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PART
 ONE
Angel City, California



 
Alchemy is more than just the transformation of something into something else. It is not about changing lead into gold, or stone into water, or any element into another element. No, alchemy is about that eternal ache in us for perfection. It is our regret over all the things we never achieved, all the dreams we never got to fulfill. It is the questions that haunt us in the late hours of the night. Who are you, and who are you becoming? What world have you entered into, and what world shall you leave behind? What will you do, so that you matter? What mark will you leave, so that your existence was not in vain?
The New Alchemist by Suzume Ito, 1996



  


Sam
As a child, Sam can see beauty in everything.
She can spend an hour admiring the spiral of a snail’s shell. Each morning, she and her stuffed animal, Rabbit, say hello to the buttery yellow dandelions growing between the cracks in the sidewalk. At night, the streetlamps form pools of silver on the ground. She runs her hands across the metal bars striping their apartment door and feels the music of them humming through her fingers. The crack on the bedroom ceiling is in the shape of a star. And when her mother makes curtains for the windows out of old bedsheets, Sam watches in awe, admires the handsewn flowers dancing in the wind as if the fabric itself is a meadow.
To her, their apartment is big. It has a tidy bathroom and working lights, a bedroom she gets to share with her mother, a carpet where she stages stories between Rabbit and a set of plastic horses, a kitchen that can turn out hot meals, and a refrigerator that her mother somehow manages to keep perpetually stocked. Her mother cooks late at night, making braised beef rolls and fluffy buns and eggs scrambled with tomatoes, transforming leftovers into fried rice, packaging portions of food into the freezer for the week. No one can stretch out a dollar like her mother. A five-pound sack of flour costs the same as a loaf of bread and can make noodles and scallion pancakes for weeks. Ground chicken can go farther when combined with eggs and cabbage and wrapped into dumplings by the pound. Watermelon rinds can be pickled, softened, and stir-fried. Freezing portions of stew made with chuck steak bought on Mondays—the Manager’s Special packages that are about to expire—can save you thirty dollars a month. Seventy-five cents can get an entire bag of squash from their Mexican neighbor’s backyard garden.
Sam loves falling asleep with the smell of good food filling their home. She loves how talented her mother is at everything she does. Sometimes she feels like her heart will burst from these thousands of small joys in her world, and every day, she looks forward to each of them because they are all she’s ever known, because this is what a perfect life looks like.
So, when Sam first learns about alchemy, she sees only what it should be: a beautiful thing, an endless possibility.

Sam’s mother works at Mandarin Palace Chinese Food on 4th and Normandie. When Sam gets out of school, she has no friends to be with and no students who ask her to hang out, so she just takes the Metro past the YMCA and the Odyssey Theatre to the restaurant, where she sits in a chair in the corner and does her homework while waiting for her mother to finish. The other workers in the restaurant breeze past her without a second glance. In the summer, Sam spends long days sweating alone in the restaurant’s supply closet, savoring the wind from the oscillating fan, crushing fortune cookies into dust in their plastic packages. No one ever checks in on her or asks how she’s doing. It is her talent, she supposes, the ability to disappear.
One hot afternoon, right after the start of seventh grade, she witnesses her mother taking orders from two men wearing pins in the shape of a golden fox on the lapels of their suits. Mr. Hayes, the restaurant’s owner, comes over in a nervous rush to assure them that their meal is comped. Sam sits at the corner table beside theirs, unnoticed by everyone, abandoning her homework to steal glances at their beautiful Oxford shoes. In a setting as plain as this, the men look almost unreal, the fabric of their suits fine and rich, their hair sleek and perfect, cuffs glinting like jewels in the light. The only other time she ever sees people this well-dressed is when the bus passes by the Odyssey Theatre and she glimpses its patrons in their finery, all waiting eagerly for the doors to open. Now she turns her eyes down, her heart hammering at the shimmer of these men, wondering what it’s like to be so worthy of attention.
They’re talking in low voices.
“Will Taylor’s gotten an attribution?” one of them asks.
The other man nods as he picks up a fork. “Constantine,” he replies.
“Ah,” says the first man. “An elementalist, then?”
“A very good one. Word is that Diamond’s taking him with her when she goes to Oxford to negotiate a new deal.”
“Her son seems young for that.”
The other man toys idly with his fork. “He’s talented enough that they’re making an exception.”
“Should we be concerned?”
“You don’t think we have enough good talent in Lumines?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
The man turns his wrist slightly.
Sam blinks. She could have sworn he was holding a fork in his hand, but it is a spoon now.
As he uses it to stir a glittering white powder into his coffee, Sam tries to convince herself that the spoon had always been a spoon. If she were a duller child, perhaps she would have done so successfully. But her mind is as bright as quicksilver, her memory so flawless that she can memorize a book just by skimming the pages. So as much as she tries to believe otherwise, she knows what she saw. The spoon had been a fork.
When her mother returns with their orders, they change topics mid-sentence, complimenting the look of their food and the cheap silver earrings her mother wears. But her mother smiles in the way she does when customers yell at her—strained and meek, her eyes down. She murmurs, “Thank you,” to them. Only when she steps away again do they continue their original conversation. Sam, innocent and wholly ignored, listens on, too young to understand why a man’s praise would scare her mother.
“Does Reed know Will’s going?”
“Not yet.”
“You should tell him. Better he hears it from us than the winged lion.”
The second man grimaces. “And why do I have to do it?”
The first man shrugs. “You’re good at it.”
“Bullshit. I deserve a promotion.”
“Patience. Alchemy is the science of changing something into something more desirable, isn’t it? So transform yourself. Make yourself better. The rest will follow.”
The other scowls at the advice. And as Sam puzzles over their exchange, they move smoothly on to complaining about the traffic.

Late in the afternoon, her mother comes into the restaurant closet to find Sam gluing broken fortune cookies to the floor out of boredom, a dreamy smile on her face, still marveling over the apparent magic she had witnessed, the small beauty of forks transforming seamlessly into spoons.
If Sam were older, she would have noticed the way her mother’s lips were pulled thin and red, the fragile skin chapped from a day so busy she hadn’t drunk a single drop of water. She’d have seen the slight tremor in her mother’s arms from hoisting giant platters for the business lunch parties that had filled the restaurant earlier that day, would have spotted the burns on her mother’s wrist from being scalded by buffet trays.
But at this age, Sam only knows to look for the light in her mother’s eyes, whether they are bright and well rested or weighed down with the exhaustion of half-moon shadows. She knows her mother’s hair is an indication of how much time she’s had during the day to maintain it—whether it is still slicked neatly back in a long braid, or whether it looks like it does in this moment: loosened and messy, black locks hanging limply on either side of her face, frizz haloed under artificial light like the back of a startled cat.
So Sam sees the exhaustion, but not the temper, and her young heart blooms, happy that her mother is here and they can finally go home.
Her mother scowls, first at her, then at the mess on the floor in the closet that belongs to her boss. Her hand clutches a plastic bag of leftovers, old rice and garlic chicken that hasn’t sold for two days.
Sam finally notices her mother’s temper, but it’s too late now. “Clean this up,” she says while yanking Sam to her feet so hard that her shoulder pops. Sam yelps. “Before he sees.”
But the boss does see. And ten minutes later, her mother is standing before Hayes with Sam hiding behind her legs, biting back tears and nursing a throbbing shoulder, while he tells her mother how lucky she is that he allows her fucking mongrel to stay there during her shifts. As he cuts her paycheck by forty dollars for the sticky patches that the glue leaves on the closet floor.
After they come home, Sam’s mother sends her to stand in the corner for an hour as punishment, while she heads into the kitchen to stir-fry the leftover rice with garlic and eggs, to dice up the chicken and wrap it into wontons with cabbage and scallions. Sam’s stomach growls, anticipating dinner.
At last, her mother finishes cooking and calls her over to the dinner table. They eat in silence. Sam’s shoulder is still sore. She switches hands to hold her chopsticks and worries over the right thing to say to improve her mother’s mood.
Finally, she murmurs in a timid voice, “I’m sorry, Mama.”
Her mother doesn’t look up. “Do you know why he was angry?”
“Because I made a mess,” she replies.
“Because he was scared.”
“Why was he scared?” she asks.
“Because when customers eat there, they expect to see it clean.”
Sam hangs her head and feels the tears welling again in her eyes. She thinks of the two well-dressed men and their comped meal, recalls the pained shape of her mother’s smile.
“Do you know why I was angry?” her mother asks now.
Sam stares at the wall behind her mother’s head, afraid to answer incorrectly, committing this conversation to memory so she won’t make the same mistakes again. Shame weighs down her breath. She is every child who has ever desperately ached to please their parents, but can never succeed. Her mother always works so hard, and yet Sam always manages to make her life more difficult.
“Because you could have lost your job,” Sam finally guesses.
“Because you were eavesdropping on those two customers,” her mother says. “I don’t like you listening in on people.”
Sam says nothing, but she notices the urgency beneath the sternness. Something about those men bothered her mother, although she doesn’t have the guts to ask what it is.
Her mother stares at her. Then she adds softly, “I’m sorry I pulled your arm today.”
And this time Sam sees all the signs of her mother’s remorse—the relaxing of her knotted brows, the lowering of her eyelids, the forward slouch of her shoulders that pulls the bones of her clavicle into sharp relief. When Sam is older, she will understand that her mother didn’t mean to hurt her on this day, but it doesn’t really matter, because she did it anyway.
“Mind your own business,” her mother says, “and stay out of others’. Your grades are the only thing I want you to worry about.”
“Yes, Mama,” Sam replies.
“College will be here before you know it. So keep your head down and work hard. Reach for the stars, okay?”
They are the first English phrases her mother ever learned: work hard, reach for the stars, the words of a mother who wants her daughter to be able to escape the life she had, the advice of someone who has seen darker times and is trying to follow the light out. It is the only thing that matters. School, degree, job, money, freedom. There is always, always hope, if you work hard.
Reach for the stars!
Sam has always thought it a curious phrase. It doesn’t say you can have them. Only that you can try.
“Promise me,” her mother says now.
Sam nods. Her mother takes her hand, presses it to her lips, and tells her to eat a second helping of rice.
That night, Sam lies in bed and stares at the crack on the ceiling. She thinks again about her mother’s reaction to the two men in the restaurant, fantasizes over how the fork had become a spoon. Maybe her mother had seen it happen too. Was that why she’d seemed frightened?
Alchemy is the science of changing something into something more desirable.
But what does that even mean? What is alchemy? What is more desirable? Sam struggles to understand the concept, because she has never imagined more for her life, has never thought to want anything different. Still, the phrase sticks with her, the words gradually bending her mind, as words tend to do.
She recalls the regret in her mother’s eyes, how exhausted she always looks at the restaurant. Perhaps it would be more desirable, Sam supposes, if her mother didn’t have to work so hard. If they had more money, so that they could paint over the star-shaped crack in the ceiling. Maybe new curtains would be better than old bedsheets stitched with hand-sewn flowers. Maybe they could use a bigger apartment, without bars on their door. And then she starts thinking that maybe it would be more desirable to have a better stuffed animal than Rabbit, and to have nicer toys than her plastic horses, and to read books that are new and aren’t missing their covers, and to wear clothes that aren’t made by her mother from old fabrics. Maybe it would be nice if she could be noticed more, if she could look as rich and elegant and important as those men in the restaurant. Maybe she could be a better child, one that her mother deserves.
More desirable. For the first time in her life, Sam wonders if there can be alternatives, if there is something better out there than what she currently has, if there can be a greater version of herself than what she currently is. For the first time in her life, she feels a curious pang for something she can’t quite describe. A growing tide of want, a yearning for something bigger, grander. A win. Making it. The ambition for more.
Everything can be more beautiful. And because it has the potential to be more beautiful later, everything suddenly feels less beautiful now.



 
80 percent of the universe is made up of dark matter, a substance we cannot see, detect, or affect. Yet we know that it’s there in the way it influences everything from the rotation of our galaxies to the formation of stars. So it goes with the soul. We can scientifically measure all the substance of a human body, but what gives it life? What animates us, adds that glint in our eyes? Alchemy, therefore, is a branch in the study of dark matter and, by extension, merely one path on the road of science as it strives to unravel the mysteries of all life.
The Substance of Nothing
by Dr. Peter Lawrence Taylor, Ph.D., 1987



  


Ari
The first thing Ari notices about Sam—not her eyes, bright and wide; not her hair, straight as a sheet of dark water—is that no one else seems to notice her.
He wouldn’t know what that’s like. His entire life, eyes have followed him—even back in Surat, Gujarat, of which his memories are sparse and blurry. Even here, in middle school, which is a block-long stretch of concrete buildings behind chain-link fencing, right across from an abandoned apartment complex and three miles from the Shrine Auditorium, which hosts assorted celebrities on the weekends. Sometimes he hears other students gossiping about him—why’s he so shy, does he speak English—and sometimes boys shove him, laughing, teeth white and threatening, trying to make him react. He just hunches up against his backpack and tries to disappear. Every morning, a black car drops him off a block from school and he turns the corner to see Sam by the gate. He always notices her immediately, his gaze snapping onto her the instant she steps off the school bus and heads into the main hall. She has a particular knack for staying out of the other kids’ way, as if she can predict when they might bump into her, and he finds himself envious of how easily others ignore her, how she can become invisible. He can’t for the life of him understand it. To him, she is the most obvious person in the building. He can’t not look at her.
On the first day of seventh grade, Ari glances up from the doodles in his notebook to see her arrive right as the bell rings. She hesitates at the front of the room, her eyes scanning the space for a seat farthest from the teacher, then aims for the empty chair beside him. As she passes by, he catches a whiff of cooked food—scrambled eggs, chives—on her clothes, mixed with the scent of the wind. A kid nearby snickers, mutters that someone must have shit on their shoes, but no one else looks in her direction.
She throws her backpack down and settles in her chair. There is nothing particularly remarkable about her—her black hair is pulled up in a thick ponytail, her face is small, the bridge of her nose is dusted with freckles. But her eyes are luminous, taking in the room as if memorizing it.
He whispers, “Hi.”
Her wide eyes turn to him in surprise, and he feels a sudden urge to draw her.
“Hi,” she whispers back.
“I’m Ari.”
“I’m Sam.”
Then the teacher arrives in a rush, calling out hellos, and she looks away from him, but he finds himself lingering on her just a beat longer, his heart fluttering, wanting for the first time for someone to notice him more.

If Ari concentrates, he can pull forward threads of his childhood memories from back in Gujarat: roads crowded with cars and motorbikes, rickshaws jostling along in a line, street stall vendors shouting at passersby, humid heat reflecting off the asphalt. Sunlight filtering through the dagger-shaped leaves of neem trees lining the avenues. Tin sheet roofs against a backdrop of gleaming skyscrapers, narrow alleys with strings of laundry hanging overhead, the air pungent with smoke and sewage and spices and damp walls crumbling to dust.
Shy boy, aunties and uncles would cluck at him as he followed his mother to the river to wash the laundry, to the vegetable stalls to buy brinjal and garlic and okra, to the temple to make an offering of bananas and mangoes. And he would hide in the folds of her sari and turn his eyes down, study the grass until the attention diverted from him.
He was fortunate, in some ways; poor but not untouchable, and not born a girl. His sister, Kriti, was frequently harassed by men; a classmate went missing when she was thirteen; another neighborhood girl’s body was found on the riverbank. Still, as he grew, people watched him with interest, and he felt the discomfort of it stamped into his skin.
Those eyes, they would say. That hair.
He would run away when he wanted to escape the gazes that liked to linger on his large, dark eyes, the hands that liked to brush the gleaming curls of his black hair and the curve of his cheeks. People had a tendency to touch him; he didn’t understand why. As a child, he was still wholly innocent to the concept of attraction, what pulls one human to another. The attention only made him fret over himself—had he said something wrong, done something embarrassing, looked unkempt? Over time, he learned to keep his distance. Many of his memories from that era are of the flip-flop of his slippers through dusty streets, the world flying by around him. He loved to run, relished the feeling of warm wind through his hair. The only times he would walk were with his uncle, because sometimes his uncle would stop to buy cigarettes and give Ari ninety rupees for an ice cream bar at the nearby Kwality Wall’s stand.
It was on one of these errands that Ari saw the man sitting at an open-air café across the street, hair stirring under the ceiling fans as he clinked cups of foamy chai with the store owner. Indian, light-skinned, with a loud laugh and a well-starched suit that signaled wealth. Ari’s curiosity stirred. Perhaps he was a diamond dealer.
Ari looked away for a moment to buy his ice cream bar. When he glanced again in the man’s direction, the man was staring straight at him. Ari quickly turned his eyes down and tried to tame his rising anxiety. Had the man noticed Ari staring? Had Ari offended him?
After a minute, the stranger rose from his seat and crossed the street to approach him. Ari’s gaze darted to his uncle, quietly seeking help, but his uncle was in the middle of a joke with the clerk, their laughter as rapid as their words.
The stranger knelt to his level. He had an odd appearance—an older gentleman with streaks of salt in his tidy beard, but with eyes that seemed to belong to someone younger. Now that he was close, Ari could smell a whiff of cologne—sandalwood, lavender, amber, luxurious scents unfamiliar to him. A pin in the shape of a golden fox gleamed on his lapel, tempting the eye.
“People stare at you,” the man said. His Gujarati had a hint of a foreign accent.
Ari chewed on his ice cream bar’s wooden stick and said nothing back.
“Do you know why?”
Ari didn’t, not really. His legs twitched, longing to run.
“It’s because you have a strong soul.” The man reached out to tap Ari’s chest, and Ari recoiled, his skin tingling, the touch like a hot iron through his shirt. “Everyone is drawn to a strong soul. It pulls, and people notice. Some like to call it charisma. You’re a little one, though.”
It sounded like criticism, and out of instinct, Ari straightened, trying to make himself look bigger. The man laughed.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
Ari shook his head again. His heart thudded in his chest.
“No?” The man studied him. “Where do you live?”
Ari looked again toward his uncle.
“A little lamb. Don’t be afraid.” The man reached out his hand then and scooped up a handful of mulch from the bed of a nearby tree. Ari couldn’t help but suck in his breath—dirt soiling the man’s fine hands, wood chips leaving splinters in his skin.
But when the man’s hand returned to Ari, the mulch was gone, and in its place was a new ice cream bar, whole and untouched.
Ari stared at the ice cream and felt a ripple in the air, like the timeline of his life was shifting. Where had it come from? Where did the mulch go?
At last, he spoke. “Who are you?” he asked quietly.
The man looked as if nothing strange had happened. He just gave him a knowing smile. “Prometheus,” he said. “I’ll see you again.” Then he rose and walked down the street, his hands in his pockets.
When his uncle returned to him, Ari was still holding the new ice cream bar. His uncle slapped him on the back, asking him why he hadn’t eaten it yet, joking that he would if Ari didn’t want it. Ari didn’t dare mention the stranger’s odd name. Prometheus, wasn’t that an ancient Western god? He wasn’t sure; he’d only heard it once in a movie. His uncle would look at him like he was crazy. So Ari kept holding the ice cream bar without eating it, not even when melted vanilla began to drip from a crack in the chocolate shell. At last, his uncle snatched the treat from him and ate it in several bites. Ari watched him, wondering if it would crumble back into dirt in his uncle’s mouth, whether he would make a face and spit it out and hit Ari for playing a trick on him. But his uncle relished it like it was real ice cream, and by the time they arrived home, Ari thought that perhaps he had misunderstood what he’d seen. Perhaps he’d been so surprised by the stranger that he hadn’t eaten his treat. Obviously the man hadn’t just created it out of mulch from the street. And the more Ari thought about it, the better he felt. An impossibility, spun from his imagination. Maybe the man hadn’t been real at all.
But when Ari woke the next morning, he heard the man’s voice coming from the sitting room of his home, with the foreign accent and loud laugh.
He lay on his mat for a while, sweating slowly in the morning heat, and listened. The strange man was speaking to Ari’s mother, although Ari’s mother replied so infrequently that it sometimes seemed like the man was speaking to no one.
I will cover the expenses.
No, not a loan.
No, he will live there.
Yes, that would be his monthly stipend.
Of course, of course he can come back.
Outside, Ari could hear his sister laughing with his older brother, his father chiding them in his low, gentle voice, and later in life, he will return over and over again to this memory, close his eyes and picture the scene: Kriti’s elegant hands covered with soap suds as she rinses bowls, Dev pushing curls away from his forehead, Pappa fanning his shirt in the sun.
A while later, his mother came into his room, brows furrowed and eyes glossy, her lips pulled into a line that seemed to be both a smile and a frown.
“Look at you, still asleep,” she scolded. Her voice was hushed with tension, and Ari felt his heart jump in panic.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Come, come.” She put a cool hand on his cheek, and he leaned into her touch. “Come out and say hello to Uncle. He’s offered to take you on a trip, so you need to be thankful.”
Ari obeyed, because he loved his mother, and rose to meet the man that was not his uncle.

When Ari first arrived in Angel City, the man—his real name was Rudra Mahajan, Ari learned—put him up in a luxury hotel, where the air conditioning, a fairly unfamiliar concept to him, was set so low that he spent the night shivering under his blankets. Lavish breakfasts, lunches, and dinners were wheeled in daily for him on carts laden with silver trays. Ari eyed the meals warily, prodding at them with his fork until Rudra assured him they were vegetarian. The same scrutiny was leveled at the tap water, which Ari didn’t trust. In between his meals, he doodled on the hotel stationery and idled by the windows, awed by the strange skyline. He was not allowed to go outside, which was for the best, since he was too frightened to wander around alone in a new country anyway.
The second week, Mr. Rudra gave Ari an elegant apartment on one of the top floors of downtown’s Eastern Columbia Building, a famed, turquoise-and-gold terra-cotta landmark in the middle of the city. It was far more space than a child needed, multiple bedrooms and high ceilings and long halls and windows that stretched from floor to ceiling, with floors of smooth, ash-gray oak and veined marble. The closets were full of crisp collar shirts, trousers, ties, and blazers, all already tailored to Ari’s exact dimensions. There were so many outfits, in fabrics so fine, that Ari’s head swam. He grew up wearing shirts handed down from his brother and cousins, threadbare and faded, shorts so large that he always needed to cinch them with his father’s belt so that they wouldn’t slip right off his hips. Touching clothes this exquisite felt like a sin. But he still smiled as he tried on the silks and linens, still savored the cool sting of metallic buttons touching his chest.
But the best part of the apartment, by far, was the bookshelves that lined the halls and the study. A team of movers showed up halfway through the week with boxes and boxes of books, some with gleaming new leather covers, others rich with the smell of old paper. Ari had never owned a book before. Were all these really for him? He watched, dazzled, as they filled the dozens of shelves until there was no space left. That night, he sat in bed with a pile of the new books around him, poring hungrily through each one. Most of them were in English, with a few in Latin, French, and Mandarin. He couldn’t read any of them yet, but he studied them all the same, puzzling over the strange diagrams of interlocking circles, the endless formulas, the shapes of sacred geometry.
The following afternoon, right after Ari’s first day of American school, a black car picked him up. He knew little English then, and the entire day had been a struggle, a litany of reading body language and sitting through ESL and not understanding what kids were saying to him that made others snicker. Exhausted, he sat in silence in the car as the driver swore quietly at the traffic. It didn’t seem so bad, Ari thought as he watched the man flip off another car, not when compared to the traffic in Surat.
After a half hour, the car arrived in the center of the city, where it pulled up in front of Angel City’s Central Library. An older girl with short blonde hair was waiting for him at the entrance. Like Mr. Rudra, she wore a golden fox pin on the lapel of her flawless navy suit. She looked down at Ari’s faded T-shirt and jeans through her pair of blue-rimmed glasses.
“Ari?” she said.
Ari nodded.
She pointed at herself. “Isla,” she replied. “Welcome to Lumines.” She nodded critically at his outfit. “Here, we expect you to always present yourself as an example of perfection. I hope you’ll dress accordingly tomorrow.”
Ari understood enough of her rebuke to turn deep red with embarrassment. No one had told him he was supposed to wear his new clothes today. Perhaps they’d thought it should have been obvious.
Isla led him through the art deco doors into a rotunda adorned with murals of the city’s history, then toward a private wing. Over its entrance were engraved the words: ALEXANDER REED GALLERY. Inside, Ari turned his head up and gaped at the yawning, circular study, its richly carpeted floors dotted with dappled light from the domed glass ceiling, its columns etched with whorls of leaves and the phases of the moon. Cloistered under stone archways adorned with carvings of Isaac Newton and Democritus were a dozen well-dressed students settled at one end of a long wooden table, with Mr. Rudra standing at the front of the room.
Everyone turned to stare at him. Ari just stood there in his worn old clothes, shifting anxiously, cheeks hot with shame as they judged him from head to toe. One of the boys looked away in an attempt not to laugh. Two others exchanged knowing smirks. Only a girl with a neatly braided crown gave him a small, friendly smile.
How Ari wished he could run away right now, hide somewhere so no one could see him.
Isla motioned for Ari to take a seat at the end of the table, where a translator was already waiting for him. Then she went to stand at Mr. Rudra’s side.
“Good afternoon, Ari,” Mr. Rudra said to him.
“Good afternoon,” Ari replied softly, one of the few phrases he knew.
Mr. Rudra swallowed a shimmering white pill. “Are we ready?” he asked.
An uneven wave of nods. The translator started speaking Gujarati to Ari in a low voice, and Ari heard the word alchemy for the first time, began his first lesson on the big secret running underneath the world he thought he knew.

He desperately wanted to call his family. But Mr. Rudra had shot that down right away.
“A strict Lumines rule,” he’d told Ari sternly. “Your commitment is here. Everything else is a distraction.”
So instead, after his first week, Ari wrote a long letter to them, a habit borrowed from his father. How is Kriti? How is Dev? Do they miss me? Is Pappa well? He imagined his mother fussing over Kriti’s fiancé during dinner, his father preparing the dowry. He imagined Dev in his chauffeur’s uniform, driving wealthy couples around. Maybe they were wondering about him too, Kriti sighing out loud about missing him, Dev saying, I wish Ari were here. At night, alone in his new bedroom, Ari whispered aloud to them that he was grateful, that he was surrounded by so much luxury, that he’d been given an incredible opportunity and he’d make them proud. But his dreams were filled with the laughter of his brother and sister, with the comfort of his mother touching his cheeks. He woke still clutching his letter in his hand, a dream of Surat’s humidity warm against his skin, a knot of loneliness tight in his chest, his stomach pining for dhokla and aloo puri.
When he asked Mr. Rudra the next morning if he could at least post his letter to Surat and let his family know he was okay, Mr. Rudra didn’t answer. He just took the letter, tucked it into his jacket, and turned away.
Days turned into weeks. Ari wrote more letters to his family, although he kept them in his journal instead of handing them over to Mr. Rudra. His English improved rapidly, and he understood more of what was said in school. Weeks turned into months. Homesickness wrapped around him in a forsaken embrace. He tried to imagine his family’s lives improving with the money he was sending back, told himself that surely he would get to see them again one day, that he was not cast out alone and adrift at sea.
More weeks. More months. His journal filled with unsent letters, updates for his mother on how happy he was and how well he was doing, messages that she would never see. His English was smooth now, his accent already gone. He started to forget how to write in Gujarati, hesitating over words he once knew, substituting English whenever he couldn’t remember. He dreamed of asking his mother how to say this, how to say that, what was this word, what was that. He wanted to talk to Mr. Rudra about home, whether he still prayed, whether he had family in India, whether he ever talked to them, whether he ever found it hard to obey the Lumines rule himself.
But Ari didn’t have the courage to bring such things up, so instead he folded himself inward. None of the other alchemy students had come from overseas, and his classmates during the day had already established their circles of friends. There was no one he could talk to who might understand the singular feeling of trying to regrow torn roots in unfamiliar earth.
A full year. Another summer. A new journal.
A new school semester, a new homeroom.
And then, that fall, he saw a girl step into his class who no one seemed to notice.
He saw a girl named Sam.



 
[…] and Diamond Taylor is expected to arrive here in thirty minutes to cut the ribbon for the grand opening of the Winged Towers, the celebrated businesswoman’s iconic addition to Angel City’s skyline. Taking nearly a decade to complete, the towers are now officially the tallest buildings in California. As you can see behind me, much of the buildings’ facades are adorned in art deco, harkening back to a star-studded past. Now all that’s needed is proof that they can withstand the test of time.
News footage from the grand opening of the Winged Towers, 1995



  


Sam
A month after Sam first sees the men in the restaurant, fire season in Angel City begins in earnest.
The Santa Ana winds rip through the mountain passes, breathing hot air on land scorched yellow by summer and drought, turning any spark into an inferno. A careless cigarette on the ground, not quite stamped out. A campfire not properly doused. A backyard barbecue left unattended for a minute. A single ember flies free, lands on dead grass, and roars to life with maw open, devouring everything in sight. One such ember sparked earlier in the week in a Bel Air valley, and that evening, it exploded into a line of fire sweeping from one hill to the next, orange and crimson clawing against the nightscape, leaving devastation in its wake. Two days later, the haze in the sky has turned the sun the shade of blood. Pale ash drifts in the air, piling like snow against cars. It looks like the end of the world, and yet people go about their lives, defying the apocalypse.
Sam finds herself staring up at the film of smoke and dreaming of what everything will look like in several months, when the rains break the fever and the scorched earth turns green once again. It is the alchemy of the seasons, this transformation of the land.
Alchemy.
Now that she knows the definition of the term, she tries to apply it everywhere. Wildfires into rainstorms, dead grass into new growth, seeds into flowers. Air cooked dry by heat into breath fogging in cold air. Sun-soaked afternoons into frost-laced evenings. Morning streets dotted with construction workers and people holding cardboard signs into night alleys illuminated by neon lights and fancy crowds. Alchemy, alchemy.
She sees the men in the restaurant twice more, although both times her mother sends her to the supply closet to wait, where Sam sits in silent frustration until the day is done, only able to guess at what the men might be discussing. At home, Sam neglects her schoolwork and instead uses her mother’s laptop to hunt online for information about alchemy. She doesn’t have anyone to tell about her finds, and she’s certainly not going to risk stoking her mother’s temper about it, so she only confides in Rabbit as she sits with it in her lap, using her dear old friend as a pillow for her chin as she reads aloud hundreds of links about the ancient Western obsession with turning lead into gold, the Eastern obsession with achieving immortality. How it is a fake science. The precursor to modern chemistry.
But none of it tells her anything useful, about what it might mean today. She only finds online groups that read tarot cards, consult psychics, and mix a bunch of chemicals together into phony alchemical elixirs. The more Sam searches, the less truth she finds. It all sounds as plausible as sorcery, make-believe nonsense. But the men in the restaurant hadn’t looked like the kind of people who indulge in mysticism—they’d looked like businessmen. And yet they had spoken about alchemy as if it were a known fact, as tangible as the boy they’d mentioned named Will, and his mother, Diamond Taylor.
As happens when you first learn about something, Sam soon starts to notice Diamond’s name everywhere.
There is the Diamond Taylor Center for Pediatric Cancer in Mid-City, its giant sign visible from the freeway. There is the mayor thanking her and a list of other donors at the city’s summer festival. There is the Associated Press photo from the Angel City Winter Gala of her and her son, Will. There is the recent article about her corporation, Grand Central, renovating their twin Winged Towers in downtown. There is her name on the local news about attending the premiere for the Odyssey Theatre’s newest show.
Sometimes, Sam overhears her neighbors gossiping about Diamond. They mostly talk about her astounding wealth and how much of the city she owns. One neighbor tells a story about a friend’s uncle who got a six-figure salary working for Grand Central, how another colleague’s sister got a business loan from her. She helped this person find a lawyer who would take their case. She helped that person get their hospital bills waived.
She can make anything happen.
The next time Sam rides the bus past the Odyssey Theatre, she wonders if Diamond Taylor might be there among the crowds gathered on the red carpet, as she often is on premiere nights. A patron of the arts, her neighbors had murmured. A lady with a heart.
But as far as Sam’s neighbors are concerned, Diamond Taylor is just a successful businesswoman. Nothing Sam finds online about her sheds any further light on what she has to do with alchemy or why the men in the restaurant might have been interested in her. So every day, at the end of Sam’s searching, she closes her search tabs in frustration, no closer to answers than she’d been before.

One smoky morning, Sam arrives to class before Ari does. As he rushes in after the bell, she sneaks a good look at him, admiring his head of black curls and his lovely dark eyes. Even on the first day of class, there had been something about her quiet classmate that snared her attention—an appealing tilt to his head and a curious pull to his stare, the pleasant surprise of his instant acknowledgment. And even though they’ve said little to each other since that moment, she finds herself constantly wondering things like where he lives and what he ate for breakfast, whether he has siblings and why he’s late today.
He sits down and immediately pulls out his notebook. He is more studious than her, and it makes her feel self-conscious about her own lack of motivation during class. She can’t help it. Her teachers never seem to care for her answers. Once, in kindergarten, a quiz had a picture of a car and the question: How many wheels does this have? Sam had answered 5, to include the spare tire in the trunk, but had gotten it marked wrong. After many such incidents over the years, her confidence has dissipated. She simply can’t figure out how to give the correct incorrect answers that her teachers are looking for. So what’s the point of trying?
Now she watches Ari with a mixture of admiration and contempt, wondering if he feels rewarded for being so diligent.
As everyone settles down, their teacher yawns loudly. Sam stifles a smile and looks to Ari, only to find him already staring at her. She is so used to being ignored that Ari’s focus on her feels like a sear of light.
She whispers to him, “They should start school later. Even the teachers are tired.”
Ari smiles back and shrugs. “I like early mornings.”
Sam rolls her eyes. Studious and a morning person. “Well, you’re the only one.”
The teacher starts talking, and the class hushes. Ari turns away to write something in his notebook. After a while, he rips it out of the binding, then folds it into thirds and tucks the end of it back on itself into a makeshift envelope. When the teacher isn’t looking, he passes it to her.
Sam looks at it in surprise, then at him, wide eyes blinking as if she’d just received a Christmas present. She opens it and reads:
So, Miss Sam Lang, let me clarify.
I like early mornings when the sun hasn’t come out yet. But you can hear the birds already, and even though it’s still dark, you know that the light is coming. Anything can happen, because nothing has happened yet.
What’s your favorite time of day, then? You like sleeping in?
Her stomach twists in a funny way, and she can’t stop the smile that spreads wide on her face. She reads the note a second time, savoring it, and then writes one back to him.
When does the night end and the morning begin? 2
A.M.
is my favorite because you can read in the dark and the entire world is quiet. I once saw an owl outside our window around then. Have you ever seen an owl in the wild? They’re enormous. I don’t understand how they can make no sound at all.
I’ve never gotten a letter before.
His handwriting is neater than hers, the curls on his g’s and y’s easy and graceful. She feels a little embarrassed as she passes her note back to him, then waits, throat tight, as he reads it. Her gaze lingers momentarily on his thick, dark lashes as he writes a new note. Then he hands it back to her, casting her a sidelong smile that makes her heart jump.
I think the night and the morning are the same, equals and opposites. One becomes the other becomes the one. A little like sleeping and waking.
Something about what Ari says reminds Sam of her alchemy searches. One becomes the other becomes the one. Her curiosity blooms, and she opens her mouth, ready to whisper to him:
Do you know what alchemy is?
At the last possible moment, she swallows it back down, oblivious to how close she is to the answer, afraid to ruin this moment by asking such a strange question. All she does is smile back and tuck his letter into her pocket, excited to have made her first real friend.

By the time Sam gets home, the smoke-shrouded sun is bloody, casting the entire apartment in an angry red glow. She closes the door softly and takes her shoes off before she sees her mother sitting at the laptop, eyes narrowed and face drawn, fixed not on the screen but on her.
Immediately, Sam stiffens. Her mother rarely pays attention to her like this, and when she does, it is usually because Sam has done something wrong.
Her mother turns the laptop’s screen around, and in a flash, Sam realizes her mistake—she’d forgotten that her school sent out progress reports today. And even though she’s too far away to read everything on the screen, she can plainly make out her grades. C-. B-. D+. D.
She winces. They are lower than she thought.
When she remains silent, too afraid to speak, her mother brings up a long scroll of the laptop’s search history. Diamond Taylor. Will Taylor. Alchemy. Alchemy. Alchemy.
“How long have you been looking all this up?” her mother asks quietly.
“Not long, Mama.”
“Why?”
“I was just curious.”
“What’s going on with your grades?”
“I promise I’ll do better next month.”
“You spend all your time reading garbage online instead of studying?”
Sam swallows hard. “It’s just midsemester,” she murmurs. “It’s not a big deal.”
“It’s not a big deal.” Her mother considers her in silence, lips pursed, and Sam realizes with dread that she has said exactly the wrong thing.
Her mother gets up from the couch without a word and walks into their bedroom. When she comes back out, she has Rabbit clutched in her hand.
The hairs rise on the back of Sam’s neck. She has never seen her mother this angry before.
“Does nothing I say matter to you?” her mother asks in a low voice.
“I’m sorry, Mama,” Sam whispers, her eyes flickering to Rabbit.
Her mother heads into the kitchen and grabs a long knife. With a blank face, her mother puts Rabbit on the counter and saws off one of its ears.
Sam gasps as if she feels the pain. “Mama, don’t,” she says, stepping closer.
Her mother doesn’t look at her, doesn’t say anything as she cuts off the other ear.
“Mama, stop!”
Her mother stabs the knife deep into the toy’s soft side. Stitches rip as she cuts open its belly.
“Stop! Stop!” Sam tries reaching for Rabbit, but her mother shoves her roughly away.
“You’re too old for these toys,” her mother says through gritted teeth. “Old enough to waste your time. Old enough to break your promises.”
Balls of cotton fall from the counter onto the floor. Sam feels like the world is tilting around her. She can hear herself sobbing as she watches her friend hacked into pieces. When she tries to grab the knife from her mother’s hand, her mother scowls at her and pushes her away hard enough to send her tumbling backward. There, Sam kneels and cries so hard that snot streams from her nose.
Her mother rips open Rabbit’s body and throws the stuffed carcass at her daughter. Sam flinches as the remains hit her in the face.
“Why do you think I work all day?” her mother asks. “For fun?”
Sam’s voice trembles. “No, Mama.”
“Your head is always in the clouds. You have no fear at all. You’re so stupid.”
Sam is too scared to lift her eyes, so instead she stares down through the blur of her tears at Rabbit’s remains. She thinks about all the times she’d told it stories, how carefully it always listened to her, how it’d comforted her for so many years. Then she thinks about the idiocy of her grief. Rabbit isn’t alive. It is a toy mass-manufactured in a factory somewhere by machine hands, pumped out of a steel chute and wrapped in plastic and shipped to a store. It has no real ears to listen to her. It has no real eyes to see her. It is an object composed of other objects and it doesn’t give a shit how Sam feels. The crack on the ceiling is just a crack on the ceiling, and the snail’s shell is just a snail’s shell, and the dandelions growing in the pavement are just a bunch of weeds.
Rabbit is nothing but a stuffed animal, its innards spilling across her lap in a cloud of cotton.
The sudden silence seems to deflate her mother. She places the knife down on the counter, her shoulders sagging, and stares at the trembling figure of her little girl. But she doesn’t apologize.
“I’m only going to tell you this one time.” She leans down to give Sam a hard stare. “I don’t ever want to see you looking up alchemy again.”
Sam is shaking too hard to speak, so she just nods. She can’t tell if her progress report or her searches have upset her mother more. But that doesn’t make sense, does it? She understands the anger over her grades. But why at alchemy?
Her mother turns her back and goes to the kitchen sink, where she starts washing the dishes. The shame in Sam’s chest feels like a crater, gaping and bloody. All she wants right now is for her mother not to be angry with her, so she makes herself a silent promise to never look up alchemy again.
But that does not stop the questions from burrowing themselves deeper into her mind. Even now, she feels an overwhelming sense that there is an entire world out there with its walls up, the knowledge beyond her reach. And if she had been just curious before, her mother’s reaction is the wind that ignites the spark, the not-knowing festering in her with the hunger of a fire.
What is everyone so afraid of? What is beyond her? Why can’t she know?



 
Alongside Isaac Newton’s more famous works, such as Principia Mathematica and Opticks, are a million words of alchemical notes, some of which have survived in manuscripts. One such manuscript sold at auction in 2018 to Friends of the Angel City Central Library, and while the physical copy remains in the private collection here at the Alexander Reed Gallery, we have uploaded some of its contents for public use. To inquire about viewing the physical copy, a reservation request can be made online up to two weeks in advance.
Angel City Central Library,
Alexander Reed Gallery main site



  


Ari
The first thing Ari learns about alchemy is that you don’t talk about it.
To the rest of the world, it is an outdated pseudoscience from another era, old-world mythology that has given way to chemistry and modern medicine. It is Eastern emperors swallowing mercury tablets in the hopes of living forever, and Western scientists trying in vain to turn lead into gold. You do not speak of it because it cannot be spoken seriously about, because, unless you know, it isn’t real.
“But you can turn lead into gold,” a student protests during one of their afternoons, as Ari and the others sit around Isla and absorb her review of the day’s lesson. It is a golden, smoky day outside, the light filtering in from the dome hazy with dust motes.
“Of course,” Isla says with a shrug. She writes on the chalkboard: 7|1. “They’re both metals, as you know, and thus only involve a single transmutation. But remember: equations must always be what?”
“Equal on both sides,” the class answers in unison.
“Good. Equal on both sides. And gold is much denser than lead. So lead will turn into a smaller amount of gold in order to keep the equation balanced.”
“Were there real alchemists back then, who succeeded in that transmutation?” Dominique, the friendly girl with a braided crown, asks.
“Of course there were,” another girl scoffs. “Isaac Newton wrote about it.”
“Was it really Isaac Newton?” Isla says casually, and the girl blushes. “Or was it an alchemist using Newton as his attribution?”
There’s a brief silence.
“Why do alchemists have attributions?” Isla asks the class. “Anyone know? Why bother with an extra name in addition to their own?”
Dominique answers. “Whenever one of the first alchemists passed away, another would use their name in all their correspondences, with no differentiation between the old and the new. We live on forever this way, taking on their attributions, as if we are one and the same being, immortal and omniscient and eternal.”
“Very good,” Isla says, and Dominique beams from her approval. “Oftentimes, when ancient alchemical scripts are supposedly written by Isaac Newton or Socrates or the like, it is actually a more modern alchemist who took on their name as their attribution. There have been many Isaac Newtons since the original man lived. There is a living Socrates today, a living Confucius, a living Moses. It is our way of honoring those who came before us.”
“Moses was an alchemist?” another boy asks.
“An elementalist, to be precise. He parted the Red Sea, after all.”
“How far back do they go?” a girl asks. “The first alchemists?”
“We can’t be sure. We can only guess at some of our ancestors, as early alchemy was simply considered magic and interpreted through the lens of mythology. The Greek gods, for example, were human alchemists. Zeus was an elementalist who could transmute lightning from nitrogen and oxygen in the air. Demeter was a bioalchemist who specialized in the healing of living things.”
“Doesn’t the birthplace of alchemy lie in ancient Egypt?” a boy named Zan pipes up.
“Yes. Isis, Amun, and Cleopatra are common attributions too. But let’s focus on Greece for a second. What’s significant about alchemy’s migration there? Ari?”
Ari reaches for his notes, but Zan sneers at him. “Don’t you remember?” he says.
Ari tries to ignore him and thinks. Finally, he says, “The Greeks named it.”
“Good. What did they call it?”
Ari starts to answer, but Zan cuts him off.
“Khemia,” says Zan effortlessly. “The Black Art. Then, when practitioners fled persecution to the safety offered by the Persian caliphs, they added the Arabic prefix al-.”
Isla nods, and says, “Al-Khemia.”
“That’s why there are so many Persian attributions,” Zan finishes. “Cyrus, Anahita, Xerxes, and so on.”
It is still jarring to Ari to hear the name Persia instead of Iran, what his parents would say in Gujarat. He wonders about Indian attributions, whether some of the legendary figures he grew up learning about—Gandhi, Ashoka, Siddhartha—were alchemists too. Had Mr. Rudra known any alchemists in Gujarat? Were alchemists hiding in plain sight at the temples?
He raises his hand shyly. Isla looks at him. “Yes?”
“How does an alchemist choose their attribution?”
“They don’t. It is chosen for them, by other alchemists.”
He clears his throat. “And how is that done?”
“Well.” Isla leans against the table and smiles at him, light winking against the rims of her glasses. “I’d worry first about becoming an alchemist, yes?”

Ari sequesters himself in the gallery’s cozy corners, and there, surrounded by shelves of books, he learns the periodic table of alchemical elements and compares it to chemistry’s periodic table. Isla quizzes them on how 7 and Pb both denote the element lead, and how > and Ag both denote the element silver, and how modern alchemy has folded neatly into chemistry and accepted into its ancient pantheon all elements that have since been discovered. He learns which elements complement one another, which stay inert and calm, which cause explosive reactions.
He learns that any transmutation is possible so long as both sides of the equation are perfectly balanced, but also that limitations exist within this rule. A living thing, for example, can be changed into a nonliving thing, but never the other way around. The energy of a soul is a uniquely powerful, fragile, and transient thing, imperfect in a way that inorganics are not. And once a soul is gone, it can never be restored, rendering the transmutation equation permanently unequal. Wood, therefore, can be transmuted into steel, but steel cannot be transmuted into wood. Skin and flesh cannot be healed by water and air. The dead cannot be brought back to life. Imperfection can always move toward perfection; but perfection, like the divine state of moksha, is eternal.
Ari struggles to retain each day’s onslaught of information. He has always known his academic intelligence to be fairly average, that he is not one of those people who can skim a textbook the night before an exam and ace the test the next day, or write a report that sets the class’s curve. Zan is the one who always calls out answers. Dominique scores the highest on exams.
Ari, meanwhile, reads slowly, takes several tries to understand a new concept. But what he lacks in born ability, he makes up for with the sheer determination of hard work. The others do not carry the weight of their families’ well-being with them—they have been recruited from higher classes, are used to private schools and rigorous exams and studying alchemy only for themselves. But every difficult lesson reminds Ari that the monthly stipend being sent back to his family in Surat is dependent upon his academic performance here. He asks Isla so many questions that she often waves him away in annoyance. During study sessions at the sun-dappled oak tables, he seeks out Dominique, who patiently walks him through difficult concepts. And even though the black car is parked outside for him at 6:00 P.M. every evening, even though everyone else has left hours earlier, Ari refuses to go until he has committed every bit of that day’s assigned reading to heart.
“Why does he always stay so late?” one boy says to Zan as they pass Ari on their way out for the night.
Zan shoves Ari hard in the head with two fingers. “Because his family doesn’t get to eat if he fails tomorrow’s test,” he replies, and they laugh quietly to each other.
Dominique glares at their backs, then touches Ari’s hand gently. “Don’t worry about them,” she says.
But Mr. Rudra likes this trait of Ari’s, and keeps the gallery open until Ari is ready to leave, until he staggers home at midnight and collapses in his bed, his mind overflowing with alchemical formulas.
Sometimes he dwells on Isla’s lazy smile and coy answer to his question.
I’d worry first about becoming an alchemist.
He has little understanding of what exactly Lumines does, or what this organization needs alchemists for, but the thought of letting his family down is more than Ari can bear. All his effort and sacrifice over the past year, for nothing. So the threat of shame keeps him up at night and wakes him up early each morning.

If Sam were in Ari’s alchemy class, she would be the top student.
Ari knows this with absolute certainty. In regular school, he watches Sam with awe and envy as she retains information seemingly without effort. She will sit through an entire class without taking notes, staring off into space, then repeat back the teacher’s words verbatim when Ari asks for her help with the lesson. She will memorize entire chapters of their textbooks after a single readthrough, can refer to it as if the pages are open before her. How he covets her pristine mind. And yet she will leave exams unfinished, will put off homework until five minutes before class begins. Ari fights hard for every A+ on his report, but Sam’s grades always languish near the bottom of the class. Ari can’t understand it at all. Even though she shows up every day, she participates in school as if there is nothing it can offer her.
During a test one afternoon he notices her daydreaming again, her eyes fixed on some unremarkable section of white classroom wall, idly twirling her pencil. His gaze goes to her paper. Only ten minutes are left in the class, and her paper is still blank.
When he’s sure the teacher isn’t looking, he whispers “Hey” in her direction and, when she glances at him, slides his own paper to the side of his desk.
She blinks, seems to come back to herself. Then she shakes her head politely at him and turns back to her own exam without glancing at his answers. He watches as she fills out her paper until the bell rings.
“You don’t have to help me,” she tells him in the hall after class. “She’ll fail us both if she catches you.”
“But why do you do that?” he asks her.
“Do what?”
“Sabotage yourself. You should be at the top of our class.”
She looks confused by his assessment. “Why would I be?”
“You’ve got everything memorized.” He taps his head. “You know every answer off the top of your head.”
“My answers aren’t usually the ones teachers want.”
“Well, what’d you write down for the question about the butterfly effect?”
“What’d you write?”
“That it’s the concept of every action in life leaving a ripple in the world,” he replies, “that small actions we take can therefore create huge effects.”
“Oh. I just left that one blank.”
“Why?”
“Because the idea of the butterfly effect is fundamentally flawed, because in the end, you will never know what the future would have been, so without seeing alternative timelines, how can you ever properly test the validity of the effect?”
Ari starts to laugh. It is somehow both the wrong and better answer. “But that’s not the question,” he says. “She just wants to know if you understand the concept.”
“But I don’t understand the concept because it doesn’t make sense to begin with!” she argues.
“So? Just give her the answer she wants!”
“I don’t know how.” And Sam looks so genuinely at a loss that Ari takes pity on her.
“Oh, Sam.” He shakes his head and smiles. “You’re too good for this class.”
She laughs, and Ari glances at her, surprised and pleased. This is the first time he’s ever made her laugh, and he loves the sound. He wants to say more but doesn’t know what, and then it’s too late anyway, because they’ve reached the exit.
But as they prepare to separate for the afternoon, Sam hands Ari a folded piece of paper. “Here,” she says. “I wrote you something.” She turns away before he can react. “Bye, Ari.”
Ari looks down at the letter, then quickly up at her, but she is already heading down the steps and toward the bus. So he just waves, his heart thudding, until she’s out of sight. He unfolds the paper and starts to read.
Since we never get to hang out after school, I figured we could keep exchanging these? I’ll start us off this time.

It becomes their daily ritual.
Every morning, Ari gives her a letter, and every afternoon, Sam hands him one in return. He tucks it safely into a secret pocket of his backpack, anticipates it all throughout his alchemy lesson like a dessert he’s saving for later. He doesn’t dare read it until he’s alone in his apartment at night. There, in the silence and the glow of his bedside lamp, he can hear Sam’s voice in his head, as comforting as if she is right beside him.
And through her letters, he learns thousands of details about her—that she has a particular affinity for the color green, that she thinks pumpkins taste awful, that she finds it impossible for us to be alone in the universe, because then what is the point of all that empty space?
Maybe the point of the universe, he responds, is that there is no point. It simply happened, just like the Big Bang.
She writes back playfully: But the Big Bang was literally a point.
She draws a bunch of polka dots around the line, and it makes him laugh. All right, fair enough. But maybe the need for reason is just a human trait, so that we don’t feel so alone.
More seasons pass. The rains cool the land, the land greens, the green flowers, the flowers yellow, the yellow catches fire, and the cycle restarts. Ari and Sam transition into high school, grow older and taller and lankier, get their own phones and start texting each other. But the physicality of a letter makes them cherish it more, so they continue their habit. Ari channels all his pent-up grief over missing his family into messages for Sam. Their conversations spiral down wild tangents, sometimes rambling and hilariously nonsensical, sometimes full of deep questions. It doesn’t matter if they’re in the same classes that semester or not. They always find a way to get their letters to each other, whether stuffed into each other’s lockers or taped to the bottoms of their desks or tossed into the hoods of each other’s sweatshirts as they’re passing in the hall.
Still, there is a curious, unspoken rule between them where they share nothing personal about their lives. Perhaps he starts it, shying instinctively away from any mention of what he actually does every day after school. And perhaps she follows suit, understanding that there are secrets in their lives not meant to be shared. Whatever the reason, they stay on the surface of their friendship over the next two years, holding back even as they never run out of things to talk about, guarding their vulnerabilities even as they write each other hundreds of pages. Even as they each wonder what they’re missing in the other. Even as they each hope, quietly, that the other will ask.
Even when, one day, something terrible happens.



 
The fundamental flaw of science is believing that matter created life, when in truth, it is life that is the origin of matter, it is life—the source, the soul—that is the creator of material existence.
Keynote Address by Boudica, Oxford seminars, 1992



  


Sam
On the afternoon of the accident, Ari’s ride home is late.
It is one of the rare times when Sam gets to idle with him after the bell rings, so they linger by the front doors of their high school as other students, their shoulders hunched and hoodies pulled up, stream by around them. It is a soggy spring, and rain pours down in a relentless sheet, the deluge of water a gift that the land would have appreciated six months earlier.
Ari squints at the curtains of water pouring down over the entrance’s overhang. “You don’t have to hang around,” he tells her. “I’ll get picked up soon.”
Sam savors the cold, damp air. “Well, I have to wait for this to let up, anyway,” she replies. Like everyone else in the city, she doesn’t own an umbrella. “So what now?”
Ari nods down the main corridor. “There’s a spot at the back of the library where we can wait.”
“Lead the way.”
He smiles at her, and it lights up her whole heart. How tall he’s grown this year, like a plant that has suddenly taken root. When he passes through the hall at school now, eyes always flicker to him, but he always looks shyly down, as if he can’t bear the growing attention. She has seen the way girls crane their necks and straighten their hair, the way boys either linger feverishly on his face or pick on him out of spite. It prickles the envy in her heart, although she isn’t sure if it’s because she wants him to herself or because she wishes she were him. What’s it like, to be so noticed? Why does she even care?
They head inside through the emptying corridors until they step past the double doors leading into the library. Here, in a corner, is a tiny nook made by two adjoining shelves, a bit of carpet that ends against glass windows facing the empty visitor’s lot, the wet pavement outside stained with a carpet of leaves and rose petals.
“You come here often?” she asks him as he settles into the nook and pulls out a notebook.
He nods. “Lunch period.”
She scoots in beside him, and they sit together in silence. From here, they get a view of rows of flat-roofed bungalows behind the jacarandas, all fading into the blue mist of rain. Her eyes drift to his notebook and his elegant hands. He’s drawing a picture of the closest car to them, sketching in a patch of dripping orange poppies growing by the tires with long, efficient strokes. She didn’t know he could draw so well, and she adds it to her growing list of mysteries about him. Maybe the strange black car that picks him up every day takes him to an art class?
“Ari,” she says. “You’re really good.”
He glances at her through his lashes, smiles, and looks back down. “Just an easy view to draw.”
He doesn’t sound like he wants to dwell on it, so she gets too shy to ask him about where he goes every afternoon. She just nods and says, “This is a good spot.”
“I’m good at finding hideouts.”
“You have other ones?”
“Sure.” She gets lost for a moment in his eyes. “I found one last week, down in the South Bay. There’s a secret beach there. You have to go through a tangle of bushes, but once you’re there, you’re by yourself.”
“You like being by yourself.”
“Don’t you?”
She doesn’t answer, because she’s not sure. She likes it only when she is the one choosing it. “Speaking of being alone,” she says. “Library’s closing soon. They’re going to kick us out if they see us here.”
“Ah,” Ari replies, glancing idly toward the entrance. “Maybe no one’ll notice.”
“You?” Sam laughs a little. “Not a chance. Everyone pays attention to you.”
She says it automatically, like a truth, but he smiles and looks away, his cheeks flushing, and she realizes with a start that it might have come off as flirting. Her heart jumps in panic, her own cheeks turn pink, and she starts to shake her head.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean—I wasn’t trying to make you uncomfortable.”
“It’s okay,” he says. “I didn’t mind.”
She looks back out at the rain. “It must be nice, to be noticed all the time.”
Ari turns to her. After a moment, he puts down his pencil and holds out his hand so that his palm faces up. Sam stares at it. And as if she knows what to do, she instinctively presses her own palm down on his. A shiver dances through her. She realizes that she’s never touched a boy’s hand before, but it’s too late to withdraw now. And besides, he feels nice, his skin smooth and warm. There’s something comforting in this touch, as if he knows her and she knows him, and they are the only two people in the world who understand each other.
Ari uses his other hand to trace a circle against the skin of her hand, then a dot in the center of it. The nape of her neck tingles with pleasure. She looks questioningly at him.
“It means perfection,” he says. “It means, I like you the way you are, Sam.”
She smiles, a lump in her throat, her heart tentatively unfurling, and commits to memory every exquisite detail of this moment—their faces tinted blue-gray by the storm light, the warmth of his palm, the feeling of his finger gliding against her hand—so that someday, she can pull the memory off the shelves in her mind and revisit it as if nothing has changed, as if they had a chance to go on like this forever.

When she finally arrives home later that afternoon, still giddy and lightheaded from Ari’s words, she sees two police officers standing outside her front door. She stops in her tracks. Her breath catches in her throat. The joy warming her stomach cools into dread.
“What’s happened?” she asks them. “Is my mom in trouble?”
One of the policemen just sighs and searches for the right words to say.

The official report states that Mandarin Palace Chinese Food’s kitchen had a gas leak from corroded piping that had been ignored for years. A lit cigarette set off a blast that rocked the street. It is all over the local news. Every newscast about it ends with a general public warning that “gas line maintenance is essential!”
At least her mother survived. There is nothing left of Hayes from the explosion.

Half of her mother’s body is covered in a lattice of burns, angry and red and weeping, that lace up her chin and down her thighs. Even so, she left the hospital after only a week in order to avoid accruing more bills, spending the rest of her recovery time writhing restlessly at home, their apartment filled with the smell of singed flesh, aloe, honey, and oil diluted from egg yolk.
“What about your pain?” Sam asks. She can’t help hovering around her mother, worrying over the fearsome wounds. Her eyes are perpetually red from crying. “What about the hospital bills?”
“You don’t need to worry about that,” her mother says. She slaps her daughter’s arm in irritation. “Go fetch the yolk and put some on my wrist.”
At school, Sam drifts through her classes, barely touches her lunches, fades into herself.
Are you okay? Ari asks her in a letter.
The worry in his eyes is nearly unbearable to her, and she almost writes down everything to him in return, desperate to spill the pain in her chest onto the paper for him to see. But at the last moment, she feels a panic at being so seen, a dread at centering herself. It is not that she doesn’t think their problems deserve attention—only that her problems don’t. They have never discussed anything personal in their letters before, have never asked each other for help. And the fear of being the first to apply such a stress test to their bond, the thought of potentially losing her only friend by airing all her pain to him, is so potent that she can’t bring herself to do it.
So she only tells him that something happened to her mother. “But don’t worry,” she says immediately as they walk in the hall between classes. “Everything’s okay now.” And then she hurries away as the bell rings, unable to meet his eyes.
So their letters return to their usual topics, a sprawl of vague questions and random musings. Did you watch that special on ABC about the teen who ran away from home, and have you ever read Watership Down and do you think it’s changed your opinion about rabbits, and what’s your favorite food in the world, and why do people have different palates, and what would you do with a billion dollars? They talk about everything except what’s important, and as the letters go on, the unsaid digs deeper between their words, until Sam feels like she is writing bridges across a widening ravine.
Ari is careful not to ask again, but he does bring her little gifts. A caramel he’d saved from the cafeteria. A sketch of her profile illuminated by the sun. A pretty rock, sapphire blue, worn smooth by the ocean. Each thing feels like a quiet check-in. I’m thinking of you. I hope you’re okay. I wish I could do more. She keeps his sketch on a shelf of her desk at home, and puts the rock in her pocket, carrying it around like a good luck charm.
Her mother sits at the kitchen table early in the morning and late at night, filling out job applications online. Sam sees her occasionally emerge from a neighbor’s apartment with a bucket of detergent and scrubbers, having cleaned a home for twenty bucks. She applies for work in restaurants, motels, theaters, office buildings. Her English isn’t good enough for the call center. Her face is too scarred for the grocery register; she might frighten the customers. Her injuries make her too slow at washing dishes in a kitchen. Sam can always tell when the interviews don’t pan out. She comes home from school and sees her mother already back, curled on the couch and staring blankly at the TV, face drawn and tired, ignoring Sam so wholly that it seems like she’s unaware Sam is there at all.
Sam’s stomach hurts all the time from worrying. She tries to have dinner on the table for her mother when she’s too exhausted to cook, makes sure her mother eats something, endures her mother’s increasingly volatile temper, tells herself it’s not her mother’s fault that she forgets to tell Sam when she’s coming home late. Sam looks around their neighborhood for jobs she can apply to, although her mother is vehemently against her taking on anything that might cut into her studies.
At night, Sam counts up the meager earnings her mother must be scraping together at her various gigs and comes up with a number far short of their rent, let alone her mother’s medical bills. Earning money seems like the hardest thing in the world. No matter how much they try, there is never enough.
And then, one afternoon, Sam comes home to see a yellow eviction notice taped to their front door. They have until the end of the week to pay, or vacate.

The next day, Sam writes in her letter for Ari:
When beech trees know they are going to die, they throw themselves into bloom so that they have a chance at surviving through their seeds. It uses up all their strength, leaving nothing behind for their own protection. Insects and fungi sense their weakness and devour them.
When are we the most spectacular? If something bad happens, do we turn into the best version of ourselves? If we are the best version of ourselves, does it mean something terrible is going to happen?
It’s not quite a confession. But Ari must sense some of her despair, because he writes back:
When we become the best version of ourselves, we can do anything. If something terrible has happened, it means you are about to become invincible.
Don’t be afraid. I’m here.
I’m here.
Maybe he is telling her that she can ask him for help. That night, Sam goes to bed with his letter tucked under her pillow, trying to convince herself to confide in him. But if she does, then what? What could Ari possibly do about her situation? Give her thousands of dollars? Give her and her mother a place to live? How could she impose herself on him like that, when he doesn’t even feel comfortable telling her where he goes after school? What if he shies away?
What if she loses him?
When she finally falls asleep, she dreams. She and her mother are holding bags full of their things, making their way toward the bus stop. It is an impossibly cold night, the streets blue and dark, and the wind is so strong that Sam struggles to push her legs forward. Across from the stop, the familiar Odyssey Theatre is fully illuminated, its golden glow so warm that Sam can feel it against her skin. A premiere night. She stares at the patrons crowding around the front of the theater, their rainbow of outfits contrasting boldly against the red carpet.
How beautiful they always are, Sam thinks in despair. How perfect. She admires their polished heels and glittering dresses, their shiny loafers and elegant suits. She can’t read the title on the marquee tonight, but it doesn’t matter, because if they could only make it inside the theater and get out of this roaring wind for a second, they could catch their breath.
But the wind is growing stronger, until she feels like she is wading through molasses with every step. And when she glances over her shoulder, she sees a terrifying nothingness approaching them, dark and impenetrable, ready to swallow them whole. She grits her teeth and pushes onward, just a little bit more, until at last they stumble through the double doors of the entrance.
And there in the lobby, Sam sees a woman surrounded by the crowd, perfectly coifed, her face blurry. Sam gravitates toward her as if she is the reason why they’d come to the theater. The woman reaches out to take her hand, and a rush of relief courses through Sam’s body. Everything is going to be okay now.
She is still thinking this when the woman takes out a knife and cuts a long line from Sam’s wrist to her elbow. Drops of blood bloom against her skin, bright as flower buds.
Sam shudders awake. She lies there for a while, sweating, breathing rapidly, the phantom feeling of the blade opening her flesh still tingling against her skin. Then she closes her eyes and tries to calm down.
In the darkness, she sees the woman’s face turned toward her, waiting silently.
And with her heart in her throat, Sam knows who the woman is in her dreams. She recalls the name she had once searched for so feverishly.
Diamond Taylor.

A patron of the arts. A lady with a heart. She can make anything happen.
Ever since the incident with Rabbit, Sam has tried to bury most of her thoughts about alchemy. But now the word returns from her archived memories in pristine form, along with her recollection of the men in the restaurant, their jewellike cuffs, the fork and the spoon, the conversation about Will and Diamond Taylor. Hadn’t a neighbor once said that their friend had gotten a six-figure salary at her corporation? Hadn’t another gotten their hospital bills waived?
Sam wants to ask them how they did it, who they talked to in order to reach Diamond Taylor—but both neighbors moved out years ago, and she never learned their names.
So instead, Sam stares at the Odyssey as she rides the Metro home. She has seen the theater almost every day of her life, but only ever as an outsider—going to a show is a luxury so extravagant that the thought has never crossed her mind. But the dream of its warm lights and beautiful crowds haunts her mind, and when the bus passes the Odyssey, she cranes her neck to read the marquee.
Firefly. Opening night.
Diamond might be there.
Sam isn’t exactly sure what she’s hoping to achieve by trying to find the woman. A loan? A job? What? She doesn’t even know if she’d even have the guts to open her mouth. The idea of simply finding Diamond Taylor and asking her for help borders on the irrational. But there’s no time to dwell on the fact that this is a long shot. Their eviction looms, the terrifying nothingness pursuing her in her nightmares. It is the end, and it is about to arrive in three days.
Because what happens, exactly, when you run out of money? Sam has seen tents under bridges, women with children holding up cardboard signs at intersections. She assumes most people ask their families and friends for help, just a temporary situation, they’ll pay it back as soon as they can. But she and her mother have only each other. If they are forced out of their little apartment, where will they go?
Changing something into something more desirable.
If there were ever a time they needed a transformation, it is now.
When Sam makes it home, she tells her mother, “I’m going to the bookstore later to work on a group project.”
“Go on, then,” her mother says in disinterest as she settles before her old laptop. She is filling out another résumé. The movement stretches the skin on her neck, and Sam observes the way the silver lattice of scars shifts under the light.
“Okay,” Sam says, waiting for her mother to look at her. When she doesn’t, Sam quietly turns away and goes back to the bedroom.

When evening falls, Sam heads to the bus stop. Cars pack the streets at this hour, glowing red taillights snaking into the distance as everyone fights their way onto the freeways. Tonight, the fog sits low enough to wash out downtown’s skyscrapers in a haze of reflected light. Korean signs illuminate the streets in neon, the night already loud with early revelers crowding into cafés for boba and barbeque. People line up in front of white-tented stands at the street corners, where cooks half-obscured by smoke shave tender strips of carne asada from a spit into homemade flour tortillas. Skinny palm trees bend in unison against the wind. Now and then, she catches a glimpse between streets of the rest of the city glittering in a black sea. It is a hideous place in some ways, a maze of strip malls and parking structures and gas stations, cement and asphalt and freeways. A city with a face only a mother could love. But then you turn a corner and see it from a hill, and it’s a clear, luminous night. Then you hear the whisper of dark magic in its alleys. A heart is beating here, from forty different places all at once, each a different rhythm.
She gets off at the stop across the street from the Odyssey. The theater’s front entrance is fenced off with velvet rope, and large clusters of people are gathered along the sidewalk, all making their way slowly through the metal detectors into the lobby.
It is such a familiar sight, but tonight it makes Sam’s heart pull taut with unease. She crosses the street, feeling out of place in her humble black hoodie, her eyes turned down to the ground. Somehow, she blends in unnoticed with the swarming crowd, but she doesn’t have a ticket, and even her invisibility doesn’t extend as far as getting her inside the theater without one. Instead, she loiters at the edges of the crowd, at a loss, searching the sea of faces for anyone who resembles photos of Diamond Taylor.
Finally, as the crowds thin out, she wanders around to the side of the theater, unsure what to do next. Minutes drag on. She imagines what the show inside must be like. Why the hell did she come here, anyway? She has school the next day. She doesn’t even have a way inside. There are a dozen reasons why she shouldn’t be here, and yet Sam lingers anyway, her stomach gnawing with perpetual worry, wishing that for once things might go her way, hoping that life might throw her a bone.
And right as she thinks this, she sees a young attendant come out from a side entrance, lugging a giant black bag of trash behind him. He struggles to nudge a rubber doorstop into place, then tosses the garbage into the giant bins in the alleyway. Sam stares sidelong at him as he returns, swinging the side door open and kicking the doorstop aside without looking back.
The doorstop isn’t quite out of the way. As the swinging door wedges against it and leaves a slim opening, Sam suddenly finds herself moving forward, heart hammering, sliding her hand through the crack and slipping inside.
The lobby is empty now, save for a few attendants chatting with one another by the closed auditorium doors. No one bothers to look her way. Sam pretends to go to the bathroom, then comes out and heads up the stairs to the balcony.
In the shadows, Sam peeks through the doors’ slender gap at the stage.
It is a crimson set, the curtains illuminated with spotlights. Two actors are on the stage, one of them suspended in the air. A thunderous round of applause. Sam sucks in her breath, mesmerized by the spectacle, not knowing whether to stare at the performers or take in the theater’s gilded, art deco walls, the massive chandelier suspended from a golden ceiling.
As she gapes, the suspended actor sweeps a hand through the air—and creates an arc of fire. The crowd gasps. A wave of applause. So, this is a magic show. The second actor seems to catch the fire and turn it into an arc of water, which splashes across the stage. The first row of guests laughs in surprise, shrinking away from the wet spray. More clapping.
Her gaze goes to the crowd, and again, she finds herself scanning the audience, searching.
Then she stops. There, on the far left, in a seat near the front.
Sam recognizes her immediately, even though there is nothing noticeable about the woman at all—surprisingly plain in person, with no particularly attractive feature. She wears nothing garish—only a simple black outfit, her short gray hair swept neatly to one side. Her face is unremarkable and calm, her head tilted toward her seat partner as she speaks to him. But what makes her noticeable, what catches Sam’s attention, are those around her, for everyone in her radius has their body turned unconsciously in her direction, paying attention to her words as though she is more important than what’s happening on the stage. Sam looks on, unable to look away, heart in her throat, stunned to have found her.
Diamond Taylor.



