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for shadows
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If nightmares had music, they’d sound like the Storm.

Thunder like a racing heartbeat. Stinging jolts of lightning, a bombardment with neither rhythm nor mercy. And a slow, seething howl, like a beast denied its prey.

With fists of wind, the Storm bangs against the shutters, trying to crack our little house open like an egg. When it can’t, it slices through our walls, finding all sorts of ways to make wood scream.

Amma’s sweet, rasping voice comes from downstairs, joined by the mournful thrum of her sitar. A lullaby, one she used to sing while drying my tears. But there are some sounds that even the sweetest lullaby can’t drown out.

As if the Storm heard my thoughts, the shutters slam open, letting in a blast of humid air fragrant with ozone. My mouth fills with the telltale taste of spun sugar and copper.

I go to the window, bracing the shutters, and then I make the mistake of looking up.

Before me is the Storm. It’s a wall not of stone or clay, but of darkness. Like a gauzy curtain that hangs in a circle around our city, made of layers of mist and smoke and shadow, all the same color as the darkness behind my eyelids. There’s no escaping it; there’s no gap, and it’s ten times taller than the buildings it dwarfs.

The Storm is ever squeezing tighter, swallowing street and sky inch by inch. We in the fifth ring know that we’re the next to be devoured. The wilds of the seventh ring were taken long before I was born, but the farms and homes of the sixth were lost when I was a child. We live in a state of constant darkening; for years, sunlight has only reached as far as the third ring. A few years from now, perhaps it won’t reach even that far. But by then, Amma’s will be gone.

From the nearby watchtower, the stormbells clang a warning: A stormsurge is coming. I scan the street for stragglers, but I can’t see from up here.

Shoving the shutters back into their warped wood frame, I cross the tiny landing and leap down the stairs, into the main room where everyone’s gathered.

Her slow, dreamy song makes the clanging even more jarring, but Amma’s doing her best, just as she has for the last fifty years, running this home for the cursed. Her steps have gotten slower and her back bowed, but still I’ll never be able to catch up to her, to do half as much as she does.

Without skipping a note, Amma gives me a worried look that asks me to hurry. She’s seated with her sitar in the center of the long room, with stormtouched in their beds on either side. Seven of them live here at Amma’s, mostly children, ones who got caught by the Storm—either beasts dragged them back during a surge, or they went and touched the stormwall—and were then cursed. The Storm doesn’t care how young you are or how promising your life might’ve been. If it manages to touch you, even just the tip of your pinky, that’s it, you’re cursed. Welcome to a lifetime of stares, jeers, and—if you’re really unlucky—my cooking.

I try not to draw Pa’s attention as I make for the door. He leans over the youngest, drawing an ikon on her arm that’ll help soothe her shivering. I’d try to get a good look at it, but the clanging of the bells tells me there isn’t the time.

“Vesper,” Pa warns as I pass him.

I jump at his voice, and my elbow knocks into the bowl at the edge of Gia’s bed, sending half-peeled shalaj roots flying. She makes a rude gesture with her left hand—her right is a gnarled twist of wood, courtesy of the Storm.

I wince, but I can’t stop to pick them up, no matter how precious food is.

Pa brushes his black hair out of his eyes—the eyes we share—and his disapproving gaze lands on me like an anvil. “Don’t go out there. They’ll find shelter. Don’t play hero.”

“Sure, Pa,” I throw over my shoulder, ignoring the certainty in his eyes that I can do no good, that I’m just a child, and not even a clever one at that. The front door rattles in its frame, and I plant my feet before unlocking all three deadbolts. The wind wrenches its way in, whipping at my clothes and flinging the heavy warped-wood door open. With the wind come other things: the wail of the Storm, the bite of the cold, a curl of mist that licks at my ankles. The stormbells peal once more, and the hollow of my chest reverberates with it.

Pa calls out, “Vesper, don’t—” but the wind steals the rest of his words as I step over the threshold.

The wind whips my hair into my face. When the Storm howls like this, with the taste of burnt sugar in the air, it’s rearing up for a surge. Violet lightning streaks through the layers of darkness, revealing the beasts within the Storm. As it flashes, it illuminates the silhouettes of a scorpion’s bulbous tail, the grasping talons of some massive bird of prey, the snarl of a gargantuan hound. An inhuman eye, glittering with violet lightning, looks down at me. Its gash of a pupil widens and then swivels up as something else catches its attention.

I follow its gaze. In the dim half-light, three red streaks fly toward the stormwall. The Wardana. Our guardians, the city’s first and last line of defense, armed with incredible ikonomancy, sworn to protect us all. Their thousand-and-one-feather cloaks grant them flight; their crimson uniforms gleam like beacons against the wall of blackness. A guilty thrill raises goose bumps along my skin.

The way they fly right at the Storm, prepared to fight—that’s bravery. That’s power. I swallow down the envy that rises like bile in my throat.

The three Wardana angle into a descent. Their trajectory brings them closer than I’d like; just two blocks over and two blocks stormward. They head to where the stormwall bulges, blackness growing like a belly distending. Another bolt of lightning illuminates the stormbeasts clawing at the storm’s edge, hungering to be born. My throat goes dry. If the Wardana can’t stop the stormbeasts from making it out, then we’re in danger.

The Wardana fly into action with a net of woven ikons, flinging it across the bulge. The net glows with pale blue light; it’s as thin as lace, as if they’re holding back a boulder with a spiderweb.

The woven ikonshield holds for a heartbeat, two, three—and then, in an explosion of black cloudsmoke, a massive beast claws through, roaring with the sound of a thunderclap. It’s made of the same churning black cloud as the Storm: a two-headed lion with a mane that shifts like smoke, eyes like pinpricks of lightning. Smaller beasts crawl after it, taking advantage of the momentary breach.

In midair, the Wardana draw their weapons—two spears and a smaller woven ikonshield—and attack.

Behind me, the wind slams the door against its frame, and I snap back to myself.

Farther down the street, a mossy green door swings open, and a squat woman shouts, “Quick! Come inside!”

I join my voice to hers. Two huddled figures run into the woman’s home, and her door slams shut. I scan the street for any other stragglers.

Something shifts in the alley across the street, but nothing emerges. My heart pounds and moss squelches underfoot as I tread forward, meeting the hungry-flat eyes of a woman huddled against a pile of rubble. Her coarse, saffron-colored clothes are worn and torn, her overdress tattered, her shawl full of holes. Her arms tighten around a small figure—a little round-cheeked girl.

