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      The nights were cool in Tah’raus. Even with winter’s departure and the arrival of spring, the winds came howling in from the ocean to suck the warmth from the broad avenues of the capital. Then there was the rain, constant and heavy, it fell almost horizontally with the force of the breeze, so that the water found you even beneath awnings and canopies.

      But after two months in the city, Kaila Dwyn didn’t mind. At least the wind dispersed the stench of urine and rotting garbage that hung about the slums. Sometimes she would even stand atop of the seawalls and look over the raging waters of the bay, bracing against the wind and the rain, and wonder what lay beyond.

      Tonight, however, she had a different task.

      The sun had set hours ago, but the marketplace remained busy. This city was never quiet; its streets rumbled at all hours with the passage of carriages and the bellowing of hawkers. Hundreds of little lanterns kept the darkness at bay; each lit by a tiny shard of the crystal known as agimet.

      The crystals were vital to Tah’raus. Their magic powered everything from the lanterns to the strange, horseless machines that carried men and women through the capital’s streets. Noblewomen wore it as jewellery, bragging how the light inside—atar it was called—enhanced the hue of their skin. Even the nobleman approaching hurriedly along the path towards her wore an agimet powered timepiece on his wrist. They had become popular amongst the nobility since the agimet revolution two decades ago, apparently.

      The sight of it had the blood pulsing in Kaila’s ears. In Tah’raus, the crystals had created a life of abundance and pleasure for the Fresian nobility, but elsewhere in the kingdom they were forbidden—dark things used by the Elysian enemy for their vile magics. Kaila’s father had mined it from the depths beneath a volcanic mount. Day after day, he had risked his life to deliver it to the Wardens, those noble heroes who fought the enemy; the only ones worthy of such power.

      Or so they had been told.

      Lies, all of it—a tale to perpetuate the subservience in the Dominances, so they would not claim a small measure of power for themselves.

      Speaking of which…

      …adopting the vacant-eyed expression of a noblewoman, Kaila stepped into the path of the approaching man. While not overly large, he still had at least fifty pounds on her, and she inevitably came off second worst in the subsequent collision. The papers she’d been carrying went flying as she was knocked from her feet, and the cry of pain as her elbow collided with the pavement was only partly feigned.

      “Oh!”

      Her assailant wore a horrified look as he gawked at her sprawled on the ground.

      “Terribly sorry, miss!” he gasped. Regaining his composure, he knelt to help her up. “Are you all right?”

      His concern seemed genuine, which matched what Kaila already knew about her mark. She’d spent the past couple months in the capital learning to be a thief under the watchful eye of her mentor, Theron—but this was her first time taking point.

      Her target was Eamon Stadwit, a nobleman from a small town on the Vermillion Coast who had recently come into an Earlship. Public accounts had labelled him a compassionate ruler, apparently even substituting his workers’ stipends from his own purse last winter after a poor harvest. Not that the capital considered this to be a positive thing—the records had been scathing about the breach in protocol.

      More importantly, he was a bachelor, and word was that he had come to the capital in search of a bride. His sights would be set on a Daughter of the Magisterium. Chosen for their beauty and intellect, then trained in commerce and politics, Daughters were groomed to be the perfect wife to the nobility. Engagement to a Daughter would change the fortunes of even the most mediocre earl overnight.

      But of course, the chances of that happening for a man of Eamon’s station were slim to none. About the same chance, in fact, as colliding with a Daughter in the middle of a crowded marketplace. All of which was to say, this encounter was entirely by her design. As were the papers Kaila had flung so dramatically into the air. They drifted down around them as she clutched her arm with a wince.

      “I’m fine, I think,” she murmured, adopting a dainty tone as he help her to her feet. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there at all.”

      “Quite all right,” Eamon said. “My fault for not looking where I was walking. Here, let me help you with these.”

      Kaila watched as he bent to gather the papers, noting the widening of his eyes as he spied the seal of the Magisterium. He stilled, hand extended for the next paper, before recovering himself and finishing the task. As he handed back the papers, his fluster was replaced by a broad smile.

      Like a hound on the prowl, Kaila thought to herself as she accepted them. Her hands were trembling so badly she almost dropped them again.

      “Oh sorry, I…gosh…” she stammered, “this city…is it always so busy?”

      “Oh, dear.” Eamon’s smile softened, the lines crinkling around his eyes. “You’re new here, aren’t you, Miss…”

      “Eliza Wrenn,” she lied, adopting the name of her childhood rival. The girl might be an actual Daughter by now, for all Kaila knew. She drew no small amount of pleasure at the thought of ruining the girl’s reputation.

      “Eliza,” Eamon repeated the name as though committing it to memory. “I am Earl Eamon Stadwit of the Vermillion Coast. Please, I fear my father’s clumsiness did not skip a generation. Here, let us sit a moment in this fine establishment.” He gestured to the frosted windows of a nearby cafe. “I will buy you a drink and we can settle our nerves before continuing on our way.”

      “Oh, thank you,” Kaila gushed. She added a little crackle to her voice, like she was bordering on tears. She thought it a little over the top, but apparently these noblemen loved to act the hero.

      Smiling, Eamon looped his arm through hers and led her into the little shop. Warmth swallowed them up—every restaurant in Tah’raus worthy of the name had one of the latest heaters, little black boxes powered by agimet that put out the heat of a small furnace. There were many such machines in the capital now. Devices for cooking, others for cooling food and beverages, and still more for cutting and drilling and lifting—even some to pump water through pipes to the houses of the nobility. An age of wonder had dawned over the capital—for some at least.

      And all of it built on the backs of men like her father.

