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. . . A map of Valrue within her mountain crater. I imagine Rue looks different from how you remember, the streetling gangs having carved out their territories. The Deadlands continue to grow beyond the outline depicted, forming a barren expanse of such scale that no paper in my possession could hope to capture them. I do not envy the Krijen posted out there . . .

From Yours,

Dijak



​​​Kimjit’s Map of the Deadlands
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Bhouli (say Boo-lee) – Secretive sect of people

CullKeeper – worker in the Distribution Centre (KahnenCull)

Dancing Ceremony – Ceremonial duelling of the oldest Squares (the Fifteenths) prior to becoming Krijen

Deadlands – Lifeless area surrounding Valrue

Distribution Centre – Stone-walled mayj-made structure in Val that all incoming and outgoing goods pass through, including dead bodies

Eighth House – Governing house of Valrue 

FaKrijen (say Fa-kree-jin) – Leader of the Krijen

Great Kahn – Prime minister of Valrue

Harnessing ability – One of the two pillars of majik

Making the Cross – Moving from Rue into Val

Mayj(en) – Person(s) with majikal abilities

Nomajik – No majikal abilities (bastardised term)

Lomajik – Limited majikal abilities (bastardised term)

Himajik – Significant majikal abilities (bastardised term)

Kahn(en) – Minister(s) of Valrue

KahnenCull – Colloquial term for the Distribution Centre

KahnenKeep – Government house

KahnenMayj(en) – Person(s) with majikal abilities in the employ of the Kahnen

KahnenMinder – Servants of the Kahnen

KahnenSpeaker – Voice of the Kahnen 

Krijen (say Kree-jin) – Warriors of Valrue

Krije (say Kree-jay) – Ceremonial sword used by Krijen in combat 

Power – One of the two pillars of majik

Promise – Partner, typically engaged or wed

Skahk – Derogatory term for a mayj

Square(s) – Krijen in training

Squad – Group of Krijen, typically six, with a chosen leader

Streetling(s) – Homeless youths living in Valrue

The People – Voting citizens of Valrue

Turned (to Turn oneself) – To die by harnessing power beyond what one has 

Turning – The point where a mayj begins to run out of power when harnessing. The sensation is blissfully addictive. 

The Unsettlement – Crisis of majikal and natural imbalance in Valrue where, with humans as a key exception, an excess of majikal power drove almost all living things from the city.




Expressions of Harnessing Ability:

Breaker – A mayj who moves matter

Builder – A mayj who moves matter, uses majik to create bonds that mimic the natural bonds between matter

Weaver – A mayj who moves matter, uses majik to create bonds that mimic the natural bonds between matter, and creates specialised bonds between matter by weaving power




Pertaining to Power:

Influencer – A mayj with sufficient power to use majik on other people without Turning



Pertaining to Cognitive Dexterity (majikal multi-tasking):

Atomik majik – Majik applied to individual atoms



The Spells of Weaving:



Can only be Woven (cast) by mayjen of the Weaving expression. Significant power is required to break these bonds, as with all Woven bonds.


The Cardonia Spell – Power woven around matter to bind it into a lattice-like structure called cardonite. Durable, particularly against majik.

The Thorson Spell – Power woven into a bond between objects that can be passed through. The bound objects are called Lockstones.

The Du Bellor Spell – Allows power to be woven together as a means of storage outside the body. Is leaky and burdensome, though if a certain ‘mass’ of power is obtained, the spell becomes self-sustaining. The Du Bellor Spell caused the Unsettlement in Valrue. 





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

[image: ]




Eighteen years ago. Four years into the Unsettlement.

The man walked out of the KahnenKeep, shaking. He had never been so outraged, so shocked, so terrified, so defeated, all at once.

That woman had been right. She had told him over and over, shouting at him in the streets, harassing him every time he walked over the bridge, following him over the cobbles of the city until he reached the Keep. Then she would wait for him and do the whole thing in reverse until he made it back to the safety of his home.

He had met crazy people like her before. The jealous, embittered types that weren’t good enough to make the cut to be KahnenMayjen, so they spent their days tormenting and belittling those who were.

Not that the man was a KahnenMayj. Nor would he be. Not after today. The thought was both petrifying and liberating at the same time.

He had assumed the eight years of training he had untaken had been about preparing him to be one of the most distinguished mayjen in Valrue. He had been wrong. Eight years was simply the time they thought it would take to brainwash him.

He had always wondered why it had taken him so long, why the others had all been given their robes and a Kahn to protect and told that this was it, they had made it, when he hadn’t. Because eight years was seven years longer than the time it usually took to train a KahnenMayj.

The man had thought it was something to do with his power, because although he was a Builder, he wasn’t powerful. It was only his knowledge of atoms and flawless logic and attention to detail that convinced them he was worth training in the first place, because a mayj who ran out of power, who ran such a high risk of Turning, was nothing short of worthless to them.

But now, after stepping from the Red Room, where his mentor had stood before him with a hand raised, ready for something that the man most certainly was not, his mentor had finally realised that no matter how many years they dragged his training out, they would never get him to where he needed to be.

Sterilised.

The man paused before the steps he had come across thousands of times before, marking his final descent into Val from the Keep. Because after today, he wasn’t going back.

The Eighth House’s request – no – their demand had shocked him. He had always wondered why every single mayj who had graduated before him had returned from the momentous ceremony in the Red Room not brimming with pride, nor their faces glowing with smiles. Instead, they had returned five shades paler than when they had left, shoulders stooped, with a limp that left their footsteps echoing distinctively down the Keep corridors.

The man had assumed there was some final trial of sorts, something to ensure they were ready for the role they had trained so hard for.

But no. The man realised now that the graduates had endured something far more gruelling than a final test. And no matter that their shoulders eventually squared again, or that their limp faded in time, they could never get back what they had let be taken away. The prospect of children. A family to remember them.

Still paused above the steps, the man shook his head. Then he started down them.

No, he did not regret his decision to walk away. Not just because he didn’t want to give up a family to call his own, but because the outrageous expectation of sterilisation made him realise that, after enduring a year of her harassments, the crazy woman was right. Not only were the KahnenMayjen the arrogant, elitist, narcissistic arseholes she insisted they were, but they were propagandized toys of the Eighth House.

The now-not-so-crazy-seeming woman must’ve known he was thinking about her, because there she was, her rebellious curls bouncing around her head, having broken free from her headband, as wild as the woman herself.

‘You’re not limping,’ she said to him.

‘No,’ the man said. ‘I’m not.’

The woman’s eyebrows disappeared up into her curls. He had not replied so readily before. In the last few months, he had ignored her completely, turning his head away, his lips sealed until the moment he closed his door in her face.

‘You didn’t go through with it then?’

The man glanced at her. ‘You knew what was expected of me?’

‘Of course,’ the woman said. ‘And I tried to tell you, and you wouldn’t listen.’ She fell into step beside him as they headed down the slope of Val towards the bridge to Rue. ‘Does this mean you’re ready to listen now?’

The man hesitated. He might not know her name, but he knew what this woman stood for, what she wanted. And sure, her ideals sounded good – almost too good – to be true. A Valrue where mayjen were all treated equally, where non-mayjen weren’t made to feel inferior, where everyone could learn about majik and share in the spoils that came with it. A Valrue where they would all work together to stop this Unsettlement in its tracks, this confounding majikal excess, before it got worse.

Because ignorance was part of the problem. The mayjen who lived amongst the People did not know what they did in their flippant harnessing because they barely knew more about majik than the non-mayjen. Sure, one simple flick of the wrist didn’t seem like much, but if they all did it, every time, everywhere, every day, the compounding majik was undoubtedly making the majikal excess worse. So, the woman’s ideals did appeal, no matter the mouth they came from.

But would he simply be swapping one extreme for another, by leaving the life of a KahnenMayj behind to join forces with the likes of her? Maybe. But she had certainly given him reason enough to listen.

‘What do you want from me?’ the man asked.

The woman grinned at him. ‘I knew you were one of the smart ones. That’s why they took so long to train you. Everyone else thought you were just dumb and that I should give up on you. I told them they were wrong.’

It was hardly a compliment.

The woman laughed at his expression. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘You’ll get used to me.’

‘Who said I’d have anything to do with you? I said I would listen, and I asked what you wanted from me.’

‘You will,’ the woman said confidently. ‘And I need you to come with me. We’ve got a meeting in an hour, and I’d like to introduce you to everyone first.’

‘Where is this meeting?’

‘In Rue. I’ll take you there, don’t worry. I trust you won’t tell anyone about it. Like I said, you’re one of the smart ones.’

‘And if I go, all you want me to do is listen?’

‘First, you’ll listen,’ the woman replied. ‘Then you’ll tell us everything you know about the KahnenMayjen and the Eighth House and the layout of the Keep, what you know about the Unsettlement, and everything else that comes to mind whether or not you think it’s important. Sound good?’

The man baulked at her. She wasn’t backwards in coming forwards. ‘That’s all?’ he asked.

The woman shrugged. ‘Yep. I don’t bring wallflowers to meetings. Or leeches. If you come, we’ll feed you and give you a roof over your head and a place to hide when the Krijen come for us, because they will. But in return, you’ll contribute and be useful.’

‘This is possibly the worst sales pitch I’ve ever heard,’ the man said.

‘I want you to know exactly what you’re buying,’ the woman replied. ‘And what you’re paying with. If you’re in then you’re in, and there’s no backing out. If you understand it up front, there is no excuse for tears later.’

Sound logic, the man thought. He could appreciate that.

It was the most enormous risk. But what else did the man have left? He had just thrown away his future. The future for which he had sacrificed friends, love, and relationships, leaving him with nothing but an empty shell of a home in Rue to which he hated returning because he had no life if he wasn’t at the Keep.

So it was rather ironic that after all these sacrifices, he had drawn the line at giving up his ability to have children, especially when there was hardly a chance of it. He was in his mid-forties with no prospect of a partner in sight, so it wasn’t like it would ever be a reality for him anyway.

But apparently, he wasn’t making good decisions anymore.

‘Okay,’ the man said. ‘I’ll come.’

‘Good,’ the woman nodded. ‘Follow me. Oh, and I’m Jakki, by the way.’

It was good to finally know her name. The man briefly considered telling her a fake name instead of his real one, but he thought better of it. Best to start off on the right foot with this woman. She didn’t seem like one to cross, even if she wasn’t actually crazy.

‘I’m Noel,’ Noel said.

‘Yeah,’ Jakki replied, grinning at him again. ‘I know.’
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The streets surrounding the KahnenCull were dark and dreary. Rain thundered down, drowning out the sound of Pyra’s boots as she zipped over the cobbles. She was soaked from the neck down, her floppy black hat keeping only her head dry. 

She was being followed. 

Not that she minded being followed. It was intriguing, especially when her stalker was doing a poor job of staying hidden. Either they were new to this sort of thing, or they were a nitwit, so Pyra wasn’t worried. It had been a long day though, and with nothing to show for her own stalking efforts, Pyra was grinding her teeth at the delay in leaving. 

