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Pledge of the Fledgling

From now until I ascend, I promise to follow my Kindlings’ hearts, create fun and inventive Singes, listen to my matchmaking elders, always be true to my talent, learn from my experiences, challenge myself to magnificence, operate with honesty and integrity, meet the expectations of the Matchmaker Oracle Council, and if I must fail, I will do so with honor and grace.

This is my vow as a Fledgling Matchmaker.
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From now until I ascend, I promise to create fun and inventive Singes.

Living in Hotel Coeur’s penthouse suite impressed everyone.

Rose’s friends all assumed she was an heiress. One year, rumors about her family being royalty in hiding had even spread like wildfire through her school. In reality, they were just your run-of-the-mill, average magical Matchmakers—humans with the ability to inspire love in the hearts of strangers—doing their best to get by.

Well. Sort of.

There was nothing average about Rose Seville.

Twirling down the third-floor hallway with headphones in her ears, she sang wholeheartedly—and tragically—off-key. She imagined herself as a hopeful wannabe pop star on a reality TV audition. One shot to make it big. One shot to reach her dreams. A shimmy, one-two step, and a failed whistle note later, she knocked on the door for room 306 three times.

No one answered.

Undeterred, Rose hit pause on her music and knocked again . . . and kept knocking harder and faster without stopping until the door suddenly flew open. “Good morning!” she chirped brightly, giving him her best customer-service smile.

A bleary-eyed man in wrinkled plain pajamas squinted back at her. His name was Daniel Eugene Shideler, and Rose was about to change his entire life. He was one of her Kindlings—the person she’d been assigned to help.

“Can I help you with something?” he asked in a low, gruffy voice.

Ooh. Promising.

The best shortcut to judging someone’s character? Wake them up unexpectedly. Usually when Rose pulled her rise-and-shine stunt, guests screamed and slammed doors and complained to the front desk.

“You can!” she said with extra cheer. “Thank you so much for asking. I’m Rose. My family owns this hotel.”

He dragged a hand down his face. “Okay? So?”

“Sooooo, this is for you.” Rose held out the charmed coupon for him to take. “One free pastry and drink of your choice from the Courtyard Cart, courtesy of Hotel Coeur. It’s good until nine a.m. today.”

“But it’s, like, eight thirty now.”

Rose grinned. The corners of her mouth curled up toward her cheeks as if she were the Grinch about to steal Christmas. “Guess you better hurry, then.”

As soon as Daniel’s fingers touched the coupon, the familiar tingle of Rose’s powers working rippled across her skin, an eruption of cool and exhilarating goose bumps. Her eyes flashed, turning purple—her personal Matchmaker color—before fading to her normal brown.

“Great. Enjoy your stay,” she said, wiggling her fingers at him in goodbye.

Matchmaker magic was limited by lots of strict rules. They couldn’t make someone lovesick or fall in love. Mind reading was absolutely, 100 percent forbidden. And they had to respect free will—people could choose to ignore a Matchmaker’s magical influence if they truly wanted to.

Rose had placed a temptation charm on the coupon that would make Daniel, a self-described doughnut fiend, have an instantaneous craving for a good Boston cream. She knew in her heart she’d see him downstairs before 9:00 a.m. Music back on, she strutted toward the elevators.

Hotel Coeur had been in the Seville family for five generations and had three elevators. Rose preferred the middle carriage. Did they all look the same—golden doors with gold-rimmed mirrors and marble floors? Yes. They didn’t feel the same though. She couldn’t put her finger on why, other than it felt “alive.” Which was just creepy enough that she never told anyone about it.

Everything in Hotel Coeur was renovated regularly, stayed up to code, and had on-site maintenance twenty-four hours a day, but something about this elevator stood out. It had personality like an old tree in the woods. It had seen things, enduring them all in silence and storing them within its long, long memory. And it felt almost ready to spill its secrets, pulsing with anticipation as it waited for the perfect moment. Rose hoped to be there when it happened.

