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      Harland

      
      I’d never met a Great Maker in magic. I only knew the Devil.

      Hot blades of magic sliced through me, lighting every vein with agony. I fell to my knees. The thin prayer mat beneath me was little better than bare stone. My spine arched, then buckled, and my lungs locked around the fire trying to force its way inside me.

      Exhale the magic.

      Choke in the air.

      Breathe out.

      The pain never softened with practice. And after eight years as a novitiate at the Magicstry—eight years bound to Mage Citoyen—I’d had plenty of practice.

      The chamber had no windows or clocks. Time dissolved in the dark. I might’ve knelt there for hours, whispering the exhalations of a proper conduit, slipping closer to unconsciousness with each litany.

      Exhale the magic.

      Choke in the air.

      The sky spun.

      Breathe out.

      I could fade away—a grey speck against the dark.

      Out.

      Out.

      “M-Mage Harland?”

      A small voice called me from the edge of oblivion. I hadn’t heard anyone approach or the creak of the door. But then, I couldn’t hear much above the pounding in my ears. My face was pressed against the mat. The joints in my neck cracked and the world tilted as I lifted my head.

      A boy stood in the doorway. For a fleeting moment, I wondered if I was looking into a mirror. His robes barely extended over his knobby elbows, and his dark eyes were wide with something that wasn’t quite awe. Did hunger gnaw at his stomach like rats? Was the skin of his arms raised with scars? He’d fled to Diadem for sanctuary only to realize . . . life didn’t get better in the Magicstry.

      “Mage Harland, sir?”

      I blinked away the hallucination and choked in another breath. I needed more oxygen.

      “Yes, Fabi?” I rasped.

      “You’re due to receive supplicants. The other mages . . . they’re waiting for you at the triage chantry.”

      “Is it afternoon already?”

      He winced. I must’ve sounded worse than I realized.

      I exhaled, conducting as much of the remaining magic from my body as I dared without collapsing a lung. The room immediately spun sideways again, and my vision blurred. Fabi was watching me closely. So I closed my eyes, tugged the sleeves of my robe over the rows of scars, and placed the tips of my fingers together as if in pious conduction with the Maker.

      Of course, I needed less magic, not more. Attending the supplicants, conducting the excess aether into healing magic, would help . . . marginally.

      Gathering my strength, I forced my body to stand. Every joint groaned like old wood. I pressed a hand to my half-mended rib—a token of my daily discipline—to keep from doubling over, but I couldn’t hide the creak in my knees with each step.

      Despite my silent wave of dismissal, Fabi followed me out of the meditation room and into the twisting corridors.

      The quivering glow of gas lamps stirred the shadows as we walked, until the stone passage gradually widened and brightened. Though clouds continuously swirled around the tallest spires of the Magicstry, the wide, domed chantry ahead was checkered with natural light filtering through grated windows. Slanted rows of wooden pews stretched from the enormous front doors to a raised dais lined with examination tables.

      “Go on, Fabi.”

      He hesitated. “I could⁠—”

      “It’s better if you go,” I said with finality. It would be safer if the other mages kept their hatred focused on me and not on anyone seen in my company.

      The boy dug his toe at the floor but obediently retreated down the corridor.

      By the time I entered the chantry, half the pews were empty. Most of the day’s supplicants had already been healed, and only two examination tables were occupied. The third table—mine—was bare.

      Mage Halvard was healing a supplicant with theatrical flair—sweeping gestures and voice rising in sonorous chant. She looked up, caught sight of me, and returned to her patient with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

      I took my place beside her without comment. What could I say that Mage Citoyen wouldn’t eventually hear? Spilling secrets would earn me enough aether to break more than just a rib.

      I surveyed the remaining supplicants. None of their injuries appeared life-threatening: a woman with her leg elevated on the opposite bench, a young man with a blackened foot, a silent cog whose arm hung at an unnatural angle. I could’ve sent them home for another day. I was so weak and tired, the mere thought of conducting more magic from my body made even the joints in my skull ache.

      But how long had they already been waiting?

      The supplicants who entered the triage chantry each day were meant to be prioritized by injury and severity. But most of the gems bribed their way to the front of the line, while the poorer cogs waited hours, days even, for a mage to become available.

      I couldn’t always fix my own pain, but I didn’t have to leave them to theirs.

      The other mages despised me for my low birth, my frequent absences, and my silence. They called me weak, arrogant, impious—and they weren’t wrong. But the truth of their hatred ran even deeper. What they couldn’t forgive was that I had power and that I used it without asking the Great Maker who deserved it.

      And yet, with all the power of the aether in my body, I still couldn’t save myself from Magicstry cruelty. Not even when the other mages left me to finish healing the remaining supplicants alone.

      By the time the last supplicant approached, my whole body was trembling. I’d conducted too much in one day—too much aether flooding my lungs and veins, and not enough oxygen. The excess aether I hadn’t managed to conduct into healing magic or gradually exhale back into the air pooled like glacier water into my joints. My fingernails had turned blue. I hid my shaking hands beneath the table.

      “I require minor healing,” the last supplicant announced. “But I’d appreciate the help.” She hopped up onto the table and held out her arm with an awkward sort of defiance—a fresh burn across her forearm, pink and tight.

      Containing my sigh, I gripped the edge of the table to steady myself. “Ointment from the apothecary would be cheaper.”

      “Yes, well, I need the burn gone,” she said. “My mum can’t find out. I wasn’t technically supposed to test the prototype.”

      I blinked, feeling dizzy. “Prototype?”

      “For a new make of gas burner. Controlled ignition, or more precisely, a more stable flame arc. Eventually I’ll automate it, but right now I just need to stop blistering myself every time I solder.”

      She said all this in a single breath.

      I looked at her fully for the first time. The woman was only slightly younger than me. Eighteen . . . twenty, maybe, with brown skin and loose chestnut curls barely contained by a pair of magnifying goggles strapped to her head like a crown. Her blouse was half-untucked, soot dotted her skirt, and a handkerchief dangled from her pocket like it had tried to escape and given up halfway.

      Her owlish eyes were fixed on me with clinical intensity, like she was trying to reverse engineer me the way one might
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