimes she had committed. Planned to commit.

	“Circumstance,” Ruhen said. Then, probably thinking of his brothers, he added, “Or a bad nature.”

	“I like that one,” Meadow said, nodding at Ruhen. “We posit that the habitual criminal is possessed of a defective spirit—a bad nature. A good person might steal bread to feed his family, but as soon as he is able to provide the bread on his own, he will stop stealing. In that case, the crime was certainly one of circumstance and necessity. But if he goes on stealing the bread when he can afford to pay for it, then that, my friends, is indicative of a bad nature. A defect in his very soul.”

	Behind Meadow, the three homunculi worked together, standing on step-stools to reach the counters. A pot of something was boiling on the stove, and the steam rose in swirling tendrils up to the ceiling.

	“So …” Sepha began, unsure how to put her question into words. “So, Spirit Alchemy is a religion?”

	Meadow let out a short, loud laugh. “No! Of course not! I think you are under the misconception that a soul is so incorporeal as to be unaffected by alchemy. That could not be further from the truth.”

	Meadow broke off suddenly when Rivers walked into the room. Like Meadow, she was barefoot. Meadow beamed at her and beckoned her over. With a half-smile, she sat beside Meadow, slipping her arm around him.

	“Anyway,” he said, “Spirit Alchemy is used to replace the undesirable parts of the soul.”

	“How?” Sepha asked, furrowing her brow. “How is that alchemy? And how is that possible?”

	Rivers leaned forward. “Think of a soul as a collection of characteristics. Love, hope, and joy. Wrath, gluttony, and selfishness. Everyone is made of a mixture of characteristics, any of which can be bad when exercised to excess. We identify the evil that afflicts the criminal’s soul and replace it with a corresponding good. It’s a transmutation, of sorts.”

	“Oh,” Sepha said. It made sense. Sort of.

	“How do you identify the evil?” Ruhen asked.

	“Meditation,” Rivers said, “and lots of it. The most successful transmutations occur when the criminal and the alchemist meditate in tandem. Unfortunately,” she said with a laugh, “the criminals are usually unwilling to meditate. So, we have to restrain them in a room with us while we meditate on their behalf. Sometimes, the evil is immediately apparent; sometimes, it takes hours, even days, of meditation before we can identify where the soul’s defect lies.”

	The homunculi finished with their cooking and brought over four bowls of vegetable stew and a large, crusty loaf of bread. Meadow started eating as soon as the bowl appeared in front of him.

	“Thank you,” Sepha said to the homunculus who’d delivered her bowl. His gaze flicked briefly up to meet hers, then he looked down and walked away. Ruhen thanked his homunculus, too.

	“To perform Spirit Alchemy,” Meadow went on, pausing to slurp another spoonful of stew, “you must have an alchem, but you must also have a name.”

	“A name?” Sepha asked. “Whose name?”

	“The name of the soul you want to affect,” Rivers said, floating her spoon on the stew’s surface. “Unlike material things, which only have to be inside the alchem for you to affect them, a soul is immaterial. It’s as impossible to put inside an alchem as air. So, if you want to do anything to a soul, you’ve got to know its name.”

	“Is the soul’s name the same as the person’s name?” Ruhen asked. He hadn’t touched his stew.

	“Almost always,” Meadow said.

	“Almost?” Sepha asked.

	“The soul’s name is always the same as the person’s name, but isn’t always the same as what the person is called.” He saw Sepha and Ruhen exchange a confused glance, and continued, “I’m only called Meadow, and Rivers is only called Rivers. To know a name is to have power over a person, and we Spirit Alchemists would never work in harmony if we were afraid of each other. I find meadows to be very peaceful, which is why I took this name.”

	“And I was born by a river,” Rivers said.

	Sepha’s eyes narrowed. “But you know our names,” she said, and her words came out like an accusation.

	Meadow grimaced. “We do,” he said, “but it can’t be helped. We’ll try to forget them, but you can be sure we won’t try to harm you. Incidentally, Isolde has never taken a false name. She’s not a bit threatened by any of us.”

	The wrongness she’d felt in the cove came back in full strength. Her roiling beast uncoiled, pressing outward, and she forced it back down.

	“Should she be threatened by any of you?” Sepha asked.

	Rivers’s smile was a bit too sharp. “Of course not,” she said. “We are utterly harmless. Isolde doesn’t let violent people become Spirit Alchemists, you see. She hardly lets ambitious people in, either. We’re as placid as dairy cows and completely uninterested in hurting anyone. Each of us became Spirit Alchemists because we want to see a better world: a world without criminals, a world in which people who were born criminals have hope. Because of our research, we will one day be able to erase serial crime without capital punishment or even imprisonment. We want the most peace for the most people, so surely that should put you at ease. Peace precludes harm.”

	“Well said, my dear,” Meadow said, beaming. Rivers smiled at him with a doting gaze, as if he were a pet she was particularly fond of.

	Sepha shot a look at Ruhen. His eyes met hers with a look that said, nearly audibly, Not good.

	Sepha agreed. Rivers’s wording had been too careful. Being uninterested in hurting anyone wasn’t the same as actually not hurting anyone. Voice carefully calm, she asked, “You believe people are born criminals?”

	Rivers and Meadow held eye contact for half a beat. Meadow turned to Sepha and said, “Some. Not many. But yes. Some people are born criminals.”

	Was it her imagination, or had Meadow been very careful not to look in Ruhen’s direction?

	Sepha was saved from having to respond when Henric walked into the room. He stopped just inside the threshold, saw Ruhen and Sepha, and scowled. He turned to leave, but Ruhen said, “Don’t go. We’re done.”

	Together, Ruhen and Sepha stood.

	A frown flashed across Meadow’s face, so quickly that Sepha thought she might’ve imagined it. “I’ll show you back to your rooms,” he said, smiling. This time, his smile seemed forced.

	“I remember the way back,” Sepha said.

	“So do I,” Ruhen added.

	Meadow hesitated, and his eyes shifted from Sepha to Rivers and back again.

	Rivers spoke for him. “If you do know your way back, that’s fine. Just be careful not to wander. We harbor criminals here. Walk down the wrong hall, open the wrong door, you could let a murderer loose.” Her gray eyes were wide and guileless, her face apologetic, as she continued, blandly, “You could be killed.”

	Ruhen clenched the loose fabric of Sepha’s shirt in his hand, suddenly rigid at the almost-threat, and Sepha moved to stand between him and the Spirit Alchemists. “Thanks for the warning. We’ll go straight back to our rooms. No nighttime wanderings.”

	Meadow smiled, seeming relieved. “It really is for your safety.”

	Sepha returned Meadow’s smile with a tight one of her own. “Tomorrow, then,” she said. “I can’t wait to learn more about Spirit Alchemy.”

	It was a lie and a truth. She did not damn’er-to-After want to learn how to perform Spirit Alchemy; but there was a pull in her mind that told her she’d better learn to stomach it. After all this talk of souls, Sepha was sure the Spirit Alchemists had something to do with the undead magician. And she would find out what.

	Henric stepped aside as they walked out the door. He didn’t meet Sepha’s eyes.

	The walk back to their rooms was a quiet one. Sepha was horrified at what she’d heard, but she couldn’t imagine how Ruhen must feel. These Spirit Alchemists thought he was a criminal. And their job was to rehabilitate criminals like him so they wouldn’t be criminals anymore. By ripping their souls apart.

	And he had come here for her.

	When they got to their rooms, they stood outside Sepha’s door, each leaning a shoulder against the dark wood. Unable to say what she needed to, Sepha reached out and rested her hand against Ruhen’s chest.

	His heartbeat quickened.

	He folded one hand over hers and reached up to trace her jawline with his thumb—a touch that sent relief and rightness thrilling down the length of her. Sepha closed her eyes but opened them again when she felt that awful contract thrum beside her heart. Ruining everything, as always.

	Oblivious, Ruhen leaned down to rest his forehead against hers. An achingly familiar touch. A touch she had missed.

	“This is bad,” he said.

	“Very,” she agreed. She closed her eyes, tried to focus on Ruhen’s sea smell, his autumn wind smell, instead of on the fact that his mouth was only a few inches away from hers. “We’ll give ourselves a few days to find out what we can, and then …”

	“We leave,” he finished for her. “Together,” he added, and his voice lilted upward.

	“Together,” she agreed. There was no point pretending. With things the way they were, wherever one of them went, the other wouldn’t be far behind. “Find somewhere safe, a hundred miles from the nearest alchemist.”

	“Mm,” he agreed, and his hands slid around her waist. She moved closer to him until they were pressed against each other, closer than they’d been since that night in the wheelhouse. Her hands strayed up his arms to his shoulders, down to his chest and up again, and his hands began a circuit, too, rising until his thumbs grazed along her ribs.

	Sepha felt a surge of desire, and the contract thumped gleefully beside her heart. Releasing a ragged breath, she said, “I’m really tired. I—I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	His hands tightened briefly, but then he released her. He said, huskily, “Goodnight, Sepha.”

	He was still so close, looming over her, his thunderhead eyes saying too much, too loudly. And the tether had cinched so tight. “Goodnight.”
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	It was sometime after lunch, and Sepha wished she hadn’t eaten.

	She’d spent the morning with Rivers and Ruhen, touring the safe parts of the Sanctuary. Henric hadn’t showed. Rivers had mentioned, in passing, that Henric had many things to tend to because of Destry. Sepha couldn’t imagine what things, but she didn’t ask. It didn’t matter, as long as he wasn’t around to glower at her.

	What did matter was that she’d been at the Sanctuary for three days. Three full days without a glimpse of anything related to pulling souls back from the After. Three full days without even a breath of wind. She was beginning to feel drained. Brittle.

	Now she was in a large, brightly lit room lined on one side with tiered wooden benches. In the middle of the stone floor was a formidably large chair with leather straps and manacles. Its legs were welded to the ground, the natural ores in the stone melding with the chair’s dull metal.

	Painted onto the floor around the chair was an alchem so complex Sepha didn’t even bother to study it. It was simultaneously sharp and circular, and something about it made Sepha’s bones ring hollow.

	She was sitting in the front row of the benches. She’d spent the last few days enduring endless tours and lectures. This was the first time they were letting her watch real Spirit Alchemy. She wished she could feel excited, but the wrongness was back, so she felt on edge instead.

	To her left was Ruhen. To her right, Rivers. Behind Sepha, more Spirit Alchemists filled the benches. They all knew Sepha’s name, had greeted her by it. They’d said Ruhen’s name, too, sneeringly. He’d taken the insult calmly, as he always did. But if Sepha had had any magic left, it would’ve leapt out of her, snarling-mad, and wreaked havoc in the dismal room.

	But it had been three days since she’d felt the wind, and her magic was down to the dregs.

	A hush rolled over the room.

	The practical Spirit Alchemy began.

	Meadow stood and gestured to two armed men who flanked the door. They disappeared and momentarily returned with a man, bald and scarred, who, rather than looking angry or wicked, only looked exhausted. He hung limp between the Spirit Alchemists as they dragged him to the chair and strapped him in.

	“We have to drug them,” Rivers whispered. “We aren’t Military Alchemists, after all.”

	Once the bald man was settled and manacled, Meadow beckoned to Park, a woman hardly older than Sepha. “This one’s yours, right, Park?” he asked.

	“He is indeed,” Park said, smiling serenely, and strode down to stand beside the chained man. She turned to face the Spirit Alchemists. “I have meditated with Dunshire for three days since our last attempt and have concluded that the defect in his soul most closely relates to wrath. I intend to transmute this excess of wrath into peace. This will be my fifth attempt at transmuting Dunshire. Please comment.”

	“How did you determine wrath,” the Spirit Alchemist called Mountains rumbled, “rather than pure violence or chaos?”

	Park smiled. “When I questioned him, it seemed that his crimes stemmed from his hatred toward Tirenia’s occupation of Detenia. His violent actions were rooted in wrath.”

	Mountains nodded his approval.

	“Are you sure his name is Dunshire?” asked the Spirit Alchemist called City. Her voice was like a golden bell. “If you’ve had his name wrong this whole time—”

	“I’ve checked the papers and questioned him thoroughly,” Park said, seeming not in the least affronted by the question. “Thanks, City. Anyone else?”

	Silence.

	Park looked at Meadow, who nodded. Wiping her hands on the front of her shirt, Park knelt and painted Dunshire’s name along the outer rim of the alchem on the ground.

	Dunshire began to weep.

	Ruhen’s hands clenched into fists.

	Oblivious to Dunshire’s sobs, Park placed her fingers just so. She closed her eyes and focused.

	There was no pulse.