“Come on!” I wave, gesturing at the door.

She pulls her child closer. I grit my teeth. Maybe it’s fear paralyzing them, but my coin’s on prejudice. The superstitious don’t like waltzing into a home full of stormtouched.

An inhuman scream like a thunderclap cuts through the wind, over the peals of the stormbells. An unearthly chorus follows—the calls of the lion-stormbeast’s entourage, the smaller beasts that’ve followed it out of the Storm. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

“Hurry!” I shout. The child twists in her mother’s arms, peeling back her shawl and meeting my eyes.

A shadow passes over me, a spear-wielding, cloak-clad shadow. The Wardana lands on our street, some six houses down—that’s way too close, we have to get inside now—but the mother just cowers against the wall. Does she want to die? Does she want to be dragged into the Storm?

Through her mother’s arms, the kid looks up at me with golden eyes. I glance over my shoulder at my footprints leading back to the door—just ten steps, and I’ll be safe inside.

But if I go inside and shut the door, any harm that comes to this girl might as well be my fault. Though, if I go after them and get killed in the process, Pa’ll spend the whole of the afterlife calling me mossbrained.

Well, I’m used to that.

Pushing off, I sprint toward the two of them as fast as my legs will take me. I track the Wardana out of the corner of my eye, catching flashes of blood-red leather and a pale blue glow from some kind of ikon.

The alley closes in around me, cutting off my view. The kid’s mother steps in front of her little girl as if protecting her from me. “Listen, there’s a safe place through that door,” I say in one breath. “You can’t stay out here, the beasts are too close.”

Her gaze flicks down to her kid, to the scales peeking from under her sleeves. Not prejudiced, then. Just stormtouched and scared.

I soften my tone. “I promise we won’t hurt you.”

The mother nods, and I grip her freezing hand in mine. The girl holds tight to her mother’s waist as I drag them at a run out of the alley.

I stumble to a stop at the alley’s mouth, my shoes skidding on mist-moistened moss, and throw out a hand to hold them back. Across the street, Pa stands in the open door, his face a mask of terror.

A spider-shaped stormbeast click-clacks across the street between me and Pa. It’s the closest I’ve ever been to one. Its bulbous body is made of the same substance as the Storm—black cloudsmoke that churns endlessly in whorls and loops—and its eight bulging eyes spark with violet lightning.

It stands a good two feet taller than me, making it probably the runt of the litter. But that’s little comfort as it snaps its pincers, tasting the air.

It turns to me, opening its maw.

My heartbeat quickens. There’s only one thing I can do. What Ma would’ve done.

“Go around it,” I tell the woman, shoving her forward when she hesitates. “I’ll distract it. Go!”

I sprint to the pile of rubble in the alley’s mouth and heave up a slab the size of my head, swinging it at the beast. It bats it away with one leg and click-clacks toward me with the other seven, clumsily, drunkenly, like a baby learning to walk. A terrifying baby with eight hairy legs.

Focus, Vesper. What was all your work stealing scraps of ikonomancy for, if not this? You’ve practiced. You must know an ikon for this. Anything.

Anything.

Thoughts dart through my mind as I back up. I shove my hand in my pocket, finding a stub of charcoal from the fire. With a shaking hand, I draw the first ikon that comes to mind, a basic ikon for light. A flare of light flashes the second I complete the ikon.

The beast falters for just a heartbeat.

My hand shakes. An elementary ikon for fire rises in my mind’s eye—but there’s too much moisture in the air for it to do anything but spark. I discard a half dozen more in the space of a breath. I have nothing.

The stormbeast fills my vision with its swirling-smoke body. Pa was right. I’m no hero. There’s nothing I can do. I should’ve stayed inside.

Its pincers snap at me, and my back hits a wall.

My knees buckle, and I slide down the wall, catching a glimpse from under the beast’s midsection of the street. I let out a breath, relief expanding in my chest, as the mother and her kid reach the safety of Amma’s.

But someone else steps out. Pa strides forth, armed with a pen in one hand and a kitchen knife in the other. A circular ikon glints on the blade. Everything slows.

The beast snaps at me, and my head bangs against the wall, a whoosh of displaced air kissing my throat.

Pa raises his arm and sends the knife flying.

I squeeze my eyes shut.

The beast shrieks in my face, but its scream dies into a gurgle of grinding rock.

I open my eyes. Cloudsmoke pincers tremble an inch from my face. A pale grayness spreads across its eight eyes, dulling them, as if someone upended paint over its head. The grayness radiates from a single point: where Pa’s knife is embedded in its side. It reaches the tips of its pincers and the furred edges of its feet, and all is still.

I stretch out a shaking hand to the beast’s skin. My fingers brush cold stone. One ikon did this?

“Vesper!” Pa yells.

I inch sideways until I’m free of the beast and break into a run to him. Pa glances up at the sky as he grabs my arm and hurries me inside.

The door shuts behind us.

I lean back against it, gasping into the silence, meeting a dozen pairs of wide eyes.

Pa squeezes his eyes shut, but his relief lasts barely a second before he wheels on me, a flush reddening his tan skin and his gray eyes glinting. “What were you thinking?”

I catch my breath. “We just saved two people, Pa.”

“No, I saved three people. You nearly threw your life away.”

My cheeks heat. “It was the right thing to do.”

“If you can’t even protect yourself, you’ve no business playing hero.”

The mother and her daughter watch us, huddled together on the empty bed in the corner, clutching each other even tighter than they did outside. Their terror stokes a red-hot fury in my belly, one that melts the rest of my fear away.

Giving them as much of a smile as I can manage, I push past Amma and the stormtouched, heading into the kitchen. Four of them stare openly, but a few avert their eyes in a pretense of giving us privacy. Red-haired Jem ever so sweetly slides a finger across her throat and grins at me.

“Vesper!” Pa’s thudding footsteps follow me into the kitchen.

I draw down the curtain as Pa stands with his back to me, gripping the edge of the counter. He takes a deep, shuddering breath, and his voice comes out dead quiet. “When are you going to learn?”

My stomach sinks. Wisps of my hair fly around my face and stick to my cheeks, courtesy of the humidity and the static in the air, and I work my fingers through knotted curls, buying myself a moment. I know it’s not what he means, but a little rebellious voice says, “I want to learn, Pa. Teach me a few tricks, and you won’t have to worry anymore.”

