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Dedication

To the light,

creator of shadows




Chapter 1
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They say I didn’t want to be born. That I stayed in my mother’s belly far longer than I was welcome. That Ma was furious, storming about the healer’s rooms, commanding them to hasten my departure.

She wasn’t callous. She was needed by her people. The Storm was a great torment, a wall of black stormcloud and violet lighting that birthed rampaging beasts and bestowed curses on all whom it touched. Every day it squeezed our kingdom tighter—in Ma’s day, it swallowed the farms of the sixth ring inch by inch. In my time, it was halfway through the fifth. Only our ruler, the Regia, had the god-given power to stop the Storm. But he was weak, and my mother believed she could do what he could not.

And she loved me, but what did the needs of one child matter when thousands were suffering? Any mother could protect her own child. But to protect a kingdom? That required a hero.

Ma left me in my father’s arms and died trying to save us all. They called her a criminal.

Seventeen years after I was cut out of her, I fought the Regia’s son before all our people, in the sands of our great stadium. They saw me weep, they saw me fight, they saw me end the Storm.

Ma would’ve been proud. I died a hero.


The world of the dead isn’t so different from the world above. The palace still gleams cold and indifferent, perched like a crown atop our five-ringed city. The fifth ring is still home to the poor, where buildings crowd together like a mouth full of crooked teeth, where the same old moss still coats our roofs, in a layer of wet, mildly fragrant greenery that’s springy underfoot. We even have the ghost of the Storm; but down here it’s a wall of white nothingness that encircles the city. It can’t be entered; it can’t be fought.

There are some things that are different. Up above, there’s only one way to enter the city: you’re born into it. Here . . .

A crack of distant thunder. Here one comes.

The pale ghost sky opens up, parting like an eye, just wide enough for something small to fall through. A thunderous rumble follows as it—a body, with limbs folded tight—descends to our phantom city. Here comes the newly dead, fresh off of life.

The body falls like a feather on the wind. Gently swinging to and fro.

The slate roof of the watchtower creaks under my weight as I rise to my feet, without taking my eyes off our newest resident. Not until I get a read for where they’re falling, where their soul considers home.

The radius of their swinging narrows. Not the fifth ring, then, nor the fourth. Interesting. When I first came here, most folks came from the outermost ring, the fifth. Curses, malnutrition, that sort of thing.

But now folks come from all sorts of places, with all sorts of interesting stories. Why, I met a peculiar fellow just the other day who’d died of heatstroke. No one died of heatstroke when we all lived under the damp shadow of the Storm.

There’s no more Storm up there, of course. Not since I ended it. Not since I took within me the god who gave the Storm its power. To save every single living soul up there, all I had to do was sacrifice my own.

I like to think of what Ma would’ve said. Possibly something noble and stoic, like: As it should be.

Our newcomer drops down, down . . . toward the first ring.

A shiver runs up my spine. Not many die up in the first ring, where the palace sits like a flicker of frozen flame.

The newly dead disappears from view, falling somewhere in the palace gardens.

I itch to go directly, but it’s not worth getting yelled at for going in without backup.

I fix the direction in my mind, taking measure of the distance so I can report it accurately. From the third’s watchtower, it’s several hours’ walk. Lucky, then, that we don’t need to walk.

I take a breath, bracing myself, and sprint toward the roof’s edge. I leap and my heart jumps into my throat as I plummet.

I touch the ikondial at my throat and the cloak’s black feathers arc around me, guiding my plummeting dive down the side of the watchtower. Sandstone blocks whiz past my nose, faster and faster. I roll to the side, hurtling past a balcony that would’ve flattened me, and roll again to miss another.

The balcony I want speeds toward me, filling my vision, so close I can see the cracks in the stone—

I pull up. The cloak grows taut as it catches the air and tries to slow my descent. My stomach drops—I’ve pulled up too late—I twist, getting my legs under me—and land with a thudding impact that rocks through my knees and up my spine.

The crack of my landing reverberates through the balcony, sending shudders up the glass-paned doors. From within, the sounds of bickering fade into startled silence.

I straighten up. The pain in my legs fades away, though I don’t doubt they’d be broken in life. Nashira pokes her head out the door, blinking at me with her golden eyes. “You do that once too often.”

I shrug her off. “Can’t die twice, now, can I?”

“I’d say so, for most people. But you’ve done one impossible thing—why not two?” Her crooked grin makes me prickly. She’s teasing. But I don’t like the reminder that all the doing is behind me. I’m done. All that’s left is—

“Oh,” I say, as my thoughts interrupt each other. “There’s another one.”

The others glance up at me from their various positions around the room. Most wear blood-red uniforms, near identical, save for changes in fashion—extra-thick shoulder pads, black banding around the arms, a few with their family ikons embroidered on their chests. In life, most were Wardana—the city’s sworn protectors, armed with ikon-forged weapons, who fought off the beasts that came from the Storm. In death, we’re a welcoming committee.

Nashira pumps her fist. “Yes!”

A couple others make unconvincing sounds of excitement. “Have fun,” one of them offers.

She turns on them, scowling. “Where’s your spirit?”

An orange-haired man glances up from his card game. “If she’s going,” he says, pointing a card at me, “then what do you need us for?”

“That’s not the point,” Nashira says. Her eyes gleam with the telltale sign she’s working herself up into a good fury.

