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The seven shades of magic

Red

to control—compulsion spells and glamours

Orange

to strengthen—spells that fortify, affect, weaken, build, and break

Yellow

to alter—the ability to change composition, state, or meaning

Green

to heal—medicinal spells and spells that affect the body

Blue

to hasten—the acceleration of processes to great speeds

Indigo

to foresee—the ability to predict the future

Violet

to know—learning spells and spells that impart knowledge





PROLOGUE

EZZO

I’ve drunk too much. Way—way—too much, and I’m not in a place where it’s safe to do that. I’m not even sure where I am, to be honest; 
I was already half a bottle in when I got here. To this strange new bar, in a strange new city, full of strange new customs but all the same hate and lies. All the same nightmares. Because no matter how far I go—or how much I drink—I can’t escape the sound of her scream and the hell of her shatter. The taste of my grief.

So, I order another. And another. And another after that, relishing the burn of the whiskey. The oblivion. The relief. A liquid escape from reality that only ends once the barkeep grows tired of my misery 
and insists that I leave.

Fine. Then I’ll leave. I stumble out of his musty, overpriced tavern, the harsh tendrils of morning throwing the unfamiliar streets into sharp relief. Magnolia brick instead of the pallid gray I’m used to; terracotta roofs instead of sun-kissed slate; paved stone roads instead of uneven cobbles. 

Sarotuza.

The farthest city away from the one I left behind.

From the memories I abandoned there.

The buried shards of emerald glass.

I don’t know why I thought it would feel different to any of the other cities I’ve travelled through this past year—if the drink can’t numb the pain, what was a change of scenery going to do?—and anyone who says that time is the answer clearly doesn’t understand the question.

Why did she have to die?

Or better yet, why couldn’t it have been me?

It should have been me. The thought is bitter, and sour, and vile. I was the one the spell was aimed at, after all. The spare wheel who had already fulfilled his purpose. But death doesn’t take those who deserve it the most. If it did, it would have come for them, not her. The ones responsible. 

How you doing, Ez? The scry around my neck warms with a question of its own, as though sensing my despair. Novi always did have a knack for knowing when I’m at my lowest.

Alive. I clasp the crystal in my hand and reply with the same one-word missive I send her every day. Never more, never less. And the only reason I still respond at all is because as a Hue, I know what it’s like to worry about those you love. To lose sleep wondering whether they were caught by a Council tracker, killed by a Church enforcer, or shattered by the Gray.

There are oh-so-many ways to die when your very existence is illegal.

And yet, not a single one has deigned to come and claim me.

I stagger through the streets towards the inn where I’m staying, garnering dirty looks from the bleary-eyed merchants making ready to start their day. They shake their heads and mutter disapprovingly at my disheveled state—a judgement I’ve grown all too familiar with since I stopped counting my drinks. Just as I’ve grown all too familiar with the sinking feeling that comes with having lost my key. Again. A problem since the door to the inn is kept locked until the sixth bell and I’m not carrying my picks.

I have no way of getting inside.

Or at least, no normal way.

But if there’s one upside to being a Hue, it’s the ability to shed my physicality and walk through walls. Not in the real world, of course—here, I’m as physical as the ground beneath my feet; I have to marshal my energy and phase into the Gray.



Even in my drunken state, the magic comes as easily as breathing. 
In the space between blinks, color turns to ash and light turns to charcoal, a rainbow of grays that undulates like water bleeding through black ink, draping the streets in a smokey veil. Once I’m safely ensconced in the shadow realm, I become invisible to the typics. Incorporeal. Able to wisp straight through the inn door, and up the stairs, and into my room, where I then phase back in perfect time to collapse on the bed instead of falling right through it.

Maybe if I still cared about my life, I wouldn’t have done my phasing in plain sight, where anyone could see me.

Maybe if I hadn’t drunk so much, I’d have thought to check the coast for Shades before succumbing to the threat of dreams.

But I don’t.

And I did.

And Eve is still gone, and she’s dead, and I want to be.

So I don’t bother running when the Council’s trackers burst through my door and rouse the entire inn. I don’t bother fighting when they haul me up from the mattress or protesting my innocence when they hurl the term half breed at me in between jeers.

I just let them cart me off to my execution.

And, if I’m being honest, my capture comes as a relief.







CHAPTER 1

RAYA

Certain futures can be trusted no matter how incompetent the seer. The sun will always come up in the morning, the shadows will always welcome a Shade home; everything else is up for . . . interpretation. The key word there being interpretation—given that the future doesn’t much like to be known. Glimpsed, yes. Altered, maybe. But never known with an infallible degree of certainty. Not even to an Indigo Shade. And especially not to me.

Raya Wryvern. The seer who can never get the answer right.

Never mind the answer—I can’t even ask the right questions.

