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For anyone who has ever felt unruly.

And for Jenny Grace, who showed us all how to glow.




A LETTER FROM THE AUTHOR

Dear Reader,

I finished the first draft of A Wild Radiance during lockdown in 2020. A lot has changed in the book (and in the world) since then—including an alarming rise in authoritarianism and Christo-fascism in the United States. It now feels more important than ever to tell a story about resisting oligarchical systems and capitalist violence. I dearly wish that wasn’t the case.

That said, A Wild Radiance is a story about love. Love isn’t clean. It is more than romance or sexual attraction. Revolutionary love breaks down binaries in favor of infinite expressions. It opens its arms to rage, longing, fear, pain. It makes space for healing. It breaks boundaries. It embraces cringe. Like electricity, its flow can alternate—it’s powerful whether projected out or directed within.

I’ve struggled to put labels on the expressions of love you’ll find in A Wild Radiance. Nonmonogamy and polyamory and queerplatonic bonds aren’t in these characters’ vocabularies. They’re making things up as they go. You can do that, too. We all can.

(In case it wasn’t clear, all these characters are queer AF.)

As a gender expansive, queer, disabled, AuDHD human, I tell stories about people who have messy relationships with themselves and others. At the heart of those stories, you will always find hard-won hope. We deserve nothing less.

Whether you connect with Josephine’s unbridled rage, Ezra’s dogged tenderness, or Julian’s fierce determination—I thank you for going on this journey with them. And I hope you like the kissing stuff.

Best,

M. (they/she)




CHAPTER ONE

Gertrude, as usual, was giving me a headache. Her high-pitched wails echoed from the tall ceiling of our dormitory. I stood with my arms crossed tightly and my fingertips digging into my ribs as if that could keep my short temper from betraying me. Again.

“Why did you do it?” Professor Dunn asked me, a thread of exasperation in her voice. She tilted her head, grimacing as one of Gertrude’s cries reached a bone-rattling volume. I studied the embroidered ruffle at the professor’s collar. It was slightly askew. She’d likely hurled herself out of bed in alarm at the sound of Gertrude’s shrieking. Gertrude had that effect on people. And I had a negative effect on Gertrude.

My hesitation betrayed my lack of a reasonable answer to Professor Dunn’s question. With my teeth set together so tightly that my jaw ached, I lowered my chin and tried to recall precisely what Gertrude had been saying before my radiance escaped me like a rabid dog unleashed.

She’d been harping on my temper, probably. My lack of precision when conducting. My generally unpleasant nature. How I deserved to be a Generator, kept locked away and out of trouble. Normally these declarations were easy to ignore. Gertrude had nasty things to say about everyone, from the pimple-faced first years to the kind old cook who made us cinnamon buns.

But tonight was the night before the Assignment Ceremony.

If Master Hayes shared Gertrude’s sentiments, I’d never be assigned to a renowned Mission. I’d be cast impossibly far from the hubs of Industry. I’d end up in some miserable rural Mission—unappreciated at best, feared by backward locals at worst. I’d be years behind my peers. Years away from the chance to prove I was capable of running my own Mission.

I’d be an insignificant cog in the great machine of Progress. Powerless. Disappointing.

“Gertrude made me angry,” I finally mumbled. The blush that followed was like a thousand ants shimmying up my throat. I resisted the urge to cover my scarlet cheeks. Professor Dunn was harder on me than any of my other instructors, but she’d also taken the most interest in the rehabilitation of my inconsistent academic performance. Now, with mere hours left at the House of Industry, I still required her pitying sort of patience.

And I’d let her down one last time.

Professor Dunn sighed and removed her glasses to wipe them with a kerchief from her pocket—a tic I’d long since identified as an attempt to work through tremendous frustration with one of her students.

Usually me.

Time and time again, she’d explained this to me: If I wanted to be a great Conductor, I had to control my impulses. My temper. These traits were at odds with the House of Industry.

Sometimes it felt like my very nature was at odds with the House of Industry.

The only undesirable trait Professor Dunn had ever let slide was my curiosity. Occasionally, I asked questions that resulted in being kept behind after lectures. Each time, I expected my palms to be caned. But Professor Dunn never hit me. Instead, she would take the time to answer me, showing me the inner workings of gadgets and helping me understand why radiance made the intricate gears whir.

I’d miss her classes.

In our dormitory, Gertrude had stopped wailing, likely in smug anticipation of discovering what my punishment would be. A crowd of girls perched on her tiny cot, petting her hair and glaring at me. I couldn’t bring myself to care whether they were angry. After all, none of us would see one another ever again after tomorrow afternoon. Our bags were already packed and lined up along the wall.

We’d been taught for ten years not to become attached to anyone. That was one rule I followed as if my life depended on it. Caring made people unreasonable. I could see it now in the way these girls felt compelled to protect Gertrude and her big, stupid mouth. The way their eyes flicked over me warily.

I wondered if any of them knew what Gertrude and I had done when no one was looking.

It didn’t matter. They’d be the ones weeping tomorrow, agonizing over leaving their friends. While I’d walk away without a single care for who I was leaving behind. It would make me stronger. More focused. No longer distracted by how difficult it was to avoid knowing and being known by others.

I had to do what was expected of me without hesitation, without question. Only then would I be trusted to run my own Mission.

Only then would I stop doubting myself.

“You will complete Gertrude’s morning chores and your own, along with cleaning the chamber pots,” Professor Dunn said, her pale brown eyes daring me to argue. She had a narrow face and wary tension around her mouth. Which made sense—she was surrounded by children all day. “You’ll begin now. And when you are finished, make yourself presentable and reflect on your actions in the great hall.”

I pinched the thin skin at my ribs through my nightgown. No sleep at all, then. I’d be a bleary-eyed wraith at the Assignment Ceremony. “Yes, Professor.”

There was no sense in lingering. There’d be no final lecture. Nothing Professor Dunn could say now would make an impact, considering the last four years in the Secondary School of the House of Industry had done nothing to reduce my impulsivity. I crouched beside my cot and shoved my feet into my boots. To my horror, my fingers trembled as I tied the laces. Pressure built behind my eyes. I closed them briefly, willing back the tears that would humiliate me far more than being punished in front of the other eleven girls in my graduating class.

There were no tears in Gertrude’s eyes when I hurried past. There was, I noticed with terrible satisfaction, a burn mark on the front of her nightgown where I’d struck her with radiance.

“If you don’t watch yourself,” she muttered, grabbing my sleeve, “you’ll wash out and end up a House servant.”

I rolled my eyes and let her see a threatening thread of radiance stretching between my forefinger and thumb as I shook out of her grip.

Her breath sucked in with a hiss of rage. “Always acting like you’re a Transistor,” she said in a low snarl that only I could hear. “They didn’t want you, Josephine Haven.”

It stung like she’d slapped me.

The same refrain ran through my head every night. Every morning. Every time my radiance wanted to lash out without precision. They didn’t want me. When the time had come to enter secondary school, I’d begged to train as a Transistor, to learn how to fight and defend the House of Industry as a powerful, elite guard. I hoped down to my bones that it was my destiny, because I couldn’t understand why else I felt so hopelessly angry, so in need of release.

What I hoped for didn’t matter. They’d denied my request, and instead the House had called on me to serve as a Conductor. There were no adjustments to the decisions the Elders made. It didn’t matter that I was certain they’d only disqualified me from serving in the Transistor guard on account of my being small for my age. It didn’t matter that I was certain I had the ability to use my radiance as a weapon.

It didn’t matter that my emotions made me feel violent.

Maybe they’d looked into my heart and seen how much I hated the part of myself that enjoyed hurting people.

With my face searing hot, I left the dormitory for the washroom, where I’d spend hours scouring chamber pots until my hands were raw with lye.

Transistors, perhaps even more so than Conductors, had to demonstrate extreme control in addition to the ability to cast radiance from their bodies like lightning. Professor Dunn had explained this on numerous occasions in the rare joint classes we had with the Transistors. Every time, I’d felt her eyes on me. It was a reminder that a penchant for occasionally attacking classmates wasn’t enough for an elite role in the House’s guard. Transistors protected the House of Industry and its interests. They didn’t use radiance at will to get revenge on bratty girls with overly perceptive eyes and soft mouths.

Tears wet my cheeks in the chilly washroom as I scrubbed each porcelain pot mercilessly, wishing there were a way to wash off the fear that my temper and my lack of certainty made me inadequate to even function as a Conductor—let alone advance enough to run my own Mission. If I didn’t perform to expectations as an apprentice, I’d be sent home to the House of Industry. I’d join the servants who became nameless over the years, blessed with radiance but unworthy of representing the House as Conductors or Transistors. House servants turned on the lights, heated the hearths, ran the lifts. Tasks any small child with radiance could complete.

A birthright unrealized.

I could not allow that to happen. I had to stop lashing out. I had to stop examining the place in me that felt like a loose tooth. And I had to stop caring about what the other girls thought of me or what I thought of them.

Once I ran my own Mission, an entire community would rely on me. Everyone would know exactly who I was and why I existed. I’d gladly do what was expected of me.

Scraping my tears away with the inside of my arms, I rinsed another chamber pot. Just because I wanted to throw it across the room didn’t mean I would, didn’t mean my impulses were anything but that—fleeting weaknesses.

I was capable. I’d passed my exams and practicals. And tomorrow, I’d leave the House of Industry and work alongside someone who never needed to know that I’d set a few sleeves on fire and burned a few nightgowns and knocked out one particularly mouthy classmate who had entirely deserved it.
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“Gertrude Faircove,” Master Hayes intoned, reading from a scroll at the podium, “shall apprentice at the Copper Hills Mission.”

A series of cheers erupted from the girls around me and the boys across the aisle in the great hall. I sat straight as an iron rod, every muscle in my body clenched so tight, I trembled. She was sitting right beside me, close enough that the black fabric of our skirts pooled together. I watched her fingers twist into the folds at her lap. Her breath made a soft whistling sound.

“It’s what you wanted,” I muttered under my breath.

Gertude spoke in a hissing whisper. “I realize that.”

“Then what are you scared of?”

“I am not scared,” she bit out.

I rolled my eyes and took her small hand in my own too quickly for her to yank it away. Copper Hills was as big as Sterling City, but it was deep inland and far north. Farther than either of us had ever been. I held her cold hand for only a moment, long enough to feel a prickle of discomfort. Long enough for my eyes to sting. “You’ll be fine,” I managed to say before letting go.

She made a show of drying her hand on her skirt. “Says the girl sweating through her dress.”

“It’s hot in here.”

It was actually cold and drafty—early-spring air seeping through the open windows above the stained glass that illuminated the room in shades of cobalt and sky blue. Incense curled from two braziers on each side of the master, lending the air a hazy quality, like the edges of a dream. Intricate chandeliers lit with radiance flickered beneath the polished rafters, a signal of the staggering wealth the House of Industry had amassed by developing Missions in every major city. Access to Progress came at a price, but it added considerable value to people’s lives: automating tasks that used to take sweat and hard labor; lighting the night and extending the time people could work. We were changing the world one Mission at a time.

And now I was about to find out exactly where I’d fit into the march of Progress. My empty stomach curled in on itself. I was so busy trying not to vomit with nerves that the sound of my own name startled a small squeak out of me.

“Josephine Haven,” the master was saying, “shall apprentice at the Frostbrook Mission.”

Silence followed his announcement. I blinked senselessly, trying to understand the words he’d spoken. The room tilted as I finally recognized the name.

Gertrude whispered my realization aloud. “But that Mission isn’t even close to operational.”

Someone laughed in the row behind us. I swallowed a sour taste at the back of my throat and squeezed my eyes shut briefly to quell the dizziness. Frostbrook was the farthest Mission from Sterling City—little more than an experiment in rural development. So remote that it took nearly a week by train to get materials out to the workers constructing it. So rural that it would only serve a mill and a winch and a few scattered buildings until the trade outpost finally began to thrive.

This wasn’t an apprenticeship. It was a punishment. The culmination of too many disappointments.

This was what I’d earned for myself.

I refused to cry.

Master Hayes continued, finishing the list of girls and moving on to the boys. Reading the names of students and places, futures blossoming, talent and Industry spreading across the land, transforming the world.

Gertrude said nothing. But this time, she reached for my hand—and she didn’t let go.

[image: ]

We rode to the train station six to a carriage, crammed so close together that I could smell the onions on Tabitha Flint’s breath from the tarts she’d snuck from the kitchen. Our bags rattled on the roof, covered by a tarp as rain fell in gray sheets.

“You should have had your skirt tailored to trousers,” Tabitha said, twisting on the bench to try to show me hers, which mostly resulted in her sitting on Grace’s lap.

Grace shoved her, somehow managing to be forceful and delicate all at once. “Quit that. There’s no sense in giving her grief about her skirts. They’re lovely skirts, Josephine, really. You can always get them fixed up when you get to Frostland.”

“Frostbrook,” Tabitha corrected. She’d gotten top marks in every class thanks to encyclopedic knowledge of everything she’d ever heard or read and perhaps even dreamed. And she was not shy about imparting her knowledge on others whether they wanted to hear it or not.

A quality I’d taken advantage of on more than one occasion to better prepare for an exam after letting my mind drift in class. Now her deep, musical voice only made the tightness in my chest worse. I’d tried so hard not to care, but each one of the girls felt like a splinter in my palm. I wasn’t ready to dig them out from under my skin.

“You know,” she was saying, “it’s right at the base of the mountains where the last of the Animators ran off to. No one knows how many bodies are up there in the snow. They had to have died of exposure. Anyone would.”

“We get it, you aced the House’s legacy,” Gertrude said with a sigh that heaved her chest. She carried a fan and fluttered it toward Tabitha, likely on account of the onions. “We don’t need a history lesson now.”

I might as well have been one of the Animators who’d tried to break from the House of Industry to practice their wild magic without regulation. Once they’d showed the House how dangerous they were, they’d been hunted down and exterminated. That had been nearly two decades ago, with a few stragglers rumored to have made it to the treacherous mountain range that served as a nearly impassable border between the plains and the far sea. Frostbrook was nearly as far as those mountains—snowcapped peaks I’d seen only in paintings and drawings. A desolate place that was likely years behind anything reasonably close to modern life.

Suddenly claustrophobic in the crowded carriage, I opened the waxed curtain beside me and let the rain mist my face. I sucked in great gulps of Sterling City air, tasting the grease and smoke and piss and occasional wafts of rot that characterized the metropolis I’d spent most of my life in.

“She’s lost it,” Grace announced mournfully.

I drew the curtain shut and directed my gaze toward her until she flinched. Abruptly, I felt heavy and tired. Something must have crossed my face, because her expression softened and she leaned forward, our knees knocking together.

“I’ll miss this place, too,” Grace said. “I’m off to Quinley Mission, you know. It’s not even half the size of Sterling City. They don’t even have a proper symphony orchestra.”

Tabitha cringed. “Frostbrook lacks running water, Grace.”

“All the more chance for me to make a tremendous name for myself,” I snapped, hearing the childish tone to my voice—but unable to stop it. “Think of the way they’ll admire me and my Senior. We’ll be changing lives, you know. Changing the whole world.”

Grace patted my hand. “Of course you will, dear.”

My hands, uncommonly clean, were as pale as bone against her tan skin. I’d scrubbed with lemon and rough salt and a sharp boar-bristle brush until my nails shone and my cuticles bled. I felt naked without grease in the folds of my knuckles. This cleanliness was nothing but absurd pageantry. It wouldn’t take long for my black dress to smell like machine grease and the comforting cling of ozone.

“It’s a shame we won’t be here for the Continental Exposition,” Grace said, straightening her scarf. “The House’s exhibit will be the grandest of all.”

“The Hall of Radiance is nothing but a replica of the House of Industry,” I said irritably. “It’s not even to scale.”

In truth, I felt sick over missing it. The House had been constructing the Hall of Radiance for nearly a year in anticipation of the exposition. The people of Sterling City would gather to learn about our great work, and we wouldn’t be there.

“It’s not about the exhibit,” Grace said, scoffing. “It’s about being seen and admired. Every notable figure in Sterling City will be there celebrating Progress.”

“I suppose you’ll have to settle for being seen and admired at the Quinley Mission,” I told her, taking satisfaction in her offended huff.

Tabitha spoke up with an anxious waver. “Do you imagine we’ll encounter resistors at the station?”

Gertrude met my gaze, as if she knew exactly what I was thinking. The notion of encountering a resistor made my pulse quicken. It was a Transistor’s duty to fight those who sought to harm Children of Industry and halt the march of Progress. But if I had no other choice, surely I would not be faulted for defending myself and my classmates.

“I doubt it,” I said, unable to mask my disappointment. I would never be called on to fight. The station was likely crawling with Transistors in plain clothes tasked with making sure each of us made it into our trains safely.

“Incredible,” Gertrude muttered, shaking her head.

How did she manage to know me so keenly?

Who would I be without her?

A train whistle screeched in the distance, and I tilted my head back with an impotent snarl, wishing I could be that loud—that unbridled. One of those trains was going to take me away from here. From Gertrude. From everything we’d ever known.

I was supposed to be happy about that.

But all I felt was sick.




CHAPTER TWO

At the sprawling Sterling City train station, everything happened too quickly. Professor Dunn and two other chaperones from the House distributed tickets and hustled us off to our assigned railway platforms. Tabitha was sent away swiftly, having time only to look back over her shoulder to call out a wide-eyed goodbye. With my throat tight, I waved and watched her disappear into a sea of colorful clothes. We stood out in severe black, the only color on each of us the vivid blue scarves at our throats that marked us as apprentice Conductors.

Overwhelmed by the mass of people around us, I looked around helplessly. The tightly packed crowd abruptly parted for a parade of healers dressed in dark red. They were ushering limping, coughing passengers onto a train car marked with the sigil of the Healer’s Guild. Though healers insisted that the wasting could not be passed through spittle, people shied away from the group, snatching up their children and covering their faces with their hands. My hand rose to my chest involuntarily, as if I were struggling to catch my breath. But I wasn’t the one with the wasting.

“Look,” Gertrude said quietly, elbowing me until I looked away from the solemn procession of the ill and dying. She pointed subtly. One of the boys from our class had run up to Grace.

I gasped as Franklin leaned in and kissed Grace’s cheek, his hands clasping hers tightly. It was too late, I supposed, for anyone to discipline them for it. I’d never figured Grace for someone bold enough to kiss a boy in plain sight of chaperones from the House. Plenty of students had stolen kisses in the dormitories and in the dark stairwells as we’d grown up together, but those had been silly games. That’s all it had meant when Gertrude had approached me with a cold dare in her eyes, all it had been when we’d pressed our mouths together in the hazy hours before dawn.

What Grace and Franklin were doing looked like more. Looked real in a way I wasn’t sure how to describe. “Is he weeping?” I asked, somewhat horrified at the bald display of sentiment.

Gertrude choked on a laugh. “I believe so.”

We lost sight of them as the crowd thickened, a chaotic jumble of businesspeople and families and carts full of sweets and trinkets. It was more bustle and life than I’d ever seen all in one place. And it would be the last I’d see for longer than I cared to imagine. It was entirely too much and thoroughly not enough.

“You’re on platform six,” Professor Dunn told me, pressing a paper ticket into my gloved hands. She looked me up and down and sighed. “You ought to have had your trousers tailored when you were given the option.”

My face darkened with a frown. I enjoyed the sensation of fabric swishing against my legs. “If someone had given me more than a few hours’ warning that I’d be banished to a desolate wilderness, I would have made a more practical decision,” I said, emboldened by the fact that it was too late to send me off to scour chamber pots. The train at platform six was already puffing great billows of steam.

“You’re hardly banished,” Professor Dunn said. Her eyes shone. She patted my face briefly, something between a soft slap and nervous reassurance, and I went still, unaccustomed to being touched. “Be safe, you silly girl. You’re going to encounter more than you could imagine. And all of it may be more difficult than you expect. But I know that you can do this. Be—be yourself.”

My voice was hoarse when I responded, “Yes, Professor.”

“Honor the radiance within you,” she said to me solemnly, catching both my hands.

“Pulse of the stars, steady my heart,” I choked out.

Professor Dunn didn’t finish the blessing. The train shrieked. Gertrude was staring at me, looking smaller without her entourage. She’d chosen skirts like mine, and they caught in the smoky wind, flaring like spilled ink. She’d braided her blond hair back severely. I missed her curls. I wanted her to say something cruel so that I wouldn’t feel compelled to embrace her.

Then one of the chaperones was pulling her away, and Professor Dunn was pushing me toward platform six, and that was it.

That was it.

Dazed, I let a porter take my bag and offer me a hand onto the train.

It was already moving, inching forward like a great iron worm. Taking me away from my home. I choked on a sob that no one acknowledged and stumbled dizzily into my tiny cabin.

The steward hurried through his demonstration of my fold-down bed and small copper sink. As I bit back breathy, hysterical sounds, he tripped over his own feet in his rush out the door. In an act of mercy for both of us, I slid the door shut behind him and closed the curtain over the metal latticework.

Through a foggy windowpane, I watched the crowded train station give way to a slow crawl of brick and iron. Sterling City unfurled, a tangle of steamy alleys and cobblestone streets. The tracks followed the silver ribbon of the Sterling River, its filthy waters dotted with brown and gray barges and swirling eddies of refuse. I’d never seen the House from this vantage point. In the distance, it rose from beside the river like a massive arched gravestone, taller and newer than the other buildings. Its many small windows glittered for a moment, caught in a beam of sunlight breaking through the overcast sky.

My thoughts drifted to the rest of my class, each of the twenty-four of us sent in a different direction. I covered my mouth tightly, trying to cram my unruly grief back inside where it belonged, caged by my ribs, a wild and terrible thing. But it would not be contained. Soon, I was crying too hard to see. My cries became low wails, more unseemly than Gertrude’s insufferable playacting. Clumsily, I pulled down the bed and climbed upon it and tucked the thin, scratchy pillow over my head.

This ugly show of emotion, I knew, was why we’d been cautioned all our lives against attachment. This, I understood, was one more way I’d already failed.
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The journey droned on. Hour after hour of staring at dead trees along the train tracks. Occasionally, a rolling hill or rushing river broke the monotony, but for the most part, it was a wall of brown bark and a few straggling green leaves and weeds outside my window.

I took my meals alone, my clothing marking me an apprentice Conductor to passengers who shifted nervously around me. I’d been told that some people were unaccustomed to meeting Children of Industry, but the level of jitteriness still surprised me. By their sidelong looks, you’d have thought I was a violent resistor determined to break down the beautiful things built by the House of Industry. Though, truth be told, I wasn’t sure how one would identify a resistor. Anyone could be harboring a secret violent agenda. I should be the frightened one, I wanted to tell the other passengers. I was the one a resistor would kill if given the opportunity.

But there was no sense in trying to explain myself. It didn’t matter what they thought of me. All that mattered were the duties that lay before me in Frostbrook.

If we ever got there.

On the third day, the train stopped at a station in a narrow valley, and the passengers were given an hour to stretch our legs. Anxious to do anything but ruminate on my boredom, I followed a well-worn footpath up a hill behind the station. My thighs burned as I climbed, quickly becoming aware that my body was unaccustomed to inclines. When I looked around, the expanse of countryside disoriented me. In Sterling City, you could never see too far at once unless you had the privilege of getting to a high rooftop. Even the House of Industry had been only ten stories tall. Not tall enough to see as far as I could now, from a grassy hill in the middle of nowhere.

Beyond the line of skeletal trees along the train tracks, everything was green. Shockingly green. And not just one color of green. I could make out minty-blue-green conifers and trees with bright spring-green leaves broader than my hand. Some had fine needles, and others had wispy leaves that seemed to shimmer in the wind.

And the sun.

The sun was not obscured by a layer of smog. It called to me, warmed me. My skin prickled with sweat under my dress, but it was worth escaping my coffin of a cabin and properly introducing myself to the wild and open place I’d have to call home.

Two middle-aged women made their way up the path behind me, walking arm in arm. As they came closer, I could see their matching wedding rings—vines carved in fine silver. For a moment, I felt an unreasonable pang of jealousy. Children of Industry were forbidden to wed. These women might have spent the majority of their lives together. Though, for all I knew, they were newlyweds. It wasn’t my place to pry.

And I knew better than to consider a life I couldn’t have.

“Good afternoon.” My voice was hoarse with disuse. How long had it been since I’d spoken? Maybe since I’d thanked the cabin steward on the first day of the train ride.

For a moment, I thought about Gertrude and how she’d laugh at how difficult it had been for me to follow the steep path up the hill. My stomach ached.

“Is it true you’re a Conductor?” the taller of the two women asked. Her deep-brown skin and tight silver bun reminded me of Professor Charles, who had taught us advanced mechanics. A dizzying wave of homesickness struck me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I managed. “An apprentice Conductor.”

“So, you can do magic?” the other woman asked. Her pale white fingers fidgeted with a brooch shaped like a bee.

“I am a Child of Industry. Radiance isn’t magic.” It was the first lesson I could remember, a lesson that had been beaten into me when I’d set the carriage house cat’s tail on fire.

“Magic is gone,” the taller woman said, her tone a gentle reminder to her wife.

The House of Industry had seen to that when the Animators refused to adhere to sensible regulations for their wild magic, putting everyone at risk. Radiance was logical and orderly. Magic was unruly and dangerous.

“Yes of course. I’ve forgotten again.” Her voice had a childlike, sing-song quality, and I realized that they held each other close because her wife was guiding her. I had heard of this—a decline in the senses of the elderly. But this woman seemed too young to be afflicted by it. Was this another form of the wasting?

“Are you traveling for pleasure?” I asked, hoping she couldn’t hear the unease in my voice.

“We’ve been advised to leave the city for cleaner air, to put a bit of distance between us and … all that industry and Progress,” the taller woman said with an apologetic smile.

And here I was, Progress in a black dress. I had nothing to be ashamed of, but I struggled to lift my chin to meet their gazes. “I hope it does you both good.”

“I do, too, Apprentice.” She gave me a nod as her wife’s gaze tracked a murder of crows landing on the limbs of one of the dead trees by the tracks. The birds cawed incessantly, a mocking sort of laughter that made my bones feel raw.

I excused myself and hurried back to the train.
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Something was wrong. I woke with a start, gasping. It took me a moment to place the unsettled hum in my bones until it struck me: The train wasn’t moving. We weren’t supposed to be in Frostbrook until well after sunup. Moonlight poured in through my window, and I sat up and pressed my face to the glass. Shadowed figures passed. One held a torch, and the rest followed like a pack of hounds.

As my heart beat faster, a soft crackle of radiance lit my fingertips pale blue. I exhaled sharply to focus and draw it back inside. But my restraint went only so far—I was already moving, shoving my bare feet into my boots and stumbling out of my cabin in my nightgown. There were others in the hallway already, some calling for the steward and others speaking in hushed tones.

“Could it be the resistors?” someone asked in a frightened voice.

I whirled on the old man. “Resistors? All the way out here?”

“They’ve been robbing trains all along the Western Pass. People say they’re against …” He took off his sleep cap and looked me up and down. “Well. The changes.”

“I heard they have wild magic,” a woman said from where she hid behind her cabin door, her voice tremulous.

I frowned. I’d never heard of sects of resistors outside the major cities. But no one in Sterling City talked about the country, unless it was to scoff at life without Progress.

“Surely it’s only train robbers,” I said, cross. Even if they were resistors, there was no threat of wild magic. Everyone knew the last Animators had perished in the snowy mountains.

The old man stared at me, helpless fear etched across his face. I crowded him back into his room and called for the others to do the same. Though they seemed bewildered at a girl of all of five feet tall telling them what to do, each obeyed. With everyone out of my way, I ran in the direction the shadowed figures had gone.

The cargo on this train—copper wiring and lumber, even workers—was needed at the Frostbrook Mission. Theft would put us off schedule. And that would put my ambitions even further behind. I couldn’t impress my Senior if my only task was to wire up dead conduction boxes. I needed the Mission fully operational.

At the end of the car, I pushed the door open to crisp night air. Distant shouts rose, animalistic in the dark. I grabbed a crowbar hanging from the rack beside the door and leaped to the gravel along the tracks. It was heavy, and I doubted I could swing it hard enough to make a dent in a skull—but I hoped it made me look like I was prepared to kill.

Because I was.

“You there!” I shouted, spotting a figure on horseback. The figure turned to me, backlit by moonlight. Bulky saddlebags made it clear that I’d been correct. These were thieves. Nothing more.

The horse made a nervous sound and stamped its hooves, pacing in a tight circle. I heard a boy’s voice hushing it, but he quickly lost control.

Animals didn’t like me.

Eager to give the horse even more cause to buck, I let my radiance flow into the crowbar, casting silver sparks along the rough iron. The whites of the horse’s eyes widened, and before I could decide what to do next, it threw the boy into the skeletal hedge that ran alongside the track.

Somehow, the boy landed in a surprisingly green part of the brush. He crawled out of the leaves as if the thin branches had given him a leg up, and I snarled a curse at the low light playing tricks on me. He had an advantage if his eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness.

I mimicked Professor Dunn’s deep, resonant voice as best I could. “Tell your people to stand down.”

The boy scoffed and brushed off his clothes, seeming unbothered. “On whose authority?”

“The House of Industry.”

It sounded impressive, I hoped. The House of Industry didn’t enforce common laws, but surely these bandits didn’t know that. They wouldn’t know how hard a Transistor would laugh at a sixteen-year-old apprentice Conductor making threats.

“The House of Industry,” he echoed, taking a step closer. He wore a strip of green fabric around his face, obscuring everything but his eyes. I couldn’t make out the color of his hair or his skin in the dark. He tilted his head. Studied me. “But you’re just a child in a nightgown.”

“You’re a child!” I spat, flustering as quickly as I had when Gertrude asked if I planned on growing any taller. “You ought to know better than practicing thievery. Run back to your mother.”

He let out a laugh so bitter and sad, it took my breath away, and though I could not understand why, I regretted taunting him. After all, I could easily kill him without saying another word.

I let the crowbar charge until it was as bright as a torch. He shielded his eyes and ran—sure-footed and swift. Barreling after him, I wished I’d grabbed something else to use as a weapon. I’d never be able to keep up with the heavy crowbar in tow.

On impulse, I dropped it and sprinted. Whether the Transistors wanted me in their ranks or not, I didn’t need anything but my hands to inflict damage. The boy leaped over a connection between cars and began to take a ladder three rungs at a time. I had to scramble over the connection, tripping on my nightgown, and by the time I reached the other side of the train, the boy stood in a half circle of people who didn’t appear to be children at all.

“This is the new apprentice Conductor?” A gravelly voice chuckled.

The boy did not sound as amused when he muttered, “She seems to think so.”

“Leave this train now!” I shouted. “Or I’ll kill you. I can do it.”

“Prove it,” said a woman’s voice at my ear.

Before I could whirl around to face her, she had her arm snug around my throat. I raked my fingers at her sleeve, but I couldn’t gain purchase. She lifted me, and I saw the moon in the sky, its light a gentle reflection of the sun I loved so much. Dancing spots began to cover the moon, and as I kicked and elbowed, it occurred to me that choking someone was much more effective than I’d ever imagined. Unable to draw a breath, I couldn’t get my wits about me enough to control my own radiance.

I was going to die before I reached my post. A record-breaking failure.

“Leave her.”

The pressure eased enough for me to wheeze a breath that did nothing to soothe the stabbing fire in my lungs.

“Why?” the woman demanded impatiently.

“She’s meant to serve at the Mission.” That was the boy, saying it with pointed significance. I would have thanked him for understanding how important I would be in the town, but I couldn’t breathe or see.

“We didn’t get everything. She’s in the way.”

“We got enough. Leave her!”

I managed to land an elbow under the woman’s ribs, and she let me fall to the steel grating in a heap. Choking, raw sobs tore from my chest. I hadn’t realized I’d been crying. By the time I made it to my feet, the bandits were running toward a wagon hitched to two horses. With one hand on my throbbing throat, I lifted my other hand and conjured the radiance that raged within me, bright as a noonday ray of sun.

Fighting like this was forbidden, but the instructors in the House of Industry had never addressed how to use one’s radiance properly in the face of a train robbery. And it was only forbidden because reckless fools who weren’t trained as Transistors melted their own clothes or sent bolts of radiance helter-skelter, setting fires or, worse, killing innocent people.

But my aim was always true.

Certain that this had to count as an extenuating circumstance, I unleashed radiance toward the woman who had tried to kill me. She turned in time to watch the blue-white light carve through the air like a bolt of lightning.

It didn’t hit her.

I fell to my knees, woozy from releasing that much radiance. My ears were ringing, and every breath made an awful whistling sound as my throat swelled, constricting my airway. I didn’t understand what had happened. How could I have missed?

And then I saw what the bolt had struck—a huge tree branch had fallen between me and the thieves. It burned, flames quickly spreading along the thin, dead branches and dry leaves. Through the flames and smoke, I saw the train robbers running toward their wagon and waiting horses.

Only the boy hesitated, his silhouette very still. He was watching me. It was the last thing I saw before my cheek struck the metal grating and darkness swallowed me whole.




CHAPTER THREE

“Apprentice Haven,” someone asked in a worried voice. Clammy hands patted my cheeks.

I woke with a growl, unused to being touched. Fire circled my throat, and even before I worked my gummy eyes open, I knew I wanted whoever was close by to get away from me.

A girl hovered at my side, her eyes dark brown and shining in the lamplight like jewels. She held a wet compress tentatively. “I—I’m sorry. Can I apply this to your neck? It’ll help with the swelling.”

We were in the train’s cramped infirmary, recognizable by shelves of bottles and boxes strapped down with canvas. The girl wore the striped uniform of an apprentice healer. Her eager, gentle expression warmed me, and I regretted growling at her. We were alike in our status—both in a position to prove ourselves or be deemed unworthy.

“Yes, please,” I said, shocked at the hoarse, broken sound of my voice.

“You’re lucky we found you. You could have tumbled between the cars when the train started.”

The train was running again, the rumbling sway comforting. “Are we nearly to Frostbrook?”

“We’ll arrive any moment.”

“Did they find the people who robbed the train?”

The young healer frowned while she folded the cold muslin over my throat. “No. They got away with supplies for the new Mission. But the engineer credits you with driving them off. How did you start a fire like that?”

Silence stretched. In the moment, I hadn’t hesitated to fight with my radiance, but now that I didn’t have rage beating through my veins, it was much clearer that I’d broken House rules before even arriving at my post. “My head feels terribly foggy. I’m afraid I can’t recall,” I lied, feeling foolish.

“Of course, Apprentice. You were nearly killed! You rest your voice. The steward will bring your bag to the platform.”

I wasn’t entirely lying. My head did feel like I’d removed my brain and replaced it with mud. I closed my eyes against the lamplight and let the cold cloth soothe the pain in my throat. Sleep did not come back to me, despite the healer’s quiet humming and the calming motion of the train. Instead, I saw the shadows again, thieves taking what was rightfully mine. Or at least adjacent to being mine. If construction didn’t finish on time, it would be years before I got a chance to do anything but work on old mills and waterwheels.

Not only would that fail to qualify me to finish my apprenticeship, it would be dreadfully boring. In Sterling City, I’d already attached radiance lines to factories, scaling scaffoldings while onlookers placed bets on whether I’d tumble to my death. I’d worked alongside a Senior who engineered a grid system to channel radiance throughout a textile mill and power everything from its cooling system to the belt that carried bolts of fabric across a clever bridge from one building to the next. I could wire—and even power—industrial machinery in my sleep.

“Your head must hurt terribly,” the healer murmured, placing another wet cloth across my brow.

I was scowling. Professor Dunn had once told me it was my default expression, a wry grin on her weathered face. But smiling had gotten me nothing. Not for six years in the foundling home, when people scooped up fat infants and ignored skinny redheads covered in bruises. I’d stopped smiling at the couples who toured twice a month. And when Master Hayes approached my pallet bed, I lifted my chin in a challenge, daring him to give me false hope.

“That’s good.” He laughed. I didn’t like the sound. “Anger suits you.”

Of course, at the time I only understood that an adult was laughing at me the way the other children did, those who called me a witch for the bloodred color of my hair. I balled up my fists, ready to strike the old man the way I struck the children who laughed too close to me. His strong wrinkled fingers circled my wrist and pulled me to stand, and before I knew it, I was in a carriage as black and as sleek as a crow’s feathers.

Up until then, my only time traveling had been at three, when someone had pulled me from my mother’s rotting arms and placed me in the back of a wagon full of children holding crying babes, then driven the lot of us to the foundling home. I had only enough sense to tell them my first name. They assigned me a last name indicating that I’d been discovered in the township of Haven.

On my journey from the foundling home to Sterling City, Master Hayes wordlessly opened a book and began scrawling numbers in it. I knew I’d go mad if I didn’t fill the silence in the carriage. So, instead of speaking to him, I spoke to the woman beside him, who had introduced herself and told me that she’d be my teacher when I was older. I told Professor Dunn everything I knew about the foundling home—which children were terribly mean, which knew well enough to ignore me, how the other children were sick more often than not, which cooks could be trusted to sneak you extra bread if you helped them scour pots, and how the boiler room was my sanctuary. Her demeanor changed, then. At her barest encouragement, I explained how I’d been chastised for lying after I’d told the groundskeeper that the dumbwaiter didn’t need steam from the boiler to power it. That I could make it move all on my own.

“Does anyone know you were telling the truth?” she asked, leaning across the small space between us as I recoiled, too startled to mask my surprise.

“I’m only telling a story,” I tried to lie, tripping on the words.

She laughed again, her voice big and musical. Even Master Hayes, his milky eyes bright beneath his wrinkles, let out a huff of amusement. For the first time in my life, I knew they weren’t laughing at me, but at everyone who didn’t know our secret.

They took me directly to the House of Industry, where the servants cut my tangled hair and stripped me down and scrubbed me clean. Dressed in a simple black shift, I stood before a man who introduced himself only as the Indicator. I’d never seen anyone so old. He made me open my mouth, and he prodded my belly, and then he took my hands and squeezed them until my bones ached and I screamed.

He’d wheezed out an amused sound before saying, “She’ll do.”
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My first glimpse of Frostbrook was a rough-hewn shack and a raised platform constructed with knotty, unfinished pine. “This is the station?” I asked, unable to mask my distress.

The steward only laughed as he tossed my bag at my feet.

For a few minutes, I stood there, my skin prickling with embarrassment. I’d expected to be greeted by my Senior. Maybe escorted by a small crowd of admirers. That’s how they’d welcome Gertrude in Copper City. They’d probably weave flowers into her pretty hair.

Thinking about her made my eyes hot.

As I scrubbed my face, pretending it was only sweat I was wiping away, a little boy appeared at my elbow, startling me. He gave me a grubby bow. I wondered if he noticed that my skirts were wrinkled, or that my hair had risen into a red halo of unruly curls from the wet cloth. Maybe it was best that no one else had come for me.

At the other end of the platform, a group of workers in coveralls unloaded large pallets of machinery and huge spools of cable. A woman with a clipboard noted each item, frowning. Surely documenting what was missing from the robbery.

A winch groaned with the load, heavy timber straining against the weight. I stared for a moment, taking in the complicated loops and pulleys that allowed only three of them to maneuver a massive pallet. My bones hummed with a warm thrill at the mechanics of it. I felt like one of the little children who chased trains through the dank belly of the city, dancing in the rain of soot.

But I forced myself to stay where I was. The station wasn’t my post, and the train wasn’t my playground. The workers ignored my childish grin. As far as I could tell, I was the only passenger who’d disembarked at Frostbrook beyond those who had come to resupply and relieve the others who toiled at the unfinished Mission.

My grin faltered as I watched two young women help a middle-aged worker up onto the train. He’d sweated through his shirt and walked hunched over and trembling. Though he had a muscular build, he looked as if it strained him to take shuffling, slow steps. I didn’t see an obvious injury, but it seemed as if he’d somehow hurt himself working on the Mission.

“Um?” A small voice interrupted.

I turned my attention back to the boy. His golden-brown skin reminded me of Tabitha’s, and a pang of longing for the House of Industry made itself known like a puncture.

“Hello,” I managed, noticing that the boy was missing both his front teeth. “You don’t look like you weigh an ounce more than my bag.”

He muscled the bag up anyway. “I’m Henry, and I’m stronger than I look.”

I smiled at his determined grimace and let him get as far as the dirt road before I slipped the bag out of his hands. “I’ve got it. You lead the way. I’m in need of a guide.”

Now unfettered, he skipped ahead of me, gesturing at the wide river in the distance. My steps halted as I took in the view. The rippling water sparkled like crystals in the sun, all shimmering bursts of sunlight and deep blue. At home in the city, every canal leading to the Sterling River was the color of laundry water. I’d never seen anything like this wild ribbon. I was so besotted by it that it took several more clumsy paces for me to notice the small houses dotting the banks and the machinery where mules tugged the ferry raft back and forth.

Once the Mission was operational, the ferry house would be my primary post. I’d make sure the radiance lines that traveled all the way from the closest Generator plant were wired correctly and safely. I’d maintain the machinery and teach the locals how to switch the flow of radiance on and off. The ferry had to run smoothly in any season for Frostbrook to grow as a trading post.

A twinge of urgency made me quicken my steps. The sooner I arrived at the Mission, the sooner I could make my talents known to my Senior. Even without live radiance lines to work on, I could show them that I was useful and clever. Every day would be a chance to prove my worth so that, eventually, they’d recommend me for a promotion.

Henry gave me a dubious look over his shoulder. “In a hurry to get inside, ma’am?”

No one had ever called me ma’am before, and I laughed softly, the sound surprising me. “No. This weather is quite perfect.”

“You must be hot in all those skirts and sleeves and that scarf.”

“I don’t get terribly hot.” But he was right, my dress was overly stuffy and ill-suited for country life this time of year. Tabitha had been correct, as usual. Only steps from the train, I already yearned for a pair of trousers and shorter sleeves. Hopefully my new Senior would allow me to visit a tailor with my small allowance. “I expected it to be a little cooler here with a name like Frostbrook,” I added, smiling so he’d know I wasn’t cross about it.

“It gets real cold in the winter, just you wait.”

The thought of winter made my heart sink. It was already difficult to imagine spending entire seasons here. “I suppose I’ll see.”

“Heard the train was robbed.” Henry broke a dead branch off a tree alongside the narrow road and swung it around like a sword. He walked backward, watching me with his relentless toothless grin. I found myself missing the youngest children at the House, those who had recently arrived. The little ones had always seemed to be either laughing or crying—with nothing in between. Certainly nothing quiet.

Apparently, news traveled faster than trains. Ignoring an itch of unease, I gripped my bag more tightly. “Shadowy bandits. They came for our souls, but I fought them off!”

Henry snorted. “Are you sure they weren’t wood spirits?”

I’d never heard that ghost story. But then, most of the foundlings in the home I’d grown up in before the House didn’t need to tell scary stories. We’d lived them already. “What’s that?”

“They protect the trees. And the—”

“Henry Vale, bite your tongue.” A woman’s voice broke out like a thunderclap. I whirled to see her burst onto the porch of a shack so run-down, I’d mistaken it for an abandoned dwelling. Hurriedly, I tucked my clenched fingers into my skirts, ashamed to have been caught hearing a foolish story.

Looking closer, I saw fluttering drapes in the windows and two goats tied up in the side yard. The woman was round-faced and round-hipped, with white skin kissed pink by the spring sun. She didn’t look all that much older than me, but she carried herself with authority, and Henry dropped his stick and stood straight at her command.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I wasn’t sure what he’d said or done wrong, and for a quick moment, I worried he’d be punished. After life in the foundling home, I had no stomach for seeing children beaten simply for having the natural impulsivity and curiosity of youth. Henry’s grin soon returned, though, and he leaped onto her porch and threw his arms around her. “I’m taking the apprentice Conductor to the Senior at the Mission. I get two dozen eggs for showing her the way!”

“Don’t break them when you carry them back,” she said, laughing. Our eyes met, and her smile didn’t falter, but something changed in her pale brown eyes. She tucked her heavy fawn-brown braid behind her shoulder. “I’m Ainsley Vale. Henry is my ward.”

There was no mistaking the challenge in her voice. Something in me answered it, a flash of recognition. This girl refused to be underestimated. Was she also an orphan like Henry? Like me?

“I’m Josephine Haven. Thank you for sparing Henry’s time. He’s a good boy, and so strong,” I said, making sure Henry heard me.

“With an appetite to match.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “Be home by dark, Henry. And we’ll feast on those eggs.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Be careful, Miss Haven.”

Henry skipped ahead, but her words rooted me in place. Was this a sincere warning or a threat?

In Sterling City, I’d struggled to comprehend why anyone could resent the House of Industry. But seeing where Ainsley lived, the way her porch sagged and her skirts had clearly been mended time and again, I wondered what she thought of me in my fine dress and finer scarf. I hadn’t wanted for food in more than a decade.

My lingering headache throbbed in time with the prickling threat of an ugly mood. If only people understood that with Progress came prosperity. For everyone.

I smiled despite her unsettling warning—despite knowing better than to try to make an acquaintance when I wasn’t supposed to be meeting anyone at all. The longing for someone to simply talk to was a quiet, unwelcome thing inside me. I wished I could excise the weakness, cut it out like rot from a spoiling apple. “I will. Thank you.”

When we were out of earshot, I asked Henry, “Ainsley cares for you? She hardly looks a day over seventeen.”

“She takes good care of me. I even call her Ma, sometimes, when my belly aches or I’m real sleepy.”

“I hope your belly doesn’t ache too often.”

“Not anymore.” He looked back over his shoulder, smiling.

I shivered, recalling the foundlings on the streets of Sterling City who scraped and begged to survive. While a child in the countryside wouldn’t die in a piss-soaked gutter, they might be carried off by wolves or starve in the bitter cold.

“There’s nowhere kind in this world,” I muttered to myself.

Henry picked up a rock and threw it into a small thicket of vivid pink flowers. “Plenty of kind people here. You’ll see.”

It occurred to me that he might think I was questioning the integrity of the town within minutes of arriving. “Oh, I was simply being maudlin. I’m an orphan. When I think of hungry children, it makes me sad.”

“Did your parents get sick?”

Cold, unnamable guilt lanced through me. “I think so. Lots of people get sick in the city.”

“My parents worked on the railway. They strung up miles and miles of radiance lines, and they got sick and they died.”

“It was very brave of them to work on the railway. Radiance can travel far, all because of the hard work of people like them.”

“Ezra says the railway carries poison into Frostbrook, that it poisoned my parents and poisons the workers, and that’s why they get weak and have to sleep all day and can’t work anymore.”

My boots scuffled to a stop on the dirt path. I caught my breath, reminding myself that if scores of workers were getting sick, we’d have heard about it in the city. Shame on whoever was telling this boy such vile tales. “It sounds like Ezra likes to tell you stories to frighten you.”

“He likes to tell nice stories, too!”

“Is Ezra your friend? I’d like to meet him and hear his nice stories.” And ask him exactly why he was telling lies about the railway and radiance. These were exactly the kinds of rumors and conspiracies that prompted resistors to vandalize Missions and radiance lines and attack Children of Industry. To kill them, even.

“Miss Ainsley says he can’t be my friend. But we go fishing anyway. I caught a bluegill as big as my foot yesterday.”

I filed this information away—the first bits of Frostbrook gossip I could use to understand how this town worked. I’d only ever lived in the foundling home and the House of Industry, and I had little practice navigating the whims and worries of entire communities.

But I had to learn. People were no different than machines. Complicated. Reliable only until they ceased to be counted on. Strong only until a vulnerability made itself known. Then everything was liable to fall apart, all at once.

I had to understand everything. I had to be perfect.
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The Frostbrook Mission was built along a steep riverbank, high on a stone retaining wall. My back tightened at the thought of the work it must have taken here, so far from the heart of Progress, to build such a structure.

“It’s a castle,” Henry announced, solemn and wondrous. Surely he’d seen it before, but as he looked up at the towering wall, he took my hand. His small fingers were cold.

“It’s not really a castle,” I said weakly, unable to think of anything else to compare it to. The windows were narrow, designed to let only slivers of light through. The walls were too high and smooth to scale. Unlike the imposing yet beautiful House of Industry, this Mission was utilitarian. Stark as a fortress, at odds with the curves of the river and the bright wildflowers.

Perhaps, this far from society, beauty and refinement didn’t matter.

Unsettling shame muddied any pride I should have taken in my new home. Shaking my head to clear the foggy shadows of my thoughts, I squeezed Henry’s hand to reassure him. There was no call for hesitance. This was my destiny embodied—an impressive monument to Progress. And whether the townspeople recognized the potential or not, we’d transform the entire region into a bustling trade destination. Fortunes would be made here. Without having to rely on muscle and grit to power the river crossing, Frostbrook would serve as a launching place for further exploration into the high mountains to the west and the wild forests and glaciers to the north.

The main structure of the Mission seemed to have been fully constructed, but the supporting buildings and machinery appeared months from completion. Scores of workers ferried heavy stones to a pylon where an aqueduct was half-finished. The tangy smell of hot pitch assaulted my nostrils. I found it hard to believe that it could be completed before winter blanketed Frostbrook in snow and the river froze.

A slim figure in black made his way through the bustle of workers, moving as smoothly as a leaf carried along the gutter after a heavy rain. My heartbeat became a thudding presence, as loud as mallets against stone, when I realized he was approaching me and Henry.

This thin young man, dressed so sleekly and appearing so out of place, could only be Frostbrook Mission’s Senior Conductor, but my Senior should have been years older than me. It took most apprentices the better part of a decade to earn the right to run a Mission.

An avalanche formed within me as my initial confusion gave way to fear.

Would he already know that I’d been trouble at the House of Industry? That this assignment was a punishment to drive me as far from home as duty could take me? My vision went spotty as my stomach considered upending itself onto his gleaming boots.

“Apprentice Haven?” he asked in an impatient way that further soured my stomach. How long had I stood there, numb with anxiety, while he’d waited for me to introduce myself?

“Yes,” I managed, letting go of Henry. I set my bag down and extended my hand.

“Julian Gray,” he said, shaking my hand firmly. I was surprised to find it warm, and not as cold as granite in the winter. His gaze, on the other hand, offered no warmth.

Everyone knew who Julian Gray was. After finding an error on Professor Dunn’s final practical exam, he’d become a legend at the House of Industry. He’d gotten the best post in his graduating class, a high-level apprenticeship at a prestigious Mission in a prosperous town north of Sterling City. He was only three years older than I was.

And he carried himself with the bored sort of confidence of a man who had no doubt he would succeed at whatever he set his mind to.

“Where—How are you?” The words stumbled out of me. I fought the urge to snatch my hand back and tuck it into the sensible pockets of my skirt.

“Perfectly fine. Quite busy,” he said, releasing my hand with a thin smile that made me feel like he’d evaluated me and already found me to be an incompetent child. For lack of a better word, he was lovely—with hazel eyes that stood out like jewels against his light-brown skin. Thick, wavy black hair fell over his eyes, but the rest was cut short—in the fashion the young men wore in Sterling City. “I’m still familiarizing myself with Frostbrook, of course.”

There was nothing travel worn about his black trousers and finely tailored waistcoat or the impeccable shine of his boots. I felt like an urchin beside him, my skirts dusty, my dress stuck to my back.

“Why are you here?” I asked gracelessly, having utterly lost my balance. I’d never done well with expecting one thing and experiencing something else entirely.

“I’m afraid the former Senior of this Mission passed away. She was quite old. I’m not sure why word did not reach you before you began your travels. I was transferred here earlier this spring.”

Once the news of who my Senior was did reach the House of Industry, it would be the talk of the rising class. The gossip might even make its way to some of the Missions where my classmates had landed.

His words were slow to settle in my bones. A flush crept up my neck as I realized I’d focused on the prospect of gossip before the reality of why he was here. “The former Senior … she’s dead?”

“Yes. I believe I said that quite clearly.”

“She was grouchy,” Henry said in a small voice. “And really, really old.”

Julian looked down, briefly appearing surprised—and then fond—before his expression steeled once more. “Your services are appreciated as always, Henry. I’ve left a basket of eggs for you outside the hutch.”

I gave Henry a small encouraging smile. He nodded at me, wobbling something like a bow, and dashed off around the side of the Mission to where warbling chickens could be heard.

“I’m sure you know we aren’t meant to bond with the population of Frostbrook.”

The light reprimand caused the blush at my neck to rise. “You’re the one who hired him to show me the way,” I argued before I could control my tongue.

Julian’s eyes widened a fraction.

Here I was, steps from the door to the Mission, and I’d already corrected my Senior. But who was he to deserve my contrition? Barely older than I was. Nearly as new to Frostbrook.

At once, the radiance in me threatened to challenge his. I drew in a sharp breath and willed it back, but not before sparks danced along my fingertips.

He was watching me with a strange expression. “They’ve sent me a Conductor, correct?”

“Yes, Senior.”

The silence that stretched between us was worse than a lecture.

I was behaving like an untamed Transistor. Like a child unable to control her emotions. I was proving to be exactly what had placed me in this terrible Mission at the edge of civilization.

But why was Julian Gray here, when he could work anywhere?

My mouth opened to form a question, but he spoke before me.

“You must be exhausted from your travels,” he said with little sympathy.

If he’d been anyone else, I would have agreed or begun to tell him about the train robbery. Instead, I shrugged, hope draining out of me like water seeping into dry dirt. How could I ever impress the House of Industry’s most talented graduate?

“Well,” I said, biting back a sigh and hefting my bag, “are you going to show me around?”




CHAPTER FOUR

The hallways of the dormant Mission were shrouded in darkness cut only by bright ribbons of light from windows that didn’t have panes installed yet. Only occasional shouts from the workers outside reminded me that I hadn’t been entombed.

Julian gestured impatiently for me to enter a small dark room. It hadn’t occurred to me until now that I’d have my own private space for the first time in my life.

“Oh,” I whispered, smiling despite myself. “This is mine.”

“Yes. Of course.” Speaking in a clipped tone, as if he had other pressing matters to attend to, Julian explained where the shared washroom was and told me how to find the kitchen. “We will not utilize servants at this Mission. The locals will drop off food every three days. There’s a larder in the kitchen. You’ll deliver my meals at dawn and sundown.”

“Deliver your meals?” I asked, hearing my voice become pinprick sharp.

His eyes narrowed. “Did I not communicate our lack of serving staff?”

“I was under the impression I came to Frostbrook to facilitate the operations of this Mission.”

“And surely keeping this Mission’s Senior comfortable facilitates the operations of this Mission,” he replied.

Quite suddenly, I found him entirely less handsome, the gleam in his pretty eyes too haughty. “Of course,” I said, forcing my voice to take on the kind of mildness that rendered a girl invisible. I lowered my chin, imagining him falling off the retaining wall into the hungry river and turning into a block of ice to be carried to a distant sea where he’d certainly never require a meal again.

I opened my bag and began sifting through my belongings, reaching straight for the underthings, which sent Julian directly out of the room like a raven from a broom. I’d hang my silky things like banners in the doorway if I thought it would keep him from speaking to me ever again. But that was wishful thinking. I was here to work. And Julian had the power to shape that work into whatever he wished. I’d need to obey him—or at least encourage him to find me obedient—if I ever hoped to rise in rank, leave Frostbrook, and operate a Mission of my own.

If I wasn’t one of the best, I’d always be one of the ones fetching meals and doing someone else’s bidding. I’d be one of countless gears in a machine.

I had to stay focused on what I was meant to be doing and not on my curiosity. Or my anger.

It wasn’t going to be easy. Julian evidently had the ability to make me quite angry.

Sitting on the narrow cot under the slit of a window, I unpacked all that I owned: a set of nightclothes and a few spare blouses and skirts handed down by girls who had left for their posts before me. Every item of clothing but my new black dress bore the signs of years of mending and wear. Stroking the weathered fabric was the closest I’d get to physical affection now that I’d left the House for good.

I couldn’t help but wonder what it might be like to have a true companion, someone to touch and be touched by. The married women outside the train had seemed so comfortable together, like two objects orbiting each other, utterly in the right place. I’d never known anyone who made me want to orbit them or anyone tolerant enough to orbit me. Gertrude had been something close to a friend—and something more than a friend—and even then, I’d made myself too sharp to stay close to.

“Josephine Haven,” I told myself sternly, “you’ve made it to Frostbrook. You’ve got no time for this.”

One of the professors at the House had insisted that giving oneself a confident lecture had a positive impact on the brain. The workings of my brain made little sense to me, but I’d given it a try now and then ever since. She’d always carried herself with a quiet serenity, as if untouched by anger. Even when we’d deserved a raised voice or a strike across the knuckles.

The room seemed to darken as I recalled the day resistors had shot her in the street. My class was in the dining hall when they carried the victims in—some dead and some dying, all bloodied and broken from rifle ammunition. Why they thought killing six of us would make a difference was beyond me. The Children of Industry were five hundred strong, with more of us identified each day. All the attack had done was raise sympathy for the Conductors who carried Progress to the masses in their calloused hands.

I studied my own hands. Short nails. Scars from blisters. Shiny rough places. A scrape on one knuckle. Could I have killed the resistors before they’d shot me down? I’d have wanted to. I’d have tried.

Abruptly wanting to confess to Gertrude that I was once again fantasizing about being a Transistor, I found myself scraping tears from my lashes. The room was too quiet, devoid of sparkling laughter and cutting gossip and the whisper of fabric as we all tossed and turned in our beds. We’d never been entirely alone.

It was a long while until sundown, and Julian hadn’t given me any directions beyond supplying him with meals, so I freshened my face and dampened the back of my neck in the washroom. I removed the unnecessary layer of petticoats under my skirt and set off to explore more of Frostbrook without my bag weighing me down or a small child shadowing me.

I wasn’t indulging in curiosity. I was doing my due diligence. If I was meant to serve this little community, I had to become familiar with it.

In the busy courtyard, the Mission’s pack mule tossed its head restlessly, watching the bustle of activity. Men worked with their shirts tied ’round their waists, and the women—fewer in number—had their sleeves rolled up past the elbows. I’d heard that here in the country, women could take on tasks that were considered too harsh by older generations. Hopefully that meant I wouldn’t get as many sidelong looks as the female Conductors did in the city, where old ways lingered despite the roaring engine of Progress. While the Elders of the House of Industry were all men, they’d given opportunities to female professors and girls like me, who had a chance to eventually run Missions.

Though, now that I considered it, the boys in my class had been assigned to more of the larger Missions in the bigger cities than the girls had. I willed back a gnawing twinge of concern. There was no sense in questioning the Elders now. I couldn’t be farther away from them.

No one spared me a glance as they formed a human chain to haul bricks. It wasn’t my place to help, but I felt useless and lazy simply watching and hurried away to the riverbank, where several rafts were tied to a massive dock that extended to the deeper water. Here, the mechanisms of an old ox-crank crossing remained next to the new construction. Eventually, this would all be radiance powered and would make it easy to cross the river year-round—on rafts in the summer and sledges in the winter. All without requiring man or beast.

I strolled out onto the dock. Swooping pine boughs cast shadows that cooled the breeze. Obscured from the workers on the other side of the Mission, I crouched and removed my shoes and stockings and tied my skirt into a thick knot at my knee. Then I sat on the edge of the dock and dipped my ankles into the frigid water.

“Starlight,” I swore, hissing. I’d expected a chill, but this was a different kind of freezing. The kind that could numb your limbs and your mind before you remembered how to swim. I swirled my feet in the water with a grimace and tried not to think about how it would feel to be submerged in the painful cold.

“There’s a hot spring a few miles upstream,” someone with a laughing voice said, startling me. “You might prefer it.”

Yanking my bare feet out of the water and tucking them under my skirt, I whirled around to find a tall boy pushing a raft up to the dock with a pole twice his height. Water curled around the raft, kicking up through the slats as he angled the wobbly pole against the rocky bottom to maneuver. He was lanky but strong. When a swift eddy caught the raft, submerging the upriver edge of it, he widened his stance and shifted the long pole. The river seemed to swell beneath the raft, righting it.

He wore linen trousers cuffed at his knees and a threadbare blue shirt the color of the sky at noon. Sweat ringed his collar, made the thin fabric stick to his skin.

I caught myself staring at his arms and looked away long enough to mutter, “You’d have me boil myself?”

“You won’t boil. It mixes with snowmelt, so it’s more like a pleasant bath.”

I had the sneaking suspicion he actually used it as a bath, which sent my imagination spinning before I could stop myself from picturing him swimming naked like an unruly otter. A blush betrayed me.

“You don’t need to hide your feet,” he went on, working as he spoke. He hopped off the raft and tied it to a wooden cleat neatly with soft hemp rope. The raft creaked as it settled against the wood and the rag-covered bumpers on the edge of the dock. He gave it an affectionate sort of pat, as if greeting a horse, and pushed his brown curls out of his eyes.

His suntanned white skin spoke of a life spent outside. As I studied him, his full mouth hooked in a crooked smile.

“I’m not hiding my feet,” I lied, not wanting to tell him that I wasn’t used to being barefoot outside. I had no idea if toes were indecent or not. “I’m warming them up.”

“Don’t blame you.” He crouched on the dock. Close enough for me to touch his knee if I wanted to. “Would you like me to show you the hot spring?”

My eyes widened at the audacity of his invitation. “Excuse me? I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Ezra. My name is Ezra. Would you like me to show you the hot spring?”

“You don’t even know my name!”

“I know who you are. It’s apprentice … Conductor …” His hand extended as if asking for a favor.

I finished his sentence with an air of exasperation. “Josephine Haven.”

He echoed my name, hand still extended. “Would you like me to show you the hot spring?”

I sprang to my feet without his help and hurriedly untied the knot at my knees to release my skirt to my ankles. My hands shot to my hips, my body responding with anger before I could reason my way through a response. “Why?”

“Because you ought to know all the good places if you’re living here.”

Be careful, Ainsley had said.

But I wanted to know all the good places.

“I’ve heard of you,” I said, the rational parts of my brain reaching for a reason not to take his hand. “Henry said you hate the railway, that it’s bringing poison here. If that’s true, doesn’t that make me poison?”

Ezra’s brown eyes clouded over. “Henry’s a little boy. I tell him stories so he stays close to home and out of trouble. Surely you’re old enough to recognize a fairy tale.”

I felt absolutely foolish. As Ezra watched me, waiting for a response, it seemed absurd to believe anything I’d been told by a child. Henry had said Ainsley didn’t want him spending time with Ezra. But any reasonable guardian wouldn’t want her child playing on rafts and docks beside the powerful river.

“You’re sorting things out,” Ezra said, his crooked smile returning. “I can see it on your face. Calculating risk versus reward?”

“Are you saying there’s risk involved?” Absurdly, my heart gave a small eager leap at the notion.

“You could trip and break your ankle. You could miss a summons from your Senior. People could talk about you walking in the woods unescorted with an eligible young man. You could tumble into the river and drown.”

He spoke playfully, his smile never faltering, but none of the risks he cited were unreasonable.

“And the reward?” I asked.

“A good swimming hole and good company.”

I should have said no.

And maybe it was because Julian had been so unwelcoming. Or maybe it was because I didn’t have Gertrude to keep me in line. But I found myself nodding. “All right. Let’s see this spectacular landmark.”
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Despite telling myself all I was going to do was see the hot spring, then turn around and march back to the Mission, my curiosity soon got the better of me. “Are you a ferryman?”

Ezra walked ahead of me on the trail along the high riverbank. He laughed, a sound I was already growing used to thanks to its obnoxious frequency. In less than half an hour, he’d laughed at a bird startling me, at another bird startling him, and at my insistence that I’d done plenty of walking and hard work at the House of Industry and didn’t need to slow down. This time, however, his laughter held something hollow. “No,” he answered. “I’m not.”

“Then what do you do?”

“Then what use am I?”

I wanted to throw a pine cone at the back of his head, even as I recognized something in the ache of those words. That quiet, painful desire to matter. “I’m simply asking about your vocation. Surely you don’t spend your days rafting aimlessly on this river.”

“Do you know what the river is called?”

“I do not,” I answered, rolling my eyes.

“It’s called the Dry Bone.”

“It doesn’t look particularly dry.”

“People say it was called that after the first settlers here found a skeleton wedged between stones in the dry season. The rapids had whisked every bit of flesh off the bones. All that remained was white as pearl.”

“When you show me the hot spring, be sure to show me where to avoid getting my skeleton jammed.”

He laughed, the sound easy once more. His boots swung from his shoulder, and he walked along the bed of glossy pine needles with barefoot sureness. I followed in my boots, feeling anything but graceful.

The trail unfurled like a secret, canopied with trees of every kind. Leaves and needles and moss shivered on the breeze, the light whisper echoed by the constant hush-hush of the river running alongside us.

I’d never known anything this beautiful. Walking made me recognize how different it sounded here. Sterling City was never quiet. It wasn’t quiet here either, but the sounds that filled the air were gentle and organic. Birdsong and creaking tree limbs.

Sweat beaded at my temple and ran down my back under my dress. I loved the way it felt, the way my body had become warm following his easy pace along the trail that rolled with the bluffs. At times, the river was so far below us that my heart gave a leap when I looked down at the sharp roots and rocks. He hadn’t mentioned breaking my neck as one of the potential risks, but I was careful with every step I placed.

At the House of Industry, my days had been scheduled from before dawn to when I finally sank into my little bed, too exhausted to care how hard it was or how noisy the other girls were when they cried out in their sleep. I’d never once gone for a walk for the sake of walking. With every step, an invisible band around my chest loosened—even as my heart beat faster with the knowledge that Julian would never approve of me exploring Frostbrook alone.

