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Day One of the Trial





The Trial
The courtroom feels like a church as Aurora’s good citizens file into the cavernous chamber, fixing their expressions, trying to look more sober than sober—particularly the ones who are not. If you had asked the man whose untimely death brings them here this morning, he would have said that people make a place more than the place itself, especially in Aurora. They fill the pews at the front first, legs together, backs stiffened, as if the courtroom itself were watching, appraising, as if moral purity were a matter of good posture.
It is, of course, a matter of where you are sitting, or more precisely where you are not. For in the church of law, there is only one sinner: the man on trial. More than the clean clothes they wear or the smirks they subdue, that which separates every eager observer from sin today is a three-foot banister of stained oak. It circles a single empty chair.
But he has not entered the room yet, the sinner. Not until its saintly spectators have settled in for the show. Most have taken their seats now, but many more are caught cross-armed in the autumn cold, peering in as heavy doors are closed before them by an apologetic man in a blue uniform. Justice is open, but a room is only so big.
And then a different, smaller door opens from the opposite wall.
The first to walk through is a woman. She is older if not yet old, today dressed in a black blazer and heels that echo through the room as she takes her place in it, a seat beside the oak banister. She is not used to this, a veritable crowd, the out-of-place faces she recognizes over the rim of her gold-framed glasses. This is a defining characteristic of Alchemist Freya according to her friends and colleagues: her tendency to look over, rather than through, her glasses.
But the detail that draws the attention of today’s audience is Alchemist Freya’s black leather satchel. She unbuttons the well-worn bag and begins removing the delicate tools of her trade.
The second person to walk through the small door at the back of the room is a squat man in a green waistcoat, the silver chain of his pocket watch flashing reflections of morning light as he saunters through a speckled sunbeam. His permanently flushed face is a familiar one for most Aurorans in attendance. The Honorable Henrick Hector, Indemere’s one and only supreme judge, not only frequents the front pages of the Aurora Tribune but also the city’s many social gatherings, from formal affairs to song nights at The Moonlight Inn. It is even said that Judge Hector never misses a birthday party.
The judge does not take his usual elevated seat but instead paces between the audience and Alchemist Freya, his arms bouncing behind him in the manner of a philosopher.
And then, at last, it is time for him to enter. The man they have all come to see. The accused. The sinner. Conversations fade to whispers, whispers to quiet anticipation. A woman coughs. A man clears his throat. But everyone is watching the small door at the back of the room.
This is how Alchemist Ortez finally enters the scene: under an awkward shroud of silence.
Accompanied only by the sound of his shoe’s creaking sole, the disgraced alchemist is led to what an embezzling poet once coined the loneliest chair in Aurora, for it too is a prisoner within its circular oak cage. A boy-faced guard opens the gate for him, carefully refusing eye contact with a sea of identical stares, all of them somber or furious or a contortion of both.
There is one exception. Alchemist Ortez appears considerably less worried than he ought to be, which many in the crowd chalk up to the man’s unbridled arrogance. After all, the arrogance of a murderer knows no bounds. Not to mention an alchemist. It may also have something to do with his personality.
Nor does it help that, despite having spent a week in prison, the handsome alchemist looks no worse for it. His silky black hair is tied in a neat ponytail, a single fallen lock framing the right side of his bearded face—the one indicator of his time behind bars. His gray suit fits him perfectly, too perfectly, for it seems that suits were made for Alchemist Ortez, only to be stretched and hemmed into the unsightly forms of mortal men. One is allowed to change before appearing in court. But more than any suit, it is the alchemist’s olive skin that stands out among the pale faces of Aurora, now as it did the moment he arrived here, reminding them, if nothing else, that he is an outsider.
The jeers begin like the pattering before a storm.
Louder and louder they grow as people join in, fighting over one another to be heard, until their cries, their unintelligible insults, reach a deep, disorganized crescendo. The facade of proper etiquette has crumbled in mere minutes. Evil stands before them now, and there is no amount of noise they can make that is loud enough, no accusation untoward enough, for they know their anger is justified, it is pure, it is right.
“We’re going to hang you, you fucking cockroach!”
It is at this point that Judge Hector steps forward, showing them his sinking hands. But the expression on his face—the judge is a master of expressions—tells them what they need to hear. He understands their frustration.
“Please, everyone,” he says, “take your seats, take your seats.” He looks back toward Alchemist Ortez to communicate that this instruction also applies to him. The accused sits as the audience simmers.
“We are here today to determine the guilt, or innocence, of the individual sitting behind me, Alchemist Ortez.” Judge Hector takes a single step sideways so that they might have a good stare at the alchemist in question. “He is accused of murdering by poison one Everett Day, a man well known to every person in this room and, indeed, beyond its doors.” The judge pauses just so. “A man who was, and will always be, Aurora’s finest entrepreneur, its greatest mind, its most generous philanthropist.” By now his face has turned full tomato, the result of speaking each syllable more passionately than the last, but then he stops again, waiting until they go quiet, waiting for words that must be whispered in the way of all painful truths. “A man who was Aurora’s heart.”
The shared sadness that follows is worse than their rage, and it is clear that Judge Hector is conducting an orchestra. “This,” he says, “is what this man, this alchemist, is accused of.”
Now they are louder and angrier than seemed possible before, so blinded by their indignation over such injustice that no one notices the rolling eyes of Alchemist Ortez.
As for Judge Hector, he is also a master of mixed signals: a splayed hand that says stop, a bobbing nod preaching amen. “Please. I understand, but please.”
“He bloody well did it!” a voice cries out. “We all know he did!”
“Be that as it may,” the judge says, “justice is not a verdict. It is a process. Which brings us to Alchemist Freya, the finest alchemist I have ever known.”
Alchemist Ortez takes no offense.
“She will walk us through that process,” Judge Hector explains. “For those in attendance who have not witnessed an alchemical trial before, I must warn you now that it is a time-consuming endeavor. But in cases such as these, in which we have no witness save for the man on trial, it is the only definitive way to prove one’s guilt or innocence.”
“But he’s an alchemist!” the voice protests.
“That he is.” Judge Hector turns to his colleague. “Alchemist Freya, would you mind explaining to us how exactly an alchemical trial works and why even an alchemist such as the accused could not possibly influence its outcome?”
Alchemist Freya shifts in her seat. “Certainly.” She clears her throat and looks down at the items resting on the timeworn table beside her: three glass vials, each filled with a different colored liquid, a neatly coiled metallic wire, two head-sized copper rings.
“This first vial here is vetramin diotide, a mnemonic stimulant that enhances memory visualization in subjects,” she says. “This is a level-three variation of vetramin diotide, stronger than the standard level-two elixir, given the subject’s alchemical background and presumably higher tolerance. A level-four—"
“Alchemist Freya.” Judge Hector puts on a smile as he swings back toward the crowd. “In language we can all understand, please.”
A few of them laugh, and she is reminded that this is her least favorite part of the job. But it is not usually this bad. There is not usually such an audience.
She tries again, speaking slowly. “Alchemist Ortez is going to recall the last month of his life for us, and it will be my job to ensure he does not hide or otherwise obscure important memories.” She points to the vetramin diotide first. “The red elixir will help him remember more clearly, the blue elixir will open up his mind, and the clear one is for me.”
“Why not just give him a truth elixir?” someone asks.
And while Alchemist Freya carefully considers her answer, Alchemist Ortez, who some might call occasionally careless, speaks his first words.
“Because a friend could have slipped me one of many counter-elixirs, I could omit information, or the honorable judge might simply ask the wrong questions,” he says. “Then there is the fact that truth elixirs are inadmissible in court for the aforementioned reasons. One could also reasonably assume that a trained legal alchemist with Alchemist Freya’s experience would have thought of that.”
“Alchemist Ortez.” Judge Hector spins on his heel and almost falls. “You will speak when you are given the floor and not a second sooner.”
“Understood.”
“I said quiet.” The judge removes a white handkerchief from his pants pocket and dabs the droplets beading his bald head. The trial has yet to begin, and already he has broken a sweat, which, as his friends and colleagues and many who have simply met the man can tell you, is a defining characteristic of the Honorable Henrick Hector. He will be soaked through by day’s end. “Alchemist Freya, please continue.”
“Mnemonic methods are standard in all alchemical trials,” she says. “Put simply, memories are closer to the truth than words. Words are an interpretation of memory, itself an interpretation of reality. While Alchemist Ortez revisits the events of the last month, I will see what he sees and ensure he speaks truthfully. Rather, as truthfully as he is able.”
The crowd stays silent in the wake of this explanation, half of them because they are satisfied with the alchemist’s answer, the rest because they have grown even more confused.
“Thank you, Alchemist Freya.” Judge Hector drags a wooden chair from one side of the room and takes a seat. It will be a long day. He rotates his chair to face the accused. “All right, Alchemist Ortez. If you have prepared a preamble you wish to share before Alchemist Freya administers her elixirs, speak now.”
A moment of silence follows. As much as his audience loathes him, the man on trial knows he has their undivided attention. Alchemist Ortez reads the pews like lines in a book, scanning for familiar faces, though none are the ones he hopes to find. His friends. They have their reasons, he knows. “What could I possibly say, your honor? Everyone in this room already believes me to be guilty. Only the truth might set me free.”
The judge leans back and checks his pocket watch. “Suit yourself.” He motions for Alchemist Freya to begin.
The legal alchemist takes a deep breath, closing her eyes until she can picture herself alone in her study, alone with her elixirs and her subject. Making only methodical movements, she gets to work.
The first step is creating a connection. Alchemist Freya uncoils her metallic wire, a mnemonic conductor used to transmit memories and dreams, as she walks over to the accused. She attaches the wire to a thin copper halo she places on his head, gently pushing the ring down until it rests at his ears.
The second step is administering the elixirs. She gives him the red one first, the level-three vetramin diotide. Next, she hands him the blue elixir, a common cerebral conducting aid. Alchemist Ortez swallows both without hesitation.
The third step is hers. Alchemist Freya drinks the clear elixir before connecting the free end of the mnemonic conductor to her own copper halo. She can immediately feel their connection forming.
But the feeling for Alchemist Ortez is stronger, intense, painful. It is the feeling of remembering too much at once, which is not unlike the feeling of eating too much at once. Even a savored memory hurts when you have no space for it. But the brain adapts and makes room. The adjustment period—a minute of throbbing agony that feels far longer—is quicker for Alchemist Ortez than it is for most. A few audience members relish the glimpses of pain they catch in his eyes, but he gives them nothing more.
The final step is confirmation.
“Alchemist Ortez,” she says, “I would like you to think about what you did last night, in as much detail as you can, please.”
“It was a most eventful evening in my prison cell.” The accused closes his eyes, cherishing the memory. Alchemist Freya sees what he sees: the perspective of a man sitting on a small, discolored bed in a claustrophobic stone room. He stares at a tin cup on the floor, which she knows to be empty. She can feel his thirst. He inspects a pebble mined from the crack by his bed. He looks at the cup. He looks back at his pebble. Pinching the pebble between his thumb and index finger, he aims carefully, readying the perfect throw, practicing the back-and-forth motion with his entire arm, until finally—the pebble ticks the cup lip and bounces beyond the bars of his cell.
Alchemist Freya matches eyes with Judge Hector. They are ready.
“Very well.” The judge dabs his forehead again. “Alchemist Ortez, you have been accused of murdering Everett Day, a crime to which you have pleaded not guilty. Do you, this morning, maintain your innocence?”
“I do.”
“It has also been determined, for the purposes of this trial, that you will begin your recollection approximately one month before your arrest. That is, the day you first received correspondence from the victim. You may begin your story there.”
The room grows quieter than a prayer.
“Thank you, your honor. Thank you, Alchemist Freya.” Alchemist Ortez collects his courage like one wrangles marbles from a tilted table, for even the simple telling of this tale is no trifling task. He trades glances with those who would see him dead.
“First, I would like to say that I understand,” he begins. “I understand your frustration. Your city is in chaos, and you wish to hear the truth you think you know admitted aloud. You have a question. You want an unambiguous answer. But there are many questions, as there are many answers, and as you will soon discover, I possess only some of them.”
He lets the tension boil, and it is quickly evident that Judge Hector is not the only man who knows how to play a crowd.
“If you came here thinking the truth was a narrow path with a known destination, I must warn you now that you are quite mistaken.”
Alchemist Ortez sits up a little straighter, his gaze a little sharper.
“For I am an alchemist, and the truth is my profession. If there is one thing I know, it is that the truth”—memories flash before him like pages thumbed in a book—“the truth, my friends, is an unending maze.”




Chapter One
DISTANCES UNSEEN
Where shall I begin?
Memories are a peculiar thing, after all, a lesson one quickly acquires as an alchemist. Ask yourself what you were doing five months ago, five days ago, or better yet five hours ago. Go on. Take a minute. Recall reality.
Alas, memories are not the transcripts of our past we imagine them to be. Most life is lived in the in-between, in those long, forgotten stretches walking to work or tossing and turning in bed.
So, you ask, what are memories? Many an alchemist has written many a thesis on the matter, but I believe the question can be answered with but a single, simple maxim. Memories are the moments that make us who we are.
I cannot tell you everything that happened to me that afternoon the letter from Mr. Day arrived. That is where we begin our tale, yes? The day I first received correspondence from the victim? You have a very dignified nod, your honor.
As I was saying, I cannot tell you everything that happened that afternoon, but I do remember my last appointment of the day, an appointment with a man who, for reasons of confidentiality, I will call Walton Dupree.
Walton arrived at my office five minutes late, looking lost. This is how many of my clients first appear. Lost because they want an excuse to turn around and leave before we have begun. Lost because they are afraid of being found. Lost because my upstairs office is quite difficult to find and often confused with that of the attorney across the hall.
In Walton’s case, I suspected it was all of the above.
I recall his nervous introduction: “I’ve never seen a psycho-alchemist before.” He stopped just inside my door, gripping the rim of his bowler hat with both hands. “My wife thinks it’s unnatural,” he said, “the things you do here.”
I stood up from behind my desk, made my way toward him, and agreed with his wife. “It is unnatural,” I replied. “So are the clothes on your body, the walls of this room, your glasses. Tell me, what’s wrong with the unnatural?”
He did not have an answer—only an uneasy smile.
“Come, take a seat.” I gestured toward my couch, a velvet chesterfield of deep burgundy, seating myself on a worn leather armchair. I should tell you my office in Dellmere is richer than I am, as are most of my clients.
Even Walton was a man of means, though he did not wear his wealth. He sat down across from me, but I cannot say he made himself comfortable. Walton’s continued discomfort was as plain as the heavy bags under his eyes.
“I’m just not sure I should be here, Mr. Ortez—sorry, Alchemist Ortez.”
“Just Ortez is fine,” I assured him. “You made the appointment, Mr. Dupree. Why don’t you tell me what’s ailing you, and I’ll tell you whether you should be here. Not that you should ever regret seeking help. All of us need a little assistance from time to time.”
Walton held out for a few more seconds, but while his answers were stuttered with uncertainty, I could tell his body wished to stay. “I’ve been having this nightmare,” he said finally, “over and over again, going on a month now, the same damn nightmare. I get them now and then, nightmares, but not like this.”
“Nightmares are a symptom,” I said. “To end a nightmare, one must remedy the underlying cause. Do you know what that might be?”
He looked me square in the eyes, letting me read him not as an alchemist but as a fellow human being. “I haven’t the faintest clue.”
I rose with the certainty he lacked, walked over to the tall mahogany cupboard against the wall, and opened wide its opulent double doors. How shall I describe the inside of my cupboard? In a word, full. Every shelf is packed to the edge with glass bottles, row after row of them in every color, organized and labeled, by category, by function, by level. I fetched a red one from the top right shelf.
“I believe I can help you better understand this problem of yours, Mr. Dupree, if you would allow me to try.” I held up the elixir. “This is an oneiric stimulant. It will put you in a lucid dream state, allowing you to revisit your nightmare, only this time you will be in control, and I will be there with you.”
“You’re going to experience my nightmare with me?” he asked.
“That’s exactly right.” I retrieved two more elixirs and a mnemonic conductor from the bottom shelf. “Unless you’ve committed a grave crime, whatever I see stays between us. Confidentiality is a promise to which I am bound, both professionally and ethically.” The reason we are calling him Walton Dupree. “What do you say?”
Walton considered my offer carefully, staring over my shoulder at the rainbow of potions, and yet it was not indecision I read on his face. Simply, some choices must be made slowly in the way a rare elixir must be carried delicately. The second hand on my brass clock had completed two full cycles by the time Walton mustered a quiet but assured “Okay.”
I poured two precisely portioned vials, handing them to him one at a time. “Drink the red one first, then the blue. Your head might hurt a little, but the feeling shouldn’t last more than a minute. Trust me, there are far more painful elixirs in that cupboard.”
Walton did not feign resistance again. He swallowed his elixirs like everyday medication, like a man who was done with pretenses and ready for answers. I swallowed my own and uncoiled the mnemonic conductor.
Once we were connected, I told him to lie down and close his eyes.
“I want you to listen closely to me, Mr. Dupree.” I spoke slowly, softly, letting him absorb every consonant, every vowel, each inflection. “Listen to the texture of my voice, the cadence of it, the small details. Now, I want you to imagine yourself on an island.”
It was my turn to close my eyes. I searched for Walton as if stumbling for a lamp in the dark, for no two rooms are ever quite identical. I found him more easily than most, waiting, open to me. Thoughts and places and people blurred Walton’s vision like rushing water before bursting into sudden clarity. Now he was standing barefoot on a deserted island, toes curling in the sand, his loose-fitting black suit flapping in the breeze.
“I want you to imagine trees,” I said.
A bundle of palm trees popped into his field of vision.
“Look at the water. Watch it lapping the shore.”
Walton observed the soft, foamy waves that never quite reached his feet.
“You see other islands in the distance not unlike yours.”
And where once there had been only the turquoise ocean stretching into the horizon, now there appeared a scattering of similar islands. Walton squinted, trying to determine if anyone else was out there, on one of those islands, or if he was all alone.
“Hello, Walton. May I call you Walton?”
He whirled around, kicking up hot sand, and saw me.
“Ortez.” He looked surprised. “Am I asleep?”
“You are in a lucid dream state.”
“Right. I didn’t realize you would actually be here in person. I thought you meant more, I don’t know, in spirit.”
“Both, my friend.” I patted his back. “Come, let us find your nightmare.”
“I sailed to an island like this once,” he said, “in the waters near Bel Mados. I work in the shipping business, don’t know if I mentioned that. But this—this isn’t my nightmare.”
“This is simply where we enter, a lobby to your mind, a foyer for your dreams.”
“Oh.”
“Why don’t we head a little deeper into the island,” I said, “and while we do that, I want you to think about your nightmare like you would a destination, like a place we might visit.”
I took the lead as we walked into the oasis of palm trees, through the feather-soft ferns that brushed our legs and outstretched elbows. It was a particularly pleasant island that Walton had created.
“It’s beautiful here,” he said with some relief.
“Nightmare thoughts, Walton.”
He dropped his head, exhaling as if it had been deflated. And before I could compile a more reassuring response, I kicked something solid.
I knew immediately it was neither the trunk of a palm tree nor merely an inconvenient rock. The hard object was bigger, unmovable, and buried underground. We brushed off handfuls of sand like frost from a window until we could feel the rough texture of wood scraping our palms. Walton looked at me knowingly, but I knew not what he did, not yet. And then we found the rusted, hand-sized metal ring. It was a hatch.
The hatch rumbled, sand bouncing off its surface, revealing more of the hidden door.
The look Walton gave me said enough, but still he added, “If it’s all the same to you, I would prefer not to go down there.”
“Which is precisely why we shall,” I said. “Come. And remember, you’re in control this time. You are the king of this domain, Walton, the god of everything you see here.”
Walton, who already possessed the posture of an eggplant, slumped further still and sighed his lips like an opened drawer.
I bent down and gripped the handle. “Help me with this hatch, will you.”
In truth, the hatch door was impossibly heavy, literally so, for until Walton was ready to move onward, I was powerless, an observer, an advisor. This was his dream, not mine. But we heaved the thick door open together, Walton and I, or at least I acted the part. We looked at each other and then down the dark hole we had revealed, but not all was dark. Soft light beckoned us from beyond our view, past the rickety ladder I tested with a half-weighted step.
I went first into the underground passage. The ground below was rocky and uneven, the walls an endless archway of roughly laid brick. Sitting abandoned on the stony surface ahead of us was our answer to the question of light. A single oil lantern pierced the tunnel like an oncoming train. I picked it up as we made our way forward.
“Rather cold in here, isn’t it?” I held the lantern outward.
Walton said nothing as he dutifully kept pace. It grew colder still as we continued down the tunnel with no end in sight. What I thought was white sand blew in through a crack in the wall, until it melted in my hand. Snow. I would tell you it was snowing outside, but outside does not exist in dreams—only the space of the dreamer.
Walton walked past me as I scooped up a white handful, his breath a quick cloud in the luminous glow of our lantern. The cold unfazed him. He expected it. We were nearing his nightmare, or perhaps we were already in it.
With Walton now taking the lead, we reached our destination in no time: another ladder leading up to another hatch. “This is it,” he said.
I followed him through the hatch door, which he pushed open on his own. We arrived inside an unassuming storage room with an unassuming inventory. Shelves packed with pickled goods, a bag of flour on the floor, a barrel, a crate—but nothing of nightmares.
“Through here.” Walton led me to the skinny staircase at the end of the room. We walked up it and out a proper door for a change, entering into a candle-lit hallway. Hardwood planks groaned beneath our steps. An oil painting of a conservatively dressed family hung on the wall that welcomed us: a father, a mother, and their only son, each pale face paler than the last, save for their rosy cheeks, that scarlet smudge of innocence—or perhaps inebriation.
“This was my family’s house,” Walton said. “The one I grew up in, I should say. It’s not my home anymore.”
“Fascinating.” I took in the details.
“Is it?” he asked.
“Oh, yes.”
Outside the window at the end of the hall, a blizzard raged against the peace of night.
“Tell me about your parents,” I said.
“My parents?” He spoke of them like a forgotten detail. “They were fine. They were fine as parents, at least. Their relationship with each other was another matter. I would say it was unhealthy, but non-existent is more apt. There was certainly no love between them.”
“Was that difficult for you as a child?”
“Difficult? Most children had far more difficult lives than the one fate bestowed me. Disappointing, I suppose.”
Our conversation ended abruptly as a shrill voice rang through the house like a shopkeeper’s bell. “Walton, children, dinner.” Her tone was more instructional than invitational, as was the look on Walton’s face: half dread, half exhaustion, the look of someone reliving his nightmare “over and over again.” Those had been Walton’s words.
His words now: “Let’s just get this part over with.”
I followed him down the hall and through a darkly trimmed door. The dimly lit room we stepped into could only have existed in a dream, extending into space where hallway should have been. Everything was the color of charcoal: the wiry chandelier hanging from an invisible ceiling, the tall open cabinet, the plates inside it, the not-so-silver silverware the woman arranged neatly on the table, and of course the table itself, the centerpiece of this strange dining room, built long enough to feed a small circus. There were only four charcoal chairs.
“You brought a guest?” She was a rather round figure, not unlike Walton, but where he bobbled about, she carried herself with discipline, with a discerning frown and a furrowed brow.
“Alchemist Ortez, meet my wife, Magda. Magda, meet Alchemist Ortez. He’ll be staying for dinner.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Dupree.” I extended a hand.
Magda looked me up and down much like a cut of meat. “Children.” She raised her voice. “Would one of you fetch an extra chair. We have a guest this evening. And Walton, close that window, would you? It’s a bloody icebox in here.”
Walton was already walking toward the window. A flurry of snow blew inside as he slammed it shut. Behind him, two young girls wearing matching dresses entered the dining room. They were exactly identical, save for the fact that one was holding a chair.
“My daughters.” Walton took a seat at the head of our absurdly long table. “Twins.”
“I see that,” I said.
The girl with the chair found a spot for it near her father, setting it softly onto the rug. I took my seat and thanked her. Magda took hers in the distant chair opposite her husband. I could scarcely make out the details of her face in the weak light. The twins, meanwhile, hopped onto opposing seats halfway between their parents in seemingly choreographed unison, facing one another like mirrors freed of their two-dimensional existence.
“Girls, would you serve dinner,” Magda said. “Our guest first, please.”
One daughter lifted the cover off a large serving platter as the other retrieved my plate. I could not make out the food from here, but I could hear Walton’s whispered warning: “I’m sorry.”
And as I gave him a confused look, unfolding and draping a charcoal napkin over my lap, small hands returned with dinner, placing a modest portion down before me. I reached for my fork, took a gander, and—it was an ear.
A severed, uncooked human ear, in a red sauce, with a sprig of rosemary.
“I’m so sorry,” Walton repeated as his daughters set down two more well-plated ears for their parents, their timing perfectly synchronized.
The wind outside howled louder as the old house moaned a tired complaint.
The girls began eating their ears first, with their hands, red running down their tiny fingers. Magda used a fork and steak knife, sawing back and forth through rubbery skin.
“I usually eat mine too.” Walton stared at his dinner.
“I’ll admit it’s a lot to digest,” I said.
He shook his head, more at himself than at me. And then the wind really picked up, battering Walton’s childhood home until the entire house swayed. I could see him clinging to the edge of the table, bracing himself.
The window he closed minutes earlier shattered. Candle flames twisted sideways. The snow outside had piled higher than we could see, and now it poured into the dining room, forming glittering white ramps to nowhere.
“Walton!” This time Magda more than raised her voice. “I told you to close that damn window!”
Walton turned to me. “This is the part where I panic.”
The walls continued to creak. Snow continued to pile in.
“Walton!”
He pushed himself up from his seat and motioned for me to follow. Magda glared on as we walked past her. Both daughters still had their heads down, devouring ears.
The end of the dining room opened into a spacious foyer with a curved stairwell, a broken vase, and a front door that had literally blown off its hinges. It slid slowly down an expanding hill of snow like an abandoned sled. The house was falling apart.
“Right about now is usually when I run up here,” Walton explained as I followed him up the stairs into a new hallway lined with closed doors. We walked to the one at the far end and stopped suddenly. Rather, Walton stopped, or perhaps was stopped. He idled as if unable to take another step, unable to turn the knob before him.
“Are we going through?” I inquired.
“I don’t know if I can,” he said. “The dream has never let me.”
“That is why you came to an alchemist, Walton.” I rested my hand on his shoulder. “We put dreams in their place.”
Sweat trickled down his temple. Even in the darkness, his eyes glistened through his glasses.
“Do you know what’s on the other side?” I asked.
“I don’t,” he exhaled. “Truly. Every time I try to open it, just as I twist the knob and catch the first slip of light from the other side, I’m struck with such terror that I wake up. I’ve never seen what’s waiting.”
“I told you we would find an underlying cause for your nightmares,” I said. “That cause is on the other side of this door.”
“I know, but—”
“But what?”
“I’m scared.”
“Fear is a bully, Mr. Dupree. The more you give in, the more it taunts you. Come, we both know you’re stronger than this door.”
He wiped his forehead with the back of his trembling wrist. “Okay. Fucking hell. Okay.”
Walton opened the door.
Summer light warmed our chilled noses and icy fingers like a hot bath. Even before Walton closed the door behind us, I could no longer hear the winter storm we left behind, though we were not alone in that golden-hued bedroom. Two boys were bent over something on the sun-faded rug.
I knelt to get a better look at them, and yet I already recognized the smaller boy with brown hair. Dreams have a way of telling us things. I examined him closely, Walton as a child. The other boy, blonde and gangly, touched his shoulder and pointed at some tiny, secret detail on the most impressively intricate model ship I had ever seen.
The boys could not see us.
“Who is he?” I stood back up and turned to adult-sized Walton for an answer. Droplets dangled from his eyes, breaking into racing tears. I was not sure he heard my question.
What happened next is hard to describe. Like a panic attack, only the feeling was overwhelming remorse and longing and realization, a wave of emotion so strong it obliterated clear thought and returned us to the rushing water. A dam inside Walton had broken, and we were swept up in it, soaring headlong through the blue blur between dream and reality.
My old mentor once told me that people are delicate constructs. Tough exteriors, she said, but break them at their foundation and watch them come crashing down. For it is only then that they can build themselves anew. That is the job of alchemists. We do not fix people. We break them. We push them off their highest cliffs, set their childhood homes ablaze, open the doors they had carefully locked. And it is usually in that moment that they wake up, for few elixirs can contain a person when the crack is deep and true.
Walton blinked at the ceiling of my office. I sat up straight and removed the copper halo from my head. I gave him a minute as we settled back into reality.
“He’s my business partner, Jaymes.” Walton evaded my gaze, staring somewhere far beyond the juniper walls of my second-story practice. “We’ve been friends since we were children. Not just friends. We did everything together. We went on adventures, we started a business, and… more than that.” He paused, carefully considering what words he could speak next. “I’m a married man, of course, and Magda is a good woman, despite her rough edges. She’s lived a hard life, harder than mine.” The tears from Walton’s dream now appeared in reality, running down his cheeks unchecked.
I leaned forward. “Sometimes we follow in our parents’ footsteps even when we mean to walk the other way. We’re all products of our upbringing.”
“It sounds so obvious when you say it aloud.” He put the question to me: “Are you a product of your upbringing, Ortez?”
“In my own way,” I said.
“Right. You’re an alchemist.” Walton lowered his chin. “I remember now. It was something he said a month ago. We were sailing home from a business trip in Briarmont when we saw these whales crashing through the surface—these magnificent, impossibly massive creatures. One flipped up its tail and for the briefest of moments was completely midair. Jaymes turned to me. I still remember his exact words.” Walton spoke as if it were a question I might be able to answer for him: “Why are the most beautiful things always beyond our reach?”
We talked a while longer as Walton ruminated on choices that were as exhilarating as they were terrifying, but I could not tell you which hallway Mr. Dupree would walk down next, which doors he would open and which he would leave shut. For a moment of realization is just that. The truth offers no further instructions, and neither could I.
On his way out one particular door, the one through which he had entered my office, Walton dropped a heavy sack of coins into my hand. I did not count them then, but I would later discover it was twenty stellings, double my fee.
“This feels too heavy,” I told him.
He clasped my hand with both of his, closing my fingers over the coins. “I know I don’t look it, but I am a very wealthy man, Alchemist Ortez. Just take my stupid money.”
And so, hesitantly, I did. “Thank you, Walton.”
He followed up with a quick smile, and then Mr. Dupree was gone. I closed the door behind him and walked over to my desk, treasuring in my small way the session that had transpired, for not all truths are as easily glimpsed, and not all glimpses are gratefully welcomed.
But now it was time to wrap up for the day.
I am a man of many mundane rituals, one of which is to read new mail before heading home. It is letters from patients mostly—future patients with inquiries, past ones offering gratitude or, on rare occasions, regret. But I could sense even before opening the sole letter I had received that day that it was neither, that the thin envelope I held up and examined was something else, something unusual. For one, the return address was in Aurora.
I pulled open my desk drawer, searching for my silver letter opener, only to find another object rattling inside. An old coin from my summer stint in Tianma, from the adventurous season I spent there seven years earlier. I held the button-sized copper rupa in my palm, letting it take me back for a fleeting second. I found the letter opener buried in a back corner of the drawer.
I sliced open the curious letter.
Contained within was a single piece of paper and—I had to examine the printed slip closely—a train ticket. I unfolded the paper and noticed immediately the immaculate penmanship. I looked at the logo in the letterhead: a pickaxe inside the circle of a sun, its simple line-drawn rays emanating strength and structure. The Day Company, it said. I read the letter.
Dear Alchemist Ortez,

My name is Everett Day. You may know me as the chief proprietor of The Day Company. We have a situation that could use the skills of a talented psycho-alchemist, and you come highly recommended to me by a former patient of yours, whose name I shall keep confidential, as it was a delicate matter
for her.

Our situation is also of a delicate nature, and I can disclose more details upon your arrival in Aurora. Enclosed with this letter is a train ticket, compliments of The Day Company. Your accommodation and living expenses would also be covered for the week that we require your services. As for payment, we would offer ten thousand stellings, half of which will be given to you upon your arrival, the other half when your work here is done.

Alchemist Ortez, though I understand the disruptive nature of my request, I would ask that you make your decision hastily, as there is some urgency. Nonetheless, it is a sensitive and challenging matter we are dealing with, and as in all things, we require the best.

Yours faithfully,

Everett Day

It was the first time Mr. Day had communicated with me, and I was taken aback, dare I say flattered. The most famous entrepreneur on the continent had requested my expertise. It was the promise of adventure. It was money, a lot of money. It was the letter every dreamer hopes to receive and never does. It was also a big decision—important appointments would need to be rebooked, patients would be upset—and one that I had to make “hastily,” according to the chief proprietor. I almost struggled to believe it and yet had no reason not to. The train ticket appeared genuine enough.
I left the letter on my desk and turned to the view outside my bay window, to the bustling streets of Dellmere. The summer sun still hovered high above the city’s forest of chimneys as evening approached. I watched them for a while, the people passing one another along the cobblestone road below, ambling between work and home, between their routine destinations. Simply between. A horse pulled a carriage one way as an automobile zipped the other. It was not the first such vehicle I had seen in Dellmere, nor was it the first impressive invention to come out of The Day Company.
I had never been to Aurora.
And like Walton, I peered into distances unseen, wondering if decisions are ever truly made, or if I was but a number on a clock, existing between a wound-up past and a future into which I could only predictably tick. Wondering if this moment would be one that I remember.




Chapter Two
THE DAYBREAK EXPRESS
Perhaps I should tell you a bit about myself before we continue. I will not belabor a history of Alchemist Ortez, your honor, but let us briefly broach a subject I suspect many of you are already wondering about.
I speak of my childhood.
Imagine, if you will, a teenager standing in a living room full of strangers. The strangers are his parents, his sister, his friends and neighbors, the people he grew up with, the people who were the true texture of his immigrant neighborhood and the characters of its countless stories. A story in the alley outside. A story in the butcher shop. A story in every narrow brick home and on every face staring at him now. Imagine they had come together to watch him step through that front door with eager anticipation. For many of them, it has been two long years, and he looks different now, more man than boy, but they would never forget his face. Imagine all of this, for the teenager remembers nothing and no one, and he must imagine too.
Losing my memory did not sadden me in the sharp, injurious sense. It had been my choice, after all, and I could not mourn what I did not remember. But forgetting is uncomfortable. Ironically, this was truest in moments meant to comfort—a friend’s heartfelt recollection, the inspiring reassurances of a parent—for it was these cherished memories and wishes that left me hollow when I only wished to be sad. Sadness would have been understandable. Sadness would have been a healing scar. Sadness we could have worked with. But I had only my hollowness, leaving me adrift with nowhere to dock, with nothing to move past, with nothing to forgive. With nothing but nothing.
As the Daybreak Express chugged ever westward, a slightly older, more tired alchemist found himself falling in and out of sleep, glimpses of fast-moving farmland blurring into dreams of a rural life he never lived. We had a farm once, I hear, when my family first arrived on this continent. But I am not the teenage boy who might have remembered those days. I am an alchemist. I am a surface wiped clean.
∞∞∞
 
I am also someone who does not sleep well in transit.
“Excuse me, sir.”
I heard his voice in the way one weakly perceives background noise, like the mechanical tempo of our train.
“Sir, may I sit here?” he asked again.
I opened my eyes after his second attempt, or maybe it was his third or fourth. He was a young man, which is to say a few years younger than me, with short blonde hair and a long scar over his left cheek. A rolled-up newspaper was tucked tightly under his arm. I took my foot off the fabric bench opposite mine.
“Apologies,” I said. “Please, sit.”
“Much appreciated.” He smiled a big, memorable smile as he plopped himself down. “Don’t sleep well on trains, I take it?”
“I will admit, I much prefer my bedroom to a sleeper car,” I said. “Not that I ever sleep particularly well, and yet somehow I forgot to pack a sleeping elixir.”
“A sleeping elixir?” He laughed. “What are you, an alchemist?”
“Guilty as charged.”
“No shit? Sorry, sir. I have a real mouth on me, as my pa would say.”
“Swear to your heart’s content, my friend.”
The young man leaned forward, pressing his fingers into a steeple. “So, you’re an actual alchemist?”
Wiping sleep from my eyes with one hand, I mimicked a showman’s flourish with the other. “Pinch me if it pleases you, for I am indeed a real alchemist, a potion master, an elixir wizard.”
“I’m Bien, by the way.” His enthusiastic handshake did most of the shaking.
“Ortez.”
“Alchemist Ortez,” he said dreamily.
“Just Ortez is fine.”
“How long have you been an alchemist, Mr. Ortez?”
“I’ve been a practicing alchemist for seven years,” I said, “notwithstanding my formal education.”
“Did you go to Saint Adena?”
“It is the only alchemy school on the continent.”
“I saw the academy a couple months back,” he said. “It was beautiful. I’m on a bit of a trip, I guess you could say, trekking across the Tri-States, finding myself, that sort of thing.”
“And have you found yourself?” I asked.
“I think I found a few parts in New Shore and lost some others in Valemont.” Bien chuckled at something, left it there, and then said, “I’m actually heading home now, so I guess that’s that.”
“You’re from Indemere, then. Aurora?”
“Yes, sir. Born and raised in that big, bizarre city. You?”
“I live and work in Dellmere now,” I said, “but my parents came here from Gracia. I hear it’s quite lovely. I myself grew up in Liberty.” That is, until the summer I was accepted at the prestigious Saint Adena, much to my poor mother and father’s dismay.
“Liberty is something else,” Bien replied. “Bursting at the seams, but in a good way. I’ve never seen so many different types of people in one city. Not different different—just from different places, you know? As if all of civilization had coalesced in a few blocks. Do you go back often to see your folks?”
My shallow grin was a boat for awkward waters. “Not often, no. I suppose one might say alchemists tend to have a unique relationship with their family.”
He had to process that comment. I witnessed each step on his expressive face: the pensive scrunching of his forehead, those inquiring eyes expanding with realization, that quick gasp of embarrassment. “My apologies, Alchemist Ortez. I forgot about the whole—”
“It’s quite all right, Bien.” I stopped him. “It isn’t a sensitive topic. After the first year of school, every aspiring alchemist makes the same choice. If they wish to be a practicing alchemist, they must undergo a long-term memory wipe, erasing everything before their time at Saint Adena.”
“I’ve never quite understood that part,” he admitted.
I nodded with practiced empathy, for I had provided this explanation many times. “It’s not easy going into someone’s mind,” I said, “into their memories, their dreams. You must share their thoughts as if they were your own, which takes… space. Try it now if you like. Try creating empty space in your mind, space that someone else might occupy.” I invited him to give it a go before concluding, “It is difficult. And you must keep it empty—that is the most important part—for if your thoughts infiltrate theirs, well, that is why we must have our memories wiped.”
Bien was visibly engrossed in every detail. “What happens if you say no, if you decide to keep your memories?”
“Roughly half do,” I said. “They go on to become elixologists, crafting and selling elixirs. But only practicing alchemists are permitted to go”—I pointed to his head—“in there.”
He looked up with only his eyes, as if he might see his own mind beyond the tip of my finger. “Is it hard,” he asked, “letting most of your memories go?”
“It is a very hard decision to make and a very easy one to live with,” I told him. “It’s all very easy once you don’t remember. I suppose that is the intention.”
Bien shuddered at the prospect. “I don’t think I could do it. Forgetting my whole family. My ma, my pa, my sister, even Aunt Sella. No offense.”
“None taken.”
This time it was his awkward grin. I suspected he had more questions but that good manners compelled a ceasefire. I turned toward the window and he toward his newspaper.
The once endless-seeming stretch of farmland was behind us now, along with its quaint hamlets and patchy forests, and we had begun our ascent into the cloud-splitting mountains of Indemere. Flatlands fly by, but great mountains move stubbornly. I watched them for a while, inching in the distance, realizing a most obvious thing: that I had never seen mountains like these, mountains so mountainous.
I reached into the satchel by my feet and pulled out a small black notebook. There were as many sketches as there were notes on the pages I flipped through. Extracts from my life in Dellmere. Memories from my time in Tianma. The detailed face of a bonobus troglodyte I had drawn many times, his name scribbled below. Hanson. I turned to a fresh page and began outlining mountains.
Bien scoffed at something in his newspaper. “What a bastard,” he added as commentary, but I did not inquire as to the bastardly deed in question.
And then the train felt inexplicably quiet.
It was not a silence of absence. Nearly every seat on the carriage was taken. I peered over my notebook at the man with a bowler hat plopped over his face, snoring softly. At the woman in a puffy-shouldered salmon dress, staring longingly out her window. At Bien, whose faded waistcoat could not quite conceal the lived-in wrinkles lining his shirt, reading his newspaper.
Despite its immaculate construction and intricate detailing, the Daybreak Express was a train for everyone. While there were nicer sleeper cars for those who paid for it—or, in my case, were given it—the basic price of admission was accessible. The Day Company, I would later learn, was connecting a continent, and a continent is its people. They were all here, and yet so was this silence, growing, consuming me.
Not the lulling rhythm of a man’s soft snores, not the quiet promise of a woman’s distant daydream, not the unspoken words of a newspaper. No, this was a silence between two people. Between me and the man at the end of the aisle, whom I glimpsed only in flashes as our train wound through its mountain pass, as he leaned and turned just so.
Three times I had seen his pockmarked face in the last week. Once in the shadowy back corner of The Misty Harbor, a tavern in Dellmere I am known to frequent. Once as I strolled home at the end of a long and foggy evening. He ambled past me through the hazy glow of a gas lamp, rain pattering the shoulders of his baggy jacket. And once but a stone’s throw from my office as I gazed out its second-story window. We made eye contact for a fleeting second, before he vanished behind a rumbling caravan.
And now here he was again, barely a blur in the edges of my periphery.
It had taken me until now to realize. It had taken me until I could feel it first, that silence, our silence, the silence that exists between a hunter and his prey. But it was clear now, as clear as the uneasy reflection staring back from my window. The pockmarked man was following me.




Chapter Three
A CITY INSIDE A MOUNTAIN
I followed his movements as I knew he followed mine.
The pockmarked man.
I had slept poorly once more, and perhaps this time for good reason. I spotted him again during breakfast in the dining car. He was sitting with his back against my seat, out of view but close enough to hear me. How many times had he sat in such a manner, listening in, and what had I said in those moments, stupidly unaware? I sipped my morning tea quietly, giving him nothing, not that I had company or knew what not to say. Indeed, I could scarcely fathom why this man, why anyone, would be following me.
A waitress cleared my crumb-covered table and refilled my tea, and I am ashamed to say I forgot to thank her. It took a familiar voice to snap me out of my obsessive trance.
“Mr. Alchemist Ortez,” Bien said chipperly.
I looked up. “Good morning, Bien.”
“Good morning to you too, sir.” He sat down on the wooden chair across from mine. “Mind if I join you?”
“I know no one else on this train.” Stalkers aside, but I kept that detail to myself and added that I was happy to have the company.
He had already made himself comfortable, waving back the waitress and asking for a coffee, black. He drummed his fingers on the table until he could contain his curiosity no longer. “I was wondering something else about alchemists,” he blurted out. “Just one more question, promise.”
“Always happy to be your encyclopedia,” I said. I truly did not have anything better to do.
“My pa also says I ask too many questions.”
“The world would be a better place if more of us did.”
I saw a sparkle of appreciation in his eyes as he asked, “Why do alchemists have only one name? Why just Ortez?”
I took a sip of tea to collect my thoughts—and a bit more caffeine. Officially, I told him, it was to create distance from one’s past life. Anonymity. To avoid awkward encounters, from strangers asking, “Aren’t you Emilio’s boy?” Encounters that were inevitable all the same. I explained that, really, it was more just a tradition, that not everything has a scientific justification—at least not a defensible one—and that communities are silly, even smart ones, especially smart ones. Alchemists were no exception. But truth be told, I preferred the anonymity. One question turned into two, which turned into three. Bien’s brimming curiosity was indeed bottomless.
Until, eventually, I asked him a question instead: “Do you know how long it is now, to Aurora?”
He gazed outside with bittersweet nostalgia as our train chugged its way through yet another winding valley, barreling against the current of a rushing river that had carved this path for us eons ago. The effect was a bit like flying in a bullet. “About an hour, maybe not even.” It hit him after he said it. “I’m almost home.”
And then came an ear-splitting screech as inertia sent everything forward.
The table edge knocked my wind out. My teacup went flying, but not without leaving a trail of tea. Bien, however, got it worse. He tipped backward in his chair, falling onto the woman behind him, flailing until they were a tangle of limbs on the carpet.
But the squealing train was not done with us yet. The passengers who had kept their balance held on tightly, me included. I looked out the window for an answer but saw only the blue river, the green trees, the gray mountainside. They moved slower now. A runaway cart rolled squeakily down the aisle, once covered with plates and pastries and now, not so much.
The screeching intensified before it finally ceased, before active chaos became aftermath. I regained my breath and pushed myself upright, feeling rattled. That about summed up the state of everyone on board: like ice in a cocktail shaker. At least half the dining car had shifted onto the floor, its patrons gasping and moaning, their once neat hair in disarray, their clothes covered in tea and coffee. The man with the bowler hat, hatless. They all looked shocked, but a few looked worse.
Bien certainly looked worse. He was cradling his right arm. The woman he had fallen onto asked if he was okay. I knelt down and asked the same question.
He closed his fingers into a weak fist. “Just a little fucked up, is all.”
“I have something that can help,” I said. “Wait here.”
I made my way to the next carriage, a sleeper car, dodging upturned chairs and more than a few grounded passengers. With haste, I found my small but private room—a luxury I could not normally afford—and my leather satchel on the floor. I picked up the bag, looked inside, and thanked a god I did not believe in that nothing was broken, that each glass bottle was still intact. Mr. Day was paying well, but elixirs are not cheap.
I went back to Bien and told him to drink up, uncorking a vial of green liquid.
He was sitting with his back against the wall. “What is it?”
“A pain suppressant,” I said. “It will make you hurt less.”
He chortled and cringed at the same time. “You forgot your sleeping elixir, but you remember this.”
“Every alchemist keeps pain—you know what, just drink the damn thing or don’t.”
Bien swigged it back, made a face, and handed me the empty vial. “Thanks.”
I slipped the container back into my satchel. “It will take a few minutes to kick in.”
The dining car waitress who passed us seemed more composed than she or anyone else probably felt in that moment, checking that everyone was okay, ensuring the worst had not transpired. “Everyone, please make your way into the next carriage,” she said. “Head outside and await further instruction. Does anyone need assistance?”
I helped Bien to his feet. “Shall we?”
But before we could move a single step, a weary pockmarked man moseyed into the herd, his head bent low, his formless brown coat billowing from his broad shoulders like a repurposed bag. If nothing else, I was glad he had not tumbled onto me. We followed him toward the exit, or rather the snaking line to get through. The window to my left offered more clues than the one to my right. People I did not recognize from the train were gathered in a circle outside, talking, or was it arguing? I could not hear them through the glass.
Gradually, we made our way out, me, Bien, and the pockmarked man. The late-morning sun warmed my skin, but the crisp mountain air provided cool relief. I had forgotten how humid Dellmere could be.
More passengers poured out of the Daybreak Express, collecting into a proper crowd, a cloud of dust drifting over them like a rising shadow. Confusion reigned briefly, but from outside one could hardly miss the blatant source of our delay. Boulders had moved onto the track ahead. I eyed the trail of destruction up the mountainside and discovered steps as wide as our train was long. Hand over brow, I squinted quizzically before realizing it was a mining operation. Of course. I was almost in Aurora.
I would later learn that the mine in question, like most mines around Aurora, unearthed cobrium. As an educated man who is not entirely oblivious to the goings-on of politics and industry, I knew a bit about cobrium. I knew the cloudy, green mineral had powered our journey here on the Daybreak Express just as it powered The Day Company’s new automobiles.
I put a hand on Bien’s shoulder and asked if he was feeling better, but before he could answer, a woman requested our attention. She emerged from the circle of people who had not been on the train—but rather waiting for it, arguing. I could tell now, from their faces, that it had been arguing. And I could tell we were meant to listen to what she had to say.
“Good morning to you all,” she said in a voice that carried over the breeze and the grumbles of disgruntled passengers. She was a handsome woman at least a decade my senior, with ash brown hair and a suit that seemed out of place in her present surroundings. “For those of you who have not met me, I am Mayor Lessa Mayner, the mayor of Aurora.” She removed her cloche hat, which matched her sapphire suit, and held it to her chest. “First and foremost, I would like to apologize for this inconvenience. As I’m sure you have noticed, there has been an incident at a nearby mining operation that was perhaps a little too nearby the train track into our city.” Conflicting expressions told a story of their own on the faces behind her. “I have been informed by Day Company management that this will not happen again. In the meantime, they have offered to shuttle you to Aurora.”
Mayor Mayner walked through her audience and up the mound of boulders as if it were a stage. From her new vantage point, she saw what waited over those rocks before turning back to us, brushing a lock of windswept hair from her eyes.
“It appears a handful of automobiles have already arrived,” she revealed. “I’m told more are on their way. Unfortunately, some of you may need to wait for a seat. Please allow the elderly and those with children to depart first. Train staff will continue to provide assistance, and I will remain here for your questions. On behalf of Aurora, welcome, and again, we are sorry for the inconvenience.”
With that, we retrieved our luggage from the train as the first travelers were shuttled off, disappearing like dots on a dusty canvas. I had already found my most precious possession: the satchel of elixirs I clung to like a wedding ring. My solid black suitcase made for a better a seat, however, as I watched Bien return with a brown bag slung over his good shoulder.
“Now we wait, I guess,” he said, dropping it. “I reckon it’ll be a while for the likes of us.”
“The likes of us?” I inquired.
“You know, a couple of fit men.”
“A couple of fit men?” I folded my jacket and rolled up my shirt sleeves, feeling the print of sweat on my spine. “I suppose I am rather adept at walking and… walking.”
As Bien checked his belongings, I tried to spot the pockmarked man, who was nowhere to be found. Was he hidden from me or was he simply gone, I wondered? Gone with the young families and the elderly.
I could hear more arguing. And not just the petty bickering of disheveled passengers—though there was plenty of that—but rather genuine, principled disagreement. A feud between Mayor Mayner and another woman. She was younger than the mayor, the other woman. Her leather boots extended up to her knees, and her cavalier hat cast a concealing shadow over her eyes. Unlike the mayor, she did not look out of place here, among the dirt and the chaos.
“Who is that?” I wondered in a hushed tone.
Bien met my questioning gaze and followed it. “The mayor?”
“The woman she’s arguing with.”
“Audra Day,” he said.
“Day as in Day Company?”
“Yes, sir. That there is Everett’s one and only kid. She pretty much runs all the mining operations around here. Don’t think I’ve ever seen that woman not working. You could say Miss Day takes after her father.”
It was unclear to me what the comparison implied. “Is that a bad thing?”
Bien stretched his arms like a bird taking flight and yawned his response. “Well, sir, that would depend on who you asked.”
“And what of the mayor?”
“That would also depend on who you asked.”
“Whom you asked. And I’m asking you, Bien.”
He looked toward her and then back at me and said, “She’s the finest mayor Aurora has ever known.”
As more time passed, the sun revealed its true nature: that of a patient torturer. A few travelers had returned to their carriages, but as Bien and I quickly discovered, it was a bad trade. Shadier, sure, but without airflow, the train was a greenhouse. And so we sat and we baked. I fared better than some. The man behind Bien looked as if he had fallen into an ocean of his own liquids.
“Alchemist Ortez.”
I titled my head toward the mention of my name. A stranger with a waxed moustache loomed over us, looking at his pocket watch, then down at me, back at his watch. I did appreciate the sliver of shade, though he was shorter than his shadow suggested.
“Do I know you?” I asked.
“Are you Alchemist Ortez?”
I blew vainly at a strand of black hair, dangling in my vision like a blurry crack. “Do I really stand out that much?” The hair swung back into position.
“You’re next,” he said. “The motor car is ready.”
I looked around. The crowd had thinned, but most of us were still waiting for our turn. “Aren’t I a little too fit to be going so soon? Surely I’m fitter than that poor chap over there.”
“What?” The man shook his head. “Miss Day says you have an appointment with her father. He’s a busy person. You wouldn’t want to be late.”
I caught a glimpse of Miss Day staring at us and said, “Can my friend join me?”
“Who?”
“My good friend, Bien.” I stood up from my suitcase and brushed the dust off my legs. “Surely you wouldn’t deny an alchemist company on this arduous journey.”
“What do I care.” He waved us both forward.
∞∞∞
 
It was not long before I could see the faint outline of human-made structures on the horizon, bunched between the mountains to our left and the river to our right. Bien said we were “almost there” as he stuck his head out the window. “Almost home.”
We were sitting in the backseat of a covered automobile, our driver with the waxed moustache and a grandmotherly woman taking the front. The motor car was a new Model C. One could not easily miss The Day Company’s circular logo, its chrome shape gleaming above the grille. This was only the second time I had ever ridden in such a vehicle, the first being with a client in Dellmere who insisted I experience the sensation firsthand. But there were no people, no horses, no city streets to contend with out here. We moved like the wind.
“Is this your first time in Aurora, Alchemist Ortez?” Bien shifted in his seat. The closer Aurora appeared in the distance, the more uncomfortable he looked.
“It is,” I said. “Anything I should know?”
He considered the question, twirling hair that was too short to twirl. “It’s a city in size,” he eventually answered, “but when most people work for the same employer, Aurora can feel like the world’s biggest small town.”
“What’s it like in Darktown?” I asked next.
Bien smirked. “Downtown. No one calls it Darktown. Tourists call it Darktown. It’s where most of us live nowadays, my family included. If you’re looking for a place to stay, you should check out The Moonlight Inn.”
“That’s in Darktown? Downtown.”
“Yes, sir.”
Everyone on the continent knew about Darktown—or downtown, as I would learn to call it—that half a city inside a mountain. Though I would soon discover that it had grown to much more than half, that Aurora’s industrious heart was in the beat of its boots, in the guts of its rocky ribcage. For unlike the historic city of Dellmere, Aurora was defined by where it was going, not by what it had once been.
I could see it in every building as our automobile rolled through the city’s densely developed uptown. Many were wooden, others made of brick, but nowhere could I find the stonework of centuries past. This was the oldest neighborhood in Aurora, constructed before the city had crept into the mountain itself, yet nothing looked much older than my grandfather. There were no asymmetrical layers of history in the buildings, no archaic inefficiencies in the grid-like road system. In Aurora, there were only plans for the future.
The motor car dropped Bien off first. We shook hands once more as he stepped out and said, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Alchemist Ortez. Perhaps I’ll see you around.”
“You know, you can just call me Ortez,” I reminded him.
He smiled his big, memorable smile. “I know.”
And with that, Bien was off, and I was on my way to meet the man I had traveled all this distance to see. The chief proprietor himself.




The Trial
“I would like to clarify one thing,” Judge Hector says, interrupting the alchemist. “This was the first time you had ever met Mayor Lessa Mayner, correct?”
“It was the first time I had even heard her name,” Alchemist Ortez replies.
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Tell me, your honor, can you name the mayor of Dellmere?”
“Mayor George Ham… Ham…”
“Mayor George Ham? And let us not forget the embattled mayor of Liberty, Mayor Victoria Lambchop.”
“Condescension will not help you here, Alchemist Ortez.”
The alchemist holds up both hands as if blocking an invisible force. “I am only hoping the truth will.”
“Yes, the truth.” The judge is back on his feet, pacing. “So, you did not know Mayor Mayner prior to this introduction?”
“I did not.”
“You did not conspire with her.”
“I believe that is implied.”
“Were you aware of her tense relationship with Mr. Day?”
“Eventually, but not at this point in time.”
Judge Hector looks to Alchemist Freya with an eyebrow raised. He stares at her, with that eyebrow, until she nods.
“I will let you know if he says anything untrue, Judge Hector.” She darts her eyes and adds, under her breath, “Obviously.”
Someone in the audience calls someone a “liar” between coughs, though it is unclear whom they mean. Alchemist Ortez assumes the accusation is meant for him, just as he assumes that all ill will in this room—which lingers in the air like morning fog—is for him and him alone.
But what does the deceased’s daughter think, he wonders? He sees Miss Day sitting in the back row, and for a moment their eyes meet. Hers say nothing, assuming nothing can be said with a slow blink.
“Very well.” The judge seats himself again. “Continue your recollection.”
“Thank you, your honor.” The accused reads a few faces in the crowd. Their energy now is one of discomfort. This is good, he wagers, for it means they are uncertain. But where confidence wanes, anger infects—anger at him, anger at their uncertainty. He has a tough path ahead, to convince them, for anger is not a wall so much as it is a barricade of spikes.
“As I mentioned, I had finally arrived in Aurora,” the alchemist continues. “I was about to meet Everett Day, our victim, for the first time. I was about to find out why I had come all this way, and I was about to learn the details of this so-called delicate situation. This, my friends, is where our tale really begins.”




