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To my agent, Kimberly Whalen, who has always believed in this book, and always believed in me




Nought’s had, all’s spent,

Where our desire is got without content.

’Tis safer to be that which we destroy

Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.

—Macbeth, act 3, scene 2
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Yesterday I overheard Diana talking in the hall. I know I shouldn’t have listened, she would be upset with me if she knew I heard her private conversation, but I couldn’t help myself. I don’t know who she was talking to, but she described this vision she had, a vision about Harry. He did something terrible, but it wasn’t really his fault. I know it couldn’t be his fault because Harry would never do anything bad to anyone. And then she Saw Harry with a crown on his head.

I wouldn’t normally care too much about Diana’s visions, but I’m almost entirely sure I’ve seen the same thing.

I don’t want Harry to do anything bad.

Is Harry going to become the king?

—THE JOURNAL OF CASSANDRA TRIUR, AGE TWELVE
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CATE

A CLOUD OF THE deepest blue, edges of midnight bordering on black, fills the room as the man thrusts one final time, his grunt of release echoing around the spacious suite.

I latch on to the threads of color with my Gift, even as I come down from a climax of my own, finding the darkest hues of his grief, the color so saturated it becomes tangible, and I pull. Gently at first, then more firmly, twisting the strands, folding them up into tiny little pieces. Pieces I can then tuck away in the hidden recesses of his mind, allowing him to find a brief respite from the sadness enfolding him. I compress his grief, like a sponge wrapped in a tight fist. Eventually it will expand once again, the sadness refilling him, but for a short while at least, this man will know peace.

When I finish packing up his sorrow and have buried it deep enough so it will no longer disturb him, I stroke my hands down the expanse of his bare back. He tucks his face into the groove of my neck and cries while I soothe him, his nakedness now more emotional than physical. I don’t take offense. Many of my clients end up in tears after a session with me; usually it’s a sign I’ve done my job well.

Eventually, those tears subside, and he pushes aside the gauzy golden curtains draping the bed and rises, dressing quickly, leaving payment by the door before showing himself out. I make it clear to my clients that they never need to feel shame concerning what happens in this room, but some handle the rush of emotions easier than others. I have seen Charlie often since he buried his wife and child a year ago, casualties of an Uprising attack, and he has never been one for pillow talk.

I wait for the door to close behind him before I slide out from between the scarlet silk sheets covering my massive walnut four-poster bed. Fishing my dagger from underneath the pillow, I fasten its sheath around my upper thigh and slip it back into place, my thumb rubbing the smooth curve of the ruby buried in its hilt, a habit I’ve had since Harold gifted me the blade on my eighteenth birthday. It provides comfort more than a line of defense. I pocket the small handful of coins the man left in the gold elephant-shaped bowl that rests on my dressing table. I don’t bother counting because it doesn’t matter how much I earn. I’m not doing this for the money, or at least, not solely for the money.

The light in my suite of rooms is dim and sensual, the flicker of the candles muted by the lush crimson walls. I turn up the gas lamps ensconced on the walls once the man has left, lightening the space.

In the brighter light, I examine my face in the gilded mirror above the dressing table, ensuring my makeup is still impeccably done—it is, not even a smudge of lip paint out of place since I don’t allow my clients to kiss me on the mouth—and slip into my robe. It’s the same scarlet as my lips, and long; the silky sleeves are lined with soft feathers. The honey waves of my hair cascade down my back, a little mussed but still thick and shiny. Despite the toll that using my Gift takes on my body, I still look flawless.

I think about donning one of my costumes and joining the final performance of the evening—which actually takes place in the earliest hours of the morning—but I don’t have the energy. Instead I stride to the golden bar cart that lives in the corner of my suite, pouring two fingers of whisky into a cut-glass tumbler and almost collapsing at my two-person table.

There has been an increase in demand for my services since the beginning of the Uprising two years ago, and while I try to never say no to genuine inquiries—determined to assist as many people as I can—I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t exhausted, emotionally as well as physically. My clients might leave our sessions sexually satisfied with their emotions abated, but even when I’m able to find pleasure of my own, it doesn’t counterbalance the heaviness of bearing their feelings or the strain on my body. I’ll need to soak in a bath with one of Bianca’s healing tonics before I think about seeing another client.

“How many have you seen tonight?” My twin sister Andra opens the door separating our adjoining rooms, helping herself to my booze and joining me at the table.

“That was my fourth.” I take my first sip of whisky, letting the alcohol burn down my throat and warm my belly. Whisky helps my recovery, but the need to stay sober during appointments outweighs the benefits, and I don’t imbibe until I’ve seen my final client of the day.

She grimaces, the frown pulling down on her perfectly full lips. “It’s too much, Cate.”

“They need my help.” And I’ve never been one who could stand by and let people suffer. Andra has always considered this one of my biggest flaws.

“Was it good for you, at least?” She shoots me a sly grin over the rim of her crystal goblet. Andra only requires rest after using her Gift, but that doesn’t stop her from stealing my gin whenever the mood strikes her.

I roll my eyes. “You know that’s not the point.” I swirl the remaining whisky in my glass, letting the richness of its scent fill my nose and fortify me. “Have you checked in with Harold at all lately?”

