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			To the dreamers, the rebels, and the revolutionaries in pink—

			rise up.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: Map of Andalay.]
				

				
					For a plain-text version of this image, go to this page.

				
			
		

	
		
			
				
					[image: Roses on a thorny vine at the beginning of every chapter.]
				

			

			
				Chapter One

				Wren

			
			
				Magic is in our blood. It is our birthright.

				—Aurilian decree

			

			When the clock chimed midnight on an Aurilian’s eighteenth birthday, a remarkable and utterly beguiling event would occur.

			For the blessed—deemed such by the almighty Fates—a gift would be delivered.

			It could be a tarnished pair of earrings or a plain silk ribbon. A polished pocket watch might appear, a mottled hand mirror, an empty picture frame. Yet these were no ordinary gifts; not the unimpressive celebratory trinkets they seemed to be.

			They were born of magic. Gifted to the most faithful and highest-ranking members of Aurilian society in the capital city of Andalay by the three Fates that walked among us—Dawn, Day, and Dusk—and presented by their loyal onyx hounds in a simple blue box.

			On my walks through the market with Mother I’d linger to gaze upon the three towers belonging to the Fates’ palace. My heart leapt at the sight of the crystalline spires and dusty-pink marble, how those walls reminded me of clouds settling below a summer sunset sky. The Fates were untouchable behind their fortress in the heart of the north, yet our world spun around them, their ethereal home a reminder to trust in their guidance.

			Tonight, I would finally join my father, mother, and sister; the Hayes family had never not received a gift, and soon, it was expected I’d assume my rightful place among my powerful family.

			I paced before the ornate grandfather clock in our parlor, my heavy pale pink skirts swishing about my feet. The luxurious satin produced a grating sound with each step, but I couldn’t stop; my time was almost here.

			I prayed that one day I’d be fortunate like my mother. Not only did she receive her gift, but she was one of the rare few spoken to by a Fate. On her thirtieth birthday, the elusive Dusk had pulled her aside during a grand party. They spoke for but a minute, and while many harassed her for details after Dusk departed, Mother remained adamant that the words were for her, and for her alone to know. She hadn’t even told Father.

			A shiver ran down my spine at the thought of being alone with one of the ancient beings whose magic coursed throughout the realm; through each flower to every gust of wind.

			Maybe I’d get lucky too, though the thought intimidated me.

			Eighteen. Whether or not I would be favored like my mother, I was still turning eighteen at midnight, and my magic would arrive. I would arrive.

			I had to maintain faith that all my years of prayer and loyalty hadn’t gone unnoticed.

			“Settle down, Wren,” Father barked from his brocade armchair, a glass of brandy cradled in his palms. His bushy gray mustache wrinkled as I ignored him, shooting off for the other side of the room. I eyed our ancestors’ portraits hanging on the forest-green walls and scowled at the way their serious faces were forever frozen in disappointment.

			An entire line of Hayeses that I had to live up to. Favorites of the Fates, society argued. Blessed.

			“One more minute,” I mumbled, sneaking an impatient glance at my mother, Lenore, who looked appallingly bored sprawled across the velvet chaise. She, too, held a glass of liquor in her dainty hands, her fingers covered in rings of rubies and diamonds. She was elegant, my mother, stunning in a way no one had likened me to. The only trait I possessed of hers was her eye color, which was a bright turquoise shade that had been the admiration of her earlier suitors before my father, Cameron Hayes, had swept her off her feet. While her hair was bright and golden, mine was a deeper caramel color and, she complained, was incessantly tangled and wild. My nose wasn’t upturned and effortlessly regal like hers, and my lips weren’t half as full and lush. I’d heard the petty gossipers whispering away during our dinner parties, murmuring what a shame it was that I didn’t possess her delicate beauty.

			But there were much greater things to achieve in life than idle beauty. And I liked my reflection just fine.

			Father grumbled, the shine of his magicked pen catching the glint of the firelight. That fountain pen held immense power, a way to convince the recipients of his letters of almost anything.

			The gift of persuasion. It was the reason we lived in our three-story brick mansion in the swanky center of Andalay—the capital of Aurilia—and the reason he was the entrusted Representative of Ward One. With a simple vial of ink, he swayed politicians and society members alike, his words captured on paper more potent than any partisan speech. Or the actual king in the western lands, for that matter. Not that the royals had much authority in the east.

			I envied such an ability. The control—how wonderfully devious Father must feel being able to hold such influence with the flick of a wrist. True freedom—that’s what it represented, and after a lifetime of boredom and pretending to be the perfect well-bred daughter, I desired any and all excuses to be exceptional. To be me…but without constraints.

			Mother, on the other hand, had been granted a pair of cornflower-blue silk slippers. She barely wore them—the prize kept on a high shelf in her armoire. They weren’t as impressive as Father’s pen, but when she chose to don them for the season’s exclusive events, she rivaled any professional dancer on the floor. Once upon a time, she’d been renowned, a famed performer who was welcome in any fine theater or hall. As the years wore on, society had inevitably shifted its focus to the young and spry; bright new faces that people admired from afar. I didn’t think she’d ever gotten over being pushed off the stage.

			A small part of me felt sorrow for her. If she hadn’t been so aloof, so prickly, that part might’ve been larger. Maybe we’d be closer once I became blessed…I had to hope. Our relationship couldn’t get any more strained.

			“Miss me?”

			Callie swept into the room on light feet, her long, curled black hair swinging at her waist as she swayed her hips. My older sister by two years was a sight—a rare beauty—and my closest confidante.

			I wanted to run into her arms.

			“Always,” I admitted with a playful eye roll, not breaking stride during my ceaseless march across the parlor.

			“Don’t sass me, little bird.” Callie fell into a chair beside Father, her blue dress crinkling with the movement. She made a point to touch her simple silver earrings, a brow raised.

			Her gift. With those earrings alone, she owned the ability to control people’s emotions, sometimes bringing out the deepest, most buried feelings within her targets.

			A glorious gift if I’d ever seen one. Father had been over the moon when she received her magic.

			I, however, had been her victim many times in the past, especially when she wanted the last word in an argument. She had since ceased to use her influence on me unless requested—like when my nerves buzzed in my chest like angry bees. But it was a rare occasion when I asked for her to turn her steely gaze upon me, her finger pressed against the enchanted metal.