Chapter Four
BARBAROUS DETERMINATION
I would like to insert another brief interlude before we start this story in earnest. More specifically, I should tell you a bit about alchemists.
Put simply, there are three kinds: psycho-alchemists, such as yours truly, legal alchemists, such as Alchemist Freya, and research alchemists.
Psycho-alchemists help people understand what is going on in their minds: the source of a sadness they cannot comprehend, a behavioral tick they cannot control, a nightmare that refuses to let them rest. Legal alchemists ensure accuracy in criminal matters and occasionally help with investigations. If psycho-alchemists unearth the deepest truths, legal alchemists present us with the most precise ones. As for research alchemists, they mostly reside at Saint Adena, where in theory they discover new uses for alchemy when not bickering, which is never.
I began my career as a research alchemist and transitioned into psycho-alchemy some years ago. The only type of alchemist I have not been, for any period, is a legal alchemist. Yes, despite my present circumstance, criminality has never been my profession.
This will be relevant.
I arrived out front of Mr. Day’s mansion sticky with sweat, my satchel of elixirs in one hand, my suitcase in the other. The driver, for all his insistence that I make it here on time, offered no further guidance. I watched his dirt-streaked automobile disappear around a bend in the road and stood there, for a moment, alone on the side of the street. Uptown was a bustling place, but not this particular edge of it. There were more trees here than people and, of course, the hard-to-miss mansion before me.
It was not extravagant like the residences of rich merchants in Dellmere, at least from the outside, but there was a beauty to the three-story brick home—a functional beauty, a stately self-confidence. As I passed through the property’s black iron gate, I tried to peek inside Mr. Day’s fortress of a house but saw only closed white curtains. Its double doors waited atop a throne of narrowing stairs, between bulbous pots of curated flowers: fiery marigolds and silken lilies and several reminders that I was no botanist, beyond the flowers most acquainted with every elixologist’s mortar and pestle. I counted five shallow steps and knocked.
I heard the clacking of heels and then, after a few seconds of silence, the click of a lock. The door opened. A heavily made-up woman with eyes like an owl poked her head through. “Yes?”
“I’m here to see Mr. Day,” I said.
“And to whom, may I ask, am I speaking?”
“Alchemist Ortez. We have an appointment.”
She stared at me first, as if evaluating my identity in the clothes that I wore, the suitcase I dropped on the ground, the leather satchel I kept snugly in hand.
“One moment,” she said.
It was a few moments before she returned.
“Mr. Day will see you now.” She eased her defensive position and allowed me to slip inside before quickly bolting the door. I thanked her as she told me not to wander, escorting us through a marble-floored foyer that doubled as an art gallery. There were landscape paintings and macramé patterns, a decorative urn that looked possibly ancient. We did not linger long enough for closer inspection, as she hurried us through a spacious kitchen and out the back door.
Mr. Day’s backyard was considerably more impressive than the one out front. This was his hidden paradise, hidden by its surrounding hedges and the steep cliff at the edge of his expansive lawn, overlooked by a lonesome white gazebo. The view was something. Mountains and river and, far off in the distance, another open-pit mine. I saw a brass telescope on the patio, tilted toward it.
But I did not see Everett Day, at least not immediately.
“Mr. Day.” The woman raised her voice, her eyes still locked on mine. “Mr. Day, I have brought Alchemist Ortez.”
As if on cue, a man stepped out from an open shed. He crossed the lawn toward us with an axe in each hand. “Alchemist Ortez,” he said, approaching. He rested one axe on an iron table beside us and extended a hand. I was unprepared for the firmness of his handshake, as if I had engaged in a competition unbeknownst to me, a competition I clearly lost.
“Thank you for coming.” He released his vice grip. “Nice to finally meet you in person.”
“The pleasure is mine,” I said.
People seldom look the way you think they will—descriptions are subjective, pictures misleading—but Everett Day was very much the character I had imagined. He was tall, taller than me, with a good head of hair for a man his age and striking streaks of silver at his temples. He wore a bright white waistcoat and pants that afternoon, which is a bold choice for anyone. But more than his height or his hair or his blinding outfit, the detail that captured my attention was Mr. Day’s intricate leather eyepatch. That was one story I did not know.
“I hope Melinda wasn’t too hard on you.” He patted my back as if I might need a moment to recuperate. “She doesn’t want to invite in the wrong person, you see.”
“I’m sure she’s just doing her job,” I said.
“Yes, and she does it admirably. Much better than the last one.” He turned to her approvingly. “Isn’t that so, Melinda?”
Melinda, who was still standing by the door to the kitchen, absorbed her employer’s praise wordlessly as she retreated to the house. In her absence, it was just the two of us left to enjoy Mr. Day’s urban meadow. I could hear leaves rustling. It should have been peaceful.
Everett grabbed his second axe from the table and held the handle toward me. “Tell me, Alchemist Ortez, are you an axe-throwing man?”
“I have once or twice been an axe-holding man.” I dropped my luggage and accepted the weapon like a newborn.
“It’s quite simple, really,” he said. “Come, I’ll show you.”
“You may call me Ortez,” I mentioned as he directed me across the lawn.
“And you may call me Everett,” he said. “Accomplished people needn’t hide behind station or job title, would you agree?”
“I would.”
“My daughter, you’ll meet her soon, she is a very capable woman, and do you know why that is, Ortez?” He pointed at my chest with the head of his axe. “Because I raised her to understand that being my daughter counts for nothing.”
On that inspiring note, we arrived at a row of wooden targets behind the shed, covered in what I could only assume were axe marks.
“Melinda tells me that axe-throwing isn’t a gentleman’s sport.” With his free hand, Everett unbuttoned a cuff and rolled up his sleeve. “I keep telling her that I’m no gentleman.” He lifted the hatchet over his head—not as a gentleman would but as a barbarian might—and hurled the weapon forward. It spun through the air like an upturned maple seed, blade over haft, haft over blade, and struck its wooden target with a commanding thunk, landing in the ring right outside the bullseye. Everett grunted his disappointment.
“All right,” he sighed, “you give it a go.”
I carefully eyed the target beside his and tried to mimic his movements as he advised me to use both hands. “Don’t be afraid to really throw it, my good man,” he said. “Imagine that target is coming to kill you.”
I lifted the axe over my head and, with a serious face, flung the weapon with enough force to cut down Mr. Day’s inanimate enemy. It flew past the target and into the hedges.
Everett patted my back again. “It was a good throw.”
“I missed the target entirely.”
“But it was a good throw. I’ll get you another axe.” He disappeared into the shed. “It’s my fiftieth birthday, you know,” he said from inside.
I was not sure I heard him correctly. “Today is your fiftieth birthday?”
He reemerged, brandishing a shiny new hatchet. “It is.”
“I suppose happy birthdays are in order. Do you have any plans?”
He handed me the weapon. “I am throwing axes for two hours when I should be working. That is celebration enough. I believe in celebrating things that matter. And birthdays are…”
“Like one’s station or job title,” I inserted.
“Precisely.” Everett yanked his axe from the not-quite-bullseye. “People want easy validation. They want to be congratulated without working for it. Not you, Ortez.” He returned to me, hatchet in hand. “You came from a poor immigrant family, earned a full scholarship to Saint Adena, excelled above your more privileged peers.”
“I see you researched me,” I said, taken aback but not entirely surprised.
“I research everyone I work with,” he confessed, or perhaps it was a boast. “But research only tells me so much. It does not tell me, for example, why you are here.”
“You offered me work.”
“But why did you accept that work?”
“I suppose it was a mixture of money and a chance to see Aurora,” I said. “I had never been before.”
“Money and a chance to see Aurora.” Everett dissected the sentence like a child’s omniscient schoolmaster. “So, at best you are practical and curious. At worst, you are selfish and reckless.”
“And what motivates you, my friend?” I asked.
He considered it. “As you may know, I inherited my father’s fortune, which probably sounds like a luxury to you, but money can also be a burden. I couldn’t simply succeed as others might, for success was given to me. My father would have handed his company to any imbecile who prolonged his lineage.”
Everett lifted his axe once more with that same barbarous determination in his eye, counting breaths, marking his target, his enemy. When the axe finally flew, it did so like an untethered extension of him.
“My father was a hardworking man,” he said, turning to face me. “But he was not a creative man. He was not an innovator. He was a miner, through and through, whereas I am more interested in what we can create with those rocks and minerals.” Behind us, the blade of Everett’s axe rested squarely inside the bullseye. “It is our ability to transcend expectation that defines us.” He nodded at the unused hatchet in my hand. “Are you going to give it another go?”
This time, I at least hit the wooden board.
When we returned to the patio, tea awaited us on the iron table. Melinda’s work, I assumed. Everett poured me a cup as I sat down across from him. It was still a bright day, but clouds had blown in, dimming our setting with a darker palette.
“I suppose you would like to get down to business,” Everett said.
“I would like to understand why I’m here,” I replied. “Your letter wasn’t exactly specific.”
“Of course, of course. And we’ll get right to that.” Everett reached into his waistcoat and retrieved a vial of clear liquid. Based on appearances alone, it could have been one of a hundred elixirs.
“This is a truth elixir,” he clarified. “Would you mind? Mix it into your tea if you prefer, or Melinda can fetch a whiskey if that’s your poison. I have quite the selection. I know some people don’t like the taste of certain elixirs, though I imagine you’re a little more accustomed to them.”
“Excuse me.” It was not the taste I found concerning.
“As I said, I don’t really know you, Ortez. This is a sensitive matter. I need to ask a few questions and know that you are telling the truth.”
“Do you always ask the people you hire to take truth elixirs?” I inquired.
“The important ones,” he said.
I snatched the vial from his outstretched hand, uncorked it, and brought the potion to my nose. It smelled like a truth elixir. “I have nothing to hide from you,” I told him honestly.
“Then you have nothing to fear.”
“And if I refuse?”
“You may take the Daybreak Express home tomorrow,” he said matter-of-factly. “I promised you five thousand stellings upon your arrival, which you remain entitled to.”
It was an appealing proposition: taking half my fee, which was still a generous amount of money, and returning to my life in Dellmere. I seriously considered the idea, holding that uncorked elixir in my hand, trying to read the tall man in front of me. There were more mysteries than answers in his half-grin, in the lines creasing his face, in the ornate swirls of his eyepatch.
I swallowed the truth elixir.
Neither of us said another word as we waited for the potion to take effect. After an awkward if uneventful minute, I told him I was ready.
Everett leaned close, looking to see if my pupils were dilated. Truth elixirs should, I hope it goes without saying, be administered by alchemists or elixologists, not paranoid proprietors. Mr. Day had clearly given this particular elixir to many people many times before and knew the symptoms.
“What is your name?” he asked.
“Alchemist Ortez.” The answer sprung from me like a hand braces for a fall.
“Your birth name.”
It was a name I rarely spoke. “Ortez Alvaro.”
“Do you have cause to harm The Day Company or any of its subsidiaries, Alchemist Ortez?” He leaned even closer, elbowing the table.
“Besides the avalanche that injured half the passengers on your train this morning?” I blinked. “No.”
“Has anyone else contacted you about our agreement—or about me?”
I thought about the pockmarked man, but Everett had asked the wrong question. “No.”
He poured an inch of over-steeped tea into a second cup and took a sip. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” His cup clinked into its saucer. “Now, let’s get down to business.”
“Yes,” I said, “let’s.” The effects of the truth elixir would linger for another five minutes, though I sincerely had nothing to hide—save, perhaps, a growing sense of apprehension.
“A month ago, we had an incident in our underground mine,” Everett began, emphasizing the word incident. “An employee of The Day Company, Garrett Stanley, fell into a rather deep pit. His death was ruled an accident, but I find that hard to believe. That pit is, and has always been, protected by a barricade. I take the safety of my workers seriously.”
“I would not suggest otherwise,” I said. Though after this morning, I seriously considered otherwise.
“This isn’t just about the reputation of The Day Company,” he continued. “This is about keeping my miners safe. If foul play is the source here, I must know.”
“It sounds like a police matter.”
“The police,” Everett scoffed. “The police operate under the heel of the mayor, and Mayor Lessa Mayner has made it her mission in life to destroy The Day Company. She wants to believe this was an accident, that it was our fault, ammunition in the case against me and my company—a company, I might add, that employs most of this city.” He had the tip of his index finger pressed against the table. “The investigation into Garrett’s death was woefully inadequate.”
“I still don’t understand how I fit in,” I said. “Assuming you wish to further investigate the death of this Mr. Stanley, that is the job of a legal alchemist. I am not a legal alchemist. I have never been a legal alchemist.”
I told you this would be relevant.
The muscles in Everett’s face tightened into a mask of frustration. But in his eye, I saw exhaustion. “We have tried a legal alchemist,” he said calmly. “Alchemist Freya. We interviewed a number of Garrett’s friends, but no one saw what happened, and we cannot interview everybody. I employ thousands of people. I need an alchemist who can dig deeper, who can uncover some detail that will point us in the right direction. Motivation. That’s what I need you to find. Is that not the specialty of psycho-alchemists?”
“In a sense,” I said, “but it is unusual, a psycho-alchemist assisting in criminal matters. It is very unusual.”
“Tell me, do I look like a man who stops at what’s usual?” Everett looked rather like a man who might idle at the gates of hell before driving onward. “I just want the truth. Help me find the truth. We’re missing something.”
“I cannot promise you I’ll find anything.” I tried to gauge his reaction. “But I can try.”
“Then try,” he said, “and you will get your ten thousand stellings, if that is what you came for.”
The conversation moved onto logistics. His daughter, Audra, whom I had seen outside the train that morning arguing with the mayor, would escort me to the scene of the supposed accident. She would introduce me to his colleagues and friends, which were evidently one and the same. Melinda would pay me my first instalment on the way out. It all made sense, or the veneer of sense. It still did not sit right, this job.
“You’ll require accommodation.” Everett stopped me as I was leaving. “I own three inns in uptown.”
“I was thinking I would stay downtown,” I said. “I assume that’s where Mr. Stanley lived. A friend suggested The Moonlight Inn.”
“I do not own The Moonlight Inn.” Everett crossed his arms as we stood a room’s length apart in his gallery-esque entrance hall. “Stay where you like, my good man. We’ll cover the cost.”
I relayed my appreciation with a single nod and turned on my heel, but Everett had one final question: “Do you know why Aurora is half in darkness?”
The truth elixir no longer pulled on my mind like some marionette’s strings, but I could only guess at an answer, or at least the answer he was waiting to deliver. Everett struck me as a man who preferred rhetorical questions. I looked back and gestured for him to continue.
“It’s quite simple,” he said. “We ran out of space. We live among mountains, you see. Half our city exists inside a cave because it grew bigger than it was meant to grow. It was not so long ago that Aurora was just another mining town. Remember that as you wander through our humble metropolis.”




Chapter Five
THE MOONLIGHT INN
For a man my age, I have been many places. I grew up in Liberty, gained an education at Saint Adena, and made a life for myself in Dellmere. I have traveled beyond the Tri-States, sailed through the smooth, turquoise waters of Bel Mados, and studied firsthand our planet’s most spectacular species in Tianma.
Yet nothing quite prepared me for Aurora: the cave that encompassed a civilization. It was simply without comparison.
The entrance into downtown, which turned out to be a rather long walk from Mr. Day’s estate, did not do it justice. I passed through crowds and motor cars swerving in both directions, through the wide tunnel that joined Aurora’s two halves. Prosperity’s Passage, though I did not know its name then, only its sights. Storefronts lining both sides. A barber, a gun store, the Two Worlds Tavern, where I stopped briefly for dinner. I ambled through the great tunnel in awe, thinking this was it, this was downtown.
This, of course, was not downtown.
Downtown opened before me like that first mind I entered so many years ago. There were depths in that patient’s dreams I could never have comprehended without seeing them, without feeling them. And there were depths here too, in this immense cave, physical depths that no words or pictures could capture, an impossible scale that could only be seen, could only be felt.
Long ago, my parents gifted me a snow globe with a city inside, Liberty, meant to remind me of home. I did not see home in my memory-wiped mind. I saw only a fantasy in a shell, a place I would never know and never truly see. But Aurora—Aurora was like walking into a snow globe.
Bien had told it true: more people lived here than uptown. I stopped in the middle of the first intersection and stared down each cobblestone road. The urban menagerie stretched for as far as my eyes could follow it, into distances not only swarming with citizens but glowing with constellations. I knew from my reading that Aurora’s gas lamps never stopped flickering, their flames permanently painting orange the infinite night.
A sign hanging over me bore the name Darktown Inn. Based on Bien’s disdain for the term, I imagined it would be full of tourists. In any event, I had my heart set on The Moonlight Inn. It was the only piece of advice I had been given—“check out The Moonlight Inn”—and in this strange, unfamiliar city, I was determined to make at least one informed decision. That being said, I had no idea where one might find this lunar-themed establishment.
“Excuse me, sir.” The voice was a child’s. “Spare a stelling, sir?”
I knelt to get a better look at her, at the soot on her face, her pitiful if practiced expression, her dirty blonde hair—dirtier than it would have been after a good bath.
“I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “Tell me where I can find The Moonlight Inn, and I’ll give you not one but two stellings.”
She looked at me wide-eyed and jumped to her feet. “Of course, sir. I know the best route, the fastest route. I’ll take you there myself, sir.”
I stood back up, towering over her once more. “Lead the way, young miss.”
We walked through a few more teeming intersections until eventually we took a left at one, though I could no longer tell you if left was east or west, north or south. At one turn or another, we slipped through a thin alley. A shortcut, I assumed. She was my guide, and she took her job seriously.
“You’re new here,” she said.
“What gave me away?” I asked.
“You keep looking up. Tourists are always looking up.”
She was right, and yet there was little to look up at: the hills and valleys of a distant rocky roof. Dripping stalactites revealed which parts of the roof were natural and which had been blasted into existence. I suppose I was looking for the sky my body felt should have been there, for I sensed it, Aurora’s phantom limb, when my gaze remained grounded.
We crossed a grassy plaza and a bridge over a babbling creek, where a woman dipped her bare toes as she leaned against the trunk of a maple tree. It was quieter and almost peaceful in this part of town. We slowed our pace.
“The Moonlight Inn, sir.” The girl tilted her small head toward a two-story building at the corner of the plaza. We approached it and stopped. A towering brick chimney gave permanence to the wooden structure, billowing plumes of smoke into the air. I noticed then a distant hole in the cave roof, a way for the smoke to escape, a chimney for Aurora’s many chimneys. I stared through it, searching for stars, and found a couple.
I returned my wandering eyes to the building in front of me. A sign hung from its covered porch. The Moonlight Inn, it read. The first o in Moonlight was a crescent moon. The porch, which wrapped around two sides of the building, was painted the same midnight blue that coated the rest of the inn. As I stepped forward, planks creaking beneath my footsteps, I could hear music and laughter coming from inside.
But first, I had a debt to settle. I turned to the girl waiting on the cobblestone road. She blinked at me, craning her neck as I approached, her professional guise back to the old pitiful one. I reached into my coat, returning to one knee, and slapped five stellings into her hand. She stared at it, at me, back at the money.
“Two for telling me the location, as agreed,” I said, “and three for guiding me here. A fair price.”
“No one’s ever given me this much before.” She still had her hand out, coins piled on her filthy palm.
“What’s your name, girl?”
She hesitated. “Cassandria, but everyone calls me Cassy.”
“They call me Ortez,” I said. “I’m going to let you in on a secret, Cassy. You helped me tonight. There are people out there who earn far more for doing far less. You would do well to remember that.”
“Thank you, sir.” She stuttered her response.
“You have yourself an excellent evening.” And with that sage advice, she was off, skipping over the bridge, past the tree, and out of sight.
I adjusted the satchel sliding down my shoulder and tightened my grip on the suitcase I had lugged the length of this city. At long last, with sore legs and a fresh wave of sweat forming on my brow and down my back, I made my way inside a weary man.
But how to describe The Moonlight Inn?
In one moment, the music and the laughter swelled, and in the next, enveloped me like a friend’s embrace as the front door swung itself shut, sealing away the calm of night. It was not a small room, but it was certainly a cramped one, packed wall to wall with people, most of them standing, drinks in hand. As Bien would later tell me, it was a special place, the sort of institution that makes a city.
At the center of this crowd, sitting at a piano beside the window, a bald man played his heart out, red-faced, sweat dripping from the tip of his nose. He sang as he played, and everyone but me seemed to be singing with him. Alas, I could not make out the lyrics. He was done soon after I had arrived.
“A big applause for the Honorable Henrick Hector!” a woman shouted over an eruption of claps, though I could not see her quite yet.
I ordered a beer and inquired about a room.
“Belle will get you set up soon,” said the bartender, a burly man with slicked black hair, as he poured an amber pint.
“Which one is Belle?” I asked.
He slid the drink toward me. “The one you can’t miss, my brother.”
It was then that I heard the first strum of her banjo. A woman in a seafoam dress had swapped places with the judge, the piano keys behind her now covered. She had only the stringed instrument in her slender hands. She was pale, paler even than the pale faces that were the color of this tavern and this town. But her red hair was a shade seldom seen anywhere, spilling over her shoulder like a silken flame.
“Seems like we have a crowd that knows how to have a good time,” she said, and they cheered, and she waited, tuning her banjo, savoring their cheers.
I surveyed the room. She owned it completely: their attention, their anticipation, their infatuation. Mine too, for I looked back toward her and nowhere else for many minutes.
“Thanks for coming out tonight,” the woman continued. “As some of y’all know, I didn’t grow up in this big, dark city. I came here, like many of you, to start something.” She made eye contact with the men, the women, even the few children in the crowd, a knowing look in their exchange. They applauded her dramatic pause, their excitement uncontainable. “That something is this inn and nights like tonight. I’m Belle Summerblood, and this song is called The Hearth.”
The inn fell silent.
The song began with a single pluck and then another, combining into a sparse rhythm, adding complexity until her fingers flew as only a practiced hand can, until every head in The Moonlight Inn bobbed, until they clapped and they whooped, until a voice like a country breeze joined her banjo like a friend blown in from the past. I still remember every line she sang.
“Take me into the mountainside,
take me where the stars reside,
to a place that I can always call my own.
Aurora, you’re a sight to see.
Aurora, you’re home to me.
We gather round your hearth and we are free.”
The room joined her for the chorus, every man, every woman, every child bellowing the lyrics, beer splashing from raised glasses. Even I started mumbling her sanguine song.
By the time Miss Summerblood returned to the bar, a few crowd-pleasing melodies later, damp strands of red ran across her forehead and down her cheek. The bartender singled me out. The innkeeper walked over, a
little out of breath.
“Hey, stranger.” She rested both elbows on the counter. “Looking for a room?”
Leaving no remnants of my ale, I confirmed that I was. “For a few nights, though I’m not entirely sure how many yet. No more than a week.”
“We can set you up,” she said. “We have two available upstairs. The corner room is my personal favorite. It’s a bit quieter and has a lovely view of the plaza. That one’s twelve stellings a night. The other room is nice too. Smaller but comfy. It’ll run you ten stellings.”
I reminded myself that Mr. Day was compensating my accommodation. “I’ll take the more expensive one.”
“Excellent choice. That beer is included, by the way.” She pointed at the empty drink in my hand. “One night gets you one beer.”
“Good deal,” I said. It was a good beer too, as far as beer went, more malty than most.
As we settled up, Belle added, “It’s not usually so noisy, in case you were wondering. Song nights tend to get a tad rowdy.”
“It was quite something,” I told her. “You were quite something.”
She beamed as if she had not heard that compliment a thousand times before. “You’re not from around here, are you?”
“I’ve noticed I stand out.”
“I didn’t mean it like that. I just don’t recognize you, is all. Everyone who lives here passes through The Moonlight Inn.”
“I’m here on business,” I said, “from Dellmere.”
“Dellmere? That’s quite the journey. First time in Aurora?”
I nodded. “But perhaps not my last. I’m still awestruck by it all.”
“Most people from out of state stay in uptown,” she said. “What brought you down here?”
I explained to her that a nice gentleman on the train over had recommended The Moonlight Inn and that I fancied myself a man in the know. “He also told me never to say Darktown lest I be branded an oblivious tourist. It appears I have nonetheless failed in that regard.”
That made her laugh, but then she asked, “You know what every single out-of-towner has in common?” She wiped a glass dry and placed it back on the shelf, her attention never straying from our conversation. “They’ve all been on at least one adventure. If I know nothing else about you, I know that.”
Many words have been said by many people to describe Belle Summerblood. Most of them are inadequate, a few are inappropriate, but the woman I once heard call her an “effortless poet” was onto something.
Patrons were filing out the door now, waving to Belle as they went. Judge Hector reached over the bar and pulled her into a hug. “Marvelous time as always, my dear, marvelous time. Your music is a cool breeze on a humid night.”
“And yet you’re dripping wet, Judge Hector,” she said.
He let out a hearty laugh before adding, on his way out, “I’m a hot-blooded man, Belle!”
She turned back toward me, eyes rolling. “That there is the Honorable Henrick Hector, supreme judge of the state of Indemere. Which reminds me, I never got your name.”
“Ortez,” I said.
“Mr. Ortez?”
“Alchemist Ortez, technically speaking. Just Ortez is fine.”
“An alchemist?” she replied. “My, my, you are an unusual guest. I won’t ask what brings you here. I know alchemists have their secrets.”
I shrugged, empty glass in hand, letting the mystery be. The seating area behind us had cleared and quieted considerably. A few tables were still occupied, but I was the only one left standing.
“Can I get you another drink, Mr. Just Ortez?” Belle looked at my glass.
I was tempted, but my heavy eyelids protested the very thought. “I’m afraid it has been a long day for me. I shall settle for my single free beer tonight.”
“Wise man.” She fetched a key from under the counter. “Come. I’ll show you to your room.”
On the way up the inn’s L-shaped staircase, I asked why she had called her business The Moonlight Inn. “Sort of an ironic name, no, given the location?”
“Did you see that hole in the rocky roof above us?” she asked.
I told her I had.
“Every once in a while, the moon lines up just so with God’s Window—that’s what we call it—and a bit of blue moonlight shines through, lighting up this inn like it were a gift descended from heaven.”
We stopped in front of the last door at the end of a windowless hallway. I could already hear a man’s muffled snores and prayed his room was not next to mine. “What about the sun?” I asked.
“It slips through,” Belle said, “but The Moonlight Inn sounded better.”
I smiled and wished her a good night as she handed over my room key. She smiled back and returned to work, her footsteps fading down the stairwell as I unlocked and opened the cherry wood door to my new home away from home.
I took a gander at Belle’s “personal favorite” room. I had no point of comparison, but it was certainly quaint, as homey as any temporary home could be. There was an oak dresser with an oval mirror and a bed big enough for two, its burgundy blanket made without a crease, its white and gold pillows piled against the headboard. I counted far more pillows than were practical. There was even a tightly tucked desk by the window and, atop it, a single unlit oil lamp, its glass bulb blackened with the long nights of those who had stayed here before me.
With the curtains open, it was more dim than dark in my new room. The endless gas lamps kept the city outside aglow. Night was never quite night here, day never quite day. It would take some getting used to.
For now, I took in my new view and saw the girl who had escorted me here, Cassy, sitting on the grass by the creek, still staring at those five grimy stellings I had given her, as if five stellings might open a world of possibility.
I closed the curtains and settled in for some much-needed rest, tossing and kicking pillows and most of my blanket onto the floor. It was not a sweltering heat, but it was still a summer night, even down here. I exhaled and told my thoughts to wander, herding them instead toward unanswered questions.
But I would answer those questions, I told myself, and this time next week I would be on my way home, back to my simple, repetitive, not terrible life in Dellmere.
On this and many other predictions, as you will soon hear, I was quite mistaken. Quite mistaken, indeed.
In my defense, I cannot imagine anyone in my circumstance could have foreseen the truth that awaited me then, a truth hidden as the faintest glimmer hides in the darkest shadow. Hidden as even the loudest cry from the deepest depth echoes into a whisper.




Chapter Six
THE PERFECT DAY COMPANY EMPLOYEE
The Aurora Central Mill was the continent’s largest staircase to nowhere: nearly as tall as downtown’s crafted sky, each story built into the sloped cave wall behind it, farther back than the floor beneath—forming, it appeared, steps for some unseen giant. Was Everett Day the giant, I wondered? Was this his modern-day temple?
It was, of course, too practical to be a temple and too efficient for spiritual epiphany. The building was a machine, its moving parts a synthesis of metal and flesh, of cog and muscle. Audra Day gave me the tour.
We met in front of the wooden mill bright and early, or at least early, beside the entrance where her father had told me I would find her. I recognized Miss Day from the train incident, recalling her heated discussion with the mayor. She was not in her hat today, absent the sun, but she wore the same knee-high leather boots and a ruffled white blouse. She had hair dark like mine and her father’s piercing eyes—well, eye. She had two of them.
“Good morning, Alchemist Ortez.”
“Good morning to you, Miss Day.” I extended a handshake. “Or would you prefer Audra?”
“Call me Mom if it pleases you,” she said, gripping my fingers far less forcefully than her father had. She looked about my age. “Have you been to a mill before?”
“I have been to a windmill.”
“Right. I’ll show you around.”
Audra led me through the open door and past a group of cackling workers who wished her a pleasant morning and eyed me suspiciously. The mill matched the spectacle of the city itself. It was a single open room, a labyrinth of machinery extending up every floor and eventually out of sight. I could not see the mill’s true ceiling. People yelled, metal banged, but most noises I neither recognized nor understood. I can say with confidence that it was loud.
“This is where we process cobrium,” Audra explained.
“Why is it so tall?” I asked.
“Gravity,” she said. “Few things are more powerful than gravity.” She directed my attention to a hefty cart ascending a steep rail. “The unprocessed cobrium is carried to the top and dropped down a series of concentrators. They break the ore apart so that we can sift out its mineral components.”
“Sounds efficient,” I said.
“At this scale, even the smallest efficiencies are worth more in a day than most people make in their lives.” Audra turned to me, businesslike. “But this is not why we brought you here. I’d like you to meet someone.”
We marched across the mill floor, dodging men and women who yelled things like “Coming through!” and “Slow the fuck down!” I had to confirm they were not referring to me. I could not help but feel overdressed in my navy tailcoat, my spotless tan pants.
We stopped next to a small, wiry man bent over a big, metallic machine. The two were roughly equal in size.
“Mr. Bergman.” Audra, a relatively tall woman, towered over him. “Kris,” she said a little louder.
“Morning, Miss Day.” His eyes stayed fixed on the steel contraption lying in pieces on a workbench he huddled over, his grease-black hands still tinkering. “Don’t know what’s wrong with it. Goddamn thing is hitting like my old gran.”
“What is it?” I was genuinely curious.
“A drill,” Audra informed me. “It uses compressed air to smash holes in the cave wall. Much faster than doing it by hand. We started using them about seven or eight years ago.”
“Holes?” I asked.
“For placing dynamite,” she clarified.
“You ain’t a miner, I take it,” Kris chimed in.
“I mine other things,” I said.
He coughed loudly and repeatedly into one fist as he grabbed a wrench in another. “Stupid cold. Anyway, it ain’t much of a drill right now.”
“Mr. Bergman, I would like you to take a short break,” Audra said. “This gentleman standing beside me has an important—"
“Fucking hell.” Kris finally stopped working, his gape bouncing between us. “You ain’t letting me go, are you?”
“No, no, nothing like—he’s an alchemist. Alchemist Ortez.”
“An alchemist?” He eyed me up and down. “I suppose he does look the part. Why do you want me speaking to an alchemist, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“It’s about Garrett Stanley,” she said.
That name seemed to undo something in him, all the tension in his posture, the stubbornness in his tone. For once, it took Mr. Bergman a moment to find his next words. “I thought I’d already spoken to an alchemist about that.”
“This one has a different approach,” she said. “Please, Kris. I know it’s hard, but—”
He wiped his hands on his overalls. “Of course, Miss Day. Of course.”
∞∞∞
 
Audra’s office was utilitarian if nothing else: a cleared writing desk, black books full of records, each labeled and put on its proper shelf. The only window had a view of inside the mill, ideal for the boss who keeps close tabs on her workers, though I got the sense that Miss Day did not spend much time in her office.
“I want to help, mister, but I don’t know anything besides what I already told that lady alchemist,” Kris said, arms crossed over his diminutive frame, slumped in a steel chair that faced mine. Audra had preferred to stay standing. “I didn’t actually see it happen,” he continued. “I was just the first person to see that it, you know, had happened. I was catching a breath on the barricade when I looked down and saw…” He rubbed his bald head as he sighed a sigh that finished as a cough. He cleared his throat. “I didn’t even know it was Garrett, not at first.”
“I’m not here to talk about what you saw, Mr. Bergman,” I said. “I assume others more qualified than me have mined those depths thoroughly—no pun intended. My interest lies in your relationship with Mr. Stanley.”
“He didn’t have enemies, if that’s what you mean,” Kris said. “Everyone loved Garrett. At least I think they did, but what the hell do I know?”
“I suspect you know quite a lot,” I replied. “With your permission, Mr. Bergman, I would like to ask you a few questions about Garrett, about the kind of person he was, and I would like to rediscover those memories with you.” I reached into my leather satchel and retrieved a small vial of red liquid. “This is vetramin diotide. It will help bring certain memories, certain emotions, to the surface. We humans are rather foxlike: we tend to bury things.”
He took the vial from me and stared into it. “Looks like blood,” he said. It was not blood, but he was not wrong. “The other alchemist, Freda or Freya or whatever, she didn’t give me this one.”
“Different alchemists, different tactics,” I told him.
“What do I know?” Kris shrugged, chugged it, and hastily concluded, “I don’t feel anything.”
I handed him another vial, drank one myself, and retrieved the mnemonic conductor from my satchel. Mr. Bergman said nothing as I placed the copper halo upon his head like a crown, though he kept looking up, trying to see through his skull.
“Tell me about Garrett.” I placed the second halo on my head.
He handed back the last vial, empty, as he considered the question. “Garrett and I had known each other a long, long time,” he said. “He was a miner before me, a good one too. Some of these guys, they’re just looking to make a quick buck and move on. I guess you could say Garrett was a lifer, the perfect Day Company employee.”
The elixirs were slowly kicking in. I closed my eyes, and there stood a tall, skinny man in a miner’s cap, the background behind him as black as space.
“He was a quiet fellow unless he knew you,” Kris went on. “He liked books. He was always borrowing them from the library, recommending I read this or that, but I ain’t much of a reader.”
Now Garrett stood between two shelves bursting with books. He slid a green one off its shelf. But this was not a memory. It was overly simplistic, uncannily stiff. Kris had never been to the library.
“Did you spend a lot of time with Mr. Stanley?” I asked.
“Sure,” he said. “The two of us probably blasted more mines together than anyone here. Miles and miles of tunnel.”
The bookshelves disappeared as we entered a real memory. Or almost real. It was a collection of memories, too similar to discriminate, like the same painting painted over itself again and again. Garrett and Kris had walked down this rocky tunnel more times than anyone could possibly remember. The ceiling above them dripped like a spent storm in the light of their carbide headlamps.
“We grabbed a pint or two most weeks,” Kris said, “at The Moonlight Inn or wherever. I have my wife, but Garrett, well, he’s always been on his own. He was faithful to his friends and his company.”
I opened my eyes and inched closer in my metal seat. “Had Garrett been acting differently in recent weeks or months?”
Kris shrugged again. I suspected that shrugging was a defining characteristic of Kris Bergman. “Not really. Maybe he was looking a little tired, but who here isn’t? Everyone wants a Model C these days. Guess who makes them automobiles possible. We’ve been busier than busy down here. Miss Day knows.”
“How about new hobbies,” I pushed, “new friends?”
Kris leaned back in his chair, folding his darkly stained hands over a knee. “There’s one thing, now that I think about it. He’d started going to church.”
“When did that begin?”
“A few months ago maybe.”
And there, in Kris’s mind, was his friend Mr. Stanley, alone once more, standing now in the middle of an empty church, rows of varnished pews behind him. I could tell Mr. Bergman also did not attend church.
“Did he ever mention why he’d started going?” I probed.
“I can’t recall,” Kris said.
“Take your time.”
At first, Mr. Bergman shook his head and shrugged, having reached the self-imposed limits of his memory, but then came a flicker in his eyes, a flicker I knew well, for he had found something in his sudden stillness, tucked away in the attic of his mind.
We were back in The Moonlight Inn, where the two men shared a quiet corner table after another tiring workday, their third drinks of the evening half-empty as they quibbled over a broken machine or a similarly irreparable colleague.
“We did talk about it once,” Kris said. “It was a few months ago. I’d forgotten about that. We were at the bar, and he said—what was it he said…”
I watched the episode play out. I watched Garrett Stanley looking him, us, in the eyes. His were green and deep-set. Wrinkles reached down his cheeks like crevices over a desert landscape. But it was the unusual earnestness in his gaze that caught Mr. Bergman by surprise. That look. That look was why he remembered the words that came with it: “I’m not just living for myself anymore.”
It took Kris a few seconds to repeat them. “He said he wasn’t just living for himself anymore.”
“And how did that make you feel, when he told you that?” I asked.
“I thought it was weird. Not living for yourself. What the hell does that even mean?” And then his eyes welled with tears. Kris smeared grease into sleepless bags as he wiped them away. He looked at me like a man betrayed. “What the fuck is this shit you gave me, doc?”
∞∞∞
 
After our meeting with Mr. Bergman, Miss Day felt I ought to see the scene of the accident, the scene of the crime, the scene of the suicide—I had not yet ruled anything out. Whatever it was, it was the scene of Mr. Stanley’s final moments.
The pit.
That was what the workers called it: simply the pit. In the early days of this operation, Day Company miners had blasted their way into a natural cave deep in the mountain, a large cavern with a large pit, Audra explained. I stared into the rocky, carnivorous maw, wondering what else it had swallowed over the years. I could scarcely see the pit’s jagged bottom as I held out our oil lantern, bent over the barricade.
“Don’t drop that,” Audra reminded me.
I pulled the light back from the ledge and turned to her. The picture was just as Mr. Day and Mr. Bergman had described it: a pit of the not-survivable sort, wooden planks that formed a level surface for walking, a sturdy barricade that extended the length of the cavern. I saw Everett’s point. I had a tough time imagining how anyone might accidentally fall in.
“How did it happen?” I inquired.
“I can tell you how the Aurora City Police say it happened,” Audra said. “There was a rock.” She stepped away from me and motioned toward her feet. “Right here. Probably fell from a wheelbarrow. They say Garrett was walking from this angle as he tripped”—she acted out the incident, tripping and stumbling forward in half-speed—“hit the barricade”—she bent her chest over the railing—“and tumbled over.”
It seemed like a stretch and I said as much.
“Mr. Stanley was a tall man,” Audra explained. “Higher center of gravity, or so say the police. They were convinced he was tall enough and that this boiled down to negligence on our part. Our wheelbarrow was too wobbly, our barricade too low. We’re increasing it by a foot next week.”
“I know what your father thinks,” I said. “What about you?”
Audra retrieved a silver case from her pants pocket, flipped it open, and placed a skinny cigarette between her lips. She swapped the case for a matchbox, struck a match, and inhaled. “I haven’t a clue, Alchemist Ortez.”
Smoke trickled from her nostrils as drips filled a ruminative gap in our conversation. I had never realized how much water made its way underground, slickening every surface. The pit was near the mine’s entrance, close to the mill, and we had not walked long to get here. It was late morning, and Audra had assured me that her miners were presently much deeper inside the mountain, deeper than I could imagine. I had told her I had quite the imagination. But it was just the two of us now, and the drips.
“Why do you not think it was suicide?” I asked.
“He didn’t seem like the type,” she said.
“Is there a type?”
“My mother killed herself.” Audra acknowledged it as one does a footnote. “She was the type. But I suppose you’re right. I didn’t truly know Mr. Stanley.”
“I’m sorry about your mother,” I said.
She puffed her cigarette. “It was a long time ago.”
We left the tunnel and parted ways after that, Miss Day and I, though I felt no closer to the truth having seen the vertical passage through which Garrett Stanley had exited this mortal realm. I would not find the answers I was looking for at the bottom of a pit. No, as I had explained to Mr. Bergman, those depths had already been mined. I was brought here to look elsewhere, and if I aimed to find the lost ending of this story, I would need to trek down a less trodden tunnel.
∞∞∞
 
My final destination of the day was Saint Oria Cathedral.
It was mid-afternoon as I hiked up Prosperity’s Passage, not that one could tell amid the gaslit corridor. But I had brought my brass pocket watch, tucked into my pants pocket where religiously I flipped it between fingers like an old coin. This was a ritual of mine, flipping that watch, one I habitually practiced in mindless moments, in ponderous moments, in the moments between moments. It was a humble, tarnished piece, a gift from my father, its chain meant to tether us together over the distances I traveled from home. And perhaps over the impossible distance I had created in my memory. It said four-thirty.
My workday was nearly over, but the sun slapped me awake as I emerged into uptown as if it had only just begun. It had been a mere twenty-four hours since I last saw daylight, but we are nothing if not adaptive creatures, and I had adapted quickly to the darkness.
Saint Oria Cathedral was not far from Prosperity’s Passage, and it was certainly easy enough to identify. The laboriously constructed stone church seemed like the oldest building in Aurora, standing tall on its block-wide plot of green grass. I had heard once that every church was a shepherd for its people, a place to find their bearings when all else feels foreign or lost, and it looked that, this church, old and wise and familiar as all churches do. Though I had always preferred charting my own course.
I also find the whole thing rather unscientific: God, creation, good and evil. I see I have offended some of you. My old mentor once told me that some talents do one more harm than good. Such is my talent for offending people. Back to our story, with apologies.
I spotted a familiar face coming through the cathedral’s propped-open double doors. Mayor Lessa Mayner marched into the daylight, taut and tense-jawed. My face must have been familiar too, as she tried to place it and then said, “You were on the train yesterday.”
“I was.” I stopped on the entrance steps.
“I’m sorry again for the inconvenience.” She let whatever was annoying her fall from her shoulders and followed up with, “It was unacceptable.”
“Mistakes happen,” I said.
“Yes, but some mistakes are more preventable than others—and more dangerous.” She ungloved her hand and shook mine. She looked considerably less out of place today, in her suit. “I’m Lessa Mayner, Aurora’s mayor, as you may recall.”
“Alchemist Ortez.”
“An alchemist.” She looked at my satchel. “I was wondering. Here on business?”
“I’m helping Mr. Day with a particular problem.”
“Is that so?” She crooked an eyebrow. “Well, enjoy your time in our city, Alchemist Ortez. As I’m sure you’ve already observed, it is one of a kind.”
We exchanged parting pleasantries as she went on her way and I on mine. This was the mayor Mr. Day was so convinced had it in for him. I could not yet tell if his assessment was a fair one. I headed into the cathedral.
The church was a quiet refuge from uptown’s urban commotion. A few people sat in the pews praying, their hands folded, their heads bowed. I was conscious of my footsteps on the
granite floor. I did not know to whom exactly I should speak, but the man in the ornate black and red robe, at the head of the room wrapping up a conversation with an elderly woman, was an obvious beacon for my attention.
I approached him. “Excuse me, sir. Do you work here?”
He glanced down at me from his raised section of floor. “I am the bishop of Indemere.”
I walked up and was instantly taller than him. He was not very old for a bishop—forty perhaps, with thinning hazel hair that would have aged him if not for his boyish face—but Aurora was a youthful city, and a youthful bishop felt appropriate.
“Apologies for my ignorance,” I said. “I have never been a churchgoer.” That was technically a lie. My parents had been and still were adamant churchgoers, but as I remembered nothing of my childhood, the lie felt truer than the truth.
“We are all ignorant in the presence of God.” With an innocent head tilt, he gazed up at the soaring nave ceiling as he spoke. “I am Father Etred.”
“Alchemist Ortez,” I said.
My occupation did not surprise him, or maybe he was simply well-practiced in the art of not appearing surprised. Father Etred returned his attention to less celestial sights and asked, “How may I help you, Alchemist Ortez?”
“I am assisting Everett Day in a sensitive matter. Specifically, the untimely death of Garrett Stanley.” I searched for a reaction and found none. “His friend, Kris Bergman, told me he’d recently rejoined your flock.”
“That he had,” Father Etred said, “about half a year ago. We do have churches downtown that would have been more convenient for Mr. Stanley, but he preferred Saint Oria. It was the church he grew up with. I believe Garrett wanted to rediscover something he had lost.”
“Did you ever speak with him?” I asked.
“A few times.”
“How would you describe Mr. Stanley?”
“He seemed like a man in search of answers.”
“And did you offer him any—answers?”
“I am a bishop,” the bishop said, parting his hands. “Only God has answers. I just point the way, and the way is through scripture. I suggested a few passages I believed would provide valuable guidance.”
I scratched my jaw, another religiously observed habit of mine. “Do you recall his questions or the passages you suggested?”
“I offer advice to numerous people every day, my child. I’m sorry I cannot recall the precise subject matter of our conversations.”
I held up my satchel an inch. “I could assist with that.”
Father Etred pushed the offer back gently but sternly. “Thank you, but no thank you. I prefer to keep my mind unaltered, as the lord intended. I suggest going to the source. If you can find Mr. Stanley’s Holy Book, he was a diligent notetaker, always underlining and circling paragraphs as we spoke.” The bishop softened at this recollection, his chin dropping in reverie. “That much I remember about Garrett. Now, I must excuse myself. I have a prior engagement. It was a pleasure meeting you, Alchemist Ortez.”
“I appreciate you taking the time, Father Etred.”
“You’re certainly welcome to attend one of our services,” he said as I stepped down from the raised floor. “There is a place in God’s sanctuary for everyone, even alchemists.”
“I’ll consider it,” I lied again.
Father Etred exhaled a bittersweet note. “It’s tragic, what happened to Garrett, but I am grateful he found God in the end. In this material life, it is the most any of us can hope for.”




Chapter Seven
THE POCKMARKED MAN
We are but travelers within our own minds.
My old mentor taught me that invaluable lesson. We like to imagine we have complete control over ourselves, she said, that you and your mind are one and the same. But you are a traveler, journeying from one destination to the next. The hills and valleys and treacherous paths of your mind are as real as the terrain that connects the Tri-States, beautiful and harsh and more intricate than you could ever imagine. Your mind is a verdant countryside. Your mind is an ocean crashing against a sandy shore. Your mind is a forest full of babbling creeks and fanged predators, biding their time in the shadowy brush. Your mind must be carefully navigated.
I think of this often, her imparted wisdom. When I had been reborn, my mind wiped clean, she had helped me rebuild myself. And she had helped me understand the limits of this process too, for an empty mind was not truly empty, as I slowly discovered. “You have not been erased,” she would say. “You have been changed in a way you cannot yet comprehend.”
But elixirs, I would learn, could redraw the very landscape on which I walked.
Sitting at my desk as The Moonlight Inn’s dinner crowd laughed and banged mugs from beneath the floorboards of my room, I retrieved a small vial of orange liquid from my satchel. It glowed in my palm, in the lamplight, the color of a captured sunset. I swallowed the bitter elixir and returned the empty vial to its separate pocket.
The effect did not wash over me like that of some potions. Rather, it kept my mind at bay. Sensus oxomine. Like many of history’s great inventions, its creation had been an accident, the product of an inventor with more modest ambitions: to create a cheaper, faster-acting truth elixir. Sensus oxomine was not that, and it took many months and many tests to unravel its true potential.
Far from being a waste of ingredients, the orange elixir was the sole solution I had found for my hollowness. It was the water in my canteen, an oasis in a desert, a bridge over a swamp. It was what got me to my next destination.
But I had been taking sensus oxomine for two years now, and its effect was waning. And so the answer to my problem—the only answer I had ever found to this particular problem—came in larger and larger doses, three times a week instead of two times a week, whatever it took to keep myself moving. Until the day that no amount of the elixir would be enough to redraw the landscape on which I walked, and I would be left to survive on my own, in my unaltered, hollowed-out mind. That too was a destination, expanding on the horizon.
∞∞∞
 
“Well, good evening, Alchemist Ortez.” Belle was twisting her hand inside a glass mug. She eyed it for spots before putting it back on the shelf behind her, and then she dried another.
“Good evening to you, Miss Summerblood.” I took a seat at the bar. “I am here for the day’s complimentary beer.”
Dusk had turned into night—I could see God’s Window from my room, Aurora’s chimney of chimneys fading navy blue to starry black—and the dinner crowd had turned into the drinking crowd by the time I made my way down. Belle slid a foaming mug of amber ale toward me.
“You have my gratitude,” I said. “I suppose I should also consume something a little less liquid. I forget sometimes.”
“Forget what now?” she asked.
“To eat.”
Belle tossed the rag in her hand over her shoulder. “Karl is back in the kitchen tonight. I know he don’t look it, but the man’s a fine cook. We’ve got a potato stew going, some fresh bread. I’m not sure what they serve in Dellmere.”
I assumed Karl was the bartender from last night. “That sounds delightful.”
“I’ll bring it out,” she said.
As Belle popped into the kitchen, I caught a whiff of something I could not put my finger on. Something familiar, something I knew. This will be relevant later in our story. But on this evening, the thought was interrupted.
“Mr. Alchemist Ortez.” The enthusiastic voice was not Belle’s but a man’s. Young and golden-haired, he practically flung himself onto the seat beside mine, leaning with his back against the bar, smiling his big smile.
“Bien,” I said delightedly.
“You took my recommendation,” he replied. “Welcome to The Moonlight Inn.”
“It was a fine recommendation.” I surveyed the tavern. “I actually think I might prefer downtown to uptown.”
He patted my back as if our shared experience on the train made us old friends. “Uptown is nothing but old-money fools spewing flapdoodle. Down here is where the real Aurorans live.”
“What brings you to this fine establishment tonight?” I asked.
“Well, sir, I am in desperate need of a drink.” He sighed dramatically as Belle brought him a beer. “Returning home has been interesting and… awkward. Less so with my parents, actually. It’s this guy who, you know, we’ve had relations. He’s a deeply emotional man, and sometimes things hit him on a level that I just can’t—” Bien tossed up both hands. “You’re an alchemist. You know how it is. People.”
“I’ve worked with a few of them, yes.”
Belle returned once more, this time with my stew, and it immediately struck me just how hungry I was. It smelled as it tasted: hearty and delicious, with hints of garlic and parsley. I ate ravenously as Bien continued talking.
“Are you going to the lighting ceremony tomorrow night?” He took a swig of his beer.
I lifted my head from the bowl of soup and swallowed, my face moist with steam. “The what ceremony?”
“The lighting ceremony,” he said again. “I’m surprised Mr. Day hadn’t mentioned it.”
“I suppose we had other matters to discuss. What exactly is the lighting ceremony?”
He shifted in his seat to better face me. “I’m sure you’ve seen all the gas lamps around town.” When Bien explained something, his hands joined in the explanation. “Apparently, The Day Company is replacing them with this new kind of light. It uses electricity, if you can believe it. Anyway, they’re upgrading them in stages. Stage one starts tomorrow. Personally, I like the gas lamps I grew up with, but I guess that’s progress for you.”
“We’re going together if you fancy joining us,” Belle said, still in earshot.
I could think of no reason to decline, and it sounded like a rather historic moment, though perhaps historic moments were a common occurrence in Aurora. “I would be happy to come.”
“It’ll be nice to have some new company.” Belle gave us a wink. “Bien has been back a day, and already I’m sick of him.” She disappeared into the kitchen.
I turned to Bien, who for some reason insisted we clink glasses.
“I have a question for you,” I said. Indeed, it was a question I had been asking myself for the last few hours. He beckoned me to continue. “I need to access someone’s house,” I explained. “The person in question is, well, the opposite of alive. I could go through the police, but the police have already closed his case.”
“My, that’s quite the question,” Bien mused.
“It’s quite the situation.”
“If I were you, I’d start with the mayor. Convince her, and the police will follow. She’ll listen to reason.”
“I recall you hold Mayor Mayner in high regard,” I said.
“I appreciate rare things.” Bien lifted his pint, which he drank far faster than I could ever drink mine. “An intelligent, honest politician—now that’s a rare thing.”
As he said this, the door to The Moonlight Inn swung open, the sounds of city life sneaking into our walled oasis: the roaring engine of an automobile, the rhythmic clip-clops of a horse, the indecipherable holler of a woman calling across the cacophony. As the door fell closed, sealing away the ubiquitous noises of nightlife, heavy footsteps took their place, forming a slow beat on the wooden floorboards as a bald man passed us by. At the time, I scarcely registered any of this.
It was not until many minutes later as I watched Belle deliver a drink across the room. She placed it down on a small table by the window where a single patron sat slumped in his chair. “Here you are,” I heard her say, to which the bald man said nothing.
It was during this awkward exchange that the feeling returned. That sinister silence. A silence that left Bien behind, his political ramblings now a background murmur. A silence that overtook everything and everyone except the pockmarked man.
He had found me again, or more likely he had never lost me.
“Do you know that gentleman?” I asked Bien.
“Which, who, what?”
“Sitting by the window, bald, pockmarked face.”
Bien took a not-so-subtle look, scrunching his brow. “He was on the train with us, wasn’t he?”
“Indeed.”
“Don’t know the guy personally,” he continued, “but I’ve seen him around. I’m pretty sure he works for you-know-who.”
“I’m going to go out on a limb here and say Everett Day.”
“You’re starting to understand how this town works,” Bien said. “Anyway, that’s as much as I can wager. Bit of a mean-looking fellow, though I suppose I shouldn’t judge folk on their appearance.”
“No, my friend, you should not.” I stood up from my seat. “There are far better ways to uncover the true nature of a person. There is alchemy, of course, but the first thing one ought to do when endeavoring to understand a fellow human being—do you know what that is, Bien?” Like Mr. Day, I am not immune to the draw of rhetorical questions. “The first thing one ought to do is talk to them.”
I crossed the floor of The Moonlight Inn, weaving my way around tables and chairs, but my focus was an arrow—and my target, the pockmarked man.
“May I sit?” I said, sitting down on the seat across from him absent an answer. “I am Alchemist Ortez, though I suspect you already know that. But who, may I ask, are you?”
The pockmarked man finished gulping his beer on his own time. “That’s none of your business,” he responded in a gravelly voice. Perhaps it was the voice of a man cursed with an unquenchable thirst, if his shallow mug was any indication.
“On the contrary, it is my business to know who is following me,” I explained.
“I’m not following anyone.”
“You have trailed me across this continent like a shadow, good sir, though I don’t know why. You work for Mr. Day, do you not?”
He said nothing.
“Why is Mr. Day having me followed?” I pressed.
He finished his beer and stood up, the legs of his chair screaking against the floor.
“You haven’t answered my question,” I said.
“Fuck off.”
He headed for the door. From across the room, Belle suddenly spoke up: “Hey, you haven’t paid for that beer.” But the pockmarked man was not listening, not to me, not to Miss Summerblood, maybe to Everett Day.
And so I said, “Tell him, tell Mr. Day I know he’s following me, and I do not approve.”
To which he replied, shoving the front door open with his shoulder, “Mr. Day doesn’t need your approval.”
The sounds of city life returned once more—the cars, the horses, the hollers—as the pockmarked man slipped back into the wider, cavernous world and out of ours.




Chapter Eight
THE PATH TO HEAVEN
I will begin with the scene: an alchemist, a mayor, and a police chief are standing outside a modest brick house. The house is identical to the ones beside it, and those houses are identical to the ones beside them. And so it goes, row after row of the same sparse homes, perfect in their simplicity.
They are in the dim side of downtown—the alchemist, the mayor, and the police chief—and far from the natural light of God’s Window or the rushing ambience of Prosperity’s Passage. But there are children playing here too, in a small park with a large tree, in the orange halo of a gas lamp. This, as Bien would say, was where real Aurorans lived.
And this was where Garrett Stanley had lived.
Aurora, the city of clean lines: so wrote a travel writer for the Dellmere Gazette. The phrase came back to me as Aurora Chief of Police Remley Butterfield unlocked the door before us, jingling through an unwieldy ring of silver keys.
“Here we go.” He swung the door open, and the three of us stepped inside.
Unfortunately, there is not much to describe, my dear audience, for there was not much to be seen: a wooden table with two chairs that looked exactly as old as the house, a cast-iron stove, a stack of kindle beside it. There was a door to a bedroom and a door to a bathroom. And that was Garrett Stanley’s living room. There were no pictures or paintings.
“Has the house been emptied out?” I asked.
Appearing from behind us, Mayor Mayner shook her head. “Evidently, Mr. Stanley was not interested in material things.”
I followed up with, “How long had he lived here?”
This time it was Chief Butterfield who answered. “Twenty-three years, ever since they built this neighborhood.”
The Bricks: a name that was, like the neighborhood itself, perfect in its simplicity.
“Who owns the house?” I examined the inside of an empty stove.
“This is Day Company housing,” the mayor said. “Half of this city is company housing. I was wondering why Mr. Day hadn’t offered you the key himself. I would be lying if I didn’t admit this… curiosity is part of why I granted you your request.”
Instead of asking my employer, I had taken Bien’s advice and brought my appeal to city hall early that morning. I had not expected Aurora’s mayor to be so quick and accommodating, though perhaps she had her own reasons. It was clear already that Mayor Mayner held as much contempt for Mr. Day as the chief proprietor did for her, and yet there was no denying the grounded nature of her skepticism. Neither Everett nor Audra had made mention of this house, let alone given me the key. It certainly would have saved some time. I tried to find excuses for their oversight but found only frustration in its place. But perhaps I had found truth too, in their silence, somewhere between the boundaries of negligence and deceit.
And the situation presented at least one advantage in my favor. It meant the Days did not know I was here, with the mayor and her chief of police. I was indeed starting to understand how this town worked.
I stepped into Garrett’s bedroom. Again, there is not much to describe. A bed with gray sheets and a metal bedframe. A side table with an oil lamp for reading and a book next to it—The Voyage of June Maru, a fine classic. And at the end of the room, an unvarnished armoire. Mr. Stanley possessed few items of clothing, but what I did find inside confirmed he was, as I had been told, a rather tall man. But tall enough to accidentally flip over that barricade? I remained unconvinced.
Mayor Mayner watched me from the doorframe. “Tell me, what is your opinion of Mr. Day?”
“It is an opinion I’m still forming,” I said. “I only met the man two days ago.”
“Clearly, you know he doesn’t trust our police force, or he wouldn’t have hired you.”
“I was not privy to that information until I arrived, Mayor Mayner. Mr. Day’s initial letter was vague. A generous offer, but vague.”
“I don’t blame you,” she clarified. “Mr. Day believes he can put on any hat he chooses. Mayor, police chief, alchemist.”
I did not mention the truth elixir he had insisted I take, but maybe she already knew.
“Had Garrett lost weight recently?” I examined a black belt I picked up from the bottom of the armoire. An extra hole had been punctured in the leather.
“We live in a sprawling city, and I knew Mr. Stanley about as well as I know you, Alchemist Ortez,” the mayor said. “He was a slender man, when we found him.”
“You may simply call me Ortez.” I closed the armoire.
She stepped into the room. “What exactly are we looking for, Ortez?”
“That is the perennial question.” I scrutinized every inch of the room like a displaced cat. “So often I do not know until I’ve found it.”
Mayor Mayner was either an impatient woman or a busy one. I suspected both to be the case as she said, “I am extending this courtesy because, despite what Mr. Day claims, I do care deeply about the truth. But you told Chief Butterfield and I that you had a new lead. I would hope you value our time.”
“And was it necessary for you to accompany me, Mayor Mayner?”
She liked that answer even less.
“A book,” I said. “I’m looking for Mr. Stanley’s Holy Book.”
“The side table, perhaps.” She nodded toward it.
“I was just making my way there now.”
The side table had a single dented drawer. I pulled it open and, lo and behold, there rested a leather-bound Holy Book alongside a black fountain pen rolling toward me. I picked up the former. The hefty tome flopped upon my palms in the loose manner of all well-read books. I flipped through page after thin page, many patterned with creases and pen marks.
“Garrett was a religious man.” Mayor Mayner crossed her arms. “What of it?”
“Garrett had become a religious man,” I said. “He had only started going to church a few months ago. I would hypothesize that he had only begun reading his Holy Book with such fervent interest in that same timeframe.”
Chief Butterfield joined us in the bedroom, knuckles tightening around his belt, boredom plain on his face. But I was onto something.
I mumbled aloud one of the passages Garrett had underlined not once but twice: “As God did sacrifice for thee, thou must sacrifice for thy brother.” I flipped to another pen-marked page and read it in similar fashion: “God’s grace awaits all ye who ask God and hear him. But be ye doers of God’s word, not only listeners, for ye must walk the path to heaven.” I repeated that last verse. “Ye must walk the path to heaven.”
“Is that supposed to mean something,” the mayor asked, “or is this some sort of religious awakening you’re having?”
“Do you know what Mr. Stanley told his friend, Mr. Bergman, a few months ago over drinks?” I began pacing around the room. “No, you do not because Mr. Bergman only remembered that detail with the assistance of my vetramin diotide. Garrett Stanley told Kris Bergman that he wasn’t just living for himself anymore.” I repeated that crucial quote: “He wasn’t just living for himself anymore. Now, Mayor Mayner, what do these facts have in common: Mr. Stanley’s return to religion, those enigmatic words he shared with Mr. Bergman, and last but certainly not least these underlined passages.” I held up the Holy Book and smacked one of the quotes in question with an unwavering index finger.
And just as it appeared that Mayor Mayner had abandoned all patience for me, her expression softened. “Sacrifice,” she said.
I smiled in spite of the serious subject matter. “Sacrifice.”
By this point, Chief Butterfield’s boredom had transitioned fully into a furrowed brow. “Look, Alchemist Ortez,” he said, “I’ve been doing this work for an age, and trust me when I say you can tell any story you like with a few quotes. Hell, you probably said something yesterday that could sound like motivation for suicide. I see the case you’re trying to build here, but unless you’ve uncovered an accusation or a confession, the best we have to go on is the physical evidence that points to Mr. Stanley tripping into that pit—by accident. Mining is a dangerous profession. He was not the first man to die in those mines, and he will not be the last.”
And just like that, the reality of my situation struck me like an assassin. I should have seen it, trailing me all this time, yet somehow reality had caught me unaware. While my employer, Mr. Day, would rather I succeed, the man before me now, the chief of police whose authority on this matter trumped all, wanted the opposite, for he had come to his conclusion already, and I, a psycho-alchemist from Dellmere, was an amateur in this. He knew that. I knew that.
But damn him. I really was
onto something.
“May I at least borrow the book overnight?” I asked. “There is a lot here to—”
“No offense, alchemist”—Chief Butterfield gestured for the book to be put down—“but you could write anything in there and claim it was Garrett Stanley. You’ll have to pursue your alternative theory elsewhere, without the Holy Book.”
We shared a look between us, the police chief and I. He was a broad, barrel-chested man with a wide, round nose and forearms like calves. He was also as unmovable as his appearance suggested, a boulder blocking my way forward.
“We have important work to get back to,” he said, “if you don’t mind.”
Mayor Mayner said nothing, letting the events unfold as they did.
And so I returned to the side table, placing the book back where I had found it, their eyes following me as I made the necessary motions, buying seconds for what, I was not sure. Not until I had found my answer.
Its form was a slip of white, barely visible in a back corner of the drawer. Had I not been moving so sloth-like, I might have missed that chip in the wood, and who knows how differently events would have unfolded. But see it I did. I reached deeply into the drawer with the tip of my finger.
“What is it?” the mayor inquired.
And on that perfect note, I revealed to my audience a drawer-sized panel of wood, offering it to the police chief as the magician returns a doubting spectator his missing watch. “A false bottom.”
It was a crudely made one, concealing a slim stack of paper. Letters. I picked them up. “Did you know these were here?” I already knew the answer, but the staggered look they shared confirmed it.
“What do they say?” Mayor Mayner asked.
Now it was Chief Butterfield who stayed silent. I had their attention.
“Let us find out together, shall we?” I said.
The top letter was dated. I confirmed with the police chief that the date was three days prior to Mr. Stanley’s death. And then I read to them Garrett’s final farewell to this life, a farewell he had ultimately hid from it instead.
My friends and fellow miners,

I know many of you will not understand the decision I made to end my life. Before she died, my mother told me that we do not choose when heaven comes knocking, only how we answer. That was many years ago, when life still felt like a destination in my future. I have since watched myself age—my hair thin, my breath shorten. So slowly age kills us that I can only see it now, when I look back at time’s grand picture and realize that I have always been dying, hair by hair, breath by breath. But life is a test of endurance. God says, “ye must walk the path to heaven.” I have walked and I have endured, over so many years, through so many lightless tunnels, with my brothers and sisters at my side as we built something better than any of us. God had a purpose for me, just as God has a purpose for Aurora and all of you, my friends and fellow miners. I have always been walking my intended path, though I only now understand where it has led me. Know that this is not a betrayal. Kris, I am sorry. One day, I hope you will understand. I hope all of you will understand. I do this out of love.

With God and gratitude,

Garrett Stanley





The Trial
The alchemist goes silent. Sorrow needs space to breathe, he knows, as all psycho-alchemists must know, for sorrow is a deep inhale and an even longer exhale.
Many of those in attendance were fond of Garrett Stanley, and it is in this quiet moment of shared grief that Alchemist Ortez realizes he never actually knew the man. He knew the critical clues, the key memories, the underlined passages, but Mr. Stanley was to him a story read in excerpts. He had excavated the truth from these artifacts, yet not the man himself.
Still, the alchemist knows a few things they do not. For while it is true that Garrett Stanley had voluntarily stepped over that barricade and into a dark, unforgiving pit—true that he did kill himself—it is not the whole truth. And when his friends and fellow miners find out the whole truth, will it be this same sadness they respond with once more, or will it be anger next time? Will it be something else?
Not everyone wants the truth, a lesson he has learned the hard way before. Some would rather a sense of justice. Some would rather hang an alchemist. But for now, they are sad, and he is respectful.
And Judge Hector—Judge Hector is hungry. “I believe we are overdue for a lunch break,” he says. He is not wrong. It is well past noon.
Alchemist Freya and the judge share a quick whisper, after which he turns toward his audience and tells them they will reconvene on the hour and not a minute later. Alchemist Ortez could not quite decipher their whispered exchange, but he knows that time is of the essence, for the elixirs circulating through his bloodstream will soon lose their potency, and it will be another day before they can be administered again.
Still, he is glad for the intermission and desperate to go to the bathroom.
The lunch they provide him with, in a back room under the watchful eyes of three young guards, is a chicken leg and a chunk of stale bread. The alchemist prefers not to eat the flesh of animals, but he says nothing, and he eats his chicken leg.
And then they begin once more.