I sigh, tuning out their argument. He says something about the ghouls, she says something about having each other’s backs. I make my way to the balcony’s edge and leap.

The thousand-and-one-feather cloak catches me right away. I swoop lower, gliding over third-ring rooftops.

Nashira was the one who welcomed me, who found me when I showed up down here. With her golden cat-slit eyes, dark hair, and slinky, sultry grace, I’d mistaken her for her brother and thrown myself into her arms. My cheeks warm with embarrassment just thinking about it.

When I last saw Izamal Dazera, he was lost in the Storm. I haven’t seen him down here, so he could still be alive. I hope so, even though I wish I could see him again.

“Hey!” Nashira calls after me. I glance over my shoulder. She’s flying fast in a cloak of her own.

They called her a hero, too. One of the only Wardana to come from the fifth ring, home to the poor and the stormtouched. All the kids at Amma’s home idolized her, and we’d all mourned when we heard she’d lost her life.

She laughed herself silly when I told her that she was my hero. That I’d dreamt of wearing blood-red, of flying, of protecting everyone I loved from the Storm. Through gasps, she’d asked, “The girl who ended the Storm looks up to me?”

I don’t know. Is that who I am?

I wait till Nashira catches up and tell her, “They fell in the first.”

She keeps pace, and we fly low, just a few feet above the stalls of the third-ring market. Sprinkled amongst the crowd are folks who seem a little more faded than they would’ve looked in life. The colors of their clothes, their skin, their eyes—all of it dimming to gray. The faded ones raise their heads as we pass, and the weight of their gazes makes me fly a little higher.

A twisting alley below is packed with a dozen of them—even fainter than those who still go about their day-to-day business. These are transparent, and they stare openly, eyes wide, mouth agape. These are the ghouls.

My fists clench. I ignore their eyes. There are two ways out of the underworld. Some move forward and pass on. When I came here, I went looking for Amma. I walked my childhood streets until I found the building we lived in: Amma’s Home for the Cursed. It had been burned down to its bones up above, but here, it was resurrected. My old friends were inside, but Amma wasn’t. They told me she’d come with them. She’d seen that they were safe, tucked in those who needed it. Then, between one breath and the next, she was gone.

Some of us move on. Some of us linger here, eking out what we can from this place that looks so much like home. And some of us try to go back. But there’s no going back. Those who try, who can’t accept death, they become ghouls. They lurk around, reaching, clawing, siphoning something from the rest of us, until we become like them. They’re drawn to the newly dead, like moths to light. Hence, our welcoming committee.

They watch me more than anyone. I have the Great Queen within me—all her wrathful power that once fed the Storm, turned it violent, gave rise to the beasts of cloud and thunder—all that is now in me. It’s her they feel. Her power they want.

When I came here, Nashira had to fight them off me. They had grabbed me with blue-pale hands, their eyes blank, their mouths gaping.

On my hands, the darkly iridescent lines of the Queen’s mark rise up. I haven’t used her power in some time, so it’s gathered in me like oil in a clay pot, thick and full and aching to be released.

I touch the ikondial at my throat, urging the cloak faster.

Nashira calls after me. I ignore her—she’ll catch up.

The second ring sprawls below: gilded manors with real glass windows, petite gardens with ornamental trees. A white dome of a temple looms up ahead. I glance back as I pass it. At a particular angle, it morphs into a squat black manor. There are many other places like this—places where a building up above was demolished to make way for another. Down here, both old and new exist, superimposed upon each other. To fit it all, the second ring is twice as large as it was above.

Something moves out of the corner of my eye—a massive white serpent. I turn so fast my neck cracks. No. It’s the ghouls shambling below, packed so close together that they resemble a pale river.

They clamber up the steps from the second ring to the first, dozens of them, in a fitful stream. Up through the golden gates, through the outer palace. I frown. Who would fall here?

I get closer. They lurch toward the vast palace gardens.

A memory rises, of air thick and honeyed with fragrance, of glimpses of red as I followed a boy through the twists and turns of the hedge wall. My pulse quickens.

The ghouls shamble into the hedge maze.

The hedges run together in dizzying patterns and dozens of dead ends—it’s a mash-up of memories of the dead, rather than a perfect depiction of what they were like when I last walked within them.

I don’t bother stopping and taking the hedge on foot. I fly straight to the heart of the gardens, to a glassy, still pool shielded by lush trees. It’s as I remember.

All that differs is the dark-haired boy, half-submerged, swinging a Wardana spear. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he shouts.

His voice—I know that voice.

I twist the dial at my throat, killing the ikonomancy of the cloak. Curses. My heart squeezes as I fall from too high, knees buckling as I land in a crouch.

Half a dozen ghouls have beat me to the water’s edge. They turn to me with their pale, filmy eyes, wavering uncertainly between me and the newly dead.

I draw the Queen’s power from where it pulses, like a second heart beneath my own. Ribbons of black stormcloud rise and knit themselves across my skin, weaving themselves into a protective barrier, as close to my skin as armor. It’s a trick I learnt early on, when Pa and I were experimenting with my new power. Methodology, he would bark, figure it out one step at a time.

One of the ghouls reaches for me. The wisps of black cloud that make up my armor curl around his fingers. The stormbarrier doesn’t deflect his touch; it welcomes his fingers and transforms them into harmless vines, each studded with tiny white flowers.

I push him aside. Others come for me.