Supplies had come into the KahnenCull as they always did, watched by the guarding Krijen who kept the doors to the colossal black structure wide open, taunting every starving inhabitant of the city. No one would get past the Krijen, not even a sneaky little streetling. Pyra certainly wasn’t stupid enough to try. 

But it was what was coming out of the KahnenCull that pissed Pyra off, because it wasn’t nearly as much as what went in. It wasn’t a secret that goods were skimmed off the top and divvied out to the wealthier citizens of Valrue. It was in the name. KahnenCull. 

The means by which it was done, Pyra could guess at. Tunnels. Some mayj constructed the KahnenCull a long time ago, and no doubt it sat above empty tunnels like the rest of the city. It wouldn’t be difficult to reroute stolen supplies through them and distribute them elsewhere. 

The Krijen didn’t go inside the KahnenCull. They had no need, because their orders were to keep the lowlife scum out. Krijen didn’t go beyond orders. Krijen were too stupid to realise that just because streetlings and the desperate citizens of the city couldn’t get in, it didn’t mean other kinds of thieves couldn’t. The CullKeepers, for example. The workers themselves.

After about a month of playing nice, Pyra and her streetlings had resorted to tormenting the CullKeepers. They relentlessly kept it up for the better half of two years, but the wretched rogues clamped their mouths shut, probably because the coin or the food or whatever they were being paid in was worth being threatened with a garrotting or having their hair set on fire if they walked too slowly home. Unfortunately, the rain – inordinate amounts of it since the end of the Unsettlement – had since put a stop to that bit of fun. Pyra didn’t even bother asking her streetlings to come anymore. Boredom was dangerous for streetlings. 

Really and truly, Pyra should’ve given up long ago, but she knew there was a member of the Eighth House involved in this. She knew it. This was a Reckoning-in-waiting. And Pyra wasn’t one for giving up.

This evening, as she skirted ahead of her stalker, Pyra purposely avoided the rooftops. Her stalker probably wouldn’t be able to follow her up there, so she kept to the streets instead, travelling in loops to give some pretence that she was being cautious but taking care not to look behind her, lest she scare them off. 

After a frustratingly long time, and sick of traipsing through the rain, Pyra decided her stalker needed further prompting. She ducked low, tucking herself behind some steps leading up to a random doorway. She picked up a stone and lobbed it down the empty street. It clattered through the rain and skidded to a stop in the distance. It was a cheap trick, but it worked more often than it should. People were gullible. 

Pyra paused and took a deep, quiet breath.

At the sound of the stone clattering, instead of a head easing around the street corner – as would be expected from a sneak – her stalker bowled bodily into the way, calling, ‘Wait! Wait, come back!’ 

The stalker ran right past Pyra, splashing noisily through puddles. It was a woman with greying hair, wearing a sodden blue dress and coat. The woman’s footsteps slowed and stopped and eventually she stood still in the rain, her arms sagging by her sides. 

Pyra didn’t know what to make of the woman. She had never seen her before. And Pyra had clearly misunderstood the woman’s intentions. The woman had called out to her. She wasn’t hiding. 

Or maybe it was a trap. 

Pyra looked up to the rooftops, eyes travelling over washing lines, dripping clothes, black windows. Nothing. The street was empty, dark, and quiet except for the thundering rain. There was no funny feeling in Pyra’s gut, nothing telling her something was off. 

The woman turned back the way she came, head down, shoulders slumped, wet clothes stretching to the ground, as though she was about to melt into it. Again, she walked right past where Pyra hid, not seeing her.

Pyra had never seen anyone look so tragic. 

It was time to brighten the woman’s day. 

Pyra eased silently from behind the steps and pulled out a horseshoe, its twin tips filed to points. She inched up behind the woman. Then, with a lithe leap and a hiss, Pyra whipped the horseshoe up to the woman’s throat. ‘Lose her, did you?’ Pyra trilled in her ear. 

The woman gasped, but that was all. 

‘You’re going to tell me who you are,’ Pyra threatened, ‘or you’ll lose your tongue very, very quickly.’ 

‘You’re her, aren’t you?’ the woman said, her voice soft. But she didn’t sound scared. ‘You’re Pyra?’

It meant nothing that she knew Pyra’s name. Everyone knew it these days.

‘I know my name,’ Pyra hissed. ‘I asked for yours.’

‘Evelyn.’

‘Evelyn . . .’ Pyra swilled the name on her tongue. She didn’t know an Evelyn. ‘Didn’t your mother teach you not to stalk streetlings at night?’

‘I’ve heard things about you,’ Evelyn replied, unshaken. ‘Things about what you’re trying to do. At the Celebrations, with the Eighth House . . . I thought it all empty threats. Then I heard about Lady Elira’s Reckoning.’

Pyra waited, interest piqued. 

‘You actually meant it, didn’t you?’ Evelyn went on. ‘You want to end Kahnen corruption.’

Pyra’s horseshoe didn’t waver from Evelyn’s neck. ‘You’re smarter than you look, Evelyn.’

‘Please, don’t mock me,’ Evelyn said. ‘I’ve had enough of that.’ The woman’s hands still hung by her sides, despite the sharpened points pressed into the skin of her throat. Defeated to her core.

Pyra clicked her tongue. ‘Turn around,’ she commanded.

Evelyn turned, Pyra’s horseshoe tracing a line on her neck until the woman stood facing her. Evelyn was shorter than Pyra. She had wrinkles around her eyes and mouth, hanging over bone, her face aged by hunger. She had grey streaks in her hair, but she wasn’t that old. Maybe mid-thirties. 

‘What do you want?’ Pyra asked.

Evelyn slowly raised a hand and eased it into the folds of her cloak, keeping her eyes on Pyra. 

Pyra’s fingers tightened on her horseshoe, but Evelyn didn’t falter. From her cloak, she pulled out a slip of parchment with damp edges. Parchment. Not paper.

The parchment unfurled as Evelyn held it up between them.

Pyra’s eyes skimmed over it. It was a death notice, an order for the body of an unnamed person to be taken out into the Deadlands, as all bodies in Valrue were, because they didn’t rot, not since the Unsettlement began. Though maybe they would now.

Evelyn lowered the parchment, her brown eyes shining. ‘I want revenge,’ she said.
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The Red Room beat with excitement. The Eighth House were gathered, perched on the edge of their seats. Even Lady Hia had flushed cheeks instead of her usual nervous pallor. 

‘“A tragedy come revolution”?’ Lord Reider repeated.

‘Yes, my Lord,’ Teal the KahnenSpeaker replied. ‘That is what I would call it, from what my eyes and ears have gathered from the streets.’

‘In that case, the KrijenMayj has superseded all expectation,’ Lord Reider surmised.

‘And continues to do so, my lord,’ Teal said. ‘He was back in the streets of Rue this morning with his squad, hunting streetlings. Ever since the KrijenMayj and his squad stormed the Upper West Side tower, it is all the People can talk about. They even laid out trinkets of honour on the bridge for the Krijen who died during the burning of the barracks. It is a sight to behold.’

The Eighth House murmured with delight.

‘FaKrijen Eden still has no plans to respond to the attack on the barracks?’ Lord Reider asked.

‘He does not need to,’ Lady Macey said. ‘Like Teal said, the KrijenMayj has done it already.’

The Great Kahn had once found Lady Macey so intriguing, the alluring unknown that she was. His obsession with her had lessened somewhat since the Unsettlement ended and he had unburied Luka from the back of his brain, along with his sense. 

However, the way Lady Macey played the political game still interested him. Her blatant favouritism for Jin over the FaKrijen appeared short-sighted, but she was too clever for it to be born of ignorance. The Great Kahn had not trusted her when she had first joined the Eighth House. He did not trust her now. 

He fought not to wrinkle his nose at the stench of her perfume. Why she had taken to wearing it recently, he knew not, but it befouled the room. Then again, perhaps it was his disdain for indulgence that worsened the smell. He thought Lady Macey would have known better, considering she touted the most modest roots of all his Kahnen. 

‘I have yet to speak to the FaKrijen regarding the attack on the Krijen barracks,’ the Great Kahn replied. Then again, now was a good opportunity. Time was getting away from them. ‘Go get him,’ he said to the Minder standing beside him. The Minder stepped off the dais and headed towards the door. 

‘The KrijenMayj too,’ Lady Macey called, ‘if he is done with this morning’s streetling purge.’

The Minder nodded, then slipped from the room.

The Great Kahn knew FaKrijen Eden wouldn’t like that Jin had already sought vengeance against the streetlings for the Krijen massacre. Stolen retaliation aside, Jin was usurping Eden effortlessly, in every way. The Krijen all but bowed to him in the corridors now. Of course, in obedient Krijen fashion, they did nothing more than raise their hands to their clavicles in salute, but it was the incline of their heads, the turning of their bodies towards him, the way they now called him ‘KrijenMayj,’ instead of ‘sir,’ that spoke volumes of Jin’s otherwise intangible exaltation.

The Great Kahn suspected Jin knew what he was doing, yet he didn’t stop. It was as though the young man goaded the FaKrijen, daring Eden to punish him. As though having the skin melted from his hands wasn’t enough. 

‘Elections are looming, my Great Lord,’ Lord Reider said. ‘Given that we delayed them after Lady Elira’s execution and remain one representative short, I think the People need reassurance that the Eighth House still have their interests at heart. Perhaps it is time we re-discussed announcing the end of the Unsettlement.’

A bold suggestion so early in the meeting. Indeed, the Kahnen had become more assertive lately, perhaps no longer fearing reprisal. Or born from frustration, in Lord Reider’s case. 

‘I disagree,’ Lord Salli piped up. ‘It might secure us votes in the short term, but mayjen will only take it as an excuse to harness rampantly, and we will end up back where we started, with another Unsettlement. Fool us once, sure. I will not be made a fool of twice.’

The Great Kahn did not share Lord Salli’s concern. Du Bellor Spells and vengeful ex-lovers aside, the Great Kahn knew how to manage a majikal population. It was a matter of whether he felt ready. The sway of votes did not bother him because his re-election was a certainty. He had been more popular than ever in the polls. 

As had Lady Hia.

The Great Kahn turned to her, making her flinch. ‘My Great Lord?’ she trembled.

‘You seem to know what you are doing,’ the Great Kahn said. 

‘I . . . I do?’

‘You do. What do you think? Shall we announce the end of the Unsettlement?’

Lady Hia looked shocked at being asked her opinion. ‘I . . . I think that would be wise,’ she said. 

‘I agree,’ Lord Flynn said. Eyes flickered to him. ‘The forest is fast encroaching on the Second Bases. I saw a bird outside my window this morning.’ Gasps sounded around the table. ‘It is becoming increasingly obvious that the Unsettlement is over.’

‘Indeed,’ Lord Reider said. ‘It will arouse suspicion if we do not make the announcement. The other houses will soon begin lobbying for it, and as the ruling house, we must lead the charge.’