	Instead, there was a sudden ear-popping pressure. A static charge enveloped the room, pricking at Sepha’s skin and making the hairs on her arms stand up straight. Sparks jumped from the floor to the welded chair and zipped up and down Dunshire’s body in a horrible, blue-white current. Dunshire’s sobs escalated into a loud, gargling wail as his body went into a shuddering rictus, his hands white-knuckled on the arms of his chair.

	Sepha didn’t know what this was, but it sure as After wasn’t alchemy. Whatever Park was trying to do to Dunshire, it was never going to work. It was wrong, wrong, and Sepha leapt to her feet and lunged at Park. Static shocks zapped her as two sets of hands grabbed her and forced her back into her seat. No matter how Sepha kicked and scrabbled, Ruhen and Rivers wouldn’t let her go.

	Park heaved herself onto her feet and inspected Dunshire.

	He was wailing so hard, he gagged and vomited all over himself. Spittle dangled from his lips.

	There was a moment of silence, then Rivers said, quite calmly, “He does look more peaceful.”

	“Do you think?” Park asked over Dunshire’s sobs.

	“A week’s observation should tell us for sure,” Meadow said. “Who’s next?”

	Sepha’s mouth hung open as they unstrapped the still-weeping Dunshire from the chair and dragged him out of the room. At Meadow’s grunted directive, a homunculus mopped the vomit from the floor.

	And the Spirit Alchemists were so very calm.

	“Mine’s next,” Mountains said. “Might’s well get it over with.” He rose with a loud grunt and made his way heavily down the tiers.

	He stood at the front of the room, clasped his hands behind his back, and began to speak, rocking from heel to toe as if he were a child doing a recitation in school. His criminal was a man named Norwich who was particularly afflicted with lust. Lust for power, Mountains said. Lust for relations. Lust for everything he oughtn’t to have. This was to be the first attempt at transmuting Norwich, Mountains said.

	They brought Norwich in and strapped him to the chair.

	Mountains blotted out Dunshire’s name and painted Norwich’s beside the blotting.

	Sepha was taut and brittle, sitting all the way forward on the bench. Ruhen’s hand was firm around her elbow and she knew, knew before Mountains even set his fingers—

	There was that oppressive pressure and the pricking, jumping static.

	Another botched attempt. Norwich passed out.

	City’s turn. Botched, vomited.

	Waters’ turn. Botched, bled from the eyes and ears and nose.

	One by one, the Spirit Alchemists took their turns. A few criminals survived unscathed. Most didn’t.

	The Spirit Alchemists were murmuring consolations and encouragement, and they had no sense, no sense at all, that they’d taken part in torture. To them, it was all a grand scientific experiment, and these criminals were only case studies.

	For some reason, Sepha’s mind leapt from Spirit Alchemy to her failed attempt at human transmutation. Something clunked into place.

	Life could not be alchemically created, separated, conjoined, or destroyed. Just as Sepha hadn’t been able to transmute just a piece of a person, it must be impossible to transmute just a piece of a soul. Living bodies, living souls, were elemental. They were things unto themselves. They couldn’t be broken down or altered, not by any alchemical means.

	“This will never work,” Sepha said, and the Spirit Alchemists fell silent. She looked around and said, “You know this doesn’t work. You can’t use alchemy to break souls into smaller pieces. It isn’t possible. Souls are souls. Alchemy can’t change them.”

	“You couldn’t be more wrong,” came Isolde’s cold voice from the doorway. She strode into the room, and the silence went expectant.

	Sepha met Isolde’s gaze. “If I’m wrong, tell me how many criminals you’ve successfully rehabilitated. When’s the last time you fixed someone with alchemy?”

	Isolde narrowed her eyes. Malice sparked in them. “I remember the first time I successfully mitigated someone’s magic,” she said, with a hard smile.

	Sepha blinked. “You—what?”

	“I used alchemy to replace her magic with something else,” Isolde said. When she cocked her head to the side, she looked like a bird of prey. “It was, oh, almost nineteen years ago. I’d been struggling with my craft. My sister had just given me this area for my own, and I hardly had any alchemists to help me. It was me, and tunnels, and criminals, and my research.

	“Then, one day, my sister sent me a woman. An alchemancer, to be precise. She was, oh, approximately your height, Sepha. Dark hair. Young. Freshly pregnant. She’d got herself into some kind of trouble, and my dear sister wanted me to remove her magic.”

	Everything in Sepha went still. The world narrowed until it contained only the words that came out of Isolde’s mouth.

	“I don’t recall her name, of course—it was so long ago,” Isolde went on. “But she was one of the first who meditated with me. Seemed as eager to be rid of her magic as I was to rid her of it. It only took me, oh, a dozen or so attempts before she lost all ability to perform magic.

	“Without her magic, she was harmless. I sent her off to, what was it, a milling town, or something. Heard she married a nice miller. Had a healthy child not long after.” There was a cruel glint to Isolde’s eyes. “So you cannot tell me, Sepha, that my life’s work is a failed project. She was the first person I rehabilitated, but she was not the last.

	“I am a bit embarrassed of this story,” Isolde said, ducking her head and pressing her palms together in front of her heart. “I should’ve left her alone, alchemancers being as rare as they are. But I was young and foolish, and very excited about my craft, as I’m sure you understand.”

	Sepha’s mind was an empty, windless wasteland. Ipha had been hollow and broken, pieces missing but still mothering, living under Father’s thumb, everyone around her unaware. She had jumped, and her magic hadn’t saved her.

	Had Isolde done something to Mother?

	“You couldn’t have,” Sepha breathed. “You couldn’t’ve done it. It isn’t possible.”

	Isolde arched an eyebrow. “Not alone, possibly. Spirit Alchemy is less formulaic than other alchemies. It requires active participation from the subject. My alchemy has only ever worked to that extent when the subject was willing.”

	“How do you know they weren’t faking, then?” Sepha asked, feeling ragged. The dregs of her magic stirred in a feeble rebellion, too weak to do any harm but still there, still outraged. “How can you prove it was your alchemy that worked? Maybe they just got rid of their magic on their own because they were tired of you tormenting them!”

	The Spirit Alchemists burst into chaos. They all shouted at Sepha at once. Even Meadow and Rivers were glaring at her.

	But Isolde had … to Mother …

	“I’m sure Sepha meant no offense, Isolde,” Ruhen said, tucking his hand around Sepha’s waist. His voice was strung tight. “But I think we’ve seen enough for today. Thank you for the demonstration. With your permission, we’ll head back to our rooms. No wandering, of course.”

	Isolde gave a tight nod. Her lips were pursed into a thin line, her eyes shrewd and malicious as ever. Ruhen pulled her down the long halls and into her own room.

	Ruhen sat beside Sepha on her bed and waited.

	Sepha took a breath. Then she told Ruhen about Ipha. Mother. How she’d lived, and how she’d died. To her surprise, she wasn’t the slightest bit afraid that Ruhen would blame her. He didn’t, of course. He only rubbed her back and murmured her name. Pressed his lips to the top of her head.

	“Do you think she gave up her magic on purpose?” Sepha asked.

	“I think so,” Ruhen said. “I think you’re right about Spirit Alchemy. What they just showed us—it can never work. If her magic went away, it’s because she wanted it to.”

	“Why, then?” Sepha asked. She was angry. No, not angry. Furious. At the Spirit Alchemists, at her mother, at everything. “Why would she give it up?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Sepha blinked frustrated tears from her eyes. “Why didn’t she tell me about any of this?”

	Ruhen sighed and shook his head. For once, he didn’t push her to talk. She could’ve kissed him for that, but she didn’t.

	The light that streamed in through her craggy window was silver-blue. It was too early to sleep, but Sepha lay down on her side and tugged Ruhen down with her.

	“Can you stay with me tonight?” Sepha asked.

	It was a few seconds before Ruhen responded. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Seph,” he said. “I don’t want to take advantage.”

	Sepha shook her head. “I don’t need you here because I’m sad,” she said, rolling over to face him. “I need you here because I want to kill them.”

	Ruhen, gods and After bless him, only raised his eyebrows. “You want to kill who?”

	“All of them. Mostly Isolde. But all of them.”

	A smile teased the corners of his lips. “It’s an interesting idea,” he said. “But one could argue that murdering all of them for something Isolde might have done to your mother nineteen years ago may be an overreaction.”

	“I’ll hold Henric hostage,” Sepha said, pretending she hadn’t heard Ruhen. “Use him to get past the Military Alchemists. And after that, we’re free.”

	“Free,” Ruhen echoed, turning her around again and pulling her against the wall of his chest. His voice rumbled through her, his breath tickling her ear as he murmured, “Let’s talk about free. What’ll that be like?”

	Sepha smiled. “We’ll get a very big boat, with lots of room for Fio to run around.”

	“Oh, good. Fio will be there.”

	“And lots of other homunculi for him to talk to.”

	“Considerate.”

	“We’ll sail around Tirenia over and over, and we’ll sell merchants things that work like magic.”

	“But how will we—” Ruhen started, pretending to be confused. Then, “Ohhhh. Brilliant, Seph.”

	Sepha breathed a laugh, and Ruhen squeezed her close, hiding his face in her shoulder. They stayed like that for a while, holding each other, trying and failing to erase what they’d seen that day.

	After a long time, Ruhen said, “We’ll make it right.”

	It was Ipha Sepha thought of when she responded, “We have to.”
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	The next day, Sepha rose early and nearly tripped over Ruhen, who had apparently banished himself to the floor sometime during the night. Trying not to take advantage, she guessed. Her heart gave a strange squeeze at the thought.

	Her tether unspooled as she went to the washroom and back. Soon, if all went well, the tether would be gone. She’d gotten so used to it, the ability to always find him no matter what, and she didn’t relish the idea of losing it. But the tether came at too high a price. It had to go, even if it meant Sepha lost Ruhen in the process.

	A rectangle of white caught her eye. Someone had slid a note under her door during the night. She picked it up and read, with immense difficulty:

	 

	Sepha. Meet me at my laboratory at eight o’clock in the morning. Private lectures from now on, Isolde’s orders, don’t blame me. Tell Ruhen I said hello, turn right out of your room, continue past your room to the first door on the right. —Meadow

	 

	Sepha paused, on the verge of waking Ruhen up and insisting they leave now. The note was a threefold message: the obvious one, telling Sepha where to be; the less direct one, telling Sepha they knew Ruhen was with her; and the most insidious one, reminding her that they knew her name, and Ruhen’s. Gods, she hoped she’d been right to come here! She’d had lesson after lesson, and still hadn’t learned anything that suggested the Spirit Alchemists could bring souls back from the After.

	But Destry had been so sure, and Destry had been right about everything else.

	Sepha pulled on her boots, placed Meadow’s note beside Ruhen so he would know why she’d gone, and struck out to find Meadow’s laboratory. The long corridor snaked away before her, unrolling in an uneven, disorienting way. She was headed deeper into the Sanctuary than she’d been yet.

	The farther Sepha went, the stranger the corridor felt. In looks, it was much the same as the corridors she’d already seen; the floor was smooth, if not flat, and the rough-hewn stone walls were lined with copper pipes, lit here and there by naked bulbs. No other corridors or doors appeared, but Sepha had the strangest feeling that there were intersections and doors, and that she was simply missing them. As if someone was telling her which turns to take by removing all of her other options.

	Sepha shook her head. Nonsense. This was a tunnel through hard stone, lit by electric bulbs, maintained by alchemists. This was not a maze, ruled by some crafty magician, full of secret walls and hidden doors. This tunnel was not a trap.

	Involuntarily, Sepha remembered the wrongness of the cove outside, the manic glint in Isolde’s eyes.

	This was a place of alchemy, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a trap.

	Sepha continued along the corridor, accompanied by the scuff of her boots against stone. She kept walking until she hit the first door on the right—which, in fact, was the first door she’d seen at all. The door, plain wood with a matte metallic handle, claimed in neatly painted letters to be Laboratory 012. Meadow’s laboratory.

	Sepha tried the handle. It was locked. She knocked. No one answered. She glanced down the corridor, which continued uninterrupted for a long way before veering to the left.

	This place was not right.

	There was something—

	There was something wrong: the shreds of tattered souls, the murderers who were locked up and the torturers who’d locked them up, the alchem that was sharp and smooth and deadly but claimed to be a path to peace.

	A wrongness as powerful as the rightness she felt with Ruhen.

	A wrongness that scraped against her softly roiling beast like stolen bones on a metal hull.

	Sepha waited outside Laboratory 012 until the wrongness propelled her into motion. She knew how to find Meadow’s laboratory and no one else seemed to be awake, so she might as well do a little exploring.

	She felt less brittle this morning, as if a helpful wind had crept into her room during the night. Feeling tentatively hopeful, Sepha reached inside for her roiling beast. She found it right away and sensed it awaking, rolling over and stretching like a cat whose spot of sunlight had drifted while it slept.