Or, rather, worse than alone: with a strange boy.

“I’m an apprentice healer,” Ezra offered, breaking the easy silence between us. “But the only healer here is the midwife, so I’m learning a bit of that here and there.”

“A boy learning midwifery?” I blurted. It was my turn to laugh.

He whirled around, his cheeks flushed and bright. I nearly walked right into him and grabbed on to a sapling to keep my balance before I toppled both of us over. He opened his mouth as if to shout at me, then clamped it shut. I could hear his breath, and the intimacy of our closeness sent an unruly shiver down my back.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly, properly ashamed. “It’s only that I’ve never heard of a boy bringing babes into the world.”

“There’s more to it than that. It’s about nurturing a new life, balancing what that life needs and what the mother needs.” He spoke with sudden fervor, like he’d already forgotten I’d crossed him. He stared at the small stretch of chestnut-brown needles between our feet. “It’s about knowing which herbs are safe and which aren’t, and then how to care for infants and small children. They’re hardy in their own ways, but not the way adults are. A fever can take a child’s life in the night, when it might have only brought you or me down for a day.”

“I believe you.” I forced myself not to touch his shoulder to reassure him that I did believe him, that it was impossible not to believe that this meant everything to him. “People need to know the things you know. I’m glad you know them.”

He lifted his gaze. “I want to make people better. Death comes early for too many.”

The breeze seemed to grow cold for a moment. Goose bumps rose along my forearms. “I know. It came for my parents,” I offered, an admission that felt like a peace treaty. I rarely spoke of them, though at the House of Industry, no one had needed to explain that their parents were long dead.

Ezra looked away as if he had something to say but decided against it. With all he’d said so far, it was difficult to imagine him withholding a single thought that crossed his mind.

Still, I didn’t press. Not when the air had become thin and cool. “Should we continue?”

He nodded and set off, his pace slower now, more measured. I found myself watching the patch of suntanned skin at the back of his neck where sweat pulled the shaggy ends of his hair into loose curls.

“When I was a young child, I wanted to be a shepherd,” I said. “I thought that napping with lambs and bumblebees sounded lovely.”

“How does being a Conductor compare?”

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been a shepherd. And I’ve never even met a lamb. Maybe they bite.”

When he let out a soft, breathy sound of amusement, I found myself wanting to make him do it again. “They don’t bite hard,” he said. “But you ought not grow too fond. They’re delicious.”

I echoed his laugh, testing out the sound. It eased the knot of strange tension in my chest. I’d only just met this boy, but I didn’t want him to be sad or cross with me. I knew better than to give him that power over me, but it didn’t stop the feeling from surfacing and attempting to rule my mind.

He asked nothing from me but to follow him to a good place, so what harm could it do? It wasn’t like a single walk would make us friends, would make me attached to him.

Right?

“We’re almost there,” he said.

I stumbled briefly, guilt snagging my gait as we broke free from the canopy of trees to a clearing that sloped down to a gentle riverbank. Small boulders had clearly been moved by people to form a sort of pool with shallow places to lounge and deeper places to soak. My thoughts scattered. All I could consider was the beauty of this place. The way it smelled and sounded. The scrape of pebbles beneath my boots and the way my breathing changed when my body heated with exertion.

Ezra picked his way down the sloping path, stripping his shirt off as he walked and tossing his boots and the blue cloth into a patch of fluffy grass. “As long as the river is high enough, it mixes with the hot water and tempers it. When the river is low, avoid the hot spring. It’s scalded a few who didn’t know better.”

I swallowed against a dry throat, tearing my eyes away from the angles of his back. “I don’t have bathing clothes.”

“I didn’t invite you to bathe; I invited you to see where the hot spring is.” Ezra looked back over his freckled shoulder at me. “Now that you know how to get here, you can come alone and preserve your modesty.”

“Of course.” I was appalled to feel a brief twinge of disappointment. “Yes, of course.”

Ezra entered the water in his trousers, letting out an indelicate moan as he sank to his armpits and rested his head back on a dry rock. I found a little spot on the opposite side of the pool and unlaced my boots. He had his eyes closed and his face to the late-afternoon sun, so I paid him no mind as I rolled my skirt to my thighs and sank my legs to the knee in the water.

It was hot, but not painfully so. Precisely the kind of bone-deep heat that soothed muscles. “I can heat water, but it takes a lot of concentration,” I told him. “I like this better.”

My words sounded clumsy. I clamped my mouth shut to keep from telling him that this would do as a place to soak away the tension of working with delicate machines. That I’d prefer it to the small bath in the lonely Mission.

Despite my resolve to remain silent, a question rose, bubbling out of my chest. “Did you know the Senior Conductor who passed away?”

The water around him splashed gently as he sat up, his gaze almost disoriented for a long moment before it settled on my legs, then—quickly—on a patch of dry rock to my side. “I saw her around town. Everyone saw her. She kept to herself when she wasn’t making her rounds and overseeing the work on the radiance lines and the Mission. No one really … knew her.”

“Do you know Julian?” I asked, hoping he’d have some choice words about him. Surely a boy like Ezra would dislike someone as stuck-up and fastidious as Julian Gray.

Ezra fiddled with a dry leaf floating in circles on the surface of the water. “Who?” he finally asked.

“The new Senior Conductor.”

“Right. I always forget he has a proper name. Most of us don’t know anyone from the House of Industry.”

“But you know me.”

He looked up, his thick eyebrows pulled into a solemn sort of frown. “Yes, I do.”

I splashed him. “Wrong! You don’t know anything about me.”

His eyes widened and his mouth gaped, and then he let out a hoarse laugh and splashed me back. The warm water ran down my arms and my chest and wet my hair. “That sounds like a challenge.”

I scooted away from the edge and sunned my feet and legs to dry them. “Surely a challenge that you’d be up to.”

“Is that an offer to teach me?”

I drew my knees to my chest and hugged them. Were we talking about my radiance or my inner workings? I was a delicate machine, meant to be unknowable—especially if I cared to follow the rules I’d been raised to abide by.

But Ezra wanting to know me was more intoxicating than the promise of a prestigious assignment. It made me feel solid. Maybe he’d see something I didn’t. Maybe I’d know myself better, somehow, if he pried me apart.

Warning bells sounded between each beat of my heart. This was a real risk. Bigger than falling and breaking my neck or being seen alone in the woods with a boy. “I’m certain you’ve heard enough about the House of Industry to know that we’re not meant to be … close. To anyone.”

“I don’t care,” Ezra said, watching my face. I looked away from him. “You’re right. I like to learn. I want to learn about you.”

Swallowing hard, I adjusted my skirt, casting it over my damp legs fuzzed with reddish-blond hair. I felt exposed and pleased by his interest in a way I didn’t want to understand. “Why?”

“Because I don’t think anyone has ever learned about you.” I could feel his gaze, though I refused to meet it.

This was simply an afternoon of foolishness. An ill-advised walk stolen from my duty to remain beholden only to radiance. Lovers were forbidden. Even friends were forbidden.

“Your ears are turning pink,” Ezra murmured. “You ought to wear a hat on a sunny day like this.”

I rubbed my earlobes, willing the blush away. The sun hadn’t pinkened my skin, but my unruly mind certainly had. There was no reason to think about lovers. My imagination was running away with me, caught up in the folly of something I wasn’t allowed to have. This meant nothing. I was dizzy from the steaming hot spring and the long walk. I needed water and shade and to escape Ezra’s watchful, curious gaze. That was all.

“I know my way back,” I said shortly, grabbing my boots and daring myself to carry them and walk barefoot as Ezra had. Like someone who belonged here in Frostbrook.

Every step hurt.




CHAPTER FIVE

Julian met me in the courtyard, his arms folded across his chest and his gaze angled down his nose. It took every bit of my willpower not to laugh at how much he resembled Tabitha doing an impression of Professor Dunn glaring at us for laughing during our morning meditation.

Then I saw the real flinty anger in his eyes, and my amusement became cold shame.

“Where have you been?” he demanded.

I tried not to swallow. Or flinch. Or look away. “At the river.”

“Did you misplace your decency while you were out?” he asked, gesturing to my bare feet while avoiding the sight of them.

“I soaked my sore calves in the water.” My shame gave way to a hot rush of anger that warmed my fingertips. I clenched my hands into fists and hid them in my skirts. “If I’m meant to live in the country, I ought to harden myself to the pine needles and stones. There’s nothing indecent about my feet. They’re feet. We’ve all got feet.”

Julian blinked, his stern expression crumbling to boyish surprise before he steeled himself. “You’ll be lucky if you last long enough to harden a single callus if you make a game of your duties here. Your apprenticeship is a privilege. One that can be revoked.”

The threat was a blow to my chest, a reminder that Julian had the power to send me back to the House of Industry. He probably wished they’d sent him a better apprentice. Someone more proper. Someone who would find it an honor to serve him breakfast.

With trembling fingers, I crouched and shoved my feet into my boots. “How can I earn your trust if you’re already so eager to be rid of me?” I muttered.

When I looked up, his haughty expression was shuttered. He looked like he wanted to say something, but I was too hungry and sore to care. Ultimately, he was right. I had a duty here. A duty to him, to Frostbrook, to the House. And I’d never be trusted with my own Mission if I failed to impress him.

I needed to be more careful.

“It was kind of the townspeople to leave us this,” I said quietly, scooping up a basket of bread, cheese, and berries that one of the local families had tucked in a shady nook of the courtyard.

“Kind?” Julian huffed an undignified sound of disbelief. “It’s mandatory payment. For Progress.” He almost sounded disgusted. But when I glanced at him, surprised, his expression was cool once more.

In the city, households and businesses paid fees that went directly toward the operation of local Missions and the use of radiance. “Surely we’re not so far from civilization that there’s no currency,” I said worriedly.

“Frostbrook is not yet a prosperous community. But the House requires everyone to support the new river crossing.” He cleared his throat. “This is their way of doing so.”

Julian Gray was not known as someone who would bend rules. But … it sounded like accepting tithings of food and goods was his way of doing a kindness to the people who would likely not have coin to spare. He caught me studying him and busied himself unlocking the door to the Mission.

I wanted to know more, but the rigid line of his back did not welcome further questions.

“I’ll need to be taught how to unlock the door,” I said, resisting the urge to nip at the berries that smelled like sunshine and sugar.

Julian hummed as the intricate latch whirred and clicked in response to a light touch of radiance from his long fingers. “I suppose you do. It’s quite complicated.”

“If I weren’t capable of unlocking a conduction latch, I wouldn’t have been sent here to assist you.”

His shoulders tightened even more as we ascended a steep wooden stairway that smelled like fresh sap. “A fair point.”

I again wondered why someone who had performed as well as Julian Gray was stuck here in Frostbrook—with me. Had he disappointed his former Senior? Or was this appointment considered prestigious given his young age? Most Seniors were in their thirties.

If he weren’t so sour, I’d ask him. Instead, the silence between us stretched out, and it was nothing like the peaceful calm I’d felt following Ezra through the woods.

We walked through the conduction room, where hulking machines waited to be awakened by radiance from the lines being strung up along the railway. All I could make out was their looming shadows. Soon, I’d have the opportunity to help ready them for the rush of radiance. Soon, we’d be an operational Mission, and I wouldn’t have time for distractions like rivers and berries and freckles.

I should have been excited, but I felt hollow.

My steps slowed. “What is that?”

A massive tower of tight copper coils stood between two conduction chambers. It looked like a stack of coins, caged by steel bars. A rounded conduction pad rested at the base of it. I’d never studied anything like it at the House of Industry.

Julian followed my gaze. “Ah.” He took a few slowly audible breaths, his hand drifting to touch the gleaming metal. “This Mission is to house a Generator eventually,” he said very quietly.

A select few Children of Industry were called to be Generators. They channeled their radiance into the conduction lines that ran from the House and select Missions to surrounding communities. Though we’d been taught that being a Generator was a glorious calling and the foundation of all Progress, I could not imagine a life trapped underground. It sounded like a nightmare. Gertrude had confessed the same once, in a conspiratorial whisper, and I’d felt a traitorous surge of kinship with her.

A shiver ran down my legs, making the hair on my calves prickle uncomfortably. I’d heard whispers that Generators were off, somehow. Whispers that the radiance within them was so great that their minds eventually forgot they were people at all.

“A Generator all the way out here,” I murmured, trying to imagine what that train journey would feel like for someone who’d spent a lifetime indoors.

For a long moment, we stood side by side, regarding the sleeping monument to Progress. It felt like sharing something, but I wasn’t sure what. Surely Julian was too perfect to consider it cruel to bring a helpless Generator to a place as wild as Frostbrook.

It certainly wasn’t something I should be considering at all.

“Come along,” he said, continuing on.

I was surprised to find that his room was no more finely appointed than mine. “At the House, everyone always talked of the luxury of a new Mission,” I said, placing the basket on a rough-hewn table next to the window. “I suppose everything is different here, in the countryside.”

“I requested that anything luxurious, as you say, be removed from the Mission plans in favor of diverting those funds to building up the town’s infrastructure. Radiance won’t do the people of Frostbrook any good if the train station and the ferry landing aren’t improved.” Julian wrapped a portion of the cheese, bread, and blackberries in a cloth and tied it neatly. “Or if they’re hungry,” he added absently.

I didn’t know how to reply. I’d never heard anyone at the House of Industry say something like that. Feeling disoriented, I stole a glance around the room. He kept it neat with the glaring exception of a massive desk covered in blueprints and journals and scattered papers. I’d always preferred working with my hands. Research and writing made me feel like I had the aptitude of a blinking pigeon.

In the corner of the room, his workspace was much neater than his desk. He appeared to be in the middle of dismantling a small conduction coil with an unfamiliar crank attached to it. I started to ask what he was working on when Julian pushed the bundle of food into my hands.

“This town will grow quickly,” he said, his tone so hard that I wondered if I’d imagined the moment of softness. “People will gather around our Mission like moths to a flame, and we’ll need to be prepared to serve a growing commercial district. There’s no time for frippery.”

“I’d hardly call a decent bed ‘frippery,’” I mumbled, bewildered and begrudgingly warmed by the sacrifice he’d made to better serve this miniscule town.

“You’re dismissed for the evening. I’ll place instructions for your duties under your door. If you run across any of the townspeople, do try to be courteous. We’re outsiders to them, and if you think you need to earn my trust, your priorities are not in order.”

“You said not to bond with anyone. Which is it?” I asked, my mouth running ahead of my common sense.

Julian made a quiet, baffling sound. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought it to convey amusement. “I’m telling you to behave courteously. Is that a challenging notion?”

“No,” I mumbled, trying not to sound sulky. I didn’t appreciate being addressed like a naive child. “And I’ve already met a few people. They seemed to like me well enough.”

His gaze snapped to me as quickly as a startled cat’s. “Oh? What people?”

“Henry, the little boy.” A prickling unease drove me to omit one tall, intriguing, crucial detail. “And Ainsley, his guardian.”

“Yes. Well, they are pleasant enough,” he said, gaze flicking to the work at his desk. He smoothed his waistcoat. “When you introduce yourself and our work, don’t be overly familiar. Light rapport is appropriate. Nothing more.”

“That’s an awfully fine line,” I muttered without entirely meaning to say it out loud.

“And one we’re duty bound not to cross.” Julian wasn’t looking at me, thankfully. I wasn’t sure I had the ability to steel my expression as I considered how close I’d already come to crossing that line. He glanced at the small window. “We are destined to serve only Progress. That is the wisdom of the Elders.”

“Yes, Senior,” I said, giving a reflexive little curtsy, as if he were one of the sternest professors. Guilt crept through me like a fever. I’d become so swept away that I’d lost sight of the duty I had to this town and to all Children of Industry. Swept away by what, precisely, I did not care to dwell on.

As I left him to his work and his supper, I paused in the doorway, recalling his comment about decency. “Do you object to me hiring a tailor to fashion my dress into trousers?”

In Sterling City, plenty of women had adopted menswear, but not everyone found it proper. To my relief, he rolled his eyes. “I do not care what you wear to work, Apprentice Haven. I care only, and marginally, about what you choose not to wear.”

Recalling his unease at seeing my bare feet, I hid a smile until the door closed behind me.
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In my room, I crammed myself against the narrow window to watch my first sunset over Frostbrook. In the distance, snowcapped mountains stretched toward a smudge of clouds. Even in the summertime, the towering mountains looked foreboding. No wonder the last of the Animators had perished there in their attempt to defy the House of Industry. No one—not even someone capable of harnessing wild, living magic—could survive somewhere so desolate.

The sky changed color in increments both slow and altogether too fast. Vivid orange and shocking teal met in a riot of hues. Wonder stole my breath and my appetite until long after the sun had set behind the range and the mountains’ hulking majesty was nothing but a gray bruise against the sky. I came back to myself reluctantly.

I lit an oil lamp with a spark of radiance and forced myself to eat in the trembling light, surprised to find that I was ravenous. The cheese was soft and faintly musky, stranger than the hard, sharp cheese we’d eaten in the House of Industry. For a moment, I hated it, and then I loved it and smeared every bit on the grainy brown bread.

Julian had left a pitcher of water on my worktable, but I knew better than to think he would again. As I drank the sweet, tepid water from a copper cup, I reminded myself that I wouldn’t have helpers or caregivers here.

We were alone in this massive Mission.

I was alone.

Despite the beauty of my surroundings, the weight of that crept up on me like the shadows in my room. I’d never been so isolated. No one was going to shake me awake when I talked in my sleep or gossip with me in the morning or yelp alongside me over how cold the wash water was. I wanted to tell Gertrude and Tabitha about Frostbrook and the particularly fuzzy nature of Ezra’s thick eyebrows.

My chest abruptly tightened, and I squeezed my hands together and paced to stop myself from crying like a child. It was folly to miss the other girls. None of them would miss me. But the size of the sky, and the size of the mountains, and the size of all that I did not yet know made me feel impossibly small. I was too much. I was not enough.

I was so alone.

That night, I slept like a corpse and didn’t wake until a rooster heralded the first morning light. I sat up blearily, my face sticky with drool and my waist pinched terribly by the dress I’d neglected to remove before fretting myself to sleep. As I stretched, scowling, I knew what I needed to do once I finished my chores.

Trousers.

After leaving Julian’s tedious breakfast outside his room, I followed the directions written in elegant script on the paper that he’d slid under my door in the night. I held it to the milky light from my window, studying the simple map that would lead me from the Mission to the mill upriver, then to check the progress of the first conduction box that was being installed on the main street at the center of the little town. There, I’d be sure to find the tailor.

Though I knew better than to expect anything like the streets of Sterling City, I was eager to see the center of Frostbrook. The train station had been set apart from town, as was customary to make space for new development and industrial growth. My walk from the train to the Mission hadn’t taken me close enough to get a glimpse of where people were doing their best to establish a community at the base of the foothills.

I wondered, with a traitorous thrill, if Ezra would be in Frostbrook—or if I’d meet the midwife he apprenticed under. If I saw him, I’d be wise to ignore him entirely, but I couldn’t imagine seeing him and not thanking him for showing me the hot spring. After all, it would only be the polite thing to do. No one could fault me for that.

As I left, I nearly tripped over a tin box with blue enamel details. I opened it to find a set of tools and a soft leather belt to keep them safely fastened to my waist. My heart swelled with joy and surprise. These were meant to be my own—not well-worn and shared between a dozen students.

I ran my fingers across each tool. Side-cutting pliers. Locking pliers with deep grooves. A stripping blade. Needle-nose pliers were my favorite—strong but precise enough to pluck a single hair from a brow. With great care, I put each tool in place and fastened the supple belt. With the familiar weight against my hip, I didn’t feel quite as adrift.

I felt like a Conductor.
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Unlike the humid summer mornings in Sterling City, Frostbrook at dawn had a crispiness that whispered a warning of what winter had in store.

Like all Children of Industry, I had an affinity for heat and a natural preference for sunlight over darkness, and summer over winter. Eager to warm up, I turned my face to the glowing dawn as I picked my way along the road that was only beginning to bustle with workers. They traveled in groups from the massive encampment in the woods where they’d set up temporary housing during the construction of the Mission. Canvas shelters dotted the tree line like a hundred ghosts. The clanking pans and tired groans reminded me of early mornings at the House of Industry, when we busied ourselves in the kitchens and forced ourselves to wake up with water so cold, it felt like a thousand needles.

Even the youngest children at the House of Industry had duties, and all of us rotated from task to task seasonally, until we knew how to do everything from sharpening knives to darning stockings. It made us well-rounded, prepared to run a Mission. Or, if we failed, suited to return to the House to serve the students and professors.

Growing up, I’d been busy every waking moment, whether I was learning how to manage a Mission or how to control my radiance. A quiet morning walk had been unheard of, let alone in a place where birdsong rose with every growing beam of sunlight and the air smelled like pine sap and something else I couldn’t quite place, something I could only describe as clean.

I’d loved Sterling City, but clean was the last thing anyone could describe it as. Whether in summer or winter, most people suffered from a lingering cough, and illness ravaged the population, claimed old and young alike. Many, like the women I’d met on my travels, left city life to find this very thing—the unblemished sky and dancing trees. Progress would bring more travelers to Frostbrook, and would allow them to find the solace and opportunity they couldn’t find in the city. I was part of a beautiful migration, and soon this quiet town would be a bustling young city, propelled by trade along the river.

Pride swelled in my chest as I walked, swinging my arms and feeling once again like part of something grand and good. Then a pine cone hit me square in the side of my head, catching in my hair. I cursed and windmilled my arms, momentarily convinced I’d been struck by a treacherous bird. Laughter rang out, and I knew the sound before I could quite form the word that ripped from my throat like a growl. “Ezra!”

He dropped from a tree. “I’m terribly sorry. My aim is poor.”

“Poor?” I shouted. “You nearly removed my head.”

“I meant to miss!”

“And what good would that have done?” I demanded, charging at him with my hands balled into fists. His eyes widened, and he took a stumbling step back. The color drained from his cheeks as if I’d sucked all the blood from his body.

I followed his panicked gaze, looking down to see a pale blue current of radiance dancing between my clenched fists. Horror, sudden and cold, coursed through me.

The light dissipated in an instant, leaving only the faint smell of ozone. “I didn’t mean to do that,” I whispered. It would have been nothing back at the House. A few nights forced to meditate on my lack of control. A missed meal. A singed dress. But Ezra wasn’t a Child of Industry. I could have killed him.

He had his back to the tree he’d perched in. “It’s fine,” he said, voice wooden. He didn’t take his eyes off my hands. His were pressed against the bark.

“No. It’s not fine. Losing control of radiance is forbidden. My temper … I would not blame you if you reported me to Senior Gray.”

Ezra coughed out a bitter sound. “I’ll pass on that, thank you.”

“Then allow me to repay you somehow. I won’t receive wages until next year, but if there’s anything I can do—”

“Are you trying to bribe me?” The color returned to his cheeks a bit too rapidly. His brown eyes widened.

“I am not!” I tucked my unruly hands into the pockets of my dress, half to avoid scaring him and half to avoid knocking him off his feet with a completely ordinary push for accusing me of something so untoward. “I’m trying, and clearly failing, to make things right. Although I believe it should be noted that you struck me with a projectile first, when I was doing nothing but enjoying a morning walk.”

“Are you sure you’re not a barrister?” he asked, his mouth quirking in something I was relieved to identify as close to a smile. He eased his weight from the tree to the balls of his feet, but his shoulders remained tense. “You argue like one.”

We faced each other, both breathing coarsely, and something oddly familiar struck me about the way he held himself. I brushed it off, shook my hands out of my pockets, and gestured to the path that sloped downhill to a clearing where I could make out a handful of finely thatched roofs. “I’ve been given my duties, and I’m doing them backward so I can start in town and finish at the mill. Would you mind helping me find the conduction box between the barber and the general store?”

“Somehow I don’t believe you’ll have any trouble identifying either one of those places of business.”

I let out a sigh. After nearly killing him, it was only common decency to extend courtesies. He didn’t have to be so obtuse. “Ezra,” I said, drawing my words out with annoyance, “would you like to walk with me?”

He said nothing. In the silence, my insides shivered like the leaves on the trees around us. His mouth twitched.

After a moment, I realized he was hesitating to tease me.

“Ezra!”

“Gladly, gladly.” He grinned and started walking with a gait that wasn’t quite comfortable, sidestepping to avoid brushing my shoulder. “On the way, I’ll think about how you’ll be making things right for nearly killing me.”

Although his back was tight and his feet didn’t fall as gracefully as they had on the path along the river, there was no real threat in his tone.

Still, my heart beat too fast. I took a long, slow breath before I followed him.
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“You’re sure this is the entirety of Frostbrook?” I asked for the third time, staring at a total of six buildings. They faced one another, separated by a ribbon of dusty earth dotted with horseshit and scarred with wagon tracks. One of the houses was painted yellow, which was the only pleasant thing I could say about the town.

“Yes. I’m sure. You’ve got Stella’s Saloon and the inn upstairs, which have both been closed since Stella got sick and died,” Ezra said, dodging a suspicious-looking puddle. “The general store. That one is just a burned-out building … Not sure what it was before. That’s the barbershop. This place here is the bank and the jail and town hall, depending on who’s around. The blacksmith has a workshop behind this house here and rents the front out to boarders and a few of the Mission workers when they get paid and get half a mind to sleep in a real bed for a night or two.”

“Is there a mayor?”

“Of Frostbrook?” Ezra laughed. “No. A few days’ ride north and you’re in Harlington. Their mayor rides in once a month or so to check on the Mission progress and the radiance line and to tell people that she’ll send Transistors after train robbers and resistors, and then she rides back home and we keep carrying on as we always have. Unbothered.”

“‘Unbothered’? Shouldn’t you be bothered by resistors and train robbers?”

He scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve never been on a train, so … no, I’m not much bothered by train robbers.”

I couldn’t help but notice he didn’t comment on resistors. But surely he wouldn’t be so friendly with me if he believed I were better off dead than doing my weekly duties as an apprentice Conductor.

My hand drifted to the high collar that hid the bruises at my throat. He watched me for a moment, gaze clouded, before he gestured to the high wooden fence between the barbershop and the general store. The fence rose to sharp points like dozens of spears.

“I suppose that’s your conduction box.”

“Yes,” I said, waving my hand at it dismissively. “But surely there’s a tailor in town. At the general store?”

“A tailor? Likely not.”

With a sigh, I reminded myself that my first duty was to the Mission, not to finding trousers. I approached the tall gated fence that surrounded the conduction box. It had a rudimentary lock that I easily opened with little more than a breath of the radiance that was always there, as sure as my pulse.

Ezra hung back, and his posture stiffened once more. “You can unlock things that easily? With your mind?”

I snorted. “Not with my mind. It isn’t magic.”

“Right. Of course it isn’t magic.” His bitter tone surprised me, but when I glanced at him, he watched me calmly, and I wondered if I’d imagined it.

“The mechanism is simple. It’s meant to keep people from opening the box and getting hurt. Especially curious children. Important things are locked more elaborately.” I swung the gate open, revealing the intricate machine that slept, waiting for a current of radiance to bring it to life. Ezra, and my fussy skirt, and all of Frostbrook melted away when I put my hands on the silent machine. New technology. Fresh grease. “Oh. It’s lovely.”

“It was a mighty fuss getting it here from the train station,” Ezra said, muted and lingering at the gate. “What does it do?”

“When radiance travels along the lines, it’s too powerful to integrate with most household or even industrial machines. The conduction box holds a charge and releases the precise amount of radiance required. Once the Mission is up and running, this will be able to power the lights in all … six of these buildings here. And streetlights as well, if Frostbrook ever installs them. It’ll also condition the radiance to power nearby homes and farms.” The ones who could afford it, anyway. “I suppose it’s like a miniature Mission.”

I looked back, a wild grin on my face, expecting to see Ezra mirroring my excitement. But he was frowning and scratching his arm. “I need to get to work. I’ll leave you to it.”

Before I could ask him where the midwife’s house was, he ducked out of my line of sight, leaving me to the cold metal under my fingers.
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I didn’t understand why my belly ached.

It wasn’t like he’d left me alone. I was never alone in the presence of a beautiful machine.

Though Ezra’s puzzling behavior nagged at me like a splinter of glass, the conduction box quickly won all my attention. I sank into work as if slipping into a warm bath. It encompassed me, drawing my focus to a single goal: ensuring that the conduction box was ready to be powered up when the time came. When I was working, I didn’t question my purpose. I had the House of Industry to thank for that. What would I be without my calling?

I ignored a whisper of longing at the back of my mind. I hadn’t always wanted to be a Conductor, but that didn’t mean it was the wrong calling. It didn’t mean I was meant to do anything else.

It wasn’t until the noon sun warmed the back of my neck that I realized the entire morning had passed. My fingers were grease stained, and a small cut at my knuckle bled like a smear of red paint. A fine sheen of sweat dampened my hair at my temples. My arms were sore.

I’d checked every connection and tested every copper wire with a fine current of radiance. The settings on the meter had been off by half an ampere, and I’d recalibrated it.

My stomach rumbled. I turned my face to the high sun for a moment, letting its heat wash over me. I imagined the sun having a pulse of its own, like the steady beat of my heart. That was how it felt, like endless waves that rocked through my body when I let myself become aware. But even the comforting sunlight wasn’t enough to distract me from the fact that I’d foolishly neglected to carry food with me for my day away from the Mission.

I packed up my tools, wiping each carefully on the towel fastened to my belt before tucking them back into their roll. My hands would need a good scrubbing with sand and a bar of soap.

The dusty, sad excuse for a street was quiet when I emerged from the box and locked the barbed fence around it. I didn’t see so much as a stray cat. Irritated, I silently cursed Julian for neglecting to tell me there was no tailor in town.

“Get on with it, Josephine,” I told myself, drawing his directions from my pocket. I still needed to service the mill. “You’re not done with work.”

Unlike the dying trees and scraggly bushes alongside the railroad, the landscape around Frostbrook bloomed with the hardiness of life forced to erupt and flourish between harsh winters. The wildness unsettled me despite its beauty. In Sterling City, I’d understood exactly what kinds of dangers lurked. I knew what treachery looked like. But here, I was as unschooled as a babe. I wouldn’t know a harmless rat snake from a venomous creature, or what plants were poisonous, or what bugs or vermin were harmful.

As much as I liked the novelty of being surrounded by untamed nature, I didn’t like not knowing what to be wary of.

The river, at least, was familiar. I reached the path Ezra had led me on, though we’d been farther upriver. Clanging metal and hollow thuds sounded in the distance, but the trees were too high on the bank for me to make out the walls of the Mission. I consulted my directions once more, paying mind to the hand-drawn flow of the river, and headed downstream toward the mill.

The path was easier with shoes on, but more difficult than I preferred in my unnecessarily full skirt.

“I’ll never be rid of this dress,” I muttered to myself, before letting out a frustrated, unseemly moan.

A bee buzzed by my ear, and I shied away like a startled horse, tripping on the hem. When I tried to right myself, I merely succeeded in tangling myself further in the infernal fabric. The momentum sent me hurtling toward the steep bank and the sharp rocks below. I had only enough time to curse my dress one last time before I pitched off the edge.




CHAPTER SIX

Branches snapped as I fell, sharp thorns tearing at my hands and arms. I didn’t struggle so much as flail—desperately grasping for something to stop me from bashing my skull against the rocks far below.

It took me several long, gasping seconds to realize that the saplings were actually grabbing me.

That I was no longer falling.

A twisted hammock of straining branches cradled my trembling body. I hardly dared to breathe. Clay and dirt rained from the roots along the bank as every plant that held me threatened to dislodge from the cliffside. Panting wildly, I looked around as best I could without moving. Above me, a flushed face peered over the edge of the bank.

“Hold still, Apprentice Haven,” Ezra said softly, his voice strained—as if he held me with his own strength. He swore under his breath and wiped his forehead, leaving a smudge of fresh dirt like a bruise across his brow.

He didn’t need to tell me to hold still. I knew without looking that I was high enough to break my back if I slipped out of the brush.

“Easy,” he whispered.

I started to tell him that I wasn’t going to struggle when the branches themselves began to move. He was talking to them. Bit by bit, the branches pulled me up the bank, vines and twigs gripping me like fingers to hoist me from one thorny bush to the next.

“You’re an Animator,” I blurted, feeling the vines wrap around my hips like a harness.

His eyes met mine for a moment, a flash of anguish running through them before his gaze hardened. “I’m an Animator who will drop you to your death if you don’t let me concentrate.”

I forced myself to freeze, but I could not quiet my mind. Magic of this sort was not compatible with modern life, too wild and chaotic to coexist with Progress. When the House had tried to regulate this dangerous power, the Animators had lashed out violently—only proving they could not remain among innocent people.

But Ezra …

Ezra wasn’t hurting me.

He was saving me.

I forgot to be silent. “You asked me if I could unlock latches with magic,” I said in a hissing sort of whisper. “You failed to mention you can talk to plants!”

“Do you want me to drop you?” The strain in his voice convinced me to hold my tongue until his hand gripped mine and he pulled me off the edge of the bank and onto the path, where I promptly sank to the soft bed of pine needles. I dug my fingertips into the solid ground. My body hurt, aching with panic and fear.

To my surprise, Ezra stumbled and fell to his knees beside me, breathing raggedly.

“Are you—” I started to ask.

“Don’t.”

The quiet pain in his voice silenced me. Trembling, I wiped my bloodied, filthy hands off on my skirt and scraped the tears from my eyes. My heart beat as if I’d been running for hours, and no amount of careful breathing would slow it down. Ezra was an Animator.

He’d saved my life.

I’d nearly died.

I would have been dead.

And he wasn’t supposed to exist.

“Does anyone know?” I finally asked.

He looked up, brow furrowed. The sweat in his hair and on his skin had turned the smudge of dirt on his forehead to mud. I reached to wipe it with the rag I kept at my belt, and he flinched away.

Something twisted in my chest.

“Yes,” he murmured.

“Are there more of you?”

He hesitated before letting out a sigh. “No.”

The melancholy sound of the word spoke volumes. “You’re the only one?”

His breathing was steadying. He shifted and sat with his back against a tree trunk, looking more like a boy shirking his work than a powerful Animator who’d just used wild, ungovernable magic to prevent my messy death. “I don’t know. If there were others, wouldn’t I feel it?”

He sounded lonely.

How could he not be?

I tried to imagine what it would have been like growing up with radiance in my soul and no one to teach me how to use it. Then I shook off the warm haze of sympathy and grasped for the reasonable corners of my mind. “How can this wild magic be? There’s no leadership, no … regulations for you to follow. Surely you can’t do whatever you want …”

Ezra gaped at me. “You’re worried about bureaucracy right now?”

“No. I mean. A little?” I swallowed hard, realizing he should have let me fall. It would have been prudent to let the river take my body away rather than expose himself. “It’s been so many years—”

“Since Animators were hunted down and killed?” he asked bitterly. “I suppose there’s no call for regulations anymore now that the House of Industry murdered everyone who tried to defy their control.”

That had happened long before either of our times, but I felt a gnawing pang of guilt anyway. Whatever I’d imagined a deadly Animator to be, it hadn’t been this. Not a boy with warm brown eyes and unruly brows and an air of defeat I wanted desperately to chase away.

“I won’t tell anyone,” I said, startled to realize I meant it. I couldn’t sentence him to death after he’d saved my life. “I owe you that much. You didn’t have to do that.”

He laughed once, in an ugly sort of way. “Yes, I did.” His grip was strong yet careful as he hauled me to my feet. “Come on.”

Before I could ask him what he meant, he dragged me along the path, both our gaits rather unsteady. “You’ve got to continue with your errands before the day is lost,” he was saying, sounding winded. “Tell Julian you fell into brambles.”

“That’s the truth, more or less.” I shook my arm out of his grip. There was something strange about his tone.

He stared at his hand, as if unaware he’d been holding on to me. “How in the world did you fall like that?” he asked.

“A rude bee. And these damned skirts. I told you I need a tailor.”

He slowed, head bowed and shoulders shaking, and for a moment, I feared he’d lost his senses. Then his honeyed laugh erupted, and I punched his arm.

“I’m being serious. And it’s odd that you were following me!”

“It’s a good thing I was!” He was still laughing breathlessly. His normally flushed skin had taken on a pallor.

“Ezra.” Speaking his name plainly made me feel funny, as if I’d sipped wine on an empty stomach. “Are you all right?”

We reached a clearing, the landscape manicured here, with a stockyard and gravel roads leading up to the huge mill, where a waterwheel spun, gears creaking a steady complaint. Ezra hung back and leaned against a pine. “I don’t know. Yes.”

I knew I should hurry to the mill, finish my chores, and get back to Julian to explain away my foolishly injured hands. But I lingered, troubled by the way Ezra used the tree to prop himself up. “Did that hurt you? What you did?”

“It shouldn’t have. That never happened with …” He seemed to recall himself, expression shuttering. “It’s fine.”

My mind reeled with more questions than I could count. If his magic was meant to be wild, yet he could control it, maybe I could learn that control from him. Maybe I could tamp down the wildness and anger in me and feel more like a proper Conductor. Maybe I’d stop reaching for violence at every frustration. “Ezra, if I keep your secret, will you tell me more? Will you show me how you use your magic?”

“Why?” he asked, watching me with a wary frown. “Gathering evidence to drag me to the House Elders?”

“I said I wouldn’t tell, and I won’t. It’s only that you … you’re nothing like I expected.” Everything I wanted to know blistered under my skin. I couldn’t leave an opportunity like this alone. An Animator—maybe the only Animator—had enough control over his magic to carefully lift me without hurting me. With that kind of self-assurance, surely I could make myself into the powerful Conductor I needed to become if I ever wanted to be more than a tool.

And something was wrong with Ezra. Something he wasn’t telling me. Or worse, something he didn’t understand. I could see it in the way he held himself as if his whole body hurt. It hadn’t been like that until he’d helped me.

“All right,” he said, sounding unsure. “Find some trousers so you don’t damn near get yourself killed again, and I’ll meet you at the dock behind the Mission the day after tomorrow. In the morning.”

I nodded eagerly, extending my hand to shake on it, but he only stared at my fingers, something weary in his gaze.

“Go on,” he whispered. “Get moving.”

So I did.
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Any other day, I would have lingered at the mill, mapping every bit of it with my fingers, learning how the river made it move. But my palms stung from bleeding scratches, and my mind buzzed with unspoken questions, and no amount of work could numb my unease. There was little I could do but verify the mechanical issues Julian had noted in his neat handwriting. The mill’s workings were too archaic to ever be retrofitted with radiance. I cursed him silently for sending me on such a far-flung errand to check something he already suspected. Was he so eager to keep me out of sight?

The shadows were long by the time I made my way back to the Mission. Bloodied, starving, and nursing a pounding headache, I barreled into Julian in my desperate hunt for a bath.

He took me by the shoulders, eyes wide. We stood in the courtyard, the moon high above. “What in the name of Progress has happened to you?”

A thin bubble of laughter escaped me. “I was startled by a bee, and tripped over my skirts, and fell into brambles.”

Julian drew a breath like he wanted to say something other than what escaped his lips. “The House should have warned me that you were impossibly clumsy.” He made a great show of dusting his hands off. “Keep a better eye on where you’re walking. We can’t have the people of Frostbrook thinking the House sent an incompetent child to their Mission.”

All the hysterical mirth in me drained away. Being characterized that way made me feel as if I’d been slapped across the face. My eyes welled up with tears. Julian didn’t know me. He didn’t know anything.

“Oh.” Julian shuffled back, looking around in the dark as if expecting to find someone who knew how to handle an emotional girl. “Come, now. It’s late. Perhaps I was too harsh.”

Little did Julian know. I might not be an incompetent child, but I’d just promised to keep a grave secret. I’d promised to hide an Animator from my Senior, from the House. From the world Ezra didn’t belong in.

Somehow, it felt like the right thing to do. More than anything had ever felt right.

I dried my eyes on my sleeves. “That was rather harsh.” I sniffled, mustering a glare.

Julian blinked. His mouth quirked, but in the low light, I couldn’t tell if he’d nearly smiled or grimaced at me.

“But no matter. I won’t disappoint you again,” I said quietly. I needed to clear my head. Ezra and the secrets I was eager to learn from him—and willing to keep for him—had nothing to do with the march of Progress. I was part of something much bigger than my selfish desires.

Though, as I stood there with my dress torn and leaves in my hair, I couldn’t quite believe that anything was bigger than a boy who made plants do his bidding.

Julian studied me, frowning as if conflicted by whatever he saw. “You’re not,” he began, before halting. “You should clean yourself up. There’s salve in the cabinet in the washroom.”

“Of course. Thank you.” I hurried past, not eager to be scrutinized, not sure what Julian would see if he looked much closer. But he called my name.

When I turned back, he was still frowning. “It’s true the House didn’t warn me that you were clumsy. I was told that you were headstrong, curious, and quite brave. I admit I haven’t known you for long, but I hope I’ll see evidence of those qualities.”

Frustrated and tired, I struggled to understand his meaning. “Yes, Senior.”

“See to it you return earlier in the future. There are—there are dangers in the night.”

“I’ll be mindful,” I said bitterly. I didn’t need him to tell me that I’d likely trip and fall and die in the dark now that I’d already proven myself incapable of staying alive in broad daylight.

Before he could think of anything else to tell me, I scurried away, eager to be alone with the ache of my thoughts.




CHAPTER SEVEN

It took me six trips up and down the stairs with heavy, sloshing buckets to fill a bath. By the time I dumped the last in, I was sweating so much, I dunked myself into the frigid water without heating it first. Shocked to numbness, I used salt from a bowl beside the basin and a bar of acrid soap to get the grease and dirt and dried blood off my skin and out of my hair. My teeth chattered so hard, the clicking filled the room as I splashed and scrubbed every bit of my skin.

Just when I thought I might die of cold, I sprang out of the bath, pink as a newborn. I dunked my dress in the water to soak, and only then did I heat it with a burst of radiance to boil away the stench of my fear. Crouching beside the stove to warm my shivering body, I drank goat’s milk and devoured a loaf of soft bread with blackberry jam. I felt like a wild creature, bare toes against stone, fingers sticky.

The warmer my body got, the more it hurt.

This was only my second night in Frostbrook, but my bones told a different story. I felt like I’d aged ten years. How could I continue at this pace? Already, my hands were blistered, and my shoulders ached terribly from hauling water. No one had warned me that the labor would be harder than what I’d known as a student at the House of Industry.

Recalling Julian’s words, I opened a small cabinet and found his shaving kit and an unmarked dented tin. The salve within smelled green and earthy in a distantly familiar way. It soothed the cuts on my hands and left my skin supple.

I slept restlessly and woke before dawn, my mind a reeling tangle of vines and huge bees and rocks stained with blood. Out my small window, the sunrise painted the mountains gold. I decided to get an early start, leaving for my daily chores as the sky began to turn a watery gray.

To my surprise, Julian was on his way in as I entered the courtyard. He looked somewhat startled to see me. “Off to your duties?” he asked, as if he hadn’t given me the list of tasks himself.

“And to see if I can find some trousers.” I held out my hands. The scrapes already looked less raw. “Thank you for the salve, by the way. Did you get it at the general store? I’d like to get some more.”

Julian’s gaze shifted from my hands to my face and then, oddly, to the chickens in the yard. They weren’t particularly eye-catching. Just six fat hens and a scrappy rooster. “No, it was in one of the food offerings. I don’t know who made it.”

“Maybe the healer,” I offered, recalling that Ezra had a mentor in town. “Or the midwife, anyway.”

“Perhaps.” Julian didn’t have his tools with him. He fidgeted with the cuff of his sleeve until I felt that leaving him to his inexplicable awkwardness would be a mercy.

Nodding politely, I exited the courtyard and continued on to my work. With Ezra and his secret not quite on my mind but at the back of it, the morning passed at a snail’s pace. I spent hours outside the Mission, inspecting the most recent work on the machinery that would eventually power the river crossing. Most of the workers kept their distance, speaking to me politely but without warmth. I felt alone in the crowd, aware of their glances and the way their conversations stopped when I approached.

“Alice, how many days until the main line reaches the Mission?” I asked the forewoman—an exceptionally tall woman with straw-blond hair and a nose patchy with peeling sunburn.

She pulled a notebook from her tool belt and consulted it with a squint. “Two weeks, if we’re lucky. Bandits got the blast powder we needed to clear rock away. We’ve got to wait for the next train before we can get started again.” Noticing the way I craned my neck to see her notebook, she opened it and showed me the diagrams. “Got an eye for figures?”

“I’m awful at drawing up plans,” I confessed. “It makes sense in my mind, but when I put it to paper, it may as well be a child’s scrawl.”

“Takes practice, is all.” Alice gave me a toothy smile and clasped me on the shoulder. “You should keep trying. It’s a fine skill for a Conductor to have. How else can someone continue your work if you’re gone?”

My own grin faded. “Gone?”

“The rate people are dying ’round here, I figure I ought to document all I can. No telling who’s next.”

I looked around the workspace, at the crowd of people hauling stones and fitting brass fixtures to carry the spool of wire that currents of radiance would run through. No one looked ill. “What do you mean? Have workers been suffering accidents?”

Alice tucked her notebook back into her belt and gave me an odd look. “Aren’t you an orphan yourself? Surely you’re aware of the wasting.”

“I thought it was confined to the cities. Where people live in filth,” I said weakly, noting that a few workers had stopped and were listening to our conversation.

“We’ve lost four good workers to it this month alone.” Alice tapped her chest above her heart in an old-fashioned blessing. “Most of us came to the foothills to escape the wasting, but it’s a brutal hunter.”

A thin older man nudged Alice with his wrench. His skin was as wrinkled as a walnut shell. “Don’t frighten the girl.”

“I’m not frightened,” I said, aware of how much I sounded like a stubborn child. It was true. I wasn’t scared, but I was unsettled. The wasting had been a disease linked to poverty and poor hygiene. Frostbrook might not be a wealthy community, but it was cleaner than anywhere I’d ever been. It didn’t make sense for the wasting to spread here. “My own parents were lost to it. I’ve known it my whole life.”

“Then learn how to document your work so it outlives you,” Alice said gravely. “The stars know when it’ll come for you, or me, or any of us.”

I nodded, my mouth too dry to respond. After quickly finishing my inspections, I hurried away, as if I were somehow at risk of catching the wasting by speaking its name. Though reason reminded me that no Child of Industry had ever been known to suffer the telltale symptoms—sudden weight loss, extreme pallor, high fevers. In the cold season, we’d passed around wicked coughs and lingering fevers, but nothing bad enough to cause one to stop eating and drinking and waste away to little more than a bruised skeleton.

My parents had died when I was too young to recall, but my imagination—and my nightmares—left me with vivid images of a man and woman sharing a sickbed, flies feasting on their sores.

Terribly unsettled, I reminded myself that the Mission would be up and running by winter, and Julian and I would be connected to the House of Industry by a thread of radiance that traveled clear across the country, all the way back to Sterling City. I’d spend my days working with hot radiance lines that regular citizens could not touch without burning themselves. I’d repair radiance-powered machines. I’d maintain the Mission. With so much work to do, I’d be too busy to fret about the wasting.

I’d probably be too busy to visit with Ezra.

The thought of that made my stomach ache.

When I finished the morning’s tasks, I set off for the general store. The shopkeeper laughed when I asked for trousers in my size. She sold me a pair of men’s trousers on credit, giving me a knowing look that she knew where to find me once I’d earned a paycheck.

“Ainsley can fix those up for you so you’re not swimming in them.”

“Is she a tailor?” I asked.

“Closest we’ve got to one,” the woman said with another boisterous, musical laugh. Her breath smelled like sweet liquor despite the early hour.

Something niggled at the back of my mind. I’d asked Ezra about a tailor, and he’d said the town had none. Surely he was close enough to Ainsley to know that she mended clothes. I’d have to ask him tomorrow.

Happy to leave the sad little cluster of buildings, I made my way to her house, finding myself eager to see her again and to check up on Henry. I’d seen too many children dead and dying, and my imagination gladly supplied me with unreasonable concerns—thoughts of Henry falling ill and suffering.

“It’s this talk of the wasting,” I muttered to myself, annoyed at the lingering thread of worry I couldn’t quite chase to its source. “There’s nothing wrong with the boy.”

As if conjured by my fretting, Henry skipped up to me on the path leading to Ainsley’s house. He had a fishing pole twice his height that bobbed above him like a long spear carried by a knight in a picture book.

“Sir Henry,” I said, laughing. “Are you off to defeat beasts?”

He gave me a quizzical look. “No. I’m going trout fishing.”

With tremendous effort, I swallowed back laughter and matched his serious tone. “Do you think Miss Ainsley can take in a pair of trousers?”

“She made mine from an old dress! But you’re bigger than me.”

“Not considerably,” I said with a smile. “Is she home? I’m hoping to commission her.”

Henry nodded, squirming in a way that indicated he would far rather be fishing than making conversation with me. On a whim, I pressed one of my coins into his hand. “This is for helping me carry my things to the Mission. Thank you.”

His eyes widened before he pushed it into his pocket. “You’re very welcome, Apprentice Haven. What happened to your hands?” he asked.

I stretched my fingers out and studied my scratched palms. Though the salve had helped, the cuts were still livid pink. “I got scared by a bee and fell.”

His small mouth quirked, but to his immense credit, he did not laugh at me. “Bees won’t hurt you. They’re busy looking for pretty flowers.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Is there anything I should look out for?”

“Water snakes. Wolves in winter. Rapids.” He scrunched his nose thoughtfully, and my heart sank—the list was already too long for my liking. “Hornet nests. Wood spirits.”

“Wood spirits,” I echoed, recalling him saying the same words the day I met him. “Surely those aren’t real.”

“Ezra says they are. He says they’ll protect us when we need it. They’ll drive the wasting away.”

“I thought Miss Ainsley said you weren’t meant to be friends with Ezra,” I said, wondering if either of them knew what Ezra was capable of—and if that was the source of Ainsley’s cautions.

Henry’s eyes widened. “He only said that once, a long time ago. I always mind Miss Ainsley. And I’m not meeting him to go fishing. I don’t need anybody to help me.”

“I’m sure of that,” I said gently. “I’ll ask Ezra about the wood spirits myself, how does that sound?”

He gave me a conspiratorial grin and dashed off, calling out a hasty goodbye. The fishing pole bobbed, its thin line trailing behind him like spiderweb.

Ainsley answered her door quickly, as if she’d seen me coming. “Don’t tell me you’re already sick of that sour-faced boy in charge of your Mission. I can’t promise I’m better company.”

I blinked, torn between laughter and an odd impulse to defend Julian. “No, no. I came here to have some trousers taken in and hemmed, if you can spare the time. I can pay. Well. Soon.”

“Those are them?” Ainsley asked, nodding at the paper package I carried.

“They’re all the store carried.”

Beckoning me inside, Ainsley shut the door behind me and dusted flour off her hands and onto her embroidered apron. “With a growing boy in my house, I’m forever altering trousers. They won’t be as fine as your city clothes, but you won’t trip over them either.”

“Trip over them?” I asked, a little too loudly for my liking.

Ainsley gave me a strange look. “I imagine that’s the problem. Unless you simply prefer the feel of trousers.”

“Yes. No. I thought maybe …” Ainsley had told Henry not to talk to Ezra, so she had to know him. I decided most of the truth wouldn’t hurt, as long as I left out how he helped me. “I thought maybe the midwife’s apprentice already told you that I took a terrible fall. It was mortifying. Ezra happened to see and help me up.”

“Ezra has a way of being around at the right time, doesn’t he?” Ainsley asked with a tight press of her lips. They were definitely close enough for him to irritate her. But he’d managed to irritate me mere minutes after introducing himself, so that didn’t mean much.

“I’m not sure that witnessing my utter clumsiness was being around at the right time,” I said with a weak laugh, trying not to think about the other things he’d made me feel within minutes of meeting.

Ainsley made a noncommittal sound. She was already bustling around her small sitting room like a moth, opening a chest and drawing out measuring tape. “The dress will need to come off so I can get measurements. Off now, come on. I suppose you’ll want the top half refitted into a blouse?”

“Oh. Yes,” I said, realizing I had not thought that through. “Yes, please.”

“Turn around now. I’ve got a pie on and chores to do.”

“I was wondering what the smell was.” Sugar and butter and summer berries wafted from the back room.

“Like I said, I have a growing boy.” She helped me out of my black dress, careful with the buttons at the back of my high collar. “And a healthy appetite myself,” she added with an amused huff.

I turned to face her, and her eyes narrowed. I realized with a start that my bruises were exposed. My fingers rose to my throat, but it was too late to hide what had happened.

“Someone got their hands around your neck,” she said, brow arched.

“My train was robbed. I ran afoul of one of the bandits stealing supplies meant for the Mission.”

“Unwise of them to put their hands on you, I imagine,” she said quietly, beginning to take measurements.

My underthings went only to midthigh, but I didn’t feel any more exposed in front of her than I had with the other girls at the House. Legs were legs.

“Not really,” I said. “I was panicking too much to know what to do with myself. The one who got her arm around my throat would have killed me if one of the others hadn’t stopped her.” Despite the warmth in Ainsley’s little house, the hair on my legs stood on end.

Ainsley noticed, chuckling. She crouched at my feet, measuring my inseam. “Goose bumps? Someone must be talking about you.”

“No, I was …” I couldn’t explain. For a moment, I’d recalled something, but the memory had dissolved like a cloud of steam.

“I’m sure what you went through was terrible,” Ainsley murmured. “We’ve been lucky in Frostbrook. The bandits don’t bother with the town—only the trains. And every once in a while, they rob the work camps out along the conduction line.”

I noticed that Ainsley didn’t call them resistors. Although I’d been certain they were common bandits, it relieved me to have my assumption confirmed. Julian seemed far too bookish to help me fight off resistors if we found ourselves under attack.

“I was working at the Mission this morning, and the forewoman told me the wasting has come to Frostbrook,” I said, trying to carry on the conversation, though it had begun to feel strange and prickly. My choice of topic didn’t help.

Ainsley stood and met my gaze. I felt as if she were still measuring me. “The wasting has long been in Frostbrook. It took Henry’s parents. It took mine.”

“I’m sorry,” I said helplessly, wishing I’d simply brought up the weather. “Truly.”

She snorted. “Enough of that. Go get the pie out of the stove. Use the quilted mittens, or you’ll burn yourself.”

Busying myself in Ainsley’s little kitchen eased the tension in my shoulders. The pie was beautiful. Sugary fruit bubbled through neat little cuts in the golden crust, steaming and daring me to scorch my mouth. “I suppose I should let this cool,” I called to Ainsley.

“Unless you want to blister your tongue,” she said.

When I returned to watch her sew, it looked as if she’d relaxed into her work. While I sat on a cushion on the floor, she deftly disassembled my dress, before fashioning the top half into a long blouse. Pausing occasionally, she’d ask me a quick question about whether I wanted any changes to the sleeves or neckline, but beyond that, we sat in companionable silence. Every so often I’d glance toward the kitchen, my stomach giving an eager rumble.

“Go have some of that pie,” Ainsley said, her attention on pumping the pedal on her sewing machine and feeding the fabric through the little darting mechanism that mystified me. “You’re as bad as Henry, all but drooling.”

“Thank you,” I said with breathy sincerity, trying not to make an indecent sound at the thought of digging into the pie. Ainsley’s kitchen was small and functional, with a modest set of tin plates and cutlery, and bins of dry goods on shelves against the wall. I easily found a plate and knife. “Would you like a piece?” I called out.

“No. I’ll make a sticky mess of your blouse. Mind that you leave some.”

I laughed softly. “I don’t intend to eat the whole thing.”

“I wouldn’t judge you if you did. My pies would win awards, if we had that sort of thing.”

“I’ve heard of pie awards,” I said, returning to my place on the floor to eat a small slice with my fingers. I took tiny, careful bites, savoring each sweet-sour morsel. “They have them outside the city, at the summer festival.”

“You’ll find we have no festivals in Frostbrook.”

“Maybe you will when more people come, when the radiance line is finished and the Mission is up and running. People will flock to Frostbrook from all over. It’ll be a real city before you know it.”

Ainsley, without looking up from hand stitching a button, rolled her eyes quite spectacularly.

“Are you not excited for it?” Since she wasn’t watching me, I licked the plate clean. And then licked my fingers to try to get the reddish juices off.

“I have no reason to be excited. More people means more interference in our lives and how we live them.”

“But it also means schools! Commerce. Prosperity.” My radiance, as if responding to my passion, made my fingertips feel tingly. I clenched my hands into fists, willing it to settle down.

“Strangers.” Ainsley jabbed her sewing needle with force. “Rich fools.”

“What are you really afraid of?” I asked, taken aback by the anger in her voice.

Her fingers stopped moving. She looked at me. “I’m not afraid of anything. I’m weary of wealthy men building their fortunes on the bones of good people. I grew up in Sterling City. My parents came to Frostbrook with the first group of settlers to make their homes here in the foothills. But it was already too late for them. Cities are full of rot and ruin. So I hope I never see this town corrupted by Progress.”

What she said was dangerously close to the rhetoric of the resistors who assassinated Children of Industry. But on her lips, it sounded like truth, not the ravings of violent extremists. I struggled to find the words to dispute her, so I sat in silence, cursing my inability to defend what I believed in. What I was destined to do.

“Does that make you cross with me?” she asked, her fingers once more flying along the fabric. It didn’t sound like she cared one way or another.

“How could I be cross with you when you’re being honest about how you feel?” I managed to say. “I don’t wish to see Frostbrook corrupted, but I believe Progress can come …”

What did I believe? That it could come gently? I knew nothing of gentleness.

And I also knew that Progress wasn’t free. Someone like Ainsley might never be able to pay the fees associated with running a private radiance line to a residence. And even if she did, what radiance-powered machines could she possibly afford?

“I want it to come without … spoiling anything here,” I finished, my words weak and hollow.

“Do you know anything but what you’ve been taught?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, trying not to sound as offended as the question made me feel. I knew plenty of things.

“At your famous school. The place where radiance comes from. Did they allow you to study literature or art? Did you read about history? Ethics?”

“We were taught how to control radiance and build Progress,” I said. “There was no time for the rest.”

She kept her eyes on her work. “No time at all?”

“We were busy. I was very busy. It takes years and years to become an apprentice. I worked nearly a dozen hours a day my final year to become proficient enough to assist a Senior at a Mission.”

“Staying alive keeps everyone busy, Josephine. Has it ever occurred to you that you were deliberately prevented from learning anything but what they wanted you to believe?”

A fine tremor ran through my body. I couldn’t tell if it was anger or sadness, but either way I hated how it felt. I hated that this talk of knowledge and Progress was driving a wedge between me and Ainsley before we’d even had a chance to become properly acquainted.

I hated that I wanted to become properly acquainted with her at all. It was forbidden. How could her words trouble me so when I was rebelling against the House in my own small, foolish way?

“Why are you saying these things?” I finally asked, my voice shaking.

Ainsley exhaled noisily, as if my question were preposterous. “I’m saying what I believe. This is my house, isn’t it?”

“It is.” I stood and took the plate to the butcher block in her kitchen, then wiped it clean with a pitcher and rag. When I returned, she was still working, calm as could be, while I trembled.

“You should get used to being challenged,” she said softly. “If you believe everything you’re told, people will treat you like a child for your whole life.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

Ainsley laughed. “You already asked me that. Maybe I’m pleased to meet someone my age in this town. Maybe I’m hoping you won’t be an empty-headed fool.”

“Th-that’s rude,” I sputtered.

“It’s not rude if it’s true. I hope it’s not true.”

“I’d storm right out if you weren’t holding my trousers,” I said, flustered.

When she looked up to meet my gaze, her eyes sparkled with mirth. “It’s a clever way to hold your audience, is it not?”

Since we were having that kind of conversation, I huffed back onto the cushion on the floor and folded my arms tightly. “Why did you tell Henry he can’t play with Ezra?”

“He can’t play with Ezra because Ezra isn’t a little boy. He’s a busy apprentice healer who doesn’t need a child at his heels. Why do you care to know?”

My cheeks got hot. I wished I had long hair to cover them. “The way Henry said it … I thought—I thought it was for his safety.”

Ainsley snorted and shook out the trousers. “You’re imaginative for someone who wasn’t taught to read. Come and try these on.”

“I can read. I didn’t read frippery. That’s all.”

When I pulled the trousers on, I forgave Ainsley for everything she’d said. My legs were free. I shoved my feet back into my boots and gave a stumbling twirl.

Ainsley crossed her arms. “I can see how you nearly tumbled to your death.”

“I’ll have you know I’m quite graceful. Sometimes.”

Her laughter pulsed through me like the ringing of a bell, and I giggled in return, some of the lingering tightness in my chest softening. Every so often, Gertrude had made me laugh like that. More rarely, I’d made her laugh in return. I’d liked the sound.

Before long, Ainsley was helping me pull on the blouse fastened from the top half of my dress. “You’re sure you want the neck to stay high like this? It seems stifling.”

“Yes. It’s customary.” I retied my blue neck scarf.

“Customary,” she repeated with an eye-roll. “Then there you are. A properly mobile apprentice Conductor. Why do they send you off into the wilderness in such fussy dresses in the first place?” Before I could speak, she went on with a chuckle: “Let me guess—it’s customary.”

“The House contracts with a clothing mill nearby to provide uniforms for all the students. It’s a rite of passage, in a way, to get our assignments and have the opportunity to make alterations within reason. I wasn’t sure I wanted trousers, to be honest. I never wore them at the House. I didn’t know if they’d feel comfortable.”

To my surprise, Ainsley was listening closely, her brow knit in a small frown. “That sounds difficult.”

“Which part?”

She adjusted my scarf a little too firmly at my throat. “Not being an individual.”

I resisted the urge to bat her hands away.

Her words followed me all the way back to the Mission.




CHAPTER EIGHT

When I brought Julian his breakfast the next morning, he’d left his door open. I stepped into the doorway cautiously and saw him writing at his desk, dressed as impeccably as always. Feeling like a rumpled mess in contrast, I lingered for a moment, studying the curiosity that he was. With his brow furrowed in concentration and his hand scribbling furiously, he looked like a schoolboy.

“How early do you rise?” I abruptly asked, imagining that it must be well before dawn.

He startled, dropping his palm over the writing as if hiding a love note. “Excuse me?”

“You always look … so put together. No matter how early it is.”

For a moment, his mouth worked silently. I could recognize a lie in the making and couldn’t blame him. It had been improper of me to ask such a personal question. So it surprised me when he answered, “I don’t sleep particularly well. It’s easier to start my day early than try to achieve more rest.”

“These days have been tiring,” I admitted, offering a truth for a truth. “I’ve found myself falling asleep quickly.”

Julian watched me blankly. He’d been notorious for his intelligence at the House of Industry, but I was beginning to doubt that had resulted in any kind of camaraderie with his classmates.

“What are you working on?” I asked, genuinely surprised that anyone could be more awkward than I was.

“Documentation,” he said, his fingers tracing the edge of the paper as if he needed to protect it from me.

“That’s good. Alice, the forewoman, said we ought to document things in case we die.” It was meant to be a joke, but the words fell flat, and Julian stared at me as if I’d grown another set of hands.

With a sigh, I left his breakfast on the table beside his desk. Unable to control a quick glance at his work, I saw the name Nikola at the top of the letter. His handwriting was compact and without flourish, but there was something affectionate about the way he’d written the name. “You look as if you’re composing a letter to a suitor,” I said with a smile. Spending the afternoon with Ainsley had clearly cracked something open inside me—made me overly familiar. Made me eager to hear the voice of another. To be heard.

It made me long for those I’d spent almost every day of my life with until now.

“Pardon?” Julian asked, wide-eyed, clearly startled by my stunning lack of matters.

I was behaving shamelessly. My face flushed. “Forgive me, Senior. It’s so early. My mind is half asleep.”

“Surely you’re aware that a Child of Industry would not have a suitor,” he said through gritted teeth. “Or are you even more woefully uneducated than you seem?”

I could not help thinking about Ezra. About the fact that I was going to meet him this very morning. He wasn’t a suitor, of course. But he was also most certainly not the kind of company Julian or the House would approve of me keeping.

“I ought not to have teased you,” I admitted, abruptly irritated. His eyes widened even more as I went on. “It’s only that I was used to a bit of friendly jesting with the others at the House. It made the day go by faster. It made us all …”

Not as desperately lonely.

“Then I suggest you better acclimate yourself to life in Frostbrook,” Julian said tightly, dismissing me with a wave of his hand.

“Yes, Senior,” I managed to reply without the irritation I felt. Resisting the urge to snatch the letter up and read it the way I’d often stolen Tabitha’s diary, I left him alone in his quiet room. A ways down the corridor, I halted with my back against the wall and breathed through a heady mix of anger and amusement. Oh, Gertrude would have loved to know how much I’d utterly failed to control my tongue.

I missed her so much.
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With my chores scheduled for later in the afternoon, I busied myself tidying my quarters to keep from showing up at the river too early. Ezra was already at the dock when I arrived. He had his back to me when I approached, and a wave of familiarity struck me at the shape of his broad shoulders and the way he wore his hair unfashionably long.

“Don’t let me startle you!” I called out.

He turned and arched a thick brow at me. “I’m not as easily startled as you, Apprentice. At the very least, I haven’t hurled myself off any river-banks lately.”

Twitching, I patted the bag at my hip. “I have bread and butter.” It was a peace offering, though I wasn’t sure why I felt like I needed to ease the space between us.

