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The seven shades of magic

Red

to control

Orange

to strengthen

Yellow

to alter

Green

to heal

Blue

to hasten

Indigo

to foresee

Violet

to know
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CHAPTER

One

The problem with only being half a Shade is that you only have half the magic.

And half the magic equals half the power.

Which, by some cruel twist of luck, equals twice the problems.

Hells, it downright triples them on a bad night. I retreat into the depths of my hood, appraising the Governor’s manse with a growing unease. The house looms large before me, an intimidating construction of ash-colored bricks, white accent windows, and steeply pitched slate tiles, with a manicured lawn that yawns too wide and too deep.

Too dangerous.

Sweat beads at my temples, the urge to turn tail and flee nipping at my insides. Though Vargas had promised to clear my way of guards and leave the two doors I’ll need to navigate unlocked, now that I’m actually here, staring up at this Church-blessed goliath, it suddenly feels as though I’m facing an impossible task—especially since I don’t trust him enough to traverse the grounds in the real world: I mean to do it in the Gray, where I’ll only have sixty seconds in which to reach the study.

Half a Shade, double the problems, remember? I don’t get to dip in and out of the shadow realm whenever I please like Mom could; I need a bridge. An In-Between. And midnight is the king of all In-Betweens. A full minute between night and day where I can move freely through the world that exists in tandem to our own, like an overlaid echo. Where I don’t have to be so afraid.



Then stop hesitating like a coward and start acting like a thief. The moment the twelfth bell rings out across the city, I set the time-keeper cuff at my wrist ticking, phasing into the Gray right as the temporal In-Between seizes hold. Night turns to smoke and color to black ink, affording me the freedom to dispense with discretion. Since typics can’t see into the shadow realm, speed trumps stealth in the Gray, so I need not waste precious time creeping between corners or quieting my steps.

Ten long strides and I’m across the yard.

Fifteen short seconds and I’m safely through the front door.

Five more and I’m barreling towards the study marked on Vargas’s map.

Around me, the rooms are rendered in a rainbow of ash and charcoal, the antique furniture stripped of its honeyed luster, as though viewed through a monochromatic lens. That’s just what things look like in the Gray . . . gray and hazy, a smoke-clad replica of their counterparts in the real world. Or at least that’s what they look like to me. The way we experience the shadows differs based on the shade of our magic; the distinct manner in which our typical parent diluted the color flowing through our veins. Our hue, if you like. That’s why we’re often referred to as Hues. Since Mom is an Orange, Mom plus a typic equals a Bronze. And since Orange Shades specialize in strength-based magics—spells that serve to fortify, affect, or weaken—my power translates to a physical gift in the Gray. It’s not a direct translation—our gifts don’t tend to manifest in entirely linear ways; they’re more like an offshoot of our base color’s specialization, a sideward twist on the magical feats that they perform. In my case, the ability to feel, and move, and touch objects—and take them. And if I take something in the Gray, I take it outside the Gray, too, all while remaining invisible to prying eyes.

It really is the perfect crime.

Or it would be.

If my accomplice had remembered to leave both doors unlocked.

By my colors, Vargas, you had one job. I curse as the latch to the study squeals in denial, the metal clanging hard beneath my fingers. I’m going to flay you alive, you pompous, pious, unreliable piece of—



Breathe, Cemmy. I try the handle again, and again, and again, drowning out the rhythmic tick of my cuff. Panic won’t get you through this door. Neither will anger. Which is a shame since I’ve always been quick to both, with a bark that’s infinitely worse than my bite—or my follow-through. I am the fist that stops an inch shy of your nose. And if I don’t keep my head, I’ll wind up losing it entirely.

So think more, curse less. I force in another breath as I assess the lock. With enough time, I could pick it, but time is the one thing I don’t have, and the only reason I agreed to rob the godsdamned Governor of Isitar in the first place is because it was supposed to be easy. Despite what my friends might tell you, I don’t have a death wish, and even if I did, the death inflicted upon those who seek to steal from power wouldn’t be my first choice—I wouldn’t trust the blood-hungry sadist wielding the blade to finish me off clean. That’s why, as a rule, I leave the ruling class alone. They might all be pinch-faced misers who’ll spend more coin on their caskets than the average citizen will make in several lifetimes, but the city’s merchants are plenty gold-flush too and robbing them isn’t a capital crime.

Which is why you should have said no. Everything about Vargas’s offer was strange, especially since he doesn’t know I’m a half Shade; if he knew that, I’d be dead, not attempting to fleece his master. When he caught me flirting with his pockets, he should have dragged me straight from the tavern to the law—if for no other reason than I was careless enough to try and rob the Governor’s personal aide in the first place, a man whose face I’d have easily recognized had I not been so distracted by the contents of his purse. Instead, he’d leaned closer and whispered, how would you like to stop scrounging for scraps? And when a member of Isitar’s hard-nosed elite inexplicably offers to trade your prison sentence for a bigger score, the only questions you ask are: where, when, and what’s my cut of the job?

Vargas promised me enough coin to keep my head above water for years.

And I was desperate enough to believe him.

Ever since Mom got sick, desperation is pretty much where I live.



Make a decision here, Cemmy. My foot taps a nervous staccato against the varnished floorboards. My cuff is thirty-eight clicks into its rotation, which means I only have twenty-two seconds left until my typical half is no longer welcome in the Gray. So now my choices are—in ascending order of stupidity: abort the lift and try again another night; phase back into the real world and hope the Governor’s staff don’t catch me in the act; or attempt to make my own In-Between once the midnight one elapses.

It’s a risky bit of magic. A spell that requires both mental strength and control. Using only my words and my will, I’d have to physically repel the shadows, anchor my power to my surroundings in order to prevent the Gray from collapsing back in.

Which might be hard but it’s not impossible . . . The voice in my head takes a valiant stab at feigning mettle. This indulgence of a manse certainly boasts enough junk to support the spell. Right now, I’m standing at the neck of a narrow, wood-paneled corridor, in between two mammoth portraits of the ghosts of Governors past. Their size and proximity should make it easy enough to sustain the magic—the bigger and closer my anchor objects are, the more likely it is the In-Between will hold firm—then once I’m safely sequestered in the study, I could slip out of the Gray and deal with the safe in peace, just as I’d originally planned. Even fleeing the crime wouldn’t pose that big of a risk, seeing how there’s an embarrassment of overpriced furniture stationed between here and the door. Plenty of metaphorical scaffolding on which to anchor my In-Betweens.