      No wonder the Magisterium ruled with such an iron fist. Every town and village in the kingdom, no matter how small, had at least one Sister. It was they who tutored the children of Fresia, teaching them their false histories and instilling their sense of duty to the crown. Those who failed to learn their lessons were cast aside, consigned to latrine duties or sent to the frontlines to fight. The Sisters even governed at local levels, administering paperwork for the nobility and sitting in judgement in the courts of the Magisterium. One couldn’t even travel the roads of Fresia without permission from a Sister.

      Removing her coat, Kaila sat at a little table in the glass window while Eamon waved down a waiter and ordered a bottle of Brensheld red. Kaila accepted the glass with a smile, before Eamon offered his own for a toast.

      “To Eliza,” he said over the clink of crystal, “may your endeavours in our glorious capital bear fruit.”

      Kaila studied Eamon over the rim of her glass as she followed his lead. He was handsome enough, she supposed, with a square chin and dark hair. Sure, there was more fat on his bones than muscle, but a girl could certainly do worse. The wine was tasty, and deep as they were in the merchant’s quarter, it was no small flex of his wealth.

      Unfortunately for Eamon, Kaila had no interest in a pairing—and she certainly had nothing to do with the Daughters of the Magisterium. Sure, she looked the part. The rich foods of the capital had turned the scrawny mountain girl into a woman grown, and beneath her coat she wore a long satin dress that Theron had found for her. Dyed emerald green to match her eyes, it hugged her newfound curves. The lace-trimmed sleeves were the latest fashion, though they would hinder her ability to draw the dagger in her boot. The plunging neckline finished the look, revealing the gold collar of a Daughter that had been hidden by her coat.

      But it was all fake. Just like the papers, the dress was part of the perfect trap she and Theron had set for the ill-fated nobleman. And from the direction of his gaze, he had already taken the bait.

      The success should have given Kaila some semblance of joy. All her hard work these past weeks was finally paying off. Some satisfaction, at the very least. But the finer emotions had abandoned Kaila months ago, swept away by her rage. She was consumed with a singular purpose, one that filled her every waking thought, following her even to her dreams.

      Revenge.

      Revenge on men like Eamon Stadwit, who could walk through the streets of Tah’raus without blinking an eye to the extravagance, without a single care for the blood shed for this opulence. The blood of men like her father, who had toiled and sacrificed to make a better world for his daughter, only for his efforts to be leeched away by this diseased capital, the so-called jewel of human civilisation.

      Tah’raus.

      All her life, Kaila had read stories of its wonder. How the capital led the war against the Elysian, uniting humanity beneath one banner. Metals and grain and meat, wood and cloth and minerals; every town and city and Dominance sent all they could spare—and more—to Tah’raus, so they could feed and clothe and arm the soldiers of Fresia.

      But only a fraction ever made it to the frontier. Instead, men like Eamon Stadwit had grown rich from the labour of the masses. Lavish feasts that could have fed her entire village were commonplace, while the markets overflowed with goods that would never travel anywhere close to a soldier’s stomach. The nobility made no secret of their riches, adorning themselves in expensive silks and lounging in grand mansions along the seawall.

      It was enough to make a girl downright murderous.

      Kaila took another sip of her wine, letting it linger on her tongue, before carefully setting down the glass. She glanced at Eamon through her lashes, giving him a hesitant smile. “Can I be honest with you, Earl Stadwit?”

      “Please, call me Eamon,” he replied gracefully, “and of course you can, my dear.”

      The wine was strong and Kaila could already feel it warming her cheeks. “I fear I am ill-suited to Tah’raus.” She made a show of lowering her eyes to the table. “I come from a small village in the Iron Pinnacles. I had heard stories of the capital, of course, but nothing our Sister taught us could prepare me for the reality.”

      It was the truth, in a roundabout kind of fashion. The best lies are those sprinkled with fact, Theron liked to say.

      Eamon lapped it up. “You’re a brave woman, Eliza,” he said. “I too am new to the city. It is certainly a harsh place compared with my village in the south.” Smiling, he reached across the table and took her hand. Kaila suppressed a shudder at the clammy touch of his skin. “Maybe those of us from the small places of Fresia should join forces.”

      “Oh,” she murmured, her eyes growing wide, “you think so?”

      Eamon nodded earnestly. “Of course. We could benefit each other greatly. I have some influence here, and…” He hesitated, looking sheepish. “I’ll admit, I caught a glimpse of your papers in the street. You are…”

      She lowered her eyes. “A Daughter,” she admitted, “at least, so they tell me. The other girls mostly come from the larger cities. I…”

      “Let me be your ally,” Eamon said quickly, overeager now. “I can help you, Eliza. And together…” His grin broadened. “Together we could be a force to be reckoned with, don’t you think?” He squeezed her fingers.

      Keeping her eyes on the table, Kaila let the words hang between them, before slowly lifting her head to meet his gaze. A shy smile touched her lips.

      “Oh, Eamon,” she breathed. “You have no idea what it means to hear that.” She averted her eyes. “I’ve felt quite lost since I arrived.”

      “Well, you don’t have to feel that way anymore,” Eamon said warmly, both his hands enveloping hers now. “Come, why don’t we dine together? Not here,” he added quickly as she glanced around for the waiter. “There is much for us to discuss. Sensitive matters. I can have my servants prepare a banquet if that would be agreeable?”

      “Yes.” She smiled, allowing a little glimmer of excitement to shine through her mask. “I think that would be most agreeable.”

      The poor man almost looked surprised, as though he couldn’t quite believe his good fortune. Had Eamon been wiser, he might have trusted his instincts. A Daughter, the ticket to a life of status far above his simple Earlship, had quite literally fallen into his lap.

      Alas, Eamon was like all the other noblemen she’d helped Theron scam in the past two months—greed dwarfed any sense of decency he might possess. It never seemed to matter how much they had, it was never enough for men like him. They always needed more.

