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      They seek her near, they seek her far;

      Over sea and under star,

      They seal the gate and barricades

      To try to catch the Renegade.

      

      They say she sails from Parure skies;

      As the Robin flies, the mage survives.

      And with this hope, the sinner prayed

      For Maker to send the Renegade.

      

      They seek her far, they seek her wide;

      Through vale and over mountainside.

      E’en so the mages have mislaid

      Each trap made for the Renegade.

      

      The people hail and praise her name

      While the evil search for who to blame.

      Yet with each sly disguise arrayed,

      They cannot find the Renegade.

      

      They seek her thither, they seek her yon;

      She flies at dusk and sails at dawn,

      Every snare she will evade

      Our fearless Robin Renegade.

      

      - Excerpt from The Renegade
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      Art

      

      I had one goal in life: to be as useless as possible.

      It was my personal philosophy, my creed, and I had too much money and too little responsibility to behave otherwise.

      My father, Mr. Arthur Keays, Sr., had cultivated a vast fortune amongst the working-class merchant cogs, and in consequence, I possessed an unseemly liberal allowance (which enabled me to live near the upper echelons of society), while at the same time an apparent ineptitude (which conveniently allowed me to avoid the appearance of a permanent profession).

      On the first morning of the Maker Exhibitions, I needed to be especially careful to avoid the appearance of usefulness.

      I arrived at the family townhouse on the fashionable side of Beryl Drive well after breakfast. My modish suit—an emerald and beige bespoke of which I was particularly fond—was rumpled from having spent a good portion of the night in a Gallia gaming hall. I hadn’t imbibed . . . much. But the smell of cigars and cheap spirits still overwhelmed my exclusive cologne. I loitered at the back door and flipped through the morning edition of The Diamond Daily—noting the published list of missing persons, most of whom were suspected to have conducted magic—before tucking it under my arm.

      Quite theatrically, I tripped over the threshold of the servant’s entrance and stumbled into the lower hall, accidentally startling one of the housemaids.

      She squeaked in surprise. “Sir! It’s you! Forgive me, I mean . . . I-I wasn’t expecting . . .”

      The young girl stammered a bit before I finally took pity on her. “Good morning, er . . . what is your name, again?”

      “Martha, sir.”

      I monitored everyone who entered the household from servants to the members of my mother’s various well-to-do-good societies. Martha was the sole caretaker of her younger sister and had come to work for the family just after her fifteenth birthday. I admired her dedication to her work and loyalty to my mum. She would never learn that of course.

      I regarded her red-splotched cheeks and tightly braided hair. “Are you new?” I asked.

      “No, sir. I’ve worked for the family near five years.” At my silence, she clarified, “I am here most mornings, sir.”

      “Ah, that would explain it. I hate sunshine. Right then. Carry on!” I ascended the stairs to the ground floor.

      Martha called up to me, sounding uncomfortable, “Sir, you might not want to disturb the Missus.”

      Daweson, the family butler, met me nose-to-nose at the landing. “What’s all this? Ah, Mister Arthur . . . sir. This is a surprise.”

      “Morning, Daweson,” I said cheerfully.

      “Hence the surprise.” The old fellow’s disdain for me was as cold as the morning rain trickling down the back of my collar. “You certainly do love to keep the staff on our toes, sir.”

      I handed over the wrinkled newspaper along with my cane and bowler.

      Daweson gave the hat a tight-lipped inspection. “This one is new.”

      “Won that off a posh gem after only two rounds of cards. But don’t let me disturb you. I can show myself to the tea room.”

      “The Missus does not wish to be disturbed⁠—”

      “Yes, yes. So I heard.” I could practically feel the old fellow’s scowl as I waved my arm and sauntered through the tea room doors . . .

      And stopped short.

      The largest chair was stuffed with a most unusual live specimen: my mother, in a rather primitive state.

      Mrs. Hatima Keays (Hattie to her friends) was well-known and well-liked in nearly every social circle from working class cogs to highbred gems. Her influence allowed me to move freely in society, conveniently abetting my reputation as an idle and useless dandy.

      In preference to her private boudoir, she’d apparently ensconced herself in the family tea room. Her plump frame was propped sideways with her legs dangling over the chair arm, and her manicured toes peeked past the hem of an oversized dressing gown—a bright patchwork of sari silk. Pink curling rags threaded her dark hair, and a thick mask of something sticky and amber-colored was slathered over her face.