Chapter Nine
THE LIGHTING CEREMONY
I imagine many of you attended the lighting ceremony. I too was present, and my memory of the evening is especially clear, for I had never seen anything like it. Even the anticipation was palpable. The murmurs. The outbursts. The heat of thousands of bodies filling that plaza, filling every block in every direction. The crowd that night burned like embers ready for a fire.
And then the person we had all been waiting for stepped onto the stage and into our midst. He was a tall man, but he was taller still on his elevated platform, grander in his bright white suit, his distinctive black eyepatch. Everett Day picked up a small circular device from the podium, a metallic microphone I had only ever seen used once in Dellmere. But Aurora was not Dellmere. Banners hung beneath cone-shaped speakers on either side of him. On one, a pickaxe inside the circle of a sun, The Day Company’s omnipresent emblem. On the other, a pattern of mountains and stars, which I recognized as the flag of Indemere.
When the excitement of the crowd lulled just a little, Mr. Day spoke their name. “Aurorans.” His voice carried through those speakers as if God had been engineered, and perhaps he had been here in Aurora. His people roared, for blocks and blocks they roared, as I stood silently in awe.
“Are you ready to light the future?” he asked them, and by the sound of it, they were. Everett raised an arm. “Count with me, good citizens of this great city. Ten!”
Every person I could see counted on cue, including Bien, despite his reservations about Mr. Day and his company. The enthusiasm that night was too infectious even for my most politically motivated companion.
“Seven! Six! Five!”
Too infectious even for me. I joined the countdown. Belle, meanwhile, was beaming.
“Three! Two! One!”
We were submerged in the sort of darkness that settles before the curtain parts. Every gas lamp was suddenly flameless, as if overwhelmed at once by the same silent wind. It lasted just long enough for us to wonder, but then—then there was light.
A brighter, cleaner light than before. In but an instant, they flickered on and illuminated the entire plaza and the blocks beyond. They illuminated every building and every tree in sight, and every single one of us who stood there, dumfounded, marveling as if heaven had come to say hello. Newly erected lampposts cradled the radiant glass bulbs, a hint of green in the hue of their aura, the color of cobrium. It took people a few seconds to take it all in, before they broke into applause once more.
I traded glances with Belle and Bien, my company for the evening. Belle’s enjoyment was pure and simple, but Bien seemed more uncertain of his emotions.
Mr. Day, meanwhile, was a picture of certainty. “Thank you, Aurora,” he said, “not only for your generous applause but for your hard work. It was not I who mined the metals and the cobrium in those lights. It was not I who engineered the technology. It was not I who manufactured the parts and put them together. Look around. It is you who made this possible. These lights, this unparalleled city. You are not just Aurorans. You are Aurora itself.”
That was when the chanting began. I could not immediately make out the word they shouted, but soon there was no mistaking it: “Day! Day! Day!” Was it the company or the man, I wondered? Perhaps there was little difference.
“These spectacular electric lights are not only brighter than any gas lamp”—Everett spoke triumphantly into his microphone—“they also do not require anyone to light them. One flick of a switch”—he snapped his fingers—“light. Beautiful, unending light. Look at it. Marvel at it. And don’t let anyone from Dellmere or Liberty tell you we cannot build a great city underground.”
“Day! Day! Day!”
“This is just the beginning, my brothers and sisters,” he continued. “Neighborhood by neighborhood, we will transform all of Aurora with electric lighting, starting right here downtown.” He pointed at the ground beneath their feet. “It won’t be long before every street in every city on this continent basks in the glow of Day Company light.” Everett squeezed his microphone in one hand, forming a rising fist with the other. “Because we are as hardworking as we are innovative, my friends. Because we take nothing for granted. Because we—we are Aurorans, and the world follows in our footsteps!”
The man clearly knew how to speak to his people. Except, perhaps, to those few who stood quietly instead amid that roaring sea of support. Belle and Bien looked considerably less enthused than they had five minutes earlier.
“Now, as much as I would love to keep blabbering on up here”—they laughed—“our gracious mayor would like to say a word.”
Mayor Mayner stepped onto the stage, as composed and sharply dressed as always, waving to them as she accepted the microphone from Everett.
“Thank you, Mr. Day,” she said into it. “And thank all of you, who made this auspicious achievement possible. That is something the chief proprietor and I agree on wholeheartedly: when we work together, Aurora is at its best.” This earned her a polite applause. “I am humbled by the marvels you all help create here and how quickly you create them. As Mr. Day said, we must be competitive, and we are. Our young city has left the Tri-States in its wake.” Now it was a more genuine reception. “But we must also use that advantage to ensure we move forward responsibly.” Many of the claps ceased, but not all of them. “That will be our brand to the world: a city that is not only forward-moving but forward-thinking.”
At this, Bien clapped his heart out. I offered my moral support, clapping at half-speed as I surveyed the onlookers around us, trying to read this city and its people.
“I do not doubt us,” the mayor assured them. “I do not doubt our ability to do better and be better. I do not doubt our ability”—she peered out over them, at the pale green spectacle that stretched for blocks around—“to light the way forward.”
Mr. Day wrapped things up after that. He thanked the mayor for her continued support of phase one of the New Light Initiative and emphasized that, yes, responsible mining and manufacturing were of course deeply important to The Day Company—which, he might add, employed internationally recognized best practices. But, he insisted, we cannot burden progress with unnecessary red tape either. We cannot burden our industry with costly regulations they do not have in other states and countries. That, he concluded, would not be responsible.
“Now, don’t wander far,” Everett said. “The celebration has yet to conclude, for there is one more spectacular sight to behold this evening.”
“He means fireworks,” Bien informed Belle and me as we moved away from the crowd, the sound of fiddles breaking into song behind us. “I saw them moving the crates earlier.”
“Fireworks remind me of home.” Belle stared up at the rugged sky as she spoke. I did not know which home she meant.
“Bien.”
A tall, handsome fellow had appeared behind my blonde friend, who winced as he spun around, the expression just as quickly flying from his face. “Grayson.” Bien’s focus bounced between us, his shoulders shifting sluggishly, for such is the weight of guilt.
It was too loud to hear what Grayson said next, but I heard Bien clearly enough as he turned toward us: “I’ll catch up with you two later.” Bien, for whom a perfect smile came more naturally than a heartbeat, grimaced where no doubt a grin was intended. They disappeared behind a row of vendors. It would be a few days before I saw Bien again.
“Our companion’s spurned lover, I take it?” I asked Belle.
“Bien didn’t exactly tell anyone he was leaving, and I do mean anyone.” She grazed the back of my arm. “This crowd’s a tad suffocating. How about a stroll?”
We were not far from Prosperity’s Passage, in downtown’s oldest neighborhood, which not so long ago was Aurora’s only underground neighborhood. We did not walk toward any particular direction that evening, only away from one. Away from the horde, away from those surreal electric lights, away from the palpable tension of politics.
“Tell me about yourself, Miss Summerblood.” I walked with both hands behind my back.
“Didn’t you hear me sing?” she asked.
“Beautifully.”
“What else do you need to know?”
“Tell me about where you grew up. In the country, yes?”
“Talebrook,” she said, “in northern Indemere, a town so small it might as well be dust on the map. That’s what my pa always said. He raised me to be… me.”
“Your mother?” I asked.
“Died before I could remember things.”
“I’m sorry. That must have been hard.”
“I had a good father,” she replied. “I still have a good father. But he ain’t exactly keen on city life.” Belle kicked a
pebble down the road. “He’s still running the family farm, more or less. My pa’s a businessman—not an Everett Day type, that’s for sure—but he taught me the value of money. He put me to work and paid a fair wage.”
“Sounds like a good role model,” I said.
“That he was.” There was no doubt in her voice. “Took me a while to appreciate it, though. He used to hold back half my pay. Teenage Belle had some words, let me tell you, until the day he handed me the biggest sack of stellings you’d ever seen, and I realized then just how much I’d wasted the other half. That money was my future, and I was now free to do with it what I wished: invest in the farm I grew up on or take those stellings and start something new.”
“Something like The Moonlight Inn,” I inferred.
“He’s only ever been once, back when I was still renovating the place. Not because he ain’t proud. He’s just getting old.”
“Do you visit Tallbook often?”
“Talebrook.” She chuckled. “I go back. Not enough. I miss it sometimes. Everything had a story there. The lake that could grant wishes, but only after midnight. The old forest where the shadow men dwelled.”
“The shadow men?” I inquired.
“It’s just a superstition,” she said. “People see what they want to see.”
There were only a handful of them on First Avenue—most headed toward the crowd we had left behind—as Belle and I walked side by side at our leisurely pace. The festival was a few blocks behind us when I heard a familiar, high-pitched voice: “This way, ma’am.”
A girl with dirty blonde hair was marching intently ahead of an increasingly flustered-looking woman, the girl beckoning her forward, the woman eyeing every escape route. “Girl, for the last time, I didn’t ask for a tour.” The woman sounded exhausted. “Now leave me be.”
Cassy stopped when she saw me. The woman took her opening and scurried past us.
“Hello, Cassy,” I said.
She stared at me and then at Belle.
“How’s business?” I asked.
Her shoulders rose with her breathing as she said nothing.
I reached into my pocket. “This one’s on me.”
Cassy did not move. “But I didn’t give you a tour, Mr. Ortez, sir.”
“You remember my name.”
“Most grown-ups don’t tell me their names.”
“This is my friend, Belle, by the way,” I mentioned. “She also works in the hospitality industry.”
Belle gave me a look, but it was not an altogether bad one. “Pleasure to meet you, Cassy. I’m sure I’ve seen you around.”
“You… you’re The Moonlight Inn lady,” the girl said.
“You recognize me.”
“Your hair.” Cassy followed the flow of Belle’s red hair with her eyes, and then she looked at me again, at the stelling in my hand.
“Consider it an advance,” I said, “for future services.”
Cassy finally took the tarnished coin from my palm and nodded seriously. And then she ran off, still gripping that single stelling in a tight fist.
“Nice girl,” Belle said as we continued our aimless wander. The crisp nighttime air was cool against my skin, always cooler than it was aboveground, I had learned. Belle spun on her heel for no obvious reason and insisted that it was now my turn to divulge the backstory of Alchemist Ortez. “Where on this lovely little space rock do you call home?”
I had one hand in my pocket, flipping my brass watch in circles. “It’s unusually complicated in my case,” I said. “My parents came to this continent from across the ocean. Gracia. I’ve never been, but we all wear our heritage. My childhood occurred in Liberty, though as I am an alchemist, I remember none of it.”
That familiar look flashed across Belle’s face: realization, embarrassment. “I forgot y’all underwent that whole… mind thing. Sorry if I—”
“It’s quite all right,” I told her. “It was a choice I made willingly. My first genuine memories are from my time studying at Saint Adena.”
“Tell me about that.”
“I got in on a scholarship,” I said, “one of only two granted that year. Most students came from wealthy, educated families. I was an anomaly, or at least it felt that way, and a few of my peers confirmed that feeling in their colorful use of adjectives.”
“Nothing worse than rich, entitled bastards.” Belle’s tone was sharper than a knife’s edge.
Mine was blunter. “There were a few of those, certainly. But it got better, and then it got better still. I had a mentor. She helped me.”
“What made you decide to become a psycho-alchemist?” Belle asked.
“I was actually a research alchemist first,” I said. “My focus area was animal intelligence. Primates especially. They’re our closest evolutionary ancestors and cognitively far more similar to us than people give them credit for. I spent a summer in Tianma studying the most marvelous animals. The things I saw in those beautiful, complex minds—it was a new frontier of understanding.”
“I’ve never even heard of such a thing.” Belle crossed her arms to keep warm, but her expression remained unreservedly open. “An alchemist who studies animals.”
“It is not a common field,” I explained. “An underappreciated field too. Perhaps I should have followed in Reger’s footsteps. My former classmate produced an elixir to help men with their, well, you know.”
“I don’t.”
“Their erections.”
Belle nearly collapsed into a heap of laughter.
“It’s quite a serious matter for some fellows,” I said. “Anyway, there’s a market for such things. Funding. No one wants to understand animals. On the contrary, understanding animals is inconvenient. No one wants to understand their food. No one wants to understand their sport. But I understood them.”
“One of these evenings,” Belle said, “you’ll have to tell me what they say about us.”
Before I could make any promises, the sky exploded into a glittering array of red and silver. Echoes followed the initial booms and joined a distant applause as fireworks illuminated our stone ceiling. Aurora’s roof of roofs seemed not so far away in this new light, as jewels of flame formed a chandelier over the city. I watched every glass window flash cobrium green. I watched the stenciled silhouette of Belle’s upturned face glimmer autumn gold.
“I do love fireworks,” she said.
I admired them alongside her. “They are quite something.”
The show continued for many minutes. Yellow. Violet. Cobalt blue. Every color I could imagine, exploding before me. And yet I saw smoke too, in those final seconds, collecting behind the spectacle. Until the last firework made its ephemeral mark—and Aurora’s fiery chandelier disintegrated into oblivion.




Chapter Ten
A RATHER TENSE EXCHANGE
I would begin this next memory by pointing out that I am proud of my office in Dellmere.
I am proud of the velvet chesterfield I bought for no small sum from a fine furniture maker, of the brown leather armchair I acquired for a more reasonable price at auction, of the old mahogany cupboard I inherited from my mentor and had repaired and varnished anew. In that second-story office, I have invested time and money and the best parts of myself. But there is nothing like genuine wealth to reveal what your efforts truly amount to: an imitation of the real thing.
Everett Day’s upstairs study was the study I could never afford. From the ornate wood-paneled walls to the soaring vaulted ceiling. From the shelves lined with more books than one man could reasonably read to the ocean blue rug that was bigger than my entire floor plan. And then there was the immaculately dressed chief proprietor himself, sitting on one of his leather couches as I seated myself on the other, a fireplace roaring between us.
The fireplace offered a welcome warmth. The chilly previous night had turned into an even chillier day, and the sun that eternally avoided downtown similarly eluded uptown that afternoon. There was only the endless quilt of clouds, the constant promise of rain. Fall was still two weeks away, but my second meeting with Mr. Day seemed to mark the true change of seasons.
“So, you have uncovered the real reason behind Garrett Stanley’s death,” Everett said.
I minced no words in my response. “Mr. Stanley killed himself.”
“I see. We had our suspicions, but what a damn shame.”
I too had my suspicions, though I did not immediately present the full scope of them to my current employer. I had spent the better part of that morning and afternoon confirming what I could, attempting to build a truth—if not quite the truth. Mr. Day could not have squeezed me into his busy schedule any earlier regardless. And so there we were, the two of us, in that odd hour between afternoon and evening, Everett poking a fresh log in his fireplace. It popped loudly.
I summarized my investigation to a degree. I told him of my discussion with Kris Bergman, in which I helped the man restore a memory from some months ago. “Garrett had told Kris that he wasn’t just living for himself anymore.” I explained that this theme of sacrifice resurfaced again when I examined a number of underlined passages in Mr. Stanley’s Holy Book. “Mayor Mayner and Chief Butterfield assisted me in accessing his home. I hope you don’t mind.”
I watched for a reaction, but Mr. Day seemed unsurprised as he returned to his seat, fire poker in hand.
“I also found a note,” I continued, “hidden in one of his drawers beneath a false bottom. It appeared Mr. Stanley had penned his parting words before deciding to keep them to himself instead. The note confirmed what I suspected, that Garrett died by suicide.”
Everett deflated into the comfort of his couch. “This is sad news, indeed. May I ask what the note said?”
“It is in police custody, I’m afraid,” I said. “But in short, that God had a purpose for Mr. Stanley, for his fellow miners, for Aurora.”
He shook his head, poured himself a whiskey, and offered me a glass, which, rather uncharacteristically, I declined. “Who knows why people do this?” he mused. “My wife, she killed herself many years ago. I don’t talk about it as often as I should, but one cannot help but wonder what she and Garrett saw in this life that I do not.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” I replied. “Audra had mentioned it.”
“Poor girl grew up without a mother.” Everett took a sip of his drink. “Not that you would know it. My daughter has grown into a strong woman. Unfortunately, not all of us are able to find such strength.”
“I don’t think Garrett Stanley was acting out of weakness,” I said. “On the contrary, I believe Mr. Stanley was afflicted with a fatal illness that would have killed him had he not committed the deed himself.”
This time, there was no doubt about the surprise that overtook Mr. Day’s face, for I knew that expression well. It was the expression of a man who assumes he is in control of every conversation, until he is not. “What do you mean?” he asked.
“Silicosis,” I said. “It is a disease of the lungs caused by a buildup of dust in—"
“I have been running a mining company for most of my life, Ortez. I know what silicosis is.”
“Then you know the symptoms of silicosis.” I raised my voice to match his. “Fatigue. Mr. Stanley had shown increased signs of exhaustion. Weight loss. He had recently punctured an extra hole in his belt.”
“Is that your evidence?”
“My evidence? No. That I acquired this afternoon when Chief Butterfield and I paid a visit to the coroner.”
“We had already examined Garrett’s body,” Everett interjected.
“You had examined the immediate cause of his death,” I said, “not the motivation. You had examined the bruises on his skin, not the blackness inside his lungs. I’ll admit I do not have the strongest stomach for such sights. I shan’t sleep soundly tonight.”
“So, the man was sick.” He shrugged. “Why kill himself now? Death comes for us all. That’s no excuse to opt out early.”
“I believe he did it for you, Mr. Day,” I said. “I’m sure many of your miners develop silicosis over their lives, but there was a reason Mr. Stanley’s disease was so acute. Your drill. The one that uses compressed air to obliterate solid stone. It’s very efficient. One might argue too efficient. The drill creates a cloud of dust that its handlers inevitably inhale. They have a nickname for it, your workers. The Widowmaker. I assume you’ve heard the name. Kris Bergman had heard it, and yet still he drills. He drills and he coughs.
“Garrett was protecting your company’s reputation,” I stated boldly. “He knew that his fast-approaching death, caused by your drill, would be another blemish on The Day Company. He knew, as everyone here does, of the political pressures you face. He was a company man. In the end, he even hid his suicide note. Mr. Stanley did what he did because he believed, somewhat ironically, that it would protect those he cared about: his fellow miners, you. Suicide is often an act of sacrifice.”
The fire popped again. Raindrops ticked against the room’s tall pane glass window. It would be a wet stroll back to The Moonlight Inn.
“That is quite the leap,” Everett said. “I will grant you suicide, and perhaps he did have silicosis.”
“It is not a perhaps. It is a verified fact.”
“Be that as it may.” He looked at me for a long second, as if the gravity of his gaze might turn the tide of our argument. “You have no real evidence for Mr. Stanley’s motivation. You have a theory, a tale, a story.” His eyes stayed locked on mine. “Now let me tell you what is a… verified fact. When my father ran this company, over a hundred fatal accidents occurred every year across our operations. Last year? Thirty-two. We are the safest mining company out there, period. And do you know why that is, Ortez? Progress. Development. Technology. This is what Mayor Mayner refuses to see: the big picture. Productivity and safety go hand in hand.”
“And yet you continue to use the drill,” I said. “The big picture is a useful place to hide small details.” This was another bit of wisdom bestowed on me by my mentor.
“You want to talk details?” Everett scoffed. “Go, ask any Auroran on the street what life would be like without The Day Company. Ask them how things were twenty years ago when this company nearly collapsed, when no one wanted cobrium. Then ask them how things are now. You’re not from here, so you don’t understand this, but I do not simply give my workers a wage—I give them a life. I have helped more people than any politician on this backward continent. We call it Prosperity’s Passage for a reason, and I led them through it.”
Everett took a deep breath before grudgingly adding, “And yes, it has recently come to our attention that there are some hiccups with the new drill, and I assure you we are developing solutions. Because that is what we do. We solve things. We are solvers.”
The rain had picked up considerably by the time Mr. Day poured himself a second whiskey. I gathered my thoughts and glanced outside, though my attention wandered to the window itself, to that glass world between worlds, rain-speckled with falling stars. In many ways, the world in the windowpane is not so unlike the world of an alchemist.
I checked the time. It was a quarter to six. Dinner was approaching, but I still had unfinished business with the chief proprietor. What I did not realize, however, was that the chief proprietor still had unfinished business with me.
I went first. “I have told you my first theory—or tale, or story, or whichever condescending synonym you prefer. But I have another.” I looked up at him. “I believe you already knew that Garrett Stanley had killed himself. You had access to his house, a fact that remained mysteriously unmentioned. Perhaps you even suspected he had silicosis, though I do not think you pieced these things together. Still, you knew enough. You knew he had killed himself. So why employ me?”
Everett gestured for me to continue. “Apparently, you understand people better than they understand themselves. That is your job, yes? Please, spell it all out for me, alchemist. Why did I employ you?”
“I believe you wanted to embarrass Mayor Mayner and Chief Butterfield,” I said. “I believe you withheld information—most notably, Mr. Stanley’s suicide note—so that the police would mischaracterize his death. The mayor, the police chief: they have it in for you. You let them pin it on your company so that you could later prove them wrong and put their bias on display. You set them up, just as you set me up to blindly do your bidding. Your pockmarked friend, the one you had follow me, he has quite the temper. But you erred, Everett. You assumed you had the full picture. You knew what Mr. Stanley had done, but not why he had done it.”
“That really is quite the theory.” He smirked.
But I was not in a smirking mood. “You should know that I have informed the mayor and the police chief of the truth. Lucky for you, they cannot prove you withheld evidence.”
“Are you done?” Everett asked.
“I am.”
He clapped his hands together. “Now, there is one question you have yet to answer, my good man. Let’s assume your little theory has some merit. Of all people, why are you here, Alchemist Ortez? Why on God’s green earth would I hire a psycho-alchemist from Dellmere whom I have never even met? Why even hire an alchemist? Surely, a local private investigator could have found that suicide note.”
“I will admit that is one mystery that still eludes me,” I said. In all honesty, it was the one mystery I had been trying to solve since the day I arrived here, the piece of the puzzle that refused to fit: me.
Everett’s smirk transitioned into a proper smile as his tumbler teetered on his bottom lip. This was the moment he had been waiting for. “All right, old chap.” He slapped his knee. “You’ve done admirably. You push me. I respect that. Now, here’s the thing: I needed to learn something about you. Two things, really. I needed to see firsthand that you were as smart in reality as you are on paper. You would be amazed how often that is not the case. And I needed to see what kind of person you are, what makes you tick.”
“What makes me tick?” I repeated.
“Quite so.”
“For what purpose?”
“That is the ten-thousand-stelling question,” he said. “I did not lie in that letter I sent you. We have a delicate matter that requires your expertise. That is true. But the matter is even more delicate, even more exceptional, even more… more. You must understand, Ortez, that I need to know a person before I can work with them on something so sensitive. I need to know they are worth the risk. That is all I can say for now, but give me a couple of days, and I will show you why you’re really here. Frankly, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Just so we’re clear,” I said, “you hired me to investigate the death of your employee so that you could monitor me like some sort of rat in a maze.”
“Well, I would not use that simile,” he replied. “And Mr. Stanley deserved a proper investigation, wouldn’t you agree? I suppose it was efficient in that regard.”
“You are a very efficient man,” I said.
“I take that as a compliment.”
“I am acutely aware.”
Everett leaned forward. “But now, my alchemist friend, I am ready to unlock the door. I am ready to let you in. A couple of days. That’s all I ask. And of course you will be compensated generously for your continued employment. Are you certain you wouldn’t like that drink?” He lifted the decanter over an empty tumbler, glass and spirit sparkling in the firelight, as he measured my response with his one good, piercing eye. I did not doubt it would be a fine whiskey.
But I told him, “I do not wish to share a drink with you, Everett.” And I reminded him that he had me travel across a continent under false presences. I reminded him that he had me followed for weeks, in bloody Dellmere. I reminded him that he had forced me to take a truth elixir upon my arrival, that he had withheld evidence about Mr. Stanley. And now, and this should come as no surprise, I simply did not believe a single damn sentence that came out of his mouth. “I am leaving tomorrow,” I said. “You owe me another five thousand stellings.”
“And you are entitled to them,” he acquiesced. “You may leave tomorrow with your money and your pride and whatever else you brought here. That is your right. But know this.” He picked the fire poker back up and pointed it at me. “Know that you are walking away from something unlike anything you have ever seen, from what you have spent your entire life hoping to find. It is what you’ve dreamed of. It is what you’ve trained for. All of your research, every hour toiled away for increments of understanding. All of it has led you here, for this, for what I am about to show you. And know that, if you leave now, you may never have another chance to find it.”
I bobbed my head, not to agree but to tell him, “You are quite the salesman. Perhaps the greatest salesman Aurora has ever known. Unfortunately for you, my friend, I have never been fond of salesmen.”
Everett slammed his tumbler on the table. “Give it a rest, Ortez.” Whiskey splashed. “For God’s sake, you abandoned your family for knowledge. Now I offer you the discovery of a lifetime, and you cannot swallow your pride for a few fucking days. What do you truly value in life? I’m genuinely curious. We both know it’s not family. I believed it was knowledge. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe your motivation in life is simply to disappoint people. A contrarian masquerading as a truth-seeker, is that it? A bloody cliché.”
“I do not play games, Everett.” I stood up from my seat. “And I do not work for manipulative bastards.”
“There it is. Finally.” He held his thumb and index finger an inch apart. “A little emotion out of you. I must say, I’m relieved to see there’s still a human in that hollowed-out mind of yours.”
Everett poured himself a third whiskey. “A couple of days. That is all I ask. I will bring you to the site myself. You won’t regret waiting. Beyond your wildest dreams, as they say, though I’m sure you’ve seen some wild ones.”
I took two steps toward the door. “You will not show me anything,” I said, “because I will not be here. As you mentioned earlier, it is my profession to understand people, and it is clear to me that yours, Everett, is to use people. You are an asshole, and we are done.”
As promised, I was indeed done exchanging pleasantries with Mr. Day. I stormed out of that room, that study I could never afford, as he watched on with his whiskey. It was a less dramatic exit than I would have liked.
“The door is the other way,” Everett said from his couch.
“I see that.”
Successfully this time, I made my way out of Mr. Day’s labyrinth of a mansion. Resolutely, I marched off his meticulously manicured estate. And angrily—he was right—I wandered through uptown in the pouring rain.




The Trial
“That was a rather tense exchange you had with the victim,” Judge Hector says.
“I do not like being lied to,” Alchemist Ortez replies, “let alone repeatedly.”
“And yet he offered you your agreed upon payment—a very generous amount for a week of work, I might add. You were under no obligation to remain.”
“That is beside the point, your honor.” The alchemist takes a look at the crowd, but they seem to sympathize with the judge. The money was good, certainly more than they make. He needs to navigate this carefully.
Alchemist Ortez clears his throat. “Imagine, Judge Hector, that you have been asked to travel to Valemont for work.”
“I am the supreme judge of the state of Indemere, Alchemist Ortez.” Judge Hector turns to his audience as he speaks the alchemist’s name. “I am not the supreme judge of the state of Valemont. That position belongs to Judge Leera.”
“It is hypothetical.”
“It is impossible.”
The alchemist considers his alternatives. “What is something you value greatly in life?”
“I don’t follow,” the judge says.
“Anything at all.”
“I don’t see—”
“Just something you really like, your honor. There is no wrong answer.”
“I, well…” Judge Hector puffs, umms, and ers. “I guess…” He dabs his forehead with his handkerchief. “I don’t know. Chicken.”
It is the first time Alchemist Ortez has seen Alchemist Freya’s thin lips curve into the semblance of a smile, though she contains it, best she can.
The accused takes a moment, weighing his options, reminded of his lunch. “I would like you to imagine that you’ve received a letter in the mail,” he says. “You have been invited to judge a chicken festival in Valemont, for which you will receive ten thousand stellings. But when you arrive, there is no chicken. You are told the chicken is coming—there is even a chicken festival banner—and yet.” Alchemist Ortez parts his hands. “The event organizers, who have spent the last week lying to you, finally reveal that the real reason you are here is to judge a fish festival.”
The alchemist waits as the judge leers at him incredulously and then skeptically and then a little inquiringly. Finally, the alchemist asks, “How would that make you feel?”
Hesitantly, Judge Hector considers the question. “I hate fish.”
“Just as I hate betrayal.”
It is not a perfect comparison.
The judge is now back on his feet, pacing and sweating. He is, at this juncture, soaked through. Outside the courtroom, it is a crisp autumn day. But inside, Aurorans have packed themselves into pews like cigarettes in a case. Hours have passed since their arrival this morning, and the room’s many inhabitants have grown hot, despite the cool, quiet afternoon that awaits them beyond closed wooden doors. Even Alchemist Ortez can feel sweat trickling down his spine.
“You claim you hate betrayal,” Judge Hector says, “and yet, after you stormed out of Mr. Day’s study, did you leave Aurora, Alchemist Ortez? Did you go back to Dellmere, as you said you would?”
The alchemist breaks eye contact. “No, your honor. No, I did not.”




Chapter Eleven
A CONFESSION
It was the last time I would suffer that man’s arrogance, I told myself.
I walked from Mr. Day’s estate with determination. I wound my way through Prosperity’s Passage sopping wet and zigzagged through the downtown shuffle like an agent on the clock. I crossed the bridge in the plaza where people lounged and laughed and watched their worries drift downstream, but not me. I moved as a man on rails toward my singular destination: the deep blue building at the corner of Eleventh and Boulder Street, where the first o in Moonlight is a crescent moon.
Alone in my room, I swigged back a vial of sensus oxomine for a spell of serenity that never came. I packed my white shirt and my navy tailcoat and my tan pants, in perfect squares if I could make them. I pushed, I squished, I compartmentalized, and when that was done and I needed only to wait the hours until the Daybreak Express made its eastward departure, I kicked my suitcase and watched it tumble off the bed and my wardrobe into a heap of unfurled geometry.
∞∞∞
 
“You have quite the thirst tonight.”
Belle placed a caramel-colored beer onto the table between me and The Moonlight Inn’s brick fireplace. I recalled her heartfelt lyrics from the other evening: “We gather round your hearth and we are free.” Was this the hearth, I wondered? It crackled for just the two of us, as Belle sat down on the soft red chair opposite mine. The bar had closed for the night, but evidently guests of the inn could still order ale.
Or perhaps Belle could simply see that I needed one. Or three, if we are counting. She had brought herself a beer as well.
“Everything all right, Ortez?” she asked. “I don’t mean to pry.”
“I’m quite fine, thank you. I was taken for a bit of a fool is all, but I have course-corrected accordingly.” I clarified: “I will depart for Dellmere tomorrow.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” She had on a simple white dress. “Well, if you’re ever back in Aurora, you know where to stay.”
I sighed, and then I turned to her and explained everything. “And so you can understand, Belle, why I cannot work for a man who lies like he breathes,” I concluded.
“Certainly,” she said, crisscrossing her fingers over one knee. “Now, I’m no defender of Everett Day, but may I ask a quick question?”
“Always.”
“What do you want?”
“As I said, I have no patience for liars—a rather self-assured liar, I might add—no matter the money.”
“You’re telling me what you think you can’t do. That ain’t the question. The question,” she said, “is what do you want? Why did you come here in the first place? Seems like you don’t care much about money. That alone makes you an unusual specimen in Aurora.”
“I suppose Mr. Day had piqued my curiosity,” I explained.
“And you ain’t curious now? After all that once-in-a-lifetime mumbo jumbo he unloaded on you this evening?”
For once, I said nothing.
“What matters more,” she asked, “what you want, or what you think you can’t do?”
I opened my mouth, though I do not recall what meaningless words might have spilled out of them, for Belle stopped me mid-mumble. “Before you answer that”—she held up a slender hand—“may I make a confession of my own?”
I believe it has been well-established by now that I am a curious man, and I said as much.
“I told you about my pa,” she said, “but I have an aunt too. Aunt Rosa. She certainly made her presence known in my youth. I think she felt I needed a motherly figure around and played the role from time to time. She wasn’t like my pa. She didn’t support me leaving the farm to go off and start my venture in the big city. She said my father needed me, that he’d already lost a wife, and would I take from him his only daughter?”
I could not help but wonder how my own mother and father would have reacted in those final, desperate moments—before I had forgotten them and all they might have said to stop me.
“And my confession to you, Ortez,” Belle continued, “is that if my pa had asked me to stay, if he’d struck so much as a single guilty chord in this here bleeding heart”—she touched her chest—“I suspect I would have. That’s what breaks me. Guilt. Unrelenting, unforgiving guilt. It’s a damn daily battle. I guess what I’m asking is: what breaks you, my alchemist friend?”
“People generally assume it’s the fact that I cannot remember the first sixteen years of my life,” I told her.
“That ain’t a weakness,” Belle said. “That’s just who you are.”
“I suppose it wouldn’t be entirely inaccurate to say that I am an occasionally proud man.”
She acted as if it were my suggestion and not truly hers. “Now, what if Everett is telling the truth? Hell, even half the truth?”
“Half might be optimistic,” I said. “I have known men like Everett Day, men who don’t know the difference between a human and a hammer. He wears his arrogance, but it is the ignorance underneath that frightens me, the ignorance of a man who believes the world is his fucking toolkit.” I gulped down a good portion of my beer.
“Then use him like a hammer,” Belle said.
Though events over the past few weeks have not unfolded as I imagined then, and I now find myself fighting for my continued existence in a courtroom of strangers, I maintain that this advice from Belle Summerblood ranks among the best I have ever received.
“You would have made a fine psycho-alchemist,” I told her.
“And say goodbye to my memories? I can only imagine what Aunt Rosa would say.”
“I didn’t plan on becoming a psycho-alchemist,” I reminded her. “I enjoy the work well enough, but I was bound for research, for discovery. It was a struggle, but I would have struggled onward. Alas, as I explained the other night, benefactors do not fund what they do not value.”
To which she replied, “Maybe you just haven’t found the person who values it.”
This was also good advice—again, notwithstanding my present predicament.
Karl interrupted the quiet moment between us, emerging from the kitchen to announce he was heading home. He left through the front door, and with the click of a metallic lock, it was just me and Miss Summerblood, alone with our beers and our thoughts. I was reminded that The Moonlight Inn was Belle’s home too. Her permanent home. The fire popped. I thought I could almost hear the rain, high above us through God’s Window. Another fact about me: I enjoy the hush of night, when the soft sounds of the universe find their voice.
“Back home, on nights like tonight, all you hear is crickets for miles around,” Belle said. “I used to imagine how big their yellow-grass world must feel.” She stared through the flames. “My pa doesn’t remember so well anymore. I thought it was just old age, but the doctor says it’s a disease of the mind. I went home a few months ago, and the man didn’t even recognize me.”
“That must be… excruciating,” I said.
“I do this silly thing sometimes.” She hesitated, perhaps debating whether to hide this wound rather than reveal it, but bleeding internally does an injury no favor. “I imagine the two of us, Pa and me, sitting down at our kitchen table back home,” she said. “Or walking the fields. Sometimes he’s come visit and we’re sitting by this here fire. And I imagine our conversation, the little things we talk about and the big things, and always he tells me everything’s okay—every choice I made, every sacrifice.” Belle’s eyes reddened, but any tears she kept at bay. “I know it ain’t real, but I figure we do what we need to cope.”
I did not mention the sensus oxomine coursing through my bloodstream.
“Sorry if that was a bit much,” she said. “I didn’t mean to make this personal.”
“No apology required.” I placed my empty glass down onto the table. “People often open up to me. I suppose it comes with the profession… and perhaps my disarming, emotionally drained demeanor.”
She looked humored if unconvinced. “Is that what you think?”
I avoided the question. “I may be the psycho-alchemist here, Belle, but I believe it is you who has given me sound advice tonight. Not to mention the beer.”
That was true on all accounts. I was angry, and my anger was proof: Everett had me in his grasp, for the man who cares not moves on quietly. He does not kick his suitcase. He does not drink three beers in an hour. I was flailing, and he was dragging me back. Mr. Day was good at this, but then, he would learn, so was I.
∞∞∞
 
I slept in the next morning as the Daybreak Express departed eastward with an empty seat that would have been mine. A couple of days, that was all Everett required. This was the price of my curiosity: playing by his rules, adhering to his schedule. It felt like a steep one. I tried to make the best of it. I had another beer with Bien and another two with Belle. I explored Aurora and made a mental map of the city, as if to better understand it and, by extension, my employer.
But where it mattered most, I remained utterly in the dark, until the time came when Mr. Day was ready to show me just how dark the dark could be.




Chapter Twelve
PITCH BLACK
It is rare for most of us to experience perfect darkness. The cities have their lights. The night has its stars. Even our eyelids cannot perfectly conceal the aura of surface life. But perfect darkness is no stranger to miners. It is a ritual of transformation practiced each morning by those who work in the deepest of depths, in the places no human is meant to toil. But toil they did, the men and women who had broken their way backstage, traversing the lightless catwalks of our planet.
Such was Everett Day’s curiosity. Such, it would seem, was my own.
“The darkness helps your eyes adjust,” Everett explained as our cart continued its descent.
It was just the two of us, Mr. Day and I, save for the man operating the cart, whose appearance remained a mystery to me. He spoke little, and it was easy to forget he was there, a lost detail in the blinding black that encompassed everything.
“How much longer until we arrive?” I asked.
“Are you claustrophobic, Ortez?”
“I am not.” The truth was rather that I had not previously considered myself claustrophobic, and yet in recent days I had begun questioning old assumptions. Also, it really was very dark, a discomfort matched only by the biting cold. Our cart rattled. I gripped the metal rim of it.
“Just a bit farther,” Everett said. “I’m sure you’ll get used to this.”
“Why would I get used to this?”
“That, my good man, you shall find out soon enough.” I could hear his grin.
But I could not say how long we had been on this cart or how far it had traveled. That is another symptom of perfect darkness. We hardly communicated during that first leg of our journey, which surprised me at first. I had expected Everett to rub it in—the fact that I was still here after my performative exit from his estate—but he said nothing of the sort. He was a good businessman, I reminded myself. He knew not to spoil a victory.
The cart began to slow. Metal wheels screeched along the metal track underneath us, until finally we came to a sudden, silent halt.
A light flickered in the ink-black air five feet in front of me, drawing a harsh portrait of my handsome escort. Everett had switched on his carbide headlamp. I did the same with the one I had put on an hour earlier. The cap sat more snugly than the copper halos I was used to.
We exited our cart and followed a dark, dripping tunnel that looked like any other dark, dripping tunnel. But it was far deeper than the others I had been down, and that knowledge added a heaviness to our surroundings. Perhaps it was simply the realization that I could not leave of my own accord. I was a prisoner to these depths, reliant on my escorts to see me back to safety. Our enigmatic driver stayed behind.
“Almost there,” Everett consoled me.
I saw a third light from around a bend in the tunnel. We were not alone down here, which was a small comfort. Three people shifted into view, one of whom I recognized. We stopped to greet them.
“Good morning, Miss Day,” I said. “Or is it noon yet? I’m afraid I’ve already lost my sense of time.”
“Alchemist Ortez.” Audra did not lift her attention from the blueprint unrolled over a wooden table. “We’ve moved him into the cavern,” she said, a comment clearly not intended for the fish-out-of-water alchemist. “Watch your step down there. We still have work to do.” That comment, on the other hand, I should have heeded.
When Audra finally severed her focus, she looked first at me. “Mind if I join you two?”
Her father did not immediately say yes. “I suppose you know these tunnels best.”
And on that pragmatic note, the three of us continued our journey—at least to me, it felt like a journey—our headlamps lighting the way.
“Keep right,” Audra said. When it came to giving instructions, Miss Day did not waste words. Watch your head. Go slow. Do not touch that. I followed each command and each footstep until, before long, our path disappeared.
We had entered a colossal cavern, its distant walls scarcely visible. Above us, stone stalactites seemed to drip out from nowhere, as if suspended mid-fall, covering the chamber’s lost ceiling as far as my eyes could see. We crossed a makeshift bridge, below which I could make out the reflections of running water, glinting orange as I glanced down with my headlamp.
“See that river?” Everett asked. “We’ve found traces of copper and cobrium in those waters. We believe it runs through another site of ours a few miles away. There’s a whole interconnected world down here.”
There was no denying my fascination with this place, which was as real as Everett’s appeared. And yet I was so used to walking through dreams that I could not help but feel I was doing so now, that this was merely a cave in some patient’s mind. Reality, it seemed, had such sights too, hidden away.
There was another light ahead of us, emanating from behind a rocky outcrop. We moved toward it, crossing a second bridge, if one could call a few planks nailed together a bridge. There was no river babbling beneath us this time.
“Careful,” Audra said, balancing along the skinny structure. She pointed near her feet. “Don’t step on this part.”
“We have some more work to do down here,” Everett added, “before you return, Ortez.”
I was the last person on the bridge. I looked up at him. “What do you mean—"
What do you mean before I return? That is what I would have said, had I not suddenly found myself sliding down a steep slope with my wind knocked out, our bridge now a sled skittering ahead of me. It had slipped under the weight of my misplaced step.
My mentor once told me that I am very good at what has my attention and very bad at what does not.
I flailed, I flipped, I swung my arms around, desperate to stop sliding. The slope turned into a straight drop, and I could not see how far it went down nor what waited below. I caught myself on a slippery stalagmite and held on. My feet dangled over the edge and the hole that would have swallowed me. Whatever was down there, awaiting my gravity-induced arrival, appeared pitch black to my eyes. I watched our bridge vanish and heard the crack of its fatal collision.
“Alchemist Ortez!” The voice was Audra’s.
“I’m alive,” I answered, gulping air, “for now.”
Slowly, I pulled myself up the slope. While I am a man of science, I am not a weak man. I am not a particularly strong man either, granted, but I carried myself as far as anyone could have, until there was nothing left to grab. I was halfway up, which was better than halfway down, but still I could not reach Everett’s outstretched hand.
“Damn it!” He pulled back his arm. I lost sight of him. He leaned back into view a few seconds later. “Hold on, my good man. I’m going to lower Audra toward you.”
“You’re going to what?”
Audra appeared, making her approach boots first. She moved with precision as Everett lowered his daughter down the slope, gripping her wrist tightly.
“Grab onto my leg, Ortez,” she said.
I could not quite reach it. Everett lowered her a bit more, but I could see he was struggling. A few more inches, and the three of us might have joined our broken bridge. “That’s as far as I can go,” he said. “Make it work.”
I aimed for Audra’s leg and brushed it. I tried again and missed. The third time, I released my grip—my only grip—from the crevice supporting me and launched myself toward her, reaching out, knowing that if I missed—
Well, had I missed, I would not be telling you all this story, would I?
I clung to Audra’s ankle and pressed my foot against the ground to ease the weight of my body. Everett pulled as we climbed. I could hear him grunting.
I had made it up alive. We collapsed to the ground as I caught my breath. Audra was the first back to her feet. She brushed the dirt off her pants and looked toward the glow of whatever still waited ahead. “Shall we?”
My heart pounded up to my throat. I lifted myself one limb at a time until I stood as straight as my newly bruised body would allow. I waved us forward. “Lead the way.” We walked on as I wondered how we would return to our cart, one bridge too few.
“There’s a long way back.” Everett noticed me wondering. “I apologize that things down here are so… undeveloped. I worried that if we had made you wait another day, you would have been off to Dellmere.”
“Better Dellmere than my untimely death” was all I said, adjusting my collar, for I was not certain he was wrong in his assessment. Though I did briefly reconsider the fate of Garrett Stanley. Perhaps it had been an accident, after all. I knew that not to be true, only that it could have been true, just as I could have been dead.
I heard a garbled shriek from behind the outcrop ahead of us.
“What the hell was that?” I asked.
I could see in Everett’s eye that he was enjoying this part. He was enjoying me, anticipating my reaction. “As I said before, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
Something banged on metal. Another shriek. But my companions were unfazed. Audra led us forward, past the rock wall that had hidden our destination from view, and there I finally saw it.
The truth at last.




Chapter Thirteen
THE TRUTH AT LAST
It shrieked at our arrival and then, with a soft scamper, came as close as it could.
The creature. This was the name Everett had given it. No, not even a name—a description. For inconveniences are not named. They are described. They are fixed. I would soon discover that others—the few trusted miners aware of its existence—had given the animal nicknames, though they too reduced it to something less than it was.
Shriek, for the cries it let out, imprisoned and hungry and God knows what else. Grayskin, which was at least accurate. The animal had tough gray skin, as if slightly calloused all over. Bugeyes, undoubtedly in reference to its somewhat sizable eyes and disproportionately large pupils. It had the eyes of a nocturnal animal.
But the one detail that no name captured was just how human it appeared.
It was shaped as we are shaped. Two arms, two legs, a torso. I counted five fingers. The animal was smaller than most humans, skinnier and about a head shorter, though it was hard to be sure, hunched over as it was. Its metal cage was the size of a bedroom, haphazard in appearance but impenetrable all the same.
That is not the right word. Cage. A cage is for snakes and birds. This was a prison cell.
And this animal, this so-called creature, Shriek or Grayskin or Bugeyes, he or she was now one thing above all else, defined by its nearness to the man who decides what is what. Like most things in the industrious mountain state of Indemere, this animal was official property of The Day Company.
Everett did not like the term prisoner.
“Why is it in a cage?” This was not the initial reaction the chief proprietor had expected from me.
“Forget the cage.” He marched forward, arm out like a ringmaster to his audience. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”
I had not. “Is it dangerous?”
“It is a wild animal,” Everett said. “One of my men has a broken arm, if you need evidence. Another is nursing a black eye after it grabbed his head. Small bastard is tougher than it looks. I suppose it needs to be, living down here.”
“Did it attack you,” I asked, “or did it defend itself? There is a difference.”
“Go on then, alchemist.” He performed the arm twirl of an invitation. “Explain to it that… difference.”
It stared at me as I stepped forward, its chest heaving with each drawn-out breath. The animal craned its neck and held my gaze. I was close enough to see that it was male—that he was male—though not close enough to discover whether he truly was a dangerous animal. A wild animal. A creature.
“We discovered the creature about two months ago, not far from here,” Everett said. “We only recently built this enclosure. We bring it fresh fish and mushrooms daily. Little guy devours them whole. I dare say it’s living in more luxury than most animals.”
“You speak of him as if he were a hamster,” I said.
I noticed Audra from the corner of my eye. The spark of her match. She inhaled its flame through a cigarette, leaning against a stone pillar away from the conversation, watching us.
“Frankly, Ortez, I don’t know what the hell it is,” Everett said. “Maybe it is a big gray hamster. I’m not some fucking… animal expert. Why do you think you’re here?”
The animal had yet to break eye contact between us, even as he paced around his prison cell and stretched his skeletal limbs. There was something in that long look we shared, something neither menacing nor pitiful—a message that could not quite reach me. Not yet.
“Please enlighten me, Everett,” I said. “Why have you brought me here? This is your big reveal, I assume.” I knew already the answer to that question, but I wanted to hear him say it. I wanted to hear what he thought it was I could offer. After all, everything for Everett Day was a transaction.
“Before you were a psycho-alchemist, you were a research alchemist.” It was a matter of fact, and he said it as such. “Do you know how few alchemists there are that study animal intelligence?”
“Obviously, I do.”
“Well, it was a revelation to me. It was Audra who dug up your name.”
She took another puff of her cigarette and waved hello with her eyebrows.
“In our information gathering, we learned a few things about you,” Everett continued. “Young as you are, you were the best in your esoteric field, the most passionate. But you struggled with funding and the bureaucracy at Saint Adena. This, I believe, is something we have in common.”
Everett paced past me. To whom had he spoken, I wondered? Not that it was any great secret, my trials and tribulations at Saint Adena. “You will find that I am not a bureaucratic man,” he said. “Bureaucracy breeds mediocrity, and there is nothing I despise more. There will be no red tape to stifle you here. No shortage of funding either.”
“Said the devil to the man whose signature he required in blood.” I clasped my pocket watch, my only anchor in this place, light as it was.
“This is a serious offer, Ortez, and the only one you’re going to get.”
“And just what exactly is the offer?” I asked.
“Continue working for me,” he said. “No false pretenses this time. This is it. This is why you were brought here. I cannot communicate with this creature.” He looked at him, but the sullen animal was still looking at me. “My men cannot communicate with it. Audra, can you?”
“Nope,” Audra confirmed.
“There you have it.” Everett did his best impression of a man all out of options. “You’ve communicated with animals, have you not? You’ve gotten into their minds.”
It was a crude—but not incorrect—appraisal of my abilities. “I have.”
“And now I need you to get into the mind of this one,” he said. “Is it dangerous? Are there others like it? It was my daughter who reminded me that I cannot properly deal with something I cannot understand.” This was as close to modesty as I had ever seen Everett come. “And I cannot understand this creature. You, however, can.”
“That remains to be seen,” I told him.
“We will pay you handsomely to try.”
I did not need to ask how much, for I knew it would be enough. My concerns were not monetary in nature. “Let’s assume I am able to understand this animal. What will you do with this information?”
“I cannot rightly say until I know what that information is,” Everett said.
I exhaled something like defeat. “If I am to work for you, you must heed my advice. You cannot cherry-pick the insights you prefer.”
“I cannot promise we’ll always agree, Ortez.” I suspected that was an understatement. “But I can assure you I will seriously consider your advice.”
“That is not enough.”
“That is all I can offer,” he said.
“Then we have no deal.”
Everett circled me. “If we have no deal, then you never again see this creature, and how will you help it then?”
“You don’t know that,” I said.
“I do. I know it very well. This creature is my property.”
“He is not property. He is an animal. Almost certainly a highly intelligent animal. He is not so different from you.” I had raised my voice, or rather it had risen on its own.
Everett kept his cavalier. “Are you calling me an animal, good sir?”
“We are all animals of a common ancestor.”
“You speak of evolution,” he said. “I’m familiar with the theory, but it’s my understanding that it is just that. I cannot imagine that God created this creature in his image.”
Though I do not recall my exact facial expression in that moment, it is fair to assume I rolled my eyes. “God or no god, we are more similar to this animal than you would like to believe.”
Everett was having none of it. “I know how much you enjoy your theories, but the law is the law, and the law clearly states that I am a human and this is an animal, an animal in my possession. I could slit the poor thing’s throat right now and roast it on a spit this evening.” He and he alone chuckled at that particular suggestion. “Oh, come now, I’m not a barbarian.”
“You are certainly something.” Anger rattled inside me with nowhere to go.
“The situation is simple, alchemist,” he said. “Either you are in, or you are out. If you truly want to help this creature, work for me. I am extending you that opportunity.”
Once again, he had me. Mr. Day did not start a conversation without knowing how it would end in his favor. My brief victory from before—when I had laid bare his scheming and uncovered what even he had missed—offered no advantage now. Not down here, in the depths of his mountain prison. It had been the exception to the rule. Everett was back in control, back in his element, and I would struggle to break his iron grip.
And so I bargained. “Can we take him out of the cage?”
“If you can guarantee me that it—he—won’t immediately gouge out your insides and sprint back into the darkness from whence he came.”
I could not. Not after all the animal had been through. “Then can we at least give him a goddamn name?”
Everett turned to his daughter. “Audra, don’t the men have a nickname for him? Shrimp or some such.”
“Shriek,” she replied. “There are others. Not names Alchemist Ortez would approve of.”
It was a fair assumption.
“Call him whatever the hell pleases you.” Everett slapped my back and presented his knuckle-scarred hand. “We have an agreement, then?”
I did not shake on it. “We have an agreement.”
And with that brisk exchange, a life had been bartered over. It did not sit well with me. None of this did. But that was Everett.
There is a rare plant in Tianma, the diona carnivorus, whose thick leaves function like jaws, consuming insects and small animals that unwittingly find themselves in the maw of a carnivore. The more the plant’s prey struggles, the tighter its pink jaws constrict. Over the course of many days, the plant secretes a liquid that dissolves the insides of its captured prey into an edible stew. Emptied carcasses are discarded to the jungle floor. I would not quite call Everett Day a diona carnivorus, but I would point out that he shares certain characteristics with the plant.
I stepped toward the bars of the animal’s metallic prison as he trailed my every movement. I knelt down and tried to appear non-threatening. He walked toward me, each footstep carefully considered.
Here was a mind unlike any I had ever encountered, unlike any I had even known existed. What did this strange animal think about? What had he seen? He lived in an underground world that was as foreign to me as fantasy, real though it was, and I could travel there. Through him, I could see sights unlike any I had seen before, sights no human had seen before. I would be a pioneer, not so unlike Mr. Day. The knowledge I had sacrificed everything for: it waited behind those leering nocturnal eyes.
Of course, I had known that from the moment I saw the animal. The truth—ah, the truth—the truth was that there never had been any question in all of this. Not since I had extended my time in Aurora. Not since I had journeyed westward on the Daybreak Express. Not since I had opened that letter signed Everett Day.
The animal was near enough now that I could hear him breathe. He grabbed hold of the bars between us. I stumbled backward as he yanked them in vain.
And then came a shriek so loud that it must have echoed down every tunnel out of here, escaping this prison as his body could not.




The Trial
“Do you really expect me to believe any of this?” Judge Hector could have said nothing, for his facial contortions communicate his incredulity all too clearly.
“I do, your honor,” Alchemist Ortez says, “for it is the truth. I warned you about the truth.”
“The truth? You speak of a gray-skinned monster that sounds like, I don’t even know, something from a child’s fairytale.”
“I assure you he is no monster.”
“He’s lying!” A voice breaks through the murmur of the crowd. “He’s tricked you with his potions! He killed Everett Day, and now he’s going to get away with it!”
“I am no trickster.” The accused can hardly be heard over their roiling anger. “Not in this, anyhow. But don’t take my word for it.”
Judge Hector turns toward the only other alchemist in attendance.
Alchemist Freya appears pale. She opens her mouth, closes it, and then shakes her head. She looks her colleague in the eyes. “It’s true,” she says as the room grows quiet. “Everything he said is true.”
“Surely, there must be some sort of—”
“No,” she interrupts him. “I saw those memories as clearly as you see me now, Judge Hector. I saw the animal. And though no words can perfectly convey something you have never seen, the accused’s description was… accurate.”
The judge paces, looking around the room for answers, as if he might find another expert opinion in the pews, in the rafters. Finally, he acknowledges Alchemist Ortez. “Then there is more to this story. Much more.”
The alchemist smiles his handsome smile. His tired smile. “I believe we have finally found something we agree on.”
Judge Hector has expended his ammunition. “Very well. Continue your story, Alchemist Ortez.”
But before he can do so, Alchemist Freya raises a hand. “I’m afraid we are out of time.” Her interjection strikes the courtroom like a hard slap.
The judge takes a moment to register the impact. He clears his throat and dabs his forehead. “Surely, we can go on a little longer.” He gestures toward the room’s high windows, behind which gray clouds have rolled in, subduing the late afternoon. “The sun still shines brightly in the sky.”
The creases in Alchemist Freya’s forehead deepen. “Judge Hector, you know the law better than I.” This is debatable. “It is not a matter of whether we can go on. Anything Alchemist Ortez says more than six hours after having been administered vetramin diotide is legally inadmissible.” She dangles a small gold pocket watch. “Six hours have now passed.”
Alchemist Ortez can already feel the effects waning. His tolerance is higher than even Alchemist Freya suspects. She knows he is a psycho-alchemist, but she had not known about his history with sensus oxomine. Three days a week he was up to, but it has been longer now, a fortnight at least. He is not sure. Does he feel worse for it, he wonders? Again, he is not sure.
“Then we begin again tomorrow,” Judge Hector concedes.
Many in the crowd do not like hearing this.
More precisely, they do not like that Alchemist Ortez is still alive, that he is not yet hanging by the neck, his sin on display, his feet kicking beneath the wooden platform in Pilgrim’s Plaza where transgressors go to die. Their position is simple: justice is not, as the judge put it, a process. It is an execution. And after a long day of watching and waiting and holding back their words and their fists and whatever else they keep tucked in their belts, they are no closer to getting what they came for.
“Hang the bastard already!” a voice cries out.
“Send his body back to Gracia!” another adds.
Alchemist Ortez does not bother reminding them that he has never in fact been to Gracia. They do not care. That is beside the point.
A single stelling bounces off the oak banister that surrounds him. Another coin ticks the toe of his shoe. The third one he dodges.
“Stop it!” Judge Hector yells. “Stop throwing things, or you will be arrested! This is unacceptable! Bloody unacceptable!”
Some listen, but not the middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair and a flask inside his coat pocket. His coin flies nowhere near the alchemist, hitting a woman in front of him instead. He is dragged away by two guards, kicking and screaming, trying to make his scrawny body heavy. “You fucking bastards! I’ll kill you! You fucking bastards!”
More guards enter the courtroom from both doors.
“Let’s go,” the boy-faced one tells Alchemist Ortez.
The alchemist rises to his feet as another coin flies past him. Briefly, he thinks of Cassy and the value of a stelling. But there is no time for contemplation—only an expedited exit.
As he is ushered into the back room, Alchemist Ortez glances over his shoulder. He sees Miss Day exiting unnoticed. He sees guards restraining another man. He sees pent-up anger spilling into the pews. But he sees the others out there too, the ones who have not left their seats, quietly wondering what really happened.
∞∞∞
 
Four hours pass.
For the first time since becoming his new accommodation in Aurora, Alchemist Ortez’s prison cell feels warmly welcoming. It is not for its qualities. The stone room is small and claustrophobic. Its single window reveals only a sliver of starry sky through the crisscross of metal bars. The discolored bed is as comfortable as a sack of potatoes. But he is alone in it, and after a day such as this one, it is solitude that Alchemist Ortez values above all else—save, perhaps, his freedom.
A guard passes him on occasion, on the side of free men and women. She brings him food and water, though not enough of the latter. There is another prisoner a few cells down, but the alchemist cannot see his fellow inmate. He does hear him, however, when raspy snores rumble through the prison.
But the hour is not yet late enough for that. Alchemist Ortez has only recently finished dinner—another chicken leg, another chunk of stale bread—and things are still silent. Silence, he has learned, is the only mercy afforded down here.
Until that silence, his much-needed solitude, is interrupted by a familiar face.
“Father Etred.”
“Good evening, Alchemist Ortez.”
The bishop takes a seat on the splintery stool outside the alchemist’s cell. He is not wearing his official robes tonight but rather a pitch-black blazer that reveals its blood-red inner lining as he combs back thinning hair with his fingertips. A silver triangle pinned to his collar glints in the gaslight, marking his place in the holy hierarchy. Father Etred is a state-level bishop, that of Indemere, a position of notable prominence for a man his age.
With his head down, Alchemist Ortez takes a seat on his lumpy bed, and from a distance one might mistake the scene for a confession. A confession, it is not.
“I suppose you’re here to offer me God and forgiveness and salvation, is that it?” the alchemist asks. “Before I find out my fate and whether the gentleman upstairs actually exists.”
“I am,” Father Etred says. “And I am also aware of your feelings on the matter. I must once again remind you that it is never too late, that God will never stop loving you.”
“Ah, yes. The threat of eternal damnation. It is a rather special way to convey one’s love.”
The bishop takes a deep breath through his nostrils. “I didn’t come here to debate you, Alchemist Ortez. Priests normally do this, you know. I wanted to see how you were doing.”
Alchemist Ortez stares out his modest window. “Not dead yet, at least. I didn’t see you in the audience today.”
“As you know, Mr. Day and I were close.” Father Etred pauses. “It is difficult for me.”
“It is difficult for me, in case you hadn’t noticed,” the alchemist replies. “Folk here are particularly fond of hangings. What does your god think of hangings, I wonder? I suppose it matters little. God will not save me. If I am to live, it is the truth and the truth alone that will come to my rescue—if only they’ll believe it. I’m not sure they will. Of course, you know the truth better than most, don’t you, father? You saw what they will refuse to believe.”
Father Etred touches the bandage poking out from under his collar. His chair screaks against the stone floor as he shifts himself closer. “It strikes me that you and I have similar callings,” he says. “People tell us their problems, and we tell them where they might find answers. I wonder… have you ever been on the other side of that arrangement?”
“Have I ever sought the help of a fellow psycho-alchemist, you mean?”
“Or a priest, a mentor.”
Alchemist Ortez does not mention his mentor. “Do you know the story of the Necklace of Azoria, father?”
The bishop shakes his head.
“Few in the Tri-States do,” the alchemist says. “It is an old Gracian tale. There’s this necklace, a simple one with a small green emerald. A father gifts it to his daughter on her wedding day. The daughter grows up and passes down the necklace to her daughter, and so it goes. But each time, the necklace is forged anew according to the tastes of its latest owner. Rubies are added, diamonds, even the silver is laced with gold. In one version of the tale, the necklace is stolen by thieves and bought by a prince. The prince gifts the necklace—no longer the humble piece it once was—to a princess. The question, my pious friend, is after so much change and so much time, is this still the same necklace that a father once gave his daughter?”
The alchemist retrieves a dented tin cup from the room’s only table and drinks the last of his water. “Here’s another story for you,” he continues before the bishop can answer. “A man and a woman conceive a child in a poor fishing village in Gracia. Wanting opportunity for the child, they sail across the Great Ocean to the Tri-States, the so-called land of opportunity. The child is born in Liberty, half an atlas away from his heritage. And still, his parents’ sacrifice is not enough for the child. He leaves them at age sixteen on a scholarship to Saint Adena. At seventeen, he forgets them. He undergoes a long-term memory wipe as one does in order to become an alchemist, and he must become an alchemist. Of this he is certain. The number of times he has seen his parents since can be counted on one hand. He pursues groundbreaking if unconventional research. He travels to Tianma in the pursuit of discovery. He eventually leaves the university because, well, that is another story for another time. He sets up shop as a psycho-alchemist in Dellmere, a city he hardly knows. And a few years later, he receives a letter from the greatest entrepreneur in the Tri-States promising something new, something more. You won’t be surprised to hear that this is an offer he simply cannot refuse. He takes a train across the continent, arrives in Aurora, and indeed he does discover things—more than he had bargained for. And now? Now the alchemist sits in a jail cell, staring out at stars, wondering if they’ll let him out of here alive. Probably not.”
Alchemist Ortez places his tin cup on the hard, uneven floor and reveals a pebble from his coat pocket. Pinching the pebble between his thumb and index finger, he aims carefully, readying the perfect throw, practicing the back-and-forth motion with his entire arm, until finally—the pebble lands in the cup with a satisfying tick.
“What do you think, father?” he asks. “Is this man still that same child once conceived on the sandy shores of Gracia? Or has he forged himself anew too many times? Has he traveled too many distances to get here?”




Day Two of the Trial





The Trial
The second day of Alchemist Ortez’s trial begins more quietly than the first. The reason for this is twofold. There is the cloudy sky that fogs the crowd’s once clear-eyed energy. And then there is the quietness of disappointment. For some, disappointment that death will not come sooner for the alchemist. For others, disappointment in the story so far, for not neatly conforming to the one they had already internalized. But for a silent minority, it is a disappointment in themselves for having been swept up in all of this, for jumping to conclusions. They do not know if the accused is guilty—if it was by his hand that Everett Day met his unfortunate end—but they see now that the truth is not what it once seemed.
As for Alchemist Ortez, he looks as he did the day before. The same clothes, the same hair, the same beard. He sits in the same chair. He appears more tired, but that may also be the dull light of the dim morning.
Alchemist Freya greets him as she digs through her satchel. “Good morning, Alchemist Ortez.”
“Good morning, Alchemist Freya,” he says.
She places three elixirs on the table beside her, a red one, a blue one, and a clear one. She uncoils the mnemonic conductor and sets the halo upon his head, pushing down until it touches the alchemist’s ears.
Judge Hector, meanwhile, arrives five minutes late, with apologies. Today, his plaid waistcoat is black and silver.
The room’s double doors have already been closed, and once again every seat is filled, but the crowd outside has thinned considerably. Some because they have realized that justice is not what they expected: a means rather than an end. Others because work beckons.
The judge loosens his neck and cracks his back, readying himself for the day’s long performance. Finally, he turns to them. “Good morning, Aurorans.”
A couple of audience members reply, “Good morning, Judge Hector,” uncertain of the appropriate convention.
“We begin day two of the trial of Alchemist Ortez.” He steps toward them. “We all know why he is here. This man, this alchemist, is accused of murdering Everett Day. The weapon: poison. I need not reintroduce you to the victim. We all know him. We all miss him. Aurora will miss him.”
But then Judge Hector’s facial expression changes. While he is a man of the people in his heart of hearts, duty sometimes requires a disciplinarian. Such is the case now.
“Having said that,” he continues, “I must ask that each and every one of you maintains decorum in this courtroom. The behavior of some of you yesterday was unbefitting of this essential process. We have discussed the matter, the guards and I, and we won’t be so tolerant today. If you are not on this side of the banister”—he points to the oak railing that divides them—“and you choose to make yourself heard, you may be barred from this courtroom. And”—now his finger is pointed upward—“if you throw something, and I do not care what it is, you will find that prison beds are most uncomfortable, as Alchemist Ortez can attest.”
The alchemist can indeed attest to this.
“So please,” the judge pleads, “behave yourself.”
Hearing no murmurs of dissent, he is ready to begin. “Alchemist Ortez, your recollection from yesterday finished with a… gray-skinned, human-shaped monster, which I am told by my esteemed colleague, Alchemist Freya, does in fact exist. Though I suspect I’m not the only one who finds that difficult to believe. You may pick up where you left off.”
The alchemist thanks the honorable judge for his introduction. “And I would like to thank everyone in this room who has listened to my story so far, particularly those who’ve kept your stellings in your pockets.”
“Stick to the recollection,” the judge says.
Alchemist Ortez nods. It is a recollection he is ready for. Alchemist Freya has administered the necessary elixirs, and the initial pain has subsided. The same cannot be said for his exhaustion. He wipes the corners of his eyes as he breathes in the room’s stale air. He tries to feel awake. They had refused his request for a sleeping elixir.
“As you will recall, I had just seen an animal unlike any I have ever known,” the alchemist begins. “An intelligent animal, that much I could tell. Mr. Day had been right about me, if little else. This really was the species I had spent my career hoping to uncover, a species I had only dreamed might actually exist.”
He scans the room for familiar faces, spotting Miss Day in her back-row seat, spotting, to his surprise, Father Etred near the front.
“But once again, my friends,” he says, wondering if anyone in this room can truly be called a friend, “I was woefully unprepared for what I would learn.”