      She almost allowed herself to feel remorse as he paid the bill, then brought her coat. She pulled it on, grateful for its warmth. Her dress offered little protection from the elements, despite the small fortune it had cost Theron. The wind howled through the cafe as Eamon opened the door. Kaila braced herself as she stepped into the street, pausing to wait for him to follow. As they moved into the throng, she glimpsed a familiar face. Theron. His dark eyes met her own before fading back into the crowd.

      Kaila’s stomach twisted as her mind went to all the other looks he had given her—the teasing glances in the cave, the frightful concern after their battle with the Warden, and the heat that night when she had come to him in the ruins…

      …gritting her teeth, she shoved the memories deep down inside. That was over now. Whatever brief romance they’d shared in the mountains had been swallowed by her rage. Instead, she linked arms with Eamon and flashed the man a smile, allowing him to take the lead.

      They made their way through the narrow avenues of the marketplace, eventually passing into the broader Sutton Street, where the windows were filled with jewellery and precious gems. Amongst the gold and silver and platinum, agimet pieces shone with the radiance of atar. Kaila had a piece of the crystal in her own pocket, but it was different to these. The humans cut and polished their crystals, so they shone with a brilliant, unnatural white. Elysian like herself thought of them as broken because they couldn’t be used for their magic—at least not without terrible consequences.

      Her own crystal was untouched by human tools and its glow was softer. You could almost see the colours within, shifting from ocean-blue to moss-green to fire-red. And when Kaila held it in her hands, she saw the fabric of the universe.

      But that power came at a cost. Just taking the crystal from her pocket would fill her veins with the atar inside. Then the silver light would shine from her eyes, marking her as Elysian. One of the enemy. Some Elysian could hide themselves—those Theron called Weavers—but neither she nor Theron possessed that ability.

      Instead, their Gift was to move the universe around them. It made them powerful in their own right, but the way their eyes lit up like the twin moons, not exactly subtle. And in the capital, drawing unwanted attention as an Elysian was as good as placing the hangman’s noose around your own neck. The city crawled with Wardens—those unnatural soldiers of the Magisterium, whose black armour protected them from the magic of the Elysian. Though they had been less visible in recent weeks…

      It was a relief when they moved on from Sutton Street, entering a more residential section of the city. Walls hemmed them in on either side, tall and unadorned, interrupted only by heavy iron gates set in deep alcoves. If you had never been inside, the casual observer might believe that behind those walls were the same squalid flats found all throughout the city—the kingdom, in fact.

      But Kaila knew from experience the grandeur concealed within; great manors of granite and marble, imperial staircases and lush gardens fed from water pipes only the powerful could afford. The king and his closest allies might be comfortable displaying their wealth with their mansions built atop the coastal wall, but they had the direct protection of the Magisterium. Most others chose strong walls and anonymity to guard them against a jealous public.

      Not that they had anyone fooled. Just a glimpse was enough to know this was a preserve of the powerful. Here the streets were swept clean each dawn and dusk and the trees lining the pavement were freshly trimmed. And they were empty. In the slums, children ran barefoot day and night through streets littered with refuse, and elderly huddled forgotten in the alleyways, no longer of value to their noble overlords. Those were the parts of the city she had frequented these last weeks. She had no choice. Only in those forgotten, neglected tenements could her kind survive.

      Elysian. The Gifted. The enemy.

      What a joke. The truth was, most of them just wanted to survive. If the Magisterium would just leave them alone, most would be content to forget their cursed magic and pass as regular citizens.

      But not her, not anymore. Kaila’s father had taught her to meet an enemy with blade in hand.

      And the Magisterium was her enemy.

      The Stadwit family manor was a short distance and their stroll soon came to an end. Kaila cast a glance over her shoulder as Eamon banged on the iron door. The night had grown darker, the agimet lanterns sparser away from the bustling marketplace, and she caught no sign of Theron amidst the shadows. That was probably for the best as the gate swung open and a pair of guards stepped out to survey the street. They seemed the sort that took their job seriously. Many in the capital were just as indoctrinated by the Magisterium as those in her own village. Kaila almost pitied them.

      It wouldn’t stop her from killing every last one of them though, if she had to.

      Inside the gate, a path of crushed white stone led through a lush garden lit by the brilliant white of agimet lanterns. The scent of roses and jasmine washed over Kaila as Eamon led her between the bushes, up to the manor itself, where six marble steps led to doors of oak. A servant held them open as they approached, beckoning them inside with a bow. As they entered, he followed close on their heels, taking both their coats.

      “Prepare the parlour, Charles,” Eamon announced. “Daughter Eliza will be joining me for dinner.”

      The servant raised his eyebrows in surprise, before sweeping into another bow—deeper this time—and racing off, leaving them alone in the entrance hall. Kaila took the opportunity to survey her surroundings. Now she was inside, her job became simple—locate the safe where the family kept most of their physical wealth. Unfortunately, though Eamon was a minor earl, the manor was impressively large. Granite floors gleamed under the light of an enormous chandelier, while tapestries depicting several great battles between humans and Elysian adorned the walls. Flowers, probably from their own gardens, had been set around the room, filling the air with their rich scent, while a broad staircase led to the upper floors. If the manor followed traditional capital design, the sleeping quarters would be located there.

      “Shall we?” Eamon asked, gesturing to the door through which the servant had disappeared.

      Kaila struggled to supress a sigh. He would want to dine and politely discuss the terms of an engagement. No doubt he would have lots to say about how he could offer her life of comfort and luxury—while she used her contacts and status as a Daughter to leverage his own endeavours, maybe even destroy a few of his rivals.

      But now she was inside…Kaila found her patience wearing thin. It was time she put their game plan in action. Theron wouldn’t mind if she skipped a few steps...probably. Moving in close to the man, she tilted her head back with a smile.