      An equally plump pug (who answered to the unfortunate name of Sweetpea-wee) was curled into her lap, snoring loudly.

      The tea room itself was bedecked with enough flowers to make even the queen’s gardeners jealous. Despite my frequent objections to the design, pansy-patterned fabric attacked every inch of the sofa, and an additional horde of pastel blooms clawed their way up the floor-length window curtains. Carved vines strangled the table legs, and paper of pink and yellow rosebushes suffocated the walls.

      I stole a biscuit from the sideboard, cut a path through the rainforested furniture, and plopped into a chair shaded by a painted screen of pink camellias.

      Sweetpea startled awake with a snort. The pug stretched, teetered to a standing position, and licked at the sticky substance on Mum’s face.

      She didn’t appear to notice. She sighed over the printed pages of her latest romantic novel, and I squinted to read the title.

      Robin Renegade: La Belle au bois dormant.

      I popped a biscuit into my mouth and spoke through the crumbs. “Good morning, Mum. You are an absolute vision in . . . whatever you’re wearing.”

      She slanted a look at me over the top of her novel then at the standing clock in the far corner and sprang upright like a surprise toy in a box. “Art! Why are you here so early? The Exhibitions aren’t for another few hours.”

      Sweetpea tipped gracelessly from her lap and landed face first into the cushion beside her. The pug gave a muffled snort and, after several seconds of pawing at the cushions, eventually righted his balance.

      “Were you out all night? Of course you were. And Maker only knows where you’ve been—airship racing and gambling and tall glass drinks. I can smell you from here. You could’ve at least gone home to change first.”

      I picked at the edge of an embroidered floret doily draped over the arm of my chair. “Technically, I’m late from when Cecily asked me to arrive. I made sure of it. I’ve also ordered my new suit to be sent here with scarcely enough time so I’ll be fashionably late for the Exhibitions, too.”

      She marked her page and lowered the novel to rest on Sweetpea’s wrinkled head. “My dear, it’s still morning. Early. You have never in your life gotten an early start to anything. You were weeks overdue for your own birth. And if you were a sleep-spelled prince and Robin Renegade came to kiss you awake, you would still roll over and ask for ten more minutes! Don’t pick at that.”

      I dropped the doily. “A reference to your latest novel, I assume?”

      She sighed and hugged the book to her chest. “Robin is searching for Prince Handsome, but he is under a sleeping spell. Nothing has happened since that scandalous scene alone in the woods together, and I do wish she would get on with the rescuing because he isn’t getting any younger! Although . . . I suppose because of the spell, he isn’t getting any older either.” She pointed an accusatory finger at me, suddenly sour. “Don’t distract me. Explain yourself! And it had better be important for you to interrupt my cleanse.”

      “Is that what this is?”

      “I intend to look my best for the Exhibitions,” she said. “And I only have four more days to prepare for the Maker’s Gala this weekend. You should clean up, too, if you want any pretty partners to dance with you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I always look stunning.”

      “Alas, we all have our burdens to bear. We are in the height of the season. You will, of course, accompany me to the Tackletons’ garden party on Thursday?”

      “I’m afraid I won’t be able to clean up in time.”

      “Don’t be cheeky.” She reached for a bone porcelain teacup and took a sip. A large drop of the thick amber mask dripped off her face and plopped against the cup. I wasn’t convinced that any partner would want to dance with someone whose face was dripping into her teacup, even someone as eccentric as my own father.

      “Mum . . . what have you put on your face?”

      “Honey.”

      “Glad we’ve cleared that up, then.”

      “It sweetens the complexion.” She set down her cup and daintily patted her chin with a serviette. Sweetpea lunged for the sticky cup but, once again, tipped face first into the seat cushion. “If you won’t tell me where you’ve been all night, you can read me the list of ladies already on your dance card⁠—”

      “You know very well I won’t dance. Although I have promised to steal a glass of champagne for Cecily.”

      “Where is that girl? I haven’t seen her all morning. Do you know she set the curtains on fire? Again. Last week. I’ll never understand what Maker was thinking when He sent me the two of you. A good man who, for some unknown reason, misapplies sense for sarcasm. And a brilliant girl who spends the whole of her allowance on nuts and bolts and forgets to order a ballgown for the Maker’s Gala. And before you ask, I’ve already ordered the new batiste from Madame LaMonde on her behalf.”