Chapter Fourteen
THE INCIDENT AT THE AURORA CENTRAL MILL
Besides being woefully unprepared, I was also woefully caught in his snare. Everett had me hooked, and now he was reeling me in. I had agreed to continue my employment with Mr. Day, telling myself it was the only way to help the animal, and perhaps it was. But if we are being honest, I was, to say the least, curious.
Alas, my feet could not keep pace with my curiosity. After my near-death experience in the cavern, they were not going to let me back down until a new bridge had been built, barricades and all. I nearly protested the delay, but that would have made me a hypocrite, and I am no hypocrite, when such things can be helped. I bided my time. It was just another day, they said.
Fate, however, had other plans. Three more poorly slept nights would pass before I returned to the caves. The reason this time? A reason I am sure everyone in this courtroom remembers. It may be the reason some of you are sitting here today.
I speak of the incident at the Aurora Central Mill.
I spent the morning of the accident with Bien. We arrived at Drake’s Market near the Bricks, not far from Garrett Stanley’s empty home. I had it on good authority, which is to say Bien’s authority, that this was the best market in town. Evidently, everything Bien liked was its best version.
As for what he did not like: “My new job is the worst.” Bien kicked up dust. Cobblestone roads did not reach this particular part of downtown.
“When did you start?” I asked.
“Next week,” he said.
“A premature analysis, no? Who is this new employer you so despise?”
He beamed ironically. “Who do you think?”
I had already told Bien that I had acquired additional work with Mr. Day, though the project was confidential. One of Everett’s minions had compiled an elaborate cover story on my behalf, but the truth is my profession, and I knew a simple truth was always better than a complicated lie.
“I’ll be assembling Model Cs for The Day Company,” Bien said, “in their new factory up near the north end of town. They can’t keep up with demand these days. Pretty much handing out jobs to anyone willing to take them, and after my trip across the Tri-States, I’m about as broke as shattered glass.”
While my fraught relationship with Mr. Day is well-established by now, I did point out that “an abundance of work does not sound like the worst of tragedies.”
Bien shook his head. “I just… I don’t want to be a cog in Mr. Day’s fucking machine. I don’t want to be like every other sap in this city. That’s why I left this place.”
“I understand,” I said. “How are things with… Jeffrey?”
“Grayson?”
“Right.”
He considered his answer. “Things are—I don’t know. Better. Maybe I messed that up. What’s your situation, Ortez?”
“My situation?” I asked.
“You know, your love situation.” Bien suppressed a smile. “We’re friends now, yeah?” He threw an arm around my shoulder. “This is what friends talk about. Love situations.”
I accepted that we were friends, Bien and I, for if I set my bar for friendship any higher, it would be a most unfortunate party. “My situation is no situation,” I said.
“You have to give me more than that,” he pried.
“I’ve had romantic acquaintances,” I explained—though I did not have to. “Nothing that lasted longer than a couple of months, at least that I can remember.”
He leaned in. “Why do you think that is?”
“Must there be a unifying reason? Some things just end up the way they end up.”
“What do you think of Belle?” Bien asked.
I scrunched my forehead. “Why are you bringing up Miss Summerblood?”
“Why are you being defensive?”
“I’m not being defensive,” I said. “I am merely inquiring as to why we have suddenly shifted the focus of our conversation.”
I will admit, dear audience, that this is not my favorite topic of discussion. For the sake of accuracy, I am obliged to recreate this exchange with Bien, whose enjoyment of it clearly surpassed my own.
“I just noticed you two spending time together,” he went on. “Half the men in Aurora would sell their eldest child for a favorable glance from the Moonlight Mistress.”
It was, mercifully, the first and last time I heard that nickname.
“I am her guest,” I said, “a paying customer. She is simply being a dutiful host.”
“A dutiful host? God save you, Ortez. Maybe there is a unifying reason.” He slapped my back as he removed his arm from it. “Let’s buy some fruit.”
“Yes. Fruit.” The topic was dropped.
Drake’s Market, meanwhile, was a bustling place, though not in the transient way of busy intersections. Rather, the people here knew each other. Bien waved hello to more than a few of them. It was the neighborhood itself that was different along this stretch of food stalls, its shell flipped over to reveal an inner life we so often miss in the city. It reminded me of home—not my home, but someone’s home. The Aurora Central Mill remained a fixture in the background, its giant wooden steps scaling the horizon.
“Try this.” Bien dropped something into my hand.
It was green and round with dull spikes protruding from its skin. I analyzed it like an unlabeled elixir. “What is it?”
“Food. Mountainfruit. It only grows in Indemere.” He paid the woman behind the stand a single stelling.
“Food, you say.” I moved it toward my mouth. “Are you sure?”
“Give me that.” He yanked the mountainfruit from me, laid it onto the wooden edge of the woman’s stand, unsheathed the dagger he apparently kept hidden in his boot, and cut the fruit in two. He took half for himself and offered me the other. I watched Bien scoop out its glistening innards and then lick his fingers. “It’s best with a spoon.”
My sticky hands agreed. But it was good. “Deceptively sweet,” I added.
“Now you’re one of us, an Auroran through and through,” Bien said. “I need to grab a few things for dinner, if you don’t mind.”
I did not. We continued on our way, eating our messy mountainfruit as Bien selected various vegetables from various stands, measuring each with his eyes and his touch. “Too soft,” he told an avocado. “Do you enjoy cooking, Ortez?”
“I enjoy the end product of cooking,” I said.
“I love cooking. Inherited that from my ma. Speaking of which”—he hesitated—“she wants to have you over for dinner. I mentioned you were an alchemist, and she has this thing for alchemists. Mothers, you know.”
“You told your parents about me?” I asked.
“What can I say, we’re a communicative family.”
“That makes sense,” I said, and it did, and I wondered why it had surprised me in the first place, but of course the answer to that was obvious. “I did not tell my parents about you, Bien.”
Bien shrugged—and set off an earthquake.
Or so it seemed for a few seconds. But it was neither my friend’s shrug nor even an earthquake that shook us, and everyone else in the market, without warning. People screamed. Others fell. Bien nearly toppled over a child running behind him. He asked the obvious: “What the hell was that?”
But I had no answer for him. I looked around for one and saw only the chaos of confusion. There was one clue, however, above the city skyline. Smoke billowed from the mill, though I could not spot the source of it past the buildings that blocked our view. We sprinted toward the intersection and closer to the smoke.
Others joined us, for curiosity is a common cause. And a common distraction. Bien stopped to help an elderly man to his feet. I checked to ensure he was okay.
We persisted onward, and soon we were a crowd, swarming the gates of the Aurora Central Mill. I tried to get a better look over the heads gathering in front of us, for I could hear them: men and women yelling, barking orders. Bien pushed forth as I followed in his wake, apologizing to everyone and no one who could hear me.
Until finally, behind the iron bars impeding our path, I saw why those workers were shouting, why a boom had echoed across the city.
Fire. Flames a story high were burning one side of the mill, roiling it like firewood. Something had blasted a hole through the building’s bottom level. The mill was otherwise intact, but fire could consume a wooden building like thirst consumes water.
Part of the roof caved. Workers ran as fiery beams came crashing down. They ran as the rest of us stood there, watching helplessly.




Chapter Fifteen
THE GREAT OBSTACLE OF ANIMAL INTELLIGENCE
In the end, things could have turned out worse.
The fire had destroyed the north end of the Aurora Central Mill’s ground floor and scorched a good portion of its roof, but little else had been taken by the inferno. I had to hand it to the city’s firefighters. They were well-equipped, and they moved fast. Aurorans were adept at fixing the problems they created for themselves.
The accident itself had unfolded quickly, as accidents are wont to do. The culprit: a series of small but critical oversights. It started with a crate of dynamite.
The dynamite had been on its way to the mines, but its carrier, a Mr. Fordson, needed to stop by the mill—a matter related to payroll. He did not intend to linger long. He did not intend to leave the dynamite unattended. But Mr. Fordson was distracted by his friend and colleague, a Mrs. Jules, who had recently acquired a new puppy. As this unfolded, a Miss Corkney, experiencing a lull in her responsibilities, took a brief break with the day’s edition of the Aurora Tribune. Miss Corkney was soon beckoned back to work. She tossed the newspaper onto the ground, later claiming she did not see the nearby crate of dynamite. But it was neither Mr. Fordson nor Mrs. Jules nor Miss Corkney who made the final, fatal mistake. That unfortunate honor belongs to Brudney Brentwood. Mr. Brentwood, not known for his punctuality in life or in work, began his workday forty-three minutes late. As he finally lumbered through the mill’s open doors, Mr. Brentwood took one last, long puff of his cigarette before flicking it aside. It did not happen instantly. The fire took a moment to ignite. The flame took its time traveling up the curling edges of the Aurora Tribune. But like a well-made machine, each cog clicked into the next, until—
Well, if you were anywhere downtown, you know precisely what followed.
Miss Day offered me the details the morning after the incident. With a cigarette in hand, she explained they were considering revising their policy around smoking in the mill. The good news was that no critical machinery had been damaged, and operations would continue shortly. Notwithstanding the four lives lost, things could indeed have turned out worse.
∞∞∞
 
Two days later, a modest delay all considering, I was finally able to begin what I had apparently come here to do. But first and foremost, I needed a name. I had tried to think of one on my way down to the cavern, but each fit like a poorly tailored suit.
“I’m not going to call you Creature,” I assured the animal as he scampered in laps around his prison cell. It was just the two of us for our first proper session. I had insisted on privacy while I worked, and that was one concession Mr. Day was willing to make, to an extent. I did not get the key to the cage.
“Everett calls you that. Creature.” I paced past him. “Do you know what I called Mr. Day? I called Mr. Day an asshole. Now that, my underground friend, is an appropriate name for the chief proprietor in question. Mr. Asshole. My employer. Your warden.”
It was a rather one-sided conversation. But that was what I was here to change, assuming such change was possible.
Change, of course, took time. Change took time because comfort took time, and that was true for us both. It would take multiple visits for me to grow accustomed to my unconventional commute and my makeshift office. The space felt more like a strange land than a room, its spiked ceiling a different kind of sky for a distinctly different domain. I had two oil lamps, one on the table and the one I had brought with me, yet they could not capture the end of this cave, the blackness that went on and on, a whole ecosystem hidden from human eyes. I had at least dressed accordingly this time around. The Day Company had covered the cost of my new coat. I could feel the cold, damp air nesting in my lungs. I was used to working under unusual conditions in foreign lands, but this—this was most unusual.
Tianma had been a much warmer place.
“You remind me of a primate I once knew.” I grabbed my notebook from the table and unsheathed the pencil behind my ear. “A bonobus troglodyte. We called him Hanson, on account of him being a particularly handsome bonobus troglodyte.”
I flipped to a blank page and started sketching. I had already produced a profile of the animal and another illustration from the front. I began charting the outlines and angles of his face.
“Handsome Hanson,” I said. “He was certainly a biologically blessed animal. It was not only good looks my friend possessed, oh no. He was smart. Hanson loved cooking. He could light a match and pan-fry anything. Fish, vegetables. Mostly it was fish and vegetables. Hygiene was an issue, but I never had the heart to refuse his generosity.”
With the edge of my pencil tip, I shaded in the shadows. The shadow in his gaunt cheeks, the shadow under his sharp chin, the shadow that hung over his eyes like a funeral veil.
“I received a letter a few years back.” I rubbed back and forth. “Apparently, Hanson had been killed by a poacher.” My pencil indented the page. “A goddamn poacher.” I drew in silence before finally adding, “You should know that this is what the world is like out there. This is the world that has infiltrated yours.”
I stared at my latest illustration of an almost but not quite human face. I held out my notebook so that I could compare it to the real thing. The lead color was not far off, but it was an imperfect recreation, his jaw too long, his ears too small. I take pride in my drawings, more than is perhaps practical, but artistry is not my trade. It would serve its purpose.
And it did have a purpose. I was to enter this animal’s mind, and for that I would need the right combination of elixirs. This is the great obstacle of animal intelligence, one of the reasons so few pursue the specialty: patience. It requires inordinate amounts of patience. Every variable mattered, from his weight, to his age, to the thickness of his blood. I was threading a needle I could not yet see.
But not every detail eluded me. I started with what could be observed. His skeletal body, but—on closer inspection—muscular too. His eyes. The blackness of his pupils, the hint of yellow in his iris. I could scarcely see the white of his sclera. I wrote it all down.
“How tall are you, my gray friend?” I wondered aloud.
He seldom stood fully upright, preferring to remain hunched and almost apelike. Almost. While he would occasionally propel himself forward on all fours, he was clearly bipedal. He was clearly more human than ape. I scribbled down five feet, which I would come to realize was an underestimation. As for weight, I cannot say, but my guess—a hundred pounds—was probably another underestimation. They are a deceptively sturdy species.
“You remind me of him,” I said, though I am not sure why. “Hanson.”
He stopped and stared at me. Every look until this one had been but a glance, recoiling like the hand that hovers too close to fire. But now his gaze lingered, meeting mine with curiosity or hope or fear, or maybe it was mere boredom. I still do not know why he stopped and stared. Why that moment. But we humans are brimming with meaning, balancing it on our heads like a jug of water that teeters and splashes, drips popping over the lip, meaning landing in all the wrong places as we search for somewhere to pour it, for something to fill, something worth filling. I knew this. And yet, as my mentor would say, you can wipe away the memories, but you cannot wipe away the human.
“Hanson,” I repeated. “Do you like that name?”
He did not suggest otherwise.
“Hanson set a very high bar. Big shoes to fill, as we humans like to say, not that either of you would ever wear shoes.” I examined his feet. Calloused like stone. Definitely bipedal.
I sighed in plain view, because he needed to know I did not offer this lightly. “I suppose there can be more than one Hanson. And I must confess, you are rather handsome.”
I tucked my notebook into its leather satchel, then slung the satchel over my shoulder. I turned to him, my lantern swinging between us.
“You are still a mystery to me,” I said, “as I am no doubt a mystery to you. But time uncorks many mysteries, and time changes many relationships. Who knows, in time, we may even become friends, Hanson.”
∞∞∞
 
And so I had a name. Now came the hard part.
I had brought my satchel of elixirs to Aurora—an alchemist’s essentials—but moving forward I would need the full array. I would need my mahogany cupboard. Alas, it was back in Dellmere, and I was not. I had visited the elixologist in uptown but had been unimpressed with both his selection and his prices, not that I was paying. But if I were to reach Hanson, I would require the right elixirs. I would require a good elixologist.
I decided to ask Miss Day.
It was the second time I had stepped into the Aurora Central Mill since the fire, and things were looking less apocalyptic. There was still the black stain that flames leave behind and the smell of smoke, which lingered long after the smoke itself. Not to mention a new view of what passed for outside in this place. I stared momentarily out the gaping hole. But they were back to work, the men and women of the mill. Ninety percent operational, as Audra would say.
Unfortunately, her office had been on the north side of the building. The countless records kept there, volumes and volumes of paperwork—it had all made quick kindle. I doubt anyone worked harder in the days that followed the accident than Miss Day, who had set up a temporary office on the open floor. She said it was good for morale: to be seen.
It certainly made it easier to see her.
“What do you need, Alchemist Ortez?” Audra was flipping between pieces of paper in the manner that Bien compared fruit.
“I’m looking for an elixologist,” I said. “Necessary supplies.”
“Clyde’s,” she replied. “It’s in uptown.”
“I would welcome an alternative option.” I cleared my throat. “There is a certain kind of elixologist who specializes in selling wealthy people watered-down elixirs that unburden wallets more than they unburden minds, Miss Day. Surely, he cannot be the only elixologist in a city the size of Aurora.”
“A woman downtown,” Audra said, twitching a smile. “She has a shop on Seventh Street, just past Miner’s Way. Above a shoemaker, if memory serves me. Easy to miss. That all?”
“That is all,” I said. “Best of luck with the”—I flicked a hand toward the hole in the wall—“situation.”
I turned to depart—and toward two more familiar faces. Faces I had not expected to see here. Mayor Mayner and Chief Butterfield approached us, but it was not I who had their undivided attention.
“Miss Day,” the mayor said.
Audra finally looked up from the pile of papers on her desk. “What?”
“We have a court order.” Mayor Mayner did not waste words either. “Effective immediately, The Day Company is to halt all operations at the Aurora Central Mill until further notice.”
“Until further notice?” Audra stood up.
“Until the city’s safety inspector has deemed it safe again.”
“It’s safe.”
Chief Butterfield slapped a folded piece of paper—what I assumed was the court order—onto the table between them. “The safety inspector will be the judge of that,” he said.
Audra did not look at it. “We’re fixing the damage as fast as we can.”
“I would expect nothing less,” Mayor Mayner said. “While you’re at it, I would also advise ensuring that everything else is up to code.”
“I see what this is.” Audra edged her way around the table until they were a foot apart, scowl to scowl. It felt like a recreation of the first time I had seen them, out there in the dust, Miss Day in her tall boots, the mayor in her suit. One dressed for the environment, the other for the occasion. “This isn’t about safety. This is about you and the police chief seeing a knife and wanting to twist.”
The mayor did not budge. “Your company isn’t above the law, Miss Day.”
“Our company is delivering automobiles across the Tri-States and beyond,” she shot back. “A thousand Model Cs a quarter, and that number is growing faster than you can say court order. Most of the cobrium that powers those automobiles is processed in this mill. It will take at least a month to fully fix the damage. Do you understand the hell you’re about to create?”
As her father had once described it to me, The Day Company without its central mill was like a motor car without cobrium.
“This is not a negotiation,” Mayor Mayner said.
Audra swallowed her anger. “Can we have until the end of the week?”
Silence.
“The end of the day?”
“You can have the time it takes to safely shut this place down. As I said, this is not a negotiation.” She nodded toward the police chief.
Chief Butterfield nodded back. He straightened his double-breasted uniform, took a step toward the entrance, and pulled out a metal whistle. Even over the bangs and the hollers, his small whistle pierced through.
Then came the rumble of boots. Police officers poured into the mill, two dozen or more, dispersing into The Day Company’s brown-gray bloodstream like a blue poison. Or perhaps they were a cure, depending on whom you asked.
“You piece of—” Audra cut herself off.
And like Mr. Day, the man she so despised, Mayor Mayner did not spoil her victories. She let her actions speak for her as she walked away, Audra fuming in her wake, the mill’s workers revolting in vain.
After all, there was nothing Miss Day could do. Not this time. It briefly seemed that things had been salvaged, that her hard work had salvaged them, but after all the sacrifices and sleepless nights, a few edicts on a folded piece of paper would undo everything. Ninety to zero percent operational, crossed out with the swoop of a pen.
It was a different kind of explosion.




The Trial
“I still can’t go back to work!” The man in the back row of the courtroom stands up as he voices his complaint.
Judge Hector lets out a long sigh as he rotates toward the audience. “I understand your frustration, sir, but I must insist you remain quiet. I have already warned you all once today that further interruption will come with consequences. Consider this your last warning.” He turns back to the alchemist. “Please, Alchemist Ortez, continue.”
But one complaint soon turns into a choir.
“How are we supposed to put food on the table?”
“I can barely scrape together two stellings. Safety? That don’t make me safer.”
The judge says over them, “Please, gentlemen, gentlelady.”
“It ain’t right.” A boy stands up, or rather he is a man in height but a boy in face. “It ain’t fair.”
People clap. Not everyone, but enough to make their chorus heard. Miss Day, who some look to for moral support, slumps deeper into her chair. She does not wish to be their champion today.
“Jamethy, sit down.” Judge Hector’s outstretched arm is aimed like a canon at the boy’s seat.
“It ain’t fair,” Jamethy says again.
“Sit down right now, young man, or I will have words with your mother. I mean it. Don’t test me, boy.”
Jamethy sits.
Judge Hector flicks the folds out of his handkerchief and wipes down both sides of his face. “We are not here to debate the status of the Aurora Central Mill. Please, everyone, that is enough. That is enough.” He sighs again so they may see his exhaustion, so they may see the harm this does him, an honest judge just trying to do an honest job.
The day’s first raindrops can be seen streaming down the windows high above them.
“Right, then.” Judge Hector tucks the handkerchief into his waistcoat pocket and takes a seat, his injured movements maintaining the narrative: see how tired he is, how hard this is for him. No one believes it more than the judge himself.
It was once said behind a closed door by an anonymous legal alchemist, who remains quiet throughout this ordeal, that Judge Hector’s greatest asset in life is a lack of self-awareness.
“Back to our story,” the judge says in a hoarse murmur that can hardly be heard by those in the back. He bows his head toward the alchemist.
The alchemist bows back as if offering a silent prayer for the poor man’s pain. “As I was saying,” he says somberly, “I was on the market for a good elixologist.”




Chapter Sixteen
EMME’S EXTRAORDINARY ELIXIR EMPORIUM
On Seventh Street, just past Miner’s Way: there I would find another elixologist, or so I had been told. The directions Miss Day provided should have proved adequate, and yet I found myself spinning, eyeing signage. It was nearly the end of the workday, and downtown’s streets had grown busy with people meandering through the motions of in-between life. It was already the end of the workday for those employed at the Aurora Central Mill. But it was quieter along this cobblestone strip at the edge of town. And then I recalled the shoemaker. Audra had said the elixologist’s store was above a shoemaker.
It took me a second to spot the sign. The Cobblestone
Cobbler. It was the shoemaker in question, but still I did not see my true destination, only a metal set of stairs ascending the alley side of the brick building. I wandered my way up them until a smaller sign greeted me, painted on the shadowy wall, its intricate letters befitting the name: Emme’s Extraordinary Elixir Emporium.
I should have known then what waited inside, but it had been a while. I turned the brass doorknob and stepped through. A bell rang.
It was a dark space. Darkness is not uncommon downtown, but here the light of streetlamps barely bent its way through the alley-facing window. Emporium was an interesting choice of terms.
Despite its tight quarters, Emme’s Extraordinary Elixir Emporium did not disappoint on choice. More room had been set aside for elixirs than potential customers. I sauntered through a couple of rows, impressed with the selection, at the obscurity of some of them, at the intensity of others. A level-five elamanus diotide? Trust me, my dear audience, it was a strange collection. But strange was precisely what I needed. Strange scarcely scratched the surface of the endeavor before me.
The prices were also preferable to the ones I had seen at Clyde’s. I headed to the till and nearly tripped over a black cat.
“Watch out for Sebastian.” The deep voice was a woman’s. “Little devil once tripped a banker into that shelf behind you. Broke more elixirs than I sell in a season. Nearly put me out of business, but what can you do?”
“It’s quite all right,” I said. “Truly, it is we humans who are the clumsy, unobservant ones.” I stepped out from the shadows and into the light of her oil lamp.
There was a moment of silence between us. She looked at me. I looked at her. I believe we both realized it at the same time, but she had always been the quicker one.
“Ortez?” she said. “Ortez from Saint Adena?”
My curving lips were answer enough.
“Holy shit. It has been an age, you handsome fucker.”
Emme Adelbury. It had been an age. There were new lines under her eyes as there were under mine, but in most ways Emme appeared remarkably unchanged. She had the same short haircut, waxed to one side. She still bought her clothes at men’s stores. Emme was the rare sort of individual who had figured out early in life precisely whom she was.
“How long has it been?” she asked.
“Seven years,” I said.
“Seven years. It feels longer and shorter at the same time. What are you up to these days?”
“I am a psycho-alchemist now,” I explained, “in Dellmere. I’m actually here on business.”
“Good for you, man.” She hesitated. “I heard about your situation at Saint Adena. You know how it is—rumors travel like disease. I heard they pulled your funding.” She left the blanks for me to fill.
“They cut the budget for our department in half,” I said, and I could have left it there. Instead, I proceeded to unravel each detail, each contradiction, each indignity, having found a rare captive audience for this particular rant. Emme’s face mirrored the frustration I held in.
I had been offered the opportunity to continue teaching, I explained, but any real research into animal intelligence would have ceased. Apparently, parents did not pay the highest tuition in the Tri-States so that their child might speak to the family dog. Donors were equally apathetic, I was told. The library needed a new wing. “There were meetings and panels and more meetings. It was not amicable.”
Emme groaned. “It always comes down to money, doesn’t it?”
“Well, I am a self-employed alchemist now,” I said. “I make my own money. In many ways, it is a better life.” In many ways. And yet here I was, seeking new elixirs not as a psycho-alchemist, despite the dense folder of patients awaiting my return. “How about you? I was admiring your selection. A level-five elamanus diotide?”
She laughed. “Business is good. Steady.” As if to prove the point, the bell of a new customer rang behind me. “Hey, Jim. That’s Jim.”
“I gathered.”
“I get a lot of miners down here, not the fancy pants clientele. The uptowners all go to Clyde’s.” Emme rolled her eyes. “A lot of these guys have health issues. Lung problems, injuries. It’s a tough job. It’s the darkness too, I wager—messes with your mind.
“Anyway,” she continued, “my biggest problem is keeping up. I can’t afford an assistant with The Day Company hiring anyone taller than my left tit. Even their shittiest of shit jobs pays twice what I can. Speaking of which, what can I get you? I assume you didn’t come here to catch up.”
“I would have come here to catch up had I known you were in Aurora, Emme.” I felt this was an important clarification. “But yes, I am here on business.”
“And what is the nature of that business?”
“Confidential, I’m afraid.”
Emme held up both hands. “Ain’t trying to pry, just trying to help. Let’s hear it, then.”
I reached into my satchel and flipped through the pen-marked pages of my notebook, careful to fly past the illustrations, until I found my reason for being here. It was not a neat list, as far as lists go, its items scribbled and circled, others crossed-out. I recited what remained. I probably did not need the level-two medulla oxomine, but I may have taken some pleasure in paying a friend with Mr. Day’s money.
Emme processed my order with a pensive frown. “Are you trying to mindfuck an elephant, Ortez?” Her guess was too close for comfort. “It’s an odd list, is all.”
“Do you have any of it?” I asked.
“All of it,” she said, “except maybe the medulla oxomine. I have a level-three.”
“I’ll take it.”
“Ain’t cheap.”
“Good.”
As Emme led me through the aisles of her elixir emporium, whose inventory she knew better than I knew my own body, mustered willpower was my only barricade against a rushing desire to divulge the full account of my purpose here. She would have understood the significance of the undertaking. She would have analyzed every detail and considered every way she might help. She would have been an ally in a city in which I had no one and nothing but my way with words and another man’s stellings. But for better or worse, I keep my promises. It is usually for worse.
Sebastian jumped onto the counter as we returned to pay. I eyed each vial Emme set down before me, though her competence was inseparable from the woman I knew. She was an unfaultable elixologist, always had been, ever since she had chosen, unlike me, to keep her memories and specialize in the making rather than the using. She had the right head for it. Every ingredient, every slight variation. Emme Adelbury did not make mistakes. I gave Sebastian a quick chin scratch.
“Total comes to seventy-two stellings.” Emme scrunched her nose ever so slightly, bracing for a change of heart. Like she said, it was not cheap.
I counted and then slapped a handful of stellings onto the counter. “Here you go.”
She scooped them into her palm, trusting in my math, and said, “Moonberry pie.”
“Excuse me?” I replied.
“Your ma. She visited you a few times in first year. She’d make us all moonberry pie. Not so much after the memory wipe.” Emme could remember me before I was me. “Still the best damn moonberry pie I ever ate.”
I had forgotten about my mother’s moonberry pie. Not completely, but in the way that memories become old souvenirs, pushed over the years into a back corner of a packed cupboard.
I moved the vials into my satchel one at a time. “Thank you, Emme.”
“Just doing my job,” she said. “You better not leave town without saying goodbye.”
“Oh, I’ll be back. You can count on that.”
Emme shook her head as Sebastian walked the line between us. “You’ve always been a mysterious fucker, Ortez.”
I gave her only a grin. It really had been an age.




Chapter Seventeen
STARSHINE
It had been an eventful day, and eventful days are best finished with a tall glass of ale at The Moonlight Inn. I settled onto my usual seat at the bar as Karl plunked down a drink. I had by now established a usual seat. I could not find Belle, but it was another song night, and I was hardly the only man awaiting the so-called Moonlight Mistress. Familiar patrons stood shoulder to shoulder as they had my first evening in Aurora. A three-piece band from eastern Indemere had energized the room, and we were eager for the final act. We were eager for Belle Summerblood.
It was at this moment that I caught a whiff of something, the same something that had triggered me a week earlier. Still, I could not put my finger on it. You will recall I said this would be relevant.
I caught Karl’s eye. “What is that?” I asked. “That smell.”
He leaned onto the bar. “Moonberry pie, my brother. On special tonight and as delicious as your nose suggests. Fancy a slice?”
It took me one too many seconds to muster a simple “No, thank you.”
Ever an easy man, Karl did not insist.
“Actually, you know what, Karl,” I insisted on his behalf, “I will have a slice of moonberry pie.”
“Coming right up.” He disappeared into the kitchen.
How many years had it been since I last ate a slice of moonberry pie, I wondered? By the time the pie arrived, however, I barely registered its existence, for it arrived as she arrived, Miss Summerblood, stepping into the clearing across the room, her banjo in hand, her mere appearance welcomed with a warm applause.
She lifted the strap of her instrument over the shoulder of her mulberry dress and checked that it was still tuned. And then she played, without a word to her audience except the ones she sang next.
“High up in the sky,
a single star did fly,
but you couldn’t see the light from down here.
High up past the birds,
brighter than all words,
but you couldn’t see the light of my fire.”
It was a solemn song, slower than her others, but beautiful and grounded and transcendent all at once. So often she sang for them, her Auroran patrons, writing the story of this city in the lyrics they felt but could not find. Tonight, the evening’s soft-spoken reflections were for Belle and Belle alone.
No second song followed. After the last string of her melancholic melody had been plucked, she walked away without so much as a reassuring glance. Her audience parted as she stepped through them, her porcelain fingers tight around the neck of her banjo. Belle vanished up the stairs, one soft step at a time, ignoring an unsatiated audience that watched on. She had had her fill of people for the day and would not be seen again, at least not by them.
As for me, I had yet to have my fill of pie. I took a first bite. It was everything I wanted pie to be.
∞∞∞
 
A third beer later, I was back in my room.
I knew sleep would not come easily that night. Sleep filled the void of answered questions and answered mine were not. Ever since my first session with Hanson, my mind burned like the blackened oil lamp illuminating my notes, like a flame in scorched glass. Which elixirs would I try first, in what order, with what intensity? The variables were endless.
I had at least bought an overpriced sleeping elixir from Clyde’s. This was before I knew about Emme’s emporium. I measured my regular dose of sensus oxomine and uncorked the sleeping elixir.
There was a knock on my door.
I froze. “Yes?”
“Hey. It’s me.” The voice was Belle’s.
I recorked the sleeping elixir and reshaped my hair in the mirror. I opened the door. Belle was still in her mulberry dress, her eyes starting at the floor before rising to meet mine.
“Come in,” I said.
I closed the door behind us as she sat down on the edge of my bed, her palms pressed against her kneecaps, her eyes gravitating back toward the floor. I dragged over the chair from my desk and took a seat across from her. I told her she seemed bothered.
“I am bothered.” The muscles in her forearms went taut as she squeezed at nothing. “I received another letter from Aunt Rosa this morning. My pa used to write, but now with his mind up and gone, Aunt Rosa holds the pen, and I swear each letter she crafts is a carefully constructed contraption of torture. That woman can pull a different fingernail with every sentence.”
“You paint a vivid image,” I said.
“You don’t know her,” Belle replied. “Even if you did, you’d probably think she was a lovely lady, because that’s how she presents herself, and hell, she believes it too.”
“Is it really Aunt Rosa you came here to discuss?”
Belle bit her bottom lip. “It’s my pa. The more he forgets, rarer is the gift when he remembers. I feel like a parent missing her newborn’s first steps. No. Last steps. Doctor says he ain’t got long now. I need to be there, and I need to be here, but I can’t be two women at once.”
“There is no elixir for that, I’m afraid,” I informed her.
“I just need something to numb the guilt,” she said. “Whatever your usual fee is for this kind of thing, I’m happy to pay. I wouldn’t ask if I weren’t desperate. I’ve got this weight on my chest, Ortez, and I really need a second to breathe.”
“Your money isn’t necessary.” I was already being overpaid for my time in Aurora, I explained, though perhaps that was not the real reason for my generosity. “I cannot numb your guilt, however. That isn’t the job of a psycho-alchemist. I may be able to help you face it.”
“That doesn’t sound fun.”
“You would be surprised.”
“Well, I don’t see how I can face it,” she said. “How do I face a man who ain’t there anymore? I can’t make peace with him, even if I go back. That opportunity is gone, faded away, bit by bit, memory by memory.”
“His memories have faded, but yours have not. Your father still exists,” I said, “in you.”
Belle fell backward onto my bed with a bounce, her arms unfurling in defeat. “That’s real poetic and all, but I’ve heard that one before.”
I let out a chuckle. “I am being a little more literal. Would you like to speak with your father tonight, Miss Summerblood?”
She sat back up. “How do you mean?”
I knew already her answer, for I had had this discussion a thousand times before. I explained the process as I portioned each elixir and uncoiled my mnemonic conductor. I explained that we could find her father, together, for he lived somewhere in her mind. In a precarious house perched atop an impossible mountain. In a secret cave hidden behind the perfect waterfall. He could be anywhere, but she would know where to look, and she would know when we found him.
“It sounds invasive,” she said.
“It is invasive,” I admitted.
Her stiff posture gave way. “Fuck it. I said I was desperate, and I surely am.”
“I don’t mean to pressure you, Belle. It’s simply the only way I know how to help.”
“No. I want this.”
I did not doubt her this time. I administered the elixirs. Once we were connected, my metallic wire dangling between us, I asked Miss Summerblood to lie down on the bed and close her eyes.
“I want you to listen closely to me,” I said. “Listen to the texture of my voice, the cadence of it, the small details. Now, I want you to imagine yourself on an island.”
I found her quickly. It is always so with people who possess the biggest imaginations. She stood at the edge of a bluff, her wind-blown dress clinging to her legs. It was a cold, rocky island, familiar too, like a place she had been before.
“I want you to imagine trees,” I said.
A forest of autumn hardwoods cropped up behind her.
“Look at the water. Watch it crash against the shore. Listen to the boom of every wave.”
Belle watched the gray waves roll in, their smooth forms racing into the rocks below, the explosions of white.
“You see other islands in the distance not unlike yours.”
Belle lifted her head. And where once there had been uninterrupted ocean stretching into the horizon, now there appeared a scattering of similar islands. She breathed in her primordial panorama, and it breathed with her.
“Hello, Belle.” I stood a few feet away, black strands bouncing over my eyes.
She did not seem surprised to see me here, in her mind. “It’s quite the view,” she said. “Reminds me of a place I visited many years ago. Now what?”
“Now we find your father.” I turned toward the forest. “I want you to think about him like you would a destination, like a place we might visit.”
We wandered our way into the golden forest as orange and yellow leaves crunched under our footsteps. We passed a towering tree that might have been a petrified octopus, its knotted branches unraveling outward. There were many sights to savor in this particular patient’s mind.
“So, how many fantastical adventures do you go on in a given week, Alchemist Ortez?” Belle inquired.
“Why, this is just another day at work,” I said as we walked. “I will admit not everyone’s mind makes for such a pleasant stroll.”
“Should I take that as a compliment?”
I smiled, or perhaps I had already been smiling. “Think about your father, Miss Summerblood.”
And as she did, the midday sky darkened as the sun dipped behind the tree line and the white moon rose in its place. I gazed up at a smattering of stars through a break in the leaves, and when my gaze fell back to earth, our forest had turned into a cornfield.
Belle did not need to ask the question. “My farm,” she said the answer. “We grow corn every summer. Best ear you can eat north of Cambrook.”
I did not mention the ears of Walton Dupree’s nightmare.
The air around us warmed even in the absence of daylight as new sounds strummed into a summer melody. The corn stalks that reached above our heads rustled in the breeze. The crickets chirped until their chirps became a part of the place. It is people who truly make a place, Mr. Day liked to say, but so did all of life’s animals. I recalled something Belle said: “Back home, on nights like tonight, all you hear is crickets for miles around.”
And true was her depiction, for this lush labyrinth was exactly that: Miss Summerblood’s truth. A truth with its roots in the soil, a truth that had grown taller than those who had planted it, because the best ear north of Cambrook would never be enough, not for the truth.
But the crickets called her back.
One jumped in front of us, disappearing into the corn-stalk forest as suddenly as it had appeared. I was more startled than Belle, though in my defense, this particular cricket was the size of a rabbit.
“I thought you liked animals.” She grinned. “They ain’t actually that big.”
“I figured.”
Another jumped out from behind, and now it was Belle’s turn to stumble onto my shoulder. “Let’s just keep moving,” she said.
But we were not the only ones with movement on our minds. The circus of crickets had only just commenced. One nearly hit my head.
“Come on.” Belle grabbed my hand and yanked me forward. We ran together, leaves whipping our faces, but the crickets kept coming, jumping from every direction, always missing us by an inch. Until finally we tumbled out of the cornfield and onto yellow grass, landing on our backs, panting, forgetting for a moment that breathing was all in our heads. In her head.
Belle rolled toward me, a dry blade stuck to her cheek. “Just another day at work?”
“Technically”—I laughed each syllable—“we’re not on the clock.”
We returned to our feet, brushed ourselves off, and surveyed our new surroundings. The line of corn stretched from one horizon to the other. The kingdom of crickets. We left it behind us and trudged onward, the sun-kissed grass
reaching up to our knees. There was a small house on a hill, centered beneath the full moon, and that was our destination.
“Do you think he’s in there?” Belle asked.
I returned the question. “More importantly, do you?”
She did not answer that. She looked up instead, at the stars and the oversized moon. “My father used to tell me an old story about a man who lived up there,” she said, “on the moon. When your crops were bountiful, that was the man on the moon. He’d visit in the dead of night and sprinkle on a little moon soil, and moon soil could make anything grow. Then he’d go on home, to his lonesome moon house, calling down the stars like they were stairs.” Belle made stepping motions with her fingers.
“Do you believe in this man on the moon?” I asked.
“Don’t be dull, Ortez. It’s a fairytale.”
I tossed up my hands. “I’ve been told I should be more open-minded.”
We arrived at the house, a weathered wooden cottage with a chimney made of mismatched stones. There were windows, but we could not see past the closed curtains. The whole house could have been a few degrees slanted, but perhaps I was a few degrees slanted.
Belle, meanwhile, was fidgeting. “This doesn’t feel right,” she said. “I don’t know. Maybe—”
“Belle, we both know you’re going through that door,” I said. “Take whatever time you need.”
She groaned a swift gale that cooled my skin and tousled her hair. “Let’s get this over with.”
She pushed open the door, and I followed her inside. It was dim, dimmer even than Emme’s Extraordinary Elixir Emporium. Candlelight revealed few details—an open Holy Book on a tree-trunk table—but darkness permeated every corner and every crevice, a darkness darker even than the blackest of blacks. I could feel it. I knew she could too.
I ignored the feeling, at first. “Was this the house you grew up in?”
“It’s the house my father and aunt grew up in, or something like it. It’s been a while.” Belle stopped in the middle of the room. “But I don’t see him, and this place gives me the creeps.”
We heard something then, a sound like strained breathing, footsteps creaking on the floorboards. Belle took a step of her own, back toward me and the door. “Pa?” she said.
Another creak-creak. The candle flames fell back to their wicks as if suddenly deprived of oxygen. But we could still breathe, and so could it, the thing that watched us from the shadows. We were all in shadow now.
“Dad, is that you?” Belle asked again.
But her father it was not. Rather, she was not. She emerged not only from the darkness but with the darkness, for she carried it with her, Aunt Rosa, her dead eyes like marbles, her white hair like spiderwebs, her feet dangling as she floated forward.
Aunt Rosa opened her mouth, breathing even louder now, and then she spoke, in a hoarse voice but with hoarser purpose. “You’re not wanted anymore.” The specter’s words were echoed by the room itself. “You’re too late. He gave you everything, and you ran away with it.”
“I didn’t run away.” Belle continued her slow retreat.
“You ran,” Aunt Rosa said. “You ran because you’re selfish. You ran because you’re a coward. You ran because you’re a bitch just like your mother.”
“I want to leave, Ortez.” Belle kept her attention on the enemy approaching.
I tried to open the front door, failed, and told her that she would need to open it. For a door was not just a door, and only Belle could move on in a world of her own making. It did not seem an appropriate time to elaborate on such matters, however, and so I insisted: “Belle, you really need to open this.”
Aunt Rosa swiped at her, faster than a cornered animal, though her outstretched limb more closely resembled a dead winter branch. She squeezed Belle’s wrist, her gnarled fingers growing like roots around her niece’s pale flesh.
“Let go of me!”
“A bitch just like your mother. That’s what you are.”
Belle yanked her arm away, pushed past me, and nearly knocked the door off its hinges. I followed her outside, and together with our shoulders to the wood—or at least I acted my part—we slammed it shut, sealing away the specter inside.
Belle was still recoiling after that, following her heels away from the old house and its awful occupant and those poisonous accusations—her own poisonous thoughts.
“Fuck this,” she said. “I’m done. I didn’t want you to see that. I didn’t want anyone to see that.”
“I assure you I’ve seen worse,” I told her. “Much, much worse.” I do not think that context provided any consolation.
“Yes, you’re such a worldly man. Good for you.”
“Belle, if you wish to end this endeavor, we can. But I don’t believe you wish that.”
She finally stopped and crossed her arms. “You can read my mind now, can you?”
“To be fair, we are in your mind.” Alas, I could only catch glimpses. It is not the same as reading minds, despite what you may have heard. “You have always continued on,” I said. “That is what I believe. It doesn’t take bravery to act without obstacle. Bravery is doing what you know you must in spite of the fear, in spite of the guilt.”
She shook her head, at me or herself or perhaps something else. I could not read minds.
The house was quiet now. Aunt Rosa, banished. We could hear the breeze again, the rustling grass, the whistling echo of endless crickets in their endless field. But it was above them all and all earthly things toward which Belle’s attention wandered once more. And then her expression changed. The wall she had put up crumbled until it was dust in the wind. “The moon,” she said.
“It’s rather lovely,” I observed.
“The man on the moon.” She moved toward it, if one can move toward the moon. “He’d call down the stars like they were stairs.” She had lost me, but what she had found was far more important.
Belle reached into the sky and plucked down a single star between her fingers. It grew as she pulled it toward us, bigger and brighter, until it was a handful, two handfuls, until it reminded me of one of The Day Company’s electric lamps. An orb of perfect light. It hovered above the grass, still as stone. She stepped onto it, and then she pulled down another. Belle was five stars above me by the time she turned around. “Coming?”
I followed her upward, beaming as I hopped between stars, because you would too, and because some epiphanies shine more brightly than others. “Does this mean you do believe in that moon fellow, then?”
But Belle was too busy for my nonsense. She was moving multiple stars at once now. We are all gods of our own creation, once we realize it.
And then we stood before the moon.
The journey had not taken long, but the view down suggested otherwise. I could see the corn field far below and, between that and our current location, the gentle curve of the planet. But it was the moon that pulled us in, not by gravity but through a door. A wooden door that led into the white moon, the full moon, the moon that was but a building in the sky awaiting our entry. Chipped blue paint coated the doorframe.
Belle did not wait to go through. And why would she? It was a most familiar place, after all. It was, truly this time, home.
We entered The Moonlight Inn.
This is another lesson one acquires as an alchemist: there is always more to a name than at first it seems.
Inside, the fireplace crackled and popped, but there were no patrons—save the one. He sat facing the flames, oblivious to our arrival or simply awaiting it. His hair was gray, but like the hearth he stared into, there was a fire in him, the hues of a younger man in that old mane.
I was ready to offer Belle moral support, but she neither retreated nor so much as slowed her pace. She had left uncertainty on the earthly plane below. She sat down on the crimson chair across from him, as I took my usual seat at the bar and listened from a distance. They spoke softly, but their words carried with a perfect clarity.
“Hey, Pa.”
“Hey, Starshine.”
“What do you think?” Belle sighed the question.
“You did well,” her father said. “I like the sign.”
“I thought you might.”
“I like this fireplace too.”
“You always said a home ain’t a home without a hearth.”
I could feel the weight of their exchange, the expectation in every breath. It filled the familiar space with a fragile comfort. It was real, and it was breakable, because real always is.
“How are you, daughter?” he asked.
“Heavy,” she said. “I feel heavy. I always wanted you to see this place all fixed up.”
“I’m here.”
“I wish that were true.”
“That banjo I gave you.” It appeared beside the fireplace as if it had always been there, propped against those bricks. “It was your mother’s.”
“I remember,” she said.
“Every time she’d play, I knew there was no place I’d rather be,” he told her. “She sung to us when you were young, wrapping us in the blanket of her song. On weeks I was away, she played in my mind and brought me back to you both. But after your mother died…”
He took a moment, and Belle took it with him.
“Then one day, you picked up this old banjo.” Her father grabbed it from the fireplace. “You were a natural, and the more I heard you play, the more it lifted me from my sorrow. For the first time in a long time, you brought me back to her, to that room with you and me and your ma, even though she was gone, even when you didn’t know I was listening.”
Belle waited for what she needed to hear, a tear trickling down her check, for the deep crack of relief that only truth could bring. I could feel it coming, swelling beneath the floorboards.
“When you play to that crowd”—her father eyed the inn’s empty stage—“you’ll find me, Starshine. A hearth makes a home, but music makes a family. Music is us together again, even in this noisy city. When you sing, daughter of mine and Abagail Summerblood, you’ll find us there, back in that song-sweetened room where everything was perfect.”




The Trial
Alchemist Ortez wishes he did not have to say so much. So much that was private. So much that was personal. But such is the law. The law does not permit privacy. It does not respect what should be personal. The law is an autopsy. This is truest in trials by alchemy, for similar claims could be said of the alchemist’s profession.
If there is any consolation, it is that he knows Miss Summerblood would understand. He has seen her once since his arrest, when she came to visit his prison cell. Newly bearded, he told her how the case would proceed and what that entailed.
She said she believed him. She knew he had not killed Everett Day, that killing was not in his nature. But what would Aurorans believe, she wondered? Could they accept the full truth, the wild truth, the unbelievable truth?
They departed on uncertain terms. There was something she needed to do. She would be back soon, she said. Her absence during day one of his trial did not surprise him, but the alchemist had expected to see her in the audience by now, a friend among the foes.
And so he wonders as he sits before them now: where is Belle Summerblood? Wondering, at least, is still private.
But he has no answers, just as he has no friends in the packed pews. A few, however, appear touched by his story. They may not like him, but Miss Summerblood has many admirers.
The alchemist continues his story.
“Belle returned to her room and I went to bed after that,” he says. “I believe it was the first night in Aurora that I slept soundly. It had indeed been a most eventful day, and yet the days to follow would be no less so. You see, I was on the verge of a breakthrough.”




Chapter Eighteen
THE WAY OF ALCHEMISTS
Failure is the only path to success, my old mentor once said. It is also the path to more failure. She always did have a sense of humor that snuck up on you, but she was not wrong.
I spent the entire next day with Hanson, wandering a maze with no exit. I found new ways to fail before retracing my steps back to old ones. I mixed a dozen different doses into the fresh fish and mushrooms he devoured with apathetic efficiency, but short of nearly knocking the animal unconscious, I accomplished little. That is me being too kind to myself. I accomplished nothing. In his woozy state, Hanson did not object to the copper halo I placed on his head, but my mnemonic conductor simply sat atop his skull like a bad prop.
My objective was the only thing clear to me: form a connection, something, anything. Even the smallest signal was a beacon I could work toward. But no. Instead of answers, I found only anger, taunted by the intelligence so evident in the eyes that watched on.
Hopeful diligence devolved into haggard disappointment. Night had fallen by the time I reemerged from the mines, exiting one darkness into another.
And so there I was, sleep-deprived as a new morning clip-clopped into a steady bustle, left with but one logical destination. I felt like a ghost passing through the living as I made my way to the edge of downtown. It was a thinner crowd than it had been a few days ago. Most of them were headed for the mines, where I would be heading soon enough.
But first, I needed to buy my way out of failure. I did not have trouble finding them a second time, the alley-side stairs off Seventh Street. And in
my also somewhat woozy state, I nearly ignored a friend in front of me.
I was halfway up the steps before I stopped, walked back down, and turned toward the girl on the sidewalk with the empty tin can.
“Good morning, Cassy.”
Her response came slowly—“Morning, sir”—her resilient enthusiasm not so resilient today. Perhaps, I thought, it was early for her as well.
“You seem upset,” I said, crouching.
“It’s nothing, sir.”
“Ortez will do. We’re friends, are we not?”
That earned a slim smile. “It’s just that everyone’s poor now,” she said, “like me. They say everyone’s got to save every stelling, which I understand because I save my stellings too.”
The mill closure. It was already rippling through the city in ways I would never know.
I reached into my pocket. “How much do you have left?”
“Five stellings, sir. Mr. Ortez. The first five you gave me. I wanted to save them. The shoemaker said you need to save if you want to succeed, so I’m trying to save because I don’t want to live on the street, but—” Tears welled in her eyes.
I did not take her for a child who cried often. “I have an idea,” I said. “Would you follow me into that alley?”
A troubling proposition now that I say it aloud, but we were both exhausted.
Cassy bobbed her head as she wiped away tears, cleaning her face in streaks. We made our way up the alley stairs, past the painted sign, and through the door into Emme’s Extraordinary Elixir Emporium.
Emme Adelbury had never minced words, and she did not do so this morning. “What the hell is that?”
“That?” I sought clarification.
“That. It. Her. You have a kid now, Ortez? You’re not taking very good care of it.”
“She’s not my daughter,” I said. “She is a friend.”
“Interesting company you keep these days.” Emme was organizing vials as we spoke through shelves.
“Her name is Cassandria, but her friends call her Cassy.”
Emme looked to the girl for confirmation, but the girl was looking everywhere else. “You’re the kid outside. I’ve seen you around. Why are you bringing street rats into my shop, Ortez?”
“Street rats? I had not realized you’d adopted the parlance of high society, Emme.”
“Fuck off.”
“You need an assistant,” I explained. “You told me so yourself. You can afford Cassy, and Cassy needs work. She’s a hard worker and a diligent accountant. I can provide a written reference if you prefer.”
Emme sighed in such a way that she could be certain we heard the pain in her breath and said, “Look, I’m sure you’re a swell girl, and I’m sorry you live on the street. But come on, Ortez. Do you know how much this shit is worth?”
To which I paced in such a way that I could be certain she heard the drum of my footsteps and replied, “My, my, Emme. It really has been an age. I recall a young woman who grew up in not-so-fortunate circumstances herself, a woman who had to prove her worth day after day to her privileged classmates. Classmates who didn’t trust her, who didn’t think she belonged.”
There had been two scholarships given out during my first year at Saint Adena. One went to me, the other to Miss Adelbury. We became fast friends and friends by necessity.
“Are you seriously bringing that up?” Emme asked, but her quick wit had slowed, pulled down by the heaviness of what she knew to be true. She shook her head as if she might loosen that weight, but no one can shake off a part of herself. “You bastard. I’m only agreeing to this because I can’t say no to your stupid handsome face.”
Satisfaction spread across the stupid handsome face in question. I knelt before Cassy, who had made not a single sound this entire time, instead rocking on both heels as her future was bartered between two adults. “Emme is a good person,” I told her. “Smarter and kinder than she lets on.”
Emme rolled her eyes.
“You’ll earn a real wage and learn from the best,” I said. “If this is what you want.”
Cassy stopped rocking. She nodded rapidly, leaving not a doubt, reminding me of our first interaction, when we had struck a deal to get me to The Moonlight Inn.
“Then I wish you the best of luck, Cassandria.” I stood back up. “Who knows, maybe one day you’ll become an alchemist too—or an elixologist,” I quickly added. “Your story is only starting, my small friend.”
Cassy turned toward Emme, who was back behind the counter. “Thank you, ma’am,” the girl said.
“Don’t call me ma’am.”
“Sorry, miss.”
“Don’t call me miss. Emme. Just Emme.”
And with one problem solved, I turned to another: the reason I had come here. I reached into my pocket and slapped a torn piece of paper onto the counter.
Emme scanned it with a furrowed brow. “You want all of this?”
“Every last drop.”
“It will cost you.”
“I’m aware.” Mr. Day could afford it, and I could not afford failure.
She looked at the list once more and then down toward her new employee. “Come on, kid. You’re going to help me find a few elixirs for this paying customer.”
Cassy acknowledged the request with a single nod, her efficient demeanor broken only by the light in her eyes as she spotted Sebastian grooming himself in a corner.
“Thank you, Emme,” I said, though I believe it was I who had done her the favor.
Emme pointed the piece of paper at me, bent between her fingers. “I just better not ever catch you at Clyde’s.”
∞∞∞
 
Before we continue, I want you all to know that I do not enjoy administering elixirs to animals without their knowledge. It is a necessary evil, which I realize sounds like something Mr. Day might say, but my aim is to help them. To help this one in particular. Believe me, there is nothing more dangerous to an animal than to be misunderstood. If I could understand Hanson, I could help him, or so I thought.
I am not sure what Hanson thought. My watch said it was late afternoon when I offered him his seventh snack of the day. Another test, and once again I would not break through. Only this time, I would actually learn something. I would learn that Hanson was even smarter than I suspected.
I slid the metal bowl of chopped fish into his cell. A foreshadow of my own fate, perhaps, though I did not know it then. Course number seven was a level-one laruvian diotide mixed with the level-three medulla oxomine. I was getting desperate. Hanson lifted the bowl with one hand and scooped out fish with the other. We matched eyes. I mimed eating. He sniffed the food.
And then he hurled it at me. Before I could respond, the bowl came flying too, dinging off his metal cage before bouncing beyond our lamplight, relaying the remainder of its journey with a fading melody. I still have not cleaned the stain of fish guts from those pants.
And yet I could not blame him. “I’m sorry, Hanson.”
He approached me, which is to say he came as close as he could, pressing his face between the bars he gripped with both hands. He grunted. Not the shrieking sound that had inspired his most popular nickname but rather a simple, communicative grunt.
Hanson had something to tell me.
And so I continued his approach for him, free as I was, each step forward its own decision to keep going. I tried to glean answers from the twitch in his eye, the tightening muscles in his grip, until we stood but a foot and a world apart. I was a head taller than him. “What is it?” I asked.
And for a moment, I feared I had just made the worst and last mistake of my life.
Faster than I could react, Hanson grabbed me. His gray hands had released their grip and found my head. He pulled me by the hair until our eyes were inches apart. I tried to push away. “Hanson, let go!”
As I mentioned before, his species is stronger than it looks.
“Hanson, please!”
But, once again, Hanson’s intelligence would surprise me. For I was not about to have my head bashed into oblivion. My life’s story would not end at twenty-eight. And I did not need to wonder—as I did later that night—where Mr. Day would have sent the remains, or what he would have said for cause of death. The alchemist tripped headfirst into a rock. No one would have doubted it.
Instead of death’s darkness, however, I saw light. Blurry light.
The cavern gradually came back into focus, and where once there had stood Hanson, now I saw a bearded man in a miner’s cap, his carbide headlamp stinging my eyes. There were no bars between us.
I tried to say his name again, Hanson’s, only to discover that my mouth was no longer my mouth. Nor my limbs. I caught a glimpse of my rough, gray arms.
The bearded man said something, but his words were not words. They sounded like words, but I could understand them no better than he could understand me.
I reached toward him in an effort to communicate, but he swatted back my hands with painful force. I turned around, clutching my sore palm as I evaluated my options. They had me surrounded, the humans. A smaller miner with a broken-looking nose blocked my route back, and to my right, the man with the eyepatch and the woman in knee-high boots.
Everett and Audra. They were arguing. If only I could understand anything they said.
I turned toward the shortest human as he stepped forward, gripping his shovel like a weapon. They were closing in, assaulting me already with their impossible lights. I let out a loud shriek, and they covered their ears. Mr. Day stumbled backward. One of the miners grabbed my arm, but I twisted and pulled until he screamed and let go.
The bearded one pounced on me. The metal buckle of his belt bit into my hip as he held me against the rocky ground. I tried to wrestle free, but he was twice my weight.
Desperate, I attempted again to communicate. I grabbed his head and hit his eye by accident. He fought back as I clung on, his coarse hair like spikes between my clenched fingers, blood dripping from his nose onto mine as I pulled him toward me and me toward him, trying with all my strength to make him see—to see that I was not what he thought. But whatever glimpse I got through only made things worse. Something struck the side of my head.
But like this memory, the pain was not mine to suffer. Hanson released me. I was myself again, and Hanson was back in his present-day prison.
I tripped onto my tailbone. My mind raced faster than the Daybreak Express as I remembered my first conversation about Hanson. “One of my men has a broken arm,” Mr. Day had said. “Another is nursing a black eye.” I had asked if the animal was only defending himself, but even I had been wrong.
Wrong about that and wrong a couple dozen times since. I had tried so many elixirs in so many ways, and yet the truth was embarrassingly simple. The truth was that I had been so single-minded in my efforts to reach him that I had failed to consider the alternative: that he might reach me.
All this time, Hanson had only ever been trying to communicate in the way he knew how. In the way of alchemists, though he needed no alchemy. In a way I had not considered possible. It was the scientific discovery of a lifetime.
So yes, I had been wrong about many things, but there was one detail I had gotten right. There is nothing more dangerous to an animal than to be misunderstood.