Andra’s eyes, the same color as the light shining through my whisky, the same color as mine, flash with some sort of perturbance. “I’m still having a block where Harold is concerned. I haven’t been able to read anything in his future for weeks now.”

I sigh, throwing back the last of my drink. “Something tells me the lack of Sight does not bode well for what’s to come.”

Andra frowns, but there isn’t much real worry in it. She has the undying optimism of a younger sibling who’s never had to worry about much in her life, even if the age difference between us is a mere few minutes.

The two of us have been living here at La Puissance—Stratford City’s premier pleasure club—since we were kids. When our parents abandoned us shortly after Andra’s Gift revealed itself, we were left as wards of our home province in Scota. Sent to an orphanage for Gifted children, we quickly learned that being a ward, particularly a Gifted ward, meant being neglected. When that neglect turned to abuse, I convinced Andra we needed to run away. We snuck off into the night, making our way from Scota to Avon’s capital city. For a while we lived on the streets, depending on strangers for food and a little coin now and then. Because we’re both Gifted, we were unable to find any sort of work without sponsorship, and who was going to sponsor two neglected children? I thought we might be on the streets forever until Diana found us. She and Harold took us in, gave us a place to live, and, more importantly, gave us a safe place to explore our Gifts.

Andra started having visions when we were just four years old, but we were too young and inexperienced to know what was happening to her until several years later when we met Diana, the Seer who was a den mother of sorts at the club until her death not long ago. Diana helped Andra hone her powers, helped her turn her Gift into a beneficial tool. Neither of us even remembers the parents we spent our first four years with, and we haven’t spent more than a few days away from the club since. It’s our home, and our sanctuary, a sanctuary for all the Gifted in Avon, or at least, as many Gifted as are legally allowed. The discriminatory laws limit the number of Gifted who are allowed to reside in one location and make it almost impossible to find legal work. Luckily, in Stratford City, the laws against Gifted aren’t typically enforced.

My own Gift didn’t appear until later, when I came of age and had a torrid fling with one of the bartenders. It was his first time as well as mine, and when he finished after a few seconds and the room exploded in a riot of color and elation, I thought that was what happened for everyone. It wasn’t until I relayed the story to Diana that she informed me most people do not experience a kaleidoscope of color and an avalanche of emotion during intercourse. Between Diana and some of the other Gifted members of the club, we discovered the true nature of my Gift, and from then my goal was to harness it in a way that could provide relief to those who truly needed it, which is what I have been doing for the past seven years. Growing up at La Puissance, I always knew the option to be a courtesan was open to me but never pressed upon me. When the nature of my Gift was revealed, it felt as though it was meant to be.

I push my chair back from the table and rise, untying the belt of my robe. I step into a simple dress, the black cotton soft against my skin, and turn around for Andra to lace me up. “Are you going back out on the floor tonight?”

Andra shakes her head and swigs the last of her drink before doing up the ties on the back of my dress. “I’ve told enough fake fortunes for the evening.”

The patrons of La Puissance love Andra’s “visions”—the ones she sells that magically foretell everything the client wants to hear. Sometimes what they want to hear matches the reality of what she sees for them. But usually not. It doesn’t stop club patrons from returning to her again and again, taken in by her snappy wit and charming smile. None of them have any idea what she’s truly capable of, and I’ve always aimed to keep it that way. Having a Gift of any kind is frowned upon; having the kind of visions Andra has is downright dangerous.

“Come with me to the kitchens, then. I’m starving.”

Our footsteps are hushed over the ragged and dingy crimson carpet lining the hallways of the upper floor of La Puissance. Down below, raucous laughter and clinking glasses and live music still permeate the air, the loud brass of the horns competing with the incessant thumping of the drums and the shouts of glee. The lower level of La Puissance is all glittering colors and bright sounds; it stands in stark opposition to the upper levels, which are all about decadent silence. The closed doors we stride by are thick enough to hide the sounds of pleasure emanating from within, but it’s no secret what is happening behind them. The evening may no longer be young, but the club is nowhere near ready to say good night.

We make our way to the end of the hallway, down the back staircase, and into the kitchen. The club hasn’t exactly been rolling in resources since the Uprising began, but the age of the building shows more here than anywhere else, even in the dim light of the gas lamps. There’s a group of women in various stages of undress crowded around a worn wooden table, the surface covered with scratches and burns, initials and doodles etched into every available inch. It’s not a big kitchen, but that doesn’t keep us all from gathering here when we have free time.

The wood-burning oven keeps the room hot, even in the coldest months of winter. Eliza, the head cook, is permanently red-faced and sweating and can usually be found yelling at one of her assistants to work harder and move faster. But she dotes on us girls, the women who make La Puissance the most sought-after pleasure club in all of Avon. Not all the workers at La Puissance are Gifted, just as not all are courtesans, but everyone here is treated equally and has been for as long as we’ve lived here.

Eliza arrived at the club the same year as Andra and I. She was in an abusive marriage in Venezia and was forced to leave everything and everyone she’d ever known behind to escape her husband’s violence. We all grew acclimated to our new lives together, and though she would never admit it, I’m her favorite. When she sees Andra and me making our way through the cooks and servers dashing about the cramped space, she immediately hands me a plate of bread, cheese, and fruit, like she had it waiting for me.