  


Sam
Sam’s palms break out in a sweat.
Now that she sees the woman, she has no idea what to do next. All she can do is stare, a lump in her throat, hardly able to believe that after all these years, something from what she overheard in the restaurant—something from all her fruitless online searching—has materialized in her life. Diamond Taylor is seated right there, near the side of the stage.
Onstage, the suspended actor suddenly arches backward, legs hooked against the spinning ring. The audience gasps as she flips out of the ring—and before Sam’s eyes, the entire hoop vanishes, replaced with a ribbon of crimson silk that the performer now uses to twirl her way down. Another burst of delighted applause from the audience. Everyone seems to enjoy the illusions, but Sam watches with a strange sense of recognition in her chest, thinking of the fork that had become a spoon. The second actor runs his hand across the wooden floor, pulling a sword seemingly out of the stage, and as he reaches the first performer, he slashes out at her. She flinches backward, a blade appearing in her own hand out of nowhere, and the two clash, metal ringing against metal.
Down in the seats, Sam notices Diamond studying the performance with a critical eye before exchanging more words with her seatmate.
The mock battle onstage goes on for a few minutes before Diamond rises quietly. As she does, something small and gold glints on the lapel of her jacket—and even though the woman is too far away to make out any details, Sam’s breath catches in her throat. She thinks instantly of the men in the restaurant, their pins in the shape of a golden fox.
Diamond’s entourage gets up in unison, making way for her as she heads out through the nearest exit. Sam catches more glints of gold on their jackets. They follow Diamond out of the darkness and into the hall, where the door shuts behind them.
Sam watches them file out. Where are they going? Surely they aren’t leaving already, in the middle of the show? She stays frozen where she is for a moment, eyes darting back to the stage, before she finally hurries away too, hoping to catch one more glimpse of Diamond as she makes her way out of the theater.
Except when Sam makes it down the stairs to the main lobby, the woman and her entourage aren’t there either. Instead, Sam hears a faint murmur of voices near the back of the main hall. Numb with curiosity, she heads toward it, compelled by something deep in her chest.
There is the hush of a door opening and closing, then silence.
Sam makes her way down a narrow hallway until she reaches an unremarkable back exit cast in shadows. She looks behind her, as if anxious that someone might tell her to stop. Then she takes a deep breath and heads out. The door swings open without a sound and clicks softly closed behind her.
She’s in the alley alongside the theater, the narrow path separated from the street by a fence, metal stairs running up the side of the wall. Only one streetlamp illuminates part of the space; angular shadows engulf the rest.
She makes her way down the walkway until voices make her freeze. She tucks herself away in the shadows. A larger person wouldn’t be able to hide here. But there is a turn in the wall small enough for Sam to wedge herself into, and it casts a shadow just big enough to hide her.
As she peers out from her hiding place, she sees the source of the voices, a small cluster of people gathered near the walkway leading around the back of the building. In the center of them, partly illuminated by the lone streetlamp, is Diamond Taylor.
Now an alarm in Sam’s head starts to buzz, warning her that she shouldn’t be here, but it’s too late to turn back without drawing attention to the door.
At Diamond’s side stands a young man. He’d had his back turned to her in the theater, but now Sam gets a good look at him. He is tall, graceful, and impeccably dressed, his hands tucked into the pockets of his suit. Like everyone else, he wears a gold pin on his lapel. His eyes are cold and bright, his gaze sweeping around their small group and then along the alleyway before settling back on Diamond. Sam shrinks instinctively against the wall, as if his stare is the path of a fire. Although his facial features are similar to the woman’s, they are not the same, and something about that difference means he is beautiful while she is not.
This must be her son, Will Taylor.
Sam likes Ari at school, blushes when he smiles at her, finds herself wanting constantly to be near him—but Will is mature in a way that makes her stomach ache.
Something shifts on the roof, and Sam’s eyes follow the movement. There, she catches another silhouette, the form of a person so subtle against the night that she almost misses it. Her skin tingles with alarm. There are people up there too, watching.
“Lumines isn’t supposed to be here,” one of the others says to Diamond now.
“They’ve heard about the lead actors tonight,” another says. “Everyone’s keeping tabs on new talent in the city.”
“They want us to know they’re encroaching on our spaces. Like Fantec.”
“Why, what’s happened?”
“Lumines has bought up more of Fantec’s time.”
“They don’t think diluting the price of sand will hurt them in the long run?”
“Maybe they’re trying to front-load their sales before the next attempt to ban sand.”
One of them snorts. “Government’s been trying to ban sand for a decade. No law’s passing with that many congressmen as our customers.”
“He’s right. No, this is an expansion attempt.”
“Patience,” Diamond answers. Her voice is smooth, almost soothing. “Where’s Jabir?”
“Tonight? He’s in the South Bay. Send Hades instead.”
“Not Hades.”
“Why not?”
“He’s too eager, and I’d prefer not to tempt him.”
“Are we actually concerned about ACPD now?”
“Not Hades,” Diamond repeats, and the other backs down. “We aren’t trying to draw attention here.”
Then Will speaks for the first time. “Bird in the rafters,” he says softly.
His voice is low and quiet, but it carries well, and the conversation around him pauses as if someone has switched the sound off. One moment Diamond is talking, and the next, she and her associate have turned their heads in the direction of where Sam is hiding.
Sam holds her breath and freezes, willing herself to disappear.
Will looks toward her. His gaze is like the sear of an iron; she finds herself sucking in her breath as if in pain. Then he steps up to the streetlamp and touches the pole with his fingers.
The dimness around the lamp suddenly dips into an inky black. The lamplight itself brightens, crackling, illuminating her.
Sam presses herself back against the wall and closes her eyes. Fear roils through her in a violent wave, making her dizzy. Did she really just witness that? How did he do it, make the light stronger? How did he know she was here? No one ever notices her. She hadn’t uttered a sound.
A shadow steps in front of her. She moves on instinct to flee, but it is too late. A large pair of hands closes around her arms, and suddenly she is dragged out of her hiding place and into the open. Everyone is looking at her now. Her eyes are wide and wild as the hands pull her toward where Diamond stands with her son, their gazes trained on her.
Diamond’s expression doesn’t change. She glances at one of her men.
“I thought you secured the area,” Diamond says to him.
The man shrugs nervously, unwilling to meet her gaze. “Maybe she was already there. Small thing.”
“How old are you?” Diamond asks Sam.
“Eighteen,” she says.
“You’re not eighteen. Answer me again.”
The authority in her voice is quiet and seasoned with age. Sam trembles all over. “Fifteen,” she whispers this time.
“What’s your name?”
“Samantha Lang,” she says, too afraid to lie again.
“And what did you hear, Samantha Lang?”
She stares up at Diamond’s imperial figure and shakes her head emphatically.
Beside Diamond, her son tucks his hands into his pockets and nods toward the side door.
“Someone might have sent her,” he says.
As soon as the words leave his mouth, those around Diamond shift their stances. Will sweeps his hand along the theater’s wall. And there, before Sam’s eyes, the bricks he touches crumble into nothing and re-form into a gun in his hand. He lets the weapon hang at his side.
Her heart hammers in confusion. It is the magic show inside the theater, except this time it is not a show at all. It is seeing the fork become the spoon, except this time it is a weapon that can kill her. She has the surreal sense of wading through one of her dreams, except here she can feel the wall hard against her back, the sweat trickling down her neck.
Alchemy. The word rings in her mind, impossible and glaring. But how can it be real?
Diamond gives her a pointed look. “What are you doing here?” she asks.
“I was just trying to stay out of people’s way,” Sam stammers.
“Are you always this good at it?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Mm,” Diamond answers with a sympathetic murmur. “You shouldn’t be here.”
In that, Sam hears the true danger of her situation. This is a moment of life or death. She begins shaking violently. The next few potential minutes flash before her eyes. She imagines Diamond’s subtle nod to Will, him striding toward her and lifting the gun, the hands of men tightening around her arms to hold her in place. There would be a muffled pop pop. Sam has heard the sound before. Would they then leave her on the street as a warning? Would they take her body away to dispose of somewhere, so no gossip spreads?
A tidal wave rises in her chest now, a desperate will to survive. She has to think quickly.
Sam recalls the conversation she’d just overheard. Her tongue loosens in panic, and she blurts out, “You have seven of your people out here with you right now, including the three you sent to watch from the roof.”
Diamond’s eyes narrow. “Nosy little bird,” she says.
Sam keeps talking. “I can recite your entire conversation back to you.” She starts repeating everything Diamond and her associate had said, right down to the inflections in their voices.
Diamond laughs a little, and the others laugh with her. Will’s lips twist in irritation and he looks away from the scene. But as Sam goes on and doesn’t leave out a single word, Diamond’s laughter fades and she stares at Sam, pondering. Sam wonders if she is debating whether or not Sam is worth listening to a little longer. She reaches the end of her recited conversation and immediately begins saying something else. Anything to stretch the time.
“I can recite the numbers of pi longer than anyone else I know. I can remember a thousand digits of it.” She begins, her tongue stumbling over itself in her rush.
Diamond and her son exchange a glance. Then the woman takes several steps toward Sam and bends down on one knee to meet her gaze straight on. Sam feels paralyzed at her attention. Diamond isn’t beautiful, but it doesn’t matter—her eyes are as sharp and arresting as a hawk’s, a shade of brown so light that even in the shadows, they have a gold glint about them. As the woman waits, Sam goes on in an endless, terrified train of 3.14159265, until finally she holds up a hand. Sam’s voice fades away into nothing.
“Why are you really here, Samantha?” Diamond asks her again.
The woman’s voice sounds so soft and understanding that Sam feels an urge to cry. A lady with a heart. She nods without knowing why she is nodding. “Yes, ma’am,” she says. “It’s my mom. She lost her job. Got injured when the restaurant where she works had a gas leak.” She swallows. “People say you can make anything happen.”
“So you came here tonight looking for me,” Diamond says.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And what did you expect to get?”
“I don’t know, ma’am,” Sam says timidly, aware of the audacity of her actions, a child asking the most powerful woman in the city for a moment of her time. “Nothing, ma’am. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do.”
Diamond seems to catch the desperation in Sam’s words. She searches Sam’s face thoughtfully. “And your memory is as good as your ability to sneak around,” she says.
“It’s the best,” Sam says. The conviction in her own voice surprises her. Maybe she had come here tonight to prove herself. Maybe she wanted to know if she could become more.
“The best,” Diamond repeats.
“Yes, ma’am. I can remember a whole book after I read it once. Word for word.”
“Is that so? How?”
Sam struggles for an answer she thinks might make Diamond more interested in this conversation. “I just remember things,” she replies helplessly.
“You can’t be fucking serious,” Will says with a sigh.
Diamond ignores him and reaches into her pocket. It must be a gun. Sam feels dangerously close to losing control of her bladder.
But when Diamond’s hand reemerges, it holds what looks like a thin booklet. She opens it to the first page and turns it to face Sam.
“Show me,” she says.
It is a handwritten page of names, numbers, dates, and lists. Sam only has time to take one full look at it before Diamond closes the book again. She can feel the throb of her heart as it beats out its potential final seconds, the nearness of the men around her, and holds herself tight in anticipation of a bullet searing through her skin. She takes a deep breath.
Then she recites back every single name, number, and date.
As she speaks, Diamond looks at the page, checking her statements with a calm face.
Sam finishes and falls silent again, her throat aching. Did she remember it correctly? She trusts in her abilities because they have never yet failed her, but here, her faith in herself wavers. Sam waits, wondering if the cold barrel of a gun will press against her head now.
Diamond touches her shoulder. Sam stiffens at the gentle weight of her hand. The woman watches her with a thoughtful expression, then withdraws her hand and stands up. Sam gets the curious feeling that she has just been tested, although for what, she doesn’t know.
“She’s too old,” Will says to his mother. “It’ll take too long to train her.”
“Constantine’s right,” says the man Diamond had addressed.
The name pings in Sam’s perfect memory. Constantine. She had heard it mentioned by the men in the restaurant, all those years ago.
Diamond lifts a casual hand without looking at her associate, and he quiets immediately. Beside her, Will’s lips tighten with dislike. Some unspoken conversation has passed between them. Sam can feel her fate shifting, changing like a weather forecast. Will tucks the gun away at his belt, and his gesture makes light glint off the gold winged lion pinned at his collar.
At last, Diamond says to Sam, “Can you come see us tomorrow?”
It is less a question than a command, and Sam knows that she can only give one answer. “Yes,” she replies.
Diamond nods. Sam has passed the test.
“Then let’s see what you can do for us, little bird.”
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Ari
One day, after their usual lesson with Mr. Rudra, Isla gets up from their table in the study and calls for Ari to come with her.
Ari glances around at the others, who are all sitting with their textbooks, working through essays on the reactive properties of alkali and alkaline earth metals, before getting up and following in her wake. He finds her standing, arms folded, beside a black door at the back of the study.
“Hi,” she says.
“Hi,” he answers. He looks warily around. “Am I in trouble?”
Isla doesn’t answer him. “Follow me,” she says instead. Then she takes out a key and unlocks the door. It slides to the side without a sound, revealing a winding corridor.
Ari’s heart suddenly starts beating faster.
“Well?” she says, looking back at him with a raised eyebrow.
“What do you mean?” he asks.
She nods at the corridor behind the door. “Are you going to follow me or not?”
There is something tense in her voice that he hasn’t heard before. She’s anxious today, even though her expression seems calm. Ari stares at her, waiting for more clues, trying not to be afraid of the fact that she seems afraid.
He approaches her. She brushes his elbow with her fingertips, and he shivers at her touch. “Come on, then,” she says, and walks in.
They make their way along the curved path. The air is cooler in here, nipping at his cheeks. The walls are adorned with long monochromatic lines that make him feel as if the corridor is narrowing. His eyes turn to the circles engraved in the floor.
No, not simply circles. The patterns in the wood are alchemical formulas—resembling the bonds between elements in chemistry, yet written not with lines connecting periodic table elements but overlapping circles that form Venn-like patterns. He has memorized hundreds of these structures in his textbooks, and his walk slows as he recognizes some of them.
“Hurry up,” Isla says in a clipped tone. He snaps out of his daze, turns his eyes away from the circles, and quickens his steps to match hers.
At last, they reach the end of the corridor, where it opens up to a room. Ari’s eyes go to the inscription in the stone above the arched entrance.
ORA ET LABORA
“Pray and work,” Isla says, noting his gaze. “This is our temple and oratory, wherein we labor.”
Ari whispers the words to himself and feels a strange sense of familiarity, as if he is back in Surat, stepping inside a temple with his family and entering a sacred space.
She guides him inside. The room is a large, circular space lined not with books but with shelves of glass equipment, boxes, and jars of liquids.
Mr. Rudra is here, seated and waiting, taking a shimmering white pill. At the sight of Ari, he tosses him a black coat.
Ari takes the coat hesitantly. “What are we doing today?”
Mr. Rudra swallows the pill with some water, smiles, and straightens.
“Your first transmutation,” he replies.
A real transmutation. Ari suddenly feels scared. “But—I haven’t finished the elemental transmutation course yet.”
“You’ve done enough coursework. It’s time we moved you into the next phase of your education. Our competitors will not be waiting around patiently for you to mature into an alchemist.”
Competitors. It is the first time Ari has considered that there might be other groups of alchemists out there, working against them. The thought sends an ominous shiver through him. Competitors—for what?
Ari looks at the round table between them as Isla sets out several objects: a glass of water and a shaker of salt; a fork and a potted plant; and a small glass jar filled with what looks like shimmering, silver-white powder, its color gleaming in certain slants of light. It is this last thing that Ari’s eyes linger curiously on. Even without touching it, something about the substance calls to him, as if it knows he is here.
“This will be harder than you think,” Mr. Rudra says. “So we’ll start slowly, and see how far you get.”
He sets the glass of water in front of Ari. Ari looks at the other objects, his eyes resting again on the jar of white powder.
“Don’t I need that?” he asks.
“You aren’t ready for that yet. Look only at the glass of water.”
He does so.
“Now. What is the simplest transmutation?”
“An element into itself,” Ari replies. “It’s hardly a transmutation at all.”
“Very good. It will take almost nothing from you to transmute liquid water into ice, or to steam. Basic chemistry. It’s so simple a transmutation that ordinary people can do it with a stove or freezer. But we are forgoing such helpers today, aren’t we, Ari? I want you to turn this water into ice.”
Ari stares at the glass of water and sees in his mind the geometry of overlapping circles that comprise it, a large ring for oxygen, two smaller rings for hydrogen, then billions of them joined together, their edges crossing like ripples in a pond. But it is one thing to understand it, to visualize it in your mind’s eye—entirely another to translate that into your hands and the air. Ari stares at it and doesn’t know what to do next.
Mr. Rudra smiles at his confusion. “Suddenly unsure how to apply the theories you’ve learned? Humility is the first gift alchemy offers us. What is the second?”
“Adaptive thinking,” Ari answers.
“All of alchemy is an adaptation, training your mind to think in as many ways as possible. The more different the materials are, the more steps the transmutation takes, and the higher the risk of you making a mistake. But this transmutation only needs one step. We’ll keep it simple, so you can work on your concentration. Can you do that, Ari?”
He nods, still staring at the water.
“Good. Now, watch.”
Mr. Rudra tilts his head at Isla. She steps forward and touches her hand to the water. She has barely even brushed the water’s surface when Ari sees ice crusting against it, delicate, crystalline curls of frost expanding down to the bottom of the glass. It is such an extraordinarily beautiful sight, like witnessing the secret of the universe, that for a moment, he forgets his fear.
Ari studies Isla’s hand for clues, but finds nothing.
“When transmuting an object into itself,” Isla says, “you need to look for the difference and anticipate it. Think of the lattice of elements that ice creates, how neatly they align in comparison to liquid water.”
Isla touches the ice again, and it cracks, disappearing as water fills the glass once more.
“Remember,” she says. “You have to touch the object you’re transmuting.”
“Why?” Ari asks.
“Why do you think?” Mr. Rudra says, looking Ari straight in the eye, as if this is the entire reason why he has been brought halfway across the globe to be in this place. “The transmutation needs you. The core of you. And the way we connect to the world is through our hands.”
Ari swallows, muscles rigid with anticipation.
“Chemistry is alchemy’s younger cousin,” Mr. Rudra says. “But they are not the same, are they?”
“No,” Ari murmurs.
The man nods. “In chemistry, combining a specific set of ingredients will always create the same end result, no matter who does it. Alchemy is different. My way of transmuting an object into another object will differ from yours. Why is that, Ari?”
“Because every successful alchemical reaction requires a fragment of the alchemist’s soul,” Ari answers. “And no two souls are exactly alike.”
Mr. Rudra smiles. “Correct. Every alchemical reaction contains a signature, if you will, of its alchemist. In time, you will learn to detect that signature, and even distinguish between them.” He leans against the table now and stares intently at Ari. “I scour the world for souls like yours. It’s not easy to find those like you—most souls are simply not capable of powering an alchemical reaction. Even with proper training, they could spend their entire lives attempting a transmutation and never succeed. There are fewer people out there than you think who have what it takes.” He nods for Ari to concentrate. “Now, turn your attention back to the glass.”
Ari looks back down at the water, then reaches out and touches his finger to its surface. He starts to envision the circles in his mind.
“Call on your soul.”
“How?”
“You know where it is. Only you.”
Ari shakes his head, frustrated. All he sees in himself is darkness, a physical body, nothing more. “I don’t know what I’m looking for.”
Suddenly Mr. Rudra’s hand shoots out and presses flat against Ari’s chest.
Ari gasps. Then—pain explodes in him, and he sees nothing but a flash of white. A strangled cry breaks free from his throat. The feeling is indescribable—as if a hand is inside his chest, squeezing his heart, pushing organs and muscle aside. He tries to pull away, but it is as if the man’s hand is stuck to him, like opposite ends of a magnet. He can’t bear this—he’s going to die—
“I can pull it forward in you,” Mr. Rudra says. His words are firm and harsh. Ari can barely hear him through the pain. “But you have to take it. It will respond to no one else but you.”
But Ari feels like he has been set on fire, like he’s being operated on while awake, and his body tries desperately to escape.
Mr. Rudra holds him for a half-second longer. To Ari, it feels like years. And then, at last, the man releases him. Ari collapses backward as if he was suddenly let go. His hand knocks the glass over, and water spills across the table. He tumbles to the floor, hitting his back hard against the tiles. His entire body has broken out in a sweat—he presses his fingers into his palms and feels the slickness there. He’s trembling violently; his teeth chatter.
Over the edge of the table, Mr. Rudra watches him, his face patient and unbothered, waiting for him to stand back up. Isla has tightened her lips into a thin line, and her eyes have that tense glow about them again. She looks at Mr. Rudra, but the man shakes his head.
“Archimedes,” he snaps at Isla.
Isla comes around the table to Ari’s side, bends down, and offers him a hand.
“Come on then,” she says, her voice gentler than he’s ever heard it.
He manages to take her hand. She pulls him to his feet, then returns to her place behind the table, where she takes a pitcher and pours more water into the glass.
“The first transmutation is always the hardest,” Mr. Rudra says. “Try again.”
Ari sways. His knees wobble, and he has to lean against the table to save himself from the embarrassment of falling again.
“How—” It’s difficult for him to get the words out through his chattering teeth. “How—do you—”
“How do you bear the pain?” Mr. Rudra guesses, and Ari nods. “As I told you, as you yourself said, alchemy is adaptive thinking. You are new to this world, unwounded by it. Think of yourself suddenly transported to some bitterly cold or hot place. Your body will tremble at the change, no? But hours later, you’ll grow accustomed to it, and that heat or cold will feel less severe. Humans are remarkable in that way. With time, with practice, you will acclimate to the pain, and it will dull. But in order for that to happen, you must subject yourself to it repeatedly.” He holds a hand out, gesturing at the glass of water. “Again.”
Ari takes a deep breath and tries to gather his scattered thoughts. The pain has stripped everything from him, and for a moment, he can’t even remember the composition of water, can’t bring himself to visualize the geometry in his mind. He closes his eyes and tells his body to calm down, that he can do this. He dips his fingers slightly into the water again. Gradually, warily, his body returns to him, and in the darkness of his thoughts, he begins once more to envision what he must do. He pictures the structures, the circles, then the latticework of ice into which they must transform.
Then he searches for his soul. There is only darkness.
Again, Mr. Rudra’s hand reaches for his chest. Everything in Ari wants to shrink away from it, but that part of himself that works hard, that wants to give it his all, forces himself to stay put. The man’s hand presses flat against his shirt—
The pain is somehow worse this time, perhaps because Ari anticipates it, and he screams. Again, his thoughts wash out into blinding white. The circles and lattice disappear, all the countless theories and pages and texts he’s read evaporate, all his late nights and extra hours vanish, everything he’s worked so hard on and so laboriously for during the past few years is rendered useless in this instant. He can’t think of anything.
I can pull it forward in you. But you have to take it.
He searches desperately for the light in him. He searches and searches but cannot concentrate hard enough; the pain is too much.
Mr. Rudra’s hand withdraws again.
Again, Ari stumbles backward, catching himself only at the last second before he ends up on the floor. His hands grapple for the shelves on the wall, and there he steadies himself, shaking uncontrollably, his grip rattling the glass jars. Isla watches him, but doesn’t comfort him this time.
Mr. Rudra’s eyes are emotionless. “Again.”
Again.
And again.
Ari subjects himself without question to the torture each time, tries in vain each time to grasp the soul within himself and pull it forward, to make it do as he commands, and fails. His shirt is drenched with sweat—sweat soaks through to the black coat he wears. The light in the room changes. He tries and tries. As the hours progress, his concentration deteriorates, his stamina weakening until at last Mr. Rudra sits back in his chair and sighs.
Ari sits down too. He can hardly feel the chair beneath him, his body is so numb. Mr. Rudra looks up at the windows lining the top of the room, and Ari looks too. It is pitch-black outside. He has no idea what time it is.
“Go home, eat, get some sleep.” Mr. Rudra stands up. “Your soul’s too spent to be used right now. We’ll continue tomorrow.” The man steps around the table, his hands folded behind his back, and leaves the lab without a backward glance.
Ari stares at the unused items on the table, the salt and the plant and the fork. Perhaps Mr. Rudra thought that they would have progressed through all of this today, and here Ari is, failing even to complete half of the first assignment. All those hours he’d spent here, making his way through the books, and yet when it came time to put it to use, he’d acted as clueless as a child. He thinks of his mother, his family, of being sent home empty-handed. He’s too exhausted from the pain to hold back his tears.
Through his blurry vision, he sees Isla approach him. “We’ll try again tomorrow,” she says.
He rubs a hand across his eyes. “You didn’t even flinch,” he says to her, hating that his voice comes out shaky.
She shrugs. “I’ve been practicing for a long time.”
“Does it still hurt?” he asks. “Even now?”
She gives him a small smile. “Even now,” she says. “But you’ll get used to it.”
He wonders what she’d gone through years ago, learning how to perform her first transmutation. He wonders how long she’d taken to progress.
“Cheer up,” she says. “Before today, you had only been wading into the shallows of alchemy. This is the first time you’re learning to swim.” She rests her hand on his arm. “Let’s go, Ari.”
Ari winces, afraid to be touched. But she just helps him stand, and this time, there is no pain.



 
 
 
	Port City
	Dominant Syndicate
	Annual Vol. Sand Shipped (lbs)

	Londinium
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	Angel City
	Grand Central
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Sam
William Taylor is twenty-four.
To Sam, at fifteen, he seems much older. She tries not to stare at him as he drives her out of Mid-City and into the rolling hills. Today, he’s dressed in a dark gray suit with a gold bar clipped across his narrow tie, the collars of his black silk shirt decorated with two pins of winged lions joined by delicate gold chains. He looks like the kind of winter that never comes to Angel City, and next to him, Sam feels her own invisibility in stark relief. She always has something to say around Ari, but with Will, she struggles to think of anything that might interest him, and ends up unable to speak at all.
They pass through two sentried gates, where the guards tip their hats to Will and let them through. The roads are wide and impeccably paved, not a single crack to be seen anywhere, and at intersections are signs engraved in iron plaques against stone.
NO PHOTOGRAPHY. NO VISITORS. PERMITS ONLY.
“I have only one rule for you today,” Will tells her as they finally pull up before a set of massive gates. The words RED CITY are carved into one of the pillars. “You don’t speak about what you see here. Do you understand?”
There is a slight accent in his voice that she can’t place, a note of elegance so subtle that she loses it if she concentrates too hard, and a grace to his movements that makes her think of professionals, of grown-ups, of someone who has experienced more life than anyone she’s ever met. Most of all, perhaps, he feels older because he talks to her like she is a child.
“Yes,” she says meekly, dwelling on how he’d brightened the streetlamp at night, how the gun had formed in his hands from the bricks of a wall.
The granite barriers on either side of the gates are draped in curtains of purple and pink bougainvillea, and tall Italian cypress hide most of the property from view. Sam holds her breath as the gates now swing open, revealing a driveway leading deep into the lushness.
Will stops the car in the center of a circular cobblestone lot at the bottom of a green hill, up which winds a stone pathway that disappears over the top. From down here, Sam can only glimpse a few roofs covered in red terra-cotta Spanish tiles, white walls blanketed with climbing roses.
As Will steps out, a valet hurries over to take the car keys from him.
“Mr. Taylor,” he says with a bow of his head. Will nods in return.
A second person comes bearing a tray with two hot white towels and glasses of ice-cold water with strawberry slices and sprigs of mint. “Ms. Taylor’s meeting is running late, sir,” he says as Will wipes his hands with one of the towels. “She wants you to go ahead.”
“We’ll start at the Observatory, then,” Will says.
“I’ll let her know,” the man replies. “She’ll come along shortly.”
“Thank you, Hanover.” Will tosses the towel back on the tray and takes one of the drinks.
Sam watches the luxurious ritual in silence. After a second, the man named Hanover looks at her and glances meaningfully down at the tray. It hadn’t occurred to her that she was being offered the second towel. Hanover gives her an encouraging smile as she hesitantly takes it, wiping her hands in the way she’d seen Will do, and takes a sip from the second drink.
It is cold and refreshing, the mint tingling against her tongue.
“Good?” Hanover asks her with a wink.
His eyes are kind, and she finds herself smiling back. “So good,” she answers, and he gives her a pleased nod.
“Best of luck today, Miss Lang,” he says. “Constantine isn’t easy to please.”
Sam follows beside Will as they make their way up the stone steps of the hill. As they go, he briefly touches the edge of his glass, leaving a trail across its dewy surface. Sam blinks. There is now a pink tint to the drink. It didn’t look like that even a second ago, before he touched it.
Sam’s curiosity gets the best of her. “You changed it?” she asks.
“Don’t ask me to change yours.” He takes a sip. “You’re too young to drink.”
She realizes that he’s somehow added alcohol to his. “But—you just touched it with your hand,” she says, trying to get him to explain it. “Like you changed that streetlight and made the gun, back at the Odyssey.”
“Mm.”
“How did you do those things?”
“Alchemy.”
He says it like he’s giving her the time or the weather report, the word emerging from him so casually that at first Sam thinks she misheard. But there it is. Confirmation from someone else of the thing she has wondered about for so many years, information she had struggled to acquire, now being offered to her as if it’s no big deal.
“But alchemy isn’t real,” she says faintly, because she doesn’t know what else to say.
“That so?”
“How can it be?”
“You don’t believe me.”
“I…” Her voice fades away. She feels dizzy, even though she has witnessed it over and over again. “I’m not sure what to believe.”
“Then leave.” He looks away from her in disinterest and takes another sip.
She shakes her head, still confused, unsure how to reply. “No,” she answers with determination. “No, wait, I want to stay. I just mean … I don’t understand how it’s possible.”
At her blank expression, he smiles. “In theory,” he says, “anyone can become an alchemist, just like anyone can become a nuclear physicist. But some are obviously more suited for it than others. So it goes with alchemy. All you technically need is a soul, but most don’t have one strong enough for it, could attempt a transmutation their whole life and never successfully call upon that soul. Then there are those who have a particular kind of soul, one able to withstand the punishing nature of alchemy.” He points his drink at her. “My mother has a talent for identifying those with a natural gift for alchemy. And you’ve caught her eye.” He sighs. “So, Miss Lang, you’re here because we want to know if you’re worth teaching.”
Worth teaching. Teaching what—alchemy? They want her to learn this impossible thing? A bubble of panicked laughter wants to emerge from her lips. How many alchemists are out there? How many Wills?
Through her fog of thoughts, she realizes that they’ve reached the top of the hill. Will nods around them. “To the public, we are a corporation. In actuality, we are an alchemy syndicate. A secret society, of sorts. You happen to be on one of Grand Central’s properties, the Red City, fifty acres that we call home.”
Sam looks around, struck dumb with amazement. From the top, she can see all the way to downtown, has a perfect view of Diamond Taylor’s iconic Winged Towers dominating the landscape. Along the hill sit several mansions, each draped in roses and ivy.
“Are there others?” she asks.
“Properties?”
She shakes her head. “Alchemy syndicates.”
“Many others.”
Many others. “How long have you—they—been around?”
“Alchemical societies have existed for thousands of years. Alchemy was widely banned centuries ago, by both churches and states. Our science was considered sacrilegious, our scientists heretics, so secret societies were necessary for our survival. Babylonia, symbolized by the basilisk, was founded in Babylon at the height of its power. Belle Epoque, the stallion, was formed during its eponymous era in nineteenth-century France. Lumines, the fox, was born during the Dark Ages and directly influenced the start of the Renaissance.”
Sam suddenly thinks back to the men eating lunch, gold fox pins gleaming, tapping their Oxford shoes against the floor, changing forks into spoons. Lumines. So, they had belonged to another syndicate.
Her eyes go to the winged lion on Will’s lapel. “What about Grand Central, then?” Sam asks.
“We were founded thirty years ago, in the 1980s.”
So young. “Why…?” Sam starts to ask.
Will smiles at the surprise on her face. “Have you ever heard of the philosopher’s stone, Miss Lang?”
She has heard the term before, if only in movies and books. “It’s a magical object?” she ventures.
“It was alchemy’s holy grail for centuries. Calculus albus, or the ‘white stone.’ A symbol of the glory of heaven, a substance capable of gifting immortality and of changing metals into gold. The source of all perfection. The heart of alchemy.”
Sam notices his use of past tense. “But alchemy no longer seeks it?”
“Because we found it.”
She is ill with fascination. “Grand Central discovered it?”
“My father did,” Will says. “He met my mother at Harvard in the early eighties. She was attending the Business School; he was working on his chemistry PhD. He was also an alchemist and, like many other alchemists, searching obsessively for the philosopher’s stone. He discovered it during his graduate lab work, coming up with an equation so elegant and simple that it is often compared to Einstein’s equation of general relativity. But at the time, the world was in the throes of a vicious recession. Alchemists needed to pay the bills as much as anyone else. What use was a single philosopher’s stone created in a lab?” Will nods at Sam. “My father discovered the philosopher’s stone. But it was my mother who thought of turning it into what we call sand.”
Sam shivers. “What is sand?”
“Sand is the philosopher’s stone—distilled into a drug. For a moment, sand enhances everything about who you are. Models who take sand will appear so beautiful they seem almost unreal, their eyes brighter, their hair glossier, their features perfected. Movie stars on sand become the most charming version of themselves, their talent enhanced to its full potential. Scientists on sand are so illuminated that they make startling breakthroughs. Technologists on sand created the phones in our hands and the Internet as we know it. Athletes on sand can push their bodies almost beyond feasibility, into the realm of the supernatural.”
Sam’s skin prickles. Sand. They had figured out how to manufacture perfection.
Now she recalls that the alchemist in the restaurant had stirred a shimmering white powder into his drink. It had been such a trivial detail before, barely worth remembering. She tries to imagine what it’s like to take sand and experience its effects. Does it feel like magic? How many others around her had been taking it? Whenever she saw a beautiful person, was it because they had been enhanced by sand? When she’d watched the performers at the theater, had they taken sand? Has it been all around her, all this time?
“How did your mother figure it out?” Sam asks.
“She and my father ran countless tests on batches of sand until they perfected it, and then she built an assembly line for it. An entire new specialization of alchemy—philosophers—was born from their studies.”
“Philosophers?”
“Alchemists who specialize in the process of creating sand. It is a hard field, more brutal on the soul than any other alchemy, as it requires the splintering of tens of thousands of soul fragments into batches of product. It is difficult to find and train philosophers who can withstand that. Even then, they die young.” He smiles thinly. “So they get paid more.”
“Are you the only syndicate who makes it?” she asks.
“Of course not, although ours is well-known as the purest and most expensive. Once the news got out about sand’s creation, there was a sudden and immediate race to reverse engineer our product. Some, like Lumines, sought to make larger quantities than us, to flood the market with cheaper sand in order to cut into our market share. Others tried, with mixed success, to make variations—sand tailored to enhance very specific properties of a person. Philosophers became so valuable that, after many were killed in our jostling for power, the syndicates agreed not to harm them. They are like neutral nations during a war, meant to be protected from any of our usual conflicts.”
“Why?” Sam asks. “Why protect your enemy?”
Will raises an eyebrow at her innocence. “Well, we had suddenly ushered in a new age of alchemy. And what is power in this new age, Miss Lang?”
Sam shakes her head, even though she knows the answer, has known it her whole life.
“Money,” Will says.
Of course it is. And for a moment, Sam feels as if she has become a child again, staring into a beauty so terrible she can hardly bear it.
“If we kept killing one another’s philosophers in retaliation, we would all collapse financially. Because of our shared interest in wealth, we keep the peace—if tenuously.”
Sam’s throat feels tight. “Sand makes that much money?” she whispers.
“More than you’ve ever dreamed possible.”
Sam feels as if everything in her world that she’s known and understood until this point has suddenly tilted. Through Will’s eyes, the world is a different place.
Work hard, her mother always tells her. But all her life, Sam has watched her mother work hard and then struggle and struggle to make enough money to carry them from one month to the next. Yet here, Will is showing her the shortcut. Success is not about working hard, although work is certainly required. It is about bending the rules of the game.
And they are going to teach her how to do it.
“Tell me,” Will says, returning her gaze with his piercing one. “What do you think sand will do to you?”
“I don’t know,” she admits, and for a thrilling instant, she dares to imagine what it would enhance in her. If she can prove herself worthy, they will allow her into this exclusive world. She imagines a perfected version of herself. Someone more beautiful, perhaps, who could make others notice her and make her mother laugh and make the world turn in her direction. Someone capable of doing anything.
The estate stretches on and on, Will explaining as they go. The complex lower on the hill is furnished with dozens of apartments for assistants and guards and the multitude of people who come and go during the day. Another complex, reserved for visitors unaffiliated with Grand Central, is operated like a hotel. A third building is living quarters for the staff, a fourth for business dealings. Then there is Diamond’s personal home. Another that belongs to Will. The grounds are lushly manicured, the gardens filled with a rotation of flowers, lines of roses and clusters of orange poppies and fat bushes of lavender. Sam notices shaded patio tables in courtyards between the buildings, all supplied with bottles of cold water and juices, vases filled with fresh flowers. They walk under a terrace covered in grapevines. Two rectangular pools overlook the horizon.
It is a level of luxury so extreme that Sam finds it almost as hard to fathom as alchemy. She feels like she is walking inside a dream. As a child, she’d tried to envision the largest house in the world that she could buy for herself and her mother—but when you have never witnessed true wealth before, you don’t know what to imagine.
Now she knows what is possible. Now she understands why money runs the world. She follows Will, lost in the maze of gardens and buildings; every time they uncover a new area of the estate, it leads to more secrets, rooms upon rooms upon rooms. A Fabergé egg that never ends.
At last, they arrive at a large property nestled on the other side of the hill, its main entrance shaded by two rows of cypress.
“This is the Observatory,” Will says. “The alchemists’ college.”
When Will pushes the front doors open, a cool wind greets them. The college is large and square, four long buildings surrounding a central quad, the interiors lined with pale ash wood floors and doors spaced widely apart. A tower looms in one corner. Each building’s quad-facing wall is made of glass panels divided by a black steel grid, and beyond it, Sam sees a massive courtyard paved with cobblestone, bordered by flowers and a trickling fountain and shaded under two enormous oaks.
Will heads toward the courtyard now. When they reach the glass, he pushes against it, and she sees that its central panels are a door.
Now that they are standing in the courtyard, Sam realizes that it isn’t paved with cobblestone at all, but a mosaic of assorted materials—squares of copper and silver and gold and lead, graphite and asphalt and concrete and platinum, a dozen different types of wood. She kneels for a moment and runs her fingers over the various materials, admiring the gleam of the tiles under the dappled light streaming through the leaves.
Will watches her. “There are hundreds of different panels that make up the floor of this courtyard,” he explains, gesturing at the tiles with his drink. “They are laid out roughly in accordance with the alchemical and chemical periodic tables, as you’ll soon notice.”
“This is where you train?” she asks, her attention still on the tiles.
“Where all our alchemists train,” he answers.
Footsteps against the tiles make her look up again. This time, she realizes that she and Will aren’t alone. Several students her age have emerged from the building at the other end of the space to gather around the courtyard, their eyes fixed on her. She freezes. They are all in uniform—blazers, skirts, trousers, gleaming leather loafers. An image of austere perfection.
Behind them comes a bespectacled older woman with dark skin and closely cropped black curls. Her eyes are trained on Sam. No one says a word. The silence in the courtyard is so thick that Sam can hear the sigh of wind through trees, can hear herself breathe. It’s a strange feeling, being so noticed, and she wants to shrink away into nothing.
Sam glances up at Will. He just stands there with his hands in his pockets, unbothered. “Well?” he says to her. “Get on your feet.”
You’re here because we want to know if you’re worth teaching.
Sam rises. Will nods at her drink.
“Hold out your glass,” he says.
As she does, he reaches into his inner coat pocket and produces a small glass vial containing a shimmering powder the color of pearl.
Sand.
Her eyes dart up to his. He just nods.
“Remember this,” he says. “Sand will enhance everything about who you are. Your strengths, yes, but also your weaknesses. Your vices. The dark corners of you. Pay attention to how your body reacts. Do you consent?”
“Yes,” she whispers.
Will pours the contents carefully into her drink. The sand swirls, silver curling through the water, dissolving rapidly until the water simply looks like someone has added a shine to it.
He lifts his glass at her. “Drink all of it.”
Sam hesitates. She stares at her drink as if Will has dissolved diamonds in it. She’s never taken a drug before.
“Well?” Will says.
Sam meets his eyes, then looks at the other students around the courtyard. Then she takes a deep breath, lifts her drink to her lips, and gulps it down.
It is slightly sweet, with the faintest aftertaste of metal. Sam drains it. When she’s finished, Will takes the glass from her and hands it, along with his own glass, to the older woman. Sam waits, anticipating and dreading some reaction in her body, maybe a surge of heat or cold, a pain in her stomach. She feels nothing.
Then … something. It’s hard to describe. The world around her seems to sharpen, turn more brilliant. The leaves in the trees suddenly appear more luminous, the tiles beneath her boots more pronounced, their edges exquisitely defined. The light in the air seems to shimmer. She can see everything so well, can discern details in the walls that she shouldn’t be able to notice. Her body feels light, and—if she’s being honest—wonderful. An indescribable strength courses quietly in her veins.
Will circles slowly around her. As he does, he pulls a long strip of white cloth from his pocket. When he passes out of her line of vision she starts to turn with him, but he reaches out and touches her shoulder lightly, and she halts. The silence from the other students threatens to suffocate her. She makes eye contact with one of the boys, who only stares coldly back at her. The girl beside him leans over to whisper something in his ear, and a smile emerges on his lips. Sam’s hands start to tremble. Her body breathes, pores taking in the air.
She senses Will stop behind her, then his nearness as his arms come up on either side of her head. A second later, the white cloth slides over her eyes, and her world descends into darkness.
She sucks in her breath. He is so close to her now that she can feel the brush of his collared shirt at her back. The cloth tightens slightly as he wraps it around her eyes a second time. Then she feels his hands at work behind her, tying the cloth securely in a knot, the movement tugging her head back so that her throat feels exposed.
“What, Miss Lang,” he says, his voice low and calm, “do you think is the most important thing for an alchemist to understand?”
His quiet words send tingles through her entire body. She has a sudden urge to lean back against him. Her heartbeat has become a hummingbird, fluttering wildly for a place to land. The darkness swims around her.
“I don’t know,” she murmurs.
Will finishes tying the knot. His hands brush past her hair. “Einstein was one of our greatest alchemists. Think of his most famous equation. E=mc2. What does it tell us? That mass—m—is equivalent to energy—E. ‘Everything is energy,’ he once said, ‘and beyond that is divine.’ He understood the fundamental principle behind alchemy: that all is from one. We are part of an endless ocean of energy, everything seen and unseen.”
All is from one. Everything seen and unseen. Sam looks forward into the darkness and commits Will’s words to memory.
“We call this endless ocean the prima materia,” Will continues. “The first matter. It is all around you, traveling through your body. You and I may seem to have little in common with the trees in this courtyard or the bricks beneath our heels, but peer deeper and you will see that we’re all composed of the same building blocks. And even though we may seem to be fragile creatures, of bone and blood, we are also made of stardust, and within the hearts of our atoms lies the same incredible energy that powers stars, the galaxies, and the universe.”
Sam feels him take a step away from her now, then hears his boots clicking softly against the stone as he comes to face her. One of his hands touches hers, guiding her carefully down until she kneels. Fear and desire lodge in her throat. With the blindfold on, she feels as if she and Will are the only ones in the courtyard.
“How do I channel that energy?” she whispers.
The click of his boots stops before her, and she turns her face up toward him. “First, you must prove yourself worthy of such knowledge,” he answers. “Of seeing the unseen.”
His hand tugs one of her hands gently down to touch the tiles. She presses her palm flat, fingers curling against the cool surface. Her skin tingles.
“You are the same matter as this tile,” Will says. “Those with the potential for alchemy can sense that sameness through touch, as well as the rearrangement of that sameness which makes you a human and it a stone. They know instinctively what is around them.” His voice hardens. “Now, tell me. What stone are you touching?”
Behind the blindfold, Sam’s brows furrow. It is an impossible request.
A low murmur comes from the other students. Some giggle. Others exchange words she can’t quite catch. It occurs to her that they must all have had exams to qualify to study here, but she is coming in years after them, with the disadvantage of having been recruited so late. She can sense the restless energy pointed toward her, knows that they are eagerly waiting for her to give up. Her mind, always quicksilver, now feels like it has expanded tenfold. Even with her eyes covered, her memory now unfurls, gathering up the brief instance when she had stared at the courtyard’s layout and spilling out a pristine map of it. In the darkness around her, this map now materializes, as clear as if the blindfold had vanished. She sees the thousands of tiles surrounding them, all in their specific place. But without any prior knowledge, they are just tiles to her. She can’t tell magnesium from copper, lithium from iron.
“Take your time,” Will says, but his voice is unforgiving. “You will only have one chance to do this correctly.”
“I can’t,” she whispers.
“Can’t you?”
“I don’t know the elements.”
“Have we ended our time together so quickly, then?”
She crouches there, her body still tingling with newfound energy, at a loss for where to begin. The murmurs start again at the edge of the courtyard. This time, she catches some of what they are saying.
Too hard.
She overhears this phrase and has to fight back the urge to turn in its direction.
It’s too hard. She hasn’t even had a lesson yet.
There is disdain in the voices now, condescension. She’s losing them. Sam’s heart races with the realization that Will has set her up to fail. His expression last night at the Odyssey had been one of utter disgust, of irritation at the fact that Diamond Taylor had seen something promising in Sam and assigned her to him. He must be trying to rid himself of her, and the way he’s decided to do it is by giving her this impossible task and having her fail it in front of so many witnesses.
Sam clenches her teeth and tells herself to concentrate. What had Will told her? She has to be able to see the unseen, and in order to do that, she needs to know the lattice of the silver’s chemical structure, see down into its atoms in order to rearrange it. The only way to do so is to think—feel—like an alchemist.
She presses her palm flat against the tile. Around her, the courtyard goes silent, tension hanging heavy in the air. Sam squeezes her eyes shut. The darkness around her is now complete, and she realizes that perhaps Will had blindfolded her not to make the exercise more difficult, but to help her concentrate. She tries to envision the stone beneath her fingers, to guess at its makeup from touch alone. And there, in the darkness, she remembers what Will had said: alchemy requires the soul of the alchemist. In order for her to tap into this prima materia, she must first be able to tap into the heart of herself, that core of light. Her soul.
The sand coursing through her veins guides her. For the first time in her life she can sense her soul, feels it bright and pulsing. She touches it. It seems to ripple within her, and a spasm of sharp pain vibrates through her body. She gasps, and for an instant, she recoils from that bright core.
As she hesitates, she recalls the feeling she had when she first saw the two men—alchemists, she knows now—sitting in the restaurant. She thinks of her mother’s damaged body, the homemade window curtains and the crack in her ceiling and that rising tide within herself, the ambition for more. The promise of greatness. A life that could be transformed into something more desirable.
And then another memory resurfaces from the depths of her mind, of a letter from Ari.
In order to light the fire of ambition in your soul, you must first have been burned.
It comes to her so clearly that she can almost hear Ari’s voice in her head. She hones in on his words as if he alone can save her. How the darkness in her life can also become her source of strength. How she can win. The feeling builds and builds in her chest until it seems to push against the edges of herself, and then she feels it touch her soul, seep into the corners of that light until it all becomes one. She is her soul and her soul is a fire, and beneath that is a current of something hard and sharp rising within her, something that says:
You will not get rid of me this easily.
In the midst of it, she suddenly senses something different under her fingers—not just the cold surface of a metallic tile, but the building blocks within it, the cubic lattice structure laid out under her hand and merging with the blood cells coursing through her capillaries, the cores of neutrons and protons and circling electrons similar to the neutrons and protons and electrons trembling within herself. Her ears fill with a roaring sound. Somehow, she knows it is the sound of molecules moving, the universe in its endless shifts.
When she realizes the answer, it comes to her first as a familiar feeling. Like she has seen this structure before. She thinks of the periodic table at school, how many protons and electrons are in each element, flipping through the pages of her textbook in her mind until she gets to the one that reminds her of the tile now under her fingers.
“Silver,” she says.
The whispers in the courtyard halt.
“Good,” Will says, and this time, there is the hint of a smile in his voice. Sam’s heart soars until it feels like it might burst. “The next tile.”
She moves her fingers. The metal beneath her hand is different now, but the light of her soul engulfing everything within her is the same, and she senses the structure once again, feels the sameness and difference between it and herself, knows that what she’s sensing are the atoms in the object.
“Magnesium.”
“Good,” Will murmurs. The whispers start up again.
They make their way around the tiles, and she gets them right every time. Tungsten. Salt. Nickel. Copper. The longer they go, the faster she gets, the more streamlined the feeling in her body, until she can barely tell where her own body ends and the tile begins. All is from one, everything seen and unseen, and she understands this now, savors the deep knowledge that resonates within her, never wants it to end.
At last, she hears Will approach her, then feels his hands pulling the blindfold off her eyes.
She squints in the afternoon light, the feeling in her body suddenly disrupted. The roaring in her ears cuts off, and the real world sounds eerily quiet. Her eyes dart down, away from the glare through the trees, then toward her spectators. And there, she sees Diamond Taylor standing some distance from the others, the woman’s arms folded across her chest, those dark circles still under her eyes, regarding Sam with a tilt to her head. It reminds Sam a little of the critical way her own mother sometimes glances at her, and her body reacts accordingly, going rigid with the anxiety to please.
There is only one difference. All of Diamond’s attention is fixed on her. The glare of it is almost more than Sam can bear, and yet she can’t imagine having enough.
Will’s hands are folded behind his back, and for the first time, a small, thoughtful smile touches the edges of his lips.
The pleasure of his approval surges in Sam’s heart. In that instant, she knows she will do whatever it takes to get it again.
At last, Will looks away from her and turns his attention to the professor. “You’ll have a new student tomorrow morning. Make sure she catches up with the others.”
Suddenly Sam realizes that maybe Will hadn’t set her up to fail, after all. He had chosen this test to prove her worth to the others. To start her on a more equal footing.
Will lifts a hand. It is an immediate dismissal, and as if snapped out of a daze, the other students file away back down the hall, in the direction of their classroom. Diamond has already left. Sam hadn’t even noticed the woman turn away.
As the others clear out, Will straightens. “Diamond doesn’t typically show up for evaluations of apprentices,” he tells her.
Sam had been an exception. The special treatment sends a pleasant tingle through her.
“Did I pass?” she says hesitantly.
He studies her with a sober expression. Finally, he says, “No untrained apprentice has ever passed that test.”
Never. So, it was an impossible test, and yet Sam had done it.
“What—” She halts, then starts again. “What does that mean?”
“It means that tomorrow, I want you to come here again. I’ll send a driver for you.”
She swallows hard and looks down at the tiles, the tide of ambition in her now quavering in the face of reality. Today she had told her mother that she was going to study with Ari after school, and her mother, busy doing odd jobs, had nodded without paying her much heed. But how long could she get away with that?
“You don’t like this plan,” he says, noting her expression.
“I…,” she says in a low, hesitant voice. Shame wells in her chest. “That is, when I first came to find Diamond Taylor, I came because I needed money. My mother and I—we’re not doing well. She can’t keep going alone. And I can’t spend all my extra hours training here without getting paid. We have to make rent by the end of the week.”
Her voice trails off as she becomes too embarrassed to ask outright for money.
Will looks unconcerned. “Yes, we’re aware of your home situation.” Then he reaches into the pocket of his coat and takes out a thick white envelope. He hands it to her.
She looks at him in surprise. He had been carrying this the entire time, as if he’d known she would pass her test today. Her fingers skim the edge of the envelope, breaking the seal, and for the rest of her life, she will remember this moment in luminous detail, when she finds herself staring down at more money than she’s ever seen in her life.
“Two thousand dollars a week,” Will says to her. “More, once you have learned enough to start working for us. Will that suffice?”
“Yes.” She falters again. “I—”
“You are with Grand Central now,” he says. “There will be many things to fear, but money will never be one of them again.”



 
When performed at near absolute zero, for instance, a transmutation behaves like a wave. In the lab, one will see that it loses its identity and, much like helium, turns into a superfluid, a substance with zero viscosity that can flow without any loss of kinetic energy, everywhere all at once.
The Quantum Mechanics of Alchemy by Hypatia, 2003



  


Ari
The following week, the same materials are laid out on the table in the lab room when Ari arrives, with the glass of water front and center.
Mr. Rudra greets him only with a nod today, while Isla’s face looks more solemn than Ari has ever seen her. After a few days away from this place, he had started to think that he’d failed before he even had a chance to begin, that they had concluded he simply wasn’t ready. And yet, here he is. Even without touching anything, he feels the tingle in his fingertips and dreads the start of the exercise.
Mr. Rudra gives him a questioning look. “Shall we start?”
“Yes,” Ari says, because he knows there’s no other answer to give.
Again, he conjures the geometry in his mind. Again, the man puts his hand on his chest and pulls at his soul so that it feels like a scalpel is cutting through the inside of Ari’s body. Again, Ari screams, unable to hold himself back as the pain washes his thoughts out into white.
Again, sweat trickles down Ari’s neck and back as he trembles against the table, trying to find his soul, trying to understand how to grasp it and channel it. He fails.
“Again,” Mr. Rudra says as Ari blinks stars out of his eyes.
The pain continues. The glass of water stays unchanged. It remains unchanged for the rest of the afternoon.

On and on it goes. Another day passes, and another. They blend together. At night, Ari tosses in restless sleep, dreams of being trapped in that laboratory while it burns around him.
At the end of his first week of failure, Mr. Rudra tells him, “Let’s try something different, Ari.” He bends down to where Ari is shakily pulling himself into a sitting position. “Your family’s monthly stipend will be halted until you perform a transmutation successfully.” He turns away without helping Ari up. “A little motivation may help you along.”
During the day, Ari can barely concentrate on his schoolwork. Sam passes him the answers to homework that he’s failed to finish on time, gives him her notes when he can’t keep up. Once, he falls asleep at his desk and startles awake at the bell to feel Sam touching his arm gently, telling him it’s time to go. When he meets her gaze, she has questions in her eyes, and her mouth is tight with concern, and in moments like this, he is tempted to confess everything to her. But there are secrets in her gaze too, some big terrible thing she seems to be bearing on her own. When he stares at her, she looks away and folds back in on herself. Whatever it is, she doesn’t seem to trust him with it.
So he does the same, and they both struggle on, alone.
Ari withdraws from the other alchemy students, feels the looming presence of failure as they take their lessons together. Has everyone else already mastered each of the transmutations in the lab? Perhaps Ari is the last one to go.
One evening, as Ari practices drawing the geometry of the water transmutation, Zan stops to peer over his shoulder.
“Still on that?” he says.
Ari just clutches his pen tighter and keeps his head down.
Zan bumps so hard into the back of Ari’s chair that he shoves his chest into the table. Ari’s hand jolts violently, scrawling an ugly line through his careful circles.
“Steady your hands,” Zan mocks over his shoulder as he heads out of the building.

While the land transforms from the rains of winter to the regrowth of spring, Ari’s progress remains unchanged. His family’s payments are withheld. Stress knots his chest. What must his parents think of the sudden stop? Are they worried for him? Are they upset? Each day, Mr. Rudra grows less patient with him, his voice turning more clipped, his sighs more pronounced. When the man leaves for the evening, Isla will linger at Ari’s side until he’s ready to stand up again. Sometimes, on the worst days, she helps him out to the car.
He dreams constantly of his family. Sometimes it is of his sister and mother talking by the window late at night, of buttery yellow light illuminating the street outside their home. Other times it is of him returning home, making his way through the familiar, winding alleys until he reaches his family’s door. Once, he is standing in the middle of a crowded street in Surat, and it is Dhuleti, and everyone is singing and dancing. He shouts in delight as he flings fistfuls of bright yellow and fuchsia and turquoise powder into the air. His brother’s teeth are stained blue and gold. His mother laughs and cups his cheeks. His father has joined a human pyramid of revelers as they attempt to reach a buttermilk pot hung high above the street.
Ari wakes with tears streaking his face, his chest heaving with grief, his ears still ringing with the phantom sounds of festivities. After a while, he opens his eyes and looks at his calendar. Holi has already passed. He forgot completely about it this year.
One evening, several hours into his impassable exercise in the lab, a spasm of pain hits Ari so hard that he crumples to the floor. There he trembles, unable to stand, unwilling to bear another round of the agony. Everything around him swims as if underwater. His breathing is shallow; he thinks that if he keeps going, he might faint. Sweat drips against the tiles.
Mr. Rudra kneels beside him. “Get up.”
Ari stays where he is, too weak to obey. His exhausted mind conjures an illusion of Sam at his side, her hand on his arm.
“Get up.”
Ari feels the man yanking him up now with rough hands. Sam vanishes. The world rushes up at him, and suddenly the table is before him again, the glass of water still there. He stares listlessly at it, unable to concentrate. He’s thinking of his mother’s face on the morning Rudra spoke to her, of himself agreeing to this arrangement. He’s thinking of Zan’s sneer, the superiority of his smile and his casual dismissal. Of course he couldn’t do it, he can imagine the boy muttering to the others. He’s thinking of Sam, her wide eyes and faint smattering of freckles, how effortlessly she can learn.
You should be here, he thinks. Not me.
“Again,” Mr. Rudra says.
Ari looks up and meets the man’s eyes. “I can’t,” he says.
“You can.”
“I can’t last another round.”
Mr. Rudra nods, holding his gaze, considering.
Then he suddenly slams his hand down against the table. Ari jumps. The man’s fingers curl against the wood.
And as if the table is made of water, the man transmutes a knife out of it, pulling from it a blade molded from the table’s iron bars, a hilt from the wood. It happens in the span of a second. Then he stabs the knife deep into the table, barely an inch from Ari’s hand, the motion shaking the table so fiercely that it knocks over the glass, spilling water across the surface.
“If you tell me again that you can’t,” Mr. Rudra says, “you’ll be admitting that I traveled across the world to recruit a boy who fooled me into thinking that he was worth something. And I don’t keep what has no value.” He pulls the knife out, leans his elbow against the wood, and points the blade at Ari. “So. Are you worthless? If so, tell me again, so I know for sure.”
Ari stares at the knife. He should be frightened, and maybe he is—maybe this is his response to fear. But all the pain he has endured in here has exhausted him so thoroughly that all he feels is a calm rage. Perhaps he will die tonight. His entire body is still shaking, but something about the transmutation of this knife seems to tingle in the air, as if he can feel the way that the man had reached inside himself and torn a fragment of his soul from its source, had bound it to the elements in the wood and metal and created an entirely new object from it.
The illusion of Sam beside him whispers in his ear. You are about to become invincible.
The anger in him stills like a glass surface, and in that stillness, something calls from within himself. He feels an energy in him shift. There is a lurch in his body, a sudden brightness.
Ari looks at the water spilt across the table. He puts his hand in it. The rings of sacred geometry appear unbidden in the calm of his mind, then the latticework of ice, and this time, he grips something deep in his chest. And pulls.
The pain changes—turns sharp—as if a film of skin has been peeled from his flesh.
The water freezes in an instant. It happens so quickly that Ari doesn’t even see the change—it is simply liquid one instant and ice the next.
Ari is so startled that he tries to yank his hand back—but of course it is frozen to the spot, and he tugs uselessly for a second before his fingers finally come free in a burst of ice crystals.
“Ha!” Mr. Rudra tilts back into his seat and drops the knife onto the table, then claps his hands together. “So, you grow teeth when on the edge of life and death, is that it? I’ll have to be harsher with you. Do you see this, Archimedes?” He gestures at the ice. “Look at the uniformity of this first transmutation. The fine detail! He is a precise one.”
Ari’s head swims as he stares at the ice. Sweat is still drying on the back of his neck, and his hand is tingling from the cold. Pain buzzes through his body, alongside the thrill of his first transmutation. Something in his chest aches deeply, and he feels a curious sense of loss.
When something terrible happens, do we become the best version of ourselves?
“I’m not worthless,” he says to the man. And for the first time, his voice is not gentle but sharp, a wave of fury daring a response.
Mr. Rudra regards Ari with a thoughtful expression. Then he reaches out and grabs Ari’s chin with a firm hand. Ari winces, skin tingling.
“Now you’ll become a true alchemist,” the man says. “And what an exquisite blade you will be.”



  


Ari
It is not that the pain disappears, or that the alchemy gets any easier.
But true to Mr. Rudra’s words, true to the adaptive nature of the human body, Ari finds that each time he works with the elements, he is more and more accustomed to accepting the agony that washes over him.
Gradually, he begins to be the alchemy student who scores well on exams, who turns in his essays first. He answers before Zan. Dominique occasionally asks him for help. Isla spends more time with him, tutoring him now in individual subjects. The organic chemistry of the human body. Differences in the neural networks of human and animal brains. Psychology. Immunology.
He learns too about sand, the white pill he’s seen Mr. Rudra take. His mother would frown, undoubtedly; his father would tell him it is a sin to pollute your body with such a drug. But as much as Ari tries to resist the temptation, he secretly wonders when he might be allowed to use it. Maybe his parents would think differently if they knew what sand was: a substance of divine illumination. The physical path to moksha. As Isla puts it, We make sand because everyone deserves a chance at perfection.
Or maybe he’s wrong altogether about how his parents would react. After all, it’s been years, and they could have changed drastically. He’s not even sure he would recognize them on the street; when he closes his eyes now, he has trouble picturing the details of their faces or recalling their voices.
A year passes, then another. His body acclimates as he grows taller and stronger, his shoulders broadening and firming, his figure transforming into that of a young man. But one thing never changes: the sense of loss that hits him each time he performs a transmutation, the fragment of his soul he sacrifices. Isla says that the soul can heal itself to some degree, but that over many years, with extended use, it withers, breaking down. When he has practiced particularly hard, he finds himself famished, devouring second and third helpings at dinner as if his body cannot replenish itself quickly enough. He always sleeps as if a part of him has died.
At school, more and more girls talk to him. He’s never very good at knowing what to say, not like how he instinctively knows with Sam, but the girls don’t seem to mind. Boys follow suit, as if gaining the approval of the girls is somehow the gateway to popularity, and before he knows it, he’s getting invited to a birthday party, to hang out at the coffee shop after school, to go out for dinner sometime. He turns down the invitations, knowing Mr. Rudra would disapprove. His refusal to partake in popularity makes him even more popular, as if he is a luxury purse too exclusive to buy, and people clamor for him, hungry for what they can’t have. Girls gossip about him in the halls. Who turns down an invite to Bobby Artagh’s birthday? Why does Ari always get picked up in a black car? Is he the son of someone famous? Are his parents ambassadors? Has he slept with anyone at school? Is he good? Does he like boys? Is he seeing that recluse, Sam? No one knows, so their fascination with him intensifies.
Ari improves at conversation, learns how to make people giggle and blush, starts to understand things like innuendos and sex and others’ attraction to him. But no matter how loud their constant hum of attention gets, it fades away the instant he is with Sam. Sam never treats him like an object of fascination. She only treats him like Ari, like a kindred spirit, like someone else with a shadow trailing behind them, understanding each other without understanding at all.
Like she needs him too.
One day in junior year, Sam asks Ari, “Are you going to the spring formal?”
His heart lurches with excitement at her question—then drops almost immediately.
“I—” Ari shakes his head regretfully. “Sorry, I can’t.”
“Oh,” she says, squinting out at the lot. “That’s okay. I don’t dance, anyway.” She lets out a laugh that seems too cheerful. “I bet you’re getting asked by everyone.”
It’s true—he has already declined other offers—but he still shakes his head, both too modest to share and too shy to confess that he’d only ever want to go with her. Confused by his emotions, he says at last, “It’s just a party.”
Sam’s shoulders fall a little, and he hates himself for his answer. “Agreed,” she replies quickly, tilting her head at him in a way that makes him feel warm. “I’d rather read one of your letters.”
He smiles at her. “I’ll write you something really good tomorrow.”
“I’ll hold you to it,” she says. Then her bus pulls up, and she’s walking away from him. “Bye, Ari,” she calls over her shoulder.
He calls back, but she’s already lost in the crowd, and for once, he can’t pick her out of it.
That night, he starts a new letter to Sam. He finds himself aching, as ever, to tell her about his alchemy training, as if letting her in on his secrets might make up for him turning her down. And how bad would it be, really, if she knew? Even if she decides to tell others about it, no one would believe her anyway. But the bigger this corner of his world grows, the heavier it weighs on his chest, until he thinks it might crush him entirely. Before he knows it, he has written pages and pages, rambling on about why he’s always picked up by a black car after school, why he never speaks about his personal life, here are the transmutations I’ve learned so far, here’s what I’m struggling with, and I’m lonely because I can’t talk to many about it, and I miss my family so much it feels like part of my heart has been cut from my body, and I think about you all the time, I think I might be in love with you, I’m so sorry, I hope that’s okay to say, I hope we can still be friends.
He stops at last, an hour later, realizing he’s gone on for a dozen pages. They read like the ramblings of a madman, and as he goes back over it, he’s paralyzed by an overwhelming wave of shame for dumping all of his grief and insecurities on his truest friend. He stares at the last sentences he wrote, confessing his love for her.
Then he shreds each page by hand, balls the paper up, and tosses it all in the trash.
The next morning, he gives Sam a letter that only reads:
I would have danced with you.
One night, when the light has already disappeared behind the mountains and Ari is, as usual, the only person left in the gallery, he hears a commotion downstairs.
He looks up from where he’s studying on the second floor of the rotunda. It’s his favorite spot, this set of mahogany tables tucked snugly between the marble railings and the book stacks. From here, no one downstairs can get a good view of him, but he can see the full glory of the circular space below.
The sound of muffled sobbing catches his attention first. He blinks, looking up in a daze from a book on the chemical makeup of the plant Achillea millefolium. At first he thinks he’s making the noise up. Then he hears the sound of boots echoing against the tiles out in the hall. Instinctively, he lowers himself against the table so that he’s entirely hidden from view, then peers down at the ground floor through the railings. Seconds later, the double doors to the study fly open with a bang—and Ari sees Mr. Rudra come in with Zan, his hand so tight around the boy’s arm that the skin around his grip has turned blue.
Zan is the one sobbing, and the sound is so foreign to Ari’s ears that for a second he thinks he misheard it. But the boy’s face is streaked with tears, snot dribbling from his nose, and for the first time, his expression is not one of condescension or cruelty—but of terror so stark that Ari feels the hairs rising on the back of his neck.
Mr. Rudra yanks Zan hard enough to throw him off his balance. Zan stumbles and falls ungracefully, sprawling for a second on his knees before catching himself with his free hand. Mr. Rudra pulls him to his feet with a look of disgust.
“Shut up and walk faster,” the man says. “I don’t have all night.”
“Please—” Zan sputters in between his wails. “—please, please! I didn’t mean it!”
“No one ever does,” Mr. Rudra answers mildly.
“Please—please!”
Whatever he’s begging from Mr. Rudra, Ari doesn’t know, because the man ignores his cries and instead drags him toward the black door at the back of the study. As they near the entrance and Mr. Rudra slides the door open, Zan’s struggles turn wilder.
“No—no!” the boy now adds. “No—please, please!”
For an instant, Zan manages to break away, and bolts for the doors. Mr. Rudra snaps something under his breath and stalks after the boy. As he goes, he puts his hand briefly against the wall—and before Ari’s eyes, the double doors transmute into a smooth, unchanging panel of wood.
Zan throws himself against the wall in vain, his hands flattening against the surface as if in an attempt to push it open. An incomprehensible wail rips from his throat.
Then Mr. Rudra is on him. He seizes Zan by the hair and yanks him viciously backward. The boy stumbles again, half-dragged across the carpet by his head until he manages to catch himself with his feet. He tries again to twist out of Mr. Rudra’s grasp, but this time the man’s grip is like iron. Ari watches, horrified, as the man drags him back toward the open black door and into the hall leading to the lab. The door closes behind them, but Ari can still hear Zan’s muffled cries as they fade steadily down the corridor.
Ari looks around frantically, wondering if someone else will come through the double doors. He crouches down against the railings, straining to hear more. But Zan’s wails are turning distant enough that they’re becoming difficult to catch.
And then, all of a sudden, they cut off.
The study falls back into an eerie silence.
Ari stays by the railings and trembles. His shallow breaths sound loud in the new quiet of the space. What did he just witness? What could Zan possibly have done? Surely he couldn’t be the only one who heard the commotion—for a while he waits, listening for some security guard to come in, shining a flashlight up at the stacks, asking aloud if everyone is all right.
But no one comes.
The minutes drag on. Ari starts to wonder if he should get up, if he should leave. Mr. Rudra must not have known that he was up here, spying on the entire affair. And suddenly he realizes that the man might be angry if Ari witnessed something he shouldn’t have, that he might turn the same wrath on Ari. But he remains frozen in place. If he risks moving now, and Mr. Rudra emerges from the hall, he’ll see Ari.
So Ari stays where he is, until his legs start to cramp.
Finally, Mr. Rudra steps back through the black door and shuts it behind him, securing it with its lock. As he goes, he brushes the wall again with his hand. Ari glances over to see the wall that the man had transmuted earlier, sees it ripple now and shift back into wood and glass, the double doors returning to their original form as if they had never been erased at all.
Ari doesn’t dare make a sound. But as Mr. Rudra reaches the double doors, the man lifts his head and stares up at exactly where Ari is hiding.
Ari bites the inside of his lip so hard that he draws blood. A metallic tang fills his mouth. Still, he doesn’t move.
Mr. Rudra stares for a long moment, then looks casually away and pushes the double doors open. He disappears without a second glance, and at last, Ari is alone.

The next afternoon, Zan isn’t in their class. When Dominique asks about his absence, Isla just shakes her head.
“Zan won’t be joining us anymore,” she says.
There’s a brief silence. Dominique glances at Ari, then back down at her notebook.
“Why not?” Ari dares to ask.
Isla shrugs. “Some just aren’t cut out to be alchemists,” she says.
She doesn’t say more. Ari’s toes curl in his shoes. He searches Isla’s gaze for clues as to what had happened, but she just flips to a new section of their book and nods at Dominique.
“Now,” she says, “can anyone tell me the difference in geometry between lithium and sodium?”
Dominique answers, and the session settles into a state of normalcy. But Ari’s eyes continue to wander in the direction of the black door. He imagines Zan at the end of that corridor, in the lab room, standing in the center of the space, staring quietly at nothing.
After their session and study hours end, and Dominique has gone home with the setting sun, Ari catches Isla as she packs up her bag. He takes her by the wrist, tugging her gently to a narrow space between two stacks.
“Isla,” he says, dropping his voice, “tell me what happened to Zan. Please.”
She frowns at him. “I’ve already told you what you need to know.”
He shakes his head. “Look, I was here late last night. I was studying upstairs, and—” He pauses, wondering if it’s wise to tell her what he witnessed. “I saw Mr. Rudra dragging Zan into the lab. He was sobbing. I’ve never seen anyone as scared as that. He kept saying ‘Please,’ that he didn’t mean it.”
Isla looks away without answering, her jaw tight.
“You know I won’t say a word,” he whispers.
She hesitates a moment longer. Finally, she looks back at him and sighs with her lips pressed together. “Zan was caught out at a party two nights ago,” she replies. “He was talking to a crewman from Grand Central.”
Ari’s words catch in his throat. “What was he doing?” he asks.
“Idle gossip,” she answers. “He was drunk. But he shared that he was a Lumines apprentice, along with some of what he’s recently learned.”
Ari swallows. “What happened to him?” he whispers.
Isla meets his gaze again. “Listen to me, Ari,” she says in a quiet voice. “The rivalry between syndicates is not some kind of friendly game, and we take the leak of secrets very seriously. Grand Central is our enemy. When transgressions involve them, there will be no mercy from us. So let this be a lesson to you.”
When Ari doesn’t know what to say in response, Isla turns away and grabs her bag. She slings it over her shoulder. “Work hard and be diligent,” she says to him over her shoulder. “And watch your tongue in this city.”
Then she’s gone, and Ari is the only one left in the library.
Ari looks to the black door at the back of the rotunda. Again, he tries to picture Zan still in there, imagines him standing there in the darkness, white-faced, blank-eyed. He pictures his body lying limp in a chair, staring up at the ceiling, or his body sprawled across the floor, skin transmuted into the marble. A shudder travels through his body, as if the ghosts that must haunt this study have just passed through him. The idea that Mr. Rudra would just return him to Surat should he fail his training, that the worst that can happen would be for his family’s payments to be withheld—what a foolish, naïve thought.
There is no alternative to becoming an alchemist. There is no walking out of here without earning a place in Lumines. And there is no guarantee that he won’t make a mistake like Zan did.
If he steps out of line, he won’t just end his apprenticeship. He will pay for it with his life.



 
In Taoism, all living creatures should strive to live in a state of perfect balance with the universe. When the body enters absolute harmony with the Tao, the way of the universe, it becomes deathless. To aid in this struggle toward immortality, one may consume Lien Tan, the drug of transmutation, made equally of yin and yang, the rhythm of life.
Alchemical Links in Taoism,
translated from Mandarin, credited to Laozi, 1995



  


Sam
Eight thousand dollars a month.
It’s remarkable to witness how abruptly money can change a life.
Sam tells her mother that she has lucked out big-time and landed a job at the local law school, assisting the professors by running errands and managing their paperwork. “The hours are good,” she tells her mother, “and I can still get my homework done.” She’s careful not to reveal to her mother exactly how much she’s getting paid, so she buys money orders with half of her weekly earnings and hands them to her mother, pretending the job pays $4,000 a month. It’s still a tidal wave of fortune, and her mother can hardly believe it. Sam opens a bank account with Grand Central’s help and deposits the other $4,000, then watches in amazement as it accumulates.
People love to talk about the wickedness of money even as they covet it, because the truth is that it can save you too, can set you free. The first change is that her mother stops scrubbing their neighbor’s toilets. She can stick to a single job for a grocery store, managing the stock in the back, and has weekends off. Secondly, the bills stamped with red words cease to appear in their mailbox, and one day, Sam sees a letter from their new health insurance provider. Health insurance! Her mother still cooks every night, storing away food in the freezer as if perpetually preparing for an apocalypse. Except, one night, she decides to take Sam out to a restaurant. This is the third change. Sam has only ever observed the inside of a restaurant as the daughter of a waitress, taking home leftovers at the end of the day. She hasn’t even eaten at a McDonald’s before. But to go to a real restaurant as a customer, to be served food by someone who isn’t her mother—god, it makes her head swim. They choose a diner with a vintage soda fountain and servers dressed in red-and-white stripes, and they order burgers dripping with melted cheese, fries sprinkled generously with salt, a plate of mozzarella sticks, slices of apple and key lime pie, and vanilla and Oreo milkshakes so thick that they have to use spoons. Her mother laughs, tells her funny anecdotes from the grocery store. It is the happiest day of Sam’s life. They eat until they feel slightly sick, then pack up their leftovers and head out, sharing a pair of earbuds on the bus ride home.
The changes go on and on. By the start of the new year, they’ve moved out of the apartment and into a newer complex, with a communal pool and even a little gym. Sam gets her own bedroom. Her mother buys a car, and suddenly she is free to go about the city as she pleases.
And even then, it’s not everything. With her own growing bank account, Sam starts to buy herself little luxuries. A new sweater, not on sale, full sticker price. A haircut from a real salon. A hardcover book from a bookstore. She stores some of these things at the estate, out of her mother’s sight, to minimize any questions that might arise. Grand Central gives her an apartment of her own at the Red City, a beautiful little one-bedroom in the Observatory’s student wing, with arched Spanish windows that look out across the canopy of trees in the courtyard. Some nights, when Sam tells her mother that she’s going to a friend’s sleepover or a study session, she’ll stay at the estate and lounge by the window in the darkness, savoring the night breeze against her skin.
“Have you always had this shirt?” Ari asks her one day at school. He’s the only person who notices her changing appearance, her dark blue blouse crisp and sharp under a creamy sweater vest.
“Got it a little while ago,” she replies.
He looks curious, like he senses that something big has happened in her life. But he seems to decide against pressing her about it, because he just smiles and says, “It’s nice.”
She beams, pleased by his attention.
The burden in her mother’s voice eases. But replacing it, mixed in with the relief on her face and the lifting of the weight of financial insecurity, is something else. A question that she never openly asks.
At first, it’s nothing. Sam is so busy adjusting to the changes in their lives that she doesn’t even notice at first. But months pass, and the questions are a thin but steady stream. A casual inquiry about Sam’s hours. Whether or not she’s sleeping well. Is she working on college applications. When did she cut her hair and where did she go last night.
One evening, as Sam helps her mother chop scallions and garlic in the kitchen, her mother says, “You’ve been studying a lot lately.”
Sam nods idly and dumps a handful of scallions into a mixing bowl. “Finals coming up,” she replies.
Her mother casts her a sidelong look. “Are you struggling with any of them?”
She shakes her head.
“Do you know what your top colleges are?”
“Yes,” Sam says. She doesn’t mean for there to be an edge in her words, but the edge is there, all the same, because look at this incredible new life they have thanks to her hard-earned money, and isn’t it enough? Why can’t they just leave it at that?
Her mother is silent for a beat as she throws garlic into a heated saucepan. The sizzle is the only sound in the kitchen. Sam feels a hollow widening in her chest, the absence of her mother’s approval.
“You can go anywhere, you know,” she says as she stirs.
“I know.” Sam says it with half-hearted obedience.
“Your applications must be due soon.”
“They are.”
Her mother turns quiet again, giving up on her daughter’s single-phrase answers. When they sit down for dinner, Sam wolfs her food down so quickly that, ten minutes later, she has left the table to go study in her room. Some time afterward, she hears her mother get up from the table and go back to the kitchen to continue cooking.

At the Observatory, she quickly learns that she’s on her own.
There are other students, of course. She learns some of their names—Esmedean, Nicolas, Philip—and makes a point to ask them how they’re doing, pays attention to their answers, follows up on details they’d previously mentioned. Every morning, she stands before the bathroom mirror and practices her small talk, frets over how to word things. But every afternoon, when Sam arrives at the Observatory and takes her seat, she can feel everyone’s attention averting from her, as if she is so uninteresting that she isn’t even worth bullying. They don’t ask her questions, don’t invite her into conversations, don’t remember what she tells them about herself. Only Nicolas casts her occasional glances, sometimes a sneer of envy when she aces her exams. But even that fades. By the end of the week, no one notices her at all, and any hope she has for making new friends fades away as surely as a ghost in morning light. The students scatter when classes finish, leaving Sam in the breezy stillness of the courtyard, where she sits alone under the oaks with her hands tucked under her new skirts, still unused to her fancy new uniforms, studying her textbooks on her own.
And there are so many books. A dozen, just in the first week. She gapes in awe at the Observatory’s massive library, the Bibliotheca Aeternus—the Eternal Library—a building the size of a small cathedral, its walls lined with shelves of books and towering gold ladders, curving staircases and leather couches. There are tomes dating back to the twelfth century, copies of scrolls from alchemy’s earliest days in Greece, journal entries detailing the persecution of alchemists during the Dark Ages, beautiful frames of diagrams showcasing formulas and circles. The heady scent of aged paper fills the space.
She checks out as many books as she can carry and pores over them obsessively. In some ways, she’s never been happier in her life than now. She can’t get enough. For the first time in a long time, her academic hunger awakens, the challenge of unfamiliar knowledge stirring her mind to life. The more she learns, the less she feels like she knows. Every discovery opens a new section of the board, like a lantern on a dark path that illuminates five new paths. Each of their lanterns illuminates five new paths. On and on and on.
She yearns to tell Ari all the new things she’s learned, and once, after class, she finds him and almost lets the words free.
But there’s a pretty girl with him this time, laughing and touching his arm. Sam feels herself stiffening up, the words in her chest folded away again. Before Ari can untangle himself, Sam is already hurrying away, her smile mechanical, her heart confused and bruised, trying not to imagine Ari embracing the girl in some private corner.
She pours her personal frustrations into her alchemy lessons. It doesn’t take long for Sam to surpass the rest of the class. Her memory stores every book they’re assigned, and six months later, she’s done with them all, and then she’s halfway through the Observatory’s library. It’s all so straightforward that she feels like she should have always been here. By the final semester of senior year, she’s so far ahead of the curriculum that she doesn’t know what to do with herself.
Eagerly, she waits for Will to show up again, so that she can show off what she’s learned and tell him she needs more challenges. But he doesn’t.
“I’m sorry, Miss Lang,” Hanover tells her when she asks. “Mr. Taylor has been traveling lately and won’t be around the estate for weeks.” At her visible disappointment, he gives her a sympathetic smile. “I’ll pass your request along to him.”
“No, don’t,” Sam says, embarrassed. What is she thinking? Of course Will’s busy, he’s running a global corporation. “It’s okay.”
“Do you have a question for him that you’d like me to forward?”
“No, Hanover, no questions. It’s fine.”

One morning, after months without seeing him, Will steps unannounced into the Observatory’s classroom right before the session is to begin.
His sudden presence is like a winter draft—the conversation around the room halts as if paused by a button. Sam holds her breath, watching him as he crosses the room and leans in toward their professor. As they exchange quiet words, the others watch him with a mix of respect and fear. Sam marvels at the way he can command the attention of the entire space—how, without making a single gesture, he seems to suck all the air out and replace it with himself. How does he do that? Why does she respond?
Then the exchange is done, and Will steps away to head for the door. Before he goes, he glances across the room and lets his gaze lock for an instant on Sam.
A white-hot shiver jolts down her spine, and her eyes dart down to her desk. But the gaze is so brief that a second later, when she looks up again, heart hammering against her ribs, he’s already gone, the door closing in his wake.
When class ends, Sam packs up her books, then heads down the winding stone path and under the rose archways until she reaches Will’s house. She stands there for a while, hesitating, shifting from one foot to the other, before she finally knocks on the door.
She’s never been here before, and she doesn’t expect anyone to open it. But after only the first knock, the handle turns, and she finds herself looking at an expectant housekeeper.
“Your name?” the man asks.
She has to clear her throat to answer. “Sam—Samantha Lang.”
The man looks over his shoulder. “Samantha Lang, sir.”
There’s a pause, followed by the distant sound of Will’s voice. “Let her in.”
Inside, the rooms are painted a dark, soothing gray-blue, and the walls are lined from floor to ceiling with books. She spends a beat admiring what looks like a period fireplace, restored to perfection, before heading down the hall toward the study from where Will’s voice had come. Her shoes click against the wooden floorboards. She itches to take them off—her mother would have scowled at the thought of Sam wearing her shoes inside a house.
She steps into a cozy library, where Will sits writing behind a mahogany table. He doesn’t bother looking up at her, but even being alone in his presence is enough to make her nervous, and for a second, she lingers at the entrance, suddenly unsure what to do next. Will ignores her and says nothing.
“Can I come in?” she says after a moment.
He gestures at her without looking up. She approaches, then stops and stands before him.
“Well?” he asks, voice flat, eyes still down on his papers.
How had she even gathered her courage to come here? She smooths down the edges of her skirt, suddenly afraid in his presence, and says, “I was just wondering if there’s a more difficult class I could take.”
He doesn’t react to her words. “Is that all?”
She takes a deep breath. “I’ve already memorized the texts being used for the rest of the year. I’ve read the bioalchemy books, which aren’t even what we’re covering. I’m ready to try out a transmutation. I have nothing to add during class discussions, because none of the discussions are new to me. I’ve just been using them to remind myself of what I already know.”
“This is a problem?”
She steels herself and tries a different approach. “I don’t think you’re getting your money’s worth,” she says. “You’re paying me eight thousand dollars a month to sit around every afternoon learning nothing new. I’d like some more challenges.”
“I’ll log your request.” He pauses to write a line on the notepad beside his arm. Sam is bored.
Sam’s hackles rise at his inattention. He still doesn’t look up at her, so she walks around the desk until she’s standing beside his chair. “I’m not a child anymore,” she says in a low voice.
“Then don’t complain like one.”
“What’s the point of coming to the estate every afternoon if I’m not making progress?”
For the first time, Will puts his pen down, leans back in his chair, and regards her with a sigh. She tenses, sucks in her breath. The sear of his gaze makes her flutter in panic, makes her want him to do it again. She can’t quite understand her reactions to him, so different from her blushing affection for Ari and the way she’s always seeking him out. Ari is pure and desired by everyone, unattainable to her. But there is dark energy in her attraction to Will, something sharp, a blade that cuts.
“You say you’ve memorized everything in the books you’ve been assigned,” he says.
“Yes, sir.”
“Every transmutation.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Should I switch our professor with you, so you can train the rest of your classmates?”
Now he’s just messing with her, and she flushes with frustration. “I’m not asking to be a teacher. I’m just saying that—”
“A teacher is simply someone who understands their subject so well that they can impart the wisdom to others.” Will laces his fingers together. “Can you do that?”
“Well…” Her voice trails off as she tries to puzzle out what answer Will wants.
“Ah. Perhaps one’s not as knowledgeable as one thought.”
“That’s not what I’m here for,” she says.
At that, a hint of cynical amusement curls at the edge of his lips. “And you know what you’re here for?”
She hesitates again. She’d sounded so effortlessly defiant in her head earlier, when she’d decided to march over here like a petulant kid. “I know I’m not here to sit idle,” she replies.
Will’s gaze wanders across her face, and she fights down a rush of heat. He rises from his chair, then steps up to her with his hands in his pockets. When she looks up at him, she has to crane her neck. She backs up instinctively until she feels the edge of the desk pressing against her thighs, imagines him pushing her against the wood, thinks of the way he’d blindfolded her during her test in the courtyard, wanting him to tug her head back until her throat feels exposed.
“What do you want?” Will asks her quietly.
“I—” she begins, and pauses. “I thought you were supposed to teach me that,” she finishes.
“Apprentices always think they’ve got everything figured out,” he says. “They want to skip to the rewards, so they come barging into my office, wasting my fucking time.” He narrows his eyes at her. “Arrogance breeds bad alchemists, Miss Lang. Your time will come. But for now, you will honor the patience required of alchemy. There is a reason why we pace the class the way we do. Memorization is not mastery. You must prove yourself capable enough to be valuable on the job. These are Diamond’s rules, not mine. But I am here to enforce them. Do I make myself clear?”
“How will I prove anything if I’m not allowed to try?”
“Enough, Miss Lang.”
His voice is a quiet rebuke, and Sam senses it’s time to stop. He’s standing so close to her that she can make out the slashes of brown in his dark irises. Her heart races frantically.
After a while, he looks away from her and takes a seat again. She waits while he writes something down on a document, wondering which of his buttons she can push, as if she desires to see him angry with her. Anything is better than his disinterest, her unbearable invisibility. She waits a little longer, just in case he says more to her.
But he doesn’t look up again, and after another beat, she takes her leave. As she goes, she makes Will a silent, bitter promise.
I’ll get you your proof.