Which is how I find myself here, in a storage cupboard at the forgotten end of the Academy, covered in sweat, and cobwebs, and a fine sheen of rage.

Akari did it again.

She tricked me.

Veiled her intentions so that I’d interpret her future wrong.

Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. I bang a fist against the shelves, filling the air with an angry wafting of dust. The future that Professor Lyons asked me to predict wasn’t even that complicated—all I had to do was discern where in the castle Akari would hide her flag. And while his instructions to her were to try and confuse my vision, this close to guild selections, I’m supposed to know how to account for those lies. I shouldn’t still be failing the most basic of tasks—not to mention failing to live up to my potential.



Of all the Indigo Shades at the Academy, my power is the strongest; I proved that much years ago.

I see more futures than anyone else.

With more clarity than anyone else.

Across more questions than anyone else.

Good stock, they call it. The product of a long and esteemed line of Indigos who upheld the sanctity of their magic by refusing to marry across blood color, with none that ever dallied with a different color of Shade, or—Gods forbid—stooped low enough to bed a typic.

But power and pedigree can only take you so far when they’re not supported by natural instinct or skill, and while the fates may be inclined to answer my questions, there’s nothing they hate more than being asked the same question twice. That’s why it’s imperative to ask the right questions. In the right order. At the right time.

It’s the difference between asking: can I win this fight, and: can we win this fight. A subtle change in phrasing that might lead to two completely disparate visions, so you have to be sure before you reach for the magic and whisper the words in your mind. Commit to a direction.

Which is where I struggle.

I’ve simply never been that good at choosing my words in a way the future considers right. A problem since getting it wrong means getting the wrong vision, chasing after a future that’s unlikely to come to pass.

Ending up in a fucking store cupboard.

And to think, the Council is convinced that Green Shades have it hardest, when in reality, healing must be a cakewalk compared to this. What I’d give for a guaranteed, replicable result that works one hundred percent of the time. To not have to constantly guess at how best to cajole the future. Not offend it into growing teeth.

I make my way back to class slowly, grudgingly, steeling myself for the rebuke that is sure to come. Around me, the Gray ripples like an ocean of obsidian night, the shadows curling through the air like vapor, dulling the world of its tint. A monochromatic rainbow, Akari calls it, and we’re the lone specks of color penetrating the haze. Safe from the typics in this realm they cannot reach.

Safe from the dangerous elements in our own ranks, too, since it’s impossible to phase in or out of this building—the Academy is unique in that regard. Where the rest of the Gray exists as a perfect ­overlay of the physical realm, the Academy has no direct counterpart to speak of. We are a pocket among the shadows. A castle made entirely of magic that exists in the absence of place, accessible only by portal, though when it’s plotted on a map, it sits at the very heart of ­Sarotuza. The city of sun, stone, and sea. Famed for its beauty—and its distinctive palette of reds, golds, and teals. A vista I used to miss when I first came to live in the shadows, though it’s amazing how fast you adjust to living in a world stripped of color. Better that than ­living in a world steeped in iron and fear, where the Church is doing its twisted utmost to outlaw your kind. Cleanse the continent of magic.

“So where did Raya go wrong?” By the time I make my way back to the seeing tower, Professor Lyons has already predicted my failure, the disappointed scowl of his deep-set features setting a flame to my cheeks.

“She wasn’t specific enough in her question,” Akari is quick to say. Outside the classroom, she’s on my side. Always. Inside it, she’s a pit viper biting at my heels. Just as I need her to be. Because if she doesn’t do it, then someone else will. And because she knows as well as I do that if I don’t prove I can direct my visions—definitively, without constantly seeing the wrong thing—then come graduation, I’ll be hauled in front of the Council to have my magic bound. That’s the price of not learning to control my power when they’ve given me chance, after chance, after chance to hone my skills. Too many chances, some would say, on account of who my parents are. If not for the position they hold as co-heads of the seers’ guild, the decision to bind my color would have been made six months ago, when I failed to pass my initial trials. Instead, I was allowed to continue on to guild training.

The future demands a relationship as well as aptitude, my mother had said. A Shade with her degree of power deserves more time to establish that rapport with the fates.



So they gave me more time.

Which makes it all the worse when I fumble my assignments in such an obvious way.

“That’s right, she wasn’t specific enough in her question,” ­Professor Lyons repeats. “What did you ask, Raya?” He turns to appraise me, the judgement in his expression pinching his broad face sharp.

“To see which door Akari opened before dropping the flag,” I mumble, staring at my feet instead of the sea of eyes scrutinizing my mistake. Not just other Indigos, but Shades from the other six specializations, as well. In the year leading up to guild selections, we’re all taught together, so that we can learn to better understand each other’s gifts, facilitate the other shades of magic and help minimize their weaknesses. So instead of keeping my embarrassingly flawed logic to myself, I have to share it with an entire rainbow of classmates, steep in their judgement and hear them mutter insults under their breath. Fate-touched has become a particular favorite, an Indigo who’s lost the ability to talk to the fates.