I sink into my usual spot at the table, between Bianca and Andra, across from Meri, Rosa, Helen, and Tes. The seven of us have been here so long, I don’t remember a time in my life when they weren’t a part of it. All Gifted, all abandoned by our families. All without anywhere to go or any way to make a living if it weren’t for the generosity of Harold MacVeigh.

Meri reaches a hand across the table, nabbing one of my strawberries and popping it into her mouth. “Did you hear the latest?”

I shake my head as I smear a stripe of soft cheese across the warm and crusty bread. Meri is an infernal gossip, and I know she will report the latest whether I want to hear it or not. A fellow Gifted with the ability to cast beautifully realistic illusions, Meri charms everyone who visits her bed, and many who only wish they could.

“Supposedly the Uprising leaders are meeting tonight to accept the monarchs’ surrender.”

My hand freezes, the bread halfway to my mouth. This is not Meri’s typical gossip.

“The monarchs are going to surrender?” Rosa voices my question before I have the chance to. Her big brown eyes widen as she tosses her long black curls over her shoulder, wrapping her thick robe tighter around her lithe figure. Rosa hails from Talia and has never adjusted to the cooler weather of Stratford City.

Tes purses her lips. “That’s what everyone is saying.” Her blue eyes darken with worry, and I know she is thinking of her close childhood friend, the prince of her home province of Kalmar. As far as I know, the two haven’t seen each other much since Tes came to live at the club when she was seven, but they still exchange letters, and I know she still cares for him.

I reach across the table and pat her hand. “I think this is a good thing, Tes. If the Uprising wins, it means we get our rights back. Plus, it means an end to the fighting, which is better for everyone.”

“That’s probably what spurred the conversation of surrender—I heard the latest Uprising attack killed hundreds.” Meri shudders, the glitter on her dark brown shoulders shimmering with the movement. She’s still in her performance costume—a tight red corset covered in rhinestones—even though the rest of us have changed into more comfortable clothing, cotton dresses and robes, or in Tes’s case, pants and a tunic. “If the letters from home are any indication, if the fighting doesn’t stop soon, there might not be much of Talia left to fight over.”

“I, for one, am certainly ready for the violence to be done.” Bianca, a Gifted with healing powers, tucks a strand of her wild red curls behind her pale, freckled ear. Her voice is quiet.

“Me too,” Andra mutters, with something more than the usual concern lacing her voice.

I study my sister, wondering if she’s told me everything about what she’s Seen lately, making a mental note to question her about it later, when we’re alone. “Well, if the rumor is true, it can only mean good things for us, right?”

One of the major tenets of the Uprising has been to restore the rights of the Gifted. For more than two hundred years now, we have faced discrimination and lived with senseless laws limiting our rights. Laws that were justified to the citizens of Avon because we could be considered “a threat to public safety,” but laws that have truly done nothing but oppress us. And while not every province enforces the laws with the same fervor, being Gifted is still seen as being less than in every corner of Avon.

“Here’s hoping.” Helen, a Gifted who can read people’s memories, raises her goblet of red wine to the center of the table and the rest of us clink our cups against hers, the sound swallowed up by Eliza’s shouts as she prepares another course.

I make my excuses soon after finishing my evening snack, leaving Andra and the rest of the women behind as I make my way back up the stairs to Harold’s office.

I knock on the mahogany door and am granted entry a second later. Sliding into one of the leather armchairs in front of his heavy wood desk, I adjust my skirt so my skin doesn’t stick to the fabric and my legs are covered. The room is dim, lit only by the two sconces on the wall behind the desk and one flickering lantern resting precariously on a mountain of papers.

“How was your night?” Harold doesn’t meet my eyes as he asks the question, his attention focused on the stacks of paperwork in front of him. He’s shucked the top hat and bright red coat he dons as our master of ceremonies and rolled up the sleeves of his white button-down shirt, his bow tie hanging loose around his neck. No one really knows for sure how old Harold is. His golden-brown hair has tinges of gray at the temples, but it wasn’t until recently that I began to notice the lines etched on the pale skin of his forehead.

“Good. Charlie is still suffering from his grief, but I think I managed to alleviate at least some of it. Lady Amanda is still not doing well, but there were fewer tears when we finished this evening.”

Harold nods but doesn’t respond, his eyes flitting from paper to paper, his brow furrowed.

“Harold?” I repeat his name until he finally looks up from the stacks of sheets. “Is there something wrong?” Maybe the rumors about the end of the Uprising being in sight aren’t entirely true. No one but me knows of Harold’s involvement, his financial backing and the advisement he offers to the rebel group. If the Uprising is as close to victory as Meri thinks, I would expect him to look much less stressed.

For a second I think he might ignore my question, but then he heaves a resigned sigh and gestures to the mess of his desk. “La Puissance is in trouble, Cate.”

It’s an unexpected answer, one that makes the cheese and fruit and whisky in my belly sour. “What kind of trouble?”