			“Don’t threaten me, Callie, or I’ll use my new gift on you,” I warned, a proud smirk lifting my lips. Yes, perhaps she’d get a taste of her own medicine.

			Callie laughed, the sound airy and unbothered. “Oh, sister. Let’s wait to threaten each other until after you get your gift, eh?”

			I gave her a withering look. One she returned.

			Without Callie, I swore I’d die of boredom.

			“Thirty seconds, little bird,” she mused, drawing my attention back to the clock.

			I swallowed a curse. I was seconds from wearing down the wooden planks of the parlor floor, which would be a shame, as it had been polished that morning. The clock would chime and then the front door would mysteriously open, and one of the Fates’ beloved hounds would come barreling in, my gift bared between his sharp teeth.

			“Cameron, please tell her to cease all this…movement,” Mother commanded, idly waving a hand. Some of her brandy sloshed over the rim and onto her overly bright red dress. “She’s giving me a headache.” She turned to Callie as if for support. My sister didn’t indulge her, staring into the hearth instead with a smirk on her face.

			I sighed. I was always giving Mother a headache.

			“That would be the drink, my dear,” Father replied, straining to keep his smile hidden. “And we all know she won’t stop until—”

			The first gong sounded.

			I went utterly still, the breath knocked from my lungs. Excitement slithered up my spine, the kind that preceded a life-changing moment.

			Midnight approached.

			My parents paused their bickering as the bells echoed throughout the firelit room like a death knell. All eyes fell to the clock, to its teasing hands.

			What would I get? I wondered, heat flushing my cheeks. Would it be an elusive pocket watch that controlled time? Or perhaps a mirror that rendered one invisible?

			I was dreaming far too big, but I couldn’t help it. The miraculous objects circulating through our kingdom had always fascinated me; how the people the Fates blessed were given a shred of otherworldly wonder.

			Four bells.

			Sweat banded across my brow like pesky drops of rain. I hastily swiped them away, some of my hair falling into my face in the process and sticking to the damp. Fruitlessly, I blew at the wayward strands, but they simply fell right back into my eyes.

			Seven.

			Fates, I wanted to scream. To release the pent-up energy swirling through my veins. My dress suddenly became too heavy. My corset too tight. I typically never wore them unless Mother demanded, but this evening was special and I had wanted to dress for the occasion. I thoroughly regretted my choice.

			Nine.

			It was happening…my chance to break out from under my father’s and mother’s thumbs and gain the respect of my sister and my peers. A way to belong. To break out of the gilded prison surrounding me—

			Eleven.

			The final gong rent the air, its echoes sending pinpricks down my spine. Midnight.

			I twisted about the room, waiting for the scratching of paws on the wood flooring, searching for the black hound encased in shadows sent by the three most formidable beings in our realm.

			Any second now…

			No footsteps. No scratching. No twist of the lock opening.

			All I heard was a silence so loud, it stung. A silence and the haunting echoes of my desperate exhales.

			“Where is the hound?” I heard myself saying, though I couldn’t feel my lips moving.

			A sharp stab of ice pierced my chest when the echoes of the clock’s chimes eventually ceased. When that wretched silence reigned over the parlor in its truest form.

			“Where is it!” I was yelling now, uncaring that I sounded like a petulant child. “It’s supposed to arrive at exactly midnight, right?” I raced to the clock as if it were a foe, running my hands over its worn sides. “Is it broken? Off by a few minutes?”

			It had to be broken. That was the only explanation. Not once in all of our family history had a Hayes not received a gift on time.

			Whirling around, I came face to face with Father, his lips slashed in a thin line. My eyes prickled, tears begging to be freed. His stony features told a story all their own, and I had a suspicion I wouldn’t care for the tale.

			“What? What is it?” I asked, breathless, feeling like I’d die should another second pass. I was panicking, I was aware of this, but…but this was the only opportunity I’d secure to gain respect, to step out from my family’s shadow and be my own woman. Someone society regarded as an equal because I’d been given a divine token of great honor.

			I supposed I expected the world in the form of this gift. A silly notion, a desperate hope to be more.

			From my periphery, Mother stood and gently placed her glass upon the side table. She, too, joined my father, and her attention roamed the room subtly, a slight twitch forcing her lips downward. True emotion shone in her eyes for the first time in years as she glanced out of the parlor toward the front door. It was locked and secured.

			No.

			I stepped backward, my spine hitting the wall with too much force. A painful puff of air left me, and Callie hissed audibly, her face contorted in grief.

			Panic surged, a humming in my ears drowning out all sound. I didn’t realize I was running until Callie’s face vanished entirely and the warmth from the parlor evaporated. In the hallway, I glowered at the ornate front door, willing it to open. To hear the baying of the hound.

			Silence.

			“Wren,” Callie started, standing behind me, her voice a whisper. “It’s all right, maybe—” The humming drowned her words out. I couldn’t stand there a second longer. Couldn’t stand there as they all judged or pitied me. Because…I’d been overlooked. Deemed unworthy.

			Grabbing my skirts, I raced in the opposite direction of the door, my mother’s muffled voice calling my name while I darted down the corridor and beyond the empty kitchen, the doors leading to the garden in my sights.

			The brisk night air of Andalay struck me in a startling blast, the chill drifting across my warm skin like a thousand pinpricks. Callie called out to me now, begging me to return, but I delved deeper into the mess of enchanting pink and amber roses that had grown wild.

			Fireflies flitted about, and I angrily swatted them out of my way, repressing the memories of my youth when Callie and I would bottle them up in hopes of stealing their light.

			It’s a mistake, I repeated as I reached the end of the garden, now facing the thick hedges blocking off our mansion from the main streets of Andalay.

			Perhaps I hadn’t waited long enough, or maybe it had been delivered and I’d been too busy fretting to see it. But Father had explained that I would be drawn to the item like it was a piece of myself. A piece of my very soul.

			I’d felt no such connection in the parlor. Not in the entire house. Not even in this wretched garden of brazen blooms.

			Just…emptiness.

			I dropped to my knees, the dampness of the earth seeping through my skirts and undoubtedly staining them forever. Lifting my chin to the sky, a heat of anger washed over me.