The next week, on a breezy spring evening, Sam stays late at the Observatory and takes a stack of books outside, where she sits against the low brick wall surrounding the courtyard. She stares listlessly out at the gleaming tiles. There is a frustration bubbling in her chest, fighting to break free. In her heart, she knows she’s outgrown her classes, and her hands ache to do real transmutations. But no one here believes in her, not even Will. She stares at the swaying tree branches, then grabs one of her books and opens it.
It’s a course book on bioalchemy, far ahead of what they’re currently learning. She turns a yellowing page to the first formula and reads through the steps for transmuting a leaf into wood. She reads in silence until the twilight has grown dim enough for the courtyard’s lanterns to flicker on. After a while, she reaches behind her and pulls several leaves off the bushes, then holds them out in her palm.
She touches the leaves carefully, letting her soul stir as her fingers trail along the leaves’ stems, their green surfaces still full of active chlorophyll that hasn’t yet realized they’ve been severed from life. She concentrates, pulling forward her soul, then closes her eyes and tries to sense the organic material in the same way she’d done when Will had first tested her.
There is, she has learned, a vast and uncrossable gulf between the organic and inorganic, such a difference between the living force present in a leaf and the unchanging and undying nature of a stone, that she fully expects the structure of it to feel unrecognizable against her fingers. But even with this knowledge, she’s stunned.
Shimmering under the surface of the dying leaves is a soul, wholly distinct from her own and yet every bit as hungry to live.
She studies the structure of it with her touch. The thousands of pages she’s read and internalized now come to the surface, and she tries once again to transmute the plant, concentrating on the capillaries in the leaves, bringing forth the circles and geometry in her head, thinking of the necessary steps to turn the leaves into wood. If no one will guide her, then she will just have to guide herself. Her brow furrows, and this time she keeps reaching, even as the ache in her own soul grows into a real pain. Her lips part; she winces. Continues on. She isn’t sure if it’s supposed to hurt this much, but she doesn’t want to stop either. Again comes that sensation, right at the edges of her fingertips, the transmutation so close to happening.
A sudden jolt of pain shoots through her, and her eyes fly open. She lets out a gasp. Her fingers dart away from the leaves in her hand, as if she’s just been burned. Something in her chest stings like skin ripped from flesh, and she doubles over, her breaths hurting, slightly frightened but mostly surprised.
Excited.
Had she done it?
And immediately, she feels a desire to tell Ari, knowing he would be fascinated too, that he would care. Her eyes dart up to the courtyard, as if thinking about him might conjure him here, as if she’ll see him walking toward her and she can wave him over with a grin and say, Ari, look what just happened, look what I did. I have something I need to tell you.
But when she looks up, Ari isn’t there. Instead, she sees her classmate Nicolas walking toward her, a bag slung across one shoulder.
“Look who’s staying late today,” he says.
She swallows her excitement and puts the leaves down, surprised that someone has noticed her. Nicolas has never bothered speaking to her before.
“Oh,” she replies. “Hello.”
“You heading out or something?”
“What?”
He nods at her foot. “That’s the tile that leads out to the back alley.”
She shakes her head and looks down at the nondescript stone tile under her boot. “I didn’t know that.”
“Oh. I figured you were sneaking out somewhere. Everyone does it.” He shrugs. “All the buildings have a tunnel out to the alley. For emergencies, in case of a raid.” He comes over to look curiously into her hand. “What are you doing, then?”
“Oh,” she says, looking down. “Nothing. Reading some books.”
He whistles at the title of the book in her lap. “Bioalchemy,” he muses. His gaze goes to the leaves that had been in her palm. “You’re skipping way ahead.”
She doesn’t answer him, just smiles hesitantly.
“You don’t talk much, do you?” he asks her.
“Not much to talk about,” she answers.
“Not even when I’m asking you a question?”
Her initial pleasure at his attention fades. There’s an aggressiveness in his voice that makes her tense.
“I’m just passing some time before I head home,” she says.
He takes a seat beside her, then picks up one of the leaves that she had dropped. The instant he holds it, his eyebrows lift in mild surprise—he can tell that she has partially transmuted them, can tell that its stiffness resembles the texture of wood more than a leaf. Sam stares at it too, the ache still pulsing through her chest.
“Bioalchemy’s forbidden for junior apprentices, you know,” he says.
“I know,” she replies.
“Professor Obasi said messing with organic compounds can lead to dangerous consequences,” he continues, nodding at her. In the lengthening evening, his eyes are hidden in shadows. “You could really hurt someone.”
“I’m just playing with leaves,” she says.
She sees a hint of cruelty in the curl of his lips and knows he wants to tell the professor what she’s done. “I’ll keep this,” he says, pocketing the leaf.
“Don’t tell her,” Sam says.
He lifts a brow. “So you are scared.”
“I’m not scared,” she says, narrowing her eyes.
“Maybe you should be. You barged your way into the Observatory on nothing but Will’s generosity.”
Now she hears the envy in his voice. “I’m not trying to compete with you,” she says.
He holds his hands up disarmingly. “We’re not even on the same track. I’m to be a philosopher. Who said you were competition?”
She starts gathering up her books. She doesn’t like how the atmosphere has changed, and the knot in her chest tells her she should leave. Philosopher. She recalls what Will had once told her about the field, that they are both the most valuable and the most difficult to train. That they will die young. A part of her tries to take pity on Nicolas for that.
“See you in class tomorrow,” she mutters, then rises and turns her back.
He gets up and follows her. “Hey,” he says. “I was talking to you.”
She keeps walking. Behind her, his steps quicken. A jolt of fear ripples through her.
“Hey,” he says, his voice harsher now. “I was talking to you.”
He reaches out and grabs her by the elbow, his hand clamping down so hard that it hurts. He yanks her back to him. She drops her books, and they clatter to the ground. He seizes her collar and pulls it sideways, snapping off a button from her blouse and exposing her collarbone.
Her fear explodes as a wave of heat in her chest. Her hand shoots out at him, finding his neck, and when she presses against the skin of his throat, she closes her fingers. This time, she feels the structure of his skin and flesh and bones with ease, and a fragment of her soul disintegrates in a blinding shard of pain.
Suddenly Nicolas’s face is right before hers, his eyes widening in horror, his mouth open and gurgling. A strangled, high-pitched scream comes from him, thin and unnatural, a sound that raises every hair on Sam’s neck. Her eyes dart to where her hand has gripped Nicolas’s throat.
She yanks her hand away.
Nicolas collapses, choking, gurgling, his hands on his throat. Only now, through his trembling fingers, does Sam see what she did.
All across his neck, where her hand had been, is a burn so deep that his skin has been charred white.
She freezes, paralyzed at the sight. She couldn’t have done that. She hardly even recalls performing a transmutation. But she had, and the feverish memory of doing it returns—a formula that had rushed through her, that she had pulled out from the vast depths of her mind. The instinctive way she had called on her soul, how her hand seemed to know exactly what to do and how to twist. She had felt the skin change to fire and ash beneath her fingers. Her stunned gaze stays on the wound. It is such a deep, vicious mark, the flesh crisped away, the edges black and white and bloodied.
Nicolas looks at her with desperate terror, tries to speak, fails, and falls to his knees, one of his hands still trying in vain to clutch at his throat.
At last, Sam finds her voice. “Help!” she calls out. The word comes out hoarse and quiet. She tries again. “Help, someone help us!”
No one comes.
“Help!” This time, she screams.
There is the sound of footsteps against pavement. But to Sam, it sounds muffled and distant. She is alone in the courtyard with Nicolas, their figures illuminated only by the flicker of lanterns. And in the moment before help finally arrives, she finds herself transfixed by his bloodshot eyes. Through them, she feels as if she can see straight into his soul, the amorphous fog of life that holds a human together, can see it twisting over and over in agony as he fights for survival.
And somehow, beneath her horror at what she has done, she feels a hint of something else. Satisfaction, perhaps. Vengeance. Most of all, a strange, dark joy lingers even as other alchemists arrive on the scene. She hears its voice in the back of her mind, finds herself both shrinking from and leaning into it.
It says:
You will never forget me now.



  


Sam
Nicolas isn’t in class the next day.
For the first time in her life, Sam finds all eyes in the room fixed on her. Esme and Philip look at her warily, and when she walks down the Observatory’s halls, there are whispers of her name. She doesn’t quite know how to handle the new attention, so she keeps to herself, wringing her hands over and over in her lap at her desk, trying to forget the feeling of skin crisping under her fingers.
The memory of last night’s incident feels like a train of fragmented images in her head: someone helping Nicolas to his feet, another pressing their hands against his neck to heal the wound as much as possible. But there were parts so badly burned that the tissue was dead, and the dead cannot be made living again. So they struggled with him as more help arrived, until he was taken away on a stretcher.
The transmutation had come to her so quickly, but in that moment, she hadn’t felt it. She had seen the formula in her mind and moved her hand accordingly, and her soul had responded without hesitation.
And why not? Of course it did. She would do it again, if to defend herself.
After class, Will is waiting for her out in the hall. Sam freezes at the sight of him leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets. The other students pause in their conversations too, but Will ignores their attention, nodding only at Sam before he begins walking away. Her cue to follow him.
“Miss Lang,” he greets as she hurries after him.
Sam can feel the others’ eyes on her back as she tries to match his stride. “What’s this about?” she asks.
He looks sidelong at her. “I think you know.”
Her cheeks burn, and she starts to explain herself. “He attacked me,” she says. “In the courtyard last night, he grabbed me, so I—”
“I know,” Will interrupts, and she stops. “One of our alchiatrists checked on him this morning. She showed me the wound.”
He knew exactly what she’d done. She takes another deep breath. “I’m not going to apologize for defending myself—”
“I’m not looking for an apology,” Will replies. “I’m here because you’ve performed bioalchemy with no formal training, and that is deserving of some attention.”
Sam turns silent. Is he saying that he’s impressed, or that she’s in trouble? It’s hard for her to tell, his voice is so critical, but she shivers in anticipation anyway.
They exit the Observatory and head toward the hill, to a building on the estate that she has never visited before. As they go, Will says, “The reason why we wait to train you in bioalchemy is because beginners should practice it in a controlled environment. As you now know, it’s quite dangerous. I could tell what you were trying to do; I saw your books scattered in the courtyard, and the alchiatrist pointed out trace splinters of wood in Nicolas’s skin. The specific transmutation you wanted to perform calls for skin to be changed into wood, which, as two organic things, could have mostly been repaired. But transmuting large amounts of organic carbon is an advanced bioalchemical skill, and your soul couldn’t handle it, so instead, you instinctively pivoted to transmuting the skin’s phosphorus, which you accidentally turned into white phosphorus. White phosphorus is a chemical weapon. It is highly unstable in air and leads to severe burns. You were lucky. Had you not pulled your hand away as quickly as you did, you might have burned yourself, or disintegrated Nicolas’s entire neck with a runaway reaction on the rest of his skin.”
Sam shudders, imagining white phosphorus eating away at her own skin, or watching Nicolas die right before her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she says quietly.
Will shrugs. “It would have been unfortunate, yes, if you’d killed one of our potential philosophers. But I’m more concerned that you won’t survive another one of your unsupervised attempts.”
At that, Sam looks quizzically at Will, wondering why he would care more for her well-being. But he doesn’t explain his answer.
“Alchemy is not chemistry,” Will continues. “Chemistry is predictable. Every step will always lead to the same next step. But each transmutation is different, because each transmutation bears a unique fragment of an alchemist’s soul. It is more than memorizing a formula. It is understanding who you are.”
“So what are we doing now?” she asks.
“You want to prove your value?”
Her heart leaps. Maybe Will sensed her bitter promise, after all, her determination to prove her worth to him.
“I—” she begins.
“Good. Because I’m about to give you your chance.”
Will reaches into his jacket and pulls out a small black container tied with a silk ribbon. “From Diamond,” he says.
For a moment, Sam just stares down at the box. She unties the ribbon delicately, and when she opens it, she sees a glass vial filled with small silver-white pills. Sand.
Sam feels a sudden surge of anticipation at the sight of sand. She had forgotten about it over the past few months, but now the feeling that had enveloped her during her first test in the courtyard comes back to her in a rush. It had felt so good; she can feel it again.
In the box is a brief note in Diamond’s elegant handwriting:
Become your true self.—D
Sam has no idea how much a vial of top-quality sand like this must cost. Tens of thousands of dollars. Her stomach flutters. She can’t tell if she likes the gift or Diamond’s attention more.
Sam opens the vial and removes a single pill, admiring how it shimmers in the light. Then she puts it in her mouth. Before she can attempt to swallow it, it dissolves on her tongue.
They reach the bottom of the hill. She can see more details now of the building there, three stories of white stone and terra-cotta roofs, the grounds surrounded by lines of olive trees. Will called it the Hotel on her first day at the estate, where guests are invited to stay. Sometimes she has seen people come and go down this pathway, from suited syndicate members coming in for meetings, to women with short skirts and young men with beautiful faces. A cool breeze streams by them as they walk down its corridors. Sam lets out a breath as she feels the effects of the sand starting to flow through her veins, sharpening the world around her, sharpening her senses, sharpening her excitement. Everything suddenly feels possible.
“Has someone come to visit us?” she asks him.
“In a manner of speaking,” he answers.
Instead of taking her up to the higher stories, he leads her down a flight of stairs that spiral below the ground and lead to a basement level. Here, the air is cool and the stone tiles lining the floors are so cold that they seem damp. The ceiling is high and edged with intricate crown molding. Doors line either side of the hall.
They stop at the end. There are two guards standing outside one of the doors. At the sight of Will, they snap to attention. Will waves them off with a casual gesture, and they step aside with respectful bows. Sam waits for them to notice her, but they act as if she isn’t here at all.
“Are you ready?” Will asks her.
Sam’s heart pounds. She isn’t sure, but she isn’t about to say this to him. So she nods.
Will opens the door.
They step inside an empty room. Large marble tiles line the floors, and stone columns decorate the walls, but otherwise, there is nothing else in here. No windows, no plants, no furniture.
Nothing but a shivering man lying in the middle of the floor, stripped naked, gagged and blindfolded, his hands and feet bound by duct tape.
“The lowest floor of the Hotel,” Will says, “houses what we call our Confession Rooms.”
Sam freezes. She stares at the man, uncomprehending.
“Listen carefully, Miss Lang,” Will tells her. “This isn’t your classroom, nor is it your skirmish in the courtyard. When you perform a transmutation on the job, you’ll need to do it with a clear head and stay nimble on your feet. You’ll need to adapt to the situation. Do you understand?”
She doesn’t answer. She’s still staring at the naked man. Her mind has gone blank.
“Who is he?” she whispers.
Will nods at him. “Grand Central employs thousands of workers. This occasionally emboldens some of them to act behind our backs, thinking we won’t notice. Mr. Clarkson is a manager working in the east division of the Winged Towers, for our finance department. Lately, our numbers haven’t quite been adding up. So we’ve been watching him a little more closely.”
Sam swallows hard. Her head is starting to spin. She can feel the tingling of her senses, can sense the cold marble beneath her boots. The cold air stings her nose. “What,” she says, stops, and starts again. “What are we doing in here?”
Will’s eyes are so green that they look poisonous. “Giving you a controlled environment,” he says.
As Sam looks numbly on, Will bends down to the shivering man, loosens his mouth gag, and says, “It’s afternoon, Mr. Clarkson.”
The man startles, trembling. His cracked lips part. “Can I go now?” he asks in a shaky whisper.
“I don’t think so. You still haven’t told us why your car wasn’t at your home last night.”
The man’s teeth are chattering now. “But I did,” he says fiercely. “I couldn’t sleep.”
“Couldn’t sleep, so you went to see a friend?”
“I just went out and came back.”
Will glances up at Sam, then gestures for her to stoop down beside him.
Sam snaps out of her reverie and does as Will asks. Her skin tingles. She desperately needs a window in here.
“Mr. Clarkson,” he says, “let me introduce you to Samantha Lang, one of our apprentices. She’s with me today to help you remember what really happened last night, when you should have been sleeping.”
The man starts shaking his head rapidly. “But I’ve already told you,” he whispers hoarsely, tears creeping into his voice. “I’ve already told you.”
When Sam gives Will a stricken look, he taps the man’s bared thigh with his boot, and the man flinches. Then Will touches the man’s arm lightly with one hand.
The man goes ramrod straight and screams.
Every hair on Sam’s neck stands on end. The man’s veins are bulging, as if they might burst, and he trembles uncontrollably until Will removes his fingers. The man collapses, whimpering.
At the look on Sam’s face, Will explains, “Water molecules expand when they turn into vapor or ice.”
As if from a great distance, Sam recalls that Will is an elementalist, most adept at transmuting air, fire, water, and earth. But she’s never seen him perform alchemy on a living being before.
“Your turn,” he tells Sam. “Touch his arm.”
She recoils from the thought. The man’s arm is slick with sweat, and she hesitates, her hands lingering in her lap as fists.
“Miss Lang,” Will says firmly.
She reaches out and rests her hand on the man’s trembling arm.
“I want you to transmute away a patch of his skin.”
She looks sharply at him. “What?”
“Change it into something else.”
“Into what?”
“Anything. Metal. Stone. You choose.”
She can feel her heart fluttering, the gory memory of last night flooding back. Her mind flips through the thousands of textbook pages stored in her memory and her hands recall the formula she’d used on Nicolas. And yet, still, she doesn’t dare move. Her brain refuses to determine the geometric structure of the man’s skin, to seek out the frightened, beating soul within his cells.
At last, she finds her voice. Her hand jolts away. “I can’t do this,” she whispers.
“I don’t have all fucking day, Miss Lang.”
The authority in Will’s tone is enough to force Sam to move. She puts her hand back on the man’s arm, takes a shuddering breath, and forces herself to think. It’s a different experience than acting on instinct, the way she had done last night. The skin must be changed into something else organic but not necessarily alive: deadwood, maybe, or fiber. Enough of it must be transmuted in order to make the equation balanced, as metal is far denser than skin. Then the organic compound must be stripped of its carbon and turned into a mineral, something with a rigid structure. From there, she can transmute it into a metal or another inorganic material.
Her mind whirls through the necessary steps and complexities, spinning and spinning until she feels dizzy. Beside her, Will regards her with a critical eye. Through her contact with the man’s arm, she can feel his heart beating rapidly.
“What are you waiting for?” Will asks her.
She grits her teeth. She sets the first formula in her mind, pictures the overlapping circles of the transmutation in her mind, and sacrifices a shred of her soul.
Pain blooms in her chest and shoots through her limbs. But the agony she inflicts on the man makes him arch off the floor with a horrifying scream. Under her fingers, his skin hardens, shriveling, into a sheet of coal, tearing and splitting away at the edges as the coal condenses. Blood pours from the widening wound.
Nicolas’s wide, horrified eyes. His ruined, burned neck.
She stops, feeling sick, unable to continue to the next transmutation. Her chest throbs with pain, and she leans backward on her arms. Her breaths come in ragged gasps. She thinks she’s going to vomit.
A long patch of the man’s upper arm is stripped of its skin, leaving instead a thin layer of blood-drenched coal covering the muscle and fat underneath. There is nothing elegant or precise about it. This is an ugly transmutation, done viciously and without finesse.
Will doesn’t bother looking at Sam. “Are you ready to tell me?” he says over the man’s screams.
“He was just a friend!” the man wails now, almost too far gone with pain to understand what he’s saying. “He works at the bank!”
“His name?”
The man is crying too hard to speak.
“His name,” Will repeats, annoyed.
“Theo—Bond Temeran—!”
“I see,” Will says thoughtfully. “I know a Theo Bond Temeran. Except he works for Lumines. So that can’t be right, can it? Unless you’ve been dealing with the fox behind our backs.”
Mr. Clarkson’s weeping takes on a new edge of desperation. “Please,” he whispers. “Please.”
Will looks at Sam. “Again,” he says. “And do it better this time.”
“I can’t,” Sam manages to reply. Her eyes are still fixed on the man’s bleeding arm.
“You want to be an alchemist in Grand Central?” Will snaps. “You want to earn your keep? What do you think it is we do, Miss Lang? You think we earn billions by wearing suits and playing at magic all day?” His voice hardens. “We run a business. We leave nothing to chance. And we forgive no wrong.”
She turns her head down, shuts her eyes. All she wants right now is to get out of this room.
Will reaches out and turns her chin toward him. “Look at me,” he orders.
She flinches at his touch, as if he might hurt her the way he’d hurt the man. But he just holds her calmly in place. Then he says, “Miss Lang, do you know how your mother really got her burn wounds?”
Her mother? “What?” she whispers, confused.
“Do you know how?” he repeats calmly.
She swallows, heart hammering, trying to think. “There was a gas leak at the restaurant,” she says.
“No,” he says simply. “Lumines set that explosion.”
The men at the restaurant. The fox pins glinting on their suits.
“Your mother’s boss owed them money. He tried to pay his debts in counterfeit dollars.”
Hayes. The explosion. The week spent at the hospital, the agony of watching her mother writhing in pain at home. The smell of charred skin and poultices of egg yolk. Sam stays frozen and can’t speak.
“So when I ask you to do this, I want you to remember who we’re up against. I want you to remember who has hurt you before, and who is on your side.”
How had she never considered why Lumines frequented that restaurant, that Hayes had ties to them? And then, a sudden realization—did even her mother know? Sam suddenly recalls the muted fear her mother had shown when the Lumines men had complimented her during their lunch, how angry she’d been when she’d discovered Sam’s interest in looking up things about alchemy. Has she understood what alchemy was, all this time? Does she know the syndicates exist?
Will releases her, and she stares down at the trembling man before them. She’s shaking too, still fearful—but now there is something else rising in her chest, a feeling of rage, strong and deep and purposeful. She was so helpless back then, when her mother was suffering, had no outlet at the time for her grief and worry.
“Don’t be afraid,” Will says. “I’m right here.”
His voice is hard but strangely comforting. He’s telling her that she isn’t alone, that he is going to protect her. It is exactly what she needs to hear.
Sam places a hand on the man’s bleeding arm and gathers her soul.
She feels a fragment rip from it and breaks out in a sweat at the pain. Beneath her hand, the man’s skin changes, tears, shrinks into a sheet of glass so thin that it cracks against the bleeding flesh exposed beneath.
He shrieks and arches, shaking violently, straining against his bonds. Sam can’t bear to watch. She turns her eyes to the marble floor and sees blood seeping down the narrow grout between the tiles.
“You know how we deal with traitors,” Will says to him.
“No,” the man begs. “No, no, it’s not what you think. I can explain. Please, Will. Please.”
But Will’s interest has waned. He replaces the gag and gets up, leaving Mr. Clarkson there to tremble at the pain from his ruined arm. Then Will gestures for Sam to follow him out.
Sam swallows hard as the door shuts, cutting off the man’s loud cries. Her head rings in the peaceful corridor. On either side, the guards bob their heads to Will again. Their faces are expressionless, even bored, as if they’d heard nothing of what had happened inside. When Sam passes them, their gazes automatically avert from her, so apathetic of her presence that she feels less like she is ignored, and more like she truly is invisible.
Sand will enhance everything about you.
Neither she nor Will says a word. As they head back up the stairs and out into the golden afternoon, she struggles to comprehend what he has just told her. What she has just done. Other workers and staff pass them, nodding at Will while disregarding Sam completely.
What, exactly, is sand enhancing her into?
“How long have you known?” she finally asks Will. “About my mother?”
“I’ve always known,” he replies.
Her anger rises again. He’s always known. From the instant she mentioned it at the Odyssey, from the instant he brought her here for the first time.
“Then why didn’t you ever tell me?”
“Why would I do that?” he says with a sigh. “So it could hurt you sooner? So you could run off and try to get revenge before you were ready?”
“So you waited, because then you could force me to do that?” she snaps, nodding back toward the building.
He smiles thinly at her accusation. “No alchemist can be forced into a transmutation,” he says. “Your soul won’t come to you unless it wants to be called forth. There was a part of you that wanted to do it, Miss Lang. Just as you did last night.”
And he’s right, of course. She had reached out and aimed to hurt, had pictured the alchemists in the restaurant and what she wanted to do to them in retaliation. She had done it because the man deserved it, because he was friends with the fox and the fox had been the one who’d hurt her mother and nearly destroyed their lives. Because this is justice. And the feeling in her chest is so sure, so true, that she recoils from it in fright.
“You’ll get used to it.” Will looks at her. “I’ll show you how.”
Sam tries to nod, but her heart feels numb. She has crossed an irreversible line, destroying what is alive. Her body heaves, nursing the loss of a piece of her soul, and her stomach growls, famished.
“I don’t want to get used to it,” she says.
For a moment, Will walks in silence. There is a new light in his eyes, as if she has just become useful to him, as if he has suddenly seen something valuable in her. And in that instant, Sam finally processes his words.
I’ll show you how.
He is graduating her. He is taking her under his wing. He is going to train her himself.
“You were right, Miss Lang,” Will finally says. “You don’t belong in that class.”



 
Prosecutor: And what does it feel like?
Defendant: What, taking sand?
Prosecutor: Yes.
Defendant: I don’t know. Sorry. It feels like you are everything. Like you can do anything. Like you know yourself better than you have ever known yourself. It feels like you can hold the entire world in the palm of your hands.
Prosecutor: And you always want more?
Defendant: Always.
Excerpt from the transcript of Johansson v. State of Massachusetts, 2009



  


Ari
One afternoon, when Ari’s car picks him up, it doesn’t take him to the library.
Instead, the driver heads west, exiting the freeway into a part of the city with clean, wide streets and lush green lawns. Ari cranes his neck, his chest tight. He’s never been taken west before. He recently mastered a series of advanced transmutations in the lab, wove steel filaments into the structure of a fern, changed the fur of a dead squirrel into needles of silver. For the past week, Isla didn’t call him into the lab at all. Surely he hadn’t disappointed? Zan’s disappearance still lives in the back of Ari’s mind, and with dread, he wonders if he has also done something to upset Mr. Rudra, whether he is in trouble.
“Where are we going?” he asks the driver, but the driver, who has never spoken to him, just meets his gaze once through the rearview mirror and continues on.
At last, they arrive in the heart of Beverly Hills and pull up to a building resembling a château overgrown with ivy, where an attendee in a black suit greets him at the door and invites him inside. Ari can tell immediately that the man has taken sand; his face is so beautiful that it looks almost inhuman, his skin so radiant that he nearly seems to glow.
Inside, Mr. Rudra is waiting for him on the second floor. This place does not look like a setup to punish Ari, and Ari tries not to look apprehensive, but when he speaks, his voice is tight.
“What am I doing here?” Ari asks.
Instead of answering his question, Mr. Rudra turns to address a tailor who has come over to inspect Ari. “Something tasteful,” he tells the man, who pinches Ari’s sides and stretches a measuring tape around his waist. “Reed’s not looking for a doll.”
At the name, Ari’s apprehension gives way for a small thrill. “Am I meeting Alexander Reed?” he asks when the tailor hurries away.
Mr. Rudra nods. “So I hope you’ll be making a good first impression.”
The tailor and his assistants wheel out hangers full of clothes—sharply trimmed suits and crisp collar shirts, designer trousers and polished loafers. Mr. Rudra offers his thoughts in a relentless train. Too tacky. Too muted. Good only for a funeral, is that what they want to convey to Mr. Reed? Ari listens, nodding along as if he understands.
At last, he tries on a mint-green shirt woven so finely that the silk seems to float against his skin. A suit the color of a forest at dusk, thin cream lines running vertically through the fabric that one only notices when looking closely. Ari stares at himself in the mirror and feels like he has stepped out of his body and into something new, as if he himself has been transmuted.
Mr. Rudra regards him with a thoughtful frown. In that expression, Ari sees an insecurity—a fear, wondering if this look is enough. And suddenly he realizes that Mr. Rudra is afraid of Alexander Reed, that he has been picky all afternoon with these outfits because he is scared to disappoint the man.
It has never occurred to Ari that Mr. Rudra might be afraid of anything.
“It’ll do,” Mr. Rudra says at last, and the tailor lets out a sigh of relief. “Will you have it ready by the end of the week?”
The tailor nods. When he hurries away to prepare the invoice, Ari asks, “What am I meeting Mr. Reed for?”
Mr. Rudra folds his arms against his chest and regards Ari with a critical eye. “I think it’s time,” he says, “for us to evaluate you in a more official light.”
A tingle runs up Ari’s spine. He looks at the man in surprise. “Am I graduating?”
“You’ve exhausted all that you need to learn in a group setting.” Mr. Rudra regards him with a critical eye. “From here, your education turns into a true apprenticeship.”

On the night of Ari’s big debut, he showers and dresses in his nice new clothes. When he emerges from his room, Mr. Rudra has a small entourage of people with him. They descend on Ari—a makeup artist, adding a sheen of powder on his eyelids and a soothing lotion on his cheeks; a designer, checking his clothes to make sure they are tucked in and fitted to a tee; a hairstylist, perfecting his dark curls so that they shine in the light.
At the end of it all, Mr. Rudra bends down to him and takes something out of his pocket.
Ari stares down at a small, white pill, its surface shimmering under the light.
Sand. At last, he is allowed to take it.
“It damages an alchemist’s soul more than it does a typical user,” Mr. Rudra explains. “Keep your consumption of it modest.”
Ari feels a thread of fear, but as his eyes turn back down to the pill, the fear is replaced with curiosity. In his hand he holds the philosopher’s stone, the most important triumph in all of alchemy, one that has the potential to transform him into the best version of himself.
Who will that be?
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he sees a vague memory of his father’s face, brows furrowed in bitter disappointment. His mother’s frown, her hands against his cheeks. What he is about to do is a violation to his spiritual well-being, and a rejection of their teachings.
But they sent him here. And it’s been years since he has offered up his prayers.
He pops the pill into his mouth. It’s small and smooth enough that he can swallow it in one go, without any water.
Mr. Rudra smiles. “Now you’re ready.”
And right as Ari steps out the door, the tips of his fingers start to tingle.

By the time they arrive at the top of a hill overlooking Angel City and stop before the front gates of the Getty, the most well-endowed museum in the world, Ari’s senses are heightened and the world around him seems clearer than he’s ever known it. Everything makes more sense; he is feeling more himself than he has ever felt before. He stares at his hands, turning them over and over, as if searching for physical evidence of the change. When he looks at himself in the rearview mirror, he still recognizes himself—the makeup artist and the hairstylist and the designer have done their jobs well—but there is something else, an intangible factor that he can’t quite put his finger on, a new gleam in his gaze that makes him feel like he is someone else.
Someone better.
The Getty is not usually open this late, but tonight there is a charity art auction, and massive installations of flowers greet guests at the front steps. Ari follows Mr. Rudra as the man guides them through the crowd. People stop when they recognize him, smile and exchange niceties.
Then they see Ari.
Eyes have followed Ari his entire life—but tonight, they pinpoint him with a degree of fascination and attention that he has never experienced before. As they head up the steps, he can feel the stares follow him in a wave. He can hear whispers as he passes. He can sense the shift of bodies in his direction, drawn to him in a way that makes him feel like he is walking through a dream.
Anxiety builds in his chest, his shyness sharper tonight than usual.
But at his expression, Mr. Rudra gives him a knowing smile. “Tonight will feel strange,” he says. “But I promise you, it will also feel like the kind of night that you were always meant to have.”
And Ari, strangely, understands exactly what the man means. He feels himself return Mr. Rudra’s smile with a genuine one of his own, then turn that smile to the next person they greet. The shyness in his heart still roils, but words come easily to him regardless, phrases perfectly formed. Something he says has just the right amount of wit and charm, and the person they’re speaking to laughs loudly. A woman in the next cluster of guests asks Ari endless questions about where he comes from, how he is enjoying the evening. Ari responds without effort. Another woman smiles at him, her eyes dilating at the sight of him, touches his arm, her fingers lingering. She comments on his eyes, and he thanks her politely. He has never performed this well in a crowd. His skin tingles pleasantly. His mind is warm, his thoughts quick. He is somehow both anxious and enjoying the attention.
What was it that Mr. Rudra had once told him?
Everyone is drawn to a strong soul. It pulls, and people look. Some like to call it charisma.
Charisma, enhanced by sand into something nearly magical.
Eventually, they head out through glass doors into the Getty’s sprawling central courtyard. The wind streams Ari’s coat behind him. Tonight, the trees lining the central fountain are all wrapped in shimmering lights, and chandeliers hang suspended on wires overhead, casting kaleidoscopes of light and shadow against the ground. Beyond, Angel City lies in a twinkling cityscape along the horizon. From here, the place looks serene, the land breathing silently around the concrete.
At last, they reach the end of the courtyard, where the landscape slopes down into a circular garden. A crowd is mingling there around a man with a neat black beard.
Eight years of education in the dark—immersed in academics, in the basics of alchemy—before Ari has been allowed into Alexander Reed’s presence, to understand the bigger picture of why he is here. And yet, in this moment, he feels like he is underprepared. His hand brushes against the chain at his collar, sweat turning his palms clammy, and he inspects the rest of the crowd. He spots Isla, resplendent tonight in a sleek sapphire dress that shows off her legs. The sight of her familiar face gives him some courage.
“You’re ready,” Mr. Rudra tells him. “Or you’ll never be ready.”
Stares fixate on Ari as they descend through the garden’s circles to the center, where they stop before Mr. Reed. While Mr. Rudra has always looked imposing to Ari, he now seems to hunch in the other man’s presence, his entire body turning smaller and tenser, as if a wolf greeting his alpha. Ari has never seen Mr. Rudra defer to anyone before, and the sight alarms him.
Mr. Reed’s eyes are calm and professional, but something wild and unpredictable flickers behind the veneer of business etiquette. A promise of violence.
“So,” the man says. “This is the boy?”
“Yes, sir,” Mr. Rudra replies.
“You’ve kept me waiting on this one,” Mr. Reed says, still addressing Mr. Rudra even as he studies Ari. “How is his progress?”
“Slow, at first.” Mr. Rudra looks at Ari. “But that’s to be expected, with one like this.”
“Like what?”
“His soul. You’ll see what I mean.”
Mr. Reed doesn’t look convinced. He studies Ari again, and Ari allows him to stare, lets himself stare back. The man is tall and lean, cheekbones sharp above his neatly trimmed beard, glasses round, features refined. There is a slight hunch to his back, but if it is a weakness, it doesn’t come across as such.
“Well,” the man says, and for the first time, he’s addressing Ari directly. The entire crowd is staring at him now. “Let’s have a look, shall we?”
Mr. Rudra leads the way. Most of the crowd stays behind, but Isla comes along. They leave the garden and head toward a quiet corner where the east and south pavilions overlook the valley of the city.
Here, nestled in the corridor between the two buildings, in a space carved overhead by lines of stone connecting the two buildings, is a serene pool of water dotted with a few boulders. A lattice of quivering light dances against the walls.
Mr. Reed stops and folds his hands behind his back, says nothing. Isla does the same beside him. Ari focuses on the fox pin on the man’s lapel.
“Come here,” Mr. Reed says to Isla.
Isla obeys without a word. When she is standing next to Ari, Mr. Reed tells him, “Change her hair to black.”
Ari stiffens. His eyes go to Mr. Rudra, and from the man’s expression, he can tell that this isn’t a request he’d expected. Despite the extent of Ari’s bioalchemy work, none of it has involved people yet, and the thought of something going wrong while changing Isla’s hair color makes Ari’s blood run cold. He looks to her, wondering if he’ll see the same hesitation in her eyes.
But Isla just turns to him and lifts her chin. If she’s nervous, she doesn’t look it at all. A wild spark gleams in her eyes. “Piece of cake,” she murmurs to him.
Ari takes comfort in the clarity the sand continues to etch into his mind. He forces himself to concentrate. Human hair. Human hair is made mostly out of keratin, a protein very similar to the keratin found in plants; and melanin, which gives human hair its color, is the human equivalent to a plant’s chlorophyll. He thinks of his extensive work with both chlorophyll and keratin, then brings up in his mind the geometric structure of hair, visualizes the organic makeup, the soul coursing through the strands.
His heart is beating fast now, whether from anxiety or from exhaustion, he can’t tell. He brings up the formula in his head, all the steps needed, then calls upon his soul to take from itself again, to tear away a fragment and devote it to this. Then he reaches over to Isla and gently tucks her hair behind her ear. He imagines himself back in the Central Library, at the secret lab tucked away behind the door of the study. He remembers the way he would collapse, the world spinning all around him, the thud of the knife into the wood as Mr. Rudra reminds him of why he is here.
Isla’s hair, fair as wheat, turns whiter for a few seconds. Then, like the shifting colors of a chameleon, it turns into a gradient of grays before darkening into an inky black.
Her smile widens at him. Ari lowers his hand and feels an indescribable sense of loss.
Mr. Reed comes over to inspect Isla’s hair, noting the evenness of the color, the way the composition of the strands is still preserved. Ari holds his breath, not knowing exactly what the man is looking for, afraid to disappoint.
At last, Mr. Reed exchanges a look with Mr. Rudra.
“Does Diamond know about him?” Mr. Reed asks.
Mr. Rudra shakes his head. “Not that I’m aware.”
“Anyone at Grand Central?”
“No.”
“Good.” Mr. Reed doesn’t smile. The reflection of the water against his glasses washes out his eyes into white.
Ari shivers as the man approaches him. The man pulls something from his pocket, then holds it out. When Ari looks at it, he realizes it is Lumines’s fox crest, the gold pin gleaming in the night.
“My boy,” Mr. Reed says, “you are about to step into a new world. In doing so, you’ll be required to leave behind much of the old life you once knew. Your reality is shifting quickly now, the people in it about to change forever. Do you understand?”
It will be years before Ari fully unpacks everything Mr. Reed says here, before he comprehends what his skills mean and how he will be used. But as Mr. Rudra pins the fox crest to the lapel of Ari’s suit, Ari feels a sudden swell of emotion, understanding that this moment is the reason why he’d been taken from home and sent across the ocean, why he has missed out on an entire childhood with his family. He imagines setting foot in Surat again, feeling the warm wind through his hair. He recalls Kriti rinsing bowls in the courtyard, Pappa standing in the sun, Dev laughing. The chatter of his mother and her sisters. Will he ever speak to them again? See his father, his brother and sister? Will he be able to send money home, change their lives for the better? Is he going to leave them behind for good?
Sam. What about Sam? He’d always known that his path was diverging from hers, but until now, he hadn’t considered the fact that she might simply become a part of his old life too. Will this be it, then? Will he also leave her behind?
Mr. Reed regards him with a knowing gleam in his eye. “A Shakespeare,” he says, “if I ever saw one.”
Shakespeare, someone who can move millions. Ari swallows at his new attribution. His heart oscillates between pride and grief. “Thank you, sir,” he says.
As he turns to Isla, who congratulates him, Mr. Reed mutters to Mr. Rudra, “He draws too much attention.”
“How many years have you been trying to find an alchemist at his level?” Mr. Rudra replies. “You want to destroy Grand Central? Then he’s what we need.”
“He’ll be trouble.”
“He’ll be worth it.”

The party goes on, well into the night. The entire time, a steady stream of people cluster around Ari, their attention helplessly drawn to him, laughing at his charm, touching his elbow, lingering, wanting to hear his voice, wanting him. To Ari, the world has turned impossibly bright, halos around the lights wrapping the trees, glitter on the surface of the pools’ black waters. His soul expands, hungry to take in the world. He smiles at the right time, gives the right demure glance, is graceful at each turn. When he is on sand, no one can get enough of him.
At last, Isla appears at his side, her hair now its original blonde. She slides a hand along his back when he finds a moment’s peace, and when he looks at her, she grins. “Tired yet of preening, Shakespeare?” she teases close to his ear. “I’m ready to take these damn heels off.”
The never-ending attention is indeed exhausting him, and he exists now in a state between elation and grief, his mind still haunted by Mr. Reed’s words to him. Your reality is shifting quickly now. He leans gratefully toward her, looking forward to the idea of hiding away. “Lead the way, Archimedes,” he says, and she laughs.
Isla tells Mr. Rudra that she’s going to take Ari home. Then she guides him out of the museum’s grounds, a slew of fond farewells following in his wake, and to a black car parked and ready for them at the front of the villa.
Thirty minutes later, they find themselves at the Rainbow on Sunset, a bar of mismatched architecture and an overwhelming sign, names of rock stars engraved into its storied bricks. Ari is nineteen and technically too young to drink, but it doesn’t seem to matter, because the bouncer notes their fox pins and lets them in without a word.
“Lumines property,” Isla explains as they nurse beers in a private corner booth. She removes her glasses and rubs her temples.
“You okay?” Ari asks her.
“Fine,” she says. “Sand gives me a headache, is all. How do you feel?”
He stares at the signed portraits lining the walls and notes his own exhaustion, the anxiety that had been fluttering in his chest all night. “A little tired,” he admits.
She nods. “It’s normal. Sand enhances both your strengths and your weaknesses. I get ocular migraines.” She puts her glasses back on. “And you, I’m guessing, have to deal with your shyness.”
He smiles a little at her. “Was I that obvious?”
She smiles back. “Not at all. I doubt anyone noticed it behind your sparkling wit tonight. Your soul is the type that strengthens with attention. It’s why you’ve attracted it all your life. You’ll just feel exhausted after dealing with it.”
“I’m not sure I’m cut out for this.”
She leans over to tap his hand. “You realize that you’re Rudra’s prized student, right?”
Ari laughs a little. “Now you’re messing with me. Dominique’s the philosopher.”
“Yes, Dominique’s our sand-making gem. But philosophers die too young, their souls too ravaged by alchemy. They’re barred from performing much transmutation outside of creating sand.”
The reminder of philosophers’ fates sobers Ari, makes him hurt for Dominique. “She’ll make a bigger difference than I ever will,” he says, “even with fewer years to live.”
“Oh, come on, Ari, think about it. Rudra brought you over from halfway around the world. He wasn’t even scouting for a new apprentice when he saw you in Surat.”
“Well.” Ari gives her a mock scowl. “He could have told me that. I might have spoken up more in class.”
Isla laughs. “That would have ruined it. Maybe you wouldn’t have tried hard enough, had you known. Maybe you wouldn’t have stayed until midnight at the library every day for years on end, studying your little heart out.”
“He thought I was worthless.”
“Did you think so?”
Ari sobers a little. “Maybe. I don’t know.”
Isla shakes her head. “Wounded hearts with something to prove are always the ones who change the world.”
“I thought I was the remedial kid.”
“You are the most promising alchemist Lumines has seen in decades. Don’t you understand? Bioalchemists can influence decisions made at the highest levels. They can put a hand on someone’s back and suddenly make them feel good about themselves. They can touch someone’s forehead and flood their body with specific hormones, make them feel sleepy or alert, happy or sad. They can manipulate emotions, coax someone into changing their mind, can plant an idea in someone’s head. They can move entire nations.”
“Bioalchemy.” Ari looks at her. “Is that my chosen specialty?”
She smiles. “You still don’t grasp why you caught Rudra’s eye. You’re going to attend hundreds of parties, banquets, galas full of important people. Business leaders, politicians, people who make the rules. You’re going to be able to navigate any social setting. They say bioalchemists are masters of human desire. And to pair that with your charisma?” She nods. “You’re going to become the most desirable person in the world.”
He swallows hard. “Didn’t realize bioalchemists were so good with people.”
Her smile turns sly. “Of course,” she says in a low voice, “you know what else they say bioalchemists are good at.”
“What?”
She leans over to murmur in his ear. “They’re fucking amazing in bed.”
Heat creeps up Ari’s neck. “I don’t know anything about that,” he says.
“Oh, you will.” She sips her beer delicately. “You just need someone to teach you.”

Back at Isla’s apartment, they leave the lights off. Outside the windows, the city is awash in a haze of twinkling lights. Isla kisses him the moment she closes her door, slowly at first, then harshly. He tastes the alcohol on her tongue and kisses her back, presses her against the wall until he can feel himself hardening against her. Her hands tug his shirt collar loose, undo his buttons. Where her fingers glide across his bare chest, he feels trails of tingling heat and ice, her faint transmutations raising the hairs on his body. He unzips her dress so that it collapses in a pool of silk around her feet, then unhooks her bra and slides it off her shoulders. In the darkness, her pale hair gleams blue. She guides one of his hands down between her legs, and when he slides a finger inside her, he realizes she is already slick. His breaths come shallow and hot, and in this blur of night and delirium, he hallucinates. Long, dark hair brushing against his cheek. Wide dark eyes, a smattering of freckles. Sam’s voice, gasping in his ear. Sam’s legs, parting as he strokes her.
He doesn’t know what he’s doing, but she does, so she tugs on his belt, guiding him to sit on her couch, where she undoes his pants and slides them off. Then she is kneeling before him and taking him into her mouth, and Ari can only part his lips and tilt his head up, his world turning fuzzy.
She sucks him until he can feel a tide building and building in him, his muscles tightening in anticipation. His breaths are shallow. One of his hands runs through her hair. She’s looking up at him, her eyes bright in the darkness, and when his gaze locks on hers, the tension in him crests past a breaking point. Suddenly, he is overwhelmed by the most incredible climax he has ever felt. He furrows his brows and squeezes his eyes shut—a soft cry emerges from his lips.
In the haze of the aftermath, he senses her straighten from her crouch. When he looks back down at her, she is stroking him with one hand. He is still far too sensitive, and the motion makes him wince.
“Well, you’re going to be a tight fit,” she whispers, her smile crooked, and presses her other hand against the muscles just above his cock. She turns her wrist.
He gasps and stiffens. Almost immediately, the sensation of pleasure returns, and to his disbelief, he stays rock hard in her grasp. As her hand works up and down his length, he feels the tide rising in him again. This should be impossible, he thinks, but it’s hard for him to concentrate on anything else right now.
“What are you doing to me?” he whispers.
“I’m transmuting into you all the dopamine your body can handle,” she murmurs with a smile. Her hand remains pressed against his muscles, and he sucks in his breath as another orgasm engulfs him. He cries out and shudders against her. “I can keep you hard all night,” she goes on, “and we can play for as long as you can stand it. But I expect you to return the favor.” She straddles him, and this time he feels the heat of her slippery core pressing against him. “You’re going to learn how to make people beg for you.” Again, impossibly, the sensation of pleasure returns, and he is ready. His hands grip her hips as she touches his chin. “So. Shall I teach you how it’s done?”
He nods wordlessly, dizzy with lust, and she smiles before licking his lips so that he can taste himself on them. “Oh, Ari,” she whispers. “You’re beautiful when you come.”
Then she sinks herself down on him, and his mind shatters again, consumed with heat and desire.
She rides him hard, gasping out his name, until she cries out and trembles and wraps her arms around his neck. He carries her to her bed and they fall onto the sheets together in a wild tumble. As she wraps her legs around him, she whispers instructions in his ear, telling him how to press his palm flat against her abdomen, how to transmute pleasure inside of her. Red blood cells into dopamine, water molecules into endorphins and oxytocin. How to make her feel good. He obeys. Sweat sticks against their skin. She crests again and again, her short hair spilling around her head in the shape of a teardrop, her eyes clouded with ecstasy. At times, their rhythm turns languid and unhurried. She combs her fingers through the thick curls of his dark hair, murmurs instructions to him as he slides his tongue across her wet folds, then moves with him until he comes again. Other times, he feels like he might break against her, like he can’t bear the feeling a second longer, and he fucks her until she cries out into the pillows.
He loses track of time. Loses track of reality. Dreams of Sam under him, her feet locked behind his back. Catches a glimpse of her dark eyes gazing up at him. Is she here? She can’t be, but everything feels like a fever, and he doesn’t trust himself enough to be sure.
At some deep hour in the night, they collapse against each other at last, their bodies weak and thoroughly spent. His skin is slick with sweat, cooling in the night air, and his eyes are hooded. Beside him, Isla smiles sleepily against the pillow. He admires the curl of her lashes against her cheeks, the short hair flopping across her eyes.
But as exhaustion finally claims him, he imagines Sam again, here, in all her exquisiteness. His heart pulls, aching, and it takes him a moment to realize that the ache is him knowing that he is going to miss her.
Then the darkness closes in, and he falls into the deepest sleep of his life.



 
The private wound is deepest. O, time most accursed,
’Mongst all foes that a friend should be the worst!
The Two Gentlemen of Verona by William Shakespeare, 1623



  


Sam
On the first day of finals at her regular school, a week after Will pulls her out of classes at the Observatory, Diamond summons Sam early to the Red City.
Sam arrives at the estate right as the air begins to cool. She’s glad to have a reason to skip her afternoon exams. For the past few days, she has drifted through her regular classes in a fog, calculus and American history and biology blurring together. It all seems so pointless. While studying for a quiz, she’ll remember the feeling of skin crisping into coal beneath her fingers. She’ll startle out of discussions in English Lit because she’ll recall the horrible wail from the man in the Confession Room. She’ll think of the revelation about her mother’s injuries, that the restaurant explosion, the beginning of their real suffering, started with Lumines.
And just this morning, a new deposit cleared in her bank account. Diamond has increased her payments from $8,000 to $20,000 a month, easy as that. While the other kids in her class are figuring out how to afford college, Sam is getting paid an executive’s salary to head into the darkness.
Now, as she steps into the Observatory’s courtyard, she notices Will standing beside his mother, dressed to perfection, his hands tucked behind his back. Diamond is as poised as ever, her steely eyes already turned in Sam’s direction.
Sam catches a glimpse of herself in the reflection of the buildings’ windows. She’s wearing a new suit, navy and white and tailored to a perfect fit; a silver chain connects the collar flaps of her shirt. She no longer looks like a child setting foot into a world where she doesn’t belong. She looks like she was born into this. She looks like a stranger.
Sam lingers momentarily on Will, but it is Diamond she’s terrified of approaching. She hasn’t seen the woman in months. Diamond looks paler than she remembers, her face a little gaunter. Or perhaps Sam is recalling her wrong. The waning light casts her in such a way that, for a moment, Sam isn’t sure if she’s real or not, as if she might be an apparition fading with the day.
Sam stops before them. Will hands something gold and gleaming to Diamond, and Diamond holds it up to the light. It is the winged lion, the beast’s eyes narrowed, its jaws open in a noble snarl.
Sam studies the pin and holds her breath. She has seen it countless times on the lapels of everyone at Grand Central—she has noticed it in the city since she was a small child, had admired it engraved on the glass doors of the Winged Towers downtown. She remembers a time when she thought the woman behind the crest was unreachable, an urban legend shared under the breath of the city.
“Why did you first come to me that night, Sam?” Diamond asks. Her voice sounds hoarser than she remembers too, although the cold authority in it remains unchanged.
Sam blinks, and for a moment, she is transported back to that little girl, crouched in the alley behind the Odyssey Theatre.
“We needed the money, ma’am,” she says.
“That’s your mother’s reason. You, Samantha. Why did you come to me?”
Sam swallows hard, and a familiar feeling rises in her chest. It is like when her mother asks her a question, knowing that there is only one answer she wants to hear from her daughter. It is the desire to figure out the reply that she is supposed to give. Wasn’t her reason the same as her mother’s? Don’t her chances of survival rise and fall with her mother’s?
But she does have her own reasons now. And the familiar tide of anger in her chest rises, the same feeling that had filled her when Will had told her to punish the man in the Confession Room. She’s here for her mother, for an equalizing of justice. She’s here because Lumines had nearly killed them, and Grand Central is the one who can help her strike back.
But there is more than that, even.
Diamond smiles a little as she watches Sam struggle to put her feelings into words. “You don’t want your destiny relegated to some little apartment next to a strip mall. You’re looking for greater things.”
Greater things. Sam has felt it since she was small, this unquenchable thirst, this desperation to make something big of her life, to matter to someone. She nods.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Good.” Diamond straightens. “Do you understand what loyalty to Grand Central means?”
Sam nods. “Yes.”
“It means we are family now. Something is asked of you, you do it without question. Something cuts you, we all bleed. When there is war, you fight alongside us and no one else. And one day, when we are the only syndicate worth mentioning, we will reap the rewards equally. Should you break this bond, know that there are consequences.”
Sam notes the way Diamond uses the word when. There will be war in the city, it is only a matter of time. The thought makes her shiver in anticipation.
“I understand,” she says quietly.
The woman pins the crest to the lapel of Sam’s suit, and Sam feels the new weight of it resting against her beating heart. There is no turning back now. She is Grand Central, through and through. She belongs to them, just as they belong to her.
And for a fleeting moment, the ambition in Sam flares. She imagines what it might be like to stand in Diamond’s place, the leader of a secret world, capable of giving others a new life. She thinks of the beauty she could create with that kind of power—to make people’s lives better, to make people better, to make sure they are seen, to make it possible for them to achieve their wildest dreams. And then she reaches for the stars, dares to think the impossible. That she could do a better job than Diamond.
“Mozart,” the woman says, christening her with an official attribution, and Sam savors her new name. “My little prodigy. Now your life begins.”

Later that week, on the last day of school before graduation, Ari finds her in the hall.
“Are you skipping today?” he asks.
She nods. “Why? What’d you have in mind?”
He smiles at her, and she feels that familiar pang in her heart. “Do you remember when I told you about that secret beach?”
She does, and looks at him in surprise. “Really? Can we go there?”
He nods at the school’s entrance. “My car’s across the street. Traffic shouldn’t be bad.”

The Peninsula is a curious outcropping of land at the southern point of Angel City, a spot far from everything and little known even to locals. It is a stunning and isolated place—rows and rows of Spanish homes line the rolling hills and overlook a vista of the ocean so beautiful that it should belong in a national park.
Ari drives them past town centers filled with tiny grocery stores and sandwich shops, past library parking lots filled with children racing back to their cars, mothers hauling tote bags full of books. To Sam, it looks like a scene in a movie, a place that can’t possibly be part of the same city she grew up in, grime and graffiti and buses and concrete. But then, hasn’t she been inducted now into this kind of world, of lavishness and refinement?
Why did you first come to me that night, Sam?
The memory fades as Ari reaches a winding section of road where nothing but beach after beach lies glittering under the afternoon sun, and Sam closes her eyes for a moment so that all she sees under her lids is a haze of glowing red. Everything is going to be different now; she belongs to Grand Central, and she has a new name in addition to her own. Mozart. The memory of Diamond’s words gives her strength, makes her feel reborn. Like she belongs to something.
Ari’s presence beside her is solid and warm. She knows she isn’t supposed to talk about alchemy, but he deserves to know something this significant about her. How long will she keep such a big part of herself away from her only friend?
And then she opens her eyes. They’ve been close for so long, and now they’re graduating. They’re adults, surely capable of handling each other’s secrets.
Suddenly, she feels ready to be vulnerable, and it leaves her feeling giddy.
What if she just tells him everything today?
At last, Ari parks next to a long-broken gate hidden behind bushes of overgrown sage. Sam looks skeptically at the path as they climb out of the car.
“Come on,” Ari says, taking her hand, and she follows him, tingling with anticipation, as they step gingerly around the gate and through the foliage.
Here, she can see the faintest remnants of a trail that must once have existed, a curving, heavily overgrown path winding down to the ocean below. At first glance, it looks impossible to get through. But Ari walks ahead of her, and somehow they carve their way through the long grasses and massive bunches of coyote brush growing against the cliffside. As they go, the plants seem to make way for them, bush turning into patches of wild roses, of orange poppies and baby-blue lupines.
At last, she finds herself standing with Ari along a narrow stretch of sand hidden beneath protruding bluffs, shaded from sun and wind, the strip lined with giant black stones and a series of stone archways hollowed out against the stone walls, their legs disappearing into the tide.
It’s not a good place to picnic or tan; it doesn’t get enough sun, and it’s clear the land disappears when the tide comes in. But Ari leads her to a soft stretch of sand right before the archways carved hollow by the sea, where he sits down on a flat, black rock. Sam follows suit, taking off her shoes and sinks her toes into the cool sand. She closes her eyes and listens to the waves, then opens them again and notices the patches of sea daisies growing nearby, cheerful little heads bobbing in the breeze.
She lets out a breath. “Oh, Ari,” she murmurs, admiring the white crests of the waves. “It’s perfect.”
When she turns to him, she realizes that he’s looking at her. A flutter in her heart makes her feel light. Somehow, she gets the sense that he wants to tell her something important too. She thinks about how far they’ve both come. How much he means to her.
He looks out at the surf. His expression sobers, and after a long while, he says, “Do you ever feel like you don’t belong here?”
It takes her a moment to understand that he means here, in Angel City, in this country. She sits with his question for a moment, unsure how to answer. All she has ever known is this city. Every bit of it flows through her veins, even the dirt, the concrete, the mess, the endless imperfections, the parts that are hard to love. It is her home in every sense of the word.
How can someone not belong to a place that is their home?
“My mother told me,” she starts to answer, “that I was a baby when we first came over, so I always try to picture myself that small, being carried on the bow of a ship.” She shrugs. “I don’t know. My mother chose the name Connie for herself, to fit in. Even changed her last name from Su to Sun, to make it more Western. She’s struggled sometimes, I think. But all I remember is here. That’s as close to belonging as possible, isn’t it?”
He murmurs in half-hearted agreement. “I remember life before this,” he says. “But I was older than you when I came here.”
She feels a flash of envy so bone-deep that it hurts. It catches her off guard. Where had that come from? They have never talked about their earliest years; as far as she is concerned, their lives began when they met each other. She hasn’t thought much about what it might feel like to remember another home, had no idea that she wishes she did.
“Do you miss it?” she asks him, nodding out at the sea.
He says nothing, which is its own answer, but after a while, he gives her a quick little smile. “You made it easier,” he says, and her heart pulls tight.
They sit back against the rocks, Ari propped up on his arms, Sam resting gently against his shoulder. She is wearing a white summer dress today, and Ari is in a flowy shirt and trousers that he now rolls up to his elbows and knees. She braids sea daisies into her dark locks and wonders when to tell him, where she should even start. Waves foam nearby. Moisture dampens the hems of her dress. She buries her feet in the wet sand and senses the structure of the shifting water and salt and earth, idly pictures their geometries in her head.
Their chatter comes and goes, returning to the surface as it always does, to things they’ve learned or watched, opinions they have about the world. Soon, their conversation falls away completely, giving way to a comfortable silence. It is the way they have always been, and yet, under the surface, Sam knows that something between them is about to change forever. Now and then, she leans forward to run her fingers through the idling water. As she does, she glances over at Ari, who watches the ocean as if he can see something along the horizon. Secretly, she hopes she can catch him looking at her again. She memorizes him in this instance, his wild dark curls and exquisite eyes, the line of his jaw, the dreaming expression.
And deep down, she knows this is the right moment. She takes a breath, steadies herself.
But he speaks first.
“Sam,” Ari says in a soft voice. “Sam, I’m leaving Angel City.”
Her giddiness, the flutter in her chest, her unfurling heart. All of it cuts off, and Sam fights to keep the shock off her face. He is leaving her.
“Oh?” she says, sitting up, fighting to keep her voice normal. “Why? When?”
“I’ll still be around, now and then.” He swallows, as if the words are difficult for him to say. “But I’ll be traveling a lot.”
This can’t be happening. Her prepared speech vanishes from her mind, and her thoughts flutter in dismay, lost.
“Where are you going?” she asks faintly. “What for?”
Again, no true answer. His jaw is tight. “I’m going to hate not seeing you every day,” he says quietly.
She had been prepared to tell him everything, but he had come here to say goodbye.
A fresh breeze comes through. Sam’s braided hair streams sideways, and a few sea daisies drop into Ari’s lap. He picks up one of the flowers. There is an unspoken conversation in his eyes, something that might never come out. An emotion wells in Sam’s chest until it becomes unbearable.
Maybe she can still say it. Maybe she can still find some way to tie him to her.
“Hey,” she suddenly says, turning to him.
Now they are very close to each other. His gaze wanders her face, and she thinks maybe he’s trying to memorize her in the same way she did with him. If she wanted to, if she didn’t care about the ramifications of it, she could lean forward and close the gap between them without even shifting from her spot.
Tell him.
But she can already see him pulling away, his heart closing right as hers is opening up. She tries to let the truth of everything spill out, but the words won’t come.
The moment is lost now, never to return. Her courage is gone.
“Ari,” she says instead. “Don’t forget about me, okay?”
He must sense something broken in her voice, hear the farewell in her words, because he looks at her through his lashes with grieving eyes. Perhaps he doesn’t know what’s happening to her—that she too has taken an irreversible step down a path—but he knows how she feels.
“Okay,” he manages to say.
His breath stirs against her skin. She feels like she’s breaking apart.
“Promise me, Ari,” she says.
He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he tucks the sea daisy in his hand behind her ear, then touches her cheek gently. A curious calmness settles in her chest, some invisible caress telling her that everything is going to be okay. Her skin tingles. She leans a little closer. He studies her eyes, her lips. There is an indescribable yearning in his gaze, something he wants to say but can’t.
Kiss me, she thinks sadly. Just once, before we go.
But he doesn’t lean forward. They stay suspended before each other instead, both aching, neither selfish enough to close the gap.
“I promise,” Ari whispers.
He drops his hand, and Sam looks away, taking a deep breath of salty air and trying not to cry. The direction of the sun has started to shift, and everything in her heart wants to stop the march of time. She leans her head against his shoulder, and he leans toward her in return, resting his chin on her head, pressing his lips to her hair. Quietly, she knows they are both lying. She won’t see him again for a long time. And he doesn’t realize yet that the wide-eyed Sam he has always known is about to disappear forever. But in this moment, they both feel a sense of loss that threads them together, makes them afraid to move from this spot until the sun has started to set. People make promises to one another that they will stay in touch their whole lives, that nothing will change. Then they grow up, move away, and let go.
It will be five years before they cross paths again. When they do, Sam will think back on this moment and wonder if there was anything she could have done to change the outcome, if things might have turned out differently had she told him, if they could have found another way.
But there is no other way. The next time they meet, they will be standing on opposite sides of a chasm. They will look at each other and wonder:
How will you hurt me?
What are you thinking?
What have you done?



  
PART
TWO



 
Give me your tired, your poor,
your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
the wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!
“The New Colossus,” inscription on the Statue of Liberty, by Emma Lazarus



  


Connie
Sam, as a child, was affectionate and kind and deeply curious, with the sort of eyes that saw only the good of the world.
Connie doesn’t know how to protect a daughter like this. She doesn’t even know where Sam gets it from. Not Connie’s husband, certainly, who knew her for all of six months. And certainly not from her. She had been a poor family’s fourth child, both a girl and the unluckiest number, had been given up by her mother and father before she could even remember their faces.
So, when she was a teenager and saw a Western billboard advertising a movie about young people in love, starring people with names like Dean Whittaker and Connie Luke, she concluded that the key to success in life was choosing an English name. To belong to a different world. By the time she met her husband, a much older man, she was introducing herself as Connie Sun. And by the time she was pregnant and he had already stopped coming home, she’d decided that she was going to America. It was the year 1991, and rumors ran rampant about a flood of high-paying jobs in new chemical factories springing up all over the place overseas. A product called sand was taking over luxury markets in America; it was the designer drug of choice for the rich and famous; the supply couldn’t keep up with the demand; money was growing on trees there.
Connie asked around among her friend circles about what, exactly, sand was, but in those days it was so new that no one could say for sure. A miracle elixir. A scam. A phenomenon. A couple of anecdotes about how it could make you more beautiful. More charming. More intelligent. More innovative. It was behind the economic boom sweeping through America, it was fueling a new era of the free market, it was the engine for the age of easy money, it was speeding up the world, it was going to usher in a revolution in finance and science and technology.
There were also some scattered discussions about the alarming spike in mass shootings where the gunmen had sand in their pockets. A lone rumor about strange clusters of suicides. All was hearsay. Mostly, people were excited. Sand had appeared so recently that no one was cracking down on it yet, and they preferred hiring workers from overseas because they could pay less and skip filing official paperwork that might expose them to inspections. It was hard work, but Connie was young and strong, with ambition gnawing at her stomach like a deep hunger. If you could get a position in one of the factories, you could earn ten times the salary here, enough money to set you up forever. You could make it.
So, when Sam was nine months old, off Connie went, buying passage for cheap on board an old cargo ship sailing out of Shanghai, determined to find a better life.
The instant they landed, Connie started hunting aggressively for the rumored factory jobs that had lured her and thousands of others into the country. But no one advertised them in regular places. Eventually, she figured out that you had to hear about it through word of mouth. In her broken English, she asked around, have you heard of this or that factory, do you know if they have any new positions, how do you apply.
While she searched, she found temporary work for four dollars an hour cleaning bathrooms at the local theater. She would come home most nights worn down to the bone, exhausted by the unfamiliarity of everything. Trick-or-treaters at her door freaked her out; she studied her neighbors in order to piece together how to celebrate Thanksgiving and Christmas. And months later, when police were acquitted for brutalizing a man and the city exploded in fury, she bore witness to the burning streets, trying to learn the wounds of her new homeland.
Her job forced her to leave Sam alone in the apartment for hours at a time, and for a while, she had recurring nightmares of coming home from her shifts to find Sam missing or hurt or worse. She did her best to make it safe; she locked Sam in the bedroom and moved all the furniture out except for a mattress and some cushions, put up a heavy gate, put Sam’s few toys out on the floor. One of those toys was a set of foam alphabet letters. In a few weeks, Connie realized that Sam could recognize all of them. By eighteen months, Sam was reading out words on street signs and newspapers. Their neighbor had greeted them once in front of the complex’s mailboxes, had made an offhanded complaint about pain in his knees. A year later, when they bumped into the same neighbor, Sam had asked him, “How are your knees?”
Mixed in with her amazement at Sam’s strong memory was guilt, for Connie wondered constantly which of these memories would be the first permanent one. Children’s earliest recollections tended to solidify at around three or four years of age. Would Sam remember the bright foam letters, the neighbor with the bad knees? Or would she recall a heavy gate and a bare room, with no one around?

At last, Connie heard from another theater worker about a factory north of the city hiring people with a keen eye and steady hands and who were willing to work long hours.
She wasn’t told much. It was owned by a parent company called the Lumines Group, and it promised this: sifting and purifying compounds at a large complex, for pay lower than Connie had heard in the rumors but higher than any job she could have gotten back home, plus free lunches every day. It was located in a refurbished factory downtown, and the company would reimburse the bus fare to get there. So when she finished the interview, she waited nervously for a phone call, hoping.
Two days later, she got the job.
Connie didn’t know whether or not the chemicals she processed really were being used for sand. Still, as the months went on, she picked up bits of gossip from the other workers around her. Their factory complex was owned by someone named Alexander Reed, and he operated Lumines with the grip of a king. Every few weeks she would see young, finely dressed people sporting gold fox pins on their suits pass through the main hall, escorted by half a dozen bodyguards. Sometimes, a couple of police officers would come through and one of the factory’s managers would take them out to lunch. And once a year, a government inspector would make the rounds at the factory, the chemicals would change for the day, and Connie would find herself processing petroleum and waxes instead of sulfur and mercury.
By now, the FDA had started an investigation into sand’s effects. So the workers were forbidden to speak openly about their jobs. They were to say that they worked at a chemical processing plant, and then to change the subject. They also were forbidden to speak to anyone wearing a winged lion pin on their collars. Connie didn’t ask questions about this, although she did find it odd, because she’d only ever seen the winged lion insignia on the fence around a pair of new twin skyscrapers under construction downtown, expected to be the tallest towers in the city. The buildings didn’t seem related in any way to the factory where she worked, and she didn’t know anything about why there might be competition or animosity between them, but her English wasn’t strong, anyway, so she had little trouble keeping her mouth shut.
Each floor had a manager, one of the workers anointed by their supervisor to inspect the sifted chemicals and ensure the quality of the product. On Connie’s floor, they had no manager, and over the span of six months, this became the topic of everyone’s conversation as they jostled to be the chosen one and thus add five hundred dollars a month to their paycheck along with a week of vacation days.
While the others gossiped, Connie kept her head down and worked. She checked the batches of sulfur and liquid mercury and silver that were delivered daily to their stations. She weighed samples from each batch of sulfur pellets against its ideal weight. She heated samples of silver in beakers with water and nitric acid. She ran the mercury through three rounds of distillation and recorded numbers. It became a personal game of hers to see how close to 100 percent she could get each batch’s purity. Always, she made sure to turn in her work with her name on it. At the end of the week, her batches were consistently the highest grade on her floor.
One day, their factory supervisor, Maclan, made a round on their floor. Most stopped to chat with him, making a point to remember details about his life—How is your daughter? How is your dog?—and pretending to care about his answers. Connie could always hear his laughter across the floor. He laughed easily.
When he reached her, though, she just gave him a smile and stepped aside to let him inspect her work. She didn’t say anything when he made an approving murmur about the silver’s readings, nor when he commented on the high grade of the mercury.
“You get these numbers often?” he said to her.
“Yes, sir,” she said, without humility nor arrogance. Her gaze caught on the gleaming fox pin affixed to his lapel.
He smiled at her, and she smiled back.
“I notice you stay late sometimes,” he said as she looked up from a final batch of silver she was inspecting. “You always check each batch, even if one turns out good.”
“It’s not really finished until they are all checked, sir.”
He nodded in approval at her answer. “How long have you worked here?”
“A year, sir.”
“You’ve been putting in consistent numbers all year. I’m surprised you just started.” He leans close to her against her station’s counter. “You enjoy the work?”
“I like to do good work, sir, whatever the work is,” Connie said.
He smiled again, kindly this time. “Well said. Do you have family? You work very late sometimes.”
“I have a little girl.”
“I do too. How old is yours?”
“Two, sir.”
“Ah, the most fun age. Mine’s a teenager this year.” He pulled out his phone and showed her a picture of a gleaming kid with a mouth full of braces. Connie found herself smiling genuinely at it, trying to imagine Sam that tall and lanky.
“Good luck to you,” she said, and Maclan laughed in earnest.
“It goes fast,” he told her in a wistful voice. “The days are long and the years are short, isn’t that the saying?”
“Yes, sir.” Connie thought of Sam alone at home, penned inside her gate in the bedroom as the sun set, checked on only sporadically by the next-door neighbor, and felt such a deep ache in her chest that it closed up her throat, made her unable to speak for a second. She was missing so much. Already, she had started to forget the feeling of Sam as an infant in her arms, the rhythm of rocking her warm little body, the way her baby skin smelled like sweet milk. Last night, when she was up late cooking in the kitchen, Sam had run out of the bedroom in tears and latched on to her legs without a word, and Connie had sat down on the carpet and hugged her close and hummed to her until Sam fell back asleep in her arms. Lately, with all of Connie’s overtime work, Sam had been having more of these nightmares. After putting Sam back down for bed, Connie had let herself have a good cry, wondering why survival had to mean she couldn’t be here for her daughter.
Maclan gave her a thoughtful look. “I’m in charge of all the floors here. Did you know that your work not only ranks consistently at the top for your floor, but all the floors?”
Connie heart lifted at his praise. “Thank you.”
“It’s earned,” he told her. Then he straightened and pushed away from the counter. “Keep it up.”
Several months later, on another night when Connie was working late and only a few other workers dotted the floor, a young assistant came up to her and told her that Maclan would like a word with her. Connie stripped the gloves off her hands, removed her protective coat and hung it over her chair, and followed the man to the elevators. They rode four floors up, to the top of the building, where he led her to an office at the end of the hall.
Inside, she saw filing cabinets and bookshelves lining one wall, an office desk positioned against another. A row of windows lined the third, and through them, Connie could see an unobstructed view of Angel City’s skyline, the clock against the Times building illuminated in anticipation of nightfall, the ups and downs of skyscraper silhouettes dotted with lights, and central to them all, the Winged Towers, now completed, their scalloped tops shrouded by low clouds.
Maclan looked up from his desk with a smile. “Another late night, Connie,” he said. He waved her over to sit across from him. “It must be hard, with your two-year-old.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, thinking of Sam waiting for her. She needed to hurry. Sam was probably hungry by now and starting to whimper. “But we manage well enough.”
Maclan nodded. “I won’t keep you late, then. I know your floor’s been talking for a while about the need for a manager to run quality assurance.”
“Yes, sir,” Connie said, but her heart was beating faster now. She tried to keep her excitement tempered, because who knew if this meeting was for a promotion, but her hands pressed together in her lap anyway.
“I apologize for the delay,” he said. “Was waiting on approval of a new budget by headquarters before I could make the promotions. But I’m sure you’re not surprised that I’ve called you in here.”
Connie allowed a bit of a smile to emerge on her face. She didn’t dare say it aloud until he did, but she imagined the raise all the same, the numbers in her bank account. An extra five hundred dollars a month would help her afford real childcare for Sam so that she wasn’t leaving her alone for hours at a time. It would let her rest a little easier, knowing she was no longer breaking the law, no longer putting her baby in danger. It would give her a week of vacation days, an extra week of time with her daughter.
He studied her face, seemingly bemused by her growing anticipation. “Tell me about your life before you came here. What were you doing?”
She hesitated, her thoughts distracted momentarily by memories of a time she’d prefer to forget. “Not much,” she said humbly. “I was married, briefly, back in China. I did some odd jobs before I became pregnant.”
“What were your odd jobs?”
She shook her head. “Secretarial work,” she said, struggling to answer. “I sat several times for a calendar.”
“A calendar.” Maclan smiled. “A model?”
She smiled back, a little more nervously this time. “I wouldn’t call it that.”
“I can see why.”
She didn’t know what to say to that. “Thank you, sir.”
He drew it out a little longer, tormenting her, before he said, “Normally, I reserve manager promotions for workers that have been with us for longer than a year. You understand why, of course?”
“Yes, sir.”
“If I promote someone so new to a senior position, the others feel slighted, and I have a discontented group of employees on my hands. But you work really hard, and I’ve been impressed with you. So there’s something bigger I’d like to offer you.”
Something about his words was starting to make her uncomfortable. But Connie stayed put in her chair and nodded.
“As you might already know, we are owned by a corporate group called Lumines. All the chemicals and compounds sorted at our factory are made for a more specialized group of workers at headquarters. Chemicals of the highest grade—what we specialize in producing—are required in order to produce the purest forms of sand. But the real work happens off-site, at a building outside the city. We need a manager there. It is very exacting, very demanding work. You seem capable of it.” Maclan rose from his chair and walked around to her side, where he leaned against the desk and looked down at her. She tried to keep her eyes steady on his, but he towered over her now, and she struggled to keep her head tilted up.
“What kind of work?” she asked.
“Alchemy,” he answered.
She didn’t know what that was, but she nodded silently anyway, and he smiled.
“Alchemy’s quite straightforward,” he continued. “You’ll learn more about it, should you come on board. As a manager there, you would need to not only oversee production but coordinate directly with headquarters.” He leaned a little closer to her now. She was too nervous to move away. “I can only submit one candidate, but if you’re willing, I think you’d do well.”
He put a hand on her shoulder. Connie stiffened as she felt his fingers squeeze gently. Willing. Then she knew in a flash what he meant, and felt an immediate twinge of shame at her hesitation to turn him down.
Because she wanted it, a little bit.
“How,” she asked hoarsely, unable to resist asking, “much does it pay?”
His good-natured smile held. “The kind of money that will change your life.”
Could it be possible? Should she agree, she might at last find herself holding a ticket to the kind of future she had been promised here, a path into the dream that she held for herself and for her daughter. She had always told herself to be ready for the moment when it came. And maybe it had come; it was right here, offering her a chance—in exchange for a cost.
A cost. And she remembered the world she had stepped away from in the hopes that she was going toward something better. This could not possibly be it.
The sky outside was turning dark. She needed to get home to Sam.
The thought of Sam strengthened her resolve at last. She started to shake her head at Maclan, still reluctant to turn him down. “Can I,” she asked, “can I think about it?”
Now an impatient light came into his eyes. “What’s there to think about? I know you’ve been anticipating a promotion for months.”
She swallowed. Something still didn’t feel quite right, like she hadn’t exactly gotten his permission yet to refuse. “It’s just that, it’s so late in the day?” she said, her voice tilting up anxiously, turning her sentences into questions. “I don’t know how much longer I can be away from my daughter?”
She brought Sam up intentionally, remembering that Maclan also had a daughter, and looked at his face, hoping to find that camaraderie that might come with the shared experience of parenthood.
“Well,” he said, still towering over her, his voice turning disappointed. “I don’t have a lot of time to assign this promotion. There are other candidates waiting.”
He was leaning too close to her chair. Now she felt a true twinge of danger at being alone with him in here. She decided to stand up, her body prickling with a rising panic. “Thank you, sir,” she said. Somehow, her voice stayed calm. “I need to get home to my daughter now, but I’ll think on it and let you know, first thing in the morning.”
She didn’t wait for him to answer this time. She just murmured her thanks a few more times, smiling with her face tilted down at the desk so that she didn’t have to look him in the eye anymore. He didn’t say anything. She took the opportunity to turn around and head toward the door. There were still some people working on all the floors—she knew the assistant was probably still outside, in the office next door, and would hear anything she said. Or shouted. She let this fact soothe her, calm her fluttering heart.
She reached the door. Her hand closed on the knob and turned.
Except it wouldn’t open.
“If you knew alchemy,” he said, “you’d know how to change that back.”
She tugged again. When it still didn’t open, she looked down, and realized in confusion that she was tugging not on a metal doorknob but on a knob of wood fused with the door, and that the door itself was a just a slab of wood fused to the wall.
When she turned around, she saw Maclan approaching her, trailing one of his hands along the wall.
She gathered her courage. “I’ll call the police,” she said, her voice trembling.
Maclan looked amused by her threat. “It’s difficult to convict an impossible crime, isn’t it?” he said. As he drew nearer to her, his other hand made a subtle gesture in the air. “But you’re right.” His words sounded funny this time, as if encased inside a bubble, like any sound they made now would be contained within the few feet separating them. “We don’t want to cause a commotion.”