“The money kind. What other kind is there?” He drops his pen and lets his head sink into his hands. “Ever since the Uprising began, things haven’t been the same around here.”

“What about the rumors that the Uprising is almost over, that the monarchs are getting ready to surrender?” I’m fishing for information, for confirmation that the nightmare of the past two years is almost done, even if I know the effects of the rebellion will be felt for years to come.

Of course, I’ve noticed the general state of disrepair that seems to be spreading like a plague throughout the club. Broken fixtures, carpets that need to be replaced, gold filaments gone brassy and tarnished. I guess I attributed the poor conditions to the ongoing rebellion and assumed that now that the end is in sight, the club could return to its former state of opulent beauty.

Harold’s bushy eyebrows rise. “How did you know the monarchs are preparing to surrender?”

I smile sweetly, taking the question as confirmation. “You know I know everything.”

He sighs but doesn’t give me the satisfaction of admitting I’m right.

“The club will recover once everyone has the chance to settle back into daily life, Harold. I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”

He shakes his head sadly. “I don’t know that it will be enough, Cate. I don’t know if we have time to wait for everyone to recover from the strikes and violence and upheaval. Even if the new decree is signed tomorrow, it will take months, or even years, for actual change to be enacted.”

A dark pit opens in my stomach. “What are you trying to say?”

Harold slides a piece of paper across the desk. “I’m saying if we don’t take some drastic action, find some kind of miracle, there’s a good chance I’m going to have to shut down La Puissance.”

I know how much it pains him to even utter those words because it pains me just as much to hear them. The ache in my stomach is a pure physical response at the mere thought of losing the club. This isn’t just a place where our clients come for a bit of fun. La Puissance is our home. It’s our refuge.

So many of the Gifted—all of whom are women and girls—have landed on Harold’s doorstep after being kicked out of our homes or abandoned by our families. There are no laws prohibiting having Gifts, or even using them, but being Gifted makes it difficult to find work, and illegal to bear children, limiting marriage prospects. Many a girl has found herself on the street after discovering her Gift, finding her new ability to be unwelcome in her home. But we always found a home and a family here. I don’t know what we will do if that sanctuary is taken from us.

My eyes run over the sheet full of numbers, but my brain doesn’t absorb much of the information. It doesn’t matter what the numbers say, La Puissance cannot be shut down. “Do whatever you need to do to save this place, Harold.”

“Cate—”

“I mean it. You know how important it is. Do whatever it takes.” I stand, as if the action can somehow stop this news from pressing down on me.

Harold sighs and rises, coming around the desk and taking my hands in his. “I promise, no matter what happens, I will make sure you and Andra are cared for, Cate.”

I nod, knowing the truth in his words like I know my own name. Harold would never let any harm befall us.



For many years, we, the rulers of the provinces of Avon, have governed our individual provinces as we see fit. Today, we stand united in making this decree. The Gifted have lived among us for as long as any of us can remember. They have been advisors, mothers, teachers, healers, and even friends. But we can no longer ignore the imminent danger they pose. How can we allow one group of people to amass an array of Gifts that may one day be used to destroy the very kingdoms your monarchs are sworn to protect? Such danger will no longer be permitted.

From this day forth, no woman deemed to possess a Gift will be allowed to bear a child.

From this day forth, no more than ten Gifted may gather together in any one location.

From this day forth, in order to seek employment, any Gifted woman must have the sponsorship of a gainfully employed man.

From this day forth, no Gifted shall own property or operate a business.

From this day forth, the power entrusted by you in your faithful monarchs will be protected.

Signed,

King Claudius I of Kalmar

King Capulet III of Talia

King James I of Scota

King Jacob II of Venezia
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CALLUM

THE BLOW TO my gut catches me by surprise, folding me in half.

“Good form,” I mutter when I finally catch my breath, pulling myself back to standing.

My younger sister, Dom, raises an eyebrow. “That’s the third time I’ve caught you unaware today. Don’t tell me you’ve been slacking on your training?”

I press my shoulders back, attempting to stretch my muscles and ease a bit of the ache. “Of course not. It’s more important to be on top of—”

“—our game now than ever before.” Dom lowers her voice as she finishes my sentence in a false approximation of my tone.

I gesture for her to return to fighting stance. “Have I mentioned that once or twice?”

“An hour? Yes, yes you have.” She squares her padded fists in front of her face. “Since the beginning of the Uprising, I think you’ve told me at least a hundred times a day.”

I duck her first punch and strike back with a quick jab. “The past two years have been filled with nothing but violence, Dom. It’s my duty as your brother and your general to look out for you.” The title of general might not truly be earned, since my father refuses to let me fight on the front lines against the Uprising for fear of losing his heir, but I hold it over Dom anyway. Dom has been allowed to fight, though she focuses more on protecting Scota, directing her battalion of soldiers to act as guards when the fighting veers too close to innocent citizens, rather than launching any offensive action. If anything, she should be the one training me.

She aims for my ribs and, when I spin away, connects instead with the side of my head. “Don’t forget that you’re my prince, if you want to lord one more title over me.”