			Hadn’t I been devoted enough? Good enough? I was the only one in my family who’d pored over the books of the Fates and their gifts. It was me who visited Day’s temple every first day of spring, offering a bouquet of freshly clipped canary-yellow roses and creamy lace. Me who thanked the Fates each night before bed and prayed that Dusk would keep the deceased safe. Me who greeted each morning with a smile and a prayer to Dawn. I’d gone as far as commissioning a statue of my favorite Fate, Day, to stand before our home. A symbol of light and peace.

			It hadn’t been enough.

			Glowering at the moon, I clenched my hands into fists, my lungs working to get in air.

			A soft trickle of chords sounded from somewhere in the distance, some sort of music escaping a magical instrument. The fireflies flickered a resplendent blue in response, pulsating with the ethereal light.

			It could’ve been ten minutes or an hour, but broad hands eventually grasped my shoulders. I smelled brandy and musk—Father.

			Silently, he urged me to my feet, my knees trembling.

			I’d never felt so small. So weak.

			Step by step, we wandered through the garden and back into the warmth of our home. Callie stood by the threshold, the corners of her bright green eyes narrowing as she wrung her hands. She didn’t speak to me.

			The rest was a blur as Father led me to my bedroom on the second story. He didn’t utter a single word during the entirety of the walk, and somehow, that made it all worse.

			The pity. The quiet shame.

			The moment my bed was within reach, I tumbled unceremoniously onto the fresh white coverlet, grasping it in angry fists.

			My heart hammered as my father paused above me. There were no tender words offered or kind condolences. No determined promises to discover why I’d been forsaken. Just the jarring click of the door shutting a minute later.

			I was the first Hayes in all of our history who hadn’t been blessed.

			Now I’d be seen as nothing but a curse.
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				Chapter Two

				Damien

			
			The Fates’ gift weighed heavily in my pocket.

			It would fetch a decent price, and I might haggle for a higher amount with my client for my troubles—I’d been hiding alongside the edge of the representative’s fine town house on the northern side of Andalay for hours. A guard patrolled the streets, but with a flick of my wrist, I took advantage of the gift I’d been given on my own eighteenth birthday a year ago.

			Concealed by the prickly hedges, I watched through the window as that insipid young woman paced. She couldn’t sit still, much to her parents’ and older sister’s dismay, and her rosy cheeks got redder and redder as the seconds ticked by.

			She was a bright thing, full of hope and light, and with nothing better to do, I’d studied her, taking in her pink gown and flowing sleeves, the neckline a tad low by society’s standards. Or perhaps she had moved and tugged at her garment so often that it had shifted. Either way, I’d been captivated by her anxiety. The way she displayed emotions so easily and without concern.

			I bet she’d never experienced a hardship in her blessed little life.

			As the daughter of Representative Hayes of Ward One, she possessed riches beyond my wildest imagination. It helped that they were blessed by the Fates themselves—much like most high-ranking lords and their children. With each new generation, a dog came to the Hayeses’ home, and without a doubt, Wren would follow in her ancestors’ footsteps.

			Lucky, was what she was. The rich and powerful got all the magic, while the people of the Void got nothing. The Fates claimed they gave out their trinkets based on faithfulness, but that also was a falsehood. I knew plenty of the faithful in the south, and none of their children received gifts. No, they were smart, the Fates, gifting those who paid for their opulent palace and did their bidding with charmed tokens.

			I shouldn’t have magic in my own hands, but that mystery—why I of all people in the Void had received a gift from the Fates—had never been solved. And not due to my lack of trying.

			My eyes found hers through the glass, and for a moment, my chest squeezed, convinced she had spotted me. Fates, they were blue, even from this distance and with the glass between us. My heart pounded, but thankfully, she darted off to the right, wringing her hands as she babbled, her rosy lips moving a mile a minute.

			I sighed in relief.

			Even if I took her gift, she’d be fine, likely married off to some wealthy lord. Her ruthless father would arrange for it, surely. Hayes wasn’t one to be trifled with; he had that damned pen that could change history itself—

			Including making the Void and those without gifts second-class citizens. My people could barely afford food, let alone a roof over their heads, and that man had signed into law every act that made it more difficult for us in the south to secure proper work. I bet he’d even had a hand in the mysterious disappearances of the southern people over the last few years. Politicians like Hayes took out anyone who tried to fight the criminal laws they shoved into our faces. He was nothing but a gangster.

			I doubted the bastard’s younger daughter was any different.

			Wren. That was her name. I kept forgetting, as it was far from important.

			All that mattered was that when that clock struck midnight, I’d be ready—

			And ready I was.

			On cue, the black hound trotted down the walkway, one of the Fate’s dutiful messengers. Clutched between his sharpened teeth was a simple blue box tied with a yellow ribbon. Wren’s gift.

			With my enchanted mirror in my pocket, I crept from my hiding place, my other hand reaching for the fresh scrap of meat I’d snagged from the butcher’s shop on the way over.

			The beast sniffed the air but continued, ever dutiful.

			Here, boy. I tossed the scrap before him, mere steps from the Hayeses’ home. This time, he paused, and it was a long enough pause for me to seize the box he carried, though some of the elegant ribbon had frayed from the pull of his teeth.

			The dog abandoned the meat, a whining filling the air as he searched for the valuable package…which I’d slipped into my jacket pocket, nice and safe. I cringed thinking of the animal’s warm saliva coating the box, but the price outweighed my personal distaste.

			Despite the local lads not knowing how I became so exceptional at general deception and thievery, they nicknamed me the Ghost for a reason: I could break in and out of a home while the victim stood in the same room—with or without my mirror. I was a criminal, and a well sought-after one at that. Even before I miraculously received a Fate’s gift last year.

			I’d been shocked beyond belief when the hound had stood over my worn mattress, the oil in my lamp long gone and my closet of a room cast in darkness. Dropping it gently on my chest, the beast had turned and trotted away, leaving the door open and me stock-still with my jaw dropped. Even with hatred for the Fates burning away in my heart, I’d opened the package with care, a small jolt working up my arm when I brushed over the cold metal of the mirror.

			That moment changed everything, and not just my trade, but how I viewed the world. When all of my searches as to why I’d been blessed led nowhere, I’d given up, silently forming a plan to get what I needed.