I breathe and let the Queen’s power pour from me in dark ribbons, in whorls of cloud. They rise into a shifting wall that encircles me and the boy in the pool. Drip by drip, the Queen’s power leaches out of me, but I can maintain the wall for some time yet. I turn my back to it and rest my eyes on the boy.

Black, wild hair like a bird’s nest. An unyielding jaw. Lips I once knew.

Water laps at my ankles. I wade across without taking my eyes from him.

His features are no longer a boy’s. He’s sharper around the jaw and cheekbones, as if his adulthood made him come into focus. He’s developed a furrow between his brows, and his lips curl down, until he sees me.

Prince Dalca. The Regia’s son. His eyes—a summer’s sky blue that’s too vibrant, making everything else more faded in comparison—they fix on me, shining with wetness.

Ice runs through my veins even as my skin grows hot. I reach for him.

My fingers fist in his collar. Buttery smooth blood-red leather, the ikon embroidery rough. His lips part with a soft sound; his breath puffs against my cheekbone. I can’t bring myself to meet his eyes.

Heat rises through me. A crackling, lightning heat.

My fist clenches tighter around his collar. A stormbarrier wraps around me.

“Vesper,” Dalca breathes.

His eyes are so bright, gleaming with emotion. His hand encircles my wrist, softly, as if he’d let me choke him.

There’s a rushing in my ears. I can’t stand the way he looks at me—I can’t stand this crush of feeling, of fury and frustration and—

I’ve hated being trapped, being dead—but at least he wasn’t here—and now—

Dalca draws in a breath.

I let go, with too much force.

He loses his balance and falls, sending a spray of water into the air.

Dalca was there when I ended the Storm, when I became the vessel of the Great Queen. He held off her counterpart and enemy, the Great King, and gave me the time I needed to bind the Queen. He should be ruling, taking care of our city.

His choices led to Pa’s death. He played his part in mine. But I still remember the taste of his lips. I remember him weeping for his mother; I remember him setting his jaw and walking with me into the endless wall of the Storm. I don’t know what it is that I feel for him, not anymore. I’ve hated him. I’ve cared for him—maybe even something more—but no. I don’t know. It’s all a jumble in me, a furious, twisting jumble that makes my chest feel too small to hold it in.

But I’m ashamed. I’ve a job, and this is no welcome. He blinks up at me like a half-drowned puppy. The words I’m sorry stick in my throat.

“I deserve that,” Dalca says as he picks himself up. “That and more. But we have to move. It isn’t safe here.”

Move? I blink at his back as he steps between me and the ghouls, his spear at the ready. Oh. He doesn’t understand yet what’s happened to him.

I unclench my jaw and search for the words, for the usual script. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

The water has thoroughly soaked his shirt. Through it, golden lines curl across the skin of his back. A large ikon of some sort. I’d say it’s the Regia’s mark if I didn’t know better. The mark of the Great King—the ikon that once bound the god to his vessel—was corrupted by Dalca’s family. Dalca wouldn’t dare use it. He’d have no reason to, after we ended the Storm.

The Queen’s mark dances across my skin—a living mark, unlike the unmoving golden lines of the Regia’s—and it tells me the stormbarrier can hold only so long. I clear my throat. “Dalca. What do you remember?”

“I . . .” A fleeting shadow crosses his eyes, but Dalca shakes it off. “We have to get you safe first. There’s too much to say.”

You don’t understand, I want to say. But the words stick in my throat, mingling with a fury that sits lodged like a burr. I can’t stop looking at him. Him being here—it’s irritating. Like wasps under my skin. I don’t know why. I forgave him. Or at least I thought I did. I thought I’d moved on. Forgotten him.

Dalca’s movements are urgent, but he takes a brief moment, his eyes sparkling, full of warmth and emotions I won’t name. “After all this time, everything we tried . . . I can’t believe you’re back.”

I drop my gaze to the water, to the rippling reflection of the garden. “I’m not.”

Water sloshes as he takes a step forward. “What?”

“It’s the other way around.” I’ve given the speech so many times. I’m afraid you’ve moved on to the next life. This is that life. I’ve found the gentlest words for others. But all that comes is, “You’re dead, Dalca.”

A long, cold silence falls. He breaks it. “I can’t be dead. If I’m dead, then . . . I’ve failed.”

Failed? Surprise makes me glance up and meet his wide, agonized eyes. “Failed at what?”

Dalca doesn’t hear me. His gaze is distant, focused somewhere inside. A dozen expressions flicker across his face, and then his shoulders relax. The furrow between his brows disappears, and he gives me a small smile. “Okay.”

I let out a slow breath. So many are angry when they learn the truth, when they feel like something’s been stolen from them. That’s how I was. Angry, and sad, and a thousand other awful, prickly things.

Dalca, though . . . Was that it? Was life such a burden to him that he could put it down so easily? An ache builds in me, somewhere deep. “Dalca . . .”

He opens his mouth, then frowns, tilting his head. “Do you hear that?” He glances over his shoulder. “Cas? Yes, I can hear—”

I follow his gaze, moving closer to see from his angle, but there’s no one there.

“No—wait—” His body grows suddenly more vivid, even as his eyes lose focus. The black of his pupils eats away the startling blue.

A creaking groan comes from the direction of the stormbarrier. A ghoul’s tried to push through; a spray of pebbles tinkles down, joining the mound of things the others have been transformed into. I’ve never seen them this desperate.