Shaking off her blow, I sweep my leg, catching her behind her ankles and knocking her to the ground for the first time this session. “I’ve always hated that one.” I offer her my hand, hauling her up. “And besides, once the Uprising accepts the monarchs’ terms of surrender, it will no longer be relevant.”

“Well, if Father has anything to say about it, we’ll be calling you president before too long.” She begins unwrapping her fists, signaling she’s done with torturing me for the day.

I grimace and begin doing the same. “How can I lead a united country when I don’t agree with its newfound principles?”

Dom levels me with an intense stare. “You cannot be serious, Callum.”

“I’m dead serious, Dominique.”

She rolls her eyes at me and sticks out her tongue.

We both toss our discarded wrappings to a nearby attendant and duck out of the ring our father had installed in one of the many unused ballrooms of the Scotan Castle. The Reid line has lived on these grounds and ruled over Scota for hundreds of years. If the monarchs do decide to surrender—which they most assuredly will—and give in to the demands of the violent rebels who have been wreaking havoc on the provinces of Avon for the past two years, we will likely be turning over all our land and holdings to the new government.

The new government that has yet to secure a leader or any semblance of rules or policies. The new government that the people are supposed to put their faith in without any kind of answers as to what happens next. The new government that is going to allow dangerous individuals free rein, with no regard for public safety.

I have tried to be sympathetic to the Uprising because overall, I don’t truly disagree with them. I’ve spent enough time on diplomatic missions in other provinces to know that life across Avon is only good for one group of people: the wealthy. While we here in Scota have made several reforms in recent years to redistribute wealth, it’s a process that takes time, and one our fellow provinces have chosen not to partake in.

But while I support reforms, it’s hard to accept that my family’s legacy will be a sacrifice on the altar. My father—and his before him, and his before him, dating back centuries—has led Scota with fairness and equality. Our citizens are well cared for, our Gifted population well managed, and if anything, Scota should be the example for the rest of Avon. Instead, my father, the current king, will be asked to hand over his leadership position to a group of people who are set on ignoring history.

There is a reason laws exist regulating the Gifted and their powers. Those laws have kept our citizens safe for over two hundred years. And now we’re expected to go back to the way things were, when the Gifted infiltrated the leadership councils of every monarch in Avon, exploiting their positions and using their powers to cause harm.

The Uprising might have what it takes to overthrow the monarchial system, but so far they have proven they have no business establishing a new system of their own design.

Dom and I stride down the long hallway from the ballroom toward the dining room. The gas lamps throw shadows on the walls, though barely any light shines in from the large windows as the early-evening sky is nothing but gray clouds. Scota’s perpetual gloomy weather is an apt reflection of my mood.

Our uncle Alex meets us in front of the towering walnut doors of the formal dining room, his nose wrinkling as he takes in our sweaty training clothes—simple linen tunics and cotton pants. He’s dressed in a smart three-piece suit, though I’m surprised he didn’t don a full tuxedo and tails. “Not going to bother to bathe before dinner?”

Dom rolls her eyes. “It’s just the four of us.”

Alex tugs on his lapels. “Doesn’t mean we can’t dress appropriately.”

I clap him on the back as a servant opens the heavy door for us. “It’s the end of times, Alex. Soon we will be fending for ourselves out on the streets, at the mercy of the Gifted. Who cares what we look like?”

Alex’s lips purse for half a second before he schools his face. “All the more reason to enjoy these last moments of civilized dining.”

Dom and I exchange a glance and don’t bother to hold in our laughter. Alex is my late mother’s younger brother, and only ten years older than me. He’s always been more like a brother than an uncle, though his taste for the finer things in life can be a bit exhausting.

Our father already waits for us, seated at the head of a table much longer than needed. In years past, the table has housed fifteen, twenty, thirty extra people for meals—leaders from other provinces, but more often citizens from every corner of Scota—but since the beginning of the Uprising, only the four of us frequent meals.

Servants still bustle around the room, filling our wineglasses and serving dishes, even though the grand parties have shrunk mightily.

I let my eyes wander around the room, drinking in the sight of it while I still can. The tall windows are framed by heavy gold brocade drapes. The furniture is all made of rich wood, the darkness offset by the cream fabric-covered walls. Portraits hang, covering almost every inch of available space, generations of Reids looking down at us while we eat.

I avert my eyes, as if these former leaders might somehow shame me from their gilded frames. Are the former rulers of Scota watching their carefully crafted legacy crumble to dust?

My father clears his throat and raises his crystal goblet, though I’m not sure what there could be to toast to. “To family,” he says simply.

We all echo his toast. I gulp red wine, letting the rich liquid swirl in my mouth before swallowing, enjoying the burn.

We eat in silence for several minutes. Unsurprisingly, it’s Dom who breaks it. “Was an agreement reached?”

She directs the question to our father, though I don’t believe any of us are hopeful we will receive much of an answer.

“Yes.” His response is resigned, making it clear he doesn’t want to discuss it further.

I set down my sterling silver cutlery. Dom and Alex follow suit. My father may not want to discuss it further, but he doesn’t have much of a choice. We deserve to know what happened, what the monarchs have agreed to. We deserve to know how the rest of our lives are going to play out. I understand that the violence has reached levels that cannot be ignored, that innocent people are losing their lives because of the Uprising’s attacks, but I still cannot stomach the thought of surrendering to them.