He wheels on me, more frightening than the hairy spider baby. “Don’t start. Not now. Not when your foolishness almost cost you your life.”

I bite my lip. How do I make him see that ikonomancy could’ve saved me? I had time to write an ikon. If I’d known the one that turned the beast to stone, I could’ve saved myself. I wouldn’t need him. “If you taught me, Pa, I promise I’d make you proud.”

“Vesper—”

“Pa, I’d be dead if you didn’t know ikons. If I knew ikons, knew them properly—”

“Enough.” His voice booms through the kitchen.

My heart is in my throat. “Or what? You know every ikon under the Storm, Pa, and you don’t do anything. If I had a third—no, a tenth—of the ikons you know—”

Pa looks at me as if I’ve struck him.

I pause. I’ve said worse than that without him giving me that look. “What?”

“We need to go.”

“What? Go? Where?”

“There’s no time, just go pack.” He flings the mosscloth curtain aside, and everyone in the main room pretends like they weren’t listening.

Amma’s already on her feet, her cane thudding with each of her steps. Her white hair frizzes up out of her bun, giving her an otherworldly halo as it catches the light from the kitchen lamp. “Alcanar?”

Pa kicks aside the threadbare rug that covers the kitchen floor and raises the trapdoor beneath, climbing in. He pauses halfway into the tiny, secret room that serves as his bedroom and study, and meets Amma’s eyes. “We’ll be going soon, Amma.”

I raise my voice. “We can’t just go—Amma needs us.”

Amma puts a quieting hand on my shoulder. “Why now? After seven years, why now?”

Pa clenches his jaw. “Now they know I’m alive. They’ll come for me soon.”

“How?” I ask. “Why?”

Pa’s eyes bore into mine. “That ikon—I invented it.”

His words eat up all the sound in the room, save for the pounding of my heart.

A knock comes at the door, loud as a thunderclap.
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There are three kinds of knocks that we get at Amma’s Home for the Cursed.

The banging on the door isn’t the first kind, the knock of someone who needs a place to stay. Nor is it the second kind, the knock of someone who needs a little food to get through the night.

This door-rattling knock is the third kind. The knock of someone out for blood.

My voice is small. “Pa?”

He’s gone as pale as his face can get. Amma snaps her fingers, gesturing for him to hide.

“Coming!” Amma calls, shuffling toward the door, her cane thudding with every step. With a glance from her, the stormtouched hurry to their beds and dive under the covers.

Pa lets himself down into the dark of the secret room, then pauses, peering up at me. “Vesper,” Pa hisses, “come here.”

I press a finger to my lips and stoop to shut the trapdoor for him. A slow, cold certainty sits like a stone in my stomach.

This is my fault.

I can’t let Amma handle it alone. Pa holds my gaze as I seal him into the tiny room. The back of my neck prickles as I throw the rug over the trapdoor, knowing that his dark eyes watch me through the floorboards.

Another three booming knocks. BANG BANG BANG.

Fifteen steps take me out of the kitchen, past the stormtouched, to Amma’s side. All eyes are on the front door.

Amma turns the last lock, and the door opens a crack. Gloved fingers wrap around the edge of the door and shove it wide open. I catch the edge of the door before it can hit Amma and step in front of her, even as a chill runs down my spine.

Blood-red leather. Cloaks made of a thousand and one feathers. The Wardana.

There are three of them. One so unusually pale and cruel-lipped that he could be sculpted from ice. Another who’s all slinky charm and good looks: a graceful, loose-limbed walk, tousled dark hair, a twinkle like captured sunlight in his golden eyes.

But the one in the middle is the one that stops me dead. His is a face familiar to anyone who has held a brass coin. A face with no weaknesses, a strong nose and a stronger jaw, smooth cheeks without a hint of softness, without a single leftover drop of baby fat, though he only has a few years on my seventeen.

Dalca Zabulon Illusora, the Regia’s son, who will one day take her crown and have inked upon his skin the same golden full-body ikon that now marks hers. Who will one day inherit the only power that can protect us all from the Storm, a power that becomes weaker every generation.

He looks down at me with cruel eyes like shards of the sky. “Won’t you invite us in?”

I don’t move from the doorway. I find a smile and paste it on my lips, though words freeze in my throat. They may call themselves protectors of the city, but they’re not here to protect us. All my admiration sinks into icy fear, now that their bravery and power is turned upon me.

Dalca stares, waiting. His height blocks out the street and the Storm behind him. I’m so close I can see the circular ikons etched into the red leather of his uniform, each one a mark of power. Seeing so many ikons so densely packed—and on his clothes, no less—is a cold reminder that ikonomancy belongs to the powerful. I have to scrape and borrow and trade to learn the shape of a single ikon, while he likely has ikonomancers draw them to tie his bootlaces or to warm his bath, or has them etched into the leather above his heart to repel the Storm’s wet from sinking into his clothes and chilling his princely skin. If I could just memorize that ikon, I’d never again have to rub stinking wax into the threads of my coat.

My eyes fall to the knives at his waist. Ikons cover the handles, drawn in ink the color of old blood. They’re complex ikons, ones I’ll never get a chance to learn. But, for the first time in my life, my curiosity grows quiet. I don’t want to be made to discover what those ikons do.

“Storm take me, you’ve struck her stupid.” The pale one rolls his eyes, stepping forward as if he’s going to force me aside. His white hair shimmers with color, reflecting the world around him. Pink where his hair meets the red of his Wardana leathers, dark silver against the black of his thousand-and-one-feather cloak, and a warm gold where the light from inside reaches him. It’s clearly ikonomancy, and it’s beautiful. A waste on such a sour-tempered boy.

“Move,” he growls.

“Yes, of course.” But I don’t budge an inch, my heart pounding as my hands sweat. “What is it you want?”

Amma’s cane raps my anklebone. A reminder to be cautious, to be unthreatening. I soften my voice, dropping my gaze. “It’s just, the stormtouched, they can get easily upset . . .”

From behind me comes a theatrical moan of pain. That’s a voice I know. Jem, my closest friend amongst the stormtouched, lets out another throaty groan. It hangs in the silence for a heartbeat, then a couple of the others follow her lead. I bite back a wince, but miraculously their charade works.

The pale Wardana pulls back, belatedly taking in the sign over the door. AMMA’S HOME FOR THE CURSED. His face gains a pinched, disgusted look. “You sure about this?”

“He has to be on this street.” Dalca stares over my shoulder and into the house. “Go inside, Casvian.”