Dalca whispers, “Not yet, please—”

It clicks into place. His vibrancy. The ghouls’ persistence. He’s not dead, not yet. He’s on the verge.

My chest hollows out, as if my breath’s been stolen. Dalca’s still alive.

“Vesper—” Dalca reaches for me. “There’s so much to say—They’re trying to bring me back—”

A hot thrum of something—envy? Do I envy him? Of course. But him staying here, trapped like the rest of us . . .

I brush his fingers away with my knuckles. “Then go.”

“I don’t—” Dalca’s hand closes over mine. It’s warm but without weight, as if it were made of unspun yarn. His voice trembles, his other hand brushing my shoulder. “Vesper, come with me.”

I flinch. “It’s too late. I’m dead, Dalca.”

The dark of his pupils eat away at the blue as he focuses on me. “You’re not dead. Not any more than I am.”

A strange, knowing shiver runs through me. “But I am.”

“No, Cas—tell them to wait—” He raises a hand, pushing away something only he can see, something from the world of the living.

I grip his hand tight, but it’s growing more immaterial. “Dalca. What do you mean, I’m not dead?”

Dalca’s gaze sharpens. “We’ve been trying—You’re still . . . Your body . . . Your heart is still beating.”

A veil shatters. An earthquake trembles through my chest, a distant drumbeat growing quicker, louder. My vision grows crisper with each beat, as my heart makes itself known, as it sends blood pulsing throughout me. He’s right. How have I not noticed?

“Vesper, please.” Dalca’s breath is a whisper. His eyes glow blue, his hair deepens to inkiest black, his skin gleams golden, sun-kissed brown—and then his whole body flickers, like a flame in the wind. He presses a kiss to my fingers. “Vesper—they’re bringing me back. I can’t stay—I wish I could—There’s so much I need to—”

He’s gone.




Chapter 2
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Nashira lands, crushing clovers under her boots. Her shoulders are tense, and she has her serious-Wardana-leader expression on. Her mouth moves, and I know she’s rattling off commands that I probably should follow, but her voice fades into the fuzz that fills my ears.

“Nashira,” I interrupt. “Do you think we could go back?”

She shoots me a look from under furrowed brows. “That kind of thinking will turn you into them.”

She gestures at the ghouls breaking through the stormbarrier. The barrier is coming undone in loose threads of stormcloud—I’ve run out of power.

“But what if . . .” What if my heart is still beating? That drumbeat already feels fainter—I try to focus on it, but how do you make your heart beat?—and Nashira grabs my arm, breaking my concentration. She activates her cloak.

She tugs my arm near out of its socket as we rise into the air. The ghouls swarm the pool below us, their movements slowing down as they register that they’ve lost their prey.

I touch the ikondial at my throat, and my own cloak activates.

Nashira gives me a long, considering look, but doesn’t let me go. “What happened?”

I meet her eyes. She knew Dalca. She was the first fifth-ringer who made it not just into the Wardana, but onto Prince Dalca’s three-person team. Izamal was convinced that it was Dalca’s fault she died. She never said it was, never showed any grudge toward him or anyone. But I haven’t asked her outright.

“It was Dalca,” I say.

She sucks in a breath, her golden eyes wide in surprise.

“He wasn’t dead, not fully. Just enough to descend for a moment.”

Nashira searches me, a question brewing in her eyes.

I tug my arm out of her grip. “I’ll meet you later.” I let the cloak whisk me away.

“Vesper—” she calls after me.

I pretend I didn’t hear.

The watchtower whizzes past, and I angle myself further into the third.

Amma left. But Pa remained.

The Ven looms ahead, a crown-shaped structure in the third, and I drop down to the street several blocks away. Space works strangely down here. From the wide main street, the stronghold of the Wardana is clean and a little worn around the edges, just as it was when I last saw it. But if I entered the Ven from the small door set in a discreet alcove, it would appear smaller, with far fewer walls, as it was some sixty years ago.

One wall is decorated with the faded remains of a fountain. Just under the spout—shaped like a wilting flower—is a small rectangular tile that sticks up from the rest. I twist it, and the hidden ikon embedded in the tile becomes complete.

A small door swings open and I crawl through, into a hallway lit only by thin skylights. Heavy wood doors with iron hinges line the walls, each with an intricate ikonlock. When an ikonomancer is deemed a master of their craft, they earn a place here, a workshop to call their own. And the first thing they all do is design an ikonlock—as much to ensure their privacy as to show off their skill. Pa walked me down this hall wearing a strange sort of giddy smile that I’d never seen on him. He told me he’d spent two months designing his lock so that it’d be impenetrable, and that it’d stain the hands of anyone who tried to pick it. There was a month, he said proudly, where half the mancer apprentices had violently purple fingertips.

I’d died well before I made full Wardana. And only those Wardana who specialized in ikonomancy were allowed entry into this part of the Ven. I still duck my head and pretend I belong the rare times I pass someone. But usually they’re too engrossed in their own minds to pay much attention.

Pa is in his workshop. His back is a little less bowed, his shoulders more relaxed. Even the lines on his face seem smoother, though his slightly hollow cheeks still sport a faint shadow of stubble.

We spent most of the early days together. Mourning together. He threw himself into ikonomancy, into the research he should’ve spent his life doing, rather than living like a fugitive in the fifth ring.

But it became hard to be around him when it became clear how well death suits him.