Afterward, when she’d managed to stop shaking, she went home and found Sam alone in their bedroom, still inside the baby gate with all of her toys, wailing with hunger. Connie made Sam dinner, calmed her down, held her quietly and fed her, then bathed her and got her ready for bed. They read a book together. Sam said something delightful, and Connie summoned every reserve of joy in her body to smile for her little girl, trying not to think about why she was a bad mother, why everything had to be so hard. She curled her wounded body up in a ball around her daughter’s and hummed their favorite song. When Sam fell asleep and Connie finally got a moment to tend to herself, she rose and went to the shower, taking as long as she could, biting her fist so hard that it bled, scrubbing away the residue of him until the water ran cold.

The next day, she went back to work, because the rent didn’t care what had happened to her, it was still due on Friday. At some point, the assistant came up to the woman at the opposite station with a small white envelope. Connie listened as the woman read out loud the letter of congratulations, signed by Maclan, offering her the position of floor manager. Scattered applause followed from the rest of the floor. Connie clapped along.
She worked for two more weeks before she submitted her resignation letter. She did it carefully, wording it in ways that only praised Maclan’s support of her, saying that she appreciated deeply the way he had lauded her hard work and that she had been lucky to have such a thoughtful supervisor. She wished him all the best.
Then she handed the letter to the assistant and left work. She didn’t return on Monday.

For a while, she lived in fear. Maybe she’d angered Maclan, leaving like that. He had made something quite clear to her that night: if she ever spoke publicly about what happened, he would kill her. And given what she’d witnessed him do, the sorcery he’d done to the door, the way he’d altered the air in the room so that her cries went unheard—what else could he do to her? To Sam?
Alchemy, he’d called it. Alchemy, a myth, except she’d experienced it firsthand, knew how it could hurt her.
Besides, even if she did speak out, who could she tell? Who would even believe her? No one else in the building would have heard a sound come from Maclan’s office. As he had said, the police can’t convict an impossible crime.
She worried until she gave herself headaches. She tossed with nightmares, dreaming of cruel hands and cold eyes. Would Maclan even let her just quit like this? She didn’t know what kind of retribution he might seek, whether he might come looking for her, and for weeks after she quit she imagined a knock at her door and seeing him through the peephole.
But he didn’t show up. And after a while, she realized that he didn’t care to go looking for her because he’d already gotten what he wanted from her. She wasn’t worth the effort. In a few more months, maybe he wouldn’t remember her at all.
She applied for other jobs. She tried not to think about the factory anymore. In the end, she got a job at Mandarin Palace Chinese Food and started again from the bottom. And there, at the bottom, she made a quiet promise to herself, that her daughter would not end up in the same kind of room that she had ended up in, that no amount of money or prestige would be worth that cost. She promised that, for any price, for any sacrifice, no matter what that might mean, no matter what she had to do, she would keep Sam safe.



 
A bioalchemist is only as good as their force of personality. The stronger their character, the more powerfully their transmutation affects their receiver.
The Evolution of Bioalchemy by Democritus, 1869



  


Ari
Once, an heiress touched Ari’s face and offered him her estate if he would marry her. Once, a banking executive tried gifting him a Manhattan apartment in exchange for a date. Over the years, dozens of agents had handed him their cards and begged him to call, said they were scouting for fresh faces and Ari was the best they’d seen in years. If Ari had been the type to say yes to such offers, if he didn’t already work for Lumines, he would have become what high society likes to call an It boy, would without a doubt have turned into a common fixture in magazines and on catwalks.
Instead, Lumines sends him to targeted social functions, to banquets filled with senators and celebrities, to places where he practices the art of negotiation. He learns what to say in front of what kind of person, what expressions please whom, what coaxes them to agree to what he wants, when to withdraw. He is well-known but not famous. He intrigues others by showing no interest in climbing the social ladder. He becomes known for his refined looks and exquisite eyes, for his sweet charm and sharp wit, for being an impeccable listener, for having just the right air of mystery about him, for being unbelievable in bed. And when he is on sand, when everything about him has been enhanced, he is the one that nobody forgets, that people talk about in a breathless rush even weeks later. Remember that guy at the bar, that guy you were talking to, remember his smile? Who was that? Who was that?
He learns to lean into the feeling of attention, let it nourish his soul. In response, the city opens for him, giving way to evenings filled with luxurious hotels and clinking glasses, to women and men in fine clothes, eager to shake his hand.
Like tonight.
From Alexander Reed’s penthouse at the top of the Eastern Columbia Building, the sun is setting, and downtown sparkles beneath it in a sheet of light. Tonight, every gilded door of his home is thrown open to the rooftop patio, and waiters in white suits glide through a star-studded crowd under the building’s massive, art deco clock tower, delivering cocktails and shots of whiskey and glasses of chilled shrimp.
Among the guests, one particular cluster stands out, a gathering of richly dressed people in a circle of couches, bursting occasionally into uproarious laughter and applause. All of their attention is pointed at a young man sitting in their midst: Ari, looking like a vision in a perfectly tailored suit, a pin of a golden fox gleaming on his collar.
“What about fire?” one of the guests asks him, nodding at the flames flickering before them over black rocks on white concrete.
“Too easy,” Isla calls out.
“Fire!” another chimes in over her, and everyone laughs. “Come on, Ari, show us!”
Ari smiles demurely and notes his audience. As always, Reed has chosen his guests tonight with care, and the crowd is a mix of state and federal congressmen, police captains and lieutenants, local politicians with influence, models, and celebrities hungry for clout. They all readily accepted the invitation for one of Reed’s famous parties, eager for the company and luxurious food and the free vials of high-quality sand, which are now being passed around with abandon, mixed liberally into wine and bourbon and vodka. Everyone is beaming, faces at the peak of their beauty, glowing from the drug’s enhancement.
“I would lean back,” Ari says, which coaxes another peal of laughter from his onlookers. His mind hums with the effects of sand, charming words and smiles coming easily to him. A woman named Charlotte, the daughter of the city’s new police chief, now clings tighter to his arm and grins. Across from them, Dominique St. Clair looks on with amusement as she toys with a diamond ring on her finger, proof of her recent engagement to the heir of a Wall Street tycoon.
Ari reaches toward the flames and recalls the chemistry of fire, of carbon dioxide and water vapor and oxygen and nitrogen. The closer he brings his hand to the fire, the more the flames shy away from his touch, darting away as he transforms the oxygen around his fingers with hydrogen into water, leaving a trail of moisture dotting the black stones in his wake. The familiar pain tightens in his chest as he calls on his soul, stripping away a fragment of it.
The audience coos their delight. How did you do that? Where did you learn that? Can you do that again? To them, it’s all just a magic trick. As Ari cuts straight through the flames, he turns his palm until it faces up. Then he twists his hand, transmuting those elements around the flames into pure oxygen.
The fire, delighted by the sudden fuel, explodes high in a burst of blue and white heat.
The guests shriek. One man, a state senator running for mayor, startles back so suddenly that he spills his whiskey all over his suit. Dominique laughs, a clear, bright sound.
Ari pulls the oxygen out as quickly as he created it, transmuting it back into the other elements, and the fire calms down again, a tame row of flickering flames.
The guests cheer in disbelief at the trick. The girl named Charlotte moves her hand to rest on his shoulder and leans into him, laughing, and he responds by sending a current of dopamine through her, which makes her smile widen.
A waiter comes by, offering the group shot glasses with doses of sand stirred into the shimmering drinks. Isla and Ari both take one. Only Dominique refuses. Most philosophers abstain from taking the drug at all, their already shortened lifespans too valuable to the syndicate to be impacted further.
Isla sips her shot and leans forward. “You always do fire,” she teases, smiling at Ari. She’s a little drunk already, and her eyes shine.
“Not always,” Ari says.
“When are you going to learn a new magic trick for your guests?”
Dominique grins. “You’re just going to let her say that, Ari?” she chimes in.
“Isla’s unimpressed,” Ari says to the crowd, and several onlookers giggle. “Here, then.” And he holds his hand up again, this time focusing solely on the water vapor in the air. When he turns his hand this time, the water molecules rapidly file together, becoming a sheet of water. People jump as the water splashes against the black rocks and sprinkles the nearest people.
“Still easy,” Isla says with a wink. “Good for a show, though. You always deliver on that.”
“And why don’t you do better?” Ari says to her.
“I always do better,” she replies archly. Only Ari catches her innuendo to their occasional trysts, and he rolls his eyes at her. Isla straightens. Her gaze shifts to the gathering. Like Ari, she has her fox crest pinned onto the lapel of her jacket. “Come on. Give me another magic prompt for this little show.”
“Clothes,” a man says.
She shrugs. “If you wanted me to strip you naked, Senator, you could have just asked me out on a date.” The man turns pink and the crowd roars with laughter. “Something else!”
“Water,” another says.
“Ari just showed you water. What else!”
“Flowers,” Dominique calls to her.
“Isla’s no good at tricks with flowers,” Ari says. “She doesn’t like them.”
“I like flowers just fine,” Isla retorts. Her hand is already moving, reaching toward the large potted gardenia bush nearest to them. She plucks one of the bush’s large white blooms and holds it out to everyone. As they stare, she twists her wrist, and a wash of gold sweeps over the flower, petals stiffening into metal, the remaining life in it dissipating as the entire object solidifies into a metal sculpture.
Gasps of wonder, then applause.
Isla hands the gold flower to Dominique. “An engagement present for you, Minnie,” she says.
Dominique takes the flower and laughs. “Like I don’t have enough from Michael.”
“A trophy, then. For all the overtime Reed’s been putting you philosophers through.”
“Okay, fair enough.” She leans over to tuck it behind Ari’s ear. “Looks better on you.”
Ari, in turn, presents it to Charlotte. “Not as good as it will on you,” he says, nodding at her gold boots, and she beams with pleasure at him.
Two of the men sitting next to Ari get up for drinks, and as they do, the state senator named Doherty scoots over to his side. His face is glowing tonight from the benefits of sand, his natural strength of public speaking enhanced.
“Reed calls you his golden boy,” he says.
Ari smiles serenely. “Is that so? I wouldn’t know.”
The man laughs, then lowers his voice. “Look, Ari. About our last meeting. I’ve been promised a contribution, but I want to make it clear that Lumines can’t get preferential treatment.”
Ari gives him a look of mild surprise. “Well,” he says politely, “that’s disappointing to hear, Mr. Doherty. Any chance I could change your mind?”
The man shakes his head, but when Ari puts a hand on his shoulder, he senses elevated levels of cortisol in the blood. Doherty must be feeling anxious. “You know it’s a contentious election year,” Doherty admits. “I’ve got an uphill battle for the mayorship. If I’m going to play favorites with Lumines over Grand Central, well, it could get very complicated with the bureaus. I’ve recently had visits from the city attorney, asking about my tax papers. I don’t want Grayson on my tail before I face him in a debate.”
Ari lets his hand linger a second longer on the mayoral hopeful’s shoulder and feels desire rise in the man. “Let us worry about the bureaus,” he replies. As he speaks, he quietly transmutes some of the man’s anxiety away, changing cortisol into serotonin, letting the chemicals gradually build up, boosting the man’s confidence. “We’ll make sure the mayor doesn’t get wind of any of this. All I need to know is that, when you’re in office, Lumines will be guaranteed an exclusive port contract, import taxes waived. Reed has big plans for expansion, and all of them require your cooperation.”
The man hesitates, then starts, “If I could—”
Ari’s voice turns firm. “No other syndicates.”
The light in the man’s eyes is already changing, and Ari can see him tilting in favor of the plan, coaxed by the swell of good hormones in his mind. “Well,” Doherty says again, trying to stick to his declaration. “Well—Grand Central, that is, Diamond Taylor already has her own contract that would conflict with yours.”
“You know Mayor Grayson favors Grand Central. We don’t deal with him, and we expect you to return the favor after your win.”
“I appreciate your confidence,” Doherty says in a hushed tone, “but—”
“Give me the number you want for your campaign,” Ari says calmly.
The man hesitates a while longer, then names it.
“Done,” Ari says, sipping his drink.
The man hesitates once more, caught off guard by Ari’s nonchalance at the price, but the transmutations are too much for him to resist now, and he shakes his head. “Well,” he says, “if you can keep your end of the bargain.”
“I’m not the one you need to worry about,” Ari says, removing his hand from the man’s shoulder. “Keep your end, and we have a deal.”
Doherty relaxes, feeling confident, convinced his decision is his own. Then he edges closer, and his voice lowers so that only Ari hears him.
“Can I see you again?” he murmurs. “Please. Whenever you want. I’ll make the time.”
Ari smiles, colder now. He’s certainly no prostitute, although he has used the occasional affair to get what he wants for Lumines. But the key to such a strategy is to keep oneself scarce, so Ari just says, “We look forward to your signature, Mr. Doherty.”
The mayoral candidate’s gaze turns ill with disappointment. “Of course,” he says, and after an awkward moment, he backs off.
When the congressman eventually drifts away, Charlotte touches Ari’s hand. “Alexander Reed’s golden boy,” she teases. “So, what do you do for the Lumines Group, to earn that reputation?”
“Paperwork,” Isla answers for him.
Charlotte laughs, trying to be in on the joke. Ari just presses his lips together and smiles sidelong at her.
“Mm,” he says. “I work in public relations.”
“He’s very good at it,” Isla says.
“I’ve heard a lot about what Ari’s good at,” Charlotte muses, thinking they’re making sexual innuendos.
“Oh, stop messing with her,” Dominique protests, giving Charlotte a sympathetic look.
“I would never,” Isla replies. “I only ever mess with Ari. Isn’t that right?”
He gives her an annoyed look again, thinking about the number of times he’s almost missed a meeting because of her, or the way she would slip innuendos into conversations just to watch him get flustered, or the way she likes to make his job harder whenever he’s in the middle of working on someone.
Isla just laughs at his expression, finishes her drink, and launches loudly into an imaginary anecdote of them learning magic tricks in college from a roommate studying to be a magician. Charlotte leans against Ari and runs her hand idly along his back. The laughter continues, and the night settles deeper, turning from purple to blue to jet.
“Ari.”
Dominique’s voice cuts through the laughter of the guests. Her easy grin has waned, and she tilts her head without looking over her shoulder. “Rudra,” she says.
Ari looks up to see the man approaching their party. The man’s beard is peppered with gray now, his appearance older than his years, but there is still something about him that makes Ari want to shrink away, reminds him of being young and unsure.
“Showing off to your guests again?” the man says now as he stops behind the couches. His eyes have started to look more sunken in recent years, and deep shadows blanket them in the night. “I saw that plume from the other side of the patio. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t summon the fire department here.”
“And did anyone summon the fire department?” Ari says.
Rudra ignores his comment. “Reed wants a word.”
There’s no need for more talk. Ari rises immediately. Beside him, Charlotte sinks back onto the seat in visible disappointment.
“Will I see you tonight?” she asks him.
“I don’t know,” Ari says to her. “I’m sorry. I’ll call you.”
“Friday, right? Don’t forget.”
“It’s a date,” he promises her.
“Don’t worry,” Isla tells him. “I’ll regale her with stories about you.” As Ari turns away, Isla launches into another false anecdote, and Charlotte’s disappointment fades from her face.
As Rudra leads him away, other guests turn instinctively in Ari’s direction, drawn to him as if he is a light. A group of girls casts him secret smiles, giggle about him to one another. A man tries to approach him, smiling hopefully. Another glares at him, face angry with desire. Charisma draws both obsessive love and hate—Ari has been cornered before, has been slammed against a wall, has felt hands around his neck, has had his arm grabbed so hard that it left a bruise. He is careful to be polite now, acknowledging the attention with reserved smiles before Rudra rescues him, engaging Ari in small talk until they’ve passed the crowds and stepped through the patio doors.
At last, they enter Reed’s home. The penthouse is expansive but minimally furnished, the décor tastefully muted. They cut through clusters of partygoers and past a pair of bodyguards blocking a hall, down to a quiet office with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city’s skyline.
Alexander Reed is seated by the window with his glasses on, reading a newspaper. As Ari approaches, he takes a sip from his steaming mug and uses it to gesture at a pot on the round table.
“Rose tea,” he says in greeting.
It is Reed’s way of acknowledging the side effects of sand on Ari. Even as the drug enhances his charisma, it also amplifies his shyness, turning it into anxiety. Now that he’s away from the party and in a quieter place, Ari notes the uncomfortable quickening of his heartbeat, the way the anxiety tightens his chest and nibbles at the corners of his thoughts.
The rose tea helps. Ari takes a seat and pours himself a cup. “Thank you, sir.”
“Well, my Shakespeare.” Reed looks over his paper while Ari takes a sip. “I hear you’re the life of the party.”
Ari crosses one leg over the other, letting the tea calm him. “Just another night.”
“I saw the police chief’s daughter with you. How are you getting along with her?”
“Well enough,” Ari says. “We can carry a good conversation together.”
“Her father seems pleased with your interest in her.”
“I left a good impression on him at the last gala we attended.”
Reed nods in approval. “And I was told you were working on a certain state senator. Do we have him on board?”
Ari sighs a little. “So he says. Doherty isn’t always reliable, and he sounds skittish about attracting attention from the city before the election cycle begins.”
“Scared of the police?”
Ari shrugs. “Scared of Grayson. He thinks the mayor’s got the feds sniffing around his finances.”
“And what do you think, Ari?”
“I think it’s a valid enough concern. No one wants the FBI on their trail. But we can redirect any attention on him easily enough.”
“I look forward to the day we have a candidate with a fucking spine.”
“Would be nice. But I think an easily influenced mayor might be in our best interest too. At any rate, he’s in the right mood tonight. I’ll have the contract delivered to him tomorrow morning, and we’ll see what happens after that.”
“Good.” Reed turns to a new page, then glances up at Ari. “I’ve heard a rumor.”
“Is it about me?”
“Not everything’s about you, golden boy. Word has it Diamond’s ghost visited our docks last night.”
Ari puts his tea down. “Oh? Mozart?”
Reed puts his paper down for a moment to hand Ari a chart: a spreadsheet showing some of the latest shipments out from their dock at the pier. “Twice this month, details of our deals were leaked to Grand Central. Missing cargo, redirected elsewhere.”
“You think Mozart’s found their way into our circle now?” Ari suggests, skimming the numbers.
“Could be working with a mole, yes. But Rudra’s been questioning our people separately, one by one. Stories are consistent, as are alibis.”
“Mozart’s been pulling these stunts for a while now.”
“Not at this frequency.”
“They’re getting bolder.”
Reed leans back in his chair. “We received a report this morning that one of our informants at the dock was found with his hands molded to a post. No witnesses.”
At that, Ari looks up from the paper. “Did the informant see their face?”
“He claims no one was there. Doesn’t even remember hearing a voice.”
Ari’s skin prickles. Rumors about one of Grand Central’s new alchemists started popping up years ago, someone with the attribution of Mozart. At first, it was just a leak of information here, a quiet break-in there. An annoying thorn, prodding them in the side every few months. Diamond’s got a ghost, their crewmen started grumbling to one another. But twice in a month? A direct attack on one of their workers?
“That’s impossible,” Ari mutters with a sigh.
“So it seems.”
“How sure are we that they even work for Grand Central?” Ari asks. “We’ve already tailed most of their newer alchemists, and none of them match with what we know about Mozart.”
“What we know about Mozart is so little as to be meaningless,” Reed says.
“They don’t usually like to show their hand this way, provoking us so blatantly.”
“I suspect Will Taylor is behind this increased use of their ghost. He’s less patient than his mother, more willing to test our boundaries. Mozart’s becoming a real issue for us.”
“Well, what do you want to do about it?”
“I’d like to set up a meeting next week.”
“With Grand Central?”
“With Will Taylor and his usual men. We’re going to have a talk with them about these provocations.”
Ari gauges the man, sensing more to the story. “A talk. Sounds serious.”
The man waves a nonchalant hand as he takes a sip of tea. “We’re just going to remind them to keep their distance.”
Ari has yet to do business directly with Will or Diamond, and the thought of meeting them makes his stomach clench in anticipation. “Why are you telling me, though?” he says. “Rudra’s your right hand. You’ve never sent me to speak directly to Will Taylor.”
Reed considers in silence for a moment. Then he nods out at the cityscape. “Ari, do you see the Winged Towers?”
It’s a rhetorical question—of course Ari does. Everyone does. Diamond Taylor’s iconic landmark is visible from everyplace in the city, an inescapable domination of the skyline.
“Yes, sir,” Ari says, wondering what the man is getting at.
“We push, they pull. How long have we played this endless game with them?” He looks at Ari. “But the thing is, empires get stretched thin. They grow too quickly. And one day they pull too hard, and gaps start to show in the seams.” Reed taps the table idly with his fingers. “So. You tell me, Ari. Do we continue to tolerate their encroachment on our turf? Play in the shadows forever?”
Another rhetorical question. There is only one correct answer, so Ari gives it. “No, sir.”
“No, of course not.” Reed looks thoughtfully at him. “I’ve been thinking,” he continues, “about the future of Lumines. I’m growing weary. At some point, time catches up to all of us. Rudra’s meant to replace me, but I’ve seen the effects of alchemy catching up to him faster than I’d like.”
Here, this. This is the underlying reason for their conversation tonight, and Ari’s mind starts to buzz in warning.
“You’re rethinking your successor?” he asks carefully.
Reed gives him a pointed look. “I was thinking of you, Ari.”
Something stirs in Ari’s heart, and he shudders. “But you’ve been preparing Rudra for decades. Everyone anticipates him following in your footsteps.”
“Rudra’s a loyal Lumines man. But his influence in the city has underwhelmed me. Lumines follows him because of me, but when I’m gone?” He shakes his head. “I need a charismatic figure, someone easy for everyone to rally behind, who respects my word but doesn’t cower like a fucking dog whenever I’m near, someone with good wits and a face that can represent Lumines against other syndicates.” He leans forward. “Someone younger. I’ve been waiting a decade for Rudra to look deserving of succession, and yet, here I still am, unsatisfied.”
Ari is silent for a while. “Have you told Rudra yet?” he says quietly.
Reed lifts an eyebrow at him. “What do you think?”
War may be coming between Grand Central and Lumines, but now Ari feels the stirring of it inside their own syndicate. “I think it’s dangerous to make him unhappy,” he says at last.
“Do I look like I’m in the business of making people happy?”
“No, sir.” Ari nods in deference, knowing he is walking a fine line. “I only mean it’s dangerous to make enemies among our own.”
“Is this your way of turning my offer down?”
“That depends. Is it a real offer?” Ari says with a tilt of his head, and Reed laughs fondly.
“Do you see? You have just the right amount of bite in you. You’re what I need.” The man leans forward, a glint now in his eyes. “Ari, we revere our alchemist ancestors, but as much as we use their attributions, we are not like them. We do not hide like rats, fleeing persecution. No. We are alchemists of a new age, primed to seize more power and wealth and influence than anyone has ever had. Diamond wants a walled garden, with exclusive clients who can afford the price tag. We don’t want that. We need everyone in the world on sand. And when everyone desperately wants it, this chance at perfection, they will turn first to us. We can become unstoppable. In order to do that, I need an idol. I need someone who can be larger than life, who can draw the world to him.” He smiles. “I think you’ll like this arrangement, Ari. The power to do whatever you want.”
Ari shivers, realizing what the man is really offering. Ari had given up asking to contact his family years ago, had to be content only with copies of deeds showing his family’s lovely new home, or a registration for his brother’s new car, bits of evidence that his growing wealth is indeed improving their lives. But Reed’s offer changes that. Become Lumines’s successor, take down Grand Central, and he will have the ability to do anything he desires. To send his family letters. To hear their voices on the phone.
To see them again.
The feeling of hope that rises in his chest is an odd one—almost mechanical, like he has wished this for so long that the longing has simply become rote. What would he even say to his family, if they were on the phone? He knows nothing about how Kriti is now, whether her marriage has been happy or whether she has children, whether Dev has a family of his own, if his parents are healthy, what they are doing now. But he still yearns to see them, all the same, still feels a flutter in his chest at that possibility.
Ari thinks about the day Rudra had approached him on the warm streets of Surat, how he had handed him the transmuted ice cream bar. He probably hadn’t anticipated that he was recruiting his own replacement.
If Reed chooses Ari, it will destroy Rudra, and in revenge, Rudra will try to destroy all of them.
Reed leans back. His voice calms again, turns businesslike. “So. You’re going to accompany Rudra to this meeting. Make sure we drive home the point that they are to keep their fucking hands off our property.”
Ari feels the geometry of the mug in his hands and the heat of the water and then his soul pulsing bright in his chest. He is on the cusp of a transmutation, at the edge of a cliff of possibility. Everything is about to change.
“And how do you intend for us to drive this point home?” he asks.
Reed sips his tea and picks up his paper again. “See to it that by the end of the night, Will Taylor’s dead.”



 
[…] while the House on Thursday failed yet again to pass a resolution calling for a federal ban on the substance sand, which the FDA has yet to officially designate as an illegal drug. This marks the second failed attempt to regulate sand this year, with the latest effort drawing opposition from both parties in a rare display of bipartisanship. Arguments against the ban include the lack of evidence that sand is directly related to the recent rise in violent crimes, aggressive behavior, and suicides […]
“Resolution to ban sand fails again in House,” CNN, May 12, 2013



  


Sam
In one of Sam’s recurring dreams, she tells her mother the truth about her life.
Everything. About the meeting at the Odyssey and Will’s test of her, the afternoon lessons at the Observatory, how much money is really in her bank account. That she hadn’t really gone to college, that Grand Central had faked the documents and diploma she needed to back up that lie. That none of it matters anyway, because wasn’t that all about being successful, and hadn’t she achieved that?
At some point, Sam reaches across the table to grab her mother’s shoulders. Are you angry with me, Mama? she says. Are you proud of what I can do? What are your secrets? What haven’t you told me?
But her mother never responds. She just stares at Sam in silence, eyes dark and flat, lips folded in a thin line. She stares and stares as Sam’s pleas grow louder and louder, until at last Sam jolts awake in her bed at the estate, trembling all over.
That’s one of the changes over the past few years, where she sleeps. Before, she would spend most evenings at home with her mother and only risk a few overnight stays at her apartment at the estate, but Sam now lives entirely at the Red City. For a while, she still went home several nights a week for dinner. Two years ago, this dwindled to one night. Now, sometimes, she might not go home at all for weeks at a time.
Why are you working so much? her mother asks her.
The firm’s busy, Sam replies. She’d used the same lie when she’d claimed to skip her graduation ceremony. Busy, busy, busy. What was the point of pomp and circumstance if she was already working somewhere? If her new employer needed her for overtime? And besides, how many things had her mother skipped because of work?
She has been instructed to never tell her mother that she works directly for Grand Central. Instead, she gets false pay stubs from a shell company, which she shows her mother. And yet the questions continue, as if her mother never quite believes her.
Every time, in the midst of her mother’s familiar interrogation, Sam wants to ask her the questions building up in her own chest. Have you always known what alchemy is? Did you know Lumines caused your injuries? Do you know what Lumines really does?
But Sam always pulls back. She has witnessed her mother’s fury over alchemy. If she lets on now that she’s involved with the syndicates, what will her mother do? Will she try to stop her? Will Sam anger Grand Central, after they’d explicitly warned her to keep her mother in the dark?
So Sam just lets her mother ask questions, and she just answers in her vague way.
What is your salary?
Good.
Where are you going?
I’ll be back soon.
Are you happy there?
Don’t I look happy?
The other thing that’s changed: her appearance.
Five years is a long time. Sam looks fundamentally different from when she’d first joined Grand Central. Her wide eyes from childhood have turned sharp and calculating. Her smile, once quick and shy, must be earned now. Her hair, straight and cut bluntly to the small of her back, is now a transmuted shade of steel gray. Her ears are pierced with rows of silver; a glittering stud decorates one side of her nose. Her clothes are expensive and well-tailored, keeping with the syndicates’ creed of perfection, and her makeup is sparing but flawless. She is the subtle kind of beautiful that’s easy to miss if one isn’t paying attention. And when on sand, that understated beauty turns luminous—a glow to her skin, a softness to her freckles, a shine in her hair. There are no more undone corners of her, no mistakes or imperfections. The invisibility that plagued her youth is a weapon now, and she wields it well. She is the symmetry in a pattern, the one that moves undetected through a crowd, gliding with grace past ignorant eyes and careless guards. Only Diamond seems to notice, and once, on a rare occasion when Sam crossed the woman’s path at the estate, she glanced at Sam and said, You look well. It wasn’t much of an acknowledgment, but it was enough, and Sam felt light on her feet all the way back to her apartment.
But her mother doesn’t say a word about this gradual shift, doesn’t tell Sam one way or the other whether she likes it. She has started to refuse some of Sam’s gifts for her—fine cashmere and designer purses, extravagant trips to tropical paradises. When Sam asks why, her mother will say, What a waste of money, where did you get this, how much was it, what are you doing, where have you been. Sam will answer, I’ve been working, I’ve been busy, and isn’t this what you wanted for me?
Their conversations always trickle awkwardly away into nothing, and Sam will leave frustrated, an ache of dissatisfaction in her stomach, feeling smaller and lesser than, her mother’s acceptance perpetually out of reach.

Tonight, Will has chosen her as his right hand.
“Note everyone present, Lumines or otherwise,” he tells her as they head down the estate’s hill to their waiting car. “They’ve been muted about who they’re sending tonight. I suspect we may see a few new faces.”
They both wear suits tonight, his a deep sapphire, hers black striped with thin threads of white. Her tie is clipped with a bar, and her black shirt’s collar is pinned with silver crests of winged lions linked by chains. A fresh dose of sand courses through her, and the entire world seems sharper.
As always, she feels a small rush of pride as attendants open their doors and then step aside for them, looking on as she and Will slide simultaneously into the car. This part of her training is still new, where Will brings her on his missions. Her status has elevated at his side. And all across the estate, everyone reacts accordingly, hushing when she speaks, obeying her orders without question.
“What’s the fuss?” she asks. “Lumines has no grounds to accuse us of interference.”
“We don’t concern ourselves with accusations from those beneath us,” Will replies coolly. “But their movements lately have me wondering if they’re planning something bigger. Diamond wants extra eyes at the meeting tonight.”
“Is this about Doherty?” Sam asks as they drive out through the gates.
“Doherty’s alliance with Lumines is less important than how it happened,” Will replies.
“Who was their negotiator this time?”
“Shakespeare.”
Sam has never crossed paths with this Lumines alchemist, although she has heard his attribution more and more often over the years. “He must be very good at what he does, to convince Doherty to break our contract.”
“So I hear. It’s made them bold enough to encroach on our shipping even before the mayoral election.”
The last time an alchemist took the attribution of Shakespeare was more than a century ago, or so she remembers from her textbooks, a man who’d used his talents to create one of America’s wealthiest railroad dynasties. She wonders idly who this new Shakespeare might be.
Sam’s eyes linger for a moment on Will’s hand resting easily against the steering wheel, his fingers long and white. Most evenings, they circle each other under the shade of the Observatory’s oaks, pulling materials in and out of their tiles in the ground, transforming them into more and more complex things. Sam knows the transmutations so well that she can see the equations in her sleep: lead|black sulfur|arsenic|blood|iron|amethyst, and so on. She dreams of overlapping circles and courtyards lined with hydrangeas and black lilies. Sometimes she wakes with her hands moving in the air.
They always work well into the evenings, Will taking her wrist and guiding her hand down to the bricks in the ground.
Can you sense the structural difference between silver and gold? he asked, the first time. And Sam sensed it, all the while distracted by the cool touch of his skin on hers, the way his fingers slid along her wrist and made her tingle.
Yes, she replied faintly.
Call on your soul again, he instructed, and keep the structural difference in your mind. How many steps you need. It will hurt, so brace yourself.
She did so, then startled back at the shock of pain. But Will held her forcefully in place, pressing her hand to the ground even as she tried to escape.
We will stay here until you do it properly, he ordered her.
And so they’d stay, sometimes past midnight, until she could perform each new transmutation to his satisfaction. Only then would he release her, and she would stagger back to her apartment to collapse into bed.
Day by torturous day, she’d gritted her teeth and learned why her early, instinctive transmutations had worked, then practice how to do them more consciously. Sometimes Diamond would come to watch, overseeing a lesson from the edge of the Observatory, although she never uttered a word. The woman has grown thinner over the years, her silver hair fading into white, but the pierce of her gaze is still enough to send fear through Sam’s heart.
But mostly, she was with Will. She’d wake up thinking of him and go to bed thinking of him. She saw him so often that she dreamed of him.
He still seems to see her as a child, a ward thrust upon him without warning or consent. And yet sometimes, she thinks he notices the shift in her too. She catches him casting her the occasional look. Hears a curious undercurrent in his commands to her. Whenever this happens, Sam dwells on it for the rest of the day, her heart skipping, and deep in the night, when she’s alone in her bed at the estate, she pictures his searing glance and touches herself, imagining his fingers in her and his voice by her ear, until he brings her trembling over the edge.
Ari used to be the one who filled her mind, thoughts about where he was and what he was doing and who he might be doing it with and whether he was thinking about her. But after their day at the secret beach, he had disappeared from her life. For a long time, she wondered if she had said something wrong. Then she wondered if something terrible had happened to him, and haunted herself with the worst possibilities. And then, as the months turned into years, she came to the conclusion that perhaps he had simply forgotten about her. That, just like most other people throughout her life, he had left her behind.
It made the most sense. And it hollowed her heart out more than any other possibility. So instead, she closed herself around the wound, buried it. It was for the best. Wasn’t this inevitable? And with Ari nothing more than a distant memory now, she filled the hurting cavity with Will instead, letting the darkness of him spread inside her.
“Do we need intel on Shakespeare?” she asks now.
Will shakes his head. “I don’t want us giving Lumines the impression that we’re worried about him. No, tonight we’re clearing the air, keeping our relations tidy. Diamond doesn’t want to deal with a mess right before the conference at Oxford.”
The conference. Will is referring to an annual meeting of alchemy syndicates from around the world, a time of strengthening relations between allies and keeping tabs on enemies, of making deals for the next few years. Sam has never been invited to attend it before, but nevertheless, her soul pulls at the thought, hoping someday to go.
“But you’re still suspicious about this meeting,” Sam continues, “otherwise you wouldn’t have brought me.”
“I think they’re meeting with suppliers that they shouldn’t, yes. And if they intend to make any hostile moves, I expect us to be ready to retaliate. So keep your eyes open and do your diligence around the hotel. You are there to observe, not to be noticed.”
She turns sharply to him. “You don’t want me inside the meeting with you?” she says.
“I’d prefer they see you as little as possible, yes. No one needs to know who you are.”
Sam scowls, disappointed she won’t be in on the talk. “In other words, I’m your glorified sentry.”
“Mozart is displeased.” He doesn’t look at her. “You think I’m wasting your evening.”
“No. I just think you’re wasting my company. I could be valuable in the meeting with you.”
He sighs. “Let me decide what makes you valuable.”
“And how often have you underestimated my value, Mr. Taylor?”
Will casts her a sidelong glance. Over the years, Sam has experimented with how to toy with his intimidations, how to walk the line between annoying and amusing him, and, if she suspects correctly, he seems to enjoy her game.
He eyes her for a second, then smiles. “Your company is always appreciated, Miss Lang,” he murmurs.
Then his gaze slides away and back to the road. Sam can feel the flush rising hot on her cheeks. It’s that look again, his harsh intensity mellowing into something deeper. She turns her head to the window and, secretly, allows herself a smile.
Downtown is busy tonight. Outside, the shopping complex across from the hotel is awash in lights, while the hotel itself is hosting some kind of birthday party, women in glittering dresses and men in tuxedos filling the lobby with noise. The kind of event that should disguise their own business there well.
They skip the valet and instead park the car a block away, on a shadowed street. Sam takes up her usual spot at Will’s side, matching him stride for stride, their hands in their pockets and footsteps in sync as they near the hotel’s front entrance. As they step inside through the sliding glass doors, Will puts a hand against the small of Sam’s back and steers them around the crowds clustered in the lobby. Sam bites her lip. His touch is always like an electric shock.
As they near the elevators, Will moves away from her. They don’t need to say anything to each other; a knowing look between them suffices, and then Will is heading down the long hall to the meeting rooms. Sam turns in the opposite direction and heads to the lobby’s bar.
Here, she takes a seat. Guests and waiters alike pass her without glancing her way, leaving her unnoticed and unremembered. Her eyes wander the crowd, memorizing everything. At least a hundred people must be in here, but Sam’s mind, enhanced on sand, records details effortlessly about each of them. Clothes and hairstyles and voices and who they’re talking to, how old they are and what they’re drinking. She records it all. If she closes her eyes, she can see the scene like a movie clip in her head, can pause it and zoom in on specific people, can identify the fabric of a specific woman’s dress or the design on a man’s cuff links.
Over by the hotel desk, Sam now sees a young man speaking to a receptionist, his back turned to her. She watches him idly for a minute. Tall, strong, and lean, brown skin, a well-fitted suit. He triggers one of her specific memories, and she finds herself thinking, as she often does, about Ari.
I like you the way you are, Sam.
He once said that to her, promised he wouldn’t forget her. And then he abandoned her.
Sam stirs in her seat, annoyed with herself for caring. She barely has time to see her mother, let alone anyone else from outside the syndicate. She straightens in her chair and hardens her heart. If Ari hadn’t left her, she would have left him. Best that they didn’t drag out their goodbyes.
At the end of the hall, she finally sees two others from Grand Central arriving from a side entrance. They fall in behind Will.
Sam rises without a sound and heads toward the hall. As she goes, people move around her as if she is a mere obstacle in the way. Their eyes never go to her. She maneuvers through the throngs without touching anyone, until she stops to wait near the beginning of the hall.
Ahead of her, Will and his associates exchange words with two Lumines men who emerge from one of the meeting rooms. Sam studies them. There’s a man she’s heard of but never seen: Henry Maclan, one of Lumines’s factory directors. With him is a polemist, Kane Zhukov. She notes everything about them in a flash—clothing, fabric, heights, facial features. Suits, no visible weapons, but it doesn’t matter. Alchemists can always arm themselves.
Rudra, Reed’s right hand, should be here soon. Sam makes a round back to the lobby, obeying Will’s order to note the rest of the guests. Her mind feels bright as a coin, absorbing every detail within reach.
Then she notices someone else.
It’s the same young man she saw earlier by the reception desks, tall and elegant, his head inclined slightly toward another man as they exchange a quiet conversation. Except this time, she glimpses part of his face through the crowd.
Sam doesn’t recognize him at first, although there’s something about him that draws her eye. Others seem to feel the same, for she can sense guests turning toward him as he passes through, so that where he goes, a ripple through the crowd follows. Is he famous? She frowns, catalogs him, and makes her way closer until she catches sight of an unmistakable fox pin gleaming on his suit’s lapel.
Someone taps the young man on his shoulder, and he turns to address the newcomer. As he does, Sam gradually makes her way closer. His back is turned to her now, and he is on the move, heading with his companion toward the hall where Will’s meeting is going to be. But the nearer she gets, the more her skin prickles. No, something about him is too familiar. Her heart starts to pound.
At last, she’s close enough to recognize the young man’s companion.
Rudra Mahajan. Reed’s right hand.
And just as Sam is wondering who Rudra has decided to bring with him tonight, the young man with him turns so she can see him in his entirety. He has a beautiful smile, and when he laughs, the sound runs through Sam’s entire body.
She freezes in her tracks. The buzzing lobby around her seems to silence.
His voice is different. Older, more mature, yet still unmistakable. It’s him. It’s his eyes and his skin and his hair, luminously dark and rich brown tones and rich black waves, his smile and laugh and voice, that voice. A tide of memories hits her with such force that it makes her head swim.
Ari.
It’s Ari.



  


Sam
Sam has no idea how she stays standing, observing the scene calmly. As if from a great distance, she watches Ari say something to Rudra as they walk, the man responding, Ari nodding in agreement. Again and again, she looks at his face. Surely she must be mistaken. It can’t be him. For years, she has automatically searched for Ari’s face in crowds, hoping to see him again, hoping for so long that the instinct to find him has embedded itself in the back of her mind. Maybe that’s what is happening right now—that instinct misfiring, molding a stranger into Ari.
But this isn’t a mistake.
Everything about him has changed, yet it is undeniably him. Even as a child, Ari was someone who drew others to his presence—but now there is an air of impossible grace about him, an irresistible pull that she cannot define. Those eyes are as dark and exquisite as ever, although they no longer look like they belong on a boy. His face is more refined, more contemplative, someone who has grown into all his features in the most elegant way. He is dressed simply, in the way that old money dresses simply—all clean lines and exquisite tailoring, a long, deep green coat draped over a slate-gray sweater and trousers, several silver rings encircling his fingers.
And then, of course, his fox pin.
A Lumines crewman.
She closes her eyes and tries to calm down.
Of course it isn’t impossible. Hadn’t Ari given her clues during their final conversation? Hadn’t he said he would be leaving, but kept the details a secret? Hadn’t he vanished from her life without a trace, despite his promise? Hadn’t a mysterious black car come to pick him up from school every afternoon? His letters flutter through her memory now like a flipbook, every word imprinted on her mind. Their quiet laughs at the back of the classroom, their moment crouched in the nook at the library, watching the rain. Their reluctance to share the details of their lives in their letters, the way they always talked around the things that mattered. Had everything been there in his words all along, in their endless philosophical musings and seemingly trivial debates?
One becomes the other becomes the one.
Had he already begun his training when he’d written that in one of his first letters to her? Even then, she’d wondered idly if she should ask him about alchemy. Her instinct had been right, after all.
A cluster of guests in front of Sam abruptly shifts out of her way. And for a brief, fateful moment, Sam is in Ari’s line of sight.
Out of everyone in this room, it is his eyes alone that lock effortlessly onto hers, noticing her regardless of the effects of sand.
He recognizes her in an instant. Sam can tell by the way his eyes widen, how the edges of his smile stiffen.
To his credit, he doesn’t misstep in his conversation at all. There is no halt or hesitation. He stares for a moment—then blinks and looks away from her, laughs appropriately at what Rudra says, replies.
No, Ari isn’t just a Lumines crewman. He’s speaking to Rudra almost as an equal. He’s highly ranked within the syndicate, perhaps Rudra’s understudy.
Something dawns on her.
Is he Shakespeare?
Lumines’s young negotiator. The charismatic alchemist being gossiped about throughout the city. It would make so much sense, the way he’s speaking with Rudra, the way people react to him, the kind of pull he has always had. The possibility sends a fresh wave of nausea through her.
What’s going through his mind? Who does he think Sam is? Why does he think she’s here?
Then they’ve passed her and are making their way toward Will at the end of the hall. As if in a trance, Sam looks on as Rudra and Will exchange nods.
Shit. What does Lumines have up their sleeves tonight? Will told her not to come to the meeting, but should she let Will know right away that she recognizes Ari, has known him for years, is afraid of what he can do? How would she even tell him in time?
She maneuvers as close as she dares before hiding in the shadow of a nearby doorway, where she can hear their conversation.
“I don’t appreciate being kept waiting, Mr. Mahajan,” Will is saying to Rudra. Sam notes his choice to use Rudra’s name instead of his attribution, Prometheus. It is a subtle way to belittle Rudra, to let him know that Will is not pleased at being dragged to this impromptu meeting.
“Takes time for little boys to learn patience, Mr. Taylor,” Rudra replies, neglecting to use Will’s attribution too. “This is my associate, Shakespeare.”
Sam feels sick to her stomach. It is him, after all.
Will sizes Ari up with a cool glance. “You’ve built yourself quite the reputation.”
Ari’s voice is clear and polite. “I’m just here to make sure we all get what we want.”
“Then let’s not waste each other’s time,” Will answers. It’s all he gives Ari before turning his attention back to Rudra. A dismissal, and a warning to Ari not to overstep his place. “The sooner we clear up these misunderstandings, the faster we can get back to our business.”
Then they are filing into the room, and the hall turns empty again.
Sam swears under her breath again and turns away, stopping at the end of the hall to stare out at the crowd. There is nothing for her to do but wait and observe. She hesitates, pacing the hall for a while before she finally forces herself to leave and make a round.
As she goes, she memorizes faces and conversations in the lobby, looking for other signs of Lumines in the hotel. Her skin prickles with premonition. After a while, she glances at her phone.
It’s been fifteen minutes since the meeting started.
The sensation that something is wrong pervades her. She’s not sure why. Then she realizes it’s because, even after all these years, she still knows Ari, can still recognize the subtle shifts in his voice, had heard an inflection in his tone that gave her the feeling something was going unsaid.
She stops in the lobby again, lingering on the periphery of the party, ignored and invisible to everyone. Minutes drag on. The clusters of guests swell and diminish.
Something isn’t right.
At last, after another fifteen minutes, she whirls around and heads back down the hall. Her heart pounds in a tense, tight rhythm.
This time, as she nears the meeting room, she hears the sound of a door opening and closing.
She pauses, hears footsteps growing distant. Someone has left the meeting. A beat later, she continues down the hall until she passes several corridors leading back out into the lobby. No one here. Her eyes narrow. She turns around and backtracks, until she rounds the bend—
—and walks right into Ari.
Sam reacts before she can think. Her hand shoots out and presses flat against the wall. Ari does the same. In the blink of an eye, they transmute gleaming knives from the wall and point them at each other’s throats.
For a moment, they just glare at each other.
Ari speaks first. “I thought I mistook someone else for you,” he says.
It’s still so strange, looking into those eyes again. “So did I,” Sam answers.
A heavy pause settles between them. Ari takes in her face, as if trying to reconcile the difference in her appearance now to the girl he’d once known. Then he looks at the winged lions on her collars.
“How long have you been with Grand Central?” he asks.
Sam stares defiantly at his raised knife, daring him to use it, but neither of them moves, so they hang instead in this tenuous balance, a sculpture of violence.
“And you with Lumines?” she replies. “You must have been training with them when we were still in school.”
When he doesn’t answer, she nods, understanding. He must have been with them for years, even before she knew him.
Suddenly, a memory dawns in Ari’s eyes. “The terrible accident,” he says, nodding at her. “The one you once mentioned a long time ago, in your letter. That had to do with this, didn’t it?”
The restaurant explosion. Her mother’s injuries. She had vowed during her initiation into Grand Central that she would seek out justice against Lumines for it.
And now Lumines means Ari.
She realizes with a start that Ari might be on sand. Does he use it? He must; nearly all alchemists do. Has it strengthened his charisma in unnatural ways? Even now, the slightest turn of his body toward her made her feel like he was listening to her, giving her the kind of attention that she has craved since he disappeared from her life. She needs to be careful.
“I thought you left the city,” she says instead, avoiding his question.
“I’m not here often. I travel a lot.”
She adds a sarcastic lilt to her words. “You said you’d keep in touch.”
He remains unfazed. “It’s a good thing I didn’t.”
Everything about him is still Ari, but he is colder now, the light in his eyes more distant and calculating, his stance more aloof. It makes her shiver, the way he assesses her as a threat.
And isn’t she doing the same? Doesn’t she look colder to him too, her eyes more vicious than before?
“What are you doing here, Ari?” she says. “Why at this meeting?”
“Just enjoying the party,” he says.
“Why’d you step out? What’s going on?”
“Came out specifically to see you.” He narrows his eyes at her. “What about you? Tagging along with Constantine?”
It’s surreal, this clash of her past and present. Sam tries to reconcile the sound of Will’s attribution coming out of Ari’s mouth. How her childhood friend understands the hierarchy of Grand Central and works for their enemy.
She tilts her head. “Just enjoying the party,” she says, repeating his words back at him.
He seems to consider her words; his eyes go to the knife she’s holding. Then, to her surprise, he lowers his own weapon, tucking the blade into the side of his belt.
“I thought I’d never see you again,” he says.
Now he looks a little like himself again, the boy she recognizes, facing her knife with his hands tucked into his pockets. She can’t stop the memories resurfacing. She thinks of him holding out his palm to her, how she pressed her hand into his. She recalls the way he traced a circle against her hand, then a dot in its center.
What does it mean? she asked him then.
He smiled down at the ground, too shy to look at her. It means perfection. It means, I like you the way you are, Sam.
Now she knows that he traced the alchemical symbol for gold on her palm.
The tide of emotions that had been bottled up inside her all these years wells up, filling every crevice of her heart. She hates him for making her feel this way, that there is some shred of their friendship that still tethers them, that she somehow can’t throw the last of him away. For a moment, she stands there, still armed and angry.
He stares steadily at her. “Sam. Please.”
“Please what?” she says, annoyed, her heart breaking.
His eyes are somber. “I’m not going to hurt you tonight.”
The anger seeps out of her, as quickly as it had come, followed by a wave of exhaustion. She lowers her arm too, then presses her blade against the wall and transmutes the weapon back into the plaster.
“You already did,” she says hoarsely, and this time, she sees a flash of pain in his gaze.
Ari opens his mouth to answer, but before he can, the door down the hall behind her swings open with a bang.
Both Sam and Ari’s eyes dart away from each other as Will emerges alone from the meeting room.
At first, he appears unbothered. He has his coat draped over his shoulders and his back turned to them as he walks toward the side door at the end of the hall that leads out of the hotel. His walk is almost pristine enough to look natural.
But something is wrong. Sam notices the way his arm is positioned underneath the coat’s fabric and realizes that one of his hands is pressed hard against his side instead of tucked in his trouser pocket. She has walked beside him often enough to know that his gait too is slower than his comfortable speed.
He presses his free hand against the wall. A concrete barrier shoots up behind him, sealing the hall off from anyone in pursuit. It happens in a flash, but Sam can tell how uneven his transmutation is, can see the cracks in the stone.
Will is injured, badly. All of his soul’s strength is going into keeping him alive, leaving little for him to use on alchemy.
Sam’s gaze jumps back to Ari, whose expression is still and dark.
This wasn’t a meeting. It was an ambush.
She should attack Ari, but there’s no time—she needs to help Will. She whirls away from Ari and darts down the length of the lobby until she reaches another, smaller hall. There, she turns and sprints down to the side door here that leads to the end of the hotel’s front driveway. Part of her braces for the sound of Ari’s footsteps as he gives chase—but when she glances over her shoulder, she doesn’t see him.
She bursts through the side door and exits the hotel right before a waiting doorman. He barely glances at her before looking away in disinterest, her presence already slipping from his mind.
Sam rushes down the street to the side of the hotel. There, she sees Will making his way down toward her, his figure cutting into and out through the light of the streetlamps.
At this angle, there is no mistaking his injury. Now, under his draped coat, she can see his hand pressed tightly against his side—and underneath it, a dark stain spreading against the fabric of his shirt, glossy in the light.
She speeds up in her walk until she reaches the intersection right as he does. As he turns the corner to meet her, she turns with him and they fall into step beside each other. He doesn’t react to her presence at all, doesn’t even look at her, but his body leans unconsciously toward her in acknowledgment. When she glances down, she notices that the hand clutching his side is covered with blood.
Shit. He’s going to bleed out at this rate. Everything in her screams to help him, but polemists aren’t trained extensively in the complex art of healing—inflicting injuries is a fast and vicious form of alchemy that doesn’t require as much laborious precision as undoing harm. She could just as easily kill him by accident as she could close his wound. They need an alchiatrist, and fast.
“Where to?” she says.
“I’m going to need you to drive,” Will answers.
Distant shouts in the night come from the hotel. Sam doesn’t need to turn around to recognize their voices.
Lumines is on the hunt.



 
It seems that sand does not necessarily make one invincible to others who might see through the enhancement. It acts in a similar capacity as makeup does on a face—foundation to smooth the skin, concealer to hide the flaws, contouring to enhance natural features, to make cheekbones look higher and noses more defined, liner and shadow to draw attention to the allure of the eyes. And as with makeup, sand can transform a person, if temporarily, into someone nearly unrecognizable.
Studies on the Properties of Sand by Cyrus, 1988



  


Ari
No one else in the hotel seems to notice her.
This is how Ari knows. Even now, as he looks up the dark street across from the hotel and sees her guiding Will, groups of people ignore her just as they did when she was a child. Moreso. She must be on sand, because even when she bumps shoulders with a passerby, the person barely blinks, just continues on without acknowledging her presence at all. As if she isn’t even there.
Diamond has a ghost.
It can’t be her, except of course it is.
A ghost, someone Diamond uses to gain information without drawing attention, who can enter a place and leave without a trace. Her slight figure has grown taller, her wide eyes more discerning, her black hair now a silver curtain hanging straight down her back. The image of her expands until it fills every corner of his mind. Sam, whose invisibility has now become her weapon.
He feels dizzy. How long has it been since he’s thought of Sam? She had slipped away from his memory over the years. He had let her slip away; he never contacted her again after that day at the secret beach. She would text, and he would let the messages sit unread for weeks, staring soberly at them, heart aching, knowing an answer would only hurt them both. He had been told to move on, to end his ties with his regular world, and so he did, just as he forced himself to let go of his family, and filled his time instead with business trips to Europe and assignments in Gotham, dinner parties for Lumines in the Hamptons and negotiations aboard yachts in the Florida Keys. On it went, months extending into years, until she stopped trying and he knew instinctively that he would never hear her name again.
Until now.
The sight of Will leaning against her, of her arm wrapped securely around his waist, sends a flood of hot anguish through him. It’s been five years since he has seen her. Surely he doesn’t love her the way he once did, when he would stay up late writing letters that he would never give her. He tells himself it’s because he’s trying to understand Sam’s relationship with Will. How often does he rely on her? Does Sam’s own invisibility protect Will, to some extent? Ari isn’t sure.
He tears his eyes away from her as Rudra and two more Lumines crewmen burst out into the street behind him. The air is cold and damp tonight, and their breaths emerge as clouds of white.
“It should have been a lethal shot,” says Zhukov, the one who had fired at Will in the room.
“Not lethal enough, it seems,” Rudra snaps.
“He shouldn’t have been able to move as fast as he did,” Maclan mutters.
“Never underestimate Constantine.” Rudra gives them all an irritated nod. “Go finish the job.”
Ari clenches his teeth as they head across the street. How? How can this be happening? How could Sam be a Grand Central alchemist, working for Diamond Taylor? Ari searches feverishly through his memories, looking for clues of when she might have started, what he must have missed in between the words of her letters. How long has Sam been with them? Was she as young as him when they recruited her? Was she already studying with Grand Central when they first met?
How could they have kept such a thing from each other?
As they reach the other side, Ari gestures silently for Zhukov and Maclan to continue to the end of the street. They obey him without question. Then Ari turns left to catch Will and Sam on the other side. His stomach churns. He runs a hand along the wall, forcing himself to focus on the composition of the brick in order to steady his chaotic thoughts.
The tilt of her head, the wary light in her eyes. The hurt in her voice. You said you’d keep in touch.
What will happen to Sam, if she stands in the way between them and Will? What if she holds her ground?
I’m not going to hurt you tonight.
Another empty promise from his lips. Ari imagines Maclan and Zhukov catching up to her, her trying to fend them off, Will losing the fight. And what is Ari going to be able to do about it, even if he catches up? He’s pledged to Lumines—he is sworn to do his duty against Grand Central.
As Ari rounds the corner, he sees Sam and Will near their car. They don’t bother with car keys—but Sam, not Will, is the one who transmutes the door’s locks open. Will must be more wounded than he’s letting on. As he gets into the car, Sam turns back toward where Maclan and Zhukov’s voices are rounding the bend behind them. She and Will go through their steps in a symphony of motion, each knowing what the other is going to do without having to say a word. Jealousy, hot and inexplicable, rushes through Ari as Sam glances over her shoulder.
Her eyes lock on him.
Then she whirls at the sound of Maclan and Zhukov approaching.
The two have reached the scaffolding now. Sam steps into the shadows of the building, and as they appear, she approaches them, passing them on the path so closely that Maclan collides with her shoulder.
He glances at her in mild surprise, as if noticing her here for the first time. As he meets her eyes, his expression takes on a peculiar sheen—it seems to glaze over in disinterest, as if she is the most unremarkable person in the world. Ari watches in stunned fascination.
Maclan mutters an “Excuse me” under his breath, his gaze already swiveling away from her and back toward the street. As if even noticing her is a waste of his time.
Ari takes a step forward and starts to call out to Maclan in warning.
But Sam is already pressing her hand against the building’s wall. A knife emerges from the stone, changing into metal in her grip.
She slashes Maclan across the throat. The blade glints in the night and, like magic, a red line blooms on his neck, not enough to kill, just deep enough to scare him.
Maclan suddenly stops talking—Zhukov curses in shock.
A polemist, Ari thinks fervently as he rushes toward them. They’ve trained her in combat.
Maclan falls to his knees. Zhukov pursues her—but she has darted behind the scaffolding again, and Ari sees him halt, looking bewildered. Then terrified. It’s clear that Zhukov knows he saw someone go this way, but he doesn’t seem capable now of remembering which way she went. She emerges from the other side at a normal walk, her coat pulled up, and when she comes back into view, Zhukov looks like he’s having trouble deciding whether she’s the one who attacked Maclan or whether she is simply another partygoer heading away from the hotel.
Ari breaks into a sprint. He reaches Sam right as she finishes rounding the corner—and spots him rushing toward her. Instantly, she ducks back against the wall.
She swipes against the wall and pulls a gun out of the brick—
—but Ari ducks to the ground before she can point it in his direction, then presses his hand firmly against the pavement.
The ground cracks in a jagged line before bursting up into a wall of glass right in front of her. She flinches away from the barrier to go around it, but then Ari’s reached her. He shoves her against the wall, his hand tight around her wrist.
She narrows her eyes at him and brings up her other hand. Ari pulls a steel cable out of the wall and wraps it around her second wrist, then makes it drag her arm back until it’s pinned against the building.
But she is quicker than him—she’s already shrinking the cable around her wrist, thinning it by stretching one finger down to run along its edge. The cable turns into paper and tears apart. Her hand free, she lunges at Ari. Suddenly he’s the one pinned to the wall as Sam weaves metal around his arm. Ari grits his teeth and yanks his arm out from the closing cables right before they can ensnare him. He seizes her other wrist and pushes her against the wall. This time, he manages to weave iron across her wrists like cuffs. Then he reaches out to sense the organic chemistry in her body—weaves calm into her anger, doubt into her conviction to attack him.
She shudders and looks away from him. He could do more, something truly harmful, but instead he pulls back his bioalchemy and focuses on tightening her bonds. She exhales.
The two glare at each other, their faces only inches apart. It’s clear to Ari that Sam isn’t used to combat where her opponent can focus well on her. Around the corner, he hears Zhukov calling for him, shouting for help for Maclan, who is still able to talk, albeit hoarsely.
Ari hesitates for a split second. If he keeps her trapped here, Rudra will want her taken back to Lumines for interrogation and as a valuable hostage. Or, they might just kill her right here and deal Grand Central a blow. Constantine and Mozart, both in one night.
But Ari looks at her and can’t do it. Her hair glints dark silver in the night. He thinks of sea daisies pinned into those locks, drifting down into his lap as she leaned her head against his shoulder. The ache for her ripples through his body.
He straightens. The metal cuffs around her wrists pull back into the wall, releasing her.
“Go,” he tells her harshly. “Quickly. Before Rudra gets here.”
Sam’s glare wavers. She blinks at him, as if trying to gauge whether this is a trick, and for this small moment, she looks like the Sam he once knew.
“Why?” she demands.
He can’t bear the look on her face. When his lips part again, the words spill out angry and hoarse. “The secret beach. Full moon. Now go.”
She breaks into motion. One second she’s before him—the next, she’s gone, melting into the night, sprinting around the bend and heading toward the car Will is in. On the sidewalk, Zhukov looks over from where he’s crouched beside Maclan as the engine roars to life. Sam reverses the car in a single move, backing out onto the side road before hurtling through a yellow light and down the street.
Ari watches them disappear, his last words to her ringing in his ears. The secret beach, full moon. It had burst out of him as instinctively as breathing, and now he feels a simultaneous pang of anticipation and guilt. Had he said it because he wants desperately to see her again? Or had he said it because she is his target, because he knows they will need information on her? How deep is his loyalty to Lumines?
Why had he helped her? Why did he let her go?
“The hell was that!” Zhukov exclaims as Ari joins him and inspects Maclan’s wound. Rudra arrives behind them, melting out of the shadows with his smooth stride and dark expression.
“A ghost,” Ari replies.
“Grand Central’s ghost?” Zhukov mutters incredulously.
Ari doesn’t want to say more than that, but Rudra’s eyes are already fixed on him, seeing right through his reluctance.
“You recognized her,” the man says.
It’s no use to lie. Ari stares down the street in the direction their car had gone, knowing in the pit of his stomach that he is now destined to hurt her again and again.
“Yes,” he finally forces himself to answer. “Her name is Samantha Lang.”



 
Lovelace: There is a direct correlation between long-term use of sand and a deterioration of the soul for alchemists, wouldn’t you agree?
Darwin: Well, sand has only been around since the mid ’80s, so alchemists don’t have enough data from—
Lovelace: But we do. There is a comprehensive study of more than a thousand alchemists that have been followed for the past ten years.
Thales: There are problems regarding that sample set.
Lovelace: Well, we’ve seen increased violent tendencies in those of us who tend toward aggression, increased depression and suicidal tendencies in those with mental health conditions, earlier rates of cancer in those predisposed for cancer, rapidly worsening symptoms of all kinds of diseases in those at risk for those diseases. Similar reactions in non-alchemists, as well.
Wu: (to Moderator) Do we care how it affects non-alchemists? I thought this was a discussion about the modern economics of alchemy.
Moderator: Non-alchemists are our customers. Lovelace’s comment is relevant.
Darwin: Then let me ask you all this. If it were true, would anyone stop taking it?
Economic roundtable at Oxford seminars,
Mar. 22, 1995



  


Sam
From the outside, the building looks like nothing. Old brick and mortar, a shop long gone.
Tell me where to go, she said urgently to Will as they made their escape from the hotel. Back to the estate?
Will shook his head. No time. Take Broadway. Go east. Make sure no one’s following us.
She tears down the streets until they finally pass a row of old warehouses near the Angel City Department of Water and Power, deep in the heart of the city, where the shadows of skyscrapers stretch long and black across the streets. Here, Sam finally pulls to a stop. Across the road, the department is bathed in yellow streetlight, while the rows of brick shops and gentrified taco stands next door have already pulled their shutters down.
She runs to help Will out of the car. He doesn’t take her hand and he doesn’t tremble when he climbs out, but the color in his face has drained even more now, so in the low light, he looks ghastly white. She follows beside him without a word, one of her hands outstretched behind his back as if to catch him, should he fall.
One of the shuttered shops’ doors swings open as they draw near. An elderly woman comes out, dressed in a dark brown sweater and black pants, her white hair tied back in a tight bun. She shakes her head at the sight of Will.
They step inside. The door closes behind them, and the night outside turns quiet again.
Inside, the woman works in a flurry. Sam removes Will’s coat and the woman guides him to the back of one room, where she instructs him to lie down on a low table. She flips on a series of fluorescent lamps. They are so bright that Sam squints, knocking against the side of the table.
“Out of the way, girl,” the woman mutters, her attention on Sam for a brief moment before she ignores her again. “I’m going to cut your shirt off,” she tells Will.
He nods almost imperceptibly, his eyes closed to the bright lights.
As the woman cuts the fabric away, Sam hisses through her teeth. The wound in Will’s side is deeper than she feared—a bullet has wedged in deeply and exploded, and blood has soaked his shirt so thoroughly that the fabric falls to the floor in a heavy, wet clump. Sam has never seen Will unclothed before, let alone wounded, his bared skin interrupted so gruesomely by a bloody gash.
The woman doesn’t react to the sight, but she is moving quickly, grabbing bottles of solutions that Sam doesn’t recognize. “You,” she says to Sam without looking up at her. “Top left drawer. Bring me all the gauze you can find. Get me a clean towel and hot water from the sink. Move.”
She must be one of those rare people who actually notices Sam. Sam does as she says without question. The woman’s hands are stained red with Will’s blood, and as she works, she tuts at him through her teeth. “Not able to perform transmutations at all right now, are you? Thought not, with this blood loss. It’s a miracle you were able to walk. Every inch of your soul’s just focused on survival now. You’re close to going into shock.”
“I’ll be fine, Demeter,” Will says through gritted teeth, and the woman’s lips tighten.
“Don’t attribute me, little boy, you call me Dr. Amerson like a respectful patient. Now stay with me. This will feel very cold. You, girl.” She snaps her fingers at Sam, and Sam is surprised that the woman remembers she’s still here. “Come here and press hard against that.”
Sam obeys, walking over and pressing both her palms against the wound. She puts her weight against it as gently as she can. Will stiffens beneath her touch at what must be dizzying pain, but when she looks up at him, he doesn’t make a sound. His eyes stay turned away, studying the shelves.
“Now move,” the woman tells her, waving impatiently at Sam’s hand, and Sam does as she says. Demeter cleans and disinfects the wound, then presses her own hand against it, so hard that a groan of pain escapes through Will’s clenched teeth. The woman swears under her breath, but her fingers turn against his torn muscle, and Sam sees him shudder.
“What are you doing?” Sam asks, but the woman doesn’t respond. She’s concentrating, brows furrowed as her hand turns this way and that, slowly, with unflinching precision.
A whole minute passes before the woman pulls her hand away. The leak of blood has finally slowed. “Hold the wound again,” she tells Sam. Sam obeys.
“Polemists,” Demeter mutters under her breath as she changes into a fresh pair of gloves. “Always resorting to guns when they want to avoid close combat. I’ve repaired some of the internal damage to his muscles, but the shrapnel is making it difficult for me to work around.”
Sam has never witnessed Will in close combat. Before she can ask Demeter any questions, the woman heads toward the door. “Keep your hands on the wound,” she says over her shoulder. “After a minute, I want you to soak the towel in hot water and wash the wound, as gently as you can. Take a generous amount of that ointment—just scoop it with your whole hand, like this.” She demonstrates the gesture. “Don’t forget to use the gloves, girl. Then take the gauze and wrap it around his waist. Tightly, but mind you, not too tightly. Can you remember all that?”
“I remember everything,” Sam says, and the woman snorts, like she just told a joke.
“I need to get my medicine,” she says. “I’ll be right back.” And then she’s gone. Moments later, Sam hears the door in the hall outside click shut.
Sam presses against the wound without a word. Will says nothing. His eyes look glassy.
In the oppressive silence of the room, without the woman’s orders to distract her, Sam’s thoughts pivot helplessly to Ari. He could have killed her, right then and there. When they didn’t return on time, Diamond would have sent Hanover to investigate and would have found Will dead in the car, blood coagulated in a puddle under his shoes, and Sam’s body on the sidewalk. At the very least, Sam would have been captured and taken back to Lumines. Everything could have changed tonight.
Why didn’t Ari do it? She’d seen the thought in his eyes, and yet he had let her go.
The secret beach. Full moon.
The echo of his words sends a fresh jolt of anger through her. What did he mean by that? Does he want to meet her there? Is it some new way for him to trap her? But he already had her in his grasp back at the hotel—why would he let her go just to spring a trap again?
Will winces, his lips twisting in a slight grimace, and Sam’s thoughts jerk back into the moment. She lifts her hand cautiously, then soaks the towel in the hot water. When she looks at him, she notices how his gaze is searching for a place to land.
Sam washes his wound gently and puts on the ointment. Blood is still dribbling from the gash, although it has slowed significantly. She helps him sit up against the low table, then pulls the gauze as tight as she dares, afraid it will hurt him. But Will doesn’t react. Each time she wraps the gauze around his back, it brings her close enough to him to feel the warmth radiating from his body. She keeps her eyes downcast as she works; he stays very still. For a while, they continue this quiet rhythm. She can tell the pain is still restricting him to shallow breaths, can feel his abdomen rising and falling in a tense rhythm beneath her touch.
At last, when she’s nearly done, she looks back up to find that he has closed his eyes. His head is bowed, and he sways in place.
“Will?” she says, suddenly alarmed. Her hands come up to hold the sides of his face. His skin is cool and clammy. “Will, stay with me.”
He takes one of her wrists and pulls her forward. Suddenly, they are very close. He sighs, his brows furrowed, and leans his forehead against hers.
“Sam,” he whispers weakly, delirious, his breath hot against her skin.
He has never called her Sam before. Her heart leaps in panic, and she wonders if he’s about to kiss her.
They linger in this intimate state, foreheads against each other, lips barely brushing. His breaths are faint and rapid, his lashes curving against his cheeks. She struggles to stay in the reality of this moment. Will is a solid, harsh figure. She can’t reconcile this vulnerable version of him with the man she knows.
Then he releases her hand, and they move away from each other so that they are no longer touching. His eyes are still closed, but the color in his face seems a little better. Sam swallows, shaken and tingling, her cheeks burning hot.
After another second, she hears the door open and close again, and the alchiatrist bustles back into the room. Sam draws away from Will. The last of their curious moment fades like a fever dream, the faint imprint of it scalded into her memory.
Demeter nods in approval at the way Sam has wrapped the wound, then fills a syringe with liquid from a bottle she’s brought with her. “Does Diamond know?” she asks as she works.
Sam shakes her head. “Not yet.”
The woman takes a moment to look closely at her. “You must be Sam Lang. Mozart.”
Sam doesn’t ask how she knows her name. “Yes.”
Demeter narrows her eyes, then turns her attention back to Will. “Let her help you walk. Do you understand me? Put as little pressure on that wound as possible.”
“I know what to do,” Will says, with a resigned air that suggests this is an old conversation.
“I know you know. The question is what you’ll actually do. I’ve transmuted the shrapnel out of your wound, but you’re fortunate, Will. An inch to the left and you’d be dead by now.”
“Lucky me.”
“Rest,” she tells him sternly. “I mean it.” History is there in her voice, the kind of tone that comes with decades of familiarity, and Sam gets the feeling that Demeter must have known Will as a young child. She turns to Sam. “If Diamond wants details, I can give them to her.”
“I don’t usually see Diamond,” Sam says.
The alchiatrist nods at her. “Oh, this time, you will,” she replies, and Sam shivers.
“Miss Lang,” Will says, and Sam meets his gaze. “Call Hanover. Tell him to arrange a meeting for the instant we arrive back at the gates.”
Now he sounds more like the Will she knows. Relief and disappointment flash through her. Had their previous moment just been an instance of delirium? Maybe Will doesn’t remember it at all.
Sam returns to herself too. “Of course,” she says.
“Demeter.” Will meets the alchiatrist’s eyes directly. “Thank you.”
Demeter just scowls at him. “You’ll probably be thanking me again later this week because you didn’t follow my instructions and pushed yourself too hard.” She squeezes his elbow once. “Some things never change.”

When they arrive at the estate, it’s past 4:00 A.M., and Hanover is already waiting inside the gates at the bottom of the hill.
“Hanover—” Sam starts to say as she steps out of the car, but the man is already at Will’s side and opening the door.
“Don’t worry, miss,” Hanover reassures her. “Are you hurt?”
His steady presence calms Sam somewhat, and she shakes her head. “Just Constantine.”
Will scowls but doesn’t protest when Hanover drapes his arm over his shoulders. “Just follow me, miss,” Hanover says. “We’ve all been expecting you.”
The hive has been kicked tonight. Sam hasn’t seen the estate like this before, where dozens of people are bustling about and there is a low din of frantic chatter in the air. It’s so easy to forget how many people are here at any given time, working behind the scenes on Grand Central’s various operations. But tonight, everyone is buzzing angrily, eager for blood. At first, she thinks this is all due to word spreading about a potential hit on Will. Then she overhears some of the conversations and realizes that it’s also because Diamond has made the rare move of cancelling a flight to come here, and has just returned unannounced.
“—to make sure Ms. Taylor is—”
“—no, she’ll want to take it in her room—”
“—no other calls for her, tell them—”
“—have to hurry, she’s already—”
Diamond, Diamond, Diamond.
They head toward the matriarch’s house, a building that, until now, Sam has only ever seen in glimpses behind curtains of bougainvillea. The door is already open. Hanover guides Will inside and Sam follows in their wake, stepping into a narrow hall that opens to a vaulted living room.
Diamond is already here, sitting opposite a graying man Sam doesn’t recognize. The woman says nothing as they file in, Will easing onto the couch across from his mother, Sam sitting beside him, while Hanover takes a seat beside Diamond.
Sam looks around. Now that she’s in here, she feels mildly surprised. The space is dark but unexpectedly inviting, ash wood floors contrasting with Spanish archways and ceiling beams. The fireplace is crackling, and through the windows lining the wall, Sam can see a view of the entire cityscape of Angel City, its lights partially obscured behind a curtain of fog.
Sam’s eyes dart back to Will, still searching for a hint that something between them has changed. That he remembers pulling her close, his lips brushing against hers in that strange, unconsummated kiss. But if he does, he shows no signs of it; his attention is on Diamond now.
Diamond takes a sip of her tea, then places it carefully on the table between them and leans back in her chair. She has always had an unhealthy cast to her complexion, but tonight she is even paler, her cheekbones prominent and eyes piercing. She is magnificent in a sickly, regal way, and her face, expressionless to most, is the warning of a storm. Sam’s heart flutters with dread and anticipation.
“Tell me what happened,” Diamond says to her son. Her voice has grown harsher and hoarser over the years, too.
“It was a calculated hit,” Will answers.
He tells her of the meeting that turned into a fight, the slaying of their two negotiators. Then of his flight out of the hotel, of Sam coming to find him, of the men responsible. One is Maclan, a representative from a Lumines factory. The other, Zhukov, is a polemist and the one responsible for shooting Will. Then Sam gives her account of the evening, filling in around the edges of Will’s story. When Diamond asks her what information she gathered from the crowd, she mentions the extra Lumines crewmen who had been stationed throughout the hotel. Even though the effects of her last sand dose have started wearing off, her brain still feels drenched in light, and when she closes her eyes she can see the imprint of her memories branded against the darkness, red and glowing like a too-sunny day.
The man across from Diamond speaks for the first time. “For them to move against Will like this is very unusual.” The man’s voice is reedy, hollow like a reaper’s. “They’re going to risk making the streets bleed.”
“I suspect they want it,” Diamond says. “They’ve been ramping up operations for months. They think they’re going to win the election this year, install their own mayor. It’s making them bold.”
“Everyone will be watching you after this,” Hanover tells Will. “The news will be widespread by morning. You’ll need at least several weeks to recover from a wound like that.” He looks at Diamond. “Several weeks of not showing his face in public is going to do damage to us.”
“Only if we let it,” Will says. “They’ve struck early and hard because they’re confident that this will throw us into disarray.”
“But they failed,” Sam interjects.
The conversation pauses, and they turn to look at her.
“Your thoughts?” Diamond says.
Sam thinks of Ari, how he took a step back and released her. “They failed to kill you,” she says, nodding at Will, “and to do it discreetly. It was supposed to be a clean hit, and yet it wasn’t.”
“Because of you,” Will says.
His expression doesn’t change, but the blunt praise from him startles her. His gaze is as intense as ever, the gleam in his eyes sharp and searing. She shudders, pulled taut between fear and desire.
His lips on hers, the way he whispered her name.
“Not me,” she says. “You’re alive because of Shakespeare.”
Diamond looks at Sam. “You confronted him?”
She feels dizzy as she replies, “Yes. I knew him when we were young.”
At that, both Diamond and Will lift an eyebrow in unison.
Sam hesitates as images of Ari flood her mind. The knife he pulled out of the wall and pointed at her, the way they faced each other in the hotel’s hallway. The feeling of his hand closed around her wrist, shoving her against the brick wall, his face inches from hers. The abrupt shift in her emotions when he touched her, the shudder that coursed through her body.
“He’s the best bioalchemist I’ve ever seen,” Sam finally continues.
Diamond considers Sam’s words carefully. Her attention shifts to the graying man, who has been listening to the conversation with an air of what Sam can only describe as delight. He’s gaunt, his cheekbones so sharp that they leave hollows, but it’s the kind of lined face that might once have been handsome. His fine hair is combed severely to one side. Now he licks his lips and sits straighter. His suit is ill-fitting, as if he used to have a fuller figure.
Diamond notices Sam’s curiosity over him. “This is Sebastian Van Den Berg,” she introduces. “Hades.”
Will leans back against the couch. “Sebastian is a serial killer,” he says casually, as if to clarify the man’s attribution.
Every hair on the back of Sam’s neck stands on end.
“He’s one of our best polemists,” Diamond says with a wave of her hand. “He has been employed with me for decades. Sebastian, this is Sam Lang.”
“Yes, Mozart. A pleasure.” The man smiles, and Sam gives him an uncomfortable smile back. She has crossed paths with plenty of Grand Central’s polemists before, but most of them treat the job as a duty, are committed to fighting for the syndicate. This man, though, has an eagerness about him that makes her uneasy.
He doesn’t just kill out of duty. He loves it.
Will nods at her. “On Sebastian’s first job with us, he was sent to wait at Gotham’s Grand Central Terminal for a man named Stephen Pitt, who owed us a large debt. The next morning, Stephen’s body was found dismembered and embedded into the terminal’s central clock, his face partially transmuted into the metal, his blood staining the interior of the clock’s surface red. The city removed the clock altogether.” He shrugs. “The papers called it a grotesque stunt by a psychopath, while the syndicates realized who he worked for, and gave us our name.”
So, Grand Central had been christened because of this man. Sam recalls the mention of Hades on the night she’d been at the Odyssey Theatre. And now that Will has said his profession, she can see it—even here, seated at the end of the couch, he seems restless, bored, hunting for entertainment. His gaze is curiously empty, as if he is lacking a soul. This is impossible, of course, given how powerful of an alchemist he must be. But she tries to imagine the kind of soul that might inhabit someone like this, wonders if it had been shredded even before he began sacrificing it.
“They want a war,” Diamond continues, “so they’re going to get one. I want the Lumines crew that attempted the hit dead. Save the one who fired the shot at Will. Find him, Sebastian, and bring him back here.”
Sebastian smiles a lazy smile. “Yes, ma’am,” he replies.
Diamond looks at Hanover. “Tomorrow, I need you to pay a visit to Koreatown. I want two of our suppliers alerted. There’s a chance Lumines may target them.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Hanover says.
Sam nods along with Hanover. She usually accompanies Hanover on these errands, keeping her eyes open during supplier meetings, going over ledgers to check for mismatches against what they’ve been promised. “I’ll go with him,” she says.
“Not you,” Diamond says. “You’ll be going with Sebastian this time.”
Sam stiffens. She looks at Sebastian, who gives her an emotionless nod.
There is no room for argument in her statement.
“Yes, ma’am,” Sam says.
“And the next time you see your old friend Shakespeare, invite him over.”
Sam knows what that really means. Diamond wants Ari captured, alive and unharmed. She can only nod. “Yes, ma’am.”
“A bioalchemist like him should have been recruited by us.” Diamond looks at Will. “Can you walk on your own?”
Sam recalls what the old woman had said to her in the Arts District. “The alchiatrist warned that Will is to move as little as possible for the next week.”
“Amerson errs too much on the side of caution,” Will says.
“Amerson always has a reason for her caution. We can’t afford to lose you right now.” Diamond gives him a warning glance that reminds Sam the woman is a mother. “Go rest.”