“The idea was that she could think of a hundred different rooms in which to place the flag, but she’d have had to physically open the door to the one she left it in.” I try to ignore their sniggers, to ignore the fact that the whole Academy believes that I’m destined for nothing 
but disgrace.

A bound Shade is a pariah.

As useless as a typic but with the added stain of shame—the kind that would irrevocably tarnish the Wryvern legacy. My parents are barely coping with the humiliation of an inept daughter; a powerless one would send their last nerve up in flames. If the Council casts me out, they’ll quickly follow suit and disown me. Hells, they wouldn’t even need persuasion. 

“And what should Raya have asked?” Professor Lyons poses the question to the other Indigos in the class.

“Which door Akari closed once she relinquished possession of the flag.” The answer comes from Anders brown-noser Prince, a self-righteous annoyance of a Shade who has none of my raw power, but an insufferable amount of skill.



“Very good, Mister Prince.” Professor Lyons rewards his star student with a nod. “And why is that the correct framing?”

“Because dropped the flag isn’t specific enough; it allows for the possibility that the flag was picked up again as a means of muddying the future. Whereas relinquished possession implies a finality of intent. Less likely to be misinterpreted.” It seems so obvious once Anders explains his reasoning. Then again, that’s always been my problem: I’m no good at thinking around the mud, particularly when I’m casting on the spot or under pressure.  

“That’s right,” Professor Lyons says, turning to address us all. “Remember, the best way to see the future isn’t to look forward, but to work back, account for as many eventualities as possible so that your questions elicit the path least likely to change. That’s why you must choose them with care.” The afternoon bell rings loud with his assertion, marking the end of the day’s classes.

“You need to stop rushing, Ray,” Akari says as we speed towards the dorms. When we’re in the Gray, we don’t have to walk, we can shimmer, shed our physicality and wisp through both shadow and wall. Within reason, of course; we’re not allowed to wisp into rooms uninvited or circumvent a closed door, not in the Academy and certainly not when we’re out in the wider world. No shimmering into places we’re not supposed to be; that’s the Council’s official stance on exploiting our ability to transcend the bounds of the flesh, their way of keeping the typics from losing their minds entirely, declaring us too big of a threat.

“Did you hear what I said?” Akari bristles at my lack of reply. “You’re so busy trying to prove that you can read the future as fast 
as that twit Anders, you’re not thinking through your questions ­properly.”

“I’m not going to have time to think through my questions during 
trials,” I remind her. That was the exact reason I failed to pass the last round. By taking too long, being too indecisive, not trusting myself to simply know how to construct the right questions to ask.

“Well, not thinking them through isn’t doing you much good, so maybe you could try slowing down?” she says, raising a perfectly arched brow. Akari has always been what you’d call striking, even before she grew into her confidence and her willowy height. Her eyes are long and angular, her skin a pale ochre in tone, and her hair black, bobbed, and sharply cut, a perfect complement to the razor-edge of her cheekbones and the way her lips purse when she’s mad. Especially at me.

“Can we please stop pretending that it’ll make a difference?” I snap, too keyed up to keep my frustration from biting. It’s one thing for me to cling to a dying hope—this is my life we’re talking about, my magic that’s going to end up bound—but quite another for Akari to indulge that delusion. Six months ago, maybe; I still needed her optimism back then, her help training. Whereas now, it’s starting to verge on condescending. We both know that I’m running out of time to make good on my pedigree. Perhaps I should just quit dreaming already and make peace with that fact. 

“I’m not pretending anything.” Akari’s voice hardens in pitch. “Trust me, if I thought you had no chance of making it, I’d have told you that to your face—if only so that you’d quit whining.” She softens the jibe with a wink and a smile. “Seriously, Ray, this story only ends with you losing your magic if you let it. It’s not about being the best or the strongest, you just have to do enough to skirt by,” she says, unlocking the door to our room. “So, spend this last month proving you know how to direct a few basic questions and the seers’ guild won’t be able to keep you out. Then you can take a job somewhere far, far away from them. Far away from your parents, too, since they’re hardly helping with your state of mind.”

On that, at least, Akari’s right. Once I’m in the guild, I won’t have to spend my life in a seeing tower like my parents, seeking complex futures for the Council to consider and discount. I could travel the world as a ship’s weathervane, become a gambler’s aide or a gambling hall’s safekeeper, advise banking houses on how to best preserve their coin and their wealth. Hells, I could simply sell glimpses of the future to anyone who can pay. There are plenty of ways for an Indigo to make a living—just as long as they prove that they can accurately predict.