      “I thought you might show me around your lovely manor first, Eamon,” she said breathlessly, laying a hand on his chest. “Perhaps…upstairs?” The safe was most likely to be in his private chambers.

      A gasp caught in Eamon’s throat as his pulse began to race beneath her fingers. He was young for his rank, a few years past twenty, and far too naïve to hear the warning sirens sounding. Suddenly, he wasn’t thinking about politics, but her dress and all the other things it offered. Nodding, he took Kaila’s hand and all but dragged her towards the stairs.

      She found herself smiling as they ascended. What had Theron been so worried about? This seduction business wasn’t that hard, after all. Sure, impersonating a Daughter was a capital crime—but so was just existing as an Elysian, so what did she care?

      Several portraits lined the hallway at the top of the stairs—Eamon’s ancestors, judging by the resemblance. Plush woollen carpets muffled their footsteps and the air was warm. She spied the squat black outline of an agimet heater as they made their way along the corridor. The glow of the lanterns had been dimmed, and in the shadows, Kaila could almost imagine it was someone else’s hand she held.

      Arriving at a set of double doors, Eamon opened them with a flourish. “My personal chambers,” he said, voice hoarse as he gestured for her to enter.

      Within, Kaila’s eyes were drawn to the enormous four-poster bed. Piled high with cushions and draped in violet curtains, she wondered at the absurdity of it. What need did one man have for such opulence, when a single cot achieved the same comfort? Just the fur rug at the foot of the bed could have served as a bed in a pinch.

      But Kaila said nothing of her inner thoughts, crossing instead to a pair of glass and iron doors that opened onto the balcony. The night was crisp as she stepped outside, the thin silk of her dress offering zero protection from the chill. Below were the gardens of the manor, cast silver in the moonlight. She scanned the shadows. When she saw no sign of movement, she touched a finger to the agimet concealed inside the cuff of her dress—one of three small crystals concealed on her person.

      Standing with her back to the noble, Eamon didn’t notice the faint glow that appeared in her eyes. The world shimmered, before a thousand lights appeared in the garden. Soullights. Everything in the universe had one. The Gift of the Elysian allowed her kind to see and manipulate them. At that moment, all she needed was the atarsight. If Theron was waiting in the gardens below as planned, she would see his soullight. Unfortunately, there was no sign of him.

      “You’ll catch a cold, my dear,” Eamon said softly from behind Kaila.

      Her skin crawled as his lips brushed against her ear and she felt the weight of his hands on her hips.

      Goddamnit Theron, where are you?

      He was meant to help with this part! Though, she’d counted only two guards on the gate. That, plus the manservant…the odds weren’t terrible.

      Making the decision herself, Kaila released her crystal, allowing its power to fade from her veins before turning to face Eamon.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, leaning into him briefly before pulling back, her eyes darting to the bedroom.  “Would you…would you…”

      Eamon’s eyes were dark with desire. He loomed over her, a rough thumb lifting her chin as he leaned down. She suppressed a scream as he pressed his lips to hers. He tasted like meat and old cigars. It took all her self-control not to shove him away.

      Instead, as they broke apart, Kaila pushed him back into the bedroom. Her heart was pounding now—not from any kind of attraction, but trepidation for what she was about to do. Turning, she tried to close the doors of the balcony behind them. If she could do this quietly⁠—

      Rough hands seized Kaila around the waist and dragged her away from the doors. In the privacy of his bedroom, the polite Eamon from the marketplace had been replaced with a beast.

      “Come, my dear,” Eamon rasped, pressing himself against her. His eyes were huge in the gloom. Kaila did shudder this time as his fingers traced a path up her thigh. “Let me show you.” Eyes flickering closed, he leaned down to kiss her again.

      Nope. That was it. Doors open or closed, that was far enough.

      Kaila hit him with her power.
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      Crouched amidst the sprawling roots of a gomero tree, Theron watched as the nobleman gestured Kaila through the iron gate of the Stadwit property. Pride swelled in his chest. So far, her first solo job had gone off without a hitch. And this was no simple smash and grab. It was risky to impersonate a Daughter, but two months in Tah’raus had left little of the naïve young woman he’d first met in the Iron Pinnacles. Kaila might still struggle with her powers, but she’d taken quickly to the life of a rogue.

      Even so, he wasn’t about to let her walk into the lion’s den without backup. His fingers traced the hilt of the dagger sheathed on his belt, checking it was loose, before he rose and stepped into the street. As he did so, a rough voice spoke from the shadows.

      “Theron, fancy seeing you here.”

      He tensed, swinging around as a figure detached itself from a nearby wall. He didn’t draw the knife—or his agimet. Yet. If a stranger knew his name, this was not a chance encounter, and noise would draw the attention of the Stadwit guards.

      A man emerged from the darkness. His face was rough and criss-crossed with scars, their pale streaks covered only partially by an untamed beard. Worst of all was the bulbous nose, which looked to have been broken one time too many.

      “Sorry,” Theron spoke in a whisper, eyes narrowed as he studied the interloper, “but I don’t believe I know you.”

      The thug shifted closer, a faint light appearing in his eyes. Atar. Theron’s fingers twitched towards the pocket where he kept his largest crystal. He preferred to avoid conflict with his kind, but not all followed the Elysian code.

      “Been a long time,” the man grunted. He had the broad, muscular shoulders of a brawler and wore a patched and stained leather jerkin. “The boss wants a word with you.”

      A chill crept down Theron’s spine. Ambrose. He’d been avoiding the Weaver since his return. He owed the crime lord a fairly substantial amount of coin, and while he’d returned with five large pieces of agimet, split between two Movers the fortune hadn’t gone far. He’d hoped to avoid the tailor for a few months yet.

      “Garrick,” he grunted, recognising the man at last. He wasn’t wearing his own face. His boss was a Weaver who could change the appearance of his followers. “You piss off Ambrose or something with that nose?”