“Thank you. I missed supper last night.” Exhaustion lined his face, but there was something day bright about him, as if a fire burned behind his eyes. “Beatrice attended a birth, and it lasted all night. A boy, born right before dawn. They’re calling him Tiernan!” He accepted the offered bread and bit into it like a starved man.

“Wait for the butter,” I said through laughter, opening the waxed-paper package and spreading the substance onto his rough piece.

“Thank you,” he repeated with his mouth full.

“What part did you play in the birth?” I asked, having only a rudimentary familiarity with the whole affair. Human reproduction had not been a topic of study at the House.

“Support, mostly. Heating water, making sure Beatrice had her tools and that the mother’s family was kept aware of her progress. The father—he’s working on the Mission construction—stayed by her side the whole time.”

“A father attending a birth?” I asked, surprised. It was my understanding that in Sterling City, women were kept secluded with their midwives, sisters, and mothers.

“He had a part in it, didn’t he?”

I’d never thought of it that way and blushed terribly. I shoved bread into my mouth and savored the nutty flavor, hoping it would distract me from inadvertently talking about sex with Ezra. As with birthing, I knew only what the other students had whispered of. All of it sounded messy.

“You eat like you’ve never had good bread,” Ezra observed.

That did nothing for my blush. “I haven’t. Not like this. It tastes like the countryside. Sunny.”

“What did the bread taste like where you come from?”

“A little dusty. Sometimes the smell of the port carried all the way to the House of Industry, and no matter how much incense we burned, everything tasted like rotting fish and horse shit.”

He snorted. “That’s specific.”

“Specifically terrible.”

Ezra grabbed my hand. “Let’s go.”

His fingers were warm, and his hand was much bigger than mine. It took all I had not to trip over my own feet at the shock of heat that ran through me. I resolved to make nothing of it. It was simply that I rarely touched others.

Leading me away from the dock and onto the path we’d traveled before, he glanced down at my feet. “Good-looking trousers. Ainsley works fast.”

“Why did you lie to me?” I asked, pulling my hand from his. I wasn’t angry, not really. But I needed to know. And when I had a question, my headstrong mind didn’t wait for the proper moment.

He stiffened, absently brushing his hands against his shirt. “What do you mean?”

“You said the town had no tailor.”

“Ah.” Ezra shuffled his feet, looking down sheepishly. “She can be particular about strangers. I didn’t think she’d want me sending you her way.”

“The shopkeeper had no qualms about sending me to her.”

“I’m not surprised. She doesn’t know Ainsley like I do.”

“Ainsley had no qualms either,” I pointed out, feeling a twinge of discomfort at the notion of Ainsley and Ezra knowing each other well.

Ezra lifted his hands as if in surrender. The corner of his mouth twitched. “I misjudged the situation. Will you forgive me, Apprentice Haven?”

Shaking my head, I couldn’t help laughing at his mock formality. “I’ll make an attempt.”

“Anyway. Like I said, she did a fine job with the alterations.” His gaze traveled down the length of my legs before he looked away quickly. “No chores today?”

It took me a moment to find my voice. “Julian wants me to help him supervise a shipment of radiance cable coming in on the train late in the day. So I’ve got a little time to dally.”

Ezra led me along the path once more. “Why do you need to supervise? Surely they’ve had plenty of practice unloading crates.”

“I’m sure I’ll be assisting with the powered winch as well. The cargo is a special alloy and must be handled with great care. We’re using it within the Mission, not on the main line. They mine the metal in the far north, and it takes months to ship it to the coast, let alone get it here by train.” Pride warmed my voice. Progress could only happen through the efforts of many regions working together, through the House of Industry’s tremendous investment in the materials needed to bring radiance to every corner of our nation.

Scratching his jaw, Ezra frowned as he walked. “I see.”

“Are you listening?” I asked, a little perturbed that he didn’t seem impressed by the quality and origin of our alloys.

“Yes. Yes, of course. Follow me.” He cut off the path onto a trail so narrow, I struggled to see how he could tell where to place his feet or where we were going.

Anxiety bubbled beneath my ribs. “I don’t like this. I don’t know where we are.”

“I do,” he said easily.

The hair on my arms stood up as I realized the brush around us moved gently out of the way. Nothing tugged at my legs or scratched me. “It’s only … I’m accustomed to being able to navigate on my own, within reason. There are no landmarks here.” I looked over my shoulder. “I can’t even see the river now.”

He stopped abruptly and turned, sobering. “Are you afraid?”

“Of you?”

Ezra frowned. “No. Of the forest.”

“I’m afraid of the forest due to my own incompetence when it comes to surviving in the wilderness.” I gestured at the thick growth around us. “I wouldn’t know what to eat or how to find water.”

His gaze softened, and a gentle smile created a shallow dimple on one side of his mouth. “That’s fair. Would it help if I showed you some of those things? I’d hate for you to fear this place.”

A small flutter of warmth made itself known under my skin. No one had ever taught me anything but how to advance Progress. “Yes, that would help. Thank you.”

We walked more slowly, and he touched plants here and there, pointing out wild berries I hadn’t noticed and mushrooms he recommended I avoid. Without a notebook to keep my thoughts organized, I’d never recall everything he told me, but I found comfort in the confidence in his voice and in the healing properties he recognized in what had looked like merely a mass of trees and bushes.

He quieted when we reached a rocky place. Massive boulders rose from the ground like the knobby fists of giants. There was something as hallowed about this place as there was in our cavernous workroom at the House of Industry.

It was old. Impossibly old.

“Why did you think I was asking if you were afraid of me?” Ezra asked, startling me out of my hushed reverence.

“It would make sense for me to fear you. You’re little more than a stranger. You’re … well, you do have wild magic, after all. And we’re alone in an unfamiliar place. But I’m not afraid of you.” I could feel myself babbling, yet I was no more able to stop it than I was able to stop the flow of the river. “And Ainsley doesn’t seem to think you’re dangerous, if that makes you feel better.”

“It was foolish of her to say that,” he said, abruptly brittle.

A small frustrated knot formed in my throat. “Well, which is it? Should I be afraid of you?” I found myself cross with him—and cross with myself for letting the tone of his voice hurt me.

“All magic is wild, Josephine. Yours. Mine. We’d be fools to think we can control anything, let alone the magic within us.”

“Radiance isn’t magic,” I spat, shaken by how he’d articulated my greatest fear as if he could see directly into my heart. What if, at the true core of me, I was ungovernable?

“So the bolts of lightning that shoot out of your hands are what, exactly?”

“I—I don’t … shoot lightning,” I sputtered. “Using radiance like a weapon is forbidden unless you’re a highly trained Transistor. And it’s still not lightning!”

He crossed his arms, looking oddly smug, and I had a feeling I was missing something—which only made me angrier. I wondered how he’d feel if I snapped a branch off the sapling beside us and thwacked him on the head with it.

“Let me see if I understand all this.” I felt prickly and let my voice show it. “I should be afraid of you because you’re an Animator, and that’s dangerous. But I shouldn’t really be afraid of you because you know which plants are good and you saved my life and Ainsley said you’re not dangerous. And we’re both exactly the same. And we’re both terribly dangerous. So maybe I should be afraid of myself, too. Is that all of it?”

His lips twisted into something between a scowl and a grin. “You don’t have to make it so complicated.”

I wasn’t ready for him to make a face like that. A face that made me want to touch his mouth.

Those kinds of thoughts wouldn’t do me any good when bigger, more terrible thoughts were creeping through me like marching ants. I tried to tell myself I was capable of learning self-control. I’d spent over a decade practicing discipline. Rigor. Compliance.

But that word.

Wild.

It kindled something in me. Something that didn’t want to be caged. I’d wanted Ezra to teach me how to control my radiance, but being near him made me feel as if I’d never be tamed. It made me wonder how it would feel to stop trying to contain myself. My curiosity. My anger.

My … the part of me that wanted to touch him.

“Why are we here?” I demanded, eager for anything to make me stop thinking. Anything to make me stop wondering if I knew myself at all.

“So we won’t be seen,” Ezra said, as if I’d asked an ignorant question.

“That’s exactly what a person who was about to murder me in the woods would say.”

His gaze raked over my hands. “I believe you’d stop me, with great efficacy, if I attempted to murder you.”

“Then what do you want to do in such great secrecy?” I snapped, shoving my hands into my pockets.

A smile lit his face like the sunrise. “This.”
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His magic smelled like jasmine.

When he finally finished, my cheeks were wet with tears. I breathed raggedly and found myself on my knees in the mossy soil with no idea when I’d fallen.

Flowers of every kind circled me—vivid-yellow and dusty-pink and sky-blue petals formed a curtain around me finer than any silk. I touched newborn leaves, shocked at how green and delicate they were. Vines wound around my feet, not grasping but nudging, as if the plants themselves wanted to say hello. As if, I thought foolishly, they cared about me.

A broken sob tore through the silence. I realized I’d been the origin of the sound and felt my cheeks heat.

Ezra crouched, concern and confusion written across his face. He handed me a kerchief with a hole in it. “Josephine. Take a slow breath. I didn’t think it would frighten you.”

“I’m not frightened!” My voice indicated otherwise. I dried my cheeks with shaky dabs. “I don’t know what I am. I don’t know what this is. I don’t know what I’m feeling.”

He let out a soft, nervous sort of laugh. “I’m getting that impression. What can I do to help?”

There was something weary about him again. Something deeper than exhaustion from staying up all night with the midwife. Despite that, a glow of pride lit his cheeks. I knew that expression.

I’d felt it myself, many times.

I handed him back his kerchief and wiped my nose with my sleeve before I adjusted myself to sit in somewhat less of an overwhelmed heap. “I asked you to teach me how you control your magic, not to construct an arbor.”

He grinned. “Yeah, but it’s a really nice arbor.”

I wrinkled my nose, though I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “Is this what you do when you’re not working with the midwife?”

“Decorative gardening? No. But sometimes I come out here and make things grow. It feels good.”

“Does it? You look … tired. Like it was difficult.”

He was quiet for too long, too many calculations going on behind his eyes for my liking. “It’s harder when I’m near you.”

“What?” My voice cut through the silence around us like a bark.

He flinched. “It is what it is. I don’t mean to insult you.”

“I’m not insulted. I’m worried.”

“You believe me?”

“Of course I believe you. I’ve seen it twice now. I can see what’s plain in front of me.”

His dubious expression made me want to tear a few flowers down and throw them at him. “Can you really?”

“Are you mocking me?” I asked, quiet.

“It’s only that there’s so much you don’t see. That you don’t believe. I can’t fix that for you. I can only show you this.”

“Flowers.” I snorted, my heart beating fast. It felt like he was insulting my intelligence, and I hated the way it squeezed my organs.

“Possibilities,” he corrected gently.

“Radiance is possibility. It’s jobs. It’s convenience. It’s light, Ezra. Light in the darkness. This is beautiful, but you’re right—I can’t see the same possibilities in a decorative garden.”

“That’s because you don’t respect life.”

I surged to my feet, fingertips sparking. “How dare you!”

He huffed with frustration and gestured at me as if I’d just illustrated his point. “Are you going to hurt me, Josephine?”

Stumbling back, I wondered if I would have if his words hadn’t struck me like a knife to my guts. “If you’re so peaceful and perfect,” I asked with a snarl, “why did the Animators have to be killed?”

A ragged sound of disbelief shook out of him. He remained on his knees, staring up at me. “Because Animators were not so easily charmed by talk of birthright and destiny. They were killed because they wouldn’t do what they were told.”

A flower brushed my cheek. I swatted at it. What he was saying couldn’t be true. The Animators had attacked Children of Industry before either of us had been born. They’d forced the House’s hand. “And you think I do what I’m told?”

“Of course you do. It’s all you do.” His eyes held pity as he added softly, “It’s all you can do.”

I felt as if his wild magic had squeezed the air out of my lungs. But the pain I felt wasn’t because of magic. “You think I’m a fool.”

He heaved a breath so weary, it made my bones ache. “You’re not a fool.”

I glanced away with a sharp sigh. Ezra was charming, but he wasn’t a good liar. Tilting my head back, I watched the dappled sunlight that broke through the canopy of trees high above. “I am,” I whispered, adding it to the list of my failings.

When I looked back, Ezra was watching me, his eyes bright. “Josephine. Don’t you wonder why nothing will grow near the radiance lines? The dead trees along the railways. The—”

“That’s enough,” I snapped. “I don’t want to talk about it. I’m not a little child you can frighten with stories.”

“Don’t do that.” With that same terrible pitying expression, Ezra pushed up on his knees and reached for my wrist.

I flinched away, warning him off with an outstretched hand.

He sank back onto his heels and stared at my palm—and didn’t try to touch me again. In the silence, I could hear the way his breathing coarsened.

“Tell me. Am I hurting you right now?” I steeled myself for the answer.

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Discounting when you’re actively trying to fry me like an egg, it only hurts when you’re startled by my magic. I think your wariness … opposes it.” He scrubbed his hand down his face and laughed softly to himself. “Certainly a development worth documenting.”

I wanted to know what he meant by that, but I had a more pressing concern than his cryptic muttering: He’d let me hurt him.

“It causes you pain when you startle me with wild magic,” I said, my voice rising with every word. “So you decided to do a great show of it without warning me? Who’s the fool now?!”

A bird fluttered out of the brush, driven away by my shouting.

He swallowed and didn’t respond for a long time. “To be quite honest, I don’t feel particularly reasonable around you.”

My anger sapped out of me, leaving me weak-kneed and nauseated. The flowers around me were starting to brown and wilt, as if they felt my exhaustion. “That’s comforting, actually.” I tried to catch my breath, but the air felt thin. My thoughts were a buzzing hive of bees.

He looked away, running his hand back through his hair until it stood tall like reeds in the wind. “This wasn’t supposed to go like this,” he muttered.

“Oh? How was it supposed to go?”

When he met my gaze, I hated the frustration I saw in his eyes. He rose to his feet slowly, as if it took great care to move his absurdly tall body. “It doesn’t matter. All I’ve done is upset you.”

“How could it not upset me to hurt you?” My voice broke. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

Not when I wasn’t trying to, anyway.

His shoulders rose and fell with a heavy sigh, and he pushed his messy hair out of his eyes. “Maybe if I learn more about your radiance and the Mission, I can figure out exactly why it hurts me sometimes, and then we can fix it,” he said, something off about his tone.

I didn’t question his reluctance. After all, I’d only caused him pain and frustration since we’d met. If he let me try, I’d find a way to help him and not hurt him. I wanted to do something that would ease the hollowness in his gaze. Even if that meant sharing things that weren’t meant to be shared with anyone—let alone an Animator.

“I’ll show you what I can about Progress,” I promised. I owed him that much for the tension around his eyes, the dullness to his skin that hadn’t been there before he’d made the flowers grow around me. And maybe once he truly understood what we were trying to do, he’d see the good in what I—what the House—was doing. “We’ll figure this out together.”

He turned his face away, his fingers brushing through the grass that formed a soft bed where we sat. “I’d like that,” he said quietly.

It didn’t sound like he meant it.




CHAPTER NINE

We could no longer dally in the woods. The shipment would arrive soon. I followed Ezra in silence back toward the rail yard, and with every step, my feet felt heavier. I’d already grown too attached to Ezra in my attempt to learn self-discipline from his control over wild magic. And now I’d taken our ill-advised partnership a step further by promising to teach him about my radiance in turn.

Ostensibly, it was to help him figure out why my radiance caused him pain. But Gertrude would have taken one look at me and seen the truth under my generous offer.

And she’d have been right. I couldn’t stand the thought of him being disappointed in me. It was selfishness, not altruism, driving me to further distance myself from the regulations of the House. I wanted him to embrace my radiance with the same wonder I felt when he wielded wild magic. I wanted him to believe in Progress. In me.

Gertrude had always examined the mess of me and seen truth in the tangles. More than ever, I longed for her. Surely she’d help me understand the feverish way Ezra made me feel. We had never been taught to name the stirrings of our hearts.

Gertrude, I thought, gazing up at the unfeeling trees. I feel drunk.

She used to tug the hair behind my ear until I yelped and focused. I pinched the sensitive skin at the inside of my wrist, but the sting didn’t clear away my turbulent thoughts—or my longing for her. Not looking where I was walking, I stubbed my toe on a knobby stone. The pain enraged me more than it should have, and I cursed and swept the rock off the path with my boot. Ezra turned back to me, brown eyes big and surprised.

“What?” I shouted viciously. Gertrude had looked at me like that when I’d struck her with radiance and promised I wouldn’t do it again. When I’d shown her how weak and mean I truly was. It was only a matter of time before Ezra understood the same thing she did—that I was hopeless.

Anger felt good. Felt much better than missing her and wanting him.

Ezra took a step back and eyed me warily. “Are you always this moody?”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I muttered, trembling. I closed my hands into tight fists and tried to understand why tripping over a stone had enraged me. Why did I feel so much?

“That’s what I’m worried about.” He sank into a crouch, and for a heartbeat, I thought he might spring at me like a wild animal. Then I realized that he was only responding to the skittering light around my body. He was slipping into a defensive stance. He was frightened.

Radiance danced on my skin, thready veins of white-hot light. I tried to will it away.

“I’m not troubled by the way you feel,” he gritted out, as if it pained him to speak. “It’s this.” He gestured carefully. “You’re not as disciplined as you think you are. What if you kill someone? What if you do something you can’t take back?”

My breath sucked in with a sharp hiss, and I jammed my hands into my pockets. My trousers would do nothing to curb the flow of radiance, but hiding my hands helped me restrain myself. I wanted to tell him that losing control was exactly what I was afraid of.

But I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t make it that real.

“Something’s wrong with me?” I asked instead, because it was easier to blame him for seeing it. It took everything I had to keep from setting my own pockets on fire. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“No. Something’s wrong with radiance. Fundamentally. And you know it.” He scrubbed his hands over his face and ran them back through his sweaty hair until he looked like he wore a twiggy bird’s nest on his head. “You know it in your heart. Isn’t that why you’re angry?”

He was wrong. Something was fundamentally wrong with my control. Not my radiance. “Don’t presume to know what I feel.”

“Anyone could see that you’re close to boiling over.” His voice broke, the wrecked sound of it startling me. “But you’d have killed someone by now if you weren’t a good person. You’re good.”

He sounded regretful.

“You are confusing,” I whispered, wanting to sink to the dirt and curl up in the thick clover alongside the path. I reached for something biting to say and found nothing but hollowness around my lungs.

Ezra straightened, no longer crouched like a cornered animal. Still, something shadowed his gaze as he studied me.

You’re good. The echo of it lingered on my skin. Why had he sounded disappointed? Did he expect something terrible of me?

I didn’t want to know. Not right now when my mind was already overly full.

“I know I’m not a ruthless killer,” I said, trying to make the words light. “I grew up with the most irritating people in the world. They survived, didn’t they?”

He didn’t smile. “What would happen if you had a good reason to take a life?”

“Then I’d do it,” I snapped. “Wouldn’t you?”

Ezra’s lips parted. The woods were quiet enough for me to hear how sharply he inhaled. And then he sighed. “I don’t think so. I don’t want to. I wouldn’t want to.”

“So, rather than defend yourself, you’d give up and die?” I asked, my voice too thin.

We regarded each other in silence until the train whistle sounded shrilly, making me jump.

“The shipment,” I said, groaning. “I’m going to be late to work. I’ve got to go.”

“Of course,” he said with another small sigh. He gestured for me to lead the way on the path, and I couldn’t blame him. I’d just admitted that I’d kill someone if given cause. He’d called me good, but he’d said it as if the word were a splinter. Maybe I’d do him a favor and prove him wrong.

It would be easier for both of us if he hated me.

As I jogged toward the train yard, birdsong and our heavy footsteps gave way to the grunts and shouts of people working, and the heavy thuds of machinery. At the tree line, I stopped short to smooth my blouse and the front of my trousers, then adjust my tool belt. A few stray flower petals fell from my hair when I ran my fingers back through my close-cropped curls. I wasn’t naive enough to ignore the conclusions others would jump to if they saw me rushing from the woods with a boy, mussed and covered in bits of plants.

Ezra plucked a blossom from the scarf at my throat. His fingers brushed my skin. “There,” he said softly.

A shiver ran up my legs. I resisted the urge to startle away—or surge toward him. The impulse was as hot as my anger had been. As impossible to ignore. But I only trembled.

What would it be like to live a simpler life? To steal away for the afternoon with a beautiful boy and kiss him on a bed of clover until our clothes became rumpled? My cheeks felt like I’d gotten too close to a fire, and I patted my hands at them, willing the flush to die down before anyone saw me.

Despite the urgency, I lingered a moment longer. It was a strange sensation—feeling rooted in place. Rooted to him.

Saplings hid us from view. Ezra asked, shockingly close to my ear, “Are you all right?”

“I’ve got a lot on my mind. Don’t you?”

“More than you might think.” His low, amused voice sent another shiver through me. “Go tend to your duties. I’ll find you later.”

“You’re a nuisance.” I exhaled, batting him away, eager to reclaim my dignity from the traitorous grasp of my heart.
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The train hulked like a grimy beast, stinking of coal and grease and the iron smell of unfathomable heat. Running, grateful for my trousers, I passed the huge engine, wary of the massive wheels but drawn to the mechanisms that made it fly across the landscape faster than any horse.

When I reached the crowd of people unloading goods from a cargo car, everyone quieted and stared at me. No one smiled. Julian emerged, his sleeves rolled up, exposing his light-brown skin to the afternoon sun. He didn’t look particularly pleased.

“Made your way here at last?” he asked. “Ideally you’d have arrived before the train.”

Others glared or laughed, all of them dressed for hard labor and already sweating in the growing heat. Guilt rushed through me. I’d been too wrapped up in my hurt and Ezra’s. All the while, others had been toiling to finish the Mission. That’s what we were here for. What all of us were here for.

“I’m sorry,” I said, bowing my head and panting from sprinting along the tracks. “Truly.”

“You ought to be,” muttered a man with a thick white beard. His blue eyes were cloudy with age. “We’ve done all we could, but they say we can’t unload the new cables without a child lending a hand.”

A child. He meant me. My cheeks heated.

Julian’s disappointed expression softened. He took me by the elbow and led me to a wooden platform attached to a fairly rudimentary winch. “Gather yourself,” he said with a nod. “Now go on.”

I climbed the ladder to the top of the platform. Below me, in the train car’s hold, dozens of delicate wire coils were packed tightly in wooden pallets. The gleaming metal had made its way across the continent. Mined on a distant coast and forged in a massive factory. A thousand hands had probably touched it before it traveled to Frostbrook to be handled by more workers. More people I didn’t know, and might never know.

Would they ever benefit from Progress?

A hollow ache formed in my belly. I didn’t have a word for it.

Dozens of people watched me expectantly. When the forewoman, Alice, marched up to the group, I realized how odd I must look doing nothing but staring at the crates. I sifted through my buzzing thoughts to recall the safety protocols for handling conduction wire. It was critical not to drop the spindles and bend the wire, or it wouldn’t unspool properly.

“I thought you said she could do this,” Alice said to Julian. She crossed her strong arms and gave me a dubious look that made me want to shrink to the size of a dormouse.

“She can. Are you ready?” Julian called up to me. Our eyes met, and his were steady and calm. There were dozens of people watching me, but he was the only one I needed to impress. He looked curious, but not doubtful. Like me, he’d learned how to control simple gears by the age of ten. This was child’s play.

Swallowing my nerves, I positioned myself at the gearbox that controlled the winch used to load and unload cargo. Julian—or his predecessor—had configured it to run on radiance once a lever was pulled to override the manual power of a team of mules. I hefted the lever and placed my hand on the cool metal conduction pad. Though Conductors didn’t have the raw, unfiltered power of Generators, we could easily power isolated machinery. And once the radiance line was complete, the greater power source would be connected to the winch, and anyone with a mind for machinery could control it.

No one would have to wait for a child to stop playing in the woods in order to finish their work.

The faces of those watching me were wary but curious. Their expressions made me think of Ezra, of the way he looked at me so keenly, and my fingers trembled. I felt the platform creak under my feet, and then Julian was beside me.

“They haven’t seen me run the winch yet.” He reached out, and I was unreasonably terrified he’d touch my hand. Instead, he flicked a dead leaf off the conduction pad so it wouldn’t catch fire. “It’s the only reason you’re a bit of a spectacle. Get ahold of your nerves.”

“I’ve got it.” I exhaled.

The leaf had fallen from the anemic trees on either side of the track. I thought of Alice telling me how many had already died working on the Mission. And then I wasn’t nervous over an audience but nervous for them in a way I could not wrap words around.

My misplaced worry didn’t matter. I had to fulfill the duty I’d been sent here to do.

Steadying myself with a slow breath, I let my attention turn inward, to the ever-present call of radiance. As if it had been jealous of Ezra’s show of magic earlier, radiance leaped from me, and the winch hummed. “All right,” I said, my eyes half closed, my focus on keeping the flow even. Too much power and it would snap the gears. Too little and it wouldn’t have the torque required to lift the heavy load.

The silence around me made my skin prickle. For a moment, it was like everyone was holding their breath.

Were they waiting for me to make a mistake?

Determined not to fail—especially in front of Julian—I narrowed my focus. Precision meant ignoring the stares.

With my left hand on the conduction pad, I used my right on the controls, deftly swinging the boom over the cargo hold and lowering the winch. When it became clear that I wasn’t utterly incompetent, the crowd sprung back to life.

“Good,” Julian said beside me. “You’re doing well.”

In the train’s hold, a handful of men and women fastened the winch straps to the crate and hollered when it was ready to lift. A bead of sweat ran down the side of my face. As a child, I’d learned that using radiance in a sustained fashion taxed our bodies the same way running or lifting heavy things did. A light current was no more than a steady walk. This was somewhere around a jog, enough to heat my body and change the pace of my breathing.

When the first crate landed with a gentle thud in the back of a fortified wagon, I heard the gust of relieved breaths around me. We had three more to go, but each would have to wait until the wagon made the round trip from the station to the Mission. I removed my hand from the conduction pad.

A few people applauded, and others were stone-faced and silent, as if what I had done had disturbed them. I leaned against the platform’s edge and wiped my brow with my sleeve. As the wagon creaked away, the crowd slowly dispersed. Everyone had plenty to do unloading crates and sacks from the train’s other cargo cars.

“Don’t use this as an opportunity to rest,” Julian told me, gently chiding. “These people are working hard.”

I was too exhilarated by the work to take offense at the notion that someone might consider me lazy. “I should do a maintenance check on the motor.”

“Yes. Good,” Julian said absently, his attention on the edge of the woods.

“Are you going to observe?” I ducked into his line of sight, a little irritated that he wasn’t paying me any mind. He was meant to mentor me, after all.

“No. I trust you can do something basic without supervision.” Julian rolled his sleeves back down restlessly. “I’ve got work to do at the Mission. Be sure to break for water. You’ll get a headache from exerting yourself otherwise.”

We climbed down from the platform one by one, and Julian studied me for a moment. “You have a deft touch. I imagine you have a good mind for machines whether they’re powered by radiance or water or wind.”

I found myself blinking. Wind and water power were archaic. We’d hardly learned a thing about such old-fashioned means of work at the House. “I suppose. All machines are cousins, Professor Dunn always said.”

“She’s wise. I’m glad you listened to her.”

“Why?” I asked, utterly confused. I’d hardly be expected to build a new waterwheel at the old mill. We were here precisely so that no one would have to rely on the whims of nature again.

Julian’s attention drifted back to the skeletal tree line. “We’re a long way from the House of Industry.” Before I could attempt a response to such an obvious yet ominous statement, he gave me an awkward nod and left me standing beside the train, mystified.

Unsettled, I opened the winch’s access box with the tools at my hip and checked the wiring from the gears to the motor. Baffling or not, Julian had done impeccable work. He took no shortcuts, labeled his wiring appropriately, and carefully tucked away edges to prevent radiance from jumping from the wiring onto a bit of grease or dust that could spark a fire. I made a mental note to return with fresh oil for the motor and wiped my hands clean on the rag fastened to my belt.

“Has anyone seen Ezra?” Someone called out, making me startle and straighten. Icy guilt flooded through me, though surely no one knew I’d spent the morning with him.

Alice and another worker hurried by. “I need him to come to camp and take a look at Phillip,” the man was telling Alice.

Slowing to a stop, Alice wiped her face with a handkerchief. “Fever’s getting worse?”

“The wasting’s got ahold of him, I’m sure of it,” the man said with a tight sigh.

“There’s not much to be done for it, if that’s the case,” Alice muttered. “Not when it’s gone this far.”

“Could Ezra see to the aching, at least?” The man’s gaze darted toward me warily until I looked away. “Bring him some relief?”

I didn’t hear Alice’s response, but she turned back at me for a moment, her mouth an unhappy tight line.




CHAPTER TEN

Talk of the wasting left me uneasy, so I soothed myself with work to quiet my mind, carrying light cargo and helping to secure the empty train car. Soon, the train would depart for the final destination on the line, where the engine would be loaded onto a turntable to reverse its path and set it on its journey back across the continent, all the way to the coast—to Sterling City.

I couldn’t imagine wanting to leave this place when it was so close to blossoming into a real town. I wanted to be here to see lamps lit on the street and tradespeople filling the inn and building homesteads along the river and the rolling farmland across the Dry Bone River.

Watching an attendant carry a small bundle of letters onto the train, I wondered about Julian’s correspondence. I didn’t recognize the name Nikola, but that wasn’t to say they hadn’t graduated long before me or Julian. Was Julian also writing to the House? Was he reporting on me?

Was he already complaining about my performance?

Shortly after I returned to the Mission under a sunset-pink sky, Julian knocked on my bedroom door. Spotting the stiff angle of his shoulders, I braced myself for a lecture about being late to the rail yard.

Instead, he asked, “Would you dine with me this evening?”

My chin lifted with shock, but I managed a quick nod. I wasn’t sure if this made me more or less likely to be in trouble.

He narrowed his eyes. “Why do you look so surprised?”

“It’s only … I didn’t think we’d spend any free time together.” That was the kind of relationship other apprentices would have with their Seniors—mentorship and a shared understanding of what it felt like to contain the boundless potential of radiance. That wasn’t what I expected from Julian and his barely concealed contempt for me. “You did ask me to acclimate myself to … a professional dynamic,” I reminded him, trying not to smirk.

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t make it sound like we’re off to a picnic. I’d simply like to hear your impressions of Frostbrook and potential improvements to its infrastructure. There’s no sense in waiting until after supper to hear your report.”

“Oh.” I didn’t entirely believe him and didn’t know what to make of that. He had no reason to lie to me. “Of course.”

Dining with Julian meant I needed to serve both of us instead of snacking on whatever I grabbed from the larder or the basket left outside. I hurried to wash the grease from my knuckles and the sweat from my face and to cobble together a light meal of tart berries and bread with soft cheese. I was too impatient to wait for the coals at the hearth to mellow and thus scorched the bread and the cheese.

In my haste, I’d also forgotten to put the teakettle on. Heating water was simple, but Conductors were forbidden from applying their radiance to something as frivolous as cooking. If Julian was anywhere near as talented as people said, he’d taste radiance on the water. One more reason to dislike me.

I wondered if he’d made tea in the middle of the night with the other boys at the House of Industry. As a little girl, holding a ceramic kettle and willing the water inside to bubble to life had delighted me more than any other task—likely because of the very fact that it wasn’t allowed. And we had few opportunities to break the rules.

Professor Dunn caught me more than once, and each time she’d pulled me aside to tell me that she understood the impulse to rebel, but that I must never do it outside the House of Industry, must never heat water for others to drink.

The rule didn’t make sense to me, but neither did many of the regulations that structured our lives as Children of Industry. It wasn’t my place to question the Elders of the House or what we weren’t allowed to do. Who weren’t allowed to care about.

Thinking back, it had been Professor Dunn who had taught me most spontaneously. Little lessons that had spawned from my impulses and minor failures. I wondered what she’d seen in me to be so patient, to take the time to remind me how to use my radiance properly.

As I carried the dinner tray, wobbling my way up narrow steps, my mind wandered to something Ezra had said about shooting bolts of radiance like lightning. How had he known that Children of Industry could do that? How much did regular townspeople know about the House? I’d assumed very little.

In my effort to recall exactly what Ezra had said, I nearly toppled the tray over. When I stumbled through the door, barely regaining my balance, Julian watched me, one brow arched delicately. He sat at the clean table. His desk, as before, was a mess of papers and letters and thin bound books. I wondered once more at the sketches—they didn’t look like Mission plans. But it wasn’t my place to meddle in his things. With what I’d heard of Julian’s academic achievements, he was probably studying something unnecessarily complicated. The strange conduction coil at his workspace was even more disassembled than before, each individual piece placed neatly alongside what remained intact. I was certain he knew exactly how to put it back together.

“You always look as if you’re freshly bathed and groomed,” I said, cross. I hadn’t meant to make the observation out loud, but my concentration was spread too thin.

To my surprise, he laughed. It wasn’t a terrible sound. “I’ve heard worse insults, Apprentice.”

“How do you manage that feat?” I set the tray down. “Even in Sterling City, I never felt as clean as you look. I always had sweat and grime on me before noon.”

“I avoid the worst of that by staying inside as much as I can manage.” Julian helped himself and divvied the food between us, giving me a fair—if not larger—portion. “I prefer the company of my studies to the wilderness around us.”

“But it’s so beautiful here. I could stare at the mountains all day.”

He seemed taken aback by my opinion, his fingers hovering above his little plate of berries. “You like it?”

“How could I not?” Absolutely starving, I spoke around a mouthful of chewy bread. “I didn’t think I’d want to be in the country, but it’s so alive. Everywhere I look is like a painting. And it smells nice.”

Julian looked down as if trying to hide a smile. “It does smell nice.”

“Did you always live in Sterling City?” I wasn’t sure how long we’d keep this up, this easy back-and-forth. I found myself hoping it would continue, if only to drive away the growing loneliness of a Mission shared by two strangers.

“No, I was born on the southern coast,” he said absently, his attention having returned to the mess of scorched cheese I’d made.

I’d always wanted to see the southern coast. “Is it true that fruit grows from trees in the winter and lizards crawl about everywhere?”

Julian tore a small piece of bread so carefully, it made me rethink shoving most of my portion directly into my mouth at once. “Lizards and bugs as big as your fist. But I was only there when I was very young. I can’t recall much. The way a dream remains just out of reach.”

“The wasting,” I said, sobering. I had no idea it had made it all the way to the southern coast. “It took your parents?”

He nodded with a soft hum.

My bread abruptly tasted like sawdust. When I managed to swallow, I voiced a question that felt like a sore on my tongue: “Don’t you ever wonder why we were all orphaned?”

Julian’s gaze snapped to mine. His fingers stilled in their efforts to tear bread into small bites. “How we were orphaned doesn’t matter. The Elders believe that Industry chose to only bless orphans. Without families, we are free of relationships that might distract us from our calling. You believe that, do you not?”

I’d heard this, of course. Over and over. At every invocation before mealtime. At every assembly. Every graduation. But those words had felt abstract, as empty as murmuring starlight bless you when someone sneezed. Studying Julian’s face, I looked for signs of disbelief or insincerity. “Yes,” I said, because it was the correct thing to say. “Of course I believe that.”

He watched me. “Then why do you ask why we are all orphans, Apprentice?”

Truthfully, I wasn’t sure.

Was it the dead trees? The sickness spreading at the work camp? The way Ezra wilted around me? I felt like a horse in blinders, unable to see the shape of the question right beside me.

But to placate Julian, I told a half-truth. “Being in this beautiful countryside today made me think of my parents. Or the idea of them. I can’t remember them clearly.”

I was too ashamed to tell Julian that I tried not to think of them. When I did, a chasm of pain threatened to swallow me whole. I’d never know if they’d loved me, or what my life might have been like if they hadn’t been taken from me.

“You’re better off for it.” Julian’s eyes clouded briefly, and I imagined him as a boy, barefoot at the seaside, clasped in the arms of a woman with his high cheekbones and bronzed skin. He sighed and continued in a voice I could hardly hear: “You’re better off not remembering.”

Something about Frostbrook drove the strangest thoughts into my mind. I barely stopped myself from wondering aloud if radiance was a manifestation of our grief. The lingering forever pain of losing the people who had loved us and wanted us and were lost to us.

Instead, I gave his words space to roam and picked at my meal, no longer particularly hungry.

When the silence became too much to bear, I filled it with another question. “Have you been lonely here?”

“Not terribly.” Julian looked down at the bread in his hands, and a small smile twitched at the sides of his lips. Seeming to recall himself, he cleared his throat and adopted the vaguely irritated expression I’d come to recognize as his resting state. “We are meant to be fulfilled by radiance, Apprentice Haven. When we properly attune to our calling, there’s no place for loneliness. I’m honored by my position here in Frostbrook. As you should be.”

“I am!” I said—before wincing. I sounded so defensive, so childish. This was what I’d been trained for my entire life. What I’d wished for. Now that I was here, I could hardly believe that I’d been so disappointed over my assignment. In another place like Sterling City, I’d have never seen impossibly high mountains or rivers with clear water. I’d have never learned what the color green smelled like. I’d have never met a bewitching boy with magic too wild to be governed.

I wanted to stay, I realized. I wanted to stay here for a while and work and live and—and even get to know Julian. Was it really that important to be in charge of a Mission? Maybe all I really wanted was to belong somewhere. Take root like one of Ezra’s vines.

Julian tilted his head at me, like a puzzled cat. “Is your bread particularly spicy, Apprentice?”

I blinked until my vision cleared and the threat of tears passed. But not quickly enough to hide the evidence of emotions I could neither name nor contain.

“I was thinking about working at the rail yard today,” I said, after a long struggle to steady my voice.

“Did something happen after I left?” he asked sharply.

“No, no.” Starlight, I wanted to shove the rest of the bread into my face so that I’d never have to speak again. I could have picked a better lie. Now I had to pretend working made me cry like a child. “It was unsettling having everyone watching.”

“You performed complicated tasks in front of your entire class at the House of Industry. Many times. Surely a handful of uneducated—”

My face heated, and I found myself standing, my knees jarring the table. A copper cup rolled off and clattered against the stone floor. “They’re not uneducated!” I shouted. “Forewoman Alice knows as much of machinery as I do. The people in this town work with their hands, but that doesn’t mean they’re worthless.”

Julian dabbed at the spilled water with a flour-sack napkin. He took a long time before looking up at me. A complicated expression made its way across his face before it settled on disdain. “I hope you save these sorts of outbursts for within these Mission walls. There are some who believe Children of Industry are dangerous, and a temper like that won’t dissuade them of those beliefs.”

My hands trembled. I pulled them into fists at my side, shame and anger mingling in a heady cocktail that loosened my tongue. “I know what people believe! There are people who say that we only do what we’re told and don’t question what we were taught!”

“There are certainly people who say that.” Julian let out a soft rueful sigh. For a moment, he almost looked fond. “Are you letting it get to you?”

He didn’t sound surprised.

Or concerned.

I sat down heavily, painfully aware of the steady drip of water from the table. It was my mess to clean once I regained control of my limbs. Hot emotion was already giving way to embarrassment that swept like ice water through my veins. Apprentice Conductors had been dismissed for less, had been sent back to the House of Industry to live as servants, performing tasks any child could do. Endless monotonous chores.

“Please forgive my impertinence,” I whispered.

“You’re not the first apprentice Conductor to struggle to settle into a new assignment. But if you cannot control yourself, it is my duty to send word that I need a replacement. Do you understand what’s at stake?”

His calm, assured voice grated at me.

“Did you struggle to settle in your previous Mission?” I asked, wanting to crack his exterior and see how he could be so unwilling to question the rules that caged us. “Is that why you’re here? You could have stayed in the city.” He acted so superior to me, but he had to have made a mistake somewhere along the line. Frostbrook wasn’t even an operating Mission. Senior or not, this was a demotion to a promising Child of Industry.

“I requested this position.”

My jaw dropped.

“Does that surprise you?” Julian asked.

“Yes,” I admitted, before biting my lower lip until it throbbed. “There’s nothing here for someone like you.”

“There’s opportunity,” he said quietly, touching the edge of the spilled water, breaking the surface tension so it ran in a rivulet off the side of the table. “You’ll understand, someday.”

He had the power to send me away. To crush me to nothing by doing so. “Yes, Senior,” I said miserably, disbelieving. I’d never understand any of this, because I wasn’t meant to. It wasn’t my place to understand.

“Josephine, you will practice reflection in the conduction room tonight. I hope that a night of silence will help you focus.”

“Yes, Senior,” I repeated, my eyes growing hot.

“Honor the radiance within you.”

“Pulse of the stars, steady my heart,” I murmured reflexively, the blessing I’d whispered thousands of times in the great hall.

“May Progress light the way to tomorrow.”

I was accustomed to hearing dozens of voices at once, the response repeated so often that the words had lost their meaning. Julian’s quiet voice made it sound like a warning. Excusing myself with a hitch in my breath, I clumsily cleaned the spilled water and gathered the remnants of our picked-at meal.

Julian looked as if he wanted to say something else, his lips pressed together tightly, his posture too stiff. He tried to help me tidy up, and I snapped, “Leave it.”

His chest rose and fell sharply, but he said nothing and let me make my way down to the kitchen to clean. It was quick, familiar work. My hands were used to scrubbing. My knuckles were used to bleeding. But I wasn’t used to being quiet in the dark, alone with my thoughts. Dread settled heavily in my chest as I entered the cavernous conduction room.

The conduction chambers hulked on either side of me, as bulky as the huge train engine and smelling sweetly of clean grease. They were utterly silent, but I imagined them trembling inside, waiting for the influx of radiance that would set their huge gears whirring and rumbling. The conduction coils would glow, hot like sunlight and bright as fire.

Sinking to my knees on the cold stone, I began to cry. I’d been punished countless times at the House of Industry, but I’d never imagined myself angering my first Senior enough to be sent to practice reflection. It was a punishment reserved for great disappointment—for evidence that a Child of Industry might not appreciate their birthright, might not respect the authority of the House and the Elders.

Reflection meant looking within. Feeling the hum of radiance. Practicing gratitude for the opportunity to provide it to others. If I looked within, would I see my failures?

Would I see the curiosity that made me too quick to stray from the plain and simple rules everyone else followed without question? Would I see the anger that turned my radiance into a weapon?

Would I see the way Ezra’s touch set me aflame?

I closed my eyes, hiccuped with soft sobs, and felt desperately sorry for myself for a while. I didn’t want Julian to be disappointed with me. Not because he was my Senior, but because, for reasons I couldn’t fathom, I liked him. He was strange underneath all his standoffishness, and strangeness was much more compelling to me than perfection. I could tell by the way he swallowed back his smiles that he was hiding small joys, and I wanted to know what they were—and share mine in turn. Surely that would not make either of us incapable of fulfilling our duties and destinies.

I couldn’t get to know him if he thought I was beyond rehabilitation and distanced himself from me. Or worse, sent me away entirely.

A louder sob caught in my throat as I recalled his threat to send me home. I wiped my eyes and nose viciously and let out a few muttered curses. My back ached, and the cold floor numbed my shins and feet, but my resolve to make a home here in Frostbrook only grew. Perhaps here, in this wild place, I could find a way to tame myself.

When the Mission was finished, the people of Frostbrook would see that Progress could help them. Life would become easier. They’d have more time, more money, more people to trade with. I’d be part of that.

My tears dried and left itchy trails down my cheeks.

The story I’d always told myself about the future felt strangely hollow here in the dark now that I’d run out of personal failings to reflect on. I considered Ainsley and her small home, her meager garden, her young ward. I thought of the workers who slept in tents in the woods and would leave this place to build another Mission they would never see the glow of. I thought of Ezra asking me to consider my role in the ruin of dead trees and dying people that I’d been trying to ignore.

If there was one thing I could do from now on, it was learn.

Ezra and Ainsley had both called me small-minded, though not in so many words, and they were both right. I only knew what I’d been told, and I’d never questioned how much was being kept from me.

Surely Julian would not fault me for opening my eyes to more than what we’d been taught at the House of Industry. He seemed to love learning.

“I don’t want to be a fool,” I whispered to the unfeeling machines around me.

The long night stretched on, and as the full moon crossed the sky, pale beams shone from the thin, high windows far above. I reached for the watery light, letting it play across my palm while a gossamer thread of pale blue radiance stretched from fingertip to fingertip.

I wanted to believe that it was beautiful, but for the first time in my life, I doubted something other than myself.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

When the sun came up, my exhaustion had become a buzzing current of restlessness. My legs ached, and my toes and fingers stung as I silently served Julian his breakfast.

I glared a little.

He ignored it.

As I made my way out of his quarters, he called out softly: “Apprentice Haven.”

Pausing, I rested my hand against the freshly polished wooden door, which smelled piney. Everything here was old and new at once. “Yes?” I answered without looking back. I didn’t want to see the disappointment on his face.

“You are relieved of your duties today. I will head out on your rounds. You should rest.”

My shoulders tightened, but I nodded in acknowledgment. I’d be a fool to argue for more work, but I was still ashamed. I’d been punished by my Senior in less than a week at Frostbrook. I felt like a second year caught chasing mice out of the pantry with darts of radiance.

Which I’d done. Twice.

I should have gone to bed immediately. My body screamed for it. But I knew I’d only continue to twist myself up, ruminate on my faults, consider Julian’s perplexing kindness this morning and Ainsley’s keen gaze, and Ezra—

I blinked and looked around, reorienting myself. In an indecisive daze, I’d wandered out to the dock.

Crashing to my knees, I reached into the cold water and splashed my face, willing away the heat that rose in me when I thought about Ezra’s boyish laugh. He would certainly laugh at me right now if he knew I’d spent the whole night pondering my many faults.

For some reason, I still wanted to hear him do it.

I sat back heavily, my palms against the weathered, splintering dock. The old wood was a testament to how long Frostbrook had functioned as a river trading post before the railway ever came. Before it brought conduction cables and the promise of Industry. What had life been like then? As wild as the river itself, as ever-changing as the clouds that whispered across the sky above?

Fatigue was making a poet out of me.

Too stubborn to return to the Mission and rest, I dragged myself up. There was no sense in prolonging what I knew I’d set out to do. It would do me no good to pretend I had any power over my impulses once they caught ahold of me.

I headed off looking for Ezra.

He, at least, believed there was something good in me. Something worthwhile. He, at least, was willing to teach me something.

The town wasn’t terribly big. Someone would know where he was.

I nearly stopped short on the path through the woods when it occurred to me that I had no idea where Ezra lived or who he lived with. He’d mentioned the midwife, Beatrice, but nothing of living with her. He certainly didn’t live with Ainsley and Henry in their tiny shack of a house. I’d never thought to ask.

He was right. I only knew what people told me.

My imagination ran away with me as I walked, the rhythm of my footsteps hypnotic in my exhausted state. I pictured him building a house of leaves and sticks every night with his magic, and the absurdity of it drew a soft, tired giggle from my chest. I felt better in a way I couldn’t explain now that I’d walked away from the Mission. No small amount of guilt accompanied that realization.

I heard voices in the woods and stilled. Something about the timbre of them was different from the bustling drone of the workers’ camp. Cocking my head, I tucked myself against a tall tree as if it would shield me. Some of the people were shouting. A woman’s ringing voice rose above them, not frightened but chastising. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but the hair on my forearms stood up. She sounded far more intimidating than Julian—more like Cook, who didn’t hesitate to wallop us with her wooden spatula when we made off with fresh biscuits at the House of Industry.

“Josephine.”

The low voice at my ear nearly sent my spirit right out of my body. I wrenched my hand away from the tree I’d been holding on to and found it smoking faintly where I’d sparked radiance into the rough bark.

It was Ezra, his brow knit in a worried frown. For once, he didn’t comment on my lack of control. He didn’t even look at the smoke from my radiance. Instead, his gaze flicked in the direction of the shouting.

“What?” I started to ask, before he took my hand tightly and my voice broke into a hoarse garble.

“Be quiet,” he whispered sharply. “Come with me.”

He led me deeper into the woods like he had before, his feet falling surely as he wove between trees and mossy boulders. “Shouldn’t you be working?” he asked in an impatient mutter, which made something in my chest crumble a little. There were suspicious people shouting in the woods. What had I done wrong?

His coldness hurt more than Julian’s disapproval. “I was relieved of my duties today,” I said.

Ezra exhaled sharply through his nose, shaking his head. “Today,” he repeated, as if it bore some significance.

We reached a place where the boulders stacked high over our heads and formed a sort of wall around us on three sides. Feeling reasonably sheltered from whatever danger there was in the woods, I wrenched my hand from his. “You’re acting strange.”

“How would you know?” he snapped, looking up and around like he expected to see someone peering down on us from the towering trees.

“I wouldn’t, would I? I don’t know you.” My voice thinned with frustration. “I don’t even know where you live!”

His gaze turned back to me, eyes widening slightly, before he coughed out a quiet laugh and shook his head. “I live in the barn behind Ainsley’s place, or at Beatrice’s when she’s expecting a birth at night. Sometimes I camp in a hammock in the woods when the weather is warm. Why, were you planning on mailing me a package?”

My gaze scoured his face for signs that he was lying, and it was only then that I noticed the smudges of exhaustion under his brown eyes. There was something drawn about his features that likely mirrored my own.

“You didn’t sleep last night.”

His gaze shuttered for a split second before he grinned. “What are you insinuating, Apprentice?”

I punched his arm.

“Ow.” He recoiled, rubbing the spot where I’d likely hurt my knuckles more than I’d hurt him.

“Another baby?”

“What?” He tilted his head. “What baby?”

I rolled my eyes. “Did someone have another baby last night?”

He stared for a moment. “Oh. No. Not last night.”

“Are you going to tell me why you dragged me away from the people in the woods?”

“I was afraid they were bandits.”

“But the bandits don’t attack the town. They go after trains.”

“Who told you that?” he asked, his gaze once more searching the trees around us.

“Ainsley. When I was at her house.”

I wondered if I imagined a faint flush at Ezra’s neck or if it was a trick of the light dappling him through the canopy above. “Well, she should have warned you that sometimes they raid the work camp.”

She had. But that was beside the point. “We’re not at the work camp.”

Ezra let out an exasperated sigh and slid down the rock to sit in the bed of dry leaves that had gathered in the crevice between the boulders. “Would you rather I’d left you there to be discovered by them?”

“So you’re certain they were bandits.”

“Why are you so exhausting?”

“Why are you so exhausted?” I asked in return.

“I couldn’t sleep last night,” he said, a sudden weariness in his voice that could only be sincere. “And you don’t look any better, by the way.”

I let myself sink beside him, delighted to find that the leaves formed a gentle, if slightly damp, cushion beneath me. “I was forbidden to sleep last night.”

His eyes widened. “Now that’s a House of Industry tradition I’ve never heard of.”

My fingers curled around a few dead leaves, but I resisted the urge to throw them at him. “It was a consequence. I was too candid with the Senior Conductor about my … concerns. Your concerns, I suppose.”

“You ought to know better than to repeat things you hear from a stranger in the woods,” Ezra said, too sober for my liking.

“Normally I would agree, but this particular stranger can make plants move.”

He let out a tiny laugh I found immensely comforting. “Is that how you’re evaluating one’s authority these days?”

“I have little else to evaluate you by. You live in a shack.”

“In a barn.”

“And in the woods.”

“In a hammock. A perfectly nice hammock I wove myself. And I’ll have you know that I can do far more than make plants move. It’s only that I’m so often surrounded by plants.”

I didn’t like the thought of him having no place of his own, no bed of his own. No one in particular to care for him. “Why do you live here? In Frostbrook?”

“It’s as good a place as any. Beatrice doesn’t mind that I haven’t had formal training at a house of healing. I can start my life here. A quiet, simple life helping people. Once I get good enough, I’ll travel as a healer.”

He sounded so wistful, and I wondered if his life could ever be quiet or simple if there were people in the world who wanted him extinguished.

A small frown formed at his brow, as if he could read my thoughts.

“Can you read my thoughts?” I asked, already succumbing to a feverish blush. I’d had more than a few thoughts I didn’t care for him to hear.

“No, but I know that sad look.” He flicked a twig at me. It missed. “Quit feeling sorry for me.”

It was my turn to smile. I’d nearly forgotten how we’d arrived here, that I’d heard voices in the woods. He bowed his head, fidgeting with some dead leaves that briefly rose and swirled between his hands as if blown by a tiny tempest.

“Who taught you how to do these things?” I asked.

“The trees did. The air did. My mother did, too.” He was murmuring, gaze on the leaves and his hands. There was something private about it that made me think I ought to look away.

But I didn’t.

“Can you talk to them?”

This time, his laugh was so loud that I threw myself forward and covered his mouth with my hand. His breath was hot and his lips soft, and I snatched my hand back as if I’d touched glowing coals. “Idiot,” I whispered.

“I can’t talk to trees,” he murmured with a smile that made my insides swoop.

“Why is that so absurd? They certainly do what you tell them to do.”

“It’s not words. It’s … it’s a feeling. It’s asking and offering. I don’t know,” he said, studying his fingers.

I wanted to take his hand, but forced myself not to. “Does Beatrice know?”

“No. She’s good-hearted, but I don’t imagine she’d want me around newborn babes if she knew I had wild magic in me. Superstition lingers.”

I knew the nursery songs and the stories meant to keep children in their beds at night. Animators had snatched babes from their cribs to sacrifice them. They called on shadows to steal the breath from those who slept with the window open on nights with no moon.

The stories had frightened me. But then … that had been the intention, I realized with a start. Stories had purpose. They taught you to fear.

They justified murder.

“People called me a witch when I was little,” I offered, patting my curls clumsily and trying not to dwell on the fact that I’d never questioned how Animators could all be evil. “There’s a story about—”

“A woman who killed so many that she bathed in blood, and her children and their children and all their children for the rest of time were cursed with hair the color of lifeblood.”

“I’m not sure it was always told so extravagantly, but yes.”

He leaned toward me. I found myself following his lead, expecting him to whisper a secret in my ear. “Did you ever picture yourself at the mercy of a real witch?” he asked in the gravelly voice of a storyteller trying to frighten a child.

I dumped a handful of leaves on his head. “Ezra! Shut up.”

The leaves floated right out of his hair like oil beading on the surface of water. His eyes gleamed with mischief.

I found that I liked that gleam very much.

So much that I’d once again nearly forgotten why we were here.

Was that his intention?

A little tug of warning made itself known. I refused to acknowledge it. “Do you wish you had a real teacher? To learn more about your wild magic, I mean.”

“You mean like you did? Josephine, you didn’t have teachers.” His voice changed so abruptly, I shifted my weight, recoiling from the coldness in it. “Teachers encourage you to discover everything you can, to ask questions. You’ve only ever been told what to do and what to believe. And never to question anything. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

The buzzing knowledge that he wasn’t wrong did nothing to discourage what I blurted in response. “I’m glad I’m here.”

“In Frostbrook?” He snorted. “Surely it leaves much to be desired after living in Sterling City.”

“Yes, here,” I insisted, sounding far too earnest for my liking. “I feel good here. Like I’m breathing for the first time in my life.”

He gave me a dubious look, and it should have made me angry, but it only made me desperate to be believed.

“I’m glad I’m here with you, too,” I said. “Is that childish? Do you think I’m ridiculous to feel that way?”

Of all the things I thought I might see on his face, pain was not one of them. Still, it flashed there too starkly to be ignored.

Shame rustled against my skin. He was nothing more than a stranger in the woods. And I was laying my feelings bare. Whatever my feelings were.

I wasn’t sure what they were.

But I hated them. Hated the way he reacted to them.

Neither of us said anything for far too long to be comfortable. It became silent enough for me to know that the voices in the trees were gone. The bandits, or whoever they’d been, had moved on. Now it was only me, Ezra, several huge rocks, and a great deal of discomfort.

“It’s not childish,” he finally whispered.

I should have asked him what hurt so much.

I should have questioned how he’d found me in the woods.

Instead, I surged against him, hands on his thighs, and kissed him.

[image: ]

It was a crash of teeth at first. I huffed a nervous giggle against his mouth. I knew how kissing worked. Everyone did. But I was pretty sure I hadn’t practiced enough.

To my relief, he seemed to have had more experience. His fingers drifted up my arms, carefully mapping their way to my shoulders. He made a low sound like a sob, but when I pulled back to see if he was upset, he ran his fingers into my short hair and gently held me close. I stilled, my breath catching. I’d never felt anything like the tenderness of his hold, as if he thought I were made of brittle glass and not flesh and bone.

“Jo.” My name was anguish on his lips, but his kiss was soft and eager. Our lips parted and met again, more daring now. My fingers tangled in his shirt, grasping at him as if I’d tumble into oblivion if I let go.

Heat flooded through me, nothing like the cold fire of radiance. This was pure warmth. Sunlight and hot springs.

I trembled.

“Is this okay?” I managed to ask between what was rapidly becoming something more than a tentative attempt at kissing a boy.

He let his hands drop to his sides and rested his forehead against mine. When it took him a moment to answer, my stomach dropped. What if I’d moved too fast, too far?

“Yes.” His soft puff of breath at my face helped soothe the painful beating of my heart. “I didn’t think you’d do that.”

We remained close. His hands found mine, and this was different—intimate. Terrifying. I felt the calluses at his fingertips and the roughness of his knuckles and the unbearable gentleness of his thumbs brushing over my hands.

With great effort, I asked, “What did you think I’d do?”

This time I tried not to assign meaning to the long silence before he spoke. I didn’t quite succeed. “I don’t know.”

The undertone of regret in his voice was unmistakable. I straightened so I could see his face, so I could study his deep-brown eyes and the small furrow at his brow. His cheeks were pink, as if we’d been running, and despite my uncertainty, something in me warmed to see that I wasn’t the only one who flushed with little provocation.

“What is it?” I prompted. “Why are you so troubled?”

He shook his head, but didn’t release my hands. A few tendrils of vines that covered the boulder at his back curled toward him like a curious little animal. When I noticed, I smiled, and he turned his head to see the tiny leaves fluttering, as if greeting him. “Oh,” he said, flushing more. “Sometimes things—do that.”

“It’s not fair that you’re alone.” Despite what the House of Industry had neglected to teach me, it had been a home and haven. “Growing up, I had others like me all around. And now I’ve got Julian. You’ve got no one.”

The corner of his mouth curved up. “Don’t rub it in, Apprentice.”

“I’m not trying to.”

“I’m teasing,” he said, squeezing my hands. His thick eyebrows scrunched together in curiosity. “Do you really think it’s nice having Julian around?”

He asked as if it surprised him, despite knowing nothing about my Senior.

“I thought he was impossibly sour at first, but there’s more to him than that.” I looked at our joined hands, Ezra’s sun worn and mine pale and covered with healing cuts and little scars. Julian deserved companionship. We both did. “He probably needs more practice at being friendly.”

“You are too kind,” Ezra said, stroking my knuckles with his thumbs. It was a compliment, but it sounded as if it made him sad to admit it.

“Perhaps you could meet him. There can’t be too many folks our age in this town. We ought to all know one another.”

“Perhaps,” Ezra said, lifting one hand and kissing it. I had a feeling he was trying to distract me, and it worked. In a moment we were kissing again. It was as if I’d never been touched before in my life.

What I’d flinched from—what I’d felt like a fool for longing for—abruptly felt right. It felt so right to be touched that I wasn’t sure I could ever stop.

I longed, in that dizzy moment, for Gertrude. To lay my head against her soft belly and wind my fingers into her hair. I wanted to tell her everything. We’d stolen kisses and called it practice, but we’d never let ourselves be this. We’d listened too closely to what we’d been taught. We’d let fear of failure become a wall between us.

As a result, no one had ever touched my hair or the small of my back. Being close like this felt so good.

It felt so good that my breath hitched.

“Josephine?” Ezra asked, worried, pulling away.

“No—it’s … Yes.”

In my eager attempt to continue kissing, I nearly climbed into his lap. His chest rumbled with a laugh I felt more than heard, and he adjusted me carefully to rest sideways across his thighs. I wrapped my arms around his neck and decided I was more than happy to sit in the leaves with him for an eternity.

Our kissing eventually wound down, and I found myself with my head on his shoulder and my nose against the warm skin at his throat.

“Surely,” Ezra said, idly playing with my apprentice scarf, “this is against Julian’s rules.”

Julian’s name sounded practiced on his lips, as if he were talking about a friend. Once again, my mind tried to navigate out of the dizzying fog of want. And once again, I ignored all reason in favor of what it felt like to be held. “I assume you won’t be reporting me.”

Ezra laughed. “Most certainly not.”

A shuddery sigh formed in my chest. My body reminded me how tired I was. With a yawn, I told Ezra, “I should return to the Mission and rest.”

He took so long to reply that I began to doze in his arms, the sleepless night catching up to me like a crashing warm wave. His low voice startled me awake. “I will walk you back.”

My heart raced again. Kissing in secret was one thing. Bringing a boy home with me was another entirely. “You can’t come into my room. It wouldn’t be proper.”

“I am not asking to bed you, Josephine. I’m asking to walk you home to keep you safe.”

“Because of the bandits in the woods?” I asked, dubious.

“Precisely.” He wasn’t teasing me, but there was something wooden about his voice that made me want to shake the truth out of him. What was he so worried about?

I reluctantly scrambled out of his lap, letting him give me a gentle boost up, and then I took his hand to wrench him to his feet. I had to muster all my strength, and when we were standing again, I laughed softly.

“What?” he asked, bemused.

“You’re tall.”

“I would argue that you are quite short.”

“I’m not sure that would be an argument.” I grinned, brushing twigs and leaves from my trousers. He plucked something out of my hair and brushed himself off. Now that we weren’t tangled together on the ground, all the kissing felt like a distant embarrassing dream. It had been beyond improper.

He was watching me. “You regret it,” he observed carefully, like an apology.

“I do not! It was my idea!” How dare he presume to know my mind?

“It’s possible to regret one’s own ideas.” Ezra pushed his hand back through his hair and laughed without mirth. “I’ve managed that plenty of times.”

“Well, I don’t regret it. Why do you think I do?”

He snorted. “Your hands are fluttering all over, and you’re not pink anymore—you’re pale. Your gaze hasn’t settled on any one place. I’m sure if I touched your wrist, your pulse would be as fast as a rabbit’s. All these signs indicate mental stress.”

“You sound like a healer,” I said, attempting to sound grumpy.

He beamed and took my hand, leading me back to the Mission. “Good.”

Enchanted by the feeling of his fingers entwined with my own, all I could do was follow.




CHAPTER TWELVE

I couldn’t put what we’d done out of my mind as Ezra walked me back to the Mission. My lips were warm and a little swollen. I still felt hot and cold as if struck with a fever.

Yet Ezra made his way with an easy gait like nothing had happened.

“Do you do that a lot?” I found myself asking without thinking.

He moved a branch out of the way for me and asked, “Do what?”

It was an opportunity to backtrack, but I was too fuzzy from his touch to come up with a good diversion from my question. I ducked under the branch and responded, “You know what I mean.” My voice was a touch too sharp.

His breath huffed with amusement. “Honestly, Jo, I don’t know if you mean the magic or what we just did.”

My words came out like a quiet landslide. “What we just did.”

“Oh. I don’t kiss people a lot. My first kiss was the train engineer’s son. Then the engineer stopped bringing him along on trips through Frostbrook.”

“On account of the kissing?” I asked, imagining a scandal. Engineers had excellent prospects, and an engineer’s child would naturally be set up for a future of higher education and strategic marriage.

“I don’t think so. He was beginning university soon, outside Sterling City. And that was that.”

Though I’d braced myself for jealousy, none came. Instead, I ached at the thought of finding someone to kiss only for that person to leave and never come back. “Did you love him?”

Ezra’s deep laugh startled me. “No. Haven’t you kissed someone you didn’t love?”

Every bit of blood in my body rushed to my face. “Of course,” I sputtered. “I kissed plenty of girls at the House. I wasn’t allowed to love them. I’m not allowed to love anyone.”

In truth, I had only kissed Gertrude.

And maybe, in our own way, we had loved each other. The realization made me ache. I’d never get to ask her what the shape of her feelings had been, or if she’d ever allowed herself to wonder. We’d been so cruel to each other. Now that I’d let someone touch me like a precious thing, I understood that our cruelty had been armor against growing closer. Otherwise, we’d have destroyed ourselves.

Ezra had gone quiet. He looked at me strangely. “They really teach you that there, don’t they?” He sighed sharply. “No wonder.”

“No wonder what?”

He glanced aside at me with a sad sort of smile. “Nothing. It doesn’t mean anything.”

There were no barbs to his words, but they lanced me anyway. My feet caught on a loose tree root, and I stumbled, catching his arm to keep from falling. And that made it even worse.

Did he mean that what we’d done didn’t mean anything? If so, why did that bother me so terribly much? I was duty bound for it to mean nothing at all.

I felt sick.

“Careful,” he said, gaze catching on my face. My fingers tightened around his arm. “Are you all right?”

I shook him off as if he’d grabbed me and not the other way round. “Yes. I told you I didn’t sleep last night. That’s all.” My sharpness returned.

He nodded, his smile fading to something thinner.

We walked in silence once more. But this time it didn’t feel easy or good. My belly churned with prickly feelings that surfaced and dissipated too quickly to be named. This had to be why we were so steadfastly discouraged from things like kissing or caring. If asked to conduct radiance right now, I’d likely burn the forest down or scorch my own sleeves.