Casvian, the pale one, sighs and steps so close his boots touch my shoes. I take an instinctive step back, and he shoves the rest of the way in.

“We have evidence of unauthorized use of ikonomancy in the area. Please stay calm”—he grimaces as Jem lets out another groan—“and as silent as possible. I remind you that we, the Wardana, are here to protect. Unauthorized use of ikons is extremely dangerous, and we are duty-bound to protect the public from rogue, untrained ikonomancers.”

Dalca and the slinky, good-looking one enter as Casvian drones on, every word of his speech perfectly rehearsed.

“Please.” Amma steps in front of me. “Come in. Whatever you need.”

They see only a frail old woman, white hair tied in a tidy bun, shoulders bowed under a worn shawl, a smile framed by deep lines etched in chestnut skin, once-dark eyes filmy with age, hands trembling around the head of her cane. Amma shoots me a glance, and I read the warning in her gaze: If they see you as an ant, be an ant. Don’t give them a reason to look at you.

“I’m so sorry,” I grit through my teeth, ducking my head and stepping aside. “The stormtouched are fragile, but I’m sure you’ll be careful.”

Casvian pushes past us with a snort. The prince’s eyes slip from my face without acknowledgment. I am too far beneath him for him to even pretend to see me. I glower at him, daring him to meet my gaze. If he has guts enough to barge into my home, he’d better have the bravery to look into my eyes as he does it.

As if he heard my thoughts, the third Wardana looks at me with a strange, studying expression in his golden eyes.

I glare back at him, and the corner of his lip twists in an expression like the distant cousin of a smile. I take in the vertical slit of his pupils and his too-sharp canines—a cat’s eyes and a cat’s smile—and his smile widens as he sees that I understand what he is.

Stormtouched. Like most of the people at Amma’s. The only difference is that he wears blood-red and so has power.

I’ve only heard of one other Wardana who was cursed by the Storm. She was the hero of the fifth for a couple years, until she lost her life during a stormsurge. But she hadn’t been touched by the Storm herself; she had inherited her curse from a stormtouched parent.

That was lucky for her, since it meant the curse was mild enough that she could fight. Though some say that to be stormborn is to live with a ticking clock, that the curse is merely dormant until the day that it wakes.

Perhaps he, too, is stormborn.

“I’ll be careful,” he promises gently. I don’t fail to notice that he speaks only for himself.

Giving me a small nod, he follows the others. I shut the door behind them, folding my fingers against the wood until their trembling dies down. Crossing my arms, I turn and face the room.

The Wardana go from bed to bed, peering at every face. Looking for someone. Looking for Pa.

My heart thuds an erratic, staccato beat, and I focus on the stormtouched to keep my gaze from going to the kitchen. All I can do for Pa is make sure I don’t give away his hiding place.

Casvian, the mirror-haired one, stops beside Jem and picks up the large jar of baby teeth peeking out from under her bed. He yelps, and Jem catches the jar he drops in surprise. They share a few words, too quietly for me to hear.

My gaze drops to the nearest bed, to Gia. Barely eleven. Her wooden feet stick out from under her blanket, and I tug the sheets back over them. Fat tears well up in her eyes, and I kneel beside her, wiping her cheeks with my sleeve. Her mother left her on our doorstep two years ago, after Gia touched the wall of the Storm.

I reach for Ma’s locket where it hangs under my shirt, drawing strength from it. She wouldn’t let anyone barge into her home.

Following in the Wardana’s wake, I go to the stormtouched one by one, offering soft touches so they know I’m here. The two newcomers shrink into themselves. I give them space, swallowing down the terror that rises when I think of what they could give away. Better not to draw attention to them.

Jem grabs my hand as I pass by. She holds fast and tugs me down to the edge of her bed. “Don’t do anything stupid,” she hisses under her breath.

I scowl. Her curse dances across the features of her face, aging her in front of my eyes. Jem’s curse is the only one I’ve seen like it. At the moment, she has auburn hair and the unlined face of a woman in her twenties. But by the time she goes to bed, what’s left of her hair will have gone white, and she’ll be wearing the wizened face of a woman dying of old age. In the morning, she’ll wake up a baby. Over and over, her body fits a lifetime’s worth of growing into a single day. The jar under her bed is filled with all the baby teeth she’s lost.

She doesn’t let go of my hand, and I’m not about to make a fuss, so I stay put and watch the Wardana.

Casvian holds a brass gadget, noting things with the air of a researcher. He’s slenderer than the other two, who are built like warriors. He’s clearly the ikonomancer of the group—while he draws the ikons, Dalca and the stormborn will handle the fighting.

Dalca might have the build of a Wardana fighter, but his eyes—blue as a summer sky and striking against his sun-darkened skin—are as cold and assessing as a king’s. The telltale eyes of those with royal blood; the eyes of the Regias.

Though Dalca’s no more than a dozen feet away, he’s no more touchable than the sun. We all watch him like we’re spellbound, like we have no choice.

It’s not because of what he is. It isn’t even because he’s attractive, in a sharp, still way.

It’s that he’s at once the past and future of the city. In the way he walks, in the way he fills the room, there’s something that says he cannot be destroyed. He’s safe the way the rest of us never are.

Has he ever known fear? Has he ever felt hunger, much less feared it? Has he ever huddled with others to ward off the cold? Why would he, when he can step into the sunlight whenever he pleases?

Does he even fear the Storm? One day, he’ll be Regia, with the power to fight it. Power the likes of us can never imagine.

The stormborn Wardana passes in front of me, and I tear my eyes from Dalca to watch him. He slinks through the room like a lazy cat, and the stormtouched stiffen as he passes. He smiles at them, wearing a wry grin like armor.

I commit their three faces to memory, wishing they’d speak. Yet all three of them are as silent as the grave. I wish they’d ask questions; I wish they’d ask who drew the ikon they search for. If they don’t need to ask . . . that means they already know.

Casvian heads upstairs. A few moments later, a crash sounds.

Amma shoots me a look while Jem tightens her grip, but I’m already on my feet. I shake Jem loose and jump up the stairs, taking the steps by twos.

Casvian stands on the landing by the window, precious soil and shalaj roots at his feet. He holds an empty planter box, then tosses it aside. He waves the brass gadget to and fro, scanning across the ledge where the planter stood. Scanning for ikons.

He kicks idly at the shalaj root, his dirty boots stomping on our food.