Sam is the last to leave the room. As she passes Diamond on her way out, the woman stops her.
Diamond coughs, a soft and rasping sound. Then she nods at Sam. “You saved my son’s life tonight,” she says.
Her voice is quiet, different, and Sam doesn’t know what to do. She thinks the woman is trying to tell her that she’s grateful, and it’s a strange feeling, being given gratitude by Diamond Taylor. The emotion tethers them together in an unspoken bond. Sam isn’t used to it, and she doesn’t know how to respond.
“Yes, ma’am,” she decides to say.
Diamond looks at her, a silent beat. And Sam realizes that being at this meeting means she’s part of the inner circle now, that she has just been privy to a conversation at the heart of Grand Central that no one else has heard.
“You can go,” Diamond says at last.
Finally, Sam feels the tether loosen, her freedom returned to her. The darkness outside is starting to weaken, and she finds a curious little memory surfacing in the back of her mind, a childhood letter from long ago.
When does the night end and the morning begin?
At the far end of the hill, the first hint of morning blue is starting to touch the grass. She turns toward it and follows the path leading away from the house.



 
[…] that the economic and technological boom of the 1990s aligned with a new Renaissance of sorts, where society, already on the cusp of a revolution, seemed to accelerate with a burst of new brilliance and thought, catapulting us headfirst into a new millennium of change.
“The Perfect Storm: Revolution of the 1990s” by Dr. Josephine Hardy, Time, March 16, 2002



  


Ari
“I’ve been told that Mozart is someone you know.”
Reed leans back against his couch and regards Ari with a thoughtful eye. Ari holds his ground calmly, but his gaze sweeps around the penthouse, settling for a second on the guards stationed at the balcony and the door. To Reed’s left, Isla sits with shades on, a clear sign that her sand-induced headaches are acting up. Rudra paces nearby.
“Do you know her well?” Reed muses at Ari’s silence.
“Not well,” Ari answers.
Reed lifts an eyebrow at him. “How not well?”
“She and I used to attend the same school.”
“Were you friends?”
“I wasn’t exactly given time to make friends,” Ari says pointedly. “But we were friendly.”
“Did you keep in touch with her?” Reed asks.
“No.”
Rudra stops pacing for a moment to shoot Ari a dark look. “Is that so?” he says. “For being so estranged, you seemed quite eager to let her go.”
“I didn’t let her go,” Ari says calmly. “She’s a polemist. She was too skilled for me to fight on my own.”
Rudra looks away in disgust and continues pacing.
“If you wanted to get in touch with her now, could you?” Reed asks.
The storm in Ari’s head roars, and he forces himself to stay steady. “I suppose it’s possible,” he replies.
“Did she know who you were?”
“Yes,” he says.
Reed leans back in his seat and ponders for a moment. While he does, Isla glances at Ari, as if checking on how he’s feeling. When he meets her eyes, she narrows hers, then shakes her head imperceptibly.
Tread carefully, she seems to be warning him with her gaze.
At last, Reed looks at Ari again. “You’re going to find out everything you can about your old friend. Get close to her without making your actions known to the rest of Grand Central. Make her talk to you.”
“Our chat last night didn’t exactly go well.”
“Give it another go,” Reed says. “Nostalgia is a powerful weapon, isn’t it?”
All Ari can think of is when he was still a new alchemist, and had first worked up the nerve to ask Reed directly about when he might see his family again.
Why? Reed had replied.
Because I miss them, Ari had said.
Of course you do, Reed had acknowledged, and never brought it up again.
“You want Sam to be an informant?” Ari asks now.
“An unsuspecting one. I want a direct line through her to Grand Central leadership. I want info that will take them apart, and I want you to get it.”
Sam weaving sea daisies into her dark hair, leaning against his shoulder, running her hand through the tide, staring out across the sea.
“I’ll find a way,” Ari says stiffly.
Reed regards him a moment longer, as if expecting more resistance, but Ari refuses to give it to him, to let him see the full extent of his weakness. After a while, Reed finally sighs and waves them away.
“It’s late,” he mutters, “and I’ve been kept up later than I wanted with this mess. Get out, all of you. We’ll reconvene in the morning.”
Ari steps out with Isla, and the two of them walk in silence in the same direction toward their apartments. When they reach Ari’s door, Isla turns to face him. Even through her shades, he can tell that the whites of her eyes are bloodshot with exhaustion, her pupils dilated. The sand has hit her hard today.
“You’re thinking about her,” she says.
Ari looks away from her. “What makes you think that?”
“I remember this look on your face. You’d get like this sometimes after we had a night together. You’d lie there in bed like you were somewhere else.”
“Maybe you just exhaust me,” he says dryly.
Her lips curve upward a bit. “Maybe,” she replies. “But Rudra said Mozart managed to get Will out of there because she has a knack for going undetected.” She casts him a sidelong glance. “Did you really let her go?”
He sighs at her. “What do you think? I took an oath, same as you.”
“Mm,” she murmurs thoughtfully.
Ari hates how Isla can do this, that without even having enough information, she still finds a way to make assumptions that are actually right. He refuses to react to her statement, choosing instead to meet her gaze steadily.
She leans toward him. “I know you’re not going to admit to anything out loud, that would be fucking stupid of you. And I’ll keep my mouth shut around the others. I’m just saying this to you because we’re alone here. Listen to me. All right? Are you listening?”
“Yes.”
“Watch yourself.” Her voice turns serious. “I know what it’s like, getting personal with those outside of our business. It can mess with your head, especially us bioalchemists, we’re so sensitive to moods and emotions.”
He’s still thinking of Sam, can’t get her out of his mind. He forces himself to focus on Isla instead, and frowns. “What do you mean, you know what it’s like?”
She shrugs. “I once fell for someone not affiliated with Lumines or Grand Central. For a few weeks, I was showing up late at the library and forgetting my place.” She laughs bitterly, like it’s funny. “Rudra beat the shit out of me for it.”
Ari suddenly recalls the one time she’d shown up to their afternoon study sessions with a black eye. He hadn’t thought much of it then, but now he remembers how often she’d been late in the weeks before that. So, that had been Rudra’s work.
“I didn’t know,” he says.
“Of course you didn’t.” There’s no emotion in her voice, no bitterness or trauma, nor does she elaborate on what happened to the person she’d loved. “And I’m not saying whatever’s happening with you is the same thing, because what the hell do I know? I’m just saying.” She winces as if her migraine has suddenly spiked. Her eyes squeeze shut and she rubs her temples before continuing. “I know you have some history with Mozart, and that’s fine. We’ve all got weird connections in this city. But you need to keep a clear head. She’s Grand Central. She’s untouchable. You get that, right?”
“I’m not interested in her,” Ari says coldly, but even as he says it, the words ring hollow to him, glaring in their falsehood.
“Didn’t ask if you were. You want to mess around with her, that’s fine, get it out of your system, that’s probably what Reed wants you to do anyway. But that’s a means to an end, not a slippery slope for you to slide down. Keep your head on straight and remember your loyalties. If you feel like you’re slipping, you’d best tell Reed now and ask him to pull you off this mission. If not for your sake, then for hers.”
“And why would you care about her sake?” Ari says.
“I just don’t like seeing anyone burned when they don’t need to be, is all. Listen, we’re all in the same line of work. Let’s keep things as simple as possible, right?” She nods at his door. “Now go get some rest. You’ve got a date night with Charlotte.”
Ari forces his thoughts about Sam into a dark corner of his mind, where she continues to fester. But outwardly, he gives Isla a demure smile. “You worry too much about me,” he says.
She leans up to press an affectionate kiss to his lips. “I never worry about anyone,” she replies. “It’s how I ended up so well-adjusted.”

It is impossible for Ari to concentrate on his date with Charlotte.
The only thing he can think of is Sam, her image imprinted on his mind like a brand. Her wrist in his hand. Her expression of disbelief as he’d stepped back and let her go, then her figure disappearing into the car, driving off through the night.
But Charlotte is still the police chief’s daughter, so Ari gathers himself up and takes her out for dinner on Friday. It is a chilly night in the city, and the palm trees sway from the wind, but inside, they pick a cozy window seat at the bar and talk by candlelight. Ari is polite and thoughtful and attentive, and Charlotte is sweet and animated and smitten, and by the time they head out of the restaurant and in the direction of the Columbia lofts, she is rosy-cheeked and giddy with anticipation, whispering flirtatious jokes into his ear as she rubs his arm.
Back at his apartment, he follows Charlotte’s cues in silence as they shed their clothes and slide onto his bed. But in the darkness, he can only see Sam. She swims in his thoughts, fully formed, as real as if she were the one here with him. Winged lion on her lapel. Smooth, pale hands gliding against brick. Eyes dilated, yearning, filled with a hurt that had stabbed him through to the bone. He closes his eyes and kisses Charlotte’s lips and throat, takes her nipples into his mouth, desperate to forget. Charlotte moans and caresses his hair and whispers his name, but he can only hear Sam’s voice. And when he makes his way down, down, past her stomach to where she has spread her legs for him, he can only remember the feeling of Sam’s smooth, slender wrist in his grasp, the graceful line of Sam’s throat outlined by streetlight.
Sam, Sam. Why are you back in my life?
“Ari,” Charlotte sighs, shuddering, arching against the bed as he kneels before her.
He runs a hand along the softness of her inner thigh until he reaches the pearl of nerves in her folds. There, he massages her gently, sinks his fingers inside her, and conjures a steady wave of pleasure through her body, transmuting water molecules and blood cells into oxytocin and dopamine, adding on to the pleasure already building in her abdomen. Her mouth opens in surprise, her eyes flutter shut. He can nearly feel what she feels, realizes the unbearable sweetness of her ache, knows her muscles must be tingling with anticipation, that a delicious tide of heat is growing between her legs.
“Ari, oh my god.” She cries out and trembles in an orgasm more powerful than any she has ever experienced. She runs her hands through the dark curls of his hair as his tongue glides over and over across her dripping folds. It’s all she’s able to say. “Oh, Ari, how did you do that? Oh, my god.”
Then her words fade into shallow gasps and whimpers, and Ari imagines looking up past her wet thighs to see Sam’s straight silver hair spilling across his bed, plump little lips parted in the night. The thought of her before him like this is so powerful tonight that he can almost weave the illusion across the scene, can see her here. He’d forgotten how much of a hold she had on him, what it felt like to be subjected to her. The way her head tilts thoughtfully. The way she glared at him. The blade in her hand, pointed at his throat.
When Charlotte finally coaxes him up and wraps her legs around him, he buries himself deep in her. Sam, Sam. Her name echoes in his mind as he rocks them back and forth in the darkness, transmuting waves of ecstasy relentlessly into her, hearing Sam’s cries in Charlotte’s voice, seeing Sam’s trembling body in Charlotte’s curves. He feels feverish, his mind blurry and unsteady, like he isn’t really here. Charlotte squeaks in surprise as he lifts her up effortlessly and pins her against the headboard, and then he’s thrusting into her hard and strong and over and over until she’s crying out again. He keeps her precisely on the edge between orgasms, so that to her, it seems as if they never wholly end. Her arms lock around his neck; her thighs shake, wet and sticky, around his hips. It’s Sam. Silver hair, feather-soft, spilling over his shoulder. Liquid dark eyes lidded with passion. Freckles faint in the night. Mouth hot on his. Telling him to keep going, to do it like that, that she can’t believe it, she’s never felt like this, that she’s going to come once more. He orgasms once, twice, loses count, his groans muffled against her neck, simultaneously lost in the moment and detached from it.
He feels like he’s suffocating. He is diving into a dark lake, and at the shore, he sees Sam standing alone, black eyes fixed on him, trying to decide whether or not to save him.
And would he? If she reached out her hand, would he just pull her into the water too? Would he drown her?
Will he?



 
[…] a shelter-in-place order remains in effect through 6:00 A.M. for all businesses and residents around Grand Central Terminal from 5th Avenue and East 47th Street to 2nd Avenue and East 39th Street as police continue to hunt for the culprit in a murder at the station, the latest in a rash of unsolved killings that has set the city on edge […]
Live news excerpt, NBC 4 Gotham City, 1989



  


Sam
Diamond’s instructions to Sam and Sebastian are to hit early and fast and hard. To strike fear, and serve as a reminder to Lumines about how many eyes Diamond has in the city, how much territory they cover, how quickly and ruthlessly Grand Central can dole out justice in retaliation for the attack on Will.
“You ready for a job like this?” Sebastian asks her tonight as they arrive across the street from Union Station, which is now closed and shuttered for the night.
In the passenger seat, Sam’s face is emotionless, but she squeezes her hands together over and over in her lap. She can feel the rush of sand in her veins now, everything about her heightened to its peak in this moment. Even on this cool night, the car feels warm in a good way, and the world around her looks crisp and fine-tuned, her mind easily recording each detail.
“I’ve done plenty of jobs,” she replies.
“Not a hit, you haven’t.” He raps against the windshield in the direction of a rooftop lounge down the street, its strings of lights a glaring warmth against the dark industrial block. “I can see it on your face. You understand what to do, but you don’t know yet how to strike fear, do you? You’re too new a polemist.”
“I know how,” she says as she steps out of the car, and Sebastian just chuckles.
The rooftop lounge, Minnow, is the hippest new restaurant in Downtown, the kind of place that has a nondescript art deco door with the number 314 emblazoned on it. The door is closed, but as they approach, it opens from the inside and a hostess greets them with a smile, her eyes gliding right over Sam and onto Sebastian.
“Right this way,” she says.
Inside, the heater is blasting and conversations echo loudly off the walls. People are dressed as if they are ready for the cameras, and some of them do draw cameras, eyes following them wherever they go. Overhead, lights hang from transparent wire as if floating in midair; statues hover over koi ponds in the corner. In this sort of atmosphere, Sam can feel herself disappear into the air, nothing more than an apparition, a nobody among somebodies. She takes a breath and imagines it dissipating out of her lungs, as if her body isn’t real.
They make their way up the stairs at the end of the common lobby and bathrooms, winding up in the darkness until they emerge on the rooftop, where crowds cluster underneath the comfort of heat lamps.
As they settle into a pair of seats in a cozy corner of the bar, Sam looks around the space. With her senses heightened, she can feel herself gathering information about every person around them—the new couple seated two tables away, the rowdy bachelorette party, the screenwriters working on a television show, the group of businessmen discussing stocks. She takes in one full sweep of the space so that she’s memorized all the faces, and as she does, she finds herself unconsciously searching for Ari among them.
But of course he’s not here. She tears her gaze away from the room, reminding herself that they’re here to find Maclan, that his is the only face she should be hunting for in the crowd. But even as she tells herself this, she finds herself hoping to glimpse a head of dark curls, a glimmer of dark eyes.
They order drinks and some appetizers, yellowtail crudo and charcuterie and old-fashioneds with giant ice cubes.
As they eat, Sebastian says, “Tell me about yourself, Mozart.”
She scowls at him over her drink. “That’s general.”
“Well, here we are together, on our way to an assignment. Best we get to know each other, right?”
“I don’t think that’s necessary.”
Sebastian smiles at her. He has an uncanny way of showing all his teeth, weathered skin wrinkling like leather around his mouth, and she looks away from him, tension coiling tight in her stomach. If she weren’t on sand and practically unnoticeable, she knows they would get looks from others, people murmuring about their stark age difference and wondering if he’s some sort of film mogul.
“It’s because they haven’t used you properly yet. You’re still taking occasional lessons at the Observatory, aren’t you? With Constantine and others.”
“I’ve done plenty.”
“No no, you’ve experimented,” Sebastian explains. “Diamond’s easing you in. Take, for instance, what you once did to your classmate. Nicolas, wasn’t it?”
The desperate eyes, the burnt skin. Sam shivers as the memory appears in her mind. “Why do you know about that?” she mutters.
Sebastian smiles at her. “My dear. Everyone knows about that. Nicolas still walks around with a scar across his neck like he survived a dull guillotine.”
She doesn’t see Nicolas often now, as he works with sand as a philosopher, but sometimes they still cross paths back at the estate. Always, he avoids her eyes. She avoids him too. Best to keep their distance from each other.
“Well, what about it?” she says stiffly, looking out the window and away from Sebastian.
He shrugs. “You could have killed him that night. Maclan too, at the hotel. I heard you sliced his throat. But you didn’t want to give him a fatal wound.”
“I didn’t need to.”
“Why?”
The question is so genuinely curious that Sam looks up at him in disbelief. Is there a way to recognize a serial killer? Her mind pores over each detail of his face, the watery brown eyes and the thin, tapering lips. His limbs are restless, fingers drumming against the table, knee bouncing. But none of these features define a person with a twisted mind.
“Because I don’t find it recreational,” she says coldly.
Sebastian nods, and Sam feels another chill creep down her spine. He is sincerely trying to understand. “It’s because you don’t know yet how it feels,” he says.
“How what feels?”
“Killing.”
Sam doesn’t answer.
“If you did,” he goes on, “you wouldn’t have let them live. You would have followed through.”
“I think you’re projecting,” she mutters.
A thin laugh. But when she looks at him again, his face is sober. “I was once on death row, you know. I deserved to be there. I killed thirty-four people over the span of two decades, and when they finally arrested me, it felt like a relief. My insatiable need to take life had finally been acknowledged.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t care all that much about dying myself. But while I waited for my execution date, they kept me in a straitjacket in a hundred-square-foot cell. Do you understand that kind of torture, for an alchemist? Being unable to create, unable even to take my own life? Like cutting the hands off an artist.”
“You fancy yourself an artist,” she says.
“It is an art,” he replies. “Knowing how, and how quickly. Knowing where and when. A perfectly executed job is a masterpiece worthy of being studied.”
He speaks of taking a life as if it is painting a canvas. Sam can feel her soul curling tight, as if she is seated next to the reaper himself.
“You don’t think you’re a monster,” she says.
“Oh, I very much do.” He nods. “I’m not a good person, Mozart. I wanted and deserved my sentence. Every person I killed, I killed with full awareness.” His eyes narrow. “But an artist is an artist. I can’t help but see people the way I see them. Is it that different from a businessman’s obsession with money? An artist’s compulsion to paint?”
Sam swallows and presses her hands into her lap. “Why didn’t they execute you?”
“One day,” he says, “I got called in for an interview with a parole officer. They said I was going to be pardoned.” He looks at Sam and chuckles. “Pardoned. Me. By the time I got out a few weeks later, Diamond Taylor was there to meet me in my hotel room. She offered me a job, doing what I’m best at. I kill for her, and in exchange, I get my freedom. I had no personal loyalty to Diamond, but I couldn’t pass up that good of a deal.” He shakes his head, smiling. “The rush of taking a life. You don’t know it yet. You will soon.”
Sam swallows. In her lap, her hands are trembling.
“Do you understand what you’re doing tonight?” he asks her.
She does, and yet she hasn’t quite registered it. She has tortured a man in a basement, and she has cut the throat of a man in the heat of a fight. But she doesn’t know what it’s like to kill a person. She has tried not to think about what her assignment tonight really means. They are taking care of business. They are handling people for causing trouble. They are fixing a problem.
At her hesitation, Sebastian grins. “Constantine tells me that when you take sand, people don’t notice you. You fade into the background. People look away from you in disinterest, as if you aren’t there at all. When asked, they can’t remember your name or whether you were even there. They walk away and don’t realize you’ve entered or left a place. They look at you on security camera footage and think you’re a nobody, just passing through.”
Sam looks out the window. The city is awash in neon lights now, as bright in its own way as during the day. Down on the street below, smoke rises from a taco stand’s griddle as a cook scrapes carnitas into a corner. There are half a dozen people clustered under a bus stop, expressions listless, perhaps dreaming of another life.
“I don’t need your analysis of me,” she says.
“My dear girl,” Sebastian says, handing her a silvery-white pill. A second dose, so soon after her first. She takes it from him, eager for the rush of it to bolster her resolve. “Listen to me. I’ve seen a hundred alchemists in my lifetime. They all have the same hunger in their eyes as you. Some deep, desperate, innate desire for more, the ambition for perfection. It’s what drives all of us. Be honest. Isn’t that why you’re here?”
Sam says nothing, but his words bring back a surge of her old emotions from childhood, the need to please, the need to become better. Everything can be more beautiful.
“I’m here because I needed to save my mother,” she says.
“Mm.” Sebastian chews thoughtfully on a slice of raw yellowtail. “And now that she’s saved, why are you here?”
“I don’t think I really have a choice, do I?”
He gives her that wide smile again. “Oh, I think you do. Stay and see, Sam. Life is infinitely flawed, tortuous and hard and filled with pain. But death? Death is a perfection all its own. The longer you’re an alchemist, the more you’ll understand what I mean. You’ll know why I feel the way I feel.”
Sam looks down and sips her drink. The food on the table suddenly looks unappetizing to her, and she finds herself wishing to get up from the table and walk away, down the stairs and out the door, and then to just keep going, farther and farther, forever. But she knows she won’t. She won’t because she is bound to Grand Central, because deep down, she knows Sebastian is right. Every time Will calls for her, she is seen, feels the rush of importance. When Diamond acknowledges her, she feels like she could fly. She checks her bank account every week and sees the growing number, three zeros to four to five, more money than she’d ever thought it possible to have. She’s here because she wants this life. She craves the attention it brings her.
She opens her mouth, suddenly angry at Sebastian for his uncanny observations—but before she can argue, she spots a familiar face that makes her go silent.
It’s Maclan. Kafka. He’s tall and podgy, his beard newly trimmed and streaked with silver, and he’s wearing a turtleneck to hide the slash that Sam gave him the other night. Now he’s laughing with a friend, his arm wrapped around a wispy girl’s waist. The new dose of sand is flooding Sam’s veins now, and she feels invincible, like she could go right up to his face and still he wouldn’t see her.
Sam and Sebastian exchange a brief look.
A minute later, Maclan pulls away from the girl and excuses himself, makes a beeline for the bar’s bathroom.
Sebastian rises from their table. Sam follows suit. They head in the direction of the bathrooms too, turning down the hall right as Maclan steps into the men’s room. Outside, Sam hesitates for a second. Then Sebastian steps in, and after a beat, Sam does too.
The inside is nearly as dark as the outside, the tiles black and white, the lighting low and intimate. Maclan is standing in front of one of the urinals, his back turned to them. Sebastian stops behind the man and waits in the middle of the room. Maclan hums a tune. His head is tilted up at the tiles, admiring the pattern.
Sebastian walks toward him. As his boots click against the floor, Maclan finally seems to realize he’s not alone—and when Sebastian reaches him, Maclan turns his head a little, as if wondering which urinal the new arrival is going to choose.
Instead, Sebastian grabs the man’s hair and slams his head into the urinal’s wall.
Maclan lets out a startled gasp, but already, Sam can see the man’s hair changing in Sebastian’s grasp—the strands turning into a mass of white porcelain, melding into the urinal wall itself, then spreading to the skin of his entire forehead. The man begins to scream.
Sebastian grins at the sight, his eyes alight with pleasure. Then he grabs Maclan’s head and yanks him forcibly back from the urinal. The pieces of his skin and hair that have transformed into porcelain break off. He falls backward onto the tiles, his forehead and scalp completely skinned, exposing the crimson flesh underneath. Blood gushes down his temples.
He is still screaming. Sebastian rolls him over and presses a knee into his back, hand gripping his arm. He presses one of Maclan’s wrists against the floor tiles and, before Sam’s eyes, Maclan’s arm melds into the floor, becoming tile itself—Sebastian’s other hand grips the man’s right arm, and that arm too becomes the floor. Maclan thrashes in agony.
Sebastian pushes Maclan’s face down so that the man’s cheek is against the floor.
“Hello, hello, Kafka!” Sebastian exclaims over him. “You’ve been a naughty little fucker!”
Blood stains the whites of Maclan’s eyes. “Reed!” he blurts out. “Reed will hear about this!”
“That’s the goal,” Sebastian answers him in a matter-of-fact voice. Sam only glimpses the man’s terror before he starts screaming again, because his cheek is now melding into the tiles. Sam can see the tile turning scarlet, the stone taking on qualities of the blood, the iron adding a metallic sheen. When the man keeps shrieking, Sebastian makes an annoyed sound and runs his hand across the man’s mouth. Thread transmutes in a bloody line from the man’s skin, weaving in and out through his lips like stitches until his screams turn into a frothy gurgle.
Sam is frozen to her spot at the sight. Her mind has turned blank. She is back in the Confession Room, the man blubbering at her feet, sobbing for mercy.
Sebastian rises to his feet, rubs his neck, and nods at Sam. “Finish up.”
She just stares at him. She doesn’t know what he means.
“You want him to keep yelling?” Sebastian says, sharply this time. “Someone’s going to come through that door.”
Still, she doesn’t move. Her eyes shift back to the writhing man, unable to separate his body from the floor.
“Weren’t you bragging to me a minute ago about how much you already know?” Sebastian steps closer to her. His eyes are narrowed now, and he is somewhere between anticipation and glee. “Well, girl, here’s what your fat paycheck has been for. Do your job.”
Sam bends down and presses her hand against the tiles. A searing pain shoots up her arm and wedges in a spot deep in her chest, the ache of ripping away a piece of her soul, and beneath her fingers, the tile breaks off in her hand.
But still, she cannot move. The man tries in vain to pull himself up. His muffled screams turn into a wail as he realizes he is going to die.
Sebastian’s voice next to her ear snaps her out of her reverie. “The fuck you waiting for!” he hisses. “Kill him!”
And this time, somehow, Sam finds the resolve to do it. She grips the jagged tile, presses it to Maclan’s bloody, skinless forehead—and transmutes it in an instant into a needle-sharp blade of steel. It pierces straight through the man’s head and out the back of his skull.
He jerks once, violently. The wail cuts off. His writhing stops.
The bathroom plunges into an odd silence. When she stands up and looks at Sebastian, the man has his arms crossed and a smile on his face. “It always takes a sec, the first one,” he says. “You have to get past the hurdle. It’ll be easier for you from now on.”
She doesn’t know what to say to that. There are no words inside her. The blood pooling underneath the man has widened into a scarlet lake all the way around his body.
Sebastian kneels next to the body and puts a hand on the man’s ruined head. “Don’t forget to clean up after yourself,” he says over his shoulder. As Sam looks on, he transmutes away the blade in the man’s head, the steel turning back into tile and then crumbling into dust, the hole in Maclan’s head closing at both ends. Sebastian re-forms the dust of the tile back into the floor, making the floor whole, and turns the blood on the tiles into water. There’s no way to turn the broken porcelain strands on Maclan’s head back into hair, so instead he transmutes part of Maclan’s coat into a surprisingly realistic synthetic imitation of skin and hair over the scalped head.
It all takes less than thirty seconds. When Sebastian steps away again, Maclan looks like he just collapsed on the floor.
Sam stays frozen until Sebastian taps her on the shoulder. She startles.
“Come on,” he says.
Sam manages to follow him out of the bathroom. Sure enough, a server is already heading down the hall past them to check on the noise. He looks annoyed, probably assuming there was a heated argument by the urinals, some drunk guy who left a mess. He passes Sam without a second glance, barely registers Sebastian.
Outside, the party continues. Cassiopeia and Orion have blinked into existence overhead. Sam hurries toward the stairs leading back down and out into the street. She keeps her head down. No one bothers to look their way. Against her will, her mind continues to memorize the conversations they hear as they head to the stairs, storing a stream of useless information in her memory.
“—and have you seen the latest episode?—”
“—Oh my god, how funny! Did you—”
“—Right? Me too, I thought—”
They make it down the stairs and outside, and all the meaningless conversations from inside cut off. No one notices them as they make their way past a cluster of people huddled by the valet stand. Not a single person turns their head. At her side, Sebastian walks with his hands in his pockets and a serene look on his face, as if he has been waiting all day to breathe. She can hear him humming.
They are across the street and getting into their car when Sam hears, from a long distance, someone on the rooftop let out a scream.



  


Sam
The next night passes in a series of flashes.
Sam and Sebastian find Zhukov, the man who had shot Will, nodding off at his office desk at a small finance company belonging to Lumines, working late. Sam sends a surge of melatonin through him, knocking him unconscious, and Sebastian carries him to their car.
They drive back to the estate. Sebastian doesn’t say anything for the entire ride. It is the kindest thing he’s done for her so far. In the back seat, Zhukov lies slumped against the seats, his head lolling with each bump in the road. Sam sits rigidly in the passenger seat with her eyes closed. Then she opens them and watches the passing scenery, focusing on anything she can so that she doesn’t have to focus on what she’s doing. Her memory continues to record everything, as if it is a video in her head. Maclan’s body, lying motionless and mutilated on the bathroom floor. Blood on the urinals and the tiles. Sebastian’s impatient voice.
The fuck you waiting for!
Does Ari do this? Has he ever taken a life? She tries to picture Ari standing over Maclan’s body, blood on his hands, eyes vacant. It seems impossible, until she recalls him pointing the knife at her throat, the way he’d seized her wrist.
He had let her go. But would he ever do it again? Would she, to him?
Hanover meets them inside the gate. Together, they haul Zhukov’s limp body out of the car and up the steps, until they’ve brought him to the lowest floor in the guest complex, to a Confession Room.
Will is already there. Beside him, flanked by several guards, is Diamond. The woman may be gaunt, but she is as properly dressed as ever, in a flawless suit and tie. Sam takes one look at her and knows immediately what is happening here tonight.
The basement feels like it’s closing in around her.
Sebastian deposits Zhukov on the floor, where he is slowly stirring to life. Diamond doesn’t greet them. Her face is instead turned down at the man, and when he pushes himself laboriously into a sitting position, blinking in bewilderment, Diamond bends down to rest her elbows on her knees, her eyes level with his.
Zhukov recognizes her immediately. He begins to tremble as Diamond studies him.
Sam looks at Will, and Will returns her look with a slight shake of his head. It’s a warning to stay out of Diamond’s way tonight.
When Zhukov speaks, his voice is trembling so badly that Sam doesn’t recognize it at all. He sounds like a different person than the man on the night of Will’s attack.
“Please,” he begs at last, his voice pathetic. “It wasn’t up to me.”
Diamond doesn’t say anything. She just keeps staring, and it’s enough to bring tears to the man’s eyes. When Sam looks down, she sees urine puddling on the floor around him.
An assistant comes into the room, bearing a tray full of tools and a camera on a tripod. He puts the tray on the floor beside Diamond, then sets up the tripod in front of Zhukov before turning the camera on. Zhukov’s cowering figure appears on the camera’s screen, his eyes fixed on himself.
“You’ve done a bad thing, Zhukov,” Diamond says softly to him. “So, I’d like for you to see what happens when you touch my son.”
She is going to make Zhukov watch himself die. And in the gravel of that voice, Sam suddenly realizes that she’s only ever seen the lady with a heart, the one who will help you if you can prove yourself worthy of her time.
She has never seen the other Diamond Taylor, the one who built Grand Central.
The woman reaches toward the tray of tools, picks up a pair of gloves, and pulls them on. Another wave of nausea hits Sam; she remembers that Diamond isn’t an alchemist. She is going to do this with her own hands.
“Thank you for your hard work tonight,” she says to Sebastian and Sam. “Get some rest.”
It’s a dismissal. Sam follows Sebastian out of the room, nauseous over what is about to happen, weak with relief that she won’t have to watch. Hanover is waiting for her at the end of the hall, where at last she gets to separate from Sebastian, who heads back to his apartment. Hanover leads Sam up the stairs to her own place. There, without a word, he hands her a sleeping pill.
“I’ve cleared your schedule for tomorrow,” he says. His voice is soft and kind. “Sleep late, eat a big breakfast. You’re not needed until next week.”
“Thank you, Hanover,” she whispers, taking the pill from his hands.
He turns to go. “You’re going to be all right, Miss Lang,” he reassures her, but there is something solemn in his voice too, as if his declaration is less a promise and more an order. She has to be all right. There is no other option.
Sam takes a shower, collapses into bed, and sleeps a dreamless sleep, her mind gifting her the small mercy of shutting down.
Elsewhere on the estate, the property is quiet, the stillness punctuated by the chirp of crickets. If there are sounds coming from the Confession Rooms, no one can hear them.

Sam has no idea how long Diamond takes with Zhukov.
She doesn’t wake up until afternoon, when the sun finally shifts to stripe her bed with golden light. There is a missed call on her phone from her mother, followed by a couple texts.
Happy Lunar New Year.
No dinner this week?
And then, When are you coming home again?
Sam can’t bear to answer right now, terrified that her mother will be able to tell right away by her tone that something’s wrong. So she leaves the call and texts unanswered. By the time she takes a glance at the news, she realizes that Zhukov is already in the headlines. His body was dropped off right in front of the Eastern Columbia Building in downtown, his hands and feet chopped off and looped around his neck with a rope, his eyelids removed, his eardrums punctured, his lips sewn shut. Some of his organs are missing, likely removed before death. The list of grotesqueries goes on; Sam just stops reading after that. She tries to imagine Diamond doing it—her gloved hands covered in blood, crimson dotting her fine suit—and cannot.
Maclan’s death is in a news snippet, too. MAN FOUND DEAD IN RESTAURANT
BATHROOM FROM OVERDOSE. Sand was found in the body’s blood. There are some mumbles among local politicians for a renewed federal push to ban the substance, even though the evidence tying the sand to the death is questionable at best. But in syndicate circles, whispers circulate. Diamond had no intention of making the killings subtle. She wants to ensure that those who work for Lumines see what happens when they upset her.
Sam wonders what Ari’s face looked like when he heard about Zhukov and Maclan. She wonders if he knows she was involved, or whether he cares.
After the previous evening, it’s hard for her to feel anything.
Nausea. That, she feels. She goes to the bathroom to throw up repeatedly, until nothing but bile comes up. She goes back to bed. She dozes in an uneasy half sleep until the afternoon has turned into night. She keeps waking up rubbing at her hands, as if they are still stained with blood.
Finally, she goes to pull her shoes on to step out of her apartment for the first time today. As she goes, she checks her bank account, as she frequently does. She stills.
There is a new deposit into her account for one million dollars.

What do you do with a million dollars?
Sam has grown up fantasizing about being richer, but only in the way that normal people were richer than her. Driving your own car instead of taking the bus. Buying new clothes and new books, going out for dinner, taking a vacation, owning a house. Her mother is living well now in her apartment. Money is plentiful and life is stable. But even after years of experiencing the staggering luxury of the Red City, Sam has never really been able to imagine herself in the position of someone like Diamond. To be so wealthy that you can’t spend your money fast enough. So wealthy that money becomes synonymous with power, makes you untouchable, allows you to move carelessly through the world. After the nice clothes and new car and luxury apartment and eating out, what do you buy?
She doesn’t know. She just keeps staring at the new zeroes in her bank account and swallowing again and again, wondering how many zeroes Diamond must have in her holdings to be able to hand out millions like this without a second thought. All her life she has wanted to be seen, but this? This is a new kind of seen.
Everything can be more beautiful.
But does more money ever become an ugly thing? When does it stop saving your life and start destroying it?
Over the following week, no one brings up the murders. Sebastian never brings it up. Will never brings it up. Hanover never brings it up. Diamond never brings it up. Their meetings are about how next to strike at Lumines’s heart. Sam begins to wonder how she got the money in her account, if the murders were just a loose thread lost in the timeline of life, if maybe they never happened at all. They merge with her nightmares and become something detached from reality.
She stops eating. The bones jut sharply at her wrists; her clavicle protrudes in stark relief. Dizzy spells puncture her days. In the past, she would have written to Ari in the particular way they had, telling him her troubles without telling him, and he would have written back to her something thoughtful and comforting. But where can she go for that now? Her mind spins in circles, exhausted, hoping for relief, coming back again and again to Ari as its solace and then being unable to find him. She tries to imagine what he’d write to her, but the letters in her head are always blank. So instead, she spends long minutes in the bathroom—five minutes, then ten, then thirty—washing her hands under hot water until they’re red and aching. When she hears sirens going by, she has to stop in an alleyway or a convenience store just to collect her bearings, tell herself she isn’t going to be arrested. She checks her hands and makes sure the blood isn’t still there. There’s nothing. Maclan’s death had been ruled an overdose, after all. She can’t be arrested for something that never happened. Can she? She tries to imagine the police showing up at her mother’s house, her mother stirring from her sleep with a grumble, walking to the front door only to see two officers with a list of questions about her daughter.
Her mother.
The next time Sam visits, she makes sure to take a dose of sand in the hopes that it will help deflect her mother’s attention. But when she arrives at her mother’s apartment for dinner, her mother pauses in her cooking to look at her.
“You’ve lost weight,” she says immediately.
A lifetime of being ignored, and yet when Sam actually wants to disappear, she can’t. In irritation, she shrugs off her mother’s concern and sits down on the couch, turns the TV on so she has somewhere else to look.
“I’ve been working a lot,” Sam replies.
Her mother turns away to toss garlic in the frying pan, then long beans and sesame oil. The scent fills the air. “Don’t they feed you?” she says over her shoulder.
“I’m eating. Don’t worry.”
“You’re not.”
“I’m fine.”
Her mother doesn’t answer that. After a while, when dinner is ready and Sam goes to sit at the table, she digs into her food without looking up, eating mechanically. She can tell, logically, that the food is as tasty as ever, but the signals never make it to her brain. In her mouth, it tastes like chalk and paper.
When Sam finally looks up, she sees her mother sitting there, staring at Sam’s hands. They are cracked from being washed so much. Sam removes one hand from the tabletop and sits on it. Why does her mother care so much now? Is it because Sam has been away for so long? Has her absence strengthened her mother’s worry so much that even sand can’t deter her?
Or is it because her mother might know why they are cracked? Because she too has heard of alchemy? Because she knows what it can do to you?
“Are you working on a big case?” her mother asks in a careful, probing voice.
“Just a lot going on,” she replies.
“You’ve never gone into much detail about your work at the firm.”
“Not really in the mood right now, Mom. I’m tired.”
Her mother nods, but her eyes are still scrutinizing Sam. Then she looks down and takes a bite of rice.
“I was filling out some paperwork today,” she says. “I couldn’t remember what year you graduated, so I called your university.”
Sam keeps her head lowered, tensing, and doesn’t answer.
“They said they don’t have your records.”
Sam gets another spoonful of long beans. “I’m sure it’s just an error. I’ll call them later and check.”
Her mother is staring at her again. “Why do you work at night?”
“Sometimes it requires burning the midnight oil.”
“You’ll usually answer me during the day. But you never answer me at night.”
“Did you used to call me when you worked nights?” Sam says sharply.
At that, her mother presses her lips together. “What’s wrong?” she finally asks.
“Nothing,” Sam answers, annoyed, and purposefully heaps more shining chunks of meat into her rice bowl.
A note of silence passes between them, Sam forcing food down her throat, her mother not eating. At last, her mother says, “You didn’t call back on New Year.”
Sam pushes away a needle of guilt and lets bitterness seep into her heart. How many times had her mother missed her holiday performances at school? How many times had Sam made herself dinner on nights when her mother wasn’t home, read herself a book before bedtime because no one was around? And now she cares?
“Sorry,” Sam says.
Her mother clicks her tongue at her. “You grew up and forgot your mother?”
The words send a wave of resentment through Sam. You forgot me before I grew up, she wants to snap back.
Instead, she replies coldly, “I was busy.”
Her mother is quiet for a moment. “I was wondering,” she then says, “if you wanted to cook together this weekend. A makeup New Year’s dinner. Some dumplings—”
“Can’t,” Sam cuts her off. “I’m working.”
Her mother falls back into silence as Sam fills her mouth with rice and meat, even as her stomach protests with a wave of nausea.
After a while, her mother says, “Okay.”
When Sam finishes, she hurriedly collects their dishes and shoves them in the dishwasher, haphazard and disorganized. While her mother is still wiping down the table, she pulls on her boots and is halfway out the door. It occurs to her that she never asked what paperwork her mother was filing that would need her graduation information, but she doesn’t want to talk about it any longer.
“Bye, Mom,” she says, and closes the door before her mother can answer.

That night, back at the estate, Sam throws up everything she ate for dinner, then falls into a restless sleep plagued by dreams she can’t remember. She wakes up drenched with sweat, her eyes searching for a body on the floor, the tang of blood always in the air. There is a phantom blade in her hand that she keeps trying to throw away. A sour taste fills her mouth.
There are more texts on her phone from her mother.
When are you coming back?
Where will you be next weekend?
Always the same relentless questions. Sam feels disgusted by her mother’s active concern, now that she is an adult and no longer needs her mother to survive. Where was all this when Sam was a child? When has her mother ever opened up to her? Why should Sam? But guilt still sits heavy in her chest, all the same. Sam tells herself she’ll call her mother back tomorrow and apologize for her behavior, and they can schedule another night for dinner.
Later, not now. She can’t bear the thought of letting her mother listen to her voice. Her mother will see right through her to the rot underneath.
And is it rot? How did other people get money, anyway? Some of the wealthiest people in the world robbed and hurt their way to the top, and they’re hailed as inspirations. Hadn’t the people she’d executed deserved it? Weren’t they worse than her? Why does she have to be the only one who feels guilty? It’s so much easier, isn’t it, to just point your finger at all the moral failings of other people?

A week later, when Sam is washing her hands in the bathroom at the bottom of the estate’s hill, Diamond comes in. Sam is so focused on scrubbing her skin that she doesn’t even notice the woman at first. A rarity, for her. She is concentrating on washing away all the grime from under her nails, even that which she can’t see. She knows it must be there and needs to get it out. She’s been at it for ten straight minutes, and her skin is starting to bleed from the cracks.
Diamond washes her hands in the sink beside her, dries them with a paper towel, then stands there and waits. This is what finally pulls Sam out of her reverie, ripping her attention from her hands to focus instead on the woman beside her, watching her patiently.
“You’re clean, Sam,” Diamond suggests.
Sam feels a tide of shame. She turns off the faucet immediately and dries her hands on a towel, ignoring the feeling of blood that still seems to be on her.
Diamond nods at her hands. “Let me see.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Sam holds out her dried hands to the woman and is embarrassed all over again. Her hands are bright red, bleeding in a few places where she has scrubbed too long and too hard and opened the skin up, and only now does she feel the sting of it, realize that bits of blood dot the paper towel she’d tossed in the trash.
Diamond doesn’t react at the sight. “Put your hands down,” she says.
Sam does. The faucet she was using to rinse her hands is dripping; she hadn’t managed to close it tight all the way, and the faint tink of water against porcelain clips at her mind, keeping her on edge. She stands stiffly before the woman and stares at the collar of her jacket, where the winged lion is pinned.
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” she says.
Diamond gives her a pointed look. “Sam,” she says, “you’re a nice girl.”
Sam, unsure how to answer, nods along.
“The world is careless with nice people.” There is a crack in Diamond’s demeanor, although Sam can’t quite put her finger on the seam of it. Maybe it’s something in the woman’s eyes, a resurfaced memory. Or just a trick of the light. “No one ever worries about how nice people feel, because they’re always going to be nice about it. When they bleed, no one is going bother checking on them, because they’re always going to tell you they’re fine. Nice people are easily used and easily discarded. Minimal arguments, no fuss.”
Sam looks hopelessly at the woman through a film of tears. She doesn’t know why Diamond is telling her this—because she’s tired of seeing Sam moping around, or because she feels sorry for Sam? Maybe Diamond thinks Sam is a bad investment if she can’t get a handle on herself.
“Harden yourself, Mozart,” Diamond tells her. “Don’t give the world permission to be careless with you. Do you understand me?”
Sam swallows and pushes her tears down. “Yes, ma’am,” she answers.
The moment breaks; Diamond turns around. “And you’re an alchemist,” she says before she leaves. “So take better care of your fucking hands.”
Sam’s “Yes, ma’am” echoes in an empty bathroom.
She stays a while longer, staring at the sink’s faucet, itching to turn the water on one more time, before she finally forces herself to step out.

She stops washing her hands, puts on a look of stone-faced calm, forces herself to eat. All better, on the surface. But insomnia haunts her nights, and whenever she is alone, her mind spins in place, searching for help that doesn’t exist.
She dwells on Ari and his last words to her. The secret beach, the full moon. She finds herself thinking of him every night, until her memory of the place appears in her dreams.
Maybe she needs to see him in order to find some relief. But will he really be there on the next full moon? Most likely, it’s a trap. She reminds herself that he works for the enemy. They aren’t classmates sitting together in school anymore, and there are likely ulterior motives behind every word he speaks.
An enemy, through and through.
And yet.
It would be an easy lie, for her to go see him. The full moon falls on a night when she would typically accompany Hanover on business, but Hanover is always lenient with her, has often told her to take the opportunity to go visit her mother instead. Still, she tells herself it’s a fool’s errand. The night passes in a restless train of dreams and nightmares.
The next evening, she finds herself heading down to the bay alone, telling no one.
The beach is as she remembers, although more overgrown than ever, and in the darkness, it takes her the better part of half an hour to make her way down to the sand. The water is high, the ocean gray and moody.
She stands there for a moment, alone, letting the wind whip her hair back. Her eyes search the darkness of the familiar stone arches, where she and Ari had once leaned against each other and stared out at the sea. She doesn’t know what Grand Central might do to her if they find out where she went. Maybe she doesn’t even believe, not really, that Ari will come here tonight. Maybe she just wanted to come see the secret beach for herself. Maybe it’s her way of saying goodbye to a part of her past.
Then she sees the ripple of movement under the arches. And before she can decide to leave, Ari steps out into the moonlight.



 
[…] Crime scene log set up and maintained by Officer Lucia Aguilar. I, Detective Edward Sinclair, arrived at 00:32 hours. Apparent cause of death: blunt force trauma to head, no definitive source. Blood detected on two floor tiles, sink wall, third urinal from left. No definitive signs of struggle. Refer to Leslie Sope. Victim is a white male, identified as Henry Maclan, 50–60 years of age, brown hair, blue eyes, 5’11”, medium build.
[…]
Medical Examiner Dr. Stacey Grinswald arrived 00:58 hours and officially pronounced victim deceased. Body removed and transported to city morgue for autopsy.
Respectfully submitted,
Edward Sinclair
Preliminary Report of Detective Edward Sinclair,
Angel City Police Department



  


Ari
He didn’t think she would come tonight.
But there she is, her body partially hidden in the shadows, her eyes trained on him as he approaches her. The moon is so bright that it makes the night look like a strange day soaked in silver light, and for a moment he thinks they must be existing in a dream realm, because surely this cannot be real. A faint memory comes to him from his lessons at the Central Library’s gallery, about how the earliest Babylonian alchemists had worshipped their moon god Sin. In this light, he can understand what must have awed their ancestors.
Even with his particular knack for noticing her, her presence is so quiet that it takes him a second longer to convince himself that it is really her. Then his eyes go to her hands and he notices that she’s already holding a weapon, transmuted or not, a black gun that seems to melt into the night.
His reflexes tell him to place his hands on the rocks and arm himself with something too, but he forces the feeling down.
His eyes dart to the overgrown path along the cliffside. “Are you alone?”
She doesn’t answer at first. When she finally takes a step forward, she points the gun straight at him. The back of his head tingles, as if bracing for a hit.
“Are you?” she asks.
“No one else knows about this place.” He nods at her. “Except you.”
He stays where he is, hands still out and open where she can see them, skin still tingling. Sam approaches him slowly, the gun trained on him, until they are separated only by a dozen feet. The light tonight is so brilliant and strange, and the way it illuminates her takes his breath away.
“Why did you tell me you’d be here tonight?” she asks.
Now she is bathed entirely in moonlight. Her hair has turned bright as a coin. “I knew you’d come if I did,” he replies.
She scowls at him. “That’s a bold assumption.”
“Yet here you are, Sam.”
“You think we’re still on a first-name basis.”
“What should I call you instead, then?” Ari says. “Mozart? Their famous prodigy?”
“I’m not named for Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” she replies.
“Oh? Who, then?”
“His sister.”
His lips tighten in understanding. “The invisible talent,” he murmurs.
“Why do they call you Shakespeare?” she says archly.
“I suppose I’m good with words.”
There are secrets in Sam’s eyes now, along with some past hurt that she won’t share. “Words for hire,” she says with disgust. “For Reed.”
“Don’t pretend that no one pulls your strings,” he answers.
“All that time I knew you,” she says, “all those afternoons when you’d apologize and rush away to that black car. You were working for him.”
“And what were you doing?” he replies, nodding at her gun. “Running errands for Diamond Taylor?”
Her eyes narrow. “Why’d you want me to come here?”
He looks around the beach, at their strange reunion under this bright moon. “I don’t know,” he says honestly.
She continues holding the gun up and doesn’t come closer. They don’t say anything, and for a while, their presence is acknowledged only by the crash of soft waves. The tide pools near the arches fill with seawater. Ari imagines the ocean life in them, silent hermit crabs and tiny fish, sparks of souls, all going about their lives as he faces his former friend and wonders whether they will both survive this night.
At last, Sam lowers her arm. She looks at his hands again, as if to make sure he isn’t touching anything, and takes a step closer.
“This is a trap,” she says to him. “Lumines knows about this, don’t they?”
“I could ask you the same thing,” he replies.
“Answer my question, Ari.”
“They don’t know about this place.”
She tilts her head at him skeptically, and he can tell that she’s considering his answer. “How can I believe you?”
He shrugs, even though a shiver of anticipation is still running through his body. “The burden of proof is not on me. Believe what you wish.”
“You’re playing a game with me.”
“And aren’t you? Isn’t that all this is?”
“Then what should we do, Ari?” She taps her gun against her leg, and he leans toward the archway, ready to put his hand against the stone. “There’s no good reason for me not to kill you right now. Will would be pleased. Why shouldn’t I?”
The fact that Sam says Will—instead of Diamond—interests Ari, and his soul stirs, wanting to dig for more information. He puts his hand against the archway’s stone. Sam tenses at his gesture, but he goes ahead with a transmutation anyway, changing a layer of the stone into a steel knife with a hilt of marble. He holds the blade down by his side and takes a slow step toward her.
“That’s quite an assumption, that you could do it,” he answers. “I’d say we’re equally capable of destroying each other.”
She doesn’t back away as he approaches her, nor does she lift her gun to point it at him again. But so long as he remains out of reach, she has the advantage. Still, Ari keeps walking.
He finally stops before her. Only a foot of space separates them now. Sam’s hand is tight against her gun, her finger resting on its trigger. Ari grips his knife firmly at his side. Now they are both within range to kill. They stare at each other, as if each daring the other to make the first move. Ari’s heart pounds at their little game.
“Will doesn’t know I’m here,” she finally says.
Again, Will. Not Diamond. Ari’s intuition flickers at the way she’s wording her phrases, and he wonders how much Will has been running things behind the scenes lately. He decides to try a new tactic.
“I hope he’s recovering well,” he says.
At that, she lifts a brow wryly. “Do you?”
“It wasn’t my decision to attack him.”
“Well, they paid for it with their lives.”
“Yes,” he says. “You made sure of that, didn’t you?”
She doesn’t answer right away. They haven’t seen each other in five years, but he can still sense when the conversation between them has halted, when Sam no longer wants to tell him something. She must have been involved with the killings of the Lumines crewmen. And if he could wager money on it, he’s willing to bet that she had never taken a life before that.
A wave crashes, the sound filling the air. When it ebbs, she finally says, “You look different, Ari.”
He takes in her moon-bright hair and her dark, calculating eyes, and feels that old ache tug hard in his chest. He tries to imagine the girl he once knew melting a man’s skin into the floor of a bathroom.
“You look,” he answers, “like something is haunting you.”
He hits true, because her gaze shutters. “I’m fine,” she says.
He lowers his hand and his voice. “Sam,” he says quietly, and notices the way she flinches at the sound of her name, as if she doesn’t hear it often. “I know you had no choice.”
She scowls at him. “I didn’t come here for you to patronize me.”
“I’m just stating a fact. Diamond manages your decisions, I get it.”
Sam stiffens, and he can tell his words are turning her wary. “Diamond has better things to do than that,” she says.
“What better things does she have to do than run her empire by utilizing her new Mozart?” he presses. “Because that’s what we’ve seen, unexplained incursions into our territory and leaks of our schedules. Diamond has been sending you to do that, hasn’t she?”
Her eyes are impenetrable. “Figure out your own problems.”
“Except these aren’t the kind of moves Diamond usually makes.”
“I’m not here to discuss what we are and aren’t doing.”
He nods at her. “Of course not.”
“And what about you, Ari?” Sam turns the questions on him now. “How do you like your job for Reed?”
Careful, Ari reminds himself. Just as he’s trying to dig for information from her, so can she from him. “Well enough,” he replies.
“Word has it that Doherty has cut some sort of deal with Lumines, in exchange for campaign favors.”
“Is that why you’re here tonight, then? To get some answers?”
“I thought that’s what we were doing here, questioning each other.”
“Okay, then. What other questions do you have for me?”
She seems to gather herself then, and when she speaks again, she says, “Ari, why did you stop answering my messages?”
He hadn’t expected the pivot, and for a moment, he’s quiet. “Because I work for Lumines,” he answers.
“But you’ve always worked for them. You didn’t know back then that I was with Grand Central, and I didn’t know you were with Lumines. What changed?”
He looks out at the black ocean. A part of him tenses, waits for her to take the chance to shoot him. But nothing happens, and when he turns back to her, she’s still waiting for his reply.
“I thought you were going on to college,” he answers. “A new life. How could I fit into that without putting you in danger?”
“You didn’t even give it a chance. You were my only friend, Ari, and you just disappeared.”
Now he sees the girl he used to know, the wide, hurt eyes, and his heart twists, his mission for Reed falling away.
“I couldn’t bear to keep you,” he says quietly.
She studies his face. “Because you were afraid I’d find out that you were an alchemist?”
He gives her a somber look. “Because I wanted to protect you. I thought you were too good for that.”
Too good for me. And he realizes that he still believes it, even now, even as she looks away from him. God, she’s so, so, so beautiful, and in this illuminated moment he can hardly stand to look at her. Old wounds are reopened, emotions once put to bed are unearthed. Everything in him aches for her. She is all he wants.
“Well,” she says, “I guess I’m not.”
“What reason did you have for joining Grand Central, then?”
“Because,” she says, “we needed the money.”
We. Ari realizes she means her mother, and in a flash, he recalls the terrible thing that had happened to her in their youth. His heart twists. She had kept her struggles secret, but perhaps he had failed her by not trying harder to help. Perhaps they had both failed.
“Then we would have lost each other, anyway,” he murmurs.
They stay silent for another beat.
“What are you going to tell Lumines?” she asks him. “When you give them the rundown of our little meeting?”
“You know I won’t,” he says.
“Then what’s the point of this?” Sam snaps.
“Because,” he says, and pauses again. “I missed you.”
Her fists clench, unclench. Her lips tighten. “I don’t know what to do with that, Ari,” she whispers.
“You don’t have to do anything with it,” he replies, and transmutes the knife in his hand into salt water, letting it drip from his hand to join the tide. She watches him do it. After a while, she transmutes her gun too, letting it disintegrate into the air as sand.
He looks at the dancing reflections of moonlight on the water. “I’ll try to come here at every full moon,” he says. “Maybe I’ll see you here again. Maybe not.” He nods, then takes a step away from her. “But now you know.”
She doesn’t say anything to his offer of a regular secret they can keep, and for a moment he hopes that she doesn’t take it to heart at all, that she just turns on him for good. It would be easier for them that way, knowing for sure that their friendship is at an end.
But instead, her lips tighten. And in her expression, he sees a flicker of hesitation, some acknowledgment of the idea. A maybe.
Will she come here again? He can’t be sure, but the possibility fills him with hope and dread as he watches her turn away, her face now shadowed.
“Good night, Shakespeare,” she says over her shoulder.

Ari stays on the beach until long after Sam is gone. Then he makes his way along the path too, until he reaches where he’s parked his own car.
Inside, he closes his eyes, steadies his heart. Then he calls Isla.
She picks up almost immediately. “How’d it go?” she asks.
Ari’s heart is still tight. He thinks about the odd way Sam had answered him, mentioning Will instead of Diamond, knowing more is there. Something wedged deep in his heart doesn’t want him to share everything with Isla, hurts to do it. He looks at the road winding into the darkness and imagines Sam staring back at him with those liquid dark eyes.
He is falling dangerously back in love with her; the tide of her is threatening to drown him. At the last moment, he saves himself, reminds himself that she isn’t his friend anymore.
“About as well as it could have,” he answers.
“Good. Reed will want the full details. When you get back, head straight to his place. He’s tapped you to attend the Oxford conference.”
At that, Ari’s full concentration shifts to Isla. “Why? What’s happened?”
He can almost hear the smile on Isla’s face when she answers. “We’re going to attack Grand Central again. Put them back on defense right away, full pressure, no letting up.”
They’re escalating, and quickly. Ari’s stomach turns.
“Reed wants you negotiating on our behalf with Neuewelt and Pirenne at Oxford,” she continues.
He starts to shake his head. “Rudra’s job, not mine,” he says firmly. “We’re antagonizing him too much, too soon.”
“No time to worry about that. We need to gather allies before things escalate with Grand Central, and Reed knows you’ll do a better job at it.”
“But what’s the attack before the conference? What are we doing?”
“We just got our hands on Hanover.”
Hanover. Diamond’s assistant.
Ari feels his stomach lurch. Did they move on Hanover tonight because they knew Sam would be preoccupied here with him?
“Why didn’t Reed tell me?” Ari asks.
“He didn’t need to,” Isla replies, and Ari thinks he hears a note of pity for him in her voice. “You weren’t going to be involved in it, anyway.”
Ari has the sensation that everything revolving around him is out of his control. Rudra, Grand Central, the conference, Sam. He is sinking deeper into the mud, and he doesn’t know how to get out. All he can do is agree.
“Hanover’s unlucky day,” he mutters.



 
Value of Grand Central’s Angel City real estate holdings: $16.3 billion
Value of Grand Central’s New York City real estate holdings: $14.7 billion
Grand Central Corporation annual revenue: $29.4 billion
Net worth of Diamond Taylor: $37.3 billion
Transcript from Lifestyles of the Superwealthy,
Ep. 23, first aired 2006



  


Sam
Three days after Hanover goes missing while on an errand to Koreatown, his body is returned to the front gates of the Red City.
The skin of the man’s hands and arms has been peeled back all the way up to his elbows. There are other injuries all over his body, too gruesome for Sam to name.
She cannot untangle Hanover’s capture from her meeting with Ari. Had Sam not been at the beach that night, she would have accompanied Hanover on his errand, would have ensured all went well. Instead, he’d gone without her.
Ari couldn’t have set this up. Could he? He declared to her that he wouldn’t report their meeting back to Lumines—but she knows better than to trust him. What if he had indeed told them everything? What if he knew that she was supposed to accompany Hanover that night? What if he had concocted the plan?
“He wasn’t a polemist,” Will says now as they gather with Diamond at the estate. “He doesn’t work directly on deals. He was outside the scope of typical retaliation. He was, however, a part of our inner circle, a loyal crewman for decades.”
“So they wanted to say that it was personal this time,” Sam replies.
“Indeed,” Will agrees.
Sam feels a black anger rise in her chest. Hanover, who was the first kind face she saw at the estate, who delivers her payments and notices her moods and sees her when she wants to be seen. They attacked him as mercilessly as they attacked Will.
“What do we do, then?” Sam asks.
“An eye for an eye,” Diamond says quietly.
They both look at her.
“And what might be considered an equivalent?” Will says.
“Well,” Diamond says coolly, “what are the eyes of Lumines?”
They all know the answer to this—a syndicate’s philosophers. But Sam blanches. Philosophers are not to be harmed. What Diamond is suggesting goes against this unspoken rule.
“The other syndicates are going to disapprove,” Will says.
“They’ll come around.”
Sam shivers at Diamond’s words. They’ll see it as a reasonable retaliation for targeting Diamond’s most trusted manservant. They’ll say it’s a one-time deal.
“Lumines has a philosopher attending the Oxford conference this year,” Diamond continues. “Dominique St. Clair. Cleopatra.”
“At the conference?” Will lifts an eyebrow at his mother. “It will be trouble, getting out before the news spreads like wildfire.”
“Then we’d better make sure we act quietly.” Diamond looks at Sam this time, and with a wave of dread, Sam realizes that she’s being tapped to attend. To commit the assassination alone.
Will looks skeptical. “She’s too new,” he says.
“And yet she’s done quite well, hasn’t she?” Diamond replies. “No one will notice her or what she’s doing. You’ll both be gone before anyone realizes what’s happened.”
“This isn’t a routine job we’re talking about. This is an execution of a philosopher. Every syndicate will be talking about this.”
“Then I suppose we’ll be putting her to the test.”
Sam stays where she is, silent and rigid, listening to them speak around her.
At last, Diamond looks at her. “Can you do it?” she asks.
Can you do it? She’d done it to Maclan, had handed Zhukov over to Diamond. She can do it, but the thought makes her tremble all over. Worse, she’ll be on her own. There is no mention of Sebastian joining them.
But Sam looks into Diamond’s eyes and sees a vein of her own mother there, questioning her worth. Her heart surges, aching to please, and she gives the only answer she can.
“Yes, ma’am,” she says.
“Good.” Diamond leans back in her chair. “Go pack your things. You’re leaving for Oxford with Will tomorrow.”

The trip overseas falls, yet again, on a week when Sam would have gone home to have dinner with her mother.
“Where to?” her mother asks over the phone.
“Berlin,” Sam replies. “They’ve never sent me overseas before.”
“Berlin.” There’s a pause on the other end of the line before her mother continues. “Why are you going to Berlin?”
Sam explains, following a script that Will approved to tell her mother. It’s a business conference and she has been asked to sit in on meetings for a global deal. All the while, she fights down waves of nausea, the dread of her looming assignment perpetually pushing against her chest.
“Tell me when you’re leaving and where you’re staying,” her mother says. “So in case something goes wrong, I know where to reach you.”
Sam swallows and follows through on her lie. “I will.”
She emails her the false tickets that had been bought for her and the false hotel booking in the city center, even shows her the spots in the city she’s planning to tour during her spare moments. She sends her mother so many pieces of the lie that, for a moment, even she thinks that perhaps this is where she’s really going, this is what she’s really doing.
Two days later, her mother texts. Will you come over when you return?
I promise, Sam types back.

They arrive in Londinium at midnight, where a team is waiting for them on the tarmac with several black town cars. The next morning, the day before they leave for Oxford, Will takes her—of all things—shopping.
“Why?” she asks as their chauffeur drives them to the luxury boutiques on Bond Street. It’s a sunny day, the blue sky a backdrop for rows of trees ablaze with summer blossoms. Following them in a second car are two polemists, far enough to be discreet, near enough that Sam can spot it when she looks over her shoulder.
“You’re about to attend a conference for a science that prizes perfection above all else,” Will answers.
“And?”
“And you don’t have the appropriate attire for it,” he says dryly.
“How do you know I don’t?” she retorts.
He sighs, casting her a lingering look, and she shudders, pleased. “Do you want to argue with me over nothing?” he says. “Or do you want me to buy you something nice?”
Despite the busy streets, the places they visit are empty when they arrive and stay empty until they leave. Louis Vuitton and Hermès close their doors, offering them an exclusive experience. At Dior, Will is recognized the instant he steps inside and, within minutes, they are escorted upstairs to a private lounge, where flutes of champagne and trays of tea cakes and desserts are waiting for them. The sales team flutters nervously around Will, asking if he would like something to drink, something to eat, asking what they’re looking for while they bring out racks and racks of clothes. The polemists wait quietly by the stairs, their eyes trained on the commotion.
Sam tries on an array of items tailored specifically for her because the House already knows her measurements. She slides on shoes wrapped in silk, selects a clutch studded with diamonds. There are no price tags to be seen anywhere. She has no idea how much any of their purchases cost, and Will seems to have no interest in asking. In fact, even though the entire experience is drenched in money, not once is money ever mentioned.
As when she’d seen the million dollars deposited into her account, Sam gets the dizzying sensation of being unmoored, that she is now navigating through a world she has never before been allowed to touch. Again, she feels that mixture of excitement and fear. Of course Will knew that she didn’t have the right attire. She’s new money. She understands what a million dollars is, but she has no idea that there’s an entire culture within wealth, does not speak the language of it.
Will is fitted for a new suit, a sapphire so deep that it looks nearly black, with thread-thin lines of orange on the collar. Sam goes to a private room to try on a series of dresses, baby blues and butter yellows and midnight blacks. Each fits her like a glove.
When Will is called in to see the final dress, he stands there and studies her for a long moment. Sam fights to remain still before his searing gaze, dismayed at the flush rising on her cheeks, hoping he won’t notice.
If he does, he doesn’t reveal it. But his eyes wander the length of her, and after a while, he turns to the tailor. “That’ll do,” he says, and takes his leave.
As the tailor flutters about her and fusses over the hem, Sam lets out a shaky breath and tries to steady herself. But when she closes her eyes, she can still envision him standing at the edge of the room, watching her as if she were being stripped bare.
At Harry Winston, a saleswoman settles them on a velvet sofa in a private room and then brings out trays of jewels for them to inspect. Sam peers at a bracelet with a small rabbit set in the middle of it, Peter Rabbit with his jacket and shoes before he loses them in his flight from Mr. McGregor’s garden. It is all platinum and white sapphires. It reminds Sam of her Rabbit, the used stuffed animal from her childhood.
She is still staring when she hears Will’s voice next to her. “Do you like it?” he asks.
Sam looks at him, stunned into silence, and nods.
Will gestures at the saleswoman. The saleswoman immediately comes forward, carefully removing the bracelet with gloved hands. She holds it out for Sam to inspect.
“One of a kind, miss,” she declares as Sam peers at it.
Will doesn’t ask how much it is, and the woman doesn’t offer. For them, it might as well be free. Sam stares in disbelief at the bracelet. The act of buying an object like this without knowing a price is foreign to her. Surely she can’t be allowed to just put it on and take it outside, not without checking a tag. She looks at Will skeptically.
“It’s yours,” he says.
Sam opens it and slides it onto her wrist, where it gleams. Tentatively, she touches the stones, as if unsure whether or not they’re real. Alchemy has made her too sensitive to the authenticity of a thing, as anything can become anything else. But all she senses here are pristine gems, pure in form all the way through.
Will watches her, amused. “Do you approve?” he says.
She turns her wrist this way and that. “How much did this really cost, Will?”
He takes her wrist in his hand and turns it. His thumb slides across where her vein runs. “How much do you like it?” he says.
She thinks of her mother braiding her hair carefully into a crown, weaving ribbons into the strands. Her mother holding a sheet of old fabric up to her as a child, telling her what kind of dress she can make from it, golden light from their barred window searing their silhouettes against the cloth. Her mother painstakingly drawing patterns with a marker, cutting them out, sewing deep into the night. Her mother giving her a dollar at the local church’s yard sale, letting her buy a used stuffed rabbit, smiling as she hugged it to her chest all the way home.
Then she looks at the sparkling bracelet, convinces herself that this beauty is more than that beauty.
“It’s the nicest thing I’ve ever owned,” she says.
“Well.” His hand lingers against her skin for a moment before he finally releases her. “Then it costs more than anything in the world.”



  


Sam
They arrive the next night at Oxford, where their black car takes them through the university’s ancient streets to the front gates of Magdalen College’s main quad, which has been closed all day to visitors in preparation for the evening gala. Term ended a week earlier, and all of the students are already gone, home for the long Easter holiday. Still, the quad is bustling tonight, and a glimpse of flickering golden lights from within entices curious passersby. A cluster of people mill around the entrance, necks craning, their figures making way occasionally for the black cars as they continue to drop off their passengers.
There are no photographers allowed. Phones too are confiscated at the gate. The college’s ivy-covered walls are nearly hidden from view behind an intricate lattice of curling iron, a massive, transmuted reception pavilion towering as high as the college itself. Through the elaborate ironwork overhead, Sam can see the dark sky beyond, and hanging from its ceiling are dozens of lanterns, their firelight casting trembling light and shadow on the guests below. Now and then her gaze settles on the grimaces of the stone statues adorning the college’s cloisters, their sightless eyes trained on the scene below. Polemists stand on either side of every stone arch and open door, gold pins winking on their collars.
As they wander the square, Sam admires the other guests. They are dressed as well as the attendees of a fashion show, graceful figures gliding by in lace and chiffon, silks and cashmere. Some have made alchemical modifications to their appearances—blue hair richer and more uniform than any artificial dye could produce, long lashes that sport a gradient from black to pink. Many are likely on sand, too, skin glowing, smiles snow white, their looks as perfected as they can be. She’s glad that she can at least pretend to fit in, grateful that Will had the foresight to dress her properly. And what a vision she is: a pale, backless blue dress accentuating her waist and draping prettily to the floor, her skin flawless, her silver hair piled high and cascading down in a straight, glossy tail. She wonders if Will is going to comment on her appearance. He doesn’t, but when he offers her his arm and she takes it, she feels the warmth of him through the fabric of his suit, and when he opens a door for her, she feels his hand slide down her bare back. Even if she weren’t here tonight on a hit, she would have taken sand just to calm her nerves. She can feel the familiar sharpening of her wits and the confidence that the drug brings, knows that because of it she looks more dazzling than she really is. The irony is that the more sand she takes, the better she looks, but the less people notice. She tells herself it doesn’t matter tonight, because Will sees her, and he’s the only one who matters.
Every guest wears a gold pin. Sam sees gleaming crests of peacocks and krakens, elephants and basilisks. There is one of a stallion, tail in a high curl; there is a dragon, its jaw open in a noble snarl. Belle Epoque, she notes quietly, and Neuewelt. Will exchanges a cordial greeting with a woman from Pirenne sporting a kraken pin. They navigate through a maze of alchemical politics.
And Lumines. The fox is here too, gliding through the crowd. If Will notes them, he doesn’t show it any more than he does for the other guests. He acknowledges the occasional Lumines alchemist when they step close enough to be unavoidable, and they greet him in return, their eyes darting briefly to his winged lion crest before returning to his face. They all murmur their polite greetings, then go their separate ways. But even though they don’t cast them a second glance, Sam can feel the unspoken tension in the air and knows they’re watching Will for signs of weakness, how much he has or hasn’t recovered from his injuries.
She searches for Ari. Chances are high that he’s here, given his rank, but he’s certainly not here right now, or she would see a cluster of guests around him.
Many of the guests recognize and greet Will. He smiles politely and greets them back, talks about the weather. Mentions names that Sam has never heard of. No one looks at Sam. When they do, their eyes glaze in disinterest, and they smile distractedly before returning to Will. Some bump into her and murmur apologies in surprise, unsure why they didn’t see a person there in the first place. Security guards see her and turn their heads away, keen to look elsewhere. She follows along quietly, resplendent in her finery that no one seems to notice, and feels her invisibility fold around her like a blanket.
They make their way inside one of the guarded entrances and down a vaulted hall lined with banquet tables. As Will talks business with others, Sam looks around the dim space, the stained glass and carved stone, and feels the buzzing in the back of her head, the tickle she gets whenever there is more to the picture than she knows. She thinks of the sand now coursing through her veins, of the bathroom at Minnow and the wail from the man who knew he was going to die. She thinks of her lessons in how to strip life from something and cast it out into the empty spaces of the world.
By the time they make their way back out to the pavilion, piano music fills the night air, and some guests are dancing. Here, a couple wearing stallion pins stop to shake Will’s hand.
“It’s been over a year since we’ve seen you, Constantine,” one of the ladies says with a warm smile. “Far too long.”
“Always a pleasure doing business with you, Hypatia,” Will answers. He nods at the woman on her arm. “You’ve been in the country for over a month, I hear.”
Sam realizes that this must be Eleanor Mien, who leads Belle Epoque, and her wife, Hanya. The exchange is both polite and a warning; Will is letting them know that Grand Central is aware of their movements. Eleanor’s smile stays even, although her gaze turns careful. “We’re finishing up a deal with a supplier in Manchester,” she reassures Will. “The same deal you helped broker.”
“Of course,” Will replies. “I hope it’s been working out?”
“So far. It helps to have good terms with you, of course,” Hanya adds, and Will acknowledges the praise gracefully. Sam shifts on her feet, and the woman glances at her in disinterest before turning her attention back to Will. “We’ve been meaning to have a conversation with you here about your support of our work building a new train line between our suppliers.” She tilts her head thoughtfully. “Is your mother here?”
“Diamond unfortunately has some business to attend to in Angel City,” Will replies. “I’m here in her place.”
“Very well,” Eleanor says. “Would you mind sparing us a few minutes, then?”
Will steps away from Sam, and for a while she stands alone in the crowd, careful to keep him close and yet not to encroach on his discussion with the Miens. The chatter around her blends into a single rolling din.
Sam senses him behind her before she sees him. Or, perhaps, she just happens to turn at the right time.
Ari is at the edge of the courtyard, talking with a young woman. He’s leaning down toward her, and when she whispers something in his ear, he smiles and laughs a little.
Sam’s breath catches. A tingle rushes through her body. She’d been searching for him, but she still wasn’t prepared to see him. He wears a suit of deep maroon, and his fox pin gleams on his collar. Her eyes go briefly to his companion. She, too, wears the fox pin on the strap of her yellow dress, and has the kind of smile that comes easily and genuinely. Now and then, they are interrupted by someone coming up to introduce themselves, and Ari always pauses politely to exchange a few words.
“Dance with me.”
Sam turns to see Will back at her side. He holds a hand out to her. Her heart leaps into her throat as his other hand comes around to press against the small of her naked back.
She takes his hand and lets him pull her closer, trying in vain to still the rapid beating of her heart. He keeps a polite distance as they sway, him guiding her easily, her following along as best as she can. As they turn, she notes where Ari was. Ari is gone now, but his companion remains, speaking lightheartedly with a small cluster of people.
“Are the gatherings always here in Oxford?” she asks Will as they turn away.
“Often,” Will replies.
“Why?”
“The university has known of and protected alchemists for centuries. It became a safe haven for syndicates to congregate, a place where you could set up meetings in its lecture halls and work in its labs without persecution. Diamond recruited our first philosophers from among their student body.”
“Are there other conferences?”
“Are you asking because you want to attend them?”
“Of course.”
He sighs. “You always want everything, right away.”
“I don’t want everything.”
“You’ve been like this since you were a child.”
“I’m not one anymore.”
“I noticed.”
There is nothing remarkable about the way that Will says this, but Sam feels it as surely as a touch, as if his words have caressed her skin. Goose bumps rise along her arms.
“What do you notice, then?” she says, feeling bold.
He turns them. When they settle into their dance again, he runs his fingers lightly across the base of her spine, back and forth, sending a ripple of shivers through her. His face is closer to hers now, and the look in his eyes is an examination of her. She wavers under the sear of it, her breaths turning shallow.
He leans close, and for a heart-stopping second, she thinks he’s going to kiss her. But he turns his head slightly instead, so that his lips are beside her ear. “I notice your assignment,” he murmurs.
Sam stirs herself from the spell of dancing with Will, embarrassed by his rebuke that she has a job to do. She lets Will guide her in a circle until she sees her target.
It is the young woman in the yellow dress.
“Dominique St. Clair,” Will tells her.
Cleopatra. She swallows and collects her wits. He must have noticed Ari too, of course, and with a tightness in her chest, she realizes that Ari has likely spotted them as well.
The spell of their dance wanes, and Sam’s hands tingle with the dread of what she’s come here to do. Dominique St. Clair is laughing now at something her companion said. The sound is bright and clear. The glittering Harry Winston bracelet on Sam’s wrist clinks as she moves with Will, the stones winking under the light. Sam suddenly feels foolish over all the excitement and glamour of their shopping excursion from yesterday. So stupid. Had she forgotten why they were really here?
“Go,” Will says. His breath is warm in her ear, making her tingle. “Keep it quiet and quick. When you’re done, leave and find your driver. He’ll take you back to Londinium. I’ll see you there tomorrow morning.”
The song ends, then, and Will steps away from her. Sam takes a deep breath at the sudden coolness of his departure. They join the rest of the crowd in scattered applause, and as they do, Sam’s eyes linger on the back of Dominique. She thinks of Hanover, and her mind clears a little.
Dominique excuses herself a few minutes later. As she crosses the space and enters one of the halls, Sam breaks away from Will and trails her. No one looks their way. Still, Sam makes sure to keep a reasonable distance from Dominique, waiting until the young woman has moved on before following along, always keeping her yellow dress just barely in sight.
They move to somewhere quiet now, a narrow pathway on the other side of the hall that is lit by a lone lantern. Somehow, Sam expects Ari to make an appearance, and on instinct she searches the street and the roofs of nearby buildings, the darkness of the windows. But there is no foot traffic here, no prying eyes. The rest of the party is back in the main quad.
Alone, Dominique takes a breath and pulls out her phone, sends a few messages. Sam waits behind the doorway leading out to the path, covered in shadows. She looks on as the woman makes a call, then murmurs in a voice low enough that Sam can’t hear. In the distance, she hears scattered applause from the party.
Dominique finishes her call and puts her phone away. As she does, Sam makes her way out of the shadows and onto the path. She moves automatically now, as if in a dream. And perhaps it is the sand, perhaps it is her nature, but her steps are so quiet that Dominique doesn’t look up as she approaches. Sam might as well not be here at all.
Sam recalls Sebastian’s advice to her, his reminder to move fast, out of mercy. So she focuses on the woman’s back. She wonders if this woman has children, a partner, loved ones. She remembers how Ari had leaned down to her, how easily he’d laughed, how he had touched her shoulder affectionately.
As she draws near, the woman looks over her shoulder for the first time, her gaze still uninterested. And Sam hears Sebastian’s voice in her ear this time, urgent and gleeful.
Death is a perfection all its own.
She gives Sam a questioning smile. “Yes?” she says.
Sam brushes the edge of the wall and calls on her soul. She pulls a long knife straight out of the stone.
To Dominique’s credit, she reacts quickly. As Sam lunges at her with the knife, she darts backward with a startled sound, then ducks low to run her hand against the path. A metal shield shoots up from the ground. She throws it up across her chest right as Sam’s blade hits, and the clang echoes against the walls.
A properly trained alchemist, Sam thinks bitterly. But not a polemist. Sam is too fast—the instant her blade hits the shield, she lays her other hand flat on the disc and shatters it into a million pieces of glass. Dominique flinches back, blinking against the rain of fragments, and blindly holds her hand out to transmute the shards.
“You can’t—!” she starts to utter.
But Sam has already created another knife. She lashes out at Dominique again as the woman tries to recover from the rain of glass. Dominique only has time to hold her arms out in defense before Sam plunges the second knife deep into her chest.
Dominique’s eyes pop open, but Sam clamps her hand over her mouth and muffles her terrible gasp.
Sebastian was right. The first time was the hardest. This time it’s easier, and Sam feels like she’s standing next to herself, watching her own hand twist the knife, the woman shudder on the blade, her legs giving way. Before she can even fall, Sam’s already withdrawing the knife from the gaping wound and changing the blade into a cloud of dust. Her hand pulls back from the woman’s mouth, shifting slightly in order to transmute away her fingerprints, turning the slight film of human grease on her skin into water droplets in the air. By the time Sam is done, Dominique has gone still.
Sam kneels by the body and puts her hand against the woman’s chest, right next to the wound. The wound begins to close up under her touch, the tissue forced to stitch itself together, flesh closing up again. Sam transmutes the blood on the woman’s shirt into water, so that it will dry into nothing. But she leaves the body where it is, fully visible. She wants it to be found, wants Lumines to know. Wants them to understand what Diamond ordered in retaliation for Hanover.
Sam stares down at the woman’s lifeless face, devoid now of that easy smile. This close, Dominique looks younger than she thought, a girl her own age. She seemed nice. If Sam had been in Lumines, perhaps they would have been friends. A lump forms in her throat, and she swallows it angrily down. What a useless thought. She looks up again and along the street. The party is still going in the distance, sounds of laughter and music and loud conversations. Again, she looks for Ari. But there is only damp cobblestone and weak lamplight, and ancient walls that have witnessed far worse.
By the time Sam stands up and walks away, there’s no physical evidence that she was there at all.