      “Art, is that you?” As if summoned, my sister leaned halfway into the doorframe at an awkward angle.

      Technically, Cecily was my cousin. She’d come to live with our family as a ward. But almost immediately, I’d adopted her as my little sister. We even looked like siblings with similar chestnut hair and golden-brown skin, although her bright eyes were wide as hazelnuts while mine were more oval-shaped like almonds.

      Even with her standing half-hidden by the doorframe, I caught sight of a frayed and blackened burn across the hip of her striped afternoon dress. Her hair had already escaped any attempts at captivity, and loose curls rose like a wave behind a pair of magnifying goggles strapped to her head like a band. She held a small object between an overly large pair of leather work gloves.

      I might’ve become dependent on fashion, but Cecily couldn’t care less. I’d long since stopped teasing about her bas bleu appearance. The game lost appeal when my target gave absolutely no reaction.

      “I thought I heard your voice. You’re early!”

      “Why does everyone insist I’m early? I’m”—I checked the standing clock—“at least half an hour late! You did say half past ten, and it’s after eleven.”

      “Yes,” she said. “But, you see, I knew you would be late. So I invited you here two hours early.”

      “Two— A whole two hours? Well, that wasn’t very sporting of you.” I nibbled at the edge of my biscuit and sulked.

      “Never mind that. I still need to clean the balance and tighten the escape wheel. Oh, and my satchel is probably on the bench in the back garden. Or the icebox. At least I don’t need to worry about the blueprints—I’ve already turned those in. See you there?” She dashed away.

      “Where, dear?” Mum called, but Cecily was already worlds away. “That girl is as scattered as a lost set of jacks. Do you know where she’s gone?”

      “She failed to mention that part, but I think we can safely guess.”

      “You don’t think . . . she’s not going to the Maker Exhibitions. Not dressed like that!”

      “I’m afraid it’s probably worse than that. I suspect Cecily has submitted blueprints for an invention and will publicly present her dissertation today. She’s brilliant. I have no doubt she’ll be awarded a title as maker . . . even dressed like that.”

      The Maker Exhibitions were a yearly trade fair held at Diadem University. Aspiring makers submitted blueprints before being selected to address a panel of judges with hope of receiving a makership from the queen and access to private funding. Anyone could present an invention. Thus, in theory, anyone could receive the coveted title of maker. Even my eighteen-year-old savant of a sister.

      “You mentioned the Exhibitions before.”

      “Hm?” I glanced up from twirling the doily on one finger and was startled at the stern look Mum had leveled at me.

      “You already knew,” she said. “How did you know? Don’t pick at that.”

      I dropped the doily. “I had my suspicions after Cecily asked me to call round today.”

      It wasn’t an outright lie, but I wasn’t supposed to know details of the Exhibitions. At least . . . not with any certainty. Thanks to the wide circumference of her social circle, Mum was uncommonly well-informed on social matters. But even the great Mrs. Hattie Keays lacked the vast resources at my disposal.

      Two days earlier, one of my informants had stolen an early look at the list of maker-candidates and had apprised me of Cecily’s application. The details were . . . concerning.

      She’d registered her application without a patron.

      It was rare for a gentleman maker-candidate to enter the Exhibitions without the endorsement and continued financial support of at least one patron. It was unheard of for a single cog girl to attempt the same feat of independence.

      I couldn’t interfere directly—couldn’t show a deliberate interest. That would be much too useful. I could, however, muster a more indirect show of support.

      “For any outcome,” I said, “we might as well put in an appearance. She’s not without a guardian. But with an outfit like that, the judges might very well assume Cecily is a roving orphan. She should be seen in good company.”

      Mum gave me a sudden, serious look. I tried not to squirm, but I’d been in forceful interrogations that made me less nervous.

      “You are running out of excuses, Arthur. At some point, you’re going to have to admit that you have something to care about. Whatever and whyever you play the careless rake, I know your heart. You care more than you let on.”

      I winced as the truth of her words pierced the center of the heart I made every effort to safeguard. Such a soft target was a liability.