	Trailing a hand along the piped side of the corridor, Sepha walked on, telling herself she would continue to the bend in the hall to see what was around it and then come back. The uneven surface of the wall heated her fingertips with an almost painful friction as she plodded onward.

	A claw of wrongness scraped against her roiling beast. Her beast recoiled and lashed out, all talons and teeth and protectiveness, and Sepha’s fingers sank through the wall’s visible surface and into the invisible nothing beyond it.

	She stopped and stared at her hand; or, rather, at her wrist, which was apparently resting against the wall, handless. Slowly, experimentally, she reached in farther and watched her arm disappear to the elbow.

	A hidden something, and Sepha had found it.

	A hidden something, and Sepha would not be Sepha if she didn’t find out what it was.

	Taking a deep breath, telling herself this wasn’t reckless in the slightest, Sepha stuck her head through the wall. She emerged on the other side and saw another corridor much like her own, only it led steeply downward. She walked cautiously down the corridor. Around a sharp bend, it terminated at a wooden door much like Meadow’s. Laboratory 151, this one said.

	The door was locked. Which meant whatever was behind it was twice-hidden: once by the lock, and again by the wrong-magic that camouflaged the corridor.

	But why would they hide this room? Who here could do magic—and why would they hide this room?

	Her roiling beast seemed to purr, and Sepha asked it, “Can you open this door?”

	Perhaps the past few windless days had made her beast docile. There was a click as it complied, unlocking the door without destroying a thing.

	Sepha pushed the door open and saw, beyond it, an untidy laboratory. A giant alchem on the floor with a welded, leather-strapped, manacled chair inside it. A table against the wall, stacked high with books and loose papers. And, beneath the chair, a reddish tinge that looked like blood imbibed by the porous stone.

	There was the scuff of footsteps somewhere behind her. She pulled the door shut and asked her beast to lock it. And then a voice: “What are you doing here?”

	Sepha, whose heart had given a great lurch, turned around to see Meadow standing at the turn in the corridor.

	“Looking for your laboratory,” Sepha lied. She tried to will Destry’s confidence into her voice as she said, “The note said first door on the left.”

	“First on the right,” Meadow said, frowning. Sepha could see his struggle; he couldn’t ask her how she’d found this place without admitting they were using magic to hide things from her. After a moment, he gave up and said, “Let’s go.”

	They plodded in silence to his laboratory, which, it turned out, was just as untidy as Laboratory 151, although it lacked the reddish tinges.

	Meadow relaxed a bit now that they were in safer territory and said, “I hope you weren’t upset by—by yesterday. Maybe it was unwise, letting you see everything so soon. It does take some getting used to.” He paused. “Friends?”

	Sepha forced her lips into something that ought to look like a smile. “Friends,” she said, and Mother’s eyes flashed in her mind.

	Meadow clapped, making Sepha jump, and said, “All right. Spirit Alchemy.” He started in on what became an hours-long, rambling lecture on the intricacies of Spirit Alchemy, which quickly left Sepha far behind.

	As Meadow spoke, Sepha considered her options. Now she knew with absolute certainty that there were secrets here. Remembering how much time she’d spent being ushered around by Meadow and Rivers, escorted from one activity to the next, Sepha suddenly realized that she really was being distracted, but not from the Military Alchemists.

	But distracted from what?

	If there was something they didn’t want her to know, she could be sure that it was important. If she went to Laboratory 151, she might find the answers she needed.

	Meadow was sure to tell Isolde where he’d found her, and they’d probably move everything to a more secret location as soon as possible. If she wanted to find out what was in that room, she would have to go back soon.

	Tonight. She would go back tonight.
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	That night found Sepha, Ruhen, and Fio back in the secret corridor before the locked door.

	When she’d explained what she wanted to do, Ruhen hadn’t even questioned it. He’d understood. After what the Spirit Alchemists had allowed them to see, anything they thought was worth hiding was worth finding.

	They hadn’t talked about last night. About how they’d held each other. How they’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms, in the same bed—at least until Ruhen had moved to the floor.

	But now was not the time. They left the words unspoken.

	The door to Laboratory 151 was locked. Sepha feigned nonchalance as she unlocked it, but Ruhen wasn’t fooled. He gave her a quick squeeze, and she pushed him away, smiling.

	The room beyond the door looked exactly as it had that morning, and Sepha breathed a sigh of relief. She’d half-suspected they’d already cleared it out and gotten rid of whatever the secret was.

	“What should we look for?” Ruhen asked, his eyes flicking from the enormous alchem to the grubby table piled high with books and papers.

	“Anything that can tell us what this alchem is for,” Sepha said, shutting and locking the door behind them. By the time she’d finished talking, Ruhen was already at the table with a book open, riffling through the pages.

	“What about me?” asked Fio.

	“Listen by the door,” Sepha said. “Tell us if you hear someone coming.”

	Fio grumbled at this, and as he returned to the doorway, Sepha caught the words prejudice and watchdog and could’ve been sleeping. She smiled and strode over to the alchem.

	It wasn’t a transmutation alchem, she decided after a moment. Nor was it transformation, separation, or any other class she’d ever seen. After studying it, she decided it most resembled a conjoining alchem, although it was unlike any she had seen before. There was an unusual amount of script around the outside—a name, or perhaps two—but the letters shifted and swam. She couldn’t make them out.

	Sepha gave up frowning at the alchem and joined Ruhen by the table instead. “Anything?”

	“Just textbooks and calculations,” Ruhen grunted. “Nothing specifically about what’s being done here.”

	“Hrrmph,” Sepha grumbled, and reached for a book. She and Ruhen flipped through book after useless book until Fio interrupted them.

	“What about this?”

	Fio was holding up a large, heavy book. There was no title. Loose leaves interrupted the bound pages, edging diagonally outward.

	Sepha took the book and flipped through it. It was hand-written, with entire pages devoted to what looked like rough drafts of the alchem on the floor behind her. “It’s a research journal!” she cried. “This will have everything we need.”

	“Where was it?” Ruhen asked, looking curiously at Fio.

	“Under the table.”

	Sepha ducked down to peek under the table. There, clear as day for anyone with the height or inclination to look, was a slot just the right size for the journal.

	“Fio, I could kiss you!” Sepha said.

	“Please don’t,” Fio said, eyeing Ruhen with mock anxiety.

	A reverberating voice from the hallway interrupted Ruhen’s reply. “I don’t know how she found it, Rivers!” Sepha recognized the speaker as Meadow. From the sound of it, he was approaching Laboratory 151’s locked door.

	“If I know anything about her,” Rivers said, her voice dark, “she’ll be back here tomorrow morning just because you told her not to.”

	Sepha, open-mouthed and paralyzed, stared at Ruhen. They were trapped, and her beast had no strength left. Unlocking the door had taken almost all of its energy. What would happen to them if they were caught here?

	Luckily, Ruhen recovered from his surprise faster than Sepha did. He herded Sepha and Fio to the wall beside the door and muttered something unintelligible under his breath. His magic flowed out and formed a shimmering barrier that wrapped around the three of them; then it vanished completely.

	“They won’t see us,” he said, pressing close against Sepha, shielding her with his body as well as his magic. His palms were flat against the wall on either side of her, and all she could see was him. “Don’t make a sound.”

	“… should’ve known,” Rivers said, directly outside the door.

	“How could I have known she’d decide to wander?” Meadow asked. There was a sliding metallic sound as he inserted the key into the lock. The door swung open and banged against the wall, and Rivers and Meadow strode into the room.

	“Where do we start?” Rivers asked.

	“Alchem, I suppose,” Meadow said.

	Meadow disappeared into the hall as Rivers slowly surveyed the room. Her eyes glazed over when she looked into their corner, but she didn’t look closer. She didn’t see them at all.

	Meadow returned with two mops and a bucket of water. The two Spirit Alchemists went to work erasing the alchem, and Sepha grasped the journal tightly to her chest, reassuring herself that it was real. Soon, all of the other evidence would be gone.

	Barely holding in a sigh of relief, Sepha looked up at Ruhen with half a smile. Her smile disappeared when she saw the tension on his face, the sweat beading on his temples. His camouflaging magic was too taxing, the cost too high. If they didn’t get out soon, they’d be discovered.

	“Damn,” Meadow said, and Sepha wrenched her gaze away from Ruhen. “It won’t come up. What did he paint this with?”

	“No idea,” Rivers said, sounding annoyed.

	Meadow stopped mopping and said, “How about this. We take the books and table and leave the alchem. She’s not clever enough to figure out what it’s for. Besides, the sooner we finish here, the sooner we can …”

	“All right,” Rivers said after a moment, having apparently understood whatever it was Meadow hadn’t said.

	They turned their backs to the door and put their hands on their hips, studying the monolithic table, strategizing how to negotiate it out the narrow door.

	This was their chance.

	Hoping Ruhen had enough magic to keep them covered, Sepha tugged Ruhen toward the door. Fio followed, and the three of them slipped out of the laboratory, through the secret corridor and into the main hall beyond.

	They’d done it.

	And soon, they’d know what the Spirit Alchemists were hiding.

	 

	 

	* * *

	 

	 

	“No success today,” Ruhen read from the journal. Water still dripped from his sodden curls. He’d dunked himself into the bath as soon as they’d returned to his room. Sepha hadn’t asked for an explanation, and he hadn’t offered one. “Did what Rivers suggested re: spirit-summoning. Didn’t work. Don’t know how to summon a specific type of dead soul, let alone a dead necromancer. Alchemy seems inadequate for this task. Below is the alchem that failed me today.”

	Ruhen paused. He’d been reading for an hour at least. Every entry, each of which was simply signed ‘Seaside,’ was much like this one: I failed today and don’t know why; will try again tomorrow.

	It was getting harder to stay awake. They were on the floor in Ruhen’s room, situated so that his bed was between them and the door. A small assurance of privacy, should anyone attempt to disturb it. Despite the cold night and hard floor, Sepha’s eyelids still felt as if they weighed more than the rest of her head combined. The absence of Ruhen’s warm and rumbling voice, more than the words he’d just read, pulled her a bit closer to wakefulness. “What’s wrong?” Sepha mumbled.

	“Destry was right. They are trying to summon the spirits of the dead,” Ruhen said. “They’re trying to bring back dead necromancers.”

	Too tired to care about politeness, she asked, “What’s a necromancer?”

	Ruhen set the journal down and looked wearily at her. “Necromancers draw their power from the spirits of the recently dead,” he said. “No one is born a necromancer. People who choose to become necromancers have to do something unspeakable to become one.”

	“Oh.” She thought for a moment. “If necromancers get their powers from dead souls, what does that mean for a necromancer who dies, goes to live with other dead souls in the After, and then comes back?”

	“He’d have a more direct connection to his power source,” Ruhen said after thinking for a moment. “And while he was dead, he could’ve been imbibing power all the time.”

	Sepha swore. There was a short pause. “So, the question is, why are the Spirit Alchemists trying to bring back these dead necromancers?”

	“No idea,” Ruhen said. “They can’t possibly know what they’re dealing with.”

	Sepha shook her head, perplexed. “Well, keep reading. Maybe we’ll find out if he figured out how to do it.”

	Ruhen obediently opened the journal to the next entry.

	 

	“May be on to something. Perhaps the problem is not with the alchem, but with the sacrifice and the script. If I want a specific soul, well, then I have to write its name along the rim, just as always. And if I need a soul to come, I need to sacrifice a commensurate one to get it. The soul of a common criminal simply will not do. To summon a magician’s spirit, I must sacrifice a magician’s spirit. So, these two things I need: the soul of one magician to exchange; and the name of the second magician, the one I want to summon. Two difficult things, but neither impossible. Shall begin experimentation tomorrow.”

	 

	Sepha grasped Ruhen’s arm. This Spirit Alchemist had dropped all pretenses and made human sacrifices. Had murdered people on purpose in order to summon souls who’d already had their own chances at life.

	“May have summoned something today,” Ruhen continued, his voice hard and fast. The date on this entry was several weeks after the last.

	 

	“My trials are limited due to the decreasing number of magicians that come through our doors. But the wait was worthwhile, for I found a name at last! As if that was all that had kept me waiting, a magician was then delivered to me. I wrote the name. I incapacitated the magician. I performed the exchange. All was well at first. The magician died as expected. No problems there. And because she died, I must assume that an exchange of souls took place; however, in my excitement I had neglected to realize that souls are insubstantial. They require a vessel. Something living. Something without a soul of its own, or willing to submit its own soul to the dominance of the other. Lacking a vessel, the soul I summoned today dissipated through the walls and escaped into the wide world. Where it went, I may never know, but it sure as After isn’t here. So now I must seek out a second name, a second magician, and an appropriate vessel.”