Pa rises from his desk when he notices me. “Vesper. It’s been some time.”

It has been. I love my father. But sometimes when I look at him, I see him as he was in the last minutes of his life, in the arena, transformed into glass and beginning to break—

I drop my gaze and tear myself from the memory. To buy myself time, I pretend to find his cluttered workshop fascinating, trailing my fingers along his shelves and peering at the little ikonwork mechanisms that sit in rows. I twist the knob of an ikonlantern that hangs from the ceiling, dimming and brightening the light, until I find my words.

“Someone came today. They were here for just a moment.” I tell him about Dalca, about what he said. About my heart, still beating, above.

He listens to it all, chin in hand.

I come to the end, to the reason why I’m here: “Could I . . . go back?”

Pa considers, and a long silence settles between us.

He glances at the work spread out on the table. “Come here.”

Three mirrors hang at angles over his desk, each with delicate ikonwork etched into the glass. A fourth one is flat on the tabletop. He pricks his finger, and a drop of blood falls upon the gleaming silver surface.

“Closer,” he says. He clears off a stool and drags it beside him.

I perch on it and lean forward. Pa tilts one of the hanging mirrors until I can see.

In the mirror, the drop of blood looks more like a cocoon made of thin threads of red spider silk. I lean closer. The cocoon pulsates, and there’s something strange about how it’s woven so loosely that I can see through parts of it.

“This place isn’t completely real. It’s something our minds create, filling in the gaps, so it all makes sense. It’s an illusion, though, a mask that shields us from the underlying structure of this place. But ikons are a naming of reality, and they reveal a piece of the truth.”

Ikons? Why is he talking about—

I suck in a breath. The cocoon is an ikon. An incredibly complex one, to be in three dimensions. I make out dozens of interlocking threads, shapes that begin as familiar elementary ikons, but twist into dizzying things I’ve never seen before. And the way that it pulsates—it’s moving. Like it’s alive.

“I’m calling it a life-ikon,” Pa says.

“What does it do?”

“What do you think it does?”

Pa, ever the scholar. I take a stab. “It . . . names you.”

He nods. “Your turn.”

I prick my finger, and a single drop falls to the mirror, spreading flat. And then . . . threads of blood weave themselves into a shape like a candle flame.

The pattern of the threads is unlike Pa’s, and many of the lines wisp into nothingness, like frayed yarn. Intertwined with the red are darkly iridescent lines. The Great Queen.

Where Pa’s is fully contained, mine seems fractured. Like it’s missing something. I glance at him and venture, “It’s . . . incomplete.”

“Yes, good.” Pa beams, like I’m a perfect student.

I duck my head to hide my smile. My gaze drops to his life-ikon. “And yours is complete. What does that mean?”

He steps away, his back facing me. “Vesper . . . for some time now, I’ve seen a door.”

I look up sharply.

“I know I’m meant to walk through.”

To the other place. Where Amma is. I find my voice. “You’ve stayed . . . for me?” Am I holding Pa back?

He turns, and his eyes are soft. “To be parted from you is nothing I want.”

“You should go. I’ll be okay.”

He shakes his head. “Don’t try to take care of me. But you’re right. I think you will be okay. Do you want to return?”

His voice betrays only curiosity.

“I . . .”

“There’s nothing you want?”

An ache builds within me.

Pa rests his chin on his knuckles. “For me this was the end. A chance to finish the work I’d begun. For you, perhaps this was a reprieve, a chance for you to heal.” He taps his chest, right over his heart. “There’s much more ahead of you, if you want it. More to care about. More to love.” He doesn’t even get embarrassed at saying “love,” not like he did when I was small, whenever we spoke of feelings. Maybe the Pa I knew, the Pa of my childhood, has already left me behind.

“I don’t know about that,” I say, thinking of too-vibrant blue eyes. “I’m done with that.”

“There are loves beyond your first, you know.”

I roll my eyes. “I didn’t love him, Pa.”

“Good,” he says a little too quickly. “Er, rather—there are just so many other people to choose from, aren’t there?”

“Pa.”

“You left a life that was not yet done. Really, it had barely gotten started.”

The drops of blood on the mirror catch my eye.

“It’s not easy,” Pa says. “The ghouls are those who never knew themselves. Who were content not to lead their own lives. So tell me, who are you?”

I stare at the droplets, mesmerized. Who am I? What do I want? “I . . . want to see,” I whisper, “to know what it’s like. I want to stand in the fifth and feel the sun on my skin. I want to walk through the sixth and seventh rings; I want to see what lies beyond. I want things I have no words for. Things I don’t know . . .”

Pa leans back. “It sounds like you have questions.”

I smile wryly. “A few.”

“It’s frightening, isn’t it? To jump into life without knowing the answers? I don’t blame you. I look at your life-ikon, and I can only imagine what it will take to work on it, given what you’ve already accomplished. Extraordinary people encounter extraordinary obstacles.”

My heartbeat quickens, and I meet his eyes. “I’m going to find a way back.”

His smile softens into a thoughtful look. “This place is a construct, a structure built upon what we all believe to be true. But I don’t see exactly what you do—I don’t see the hole in the sky that you say the newly dead fall through. I’ve been thinking on it, though at first I thought it was a mere quirk of our experiences. But perhaps . . . there’s a reason this place built that for you.”

And I see. The sky opening like an eye. A body falling.

Where do they fall from?