‘Additionally,’ Lady Macey chimed in, ‘remember that mayjen make up a significant portion of Valrue citizens, many of whom have not broken our laws yet still suffer. If we announce the end of the Unsettlement, we might regain their support.’ She frowned. ‘Though considering mayjen arrests have become nothing short of forceful coercions, we still face a great challenge in that regard.’ 

Lord Salli grunted at her not-so-subtle slight against him. It was he who first suggested the Krijen provoke mayjen into harnessing in order to arrest them, back when Oji had been FaKrijen. Eden had taken to the idea with significantly greater enthusiasm. 

‘This is true,’ Lord Reider said. ‘It is worrying that arrest rates are high, and crime rates even more so. The Krijen are more intolerant than ever, but they are obviously not managing.’

Lady Macey gave an undignified snort. ‘You mean to say they have become more cruel and less effective.’

Lord Reider looked morose. ‘If it were not for the extraordinary malevolence of the streetlings in their attack on the Krijen barracks, I fear the People would have lost all respect for the Krijen.’

The Great Kahn turned to the Speaker. ‘What say you to this, Teal?’

‘It is an accurate reflection of the People’s sentiment over the last few months.’ 

It was undeniable that Eden, the egregious FaKrijen, was doing far more damage to the Krijen’s reputation than he’d done to any criminal. But no matter how much the Eighth House moaned, they had made their beds with him. They had put him in power. 

Teal cleared his throat. ‘I must add that although the tide has turned for now, I am not sure how long the People’s reinvigorated respect for the Krijen will hold, given the FaKrijen’s . . . tendencies.’

The Red Room was silent. With only Stolt remaining of the KahnenMayjen, the last and most useless of their majikal protectors, the Krijen were the only barrier standing between the Kahnen and the People should rebellions fester against their government. 

‘Should we be worried then, given that we lost a further forty-six Krijen in the burning of the barracks?’ Lord Flynn asked. 

‘I do not think so,’ Lady Macey responded. ‘Not now that Jin is roaming again, his hands having healed. He is doing a marvellous job.’

‘I beg to differ,’ Lord Salli responded. ‘Ridding us of streetlings is all very well, but he has failed to capture not only the late FaKrijen Oji’s killer, but the Upper West Side streetling gang-leader. His achievements are superficial at best.’

‘He is single-handedly regaining the favour of the Krijen and, by proxy, of the Eighth House,’ Lady Macey challenged. ‘You consider that superficial?’

‘I would prefer he catch the savage little girl who threatened us with Reckonings.’

‘Surely we need not fear Reckonings anymore,’ Lord Flynn interjected. ‘How can the streetling girl coordinate the gangs if she is in hiding?’ 

‘And why would she,’ the Great Kahn added, ‘unless there are further guilty parties amongst you?’ 

His Kahnen were spared from answering as the heavy doors to the Red Room opened, and the FaKrijen succeeded a Minder into the room. ‘My Great Lord,’ Eden said, dipping his head. ‘My lords and ladies.’ He strolled past the stone slab and stepped onto the dais, coming to stand beside the Great Kahn’s throne-like chair. Almost every member of the Eighth House speared Eden with looks. Lord Salli alone gave him a courteous, undeserved nod. 

‘We are considering announcing the end of the Unsettlement,’ the Great Kahn explained to Eden. ‘Do you foresee any trouble if we do this?’

The FaKrijen sucked thoughtfully on his cheeks before answering. ‘Plenty, my Great Lord. Mayjen will take advantage. Even in the dungeons, they still cause problems. But we’ve taken the necessary measures to control them.’

The Great Kahn knew what that meant. The gloves may be ruined, but Eden still had his other torturous cardonite toy, the one that Sid Bha had designed for him. A great number of mayjen prisoners had met its pointed end.

‘What do we do with the mayjen prisoners if we decriminalise majik?’ Lord Salli asked. ‘Are they to be exonerated, their crimes simply forgotten?’

‘An interesting dilemma,’ Lord Bajeridine remarked, speaking for the first time. He was the newest Kahn, having replaced Lord Oman, who had been killed by streetlings at the Celebrations a year ago. ‘Is it fair to punish someone for something that we no longer consider a crime?’

‘Of course it is!’ cried Lord Salli. ‘If it was a crime when the offence was committed!’

‘I think we should pursue justice as opposed to punishment,’ Lord Reider commented. ‘That is what the People would want.’

‘And what is your definition of justice?’ Lady Macey asked.

Just then, the heavy Red Room doors opened once more, distracting the Great Kahn from the conversation. The KrijenMayj entered the room, trailed by the Minder who had retrieved him.

‘Jin!’ Lady Macey said, rising from her seat. ‘Welcome! You . . . you look . . .’ she faltered. ‘Do you need a moment?’

The voices of the Kahnen died as Jin walked forward, stopping at the edge of the stone slab. The Great Kahn hadn’t seen him up close since the cardonite glove incident a few months ago. He had changed since then.

It was as though the fat under Jin’s skin had been stripped from him. Veins pulsed along his temples and neck, and his jawline had not an ounce of youthful softness left, covered with an offensive stubble. His blond hair was in its usual braid, dark with sweat. His scarred red hands hung by his sides. For once, they were still. He looked exhausted. 

Jin shook his head in response to Lady Macey’s question, then raised a hand to his clavicle in Eden’s direction, quickly dropping it back by his side.

‘Very well,’ Lady Macey said as she retook her seat, looking unnerved. 

‘Jin,’ Eden said. ‘Come here. Stand with me.’

Jin walked the length of the stone slab and stepped onto the dais, stopping behind Eden. He kept his eyes on the ground. The Great Kahn wasn’t sure if Jin and the FaKrijen had been in such close quarters since Eden had ordered the gloves on him. Possibly not, by the way Eden was smiling.

‘So, my Great Lord,’ Eden said. ‘What should I tell my Krijen?’

‘We will not decriminalise majik,’ the Great Kahn said. ‘But we will announce the end of the Unsettlement to placate the rumours.’ 

Jin’s head jerked up. 

‘Teal,’ the Great Kahn called across the room, ‘gather the Speakers. See that this news reaches the streets before sundown.’

‘Yes, my Great Lord.’ Teal left.

‘You’re announcing the end of the Unsettlement?’ Jin asked. 

‘Yes,’ the Great Kahn replied, not meeting his eyes. Instead, he looked to Eden. ‘Krijen numbers are growing thin,’ he said. ‘What do you propose we do about it?’

Lady Macey straightened in her seat. ‘But Jin –’

‘Is a single Krijen,’ the Great Kahn interrupted, still taking care not to look at the KrijenMayj. ‘Successful Upper West Tower raids aside, the rest of the city is suffering from rising crime.’

‘I’ll need to think about it, my Great Lord,’ Eden said. 

Barely a breath preceded Lady Macey’s question. ‘What about you, Jin? Do you have any ideas?’

Eden recognised the snub; he did not hide his anger well. His nostrils flared, and he took a step to the side as if to hide the KrijenMayj from view. His attempt was fruitless, given that the young man stood almost a head taller than him.

Jin’s eyes were still on the floor. ‘The Squares,’ he said quietly.

The Great Kahn was surprised. He’d not expected Jin to be ready with an answer.

‘Like before?’ Lord Flynn asked. ‘When you uplifted them to assist with the streetlings? It was effective, but not exactly a long-term solution. The Squares must complete their training.’

‘No, not like before,’ Jin said, finally looking up. ‘Fifteen years is too long to train, and unnecessary. Expedite the Dancing Ceremony and graduate the Fifteenths now, and the Thirteenths and Fourteenths alongside them. It would give us greater numbers.’

The Kahnen looked up and down the table at one another. 

‘You suggest we permanently shorten the training time?’ the Great Kahn asked. 

Jin nodded.

‘Would that compromise the quality of the Krijen graduates?’ Lord Reider asked. ‘To lose three years?’

‘Our problem isn’t skill, it’s numbers,’ Jin said. ‘Training for this long is archaic and wasteful. You could even graduate the Twelfths. No one would fuck with a sixteen-year-old Square.’

The Kahnen looked shocked, whether by Jin’s suggestion or his language, the Great Kahn couldn’t tell.

‘Is a sixteen-year-old ready for such responsibility?’ Lord Flynn asked. 

‘Yes,’ Jin said. ‘The burden of killing isn’t taught as a Square anyway. You learn that afterwards.’ A most confronting statement. Vitriolic too, from Jin’s tone. 

‘Well,’ Lady Macey said, breaking the silence that followed. ‘It seems logical. How many Squares would graduate at the next ceremony if we were to do this?’

‘Standard graduation numbers for the Fifteenths are twenty-five,’ Lord Flynn said quickly. ‘Dropout rates peak at ages fourteen, fifteen. We can assume graduation numbers will be similar. If you graduate the Twelfths upwards, you will have roughly one hundred graduates from the next ceremony. Seventy-five more than expected.’ 

‘Is that enough?’ Lord Reider asked. ‘We would barely recuperate the losses from the attack on the Krijen barracks.’

‘Depends on what we do with them,’ Jin said. 

‘That’s my decision,’ FaKrijen Eden snarled to the room. 

‘Yes,’ Lady Macey said, but she turned her head away from him dismissively. ‘What about if we trained more KrijenMayjen?’ 

‘No,’ the Great Kahn said quickly. He knew he was being childish and reactive, but the idea of training more mayjen still offended him.

‘As Jin mentioned, the issue is Krijen numbers, not skill,’ Lord Flynn said. ‘Though I would not be opposed to more KahnenMayjen being trained –’

‘No,’ the Great Kahn repeated. But he needed a reason this time, however tenuous the excuse. ‘Until we decriminalise majik, I will not condone further majikal instruction. No exceptions.’ He looked around the room. ‘Let us take a week to consider Jin’s proposal. Eden, speak to the Geni.’

‘Yes, my Great Lord,’ Eden said, hissing the answer through his teeth.

‘Good. We are done here.’

Chairs scraped as the Kahnen stood, and Minders scurried to open the doors. Eden stepped down from the dais, then turned back. ‘Come, Jin.’ Jin obediently stepped down to the floor. Then he stopped. ‘Sir,’ he said quietly, ‘I would like permission to speak to the Great Kahn.’

Eden gave him a sharp look. ‘About what?’

The Great Kahn quickly rose from his seat. ‘I do not mind,’ he said. His tolerance for the FaKrijen had hit rock bottom, and he wanted to hear what the KrijenMayj had to say. ‘Eden, do not let me waste your time.’ Seething at the clear dismissal, Eden stormed out the door behind the Eighth House. It closed behind them.

The Great Kahn knew Krijen did not like sitting, so he did not suggest Jin take a seat. Instead, the Great Kahn walked across the dais towards him, his head only level with Jin’s because the dais was a half a foot higher than the floor. 

The KrijenMayj’s eyes remained turned down as he spoke. ‘My Great Lord, do you still want the bridge fixed?’ 

A request from months ago. The Great Kahn didn’t realise Jin had even heard it. Stolt had been most reluctant to pass it on. 

‘Yes, I do,’ replied the Great Kahn. 

‘Okay. I’ll do it then.’