Chapter Nineteen
THE BORNHART MANOR
There is no doubt I could have toiled away another night in the depths of that cavern. I felt my willpower tested as I packed my satchel. I would have gladly traded hours of work for seconds of insight. Alas, I had dinner plans, and I am a man who keeps his dinner plans.
Like many downtowners, Bien and his family lived in the Bricks, in a brick house that looked like every other brick house for blocks around. Yet even among the sameness and the clean lines, identity sprouted where it could. In the case of Bien’s home, it came in potted flowers, tall and small, lined in a neat row from one side of their residence to the other. That and a well-trodden doormat that read, The Bornhart Manor.
I knocked.
A young woman with blonde hair and scarlet cheeks opened the front door and said nothing.
“You must be Alchemist Ortez.” The voice did not come from the young woman but rather an older one behind her.
I waved. “Good evening to you, ma’am, miss.”
“Come in, come in,” she said as the blonde girl stood silently, hand clasping her forearm—an awkward sentinel for an unconventional manor.
I spotted Bien the second I stepped inside, in the kitchen at the back of the living room with the woman I assumed was his mother. He was cutting carrots with enough speed to slice off a finger—or four, in the case of a patient I know from Dellmere. Bien looked up, still cutting. “Welcome to our abode, Ortez.”
“A most pleasant abode it is,” I said.
In shape, the house was not so different from that of Garrett Stanley. Bien’s was bigger, with enough rooms for a family, but square and functional in the same way. The similarities were only skeletal, however. While Mr. Stanley’s house barely looked lived in, here not one nook had been neglected. The round table at the room’s center was a pedestal for flowers and candles. The couch and chairs behind me were barely visible beneath a bazaar of colorful blankets. As I kicked off my leather boots, the spoon collection on the wall chronicled in spoon-form the vibrant regions of Indemere.
I introduced myself to the women. The younger one, Bien’s sister, was Dayla. She had to say it twice. And then there was Mrs. Bornhart. I met her offered hand as she pulled me into a warm embrace. She was a thin woman with caramel hair and a floral apron.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Bornhart,” I said. “Bien Bornhart. Mr. Bornhart. You had never mentioned your surname, my friend.”
Bien was now slicing celery. “My dad is Mr. Bornhart. I’m Bien. Last thing I want is folk calling me Mr. Bornhart.” He dropped the celery into a pot on the stove. “It’s weird.”
“Very well, Mr. Bornhart.” I grinned and felt justice.
Another half hour went by before dinner was ready. Mrs. Bornhart and Bien cooked and cleaned and occasionally cursed, while Dayla disappeared into her bedroom. The father of the house, Mr. Bornhart, would be home soon. I was offered a glass of wine, which I gladly accepted as I took a seat at the circular table. After the last few days, I deserved a glass of wine.
Once the food had been poked and taste-tested to Mrs. Bornhart’s satisfaction, I volunteered to set out plates, but I was their guest, and guests, apparently, were not allowed to lift so much as a finger. I got better acquainted with my merlot. I had never hosted guests.
Mr. Bornhart—the one and only Mr. Bornhart, as far as his son was concerned—arrived as if on cue, dropping himself into the last empty seat. He looked like Bien, albeit balder and older with fewer scars.
Dinner was a steaming pot of vegetable stew, a bloody-looking roast beef, and a loaf of bread Bien had picked up that morning from Drake’s Market. We served ourselves generous portions. Mostly generous. I knew the question would come. I waited for it.
“You must try the roast beef,” Mr. Bornhart said. “No one makes it better than Maisel.”
I swallowed the stew in my mouth. “I’ve never had much of an appetite for roast beef, I’m afraid, though it looks like a very fine one indeed.” I had no idea what I was talking about.
“My dad and I don’t always agree, but on this we are aligned,” Bien chimed in. “Come on, Ortez, have a taste. She’ll change your mind about roast beef.”
I searched for an inoffensive segue, but if one existed, I would have mastered it by now. Some revelations simply make people uncomfortable. “Actually, I do not eat the flesh of animals,” I said.
They stopped chewing in unison.
“What do you mean, dear?” Mrs. Bornhart’s hands floated downward, her knife slowly turning in one, her fork pulling away in the other.
“I don’t consume meat,” I explained. “Beef, pork, chicken. I don’t eat any of it. But the stew is marvelous, Mrs. Bornhart. Truly magic to me. I can hardly tell a potato from a carrot.”
“Do you not eat meat because you’re an alchemist?” she asked, squinting for insight.
“One could say that,” I said. “I used to study animals. I would speak to them and get to know them, so for me it is a bit like eating a human being.”
I probably could have chosen better words.
“Speaking to animals,” she repeated as if saying it might help her understand.
Mr. Bornhart shrugged. “Are there many non-meat-eaters where you come from?” He stabbed a gristly chunk of beef with his fork.
I was not sure whether he meant Dellmere or Liberty or Gracia, but the answer was the same regardless. “No more than in Aurora,” I answered. “I’m a peculiar man.”
“Well, handsome men are allowed to be peculiar,” Mrs. Bornhart said. “Isn’t that right, Dayla?”
If Dayla agreed, it was not communicated in the intense stare she gave her mother. Bien covered his mouth, the ripple of a smile reaching beyond the edge of his hand.
“She’s modest, but my daughter is quite the intellectual,” Mrs. Bornhart went on, “a scholar like yourself. Dayla is off to Dellmere College in a couple of months to study the classic languages. You live in Dellmere, do you not, Alchemist Ortez?”
I nodded, wine glass teetering on my lip.
“Perhaps,” she suggested, “you could give Dayla a tour around town.”
“Mom,” Dayla said through clenched teeth, her red cheeks burning even redder.
Mrs. Bornhart feigned innocence. “What? I’m sure Alchemist Ortez knows all the best restaurants and scenic walks.”
“I am always happy to help a friend of my friend,” I said.
Dayla exchanged a wide-eyed glance with her brother.
“Bien tells me you two met on the train ride in.” Mrs. Bornhart was clearly the talker of the family. “My impulsive little globetrotter. We’re just glad to have him back. Of course, as soon as one child returns, the other is about to leave.”
“I’m not back,” Bien said. “I’m just… here.”
“You have a job now,” she retorted.
“I hate that job.”
“You haven’t even started.”
Bien served himself another ladle of soup. “If I start. With the mill out of commission, who knows if I still have that stupid job.”
“It’s such a shame.” Mrs. Bornhart put on a pained appearance. “All those jobs. All those families.”
“What’s a shame is that four people died in that explosion,” her son said. “For once, we have a mayor who actually puts people before profit margins, and everyone’s all up in arms. It’s horseshit. Just like Uncle Bryan’s death.”
I was afraid to ask, but Bien turned to me and answered so that I did not have to. “Uncle Bryan fell off a wooden platform in one of The Day Company’s open-pit mines,” he explained. “They said he was at fault because he’d had one drink. One drink. That man could drink an elephant under the table, and that platform was wobblier than a toddler on a tightrope.”
“Sure was,” Mr. Bornhart confirmed. I could tell he was seeing it now, that wobbly platform that had taken his brother’s life. He poured himself another glass of wine, his third of the meal by my count. “But that Everett Day prick—”
“Jared, we have a guest,” his wife reminded him.
“It’s quite all right,” I said.
“It’s just a fact,” Mr. Bornhart insisted. “He’s a prick, with his prick hair, and his prick suits, and his prick eyepatch.”
The dinner melody of knives scraping plates and spoons clinking bowls bridged the break in our conversation.
Bien finished first and said, “I heard he shot his eye out. That’s why he wears the eyepatch. The bullet ricocheted off a piece of metal or something.” Bien flicked the side of his bowl as if to replicate the sound. “Guess that’s why he throws axes now.”
Mr. Bornhart’s brimming anger simmered, escaping out a throaty laugh. And then he added his own version of the tale. “I heard it was his old lady before she died. Stabbed him in the eye with a pen, on account of him being a prick.”
Despite her eagerness before, Mrs. Bornhart did not seem keen to participate in this particular conversation.
It was Dayla who spoke next, talking into her shallow soup. “I heard he was, you know.” For the more religious ears in this court’s audience, let us just say she mimicked a man rolling dice. “Got himself in the eye. Eye got infected. They had to remove it.”
Laughs were had, though I kept mine to a simper. While Mr. Day and I were never on the best of terms, it is not my business how he lost that eye—nor my predilection to insult a man for his injury.
Mrs. Bornhart rediscovered her voice after dinner. It was my job to answer questions as she and Bien cleaned up. I offered again to help, but the rule of guests still applied. Mrs. Bornhart wanted to know where I came from, what Saint Adena was like, if I truly could not remember anything from my childhood, and did I miss them? My mother and father. She had a parent’s perspective. I could see where Bien had acquired his insatiable curiosity. Dayla disappeared once more into her bedroom, Mr. Bornhart to the pub.
After another bottle of wine, I wished Mrs. Bornhart a good night as Bien and I departed for an evening stroll.
“You’re really not fond of The Day Company, are you?” I commented as we walked past a park. The park was barely more than a patch of grass. A young man swayed on a rope swing dangling from an old beech tree, older than this neighborhood I wagered, its roots from another life now stuffed and tangled inside a wooden box. It was quiet around here at this hour.
“Did you know The Day Company pays almost nothing in taxes?” Bien asked. I did not. “Biggest company in Indemere by a mile. Richest man on the continent. But that’s just the kind of sweetheart deal they get in this state. Governor Dalton might as well be on Mr. Day’s payroll. We all are, in one way or another. The reporter who broke that story in the Aurora Tribune lost her job because The Day Company is their biggest advertiser. Look around you, Ortez. This should be public housing. Mr. Day owns all of it. We only live here because my dad works for the company like everyone else, much as he hates himself for it. If they actually paid their taxes, we wouldn’t need Mr. Day’s supposed generosity. But then he wouldn’t control everything.”
I could sympathize with Bien’s position, but I am nothing if not an advocate for the devil. “I expect Mr. Day would argue that his company has brought about prosperity,” I said. “That on the whole, people are better off because of their success. Not to mention all they have built. Automobiles. Electric lights. A train that connects the Tri-States. Would Aurora’s downtown even exist without The Day Company?”
“No company should get special treatment,” Bien replied. “I don’t care how many stellings they add to the economy or how many unsightly electric lights they put up.”
On that, we could agree. I suspected Mayor Lessa Mayner would have agreed too.
Agreement, I have learned, is always a good time to change the subject, which Bien did with an apology. “Sorry about my mother’s million questions,” he said. “Like I told you, she has a thing for alchemists. I think you’re the first one to actually talk to her for more than thirty seconds.”
“No need to apologize,” I said. “Truthfully, I’ve been asking myself similar questions of late. It’s strange. You think you know a part of yourself so well, and yet it feels as though I have missed something… significant.”
We stopped underneath a gas lamp as Bien reached into his faded green blazer. He pulled out a pipe and a pouch of tobacco. He packed the pipe with his fingertips. “What do you think you’ve missed?” he asked.
We were standing across the street from Garrett Stanley’s house. The curtains were still shut, the lights still absent. It was still the empty home of a dead man. How long would it be before a new family moved in and made it their own, I wondered? How long before Mr. Stanley was ash in the wind?
“I don’t know, Bien,” I said. “I realize it’s my job to find such answers, but it’s different when the questions are your own.”
Bien struck a match and inhaled the flame through his pipe with a series of quick puffs, the tobacco curling into orange and black embers, its smoke wafting through our lamplit halo. The scent
infiltrated my senses like another forgotten memory. Bien exhaled crude rings that grew and stretched and dissipated into the night air. “What was it like,” he asked, “when you had your mind wiped? Feel free to not answer that.”
I extended an open palm toward him as he handed me the pipe. I had not smoked in a year, but it felt like an occasion for old habits. I inhaled, savoring the nostalgic taste, letting smoke trickle out my nostrils. “I was eighteen,” I began.




Chapter Twenty
SPRING CLEANING
It is a difficult thing to describe, losing one’s mind in the most literal sense. It was not like the severing of a limb: painful and bloody but quickly over with. This was slower, much slower. To lose a memory is one thing. But to lose your past? That was a process.
My first year at Saint Adena had come to an end, which meant I had to make a decision that would determine the rest of my life. If I wished to follow the path of the explorer, through its mazelike dreamscapes and shadow-scorched nightmares, if I wished to become an alchemist, I would need a clean mind. A mind that would not inadvertently corrupt other minds. I do not need to tell you which path I chose, for it has led me here.
I could not see my future then, of course, nor would I soon know my past. There is a phrase that was popular among students to mark the week: spring cleaning. The annual spring cleaning. It happened in late spring, and cleaning—cleaning was a fitting description.
The procedure begins with a question, and it is always the same question. “What is your first memory?” they ask you. A rotation of professors and fourth-year alchemists take turns, the latter now seeing what they had undergone three years earlier from the other side. The claustrophobic basement room is dark and free of distraction. The wooden chair is stiff and sobering. Someone was always taking notes, but after a while I would forget about the mnemonic conductor sitting on my head.
“What is your second memory?” they ask.
“Where did you grow up?”
“Who was the first person you kissed?”
Question after question after question, read in order from the same notebook. More questions than I had answers, and that was precisely the point. A good cleaner cleans more than once. They compare you to a house. To the chairs and clocks and splotches of spilled wine that make a house lived in. The furniture goes first, old stains revealing themselves in the absence of a missing rug, a shifted couch. Details we think we have forgotten, but they are still there—were still there. They clean those too. They clean everything.
But the house is still the house, they remind you.
“You have not been erased,” as my mentor would say. “You have been changed in a way you cannot yet comprehend.”
But the questions. So many questions. Oddly specific questions. Questions I thought I had already answered. Three days, it took. Three five-hour sessions. Fifteen hours may sound like a long time, and it certainly felt like a long time, but it was a paltry price in retrospect. Fifteen hours for seventeen years of my life.
At first, you doubt it. Scientifically speaking, you know better, but you doubt anyway. Surely, that formative memory could not truly be gone, or they must have missed a couple. A memory slipped through that door behind the bookshelf when they were cleaning, and if you go looking, really looking, you will find it there, that glimmer of you. The you that wanted this.
Fantasy fills the void of memory.
And fantasy is all it ever is. You cannot hide secrets from the alchemist inside your head. You also cannot stop the process once it has begun. Each student signs a contract agreeing to this. Not that I ever tried. I had been more certain of my decision than most.
Migraines are common. Some cry for reasons they cannot explain. Others feel a sense of relief, seventeen years of doubt and guilt and obligation now suddenly gone. Hollowness is one word for it. Lightness is another. But most are left with the same question: is that it?
I drifted in and out of sleep in the days that followed, losing track of time, though my mentor was never far. There were nine of us who had decided to go through with the procedure that year, and each was assigned a mentor to oversee their recovery and answer their questions. I did not have many.
I remember her in glimpses. I remember the scenes that played over and over. Her standing in the doorframe of my bedroom, arms crossed, her long face looking analytical. Her bringing soup and refilling the chipped porcelain mug beside my bed. She never offered a hello nor uttered a goodbye. She did not say much at first. I would sometimes mumble or make a bad joke or mumble a bad joke, and always she would turn and say, “I am here if you need me.” I am here if you need me.
As my strength returned, I began to sketch. I still possessed an aptitude for it. I had not been erased. The house was still the house. I could still draw. I was beginning to understand.
The kitchen had a window that overlooked the campus garden, its sun print stretching along the floorboards as afternoon ticked away. This became a daily ritual, drawing myself back together in those golden hours. I lived in a dormitory, in a single cramped room a poor student could nonetheless call his own, but for the summer that followed my procedure, I would learn to find comfort in my mentor’s more spacious dwelling.
Flipping through my well-worn sketchbook that first afternoon at the kitchen table, I found myself lingering on every page. The more recent illustrations I remembered drawing, but there were pictures of people and animals and images from another city that felt foreign to me. Were they memories I once captured or visions I once imagined?
I remember feeling that I had killed someone. That was the damage I had been looking for now finally bubbling to the surface: not longing or regret but guilt. I had searched for sadness, but it was guilt that plagued me for a season and in quiet moments plagues me still. I had killed the son of my parents, the brother of my sister, the friend of my friends, the artist in those penciled pages.
But the past is the past, as they say. I had a new person to be, new memories to capture, new visions to imagine. I started with the view from my window: the fountain in the garden, the sparrow that hopped circles around its stone rim. I drew every detail. Free time was an unfamiliar luxury. It taught me patience.
Shadows turned like hands on a clock. I had not noticed my mentor standing in the doorframe, arms crossed, her long face looking analytical. “Are you hungry?” she asked.
I slid the pencil behind my ear. “I can help tonight,” I said. “I’m feeling better.”
“I thought you were a bad cook.”
“Bad is doing me a kindness, but I can follow orders.”
“Remember that your energy is a resource,” she replied, “a resource that must be replenished, a resource that can run out. We will be starting lessons again next week.”
My mentor had many wise things to say, but rarer is the gift of timing. She knew precisely when to say them.
“This is the first time I’ve really relaxed in”—I shook my head—“I’m not sure. But I want to help. Maybe in another hour?”
She observed me a moment longer, her shoulder against the doorframe, a coil of silver-black hair falling over her forehead as she finally turned and said, “I am here if you need me.”




Chapter Twenty-one
A VEHICLE FOR THE DEAD
I am here if you need me. Those were the words I wished Hanson would understand.
I showed him the memory of my mentor the morning after my wine-filled evening at the Bornharts’. Knee down on the rocks, I reached into his cell, my fingertips connecting to the coarse skin of his temple, my motions an imitation of his. He was the one teaching me how to speak—and, more importantly, how to listen. My mnemonic conductor remained neatly coiled in its satchel.
We were making unparalleled progress, Hanson and I, which had me soaring after those first few days. All that futility and frustration. I had started doubting we would ever arrive at my imagined destination, and now we were flying faster than I could have dreamed. I had never experienced anything like it.
Hanson seemed to understand my latest message: that I was here for him. It was I who struggled to understand how it was he understood—and how I understood that in turn.
We spoke in memories that should have made little sense to him, and yet his thoughts followed mine like the next note in a song. Indeed, Hanson probably understood me better than I understood him. Visions and emotions blurred into one and the same, into a language he had spoken his entire life, a language I had learned with wires and potions, a language that did not need any of that because it was a universal one.
Hanson struck me as a rather serious individual. That could have been a product of circumstance—him being imprisoned—or it may simply have been the nature of his species. I had no point of reference, nor even a name to call them. Did they have a name for themselves, I wondered, and how would such a name be said? That was one question I did not know how to ask.
It was Hanson who inquired next. I saw flashes of his first encounter with Day Company miners. The chains they bound him in, the shackles biting his wrists, a sharp pain that was not my own but that I felt as one feels old trauma. This cage was a kindness by comparison.
Hanson ended our connection, wrapping his fingers around the bars between us. I did not need ephemeral visions to understand what he asked of me. Could I let him out?
I huffed and looked away, perhaps for a better answer than the one I was about to give.
The pocket watch I flipped in circles told me it was nearly lunch. Time was too easily lost down here. I listened to the river that wound its way through this cave and undoubtedly many others, babbling beyond the reach of our lanterns. It was an acquired sort of peaceful.
That peace was rarely interrupted. They checked on us once in a while, Everett’s minions, but mostly he kept his promise and allowed us our solitude. It was one of the few things I could thank Mr. Day for, solitude, without which Hanson and I may never have found our universal language.
But how to answer his most difficult, most reasonable question? Could I let him out?
I could have, literally, with a key or a large enough rock. But rash decisions had made matters worse for me in the past, and I was older and wiser than that ambitious apprentice at Saint Adena. I had to be smart about this, and he had to trust me.
I reconnected with Hanson to better illuminate my relationship with Mr. Day. I showed him Everett’s patio, where the man had forced me to drink a truth elixir. I showed him Everett’s den, where he had drunkenly assaulted my character. I showed him this very cavern, where Mr. Day first introduced me to Hanson. I showed him how I had reacted and how I had felt in each of those moments. I am on your side, I wanted to say.
I do not know for certain if he understood me. His initial response was silence, a true silence as he held his thoughts back from mine. But it felt as though he understood.
I will tell them, I attempted to say. I will try to make them listen. I am on your side.
Hanson pulled away and walked in circles. Whatever he had gleaned from me did not put his mind at ease. I imagine he had hoped for a better answer. He had hoped I would free him from his prison cell.
I considered it again, wanting so badly to be powerful for my powerless friend. If only good feelings did not so often lead to bad outcomes. I would wait, for now.
But why was he suddenly so panicked, I wondered? Disappointment I could understand, and yet I could tell disappointment was only one piece of this puzzle. His rapid breaths, the way he rubbed his forehead, still spinning in circles as if tethered to an invisible shackle. Invisible, that is, to the human alchemist who knew nothing of what was going on.
Unless, despite everything, he could trust me. Hanson returned to our separated seating area with a look that said there was something I needed to see.
“Show me.” I bent my head toward him, letting his fingers slide through my hair.
It was then that I learned a most horrid thing.
But first, I saw darkness. I closed my eyes and saw darkness like I had never seen it before. The texture of it all, the good mushrooms and the bad mushrooms, the many-legged critters that skittered between the cracks. The details I had been blind to, for I am a surface-roaming animal with the night vision of a forest primate. But Hanson could lend me his.
I followed the winding path of a dripping cave. Not a tunnel I could recall, but it felt far from here and yet close to home. Light swelled in the distance. I went toward that light and into a chamber not unlike the one reality had us in now.
Flames blurred my vision, and when the world came back into focus, I was kneeling in front of my parents. Kneeling, but still staring down at them, at my mother and father lying beside one another in the firelight.
They were not supposed to look like this, their strong gray limbs depleted of their strength, their sharp minds dulled of their sharpness, their raspy breaths growing shorter by the day. I laid a hand on my mother’s chest so that I could feel she was still alive—but also, less alive.
I turned my head to see others, their blurred bodies bent against rocky pillars and rough walls or laid flat as death. And the ones like me, looking over them, waiting for the inevitable. 
Smells are seldom remembered, but the constant odor of vomit still lingered in Hanson's nose.
What illness could have plagued so many of our parents, our children, I did not know. But it was growing worse, affecting more of us, and even I had felt its early stages in my stomach, though those symptoms had subsided since my imprisonment. Perhaps I had recovered. Perhaps my body was strong. Perhaps.
Flames blurred my vision once more. The next memory started with a sound: the reverberating beat of a drum.
We were in a different cavern now, and I was carrying a torch as one carries an umbrella. All of us carried those torches—my friends, my cousins, the elders. All of us still standing, that is. My parents did not carry torches.
With our other hands, we heaved the cut half of a hollowed tree trunk. It was an old tree that had lived a long life, through generations of our kind passing like seasons, and still all life ends as all life ends. The drums behind us grew louder, pounding out of sync with the frantic rhythm of my heart. We marched on, rough bark ripping into my skin one repetitive motion at a time.
The splintery end of the trunk dragged on the ground behind us. It was the shell of an enormous tree, but it was not the weight of wood that wore us down. The trunk was a vehicle for the dead, piled as they were into a pale mound of arms and legs and closed eyes.
I could feel the warmth of fire now—not just from the torches we carried but from the flames that awaited. We were approaching the cliff edge, the orange aura that emanated below finally taking form.
We laid down our sleigh as I stole a moment to stare down at the pit of fire we had created with days of wood, a fire larger than any I had ever seen, a fire not meant to warm the living but to burn the dead, and there were many today.
Finally, we lifted the trunk, tilting it toward the cliff edge and what waited below, shifting it onto our shoulders, pushing higher and higher with our legs and our arms and everything we had left. The first body to topple, an aunt I never really knew, flopped over the others and fell silently into the air. I heard the crack of broken kindle. I saw flames part around her as if offering a way out, before she was kindle too.
More bodies rolled and fell and met the flames.
My parents. I had imagined I would get one last good look at them. I barely caught the gaping expression on my father’s face as he twisted and turned and disappeared in a tangle of limbs.
I watched as the great fire blackened and roasted their flesh. I watched as flames burned away the last physical part of them, realizing there would be nothing left to recognize now, only to remember. That was another smell that stays with you.
The final drumbeat hit the hardest, but it was the quiet crackling that I would never forget. It was the quiet crackling that I knew Hanson would never forget.




Chapter Twenty-two
A PRIVATE MATTER
I had made a promise to Hanson, and I intended to keep that promise. I would speak to them. I would try to convince the man who pulled every string and turned every cog in this town. I had the whole speech scripted and ready to deliver, each word carefully chosen, rebuttals prepared for his rebuttals.
Though it was not Mr. Day’s lofty den where we were scheduled to meet the morning after my promise. Audra had explained that it was ultimately a decision her father would have to make. Operations were her jurisdiction. This was, well, something else. Everett had errands to run, of course, and if I wanted to see him so soon—I insisted I did—I would have to make my case over party preparations.
It had been days since I last set foot in uptown, and the sun I had not seen in as long stung as I emerged from Prosperity’s Passage. What had I become, I wondered? An animal with neither night nor day vision. But my eyes adjusted, as evolution intended, and it was nice to see sun again, at least while it lasted. Heavy clouds were blowing in beyond the western mountains.
My destination was the Mayfair and Sons Grocery Store, located roughly halfway between Pilgrim’s Plaza and Everett’s estate, according to Audra’s minimalist directions. Pilgrim’s Plaza was impossible to miss, but this morning it was also impossible to look away. A crowd had gathered on the trampled grass out front an aristocratic stone building, stretching the length of the plaza. Aurora City Hall. Fists were raised. People chanted. A few carried crude wooden signs with painted accusations.
JEALOUS JOB KILLER.
LESS LESSA, MORE MINING.
POLITICS DON’T PUT FOOD ON MY TABLE.
Protestors. They were growing angrier by the day. The closure of the Aurora Central Mill would not be resolved until it was reopened, and I got the sense that Mayor Lessa Mayner and the angry men and women who stood before her now had different definitions of a reasonable timeline.
But face them she did, the mayor, on the steps of city hall. A line of police officers formed a blue wall between her and those who had words and, perhaps, weapons. I recognized Chief Remley Butterfield near the center. A few protestors pushed forward and were promptly pushed back. A man with ginger hair pushed too hard too fast and was met with a baton. He rolled to the ground clutching his head—"lucky,” I heard the police chief say, “that it was just a baton.”
“Please!” Mayor Mayner yelled over them, trying to calm the storm with sinking hands. “I know you’re angry. I’m angry too.”
“Fuck you!” came a voice from the crowd, in case there was any question as to the nature of this conversation.
“This is about safety,” she said. “Your safety. The safety of your friends and loved ones.”
The jeers came louder, the accusations obscener, until whatever she said next landed like a bird in the distance. Unheard. Still, she tried. To talk to them. To have her position understood. But the ones who refused to hear it refused on everyone’s behalf.
I might have watched a while longer, but I did not imagine Mr. Day valued fashionable lateness. I picked up my pace and confirmed with a boy on the street the direction of Mayfair and Sons.
“A block and a bit that way, sir.”
“Gratitude.” I tossed him a stelling.
“I’m not poor, mister,” he said.
“Then give it to someone who is.”
In the end, I was three minutes late. The Mayfair and Sons Grocery Store was not unlike the grocery store we had in Dellmere, albeit newer and bigger. There were hundreds of items for sale, all labeled and shelved or piled into perfect pyramids: ears of corn from Cambrook, the reddest tomatoes I had ever seen, an actual mountain of mountainfruit, which was notably pricier here than at Drake’s Market. The shoppers here were fewer too. Fewer and better dressed.
I looked for Mr. Day at the bakery near the front, then tried to spot him by the butcher in the back. But it was Everett who spotted me.
“Over here, Ortez.”
He was standing intently between two imposing shelves, eyeing jar after jar. Inside each was a different spice from a different region. It was the culinary version of my alchemical collection back home. Everett tapped a finger against the jar of dried luma leaves, an import I recognized from Tianma. There was a taste I had been missing for seven years. Melinda gathered a portion of luma leaves for her basket. Melinda was doing the gathering.
“Didn’t get lost, I hope?” Everett walked over with a welcoming shoulder slap. “I know you haven’t been spending much time in uptown.”
I did not ask how exactly he knew that. “There was a protest at city hall,” I explained. “I couldn’t help but watch for a moment. Apologies.”
“It’s all right, my good man. People are mad, as they should be.”
I had not come here to get pulled into the quicksand of politics, and so I changed the subject. “This is quite the grocery store. Owned by a Mr. Mayfair and his sons, I assume?”
“Was owned,” he corrected me. “I bought their company. But it’s a good name.”
“You really like owning things,” I said.
“I like having options, in business as in life. Indeed, that is why we are here.” He gestured at what I could only assume was the airy grocery store in which we stood. “I’m hosting a party this evening, and Melinda is helping me gather only the best ingredients for our chef. I had been meaning to invite you. I’m sure my guests would enjoy the company of a distinguished alchemist.”
“I didn’t think you were one for parties,” I replied. “What’s the occasion?”
“The occasion is the seventieth anniversary of The Day Company, something worth celebrating.”
I believe Mr. Day was in denial about his desire to host an actual birthday party. Regardless, I had not come for an invitation. “I have another matter I wish to discuss,” I said. “A private matter.”
Everett turned toward Melinda. “My dear, would you mind picking the produce. Alchemist Ortez and I need to have a quick chat.”
Melinda—for whom a defining characteristic was never looking impressed—did not look impressed. She made her way to the produce section.
“Now then, this private matter.” Everett lowered his voice. “It’s about our mutual acquaintance, yes?”
“I’m calling him Hanson,” I said.
“Hanson? I would have gone for something a little more exotic, but very well. What have you learned about Hanson?” Everett rolled up the crisp sleeves of his lavender shirt and lowered an ear.
“After some trial and error, I have learned how to communicate with him,” I began. I explained all that I could: that his species could speak through thought alone, akin to alchemy without the alchemy. I explained that he had never intended to harm either Day Company employee, that he was only ever trying to communicate. “So, you see,” I concluded, “Hanson poses no threat to you or anyone. Keeping him in that cell is an unnecessary cruelty.”
“You don’t think it’s a tad premature?” Everett asked. “How do you know he’s not lying to you?”
“I’m not sure they can lie, given the manner in which they communicate. I’m confident we can trust him, and time is of the essence.” I balanced my next assertion carefully as a shopper passed us by. “I believe his species is suffering from some sort of plague. Hanson appears to have recovered, but it’s quite serious. Many have died already. The faster we act, the more we may be able to save.”
“A plague.” Everett combed back strands of freshly cut hair. “A plague sounds dangerous. Can you be certain that we, your human brothers and sisters, won’t catch this dastardly thing?”
“What I am certain of is that we will not learn anything if we sit idly by,” I said. “There is nothing more dangerous than ignorance.”
“A plague is more dangerous than ignorance.” He sighed and shook his head with increasing intensity. “I’m sorry, Ortez, but I must refuse your request for the time being. The last thing I want is to lose control of this situation.”
“You don’t have control of this situation.” My careful facade was cracking, revealing the outrage underneath. “You have an animal in a cage, an animal more intelligent than any I have ever known, and his species is dying. There is a crisis occurring inside this mountain, and you’re suggesting we do nothing about it.”
“Keep your voice down, will you,” he said. “I have received your recommendation, and I will consider it. What I need first is more information. You want to help these… things? Learn something we can use.”
“I would learn a lot more if you freed him. There is no reason to—”
“You have made your case,” Everett cut me off in a tone that clearly reflected his real feelings on the matter. “And I have made my decision.”
If sharp warnings and a sharper glare were not enough to end our discussion, the woman who interrupted us nailed and buried it for good.
“Why, good morning, Mr. Day.” The woman looked to be in her forties, wearing a dress one could only buy in uptown. She inched closer to him and said in a whisper that was not really a whisper, “I just wanted to say that what Mayor Mayner is doing is just awful. What an ungrateful woman. For what it’s worth, you have my family’s full support.”
Everett clutched her slender hand in both of his. “Thank you, ma’am. Your support means everything to me, but this isn’t just my battle. Aurorans are in this together.”
The woman received this instruction proudly and said, “She’s quite the piece of work, you ask me. Jealous of you, always has been. And to think I voted for her.”
Everett thanked her again as she left us in her frilly wake, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with her accusations. Better it comes from them. With an offhand shrug and an innocent simper, he seemed to suggest her remarks constituted proof of something. It put him in better spirits at least. “Help me select something for tonight, will you? What appeals to your palate?”
I was not familiar with most of these spices and said as much, adding my usual disclaimer: “I’m not much of a cook.”
“Lucky for you, my chef is,” he said. “Pick something at random, then. Embrace a little chaos.”
I would rather have fixed the chaos, but that was maybe the only thing not on tonight’s menu. I examined my options once more. I might have said luma leaves, but Melinda had already gathered a party-sized bunch. “Ginger?” He had that. “Saffron?” He had that as well. “How about some faro root?” The branch-like red spice was popular among Gracian families. I grabbed a large piece from a full jar.
Everett said nothing at first. He looked at the faro root and then back at me. “You’ve stumbled upon my weakness,” he finally said. “I am quite allergic, I’m afraid. My old nanny, bless her heart, woman nearly killed me with a delicious risotto. It was a grisly affair. Vomit all over dinner, hives up to my neck. Damn near suffocated too. Happened again on my twenty-fifth birthday, confirming the culprit. Faro root. Delicious, but a tad too deadly for my tastes.”
I placed the faro root back in its jar, twisting the lid tightly. “Apologies. It’s not my intention to kill you.”
“Yet,” he joked, keeping a safe distance from the spice in question. “You didn’t know. Few do. We all have our weaknesses, Ortez. I keep mine close to my chest. There aren’t many who know about my allergy. Audra, Melinda, Melinda’s predecessor, though you could hardly trust that woman to open a door, and you.”
I realize the present-day optics here are less than ideal.
“I would only ask that you keep that information to yourself,” he said. “My late wife believed I should tell people, whereas I don’t want my weakness getting into the hands of an unscrupulous person.” With Everett, it was hard to tell when he winked and when he blinked.
We made our way back to Melinda, who was now carrying two heaping baskets. To his credit, Mr. Day offered to take one, which, grudgingly, she handed him. If Melinda had a weakness, it was her reluctance to ever do less, though I suspect it was this quality that Everett most appreciated about his housekeeper. Such is the way of weaknesses: they are not always weaknesses.
It has been said of failure too, as I mentioned before, but I could not see the silver lining in my failure that morning. I had hoped to convince Everett to free Hanson, to help me help his suffering species. I would have settled for only the former, but Everett left no question as to who had hired whom. I was a means to his end, whatever that was.
“The party.” He stopped me before I could leave, though I did not know where exactly I was headed next, nor what I would tell Hanson. “Join us tonight.” He spoke as if it were a consolation. “Come to my estate after eight. Bring someone if you like, and perhaps bring an umbrella as well. Those clouds blowing in look rather menacing.”
I smiled a fake smile and did not give him an answer then, but—as usual—I had no destination other than the one Mr. Day so graciously laid before me.




Chapter Twenty-three
AN ELUSIVE MAN
It was darker than usual during the night of Mr. Day’s anniversary party as low clouds formed their own sort of stony ceiling. The difference was that downtown remained dry. In uptown, gutters became rushing rivers as puddles grew into lakes. The cobblestone streets were all but abandoned, the protestors at Pilgrim’s Plaza who had interrupted their mayor now interrupted by nature.
Belle leaned into my shoulder and spoke loudly over the pouring rain that drummed on tin roofs and canvas awnings and the yellow umbrella I held over us. “A perfect night for a party, don’t you think?”
It was her yellow umbrella. It matched her yellow dress, which she said was her favorite and reserved for special occasions. White lace lined a deep collar that showed off the nape of her neck. The large bow at the back of her waist made her look like a present.
I leaned into her lean, wearing the gray suit you see me in now. “Mr. Day couldn’t have picked a better one.”
“Thanks again for inviting me,” she said. “I ain’t ever been to one of Mr. Day’s fancy parties. I don’t mean the celebrations he throws for us downtown folk. I mean the real parties.”
“How many parties does Mr. Day throw in a year?” I asked.
“A few, I reckon. Last time it was to celebrate that new motor car that’s selling like sweetcorn. Judge Hector always gets invited. He likes sharing.”
“Well, thank you for joining me tonight, Belle,” I said. “It was either you, Bien, or Emme. I dare say it was not a difficult decision.”
“You sure know how to flatter a girl.”
“So Bien tells me.” I flashed a grin as lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the clouds like embers. Thunder rumbled in the distance.
Mr. Day’s estate stood out even more than usual as we followed the bend up the road. Electric lights had been installed for the occasion, a green beacon to guide us out of the blustering storm. We ambled past them and through the iron gate, toward the open door awaiting our arrival. Inside, a young woman confirmed my identity and that of my guest. I spotted the pockmarked man standing near the stairwell. Security. I gave him a look. He pretended not to notice.
We wound our way through Everett’s immaculate home, pushing past the gaggle of partygoers crowding our passage, wining and cackling. The real party, as Belle would say, was out back.
We stepped onto the patio and once more into the storm. Only not exactly. Everett’s expansive lawn was putting its size to use. A red-and-gold-striped tent had been erected across half of it. The tent was as wide as it was long, housing beneath it a party that, unlike certain protestors, refused to be interrupted by nature. The offering of delicacies was as Mr. Day foretold: generous and no less well-plated. The wine flowed like water, as did anything else one might wish to drink. There were couches on which to collapse for when the merriment was too much, a dance floor with a pianist for when it was not enough.
Another flash of lightning. The crowd cheered it on, hollering and clapping over the rumble that followed, over the rain that pattered endlessly on our canvas enclosure.
“Is it everything you hoped for?” I asked as we took cover under the tent.
“Better than heaven on a summer day,” Belle said.
It was far too easy to forget in that moment the real reason I had come to this party, a testament to the quality of Belle’s company. Unfortunately for me, I was not here to eat fine food nor to drink fine wine, though one can be forgiven for a degree of indulgence. I was on a mission, and its destination was not the bottom of a bottle. It was a mission lives depended on, and my target was an elusive man.
I had spent the afternoon going over my earlier conversation with Mr. Day. I knew there was little else I could learn from Hanson until the animal was freed. If I wanted his trust, I would need to earn it. Such is the nature of relationships: they tend to go both ways. Alas, Everett was in the business of extraction.
And so the real question was not how would I persuade Hanson but rather how would I convince the man in charge? A man as certain of his decisions as he was of bright suits. Thus, the party. I knew he would be here and that it could take days to book another meeting. When lives are at stake, not everyone has days.
But first, I needed a few minutes of Everett’s time. I would keep it short and simple. As a requirement for his freedom, Hanson would be given elixirs to ensure he remained both calm and persuadable. Like a prison without the bars, I would say. I imagined Everett nodding with eyebrow-raised approval.
In truth, I would do nothing of the sort. I was not lying when I said I trusted Hanson. Let Everett think the animal was being drugged. It was the chief proprietor whose nerves I truly wished to calm, and not every trick requires an elixir.
“Miss Summerblood!” exclaimed a man I recognized from The Moonlight Inn. “What a lovely sight for these sore eyes.”
This was, I am sure you will recall, the first time your honor and I had a proper introduction.
“I didn’t expect to see you here.” Judge Hector was cradling a glass of red wine, the ridge of his bottom lip stained a deep purple. “But a most pleasant surprise it is, my dear.”
They shared an obligatory hug, which Belle broke with an introduction. “Judge, have you met Alchemist Ortez?”
“Pleasure,” I said. There was no hug offered to me, only a firm if sweaty handshake.
“Ortez is the one who invited me,” she added, “so be nice to him.”
“A friend of Belle’s is a friend of mine,” the judge proclaimed—a reminder that every rule has an eventual exception. “Now, my dear, would you do an old, bald man the pleasure of a dance?” He presented her his open hand.
She smirked back at me as she was gently pulled, managing an “I’ll find you” before being twirled onto the busy dance floor. I waved goodbye and immediately felt even more out of place, standing on my own, though it freed me to pursue my true purpose. But where was he?
I had not yet seen Everett. I paced around the tent’s perimeter, popping my head over shoulders, dodging couches and tables and a dancing woman who spun out of control, her wine splashing my shoe. I saw Melinda, looking unimpressed. Finally, I caught a glimpse of salt-and-pepper hair, a white suit, the crisp collar of a lavender shirt.
“Alchemist Ortez.” A man who was not Everett was suddenly blocking my view. He was a bit younger and a bit shorter than the individual I was after.
“Father Etred.” I had not seen the bishop since Saint Oria Cathedral and our brief interview.
He wore a pitch-black blazer with a blood-red inner lining, his suit for all occasions. “Good to see you again, my child.”
“And you,” I said, “though I wouldn’t have thought raucous parties were a popular pastime for an esteemed man of the cloth.”
“Correct you are,” he replied, “but I am not here for the party.”
“Just the sin, then?”
A waiter offered us wine. Only I grabbed a glass.
“I am here to show appreciation,” Father Etred explained. “Mr. Day is a generous donor to the church. I help those who help God. I was on my way out now. Perhaps I will see you at our next service?”
I took a swig of particularly good chardonnay. “Perhaps.” How serious of a sin was a lie of convenience, I wondered? We wished each other well as Father Etred disappeared, but so had Everett. “God damn it,” I huffed.
Belle and Judge Hector were still laughing and spinning on the dancefloor. I recognized the popular melody that kept them going. A woman in a flowery fascinator leaned onto the piano and sang into a silver microphone about the kind of man every man should strive to be, a man who could sweep her off her feet and knew just what to say and when to say it. He was a cool breeze on a sticky summer day. No woman had ever compared me to a cool breeze.
But maybe I was not so bad, according to the voice behind me. “My good man.” I knew the moment his hand landed on my shoulder whose hand it was. “So glad you came.”
I turned toward him. “Everett.” We clinked glasses.
His was a tumbler of whiskey. Mr. Day was not wearing his usual eyepatch tonight. The ornate swirls on this one sparkled gold in the candlelight of countless flames, whose crystal holders twinkled like fireflies in the open air. “Enjoying the evening, I hope,” he said.
“I must say, I’ve never been to a lawn party in a storm before.” The rain drummed its beat even as the pianist played.
He laughed and tossed up his shoulders as if it had all been intentional, the big reveal in his latest magic trick. The metaphor was not helped by the man’s wardrobe, which was already one white-tipped cane away from touring magician.
Not one for pageantry myself, I wasted no time pivoting to my reason for being here. “I was actually wondering if I could get a quick word. It’s about our discussion this morning. I had a thought.”
“Hold it.” Everett waved someone over.
Audra appeared in a slim black dress and heels that made her my height, smoking the last inch of a cigarette. “Alchemist Ortez.”
“Miss Day,” I said, annoyed and then hopeful. Perhaps her presence would improve my prospects, I considered. Perhaps Audra would side with me. I had many vain hopes that evening, and these were neither my first nor my last. “While I have you both here, I had an idea I’d like to run—”
“Ortez, Ortez.” Everett stopped me. “Look around you. What do you see?” As usual, it was a rhetorical question. “A sea of smiles,” he answered on my behalf. “Dancing and drinking and laughing. This is a party, a rather swell party if I do say so myself. You’ve spent your whole life working, and God knows I respect that about you, but save the business talk for another time. Have fun tonight. Unlike the rest of these entitled socialites, you’ve actually earned it.”
“It really is a quick request,” I insisted.
“If you wish to dance with my beautiful daughter so badly, it’s her permission you need, not mine.” He slapped my back and disappeared before I could insist again.
Audra crushed her cigarette on a nearby tray, humored by it all. She offered her hand.
“I’m not much of a dancer,” I confessed.
“Would have shocked me if you were.” Audra led me onto the crowded dance floor and into a waltz, offering one-word instructions: “Forward, right, together.” When we were hand in hand and chest to chest, she said, “I see Miss Summerblood accompanied you this evening.”
“I’m staying at her establishment,” I explained, “and she likes parties.”
“No need to be defensive, alchemist. Everyone loves Belle Summerblood.”
I could not surmise if everyone included her. We stepped in unison: forward, then right, then together. “I’m not being defensive,” I said. “What I am is frustrated with your father.”
“Well, he is somewhat preoccupied at present. Watch how these women trail him.” Audra nodded toward a pack of them. “My father is the most eligible bachelor in Aurora.”
“How long has it been?” I inquired.
“Thirteen years,” she said. “But none of them are my mother, though a few are younger than me. You need to step back with your left foot first. Your left foot.”
“Alas, it seems I have two left feet,” I responded. “Tell me, Audra, what do you think of the situation with Hanson? Do you think it’s fair or moral, locking him up like a prisoner?”
“What I think is that we needed a professional opinion, and here you are.”
“And I have given mine to Everett. He refuses to listen, literally.”
“He will,” she said, “eventually. There are two types of people out there, Ortez: those who only wish to be seen as right and those who genuinely care that they are. There is a man in that white suit who values truth above all else. You just need to find a way to reach him.”
Lightning illuminated our red and gold ceiling as the song and our dance came to an abrupt end. Not a second later, thunder ripped through the sky—like God had torn off a piece of it, Belle would later muse.
“Close one,” Audra said as she slipped away.
As for me, I quickly escaped the dance floor and the looks that had followed me onto it. I returned to my wandering, not wanting to seem awkwardly alone as I considered what Audra had told me about her father, that I needed to find a way to reach him. Of course, I did not know then what that really meant. I imagined reaching Mr. Day as one reaches rare minerals in a mine, by chipping away. I still believed I could convince him if only I could steal a moment, that my suggestion was sound, the fact that it was a lie notwithstanding. Morality, as I saw it, was a matter of math: Everett being annoyed for a few minutes on one scale, Hanson being locked up another week weighing down the other.
The chief proprietor was easier to find this time around. He was collecting a crowd, partygoers gravitating toward him like asteroids caught in orbit. Everett was evidently enjoying life on the velvet couch, balancing a generously poured whiskey on its back. Across from him, Mayor Mayner and Chief Butterfield looked considerably less comfortable. I would have to wait to get my minutes, and so I too orbited.
“Tell us, Mrs. Mayor, what do you say to our city’s newly unemployed when they ask why you won’t let them work.” Everett pointed his drink at the mayor, liquor splashing up the lip. He had already loosened the top button of his shirt, and now he rolled both sleeves to his elbows, ready to get into it.
“What do you say to the families of the four employees who died, Mr. Day?” the mayor asked in return.
“That, as you are all aware, was an accident,” Everett said. “And I’ll have you know I have spoken to their families, and The Day Company will support them through this most difficult time. We will support them because they are my family too. My employees are family to me, Mayor Mayner, and that is what families do. We step up. We take care of one another. And what are you doing, might I ask? Turning tragedy into political theater.”
And just like that, he had won the crowd, if they had ever needed winning. The evening’s event belonged, like most things in Aurora, to Mr. Day.
“Accidents don’t simply happen like the weather, like a storm striking one’s lawn party,” Mayor Mayner replied. “Accidents are the result of mistakes. Accidents can be prevented.”
“And I have prevented them,” he interrupted her. “Operational fatalities are a third of what they were under my father.” Everett cited this oft-repeated fact as if presenting himself an award. “There is no safer mining company in the Tri-States.”
“Yes, I have heard those numbers. They’re from last year, if I recall. How high are they this year, Mr. Day?”
He hesitated. “Still lower than the industry average, I assure you. We’ll have official numbers at the end of our fiscal.”
“Higher, then,” she said. “Maybe you’re moving a little too fast, pushing your employees a little too hard. Maybe you’re cutting a few corners, skipping a few precautions. I understand. Everyone wants a Model C, and you can barely keep up.”
He scoffed as if that were itself a form of rebuttal.
“Also,” Mayor Mayner continued, “we both know that number you tout is a far cry from the full picture. You’re counting accidents, sudden deaths, but not the slow ones. Cases of silicosis are increasing. The Widowmaker.” Few faces appeared to recognize the mayor’s reference. “It’s what your employees call your new drill. I doubt many under this tent know the name Garrett Stanley, but he was the latest victim of a fatal condition caused by that instrument.”
“Measure it however you like.” Everett leaned forward. “In whatever way best suits your political interests. I know the numbers, and I know my men and women have never been safer.”
“Even if that were true, the past is a bad measure of what should be,” the mayor shot back. “I once believed you understood that. But instead of working with the city, you have opted for calculated attacks, inciting others to do your damage for you.”
“I do no such thing.” He slammed his drink onto the table between them.
There was a brief break in the back and forth after this, as I observed them both. The mayor was wearing a striped suit, her buttons fully buttoned and her sleeves straight as sleeves are meant to be. She gripped a glass of wine that she had yet to drink. Mayor Mayner looked as she had looked upon her arrival and as she would look upon her imminent departure.
“You tell them the story that fuels their anger, and then you fan the fire,” she said calmly. “You hear what they say about me, and what do you say back? A friendly slap on the shoulder. A sympathetic smile. ‘I hear you, my good man.’ While I have my life threatened—on more than one occasion in the last week alone.”
Everyone turned toward Everett.
“Idle threats.” He waved his drink. “People say things when they’re mad, and they are right to be mad. Father Etred told me earlier this evening that good, God-fearing folk are literally praying for their jobs to return. Perhaps they should be praying to you, is that it?”
Mayor Mayner rose from her seat. “I have had quite enough of this. You accuse me of political theater, and yet it is you who lays siege before an audience. If you wish to have a serious, sober conversation, I trust you can find city hall.”
“It’s hard to miss the ball and chain that drags from one’s ankle,” he said between sips, savoring their laughs as he savored his whiskey.
Mayor Mayner rolled her eyes and excused herself to everyone but Mr. Day. She vanished into the crowd, Chief Butterfield disappearing dutifully behind her. As for me, I saw an opening to make my pitch. I should have realized that an opening is not truly an opening when the person you are trying to persuade has already closed and locked the door. Still, I tried.
“Hello again, Everett.” I sat down on the couch next to him.
“Ortez,” he said as if we had not already spoken twice that day. “Having fun yet? Loosening up a little? That’s what the kids say these days. Loosening up. Like a screw. I see someone drank all of your drink.”
“That was me.”
“Well, best get you another.” Everett snapped his fingers. “A whiskey for the alchemist.”
“I know you don’t wish to discuss business tonight,” I said, “but if you would give me a moment—"
“Ortez, let me be clear.” Now it was me he pointed his drink at. “I have given you a lot of leeway. I knew whom I was hiring.” Indeed, he had made certain of that. “I didn’t expect a man who studied animal brains to come without a few quirks. Nevertheless, know your place, my good man. Know your fucking place.”
“A whiskey for the alchemist.” The bartender exchanged my empty wine glass for a double in a crystal tumbler.
“Enjoy.” Everett stood up, catching his balance on the couch arm. “That’s the good stuff.” It was the last thing he said to me for some time.
He had made himself clear, after all. There would be no further discussion, unless it was on his terms. If there was a man in there who really did value the truth, as his daughter claimed, he was layers deep, armored in pride and whiskey and old wounds I had yet to uncover. And so, as I watched him stumble away, I was not convinced I could change Everett’s mind, or even if it were possible, that I could do so quickly enough. I felt defeated and then enraged and then defeated again. Curious uptowners were salt to my wound, reeling me into shallow conversations I wished only to avoid. I recognized none of them, and yet all were apparently aware of my profession—and my employer. I swallowed my whiskey and asked for another. In desperate need of solitude, I walked past the piano that Judge Hector had taken over and stopped at the edge of the tent. The rain poured down like a wall.
I was not the only one staring out at the storm. It appeared Mayor Mayner had not left the party, only its attendees. Raindrops splashed the tips of her pointed shoes and the elbows of her crossed arms. She had gone as far as she could go without going. She lit a cigarette.
“Mind if I borrow one of those?” I asked from ten feet away.
“You plan to give it back, do you?” She wandered over and handed me a cigarette and her matchbox.
“That was quite the show back there,” I said, striking the match.
“I am the least popular person at this party.” Smoke trickled out her mouth and nostrils before she finally exhaled. “But if I don’t show up, then I have given up.”
“I thought you made some persuasive points, for what it’s worth.”
“Considering you neither live nor vote here, not much, I’m afraid. But thanks.”
“I have a friend whose vote you can count on,”
I said. “He’s a very political fellow. And Chief Butterfield certainly seems fond of you. Perhaps you have more allies than you realize, Mayor Mayner. Angry mobs tend to silence the rest of us.”
The police chief was standing beside a table of crumbled cheeses, close enough to watch but not close enough to hear.
“You haven’t been here long, Alchemist Ortez, but the chief proprietor and I used to be on the same side,” she explained. “Mr. Day funded my campaign. We both believed in building a better Aurora, but when politics transitioned to actual policy, cracks started forming in our once united front. There’s an election next spring. I don’t imagine I’ll win that one, even with my few allies.”
I knew she was probably right, and I knew that she knew this game better than I. “He’s a hard person to disagree with,” I conceded. “Most families barely get by in Dellmere. It’s worse in Liberty. Aurora is the promised land, and Everett is their savior.”
“I suppose that makes me their devil,” Mayor Mayner said. “Aurora’s first female mayor, and that’s how I’ll go out: devil mayor.” She laughed, but her eyes did not laugh. “You mentioned Dellmere and Liberty, but Aurora is different. Dellmere has been a city for centuries. It has a long memory, history, institutions. Aurora is a special place—and also a spoiled teenager.”
“I’ve known a few,” I said.
She finished her cigarette and flicked it into the wet grass. “Why do I get the sense that there’s something you wish to tell me, alchemist?”
There was something I wished to tell the whole world, though the world was not always the best judge of what I wished to tell it. But Mayor Mayner? She was not what they accused her of being: an ideologue. She did not wish to dismantle The Day Company. She wished only for nuance and accountability—a tweak here, a regulation there. Mayor Mayner wished to save a few lives. Unfortunately, democracy too often treats the detail-oriented politician the way a wheel treats gravel. But maybe she was exactly the person I needed. Maybe there was another opportunity for the mayor to save lives.
“Probably because there is, in fact, something I wish to tell you,” I told her with my gaze to the clouds. “I’m not certain it’s against the law, but I know it’s against what is right. I have tried to convince Mr. Day to change his mind, but I fear my arguments are in vain, and the longer we wait—” I bit my tongue hard enough to feel it.
“Tell me,” she said.
“I cannot,” I replied, “not yet. You need to see this for yourself.”
“Tomorrow, then. Show me tomorrow.”
This was it. One more word from me, and there would be no going back. “Tomorrow,” I confirmed. “You may want to bring the police chief.”
“I’m glad you’re trying to do the right thing, Alchemist Ortez,” she said as if responding to my inner voice. “Even when we fail, we must try, right?”
The mayor left for real after that, wishing me and few others a good night. If Mr. Day had sapped me of hope, Mayor Mayner had inspired some back. I did not know what she or the police chief could do, but two of the most powerful people in the city would be on my side, assuming all went well. Perhaps they would have ideas I could not conceive. As for Everett, I was quite certain my soon-to-be ex-employer would never forgive me.
I finished my cigarette and turned to find somewhere to stub it out. Instead, I found my favorite person at the party.
“Long time, no see.” Belle stood where I had intended to, close enough that I could feel her warmth. She had danced the night away, whereas I had stressed it away.
I mentioned that I had missed her company.
“Seemed like you had a lot on your mind,” she said. “Seems like you still do. Did you get what you came for?”
“I did not,” I admitted. “But I may have found another path forward.”
She came even closer and had me follow her finger across the lawn. “See that gazebo over there?”
I saw it: a circular gazebo I recognized from my first visit to Mr. Day’s estate, overlooking the cliff edge. It was nowhere near our tent.
“Care to investigate?” she asked.
“Should I grab our umbrella?”
“Live a little, Ortez.”
She grabbed my hand instead, pulling me into the rain, muddy grass squishing under every foot forward. Belle lost a heel at one point. “Shit,” she laughed. Lightning struck and thunder rumbled as she yanked free her muddied shoe and forced it back on, our efforts to stay dry as futile as we were drenched.
We collapsed into Everett’s cliff-facing gazebo, beside one another on a single bench. She caught her breath and said, “Reminds me of home. We had a big, wide porch. I loved sitting out there on stormy nights.”
The rain was even louder on this low wooden roof, dripping from the shingles, running down the white wood. The mountains across the valley were a black outline against the charcoal sky.
“I saw you dancing with Miss Day,” Belle observed, looking back at them all.
“I saw you dancing with Judge Hector,” I observed back.
The party already felt like another place, a distant commotion, the occasional laugh cutting through. I could see the whole ensemble from here, Aurora’s drunk and powerful under a big tent that seemed suddenly small from our new vantage point.
“You may find this difficult to believe, but the good judge ain’t exactly my type.” Belle leaned onto the column behind her.
I must apologize if this comes as a shock to you, your honor.
I cleared my throat and said, “Mr. Bornhart tells me there are many men in Aurora who would consider you their type.”
She grimaced at the very notion. “Bien says a lot of stupid things. How can you be someone’s type when they’ve only ever seen you from afar? Anyway, I’m not standing in line to be some miner’s wife. Not that I ain’t open to marrying, but I ain’t betting my future on it either. I’ve built a life that’s my own. If it happens, it happens.”
I agreed with her wholeheartedly and added, “I’m also not altogether adept at the whole… courtship ritual.” I told her that I had been in a relationship once, as a younger man. It fell apart after I left for Saint Adena. And then, like the rest of them, I forgot she ever existed. When we ran into each other years later, back in my old neighborhood, she had to tell me whom she was. “Strange, isn’t it,” I said, “for a man to forget the only woman he might have loved. All that I learned, lost. I suppose I am doomed to make every mistake twice.”
“You know what I think?” Belle asked.
I honestly did not.
“I think you broke a lot of hearts, leaving behind everyone you loved and everyone who loved you. Maybe you didn’t remember them, but you could see the scars you left and the wounds that still ain’t healing. I know I’d be terrified of hurting folk after something like that.”
The wind was picking up, its rogue raindrops invading our dry oasis. Belle yawned as she stretched her spine and sat upright. “I’m getting a little sleepy,” she said. “I won’t ask you to walk me home, but would you like to keep a lady company on her wet walk yonder?”
I offered an arm as we returned to our feet. “I would indeed like that, Miss Summerblood. You’re also staying at The Moonlight Inn, are you not? Well then, it is only logical. Also, you brought the umbrella.”
She took my arm as we stepped back into the storm, taking it slow this time, accepting our fate. We were one with the weather.
We left Mr. Day’s party without saying a single thing to anyone but each other, departing for the dryness of downtown and the warmness of a crackling hearth. We were soaked, as wet as wet could be, but we walked closely under the soft curve of Belle’s yellow umbrella. And I did forget, for a spell, what tonight had truly been about. As we arrived back at The Moonlight Inn and unfurled ourselves like cats on the fireside rug, savoring a final beer, I forgot that I had spoken words that could not be unspoken.
As for what they would bring, I had given up making predictions.




The Trial
“Let us go over the key facts you have presented us thus far, Alchemist Ortez.” Judge Hector stands up and cracks his back after sitting for what has felt like hours.
The alchemist does not know how long it has been. He is no longer in possession of his father’s watch, having been told the timepiece was a weapon waiting to happen. Its chain was a garrote, they said, its brass body a projectile, the two together a small flail. And so Alchemist Ortez, like many in attendance today, has lost track of the time.
“Fact number one,” the judge says. “You were among only a handful of people who knew about Mr. Day’s allergy to faro root.”
“That is hardly necessary knowledge, your honor,” the alchemist protests. “There are many ways to poison a man.”
“And you know them.”
“I am an alchemist. I know how not to poison people. It’s the same knowledge.”
“Fact number two,” the judge continues. “You had a reason to dispose of Mr. Day. You wished to help this animal, Hanson you call him, and the chief proprietor was preventing you from doing so.”
Alchemist Ortez does not contest this particular accusation.
“Finally, fact number three. Not only did you have a motive, we now know that you had conspired with the mayor behind Mr. Day’s back.”
Alchemist Ortez recoils. “Conspired? Is that not leading language for a man of the law?”
“I am not the one on trial.” Judge Hector is now close enough that the accused can plot the liquid constellations beading his brow. “I am not the one accused of poisoning Everett Day.”
The judge turns from him and checks his pocket watch, which is silver and newer than the alchemist’s—but perhaps no less a weapon. “We are once again overdue for lunch,” he says.
And so they are.
For Alchemist Ortez, lunch is a repeat of yesterday: another chicken leg and another chunk of stale bread, sustenance to keep him on his feet until they can drop the floor out from under them.
The tapping of rain on the room’s high windows had gradually intensified over the morning hours and into the afternoon, and it is pouring by the time everyone reconvenes. Many in the audience come back sopping wet.
The two alchemists take their seats first and exchange a glance, Alchemist Freya over the rim of her gold-framed glasses. The legal alchemist has not only heard Alchemist Ortez’s story, she has seen it. Has she seen enough, he wonders? Has she seen the sort of person he is? And how does his story compare to that of so many other suspected murderers? Alchemist Ortez has never entered the mind of a murderer, or so he assumes.
It is the subject of murder that kicks off their next conversation, but it is not the murder for which the alchemist is accused.
“Was your conversation at Mr. Day’s party the last time you saw Mayor Lessa Mayner?” the judge asks once everyone has returned to their pews.
“The very last,” the alchemist says.
Judge Hector holds his breath until Alchemist Freya nods. Alchemist Ortez is telling the truth. Audience members look on somberly, and the courtroom feels once again like a church, for death and salvation are two sides of the same coin.
“And when did you first hear of her passing?” Judge Hector asks.
Alchemist Ortez can recall that moment more vividly than most, even without the assistance of elixirs. He has thought of the mayor often in her permanent absence, not only because she was to help him but because he could see in her the best parts of himself, extinguished. “I learned of her death the morning after the party, along with everyone else.”
The judge takes his seat. “Then let us continue there.”
Continue. The word sounds so simple. But this is where the story changes, the alchemist thinks to himself, where it becomes a harder story to tell, a more painful story to remember, a more difficult one to believe.
“You all know what happened next,” Alchemist Ortez says after careful consideration. “What you don’t know is what occurred after that. What you failed to realize, my Auroran friends, was what existed right under your feet.”




Chapter Twenty-four
A FAIR TRIAL
The day that everything went to hell began rather peacefully.
The inn’s handful of guests were enjoying breakfast and coffee, compliments of Karl. Belle and I shared a table by the window, eating eggs and toast and fresh strawberry jam from a farm with which Belle was personally acquainted. They were good farmers, she said. The jam was delicious, the food no less so. Belle explained that you can tell a lot about a cook from how he scrambles eggs. She asked about my day.
“I have a meeting with the mayor,” I said.
“Aren’t you important.” Belle spooned sugar into her mug.
“It is not a matter of personal importance,” I explained. “I am in a unique situation.”
“Alchemists and their secrets.” Belle stirred her coffee and took a satisfied sip.
It was on this enigmatic note that the front door to The Moonlight Inn flew open with a clamorous bang. It was the first unexpected commotion that morning, though certainly not the last. A young woman I recognized from the Aurora Central Mill stumbled forward. She looked worried, and not about her lack of employment. “The mayor,” she panted, hands on her knees, and then looked up at us. “Mayor Mayner has been murdered.”
The reaction in the room was a mix of gasps and disbelief. My own was muted. Belle covered her mouth and said through a cupped hand, “It can’t be.”
But we could soon hear the truth of it, in the scuffle of downtowners running and gossiping. Belle pushed open the drapes, and through the window beside our table, we could see the truth of it too.
I grabbed my tailcoat from the back of my chair and slipped it on. Belle was already wearing a thick wool sweater over her emerald dress, as mornings had been growing colder. We did not need to say anything else, for idle speeches cannot do such injustice any justice. We stepped outside, into the crisp air, and flocked to the crowd like birds in migration.
It seemed that everyone was heading in the same direction: uptown. Prosperity’s Passage was more packed than I had ever seen it, Aurora’s sole windpipe a suffocating scramble as people pushed past their neighbors only to be pushed in turn. Belle grabbed my hand so that we would not lose each other amid the rough current of elbows.
We made it out the other end, though the journey took far longer than it should have. We followed the flow of Aurorans, who soon led us to an even bigger crowd. They were gathered in Pilgrim’s Plaza, the venue of yesterday’s protest, which now seemed like a casual reception by comparison. But there were no crude signs this morning. The energy was a wholly different one, a contradictory concoction of grief and anticipation.
I tried to get a better sense of what was going on, but I could not tell where to look. Not until every voice hushed and every head turned toward a wooden platform in the distance.
The first two police officers to walk onto the platform stopped on opposite ends, one resting his hand on his baton, the other on her pistol. Erected between them stood a door-height wooden frame. I knew to which realm it led, a hanging noose its singular entry point.
Shouting preceded the next stage entrance. I recognized Chief Butterfield dragging a handcuffed man up the platform’s splintery steps, while another police officer tried to restrain the captive’s kicking legs, which were similarly strapped together. The bound man contracted and expanded like a caterpillar.
He was not a man I recognized, however, and I suspect he was not entirely recognizable to those who might have seen a familiar face up there. His white shirt was torn and blood-stained, though I could only guess at whose blood it was. It could certainly have been his. The man’s beard was caked and crimson, his hair tousled, obscuring his eyes. The police officers forced him to finally stand by putting the noose around his neck. If he wanted to hang himself now, that was his prerogative. Perhaps his only one.
Chief Butterfield looked a little roughed up himself as he stepped forward to address the audience. “This man,” he bellowed across them like a foghorn, “this man was caught red-handed late last night. The crime? Murdering the finest mayor this godforsaken city has ever known. An act as ruthless as it was cowardly. An act—” The police chief choked on his words, took a deep breath, and stepped back. It was the only explanation he would provide that morning.
Like some of you, I have since heard the more detailed account. Chief Butterfield had accompanied Mayor Mayner home after the party at Mr. Day’s estate. He had lingered outside, in the rain, before turning to leave. And just as he did, a scream came from inside the mayor’s residence. The police chief chased the murderer down, putting a bullet through his leg before disarming him of his bloodied knife. I was surprised to hear that Chief Butterfield did not end his life there, but now I understand. He wanted justice to be seen. He wanted the sympathizers to suffer too.
I cannot say I blame the police chief. I could not help but recall the mayor’s last exchange with Mr. Day. She had spoken of death threats, and he had spoken of idle ones. “People say things when they are mad,” Everett had told her. It turned out they also did things—the worst kind of things.
Still, not everyone agreed with the actions of the Aurora City Police. Some voices called for a “fair trial” as others called for an expedited one. “Hang him already!” a woman yelled before being told to shut up. But it was one comment in particular that turned rumblings into hardened fists: “She got what she deserved!”
Friends restrained friends, though it was the swarm of citizens itself that provided the biggest buffer. It is hard to see your enemy in a crowd. And yet that same anonymity brought out the worst in them.
“I’ll give you what you deserve, you fucking bastard!” came the inevitable response, followed by another call for a fair trial.
Chief Butterfield turned toward them again, hands behind his back. “You want a fair trial?” he asked. “Very well. Shorten the rope.”
A quick death would have been too kind, it seemed. A police officer removed the noose and looped the rope around the frame above. “Again,” the police chief said, and the officer looped it once more. It took three of them to force the noose back around the neck of their mayor killer, whose futile attempt to hop away led only to bruised knees. Now he was back on his feet, rope coarse against his throat with even less slack between him and the dirt. A good fall would have broken his neck, ended things swiftly. They intended to strangle him slowly.
In this, I could not condone the police chief’s actions. I cannot condone unnecessary cruelty, no matter the crime.
“Lee Pettyman, you have been sentenced to death by hanging for the murder of Mayor Lessa Mayner.” Chief Butterfield stopped his fellow officer from placing a black bag over Mr. Pettyman’s head. “May God have mercy on your wretched soul.”
The police chief nodded. The man’s fate was sealed, the metal level pulled. And as he fell, Mr. Pettyman yelled words that were to be his last—“For Aurora!”—only to be cut off on the fourth and final syllable. He gagged and flailed, his neck refusing to break: Chief Butterfield’s parting gift. It would be a slow death, an uncomfortable death, a death for everyone to witness.
The city went quiet, listening to him choke and grunt, as if we might have learned anything other than the ugliness of violence. And then a loud bang echoed through the square.
The police officers ducked, detecting instinctively the sound of a gunshot. Another bang, and this time people scattered, taking their cue, though it was the third bullet that completed its task: breaking the rope from which Mr. Pettyman hung. He fell through the trapdoor and out of sight as the men and women in blue took cover and unholstered their guns, for they had guns too.
The next noise I heard was the hoarse cry of Chief Butterfield. “After him!”
It took a few seconds to surmise what exactly was going on. I was caught in the crowd as one is caught out at sea, pushed by the waves of shifting bodies. It seemed that Mr. Pettyman had dived in. Some were shielding him, others following the chief’s orders. The end result was chaos and confusion.
It was not until Mr. Pettyman popped out the opposite end of the crowd, near Belle and me, that I saw someone had cut the binds from his wrists and ankles. No longer a slinking caterpillar, though I would not say he possessed the grace of a butterfly. Mr. Pettyman tripped over his own feet.
We kept a safe distance as the bedraggled man picked himself up and continued his sprint out in the open, running nowhere in particular other than away from Pilgrim’s Plaza and his well-armed pursuers. The police officers were still stuck at sea, wading their way forward, by force if necessary.
“Stop him!” the police chief yelled. “Stop Mr. Pettyman!”
Most people took another step backward instead. But there was one who listened. He moved too fast for me to catch a proper glimpse of him. I saw only his short blonde hair, though he ran with the energy of a younger man, and I probably should have known then. He jumped forward and tackled Mr. Pettyman. The two rolled off the grass and onto the cobblestone road. And as they stopped rolling, I finally got a better look at the tackler in question: Bien Bornhart, red-faced and grunting.
Of course it was my impulsive friend, my righteous friend, my friend who had admired Mayor Mayner and believed in a life led first and foremost by one’s moral compass. And so it had landed him here, limb-locked with the murderer of Aurora’s underappreciated mayor.
People were running toward them, but events unfolded too quickly. Mr. Pettyman grabbed a loose rock from the road, a rock large enough to break a window or, more relevant to the task at hand, a man’s skull. He swung the stone toward Bien, having proven at least once already that murder was not out of his character. Now on his back, Bien blocked the blow, but the bruises would still sting. Mr. Pettyman swung again and again, until it was life or death.
Or rather, until it was a question of whose life for whose death.
Belle and I had joined those running to intervene as Bien reached into his boot and unsheathed the blade he kept hidden there. Never had I imagined my friend would need it for anything beyond breaking open a bit of mountainfruit for an out-of-town alchemist.
Bien plunged the dagger between Mr. Pettyman’s ribs.
It was not enough to stop him. On the contrary, Mr. Pettyman swung his stone again, as hard as he could, putting another scar down Bien’s cheek but missing the fatal blow. And so Bien did the only thing he could do. He pulled the blade from Mr. Pettyman’s side and slipped it through the man’s neck. Blood splattered Bien’s face as Mr. Pettyman rolled over one last time.