He has no idea—no idea how I had to save for that soil, or how precious the seeds are. So precious that there were months when I had the money to pay and no one willing to sell them to me. The fear in my blood gives way to anger.

But I bite my lip. The only thing that saves me is that he’s not really looking at the planters. He wants to make a mess, provoke an outburst. If he’d looked carefully, he might’ve noticed the little ikons I drew in the dirt to keep the shalaj healthy. Or an ikon for enlargement, one of the few I know, repeated over and over, to help the shalaj grow a little larger than they might’ve on their own. It wasn’t even that effective—I always thought the guy who sold it to me must’ve gotten the proportions wrong—but it was the best I had.

I’ve kept my secret from Pa for years. Years of hunting down scraps of ikonomancy from gray market peddlers and folks who failed out of Wardana training. Even with all my efforts, what little I’ve learnt wouldn’t amount to as much as a sneeze from a first-year ikonomancer trainee. Pa had been so much more than that. Amma says they’d called him the best ikonomancer in a century. Pa doesn’t speak of it, except to forbid me from learning so much as an ikon to tie my shoe.

I’ve worked hard to keep my secret from the best ikonomancer in a century. I’m not about to let a sneering Wardana boy discover it in a matter of minutes.

Casvian moves to the next window, where hangs a box full of saplings. He knocks that box down, scattering the dirt and saplings that will now surely die. He steps on them with cruel delight, making sure to crush each one under his heel.

“Stop!” I snap my jaw shut, but it’s too late.

Doesn’t he understand? We only get two food rations here, mine and Amma’s—the stormtouched don’t qualify. Our bags of mancer-made food have to stretch very, very far.

Looking down at the destroyed saplings, their thin stems broken, their tiny leaves shredded, a black fury rages through my bones. It’s all I can do to listen to the little voice reminding me: An ant, remember you’re an ant.

Casvian turns to me with a patrician crook of his eyebrow. Deliberately, he reaches behind his back and upends a third box, his eyes never leaving mine.

I shove him. I don’t even remember crossing the room. This cruel, stupid boy—

My shove barely moves him. Under his Wardana leathers, he’s as hard as stone. Casvian’s thin lips curl into a dark smile. He steps close as I jerk back. “Assaulting a Wardana?” His honey-scented breath puffs against my face.

His hands encircle my wrists, grip surprisingly strong. I shove at his chest and twist, trying to break free, but he doesn’t let go.

I’d thought him slender compared to the other two, but I now realize that says more about the size of the other two. He’s not weak, not at all. I twist in his grasp, but there’s no use—he’s stronger than me.

I hope Pa can’t hear.

“None of that, Casvian,” a voice says from behind us. The prince walks forward, confident and steady as stone, his eyes cool and assessing. “You’ll incite a riot.”

Casvian doesn’t loosen his grip. He doesn’t look away from me. “I don’t forgive an insult, Dalca.”

“I haven’t insulted you,” I snap.

He sneers down at me. “She touched me.” That’s insult enough, his tone says.

My mouth goes dry at the disgust that pinches his face. He’d hurt me, really hurt me, with no more thought than he’d give killing a rat that found its way into his home. He doesn’t see me as human.

Dalca puts a hand on his shoulder. “That’s an order.”

Red rises in Casvian’s cheeks as his hands tighten on my wrists. I wince as my skin pinches against my bones.

They have a staring match above my head, and I’ve never before felt so little like a person and so much like a thing. It doesn’t matter what I want, what I do, what I say. I’m little more than a toy between two bickering kids.

Casvian lets go.

I jerk back, wrapping my arms around myself.

Dalca kneels before me, and I jump back. He scoops up a mound of dirt and dumps it back in a planter.

“Leave it,” I say. “It can’t be fixed.”

He looks at me and speaks with the full force of his certainty. “Anything can be fixed.”

“Dalca . . .” Casvian seethes.

Dalca takes his time filling a planter with dirt and stomped-on shalaj. I don’t bother telling him that there’s no use. Anything can be fixed? What kind of life does he live? “Are there any other rooms in this place?”

It’s not until his eyes meet mine that I realize he’s speaking to me. “Just what you see. A small room on this floor, the bathroom, and . . . well, the attic.” My room.

He gets up and dusts his hands. “Please.” He gestures ahead.

I have to reach over Dalca’s shoulder to pull the string that releases the ladder. He catches the ladder with one hand and climbs up. Casvian brushes past me and follows the prince up to my room. My sanctuary.

I stay put. I know what they’ll see. A tiny room, with a ceiling that slopes so steeply that I haven’t been able to stand up straight in there since I was twelve. A cot on the floor, covered with a threadbare blanket. Two pots collecting the rainwater that seeps through leaks in the roof, ones I’ve been meaning to patch. A book of fairy stories, the pages water-warped and the cover soft and faded. I only still have it because no one has the spare coin to buy it. They won’t need more than a second to take it all in.

Dalca comes down first. He glances at me, then at the planters, but he heads downstairs without a word. Casvian follows. I glare at his perfect, shining hair until he descends out of my view.

Alone on the landing, surrounded by piles of dirt, I let go. My hands shake. I inhale, long and slow, until my lungs are filled, and then I breathe in some more, till my chest feels fit to bursting. Only when it hurts, when the edges of my vision start to gray, do I let it all out.

Back straight, I head down the stairs, pausing on the last step as Dalca flips a golden coin toward Amma. It slips through her knobbly fingers, clattering to the floor. “For your trouble,” he says.

My gasp isn’t the only one that hangs in the air. That one coin could keep all of us fed for weeks.

It must be a trap.

Dalca addresses the room. “A hundred goldens for anyone who can tell us the whereabouts of Alcanar Vale. Come to any guard post with your information, and we will make sure you’re rewarded. If your information leads to his capture, you’ll be relocated to the third ring.”

And the trap is set.

The air is electric with anticipation. I half expect someone to blurt something out on the spot. To live in the third—some would sell out their own mothers for that. I understand now. They don’t need to find Pa. They’ll repeat this a half dozen times, at every house on this street, maybe in the market, maybe in an alley full of the homeless. The word will spread. Pa will be caught, one way or another.

The prince’s voice lowers. “When the fugitive is captured, if it’s discovered that you harbored him, or aided him in any way, you will share his fate.”

Dalca’s eyes flick to mine, and he holds my gaze. My heartbeat pounds in my ears. How well does he know what Pa looks like? Does he recognize my eyes?