      Garrick scowled. He was a Bruiser—meaning his scowls were usually reserved for people whose face he was about to rearrange.

      “I mean it, Theron. Ambrose isn’t happy you returned without telling him. He wants to see you—now.”

      “I’m a little busy, if you couldn’t tell,” Theron replied, gesturing over his shoulder.

      Garrick’s eyes flickered to the manor, then back to Theron. “From what I saw, your friend had the situation well in hand.”

      “You don’t know her like I do.”

      The Bruiser sighed. “Look, we can do this one of two ways, Theron.”

      Slipping his hand into his pocket, Theron clenched his crystal and drew in a whiff of atar. “You think you can take me, Garrick?”

      Shielded by the broad roots of the gomero tree, the guards wouldn’t notice the light. But the large man just crossed his arms and glowered. Standing head and shoulders above Theron, it was a sound rebuttal. Snorting, he threw up his hands.

      “Fine,” he hissed, “but let’s make it quick, okay?”

      Garrick grunted and turned away, sliding into the shadows. As Theron followed, he released his crystal. A prickling sensation crept across his skin, turning sharp as the last of the atar in his veins dissipated. He gritted his teeth against the pain. Withdrawal. It was the aftereffect of using a broken crystal—something generally advised against unless you were looking for a quick and messy death. He had only done it to save Kaila’s life back in the Iron Pinnacles. Kaila didn’t know—and if he had any choice in the matter, it would stay that way.

      Garrick led him back the way Kaila had come earlier. They went several blocks, arriving again at the outskirts of the merchant quarter, where he was led to the front of a dress store.

      “Inside,” the Bruiser rumbled.

      Theron raised an eyebrow. “One of his?”

      The Bruiser glowered but didn’t answer. Theron took it as a suggestion to hurry up. The unmistakable screech of a mechanical buzzer came from somewhere inside the building as he entered and Theron cringed. Honestly, what was wrong with a good old-fashioned bell? At least they didn’t use the broken agimet that powered everything else in this blasted city.

      His stomach twisted with the familiar hunger for atar. His hand twitched towards his pocket and the hidden agimet crystal. Elysian used atar to power their Gift—in his and Kaila’s case, allowing them to shift things with nothing more than a thought. Bruisers like Garrick, on the other hand, used atar to fortify their own bodies, granting themselves enough power to punch through solid stone. But atar itself was external; the natural energy of the world, it gathered organically at locations known as nexus points. His ancestors had built their cities around these points—settlements like their fallen capital, Iselador and even Tah’raus itself—though the Magisterium would deny that until their dying day.

      But a nexus point alone was not enough. Agimet was needed as a vessel to channel and store atar. But only in its natural form. Breaking or cutting the crystals attuned them to the nexus, turning them from natural vessels into a churning cauldron of power. Perfect if you were powering the great machines created by humanity—deadly if you were a soft and fragile Elysian. Trying to draw from the broken crystals had seen the death of many of his people.

      Theron clenched his fists. The result wasn’t much better for those like himself who survived. Atar addiction. So far, it hadn’t crippled him, but it grew worse each time he used his Gift. And here in this twisted capital, surrounded by all those corrupted shards…he could feel them calling to him, fuelling the need. Ordinary agimet dulled the desire, at least for a time, but could not sate it.

      Drawing in a breath, Theron forced the cravings down. He had to be careful. Ambrose wasn’t someone you crossed. The Weaver had been a part of the Elysian underground for as long as most could remember, and his image only grew with each passing year. He had ears and eyes everywhere nowadays, fingers in every pot. Nothing happened in Tah’raus without him finding out. It was a wonder Theron had managed to keep his return secret for this long.

      As he entered, the only inhabitants to greet him were mannequins. Each wore what Theron assumed to be the latest in Fresian fashion. He wasn’t exactly well-versed on the subject. Ambrose was a different matter. Clothing was the official side of his business. He probably owned half the fashion brands in the city at this point. You were as likely to hear his name from the lips of the nobility as you were the Elysian underground.

      Footsteps approached from the back of the shop as the tailor himself appeared. Ambrose Braider was a small man, with narrow shoulders and a slim face—or at least, that was the appearance he presented to the world. Being a Weaver, you could never really know. He appeared to be alone, but this too could be an illusion. There could be any number of bodyguards in the shop, concealed by the man’s illusions.

      Ambrose’s hair was slicked back, and a hint of mascara shaded his obsidian eyes. He wore a tuxedo tonight, though his bowtie was undone and he was busy rolling up his sleeves, as if he’d just finished with some fancy engagement involving fruity cocktails and dancing.

      “Ambrose!” Theron exclaimed, throwing out his arms. “Just the man I’ve been looking⁠—”

      Thwack!

      Ambrose hit hard for a man of his size. The right hook caught Theron in the cheek and spun him from his feet. He clutched at the nearest mannequin for support.

      “Trickster’s fists, where’d you learn to punch like that?” he cursed, steadying himself and pressing a hand to his cheek. It smarted where the man had struck.

      “Two months, Theron?” the tailor said, his voice almost conversational. This time instead of a fist, he laid a hand on Theron’s shoulder. “You don’t write. You don’t drop by the store and say hello.” His voice hardened, fingers digging into Theron’s flesh. “You don’t bring me my gold.”

      Everything went black.

      There was no flash, no flickering of the lanterns as warning; just sudden, absolute darkness. Theron’s skin crawled, but he maintained his calm. It was only an illusion woven by Ambrose’s Gift. Unfortunately, the knowledge was not as comforting as one might hope.