My feet take me to the edge of the fifth ring, under the shelter of the eerie white stormwall. Amma’s home.

From the street, the house is slightly tipsy and moss-eaten, just as it was for most of the years I called it home. But if I made my way to Amma’s from the skinny alley behind it, then I’d see it as the prosperous spice shop it was some hundred years ago, before Amma took it over. And if I came at Amma’s home from an angle, approaching while keeping it in the very corner of my vision, then it’d be as I last saw it: nothing more than burnt ruins.

What does it look like now? Has someone rebuilt, made a new home of it? Has moss taken it over, have neighborhood children made it into a place of play? Or has it been abandoned, left to decay?

My hand rests on the doorknob. It lingers there, until the metal warms from the heat of my skin. Air comes through gaps in the wooden siding, bringing the scent of cardamom. I breathe it in, but it mingles with other aromas: earthy moss, woodsmoke, and the sickly burnt-sugar smell that once heralded a stormsurge.

I let go. Without Amma . . . this isn’t home. I can walk through time all I want, find every angle and every version of this place, but I can never go back home.

Someone laughs from within, sweet and joyful. There’s happiness here, even if it isn’t mine.

I take that with me, tuck it into my memories as I retrace my path, making for the watchtower. I land on the balcony.

It occurs to me that I don’t know if any of the Wardana will miss me. I forget their names, even though it’s been weeks. Months, more likely. Maybe even a year. I didn’t quite keep track.

The only one I’d miss—footsteps sound, and Nashira walks out onto the balcony.

“So,” she says, leaning on the baluster beside me. “You’ve found a way back.”

I tilt my head, looking up at the sky above. “Nashi . . . I never asked you something.”

“What?”

“Iz . . . he really looks up to you.”

She grins, embarrassed and proud.

“He told me that Dalca loved you. That when you turned him down . . . that’s how you ended up here.”

She blinks at me slowly. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Even for Iz.”

“Which part?”

Her eyes narrow. “I am the reason I’m here. I chose to be a Wardana. I chose to jump, though my cloak was torn. I chose to help Dalca, to save him. I own my choices.”

“I know,” I say.

Nashira crosses her arms. “It wasn’t some tragedy—I told him, he was always reading too many stupid stories—Dalca never loved me. We were friends. He was looking at years of being Regia. He wanted someone to help him rule, someone he could trust. He thought I’d be good for the job. You know, I probably would’ve been.”

I shrug. I don’t doubt it.

“Thing is, I couldn’t subject myself to a loveless marriage for the sake of duty.” She sighs. “I used to think . . . that when Dalca was born, they carved out his heart and left only fear behind. He’s too full of terror. For himself, for his family, for his people. Maybe that’s what happens to anybody with that kind of responsibility.”

I meet her gaze, and she smiles.

“When you see Iz,” she says, “tell him that it was all me. And maybe Dalca doesn’t know what love is, but I do. I’m going to wait here for the love of my life. And together, we’ll go on to the next place.”

I smile at the look in her eyes. “Until then?”

She grins. “You’re not my only lost little puppy, you know. I’ve got others to look out for.”

“Nashira—”

“Go. Enjoy the world you rescued. But, Vesper . . . Sooner or later, every Wardana learns that nothing ever stays saved.”

“The Storm is gone forever, though. I have it within me.”

She gives me a strange smile. “Go. Give Iz my love.”

She comes with me down to the courtyard of the Ven, where Pa has come to wait, as if he knows.

I run to him and hug him tight. His breath catches. “I’ll see you again,” I promise.

“Not for a while, though,” Pa says, and wipes my cheek.

I touch the ikondial at my throat. The cloak billows out, dust rising as it pressurizes the air.

I fly. Rising faster and faster, higher and higher. The wind cuts at me as if it would hold me down. It freezes my cheeks and whips tears from my eyes.

I look back once. Nashira watches, but it’s Pa I look for.

My father has his head tilted up. He’s smiling. This is how I’ll remember him, for the rest of my life. How many years till we meet again? Decades?

That’s optimistic, says a little voice in the back of my mind. It could be minutes.

No. It won’t be. I want this life, and I’m going to live it.

Even if my heart breaks. Even if I’m leaving behind Pa and the only home I’ve ever known.

My heart thuds in my chest in a rising rhythm, a drumbeat, quicker and quicker.

A sob wrenches itself from my throat. As I reach the first wisp of sky and the clouds part like an eye.

There’s a pinprick of light.

I reach for it and—




Chapter 3
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I find myself standing in blinding whiteness. I snap my eyes shut.

“Careful, love,” comes a rough, whispery voice. “You have to get used to it.”

My voice catches in my dry throat. I swallow a few times, and try again. “Why is it so bright?”

“It isn’t, really. You’ve just become accustomed to the dark.”

I open my eyes the tiniest slit. A wall of light—and there, in the middle, a bent old woman. My vision blurs with tears, and I blink them away.

She tuts. “The dark never hurts, does it?”

I squint at her. “Who are you?”

She gives me a rather pitying look and leans in.

Her irises are shifting whorls of stormcloud. Shapes dance around her pupils—beasts, vines, rivers—running in dizzying circles.

The Great Queen. I straighten up. “I have to go back.”

She breathes a laugh like a cold wind whipping through a forest of creaking, ancient trees. “I’ve protected you as long as I could.”

“Protected me? From what?”