It’s definitely not impossible.

Up until last year, I’d have done it without hesitating one bit.

Thirteen seconds left, Cemmy. You in or out?

Habit has me twisting Dad’s ring around my finger for strength, the familiar slide of metal working to conquer my nerves. In. I fish my picks out of my back pocket, where they’ve lived since the day I learned to crack a lock. It shouldn’t take me long to break through this one; the Governor’s zero-tolerance policy towards magic means it’s not protected by any spell—few things are on the reformed side of Isitar, where religion’s overtaken logic in the war against Shades. There’s no reason I can’t tease it open and keep an In-Between around me at the same time. No reason except fear.

“I am in between the two portraits and the door.” I start chanting the words aloud, lacing each syllable with conviction. Technically speaking, I’m in between a lot of things—the floor and the ceiling, the study and the hall, the porch at the front of the manse and the garden at its rear . . . or if you want to get esoteric about it, I’m in between typic and Shade, my nineteenth and twentieth name day, birth and death. In theory, I could turn any one of those fanciful states into an In-Between—beat back the Gray by holding the idea of them in my mind and speaking my magic around their edges—but in practice, that would be like trying to tie a rope around the ocean. Corporeal anchors trump figurative ones; stationary ones trump moving; and the more solid they are, the better. Which is why I’m staking my life on the nearest, most tangible objects in the room.

“I am in between the two portraits and the door.”

Around me, the air ripples, solidifying as my magic trickles out to form a shield, an impenetrable barrier between me and the Gray.

“The two portraits and the door.”

Thing is, the Gray doesn’t much care for tricksy little half Shades who abuse their visitation rights. Push the shadows too far and they’ll happily start pushing back.

“I am in between the two portraits and the door.”

I brace for the way my task will harden once my cuff emits its final click. For the way the darkness will suck back in around me and try to pulverize my bones.

“The two portraits and the—fuck.”

The moment the midnight In-Between collapses, I lose my nerve and phase back into the physical realm, my bounty forgotten, my mind buzzing with the memory of what befell the last half Shade to overstay their welcome in the Gray. The sound Magdalena made when the shadows shattered her to pieces.

Crack, clink, crunch, shatter.

No amount of coin is worth splintering like glass.



No matter how much I need it.

What you need is to move. Now. I press my body flat against the wall, praying to all three Gods that the guards will stay gone another fractured minute. That they won’t deign to investigate the urgent squeak of boots on varnish or notice the hooded figure inching its way towards the door. Which is—thankfully—still unlocked. I wince as the wood creaks open, the cold night air stinging the relief in my throat.

Out. You made it out. I will my cards to stay lucky as I slink away from the manse, keeping low and quiet until I’m safely back on the street. Only then do I notice the sweat soaking through my doublet and the rush of blood pounding in my ears. The violent shake trembling my fingers.

That escape was far too close for comfort.

Far too reckless and too rash.

An act of theft against the Governor would have already spelled my death, but if even a single guard had witnessed me phasing out of the shadows, then I’d have really been done for. As a half Shade, my very existence makes me illegal—on both sides of the magical divide—and getting caught existing by the reformists, well . . . that would have taken a quick death off the table. The Church’s tastes run far crueler.

Damn it to the deepest of hells. My nails gouge bloody half-moons into my palms. I had one shot at landing this score and I blew it—all because Vargas couldn’t keep his promise and I’m too much of a coward to take an actual risk. I could have held that In-Between long enough to pick one measly lock; I’ve done it before, on more than one occasion. Half Shade or not, my magic is capable of that much. There are even tales of Hues anchoring their shields across continents, traversing entire mountain ranges through the Gray without fear. But now that the sickness has reached Mom’s lungs, my fear has me by the marrow. The expensive cocktail of tinctures she needs to keep her blood from thickening is near impossible to steal, and paying for it has me running way more jobs than a year’s worth of midnights could cover. If I’m reckless enough to get caught or shatter, I won’t just be killing me.



Since the Governor’s manse sits to the west of the holy quarter—a stone’s throw away from the parliament chambers, the military barracks, and the city’s eminent holy plaza—it takes me an hour to snake back to the faithless—sorry, the east—side of Isitar, where the Church’s reach turns brittle and the shadows grow teeth. There’s no official divide, of course. No wall or gate or line inked across the concentric maze of stone-cobbled streets. Why would there be, when, as far as the Conclave’s concerned, there’s no official problem. There’s only those who have been reformed, and those still in need of some . . . persuasion. And since all but one of our elected officials are now religiously inclined, vote by vote, quarter by quarter, the zealots are starting to win.

First, they tore down the hex-lights, replaced them with a magic born of science and coal. Then they came for the spells, the charm houses, the potion halls, all the tiny ways a Shade can improve on the ordinary—for a price. And when that only served to anger the faithless, the fragile truce that kept tensions at a low simmer slowly bubbled to the boil. Then came the riots. The negotiations. Another delicate truce. The Council of Shades lays claim to the east, while the Church devoured the west, but with mountains to the north and an ocean grinning around us, there are few places left for the seething anger to go. So now the great walled city of Isitar teeters on the brink of a reckoning. Safe from everything except the war brewing within itself.

Like the rings of an aging oak tree, the city’s streets spiral down from a central crest towards the cliffs that line the water, the buildings growing smaller in size as they near the encompassing wall. But though my strides lose their haste once I’ve returned to the faithless quarter, by the time I hit the densely packed crush that marks Isitar’s outermost ring, my anger has given way to a dark, twisting dread, the kind that chews through your skin and burrows deep into your bones. I just traded a night picking pockets in chase of a fantasy. Right when I most needed a big score. Maybe that’s why instead of heading home to face the music, I reach for the trio of scrys hanging around my neck. My direct link to Novi, Ezzo, and Eve.



Show me. I clasp the crystals in my hand, willing the Shade-forged bonds to find my friends awake and at our usual haunt. Though the damn things cost me a small fortune—Indigo magic is expensive, and no pre-spelled talisman has ever come cheap—I’ve never regretted spending the coin. There’s a comfort in being able to check up on the people who matter to me most. A convenience in being able to pass them messages at will and having a facility with which to glean their location, ensure that they haven’t fallen foul of a Church enforcer, or lost their life to a Council tracker’s blade. In knowing they’re safe.