The Great Kahn waited. ‘That is all you wanted to ask?’

‘Is my majik training with Stolt over?’

‘I presume so. I am not sure what more he could teach you.’

‘You can teach me more.’

The Great Kahn clenched his jaw. ‘Like I told you before, I do not want to.’ 

Jin didn’t respond, face still downturned. His pitiful silence fuelled the Great Kahn’s irritation. ‘Are you going to look at me, or your boots?’ he snapped.

Jin looked up. His eyes were bloodshot, rimmed purple with fatigue, and there was a smear of blood across his cheek. Probably from a streetling. ‘That’s not fair,’ he said. ‘You can’t make me KrijenMayj, then refuse to teach me majik.’

‘I did not make you KrijenMayj.’

‘You could have stopped it!’ Jin bellowed, suddenly furious.

Had the Great Kahn not kept vivid recollections of Mandavar’s own labile temperament, he would have leapt back from Jin in terror. Instead, he stayed still and calm as the KrijenMayj thrust his hands before the Great Kahn’s face. ‘Look!’ Jin shouted. ‘Look at them! This is what your fucking Kahnen wanted! And you’re the Great Kahn, aren’t you? Don’t you dare tell me this isn’t on you!’ Jin’s chest heaved. He glared at the Great Kahn for a second longer, then dropped his hands and looked away. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I’m tired.’ Abruptly, he folded his legs and sat down at the Great Kahn’s feet.

The Great Kahn stared, baffled, at the top of Jin’s blond head. Mandavar had been angry and unpredictable, yes. But he’d never been remorseful after he lost his temper. Not once. 

Slowly, the Great Kahn sat down on the edge of the dais, his robes settling around him. It felt ever so unnatural.

‘Look,’ Jin muttered again, holding a hand out.

The Great Kahn looked. The first thing he noticed was that Jin’s fingernails were gone, which in itself was disconcerting. The skin of Jin’s hands stretched and twisted over itself, an angry red that ran all the way up his wrists before disappearing under his wraps. Without prompting, Jin untied the wraps at his wrist, then pressed the material back. The twisting red went to the middle of his forearm before dissolving into a mess of white cross-hatched scars.

The Great Kahn stared at the scars. They screamed of Krijen disobedience. They also tugged unexpectedly on his guilt, reminding him of what had been done to Mandavar’s son, Drax. Apparently, the Great Kahn felt differently about that now. He had not realised until this moment.

‘Who gave you those cuts?’ the Great Kahn asked. 

‘Pago. He’s in my squad. He used to be squad leader.’

The Great Kahn knew the one. ‘I am sorry.’

Jin gave the Great Kahn a strange look. ‘Whatever for? I deserved them.’ He tugged his wraps back down his arm. 

‘I will not teach you majik,’ the Great Kahn said, more gently than before. 

‘But –’

‘Not because I do not know more, but because I am not ready.’ The Great Kahn hesitated. He needed to be careful how much he gave away. Something about Jin always left him saying too much.

‘Because of the Unsettlement?’ Jin asked. ‘Because of what majik did to your city? You hate it that much?’

‘I hate it that much,’ the Great Kahn said slowly, ‘but you are not ready either.’

‘What? Yes, I am!’

‘You are not looking after yourself,’ the Great Kahn said, mimicking a comment from Meek, one of Jin’s squad members. He had said it to the Great Kahn a few weeks back when Jin had gone missing. The Great Kahn wondered if Jin knew Meek had approached him for help. Perhaps not.

‘I will not teach a half-starved, sleep-deprived mayj more about majik,’ the Great Kahn said. ‘A power like yours requires responsibility. You are not being responsible.’

Jin made a face. ‘So you’re saying if I eat more and sleep more, you’ll teach me about majik?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s not that easy. I can’t sleep properly, I haven’t for months –’

‘You will right now,’ the Great Kahn reassured him. ‘I can tell your power is depleted. I expect you have been harnessing during your streetling purges. It must be a relief.’

Jin scowled. ‘Fine. The food thing then. Have you ever eaten breakfast maize?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘That shit you feed us Krijen.’

‘You are complaining about the food?’

‘Yes. Do you have anything else we can eat?’

‘You are the KrijenMayj. You can have whatever you want.’

‘No. I really can’t.’ Jin rubbed his temples. ‘If you are announcing the end of the Unsettlement, what’s happening with the prisoners that were arrested for majik-related crimes?’

It was a strange segue in conversation. The Great Kahn wasn’t sure of the connection between the topics. Maybe there wasn’t one, and Jin was just so tired he couldn’t think straight.

‘They will be punished, as deemed appropriate, by the FaKrijen,’ the Great Kahn replied.

‘Will you make exceptions?’

The Great Kahn pondered that. ‘Is there someone in the dungeon you wish to see released?’

Jin nodded. 

‘Did they commit the crime they were arrested for?’

Jin paused. ‘Yes.’

‘Then I will not make an exception.’

The Great Kahn expected Jin to complain, but he only nodded. Krijen understood punishment better than most. This Krijen in particular. 

Jin’s ruined hands moved to his lap. The Great Kahn noticed he had no daggers at his thighs. It was outrageous for a Krijen to carry no weapons. ‘Where are your daggers?’ he asked.

‘Melted,’ Jin said. ‘My hands were too hot.’

The Great Kahn remembered Mandavar saying once that powerful mayjen were more resilient to heat than most. Perhaps more so than the Great Kahn had realised. ‘Forgive me,’ he enquired, ‘but I do not see any new burns on your hands –’

‘No,’ Jin said. ‘It hurts, but my skin handles heat.’ He frowned. ‘Unless you trap it in cardonite. Thanks for that, by the way,’ he added. ‘Meek, um . . . he said you made sure the gloves came off. And something else . . . Sorry, I don’t remember it. I don’t remember anything well, really. Not when I’m worked up.’

The Great Kahn raised an eyebrow, surprised again by Jin. The young man’s gratitude seemed genuine, though he was giving away a lot about himself. Then again, it was no more than the Great Kahn could have guessed. Jin was easier to read than a book. 

‘By “worked up”, you mean when you have not been harnessing enough?’

Jin nodded.

‘Then perhaps you should harness more.’

‘Perhaps.’ He did not sound convinced, which the Great Kahn didn’t understand, given that Jin was pestering him to teach him more majik.

‘Would you like some cardonite daggers?’ the Great Kahn offered. ‘They will not melt in your hands. Stolt cannot Weave, but he can manipulate the cardonite we already have.’

‘I don’t want anything from Stolt.’ Jin stood up. ‘What about that sword of yours?’ 

‘No,’ the Great Kahn said sharply, also standing, pressing down a flare of anger at the mention of Mandavar’s sword. Jin had a talent for testing him. ‘Go, get some rest,’ the Great Kahn said, making it clear this conversation was over. He strolled across the Red Room, pausing at the doors and looking back over his shoulder at Jin. ‘I look forward to seeing the new bridge,’ he said, before walking out. 
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Sid Bha couldn’t keep his eyes off the Lost Square. He knew it was wrong to look at it, to acknowledge its presence, but the thing seized his attention and wouldn’t let it go. 

Sid wondered if this was how it happened for his daughter, Aren. The second the Lost Square had you the slightest bit convinced of its goodness, it had you. So Sid had to be very, very careful, because the Lost Square doled out goodness in droves. 

It was everywhere, doing everything, helping everyone. With Bish as a willing go-between and helping to coordinate the efforts of Mae, Jakki, and Noel, Turning Point bustled with warmth. There was food for the food line, somehow paid for with coin collected from the streetlings, and the Turners smiled toothless smiles at Sid as he skittered past them. They were easy to spot with their glazed eyes and the little red blossoms of blood in the middle of their shirts. 

Sid had asked Jakki about that, and she’d shaken her head. ‘I don’t know what that’s about,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen it with them, though. It’s doing something to them.’ She meant the Lost Square. And while whatever the Lost Square was doing to the Turners seemed sinister, Sid had no proof that it was. Especially because the Turners were all happiest right after fresh blood dripped down their fronts. 

So Sid watched the Lost Square, trying to figure out what his daughter had seen, all the while dreading that he could be falling victim to its manipulations in exactly the same way.

Right now, despite the sky darkening with the threat of another downpour, the Lost Square was out in the street, crouched before a Turner, the one Sid had spoken to when Bish first requested Sid accompany him to the Point. Sid knew this Turner’s name. It was Breeve. The Lost Square was with Breeve a lot. 

This time, the Lost Square held out a razor, gesturing to Breeve’s long white beard, which matched his long white hair, both so unruly they had grown past his knees and curled over most of his face. Sid assumed the Lost Square was trying to help Breeve look more decent. How ironic. 

The Lost Square paused in its gesticulating and placed the razor on the ground before Breeve. It slowly rose to its feet, eyes locked on something in the distance. Sid followed its gaze. 

A hooded figure was walking towards the Lost Square from the mouth of the alleyway. The figure took quick, light steps and stopped a few feet from the Lost Square. The figure said something unintelligible from where Sid stood and jerked its head back towards where it had come from. 

The Lost Square folded its arms and shook its head, but the hooded figure didn’t leave. It kept talking, voice muffled, its cloak tugged tight about itself. Eventually, it turned away. The Lost Square pulled out a dagger and followed. 

Hardly believing his valour, Sid scurried after them as the first drops of rain pattered down. He ducked low, creeping along until he reached the mouth of the alleyway, then peered around the corner. The heel of the Lost Square dipped out of sight around the next bend.

Sid edged around the corner in reluctant pursuit. Then he slid to the ground and craned his head around the bend, peering through the dim.

The pair had walked halfway down the alleyway and come to a stop. The Lost Square stood with its back to Sid, blocking the hooded figure’s face from view. They continued their conversation in hushed voices. Sid was closer than before, but with the sky rumbling above him, he struggled to hear anything other than a few garbled words, which were worthless without context, especially because half of them were curse words from the Lost Square’s mouth.

Even so, it was obvious that they knew each other, which was worrisome. Even more worrisome was the voice of the hooded figure, because the few audible words she spoke were of such elegant inflection that Sid could only attribute them to North Val, if not the Keep itself. 

But he must be wrong. Turners aside, anyone would be hard-pressed to find a beggar in Rue caught dead in an alleyway with a Lost Square, let alone someone alive and from the upper echelons of society. But there was something about that voice. Something more familiar than just the tone of it. Maybe if Sid could get a proper look . . . 

Old carts, gallows, and upended barrels scattered the alleyway, like most Rue alleyways. Holding his breath against the stench – which always worsened with the rain – Sid edged carefully away from the corner and ducked behind a barrel. With utmost care, he peeked his head above it. From this angle, Sid could now see the face of the hooded figure. It slashed a knife of cold fear straight through his belly.

It was Lady Hia. A Kahn of the Eighth House.

Sid snatched his head back, his lungs catching on his ribs. He rubbed his eyes, wondering if his petrified brain was playing tricks on him. He daringly raised his head above the barrel again, stealing another look before pulling his head down a second time. 