 
Recent research, however, suggests that Brutus was indeed a bioalchemist, and may have killed Caesar with a transmutation, his mere hand on Caesar’s shoulder causing internal bleeding akin to wounds wrought with blades, thus planting the rumor that the Roman dictator had been assassinated by physical blades.
“Ides of March: The Truth of Caesar’s Death” by Norinaga, March 15, 1974



  


Ari
When Ari returns to the party, Dominique isn’t there.
He doesn’t worry, at first. They’ve been sent here for different reasons, and Dominique has likely gotten pulled into yet another circle of guests, perhaps fellow philosophers, syndicate trophies all demonstrating how well they are doing.
At the other end of the quad, he spots Will Taylor dancing with Sam. A pang of jealousy threads hot through his heart, and he looks away again, smiling instead at the people who greet him. Still, he keeps track of where the pair are, notices their body language. He can sense tension in the way Will turns to her, the way she seems attuned to his movements. When she spoke about Will during their conversation at the beach, Ari didn’t realize she might be attracted to him. That he might feel the same way about her.
Useful knowledge, he tells himself bitterly, hating how it makes him feel ill.
Ari spends his evening speaking with the head of Pirenne, cutting a deal with Neuewelt’s leader, making new acquaintances within Viongozi. But by the time he returns to the main party, Dominique still isn’t there. He frowns a little. She was supposed to reconvene with him at fifteen past the hour, and they were supposed to take the same car back to their quarters. Maybe she’s regrouped with Rudra, or maybe Reed himself has pulled her aside for a task. Ari calls her once, but she doesn’t pick up. Will and Sam are no longer in the quad, either.
Something heavy and ominous settles in Ari’s stomach, then extends up into his chest, where it coils and tightens, squeezing. There are too many people here, and their attention tonight feels crushing to him. He winces. The anxiety building in him is strong, and for a moment he wonders if he’s taken too much sand.
He steadies himself against the wall, waiting for the feeling to pass. Instead, it broadens, the tight coil around his chest stretching up into his throat and down to his stomach, into his arms and legs. He doesn’t feel good.
Ari takes another look around the grounds, swallowing hard. No, he can’t be here too long tonight. He needs a quiet place to get a grip on his anxiety. And with that, he pushes away from the wall and takes his leave.

When he arrives back at his hotel suite, Rudra is waiting for him on the couch. The lights are dim, and no one else is here.
Ari steels himself. A feeling of dread is still looped tightly around his chest, and the presence of his mentor isn’t helping.
“Am I late for something?” Ari says.
“You’re right on time,” Rudra replies, and right away Ari can tell that the man is drunk. There is a slight slur in his words, and when he shifts forward in his seat, his posture is unsteady.
Ari takes off his shoes and heads into the kitchen to turn on the teamaker. “Where’s Dominique?” he asks warily. “Have you seen her?”
At that, Rudra laughs a little. “Look at you,” he mutters, “already talking as if you’re managing me.”
Ari sighs, fighting back the waves of anxiety in his head, and tosses his coat onto the back of a couch. “You know that’s not what I meant.”
“Do I?” The man tilts his head.
Ari turns away. He really needs to calm down. “Would you like tea?” he offers.
Rudra doesn’t reply, but Ari fetches two mugs anyway, then pulls out packets of tea from a drawer and milk from the fridge. Behind him, he hears the man get up.
When Ari turns back around, Rudra is standing by the kitchen counter, leaning against the marble top. “Reed sent you to negotiate with Neuewelt and Pirenne,” he says quietly.
The teamaker beeps as the hot water starts to boil. Ari pours out two cups of tea and hands one to Rudra. “Yes,” he says.
“You didn’t tell me.”
“I thought you knew,” Ari replies.
Rudra smiles, his lips twisted. “This is how they do it, you know,” he mutters.
“How who does what, sir?”
“Don’t sir me, you little shit.”
It’s been a long time since Rudra has called him that, and for a moment, Ari feels like a student again, cowering in the laboratory over another failed transmutation. The anxiety in his chest builds again, and he feels his heartbeat racing uncomfortably.
Rudra approaches him. “This is how they do it, turning us against each other,” he says. “I was born in Gotham, but my family comes from Maharashtra. We should trust each other, you and I. But look at us now, forced to play musical chairs for one seat.”
Charisma is working against Ari now—Rudra’s eyes are dilated with the desire to hurt and manipulate him.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ari says.
Rudra moves frighteningly fast. One moment, he’s standing a few feet away from Ari—the next, he flings the steaming mug of tea at Ari’s face.
Ari’s hand flies up—his fingers twist in midair and he transmutes the scalding water into a burst of ice crystals.
Rudra slams him hard against the fridge and presses an arm against his throat. “Do you remember who you used to be?” the man murmurs close to his face, his lips curled into a snarl. “Worthless little gutter rat, sneaking along behind your uncle? The first time I met you, you didn’t even have the balls to tell me your name. You could barely look me in the eye. And what did I do, Ari? Go on. Tell me what I did.”
Ari winces as the man presses harder against his throat. “You took me from my family,” he whispers.
“What?” Rudra says.
Ari bares his teeth. “You took me from my family,” he snaps.
There is a moment of silence. Rudra smiles. The smell of whiskey on the man’s breath is overpowering. The man puts his hand against the fridge, then slowly transmutes an arch of metal thorns from it. He wraps it around Ari’s neck, letting the thorns extend until they scratch against Ari’s throat. Ari winces at the feeling of the needles pricking his skin and tries in vain to steady his spiraling thoughts. His anxiety is building into a panic now. His arms and hands tingle.
“No,” Rudra whispers. “I saved your goddamned life. You think anyone would have given you the time of day, had I not found you? I picked you out of the trash and handed you a kingdom of gold. I taught you how to use that soul of yours, honed you into a blade. I turned your imperfection into perfection. Because of me, you learned how to smile, how to hold your head high, how to make everyone look your way, call you Shakespeare.” He draws close. “I gave you your worth. You should be kissing my feet.”
The thorns are pushing into the skin of Ari’s neck. He can feel the needles breaking through, drawing forth pinpricks of red. A wave of dizziness washes over him and he blinks, lightheaded.
“I’m not the one you’re angry with,” he says.
Rudra starts laughing in a low voice. His eyes glitter, black and gleaming. “You should be afraid, little boy,” he murmurs. He leans closer. “Do you know who the latest casualty is, in this war between us and Grand Central?”
Suddenly Ari feels the bottom of his stomach falling out, feels the wave of grief before Rudra even says the name. In a way, he realizes, he already knew. He knew it, the instant he noticed her absence in the quad.
“Cleopatra,” Rudra says. “Our philosopher. Your classmate.”
The world tilts. Ari suddenly forgets his argument with Rudra—he forgets everything. The man can’t be telling the truth.
“No,” he whispers.
“Dominique is dead, Ari.”
Her reassuring nod to him on his first day in the library. The countless hours they had worked together, her helping him through their work, him asking her questions. Her quick smile, her easy manner. She was supposed to be the one that succeeded beyond any of them. A philosopher, creating new billionaires within Lumines.
She can’t be gone.
Ari’s head swims. His limbs turn weak. He feels like he’s drowning.
“That’s impossible,” he says faintly.
“Is it?”
“She’s a philosopher.”
“She’s as human as us.”
“Stop.”
His anxiety is spilling over now, it is too far gone and there is nothing Ari can do to save himself. His heart is racing so fast that he thinks it might burst. He breaks out in a cold sweat.
Rudra suddenly realizes what’s happening. “Well, well,” he says, smiling. “The great Shakespeare, losing his shit.”
Ari’s legs start to buckle. He tries to get a grip on his spiraling panic attack—but he can’t breathe, he gasps for air, he’s going to throw up, he’s going to faint.
“Stop,” he whispers weakly. “Please.”
“Stop what?” Rudra mocks him, patting his cheek. “I’m not the one who did it.”
Sam. Sam had done it. Ari has no proof at all, but he can feel it in his bones. Grand Central’s ghost is the only one they would send for such a sensitive hit. Reed had wanted to push Diamond over the edge, and he’d succeeded—in retaliation for Hanover, Sam has been sent to end Dominique’s life. Grand Central has decided to step over the line.
Sam, his Sam. Her dark eyes glittering under the full moon.
He has to get out of here, he is trapped, the metal shards are digging into his throat, he can’t escape, he is going to die, he is going to die. His hands fly up—one to his neck, one gripping Rudra’s shirt collar.
“Stop,” he gasps, eyes shut, brows furrowed. “Help me. Please.”
Rudra’s laugh vanishes, and his expression stills into a statue. He grips Ari’s face so hard that Ari makes a muffled sound of pain. “I can’t help you,” he growls close to Ari’s ear. “No one is safe in this war. Don’t think that you will be spared just because Reed has decided to favor you. All of us are pawns in this game.”
And all of a sudden, Ari remembers Zan. He recalls the way Rudra had dragged him, sobbing, into the laboratory, how the sound of his cries had cut off abruptly. Zan is gone. Dominique is gone, too. Only Ari is left, teetering over a ravine, his life on a thread.
This is how they do it, turning us against each other.
Then the thorns are retracting, smoothing out. Rudra transmutes them back into a sheet of glossy metal, pushes it back into the fridge until it looks like nothing had happened. He releases Ari.
Ari collapses. He barely feels the impact of cold marble against his cheek. There, he curls up and shudders uncontrollably, wheezing as he struggles to breathe, hands clawing at the floor, panic still racing through his body. Trickles of blood run down his neck, mixing with his sweat.
Rudra puts his hands in his pockets and regards Ari coolly. Ari registers that the man is standing in a puddle of spilled tea. The man notices too, and wipes his shoe off on Ari’s trembling body.
“Remember your place,” Rudra says. “Or I’ll kill you.”
Then he steps over Ari and heads out the door, leaving Ari to fight off his panic alone.



 
There is, of course, the theory of entropy, which states that when left on its own, everything in the universe will naturally tend toward maximum disorder. And yet, the universe does not. Stars burst into existence and light the darkness. Dust and gas cluster into planets. Life arises, against all odds, in direct opposition to chaos. And the universe, which should be nothing but a vast sea of particles, teems with complexity, pushing constantly toward something greater.
Application of Chaos Theory to Alchemy by Böhme, 1978



  


Sam
Her driver is waiting for her right after the hit.
As they leave the streets of Oxford and head toward Londinium, Sam closes her eyes. For a moment she imagines that they’re going to drive forever and ever, that maybe the car isn’t taking her back to Londinium but past it, through the tunnel to France and the rest of Europe and onward until she doesn’t know where she is anymore. That maybe she can leave all this behind by physically escaping it.
But even in her imagination, she knows this is impossible. The minutes and miles go by, and she tries to cast everything out of her memory, wants to erase Dominique’s slumped figure and the vacant look in her eyes. But the sand in her blood makes sure that her memory remains startlingly clear, and instead, her mind plays and replays a tapestry of snapshots from the night, as sharp as if she’d taken photos of every moment.
When they arrive at the hotel in Londinium, the greeter doesn’t bother to smile at her, and the staff member by the lift’s doors holds it open without even looking at her, as if he isn’t even aware he’s letting someone in. Sam leans her head against the metal wall as the lift takes her quietly to her floor. She wants someone to notice her, but the sand won’t let that happen either.
She reaches her floor and heads toward her suite. But when she passes Will’s door, she stops in front of it, hesitating.
And suddenly, she thinks of Ari. Feels him tracing the symbol for gold on her palm. Sees him silhouetted on a moonlit beach. Hears his voice.
Because I missed you.
There is an urge in her to cry and she can’t understand it. Can’t understand why she thinks of him now, of a time before all of this. Can’t understand what they have done. Can’t understand how to bear it. All she wants in this moment is to be back at that beach, flowers braided into her hair, listening to him make her a promise that he can’t keep.
But Ari isn’t here. She’s just standing in a hall, staring at Will’s door.
Maybe he’s not even back from Oxford yet. She has no idea what business he’d attended to while she was on assignment, or how long his work might take tonight. Even if he is here already, he’ll be annoyed with her if she disturbs him now. Will had specifically told her to meet him here the next morning. But Sam stands in the hall and imagines herself going to her empty hotel room, washing her hands again and again until her skin cracks and bleeds.
Suddenly, she’s terrified of being alone.
If she wanted to, she could transmute his door open, could turn the lock into water and let it drip to the carpet, leaving a gaping hole. If she wants to, she has the power to do anything.
Instead, she reaches into her purse and takes out another sand pill. She swallows it. Then she decides to knock.
The door opens a second later to reveal Will. The collar of his shirt is undone, his tie is loose, and a glass of wine is in his hand. He looks at her and says nothing. He doesn’t have to. He can tell from her expression that she was successful at her assignment, that by morning, Lumines will know about it.
“Yes?” he says.
His tone is flat and hostile, but tonight Sam is too exhausted to fear it. Without a word, she walks past him and into his room.
The lights are dim. Beyond the entry hall, she can see the entire city of Londinium glittering outside his windows. She stops and turns back to him. In the dimness, he is a collection of dark and light lines, eyes black and glittering, figure silent and powerful. His gaze wanders down her body, then back up to her face. She’s reminded of the first time she ever saw him behind the Odyssey, when she was still a girl, and how his eyes had somehow found her in the night, piercing all the way into her soul. How she had desired him, even then.
“What is it, Sam?” he says quietly.
She looks up at him, grits her teeth, and takes a step closer. There’s a cry inside her, and when she speaks, her words come out hoarse.
“I want to forget,” she says.
He studies her thoughtfully, and for a moment, she thinks he’s going to send her back out into the hall, tell her to go to her own room, that she’ll feel better in the morning.
“Will, please,” she whispers, and for a moment, she’s not even sure what she’s asking for.
He takes a step toward her too. The second dose of sand is flooding her body now, heightening everything. His hand comes up to hold her chin, tilts it up to him. She’s suspended there, quivering in his grasp.
Then he leans down and, at long last, kisses her.
She sighs in gratitude and longing. Her lips part and she kisses him back, harder, harsher. He responds in kind. As he does, he holds out his wineglass and lets it drop, and the glass shatters against the hallway floor. Wine spills across the wood. Freed, his other hand presses against her bare back and pulls her to him.
Make me forget, Will, she thinks feverishly.
His lips are moving along her jaw, her ear, her neck, her clavicle, and her skin prickles with pleasure in his hands. Her mind feels broken, and tonight, all she wants is to fill her brain with this. To push everything else out. How many years has she fantasized about him touching her? She concentrates on that, her long yearning. The grief that shards her heart numbs, tranquilized, and she thinks maybe this is the same as solving it. She doesn’t dwell anymore on the slide of a knife through a human, how easily the body gives way. She’s only whispering his name now.
Will. Will, please.
She can’t remember him sliding her dress off her body, or him lifting her up—maybe she gets up on her own and lets him lead her across the room to the bed. It’s strange, because doesn’t her mind record everything? Isn’t the sand surging through her veins, eating away at the surface of her heart? She doesn’t know and doesn’t care. She wants to be dizzy. At some point, her back hits the bedsheets and then Will is hovering over her. She sees him pulling loose the tie from around his neck and looping it in one hand. Her heart jumps in panicked anticipation. Of course Will isn’t a gentle lover.
“Turn around,” he tells her in a low voice, and she obeys the order on instinct.
She feels him press up behind her, hard and ready, and then the world goes black as he wraps the tie around her eyes, pulling her throat back before knotting the fabric behind her head. She trembles all over, blind and naked, and her mind sparks frantically, recalling her first test at the Observatory, when he’d first done this to her.
In the new darkness, she feels him turn her back around so that she’s facing him. His hand slides down her stomach and her hips and along her inner thigh. She presses against the bed and falls back onto it, and as she parts her legs for him, she feels his hair brush her thighs, then his tongue sliding against where she has turned hot and wet.
Her mind relents gratefully, and she lets her lust carry everything away.
Her body, arched back with pleasure. His fingers, stroking deep and relentless inside her. His tongue, circling the bundle of nerves buried in her folds. The sand enhances everything, filling every corner of her mind with the sound of her wetness and the slide of the bedsheets against her back and the sun-hot touch of his hands. He works on her until she feels the heat building and building inside her abdomen, and then the wave in her is cresting over, and she lets out a broken gasp, shuddering against him as she comes.
“Bend over.” His whisper is against her ear now.
She does as he says, turning to face the bed and leaning against the frame with her arms. He comes up behind her. He’s naked now, too—she can feel all of him there. He pulls her head back by her hair, and she feels his breath against the nape of her neck. His muscled arm curls around her, his hand sliding along her throat. She shivers at the power of him.
“How long,” he murmurs, “have you wanted this?”
She shudders, doesn’t dare admit the answer, is suddenly ashamed of herself.
“I don’t know,” she ends up whispering back.
His lips press against her shoulder. He says nothing.
And then he pushes fully into her.
Her body has to stretch to accommodate him, but she’s so wet that he’s in with a single try. She winces and loves it, a hoarse cry breaking from her as she braces herself against the bed.
When he fucks her, it’s hard and merciless and there is no hesitation at all; he’s done this plenty of times before. He goes until she’s trembling again, her orgasm taking her breath away as she claws at the bedsheets. Then he’s telling her to lie flat on the bed, and when she does, he yanks the necktie off her eyes.
Suddenly, she can see everything—the dark hotel room, Will’s naked, muscular form towering over her, his gaze dark and possessive and ensnaring her.
He pushes into her, and she cries out again, her arms locking around his neck. The bed shudders, she’s crushed beneath his weight, she can barely catch her breath. When she slides her hands down his body, he gives her an impatient look and grabs her wrists, then forces her arms over her head, where he transmutes a strip of the headboard to strap her hands firmly in place. Helpless, trapped, she squirms as he drapes her legs over his shoulders, and then he’s fucking her hard, the bed thudding against the wall with the force of him. She can feel the violence in him pulled taut, as if on a leash that might snap. There is the hint of a snarl on his lips. She pushes back, defiant with lust, baring her own teeth at him, and she can tell he likes this. When he kisses her harshly, she bites his lip, drawing blood. She hardly knows what she’s saying to him.
Yes, please. Yes, again. Yes, more.
Her brain records everything. She’s all too eager to replace the events of the evening with him, erase her mind with the feeling of him. He makes it easy for her. She’s so wet that the slick of her drips steadily onto the bed. Her world has become nothing but feeling. He’s rough with her, but he gives her enough room to fight. They fuck like they’re angry with each other but don’t know why. She’s sweaty, slippery against him, whimpering as another wave rises in her. His hand grips her face, holding her steady.
“Look at me,” he orders.
She obeys, eyes on him as her body blooms once again, the ache rolling on and on and on, each crest overlapping with the last, and god, it should be impossible to feel this good. She loses track of everything except him, his jaw clenched, his brows furrowed, his eyes furious and hazy with desire.
And then he’s cracking, gifting her this moment, this absolute want in his gaze, this weakness, this clenching of teeth, when his eyes shut and he rasps out her name, Sam, fuck, and he spends everything he has inside her. This moment. Oh, it is everything, the attention she has hungered for all her life, the need to be seen, the power to make someone want her. Tonight, to him, she is not invisible. And maybe, for this, she was always willing to sell her soul.
She can’t tell if she’s in love with him, or whether she is starving after so many years of longing and desire, or whether she truly just wants to forget, to make the scream inside her go silent. Maybe it’s all of it. Maybe it doesn’t matter. Maybe happiness only exists in fragments. Maybe it is only the absence of grief.
When she turns her head to the side, she can see the skyscrapers in the night, the cityscape filling up the wall of windows. Everything looks infinite, like it’s all possible, like she can become anything. All is one, and one is all.
And isn’t this worth it? Isn’t she worth it?



 
At today’s press conference, the mayor again dismissed allegations of dark money donations from illegal sources to his campaign, calling them unfounded speculation designed to slander him during a competitive election year. But Thursday morning’s leak of documents threatens to overshadow his campaign as he struggles to hold his lead against challenger Doherty. […]
“Angel City Mayor Grayson calls claims of fundraising scandal ‘completely unfounded,’” analysis by Steve Collis, CNN, updated 12:15 P.M. EST



  


Ari
“The murder of a philosopher won’t go unanswered, of course,” Isla says.
“The question,” Alexander Reed replies, “is what our answer will be.”
The man finishes his croissant in two bites and then leans back in his chair, tapping his fingers idly on a black folder on the table before him, his eyes turned toward the windows instead of toward Rudra, Ari, and Isla. The hotel’s lush courtyard is typically a bustling place, thick walls of ivy and pots of towering ficus trees a backdrop to birthday revelers and young couples, Sunday brunch aficionados and people trying to impress their in-laws. But today, the entire restaurant is empty and paid for, save for the guardsmen—polemists waiting for Reed’s commands—and a pair of waiters standing stiffly on the other side of the French doors, watching for any sign that Reed might wave them over.
Across the table, Rudra sips his coffee. There is no evidence of his rage at Ari from the previous night, no acknowledgment of the pinprick wounds that still encircle Ari’s neck. Neither is there any sign of Ari’s panic attack, of the way he fought for air and begged for help. Today, aside from the dark circles bruising the delicate skin under his eyes, Ari manages to look composed and graceful, his face turned away from the man.
Isla glances at Ari in concern, although she knows better than to ask about his wounds. Her eyes dart to Reed. Reed is in a difficult mood today, the kind that’s hard for them to read—unhappy but calm, a temper waiting to happen, and Ari can’t guess what might set him off. So he and Isla stay quiet, paying attention to the direction of the conversation, letting the man lead.
Now Reed holds up a hand, and one of the waiters hurries over. “More coffee,” he says.
“Of course, sir,” the waiter answers, and scurries away.
Reed nods at Ari as he looks through the contents of the folder, the edges tilted up so that Ari can’t quite see. “Well,” he says, “what should our response be? We’ve forced Grand Central into a forbidden act.”
“Not everyone agrees that Grand Central committed the crime,” Isla says.
“Enough are assuming it after our recent hostilities with them,” Rudra says.
Reed doesn’t look at Rudra. “What’s an equivalent retaliation to killing a philosopher?”
Ari doesn’t answer right away. His mind is still on Dominique. Last night, he’d jolted repeatedly out of nightmares of sitting in the library with her, studying, their heads together. Him, reaching over to ask her for help. Her, pointing out a paragraph to him in a book. Him, thanking her. Her, smiling encouragingly at him, touching his shoulder in reassurance. And then it’s night in the library, and she’s heading into the secret study beyond the black door, and he’s filled with a sudden terror that she’ll be hurt if she goes in there, but she’s already gone and he’s pounding on the door, screaming for her. He can still feel her name on his tongue when he bolts awake, trembling all over. For a second, he’s relieved that it was only a dream. Then he remembers, and everything crashes around him all over again.
His thoughts cycle onto Sam. She was so resplendent that evening in her pale blue dress, and Ari watched her from a distance, overcome with desire, wanting more than anything to go up to her, take her hand, pull her into a dance with him. He was such a fool that he hadn’t considered why she might have been chosen to attend the conference, that she would end the night by leaving Dominique’s body lying on the cobblestones of an alley, like trash.
In the tense silence that follows, Rudra says, “A philosopher hasn’t been murdered in over a decade. If Grand Central senses a hostile tide from enough syndicates, they might realize they’ve stepped out too far and back down.”
“And then what?” Reed says.
“How many sides can Grand Central handle an attack from?” Rudra says with a shrug, looking on as the waiter arrives to pour more coffee into their cups. “The Mengs say we should find and execute every philosopher in Grand Central. Belle Epoque already wants more details of what happened. Grand Central can’t handle a war that pulls in too many directions. They’re already fighting a losing battle against Doherty in the mayoral election.”
“And then what?” Reed repeats, looking calmly at Rudra.
Reed’s voice is too quiet, and Rudra shifts uncomfortably. Again, Ari marvels at how terrifying the man can be when in Ari’s presence, knowing who he can intimidate, and then how much he can shrink before Reed, knowing the limits of his power.
“Pressure Diamond Taylor down,” Rudra says, forcing his voice to sound firmer. “Set a meeting to discuss reparations for us.”
“Reparations.”
“Yes, sir.”
Reed puts his coffee down. “Reparations are compensation given to victims who have suffered injustice.” He looks thoughtfully at Rudra. “Is that what we are? Victims?”
Now Rudra knows he has misstepped, and he straightens, trying to recover. “Of course not,” he says. “But reparations—”
“No negotiations,” Reed cuts him off, and the man stills. “We aren’t inviting them to a fucking dance. We’re annihilating them.” He sneers. “You think so small, Rudra.” The light glints against his glasses as he leans forward. His voice steels. “So, tell me again. What shall we do in response?”
Rudra’s face has paled, and he tries to hide his reaction behind a sip of coffee. At the pause, Isla looks at Reed and says, “Diamond has been relying on Mozart for all of her recent retaliations against us.”
“And?” Reed says.
Ari’s heart squeezes and, for a moment, he glances at Isla, but there’s nothing he can do to stop her. “And it seems to me,” Isla continues, “that we should be striking at the source.”
“She’s not the source,” Ari says instinctively. “Diamond is.”
“You know what I mean,” Isla replies. “Diamond leans more and more on her.”
Reed leans back in his chair, turning his coffee mug back and forth against the table. “You want to take her down,” he says.
Isla meets Ari’s gaze across the table, a somber shadow across her face. “I can try,” she says, then nods at Ari. “But I think he would do a better job at it.”
Ari hates her in this moment for bringing the subject of Sam forward, but of course Isla would, because she’s as angry as he is. Dominique had also been her pupil, after all, and the wound of losing her is fresh.
“Shakespeare,” Reed says, shifting his attention. “When can you see her again?”
“I don’t know,” Ari replies truthfully.
“Then find out.”
“You want me to kill her?” Ari says. His voice comes out too bitter, aimed at both Reed and Isla. “I’m no polemist.”
“No, not you.” Reed looks at him. “I want you to hurt her.”
Ari feels everything in his chest tighten. “How so?” he asks.
“How do you think?” He takes a sip of coffee. “Find out who she would bleed for the most.”
Everything is falling apart. There is no way out. Ari clenches his fists under the table and fights to stay calm.
Reed regards him for a moment. “You already know, don’t you?” he says.
Her mother, Ari thinks. Losing her mother would destroy her. “I can’t be sure,” he replies coolly.
“Well.” Reed purses his lips and looks straight, past Rudra’s head and out the window at the hotel’s lush courtyard. “Let’s be sure, then. Prometheus.” He nods at the man. “Go make a call for me. I want a report on how our other philosophers are going to accommodate for St. Clair’s death. This has put pressure on our timeline for deliveries.”
Rudra’s eyes darken at the dismissal and the order, a task more suited to an assistant. He glances at Ari, but he doesn’t dare argue Reed’s own decision in front of him. “Of course, sir,” he says, and rises from the table.
“Archimedes,” Reed says.
“Sir.”
“Take two of your favorite fellow polemists and intercept Grand Central’s next shipments at the pier. We’re going to strike a few targets at once. I’d like to be relentless, now that we’ve got winds blowing in our favor.”
Isla nods her obedience. As she gets up, she exchanges a brief look with Ari. She seems to know Ari’s angry with her, but her face remains resolute, a reminder to him that, in spite of their friendship, she is first and foremost a Lumines alchemist.
Then Isla’s gone, and Ari is left alone with Reed.
“Ah, Shakespeare.” Reed picks idly at the corner of the black folder on the table. “Always so careful with your answers.”
“I’m thinking of minimizing our consequences,” Ari replies.
“And what consequences might you be thinking of?” Reed asks.
Ari’s voice hardens. “Doherty’s already anxious enough about his campaign. We don’t want to cause an escalation of violence in the city right before the election.”
“I’d say an escalation of violence is exactly what will help Doherty defeat an incumbent.”
“In theory, yes. But hitting several targets at once will bring the police out to investigate. You always said to avoid shedding the blood of law enforcement. This will complicate things for us.”
“Mm, dragging your feet.” Reed sips his coffee and regards him. “You’re still not telling me the whole story.”
“About what?”
“About Mozart.”
Ari frowns at him. “There’s not much to tell,” he says, “until I can meet her again.”
Reed takes his glasses off and polishes them. “You resent being assigned to her.”
“I think you’re setting me up for failure.” Ari looks sidelong at Reed. “Your shifting of assignments to me has not gone unnoticed by Prometheus, and I don’t appreciate having to defend myself around him all the time. Did you know that he was in my hotel suite in Oxford? He found me after the gala. We had a rather unpleasant chat.” Ari lifts his chin and pushes his collar aside, showing Reed his smattering of wounds.
Reed makes a sound of mock sympathy. “Doesn’t look good,” he says.
Ari tightens his lips. “If Rudra had tried to kill me, would you have stopped him?”
“If Rudra had the balls to kill you, he would have done it. And yet here you are.”
Ari remembers Rudra’s words to him that night, slurred but not without truth. This is how they do it, turning us against each other.
“I think you play a risky game with your chosen one,” Ari says.
“Know what I think? I think Mozart means more to you than you’ve let on.” Reed leans closer to him. “And that you haven’t been entirely honest with me.”
Ari forces himself to return the man’s gaze without hesitation. The fear has started to seep back into his heart now, along with the memory of Sam on the beach, illuminated by the light of a full moon.
“Why the reluctance?” Reed says. “I thought Cleopatra was your friend. I see the pain on your face when we talk about her death. It hurts you, doesn’t it?”
“It won’t heal with more blood,” Ari answers quietly.
Reed slides the black folder on the table to him. “Perhaps you just haven’t been wounded enough yet,” he replies.
Ari takes the folder, his sense of dread rising. When he looks back at Reed, the light has hidden the man’s eyes again, turning his glasses into panels of flat white. Ari turns back to the folder. His heart starts to tremble.
He opens it.
The first photograph is a shot of a woman walking along a narrow street shaded by neem trees, a braid pulled over her shoulder and a little girl balanced on her hip, in the middle of an animated conversation with her father. Her limbs are long and lanky, her once-awkward teenage gait now graceful in the way of a grown woman. Their father’s hair has long since turned gray, and there is a slight hunch to his back, but he looks strong otherwise, and there is a smile on his bearded face.
His sister. His father.
Ari looks at the next photo. It is of his mother, older and softer, sitting in front of her house. It isn’t the house that Ari remembers. This house has a real gate, has a worker sweeping the driveway clear of leaves. His mother is surrounded by his aunts, fan fluttering in her hand, her sari billowing around her legs.
The next photo shows his uncle standing at a shop on a street that scratches at Ari’s memories, talking to the clerk. He’s gotten so thin. His beard has gone entirely white, and lines etch his face. Ari recognizes the way the cars bump along the road, can hear a distant echo of the roar of motorbikes and the calls from the nearby market. But even this looks different, the city streets both cleaner and more crowded than he remembers, the buildings in the distance more refined. Surat has transformed, too.
He feels like he has stepped outside of himself, looking passively at these images of people who have changed so much that they almost seem like strangers. At an unrecognizable homeland. He tries to speak, fails to find his voice, tries again.
“When were these taken?” he finally manages.
“Last week,” Reed replies.
Last week.
Last week, his sister and her child—his niece, he’s an uncle now—were walking down the street with his father, and his mother was talking with his aunts, and his uncle was buying cigarettes. All these years of getting nothing but verbal promises of money being delivered to his family, receipts of a new car and a new house, impatient assurances that they are all better off because of Ari—all these years, and yet this is the first time Ari has seen them.
The knot of loneliness in his chest that has been there since he was a child tightens until it feels like it will break. Ari can’t help the tears that haze his vision. God. Why is he so sad? His heart is breaking because he barely recognizes them, because it has been so long that he can only see faint resemblances in them to what he remembers. Because he realizes that, if they saw him today, they would feel the same sense of detachment.
Because he has missed everything. He has lost them.
At least everyone is alive. Everyone is well. But this is not what Reed is telling him with these photos. This is a reminder that their wellness is due to Ari, their success tied to his success, their safety dependent on his obedience.
Reed takes the photos from Ari’s hands and slides them back into the folder. “Now, I’m curious, Shakespeare. Is there anything else from your meeting with Mozart that you recall? Anything you’ve neglected to tell me?”
His sister’s smile, genuine and full. His mother’s sari, pink and gold. Their fates, dangled before him.
“Think carefully,” Reed says, “about who you’re willing to fight for.”
“Her mother’s name is Connie Sun,” he says quietly. “Sam joined Grand Central to protect her.”
Reed searches his gaze carefully, as if looking for a lie. Whatever it is that he sees in Ari’s face, guilt or resignment or fear, it seems to satisfy the man. He nods at Ari’s words, then says, “That wasn’t so difficult, now, was it?”
Ari stares at him and wishes he could, in this moment, grab the man by the collar and transmute him into fire and ash.
Reed leans his arms against the table. “I’ll handle her mother,” he says. “Once we have her brought to us, you tell Mozart that we have her. That if she wants her back, she needs to meet you in person. When you agree on a date and location, you’re going to let us know, so we have the proper crewmen in place. She’s not leaving that meeting alive.”
I have to warn her, Ari thinks desperately. But even as he thinks it, he knows Reed will have plenty of eyes watching him, knows it will be next to impossible.
“Should it all go well, Shakespeare,” Reed continues, “you can rest easy that your family will be set up for life. Lumines is yours, after all, when you inherit it. And should it go wrong, well, I will simply cut our losses from your family. Do you understand?”
Ari looks numbly on as the man returns the folder to him.
“Keep that,” Reed says quietly. “And remember this feeling, Ari. Remember who you truly love, and then ask yourself what you’re willing to sacrifice for the sake of a girl.”
Ari speaks as if he is no longer himself. The folder before him blurs. “Yes, sir,” he says.
Reed straightens, satisfied. His eyes are visible now, flat and gray. He sips his coffee. “Good boy.”



 
Letting: Let me repeat that. There is no correlation between the consumption of sand and the uptick in violent crime.
Reporter: Not even when there are often traces of sand discovered in offenders’ autopsies?
Letting: Traces of sulfur and mercury do not necessarily mean sand consumption. Antibiotics, disinfectants can have them … we don’t know what other kinds of drugs they’re taking.
Reporter: But isn’t it true, Senator, that sand also contains—
Letting: [sic] I’m sorry but I have to head out. Good evening to you all. Good evening.
Reporter to Senator Letting
after committee recess, Oct. 19, 2004



  


Sam
No one finds any fingerprints in their dusting of Dominique St. Clair’s body. No one notices Sam in security camera footage. They are always convinced that she is just an innocent bystander—another patron visiting the bathroom, a guest heading out through the lobby, a customer getting their car at the valet. The police add her to lists of witnesses and bystanders and then skim right past her name. They assume they’ve already questioned her. Medical examiners puzzle over the cause of Dominique’s death, wondering if it was a heart attack or an aneurysm, some undiagnosed medical condition. They shake their heads and say she was too young.
But word spreads like wildfire of a philosopher’s death. Every syndicate is on edge. When she and Will return to Angel City, she can sense the potential for violence hanging heavy in the air.
She wonders what Ari must be thinking, how close he must have been with Dominique, how deeply her death might have hurt him. Perhaps he’s guessed that Sam was responsible. He must hate her. Will he even meet her again at the secret beach, at the next full moon? It’s coming up; it must be on his mind.
She doesn’t want to think about it. Most of her feels numb. Expose the mind repeatedly to the same trauma, again and again and again, and it will learn to protect itself by normalizing the extraordinary. The details grow fuzzy; the heart, exhausted, searches for something else to occupy itself. So whenever she thinks back on the night at Oxford, she thinks instead of Will, his necktie wound around her eyes, his hands sliding along her body, making her feel incredible, making her forget. And when she feels like she can’t bear the pressure, she goes knocking on Will’s door again, and he lets her in, working on her until she can’t remember anything.
Meanwhile, another bonus of a million dollars appears in Sam’s account. It’s like magic. She thinks back to when every dollar felt like it was cut from the skin of her and her mother. Now there is so much that she doesn’t know what to do with it. It is like watching a ghost grow and grow, haunting her each time she looks, and yet she can’t stop staring at it, can’t stop counting the rising numbers. It looks like it’s going to spill over, and what happens then?
Sam stares at it until she can’t stand it anymore. She has to get rid of it somehow. But what can she spend it on? How much does it cost to heal a soul?

When Sam visits her mother right after she returns, she arrives bearing a red envelope and a paper bag.
The door is unlocked, the way it usually is when her mother is expecting her to show up. In the kitchen, her mother is tenderizing chicken breasts with a mallet. Sam puts the paper bag on the kitchen counter and then heads over where her mother stands, apron cloudy with flour, and gives her mother a quick kiss on the cheek.
Her mother stiffens at her touch. It’s a warning, and Sam freezes for a heartbeat, frowning. Something is bothering her mother, but she hasn’t said what yet. Her mother’s eyes skip briefly to the sharp cut of Sam’s new clothes, her designer shoes and leather purse.
“I brought you star anise,” Sam says. She stares at the ingredients sprawled out. “You’re making katsu?”
Her mother glances up at her. Her gaze is cold and distant, ready to pick something apart. This is Sam’s second warning.
Her mother returns to pounding the meat. “How was Berlin?”
“Berlin was good,” Sam says. “Really crowded and a little hot, for this time of year.”
Her mother’s expression doesn’t change. “You were working the entire time?”
“Most of it.” Sam pulls out the envelope and puts it on the counter. “But while I was gone, I secured a surprise for you.”
This, at least, gets a bit of reaction from her mother, who pauses in her kitchen preparation to look at the envelope. She glances at her daughter. “What is it?”
Sam tears it open for her so that she doesn’t have to remove her food gloves. “Read it,” she says.
Inside is a title, along with a thick stack of other paperwork. Sam looks on as her mother reads through it, the crease between her brow deepening, then disappearing as her eyes widen.
“Mom,” Sam says, “I bought you a house.”
Her mother stops cooking. She looks quickly at her. “A house?”
Sam nods, and breaks into her first genuine smile in a long time. This was the solution, of course, doing a good thing with her money, spending it on her mother, gifting her everything she deserves and more. And for a moment, it seems to work—her mother seems to forget everything as she stares down at the paper. “It’s on a hill,” Sam continues. “Floor-to-ceiling glass panels, so you can see a view of the entire city.” She leans forward eagerly to point at the photos, proud of herself, her voice growing more animated. “And look at the size of this lot. There’s a swimming pool and hot tub in the backyard, and a vegetable garden, and fruit trees.”
“You’ve bought it already?” Her mother looks at her again.
“Yes. It’s all done.”
“What’s the mortgage?”
“There is none. I bought it in cash.”
In cash. Her mother looks at the title again. Tightens her grip on the paper. Sam sees the expression shift on her face, stretching tight her scarred skin, and for a moment, she tries to remember what her mother used to look like before the fire. It’s hard to see that woman here. She searches for joy on her mother’s face, but all she sees is something unreadable.
Sam’s smile wavers, the feeling of satisfaction she’d expected to get now eluding her.
“Do you like it?” Sam asks.
“I love it.” But there is something else in her mother’s voice that Sam tries to guess.
Her mother doesn’t speak again, and the kitchen lapses into silence. Sam can feel herself tensing up, her muscles turning stiff, her posture curving in the way that she always did when she was a child, making herself smaller, giving herself less room.
“Do you need help?” Sam asks, watching as her mother switches from pounding meat to preparing an egg batter.
“Get me some flour,” her mother says.
Sam obeys, pours a bit of the flour into a bowl, and then heads back to the pantry to fetch a bag of baked breadcrumbs. They fall again into silence.
At last, her mother says, “You didn’t go to Berlin.”
Sam frowns. “I did.”
“I checked your itinerary online,” her mother replies. “It didn’t match what you gave me.”
Sam relaxes a little. Is that all? “The itineraries change all the time. We had a delayed flight.”
“That Berlin flight was canceled the day you left. There were no other flights out to Berlin until twenty-four hours later, and yet you still arrived overseas around the same time.”
Now Sam can feel a slight twinge of annoyance. “I think you just got the dates wrong.”
Her mother doesn’t say anything for a moment. She dips the meat in the egg batter, then into the flour. “I did find a match for one that arrived around the same time that you landed,” she says. “But it wasn’t for a flight to Berlin.”
“Mom.”
“It was to Londinium.”
Sam sighs. “You need to stop tracking my behavior like I’m a teenager.”
At that, her mother stops in the middle of her meal preparation to look up at her daughter. A buzzing has begun in the back of Sam’s mind. She knows.
“Where did you really go?” her mother asks her.
Now Sam is getting annoyed. “I did work in Berlin—we just had to travel around a bit.”
Her mother frowns at her. “Why did you lie about it?”
“About what?”
“About your travel.”
Sam turns it around. “Well, what about you? You once said you called my college about my record because you were filing paperwork. What paperwork? Or did you just lie about that as an excuse to dig into my business?”
“And did you ever follow up with your college about that?”
“Yes. Everything’s fine.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I’m an adult now and I don’t need to report my every move back to you.”
Perhaps there’s too much venom in Sam’s words, because it surprises even her. Her mother quiets a little after this, and the two of them fall back into silence. The oil in the pot is hot now. Her mother puts the chicken in, and the sound of the sizzle fills the kitchen.
“You’re doing very well for yourself,” her mother tells her after a while. An olive branch.
Sam leans against the counter and tries to calm her voice back down. “I’ve been working hard,” she says, and it’s the truth. “It’s what you’ve told me my entire life. If I reach for the stars, I can make things happen. Isn’t that right? That’s what you’ve done. Well, here are the stars.” Her voice softens, and she adds, “Do you like the house?” She realizes she’s already asked this.
“I love it,” her mother responds again. The words are hollow and tired.
“You can move in anytime. We can make it easy. Do you want help?”
“I can do it myself.”
“Look, I know if I let you, you’re going to literally do it yourself. I don’t want you and a neighbor lifting couches into a rented truck.”
“You’re so busy these days. I’ll make do.”
The conversation still doesn’t feel quite right. Sam tries to correct it. “How’s your work?”
“Fine.”
When her mother doesn’t elaborate, Sam says, “You know you don’t have to work so hard anymore. You don’t ever have to work again, even. I can take care of everything for you.”
The oil crackles and springs from the pot, and her mother tugs down her sleeves to protect her arms. “I don’t need you to take care of everything for me.”
Sam feels like she’s five years old again, trying to gauge her mother’s mood. As her mother continues frying the chicken in silence, Sam sets the table, pulls out the place mats she’s used since she was a child, the same chopsticks and knives and plates, the napkins under the cabinet.
As her mother puts their food down, Sam says, “You’ve never bought new dishes since you moved here? They’re all chipping.”
“They work just fine.”
“I’ll get you new place mats.”
“Don’t bring anything,” her mother says. “I’ll just throw it away. Everything works fine.”
Sam puts down her chopsticks. “Why do you have to be like this? What do you want from me?”
Her mother takes a sip of egg soup. “Like what?”
“All my life, you’ve wanted me to work hard, to be able to support myself and take care of you.”
“I’ve never asked you to take care of me.”
“It’s what I want to do. And now I’ve worked hard, and I’m trying to take care of you, and you’re rejecting all of it. Like you’re ashamed of me.”
“I don’t need you buying things for me.”
“I want to buy things for you. I want to use the money I’ve made, for you.”
“How do you make your money, Sam?” she asks quietly.
Sam throws her hands up and grabs her chopsticks again, stabbing them into a piece of chicken. “I don’t know how else to explain it to you, Mama,” she snaps. “I have a job.”
“Sam,” her mother says, putting her bowl down to stare at her. “Stop lying to me.”
“Is this still about my flight?”
“About everything, Sam.” Her mother pats her chest. “There’s a weight on you. I have felt it there for a long time. Months? Maybe years. You don’t tell me. But now you show up and you’ve bought me a multimillion-dollar house in cash. Sam, that doesn’t make sense. What are you really doing?”
“Nothing, Mama,” Sam says angrily. “I make money.”
Mother and daughter stare at each other for a long time.
“You think you’re invincible, that you’ll never make a mistake,” her mother says.
“I’m not. But I won’t.”
Her mother scoffs under her breath. “Don’t be a stupid girl.”
She spits the word stupid, and Sam flinches. The last time she’d been called that was the day her mother cut up her Rabbit.
“I’m not stupid,” she says softly.
“Sam, I brought you here so that you can be free. We came here because you can become anything, not so you can trap yourself in something you can’t escape.”
“Why do you think I’m trapped?”
“Because you are keeping a secret from me. Something is wrong.”
Sam’s dark thoughts are crowding her mind. “Nothing’s wrong!”
“You are in the greatest country in the world. You can do anything, if you work hard enough, if you study hard—”
“Then what?” Sam is shouting now. The leak of words becomes a flood. “What?” She throws her hands up. “We came here for what? Why won’t you believe me? You work twelve hours a day doing what? What you love? What pays you? When will your reality match up with your dream, Mama? What were you looking for? What’s the point?”
“You don’t know anything at all.” Her mother says it with vehemence and disgust. “You are a child and you have no idea what suffering means.”
“You have never seen my suffering.”
“And you’ve seen mine? You realize all my suffering is for you?”
“I didn’t choose your suffering! I didn’t choose you!” There is a vein of cruelty in Sam’s words now, and she can’t stop it. “I don’t need to be grateful when I never asked for you! I don’t need to bare my soul to you because you’ve—never—been—here!”
Her mother puts her chopsticks down and leans back. Sam has struck her, has drawn blood. “Selfish child,” she hisses between her teeth. “You think I’m never here with you. Never spend time with you. I wasn’t here because I was working for you.”
“Not that. I understood that. You’re never here.” Sam taps her chest. “I’ve never once seen your heart. And you expect me to show you mine? I don’t even know you!”
“Maybe you just don’t know how to see.” Her mother is here to draw blood too. “All these years, and you still have never managed to step out of your selfishness. You think you know everything. You think you understand me.”
“Do you understand me? Do you know why I do things?” Sam can feel the tears building in her throat.
“Tell me, then. Talk to me.”
“You should have asked that years ago. You should have wanted that when you had me.”
“You’re lucky I kept you.”
The words are spat so quickly, with so much harshness, that Sam barely catches them. Her mother looks down at her bowl, brows furrowed, seemingly angry with herself. After a while, she takes a bite of rice and stabs her chopsticks into another slice of chicken.
The world is blurring now and Sam can’t bear the idea of crying here, right in front of her mother. Instead she closes her eyes and swallows hard. Her nails dig into the wood. When she opens her eyes, she sees that underneath her fingers, bits of the wood have turned black, into ash.
Hurriedly, she transmutes the wood back into its original state before her mother can see. But does it even matter? Their fight tells Sam that her mother likely knows nothing about alchemy or Lumines’s connection to the restaurant explosion. If she did, she would have guessed Sam’s secret. She would have known. She would have said something. Instead, all Sam feels is an insurmountable gulf between them. They are so far apart that nothing can bring them back together.
She pushes away from the table and stares through her mother to the wall beyond. After a while, she stands and quietly gathers her things. Her mother doesn’t try to stop her, doesn’t even look up from her food. Sam turns around and heads to the door.
Outside, the sound of sirens turns deafening and then fades as quickly as it comes.

That night, she dreams of her mother.
She is tying up Sam’s hair in their old apartment’s bathroom. Sam must still be a child here, because her hair is still black, but in the nature of dreams, she can’t recall exactly what she looks like in the mirror. After she wakes up, she will only remember a reflection of her adult self staring back at her. The sadness in her chest is so heavy that she is struggling to stay upright, lest she sink to the floor and fall right through. Something terrible has happened, but she can’t remember what. It is only in the back of her mind, somewhere out of reach.
When her mother finishes tying her hair and she turns around, they stare at each other. In reality, her mother would have simply left to do whatever else she needed to do. Maybe she would have told Sam to go sit down for dinner. But in the dream, she stops to take in her daughter. She has an expression on her face that mirrors the grief in Sam’s chest.
What’s wrong? her mother asks her. It’s a question she has never asked in real life.
Sam just shakes her head. Nothing. But to her shame, she is crying, tears spilling down her cheeks.
Her mother reaches out and gently touches her daughter’s face. To Sam’s surprise, she is crying too. She searches Sam’s gaze for something to latch onto, a reason, an opening. You can tell me, she says in the dream. It’s going to be okay.
But all Sam can do in the dream is cry and cry and feel embarrassed for every tear. She wants to run from her mother and hide from the discomfort of being so exposed in front of her, but she also wants to stay because she has never seen her mother’s heart open before, the sight of tears in her eyes. She wants to tell her mother, Something is wrong with us. Can’t you feel it?
But neither of them say anything. They only look at each other, their hearts breaking, and don’t know why.



  
PART
THREE



 
So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.
The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, 1925



  


Connie
The kind of money that will change your life.
All Connie can hear in her head right now is a broken record of the words Maclan once said to her. All she can think of is Sam’s fingers raking across the table.
The deep, frightening gouges in the wood, scored with black ash.
Connie paces. She sits down on the couch, heart pounding, gets up, paces again. She runs her hands through her hair. Then she goes back to the dining table and stares closely again at where her daughter had been.
The table seems restored now. But Connie had seen the vicious lines with her own eyes. Marks like that could not have been made by fingernails. Something else happened there, something very wrong that defied explanation.
Something like a door with a transformed knob that can’t open. Like screams muffled into silence by an invisible field of air.
She’s trembling now, sick with fear, as if she has been transported back to the factory and to that sealed room. And here is her daughter, doing the impossible, just as Maclan once had.
Alchemy. Maclan had called it that.
She can’t know for sure if that’s what happened here—but once, when Sam was small, Connie caught her searching up the term. And then it faded away, and Connie hoped that Sam had forgotten about it. Until now.
The kind of money that will change your life.
No one makes Sam’s kind of money at her age, not without some sort of big reason attached to it. So what is Sam’s reason? Connie thinks back to the day when Sam came over, rail thin, eyes dark and haunted. Or the time when her hands were so dry and cracked that they were bleeding. She thinks of Sam’s supposed college, telling her on the phone that they had no record of Sam ever attending. Then she thinks back to years earlier, when Sam first claimed she’d gotten a part-time job. Should Connie have believed her, even back then? Had that been when all this started?
Sam is in trouble. She has entangled herself in something very bad. And deep in her belly, Connie knows what it is.
Who does Sam answer to? Does she work for Lumines or Grand Central? They were the only two names Connie knew of when she worked at the factory, and she could always sense that their influence runs as deeply through this city as groundwater. She thinks of the Lumines men who would occasionally show up in the restaurant, how even being in their vicinity would shake her to her core. Or does Sam work for someone else entirely? Are there others? What danger is Sam in? Who has her daughter in their grasp?
She leans against her bed and stares into the darkness. She doesn’t know what to do. What did she even say to Sam tonight? Her words are a blur to her now, spat out in a storm of desperation and anger.
Sam hurt her, so she had reached out and broken her daughter’s heart.
Connie sinks her head into her hands, then pounds her fists against her temples until she has a headache. She squeezes her eyes shut and hisses through her teeth, lets tears streak down her face.
It is her fault, of course. She brought Sam to this city, imagined the riches her daughter could get here, hoped that this soil could feed her all the good things and none of the bad. But how can you choose one and not the other?
She doesn’t know what to do to make it better because she has never been shown an example of how to make anything better. What if tonight was the last time Sam ever set foot in her apartment? What if Sam cuts her off? What if Sam decides to move without telling her? What if she tries to call Sam now and gets a stranger’s voice instead? What if she never hears from Sam again?
Connie showers for so long that the water turns ice-cold. She wakes up at strange hours of the night and is unable to go back to sleep. She walks down the grid of sidewalks in her neighborhood until she hits the major cross streets and then doubles back, over and over, until she knows the real solution.
Whatever Sam has gotten herself entangled in, they can’t stay here. They have to leave. That much is obvious. So long as they live in Angel City, Sam will be in danger, and there is nothing her mother can do to protect her. Connie remembers Maclan again and feels a sickness deep in her stomach. He didn’t hunt her down after she quit her job, but somehow, Connie knows that had she taken the job offered to her, had she become an alchemist and then walked away, he would have killed her with his own hands.
But if she flees with Sam, where would they go?
They could go back.
Once Connie thinks about it, she can’t believe how simple it is. There is no guarantee that life won’t be harsh there too but at least it will be a new chance. They could start from scratch. She straightens as if the idea has propped her up, and immediately she turns back in the middle of her walk to head home. Once in her apartment, she paces and paces until she’s exhausted, and then she sits down on the couch and starts to plan.
You’re mad, she can imagine Sam telling her.
And maybe she is. Maybe she has blown everything out of proportion.
But what if she hasn’t? What if she’s right?
They can’t fly, as Connie doesn’t have a passport, but maybe she can find passage on board a cargo ship for them both. It was how they’d come here, after all. The trip will be weeks long, but it will get them there safely. One of her coworkers at the grocery store recently came over to the States by ship and has connections to a runner who can get her passage back.
She’s not sure how much it will cost. She has almost fifteen thousand dollars in the savings account that is to her own name rather than her daughter’s, but she can’t pull all of it out without the bank flagging the transaction. Connie would rather not leave a trail like that for someone to find. Still, she will need all the money she can get, and she doesn’t have much time. She has to get them out as soon as possible. So, as much as the idea makes her wince, Connie decides that she’ll need to withdraw the money all at once.
She pulls out her phone and opens the calendar and decides on this coming Friday. A Friday, so that when she leaves from work, she can find Sam immediately and they can make their way down to the pier. They’ll have to take the buses; it will be the safest and most discreet way to travel, in case someone is tracking their license plate. Friday, when they can board the ship at midnight and then be far out to sea by morning. Maybe they will search the city for them, then perhaps the country, and when they can’t, perhaps they will cut their losses and find someone else who can do whatever it is that Sam does.
Connie thinks about what they can take with them. She heads into the bedroom and pulls out the single tote bag she has, then reaches into her dresser and pulls out all her clothes: two soft black turtlenecks; a chunky blue knit vest; two pairs of trousers, both gray; a week’s worth of socks and underwear. She packs the bag until it is nearly overflowing, and only then does she take a moment to sit on the bed, breathing rapidly, staring at the mess of clothes she has left on the floor. The room never looks like this. Connie has always kept a tidy home, even when they had almost nothing. To her, it had always meant the possibility of better things, that even if they lived in a tiny, old apartment, she could control the beauty of it, could make it theirs.
But perhaps it was always an illusion, something trapping them here. Somehow, when she looks at the mess on the floor, she feels a sense of relief. It is a sign that things are happening. It helps her feel like leaving is possible.
But will Sam go? Is this it for them here?
Connie came because of a whisper of a dream, and now she’ll go back because of fear. Is that the right reason, after all she’s been through? She sits and stares and wonders whether she’s ready to give this all up, and in the middle of thinking that, she realizes with a start that you can’t give up something you never had.
She looks out her window to see the power lines arching across the night sky, the black silhouettes of skinny palm trees, and is surprised by the sharpness of the ache in her chest. She closes her eyes. How badly she had wanted to make it work here. How much she’ll miss this city, in spite of everything. But now that the possibility of returning home—can she still call it that? Home?—has become very real, she finds herself looking forward to the sight of an old land on the other side of the ocean. They’ll go to the countryside, the towns by the rivers. Does it still look like how she remembers it? Do the streets still swarm with bicycles? Do willows still hang over the water? In the darkness, she dreams of silk gourds hanging heavily from tangles of ivy, sunflowers turning their giant heads toward the sun, rich black dirt beneath her slippers, markets in narrow streets, paths along the stream. It’s summer, the cicadas are roaring, the water in the air sticks to her skin. There is hardly the sight of a city in the distance at all, only open blue skies. She lets herself dream of a land she doesn’t yet know is long gone.
What if she had just stayed? What if that had been the dream? But that’s the problem, isn’t it—you can’t know what the future would have been. All you can do is make your best guess.
She pictures Sam, little again, holding her hand as they make their way down a river path in an alternate reality. Look at the cicada shells, how they cling to the bark. She pictures Sam looking up at her with that smile she once had, all beauty and love and wonder, that said Mama, I trust you, you are the most perfect person in the world.
How little she had appreciated her then. How much she aches for her now. She has a lifetime of regrets for how she has failed her daughter. But sometimes, you get an opportunity to right past wrongs.
Maybe, maybe this is her chance to try again.



 
Thursday:
Some improvement after a poor night. Held down clear broth, no solids. Complained of painful, crawling sensation under his skin.
Temperature remains elevated at 103.6°F.
Rec: lower magnesium content, different transmutation needed for adding organics.
Notes: Batch 22AB effects on subject,
journals of Diamond Taylor, 1984



  


Sam
When Will calls for her that night, Sam rises automatically and heads to his house. She has been anticipating him all day, desperately looking forward to the act of forgetting. When she arrives, his door is unlocked and slightly ajar, and when she heads inside, he is leaning against the kitchen counter with his sleeves rolled up, mixing his usual drink. He doesn’t even greet her; she just waits in silence. All he does is head into the bedroom without looking back, and she follows him without a word.
When he’s on top of her, she doesn’t have to think. She memorizes the lines of his silhouette and the whisper of his commands. She takes pleasure in testing his patience. When he ties her down and pushes her to the brink, she tilts her head back and lets the world go white. When he grips her hips from behind, she buries her face into the pillows and screams. When he gags her, she bites so hard into the cloth that her jaw aches. He is always merciless with her, and she doesn’t care; it forces her to concentrate on nothing else. She pulls him down to her when he shudders, digging her nails into his back until she knows they hurt, cherishing the brief moment when he breaks, when she is more powerful than him. He reminds her of men in paintings by the European masters, a work of chiaroscuro, his presence both brightly illuminated and shrouded in darkness, brows furrowed in unholy thought.
There is nothing about Will that reminds her of Ari, and nothing about Ari that reminds her of Will. They are the branches of a fork in the road, one leading down a path that was once open to her, the other the path she chose instead, each with no return. There is no way to loop around, no way back that can lead to another way forward.
Afterward, when their breathing has steadied and their bodies have cooled, she lies beside Will and stares out at the night. His room has a sliding door that opens the entire wall of glass to the world outside, beyond which she can see a cobbled courtyard lined with cypress leading out to an illuminated pool. It overlooks the entire expanse of the city, a million twinkling lights spread out in all directions. In the darkness, no one can see them, but she imagines they can anyway, wonders if the world would judge her.
The wind is whispering through the trees tonight, and the sliver of a moon casts faint hints of silver against their blankets. Somewhere in the distance, she can hear a symphony of crickets. Will is gentle now, serene in a way that is unfamiliar to her. She lies in the crook of his arm as he idly strokes her hair, and studies the way his eyes follow the quivering shadows that the trees cast against the ceiling.
“Why are you sad, Sam?” he says after a while, without turning his eyes to her.
She’s silent for a moment. Nothing about her escapes Will. “My mother,” she replies softly. “We’ll be fine.”
Will’s hand combs through the locks of her hair. “You’ve been talking to her often lately.”
“I try. But we don’t have that kind of understanding.”
He nods once. “I don’t think we ever really know our mothers,” he says.
Sam thinks of the way he sometimes trades barbs with Diamond, the curious contrast between their distance and their undeniable bond. “You seem to know yours,” she answers.
“Do I?” He smiles wryly without looking at her.
Sam hesitates, thinking back to Diamond’s weakening form. “Will,” she decides to ask, “what’s wrong with Diamond’s health?”
He doesn’t look at her, and for a moment, Sam is sorry she asked.
“Cancer,” he says at last. “Pancreatic. She’s had it for over a decade, so I suppose she’s lucky, in some ways. Most don’t live that long.”
Cancer. Sam swallows hard, picturing Diamond’s glittering eyes, still as sharp as ever in her thinning face. “Not even alchiatry can reverse it?” she asks, knowing the answer.
“Oh, Amerson has definitely slowed its progress. But we’re talking millions of cells, Sam, all choosing to misfire. When your body’s that determined to kill you, not even alchemy can transmute it quickly enough. She has about a year.”
Sam stares at Will’s empty drinking glass on his nightstand, condensation still beading against its surface. “I didn’t know,” she whispers apologetically.
Will doesn’t react. “It’s the way of things.”
“She told you all this?”
“Of course not. As you say, we don’t have that kind of understanding. Amerson keeps me up to date.”
Sam is quiet for a moment, understanding him. “Is that how it is? When you grow up like this?”
“Like what?”
“Living in a place like this. Not talking to each other. Getting information through assistants instead.”
“I didn’t grow up here.”
“Oh.” She looks at him. “I assumed you did.”
“No.” Will glances at her. “Diamond didn’t come from wealth.”
Sam returns his look. “I assumed, based on the way she carries herself—”
“—like old money? Everyone assumes it. I guess it must seem impossible that she was ever a member of the herd.” His gaze returns to the ceiling. “No, she was the daughter of a trucker. Never knew a mother, although she did know a rotation of my grandfather’s girlfriends. Born into dirt and sweat, like everyone else.”
Daughter of a trucker. Sam tries to imagine the imposing woman as a young girl, waiting at a screen door for her father to come home after three weeks on the road. She tries to see Diamond as a child, mind full of gears and gadgets, turning in perpetual curiosity.
“Wasn’t she a Harvard grad, though?” Sam asks.
“Scholarship kid. That’s where she met Amerson, at a party at my father’s apartment.”
Emboldened by his open state, she asks, “Did you ever know your father?”
He doesn’t answer right away, and she thinks perhaps she’s asked the wrong question. But before she can apologize, he says, “His name was Peter. I remember sitting around his lab while he worked, toying with pipettes and flasks.”
So, Will had been old enough to remember. Sam tries to recall her own father and fails. Her mother doesn’t talk about him, and considering he’d left them by the time she was six months old, it’s an irrelevant topic, anyway.
“Did he teach you alchemy?” she asks.
“A little.”
She thinks of her fight with her own mother, how walled off her mother’s heart is, and can’t imagine her letting Sam in on anything that personal. “Did you know what your parents were working on?”
“Yes, well.” A strong wind bends the shadows on the ceiling, and Will’s gaze follows the movement. “They tested the batches on me.”
Sam props herself up on one elbow to stare down at him. “They tested sand on you?”
“My father made samples, and my mother administered them to me. Sometimes I reacted well. Sometimes I reacted badly. I was very sensitive to it, so I made for a good subject.”
She’s quiet, horrified by his words. All the sand in the world, all of Grand Central’s success, all the syndicates in their modern form, exist because Will had been his parents’ lab rat.
“How old were you?” she ventures.
“Four.”
So young. Her skin prickles at the cruelty of it, and she pictures a little version of Will, perpetually pale and sick, cheeks still round with baby fat, hunched over a toilet and retching violently into it while his mother looked steadily on.
“I’m sorry,” Sam whispers, stunned, not knowing what else to say.
“Don’t be.” Will’s voice is emotionless. “Amerson always patched me up afterward. I manage it well enough.” He nods at the empty glass on the nightstand as he says it.
It had never occurred to Sam that Will’s regular drinks were something he needed to have. What lingering effects did he suffer? Pain? Illness? Whatever they are, he hides them well.
No wonder the old alchiatrist had seemed so familiar with Will. She’d watched over him since he was a child, had nursed him back to health countless times.
“Does your mother ever regret it?” Sam murmurs.
“Can’t say,” Will answers. “She would keep meticulous journals about my reactions to everything, how I’d deteriorate and how I’d heal. It wasn’t always about the sand. She would write down everything that happened to me. My changing height and weight and the length of my limbs. Whether I was happy or sad. Whether I got along with others at school. My questions. My opinions. How often I told her I loved her. It was all data.”
Sam remembers the day when Diamond came into bathroom while Sam was frantically washing her hands. She recalls how the woman had spoken in her firm, soft voice. How Sam had felt herself leaning in the woman’s direction, wanting her affection. She can hear the same yearning now in Will’s voice, some buried part of his boyhood, an eternal longing for his mother’s love.
“What happened to your father?” Sam asks.
Will is quiet for another stretch before he finally answers. “Sand enhances everything about you,” he begins. “Everything good, and everything bad. My father had always suffered from depression. As the first philosopher, he had no idea that his talent would shorten his life, or that sand would hit philosophers the hardest. At Harvard, he took a cocktail of drugs to keep himself functioning and productive. By the time I turned nine, alchemy and sand had taken their toll on the darker corners of his mind. So one night, when my mother was still at a series of meetings, I went upstairs in our home to find my father hanging from the ceiling of their bedroom.”
Sam’s heart twists at his words. She winces. Will had been nine years old when he’d found his father’s body. He had been alone in their home when it’d happened, must have huddled somewhere and waited for help to arrive.
She reaches for him and touches his cheek with her hand. Will doesn’t seem to notice her gesture at first. His eyes are far away now, lost in some memory, and it isn’t until she closes her eyes and leans her head against his that he turns in her direction.
“I’ve never told anyone,” he whispers, and she opens her eyes again. His gaze is so different tonight. The hard exterior she is so used to, the cold glint and the intimidating sear, all of it has faded, and in its place is something that must resemble the boy he used to be. And Sam wonders if this is how it happens to all of them, that once upon a time, he had seen beauty in the world too, had trusted and smiled and been a child. He had kept his heart open until he couldn’t bear the wounds any longer, and then he had shut it, letting himself go still and cold.
She kisses him. He kisses her back, and this time his touch is gentle. His arm curls around her bare waist and pulls her to him under the blankets. She wraps her arms around his neck as she shifts beneath him, relishing the heat of his body, wishing this night would stretch on indefinitely.

In the hour before dawn, a low buzz from Sam’s phone stirs her awake. She shifts, remembers she’s still in Will’s bed, and glances over to see his back turned to her. Then she looks at her phone and sees a message from her mother glowing on the screen.
Sam. I’m sorry. I need to talk to you. There is something we need to discuss in person. Just one meeting.
Sam feels her heart constrict in grief again. She can still hear the familiar authority in the words, but the words themselves are a little different this time. Meeker. Pleading. Like she is unsure whether her daughter will obey her.
Sam thinks of Will’s stories about his own mother. How strange and difficult the path is between parent and child, how the tether pulls taut in spite of everything.
She misses her mother. She wants to talk to her, work it out. She looks away from the message and glances over her shoulder to Will’s figure. When she’s sure that his chest is still rising and falling gently in deep sleep, she sits up.
Quietly, she slides out of bed, pulls on her shirt and shorts, and moves to the balcony, where she steps sideways so as not to be in the center of Will’s view when he opens his eyes. There, she leans against the railing, deletes her mother’s message, and calls her.
Her mother picks up before the first ring can even finish.
“Sam.”
Her voice sounds different tonight—high-pitched and soft, hesitant in a way that makes Sam uncomfortable.
She’s silent for another beat before she whispers, “It’s too early.”
“I know. But I need to see you.”
“Why?” she whispers, and her voice is hoarse with sorrow.
Her mother’s voice lowers now too. “We can discuss everything. It won’t take long.”
Sam closes her eyes. She pictures them sitting together, this broken couple, how awkward it will be for them to find the right words around each other. A lifetime of missed opportunities. Sam tries to make up her mind.
“Please, Sam.” Her mother’s voice is so quiet now that she can barely hear her. “It will be different.” Underneath the words, she hears an urgency that frightens her.
Sam stares out into the night and says, “When?”
There is silence on the other end, and Sam thinks she hears a small intake of breath. Then her mother says, “Tomorrow night.”
Then there is nothing more to say. Sam lets her mother hang up first, then stays against the balcony railing a moment longer. At last, she returns to bed, her back turned to Will, and closes her eyes.
Beside her, Will’s breathing stays rhythmic and even.



 
The paradox of quantum superposition, famously illustrated by a thought experiment where a hypothetical cat can be both dead and alive at the same time due to its fate being tied to a random subatomic event that may or may not occur, applies also to alchemy at the quantum level. There is a moment when both sides of the transmutation equation can be true. […]
The Quantum Mechanics of Alchemy by Hypatia, 2003



  


Connie
The next morning, Connie busies herself. She has withdrawn fourteen thousand dollars from the bank. She keeps the stacks of cash in a plastic suitcase she bought for twenty dollars and tucks it in the corner of her room’s closet. She dropped off six thousand dollars yesterday for their shipper at the pier, and they have confirmed their departure at midnight.
An hour later, she walks to the grocery store to pick up some food and bottles of water for the trip. It’s a quiet morning; there are only four cars in the lot. Her heart is pounding so hard now that she feels sick. This evening, she and Sam will be off. She’ll tell her daughter about her childhood in the countryside and how she grew vegetables in the spring. She’ll tell her about being unwanted by her father and leaving home. She’ll tell Sam about her own father. About working at the factory. About how all she wanted was to protect Sam. She’ll tell Sam everything she should have told her from the beginning, all that she has kept hidden from her for so many years. Sam will probably frown at first, but her demeanor will soften as her mother softens. At the end, maybe she will break down and share a little of her own secrets, finally reveal what Connie has been suspecting. That she needs help. Connie makes a silent promise to herself that she will not judge her daughter for what she might have done. She’ll listen and accept what has already happened. At the end of it all, they’ll find their way back to each other. Everything is going to be okay. There’s no time to lose.
And then they will be out on the ocean. And then they will be free.
Connie smiles at the thought of it. She is still smiling when she rounds the corner of the store and steps from the curb into the shadows.
A man has emerged from one of the parked cars. A gold pin gleams on his collar.
Sam coming with her. The two of them sailing away, landing on the shores of her motherland, finding a house in the countryside, starting a new life. In another world, maybe. In another time, perhaps.
But not in this world. Not in this time. Connie meets the man’s eyes and knows everything is impossible.
They will never find their way back to each other.
They are not going to be okay.
They will never be free.



 
[…] Therefore, alchemy is sometimes seen as a glimpse into alternate worlds: what if this were that instead, what if we took this path instead of that one. Each path is both equal and opposite, a multiverse of choices where one’s dream is another’s nightmare, one’s blessing is another’s curse.
The Quantum Mechanics of Alchemy by Hypatia, 2003



  


Sam
The day Sam is supposed to meet her mother, she calls in the morning and no one answers. She lets it go, hops in the shower, and runs to get breakfast. Around noon, she calls again. No answer, no messages.
It’s a little strange. Her mother never ignores her calls. Sam tells herself that maybe she’s busy running errands. Or maybe it’s because she’s saving up what she needs to say.
Maybe this is a good thing, this meeting. Sam can convince her mother that her life is going in a good direction, that she doesn’t need to worry so much. Maybe they can find some common ground here, where she can explain to her mother why this, too, is the dream, that sometimes making it requires doing difficult things. Hadn’t her mother always taught her that good things require sacrifice?
Around 4:00 P.M., Sam calls her mother again. Still no answer. There are only four hours left before they’re supposed to meet, and Sam is starting to get a bit anxious. Did something happen to her phone? Her mother does have a habit of misplacing it; Sam can still remember all her childhood hunts for it around the apartment.
Still, deep within her chest, a note of unease pulses. The last time Sam couldn’t reach her mother, she had been caught in the explosion at Mandarin Palace Chinese Food. The police had come to their door and taken Sam straight to the hospital to see her. Maybe it’s too much superstition to think that the same thing might be happening again this time.
Sam walks around the estate’s grounds, visits the Observatory, traces the courtyard tiles with her boots. The place is largely empty except for the groundskeepers and cleaning crew. No meetings until tomorrow. Sam hadn’t scheduled anything else to do.
Five. Six.
Discomfort churns in her belly. Sam continues to call, each time getting a little more frantic. The calls are now spaced out only by a minute. Then, seconds. Hardly any space at all. Each time, as it gets to her mother’s voicemail message, Sam hangs up and tries again. The knot in her belly tells her that something has gone very wrong.
Seven o’clock comes, and still no message.
At last, Sam drives to the new house that she bought for her mother. No one is there. The gate’s code hasn’t even been set; her mother hasn’t been here since Sam gave her the house’s papers.
Sam drives away from the home, her stomach turning, and heads to her mother’s apartment. She peeks in through the window.
The curtains are drawn, so she can’t make out any details inside, but there is a row of tiny potted herbs sitting between the glass of the windowsill and the curtain. She stands there for a while, trying to locate a moving silhouette inside. But no one is there.
Sam turns away. She tries to steady her breathing and focus her mind on the task at hand. Her mother isn’t home—maybe something occupied her at work. Sam tries calling her one more time. This time, not only is there no answer after a half a dozen rings, but the message goes automatically to voicemail. Her mother’s phone has run out of battery life.
Sam sticks around for half an hour before she gets back into her car and closes her eyes. What to do? She knows she can’t go to the police and report a missing person, not as a member of Grand Central, not when Dominique’s death was so recent. Better not make herself vulnerable to questioning.
She opens her eyes, then makes a different call, not to her mother but to Will.
“What is it?” he says.
Sam tells him that her mother is missing, asks if he can put some feelers out in the city to try to find her.
“Done,” Will says. His calm authority makes her feel a little better.
She thanks him and hangs up. Paces a while longer. Waits in the car for another hour. The time for them to meet comes and goes. Her phone doesn’t ring. Her mother doesn’t show up.

She tries and tries to call for the rest of the night, then the next day. No answer.
It isn’t until the following day that she finally gets a message from Will, telling her to meet him in his office.
It’s about your mother.
They don’t even need a meeting. She already knows from those words, already feels a sickly, sinking darkness in her chest, but she goes anyway, in the hopes that maybe he’ll tell her something that surprises her. That her mother is alive.
He doesn’t.