Soon, we approached the clearing around the Mission. I’d never been so relieved to see the high walls. We were on the opposite side of the work site, and though I could hear the clatter and clang of construction, it was private here. Wild grass rose as high as my knees, with patches of lavender striped through it like vivid purple paint.

“It’s beautiful here.” My body ached with exhaustion. I let my fingertips skim the tips of the grass. It wasn’t as soft as I’d expected.

He sighed quietly and followed a tramped-down path from the edge of the woods toward the wide gravel road that led to the front courtyard. “I know.”

My chest had a wounded sort of feeling that made it hard to fully catch my breath. I’d done something foolish. Multiple foolish things, if I counted my candid conversation with Julian the night before. Whatever grip I’d had on being the best apprentice possible had loosened so much, it felt like I was trying to catch water in my fingers. But maybe that didn’t matter. As long as I could be good enough to satisfy Julian, I’d have a long tenure ahead of me in Frostbrook.

We reached the courtyard. The pack mule that normally stood lazily in the small paddock nosing at a bag of feed was nowhere to be found. That meant Julian was out doing work that required the mule to carry supplies. A little thrill of excitement formed beneath my ribs. The Mission wasn’t technically mine, but right now I was in charge of it.

“Do you have food in there or just strange machines from the big city?” Ezra asked abruptly.

My stomach panged, but not with hunger. “Of course. Are you … are you struggling to get enough to eat?”

Ezra laughed. “Don’t look so horrified. I’m not starving to death.” He sobered as his gaze shifted to the Mission walls. “I was only thinking we could share a meal like proper friends,” he added, almost absently.

Proper friends. Somehow, that sounded like even more of a commitment than crushing our mouths together in the woods.

“I’m not sure if it’s permitted,” I murmured, thinking aloud. We’d never discussed visitors, but they were probably forbidden, considering we weren’t even supposed to socialize with the townspeople.

“Ah. Of course.” Ezra didn’t mask his disappointment. “More rules. Well, I’ll leave you to your important work, Apprentice.”

Irritation welled in me like blood from a wound. “I’m considering it! Quit that pouting and give me a moment to decide.” The last thing I wanted to do was prove that I followed rules blindly.

Ezra crossed his arms and stared in an obnoxious show of waiting for me to make up my mind.

I already felt half-sick for spending the afternoon in his arms. What was one more transgression? “A quick meal,” I said stiffly. “It’s the least I can offer for your help with the bandits, or whoever they were.”

“I don’t recall helping so much as dragging you off to—”

“Ezra!” It was one thing to talk about kissing in the woods. It was another thing to talk about kissing at my place of employment. I pushed him and immediately regretted it when my body responded to the feel of his sun-warmed skin through his shirt.

“To hide!” he said, playing at flinching away from me. “What did you think I was going to say?”

I rolled my eyes and grabbed his hand, refusing to give in to the grin that twitched at my lips. “Come on.”

After only a few steps, Ezra slowed. I let go of his hand so I wasn’t tugging him. Frowning, he stared up at the high windows and then at the heavy door. Impressed was not how I’d characterize his expression.

He looked worried. Were the imposing walls unsettling to him after spending most of his life outdoors?

Maybe it was only hunger pinching his features.

“The door is always locked,” I explained.

“With a radiance lock.” He nodded. “Like the conduction box.”

“This one is a bit more complicated.” The door smelled like fresh-cut wood. I inhaled deeply, loving the way it took me back to the forest. Radiance rose in me easily, as sure as my breath. I placed my hand gently against the lock and coaxed threads of it into the gears. Manipulating fine gearwork had been our first task at the House of Industry, one that took most children years to master. It had come relatively easily to me, and I’d asked my instructor if I could spend my free time afterward learning how to use radiance to fight. She’d stiffened and quickly reminded me that only those chosen to be Transistors could fight with radiance.

I’d have been good at it. I knew that in my bones. My life would have been different if I’d been tapped to serve as a Transistor, assigned to a Mission not to help administrate it but to protect it from theft or resistors. I would have been called on to hurt people—maybe even kill them—in the name of Progress.

A traitorous thought made itself known: Was I hurting people anyway?

“Does it always take this long?” Ezra’s voice startled me, soft at my ear. The gears crunched audibly, and I winced.

“No. I’m tired.” I closed my eyes and finished the lock, mortified to have let my mind drift so far from my task. The mechanism gave a loud click as the latch inside opened.

“After you,” Ezra said, holding the door for me.

We walked in, and he paused in the doorway, looking back over his shoulder. “Did you hear that?”

I flailed out into the courtyard in an anxious rush to make sure Julian or the mule or a worker or even an observant squirrel wasn’t watching me let Ezra into the Mission without asking permission. “Hear what?”

“I thought I heard something like a tree falling.”

My panic subsided. I turned back to him, putting my hands on my hips like Professor Dunn when someone asked her an ignorant question. “They’re still building the Mission. Right over there? It’s pretty loud.”

He leaned against the doorway, his mouth forming a sheepish expression. “I guess I’m jumpy. I don’t suppose Julian would appreciate me being here.”

“Why do you say his name like that?” I asked, my heart galloping from the thought of Julian catching me sneaking a boy in.

“Like what?”

“Like you know him. If you knew him, you wouldn’t say it all … familiar like that. You’d hate him.”

“Why is that?” Ezra asked, clearly trying not to laugh.

I took his sleeve and pulled him inside. The door shut gently behind us, not as noisily as it usually did. The frame must not have settled into place. “He’s … stuffy. And cross. And inflexible.”

Even as I said it, I wasn’t sure I meant it. Julian had done plenty of things that surprised me since I’d arrived. But Ezra didn’t need to know that. Better for him to be wary of my Senior.

“And what am I?” Ezra asked, tucking a curl behind my ear.

I wanted to punch him for making my insides do acrobatics. Instead I batted his hand away. “You’re foolish. And reckless.” My voice dropped to a testy whisper. “And you’re an Animator.”

Ezra let out a mock sigh. “No denying those allegations.”

“You’re a nuisance. I’m only feeding you, and then you’re leaving.”

“What else would we be doing?”

I couldn’t tell if he was teasing me or not, so I chose to ignore him. As long as we were quick, Julian would never know Ezra had been here. “There,” I said, dragging Ezra to the kitchen, where coals glowed at the hearth, evidence that Julian had only recently left. “Even if he comes back, I can tell him that you were taking a look at the cuts on my hands.”

“Are you having a conversation with yourself?” Ezra asked with a crooked grin.

Feeling self-conscious, I toasted some cheese on sliced bread. “One of us ought to think this through.”

“Think what through?” Ezra grabbed two plates from a cabinet and held them out for me to put the toast on. “It’s lunch. Not marriage.”

“Did the cabinets tell you where to find those?” I asked, trying to sound annoyed and not discombobulated over the very word marriage. It wasn’t too difficult. Ezra knew his way around the kitchen better than I did, and it made me feel like an outsider in my own home.

“What?” Ezra blinked for a second, then huffed a small laugh. “Oh. That’s between me and the unfinished maple.”

He had an uncanny way of making me smile and lose track of my thoughts. I sat across from him, and the sun streamed in through the narrow windows at us, lighting dust motes like fireflies in the shady room. “I’d like to do this again,” I said, quickly adding, “though not here, obviously.”

It took Ezra a long time to answer me, so long that I wondered if he’d reject the very notion of spending more time with me. “Yes,” he finally said, without looking up at me. “I’d like that, too.” He devoured the toasted bread in three bites.

“Is the midwife starving you?” I asked, not sure if I was impressed or horrified.

He looked up, confusion on his face for a moment, before he grinned. “You realize she’s teaching me healing, not providing room and board.”

“That’s right. You’re a vagabond,” I said, surprised at how fond it made me feel to tease him.

“I am,” he responded, too serious. My smile faltered. “Don’t look at me that way. I’m perfectly comfortable. Believe it or not, I could survive on my own if I had to.”

“I do believe that. Wouldn’t the trees toss you nuts and fruit if you asked them to?”

Ezra licked his fingertips and picked up the last crumbs on his plate. “I’ve never asked.” He swallowed and looked at the sunbeam cutting through the room like a blade. “My mother was a courier. We lived all along the Dry Bone. Rafted most of the time. Slept in tents and foraged and hunted. Stopped in little towns and outposts when we could. I didn’t appreciate what a good life we had, that I wanted for nothing. We weren’t tied down by anything.” His gaze had gone faraway, and he ran his finger along the edge of the plate absently. “She taught me how to work hard, but she made it a game whenever she could. I miss her every day.”

“What happened?” I asked, suddenly hoarse.

“I drowned her when I was nine.” He ignored my gasp. “She wouldn’t give me something I wanted. The terrible thing is that I can’t even remember what it was. Probably something sweet. I always wanted her to buy me sweets at the general store.”

My ears buzzed like the room was full of flies. “Ezra …”

“I was so angry.” He laughed once, bitterly. His words became choppy and too fast. “I hated that we had to work all the time and that I never got to play. I called to the water and made it rise, and it scared her. I was glad that it scared her. But then it capsized our raft. The river carried me to the bank safely. And the current swept her body downriver and left her in a shallow pool.”

I tried not to picture it, but my mind supplied the image anyway: a young woman floating in the water, hair rippling like river grass.

“You were a child,” I said, swallowing down nausea. “You didn’t mean to do it.”

His breath shuddered. “It doesn’t matter what I meant to do. Don’t you see?”

I didn’t see. It made me feel like a child incapable of understanding what adults were talking about. “That doesn’t make you dangerous now.”

“I know that.” He pushed his stool back and stood, running his hand through his hair. “It isn’t supposed to be this way,” he muttered. “I shouldn’t be telling you any of this.”

I stood in turn, my heart racing. We weren’t fighting, but it felt like it. I felt bruised and helpless. “What do you mean?”

When he met my gaze, something changed in his eyes. “It doesn’t matter now.”

I hated his dismissal. I hated how unhappy he looked. The Mission was so quiet, I could hear his uneven breathing.

“I’m sorry you lost her,” I whispered. “I know—I know it’s hard to be alone.”

His lips parted gently with surprise before they curled into a sad smile. “I haven’t felt alone with you.”

Bumping into the table clumsily, I threw my arms around him.

He caught me with a little “oof” and pulled me closer, his hands clasped at my lower back. “Jo …” It was a fond, exasperated admonishment. But he didn’t push me away.

I found myself wanting this fiercely. The feel of his heartbeat. The strength of his hold. The sense that no matter how tightly he held me, he needed me to hold him tighter.

Pushing up on my toes, I tried to kiss him. I needed to kiss him.

But he froze, his muscles twitching against me, his breath hitching. I followed his wary gaze, and my body went numb with panic.

Julian stood in the entryway, his jaw tight with fury.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Knees trembling, I jolted away from Ezra. “I didn’t do anything,” I began absurdly, before Julian cut me off.

“I warned you from the start that your behavior is a reflection of the House.” Despite the anger that darkened his eyes, Julian’s voice was even and cold. “And now I find you sullying yourself with some common boy right here in our Mission?”

“Senior,” I said hoarsely, gripping the loose fabric of my trousers. I needed something to hold on to as the room tilted.

“Julian,” Ezra said, starting toward him with a growl. “That’s too far.” My ears were ringing. I grabbed Ezra by the sleeve, terrified for him. Julian was no Transistor, but for all I knew, he’d attack Ezra for his inappropriate advances anyway. “Let it be,” I said shakily. “Get out of here.” To Julian, I pleaded, “I invited him in. It’s my fault. Leave him alone.”

“Leave him alone?” Julian echoed, disbelieving. He laughed bitterly and looked at Ezra. “What a tremendous hold you have on her.”

“I’m not a child!” I snapped. As soon as I spoke, I knew how immature that sounded. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

“Return to your room,” Julian told me. “Now. We’ll discuss this shortly.”

Unbearably gentle, Ezra pried my hand away from his sleeve. “Go on, Jo. I’ll make my escape so your Senior can shame you.”

For the first time, Julian sounded as if his composure had slipped. “Oh, this is my fault?”

Ezra lifted his hands in mock surrender. “I’m not the one enforcing ridiculous rules.”

I gave Ezra a desperate push. “Leave. We’re dangerous. You shouldn’t be arguing with him.”

“Is that so?” Ezra asked, taking a lunging step toward Julian. I felt invisible. Neither one of them was acknowledging me. For the first time since I’d met him, Ezra looked dangerous. He sneered at Julian. “Do you really think Julian Gray is going to hurt me?”

Before I could shout a warning, Julian hit Ezra in the stomach so hard, he sagged to the floor, only held upright by Julian grabbing his shirt at the shoulder. “Do you require any further proof?” Julian asked, panting.

“Stop it!” I screamed, unleashing a bolt of radiance that struck the floor at their feet and left a spidery, smoking scorch mark. “Both of you stop it!”

They were no longer ignoring me.

Moving only his fingers, Julian released Ezra and let him scramble up and away. “Control yourself, Apprentice Haven,” he said carefully, straightening slowly.

Ezra made a show of casually brushing the wrinkles out of his shirt, but I could see the way he glanced at the burn mark. I could see the way his hands trembled. I’d frightened him. I’d frightened him far more than Julian had.

I hated them both.

I stomped between them to escape to my room, barely able to feel my own footsteps. It was like my mind had detached from my body. I was no longer worried for either of them. Somehow, I knew Ezra would walk away from here, and Julian would let him go unscathed.

And me? I’d lose everything.
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In my room, I stared at my hands. Radiance shimmered along the lines on my palms. For a while, I didn’t try to stop it. I wasn’t even sure I could. I certainly couldn’t calm the raging cadence of my heartbeat.

Then I thought about Ezra’s fear. It had been different from the times I’d accidentally hurt him. I’d wanted to scare him. Both of them. And it had worked.

With a shuddering sigh, I closed my hands into fists and willed the radiance back into the core of me where it could simmer alongside my misery.

Julian knocked on my door a few minutes later and pushed it open when I ignored him. We regarded each other silently. I was vaguely relieved to see him in one piece despite the fact that I’d been far more worried about Ezra.

His throat bobbed with a swallow before he finally announced, without emotion, “Due to your wanton and reckless behavior, I have no choice but to send you back to Sterling City.”

I’d known in my bones that he’d send me away, but it still felt as if he’d thrown me into a deep, dark well.

I’d failed.

I was a failure.

The mule brayed outside, and my ears rang with a sound like the skitter of radiance through thin wire.

“You can’t send me home,” I whispered. Was the House of Industry even my home anymore?

Sterling City already felt like a place I’d lived a lifetime ago. I wanted to stay here. I wanted to live here. I wanted to make Frostbrook my home.

“You left me no choice. It’s one thing to bend the rules, but you crossed a line entirely. Josephine. Are you listening?”

“I’ll be disgraced.” My voice was a pitiful croak. I’d be more than disgraced. I’d be nothing. Two apprentices had returned almost immediately in my four years of upper school. They’d repeated classes with the fourth years, and not a single person had talked to them for fear of their spectacularly bad fortune being contagious.

Even worse, they weren’t assigned out again after that and had eventually become servants at the House. They’d become prisoners.

I swallowed the bitter taste of bile and breathed through a surge of radiance that wanted to rage out of me.

“You will not be disgraced,” Julian said, looking pained. He softened his voice. “I am not—I am not cruel. I’ll send you home with a letter stating that you would benefit from working at a more established Mission, with more peers at your level. This is only a setback. An opportunity, really. Were you really content here?”

He sounded like he was trying to convince himself that I was better off leaving. I didn’t care how he felt. I was already searching for a way to fix this.

My hands felt like bricks of ice. I shook them out, hating the prickly numbness. “You don’t have to do this, Senior. I’m a good Conductor. You know I am. And I can work machinery better than anyone I graduated with. Everyone knows that! I can be obedient.”

“And Ezra?” Julian asked, raising his voice. He pushed his hair out of his eyes in a way that looked familiar to me. “Would you be able to stay away from him?”

“It was a mistake,” I whispered, my voice breaking with a low, ragged sob.

He couldn’t send me away. I’d be alone.

No one in Sterling City would make me feel like a person. Like I was worth anything more than the light and rage inside me.

Ezra would be left alone.

Again.

Julian sucked in a shaky breath, as if sending me home somehow upset him. What did he have to lose? He’d get a new, better apprentice. Someone who didn’t ask questions. “Apprentice Haven, I did not expect you to fight me on this. We both know you’ll benefit from reconnecting with your instructors. The shock of moving from the city to this wilderness has clearly upset your sensibilities. When you’re home, you’ll regain your footing. And your propriety.”

I wanted to tell him exactly what he could do with propriety. A month ago, the following thought never would have crossed my mind: What if I simply ran away?

I could learn how to survive. Where to eat, where to sleep. I could find work like Ezra’s mother had. I could learn what was beyond the front range of mountains and where the winding river led.

I couldn’t go back.

Julian watched me, his eyes narrowing as if he could read the shifting of my expression from devastation to reckless defiance. “There’s a train this afternoon. You’ll be departing on it.” This was clearly not a request. “I won’t be able to get word to the House before you, so send a message when you arrive at the train station in Sterling City. They’ll come to collect you.”

It would do me no good to argue with him. I knew this. But it was painful to agree. “Yes, Senior.” My voice broke as my fingers curled into tight fists. “I’ll go pack my things.”

“You may bring your new tool belt back to the House of Industry with you,” Julian said, not unkindly. His gaze had softened to something like regret.

I looked away, loath to find pity in his jewel-like eyes.

In that moment, I resolved to end up anywhere but the train station back in Sterling City. I sucked in a breath and tried to sound defeated and not at all like someone seriously contemplating running off into the wilderness. “What good will the tools do me when I’m made a servant?”

Julian looked pained before he straightened and crossed his arms. “Take them or don’t take them. Prepare to leave in a few hours and gather your wits about you enough not to make a scene in front of all of Frostbrook on the way there.”

He’d been right that this place had changed me. But the wilderness hadn’t upset my sensibilities. It had awakened them.

How could he expect me to put my mind back to sleep?
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Julian followed me around the Mission like an uptight shadow, knocking on the door when I took too long to pack, as if I’d developed the ability to turn myself into a bird and fly out the narrow, high window.

Hysterically, I found myself wondering if Ezra could turn into a bird and fly.

Probably not. He would have told me.

“I’m nearly finished,” I called out irritably.

When I wrenched the door open, I didn’t have to put on any pretense of devastation. I could feel the splotchy itch of a flush across my cheeks and neck. No matter how determined I was to avoid returning to the House of Industry in shame, I couldn’t keep my fears in check.

I knew nothing of survival. Not out here. Ezra had tried to teach me a little, but now all I could recall was a blur of unfamiliar plant names. I didn’t know what was poisonous or what I could eat. What was venomous and what would simply slither away from me. I could make fire, but I wouldn’t be able to find water unless I stayed along the river, where I’d surely be found eventually.

And, a frightened voice in my heart reminded me, I’d never be able to change my mind if I failed to return. Once word reached the House of Industry, my name would forever be associated with failing to thrive at a Mission characterized by a shockingly low level of expectations and responsibilities.

Josephine Haven, the apprentice who had gotten sent home from her assignment before radiance had even been connected to her Mission.

“You …” Julian began, frowning. He briefly looked like he wanted to reach for me before he said, “I certainly hope you’ve packed handkerchiefs.”

I nearly mustered a glare, but even now, I couldn’t bring myself to outright disrespect Julian. Regardless of only being a few years older than me, he was my Senior. I consoled myself with imagining setting his shoes on fire.

Deep down, I knew my desire to lash out at him was all bluster. What I really wanted was his empathy. What I wanted was to be his friend. And friends didn’t hurt each other like this. Or, at least, I imagined they didn’t.

When he took my suitcase for me, Julian avoided my gaze. I reminded myself that none of this was his fault. Not entirely, anyway. Even if I hadn’t been caught being improper with Ezra, I knew in my heart that I wasn’t an adequate Conductor. I wasn’t good at following orders. I was too curious and too impulsive and too violent.

Julian would be in dereliction of his own duties to let me continue fumbling my way through apprenticeship. My presence was putting the whole Mission at risk of being disrespected or disregarded by the townspeople—or targeted by resistors. If he’d known I’d used radiance like a Transistor during the robbery, he wouldn’t have let me off the train.

He was doing the right thing by sending me away. But I didn’t have to be happy about that. I couldn’t be happy about that. I could barely breathe.

Though no one but the mule watched us cross the courtyard and enter the path toward the train yard, I ducked my chin low. Every few steps, I wiped my nose with my sleeve, feeling every bit the chastised child. I wore my tool belt stubbornly, and it bounced at my hip, the only comfort as a tide of shame threatened to drown me.

Unless I found a way to rid myself of Julian, I couldn’t even run away properly. I’d have to leave the train at a distant stop, hopelessly far from Frostbrook and unimaginably far from Sterling City. There, I’d surely end up begging my way back onto the train. It wasn’t like I could survive as a rogue Conductor in a wilderness where no one had the infrastructure to make any use of it.

“You’ll grind your teeth to bits at this rate,” Julian muttered. “Stop that.”

“I’m not grinding my teeth. I’m trying not to cry.”

“Well, you’re not doing a very good job at that.”

I wanted to wallop him. “Haven’t you criticized me enough for one day? I’ll be gone before you know it, and you’ll get a new apprentice to judge.”

Until that moment, I hadn’t considered someone else in my place. In my room. In my Mission. I shuddered with the effort to suppress a sob.

Julian heaved a sigh that was somehow sympathetic and utterly impatient with me at the same time. “Try to get ahold of yourself before we get to the station.”

“That’s quite easy for you to say,” I snapped. He’d probably never cried a day in his life.

“It takes discipline. Discipline you sorely lack.” Julian stopped walking so abruptly, I nearly stumbled into his back. His hazel eyes were like polished stones when he turned and watched me wiping my nose and swallowing back tears. “You cannot show others every part of yourself. The world will devour you. Feel these things. Feel them entirely. But do not give that power away.”

His words were soft, hurried. His gaze darted to the tree line before he took me by the elbow and ushered me to continue walking beside him.

My throat went dry. I let his words wind around me like a ribbon. Feel these things.

“Why are you—”

He released my arm forcefully, as if it had disgusted him to touch me. “Keep walking, or we’ll miss the train.”

“You’re the one who stopped.”

His breath sucked in, an argument clearly poised in his throat. Then he sighed again. Without looking at his face, I knew he was rolling his eyes. The silence that followed left me alone with my thoughts and the echo of his unexpected advice. He hadn’t said one sentimental or encouraging thing to me in my days at the Mission. It was only now, as we headed to the station, that he felt compelled to offer me a scrap of helpful guidance?

Of strange guidance.

It reminded me of Professor Dunn telling me to be myself as she bid me farewell.

I wanted to tell him that I liked feeling. I liked the pain, and the rawness, and the potential of it all. I liked the small forbidden part of me that wanted to be known and wanted to know others.

Despite trying to keep him off my mind, I considered Ezra, how unhappy he’d been when we’d gotten caught together at the Mission. How he’d been more disturbed by my show of radiance than by Julian’s blow. My chest felt hollow. I should have tried to leave him some sort of letter. Dropped it off at Ainsley’s. Hidden it somewhere. Now I’d disappear, and he’d never know that I—something. Enjoyed his company? Liked his unreasonably thick eyebrows and the softness of his eyes?

The truth was that I wanted to kiss him again. But not a kiss goodbye.

I wanted to be part of his dream of a quiet life in a beautiful place.

Maybe he was nearby. Maybe he’d come to say farewell. Was I worth saying goodbye to, or would I be like the engineer’s son—nothing but a memory of a past dalliance?

A train whistle, shrill and long, startled me out of my thoughts. Julian handed my suitcase to the attendant. I was leaving now whether I liked it or not. I was not about to duel with Julian, no matter how much I suspected I’d win if I did. If I injured him, I’d feel awful about it no matter how stuck-up and frustrating he was.

Beside us, a man and woman were helping a limping, pallid young man make his way onto the train. The young man coughed a dry, wheezing sound that echoed in the recesses of my memory. I shuddered and looked away.

Ainsley approached wearing an apron dusted with flour. At the sight of Julian, her eyes hardened. She held a cloth sack. “Sending her away without a bite to eat? Surely they taught you manners in the big city.”

He stiffened beside me, but his voice held the same silky condescension as usual. “As incompetent as Josephine proved to be, I felt her capable of packing her own supper.”

I’d actually packed nearly everything in the pantry into my suitcase. A fact that I hoped would irritate him for days to come once he figured it out.

I accepted the sack from Ainsley anyway. “How did you know I’d be on the train?”

What I wanted to ask was, How did you know I’ve been disgraced?

Ainsley glanced at Julian pointedly before patting my hand. “Ezra told me that Senior Gray dismissed you. He thought it best not to show his face here.”

Had Julian intimidated him so much that he didn’t feel safe bidding me farewell?

“Oh.” It was little more than a pained exhale—as if I’d been struck in the stomach just as Ezra had been. This felt like far too private a conversation to be having in public. Especially when Julian was so angry that I’d … that we’d …

Trying to recover my senses, I asked, “Is Henry not with you?”

Ainsley tilted her head, a frown briefly crossing her features. “No. I took him to Harlington, where a family can foster him until the winter. With bandits about, this is no place for a child to play in the woods.”

Be careful.

“Please tell him I said goodbye.”

“Henry?” she asked, her lips giving a minute quirk.

“Yes, of course.” I lifted my chin, daring her to tease me.

Ainsley gave me a nod of acknowledgment, and I waved the bag of food at her awkwardly, surprised to find myself wishing she’d embraced me. We were hardly friends, but she’d been welcoming and kind, and I regretted losing the opportunity to become closer.

The whistle sounded again, and Ainsley and Julian shared an inscrutable look before Julian ushered me toward the passenger car. Though I knew Ezra wasn’t here, I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder, scanning the train platform for the sight of a boy far too tall for his own good.

All I saw was Ainsley watching us, her expression unreadable.

Julian stayed by my side until I reached the entrance to the passenger car. Wordlessly, he took the bag of food Ainsley had given me out of my hands.

“What?” I tried to snatch it back.

“Get on the train,” he said urgently. “Now.”

The look in his eyes made me stop reaching for the food. He slapped the side of the train as if urging a horse to move. “Go,” he said, his voice strange—almost frightened. I stared back at him for a moment before I pushed through the curtain into the dusty car that looked like no one had set foot in it in a year.

There was no time to wonder at his puzzling behavior. The train lurched into motion, and I had something more pressing to consider: when to jump.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Alone in the passenger car, I had no trouble sliding the door open and stepping out onto the platform that connected it with the next car. There, the clacking of the wheels against the tracks made my head pound. Gripping my suitcase in increasingly sweaty fingers, I tried to talk myself into jumping.

But we were moving quickly.

And the ground along the tracks was littered not only with pine needles but dead, sharp-looking limbs.

My eyes widened as I took in the rusty blur of flowering bushes that should have been green and vibrant. I hadn’t thought of it before. I hadn’t considered it while traveling all the way here, all those days.

All the plants alongside the conduction line were dead.

How had I been so stupid? The thick cable was primed with threads of radiance.

“It’s because of us,” I said with a gasp, the sound of my horror carried away by the roar of the train.

Dizzy, I gulped a breath in and choked on the exhaust from the engine. My eyes watered. The train carried on, unfeeling and relentless. More than ever, I was certain that I could not return to the House. Whatever happened to me now would be my own choice. Even if that choice led to my death.

I had to jump. Nothing soft would catch me here.

I couldn’t breathe.

Jump.

Letting out a guttural scream, I heaved my suitcase and let its swinging weight carry me. It nearly yanked my arm out of the socket, and the awkwardness of my jump landed me not in a graceful roll with the motion of the train, but in a terrible tumble that cut my scream off with the impact. Gasping and sightless with pain, I did my best to flail into the dead underbrush before anyone on the back of the train saw me and raised an alarm.

Twigs as sharp as blades scratched my face and tangled in my hair like angry fingers, but I kept rolling and went limp once the brush more or less covered me. My suitcase lay open in the leaves. My underthings fluttered in the wind. But no bell or whistle sounded.

An errant suitcase wasn’t enough to stop a train for. Not in woods full of bandits.

As I tried to clear my swampy vision, the train turned a bend, leaving no trace but a distant rhythmic clatter.

“Ow,” I groaned, curling up miserably. I tested each tender limb, certain I’d broken nearly all of them. But the worst of it was a sharp pang at my side and a stinging cut above my brow that bled like hot tears down my face. My suitcase had fared far worse. I crawled up to it, unsteady on my hands and knees, and found the clasps broken. It would do me no good. I’d have to leave everything behind. Perhaps it would be better for people to find it full of most of my things. It would give anyone who discovered it the impression it had simply fallen from the train.

It took me a long time to catch my breath in the bed of pine needles. I shoved wrapped cheese and dried meat into my pockets and left the rest of the food with my clothes.

By the time I managed to stand, shadows had lengthened over the tracks. I pushed through the worst of the dead brush and entered the hush of the living forest. There, I allowed myself to acknowledge what I’d done by jumping so early. As much as I wanted to tell myself it was to avoid losing my courage, I knew it was really my unwillingness to travel too far from Frostbrook. Despite all I had yet to discover, Frostbrook was more known to me than the expanse that stretched from here to Sterling City.

And I still wanted to make this place a home. Somehow. Someday.

Harlington was only a few days’ ride away on horseback. Surely I could walk the distance. I’d steer clear of the town and head that way. If I was lucky, I’d find Henry there in another family’s care, and perhaps they’d be willing to employ me. I’d often tutored the youngest to arrive at the House of Industry. While that had largely been regarding the edicts and regulations of the House, I knew my letters and figures well.

“I could be a tutor,” I told the trees. “Or a proper teacher, even.”

The trees did not respond. A bird fluttered from behind a dead log beside me, and I let out a small startled yelp that silenced the birdsong around me.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. Whether Ezra could talk to the forest or not, I had to believe it was listening in some way. It had listened to him when he’d coaxed its vines and flowers to grow and when he’d asked the saplings to save my life, saplings that thrived by the river—unlike the lifeless brush all along the Conduction line.

A cold feeling grew at the pit of my stomach. Was it really true?

Had radiance killed those trees the way it had hurt Ezra?

Another question solidified in me, heavy in my throat, but I refused to give it a shape. Once I voiced it, I’d never be able to take it back.

I tried to walk quietly, aware of my surroundings in a way I hadn’t been while lost in my own head—or distracted by the back of Ezra’s where his hair curled with sweat at his nape. I tried to dampen my footsteps the way he did, but that was more difficult. Nearly every other step cracked a twig or set a small rock skittering. But I was more quiet than not, so when voices rose in the distance, I heard them clearly.

I fought the urge to dive into the brush, bolstered by Julian’s strange advice—I couldn’t give away every part of myself. I couldn’t let my fear rule my actions. Instead, I crouched slowly, the way a cat did in pursuit of a mouse under the cupboard. Finding the shallow hollow of a tree, I tucked myself close. The voices went quiet for so long, I was sure I’d imagined them. As I considered peeking out, I heard them again, much closer now. This wasn’t the sound of anger, but a quiet conversation laced with urgency.

I pressed my back closer to the tree, far more exposed than I wanted to be—especially if these were these the bandits Ezra had urged me to hide from.

“Did you take care of her?” a man asked gruffly.

“That damn boy snatched it away,” a woman said, her words snagging onto a memory that remained out of reach. “But it’s no matter. She’ll be long gone before word gets out that we burned the Mission.”

My hand flew to my mouth, stifling my ragged breathing. My heart fluttered under my skin. Were they talking about me? Why would bandits want to destroy the Mission?

Unless they were …

Resistors didn’t live in the woods. And I’d never heard of them targeting a Mission that hadn’t even gone operational. If the bandits were actually resistors working against the House and Progress, I had more to fear than being robbed. And so did Julian.

I had to warn him.

Their rustling footfalls paused, and I closed my eyes tightly like a helpless child, as if it would turn me invisible. If they spotted me and attacked, I’d have no choice but to defend myself with radiance. But I didn’t want to kill two people.

As I held my breath, they began talking once more, their footsteps crunching along an unseen path.

“At least he managed to get the fool girl to open the gate before the Senior sent her on her way,” the man was saying.

The woman laughed. “That boy could get a river to spill its secrets if he smiled at it right.”

There was no doubting who they spoke of.

I stopped breathing. Radiance rose in me like bile. It hurt. Everything hurt.

I’d fallen for his smile. For all of him.

Trembling, I blinked and exhaled with a shudder. Tears left cold tracks down the back of my hand. The ache of shame I’d felt for being thrown out of my own Mission was nothing compared to the raw chasm that opened in me now.

Ezra had used me to gain entrance to the Mission.

The man and woman in the woods were walking away. I wanted to spring to my feet and unleash the rage that filled me like thunderclouds. I’d burn them, and the trees around us, and my own traitorous hands that had found such—such joy touching Ezra’s. Shivering, I forced myself to remain still, only because, in my reckless infatuation, I’d exposed Julian to far more than embarrassment. I’d given resistors a way in. If these resistors were like the sects in Sterling City, they wouldn’t show up for a peaceful negotiation. They’d kill him.

And it would be my fault.

The moment I could no longer hear their footsteps crunching against dry leaves, I rose on shaking legs. Bark scratched my back through my blouse, a welcome sting that helped me center myself as the ground spun gently. There was no time to think about what Ezra had done. What I’d done in his arms. I had to push it all down.

Silvery-blue threads of radiance wove between my fingers, hot tendrils that demanded to be released. “Not now,” I whispered. It was both an admonishment and a promise. I wouldn’t be able to hold this in forever. When it was time, there’d be no holding back.

I counted to three hundred silently as I listened for any more signs of danger in the woods. My heartbeat raged, and my ribs were too tight, and everything inside me was too much. The House of Industry discouraged strong emotions. Now I could see why. My thoughts were poison, and my tenuous control slipped through my fingers like water. I’d never felt anything like this white-hot turmoil before.

All around me, leaves began to brown and smoke as if held to the edge of a bonfire’s blistering heat. Would I burn up from the inside?

No. Not before I burned them.

I focused my fury on the only thing I could do—warn Julian. Little by little, the heat in my hands subsided, and I felt like myself again. A flattened, wrung-out version of the girl who’d once woken up and looked out the window to watch the sunrise paint the distant mountains gold.

I hated her now. She’d touched her lips and thought of Ezra’s mouth. She’d fallen back into her bed and smiled into her sheets and wondered when she’d find him again.

A skeletal bush beside me started to smoke, and I jumped away from it, startled, before I realized I’d set the frayed edge of a broken branch on fire. Using my bare hands, I squeezed the embers away. It stung. I deserved it. My entire life, I’d fought to keep my emotions from ruling the radiance within me. All it had taken was a boy’s soft laugh to crumble my control to dust.

I’d harden myself again. I’d never let someone take my control away.
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It was dark by the time I could tell where I was. Following the path the workers took from the rail yard to the Mission, I broke into a run. The shadows were deep and dark, but I couldn’t risk moving slowly. My hair stood out like flame in the moonlight. I’d be recognized sooner than later, and I had no way of knowing who was with the resistor bandits and who wasn’t. All I could do now was sprint and hope that I’d reach Julian before they did.

Through the trees, I could make out the flicker of torches and fires at the work camp in the distance. The Mission was totally dark—even the sliver of Julian’s window, a room that should have been glowing with lamplight far into the night. A chicken scratched idly in the middle of the courtyard and clucked at me ruefully as I hurtled by and threw myself against the door, aching with hope that I’d find it soundly locked.

It swung open before I could press my hand to the locking mechanism. I didn’t have to look close to know the lock had been jammed. It hadn’t shut properly because Ezra had called my attention away. I’d given him time to sabotage the lock.

“Julian!” I called out as I rushed inside, my voice startling me with its rawness. The lamps in the entranceway roared to life, lit by my reckless bolts of radiance. The light cast the hall in white-blue shadows before the small flames tempered to a soft glow. “Julian! Are you here?”

Was I already too late?

I could barely convince my feet to move for all the hurt and fear that clouded my thoughts. Upstairs, my door was closed as I’d left it this morning, but Julian’s hung open, and moonlight gleamed from inside.

“Julian!” I called as I squeezed through the opening, my hands already raised, palms exposed like weapons. His name died in my throat.

A gasping scream tore out of me before I could cover my mouth. The floor was covered in blood. It blackened the polished stone like spilled ink.

Before me, on his hands and knees, Ezra had a rag and a pail, and he was feverishly scrubbing at the floor. Absurdly, I wanted to tell him that he was only smearing the blood around. He’d never get it out. It would never come out; it was too much.

Instead, my legs gave out, and I crashed to the floor. Betrayal was one thing. This …

“What did you do?” I croaked. The blood under my hands bubbled and smoked. A noxious, sticky scent filled the room that had always smelled like clean woodsmoke and amber. “He never did anything to you.”

Ezra sank back on his heels in an unsteady motion, as if my gaze threatened to topple him. The rag slipped out of his bloodstained fingers. The faint moonlight lit his wide, wild gaze. “You’re not supposed to be here. You’re supposed to be on the train.”

“What did you do to him?”

“There’s no time.” Ezra grabbed on to Julian’s desk to haul himself up, and recoiled clumsily when I blasted the corner of the wood with a thread of radiance that left small flames licking along the broken edge.

The way he stumbled back satisfied the cold animal rage inside me. “There’s time,” I said, letting out a raspy laugh that sounded like a stranger’s. “I didn’t get here fast enough. Now there’s nothing left but time.”

“Josephine.” The sound was wretched. He raised his hands slowly, not a threat but a plea. “Listen to me. I can explain. But they’ll be here any second. You have to run. You have to go.”

Loud voices sounded in the hallway behind me, and Ezra froze, horror dawning on his pale features. A single smear of blood crossed his cheek, and for a moment, that’s all I could see. It was garish against his skin, and he wasn’t usually so pale, and the room smelled like death and fire. My head spun.

When two men rushed into the room and saw me, I had little time to react before one was lunging for my hands. I stumbled back with an angry scream. Bolts of white-hot radiance shot from my palms, but I was falling, reaching for nothing, and all I did was strike the wooden ceiling beams. Flames roared to life, shockingly hot.

They’d wanted to burn down the Mission, and now I was doing it for them.

I knew the hands that caught me and kept me from striking my head against the hard stone at my feet. I knew the strong arms that pulled me close and the tight grip that held my wrists as the men shoved something itchy and heavy over my hands and bound them together.

“Don’t fight,” Ezra whispered into my hair.

I resolved to fight harder. Kicking and snarling, I managed to catch one of the men in his bearded face, and I felt the satisfying crack of his nose under my boots. Movement and sound exploded around me. Ezra was yelling at them, and embers rained down on us, and a rough, calloused hand slapped my face so hard, the inside of my lip tore against my teeth. My mouth filled with blood, and I kicked again and spit, brilliant red drops painting the face of the man with the shaggy beard.

“Josephine, stop,” Ezra muttered, again too quiet. As if speaking only to me. My wrists were bound too tightly for me to elbow him, and he kept his arms around me in a terrible mockery of an embrace. “We have to get out of here,” he was saying as the flames along the ceiling roared and crackled.

They wrestled me out of the room, Ezra lifting me bodily with grunting effort. I took hysterical pleasure in how difficult I made it for him to drag me, but once we were in the hallway, I could see how much smoke poured out of Julian’s room and I understood what I’d done.

I let out a ragged sob. “Put it out. Put the fire out!”

All that was left in Julian’s room was his blood, but I couldn’t let his things burn. I couldn’t let this be my legacy. Death. Destruction.

The two men laughed. Nose broken and bleeding over his mouth, the bearded man bared red teeth at me with an expression that promised violence. He coughed and waved at the billowing smoke. A knife I hadn’t noticed before gleamed in his hand. “Let’s do it in the courtyard.”

It didn’t take much imagining to know what he planned.

Ezra’s arms tightened around me. “We could use a hostage.”

“That isn’t the plan,” the bearded man snarled.

“I’m improvising.”

The other man watched me with quiet malice. We were heading down the stairs now. They were dragging me away from the damage I’d done. “Ainsley said to destroy the conduction coils and burn what was left. That’s all,” he said.

“Ainsley?” I choked. Ezra shifted me around to cover my mouth with his hand.

The woman in the woods. Did you take care of her? The voice responding had been Ainsley’s. She’d tried to murder me on my way out of Frostbrook, and Julian had saved me by taking the food away.

He’d saved me. And now he was dead.

“Be. Quiet,” he muttered, desperation thinning his voice. I twisted, trying to see his face, but he wouldn’t let me move. When he took his hand off my mouth, I clenched my teeth tightly, poised to burn the cloth away from my hands.

Instead, my radiance felt like a bird trapped behind glass.

Horror rose in me like bile. The heavy sacks tied around my hands were doing something strange. It was like dipping my arms in frigid water. My fingers had gone numb. The fabric glinted in the lamplight, odd threads like gleaming mineral veins woven through the rough scratch of it. “What did you do to me?”

“Haven’t you heard of insulation, Conductor?” the bearded man said, spitting the word like a foul curse. “Your vile magic can’t get through it.”

“We could wrap it around her face,” the other said thoughtfully. He had a scar notched in his eyebrow and brown hair shot through with shocks of silver. “Smother her.”

We reached the courtyard. I craned my neck to Julian’s window where smoke poured out into the night, backlit by raging flames.

“What did you do to him?” I asked in a miserable whisper. If I was to die here, I needed to know how Julian had gone before me. The fate I’d caused by bringing Ezra into the Mission, by bringing him into our lives.

“That’s right, Ezra, what did you do to him?” The quieter man gave Ezra a cold, appraising look. “All that blood and no body.”

“Didn’t you see the bucket of slop?” Ezra said with a strained growl. “I tried out a new idea. Called to the blood in him and made it boil until it tore him apart like fruit left to rot.”

They shuffled back, eyeing Ezra warily. The man with the beard spat at our feet. “Abomination,” he muttered.

“I’m your abomination, aren’t I?” Ezra asked, his voice like shattered glass. “Feel free to sift through the ashes tomorrow if you’re looking for proof. You can pick through his bones and run back to your mistress with his teeth.”

Nausea gripped me, and I made a noise that must have made it clear to Ezra what was going to happen next. With one arm painfully gentle at my waist, he let me double over and empty the scant contents of my stomach into the chicken-scratched dirt at my feet. I was unable to move my hands, unable to comprehend how the boy who had made flowers for me in the woods could say something so grotesque. Do something so foul, so unimaginably violent.

The man with the scar let out a low chuckle. “Some sweetheart you got yourself.”

Ezra’s arm tightened around me. He lunged with a growl, dragging me awkwardly with him.

The other man stepped between them. He was short and stocky, built like a barrel. Sunburn made his pink nose peel. “Careful, Marshall. There’s no telling what a witch will do once he tastes blood.”

Ezra’s fingers tightened against my ribs, a brief, convulsive movement. But his voice was stony and even when he said, “Finally, an intelligent contribution from Ike.”

Ike said nothing, but his expression darkened, gaze flicking to my face with a leer that sent a shudder through me as I gasped to catch my breath and swallowed against the sting of sick in my throat. The eerie, numb emptiness reached deeper within me, working into my muscles and clawing my insides. It made me feel trapped, as if they’d pushed me underwater. My arms thrashed involuntarily, weakly trying to shake the bindings from my wrists.

“We need to get back to camp,” Ezra said. “The fire will attract too much attention. We can come back for the conduction coils tomorrow. The Mission won’t recover from this.”

“When Ainsley comes in the morning, you can explain to her why you dragged your slut apprentice along,” Ike said, coming so close that I could smell the sour tang of ale on his breath. He spoke with the thickness of blood in his nose, like a child with a pathetic cold.

Using Ezra’s grip on my waist as leverage, I kicked Ike in the knee. He dropped to the ground with a yelp and clutched his leg.

“Bitch,” he snarled. “I’ll kill you myself.”

I was kicking, twisting, and fighting the spreading numbness that reached for my lungs. I was drowning. I’d pull Ezra down with me. Pull all of them down and hold them under until they went still.

“You were supposed to be on the train.” Ezra sounded very tired as he wound his arm around my throat and squeezed until the night swallowed me whole.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I woke to the smell of woodsmoke and the gummy taste of old blood in my mouth. Tumbling out of the darkness like a landslide, I tried to sit up and found my wrists bound and my arms aching. Panic flooded through me, tightening every muscle in my body. I was ready to lash out.

My radiance was not.

My fingers remained numb and cold even though the thick, itchy cloth from before was gone. My hands were bound in front of me with twine that cut into my thin wrists. A pair of well-worn boots moved into my line of vision where I lay in damp leaves too far from a campfire to feel its warmth.

“Be still,” Ezra said quietly, dropping to a crouch and carefully propping me up to sit against a tree. He wore a sweat-stained green bandana around his neck. I hadn’t noticed it before. “They’re drunk, but they’re always drunk. They won’t sleep for long.”

“What did you do to me?” He’d said to be still, not quiet. “Where’s my radiance?”

“Josephine,” he said with a hiss, eyes darting to the lumps of men beside the fire.

Fine.

“I’ll kill you,” I said. Softly.

Even in the dim light, I could see the pain in his eyes as he let out a breathy, quick laugh. “I believe that.”

“Why can’t I reach my radiance?” I asked again, my breath hitching. I’d never felt so empty, so thoroughly alone.

“It’s the insulation. We had to take it off when you kind of stopped breathing for a bit.”

“Kind of … what? How?”

“It’s woven with glass and minerals. Ike bought it from some peddler near Cascade, but they don’t know what they’re doing with it. I don’t—I don’t think it’s permanent. They’ve never really tried it on a person before.”

My teeth clicked together, rage chasing away some of my panic. “You don’t think it’s permanent?”

He pressed his fingers to his eyes. “Jo.”

“You don’t get to call me that.”

“Apprentice Haven.”

It remained so infuriatingly easy to talk to him. I felt a horrible urge to lean closer despite the betrayal that felt like a ragged wound in my chest.

“You killed him.” A sob ripped through my words. “You killed Julian. How could you do that to him?”

“I …” He cringed as one of the men by the fire let out a disgusting belch and stirred. “Will you please, please be quiet. Trust me.”

“Trust you?” My voice became a shrill, hysterical sort of thing. Letting out several soft curses, Ezra untied his bandana and gagged me before my indignation could truly take hold.

I managed to jam my bound hands into his throat, and he jumped back, coughing wretchedly. He glared at me, wiping tears from his eyes and rubbing the spot where I’d struck him, and I growled through the gag. If he was right and this nauseating emptiness wasn’t permanent, I’d char all three of them to bits the moment I reconnected with my radiance.

“Enjoying the hostage?” Ike asked, ambling over with a leer. His nose looked gruesome, and the skin under his eyes had blackened with bruises.

I lifted my chin, hoping he could tell how proud I was that I’d left those marks on him.

“Say that again in front of Ainsley,” Ezra muttered, choking on every few breaths from the blow I’d landed. “I dare you.”

“You sweet on Ainsley, too?”

Neither Ike nor Marshall was anywhere near as tall as Ezra, but the dynamic between them was clear. They treated him like a little brother. Albeit a little brother they were vaguely afraid of.

With good reason.

I couldn’t let myself think of what he’d done to Julian. I couldn’t comprehend it. And every time my thoughts drifted toward the edges of it, my stomach tried to crawl out of my body. My ears buzzed faintly, and while the acute numbness had left my chest, I hurt all over with a bruise-like ache. Radiance had always been a constant inside me, as sure as my heartbeat, as warm as the sun. I’d never felt this cold.

Ike and Ezra were scuffling, pushing each other around with increasing violence. Marshall, sitting up beside the fire, let his gaze drift lazily from them to me. I looked away, unable to suppress a shudder. I had no doubt that he’d kill me if given the opportunity.

And I knew, somehow, that he’d enjoy it.

“First I find the Mission burning and the conduction coils intact,” a woman said, ringing out clear as a bell. “And now I find you fighting like schoolboys?”

Ezra and Ike broke apart in an instant, both hanging their heads.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Ike said with surprising sincerity.

Ainsley stepped into the firelight wearing the same plain dress and apron she’d had on at the train platform. Her gaze moved slowly from Marshall to Ezra and Ike, then finally to me. Shaking her head, she let out a small sigh. “I’ll admit I was a bit relieved when Julian snatched my little parting gift away. But here you are. As foolish as ever.”

I tried to speak, but the bandana muffled my voice.

And then I remembered.

A boy in a green bandana. A long braid in the dark.

They’d robbed the train. Ezra and Ainsley had been with the bandits.

They were the bandits.

Something must have shown in my eyes, because Ainsley came closer and smiled knowingly, but not unkindly. “It’s a terrible thing to feel like a fool, I know.” She crouched in front of me. Behind her, Ezra’s shoulders tightened, but he didn’t move as she loosened the gag and let it fall around my neck.

“You’re a bandit?” My voice wavered. I felt small before her calm, measured gaze. “A resistor?”

“I’m a defender of life and nature. Of our wild, unspoiled frontier.” Her pride was a real and bright thing in the night. She smiled serenely. “With Ezra’s help, we’ll shut down every Mission on the railway line and drive the House all the way back to Sterling City.”

I couldn’t hold back a ragged shout. “Why are you doing this? Resistors are murderers. They kill children!”

Ainsley laughed. “What did I tell you about believing everything you’re told?”

Marshall echoed the sound, slapping his thigh. “Murderers, she says. That’s rich. You should have taken her to the graveyard, Ez.”

“This isn’t right.” I gasped for breath, reeling. I couldn’t make sense of what they were saying. “You didn’t have to kill Julian. You don’t have to kill people.”

“This isn’t right?” Ainley asked, a disdainful echo. “Didn’t Ezra tell you what you’re doing with your poison? That the Mission is making everyone here sick?”

I choked, shaking my head helplessly. Ezra avoided my searching gaze.

“Did he tell you that you killed your own parents?” Ainsley asked. “That the House of Industry killed mine? And Henry’s? Progress is a blight on this world. Your parents should have drowned you the moment you came into this world squalling and sick inside.”

Her words became a liquid thing within me, seeping into my bones. Into my lungs. If she had told me this the afternoon I’d spent in her little house, I would have raged at her for lying. But I’d seen Ezra shrink from me. I’d seen the dead trees. The sick folk carried away from the worksite. The wasting, the wasting.

Don’t you ever wonder why we were all orphaned?

Had Julian known? Or had he died believing himself to be part of a greater good? The march of Progress.

“I’m sorry,” I said, helpless and dizzy with everything I’d seen at the edges of my vision but had refused to look at directly. I’d brought something terrible to this town, and I’d allowed Ezra into Julian’s home to kill him, and I’d listened to everything I’d ever been told without asking enough questions, without asking why death followed us everywhere we went. “I’m so sorry.”

“I believe you.” Ainsley stood and brushed the dirt off her hands. “But you still have to die. I don’t need a hostage.”

Marshall straightened in an instant, his grin like a blade. I’d seen street dogs wear their hunger less plainly.

She angled her head toward him, her voice hardening with disdain. “I didn’t say to torture her.”

He glared but said nothing, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

“I can’t be choosy with the help I hire,” Ainsley said to me with a mild shrug. “I’m not bloodthirsty or cruel. I hope you know that.”

“Ainsley,” Ezra said quietly, approaching her from behind with halting steps. “We wouldn’t have to hold her long. There’s another train next month.”

“A train back to the House of Industry. Yes, that’s exactly where we need to send her.”

“Then let her go. She’s got nowhere to run to. No one to send for. The woods will take her eventually.”

Ainsley was watching me. For a moment, she appeared thoughtful. My throat worked against dry, hot panic. She closed her eyes for a moment, regret softening her features. “No. We don’t make exceptions.”

“But she’s a child.”

“I’m not a child!” I snapped, in tandem with Ainsley muttering, “She’s not a child.”

Ainsley went on. “She’s a killer. She’s a Conductor of death. We both tried to warn her, and she carried on. Uncaring.”

“Warn her?” Marshall asked, feigning confusion. “I thought the plan was to seduce her, not warn her.”

“Bet Ezra warned her all night long.” Ike chuckled.

A tree branch broke above him with a clack as loud as thunder, and it narrowly missed dashing his brains into mush. He stumbled back into the fire and hopped around briefly, swearing and shaking the coals off.

Ezra didn’t move. Even the forest around us had gone quiet. All I could hear was my coarse breathing, shallow with fear that filled all the spaces where radiance had once bolstered me. I was no better off than a helpless babe, my legs trembling and my arms bound tightly.

“If you’re going to kill me,” I said to Marshall, my lip curling in a desperate sneer, “at least untie me and make it a fair fight.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Ainsley said. For a moment, I felt a dizzying swell of hope. Then she turned to Ezra. “Marshall isn’t going to kill her. You are.”

“Ainsley,” Ezra said hollowly. His hands twisted into his loose shirt as he shuffled a half step back.

“Don’t do this,” I whispered.

“No theatrics,” Ainsley added, shooting Ezra a look. “No gore.”

“I’d fancy seeing her blasted apart,” Ike mumbled where he sat on the ground, rubbing his singed boots. “Broke my nose.”

She looked back at me, a sad smile forming on her pretty mouth. “I’m certain you deserved that, Ike.”

“I won’t tell anyone.” I hated pleading, but I wasn’t eager to die. Not here in the woods. Not by Ezra’s hands when he deserved to die by mine. “I’ll run. I was running already, but Julian … I had to try to save him.”

I hadn’t warned him in time, and he’d died because of me. There was nothing left of him but ash.

“I wish you’d kept running, Josephine Haven,” Ainsley murmured, beckoning Ezra.

Ezra approached as if his boots were leaden, his gaze centered on the tree above my head.

“Look at me,” I spit out. “You should at least look at me when you do it.”

With a small mirthless laugh, Ainsley pulled a long knife from her boot, handed it to Ezra, and took a few steps back.

Ezra met my eyes, anguish etched across his face. It made me want to scream at him. How could someone who had killed Julian with such violence, such disgusting malice, have any regrets now?

My confusion and anger became something hot, a flicker as small as a candle’s flame.

I could feel my radiance again.

They should have left the awful insulation over my hands. They should have let it steal the last of my breath from my lungs. Because now … now I was going to kill them all.

I flexed my fingers.

Ezra’s gaze darted to my bound hands, something dawning in his eyes. It wasn’t fear. It was … relief. He looked me right in the eye, steady now.

Hopeful.

“Marshall,” he mouthed silently.

I had no time to be confused. No desire to question the boy with a knife as long as my forearm.

When I released the first whip-crack bolt of radiance, I angled it toward Marshall and caught him square in the chest. He flew back to land in the fire, howling.

The scuffle before me happened almost too quickly to see. Ezra rushed Ainsley and cracked the handle of the knife against the side of her head with a vicious jab. She folded instantly, and he caught her and lowered her into the leaves with tenderness that didn’t match Marshall’s terrible keening as his clothes caught fire and, too stunned to move, he began to burn.

“Ezra!” I yelled, warning him despite myself.

He glanced at me instead of Ike, who tackled him away from Ainsley’s prone form. This wasn’t a boyish fight; Ike fought to kill. A blade flashed in the firelight, but I couldn’t tell who controlled it. Shaking violently, I levered my back against the tree and managed to stand. There wasn’t much radiance left in me, and I was scared to use it again, scared to lose it if I pushed too hard when it had only just begun to rekindle within me.

Distantly, I noticed that Marshall had stopped howling. He was dead.

“Go!” Ezra shouted, muffled by Ike’s meaty arm around his throat. They rolled toward me, and I shuffled out of the way, clumsy and off-balance with my arms bound before me.

“I can’t exactly run off into the woods with my hands tied,” I shouted back.

Ezra twisted out of Ike’s grip and punched him. The knife had fallen.

He wasn’t trying to kill Ike.

It was almost like he wouldn’t.

Couldn’t.

Shaking my head, I rushed into the fray as best I could, fumbling for the knife. But it was too hard to hold. I had to do the only thing I knew, no matter how badly I wanted to cradle my radiance close to my heart, safe and tucked away from their loathsome insulation.

“Move!” I shouted, giving Ezra only a breath of warning. He rolled away from Ike, and I unleashed another bolt at Ike’s bloody, terrible mouth.

Ike’s eyes bulged and exploded like grapes squeezed in a fist. He collapsed to the ground, scorched mouth frozen in a rictus of pain.

Horror curdled in me, stilling my heartbeat, freezing my blood.

And then I screamed.

And screamed.

My body moved on its own. I stumbled back from the gore, from his grotesque grimace. My back hit a tree. I crashed to the ground.

The sound wouldn’t stop. Screams upon screams. Shrill and wet.

“Josephine.” Panting, Ezra approached me with the knife. I couldn’t fully connect to my radiance. It fought me, curling up inside like a beaten animal. Only wisps of blue light danced around my fingers, but he flinched. “Please. I’m trying to free your hands.”

The light intensified, tried to congeal into ropes and fingers. A stray edge lashed at his bare arm, and he let out a ragged cry.

I was hurting him. I didn’t care.

He didn’t seem to care either. As if pushing against a tide, he crept toward me. Sweat ran down the sides of his face as he found my hands and rested them against his lap to carefully saw through the twine. The blade fell from his hands into the leaves.

“Go,” he choked out. “Run.”

“I don’t know where to go!” I screamed at him. I had to get away from Ike’s empty sockets, from Marshall’s charred flesh.

I had to run far away—before Ainsley woke up and discovered what I’d done. What Ezra had done.

And I couldn’t escape on my own. Not here in the woods, in the wild unknown.

“Get up,” I snapped, pushing myself to my feet with the help of the tree and showing him my hands. Harmless, plain hands. Cold, trembling fingers. “And show me where to go.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“Will you stop that?” Ezra asked, doubled over and winded with a white-knuckle grip on a tree branch.

I panted beside him, my whole body screaming to run faster and farther than I’d ever run in my life. “Stop what? Breathing?”

He leveled a dark look at me and shook his hair out of his eyes. “Look at your hands.”

Oh. They were glowing faintly, a fine sheen of radiance around them. I sucked in a careful breath and called it back to me. “Sorry. It’s only that you’re a murderer and Ainsley just ordered you to kill me.”

“You, too, are a murderer,” Ezra pointed out mildly. He looked paler than I remembered. The freckles across his cheekbones and nose stood out like flecks of dirt.

“Do you want me to stop or not?” I asked, not feeling any more in control after being called a murderer. No matter how true it was.

“I want you to stop,” he allowed through gritted teeth.

“Then shut up.”

We kept running. The forest carved a path for us, thorny bushes parting and saplings leaning away like polite strangers on the street. It was Ezra, I knew. Ezra panting in the night, beckoning the brush to make way.

“Careful,” Ezra gasped, throwing his arm out to keep me from hurtling right over the riverbank.

I stopped short, grabbing him instinctively, a dizzy swoop of fear running through me as I saw how far the darkness stretched to the river below. There was no moon tonight, and the drop was a whispering abyss.

“There.” He gestured—rather, he let the branches gesture for him. “There’s a rope ladder here.”

“To where, precisely?”

“To the river. I have a raft down there.”

My voice thinned. “I can swim, but I’m not exactly good at it.”

He huffed a frustrated breath. “Then don’t fall off the raft.”

My arms shook with the effort of making my way down the swaying ladder. I imagined Ainsley waking and chasing after us. Mustering others to come and hunt us down. I imagined Ezra deciding to kill me after all.

I imagined falling.

“Stop looking down,” he said from below, strained. “It’s easier if you don’t look.”

I reminded myself that he was my enemy. But I needed his help to escape to safety. Then I could kill him for murdering Julian. “You’ve done this before. I haven’t. Don’t tell me what’s easy or not easy.”

“Well, we haven’t got all night for you to familiarize yourself with the ladder,” he snapped back.

I missed a rung and nearly kicked him in the face. After that, I descended slowly and steadily—and silently. His big hands found my waist and guided me to a narrow muddy bank. He seemed to have trouble catching his breath, and I could feel the ragged puffs of air against the back of my neck. For a heartbeat, I wanted to stop and stay like that, bolstered and safe. No longer running.

Then we were moving, both of us tugging at a log raft he quickly unleashed from a fallen tree jammed into the bank by a past flood. It was hard, sweaty work. Work that silenced my mind, let me focus only on my aching body—and not on the sharp memory of what I’d done to Ainsley’s men.

What I’d done.

His eyes.

I choked on a small miserable cry.

Ezra looked up, his grimace of exertion softening. “You’ll have plenty of time to think on it later, if you’re lucky,” he said quietly.

I nodded in acknowledgment, silenced by the confused tangle of emotions that gripped my throat.

The current tugged at the raft the moment we freed it from the sucking mud. “Hurry now,” he said, lifting me with a grunt. “Try to stay low and hang on to these ropes. Don’t jump around or move, and I’ll handle the rest, all right?”

The raft bobbed under me, and I swallowed a startled scream as Ezra shoved hard at the bank with a long pole and the river grabbed us and spun us. I’d never been on a boat, let alone a small raft that didn’t appear particularly seaworthy. Frigid water splashed up between the rough-hewn logs lashed together with hemp and leather. I couldn’t feel my fingers, but I held a knot of wet rope like a lifeline.

We tilted. The dark horizon of trees shifted. My stomach gave a cold lurch.

“Can I close my eyes?”

“I don’t see why not,” Ezra said, breathing hard.

I closed them for only a moment. It was worse not knowing if we were about to strike a rock or whether Ezra was still there.

“Can I help?” I shouted over the rushing water. That seemed like a better idea than pretending I wasn’t on a deadly raft.

“No.” He grunted, one hand on the pole and the other on a rope fastened to a knot at his feet. “The river is high today. Higher than it ought to be for rafting. Best we can hope for is to make it a few miles and start walking on the other side.” Each word was a struggle as he strained and shifted, seeming to see things in the water and responding to them with small shifts and quick pushes of the pole. “I can’t hold both—can you brace me?”

There was no time for propriety. I gripped the rope with one hand and wrapped my other arm around his thigh, trying to offer him some leverage as he used both arms to maneuver the pole. The turbulence of the river was changing, the flow kicking white froth like lace around us. Slick black rocks emerged from the water like great turtles.

We spun.

“Is this bad?” I shouted.

“Yes.”

“Are we going to tip over?”

He didn’t answer. I swallowed back a startled scream as we struck a rock, I tightened my grip as best I could. My arms ached. My knees hurt where they were jammed against bristly wood. We stopped moving for a long moment, the raft giving a sickening tilt before the current spun us again and we skirted the large rock we’d hit.

The river was louder now—roaring. The darkness amplified it, made it all that I knew as I held Ezra and icy water splashed up and soaked us both.

“Your hair looks like blood when it’s wet,” he said.

“Pay attention!” I would have pinched his leg if my fingers had any feeling left in them.

I thought I heard him laugh, but by the time I looked up at his shadowed face, it was bone pale and tight with the effort of keeping us afloat.

His eyes held a resigned sort of fear and something worse—a dazed exhaustion I hadn’t seen there before. When he looked down at me with an apology in his eyes, I knew we wouldn’t make it to shore.

“Hold on to me,” he said. I could barely make the words out. We hit another rock, and he pitched forward, losing his balance. The pole jammed in the rocks, spinning him out of my grip as the raft and I continued moving, and he stubbornly gripped the slick wood. He let go too late and crashed onto his stomach at the edge of the raft. Water rolled over his torso, muffling his pained scream, and I grabbed at his arms, trying to keep him from sliding off into the darkness and leaving me alone on this stars-forsaken excuse for a watercraft.

Together, we managed to wriggle back to the center of the raft. There was something dark on my hands, but the next rolling crash of water washed it away. “Hold the line,” I tried to call out, wrenching his hand to where I’d been gripping the loop of hemp to stay on the raft.

His fingers fumbled once, twice, before he grabbed it and grabbed me, eyes widening. “Jo—”

I expected us to hit something. Instead we hit … nothing.

The downriver edge of the raft dropped, tilting over a massive rapid. Like a cat trying to claw its way out of a barrel of water, I fumbled and grasped. Yet there was nothing to reach for but the black sky above, and the water sucked us into its dark embrace.

It immediately became clear that no amount of swimming practice mattered in an angry river. Kicking out, I tried to find a rock to stop myself on. The force of the water jammed my knee against my chin. My arms jerked out senselessly, reaching for something I was supposed to be holding, something I wasn’t supposed to let go of.

Ezra.

He was nowhere. All I knew was the cold and the loud rage of the water that carried me too fast to gain purchase on anything. The current pulled me under, and I foolishly screamed, my lungs screaming in turn as I tried to find my way back to the air. Breaking the frothy surface, I gasped, swallowed water, and tried kicking my feet and arms again in the best approximation of strong swimming I could manage.

It was too hard. My clothes were heavy. My limbs were heavy.

A voice cut through the rush of water. For a moment, I saw a sliver of Ezra’s pale face. He was much farther downriver and closer to the edge. Of course. He understood the mechanics of the forceful water. I had to treat it like a machine. I couldn’t fight the current. I had to work with it, allow it to slowly divert me toward the calmer eddies along the shore.

Only … I was so cold. And my boots were leaden. And Ezra was so far away.

“Swim!” he screamed raggedly, finding water shallow enough to stand in and reaching for me with a wild look on his face. “This way!”

In the darkness, another figure emerged from the thick brush at the low bank. I could only manage a glance every few moments as I carved at the water uselessly, unable to make headway to the shore. I couldn’t draw enough breath to shout a warning. Water flooded my nose and mouth. My vision was going starry and gray.