	 

	The next entry was dated several months later, in the early months of the current year.

	 

	“After all my searching, I have it! I HAVE it! I have found the name of the, THE, leader of the Necro Rebellion. A magician—named Damen, in case I forget—has just been delivered. And as for the vessel, why, it was beside me all along. Two and a half feet of walking, living, soulless flesh. Dare I do it? Will it work? Well, I shall try. Come nightfall, the necro will be alive once more inside my own homunculus.”

	 

	Ruhen turned the page, then another, but the rest of the journal was blank. “That was the last entry,” he said, sounding a little lost.

	They sat quietly side by side, not touching, not moving, not blinking or speaking, hearts barely beating, lungs half full.

	This.

	This was the answer Destry had been looking for—had, maybe, expected. The Spirit Alchemists had made the undead magician. Had called the necromancer’s spirit back from the After and stuffed it inside a helpless homunculus.

	When she could bear it no longer, Sepha broke the ponderous silence. “Now we know where he came from,” she said. The words were not enough.

	“Do you think?” Ruhen asked, and his words landed in a pile on top of hers.

	“Yes,” Sepha said. “Yes, it must be.” She paused. “That’s why there are no more entries. The homunculus—the magician—all but said he’d killed his master.”

	“What does it mean?” Ruhen asked. He wasn’t asking Sepha. He was asking the air, or the universe, or himself. After a moment, he fixed his eyes on her. “What do we do now?”

	“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know.”

	A rustling noise near the window sent a thrill of terror down Sepha’s spine. She looked and saw Fio, who’d been curled up on Ruhen’s chair, stirring restlessly. Fio, who was a talking homunculus with a spirit of his own.

	“Fio?” she called. She had a sudden inkling, and only Fio could tell her if she was correct. “Are you awake?”

	“Of course I am,” he said. He scooted off the chair and padded toward them, his eyes open and alert. He shivered, gathered a blanket around himself, and sat beside Sepha. “How could I sleep through all that?”

	“Fio,” she said when he was settled, “you said that homunculi sometimes have spirits.” He tensed, but nodded. “Does that mean that your spirit is sometimes … not inside your body?”

	He raised his eyebrows and nodded again, as if the answer was obvious.

	“Where is your spirit when it’s not with your body?” Ruhen asked, derailing Sepha’s train of thought.

	Fio thought for a moment, perhaps deciding whether to trust them. “Our spirits commune together when they’re not with our bodies. Our bodies obey our masters’ orders when our spirits are elsewhere.” His expression went grim. “Most of us choose to remain separate from our bodies for our entire lives. It means we don’t have to feel our masters’ cruelty in person, you see.”

	The words settled around them, and Sepha’s heart stuttered. Ruhen squeezed Fio’s shoulder, and Fio forced a smile, as if attempting to diminish what he’d said. His smile soured, though, and Sepha wished she could say something to make things better. She remembered the homunculus they’d left behind in the Gestation Chambers at the Institute, and wondered if Fio was thinking of him, too.

	“Where do your spirits live, though?” Ruhen asked, pushing past the moment. “In the After?”

	“No,” Fio said. “Not in the After. Not here, either. We …” He paused, looking sheepish. “We call it the Almost.”

	“Almost?” Sepha asked.

	“Almost here, almost After. Almost human but not human. Almost everything, actually nothing.”

	“You aren’t nothing,” Sepha said fiercely, and Fio’s mouth spread into an embarrassed grin. “So, the homunculus whose body the necromancer’s spirit is in,” Sepha said, edging back toward her initial question. “He has his own spirit, too?”

	“Of course he does. But not in his body right now, obviously.”

	“If his spirit had been in his body, do you think the necromancer could’ve taken it?” she asked.

	Fio shrugged. So did Ruhen. She didn’t know the answer, either, but it felt important. Not just important. It felt crucial.

	“If you don’t mind me asking, Fio,” she said, “what brought your spirit to your body?”

	Fio fixed his eyes on hers, then looked away. “Partly you, partly me. You said, ‘I’ll name you Fio,’ and my spirit preferred that name to the old one. My spirit came. My spirit stayed. I was an in-between thing until my spirit grew into the new name. Then my body woke up.”

	Sepha frowned. “So, anyone who names their homunculus could end up with … someone like you?”

	Fio scrunched his mouth to the side. “Not likely,” he said. “You gave me the name, but it was my choice to accept it.”

	Sepha smiled. “Well, I’m glad you did,” she said, and he grinned. Then, struck by a horrifying thought, she exclaimed, “Oh, no, Fio! I didn’t mean to take you away from the Almost. You can go back!”

	“No,” Fio said, patting her leg. “I can leave whenever I want. I choose to stay. I got lucky with you two.” He looked approvingly from Sepha to Ruhen, but then seemed to note the way Sepha’s eyelids drooped and Ruhen’s shoulders sagged. “It’s late,” Fio said. “We should sleep now. Talk more tomorrow.”

	Without another word, Fio scuffed out the door.

	As soon as the door closed behind Fio, Sepha felt Ruhen’s eyes on her. She craned her neck to meet his gaze. Something passed between them, something neither of them needed to say aloud, and Sepha reached for her boots and began to untie them.

	Damned if she was going to sleep anywhere but here tonight.

	“My spare shirt’s in the washroom, if you need it,” Ruhen said, and she nodded her thanks.

	It was different tonight, the thought of sleeping beside Ruhen. Last night, she’d hardly been able to think for outrage. Now, she was calm enough to think past the horror of what she’d just learned and remember what it felt like to hold Ruhen, to have his lips against hers. His body against hers.

	Her contract flipped and flexed, thrumming with approval.

	Sleeping, Sepha, she told herself. Only sleeping.

	By the time she emerged from the washroom wearing Ruhen’s oversized shirt, Ruhen was halfway through pushing his bed against the open window. Brazenly shirtless and unfairly gorgeous, Ruhen froze when he saw her and didn’t seem to notice that she’d gone similarly paralyzed. Gods, the rise and fall of him, the deep clefts between his muscles, the sheer size of him—After!

	For a long moment, his mouth hung open, and his gaze dragged dumbfoundedly down and then back up again. Staring at Sepha, at her bare legs and the shape of her body, which his shirt did nothing to hide. “After, you’re beautiful.”

	Sepha smiled. “So are you.”

	They smiled at each other, but the moment went stale. They hadn’t talked things through, not since the cleptapod attack. Since then, they had lived in the gloaming, neither together nor apart, neither one thing nor the other. Talking when they needed to, touching when they needed to, but never asking for more.

	Sepha wanted more.

	“I’m sorry I’ve needed so much time,” she said, her voice soft. She moved toward him with slow, determined steps, and stopped just in front of him. Ruhen swallowed. “I just—I found out you were a magician, and then Destry died, and it was hard to separate those two things. But now I know—gods, I mean, I never really doubted, I was only afraid—but I know I can trust you. With anything.”

	Ruhen’s mouth quirked into a half-smile. He traced her jaw, her cheekbone, the curve of her ear. “I hope you do trust me,” he said. “It’s always been life or death for me. One wrong word to the wrong person, and I would’ve been dead. I couldn’t trust anyone. Not even you, for a long time. But I’m glad you know now, and I just hope I haven’t ruined things.”

	Sepha hid a smile. Ruhen quirked his eyebrows up. “Ruhen-ed things,” she said, hiding her smile behind her hand.

	Ruhen snorted, and they both broke into laughter. Sepha leaned her forehead against his chest, and the laughter turned into a hug. In that moment, Sepha knew there was one thing she could say that would show Ruhen just how much she trusted him. And she wanted to say it.

	Sepha pulled away, arched her neck so she could look Ruhen in the eyes. “Ruhen?”

	“Hmm?”

	“I want to tell you what I am. Where my magic gets its power.”

	A half-beat of silence and a cautious smile. Then he whispered, “Are you sure?”

	“Yes,” she answered. “Without a doubt. Are you—is it all right if I tell you?” She remembered how shocked he’d been when she’d asked what his source was on Our Dear Lady and added, hastily, “If you don’t want me to tell you, that’s fine, too.”

	Ruhen stared at her, looking at each eye in turn. Searching, maybe, for doubt or fear. He brushed a wisp of hair from her forehead, then snaked his fingers through her hair. Anchoring himself. His voice was a quiet rasp. “Tell me.”

	Feeling suddenly nervous, Sepha whispered, “I’m an aeromancer, Ruhen. I get my power from the wind.”

	Ruhen’s face broke into that wide, delighted smile, and he dipped his forehead to rest it against hers. He squeezed her closer. “My aeromancer,” he murmured, and a thrill went from Sepha’s head to her toes and back again. “Can I tell you what I am?”

	Too full to speak, Sepha only nodded.

	Ruhen brushed his lips against hers, the lightest caress, and murmured, “I’m a hydromancer, Sepha. I get my power from the water.”

	“A hydromancer,” Sepha whispered, and Ruhen shivered. “I thought so,” she said, and Ruhen breathed a laugh.

	“Of course you did,” he said, and closed the space between them.

	Their lips met in a soft, slow kiss. It was a different kiss from the first. That one had been fearful and desperate, a thing stolen before things went from bad to worse. This one was a joyful thing, unhurried and confident, and it felt like a promise. He held her tightly against him, as if he wanted to feel all of her at once.

	With a small dip, Ruhen picked her up and spun her around, then broke the kiss to hide his face against her neck. His breath was warm against her skin. Her face might shatter from smiling.

	They kissed each other once more, softly; then Ruhen nodded toward the bed. Together, they pushed the bed all the way against the wall, so Sepha would be directly beneath whatever wind would come in during the night, and Ruhen would be as near the cove as possible. They settled themselves under the covers and held each other. Only held each other, until they fell asleep.
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	Sepha woke slowly the next morning. Ruhen was sprawled, crinkle-faced, on the bed beside her, one heavy arm draped across her abdomen. Even in sleep, Ruhen was making sure she couldn’t sneak away again.

	Sometime during the night, her sleeping mind had sifted through what they’d learned from the journal. She felt a teetering certainty, as if she were standing on the edge of a precipice, a breath away from falling straight into a solution.

	Seaside, that doomed Spirit Alchemist, had murdered magicians and called the necromancer back from the After, using only that alchem and the magicians’ names.

	The leader of the Necro Rebellion, he’d said. So Sepha’s suppositions had been correct. The leader of the Necro Rebellion, now that he was back, would certainly want his revenge more than ever, and her child was an essential part. He was already well on his way—Destry was dead, and his attacks spun Tirenia closer and closer to chaos every day.

	Now more than ever, she could not allow him to have her child. She’d planned on killing the undead magician, to rid herself of him. But after what Fio had told her last night, she realized she couldn’t do it. If she killed the magician, she wouldn’t just be killing the necromancer inside the homunculus; she’d be killing the homunculus himself, the being who was not a living automaton, but a real, whole person, one with his very own soul.

	But what other choice did she have? The only way out of a magical contract was to fulfill it or to die.

	To die.

	A memory from another lifetime seared across her mind: Henric laughing and reading a pamphlet. Destry frowning across the table at him. Ruhen, confused and trying to go unnoticed.

	The Spirit Alchemists defined death as the moment the soul left its vessel.

	Death meant that the soul had gone. But the vessel remained. And since this vessel was a homunculus, the vessel didn’t have to die once the soul departed.

	When the soul left the vessel, it went to the After to live with all of the other immortal souls and spirits.

	And what was the After, but some other plane of existence, as accessible by alchemy as any other?

	Sepha’s heartbeat quickened.

	Spirit Alchemy required two things: a name and an alchem. If Sepha learned the magician’s name, she could …

	Sepha went still.

	The necromancer’s name was, even now, painted on the floor of Laboratory 151. If Sepha could get to Laboratory 151 and write the name down … Well, she could create an alchem to go with it, one that would send his soul away for good!

	And if she worked very, very hard, maybe she could do it before the contract forced her to create a human body in the usual way. By her rough reckoning, she had just over two weeks left.

	She could free herself from him forever. She really could.

	A thrill of excitement rushed through her. “Ruhen,” Sepha whispered, prodding his shoulder. Which did no good for anyone, because Ruhen didn’t stir, and all Sepha could think about was how smooth his skin was.

	“Ruhen,” she said, louder. “Wake up!”

	This time she prodded him with her foot. He took a sharp breath and cracked his eyes open. He squinted at her, smiled sleepily, and closed his eyes again.

	Sepha tried one more time. “Ruhen! Up!”

	With a groan, Ruhen wrenched his eyes open and pushed himself onto an elbow. “What?” he croaked.

	“How fast can you pack your things?” she asked, crawling over him and running into the washroom.

	“What?” he called from the bed. “Why? What do you mean?”