It was undoubtedly Lady Hia. Still, Sid struggled to believe it, because although the voice and face belonged to Lady Hia, the woman sounded nothing like how Sid remembered her from his time as Weapons Master. Lady Hia was a quiet, timid Kahn, possibly more terrified of her shadow than Sid was of his own. But Lady Hia didn’t sound scared now. She sounded stern, astute, and Sid knew the Kahnen were still hunting for him. 

Sid could not think of a single reason a Lost Square and a Kahn would know each other and meet secretly in a shady alleyway in Rue. Not unless it was the final, desperate attempt of the Eighth House to catch the fugitive called Sid Bha and his familial troop of felons. 

The Lost Square, with nothing to lose and everything to gain, was handing them over. Sid had caught it in the act.

Sid turned on his heel and ran as the delicate spots of rain roared into a downpour. 
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Bish looked up as Wren walked through the old bakery doorway, shaking the rain from his hair. He came over to Bish, who sat in his wheeling chair by the far stone oven in the wall, recently converted back to its original use. The other two ovens remained as beds, padded with blankets. One for each of them.

‘How’s the bread going?’ Wren asked.

‘Terribly,’ Bish said, staring at the flat lumps which sat blackening over the coals. ‘Noel should be doing this, not me. If it’s something Geni Igna didn’t teach us as Squares, then I’m useless.’ 

Wren ducked his head to look into the oven and snorted. ‘Wow, you’ve fucked those,’ he said. ‘You should’ve taken them out about ten minutes ago.’

‘Well, maybe you should do it then!’ Bish swiped the poker from the side of the oven and speared it straight down the row of blackened bread. He pulled the poker from the oven and upended it, the bread sliding neatly to the floor.

‘Nah, I’m like you,’ Wren said, looking down at the ruined bread. ‘If we didn’t learn it as a Square, I’m useless too.’ He looked over his shoulder towards the door. ‘Where are the others? Did they see me coming and run?’

‘Funny you say that,’ Bish said. ‘I saw Sid sprinting past the window not long ago. I would say I was worried, but Sid spooks easily.’ Bish shook his head. ‘I think Thatcher’s been winding him up too.’

Thatcher was the little streetling with knock-knees and long brown hair, whose favourite pastimes were taunting Sid and spitting snot balls at random passersby from the rooftops. Despite his terrorising, he was a good earner of coin, having returned to making deliveries for the wealthy merchants of Val with much enthusiasm. Aren had set up the business before Jin killed her. After that, she had left Valrue with Drax to fix her heart.

So long as the merchants didn’t find out that a Lost Square was now running the delivery business, they were happy to pass over their coin. If they weren’t, Thatcher threatened to cut their pinky fingers off, despite being told many times that this was bad for business. 

‘I know,’ Wren said. ‘I’ll sort it.’ He sat down on the edge of the stone oven that held his meagre belongings. Wren’s only blanket had been direly thin, and the nights were cold now, so Bish had packed an extra one to give to him. Marigold had cried and hit Bish when he had left the home they shared in Val. They were still promised, but Bish didn’t know if that would last. 

He had not told Wren his relationship was hanging by a thread. Not that Wren wouldn’t know, because he wasn’t stupid. But Marigold might still change her mind. She just needed to give Wren a chance, and the others needed to as well. Bish was confident that, just like him, they would come around. 

‘Hey,’ Wren said, interrupting Bish’s thoughts. ‘I’d like your opinion on something.’

‘Sure,’ Bish replied, somewhat absentmindedly. He was still looking at the blackened lumps on the floor, dismayed that he would have to start again. He just hoped Noel wouldn’t know he had wasted so much flour. Then again, it was Noel’s fault for expecting him to do this unsupervised. 

‘So look,’ Wren began seriously, enough that Bish looked up from the blackened lumps, ‘maybe I should’ve said something before, but Pyra hasn’t come by for a while, so I figured maybe they’d given up –’ Wren hadn’t even started making sense before he paused, frowning at the street outside through the stone-lipped window.

Bish swivelled his wheeling chair around to see what had caught Wren’s attention. He glimpsed Jakki’s wild grey curls as they bobbed past the window, followed by Noel’s white hair. 

The moment Jakki appeared in the doorway, she threw up a hand. The bakery door – already barely hanging on by its hinges – ripped itself entirely from the wall as Jakki flung it across the room, straight into Wren. Bish heard a sickening crunch and Wren’s muffled shout just as something took hold of Bish’s wheeling chair, yanking him backwards. Bish clung to the armrests for dear life, arriving with a screeching halt before Noel. 

‘Noel? What are you –’

‘I’ve got him!’ Noel yelled, grasping the back of Bish’s wheeling chair with his hands. 

‘Go!’ Jakki screamed over the sound of Wren’s curses, who she had pinned to the wall, pressing the bakery door against him with majik. ‘I’ll deal with this!’

‘Don’t, Jakki!’ Noel cried. ‘Just leave it –’

‘No! I’m not making the same mistake again –’

‘NOEL!’ Bish shouted over the top of them. ‘What is going on?’ 

But Noel only wrenched Bish’s wheeling chair around and pushed him towards the door. ‘Hey!’ Bish cried. ‘Stop! I said, Stop!’ He clamped down on the wheels of his chair, bringing them to a jerking halt in the doorway, nearly sending Noel toppling over him. Bish reached back a hand and grabbed hold of Noel’s shirt, wrenching with all his might and sending a shocked Noel crashing to a heap on the floor. Bish spun himself back around to the sound of Wren’s protests.

Jakki still had her hand outstretched towards Wren. Under her majik, the door pinning Wren to the wall had melted into liquid brown and wrapped itself around Wren’s torso and limbs. Slowly, it dragged him towards the opening of the restored stone oven, as though Jakki intended to force him into it.

Panicking, Bish wheeled himself forward. ‘No, Jakki! That oven’s still hot!’ He made to grab onto the back of her wraps, but there was another forceful tug on the back of his wheelchair. He twisted around; Noel had latched on to his chair once more. 

‘Get off –’

‘You don’t understand!’ Noel cried desperately. ‘The Lost Square has tricked us all! It’s going to hand us over to the Kahnen!’

Bish froze. ‘What?’ He twisted around to look at Wren, who was still struggling against the mess of brown liquid that had been the bakery door. 

‘That’s not true!’ Wren gasped, his face red with effort.

‘Liar,’ Jakki spat. ‘You were talking to a Kahn!’ She yanked her hands to the side, and the liquid brown mess went with them, sending Wren sliding to the corner of the oven. He cried out, fingers scrabbling to find purchase. 

Bish’s panic inched up a notch. That stone would be scorching. ‘Wren would never!’ he yelled. ‘This is insane! Just stop for a second –’

‘It was Lady Hia!’ Wren screamed, to Bish’s horror. ‘But I wasn’t turning you in, I was –’

Jakki roared, and the liquid brown mess engulfed Wren, hauling him into the oven. Then, with a flick of Jakki’s wrists, the stone closed over, shutting off Wren’s scream.

‘NO!’ Bish bellowed. ‘Wren!’ He tried to wheel himself towards the oven, but Noel still had his hands clenched on the back of Bish’s wheeling chair. Bish threw himself forward with all his might, snatching at Jakki on his way to the floor and dragging her down with him. ‘Get Wren out!’ Bish screamed at her. ‘Get him out now!’

Jakki choked as Bish’s arm locked around her neck. ‘Noel!’ she cried. ‘Help me!’

But Noel was staring at Jakki in horror. 

‘Noel!’ Bish cried. ‘Get him out!’

Noel raised his hands to the oven wall.

Just then, a blur of a man shot into the room, his long white hair flying out behind him and his hands raised. There was an enormous bang, and the sealed oven blasted outwards, showering them with stone. Bish closed his eyes against the grit, his arm still wrapped around Jakki’s neck. 

Debris clogged the air, and Bish coughed on it. There was a loud thump, followed by a feral, pained sound that tore through Bish’s bones. Jakki squirmed in his grip, but he didn’t release her. Instead, he clung tighter, opening his eyes to peer through the stone dust as it settled around them. 

Across the room was a stick-thin man with long white hair. At first, Bish didn’t recognise him, but then he registered the crazed eyes and the missing teeth, bared with effort. It was Breeve, the Turner. His long white beard was gone, with only uneven stubble left behind. He held a flailing Wren in his arms, whose tortured sounds dissolved into coughing as Breeve dragged him towards the bakery doorway.

Bish still had his arms wrapped around Jakki’s neck. She suddenly curled her hand into a claw and dragged it backwards through the air until Bish felt an almighty pull on his sleeve, so strong that his hold on her slipped. Gasping, Jakki leapt to her feet, stumbling in fresh exhaustion, fury still twisting her face. She raised a hand once more towards Wren. 

‘No!’ Noel lunged forward and shoved Jakki’s hand to the side just as Breeve succeeded in tugging Wren out into the pouring rain. 

‘How dare you!’ Jakki puffed, wrestling weakly against Noel.

‘Jakki, stop it, stop it now! It’s Brevian!’

Jakki stopped struggling. ‘What did you say?’

Bish didn’t give a fuck what Noel had said. He propped himself up onto his elbows, glaring at them from the floor. ‘Give me my chair!’ he spat. 

Noel did not hesitate. He let go of Jakki, who slumped to all fours, and quickly wheeled the chair over, helping Bish haul himself back into it. Then Bish pushed Noel’s hands aside and propelled himself towards the exit, stopping in the doorway. 

Bish scanned the alleyway outside. Through the rain, he could see two figures hunched against the wall across from the bakery. There was no one else around, the rain having sent people scurrying into the cover of the towers. 

Bish bounced over the lip of the doorway and wheeled himself towards to the two figures. Even before he got there, he was soaked through. The rain was coming down hard. ‘Wren!’ Bish called, coming to a stop. ‘Are you okay?’

One of the figures stood up and stepped towards him. It was the beardless Breeve, his long white hair dark from the rain and slicked back from his face. He squinted suspiciously at Bish for a moment, then staggered aside to let him pass. 

Behind him, Wren sat shuddering on the cobbles with his burned hands resting in his lap. He looked up at Bish, his face red with heat, despite the raindrops running down it. ‘I wasn’t turning you over to the Kahnen,’ he said, before Bish could open his mouth. ‘I really wasn’t –’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Bish said, ‘are you okay?’

Wren grimaced. ‘My back doesn’t feel great.’

‘I’ll look at it.’ Bish edged his chair around, sucking in a breath when he saw the damage. Wren’s shirt had a giant hole in it, the shape of its frayed black edges matching the curved opening of the oven where the hot stone had burned through the material. Bubbles blistered along Wren’s raw skin, the worst parts of which oozed a pinkish liquid. The elbows of Wren’s shirt were also torn, the skin grazed underneath.

There was no point in lying about it. ‘It’s not good,’ Bish said. ‘You’re bleeding too.’

‘Figured that,’ Wren said quietly, paling beneath his flushed cheeks. He never could handle the sight of his own blood.