			Invisibility. A rarity—even among high society. Hell, I didn’t know why a man like me had been favored by the Fates, but I sure as shite wasn’t about to broadcast it. If anyone knew, they’d string me up or kill me and steal the mirror for themselves.

			Good thing I liked to be left alone…and people thought me a cutthroat. I didn’t correct them.

			I smiled as I made my way down the sidewalk and away from the frantic hound, who sniffed the ground, his small whimpers growing louder. The potent scent of the meat overwhelmed his senses; divine dog or not, he was just as susceptible to temptation as any average mutt.

			Whistling a soft tune, I took in the neighborhood for signs of movement. Of course, at this hour there wasn’t a peep. This side of town was all fixed up nicely, not a stone out of place. Each town house was pristine, constructed of brick and shrouded with lush ivy. Arched windows peeked out, some decorated with painted glass and depictions of the Fates. It all felt too perfect; like a picture painted by some fanciful artist with rose-colored glasses.

			Good riddance.

			All of Aurilia’s crooked lords, ladies, and politicians resided here, pretending to be upstanding citizens. It was laughable, really, when in reality, the blood of innocents painted their delicate, uncallused hands. Even if they weren’t directly involved with the city’s one-sided regulations aimed at making the rich richer, they were complicit.

			A mile passed before I reached into my trouser pocket, fumbling around for the small oval mirror I never took off me. I slept with the damn thing. With care, I held it to my face. Only its surface showed the truth, and I beamed at my reflection, overlooking the smudges marring my tan skin and the grime greasing my black hair.

			Fates above. Taking her gift had been far too easy. The fact that it belonged to Hayes’s daughter made the prize in my pocket all the more satisfying. Maybe I should do this more often—steal from the rich like some fabled hero. I liked the idea of that. Except I’d keep all the winnings next time.

			With a final peek at myself—followed by a gleeful wink—I snapped the lid closed and placed it in my left jacket pocket, a sigh escaping when it settled right over my heart.

			Thank you, old friend.

			Too bad Wren Hayes would never experience the pleasure of owning magic. She had enough as it was.

			I whistled all the way back to the dim streets of the Void, my shoulders losing more of their tension the dirtier the stones beneath my scuffed boots became. I passed by a couple of Missing posters, recognizing one woman as Tilly. She used to work at the laundry a few months ago but then vanished into thin air. Rumor was, she’d run off with a lover, but I’d never seen her with anyone before her disappearance.

			Her grayed poster fluttered, seconds from being ripped away completely by a harsh wind. That was how it felt living here—one step away from ruin.

			I shook off thoughts of Tilly and all the other posters I’d spotted on my walk. Some familiar faces, others strangers with bad luck.

			Time to sell off whatever silly bauble Wren Hayes had received. There was a fool reckless enough to schedule a meeting with me in the dark this evening, and maybe I’d take a souvenir from them, too, after the transaction. I hadn’t seen their face the first time we met, as they’d insisted upon wearing a ridiculous cloak with a low hood and hid in their carriage, but I’d suspected they were someone important when they sent their bodyguard to do the negotiating. They wanted a gift, and they’d get it, and I’d save up my new coins and get out of this hellhole. I didn’t care who they were or why they wanted a gift. That wasn’t my business.

			I turned down Sulley Street, on my way to the predetermined meeting spot, when I had the sudden urge to see the damned thing for myself. What kind of present might the princess of Ward One get?

			The buyer had specifically asked for it to remain untouched, but fuck that. I put my neck on the line for this.

			Carefully undoing the flimsy ribbon, I lifted the box’s top.

			Sheltered inside a nest of yellow rose petals lay a simple silver locket. I frowned, reaching inside and turning it over, searching for any clue or symbol as to its powers. I found none.

			Unease prickled down my back. I shouldn’t have opened it, but now that I had…

			Pulling out the delicate locket and its thin chain, I once more flipped it over, finding nothing exceptional. I supposed that was true with all gifts, mine included. “Let’s take a closer look.” I pried open the clasp, wondering what image the locket concealed, if any.

			The two sides fell open and all the air rushed from my lungs.

			Shite.

			The night tilted on its head.

			I should have continued to my buyer, but I found myself instinctively whirling around, my feet picking up into a run as I bolted in the opposite direction from Sulley Street, away from my client, and away from the darkest parts of the Void.

			I didn’t cease running until I’d stormed through the Broken Wing Tavern and climbed the stairs leading to the dimly lit room I rented above. I slammed the door and locked all four locks behind me, muffling the raucous laughter and lively music carried up from below.

			Uncharacteristically shaken, I slumped to the floor, my heartbeat pounding against my ribs. With trembling hands, I clutched the locket, eager to confirm that my eyes hadn’t played a trick on me after all.

			There was indeed a photograph inside…

			And it was of me.
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				Chapter Three

				Wren

			
			
				Dawn, Day, and Dusk; these are the Fates. Most, though, pray to the Fate of Day, as she symbolizes our present, and represents the hope of each new day.

				—Origin of the Fates, Chapter One

			

			One Week Later

			I’d been forced to attend the opening party of the new season.

			“If you hide away, they’ll talk, and our family doesn’t need any more of that,” Mother had chastised from the threshold of my room days before. She’d hung a gown on my mirror and departed without a word, leaving only a slight chill in the air. I swore that woman was made of ice; she thrived in the winter months. I shuddered thinking of all the animals butchered to create those fine furs she wore.

			Callie, on the other hand, knew me better. Every morning, sweets greeted me on my nightstand. Decadent milk chocolates and sugary pastries that I inhaled beneath the covers. My sister understood not to pester me, especially now, but she showed her love and concern in other ways. I considered myself blessed in that respect; to have a sibling who actually cared. These last few days, I’d had the urge to ask her to use her gift on me—to make me feel calm, indifferent, carefree…yet I wouldn’t. It felt wrong not to endure the truth of myself. That I wasn’t who I believed. Maybe it was penance for my thoughts, for while I went to the temples of the Fates, my mind often drifted elsewhere. As people prayed before the statues, I’d think of the lands I hadn’t ventured to—the west and its jagged mountains, and the far north with snow so persistent, it remained all year. And that was just our continent.

			I desired to see it all.

			Which was why I believed I was being punished.