Chapter Twenty-five
THE QUICKEST OF QUICK DEATHS
What are memories? I had asked you all that question at the start of our story. Are memories an accounting of every minute paid from point A to point B? No, my friends. Memories, you will recall, are moments. More precisely, they are the moments that make us who we are, moments that may only take seconds. But while the cut can be quick, some scars last forever.
Bien Bornhart was living a memory he would not ever forget. He scrambled to his feet, dagger in hand, blood dripping down his face and chin, staining his shirt with red dots that grew into islands that combined into bloody continents. By contrast, Mr. Pettyman did not get to his feet. He wrapped both hands over his own throat, as if now a noose might save him, but there was nothing for it. There was nothing for a knife through the jugular. As the last of his strength pumped out of him, Mr. Pettyman’s hands slipped down his chest.
Bien retreated from the scene of the crime, if it was in fact a crime, staring at what he had done. All that existed in that memory-searing moment was the man on the ground, his growing pool of blood, those red rivers in the cobblestone cracks. But I saw what Bien did not: the better part of Aurora staring at Bien, watching his every twitch, waiting for what came next.
“Bien,” I said. He did not hear me, and so I let him bump into me instead. He whirled around, blade like a handshake, and saw whom it was he was threatening.
“Bien, put the knife down.” Belle joined us, eyeing the knife.
He lowered his arm but did not loosen his grip. A few men were closing in around him. They too had weapons, and they did not look like friends.
“Stay back,” Bien told them.
Police officers were still pushing their way past tightly packed Aurorans, including those hellbent on making it harder for them. But they were our best bet, Chief Butterfield and his colleagues. Bien had only done what they asked. He had stopped Mr. Pettyman. And he had saved his own life the only way he could have. If there was any consolation, it was a quicker death than the one Mr. Pettyman had been condemned to, not that the wolves circling us would see it that way. But witnesses were many. The law would be our salvation, I believed, as soon as it arrived.
“Stay back,” Bien told the men once more.
Chief Butterfield finally emerged, baton in hand, impatience in his stiff posture and stiffer brow. I counted at least six officers behind him. He stared down at a lifeless Mr. Pettyman, who stared up at nothing, his head tilted in heavenly awe in its halo of blood. The police chief had missed his opportunity to watch the life slip out of Mayor Mayner’s murderer. He followed the dotted red line and found its culprit.
Bien opened his mouth, swallowing air like water.
“It was self-defense,” I said for him.
Chief Butterfield read the expression on Bien’s face and then on mine. He read the body once more, for contradictions, and found none.
“Lee!” cried a man bursting into the blood-stained clearing. The man fell to his knees and shook Mr. Pettyman’s body as if there was any hope for it. Justice is many things in my experience, but seldom is it an antidote for suffering.
And then there came another gunshot.
I did not see who had pulled the trigger nor where the bullet buried itself, but I crouched and covered my head like everyone else. Chief Butterfield was more assertive in his response, unholstering his pistol and aiming it toward whom, I was not sure.
Perhaps it was the man who emerged next, brandishing a gun of his own. The shot missed Chief Butterfield and grazed a woman’s leg. The police chief’s bullet, on the other hand, did not miss. The shooter tumbled to the cobblestone, a red blot expanding across his chest like spilled ink.
The shots that followed came fast and furious. I had walked past gun stores in uptown and downtown, in the passage connecting them, but I had not realized just how many Aurorans were armed. What I did realize was that Bien was their primary target.
“Get behind the police,” I told him.
Alas, it did not take long before I rescinded that suggestion. More specifically, before I watched helplessly as the police chief took a bullet in the arm, staggered backward, and then took another one in his forehead.
Remley Butterfield exited this world and a war he had waged without so much as a parting word—only a parting crowd as he fell quietly to the grass. It was the quickest of quick deaths. I could hardly process what had just occurred. I suspect his fellow officers could not properly process it either, and yet the shooting continued.
Belle grabbed Bien and me and said what we were all thinking: “Let’s get the hell on out of here.” We needed no convincing.
The three of us ran from Pilgrim’s Plaza as fast as we could, hoping it was fast enough, weaving our way around confused Aurorans and someone who might have yelled “stop them!” I nearly lost Bien at one point. Even injured, he was the fastest of us, with the most to lose.
We turned left down Copper Way, our most direct route out of the city, not that we were escaping Aurora on foot. There was simply no time to think. Every movement was a reaction. We could barely keep track of who was tracking us, who was a bystander and who was an enemy. Though it became abundantly clear when they started running toward us, the mob of weapon-wielding men and women pouring out of the alley ahead. Copper Way was no longer an option.
We needed a new destination, an actual destination, and there was only one presenting itself: Prosperity’s Passage and back into downtown. There were plenty of places to hide in the dark crevices of Darktown, and yet it was also a dead end. But much like the beggar, the man fleeing for his life cannot be choosy. I knew the risks for Bien, but I was less certain concerning Belle and me. If trial by alchemy is the slow, patient path toward justice, trial by association is too often the fast, careless one.
“Come on.” I yanked Bien by the collar of his bloodied shirt. Belle was already many steps ahead of us.
Latecomers were still pouring out of Prosperity’s Passage, wondering what all the commotion was about. They were the perfect shield, both ignorant of our guilt and difficult to see through. We zigzagged around them, looking over shoulders, trying to lose our pursuers without losing each other.
And before long, it seemed we had succeeded. We could no longer find them, which hopefully meant they could no longer find us. Still, they would be coming down the passage soon enough—of that, there was little doubt. And there was little time. Every destination thus far had been forced upon us, but now we had to make a choice, and hastily. Where to next? We huddled behind a parked motor car, panting. I collapsed against the carriage, unaccustomed to this level of exercise.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Bien squeezed his forehead with every fingertip. “Where the hell do we go, guys? I can’t go home.”
“I suppose The Moonlight Inn would be too obvious,” Belle said.
“We need to move.” I motioned toward the next intersection. “There’s an alley up there.” It was the one Cassy had guided me through when I first arrived in Aurora.
Bien looked as though he might object but instead offered an indecisive “whatever.”
The alley, it was. We walked at a brisk pace. Running would have turned heads, and the last thing we wanted was to be seen. And yet someone did see us exiting the alley.
“Mr. Ortez,” she said.
Cassy. I had not seen the girl since bringing her to Emme’s. She looked better, cleaner. She looked employed. Cassy shifted the heavy bag of elixirs slung over her small shoulder. “Pleasant morning, sir.”
“I’ve had pleasanter,” I admitted.
She waved at Belle, who waved back, and froze at the sight of Bien, who was still covered in blood. Suddenly self-aware, Bien rinsed his face with water cupped from a nearby horse trough. As I said, he was not in a position to be choosy. The horse, at least, did not seem to mind.
Cassy suppressed her terror and asked, “Who’s your friend?”
“That’s Bien.” I nodded toward him, his face and hair now dripping wet with water.
But Cassy was squinting farther out. “What about the other man?”
The other man. Call him dread, for that is how he introduced himself. We turned almost in unison, Bien reaching toward his boot and unsheathing his dagger once more.
The man stood ten feet behind us, or rather now ten feet in front, his face obscured under the shadow of a tavern porch. It was not until he stepped forward, his footsteps forming a slow beat down the wooden steps, that we saw our so-called friend in earnest.
Who else but the pockmarked man?
It seemed he was still hunting me. He looked as he had in Dellmere and on the Daybreak Express, wearing the same baggy brown coat he always wore, adorning the same misunderstood snarl. “You three ain’t going anywhere,” he said.
Once again, we had quickly reached an impasse with the pockmarked man, and the pockmarked man did not negotiate. Not that that ever stopped me from trying.
“You work for Mr. Day. What does Mr. Day want with them?” I pointed a sideways thumb toward Belle and Bien.
“That’s for Mr. Day to decide.” He took another step forward.
“I thought that was for the police to decide.” I took another step backward.
“Police chief’s dead, if you hadn’t notice.”
I had. “That hardly makes you the law.”
The pockmarked man cracked his knuckles. “That’s for Mr. Day to decide.”
I did not budge, standing firm in my belief that wit and wisdom were weapons too. “I’ve had quite enough of you and your goonish antics, I must say.” I was perhaps not helping matters.
But I was, unbeknownst to me at the time, providing a distraction for those who had an actual plan. Belle had been communicating with Cassy with a tilt of her head, a flick of her eyes. The target: a lasso dangling from a nearby horse’s saddle. Cassy was a child of the streets, which meant city dwellers—even the pockmarked man—had learned how not to see her, to imagine without trying that she was a blurry bit of background, a human potted plant. For Cassy, moving unnoticed came as easily as simply moving. I had quite the opposite effect on people. And Belle, she now had the rope in hand, holding it behind her dress.
For those who do not know her well, I should remind you that Belle Summerblood grew up on a farm.
“Enough,” the pockmarked man said.
Bien brandished his knife. It was still covered in blood. He had never killed a man before Mr. Pettyman, but I did not know that then. “Come get me, you ugly hunk of flapdoodle.”
The pockmarked man had a knife too—and a pistol. “Don’t be stupid, junior.”
Junior. The word lit Bien up like a cigarette to the Aurora Tribune. He was shaking with anger or maybe it was fear, though I have found the two are more or less the same. He and the pockmarked man took turns inching closer to each another. And just as I had unwittingly provided the first distraction for Belle’s unfolding plan, Bien now provided the second one.
Quiet as a bystander, Belle spun the lasso over her head—and nearly into mine—before letting it fly. The pockmarked man realized what he had missed only as he was realizing that there was now a rope around his shoulders. Belle yanked him snugger than a corset. Our pursuer tried to wriggle free, still fending off Bien, as Belle tied the rope end around the horse’s saddle. She gave the horse a firm slap.
To this day, I have yet to learn the identity of the pockmarked man, but if anyone in the audience knows of whom I speak, please do pass on our apologies. We had not wished him injury, though he gave us little choice in the matter.
Within seconds, a large brown stallion could be seen dragging the pockmarked man down a dirt road as the human kicked up dust in his wake, bound to the whims of a frightened animal.
I was suddenly reminded of another frightened animal.
And just as suddenly, I had an idea. We had bought ourselves another minute, but time was still a trickling hourglass, and so I told them, “Follow me. I have a destination.”
“What destination is that?” Belle asked.
“I can’t explain,” I said. “Just trust me.”
“This ain’t time for your secrets, Ortez.”
“I’m afraid it is,” I replied. “The girl is safer if she doesn’t know.” I bore the unmasked guilt of a bad parent as I told her, “Thank you again for your services, my friend, but here we must part ways.”
Cassy, as always, understood. She picked up her bag, elixirs jingling inside, said, “I didn’t see anything, sir,” and returned to her work.
“Now can you tell us?” Belle insisted.
“And the second reason I cannot tell you,” I continued, “is because you wouldn’t believe me anyway. It is a destination that must be seen.”
My companions both looked rather confused and a bit annoyed. In retrospect, I now realize how much I sounded like Mr. Day.
“Bien.” I turned to my bloodied friend. “It’s no longer safe for you in Aurora.”
He shrugged, which I presumed was as close to agreeing that Bien would come in his current condition. Belle, meanwhile, crossed her arms but could not come up with a rebuttal.
“There may be another way out of the city,” I said. “A longer, darker way, but a way all the same. And so I’ll ask again: please, will you trust me?”




Chapter Twenty-six
QUESTIONS OF A SPIRITUAL NATURE
If you let it, blinding darkness will open your eyes. It adjusts them, for one, but darkness also helps you see past that which had distracted you all morning. Mayor Lessa Mayner had been murdered, and I had not found more than a fleeting moment to process this fact. A woman I liked and respected, a woman who was to be my best hope, a woman with whom I was supposed to be making this very descent. And now the police chief, the other person meant to accompany me, had met the same tragic fate. I had never connected with the man, but he had been her ally, and he had been the city’s invisible wall. The wall that kept the mobs at bay and a wall behind which we might have sought refuge. I had not imagined it could come crumbling down.
But blinding darkness was a questioner of assumptions and a revealer of painful truths. I could not see my own hand on the lever in front of me, let alone Belle and Bien in the back of our enclosed cart. Movement was confirmed by the vibration against my palm, the occasional screech of metal on metal, the jerk of a hard turn.
We had snuck our way through the relatively empty mine and into the cart unnoticed, an easier endeavor than it would have been on a normal day, but today was anything but normal. Most downtowners were still in uptown, but I had learned to operate the cart once before—my impatient self could be quite persuasive—which proved a useful skill in our present predicament. I had also taken this cart enough times now that I knew we were nearly there, that step one of my grand escape plan was nearly complete. I worried step two might be a little more complicated.
We arrived at our destination with a dull metallic bang.
No one had spoken the entire ride down. We had also acquired—or stolen, if you wish to be technical—carbide headlamps on our way in. I turned mine on first and led them through familiar tunnels. Familiar to me, that is.
“Where the hell are you taking us, Ortez?” Bien finally broke the silence.
“We’re almost there,” I said, not for the first time.
I could imagine how they would respond to seeing Hanson. What I was less certain of was how Hanson might respond to seeing two new humans. And then there was the variable in this equation that I had not considered at all.
Father Etred.
The bishop of Indemere was standing in front of Hanson’s cell, an oil lantern dangling from one hand, his Holy Book closed tightly in the other. He was dressed in his usual suit. My gray friend adorned his usual nakedness. Neither of them spoke, not in the parlance of humans and certainly not in the language Hanson had taught me. They were simply staring at each other, the bishop especially. He was startled by our arrival.
My companions noticed Father Etred before they noticed Hanson and must have thought he was part of the plan.
“What’s he doing here?” Bien asked.
Father Etred distanced himself from the cell as we slowed to a stop. “What are you doing here?” He addressed the question to me.
And then: “What in heaven or hell is that?” It was Belle who noticed Hanson first, her eyes suddenly wide, her mouth suddenly agape.
Bien communicated his delayed reaction in fewer words. “What the fuck?”
Needless to say, I had a lot of questions to answer. “My friends,” I addressed the humans, “meet Hanson.”
“What is this thing, Ortez?” Belle asked.
I explained to them all that I knew: that he had been discovered and captured by Day Company miners, that this was the true reason I had been brought to Aurora, to help them understand the animal. He communicated in the way of alchemists, I said, through touch and through thought. He was friendly and intelligent and perhaps a bit serious, though he had good reason to be. There was no need for the cage, I told them, but Mr. Day would not listen. “Mayor Mayner might have helped us, but alas.”
Belle sighed. Bien fumed. Father Etred looked confused. Of course. He did not yet know. He had spent his morning quite literally under a rock. The bishop could hardly believe the truth as I told it. He took a second look at Bien, the dried blood down his shirt the hardened proof.
“This is horrible,” he said, “just horrible. Mayor Mayner was… We had our disagreements, but she was a brave woman, an honest woman.”
“Certainly more honest than a certain chief proprietor,” I added.
Father Etred was not yet ready to agree with that statement. He was still a friend of Mr. Day, his most generous donor. How did that square with what he had discovered down here, I wondered? Did he see a moral atrocity, an unacceptable injustice, or did he see, like Mr. Day, a soulless creature?
Either way, I was taking matters into my own hands. Mr. Day would not do the right thing, and the mayor and the police chief no longer could. That left me and, I could only hope, my friends. I was not sure where that left the bishop. He was not supposed to be part of this plan, though I would not let him jeopardize it either. I was betting too much.
“We need to get Bien out of Aurora,” I said, “and Hanson deserves his freedom. I believe we may have the means to accomplish both ends. Hanson knows the tunnels that run through this mountain like you all know the streets and alleys of Aurora. If there is another way out, he can take us there.”
The plan was not perfect. I had no cure for the plague infecting Hanson’s kin—those visions he had shown me, nightmares that were, in fact, memories. I would have neither the resources of The Day Company nor of the city. I would be on my own to do what I could. But all things considered, it seemed like the best plan, the only plan.
“One question remains, however,” I continued. “Why are you down here, father?”
The bishop stared up at the stone ceiling, for God or answers or simply time to respond. “Mr. Day confides in me,” he eventually explained. “He had shown me the strange animal before your arrival here, Alchemist Ortez. It troubled him. I suppose you could say it raised questions of a spiritual nature.” Father Etred seemed to lose his train of thought as he looked back toward Hanson.
“I had a dream recently.” He found it again. “It is how God speaks to me. This one came like a distant cry from the shadows. I believe God was guiding me back to… Hanson, as you call him. For what purpose—” He shook his head.
I had had similar dreams.
“And what do you think, my pious friend?” I presented Hanson to them as Everett had first presented him to me, my arm out like a ringmaster to his audience. “Now that you know the source of Mr. Day’s spiritual anxiety, do you see before you the intelligent animal that I do, or do you see an exotic piece of property? Does God grant you the vision that alchemy grants me?”
God was not granting him timely retorts, that much was clear. It was equally clear that this bothered him, not having immediate answers. Personal sacrifice for a false sense of wisdom: it is the bargain all clergymen strike, but there was nothing in the Holy Book about this.
In the end, it was Bien who spoke up on his behalf. “He’s going to tell them where we went the first chance he gets.”
Father Etred looked offended but, again, said nothing.
“We can’t let him go,” Bien insisted. “I guarantee you he’ll send them straight after us. The bishop is on Everett’s payroll—everyone knows that.”
“I am not.” Father Etred finally found his voice. “I work for God and God alone. I do not work for Mr. Day.”
I exhaled a long sigh and pondered yet another dilemma. Ultimately, I decided, the bishop deserved a choice. He struck me as an honest man, and I was willing to put my faith in his, ironic as that might sound. Either that or I did not wish to entertain the alternatives.
I moved closer to him. Intimidation is not a talent I possess, but I know how to read a person and how to read a lie. A darting gaze, a flinching hand, a shuffling foot: there are many clues that every alchemist learns to look for. The right elixir is not always available, after all. A truth elixir would indeed have provided more certainty, but the few potions in my coat pocket would not help with this. They could, perhaps, knock him unconscious. “Swear you will tell no one that you saw us here,” I said.
“Make him swear on that book.” Bien nodded toward the Holy Book that Father Etred held firmly against his chest.
Father Etred did not like that suggestion, which was precisely why it was a good one, our best bet absent a truth elixir. He would not only make a promise to us but a promise to God.
“Swear on your Holy Book, father,” I said.
“I will not,” he protested.
“Swear you will tell no one that you saw us here,” I said again.
“Never. No. Absolutely not. I cannot swear on God’s divine text. I cannot turn my devotion into some sort of bargaining chip. You are asking me to betray my faith.”
“I am asking you not to betray us.”
“And you have my answer.”
Like intimidation, hostage-taking is another talent I do not possess. But Bien was equipped for it. He flashed his dagger, its blade glinting in the swinging light of Father Etred’s oil lantern as the two faced each other. I do not believe Bien ever would have harmed the bishop, but he certainly looked the bloodied part. “Then you’re coming with us,” he said.
Once again, Father Etred had run out of things to say.
It was not a great start, assuming it was a start at all. Indeed, it was now time to find out if this plan of mine was even possible, or if we had just threatened the bishop of Indemere at knifepoint for nothing. Bien stayed close to Father Etred, but Belle stayed far from both of them. Lassoing Mr. Day’s goon was one thing, holding hostage a state-level clergyman quite another. But we were in this together, for better or worse.
I took a knee in front of Hanson, who approached with a familiar bow and many burning questions. He could not understand our loud, crass language. Hanson reached through the bars, and I explained to him everything that could be explained quickly, in flashes and feelings. He expressed a level of sympathy I had not expected, and he seemed to know where I was going before I had taken us there.
If we broke him out of his cell, could he lead us out of the mountain?
I turned to my fellow humans. They had been watching the back of my head in disbelief. Now they hung on every translated word, if one can call the spoken summary of visions a translation. There are no brushstrokes in prose.
“There is another exit out of this mountain,” I told them. “It will be a journey, and I’m not sure how long it will take. Hanson doesn’t measure time in days and nights, as you might imagine. But he will lead us there, and afterward he and I will head back into the caves. There is something I must help him with.”
One obstacle remained, however. I rattled the padlock on Hanson’s cell. “I don’t suppose you have a key, father?”
“Why would I have a key?” he said. “I came down here on my own.”
“Mr. Day doesn’t know you’re here?” I asked.
“It may surprise you, Alchemist Ortez, but in a past life I was a miner too. We are not always what we appear to be.”
“Let me give it a go.” It was Bien, who tried to open the lock with the tip of his dagger and a small lockpick he kept hidden in his other boot, to no avail. He swore and threw down his hands in defeat.
“Step back, fellas.” Now it was Belle who had yet another creative solution to yet another one of our problems, though I am not sure if farm life informed this particular insight. She dragged over the heavy hammer that had been propped against a nearby table. I recognized it from my many hours down here, but it was Miss Summerblood who made quick use of it.
Belle swung her newly acquired hammer toward the lock and rang the cage like a church bell. “Shit.” She gave it another swing, this time breaking body from shackle. The padlock fell to the ground in two pieces. Belle grabbed a bar and pulled.
Hanson stared at the opening before scampering his way through it. If he had wished to run away, he would have had little trouble losing us in the tunnels. But we had an agreement: he would help us, and I would help him.
Belle tossed the hammer aside, its metal head hitting the rocky ground with a thud that echoed through the chamber. “There sure ain’t no going back now.”
“No,” I said, “there is no going back from this.” I checked to make sure we were all still there, albeit one of us against his will. Our party of three had turned into a party of five. I placed a hand on Hanson and asked him to lead the way.
“Hanson is in charge,” I told my uneasy companions. “Right, then. Off we go.” It was hardly a speech for the ages.
But off we went, Hanson leading us down a steep rockface, which he hopped down with ease and we walked down sideways. As I said, he could have casually left us to our fate, and I would not have blamed him for it. And yet with us he remained, our loyal guide into the land that blossomed beyond the mechanical reach of human beings. A land unreached but, as you will soon discover, not untouched.




Chapter Twenty-seven
A MOST BEAUTIFUL EXECUTION
The tunnels Hanson took us through were not like the tunnels I had grown used to of late. They had not been drilled and blasted into being but rather had dissolved into existence over millions of years. These caves had been here before Hanson’s species and our own were two distinct ones. His was better equipped to navigate them. We relied on our headlamps and the father’s oil lantern, and there were more than a few tight squeezes that tested our human agility. I made mental breadcrumbs out of rock formations but, in the end, decided I trusted Hanson more than my memory for such things.
Though there was one leg of our journey I would not soon forget.
We were crouching through yet another tight tunnel when we first heard the sound of babbling water. The river had wound its way back to us. Our small tunnel opened into a chamber as large as the one we had started in, and there it was, our underground river. What I had not expected to see was a raft.
Had other humans been here before us? That was my initial assumption, but once again I underestimated his species. It was a basic raft of tightly packed logs, stripped bark binding them together, and it was more complex than anything any animal—humans notwithstanding—had ever crafted. A bonobus troglodyte could turn a stone or a stick into a tool, but a vehicle?
Hanson pushed the raft into the river and instructed us to step on, pulling us over one at a time. Belle commented that it was cute, a sentiment I did not attempt to translate. Hanson used a splintery oar to push us downstream, though we drifted for much of our journey.
And yet, remarkable though it was for a researcher of animal intelligence, it is not the sight I spoke of, the one seared so vividly into memory.
They appeared as our raft rounded a stalagmite. Do not let anyone say you cannot see stars inside the mountain, and I do not mean through God’s Window. They glittered green above us, thousands of them, their crystal beads dangling below a bioluminescent civilization that could only have existed down here. We watched in silence as if they were putting on a performance.
“Glowworms,” Belle informed us after a long, lost minute. “There’s a cave near Talebrook with a few, but nothing like this. They attract prey with their light and trap the poor bastards in those sticky threads hanging from the ceiling.”
“Well, it is a most beautiful execution,” I said.
As for Hanson, he stared ahead and steered us onward, leaving us to marvel at the mundane. Even Bien smiled his big smile. It was the crack that broke the dam.
Bien wiped a tear with the edge of his finger. “I’m really sorry, everyone,” he said. “I made a decision. Maybe it was the right decision, maybe it was the wrong one, but it was my decision. I didn’t want to drag anyone else into this.”
“We made our own choices, Bien,” I told him.
Father Etred nearly spoke up and then sighed instead.
“Besides, I had to help Hanson,” I added. “In a way, it is you and Belle who are helping us.”
Bien let out a chuckle. “That’s a very generous interpretation of events.”
Belle chimed in next. “I, for one, ain’t going to leave my best friend to be chased down and God knows what else, especially when he ain’t done anything wrong. You and Karl are the only family I’ve got in this town.”
That brought on more tears. Bien could not manage the words, and so he coughed another smile and drooped his head.
“You still have a choice, Bien.” It was Father Etred, speaking for the first time in a long time. “We can go back. You can face what you’ve done. A man must always face the devil.”
“That from your Holy Book, father?” Bien sniffled.
Father Etred waved the book he still carried with him. “All the best quotes are.”
I rolled my eyes for no one to see. “Bien did nothing wrong.” I turned to them. “And those buffoons would kill him for it. You weren’t there, father. You didn’t see them. You didn’t see Police Chief Butterfield take a bullet to the head.”
“No, but I will stand beside Mr. Bornhart myself,” he said, and I could tell he meant it. “The church will provide Bien sanctuary until the law can take over. I will not swear it on my Holy Book, but you have my word.”
It was a generous offer and Belle said as much. “But I’m afraid Ortez is right,” she added. “They shot dead the police chief. If the law won’t stop them, what makes you think the church will? It only takes one man with a pistol and a bad idea, and we’ve got plenty of both in Aurora.”
As much as Father Etred wanted to win this argument, his devotion to the truth held him back. He knew she was right. We all did. The bishop offered his canteen to Bien, who took a swig and thanked him.
“Perhaps we can refill it in the river,” I suggested, cupping cold water as Hanson paddled us forward. I treasured the pool between my palms, the reflection of emerald stars, before angling it into my mouth. I swallowed a little and spat out the rest.
“Forget how to drink, Ortez?” Bien asked.
“The water is filthy.” I examined the river, and now I saw just how cloudy it appeared.
“How bad is it?” Belle cupped herself a handful.
“I imagine there are cleaner chamber pots,” I said.
I asked Hanson if he drank this water, and he communicated that he did. They all did. The underground rivers were the lifeblood of his species. They had evidently evolved a stronger stomach for cave water. I told him it was difficult for us to drink, and he told me the water had changed, that it used to be cleaner. I asked him how recently this change had happened, but time was never an easy topic for us.
And suddenly, there it was, like an edge poking out from a pile of too many thoughts, a memory I had nearly discarded as just another one of Mr. Day’s offhand comments. “We’ve found traces of copper and cobrium in those waters,” he had said when first introducing me to these tunnels and the snaking river we crossed. “We believe it runs through another site of ours a few miles away. There’s a whole interconnected world down here.”
An interconnected world indeed, one whose drinking water was turning into wastewater.
I remembered Hanson’s painful visions, and though I knew little of the symptoms, I recalled the distinct odor of vomit. And I recalled that Hanson had recovered from what I had assumed was a plague while being kept in captivity. The Day Company had provided him food and water. Clean water.
There was no plague.
The Day Company was slowly poisoning them, I realized, and things would only get worse. Everett knew but one speed: acceleration. He would burn through lives as one burns through fuel, denying the problem for as long as it constrained quarterly sales. I feared no one would be spared. I feared things had already grown worse than we knew, for my underground friend had been away for some time. What would home look like now?
Hanson paddled us ashore as glowworms illuminated our rippling wake, though the path ahead returned us to the still dark. I told him my theory after we pulled up the raft. He seemed to understand it immediately, as if the idea had lived inside him all along, fully formed if not fully accepted. I should not have been surprised. I had simply unlocked the door for Hanson, who led us onward as he retreated inward. Such is my trade.




Chapter Twenty-eight
PENANCE
Our journey was a repetitive one, and I cannot recall for you every bend that we took. I cannot recall the agony of every incline nor the relief of every decline. But I do recall Father Etred sitting cross-legged away from our group, his oil lantern on the ground in front of him. He was touching it. Over and over again, he would touch the hot bulb and recoil seconds later, his palms burning red in the lamp’s faint light.
“What exactly are you doing?” I asked him.
“I have been too passive,” he said, “too indecisive, too cowardly. I have let the world happen to me when it is my duty to bring God’s will to the world. In matters of morality, I am meant to lead.” He wrapped his fingers around the glass again, his somber expression twisting into a grimace as he pulled away. “I knew about Hanson, and I knew deep down that he was not like God’s other animals, that he was special, but did I intervene? No. Just like I did not lift a hand to stop you three. If I’m not going to lift a hand, then—” He touched the bulb.
“I struggle with your logic, father,” I said.
“An eye for an eye and a tongue for a lie,” Father Etred explained. “The Holy Book says penance should reflect the transgression. We forget that sometimes. This is penance for my inaction.”
“As a psycho-alchemist, I feel a certain obligation to say that I don’t consider this to be effective therapy. Life already punishes us quite liberally. We needn’t help it.”
“Life is a test, Alchemist Ortez,” he said. “Tests are not meant to be easy.”
I wiped my hands together as if to clean them of this. I had tried. “Just don’t burn your bloody palms off. You may need them.”
It was our sore legs in need of recovery at the moment, however. After hours of walking—it had been at least a couple since the raft—we were finally taking a break. My watch said it was just after four in the afternoon. How quickly I would have lost track without my father’s gift of time. I gave it a flip before pocketing the brass watch in the jacket hanging over my shoulder. The deeper we went, the hotter I felt. I had first assumed it was only my own temperature, rising from exertion, but the air on my skin was warming too.
The chamber we stopped in was Hanson’s recommendation. We seated ourselves on the flat, dry stone, which was about as comfortable as anything we had sat on since Aurora. I already told you how Father Etred enjoyed his break: his ritual of self-burning. Belle had a hand on Bien’s shoulder, but they were not speaking. Hanson was foraging for food.
There were many mushrooms in this particular cavern, perhaps the reason Hanson had suggested it. He was picking the tall ones and skipping the spotted ones. At one point, Bien stood up to help. When he picked a spotted one, Hanson slapped his hand.
“Ouch!” Bien dropped the mushroom. “What the hell?”
“I believe that one’s poisonous,” I said.
“I didn’t know that.”
“I suppose now you do.”
Bien returned to sitting and waiting with the rest of us. Hanson followed soon after, carefully presenting his curated selection of white mushrooms. They were pale and skinny and curved up like rising steam.
Belle led us with the first bite and did not complain. I would not describe them as delicious, but with my limited diet I have learned to like mushrooms. I cannot say the same for Bien. He spat out chewed bits of stem. Hanson looked concerned.
“I hate mushrooms,” Bien said before eating another.
The bishop did not eat any mushrooms, though we took turns with his canteen. At this rate, we would soon have to drink the compromised cave water. I asked Hanson how far we were from our destination: the other exit out of this mountain. He tried to show me the trip, flying us through tunnels that all looked the same to me. I could not discern distance down here as he could, but I got the sense that we were less than halfway.
My companions watched me communicate with Hanson as they often did, still finding it all hard to believe. “How much farther, you reckon?” Belle asked.
“A ways,” I said as we returned to our feet, stretching our sore legs.
And a ways it was. We snaked through a twisting tunnel that twisted us in turn before climbing another sharp cliff, pulling each other up one after the other. We finished Father Etred’s water canteen. It all felt like a test we were failing. The path had grown harder, or we had grown weaker, slower, hotter. I was sweating more than you, your honor.
And yet our real test was one that only Hanson could have foreseen. I wish I could say we heard them first, but that is the most frightening fact of all: how silently they stalked us.
Father Etred could not keep silent, however, his quiet meditation ending not with sagely insight but rather a sudden, garbled cry.
I got a brief glimpse of them as he swung the oil lantern over his back. Self-flagellation would have been in character, but this was clearly self-defense. Alas, a lantern is not a flail. It shattered and died on the unforgiving floor. The tunnel darkened. We turned to face them.
In the light of our headlamps, their eyes glimmered like a city on the horizon. Spiders. Spiders larger than cats, larger than the crickets I believed existed only in Miss Summerblood’s imagination. Reality, I was beginning to understand, was more dreamlike than I previously realized, for it too has many walls and many doors hiding many secrets. And many nightmares.
Father Etred crumpled to the ground as the biggest spider I had ever seen took him for a ride. It held on with fangs that looked more like hooks in the bishop’s neck. Bien dashed forward and kicked it off. Its brown body tumbled a few feet, but the adamant arachnid was just as quickly back on all eight legs, and it was not alone.
Bien unsheathed his knife and told us to get ready. I was not sure what ready entailed. He stabbed the one skittering sideways on the wall. A blade through the abdomen did the trick, blue blood squirting over Bien’s forearm. The creature toppled to his feet, its dead legs folding in like a closing fist. And yes, I will use the word creature here.
They were on the ceiling above us now, more than I had time to count. Hanson found a heavy stone and threw it forward, knocking one down. It too fell and folded in on itself. Belle and I followed Hanson’s lead, throwing stones and striking a few. But they had the advantage of numbers, and it was a considerable advantage indeed.
One was climbing up Father’s Etred’s leg. The bishop was not doing well. He was crawling toward us on elbows and knees, bleeding from the neck, from where he had been bitten. The flesh wound would heal, but his real injury was toxic in nature. I could tell already that Father Etred had been poisoned. There is a rare spider in Tianma whose venom can kill a person if left untreated for a day and a night. The black angel, the locals called it, Tianma’s rupa-sized executioner. These were much larger than any black angel.
Bien kicked another spider off of Father Etred’s back, but more kept coming, and the bishop’s crawl had slowed to a stop. They would overtake him as a rising tide overtakes the shore. I worried we could not save him. I worried we could not save ourselves, that the five of us would make a mountainous feast for these flesh-eating spiders.
And we would have, I wager, had the commotion not attracted the attention of others.
Firelight announced their arrival, illuminating the tunnel behind Father Etred as three figures appeared in the distance. I thought they were human at first—that our pursuers had trailed us all this way—but those who found us were far more adept at killing oversized spiders.
Hanson’s kin. They carried torches in one hand and wooden spears in the other. Both proved to be effective weapons. The fire made the spiders scatter, and their spears did what spears do best, from a safer distance than Bien’s dagger. The arachnids had been closing in around us, but for these seasoned hunters they parted or promptly died.
I killed one more with a sizable stone and a satisfying splatter. I hope you know by now that I am not a cruel man, but it was the heat of battle, and they had started it. The spiders dispersed, leaving only their dead.
I hoped Father Etred was not one of them. He nearly looked it, eyes closed, limbs unmoving. I had told him penance was in vain, that life punished us enough. I did not relish being right.
Belle fell to her knees and examined the bishop, checking his breath with her palm, his pulse with two firmly pressed fingers. “He’s alive,” she said.
That was one small blessing, but for how much longer, I wondered?
Our rescuers approached. Hanson walked forward to meet them, his usual scamper evolving into a steady, upright gait. They stood eye-level with each other, their spears and torches still in hand, though Hanson presented himself unarmed. They inspected the four humans over his shoulder before exchanging a communicative touch.
Bien looked to me as if I might be able to translate from afar. I shook my head.
After an uncomfortable stretch of what only felt like silence to us, Hanson introduced our party. There were no handshakes exchanged, but I could see now how they differed from him. To me, he had been the only one of his kind, a proxy for an entire species. I had not known what made Hanson uniquely Hanson. I saw my friend in a new light. His features were sharper than theirs, and he was shorter and skinnier than the other males. There was a female. It was all very exciting, for me if no one else.
The tallest of the males stood facing me, though I was taller still. He analyzed my face as I analyzed his: gray skin that looked tougher than old leather, tired eyes that had seen things I would never understand. I could tell he was much older than Hanson.
And then he grabbed my head and rummaged through my thoughts. I could barely keep up with him, but a connection went both ways, and I knew what he was after. He wanted to know if he could trust me, as Hanson had said he could.
I am not sure what exactly he found in me, but it could not have been entirely bad. He turned to his kin and pointed toward the helpless bishop. Belle was still keeping guard at Father Etred’s side. Hanson knelt beside them and gently touched her cheek. I do not know what he said nor what Belle heard, but she stood up and stepped back, if a little hesitantly. The three hunters heaved the bishop onto their shoulders like a well-rolled rug.
And slowly but steadily, they returned the way they had come, Father Etred’s head bobbing with every step, Hanson carrying their spears behind them like a bundle of kindle. It was the way we too had come. We were backtracking, though we had not explored every turn. Wherever they were leading us, it was not the destination we had in mind.
“I guess we follow them,” Belle said.
“I guess we do,” I replied.
Bien sheathed his dagger. “Can we trust those things?”
“They are not things.” I turned toward the animals, though even that terminology feels inadequate. Our language did not have a fitting row for them in its human-topped pyramid. “I suspect they are our closest evolutionary ancestors,” I said. “I also suspect they’re the poisoned bishop’s only hope of survival.”
That was one consideration Bien could not contest. He still did not want anyone to die on his behalf. We quickly caught up with them, following their torches while looking back with our headlamps. The spiders, it seemed, had accepted their defeat.
We took a turn we had previously passed and went down another twisting tunnel that brought us deeper into the mountain. We would have struggled to carry the bishop this far, but the hunters were nothing if not resilient.
As for me, I should have been frightened. Frightened for Father Etred’s life or frightened of the unknown. But I could not quite contain my excitement, hidden from the others behind only a thin curtain of shadow. I knew plainly there was nowhere I would rather go than down the deepest tunnel with Hanson and his kin.
That is my admission, my friends. Not the admission you wish to hear, I realize, but a true one all the same.
Life, in my professional view, is much like a cart rolling along an invisible rail. We do not change its outcome but rather experience it blindly. You may not subscribe to that belief, but you can understand how fortunate I felt that my life had taken me here, a destination I had spent my entire remembered life dreaming of, a destination that was now mere minutes away. So yes, I beamed a little in spite of everything. I could think of no better heaven.




The Trial
“You may stop there, Alchemist Ortez.” Alchemist Freya holds up her gold pocket watch, an intricate timepiece whose subtle intricacy reveals itself only to those with an eye for such details. She looks from the watch to the crowd. “I’m afraid that is all the time we have.”
Once again, the audience and even the judge appear disappointed. Though she hides it, Alchemist Freya can admit if only to herself that she shares their disappointment. She is the one watching the accused’s story unfold, after all, and it is a story unlike any she has ever witnessed. But they have been through this already. Six hours have passed. They cannot continue.
Judge Hector huffs. “Very well.”
Audience members shift in their seats as if suddenly snapping out of a trance, for such is the power of a well-told tale, and what a tale it is.
“We will reconvene tomorrow morning at the same time,” Judge Hector announces. “And then we will finally get to the bottom of this… extraordinary case.”
Alchemist Ortez readies himself for another round of coin tossing, assessing his audience and tensing his muscles, but the only one dodging anything this afternoon is Miss Day, who once again leaves quickly and quietly. At least Father Etred meets the alchemist’s eyes and nods as he waits between people and pews. And that is all the attention the accused is given: a respectful nod as the bishop slowly snakes his way out of the courtroom.
Alchemist Ortez leaves at his own pace, guards directing him through the small door at the back of the room, as if there were anywhere else he might wander. Perhaps loudest of all is the ceaseless rain, testing the high windows in moaning gusts and heavy drops that patter against the glass like pebbles.
∞∞∞
 
Night has fallen and the rain continues to fall with it.
Alchemist Ortez listens to it drum like the beat of a favorite song. The rain offers a different kind of quiet, and silence is still the only mercy afforded down here. He reaches a hand through the crisscross of metal bars and feel drops landing on his fingertips, as if touching another time and another place. Which time and which place, he is not sure.
He hears footsteps. Has Father Etred returned for another round of spiritual bargaining, he wonders? One more chance to repent.
But it is not Father Etred who appears outside his cell, the slyest of smiles parting her cherry lips.
She is wearing an ashen cape over her seafoam dress, its shoulders soaked, its edges dripping. The dress is the one Alchemist Ortez first saw her in, that night she played her banjo and sang her song for an audience at The Moonlight Inn, a song he still hums in his mind not infrequently. He considers how much has happened in only a few weeks. But mostly he is just glad to see her.
And surprised. “I’ve missed you, Miss Summerblood.”
“I do apologize.” She combs back dripping strands of red hair. “That thing I said I needed to do took a little longer than expected.”
“Business-related?” he inquires.
“You have your secrets, alchemist. I have mine.”
“Fair enough.” He steps closer to her, as close as he is able to step. “Still no sign of Bien?”
Miss Summerblood
shakes her head. “Nothing.” She examines his cell: the potato sack they call a bed, his empty tin cup. “You must be bored out of your wits down here.”
“I’ve gotten rather good at tossing pebbles into that cup.” He gives the cup a kick. “Never thought I was one for sports, but here we are. Mr. Day threw axes, and I throw pebbles. I feel as though there’s a metaphor there.” The metaphor eludes him.
Alchemist Ortez paces between the innkeeper and his solitary window. “Also,” he says, “I’ve been trying to think up names for Hanson’s species, assuming I still get to name them after all this. I initially came up with speleo troglodyte, a logical name for the species, but, well, who the hell cares about the scientific name? What are people actually going to call them?”
“Probably not speleo whatever you just said,” Miss Summerblood says.
“Precisely,” he continues. “Now, hear me out. The kayna. It’s an archaic Gracian term that means—there’s no perfect way to translate it—something akin to deep thinkers. The kayna. The deep thinkers. What do you think?”
“Fits like a glove,” she says. “I must say, for a man who wiped away his past, you sure seem to know a lot about it.”
“I know Gracian history,” he clarifies, “or at least what I can read in books. Is that my past? Is that even my culture? I suppose if you cannot feel what is missing, you can always intellectualize it.”
“Your words,” she says, as if the suggestion were not truly hers. She leans onto the bars between them. “How are you doing, Ortez?”
“They sent Father Etred to visit me last night so that I might make peace with God,” he replies. “That is never a good sign.”
“That’s just a formality.” Miss Summerblood waves it off. “You have the truth on your side, and soon everyone will hear it.”
She still believes him unquestionably. Alchemist Ortez appreciates this more than he knows how to communicate.
Instead, he says, “Alchemical trials have been overturned before. It is rare, and stupid, but it is not without precedent. And this is a most extraordinary case. Judge Hector is right about that. I’m asking them to believe in things they thought impossible only yesterday, and what proof do I have? The story of a man they wish dead.”
“Then we’ll just have to make an extraordinary argument.” The innkeeper’s sly smile returns for an encore.
The alchemist stops pacing. “Tell me, how does one make an extraordinary argument, Miss Summerblood?”
Instead of offering answers, she offers him her hand through the bars. He takes it in his and feels the bump of a fresh cut across her knuckles. The cut looks no more than a couple of days old.
“No touching the prisoner.” The gravelly voice comes from a guard standing just outside the limited view of Alchemist Ortez. “Come on, Miss Summerblood.” The guard walks over. “You’ve had your five minutes. Time to go.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” the innkeeper whispers, her hand slipping from the prisoner’s.
The alchemist would trade many things for another five minutes with Miss Summerblood, if only he had anything left to offer. “It will be nice to see a friendly face in the audience,” he says.
“Just a friendly face, am I?” Her words float behind her as she is beckoned beyond the stone wall that blocks his view. The back of her ashen cape is the last bit of Belle Summerblood the prisoner can savor before she is only fading footsteps.
Alchemist Ortez reaches for something clever to say, but it slips from his grasp.




Day Three of the Trial





The Trial
This is it, Alchemist Ortez thinks to himself as he sits silently in the chair at the head of the room, facing an audience from inside a banister of stained oak. There is still much to tell them, and there are certainly more truths to reveal, but his story will reach its climax before the vetramin diotide runs its six-hour course. More importantly, Alchemist Ortez knows he will be judged this afternoon.
Guilty or not guilty. Life or death. He cannot imagine there will be any middle ground. And so this really is it: the last few hours in which he can still dream of a long life, assuming things do not go his way. He remains skeptical.
Distant thunder rumbles outside the courtroom as the rain continues its assault from yesterday. The storm began late last night. The fact that the alchemist can recall this is a sign that he has once again slept poorly.
As usual, he begins the morning by watching for familiar faces. Audra Day is here to see the trial of her father’s alleged murderer through, as is Father Etred. But the person the alchemist awaits eagerly is still nowhere to be found when the heavy doors are closed by the man in the blue uniform. He saw her not twelve hours ago, unless he is losing his mind, a possibility he does not discount. Alchemist Ortez was certain Belle Summerblood would finally be here for the last day of his trial and, in her absence, he feels marooned.
Alchemist Freya arrives before Judge Hector and places her tools on the small table beside her, removing them one at a time from her well-worn leather satchel. Three elixirs. A mnemonic conductor. She slides a copper halo onto the head of the accused before handing him the red vetramin diotide.
Alchemist Ortez drinks it like water. “You haven’t said much, Alchemist Freya, considering all that you have seen.”
“Speaking is the good judge’s occupation, not mine,” she explains. “My job is to listen.”
“Of course,” he says. “I suppose that is why I couldn’t do what you do. Back at Saint Adena, my lowest grades were always in law and alchemy. I didn’t have the attention for it.”
Alchemist Freya hands him the blue elixir. “Discipline is just as important, the ability to remain impartial. We are not friends, Alchemist Ortez.”
He can feel the cerebral conducting aid stretching his mind, but today is less painful than yesterday, as yesterday had been less painful than the day before. “That is unfortunate,” he says. “I could use a friend right now.”
The man who enters the courtroom last is most assuredly not the alchemist’s friend. His waistcoat this morning is the color of blood and roses. Judge Hector takes his position between the audience and the accused and waits for them to go quiet of their own accord. They understand the process now. They have learned how to behave in the church of law.
“So begins the third day of the trial of Alchemist Ortez.” The judge’s baritone voice fills the room. “I must say, I’ve been doing this job for three decades, and never have I heard a story quite like this one.”
Mumbles of agreement reverberate into a steady bassline.
“Yes, it is a most extraordinary case. However”—he strikes a new note—“I would like to start our final morning together by reminding you why this alchemist from Dellmere is sitting behind me. Everett Day, a man who employed many of you in this room, a man this city owes a great debt it can never hope to repay, was murdered. And not just murdered. Poisoned.”
Alchemist Ortez does not like where this is going. He wonders what Alchemist Freya thinks of her colleague’s “ability to remain impartial.” But the two alchemists stay silent.
“This Gracian alchemist knows how to poison someone,” Judge Hector says. “He has the professional expertise. This particular alchemist also knew of Mr. Day’s fatal allergy to faro root as few did. What’s more, he had what we in the legal field call motivation. Alchemist Ortez had devoted his life to protecting animals. I don’t doubt there are many animal lovers in attendance today. I myself grew up with a faithful family hound, Daisy, bless her soul.”
They chuckle as if attending a comedy.
“But I enjoy a good chicken leg, don’t you?” People nod. The judge does not bring up the subject of fish. “Who doesn’t enjoy a good chicken leg?” He looks at them and then at the queer man in question. “Alchemist Ortez does not enjoy a good chicken leg. No. He does not eat the flesh of animals. Have you ever heard such a thing?”
“My sister doesn’t eat—"
“Enough, Jamethy.” The judge stops the boy. “It is unusual behavior, to say the least. But Alchemist Ortez is an unusual man with an unusual relationship with animals. One might even use the word radical. A normal person would not choose the life of an animal over the life of a human being, but what lengths would Alchemist Ortez go to?
“Finally,” Judge Hector says, “let us not forget that Alchemist Ortez was spotted walking away from the crime scene during the afternoon that Everett Day was found murdered. Yes, my fellow Aurorans, he is a charming man. Yes, he looks good in a suit, even I’ll admit that much. But he is sitting here for a reason, and that reason is that the evidence collectively points to one Alchemist Ortez as the murderer of Everett Day.”
Alchemist Ortez gapes ironically, giving up on the performance before it can reach his eyes.
“One way or another”—the judge turns to the alchemist as thunder rumbles more closely than before—“we will soon learn the veracity of these accusations.”
On that, at least, the accused and the accuser agree. The judge waves for him to begin.
“Thank you, your honor, for that helpful, impartial introduction,” Alchemist Ortez says. “Truly, Indemere’s legal system could not be in better hands. I had not previously imagined my compassion for all living beings would one day be considered a motivation for murder, but I appreciate good irony as much as Mr. Day appreciated good whiskey.”
For the first time since appearing in court, the alchemist unbuttons the top button of his collared shirt. He runs a hand through hair that has grown increasingly greasy and down his ponytail, leaving it to flop over his shoulder.
“But we are not here to speculate.” Alchemist Ortez clears his throat and readies himself for the final stretch of a most grueling marathon. “We are here to unravel the truth, or at least a glimpse of it. Yes, the unbelievable truth.”




Chapter Twenty-nine
A PYRAMID OF STONES
You will recall where we left our story: the hunters carrying a poisoned Father Etred as Belle, Bien, and I followed faithfully behind. The tunnel they took us down reminded me of an old lighthouse near Liberty my father had shown me one summer—the only summer I had spent back home. Its spiraling staircase had opened onto the ocean and, over that horizon, the life my parents had left behind.
The spiraling tunnel I descended now opened into an almost city-sized cavern. I had seen this chamber in Hanson’s visions, but seeing through someone else’s eyes is not the same as seeing with your own. What had been but blurry details in his periphery now captured my attention as much as my imagination. The chamber itself was the biggest one I had seen outside of Aurora, smaller than downtown but large enough for a community to flourish. And they had, in better times.
But they were still many, and their fires still burned, transforming this dark pocket in the earth’s crust into an underground village. Smoke escaped out tunnels in the ceiling to where, I had no idea. I had lost any sense of location I once possessed. I did not know how far we were from Aurora, how deep we had traveled, nor our distance from the nearest mountain face.
But such details did not matter. I was, after all, in my personal heaven.
It was a warm heaven, between the natural heat of the cave, which had increased over the course of our journey, and the heat of their fires. Though their species has no official name, I have taken to calling them the kayna in recent days. I could not count them all, but there were well over a hundred kayna in that cavern, gathered around embers or sharpening tools. I marveled at their technology, at their wooden spears and their stone axes and their beds of dried grass, which looked at least more comfortable than the bed in my present-day prison cell.
Centered between it all rose a pyramid of stones, high as a house. Four torches illuminated its four triangular sides. Hanson saw me staring and reached out. He told me that every stone represented a life lived and a life lost. He remembered when his village had twice as many inhabitants, but new births could not keep up with piling deaths. And piled they were, into this towering monument.
Hanson crouched and laid fingers on two stones wedged in the pyramid’s base. I did not need to ask whose lives he mourned: a stone for his mother and a stone for his father. His fingers slid down them and curled into a weak fist.
The old hunter touched my cheek again, the bishop’s head hanging limply over his shoulder. They would treat the poisoned human, he said, but we were to stay with Hanson. I was not sure what their medicine amounted to, nor if it would work on our soft-skinned species, but whatever they possessed was the unconscious bishop’s only hope. I tried to thank him as he departed with his fellow hunters, Father Etred bouncing into the distance.
“Where are they taking him?” Bien asked.
“To be cured,” I said, “we hope.”
“If they can’t save him, I’m even more fucked.”
“Not quite as fucked as the bishop himself.”
Belle looked from Father Etred to Hanson. “That poor soul,” she said. I was not sure whose soul she was referring to.
Hanson returned to his feet and told me to follow him. I beckoned my human companions as he led us farther from Father Etred and up a curving path toward higher ground. There were more torches arranged along the incline, forming a flickering wall that was perhaps more ceremonial than practical. Hanson was taking us somewhere important, to someone important.
Kayna warriors stood guard here too, spears in hand, eyes trailing us, especially as we ascended the rocky knoll. I could see the whole village from a new vantage point, and I could see the distance between them, the gaps unfilled. I imagined a past in which they were twice this many, crafting and playing, teaching and learning.
Hanson pulled me onward. Now was not the time for pondering.
On the contrary, it was time for me to meet their matriarch. She waited for us on her throne: a cluster of stalagmites into which they had carved out a seat. She wore her nakedness like the rest of them, save for the crown of knotted twigs upon her head. The matriarch looked considerably older than Hanson, though not as old as the old hunter. Her eyes were piercing, her features stoic. Her angled brow bunched toward a prominent nose not unlike my own.
Hanson approached first. They communicated for many minutes before she motioned me forward. Belle and Bien, whose expressions were reminiscent of the first time they had laid eyes on Hanson, waited with the guards. Hanson stepped back, inviting me to stand where he had stood. I knelt in his place, though not out of any sense of formality. I was simply too tall to communicate with a sitting matriarch.
The matriarch laid a slender hand on my forehead, her touch like the gentle brush of a warm breeze. She examined me much as the old hunter had, for there could be no pretenses in conversations with the kayna. It was a nice change of pace.
When she was done digging, she asked about the water. Hanson had clearly told her my theory, that The Day Company was slowly contaminating their rivers with cobrium and copper, and that was probably not even the extent of it. An unintended byproduct of Everett’s ever-expanding mining empire.
I recalled the water’s metallic taste, before I had spat it back into the river. But the kayna did not have that luxury, as we would not soon enough. My thirst was returning with a vengeance.
As an alchemist, I had some understanding of water contamination. It could have taken months or years for the water to reach its current level, but one aspect of this murky affair was crystal clear: if The Day Company continued on its present path, the kayna’s sole water source would soon be entirely undrinkable. Already, it had taken so many of them, and more still were staring down the precipice. The matriarch herself was not immune to the water’s worsening effects, and I saw that too, in her troubled thoughts.
She wanted to know if there was a way to cleanse the water. I considered her question carefully. I had already given it some thought on the way down here. The water would need to be distilled, but they did not have the equipment for it. They would need human help for their human-caused problem.
In truth, even that solution was but a bandage on a deeper wound. How many other kayna lived in these mountains and relied on these rivers? How many other species were dying as a result of increasing contamination? The problem would ultimately need to be stopped at its source.
The matriarch could not fully comprehend these foreign concepts. The intricacies of each cause. The implications of potential solutions. But one thing she understood perfectly: they would need the help of humans. And she understood the promise I made her, that I would do everything I could to aid them.
She told me we could rest in their village for the night. It was evening now, according to our clocks. My body felt it even if my eyes could not see it. She said we could also eat their food and drink their water, though I had reservations about the latter. I hoped a little water would not make us ill, that our stomachs were as resilient as theirs. I supposed we would find out.
Regarding Father Etred, they had administered a remedy for the spider’s poison, a salve passed down many generations. She said he would regain his strength tomorrow, assuming their medicine worked equally well on humans. Again, we would find out. I thanked her for her generosity.
And as I turned to leave, the matriarch stopped me with a parting thought. It was about Hanson. She reminded me that he had lost his parents, and she revealed another detail about him: Hanson had never gotten along well with others. I have said their language does not translate well into words, but if I were to relay her final message to me that evening, I would say she told me that Hanson was wandering this world alone.
I looked toward Hanson standing a few feet away, his posture stiff and serious, his eyes evaluating everything, his mind oblivious to the conversation we were having about him. And I realized then that while their language was refreshingly open in some ways, it was equally closed in others.
As for wandering this world alone, I told the matriarch I could relate.