  


Sam
The police let Sam identify the body.
She doesn’t want to remember any of it, but her perfect memory mercilessly records every detail, searing the horror forever into her mind.
She spends the rest of the day at the police station, seated before a young, bespectacled detective as he asks her procedural questions. Miss Lang, my name’s Edward Sinclair. Miss Lang, do you know if anyone might have wanted to hurt your mother? Miss Lang, did you see anything suspicious in recent days? Miss Lang, did your mother tell you anything odd?
Numbly, she answers his questions and watches as he plays her the surveillance footage from the grocery store. He tells her the murder itself happened on the side of the building, where there is no tape available.
It’s unfortunately a common occurrence in the city. Perhaps someone thought she would have money on her for a grocery run.
On and on and on. They’ll continue investigating, they’ll keep her updated, they’ll order an autopsy. Sam wants to say aloud, What’s the point? What can an autopsy find? She imagines looking into a hollow chest cavity, searching for the light of her mother’s soul when it can never return.
She knows she should act more attentive, given that Dominique’s death is still under investigation and she should probably watch how she speaks to the police, so she tries her best—but after a while, Edward’s earnest voice blurs into one long train in her mind until she can barely understand him. She should be cautious, but her mother is gone, and she just doesn’t care about anything else anymore.
After they return to the Red City, Will suspects Lumines’s involvement while Diamond floats assigning a task force to find the culprit. Sam hears it all as if underwater. She imagines the room submerged in the ocean, the salt filling the cavities of her nose and mouth and throat, growing heavy in her lungs. The others sit in their positions on the couches, their hair drifting in the current, seemingly unbothered. Sam opens her mouth to scream and bubbles come out in a torrent. The others seem functional, but she is drowning.
“Sam.” She realizes Will is talking to her, his voice quiet and firm. “Did anyone at Lumines know about your mother?”
Sam struggles to focus on his words. She imagines a Lumines operative approaching her mother in the parking lot of that grocery store. Then she remembers Ari. Ari knows her mother’s name.
“Yes,” she whispers, too numb with grief to keep secrets any longer.
“Who?” Will asks.
“Shakespeare.” Her voice is barely audible.
Will tightens his lips, and Sam shakes her head. No. It can’t be him.
But what if it is? What if Ari told Lumines about her mother?
The thought is far too painful for her to bear, makes her sick to her stomach. Her mind is spiraling now, turning any little thought into evidence and creating conclusions that aren’t there.
“Have you been talking to him?” Diamond asks.
Sam’s head hurts. She can’t think straight. “Yes,” she murmurs.
“When?” Diamond says.
“There’s a beach,” Sam hears herself saying. She doesn’t even quite realize that she’s confessing their secret. “We used to meet there as kids.”
Will looks briefly at his mother before turning back to Sam. “Have you met him there recently?”
“Yes. Once. Before the trip to Oxford.”
Will leans toward her. His eyes are impenetrable, his voice flat and dangerous. “And were you supposed to meet him again?” he asks.
“Maybe,” Sam answers numbly. “I don’t know.”
Will looks like he wants to say something else, but a look from Diamond stops him. He stares at Sam, searching her gaze, before he finally straightens. “It’s good you told us.”

At last, Sam retreats to her apartment. She lies down on her bed and watches the light fade against the wall. Outside her open window, she can hear the birds singing their evening song. Eventually, she gets up and closes the window and draws the curtain, so that the tangerine rays of sunset no longer slant across her bed, and her room is shrouded in gray.
It’s good you told us.
Her thoughts spin with Will’s words. She confessed her secret meetings with Ari, but her chest feels empty at her own betrayal, no regret or guilt, just a numbness that threatens to swallow her whole.
Tomorrow is the full moon. She is going to see Ari again, except this time she will be setting a trap—Grand Central will be watching them, ready to take Ari as a hostage.
And then what? Will he confess to killing her mother, once they interrogate him? Can she bear the thought?
Without the light and her watch and her phone, Sam loses track of time. Her mind, always so pristine, suddenly develops holes. Through them fall bits of her memory, spiraling into oblivion. She falls asleep and then jolts awake an hour later, able to recall every word the police said but unable to remember where she put her copy of the detective’s report. She ends up tearing through the entire apartment for it before she finally recalls that she’d shoved it into a kitchen drawer by the door. She looks through the report until she realizes she can’t remember her mother’s birth name. Then she tries to write it out in Mandarin but can’t get the characters right. At first, she thinks she’s just tired. When it still doesn’t come to her, she goes back through her old text threads with her mother in an attempt to find it. She can’t. The panic in her chest begins to build. Why can’t she remember? She used to have her mother’s official name down so crystal clear that she’d written it out for her teachers before when she needed to help her mother fill out school forms. But it isn’t there on the shelves in her mind, no matter how hard she looks. What is meant to be a brief thought turns into a frantic search, until she finally curls up on her bed and closes her eyes in an attempt to crowd out the fear in her head.
Suddenly, she jumps out of bed and goes to the door to get her purse. She needs another dose of sand. That will help jog her memory. She digs in her purse until she finds a vial, pops one of the pills into her mouth, waits. One isn’t nearly enough, so she opens the bottle again and takes a second dose, then a third.
Soon, she feels the fading of her panic and the heightening of her senses, the rush of clarity and confidence that comes with the philosopher’s stone. On sand, at least, she is powerful. She can find a way out of this darkness. She circles the room once, repeating this to herself, before climbing back into bed.
There, she hallucinates a memory from when she was eight years old. The room around her is no longer her home at the estate but her old bedroom in the apartment she used to share with her mother. She shivers; her body feels cold in the way it does when she has a fever, and maybe she does, because her mother is bending down over her now and holding a hand against her forehead, a concerned furrow to her brow.
Sit up, Sam. Sit up. You have to take this.
Her mother is holding a small mug of awful black liquid up to her lips, and Sam recoils instinctively at the familiar smell. She has asked her mother a dozen times what it’s made of, and her mother always rolls her eyes at her. What does it matter? It contains ginger and Cinnamomi ramulus and dried roots of Bupleurum and the worse it tastes, the better it is for you. Sam forces herself to drink the hot tonic, fighting against her gag reflex until she has swallowed it all.
Her mother takes a seat at the other end of the bed, pulling two pillows over to prop herself up. She has been on vigil in this room with Sam for days, and it is now two in the morning, and maybe the exhaustion has worn down her walls. The room is silent; the neon blue from the store sign outside casts a faint glow against her bed. Her mother just stares at her, then away at the sign, as if reading it over and over. Sam’s stomach churns and she’s afraid she’s going to throw up, but there’s nothing in it, and after a minute, the nausea passes.
Why did you have a baby? she asks her mother. When life is already so hard?
Her mother looks at her. Because I didn’t want to be alone.
She says it in a small voice, one that Sam doesn’t recognize, and it sounds strange. When has her mother ever felt alone? She never seemed bothered by staying home on weekend nights or cooking their meals instead of going out to bars or dating around or taking care of Sam when she’s sick.
Sam has never, not once, considered that her mother was lonely. But she thinks of it now that her mother is telling her this, and for the first time, she looks, really looks, at her mother and notes all the features that they don’t have in common, her mother’s beauty that once caught the attention of a photographer, her mother’s meticulous and practical ways against Sam’s dreamy ambitions, her mother’s skill at drawing graceful lines and Sam’s lack of any artistic ability. And then she thinks of the thing they do have in common: the fire for something more. She pictures her mother when she used to be alone, before she brought Sam into her life, and sees a young woman sitting primly against a couch in a nondescript place, yearning for something. Even now, she can see that ache in her mother. Always reaching, always out of reach.
And then Sam isn’t eight anymore, she isn’t sitting in their old apartment but on her bed at the estate, and sunset has come and gone.
Tomorrow. She thinks of Ari, pictures him in her room until she can practically see an apparition of him in the corner, bathed in the darkness of an early evening. He stares at her and says nothing.
Ari. Did you do this?
In the tide of her grief, she feels an undercurrent of anger. Then she realizes the anger is at herself. She thinks about how a butterfly can flap its wings and change the world, how she had once dismissed this theory on a school exam because you can’t know what the future could have been.
But she was wrong. She does know. She could have planned to meet her mother a day earlier, and her mother might still be alive. She could have picked up the phone and spoken to her. She could have done anything, any small thing, differently, and her mother could be on the other end of the phone right now, she could be alive and they could be having a conversation together. Sam could have said she was sorry. She could have told her she loved her.
But she didn’t.
And now here they are.



 
What, pray, could be more frightening than the vast and endless sea? Water, stretching boundlessly in every direction, a fathomless abyss whose depths dissolve into darkness, with no assurance of a shore. And yet, curiously, the very sound of this great ocean brings a strange solace, a comfort that stirs deep within the marrow—an echo of the primal womb, a call to the soul that seems older than man himself.
Elementalism Theory by Zosimus, 1879



  


Sam
When Sam arrives at the secret beach, the full moon is already high in the sky. The path down to the water is so overgrown that she has to transmute away the tangled bushes and brambles until she finally reaches the sand. She doesn’t turn to look up at the cliffside, where she knows Will and other Grand Central crewmen are waiting and watching patiently.
For a moment, she thinks he didn’t come. No one is standing on the sand. A mixture of dread and relief floods her at the thought that tonight won’t happen. She can return to her apartment, fall back into an unconscious state.
Then something moves in the shadows near the stone arches. When she looks there, she sees Ari’s silhouette under the first archway, shadowed against the strange silver of the night.
He doesn’t move forward. After a while, Sam heads toward him, until she pauses under the archway. Here, she can see his face clearly.
She stops cold.
In his eyes is the bleakest emotion she’s ever seen, liquid dark with grief. It is so devastating that she tears her gaze away for a moment, unable to bear it. Does she look like that to him? Can he see the hole in her heart, the wound left by her mother’s death?
Did he inflict that wound on her? Does he know why she’s here tonight?
Her eyes go to his hands, tucked into his pockets, and she waits for him to transmute something. But he doesn’t move. He just keeps his distance, and so does she.
“Something’s happened to you,” he says at last. His voice echoes in the cavernlike space.
Now her restraint is wavering. She shakes her head over and over, trying to hold back her tears. “Ari,” she says. “My mother’s dead.”
Now comes a moment of truth. She waits for his reaction to the news, shock or grief or anger, sympathy or disbelief or denial.
Instead, he closes his eyes. Seconds pass. When he opens them again, he says quietly, “How?”
“Someone killed her.” Sam’s words are anguished, sharp as a blade. There is such pain in her chest that she thinks her heart might be bleeding, her soul twisting in on itself. She has taken extra doses of sand again tonight, and it makes the world around her seem like it’s shimmering. “Was it you, Ari?”
“No,” he answers.
There is such sincerity in his answer that her anger wavers for a moment. She narrows her eyes at him, fighting to keep her tears from spilling down her cheeks. “Don’t lie to me,” she snaps.
“It wasn’t me, Sam.” His voice is devastating, an endless well.
“And yet you’re at the center of our war,” she says bitterly. She bends down to pick up a handful of wet sand, and it shifts, melting into a long, sharp shard of glass. She stands back up and clenches it tight in her fist. They aren’t childhood friends anymore—they are enemies on opposite sides of a chasm, and tonight, there is fire burning between them. At any moment, Sam knows he could choose to attack her, that she will strike back without hesitation. She glances beyond the archway and at the cliffs. She has to be ready.
He narrows his eyes at her. She expects him to shift a weapon of his own, braces herself for it, but he just stays still.
“And what about you?” he says at last. “You did it, didn’t you?”
She tightens her lips. “You’re talking about Dominique St. Clair,” she says.
Ari says nothing for a while. And in the silence, Sam’s pristine memory pulls up the moment when she’d lunged at the young woman, how her eyes had fluttered open, her lips parting as Sam stabbed her in the chest. Sam shivers in the cold.
“She and I studied together,” Ari says at last. A new breeze cuts through them and combs his hair back, and Sam thinks she catches a film of tears against his eyes. “She was the best student among us. We graduated into Lumines at the same time.”
“Why are you telling me this?” Sam asks, annoyed.
“Because it might be useful for you to know who you killed,” he snaps back.
Her hands clench in the moonlight, shaking. She used those hands to throw Dominique to the ground, stabbed the girl through the chest with a blade pulled from the wall. She held Dominique down until the girl went still.
And what about Ari? Was he there when her mother was killed? Were his hands stained with her blood?
“And did you know anything about Hanover before his body was returned to us?” she says coldly. “Hanover was my guide when I joined Grand Central. But I suppose that didn’t matter.”
He looks away. “Hanover was retribution,” he answers.
“And what was my mother?” she spits out. “What shall I say at her funeral, Ari? That she was collateral damage?”
Ari says nothing, and Sam’s rage swells.
“She had nothing to do with alchemy!” Sam bites back her tears and hardens her heart. “With any of us!”
“What about Dominique?” he says in a low, harsh voice. “What did she do to you? Wasn’t her death intended to hurt us?”
“She made sand for Lumines. She was as complicit as the rest of us.”
“Philosophers are sacred, Sam. They’re meant to stay unharmed.”
“Is anything sacred in a war?”
Ari takes a step closer to her. “I know who we are,” he says bitterly. “I know she was one of your targets, just as Hanover was one of ours.”
“Then why bother bringing them up?” Sam is bitter now too, whether at Ari or herself, she doesn’t know, but it stirs her heart and brings a lump back into her throat.
“Because I don’t want to feel nothing at their deaths. I don’t want you to feel nothing.”
She bristles. “What does it matter how I feel about anything? You act like we have a choice. You think you’re so holy. What are you? Reed’s little bioalchemist, selling sand to the world?”
“I never said I was a saint,” Ari says through gritted teeth. “But she didn’t deserve to die.”
“My mother didn’t deserve to die. And yet she’s gone.” She closes her eyes and feels the world spinning around her. But the more Ari denies his involvement, the less sense any of it makes to her. The most logical thing for Lumines to do would have been to take her mother hostage, use her as collateral against Sam. It seems impractical for them to just want her dead. It was effort that amounted to nothing.
“Sam,” he says, falters, and stops. There is an anguish in his voice so deep that it scares her. “Sam, listen to me.”
“Why should I?” she says hoarsely.
“You have no idea,” he says.
“Is this about Dominique?” Sam snaps. “Did you love her?”
“I loved you,” Ari says harshly.
Sam blinks, and her retort dies on her tongue. The world suddenly stops spinning around her, the dizziness making way abruptly for a strange stillness. Her heart pounds in her chest.
“No, you didn’t,” Sam whispers.
“I hate that I did.” His eyes glint in the darkness. “I hate that I still do.” He looks like he regrets saying it, but it’s too late to go back now, so he plunges on. “I loved you, Sam. And in spite of everything, I love you now.”
She looks away so that the darkness hides her expression, and bites her lip hard enough to draw blood. There is too much pain in her chest now; she has to release it somewhere. When she looks down at the blade of glass in her hand, she realizes that her grip has deformed the hilt.
Is Will watching this exchange between them, reading their body language? Can they hear their conversation from the ledge?
“I don’t believe you,” she murmurs.
It isn’t true. But she says it anyway, the words nearly drowned out by the sound of the tide. Ari says nothing. She thinks she can hear his heart cracking.
“I know,” he answers.
She’s quiet for a moment at that. The tide is higher tonight than during their first meeting, the waves lapping against the rocks at their feet.
Ari turns to nod at the ocean. “There’s a crack in the archway,” he says. “In a minute, the moon is going to move into position there, and this spot will be bathed in light.”
She’s careful not to turn her full attention toward where he’s looking. It’s a common enough tactic, throwing someone off guard by telling them to focus somewhere else. Instead, she looks and simultaneously clocks where she’s standing, whether it’s a good place for her to do what she needs to do.
They wait quietly as the moon makes its way toward the gap in the arch. Beyond them, the tide laps and pulls noisily against the rock, white foam visible in the darkness, hungry for land.
When it happens, it is sudden. The first ray of silver finally comes through the gap, and all at once it seems like they are bathed in silver light, and the world around them seems to change color. Sam stays still and takes it in, and has the curious sensation that they’ve entered that strange middle space again, where they no longer exist in a world with other people.
“Sometimes,” he finally says, “I imagine that we never met. I sit without you in that classroom and make friends with someone else. You live in some other place in the world. We go about our lives just like billions of other people, never crossing paths.”
His eyes hold an endless grief. It should be a good thing, because at least grief is real and alive. Sam thinks of how, someday, there will be a lack of light in both their gazes. A fragment of soul, chipped away each time they give it up for a transmutation. A piece of themselves, sacrificed each time they use their talent. She can already see the first slight dulling in Ari’s eyes, the dying of those embers. Perhaps he sees the same in her.
She can’t be here. She can’t do this.
But she just looks away and out at the black ocean. “It’s a useless way to think,” she says.
“It would have made life easier.”
“And yet we’re here.” She shakes her head. “Echoes of who we used to be.”
“Who did we used to be, Sam?”
“Two kids who needed each other.”
“I still need you,” he says softly.
She doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t move away either. The moon shifts, and the light quivers. After another moment, Ari leans down toward where the water meets the rocks and puts a hand into the gentle tide, letting his fingers skim the surface.
“What are you doing?” she asks.
He nods back at the tide and moves his fingers.
The surface of the sea lights up, a million pinpoints of blue-white glitter hugging the shoreline in both directions, then expanding out toward the quivering reflection of the moon, as if a sheet of bioluminescent creatures has suddenly come to life in the water.
Sam sucks in her breath at the beauty of the undulating light, the way it thickens where the waves lap against the rocks and thins farther out to sea. She isn’t ready for the feeling that hits her now, a pain so visceral and sharp that she can hardly catch her breath. Her eyes go to the dark ocean and then to the night sky, as if performing such a ritual might make it possible for her to see her mother’s spirit. Some final parting between the two of them. She tries to hear her mother’s voice in the whistle of the wind. If she lets herself be deluded into it, she can believe it, that there in the breeze is the thin sound of her breathing.
But she isn’t there. It’s all just a vast nothingness that surrounds her. Sam sits on the rocks and stares for a long time, letting herself be lulled by the rocking of the waves. What had her mother thought, when she first came here by ship so many years ago, an infant Sam snuggled to her chest? Had she stared out at these same waters and looked for the outline of a new land, a place that would hold all the answers for her yearning soul? Sam searches her vast memory bank for a hint of the open ocean, but if her mother had let her see it all those years ago, if she had held her up near the railing to look at the water, Sam can’t remember it.
Somehow, it is this unremembering that overwhelms Sam in the end, here where she finally feels everything build up and up in her chest until it crashes over.
Mama, she thinks, face contorting, tears spilling down her cheeks. Mama, Mama. I’m so sorry.
The ocean answers her weeping as it crashes against the stone arches.
“I’m so sorry, Sam,” Ari says gently.
She wipes the tears away, ashamed to let him see her weakness here. When he says her name again, she looks over to see him standing, holding a hand down to her. She realizes that she’s still clutching the glass blade, but he doesn’t bother looking at it.
It’s dangerous to touch a bioalchemist. The warning flashes in the back of her mind like a red light. Once he touches her, he can alter the chemicals in her body, could flood her with pain, could force her to go unconscious, could kill her.
But tonight, she doesn’t care. It’s all over, anyway. She stares at his hand, then up at his face. He looks somber, the anger having burned out in his eyes. He waits patiently.
She takes his hand. His palm is warm against hers. He pulls her to her feet and faces her, studies her gaze, then brings her close, wrapping his arms around her in a quiet embrace.
The solid warmth of his body breaks something in her. She leans into him in exhaustion, wraps her arms around him and rests her head against his chest. At last, she lets herself drop the glass blade in her hand. It splashes into the foam of the waves and shatters against the rocks. Her eyes close. It is as if the ocean has quieted. Their little world turns inward, silences, encasing them in their own shield.
As they hug, his hand turns slightly against the small of her back. At first she stiffens, thinking he’s about to hurt her. Then she feels a gentle wave of calm coursing through her veins, a steady stream of something that stills the anguish churning in her stomach. Her muscles relax somewhat, and she takes a deep breath. The calm steadies her against him, loosening the knot of pain in her chest and the unbearable grief blanketing her heart.
He pulls away slightly to look down at her. His lashes are tinted silver by moonlight. He lifts a hand and carefully traces a finger along her cheeks, transmuting away her tears, caressing her skin so that she feels the tension lift where he touches her. He traces across her forehead and along the furrow between her brows, and where he goes, she relaxes, her body easing. She knows that these transmutations hurt him, just as they hurt all alchemists, knows that he is giving himself pain in order to smooth hers away.
He presses a hand gently against her cheek, thumb brushing idly across her skin. There, he stays. He is near enough now, his lips so close to hers that the smallest movement would turn into a kiss. But he doesn’t. Instead, he closes his eyes and sighs, breath shallow. After a while, she realizes that he is crying silently too, tears staining his cheeks. His sadness is so complete that she can sense it through their touch.
They stay locked in this moment, calmness sweeping and ebbing through her like a tide. Her breathing comes evenly now, her eyes steady with his. Around her, the surface of the ocean still glimmers with blue light.
All she wants in this moment is to stay, to pretend like they are still children together, to pretend that it might be possible for them to linger on the shores of this other world.
“Sam,” he whispers. “Sam, listen to me.”
Sam pulls slightly away at his repetition of his earlier words. And this time, she sees the real reason behind his sadness, the truth of why he’s here. That, just like her, he hadn’t come alone.
That he is calming her senses right now so that she can focus.
At her silent look, he leans close to her ear. “Sam,” he murmurs, “don’t react yet. They’re here for you.”
A shiver runs through her limbs. So, Lumines had come too.
“I think we both know why we’re here, then,” she whispers back.
There is no surprise in his voice, only an unspeakable sadness. “Sam, I don’t want us to end like this.”
Movement ripples in the shadows behind Ari.
He gives her a knowing, stricken look. “Sam,” he whispers. “Run.”
And a young woman with short blonde hair materializes out of the darkness, her lethal gaze locked on Sam, a grim line on her lips, a gun in her hand. It’s pointed straight at Sam’s head.
A thousand emotions flash across Ari’s face. He seems to hover between two decisions, torn—and then he suddenly shoves her.
“Move!” he snaps.
The gun fires—Sam jerks backward and instinctively pulls all the air around her close, so fast that it forms a narrow curtain of wind. But she’s not an elementalist, and can’t gather the air quickly enough—it manages to curve the bullet just enough to avoid a direct hit to her forehead, but it still grazes her temple. A searing pain cuts through her skin.
Sam throws herself to the rocky ground and immediately rolls deep into the shadows. Had Ari not shoved her, she would’ve been hit. She’d be dead right now.
“Ari!” the woman shouts, infuriated. And then she’s lunging at Sam again, gun drawn and eyes flashing. She shoots a second time.
But the element of surprise is gone—Sam presses her hand against the archway and yanks the stone out. Rock cracks and roars and crumbles as she forms it into a slab of metal before her. The bullet hits the metal sheet. On the other side, the girl sidesteps, narrowly avoiding the bullet ricocheting off the metal.
Sam turns wild eyes on Ari. He meets her gaze with his stricken one. Tonight is meant to be her assassination, Sam realizes with her heart in her throat.
She sprints out of the archway and into the moonlit sand. The girl—now Sam recognizes her from files they have on Lumines, a polemist named Isla—runs after her.
But right as she reaches the sand, she flinches backward. A column of sand shoots up around her, forming into glass. It shatters as bullets hit it from the cliffside. Sam looks over.
There she sees Will’s silhouette, flanked by two more polemists.
Ari rushes toward her. Now he’s noticed the Grand Central crewmen here too. He bares his teeth at Sam in a snarl of fear.
“Get out of here!” he shouts. “Follow the curve of the shore! Go!”
“Shakespeare!” Isla shouts at him. She rushes at Sam—another Lumines operative joins them. Sam is forced to back away from Ari as the two crewmen lunge at her. Isla slashes at her face with a blade, once, twice, almost landing true—
—but someone’s shooting from the cliff. Isla manages to dodge several hits before she suddenly winces and grips her temples. When she opens her eyes again, she stares blankly out through her glasses as if she’s momentarily blind. Her halting moment costs her—a bullet hits her in her upper arm. She grunts, wincing, her attack thrown off. Another bullet strikes her in the shoulder.
The second operative whirls on Sam.
But he only has time to lift his arm before Sebastian is on him. The man brushes a hand against the sand and shoots a thousand needles of glass up from the ground. The Lumines crewman shrieks as he’s impaled through every muscle of his body. A burst of blood, a trembling body. Sebastian shatters the glass needles, and the crewman collapses dead at his feet.
Too much is happening now. There are crewmen shooting from the cliffs, crewmen fighting on the sand.
Sebastian reaches Ari. The man throws a blade of glass at him. But Ari is fast—he ducks to the ground, sweeps both hands against the ocean’s edge, and splashes up a wall of seawater. Acid. Some of it hits Sebastian and he yells in pain, but then he’s transforming it into water vapor, and it vanishes into smoke in the air.
Behind them, Isla is fighting heavily against three Grand Central crewmen. She manages to stab one clean through the shoulder, but then the other two are on her, taking her to the ground.
Ari shoots a wall of stone up from the sand. But Sebastian runs at him and presses a hand against the stone. It explodes into pieces. Sebastian bursts through and lunges at Ari with bright eyes, his inhuman smile wide on his face. Ari swipes his hand across the remains of the wall and pulls a knife out of it, then stabs at Sebastian.
Sebastian dodges and grabs Ari’s wrist. Ari screams as the man melts the skin around his wrist and turns it into metal.
And then Will arrives down on the sand.
The instant he appears, Lumines crewmen start shouting for each other to get back, get away. It’s Constantine! One of them is too close to Will to run. He turns to attack Will, but Will just sweeps his hand impatiently through the air. In the blink of an eye, the air transforms into a poisonous gas that surrounds the crewman—he shrieks as his skin blisters and falls to his knees with foam bubbling from his mouth. Will continues on, his face dark with purpose.
A second Lumines crewman lunges at him, boots splashing into the surf. Will bends down and dips his hand into the water. In a flash, the waves all along the beach freeze solid, so fast that the crewman’s legs are trapped in the ice. He struggles for a second before Will reaches him.
Will touches the man’s forehead once. The man only has time to open his mouth in horror before Will freezes the water molecules in his body, causing every vein to burst in unison. The man’s skin turns crimson underneath. Frozen blood crystals spurt from his mouth. He collapses.
The other Lumines crewmen retreat, running up the sand.
“Take him alive!” Will shouts, eyes on Ari. “I want him alive!”
Ari looks around and finds Sam—but another Grand Central crewman grabs his free arm and twists it behind his back. Will reaches Ari, seizes his hair, and yanks it viciously back. Sam remembers in a flash the feeling of those curls through her own fingers, the tender way he had cupped her cheek.
It had all been lies. She feels like someone has melted her heart into steel. He had been sent here tonight to kill her.
And she had been sent here to capture him.
Ari winces at Will’s grip on his hair. Will leans close to him, his face the portrait of ice, until his lips are barely an inch away from Ari’s.
“Well,” he says. “Looks like Shakespeare’s at a loss for words.”
Ari meets Sam’s gaze one last time.
Then Will releases his hair and pulls a gag tight across Ari’s mouth. Another man throws a black bag over Ari’s head.
Sam can feel nothing. Her hands have turned numb. Her arms and legs are numb. Her skin tingles, as if wanting to be cast away. Everything looks like it’s moving slowly, sounds are muffled, screams are muted. All she can picture, over and over again, is Ari standing before her, eyes gentle and overcome with grief. Ari, whispering to her, I’m so sorry, Sam.
He was sorry for what he was about to do. Why he was here.
I’m sorry too, Ari, she thinks in anguish. What a fool she was, to think that they could ever have a safe place, like they ever had a chance. Love is like their lives, something they are helpless to control. They live and die with the tide, pulled in and thrown back out again, slowly washed away into nothing. Perhaps they are doomed like this.
Forever sorry for what they will do to each other. Forever bound to do it again.



 
It is the curse of having a strong soul—the indiscriminate ability to pull others to you, those who are both kind and cruel, who despise and yet desire you, often at the same time.
A Study of the Alchemist’s Soul by Socrates, 1967



  


Ari
Ari comes to with the taste of blood on his tongue.
Almost immediately, he feels anxiety boiling inside him, vicious and sharp, the side effect of sand. He keeps his eyes shut and tries to still the churning emotions by analyzing his situation.
He’s tied down to a chair. His hands are bound tight, covered in a thick polyester cloth. He could attempt to convert the cloth into air, but he notices that there is a tiny tracker installed on the leather binding the cloth around his wrists. The imbalance between the cloth’s mass and the mass of air will loosen the binding and set off the tracker, no doubt alerting Grand Central to the fact that he is attempting an escape.
The next thing he notices is the searing pain in his wrist. The skin around the area that Sebastian transmuted into a metal cuff burns like acid and fire. Ari tries to will away the agony, longing for his hands to be free so that he can attempt to fix the unbearable wound. But even if he could reach it, it is the kind of wound that needs an alchiatrist, and he isn’t one.
He opens his eyes, trying to ignore his haze of pain, and looks around the room. It’s mostly bare, an ornate box of marble floors and walls lined with elaborate molding. Two men stand guard on either side of the door. There are no windows. He gingerly taps the tiles with his boot and senses how solid they feel. It’s likely there are no floors beneath this one. He’s on a basement level.
If he’s to make an educated guess, he’d assume this prisoner’s suite is located somewhere in the Red City, and he is about to face an interrogation. Diamond is unlikely to kill someone of his stature—this is an act of politics between Lumines and Grand Central, and Ari is a dangling prize to be used in a negotiation or an exchange.
He isn’t afraid of pain. Alchemy has taught him that, if nothing else. But his anxiety continues to ebb and wane in his chest, and his eyes continually stray to the door, waiting for his captors to show. His throat is dry, something he could remedy easily enough if he were free—in an emergency, he could transmute water to drink—but with his hands bound, he must wait for mercy.
He isn’t sure how much time passes before the door finally opens. Ari sits up straight, his hands still bound tightly, to see Will walk in with Sam at his side.
His gaze goes first to Sam, but she isn’t looking at him. Instead, she focuses on Will, then surveys the room as if unwilling to acknowledge him. Dark circles rim her eyes.
Will heads to Ari, leans down, and regards him. Then he touches the gag tied around Ari’s mouth and runs a finger smoothly across the cloth. The fabric loosens and falls away. Sam waits beside him.
“I hope you’ve been comfortable enough, Mr. Rathod,” Will says.
Ari manages a tight smile. “Good to see you again, Mr. Taylor.”
“Need anything? Water? A snack?”
“Maybe a little update on why I’m here,” Ari says.
“Well, you’re currently one of our guests, along with a few of your fellow crewmen. Perhaps their names will ring a bell for you. Sargon. Newton. Archimedes.” Will smiles at the spark of recognition in Ari’s eyes. “Ah, I figured. The girl seems to know you well. We’re working on getting her to talk.”
Ari smiles bitterly. “Good luck.”
“Save the luck for yourself, Shakespeare.”
“And what exactly do you want from me?”
“Perhaps some insight into why you’re fucking around with one of ours.”
He knows. He knows about the secret meetings with Sam.
“I’d say the fucking around was mutual,” Ari says coolly.
There’s a slight tightening of Will’s jaw, a stiffening of his shoulders. A glint of fury in his eyes. It is the first time Ari has seen any sort of weakness in Will’s demeanor.
Will looks at Sam. “Mozart, what do you think? Was it mutual?”
Sam bows her head at his comment. Ari feels a swell of anger—he absolutely hates seeing her act so obedient around Will, as if perpetually ready for his next command. When Sam looks at Ari, there is none of the grief in her eyes that she revealed to him at the beach. Whatever part of her bared her heart to him, he does not see it here. “I think you might want to take a close look at what our boss is willing to offer you, Shakespeare,” she says, “and consider who you want to work for.”
“I made that decision a long time ago.”
“And how has that worked out for you?” Sam leans forward. “Have they given you the life you’ve wanted?”
Sam doesn’t know about his family, about the way he left them behind, about Reed’s refusal to let him contact them. But her words have always pierced him differently than others, and now he feels the stab in his heart, as if he were still staring out of the window of the airplane before he left India and never returned.
“Has Grand Central done the same for you?” he asks her quietly.
She regards him. He tries to read the emotion in her eyes, but before he can, she crosses her arms and looks away. As she does, he notices that she is favoring one of her legs over the other, careful not to put too much weight on her left side. An injury. And in spite of everything, he still finds himself worrying over how serious it might be, whether she got it during the fight, whether an alchiatrist has tended to her yet.
“Negotiations will wait for a different day,” Will says. “But when it comes time to figure out what your next steps should be, before you have formal offers placed before you—I want you to think carefully about what it is you want and what you don’t.” He nods. “Because we all know that, eventually, only one of us will emerge on top, and I would hate to see a talent like you stuck on the losing team.”
Ari returns Will’s stare and doesn’t answer.
After a while, Will gestures once at Sam. She glances at him, as if questioning his order, but when he gives her a sidelong look, she straightens her jacket and turns away. As she does, she casts Ari a single glance over her shoulder—and this time, Ari sees a progression of emotions. Contempt, hatred. And fear, whether for herself or for him, he can’t say.
Then she steps out of the room, leaving Ari with Will.
For a while, Will sits silently, contemplating Ari. At last, he rises, gesturing for one of the guards by the door to join him.
“Four of our crew were taken by Lumines in your ambush yesterday,” Will says. “In return, we’ve taken three of yours.” He tilts his head at Ari. “And you.”
Ari looks straight and says nothing.
Will bends down, rests his elbows on his knees, and studies Ari’s face. The way he tilts his head makes a few strands of hair fall across his narrowed eyes. A tingle runs down Ari’s spine. He can see what draws Sam to Will, the dark energy swirling within Will’s soul that pulls others in like an undercurrent.
“How valuable do you think you are to Reed?” he asks.
Again, Ari doesn’t answer.
“I’ve heard,” Will continues, “that Reed has bypassed Prometheus to select you as his successor.”
Ari remains quiet.
“And yet, Mozart tells me you went against your own syndicate by warning her of the ambush. Is that true?”
Still, he doesn’t reply.
Will stands back up. “You’ve gained quite a name for yourself as a negotiator. Don’t think I don’t notice the way Reed deploys you to certain events. Doherty’s campaign banquets, for example. I’ve heard the candidate has quite a thing for you.” He lifts an eyebrow at Ari. “To be honest, I don’t see the appeal.”
“Well,” Ari says, “I’m not trying very hard to win you over, am I?”
Will smiles at that. “Tell me,” he says. “What, exactly, is your interest in Miss Lang?”
Hearing Sam’s name on Will’s lips fills Ari with a reckless rage.
“What do you think, Constantine?” he replies.
Will looks thoughtful for a moment. Then he sighs and tilts his head at the guard.
The guard picks up the strip of cloth on the floor and pulls it hard across Ari’s mouth. Ari makes a muffled sound as the guard tightens it painfully.
Will grabs Ari’s curls and yanks his head back until the length of his throat is fully exposed. Then he leans close to Ari’s ear and murmurs, “You love her. I can sense it in your bones. And you think that because you love her, you somehow hold sway over her, that your love has the ability to shift the balance of power in our world, that you can use your tricks and charms to win her in the same way that you’ve won over others.”
Will places his hand at the base of Ari’s throat, and Ari shivers at the cool touch of his fingers, knowing what comes next. He thinks of Sam, of the feeling of wiping away her tears in the night.
Will’s breath is hot against his ear. “Let me remind you,” he whispers, “what power feels like.”
And suddenly, pain explodes through Ari’s veins.
He lets out a muffled scream against his gag and arches backward, muscles straining, as Will tightens his grip and transmutes the water in his cells into vapor, forcing his neck to swell. Pain floods his entire body. Ari feels his throat closing. He feels like he’s drowning. He feels like the first time he ever performed a transmutation, when Rudra had reached into him and pulled his soul forward. His boots drag against the floor tiles in desperation, and his bound arms tremble as he struggles in vain for relief.
Will eases, and Ari sags, helpless.
“More?” Will murmurs, his voice a caress, tightening his grip on Ari’s hair. This time, he presses his hand against Ari’s chest.
Stars explode in his vision, and Will’s silhouette disappears in the blinding light. Ari arches, screaming again into his gag. It feels as if Will is ripping Ari’s heart out, sinew by sinew, the blood leaking out and filling his chest. He struggles to breathe but can’t fill his lungs.
Will eases again. Ari collapses against his bonds, breathing heavily behind his gag. Will releases him, straightens his jacket, and smooths back his hair, as if composing himself. Ari is trembling uncontrollably against his bonds, wishing with all his heart that he had even one of his hands free.
But as Will turns to speak to the guard, Ari catches the fury in his expression and realizes that he has hurt Will without even touching him. There is a flash of jealousy there, of a dark fire fueled by the thought that, perhaps, Sam’s heart lies elsewhere.
And suddenly, Ari realizes that Will’s feelings for Sam run deeper than a business deal, a partnership, a shallow affair. That, in his own way, Will loves her too.
The fear in Ari’s chest spikes into panic. Being loved by a man like Will is dangerous.
Will pulls on a pair of black gloves. “Tomorrow,” he says quietly, “you’re going to talk.” Then he tilts Ari’s chin up. “But today, you’re going to hurt.”



 
Truth is ever to be found in simplicity, and not in the multiplicity and confusion of things.
“Fragments from a Treatise on Revelation” by Sir Isaac Newton, late seventeenth century



  


Sam
Sam tries not to pace. Her eyes stay in the direction of the Confession Room’s closed door, then darts to the rest of the corridor, then back. Little sound comes through the walls—but she can hear a muffled cry, a crack, the harsh cadence of Will’s voice. Her fists stay clenched at her sides, and as another cry comes through, she closes her eyes and turns away, trying not to imagine what Will is doing to Ari.
At last, the door suddenly pulls open, and Will walks through. He strides past the guards without a word and heads down the hall toward Sam.
The storm on his face is unmistakable, his jaw tight and his eyes black with anger. She swallows her surprise. Will rarely loses his composure like this. She has seen that look only a handful of times, the rage in him contrasting with the easy calm of his walk, and in those moments, she knows that his strings have been tugged so tight that any wrong movement will make them snap.
Will doesn’t bother to meet her gaze. When he passes her, he says, “Clean him up and send some lunch for him.”
Sam’s heart hammers in her chest as he continues down the hall without slowing. She shivers at the breeze of his passing.
When he’s gone, she turns back to the room and opens the door.
Her eyes first catch on the hundred shards of glass littering the floor, the pieces glittering against the tiles. In his chair, Ari remains bound and gagged, his face turned down and slightly away from her. Immediately, Sam notices the bruising on his left cheek and near his eyebrow, the skin split and swollen, a streak of blood running down his face. A cut on his jaw is still bleeding, staining the white of his gag, the gash matching what Sam suspects is one of Will’s rings. He’s trembling.
She sucks her breath in through her teeth. The sight of Ari like this makes her chest twist. Will never loses his temper this way, not so much that he’d make the extra effort to hurt Ari with his own hands instead of using alchemy. There is no grace or strategy to inflicting injuries like this. It is just brutality, a desire to feel the impact of each hit.
Of course Will had intentionally sent her in here to tend to Ari. He wanted her to see.
Sam heads into the bathroom and prepares a warm towel in the sink. When she returns, he’s lifted his head and his eyes are on her, somber and dull. She gingerly pulls down his gag, then sucks in her breath. His bottom lip is split open, and another bloody bruise mars the edge of his mouth.
“Stay still,” she says.
He obeys as she presses the wet cloth gently to the bruise near his eyebrow. She wipes the streak of blood away, then holds the cloth to the cut on his lip. Her fingers brush briefly against his skin, and she feels him shiver at her touch.
“Did you say something to piss him off?” she asks as she works.
“I think it was what I didn’t say,” he replies.
She looks at him. “Answer his questions,” she says softly. “Will’s a rough interrogator. Just because he wants you alive doesn’t mean he won’t take you to the brink of death.”
Ari looks sidelong at her. “He’s nothing I haven’t experienced before.”
“You should be more frightened of him.”
Ari winces, a damp curl falling over his eyes. There are more wounds on him than she can see. “And what about you?” he asks.
“What about me?”
“You said I should be more afraid of Will.” He nods at her. “Are you afraid?”
The expression in his eyes is so sincere and concerned that it reminds her of the dark weeks after her mother’s accident, when he would comfort her without knowing what had happened. Her cheeks heat up, and she turns her eyes away from him.
“Are you hurt anywhere else?” she asks.
He doesn’t answer, so she taps his bound arms gingerly, applying pressure in specific spots to see if it triggers a reaction. When she reaches his stomach, he suddenly shies from her touch, his face tight with pain. The fabric of his shirt is damp there.
“Let me see,” she says.
He holds still for her as she gently unbuttons his shirt and pulls the fabric back. She hisses. It’s not a kick. A vicious gash, deep and crimson, runs diagonally along his waist and up his chest, as if Will had carved him with a knife. She gingerly brushes the skin around the wound, and he flinches, the muscles of his abdomen tightening at her touch.
“You need an alchiatrist,” she murmurs. “Or you’ll bleed out. I’ll get the guards.”
“Sam,” he says.
She pauses to look at him.
There is a sudden weariness about him, as if he can barely hold himself upright. She remembers this from childhood, too, the way he would sit quietly in his chair, so world-weary for his age, his eyes far too large and dark for his small face.
“Sam,” he says again, his voice so quiet she can barely hear him. “They have my family, Sam.” His gaze is hollow and defeated, his eyes distant. He isn’t looking at her anymore, but at the wall on the other end of the room, as if he can see through it.
“Lumines?” she whispers, and he gives her a nearly imperceptible nod.
His family. Sam blinks and tries not to let his words pierce her heart. Ari has never told her before about his family—not explicitly, at least.
But now she thinks back through all their old letters, their thousands of wayward topics. Just like her, had he hidden his family throughout their endless ramblings about life and philosophy, had he buried his pain within musings about their favorite books and foods and movies? Had she never bothered to look?
His eyes are haunted with grief. “Lumines didn’t kill your mother,” he goes on. “But they did target her. Reed wanted to take her hostage, told me to use her to force you to meet me again. When I refused, he showed me photos of my family.”
Sam’s hands tremble. Her mouth feels dry. Ari could be lying to her, but somehow she doubts it, can hear the sincerity in his voice. Someone beat them to it. Someone else had wanted her mother dead. But who else would be interested in doing such a thing?
“I was supposed to kill you on the beach last night,” Ari says softly. His gaze locks on hers. “You were my target, Sam.”
She thinks of his embrace by the water, how he had transmuted away her grief. She thinks of how easily he could have taken her life in that moment.
“Why didn’t you do it?” she murmurs.
He utters a sad little laugh. “Sam.” His voice is so gentle, and in it, she can hear their entire childhood together. “You are my heart. If you die, I die.”
She hates that she can’t trust him, and yet every fiber of her being wants to. She hates that even now he can make her waver. She hates that he can bring the truth buried deep in her to the surface, that if she’s being honest with herself, there was only one boy she was ever in love with. That it has always been Ari.
“Where is your family now?” she whispers.
“They’re in Surat, Gujarat. Back home.”
Surat, Gujarat. So, this is the stranglehold Reed has had Ari in. He shows Ari his family, and Ari does what he is told. And then she realizes, with a deep pang, that he risked all of them in order to warn her, that in preventing Lumines from killing her that night on the beach, he might have signed his family’s death warrant.
Oh, Ari. Her heart feels like it’s bleeding.
“What else does Reed have planned?” Sam asks in a low voice.
But Ari doesn’t answer her, can’t bear to look at her.
She draws closer to him. “Ari, please,” she whispers. “If you don’t talk, they’re going to kill you.”
“It doesn’t matter now,” Ari answers. His eyes swivel to her. “Sam, I know what it feels like, being trapped. Find out who killed your mother. Nothing else will set you free.”
It’s an absurd statement, in his position, after everything that has happened. And yet she can see the anguish in his eyes, feel the sorrow emanating from him.
She swallows and straightens. Her mind is spinning and she feels dizzy; she needs to get some fresh air. She steps away from his bruised body and his bent head, then turns to the door.
Sam, find out who killed your mother.
As she steps out into the hall, she can feel her breaths coming quick and shallow. The two guards, surprised by her presence, snap to attention.
“Get Demeter,” she says without looking back. “Tell her she’s needed right away.”

That night, when Will calls for Sam, she arrives to see Diamond Taylor seated in the kitchen. The woman looks as proper as ever, although this time, Sam can clearly see the dark circles under her eyes.
“Sit,” Diamond tells her, and Sam settles without a word onto one of the stools at the counter. As Will makes himself a drink, Sam notes how his sleeves have been tugged haphazardly up to his elbows, the top buttons of his collared shirt undone. His hair is unusually messy.
Sam braces herself, wondering if they will punish her for the secret meeting she had with Ari. Will they kill her? Somehow, the terror of the idea feels dulled tonight, and Sam finds herself morbidly curious instead, wondering what they might do as if guessing at the end of a movie.
“Demeter sent her report on Shakespeare,” Will says. “He’ll be fine by tomorrow.”
“You almost killed him today,” Sam says.
“You’re so concerned,” Will answers coolly as he lifts his drink. Sam shivers at the undercurrent of darkness in his words. He isn’t done with her yet.
“He’s our most valuable hostage,” Sam replies.
“And he’s still alive.”
“Enough,” Diamond says, and both of them settle into silence. The woman leans against the counter. “Take better care of him, Will.”
“Why?” Will narrows his eyes at his mother. “You have no interest in handing Shakespeare back.”
“No,” Diamond says. “But Lumines is only cooperating because they think he’s alive. So keep him alive until the exchange. He’s not very useful if he’s dead, is he?”
Sam listens in silence, but her heart is beating rapidly. So, they’ve decided to kill Ari instead of giving him back to Lumines.
Will sighs. “They’ll have their doubts the exchange is going to happen at all.”
“Then we’ll have to be convincing, won’t we?” Diamond rises, her face expressionless. She doesn’t look at Sam, and Sam knows with a prickle of unease that it means Diamond is unhappy with her. “But I won’t be talking anyone into anything.” She nods at Will. “That’s your job.”
Will says nothing as his mother walks past him. When she reaches him, she touches his shoulder gently. “Arrange the meeting,” she says, steel in her voice. Will is not her son tonight, but a mere subordinate. “And report to me when it’s set.”
Then she leaves the kitchen without acknowledging Sam at all.
A chill runs through her. Diamond has left her punishment in Will’s hands.
For a long time after Diamond leaves, Will stays silent. He pours two glasses of whisky while Sam waits, then slides one to her while sipping his own carefully, his brows furrowed and his thoughts elsewhere. Sam doesn’t touch her drink.
At last, he straightens and walks around the counter to stand before her, close enough for their legs to touch. Sam keeps her chin up and her stare steady on him, but her heart is racing wildly. His pupils are dilated, and she knows he’s taken sand tonight.
“What’s wrong, Sam?” he says.
She narrows her eyes at him. “I think that goes without saying,” she replies.
“It seems a lot has gone without saying lately.”
She can feel her heartbeat quickening, but holds her ground. “Then let’s talk. What’s on your mind?”
He smiles at her, but the smile doesn’t touch his eyes. “Do you remember the oath that you took?”
“Yes,” she says.
“I’m not convinced you do.” He takes a step closer. “You bleed, we all bleed. Of course, you know what that means, don’t you? If we bleed, then you bleed, too.”
Sam lifts her chin and forces herself to keep her gaze on his. “I went to see Ari in an attempt to get intel for us.”
“Is that the only reason you wanted to see him?”
She stares steadily at him. “What other reason would I have, Will?”
He returns her gaze without blinking. As they face each other, Sam searches his face for the vulnerable boy she’d once seen in a weakly lit bedroom. But he isn’t here tonight. Tonight, he is the heir to Grand Central, the man who ties a blindfold around her eyes. Will steps close enough now that her knees touch either side of his hips. He rests his hands on either side of her stool, then leans close enough to whisper in her ear.
“I saw the way he held you,” he murmurs.
He grips her thigh now, and beneath his fingers, she feels a creeping chill, tingles of pain as he transmutes ice against her skin. She fights back a wince.
“He’s a bioalchemist,” she answers. “It was a part of his trap.”
“As was your response to his touch, I’m sure.”
Ari’s gentle voice echoes in her mind. Sam, you are my heart.
“It didn’t mean anything,” she says.
His voice has turned low and dangerous. “Has he ever touched you before?”
“In the way that you touch me?” She’s challenging him again, daring him to react. “No.”
His eyes are dark, searching her gaze for secrets. “Mm,” he murmurs thoughtfully. “Do you want him to?”
Her leg is trembling now from the pain. “No,” she says faintly.
“The next time you come to me, shall I send for him and let him watch?”
Her breaths come shallow. “I’m sure you’d like that,” she says through gritted teeth.
His gaze sears her, and for the first time, she sees the possessiveness burning hot in his eyes. “Listen carefully to me, Sam,” he murmurs. “I know you’ve had a tough time. I know you grieve your mother. I know you acted recklessly in your despair. Let it be a testament to your reputation and value to us that you are still alive after your transgression. But I want to make something very clear. You are bound to the same code as everyone else in Grand Central. Know that, should you misstep again, there is nothing I can do to save you. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” she manages to say.
“And as for Shakespeare.” He bends closer until his lips brush her ear. “If he touches you again,” he says softly, “I’ll cut his hands off. It’d be a shame, for such a talented alchemist.”
The hatred in his voice is so deep. She knows he means it.
“You’re going to kill him anyway,” she whispers.
“Then I’ll let you decide whether it happens quickly or slowly.”
Sam feels dizzy, feels the world around her threatening to cave in. At last, the pain in her leg becomes too much to bear. She pushes him away and jerks her leg back, trembling. When she looks down, she sees blue marks against her skin, the beginnings of frostbite. She puts her own hand there, but can’t transmute the bruises away. They will have to heal on their own, something Will knows.
Will’s hand comes up to curl around the back of her neck.
“Don’t forget who you belong to,” he murmurs.
“I forget nothing,” she whispers, and he kisses her.



  


Sam
By the time Sam arrives back in her apartment, there are only two hours before dawn. She is still trembling as she removes her shoes and heads into the kitchen for a glass of water. Her thigh still aches, but she doesn’t bother grabbing ointment or bandages. She doesn’t bother turning on any lights. Instead, she sits on the couch in the dark, glass of water in her hand, unmoving.
She can still feel Will’s grip on her, still see the cold glint in his eyes. Maybe she should feel lucky for being let off easily. She has seen other crewmen executed for far less than what she’s done, knows that Will and Diamond have given her a pass based on her high status. But the thought offers her no comfort. It might not even be true. At this moment, Will could already have sent another polemist to assassinate her quietly, then claim her death was an accident. Maybe he lied about how valuable she is to them.
She closes her eyes and leans her head against the back of the couch. If she were smart, she would check the rest of her apartment to make sure that no one is lying in wait for her, watching her every move, ready to end her life. But she’s so tired. There are too many questions in her mind, and she has no hope of answering any of them.
As she sits in the night and stares listlessly at the wall, she feels her phone buzz.
At first, she doesn’t register it. She doesn’t care. But when it buzzes again, she finally breaks her stare and reaches into her pocket. Pulls it out.
It’s an unknown number. She hesitates at the unfamiliar caller, almost hangs up. But her memory has been strange lately—maybe she’s not remembering if someone was supposed to call her.
She closes her eyes and answers. “Hello?” she mutters, rubbing her forehead.
“Miss Lang?” A man’s voice. Soft-spoken, earnest, sincere. “Are you alone?”
It’s Edward Sinclair, the young detective from the police station.
She stiffens, opens her eyes. “Yes?”
His voice is lower than she remembers, his words quiet and urgent, as if he doesn’t want to be heard. Immediately, she realizes that this is why his number is listed as unknown—he isn’t calling her from an official line at the station or a phone sanctioned by the police.
“Miss Lang, I have something for you.”
She swallows. “Is it the autopsy?”
“The preliminary results are, I must admit, more inconclusive than I’d hoped for. Full results will take several more weeks. But in going through our directory again last night, I found something else instead. A missing file.”
Her skin prickles. “Of what?”
“Remember how I said there wasn’t any surveillance footage from the side of the parking lot where your mother was found?”
Sam lies there and feels the world shifting around her. “But there is?” she ventures.
A faint sigh of confirmation on his end. “Are you ready?” he asks.
“Yes. Yes, send it.”
A moment later, a message comes through with a link. She taps on it, and it takes her to a video file frozen on its first screen.
She’s afraid to play it. There is a premonition in the back of her head that something is about to go terribly wrong, and her body withdraws instinctively from the danger. If she doesn’t know the truth, she can pretend to herself that it doesn’t exist. She can stand here in this shadow forever and stay safe.
Her eyes go back to the video. She taps on it.
Static. Then, with her heart in her throat, she sees her mother step out through the store’s sliding doors, a paper bag in her arms. She is walking rapidly, her posture resolute.
Sam’s eyes shift as a man steps out of a silver car. He blocks her mother’s path. Her mother freezes in her tracks, takes a step back, and looks like she starts to say something. But the man reaches out to touch her shoulder—and her mother shudders. By the time the man returns to his car and leaves, she has collapsed to the ground. And at the same time, Sam recognizes the man. She knows him as surely as she knows his searing gaze, as the times she has trained beside him, as the way she has learned from him how to hurt another person. And maybe she always knew, the truth was always there in the back of her mind, waiting to be acknowledged. Maybe she was just too afraid.
It isn’t Ari. It isn’t anyone from Lumines.
The man is Will. Constantine. Grand Central.



  


Sam
Sam breaks out in a cold sweat. Her hands shake. Her stomach turns violently.
She knows she will forever remember every last detail about this video, will close her eyes at night and forever see the image of her mother falling to the ground, the familiar figure that commits the murder. No matter what she does, she will never, ever be able to erase it.
Will. Will. She had slept with him, had idolized him, had loved him.
And he had been the one to do it.
Had Diamond given Will the order? Sam imagines Diamond summoning her son to her living room, then Will sitting on the couch, listening quietly to her command.
Sam sits and squeezes her fists tight until her knuckles turn white. She can’t think straight.
“Miss Lang?” On the phone, Edward’s voice is quiet and almost hesitant.
“I’m still here,” she whispers.
“Miss Lang, let me be up-front with you. I’ve been working on a series of cases for the past year that I can’t seem to wrap my head around. Your mother’s case has now become yet another one, so I was hoping you might be able to help me shed some light on them.” There’s a pause. “Is there anything you can tell me about why Mr. Taylor would want to hurt your mother?”
For a moment, her mind is such a tangle of emotions that she doesn’t know. Why would he? Grand Central is supposed to be her second family; they are always meant to look out for one another. Her mother had never done anything to trigger their wrath, so why would they go out of their way now to hurt her—to hurt Sam—like this? Why would Will do it?
“I can’t say,” she mutters, squeezing her eyes shut.
“You can’t say because you don’t know?” Edward asks. “Or because you are unable to say it safely right now?”
“I don’t know,” Sam says harshly. Maybe Edward is aware of certain officers within the force who are in Grand Central’s pockets, must know that it’s dangerous to be too public with what he’s giving her. What she could give him. Her heart pulls away from him, wary.
In the silence that follows, Edward clears his throat politely. “If you tell me to leave you alone, I will,” he says. “I understand I’m asking a lot of you right now, and at a very difficult time. But I have a feeling that, as a Grand Central employee, you might be exactly the person I need. You could do a lot of good, Miss Lang. Take your time. If you ever feel ready to talk again, call me on this line.”
He gives her the number. She feels dizzy. “Okay.”
They hang up. In the silence, Sam sits rigidly on the couch and stares at the shadows stretching across her floor.
Her mother had wanted to meet her. To do what? She can’t be sure, but suddenly she feels sick. Her mother sounded so urgent on their last call, was so meek and desperate.
I need to see you.
She thinks back to that night, of standing on the balcony in her nightshirt, her heart breaking as she agreed to meet her mother. And what was Will doing? Her memory doesn’t fail her now. She recalls every detail of the moment—the color of the light slanting against the blankets, the cool smoothness of the wooden floor against her bare feet, the shape of Will’s body in the darkness.
Had he been awake, listening to them the whole time?
Was there something her mother had said that he didn’t like?
Sam’s heart is beating so fast that it hurts. What if her mother had been about to do something that would upset Grand Central? But Sam doesn’t know what that could be—how could her mother cross them when she didn’t even know anything about alchemy?
Unless she did.
Sam had assumed from their last fight that her mother was ignorant of everything. But what if she’d been wrong? What if her mother had known something all along, maybe not much, maybe not enough to get the full picture, but what if it had been just enough for her to work out what Sam was doing?
Enough for her to try to interfere?
And with a dawning horror, Sam realizes that this is the only reason Grand Central would have gotten involved. If she knew what Sam did for work. If she’d wanted to save Sam from it.
Will. Once, she fantasized about Will, would shiver at his touch and yearn for his approval. She ached for him when he told her about his childhood, felt for him and all he had suffered. Once, she thought that perhaps she was in love with him, that earning his affection was a step on her path to happiness, that somehow being with him could have a good ending. She thought that maybe, even with the dangerous glint in his eyes and the knife’s edge of violence he always seems to walk on, she was different to him. She mattered to him.
But she can still feel the pain in her leg. She is sure now that he won’t hesitate to hurt her when necessary, in the worst ways a person can be hurt.
The world outside feels like it’s spinning, spinning, spinning, it’s never going to stop. The moonlight weakens around her as dawn approaches.
When Sam had said goodbye to her mother, she’d felt the abyss of grief yawning before her, black and never-ending. Now, there is only red in her heart. Red in her mind.
She fantasized since childhood about the beauty of that mysterious thing called alchemy, the hope that it could make her world better, more desirable, more. She dared to picture herself in Diamond’s shoes, what it might be like to have her kind of power, all the incredible things she could do.
Is this better? Is this beauty?
She stares out the window. In her mind, she can hear a ticking clock. If she is going to move against Grand Central, she needs to do it fast. Every passing second amplifies the risk that they will find out her loyalties have shifted. That they will move against her.
That they will use Ari against her.
When does the night end and the morning begin?
The light outside begins to strengthen. And gradually, gradually, the red in her mind clears into a path.
A plan.
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Edward
It is a gray day made for the movies, but by the time Edward arrives on the sidewalk outside of the El Capitan Theatre in Hollywood, there are no other patrons. Inside, a janitor and a concessions-stand worker ignore him as he walks past the theater chamber and hurries up the stairs leading to the balcony. The golden light illuminating the hall gives his dark skin and closely cropped curls a warm sheen.
His leather satchel bounces against his leg as he goes, and he adjusts the strap while pushing his black-rimmed glasses back up on his nose. He wonders if he should have bothered bringing all this paperwork with him—write-ups he’d done on the new video footage, crime statistics, other reports on similar murders in this part of the city. How some of those statistics line up with the business dealings of Grand Central and Lumines. Anything that might help convince Samantha Lang to give him more of whatever she knows.
Paperboy, some of the officers teasingly call him at the station when they see him hauling in boxes full of news clippings or struggling for an hour with the office’s copy machine.
But he still keeps scanning documents, still stays hunched over stacks of reports on his desk, still reads through cases in bed with his night-light on while his boyfriend sleeps.
Edward is the only one up here this afternoon. He takes a seat in the middle of the rows and aisles, the chair that Samantha Lang had told him to use, but it’s broken, so he picks the one right next to it. Then he sinks down onto the cushion and waits. The movie playing today is Imagine the Water, one in a series of cult classics that have been running all week. On the enormous screen, Frankie Van Norton is having a thoughtful conversation with an old man on a hilltop, and the sound of his voice echoes through the empty space.
Edward’s mind drifts to Sam and the case of her mother’s murder. He’s only been on the force for two years. In that time, there has been a series of murders in the city under mysterious circumstances. A dozen just in the past few months alone. He recalls some of the names: Henry Maclan, Kane Zhukov, Ashley Hanover. Many connected to Lumines Group and Grand Central entities, although no incriminating evidence to link one to the other. Bodies found with signs of physical trauma—bleeding in the brain, punctured hearts, crushed bones—but no evidence of how that trauma might have been inflicted. No fingerprints, no broken skin. Internal damage with no external wound.
Or strange evidence that isn’t evidence at all.
Like the footage with William Taylor.
Edward could clearly see the young man’s face in the video as he walked up to Connie, could see him lift a hand and touch her shoulder. But there were no physical wounds found on her body, nor any fingerprints, nor anything directly connecting Will’s gesture to Connie’s death.
The footage wasn’t even saved in the same directory as all the other evidence for Connie. Edward found it in the archives, an unsorted clip in a sea of discarded files. Evidence like that didn’t just accidentally end up there. Someone tossed it.
Edward doesn’t know exactly who it might be, or how many could be involved, but he has seen the department’s ties to these corporations, has noticed a senior detective who meets with Diamond Taylor, knows the chief attends fundraisers for mayoral candidate Doherty.
There is a bigger story in this social web, but Edward hasn’t quite pieced it together yet. So, for now, he’s trying to be careful—he reached out to Sam on a burner phone, checked to make sure he wasn’t being followed this morning.
Even with the video, Edward feels limited in what he can do. Will touched Connie’s shoulder, she stiffened, and he walked away and got back into his car. By the time he drove off, she had fallen to her hands and knees, then collapsed.
It isn’t incriminating. She could have had any number of undiagnosed conditions, which their medical examiner is now checking for. Heart attack. Aneurysm. Blood clot. It isn’t enough to convict Will of anything. The best Edward could do is perhaps bring him in for questioning, which Will won’t agree to without a lawyer present, anyway. And Grand Central’s lawyers are notoriously powerful.
Edward scowls at the movie screen. He isn’t sure what bothers him more—the lack of enough solid evidence to settle these cases, or the fact that the old-timers at the station seem largely to have given up.
Look at this kid.
You’re wasting your time, chasing all these dead ends.
Leave it be.
Just let him. The young ones’ll realize it eventually.
He doesn’t get it. All his life, he has strived to finish what he starts, has found deep satisfaction in a job well done. And yet, at the station, he sees so many others with their determination worn away. What’s the point of becoming a detective if you have no itch to solve a mystery?
Up on the screen, a car drives slowly past the two chatting men and parks under an apartment complex. Inside, the driver’s face is obscured in shadows.
Edward watches the film for ten minutes before a presence behind him draws his attention. It’s the way the echo changes around him now, hitting something small and solid in the seat directly at his back, a figure who doesn’t say anything. It’s so subtle that a part of him is convinced no one is there at all. It’s just himself and his anticipation creating a ghost out of the air.
A moment later, he feels a hand touch his upper arm, pulling subtly at him, gesturing wordlessly for him to stand. His skin prickles. He does as the stranger wants. As he rises to his feet, the hand begins to pat him down, searching the insides of his jacket, checking for wires running under his clothes, fingers gliding across his chest and back. He keeps his hands raised and remains very still.
“You’re not being recorded,” he says quietly.
The figure doesn’t answer. At last, the hand withdraws, and a second later, he feels two fingers press gently against the top of his shoulder. He sits back down. The chair squeaks under his weight.
“You told me seat 9F,” Edward says without turning his head. “But it’s broken.”
“Glad you can think for yourself,” she replies.
In person, Samantha Lang’s voice is soft, and something in his mind automatically wants to ignore it, as if convincing himself that she isn’t really there. Edward frowns and forces himself to concentrate.
“I appreciate you meeting me here,” he says.
There’s another pause. On the screen, a woman steps out of the apartment complex and walks past the parked car. As she turns the corner, the driver starts the engine and trails after her.
“You have a strong soul,” Sam says.
It’s an odd comment, and Edward finds himself blushing, unsure how to answer. “Is that your way of saying I’m bold to meet you here?” he asks.
“It means you must have the stomach for this kind of job.”
He gets the sense that she actually means something else, but he doesn’t know what it might be, and he doesn’t pry. “Well,” he replies, “someone has to do it.”
“What’s in the bag?”
He pushes his glasses up, undoes his satchel’s clip, and starts pulling out his folder of neatly organized documents. “Some evidence for you. I thought you might appreciate seeing the other cases I’ve been working on.”
“These are the ones you mentioned on the phone.”
“That’s correct.”
“Which ones?”
He holds up one of the reports to one side so that she can take it. “More recently, a Grand Central employee you might know. Ashley Hanover? Does that name ring a bell?”
She doesn’t answer right away, nor does she take the report. When Sam doesn’t speak, it seems as though she’s disappeared entirely. Edward puts down the report after a while. He fights the urge to turn around, to check whether or not the seat behind him is actually empty.
On the screen, the car turns the corner to find that the woman it was trailing has vanished. The driver pulls over. His face is wrinkled with confusion.
“And why do you think that’s similar to my mother’s case?” Sam finally says.
“Well, you all seem to run in the same circles.”
“My mother wasn’t connected to the Lumines Group or Grand Central.”
He straightens. “But she was.”
“She didn’t know I work for Grand Central.”
“I’m not talking about you. I’m talking about her.” He frowns. “You didn’t know?”
Sam is quiet.
He clears his throat. “Some years back, your mother was employed in a factory owned by the Lumines Group. She quit two decades ago.”
Her continued silence tells him that this is a revelation for her.
“Your mother worked under a supervisor named Henry Maclan,” he continues, “who was found dead recently at a downtown bar. And Maclan had recently attended a hotel event with Kane Zhukov, who was killed the night after Maclan—under circumstances as strange as those of your mother’s.” He shakes his head. “I have the video of Will with your mother, but I can’t prove that he did anything in particular to her. The autopsy results certainly didn’t turn up anything. Like the others, there’s no evidence of any weapons used. No conclusive agreement on how the victims might have died. So, you see. These are the similarities that I have to investigate.”
“Why?”
He frowns again. “What do you mean?”
“Why do you have to?”
“Well, ma’am, it’s my job.”
“It’s the job of your colleagues too. But you’re the only one to follow through. Why?”
She’s suspicious of his intentions, he realizes. “Because my parents taught me that if I’m going to do something, I’d better do it right.”
“And you still listen to your parents?”
“Well, they’re not around anymore. So I mostly listen to myself these days.”
She doesn’t offer her condolences, but something about her pause this time feels like a shared grief, and he respects it, letting them both linger in it for a while. In the silence, he recalls watching his father grade papers at the dinner table, his mother coming home at six in the morning in her blue scrubs. Somehow, they still managed to walk him to school every morning, still both showed up at his graduation, still helped him move into his college dorm. It didn’t seem like that long ago when they were both healthy and strong.
Eddie, his mother used to say as she twisted her braids up into a tight bun. People like us, we have to work twice as hard to get half the reward. But we still show up, don’t we? And we show them, don’t we?
“Listen, Miss Lang,” Edward says gently, tucking away his old wounds. “I may not know what exactly is going on here, but I know there’s something wrong in the undercurrents of this city. Deaths with evidence that doesn’t make any sense. Ties between these corporations that I can’t explain. I get a lot of cold shoulders from people, a lot of half-baked answers. And maybe I’m just new to the force and don’t know any better. But I know you loved your mother. And I know you wouldn’t have called me back, you wouldn’t have come here, if you didn’t think you could help me. Now, you don’t have to give me anything. I’m impressed you even showed up. But if there is anything at all that you feel willing to give, I’d appreciate it, more than you could know.”
There’s a slight shuffling in the seat behind him, and he wonders for a second if Sam is getting up. On the screen, the driver wanders the street, still searching for the woman. As he surveys the scene, the barrel of a pistol come into view from a window behind him. There is a pop, the man careens forward, blood sprays against the window. The woman comes out from a doorway and continues to head down the sidewalk.
At last, Sam answers Edward. “I know those names,” she says. “Ashley Hanover. Henry Maclan too, and Kane Zhukov.”
He nods in the darkness, trying to stay calm. “Do you know who killed them?”
There is the sound of something sliding open behind him, and he tenses, thinks for a second that she might be drawing a weapon on him. But when he looks to his side, he sees her slender hand holding something out for him, a pocket folder held closed with a rubber band.
He takes it and looks into the pocket, his heart thudding in his chest. There are several packets of papers, along with a miniature video recorder.
He sucks his breath in sharply.
There are ledgers of Grand Central’s balance sheets, showing shipments of sand—thousands of kilos—being moved through the port without permits. Of profits from the sale of that sand being left off the books. There are tax documents and contracts showing payments being made illegally to Mayor Grayson. There are letters between Diamond Taylor and the mayor, private requests for permit requirements to be waived. There are paper trails for massive contributions made from Diamond to the mayor’s reelection campaign, all routed through shell donors.
Edward finally takes out the video recorder, holds it out, and pushes PLAY.
A clip comes on, showing a man shivering on the floor with a woman crouching next to him. And even though Edward hasn’t seen the woman often, he recognizes her immediately. Diamond Taylor, the head of Grand Central.
You’ve done a bad thing, Zhukov, she says.
He listens to the sobbing man on the tape, the hairs rising on the back of his neck. He sees Will Taylor distinctly on the clip too, hears him address his mother.
And beside Will stands Sam.
Sam too was there when Zhukov died. Edward watches quietly as Diamond dismisses her.
She was responsible for Maclan’s death.
He is sitting right in front of a killer.
The recording finishes playing and the device goes dark. Edward continues staring down at it in stunned silence. There is a blurring at the corners of his vision, like this theater isn’t real and this meeting isn’t real and something very strange is happening.
Up on the theater’s screen, the dead man’s cohort has discovered his body splayed on the sidewalk. The camera cuts to the woman’s silhouette in the floors above, her gun still drawn. She lifts it. Instead of pointing it down at them, she turns it on herself.
Edward finally manages to clear his throat. “Why,” he says hoarsely, “are you incriminating yourself to me?”
“Because you’re not going to arrest me,” she says. “Not if you want your evidence. Not if you want to know the full story of what’s going on under this city. And certainly not if you want someone on the inside to help you, moving forward.”
She’s making a deal with him. She is offering herself to him as a plant. And Edward suddenly realizes how much more she must know than what she’s letting on—and that, even with the folder in his hands, he is not going to leave this theater alive unless he meets Sam’s requests. He swallows, stays calm and still.
“What are your terms, then?” he asks.
“First,” Sam says, “Diamond Taylor has a friend of mine in her custody. In two days, there will be a prisoner exchange between Grand Central and Lumines at Diamond’s estate, during which time she’s going to kill my friend. If I’m going to have a chance to save him, I need you to make your move against Diamond and Will at that exchange.”
“Who’s your friend?”
“Ari Rathod.”
Ari Rathod. He knows the name, has been paying attention to this Lumines associate for a while now, has accumulated a folder of photos showing him at various high-profile events in the city. A date for the chief’s daughter. A close friend of Senator Doherty. A frequent guest at exclusive dinners. Edward has often caught himself lingering on the young man’s face, unable to look away, wanting to know more.
“What do you need?” he now asks.
“Backup. Diamond will be dangerous when betrayed.”
“I’ll have a team with me.”
She laughs a little, the sound bitter and almost pitying. “I don’t mean two extra squad cars. Think of the cases you’ve been following. Think of how impossible they seem. Come prepared for the impossible.”
He feels cold now. What does she mean? “I can’t promise the chief will agree to any of this,” he starts to say. “I don’t even know who I can trust inside the department.”
“Trust me. Your chief will go after her.”
He frowns. “How can you be so sure?”
“You want my help?” she snaps, impatient with him. “Then you need to believe me. You are about to head into the darkness, and you have absolutely no idea how to face it. So make sure you have enough support with you when you’re ready to make your move against her. As much as you can get.”
His hands grip the armrests of his seat until he can see the white of his knuckles in the darkness. “And what about you?” he says.
“Small steps, Mr. Sinclair. Both of us are playing a dangerous game now. We’re going to need to trust each other.”
“What are you going to do?” he asks.
He waits for her to answer. But this time, she doesn’t. After a while, he realizes that he hadn’t even heard the sigh of her seat folding up. And when he dares to look behind him, he sees that her seat is empty. How did she leave so quietly?
His eyes fall on the seat she must have been in, and the chair’s cushion has long adjusted back to its regular shape. If he lets himself believe it, he could think that no one had been here, that her voice had just been a figment of his imagination.
He lets out a shaky breath and stares down at the folder of evidence in his lap. Enough to secure an arrest warrant on Diamond Taylor and her son, enough to engulf the mayor in scandal. And yet he can’t shake the feeling that there is so much more to this, that something unnatural and wrong is happening here, can’t help but imagine how much deeper everything goes, can’t guess how much more he doesn’t know. He senses that things are about to get much, much stranger for him, that he isn’t ready for where he’s about to venture.
You are about to head into the darkness.
What is it? What is he missing? What secret festers in the murky depths of this world?
He puts the folder into his satchel and straightens. When the credits begin for the movie, he rises and heads out of the theater.
Once he gets into his car, he calls the department.
“Eddie?” says the receptionist.
“Les, can you get the chief for me?”
She sounds startled. “The chief? When?”
“Right now.”



 
Here’s what they don’t tell you. Love is alchemy. It is the belief that your time spent with this person is better than your time spent without them. Like alchemy at its worst, loving the wrong person can destroy you, piece by piece, until you are nothing but ash. And like alchemy at its finest, finding your soulmate can remake you, elevate you to your most perfect state. Often, you will spend your entire life searching in vain. And sometimes, you simply find out too late.
Epilogue of Chemical Pathways in Bioalchemy by Artemis, 1982



  


Ari
When Sam is sent in again to check on Ari, he is less alert than he was the previous day, his mind blurred this time not by pain, but by exhaustion. The world around him seems like an illusion. His nights here were spent in a fitful state of sleep, his head lolling at intervals, his mind drifting into unconsciousness only to be met with horrifying nightmares—black-and-white photographs of his family, his sister dead and his mother tortured, his father’s blood in the streets, the gates of his family’s home smashed in. He dreamt of the moonlit beach, saw Sam there, walking into the surf. No matter how he called out to her, she didn’t turn around, didn’t react until she disappeared under the surf. He shuddered awake gasping her name, tears still wet on his cheeks.
Sam. You are my heart. If you die, I die.
At first, when she steps in, he isn’t sure it’s her at all. There’s something different about her expression, calm and resolute, and it rouses his curiosity, but he is too tired to process it. He just watches her warily as she approaches him with a glass of water. As she goes, she notes the security camera in the room.
“Will tells me that you still haven’t said a word,” she tells him.
She gently tugs down his gag, and the sudden relief in his jaw makes him sigh. He shifts in his chair, wincing, looking away from her. Her voice is flat and professional today, all business. But underneath it, he senses an undercurrent of something else, he doesn’t know what, a mystery that puts him on edge. Did she keep their last conversation to herself, when he bared his heart to her? Or did she tell Will everything? He isn’t sure what to think, or whether he cares. Everything in him yearns for her, and yet he still finds himself pulling warily away, his exhausted body and mind adding to his confusion.
“Is that why you’re here?” he murmurs. “To get me to talk?”
She holds out the glass of water. “First,” she replies, “you need to drink something.”
He refuses at first, suspicious of the liquid, but when she doesn’t move away, his body gets the better of him, and he finds himself turning to the water and accepting it as she lifts the glass to his lips. His body takes the liquid eagerly, flooding his thirsty limbs. He drains the glass, wishing for more.
“Better?” she asks quietly.
Now she sounds concerned for him. And although he doesn’t answer, the haze that has hung over him since his fitful sleep now lifts a little, and his mind sharpens, quenched partially of its thirst.
“I suppose I can’t be that much worse,” he answers.
Her eyes flicker once again to the corner of the ceiling before returning to him. “Lumines is negotiating with us tomorrow for a prisoner exchange,” she says. “The exchange itself should happen in two days’ time.”
He doesn’t really understand why she’s telling him this. “They sent you here to tell me about their plans for me?” he mutters. “Seems generous.”
“No one sent me,” she says.
It takes him another moment to realize what she means, that this is why she’d glanced at the security cameras before approaching him. He frowns, more alert now, and his eyes dart to the nearest camera too. There, he sees that the light on it is red instead of green, and flickering rapidly. The camera is on, but dysfunctional.
When he meets her gaze this time, he sees that behind her resolute exterior is a current of fear and urgency.
“We aren’t being watched?” he whispers.
She puts one hand on each armrest and leans closer. Her nearness sends a shiver through him, and he finds himself wishing his arms weren’t bound.
Sam bends toward him and whispers in his ear.
“You told me once that you wanted to be free.”
He looks quickly at her. At first, he doesn’t think he heard her correctly. “What’s going on?” he murmurs.
She leans so close now that her lips touch his ear. “Ari, listen carefully.” There’s a slight tremor in her voice. “Diamond has no plans to hand you back to Lumines. They’re going to kill you at the exchange. So tomorrow night, I need you to be ready to move. I’m going to come see you then, do my usual interrogation and check on your health. When I do, your guards will be changing shifts. I’m going to leave your hand ties loosened. When you get the chance, get out of here. I’ll do everything I can to cover your trail. Find a way to get out of the country, as fast as you can. Doesn’t matter where.”
A shudder wracks his bones. She is orchestrating something big behind the scenes. “What happens to you when they find me missing?”
“They won’t think you’re missing. They’ll think you’re dead.”
Dead. He imagines her transmuting misleading evidence on the floor—smears of fake blood, a story that Lumines had killed him before he could tell Grand Central anything. A story that will hold, at least for a little while.
She is risking her life, doing this.
“What about you?” he insists again.
“I’ll find my own way. You have to trust me. But you need to move quickly. I haven’t bought us much time. If you get enough of a head start, Lumines will be too distracted by the fall of Grand Central to go after you, and all of them will want to lie low while authorities descend on them.”
The fall of Grand Central. She is moving against them. And in a flash, he understands.
“You found out who killed your mother,” he whispers.
A sheen of tears shines against her eyes. She swallows, quiet for a beat as she seems to gather her strength.
“It was Will,” she whispers back.
Will did it.
Ari suddenly thinks of what she once told him, that she joined Grand Central in order to save her mother, because they were desperate for money. He remembers her pale, withdrawn face in the days after her mother’s accident, and how helpless he felt in his attempts to comfort her.
The things they did for the people they love. The consequences that haunt them. And yet, even now, Ari thinks back and wonders how they could have done anything differently. Had he known, how could he have refused Rudra when the man took him from India? How could Sam have saved herself and her mother, if it weren’t for the syndicates? What other options were there? What choices do you have, when you have nothing? The universe had placed them on a path that was doomed from the start, and they had simply followed it.
Until now.
“Sam,” he whispers, “you can’t do this.”
“They aren’t invincible.”
“Neither are you. They’re going to kill you.”
“I’m not going to be acting alone.”
“Do you really think the police are going to move against Grand Central?”
“Yes.”
“How can you be certain?”
“Because you helped make sure the police chief is in Lumines’s pocket.” She nods at him. “And it will be very much in Lumines’s interest to see Grand Central fall, once your mayoral candidate wins.”
He studies her gaze. “What did you give them?”
“What I could get my hands on. Enough to cut off the head. A start.”
“Sam—”
“I’m going to do it,” she whispers. “But I need your help.”
He shakes his head once. “Don’t.”
“Please, Ari.”
Now there is desperation in her voice, an urgency that tells him she has already set too much in motion. He looks at her face. She glances up at the security camera again. They must not have much time left in here. Ari can feel the risk growing with every second they speak. Sam is suggesting the impossible, but in his chest, he starts to feel the sensation that perhaps it is possible. That perhaps she has found a way for them to escape their fates, that the two of them can find a path out of this.
Sam gives him a look that reminds him of her as a young girl. She rests both hands on the chair’s armrests and leans toward him. “Ari,” she murmurs. Her voice falters for a moment before she goes on. “What you told me that night, on the beach.”
He knows she’s talking about his confession to her. That he loves her.
She swallows hard, as if she can’t bring herself to say more, and tries again.
“Ari,” she whispers, like her heart is breaking. “Ari, it’s always been you.”
An ache builds in his chest. It is his soul, trying in vain to reach her, to find some way to comfort her, to tell her that he knows, he has always known, he has waited for her all his life. And behind the grief he has caused her, behind the grief she has caused him, he sees a fragment of that girl still intact, as beautiful as she ever was, looking back at him in a way that tells him she is really here.
She leans nearer. His lashes lower, his lips part. This close, he can sense the life in her, the million complexities that make up the living body of a human, the beating of her heart and the blood warm in her veins, the air that comes and goes, and the soul, the soul above all, powering her life from within. She is as bright as the sun.
Her lips are trembling slightly. They graze one side of his mouth with the lightest brush, like a butterfly. He barely feels her, but a shiver rips through him. He is so sensitive to her touch that it almost hurts. She lifts away, then brushes the other side of his mouth with the touch of a ghost. God. She’s real. He closes his eyes at the exquisite agony of her. She comes to rest against the top of his lips, then the bottom, her breath faint and warm against his skin. As she goes, he leans gently in the direction of her kisses. He can hardly breathe, afraid to move too much lest he breaks the moment. His entire body is on fire; he tingles at every touch.
She pauses to fix her gaze on his. Then her eyes flutter closed, and her lips are on his at last.
He strains against his bonds, leaning into her as much as he is able, mouth shifting against hers, soft and warm. The tingle at the back of his neck spreads along his limbs and into his chest, and he shudders with pleasure. The kiss stays gentle, the lap of a wave. She moves with him and he with her, careful with every tiny gesture, as if afraid to startle them out of this moment.
There is no anguish or urgency. There is instead the curious feeling that everything is just right, like they had been meant to kiss a long time ago, that even though they should hate each other now, their bodies have done this dance around each other so often that now they know every pain and grief and joy. They know, and they fit.
Ari shivers as Sam deepens their kiss. She is everything he has ever imagined. He wants to undo his bonds and wrap his arms around her, wants her to sink into his embrace. He wants to get to know her in the way that they always should have, wants her to get to know him. He wants to be free with her.
Can that ever be possible?
And perhaps this final thought is what ends their union. She pulls away reluctantly from his warmth. His lips part from hers. They gaze at each other through lidded eyes, breaths shallow, yearning for more. Neither of them says a word. They don’t need to. They remember that they are not free yet, that the trap is still all around them.
“Be ready,” she whispers.
Then she leans away from him, straightens, and turns away.