	“I mean I think we can leave. We just have to do one thing first,” she said, pulling on her clothes and running her fingers through her snarled hair. Ruhen muttered something unintelligible. “How long before you’ll be ready? My things won’t take long to—”

	She strode out of the washroom to see Ruhen rumpled and beaming. “Already done,” he said, gesturing at the now-bursting knapsack slung over his shoulder.

	Sepha raised her eyebrows. “Excited to leave?”

	“Gods, yes. Now, explain.”

	“Come on, I’ll explain while I pack,” Sepha said, grabbing his shirt and tugging him toward the door.

	Ruhen pulled her against him instead. Sepha grinned as he planted his hands on her hips. Her hands trailed up to his chest. He kissed her, morning breath and all.

	The kiss ended too early, and Sepha took a deep breath, trying to steady her heart and her contract alike. Ruhen smirked, dipped his head to touch his lips to hers once more, and prompted, “You were about to explain?”

	“Oh,” Sepha said stupidly. “Right.”

	She grabbed his shirt again and took him to her room next door, where she hastily jammed her belongings into her knapsack. “To use alchemy on a soul, you need to know the soul’s name.” Her bed wheezed as Ruhen propped himself on the edge. “And the necromancer’s name is—”

	“—still in Laboratory 151!” Ruhen finished for her, excited. But then he frowned. “What sort of alchemy can you do with his soul? I thought you said Spirit Alchemy doesn’t work.”

	“It doesn’t work if you’re trying to rip a soul into pieces,” Sepha said, holding up a rusted old axe head to show Ruhen before shoving it into her knapsack. “But it clearly works for summoning spirits. I’m not sure what I need to do exactly, but I know if I can just get that name, the rest will work itself out.”

	Ruhen made a noncommittal noise, which Sepha ignored. She looked around the room, a final sweep. She’d packed everything. “Did you get Seaside’s journal?” Ruhen nodded and pointed at his knapsack. “Good. Let’s go.”

	Ruhen stopped her again. “Knapsack,” he said, holding out his hand.

	Sepha frowned and handed it to him. He muttered something unintelligible, and a hole opened in the air. As calmly as if he’d done this a thousand times, he tossed both knapsacks through the hole, which then winked out of sight.

	Grinning at Sepha’s astonished expression, he said, “Now we don’t have to carry them.”

	“Brilliant,” Sepha said. “Now let’s go, before they can scrub away the alchem.”

	It was early yet, and the corridors were empty. Sepha and Ruhen sprinted to the hidden hall. It looked the same. Sepha had expected it to look different now that she knew the answer to her problem lay beyond it.

	“Unlock it,” Sepha said to her roiling beast, and the door swung open.

	Lightheaded from excitement and, for some reason, fear, Sepha strode into the room with Ruhen close behind. She stood off to the side while Ruhen read the names out loud. “Damen,” he said. The magician from Seaside’s journal. Sepha held her breath as Ruhen studied the next jumble of letters.

	“Dnias.”

	Sepha’s heart stuttered. There was a stitch in her side and a growing ache in her hand. Now she knew the name of the necromancer who’d stolen her future when he purchased her life with gold. “That’s his name?” she breathed. “Dnias?”

	Ruhen grinned. “That’s his name.”

	Relief flooded through Sepha’s limbs. She held her aching hand to her mouth and said, voice shaking, “Now I can send his soul away and void the contract! We can be rid of him without giving him a body at all! We’ll be free!”

	The ache in her hand increased to a scorching agony, and Sepha realized much too late what it meant.

	She turned to face Laboratory 151’s open doorway and saw the necromancer himself, haggard and tattered as a corpse, eyes flashing with fury.

	“Treachery!” he snarled, clenching his tiny hands into fists.

	“I didn’t break the contract!” Sepha cried automatically, but the word yet hung in the air. Planning to break a contract was as good as actually breaking it, and he’d heard her. He had to have heard her.

	Since he’d fulfilled his side of the bargain, he held all of the power with the contract. She was at his mercy.

	“You will,” Dnias wheezed. He propped an arm against the doorway, as if gathering his strength. “I can’t … allow that. You can’t … be trusted. I am,” he paused, catching his breath, “within my rights.”

	He hadn’t minded when she’d shot at him at the Institute, hadn’t minded when she’d shouted at him on the Dear Lady, because he knew she was harmless then. But if she had his name, she could kill him. And that made her a real threat.

	The necromancer muttered something, and Sepha felt her contract shift and harden beside her heart. He’d caught her trying to weasel out of the contract, caught her trying to kill him, and now he was changing the contract, and changing it fast. She could feel it strengthen, change its focus, become more forceful. Could feel him closing the loophole she’d bargained for, leaving her with only one way out of the contract.

	The contract’s altered power began to creep through her limbs, controlling her.

	If the contract was fully in control, it would never let her send Dnias to the Almost, never let her free herself from him for good. She would be a drone, and then she would be a mother.

	Which she could not allow.

	Sepha leapt at Dnias with a shout, but Ruhen got to him first. With a bellowed order to his own roiling beast, Ruhen blasted Dnias with his magic, sending the homunculus flying against the corridor’s wall. Dnias let out a bestial snarl and spat something unintelligible, hurling Ruhen farther into the laboratory while yanking Sepha into the corridor.

	Dnias shouted again, and a shockwave went straight through Sepha, like a clap of thunder when the storm is directly overhead.

	Laboratory 151’s ceiling began to cave in.

	Sepha screamed to her weakened beast, “Don’t let it crush him!” and the sound of her voice was nearly drowned out by the huge slabs of stone falling from the ceiling and crashing to the ground. Her beast’s power depleted almost entirely, but the stonefall slowed. There was a bellow from inside the laboratory, a pause, and then Ruhen burst into the corridor moments before the room caved in completely.

	Sepha only realized then, in the stillness after the stonefall, how loud the crashes had been. Her ears rang and her body shook from it. Everyone in the Sanctuary must have heard and felt what had just happened.

	There was a scuffle behind her. Ruhen had grabbed Dnias in a chokehold, pressing against the homunculus’s windpipe and squeezing his jaw so tight that he couldn’t invoke any more magic.

	Shaking with fury or relief, she wasn’t sure which, Sepha walked toward the struggling pair. The contract was still changing shape, and she knew if the necromancer escaped, her free will would vanish with him. “I’ll kill you, magician, rather than give you my firstborn,” she said, her voice harsh in the corridor’s stillness. “Give me more time to make you a body by alchemy, or I’ll kill you right now.”

	She wasn’t sure she shouldn’t kill him.

	But if she killed Dnias, the homunculus whose body he’d stolen would die, too. And she had never yet killed anyone on purpose.

	Dnias narrowed his eyes and lurched forward as if to attack. Ruhen jerked him back and gave his neck a cruel twist. Dnias flinched, the smallest movement. Glaring at Sepha, he gave as much of a nod as he could.

	Ruhen eased his hold on Dnias, who took one deep breath before croaking, “Until … sundown … then.”

	The contract seared so hot she doubled over in pain. There was a sound like a soft breeze and a shout from Ruhen. By the time she looked up, the magician was gone.

	What had just happened?

	Sepha and Ruhen gaped at each other in the dusty corridor.

	It was a disaster. That much she could work through, in her numb shock and the trembling emptiness that followed her complete depletion of magic. Even with Dnias’s name, it was a disaster.

	And, she realized as the rational part of her brain pierced through her numbness, not only had she botched things with Dnias, she had also announced to the Spirit Alchemists that she did not trust them and they could not trust her. They would come for her, and she could hardly pretend she didn’t know why.

	Almost as soon as the thought occurred to her, it happened. She heard footsteps, fast and heavy, and harsh voices. Two huge Spirit Alchemists appeared around the corner, weapons first.

	Without magic and without a way out, Sepha and Ruhen exchanged glances, raised their hands, and followed the two men out of the secret corridor.

	Dnias had changed her contract. He’d given her until sundown to alchemically produce a body (which was impossible), so she only had until then to figure out how to kill Dnias without killing the homunculus whose body he’d stolen (which might also be impossible). If she failed, he would be free to alter her contract for good. He would be in complete control.

	And if that wasn’t bad enough, now they were trapped in the Sanctuary.
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	The two men delivered Sepha and Ruhen to Isolde’s study, which was, for the moment, unoccupied. The door soon opened, and Fio eased into the room. “What happened?” he whispered as he approached the loveseat where Sepha and Ruhen sat.

	“Run-in with the necromancer,” she murmured. “I only have until sundown to get rid of him before my contract alters completely.”

	Fio went still. “What will you do?”

	The door opened. Isolde came in, followed by a smug-looking Rivers.

	“I hope we aren’t interrupting anything,” Isolde said, studying Sepha and Ruhen with a cruel glint in her eyes. Her gaze passed over Fio as if he wasn’t even there. “Explain yourself, alchemancer.”

	Sepha didn’t answer. She stood between Ruhen and the Spirit Alchemists, giving him what protection she could.

	“What are you after?” Rivers asked. “Why did you go back to Laboratory 151?”

	“Got lost,” Sepha said.

	Isolde approached and struck Sepha hard on the cheek. Ruhen leapt forward with something like a roar, but Sepha shoved him back.

	“My fight,” she said fiercely, dizzy from the pain in her cheek. She couldn’t let Ruhen hurt any of them; he couldn’t give them a reason to hurt him back.

	She was an aeromancer under stifling stone, and he was a hydromancer far from water. If the Spirit Alchemists decided to hurt them, they would have no magic to fight back.

	“Go wait with Fio. Please,” she added, not afraid to beg in front of Isolde. She rested her hands on Ruhen’s chest and pushed him backward. “She won’t hurt me,” Sepha whispered, and ignored Isolde’s laugh behind her.

	There was murder in Ruhen’s eyes, but he backed away. Sepha watched him retreat until he stood beside Fio, then turned to face Isolde.

	“Why have you repeatedly broken our rules and gone where you shouldn’t?” Isolde asked in a businesslike tone. As if this were a transaction. As if they were not all aware that this place was a prison, a place of human sacrifice, and Sepha and Ruhen were trapped here, and outnumbered.

	Sepha was so tired of lying. More than that, she wanted to see how Isolde would react if she told her what she knew.

	“I have a contract with a necromancer’s spirit housed inside a homunculus,” she said. “I came here to further my research in fulfilling my end of the contract.”

	By killing him.

	Rivers gaped.

	Seeming bored, Isolde lifted an eloquent hand. “And you needed to do this research here because …”

	A warlike shout from beyond the door. A clash. A man’s scream. The shuddering aftershock from an explosion.

	The door burst open, and Meadow stumbled in, clutching his stomach. Blood gushed between his fingers as he desperately tried to keep his insides from spilling out. Rivers rushed toward Meadow, her hands outstretched, her face an amalgamation of confusion and fear and heartbreak.

	Someone appeared beyond the door, a shadow that spread its own sort of darkness. Then Henric, splattered with blood, strode into the room. Behind him was his golden-haired Military Alchemist, grinning through the blood that dripped down his face.

	Sepha stumbled backward in surprise. Ruhen leapt forward and shoved her behind him.

	There was a tirenium-edged sword in the Military Alchemist’s hand, and Sepha knew what he was going to do before he did it. Meadow, who’d slumped against Rivers on an overstuffed chair, coughed up blood, unaware of the threat lurking behind him. If Rivers saw, she was too slow.

	After a nod from Henric, the Military Alchemist took Meadow by his long, brown hair and, with one efficient stroke, sliced his head clean off.

	Which left Rivers there, still holding Meadow’s body, a constellation of red droplets splattered across her face. The Military Alchemist dropped Meadow’s head onto the loveseat. It rolled off and thudded to the ground, eyes wide, mouth open.

	“Always wanted to do that,” the Military Alchemist said, shooting Henric a satisfied grin.

	The death toll climbs, sang the snide voice.

	“Henric!” cried Isolde, her mouth hanging open as several more Military Alchemists filtered in through the door. They were uninjured but were dripping blood all the same. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	Henric’s eyes were bright green, alight with life and power. His long curls were wet with sweat or blood. He held himself tall. “Hand over the alchemancer, and we’ll leave.”

	“You think we should believe that?” Isolde cried. Rivers was still gaping at Meadow’s body, still holding him as his blood drained onto her.

	No response came from the Military Alchemists save the smirks that stretched their lips.

	Meadow’s blood was soaking the carpet, dyeing the white furniture bright red.

	Ruhen pushed Sepha farther behind him, anxiety rolling off him in waves. They were trapped. No matter who won, they were trapped.