My father’s fist tightens around his own cutlery before he lets the pieces fall to the table with a clatter. “I suppose I can only delay this conversation for so long.” He gives each of us a long, searching look. “We have come to an agreement with the Uprising. The newspapers will be announcing the formal surrender tomorrow. I know it is not what we wanted, but I do believe we made the right decision. The latest attack—” His mouth purses into a tight line. “Well, let’s just be grateful it was on Talian soil and not Scotan.”

I scoff, the sound echoing around the mostly empty room. “How can you even say that surrendering is the right decision? Isn’t now the time to fight back harder?”

He shoots me a withering look, making me feel like an insignificant child. “You do not even know the terms.”

“Is one of the terms that the Gifted will regain their full rights and privileges?”

“Yes.”

I sit back in my chair. “Then I don’t need to hear anything more.”

Dom looks between the two of us, hesitating before she tries to make peace. “I know it might sound unbelievable, but I do think the Uprising has good intentions and is going to do their best to create a unified country where every citizen can thrive.”

I think highly of my younger sister, and therefore refrain from calling out her naïveté. Though my silence does the job well enough.

“I, for one, would be interested in hearing about the terms,” Alex ventures after a minute of awkward silence.

Father refills his wineglass. “The monarchs agreed to relinquish our claims on our individual provinces. We will give up both our land holdings and our titles.”

I have to fight back the triumphant smile when Dom blanches at that news. How will she feel when some Gifted sympathizers, or even the Gifted themselves, move into her bedroom? Take over the boxing ring and tear down the artwork and destroy hundreds of years of family history.

“And the Gifted?” I ask through clenched lips, hating that I have to.

“The laws regarding the Gifted’s ability to bear children, gather in groups, own businesses, and work without a sponsor will be rescinded as soon as the new government secures their place.”

“How will the new government be selected?” Alex questions, his eyes darting to me.

“They have not determined that yet. But they did concede one point to us.”

I bite my tongue to keep in my sarcastic retort because so far these terms seem wholly weighted in the Uprising’s favor. I cannot help but feel like we should have fought harder before giving in.

“Though I and the other current monarchs will be ineligible for any position in the new government, our descendants will not be similarly barred.”

Dom and I exchange looks, the implication in this news clear. I have been primed to take over leadership of Scota from the moment I was born. Scota doesn’t forbid women from inheriting titles, unlike the other three provinces, but I was born first, and Dom has never shown any interest in leadership. If one of us is going to work within this new government, it’s going to be me.

Truthfully, I want nothing to do with this new government, would leave Avon altogether if I thought it would make my life easier. But Father said the laws regulating the Gifted won’t be officially rescinded until the new government is in place. Which means there might be hope still left.

“However it is the Uprising decides to select a new leader, we all know what needs to be done.” Father picks up his knife and fork once again.

Dom’s and Alex’s eyes land on me.

Father spears a bite of roasted meat on his fork, with more fervor than required. “I can admit, I do not know what comes next, but what I do know is that we will do whatever it takes to protect Scota and protect this family’s legacy.”

I swallow thickly, burying my gaze in my plate of food, even though I no longer have an appetite. Ruling not just Scota, but the entire country of Avon? Running a new government full of people whose ideologies don’t match with mine? “I do not know if I am up to the task.”

Father swirls the wine in his glass, his outwardly calm appearance hiding whatever true emotions he feels about losing his title and legacy. “There is no doubt in my mind that you are the leader Avon needs, Callum, and you must be prepared to do whatever it takes.”

“What if whatever it takes is something I’m not willing to do?” I know I sound like a petulant child, but I want him to give me more. I need him to show me that the loss of life as we know it is as devastating to him as it is to me. I need to know that he thinks this is truly the best course of action for Scota, that he’s not just rolling over to play dead.

He leans his elbows on the table, pushing his plate out of the way. His dark eyes meet mine, piercing. “Are you telling me you wouldn’t do anything to keep this family’s legacy? To protect the citizens of Scota? To build a society where all citizens of Avon can be cared for and prosper and live in safety?”

Heat flames my cheeks as shame flows through me. “You know I would.”

“Then let this argument be done. Whatever the decision might be, whenever it is to be handed down, you must be ready to act, son.”

I push back my chair, needing to escape the heavy stares from my sister and uncle. My father has already dismissed me, waving for a servant to come clear my plate.

Dom catches up with me in the hallway, her shorter strides rushing to keep up. “I’m going to head over to La Puissance tonight. Maybe you should join me, help take your mind off things.”

“The last thing I need is to spend my evening with a bunch of Uprising sympathizers. I can’t believe you patronize such an establishment. The gold you spend there goes directly to funding our enemies, to providing room and board to the Gifted.” The little food I managed to eat curdles in my stomach.

She grabs my elbow, yanking me to a stop in the grand foyer, my shoes squeaking on the pristine marble floors. “Your bias against the Gifted is truly wearing thin, brother.”

“I’m not biased.” The defense is automatic, even if we both know it’s not true. But we have laws regulating the Gifted’s use of their powers for a reason. We know why such laws are necessary, better than anyone.