After a short ride down to the lobby, Rose danced her way to the courtyard, lip-syncing in silence so she didn’t disturb normal business operations—the bustling café bursting with patrons, the employees at the front desk checking in a large group for a family reunion, the people waiting for taxis or working while sitting in the too-comfy armchairs and sofas strategically placed around the edges of the room. She continued toward the back of the lobby and straight through a pair of double doors leading outside.

If Hotel Coeur had a heart, it’d be the massive weeping willow tree at the center of the courtyard. Its long, deep-green leaves reached toward the ground, swaying gently in the soft morning breeze, and a rock garden with a bed of hydrangeas flourished at the base of the tree. Several round white tables for two and off-pink benches fanned out around it as well.

Rose’s cousin, Cora, was waiting for her there. Hair split down the middle and styled into two long braids, she had a warm brown skin tone and wore a black dress and white tennis shoes with rainbow shoelaces. She looked anxious and kind of twitchy—impending Singes always made her nervous for some reason. As if they had anything to worry about.

“Did he take it?” Cora asked immediately.

“Of course he did,” Rose said.

Cora chewed on her bottom lip. “Maggie is still in position.”

“Of course she is.”

Daniel and Margaret Renee Krauss (who insisted on being called Maggie) had been assigned to be Rose’s Kindlings exactly two days and fifteen hours ago. If Rose completed this Singe within the next twenty minutes, it would be the fastest one she’s ever completed—a new personal best.

Rose reached out, grabbing Cora’s hand. “Our plan is brilliant. Stop worrying so much.”

There were five foolproof steps to set up a Singe—the spark of connection between Kindlings, which created the possibility for love between people who needed the connection most.

Step one: connection—establishing the psychic bond linking a Matchmaker and their Kindling together, making them feel like fast friends in a getaway car speeding away toward forever. It also made a Kindling more pliable to Matchmaker influence, which helped with . . .

Step two: Kindling’s heart—discovering their Kindling’s true desire and gaining access to their heartstrings. Heartstrings were exactly what they sounded like. Technically, they were a physical manifestation of the desires that could be found only in one’s heart, and they happened to look like strings.

Rose wanted to challenge herself, choosing to only bond with Maggie (with her parents’ approval, of course). Once a Matchmaker knew what kind of love their Kindling’s heart desired, they could then begin setting up the appropriate Singe. Maggie’s heart had been broken more times than Rose could count. She was never afraid to put herself out there, and so far, getting crushed hadn’t stopped her from wanting to try again. Her Mr. Right was out there—she felt it in her soul and believed in it a little bit more with every passing day. Rose figured all Maggie needed was an opportunity. Right place, right time. She’d see Daniel, and her heart would immediately take over.

Next up was step three: compatibility—using all the information they’ve collected about their Kindlings to create the perfect stage for a perfect Singe.

Trying it one-sided, relying only on Maggie with some help from Daniel’s public social media profiles, turned out to be easier than Rose thought.

They were both from Omaha, Nebraska, of all places, and loved reading high-fantasy novels and watching black-and-white movies. Maggie had recently graduated from college after studying architecture. Meanwhile Daniel never went, instead pursuing his dream of becoming a pilot (source: a photo of him holding his newly minted license and long text post with way too much personal information, if you asked Cora).

And strangely, they both loved Boston cream doughnuts.

Thus, the doughnut pass me by meet-cute was born.

Rose rubbed her hands together. “Let’s get rid of Samantha before Daniel gets here.”

Cora nodded, following her lead as they walked over to the small food cart with a giant lavender umbrella. It served a rotating menu depending on the time of day. In the morning, they sold only pastries, doughnuts, fruit, cereal bars, and drinks.

Samantha had pulled her frizzy copper-colored hair into the café-employee-required bun. Several wayward curls had escaped, framing her face. The freckles that dusted her upturned nose were the same color as her big brown eyes, which perfectly complemented her dusky skin tone. When she saw them coming, she smiled at Cora before frowning at Rose, who glared back.