It was a man. More slender than Ezra, but tall. Not as pale. He was shouting, too, but I couldn’t make out his words over the screaming fuzzy sound of rapidly losing consciousness. I rolled onto my back, fighting for another breath—and a cold, wet thing landed on my face hard enough to split my lip. In a blaze of indignant anger, I grabbed it, intending to kill it—and then I recognized the texture of rope in my swollen fingers. Rope. Rope!

I held it with the last of my strength and will, then found that all I had to do was hold on, try to angle my face up for a breath, and let the rope pull me out of the grasp of the rapids. This was better than swimming, I observed. The water softened around me, still violently cold, but welcoming now. I could nap in it. I could close my eyes here and sink into a bed of night.

“Josephine!” Hands slapped my face.

I tried to slap back, but my arms didn’t work right.

Angry jewel-toned eyes and light-brown skin appeared in my woozy field of vision. “You were supposed to leave!”

I grunted what was meant to be a laugh. “That’s what Ezra said.”

The forest man didn’t seem amused.

I was dragged to the muddy bank, then propped up against a rotted log that felt delightfully soft against my back. I was little more than an oversized doll, no longer particularly in control of my limbs. Or my thoughts, it seemed. Because those eyes were so familiar, the disdain in them comforting in their own cold way. I could have sworn, as the river rushed by us with a sound like laughter, that it was the ghost of Julian come to criticize me for not following orders. That was the kind of thing he’d do, I was sure.

“I’m not a ghost.”

Had I spoken aloud?

Ezra worried at my hair, fingers searching around my scalp. “Think she hit her head?”

I smacked his hand away. My breathing came in coarse, sticky gulps. Little by little, each inhale filled me back up with the life force I needed to think straight and see that no ghost stood before me.

It was Julian, sopping wet with a rope coiled around his forearm. And Ezra didn’t appear to be particularly surprised.

With a growl, I launched across mud and stones on all fours, determined to kill one or both of them with my bare hands.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Fortunately for Ezra and not-dead Julian, dizziness eclipsed my rage. Even with a barb of radiance jutting from my palm, I didn’t have the strength left in me to fight Julian’s iron grip on my wrist

“I just saved your life.” Julian rattled my arm until the radiance crawled back into my body, properly chastised. “This is a highly unreasonable response.”

“You lied to me!” My voice was something between a scream and a sob. I was shivering so hard, my knees threatened to buckle, but I pulled myself up to my full height and thought hard about kicking him in a soft place.

“Is that what I did? Are you certain?” Julian caught my other wrist, frowning. He looked over at Ezra as if hoping for some kind of support in the matter. His expression abruptly shifted to subdued horror, and he let me drop directly onto my backside in the mud. “Ezra. What did you do?”

Stunned, it took a moment to see what he’d responded to. Ezra had stumbled back against a tree, his hand pressed hard to his middle.

“I didn’t do it,” Ezra muttered.

A dark stain blossomed down his shirt, between his fingers.

“You’re bleeding,” I said on an exhale.

Julian caught him by the elbow as he swayed. “When?”

Humming thoughtfully, Ezra allowed himself to be directed to the edge of the bank, where the sand was dry and soft. “Before. Marshall and Ike.”

I crawled after them, shaking with more than a chill. Everything was happening too quickly for my mind to catch up.

I knew one thing clearly: We were all cold.

There were dry sticks and piles of dusty leaves on the narrow beach sheltered by a high bank. This was a thing I could do. This was a thing I could focus on. Scrambling around, I gathered a respectable pile of kindling and lit it with a modest plume of radiance. In moments, the flames cast heat and a small glow.

Ezra was pale in the firelight, gaze too unfocused for my liking. “No fire,” he mumbled. “Someone will see it.”

Julian glanced over his shoulder at me, surprise softening to gratitude. “Ignore him. Come here. I’ll show you how to cauterize a wound with radiance.”

“How to what?” Ezra’s attention snapped up.

I shifted to kneel beside him opposite Julian. “Won’t that hurt him? He doesn’t do well around radiance.”

“It won’t hurt him as much as bleeding to death will,” Julian said.

“His doesn’t hurt me,” Ezra said with a loopy, baffling grin. Absurdly, he winked at Julian.

“What—How do you two know each other?” I asked in a sputtering voice. I would have a thousand more questions once we were dry and no one was bleeding out, but this one felt urgent. I needed to know exactly how angry I should be at both of them.

“We don’t,” Julian muttered.

“Liar,” Ezra said. He shook his head like an agitated horse, his eyes briefly fluttering closed. “I know you.”

Pain crossed Julian’s features as he tried to get Ezra to move his hand away from the wound. “Not right now, Josephine.” He swallowed. “Please.”

I couldn’t argue with the aching in his voice. If all three of us were lucky, I’d have time to sort them out later. Watching Julian roll Ezra’s wet shirt up, I asked, “Are you sure we can cauterize his wound right here? It’s hardly sanitary.”

“Shall we walk to town first?” Julian asked in a mild tone.

Ezra made a sound somewhere between a groan and a growl. The steep riverbank behind him, which I was certain had been dusty with dry roots, sprouted a soft bed of grass. He made no notice of it, instead saying quietly, “I told you to put that fire out.”

Julian rolled his sleeves up and wiped his palms on his thighs. “You will both die if you don’t get warm.”

“I’m not going to die,” I argued. How dare he make such an evaluation of my current state? I wasn’t dying. I was only miserably cold and vaguely considering lying down beside the fire for a week or two.

Julian’s voice became quieter. “He will die if I cannot see what I’m doing.”

A twisty sensation made itself known alongside my heart. While I was not sure what I felt about Ezra, I knew for certain I did not want to watch him die beside this cold river in the dark. “Show me,” I urged.

Ignoring the way Ezra mumbled a slurred protest, Julian lifted his shirt to expose the wound above Ezra’s hip.

I gasped. “Are there important things there? Organs and such?”

Ezra looked down. His arms had gone still, and his hands rested at his sides, only twitching. “No,” he said simply.

I clenched my jaw briefly. “Is that your professional assessment?”

“Yes.”

“He’s right, I believe,” Julian said, gingerly pressing his fingers around the small dark puncture that steadily bled a dark rivulet.

“Of course I’m right.” Ezra wagged his finger absurdly. “I’m the healer. Not you.”

“Apprentice,” I reminded him.

Ezra glared and dropped his hand. “You’re right. I’m an apprentice healer. And I know better than to do a medical procedure on a riverbank.”

“Present an alternative,” Julian said. “I’m willing to entertain suggestions.”

Silence stretched between them long enough that I blurted out, “Hurry up and fix him!”

A flash of amusement crossed Ezra’s face, endearing and infuriating all at once. He watched Julian with fondness. “You let your apprentice talk to you like that?”

“By all means,” Julian was saying, his attention on a filament of radiance as thin as a thread of silk. It stretched slowly between his thumb and pointer finger. “Continue to recklessly distract me from the delicate task at hand.”

Ezra’s eyes closed with a soft wince. “This is going to hurt,” he said with bald sincerity that caused another little twist in my chest.

Julian huffed a breath. “I told you. The alternative would feel worse.”

“Not for particularly long.”

“Stop wiggling,” I said in a hissed sort of whisper. “Let him work.”

“Hold him down,” Julian said.

I thought I’d misheard Julian, but sure enough, as soon as the radiance pulsed into the wound at Ezra’s hip, he bucked forward with a ragged sob. I had no choice but to shove his shoulders back into the bluff. He struggled for only a moment before his head lolled to one shoulder and his body went limp.

“He passed out,” I whispered.

“Good.” Julian’s voice was strained despite the relative simplicity of the work. He took a moment to steady his breathing. “Now watch. This is careful work. You must feel for the margins of the wound and stop the bleeding.”

“Feel? How?”

“When you allow the radiance to become an extension of yourself, it functions like an insect’s feelers. You’ve done it with machines without realizing it, I’m sure. I’m gently sealing the bleeding veins by burning them.”

“Like feelers? I’ve never heard of that,” I said, trying not to gag. The smell of singed flesh brought back the memory of Marshall’s screams and Ike’s messy death.

“Because no one’s ever taught you. And you never asked.”

His criticism stung. But he was right. I’d been a curious student, but only within the framework of Progress. I’d been so focused on being a good Conductor that I’d never asked the right questions.

“Even if I had, where would that have gotten me?”

Julian laughed. It was a surprisingly gentle sound. “You make a good point. All my questioning has led me to the same place. This stars-forsaken riverbank.”

Ezra’s fingers twitched, but he didn’t move, and within a second, the fine thread of radiance from Julian’s fingers extinguished. Using his sleeve, Julian wiped up Ezra’s blood. Only a small amount continued to trickle from the wound. Nothing like before.

“Will that save him?” I asked.

“I believe it will. And being out here in the woods ought to help him, too. The literature on Animators says—”

“The literature?” My voice was too loud, sputtering and incredulous. “You’re supposed to be dead, and now you’re talking about Animator literature like that’s perfectly normal reading material. None of this makes sense. And we don’t even know if he’s going to wake up again!”

To his credit, Julian allowed me to finish my distraught rant before he gently stated, “You’re cold. And you need to get warm. Sit beside him.”

Scowling, I shifted to sit hip to hip with Ezra. “There.”

Julian studied me, frowning. “We need to keep moving as soon as he can walk. I may need to dry your clothes with radiance.”

“With radiance?” I looked at my scraped, dirty hands. “What if you set them on fire?”

“Then you’ll be naked,” Julian said, busy using a large stick to push the burning kindling closer to me and Ezra. He added more wood, moving with far more ease than I would have expected. This wasn’t his first time in the wilderness. He looked as comfortable in homespun, common clothing as he had in his stuffy uniform. Did I know him at all?

When he glanced over and found me silently glaring, he went on: “Drying wet clothes is not as difficult as you’re making it out to be. I’ll coat your garments with a fine layer of radiance until they’re dry. Feelers. Like I told you.”

I looked down at Ezra. Even unconscious, his brow was furrowed with discomfort. “Are we hurting him by using radiance near him?”

Julian paused, a stick held in one hand as if he’d lost track of what he was doing. He frowned thoughtfully. “I’ve been trying to determine the mechanics of the synergy between our radiance and his magic. I’m sure you’ve noticed he doesn’t respond well to being startled by radiance. If he consciously welcomes it, it doesn’t clash with his magic. When he’s unconscious … I suppose we’ll have to see.”

“And how exactly did you discover all that?” I asked as pointedly as possible.

Julian’s breath stuttered. Even in the dim firelight, I could tell he was blushing. “I don’t think the nature of my research is relevant to this conversation,” he said.

“I think it’s pretty relevant.” When he remained stubbornly silent, I asked the next question on my mind. The one that felt like a livid bruise. “What about everyone else? Is radiance killing people?”

His gaze found mine, and it was so solemn, my breath hitched. “There’s nuance to it. Variables like proximity, length of exposure, volume of radiance. But to answer your question, yes. Progress is killing people at an alarming rate. Are you wearing undergarments?”

I sputtered. “Julian!”

Julian seemed pleased to have flustered me in turn. “I’d have thought you too cold to blush to that extent.”

“Yes.” I grit the word out. “I am wearing undergarments.”

“Take off as much as you can. I don’t like the way you’re not shivering.”

My trousers and blouse stuck to my body, and the small buttons were torture to my numb, waterlogged fingers. I made a small angry noise and considered setting my clothes on fire so I could die naked but free.

Julian batted my hands away and deftly loosened the buttons down my front. I expected a moment of tension, for him to blush the way he had when I’d asked him how he’d learned so much about Ezra’s magic. Instead, he seemed unfazed by the sight of me in my thin, wet undershirt. Eased by his nonchalance, I helped him pull my boots and my soaked trousers off. With dismay, I realized I’d lost my tool belt in the river. The fire’s heat licked at my bare skin where goose bumps made the hair on my legs stand straight up.

“Stay close to him,” he instructed. “I can’t have either of you freezing to death. We’ve got a long way to walk.”

“Where are we walking to?” I asked with a sudden cold-induced yawn.

“Away from here.” Julian stripped Ezra, careful not to jostle him too much. “It’ll take a week if we move quickly. There’s a wagon trail. We can follow it to Cascade. I’ve got business there.”

“You sound like you’ve been planning this for a while,” I said, reeling. One moment he’d been dead, and now he was not only alive but scheming. Heretically.

Without acknowledging me, Julian gathered our wet clothes and shoes. “Stay there. I’ve got to hang these up to dry them properly.”

A small ripple of fear ran through me at the thought of being stranded beside the icy river in my underclothes. I decided to be angry instead, preferring that to being frightened. “Why didn’t you tell me anything? Why aren’t you explaining things now?”

I didn’t want to be left out anymore. And it still stung, despite all that had happened since, that he’d sent me away.

Julian stood like a sapling stretching toward the sun. Somehow, he looked no less haughty in rough clothes. “I didn’t know if I could trust you. Besides, you were meant to be halfway back to the House by now. Give me time to consider my words.”

“That’s cowardly.”

“Perhaps.” The thick brush swallowed him as he went to hang our clothes over branches to dry them with radiance. I listened for his footsteps rustling and crunching, but the river’s constant rush was too loud. Beside me, Ezra breathed evenly with no alarming shallowness. I didn’t know much of healing, but I’d helped nurse other girls at school through fevers and coughs enough times to know when to send for help.

Not that we could send for help. And Ainsley was out there. Did she have more hired killers at her disposal?

Why had Ezra claimed responsibility for Julian’s death?

Why had he helped me get away?

“I wish you were awake,” I whispered.

“I’d rather not be,” Ezra whispered back, startling me.

I nearly punched his arm. Instead, I took his cold hand in both of mine and squeezed it, my relief so profound, it left me woozy. “You need to hold still.”

His lips were pale, but he smiled faintly. “I am holding still.”

“Well … Should you be talking?”

“You’re the one who wished for me to be awake.”

“I didn’t manifest it. Stop being foolish.”

He cracked his eyes open and tilted his head to meet my worried gaze. “I’m all right, I promise. Being out here in the forest, it’ll help. If Ike had punctured any important organs, I’d have bled out long before we ended up here.”

I wanted to ask him more about how the forest helped, how it made him feel—but Ike’s name shattered something in me.

“I killed them.” The words were thick on my tongue. It sounded like a lie to my ears. Like it couldn’t be real.

I was a killer. And I could never take it back.

I’d never be the same.

Ezra closed his eyes and didn’t speak for so long that I wondered if he’d fallen asleep. “You did. But that was my fault. You wouldn’t have been there at all if it weren’t for me.”

“None of that,” Julian said, crashing back out of the brush and shooting an impatient look at both of us. “Can you walk? We should get going.” He threw me my clothes and placed Ezra’s in his hands with somewhat more gentleness, though it appeared to be only on account of the wound at his side.

I hurriedly shimmied back into my clothes, delighted to find that they were dry and warm.

“Thank you,” Ezra said, avoiding his gaze and swiftly tearing long strips from the hem of his shirt. He worked quickly to wrap his middle, wincing as he tightened the knot that held the makeshift bandage fast. “I don’t believe a walk was part of the plan.”

“Fishing you out of the river wasn’t part of the plan either,” Julian said mildly.

Ezra huffed as he finished getting dressed. “You could have let me drown if it was such an inconvenience.”

“Don’t be a child. Would you prefer to languish here waiting to be hunted down and killed?”

“‘Languish’? You know I thrive in nature.”

Unsettled by the easy familiarity between them, I asked, “The plan?”

They both turned their attention to me as I finished lacing my boots and wobbled to stand, sore in places I hadn’t noticed before. Ezra had the decency to look remorseful; Julian did not.

“You were supposed to be on a train,” Julian said, as if this somehow explained or excused an entire plan happening behind my back.

“And it never occurred to either of you—who appear to be colluding—that I might wish to participate in a plan?”

“Why would it occur to me that you’d want to work against the system that created you, that you’re so embedded in, you failed to notice until, it seems, quite recently, that our radiance has devastating impacts?” Julian asked, sounding irritated now.

“Perhaps all my disappointing behavior should have clued you in, Senior,” I spat.

Ezra ducked his head and failed to hide a smile.

“There’s more at stake than your hurt feelings,” Julian muttered.

The breath left my body as if he’d punched me. “Do you think I don’t understand that? I just killed two men! I’m trying to catch up. Let me catch up. Let me help.” My voice broke, despite my desperate wish not to cry in front of them. “Please.”

“Don’t bully her, Julian,” Ezra said.

Julian whirled on him. “Me? You can’t be serious.”

Frustration consumed me, but for once it was easy to clench my fist and keep my radiance tucked inside. I wasn’t ready to use it violently again. Not yet. “Tell me what you’re doing so I can decide if I’m going to help or forget I ever met either of you insufferable, arrogant, rude, awful boys!” I yelled.

Ezra looked like he wanted to say something, but his gaze flicked to my fist, and he closed his mouth tightly. He was wise to fear me. He’d seen what I’d done. How easily I’d done it.

It took Julian several long moments to stop looking surprised that I’d shouted at him. He smoothed down his clothes as if he wore an impeccably tailored waistcoat. “I’m traveling to Cascade,” he finally said quietly, sounding like his head ached. “I have contacts who live on a farm on the outskirts of town. Others who believe there’s a peaceful way to stop the march of Progress. To reform our understanding of Progress itself.”

His words slowly settled into my bones. “You’re a resistor, too,” I said with a heavy exhale.

Julian rolled his eyes. “Resistors are not an organized entity, despite what the House would have people think. And trust me, there’s no consensus on approach either.”

“I will die on the spot if I have to listen to Julian’s treatise on ethical approaches to the rise of Industry,” Ezra said.

I ignored Ezra. “You’re saying you have allies? People who would help us if we wanted to stop the House from hurting people?”

“You put it rather simply, but yes,” Julian said, with a pained expression that indicated it was not remotely simple.

I recalled the letter on his desk, the unfamiliar name on it. It must have been to one of his allies. “So you don’t have a secret sweetheart,” I reasoned aloud.

Ezra and Julian said absolutely nothing, both fixing gazes on me that made them look like startled alley cats.

“The letters,” I explained. “Nikola isn’t your sweetheart.”

A choking laugh escaped Ezra.

Julian’s skin took on a slightly reddened tone. “Correct. Nikola is not my sweetheart.”

I weighed what I knew, which was next to nothing. Julian and Ezra had planned something together. Julian was secretly a resistor working against the House, but not with Ainsley. There were people who wanted to stop radiance from hurting people, and they didn’t want to do it by causing more violence. That felt—it felt impossible to me, but like something I should want. Even though I wasn’t sure I knew how to resolve any of this without violence.

The House of Industry had power far beyond the radiance at our fingertips. The Elders were ministers of state, of transportation, even of war. We were only children in the woods.

But I wanted a place in all this anyway. Now, more than ever, I needed to feel rooted to something. I had so much squandered time to make up for, so many mistakes to atone for. I needed to find a way to help undo the damage I’d caused by being so thoughtlessly obedient. So small-minded.

And, a tiny voice admitted in my heart, I didn’t want to be alone.

“I want to go with you,” I said firmly. If Frostbrook wasn’t meant to be my home, I’d go somewhere else. “You know I can fight if we need to. And I’m as strong as either of you.”

“No one’s debating that,” Julian said under his breath, continuing to look flustered.

“Let her go with you,” Ezra prompted, his voice strangely gentle.

“You’re coming, too,” Julian snapped at the exact same time that I asked, “What about you?”

Ezra used a smooth stick to stand and leaned against it. “The two of you can go anywhere you please. I never agreed to go on a long, boring walk.”

An uncomfortable pang of unhappiness gripped me. “You won’t come with us?”

Here I was again, longing for Ezra’s company. I hated them both in that moment—for being all I had, for being people I wanted to know better, know completely, despite everything.

“Ainsley will kill you if you return to Frostbrook,” Julian said. “You showed her your hand. You’re a liability to her now.”

“What’s to keep her from chasing after me? Not all of us can fake our own deaths,” Ezra said crossly. I remembered how he’d boasted that he’d killed Julian. How he’d staged the blood in his room. Now I had a feeling it had all been to protect Julian—to give him a way out.

“You know she’s not going to chase you. Not when Henry’s waiting on her to return to him,” Julian said impatiently.

“You don’t have to be dead. You can disappear,” I told Ezra. “We can disappear together.”

Ezra stared at me. “But I …”

Julian abruptly pushed him toward a sloping incline, ignoring his stumbling and swearing. “Enough dithering. Didn’t you tell me to be more decisive? Well, I’ve decided. Start walking. Appren—Josephine, you may as well come along. It’s not like you’d survive if you didn’t.” He grabbed a bag from the ground and slung it over his shoulder.

Ezra glanced back, and I saw a silent plea in his eyes that nearly made me laugh hysterically. He might as well have mouthed, Don’t leave me alone with him.

Swallowing the impulse to dig my heels in the dirt and watch them walk out of my life, I kicked sand onto the fire until it dampened to a wisp of smoke. I was too exhausted and sore to lie to myself. This wasn’t a last resort. It was what I wanted. I wanted to walk beside the two most infuriating boys I’d ever met.

Struck by an impulse, I untied the blue scarf I’d fastened back on out of habit. I held it out over the water and opened my fingers, letting it flutter away. The swift current stole it and carried it out of sight.

Without another word, I followed their silent stumbling path alongside the relentless rush of the river.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Whatever toiling I thought I’d done in the past paled in comparison to the effort it took to make my legs keep moving when all I wanted was to crumple to the ground. The only thing that kept me upright was my rage. I could feel it like a living thing pulsing alongside my heart. With every shuffling step, I nurtured it, despite being unsure exactly who or what I wanted to unleash that rage upon.

Julian, a surprisingly skilled way finder, led us to a wagon trail that we followed through the damp, thick forest until the trees gave way to an empty rolling plain. It wasn’t quite dawn, but the birds in the tall grass were beginning to trill and flutter, as if anticipating the light.

Shuffling out from under the canopy leaves, I stared up at a sky so vast, it made me dizzy. There were no tufts of clouds above, only the shimmering lights of innumerable stars and the glossy swirls of the galaxies that cradled them. The radiance in me responded to the echo of countless suns, all pulsing with the same power that lived within me. I felt warm and sheltered, uniquely aware that while my body was far from celestial, it was the temporary home to something much greater than I’d ever truly understand.

Placing his hand on my shoulder, Julian spoke softly. “It’s your first time seeing the sky like this?”

“How can you tell?”

He chuckled quietly. “Because you haven’t been looking where you’re walking. Listen—I’m not teasing you,” he said, responding to my bristling. “I cried the first time I saw the stars that bright.”

For a long moment, we stood side by side, and I wondered if we were not Children of Industry but children of stars. Stars that could not and should not be harnessed.

“City folk,” Ezra muttered, shoving past us and stumbling off the path into what looked like a soft patch of grass. He turned in a circle like a restless cat before sinking to the ground and closing his eyes.

I glanced at Julian, expecting him to be frustrated. Instead, he wore a fond expression that made me feel weightless for a moment. I was fairly certain I’d looked at Ezra the exact same way more than once. Strangely, that made me feel closer to Julian.

“I’d like to go farther, but he needs to rest,” he murmured. “We can sleep through the morning and set off again at midday.”

Privately relieved, I found my own little spot where I could keep an eye on Ezra. He hadn’t said a word as we’d walked through the night, as if it had taken all he had to stay on his feet.

Julian sat beside me. It felt strange. More intimate than walking side by side. Before I could complain, he opened his pack and handed me a piece of hard cheese and a scrap of grainy bread. “This isn’t poisoned, if you’re concerned.”

I recalled the food Ainsley had tried to give me at the train station. “You saved my life,” I murmured.

“I’ve never wanted to do you harm,” he said stiffly.

“Don’t you think sending me back to the House was doing me harm?” I asked with my mouth full. Bread and cheese had never tasted so good. Grateful, I took the canteen he offered and drew a careful sip to wash the small meal down.

Julian was watching Ezra sleep. His normally pinched expression had softened, as if it relieved him to see Ezra at rest. “A lesser harm than allowing Ainsley to kill you. A lesser harm than chasing you off into the wilderness to die alone.”

I recalled what he’d told me when I’d asked him if we were killing people. My stomach turned. “We’ve been doing harm all along,” I said bitterly.

Twisting the cap back onto the canteen, Julian stared at his hands. “Great harm,” he said on an exhale.

“The wasting. It’s really because of us?” I asked, struggling to speak the words aloud.

Julian nodded solemnly. “Our radiance is toxic to living things. The way we’re using it, anyway. This relentless march of Progress,” he said bitterly. “The excess. The House’s insatiable greed.”

I swallowed hard, fighting nausea. “Do the Elders know?”

He looked at me closely, approval in his gaze. I hated how much I still wanted him to find me competent. “That’s a good question to ask,” he said. “I’m certain they must. They spend far too much time maligning the resistor movement not to know.”

“To distract people,” I realized aloud.

“It’s convenient for them to turn everyone’s focus onto a common enemy.”

The confirmation of what I hadn’t wanted to believe settled in my body, heavy as a stone. I didn’t want to dwell on the thought of our parents in their graves. I’d unravel. I chose, instead, to be angry at Julian. “You didn’t consider telling me any of this when I arrived in Frostbrook?”

“You would have thought me a heretic.” Julian’s voice held no judgement for once. It was a simple fact.

And he was right. I would have. I would have found a way to get a message back to the House of Industry that the brilliant young Senior at Frostbrook’s Mission was promoting a dangerous, reckless agenda that went against our very existence. I would have taken the opportunity to finally distinguish myself from my peers. Josephine Haven, the bright mind who’d exposed Julian Gray as a resistor—a wolf among the flock.

The person I’d been less than two weeks ago felt like a stranger now. Would she have wept over Julian’s murder?

“I thought you were dead.” I hiccuped, overcome with the memory of what I’d thought was his lifeblood smeared across his room. “I came back to warn you and you were dead and it was my fault. I let him in, and it was my fault.” My breath shuddered with the effort not to sob.

Looking distraught, Julian glanced from me to Ezra’s sleeping form, as if Ezra could somehow save him from perceiving my emotions. “I’m not dead,” he pointed out.

“I shouldn’t have cared because you were so mean to me,” I said shakily, no longer caring how childish I sounded. He’d been cruel, and he deserved to feel at least a little terrible about it.

“You cared because you are good,” Julian murmured.

“Or did I care because you are better than you seem?”

Julian huffed a little breeze of a laugh. “Perhaps this remains to be seen.”

A heavy sigh escaped me. The plain that stretched before us, and the world that stretched beyond that, was so impossibly large. And we were nothing but two children who no longer had the House to call a home. “Julian. What are we going to do now?”

“‘We’?” he asked. The dim light of the growing dawn illuminated his small, shy smile.

I slapped his arm, and he stared at me with such shock that I couldn’t help laughing. “Whatever you’re doing, I’m doing it, too. I want to make things right. I want to protect people. Even if—Julian, even if it means risking our lives.”

“No one is asking you to die,” he said gruffly, rubbing his arm. “I think you’ll find my plan is far more practical than that. I believe there’s an ethical way to bring Progress to the world. Nikola and I are pioneering a synthetic form of radiance.”

“It’s safe?” I asked hopefully.

“Yes,” he said with quiet conviction. “When used with proper precautions, it will be safe. Clean. We can stop the wasting if this alternative to the House’s radiance is adopted.”

“It sounds so simple when you say it that way.” My head spun. It was more than the weight of his words, I realized. Every part of my body throbbed from barely surviving the night.

“I wish it were simple. Turn your face this way,” Julian said, pulling a tin of salve out of his pack. I recognized the comforting green scent as he dabbed it onto a cut on my brow.

Narrowing my eyes, I held still and allowed his surprisingly gentle touch to soothe me. “Ezra made that, didn’t he?”

“Before you call me a liar, it’s not as if I could have told you that before,” he said, sounding flustered.

Perhaps because I was overtired, I allowed myself to ask a question I never would have dreamed of asking my Senior Conductor the day before. “You didn’t simply know each other. You were lovers, weren’t you? You and Ezra?”

His hand trembled slightly as he dabbed the cool salve at a few more smaller scrapes on my forehead and my hands. “Yes,” he said simply. The solitary word held both regret and, I was startled to realize, longing.

Unsure what I was searching for, I studied his eyes. For the first time, I saw the boy he truly was—unsure, stubborn … and lonely. “How did you meet?”

“Ah. Frostbrook is a small town, as you know. We orbited each other for a while. And …” He shifted where he sat, visibly uncomfortable in a way I found hopelessly endearing. “Well. Sometimes it’s simply about needs being met. I don’t think either of us anticipated becoming … entangled. He’s …”

I caught his hand, and he froze, staring at me. “You don’t have say more,” I said. “I know.”

He looked down at our hands with a rueful smile. “I suppose you do.”

Releasing him, I murmured, “Thank you. For the salve. My head was aching.”

Julian took the sort of breath that precedes a proclamation, and I braced myself for whatever he had to say. “I don’t—” he started, uncommonly clumsy with his words. “I don’t feel a … connection … with girls the same way Ezra does. He’s … his heart is more generous, I suppose. But I … I do care for you, Appren—Josephine. You are bold. And inquisitive. And clever. I would like to earn your trust.”

I found myself laughing giddily, my heart giving a strange thrill at the notion of finding a friend here on this empty plain, where the House could no longer tell us to guard ourselves from others. If Julian could remake Progress, surely we could also make what we wanted of our hearts.

“All right,” I said. “Start by telling me about this plan you have.”

Julian’s eyes lit up in a way I’d never seen before. It made him look younger and far less armored. “How much do you know about the Continental Exposition?” he asked.
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Four days into our walk, the color returned to Ezra’s lips and he stopped pressing his hand to his bandaged wound protectively. He kept up doggedly. I, on the other hand, frequently needed to pause to catch my breath and tend to my rapidly declining feet.

The hunger was the worst part. Julian hadn’t packed rations for three. We found some quail eggs, but that hadn’t been enough to fill our bellies. While Ezra was an expert forager, the wide plain didn’t offer much in the way of greens or mushrooms we could eat. Every once in a while, we came upon berry bushes and filled our hands and our mouths until our fingertips were stained a deep purple.

At the crest of a hill, the wind whipped high grass into whorls that gleamed in the setting sun. The path ahead weaved through patchy thickets of scrub leading to a tree line in the distance. I perched on a rock, massaging my bare feet, while Ezra sprawled flat on his back and napped with the grass curling over him protectively.

“Does he tell the grass to do that?” I asked Julian, who was never far away.

Julian looked up from thumbing through a leather journal. He drew it from his pack often, never seeming to read it so much as assure himself of its existence. “I imagine he’s seeking comfort, whether he means to or not.”

“The grass doesn’t pet me when I seek comfort,” I said grumpily, while I prodded a toenail that didn’t look like it was going to survive the journey. “What’s in your journal?”

“Letters.”

“Letters in a journal?” I craned to look, and he didn’t shy away. I could quickly see why he wasn’t trying to hide it from me. The words were written in a cipher.

“I transcribed them. There are some things … things I wanted to keep.” He closed the journal and carefully tucked it back into his bag.

“Who are they from?”

“My contacts in Cascade. Maggie Taylor, her granddaughter Nikola, and from a friend at the House.” Julian hesitated at first—as if the names would shatter if he spoke them too forcefully. But the more he went on, the more passionate he sounded. “Maggie built a laboratory on her farm outside Cascade. Far from the House’s purview. They’ve been building prototypes, running experiments. You see, it’s not intelligence that will change the world. It’s curiosity. And safety breeds curiosity.”

“I’ve never thought about it that way,” I told him. The House of Industry had felt secure—like a fortress. The kind of place that was only safe if you followed commands and stayed in line. I hadn’t been curious enough because I’d used all my energy trying to follow the rules.

“Maggie’s created a haven for free thought. Can you imagine?” Julian had become more animated than I’d ever seen him, his elegant hands emphasizing his words. “No limits, no consequences for being wrong. That’s how we remake the future. At next year’s Continental Exposition, everyone will see what science can do. What people can achieve when they’re not afraid to try something different.”

I could tell by the boyish excitement in his voice that he saw Cascade as not only a home for his science but a home for his heart. The journal he carried was impractical, but I understood why he held on to a record of correspondence it would have been wiser to destroy. It made me want to wrap my arms around him, but he didn’t seem like someone who would welcome a sudden embrace.

“I’m glad you have them,” I said, not sure if I meant the letters or the people who gave him hope.

Julian glanced at me warily, as if aware of how much he’d exposed with his sincerity. He abruptly tucked his journal into his bag. “It’s science that matters. Not sentiment.”

I glanced at Ezra pointedly. “I don’t believe you’re incapable of sentiment.”

Following my gaze, Julian drew in an exasperated breath. “Untangling ourselves from the House’s regulations is a process. It’s the same as rewiring a conduction box. There’s much to learn. And it takes … practice.”

“Are you saying you practiced with Ezra?” I asked, unable to hide a smirk. Somehow, I felt much better knowing I wasn’t the only one who’d fallen under his thrall.

“Not intentionally,” Julian said with surprising honesty. “That was a mistake. I’m sure he’d agree.”

I hummed, noncommittal. I hadn’t asked Ezra about their relationship yet. I wasn’t ready to unravel the knot of pain between us. With Julian, I felt comfort in knowing we’d been raised the same way. Ezra was a wild unknown, and he’d hurt me terribly. The wound of his betrayal and manipulation throbbed no matter how much I tried to ignore it.

“We need to press on to Cascade before we starve,” Julian added, as if he’d heard my stomach growling. He probably had. Or, as was more likely, he wanted to change the subject. “The Taylors will have plenty of food.”

“Don’t say ‘food,’” I whined, pressing my hand to my belly. “It’ll start getting ideas.”

Julian let out a tired chuckle and began to pack up the rest of his things.

“Hey.” I walked over to Ezra and nudged him with my boot. “Julian says we have to keep going.”

Watching him wake, I felt a coil of heat under my ribs. He took several seconds to orient himself, his expression warm and sleepy in a way that stole my breath. Then he shifted and winced, his hand flying to his bandages. He let out a disappointed moan. “We’re not there yet?”

“We’ll never be there if you continue sleeping every time we stop,” I said.

“I won’t get better without plenty of naps.” The amused glint in his eyes told me he’d have napped whether he needed to commune with the grass or not.

As we began to travel again, Julian led the way, pack snug against his back and his gait long and sure. I was in the middle, with Ezra trailing me like a shadow. I never allowed him to slip too far behind in case he got any ideas about resting without telling us first.

“How does it work?” I asked, tired of the silence of our endless march.

Ezra answered quickly. “How does what work?”

“You. The grass. The forest. Getting better.”

“I wish I knew.”

Julian’s head gave a curious sort of tilt, but he said nothing.

“My mother told me some things,” Ezra went on, hesitant now, as if sifting through ashes to find the words. “Stories that had snatches of truth in them. She didn’t call us Animators, you know. She called us witches. She’d tell me about witches letting saplings rock their babies to sleep, putting their bare feet in the dirt to feel the breath of the world.”

I’d never been told anything nice about witches or Animators. At the House of Industry, they were the villains, mad with the wildness of dark forests and cold winter winds. They stole babies, buried people alive in the dirt. They were characterized as too emotional to be properly in control of their power. Just like me.

It was one more way I’d been shaped and shamed into an unthinking tool.

I liked Ezra’s mother’s stories better.

“If she told you stories about witches, maybe she knew there were others like you out there,” I suggested softly. “Other survivors.”

“Maybe. It’s difficult for me to remember all the things she told me. I didn’t want to listen.” His voice grew so quiet, I worried he’d stopped walking, but when I glanced back, he was nearly beside me, his gaze fixed on the weedy wheel ruts at our feet as he shuffled along. “I think I was more powerful than her. Otherwise, she could have stopped me.”

“If you know how to make water move, why couldn’t you do it when we were on the raft?”

“I’ve spent my whole life trying to figure out how I did that.” Ezra’s laugh was tired, void of amusement. “I can’t call to the water with the ease I can with plants. I suppose some things happen only because you don’t mean for them to happen.”

His words held a thread of significance I couldn’t grasp. “So you can’t control water?”

“I can’t control anything. I can only ask. Water is stubborn and strong. Like you. Plants are friendly.”

“Plants are friendly,” I repeated, dubious, and pointedly ignoring being called stubborn.

“They are. You’d think so if you could feel it. Sometimes it’s not like asking—it’s like being called.”

“Is that what healing is like, too?” I asked, thinking of the life he’d walked away from. His apprenticeship, the gentleness of that work.

“A little. It’s connected, right?”

“It’s likely more connected than you realize,” Julian said. “You’ve got an affinity for herbal healing and an intuition about the body. You should explore it further.”

A little pang of envy made itself known in my belly. Julian spoke as if he shared a language with Ezra. As if he had no trouble following the meandering path of Ezra’s thoughts.

Ezra let out a tired chuckle. “Yes, well, I haven’t had the benefit of instruction the way you both did.”

“We weren’t instructed,” Julian said. He’d paused, allowing us to catch up. Impatience tightened his jaw, but I understood. He wasn’t frustrated with me and Ezra, only at the necessity of our pace. “We were indoctrinated. We were made to be something, not given the opportunity to step into what we were meant to be. Everything meaningful I know I had to teach myself. I had to seek the information, the same as Josephine must, now that her eyes have been opened.”

“By all means,” Ezra said, brittle, as if Julian’s irritation had infected him, “direct me to where I can seek information about Animators. Find me documentation without bias. Show me the contacts I can correspond with. I’d be happy to learn.”

“Ezra,” I said, not quite admonishing—but not hiding my surprise either. I’d only heard him speak with such venom once before, when Julian had chastised me at the Mission. I was still discovering the thorny parts of him.

“It’s fine.” Julian was looking at Ezra. “He’s right. We had guidance, whether the intention was good or not.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but Ezra brushed by him, bumping his shoulder and continuing down the weed-strewn path.

Julian’s gaze shifted to mine. An apology seemed to linger at his mouth, but he said nothing.

“Come on,” I said, my feet feeling heavy. My heart heavier. “Let’s go.”

We walked in silence for hours. The rhythm of my steps became meditative. As the shape of the shadows changed, I felt lighter in increments. There was space out here for my hurt. For Ezra’s and Julian’s. Space to let it be.

Out here with the sky turning scarlet and clouds rippling like smears of paint across forever, I felt terribly foolish to have ever believed radiance was my birthright. That spreading Progress across this beautiful world had been a noble cause.

Though I could not articulate it, I was starting to understand some of what Ezra meant when he said that his gift was like being called. For the first time in my life, I felt beckoning whispers along my skin and in my bones.

Out here, far from any machines, far from conduction lines and coils, my radiance responded to the moonlight and the starlight and the sun. It rippled in me, sustaining in a way that didn’t demand to be released or used. It didn’t require a mandate from the Elders. It simply was. I was.

I’d never felt so whole.

Did Julian feel it too?

I caught up to him on the path that had narrowed through a dense patch of flowering bushes. “What about the rest of us?” I asked.

“The rest of us?” he asked, sounding briefly dazed, as if his thoughts had also stretched wide in the silence and the steadiness of our travels.

“At the House. The students. The Generators. Even the professors. Some of them must be reasonable.” I thought of my classmates—my friends, they’d been my friends. Gertrude was my friend. She deserved to know the Elders were manipulating her. Were manipulating everyone.

“Yes, some are reasonable,” Julian agreed absently.

“We can’t let this happen to them, too.”

“Can’t let what happen? Being attacked by well-meaning but misguided resistors or having an internal crisis over the realization that radiance is profoundly toxic when misused?”

I punched Julian’s arm. “I’m being serious.”

“He’s also being serious,” Ezra said, an amused voice behind us.

“You want to debut your synthetic radiance at the Continental Exposition next year and change the course of Progress. But what about the other Children of Industry? Don’t they deserve a chance to stand beside you?”

“What are you proposing?” Julian reached to move a skinny branch out of the way for me, but it bent on its own before he could touch it. His shoulders stiffened as he continued. “Visit the House of Industry and tell everyone that overuse of radiance is destroying the world? And then see if they’d like to become resistors—the same people they associate with murdering their classmates?”

“Maybe we could,” I said stubbornly. “Maybe if they knew more about the wasting …”

“And what of the Elders? Will you destroy them if they refuse to acknowledge their crimes?”

It didn’t sound like a terrible idea to me.

But I had a feeling that thought was best kept to myself.

Ezra made an unpleasant sound. “You can’t rush science,” he said, clearly parroting something he’d been told and did not agree with. He followed up with a disdainful snort. “Julian won’t do a damn thing until he’s certain of it. That’s why they’re waiting for next year’s Continental Exposition, instead of debuting this year.”

“You’ve got no ground to stand on,” I snapped at Ezra. “All resistors want to do is murder everyone associated with the House of Industry and tear down all the Progress we’ve brought to the world.”

“That’s not a particularly nuanced take,” Julian murmured.

Ezra’s voice became as cold as the angry river had been. “I never claimed allegiance to resistors and their violence.”

“That’s right,” Julian said with a bitter laugh. “You’ve got no allegiance to anyone but yourself.”

“Glad that’s finally sunk in,” Ezra muttered.

Anger spiked in me, and for the first time since we’d started walking and walking and walking, radiance heated my hands with the threat of violence. I tucked my fingers into my pockets as if the fabric could stop the ugly manifestation of my impulsive emotions. “If it wasn’t allegiance that led you to seduce me on behalf of resistors so you could break into my Mission and kill Julian, what was it? Feel free to explain. We’ve got plenty of time to talk.”

The sun had set, but even in the dim light, I could see the way Ezra’s cheeks took on a splotchy red color. It was quite satisfying to behold. Then I looked closer and saw the tightness around his eyes, the unhappy line his mouth made, and I didn’t like that at all. “As you can see, I did not kill Julian. And I was ordered to befriend you. The rest … the rest was …”

The rest had felt so real. His laughter. The smiles I wanted back. His hands on my waist, in my hair.

He’d saved my life when I’d fallen. Showed me his magic.

I hated that I still wanted it to be real.

My breath sucked in with a shudder.

“It was under duress. I told him to do it,” Julian said. “I told him to get close to you so I’d have a reason to send you away safely, and a way for him to get into the Mission. Ainsley wanted him to kill us both. I told him to fake my death. I saw a way out of Frostbrook, and I took it.”

Ezra ducked his head, looking miserably ashamed. “I didn’t argue with him. I wanted him to leave. I wanted to live in peace.”

My thoughts spun like dead leaves caught in a whirling wind. “You both should have given me a chance. I deserved a chance,” I said, my voice hoarse. I didn’t want to cry. Not over their asinine plan.

Not over being left out of it.

Not over being made a fool by both of them.

Trying to stomp away, I stumbled over a root in the growing darkness and swore.

Julian let out a theatrical sigh and held his hand up, creating a blue-white torch of radiance that I couldn’t help but feel was a warning—though to who, I wasn’t sure. “Perhaps we should stop for the night.”

We could have pressed on for another hour. But my toe smarted, and my pride smarted more.

“Fine,” I snapped, weaving through the shrubs to a patch of soft grass. I sat down in a huff, not caring how I looked. They lingered on the trail, as if considering whether I’d kill them both if they approached.

Eventually, Julian made his way to me and set his pack down, offering it as a pillow for me as he had the past nights.

“Thank you,” I mumbled.

He hummed wordless acknowledgment and made his way into the thicker grass. Being together like this was starting to erode all the sense of decency I’d had before. It was impossible not to notice when your traveling companion needed to relieve himself.

Now that I wasn’t moving, a chill seeped into my sweaty clothes. The nights were cold and windy, and the shrubs did little to shelter us.

Nearby, Ezra stood like a statue, gaze distant and troubled. “Who told you that I seduced you?”

He didn’t deserve to sound so hurt.

I didn’t want to feel the echo of it. “I heard people in the woods talking,” I admitted, busying myself with untying my boots. “Bragging.”

His jaw tightened. “I did not intend for you to hear things like that. I never—That was not my intention.”

“It doesn’t change what you did,” I said, standing without meaning to. “You gained my trust through deception. You made a fool of me!”

Wind whipped his shaggy hair into his eyes as he whirled on me. “I did not tell you the truth of my motives. That’s not the same.”

I squared my shoulders, too angry to care about the waver in my voice. “And what of my heart?”

“Josephine.” Trembling, he stepped into the distance between us, hands finding my face, pushing carefully into my hair. His fingers were warm. He bent to touch his forehead to mine and spoke my name again, a careful plea.

A sob caught in my throat.

“Your wildness,” he whispered. “It stirs me up.”

After everything he’d done, I shouldn’t have believed him. But I did. And I didn’t want him to stop touching me. “Please,” I whispered.

There was nothing careful about the way he kissed me.

His mouth seared against mine, and I reached for him, no longer hot with radiance, but set aflame with something I had far less ability to contain. I gripped his shirt, held him close, and showed him that despite every reason to shove him away, I wanted him close like this, wanted to know more of him, all of him.

Abruptly, he broke away, and it took me a dizzy moment to see why.

Julian was watching us, whatever reaction he’d initially had already steeled to careful boredom.

Finally, he said, “That doesn’t look restful.”

“We didn’t mean—” I began weakly, feeling every bit the apprentice caught breaking rules. I took another step back to further distance myself from Ezra.

“I meant to,” Ezra interrupted. He exhaled shakily, as if collecting his thoughts. Though he wasn’t looking at me, I felt his soft words like a lingering touch. “I meant that.”

This time, Julian’s sigh held weary sincerity. His expression gentled, and he pointed to the place where he’d set his pack down for us to rest. “We won’t survive if we don’t keep close. But perhaps not overly close if I’m meant to get any sleep.”

“Don’t mock her,” Ezra snapped.

Julian let out an incredulous huff. “Truly baffling that you continue to think I’m the one wronging her.”

I glared at both of them. “I’m right here. Stop it.”

At least this time, I didn’t need to take drastic measures to get their attention.

They looked away from each other like chastised little boys. There was so much more I could say, but I was so tired.

My heart beat a painful rhythm in my rib cage, rattling around like someone was shaking it. My body, however, wanted nothing more than to sleep, and it was surprisingly easy to sink to the ground and rest my head against the leather pack. The ground beneath me swallowed up my anger and soaked up my lingering tears.

A hand came to rest against my back, protective and warm, and as I fell asleep, I wasn’t sure whose it was.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

As dawn crept over us, I wriggled closer to the warmth alongside me.

On cold nights at the House of Industry, we’d slept piled up like a litter of puppies in a fight against the endless draft. It had been the only way to stay warm.

But when I opened my eyes and saw Ezra crouching nearby, smirking, I bolted upright as if he’d splashed water on me. Julian made a grumpy sound of protest as his arm fell away from me. He stretched, slow to wake and hopefully even slower to realize we’d been sleeping pressed together like a pair of spoons.

It wasn’t that I’d thought I was snuggling with Ezra. It was that I definitely hadn’t thought I was snuggling with Julian. Scowling at Ezra’s soft laughter, I trudged into the taller grass to make myself ready for the morning.

There was little to do but collect ourselves, share a few gulps of water, and continue on our way.

For a while, I walked ahead of them both, content to pretend that I was on a grand journey on my own, devoid of the company of two irritating boys. They spoke quietly behind me, and it didn’t take long for an itchy kind of loneliness to creep up on me. What were they saying?

I slowed and ran my fingers through the tall grass on the side of the path. Everything was bathed in golden light. Bugs whirled around me like stardust, and birds fluttered from one scrubby bush to the next, calling out morning songs. Letting the cool air fill my chest and my belly, I silently told the tightness in my ribs to see itself off. The day was too young and the sky too wide to concern myself with the goings-on of those two.

And if I let a small honest place in me speak, I was glad Ezra had someone besides me to confide in. He was walking away from his home. From a good and honest calling. From a teacher. From a sense of purpose.

I’d always told myself that bringing Progress to the world was my purpose, but until now I’d never understood what a true purpose felt like. All my life, I’d been lied to and manipulated and made to hurt countless others. Now I could tell people the truth about the poisonous march of Progress. While Julian focused on preparing to debut synthetic radiance at the Continental Exposition, I’d figure out how to convince the other Children of Industry to join us. We had more than a year to solidify our plans. Surely that was enough time.

Together, we could change everything.

That was worth fighting for.

“Waiting for me?” Ezra asked, laughing gently at my startled yelp.

“No. I’m perfectly fine walking alone,” I said, embarrassed at how relieved I actually was that he’d caught up to me.

“I believe her,” Julian noted, as he passed us both. “She wasn’t too keen on your company this morning.”

I lobbed a stick at Julian’s back, deliberately missing. The truth was that I was overly keen on Ezra’s company. Though I knew I was being unreasonable, I couldn’t imagine not being by his side.

A terrible thought surfaced. Was I taking his companionship for granted?

I grabbed his wrist as if I needed to prevent him from darting away. “What will you do when we get to Cascade?”

“Why does it matter?” Ezra shook his hand out of my grip, eyeing me suspiciously. “It’s a little late to uninvite me.”

“I’m being serious. You weren’t planning to go to with Julian until I messed everything up.”

Julian had stopped walking and watched us silently. “Josephine,” he warned.

“Why were you going to leave Ezra in Frostbrook?” I snapped at him, unwilling to be silenced. His eyes widened. I didn’t give him a chance to formulate a response. “And why were you going to let Julian go alone?” I asked, unable to comprehend why Ezra had been willing to stay behind when they so clearly cared for each other in their own baffling, prickly way. “Why weren’t the two of you—”

“Because I was tired!” Ezra shouted, interrupting me. The grass around him rustled. “Tired of Ainsley’s bloodthirst. Tired of Julian’s bloodless theoretical plans. I’m tired of being angry. And different. There’s no place for me, Jo.”

Aching, I shuffled back a step. What could I say to that? How could I make him believe that he had a place in my heart when my heart had been barren for so long?

Julian cleared his throat. “To answer your question, I left … I was leaving Ezra behind because I didn’t want him to get killed for my cause.”

“It’s not your cause,” Ezra muttered. “Stop being so self-important.”

“The fact remains that you have more to lose,” Julian said, raising his voice. “When I travel to Sterling City in the fall to prepare for next year’s exposition, you should stay behind in Cascade.”

“You mean when we travel,” I mumbled.

“And not witness your great debut?” Ezra asked, failing to sound as mocking as I imagined he’d meant to sound.

“The Taylors will shelter you.” Julian went on as if neither of us had spoken. “You can apprentice with a healer in Cascade. You were right all along to want to stay out of this. I never should have pushed you.”

“You don’t get to make decisions for me,” Ezra said, clipped.

Julian stalked up to him furiously. “What if you’re the last of your kind? You’d be a fool to put yourself in the House’s crosshairs.”

This was not where I’d imagined this conversation going. I tried to interject. “Uh.”

“So now you’re telling me to hide when I want to help?” Ezra pressed his hand against the healing wound at his side, as if recalling where helping had gotten him so far.

“What would you do in Sterling City?” Julian said, once more the sneering Senior Conductor who had made me feel impossibly small. “Grow a hedge? Heal the House of Industry?”

It didn’t surprise me, really, when Ezra lunged for him. Julian ducked with surprising agility, dodging the blow. I staggered back, gasping, as Julian grabbed Ezra by the shirt and tackled him to the ground.

“Stop that!” I shouted, wishing I had a pail of water to douse them in. That had worked very well on me and Gertrude once. “Julian Gray! Have you lost your mind?”

Julian’s head popped up, his eyes wide with disbelief over being chastised. It gave Ezra an opening to land a solid punch to his jaw that sent him sprawling onto his back with a grunt. Seemingly satisfied, Ezra flopped onto his back in turn, fresh blood seeping through his shirt.

“I simply wanted to know if Ezra was going to leave us!” I yelled, resisting the urge to kick each of them in the ribs. “Why do you two make everything so stars-forsaken complicated?”

They panted in the grass at my feet.

After a long moment, Ezra let out a weary sigh. “You could have asked in a more straightforward fashion.”

“Yes,” I admitted, feeling as sheepish as the two of them looked.

Ezra rolled onto his uninjured side to face Julian. He continued as if nothing had happened, though his voice was strained. “To answer Apprentice Haven’s question, I’m not planning on leaving either of you. I want to help you make a world where I can live a dull life in a small town where no one is so terribly ill that I can’t help them. And,” he added hesitantly, “maybe once the House isn’t quite so powerful, I can look for others like me. Without putting them in danger.”

“I would like that for you.” Julian sat up and ran one hand back through his hair, which had slowly devolved into a curly snarl where he’d once kept it fashionably sleek. “I didn’t intend to further injure you,” he added, sounding genuinely remorseful.

“I didn’t intend for you to dodge,” Ezra returned, favoring his side as he rolled up to sit. I gave him a hand, sinking my weight back heavily to wrench him to stand.

He turned to Julian and offered to help him up. Julian hesitated, his gaze on Ezra’s fingers.

“Come on,” Ezra murmured.

Julian took his hand.

I felt I was watching something I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t look away as Ezra pulled Julian to his feet. Breathing heavily, they stood like that for a long time, their fingers intertwined.

There was strange comfort to be found in the mess they’d made of each other. I wasn’t the only one with an unruly heart and a rib cage full of regret.
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After that, we walked side by side.

The path widened as we entered the forest. It was cooler and quieter under the canopy.

“Ainsley was acting out of grief, you know,” Ezra was saying. “She wanted to feel like she had power. And I understand that. But I can’t understand setting things right with even more death.” He glanced aside at me, and I wondered if my rage concerned him as much as hers did.

“Surely some resistors have a more strategic approach than simply killing Conductors,” I said. “As much as I loathe to admit it, Ainsley’s plan to disrupt the Mission’s supply chain was brilliant.”

“If only she’d been willing to stop at that, rather than murdering everyone employed at the Mission,” Ezra said wryly. “I might have enjoyed a long career as a train robber.”

“Technically, anyone who opposes the House’s ideologies is a resistor,” Julian pointed out. “Arguably including the three of us. So yes. Some of them are more strategic than others.”

“Then we can find more reasonable people,” I said confidently. “People who want to do more than kill. They can join our cause.”

Julian watched me curiously. I fought the urge to look away, telling myself he had no way to know how badly I wanted to hurt the ones who had made me a tool and stolen the lives of countless innocent people. I wanted them to suffer and know exactly who was bringing that suffering down upon them.

But I couldn’t unleash my rage if I wanted to save the other Children of Industry.

“There are rational people at the House,” I said to him, to remind myself more than anything. “We have to open their eyes.”

If I’d never met Julian and Ezra, I’d have continued to do what I was told with great pride, until someone wanting to save others from harm set my Mission aflame or cut me down in the street. Maybe I’d have deserved it, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the orphans brought to the House. The little ones. The Generators who had no idea what they were doing.

They deserved a chance to know the truth.

“Yes,” Julian finally agreed. “We have to try.”

When a huge brown hare darted across the path in front of us, it’s not that I consciously decided to kill it. It was that hunger overtook me with such fervor, I didn’t consider that my meal was not yet dead.

Ezra let out a startled shout when I thrust my arm out, my radiance giving off a blinding flash of light. It made a sound like rustling paper.

The rabbit smoked faintly where I’d struck it in the head.

“Is that what you nearly did to me during the train robbery?” he asked, aghast.

“Yes,” I admitted, grateful he’d acted quickly enough to avoid being murdered before we’d ever had a chance to meet.

Julian crouched by the rabbit and drew a large knife from his pack. “If you’ve only now figured out that she’s deadly, I’m shocked you’ve lived this long.”

I wasn’t sure what surprised me more—the swiftness of my own instinct to kill the hare, or Julian making light of my murderous tendencies.

Ezra rolled his eyes and started gathering kindling.

I’d never seen an animal skinned, only the work of a good butcher once all the fur and cuteness was gone. Feeling like I owed the rabbit as much, I watched what it took to make it ready for us to eat. It was a gory affair, but Julian finished quickly, every cut precise.

“You’ve done this before.”

“Of course I have,” he said simply. “More often with fish, though. That’s smellier business, but not as bloody.”

“Show me how, next time.”

Julian glanced up with an approving nod. “I will.” He paused a moment. “You’d have made a fine Transistor. I’m grateful you were not selected. I wouldn’t … I wouldn’t want to face you in that capacity.”

It had not occurred to me until now that as a Transistor, I’d have never met Ezra or Julian or learned the truth about Progress. I’d have been single-mindedly focused on killing resistors. I’d have felt righteous in my wrath, in my duty to defend the defenseless. “Thank you,” I murmured, dazed.

Ezra, tender from their fight, slowly gathered what we needed to make a small fire and fashioned a spit. We crouched close to the flames despite the warmth of the day, huddled like children around a bag of candy. Little time passed before the meat began to brown and drip small crackling bits of fat into the fire. With a surprising lack of refinement, Julian cleaned the meat and handed out portions. He offered a blood-dark organ to Ezra.

“Jo should have it.”

“I am not currently bleeding. You are,” I responded, around the bite I’d already taken with all the manners of a wild dog.

“I am not currently bleeding. I was previously bleeding,” he grumbled, popping the slimy-looking organ into his mouth and chewing with a grimace.

We made fast, greasy work of the rabbit and kicked sand over the fire. It hadn’t been enough to satisfy us, but it was more than we’d eaten in a few days. A warm sense of accomplishment filled me nearly as much as the fresh, gamey meat.

Noting the smile on my face as we walked away, Ezra grinned. “You’re becoming feral right before my eyes.”

“Do you like it?” I asked, intending it to be a joke. Instead, my voice took on an earnest tone that set my cheeks aflame.

“Yes. And I like it when you smile,” he responded softly.

My heartbeat set off fluttering like one of the noisy little birds we scared from the grass. “Don’t be foolish,” I said, more sharply than I’d intended.

“He is incapable of being otherwise,” Julian said.

I started to laugh, the sound like water spilling over a dam. I didn’t realize how tense my shoulders were until that tension eased incrementally.

The trees were already thinning. “It shouldn’t be much farther,” Julian said. “Cascade is on the other side of this forest.”

Here, the wagon trail was well-worn and covered with a soft pine needle bed. This was the kind of forest I’d seen in picture books, with none of the messy undergrowth that made Frostbrook’s woodlands difficult to navigate. It made me want to learn the names of the trees. These ones were taller than any I’d ever seen, the needles a dark, rich green. Julian had called them giants.

“It’s hard to believe you’ve never been here,” I said to him. “It looks exactly the way you described.”

“It feels like I have.” His expression became faraway, as close to daydreaming as I could imagine him in all his practicality. “I’ve been exchanging letters and research with the Taylors for so long, I feel as if I’ve lived by their sides. Nikola isn’t much older than I am. I suppose she feels like a sister. She’s far more intelligent than I am. You would like her.”

“Wasn’t it dangerous to correspond in writing?” I’d never written a single thing I didn’t want every other girl in our dorm to read—usually out loud with cruel glee. It had taken only one traumatic enactment of a diary entry for me to decide that private notions should never be committed to paper.

“The letters were written in code, of course.”

Of course. Just like his journal. He really was the overachiever we’d all thought him to be back at the House. I considered his messy desk at the Frostbrook Mission. “Is all your research documented in code?”

“Nothing is documented. Even with cyphers, that’s too risky. Most of my research is in my head. And Nikola destroys every previous iteration of her prototype plans.”

Dread washed over me. If someone wanted to stop Julian and Nikola from introducing synthetic radiance to the world, it would simply be a matter of finding them and killing them. “How many people know what you’re working on?”

“In detail? Only the Taylors in Cascade, of course.” Julian glanced aside at Ezra, who appeared to be engrossed in studying the canopy above us, his mouth working through a series of expressions that led me to believe he was likely having some kind of riveting conversation with the trees. “Ezra is aware of some of my research, despite preferring not to be.”

Julian held the future in his mind. A walking liability to the House of Industry. Just one boy.

It would be nothing for the Elders to eliminate him. His research would die with him.

I brushed my hand against his worriedly. “When you debut synthetic radiance, people are going to want to hurt you.”

“I know that,” he said, infuriatingly calm. I didn’t understand how he could be so nonchalant. He wasn’t like me—he wasn’t a killer. He wouldn’t be able to defend himself if the House came after him.

“We have to get more people on your side,” I said. “You’ll be safer when we have more allies. Especially other Children of Industry who can protect you.”

Julian hummed. “It won’t be easy. Think about how comforting rules are. How good it feels to follow them.”

Spoken like the House of Industry’s most decorated pupil.

“Even you stopped following the rules,” I pointed out.

“Because I craved knowledge more than order,” he said simply.

“Julian thinks he’s above rules,” Ezra added.

“Let’s agree that neither of you is particularly good at doing what’s expected of you,” I said, exasperated.

Ezra snorted. “Says the girl who jumped off a perfectly good train.”

I grinned despite my worry, glad to be here in the woods with two strange rule breakers, as opposed to back at the House of Industry, trying to explain my failings to the Elders. Or working hard at a Mission, my eyes clouded and my radiance poisoning the land and the people around me.

“What if all of us stopped?” I asked. At Julian’s questioning look, I added, “Stopped using our radiance. Altogether.”

Julian and Ezra exchanged a look. I recognized it as another ghost of a conversation that had happened long before I’d ever come to Frostbrook.

Julian frowned at some distant point in the forest. “I tried to stop.”

I stared at him, unable to imagine the House of Industry’s top student refusing to use his own radiance.

“It made him sick,” Ezra volunteered, sounding pleased to have the opportunity to disclose a secret.

“You did it in Frostbrook?”

“Of course,” Julian said. “I had freedom to experiment with no oversight. That’s why I requested a transfer to the Frostbrook Mission. That along with the relevant proximity to Cascade.”

“So, if we all quit releasing radiance, what?” I asked. “We’d get sick? Surely that’s better than killing people.”

Julian adjusted his pack. His knuckles were pale where he held the straps.

“He almost died.” Ezra no longer sounded pleased. “He would have died. From what I could tell, his organs began to shut down. He didn’t get better until I convinced him to end his foolhardy endeavor.”

“Admittedly, it wasn’t one of my more thoughtfully considered experiments,” Julian said.

I shivered, trying to imagine my radiance killing me from the inside. “Why didn’t they tell us about this at the House? Don’t they know?”

“I’m certain the Elders know. But I’m not sure everyone else knows.” Julian’s shoulders rose and fell with a quick sigh. “Professor Dunn never mentioned it.”

A pang of longing surprised me. I missed Professor Dunn. If she were here, she’d probably be able to tell all of us exactly what to do. “Why would she have mentioned it?”

Julian smiled faintly. “It was Professor Dunn who connected me with Maggie Taylor in Cascade.”

“With a scientist?” I asked, startled. “Did she know you were … that you’re like this?”

“Rebellious?” Julian asked with a small smile. “She did.”

Be yourself, Professor Dunn had told me. Had she known me better than I’d known myself? The thought warmed me, the smallest ember of hope in my chest. I smiled, touching the hollow of my throat where I’d worn my apprentice scarf before casting it away.

Julian swung the pack from his shoulders and crouched to fill the water pouches at a shallow stream. “I don’t know how many other Children of Industry we can sway. But I believe we’ll have Professor Dunn’s support when we present our research next year.”

My mind buzzed at the thought of Professor Dunn working against the Elders in secret, working to support Julian. “How did you manage to get top marks if you didn’t even believe in what you were doing?”

“Top marks?” Ezra laughed once. “You must have been insufferable.”

Julian ignored him. “I knew that I needed to leave the House in excellent standing. Success gave me access to opportunity. I knew it would make me an unlikely suspect if anyone discovered efforts to undermine the spread of Progress.”

Even if I’d had an ulterior motive, I’d never have been able to position myself as a stellar student. The longer I was away, the more I could acknowledge that I’d hated the House of Industry.

Now that I wasn’t alone, I understood how lonely I’d been.

“My success at the House doesn’t matter now,” Julian went on absently, “No one can accuse a dead man of heresy.”

Ezra stiffened so noticeably that both of us looked up at him. “I smell smoke,” he said.

“Someone’s made camp nearby?” I asked. Surely that wasn’t worth the alarm. It could be anyone.

“I don’t smell it,” Julian said with a twinge of irritation—as if unaccustomed to not being the first to notice something.

Ezra frowned, looking almost apologetic. “Julian, I don’t think it’s a campfire.”

“Cascade,” I exhaled.

Julian scrambled to his feet. He tucked his journal into his pocket and left his pack behind, hurtling off at a headlong run. I followed as best I could, not nearly as long-legged as he was. A quick glance verified that Ezra was able to keep up, no longer favoring his side at all. The forest had been good to him.

We ran too quickly to talk, stopping every so often to catch our breaths and silently confirm that no one had dropped off. In less than an hour, we spotted the bright edge of the forest. Julian sprinted ahead, quick as a squirrel.

I doubled over, retching with exertion.

Ezra rubbed my back urgently. “Almost there. Only a bit farther.”

I choked on fear as noxious as the smoke thickening in the woods. I’d allowed myself to trust this plan of Julian’s, the scientists who knew more than I did, these people who believed we could change the future for the better.

If something had happened to them, what would we be left with?

Gasping, I made myself keep running, Ezra at my side.

When we emerged from the forest, we found Julian leaning against a bale of hay, his chest heaving. At the far side of the pasture, gray smoke billowed from a line of flames. As the wind caught the smoke and thinned it briefly, I saw the high wooden fence of a compound, a farmhouse beyond it, the towering shape of a silo, and several livestock paddocks.

It was burning.

All of it was burning.




CHAPTER TWENTY

“We have to move.” I tugged at Julian’s arm, but his golden-brown skin had gone gray, his lips pale. His cold fingers trembled as I grasped them. “Julian, we can’t stay here.”