      “Now then.” She tossed her novel onto the sofa and stood. With a startled snort, Sweetpea tipped off the sofa and waddled onto a flowered cushion near my feet. “How much time do we have? Oh, dear . . . not nearly enough. When did you say your suit is due to arrive? And have you seen Martha? Oh, never mind. I’ll wind up the house chimes. Make yourself useful, dear, and have a word with Daweson? The steamcar needs to be fueled and watered as soon as possible. Otherwise, we’ll certainly be late . . .”

      She continued listing instructions as she bustled from the room—long, floral robe sweeping behind her. Sweetpea yipped and followed her out as fast as his stubby legs could carry him.

      I pinched the floral doily and considered the effort it would take to summon Daweson and “be useful” as Mum had ordered.

      I didn’t consider long.

      Propping my feet on Sweetpea’s vacant cushion, I leaned deeper into the chair, covered my eyes with the doily, and tipped my head back for a nap.

      After all, I had to keep up my useless reputation somehow.
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      The spacious, open-air amphitheater that bordered Diadem University was full to bursting, and the crowd spilled out into the surrounding streets. Every citizen in the Parure, it seemed, had congregated at the Maker Exhibitions. But only a fraction of souls were actually paying attention to the ongoing presentations.

      I yawned loudly, tipped back the last of my tart cherry wine, and eyed Judge Pinefoy over the rim of my glass. He was a twitchy little man with deep-set eyes and a greasy comb-over. Despite the cool breeze, his pale skin was glossed with a sheen of sweat as he inched a hand toward the edge of the judge’s table. He flicked his skeletal fingers, and a grubby rover boy darted away into the crowd. Neither one of the other judges seemed to notice.

      Beside the stone and stained glass of the university lecture hall and beneath umbrella-shaped awnings, streams of people poured around showcases of make-prototypes. Along the uppermost tiers of the circular amphitheater, working-class cogs massed tightly together, children ran and shrieked, rover children wandered the crowd with trays of savory pies, and vendors peddled appliances and stemmed flowers until the smell of rich spices and spring blooms all wafted together. The next lower few tiers of stone and grass collected the wealthier cogs and gems. They sprawled on plush cushions as uniformed servants with pastel parasols provided imported wines and picnic hors d’oeuvres. We were seated beside the presentation platform on the lowermost grassy tier—curved rows of white chairs and matching round tables with silk tablecloths reserved for the wealthiest gems, close friends and family of the maker-candidates, and the patrons—a showcase for the prominent and prosperous.

      In truth, the Maker Exhibitions were less an examination of maker-candidates and their prospectus inventions and more an opportunistic parade of fashion. Most of the ladies wore metallic corseted dresses, their torsos sticking up like thin taper candles out of an elaborately ruffled sconce. The more tactless gems were so laden with mechanical gadgets it was a wonder they could lift their limbs at all. One college fellow wore a brass monkey statuette perched on his shoulder. A steel clamp around his upper arm held the gaudy creature in place; however, the clamp appeared to be stuck. He strained to loosen the screws, but the fingers of his left hand were becoming notably discolored.

      I, of course, was dressed to perfection. The arms and legs of my tan suit were bangled with brass gauntlets and straps, but I left the jacket unbuttoned to reveal a hand-painted leather vest depicting a rather salacious scene of pastoral nymphs. My cravat was pinned with a brass clip, and I twirled a polished cane with a matching brass handle. To cap it all, I’d slanted my new, rounded bowler over a pair of amber-tinted glasses.

      I angled a look over the rim and winked at a nearby trio of ladies. They giggled while their elderly chaperone bristled like a bluenosed guard dog.

      My reputation preceded me.

      The crowd quieted as a low, mechanical thud echoed over the outdoor amphitheater. On the platform, a boyish college student wearing a baggy suit tapped the circular rim of an outspeaker device and nervously began his presentation—something about paving stones and a new formula for cement. It was a pity the crowd immediately lost interest and the hum of chatter resumed.

      Again, Judge Pinefoy flicked his fingers over the edge of the table, and a nearby rover boy darted away. The judge was subtle—it’d taken me a few tries to notice the hand twitches and then to spot the rover boy. Fortunately, one of my own informants was working in the crowd as well. I trusted her to learn where the boy was headed.

      The selection process for makers was confidential—the Queen’s Judges intended to be impartial without exception; however, Pinefoy was clearly working out of someone’s pocket.