Bish glanced at Breeve. The mayj remained planted in front of them, staring into the rain, facing the bakery. Jakki and Noel had not yet emerged. 

Bish bit his lip, unsure what to do about Wren’s back. He knew basic first aid from his Squares’ training, but he’d not dealt with burns like this before. Together, they eased Wren’s shirt over his head, Wren flinching as the material pulled away. Bish screwed the ruined shirt up and threw it out of sight so Wren couldn’t see the blood on it. 

Then they sat there while the rain ran down Wren’s skin. Bish wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. He ran a nervous eye over the rest of him. Wren’s boots were blackened. They looked like the very same ones they’d worn as Squares. ‘Your feet okay?’ Bish asked. 

‘Yeah,’ Wren grunted. ‘Good thing they’re leather.’ 

‘Your hands?’

‘Superficial.’

Bish doubted that from the swollen blisters he could see on Wren’s palms and fingertips, but he nodded. Wren wasn’t a whiner, nor would he condone any coddling. Satisfied he seemed okay for now, Bish steeled himself for the next conversation. There were some questions that needed answers.

‘So what’s this about you speaking to a Kahn?’

‘Lady Hia,’ Wren confirmed grimly. ‘I was talking to her this morning. Someone must’ve seen me. I bet it was Sid.’

‘I guess it explains him sprinting past the window earlier.’ Bish gave Wren a pointed look. ‘You swear you weren’t actually turning us in, and there is some crazy explanation for all this?’ He could hardly believe Wren would double-cross them, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what Wren would have to do with a Kahn, let alone one from the Eighth House.

‘I swear it. Not that anyone gives a shit,’ Wren said. 

‘I do. I’m listening.’

‘All right.’ Wren squinted up at him. ‘You know how I mentioned Pyra, right before Jakki came in?’

‘The streetling gang-leader who eats tongues?’ Bish had no idea where this was going.

‘That’s her. So Pyra and Lady Hia are leading an uprising. Lady Hia’s working from inside the Kahnen, and Pyra’s got the streetling gangs onside. They’ve been planning the Reckonings to expose corrupt members of the Eighth House who’ve been intentionally screwing the city over.’

Bish took a moment to absorb what Wren had said. ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’

‘You said it yourself that there would be a crazy explanation.’

‘An uprising isn’t outrageous given the circumstances,’ Bish admitted, ‘but a Kahn and a streetling working together?’

‘I don’t think Pyra was a streetling before all this happened. But yeah, she’s turned into one for sure.’ Wren scowled. ‘She’s a right piece of work.’

‘And Lady Hia?’

‘I think she’s always been legitimate. She just got a shock when she was voted into the Eighth House. Sounds like she instigated the whole thing.’

‘How did you get involved?’

‘About a year ago, I got dragged to the Upper West Side by Pyra and some of her gang. They were pissed off with me. I was getting in the way because I was stopping them from clearing the Point. Lady Hia promised the People of the Lower West Side she would rid them of the Turners and the scum and lowlifes, as they call them, to secure votes and keep her seat in the Eighth House. Lady Hia figured out pretty quickly that I was going to tell her and Pyra to fuck right off, so she asked me to join them instead.’

Bish gaped at him. This story was going from insane to more insane. ‘What did you say?’

‘Nothing. I jumped out the window. I’m not stupid. I wasn’t going to get involved. I don’t trust Lady Hia; she’s a politician. And her offering to work with a Lost Square? I know what I am to people, what it would look like for them if people thought we were working together. Pyra was furious, but Lady Hia must be pressing the issue, because in between a few attempts to kill me, Pyra’s been trying to get me to attend a gang meet ever since.’

Bish raised an eyebrow. ‘So that’s what Lady Hia wanted this morning? She was asking you to join the uprising again?’

‘Yeah. Except she’s never come herself before. It’s always been Pyra passing on the messages. So, if I’m not mistaken, they’ve had an argument, and Lady Hia is getting desperate. She wants the Lower West Side streetlings onside.’

‘No shit,’ Bish said. ‘If they’re using streetlings as an army, they’ve had a massive setback. Didn’t you hear about the Krijen raid on the Upper West Side tower?’

‘Sure. It’s all anyone at the Point can talk about. The People love Krijen now apparently.’ Wren’s face darkened. ‘They love Jin, their glorious KrijenMayj.’

‘Yeah,’ Bish agreed bitterly. Of course they did. Because Jin knew how to manipulate everyone. He was a champion at garnering sympathy, whether he deserved it or not. 

Just then, Breeve settled down next to Wren, looking relaxed and blinking up at the rain. Bish suppressed a shiver. He was getting cold, but by the way Wren had his jaw clenched and his body wracked with shudders, he still felt like he was on fire. 

Bish glanced back at the bakery. Still no Noel and Jakki. ‘Was your conversation with Lady Hia what you wanted my opinion on?’ he asked Wren. ‘Before Noel and Jakki came?’ 

‘Yeah,’ Wren replied. ‘Lady Hia said something I wasn’t expecting, and I wanted to see what you thought. I figured maybe she was just messing me around to get what she wanted, but . . . I . . . I dunno.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She said the Kahnen are talking about shortening the Squares’ training time and knocking off four years. They might graduate them early, to improve Krijen numbers.’

‘Okay,’ Bish said. It was a good idea. Krijen numbers had been dire since forever, and no one in their right mind would fuck with a sixteen-year-old Square.

‘Lady Hia said that if I agreed to join their cause,’ Wren continued, ‘then after the Dancing Ceremony, if they’ll come, I can take them to her, and she’ll talk to them. She’ll try to convince them to stick around and not kill themselves. If they won’t believe a Kahn, then they wouldn’t believe anyone, so I figured it’s as good a shot as I’d ever get.’ 

Bish stilled. He thought he understood, but he didn’t dare to believe it. ‘When you say “they” . . .’

Wren had a shine in his eyes that Bish had never seen before. ‘I’m talking about the Lost Squares,’ he said. ‘Lady Hia said she would help me save them.’



Narium’s List of Slights

Hey, Aren

Welcome to Holu Mon. Here is a List of Slights (in no particular order of importance) to help you settle in. Hopefully I’ve not forgotten any. 

Where it’s not possible to avoid slighting, all reasonable attempts must be made to correct both actual and perceived imbalances. Don’t stress too much if you get it wrong. If you’re slighting really obviously, then people will assume you are a mayj and therefore exempt. 

Otherwise, tell them you’re from Valrue. They’ll be more forgiving. Trust me. 

Thanks, Narium. 

Slight #1. To wear to excess a single shade or colour of clothing. (You’ll notice black and white is the standard).

Slight #2. Uncommitted members of the opposite sex making physical contact with one another.

Slight #3. To have only a single member of the opposite sex present in a group of three persons or more.

Slight #4. To rely on a single side of the body. (Everyone in Holu Mon strives to be ambidextrous).
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Weaving was, without a doubt, the most boring thing Aren had ever seen. 

Then again, that was the problem. She couldn’t actually see it. 

Weaving was the harnessing of power into unnaturally strong bonds around infinitesimally tiny things called atoms, or slightly bigger tiny things called molecules, or even bigger tiny things called cells. Sometimes it was all just referred to as matter, to make it easier. The majikal prowess required to Weave matter was hard to comprehend, especially for someone powerless, like Aren herself.

Aren had been jittery with excitement when Mandavar first announced that he would teach Drax how to Weave properly, but now she fought to stay awake during his lessons. Weaving took hours, and she had to be there because either Mandavar or Drax had to have a hold of her heart, so she couldn’t leave. 

At first, she’d been careful not to make too much noise because this was important majik, and she had to let Drax and Mandavar concentrate. However, she soon discovered that when they were Weaving, Aren all but disappeared. She could probably stand beside them singing loudly, or scream obscenities in Mandavar’s ear, and neither he nor his son would flinch, caught up in their invisible majik. 

It got rather lonely. 

Aren sighed and rolled over on the bottom-most stone tier she lay on, peeking at the pair sitting on stone stools in the middle of the round lecture theatre. Mandavar still held a hand outstretched towards her, maintaining the thudding rhythm of her heart, now so practised at it he could do it even while he talked Drax through the intricate process of whatever he was Weaving. 

Aren had no idea what it was because it still wasn’t big enough to see.

Two weeks ago, they had started simple. Mandavar had taken a glass orb from one of the other lecture theatres, held it up, and told Drax that all he needed to do was Weave his power around the existing bonds of it. With a few additional directions from his father and after shattering a few orbs, Drax had picked up this particular approach to creating cardonite in no time at all. 

Then came the living things. As it turned out, you could Weave over the bonds of anything, including the matter of a tree, a flower, even an insect such as a beetle, which continued to walk happily around after Drax made its shell all but indestructible. 

Mandavar said they would not try Weaving the matter of a more sentient creature because their pain response was different. If Drax got it wrong, it would hurt the poor creature. Aren got angry at that. Mandavar could smother an entire city without batting an eye, but hurting a bird was out of the question. However, it prompted another thought. How could living things survive being Woven if cardonite was harder than diamond? Why didn’t the animal become frozen, unable to move?

Mandavar had explained in a carefully unexasperated tone that while cardonite was best known for its rigid, lattice-like structure, if Woven a certain way, the bonds between matter remained malleable, acting as a medium through which matter could bounce around, allowing movement while still containing them in a powerful hold. 

Mandavar explained a further problem with Weaving the cells of living creatures was that when the cells eventually died, they remained trapped by the spell. It meant that the poor beetle would soon die, drowning under the dead cells it could no longer shed from its body. So other than for teaching purposes, no one Wove sentient things. 

Aren had asked Drax in a nervous whisper what might happen to her then, because wasn’t the whole point of learning how to Weave so they could fix her heart? Would the Weave eventually kill her?

Drax had reminded her, ever so gently, that she was already dead. But he had still put the question to his father. 

‘You’re confused,’ Mandavar had said, turning to Aren. ‘You’re considered dead only by majikal definition; you no longer produce your own innate power. However, your cells are still alive, somehow using Drax’s transferred power. Your heart cells still die and shed – as do the rest of your body cells – because whatever form of Weaving Drax has been using thus far, it does not seem to trap them completely, much like the Du Bellor Spell. Unlike other Weaving spells, the Du Bellor Spell is leaky. It means that when we use it for your heart, it should also allow dead cells to shear off and be replaced, as required, by your body.’

Despite his intolerant approach with his other students, Mandavar was incredibly patient with Drax, and Aren, too. That annoyed Aren to no end because she knew Mandavar was just toying with her. It was much harder to come across as morally superior when yelling at someone if they refused to rise to the challenge and gave a calm explanation for everything under the pretence of being reasonable.

Mandavar was just so good at being secretly bad. No wonder he’d hoodwinked Holu Mon into obsessing over him. 

Today, Drax had progressed from Weaving over existing bonds to creating entirely new ones by Weaving together molecules in the air, which fell firmly into the realm of atomik majik. Mandavar said it required the same amount of power to Weave the matter of all non-living things, but the smaller things became, the greater one’s cognitive dexterity needed to be. 