He looks away first, then flings the door open and strides out. The other two follow him into the street.

The doorway frames a slice of the Storm. The black wall has calmed; dark clouds roll against each other in a lazy, smoke-like dance. Even the lightning streaks slower, though it still illuminates eyes, tails, claws. The Storm’s beastly children prowl within her womb, watching. Waiting.

Their hungry eyes seem to watch me as I shut the door and press my forehead to the damp-warped wood, squeezing my eyes shut.

A whisper echoes in my skull, in time with my heartbeat.

It says to me, This is your fault.





Chapter 3
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I draw in a breath, latch the deadbolts, and turn around.

Half the stormtouched leap from their beds, friends gravitating together. Jem perches down next to the newcomers. She gives the little girl a toothy grin, making her giggle. But as I pass them, she shoots me a tense look over the mother’s head. She’ll talk to the woman and figure out if we can trust her and her child.

Amma sits at the edge of the bed closest to the kitchen, her hands resting on the head of her cane. They tremble until she tightens her grip. I take her hands in mine and kneel at her feet. I rub my thumbs over her knuckles, over skin that’s fragile and spotted with age. Her hands are so light in mine; they’re more bone than flesh.

“Go to him,” Amma murmurs, slipping free of my grip and patting the top of my head.

I lean my forehead against her knee, gathering my courage, breathing in the smell of spices that lingers on her clothes. Getting to my feet takes more energy than it should, and the kitchen might as well be a mile away. Drawing the curtain shut behind me, I kick aside the rug and knock on the trapdoor, in code: three raps, a pause, then two, a pause, then two more.

A moment passes, then comes the sound of a lock unlatching. A section of the floor pops up, and I grab the edge, hauling it open. Pa lifts himself up to sit on the floor, his legs dangling into the little room beneath.

“Did you hear?” I ask.

“I heard.”

I imagine dropping down beside him, and him wrapping an arm around my shoulders, pressing a warm kiss to my forehead. Telling me it’ll all be okay.

“We have to leave,” he says, speaking quietly so his voice doesn’t carry through into the main room. “You’ve seen what happens. They won’t stop.”

Mercifully, he doesn’t say, It’s all your fault.

“We repay Amma by making sure they don’t know we’ve been here. Get your things.”

He drops back down into his hidden room and tears papers off the walls, stuffing everything into a worn pack. His room seems even tinier than when I saw it last, fitted with a small cot that’s not quite long enough to sleep on without curling up.

“Where will we go?” Amma’s has been our home for years. She took us in when I was ten and is more a grandmother to me than anyone who shares my blood.

Pa looks up at me, his hands stilling on the drawstrings of his bag.

The curtain rustles as it’s pushed aside, and Amma enters the kitchen. “Put that bag away,” Amma says, leaning on her cane as she peers down to meet Pa’s eyes. “You think a couple of pretty boys in shoulder pads scare these old bones?”

Pa shakes his head, his black hair falling into his eyes. “I can’t repay your kindness like that.”

“You can if I say so.” Amma’s wispy white eyebrows draw together as she frowns down at him.

Pa almost smiles. It’s not a happy one. “They won’t stop, Amma. Don’t toss away your life for us.” He fixes his gray eyes on me. “By the time I’m back, I want you to be packed.”

Wood cuts into my palms as I grip the edge of the opening tight. “Where are you going?”

Pa glances at Amma, then gestures for me to hop down.

Amma sighs as she leaves us. “This is how they win. How they’ve always won.”

Once the mosscloth curtain falls behind her, I let myself down. A thrill flutters in my stomach to finally be allowed in Pa’s secret lair. Tucking my legs under me, I sit on the cot and face him as the sounds of Amma’s sitar filter down through the dusty air.

“Your mother and I had friends once,” Pa says. “Some of them are still around.”

Once, when they fought in a revolution. Before Ma was lost. “They’ll help?”

“Maybe. We’ll see.”

“I’m sorry, Pa.” I fix my gaze on my hands. I can’t handle seeing the disappointment in his eyes.

He sighs. When it comes, his voice is tired. “It’ll be okay.”

“Will it?”

Pa’s face is turned away from the light. I can’t make out his expression, but I watch him clip a dagger to his belt and secret pens in his sleeves. “I don’t know. There’s a price I can never pay. And there’s something else. Something neither the Wardana nor anyone else can ever have.”

I draw my knees to my chest as my heart thuds and my eyes sting. Where did I go wrong? Which of my choices led to this? Should I have left the mother and child to fend for themselves?

Pa reaches under the lone pillow at the cot’s head and pulls out a familiar book. I hold my breath.

Most people who use ikonomancy do so like a child learning her letters—they memorize the alphabet and learn the words that they’re taught. The truly talented mancers figure out how to combine ikons by stringing the letters of the alphabet into new words. Pa was better than them all; he created new letters, and with them a whole new language.

And his little book is where he wrote down the best of his work.

Pa scrawls something on the cover. An ikon whose shape I try to commit to memory, but even as I do, I know I won’t remember the exact proportions. Before my eyes, the book shrinks to the size of my thumbnail. “Will this fit in your locket?”

I pull Ma’s locket out from under my shirt. Pa tips the miniature journal into my palm. The book fits easily, nestled between a painted portrait of Ma and our family ikon engraved on the other side. Ma’s painted features give me pause. She has large, furious black eyes, a strong nose, a strong jaw. The only softness in her face comes from her lips. I’ve always liked to think I look like her, albeit a little watered down. My nose is a little less sharp and my jaw a little less bold. My gray eyes are Pa’s, but my lips are hers. I’ve got her softness, but not her strength. I click the locket shut and pull the chain over my head to hand it to him.

He stops me. “No, Vesp, I want you to keep it.”

I meet his eyes with questions caught in my throat. “I don’t want to keep it. You keep it and bring it back to me.”

Pa presses my fingers closed around the locket. “Just for a little while,” he says in a mild tone that gives him away. He’s lying through his teeth. “For safekeeping.”

I tuck the locket back under the collar of my overdress. Pa holds out his hand, and tentatively, I place my hand in his.

“In case something happens, you need to promise me that it won’t fall into the Wardana’s hands. If you can’t keep it, burn it.”

My stomach churns. “What if I read it?” That’s his worst fear, isn’t it? Some childish part of me wants to threaten him. Come back to me, or else I’ll do it, I’ll read it.