      “There were some unexpected snags in my plan,” he replied, attempting a grin. “You know how it is, bribing these Magisterium officials. Half of what they give you is useless, false, or outdated. It took me months to find the right⁠—”

      An uppercut lifted him to his toes and sent him reeling backwards. There was no recovery this time as he crashed into a mannequin and the pair of them went down in a pile of limbs. Footsteps followed, then a hard leather boot on his throat.

      “Where is my money, Theron?”

      “Like I said, there were complications,” Theron gasped as Ambrose pressed down on his windpipe.

      The buzzer on the front door sounded before Ambrose could respond. “Everything okay in here, boss?” It was Garrick.

      “Just fine, thank you, Garrick,” Ambrose replied in a hard voice. “What did I tell you about interrupting? Do I have to add warts next?”

      “No, boss. Sorry, boss.”

      Still on the ground, Theron chuckled as the door thumped closed again. “You need better henchmen, Ambrose,” he croaked. “I caught onto Garrick’s tail an hour ago.”

      “Oh? Then pray tell me, why are we here, Theron?” Ambrose’s tone remained miffed. Not good.

      “How about you let me up and we have a civilised conversation?”

      “How about you tell me where the hoard of agimet you promised is?”

      Theron swallowed. “The haul wasn’t as…lucrative as I’d hoped,” he said quickly. “I meant to come see you, I really did, it’s just, I’ve been working so hard since getting back, trying to come up with enough to repay you⁠—”

      A sharp kick to the ribs silenced Theron. Gasping, he doubled up on the floor. Red flashed, and when his vision returned, everything was upside down. Ambrose leaned over him, eyes burning with the fire of atar.

      “You know how many people warned me not to trust you when you came asking?” he said softly. “A promise from Theron isn’t worth the threads of that filthy trenchcoat he wears, they claimed.” The room began to rotate, slowly at first, then faster. Theron’s gut churned. “But oh no, I told them. I know the boy. He wouldn’t betray me. Not Ambrose, the man who first picked him up off the streets. Gave him agimet, gave him a purpose.”

      Even with his eyes closed, the illusions crawled their way inside his brain, making his ears ring and his head spin. Groaning, Theron fumbled for his pocket, but he couldn’t find the agimet. Where is it! A dull thunk came from somewhere nearby. The crystal! He grasped for it, but there was no longer telling up from down, real from false.

      Abruptly, the world resolved itself. Theron found himself on his knees, a fallen mannequin alongside him. He almost vomited right there on the floor of the shop, but Ambrose loomed in his fine tuxedo, the agimet he’d dropped resting in his hand.

      “You didn’t have anything of this calibre before,” he mused, eyes finding Theron’s. “You found the town after all, didn’t you? Don’t tell me you’ve been holding out on me.”

      Despite the crystal in his hand, Ambrose’s eyes had returned to their usual obsidian. The joy of being a Weaver; they could conceal the glint of atar with an illusion. Ambrose had begun his career selling weavings to Elysian who wished to live normal lives. That was how they had first met.

      “If I’d made my fortune, do you think I would risk pissing you off?” Theron croaked, rubbing his throat as he sat up. “Like I said, there were complications.”

      “What happened?”

      “A Warden.”

      Ambrose raised his eyebrows. “And you’re still alive? That is a miracle.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “You’ll have to tell me it sometime. For now, I’ll settle for the rest of my agimet?”

      “That’s it,” Theron lied. “Turns out, they didn’t store it in the town. I scavenged that from the mine itself, but the rest had already been moved. By the time I worked out what they’d done, the Warden was onto me.”

      “You couldn’t track down the shipment?”

      “There was a storm.” And a girl.

      “I see.” Ambrose was still studying the crystal, but finally he let out a sigh. “I must say, I’m disappointed, Theron. I expected more from you.”

      “I’m sorry, Ambrose,” Theron murmured. His fingers twitched, the cravings clawing their way up from inside of him. If Ambrose took the crystal… “I’ll get you your money,” he continued quickly. “You know I’m good for it.”

      Ambrose only grunted. Reaching into his pocket, he drew out a clothe sack and tossed it at Theron’s feet. It chimed as it landed. Frowning, Theron pulled open the drawstrings. The shimmer of gold came from inside. His frown deepened as he looked up at the tailor.

      “I’m not sure you know how debts work.”

      Letting out a sigh, the tailor sat himself on the counter of the shop. “I have a job for you.”

      That set Theron’s hackles to tingling. He’d known the Weaver a long time. Ambrose had taken pity on him when he’d been just a child wandering the streets of Tah’raus and come begging for a weaving. The tailor had been a minor player back then, kinder and a thousand-fold less grouchy. But that didn’t make them anything close to friends. If Ambrose was offering him a job, it wasn’t out of the goodness of his heart.

      “Ah,” he said cautiously, “what kind of job?”

      “The kind that repays large debts owed by ungrateful orphans.”

      “I’m not an orphan,” Theron grumbled. “So, it’s dangerous?”

      A thin smile stretched the man’s lips. “You always were astute.”

      “No thanks, then.” Theron flashed his trademark grin.

      Ambrose’s face darkened. “Since when do you shirk at a little danger?”

      “Haven’t you heard? I have an apprentice now. Gotta think about her safety, don’t I?”

      “I see.” Ambrose levered himself off the counter. “Unfortunately, it was not a request.”

      Theron clenched his fists. This had gone on long enough. Anything could have happened back at the manor. He needed to get back in case Kaila needed his help, like she had in Iselador…

      “I’ll have your money by the end of the week, Ambrose.”

      The Weaver stared back. “What about my interest?”

      “Interest?”

      “And penalty fees,” Ambrose continued, a smirk gracing his lips. “Considering it has been a year; plus the stringing me around, all up I figure you owe me…oh, let’s say three times what you borrowed.”