			My gloomy routine stretched on for days—me holed up beneath my blankets as I mourned the loss of something I never had but always craved. Since I could remember, I’d studiously watched Father with his pen, writing to representatives and lords and ladies. He told me he would change the world for the better, and I yearned for such an ability. To be viewed as more than some silly girl whose only ambition was to entice a partner into marriage.

			Our society wasn’t kind to women. Anne Langston held a representative seat, but it was due to her obscene riches. In most cases, if we were given a magical object greater than a man’s, we were sold off to the highest bidder as a wife. I never wanted that. My plan, however naïve, was to remain unattached, using my new magic for myself and myself alone. Love wasn’t something I coveted, and my parents were hardly examples of an ideal marriage. Often, I wondered if they’d ever loved each other to start with.

			Marriage simply wasn’t for me. I refused.

			Yet if I was to be magicless and live beneath my father’s roof, I’d have to attend the tedious ball and stand alongside my family with a feigned smile. Until I discovered how to change my destiny, that was. And all of those minutes spent hiding from the world provided me with an idea—

			I would seek out the Fates themselves and ask if there’d been some error. I’d get on my knees and beg if I had to. If I hadn’t been so desperate, I would’ve laughed at the very notion of knocking at their palace walls. You didn’t request to see the Fates. They summoned you, if you were lucky.

			What is there to lose? Making a fool of myself hardly seemed important, especially since I had no plans to marry, and the worst that would happen would be a few days of petty gossip.

			Besides, I was a Hayes. A devout one; for the most part. There was a high chance that something treacherous had occurred. Perhaps a lost hound. A thief. An incorrectly recorded birthday.

			Something.

			These thoughts were all that kept me going. Kept me hoping.

			It was the evening of the ball and I stood in nothing but my undergarments. With a sigh, I snagged the dress Mother selected from the hanger and eyed the many buttons curving along the back. I cringed.

			“Callie?” I called. Her room was next to mine, and the walls were vexingly thin.

			Footsteps pattered before my door creaked open, revealing an already dressed Callie. She wore a gown the color of red wine, the deep shade enhancing her stunning black hair, which she’d left down, the ends reaching the small of her back.

			Her green eyes flashed. “You’re up.” She shuffled closer, a hesitant smile creasing the corners of her mouth.

			“I’m not some injured predator,” I insisted, waving my hand. “You don’t need to approach me like I’m going to bite.”

			At my teasing, her face smoothed, and she closed the gap between us.

			“Need help?” I nodded, and she grabbed the dress from my outstretched hands. “You know, I actually selected this gown for you,” she said proudly, a small smile tilting her lips. She motioned for me to turn around. “I saw it at the modiste and it reminded me of the night sky. Of the stars you love so much.”

			A bit of warmth blazed in my chest, melting some of the ice. Maybe her magic had inadvertently seeped into me, not that it felt terrible, and she was wearing her earrings tonight. “It’s stunning,” I admitted, raising my hands for her to slide it over my head. She danced me around like I’d become a living doll, brushing the full skirt down and fixing the off-the-shoulder tulle straps into place.

			“Of course it is. I picked it out.” She beamed when she spun me around, both her hands on my arms. “We all know I have impeccable taste. You’re lucky to have me for a sister. Fates know what you’d end up wearing if left on your own.” She gave a mock shudder.

			I rolled my eyes. “So full of yourself, Callie.” I tapped her nose and she wrinkled it in affront. “That’s why Father has plans for you.”

			I wasn’t daft. I’d noticed how they both stole away to his study, and once, I dared to eavesdrop on a conversation when the door had been left ajar. He was teaching her about the ward. About the budget and tedious rules, and which influential members of society could be manipulated. Callie was his protégée.

			Her face sobered. “We both know being a woman and a representative is nearly impossible. I hear what they say about me. That they think Father is wasting his time.” Her eyes narrowed as if she could hear the petty gossipers now. “I just want what Father has, Wren. A chance to help the ward. To be…respected.”

			Respected as a ward representative. As a powerful woman in command.

			It shouldn’t be an impossible feat, and yet it was, in our world.

			Now I felt like an ass for bringing it up. Callie was ambitious. Like me, she desired to be more, and I couldn’t fault her for striving for her goal. Especially since her cunning mind deserved a spot on the council.

			“I didn’t mean to sound cruel,” I said with a sigh. I had a tendency to speak without thought, and I was particularly irritated this evening. “If anyone can overcome those obstacles, Callie, it’s you. I’m just cross about tonight. Mother and her threats are the only reasons I’m even going.”

			I watched her throat bob with emotion. “Thank you, baby sister,” she replied with a smirk. She knew I despised it when she called me that. “I’ll try to make you proud one day. And who the hell knows? Maybe I’ll surprise everyone.” Callie tilted her chin toward the vanity, her features hardening as if she were about to command an army. “Now, we must do something about that rats’ nest of hair.”

			I expected pain would ensue.
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			It took ages, but eventually, Callie swept my long hair into an effortless updo, some strands meticulously left down to frame my face. After applying some rouge, lipstick, and kohl eyeliner, she deemed me appropriate.

			“Callie! Wren!” Father called from downstairs, urging us to hurry.

			My sister scoffed at Father’s brusque tone. “Time to face the music.” She made for the door, leaving me just enough time to grab my letter opener and slip it deep into the neckline of my gown. High society might dress in fine clothes and possess titles, but they often believed their names allowed them to touch what they shouldn’t, and I’d grown sick of their hubris.

			I’d be prepared this time if one of them decided their hand belonged on my backside. Again. One could never be too careful.

			With one final glance at my reflection, I left my room and padded down the stairs. My parents and sister had already headed for the open door and the waiting carriage, and I hurried to keep pace.

			Outside, my dress shone in an entirely new light. Shimmering beneath the nearly full moon, the off-the-shoulder cobalt number dripped with sparkling crystals resembling falling stars.

			“Wren, the ball will be over by the time you make it to the carriage!” Mother barked, and I ceased admiring the dress to join them inside. Callie did have excellent taste.