      And there was only one style of robe with pockets deep enough to buy a judge.

      Beyond the merry hustle and bustle, parasols, and charcoal-steeped picnic aromas, the Magicstry was a dark smudge against the skyline like a distant steepled mountain. A perpetual haze of mist swirled between its iron spires and pooled into a courtyard with wide gates that unhinged like the jaws of a snake. The mist supposedly represented their connection to the aether—the miracles of the Great Maker. To me, it was a conspicuous reminder of the Parure’s tenuous balance of power. Cogs wanted social reform. The gem wanted wealth and industry. And the Magicstry quietly siphoned away their own wealth and beneficence under the guise of piety.

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      I recoiled as Mum shook her printed program directly under my nose.

      The morning’s cleanse had concluded with her draped entirely in pink silks. Her feathered hat fluttered in the breeze, looking for all the aether like an enormous bird preparing to take flight, while Sweetpea was tucked under her arm like a fur accessory clutch. He was currently snoring.

      “Cecily is next,” she whispered loudly.

      “Finally.”

      “There is no mention of a patron beside her entry. I assumed you would invest.”

      “That would suggest initiative on my part,” I replied. “She didn’t ask Father?”

      Mum pursed her lips and fanned herself with the program. “That girl. Oh dear . . . but she does look nervous, doesn’t she?”

      Cecily did, indeed, have a distinctly green hue. She was the only woman—girl, really—in a long lineup of mostly college-aged men. She swayed slightly in her chair and clung to her leather satchel like a seasick woman to a life raft. Her toes tapped restlessly—flattening the grass around her. Cecily had never been one for crowds. Or people in general. Her lips were squeezed in a stubborn line of grim determination.

      My heart seized with pity. I caught her eye and waved, and she quickly swung her gaze back to the grass.

      “Do you know which invention she plans to present?” Mum asked. “She has quite a few to choose from.”

      “Haven’t the foggiest. But you’ve done a decent job in fixing her up. At least . . . her dress is from the current decade.”

      “There is that. Oh! This is it!” Mum squealed as the boyish maker-candidate concluded his dry cement lecture to a smattering of applause.

      Cecily stood and marched onto the wooden platform like a woman facing the gallows. She grimly removed a stack of papers from her leather satchel, placed them on the lectern, and gripped the sides until her knuckles turned white. However, she’d clearly rehearsed the presentational part, because her voice through the outspeaker was steady.

      “Honorable Judges, Makers, colleagues, and guests. My name is Miss Cecily Keays.”

      She’d already drawn more attention than most of the candidates. Several people craned their heads to get a better look at the schoolgirl maker-candidate.

      Judge Pinefoy was twitching with nervous energy.

      “We live in a shining age of industry—the brightest the Parure has ever known. The widespread production of makes, steam-engines, and alchemical fuel has expanded our commonwealth far beyond our foundational borders and augmented our standard of living. But for all such prosperity and growth, we are far from reaching the limit of our potential. The only limit to industry lies in our own imagination as makers.”

      Mum led the crowd in polite applause. Cecily looked up, as if annoyed by the interruption, hastily cleared her throat to the side of the outspeaker, and continued more rapidly than before.

      “Industry within the Parure is, at present, limited by a number of manufacturing pressures—inflation, supply chain disruptions, and labor shortages with the recurrent cog strikes to name a few. Above all, makers are dependent on natural resources such as our coal, iron ore, timber, and water. In view of these limitations, I began to imagine a world without temporal constraint. What if, instead, we could harness a limitless resource? An aetherial power?” She again cleared her throat. “I am, in fact, speaking of the conduction of magic.”

      The crowd took a collective intake of breath as everything inside me went numb.

      “The doctrines of the Magicstry teach that mages are chosen directly by the Great Maker. Supplicants offer alms, and in turn, mages conduct miracles of healing upon the faithful. Any other purport of magic is heresy. As a result, cogs, gems, and makers alike can only philosophize in secret as to the true nature and scientific potential of magic.”

      “Art?” Mum asked faintly, like my name was the whole of her question. Her voice clattered loudly against the utter silence of the crowd.

      “I need to sit down.” I glanced at my lap. Apparently, I was already sitting.