The scrys warm against my skin, rewarding me with a vision of the three of them together, exactly where I hoped they would be. Well, at least one thing’s gone right tonight. I’m already carving a path towards the abandoned monastery we’ve claimed for our own. From the outside, it still looks every bit as ruined as the riots left it: all burned stone, soot-covered windows, and an explosive fury towards the Church. But on the inside, it’s a whole different story. Novi’s a Cobalt, which makes speed her gift in the Gray, but in the real world, she excels at compelling favors. With little more than a smile, she sweet-talked an Orange Shade into magically augmenting our den. No matter how cold the nights get, the nave remains the perfect temperature, the crumbling roof repels the rain, and a handy twist on a warding spell keeps the roaches and rats—and the trackers—at bay.

It’s the kind of magic I should get to enjoy at home, but even if the Council hadn’t bound Mom’s magic, she would have probably found a way to bind it herself. Actions deserve consequences, Cemilla, she used to tell me, back before I learned the futility of raising that point. I made my choice when I knowingly broke their rules.

That choice was me, by the way, since the Council’s rules basically amount to: no magic for the typics without payment, no typics in the Gray, and for the sweet love of blood color, do not procreate with them. Because the inevitable halves won’t exist in balance with the Gray; they’ll drain it. Siphon power from the shadows instead of nourishing the haze. And contrary to what the laws of logic would lead you to believe, two half Shades don’t make a whole, they just make a load more half Shades—albeit with a little less power and a weaker command of their gifts. A further dilution of a dilution. A drain that would only grow more egregious if those half Shades saw fit to breed with the typics as well.

Allow too many of us to exist and the shadow world begins to dim.

The magic begins to fail.

That’s why the Gray works so hard to expel us.

So when the Council discovered that Mom had the audacity to marry a typic in secret, they did what they always do to traitors—they punished her. Which is a nice way of saying: they murdered him. They’d have murdered me, too, if Mom hadn’t run while their binding spell was still sapping her veins of magic. If she hadn’t spent every last coin she had changing her name and glamouring her face in order to escape their trackers, to keep them from discovering that she was with child.

I don’t approach the monastery in plain view—even on a moonless night, at the forgotten end of the city, that act of reformist loyalty might draw attention. Instead, I jump the crumbling wall to the surrounding cemetery and phase into the Gray. Burial grounds provide a permanent In-Between, a spatial bridge between life and death that allows for unlimited access to the shadows, no matter the time of day. Sanctuaries, we call them. And this sanctuary allows me to phase out of view and enter through the door without fear.

But not without guilt.

Mom’s face shames a path through my mind. She worries when I’m out past midnight—because she’s sick, not clueless, and she knows exactly what kind of work I’ve been doing to make ends meet. Even if she doesn’t know I’ve been doing it in the shadows.

I’ll only stay a few minutes, I vow as I slip into the building and out of the Gray. Ten minutes then home. Though the moment I enter the magically embellished ruin, I know that’s a lie. Ever since Mom fell ill, it’s been my refuge, the one place that unsticks my shoulders from around my ears and releases the tension crackling between my nerves. There’s just something so comforting about the hex-lights Novi hung like stars across the vaulted ceiling, the mismatched furniture Ezzo scavenged from a retiring merchant, and the vivid jungle of ­wildflowers Eve painted along the walls. It’s our home away from home. Not a sanctuary in the magical sense of the word, but every bit a sanctuary all the same. A necessary escape.

“How’d the lift go?” Novi’s eyes find me the instant I step inside, the intensity of her gaze sending a maddening flush to my cheeks. Of the four of us, she’s the only one resisting the Church-driven pressure to blend in. To make herself smaller. Duller. Invisible. Her hair is spelled an impossible white, shaved close on the sides, but long and mussed in the center, a stark contrast to her flint-black irises, ebony skin, and the silver vines tattooed into her scalp. The glamours that alter appearance aren’t illegal on this side of the city—not yet, anyhow—and they’re available to any Hue, Shade, or typic who has the coin to pay. But marking yourself as faithless in any way is a dangerous game in this age of zealous reform. Akin to wearing a target.

Novi doesn’t care. If I’m the fist that stops an inch shy of your nose, then she’s the punch that breaks it bloody, and she’ll only hide the parts of herself that actually garner a death sentence.

It’s what I love most about her.

That, and the fact that she doesn’t make me speak my failures aloud; she’s known me long enough to read the answer in my expression.

“Shit, Cemmy. I knew this job was too good to be true. Bastard tried to sell you out, didn’t he?”

“Nothing quite so dramatic.” I shrug out of my hooded cowl. If Vargas wanted me caught, he’d have stationed guards at every corner of the Governor’s manse—and they’d have definitely spotted me when I phased out of the Gray in my reckless panic. No, this feels more like a case of greed eclipsing power. A man making a promise he didn’t have the gall to keep. “He neglected to unlock the study door like he was supposed to. Probably got cold feet.”

“That still makes him a bastard, Cem,” Ezzo calls from across the nave, where he and Eve are sitting intertwined on the battered day-bed, her head in his lap and his hands absently weaving her long hair into a braid.



“And a coward.” Eve flashes me her dimples. “I’m sensing some serious cowardly cleric vibes.”

None of them press me for details—or ask why I didn’t pick my way through the lock. They never do when a job goes sideward, because we all know I’d be out celebrating right now if only I wasn’t afraid of the shadows, or if I’d taken a single one of them up on the offer to help run the lift. And before you think it, no, I wasn’t trying to avoid sharing the coin. I might be the reigning champion of bad decisions, but I’m not a self-serving scrooge. It’s just that the last time I talked a friend into helping, I made it out of the Gray and ­Magdalena didn’t.

And I won’t have another shattered Shade on my conscience.

I won’t survive it.