 
For the want of a nail the shoe was lost,
For the want of a shoe the horse was lost,
For the want of a horse the rider was lost,
For the want of a rider the battle was lost,
For the want of a battle the kingdom was lost,
And all for the want of a horseshoe-nail.
Poor Richard’s Almanack by Benjamin Franklin, 1758



  


Sam
In all her years of working for Grand Central, Sam has never had a reason to go inside the Winged Towers. She’s only ever seen them from the outside. It is the view that most get—a glimpse during a drive, a photo while on a sightseeing expedition, a vista from a helicopter tour. A pair of buildings stylized with touches of art deco ornamentation that harken back to a more luxurious time in Angel City’s past, the towers are lined with gilded rectangles, geometry integrating into the stones from the first to the seventieth floors. On either side of both towers’ entrances is a story-tall plaque of a gold winged lion, jaws open, each facing the glass doors. And on the roof, high above it all, are scalloped ridges reminiscent of the Sydney Opera House, wings straining toward the sky.
Today that sky is painted in streaks of jet, promising the kind of storm that Angel City sees only once a year. By the time Sam arrives in front of the south tower, the downpour has already started in earnest, palm trees bending against the cityscape in the lashing rain.
As Sam emerges from her car and ducks under the umbrella being held out for her by a guard, she spots Will standing under the overhang of the main entrance. He notices her too. His eyes dart away, but he waves his hand at her, gesturing her forward.
“No one at the front entrance,” Will says as she joins him. He nods toward where barricades block a side street as a construction crew fixes the streetlight. “Lumines will be entering from the back. Diamond wants us in the lobby, so Hades has men in the upper floors.” He glances at her. “You’ve taken sand already?”
“Yes,” she replies, looking out at the ominous landscape. A fresh breeze cuts through her coat, whipping her hair back. Her head hurts. She smells the storm on the air, can practically count every drop of rain. She took multiple doses of sand this morning, more than she’s ever taken at the same time, and the world seems so sharp to her that she hardly wants to look at it.
He nods. “You’ll need it today.”
Sam’s mind whirls as she follows Will inside. They make their way past the lobby to the main floor, where the space opens into a yawning, cavernous mouth lined with glossy stone, the pillars adorned with art deco lines. She studies the space as they go, trying to imagine how the day will go down. If negotiations with Lumines are successful, they’ll arrange to exchange prisoners tomorrow. By then, Ari needs to be gone, and Edward needs to have the police in position to arrest Diamond at the estate. But a million things could go wrong first. They might move the date of the exchange. Diamond might want it held somewhere else. Ari might be unwell. Will might kill him before the negotiations.
Sam remembers the warmth of Ari’s kiss and shudders. What will happen if she can’t get him freed in time?
She tries not to think about what needs to be done. She hasn’t reached out to Edward since their meeting at the theater, and he hasn’t called her either. They are both operating in the dark today, each hoping the other will follow through, that they will give each other some signal of everything being in position.
But she has no idea when that will come, or what it will look like. There is no guarantee that the police will respond, or whether that response will be adequate. How could it be, without Edward understanding what alchemy is, what they’re up against? All she can do is hope that the young detective heard the weight in her voice; that at the very least, he will take her warning seriously. Had he successfully obtained an arrest warrant for Diamond and Will? Can they act fast enough? And what if Diamond gets wind of the plan before that? Even if she’s taken by surprise, Grand Central will be ready to retaliate with a dark magic that Edward’s team cannot possibly prepare for.
They reach the lobby of the tower, where several other Grand Central crewmen are waiting. One of them looks up as they approach.
“Ah, there he is,” the man says to Will. “I thought Diamond was with you.”
“She’s on her way,” Will replies. “When you see her, let me know.”
“Yes, sir.”
Sam and Will walk past them, then head down a hallway to a lounge, where they settle into a pair of seats. As they go, Sam mentally counts the number of crewmen she just saw inside the building. She knows Sebastian has stationed more in the upper floors, that keeping the main lobby sparse is necessary to keep Lumines from being on edge, but even so, the number here seems low. It sets her on edge, and she tries to shake the feeling that she’s missing something.
“Why is Diamond late?” she asks casually.
“Her meeting ran long,” Will answers. He leans back in the seat, one leg crossed over the other, and starts undoing the winged lion cuff links at his wrists. Sam watches his fingers, long and elegant, as they work.
“You’re anxious,” Will says without looking up at her.
“I’m thinking about the exchange tomorrow,” she replies.
“Worried for your friend?” he asks.
She narrows her eyes, determined to hide the way her heart skipped at his words. “Worried for us.”
“You shouldn’t be.” He finishes undoing his cuff links and rests an elbow on the armrest. “But perhaps we’re talking about different concerns.”
Sam crosses one leg over the other too. “What do you mean?” she asks.
“You tell me.” He studies her calmly. Then he leans forward so that his elbows rest on his knees. His leg is near enough now that he brushes against her, and her senses vibrate once more with the feeling of something being wrong.
“I just want everything to go according to plan, is all,” she says with an annoyed sigh.
“You act differently when you’re thinking about him,” he says. “Did you know that?”
Sam’s heart speeds up at his familiar, searing stare, and she switches the order of her crossed legs to disguise her momentary shiver. “I don’t,” she answers steadily.
“Mm,” he says thoughtfully. “I don’t believe you.”
She can’t tell if the edge in his voice is jealousy or suspicion. Perhaps both. Or perhaps it’s a trap, an invitation for her to say more than she should. It’s difficult for her to tell, with Will, and it puts her in a defensive position that makes her uncomfortable.
Don’t forget who you belong to. His words from the other night come to her, and her leg aches at the memory of his hand clamped there, cutting frostbite into her skin.
“Maybe it’s your thoughts that keep lingering on him,” she replies pointedly, tilting her head at him.
“It’s you I’m always thinking about, Sam,” he says. His voice is low and quiet, part affection, part something else, a darkness, a mystery, something lethal, circling her.
Is he looking for a crack in her demeanor? “Then I should be pleased,” she answers.
“My mother thinks your weakness is your heart,” he continues. “It makes you hesitate, increases the risk that you might fail at your missions when each second makes a difference. But I disagree. It’s not your heart that’s the problem.” He rises from his seat and comes next to her, forcing her to move to the side. “It’s your mind.”
His body leans against hers, warm and familiar, and the young girl in her who used to stare up at him in wonder, imagining dark and exciting things, still responds to him, even after everything.
“Your mind tells you certain things are possible. You think you can do things, even when you’re out of your depth.” He searches her face, his eyes lingering on her lips. Her heart flutters in confusion. “You always want to be in control.”
Everything in this moment feels beyond her grasp. She doesn’t know what he’s thinking, she can’t guess at what he knows, she’s unable to figure out what to say or do next in order to keep herself and Ari safe. Maybe nothing in her life has ever been in her control. Maybe someone else has always been steering her ship, forcing her this way and that, and she has gone with it, always pointed in the wrong direction, never knowing how to reach the land in the distance.
She hardens her gaze at him and says, “Maybe that’s why you like me.”
He smiles a little, as if he knows she’s right, that in a way, she’s always been able to get to him. To control him too.
“Sam,” he says softly, “if there’s something you need to tell me, do it now. I can’t help you with what I don’t know.”
She stares back at him, puzzled by the peculiar gentleness in his voice, unable to tell if this is genuine or part of a game he’s playing with her. Her heart tugs toward him, betraying her. Is he asking because he knows something, or is he asking in order to get her to tell him what he suspects?
Sam shakes her head and forces herself to stay the course. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
The sound of a faint commotion in the hall breaks their moment. One of the crewmen from the lobby is hurrying up to them. He nods at Will and motions toward the building’s side door.
“Diamond’s here,” he says.
The thickening tension between them dissolves. Will nods and rises, and Sam follows suit, dizzy with relief at the interruption. They head along the corridor and step out onto the narrow street that runs along the east side of the tower.
A silver Mercedes has turned the corner and is making its way along the barricades beside the road. Behind them, several guards fall into place in front of the side door, as well as on either end of the street.
Sam’s momentary relief wavers, and her sense of foreboding starts to quiver again. The number of crewmen here is far, far lower than it should be for such a significant negotiation with Lumines, it isn’t right, something is not right.
The silver car pulls to a stop beside them. Sebastian is the first to get out of the car. He straightens his jacket and turns to face them, and as he does, Diamond Taylor emerges from the back seat.
Sam barely has time to meet the woman’s gaze before Will’s hands are on her.
She lets out a terrible gasp as Will grabs the back of her neck. Then pain explodes through her body. It is greater than the agony of a first transmutation, greater than being stabbed in the gut or shot in the stomach or set on fire. It feels like he has reached into her soul and torn it in half. She arches and stiffens, eyes wide, mouth open, wanting to scream, unable to find relief. The world washes out into light.
In the wake of it, she finds herself staring into Will’s green eyes. Sebastian has now come to stand behind him, his sunken eyes dilated, both sympathetic to her pain and yet excited by a life hanging in the balance. But it’s hard for her to keep focused on anything through the agony, so she looks skyward, then toward the blur of buildings down the street, before her eyes finally settle for a second on Diamond, who has somehow appeared right before her.
“You’ve broken your oath, Mozart,” Diamond says softly, and her brow furrows in disappointment.
Then the pain floods Sam again.
She tries once more to scream, but it feels like a hand has clamped down on her lungs. Her body responds in desperation, chest heaving, arms coming up to her throat, trying to save itself.
Will releases her. She feels her body give way and collapse to the street. The ground beneath her hits hard and cold. She sweeps her hand against the stone and tries to transmute it into a weapon, into anything—but Sebastian stomps his boot down hard on her hand. She shudders as one of the bones in her fingers breaks from the impact.
The polemist’s gnarled hand clamps down on her wrist, and she screams as he transmutes part of her skin into the street, her flesh melting, becoming rock. Her voice comes out odd and hollow, like she’s nestled inside a small cave, and when her eyes flutter up, she notices Will’s hand making a brief, sweeping gesture, transmuting the air so that the sound waves can’t travel beyond their circle.
As she trembles on the ground, Diamond stoops down before her. “What has changed you so dramatically?” she says. “Talk to me.”
Sam’s teeth are chattering from the pain. “I—don’t know what—you mean.”
She shakes her head. “Still so confused,” she murmurs. “You’ve been busy passing information along to the police. Mind telling us more about it?”
So. She knows. They must all know.
Sam stays silent, quivering.
Diamond sighs. “Why would you work with the police, Mozart? Do you think they are on your side? What were you hoping to accomplish?” Her voice dips, bitter with disapproval. “Was this about your mother?”
Her mother. The words on Diamond’s lips are enough to make Sam turn her eyes up at the woman, hate burning hot in her heart. Her mother. How dare she mention her mother.
Diamond sees the anger in her gaze and tightens her lips. “Of course it was,” she says. “Did they reach out to you first?”
“You—killed her,” Sam whispers.
“I asked you a question.”
Will bends down, and a moment later Sam feels his familiar hand on her neck, then screams, trembling, as pain explodes up and down her body again, fire and venom and teeth, her skin feeling as if it’s being peeled from her flesh.
It wanes again, and Sam shakes against the pavement. She grits her teeth. “You—killed her,” she repeats hoarsely. “Why did you kill her?”
Diamond looks away, then back to her. “You don’t know,” she finally says. “Your mother had booked passage on a ship meant to take you both to Shanghai. We believe that the meeting she had meant for you both was, in actuality, a plan to put you on that ship the same night. We’d watched the deteriorating relationship between you and your mother for quite some time, and we had opted to stay out of it, but, as you can imagine, her latest move was unacceptable to us.”
Sam recoils against the street, shriveling into her pain. All this time, they had been paying close attention to her and her mother’s fraying threads. Was her mother always doomed to die, then? How long have they been considering removing her from the picture? Were they just waiting for an opportune time?
Diamond’s gaze is steady and cool. “It was not done without regrets. Our apologies.”
The woman gives her a near-imperceptible nod, and Sam feels an overwhelming desire to kill her. She tries to ignore the agony in her damaged wrist and moves her other hand instead. A gun starts to form in her palm out of the sidewalk, the pavement cracking and crumbling.
Sebastian steps on her good wrist, then bends down and transmutes the skin of her hand into the pavement. Sam lets out a hoarse shriek. He walks behind her to her ankles, then does the same to them, pinning them down by melting her skin into the ground.
She has been bolted down. She can barely see. Her body trembles uncontrollably.
Diamond stares at her. Sam wants to push away from the intensity of it, but her body feels paralyzed. There is a ringing in her ears. She struggles to hear.
“You killed my mother,” she whispers again. It’s all she can say.
Diamond shakes her head at her in disapproval, and to Sam’s disgust, she feels shame bloom in her heart. “What did you think was going to happen, Sam? How did you think it would all end? You think speaking to the police will somehow help you feel better about what happened to your mother? You think they can do anything to Will?”
Through her haze of pain, Sam realizes something. Diamond knows that Sam has been speaking to someone at the station about her mother’s death, that Sam got the footage of Will committing the murder. But based on what Diamond is saying, the woman doesn’t seem to know that Sam gave Edward details about the rest of Grand Central’s dealings. That Sam is aiming for Diamond’s arrest. She doesn’t even sound like she knows Edward is the one responsible.
Then Sebastian’s boot slams into her stomach. Her insides clench in agony. All the air rushes from her lungs. Another kick comes. A rib snaps. Another kick. Another rib. Then she stops counting the blows. Sam can’t see anything anymore—her body breaks out in a sweat from the pain. She can feel it dripping down her brow through the assault. The tang of blood fills her mouth.
He finally pauses, and she lies prostrate on the ground, broken and shaking.
Diamond tilts her head and leans closer to her. “Who taught you the art of this trade, Mozart? Educated you, paid you, lifted you out of your poverty? Isn’t that why your mother brought you here? Isn’t that what you’ve been searching for, all your life?” Her voice steels. “Do you remember asking for the world? To become great? To make it? Who handed that to you, for free? What would you have become, without me?”
Sam closes her eyes. In the darkness, she sees herself kneeling as a child before this woman and asking for all of those things. Idolizing her, craving her approval. Hungering for Will, dazzled by his power, wanting to be wanted. To be great. To succeed. To be seen. She sees herself bowing to Diamond, and Diamond lifting her chin up, offering her a smile that made her feel so special. Even then, she’d wondered why she was chosen.
Who handed that to you, for free? What would you have become, without me?
“It wasn’t free.”
The words tear out of her throat in a hoarse cry. Blood seeps out from between her teeth. Sam feels her bracelet still looped around her wrist, the diamond-encrusted rabbit dangling there like a chain. It wasn’t free because something cannot come from nothing. Everything has an equal and opposite cost. The equation must always be balanced. Greatness, in exchange for a soul.
Diamond considers her answer. Purses her lips. Something in her eyes dies then. Perhaps Sam never noticed it there until it was gone. Without that particular glint, Diamond suddenly looks less to her like the figure that makes her tremble, the figure that protected her and listened to her when she grieved. Without it, Sam can see the woman’s hollow cheeks and the dying light in her eyes, the cancer slowly eating her from within that will take her someday soon, in spite of all her success and greatness and power.
Diamond bows her head. When she lifts her eyes, they are dry. She rises to her feet. Her expression stays flat, void of that old light, and she regards Sam like an investment that has failed.
“Finish up here,” Diamond says to Will, then gets back into the car with Sebastian.
Will stays on the street, standing beside Sam’s damaged body. As the car pulls away, he bends down to her. His hand comes to rest against where her broken ribs rattle. She can barely breathe now. There is too much pain. She knows she is dying.
Her glazed eyes turn up to see him crouching beside her. Through her agony, she glares at him and lets the hatred in her keep her alive.
He doesn’t react to her expression. Behind his stony face is what looks like genuine grief.
It takes her a second to realize that the rain has picked up, that she is soaking wet. The water mixes with her blood, and tiny streams flow pink around her.
He stares down at her. “I’ve been ordered to leave you here. In your final moments, remember the oath you once took. Something is asked of you, you do it without question. Something cuts you, we all bleed. And when there is war, you fight alongside us and no one else.” His eyes narrow, hardening. “Remember that you had this family. Remember that you chose to walk away from it. And remember, in your final moments, that you are alone.”
Then his voice quiets, and for a moment, she sees the man who had once, just once, opened his heart to her. “Know that I loved you, Sam,” he says.
He turns away and heads back inside the building. The guards by the door follow him.
Sam trembles in agony. Ari. She pictures him waiting, bound, in the Confession Room, wondering what has happened to her. Will they kill him tonight? Is he already dead? The thought is so unbearable that, for a second, she thinks perhaps it’s best that she’ll go too, that they’ll leave this world together, because without him, what else is there? She’s lost her mother; she’s lost herself. If she loses Ari, there is nothing else.
It’s getting harder to concentrate, and she is losing feeling in her limbs. Minutes drag on. Up at the intersection, the construction work finishes, and the barricades are moved. As she lies dying in the rain, passersby start to come and go on the street. They step around her weakening body as if she isn’t there at all. She tries to call out for help to them, but their eyes turn down to her in momentary disinterest before returning to the street. The sand in her is too strong, and her invisibility blankets her.
“Help me,” she croaks out, but it is just a whisper on the wind.
A woman steps over her; a man goes around her body as he talks on the phone. Dozens pass her without a second glance.
Now she feels the full cruelty of Will’s actions. They had intentionally left her alive long enough to witness how alone she is, had wanted her to spend the final moments of her life suffocating in her own invisibility, calling out in vain for someone to care.
You are alone.
She is crying and can barely feel it. The rain runs down her face and joins the streams around her. The world starts to fade.
Samantha. It is her mother’s voice in her mind now, and she shifts as if she hears it.
Mama. Sam reaches blindly out for her. Mama, here I am. Can you see me?
Sam, you must always try your best. Work hard and reach for the stars. If you do, even the smallest of us can find a way out.
She closes her eyes and attempts to obey her mother’s words. They sound like a promise that there is beauty in this world, if only she can see it, that there is good in this world, if only she can try.
So she tries, seeking her mother in the darkness. But her fingers are numb now. And in those final moments, she can feel her soul beating, something warm and transient and flawed, forever striving toward perfection. Even now, when it is impossible, she can feel her soul fighting to live.
You have to try.
Everything is fading away.
The beat of her soul weakens. The world darkens. And maybe this was always her destiny, her path set the moment she was born.
Ari. Ari, I’m sorry.



 
There is nothing left for me here,
no reason to stay in this place,
no life worth living for
[…]
Love Letter from Merikare to Hypatia, 1982



  


Ari
The hour comes for Sam to arrive.
Ari waits, counts the time. There are no windows in here, but he has been paying close attention to the shifting of the guards outside, the sound of their steps changing, to the number of his meals.
The hour comes, and he tenses, remembers what Sam had told him.
The hour comes. Goes.
Ari waits in silence.
He hears nothing outside. The guards continue to stand at attention.
The new hour drags on. No one comes.
Still, Ari waits, calm and alert. Listening.
Another hour. Sam doesn’t show up.
Fear builds in his chest. He tries to swallow it down, suppress it, refusing to let it cloud his judgment. Because what if she’s just running late? What if she’s outside right now, delayed by some mysterious reason, yet still ready? What if she comes in now?
So he continues to wait.
Another hour.
He tells himself to be ready.
Outside, he hears the guards shift, new voices, the start of morning.
The fear in his chest spreads, leaking black and cold through his body. He thinks of Sam’s eyes, soft and afraid, unsure if they will see each other again. And as he pictures her, he knows in his heart what has happened. It is so terrible a thought, so dark, that he can hardly bear it. The pain of a transmutation is nothing compared to this.
Still, he waits.
But Sam never shows.



 
[…]
except you,
always and only you,
my reason and my life.
Love Letter from Merikare to Hypatia, 1982



  


Sam
She has the strange sensation of being unbound. Of a steady hand sliding under her head.
She shifts, pushing through the darkness. Where is she?
From somewhere far away, she thinks she can still feel the pulse of a soul. It is weak now, slow and small, so distant that it might be a hallucination. The pain consuming her body seems to wane, and her body feels mercifully light.
The darkness fades a little, into blurs of grays and blues. She squints, trying to see.
Gradually, the blurs coalesce into more solid shapes. A colorless sky. The edge of a rooftop.
And then, the outline of an old woman’s face, aged and harsh, lined from a thousand lives. When the woman looks down at her, she scowls.
“Foolish girl,” Demeter whispers.



 
What is more awe-inspiring? That the universe is so enormous that the edge of it is incomprehensible? Or that we, these ants living on a miniscule speck in a corner of nothingness, were somehow able to figure that out?
Origins of Alchemical Thought by Aristotle, 1976



  


Sam
When Sam comes to at last, she thinks she has already died. There is a searing light blinding her with a yellow glow. From somewhere nearby comes the sound of a faucet running in a sink and the clink of dishes. When she opens her eyes and squints in the brightness, she realizes she’s lying on a bed in a sun-drenched room, a slight breeze stirring from an open window.
She winces, remembering fragments of what happened, but when she tentatively moves, she’s surprised to feel only a dull ache in her chest instead of the hellish agony of broken ribs and torn insides that Sebastian and Will inflicted on her. A numbness pervades her body.
Clipped footsteps make her turn her head toward the bedroom door. Demeter bustles in with a sweep of perfumed air, her white hair tied back into a neat braid. At the sight of her, the woman frowns.
“Awake already,” she mutters, then nods at Sam. “You better lie back down, girl. Your body needs rest to heal properly.”
Sam stops shifting and tries to lie still.
“You’re going to have to bear it,” Demeter tells her as she sits beside Sam on her bed. “I could fix most of the wounds on your body, and piece your ribs back together—but the lost skin on your wrists and ankles, of course, I can’t fix with alchemy. I’ve covered the damage with a synthetic mesh that will act similarly to skin. A skin graft is what you really need, but that requires a hospital.”
Sam remembers that Sebastian changed her skin into stone when he bound her to the street, and Demeter is unable to reverse the damage. She can only ease Sam’s pain.
Hesitantly, Sam holds up her wrists to see them both wrapped in thick layers of gauze.
“How did you find me?” Sam murmurs as the woman puts a tray on the desk beside her bed.
“It’s not important,” Demeter replies. “You can’t stay here for long. Once Diamond realizes that you’ve survived your ordeal, she’s going to have every crewman out in the city looking for you.”
The fog in her head clears somewhat as Sam realizes what the woman is saying. “Diamond doesn’t know I’m alive?” she asks. “She doesn’t know I’m here?”
The woman ignores her and taps on the bowl of soup. “Drink it all,” she says. “Your soul will need strength.”
“But—” Sam starts, then pauses. “You work for her.”
“And so did you,” Demeter replies dryly.
Sam pushes herself laboriously upright, trying to ignore the burning agony from her wrists, and takes a sip of soup that Demeter feeds to her. It’s a rich broth, hearty with meat and vegetables. She swallows carefully, noting the lack of pain from her ribs and chest, then eats the next few bites more eagerly.
“You can stay here for the night,” Demeter tells Sam as she eats. “I have a rental car you can take in the morning. Head south until you pass the border, don’t stop unless you absolutely have to.”
“And then do what?” Sam mutters. “Forget that this ever happened?”
“And then run,” Demeter replies. “For the rest of your life, you run.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” she says.
The alchiatrist shakes her head. “You can’t stay here.”
“I can’t leave,” she replies.
“Why not?”
“Their prisoner. Ari—Shakespeare. I need to get him out.”
“You’re a foolish little girl,” Demeter mutters. “You thought you could play this game, didn’t you? You don’t have a chance in hell. Prisoner exchange is still on, you know, tonight at the estate. If Diamond doesn’t kill him, Lumines likely will, for him being potentially compromised. You think you can take on both syndicates and win?”
“I’m getting him out,” Sam repeats.
Demeter shakes her head in exasperation. “I can only buy you so much time.”
“What about you, then?” Sam retorts, nodding at the woman. “Why are you helping me?”
Demeter forces her to eat another spoonful, then puts the bowl down and regards Sam with pursed lips. She looks out the window and looks back. “There was a time when I was your age, you know,” she says. “Young and full of fire, excited by the power Diamond exuded and enticed by the promises of alchemy.” She leans forward. “You see a lot in thirty years. Thirty years lets you watch the transformation of a human, a society, a way of life.”
“And what have you seen?” Sam asks.
Demeter doesn’t answer. She just leans back, as if in pain, and rubs her joints. “I’m tired, Sam. My body is old and my soul is ravaged. The closer we come to the perfection that drives us, the more we chip away at our souls. And what happens when we arrive there? What then? You look down from the mountain and see the carnage you’ve wrought.” She presses a hand to her chest. “But for now, I can still feel my soul, tattered as it is. Eventually, you realize what you should really be using it for.”
Sam looks at her and has a vision of herself, thirty years from now, her soul fragmented into pieces, her eyes sunken like those of Sebastian, her chest hollow and devoid of emotion, of what gives her life. Someday, she will sink into a shell of existence. Her soul will die a quiet death, and with it shall go her body.
“Get out of Angel City,” Demeter tells her in the silence. “Forget about your boy. There’s nothing left here for you. Go, and don’t look back.”
Sam doesn’t answer. She finishes her soup quietly, lets the woman inspect the wounds on her wrists and ankles, sees the stripes of damage done there by Sebastian. When Demeter leaves her alone again, she leans back against the pillows and thinks about the woman’s words.
It doesn’t end. It will never end.
She stares out the window. There is a brick wall there, but beyond it is a sliver of the city, and she can see that she is several floors up, overlooking a little street market. Clusters of people browse the goods, a father holding up his daughter so she can get a better look at the flowers, a young couple picking out apples and avocados. Sam watches and tries to feel the coming and going of their lives, souls blinking in and out of existence, so big and so fragile, filling living bodies so completely that no amount of nonliving material can match them.
She turns her attention to the window, notes the hinges, counts the number of floors. Then she closes her eyes. Darkness closes around her, but in this sun-drenched room, it has a reddish haze, warm and vigorous.
She thinks of Ari turning to her on that first day in the classroom and whispering hello, his large, somber eyes. She remembers the feeling of his finger tracing the symbol for gold against her hand.
I like you the way you are, Sam.
In the red-tinted darkness, she makes a promise.
I’m going to save you, Ari. And if I can’t, if they take us down, then I will pull every single one of them with us.



 
As to diseases, make a habit of two things—to help, or at least to do no harm.
Of the Epidemics by Hippocrates, around 410 BCE



  


Dr. Amerson
The sun has set and Sam is long gone by the time Dr. Erin Amerson steps out of her apartment and heads down to her car. It is a breezy night and, for a moment, the woman pauses at the bottom of her complex’s stairwell to savor a bit of wind.
She has done this since she was a little girl. On her parents’ balcony, she would close her eyes and stretch out her neck and let the wind tickle her, sense her soul stirring with delight at the feeling. She hadn’t known it at that age, but the feeling of her soul in her chest was a wondrous thing, big and bright, an energy that could barely be contained within her body. She cried easily and was sensitive to everything—the texture of different foods on her tongue (she was a picky eater), the feel of fabric sliding against her skin, the temperature of the air, the decibel of sounds, the intensity of light. Everything seemed like too much. She had an unusually powerful soul and it overwhelmed her senses, and sometimes she felt so alive that she wanted to shout, would explode into tantrums because she couldn’t bear it.
What had that been like, to have a soul intact? It is a distant memory. Her soul now is a beaten thing in her chest crusted with scar tissue, thick and blunt, dying if not dead. When she carves a fragment of it away for a transmutation, it doesn’t even hurt anymore. She didn’t shed a single tear when she came upon Sam lying there in the street, her young body broken, people stepping around her in disinterest, life ebbing away in the rain.
And yet Will had been right to alert her in secret about what would happen to Sam, because he had known that some soft corner of her would still stir for the dying girl.
You know what will happen to you, she told him. Should Diamond find out.
If you’ve ever hurt for me, Will had answered, you will save her.
Will had known what her answer would be. That, for him, she would do anything.
These days, when Amerson feels something, she responds to it. It won’t be long before her soul dies entirely, and then she’ll go with it. She has met senior alchemists near the end like this, their eyes dulled and flat, their smiles mechanical. They go about their business and continue transmuting, the brightness inside them dimmed from abuse. And one day, when they have finally used themselves up, she’ll hear about their funeral, will pay her respects. Alchemists, on average, live twenty years less than those with intact souls.
Amerson opens her eyes and keeps walking in the direction of her parked car. She has always been willing to pay the price of an early death in exchange for the gift of alchemy in her life. Diamond discovered her while she was still at Harvard Medical School, offered her more money than she could have ever dreamed of even as a surgeon. And the first transmutation she performed, when she saw a patient’s wound healing beneath her hands as if stitched back together by some divine power, the pain that bloomed in her, hot and alive … she has never forgotten the wonder of it.
In spite of everything, she still thinks alchemy is beautiful. Why, just look at what it has helped create. In her own lifetime, sand’s influence on the scientific community has aided in the advancement of cancer therapy and the Human Genome Project and the cloning of animals, the discovery of gravitational waves and liquid water on Mars and artificial intelligence. It has transformed society. So Diamond Taylor is not at fault for who Amerson became. She went willingly, became obsessed with alchemy, delights in its endless possibilities.
She admits she is a monster, of course, just as much as the rest of them. She healed Diamond’s little son over and over during his brutal childhood years, came to love that boy almost as her own, and yet she’d never had the moral strength to save him because she was so addicted to the beauty of performing alchemy. Over the years, she has accepted her waking nightmares, where sometimes she’ll just stop in the middle of the street, paralyzed by a sudden memory of young Will sobbing weakly in bed, tears streaking his face, the poor child begging no, no, of his raw screams as she performed yet another excruciating round of healing on his small, sand-ravaged body.
Is monstrosity what it takes to progress civilization? Why else was mankind given this capacity for unspeakable cruelty?
She reaches her car. The night has settled evenly. Tomorrow, she has been instructed to go to the estate instead of one of Diamond’s various hospitals throughout the city. Maybe the prisoner exchange tonight will end without further drama. Most likely, she will have injuries to tend.
She clicks her car’s keys. The car hums to life. She climbs into the front seat and shuts the door. And right as she does, she knows something is wrong.
Nothing is misplaced in her car; she just feels the tingling at the nape of her neck. Her eyes dart briefly from the windshield to the rearview mirror. There, she sees Sebastian’s dark, dull eyes.
“It’s a shame, Demeter,” he says.
Hades.
She has just enough time to know she’s going to die before Sebastian presses his hand against the back of her head. It is true, what they say about your life flashing before your eyes. She sees the girl craning her neck up to the breeze and the hall of her medical school. She sees Sam sitting up in her bed, drinking soup. She thinks to herself, this is a good final act.
Then she feels the chemicals in her brain change, transmuted into hydrochloric acid. The pain is all-consuming, reminds her of the very first time she’d performed alchemy. And even as her mouth opens in a silent scream, she experiences a twinge of freedom too. The ability to feel something. The stirring of what remains of her soul. Oh, what a sensation, to be alive enough to know you’re dying.
Then the pain cuts off. The world disappears. And at last, she feels nothing at all.



 
[…] EDWARD SINCLAIR swears under penalty of perjury that the facts expressed by him in this Search and Arrest Warrant and Affidavit, and in the attached and incorporated herein Statement of Probable Cause, are true and correct and that based upon his experience and expertise that he has probable cause to search for and arrest the person described below pursuant to Penal Code § 817 and § 1524(a)(6), and does believe that the person is now located at the location(s) set forth below. […]
Excerpt: Affidavit of Edward Sinclair for Search and Arrest Warrant of Diamond Taylor



  


Ari
In the next few hours, several things will happen at once, and all of them will someday determine the fate of Angel City. But Ari doesn’t know this yet. No one does.
After Sam failed to show last night, he’d been moved to a new location without explanation, and he doesn’t know what happened, whether they learned of Sam’s plans, whether Sam is alive, or whether he will ever see her again.
He has received no food or water since Sam last visited him. His stomach feels as if it has been hollowed out; his lips are cracked, cutting his tongue when he runs it across. He hasn’t taken sand in days, and the withdrawal makes his hands tremble, fogs his mind, and makes him feel sore and distracted, his usual charisma dulled.
Sam.
They must have figured out her plan. But how? Is she on the run now? Have they captured her? Is she alive? Is she alive? Is she alive? The questions whirl in his mind until he wants to scream. How could he have not been there for her, when she must have needed him? How can he be so helpless in here?
Through the blur of his vision, he sees the door open. Two of the guards step in. It’s time, he guesses. Lumines must have agreed to the exchange, and Grand Central is going to kill him before they can ever get him back. One of the men reaches him and pulls him roughly to his feet. Stars explode across his eyes, and the sudden lightheadedness makes him sway. A second guard comes to steady him. Ari closes his eyes and feels their hands on his arms, guiding him forward. His feet drag against the wood. How far will they have to walk? He isn’t sure he can hold himself up, but somehow they are beyond the door now and in a hallway, and then they are beyond that, stepping outside into a blazing sunset of an evening, and miraculously, he is still moving.
At last, he can see where he is. They are at the top of the Red City’s hill, standing in a round pathway that leads back to the Confession Rooms in one direction and a round building behind the property’s stone walls in the other. The smell of fresh earth and roses is heavy on the air, the climbing vines thick and impenetrable. He can see the cityscape clearly from here—especially tonight, everything tinted red with sunset, a never-ending stretch of metal and grid. Above it all loom the Winged Towers, red eyes blinking from their top floors.
At the center of the pathway he spots Diamond Taylor and Will, along with their polemist Sebastian and a dozen of their highly ranked crewmen. The other Lumines prisoners are already here too. Isla’s wrists are bound behind her back, her hands covered. The bandages around her gunshot wound are stained with patches of red. She doesn’t have her glasses, and he realizes she must still be suffering the side effects of her last sand dose, because she keeps furrowing her brows in pain, as if a migraine has flared to life. Her eyes have trouble focusing on her surroundings. At last, when he’s close enough, her gaze shifts to him. She looks pale, dark circles prominent under her half-blind eyes, but her expression is one that he knows well. She is looking for an opening. A fight.
Is Grand Central going to kill her too?
As they draw near and the other side of the circle comes into view, he sees Alexander Reed with Rudra, alongside Lumines crewmen and a line of Grand Central hostages. No one is moving or speaking, but the air is thick with tension, ready to be lit aflame.
Sam is nowhere to be seen.
His gaze darts about for her but finds nothing.
Sam, Sam. She isn’t here.
She should be standing to the left of Diamond. But she isn’t, which can only mean that his worst fear has come true. They’ve discovered her plot.
And finally, the terrible thought that he can’t bear hits him all at once.
Sam is dead. They have killed her.
She is gone.
She is gone, and everything is over.
Ari’s eyes well with sudden tears. He blinks them back, but under the waning light, he knows the shine in his eyes must be obvious. The stone in his chest sinks deeper. Sam, her wide eyes turning toward him in class, the surprised smile on her mouth, whispering Hi to him. Sam, standing in the silver moonlight, face turned up to his. Sam, leaning over him, pressing a butterfly’s kiss against his lips, each of them silently yearning for a future that will never be.
If Sam is gone, then nothing matters. Will the police still show up tonight, as Sam had arranged? Will he die? What difference will it make? What would he do with his life, anyway, without her in it?
When Ari reaches the circle, his guards position him next to Isla. Even though she can’t see well right now, she still turns slightly in his direction, as if checking to make sure he’s able to stand on his own.
Reed shakes his head at Ari’s unkempt hair, his wan, sweaty skin, the bags under his eyes.
“He looks like shit,” Reed says to Will.
“He’s alive,” Will says, then nods at their captive crewmen. “You want him or not?”
“Shakespeare first,” Reed says.
Diamond shakes her head. “No,” she says calmly. “Plato.”
Reed glares at her, his eyes swiveling shrewdly from her to Ari. At last, he nods at one of his men, and they prod the alchemist named Plato forward. She takes two steps.
Will nods his approval—not to Ari’s guards, but to Isla’s.
Isla hesitates, closing her eyes, and steps forward, following the shadows of her guards to Lumines’s side before turning back around. Rudra undoes her bonds, and she lowers her arms to her sides and flexes her fingers. On the other side, the freed alchemists look poised to move.
Everything feels like a nightmare, shimmering and unreal. Ari can already feel the wrongness of the exchange in the pit of his stomach. He can smell the blood in the air. He stares at the silhouette of the city on the horizon, mesmerized by the blinking red lights. He looks at Rudra and remembers the way the man pierced his neck with thorns. He sees Reed and remembers the photos of his family. He searches and searches for Sam and finds nothing, only darkness and empty air.
The devastation in his chest begins to give way. Slowly, surely. Gives way to anger.
Diamond nods for her second captive crewman. He steps stiffly forward and makes it to Grand Central’s side.
Ari is thinking of Sam. Sam, who is gone now. But before she kissed him, she painted in his mind a vision of what could be. A path forward, instead of one stuck in an endless maze. A world where they can walk down a street together and talk about each other’s lives. Where they can sit together in a café and laugh until their stomachs hurt. Where they can sit under the stars at the beach and point out the constellations.
Ari glances toward the trees. Something caught his eye. A flicker, as if from a flashlight.
“Last one,” Rudra says with a nod, sending the final Grand Central captive across the line.
All eyes are on Ari now. He waits for Will to nod in his direction.
But Will stays silent and still.
Diamond lifts her chin. Ari tenses, knowing his end is about to come.
Then she nods at her men. They lift their guns and point them directly across the line, right at the Lumines captives they had just freed. They fire.
The first captive rocks violently backward. He collapses immediately, his brains sprayed across the ground in a bloody cone.
Isla moves faster—she jerks to the right, barely managing to dodge the hit.
Rudra lets out a snarl and pulls out his own weapons. Will lunges forward.
A third gun points to Ari.
He braces himself.
More gunfire splits the air—
—he flinches, expecting the fiery pain of a bullet in his chest—
But the shot doesn’t come from the gun pointed at him.
His gaze jerks to the side door right as it rockets open with a bang.
Suddenly, armed men in black gear are flooding into the space, rifles raised, eyes hidden behind visors.
There are shouts everywhere. Bright, searing lights.
“Hands in the air! Hands in the air!”
Ari squints and doesn’t know where he is for a moment. The other crewmen whirl around to face the police streaming in.
In the dancing light, Ari catches a glimpse of Diamond’s face. And for the first time he can remember, she looks surprised.
Shots ring out in the night. Ari glances over his shoulder. He sees more police flooding into the estate from the other side of the compound—Grand Central has scattered into position and he can see sparks from their guns in the darkness.
When he turns back around, Diamond and Will are nowhere to be seen.
Ari fixates on the open door. As he does, he catches sight of Reed right behind him.
He doesn’t even have time to shout. One second, Reed is standing there—the next, the man’s head rocks backward, blood spraying, body collapsing. Ari ducks to the ground, heart pounding furiously. Reed’s splayed on the grass, unmoving, dead. Ari looks over his shoulder, expecting to see the police—but it isn’t an officer who fired the fatal shot.
It’s Rudra, eyes dark and wild, an expression of grim satisfaction on his face.
He exchanges a brief look with Ari. And for a moment, Ari thinks he can see a hint of understanding on the man’s face—as if, once upon a time, perhaps Rudra had lost just as much as Ari had, that perhaps he had sacrificed as deeply.
Then the moment’s gone, and Rudra turns, melting into the night, shouting for the others to get out. One of Lumines’s men hits an officer in the neck with a bullet—the man snaps back and collapses to the ground. Another crewman—Ari can’t even tell which syndicate, in this chaos—lunges at another officer and the man screams, shaking, as the alchemist transmutes his helmet into his skin until the two are fused.
There is gunfire everywhere. Ari turns toward the gate in the distance. The police are closing in now—this is the end.
He’s about to sprint when a figure darts before him and yanks him into the bushes.
That’s when he hears her voice.
“We can’t go this way. Follow me.”
It’s Sam.
It’s Sam.
They lock eyes for a moment and Ari thinks he’s dreaming. She’s been hurt—her cheeks look bruised from a beating, and there are bandages around her wrists that are stained crimson with blood.
But she is alive.
By sheer will or wit or madness, she has somehow survived.
“Follow me,” she says, and grabs his hand.
Everywhere they look, there is fire and blood and the sound of rage. There is no winning this—they can clearly see the ring of police closing in, their ranks thickening.
Ari and Sam make their way along the wall until they come through a thicket of bushes farther down the hill, where a complex of buildings comes into view.
“This is the Observatory,” Sam tells him breathlessly. “Where the alchemists train. Under the floors is a tunnel. Every building has one.”
“Where does it lead?” he asks.
“Out to the back street,” she replies. “It’s the alley that runs behind the estate.”
He nods, taking her hand in his. She winces, but clutches him tightly. They don’t have much time left.
Behind them, the battle rages on. They disappear into the thickets of ivy blanketing the complex’s gates, then make their way through a building and out into a courtyard. For a moment, Ari slows down and takes in the space. Evening lights illuminate the base of the oak trees, and in the center of the courtyard, he sees a vast mosaic of tiles, each a different element.
In the shadows near the edge of the courtyard, Sam bends down and searches for a specific stone tile. There, she presses her hand against it—and transmutes the slab of concrete into a smooth slab of brass, her hand on the knob that opens it. When she pulls up, it reveals not solid ground but a tunnel yawning down into blackness.
She pushes herself to her feet and looks at Ari. But Ari is no longer looking at her. He’s staring at a shape that has materialized behind her out of the shadows of the oaks, his figure turned directly toward them.
It is Will.



 
[…] but certain emotions remain a curiosity in the field of bioalchemy. Love, for instance. One can transmute all the oxytocin and serotonin a body can stand, wreak so much joy on a person as to make them delirious—and yet, one cannot transmute love reliably into another. Alchemy cannot create nor destroy love. Alchemy cannot force love to bend to its will. Love, for better or worse, is its own mysterious force.
“Paradoxes in Bioalchemy Pathways”
by Kepler, Oct. 17, 1946



  


Sam
Sam sees the expression change on Ari’s face. It’s how she knows. She whirls around in time to see Will emerge like a phantom from the shadows—and in her chest, she feels the last vestiges of her strength gathering for a final onslaught.
To a casual observer, Will looks calm. But Sam recognizes the violence there, in the set of his jaw and the flat darkness of his eyes. He bends down, sweeps his hand against the tiles, and pulls a gun out of the ground. In the same move, he points it straight at Ari.
Sam lunges at him, desperate to close the distance between them so the gun is no longer an advantage. Her hand closes around its muzzle, transmuting it shut.
But her recent wounds have weakened her. She can’t move fast enough. Before she can pull away, Will has seized a fistful of her hair. Sam feels herself pulled so viciously forward that she loses her footing and falls against him. She grabs his shirt, transmuting the nitrogen in the cotton to a nitric acid—it reacts violently with the fabric’s carbon, catching fire, but he is ahead of her again, his elemental skills stronger than hers, snuffing it out before she can even coax it to life. He seizes the injured part of her wrist and she screams as ice laces across the back of her hand, blackening into frostbite.
Suddenly she feels his grip on her loosen. For a second she’s free, and the absence makes her lose her balance. She falls to the ground, her hand still tingling from the intense cold.
When she looks up she sees Ari standing in front of her, shielding her. His eyes are narrowed and focused on Will.
“Careful,” Will says. “You’re on my turf now.”
“I’m adaptable,” Ari replies.
Sam crouches in place, breathing heavily, as Ari steps into the center of the courtyard, his figure dappled in moonlight and shadow, eyes grave and gleaming. Will circles with him, moving steadily. The heels of his boots click against the tiles.
“Reed’s favorite alchemist,” Will says as they go. “You could have gotten everything you wanted, had you cooperated with us.”
“You don’t know much about what I want,” Ari answers. Sam sees his feet tap the tiles carefully as he moves, as if he’s sensing the elements under his boots.
“I know more than you think. In the end, we all want the same things.”
“Money?” Ari asks. His foot shifts again.
“Freedom,” Will answers. “Money and power are just the paths to get there.”
“And do you feel free?” Ari says.
As an answer, Will kneels and brushes his hand against a tile close to his boot.
A wall of steel—thin, sharp as a blade—slices up from the stony ground and rushes toward Ari in a wave. It leaves a large crack in its wake.
Ari sidesteps it nimbly, skids to a crouch, runs his hand against the tiles. Sam sees where he touches his fingers, her memory calling up the order of the tiles. He’s mixing an explosive.
Sodium|Potassium|Water
He flattens his palm against the tiles, calls upon the metals and the air, and then flings his hand at Will.
A fireball sears the night—Sam squints at the blinding flash of light. Will throws his arms up protectively around his head as sparks shower the courtyard ground—simultaneously, a shield of stone rises up before him, leaving a groove in the floor.
But Ari is already on the move. He reaches Will through the shroud of smoke left by the explosion and presses his hand against the stone. The entire structure changes into glass and shatters, fragments flying in every direction.
None of it touches Will. He has two blades in his hand, one steel and one of glass combined from some of the flying shards—now he strikes out at Ari, once, twice, cutting him on his upper arm before he can dart back fast enough.
Sam struggles to her feet and heads deeper into the courtyard, careful to stay in the shadows.
In the circle, Ari jumps backward, arching away from the blades. Will drops to one knee and flattens his hand against the floor. A stream of black tar slices across the courtyard floor and under Ari’s feet. He sinks into the thick liquid.
Immediately, Ari reaches down to touch the tar, changing it into water, but before he can finish, Will is on him, hand reaching for his throat. If he grabs Ari with his hands, he could kill Ari on the spot. Ari is forced to pause in his transmutation of the tar into water—he falls backward onto the tiles, one leg still trapped in the tar. His arm comes up, creating a thin stone barrier between himself and Will at the last second.
Will crushes the stone into powder. But before he can seize Ari’s throat, Ari’s hand darts out and presses against the side of his face.
Something burns—there’s an acrid smell, and Will jerks away with a snarl, a burning red mark on his cheek.
Ari’s hand too has been burned. As Will stumbles off him for a second, Ari sits upright and frees his leg from the tar, transforming the last of it into water.
The two crouch across from each other, then rise to their feet and circle each other again.
Sam’s vision is beginning to blur. She makes her way deeper into the shadows as Will turns his back to her, his focus on Ari. Ari’s arm is dripping with blood now, dotting the courtyard in a semicircle as he goes, the drops black in the night.
“You’re wasting your time,” Will calls to him. “Where do you think you’ll go, even if you escape?” He nods toward the dark shaft that Sam opened up.
Ari doesn’t answer him. He’s concentrating on Will’s steps.
Will laughs at his silence. “You don’t know,” he says. “You think you can just get out of here and find some new life. You think you’re not bound to this, like me.”
“You don’t have to be bound to this,” Ari says to him.
“I am who I am.”
And this time, Sam catches a hint of grief in his voice, that softness she once heard when they lay together in his bed.
Her gaze shifts to the ground right behind Will. There, she sees a familiar element, its tile glinting once in the moonlight.
Gold.
Ari’s finger tracing the circle on her hand, then the dot in the center.
She doesn’t have much strength—she can’t spend much energy on a long transmutation. But this, she can do.
It means perfection. It means, I like you the way you are, Sam.
She lunges for it right as Will turns to look at her over his shoulder. Her hand stretches out for the gold.
Will grabs her wrist before she can reach it. He trips her and flips her to the ground, then pins her throat under his knee. Sam’s eyes widen. Her body fights weakly to push him off.
Will turns his gaze down at her. In the night, his eyes are dark and glittering.
Ari darts forward. He touches a tile and a spear of silver appears in his hand. But he’s too far away.
The edges of Sam’s vision are turning black. Why isn’t Will killing her? He’s close enough. With the last of her strength, she flattens her palm against the ground. Feels cool metal against her fingertips. She calls on her soul, lets out a wrenching cry at the pain that rips through her at the transmutation, her body giving it all she has left.
Will suddenly stops moving. His eyes widen, his lips part.
He looks down to see a golden, needle-thin spike piercing straight through his chest from front to back, impaling him on the gleaming metal. Sam’s hand is in midair, trembling slightly, the gold tile beside her empty.
Will tries to grab her face with his hand, to transmute something, anything—but the wound makes him falter.
A second later, Ari is there, shoving Will off her and pinning him to the ground. Will tries to rise. His hands are wrapped around the spike, still trying to transmute it into something else, trying to pull it from his body. But he can barely grip it now, and Sam did what Sebastian once taught her—she fused his flesh right into the gold, so that it is part of his body, impossible to pull out.
Sam stares at him and feels a tide of something terrible in her chest.
There is an indescribable grief in his eyes. She sees a man who once showed her what was possible in this world, who once laughed with her in bed and gave her a glimpse of his heart, who had suffered his own darkness and betrayal. But it doesn’t matter, because the boy has drowned behind the man who killed her mother, who hurt her so badly, who left her to die on the street, invisible and unmourned.
No, not entirely unmourned. There had been sorrow in his eyes in that moment. And suddenly Sam realizes that Will hadn’t killed her just now because he was not the one who’d wanted her dead.
Know that I loved you.
Who alerted Demeter to her location, when she was dying on the street?
Will tries to say something to her, shudders, and blood drips from his mouth.
“Sam.” It’s Ari’s voice, clear and true. It cuts through the fog in her mind, and she looks up at him, struggling to focus. She feels so weak now.
“Sam, we have to go,” Ari says. He’s touching her arm, pulling her up to her feet and toward the yawning tunnel.
Off in the distance, she can hear the approach of voices and radios, officers talking to one another as their lights cut through the darkness.
She turns to stare down the shaft. This is her chance to leave it all behind. Grand Central, Lumines—she could forget about her deal with Edward and leave with Ari and they could find their way out of here, go somewhere else in the world. Maybe they can have the freedom that Will claimed they all want.
Sam stares down into the shaft, and in its darkness, she conjures up the video footage of her mother’s final moments, she remembers the last time she ever heard her mother’s voice.
She can’t leave. She can’t do it. Not while Grand Central goes on. Not while the syndicates are still here.
The police are close now. Any minute, the first of them will burst through the complex’s doors and out here into the courtyard.
Sam touches Ari’s hand. “Go,” she whispers.
He narrows his eyes, sensing a change in her thoughts. “We go together.”
“The police need me.” Sam nods at him. “I’m their key witness. They’ve offered me immunity. But they’re not going to give that to you.”
His jaw tightens. “I don’t care.”
“I do.” Sam’s desperation is rising. “If we’re going to have a chance together, you need to go now. Or they’ll catch you.”
“Sam, please.”
She seizes his arm. “Ari, I was never meant to go with you.”
Ari stays where he is, torn, his heart breaking, his eyes locked on her, not believing her. It is all Sam can do to not weep before him. She clenches her jaw and lets anger rescue her from her grief.
The voices are too close now. Louder, Sam snaps, “Go!”
Ari releases her, tears his eyes away, and jumps into the shaft. He vanishes into the darkness. Sam replaces the door over him, transmuting it back into smooth stone, so that the police won’t be able to tell where the ground below changes into a tunnel.
She is still crouched there when the first police emerge into the courtyard, their boots echoing against the tiles. When one of them addresses her, Sam is already raising her arms.
“Hands up, Miss Lang,” the officer says to her. It’s strange, hearing them say her name, acknowledging her presence here. Overhead, a helicopter roars.
Sam keeps her arms up and says nothing. She pictures Ari, disappearing into the darkness. In some other universe, she is with him, both having taken the chance to escape, both of them with a shot at a future. She tries to imagine it as the police force her arms behind her back. She feels the world tilt around her. Now she is on the ground, her cheek pressed against the pavement, her side throbbing. Now she is spent. Now her strength is truly waning.
As they cuff her, she finds herself admiring the glow of their flashlights against the cement. It flickers back and forth, like the way the puddles around her old apartment complex would quiver with raindrops. The clip of boots around her reminds her of how she used to head up and down her old apartment complex’s steps. She sees dandelions growing from a crack in the tiles, beautiful and alive, their buttery yellow heads tilted up to the night sky, waiting patiently for the morning sun. It’s been a long time since she’s noticed them.
Somewhere in the distance, an officer is reading out her rights. Behind her, she can hear someone say Diamond’s name.
Sam closes her eyes.
In another world, she is at Ari’s side, and they are free.



 
Is it a betrayal, the pursuit of perfection? To leave your past self behind for the dream of a better life, for what you think you deserve? Can you bear the weight of wasted potential, if you never try? And if you try but never arrive, is the betrayal worth it?
Excerpt from the Journals of Diamond Taylor



  


Diamond
At near midnight, in the easternmost cell of the South Bay Penitentiary, Diamond recalls a memory of Will when he was still small.
Too small, she’d thought—small enough that, for a time, she had to buy baby clothes two sizes smaller than his age. Every morning before her graduate school classes she wrote down his height and weight in a notebook as if she were analyzing a farm animal. Then she would graph it and compare him to a chart of boys’ averages from around the world. Even then, he had been a serious child. Diamond had taken him to the pediatrician when he was eight months old, asking why he still hadn’t laughed yet.
Some children just take longer, the doctor had reassured her. Don’t worry.
But it was a milestone all the same, and being unable to check it off, Diamond felt it stick in her side like a forgotten pin on a tailored dress. She tried everything; she danced; she brought in entertainers; she showed Will funny cartoons.
And he would give her his little smile. Proper, even as a baby.
Then one afternoon she was working on a market research study while Will sat in his pen beside her desk. She was tense that day, the frustration in her chest high behind a dam. That afternoon, a cat had jumped down onto the sill of her open window and knocked over a flowerpot there, sending it crashing to the floor.
Diamond, so caught up in her work, had jumped at the commotion. The cat startled and darted back outside. She must have made a funny sound in her throat, even though she doesn’t remember it. But it doesn’t matter. What did matter was that she heard a tiny giggle emerge from the pen.
Her head whipped over, and sure enough, there was Will, her serious Will, laughing at her expression, his eyes bright and lit up with mirth.
She closes her eyes in the cell and thinks of that laugh. He started growing rapidly after that, and the graph she made of his size shifted, the curve soaring steeper, her marveling at his lengthening body and limbs. He was so strong. So perfect.
He could bear it, the sand.
For a while, she had her doubts about trying the philosopher’s stone on Will, and the first time, Will reacted so violently to it that Diamond thought she’d lost him. She had cried, had asked Peter if it was worth it. But Peter had been the one to push it, could tell that his son’s soul was resilient enough for the challenge. He had such a vision for what they could create, and Diamond had so many plans for what they could do with such a creation. Their ambition had bound them together in love. The potential reward for success was so great. Think of the life they could give Will, should they succeed in creating sand. He wouldn’t have to be a dirt-poor child waiting by the porch for her father to come home, wouldn’t have to decide between hiding or smiling based on her father’s mood. He wouldn’t have to wear shoes so worn down that pebbles came in through the cracking soles. He wouldn’t have to survive by being so nice to everyone, flattening oneself just to be accepted by others, hoping silently that they would let him into their circles. He wouldn’t have to struggle to fit into high society. He wouldn’t have to make it. He could grow up having already arrived. He could be the one to bend others. He would want for nothing. He would be the heir to an empire.
So on they went, batch after batch. Here you go, baby, she would say as she tucked the medicine in his mouth. Okay, Mama, he would answer obediently as he swallowed it. She would hold back her emotions and record everything, would encourage Will to keep going when he could hardly bear it any longer.
And hadn’t he come out of it? Hadn’t they found their way to the top of the world?
Diamond looks away from the cell door. Her body is so weak now; there is pain in her all the time. She has lived with it for so long, managed to get by year after year with Amerson’s help, and yet, at the end of it, the old woman had turned on her. Everyone turns on her, even after all she’s done. She supposes it doesn’t matter now. Death has waited so patiently, during all these extra years that she shouldn’t have had, but in the end, he always wins.
And maybe she will too. Maybe he’ll take her now, after the arrest and before the trials begin, so she won’t be forced to sit in some goddamn court before the world, won’t let anyone dare to judge her.
Because hasn’t she lived a meaningful life? Wasn’t she destined for greatness? Why else would her birth mother have named her Diamond? Didn’t she give this world the chance to see what it could be, the opportunity for perfection, the realization it can be achieved? What did anyone give her when she was little? Didn’t she earn everything?
She hasn’t heard a word about Will yet.
She doesn’t know if he survived the raid.
Her thoughts drift to Sam. Perhaps she didn’t love Sam, but she cared for the girl in her own way. Once upon a time, perhaps she even imagined Sam in her place someday, when she was gone, at Will’s side and helping to grow this empire that she had created. There is a fire in that girl that reminds her so much of herself, that desperate need to be seen, that desire to be better, greater, more.
Diamond’s chest is hurting now, but she remains silent and still, refuses to call for the guards. A life spent growing in the dirt, then sitting on the most exclusive university quad in the world, under grapevines from the hill of her estate, watching the city below. She sees it play out as if flipping through pages of a book, this extraordinary life. After everything, this is where she ends now, in a windowless, one-hundred-square-foot room.
Fine, then. Let it be this way. She knows her own worth. She closes her eyes, leans her head against the wall, and thinks of Peter. God, she still misses him. They were supposed to rise up in the world together. She dwells on him long enough that, after a while, she thinks she sees him standing in the corner, leaning against the door, waiting patiently for her. Forever handsome.
Peter, she says, but her voice doesn’t come out.
Are you finally coming? he asks.
She holds a hand out to him, and she thinks he takes it.
Diamond, the world has changed us.
Peter, we’ve changed the world.



 
I am a composer, and born to become a Kapellmeister, and I neither can nor ought thus to bury the talent for composition with which God has so richly endowed me. […]
Letter from Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart to his father Leopold Mozart, translated from German, February 1778



  


Sam
Several weeks after Diamond Taylor’s death in her prison cell, when Sam is released at last from questioning, a visitor is waiting for her right outside the police headquarters’ gates.
At first, she thinks it might be another reporter. Edward managed to keep them from her for a long while, but they still clustered daily outside the courthouse with their cameras and mikes and recorders, shouting questions at her in the hopes of a soundbite. What does she know about Grand Central? How does she feel about Diamond Taylor? How many others at the corporation are responsible? Does she believe its holdings need to be split up? Will she speak on the next shareholders call? Where is she going to go now?
But Diamond’s dead now, the trial over before it ever began. The evidence Edward has against the woman was enough to indict her and Will for some of the unsolved murders in the city, for using her company for illegal purposes. Enough to put the mayor behind bars, awaiting his own trial. But the city notably goes light on Lumines for their role in the murders. Doherty, the city’s new mayor, is in Lumines’s back pocket, after all.
I can protect you, Edward had told her in a private interrogation room. She can still recall the glint of his glasses under the fluorescent lights, the way he laced his fingers together against the table dividing them. I can protect you for now, but you have to understand, Sam, what we’re going to ask for in return.
I know, Sam replied.
Everyone is going to be watching you.
She smiled at him. You’ll be surprised how quickly they forget me.
I’m just saying. He leaned back in his chair. Infiltrating an organized group is a dangerous game. Can you do this?
She shrugged. Do you have anyone else who can?
Edward sighed, bowed his head. There was an earnestness about him that softened her heart, and she found herself touched by his genuine concern over her safety. He earned himself some celebrity at the department for the arrests, suddenly became their wunderkind. But with that came a new target on his back, a new awareness of him from the other syndicates.
I’m just saying, he repeated to her. Be careful out there.
She felt sorry for him then, a little, and hoped he’d be careful too. He had no idea what he was getting himself into, how much he didn’t know.
But aloud, she just said, Is that all?
That’s all. He nodded quietly at her. You’re free to go, Miss Lang.
And she left without looking back, their secret partnership buried in her heart.
Now, as she slows in her steps outside the gates, she takes stock of the person who has come to pick her up.
It’s Sebastian, as well-dressed as ever.
At her surprise, he gives her his unsettling smile. “Mozart,” he says, pulling open the car’s passenger door for her. “You haven’t been sleeping. Sand withdrawal will do that to you.”
“And you’re still alive,” she remarks.
He laughs at her remark and holds out his palm to her. There, she sees two beautiful, shimmering white pills. “Care to join me? You need a ride, and I have a proposition for you.”

Half an hour later, they find themselves on the east side of the city, seated at a private table in one of the Huntington Gardens’ lush courtyards, a display of afternoon tea between them. Aside from a nearby booth occupied by their guards, no one else is here. Sam stares out at the grounds and savors the feeling of sand back in her body, heightening her senses and bringing her the calm and focus that she hasn’t had for weeks. The world feels detached, unreal. Hours earlier, she’d been inside an interrogation room with four concrete walls and a single chair. Now she’s here, on an elegant white terrace, overlooking an expanse of roses that fill the air with the smell of late spring, sitting across from a man who, weeks earlier, had nearly killed her.
“They never found Will’s body, you know,” Sebastian tells her as he helps himself to the array of artful sandwiches and glossy desserts.
Sam just stares down at her wrists, at the wounds that Sebastian had inflicted there. The synthetic grafts that Demeter had woven to replace her lost skin have healed by now, tattooed over her flesh as twin black bands encircling her wrists. Her heart tugs back and forth between fear and grief at the memory of Will, his stricken eyes turned down at the golden needle she’d stabbed through his heart. So. He is still alive. And how does she feel about it? She’s not sure, and her confusion leaves her uneasy. Her gaze goes up to scan the grounds, as if searching for Will there, wandering among the roses, his eyes perpetually fixed on her.
At last she says, “Maybe they didn’t look hard enough.”
Sebastian’s watching her, gauging her reaction. “Word is that he might have left the country, at least for now. No idea what plans he might have, or if he’s in good health.” He shrugs. “He’s probably heard about his mother’s death. Very sad.”
Sam tries to imagine what Will is thinking right now. He might walk out of the shadows and reclaim his position. He might seek revenge. Or perhaps he will just disappear forever, severed at last from the legacy of his family. Maybe he never wanted to be here.
“I’m not sure this is relevant to me anymore,” she says.
“Well, that depends. What are your plans, now that you’re free?”
I wish I could find Ari.
The words have been spinning in her mind every day since the raid, sustaining her through long hours of interrogation and withdrawal from lack of sand, until her feverish thoughts couldn’t separate her dreams from her reality. She would shiver in her sleep, always imagining Ari coming to her with his hands in the pockets of his suit, his eyes warm, a small smile on his face.
Sam, he would say, here you are.
She would wake up alone, his name a whisper still on her lips. She didn’t know whether he was alive or whether he’d safely left the city. She didn’t even know if he was still in the country. Wasn’t that why she wanted to save him, knowing that it might mean letting him go forever? Shouldn’t she want this? But the thought of him no longer being nearby, that she would now go on alone, that she would plunge back into the long silence between them that had happened after they’d graduated, was so painful that she would curl back up in bed, pull the blanket over her head, and sink into the darkness again so that she could visit him in her dreams.
Ari, I still need you.
Now she sips her champagne in silence and looks out at the roses.
“I don’t know,” she replies at last.
Sebastian pops a sandwich in his mouth, then hands her a folder open to a contract. “Well,” he says, “here’s one idea for you.”
Sam finds herself looking down at a paper embossed with Belle Epoque’s crest.
“Eleanor Mien has reached out,” Sebastian says. “Now that Angel City has a new mayor who is indebted to Lumines, she is keen to fill the power vacuum left by Diamond and Will.”
Eleanor Mien. One head cut off, another head in its place. On and on it goes. Sam stares at Sebastian from over her untouched sandwiches, at this world that never changes.
“Belle Epoque knows Grand Central is deeply damaged,” he continues. “We’re bleeding valuation by the day and could use some help. So the Miens are pitching for a majority stake. Belle Epoque has come to dominate the British and European markets, and Eleanor has been following your story with interest. She’s made an offer for you: join her and Hanya in the running of what’s left of Grand Central, and they’ll give you a generous compensation package along with a hefty share of the business. Partial owner, and their right hand. Should you agree, they’ll expect you at Belle Epoque’s office in Londinium, where you’ll take up residence for part of the year.”
He taps the paper as he speaks, pointing out the line in the contract about payment. The signing bonus is ten million dollars. Sam stares at it and feels nothing in her heart. Earning money seems like the easiest thing in the world. No matter how much she gets, more just keeps coming.
“Why doesn’t she promote one of her own?” Sam asks. “What about Hanya?”
“They both think it makes sense to keep a Grand Central insider on board, someone familiar with the operations and team, who can keep things running efficiently. All in deference to the Miens, of course. The board will need to vote on it, and you’ll have others to answer to.” He nods at her. “But it’s a good offer, Mozart.”
A faint breeze caresses Sam and brings with it the perfume of jasmine and lavender. “And who’s running Lumines?”
“Rudra. It was always meant to be his, anyway, before this business with Shakespeare.”
“What about all our labs, the factories? The Winged Towers? Do we retain ownership?”
“The government is in talks to break us up. A new bill is being hawked in Congress to officially ban sand production and usage. But my guess is that it’s all for show, and ultimately won’t pass. Too many congressmen in syndicate pockets. With Mien’s help, I suspect we’ll keep enough of our operations intact to be profitable again in a few years.”
Sam listens in weary silence. Profitable again, in a few years. Diamond and Will are only a small part of a larger engine, and that engine will continue so long as enough cogs remain in place. With the right leadership, Grand Central will simply rise again, and the other syndicates will continue on with their business, and the entire show will go on. There are simply too many alchemists in the world, too many people taking sand. She would be naïve to think she could stop something that has already revolutionized the world many times over.
Changing something into something more desirable.
But has sand made the world a better place? Or just a different one?
Sam closes her eyes and imagines a multitude of alternate realities: all the different paths that she could take. What her life could be if she just turned this down and walked away. Told Edward she didn’t want to do this after all. Struck out to find Ari. Ran away with him and left the syndicates and their greed to fester on their own.
But that’s impossible, of course. So long as the syndicates stand, they will always own a part of her. Look here at Belle Epoque, reaching out to her from the other side of the world, coaxing her back in. No matter how far she runs, they will still be here, with all their cogs and wheels, churning and churning. If she leaves, she will just find her way back, over and over.
Unless she stays. It is her deal with Edward, after all. She remains in the circle. Moves her way up. Perhaps this is the only way, taking something down from within. Entangle her fist deep enough in the web, and she might be able to rip it out with one twist. It only works if they see her as one of them. If she belongs.
Belongs. The word sends an involuntary thrill through her, and she blinks, surprised by the sudden memory of Ari’s words that emerges, preserved in the amber of her mind.
Do you ever feel like you don’t belong here?
Once upon a time, she had dreamt of taking Diamond’s place in order to create something beautiful, that what the syndicates could offer the world was to make people better. Bring them closer to perfection. What now? What is her dream?
She’s staying because she’s working with Edward to bring them down. But there is also a part that Edward doesn’t know—she’s also staying because she wants to stay.
“If I accept this deal,” she says, “will you work for me?”
“Listen to you, little Mozart,” Sebastian murmurs, his hand drumming idly against the table. “I remember when you were still too afraid to use a fucking gun.”
“How can I trust you?”
“Trust my lack of emotional investment,” he replies. His eyes are flat and soulless. “Nothing is ever personal to me. I follow the deal.” He smiles darkly. “And if yours is the best one, you will have my loyalty.”
She stares at him and knows he’s telling the truth. Decades earlier, it had been Diamond seated across from him, offering him a new life in exchange for that life being dedicated to her. Sam watches him consider this new offer and wonders if he’ll really do the same. Would he bow his head to her? Would she be able to keep him on a leash? Would she be able to hold her own, in this world of alchemy?
She nods. “I’ll sign it,” she says.
He looks at her with his lips pressed together, as if mildly surprised by her answer. “Out of curiosity, why would you want to come back?” he says. “I thought you wanted out.”
Because, she thinks, there is only one way to destroy a system, and it is at its helm. It is from the inside.
But there is something else.
Something not logical, that she doesn’t want to admit. It is the thrill that just rose in her at the thought of belonging. It is the part of her that has grown up in this world, daring to think of how alchemists can fit into a new era. Her knowledge, her skills. The luxuries that have accumulated in her life, big and small. It is the part of her that she’d recognized as a child, the need for something greater, the ambition for more. The inability to just give up on all she’s sacrificed. It is the memory of those moments when she could imagine herself in Diamond’s position and envision what she could do, if given the chance. It is the desire to be part of something.
It is the gnawing fear that, without alchemy, she’s nothing.
If Sam could see herself as she now stares back at Sebastian, she would see a set of eyes that look older than the youthful face they inhabit, the sight of a soul being chipped away.
“Because,” she says, “I belong here.”
Sebastian smiles thinly at her words, then raises his glass of champagne to her.
“That you do,” he answers.



  
 
Gotham, New York



 
You are an alchemist;
make gold of that.
Timon of Athens by William Shakespeare, 1606



  


Ari
It is a warm, pleasant evening, the kind of night where the bright young things of Gotham head to the rooftops, where they indulge in Manhattans and martinis under the illumination of fairy lights and marvel at the expanse of skyscrapers that stretch to the horizon in every direction.
Tonight, at one such bar, a pair of ladies are whispering to each other about the young man standing alone by the ledge, dressed to perfection in a sapphire suit and sleek oxfords, his back turned to the crowds and his attention fixed instead on the glittering façade of the Empire State Building. One of the women dares the other to go talk to him. Her eyes linger on the young man’s lush dark locks, the chiseled profile of his face. He has a bandaged hand. How had he injured it? Had he gotten into a fight? She wants to know more. The other woman refuses, giggling, too shy to do it.
Ari ignores their attention as he sips his drink. The air here is unlike Angel City’s. He can feel the difference in its salt particles and ocean vapor, the subtle brine of it mixed with smoke and perfume molecules, the pollen of cedars and pines instead of willows and eucalyptus. Here, it is more difficult for him to sense the call of a world on the other side of the Pacific, somewhere he had once belonged.
“Sorry I’m late. Alchemy can’t fix the traffic.”
Ari turns to see Isla standing beside him, one hand holding a martini and the other tucked in the pocket of her green minidress. She doesn’t look at him, so he returns to admiring the view.
“Where’s Prometheus tonight?” Ari asks.
“Still in talks with Neuewelt. They’re playing hardball, but they know it’s a fair deal.”
“Where does he think you are right now?”
Isla shrugs. “Doesn’t really matter, as long as he doesn’t think I’m here with you.”
“I didn’t think you’d come.”
She tilts her head thoughtfully. “And yet, here you are.”
Ari smiles a little, even though he still doesn’t look her way. “I missed you.”
“Getting sentimental on me now? You must’ve had a rough few weeks.” But he can hear the affection in her voice. “I found out what you asked for. Reed’s guy in Gujarat is no longer keeping tabs on your family. Rudra would still prefer you dead, but he thinks you’ve left the country, and he has little interest in wasting manpower on threatening your family.”
Ari’s chest feels like it might collapse in relief. His family is finally free of Lumines. From the depths of his memories comes the image of the first time he ever met Rudra, sitting under the fans of that open-air café in Surat, his laugh loud and clear. Then he thinks of the night when the man attacked him, eyes bloodshot and lips curled into a snarl.
We should trust each other, he had said. You and I.
And somehow, Ari has to wonder if Rudra spared his family because, in spite of everything, they still share some common ground, understand each other in a way the others don’t.
“Thank you,” Ari tells Isla. “For telling me.”
She smiles into her drink, and for a while, they say nothing.
“So,” she ventures at last.
“So?”
“Are you going back to Surat?”
She’s looking at him now, and when he turns to her, he notices that there is a slight cloudiness to her once-clear blue irises, that even with her glasses on, she has some trouble focusing on him. His heart twists for her. Every year, the side effects of her heavy sand use grow stronger. So it will go with all alchemists.
With him too.
He takes a sip of his drink. “No,” he replies.
She lifts an eyebrow at him. “Ari. Look at your suit. No fox pin now. No pin of any kind. You’re free, Ari, you could take a flight out of here tonight and head back overseas to find your family. Haven’t you been talking about this since you were a kid?”
He’s too ashamed for a moment to answer. She’s right, of course. And he had, once. Everything he’d done since he was a child was in deference to that world and the people there that he loved. He had performed his duty; his family was well.
But now, after all these long years, the people in Surat that he loved have become strangers in photographs. He imagines himself walking up to a hazy memory of his mother and father, his sister and brother, and feeling nothing but a polite shyness, a dread at the awkwardness that is sure to follow. Of them stiffly greeting an unfamiliar young man, of having nothing to say. He would be trying to fit in where he no longer belongs.
He gives her a soft, sad smile. “I can’t even speak Gujarati anymore.”
Isla respects the loss in his words, lets them linger on the air for a moment. Then she says, “What about Sam?”
Ari finds it interesting that Isla uses Sam’s real name instead of her attribution, because she knows that the girl Ari loves is Sam, not Mozart.
At his pause, Isla continues, “I heard the news about Belle Epoque. Sam’s made her choice. But her reasons to stay don’t have to be yours.”
“Well,” Ari says, “why do you stay?”
When he looks at her, he sees her staring out at the city with a faraway smile at the edges of her lips. He realizes she has never spoken about her past, where she comes from and how she was recruited, who she was before Lumines, why she joined. Maybe he’ll never know.
“You shouldn’t be in Gotham for long,” Isla says at last. “Rudra’s left your family alone, but that doesn’t guarantee he’ll want to play nice if he finds you here.”
“I’m leaving tomorrow,” Ari replies.
“Good. Take care of yourself.”
“You’re always worried about me.”
Isla draws nearer to him and touches his arm. “I mean it.”
He leans down to kiss her on the cheek. “You talk like I’m never going to see you again,” he says, and the possibility sends an ache through his chest.
She gives him a sober smile. “I hope I’m wrong.”
As she leaves, Ari turns back to the cityscape and thinks about a letter he wrote to Sam in his hotel room last night. Of course he has no good way of giving it to her, but he nevertheless folded it up and put it in his pocket, as if—should the occasion arise—he could hand it to her.
Now he takes the folded paper out of his pocket and reads it.
They say trees that grow against cliffsides are tortured, seeds brought there on a wayward breeze and forced to put down roots into stone and salt. They must twist their trunks up at an unnatural angle to accommodate the doomed circumstances they’d been given at birth. Yet they still fight to survive, contort themselves to stretch their branches up to the sun. They grow and grow sideways like this until the day a storm finally tears their bodies apart. And yet, hadn’t they lived wild and free? Weren’t they happy, when they were here?
Can’t we be?
Are we still two kids who need each other?
All I think about is you.
You are my beginning and end.
He runs a finger across the last line before folding the letter away again. Then he finishes his drink and turns away from the balcony, heads down the elevator and through the gilded hotel lobby. As he goes, he leaves a ripple in his wake—curious eyes and subtle smiles, quiet giggles and shared murmurs.
Did you see him?
Who was that?
Where is he going?
Out on the street, Ari takes a deep breath and turns his boots in the direction of the sea, toward a city on the other side of the ocean. Toward Londinium.
Toward Sam.
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