      “What?”  Theron’s heart practically tore itself out of his chest. “Ambrose, be reasonable⁠—”

      “Oh, I think I am being quite reasonable,” the tailor growled. As he spoke, the crystal in his hands flashed. Atar reappeared in his eyes, burning through the illusion. The room darkened and a sense of dread fell over Theron, tingling in the base of his skull. Ambrose seemed to grow larger as he closed the gap with Theron. “Had anyone else vanished for a year with my money,” he continued, “I would have strung them up in Soul Square for all to see.”

      Suddenly Ambrose towered over Theron. The walls closed in around him and the air grew thin. Hot. His lungs heaved, screaming as he found he couldn’t breathe. Even knowing it was illusion, Theron couldn’t keep from trembling. Sweat beaded his brow, but somehow he managed to hold his ground.

      “Ah, yes, well,” he gasped, eyes tearing up from the strain of getting out the words. “When you put it that way…ah, when do we start?”

      There was no sound, no sense of movement, but the world abruptly returned to normal.

      “Knew you’d come around.” Ambrose wore a pleasant smile as he clapped Theron on the shoulder. “I always could count on you.”

      Theron swallowed, his heart still palpitating. “I, ah, I can choose my own team?”

      The tailor frowned. “Since when do you work with others?”

      Shaking off the last effects of the illusion, Theron shrugged. “People change.”

      Ambrose snorted. “People don’t change.” He waved a hand. “But bring your apprentice, if you wish. So long as she doesn’t get in our way.”

      Theron nodded. “She won’t,” he hesitated then, eyeing the tailor, unsure how much he should press. “So what’s the job?”

      “A simple impersonation, a little seduction—nothing you can’t handle.”

      “That’s not exactly my usual MO,” Theron replied carefully. “I’m a Mover, not a Weaver.”

      “The man you are to impersonate hasn’t been seen in the capital in almost twenty years, when he was just a child,” Ambrose said quietly.

      “Still, a Psionic then…”

      “I have faith your natural charm will be sufficient,” Ambrose growled. “Now, there’s a time, name and address in the bag. I will meet you there tomorrow.”

      Theron’s frown only grew. A job like this…even if a Weaver wasn’t necessary, it sounded well outside his area of expertise. He looked from the Weaver to the sack of gold. There was a small fortune inside.

      “How do you know I won’t run?”

      “Take a look at the name.”

      Reaching into the bag, Theron pulled out the scrap of paper he found inside.

      What…is this?

      One glance at the name had his stomach tying itself in knots. His skin prickled as blood pulsed in his ears. Trembling, he met the tailor’s obsidian gaze.

      “How long have you known?”

      A smirk crossed the crime lord’s lips. “So you’ll do it?”

      Theron swallowed. He wasn’t sure what Ambrose had planned, whether he was seeking wealth, or power, or if this was part of some larger plot. But it didn’t matter. He was an addict now, his every waking moment consumed by desire—and pain. What did he care for any of that? What did he care for anything?

      Avenge me, brother…

      A smile graced his lips. “With pleasure.”

      “Good.” Ambrose held out Theron’s crystal. The glow of its atar was depleted, but Theron accepted it gratefully. “Do not be late.” His eyes flashed bright with atar.

      And then he vanished.

      Rude, Theron thought, glancing at his crystal. Ambrose would have plenty of agimet concealed on his person, but he’d drained Theron’s nearly dry out of sheer spite. Muttering a curse, he returned to the street, where Garrit had already disappeared. He made straight for the manor. He’d been gone almost an hour. Surely not enough time for Kaila to get into trouble. She was probably still deep in negotiations over a glass of fine wine and plate of pheasant.

      He was back outside the gates within minutes. The street was still, light still shining from beneath the iron gates. Everything was normal.

      Theron had just let out a sigh of relief when, with a mighty roar, the roof of the Stadwit manor exploded outwards into the street.
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      Kaila didn’t hit the earl that hard. Or at least, she didn’t mean to hit him hard. Unfortunately, she’d only had these powers for a couple of months, and getting the proportionality of things right when it came to her Gift was still…troubling.

      All of which was to say, when she grasped Eamon’s soullight and pushed him away, he didn’t so much as move, as flew across the room with enough force to smash through the wooden canopy of his bed. The resulting crash was loud enough to be heard all the way from the street, even had the balcony doors been closed.

      “Trickster’s balls,” she muttered, adopting one of Theron’s favourite curses.

      She glanced at the door as distant shouts carried from somewhere below. Groaning, Eamon was still trying to pick himself up from the ruin of his bed. He froze, though, when he looked up and found her standing over him, eyes blazing with the power of an Elysian.

      “What in the name of the First Matron,” he cried, gaping.

      Her jaw hardened, fingers tightening into tiny balls. It was the First Matron who had started all of this a thousand years ago. T’iana. In the lost city of Iselador, the slave mechanist had turned against her Elysian masters and stolen an artefact of great power—the Aegis. With its magic, she had freed the human slaves and led them in a rebellion against their former masters.

      Or at least, that was the Magisterium’s story. Kaila had stood in the ruins of Iselador and looked upon the statue of T’iana. Queen, the Elysian had called her then. A thousand years later, they still cursed her as the Great Betrayer.

      Striding to the door of the bedroom, Kaila slid home the locking bolt. Hopefully that would delay the guards a few minutes. Behind her, Eamon made a thump as he rolled from the bed and crawled towards the balcony. Kaila stepped around the ruin of the bed to cut off his retreat. Whimpering, he flopped onto his back and gaped up at her.

      “Pl…please,” he moaned. Blood ran from his nose, staining his silk shirt red. “I didn’t mean…I won’t…what do you want?”

      Kaila bore down on him, eyes burning as she clenched her piece of agimet. “Your safe,” she snarled. “Where is it?”