Why wasn’t it illegal for someone to be so pretty and so mean at the same time? “It’s time for your break,” Rose said to her. She pointed to her parents, who sat at the table nestled in the southeast corner of the courtyard, the perfect spot for them to supervise her Singe attempt. “They asked me to fill in until you get back.”

“Sure, brat.”

Divine intervention must have stopped Rose from rolling her eyes because she sure was about to.

“No, really,” Cora chimed in. “I’m supposed to watch her.”

“Oh, okay. I believe you,” Samantha said, beginning to take off her apron. She handed it to Cora. “In that case, back in thirty.”

Rose pouted. As soon as Samantha was out of earshot, she said, “I really don’t like her.”

“Pretty sure that feeling is mutual.”

“You’re not helping.”

Cora laughed. “Well, I never agreed to do that.”

“Ooh, here he comes,” Rose said.

Daniel’s stringy brown hair stood straight up on all sides. Rose tried not to laugh, but he totally looked like that picture of Albert Einstein from her science textbook. Temptation charms were so basic, Matchmaker babies could do it. Charms and enchantments really didn’t force people to do anything—they just gave the person a tiny push in the direction they were already headed. He wanted to be there, just like Rose thought.

Once he reached the cart, he said, “You again.”

Rose grinned her Grinchiest grin.

Daniel asked, “Why am I not surprised to see you here?”

“I don’t know. Must be destiny.” She shrugged playfully, and Cora poked her in the side. “What can I get you?”

Daniel glanced at the cart’s menu, rubbing the side of his neck while he decided. “You wouldn’t happen to have any Boston creams, would you?”

“Um.” Rose pretended to check the cart’s inventory under the counter. “We might in the kitchen, if you don’t mind waiting a few minutes.”

“I’ll get it,” Cora volunteered, and dashed away.

Right as Cora went inside, Maggie entered the courtyard. Her sleek dark hair was the flawless contrast to Daniel’s. It had a shine like raven feathers in the sun and framed her heart-shaped face. Every morning since she checked in, she ordered a cup of coffee at exactly 9:05 a.m. and sat in the courtyard for an hour to work.

“Rose, good morning,” Maggie said. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I’m filling in for someone while they’re on break.”

Maggie frowned. “Is that legal? Are they paying you?”

Rose shook her head. “But I’m going to inherit the hotel someday, so it balances out.”

“I suppose,” Maggie said, pulling her wallet out of her purse. “I’ll have a coffee. And are there any more of those?”

Cora, blessed with perfect punctual timing, appeared at Rose’s side holding one, count it: one, delectable doughnut in a plastic container for Daniel. “Oh, sorry,” she said, passing the Conduit to him. “This is the last one.”

Step four: create a Conduit—a bespelled item used to facilitate a connection between Kindlings. It acted as a magical primer, opening their hearts to accept the power of a Singe.

Daniel took one look at Maggie while holding the doughnut and said, “Oh. Um. Y-You can have it.”

“Oh, I couldn’t!” Maggie said.

“No, really I insist. I, um, you, uh—” He laughed, completely flustered.

“We could share it?” Maggie suggested. “Are you busy? I usually grab a table and work for a little while.”

“I would love to,” he said as they walked off.

Step five: Singe—and Rose’s Kindlings were off to the races. She smiled watching them go. The second they shared a bite of their Conduit doughnut the Singe would be complete.

“Don’t forget these!” Rose quickly handed Daniel two forks, both infused with a Candy Girl charm to make them desire something sweet to eat. Just to be safe.

Across the courtyard, her dad gave her two thumbs up.

Magical Matchmaker mission accomplished.
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From now until I ascend, I promise to challenge myself to magnificence.

The next day while blissfully asleep, Cora jolted awake when something cold pressed against her legs. She turned over, shouting, “Why do you always do that?”

Rose buried her face in one of Cora’s many, many pillows, shoulders shaking with muffled laughter. And then she pushed her frosty feet against her cousin’s legs again.

“CUT IT OUT!” Cora threw a pillow at her.

“Then wake up!”

“No, it’s too early.”