Chapter Thirty
THE GHOSTS OF MY PAST
For one fleeting night at least, Hanson and I found company in each other. Dinner was fish we roasted on sticks with a side of more mushrooms, the provisions provided to us after our meeting with the matriarch. I am not a fan of fish either, your honor, but my depleted body demanded energy. Belle and Bien were sitting across the fire deep in conversation when Hanson invited me to take a walk with him. I followed and gave my friends their space.
Hanson said there was a place he wished to show me and that it would be a bit of a walk. As I have mentioned, time was not easily communicated between us, and the ten-minute stroll I imagined unraveled into an hour-long journey. He led me to the far end of the chamber, opposite of where we had first arrived, and past a number of uneasy stares. Most of the kayna, it seemed, still did not know what to think of our presence. An opening I would have likely missed took us into a skinny tunnel. Increasingly, our walk became an uphill one, or so it felt to me. Returning, I repeatedly reminded myself, would be an easier endeavor.
The path eventually brought us into another, much smaller cavern. Hanson informed me that we had arrived as I caught my breath.
“Wonderful,” I huffed, oblivious to the beauty before us.
I did not remain oblivious for long, however. I wiped the sweat from my face with both hands, parting them from my vision like the curtain before a reveal. And what a picturesque reveal it was. For the first time in many hours, I could see the blue-black sky.
The sky was dark and distant and filled with stars that twinkled as they do only in nature. An opening into the mountain, though it was not an exit through which we might climb. It was a hole, and we were at the bottom of it. The bottom was not without beauty either. The sight of a small pond warmed me like a crack of winter sun, with its ferns and mossy boulders, a hint of green amid so much gray.
“An oasis,” I said as my kayna guide blinked at me. I decided the concept was too difficult to explain.
Hanson, on the other hand, did not hold back on my account. He told me that this chamber was a special place. I might even say spiritual, if I believed in such things. I was not sure if he did. He said that when villagers came of age, they would come here to see themselves. One cannot be an adult unless one can understand oneself, he explained.
I told him our culture did not share that view, much to our detriment.
Hanson nudged me toward the pond. He wanted me to see for myself—or rather, to see myself. I told him I already knew the hills and valleys of Alchemist Ortez quite well, being the professional mind explorer that I was, and he told me to try it anyway. Alas, I could not call myself a man of science had I declined his request.
“Very well,” I said. “Show me.”
I would need to submerge my body in the pond and then drink from it, he informed me, but not too much. The pond was fed by a slender stream no doubt connected to the compromised river system, though this was not the reason I was to keep my drinking to a sip. There was something else affecting this water. Once I had swallowed a palmful, I was to close my eyes and look inward.
I tested the water with my fingertips and asked if I really needed to put my whole body in it. Hanson insisted that I did. I am not sure if that part was ritual or science, but the two blurred together that evening.
I peeled off layers of clothes and laid down my carbide headlamp, our only source of light, save the distant stars. I stepped in, naked as a newborn, drawing ripples on the still surface. The cool water was refreshing after that grueling hike.
I reached the lowest level of the pond, where the water rose to my chest, and glanced back at him. He mimed drinking from his palm. It did not look like water I would normally nor willingly ingest. It was covered in strange algae that must have survived off the sunlight that slipped through. This underground oasis had its own miniature ecosystem.
I would later realize it was the algae that made it special, or spiritual if you must. When consumed via drinking the water, the algae acted not unlike an oneiric stimulant, the elixir that puts my clients in a lucid dream state. Though like any drug, its effect was unique—and unlike most, foreign to me. I would collect the plant in an empty vial before departing. In that moment, however, alchemy could wait. I was to look inward.
I took a sip and closed my eyes.
I saw nothing at first, perhaps because nothing was what I expected to see, but I could feel the weight of the water on my limbs. I imagined walking through it, one labored step at a time. I imagined a lightless room in which nothing existed but the heaviness of movement.
I am not sure when or how it had happened, but I soon found myself crawling out of an ocean, dripping like rain, my knees and elbows digging holes in the white sand. I turned my head to the horizon and saw Tianma. I collapsed to my stomach with a gaping smile.
Seven summers. I had watched them fly by like the view from a moving train. Seven summers it had been since I last visited these pristine shores. Was Tianma the lobby to my mind, the foyer for my dreams? It had been so long since I had let another alchemist inside.
I picked my sopping self up and brushed off wet sand. There were many memories I held onto from my time in Tianma, and I wondered which I would stumble upon. Some part of me already knew, of course. That was how this worked.
It did not take long. I saw his campfire just off the beach, in a grass clearing nestled between towering trees. Like the myriad animals that roamed this continent, Tianma’s distinctive forests were unmistakable. The tall, straight trunk of a bava tree looked almost human-crafted, with leaves too high for even the largest animals to reach—and there were certainly some large ones here. I let my fingers appreciate their smooth bark as I wandered toward him.
He was alone, his fire mostly embers. I sat down on the log next to him, but his focus was fixed on the shiny rupa he turned over like a delicate insect in the palm of his hand.
“Hello, my old friend,” I said.
How I had missed the sight of him, the sight of each crease that formed his leathery face, the details I had sketched countless times, the intelligence that beamed from his eyes whenever I could steal his attention from the day’s curiosity. He looked at me, Hanson, the original Hanson, the handsomest bonobus troglodyte in all of Tianma.
How are you? I spoke in sign language.
Hanson placed his precious rupa on the log between us. He signed to me two words I once taught him: dangerous men. In our language, dangerous men meant one thing and one thing only. Poachers.
“I know,” I said. “I know.”
He shifted onto all fours and walked deeper into the forest, his powerful arms propelling him away from me.
“Hanson.” I grabbed the coin and followed the black-haired primate into the bright green brush. “Hanson, wait.” The brush grew thicker, branches and leaves slapping my forearms and tripping my feet, until I tumbled forward and he was gone and I was somewhere else.
The distant crashes of an ocean transformed into the nearby babble of a fountain, the whistle of the wind into the chirping of sparrows. One fluttered past me as I rolled onto my side, sighing his name one final time.
I examined my new environment, an even more familiar sight than the last one. The garden at Saint Adena. I had sketched every inch of it over the years and over the summer I stayed with my mentor. Most students would spend the season with family, but not those of us with newly wiped minds. In those quiet months between classes, the garden had felt like our own backyard. It had felt as it felt now.
She had lived in the adjacent manor overlooking the garden, my mentor. The manor housed a number of apartments for faculty. I had lived in one too during my brief stint as Saint Adena’s sole professor of animal intelligence—or the school’s glorified dog whisperer, according to a number of parents and a few muttering colleagues. I had made more enemies than friends.
But in the empty campus of my mind, I found only the latter. I found Watermelon the calico cat. She had her belly to the grass, her ears flat, her target chosen.
I do not know who had named her Watermelon, nor why they had done so, but she was Watermelon when I arrived here, and she was Watermelon when she finally disappeared. Watermelon had been a vagabond of sorts, wandering the campus, belonging to no one. People fed her on occasion, and she had perhaps curbed the local bird population, as she appeared to be doing now.
Watermelon pounced toward the fountain. The sparrows scattered.
“Hello, Watermelon.” I gave her a pet as she rubbed her body against my bent knee. “I’ve missed you as well.”
She was the first animal whose mind I had peered into. I discovered the elixir ingredients in an old library book, starting her on a single drop in a bowl of milk. Watermelon never seemed to mind the minutes we spent together before inevitably bounding off. In chapters, she revealed to me her story: how she viewed the varied territories of Saint Adena, the humans who walked in predictable patterns, the animals that only came out at night. Her campus was a whole country. With Watermelon as my guide, I came to realize how vast the world truly was when seen through the eyes of so many animals we barely understood. She changed me, that calico cat.
As usual, I lost her in a bush as I rose to my feet. “Goodbye, Watermelon.” Another old friend, gone.
I meandered around colorful flowerbeds as I made my way toward the manor. The stone building seemed to be the reason I was here. I could feel its pull in every detail: the familiar bay windows, the vine-covered walls and moss-coated shingles, the chimneys that were watchtowers for Saint Adena’s bird empire, because I could not unsee the world through Watermelon’s eyes. So many details I thought I had forgotten, and yet their very existence here was inarguable evidence to the contrary.
I went in through the back door and past a hall that had hosted more forgettable parties than I cared to remember. I took a right, a left, a stairwell. It was an easy building in which to get lost, but I knew this old labyrinth like a childhood home. I knew when to expect every creak and the musty scent of every room.
And I knew precisely which door would lead me to my mind’s destination. Briefly, I thought of Walton Dupree and his door and the doors of so many of my clients. I turned the knob and stepped into my old mentor’s apartment.
I headed straight for the kitchen and stopped aglow in the afternoon sun print that carpeted the floorboards and painted the wall. The golden window, she once called it. Her silhouette was carved in each pane. Even before I had seen the caramel color of her arm, resting on the table, the silver-black coils of her hair, half-tied in a ponytail, I knew it could only be her. She was either staring out the window or away from me.
I edged my way around the table to see her face again, but she turned, always she turned. How to explain it? A woman I would recognize from any angle was sitting before my eyes, and yet she remained completely out of sight. I ran circles around the kitchen table and grabbed her shoulder and called her name and, always, she turned.
I swore and must have blinked, for suddenly she was gone. Not that she had ever really been there, in that empty seat. Outside, a sparrow hopped circles around the fountain. It was the last to fly away. Ghosts, after all, never linger long.
The ghosts of my past may not be the ghosts you imagined. They do not take the form of my parents, nor of my sister, nor even the woman I am told I once loved. If you had looked into the mind of Ortez Alvaro, you might have found relatives and lovers in that teenager from another time, but Alchemist Ortez is more than a name. He is the man I have been for the last decade.
And still, people always pity the boy. I understand, I do. It is difficult to imagine truly forgetting if you have not truly forgotten. To lose is to understand what you have lost. Forgetting is something else, my friends.
But pity can be a warm bath to ease the aches, even if it does little for the ailment. They imagine losing their own loved ones and feel what you should be feeling for you, as if sorrow is such a thing that could be delegated. It is a welcome distraction from the real pain, and a bad one—a callus over the deep splinter beneath.
Because I too have known real loss, even if it is not the loss they see or understand. I have lost the ones who have meant more to me than even I have fully realized over these years. Hanson. Watermelon. Animals that my fellow humans did not understand, much as they did not understand me.
And I had lost her. My mentor. Listen to me: my mentor. I cannot even say her name, so deep is my denial.
Her name was Alchemist Siwa, the woman who pieced me back together. In a month, if I am to live that long, it will have been two years since I received the letter. That is how I learned of my mentor’s death: a letter. Tuberculosis, it read. The letter said little else.
And why would it? I was but one of thirty apprentices she had taught over her long tenure. Her family did not invite me to the funeral. On a foggy morning amid the foggy months that followed, I prescribed myself sensus oxomine. Even to this day, I tell myself it is for the hollowness that follows me like a shadow, and that is true, but it is not the whole truth. Alchemist Ortez was not always a hollow man. He had woken up one, but he had found purpose and companionship, and he had lost both.
I was, once again, a surface wiped clean, only this time not all was forgotten. This time there was loss, and I had not grieved a day. I still have not grieved a day. For even as I was realizing much of this, high on algae, there was little time to take for myself. There was only this borrowed moment, this brief dip in the pond with my new Hanson.
I opened my eyes and returned to him.
He had not moved from where he last crouched, watching intently. It had been mere minutes, but like memories, journeys cannot be measured in time. I fell into the water and drifted backward into the mossy rocks.
My old mentor once said, “I am here if you need me.” But she was gone now, gone like all the others. And yet I was not alone in the depths of that mountain. I was far from home and nowhere near safe, but I was not alone. That was another realization.




Chapter Thirty-one
A LIFELONG TROUBLEMAKER
A familiar scent can take you back to a memory long thought forgotten—a musty room, a slice of moonberry pie. I am sure you all know the sensation. But when you are an alchemist, a familiar scent can take you back to a memory that was never yours to begin with.
Such was the odor of vomit I recalled from Hanson’s visions. Even before we arrived at their grisly infirmary early the next morning, it wafted in the warm air, from the corner of their cavern where the sickest were kept and treated with organic remedies. Though there was no treatment for the poisoned water they had little choice but to keep consuming.
Father Etred was the lucky one. He had looked worse than any of them yesterday, but after only a single night’s rest, the opposite was true. Their ancient salve did indeed work on humans.
“Good morning, father,” I said. “You’re looking… alive.”
He propped himself against the cave wall. “You know that feeling when you wake up in a strange place, and for a few seconds you forget where you are,” he said. “This was quite the awakening.”
“You should be thankful you woke up at all,” Bien said.
We were all together, Belle, Bien, and I, and of course Hanson, who had received news of the bishop’s recovery and brought us here.
“They saved your life,” the youngest of us humans added.
Father Etred wiped the sweat from his brow. His clothes and hair were soaked in it. “Yes, they did,” he said. “These animals saved my life.”
To which I asked the question that still needed an answer: “But who will save theirs?”
For some of them, there would be no saving. They were either already dead or close enough that one could hardly tell the difference. Others lay in pools of their own sick. I counted eleven of them that morning, at least three of whom were already gone.
I shook my head but held my gaze. “Things cannot go on like this.”
∞∞∞
 
Belle and I ate lunch together while waiting for Father Etred to regain his strength, or at least enough of it to leave this place on his own two feet. Lunch was the same as dinner. Culinary diversity was not exactly a cornerstone of this cave-dwelling culture. By noon, the cavern had grown quieter and emptier as many kayna were out hunting and foraging for the day. Fewer fires meant it was dimmer too.
A tired-looking Belle fed a log into ours as she asked how I had slept.
“Better than expected,” I said. “I’m rarely a proficient sleeper, but I suppose I was the right combination of physically, emotionally, and intellectually exhausted.”
She sat back down on her stump-like log seat. “You remember when I told you about the shadow men who dwell in the old forest near Talebrook?”
It took me a moment.
“Of course, I always thought they were just legend,” Belle went on. “There’s a legend for everything in Talebrook. But then I got thinking, where’d they get all this wood from?” She kicked over a piece of kindle. “I ain’t seen any trees down here, not to mention the dried grass you slept on so well, which led me to an epiphany of sorts. They must go outside occasionally, under the cover of darkness, to chop wood, to gather supplies. Ortez, I think we’ve been in the company of shadow men.” She chuckled. “Never would have imagined the day.”
It was a fascinating revelation—the intersection of science and myth—and I said as much. “Our past reemerges in unexpected ways.” I rested my back on the rock pillar behind me.
She poked the fire with the stick we had cooked lunch on. “I communicated with one of them too,” she said. “That old hunter. Didn’t understand everything he said, but I wager I’m right about the shadow men.”
I sat back up. “You communicated with one of them? I know I’d said you would have made a fine alchemist, but that is remarkable, Belle.”
“That’s not all.” She grinned a little. “I’m quite certain we’re not the first humans they’ve seen.”
I finished her thought: “Which means The Day Company knew there were more of them.”
Belle nodded. The question was, what else did they know?
At this point, Bien returned from his walk around the chamber. He had said he wanted to explore the place, though I suspected what he really wanted was a private interlude from the day’s ever-unfolding drama.
“I’ve decided,” he said, sitting down across from us, his tone already making one thing clear: whatever this decision was, it had been a carefully considered position from which there would be no retreat. This was not the impulsive Bien Bornhart speaking. “If you’re all heading back to Aurora this evening, I’m going with you.”
“I don’t think that’s wise, Bien,” I replied. “It’s your head they’re after. Hanson will still take you to the other mountain exit. We’ll bring Father Etred with us. He should probably see a human doctor.”
“No.” It was a statement of fact, so certain he was that nothing more needed to be said, though he explained himself all the same. “I don’t back down from a fight worth fighting.” He unsheathed his dagger, gave it a spin in the palm of his hand, then gripped the handle like a revolver aimed between Belle and me.
“Listen,” he said, “I was a bit of a troublemaker growing up, ran in some bad circles as Ma used to say, and it took me an age to figure out why I had all this anger and what to do with it. I know who I am now, and I’m not turning tail the first moment I finally have a chance to make a real difference. I may not understand these animals like you do, Ortez, but I have two eyes. I can see the injustice at work here, always could, maybe even a little too well sometimes, but that is simply who I am. And I know exactly which bastard is behind all this. If you’re bringing your fight to Everett Day, I’m helping, and you could use my help. I have talents, connections in the city, assets that come with being a lifelong troublemaker.”
Belle’s smirk confirmed the reality of Bien’s boasts as she added, “I guess we’re all headed back to Aurora, then.”
∞∞∞
 
And so, it seemed, we were. The plan was for us to arrive in the dead of night. The mine would be empty, and Bien said he knew a place where we could lie low. Hanson would accompany us part of the way, and as for Father Etred, who was now back on his feet, we would find out whether he really was faithful to his word. He promised he would not reveal our return, nor his part in it all.
I spoke with the matriarch on our way out and reiterated my own promise. I would do everything I could, I told her, hoping she understood the difference between trying and doing and that I had communicated the former. Trying was all I could do, after all. I was not as powerful to my people as she was to hers.
We refilled our canteen and drank in sips
throughout our journey back. My stomach never felt quite right, and Bien insisted he was feeling nauseous, stopping and bracing himself on the wet wall on more than one occasion. But we staved off the worst symptoms. No one vomited up lunch.
Before long, we were halfway to Aurora. Hanson paddled us down the river as we marveled again at the glowworms and their star-spangled encore. We spoke less this time, as if saving every ounce of energy for what came next, not that we knew what exactly next entailed.
As we neared the cavern in which Hanson had been kept prisoner, he stopped abruptly. This was the end of his tour. We would need to make the rest of our journey without his guidance, though not even we could have gotten lost from here. He waited for us to continue onward.
I knelt down beside him. “Hanson,” I said, “thank you.” I touched his face so that he could understand the sentiment.
He thanked me too.
I told him I was not certain when I would see him again but that I would. “Know that I’m trying, my friend. Know that I’m trying.” I hugged him, and he did not hug me back. “I realize you aren’t familiar with this display of affection, but suffer it for me, will you?” I patted his shoulder as I released him, then opened my mouth to say something ultimately unsaid. In different ways, we were both severed men: severed from our communities, severed from the ones we once loved. I cannot say whether he heard that thought, or if I had even meant to communicate it.
Belle said her own goodbye as we passed him, as Hanson watched us depart to the land above, probably wondering if we truly would return. More than once, I looked back as we marched on, wanting him to believe in me more than I could believe in myself, as slowly he vanished in the shadow of the mountain.




The Trial
Judge Hector straightens his vest as he rises from his seat. He squints at the accused as if searching for something in the distance. He turns briefly to the other alchemist in the room before peering back at Alchemist Ortez.
“You almost had me with Hanson,” the judge says. “But now we’re to believe there is an entire society of these so-called kayna living right under our feet. I must admit, I’m struggling to believe you, Alchemist Ortez.”
“You do not need to believe him,” Alchemist Freya interjects. “You can believe me.”
“You know I have the utmost respect for your work, Alchemist Freya,” Judge Hector says, “but can you be completely certain this alchemist has not tricked you somehow? I know you say it’s impossible, but we must now choose between two impossibilities. One of them goes against the experience of everyone in this courtroom. Can anyone here corroborate these outrageously outlandish claims?”
Their response is unanimous: silence. It is a loud silence as the storm still rages outside, more aggressively than before, the rain having turned into hail.
Father Etred bows his head and says nothing.
“While I don’t doubt Alchemist Ortez is a talented man, the images I’ve seen could not have been fabricated by anyone,” Alchemist Freya insists. “The truth is not a vote.”
“The kayna do indeed exist,” Alchemist Ortez finally inserts himself, “as much as Everett Day might have wished otherwise. Had they not been an inconvenience for the chief proprietor, you might have had the opportunity to witness their existence for yourself, your honor. Alas, it’s easier to control a secret.”
Judge Hector shakes his head. His incredulity has grown like a tumor past the point of surgery. “No, no. There are human beings and there are animals,” he explains. “People have a soul, a body made in God’s image”—he references his own—“and people have free will. Animals operate on instinct. That is the difference. These kayna you have conjured up contradict the very natural order of the world.”
“I hadn’t realized I was speaking to a fellow man of science,” the accused says, “but I must take umbrage with your premise, sir. What you describe is not the natural order of the world. Human beings are mammals, as I’m sure you know. We evolved just as they did, just as all our fellow animals did. When you look in the mirror, what you see is the result of biology, your environment, and a good tailor. Free will is merely the story we tell ourselves. Even I will admit we humans do possess some remarkable traits, most of all our penchant for storytelling. But the fact is these kayna are clearly our closest living ancestors. I suspect we may have bred with them as recently as a few hundred thousand years ago.”
“As recently as a few hundred thousand years ago?” The judge gives a hearty guffaw. “My sister tells me the shoes she buys are old and unfashionable after a season.”
“A few hundred thousand years is hardly a blink in the history of our planet,” the alchemist explains over laughter.
“Let me tell you what I see,” the judge says. “I see a desperate man using scientific jargon and unproven theories to tell us that the sky is not blue—that it is red. Scientists are very good at that sort of thing, aren’t they, Alchemist Ortez?”
Alchemist Ortez would be the last person to unequivocally defend alchemy’s research community. But if not the people, the science he stands behind with all his being, much as he stands behind those who cannot speak on their own behalf.
“That you believe the world is purely what you see through your eyes is precisely the problem, Judge Hector,” the alchemist says. “You present common sense as the answer, but common sense is the problem. Through your eyes, animals exist only relative to you: as a resource to be caged and slaughtered or, if they’re lucky, as a pet. Have you ever seen an animal that knows death is coming? Look closely and tell me that animal does not live a life that is their own. It was my job to look closely, more closely than you will ever look, and so yes, I care for them, and I care especially for the kayna. They are a remarkable species. They are unique and brilliant and kind and—” Alchemist Ortez stops himself as sorrow seeps into his voice. He does not wish for them to see him crack. “I’m so tired of this” is all he adds.
The judge shakes his head. “It is obvious how controlled you are by your emotions on this matter.”
“It is obvious that I would be better judged by a fucking coin toss, your honor,” the alchemist replies. “Never in my life have I met a legal professional so full of”—he struggles to find a word that does the accusation justice—“flapdoodle.”
Judge Hector’s jaw drops as his eyebrows head for the ceiling. “How dare you,” he says. “How dare you,” he says again. “Regardless of your guilt or innocence, know that you will be held in contempt of this court.”
“Then at least I will have been guilty of one of the charges brought against me.”
The judge’s finger is shaking as he aims it at the accused. “Don’t think I can’t make things even worse for you,” he says between gritted teeth.
“Please, do tell”—Alchemist Ortez raises his voice to match Judge Hector’s—“what is worse than being publicly hanged in Pilgrim’s Plaza for a crime I’m innocent of? I’ll be sure to look on the bright side as I’m choking on my own spit.”
And just as Judge Hector opens his mouth to inform them of the many retributive powers at his disposal, the courtroom’s double doors burst open. The sound of hail is louder even than the aching groan of old hinges, louder than any utterance from the pews, a crashing cymbal drumming forth their arrival.
There are two of them, both hidden beneath hooded capes. Alchemist Ortez recognizes the ashen color. They march forward between the pews, toward the judge and the accused, their boots squeaking on the marble floor.
“Stop them!” Judge Hector demands, repositioning his rage like a pointed weapon. “Stop these intruders at once!”
The guards close in around the apparent intruders, until the taller one removes her hood. There is no mistaking the red hair that falls free the instant she does.
“Miss Summerblood?” The judge’s rage deflates like a balloon without hot air. “Wait,” he tells the guards. “Wait!” The guards wait. He tells them to close the bloody doors. “Miss Summerblood,” he says, “what are you doing here like… like this?”
But Belle Summerblood knows that arguments and explanations will do nothing for her just cause. It is this very knowledge, in fact, that has led to this moment. She turns toward the other hooded person and removes his hood, only it is not a person she reveals to the courtroom.
Alchemist Ortez is the first to call his name. “Hanson!”
The animal known as Hanson is shorter than a human male. He is also completely hairless, with gray skin and nocturnal eyes, though his pupils are smaller in the daylight. He is not used to daylight. And yet he is the most humanlike non-human animal that anyone in this room has ever seen.
A few audience members gasp. Many scramble backward, piling onto each other, for there is nowhere to scramble in the packed courtroom. As for the good judge, he drops his handkerchief as the animal bounds past him.
Alchemist Ortez steps out of his seat, something he is not supposed to do, as Hanson finally stops before the banister. The accused’s oak cage. Hanson recognizes it for what it is. He has some experience with cages. He presses his head against the alchemist’s, and they communicate as easily as parted friends. In their silent language, the human mentions that he has never seen the kayna in clothes before, wiping a tear with the edge of his palm. It has been two particularly long weeks since they were last in each other’s company.
Miss Summerblood faces a stunned crowd and says, “Everyone, meet Hanson. Hanson, this is everyone.” She smiles her sly smile. To answer the alchemist’s earlier question, this is how one makes an extraordinary argument.
No one knows what to do, least of all those in charge of doing things. A few guards return to their positions, while others seem to be searching for instructions that do not exist. Alchemist Freya notices the accused’s copper halo has slid out of place, and she can no longer read his thoughts, though she hardly needs alchemy to interpret the glisten in his eye or the rounding of his cheek. But perhaps no person is more befuddled than the Honorable Henrick Hector, for whom opening his mouth has long been the answer to most things in life. The judge has no words, or at least no words he wishes to speak.
But speak he must. “Fetch two chairs for the witnesses,” he says after too much time has gone by to say nothing. The judge avoids meeting the alchemist’s gaze as seats are retrieved from the back room.
“Can you tell it—him—to please sit?” Judge Hector waves toward the two newly placed chairs, across the aisle from his own.
Alchemist Ortez passes on the message.
Miss Summerblood takes her seat first. A woman in the pews reaches forward and gently touches Hanson’s back as he curls into an awkward cannonball on the second chair. He whirls around and swats the woman’s hand.
“No petting the witness,” the judge says.
It is the first thing Judge Hector has said in a while that Alchemist Ortez appreciates. Though there is no one the alchemist appreciates more in that moment than the woman with red hair, with whom he exchanges a longing look.
Judge Hector spins in a circle before addressing the audience. “I understand this is… well, it is… God Almighty.” He sighs a defeated sigh. “Continue your story, Alchemist Ortez.”




Chapter Thirty-two
DESCENDED FROM HEAVEN
Our story picks up in the dead hours between dusk and dawn. It was well after midnight when we arrived in Aurora, as relieved as we were frightened of the place. With an ear tuned to danger, I led us through the labyrinth of empty tunnels before Bien took his turn in charge, asking us to follow him. He knew a place we could stay, he reminded us, a place we could hide. How quickly Bien had transformed from a broken man into an infinitely resourceful one. Belle, however, had other plans first.
“I want to check on the inn,” she said as we emerged from the tunnel into downtown.
“Now?” Bien retorted as we climbed the fence that kept it closed at night.
Father Etred, for whom the long journey had done his injury no favors, required some assistance getting over to the other side. Cringing with one hand over his neck, the bishop thanked us and said he best be going.
“Father, wait.” Belle placed a hand on the bishop’s shoulder. “Before you go, I’ve got a small favor to ask. Nothing sinful, I swear.”
Father Etred acted briefly as if he might decline, hemming and hawing and eyeing the road ahead, but who in Aurora could turn down Belle Summerblood? “Nothing sinful,” he repeated.
Belle offered her assurances as she beckoned us in the direction of The Moonlight Inn, though we all knew the way. It was a short walk, albeit longer than it should have been. Late as it was, we were not the only scoundrels scouring the streets of downtown that night.
We stayed hidden in the shadow of an alley as they passed us by. A group of men. Each had a pistol holstered at his waist, while a few carried oil lanterns to better illuminate those suspicious corners unreached by city streetlamps. I recognized one of them. He had chased us into Prosperity’s Passage.
Were they looking for us, I wondered? It seemed like a good bet. Could they have imagined we had found another way out of downtown? It was a moot point, considering we had returned, considering we were crouching behind any empty cart not twenty feet away. They slowed and surveyed the area, many times turning in our direction, and I thought this would be it. If the men did not see us, surely Father Etred would seize this opportunity for betrayal, that this was precisely the moment he had been waiting for all along. Bien looked ready for it.
But the well-armed men moved on, and the bishop said nothing. We waited until we could no longer hear them before moving on ourselves.
There was no missing The Moonlight Inn as we turned our last corner, the tavern shifting into view. I recalled something Belle said the first evening we met. On rare nights, when the moon lines up with God’s Window, the inn gleams like a gift descended from heaven. It was a rare night in more ways than one, as The Moonlight Inn shone just a little brighter in that soft blue beam, gracing our mortal plane.
Not every new revelation revealed a heavenly nature, however. The window by the door had three broken panes. Belle gasped at the sign of vandalism and looked for others. Yet despite some shattered glass, not to mention the late hour, the yellow glow of business and the jovial hum of patrons still emanated from inside.
“When I find out who broke that window,” Belle fumed. “I know that ain’t an accident. They saw me running away with Bien, and that there broken window is some bastard’s dumb notion of justice.” She exhaled as if it might cool her sizzling anger and then turned toward Father Etred. “Father, about that favor.”
“What is it, my child?” The bishop sounded tired, and yet I sensed he relished the opportunity to help.
“As I was saying, an awful lot of folk saw me booking it downtown with Bien, and I ain’t exactly skilled in the subtle art of deception,” she explained. “But no one knows you’ve been keeping us company. I was hoping you could step inside for a spell and tell Karl I’m okay, that I’ll be back soon. Maybe see what else you can find out. I ain’t asking you to lie for me—just make sure only one man in there hears you.”
“A bishop walks into a tavern.” Father Etred paused for effect before adding, “I recently heard a joke that began that way. It wasn’t very funny. I will stand out in there.”
“Less than any of us,” Belle said. “If it’s any consolation, as the innkeeper of this fine establishment, I can assure you there ain’t a customer in there right now whose memory can be trusted.”
“I also look like I’ve been climbing through caves for two consecutive days.”
Belle licked her palm and slicked back the bishop’s receding hair.
“I’m not a child,” he pointed out but did not stop her.
“Well, you’re always referring to us as children, father.” Belle patted his arm and nodded toward the inn that waited across the street. “What you are is the only man who can help us right now. Please. I don’t like to beg.”
There was no need for begging, of course, just as there had never truly been any question as to whether the bishop would assist Miss Summerblood. Father Etred’s fate had been sealed the moment Belle said the word favor. We waited for him behind a Model C parked outside the plaza. He emerged five minutes later, handing us his canteen before revealing anything.
Bien took the first sip. “Clean water,” he said. “I forgot how good it tastes.” His second sip was more of a swig. He wiped his mouth. “I forgot how thirsty I was.”
“Don’t drink it all, Bien.” Belle swiped it from him and passed the canteen to me as she asked the bishop, “What did Karl say?”
“He’s glad you’re safe,” Father Etred replied. “Karl was quite worried about you. He says things have been more than a little unsettling since the events of yesterday. He’s not sure who broke the window, but he shares your suspicion. With Chief Butterfield and the mayor gone, the police are in disarray, and unemployed Day Company workers have taken it upon themselves to patrol the city.”
“Those men we saw,” Belle observed. “There ain’t anything worse than vigilante justice. Thank you, father. You’ve been a real help.”
It was difficult to discern in the hard light, but I do believe the bishop may have blushed.
“You best get that wound looked at sooner than later.” She took her turn with the canteen before handing it back to him.
He brushed his neck as he reiterated his promise. “I won’t tell anyone you’re here. You have my word.” One at a time, he traded glances with each of us. “But please, my children, don’t make me regret it.”
We parted ways with Father Etred after that, and despite our deeply held differences, I found myself not wanting to disappoint the bishop. He was crossing the creek in the empty plaza as our diminished party of three ventured down a different path.
∞∞∞
 
The place in which we could stay, according to Bien, was a rather unattractive house not far from the Bricks, though—and this was important—not part of the Bricks. It was one of the few buildings not owned by The Day Company, Bien explained. Had it been, I suspect the wooden house might have been in better shape.
It was a spacious abode, nonetheless, larger even than the Bornhart Manor. Bien retrieved a tarnished key from a small compartment sewn into his leather belt.
“How many hiding spots do you have on you?” I asked.
“Never enough,” he said, unlocking the door. He welcomed us inside with an exaggerated flourish.
Inside was nothing to speak of either, though it possessed a certain, simple appeal. One might call the house cozy or comforting in a safe sort of way. The furniture had the curated look of leftovers.
“My friends and I used to meet here,” Bien explained as we stopped in the hallway. “I honestly can’t remember who even owns the place. Someone’s dead grandmother or something. Anyway, folk stay here when they need a roof over their head. These days, it’s a refuge more than a hideout.”
I spotted a teenage girl through the door to the living room, curled like a cat on a worn charcoal chair, reading her book by candlelight. The Voyage of June Maru. Apparently, it was a popular title here.
But the man who stepped out from the kitchen was a little older and, after closer inspection, recognizable. Once again, I forgot his name.
And once again, Bien said it for me. “Grayson.”
“I thought that was your voice.” Grayson looked worried and then instantly relieved. “Bien, what the hell happened yesterday? There are people after you.” He hugged him as he spoke.
“I’m an idiot.” Bien hugged him back. “I would do it all again, of course.”
“I thought maybe this was it,” Grayson told him, “that I wouldn’t see you again for… I wasn’t sure I would see you again.”
“I’m not running this time,” Bien said.
Grayson ran his thumb down the scar on Bien’s cheek as he leaned into a kiss, a kiss they held for many seconds.
“We’ll give you two some space to catch up,” Belle said when it seemed appropriate.
Grayson finally tore his eyes, and his lips, from our young blonde friend. “I apologize for my rudeness.” He introduced himself to me.
“He’s an alchemist,” Bien interjected.
“Ortez.” I shook his hand.
“Alchemist Ortez,” Grayson said.
“Just Ortez is fine.”
“We have a pretty full house tonight.” He gestured toward the girl in the living room. “But there’s room and some blankets in the attic if you don’t mind a little clutter.”
“We’ll make do,” Belle answered on our behalf.
And make do we did after wishing Bien a much-needed good night’s rest. Upstairs, we found the attic ladder already extended to the hardwood floor, as if our arrival had been expected. The reality was that every inch of this house was well used. There were no forgotten rooms, no comfort that was taken for granted. Belle climbed up first.
Grayson had not been lying about the clutter. There were stacks of books and piles of clothes. There was a rusted red bicycle with a missing wheel. I gave the remaining one a quick spin before tripping over some unseen bump in the dark. We found the blankets he spoke of in a clearing in which we might sleep. Like the house itself, our room was a cozy sort of hideout, though not the most comfortable one. I had managed to sleep soundly on a hay bed, I reminded myself. We would indeed make do.
Belle had already discovered an oil lantern on the attic’s only windowsill. She retrieved a matchbox from her dress pocket—Belle once told me she never wore a dress without pockets—and with a flick of her wrist, there was light.
“That’s better.” She plopped herself down on the wide windowsill.
She left room for me as there was nowhere else to sit, not that I minded the close company of Miss Summerblood. She cracked open the window. A refreshing breeze blew in through the musty air.
“Look at that.” Belle was staring outside.
Through our third-story window, we could see over roofs and into downtown—and in the distance, The Moonlight Inn in its moonlight glow.
“Aurora is full of unexpected beauty.” I sat myself beside her, the oil lantern flickering between us.
“This city is my only home now,” she said. “Some days, I feel like I’ve given up everything for a dream, and then to see it attacked like that. I know it’s just a broken window, but it ain’t just a broken window. What if I wake up tomorrow and it’s more than that? How am I supposed to sleep wondering if my livelihood, the dream I gave up everything for, my family, my first home—it all could be burned to the ground at any moment. Do people even realize what they’re smashing?”
“I’m very sorry, Belle,” I said. “I understand, or at least I think I do. I’m told I’ve given up a lot to be me. Perhaps that is why we fight a little harder for what we have.”
Belle reacted as if it were a subtle joke, a tired pun deserving of a tired laugh. “It’s funny, isn’t it? About three decades ago, you were conceived in a country you don’t even know, while I was born in some nothing town a million miles away. And yet here we are, sitting on this windowsill, living two lives that ain’t so different after all.” She moved the lantern and inched closer to me, resting her head on my shoulder. “I hope you don’t mind.”
I did not.
“It’s nice to see Bien and Grayson back together, for now anyway,” she said sleepily. “Grayson’s good for him. Bien needs a Grayson in his life.”
I did not know Grayson nor even Bien well enough to believe otherwise, and so I absorbed Belle’s wisdom without commentary, enjoying the view, enjoying our closeness, enjoying the rogue strands of red hair tickling my nose.
“I’m fond of you, Ortez,” she said as we both stared into the never-ending night.
“I’m fond of you too, Miss Summerblood.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“I know what you mean.”
She turned her head as I turned and smiled. I am not the young man I once was, but with her breath on my neck and her fingers against my cheek, all my years of living and learning seemed to fall away. So calloused I thought I was, and yet I flinched as she pressed her lips against mine.




The Trial
Alchemist Ortez looks more than slightly uncomfortable as he speaks of Miss Summerblood and the night they kissed. It does not help that the innkeeper in question is now sitting twenty feet away.
“We went to sleep after that,” he informs them all.
“Straight to sleep?” the judge asks.
“Yes,” the alchemist says sharply, “straight to sleep.”
“Very well, very well. You just have such a way with words,” replies Judge Hector, who shares the audience’s amusement to mask his jealousy.
And amused they are as they giggle through cupped hands. The alchemist imagines this must be worse for Miss Summerblood. They are her neighbors, after all, her patrons. And yet she appears somewhat amused herself, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. As a woman who spends most nights in the company of drunk men, there are few things that genuinely rankle the innkeeper.
As for Hanson, he still resembles a cannonball. The alchemist wonders what his kayna friend is able to glean from this spectacle. He would ask him later, if later ever came.
“All right, that’s enough,” Judge Hector tells the crowd. “What happened when you awoke the next morning, Alchemist Ortez?”
“We needed a plan,” the alchemist says.
“A plan to do what exactly?” the judge asks.
“To change Mr. Day’s mind, to save the kayna.”
“And did you intend to inform him of your theory that his company was unwittingly poisoning their water?”
“I suspected Mr. Day already knew that,” Alchemist Ortez explains. “As Belle had gathered from that old hunter, Hanson wasn’t the only one of his kind that Day Company miners had discovered—yet another detail Everett had neglected to mention. I knew it would take more than facts to persuade the chief proprietor.”
“You said earlier that you believed persuading him was impossible,” the judge reminds them.
“I did,” the alchemist admits, “but I gave it some more thought. We spent the next day coming up with our plan, using Grayson as our ear to the city. He was as well-connected as Bien said. And then, finally, I had an idea.”
“An idea?”
“An idea for how we would change Mr. Day’s mind.”




Chapter Thirty-three
THE BEST VIEW IN ALL OF AURORA
The first part of our plan was simple, or so I had convinced myself. I suppose that is the difference between plans and reality.
According to Grayson’s intelligence, Mr. Day was working out of the Aurora Central Mill twice a week to oversee repairs and, I suspected, for appearances. Unlike his daughter’s office, Everett’s was located on the top floor of the stair-like building and had thus been unaffected by the fire. He would be there all afternoon, our source said. Bien’s job was to get me into that office prior to Mr. Day’s arrival. This was part one of our plan. It was part two that rested entirely on my shoulders.
“This way.” Bien was all business as he led us around a warehouse and toward the back of the mill. We had to be extra careful, even now. Vigilantes were still patrolling the streets, searching for the young, blonde man who had killed Lee Pettyman. Bien had borrowed Grayson’s bowler hat.
“Have you broken into many buildings, Bien?” I asked.
His mischievous grin was answer enough as we stopped at the iron fence surrounding the mill’s perimeter. There was no way through unguarded by Day Company security. No easy way through, that is.
“We can get in here.” Bien kicked a depression in the dirt, a shallow valley dipping beneath the fence. I should not have been surprised that breaking into a well-guarded mill would require I get my elbows dirty.
“Very well,” I said, though I did not sound too excited about it.
He grabbed my shoulder. “Are you ready, Mr. Alchemist Ortez?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be, Mr. Bornhart. And you?”
“Yeah,” he said, “I’m ready. Especially with Mayor Mayner gone, people need to stand up to Mr. Day. Figures it would take an out-of-towner and a delinquent. Come on.” And with that, he squeezed himself under the fence and beckoned me to take my turn.
I got more than my elbows dirty. The bottom of an iron bar snagged my satchel, nearly spilling it open—or worse, the elixirs I had brought for the occasion. I yanked the bag free as I emerged out the other end.
“Over here.” Bien crouched behind a stack of freshly cut wooden boards, halfway between the fence and the mill. Materials for ongoing repairs, I gathered. I joined him promptly.
“We can get in through that opening there.” He was referring to a blackened break in the wall, leading into a room I barely recognized as Audra Day’s old office. It had been right beside the explosion, though thankfully, she had not. “I need to deal with this fella first,” Bien added.
One of Mr. Day’s workers was supervising the area. He would have surely seen us had we made an immediate run for the building. Still, I would not endorse Bien’s preferred course of action. “No violence,” I whispered.
He looked annoyed and said, “I won’t kill him, jeez. Just going to use the butt of my dagger.” He mimicked a clean whack, as if things ever worked so cleanly.
“The butt of your dagger can kill a man,” I explained, “or worse, get you killed. We wait.”
“Whatever you say, Dad.”
And so, grudgingly, we waited. After a long few minutes listening to Bien breathe impatient sighs, the worker wandered around the corner of the mill and out of view.
A resigned “yeah, yeah” was as close to conceding as I would get from Bien.
We walked quickly through the open stretch of dirt, bent low as if it made any difference. Careful to be quiet, we climbed into the scorched ruins of Miss Day’s office. I recalled the volumes of records she once kept here, but paper does not last long in a fire. I wondered what losing that would cost them, what it would cost her.
The door to the main room of the mill was already ajar. Bien peeked through before turning to me with his thumb up. I assumed that meant the way was clear. I followed him inside.
I should mention that we were not dressed in our usual attire, a glaring contrast for me especially. Our shirts were a lovely smokestack gray, our pants an exquisite dirt brown, all of it ill-fitting. More importantly, the unflattering garments would not appear out of place on the mill floor. We might have even gone unnoticed from afar, though there was little doubt we would be recognized upon closer inspection. The workers would certainly recognize me: my Gracian complexion, the long hair. As for Bien, he was the most wanted man in Aurora. Accordingly, we were not taking unnecessary risks.
Bien being here was, of course, a risk, one I felt increasingly guilty about. I had to respect that it was his choice—and thank his preferred god he had made it. I do not know if I could have done this part without him, without his connections, without his confidence.
We found a set of stairs that took us up the mill and through its labyrinth of machinery. There was no cart rolling up the track beside us today, no cobrium being processed. The Aurora Central Mill was supposed to be a loud place, a constant cacophony of bangs and hollers, but I heard only the slow beat of careful footsteps as we climbed through the closed facility. Up and up we went. Story after story. It was a tiring trek.
“Fucking hell.” Bien caught his breath as we reached the top level. “Mr. Day is in better shape than I thought.” The chief proprietor’s office was waiting for us across a catwalk. “Are you ready?” Bien asked again, though this time it was not really a question. “Once we get into that room, you’re on your own.”
Bien was referring to part two of our plan. I had not forgotten and said as much. Slowly, we walked forward. I thought I heard a creak.
“Did you hear something?” I asked.
“Just the building, I think,” he said.
At the end of the catwalk, a second set of stairs led down the other side of the mill, and just beyond them waited the door to Mr. Day’s downtown office. I hoped it would not be locked—or that Bien would have better luck with his lockpick. We would soon find out one way or another. The door was only a few feet in front of us.
And then it was the distance of a bullet, which is a considerable distance indeed.
“Hold it right there.”
Alas, it was not just the building.
Two Day Company employees emerged from the second set of stairs, a bearded man and a smaller one with a broken-looking nose. The latter had his pistol pointed at Bien. They looked familiar, though I could not place them at first.
And then the footsteps of a third person grew louder, closer. I should have recognized the unhurried approach of senior management. Audra Day appeared beside her armed subordinate, stopped, and turned to me.
“Alchemist Ortez,” she said. “I didn’t expect to see you here of all places.” Miss Day examined me and, more critically, my clothes. “Your usual attire suits you better. And you, Bien, isn’t it? Son of Jared Bornhart. You look like him, aside from the hair and the years of drinking. You’re a wanted man, Mr. Bornhart, or should I say a hunted one. Lee Pettyman had many friends.”
“He deserved to die,” Bien growled.
“It was self-defense,” I inserted. “That is the more persuasive argument in these cases, my friend.”
“Regardless,” Audra said, “the mill is closed to employees and dissidents alike. Neither of you should be here.”
“And we shall leave posthaste,” I said. “Apologies, Audra. We must have taken a wrong turn at Drake’s Market. Come, Bien.”
“Restrain the kid,” she ordered. “Ortez, you’re coming with me.”
“Like hell I’m letting you restrain me.” Bien’s hand hovered over where I knew he kept his dagger.
“Violence will only make matters worse for you,” she said.
On this, at least, we were in agreement.
“Bien.” I shook my head.
“Join me in my father’s office.” Audra was referring to only one of us. “Bien will be fine, so long as he does nothing stupid.” She emphasized the word stupid as she unlocked the office's wooden door and beckoned me forward.
And as I followed her inside, I finally recalled where I had seen the two men now holding Bien by his shoulders. It was the first memory Hanson had ever shown me. They were the ones who had restrained him.
“Don’t trust her,” I heard Bien say as Miss Day closed and locked the door behind us.
And with that quiet click, it felt as if I had walked into another building entirely. Her father clearly did not share Audra’s aesthetic preference for all things clean and functional. There was nothing utilitarian about the hefty oak desk that could not have been easy to lug up here, the ornate rug that looked like an import from Asaan, the green leather armchair I was too nervous to sit in—despite Audra gesturing toward it. And yet the room was almost modest compared to the study in Mr. Day’s manor. I gave the globe on his desk a spin before stopping it on the Tri-States.
“I prefer my office on the ground floor,” Audra said, “but this one has the best view in all of Aurora, uptown included, not that they would believe it.”
It was, as she said, the best view in all of Aurora. I gazed out the room’s wide window. From the top of the Aurora Central Mill, one can see all of downtown: every tacked-on neighborhood, every thimble-sized automobile, every antlike person. I could see the logical grid that connected them all. And I had thought the view from the attic was something.
“My father isn’t the asshole you think he is.” Audra was watching me watch her city.
“I never said he was an asshole,” I replied.
“He told me you called him an asshole.”
“Right.”
“He can be an asshole,” she admitted, “but he does genuinely care about”—she twirled a finger toward the ant people down below—“them. There are certain individuals, such as your friend outside, who see only the worst in powerful people like my father. They think prosperity is easy because they have grown up with it. The young ones especially. The older ones remember the bad years.”
“Are you asking me to believe that Mr. Day is an altruist?” I said. “I must say, this doesn’t look like the office of an altruist. Are you sure he’s not simply seeking greatness and we’re all just along for the ride, for better or worse?”
She let out an unsmiling chuckle. “Do you honestly think the two can be separated? Everyone wants to prove themselves to themselves, Ortez. In that regard, my father is no different from anyone else.”
“And yet in others, he is quite exceptional,” I countered. “I grew up in a poor neighborhood in a poor city. I recognize that the situation in Aurora is, like your father, quite exceptional, though I would point out that poverty still exists here.” I thought of Cassy. “And it’s not the only problem in need of solving. While I may not share all of Bien’s views, we do agree on a few things. No one is above negligence, and no one is above cruelty. Your father has blood on his hands. I do not seek revenge, Miss Day, but I do seek to stop the suffering.”
“Well, you arrived a little early,” Audra informed me. “My father is still in a meeting in uptown. He won’t be here for another hour.”
“More than enough time for you to foil our plans,” I said.
“Is that what you think I’m doing?”
“What else?”
“Take a seat, alchemist.”
I did as I was told, dropping myself into the emerald-colored armchair. I was trying to be better about picking my battles. Audra grabbed the seat from behind her father’s desk and dragged it around, positioning it to face mine. She sat down across from me.
“I have no intention of stopping you,” she said.
“Excuse me.” I was not sure I had heard her correctly.
“You heard me correctly.”
“I find that somewhat hard to believe,” I told her.
“You said you would say that.”
“I said what now?”
“You’re a clever man, Alchemist Ortez,” Audra replied, “too clever even for yourself.”
“You’ve lost me, Miss Day.”
She eyed the satchel still strapped around my chest. “I assume you have everything you need in there to look into someone’s mind.”
I did. Indeed, that was precisely the satchel’s purpose, the reason I had brought my jingling elixirs into the Aurora Central Mill.
“A dream or a memory?” I asked slowly and with a very furrowed brow.
“A memory,” she said. “Let’s make this quick. We have less than an hour before my father arrives. Or you can trust me.”
I did not trust her.
“You want me to witness one of your memories?” I clarified.
“Want?” She looked at me with sleepless eyes. “No. But here we are, so let’s get this over with.”
“Very well,” I said, uncertain and untrusting but also undeniably curious, and you know by now my relationship with curiosity.
I opened my satchel and retrieved the necessary elixirs, carefully eyeing each vial between my fingers, ensuring I would have enough for the reason I had brought them here. I uncoiled my mnemonic conductor and offered her the other end. She grabbed it like the last, short straw and shoved the copper halo over her dark hair. I placed mine on gently before swallowing the clear elixir and handing Audra her red and blue ones.
“You may experience a minute or two of pain,” I said.
But Miss Day did not wince.




Chapter Thirty-four
MATERIAL TRIGGERS
The memory began on a familiar street, though it took me a moment to place it. We were in Dellmere. Miss Day, that is, was in Dellmere. It was a rainy night in Dellmere as Audra slogged through the downpour, clinging to an umbrella that did little for the lower half of her body. Rain did not simply fall in the harbor city. It attacked in violent gusts.
But I could tell that Audra did not know this or many things about Dellmere. What she did know was her destination that midsummer night: the century-old tavern at the corner of Broadcross and Baker’s Street. She could see it now: the warm glow of candles coming through the window, for few other businesses were open at this hour, the squeaky sign swinging in the wind. The Misty Harbor, it read.
She pulled open The Misty Harbor’s heavy door and stepped inside. A few heads turned, but most paid her no mind. It was a shadowy tavern, even by tavern standards, lit only by candlelight and a hearth that could have used another log. She found the man she was looking for sitting by himself at the bar, staring into his beer.
Audra seated herself on the stool not quite next to his, just close enough for conversation. She had seen an old photograph of him, but the lonesome stranger was handsomer in person. Years had matured him.
A bald bartender asked for her poison. A whiskey, she said, shimmying out of her coat. Even her blouse had somehow gotten soaked. She adjusted her apparel and brushed back dangling strands of hair, the one part of her she had managed to keep mostly dry. And then she turned to the stranger and searched for something to say. The first thing was always the hardest thing. “Quite the storm,” Audra said.
It took him a few seconds to register that she was speaking to him and a few more to reply. He looked up from his drink and returned her smile. “After living in Dellmere for a few years, I have taken to simply calling this weather.”
The bartender returned with her whiskey. She took it like medicine before offering her name. “Audra,” she told the stranger.
“Ortez,” he said. Or rather, I said. Even for a man of my profession, it was an unusual perspective, seeing myself through the eyes of another.
“So, what is it you do here in Dellmere, Ortez?”
“I am an alchemist,” I answered as if it were a confession. “More precisely, a psycho-alchemist. I have a practice a few blocks from here.”
“Do you enjoy the life of a psycho-alchemist?” she asked.
“There are worse lives one could live.” And worse beers one could imbibe than the golden lager from which I took a satisfied gulp. “There are interesting days, and there are boring days. It wasn’t the destination I once imagined for myself, but life leads us all by the leash. And what is it you do… Audra, was it?”
“I work in mining and manufacturing,” she said.
“I didn’t think there was much of either in Valemont.”
“I didn’t say I was from Valemont.”
It took me longer than it should have. “Indemere?”
“Aurora. I’m here on business.”
“Of course,” I said with the confidence of one who has had a few drinks. “After years of observational research, I’ve concluded that there are three types of people who drink at the bar alone: travelers like yourself, drunks, and people like me.”
She peered over the edge of her glass. “And what type of person are you, Ortez?”
I shrugged, half-empty mug in hand, letting the mystery be. “Just a loyal patron of The Misty Harbor. You know, most people call me Alchemist Ortez as soon as they learn I’m an alchemist. I think they like saying it. Alchemist Ortez. Rolls off the tongue, I suppose.”
“But you are not one for formalities.” Audra’s confidence required no alcoholic elixirs.
“You seem to know something about me,” I said.
“I know a few things about you, Ortez Alvaro.”
Over the course of our conversation, my elbow had slowly slid down the bar, carrying me closer to her. It was at the mention of my birth name that I halted its journey, sliding backward into an upright position. “Who are you?” I asked.
“Audra,” she said again before adding, “Audra Day.”
“Day as in Day Company?”
“You’re a clever man. Yes. Day as in Day Company. I manage operations across our mines and manufacturing plants. I’m sure you know of my father, Everett. In fact, he is the reason I’m sitting here speaking to you.”
I slid forward again. “What in heaven or hell would Everett Day want with a psycho-alchemist from Dellmere?”
“Nothing, yet. But if you wish it, he will call upon you soon.” She paused. “You are more than a mere psycho-alchemist, Ortez.”
Audra could tell from my reaction that I did not know what exactly she was implying. Perhaps I flirted with the truth, though what would The Day Company have wanted with a researcher of animal intelligence? Not even Saint Adena had been able to come up with a satisfactory answer to that question.
“I have a proposal,” she said. “Would you like to take a walk?”
I looked out the window. “It’s pouring.”
“I thought you said it was only weather.” She downed the last of her whiskey and lifted her umbrella from where she had leaned it against the bar. She pointed its curved handle at me. I had not brought an umbrella, which one might call a defining characteristic of yours truly: not having an umbrella when one really ought to have an umbrella. “It’s big enough for two,” she added.
I finished my beer in a single swallow and reached for my stellings.
“I got it,” she said.
And then the scene in the tavern spun and blurred like the view through a glass of swirled wine. I could feel Audra forcing the memory forward. We only had so much time in the woken world, after all, before her father arrived. Neither of us wanted Mr. Day to find us like this, tethered together.
When the memory slowed, Audra and I were walking down the boardwalk a few blocks from The Misty Harbor. I knew where we were from the lighthouse off the shore, though I could not see the rocky outcrop upon which it was perched, another detail lost to the dark and the storm and the waves that crashed over everything. Lighthouses invariably remind me of my father. I imagine more immediate matters commanded my attention, however, as the storm battered us sideways. We walked alone under Audra’s black umbrella.
She had by now explained to me the situation I would unravel weeks later: the almost humanlike creature—she used the term creature—they had captured deep underground. It sounded more like science fiction than the scientific opportunity of a lifetime, but Miss Day did not come across as a charlatan. How I would have reacted to a less persuasive person, we shall never know.
I reacted to her with a healthy dose of skepticism. “That is quite the story,” I said, “and a difficult one to believe, though not impossibly so. The primates on Tianma are far smarter and more like us than people realize. Assuming you speak truthfully, what is it you want from me, Miss Day?”
“Your expertise,” Audra said, “and your help.”
I did not immediately say yes, nor did I decline. But I recognized the look I had, staring out past the lighthouse, over the bare-mast ships that swayed like blades of grass, searching for answers in the ocean’s unseeable expanse. Audra was searching for answers in me, for a subtle reveal in my distant expression.
“Would you like to discuss this further in a dryer setting?” I asked. “My office is a stone’s throw from here.”
It would have been a difficult offer for her to decline, current conditions being what they were, but Audra had no reservations about following me to my second-story office. We left the harbor and walked a block back into town. “In here,” I told her, unlocking an inconspicuous door beside a closed candlemaker’s shop. There was a sign, but one could hardly spot it on a clear day let alone this one. I led her up a flight of stairs and into a hallway with two more doors. “Not that one”—I directed her onward—“unless you’re seeking late-night legal counsel. Here we are.”
“I see that.” Audra read the engraved plaque: Alchemist Ortez, Psycho-alchemist.
“I’m not the most astute self-promoter.” I jingled through a ring of keys until I found the slender one, unlocked the door, and welcomed Miss Day into my office.
“Nice place.” She seated herself on the velvet chesterfield.
I thanked her and agreed. This was before I had seen either of her father’s offices. I disappeared behind my desk—another item I am, or was, proud of—and reemerged with a bottle of brandy and two tumblers. I poured both before asking, “Did you want one?”
Audra answered with an outstretched arm.
“As I mentioned, my father has the creature locked up,” she said after judging my brandy more favorably than expected, “but we’ve discovered others as well. A few looked… sickly. I worry that we—we as in our company—may have something to do with that. Predictably, my father won’t hear it. A problem only becomes a problem once you acknowledge it, and this one could prove quite inconvenient for us. We can barely keep up with demand as it is. Everyone wants an automobile.”
Admittedly, even I wanted an automobile, though I had yet to learn the full cost of producing them.
“You could understand this creature, could you not?” There was a rare glimmer of vulnerability in her eyes, in the tone of her voice, in the way she remembered this moment. Rare for Miss Day, at least. “I need concrete evidence that this is our doing, or he won’t budge until it is too late. From what I could gather, there is no one on this entire continent better suited to the task than you, Alchemist Ortez. That is why I’m here.”
Present me could glean from her thoughts that she was telling the truth back then, if not quite the whole truth. The Day Company actually did have other, less secretive business in Dellmere, but I was the reason Audra had volunteered herself to go.
“You flatter me,” I said, but I knew it to be true. There really was no one better suited to the task. It was of course a very, very specific task. “He’s not a creature, by the way. He is an animal, just as you and I are animals.” I started pacing around the room. “Let’s say, hypothetically, I agreed to help. What next?”
“That’s where it gets a little complicated,” Audra said. “My father is a paranoid man, not without good reason. He’ll ask you to take a truth elixir upon your arrival. He cannot know I came here to speak with you. In fact, he cannot know that you know anything beyond what he himself tells you. He would view what happened here as a betrayal, and you would never get close to the creature, animal, whatever. Once I’m back home, I’ll put forward your name. My father will almost certainly invite you to Aurora on false pretenses. You must play along until he trusts you. I assume you can take something to beat a truth elixir.”
“There are counter-elixirs.” I scratched my jaw. “But they don’t always work. I would need to know the exact truth elixir your father is using.”
“He has a few. Hell, he probably has all of them. My father is a collector of fine liquids, leisurely and otherwise. He would use something strong on you.” Audra already had a cigarette pinched between two fingers and a match ready to strike when she asked, “Do you mind?”
As a rule, I do not allow clients to smoke in my office, but I had more pressing matters to ponder. I told her to go ahead. “I would also need to ensure I don’t accidentally reveal that I know something I should not,” I said. “It’s harder than it sounds.”
“On that note, I should mention that my father will probably have you followed.”
“Followed?”
“You may notice a man with a pockmarked face lingering in your vicinity in the coming weeks,” she said. “It will not be a coincidence. He’s my father’s favorite.”
I sighed a defeated sigh. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have told me all of this. It would have been simpler had I known no more than I was supposed to.”
Audra crossed her arms, letting the couch envelop her slender frame as she blew out smoke. “Well, fuck. I thought you might not come otherwise.”
“Who knows,” I said. “It’s difficult to predict oneself.” I paced a full loop around the office before adding, “But not impossible.”
She was trailing me with her eyes. “Don’t keep me in the dark, Ortez.”
“I have an idea.” I stopped in front of my mahogany cupboard and opened wide its opulent double doors. I began fingering through elixirs of every color, level, and category as Audra watched on, a little impressed.
“We are entirely predictable animals, Miss Day,” I said with my back to her.
“Is that your professional opinion?” she asked.
“It is,” I confirmed. “Every action you take is a combination of two things: your biology and your environment. No one possesses true free will, much as you’ve no doubt heard it suggested otherwise. What we have is guided will.” I snatched a purple elixir from the top shelf. “But what if you could play God with yourself, altering the environment that alters you.”
“You lost me at guided will,” Audra said.
“In psycho-alchemy, we sometimes talk about material triggers,” I explained. “Essentially, anything that elicits in you a reaction. A dog you pass on the street reminds you of your childhood canine, which puts you in a nostalgic mood. That nostalgic mood impacts what decisions you make that day. Maybe you decide to finally write that overdue letter to your mother. That dog, in this case, could be called a material trigger. Life is full of them.”
She took a quick drag. “Sure. Material triggers. Go on.”
“Now, what if someone had positioned that dog on the street, knowing I would pass by?” I turned to her with the inkling of a smirk. “Let’s take it a step further. Let’s imagine they suspected that seeing this dog so reminiscent of my childhood canine would lead me to write that letter to my mother. And lastly, also imagine that the person who put the dog there was… me.”
My absurd proposition hung in the air before Audra slowly uncrossed her arms, tossed up both hands, and asked the question I had dangled before her: “Wouldn’t you recall tying up some stupid dog before you then walked past said stupid dog?”
“Generally, yes,” I said, “but what if I didn’t recall tying up the stupid dog?” I held up the four elixirs entangled in my fingers. “Enter alchemy. Here is my proposed solution to our particular problem, Miss Day. First, I will carefully place certain material triggers around my office, my apartment, in places I will no doubt notice them. I assume your father will contact me via letter?”
“Would you prefer a carrier pigeon?”
“Tell your father I am a curious man,” I continued, “that a sense of mystery will compel me more than any mundane lie. I will ready the triggers before wiping my memory later tonight.” I stared at the bottles as I placed them on the table between us. “Tomorrow, I shall believe I simply drank too much. It wouldn’t be the first time.”
Though I do not recall any of these events—a testament to my apparent success—it is not difficult to deduce which elixirs I would have taken that night, elixirs seldom used by respectable alchemists. The purple one, I could tell, was a level-three memoria oxomine that had never even been opened. While there are less sophisticated ways to forget, if one truly wishes to wipe away a memory, fully and precisely, one must consume the right combination of elixirs. Alchemists, of course, are no strangers to forgetting.
But I would not forget quite yet. Audra observed me with some amusement as I opened cupboards and drawers, shuffling through things she could not quite see, and even I do not recall what was in all of those cupboards and all of those drawers. Though I could have predicted what it was I was after. When I finally returned to her triumphantly, I was holding a small, tarnished coin.
“What’s that?” Audra asked.
“That is a rupa,” I said, “the currency of Tianma.”
“I can’t imagine it’s worth much.”
“To you, about one-tenth of a stelling. To me, it is a priceless gift from an old friend I miss very much.”
“It will remind you of this friend,” she surmised.
“Undoubtedly, but also of adventure and discovery. I will put it near my letter opener,” I said as I did just that, opening and closing the top cupboard of my desk. “I’m bound to stumble on it soon.”
“Even with all of these supposed material triggers and the letter, can you be certain you’ll accept my father’s invitation?” Audra stubbed out her cigarette in her empty glass.
“We can never be certain.” I sat down on the chesterfield beside her and said, “If you ever need me to recall what we did here tonight, I may not believe you. But one of us will still remember, and thus you need only convince me of one thing: to look at your memory of this evening.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” she said.
And then, eyeing me in a way I did not immediately comprehend, Audra slid her body closer to mine, stopping but a breath away. Her wet clothes left water stains on the burgundy leather. “You’re doing the right thing,” she said, near enough that I could feel those words.
“I guess we’ll find that out soon enough,” I replied.
As the late-night storm raged on, in lamplit torrents outside our solitary window, my familiar office suddenly felt like an escape. An escape from the weather, an escape from the wakeful hours of busy people, an escape from familiarity, for she was to me a strange woman with the strangest of propositions, and I was an even stranger man. She kissed the corner of my lips and then kissed me again when I did not tell her to do otherwise. I only mentioned that I would not remember any of this.
“I’m counting on that,” she said.
Miss Day’s recollection of our meeting ended abruptly.




The Trial
The audience’s reaction to this latest revelation can be divided into two categories: total shock and utter delight, as the gasps are matched only by the giggles. A woman laughs through her nose, while the man beside her shakes his head. Someone who might have been Jamethy whistles. Increasingly, they turn from Alchemist Ortez toward the dark-haired woman in the back row.
Audra Day sinks into her seat, covering both eyes with an open hand. She had known this was coming, but one cannot prepare oneself for everything, and she needed to be here, today of all days. She needed to know the difficult truth. After all, as they had just heard, she was the one who had brought him here. If only smoking were permitted in the courtroom.
As for the handsome man in question, Alchemist Ortez wishes the memory had ended a few seconds sooner. He is also thankful it had not ended any later. He slowly works up the courage to match Belle Summerblood’s waiting gaze. Despite his fondness for the innkeeper, the alchemist does not yet know her well enough to read this particular expression.
In his defense—and it is a reasonable defense—Alchemist Ortez had not had many opportunities to inform Miss Summerblood of this uncomfortable detail. He had only just learned of it prior to his arrest.
Judge Hector notices the awkward exchange between the alchemist and the innkeeper and smiles inwardly, telling himself that if the hangman does not put an end to their blossoming romance, surely this indiscretion will. For a man of his profession, the judge too often believes what he wants to believe.
“Enough, enough,” Judge Hector eventually tells an amused audience. “No one is on trial for whom they choose to spend intimate time with.” He dawdles on the words choose and intimate. “Indeed, we must listen to this man’s next account very seriously and closely. For this is the moment of truth, the final hours before the alchemist’s arrest, the hours in which Everett Day was found dead, murdered by poison. So tell us, Alchemist Ortez, what happened next?”
The alchemist quietly composes himself and explains that he and Miss Day parted ways after that. “She left me to complete my plan, which apparently was also her plan. Everett’s letter had mentioned my name had been put forward by a woman I once assisted with a delicate situation. It turned out that lie was truer than Mr. Day realized.”
“And what of Bien Bornhart?” the judge asks.
“I sincerely haven’t a clue, your honor. I didn’t see Bien again.”
“You simply forgot about your friend being held captive?”
Admittedly, Alchemist Ortez finds this somewhat surprising himself, but it is the only truth he knows. “I was quite preoccupied.”
“And you haven’t heard from Mr. Bornhart since?” Judge Hector insists.
“I have not. My understanding is that no one has.”
“Yes, Judge Hector, he speaks honestly,” Alchemist Freya confirms as the judge opens his mouth and then closes it again.
“There was only one other conversation I had before fleeing the Aurora Central Mill, and it wasn’t with Bien Bornhart,” Alchemist Ortez says. “That conversation was with Everett Day.”