      Much of a noble’s wealth was stored in vaults protected by the Magisterium, but not all of it. They always had a safe or two of their own. Spending money they called it. Only, in a world where most considered an extra days ration chip a blessing, their spending money was enough to purchase a small hamlet.

      “Yes, yes, of course, here!” Fumbling for his belt, Eamon tossed his purse at her feet. “There, that’s everything!”

      It made a gentle chiming sound as it landed. Her jaw hardened. Trust a nobleman’s greed to run deeper than his good sense. Sniffing, she flicked a finger. Gestures weren’t technically necessary for her Gift, but she found they helped her focus. Plus, they added some style.

      A brilliant white lit the room, spilling from her eyes. Eamon gave a strangled cry as her power lifted him into the air. He kicked and thrashed and tried to scream, but drawing a thread of atar from her crystal, Kaila wrapped it around the node of lights she hoped was his throat and drew it tight. The only sound that emerged from his mouth was a strangled squeak.

      “Do you think I’m stupid?” she hissed, stepping closer. Twin needles of pain stabbed at the base of her skull from the effort of maintaining the two threads of atar—one holding the earl aloft, the other squeezing his windpipe. She had seen Theron manage dozens at once, but he’d had over a decade of practice.

      The fear on Eamon’s face turned to panic. Spittle frothed at his lips as he thrashed, eyes bulging, veins popping in his forehead. Meaty hands batted at the unseen fingers curled around his throat.

      He wouldn’t find them. Rage allowed Kaila to suppress the pain as she firmed her magic’s grip. She’d been practicing this technique for weeks now, ever since Theron had shown her that soullights were not just a single light, but a collection of many. If she was careful, Kaila could direct her Gift against just a few of them, rather than the whole.

      And if she wasn’t careful, well, it wasn’t like the world would miss one more dead nobleman.

      “Now, the safe⁠—”

      Crash!

      Kaila spun as the door to the bedchamber tore open, emitting two guards and the servant from earlier. The three men stumbled to a halt when they saw Kaila standing amidst the ruin of the bed, eyes burning with the cursed magic of the enemy. The four of them stared at one another for a long moment.

      Then, her concentration broken, a thump came from behind Kaila as Eamon crashed to the ground. The nobleman wheezed, finally managed to suck in a breath. Unfortunately, he wasted it on speech.

      “Quickly, men!” he rasped, “It’s one of them! Get it!”

      Kaila raised an eyebrow—and her dagger, which she slid from her boot—as the guards and servant shifted nervously on their feet. “You sure you want to do this, guys?”

      The whisper of steel swords being drawn was her only answer, before the men began spreading out in a half-circle to bar her exit. A snarl drew her attention back to Eamon as he regained his feet. He had gathered the broken bed poster and wielded it now like a club.

      “You’re in for it now, devil,” he said. “I should have smelt the corruption on you from the start. Come, lads, the Magisterium will reward us handsomely for the head of a blasphemer.”

      Kaila’s lips tightened, her rage slipping free of its cage. Drawing a crystal from her pocket, she held it in her left hand, dagger in her right. A smile crossed her lips.

      “All right then. Who’s first?”

      Unfortunately, Eamon and his men were smart enough not to take the bait. Instead of coming at her one at a time, they charged together, screaming and swinging their weapons. It made the job of her staying alive a great deal more difficult.

      “Trickster damn you, Theron, where are you?” she gasped as Eamon swung for her skull. The man seemed particularly agitated, as if her impersonation had been some personal afront against his name.

      Kaila ducked the makeshift club and lashed out with her Gift, striking his soullight and hurling him backwards. He was not her only foe, however, and even as she delt with the earl, pain tore across her bicep as one of the guards scored her with his sword. Only the second man stumbling into his comrade’s path and throwing off his swing saved her from a deeper wound.

      Even so, she cursed and scrambled back—straight into the arms of the manservant. He had no weapon, but hurled himself at her bravely, wrapping Kaila in a bear hug and squeezing tight. She gasped, straining against his wiry strength. Footsteps approached from behind—Eamon—while the guards advanced.

      The thump of panic began in Kaila’s heart. Her eyes darted from one man to another. Arms trapped, she couldn’t bring her dagger to bear. She gritted her teeth, fingers tight around the crystal. It was her only chance.

      The men raised their weapons. No time for a complicated working—or even a simple one. Kaila drew on her crystal until she felt the atar inside of her, swelling, crawling, burning to escape. Normally, she spun the energy into threads. Now, however, she unleashed it all at once.

      The world turned white, lit by the brilliant flash of her eyes, and then everything Kaila had bottled within burst outwards. Energy raced from her in a wave, entangling every soullight it touched.

      Eamon and his staff screamed as they were swept up.

      They weren’t the only things, though.

      The bed was the next to be caught in her power. It was torn from the ground, hurled away from Kaila, along with a chest of drawers and the closet. The floor beneath her feet followed, then the high ceilings, and finally the walls; they tore apart before her eyes, disintegrating in the maelstrom she had unleashed, as some parts were pulled in one direction, others thrust up, down, and every which way.

      In an instant, every person and object within a fifteen-foot radius of Kaila was torn to shreds.

      The light in her crystal flickered and died. Darkness descended on the manor. Kaila found herself suddenly falling. Thankfully, the floor below remained untouched, and Kaila had practiced falling quite a bit these past few weeks. Her feet crumpled as they struck, sending Kaila into a roll that carried her halfway across the room before striking a fallen cabinet.

      Cursing beneath her breath, she lay there clutching her shoulder where the guard had cut her. But she couldn’t linger long. Blood was seeping through her fingers and what she’d just done would draw the city watch—and the Wardens—to the manor like flies to a corpse.

      Gritting her teeth, she levered herself to her feet. Stars burst before her eyes and she swayed as the first after-effects of her power touched her. Usually it wasn’t so bad, but when she overdid
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