According to Mandavar, Drax had exceptional cognitive dexterity, which meant he was rather good at concentrating on many millions of tiny things at once. Mandavar also theorised that this was the reason Drax could harness without his hands, despite lacking any further explanation. Aren knew it was a desperate guess; Mandavar was frustrated that he didn’t know the answer.

Regardless, while it sounded very impressive, this kind of Weaving was done on such a small scale that it looked as though Drax and Mandavar stared intently at nothing, going entirely by feel, which was why Aren had nothing to watch. So she turned her gaze back up to the ceiling and went back to her favourite pastime of daydreaming about Wren. 

She didn’t even know if he was alive. She hoped with all her might that he was. Aren wouldn’t be so stupid again as to think she would feel it if he died, because she’d thought that about Maude. Aren had been so sure she would know if something bad had happened that she hadn’t believed it upon learning the Bhouli girl was dead. 

Maude was with the stars now. Somewhere beyond the ceiling that Aren stared at. 

Maybe Wren was too. 

‘Aren?’

Aren quickly sat up, keeping her face turned away from Drax, hiding her tears. They came from nowhere these days. ‘Are you finished?’ Aren asked. She gave a fake yawn, rubbing her eyes as though she’d been napping. 

Drax looked tired. His icy blue eyes were half-closed, and he shook as he sat down next to her, his bony body rattling under the black tunic he wore. ‘We still have class after this,’ he said, ‘but my father says I need a break.’

‘Not that you should have one,’ came Mandavar’s voice from across the room. ‘But I won’t have you Turning.’

Aren looked up at Mandavar as he strode towards them, his hand still raised towards her heart. He stopped before Aren and lifted his other hand, fisted, as though intending to give something to her. Aren frowned, then held out her open palm into which Mandavar dropped a tiny transparent sphere, about half the size of her smallest fingernail. ‘Cardonite,’ Mandavar said. 

‘What’s it made of?’ Aren asked. 

‘Hydrogen.’

Aren turned to Drax. ‘Well done,’ she said, smiling. 

‘It was really hard,’ Drax said quietly, swaying where he sat.

‘Of course it was,’ Mandavar said. ‘You’ve been Weaving every day for a fortnight without allowing your power to replenish properly. When we Weave Aren’s heart, this is what it will be like, only worse. It’s important for you to practise like this, to experience but a semblance of the difficulty. The Du Bellor Spell is the most unforgiving; it will leak even as you Weave it. You shouldn’t expect to get a break.’

Drax looked up at him, blue eyes wide. 

‘Why do you think it took me five years to Weave enough power into the lake to make it self-sustaining?’ Mandavar asked.

Aren folded her arms, biting down on her anger. Mandavar talked about the devastation of Valrue so flippantly. However, yelling back at him achieved nothing, she reminded herself. She was getting better at exercising control when it came to Mandavar. Still, the comment dragged a response from her, for another reason. ‘Five years?’ she asked. ‘Five years? Is that how long Weaving my heart is going to take?’

‘No,’ Mandavar said. ‘Not with Drax progressing like he is. He also has an experienced teacher. I taught myself through trial and error, and I had a much, much greater challenge.’

Drax blinked at him. 

‘It’s not a slight against you, son,’ Mandavar said. ‘I’m simply more powerful than you, and power is what the spell requires.’ 

Just then, the door to the lecture theatre opened and Mandavar’s three other students entered, all dressed in dark blue, the preferred colour for mayjen. They kept a moderate distance between each other as they walked down the steps, their power making it uncomfortable to be too close. 

Bodin was in front. He was well-muscled and clean-shaven, with short black hair, unusual by Holu Mon standards given that everyone else kept their hair long and braided. Men braided their beards too, which Aren was only just getting used to because back in Valrue, beards were unseemly. Only beggars and Turners wore them; the ones who had completely given up. 

Bodin smiled and waved at Aren as he approached, coming to sit so close to her it was uncomfortable by most social norms, let alone in Holu Mon, where touching the opposite sex was a slight.

Bodin was a mayj though, so his slights were excused. 

Aren’s weren’t. She edged away from him, closer to Drax, hoping it didn’t seem rude. Aren didn’t think Bodin did this intentionally; more that he didn’t realise it bothered her, not being from Holu Mon. But Aren was worried about slighting. She didn’t want to go around offending people, so she tried her best to keep good habits even when people who cared weren’t around, like Fom. 

Mind you, after suffering through three of Drax and Mandavar’s private lessons, she’d not asked Fom to accompany her to any more. She refused to subject the woman to such torturous boredom for the sake of saving Aren from the slight of being the only woman amongst two men, both of whom were mayjen and therefore immune from the worries of slighting. 

After Bodin came Narium. She was smiling too, flicking her blonde braids over her shoulder. She wore red on her lips and cheekbones, which stood out against her creamy white skin. She sat down a little way from Drax, her eyes roaming between him and Aren. 

Narium and Bodin had shown a lot of interest in Weaving, asking Aren and Drax a stream of questions after class. Aren understood their curiosity, especially given neither of them could Weave themselves. They’d been trying but admitted their frustration that they likely didn’t express the Weaving gene. 

Neither did Demison, yet he’d asked Aren and Drax no questions whatsoever. The tall, darkly tanned young man with the short braided beard had been nothing but cold towards Aren and Drax since they’d arrived. Aren found him immensely intimidating, not only because of his behaviour towards them but because Drax was nervous around him. Demison was powerful, to say the least. Perhaps as powerful as Mandavar. But without the ability to Weave to wear himself down effectively, Demison constantly needed a reminder to harness. Not that Demison was any less unpleasant afterwards. 

‘He just needs a good Turn,’ Aren whispered in Drax’s direction as Demison took a seat on the other side of the room, fixing Drax with a ferocious stare. Drax’s mouth twitched slightly up at the corners. A sort-of-smile.

They’d not yet got to the bottom of Demison’s hatred for Drax. Aren suspected it was born of jealousy in getting to spend time with Mandavar, learning majik that Demison could not do. 

Aren looked over at Narium. She assumed Narium had told Demison that Drax was Mandavar’s son. Aren had hoped it would help, because Demison simply couldn’t compete with that. However, Demison remained as cold as ever. 

Narium smiled back at Aren, and suddenly all she could think about was Marigold, with those red lips. She quickly looked away. She missed Valrue so much. 

‘What are we doing today?’ Bodin asked Mandavar, sounding eager. They’d skipped a whole week of lessons while Mandavar had eased himself into the demands of harnessing Aren’s heart for a few hours at a time – not that it seemed difficult for him – and to commence Drax’s Weaving lessons. Mandavar had started his classes back up a week ago, afternoons only, with the mornings reserved for Drax. 

Narium and Bodin had both grumbled at the news, but their anger wasn’t directed at Drax, and they quickly returned to their bubbly selves. However, the look that Demison had thrown Drax would’ve speared him on the end of it, had Demison less restraint. Maybe he could kill Drax if he wanted. But that wouldn’t go unnoticed by Mandavar. 

‘Today, we are doing theory,’ Mandavar said, in response to Bodin’s question. 

‘Aw, what?’ Bodin asked. ‘Theory? We’ve barely harnessed for two weeks –’

‘You’re welcome to leave,’ Mandavar said to him. He flicked the hand not stretched towards Aren up to the double doors of the lecture theatre. They flung open. Bodin remained seated, silent.

‘Theory of what?’ Narium enquired.

‘Duelling.’

Bodin sat up straighter. ‘Duelling? As in majikal duelling?’

Mandavar raised an eyebrow. ‘You remember my stance on stupid questions, Bodin?’

Bodin leant back in his seat, a huge grin spreading across his face.

‘Why?’ Demison asked.

Mandavar slowly turned to him. ‘Because duelling with majik is an important skill. It’s something you will never need until you need it.’

‘It’s not on the curriculum.’

‘Your point being?’

‘If it’s so important, why hasn’t it been taught before?’

‘Because I’ve never had a student capable of providing a meaningful challenge before, enough to learn from. But you may as well all participate.’

Narium and Bodin glanced around the room, wondering which student Mandavar was talking about. 

Demison’s eyes narrowed. ‘You mean him.’ He jerked his head towards Drax. ‘I can’t even feel him right now. He’s got no power to duel with.’

‘You presume too much,’ Mandavar said. ‘I wasn’t talking about Drax.’ He turned his back to Demison. ‘You weren’t listening either. I said we’ll do theory today.’ Mandavar flicked his hand, and the lecture theatre doors closed again. Then he waved the same hand, and the stone seats he and Drax had occupied earlier melted into the floor. 

The whole time, Aren’s heart didn’t skip a beat. 

‘Duelling with majik is not dissimilar to duelling with a dagger,’ Mandavar began. ‘You weigh up your opponent before the duel begins, aim to determine their strengths and weaknesses before anyone makes a move. You watch their hands, their face, try to pre-empt an attack, feeling for their power if they have power enough to feel and where they may direct it. You may not know what kind of mayj they are. Naturally, Builders have a greater breadth of options for attack and defence than Breakers, but they must know how to use their skills to their advantage. Otherwise, no matter that a Breaker is only a Breaker, if a mayj is powerful enough, they can win by brute force because they are less likely to Turn. Builders often forget that not all majik is about finesse.’

‘What about Weavers?’ Bodin asked. 

‘In a majikal duel, being a Weaver offers no advantage. Weaving takes time and power, and I can’t imagine why you’d want to Weave during a duel. And chances are, unless you feel inclined to provoke myself or Drax, you’ll never duel one.

‘The obvious goal is to have your opponent Turn before you do or kill them before they kill you. You may trap or remove their hands as an alternative, rendering them unable to harness. Then again, it mightn’t be as effective a solution as once thought.’ Mandavar inclined his head to Drax’s limp hands. 

Drax tucked his head into his shoulders. He didn’t like that. Aren didn’t like it either, how often Mandavar used Drax as a show-and-tell. But she kept her lips sealed shut. 

‘If both mayjen make it through the first phase of duelling where a counterattack is achieved,’ Mandavar continued, ‘then it often comes down to who can think the fastest. An effective defence can be as simple as prevention and wearing your opponent down. For example, let’s say I decide to pull the oxygen particles from the air around you. You’ll start to lose concentration, and consciousness quickly after that. What to do?’

There was a moment of silence.

‘Pull the oxygen back,’ Demison said.

‘Obviously,’ Mandavar drawled. ‘Or, ideally, not let it be taken in the first place. So much of majikal duelling is pre-emptive because if your opponent is at all intelligent, let alone trained, you’ll be unlikely to see an attack. You understand why mayjen capable of atomik majik have a significant advantage.’

Aren swallowed. It sounded like Mandavar expected mind-reading more than anything else. ‘How do you defend an attack if you can’t see it?’ she asked. 

‘Feel for it,’ Mandavar said. ‘Any competent mayj should have a grasp of the natural feel of matter making up their surroundings. A deviation can indicate an attack.’

Bodin looked pained. Narium appeared determined, but she had a crease between her eyebrows, and her arms were folded. ‘It sounds . . . hard,’ she said. 