      Cecily barreled onward through her speech. “However, with dedicated research and precise experimentation, I have discovered a scientific explanation for the miracle of magic. Much like Maker Wyere’s theory of conducted electricity, magic is a natural and self-sustained resource which mages have simply learned how to conduct through the instrumentality of the human body. Magic can be conducted through alternate material in like manner. Allow me to present the Conductor, a self⁠—”

      “Young lady!” the farmost judge, Maker Hayes, interrupted. His voice boomed across the lawn through a second outspeaker. Cecily jerked her head upright in surprise. The judge hunched forward and regarded her with owlish eyes. He enunciated each word. “Are you suggesting that you’ve somehow discovered how to make . . . magic machines?”

      My walking cane creaked from the pressure of my grip. Anyone with a whit of sense would say her presentation was a prank. Unluckily, my sister didn’t have one of those. Even a whit.

      “Well . . . artificial aetheric conduction, to be precise. If you’d let me finish my dissertation you’ll see that⁠—”

      I found myself standing and walking to the stage. Thousands of eyes followed me as I swung my walking cane, poking little divots into the grass, and stepped onto the wooden platform. I adjusted the outspeaker at the lectern and gave the audience a carefree smile. “Honorable Judges, gems, and all you other people . . . as Miss Keays’ patron, it would be my pleasure to answer all of your questions . . . at a later time. Thank you.”

      Before she could say another word, I swept her papers into the leather satchel, caught Cecily by the elbow, and towed her away from the podium.

      Judge Pinefoy stood and ran as the entire amphitheater ignited into chaos behind us.
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      “Art, how could you? You’ve ruined everything!”

      Cecily rounded on me as soon as we passed the first white pavilion then danced sideways and continued yelling while we dashed through the crowd. If she was raging at me, at least she would keep pace. We needed to stay moving on the remote chance that we could find reinforcements before the mages located us.

      Unfortunately, the Jeweled Palace was our only lifeline.

      Gems and makers governed industry, holy mages conducted magic, and cogs like us were the hardworking citizens. The Parure was on the brink of civil war, and Cecily had created the make that would tip the precarious balance. To make matters worse, I was desperate enough to try to prevent the downfall. Mum had been correct—I had finally been forced to admit I cared enough about something to upend my careful life. I’d known when Cecily would present her make at the Exhibitions… unfortunately, I hadn’t considered what it would be.

      Shoulders aching with tension, I tucked her satchel under one arm and held my cane ahead of me like a weapon at the ready as we bobbed and weaved through displays and umbrella awnings to avoid the press of the crowd.

      “This was my opportunity to do something with my life—to make something of myself!” she shouted. “But after your stunt, even if I become a maker, my invention will never be mass produced without a patron. The judges didn’t even look at my blueprints!”

      I tugged her arm sideways to stop her from running into an upended cart. “I’m glad we agree,” I said. “The imperative in this situation is life. It would be a shame to watch your execution for heresy against the Magicstry. Especially because I believe executions are generally carried out at dawn, and we both know I would never wake up early enough to see you off.”

      She let out a winded growl of frustration. “Was that one of your jokes? At a time like this? Of course you know nothing about dreams or ambitions or goals, but did you have to turn my work into a joke, too?”

      “No one there was laughing, believe me.”

      Anyone with the ability to conduct magic was forced to join the unbending order of the Magicstry. Those who dared refuse faced trial as heretics, accused of misusing and corrupting the sacred power of the Great Maker. Even if her magic was artificially conducted through a make, a title of Makership was Cecily’s only path to safety—becoming a maker would place her directly under the queen’s protection.

      But first, we had to convince the queen.

      I ducked behind a vendor display of woven blankets hanging on a line and emerged onto the main thoroughfare leading to the Jeweled Palace. Cecily stumbled through the blankets behind me, arms flailing. The wide, paved street was alive with color and activity—painted awnings, the glinting windows of tall buildings, and the bustle of busy people at the central-most market. A bell clanged and a green-painted tram inched forward over inlaid tracks. I tugged Cecily’s hand and crossed the tracks ahead of the tram.

      She continued breathlessly, “Candidates fall under the jurisdiction of the Maker Exhibitions and, therefore, the Parure. I’m not conducting magic. My makes are. The Magicstry can’t do anything about that.”

      “Unless the Magicstry is in control of the Exhibitions,” I muttered, sparing a brief glance over my shoulder. The proof was right behind us. The lively crowd was splitting to either side of the street as quickly as a dry log beneath an axe.