			The ride was bumpy and painfully stifled, although Mother continuously fixed the strands of my updo whenever they fell out of place. “Can’t have a daughter of mine looking like she ran through a rosebush,” she scolded, her eyes sharply focused as she fixed me up. I sat through her prodding, accustomed to it after so many years. Of course, Lenore Hayes dazzled to perfection in a green dress, gorgeous and heavenly as always. She would die before her lipstick smudged.

			I loved her, I did, but she was often detached in a way that reminded me of an empty husk of a woman. Perhaps you had to be when everyone’s eyes were constantly on you. I wanted to know her, the real her beneath the collected façade, but I suspected she’d played this role all her life and wasn’t sure how to turn on her humanity again. It was one of the many reasons I’d grown bitter about the northerners. How easily they judged, how easily they could turn their backs on so-called friends.

			They played a game I was too exhausted, and possibly frightened, to play.

			Father clasped my arm as we exited our carriage, Callie on his other side. With wide eyes, I took in the grand mansion belonging to the Lovetts, who owned half of Aurilia’s weapons industry. Father and Lord Lovett were close, and I suspected they’d sneak away to the study for most of the night.

			“Smile,” Mother whispered, her voice low and dulcet. Her mask was fully in place.

			Canting my chin, I gazed at the three-story building covered in winding ivy, the arched windows shining with welcoming light from the party roaring inside. It was a fine brick home, elegant in a way that hinted of taste and old money. The Lovetts were not exclusively in the shipping business, but noble members of society as well. They were the perfect family to host the first soiree of what would be a summer of extravagant gatherings. I’d likely have to be dragged to each and every one—

			Unless the Fates accepted my request, and my desperate hope of discovering a mistake was realized.

			Doubtful.

			My knees shook and sweat ran down my spine. However welcoming the Lovetts would be, others wouldn’t be so kind. One thing I loathed more than our society’s inability to recognize women as the fierce creatures they were, was attention. It made my skin prickle and my cheeks flush. These uptight bastards had the vexing power to make me feel as if every move I made were the wrong one. Maybe they simply enjoyed watching others wither beneath their assessing gazes, like it awarded them more satisfaction than any magical item could.

			Thanks to Callie and her blunt approach to our world, I’d learned such lessons early.

			I sucked in the last bit of fresh air and eyed the stone pathway leading to the massive entry, the stained glass of the door casting dancing rainbows across the incoming guests, all proudly exhibiting their excessive finery.

			“Keep your chin up and smile,” Father murmured tersely into my ear. He tugged me from Mother’s grip, and instantly, his warmth seeped into me, making me feel more stable, less nauseous at the glowers I suspected I’d find within the mansion. “A Hayes doesn’t bend or bow,” he added, leaning back to wink at me. I softened at the twinkle in his eye, which rarely made an appearance. It used to…back when I was a child and he hadn’t grown into his full might yet.

			I returned his wink, wishing with all my heart he’d become the gentle and carefree man he used to be, if only for a night. But wishing would be useless.

			My lips, which had been cemented into a frown for the past week, tugged up rigidly at the sides. If Father had to work with the ruthless representatives of the various wards of our city, then I could walk into this party and pretend, like I always had before. I could smile and act as if I weren’t shattered and broken inside. As if I weren’t some useless cretin no one would dare get close to.

			It was fine.

			I didn’t care for many people anyway.

			Fates. If I told myself that lie one more damned time, I would lose my mind.

			One step at a time. One breath at a time. Smile.

			I held my head high as Father had instructed, and while my chin quivered and my palms grew clammy beneath my long white gloves, I didn’t pause, didn’t hesitate, when I walked over the threshold and into a magnificent hall captured straight out of a whimsical dream.

			Gauzy ivory drapes fluttered between sconces of polished silver, and copper keys of varying designs were strung above the towering foyer. A gasp left me as we strolled past the entry and into the lavish ballroom beyond. Actual trees had been uprooted and placed in every corner, their branches dipping low and their leaves painted vibrant colors. From their mighty limbs, diamonds glistened, and elegant scraps of folded parchment tied with green satin ribbons swayed in an invisible wind that smelled of spun sugar.

			Unable to quell my curiosity, and momentarily forgetting not to make a spectacle of myself, I broke free from Callie and my parents and wandered over to one of the majestic trees. Gently, I reached for one of the rolled-up papers, my heart thudding with curious excitement. In gilded script were five words:

			Seek the magic you cannot see.

			I cocked my head at the vague and slightly silly message.

			“They’re meant to be mysterious.”

			I turned to the unfamiliar voice. A young woman wearing an emerald dress stood to my right, her brown skin shimmering from some glittering lotion and her lids painted a bold pink. She smiled, her light brown eyes friendly enough.

			“I suppose it goes with the theme?” I said, twisting to appraise the rest of the room. Indeed, the Lovetts’ home had been transformed into a fairy-tale forest, and flowers of every shade adorned the walls, while lush green ivy encircled the blooms. Crystal glasses dyed a pretty pink were being passed around by black-suited waiters, and the liquid inside called my name.

			Fates, I could use some courage. Maybe two or three glasses of it.

			“Ruby,” the woman said, thrusting out her hand, a silver signet ring glistening in the ethereal lighting.

			I startled for a moment, surprised I hadn’t seen her before, but I instinctively held out my hand in welcome. “Wren.”

			Her grip was firm, much more so than I was expecting, and I noted the roughened feel of calluses on her ungloved hands.

			Before I could ponder it further, Ruby whirled to the closest waiter and snagged two glasses, relinquishing one to me. “I have a feeling you’ll need this,” she whispered, her attention cast ahead. I followed her stare as my stomach churned.

			Lovely.

			My new friend had been correct in her assumption. Every pair of eyes in the room flitted my way before being hastily averted. They were far from subtle. Now that reality had settled in, I perceived my name on their lips as well.

			It occurred to me that this would be a rather long evening.

			Is it too early to bolt?

			Across the ballroom were the usual young women I socialized with; all daughters of lords or representatives. Father approved of them as “acceptable” friends, and without a choice, I made do with their tedious conversation and gossip. If not, I would’ve been trapped in the town house all day.

			This evening, the ones who owned gifts wore them proudly, and I spotted Cecile stroking the red ribbon tied to her sweeping pink dress. It had the ability to transform her into a vision of perfection, the ribbon imparting physical beauty. She adored it, but I was greedy and wanted more than to look pretty for people I hardly cared for. That might have made me sound self-righteous and all sorts of stuck-up, but they were my true thoughts, and at least I wasn’t sharing them out loud.