Chapter Thirty-five
AN EXPENSIVE PROBLEM
My old mentor once explained to me the nature of stories. Stories, she said, are like vehicles passing over rough terrain, like a ship sailing through choppy water or a train weaving around rugged mountains. You may miss details along the way, but you still see the route taken—the truth, as it were, with greater comfort and speed.
But every good storyteller knows that some routes are more scenic than others. My mentor—Alchemist Siwa—she certainly knew this. If you would indulge me, Alchemist Freya, I would like to take our audience on a more interesting route for the next leg of this unfortunate journey.
Yes, I will still tell them everything.
I will begin with Everett Day’s warm welcome. “I am often accused of being overly paranoid,” he said to me, sitting himself in the chair that Audra had borrowed from his desk. “And yet, once again, I am presented with proof to the contrary. My own contractor conspires against me. Perhaps I was not paranoid enough. How did you make it up here, I wonder? I didn’t take you for the roguish type.” He eyed my plain-looking clothes as if reconsidering his initial assessment.
As for the chief proprietor’s attire, today his suit was the color of cobrium. He was sitting across from me, and I in the green leather armchair. It was just the two of us, though we were soon accompanied by two tumblers of whiskey. Mr. Day insisted he did not normally drink in the afternoon but that it had been a long and difficult day onto which I was now piling even more problems.
I evaded the question of how I had broken into his well-guarded office—I did not wish to implicate my friends nor Audra—and instead took aim at what I considered to be the heart of the matter. “I didn’t come here to betray you, Everett. Believe it or not, I’m still stupidly trying to do what you hired me to do.”
“And what, pray tell, is that?” he asked.
“I am offering you my professional opinion,” I said, “and compelling you to take the correct course of action.” Compelling as I assumed my estranged employer would have declined a meeting invitation after recent events. Though I had another reason for the ambush, a reason that I kept to myself.
But I was not here to lie either, and Lord knows I had much to say. I proceeded by telling Mr. Day about our journey into the mountain and our time with the kayna, omitting any reference to Miss Summerblood’s involvement. The Day Company was poisoning their drinking water, I explained, whether or not they intended such an atrocity. Everett let me speak without interruption, but if any of this was news to him, he did not let it slip. I said as much: “I suspect you already know all of this.”
“Know?” He feigned surprise. “I don’t know anything. My daughter had a theory. That’s why we hired you, the Gracian alchemist from Dellmere who apparently reads animal minds. It wasn’t my idea, but I went along with it. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from running a large enterprise, it’s that you end up hiring people you never imagined needing to hire.”
I crooked an eyebrow. “And yet when I arrived at the same conclusion as Audra, that there was a sickness spreading among the species, you told me I needed more evidence—evidence that you yourself already possessed but failed to mention.”
“My daughter shared her theory with you, did she?” Everett sounded disappointed.
It was more than I meant to say, but I had to assume he could not deduce our actual arrangement.
“After our last discussion at your anniversary party,” I said, which was technically true. Our unexpected meeting an hour earlier had indeed taken place after the party. “I learned once again that you had withheld vital information. How am I supposed to do my job when you keep deliberately constraining my ability to do it? Are you paying me to fail, Everett?”
“I’m paying you to do what I ask,” he said, as if the two were mutually exclusive. “I decide what your job is, and I decide when a theory is more than just a theory.”
“Is that how it works? The man who pays decides. Why, you must get to decide pretty much everything around here.” I reached for the cool metal of my pocket watch. “I take it you will not change your opinion on this, that you neither intend to take responsibility nor remedy the situation.”
“Let’s pretend your theory is correct,” he said. “Do you know what remedying the situation, as you say, would actually involve?” I had some idea, but Everett answered, “Of course you don’t. You’re an alchemist, not a businessman.”
I was also quite literally a businessman with his own business, but the term clearly meant something else to Everett. Businessman was not and would never be my identity as it was his.
“You’ve just witnessed the fallout caused by a temporary shutdown of this mill.” He gave the floorboards a kick. “The jobs that have been lost, the families that have suffered and still suffer. That was the result of a small fire.”
We clearly had different definitions of small.
“You say we’ve poisoned an entire water system,” he went on, “and I say you cannot make wood without chopping down a bit of forest.”
“That’s your answer,” I replied. “You think Hanson is a tree.”
Everett took a rare moment before responding. “If it is the water making them sick, and you are actually the first person to suggest that to me, can they not relocate? Isn’t that what we humans do? When land grows infertile, we move on. You keep insisting they’re so humanlike.”
“And where do you propose they go?” I asked. “This mountain has been their home for more generations than they can remember, certainly for more generations than it has been ours. They cannot simply pack up and move down the road. You’ve polluted the river system. How many sites do you operate in these mountains? Do you imagine anywhere is safe for them, or safe for long?”
“One can always move a bit farther,” he insisted.
“Humanlike does not mean human,” I insisted back. “Hanson isn’t going to become a fucking cobbler’s apprentice in Liberty.”
“As I said, it’s an expensive problem for us.” Everett finished his whiskey and poured himself a second. “And expensive means it will cost people their jobs, families their livelihood. Expensive means we’re spinning our wheels rather than driving humanity forward. When you work at my level, my good man, everything is a choice between better or worse. There is no perfect. You cannot make cars and trains and electric lights without digging some holes in the mountain, and there may be unintended consequences for the local animal species, yes, even the occasional risk to my workers, though we look out for our Day Company family.
“But there are few things more important to a person than good, honest work they can be proud of,” he said. “Work that not only puts food on the table but gives a man purpose. My employees understand what it is we’re doing here. Because of the vehicles they’ve built, a parent can still see a child who has moved across the Tri-States.”
I wondered if he was referring to me.
“Important medical supplies can be quickly transported on the Daybreak Express,” he added, “as they were two years ago when an actual plague struck the citizens of New Shore.”
I wondered again the same thing. I had lost an uncle to that plague.
Everett rose to his feet to better take in the view out his window. It was the best one in Aurora, after all. They say that in the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king, but Everett Day was a king of visionaries too.
“Rarely a day goes by that I don’t make a difficult choice,” he said, “a choice that causes someone or something harm. Believe me, I don’t revel in it, nor do I revel in the political fallout. What happened to Mayor Mayner… We had a complicated relationship, she and I, but I never wanted that. Never.” He sounded earnest, even to my well-trained ears. “But when I look out at the better world we’ve created and continue to create, God’s plan for me is clearer than a summer afternoon.”
Personally and professionally, I consider life to be about as clear as Day Company wastewater, but that was one belief I did not need to battle.
“I didn’t imagine a quick conversation would be enough to sway you, Mr. Day,” I said from my seat.
“Is that your professional opinion, Alchemist Ortez?”
“It is, as it was thirty minutes ago when you walked into this office.”
That was the line that threw him. I could see him counting minutes in his head. I could see the confusion carved in his brow as he turned to me, the distant city bustling behind him.
“Your whiskey,” I said, “is laced with a strong sleeping elixir. All of your whiskeys actually. I didn’t know which bottle you would pour.”
“You what?” Everett sniffed the drink in his hand as if he might smell the truth of my claims. “All of them?”
I nodded.
“Do you realize how much that whiskey is worth? I have a sixty-year-old single malt from Auberland. I was saving it for our seventy-fifth anniversary.” He looked as he sounded: furious.
“The elixirs weren’t entirely cheap either,” I said. Cost, after all, is relative to what one can afford.
“Well, perhaps you underestimated my tolerance. I feel fine.” He walked in a straight line toward his desk to prove it, slamming down his tumbler on the oak surface. Apparently, the desk was not worth as much as the whiskey.
“Once again, Everett, it is you who has underestimated the situation,” I said. “The whiskey should be the least of your concerns.”
It was at this point that Mr. Day gradually came to grasp where he had been for the last half hour. And as he realized the troublesome truth, so too did the room itself, doing away with its comforting facade. The wall behind his desk collapsed first, tipping backward into a cloud of golden sand. They fell one after the other, each wall of Everett’s impressive office, taking with them the good view in exchange for another.
Beyond an unwalled room, desert dunes peaked and dipped like shallow mountains against a bare sky.
I looked at Everett, but he did not look back. “Welcome to your mind, Mr. Day.”




Chapter Thirty-six
THE GLIMMER OF A DESTINATION
Mr. Day did not know what to make of the unexpectedly arid landscape that apparently existed outside his downtown office. Nor did I, if we are being honest. I had not anticipated the appearance of a desert, least of all one like this. It did not look like any place I had ever seen in the Tri-States. While there are rocky deserts in Indemere—the Daybreak Express had taken me through a few—this was an ocean of still waves, of sand as smooth as water. I stepped over a fallen wall and scooped up a handful. Hot grains filtered through my fingers as I squinted in the sunlight.
But my curiosity could be satiated later. “I imagine you have questions,” I said to Everett, returning to my feet. “Allow me to answer them for you.”
He gestured for me to go on.
“Thirty minutes ago, you entered this office,” I told him. “Not this office, to be precise. Your actual office. You were angry at me, but not so angry that you didn’t offer your guest a glass of whiskey, which I only pretended to drink. You fell asleep after a few sips. No offense to your tolerance, my friend.”
As I explained all of this, Everett appeared in the desk chair he had been sitting in moments earlier. Though it was not the Everett who was still standing, staring at his unconscious self.
“I knew you wouldn’t agree to me venturing into your mind,” I added, “just as I knew that words alone wouldn’t be enough to persuade you.”
Now we could see the copper halo resting on his tilted head, the wire of my mnemonic conductor dangling down his slumped body. Everett crouched to examine himself more closely. “If this is my imagination, why do I see myself lying here?”
“Because by telling you this, I just put the idea into your mind,” I answered.
“You will pay dearly for what you’ve done,” he said.
“Yes, but in the meantime, you’re stuck with me.”
Everett stood back up. “What is it you intend to do exactly? Brainwash me?”
“My goal remains the same,” I said. “I wish only to change your position on an important matter involving many lives. But you are something of a fortress, Everett, and I don’t have time to chip through the old-fashioned way.”
He let out a chuckle. Despite everything, I could tell he appreciated the audacity of it all. “Is this ethical? I thought you were an ethical man, Ortez.”
“Ethical?” I considered it. “Perhaps not. Legal? Definitely not. Going into someone’s mind against their will could lose me my license and more. But moral? As you so eloquently acknowledged, sometimes one must do a little wrong in service of a bigger right.”
“I never took you for a fool,” he said. “Many things, but not a fool.”
“That’s only because we don’t know each other very well. Let’s change that while we walk and talk, shall we? I’ve been wondering since we got here: where exactly is this place?”
Mr. Day ceased his protests as we began our trek in a direction that hardly mattered. They all looked, and for all intents and purposes were, the same. There was nothing on that horizon but more sand and the empty, hungry sky. Had this been an actual desert, I imagine our discomfort would have been a real danger and our thirst a true threat, but I had never been in such a desert. I had only passed through remembered and imagined ones.
“You really don’t know where we are, do you?” Everett seemed to find that funny. “This is Gracia, at least as I remember it. It’s been a while.”
He savored my surprise.
“It’s drier than I would have expected” was all I could muster.
“The coasts are beautiful,” he replied. “The desert too, when you aren’t stuck in the middle of it.”
“Why did your mind take us to Gracia?” I asked.
Everett acted as if he had to think about that one, but the actual decision was whether he wished to tell me. “It’s where I met my wife,” he eventually confessed, “back when I was still a young man, younger than you. We had a mining operation in Gracia. I’ve traveled a lot in my line of work, particularly when my father still ran things. Crossing the ocean is a young man’s journey.” Everett put on a slight voice. “He loved that line.”
“Your wife was Gracian?” The surprises kept coming. “Does that mean Audra is half-Gracian?”
“Where do you think my daughter gets her dark hair?”
“I had never concerned myself with the color of your daughter’s hair.” I parted my hands. “She never mentioned it.”
“Why would she?” He shrugged the question. “Like you, she’s never been to Gracia. You at least grew up with two Gracian parents. Audra grew up with me. It’s ironic, isn’t it? Out of all of us, I’m the one who’s actually been to Gracia.”
“I don’t know that that’s ironic,” I said.
It was, in retrospect, a bit ironic.
We crested a dune and followed its ridge, the sand heavy on our feet, eager to swallow any wrong step. It would not have been the first time I had made a wrong step in the presence of Mr. Day. I looked over my shoulder and saw the chief proprietor’s office was gone. Nothing but desert now, or so it seemed for but an instant. When I swung my head forward again, our destination was unmistakable. Etched against that empty blue canvas were ruins like I had never seen before, ruins of an age that did not exist in the Tri-States.
We arrived at the ruins far more quickly than made sense, as tended to be the case in dreams and memories. We passed through a break in the crumbling outer wall, Everett watching me as I marveled at everything. There were sandstone columns of varying heights, having weathered the centuries with varying degrees of success. I stopped and stared at the noseless statues that stared back, at the human head on an eagle’s body. There was an obelisk in the circular courtyard that was taller than any building in Aurora, save perhaps the Aurora Central Mill. I ran my fingers along symbols of a dead language carved in its sandstone base.
“The temple is over two thousand years old,” Everett explained.
Gusts of sand blew in through time-formed cracks, but we were shielded from the worst of it.
“At the height of their empire, the Azumites were the greatest civilization history had ever known,” he continued. “They too were miners and builders. Innovators. And yet these are not even the oldest ruins in Gracia. The Tombs of Temsala a hundred miles south of here are twice as old as this temple. Consider that for a moment, alchemist. The people who built this ancient sanctuary stood in ruins just as old to them with the same sense of wonderment and curiosity.”
It was the most contemplative I had ever seen Everett. He gave the obelisk a hard slap and added, “But this one was next to our open-pit mine.”
I stopped and gave him a stare. “Please don’t tell me you destroyed this temple in your quest for a better world.”
He actually looked appalled. “What do you take me for? I would never destroy something of such magnificence. We need reminders of where we came from, of the greatness that existed before us.” He wandered his way to the end of the temple and pointed through a V-shaped crumble in the outer wall. “Our operation was just over that cliff.”
I joined Everett and followed his finger to the cliff in question. The wind carried forward the echoes of industry, its familiar bangs and its indecipherable hollers.
“Anyhow, enjoy the sights.” He slapped my back hard enough that it could have been a push and said, “I’ll see you on the other side.”
I fired back an unfinished sentence—“What do you mean you’ll see me on…”—but when I whirled around, Everett had disappeared.
I called his name, but only the wind called back. I returned to the obelisk, the statues. I ran circles around every column. There were many places to hide in these ruins, but I knew Everett’s mind was bigger than one temple. And I could feel it, or rather not feel it. He was gone.
“You cannot hide from me,” I said, despite him proving the contrary.
It should be noted that a normal person could not have evaded me like this. Alas, Mr. Day was hardly a normal person. One can learn how to defend one’s mind, one’s secrets, from uninvited explorers, but it is a skill possessed only by fellow alchemists and the occasional elixologist. I had never known anyone outside the field able to block me out this effectively, this systematically. I should not have been surprised. The man administered truth elixirs to his contractors. Everett had all the resources an entrepreneur could ever want, save for a sense of security. At some point in his paranoid life, he must have paid an alchemist a persuasive sum to teach him more than any non-alchemist ought to know—including, apparently, how to distance himself from someone like me.
“Everett!” I called again.
But he was nowhere to be found among the Azumite ruins. I abandoned the temple and trudged toward the cliff edge he had shown me right before his disappearing act. A man in magician’s clothes, indeed. Maybe he was somewhere amid that open-pit mine, I reasoned and yet doubted it. I knew he was farther than that.
The wind picked up and the sand with it, slowing my steps, battering my body, blinding my vision. It was an assault, and not just metaphorically. Everett was doing this, all of this.
“I just want to talk,” I yelled into the sandstorm and ate sand. I covered my eyes, not that there was much to see. The air and the sky had turned orange.
It dawned on me then that this was his plan. He would wait out the sleeping elixir while I was stuck in a sandstorm, until either he awoke or I simply gave up. He would not compel me to do the latter, but I had not anticipated a tactical response. Mr. Day’s fortress was more formidable than I ever imagined.
I needed an idea, and I needed one now. There was no time for trial and error, no time to be scientific about it. I had pushed Everett too many times already, and if this did not work—an outcome that seemed likelier by the second—there would be no next chance. I could not help the kayna alone, certainly not from a prison cell.
And so I kept walking, wondering if I had been turned around or if it even mattered anymore, marching onward and onward until I could see the horizon’s approach. No, I realized. It was the cliff edge.
That was when I had the idea I so desperately needed. Dying.
Dying in a dream—or almost dying, my preference—is akin to a cold splash of water. The shocked dreamer usually wakes up. I am sure you have all had this experience. We were in Mr. Day’s mind, not mine, but the logic more or less held. I had accidentally woken patients in the past. The key difference in this instance was Everett’s sedation, meaning he could not and therefore would not wake up. In short, a jump to the death might be just what this psycho-alchemist ordered, a way to rattle his defenses and create a crack for me to slip through.
I had never put this sloppily stitched hypothesis into practice, mind you. But as I said, I was running out of time when I needed to be running toward that cliff. And while sprinting through sand is hard, it was not the hardest part of my plan, which is to say that the prospect of hurtling myself into an abyss was accompanied with some hesitation. I could no longer see the bottom of that Day Company pit, if there was still a bottom. It was a river of orange clouds now, as if I might be looking down from a plateau in the sky or perhaps peering over the edge of the world.
The last thing I told myself before making the fateful leap was that the fall would be quick and possibly even fun. I assure you it was neither.
The rushing wind was an endless slap against every part of my body. When I tried to breathe, I breathed only sand. And though I did not truly require oxygen, I felt as if a lack of it might kill me if the fall did not first. I worried I might wake myself up. That was another risk. Alchemists are trained to withstand shocks to the system—to see ourselves die—but my resilience was surely being tested.
And just as I thought I could take it no longer, I crashed through a ceiling and landed on a bed. As I have mentioned, physics is a softer science in my profession.
Straw from the thatched roof that had broken my fall drifted downward and covered me like fresh snow. I could see through the hole I had created. There were no clouds, orange or otherwise, in that azure sky. I rolled off a mattress that was also made of straw and examined my new surroundings. It was a tiny room with a single window and mudbrick walls, hardly bigger than my present-day prison cell, albeit a bit less depressing. Brightly colored macramé hung from the ceiling and brought the brown room to life, its soft yarn brushing me as I passed through the house.
I cracked my back and checked myself for injury, but I had lived to tell this tale unscathed. And then I took a deep breath and parted the bead curtain onto a new stage.
I was standing in the middle of a village unlike any I had ever been in before. It was a small village but also a teeming
and vibrant one, as if built to house as many people on the edge of this sunny hill as possible. The mudbrick homes were packed in tight rows, and yet more beaded doors led into the hill itself. Some of the villagers lived in caves, I observed. It is not something you see in the Tri-States, Aurora notwithstanding, but my mother had grown up in a cave house. The villagers reminded me of the one photograph she had of herself as a young woman. I had never been anywhere with so many people who looked somewhat like me. Though I would emphasize the somewhat, for when I examined them closely, each face was a blur. They were background props, not actual people. They were as much as Everett could remember from long ago.
I began descending the hill, which felt like the right direction. I could sense him now, meaning my absurd plan had actually worked. I had gotten closer to Mr. Day. At the bottom of the hill, skinny wooden docks reached like fingers into the turquoise ocean. The water was a thoroughfare as much as the dirt path beneath my feet. The modest sailboats of traders and travelers made the village feel alive and connected to a country and a culture I scarcely knew. I had to remind myself that it was quite the opposite: the severed memory of a time and a place in Everett’s past.
It did not take me long to find him. He was speaking to a woman I thought I recognized in the cool shadow of a vine-covered patio, but her dark hair and slender features were not those of Miss Day—but rather, I slowly realized, of a Mrs. Day. There was no question she was Everett’s late wife. His feelings for her were the very foundation of this place. This village was her canvas. Every inch of her was Everett’s careful brushstroke. For all the marvels that Mr. Day had helped bring to life, it was his memory of her that he cherished most.
There are some things you simply know from being inside a man’s head.
He saw me staring at the two of them. I had not made a noise loud enough to draw me out from the
bustle, but I suspected he felt me as I had felt him, that he had known I was coming down the road. Everett said something to his wife and then strolled leisurely toward me, rolling up his sleeves. He stopped about thirty feet away and grabbed an item from the market stall beside him. It took me a moment to recognize the tool he gripped tightly.
It was a hatchet.
I noticed the crowd around us had thinned, and then I noticed Everett lift one arm over his head as I had seen him lift it that day we first met. Certainly, I noticed the axe spinning in my direction, blade over haft, haft over blade. I ducked and heard it thwack into a cart behind me. I turned to see the damage—the blade’s deep bite in the wooden wheel—and assumed my skull would be less durable.
“Everett, please!” I begged as another axe came flying. This one chipped a mudbrick hovel as I flattened myself on the dusty ground.
“Get up.” He readied another hatchet.
“You’re better than this,” I told him, unsure if it was true.
“As you pointed out, we don’t know each other very well,” he said. “Besides, it’s not murder if you can’t die.”
The next one grazed my arm. I winced, returning to my feet, blood running over my fingers where I gripped the wound. The expectation of pain is not so unlike the real thing.
Everett looked back toward his wife and then once more at me. He exhaled the heaviest of sighs and dropped his axe. “Fuck it.” He waved me forward.
Slow and guarded was my approach, but Everett’s impatience came quickly. “Quit your dawdling. It’s not real.” He was referring to the seeping gash near my shoulder. “Do you want to do this or don’t you?”
I quickened my pace as Everett escorted me onto the vine-covered patio where she waited for us. Low stools surrounded a low table draped in her macramé, its bright yarn dyed the color of their ocean, the Gracian ocean, and through the thin thread of family, my ocean. I did not miss the gloomy ports of Dellmere.
“This is Mila,” Everett said as we seated ourselves across from her. “My wife.”
“Ortez.” I reached to shake her hand, but hers were busy tying knots into perfect patterns.
“Hello, Ortez.” Her smile was better than any handshake and her accent reminiscent of my mother’s. Her breezy dress was a pale pink. “How do you know my husband?”
“We work together,” I told her, “or perhaps I should say worked. We have a professional relationship.”
“Everett has many professional relationships,” she said, “and not so many non-professional ones.”
It would have been funnier if the same could not have been said about me. Everett, meanwhile, had his arms crossed and a look in his eye that told me I had better ask her whatever pressing questions I had while he still graced me with the opportunity to do so.
“How did you two meet?” I motioned my finger between Mila and her husband.
Children laughed and scampered in the plaza behind us as Mila looked deep in thought, carefully crafting her answer. It was how she always spoke, and I could tell that Everett loved and missed this about her more dearly than he could explain even to himself.
“It is not a romantic tale,” she said, pondered some more, and then took it back. “Or maybe it is a romantic tale. Who is to say? It did not start romantic. Everett and his pack of sweaty boys would visit our village every month.”
“My workers,” he clarified.
“Yes, and they would come and drink and trade and drink and bother the local girls and drink.” Mila could paint a clear picture with few words. “Everett did not speak Gracian, so I helped him with translation, that sort of thing, but he was not, what is it you say, my type. Good-looking, sure, but not my type. Not… warm.”
“One might even say cold,” I chimed in.
“That is what I thought,” she said. “Until one of his so-called workers stole yarn from our dye maker, stringing it all over town in the middle of the night. I guess young men from Indemere find that kind of thing funny. Everett spent the next morning collecting the yarn, carefully rolling it back up.” Mila rolled the yarn around her hand to illustrate this particular detail. “He brought the yarn back to the dye maker and offered money, but she would not take silver for nothing. So Everett bought the yarn. He walked past me that morning with two heaping baskets on his shoulders.”
“I take responsibility for the actions of my men,” Everett interjected.
“He calls it responsibility.” She tugged tight another knot. “I call it compassion. Inside”—she touched her breast—“my husband has a gentle soul. Like an egg.”
“An egg?” I asked.
“Hard on the outside, gooey on the inside.”
That was one laugh I could not keep down. “Eggs are easier to break, in my experience.”
She moved her head from side to side. “Maybe more like a coconut. And so I reconsidered. Maybe he was my type. Do you have someone in your life, Ortez, someone who makes you feel this way?”
I took Mila’s cue and thought carefully before answering. “There is someone I am rather fond of. I suppose I’m still sorting out that part of my life.”
“Some people spend their whole lives sorting out their lives,” she said, “and then they die.”
The woman in her husband’s head was a surprisingly effective therapist.
“I think you two have talked quite enough.” Everett shifted his seat backward. “Ortez and I are going to go for a little stroll. I’ll speak to you later, my dearest.”
Her smile was also better than a goodbye. Mila turned her attention back to her craft as we turned down the road. A quiet minute was the entirety of our journey to the docks, where I noticed many sailors walked through the waist-height water rather than over it. I imagined it was an easy way to stay cool on a hot day, which I knew were common in Gracia. This was the sort of fact I misconstrued for deeper knowledge: seasonal temperatures, population counts, the dates of historical dynasties, points of data one can read from an ocean away. But the men and women who waded through water with baskets on their heads were like the smell of the ocean breeze—details that only come from having experienced a place.
“This is probably as close to Gracia as I’ve ever been,” I admitted to Everett. “I’ve had few Gracian clients, and my parents didn’t exactly want their child rummaging through their thoughts.”
“As a fellow parent, I can sympathize with their concerns,” he said. “You should go sometime. It really is beautiful on the coast.”
I could see plainly the truth of that, even if it was but a beautiful imitation. “They grew up in a village like this one,” I recalled. “I never write them anymore, my mother and father. I don’t even think about them very often.”
“I think about her all the time,” Everett said.
“You’ve done this before,” I surmised, “gone into your mind to speak with your wife.”
“Once every week for the past few years. And I still couldn’t tell you why she did it.” Everett combed back strands of tousled hair, but there was no winning against the wind.
“I didn’t know that,” I said.
“I didn’t tell you.”
We wandered to the very end of the longest dock and seated ourselves on its splintery planks. Everett wrestled his boots off one after the other before dipping his feet in the water. I followed his lead and did not expect the ocean to be so perfectly tepid. I imagined it must feel even better in real life, running through one’s toes.
“For now, I’ll have my workers deliver barrels of fresh water to the animals,” he said. “We’ll investigate more long-term options, but I’m not shutting everything down, Ortez. We’ll do what we can, within reason.”
Within reason. Words that were hardly a rallying cry, and yet I knew it was the best of possible outcomes. I knew now, after so many rounds of defeat, that this was what victory looked like: an acceptable compromise. And this time, I would not spoil it.
“Thank you, Everett,” I said.
“I’m not doing it for you,” he insisted.
“Then thank you for listening to me.”
“You didn’t give me much choice, my good man.” He leaned back on outstretched arms, looking as relaxed as I had ever seen him, at least in a sober state, and asked, “What now?”
“Now, I am going to wake up, detach myself from you, and get the hell out of your office before someone arrests me,” I explained.
“What about me?”
“The sleeping elixir will wear off soon,” I assured him. “Anywhere from five minutes to two hours.”
“I have things to do,” he said, though he seemed unbothered by the fact.
I kicked up my feet with a gentle splash and rose to them one bend at a time, taking in this mudbrick village on the ocean while I still could, the sights I longed to see with eyes that were my own. The day had changed, and I could not quite place when it had happened. The sailboats had become silhouettes against the setting sun, whose dappled bridge stretched seaward like a golden railroad. Everett stared longingly into that shimmering horizon, perhaps seeing what most of us never could: the glimmer of a destination.
I saw only the reflection in his eye as I replied, “Don’t we all, my friend.”
It was the last thing I said to Everett Day before I too blew away in the warm Gracian breeze.




The Trial
The storm outside had subsided relatively unnoticed for those attending the trial of Alchemist Ortez. As morning dragged into afternoon, dark clouds scattered in retreat as the hammering of hail faded to faint notes of birdsong that can be heard in moments of quiet contemplation. In moments when the accused searches for answers he does not have.
The midday sun slips through a crack in the clouds and past the courtroom’s high windows, illuminating Judge Hector’s silver watch as the judge discovers that even he had forgotten about lunch. His stomach rumbles, but his appetite for answers is stronger still.
They wait for Alchemist Ortez to finish his story.
“I did what I said I would do after that,” the reflective alchemist tells them. “I packed up my equipment and left Mr. Day’s office without delay. Everett was sound asleep when I looked upon him last. Audra was already gone, and Bien likewise. Indeed, I crossed paths with very few workers as I departed the Aurora Central Mill undetected, or so I believed. I assumed I would find Bien later, but I never did.”
Alchemist Ortez explains that he then returned to the house in which they had taken refuge, where he and Miss Summerblood spoke at length about all that had transpired. She did not know where Mr. Bornhart was either. Though whether or not anyone knew where their young friend ended up, someone had apparently spotted Alchemist Ortez.
Approximately three hours after his departure from Mr. Day’s office, there came a knock on the door. It was the police, accompanied by an understandably furious Audra Day.
“They told me I was arrested on suspicion of murder,” Alchemist Ortez tells the courtroom. “I cycled through the recently dead—Garrett Stanley, Lee Pettyman, Chief Butterfield, Mayor Mayner—but no name on that list made any sense. Their murderers were known, and I had alibis in each case. And then they told me whose murder I was suspected of. Everett Day, they said, by poison.”
Alchemist Ortez relives the shock of hearing that news, now more than a week ago. “I almost didn’t believe it,” he says. “I pleaded with them, with Audra especially, but she had nothing more to say to me. They threw me into a jail cell and said I was lucky it was the police who found me first. On that point, they were probably right.”
The alchemist emerges from deep thought as if popping up for air, turning his attention to the audience absorbing every detail, to the judge questioning them. “And that, Judge Hector, is the entirety of my confession, the truth as I know it, the story you all came to this courtroom to hear,” he says. “I’m sorry I cannot be more helpful. I told you two days ago that I possessed only some answers—and not the one you were looking for. Believe me, it’s a question I too want answered.”
It is not for entirely selfish reasons either. Despite their many differences, Alchemist Ortez respected and occasionally even enjoyed the company of Everett Day. He had grieved him in the confines of his prison cell, even as he feared for his own life. And then there was the matter of the kayna. The chief proprietor had promised to help the animals, and Alchemist Ortez had believed him. He supposes he will never find out whether Mr. Day was sincere.
It is Alchemist Freya who speaks next, having not spoken for some time. “I hereby confirm that Alchemist Ortez has delivered to this courtroom a complete and accurate account of his last month up until the period of his imprisonment.”
Since the moment Alchemist Ortez first seated himself behind that oak banister, Alchemist Freya has largely avoided eye contact with the accused, her colleague. She stares at him over the rim of her gold-framed glasses and says, “It is my professional opinion that this man did not murder Everett Day.”
As for today’s audience, it is what they already knew to be true, and yet it is not what they wish to hear. They look to one another for answers but find only mirrored disappointment and the reflection of questions. Someone asks what the purpose of all this was, if no one is to be hanged.
A growing unease permeates the room and reaches Hanson like a cold caress. He crosses his arms with a sinking chin, sensing their anger even if he cannot understand their language. Sitting beside him, Miss Summerblood shares her kayna companion’s concern, but she is equally relieved to hear proof of Alchemist Ortez’s innocence, not that she ever doubted him.
But it is the woman in the back row who catches the eye of Alchemist Ortez. Everett Day’s half-Gracian daughter. Miss Day is still shielding part of her face, but no longer is it to hide her embarrassment. Now she conceals her sorrow.
In contrast, Judge Hector makes himself seen between the accused and the crowd and says, over them all, “We have learned that Alchemist Ortez did not knowingly poison Mr. Day.” The sentence does not come easily for Judge Hector, who had held out hope that, in spite of mounting evidence to the contrary, Alchemist Ortez would reveal himself to be their clear-eyed killer. Nonetheless, the judge has pieced together a new theory.
“Let us then consider the alternatives,” the judge says. “We know that the victim’s daughter, Audra Day, conspired with you, Alchemist Ortez. We know that she had not only undermined her father’s wishes but left you unmonitored in the office in which Mr. Day was later found dead. After all, Miss Day had unlimited access to her father, his belongings, his whiskey. There is no one who could have more easily committed the deed. The evidence demands that she be considered a suspect.”
Miss Day looks like she has demands of her own, her sadness contorting into fury. While normally adept at masking such emotions, sadness has knocked down her guard, opening the way for anger. She gives the good judge a piercing glance.
“I do apologize, Miss Day,” he says sympathetically, meeting her leering gaze. “I know this must be hard for you—nay, excruciating—but please understand that, in these situations, it is often a family member guilty of the crime. It’s for your benefit that I entertain all possibilities and say what might otherwise be whispered behind your back. They might, for example, mention that you stood to inherit your father’s company, a transition that is currently underway.”
Now she looks like she might kill him, if not her father.
“But”—Judge Hector stops her with a single raised finger—“you would have eventually inherited The Day Company regardless. You were also the one to notify police, and it is well known that you and your father had a close and cordial relationship. He not only loved you, he was proud of you. He told me this himself as he had told anyone in Aurora willing to listen. I do believe that murder is quite contrary to Miss Day’s character. A suspect she may be, but a poor one.”
Miss Day relaxes her tense muscles, but she is still not happy. She shakes her head and stares down at her boots.
“Who, then, poisoned Everett Day?” Judge Hector asks the audience in the manner of one who believes he has the truth tucked neatly in his pocket. “Who else do we know was there that day, perhaps a young man who subsequently disappeared? Ah, yes. Bien Bornhart.”
The nods of approval are contagious. They already like this theory.
“Let us consider the facts about Mr. Bornhart,” the judge goes on. “He had motive. Bien didn’t hide his disdain for Mr. Day, a disdain that was both political and personal. Like his father, Bien blamed Everett for the death of his uncle. And what was it he said to you and Miss Summerblood in that cavern—that he wished to bring the fight to the chief proprietor. Does that sound like a peaceful protest to you? As for his character, Mr. Bornhart had killed Lee Pettyman mere days earlier, and it sounds like if you hadn’t stopped him, Alchemist Ortez, he might have killed another man at the central mill. We don’t need to wonder whether Bien Bornhart is capable of murder because we already have our answer.”
“That was self-defense.” The alchemist has grown tired of pointing out this important distinction.
Judge Hector ignores the interruption. “And then there is the element of opportunity,” he says to the crowd. “Bien not only broke into the Aurora Central Mill with the accused, he had also spent the entire previous day in a house with him, coming up with a plan, a plan involving this alchemist’s elixirs. Tell me, Alchemist Ortez, can you say with certainty that Mr. Bornhart couldn’t have accessed your elixirs in the hours leading up to Mr. Day’s death?”
The alchemist cannot. He says only, “Bien wouldn’t do that.”
“It is possible, then,” the judge insists. “It is possible that Mr. Bornhart mixed poison into one of the vials he knew you would administer to Mr. Day. The oneiric stimulant perhaps? The sleeping elixir?”
“Everett was alive when I left his office,” Alchemist Ortez replies. “That was roughly an hour after I had given him his last elixir. If there was poison in any of those vials, it would’ve had to have been a slow-acting one.”
“And if Everett had been experiencing the symptoms of poison in that first hour, how would you have known?” Judge Hector asks, approaching the alchemist. “He was unconscious, and you were inside his head, venturing through the desert.”
“What would Bien know of poison?” is all the man behind the banister can think to say.
“What would he know of lockpicking or trespassing or stabbing another man through the neck?” The judge parts his hands and holds a befuddled pose. “You’ve portrayed your friend as a surprisingly resourceful young man. Which brings me to my last question: where exactly is Mr. Bornhart?”
Alchemist Ortez only wishes he knew. “There are people who would still see him dead for what happened to Lee Pettyman,” he says. It is a true and simple fact, and yet somewhere beneath the surface, the alchemist is cracking, doubting, wondering if he was more responsible for Everett Day’s death than he has been telling himself all this time.
“You may not have meant to kill Mr. Day, Alchemist Ortez, but can you say with certitude that you did not?” Judge Hector lets the question sting before layering on the attack. “You gave a man elixirs against his will, and that was after you trespassed and drugged him, destroying property in the process, I might add.” He is referring to the whiskey. “These are crimes we haven’t even considered yet. And then there is the fact that you plotted with an unhinged, unstable man who you knew was quite capable of violence. If Mr. Bornhart did indeed poison one of your vials, are you not also culpable? Maybe you didn’t knowingly kill Mr. Day, but your recklessness certainly endangered him.”
Alchemist Ortez says nothing. There is no denying that he had been reckless. His defense is that recklessness was warranted, though that does not seem like a position the judge will find particularly persuasive, even with Hanson in the room. And what if he is right about the other aspects? Was Bien capable of premeditated murder? The alchemist still does not want to believe it, but doubt has crept in. Doubt is another kind of poison, and it is coursing through Alchemist Ortez at this critical juncture, leaving him crippled.
He sees the horror on Miss Summerblood’s face. “Bien would never do that.” She rises to her feet, shaking her head. “I know him better than any of you,” she says, addressing the room.
But the crowd is not convinced. “Where is he, Belle?” a woman asks. “Are you hiding him?” another inquires.
Alchemist Ortez is still at a loss for words as Miss Summerblood is forced to defend her role in all of this. Amid the chaos, he and Hanson communicate without touching, for in this instance a shared look says enough.
And then an unexpected voice filters through the bickering and the protestations. Not a loud voice but a voice that should be heard, if only they will listen. “Wait,” the voice says again as a man rises from his pew in the middle of the room. But still they bicker and they protest until at last the man says—no, yells this time—“I said wait!”
Yelling is not a defining characteristic of Father Etred.
Judge Hector, on the other hand, is still the swaggering commander of this rollicking ship. “Calm down, everyone!” He unfurls his handkerchief and gives his forehead a proper dab. “What is it, father?”
“I know who killed Mr. Day,” the bishop says, and everyone finally, utterly shuts up.
Judge Hector drops the handkerchief.
Father Etred struggles to speak a truth that now must be spoken, the heaviness of it making him lightheaded. He practices quick breaths and reminds himself that bravery is bravery for how frightening it feels. The silver triangle pinned to his collar glints in a sunbeam whose warm touch he believes to be God’s grace, reaching out, pulling him back onto the righteous path. As in all things, he must choose to have faith.
“I know who killed him,” Father Etred says to a silent courtroom, “because it was me.”




Chapter Thirty-seven
THE GRAVEST OF SINS
I have heard the confessions of many of you sitting in this room. I have heard thousands of confessions, small confessions and serious ones, and I have told each of you at every turn to trust in God. To be open and honest and to trust in God. Yet over this past week, I have ignored my own advice and that of the Holy Book meant to guide me in all earthly things. A coward is one way to describe me, but I am done with cowardice.
I am here to tell you what happened that afternoon Everett Day died. It is probably not the story you imagined—a story of vengeance or malice. It is, rather, the story of my stupidity.
It must have been an hour after Alchemist Ortez had left Mr. Day’s downtown office when I arrived with a knock. Everett had forgotten about our appointment, though he let me in with little fuss. We had that kind of relationship.
“You said you could speak this afternoon,” I reminded him, “that we could meet at the mill.”
“Of course, of course,” he said. “Have a seat, father.” He was leaning against his desk, clutching the oak edge as if bracing himself. I noticed he seemed off, but I assumed it was work-related. It always was with Everett. Things at the company had already been hectic before Mayor Mayner’s murder, and now they were—well, I am no businessman, but I could sense that Mr. Day was weathering a storm of conflicting feelings.
Rather than sitting, I revealed the bottle of red wine I had been holding behind my back and twisted free its cork with a gentle pop. “A gift to thank you for your continued generosity,” I said. It was not the first time I had brought him wine from Saint Oria Cathedral’s expansive cellar. Personally, I could not pick one wine out from the next, but I had Everett’s tastes memorized. I knew he enjoyed this old gamay.
“Surprising as this may sound, I’m not in the mood for whiskey at the moment,” he told me, “but a glass of wine would be a welcome indulgence. You know that I’m not one to drink during work hours, but believe me when I say it’s been an onerous afternoon.”
I also knew that Mr. Day would not find it suspicious that he alone drank the wine. Sobriety is seldom demanded of clergymen, but I have an old life I prefer to leave in the past. Everett often joked that he was drinking on my behalf. He grabbed a stemmed glass from the polished cupboard behind his desk and allowed me to make a generous pour.
“What was it you wished to discuss, father?” Everett returned to his leaning position, apparently as averse to chairs as he was to whiskey. I was similarly too agitated to sit, especially after watching him take that first sip. This was another thing I knew about Everett: he was a fast drinker.
“I wished to discuss a few small matters,” I said before pausing and correcting myself. “No. Not small. They are serious grievances.”
Mr. Day nearly recoiled over his desk. “Are my donations to the church not exorbitant enough?” It was an obviously rhetorical question. “Is that new organ not loud enough to reach the heavens? Out with it.” He took another gulp of gamay.
“It’s not about money,” I said, “or perhaps it is about money. I fear you’ve been buying my loyalty, Everett, and I’ve been telling myself that what’s good for the cathedral is good for God. But what’s good for men like Garrett Stanley? I witnessed his sickness worsening each time he came to me with more questions.”
On the subject of confessions, I may have downplayed this fact when you inquired about Mr. Stanley, Alchemist Ortez. I told myself it was not relevant. Alas, when we must tell ourselves something, it is usually because it is a lie.
I reminded Everett that I had asked him about Mr. Stanley and the other miners plagued by an incurable cough. The same cough I heard every week as they sat in my pews, their cupped hands and bent elbows unable to contain their echoing illness. “I could name the ones I expect won’t see their children grow tall,” I said. “You told me I should worry about their souls, that their bodies were your concern.”
Mr. Day did not ask for the names, for he undoubtedly already knew them. Rather, he asked, “Why are you bringing this up now? Garrett Stanley died two months ago, and we’ve discussed his situation already.”
“You discussed it,” I said. “I merely listened. Just as I listened when you showed me that exceptional animal you kept imprisoned underground. You acted as if you were looking for spiritual guidance, as if you might do the right thing, but you were never seeking advice, were you? You were looking for permission, for me to clean your conscience. That has long been our arrangement—a transactional one. Your donations payment for my blessing, for me to look the other way, to tell my congregation that you have their best interests at heart, whether or not it’s always true. This has been my sin: that I only ever listened to you, that I did not act sooner.”
“My apologies for believing we were friends.” Everett’s wine glass was already half empty. “It’s been a long day. Just get to the finale already, father.”
“Penance,” I said. “Penance, Everett. We forget about penance. We forget penance as we forget our sins and are thus doomed to repeat them. It’s why there must be a price, so that we might learn from our missteps. It’s why the Holy Book says penance should reflect the transgression.”
Mr. Day rubbed his stomach and looked skeptically into the wine in his hand. “Are you certain this gamay hasn’t gone bad?”
“The wine won’t do you any serious harm,” I told him, little did I know. “But it will make you sick, as you have let sickness spread among your workers, among my congregation, among the animals in this mountain. I’ve seen their sickness with my own eyes. Let’s just say I recently emerged from a journey I was woefully unprepared for. It was my penance, my opportunity to see how far I had strayed. I know you too have seen what I speak of, what your company is doing to those poor creatures.”
“Did you just poison me, my good man?” Mr. Day seemed as shocked by the fact that it was I who had done the deed as he was by the actual poisoning. He placed the glass down on his desk, sliding it as far back as he could reach.
“A mild poison,” I said, as if it were good news. “Phantom’s bane. You may throw up today’s lunch and tonight’s dinner, but you’ll be fine by tomorrow. One cannot say the same for men like Garrett Stanley, for the animals drinking your poisoned water.”
Everett winced as he asked, “How do you know we poisoned their water? Who told you that theory? Alchemist Ortez, I take it.”
I assumed my lack of answer was answer enough.
“I’ll have you know I had a rather productive conversation with Ortez just prior to your arrival, and I am going to help those damn animals,” he said. “Though apparently I need to hire a fucking cupbearer too. Tell me, does God also teach you to accuse a man before asking him about the crime?”
That was when I started having serious doubts. Had I actually followed the path of God, I wondered, or had I been led by my ego? “I didn’t know you two had come to an arrangement,” I replied.
“Go ahead and ask him yourself.” The cool condescension in his voice told me that our relationship could never be repaired, not after this. “You might want to see if the atheist alchemist is interested in donating to the cathedral while you’re at it. God knows I’ve given you enough.”
Mr. Day was looking pale as he clutched the edge of his desk even tighter. I had researched the old poison and mixed its simple ingredients carefully. Phantom’s bane had been used as a form of penance for centuries, though less so in the present one and never on me. Descriptions, I should have known, cannot quite capture the reality of pain.
“God damn it, father,” Everett said as he slipped to his knees, still holding onto the table. “What the hell did you give me?”
“Phantom’s bane,” I told him again.
“I know it’s fucking phantom’s bane. What’s in phantom’s bane?”
It was not a complex concoction, and yet under pressure I struggled to recall its four ingredients. I listed each one as they came to me: hillside mushrooms, winter’s breath, red spice. “And faro root,” I said finally.
“Faro root?” Everett nearly regurgitated the name. He muttered it a second time as if the ingredient explained multiple mysteries, along with his last words to me or to anyone.
“You were right, my dearest,” he said.
And then Mr. Day vomited on the rug before keeling over in a pool of his own—
I am sorry. Forgive me. I need a moment.
I did not know what to do. I shook his shoulder and repeated his name. Everett. Everett.
I held my hand in front of his face to feel his breath growing fainter. I bolted from his office and called for help, but only my echo called back in that empty mill. I returned to Mr. Day and propped him against the desk. I leaned him upright and then forward, slapping his back, checking once again his fading breath. I remember watching my fingers tremble in front of him, until I could no longer feel the warm rhythm on my open palm.
Until I realized what I had done.
And yet I did not realize how exactly I had done it until only yesterday, when Alchemist Ortez spoke of their conversation at the grocery store. Everett never mentioned his allergy to faro root, to me or to almost anyone else, it would seem. If he had, I would never have—
Well, it does not matter anymore, does it? Accident or not, I gave him the poison that killed him. And then I watched on, unmoving, as Alchemist Ortez was wrongly accused of my actions, telling myself it would be okay because they would surely find him innocent, telling myself that I would not have another man’s blood on my hands.
As I said, when we must tell ourselves something, it is usually because it is a lie.
I know that now, if I had not known it already. A crime needs its culprit, a crowd needs its justice, and even a bishop needs redemption. I am here to tell you that the alchemist is innocent, and it is I who must pay penance for the gravest of sins.




The Epilogue
The sight of Hanson’s empty cage looks to Alchemist Ortez like a memory from a year ago rather than mere weeks. The lock that Miss Summerblood took a hammer to still lies broken on the stone ground. From his present perspective, nothing has changed since he last stepped into this colossal cavern on his way back to Aurora after their arduous journey. But, of course, everything had changed.
Hanson is waiting for him now, in the straining edge of his lantern’s aura, the light reflected in his nocturnal eyes. He grows brighter as his human friend approaches.
Alchemist Ortez bends down on one knee and presses his head against the gray skull of his kayna companion, who presses back. Goodbyes are never easy, but at least the alchemist need not dig around for the right words. His thoughts are enough. And though he is saddened to see him go, they both know this will not be their last meeting. Far from it, if the alchemist has his way. It is a mutual feeling. Hanson has few close friends and hardly anyone he can call family, but he has Alchemist Ortez.
Hanson’s eventual departure is a slow scamper as he fades to black. In a few hours, he will be back with his kin. The alchemist watches on until his friend has fully vanished.
A dark-haired woman in knee-high leather boots steps up beside him.
“The rest of your payment.” Audra Day hands over a white envelope. “Five thousand stellings for your assistance with Garrett Stanley, and a little extra for… everything.”
Alchemist Ortez thanks her as he weighs the hefty envelope in his hand. He looks at the logo on the front: a pickaxe inside the circle of a sun, its simple line-drawn rays emanating strength and structure.
“We’ve already delivered a few barrels of fresh water to their village,” Miss Day informs him, “but we need to find a more efficient way to transport those barrels until we set up a permanent distillation system.”
“Fortunately, you’re the most efficient person I know,” the alchemist replies.
She turns to him as he finally peels his attention from an animal that is no longer there. “If we’re going to do this right, we’ll need someone in charge of our relations with the kayna,” she explains, “if you're not opposed to working for The Day Company.”
He squeezes the envelope again. “A generous offer.”
“As would be the compensation,” she says. “It is a rather specialized role.”
This is not the first time Alchemist Ortez has been referred to as “rather specialized,” but it is the first time such words were spoken in the same breath as “compensation.” Generous compensation, at that. He supposes Aurora really is the city of opportunity. “Can I think about it, assuming I remain a free man?”
“Regarding your freedom, I’ve chatted with Judge Hector, and I expect he’ll go easy on you,” she says. “No more jailtime, at least.”
“I appreciate that, Audra. From the bottom of my still-beating heart.”
Miss Day strikes a match and inhales its flame through the end of a skinny cigarette. A cloud of smoke dissipates into the dark reaches of an ageless chamber. “Don’t just thank me,” she says. “Miss Summerblood had some sway in the matter. Why, just imagine feeling unwelcome in The Moonlight Inn. Imagine being unable to participate during song nights. That would be a pretty steep sentence for a certain supreme judge.” She takes another drag and adds, “Though even the Moonlight Mistress has limits to her power. Judge Hector seems dead set on finding Bien Bornhart. He’s still convinced your blonde friend is guilty of something nefarious, besides stabbing Lee Pettyman. Lucky for Bien, I don’t think the Aurora City Police are looking into it.”
“I suppose it’s fortunate he disappeared,” the alchemist says. “Which reminds me of something I’ve been meaning to ask. Did you see where Bien went that afternoon? Did he mention anything? Last I saw him, he was waiting outside your father’s office with your men.”
Alchemist Ortez reaches toward her cigarette and asks if she minds. She minds a bit, but she allows him a quick puff all the same.
“Your recollection is as good as mine,” Miss Day says. “My memory of what happened after we pillaged my brain is a little fuzzy. Must be an aftereffect of the elixirs.”
The alchemist is less certain. “So, you don’t know where Bien went?”
“Not a clue,” she confirms. “I asked the workers who were there, and they said you and I were with him last.”
“The two of us? That is… interesting.” The alchemist scratches his jaw. “In any event, I shall ponder the question later. How have you been holding up these past few chaotic days?”
“The chaos I can handle,” she says, “but I miss him. They all miss him. They miss his leadership, and God knows we could use it right now. My father had a knack for many things.”
“You have a knack for many things, Audra,” Alchemist Ortez points out.
She shrugs off the compliment. “Maybe he’s with her now. I suspect that is what he truly longed for. I know you don’t believe in such things.”
The alchemist shrugs back. “It doesn’t matter what I believe. But if you do ever wish to speak with your father again, I can help with that.”
She briefly considers this before shaking her head. “You’ve already been inside me twice now, Alchemist Ortez. Twice is quite enough.”
“Twice?” It takes him a second. “Oh.”
The Day Company’s new chief proprietor snatches her cigarette from the alchemist and smokes it to her fingers as they head back into the tunnels.
∞∞∞
 
Afternoon had transitioned into evening as Alchemist Ortez wanders through the intersection at Seventh Street and Miner’s Way. He need not check the clocks in the clock store nor the hands on his recently returned timepiece. Elsewhere, one might glimpse the sun’s position or follow its shadows to an answer. But in Aurora’s encapsulated downtown, evening is seen in the pace of traffic, in the men and women shuffling home after a hard day’s work.
But this stretch of street is quieter than most. And different from when he passed through it a few weeks ago. The gas lamps have been replaced by The Day Company’s electric ones, painting the intersection a cool white, a hint of cobrium green. Even amid the anarchy, progress had continued.
Alchemist Ortez stops at The Cobblestone Cobbler and heads up the alley-side stairs. He stops at another sign, this one painted on the shadowy wall, its intricate letters befitting the name: Emme’s Extraordinary Elixir Emporium.
He turns a brass knob, but the door refuses to budge. He knocks and tries to see through the store’s single window.
“We’re closed,” says a voice as old to him as any he remembers. “Read the sign.”
“My watch says you’re open for another thirty seconds,” he counters.
“Ortez?” A lock clicks and the door swings open. Emme Adelbury practically pulls him inside. “Get in here.”
Alchemist Ortez follows his old friend to the back of her emporium, nearly tripping over a black cat bolting between poorly lit aisles. He wishes Sebastian a pleasant evening as he and Miss Adelbury make themselves comfortable on a pair of wooden stools behind the counter.
“Am I glad to see you.” The elixologist exhales her relief like a heavy basket she is finally able to set down. “It’s been a crazy couple of weeks, man. I guess I don’t need to tell you.”
She does anyway.
“I left town just before everything went to hell, to pick up my quarterly shipment of elixirs at the port down in Briarmont,” she recalls. “Then I get back, and what do you know? Everett Day has been murdered, the mayor is dead, not to mention the goddamn police chief. The Day Company has its own militia. And you—you were in jail. I mean, what the fuck?”
“It’s been an eventful few weeks,” the alchemist says, “even by Auroran standards.”
Miss Adelbury ruffles her neatly waxed hair. “And now the bishop of Indemere is spending his life behind bars. Did you know there are reporters from every newspaper in the Tri-States here? Those hungry fucking vultures can’t get enough. Not that it’s my business. Better the bishop than you—that’s all I care about.” She rubs her forehead like an overused chalkboard and then, with a cleaner mind, says, “I’m sorry I missed your trial, Ortez. I’m genuinely surprised they’re not hanging that balding bastard.”
“I don’t imagine the church would approve.” Alchemist Ortez would not have approved either. He does not commend unnecessary violence, but he also cannot help but pity the poor bishop, even if Father Etred had wronged him. The trial, his two weeks in jail: the guilty clergyman could have prevented it all. But one’s life is not easily bartered away, and Alchemist Ortez knows deep down that Father Etred’s stupid mistake could have been his own.
“I’m just glad things are getting back to normal,” Miss Adelbury says, “or whatever comes after normal. Anyway, did you want to buy something, or are you here to say hi?”
“For once,” he declares almost proudly, “I am here only to enjoy the company of an old friend.”
“How about a bottle of sensus oxomine?” she insists. “We got a fresh batch from Briarmont. On the house. God knows you bought half my inventory with Mr. Day’s money. It’s the least I can offer.”
Alchemist Ortez thinks about it—he has not taken his thrice-weekly dose since the hours before Everett Day’s lawn party—and says, “I’m all right today.”
The bell of the front door rings through the shop as someone steps inside.
“Cassy’s been doing deliveries for me,” the elixologist explains with an eye to the emporium’s unassuming entrance. “Old and sick folk ain’t always in the best shape to walk up those stairs outside, if they can walk at all. She delivers elixirs straight to their door and collects payment then and there. I could never find the time to do it myself, but it’s been good for business. That little street rat you brought me has been good for business.”
“And here I thought you were doing me a favor,” the alchemist rubs it in.
The girl, Cassandria—or better known as Cassy to her friends—drops her bag of stellings on the hardwood floor the instant she sees the alchemist. A coin rolls out as she runs forward, whips around the counter, and hugs him before he can stand, pressing her head against his stomach. He rests a hand on her dirty blonde hair, which is less dirty than it once was.
“Everyone said they were going to hang you in Pilgrim’s Plaza,” she says into his shirt. “I didn’t want you to be hanged.”
But a simple “me neither” is all the alchemist can muster, discovering in her embrace that he was not emotionally prepared for this little girl’s hug.
∞∞∞
 
The Moonlight Inn is packed with even more people than usual as the tavern plays host to its first song night in weeks. It feels like a city on the mend. That was how Belle Summerblood described it to her favorite patron earlier that morning, noting that no one had broken any more windows. Alchemist Ortez does not see her at first—but rather a man he would prefer to avoid.
“Judge Hector.” He nonetheless does not forget his manners.
“Alchemist Ortez.” An unlit pipe dangles from between the judge’s lips as he steps outside for a smoke.
The alchemist approaches the bar and waves down its bartender. “Evening, Karl.” He sniffs the air and adds, “Is moonberry pie on the menu?”
“Tonight is a special night,” the bartender says. “I’ll fetch you a slice.”
Alchemist Ortez does not stop him. He asks only for the addition of a beer and to put it on his tab. He is still a guest of The Moonlight Inn, after all. Once he has savored his first bite, the alchemist tells the bartender that his mother used to make moonberry pie. “I don’t know why I said used to,” he corrects himself. “I suppose she still does. Perhaps I should visit my parents soon. It’s been—well, Liberty is quite a trek.”
“It ain't more than a few days on the Daybreak Express, my brother,” the bartender says.
The alchemist grins inwardly. It reminds him of something Mr. Day once said.
As more orders come in, the bartender is pulled away and replaced by the inn’s unmistakable innkeeper. She leans onto the bar with both elbows and speaks closely into the alchemist’s ear, close enough to be heard over the laughter and the tavern’s many loud talkers, close enough that she will be heard only by him.
“I reckon you said your goodbyes to Hanson?”
Alchemist Ortez nods into his ale. “And you?”
“I saw him off this morning,” Miss Summerblood says. “The two of us grew rather well acquainted on our journey back to Aurora.”
“I must thank you again for that,” he replies. “Even with the bishop’s confession, I don’t think they ever would have believed my story had they not seen Hanson in person. You put yourself in danger for me.”
“I like to think of it as my own little adventure,” she says.
Not one for passing up a good transition, Alchemist Ortez asks, “How would you feel about an adventure into uptown?”
“Sounds dangerous.”
“I hear there’s a restaurant that serves dishes from Tianma,” he explains, “if you don’t mind indulging a craving of yours truly. I was thinking I might even shave for the occasion.”
She examines his beard from both sides. “It does make you a titch more rugged.”
“More like a miner?” He turns to the ones behind him. “I’ll finally blend in.”
Miss Summerblood lets out a chuckle. “Not in that cardigan. You sure you don't want to take Miss Day instead?”
The alchemist is sure.
“All right,” she says. “It’s a date. Though I do wonder: what comes after this uptown excursion? What’s next for Alchemist Ortez?”
That is one question Alchemist Ortez is still trying to answer. Circumstances, however, are still evolving.
“Honestly, I don’t know if I’ll lose my license,” he admits. “Otherwise, I have a long list of angry clients awaiting my return in Dellmere. Then again, Saint Adena might finally fund research into animal intelligence once they find out about the kayna, the species that can perform alchemy without the alchemy. Perhaps this is my long-awaited moment to shine. I also have a job offer from Miss Day. The only thing I am certain of right now, Belle, is that I would like to spend more time in Aurora.”
Miss Summerblood pours herself a beer and says, “I’ll be around.” And then, somewhat suddenly, she sighs a longing sigh. “Though I do keep wondering if Bien will ever reappear. I’m not sure he ought to, but I already miss that scoundrel.”
Alchemist Ortez tells her that he too has been thinking about Mr. Bornhart. “It’s odd,” he says, “but my memory of when he disappeared is fuzzy.”
“Fuzzy?” She whips a rag off her shoulder and begins drying glasses as they speak.
“Yes, fuzzy.” He can find no better word for it than the one Miss Day used earlier that afternoon. “I first noticed something felt off when recalling my confrontation with Audra at the mill. I didn’t pursue the feeling initially. I was more worried about getting through the day alive, and I had nothing to hide from Alchemist Freya. But the more I try to remember what exactly happened that afternoon, the more I realize there’s a gap.
“Now, gaps are normal,” he continues. “Our memories may as well be New Shore cheese. But this is something I should remember. I recall being in Audra’s mind and our conversation afterward, but then my memory skips to the confrontation with her father. It’s like I’m missing fifteen minutes. And there’s more. Miss Day told me a few hours ago that she too cannot recall those lost minutes. She had asked her workers about it, the ones who restrained Bien, and they said she and I were the last ones with him, but how could that be? How could I forget such a thing? Like I said, it’s odd.”
“And now the alchemist has another one of his theories,” the innkeeper infers.
He takes a thirst-quenching swig of malty beer and says, with foam on his lip, “It is no more than that. But let us imagine for a moment that one really wanted to protect Bien. There is no surer protection than for me to know nothing at all.”
An animated Alchemist Ortez goes on to explain that he possessed elixirs on him that afternoon that could have wiped away fifteen minutes of memory from Miss Day and himself—his contingency plan had efforts with her father gone awry. In theory, one could have heard and even assisted in Mr. Bornhart’s escape plan and then, with a bit of alchemy, forgotten every detail of it. “That, of course, is only a theory,” he says. “One cannot know what one does not know. Even an alchemist’s story is only what he remembers.”
“It’s a good story, though.” She places the last clean glass on its shelf.
“Such is the nature of truth, Miss Summerblood,” the alchemist says. “It is an unending maze. You think you’ve found the exit only to realize it leads to more maze.”
“Another pearl of wisdom from your old mentor?” she asks.
“Actually”—he smiles his handsome smile—“that one is mine.”
The bartender interrupts their conversation. “Belle, you’re up.”
Alchemist Ortez wishes her luck, though he knows she has always made her own.
Miss Summerblood gives the alchemist a wink as she exits the bar and walks through a parting crowd. They hold their drinks to their chests to make room for the songstress, whose banjo awaits her by the window, propped against a well-worn piano. She gives the stringed instrument a quick tune with nimble hands.
“Thanks for coming out tonight, everyone,” she says as if nothing has changed, and they cheer as they have always cheered. Miss Summerblood frees her red hair from its ponytail, letting it spill over the shoulder of her snow-white dress like a silken flame. “I’ve added a new verse to an old favorite,” she mentions. “Hope y’all don’t mind.”
No one protests as the tavern goes quiet with anticipation.
The song begins with a single pluck and then another, combining into a sparse rhythm, adding complexity until her fingers fly as only a practiced hand can, until every head in The Moonlight Inn bobs, until they clap and they whoop, until a voice like a country breeze joins her banjo like a friend blown in from the past. She sings in a whisper that only those within these walls can comprehend.
“Even when we don’t see eye to eye,
even when our best cross that great divide,
our fires burn, our lights still glow bright.
Aurora, the immortal dream.
Aurora, a promise to me.
The heart inside the mountain that always beats.”
And then she begins a beat of her own, thumping the ground with the heel of her boot. They know what to do. Their kicks shake the floorboards. Their claps strike like thunder. The beat of every man, every woman, every child, every alchemist. And now the songstress does not hold back, singing loud enough that even the dead might hear, singing to a song-sweetened room from her past and to the one she built for her future, singing the lyrics they all feel but only Belle Summerblood can find.
“Take me into the mountainside,
take me where the stars reside,
to a place that I can always call my own.
Aurora, you’re a sight to see.
Aurora, you’re home to me.
We gather round your hearth and we are free.”
And free they are, however briefly, as they bellow that familiar chorus, swept up in the gale of her song.
If you had asked the man whose untimely death shook this city to its rocky core, he would have said that people make a place more than the place itself, especially in Aurora. An alchemist from a faraway land understands this now as he drinks the long autumn night away.
His late mentor once said that stories are like trains, blurring details in favor of a grander view. And while the Daybreak Express dropped him into this strange metropolis over a month ago now, another vehicle has been barreling him forward for much of his remembered existence.
As any audience can attest, the alchemist could indeed weave a worthy tale. And yet, as every person of his profession learns at a young age, most life is lived in the in-between, in those long, forgotten stretches walking to work or tossing and turning in bed. In midweek beers with a missing friend. In a fleeting glance from an audacious innkeeper. Or in a still moment that no one would ever remember.
∞∞∞
 






The Afterword
Many hours went into crafting Trial of the Alchemist, not all of them perfectly productive. Such was my attempt to write the best book I could, though there are a few people who made it even better. First and foremost, my wife and number-one proofreader, Ariane, who also designed the book’s beautiful cover. Additionally, I must thank Drew, my longtime friend and agent, for providing valuable feedback and selling audio rights to Podium (and thank you, Podium, for buying them). Gratitude also goes to Matt for beta reading the book and Gilmore and Arcana, my cats, for staying up with me no matter how late into the night I wrote. And finally, my dear reader, thank you for giving this novel a few fleeting moments of your life. If you have another, leaving a review on Amazon will help other curious readers discover Trial of the Alchemist. Additionally, please consider quickly signing up for my newsletter to receive updates on future books. You can also follow me on Goodreads, Facebook, and Twitter.
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