The light grows blinding behind her, outlining her in luminous white gold—so bright she becomes just a suggestion of a person, no more than shadow.

She says, “I’ll see you on the other side.”

I squeeze my eyes shut. The light sneaks through the infinitesimal gap between my eyelids, all barbs and cutting edges, delivering a thousand pinpricks that drive away the dark.

The light drags me forward, drags me up.

My heartbeat rises.

The dead blood in my veins quickens.

The light surrounds me; the darkness pales to red.

I rise through blood red, warm red, the color of sun through skin, and it presses in on me, squeezing me tight, drawing me higher.

Every inch of me gets folded smaller and smaller, until all of me is squeezed into the tiniest of cages: my body.


My eyes snap open. I’m falling and falling—I jerk up and into myself. My body lifts from the bed I’m lying on, and I fall back onto a soft cushion, willing the world to stop spinning in lopsided circles.

A domed ceiling comes hazily into focus. A mosaic. An expensive one; each tile is no larger than my fingernail. The design is dominated by softly curling waves in black and deep purple. Small somethings break up the pattern—fish, maybe. I blink and my vision clears.

Golden stars with seven points. Like pinpricks against the black clouds of the Storm. I follow the mosaic down, to where ceiling meets wall.

A golden sun rises, with rays like curved swords. The swords pierce the Storm, and below is a long line of sky meeting land. A horizon. A thing from childhood stories—I remember trying to imagine it, to imagine a world where the sky and land weren’t kept apart by the Storm. Where the sun owned the entire sky, not just the small disc the Storm permitted.

Horizon. The word feels strange in my mind, stranger still on my tongue. But a desire blooms in my gut, low, yearning, desperate. I want to see it.

My limbs move with that desire, my thighs tensing, my arms pushing me up. My body is so heavy. I grit my teeth and shove up—

Pain blossoms in the back of my head. My scalp stings—I’ve sat on my hair. I tug my hair from under me. More and more of it pools in my lap, a gleaming river of black, ridiculously long, longer than I’ve ever had it.

When I died, it hung to my shoulders, perfectly ordinary, a little wild from the humidity of the Storm. I’ve been resurrected into a body that’s lived without me, months and months of life.

A shiver of a thought. I touch my face, but it could be any face with the requisite assortment of eyes, nose, and lips. My hands look like mine, short nail beds and a thin scar along the index finger where I once cut myself peeling shalaj roots. On my right palm is a burn scar in seven lines, perfectly matching the strings of Amma’s sitar.

I move my legs and promptly smack them into a glass barrier that surrounds my bed. I prop myself up to take a better look. The glass shimmers, light catching on the hundreds of ikons etched in it. They’re far more complex than any I studied, but I make out pieces of a handful—one to clean air, another that has something to do with temperature—and then there’s one right above my chest that stands out. It’s larger than the rest and surrounded by artistic flourishes—a wisp of cloud, a sun ringed by rays of light, and a pair of dark eyes. But at the center is a simple command: Open.

I touch it.

The glass shimmers, iridescence radiating out from the ikon. A sound like the tinkling of bells follows, and the ikons disappear.

My fingertips reach and touch nothing but sparkling dust hanging in the air. I let out a slow breath, and the dust dances, catching in the current. A giddy thrill goes through me—even with all I’ve seen below, there’s nothing quite like ikonomancy.

I inhale. It’s a suffocation: my lungs fill with fragrance as thick and sweet as honey, on air heavy with incense smoke.

A heavy thudding comes from far away, filtering through the ringing in my ears. I hadn’t realized my ears were ringing, but now that I’ve noticed, the high, tinny sound fills all the nooks and crannies of my head.

The thudding comes again, and I focus on catching it, but it’s as if I’m underwater, as if my ears have forgotten how to listen. The ringing deepens and joins the other sound, and together they sound like clanging. Like immense bells—like those that hang from watchtowers and warn us of impending stormsurges.

But there’s no Storm anymore. Is there?

I swing my legs down and hesitate, blinking the dust from my eyes. There’s nowhere to step without crushing something.

My toes find a small triangle of floor, and I stand. The world tilts, and I catch myself on the edge of the stone bed. The ringing in my ears grows fainter as a rushing sound—my blood, pumping—drowns everything out.

I breathe through the dizziness until the floor comes back into focus.

Hundreds of faintly glimmering ikonlights encased in globes of glass litter the floor, and amongst them are . . . things. Endless things. I lean and pick up a wooden figurine and turn it over in my hands. It’s not unlike a toy I once had, but far more finely carved, of a woman with feet planted and serious eyes. I set it down.

A roll of paper catches my eye. It unfolds to read You were better than we deserved. May your sleep be easy.

My breath catches in my throat.

Gently, with my bare feet, I nudge things out of the way, creating a narrow path. I pick things up at random: a gleaming black stone with no writing or message, a child-sized sitar, an ikonlight globe that glows brighter and changes color in my palm. And so many notes. Thank you for giving us back the sky. Thank you for ending the Storm.

And pleas:

Please, watch over my family.

Please, we need you.

Please, wake up.

My feet pause before two stuffed dolls with their hands sewn together. One wears a white dress and has long dark hair, the other wears a white and gold uniform, and the stones that serve as his eyes are painted blue.

Dalca. A crush of feeling rises in me. Where is he?

Where am I?

The dolls fall to the floor. The air grows thick and suffocating.