	Isolde strode to the curtained alcove and ripped the curtain away, revealing a window—or a mirror—whose reflection didn’t show the room they were in. It showed gauzy, white curtains wafting in a breeze that made Sepha ache for the wind. Beyond the curtains, Sepha glimpsed the ocean and a wide blue sky. “Sister!” Isolde shrieked. “A word!”

	A familiar face appeared almost immediately: curly hair and light eyes framed by thick, round spectacles. The Magistrate surveyed the room, and her eyes landed on Henric. A grim smile appeared on her face, one of approval, and Henric seemed to stand straighter. “Yes, my dear Isolde?”

	“Your whelp has violated our agreement!” Isolde said, her voice rising to a screech.

	“Yes, I suppose he has,” the Magistrate said. Her voice vibrated through the room, as if it had been sliced into smaller pieces and flung into the air. “Nothing for it but to continue, Henric. All of this business, you giving refuge to that alchemancer there, has brought me to the end of my patience. Tirenia is reclaiming this land. It’s up to you how violent this needs to be.”

	Isolde seemed to age by decades. “I think, my dear Igraine,” she said slowly, shifting her darkening gaze from Meadow’s bloody corpse to Rivers’s face, “that it is time.”

	A barely perceptible shift rippled over Rivers’s face, and then her lips curled upward. “I agree, my dear Amra,” she said in a changed voice. Her gray eyes flooded with an inky black. “You get her,” she said, jerking her head toward Sepha. She released Meadow’s body and let it topple, unheeded, to the floor.

	Rivers stood and faced the Military Alchemists.

	She cried out something loud and garbled.

	Something powerful, something dark and smoky and wrong, erupted from her, blasting the Military Alchemists from their feet. At the same time, Isolde launched herself at Sepha, bellowing something unintelligible.

	Magic!

	With everything she had, Sepha shoved Ruhen out of the way. And because she’d pushed him, she didn’t have time to leap free of Isolde’s dark magic. It hit her, hard, in the arm, and she felt the bone snap. Before the pain even came, she heard Isolde’s labored breath as she hissed, “If it’s you she wants, it’s you she can’t have! You will die here!”

	Sepha tried to release an answering blast of magic, but she couldn’t. Her roiling beast was there, but only just, too feeble to help her do anything.

	She ducked, rolled, and dodged, half a second away from being blasted to bits by Isolde’s relentless attacks. Isolde’s magic seemed dark and scattered, more like a swarm of bees than a roiling beast.

	On the other side of the room, Ruhen was locked in a duel with one of the Military Alchemists. His magic was feeble, and the Military Alchemist bellowed, “Another one! Another magician!”

	Rivers and Henric were battling fiercely, and Henric needed help from all of his soldiers to hold Rivers at bay. Isolde’s attacks were coming faster than ever. Ruhen was faltering, and Sepha was bound to trip up at any moment. Her arm ached, and the pain was distracting.

	Someone would win soon, and it wouldn’t be Sepha or Ruhen. They needed more power, or they’d die. But how? The door was blocked, and the only other way out was—

	The window.

	And they were very high up.

	Without stopping to think, Sepha sprinted to the window. She scooped up Fio, who’d been cowering under a table, and cried, “Ruhen! To me!”

	Before Sepha could stop, process, rethink, Ruhen was pushing her, and their momentum carried them out the room’s gaping window and into the emptiness beyond it.

	What if, just for a second, I forget that I’m not supposed to fly?

	Time slowed.

	Sepha twisted in the air as she fell and saw that the fight inside was as fierce as ever. The Magistrate bellowed, from the mirror, “Over there!”

	Time was speeding up. She was falling fast, the air pushing hard against her, the strongest wind she’d ever felt. Her roiling beast sniffed the air and rose and howled, alive with the sudden surfeit of power. Magic filled her to the top and beyond so that it streamed behind her, an iridescent banner for anyone to see, and she felt the possibilities of everything and nothing and whatever was in between, and After! This was power!

	Ruhen’s voice, afraid. “Sepha!”

	Then she saw that the winking cove was approaching fast. At this speed, the water’s surface might as well be stone for how much it would cushion their fall.

	“Slow us down!” she cried to her roiling beast, and it bounded joyfully out to do so. The air around them became, if not solid, much more viscous. Their fall slowed and stabilized. She felt the loss of the wind more strongly than she’d felt the loss of Meadow, and she halfway wanted to undo her magic, just to feel the power again.

	But no. Ruhen and Fio would not like that. She couldn’t, right now, remember any other reason not to let herself fall.

	Ruhen grabbed her shirt, she reached for Fio’s hand, and they fell, fast but not deadly fast, toward the base of the cliffs.

	Isolde leaned out the window, arms outstretched, and the stones moved. Chunks of rock leapt from the face of the cliff and sped toward them, enormous projectiles that would kill with even a glancing blow. Sepha released her hold on Fio and stretched out her uninjured arm, screaming, “Protect us!” to her roiling beast.

	Her beast burst from her ecstatically, strong and eager. The stones bounced away as if they’d hit a solid surface. She was made of power, and she wanted to use it all.

	Ruhen’s arms were around her, a bear hug around her hips, and Fio’s were around her leg, and she heard Ruhen shout something in a loud voice. There was a sound like torrential rain on a canopy of leaves, and they were enveloped in something cool and almost clear and not quite solid.

	Sepha glanced confusedly at Ruhen and saw that he looked as wildly alive as she felt. Then she understood. The substance that was cushioning them, that was pulling them down, was water.

	Stones crashed down around them, comets with tails of bubbles purling in their wake, but not one of them hit its mark. There was a pocket of air around her face, and Fio’s and Ruhen’s, and the stones’ bubble-tails gravitated toward the air pockets, keeping them well supplied with oxygen.

	“Ruhen?” Sepha asked.

	Ruhen loosened his bear hug so he could look up at her. He seemed larger, his shoulders broader, and Sepha could feel the excess power radiating off him. In the dim light, his eyes glinted the deep silver of a fish’s scales.

	Ruhen seemed to understand her unasked question. “We’re at the bottom of the cove,” he said. His voice, muffled by water, was deeper than usual. “Trust me.”

	With a sudden lurch, a new current picked them up and carried them through the dimness. After a few moments, they began to climb, skirting just above the cove’s rising bed.

	They rose faster and broke the surface of the water. Sepha gasped for breath, sucking in the fresh air, glad to be out of the suffocating darkness. Up and all around was cliff instead of sky. Ruhen had taken them to the tiny gap that led from the cove to the sea.

	“Almost there,” Ruhen said. There was the open sea, which, for Ruhen, meant safety.

	But then a great, heavy groaning came from the stones around and above them.

	A boulder splashed into the water, and then another. Like grains of sand slipping through an hourglass, the cliffs began to disintegrate, stone by stone.

	Sepha released all of the magic that she had left and deflected the plummeting stones. “Go!” she screamed. “Go! Go! Go!”

	Ruhen’s magic pulled, and the three of them shot out into the sea just before the cliffs exploded into a hailstorm of stones. The cliffs collapsed behind them, filling the secret cove and spilling out into the sea.

	The water carried them quickly away, but Sepha couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, even long after they left the ruined cliffs far behind. She was sinking into herself, and she was cold, colder, until her teeth chattered. Even with a pocket of air, the water was suffocating her, stifling what little magic she had left—

	Ruhen, noticing her rising panic, pulled them to the surface so that their heads were above the water as they surged away from the Sanctuary. The wind wailed in Sepha’s ears, and its hollow song revived her and her roiling beast alike. The sharp pain in her arm came into full focus. She hissed and said, “Heal it,” to her roiling beast.

	Her beast surged to her arm, gathering around the center of the stabbing pain. A searing heat and a drastic drop in her roiling beast’s power, and her arm was mended.

	She and Ruhen were quiet with the same seething anger, and Fio clung miserably to Sepha’s arm.

	“Henric betrayed us,” Sepha said.

	“He did,” Ruhen answered.

	Then, grimly, “That was no alchemy.”

	Ruhen fixed his eyes on hers. “No. It wasn’t.”
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	Less than an hour later, Sepha, Ruhen, and Fio slogged onto a short shore beside a fast river that leapt into the sea. Just past the shoreline was a dense wood and strange, jutting mountains shaped like crumpled pieces of paper.

	“They were magicians the whole time!” Sepha said, wringing her hair out onto the sand before she remembered she was an alchemancer and didn’t have to. “Dry us off please,” she said to her beast, and it burst out in a visible starburst of heat that made their clothes immediately steam dry.

	“Alchemancers, if I had my guess,” Ruhen said darkly. “Something about their magic felt different. I didn’t like it.”

	Sepha frowned. Their magic had been all wrong, although she couldn’t describe exactly why.

	“Can they find us?” Fio asked.

	Sepha looked at Ruhen with her eyebrows raised. “No,” Ruhen answered. “They couldn’t find us unless they put a charm or trace on us beforehand, and they didn’t do that.”

	“How can you be sure?” Sepha asked.

	In answer, Ruhen stepped closer and took her willow pendant between his fingers. “Charm,” he said, giving it the lightest tug. Then he took her right wrist and ran his fingertips along her palm—the palm that burned whenever Dnias was near. “Trace.” Sepha swallowed. “They didn’t give us anything, so we know there’s not a charm. And you would feel a trace.”

	Still holding her wrist, Ruhen nodded toward the lush forest beyond the beach. “We should get out of sight either way, though.”

	They strode into the forest with Fio just behind. “What’s the plan, Sepha?”

	“I need to get Dnias’s soul out of that body,” Sepha said.

	“Right.”

	“And alchemy is the only way to do it, if I don’t want to kill the homunculus.”

	“Please don’t kill the homunculus,” Fio said from behind her.

	Sepha shot him a reassuring glance and continued, “And sending Dnias to the After is no good.”

	“Why?” Fio asked.

	“Because another soul would have to come to take his place, and I don’t want another magician’s soul in that body,” Sepha said. “I’d need a second name, anyway, which I don’t have.”

	“So, what can you do?” Ruhen asked. His voice was hoarse, his hand tight around her wrist. “We only have until sundown, Sepha, and that’s less than twelve hours.”

	The realization solidified in her mind at the same time she said it aloud. “I have to send his soul to the Almost.”

	Ruhen stopped so fast, Sepha crashed into him. “You have to do what?”

	“I have to send Dnias to the Almost.” It all came together, seamless and complete, in Sepha’s mind. Everything she’d learned, all the disparate pieces of information she’d earned with time and death and tears, were now conjoined into one perfect whole. “I can trade Dnias’s soul for the homunculus’s soul. The one whose body he stole. Then the homunculus will own his own body again, and Dnias will be stuck in the Almost, where no one will think to look for him because no one knows it exists!”

	Ruhen and Fio gaped at her, stunned into silence.

	“Brilliant,” Fio breathed.

	Sepha grinned. “Fio, can you go to the Almost and find the name of the homunculus whose body the necromancer stole? Is that possible?”

	Fio nodded.

	“Good. Then I need you to find him and ask him if he’s willing to return to his body.”

	“How will he know when to come?” Fio asked.

	“I’ll summon him by name with my alchem,” Sepha said. “You’ve got to get him to agree and tell you his name. Can you persuade him?”

	Fio gulped. “I can try. He might refuse. Most homunculi would.”

	“I know,” Sepha said, chewing her lip. A chilling thought occurred to her. “If I send the necromancer’s soul to the Almost, will he be able to get into the body of any empty homunculus?”

	“That’s not how it works,” Fio said, frowning. “I can only come to my body. If you send the necromancer’s soul to the Almost, he’d only be able to return to the one he’s in now. Which would mean—”

	“—that the homunculus’s soul would never be able to leave his body again,” Sepha finished for him. Ruhen swore softly.

	“His body would be a prison,” Fio said. “He really might refuse.”

	“But if he’s willing to do it, he’ll save all of Tirenia. I don’t know how else to get the necromancer’s soul out of that body without killing the homunculus himself.” Sepha swallowed. “And I would take care of him. He would have no cruel master to worry about.”

	Fio’s gaze wandered to the surrounding forest, to Sepha’s hands, to his scuffed pair of once-new shoes. He nodded. “I’ll find him and try to convince him. I’ll do my best.”

	“Thank you, Fio,” Sepha said. The thought of Fio being once more reduced to a hollow shell was nearly impossible to bear. “Come back as soon as you can. I can’t do anything without that name.”

	Fio nodded again. With a strange expression, he said, “Take care of my body while I’m gone.”

	“I will!” Sepha said. “Are you leaving now?”

	But Fio didn’t answer. His face had gone slack and grim, and the intelligent glint in his eyes had faded completely away. Fio was gone.

	Sepha stared at the empty husk of Fio, momentarily frozen.

	With a quick, smooth movement, Ruhen picked Fio up and tucked him beneath one strong arm. “I’ve got him, Seph,” he said. “Let’s keep moving. No time to waste.”