“Maybe we should.” Ezra was steady and warm against my back, one hand on Julian’s shoulder, fingers curled around it like he meant to pull him away from the wreckage before us. “That fire’s too precise to be natural. Whoever did it could be out there waiting to attack us.”

“I don’t care about that!” Radiance snapped between my fingers, and Ezra flinched. Guilt tried to make itself known in my heart, but I tamped it down. I was too angry at whatever had made Julian look like this—so undone. “We can protect ourselves.”

Julian returned to his senses with a shuddering breath. He straightened, shrugging us both off. “Yes,” he said simply. “I have to find them.” He took a few unsteady steps before running across the field toward the inferno.

There was no approaching the buildings. The fire was a living thing, daring us to get too close so that it could consume us, too. Following Julian, we skirted around the wall of flames, sleeves pressed against our faces when the wind changed and hot smoke washed over us. I’d never seen a fire this big. Where the structures burned, it raged thirty feet high and roared like a beast. The roof of a tall barn caved in with a thundering crash, sending a cloud of sparks skyward like a firework. Watching it fall, Julian stumbled and made a sound that the fire swallowed up.

“Nobody’s alive in there,” I shouted over the sound of destruction. I grabbed Julian’s sleeve and tugged him, scared of the wild look in his eyes, scared he’d run into the dark smoke billowing from the blackened maw of a house. His body shook violently.

Coughing, Ezra grabbed him and wrestled him out of the worst of the smoke, then deposited him in the dirt. “Julian! Whoever was there isn’t there anymore.”

Julian wasn’t watching either of us. He sat, limbs scattered like he wasn’t sure what to do with them in the face of what he’d lost. “This is their home. Their laboratory. It’s everything.”

“Maybe they’re in town,” I offered, trying to find a scrap of hope for him. “Let’s go look for them there.”

Startling, Julian scrambled up. Ezra tensed, clearly fit to tackle him if he made a move toward the fire again. We both followed his wide-eyed gaze to the sight of a hobbling figure emerging from the smoke.

“Someone made it out!” I shouted.

“Keep him back,” Ezra said quickly, shoving Julian at me as if he weren’t over a full head taller than I was. He jogged forward, his mouth set in a serious line that made my chest swell with a strange sort of pride. This was Ezra the apprentice healer.

It wasn’t difficult to hold Julian in place. I swallowed down growing panic over how thoroughly shaken he was.

Smoke poured across the ground in waves, briefly obscuring Ezra before he returned with a frail woman in his arms. Her face was burned raw on one side, her gray hair singed and bloody. Ezra met my frantic gaze and shook his head once, quickly.

My knees went watery.

The woman had small soot-stained hands. She looked to be in her seventies, her tan skin deeply lined with wrinkles and dotted with age spots. With horror, I saw the blistered ruin of her bare feet, the way her trousers had melted into her charred skin. No one could survive these kinds of burns.

“Maggie.” Julian’s hoarse voice broke through the ringing in my ears. Ezra carefully eased the woman into his arms, and he sank to the ground, cradling her. “Maggie. Can you hear me?”

She opened dark brown eyes clouded with pain and trembled a smile at him. “You’re more handsome than I imagined you’d be.”

He began to cry, and the sight of it shattered what was left of my composure. I allowed Ezra to pull me close, to tuck his arm around my back. I thought of Julian’s journal, of all the letters he’d carefully transcribed in code to remember Maggie’s words, always.

“Maggie.” Julian choked on her name. “What happened?”

“The House.” Smoke had wrecked her voice. It was barely more than a whisper. “They sent their Transistors.”

Pain crossed Julian’s face like she’d slipped a knife between his ribs. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Hush. You’re too clever a boy to think it’s your fault.”

“Your research …”

“It will live on. Listen to me. Everyone’s dead. They’re gone. But Nikola wasn’t here. She ran back to that dirty city to continue her work.”

“She’s alive,” Julian said breathily.

“Find her and keep her safe, Julian. She’s got no sense. Neither do you. Maybe together. Maybe together.”

“I will find her.” Julian clasped her sleeve, careful not to touch her burned, ruined fingers. “We’ll continue our work, Maggie. Your work.”

Maggie’s gaze wavered, slow to settle on mine. When our eyes met, it was like wrapping my hand around a conduction line. I straightened, more eager to please this woman than I’d ever been to impress my teachers at the House. She was important to Julian—dearly. I didn’t want her to find me lacking.

I didn’t know why it mattered.

“You’re Dunn’s girl?” she asked. “The little troublemaker?”

It took me a moment to understand what she meant. Professor Dunn must have corresponded with her. About me. Claimed me, in her own way, as her own. Stunned, I nodded.

“End it,” Maggie whispered to me.

My mouth fell open. I wasn’t sure if I’d heard her right. Ezra’s breath sucked in with a hiss, close to my ear.

“What?” My voice was too small. I wasn’t enough.

She narrowed her eyes, focused on me like a thread of radiance. “The poison flows from the top. End them. End it.”

“Maggie,” Julian murmured. It was the start of a protest, but he closed his mouth when she looked back at him. The resolve in her eyes was a living thing, sharper than a blade.

“If it comes to that,” she whispered, “don’t stop her.”

My pulse thundered in my ears. She was voicing my desire to destroy what they’d built, no matter what kind of violence it unlocked in me. My radiance sang in response to her quiet conviction.

But what if killing ripped me apart? Or worse—what if I liked it?

Ezra and Julian watched me, both frowning, but neither would argue with this woman’s dying wish. I wasn’t sure if she’d freed me or shackled me.

“Please.” Julian looked up at us, lost. “Help her.”

Heat and smoke washed over us in waves. Ezra released me and crouched beside them. Sheltering Maggie’s body with his own, he stroked her hairline, his hand trembling. “Julian, I cannot,” he said, voice thick with regret. “No healer could.”

Maggie smiled up at Julian. “Oh, dear boy,” she said, wavering. The tight furrow of pain between her brows released as her lips parted in a silent sigh. We held vigil, smoke whipping around us, as she took rattling, shallow breaths—and then took no more.
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The fire raged on.

A dozen people from the town arrived soon after Maggie passed, and together, we built a firebreak to keep the wind from driving the flames toward the town. Leaving Julian with Maggie in the shade of a lone apple tree, Ezra and I took up tools and worked alongside the townspeople to dig a wide furrow. A group carrying pails drew water from the farm’s well and doused the freshly turned dirt.

“I’ve never seen the ground give way so easily,” an old man with pale skin and freckles remarked, stopping to wipe the sweat from his brow and rearrange his hat. “Thank the stars for that.”

My hands were already blistered, torn palms stinging as I stepped on a shovel to turn the soft soil. He was right—it was as if the roots snaked away from my shovel and sank back into the ground. With a start, I looked around for Ezra and saw him raking steadily, his brow creased with far more concentration than it required.

I made my way closer to him, lowering my voice. “You’re doing this?”

“If I don’t, the fire will spread to Cascade,” he said tightly. “I’m only coaxing the roots away.”

“Oh, only that.” I wanted to say more, to tell him to stop. But his efforts had likely saved the little hilltop town overlooking Maggie’s farmland.

It was a bittersweet victory. Every structure on the farm had been destroyed. The Transistors who had set this fire had done so ruthlessly, with a clear intention to maximize damage. And death.

Once the firebreak was complete, the townspeople began to pick through the smoking rubble. I hurried toward the sound of shouting and found Ezra standing at the skeletal edge of one of the burned-up structures. He had his bandana pulled over his nose and mouth. When he saw me, he gestured for me to stay back.

“It’s the rest of the family,” someone said. Following their gaze, I made out misshapen forms in the ruins. Without having it pointed out to me, I would have mistaken it for rubble. But now it was clear there was something organic about the forms.

The bodies.

The people.

I turned away, eyes stinging with more than the smoke.

“It’s not safe to get closer,” Ezra was saying to the group searching for remains. “We’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

Stumbling away, I found a patch of soft dirt and let my knees buckle. A tired sob caught in my throat, but I couldn’t cry. Not now, not yet.

In the distance, I saw a small group of women carefully pulling Maggie from Julian’s arms to prepare her for burial. One of the townswomen had ridden away to fetch an old sheet embroidered with white carnations, and it hung from a bough of the apple tree, waiting for its final purpose.

A kind-eyed woman crouched in front of me and pushed a tin cup full of cold well water into my hands. She had deep-brown skin and wore her hair shorter than mine, a close crop of tight curls. “I’m Francis.”

“Josephine,” I gasped out between gulps.

“Did you know the Taylors?” she asked.

“I didn’t. My—friend.” I tripped over the word I’d rarely spoken. “He did. We traveled here to work on the farm.”

“The Taylors were good people. Odd people, but good people. Before she left town, Nikola was always coming into my general store, picking up packages or posting letters. They were inventors of sorts, making wonderous machines. Nikola gave me a fantastic lamp that lights up with no flames when I turn a crank.” Her eyes grew bright, but she blinked her tears away as she took the cup back. “To think how long it will be before she learns of the fire.”

“Perhaps we can bring word to her,” I said, recalling what Maggie had said—that Nikola was in Sterling City now. That we needed to protect her.

I wanted to protect her. But first, we had to make it through this horrific day.

“If you deliver the news, be wary of those Transistors,” Francis said, practically spitting the word out.

“Did you see them?” I asked Francis. “The Transistors?”

“They arrived a few days ago on horseback. Wanted a full accounting of everything the Taylors had ever ordered. Told them I didn’t keep records, of course.”

The House of Industry knew what Maggie had been doing. That meant Julian wasn’t safe. Not here. Not anywhere.

“You were protecting them,” I realized aloud.

Francis nodded vigorously. “Of course I tried to help them out. The Taylors are—were—good people. I wish I’d known what those monsters from the House intended to do. I’d have done more. Burning up a whole family … Stars bless their poor souls.”

Though I knew it wasn’t my fault, not really, I couldn’t help feeling sick that fellow Children of Industry had done something so vile. I’d wanted so badly to be a Transistor, and had I gotten my wish, it might have been me laying waste to a farm. Despite the heat, I shivered.

Francis patted my hand. “We’re safe now. Folks saw them riding off.”

I didn’t bother correcting her. What could I possibly say? That I’d narrowly avoided being the kind of person who would ride to a small town and commit mass murder?

A violin began to play in the distance, and I turned from Francis, surprised to hear the fine instrument out here—so far from a proper city. The girl playing couldn’t have been more than ten, and she sang a soft, haunting song as Ezra and several others from the town dug four graves.

“I haven’t heard a violin in a long while,” I murmured.

Francis corrected me gently. “It’s a fiddle. She’s playing our pain. Go on and listen with your friend in the shade. The sun will have you fried right up before you know it.” Picking up her pail, she headed for the grave sites.

Bolstered by the water and her kindness, I dusted myself off and went to Julian. He sat with his back to the tree trunk, gaze unfocused. Maggie’s blood stained his gray shirt. Hesitant, I sank to the ground, out of reach. The fire had not crossed this part of the field, and the grass was as soft as a carpet.

In the shade, with the smoke finally dying down, this could have been mistaken for a beautiful day—perfect for a picnic or a nap. High clouds crossed the sky, and a steady breeze kissed my sweaty skin.

“Julian,” I said, aching.

A slow shudder ran through him. I didn’t expect to hear his voice, but it broke out of him like a creaking hinge. “This was meant to be my home. I wanted to go home. It’s all I’ve thought of, day and night. In that lonely Mission. At the House. Everything I did was to get here.” He covered his eyes with trembling fingers. “I didn’t arrive quickly enough.”

My breath hitched.

His voice cracked. “What do I do now?”

After crawling forward on my knees, I gathered him close and let him shake against me. His skin was clammy, his grief like a sickness. I ran my fingers through his hair, working out the snarls. I could feel his humid breath against my chest.

“They’re gone.” He gasped out strange soft sounds—as if he didn’t know how to cry properly.

I spoke no words of comfort, because I had none to give. The townspeople gave us space, averting their eyes and focusing on digging and honoring the dead with mournful, soft music. After a long while, Julian went still, not peaceful with sleep, but boneless and spent. I shifted around to sit and eased his head against my lap. As the song of the fiddle washed over us, I continued to stroke his damp hair.

Dirt-streaked and flushed, Ezra approached like a sneaking cat. He favored his side, one hand absently held against it. I found myself wishing for the river and the hot spring in Frostbrook. All of us could use a good scrubbing.

Ezra wobbled to sit with his legs crossed, close enough that I could smell his sweat and the scent of freshly turned soil. “Is he …?”

I shook my head. Julian wasn’t asleep. I wondered if he’d ever sleep again, or if he’d fear seeing the flames every time he closed his eyes. “You look exhausted.”

He leaned back on his hands and looked at the scraggly apple tree shading us. “I am.”

“Did you reopen your wound?”

“No.”

“Have you always been able to do that? Heal so quickly?” I asked, glad for something to think about—and hoping it would distract Julian from whatever thoughts he was trapped in where he lay quiet against me.

“Yes.” Ezra let out a sigh and shifted to lie on his side, his head propped in one hand. “I suppose that’s why I became interested in the healing arts. I can’t do this for others, but I can learn what plants help and what measures can be taken to try to save a life or heal a wound. Or ease pain. I wish I’d had supplies with me. Something for Maggie’s pain. Anything.”

“I imagine some pain cannot be eased.”

His gaze shifted to Julian’s face. I wondered what he saw there. “Not by anything but time.”

For all the House had trained us, they hadn’t given us guidance on how to work through grief or anger—or even love. “I’ve never wished I had a mother particularly often,” I said, surprised to find tears wetting my lashes. I scrubbed them away with one hand. “But today I think … I could use the help. If that’s what mothers do.”

Ezra met my gaze with a soft, tired smile that felt different. Something usually kept under lock and key. “It is, if you’re lucky. I think your mother must have been good and strong.” His wistful smile shifted to the grin I knew, the one I could see even with my eyes closed.

But his grin faded as his attention turned to Julian. Scooting closer, he appeared to try to get into his line of sight. “They’ve told me there’s room for us in town, and someone’s got a wagon to carry us there. But you’ll have to get up to lay Maggie to rest before we can sleep,” he said with terrible gentleness.

I remained quiet, feeling as if I were intruding on something private despite the fact that my hand was currently resting on Julian’s head. Julian shifted, slowly sitting up. He shuddered with a deep, cleansing sigh that made my ribs ache.

“Thank you for making arrangements,” Julian said stiffly, the formal words at odds with the redness of his eyes and the wild tangle of his hair.

“Come on.” Ezra stood with some effort, took Julian’s hand, and pulled him to his feet. I remained seated, observing the silent conversation that happened as they looked at each other for a long moment. With an exhale that sounded like surrender, Julian tucked himself into Ezra’s arms and allowed himself to be held. Something eased in my chest at the way Julian fit into Ezra’s embrace like he belonged there.

Julian glanced down, offering me his hand. When he pulled me up by my wrist, we stood in an awkward circle. He cleared his throat. “Thank you.”

I could only nod, not trusting my voice. Now that Ezra had told us we’d have somewhere to sleep, my body wanted nothing more than to collapse and rest for days. With the heavy exhaustion came the feeling that I might start to cry and never stop. It was absurd. These weren’t my losses. I needed to hold myself together, give Julian something solid to cling to.

When Julian began to walk toward the grave sites, Ezra lingered and brushed his elbow against mine gently. “You’ve got a stubborn look in your eyes.”

“I’m trying to stay on my feet.”

He let out a breathy shadow of a laugh. “Just a bit longer. If either of us swoons now, I fear they’ll leave us behind.”

“They will certainly leave you. I’m a bit more portable.”

When he took my hand, I flinched, and he let go quickly. We both looked down at our palms and the sticky, ragged blisters there. Mine were worse—my hands were used to a particular sort of work. “I’ll find something to make a salve for that,” he murmured.

“Thank you.” Acknowledging the wounds awakened my pain. Both hands throbbed with every beat of my heart.

We were the last to walk up to the grave site—four gaping holes in the dark soil. Maggie lay swaddled in a casket that smelled like fresh sap, and Julian stood beside it silently, swaying every so often and catching himself.

A woman who resembled the girl playing the fiddle put her hand on the girl’s shoulder and looked at Julian. “Maggie spoke of you like a son. I know she’d welcome any words you had to say.”

I looked at the faces around us, all kind-eyed and somber. Faces streaked with soot and dirt and sweat. People of all ages—one woman with a babe strapped to her back and a man so old, his skin hung in folds. I knew, to my bones, that these were good people. We’d never have a proper way to thank them for this—for bearing witness to Julian’s grief and for sharing their own.

Julian nodded, looking back over his shoulder for a moment, lost and unsteady. He found me and Ezra in the crowd and straightened, relief bare in his eyes.

“Maggie Taylor is—was my mentor,” he started, slow to find his voice. When he went on, it deepened to the sure, confident tone I associated with him. Except now there was no knife-edge of condescension. “She began exchanging letters with me many years ago, when I was struggling with my beliefs and much in need of her wisdom.” Though he wisely did not say where he’d been or what kind of wisdom she’d offered him, I could picture it. A young Child of Industry too clever to accept what he was taught, too inquisitive to resist looking between the lines of every repetitive doctrine.

“Maggie’s mind—she is the most brilliant person I know. The work she’s done will shape our future for generations to come. She believed that people are capable of tremendous kindness. Science is a discipline of curiosity. Curiosity …” Grief thinned his voice before he found it once more. “And love. Maggie taught me that, and I will never forget it.”

The words made my heart trip. Of all the things I’d expected him to say, none were this. Despite the pain from my blisters, I found Ezra’s hand, and we stood closer, drawn together in what felt like a shared desire to prop Julian up.

Time moved slowly after that, the group from town using long ropes to ease Maggie’s casket into the ground. They filled the grave quickly, several working to heap black soil onto the pale wood. Julian shoveled diligently, mouth set in a hard line, eyes dry but anguished. Ezra worked beside him, neither relenting until a smooth mound covered the grave.

The fiddle wailed.

As dusk gave way to night, Francis found me and ushered me to an open wagon. My arms trembled as I crawled into it with her help. I was dimly aware of hunger and thirst, but more than anything, I ached for Ezra and Julian. When they arrived, staggering and quiet, I reached for them, and we sank into the bed of hay that smelled like sweetgrass and sunshine. The wagon began to move, bumpy on the rough road. Where we touched, I felt a faint vibration, like a gentle purr or a low hum. I was too tired to ask them if they felt it, too.

Bracketed by their arms, I turned onto my back. The sky stretched over us forever, every cloud painted vivid scarlet with the setting sun. Full and empty at once, I cried silently, rocked by the wagon’s relentless sway.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

After sleeping for a day on a cot at the back of the general store, I sat on the dusty front porch, my hands bandaged and my heart bruised.

Upon waking, we’d agreed to make our way to Nikola as soon as we could. Julian was eager to help her continue her work—and more than that, he clearly wanted to protect her. Together, they would prepare for next year’s Continental Exposition. In a way, they’d be safer once they debuted synthetic radiance. Thousands of people would see their work. The House of Industry couldn’t silence that many people.

Though I planned on making Julian teach me what he had been studying all this time, I couldn’t help but think of Maggie Taylor’s final words. Was I meant to help build something new?

Or was I meant to tear everything down to make space for Julian’s vision of the future?

“Hey. Have another bite,” Ezra said. Frustratingly tender, he’d been feeding me pieces of warm biscuits and honey between remarks on the frailty of my city-dweller skin.

“We can’t all be ferrymen,” I said, cross. “My calluses happen to be quite specialized.”

“I told you, knowing how to operate a raft doesn’t make me a ferryman.”

“Is that why we ended up nearly drowning in the Dry Bone?” I asked with my mouth full. “We should have had a proper ferryman at the helm.”

He rolled his eyes and gave me a big enough bite to silence me for quite some time. I appreciated the meal and the rest. We had a long journey ahead to find Nikola in Sterling City.

Across the street, Julian was helping a farmer repair the gears on a grain drill. He had his sleeves rolled up and his vest hung up on a rail. In a steady, patient voice, he explained what he was doing to the children who had gathered to watch. Even without using radiance, he managed to diagnose why the gears had been sticking.

“He enjoys a problem,” I observed.

Ezra followed my gaze. “So do you, it seems.”

I turned back to him, frowning. “What?”

“You look at him a certain way.”

My frown deepened to something hot and annoyed. “What way is that, exactly?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I said ‘a certain way.’” Ezra held up more biscuit, and I jerked my head away with a small growl.

“Don’t try to shut me up. What are you trying to say?”

“Only that it seems to me you’re sweet on him. And he doesn’t like girls. And he’s insufferable. Thus, you enjoy a problem.”

“That’s quite an observation from you. Someone who hatched a plan to thoroughly humiliate me!” I shouted.

Everyone across the street had paused, though only a few dared to glance over at us. I ducked my chin, mortification flashing cold-hot through me over the way I’d raised my voice. I saw Julian’s head shake ever so slightly before he resumed working.

“Be quiet,” I whispered to Ezra impatiently.

“I am not the one shouting,” Ezra pointed out. “And I don’t care who you’re sweet on.”

Resisting the urge to shove the biscuits down Ezra’s throat until he choked, I took a deep, slow breath. “Is that so?”

His gaze lowered as he set the tin plate of biscuits aside and absently licked honey from his fingers. “No, it isn’t so. I suppose what I mean is if you’re sweet on him, that’s all right.”

“I do care for him,” I admitted, my head spinning with the effort to try to explain my tangled feelings. “It’s different from the way I feel about you. I don’t … well, I don’t want to kiss him. But that doesn’t mean I care less, does it?”

Ezra smiled to himself. “I don’t think it means you care less. I think you’re asking yourself the right questions. You’re learning how your heart works.”

“Then stop carrying on about problems,” I said with a huff.

“The real problem with Julian is that you think you dislike him tremendously up until you don’t,” Ezra mused, looking across the street at him.

Irritated, I pushed to my feet. “Come with me.”

Ezra watched me warily. “Where?”

The look I gave him left no room for argument. Looking appropriately concerned, Ezra picked himself up and followed me around the back of the general store. Here, we stood in a dirt lot surrounded by a few empty troughs and no onlookers. I found myself breathless with frustration, not at Ezra but at how difficult it was to understand my own mind. Sometimes simply looking at Ezra made me angry, angry at how much I—

I didn’t want to give the feeling a name.

“You’re rather scary sometimes,” Ezra said, scratching his neck. He wore a borrowed shirt that didn’t fit him right. It should have looked ridiculous. Instead, I wanted to get close to him, touch him where it clung to his skin.

Infuriating.

I pressed against him, pushing up on my toes. “How dare you demand to know what’s in my heart when I’ve got no idea what’s in yours?”

He opened his mouth to respond, but I wasn’t finished.

“And!” I exhaled raggedly. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you still fancy Julian as much as I do.”

Ezra’s lips squirmed. With a blinding sort of indignation, I realized he was trying not to smile. “So?” he asked, ill-contained laughter a tremble in his voice. “Does that mean you still fancy me?”

I launched at him, more of a flail than anything else, and he caught my wrists easily and held me as I breathed raggedly.

“You’ll hurt yourself,” he whispered, the amusement on his face replaced by something else. Something that made his eyes darken.

“I don’t care.”

Then my wrists were free, and he was lifting me at the waist, and our mouths crushed together. I let out a wet gasp when my back thudded against the wall.

“Ezra,” I said—a warning. We’d be seen. We’d embarrass ourselves.

I’d burn up.

I’d burn to pieces.

He exhaled my name with a low rumble, his mouth against my throat, hot as a brand, his sweaty hair tickling my jaw. Heedless of my bandaged fingers, I pawed at him, pulled his shirt, scratched at his ribs until his mouth found mine once more and we made a messy attempt at kissing. My head knocked back against the boards behind me, and he winced when my thighs tightened around his waist. I’d never done anything—never felt anything—like this.

“What are you doing?”

Ezra froze, his forehead pressing against my shoulder. His chest heaved against me. Pinned like that, I forced myself to look for the source of the question.

Julian stared at us with a nauseating mix of anger and hurt. He held a greasy rag in his hand, twisted it. “Have you no shame whatsoever?”

Gently released, I slid down the wall and ducked out of Ezra’s arms, leaving him leaning against the back of the general store, collecting himself. “Julian,” I tried to say, wiping my mouth self-consciously and running my fingers over the disarray of my curls.

Julian’s gaze shifted from us to the wall beside us, his expression faltering. I craned to see what he was staring at. Pasted over layers of sun-weathered posters, a newer one depicted a drawing of a grave beneath a dead tree. Conduction lines crisscrossed the top of the poster. The words were large and bold.

RESIST THE HOUSE OF INDUSTRY PROGRESS IS POISON

“Concise,” Ezra remarked weakly. “Compelling. It’s a good thing no one knows where the two of you came from. I’d rather none of us have our throats slit in our sleep.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Julian spoke stiffly, his words clipped and quiet. “There’s a private coach willing to take us as far as the train station in Grandville. We leave in an hour. Do try to be prepared.”

With that, he turned on his heel and left us in the shade of the store.

Sinking to sit at Ezra’s feet, I buried my face in my hands. For once, a flush didn’t overtake me. Instead, I felt as if Julian’s scathing stare had drained every bit of blood from my body. I wasn’t ashamed of kissing Ezra, of our helpless expression of anger and grief and want.

I was ashamed of the way we’d added to the pain lining Julian’s face and the way I wasn’t sure exactly what we’d done wrong. His expression had been more than simple disapproval or disappointment.

Ezra’s body made a scraping sound against the boards as he sank beside me, his thigh too warm against mine, too familiar and too close.

“Why aren’t you lovers anymore?” I dared to ask, my pulse erratic and thunderous in my ears.

He sighed with longing that echoed in me like the ache of an old bruise. “Because I didn’t believe in him.”

I wasn’t sure that was the whole truth. But at least we’d have days trapped in a stagecoach together to figure it out.

As if reading my mind, Ezra lifted his face to the sky and whispered, “Fuck.”
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I’d traveled by coach only twice—on the way to the train station from the House of Industry in Sterling City, and to the House of Industry as a small child. I had faint memories of riding in the back of wagons or on horseback before that, scrabbling for purchase around the waist of an adult. I couldn’t recall if it had been my mother or father or someone else, but in the memories, I’d laughed, unconcerned.

The interior was much, much smaller than I remembered. Climbing in first, I could scarcely imagine both Julian and Ezra fitting inside with me. For multiple days. Nevertheless, they followed, Ezra immediately hitting his head on the roof and Julian’s gaze shuttering to something distant and icy the moment he surveyed the threadbare interior.

“Surely it’s better than walking,” I offered as they shifted around, struggling to find a way to sit across from each other. They couldn’t manage it without their legs tangled and touching. I ended up crammed beside Julian, my feet tucked close to the bench on account of all the legginess they contributed to our painfully close quarters. Julian held a spare cushion like a shield.

The driver shut the door for us, but not before giving us a long leering look. Her cackling laughter carried through the side opening, where a flimsy curtain did little to keep the dust out. Drawn by two horses, we started with a lurch and moved faster than I expected. A little thrill ran through me. When I peeked out the window at the dirt and grass and sparse trees whizzing by, the tightness around my heart released a little. Gravel kicked up, tapping like rain, and the gritty wind blew my hair into a wild puff.

Julian’s stilted voice pierced through the fleeting sense of freedom I felt with my face in the breeze. “You’ll make yourself ill like that.”

“She won’t. There’s nothing wrong with fresh air.”

“She isn’t breathing fresh air. She’s breathing dust.”

I sat back with a huff, crossing my arms. So much for freedom. With an angry flourish, I drew the curtain shut. It snapped like a flag, an apt illustration of the way I wanted to slap both of them. “We’ve not made it five minutes and you’re already bickering? I’m fine.”

Ezra’s gaze landed on my hair, and he bit back a smile.

The coach rocked and bumped. The motion was starting to grate at me, rattling my bones and chattering my teeth. Maybe this wasn’t better than walking.

“How far is it to the train station?” I asked.

“Two days,” Julian muttered.

Dread made my palms sweat. “Without stopping?”

“The coach is powered by horses, Josephine. They need to rest.”

“You don’t have to talk to her like that,” Ezra said, one arm braced against the cushion beside him and the other pressed against the door. Every time we hit a particularly deep rut, he winced.

“I don’t need defending.” My voice crackled out like a particularly hot thread of radiance. “He can talk to me any way he pleases, and I can deal with it however I please. Both of you ought to be worried I’ll kill you in your sleep.”

“There will be no sleeping in this stars-forsaken contraption,” Julian pointed out, sounding like he’d welcome death as an alternative. He held the cushion so tight, the leather dimpled, and his knuckles went bloodless.

My irritation subsided, draining like rain seeping into the ground. It left me tired. So very tired. It had only been a day since the fire. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

When Julian saw that I was speaking to him, his breath huffed with a little burst of irritation. “Why is that?”

“For …” I waved my hand in an unspecific embarrassed gesture that I hoped encapsulated not only my sympathy but my remorse for wanton behavior with Ezra in plain sight of anyone who happened to walk by, but more specifically in plain sight of Julian.

“How you conduct yourself is no longer my concern,” Julian said.

Ezra straightened, and I shot him a look that clearly communicated my lack of interest in any potential contribution from him to the conversation.

“Why is that?” I asked, anger resurfacing.

Julian’s mouth opened and then shut. His nostrils flared. “Our Mission burned. I’m not your Senior. I have no authority over you. I don’t believe I ever did,” he added.

This, somehow, disturbed me the most. I’d wanted to obey him and the tenets of the House when I’d arrived at Frostbrook. Painfully, earnestly so. Even now, when I recalled him sending me away, my insides folded in on themselves.

“I know damn well you don’t have authority over me,” I gritted out. “But you’re—you’re allowed to have an opinion. I thought.” My teeth clicked together briefly. Then I pushed past the impulse to stop talking, possibly forever, and went on. “I suppose I thought we were becoming friends.”

“Why would you think that?”

Ezra’s leg trembled. Soon, no amount of glaring was going to contain him.

“Because I care for you.” Once I said it, the words weren’t so frightening. They felt much better on the outside of my body. I sank into the lumpy cushions, a knot in my chest loosening ever so slightly. “Honestly, I don’t know precisely why. But I do. I do quite a bit.”

With his mouth set tightly, Julian stared at perhaps the only spot in the coach that wasn’t covered by one of our limbs. “We’ve got work to do, and it won’t be easy. Sentiment will get us nowhere.”

I couldn’t help but linger on his choice of words, encouraged by the fact that he’d grouped us together for better or worse. “That’s not true. Sentiment has carried you all this way. No matter how devoted you are to your research, you were just as devoted to Maggie Taylor.” I went on despite his flinch. “It fueled you. I know it did. Sentiment is what makes us different from the Elders who don’t care what radiance is doing. We have to care and keep caring, or we’ll never succeed.”

“What influence could your feelings possibly have on our success?” Julian asked. “Rather than carrying on emotionally, you ought to keep yourself out of harm’s way.”

“Out of harm’s way?” Ezra abruptly shouted, evidently finished holding back his words. “Do you think we’ll put you on a train to Sterling City and wish you luck before wandering into the wilderness?” A patchy flush covered his cheekbones, and his long fingers dug into the cushion beside him. “Get it through your incomprehensible brain that we’re staying by your side.”

“It wouldn’t be prudent of you to do so.” Julian spoke calmly, but his voice was hoarse.

“Do you think us cowards?” I asked between clenched teeth.

Julian appeared to realize he was being ganged up on. He quickly shook his head, his voice wary. “Of course I don’t.”

“I’ll speak plainly, then. I intend to help you as best I can,” I said. He wouldn’t look at me, so I moved, tucking myself onto the dusty boards at our feet in a crouch, my hands on both their legs for balance. His eyes widened, but he held my gaze. “And I hope you’ll help me. I want to stop the House of Industry from hurting anyone else. I want to do that with you. Regardless of how cross you’re being. And whether or not you think we’re friends.”

“You shouldn’t do this alone,” Ezra added. He glanced at me. “She said it better.”

“I don’t think it’s wise for you to endanger yourself,” Julian murmured. “But I can’t stop either of you. We’ve more than established that.”

“Good,” I said, pushing back into my seat. “I’m glad we understand one another.”

Julian’s grip on the cushion loosened incrementally.

“Do we understand one another?” Ezra asked, eyeing Julian.

As soon as Ezra spoke, Julian started strangling the cushion again. “What are you getting at?”

“Do you understand that I’m trying to understand what you’re doing? I know I didn’t—I didn’t try to understand you before. It was easier to give up.”

Julian was barely audible over the sound of the coach’s wheels against the hard-packed trail. “Give up on my ‘bloodless theoretical plans’?” he asked, throwing Ezra’s angry words back at him with painful solemnity.

“Why do you have such a keen memory?” Ezra muttered, scratching the back of his neck. “Yes. No. Give up on you. On this.”

“It was easier to give up,” Julian conceded. His fingertips found a crack in the leather, and he traced it restlessly.

Ezra turned to me, squinting. “What are you smiling about?”

My fingers rose to my lips self-consciously. I hadn’t realized that I was.

“Nothing,” I mumbled, pinching his leg and muffling a laugh when he pretended like it actually hurt.

It was them. Their obnoxious bickering. The way they both talked around the fact that they cared, in a strange and prickly way, for each other. I wondered if this was what having a family felt like. Hurt and devotion all at once.

The coach rocked back and forth as if nodding in agreement, and we fell into a contemplative sort of silence. My leg pressed against Julian’s, and my arm rested against his side. Only yesterday I’d stroked his hair, held him. Surely I could sit beside him, close and comfortable in a way I didn’t have words to articulate.

“You know, it’s not like we’re not already in danger,” Ezra said, fidgeting with the curtain. He’d been glancing out the window occasionally, craning a look at the monotonous landscape. “The House thought the Taylors were enough of a threat to not only kill them but destroy all their work. We’d be fools to think they’d stop there. The House will be hunting for collaborators.”

“I’m already dead, remember?” Julian said. “If they manage to tie me to the Taylors’ research, I’m one less collaborator to worry about.”

“That’s not funny,” I muttered, recalling how horrific it had been to think he was dead, to believe I’d contributed to his death. By the look on Ezra’s face, he appreciated Julian’s flippant tone even less.

“At any rate, I imagine they’ll be focused on hunting for Nikola,” Julian said. “I can only hope they don’t find her before we do.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but he clenched his jaw and watched the other curtain sway.

Julian’s tension was no surprise. It had not even been a full day since he’d buried his mentor. His guide in all this. I took his hand, and when I glanced at Ezra, he nodded almost imperceptibly, with quiet encouragement.

Julian’s fingers twitched, but he didn’t pull his hand away from mine. “We have so much work to do. I don’t know what was destroyed or what she took with her. I don’t know if she has a working prototype. I don’t even know if she’s alive.”

“Maggie believed she was,” I reminded him. “And she believed we could help her.”

“Why don’t you tell us about Nikola?” Ezra asked, giving Julian’s knee a small nudge with his own. “It will help pass the time.”

“We’ve only corresponded,” Julian said hesitantly. He flinched when I squeezed his hand with encouragement, then let out a breathy laugh at his own jumpy reaction. “Nikola is a gifted scientist. She was born in Sterling City, but Maggie brought her to Cascade when she was very young. Her home situation had not been … ideal.” His tone wavered between protective and admiring. “She’s been dreaming up inventions since she was a child. Maggie thought synthetic radiance was folly at first. But with what I knew of conducting, we were able to work together on a prototype. She’s an excellent collaborator. Curious. Confident. To lose her … it would be more than a setback. I don’t know what I’d do.”

Julian was downplaying his role in the future they were building. For all his arrogant behavior, he didn’t seem to understand how important he was. His plans and his vision had to be protected. The world needed Julian, and I needed him, too. I didn’t think he was ready to hear that, though.

Ezra put his hand on Julian’s thigh, nothing provocative in his gaze. All I could see there was understanding. “We’ll keep her safe, Julian. Soon, you’ll be able to work alongside her.”

“It will be easier together,” Julian said, something in his voice relenting—making a little space for hope. “We’ll make headway much faster. The more we can accomplish, the more leverage we’ll have to show the world that radiance isn’t the only path forward. That stopping the wasting doesn’t mean sacrificing industry itself.”

I exchanged a brief look with Ezra and found him mirroring my relief. This was Julian at his best—grounded in his convictions.

“It feels strange to be returning to Sterling City,” I admitted. For the first time since I’d left, I almost missed the hulking cacophony of it. I could practically taste the grit and grease, the familiar stink of the river. “We’ll be in arm’s reach of the House.”

“We never have to go back there,” Julian said quietly. “They can’t take away what we believe.”

I dropped my head against his shoulder, letting his words wash over me. Only a week ago, I’d believed in Progress. I’d believed in my calling. Now I felt scrubbed raw and new, a tender leaf unfurling in the spring.

Julian was narrowly focused on debuting his alternative to radiance, but that didn’t mean we’d avoid the House forever. The other Children of Industry deserved to feel the way I did now. Awakened. Somehow, I’d reach them and open their eyes. I’d give every last one of them the chance to think for themselves, from the wide-eyed first years to the Generators in the catacombs.

It wasn’t the power of the House that made me anxious about returning to Sterling City. It was the magnitude of my rage toward what they’d done to all of us, to the world. Even now, it simmered inside me, molten fury waiting to be released. I wasn’t sure there’d be anything left of me if I let that happen.

“Wait,” I said, following the winding path of my thoughts to a concerning conclusion. “Sterling City is massive.”

Ezra blinked his eyes open sleepily. “Even I know that.”

“How will we ever find Nikola?” I asked.

Julian let out a weary sigh. “Unfortunately, I know precisely where she’ll be.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Two days by coach and three by crowded train later, I could scarcely stand my own smell, and I never wanted to hear a wheel or a machine or any sort of cacophony again in my entire life. So, when we came to stand beneath the hand-painted sign at a gambling hall in Sterling City, with rancid smoke and the sour scent of spilled ale pouring from the open door, all I could ask was “Here? Are you sure?”

Sterling City shivered around me, a metropolis without rest. I’d never been to this district before. Flickering lamps shone down on us, each connected to ribbony conduction cables. The Far Bank had been the last district to have its lighting upgraded from gaslights to radiance lamps. Now that we were here, and my boots were sticking to the filthy cobblestones at my feet, I could imagine why.

My gaze drifted from the sign that read BIG T TAVERN to a column of posters pasted to the brick beside the door. They advertised card tournaments and dance revues and medicinal elixirs. One simply depicted clowns lined up to view the Hall of Radiance at the Continental Exposition. “That’s evocative,” I murmured appreciatively.

Regardless of the fascinating art on display, I wanted Julian to be wrong about Nikola’s whereabouts. I wanted her to reside in a lovely manicured garden somewhere. Or even better, in a large room in a clean boarding house where I could order a bath and borrow her downy mattress for a very, very long nap.

“I love gambling,” Ezra said unhelpfully.

“Not on my tab, you don’t.” Julian walked into the blueish cloud of smoke, and we had no choice but to follow.

Loud music and louder voices assaulted me, a thick noise reminiscent of the dining hall on the rare times when we’d been allowed to play during our first years at the House. Ezra’s fingers wrapped around my upper arm when a man with a spittle-stained beard leaned back in his chair and made a sound somewhere between the yowl of a cat and the howl of a dog—his wormy blue eyes locked onto mine.

“Come sit on my lap,” he called, patting himself suggestively.

I wrenched myself from Ezra’s grip and lurched toward the man. For a heartbeat, his eyes widened with delight. Then my small hands wrapped around his bristly throat and twisted into his greasy hair, and I let him feel the radiance skittering around my fingers. I tightened my grip. This was delicate work. Good, easy work.

The smell of burning flesh rose between us, but it was lost in the rest—the vomit and perfume and rancid food and pipe smoke. He made no sound at first, only a frantic whine. Then his throat vibrated with a panicked cry.

“Do I make you warm?” I asked with a wide smile, enjoying his gurgling scream until Julian and Ezra dragged me away.

“I wasn’t finished,” I protested weakly, craning back to watch the man fall out of his chair and seize on the ground, patting frantically at the blistering, raw bruises on his throat. No one paid him any attention. He was another senseless drunk in a room nearly too packed to see across.

“You are vicious,” Ezra observed mildly.

“Try not to have us thrown out,” Julian muttered.

“Surely we’re in agreement that my actions were justified,” I said breathlessly, all lit up inside with a surge of fear and rage and vengeance that made my skin tingle. They herded me between them, both so annoyingly tall that they blocked most of my view of the crowd that we pressed through.

Ezra shook his head with a rueful grin that didn’t quite make it to his eyes. He was looking all around, surveying the mob of people as if expecting someone to lunge at us.

“I remain surprised they didn’t make you a Transistor,” Julian said, taking my elbow to lead me up creaking stairs that sagged like they might collapse under our weight.

We passed two figures done up in lace and frippery, her brown skin lit with gold cream and his white cheeks reddened with rouge. I skirted around them, face heating as I realized they were harlots. The girl gave me a wink that left my breath stuttering. I could see quite a lot of her bosoms. The boy laughed musically and swatted at Ezra’s bottom.

“Where are we going?” I hissed at Julian.

We reached a landing with a balcony that overlooked on the gambling den, and up here there were others lounging on velvet settees, displayed in all manners of dress—and undress.

“There’s only one thing people pay attention to in a gambling den’s loft,” Julian was saying.

A low, amused voice finished the thought for him. “And it certainly isn’t science.”

Julian stopped short, his grip on my sleeve tightening until he nearly ripped the fabric. I followed his stare to the sight of a woman with thick black bangs and hair that fell unbound to her waist like a curtain of night. Her skin was richly tan and her lips full. She wore baggy men’s trousers held up by leather braces, and a tailored black vest over a crisp gray shirt.

She was nearly as tall as Julian. And she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. I resisted a strange and strong urge to bow as Julian smiled and let go of my sleeve to clasp her hand in both of his, cradling it like a treasure. He looked back at me and Ezra, eyes shining. I saw the boy who had held Maggie fiercely, the boy who had cried in my arms. “This is Nikola. Nikola, these are my friends.”

“You have friends?” she asked, one brow rising in an arch like a fine brushstroke. “We must have a lot to talk about.”
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“Why is she in a place like this?” I asked Julian in a whisper as I dodged gauzy lace, acutely aware of the tittering laughter that followed us down a narrow hallway and up another set of stairs that groaned beneath our feet.

“It’s my father’s building,” Nikola said, unlocking the door with a ring of keys fastened to her hip. She gave me a quick look that dared me to object to what she had to say next. “He’s in a debtor’s prison. No one has bothered to sell the place off and get him released.”

“Oh,” I said, slowly making sense of her words. Julian had said that her early life in the city had not been ideal. No wonder she didn’t sound troubled by her father’s circumstances.

Ezra followed behind me, ducking his head as we entered an attic loft with tall, narrow windows. Several gas lamps lit the room full of bookshelves and long tables and one narrow cot in the corner.

When Julian spotted an unlit lamp with the seal of the House of Industry wrought into the iron, he lit it with an effortless touch of radiance, and a brighter glow filled the room.

“That’s much better,” Nikola said, picking up a pair of spectacles from the table and sliding them on.

Ezra and I shared a confused look, before I dared to ask, “I thought you were opposed to using radiance?”

“That’s an oversimplification. Radiance is toxic, but we have the power to control exposure to it and use it ethically and responsibly. The wasting is rooted in excessive use.” Nikola sat on a stool at the high table, watching me as if gauging whether I was capable of following along. “My theory is that very young Children of Industry have no control and emit a constant low dose of radiance that accelerates the wasting in their caretakers. Typically their parents. That’s what you were going to ask, correct?”

“Well,” I said weakly, “perhaps not immediately.” It’s what I’d assumed, though not with such stark clarity. In a way, it was a dark comfort. I had control now. More control than a little child, at any rate. That meant I wasn’t hurting Ezra simply by being near him.

Nikola turned to Julian, who continued to fidget uncharacteristically with the lamp. “Why aren’t you in Cascade with my grandparents?” she asked.

All the air left my lungs. Maybe it left the room, too. Left the sky above us.

In the strangeness of this encounter, I’d briefly forgotten why we were here. I should have stayed outside, downstairs. Stayed with Ezra and left Julian to this terrible private errand.

Yes, even as the thought struck me, I knew I wouldn’t have left him alone to bear this.

Julian’s hand stilled. He straightened and turned to face her, his posture too stiff. For a moment, he was the Senior of Frostbrook’s Mission again, cold and haughty.

“Don’t do that.” Nikola stood, the stool wobbling with the swiftness of the motion. But she did not approach him. “Don’t.”

I wasn’t sure if she meant the artifice of his sudden formality or the words she feared would come.

“Two Transistors went to Cascade and attacked Maggie and the others.” Julian spoke plainly, his gaze on the floorboards between them. “They burned down the laboratories. And everything else.”

With trembling fingers, Nikola removed her spectacles. She set them down with a clumsy clatter. “Did anyone escape?”

“They did not.”

Slowly, Nikola nodded. I could hear her breath coarsening, but she did not cry. She placed her palm on the table, fingers splayed widely, and leaned against it as if she would not allow herself to crumble. I wanted to scream at Julian to go to her, but at the same time, I recognized the chasm between them, plain as the cold light from the lamp. No matter how many letters they’d exchanged, this was the first time they’d seen each other face-to-face.

“The House will surely be hunting for you,” Julian finally said. “We must continue our work in great secrecy.”

“I see. Did it not occur to you that perhaps the Transistors followed you here?” Nikola’s voice was deep and breathy, with a musical quality. It made it impossible not to listen to her.

Ezra swore under his breath. Julian looked appalled.

“If they followed us here, I’ll fight them,” I said. “I’ll kill them for what they did.”

“In good time. No one’s killing anyone tonight.” She turned to me, eyes narrowing in appraisal. “What is your name?”

“Josephine Haven.”

“You’re a Transistor?” The disbelief in her voice didn’t surprise me. Most Transistors were chosen for physical prowess as much as talent for using radiance offensively. No one sizing me up was going to fear for their life.

“She’s not,” Julian answered before I could. “But she may as well be.”

A small smile twitched at Nikola’s lips as she discreetly wiped at her lashes. “A little killer, are you?”

Julian’s faith in me felt like sunlight on my shoulders, despite the fact that what he had faith in was my ability to hurt and kill.

“I don’t relish it.” It was true—though I’d enjoyed what I’d done downstairs, and I felt no shame for that. Not the way I’d felt ashamed when I’d killed Ainsley’s men so gruesomely. Would I feel different if I’d killed the leering man in the gambling den?

“But you’ll get the job done if you have to,” she finished, her smile growing.

I could not tell if she was teasing or pleased, and I found that I didn’t care so long as she had an opinion about me at all.

“We shouldn’t have come directly here. I wasn’t thinking clearly,” Julian muttered. He didn’t seem as disarmed by Nikola as I was. “You’ll have to go into hiding for a while, until everything settles down.”

“Go into hiding? But I’ve got this murderous Conductor on my side now,” Nikola said, sounding more amused than concerned.

With a start, I realized she meant me. And I liked it.

“I’m not leaving my laboratory over a couple of arsonists,” Nikola went on. “And I’m not going to hide. I’m going to do precisely the opposite.”

“What do you mean?” Julian asked warily.

“I’ve decided not to debut at next year’s Continental Exposition,” Nikola said.

My heart sank. “But there’s no better way to share your work,” I insisted.

Her eyes glittered with mischief. “We’re going to debut at this year’s Continental Exposition.”

Julian looked at her with plain horror. “But that’s in two days …” When he saw her cross her arms with determination, he exhaled sharply. “How could we possibly be ready in two days? We can’t risk mistakes. This isn’t a handful of journalists—it’s hundreds of thousands of people.”

My heart pounded with excitement. “Exactly. Far more people than the House could ever disappear.”

Julian whirled on me, looking exasperated. “Are you encouraging her?”

Nikola made a sound of amusement that resonated low in my belly.

I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if I encourage her or not. It sounds like she’s already planning to do it.”

Sobering, Nikola said, “Every day that we delay gives the House more time to find us and end us. I’m even more certain of that now.”

“This is madness,” Julian said, sighing.

“I don’t disagree,” Nikola said. “But this would have been much harder on my own. Now I have you at my side and Josephine here to protect us. As well as …” Her gaze shifted to Ezra.

He’d been lingering by the door, not quite able to adopt his usual casual stance with the ceiling pitched at an angle and his head pressed against it. “Ezra. Let’s get this over with. I’m an Animator. And no, I’m not enjoying Sterling City.”

“I would imagine not.” Her expression softened to something curious and eager, and for the first time, I accepted that she was no more than a handful of years older than Julian. “Do you manipulate water or plant life?”

“Plants.”

“We’re not finished discussing the Continental Exposition,” Julian said weakly.

Ignoring him, Nikola brushed her thumb across her lower lip thoughtfully. “You hesitated.”

“He moved water once,” I supplied, ignoring Ezra’s irritated exhale. If Nikola was a scientist like her grandmother, she needed her questions answered. Questions and answers, Julian had explained, were the foundation of science.

“And what do you make of that?” Nikola directed the question to Julian.

He stiffened beside me and glanced at Ezra silently for a long moment. “It seems unusual. He’s powerful. I’ve also noted that … well, I think there’s potential for synergy between radiance and wild magic.”

“I can go out in the hall if you’d all like to continue discussing me like I’m not here.” Despite the threat, Ezra sank to sit on the floorboards. “Synergy,” he muttered, blushing.

“I’d love to see your notes on that, Julian,” Nikola said, with such an even tone that I could not tell if she was teasing him or not. Abruptly, she clapped like an instructor commanding attention. “Well, then. Two heretical Conductors and an improbable Animator versus all of the House of Industry. As the daughter of a gambling man, I’d love to know the odds.”

“And as Maggie’s protégé?” Julian asked soberly.

Nikola was close enough for me to hear the gentle hitch to her breathing. “I believe in us.”

“You must stay safe,” Julian said, approaching Nikola. He reached as if to take her hand but hesitated. “Without you, we’ll never be able to stop the march of Progress.”

She scoffed. “Do not mistake my haste for foolishness. I’m taking precautions. You walked by four of my spies coming in. And another spotted you before you crossed the bridge to the Far Bank. When the Transistors inevitably trace your steps here, we’ll be prepared.”

“You can’t fight radiance with blades or pistols.” Julian shook his head. Tension lined his face. I thought of everything he’d told us. All the research and knowledge required to change our world was in the two of them, and only them.

“I have many allies and a rogue Transistor of my own,” Nikola said with a smile as sharp as a razor’s edge. “She’s standing guard.”

A thrill ran through me. “Julian and I aren’t the only ones who’ve defected from the House?”

“Every day we make more allies. And yes, some of them are so-called Children of Industry. Including Professor Dunn, of course. She’s the one who helped Julian find his way to my family. She kindled his beliefs.”

I grinned despite myself, delighted to know that so many others had already seen the truth. That meant we had a chance to help the rest break free of the House’s hold. The House of Industry would be nothing without its Children.

When the exposition was over, I could even travel to Gertrude. Find her and explain everything. She’d call me a fool, but after that … maybe she’d listen. Maybe I could save her.

Ezra shifted, drawing his knees up and cocking his head to the side. He asked Nikola, “You left Cascade to prepare for the Continental Exposition?” His voice was a rope pulled taut. I wondered if it was the city itself or the circumstances we were in. As far as I knew, he’d never been anywhere this developed and crowded and far from the wilderness.

“I’d done all I could on a farm at the edge of civilization.” Nikola pushed her shoulders back, and I saw the determination that had shone in Maggie’s eyes. “When I arrived six months ago, it became clear that tensions between resistors and the House have reached a boiling point. More and more people are disappearing after questioning the House. I thought I had a year to prepare. The simple truth is I don’t. What happened …” Her voice wavered. She took deep breath and continued. “What happened to my family only reinforces that.”

“People need to know what happened in Cascade,” I said, recalling the fiddle singing Maggie to her final rest. I thought of the children at the House. The children who had no idea what they were being made to do. “Everyone does.”

“They need to know what happened,” Nikola agreed. “They need to know everything the House has done—and how we can stop them. Our electricity can power anything radiance can, but it doesn’t do lasting harm to people or wildlife or plant life. It can be generated with water and wind or even by hand. And anyone can generate it with the right training. Anyone. At scale. The world needs to know that.”

“Electricity,” I murmured, trying out the taste of the word. “That sounds more appealing than synthetic radiance.”

Julian huffed, and I had a feeling he’d lost an argument over what to call it. “You know I understand that, but I still think it’s reckless to debut electricity at the exposition so soon.”

“It’s reckless not to,” Ezra said. He watched us, looking far more somber than I felt. “I agree with Nikola. The House won’t stop looking until they find you. If you’re going to give the people a spectacle, you have to do it now. No hesitation.”

I watched Julian’s jaw tighten and his fingers flex and curl. Ezra’s words felt like the ghost of a conversation they’d had before, and judging by Julian’s reaction, I was right.

“Forty-eight hours.” Julian finally relented, shaking his head. “I hope you’re further along with the prototype than I thought you were.”

“I’m far enough.” Nikola touched his restless hands, settling them as if soothing a nervous animal. “Julian. I know it isn’t your nature to take a leap like this. But we must.”

“It’s my nature to be reasonable,” he said, enduring her careful touch. “There’s no harm in being measured.”

“I’m frightened, too,” she said softly, smiling when his eyes widened at what she was willing to admit. “We’d be fools not to be.”

I glanced at Ezra and found him watching me. He gave me a minute wink, and I looked away, shaking my head—but happy. Strangely, improbably happy. We were going to do something. Now. Together.

Julian took a seat on a stool at her worktable, looking exhausted. “You’d have presented electricity on your own if we hadn’t arrived in time?”

Nikola poured him a cup of water from the pitcher on the table. “Sterling City wasn’t going to postpone the biggest event of the year to wait on my accomplices.”

“I hate the circumstances of our arrival, but I’m glad we’re here to help,” Julian admitted, holding the cup without drinking.

“I am as well. You’d have murdered me yourself if I’d gotten all the glory,” she said with a grin, nudging him until he seemed to notice the water and finished it all at once.

I knew that she was joking. That was the beauty of what they were doing. “You’re not seeking glory at all,” I said, wondrous. “You want your electricity to belong to everyone.”

“Exactly,” Nikola said. “The House controls too much. Together, the Elders own more land than any other private entity. They run the supply lines and manage the labor. The economies of entire regions are dependent on radiance and the work it takes to construct Missions. The Elders serve in the government and ensure that regulations favor them. It’s corruption. And it has to be stopped before they become even more powerful.”

At the House of Industry, we’d been told from the moment we could listen that we were better than everyone else. Blessed by a birthright. The Elders of the House lived in opulence from the dues paid to every Mission for providing radiance.

I felt sick for never questioning their obscene wealth.

But now I could help stop it. If cities and towns and villages produced this new electricity, they wouldn’t need the radiance that had spread across the land like an invasive weed. The people could reconfigure conduction lines, continue innovating, and in turn cut off the flood of money into the House.

A heavy reminder settled in the pit of my stomach.

“The Elders know exactly what they’re doing.” It was a soft, hurt exhale. I’d known this. But saying it aloud, truly accepting it … this was something new. It made my legs feel tired and weak. “And they don’t care.”

“Oh, they care,” Nikola said with a snort. “They care deeply about getting rich and staying rich.”

Not only did they know that they were destroying lives and the countryside, but it was likely they also knew why our parents had died. Surely there were ways of determining if infants were Children of Industry. All those deaths had been preventable, but they’d chosen instead to allow us to become orphaned, to become isolated, to become perfect tools.

Anger took root in me like nothing I’d felt before. Unlike the rage that made it so easy to lash out with radiance, this anger was calm. The radiance in me hummed, content to lie in wait. Ready to be released at the right time.

“Are your people killing Children of Industry?” Ezra’s abrupt question hung in the air like the silence after a crack of lightning. I’d never thought to ask—or even wonder. Nikola hadn’t spoken of violence. But that didn’t mean her version of resistance was limited to demonstrations.

“Ezra,” Julian chastised, earning only a dark look from him.

“It’s fine. He’s not out of line to ask.” Nikola crossed the room to a shelf full of books and oddities and loose papers. She reached for a stack of thin pamphlets and held one up.

Industry Is Killing Us, the cover read in big, angry letters. Below it, a woodblock illustration depicted a child standing before two gravestones. I recognized the style from the poster back in Cascade.

“I might not agree with everything done in the name of resistance, but we can agree on using truth as a weapon. I help create and distribute materials that erode trust in the House of Industry. I do not condone murdering children who have been manipulated, and the sooner the House falls, the sooner that will stop happening. Once we have a path forward, our path, I believe those who call themselves resistors will align behind a common goal.”

“You don’t condone murdering children. But what about murdering people who actually deserve it?” I asked without intending to speak the words aloud. Ezra frowned, but I looked away from him. Now that I’d said it, I might as well explain myself. “The Elders of the House. It’s not like we can have them arrested or even investigated. Not when they’re embedded in the justice system itself.”

I thought of Marshall gleefully anticipating my death. I yearned to destroy the Elders for what they’d done. Was I any different?

“We’re not here to murder anyone,” Julian warned. I turned from him, hating the way he looked as if he didn’t know me at all. I knew I’d see the same expression on Ezra’s face. “That isn’t the plan. The plan is to convince others to stand up against the House. Not to wage war.”

Nikola handed me one of the pamphlets. She was ignoring both boys. “I don’t have an answer for you, Josephine. All I can tell you is that I’m debuting electricity at the Continental Exposition. I’m empowering others to fight the House of Industry on their own terms.”

Pushing down my thoughts of violent revenge, I considered another way to punish the Elders: turning their followers against them. “The other Children of Industry deserve to know all this,” I said, gesturing with the pamphlet. “Even the Transistors. Even—especially—the Generators. There’s no way they know anything that’s happening outside.”

Outside of where they were held captive, I finally understood. Prisoners. Enslaved in the name of Progress.

“Then tell them,” Nikola said. It wasn’t a dismissal. She was serious. “Who better to voice the truth than someone who has only just seen it?”

“At the exposition?” I asked, recalling a conversation that felt like it had happened a century ago. Grace had been so disappointed to miss the event. But the rest of the students at the House, and the local Conductors and Transistors—they’d be there. They’d be listening right alongside the rest of Sterling City. For the first time, the magnitude of what we were doing struck me.

Once again, I felt like I wasn’t enough. How could my voice possibly carry?

“The Continental Exposition is a moment in time,” Nikola said. “It’s the starting line, not the end of the race. And you won’t be doing anything alone.”

“The pamphlets are a good way to start,” Julian said begrudgingly. “While Nikola and I present our work, you could focus on getting them into the hands of a few students. You know how they gossip.”

I couldn’t help laughing. It was true. Despite every bit of discouragement, we’d thrived on spilling secrets. But we’d never shared a secret this big. Would students have the courage to spread the word to one another? Would they have the courage to see the terrible reality of the House of Industry? The true nature of the very power within them?

“What if they think it’s all lies?” I asked in a small voice. The pamphlet rustled as I clutched it to my chest.

“Many of them won’t believe us,” Julian acknowledged.

Ezra smiled at me. “Some of them will.”

Nikola nodded in agreement with them. “I’ve had thousands of pamphlets printed. I have a team ready to distribute while we’re presenting. You can take as many as you need. The truth will spread like wild—” In the brief silence, I could taste smoke at the back of my throat again, could see the blisters on Maggie’s hands. Nikola drew in a ragged breath. “The truth will spread quickly in the general populace while you do what you can to get to students at the exposition. Hopefully Children of Industry will listen to their own kind.”

Others had already defected. Some of those who remained had to be willing to listen.

But would I have been willing, mere months ago? If someone had told me that radiance was poison, that it was killing innocent people, would I have believed them?

Or would I have struck that person down? I feared the answer. Feared the quickness of my rage and the limitations of my control. I couldn’t be the only one living as a Conductor with the abilities—and short temper—of a Transistor.

And more than anything else, I feared for the precious knowledge that Nikola and Julian held in their brilliant minds.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“You all smell like you’ve been dragged through horse shit and left out in the sun,” Nikola told us once we’d gone through her pamphlets together, gaining a better understanding of her vision for a world where no one owned Progress. “Let’s get you cleaned up and sorted out. We have a lot of work to do tomorrow to prepare for the exposition.”

“We couldn’t impose,” Julian began. I wanted to wring his neck. We absolutely needed to impose, or I was going to walk into the Sterling River.

“It’s safest here, and all three of you look half dead.” Nikola, drawn to her full height, did not invite argument. “Bathe and rest so you can think straight. You first,” she said to me.

Considering the type of establishment below Nikola’s attic laboratory, it shouldn’t have surprised me to find such a well-appointed washroom. Nevertheless, I squealed when I saw the claw-foot tub.

Nikola let out a deep chuckle. “Has Julian taught you how to heat water?”

“He didn’t need to teach me; I knew how.” Even before my first official lesson, I’d taught myself on cold winter nights at the House when I’d seen other girls soaking in steaming tubs.

“Good. Because you’ll find it quite cold otherwise.”

Remembering the hot springs Ezra had taken me to, I smiled and dipped my fingers into the water. When I closed my eyes, it was easier to feel the volume of the water, the way it pressed back at me with a chill. I eased radiance through it. “Careful not to come too close,” I cautioned in a whisper.

“Of course. Water is a conductive material.” Nikola had come closer.

I opened my eyes to see her watching, her eyes glinting with curiosity. Pale blue light shimmered through the water in pulses. I’d never considered how beautiful it was.

“I imagine if I touched the bathwater right now, your concentrated radiance would stop my heart.”

“Likely,” I said, cringing at the very notion. My eyes widened as I recalled how often we were told not to heat water for tea or boiling potatoes. “Oh. It’s only now occurring to me why we’re cautioned against cooking with radiance.”

“Incredible,” Nikola said. “At least someone considered the fact that illness from consuming radiance-laden food would be much more obvious than the slow spread of the wasting.”

Before the water became uncomfortably hot, I drew my hand and my radiance out. “Perfect,” I exclaimed, already shucking my travel-worn clothes. We’d bathed together for years at the House, and I had no shame being unclothed in front of another girl. Even if this particular girl was nearly too pretty to look at.

Nikola eyed the pile of clothes I’d left on the floor. “I’d lend you something to wear tomorrow, but I’ve got nothing that will fit you. I’ll have these washed, and Julian can dry them.”

“Thank you. The drying, I haven’t quite figured out. I’d likely end up setting my trousers on fire.”

“Keep practicing. You’re capable,” Nikola said easily, as if she had no cause for doubt.

“Why do you do that?” I asked, as I sank into the water with a hiss. It lapped at my skin as I eased myself down. Every inch of my body was far sorer than I wanted to admit. I kept my healing blisters above the water as long as I could and grimaced when the water touched the raw, sore places.

“Do what?” Nikola asked absently as she rummaged through a cabinet beside the bath.

“You believe I can do things when you don’t even know me,” I said.

Nikola tipped a little vial of oil into the water. The scent of roses filled the washroom. “What reason have you given me not to believe you can, as you say, ‘do things’?”

I blinked as the steam curled up at my face. When I swirled the water, beads of oil danced along the surface. “None, I suppose. But I haven’t proven myself to you.”

She took a brush from the little table beside the tub and ran it through her long hair, paying close attention to the ends. “Regardless, my sentiments shouldn’t matter.”

“They do,” I admitted. Keen to avoid any response to that, I dipped my hair under the water and surfaced sputtering.

Nikola handed me a sliver of soap. “Don’t wait for people to believe in you, or you’ll die waiting.”

Working the soap into my unruly hair gratefully, I considered her words. I wanted to matter. I wanted to be trusted, admired, believed in. I always had, whether I’d been able to admit it to myself or not. But those urges had made it easy for the House of Industry to control me and influence my way of thinking. I’d fought so hard to follow the rules and prove myself worthy.

But the alternative—simply believing in myself—sounded lonely. And impossible. Especially when the greatest strength I seemed to have was channeling my anger into violence.

“I see you frowning. It isn’t an equation; it’s a process. You won’t sort it out tonight.” Nikola stood. “I’m going to tell the boys to carry fresh hot water up for their turn. When you’re finished, you can wear this to bed,” she said, draping a long-sleeved cotton gown over the chair beside the tub.

When she left me alone, I spent a bit longer in the water, reheating it in increments as I used the soap to scour every bit of my body. I hadn’t felt entirely clean since leaving Sterling City, and on our journey from Cascade, I’d felt positively filthy. My skin glowed a harassed shade of pink when I finally toweled off and pulled on the long nightgown. The hem trailed on the ground and followed me like a bridal train when I left the washroom.

I’d already become so accustomed to the goings-on in the gambling hall that, at first glance, I didn’t pay any mind to the boy kissing another boy frantically against the wall.

Then I recognized the shape of the boys. Ezra’s hands mapping the tense lines of Julian’s back, Julian’s long fingers in Ezra’s hair, pinning him in place. Heart racing, I held my breath, feeling warmer than I had in the bath. I’d never watched anyone kiss before. I wondered if I looked like that—wild and hungry and a little frightened.

When I couldn’t hold my breath any longer, I sucked in a small gasp, and they both froze before springing apart. I had the decency to look down at the scuffed wooden floor as they sorted themselves out, smoothing down their clothes and whatever else had grown unruly.

“You’ll need to fetch fresh water.” I found myself babbling, too flustered to dart away gracefully. “Ezra, I wish you could heat it over and over like we can. It feels like the hot spring.”