Which is the one thing I’m yet to master.

And while I appreciate Akari’s belief in my ability to learn the theory, I’ve been grappling with my power for years now, and the result never changes, no matter how hard I try or how long I let my questions steep. I’m just not built for this brand of seeing. The only thing that’s likely to help me is if there were an entirely new method of—

Wait. No. The thought that strikes me is like a bucket of water tossed into a cold wind. Not a new method of seeing, an old one. A practice long since abandoned on account of the damage it can wreak.

“What if it’s not about directing my questions,” I say, sounding the idea out. “What if I could show them the value of my power a different way?”

“Is there a different way to see the future?” Akari drops down to her bed, shrugging out of her academic robes. Black with the symbol for strength embroidered at the collar and sleeves, to signify her Orange color. “Other than asking questions, I mean?”

“There’s a different way to ask questions,” I say, shedding the itchiness of mine.

A way that requires more power but less skill.

“You had better not be talking about what I think you’re talking about.” Akari catches my meaning right away.

Open questions instead of the specific ones I’ve been taught to wield.

The one type of question that’s forbidden.

“It could work,” I say, ignoring the risk. “If I can figure out how to harness the resulting vision.”

“You are not figuring out anything.” In the space of a heartbeat, she’s shimmered over to my side of the room, so that we’re standing nose to chin and eye to anger, barely an inch of space left between us. “Getting expelled isn’t going to solve your problems.”

“I’ll only get expelled if they find out,” I tell her, refusing to flinch.

“Which they will when no other question you ask yields a vision,” she hits me with the obvious objection, the reason every Indigo child is warned against asking an open question from the moment they’re old enough to cast the spell.

Because an open question isn’t just a wrong question—it’s not merely too broad or too vague to pinpoint a path in a meaningful way—it’s a question that encompasses so many possibilities that it serves to antagonize the fates. And while they will, generally, still deign to answer them, they may also decide that every subsequent question would now count as a repeat, and shut you out for weeks, or months, or years. There have even been cases of Indigo Shades losing their ability to cast for good, staying fate-touched forever.

“Come on, Kiri, the risk of that happening is so small.” I hold my ground, stubborn. That is how our magic used to be practiced for centuries before the guild started refining it to a skill. It’s said that in the old days, the most powerful seers didn’t even need to worry about repeat questions, they could just trust that the future would always steer their path away from the cliffs. But since that kind of magic is impossible to sell and even harder to replicate, year by year, question by question, the guild set to streamlining the technique. 

They turned a nebulous art into a teachable science.

I’m just no good at wielding my power in the way that they picked. 

“Ray, swear to me you won’t do this,” Akari says, clamping her hands around my shoulders. “Swear it right now, or for your own good, I’m telling.”

She’d never tell.

She’d yell at me until one of us dropped dead of exhaustion, but she’d never tell—we’ve known each other too long for that, practically lived in each other’s pockets since the day the Academy assigned us a shared room when we were six. Back then, we didn’t have so many classes in common, nor did we have any idea that I’d prove to be an awful seer while she grew into the most accomplished Orange in our year. We stuck together because my famous name coupled with her useful magic meant that neither of us ever got teased when we were kids. Then as we got older, the bond we’d forged began to transcend the politics of power and the vast mismatch in our gifts. And never, in all those years of breaking into the kitchens after dark, cheating on our homework, and covering for each other’s trysts, has Akari ever threatened to tell. The only reason she’s threatening to do that now is because she knows it’ll knock some sense into me.

It should knock some sense into me.

When I first realized that I was in danger of losing my color, it would have.

But now we’re a month shy of guild selections and I’m staring down the barrel of a problem I can’t fix. An open question could save my future. If I can control such a difficult feat of magic, the guild would have no choice but to acknowledge my value. And if I can’t, well . . . the worst that’ll happen is I stop having visions altogether—which is exactly what will happen if I fail my trials again.

I can either endanger my magic now or let the Council bind it later.

At least this way, I stand a tiny chance of averting my fate.

I’d be jeopardizing my future on my own terms.

“I’m obviously not going to do it, Kiri.” I squirm out of her grip, and since I don’t yet know if I’d actually have the guts to follow through on this gambit, it doesn’t feel like a lie. Though, in reality, the idea is less a blossoming bud than it is a weed that’s taken root inside my head. Growing, spreading, propagating, sprouting a whole field of wants, and what-ifs, and a hunger to do away with sense. Because the truth is, using my power the way the Academy teaches has never worked for me, and if there’s anyone strong enough to corral the fates without consequence, then it should be the daughter of the two most celebrated Indigos to ever grace the guild.

So maybe I won’t be jeopardizing my future so much as forcing it back into its natural place. Maybe the only way to get the future I want is to stop playing by the rules and take a risk.
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