“You going to try again?” Eve asks, making space for me among the threadbare cushions. “Because if you are, then my offer still stands: I can buy you as much time as you need.” Where my skin is white and pale, hers is all gold and umber. Black hair to my blond, soft brown eyes to my icy blue, a face as innocent as she is sweet. Eve is also an Emerald, which makes forging In-Betweens her gift in the Gray. The spell comes more instinctively to her; she can hold it much longer than the average Hue, tether it to smaller anchors across larger distances—even bolster it enough to survive in sleep. And unlike the rest of us, she can also project it to shield another half without the aid of physical contact. An obvious choice for a job like this—if not for the fact that forging an In-Between around ­others is the one thing that puts her at greater risk of shattering herself.

“I don’t know—maybe.” I rock back and forth on my heels, clinging hard to the belief that I’m not staying that long. “The coin might be worth it.”

“Not if it exposes you.” Ezzo fixes me his most disapproving look, the warmth leeching out of his brown complexion. He doesn’t much like it when I drag Eve into my plans, and he downright hates it when a lift forces us over to the reformed side of Isitar, doesn’t think it’s worth the risk now that the Council’s on high alert for anything—or anyone—that might set a spark to the rising tensions. Because the only thing worse than waging battle against a Church that’s hells-bent on wiping you out, is having a bunch of illegal Hues running amok around the city, thoughtlessly stoking the flames.

“I’m careful, Ez. You know I am,” I say.

Unless I panic, I’m as careful as it gets.

“Then be extra careful.” Novi steals up behind me, dipping a hand into my back pocket. When I leave, I’ll find a few scattered coins in there. Nowhere near as many as I need—she can’t spare that much help, and I’d never accept it—but enough to buy me a day or two. Keep my head above water.

That is why I came here, isn’t it?

Because when I’m in trouble, Novi’s the one who pulls me out.

And that’s never changed even though everything else between us has.

Dawn is breaking by the time I make it home—tense, tired, and thoroughly ticked off—the ghost of my failure drumming a ­tattoo inside my skull. On my way in, I slip Novi’s gift under Madam Berska’s door, to keep her off my case a little longer. As much as it pains me to admit it, she’s not actually a villain; I’ve just pushed my luck with her one too many times. I need to make more of an effort to prove I’m trying.

Mom’s labored breaths greet me as I sneak into the apartment, announcing my final failure of the night: I stayed out too late again. Left her worrying into an uneasy sleep. Quiet as I can manage, I tiptoe over to the washroom and seal myself inside, running the tub full and the contents piping. Scrubbing raw the shame.

When I break down, it’s under the surface, where my tears won’t infect Mom’s dreams.

But once the water grows cold, my eyes are dry and my mind is made up.

Tomorrow, I go back to finish the job.







CHAPTER

Two

Finishing the job is, of course, easier said than done, since without Vargas, I’ve no hope of getting near the Governor’s safe. No plan for convincing him to try again, either, now that the resolve from last night’s anger has evaporated away.

If only you had Novi’s charm. My whole body warms beneath the bed sheets, a wild heat flooding my veins as I remember all those times she’s turned it on me. How dangerous her smile gets when we stay up late, drinking. How careful we have to be not to get too drunk to remember that we’ve been there, done that, vowed to stop doing it. That I vowed to stop doing it. Because I’d rather lose the heady bliss of her touch, and her scent, and her kiss, if it means not facing up to the truth that would cost me everything.

Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong, Cem? When did you stop trusting me?

It’s amazing how much damage a single lie can wreak.

Even when it’s designed to do the opposite.

“Cemilla?” Mom’s worry gruffs through the paper-thin walls, rousing me back to the present and out of bed, to begin my morning routine of getting her fed and comfortable.

“Coming, Mom.” I slip into the nearest pair of loose pants and an oversized woolen shirt, the morning chill biting at my fingers. Mired veins, the doctors called her condition, a degenerative illness that turns the blood thick, making it harder to move and eat, and eventually, breathe. On a good day, she can still manage all the basics herself—our apartment is small enough for her to get around, and I’ve long since rearranged the kitchen to accommodate her failing strength. But if she overexerts herself on a good day, then a bad day is sure to follow. And a bad day costs us both more than we’re able to pay. I’ve all but run out of ways to afford the good ones.

“You were out so late, I wasn’t sure you came home,” she says as I step into the living room, each breath a labor and every syllable a strain, the pain in her eyes dulling their blue of its luster. The two of us used to look alike, back before the sickness hollowed her frail. Same heart-shaped face and delicate features. Same high-cut cheekbones and pointed curve to the chin. But now the blond in her hair has been stripped to frayed wire, and when she smiles, her skin pulls tight with unease, as though her bones are trying to escape their wrappings.

“I know, I’m sorry. I lost track of time.” I set to making our breakfast, a sour mix of guilt and hunger churning in my gut. In a perfect world, I’d get Mom a scry to wear and then she wouldn’t have to worry; she’d be able to check in on my whereabouts and send me messages at will. Which is, coincidentally, the exact reason I can’t risk giving her a scry. Because if Mom so much as glimpsed the true depth of my desperation—or realized that I’ve not only stooped to robbing the clergy, but that I’m doing it in the Gray—she’d never let me out of her sight again. She’d stop eating, and sleeping, and taking her medications, until she withered to a lifeless husk in her splintering armchair. So while I might not be able to keep the paint on our walls from peeling or the threat of eviction from our door, I can feign enough hope to keep her light from dimming. Ever since I watched Magdalena shatter, I’ve found myself feigning more hope than most.

“And you still have your ring?” Though that question agitates me a little more each time she asks it, the relentless reminder cutting short my fuse.

“It’s right here, Mom.” I hold my hand up for her to inspect. “I never take it off.” Even though fencing it would solve all our problems. The delicate gold band is inlaid with a dozen diamonds, a treasure that would fill our coffers and Mom’s tincture bottle for years. But as far as she’s concerned, the ring is a priceless heirloom. A gift from the father I never got to know.



He made this ring to conceal your magic, she told me, over and over so that the message would stick. No matter what happens, it must remain with you. Why she picked such a fanciful lie, I don’t know. It’s not as if anyone can tell what I am just by looking, and when you cut us, we all bleed red—full and half Shades alike. Our colors are more akin to an essence that lives in the blood. An aura. A Shade can see it radiating off another Shade, but we Hues are trickier to identify. Not quite enough color in the blood, you see. We can only be exposed by getting caught in the act of phasing. But since there’s no convincing Mom that her life is worth more than a sentimental trinket, I wear the ring. The perfectly ordinary, perfectly powerless ring that could buy our way out of poverty, because the one time I suggested selling it, her anger grew too frightening to behold.