“She was an outlier, Cal. The rest of the Gifted are not like her.” Her voice softens, as it always does when we broach this subject.

Dom was six when our mother died, I was ten. Mother was tossed from her horse and a Gifted healer was brought in to save her. For a short while, it seemed like her Gift would work, but at the last minute, something changed in her. Rather than healing my mother, the Gifted woman sat by and watched Mother choke on her last breaths. She listened as my father begged her to do something, as I sat in the corner and sobbed. And she did nothing. When my mother’s chest stopped rising, her heart gone still, the Gifted stood calmly, looked to my father, and said, “The penance has been paid.”

I didn’t understand what her words meant then, and I was too afraid to ask. All I knew was the chill that raced through me as she delivered them so calmly, as if sitting by and watching my mother die meant nothing to her.

Now I know that the woman was attempting to make some kind of statement, lodge some kind of protest against the restrictions in place against her kind, even though they were enacted long before my father took power. All she really did was prove the need for those very laws.

I shrug off Dom’s hand, forgoing the easy escape in favor of turning back toward my rooms. “Do what you wish with your own time, Dom, but don’t expect me to come along. Don’t expect my coin to fund the people trying to destroy everything this family has built. Some of us have responsibilities to think about instead of focusing on our own pleasure.”

I don’t have to see her to know my words have scored a direct hit; the soft intake of her breath is enough to let me know. I regret the insult immediately, but I don’t take it back, striding up the stairs as quickly as possible. Putting distance between us, between all the things I can’t bear to think about.



DEATH TOLL BEGINS TO CLIMB AS THE UPRISING PRESSES FURTHER INTO AVON’S FOUR PROVINCES

Authorities from Venezia and Talia have reportedly asked for military support from Kalmar and Scota in light of the Uprising’s most recent attack. The Uprising’s forces were able to strike two of Avon’s four provinces on the same night, taking both Venezian and Talian leaders by surprise.

Though the Uprising officially declared war on the four provinces of Avon one year ago, it has not been until recent months that violence truly began to erupt and escalate.

“We have tried all peaceful means of communication,” said Uprising leader August Sotello in a statement this morning. “The leaders of Avon have chosen not to respond. Because of their inaction, we will be forced to resort to less subtle means of making our point.”

There is no word yet on the number of casualties, but at least several hundred lives have been lost so far.
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CATE

HAROLD’S DIRE WARNING is all I can think about for the several days that follow. Even the official word of the monarchs’ surrender isn’t enough to distract me. What will happen to Andra and me if the club is forced to close? What will happen to Meri and Tes, the rest of the girls, Gifted and not, who call La Puissance home?

In many ways, living in the club has kept us sheltered. Our location in Stratford City, the center of Avon, has kept us from having to endure the horrors of most of the fighting during the Uprising, as most of the violence was focused on the monarchs. Living here has also kept us insulated from extreme enforcement of the laws against the Gifted. While none of the monarchs can claim kindness toward their Gifted populations, Scota has at least stopped the senseless murders encouraged in some of the other provinces, and they don’t kill the pregnant Gifted like they do in Talia and Venezia. If the club closes and we are forced to return to our birthplaces, what will that mean for the girls from the more dangerous provinces?

Despite the Uprising’s victory and the promise to restore our rights, these things take time, and we will not be afforded protections overnight. Neither will prejudices long held magically disappear.

I’m so lost in my thoughts, wallowing in the possible scenarios and their implications, I don’t see Bianca rush into the kitchen, where I’ve been too busy thinking to eat much of my breakfast, my tea and toast already gone cold.

“Cate, come quickly. It’s Andra.” Fear lines Bianca’s green eyes, and she doesn’t need to elaborate or ask twice.

I’m out the door before she’s finished her sentence, racing up the creaking wooden back stairs to the room next to mine. I shove through the door and find my twin sister curled up in a tight ball on the chaise longue, rocking so violently I’m surprised she hasn’t fallen to the floor.

“Cool water and a towel,” I command Bianca, grasping one of Andra’s chilled hands in mine. “It’s okay, I’m here. I’m right here.” I whisper soothing platitudes, smoothing back her sweat-soaked hair from her sticky forehead.

Bianca hands me the requested items, then bolts from the room. She knows what’s coming and doesn’t want any part of it. She also knows enough to keep anyone else from entering the room.

Dabbing Andra’s clammy skin with the damp towel, I continue to whisper. “I’m here. You can let it out now. I’m here.”

Her grip on my hand tightens, and when her mouth opens, it’s not my sister’s voice that rings out. Her words are guttural and ragged, several octaves deeper than her usual tinkling pitch. “Things bad begun make strong themselves by ill. What’s done cannot be undone. Foul whisperings are abroad. Unnatural deeds do breed unnatural troubles.” Andra’s body spasms, her limbs releasing their tight grip as she collapses flat on her back on the chaise.

“Shhhh, shhhh. You’re all right.” I dip the towel in the cool water once more, wringing out the excess before placing it on her forehead.