	He was right. Sepha charged through the lush wood, with Ruhen close behind. There was a music to the place, of water dripping from layers of leaves, birds singing their warnings, furtive scrabblings in the underbrush. On another day, she would’ve found it marvelous. But it wasn’t another day.

	The two of them crashed through the thick underbrush, hacking recklessly at the obstructing green growth. Fio’s body was obscenely limp beneath Ruhen’s arm, like a doll or a corpse. Sepha flinched. Gods, it wasn’t a corpse, she knew that, but she’d gotten so used to that sly spark in Fio’s eyes that its absence sure as After felt like death.

	Sepha shook her head. Fio wasn’t gone forever. He would be back. Soon.

	“We need to find a clearing,” Sepha said, squinting at the thick canopy above her. From the few slices of sunlight that made it through the leaves, she could tell that it was noon, or maybe even later. Gods, there was so little time left! “The air is so close down here.”

	In answer, Ruhen only nodded and hefted Fio’s limp body over his shoulder before forging on again.

	The clearing came upon them suddenly, as if it wanted to catch them by surprise. It was bounded on one side by the river, which danced shortly away down a cliff. In the center of the clearing gleamed a structure that might once have been a Dànist shrine. Its white marble columns, which still stood upright to support a roof that no longer existed, gleamed in the early afternoon light.

	“What is that?” Sepha breathed. There was a stillness in the clearing that she didn’t want to disrupt.

	“Where we make our stand, I think,” Ruhen murmured. Together, they crossed through the clearing toward the shrine. Tall grasses dragged at Sepha’s boots, and the noise of their passing reverberated sacrilegiously around them.

	The shrine was rectangular and open on one side to the world. The remaining three sides were walled in with the same white marble as the columns. Inside, against the back wall, two life-sized statues sat on matching marble thrones, their lifted hands touching palm to palm. Their faces had long since worn away. A bird had nested on one of the heads, crowning it with twigs. Before the statues was a small stone altar. Empty, thank all the good in the After.

	“Lael and Amin,” Sepha murmured. It could only be them. The legends all said they worked their best alchemy when they were hand to hand.

	“You don’t think they’ll mind if we stay here, do you?” Ruhen asked.

	There was a slight smile on his lips as he said it, as if he wanted Sepha to think he was joking, but she knew why he’d asked. It was stiller inside the shrine than it had been in the clearing, and it felt very much as if the statues were watching them.

	Sepha studied the worn faces for a moment. “I think they’d like the company.”

	“Good,” Ruhen said, “because we don’t have anywhere else to go.” He muttered something, and a hole appeared in the air. Reaching one arm through it, he pulled out their two knapsacks.

	Sepha smiled. “That was a good plan.”

	Ruhen flashed a forced smile and set both knapsacks on the ground. “Now what?”

	Sepha took a deep breath. “Now, I need an alchem.”

	Ruhen opened his mouth, and Sepha steeled herself to hear the same thing she’d heard a thousand times. But instead of You can’t, Ruhen said, “What alchem will you use?”

	Sepha passed a hand over her forehead, her mouth, and said, “I don’t know. I don’t think Seaside’s alchem will work. Forcing such an uneven exchange, a magician for a homunculus, while also using the wrong alchem—it’s too much. Even for me.”

	Ruhen nodded, as if this wasn’t an enormous problem. He sat beside the knapsacks and pulled out Seaside’s journal. “You’ll have to make one, then.”

	Sepha huffed. Sat. “Mmhmm.” Her magic was practically singing. She’d just spent hours beneath the wind’s kiss after days of lack, and now she was full to bursting with power.

	She tamped it down.

	She had to concentrate. She’d need all of her magic later. In case everything went wrong.

	“The alchem has to work. We’ll only get this one chance. If he manages to change my contract and get away before I get him, then …” She let the sentence die where it was.

	Sepha’s thoughts raced in a frantic, unhelpful circle. She needed an alchem, and she’d never successfully drawn one before. Only one shot for it to work. Otherwise, she’d have to kill Dnias and murder an innocent homunculus. Which she couldn’t bear to do. So, she needed an alchem …

	“When my mother’s alchemancer sent us here,” Ruhen said suddenly, “the alchem he used was strange.”

	Sepha raised her eyebrows in a wordless question. Ruhen raised his eyebrows right back and dipped his head to meet her eyes. “It didn’t look like a regular alchem.”

	Frustrated, Sepha asked, “What are you trying to say?”

	“I’m trying to say that maybe alchemancers are supposed to use different alchems. Maybe that’s why you always had to trace yours. Because your body was trying to tell you they were wrong for you all along.”

	Sepha gaped. She felt the same way she had when she’d realized her beast fed off the wind, as if some integral part that had long been offset had finally clunked into place. She’d always thought her inability to draw alchems was because of her word blindness. But now that Ruhen had suggested otherwise—

	“I think you might be right.”

	“Well,” Ruhen said, pulling Seaside’s pen from where it’d been tucked into the journal’s loose spine, “only one way for you to find out.”

	Sepha took a quick breath, then took the journal and pen from Ruhen.

	Now, more than ever, she had to focus. Ignore the snide voice and just act.

	She had to draw an alchem. One that would connect this world to the Almost.

	She had to draw an alchem to save Tirenia, even though she hadn’t been able to draw one to save herself.

	Ludicrous.

	Nothing for it.

	Sepha twirled Seaside’s pen once in her hand, then flipped to the last page the doomed alchemist had written on. The one with the alchem that had called Dnias here. The alchem gave her a horrible, prickly feeling, the clearest and strangest not-right-ness. She stared at the jutting lines, trying to glean what she could from their shape. She turned the page.

	For the first time, she tried to draw an alchem of her own—not an exact copy of another, but one of her own imagining.

	And as she drew, she thought.

	She thought first of how she’d never been able to draw alchems and of her mind-boggling stupidity. Then she thought of Father: the way his snide voice had followed her from one end of Tirenia to the other, and the way she’d begun to ignore it. The niggling idea that, if Isolde could be trusted, Father—well, Ludov—wasn’t her father at all.

	She thought of Destry and wondered if she would still be alive if Sepha hadn’t frozen in that last crucial moment. Then she dismissed the thought. It was unhelpful. Destry was still dead and would always be, regardless. Saving Tirenia was the least Sepha could do to make up for it.

	Sepha finished an alchem and looked at it. Unlike a normal alchem, which was rigidly symmetrical, composed of concentric circles and angular geometric shapes, this one was a single flowing line that curled around itself, circular and wildly asymmetrical. It was wrong, but wrong in a more comforting way than Seaside’s alchem. This alchem was wrong for what she needed now, but it was the right kind for her. Ruhen had been right.

	The afternoon wound on, and she didn’t move from her spot on the floor. She drew alchem after alchem and scrapped each attempt for reasons she didn’t trouble herself to understand. She would know when she’d configured one correctly. She didn’t know how she would know; she only knew that she would.

	The slanting yellow sunlight had gone dim, filtered through a sweeping bank of dark clouds, when there was a sudden gasp and the scuff of small feet. Fio, eyes sharp and sly, approached Sepha and tapped her on the shoulder.

	“Ruggio will come,” Fio said, and she gave him a tight hug.

	Ruhen and Fio paced the clearing as she drew. They’d both done their parts and could do nothing but wait. All she could do was draw, but she was running out of time and running out of pages. She realized she was watching them move while she drew, and let out her breath in a huff. Gods, she was botching things! She had to focus!

	Sepha rubbed her eyes and reached down to turn the page.

	But then her gaze snagged on the alchem she’d just drawn.

	This was it.

	The alchem swirled and eddied, a whirlwind captured on paper, and she knew in a knowing beyond knowing that it would work.

	“Ruhen,” she said, her voice so tightly strung that he heard her from halfway across the clearing.

	Ruhen and Fio both came running and hunched over her page, staring at the alchem she’d created.

	“Is that—”

	“It’s the alchem,” Sepha said, nerves jolting through her body. Then, immediately after, with calm confidence, “This is the kind of alchem I’m supposed to use. I know it’ll work.”

	Ruhen gave her a searching look. He was afraid for her, she realized, but determined, too. She had no doubt that if she failed, he would kill Dnias. Take on that guilt for himself. Which she couldn’t allow.

	“I know it’ll work,” she repeated.

	Ruhen offered her half a smile. “Good,” he said, “because it’s almost sundown.”

	Sepha took a shaky breath and handed Ruhen the pen. “Can you write their names?” she asked. She could write on her own, of course, but she didn’t want to mix up any of the letters. “There,” she said, pointing out the proper place, “and there.”

	Ruhen wrote the names in his cramped, precise handwriting, and Sepha carefully tore the alchem from the book. Rolled it up in her hand. And stood.

	“Are we all ready?” she asked.

	Ruhen nodded, and Fio shook his head. With a quiet word, she sent Fio into the woods, out of harm’s way.

	She had her alchem, her plan, and the names Ruggio and Dnias. The only thing she needed now was Dnias himself.

	As they waited, the sky grew dimmer, too dark even for the hour. A high bank of purple-gray clouds had rolled in, and the trees were shifting uncomfortably beneath the differential pressure of the coming storm. The clearing’s carpet of weeds flattened and swirled, and, in the light that filtered through the clouds, the world was saturated with blue and green and gray. Thunder rumbled in a nearly continuous roar, and the world seemed about to tear itself apart with worry.

	Just as the sun dipped below the horizon, Sepha’s right hand seared with bone-deep pain.

	He was coming.
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	The air near the tree line warped and twisted, and the necromancer popped out. He landed catlike on the forest floor and looked around warily.

	“Where is body?” he asked. His eyes darted around the clearing.

	It was as if he were following a script Sepha had written for him. Sepha bit her lips together, trying not to smile.

	“I haven’t made it yet,” she said. “I didn’t want you to think I had gotten the body by some means other than alchemy. I’ll produce it here and now, if you don’t mind.”

	Dnias laughed. “You grow wise,” he said, bowing obsequiously to her.

	Gods damn him.

	Sepha inclined her head and lifted her rolled-up alchem.

	Ignoring the heavy feel of Ruhen’s anxious eyes upon her—and the dreadful knowledge that her entire future, and Tirenia’s, rested upon this one pivotal moment—she unrolled her alchem. The paper pulsed with potential energy against her palm, and she pursed her lips to hide the sound of her suddenly uneven breathing.

	It was nearly time.

	Sepha was aware, overly so, of everything around her. She saw the secret smirk on the homunculus’s lips, the one which told her Dnias thought he’d already won. Saw the trees, in the full bloom of spring, stroke their leaves against each other, anxiously waiting.

	She felt the wind against her skin. And her roiling beast within.

	But most of all, she was aware of her alchem, outlined with the magician’s name: Dnias.

	It was strange to put a name to the soul that had followed her around the world. Strange to have such power over him, with him completely unaware. But strangest of all was the fact that the necromancer, the essence of him, could be summed up in so small a word: Dnias.

	Time slowed as Sepha finished unrolling her alchem. The clearing was freezing, her hands were like ice, and time came lurching to a stop. But then the moment heated, expanded, and broke.

	Nothing for it.

	Placing her hands surreptitiously just so, she pointed the alchem at the magician, as if it were a giant, focusing lens.

	It was silent, but for the wind.

	It was dark, but for the blue-gray light that made it past the clouds.

	Then the alchem became power in three dimensions, a portal too large to be contained on a flat sheet of paper. And Dnias was standing just within the border.

	There was a shift in the world, and Dnias sensed the trap.

	With an unearthly growl, he dove away from her, shouting the words that would shape his attack. Sepha crumpled her alchem in her fist, leaping to the side as a line of earth erupted jaggedly toward her.

	“Go get him!” she shouted to her magic, which ripped out of her like a howling gale and blasted the homunculus into the air. He fell hard to the ground. When he clambered to his feet, there was a frantic look in his eyes, one of surprise and terror.

	Destry had been right. The necromancer had not known Sepha had magic.

	“Don’t let him escape!” Sepha shouted to Ruhen. He instantly obeyed, kneeling and stretching his arms out wide. He roared his magic into existence, and an enormous, nearly-not-there bubble shimmered around them. A closed door.

	The necromancer would not be opening any holes through this air.

	With a peal of thunder, the storm broke. The clouds cracked open like Mill Facility A’s roof, and a torrent of rain pounded down on the clearing.

	“Traitor!” the necromancer cried, not to Sepha but to Ruhen. “She’s not … our kind!”

	“Murderer!” Ruhen bellowed. “You are none of my kind!”

	Dnias laughed, that swallowed sound, and growled, “She’s … a murderer … too.”

	Sepha froze.

	“The dead … have no … secrets,” he said. “I know … everything.”