“You’re a good girl, Cemilla,” she says when I place a tray of honeyed oatmeal and ginger tea across her lap. “I wish you didn’t have to do so much.”

“Then let me take you to see a Green.” The plea escapes before I can stop it. Before I can remind myself that we’ve already exhausted every last version of this fight. “I’ll find a way to get the coin.” Somehow. “Enough to buy the healing and the Shade’s silence. Then once you’re better, everything would go back to—” The thunder in Mom’s expression cuts my appeal off at the pass, her voice shaking around the same four words she utters every time I make this request.

“No Shades, no healing. We’ve been through this, Cemilla. I will not endanger your life.”

You’re endangering it now. I tamp down the objection with a scalding sip of my tea. And for no damn reason. It’s been twenty years since the Council bound Mom’s power, and in all that time, not a single tracker has ever picked up our trail—the only threat to our lives has been her blood-borne illness, and that’s a problem with a clearer-cut fix. We are far enough removed from those who might remember her crimes to indulge in one singular spell. The casting Shade wouldn’t even have to know she has a daughter; I could pay a sympathetic typic to make the arrangements in my stead. But whether it’s guilt, or shame, or her own lingering fear of the Council, Mom’s made it plenty clear that she’d rather die than risk exposing me—and I might well die trying to keep that from happening.

I guess that’s why they call love the deadliest shade of all.

“You’re right, I’m sorry.” After last night’s failure, I can’t bring myself to prolong the argument in another futile effort to change her mind. “I’ll go back to the apothecary today, see if they ­managed to get any new bottles of Green label.” This lie I’ve told so often, it barely even stings my tongue. Though Mom can survive on her regime of magicless tonics, the spell-infused tincture is the only ­remedy that would come close to fully restoring her health. But it also happens to be so ludicrously expensive, that even if Isitar weren’t in the midst of a shortage, there’s no way I could foot the bill. You can add that to the long list of grievances I have with the Church: it’s ­systematically depleting the city’s contingent of Shades, driving them to seek greener pastures—wherever those might be. So now a tincture that used to cost more coin than I could steal in a week costs enough to keep me thieving for months. And while Novi could help me charm a healing from one of the Green Shades that’s yet to leave the city, the apothecary owners aren’t quite so forgiving. Not while I’m still deep in debt to every single one.

“We’ll make do if they don’t,” Mom says, and when her eyes find mine again, their gaze is both ardent and clear. “I know you’re doing your best, Cemilla. All that matters is that you’re staying safe.”

Safe.

The word plagues the rest of my morning, the naïve weight of it bearing down on my spine. I can’t exactly blame Mom for being so oblivious—the reason she doesn’t realize how bad things have gotten is because I won’t let her see. But some days it hurts to be reminded of just how good I’ve gotten at lying. How the mask I wear at home is the only version of her daughter she wants me to be.

That version won’t do you any good here. I pull my hood over my hair as I approach my meet with Vargas, steeling myself for a ­conversation I have to swing my way. I need him to agree to help me run the lift again. And since I’m woefully inept at Novi’s charm-based brands of persuasion, I’ll have to play the one card that never fails to win. Good old-fashioned greed. The only thing that flows more readily than ale at the Hidden Son tavern.

Where the faithless and the reformed unite in sin, reads the sign above the door. An accurate indictment of the crowd awaiting me inside. As one of the seedier establishments to sit along Isitar’s outermost ring, this place is an oasis for those who claim to hate magic but enjoy the convenience and luxury a Shade can bring.

Before the Conclave decided to put the screws to blood color, the upper echelons of the Church were able to afford a magical solution to all their ills. When their bodies broke, a Green could heal them. If their homes needed protecting, an Orange enchantment could fortify their bones. Why spend years pouring over tedious texts when that knowledge is easily imparted by a Violet? Why preen when you can pay a Red for a glamour, or labor needlessly when unpleasant tasks can be accelerated to great speeds by a Blue? And why worry yourself sick when, with enough coin, an Indigo’s taste of the future can be glimpsed and traded, your rags turned to riches by a Yellow’s thrall.

Then there’s the less visible—but equally useful—magics: the spell-infused tinctures, the amulets, the pre-made talismans and charms; all the hex-lights, and mood stones, and scrys. Shade-made but market-sold. Able to be used by anyone. And while the faithful were happy enough to renounce those spells for power, actually giving up the magic proved harder. So now they come to places like this, where the floors are sticky, and the seats are worn, the mead stale and watered-down, but the evils plenty. Where the Church would never think to look for its esteemed clerics.

Or their treacherous little aides.

I arrive at the fourth bell as Vargas instructed, striding in to find him waiting for me at the forgotten end of the bar, his cloak pulled low to hide his face, his hands nursing a near-empty tankard. Had my lift gone as planned, we’d be meeting here to split the bounty; he trusted me enough to honor that tenuous agreement. Largely—I suspect—because of the authority he commands as the Governor’s aide. Had I double-crossed him, I’ve no doubt he’d have used his considerable resources to find me, and since he knew how badly I need the coin, I’d venture he knew why I need it, and that I couldn’t just flee the city with the contents of the Governor’s safe. He’d have had Mom rounded up and used her against me.

He still might.

Tread lightly here, Cemmy. I will my anger to stay at a soft whimper as I perch atop the neighboring stool. Vargas might make for a terrible ally, but he’d be downright dangerous as an enemy, and I can’t afford to kindle his ire.

“The study door wasn’t open; I couldn’t make the lift.” My words are the tip of a carefully considered iceberg, only betraying the barest hint of accusation.

“The Governor chose to dismiss me early.” Vargas’s eyes stay glued to the amber liquid staining his cup. “Why didn’t you pick the lock?”

Because that wasn’t the deal, you bastard. The muscles in my jaw clench tight. “Not enough time.”

“Did you even try?”

I shouldn’t have had to try. If I grind my teeth any harder, they’re going to splinter and crack. Taking care of the locks was his job. It was the only reason I agreed to carry out this monumentally dangerous lift in the first place, and the one obstacle I didn’t account for beating. The single promise Vargas had to keep.