Cora had never and would never be a morning person. Sleeping ranked top two on her list of favorite things to do, and it wasn’t number two. There was something otherworldly, magical, incredible, ethereal about diving into a tidy bed with soft sheets, an abundance of pillows, and a comforter stuffed with the softest feathers on earth.

Her parents usually let her sleep in as long as she wanted, even if that meant she had only five minutes to get ready for school. Eventually, they figured, it would teach her a lesson. Unfortunately, they severely underestimated her love of sleep.

Double unfortunately, those days were long gone.

“We’re gonna be late for school if you don’t get up,” Rose said.

“Too. Early,” Cora said. “And since when do you care about school?”

“I don’t, but you do.” Rose laughed. “My mom said she’s making pancakes for us.”

“I’m not getting up yet.” Cora burrowed back under the blankets, snuggling down. “Good day. Get out.”

“Mmm, yeah you are. Get up!”

“I said, GOOD DAY.”

Rose whined, “Come on, get up, get up, get up, get up.” She threw herself across Cora, wrapping her arms and legs around her. “Up, up, up, up!”

“Get off meeeeeeee!” Cora squeezed her eyes shut and pulled her blanket up to her chin. She’d been dreaming about a place with endless green grass fields and a beautiful cornflower-blue sky. A familiar voice kept calling her name through the blustery wind. No matter how hard she searched, she couldn’t find them anywhere. Sometimes, if too much time didn’t pass, she could go back to her dream and pick up where she left off.

“It’s not just pancakes. My mom said she has something important to tell us.”

Cora peered at her cousin with one eye. “What is it?”

“I don’t know, and we won’t know unless you get up. It’s a surprise.”

“I don’t like surprises,” Cora grumbled. The last surprise that got thrown at her involved her parents moving to Europe without her because the Matchmaker Oracle Council needed them for a special project.

Her parents were Career Matchmakers—meaning they worked directly for the Oracle Council, investigating and providing support for Singes gone wrong all over the world. Last Friday, they told her that they’d just landed in Rome. One of the cases there involved three Matchmakers, four Kindlings, and two identical Conduits that got mixed up. Her mom said it was a complete mess.

Wherever the Oracle Council sent them, they had to go. Cora had been allowed to join them a few times before, but this special project would be too long. They said she needed to go to school, have a normal life—well, normal for a Matchmaker. So, six months ago they shipped her off to San Francisco to live with her aunt and uncle in Hotel Coeur.

Basically, ruining her entire life.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine. She seemed excited about it, so it must be good.”

Cora yawned and sat up, pushing Rose to the side as she did. Reluctantly, she got out of bed to go get dressed. She trudged into the kitchen nearly thirty minutes later, wearing her school uniform and fuzzy bunny house slippers.

Rose was already sitting at the bar, and her mom, Tanya, was plating food by the stove. Her dad, Norman, stood on the other side of the counter with his arms crossed. Tall and wide with biceps bigger than her head, no one ever suspected he was a kindhearted Matchmaker—one of the best in their region. His bald head, dark brown skin, bushy eyebrows, and the fact that he exuded pure security guard energy probably didn’t help that image any.

And every time Cora saw him, her chest instantly got tight.

Twins like her dad and her uncle were so rare among Matchmakers they literally made news when they were born because Matchmakers usually didn’t have siblings. No one knew why—or at least that’s what everyone claimed.

Sometimes, Cora walked into a room, spotted him, and it was like her brain got confused. She saw her uncle and thought, Dad. My dad is back. Her heart skipped a surprised beat, her feet wanted to run, and she got so happy it took her breath away. But then his features really began to register. . . .

Her dad absolutely hated being bald.

It wasn’t him. It was never him.

And then, she got so sad, so fast it felt like she was being crushed under an avalanche of snow.

“Good morning,” Cora said glumly as she took a seat next to Rose.

Aunt Tanya set down full plates of pancakes and bacon and gave them each a mug of hot chocolate. Cora was immediately suspicious. This breakfast felt like a bribe. Oh, we have bad news, so have something delicious to wash it all down! She said thank you, anyway.