“You took her to the hot spring,” Julian intoned.

“It’s scenic,” Ezra said, laughing—and a little breathless.

I tried to make my escape, sliding by them in a hurry, but Ezra took my billowing sleeve. When I stopped, questioning with a glance, he pressed his lips to my cheek. It wasn’t quite a kiss, but it wasn’t … not a kiss either. “You smell good,” he murmured, breathing on my skin, before humming my name ever so softly. When he let me go, I tried not to trip over my nightgown. My face tingled absurdly where his mouth had touched me.

“Come on. Let’s get you some hot water,” Julian said, tugging Ezra down the hall. “Though I think you ought to have a cold bath.”

When I glanced up, worried Julian was cross with us, I saw him failing to hide a small smile. Relief washed over me. Though none of us had discussed the way we’d braided ourselves together, it made sense in my heart. And seeing Julian’s fond amusement, I had a feeling it was starting to make sense to him, too.

Feeling feverish myself, I ducked into the room where we’d be sleeping. Needing suspiciously little convincing from Nikola, a cheerful brunette named Columbia agreed to stay in Nikola’s bed to give the three of us space to rest. Her room was small, but the bed was big. She’d stripped the sheets and replaced them with one large clean blanket. After our days and nights traveling, I’d never seen anything as welcoming. Even with all the swaths of fussy lace hanging from the walls and ceilings and the strong scent of perfume that lingered on everything, it felt cozy.

Taking advantage of the time by myself, I leaped onto the mattress and spread my arms and legs wide. I filled as much of the bed as I could, my gaze on the circular water stains on the slatted ceiling above. It was no mystery to me what people usually did on this bed, and the notion made my heart race. Abruptly, I recalled the way Julian and Ezra had looked in the hallway. Shivering, I tentatively ran my hands down the front of my nightgown the way Ezra’s fingers had stroked Julian’s back. My touch felt like radiance, but there was no magic to this. Only the simmering heat they’d left in me. I chased that heat, curling onto my side and around my busy hand until my breath came fast and I had to press my face against the pillow to muffle the sounds I made. When I was done, I rolled onto my back and drifted in a floaty daze, delighted to have learned an entirely new skill.

I was sprawled like that, my eyes having drifted shut of their own accord, when the door opened and Julian startled me awake.

“One bed,” he observed dryly.

I sat up, snapping my mouth shut to stop myself from laughing at the sight of Julian in a nightgown that certainly did not fit him. The thin white fabric stretched across his chest. He glowered.

“It’s a big bed,” I said, strained. At least he didn’t know how I’d passed the time waiting for them. “We can sleep head to feet if you prefer.”

“Why would I prefer that?” he asked in a way that did not invite me to answer. He crawled into the bed and took the edge, turning his back to me.

Flickering candlelight made the room feel quieter. I curled toward him, keeping my arms tucked against my chest. Daring to close the distance between us, I pressed my face against his back. It made me feel warm inside in a different way than touching Ezra did. “Julian.”

The muscles of his back twitched, but he didn’t inch away. “What?”

“Do you really believe what you and Nikola are creating can make the House of Industry obsolete?”

He nodded silently.

I’d sleep easy, then, with a better future on the horizon. For that to come to be, their knowledge—their electricity—had to be shared far and wide, had to become a power in its own right. And I believed that it would. I believed in Julian’s stubborn determination and the fierce resolve in Nikola’s eyes.

I was falling asleep again, my face close to the heat of Julian’s skin, when Ezra slipped into the room and blew the candles out, bathing us in darkness. Watery orange light shone through a narrow window from the gaslights outside. Ezra moved against my back, pressing his body close to mine and tucking his arm around me. He found my hands with his own, so close that his knuckles brushed against Julian’s back. When Julian’s breath caught, I shook my head slowly—a cautious nuzzle. He relaxed in increments, until, with a soft sigh, he rolled to face me and tangled his fingers with ours. I could feel his slow, steady breathing against my hair.

We said nothing, but now I was certain I could feel the strange warm buzz again—as if something within each of us wanted to communicate. To connect.

I was too exhausted to sort it out. For now we were safe. And we were together.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

I woke to Julian and Ezra talking in low tones, and warmth that felt more encompassing than radiance. Without opening my eyes, I allowed their voices to wash over me. Ezra stroked my arm softly, an acknowledgment that he knew I’d awoken.

“She can defend herself. But you’re at a disadvantage in the city,” Julian was saying. “I don’t see why you have to be there.”

“The exposition is in a public park. It’s not like the city is barren of plant life,” Ezra said. “I’ve come this far. I’m not letting you two flit off to an illegal demonstration without me.”

Julian made a disgruntled sound. “Well, we’ve established that you won’t listen to me.”

“You two are the ones in the most danger, don’t you think?” Ezra asked. “When the House realizes what’s going on, they’re going to be highly invested in assassinating you both.”

“Let’s agree that going to the exposition is dangerous and we’re doing it anyway,” I said with a yawn, before sitting up and stretching. They sat on the edge of the bed, Ezra smiling, and Julian, already dressed for the day, stiff with what I now recognized as anxiety.

“Your hair is standing up every which way,” Ezra said, laughing quietly and patting my head.

“How late did we sleep?” I asked. The more I awakened, the more I related to Julian’s tension. Today was our last day to prepare to do something impossible.

“It’s only a bit after dawn,” Julian said. His words seemed to break a spell, and we moved away from each other. He stood and fidgeted, and Ezra grabbed the neatly folded clothes on the side table and began to get dressed.

I turned from the sight of his bare skin, grateful for the opportunity to hide my sudden trembling. The night before, I’d allowed my fears to be tucked away. But now they pressed against me like silent screams. How could we possibly be ready by tomorrow?

When Nikola brought us breakfast, my heart was beating so fast and so loud, I was certain that Ezra and Julian would hear it where they sat on the chairs beside the bed. Perched on the middle of the mattress, I stared at the early light illuminating the milky window glass.

Nikola placed a tray on the side table and handed Julian a mug of tea. “You look a bit ill,” she said, pressing another mug into my hands. “Nerves?”

I nodded, wishing she hadn’t been able to tell. Like Julian, she was already dressed. She’d pulled her long hair up into a tight bun, and she wore suspenders over a man’s shirt that somehow fit her perfectly. I doubted either of them had been able to sleep much.

“If you weren’t nervous, I’d be concerned for your sanity,” she said, offering another mug to Ezra. He lowered his eyes, appearing uncommonly shy. At least I wasn’t the only one flustered by her.

“Here’s to keeping my breakfast down,” I muttered, before blowing on my tea.

Nikola sat on the bed, handing out scones baked with salty bits of chewy pork in the dough. She smiled when I finished one in a few ravenous bites, and handed me another. “Looks like you’re having no trouble.”

“These are delicious,” I said with my mouth full. “Thank you.”

The comforting taste and the hot tea soothed my skittish nerves. For a few minutes, we shared the meal like a proper family, making idle small talk about the trip from Frostbrook to Cascade. Nikola seemed to especially enjoy hearing about Julian fishing us out of the Dry Bone.

“And the three of you have an arrangement?” she abruptly asked.

Julian nearly spilled his tea and then stared into the mug as if expecting to find his fortune at the bottom of it. Ezra became similarly occupied, picking crumbs off his plate. I must have looked as helplessly tongue-tied, because Nikola laughed when she glanced at me.

“Let me offer you a word of advice,” Nikola said, gesturing at us airily. “When we’re not occupied with trying to transform the whole of Industry, consider having a conversation about whatever this is.”

I wasn’t sure what sounded more difficult. But I wanted the opportunity to have that awkward, difficult talk. It would mean we’d survived. It would mean we had a future together.

“Wise words,” Ezra said, gathering our plates and mugs. Our knuckles brushed together, and I exhaled a breathy giggle. Julian turned his head away, clearly trying to hide a fond expression.

“Finish up, and meet me downstairs on the hour,” Nikola said, handing me my clean clothes. “We’re going on a field trip.”
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By day, the Far Bank was no more inviting than it had been in the lamplight. Following Nikola’s lead, I narrowly avoided stepping in a suspicious-looking puddle as we made our way down a cobblestone street that wound between brick buildings leaning to and fro like drunken sailors. Although much of the Far Bank was industrial, this neighborhood was residential. We passed gardens planted in whiskey barrels and shipping pallets. I caught Ezra running his hand across a makeshift trellis, coaxing pole beans to climb higher.

“Practice some restraint,” Julian said tightly.

“This is absolutely restraint,” Ezra returned, prompting a scraggly plant in a tin can to sprout shiny new leaves.

Despite the early hour, we weren’t the only ones on the street. Vendors were pushing carts laden with trinkets and apothecary bottles. They were likely making the long trek over the bridge to the park where crowds would be gathering to admire the buildings constructed for the Continental Exposition. Well-dressed tourists emerged from boarding houses, looking flea-bitten and sleepless. A scrawny boy who reminded me of Henry ran by, chasing after an even scrawnier goat.

Every so often, I spotted posters protesting the House of Industry. Some were half torn, and others had obscene words painted over them. I couldn’t recall seeing anything like them before, but then again, every time I’d traveled around Sterling City as a student on assignments, I’d been told to keep the carriage curtains drawn. And when I’d been out in the open, I’d lowered my gaze, hating the way people stared.

Here in the Far Bank, Julian and I were as good as invisible. Children played on front stoops, paying us no mind. I liked it.

It was a cool, foggy morning. We made our way past the towering Far Bank bridge house, down a slight incline to the warehouses that lined the Sterling River. Here, barges collected and deposited goods. Workers moved like bees in a hive all along the riverfront, loading and unloading with a series of radiance-powered cranes that looked like skeletal birds. Nikola led the way to her workshop confidently.

“Are you worried we’re being followed?” I asked, out of breath from keeping up with her long-legged pace.

She stopped in front of an unmarked warehouse. “My spies are following us, and they’ll handle anyone we don’t want following us.”

A broad-shouldered woman with dark brown skin sat on a pile of pallets. She looked us up and down, not bothering to hide her suspicion. “These your friends, Nik?”

Nikola handed her a rumpled pack of cigarettes. “We’re making strides toward that,” she said, drawing a key from the ring at her hip and unlocking the warehouse door. “Anyone who comes by this morning should have the watchword. If they don’t, signal Lisbeth. Stars know she’s aching to fry someone up.”

“Tensions are high,” the woman agreed, lighting a cigarette with a match and exhaling like someone who hadn’t taken a full breath in a week. “Wouldn’t mind frying someone up myself.”

Nikola led us into a warehouse far cleaner than the street outside. The floor was hard-packed dirt, but in the middle of the room, a wooden platform served as a workspace. On it, canvas tarps covered what looked like machines roughly the size of wagon carts. Long worktables were covered in tools and machine parts I recognized, along with things I didn’t—glass tubes and bulbs in odd shapes. On the far side of the long warehouse, what looked like a conduction coil surrounded by a metal cage towered nearly to the roof. A slender antenna protruded from the top. Another shorter, thinner coil stood nearby.

Julian began touching things immediately, sorting through tools on the table. Ezra followed him, observing warily.

I pointed to the caged coil. “What is that?” I asked Nikola.

“Oh,” she said absently, glancing to see what I was asking about. “It makes lightning, more or less. Well, not as powerful. Showy, but a little too disconcerting for a public demonstration. Also impossible to move. And I haven’t named it yet.” Grunting with effort, she pulled the heavy tarps off the closer machines, one at a time.

I’d been right about the machines being roughly the size of wagon carts. They even had sturdy wheels and hitches. Sorting out what I was looking at felt like trying to recall a dream. I could make out the general bones of a smaller conduction coil, but there were too many additional cables and twists and turns.

“This is a portable generator,” Nikola said proudly.

The name startled me, but of course—of course, a machine that created electricity would share a name with the Children of Industry who were used like machines to create radiance.

Ezra had drifted over to us to examine the machines. “When I say portable, I’m typically referring to something the size of a suitcase,” he said. “These will take four horses to move.”

“Eight horses,” Nikola corrected. “When I say portable, I mean they’re not a permanent installation. Full electricity stations will be the size of entire houses.”

“We have to get these to the exposition grounds by tomorrow?” Ezra asked dubiously.

“Yes.” Nikola sounded unbothered. “It takes five hours. We’ll leave at midnight.”

Julian approached her with the springy gait of an excited child. “It works?” he asked, unspooling a coil attached to one of the machines. Without needing instruction, he fastened it to the other machine.

“Better than we imagined,” Nikola said. “By basing our early prototype on radiance, we failed to consider that power can flow in more than one direction. Radiance is a direct current. I don’t believe it can flow back into a Conductor or Generator without harming them. I’ve been testing an alternating current.”

“I’m not certain of that,” Julian said, opening a little metal door to examine smaller cables that wound back and forth like miniature city streets. “About radiance, I mean. I have a few hypotheses regarding alternating flow. With Josephine’s help, I can test them.”

“I don’t recall volunteering for that,” I mentioned, despite the fact that the notion intrigued me. Could radiance flow into another person for a purpose other than injuring or killing them? If so, I certainly wanted to know.

“You will,” Julian said with maddening certainty. He turned back to Nikola. “This will allow us to transmit over much longer distances without needing additional stations?”

Nikola smiled proudly. “That’s my thinking, yes.”

Ezra appeared at my side. “Do you understand what they’re talking about?”

“Marginally,” I admitted, feeling as out of my depth as I had in my first machinist class. But I wasn’t ten anymore. I’d pick up the language of science. I’d ask questions and I’d learn. Oh, I wanted to learn.

“You look excited,” he said, smiling like he found it charming.

I could only nod, my fingers itching with the desire to put my hands all over the machine.

Nikola glanced at me and gestured. “Go ahead,” she said. “It’s not currently switched on. It won’t hurt you.”

I ran my fingertips along the thick cable Julian had strung up between the machines, following it to the cold coil. Knowing it would not respond to my radiance felt strange, like turning the lights off and feeling my way through a dark room. “Will you show us?”

“Of course. You’re my test audience. Step out of the way now. Concentrated electricity is powerful, and it doesn’t care if you’re a Child of Industry or not.”

Ezra and I stepped off the platform. Julian finished moving the tarps out of the way and rolled a utility cart over. On it stood an elaborate lamp with dozens of bulbs. I could see how the lamp, however impractical, would draw attention even in daylight.

Julian and Nikola exchanged a look, some wordless confirmation, and without a moment’s hesitation, Nikola’s posture shifted completely. She became a ringmaster, her shoulders thrown back and her arms making confident sweeping gestures. Her deep voice carried and echoed like a musical instrument.

“What you see before you,” she announced, “is the invention that will change the course of Industry. What you’re about to witness is a moment that will go down in history as a turning point. The moment we release ourselves from the shackles of the House of Industry. The moment Progress stops belonging to the wealthy, to the out-of-touch Elders who don’t have the courage to walk among the people. What I’m about to show you belongs not to me, not to them, but to you.”

She nodded to Julian, and he began to turn a crank. The machine buzzed to life, crackling with a sound like radiance but sharper. Its coils glowed brighter and brighter, like lungs expanding with a deep breath. “I give you electricity!” she shouted, flipping a heavy switch on the second machine.

Nothing happened.

“Is it supposed to do something?” Ezra asked.

Julian looked as if he wanted the machine to devour him whole. “Did I connect the cable incorrectly?”

Swearing with words I’d never heard in my life, Nikola adjusted dials on the machine. “Wait a moment,” she muttered. “This won’t happen tomorrow. I’ll do a full system check before we begin.”

Ezra took my hand. “You’re cold,” he said.

I squeezed his fingers in response, too tense to speak. Watching Julian and Nikola make adjustments to the machine dizzied me. We couldn’t afford to do anything that would erode trust tomorrow.

“There,” Nikola finally announced, wiping grease off her hands with a stained rag. “If that stars-forsaken capacitor overheats again, I’m drowning it and myself in the Sterling. Try again, Julian.”

This time, there was no speech. Julian once more turned the crank until the coil lit up, and then Nikola, muttering something that sounded like a threat, flipped the switch.

We flinched back, Ezra pushing me behind him as if he had some ability to shield us from the electricity sparking across the wire. The lamp illuminated, each bulb glowing from a tiny wire within, casting light as bright as any radiance-fueled fixture.

“Note the discharge phenomenon indicating that this cable is currently live,” Nikola said, once more adopting the posture of an actor onstage. “Electricity has the power of radiance—but it’s completely nontoxic. Electricity will end the wasting that the House of Industry has irresponsibly and unethically subjected innocent people to. We will harness water, wind, and heat. We will reclaim Progress. Every one of us!”

Unable to help myself, I applauded. The sight of my unbridled enthusiasm made Julian duck his head and smile shyly.

Beside me, Ezra whistled. “The House isn’t going to love that little speech.”

“No,” I said, grinning. “They’re really not.”
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Julian and Nikola ran through the demonstration over and over, making minor adjustments to the machines every time. After the first try, there were no more major malfunctions. That made me feel slightly more at ease.

“What is the plan for once the demonstration is finished?” I asked Nikola after she completed another rehearsal.

“We’ll abandon my equipment and slip into the crowd,” she said. “The goal is to time it perfectly so that the House’s ceremonial procession has started, but hasn’t gotten close enough to stop us until we’re done.”

Even before I’d left for Frostbrook, planning had begun for a parade of Children of Industry to enter the exposition grounds for all to see. It would consist of students and professors and Conductors—and Transistors. “That feels risky,” I said.

“Of course there’s risk involved,” Julian chimed in without looking up from the dials he was nervously polishing with a rag. “But there will be thousands of onlookers. We can easily disappear into the fray.”

“He’s right,” Nikola said. “We know the risks. And they’re acceptable.”

“Won’t the House destroy your machines when you abandon them?” Ezra asked.

Nikola looked wistful for a moment. “Most certainly. I have an even more efficient prototype in progress, but I will be sorry to see them go.”

“Will we come back here?” I asked.

“Not right away,” Nikola said. “We’ll meet at a safe house and regroup.”

I’d never been one for backing down from a challenge, so I found that I couldn’t argue with the plan. But letting someone else take a risk felt much more uncomfortable than taking one on my own.

As the day progressed, Nikola’s associates visited the warehouse, hauling large packages off the shelves that lined one wall. A small group collected so many packages that they had to use a cart to carry them out.

“What are they doing?” I asked Nikola.

“Getting pamphlets for tomorrow,” she told me, wiping her forehead. I was almost relieved to see that she perspired the same as anyone else. When she noticed that the group with the cart had returned for more packages of pamphlets, she waved one of them over. “Columbia!”

I was confused when a pretty boy trotted up to us. But as the figure got closer, I realized it was one of the girls who worked above the gambling den—the one who had let us use her room. She had her glossy brown hair pulled up and hidden in a cap, and she wore baggy clothes that concealed the shape of her body. I started to thank her for allowing us to displace her when Nikola pulled her close and pressed a hard, hungry kiss to her lips.

“Oh,” I managed to say.

Columbia wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and grinned at me. She had an amber-beige complexion, and even without makeup, she was stunning. “You’re awfully cute,” she said.

I could hear Ezra muffling laughter nearby, and I fought the urge to throw something at him. “Um, thank you,” I said, trying not to stutter. “For your hospitality. And … that gracious observation.”

“My word,” Columbia said to Nikola with a giggle. “They really are all like that.”

“Hopelessly,” Nikola agreed. “Josephine, you’ll be distributing pamphlets with Columbia before we begin the demonstration so that everyone watching has supporting materials to read and take home. Try to get them to your former schoolmates. We have plenty.”

“Radicalizing your old friends?” Columbia asked appreciatively.

This time I did stammer. “Y-yes, I hope. That’s my goal.”

“Good,” she said. “We could use more support from within the House.”

I grew bolder in response to her casual confidence. “It’s more than that,” I said. “I want to save them. They don’t understand what radiance is really doing. The House is all they’ve ever known.”

“Cute and smart,” Columbia said, giving me a wink. She dashed off, yelping playfully when Nikola smacked her bottom.

Nikola watched me as I tried to collect myself. She looked like she expected me to comment on what had just transpired.

I said, “She seems nice.”

“Don’t get the wrong idea,” Nikola said with a snort. “She’s an absolute terror. Would you like to go see the exposition grounds? I could use some fresh air.”

“Do we really have time for that?” Julian called to us nervously. He had an uncanny ability to monitor everything happening around him at all times.

“There’s nothing else we can do. The prototype is behaving, the pamphlets are making their way to the staging areas, and I’ve been hearing my speech in my dreams for weeks. The horses and drivers will arrive at midnight. Best to rest before then.”

Ezra nudged Julian, coaxing him to stop checking the cable connections for the fifth time. “Sit down a while.”

Julian allowed Ezra to drag him to a mattress on the floor. “Should you really be gallivanting around the city today?” he asked Nikola.

“A carriage ride will clear my head,” she insisted, taking me by the elbow. Her expression shifted. “She ought to see more of the city, don’t you think?”

I didn’t understand what she meant, but Julian seemed to. He sighed and nodded, waving us off. “Yes, I suppose so.”
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Nikola drove us in a two-wheel chaise, occasionally praising the pretty bay mare named Almond who seemed delighted to be out on the road. I much preferred the open-air ride to the stuffy coach I’d shared with Julian and Ezra. Across the bridge over the Sterling River, we whisked by storefronts and offices, the shape of the city changing as we approached the prosperous center. In the distance, a handful of skyscrapers soared ten stories high. Beyond them, I made out the shape of the House of Industry and looked away.

As we neared the exposition grounds, the streets became crowded with all manner of vehicles and people on foot. There was an unmistakable air of anticipation. And I’d never seen so many extravagant hats. Despite everything at stake, I felt buoyant. I felt like anything was possible.

“You seem like you know your way around,” I said to Nikola.

“I was obsessed with maps as a child.” She shouted at someone to make way, then turned back to me. “I memorized the whole of Sterling City by the time I was five. It took a bit of getting used to once I returned, but yes—I could navigate this city with my eyes closed.”

The Continental Exposition would take place across four buildings. One was reserved for inventions of all kinds, one held historical exhibits, one was for art and performance, and the last was sponsored by the House. We slowed to a stop as the road became too congested to make way. Ahead of us, with a roundabout in front of it, stood the Hall of Radiance. It was a perfect replica of the House of Industry, scaled to fit in the park alongside the river. It looked like people were already lined up to get in tomorrow, eager to be the first to see displays of radiance and innovation.

Then I realized that the people on the steps in the front of the hall weren’t in line. They were holding signs and marching back and forth, shouting things I couldn’t hear over the bustle of the city street.

“What’s happening there?” I asked, leaning to get a better look.

“Resistors,” Nikola said proudly.

As we moved closer incrementally, I began to make out the signs.

STOP POISONING THE PEOPLE PROGRESS IS KILLING US

The next sign startled a gasp out of me. “‘The House is enslaving children,’” I read aloud. My throat went dry. “But they’re resistors. I thought they wanted to kill all of us … them.”

“You were made to believe that,” Nikola said, a hard look in her eyes. “There are some who would gladly see all Children of Industry eliminated. But most resistors want children with radiance freed. The same as you do. You’re not alone, Josephine.”

We circled the roundabout, getting close enough to hear the shouted chants, close enough to make eye contact with the people who hated the House as much as I did. I clasped my hands over my heart in gratitude, hoping that those who saw me understood.

Tomorrow, I promised them silently. Tomorrow we’ll show the House that they can’t control any of us anymore.

As we made our way back to the Far Bank, our chaise passed one of the smaller Missions that served the outer districts of Sterling City. I’d worked there a handful of times, doing practical lessons. For the first time, I noticed it was much newer than the buildings around it. “They tore down homes to build that Mission, didn’t they?” I asked Nikola.

“Most urban Missions were built in residential neighborhoods,” Nikola said. “It’s cheaper to tear down tenements than established businesses. Even easier when the residents can’t afford to fight it.”

“It’s going to take a long time to undo the harm the House has done.” My chest felt tight. “Is all this what you wanted me to see?”

“What you see is up to you.” Nikola urged Almond forward, squeezing our chaise into the space between two larger carriages to pull ahead. “All I want is for you to keep your eyes open.”

Looking at her strong profile, I realized that she and Ainsley would admire each other. I felt an odd pang of homesickness for Frostbrook. But I’d been wrong to think that home could be a city or a town or a Mission. Home was this—existing in the world, eyes wide open. “I will,” I promised, to Ainsley as much as Nikola. And most of all, to myself.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

At dawn, dozens of Nikola’s associates helped us finish moving her prototype onto the stage in the center of the roundabout in front of the Hall of Radiance. Disguised as apprentice Conductors, we wore black and worked to the sound of banners snapping in the wind. Each massive banner depicted a bold statement about the power of Progress, about the glory of radiance. They were slogans I’d believed not long ago.

“Pulse of the stars, steady my heart,” I murmured. The House had taught me that blessing, but I was taking it back and making it my own. It had never truly felt fortifying until now.

A Sterling City police officer approached us, and Julian, dressed in the formal uniform of a Senior Conductor, intercepted her. Nikola had somehow secured him a waistcoat emblazoned with the House’s sigil, as well as over a dozen apprentice scarves for me and the others helping us work. I’d tied my scarf loosely, but it still seemed to strangle me.

“Forgive me if I’m not as focused on paperwork as I am on ensuring that this demonstration of Progress is ready for the House’s procession,” Julian was telling the officer in an acidic tone. “I recommend you take it up with the Continental Exposition liaison at the House. I’m sure they’d love to hear why you’re interrupting our efforts. But, before you leave, please give me your badge number. As you know, the Elders have a keen interest in Sterling City’s law enforcement standards.”

The officer cleared her throat, paling. “None of that will be necessary. I’m sure you understand my confusion. This demonstration isn’t listed on the program.”

“Precisely. Because it’s a surprise,” Julian said. “As is this inconvenient delay.”

Ezra leaned close to whisper, “He’s such a spectacular bitch when he wants to be.”

I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. Julian in all his glory was certainly a sight to behold.

The officer returned to her efforts to discourage people from congregating on the steps of the Hall of Radiance, and Julian turned his back to her. I saw him take a shuddering breath and knew the act had taken far more effort than he’d let on. He glanced at me, and I gave him a small encouraging smile. Neither of us relished pretending to be loyal to the House.

Despite it being just after sunrise, people were already gathering on the streets. We’d made our way into the park right before the roads closed to allow only foot traffic. Families carrying picnic baskets and pushing infants in prams poured onto the grassy lawns, finding places to stay for the day to watch the various parades and outdoor demonstrations. In the distance, two hot air balloons expanded. I’d never seen one outside of illustrations.

A small part of me wished we were here under different circumstances, that we could celebrate the spirit of innovation, that we could sprawl on a blanket, imagining how to make the world a better place for all. Someday, I hoped. Someday we’d return to this place and the House of Industry would be nothing but a cautionary tale—the last dying gasp of Progress that served only to line the pockets of wealthy oligarchs.

“As soon as the House’s procession arrives, we’ll begin,” Nikola told the group of impostor apprentice Conductors surrounding the stage. Unlike the rest of us, she wasn’t dressed as a Child of Industry. She wore a green waistcoat embroidered with creeping vines and a handsome velvet top hat. Her hair fell down her back in a thick braid woven with matching green ribbons. Shiny boots with a high heel made her as tall as Julian and Ezra.

I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. I supposed that was the point.

As the crowd on the street thickened, I saw people carrying signs. Some kept them low, as if trying to hide for now, but others marched and shouted about the House of Industry’s oppression. The morning felt charged—not with radiance, but with electricity.

Onstage, Nikola adjusted her hat. It was the first time I’d seen her look anxious. She stood in front of her portable generator machine while Julian fastened the cable that connected the two units. The large sculpture of lightbulbs remained under a silk cloth, waiting for a dramatic reveal.

Ezra put his hand on my back. “Ready, Jo?”

“If readiness means feeling as if I’m about to vomit,” I responded.

“Find a discreet place to do it if you must,” he said with amusement. He kissed the top of my head, his breath warm and fortifying. “I … I’m glad I’m here with you and Julian. Whatever happens today, know that.”

“Nothing will happen today,” I said quickly, although no part of me believed that.

Julian approached us. “Change will happen today,” he said crisply. “That’s all that matters.”

Ezra carefully removed the House sigil from Julian’s waistcoat, letting his fingers linger there. “It’s almost time. Walk onto that stage as a scientist. Be proud of what you’ve achieved.”

Julian froze at the touch, his eyes on Ezra’s face. “Thank you.” He caught Ezra’s hand and looked as if he wanted to say more, but a clanging bell startled all three of us.

It was the procession from the House of Industry. Murmurs of excitement rose around us. The crowd instantly thickened as onlookers pressed forward to see Conductors and Transistors making their way to the Hall of Radiance for the ceremony that would mark the beginning of the Continental Exposition. Inside the hall, thousands of lights would surge to life with radiance.

Julian caught my hand as well, and for a moment, we were connected like the cables on the stage, a machine powered not by radiance but by hope. “Be careful,” he said tightly. “If the situation becomes dangerous, run.”

I wanted to tell him that this situation had never been anything but dangerous. Instead, I pushed up on my toes and kissed his cheek. “Break a leg, Senior.”

Ezra lifted Julian’s hand to his lips and kissed his knuckles. “You did it. Now get up there and make a colossal mess.”

Julian hesitated a moment more, looking between us, before he nodded firmly and climbed onto the stage to stand beside Nikola. She pulled a vibrant green cravat from her pocket and quickly fastened it around his collar.

“That’s that,” Ezra said, blowing out an unsteady breath. “Get to your place. And Jo—don’t …”

I knew what he would say next, that he’d caution me against resorting to violence. “No promises,” I told him. “Not today.”

“Promise to stay alive,” he said hoarsely.

My breath caught. He wasn’t worried about me killing. He was worried about me dying. Though his demand was nothing more than a child’s wish, I touched my chest and nodded. “I promise.”

As the crowd swelled, we parted and let it swallow us up. Ezra would make his way to the far side of the roundabout, where a handful of tall flowering trees provided shade and potential for him to use his magic to protect himself or others.

I weaved through the crowd toward the oncoming procession. As I pushed between people, murmuring apologies, I pulled the blue scarf from my neck and let it drop to the ground where it would surely be trampled to nothing. Perhaps due to my diminutive stature, others readily let me through, and before long I found myself pressed against the rope that partitioned onlookers off to allow the House of Industry’s delegation to pass.

Professors led the way, walking two by two, dressed in the ceremonial robes reserved for special events. I spotted Professor Dunn in a huge feathered hat that made her look like a tropical bird. Fighting the urge to call out to her, I trembled where I stood, trying to maintain my balance as people pushed me, craning for a better view. I didn’t need to call out. Her gaze, casually surveying the crowd, caught mine. I saw her eyes widen almost imperceptibly. She quickly looked away, but her chin dipped in a solemn encouraging nod.

I hoped she was proud. I’d learned how to be myself, for better or worse.

Next came a dozen young students, likely given the opportunity to come because they showed promise. They were flanked by House servants ensuring they stayed in neat rows and didn’t stray too close to the ropes. High-achieving or not, the young students were exactly who I wanted to reach—who I wanted to save the most.

I made my way to the pamphlets we’d hidden in a waste bin along the route. Hanging onto the rope, I squeezed through, enduring annoyed jeers and a few forceful pushes. Trying to move too quickly, I tripped over a man’s feet and crashed to the ground, spilling under the rope and out onto the pathway.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Excuse me.”

Someone lifted the rope for me so I could duck back under it. I looked up to thank them and froze, my entire body going numb with disbelief.

“What are you doing here?” Gertrude and I asked at the same time.

She surveyed me as I took in what she was wearing—not the proud uniform of a Conductor, but the drab robes of a House servant. She looked as horrified as I surely did. Behind her, a gaggle of first years glanced around anxiously. We were holding up the procession.

“Miss Gertrude,” one of them called out in a small voice. “Shouldn’t we keep walking?”

Suddenly, colorful pamphlets rained down around us, fluttering like pennants. One of the other resistors had made it to the stash before me, and they were throwing the folded papers every which way, into the crowd and onto the procession route.

The children crouched and collected papers, curiosity appearing to get the better of them. A few tucked pamphlets into their pockets.

“What happened?” I whispered. The plan was already working, but I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t remember grabbing Gertrude’s arm. She tried to yank it away, and I held on fiercely, searching her face for answers.

A scuffle broke out across the promenade. Gertrude and I turned toward the angry shouting and watched a man in plain clothes throw punches at someone in the crowd, screaming at them to stay back and make way for the House. Private guards, I realized with horror. Not Transistors but hired muscle. Nikola had planned to escape before the entire delegation arrived, but she hadn’t counted on the House planting guards in the crowd long before their arrival.

With a painfully familiar little growl, Gertrude shoved me onto the dirt at the feet of the other onlookers. “Get out of here,” she spat, before gathering the children and encouraging them to keep walking. A tutting woman helped me stand, but all I could focus on was Gertrude’s heel ripping one of the pamphlets as she walked away.

What could she possibly have done to deserve being stripped of her rank as a Conductor?

I forced myself to look away and take trembling steps to the waste bin where Columbia was scooping up handfuls of pamphlets and handing them out. She’d replaced her blue scarf with a green ribbon tied in a bow.

“Pass them along,” she shouted. “Spread the word. Liberation from the House!”

“The House stationed guards in the crowd. Shouldn’t we warn Nikola and Julian?” I asked her, my hands shaking as I distributed pamphlets to anyone who would grab them.

“Fortify yourself,” Columbia said to me. “It’s too late to stop now.” Her gaze shifted to the ongoing procession that still consisted of the youngest students and House servants herding them like little lambs. “Was that a friend of yours?”

I could hardly breathe. “Yes.” Looking up at the sky for a moment, I gathered all the control I could. There was no time to sort out why Gertrude had fallen from the House’s grace. There was no time to make my way to the stage to warn Nikola and Julian of the guards. I shouted to the crowd: “The House is poisoning you! Open your eyes!”

An obnoxiously loud horn sounded, and everyone turned toward it. On the stage in the roundabout, Nikola waved her top hat and made a gesture encouraging the crowd to quiet down. Little by little, people hushed as if she’d cast a spell on them.

“That’s my girl,” Columbia whispered, clasping my shoulder. “Here we go.”

Quietly, we continued handing out the pamphlets that explained the cause of the wasting and the promise of power that belonged to everyone.

Nikola’s voice rang out so clearly, it sounded as if would carry all the way to the clouds above. “What you see before you,” she began, “is the invention that will change the course of Industry!”

[image: ]

On the steps of the Hall of Radiance, the protestors quieted, drawn to Nikola’s voice. I could see them whispering to one another as they realized she was not with the House, but was a resistor like them.

Trying to make my way to the edge of the stage, I watched the protestors move closer. They were trailed by more of the plainclothes guards who outnumbered the Sterling City police officers attempting to make it through the fray on horseback with little success. Transistors at the far end of the House’s procession surged forward, but the ropes were collapsing as people angled for a better view, blocking their approach. I hoped the children would be safe from the crowd verging on stampeding toward the stage. I hoped Gertrude could protect them.

I could hardly hear Nikola’s speech over the stormy whoosh of my heartbeat. Pushing closer, I handed papers out, not seeing who took them. Not seeing anything but the two figures on the stage. With a showy flourish, Nikola ripped the silk cover from the sculpture of light bulbs. The crowd responded with a mix of cheers and confused murmurs.

“They’re Conductors!” someone shouted. “It’s more House lies.”

I’d gotten close enough to see Julian’s expression. His gaze went inward the way it did when he was trying to solve a problem. Nikola glanced at him and seemed to notice that as well. Impatiently, she urged him to begin turning the crank that would power the machine with electricity.

Abruptly, Julian searched the mass of onlookers. “I need a volunteer!” he shouted. “A child! Not of Industry but of the stars that watch us all.”

I gasped, understanding what he was doing. We hadn’t considered that the crowd might believe our demonstration was only another spectacle of the House of Industry’s power. But a child selected at random would quiet those doubts. Goose bumps rose along my arms.

A little girl climbed onto the stage, boosted by two older children with matching auburn hair. She looked back at them nervously, and they called out encouragements, grinning as if this were all a silly game. She wore a bright yellow pinafore and a bonnet that shielded her eyes from the sun climbing over the skyline.

Crouching and smiling gently, Julian took her hand and leaned in to ask her something. She answered, pressing her lips to his ear. He gave her a nod and stood, holding her hand. “People of Sterling City, meet Felicity. She’s boldly volunteered to show you that anyone—even a seven-year-old—can call forth electricity.”

He patiently showed her where to put her hands on the crank. She looked up at him, uncertain, and he said something that made her smile. Her little shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath, and then she sank all her weight to turn the crank.

“Again!” Julian called out. “You’ve nearly got it.”

On the next turn of the crank, the conduction coil began to glow. It was slower going than if Julian had handled it himself, but it was working. And it was undeniable that no one was touching the machine but Felicity. Startled shouts sounded all around me as the cable sparked. Nikola was explaining what they were seeing, but when the lights flickered like flames behind her, a roar of excitement drowned out her voice. All around me, people were opening the pamphlets, reading to one another, connecting the spectacle on the stage to the promise that electricity would belong to everyone.

On the steps of the Hall of Radiance, resistors formed a united line, holding signs and shouting with renewed vigor, as if Nikola’s machine had powered them as much as it had powered the bulbs. The House’s procession had been completely overtaken. Only the professors’ plumed hats could be made out.

Just as I thought nothing could ever subdue the jubilant crowd, a gunshot rang out like a crack of thunder. Another followed in quick succession, and screaming with panic, onlookers started to scatter or crouch. In an instant, I was swept up into chaos. It felt like turbulent wind pushing me from side to side. I knew if I stumbled and fell, I’d be trampled to death.

Up on the steps of the Hall of Radiance, the protestors were running for cover. More shots sounded, and I saw why. The House’s hired guards were shooting at them. Cutting them down with no hesitance, no mercy. A handful of Transistors had managed to make it through the crowd, and they joined the guards with deadly precision, needing nothing more than a touch to end a life.

“No!” I screamed.

A handful of Sterling City police officers were doing nothing but watching warily as the guards and Transistors worked their way through the fray, leaving lifeless bodies in their wake. I saw a bleeding woman throw herself at one of the officers, her face twisted with anguish. He pushed her away.

The crowd blocked my view of the stage. Panic made the radiance I’d been suppressing rise to the surface. It took all my control not to kill anyone, but I couldn’t keep from hurting them with searing, hot shoves. People shrank away from me, screaming and unable to tell what had burned them.

“Sorry,” I gasped. “Sorry! Make way! I’m sorry!”

I spotted the trees where Ezra was supposed be. Thankfully, the frightened masses were surging in that direction, carrying me like the Dry Bone’s deadly current. I felt the same as I had that night—cold and terrified, certain that each breath would be my last. Only this time, Julian would not be on the bank to save me. He was on the stage, an easy target. An allegedly dead boy, who, in the eyes of House of Industry, needed to stay dead.

Please, I begged the stars. Please be safe.

Over the sounds of shrill panic all around me, I made out Ezra’s voice. He was calling to Julian frantically from one of the lower tree limbs. The branch he balanced on bent and stretched, but his reckless efforts were futile. He was too far to reach Julian, even with magic.

I got shoved into a park bench and managed to climb onto it to get a clear view of the stage. Nikola ducked behind the sculpture, a small pistol in hand. She darted up to take a shot at the Transistors on the steps, and one of the bulbs beside her exploded, the shattered glass cutting her face. With blood curtaining her cheek, she looked back to where Julian was crouched and screamed something at him.

Horrified, I saw why Julian hadn’t yet escaped. In his arms, Felicity lay unmoving, the front of her yellow pinafore stained dark red. Shielding her with his body, he shook the little girl helplessly, as if trying to wake a sleepy child from a nap.

I could make out what he was saying over and over. No.

“Julian!” I cried, aching. My voice rose to a scream. “Get down!”

Someone tried to tug me off the bench. I batted at them viciously, but they caught my wrists and wrenched me down. It was Gertrude, her hair in disarray, sweat darkening the collar of her dress. “You little fool,” she said, panting. “Do you want to die?”

“Julian’s up there,” I cried.

“Julian Gray?” she asked, bumping into me hard when someone elbowed her. She elbowed them back, and I couldn’t help but notice the shimmer of radiance dancing along her fingertips. She’d been disgraced, but there was no silencing her power. As if it were nothing more than an afterthought, she used her radiance to stun anyone who put a hand on her. “People have been saying he’s—get off me, swine—dead.”

“Help me,” I sobbed, too distraught to explain anything. “They’re going to kill him.”

“Stars. All right. What do you want me to do? We’re all going to get trampled.”

“I need to get to the stage,” I said, lunging for it. Gertrude was still holding me by one wrist, and I dragged her along with me, determined to get to Julian whether she followed or not.

“Josephine, are you with these people? Look what they’ve done. People are getting hurt. People are dying.”

“It’s the House killing people!” I shouted. “It’s their guards who fired on a peaceful demonstration. Open your eyes!”

Someone right in front of me jerked and crumpled, the front of their head torn open from a bullet. I froze and screamed, trying to shove the body away, trying not to see the gory mess that had been a person seconds before. Hauling me off by the waist, Gertrude tried to drag me away from the stage, from the worst of it all.

“You’re wrong,” Gertrude was saying, though I could hear the doubt creeping into her voice. “The Transistors are protecting the little ones. These people are feral. It’s the resistors making trouble.”

I grabbed her by the front of her blouse and opened my mouth to scream at her, to scream anything I could to make her believe, but someone took me by the elbow and pulled hard enough that my shoulder nearly dislocated. With a painful yelp, I lost my grip on Gertrude. “The pamphlets!” I shouted, trying to make her hear me. “It’s all right there!”

I couldn’t tell if she heard me.

Furious, I covered the hand holding me with my own and summoned my seething radiance. By some grace of the stars, I saw that it was Ezra right before I boiled him from the inside out.

“Jo,” he said, pulling me close. I knew by the tormented sound of his voice that we wouldn’t be making it to the stage in time. I started to shake my head, unwilling to hear what he had to say. “He’s gone.”

My knees buckled, and Ezra’s arms tightened around me, keeping me on my feet. He was dragging me away, but I wanted to see. I wanted to be sure. “Let me go,” I said weakly, vision spotty. “We can’t leave him up there.”

“No,” Ezra said. He got us to a tree, to the lee side of the thick trunk, where he sat me in the dirt and covered me with his body as people ran by. “The House took him. I couldn’t get there fast enough. They dragged him away.”

It took long moment for his words to register. “He’s not dead?” I asked, numb.

Ezra’s expression wavered. “Not yet.” His fingers dug into my arms. I didn’t care. “They’ll kill him for this. They’ll kill him.”

“No,” I said. The swarm was thinning enough for me to see the trampled grass, the pamphlets caught in the wind, colorful papers blowing away like confetti. The lost hats and shoes and parasols.

The dead.

Something in me righted itself, wrath as steady as the sun’s uncaring glow. “No, they won’t.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Ezra dragged me to my feet, and we ran until it felt like my lungs would catch fire and burn me up. The exposition grounds were a sprawling field of terror, onlookers scattering in all directions, huddling behind vendor carts and darting into the exhibition buildings, overpowering the ushers at the doors to seek refuge inside. My body wanted to collapse to the dirt, but Ezra kept me moving. It wasn’t until we slid down the embankment to the shore of the Sterling River and stumbled under the bridge that I could catch my breath. We’d made it to the place Nikola had chosen as a safe house.

The others were there, gathered in the lower level of the old bridge house. It was a decaying wooden structure next to the taller stone bridge house that controlled the train crossing. Nikola, sitting on the ground with Columbia pressing a bloody rag against her cheek, scrambled to her feet and embraced us. She’d lost her hat and her waistcoat, and her sleeve was torn and bloody. But she held us with a stout grip—and I knew she’d be all right.

“I thought I lost you both,” she said.

“They took Julian,” Ezra said, voice rough with emotion.

“I know.” Nikola balled her fingers into a fist and struck her hip. “There were too many Transistors and those bloodthirsty guards. I couldn’t stop them.”

“She narrowly avoided getting fried herself,” Columbia said. “Had to drag her off so she wouldn’t try to chase them down.”

I sympathized. Had I not been suffocating in the stampede of frightened onlookers, I would have followed. We’ll be there soon, I thought. Hold on, Julian.

The safe house was too empty. I wanted to hope that some of Nikola’s associates had run off or hidden, but it was more likely they were among those cut down by the House’s indiscriminate violence. The black most of us wore felt appropriately funereal. It felt right for what I planned to do.

“I didn’t know,” I tried to say, gasping to catch my breath from running. “I didn’t think they’d do something like that. I never would have let you—either of you …”

Nikola cupped my face with her cold hand. The cuts on her cheek were deep. They’d leave scars. “Do you think you could have stopped us?”

A dry sob hitched in my throat, but I was too distraught to cry. “I’m going to get Julian,” I said. “I’m going to get him back.”

I expected her to tell me not to, to tell me it was a fool’s errand, but she only nodded, her dark eyes hard. “Show no mercy,” she said.

Her words chilled me as much as they bolstered me. I thought of Maggie dying in a smoky pasture, telling me to end the Elders. Had she imagined such a bloody outcome? Had she known I’d be pushed beyond reason?

“I’m going with her,” Ezra said. He reached for Nikola’s injured cheek hesitantly, waiting for her to give a small nod of permission before pushing a loose tangle of hair behind her ear. “You need sutures. The sooner, the better. It will be more difficult to close the wounds once the tissue swells.”

“There are many more who will require medical attention before me,” Nikola said. “I didn’t realize you were a healer. You should speak of your skills with pride.”

“I’m only an apprentice,” Ezra said, ducking his head modestly. “But I’ll take a look at everyone when we return with Julian.”

My heart ached far more than my lungs did. “Have we lost?” I asked. “Was it for nothing?”

Nikola brushed tears away, smearing more blood across her cheek. “No. History will remember that the House of Industry massacred innocent bystanders at the Continental Exposition. I only wish we’d understood the depths of their cruelty. We never would have … That little girl.” She choked and covered her mouth until she composed herself. “I did not anticipate such a terrible cost.”

Columbia came up behind Nikola and held her. One of her eyes was swollen shut and purple. “There were journalists in the audience. By tomorrow, everyone will know about electricity and what they did to try to silence us.”

By tomorrow, I’d likely be dead. I knew what I was risking by going to the House to try to get Julian back. But I didn’t care. I wouldn’t be able to carry on with my life if I simply waited to find out what they’d done to him, whether his death had been quick or slow, whether it had been quiet or a spectacle to rival Nikola’s demonstration.

“We can’t delay,” I said, noticing a smear of gore on the back of my hand. I wiped it off on my trousers. “If we—when we return, where should we meet you?”

“Come to the gambling hall,” Nikola said. “We’ll be regrouping there. It’s closed for the exposition.”

It occurred to me that the Continental Exposition would not continue this year. The people of Sterling City were likely sheltering in their homes as word spread of the massacre and rumors spread regarding who had been responsible. By the silence that lingered in the room, everyone must have been thinking the same thing.

I took a closer look at the resistors who had managed to make it back here. Many were bleeding, others quietly crying, and some were unmoving, lost in the horrors we’d witnessed.

Sterling City would mourn its fallen for a long time.

“Is there a back way into the House?” Ezra asked. “I don’t think we’ll make it far if we walk up the front steps and knock.”

“Dry goods are delivered by barge to a back entrance,” I said. “I used to have to help unload when I was in trouble. So I’m quite familiar with it.”

Ezra made a thoughtful sound. “It can be reached only by water?”

I looked up at him with a shaky smile. “It’s a shame I don’t know a ferryman to get me there.” Absurdly, that’s when my composure finally broke and I began to shudder with the effort of holding back tears.

We’d been children on that dock in Frostbrook. We’d never be children again.

Ezra brushed his thumbs across my cheeks. “You’re not going to stop me from coming along?”

I touched his jaw, my fingertips fluttering, my body too distressed to hold still. “I love you too much to do that,” I whispered. We couldn’t control each other. That was the most frightening part of loving someone.

“All right,” Ezra said, kissing my forehead once, his hand curling around the back of my neck like he didn’t want to let go. “Let’s steal a boat.”
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It was surprisingly easy to find a small raft moored to a dock downriver from the train bridge. Muttering about how he had no idea how to operate a pistol and that it was asinine that Nikola had given him one, Ezra deftly untied the raft and offered me his hand. Before I could reach for him, he waved me off and tilted his head.

“You’re glowing a little, Apprentice. Care to hold back until we get to the House?”

“Oh,” I said, staring at my hands. They were scratched and stained with other people’s blood. And my skin had a faint blue cast to it, radiance moving along the lines on my palms. The dried blood gave off the smell of burning flesh, and I grimaced. “Sorry. One moment.”

I breathed in slowly, promising my radiance that all this helpless rage would soon have an outlet.

“That’s better,” Ezra said, helping me onto the raft. He shoved off immediately and used the large paddle to keep us drifting close to the bank.

“We’ll pass under two bridges.” I squinted at the shape of the House in the distance. “And then it’ll be on the right.”

The Sterling River’s current wasn’t as powerful as the Dry Bone’s, but it would carry us to the back side of the House of Industry—an imposing wall directly on the water, with one small loading dock.

With nothing to do but wait, I crouched at the edge of the raft and washed my hands and face and neck in the river water. It wasn’t particularly clean, but it was better than the grime and stink of fear on my skin. “Did I hurt you when my hands were glowing?”

Grunting with effort, Ezra worked the paddle. “No, it only startled me for a moment. I’ve become quite accustomed to your company. It’s like my magic knows yours.”

I no longer resisted calling radiance magic. There was no sense in distinguishing the power within me from his. “What an honor,” I said, meaning it. Cupping some water in my hands, I wet the back of his neck to cool him off.

“Thank you, dear,” he said with a flourished bow, as if we were a couple embarking on a sightseeing cruise.

On either side of the river, the industrial yards and warehouses were eerily quiet. Every so often, I spotted a face in a window, but all work had halted. The river ferries weren’t even running. We drifted by the newspaper building, and I wondered if the journalists had made their way there yet—if the massive steam-powered presses would soon be fired up.

“We were always told to keep the curtains pulled tight when we traveled to assignments in the city,” I told Ezra. “I thought it was for our safety. But they clearly wanted to keep us from seeing what resistors were really saying.”

“I can’t imagine the effort it took to keep you in line,” Ezra said.

A hysterical little laugh bubbled out of me. “Truly. You have no idea.”

I had to keep talking. I had to keep studying the buildings on either side of the river. I had to keep my mind off wondering what was happening to Julian. I had to.

“Hey,” Ezra said, watching me. “I know.”

The water around the raft rippled strangely, not moving in the direction of the wind. We were moving faster than we ought to be. “You’re doing that,” I realized aloud.

“Trying to.” Ezra scrunched his nose. “Making this up as I go.”

“Julian’s going to be excited about this development.”

Looking skyward, Ezra seemed to struggle to catch his breath. “What if they’ve already done it?”

“Then they’ll pay,” I said shakily.

There was no precedence for the House executing one of their own. Even the unruliest Children of Industry were made into servants so that their gifts were not entirely wasted. But until today there’d been no precedence for the House murdering dozens of peaceful demonstrators. I hoped, desperately, that Julian was still alive. Not only for him and for us, but for everyone who would lose their lives in the explosion of my grief.
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As we rounded the final river bend, the House of Industry’s back wall appeared. It was smooth and high with no windows until the third story. I’d never seen it from the water, only from the loading dock. From here, I could read the script set into the wall with smooth black stone.

Industry Is Inevitable

“Blech,” I said eloquently.

“Ready?” Ezra asked.

Positioning myself in front of him, I said, “Not particularly.”

Ezra fished out the small weapon Nikola had given him and held it to my temple. “I hate pistols.”

I hoped his hands were steadier than mine. “Please don’t discharge that thing.”

“I unloaded it,” he muttered. “I’m not that reckless”

Ahead, the sole figure sitting on the loading dock spotted us and rushed to his feet. “No deliveries today!” the man shouted. Then he stumbled back, seeming to notice the pistol. He looked over his shoulder at the double doors leading into the House’s storeroom. By his drab clothing, he was a House servant.

“Stay right there,” Ezra called out. “Or the Conductor dies. Do you understand me?”

The servant slowly raised his hands. “I understand.”

“Good.” Ezra briefly gestured with the pistol. “Don’t make a sound, and I won’t hurt you. Take the line and tie us off.”

“Please,” I added in a warbling voice. “He kidnapped me at the exposition. Please do what he says.”

Moving jerkily, his eyes constantly darting to Ezra’s weapon, the servant jumped onto the raft and tied it off. He crept back onto the dock on his hands and knees and sat back on his heels, looking terrified.

“Tie him up,” Ezra told me, gesturing at a coil of rope on the dock.

I did as he told, but once the servant was restrained, I couldn’t help speaking to him. “I know you were a Conductor or a Transistor once.

You deserve to be free, not trapped here lighting lamps and cleaning up after people who don’t even look at you.”

I’d never looked a House servant in the eye. No one had. They’d simply been part of the small world around us. I’d let them move around me like living dolls, like they hadn’t mattered. I’d never forgive myself for that.

“Who are you?” the servant asked, sounding bewildered.

“I’m a friend of Gertrude’s. Do you know her?”

The man hesitated, but I could see the recognition in his eyes.

“Jo, we need to move,” Ezra said.

“What are you going to do?” the servant asked, looking between us nervously.

I had no way to answer that question. I didn’t know. We were here to rescue Julian, but there was no chance we’d easily get in and out with him. And there was no chance I could walk away from this place without leaving it inoperable in my wake. Now that I was here, I knew that in my heart.

“I’m going to get you out,” I said, swallowing to steady my voice. “The servants, the Generators, the children. Anyone who wants to be free of this terrible place.”

“Gertrude is with the little ones today,” the servant whispered, looking up at the House’s high back wall as if expecting it to topple on him in retribution. “They were attacked this morning. Don’t hurt them.”

“I won’t hurt the little ones,” I said. “I promise.”

Ezra pulled me toward the door. “Jo, come on.”

“Radiance caused the wasting,” I hurriedly said as Ezra dragged me away. “The Elders have known that all along. Progress is poison!”

With that, we pushed through the double doors and entered the House of Industry. The smell of dried goods brought me back to being thirteen, resentfully stacking crates of apples and sacks of wheat flour. It was cool and dark in the storeroom. At the far end, two House servants were gathering produce into baskets. They hadn’t noticed us.

Ezra trembled beside me. I could barely make out his whisper. “It hurts in here.”

There was nothing I could say to that. Radiance pulsed through every floor, every room. It powered the great ovens in the kitchen and lit every lighting fixture. And in the catacombs below us, radiance was cultivated and stored by Generators who never saw the sun, who were lost to the madness of their own power.

“Listen, the servants won’t be wearing black,” I whispered to Ezra.

“They’re not really servants, are they?” he asked in a low voice “They’re enslaved.”

“You’re right.” I took his hand and led him down an aisle of high shelves. My feet recalled every hidden pathway through the storeroom. Down here, I’d briefly been invisible. Undisturbed. I’d enjoyed the respite from trying to be a good student, trying to do everything right. “So let’s protect them as best we can.”

We had to move as quickly as possible, taking advantage of being unseen. Once the alarm was sounded, every Transistor in the House would be on our tail. We crept up the winding stairs to the kitchen that served as a hub to every dormitory, with lifts designated specifically for servant use. Trying to walk calmly, I stepped into one and beckoned for Ezra to follow.

“This a glorified coffin,” he murmured unhappily.

“Let’s hope not,” I said, turning the lever to the first-year girls’ floor and placing my hand on the conduction pad.

We rose slowly, the gears creaking. The service lift wasn’t ornate like the ones for general use. It didn’t have the same gold filigree and built-in lamps and polished floor. I felt like cargo being hoisted by a winch. When it jerked to a stop, I pushed the doors open to a room full of startled little girls. Gertrude sat on the floor with them, a tin box of medical supplies next to her. Her eyes widened, and she froze midway through wrapping a cotton bandage around a girl’s bloodied knee.

“Are you kidding me?” Gertrude asked, so shrill that it was almost comforting.

Before I could explain anything, one of the girls jumped up and pointed. “It’s the lady with the secret stories!” she squeaked.

No one had ever called me lady before. It threw me off so much that I stuttered, trying to think of a single thing to say. “W-well. Huh?”

The girl pulled a crumpled pamphlet out of her pocket and waved it at me. “I saw you with these. You’re”—her voice lowered to a whisper—“a resistor.”

“Children,” Gertrude said, bunching up her skirts to stand, “give me a moment to speak to our guest. Be good and quiet.”

“Miss Gertrude, are they going to kill us?” another girl asked, wringing her hands and staring at me.

“No,” I said, gesturing a sign of surrender. “Goodness, no. I’m looking for my friend who’s … lost. Everything’s all right.”

Gertrude, glaring at Ezra, took me by the sleeve and pulled me into the washroom. When Ezra tried to follow, she snarled at him: “Wait at the door. One move, and I’ll show you I can keep up with Josephine’s temper.”

Looking appropriately contrite, he hung back in the doorway.

“What under the stars happened in Copper Hills?” I asked Gertrude. “Why are you back? Why are you—” I couldn’t finish the question.

She was little more than a shadow. That’s all the House servants had ever been. Had they always looked this afraid? This empty?

Gertrude’s gaze went flinty. “My Senior was not pleased I refused to do what he expected of me,” she said, lifting her chin to look me square in the eye. I saw a challenge there, a spark of rage that warmed me like the heat of a bonfire. A lifetime seemed to pass between us as I allowed what she wasn’t saying to sink into my bones. After all I’d learned of the House, it shouldn’t have surprised me that a Senior Conductor might demand to be served sexually.

“Are you all right?” I asked, numb. “Did he hurt you? Are you …?”

Her breath huffed, a shadow of the contempt she’d always showed me. “I’m here in front of you, breathing, aren’t I?”

I wanted to make my way to Copper Hills and find her former Senior. I wanted to run my radiance through him until his soft parts bubbled and burst.

“Control yourself,” Gertrude hissed.

The washroom flickered with the radiance threading up and down my forearms, looking for a way to be released, looking for someone to kill.

Shoving my hands behind my back, I held her gaze. “We’re here to rescue Julian. Leave with me. All of you, the servants … you’ve got to get out.”

“What are you saying?” Gertrude whispered. “Do you really believe the stories in those pamphlets?”

There was no time to tell her anything.

And I wasn’t sure if she’d believe me if I did. Even worse, I wasn’t sure if she’d feel the same way I did—that the House needed to be destroyed entirely. That’s what it would take to stop the spread of death and pestilence in the name of Industry. Only in the absence of the House could electricity rise in its place.

“There’s so much I want to tell you,” I said helplessly.

“Judging by the state of your clothes, I’m sure of that.” She let out a hitched sort of chuckle. “I see you found yourself trousers.”

“Not before I nearly got myself killed tripping over my skirt.”

“I’m having no trouble picturing that,” she said, clasping my shoulders. Her smile slipped away. “Don’t do this. Go back the way you came. Survive, Josephine. Don’t you want to survive?”

Pulling her into a fierce hug, I tucked her face against my shoulder. She stiffened—and then softened against me with a low sob. “I can’t survive without doing this,” I whispered into her hair. “When it’s over, I’ll tell you all the things I’ve seen and learned. You’ll tell me what a fool I am.”

“You’ve always been a fool.” She sniffled and untangled herself from my embrace. As she smoothed the wrinkles from her dress and wiped her eyes with tight, sure strokes, she was the same Gertrude I’d always known.

“I love you,” I said, ignoring her startled gasp. I took her hands and squeezed them one more time. “I know I wasn’t supposed to, but I always did.”

“Don’t say goodbye to me,” she snapped, shaking my hands off. Her breath shuddered. “Listen to me now. All the Elders have been summoned to the House for an emergency council. People are saying they took Julian Gray down into the catacombs after he helped resistors attack us.”

“That’s not what happened,” I murmured, my ears ringing. “The House attacked innocent people.”

“Josephine! Look at me. You’ll never get him out of here. Do you understand?”

I stared at her. “No. I don’t. What are you trying to say?”

She watched me, pitying. “No one leaves the catacombs.”

That wasn’t true. Servants freely entered and exited the catacombs. They fed and cared for Generators. Unless she meant …

“But he’s not a Generator,” I said, panic growing. Everything I knew about Generators collided in my mind. Surely they wouldn’t—they couldn’t make someone like Julian perform an endless mindless task. The washroom felt too small, the ceiling too low, my collar too tight. “Why would he be down there?”

Generators were chosen as small children—the ones too strong to rein in their radiance. The ones blessed with such an overabundant gift, it could be harnessed only as a pure source of power. They lived below ground, never knowing another way to exist.

Gertrude said nothing.

“You don’t know him like I do. He would never agree to that,” I insisted, my lungs tight, the air in the washroom thin.

Bitterness returned to Gertrude’s voice. “When did any of us agree to anything?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

We had to get down to the catacombs. We had to get Julian out of there. I stumbled out of the washroom, legs threatening to give way beneath me. When I didn’t see Ezra in the doorway where I’d left him, my panic crested. I staggered into the dorm hall and stopped short, trying to comprehend what was happening before me.

Ezra sat on the floor with the gaggle of little girls. He was applying salve to one of their abraded palms while another thrust a potted plant in front of his face. We’d all kept herbs and little succulents on the windowsills, a way of brightening the drab dormitories. Some girls had managed to keep plants alive for years, moving them from hall to hall as they aged. I’d always killed mine in a matter of weeks, neglecting to water them by forgetting that they existed.

“Do this one!” the girl cried out excitedly.

Casting me a brief glance and looking thoroughly mischievous, Ezra took the pot from her small hands. “One more,” he warned. “Then we have to go find our friend.”

Before I could caution him against it, he closed his eyes, and the emaciated fern turned vivid green and grew several new fronds. Delighted, and thoroughly unafraid, the girls clapped for the display of magic.

“Well, this is getting worse every moment,” Gertrude muttered.

“Ezra, let’s go,” I said sternly.

“But Ezra hasn’t fixed the flowers yet!” a girl complained, tugging at his sleeve as he rose to his feet.

“Remember what I told you,” Ezra said to his new admirers. “The best way to heal your body is to get a good night’s sleep. Lots of rest.”

“You didn’t tell them not to talk about your illegal magic?” I asked him under my breath.

Ezra looked at me seriously. “I’m not in the business of telling children what they can and cannot talk about. They’ll make up their own minds.” He glanced at Gertrude. “Hello. I’m Ezra. You did a fine job bandaging them.”

Gertrude looked like she wanted to tell him where he could shove his fine job. “You’d better go before someone else finds out you’re here.” She looked away from me, and I wondered if it was because she dreaded saying goodbye as much as I did.

“Where are we going?” Ezra asked me as I tugged him back to the lift that had carried us up to the dormitory.

I didn’t want to tell him. I didn’t want to believe what Gertrude had said. Surely, it had only been a cruel rumor.

“What?” he asked, sobering considerably. “Jo, what is it?”

“We’re going to look for him in the catacombs.” I powered the lift to take us back down to the kitchen. The only way to get farther underground was by a dark stairwell I’d always avoided when I worked in the storeroom. It had emanated a damp chill and, occasionally, a sound like howling that I attributed to the airflow.

“Catacombs?” Ezra asked uneasily. “Why would the House of Industry have an underground cemetery?”

“It’s not a cemetery.” I sounded impatient. Almost defensive. Even though I knew there was nothing defensible about what was happening below the surface. “Generators are kept in the catacombs. The cool air is good for them. They discharge so much radiance that they run hot.”

Was that even true? Or was it easier to keep them out of sight so that none of us had to think about the children who grew up in the dark, never seeing what their radiance did for others?

“So it’s actually a prison. And Julian is down there?” Ezra caught my trembling free hand, and I wrenched it away, too agonized to be touched.

“That was stupid what you did,” I snapped at him, knowing I was misdirecting my anger, but unable to stop myself. “Animating in the House of Industry? What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking I might die today, and that I wanted a few plants to live longer than I will,” he said with infuriating sincerity.

The lift jerked to a halt at the kitchen. I collected myself, my breath whistling. “Gertrude thinks Julian is down there. She was my—she’s my friend. She’d have no reason to lie to me.”

When the door opened, a servant flinched back, dropping her basket of produce and screaming.

“Oh no,” I said hurriedly, reaching for her. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

She tripped over the basket and fell hard. “R-resistors,” she gasped hoarsely, as if fear had closed her throat.

Before I could stop him, Ezra swung behind her and put his arm around her neck.

“What are you doing?” I asked, trying not to shout, trying not to draw more attention. “Ezra!”

“I’m making her sleep,” Ezra said grimly, holding on as the young woman thrashed in his arms, her boots drumming against the stone. In a few more seconds, her eyes fluttered shut, and she stopped struggling. He pulled her basket over and used it to cushion her head as she came to rest on the ground. His hands were shaking. “She’ll be fine. But I would prefer not to do that again.”

“Follow me,” I said, darting down to the storeroom. Somone had likely heard the servant’s scream, and we were running out of time. I weaved around stacks of milk crates and sacks of potatoes, breaking into a run that Ezra easily kept up with.

At the opening to the stairs that led deeper underground, I pressed my hand against the stone wall and took a fortifying breath.

“Come on,” Ezra said in a grim tone, heading down the steep spiral staircase first. Radiance lamps affixed to the walls gave off a dim glow, like this terrible place wasn’t worth the effort of lighting properly.