	The world stopped. All Sepha saw was that lacy hem disappearing over the rim of the roof. The dark eyes, filled with sadness or desperation or the fraying edges of a soul ripped apart.

	Dnias grinned, a manic leer. “We … are … the … same.”

	For the thousandth time, Sepha’s mind was reduced to that howling wasteland. But that wasteland had changed, maybe permanently, from one of terror to one of rage. She hated this undead necromancer, this monstrosity who thought he knew her, who had ripped her life to shreds and sent her reeling. Now, he was digging into her past, as if he owned her past as well as her future. Before she knew it, she was bellowing to her savage beast, “Get the necromancer!”

	Her beast ripped out of her with a violence she’d never felt before. The moment was ice, and she saw Dnias’s face as he realized his great mistake. He should not have made her think about her mother.

	Sepha’s magic threw the homunculus violently against a tree. There was an empty moment as the aftershock vibrated through the wood. Then the tree burst into splinters and crashed to the ground. Dnias crashed down along with it.

	Dnias scrambled to his feet and shouted, “Stop … stupid girl! Think!”

	“Think about what? About how many people you killed in your first life? About how many more you’ve killed since you came back?” She stalked toward him, aware that he was thinking of his next attack, but not worried in the slightest. Rainwater streamed down her face, soaked her clothes, squelched in her boots. A frightful, lovely wind tore at her clothes, sliced clean through her. Stoking her beast to fury. “Or maybe I should think about how you tricked me into a contract that would force me to have a child whether I wanted one or not. Or how you would use my child’s body to destroy Tirenia and take it for your own.”

	“Fool!” Dnias rasped. He clenched his hands into fists, and said, “They’ll … kill you. Kill … your lover. Why save them?” He gasped, struggling to talk. “Join me.”

	Sepha slowed to a stop. The Military Alchemists were after her. She and Ruhen would be in danger for the rest of their lives.

	Why was she fighting for Tirenia?

	It took an effort, with the wind and rain and Dnias and her own roiling beast to distract her, but Sepha began to remember.

	For her firstborn child, who deserved to live its own life.

	For Destry, who would’ve changed everything if she’d lived to be Magistrate.

	For the mariners and all the other innocents Dnias had killed.

	For Ruggio, the homunculus whose body Dnias had stolen, who’d never had a say in the matter.

	For everyone else in Tirenia, the people who had no idea they needed to be protected. The people who were oblivious of the necromancer’s threat and would likely never hear of it.

	And last, and most of all, for herself. For all the days she’d spent frantic in the library, trying and failing to read. For all the nights she’d lain awake weeping. For the tether, for the headaches, for the contract’s interfering thrumming. For the person she’d been when she made the contract, the person she hadn’t been for a long time and would never be again.

	The Magistrate, Isolde, the alchemists of every ilk, didn’t deserve Sepha’s help. But this wasn’t about them. Had never been.

	Sepha didn’t bother to answer Dnias out loud. With a muttered word, she unleashed her magic.

	Her roiling beast lunged forward and took the necromancer in its teeth. It dragged him, his heels leaving furrows in the ground, toward where the river became a waterfall. It dangled him over the edge, forcing him to look straight down to his death.

	Sepha imagined killing him. Contemplated breaking his bones one by one until he begged her to send him back to the After. Every inch of her was sharpened and weaponized, and she was dying to try her new strength on the necromancer’s stolen body.

	But Ruggio. The plan.

	She couldn’t kill the necromancer, not like this.

	With a frustrated roar, Sepha pulled, and Dnias came tumbling toward her. Then he was prostrate at her feet, snarling up at her, fighting to stand but much too weak to do it. She stretched his body out flat, and all his mighty struggles were nothing, nothing, compared to the power she had over him. He shouted, and a line of trees blasted up into the sky. He bellowed, and the river leapt from its bed and coursed straight for them.

	And she undid it all with hardly a whisper.

	He shouted again, so loud his voice broke, but his magic was feeble. He’d used it all up. Whatever he’d tried to do, it hadn’t worked.

	She was an alchemancer—gods, she was! And he? He was only a necromancer, housed inside a homunculus. He didn’t stand a chance.

	Sepha unrolled her alchem and flattened it over his chest, sneering at the fear and disbelief in his wildly rolling eyes. She placed her fingers just so. Then she closed her eyes.

	It was silent. It was dark.

	Through her eyelids, she could see Dnias’s soul as if it were solid as a body. It shone with a dark purple glow, and she could see from the pulsing of it, from the power of it, that it had permeated the homunculus’s body, that it was in complete control.

	But not for long.

	Sepha focused. There was a dark and smoky moment, but then Sepha saw him in her mind’s eye: Ruggio, the homunculus whose body Dnias had stolen. Waiting in the Almost for her to summon him here.

	Using the names around the alchem’s rim as tethers, Sepha began the exchange.

	There was a prolonged pulse such as Sepha had never felt before, and she heard Dnias cry, “Damn you to the devils! They’ll take … everything!”

	Her contract flashed and burned inside her chest, but she held fast.

	The pulse intensified and became so strong that Sepha’s arms began to go numb, and her chest began to ache. The exchange—a necromancer for a homunculus—was too unequal, and her entire being groaned beneath the strain. Alchemy was not enough.

	Then her roiling beast funneled its own strength into her mind, her hands. Let her open the door to the Almost so wide, she could shove the necromancer’s soul past the threshold. Her alchem, her alchemancy, pulled the magician’s soul from the homunculus’s body, whispering, nearly audibly, Dnias. Dnias, Dnias.

	Sepha saw, with whatever sight was possible through closed eyes, the dark purple of the necromancer’s soul separate, granulate, and seep into the lines of her alchem, swirling around the alchem’s center like water going down a drain. The more of his soul disappeared, the hotter her contract burned, until she thought she might turn into ash before the end. But still she held fast.

	As the last of the purple disappeared, the alchem glowed bright green and seeped into the homunculus’s body. There was an enormous clap like an immense door slamming, then a vibration that set the earth shaking. Then there was nothing.

	Ruggio’s soul had arrived.

	Which meant Dnias had gone.

	The sudden emptiness beside her heart told her that her contract was gone, too.

	The blank paper in her hands seared suddenly white-hot and burst into flames. Sepha released it and scrambled backward, opening her eyes for the first time since she’d begun.

	There was wind and rain, and her arms were heavy and useless. Her chest was empty and loose. The necromancer was gone, and so was her contract, and she was free. Her firstborn, if she ever had one, would be safe, and so would Tirenia. She was shaking, and gods, her alchem had worked, and gods, such power, such darkness, she’d nearly crushed poor Ruggio’s body just because she could, and maybe she was still a monster despite it all—

	Sepha’s tether tightened.

	Ruhen scooped her into his arms and held her tight against him. “You did it, Seph,” he whispered, again and again.

	The necromancer was gone, gone to the Almost, and he would never come back.

	There was a small rustling in the forest, barely discernible above the torrential rain, and Fio burst into the clearing. With hardly a glance toward Sepha, he barreled toward Ruggio, who was sitting in the grass, squinting up into the clouds.

	“Ruggio!” Fio cried, his voice hoarse and strained. “How do you feel?”

	Ruggio’s eyebrows tilted downward, and he said, simply, “I feel.”

	Fio’s mouth broke into a grin. “I told you that you would!”

	Grasping Ruhen’s wrist as if she’d disintegrate without him, Sepha walked over to Ruggio. She knelt beside him, and said, “Thank you, Ruggio. I couldn’t’ve done it without your bravery. A thousand times, thank you.”

	Ruggio was still for a moment. “He took my body from me,” he said, then flattened his mouth into a line. It was explanation enough.

	“And you took it back,” Fio said.

	Ruggio’s answering smile was nothing like Dnias’s manic leer.

	Dnias was gone.

	It was over.
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	Sepha left the two souled homunculi dancing in the rain and pulled Ruhen into the shrine. Ruhen muttered something, and suddenly the rain seemed to bounce off a roof that wasn’t there. Another muttered word, and the floor of the shrine was dry. The tether unspooled as Ruhen went to his knapsack and yanked out a thick, warm blanket.

	They folded themselves onto the ground with their backs to the altar. Without saying a word, they huddled beneath the blanket and hid from the world.

	The storm raged and raged, and Ruhen cradled Sepha against him. As if she were a fragile thing, not an alchemancer who’d brutalized a helpless homunculus and banished a dead necromancer’s soul. As if she hadn’t just saved Tirenia from a terrible fate.

	As if he knew that, beneath it all, she felt weak and muddled and, more than anything else, exhausted.

	The tether was tight, even though it shouldn’t exist anymore. The contract was definitely gone; there was an echoing emptiness beside her heart where it used to be. So why was there still that tether, and that rightness, and that relief?

	“How do you feel?” Ruhen murmured against her hair, as they both stared up into the dappled gray-blue of the storm.

	Sepha took a deep breath, excavating the many layers of herself, mining for the truest answer. “I feel relieved,” she said at last, “that I’ve gotten rid of Dnias. But we never found out what Isolde was planning, and she and Rivers are both alchemancers, and—”

	Ruhen tsked at her. “I’m not concerned about any of that,” he said. “None of them have a hold on you like the necromancer did. Besides,” he said, a bit of pride leaking into his voice, “you’ll be a better alchemancer than they are in no time. And you know what I am. None of them can do a thing to us. They’d have to find us first, anyway, and no one knows where we are. We’re safe.”

	Sepha bit her lip. He was right, but …

	“It’s too much to hope for, that the Magistrate might have captured Isolde and Rivers, isn’t it?”

	“Yes,” Ruhen said. “Even outnumbered, Isolde and Rivers could still have escaped.”

	Sepha sighed. “If whatever Isolde has been planning comes to war against the Magistrate, they could rip Tirenia apart.” She thought of Destry, who had been deeply protective of her beloved country. She thought of Destry, who was dead. “We have to do something about it.”

	The wind blew momentarily fierce inside the shrine, swooping and swirling around them.

	“Even though most people in Tirenia would kill us both as soon as blinking?” Ruhen asked, when the wind died down.

	“Don’t do it for them,” Sepha said. “Do it because you couldn’t do anything else.”

	Ruhen looked down at her and smiled. “Reckless as ever,” he said, dragging his thumb across her lips and sending her blood racing.

	“I think I prefer bold. Or impetuous,” she said, and he laughed.

	They smiled at each other for a moment, and then the silence went heavy and serious.

	Ruhen spoke first. “The tether isn’t gone.”

	Sepha shook her head. “I thought it would disappear. I don’t know how it could’ve stayed, if the contract is gone.”

	“I told you I didn’t think it was from the contract,” Ruhen said, smiling a little. “It’s too big a magic. The contract only needed physical intimacy. It wouldn’t need so tight a binding.”

	“What could it be, then?” Sepha asked, leaning closer to press her forehead against Ruhen. “Neither of us made it happen. Neither of us asked for it.”

	“I don’t mind it,” Ruhen said, shifting Sepha so that she sat on the floor between his legs, cradled sideways against him.

	“But you didn’t choose it,” Sepha said.

	Ruhen grinned. “I didn’t know it was an option.”

	Sepha let loose a laugh and snaked her arms around Ruhen’s waist.

	Above them, the storm was wild as ever. In the clearing, the homunculi danced. And in the dimness of the shrine, Lael and Amin sat palm to palm, keeping vigilant watch over Sepha and Ruhen.
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	During the daylight hours, the cleptapods sunned themselves beneath the surface of the water. Clinging to the towering sea stacks, they inspected their armor with slow precision, adjusting misaligned bones with elaborate patience. At night, they abandoned the forest of rocky outcrops to hunt.

	Which was why, if she wanted to move from one sea stack to another, Destry had to wait until nightfall.

	Over the past three nights, with nothing but rainwater and her own will to sustain her, she’d struggled toward the outskirts of the sea stack forest. Along the way, she’d had to ditch all of her ammunition and most of her metal, including the cannon that had kept that cleptapod’s beak from crunching her to a pulp. She’d spent her nights climbing and diving and swimming. Her days, shivering and feverish atop pillars of stone, hiding from the tentacled herd.

	And while she hid, she hallucinated.

	The first day, she’d seen a fish, or a whale maybe, leap out of the water, spread its wings, and fly toward the shore. Next, she’d seen mountains nudge up over the horizon, only to disappear the next morning. Then, when her fever got much worse, she’d imagined that she could sense an aliveness to the land, the water, the air. A sort of hum. A sort of meditativeness that made her feel as if the sea stacks were half a moment from deciding to be something else entirely.

	Her stomach was a pit, her head a blacksmith’s forge. Her arm was a needling heat hanging limp from her shoulder.

	Destry had survived three nights on the open sea.

	She was not likely to survive three more.
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