And now he’s making it my fault. I want nothing more than to rip back his hood and expose the coward underneath. Let the whole tavern see the ugly truth of Isitar’s self-proclaimed elite. How they’re no better than the rest of us. Instead, I bite the irritation down and say, “You should have found a way to warn me if you couldn’t make good on your part of the plan.” Saved us both from taking an unnecessary risk.

“Remember yourself, Cemilla.” Vargas wields my name in threat. A reminder that he knew who I was long before I had the audacity to try and pick his pockets. Knew what I could do—and what I would do if he drew my eye to his alluring abundance of wealth. Ensured I was the right kind of desperate to accept the job. “I won’t hesitate to expose you for what you are.” A note of steel creeps into his voice, the spear of his nose cutting in my direction. And though I know he means thief, not Hue, the words are still an anvil to the gut.

I am treading some deep, deep water here.

And in a fight with the clergy, the faithless aren’t wont to win.

“But as luck would have it, I need that coin as much as you do,” Vargas continues, absolving me of the need to sway his hand. “Which is why tonight, you’ll be trying again.” He slides a heavy key across the bar top.

Unbelievable.

“You couldn’t have given this to me before?”

“I shouldn’t be giving it to you now.” The gold in his irises glows bright despite the hooded shadows. It’s not a natural color—not for the pious, or for those with blasphemy in their blood—but rather a mark of the Church. A pigment they feed those who renounce the lure of magic that settles in the eyes and skin. “If you’re caught, I’ll swear on the holy sacraments that you stole this from me,” he says.

And they’ll believe him. My fingers twitch as they close around the cold metal. It’s not just the risk I’m taking—again—that’s gnawing at my insides. It’s not even the capital nature of the crime we’re committing, or the fact that in a game of he said/she said, Vargas would easily claim the win. It’s just that something about his demeanor unnerves me down to the core. He was as jittery as a captive squirrel when he first proposed this endeavor, but now that edge has grown downright infectious. His hands grip his tankard too tightly, his shoulders tense in their hunch, his head hanging too suspiciously low and damp with sweat, as though he’s finally realized what this treason might cost him.

Bastard wants the payday but none of the danger that comes with it.

None of the betrayal.

If this lift goes south, he wants to keep his damn job, not just avoid the blade.

“You’ll have to clear the coast of guards again for me,” I say. Because I shouldn’t be the only one risking my neck for this coin, and because—as far as Vargas knows—I won’t be creeping through the house in the Gray.

“I am perfectly aware of my obligations, Cemilla. And you’d do well to meet yours.” With a final mouthful of ale, he pushes away from the bar, and it’s only once he’s swept out of the tavern that I realize he never bothered to confirm the particulars of our next meet.

It’s not a sign, Cemmy. I try to shake loose the doubts. He probably assumed I’d know to head back here tomorrow. Considered “same time, same place” a message not worthy of repeat.

Still, no matter how much I push down the worry, my skin continues to prickle with unease.

Like I’m missing a crucial piece of the puzzle.

Like I’m being watched.

Like I’m being hunted.

Not that it makes a difference, since I’ll be carrying out the lift either way.

That’s the problem with desperation; the grip it has on you leaves little room for sense.







CHAPTER

Three

By the time night falls over Isitar, my desperation has turned from a stubborn whisper to an adamant scream. Which is why—despite the dread—I once again find myself scaling the gentle incline towards the holy quarter, weaving through the city’s backstreets ring by ever-more affluent ring.

It’s not like you have much of a choice. The key Vargas gave me sits heavy in my hand, like an unmade decision. I’ve spent the entire evening taking my suspicions to task, working to silence the voices telling me to cut my losses and find a different way to make ends meet. A safer way. Preferably one that doesn’t involve robbing the highest-ranking member of the clergy.

But I can’t do that.

I can’t turn my back on such a windfall when I haven’t been able to pinpoint a single reason for why Vargas would lie. I mean, one lowly thief is hardly worth this level of production. He could have easily had me arrested for simply possessing the key he’d slid across the bar. No questions asked. And unless I walk away clean tonight, he’ll be down half the bounty—maybe even his whole head—so what could possibly compel him to set me up? In this deception, our interests are aligned.

Then why are you still hesitating? The voice in my mind sounds suspiciously like Novi. Had I shared my concerns with her and Ezzo, they’d have long since talked me out of this misguided lift. Mom would have, too, if I’d had the sense to return to the apartment. She would have taken one look at my face and realized I was planning to do something reckless in her name. That’s why I’ve been avoiding her for hours—and why I’ve been ignoring Eve’s increasingly frequent scrys. You don’t need to do this on your own, Cem, she’s been sending over and over. You know full well that my gift can hold an In-Between around us both, so if you need me, say the word and I’m there, okay? Asking for help never killed anyone.

Except it did kill someone.

It killed Magdalena.

But since I never found the guts to confess the full truth of how she died, my friends keep mistaking my fear for pride. And I can’t bring myself to correct them because if I do, I’ll lose them as well.

Then suck it up and get this done already. I try to relegate the thought of Eve from my mind. She means well when she pushes—and ultimately, she’ll always respect my decisions, even when she doesn’t understand them, or when they leave her feeling hurt and confused. Wondering why I’m no longer willing to place my trust in her gift the way I used to, when in truth, it’s myself I don’t trust anymore. My ability to protect her.

Focus, Cemmy, or you’ll miss the temporal bridge. I force my attention back to the problem at hand. Around me, the houses have grown rich and menacing, oppressive in their uniform of flint, onyx, and bone. Even outside the reformed sectors, the buildings in Isitar have always favored this subdued masonry palette, creating the illusion of a city carved right into the cliff, beautiful in its symmetry, understated in its grace. Though up close, there’s nothing understated about the houses built by the Church. They’re bigger than their counterparts in the faithless quarter, their roofs spike taller, the accents around their doors and windows gleaming white against their ashen frames. But without a Shade’s power to protect them, they’re not any harder to rob. Especially if your accomplice busies the guards elsewhere and gives you a key to the door.

I arrive at the Governor’s manse right as the twelfth bell rings out across the city, heralding the start of the midnight sanctuary and a disconcerting sense of déjà vu.



Here I go again. With a cautious glance over my shoulder, I set my time-keeper cuff ticking and phase into the Gray, turning the world to smoke, and ink, and shadows, an echo of a life lived in a color-filled haze.

Ten long strides and I’m across the yard.