Rose wasted no time drowning her pancakes in syrup and taking a huge bite. She asked, “So what’s up?” with her mouth full.

“Well,” Aunt Tanya said, “last night the Oracle Council sent us a message. They’ve been very impressed with your performance lately and have decided to accelerate your training.”

“What does that mean?” Cora asked, and thought, They can’t possibly be impressed with me. It made sense for Rose since the Oracle Council had co-named her best in their generation, the Wunderkind, with Julien Swift. But Cora was . . . not. Sometimes she thought less of herself when she stood next to Rose.

“It means they’ve decided to allow you to take your Flyer exam early.”

“Early?!” Rose jumped out of her chair in excitement, while Cora shrank down into hers, shoulders near her ears.

Young Matchmakers-in-training were called Fledglings. Right now, they had to check in daily with their research progress, their plans had to be approved before being put into action, and they were, under no circumstances, allowed to perform a Singe unsupervised. Sometime after their thirteenth birthday, they would take their final exam to become Flyers. It was sort of like going from having a learner’s permit to a driver’s license. More independence but also way more responsibilities.

Uncle Norman said, “If you’re able to successfully complete two challenge Singes on your own, then yes, you will be allowed to take your Flyer exam early. It’s an extremely rare and special opportunity. The Oracle Council only does this once in a blue moon.”

“How early are we talking here?” Rose persisted.

“Shortly after finishing your challenges,” Aunt Tanya said. “The first will be a solo Singe assignment designed to challenge your greatest weakness or fear as a Matchmaker. Because it’s a test, guardians can only intervene if it’s an emergency, and even then, that could still count against your overall score.”

“I’m going to fail, then,” Cora muttered. She loved (and counted on) help always being right there when she needed it. If she got stuck, she could ask her parents, Rose’s parents, or even Auntie Jackie in an emergency. If anything went wrong with her Kindlings, they were there with suggestions to get her back on track. The only thing she always got right were her strategies. Once she had all the information, forming the best plan to get her Kindlings together came naturally to her. It was like a magical light bulb in a maze turned on and gave her a spectacular aerial view—she could see every possible outcome and pathway to get her to the best possible Singe scenario.

“No, you’re not,” Rose said, dismissing her pessimism with a hand wave and then asked, “And the second?”

Her parents exchanged a look. “Let’s focus on one at a time, okay?” Aunt Tanya said. “A representative from the Oracle Council will be here to talk to you today. And then your Red Letters will arrive sometime between eight tonight and the next two weeks.”

Every Matchmaker received their Kindling assignments by Red Letter courtesy of the Oracle Council. Once dispatched, it would continue magically appearing in annoying and inescapable places until opened by its Matchmaker.

“And there’s one more important thing you should know,” Uncle Norman said. “If you fail the first challenge, you’ll have to wait an extra year before you’re eligible to take your Flyer exam. If you fail the second as well, you’ll be stripped of your magic.”

“What?!” Rose shouted while Cora asked quietly, “They can take away our magic?”

“Calm down, calm down,” Aunt Tanya said with a gentle smile, hands out in front of her. “I’ve never heard of that happening before. The Oracle Council just wants Fledglings to understand how important these challenges are and to take them seriously. They expect you to pass. They wouldn’t have given you this opportunity if they thought otherwise.”

Rose was asking a million questions, joy and excitement practically leaping out of her pores. Meanwhile, Cora felt like a giant boulder had just been placed on her shoulders, further weighing her down. She didn’t feel ready to tackle a solo Singe, let alone her Flyer exam at all.

“Um,” Cora said, getting up from her chair, “I forgot, I need to finish my math homework. I’m going to go do that.” She ran out of the kitchen before they could stop her and headed for her room—a room that wasn’t even really hers.

There was a nice desk, her laptop, a closet full of her clothes, but no pictures on the wall. None of her snow globes or magnet souvenirs or her endless collection of colorful pens. The bed was the only thing that felt like hers. She’d taken over the borrowed guest room, one soft pillow at a time.