Her chest heaves with stilted breaths for several minutes before returning to its natural rhythm. Her eyes remain closed, but her voice returns to normal, though her words come out in the barest of whispers. “What did I say?”

I hand her a glass of water. “Nothing that made any sense.”

She opens her eyes so she can take small sips from the cup until she is able to pull herself into a seated position. “Nothing has made any sense lately. Not since . . .”

I wait for her to finish her thought, but when she doesn’t, I don’t push her.

Not all of Andra’s visions are as violent as this one, but lately they have been more and more unpredictable in both nature and outcome, like her command over her Sight is slipping. She hasn’t had Sightings like this since we were kids, back before she knew how to control and harness her Gift. The whole thing turns my stomach.

“I miss Diana,” she says softly, and I squeeze her hand gently.

What I wouldn’t do for a bit of Diana’s insight and wisdom in these moments.

Andra hesitates, sitting up cautiously, her mouth opening like she has more to say but doesn’t want to say it.

I sit next to her on the chaise, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“It’s the same vision every time, Cate.” Her voice is heavy with worry, so unlike the bright chatter I’m used to hearing from her.

Fear stirs in my belly. “What did you See?”

“Blood. And a dagger.” She swallows thickly. “And Harold.”

That fears grips me from the inside out. “Harold is going to die?”

She shakes her head. “He’s wearing a crown.”

My brow furrows because it doesn’t make any sense. Harold isn’t royalty, but even if he were, the monarchs have just been overthrown. No one will be wearing a crown from this point on.

A quiet knock taps on the door and after a beat, Bianca’s head pokes into the room, her red curls a cloud around her face, pale with worry. “I’m sorry, I know this is bad timing, but Harold is requesting we all join him in the main salon.”

Andra and I exchange a heavy look. Harold doesn’t gather us all together unless there is some kind of major situation. Given the dire warnings that just spewed forth from Andra’s vision, combined with what I know about the state of the club, I don’t know that I want to hear what Harold has to say, don’t know that any of us are ready for even more upheaval.

Bianca joins us at the chaise, taking one of Andra’s hands in hers. “Nothing physically wrong with you, then,” she declares once her healer’s Gift has managed a full assessment.

“Come on.” I rise, pulling Andra to standing next to me, and paste on a wide smile. We are the same height, the same coloring, though Andra has always been lanky where I am nothing but curves. “Let’s go see what the big fuss is.” I inject my voice with a levity none of us feels.

The main salon is already crowded with people when we arrive. Many have congregated on the stage, and just as many clutter the small café tables circled around it, where each night our patrons await our dazzling performances. A few are perched on the balconies that rim the room, leaning over the tarnished gold railings. It’s early enough in the day that we all wear our casual clothes—cotton dresses and linen tunics and plain trousers—enjoying the comfort before we don our intricate and bold, and sometimes restricting, costumes for the evening. The main hall of La Puissance is vast, and in the nighttime hours teeming with people and booze and music. I’ve always loved it during the day, when our voices echo around the empty space, when the natural light shines through the skylights.

The stage is the focal point of the main salon, framed by heavy, mottled crimson curtains and lined with gas-powered flames that have caught more than one frilly skirt on fire. Wide enough to hold a chorus of twenty girls, today it looks like a gaping maw, dark and empty and vast.

Bianca, Andra, and I find an empty table and slide into the waiting seats. It looks like every member of the club, from performers to bartenders to musicians, has gathered. As my eyes take in the group—people from every province, a vast array of skin tones and accents, as many Gifted as permitted, even more with no Gifts to speak of—something fierce and protective surges through me. Things might look bleak, but I know there is nothing that can tear this group, this family, apart. Meri, Tes, Rosa, and Helen find seats at the table next to us, and from the tense smiles we exchange, I can tell none of us knows what to expect.

A hush falls over the room as Harold enters. He’s dressed in his finest tuxedo, the one he normally wears only when important patrons are dining in his box at the club, complete with top hat and his fanciest cane. And he’s not alone.

A tall woman, hair as dark as the ebony keys of the piano, eyes a bright amber, accompanies Harold as he strides confidently into the room. Her face is stoic and not a single hint of emotion shows as she takes in the room, takes in the group of us waiting. Her long black dress is as severe as her features, her corset tight, fabric covering her from the top of her neck down to the tips of her fingers. Never has a woman looked so thoroughly out of place in La Puissance.

Harold claps his hands together for silence, though the buzz and chatter ceased immediately when he entered. “Friends, my darlings, thank you all for being here this lovely afternoon.” A wide smile breaks across his face and with it, a sense of ease spreads through the room. If Harold is beaming like this, whatever news he has to tell us cannot be bad.

At first, I relax with the rest of the crew, but when I take in Andra’s face, something leaden drops in my stomach. She looks as though she’s seen a ghost; what little color was left in her cheeks after her vision has been drained away. I reach for her hand and her ice-cold fingers squeeze mine in a silent warning.

“I know this may come as a surprise to some of you.” Harold’s eyes find mine but flit away before I can latch on. “But I have been feeling lonely for some time now, wondering when or even if I might ever find that perfect person with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life.” Harold reaches back, joining his hand with the woman’s. She doesn’t smile. “And I’m delighted to
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