His expression flickers, reverting to his usual somber so fast I must’ve imagined the smile. “Do you know why I never wanted you to learn?”

I shake my head.

“It takes something from you. Something you can never get back. Not the magic itself, but the power. To affect the world with a word? With just a symbol? It makes men greedy. They begin to think they can rewrite fate. That they can hold the very sun in their hands.”

Pa looks at our hands.

“If I had never learnt, your mother would be alive.”

“Papa—”

He drops my hand, and the softness leaves his face. “If all goes well, I’ll meet you at the old temple in the fourth in four hours. If not, run.”

I bite the inside of my cheek and nod.

“Go now. Pack your things.”

I pull myself out of the trapdoor.

“Vesper,” Pa murmurs so quietly I almost miss it. “When we had you, we hoped you would be better than us.”

His words are a gut punch. I’ve failed him. I’m not a genius like Pa. I’m not a hero like Ma. I don’t even have a quarter of Amma’s kindness. I mean to apologize, but the words catch in my throat. I don’t have the air in my lungs to speak them.

Pa wraps bandages around his face as if he’s got a disfiguring curse—a quick disguise—and pulls on a shawl with a heavy cowl. He hops up out of the hidden room, and I follow him as he goes out into the main room.

The stormtouched are gathered around Amma, who stops playing her sitar when she sees us. A sharp note hangs in the air. Pa goes to Amma and kisses her knobby knuckles. She holds his hand tight until he pulls away.

Standing at the door are Jem and the two newcomers. Amma rises to her feet and adjusts Pa’s shawl so the waxed mosscloth covers his chin. It’ll ward off the damp, but more importantly, it’ll keep the Storm from touching his skin if he gets caught in a stormsurge.

Amma cracks the door open. The street is full of people stretching their legs and assessing the damage. Perversely, a little gratitude hangs in the air after a stormsurge. Folks are grateful to be spared. Some get holy about it, praying to the Storm to pass them by the next time, too. Pa calls them fools.

Amma steps out with her cane, walking a few yards away as if to take in the air. A large group passes by at the same moment, carrying candles and ikonlanterns for a post-stormsurge prayer. Amma pretends to trip, and several people come to her aid.

In the middle of the commotion, Pa ducks out with the mother and her daughter. They separate quickly, and Pa slips into the crowd.

I run outside and help Amma to her feet, brushing the dirt from her clothes.

“Getting too old for this,” she sighs into my ear. Over her shoulder, I watch the back of Pa’s head until he melts into the distance. A dark feeling wraps its claws around my heart.

I should have said goodbye.





Chapter 4
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In the hour after Pa leaves, between sweeping fallen soil into little piles and scrubbing the floor clean, my guilt metamorphoses into fury.

I scrub the worn-smooth wood with a single-minded focus, ignoring all other thoughts rattling in my head. If I can scrub the last of the dirt out of the floor, I can erase the last trace of Dalca and his Wardana lackeys.

I wring the rag out and pretend it’s Dalca’s neck. He’s the target for all my fury. He gave the orders. He put a price on Pa’s head. It’s their fault that the stormbeast got through in the first place.

I hate that he knelt and put on the guise of someone kind, someone who wanted to help fix the problem. I hate that he thought it was fixable.

I pull one little sapling from the crack between two floorboards, its fragile neck broken and roots mangled. How would he fix this?

I grit my teeth and scrub the ikons from the inner lining of the boxes. There’s so little to be salvaged from the fallen saplings and the shalaj that we’d better take that golden coin to the market soon.

Amma’s gentle footsteps sound on the stairs, punctuated by the thuds of her cane. She only uses it when she has to, when her bones ache too much to do without. She stops beside me, pressing a steaming cup of sundust tea into my hands. “That’s good enough, child. Drink up, get the Storm out of you.”

“I’ll have to get more seeds. That stupid, arrogant—” I stop and take a breath. “I don’t know if the new sprouts are going to survive. They probably won’t, but I’ll try. I’ll have to watch them for a few days.”

As the words fall from my lips, I realize that I won’t be here in a few days. In a few hours, I’ll leave Amma’s for good. Raising the cup, I take a long drink of the golden tea, letting the spices warm me up from inside. Who knows if it really does anything against the Storm—Amma and all the folks who wear pouches of sundust believe it wards off the Storm’s curses—but the earthy, nutty flavor soothes me.

“I’ll teach someone. Jem, maybe.” I say. “It’s not that hard, really. Anyone could do it.”

“You’ve decided to go, then.” Amma’s dark eyes are soft, and a sad smile pulls at the lines of her face.

Drawing my legs in, I sit cross-legged at her feet, close enough to breathe in the scent of cardamom that always clings to her. “You heard Pa. We can’t stay.”

Amma peers down at me with furrowed brows. “Your father has decided he needs to go. Have you decided to follow him?”

Seeing her from this angle reminds me of being a child, of being small enough to hide in her skirts. I spent a good year hiding in her skirts, when Pa and I first came to her. I used to think Amma was as tall as a mountain. When did I start seeing her as small and frail? When did I last go to hide in her skirts, only to find that Amma came to my shoulders?

“I . . . Pa thinks I should go. Do you think . . . I could stay?” I ask, feeling it out, watching her expression. I haven’t thought it through. How’s she going to take care of everyone alone? Without me, she’d lose more than a pair of helping hands—she’d lose a food ration, an entire bag of mancer-made food a week. How would she feed everyone then?

“You’re your own woman, Vesper. I don’t see how it matters what I think.”

“I want to know what you think.” I squeeze her hands. “I care what you think.”

“Love, as I see it, you have two possible futures. You go with your father and let him keep you safe. Or, you don’t have to go with him . . .” Amma’s raspy voice trails off. “You’ve got a home here, with me, for as long as I’m around. You could stay. There are other ways to learn ikonomancy. Don’t tell me I’ve imagined the way you watch the Wardana fly.”

A strange feeling comes over me, like a bird fluttering in the cage of my ribs. “The Wardana just about never take anyone from the fifth. And they’ll know that he’s my father.”

“How?” she presses. “The only people who know are in this house.”

“But Pa’s only got me left.”

“Blood isn’t a leash, love. Your choice is yours.”

Pa doesn’t need me. Would he even want me along? What would it be like on the run with him, with no Amma as buffer against his disappointment in me?

“He can take care of himself,” Amma says. She doesn’t say, The stormtouched can’t. I look at her hands, folded upon her cane. She doesn’t say, I need you.