Cora immediately picked up Scyther—her official Matchmaker guidebook to help them study and train. On the outside, it was an unassuming hardcover book, dull brown in color, with no writing on the cover or spine. The inside was where the magic happened.

At precisely one hundred blank pages long, the information within their guidebooks could only be retrieved by asking the perfect question. A Matchmaker had to touch the cover, ask what they wanted to know, and the book would reveal the correct entries once opened. Bonding with their guidebook and asking it questions were specific skills they had to master because guidebooks liked being tricky. One wrong word, one stray thought, and it wouldn’t hesitate to have a little fun . . . at their Matchmaker’s expense.

Some guides were worse than others. Scyther had a chill vibe and never gave Cora any real trouble. She imagined it sounded like a condescending computer AI when she asked the wrong question: Are you sure this is the inquiry you desire?

Rose had named hers the Beast because it was like a demon bound to paper. It twisted just about everything she said, leading her on wild-goose chases through its pages.

Setting her intentions, Cora telepathically asked Scyther how being stripped would work. The answer came through immediately—no detours, no jokes or sass.

Contrary to popular belief, Matchmakers are not purely magicians. Matchmakers are born with the inherent ability to channel energy to serve their purpose, which manifests in various ways.

When Matchmakers complete a Singe, they are given the energy that it generates as a thank-you with a clause to pay it forward. Matchmakers don’t exist without their Kindlings.

Cora had cleverly nicknamed that power sinergy.

Singe plus energy equals sinergy. It hadn’t quite caught on with everyone else yet.

She continued reading:

At the discretion of the Oracle Council, a Matchmaker can have their channel permanently closed or, in some extreme cases, forcibly removed entirely. The process is colloquially known as being Stripped.

Cora’s mom usually never answered her phone because she was so busy . . . and this time was no different. She settled for leaving a voice mail, pacing around the room as she spoke: “Hi, Mom. I know you’re probably working, but I was wondering if you could call me? I don’t know if they told you—oh, actually, you probably already know, but, um, they’re making me do this challenge thing? Do I have to? Could you make them take it back? I don’t think I’m ready to do this, but Rose is, obviously, so I think I got included, but no one asked me. . . .” She had to stop to take a deep breath. “Could you call me, please? I really need to talk to you.”

Cora felt like she’d been lumped in by association. It wasn’t because she was special—they only included her because she was Rose’s cousin. And now she could possibly lose her ability to even be a Matchmaker because of it.

Her stomach hurt, twisting itself into knots as tangled as tree roots. She sat on the bed doubled over, trying not to panic.

“Everything okay?” Rose called while knocking on her door. “Auntie Jackie is downstairs.”

Cora took a deep breath—inhaling and exhaling with her eyes closed. “Coming!” She knew she had no choice. All she could do was move forward. Because if she didn’t, she’d be left behind.

Again.
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Auntie Jackie drove Rose and Cora to and from school every day.

Minus the days when Rose had swim practice. That was too early for just about everyone in her family. After collecting a suddenly grumpy Cora from her room, they headed down to the parking garage, where she was already waiting for them.

“Good morning, girls,” she said as they got in the car, Rose in the front and Cora in the back seat.

“Hi,” Rose said.

Rose wasn’t entirely sure what a hippie was but had a feeling Auntie Jackie might be one. She liked to wear loose, flowing clothes and mellow colors; free love was the movement; and her makeup looks came straight from 1960s magazines that had models with names like Twiggy on the cover. She even had large eyes just like her.

“You’ll never guess what just happened,” Rose said.

“I’m pretty sure I can,” Auntie Jackie said as she drove out of the underground parking garage and onto the street.

“Oh. They told you already.” Rose deflated a little, bummed that she wouldn’t be able to brag about the challenge.

“It’s unsurprising, for the most part.” She glanced up at the rearview mirror. “I figured it would happen sooner rather than later.”

“I’m so excited!” Rose was bursting with anticipation. “A solo Singe? Gah! I can’t wait to get started. It’s literally all I ever wanted. I am so ready for this.”

“Good for you,” Auntie
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