Fifteen short seconds and I’m safely through the front door.

Five more and I’m to the neck of the corridor, Vargas’s gift in my hand, ready to unlock the study so I can finish this job right.

The key slides through the pins without trouble, the mechanism giving way like butter melting beneath a hot blade. It may have taken him more than one attempt, but Vargas made good on his promise.

He got me in.

With thirty whole clicks left on my In-Between.

Maybe if I had moved a little slower, I wouldn’t have had time to dally in the shadows, to scoff at the absurd excess of lavishly appointed furniture, or wander over to the enormous mahogany bookcase that dominates the back wall, or turn my nose up at the Governor’s decision to hang a giant portrait of himself above the safe.

Maybe I would have phased right out of the Gray.

Too late.

My mistake shimmers across the study, smirking with all the arrogance of a predator that knows it’s cornered its prey. That’s the thing about full-blooded Shades: they don’t just command the shadows; they are the shadows. The Gray doesn’t threaten them; it sets their power free. They can winnow through it like snakes slithering through tall grass, near invisible among the dearth of color until they choose to prism into full blaze. And this Shade doesn’t deign to do that until after he creeps close enough to slap an iron shackle around my wrist.

“No!” I claw at my metal prison, scraping my nails bloody against the fetter. But it’s no use; the clasp’s been spelled shut with magic, binding it to my arm. “Take it off!” I yell at my captor. “Take it off now!” The command in my voice is no match for the fear, not least of all because he’s the meanest-looking Shade I’ve ever seen. Deathly thin with slicked tar for hair and sharp points to his nose, cheeks, and chin. Like a man made of knives. Or perhaps a knife made of flesh. Definitely not a Council Shade, this one—they don’t let their eyes burn black to the edges, that upsets the typics too much, lends more credence to the conspiracies spun by the Church. But what scares me more than this rogue Shade is his method of execution.

Iron.

More commonly known as the Council’s bane.

In the physical realm, the metal is a poison to full-bloods, sapping them of their magic and strength. Forcing them to shimmer back into the shadows before they weaken enough to lose that privilege as well. That is, in part, how the Church was able to assert such dominance over Isitar: by using it to contaminate the city’s bones. Installing spokes of it along the streets and buildings in order to drive the Shades back from the holy quarter, keep them from peddling their magic on the clergy’s watch. But since we Hues have no outward magic for the iron to target, we remain largely immune. Across both worlds. Unless a deliberate mass of it is bound against our skin. Then the metal works to suppress the one common power we all enjoy: our ability to phase. With only seconds left on my In-Between, this Shade’s gone and tethered me to the Gray.

“Please take it off,” I beg. “I’ll stop stealing, I swear. Just please, let me go.” Let me go, let me go, let me go.

“No.” His voice is dry gravel. Steel to my hollow glass. “Now give me your scrys.”

“Wh—What? I don’t know what you—”

“The lies are costing you time, little half Shade. And time is not a luxury you have.” He points to the ticking cuff at my wrist.

Twelve clicks remaining.

Crap. Shit. Damn. Fuck. If I surrender my scrys, he’ll be able to track the others—the connection is bonded between crystals, not people; that’s why these pre-made talismans run so much cheaper than a purpose-bought spell: they’re only tailored for use. Discretion costs extra. Though that assumes this rogue means to find them, when it’s far more likely he’s simply looking to cut me off from my friends.



“Okay, fine—here.” I rip the scrys from around my neck with a treacherous snap, betraying them in the moment so that I might live long enough to rectify this mistake.

I can’t do that if the Gray shatters me.

And he’ll get the scrys anyway once they’re lying atop my splintered remains.

In order to protect them, I have to make it out of here.

I have to make it out for Mom.

“Now . . . please . . . let me go.” My plea is a broken echo, the sum of all my fears reduced to a desperate whisper levied at a vindictive rogue.

“Better concentrate, little half Shade.” Instead of granting my freedom, he shimmers over to the other side of the study and hangs an Orange talisman on the door. “Your salvation is only an In-Between away.” Then with that, the full-blood phases out of the Gray, leaving me trapped, alone, and five seconds from death.

Move first, think later. I spring to action, making not for the talisman but for the tiny crevice between the antique bookcase and the wall. The two closest—and most solid—anchors I can reach.

“I am in between the bookcase and the wall.” The magic explodes out of me in a rush, rising up to fortify the air against the shadows. Just stay calm and don’t lose your head. Holding this spell isn’t as hard as you—argh! I feel the exact moment the midnight In-Between collapses, the Gray sucking in around me like a wave lapping back towards the sea.

“I am in between the bookcase and the wall.” I force it out again, throwing every last ounce of strength I have behind the shield.

I will not die in the Governor of Isitar’s study.

Not today.

Not like this.

Not the way Magdalena di—

Stop it. I will the thought of her away, drowning it beneath another round of incantations.

“I am in between the bookcase and the wall. The bookcase and the wall.”



Magdalena lost her life because she trusted me to do too much. To pick, and chant, and not succumb to a fit of cowardly panic.

I won’t make that same mistake.

I’m going to stay put and keep myself alive until my captor returns.

And when I don’t rise to his bait, he will return. I’m sure of it.

Because no matter which way you bend the numbers, they don’t add up to: rogue Shade randomly stakes out Governor’s manse to steal scrys from a nineteen-year-old Hue. That’s not a thing that happens. In fact, the more I think on it, the more I realize that nothing about my current predicament is random.

“I am in between the bookcase and the wall.”

No. Vargas didn’t randomly show up at the Hidden Son tavern one day in search of a thief. He didn’t offer me this bounty on account of my pickpocketing skills, or fail to leave the study door unlocked thanks to the Governor’s interference.

He set me up.

He’s working with my captor—though for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.

What could a rogue Shade possibly gain by binding me to the shadows? So he can catch me in the act seems like too simple an explanation. He’d earn far more spelling open the Governor’s safe himself, and those menacing black eyes tell me he’s not doing it on behalf of the Council, nor is he looking to endear himself to the Church.

He wants something else from me. Wants it so bad he was willing to risk weakening himself with iron. While the metal can only affect him in the Gray when it’s encircling skin, in the physical realm, procuring it would have placed him in danger—and in not an insignificant amount of pain. Which is quite the length to go to when there’s nothing a full-blood would ever want that badly from a Hue.