‘You’re not wrong,’ Mandavar agreed. ‘However, I describe an incredibly rare opponent. I’d be disappointed if anyone in this room took longer than a few seconds to disarm your average mayj. Aren included.’

Aren perked up, surprised to hear her name. ‘What? You know I can’t do majik.’

‘No. But you know how to use a dagger, hence the cardonite tucked in at your thigh. Unless you carry it around for appearance’s sake.’

Aren’s hand instinctively dropped to her side, and she tapped the hilt of her cardonite dagger, hidden beneath the folds of her trousers. Mandavar could obviously feel the power that held the matter of the blade together. She carried it everywhere. Not that she’d ever felt the need in Holu Mon, but she was loath to be caught without it.

‘Remember that harnessing for most mayjen is effortful and exhausting,’ Mandavar reminded them. ‘If you have any skill at using that dagger, you’d be a decent match, assuming your mayj attacker doesn’t know how to use one themselves.’

Aren couldn’t help but feel a touch of pride at his words in not being written off as useless. She hated that. She didn’t want to feel flattered by Mandavar. It was just him being his usual manipulative self. 

‘What about Influencers?’ Demison asked. ‘Being that powerful is surely a big advantage?’

Mandavar slowly turned his gaze to Demison. He didn’t answer immediately, giving it careful contemplation. ‘That depends on who you’re duelling,’ he said finally. ‘It’s an enormous risk to attack a mayj’s person directly, especially if you’re unsure how powerful they are. You could Turn yourself even before realising what you’d done. There are far more efficient – and less dangerous – ways to disarm someone. But some mayjen may be willing to take such a risk . . .’ Mandavar’s face was deadly serious as he turned from Demison to rest his gaze on Drax. ‘My advice? If you ever find yourself in a situation where you have to duel an Influencer who knows what they are doing, hold on to every single atom of your body. And don’t let go.’
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Seventeen and a half years ago. Four and a half years into the Unsettlement.

‘Are you sure about this?’ Noel asked. ‘Are you absolutely sure?’

‘Yes,’ Brevian replied, his brown eyes bright with excitement. He practically bounced on the spot, his freshly cropped chestnut-coloured hair swinging around his ears.

‘You understand what’s expected of you if you’re accepted into the KahnenMayjen?’

‘Yes, I do,’ Brevian said. ‘I don’t care. I’ll do it. This is so much more important.’

‘It’s important, but I need you to be sure. We can think of another way –’

‘Stop it, Noel,’ Jakki scolded from across the room. ‘The boy has made up his mind. Leave him be.’

Brevian wasn’t a boy as such, but at twenty years old, he wasn’t far beyond it, and Noel worried Brevian didn’t know what he was getting himself into. Noel certainly hadn’t, and he’d had ten years on Brevian when he’d first stepped inside the Keep, shining with zeal and ignorance. 

‘It’ll be okay, Noel,’ Brevian said, resting a hand on Noel’s shoulder. ‘You’ve made it clear about the sterilisation. I’m not taking this lightly, I promise.’ He looked so earnest that it was impossible not to believe him. But he was still so young.

‘Yes, I know, but –’

‘Noel, stop patronising him,’ Jakki interrupted again. ‘You’re being a wise arse.’ 

Noel looked over to where she stood across the room with her boisterous second-in-command, Elijah, and two other members of their crew. They surrounded a table littered with half-drawn maps of the Keep and its tunnels. 

Noel loved Jakki more than he had known was possible, but by the Great Kahn, he worried where her boundaries were. As far as he knew, she had yet to find them. 

Jakki did not see Noel looking at her; she had already turned back to her maps. She was in charge of whatever this was. Her loyal little group of majikally-talented antagonists had been called many things by the People: the Insurgents, the Revolutionists, the Delusionists. The Extremists. 

Jakki preferred the Agitators. 

Brevian preferred the Anarchists.

Noel found all of them a mouthful and more stigmatizing than he was comfortable with, so he’d lobbied hard for them to go by the BoPs. The Bringers of Peace. Jakki despised it, but the acronym was short and caught on quickly. It wasn’t long before the fifty or so of Jakki’s loyalists refused to go by anything else. ‘It’s a stupid name,’ Jakki had grouched. ‘How are we supposed to convince anyone that we mean business when we go around calling ourselves the “bops”?’ But, short of retaining her title as Prime Agitator – which, to her disgust, quickly divulged into the acronym PA – this particular group of adversaries were henceforth known, at least amongst themselves, as the BoPs.

Brevian gave Noel one last winning smile before ducking from the room. They were in one of the tiny basements of a Lower West Side tower, well beneath the city streets. One could tell by the dampness in the air; the lake must be close by. 

In more ways than one, the BoPs had been pushed further and further underground. With the Unsettlement growing more devastating by the day, sentiment towards mayjen was worse than ever. The BoPs’ efforts to share majikal knowledge and educate mayjen and non-mayjen alike were being thoroughly and effectively quashed. No one wanted to hear about majik, not when it was the reason the corpses of horses and oxen rotted in their stables, and slowly. The dead animals, fetid as they were, no longer decomposed like they should, a terrifying indication of how bad the majikal excess must be, hindering even non-sentient things like bacteria that could barely be called alive. 

Noel remained convinced that majikal ignorance was part of the problem. Nothing good was born of cluelessness, and since he had learned of the stranglehold with which the Eighth House controlled their KahnenMayjen, he could certainly entertain Jakki’s theory that the government themselves had instigated the Unsettlement as a further means to control the People. 

It had just gotten out of control. 

Majikal hatred was not unexpected given the Unsettlement, but forcing submission of mayjen through violence and nescience was an inadequate – if not entirely ineffective – way to correct the balance. 

Noel was ashamed to admit how far he’d buried his own head in the sand in his endeavour to become a KahnenMayj. Not long after the Unsettlement began, he’d watched the Krijen systematically strip the KahnenLibrary of all literature on majik to prevent unnecessary harnessing. The Great Kahn had endorsed the decision and, at that time, was wholeheartedly supported by the KahnenMayjen.

Now Noel could see the short-sightedness of it on the Eighth House’s part, and the glee of the KahnenMayjen who had relished the opportunity to further their own eminence by suppressing majikal learning for others.

Of course, it had achieved nothing. Failing to educate mayjen on how to harness with discretion had only led to the opposite problem and seen mayjen guilted and shamed. 

The BoPs would stand for it no longer. 

Noel watched the space Brevian had just occupied, his thoughts tangled in his head. Jakki had decided that something more had to be done. They were losing, and losing badly, so they’d come up with a plan. But was what they were doing – and what Brevian was sacrificing – worth it?

‘Oi,’ Jakki whispered in Noel’s ear. She wrapped her arms around his waist, nosing into his neck. Noel glanced behind them, but Elijah and the others were still bent over their unfinished maps. 

‘Don’t look so serious,’ Jakki said. ‘Brevian knows how to look after himself. He’s the most talented mayj of the lot of us.’

‘I know,’ Noel said. ‘That’s why I’m worried. He’s got the most to lose.’

‘Well, it could’ve been you,’ Jakki said. ‘But you gave up on being a KahnenMayj before I could convince you I wasn’t crazy.’

Noel flinched at that. Jakki could be harsh sometimes, even if what she said was true. 

Jakki seemed to realise she’d upset him. ‘Look, Brevian knows what he’s risking,’ she said. ‘And I know you’d replace him if you could, but the KahnenMayjen won’t consider you a second time. You’re too much of a flight risk.’ She unwrapped her arms from Noel’s waist and jerked her head towards the table. ‘Now, are you going to help us with these maps? I told you I don’t tolerate wallflowers.’

Jakki wasn’t one for contemplation; she dealt only with action and reaction. By comparison, Noel spent far too much time in his own head. But he had committed to this cause, and it wouldn’t do to spend more time with his foot half out the door. That wasn’t what he’d intended when he first told Jakki he was all in, but it just so happened that what needed to be done was becoming more and more frightening, shoving him further from his comfort zone. 

Not that he should have expected a comfortable life with Jakki and the BoPs. 

Noel grinned at Jakki and took her hand, squeezing it. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Show me these maps.’
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Chapter 7
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Noel was shaking again, like he had when he’d stepped out of the Keep for the last time all those years ago, feeling much the same then as he did now. Shocked. 

It was Brevian. 

Brevian. 

The exuberant young man Noel remembered only because he could never, ever forget him. What they had abandoned him to.

‘Noel,’ Jakki coughed from where she sat, exhausted and power-drained on the ground, stone-dust settling in her wild grey hair. Bish had wheeled himself out of the bakery and into the rain, leaving tracks through the wreckage. 

Brevian had torn the room apart to save the Lost Square. 

Brevian.

‘Noel,’ Jakki coughed again, ‘we need to get out of here. The Krijen could arrive any second!’

Noel started towards Jakki, then stopped. A few things weren’t adding up, but Noel was struggling to string together what they were.

He wasn’t worried about the Krijen. If the Lost Square had told the Kahnen about them like Sid said it had, then the Krijen would have been here months ago. The Lost Square had known about their whereabouts for long enough that it made little sense for it to suddenly turn on them now, not when they’d just started helping at the Point. 

Sid’s panic had riled them up, and they’d been so quick to jump to conclusions, given what the Lost Square was. A disgrace. But that didn’t mean it had turned them in. 

Noel shook his head, finding direction for his thoughts. He leaned down and dragged Jakki up off the ground. Touching her didn’t feel right. It was disturbing somehow, and he didn’t understand why. It wasn’t her majik; neither of them was powerful enough for that, even when Jakki hadn’t harnessed herself to exhaustion.

‘The Krijen aren’t coming,’ Noel said, more calmly than he felt. 

‘Of course they are!’ Jakki cried. ‘They must’ve gone to the tower first! I hope Mae and Sid get out in time –’

‘No,’ Noel said firmly. ‘The Krijen aren’t coming. If they were, they would be here already.’

‘But the Lost Square –’

‘Didn’t do it, Jakki. It didn’t turn us in.’

‘But –’

‘Jakki!’ Noel yelled, unable to stay calm any longer. ‘Enough about the Lost Square! What about Brevian?’

Jakki leaned on Noel as they staggered to the window and stared out into the rain at the dark shapes across the alleyway. A rake-thin figure stood in front, like a guard. 

Brevian.

‘I thought he got out of Valrue,’ Noel said, his voice shaking. ‘I thought he was one of the KahnenMayjen who left when they still could.’ Noel had clung to that thought for seventeen years. He’d not forgiven himself for what had happened, but convincing himself that Brevian had eventually escaped the wall-less prison they’d led him into had made it more bearable.

‘I thought he was dead,’ Jakki whispered. Noel had never seen regret in Jakki’s face until today. It shimmered in her eyes, trembled in her lower lip. Then she set her jaw. ‘And he may as well be,’ she added. ‘Look what’s happened to him. We need to get out of here –’

Noel shoved Jakki backwards in disgust, and she landed on her backside on the floor, her legs too weak to hold her. She looked up at him, eyes wide.
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