      The mages were coming.

      We weren’t going to make it.

      “I know I’m not . . . I don’t think the way that other people want me to,” she panted. “But I thought that you of all people would be happy for me! Or at the very least relieved to have one less responsibility. I wouldn’t have to be Cecily the orphaned ward, a cog entirely dependent on the charity of her relations. I could be Maker Keays, a titled gem.”

      Cecily was so brilliant. Sometimes I forgot how young she was or that her naive aspiration to fit into a more traditional mold was as earnest as mine—if for wildly different reasons. The only comfort I could give was the truth. “Your make is a work of genius, Gears. The queen will have no choice but to appoint you as maker . . . once we prove you’re more valuable as a maker than a mage.”

      “Do you mean that?” She beamed. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that wasn’t a good thing. “But then, shouldn’t we head back? Where are we going anyway?”

      “We’re almost there.”

      The palace gates were mere paces ahead.

      “There is such thing as a wisdom of ignorance, yes?” I asked. “In any scientific query, it is vital to acknowledge what one doesn’t know. So, in this present case, will you acknowledge my superior knowledge in matters of society and let me do the talking?”

      When I looked back, she was several steps behind. She’d stopped to watch the parting crowd.

      “Cecily?”

      My ears popped, the air pressure changing like the sky before a storm, and air leached from my lungs. Each breath supplied less and less oxygen, like I was respiring in reverse.

      Stumbling back, I shoved the leather satchel into her arms and wrested Cecily forward by the collar of her dress.

      Ten steps.

      Eight.

      Four.

      We tripped through the gates of the Jeweled Palace as the crowd parted to reveal the mages.

      Mages were benevolent healers—conduits of a merciful Great Maker—generous with miracles of healing and reserved in judgment. At least, that was the character reference the Magicstry wrote on their own behalf. The two mages before us were clearly a different breed. Unlike faithful hounds, these were the guard dogs trained to kill, and they’d caught our scent.

      Even worse, I recognized Master Mage Citoyen. He was a notoriously ruthless and amoral fanatic of the Gallia Magicstry. Though the Parure offered asylum to refugees, Mage Citoyen was personally responsible for the execution of dozens of purported heretics during his ministry in Gallia.

      The mage beside him, a novice I’d never seen before, looked like a maltreated mutt the cruel master had trained in a dog-fighting ring. He moved with a lethal grace and loosely leashed intensity.

      Long grey robes floated just above the cobbled street as the two men stalked forward. In a city of bright colors and gems, the grey robes of the mages overshadowed the scene like a full eclipse of the bright sun. The fractured crowd shied farther away from the mainstay avenue and out neighboring arteries to avoid the intake of magic that seemed to consume all oxygen.

      Magic could only be conducted through physical touch. But the feeling of conduction, even nearby, was discomposing. Especially when it felt like the mages were stealing all the air.

      With all that power crackling around them—Maker help us if they so much as brushed against us.

      Cecily slumped in my arms, and I staggered backward. Black dots cluttered my vision.

      “Halt!” The firm voice came from behind as a thick hand gripped my upper arm to steady me. “These people are civilians of the Parure. Release them and state your purpose here.”

      After a silence of slowing heartbeats, the pressure of magic receded, and I gasped a full breath. Cecily sank to the ground, coughing.

      As my vision cleared, the hand encircling my arm loosened, and I straightened my tinted glasses and looked up into Ox’s familiar face. The palace captain wore a leather coat with rank insignia, although the uniform sleeves strained against the meaty width of his shoulders. Ox was not a ready-made size. He squinted against the sun as the light soaked into the dark skin of his neatly shaved head, but his focus never wavered from the mages even as he muttered, “What grease spill have you gotten yourself into this time, Art?”

      “They’re not here for me,” I rasped. “Jolly good timing seeing you here, don’t you agree?”

      Ox glanced down at Cecily, nodded in solemn understanding, and barked a protective order. Five nearby guards immediately surrounded us.

      Cecily and I were sandwiched between a deadlock of two world powers. Was that better or worse than standing alone on the battlefield?

      “I commend your discipline, Captain,” Mage Citoyen called in a dried and reedy voice. “But the girl is subject to Magicstry jurisdiction. She leaves with us.”

      I massaged my aching throat. “Miss Cecily is here for an audience with the queen.”