“He said it might be dangerous, if we stayed. Dangerous for you.”

Amma smiles the danger away. “I’ve already said what I’m gonna say. You’ll always have a place here, till the day I die. Whatever danger may come.”

I jump to my feet and wrap Amma in my arms. I love her surprised laugh and her familiar, motherly scent, like cardamom and soap. She’s so tiny, her bones as thin as a bird’s.

“I don’t want to go,” I say into her silver hair. “But what’s Pa going to say?”

Her voice is a low murmur, like she’s telling me a secret. “Darlin’, there comes a time in every woman’s life where she has to decide things for herself. It’s your choice, and yours alone. But remember this: you are more than just your father’s daughter.”

I let out a slow breath. Pa doesn’t need me, and worse, I’m not sure he’d even like having me around. Amma’s right. I ought to make my own choices.

I don’t need him.

She pulls back, ducking her head to hide her expression from me. “I need to start dinner—”

“I’ll stay,” I say. “I’ll tell Pa, and then I’ll come back. For good.”

She rests her hand on mine and squeezes once before she lets go.

Alone on the landing, I drain the last of the sundust tea. It takes me only minutes to set the room to rights and to grab my waxed mosscloth shawl from my room. I leave unpacked my two changes of clothes and book of fairy stories. They’ll be here when I come back.

I bundle up and make my way out.

My fingers tingle, like they’re waking up from being numb, and I wrap them around my neck. Sometimes I can feel the shadow of the choices Ma and Pa made like fingers around my throat.

My ma was a woman with a plan. She feared nothing, not the Storm, not the Regia. She spoke out when it would’ve been better to stay silent, decrying how little the Regia cared for us in the fifth ring. She publicly denounced what folks only whispered in private, that we of the fifth were just human buffer, another wall against the Storm if the ones of stone and ikonomancy fell.

And people listened.

The Regia’s meant to protect us all from the Storm, even the poor, the tired, the cursed. That’s what it means to bear the Regia’s mark. When the golden ikon is tattooed onto the skin of one of the royal bloodline, the Great King grants them power, immense power. The only power that can hold back the Storm.

But for over a century, the Storm has only grown stronger—and the Regias have grown only weaker.

Ma led all those who listened in a fight against the last Regia, Prince Dalca’s grandfather. Pa was always at her side, armed with ikonomancy the likes of which no one had ever seen. They overthrew the Regia. But before any real change happened, the Wardana caught her.

They gave her one last choice: death by the hangman’s axe, or death by Storm. She chose the Storm.

My father chose to run, with me in tow. He’s been running ever since.

So have I. I’ve chosen nothing for myself; I’ve let his fear keep me small. I’m not a fool—I know his fear has also kept me safe. Is it wrong that I want something more?

My thoughts drive me away from the edge of the fifth and toward the boundary wall that separates us from the fourth. It’s only a matter of a few hundred feet, but even this little distance from the Storm relaxes the tension in my shoulders. I pull back my shawl and recognize the same easing reflected in the faces around me.

It takes me the good part of an hour to get to the white iron gates that lead from the fifth to the fourth. There are four sets of gates: the black gates to the north, the white gates to the east, the golden gates to the south, and the crimson gates to the west. The golden road is the only one that leads to the first ring, all the way to the Regia’s palace. The rest of them stop at the second ring.

Amma told me there used to be a reasoning to the colors; merchants and tradespeople from the fifth once took the crimson path, farmers from the sixth ring took the white, students from every ring took the black, and the gold was for the high ringers to descend. The Wardana fly right over it all, naturally.

Guards in gray uniforms stand at either side of the gates, watching the messy queue of people intending to cross. Their chests are puffed out, their cruel eyes watching for a petty excuse to exercise their power. I suppose they’ve got to get their respect somehow, when everyone knows they wear gray because they failed to earn Wardana red.

Every now and then, they pull someone aside and question them. But no one needs transit papers to go up to the fourth, where the markets are. Security is tighter at the crossing into the third ring, as it’s home to the Wardana headquarters, the old entertainment district, and the residences of people with more means than most, but still less than those who live in the second. I’ve never been higher than the fourth.

I duck my head and shuffle my way forward through the white gates, up the ash-colored stairs and into the fourth. A guard with a drooping black mustache frowns in my direction. “Hey, you!”

I jump, heart racing. Before I can say anything, he comes at me, and darts right past, seizing the arm of a sandy-haired kid behind me.

I take the rest of the stairs by twos, without looking back.

At the top of the stairs begins the Pearl Bazaar, so named for its proximity to the white gates. Stalls line the walkway, filled with merchandise meant to appeal to fifth-ringers; rolls of pre-waxed cloth, ikonlamps proclaimed to last a decade, mancer-made drying powder to sprinkle around the house to keep the damp out, amulets meant to ward off the Storm that do little other than give false hope—they sell just about every household need and then some. But there are no pearls here, and neither is there a single grain of food.

Apart from the stormtouched, most people qualify for rations to get bags of mancer-made food every month. But it’s never enough. It may start out as just enough, but by the time bags move from the ikonomancer stronghold in the third, through the fourth, into the fifth, so many hands have dipped inside the bags that what’s left is painfully little.

Above, the circle of sky framed by the Storm grows dark, slipping from a violent sunset red into deep dusk. I count the hours till I’m meant to meet Pa. There’s still a half hour to spare, but I make my way to the meeting place, a little old shrine that sits just past the outer crush of the bazaar. Pa used to take me to it when I was small, and I trace our old steps through stall-lined streets.

The ikon-powered streetlamps of the fourth flicker on, and almost at once, tired-eyed refugees from the long-gone sixth ring and the lost streets of the fifth cluster around them. I can’t blame them for wanting a little light to ward off the shadows. At night, the darkness can be absolute. Only the circle of sky saves us: the little pinpricks of starlight stave off the feeling that we’re all trapped in a cave where a monster prowls, where there’s no way out, where there’s only the wait until it gets us.

The walkway opens up into a wide courtyard. The dome-shaped shrine sits on a raised platform in the dead center. The iridescent stone shines even in the night, reflected























































































OEBPS/images/9780358494911_Cover.jpg
Only she can face
the Storm

“An enchanting and wildly clever debut.”
—AYANA GRAY, New York Times
bestselling author of Beasts of Prey

SUNYA MARA





OEBPS/images/ch.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
bY SUNYA MARA

CrLarION BOOKS
An Imprint of HarperCollins Publishers