“I am in between the bookcase and the wall. The bookcase and the wall.”

I suppose he could just be looking to kill me; when you’re a child born of typical flesh and blood color, that’s always a worry. Whether that be the Council trying to eradicate the illegal scourge leeching power from the Gray, the clergy who think us unholy, or an opportunistic citizen looking to cash in on the price on our heads, there are ample ways for a half Shade to meet an early grave. Though if that were the case, why would he have bothered luring me here, specifically? Or taking my scrys?

If there’s a logic to this madness, then he’s buried it deep.

“I am in between the bookcase and the wall.”

And colors help me, how did he even know what I am? How did Vargas? How did a cleric and a rogue Shade come together to trap a Bronze?

Better yet, how godsdamned long are they planning to leave me here? I start weighing my options as the shadows turn downright mean. The next temporal In-Between isn’t until midday, and I know my limits; I can’t hold the magic for a full twelve hours. If I’m to stay trapped in the Gray, then my best bet is a sanctuary—like the cemetery that rings our monastery, or a rooftop, or a beach. But even if the closest of those wasn’t a whole house away, getting to it would require me to keep a stable shield on the move, and if I’m going to do that, then there’s an infinitely easier solution awaiting me by the door.

The Orange talisman.

A pre-cast spell with which I can unseal the cuff.

He’s testing you. All at once, the Shade’s strangely specific actions begin to take shape. He didn’t place my freedom across the room by accident, he did it to ensure I’d have no choice but to prove my worth. Took my scrys to stop me calling for help.

Your salvation is only an In-Between away.

As much as I’m loath to play into his machinations, his twisted game forces me to re-examine the conviction that he’ll return. And if he’s not coming back, then I have maybe another hour left to my name. Already, the sweat is soaking clean through my clothes, my whole body shaking with the effort of beating back the Gray. Either I do this now, or I might lose the strength to do it at all.

My captor laid his trap well.

Better to give him what he wants than die. I keep the magic flowing as I climb back to my feet, urging the In-Between to rise up with me. The door is only a few steps away; you can make it. You can make it, you can make it—you will.

Committing to the decision is half the battle.

“I am in between the bookcase and the wall,” I whisper, then with a giant leap, I change the story. “I am in between the bookcase and the desk. The bookcase and the desk.” My shield ripples for a tense moment before accepting its new form. Since I’m now standing further away from both my anchors, it takes a more sustained effort for the magic to seize hold, but a grunt and a wish later, it stabilizes around their edges.

So far so good . . . I exhale through my teeth, steeling for the next exertion. “I am in between the desk and the chair.” Another solid jump brings me one step closer to the door, though it also upsets my equilibrium, allowing the shadows to rush back and splinter my resolve. Crack, clink, crunch, shatter. My ears ring with the melodic memory of breaking glass, Magdalena’s ghost wavering my shield.

No, no, no, no—I can’t do this. Instead of moving to stand between the chair and the cabinet, I dive to cower beneath the desk, reining in the magic so that it sits as near and snug as possible.

“I am in between the desk and the floor.” The tight proximity to my anchors immediately relieves the strain, leaving me unscathed—and unshattered—but no closer to the Orange talisman.

Damn it, Cemmy, you were almost to the door. I bang my head against the wood, cursing my inability to overcome this fear. I used to be able to control my In-Betweens. Not easily—traversing the shadows outside a sanctuary has always posed a challenge—but at least I had the competence to cross an amply furnished room. Whereas now, I can barely even manage a few measly steps.

Well then, you’d better think of something, because you can’t stay here. I force in a breath and swallow down the panic. The shadows have a knack for sensing weakness, and my exhaustion is plenty evident by the salt glistening across my cheeks. Talisman or no talisman, I have to get this godsforsaken cuff off my wrist.

Okay . . . but how? No matter how much I twist, and beg, and tease the metal, the iron won’t yield, and as the minutes speed fast towards the first bell of the morning, it gets harder to concentrate on anything but the words keeping me from shattering.

“I am in between the desk and the floor. The desk and the floor.”

Until at last, the frantic delirium sparks an idea. My hand may not press small enough to squeeze through the fetter, but it would if my thumb were to fold inward against its will. An unpleasant solution, sure, but a dislocated thumb is likely to prove less painful than trying to chew through sinew and skin—which I doubt I’d have the stomach to do even if it were my only option.

Once a coward, always a coward, I guess.

Magdalena learned that lesson the dead way.

Guess it’s my lucky day . . . I thank my colors that as a Bronze, I enjoy the gift of physicality in the Gray. For it means that I can interact with the furniture. Bend my thumb to its breaking point against the wood then use my foot to kick it out of place.

Simple.

I don’t stop to overthink this endeavor, because if I do, I’ll die here. The pain will almost certainly destroy my concentration, so I’ll only have one shot—and a heartbeat—to get this escape right.

“I am in between the desk and the floor.”

I twist my body into position, gathering my strength, and my courage, and my will to leave this wretched room alive.

“The desk and the floor.”

My thumb twitches in protest, my stomach clawing acid at my insides.

“I am in between the desk and the floor.”

A curse and a bang later, oak meets leather meets bone, popping the joint free of its moorings with a sickening crunch.

Three things happen in the eternal moment that follows: a grunt rips from my throat, the iron cuff clatters to the ground, and I phase back into the real world, threading light through the hungry shadows. The pressure instantly gives way to pain, a cruel and feral throb that brings my chest flush with my knees.

Son of a—



I cradle my screaming hand close as I draw in breath after ragged breath, urging the bile to stay down and my heart to cease racing.

Not dead, Cemmy. You’re out of the Gray and not dead.

“That was quite the unexpected performance, little half Shade.” The gravelly voice freezes me in place, chilling in both threat and malice. “I must admit myself rather . . . underwhelmed by the inelegant choice you made, but it will do.” Despite the fact that I butchered his test, it seems my captor isn’t done with me yet. And not just me, either. The air catches in my lungs as I spring back to my feet—to do what, I don’t know, and it doesn’t much matter seeing how the scene that greets me douses my fight down to embers.

This rogue Shade was busy while I was trapped in the Gray. Busy rounding up my friends, that is. Because that’s Novi, Ezzo, and Eve he has neatly gagged and shackled on the Governor’s chaise.
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