			Danielle, Cecile’s cousin, smiled at Lilly as she touched the woman’s drink, the sapphire ring on her brown finger refilling the cup. Her gift was interesting, able to fill what was once empty; from drinks to plates of food or dried-out fountains in a garden. Danielle was the kindest of the group, and the one I gravitated toward during our afternoon strolls. She wasn’t as unforgiving as the others, and her smile could light up a room. Though such a smile was rare.

			Cecile lifted her nose when she caught me staring, and quickly ushered her friends onto the dance floor. Danielle shot me a quick look but trailed after Cecile, helpless. If she stayed, she, too, would be cast aside.

			Their absence didn’t stop the sharp stab of hurt that shot through me as I watched their retreating forms. Here I’d believed they’d at least speak with me. We’d been acquaintances for most of our lives.

			How quickly they deemed me less than.

			I scolded myself, knowing I should’ve prepared for such a reaction. I’d witnessed such things before with other ladies of society, never believing it would happen to me.

			Fool.

			Fates, even the young nobles avoided my gaze, not one daring to step close enough to be seen as taking an interest. In their eyes, courting me would lower their own worth.

			I swallowed thickly and turned my head to the band, pretending the sting of betrayal wasn’t present. A lively tune had begun, played by a stout musician with a trimmed mustache. He lifted his violin, and instantly, I understood that it was magicked as well, for the notes he emitted were accompanied by other sounds that could not possibly have been created by one instrument alone.

			Magic was everywhere.

			I was instantly jealous. No, beyond jealous. Sad, hurt, pissed—you name it, I felt it. All of those emotions stirred within me like a poisonous brew.

			The glass in my hand suddenly felt too heavy, but I had an easy fix. I chugged the contents in one go, uncaring if my mother, who was currently surrounded by admirers, glared at me in distaste. She could simmer for the rest of the night for all I cared. She had dragged me here, after all.

			“Whoa, slow down,” Ruby admonished with a giggle. I had nearly forgotten her entirely. “Though I did find that impressive,” she added with a raised brow.

			With the drink warming my belly, I gave her a wry smile. “Oh, I most definitely am going to need another one of those.”
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			I lost sight of Ruby sometime around ten when she slipped away to the powder room.

			With everyone murmuring my name, and with the horde of nobles glancing down their noses whenever I passed, I decided to sneak away to the Lovetts’ famous gardens. I couldn’t take the scrutiny anymore, and plants and flowers blessedly didn’t have the ability to glare.

			On most days, I considered myself a fairly optimistic person—within reason—but…it was too much. Those narrowed eyes. The disgust and confusion when they spoke my name alongside my family’s honored one. Shamefully, my father was working the room to cast me in a better light, and falling short. And he was beloved.

			It seemed that I’d ruined not only my life but his as well.

			The Lovetts had commissioned a breathtaking fountain beyond the veranda, the size of it akin to the downstairs of my home. Water spouted from spigots at timed intervals, and tiny lights turned the leaves a mellow sky-blue shade. I sighed, striding over to one of the many benches positioned off the path where you could take in the view.

			Rich green plants and blossoms curved around a cushioned eggshell-colored settee; a place lovers might find themselves on nights like this one.

			I watched the cascade of water, losing myself in its soothing noise, numbly shoving aside the cruel world that awaited me inside the mansion. Out here, in the quiet, I drifted, my thoughts turning less frantic, less anxious. Clouds swept across the moon, and little light shone down from the heavens. Surprisingly, I took comfort in the dark; it was where secrets could be shared…though I felt like a secret I wished I had the answer to.

			Soon, I promised. You’ll request an audience with the Fates tomorrow and—

			“I can’t believe he brought her.”

			I jerked upward from my relaxed position, the silence and peace I’d experienced forgotten. I recognized that voice. Unfortunately.

			Lord Allen. He visited Father often, mostly protesting to keep the working class from entering our side of town to find work. Those living in the “Void”—the southern portion of Andalay I’d been forbidden to visit—didn’t possess gifts, and they relied on steady occupation to keep food on the table.

			Yet Allen didn’t pay his employees a living wage, and I knew this because Father had drunkenly told me one evening. My chest had ached when he spoke about the south as if it were a plague on the land, its people, too. At times, I willingly played the fool when it came to Father and his dealings. I hardly wanted to know if he was connected to such heinous people and their beliefs…but the older I became, the harder it was to pretend Father was the same man I believed—or wanted—him to be.

			“He’s trying to brush it off, Allen. What would you do if your daughter ruined your family line?” A scoff, and then, “She may not be as beautiful as her mother, but he could easily marry her off.”

			I didn’t recognize the new voice, but his words heated my blood. Warmth suffused my cheeks, and I clenched my hands into fists. How many damned times did I need to be compared to her? On top of that, all I was good for now was marriage; to be a wife and mother. Not that they weren’t admirable jobs, but it wasn’t what I wanted.

			I yearned to expose myself, to leap from my hidden alcove and confront Lord Allen and his lackey, and pray that their cheeks darkened with the embarrassment of being caught. My nails bit hard into my palms. I wouldn’t do a damned thing. I couldn’t.

			My grief and rage grew as their heavy footsteps passed, and I curved to the side, half of my body practically shoved into the nearest bush to avoid detection. Very dignified of a lady, of course.

			Soon my parents would search for me, which meant I had to once again lift my chin and smile, and gracefully walk past a bunch of snakes who scorned me for no righteous reason.

			Get it over with.

			The longer I sat here ruminating over my misfortune, the longer I’d have to stay at this hellish ball. Grumbling a curse, I rose and stepped beyond the alcove—

			And immediately bumped into the rather hard chest of Lord Everett Sinclair.

			Liquid spilled everywhere, wetting my skin as the scent of whiskey stole from the floral fragrance of the garden. Everett bit back an ungentlemanly curse and brushed at his fine sapphire velvet jacket before lifting his striking blue eyes to mine.

			Fates.

			“I’m so sorry!” I hurried to say, eager to avoid this interaction. Mother, on the other hand, would’ve been thrilled; well, not by my clumsiness. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.” Obviously.