I should have taken the lead, but for a moment, I felt safe behind him, as if I could tuck my face against his back if something frightening approached us. Like a scared child, I wanted to close my eyes and make all this go away. Only yesterday, we’d shared a bed with Julian, at peace in a way I suspected none of us had felt in a long time.

Peace felt like a fantasy now.

Hearing the scuffle of footsteps, I ducked under Ezra’s arm and whispered to him to stay where he was. The brief illusion was over. Down here, far from any living plants, I had a strong advantage. I wasn’t going to let him get hurt.

I hurried around the next winding curl of stairs, away from Ezra. A Transistor in a bright red scarf was making his way toward me. He looked to be in his thirties, with a complexion like Julian’s and straight black hair that fell past his shoulders.

“No students are allowed down here,” the Transistor said mildly. He had warm, kind eyes.

He clearly didn’t see me as an intruder or a threat. It took me aback for a moment, and I struggled to sound forceful in turn. “I have to enter the catacombs. I’ll fight my way in if I must.”

“Fight me?” he asked, sounding confused. “Aren’t you an apprentice Conductor?”

Fine. Let him underestimate me.

“But I want to see what’s down there!” I said like a petulant second year on a dare. Lunging as if to dart past him, I pretended to trip over my own feet. He grabbed me, muttering that I needed to be more careful. For a moment, we were frozen like that, his arms around me and my hand on his chest to brace myself.

I had to incapacitate him. Before I could talk myself out of it, I pushed radiance into his chest viciously. His eyes widened and he clutched my wrist. Smoke rose from his charred shirt. “You’re a Conductor,” he insisted, his voice garbled and wrong. He crashed to his knees, pulling me down with him.

“Sorry,” I said, squirming out of his hold and watching him roll down the stairs until he got jammed between the narrow walls. “Sorry, sorry. I’m sorry.”

His mouth opened and closed silently. I saw blood on his teeth and tried not to heave. We were looking right at each other when his eyes dulled and his face became a specter of death.

I hadn’t intended to kill him, but I was too distressed for delicate work. At least his eyes hadn’t burst out of his face.

“Keep moving,” Ezra said, suddenly back at my side. He helped me step over the Transistor’s body. “Don’t look at him. You did what you had to do.”

“I’m going to throw up,” I whispered.

“No you’re not. Keep walking.” His hand was cold, but his grip was strong, and we made our way down and down and down, the air growing more damp with every step.

Even the walls sweated beads of frigid water. Nothing could thrive here. This was a place to stash the dead, to store meat. Not a place for children to grow up. Not a place for anyone to be held captive without end.

“You can wait here,” I told Ezra. “I can keep going and find him and bring him back.”

“Hush,” he said with finality. “I’m not leaving you.”

The stairwell abruptly ended, opening to a wide hallway. The ceiling looked different here, lined in row after row of thick conduction cables that disappeared into ducts that had to lead up to the main floors of the House.

“This is a prison,” Ezra said very quietly.

Voices echoed down the hall. Silently, I pointed to a tall chest with the door hanging open. It held mops stained in odd colors, as if they’d been used to wipe up bodily fluids. Together, we crammed ourselves beside the chest, the open door concealing us.

“The procedure took on the second attempt,” a man was saying, sounding very old and very pleased with himself. I could hear his rattled breathing and the unsteady shuffle of his steps. Through the hinge of the open door, I made out shocking white hair and papery bruised skin. The Indicator. I hadn’t seen him since my very first day at the House when he’d examined me. “I will document everything thoroughly. As you know, we’ve never had success with a young adult.”

“I’m pleased to hear that,” another man said. I realized, suppressing a gasp, that it was Master Hayes, the highest Elder. The last time I’d laid eyes on him, he’d been announcing my assignment in Frostbrook. “It’s a shame to see such a brilliant mind wasted,” the master went on in a syrupy tone, as if in reality it delighted him. “But treachery against the House is unforgiveable.”

“It’s no waste. No waste at all. I’ll make fine use of him,” the Indicator said. “Fine, fine use.”

I shook violently from more than the icy air. My fingers found Ezra’s, and we squeezed each other’s hands in a painful grip. My heart galloped in my chest. They’d stumble upon the dead Transistor shortly. We’d have very little time to locate Julian and get him back to the surface, to freedom.

There was no pretending the Indicator and Master Hayes were speaking of anyone but Julian. Horror ricocheted against my ribs. I’d never asked the stars for anything in earnest, but down here, far from their eternal gaze, I wished for Julian to be whole, to be safe, to be ours again.

My breath caught in my throat. Was I content to wait for them to find the Transistor’s body and raise a House-wide alarm? There were no other voices in the hallway. No one to protect two elderly men.

“Stay here,” I whispered to Ezra.

He tried to hold me in place, but let go as if I’d burned him. Maybe I had. There was no time to check and see, no time to apologize. And what sense was there in apologizing when I was about to do worse? I’d already killed once today. Soon, Ezra might never look at me the same.

Stepping out from behind the door that had concealed us, I briefly debated confronting Master Hayes and the Indicator, who wore a boxy white overcoat that resembled the uniforms worn by surgeons from the Healer’s Guild. Master Hayes was wearing the familiar floor-length robes and elaborate hat that marked him as our highest Elder. A braided sash in white, blue, and red symbolized the combined power of Generators, Conductors, and Transistors. Pageantry. I’d believed those colors had been sacred, that Master Hayes himself had been sacred.

I decided not to announce myself. Nothing Master Hayes could possibly say would matter to me. The only reason I didn’t kill him first was my lack of a clear angle. Instead, I released a thick bolt of radiance with no warning at all, striking the side of the Indicator’s head. He jerked and tumbled into Master Hayes, who caught him as if on reflex, then dropped him with a snarl of disgust, letting him fall to the floor. The Indicator’s head made a sickening sound when it struck the stone, and a pool of blood formed beneath him.

Master Hayes stared at me. “What have you done, girl? Are you mad?”

“Yes,” I said calmly, crossing the distance between us with my hands poised to strike again. I felt none of the horror I’d felt over killing the Transistor on the stairs. The Indicator had deserved to die. I knew in my bones that he had caused suffering and had deserved to suffer in return. I’d given him a quick death only because I had no time to spare, no time to see how long it took someone to die if I tortured them with a low, steady current of radiance. He’d gotten off easy.

Instead of trying to strike me, Master Hayes stumbled back, tripping on the first stair leading back up to the storeroom. He landed on his backside with a thud, the impact making him grunt with pain.

“What’s wrong? Are you out of practice?” I asked with mock concern, letting radiance flow between my hands like a child playing cat’s cradle.

Master Hayes made a trembling gesture toward the Indicator’s body. “You have no idea what you’ve done. You won’t be able to use the Generators without him.”

“Use them?” I asked with a disbelieving, humorless laugh. “I’m not here to use them. I’m here to free them.”

Now that we were down here, I knew we couldn’t leave with only Julian. We couldn’t abandon anyone to this nightmare.

“Freeing them would be cruelty,” Master Hayes said with a sneer. He pushed up to a higher step as if he could inch away from me and escape. As if he had a chance. “They cannot live in the world above. This is all they know. This is their home.”

“This is their prison,” I snapped. My radiance expanded beyond my hands, licking at his spindly legs where they sprawled out from under his robes. How had I ever feared this man and his authority?

And why … why wasn’t he defending himself?

A possibility surfaced in my mind, but surely it was too far-fetched, too absurd.

“Show me your radiance,” I whispered, needing to know I was wrong. That all the lies I’d believed hadn’t been built atop a foundation more rotten than any of us could ever have imagined.

“Stand down, child,” Master Hayes said, “and I will ensure your safety. You’re here only for Julian Gray, correct? Take him and go.”

For a moment, I wondered how he could know who I was here for. Then I recalled that the Generators had been orphans like me before they’d been taken down into the cold to serve not Progress but unfathomable greed. No one longed for them. No one was coming to save them.

“I told you I’m here for everyone,” I snarled, using my radiance to grab him by the ankle and yank him back down a step. I ignored his howl of pain as his trousers melted into his skin. Julian would be pleased to discover that I’d finally learned how to manipulate my radiance with precision. It felt like another limb, like I could now reach far beyond the limits of my flesh. That I could reach anything.

Right now I only wanted to reach Julian.

“Who is that?” Master Hayes asked in a wet, pained way, flailing his hand at something behind me. I didn’t need to look to know it was Ezra.

“Start searching for Julian,” I told him without turning. “I’ll deal with this one.”

I heard his footsteps as he ran away from us, down the dim hallway.

“Don’t do this, girl,” Master Hayes said. He didn’t remember me. He didn’t know my name. I’d been nothing to him.

“It’s just the two of us now,” I said, grateful that no one would witness what I was about to do.

“You can have anything you’d like,” Master Hayes called to me desperately, curling forward to try to dislodge the rope of radiance that held him by the ankle, slowly burning through layer after layer of skin. He patted at the radiance helplessly, only scorching his hands in the process. “Wealth. Unimaginable wealth. You can travel. Buy land. Walk away from this, and I’ll make sure you won’t regret it.”

He wasn’t defending himself with radiance. Feeling sick, I grabbed one of his bony hands. “You’re no Child of Industry,” I spat.

It was only flesh. Mishappen joints, papery skin. Nothing but blood under the surface. No radiance, nothing to make him worthy of calling himself our highest Elder, our master.

“Don’t—” he started to shout.

My hands wrapped around his throat. Instead of attacking with radiance, I crawled onto him and used my muscles, my rage, my grief. Snarling like a rabid animal, I dug my fingertips into his tendons and found the thick cartilage of his windpipe. He was made of moving parts, like a machine, and I knew how to dismantle machines as well as I knew how to repair them. Master Hayes would soon be beyond repair.

He tried to fight me off, but he had no leverage. His manicured fingernails broke my skin as he clawed at my hands The blood made me feel wild.

“I’m going to tear down everything you built,” I told him, emphasizing each word with a brutal thrust of my arms until his head bobbed side to side like a broken doll. He wasn’t making sounds or fighting me, and I realized distantly that he was already dead. But I wasn’t finished. Maybe I’d never be finished. “You will be remembered as a coward and a thief and a fraud. The fall of the House will be celebrated long after you’re nothing but dust!” I cried.

Someone grabbed me from behind, and I let out a wail of incoherent fury, enraged to be dragged off Master Hayes’s body.

“Jo! Josephine!” Ezra shouted, lifting me until my feet weren’t touching the ground. “Stop it. He’s as dead as he’s going to get!”

I kicked the air, trying to buck him off, but aware enough not to lash out with radiance. “Master Hayes was lying,” I said, making senseless, horrified sounds with every exhale. “They’re using us. All of us.” My words choked off into bitten-off screams.

“I need your help,” Ezra said, his breath against my hair the only warm thing left in the world. He carried me down the hall, away from the men I’d killed. “Please, don’t leave me alone down here, Jo. I don’t know what to do. Julian. He’s …”

This was no time to lose my senses. Something snapped back into place in my mind, and I fell silent so abruptly that Ezra turned me in his arms, searching my face as if expecting to discover that I’d fainted.

Cautiously, he set me on my feet, and I let the dim hallway swirl around us until my vision cleared.

Shuddering, I asked, “He’s what?”

Ezra’s expression did something that made my heart feel as bruised as Master Hayes’s mangled throat. “Come with me,” he said.
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Ezra led me down the dim hallway. I had to jog to keep up with his long-legged stride. We passed a series of doors with barred windows. Glancing, I saw that each led to a small cell. At first I thought they were empty, but I began to spot figures in dingy gray clothing huddled on the floor or asleep on cots.

“None of them responded to me,” Ezra said, noticing how my attention caught on each door. He sounded numb. “I called out and they didn’t stir. We need to help Julian first.”

I was frightened. Too frightened to ask for details. Whatever state Julian was in, Ezra had not felt equipped to help him—even as an apprentice healer. If he couldn’t help, what could I possibly do?

What were we going to do?

A drop of water fell on me from the condensation on the conduction cables that ran along the ceiling. I brushed it off my cheek and ran ahead of Ezra to the only open door down the long hallway. Skidding through the doorway, I rushed inside—then froze as if I’d run up against a pane of glass.

Julian sat on the floor, barefoot and dressed in the same clothes he’d been wearing at the Continental Exposition. His waistcoat was gone, and his shirt was torn and half unbuttoned. He had his hands on what looked like a spherical conduction pad. Radiance flowed from his palms into the rounded surface, and he watched it with a dreamy expression. He looked … relaxed.

There were three strange oozing marks on his forehead. Perfect circles, evenly spaced.

“Julian?” I asked, sinking to crouch on the other side of the metal sphere. “Can you hear me?”

Julian glanced up, the radiance pouring from his hands unwavering. As if disinterested, he returned his attention to conducting. Generating.

“He doesn’t know us,” Ezra said behind me. Anguish made his voice hoarse and tired. “He doesn’t know who we are.”

“It must be temporary,” I said, desperate to be correct. “It’s the shock of whatever they’ve done. The Indicator mentioned a procedure.” And then, recklessly, I’d killed him before I could interrogate him and find out how to undo the damage.

“We need to get him out of here.” Ezra lowered himself kneel at Julian’s side. He touched Julian’s arm, and Julian elbowed him away as if shooing a horsefly. “Julian. You can’t stay here. You’re cold. Let’s go somewhere warmer,” he went on gently, as if speaking to one of the children upstairs.

“We don’t have time to convince him,” I said shakily. What I’d done was catching up to me. I’d killed the master of the House of Industry. “We have to figure out how to release all of them. Quickly.”

“It’s not that simple!” Ezra snapped, making me flinch. Julian seemed oblivious, his attention on his hands. Cringing apologetically, Ezra lowered his voice. “Forcing him could make this worse.”

“Not worse than the alternative.” I swallowed. “Soon, every Transistor in the House will be upon us. They’ll kill us, and Julian will be alone down here until he dies. Do you understand?”

With a grimace of acknowledgment, Ezra put his arms around Julian from behind and tried to pull him away from the sphere. As soon as Julian’s radiance thinned and broke contact, he flailed, reaching frantically for it and trying to shrug out of Ezra’s hold. Julian wasn’t speaking—not with words—but he whined a miserable, anxious sound that made my chest throb terribly.

“Fuck,” Ezra said, letting go of Julian and falling back heavily. He was panting and ran his hands through his hair with a gravelly frustrated cry.

Julian scrambled forward and put his hands back on the sphere. He made a wordless sound of relief and huddled closer to it, as if warming himself over flames.

I could see that Ezra was unraveling, his hand trembling as he wiped the sweat off his forehead. “What are we going to do?” he asked, staring at Julian’s back. “What did they do to him?”

“Ezra,” I said urgently, “Stay with me. Let’s think.”

Mind racing, I covered Julian’s hands with my own, not pulling him away from the conduction sphere, but instead letting him feel my touch. His breath hitched, but he didn’t otherwise move. I could feel the thrum of his radiance through his skin. He’d always done such precise work. I’d never realized how much raw power he had within. He must have narrowly avoided being made a Generator as a child.

The sphere was connected to a conduction cable bolted to the stone floor and covered in a thick protective material. I traced its path with my eyes, following it to the wall, where it crept up and out a small opening to the hallway.

“This thing is connected to those cables on the ceiling,” I said. “We have to disconnect it from the rest of the House. With nothing to channel radiance into, the metal will only heat up. It’ll hurt to do what he’s doing now.”

“The solution is hurting him?” Ezra asked, following my gaze.

“He’s not going to fight to get his hands back on the conduction surface if it burns him. I don’t like it either. But there’s no other way to get him—to get all of them—to stop generating.”

I let go of Julian and walked a few steps into the hall, studying the cables. There were at least twenty at the thickest point, each branching off into one of the cells. They were too well protected for me to use radiance to melt them. And if I tried, I might cause a disruption in the flow of radiance that could damage Julian or one of the other Generators. “We have to break the connection.” Ezra had followed me out, and I gestured, showing him the point where all the cables met and entered a narrow duct leading up to the House’s main floors. “Here.”

Another drop of water fell on me, and I brushed it away with a shudder. It felt like the Sterling River was slowly trying to reclaim this space that had been carved out so close to its bank.

Making a thoughtful sound, Ezra touched the wet spot on my cheek. Then he looked up. “There’s moisture on every wall. It’s collecting on the backside of those cables and dripping through. Stand back a little. I’m going to try something.”

With a flutter of nerves, I backed into Julian’s cell and watched Ezra from the doorway, recognizing the faraway look in his eyes as he surveyed the cables. His mouth moved silently, and I wondered what he was asking the water to do. What it was taking to convince it to listen to him.

“It’s more difficult down here,” he murmured, hunching over as if winded from running. “There’s radiance in everything. Traces of it in the water. Makes me feel muzzled.”

“What can I do?” I asked helplessly, glancing back at Julian. Oblivious, he watched his hands with a serene expression that made me want to scream until my throat bled.

“Nothing,” Ezra responded tightly. Condensation gathered into thicker beads until it abruptly poured like a drizzling rain from the cables. “Watch your head. I don’t think this is going to be especially precise.” Giving me no further warning, he took a step back, gesturing as if pulling an invisible rope with two hands. He growled, and the cables creaked, bending toward him. Water flowed down in earnest.

If Ezra did something too imprecise, would he flood the catacombs with raging water from the Sterling River?

I found myself willing to accept that possibility. It would be reasonably quick for all of us. A shock of cold, a brief panic, and then an end to this torture. Mercy delivered by nature’s unfeeling might.

Water pooled on the stone floor and spread down the hall and under the doorways. It surrounded my boots, but it wasn’t deep yet. Julian didn’t acknowledge it when it reached his knees and shins and wet his trousers. My attention caught briefly on the blisters on his feet. Blisters he’d never acknowledged on our long walk together. They were raw and healing poorly.

Watching how slowly the water crept in, I changed my mind about the mercy of drowning.

“Ezra,” I called out softly. “Are you flooding the catacombs? I can make it quicker for them. Just tell me.” My voice cracked with grief. “It won’t take me long to kill us all.”

“No one is drowning!” Ezra said with a roar of exertion. “I’ve almost got it.”

A loud, teeth-rattling groan sounded, and the cables bent toward us, their protective covering cracking and making the water and the radiance sizzle and steam.

“Careful!” I shouted at Ezra in a panic. “Liquid conducts radiance. You’re standing in the water.”

“I’ve almost got it,” Ezra said stubbornly. He was soaked head to toe from the flow raining from the ceiling.

After dashing to the corner of Julian’s room, I hooked my hands under the edge of a wooden cot and dragged it, levering it out the door as quickly as I could, dizzy with nauseating dread. I had mere seconds. The knowledge that Ezra was about to stop his own heart with radiance gave me more strength than should have been left in my weary body. “Here!” I screamed, pushing it close enough for him to leap onto it.

Without sparing me a look, Ezra took two long strides and jumped onto the cot just as the cables snapped completely and crashed onto the wet floor. Radiance glowed like spiderwebs, spreading eagerly through the pooled water, bouncing around as if gleeful to have been freed. It stung me through my boots with a current so strong, it would have instantly killed Ezra.

“I got it,” Ezra said belatedly, carefully keeping his balance as he eyed the rapidly fading flow of radiance on the floor all around the cot. His gaze jerked up at a cry from within Julian’s cell.

I turned in time to see Julian patting the sphere in distress, his radiance snapping as it ricocheted back against his palms. He shook his head in distraught disbelief and moaned.

I approached him. “Julian.”

He looked up at the sound of my voice, his expression betrayed—and painfully wary.

“It’ll be all right,” I said weakly.

“Can I get down now?” Ezra asked, raising his voice over the water splashing from the ceiling in steady rivulets.

The puddle at my feet wasn’t stinging me anymore. I crouched and touched it, ensuring that no current of radiance remained. “You’re safe now,” I told him, hearing the immediate slosh of his footsteps as he came up behind me.

Julian shied back when he saw Ezra. He glanced between us and the sphere, his body tense and his eyes wide and scared.

“This conduction surface is broken,” I told him slowly. “I will take you to one that’s not broken. And that will feel better.” Lying felt horrendous, but being seen as a threat felt worse. I extended my hand. “It’s all wet down here, too. Let’s go get dry.”

As Julian stared at my hand, we heard footsteps and door hinges creaking. Pushing Ezra behind me, I cautiously glanced back out into the hallway. All the doors were open, and one by one, Generators stepped out into the puddles, each barefoot and dressed in dirty clothes that must have been white at one point. They varied in age from people who appeared to be in their thirties all the way down to two children who didn’t seem any older than six or seven. Shuffling through the water, the Generators looked haunted, lost. No one appeared relieved to have been freed of their duties.

All of them had scars on their foreheads matching Julian’s.

A little boy—the smallest of them all—approached me first, his palms outstretched and his face streaked with tears and dirt. I recognized the hunger on his gaunt face from the foundling home, but I knew he wasn’t hungering for food. He wanted to return to his work.

“They’ve done something to make them need to release their radiance,” I said under my breath to Ezra. To the boy, I said, “We’re going to go somewhere else together. You can generate there, and it won’t be cold or wet.”

I expected a child to warm to the prospect of getting dry and comfortable, but the boy only thrust his palms toward me demandingly. Hoping dearly that they understood me, somehow, I called out to all of them, “Did you hear me? We are moving to a different facility. You can generate there.”

Turning back to ask Ezra for help, I saw that he’d managed to get Julian to his feet. He was holding him carefully by the elbow, and it reminded me of the older couple I’d seen on my train trip to Frostbrook. The woman had guided her wife so tenderly. Though there’d never been doubt in my mind that Ezra still loved Julian, it was clearer now than ever.

“That’s good,” Ezra was saying in a low, soothing tone. “You’re doing so well. Let’s get everyone dry. It’s too wet down here to work, see?”

I couldn’t consider whether the effects of the Indicator’s procedure were permanent. I couldn’t let my mind go there. Instead, I put my hand on the little boy’s shoulder and directed him toward the stairs at the far end of the hall. Both dead men lay on the floor, and I hoped the Generators didn’t register them as anything but sleeping … very deeply.

“You’ll be the leader,” I said, recalling the way we’d marched to the dining hall together as little girls. “Everyone is going to follow you. I’ll help you up the stairs. That’s a good boy. Yes! One foot after the other.”

Jogging ahead, I grabbed Master Hayes by the ankle and tried to drag him out of the way. He was surprisingly slight, but much heavier than I was, and I groaned, digging my heels in. It was right then, as I was tugging him with all my might, that two little girls poured down the stairs like a waterfall, took one look at me, and started screaming.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

“He’s asleep,” I said hurriedly. “He’s only asleep.” Saying it twice didn’t make it any more convincing. It was pretty clear I was trying to cover up a murder. Or at least make the murder less of an obstacle.

“No he’s not,” the girl in front insisted, her small voice raised to an impressive yell. “He’s dead!”

The other girl peered out from behind the first. “She killed Master Hayes,” she said in a voice that sounded slightly impressed.

Now that they’d stopped outright screaming, they were staring at the Generators shuffling slowly toward us, rounded out by Ezra and Julian at the end of the line. Ezra caught my eye, looking concerned.

“What happened to them?” the first girl asked, peeking out from under thick black fringe that dusted her eyelashes. She had a fresh reddened bruise on her pale cheekbone, and one of her hands was wrapped in a bandage.

The other was willowy and had dark brown skin. She mumbled, “You’re going to be in big trouble.” Squinting, she adjusted her spectacles, and her eyes widened. “Why did you take Ezra down here?” she asked, accusing.

Of course. They were two of the girls Ezra had charmed with his magic upstairs.

I tried to remember how I’d wanted someone older to speak to me when I’d been that age. I settled on not treating them like babies. “It’s dangerous for you to be down here in the catacombs. You need to go back to your dormitory.”

“Did you kill the master because he made the wasting happen?”

As much as I appreciated the question, we didn’t have time for this. Giving up on trying to drag the body any farther, I straightened. The slow parade of Generators had almost reached us. “What are your names?” I asked quickly.

“Isla,” the first said. “This is Harriet. We read your pamphlets. We snuck away to find you.”

“To tell you to leave,” Harriet said in a timid voice. She was clinging to Isla’s back. “You shouldn’t be here; it’s very dangerous.” Swallowing, she asked, “Are those Generators?”

“They are,” I said. “And the House had been hurting them very badly. Hurting their bodies and their minds, just like they hurt people who don’t know that radiance will kill them. I’m going to take them away and try to help them get better.”

“Are we prisoners?” Isla asked.

I couldn’t help glancing down at Master Hayes. He had not died well, his face frozen in a twisted mask of horror and disbelief. “Yes,” I said firmly. “You are.”

“We don’t want to hurt people,” Harriet said, voice trembling on the verge of tears.

“Jo, we need to move,” Ezra called to me. The water at my feet was rising, more than I’d noticed. It lapped at Master Hayes’s body, starting to engulf his clawed hands.

“Run back upstairs,” I told Isla and Harriet. “You won’t be a prisoner forever, but right now you need to act like none of this happened. There’s no other way to remain safe.”

They looked at each other dubiously. I recognized what they might not—that they were fast friends. They even appeared to share a silent language, some sort of argument happening in their fleeting expressions. After a moment, Harriet took Isla’s hand and tugged it, and they scattered back up the stairs as swiftly as they’d arrived. I knew, heartsick, that they’d had to step over a body to get down here and would once more on their way back. I’d done that—I’d given children a taste of death they were too young for.

Feeling as cold as the rising water, I beckoned the Generators. None of them looked down at Master Hayes or the Indicator as I ushered them by and guided them to start climbing the stairs. Like wind-up toys, they continued in the direction I set them in.

“Well done,” I said, trying to make my voice calm and easy. “You’ll be warm soon. Stay in line. Yes, that’s good.”

When Julian spotted the Indicator on the floor next to Master Hayes, he reared back wildly, recognition sharp in his eyes for the first time since we’d found him.

Not only recognition. Horror.

“Hey, you’re okay,” Ezra said, struggling to hold on as Julian tried to bolt away, rigid with animal fear. When it became clear that he couldn’t escape Ezra’s hold, Julian went limp. Ezra had to heft him into his arms, mumbling something miserably fond about how he was heavier than he looked.

Making muted frightened sounds, Julian wound his arms around Ezra’s neck and held on. I met Ezra’s gaze—and knew we’d both dared to hope for a moment. To hope that Julian’s memories would return to him, that he would return to us.

The procession up the stairs took longer than I would have liked, but the Generators were all exhausted by climbing. I had to move up and down the line, murmuring encouragement, helping those who had faltered. As each second passed, I knew our chances of getting away were becoming slimmer and slimmer.

I also knew, with a heavy sense of dread, that we’d have to exit through the front of the House. There were far too many Generators for the raft, and I was certain none of them could swim.

The only small favor was that none of the Generators appeared to recognize the Transistor’s body for what it was. They simply stepped over him. Some even stepped directly on his body with their bare feet.

I’d always been unsettled by the way Generators lived in isolation, their circumstances one of the House’s great mysteries. Nothing I’d imagined had come close to the scale of this injustice. As children, they’d been devoured by the machine of Progress, fed to it like kindling to a fire.

As if hearing my thoughts, Ezra asked, “Do you smell smoke?”

Midway through counting the Generators to make sure they’d all kept up, I paused and stared at him. He was sweating despite the chill, struggling to carry Julian, who wasn’t helping at all. “What?”

Surely it was the kitchens. Something cooking over an open flame. Ezra had smelled the fire in Cascade before us. He was overly sensitive.

“No, I don’t smell anything but river water,” I said—at the exact moment alarms sounded. It was the piercing, constant bell that alerted everyone in the House of Industry that they needed to evacuate immediately. I blew out a breath I’d held for too long. “This is either helpful or very, very bad.”

Even deep in the stairwell, the bells rang out shrilly, disturbing the Generators. Many held their hands over their ears, grimacing. “It’s a false alarm!” I shouted over the sound. “Don’t be afraid. Keep walking!”

We were so close. They couldn’t give up now.

Ezra passed me, wobbling with the effort of carrying Julian. “It’s definitely not a false alarm,” he muttered.

One by one, we poured out into the storeroom. It smelled strongly of smoke, but the air was clear. “This way,” I said, clapping my hands to draw attention. “One more flight. These stairs are nice and easy. And then we’ll be in the front hall. So close! Won’t it be lovely to see the sun?”

Moving painfully slowly, we climbed the wider set of stairs that led to the front of the House. All we had to do was cross the expansive great hall. Then we’d be at the huge double doors at the entrance.

At the top of the stairs, we emerged into chaos. Smoke billowed from the wing that held all the House’s classrooms. People were running—professors ushering groups of children and older students out the front doors, servants carrying the youngest. I’d never imagined such disorder in the House of Industry. I wanted, so desperately, for Julian to see this, to understand what he was seeing. But he had his face tucked against Ezra’s neck.

“Head for those big doors,” I told the Generator in line behind the little boy. He was balding and very thin, with sallow skin and the sorts of sores people got when they were malnourished. “Those doors there. See? Keep going, and soon you can use your radiance again.”

He didn’t nod, but something like understanding dawned in his eyes as he set his sights on the exit. Another little spark of hope fluttered against my ribs, only to be squashed by the sound of a pistol shot. The wood paneling beside me shattered, a thick splinter burying itself in my upper arm.

In an instant, disorder escalated to a sea of mindless panic. The high-ceilinged great hall filled with echoing screams. Only the Generators continued walking with slow determination. I wanted to sink through the floor and disappear, anything to avoid another crush of a fleeing crowd. But I couldn’t stop now, not when we were this close.

Transistors didn’t use pistols. Looking around wildly, I searched for whoever had fired on us. It was a guard in plain clothes. There was no time to wonder why the House had allowed hired guards onto the premises, into a place that had always been considered sacred. With little more than an impulse, I struck the guard dead with a sharp bolt of radiance. “Stand down,” I screamed as more ruffians poured in from the outside, running toward us with weapons. “Stand down or die!”

Ezra had drawn Nikola’s pistol from his pocket, but he was unsteady, struggling to coax Julian to stand on his own two feet. A bolt of radiance stuck a column beside him, and he stumbled, trying to get Julian to duck.

Enraged, I sought the source of the attack and found two Transistors stalking toward us, seeming heedless of the state of the others around them. I struck the carpet at their feet with a warning bolt of radiance, causing them to stop short, looking surprised. “These are Generators,” I shouted. “Innocents! We’re helping them evacuate from the fire.”

The Transistors, a young man and a middle-aged woman, hesitated, looking conflicted. As they stood in place, students and professors ran by to escape the burning House. In the distance, Professor Dunn was using a chair to prop the doors open—letting sunlight stream in like a promise. She shouted and gestured urgently, showing the Generators the way out.

Seeing that the Transistors weren’t attacking us, one of the hired guards smirked and raised a pistol to the woman’s head. Before I could scream a warning, he pulled the trigger.

Time slowed to a trickle. The side of her skull opened like a flower blooming before she fell to the ground in a heap.

The guard took aim at the other Transistor, but the young man grabbed him by the wrist and used his other hand to fill him with a shocking amount of radiance. This time, I knew to look away. I knew exactly what that much power would do to someone’s eyes.

“You don’t matter to the House!” I yelled, trying to spot more attackers in the rush. “They’re using you. Just like the Conductors. Just like the Generators.” Something searing hot grazed my hip, and I tripped back, nearly falling into the shuffling line of Generators making their way toward Professor Dunn.

The young Transistor killed another guard effortlessly and then stared at me. “Who are you?” he asked.

“It doesn’t matter!” I shouted. “Help get the Generators out. You see him, there? That’s Julian Gray. The Elders tortured him for speaking the truth.”

He looked at Julian and Ezra, and ahead to the little boy leading the line, and then he ran to the child and scooped him onto his hip. Taking the following Generator by the hand, he headed for the open doors where Professor Dunn beckoned.

There was no time to celebrate that small win.

Even if the Transistors came to our side, the hired guards wouldn’t. What loyalty could they possibly have to Children of Industry? Like Ainsley’s men, they were motivated by the opportunity to do violence for pay. Determined to defend the Generators, I jumped onto a decorative table, kicking a vase full of lilies out of the way. There, I had a better vantage point to spot attackers.

I didn’t hesitate. One guard after another fell, flesh smoking. And I wasn’t the only one firing radiance at them. The Transistor carrying the young Generator cleared a path, cutting down guards in his way.

The smoke was getting thicker.

Something grabbed at my ankle, and I kicked at it until I heard a suspiciously small yelp and looked down to see Harriet and Isla. Horrified, I jumped down and pushed them under the table. “What are you doing?” I asked breathlessly. “You could be shot! Where is the rest of your class?”

“Right here,” Gertrude said sharply, suddenly at my elbow. “Crawl, girls. Single-file line. Scurry now, right out the door. See Professor Dunn? Go, go!”

“What happened while we were down there?” I asked, trying to shield Gertude with my body as more shots sounded. It was difficult. She’d always been much taller than me.

“Your little acolytes set the House on fire is what happened,” Gertude said, sounding more exhilarated than concerned. “I believe they called it a diversion.”

“Overachievers,” I managed to say with a frenzied little laugh. “Get them out. Stay alive. Please.”

“You too,” she said hurriedly, clasping my arm. When I winced, she drew her hand back. It was covered in blood. “Josephine, you’ve been shot.”

“Oh. That was only a splinter.” I tugged her aside and killed a guard running toward us. Then I kissed her cheek and pushed her away. “Go!”

In the melee, it became clear that some of the Transistors were fighting one another. Radiance exploded like fireworks above us. I hoped, desperately, that the number of Transistors clinging to their loyalty to the House were fewer in number to those who were protecting us.

The Elders were beginning to stagger out from the wing that contained their council room at the very back of the House, far from the other Children of Industry. They were in disarray, some in their ceremonial robes, and others with wigs hastily thrown on. When none of them joined the fray, I knew they were all like Master Hayes. Nothing but greedy ghouls seeking power they hadn’t been gifted with. They’d stayed away from us, living in mansions in the city, convening far from our classrooms and dormitories. Cowards.

A shock of hot-cold pain erupted above my knee. I sank to the ground, yelping and startled. Blood poured from a neat hole in the muscle of my thigh like water gurgling from a fountain. In an instant, I felt fuzzy, as if the alarm bells had quieted and all the shouting came from a great distance. Looking up through a haze of agony, I searched for my assailant.

It was one of the Elders. He stared at me as his pistol smoked and wavered.

“You’re nothing,” I spat.

“Get up,” Ezra said, wrenching me to my feet. He was half dragging Julian. “Get up, Jo. Come on.”

“I can’t,” I slurred. It was an awful lot of blood. I watched it make my trouser leg shiny and slick. “Huh …”

Another shot grazed Ezra’s forearm. Swearing, he lifted his pistol to fire at the Elder who had shot both of us, and I recalled what he’d done before we’d approached on the raft. What he’d done to make sure I’d be safe.

The bullets were in his pocket.

“No!” I screamed, seeing it play out in my mind before it happened. Ezra would drop to the ground like that dead Transistor, nothing left of his beautiful face.

Ezra pulled the trigger. The pistol clicked impotently. Horrified understanding dawned on his features, and he looked up, anticipating exactly what I’d imagined. His messy, senseless death. He fell back, but I couldn’t see where the bullet had struck him. I shrieked with rage.

Then I saw that Ezra hadn’t been shot at all. He’d been pushed back. Julian, wavering, had shoved him to the ground and sent a thick, jagged bolt of radiance into the Elder aiming at us. The Elder fell, wailing, his pistol dropping out of his hands, his robes torched and his torso blistered with hideous burns.

Someday I’d help Julian learn how to stop a heart properly.

“You saved him,” I said to Julian, disbelieving.

Julian slowly looked at me, and then at his hand, and then at Ezra on the ground. Then he sank to a crouch, hugging himself and shaking his head with a soft whimper. He still didn’t know us, but something more powerful than recognition had surfaced in him. Something unwilling to let Ezra get cut down by the same machine that had devoured him.

Vision cloudy, I took stock of the situation. There were no more guards or Elders in the smoky hall. A few professors continued to help straggling students escape. Gertrude and her charges had made it out the door, along with almost all the Generators. Only a handful were left trudging toward the light.

“We’re getting out of here,” Ezra said, taking me and Julian each by the wrist and dragging us to follow.

Stepping outside the House wouldn’t save us. I knew that. The Elders’ power extended far beyond the walls of this building. But the Generators deserved to feel the sunlight on their faces. And if I died today, I wanted it to be out on the streets of Sterling City—free.

Making our way as slowly as the Generators, Ezra, Julian, and I crossed the threshold to the wide steps in front of the House of Industry. The sun was so bright that for a long moment, I couldn’t see anything at all. I only heard shouting.

Chanting.

I leaned heavily against Ezra. Exhaustion made me feel muddy inside. Stars, I didn’t want to die on the steps of the House. Just a little farther. “What’s happening?” I mumbled.

“Look, Jo,” he said.

The street in front of the House of Industry was packed with thousands of people, stretching as far as I could see. They held signs and banners, and they shouted so loud, I couldn’t make out everything they were saying, only that the sentiment was not in favor of Progress. The fire brigade struggled to get their wagons through the masses, and no one seemed especially eager to make way for them. Nor did anyone allow the last of the hired guards to escape. I could see several tackled to the ground and restrained by angry onlookers.

“They didn’t even wait for the newspaper,” I said in a daze. The people of Sterling City had surged onto the streets, refusing to remain silent in the face of the House’s violence. I let their cries for justice wash over me. They shouted the names of the dead. They called for the Elders to be arrested. They demanded electricity for the people. It felt as if they’d taken all the anger in my soul and voiced it in unison.

A strange hush began to fall over the sea of resistance. As the shouting faded, crackling flames from the highest windows of the House could be heard. But the crowd’s attention wasn’t on the fire. It had turned to the Generators huddling together on the steps of the House, shielding their eyes from the sun. The silence was somehow louder than the shouting had been. I could feel the attention of thousands on us, on the Generators who had never been seen by the public before. The expressions I could make out were not angry but mournful, as if everyone watching understood that these people—barefoot and afraid—had seen unspeakable horrors in the catacombs.

In the hush, a person with a long silver braid dropped their sign and made their way hesitantly up the steps, wary of the Transistors flanking the group. To my relief, the Transistors allowed them to approach, stepping back so they could get closer. They opened their arms, showing that they meant no harm, and then embraced the youngest girl in the group of Generators. More people followed, touching the Generators’ hands and heads, offering them comfort they had likely never experienced. One of the oldest Generators sat down on the steps and began to weep, shivering despite the late-afternoon heat. A professor—one of the ones who taught the Transistors—sat beside the distraught Generator and put his arm around his shoulder, drawing him close in a sheltering hold.

Applause rang out, and the cries of protest became cries of celebration. The fire brigade finally made it through and began to unfurl a long hose from their wagon, but even the firefighters moved without urgency, spending more time offering water to the Generators than they did making their way into the burning House.

Gathered in a large group at the base of the steps, the youngest children from the House cried, looking back and forth from the fire to the onlookers as if both frightened them equally. Servants and older students alike tried to comfort them, and others joined in, children of the city slipping out of the crowd to greet the young Children of Industry with shy smiles. The edge of the crowd blurred with the gathered House refugees as the students and servants and professors were drawn into the welcoming throng.

They wouldn’t be prisoners anymore.

I couldn’t recall sinking to sit on the steps or leaning into Julian. He had his head ducked and his eyes closed, and I took his hand. Blood pooled around my leg, dark on the white marble. “It’ll be okay now,” I murmured, struggling to catch my breath to say the words. “No one is returning to the House.”

Dozens of ribbons lay discarded across the polished steps. No. Not ribbons. Scarves. Blue and red scarves. Once, I’d let mine drift away in a beautiful river. But this—this was far more symbolic. Recalling that I still wore the scarf I’d put on to pretend I was an apprentice Conductor, I reached with a shaking hand and untied it. I opened my fingers and let it flutter to the ground in front of the burning House. They’d never have me by the throat again.

The pamphlets had worked. I hoped Nikola would be proud of herself.

As Ezra tried to fuss with my bleeding thigh, I watched a group of young students and professors corral the remaining Elders. Gertrude was with them. With a walking stick raised menacingly, she let Harriet and Isla paw at the Elders to feel their lack of radiance. “Make a move and I’ll brain you,” she told the frantic Elders with a snarl.

“You were faking!” Harriet yelled, using a broom handle to smack one on the top of the head, knocking his wig off.

The Elders clutched one another, reduced to nothing but sniveling cowards for all Sterling City to see. If they survived this day, they’d pay for their deception and greed. They’d pay dearly.

A small laugh burst out of me.

And then I realized I was bleeding to death. I wanted to survive. I wanted to see what the people would build atop the rubble of the House of Industry and all that it had stood for.

Someone pulled me away from Julian. I whined, reaching for him weakly.

“Josephine. Keep your eyes open. Look at me, you foolish girl,” Professor Dunn said. I’d missed her sharp tone. I would miss everything about her.

I tried to tell her that, but for a moment, I lost my ability to speak. The sky was now above me, and I was on my back on the stupid steps I didn’t want to die on.

“Don’t cry. Everyone is safe,” Professor Dunn was saying, her small hand stroking my hair over and over. “You saved them.”

Ezra was pressing his hands very hard against my thigh, and it hurt a lot. “Stop that,” I slurred. “Ow.”

I heard another familiar voice and craned my neck to see. Nikola. Nikola had arrived, and she was cradling Julian on the steps, petting the back of his head as she told him everything would be all right. “We did it,” she said, rocking him. “You did it.”

She looked so sad. I was sad, too, watching Julian try to hide himself. Julian, who had stood so proudly at dawn, who had shared his vision for the future with absolute conviction. I didn’t think he was listening. But if anyone could help him, I wanted to tell her, it was Ezra. Ezra was a patient healer. He’d keep trying for as long as it took.

Beyond Nikola and Julian, I could see that the Transistors, no longer marked by their red scarves, continued to tend to the Generators on the steps. They held the youngest children and soothed the older ones. Relief washed over me like a balm, lessening the pain in my leg.

The sun felt nice.

Professor Dunn wiped my tears away and kissed my forehead. “They’re clearing a path for the Healer’s Guild to approach. For you, Josephine. For you.”

“I want to go home,” I whispered, recalling the peace I’d felt for one short night. I hoped Ezra would know what I meant.

He lifted his head, stricken, and nodded to me. I smiled back and let the roaring wave of oblivion wash me away.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

It was dark for a long time before I became aware of dull, achy pain. Then, little by little, I made out distant rhythmic thumping and enthusiastic … moaning. Even half-awake, I felt a blush creep up my throat.

When I blinked my eyes open, Columbia stood in a burst of crinoline. A book fell from her lap and hit the floor with a hollow thud. She shouted, “Nikola! She’s awake!”

Before I could manage a response, she ran out of the room. I recognized the chandelier over the bed and the smells of perfume and skin. Worry and wrongness nagged at me, but my thoughts were disconnected and shaky. There was something I needed to know …

I tried to sit up, but every muscle in my body screamed. My leg was wrapped tightly under a thin nightgown, the bandage itchy and the flesh under it very angry. “Ow,” I complained to no one.

Ezra entered the room in a riot of motion, nearly leaping onto the mattress before slowing at the last minute and easing his lanky body onto the bed. “Josephine,” he said carefully. “Can you hear me?”

“Why wouldn’t I be able to hear you?” I asked. Or tried to. Most of the words stuck in my dry throat. I sounded like a morose frog.

He took a cup of water from the nightstand and carefully cradled my head to let me sip at it. It burned my throat. The whole process sapped the energy out of me, and I sank back into the pillow gratefully, forgetting what I needed to know.

I went back to sleep.
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A hand brushed through my hair, occasionally getting tangled in my curls. When the fingers snagged for the fifth time, I managed to whisper, “Quit it.”

The hand disappeared. “Jo.”

I opened my eyes to the chandelier I’d come to know in the brief waking moments between what I imagined were very long stretches of sleep. Or unconsciousness. Or near death, judging by the way Ezra looked down at me. Candlelight cast shadows across his face, but even in the dim light, I could see the pinch around his eyes, the bruises of exhaustion beneath them.

I remembered everything in a terrible rush.

“Julian,” I croaked. The wounds on his forehead. The absence of recognition. The terrible fear that had driven him to hide his face from us.

“He’s in the next room over. His condition … hasn’t improved. We’ve been drugging him so he can rest.” Ezra spoke the words like a miserable confession.

“What about the others?” I asked.

“Nikola is letting all the Generators stay here for now. More have been arriving from other Missions. Former Missions. Word has spread that we’re sheltering them, but none of them are getting better. We don’t know how to help them. Julian—I’m sure he would know what to do. Nikola has been improvising, giving them opportunities to use radiance. Small things. Powering the lights, mostly. It seems to calm them, at least.”

“She’s smart,” I said, wishing my mind didn’t feel like a ball of cotton in comparison.

“Stars, Jo.” Ezra bent over me, brushing his lips against my forehead as he spoke shakily. “Everyone thought you were going to die. I’ve never felt so helpless. What good am I if I can’t heal the people I … my people?”

“I didn’t die.” No one was as surprised by that fact as I was. With Ezra’s help, I sat up gingerly. It took me a moment to catch my breath as my injured thigh screamed at me. “Take me to Julian.”

After I whimpered my way through a few failed steps, Ezra scooped me into his arms, allowing me the dignity of ignoring the sounds I made. “You’ve been feverish for days. You almost lost your leg,” he told me, easing me out the door and across the hall to the room where Julian lay on the center of a bed, his hands folded over his middle. By the rumpled sheets alongside him, it was clear Ezra had been spending time at his side.

Very carefully, Ezra deposited me beside Julian, helping me roll slightly onto my good side so that I could see him. He tucked pillows around me, bolstering me, and I mumbled my thanks, my attention drawn to the healing sores on Julian’s forehead. Whatever they’d done to him, it had clearly taken radiance to do it. Those were burn marks.

Ezra looked at Julian like his heart was shattering. “Jo is here, love.”

I touched the unblemished skin between the marks above Julian’s brow, and his eyes fluttered open. Snatching my hand back, I exhaled. “Sorry. Don’t be scared.”

Julian looked from me to Ezra, who had gone to the other side of the bed. His hair was unkempt, and that, along with the wariness in his eyes, made him look much younger. Ezra and I bracketed him, and I belatedly realized that it likely made him feel trapped.

“We won’t hurt you,” I tried to say. But Julian was already growing more distressed. With a quiet sob, he extended his hands. They glowed with radiance. Radiance that he needed to expel. He didn’t speak, but I heard his plea anyway. He was confused and in pain that he didn’t understand, but he somehow knew that using radiance would offer him relief.

Generating. All it had ever been was a helpless attempt to make never-ending pain stop. Not a conscious contribution to Progress. Not a purpose or a vocation. Torture.

The cruelty of it took my breath away.

There was nothing in this room that he could properly conduct. Feeling powerless in the face of his desperation, I offered him my hand. He’d told Nikola that he believed in the potential for currents of radiance to alternate, that he’d test it out with me. What better time to try than now? “You won’t hurt me,” I said, “if you let only a little out. Go ahead. I have radiance like you.”

“Jo,” Ezra said, sitting cross-legged beside Julian, “is that a good idea?”

“When has that ever concerned me?” I asked, shrugging one shoulder, which I immediately regretted. Evidently no part of my body had escaped being battered in one way or another.

“I don’t have a better plan,” Ezra acknowledged with a sigh.

Julian stared at my hand for so long that I lost hope he’d try to conduct. But just before I withdrew, his fingertips touched my skin—and it burned.

I bit back a cry, more startled than anything.

Ezra gasped, almost wrenching our hands apart before clearly thinking better of it. “What’s happening?” he asked worriedly.

“I’m all right,” I said tightly. “I think.”

It wasn’t agonizing, but it didn’t feel particularly pleasant. Julian’s radiance tried to flow up my arm, resonating in my nerves. Belatedly, it occurred to me that he could have killed me if he’d unleashed the full extent of his power. But he hadn’t. He was staring at our joined hands, sweat on his forehead, concentration creasing his brow in a way that was painfully familiar.

“That’s good,” I told him. “That’s better.”

I recalled Julian talking me through finding the ragged edges of Ezra’s wound at the river. Radiance was so much more complex than I understood—than any of us understood.

So I wondered …

“Give me your hand,” I whispered to Ezra, extending the one that Julian wasn’t touching.

Trusting in a way that made me ache, Ezra twined his fingers with mine. A strange jolt ran through me, different from the sensation of Julian’s radiance creeping into my bones.

Ezra’s eyes widened. “Did you feel that?”

“Yes,” I breathed.

With my hand in Ezra’s, I could sense Julian’s heartbeat. Then I closed my eyes, and I could see it. The tiny bursts of radiance that made the chambers of his heart squeeze and open. I extended that impossible view toward Julian’s mind, his brilliant mind. It was a machine. Beautiful and complicated and struggling.

Julian let out a soft moan. I didn’t look. I couldn’t. My awareness had turned entirely inward, to the infinite intricate network of pulses that made up Julian’s wounded consciousness.

“Hey,” Ezra said softly. “Julian, hey. Shhh.”

“I think I can …” I tried to say, unable to form words for what I could sense. I wasn’t a healer. I didn’t understand, but I knew, somehow, that my radiance could flow alongside Julian’s. That I could help him repair the places that the House’s brutal procedure had ravaged. His theory of alternating radiance currents had been correct—more correct than he’d imagined.

“You’re doing something,” Ezra said in a bewildered whisper. “It doesn’t hurt.”

“I think it’s because of you. So don’t stop.”

“I don’t actually know what I’m doing.” Ezra’s voice carried a wry smile I knew I’d see if I opened my eyes. “But I won’t stop.”

“We’re like … a machine.” Sweat prickled all over my body. Julian’s radiance was starting to braid itself along mine. It didn’t hurt as much as it had at the start, but it took a tremendous amount of concentration, and my injured body was already flagging.

“I’m going to try something,” Ezra said. I peered to watch him rest one of his hands atop Julian’s.

“Oh,” we both said at the same time.

Instantly, the three of us were braided together more tightly than ever before, Ezra’s magic and my radiance not clashing but blending into something purer than light or water. It felt … it felt like love. I had no other way to describe the warm buzz flowing through my body, through my blood.

Julian had his eyes closed. He shook his head and breathed unevenly, little whimpers catching at the back of his throat. Tears escaped from the corners of his eyes and ran down his face. Something was happening.

“You’re going to want to make note of this,” I told Julian quietly, feeling a little giddy, and also a little worried that my giddiness meant I was about to pass out. “I think we’ve formed one of Nikola’s closed circuits.”

I closed my eyes once more, and we were back on that endless wagon trail, walking together with the sun on our shoulders. It was warm. We were filthy. And Julian was unusually talkative, explaining something about Maggie Taylor’s research and the potential for water and radiance to form a bond.

Sharing that memory with Julian, I tiptoed through his consciousness, unlocking doors and releasing floodgates. I could feel his awareness returning, along with all the discomfort that came with being aware.

Navigating the unending landscape of Julian’s mind, I knew I’d misunderstood radiance my entire life. It was no different than the wildness in Ezra. The House of Industry had simply distorted it and made it into something that went fundamentally against its nature.

It felt so obvious now. Magic wasn’t meant to be hoarded and stored. It wasn’t meant to be bought and sold. It wasn’t meant to amass wealth.

It was meant to pulse like lifeblood.

Magic. That’s what I had.

That’s what the three of us had.

“Huh,” I mumbled, my tongue feeling clumsy. “That makes more sense.”

I felt Ezra shifting. “Jo,” he was saying, a thousand miles away and right here, his fingers tightening around my hand. “Jo.”

I tried to tell him about our magic, but I couldn’t quite recall how to speak. Smiling, I felt Julian’s consciousness unfurl around me. He was irritated. I’d never felt anything as beautiful in my life. He was going to wake and experience the future he’d helped shape.

“I’m going to pass out,” I announced.

And then I did.
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When I woke, I was fairly certain only a little bit of time had passed. I was still in the bed with Julian, though Ezra was nowhere to be found.

Julian, now sitting up, stared down at me. I hadn’t noticed before that he was wearing a nightgown and looked very silly in it. “What did you do?” he asked impatiently.

He sounded so gloriously like himself. Whatever I’d meant to say dissolved into a choked sob of relief.

“Oh no,” Julian said, waving his hands in the air around my face. “Oh. Stop.”

“You’re back,” I managed to say, hiccuping.

Cringing, he nodded. “I am. Though I feel quite rearranged.” Swallowing, he asked rather accusingly, “Were you rummaging around in my mind?”

“I wasn’t rummaging as much as … repairing,” I said. “They did something terrible to you in the catacombs.”

“Stop—” Julian shuddered, his breath catching. He shook his head, and it looked frighteningly similar to the way he’d shied away from us in the cell where they’d left him alone, broken. “Not yet.”

I clasped his forearm, silently promising to tread more carefully. “Of course,” I whispered.

He didn’t shake off my grip. “And what happened here?” he asked, gesturing at my thigh, where blood was seeping through the bandage and staining my clothes.

“The Elders didn’t have radiance. They were impostors all along. And one of them shot me. And nearly killed Ezra, but you …” I searched his expression for signs of distress.

“Go on,” he urged.

“You saved him.”

“Are you saying I killed an Elder of the House of Industry?” Julian asked, clearly amazed.

I couldn’t help grinning. “There is no House of Industry.”

His eyes widened, but before he could ask another question, Nikola slammed the door open and threw herself onto Julian. Ezra followed her in and narrowed his eyes when he spotted my reopened wound.

I surrendered to the resulting chaos, to a sensation I’d never known until now:

Joy.
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In the weeks following Julian’s reawakening, we fell into a rhythm of quiet domesticity.

Julian worked day and night in Nikola’s laboratory, sleeping only when he tired himself out. He didn’t want to talk about what had happened to him in the catacombs, so we waited, giving him space to heal in the sorts of ways that no amount of magic could hasten.

Sometimes he woke up screaming, and in the hazy aftermath of his nightmares, he’d whisper things that were far worse than what I’d imagined. The man who’d tortured him had died too fast. I told him that.

“You think you have an unlimited capacity for violence,” he’d said in return, exhausted and curled up between me and Ezra in the dark. “But you do not. I am glad for you that it was quick.”

I resolved not to tell him what Master Hayes’s death had been like. But in my bruised soul, I knew he was right.

While Nikola and Julian worked on the very beginnings of widespread infrastructure for electricity, Ezra and I took on the arduous task of healing the Generators. It was much more difficult than it had been to fumble my way through repairing Julian’s mind. I’d had the benefit of knowing Julian, whether he’d wanted to be known or not. Sifting through a stranger’s shattered mind was like walking blindfolded through a room full of glass sculptures. But once Ezra became more familiar with the process, he took on more of the strange labor of it, and I stopped passing out every time we succeeded.

The children were the easiest to heal. Their young minds were malleable in a way that felt more like strolling through tender shoots of grass than navigating a twisting, fathomless maze.

After our first successful attempt with one of the adults, we’d learned that all of them had been subjected to the procedure at such an early age that they were more or less children in a world that had gone on without them. Ezra developed a routine for each reawakening, careful not to overwhelm them. He’d spend days warming them up to new people and new sensations—to the very notion that they were free, with free will.

By the fourth awakening, I could see the toll it was taking on him.

I decided to enlist help.
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Calling on Gertrude was easy, considering she’d taken up residence in the Far Bank only a few blocks away from Nikola. Several boarding houses had offered rooms to refugees from the House. Tabitha and Grace, having returned to Sterling City in the aftermath of the House’s fall, were sharing a modest room with her.

Strolling the short way down the winding cobblestone streets of the Far Bank, I passed several memorials to those who had been killed in the massacre at the exposition. Stopping before each, I read the names written in careful script. Nothing would bring them back, but I hoped we would honor them with our work.

I refused to admit it, but I also needed the moments of rest. Even with a cane, I walked with an unsteady gait, and the muscles in my thigh seized up and protested. Ezra massaged my leg with herbal oil every night, but he was honest with me—I’d never regain full strength or range of motion.

I was out of breath by the time I made it up to Gertrude’s room. The girls flailed behind Gertrude when she opened the door. They called out my name and peppered me with questions, but she shooed them off and stepped into the hall.

“You look well,” Gertrude said carefully, eyeing the cane. “We all thought you were dying.”

“So I’m told,” I said, uncomfortable with how upset people looked when they said that.

Silence stretched between us for so long that I wondered if I’d been mistaken in thinking Gertrude might be willing to help. I cleared my throat, considering what to say, but before I could speak, she threw her arms around me.

We were both crying by the time she finally let go.

“The Generators,” I began. “Stars, I’ve got to figure out what else to call them. We’re making progress reversing what the House did to them. But they’re like children. They need caregiving, teaching. We’ve been giving them names.” My voice coarsened with emotion. “They can’t remember what they were called, before …”

Gertrude scrubbed her eyes with the base of her palm and collected herself. “None of us knew it was that bad.”

“I’m not telling you this to shame you,” I said hurriedly. “I’m telling you because I need your help. I saw the way you were with the little ones. You’re far more patient with children than you are with—”

“You?” she interrupted, smirking faintly.

I grinned. We were both sniffling. What a sight we must make. “Exactly,” I said.

“I’ll help,” Gertrude said. “On one condition.”
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It was far more inconvenient to ask Professor Dunn for help. Not because I didn’t know where she was, but because she’d already gotten herself so embedded in the newly formed Ministry of Progress that I had to book an appointment to talk to her. Ezra accompanied me there, driving me in Nikola’s snappy little two-wheel chaise. Surprising no one, Nikola’s horse preferred him to anyone else. I had no doubt he’d been sneaking it treats.

I was not yet accustomed to being recognized around Sterling City. Even when I covered my bright red hair with a bonnet, people stared at me. The papers had identified me as the resistor who had killed Master Hayes in self-defense. Being called a folk hero made me feel like a fraud. I’d lost control. That didn’t make me a hero. Julian and Nikola were the ones who had forged a path for electricity to replace radiance and free the world from the wasting’s merciless grip.

Ezra nudged me, as he often did when he caught me in a morose mood. “Why don’t we drive to the river after your appointment?” he asked. “Almond was just telling me she wants to have a picnic.”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t bite back a smile. “Almond said no such thing.”

“I’ll take that as a yes. Perhaps we can swing by and get Julian.”

“Will he fit?” I asked hopefully, eyeing the bench made for two. As much as Julian thrived while engrossed with his work, I knew he needed time away. Time with us. And I missed him.

“He’ll fit if you sit in my lap,” Ezra said with a wink that made me slap his knee, flustered. The slap startled Almond, and the chaise lunged ahead, making both of us laugh.

For a few minutes, my mind had been at ease. But when we pulled up in front of the House of Order, with its sprawling front steps that reminded me of the House of Industry, I sobered. “I won’t be long,” I told Ezra. “Try not to grow anything while I’m inside.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, batting his lashes obnoxiously.

The receptionist in the lobby directed me to a cramped basement office with REPRESENTATIVE OLIVE DUNN emblazoned on the door. It had never occurred to me that she had a first name.

“Josephine,” she exclaimed when I entered, rising from her desk and hurrying to clear books off a chair for me. “I was so worried about you.”

“I know, I know,” I said, grateful for the opportunity to rest my leg. “Everyone thought I died.”

“You must be hearing that often,” she said, sitting on the edge of her desk and looking at me as if my red hair had turned blue. I was glad I’d slept through whatever gruesome activities it had taken to keep me from bleeding out. “I’m told Julian Gray has made a full recovery.”

I was hesitant to characterize his ongoing trauma as a full recovery, but I nodded. “That’s what I’m here about, Professor. Gertrude Faircove, you remember her?”

“Of course. Clever girl. We’re prosecuting her former Senior. And please, call me Olive.”

That took me aback for a moment. Despite the Elders’ ongoing trials, I was still getting accustomed to justice that didn’t come from my own hands. “Oh,” I said, blinking. “Yes. Good. Gertrude is going to help the reawakened Generators recover, and she’s asked for your assistance in teaching them how to use their radiance.”

Professor Dunn—Olive—took several slow breaths, seeming to absorb what I’d said. “I would be honored,” she said. “But, Josephine, what are you doing?”

“It will take us weeks to heal the remaining Generators,” I said.

She shook her head. “After that.”

After that.

After that was something I’d been avoiding thinking about. I hadn’t asked Ezra about his plans, and I knew that Julian would stay in Sterling City with decades of work ahead of him. Considering anything further than the very next day made me feel anxious, unmoored.

“Let me contextualize the question. I’m proposing a plan for a Magic Guild,” Olive said. “The House might have fallen, but people like me and you will always have radiance within us. Our power should be regulated, used ethically, nurtured. Children need to be sheltered and taught. I’d even like to include Animators among the ranks, considering I heard some fascinating tales of a boy who brought dead plants back to life the day the House burned.”

“Interesting,” I said, making a poor attempt at sounding like I didn’t know precisely which reckless, frustrating boy had done exactly that. Who was probably outside right now making hedges sprout flowers.

As if sensing my hesitance to include Ezra in any of this, Olive softened her voice. “What the House did to the Animators was wrong. I will make sure the people know that.”

“One proposal at a time,” I said, hating the way my voice shook. Every little thing rattled me these days. “But a Magic Guild sounds prudent. We can’t close our eyes and pretend that Children of Industry disappeared.”

“I’m glad you understand. I’d like you to consider leading it,” Olive said.

I thought I’d misheard her, and blurted out, “Leading?”

She studied my face. “I sympathize if you’re reluctant after all that the House has done, and done to you. If you need more time to rest …”

“It’s not that.” I swallowed. “I don’t know what I’d be able to contribute. I wasn’t exactly your star pupil.”

“Nonsense. You, more than anyone, know how difficult it is to change the entire foundation of your thinking. We need that perspective. You would be a voice for justice, and empathy.”

I wondered if Gertrude had known what Olive planned on springing on me. It wouldn’t surprise me if they’d colluded. “You’re talking about ethics and regulations to someone who went on a murder spree and inadvertently convinced two little girls to set the House of Industry on fire.”

Olive smiled. “Most people are aware of that. But I would encourage you to share your truth however you feel comfortable.” She held out a very thick binder of papers. “At least read through my proposal and consider it?”

Tired, as I so often was these days, I hummed a noncommittal sound. But I held the binder against my heart, and I carried it home.

And I read every page.




EPILOGUE

It was exhausting working with the Ministry of Progress to structure a Magic Guild. But each day I spent collaborating with scientists and former Conductors made my bones feel steadier. Doing something tangibly helpful, like Julian and Nikola’s work, made me feel rooted in the future we were building. Made me feel like I’d have a place in it.

The people were taking to electricity with far more enthusiasm than we could have imagined. Already, the Continental Exposition had been rescheduled to take place in the fall, and the former Hall of Radiance was being retrofitted as the Hall of Electricity. It would be powered by wind and the current of the Sterling River.

We’d moved out of the gambling hall and into the renovated rooms above the warehouse that Nikola had expanded into an electrical workshop. Nearby, several buildings were being remodeled to function as foundling home and school for children with magic. I looked forward to being able to easily visit Isla and Harriet.

With Julian and Nikola toiling nearly around the clock, I was often alone, and found that I appreciated the time to reflect. Ezra had joined the Healer’s Guild in Sterling City, telling us he might as well find something to do while we were here. He left early in the morning and came home exhausted and happy. Once he was a proper healer, he’d be able to travel anywhere. He’d be able to search for more of his kind. Until then, he could devote his skills to helping people recover from the wasting.

In the bath, where I often went to think, I sank my head under the hot water and held my breath. In that silence, I considered the radiance—the magic—within me. In reawakening Julian, I’d learned that, used gently, guided carefully, it could heal. Could repair a body instead of wasting it away.

I surfaced, sputtering and catching my breath, my mind clearer. Children of Industry weren’t destined to destroy. Just as Julian was drawn to electricity and all its potential, I felt called to learn more about what had happened when Ezra and I had combined our magic to save Julian and the Generators. Perhaps, once the Magic Guild was well established, I would join the Healer’s Guild as well. I wanted to learn about the herbs and plants that held a magic not unlike our own, and the miraculous inner workings of every living body—whether it contained magic or not. I wanted to know I was helping and not hurting. I wanted to feel it.

Maybe … maybe someday I’d make up for using my magic to kill.

Ezra was waiting outside the door when I left the washroom with a towel around my hair and a nightgown sticking to my damp skin.

“Jo,” he said on an exhale, a little like I’d punched him.

Heat rose in me like the steam from the bath. I let him crowd me gently against the door as it closed. He took my face in his hands and kissed me, craning his neck because he was so absurdly tall.

“Enough,” I said with a soft laugh, ducking away from him easily—and catching his hand to tug him to the room the three of us shared now that it was clear that none wanted to sleep alone.

Light danced in the stairwell that led to the workshop. Not blueish white like lightning, but soft yellow like spun gold. We paused there, listening to approaching footsteps.

Looking preoccupied as he often did these days, Julian picked his way up the rickety staircase. He drew up short seeing me in my nightclothes and quickly looked away. “Am I interrupting?”

“Not at all,” I said, quite certain.

Ezra reached his hand out.

When he pulled Julian close, I found that I could take a full breath without it hitching—without choking on fear of what the future might bring.

“It’s going to be all right,” I realized aloud, watching Ezra steady Julian with a gentle kiss, watching Julian return it eagerly, his fingers winding into Ezra’s hair.

For the first time in my life, I felt truly safe. We fit together, perfectly in place, filling the space around us with possibilities.
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