      “We have a prior engagement,” he said.

      “With the queen?” I asked brightly. “My Maker, that is a curious coincidence! Why don’t we all go in together? Much obliged to you for the escort, Captain.”

      I was acutely aware of my too-shallow breaths as Mage Citoyen cocked his head to the side, calculating.

      Then, he smiled.

      I could’ve sworn his novice winced.

      “Lead the way, Captain.”

      Ox muttered a grim curse and something to the tune of “I hope you know what you’re doing” and pivoted on his heel. I pulled Cecily to her feet, returned her fallen briefcase, and tucked her clenched fist under my arm. Her expression was tense with barely bridled rage.

      “Calm down,” I said. “Deep breaths. Just remember, wisdom of ignorance . . . and all that.”

      My walking cane clicked against stone as we ascended the staircase past a garden maze to circumvent the main hall. The mages’ presence behind us felt like an itch on the back of my neck until finally we dispersed to opposite sides of the queen’s receiving chamber.

      The space was exquisite. Our footsteps on marble echoed from floor to vaulted ceiling, and I was briefly blinded by a brilliant ray of sunlight shining through the multicolored glass windows as I tucked my glasses into an inner pocket of my suit coat. The waft of exotic perfumes was ever-present even without gems at court. A large carved throne oppressed the room, and the throne legs were underpropped by a marble dais foiled in gold.

      Within seconds of our arrival, the queen swept into the chamber through a side door. She crossed the space and regarded our impromptu party from the vantage of her throne. Notwithstanding the superiority of Gallia dressmakers, the queen wore a cheerless beige gown made exclusively in the Parure. Poor fashion choices mingled with a weak chin, watery eyes, and a profile ill-suited to a coin—Her Jeweled Majesty was almost satirically opposite in appearance to her noble station. The ring of armed guards, however, was properly imposing as was the man at her side, Maker Belwater. Publicly, Belwater was the queen’s most trusted advisor. Only a teacupful of people knew that behind closed doors, he was also the Jeweled spymaster, although I’d always thought his role rather obvious. His assessing gaze darted over the room, and his skin was chalky and pale like he’d spent a lifetime hidden in shadow. The queen was indeed intimidating with the intellect of Belwater behind the throne.

      “Your Jeweled Majesty, ma’am.” Ox bowed low.

      We followed suit.

      The mages did not.

      “Well,” the queen neatly cut through the strained silence, her voice sharp and clipped. “As long as we’re skipping formalities, I’ll get straight to the point. Maker Belwater has appraised me of the situation. A make to conduct magic. Is it true?”

      “Of course not,” Mage Citoyen answered.

      “And yet,” I said, “you made quite a show in coming here. I rather think such dramatic fanfare would enflame, not dampen, her credibility as maker-candidate.”

      “And who is this person?” the queen asked.

      “Mr. Keays, Your Majesty,” Ox answered.

      “Ah . . . I thought you looked familiar. You are the girl’s guardian?”

      “And patron, Your Majesty,” I added.

      Her eyes narrowed. “A cog as patron? How intriguing.”

      Mage Citoyen cut back into the conversation with a slash of his hand. “Her Exhibition lecture has already caused irreparable damage to the public mind. Conduction of magic falls under the jurisdiction of the Magicstry. Legitimate make or heresy, the outcome is the same. The girl leaves here with us.”

      “Well, we have skepticism in common, if little else,” said the queen. “However, let me be perfectly clear. The Maker Exhibitions are under my jurisdiction. Should this make prove legitimate, the girl—Miss Cecily Keays, is it? Miss Keays will be granted a makership. In such instance, gems and mages will come to a compromise regarding this discovery.”

      I pressed a hand to my jaw to cover my relief.

      Mage Citoyen clenched his jaw so tightly I heard the pop. The title of maker itself was seen as heresy—a mockery of the Great Maker—arrogant mortals attempting to claim the divine act of creation. But the mages wouldn’t defy the queen and risk all-out war. At least, not openly . . . from within the Jeweled Palace itself. The number of mages was slight in comparison to gems and cogs—perhaps one in every ten thousand—which was why there remained a balance of powers. Unlike our southern neighbors, heretic mages who conducted magic outside the Magicstry were reformed rather than immediately executed. The Parure Magicstry was smart to boost their
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