			Everett was three years my senior and quite handsome, one of the many suitors Mother had pointed out to me months prior. Her scheming would be all for naught after this little display. I hoped.

			Everett swept a hand down his once-pristine white shirt, his stunning silver wristwatch catching the light of the weak moon, the mother-of-pearl face shimmering. Before he could speak, his mouth barely having opened, a waiter rushed by, a fresh towel hanging from his arm.

			“Sir!” called the waiter, a towering man with unkempt black hair and the coldest gray eyes I’d ever beheld. “Let me assist you.”

			Leave it to the Lovetts to arrange for waiters and assistants to be hidden in every nook and cranny.

			I stepped aside as the waiter meticulously attended to the spill, mumbling apologies here and there, when really, it was me who’d caused the mess. Everett shifted closer to the man as he awkwardly patted the waiter in what I took as gratitude. But his eyes stared deeply into mine, making me adjust my footing while crossing and uncrossing my arms. I didn’t care for the attention, and certainly not the kind of attention he was so openly displaying.

			I immediately began to formulate my excuses to leave.

			Everett spoke first.

			“Wren Hayes.” His voice was smooth like silk, and when my name sounded from his lips I understood why many found him alluring. “I’ve been meaning to seek you out all evening, yet it seems you’ve been hiding out in the garden among the flowers. Though you yourself are reminiscent of one tonight.” The corners of his mouth quirked up.

			I could’ve sworn I heard the waiter muffle a choked scoff. I resisted the urge to join him.

			“I needed the fresh air,” I answered smoothly, ignoring the sickly-sweet compliment. All I desired was loose clothing and the comfort of my bed and my book—which had just gotten to the good part. “Perhaps at the next party we’ll meet and there will be more time.”

			“But—”

			“All done, my lord,” the overzealous waiter thankfully interrupted, stepping back with a curt nod. I looked at the waiter then, taking in the shadows that played across his sharp cheekbones and highlighted the corners of his full, curving lips.

			“Thank you,” Everett said stiffly, not sparing a glance at the man who’d assisted him.

			But I did.

			I watched as he hurried down the pathway—in the opposite direction from the house.

			“I was hoping for one dance, but I suppose I can be patient,” Everett said as he lifted his arm and ran his hand through his dark blond hair, a boyish smile playing on his lips.

			My heart skipped a beat when I noticed it…or the lack of it.

			His silver watch—

			It was gone.

			I whirled to where the waiter had taken off. The man must’ve stolen it—he’d been all too quick to “help,” taking his time to run that cloth up and down Everett’s suit. The slick bastard had pinched it right before our eyes. I wasn’t sure what came over me; perhaps it was the need to escape or the heat building inside my chest, a small voice telling me to give chase—

			I took off in the direction the waiter had taken, starting a jog that soon turned into a run. I was impervious to the fact that Everett called my name or that I sprinted through a garden in a ball gown—an act that would cause my mother to faint.

			The gardens were vast, but I caught glimpses of black hair glimmering in low light just ahead of me beside a bed of yellow roses. The sight would vanish altogether a blink later. I frowned, confused, but kept racing forward, determined to retrieve Everett’s watch.

			Soon the waiter’s silhouette came into full view, the end of the path nearing. A looming wrought iron fence surrounded the Lovetts’ land, with no gate in sight.

			No escape, I pondered gleefully.

			The man before me was quick, and each time I blinked, he seemed to flicker. It had to be a trick of the dark night. It didn’t matter. I was equally fast and more determined.

			I was positive that Everett had the means to replace such a fine watch without issue, but I’d been beaten down so many times since my birthday that I needed a win. Something.

			With the last of my waning strength, I lunged, colliding with the muscles and heat of the thief as I shoved him to the ground.

			He let out a crude, accented curse as we rolled, me fighting to pin him down. Most of my hair had fallen out of its updo, and I heard the harsh rips of my dress. I didn’t care. I’d become some sort of vengeful warrior, someone I didn’t recognize…but a thrill ran from the crown of my head to my toes.

			We came to a halt, the waiter landing on top, his weight pressing me farther into the soil. Both of us panted, soaked in mud and plastered with dried leaves.

			“What the fuck are you doing?” the thief barked, his dark eyes glinting with silver flecks and malice. He stared down upon me with indignation, having the audacity to act affronted as he swiped his hair out of his face—which was more handsome than I wished to admit. His bronze skin seemed to glow all on its own, and his cutting cheekbones were severe and dangerous; an invitation to temptation. But it was those eyes that captured me…so cold, outlined in black—yet there were traces of light, like tiny stars dancing across his stony irises.

			His attractive face would have no effect on me. Some of the most treacherous things in this world were disguised behind a mask of beauty.

			My chest heaved as I met his trenchant gaze. I didn’t bend. I was a Hayes, after all.

			“You stole his watch,” I accused, another thrill running down my back. “And I’m here to get it back.”

			He scoffed before lowering himself to whisper in my ear, his heated breath causing me to shiver. Escape, my inner voice begged. I ignored it.

			“Let’s see you take it from me.”
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				Chapter Four

				Damien

			
			Wren Hayes had tackled me to the ground.

			Fates above, I had not expected the princess of Ward One to chase after me in a voluminous ball gown, let alone wrestle me in the mud. Then again, I supposed even I would do damn near anything to get away from the pompous prick who’d cornered her. He looked like sleep personified.

			Below me, Wren’s caramel hair spread around her like a halo, the color somehow shining in the dimness. And her eyes…I hadn’t had the chance to see them up close before, but the turquoise specks swimming in the greenish blue appeared too stunning to be real. If she weren’t the daughter of Cameron Hayes, I might’ve found her attractive. Might being the key word. But it was the sheer look of rage painting her features that stole my attention.

			“I will not take it from you,” she snapped, the bite in her tone unexpected. “You will hand it over. Now.”

			I sneered at her request, making a show of glancing down her frame where she was currently trapped below me. Wren lifted an unimpressed blond brow, clearly unfazed by my blatant attempt to intimidate. If anything, her eyes turned sharper, the colors that ignited the night growing more pronounced.

			This couldn’t be the same anxious woman who’d paced in her parlor on her eighteenth birthday, all rosy cheeks and anxious energy. She’d been the embodiment of bright pink and
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