I spin in a circle. It’s not a large room, but it’s lavishly appointed. A round room—that’s unusual. I’ve only seen people go through the trouble of constructing a circular room for important places, like temples. They’ve made this . . . for me?

The walls are all soft purples and golds, very pretty colors—all mosaic work, depicting some story I’m sure, but I’m not in the mood to appreciate art—

One of the figures catches my eye. A gray-eyed girl with long black hair. She stands hand in hand with a boy with curling black hair and blue eyes. Behind them is a billow of purple-black swirls, peppered with white specks like diamonds. I move closer, until the specks show themselves to be eyes; serpentine eyes, dozens of them, all watch the girl and the boy. The swirls are made up of multitudes of purple and blue stones, some cut and gleaming, some dark and rough. How much care went into this, into depicting the Storm?

It’s so beautiful, rendered so sweetly in a childlike style. The image slips into my mind, into my memories, painting over the horror of the Storm. It wasn’t so bad, the mosaic says. It was a storybook adventure.

The girl and the boy appear on all the walls. They’re joined often by two other figures—a thin, pale man with gleaming white hair, and a man with shoulder-length dark hair and golden eyes—but the girl and the prince are always central.

Across the walls is the tale of a girl who went to save her father from a prince . . . who fell in love with the prince. They embrace amongst twining flowers, silhouetted by the golden palace of the first ring. They walk into the Storm, hand in hand.

In the next panel, she stands with arms extended as the Storm wraps around her. The prince kneels at her side, holding an orb of light that’s not unlike the sun.

And then, she sleeps. He kneels at her side, weeping glittering stones cut into teardrops.

I turn and the story starts all over again. A heroic story; the four that went into the Storm. They all seem like friends. And the girl and the prince—they seem like something more.

I wonder. Set down in stone, it seems like this story must be the truth. But it’s not what I remember.

Where’s the girl crying over her father’s body? Where’s the prince holding his sword to her heart? Where is the moment before her sacrifice, the moment where all power was hers, where she held the thin thread of the prince’s life in her hands?

No. This is no truth. Ours was not a love story.

If it were, why would the prince have caged me here, in a beautiful room with no windows and no doors?

Darkly iridescent patterns rise on my skin. The power I gave so much for—the power of a forgotten goddess, the Great Queen—courses under my skin. It grants me awareness. Stone does not change willingly. After raising a stormbarrier so recently, I’ve got next to nothing of the Queen’s power saved.

I run my fingers along the wall, until they catch on a raised edge. A loose tile. I pry it free with my nails. Behind is a crack in the mortar. A little green shows—a little bit of moss.

I close my eyes. This awareness gives me a sense of the moss—something I’ve never felt in the world of the dead. It already carries a faint thrum of the Queen’s power, as if . . . as if it spent a good long time in the Storm.

That tells me two things. One: this room is somewhere in the lands that were once lost to the Storm. That could be anywhere from the outer rim of the fifth ring—which was lost when I was a child—to places I’ve only ever heard about, places that were lost long before I was born. The farms and orchards of the sixth ring, or perhaps even the great wilds of the seventh.

My chest fills with a giddy warmth.

Two: the moss will answer to me.

I force it to grow, to thicken, to widen the hairsbreadth fissure.

A loud crack splits the air.

I feed it more power. Until the tiles of the mosaic fall, until the moss forces mortar to disintegrate and stones to fall. An orange glow comes through the gaps. One push, and the stone crumbles, leaving a hole big enough for me, if I stoop.

The distant clanging of immense bells grows louder.

The stone dust hangs in the opening. I hold my breath and push through.

My head spins as I straighten up. I lean on the wall as my vision clears.

A sandstone floor. Black stone walls. A hallway that curves. Probably encircling the mosaic room. A defensible perimeter, I think in a voice that sounds rather like Nashira’s.

A gasp sounds. I don’t think it came from me.

I turn. A wide-eyed girl with dark braids, clad in Wardana reds. She stands with arms outstretched, as if frozen. Her gaze lingers on my face and flicks down to my exposed hands, where the dark lines of the Queen’s mark are just fading.

I take a step toward her, and she squeaks and backs away, tripping over her feet in her haste. She rights herself and skitters backwards.

“Wait—” I call, but my voice comes like I’ve a mouth full of yarn and gravel.

I follow her around the curve, into a sea of red. Wardana everywhere, clustered around a massive door set with a complex circular ikonlock. The Wardana closest to the door whoop as the lock clicks open, revealing the room I was just in. A few of them rush inside with a shout of alarm: “She’s gone!”

Oh. My cheeks heat. There was a door all along. Dalca didn’t trap me. With hindsight, I suppose it wasn’t entirely reasonable to assume he would. And I’ve destroyed some poor artisan’s handiwork. It might’ve taken weeks to do that mosaic.

Movement draws my attention. The Wardana at the edge of the crowd have turned to face me. A ripple goes through the crowd as more and more turn away from the open doors. Silence falls, leaving only the clanging of the bells.

So many eyes. I fight the urge to fidget, scanning the crowd for a familiar face.

The girl with braids starts as I lock eyes with her. I beckon her closer.

She tiptoes near in stiff, self-conscious spurts.

I lean in. “Where’s Dalca?” My voice comes out a little less gruff, like my throat is remembering how to work.

Her cheeks redden, and she stutters out, “In the in-infirmary.”

I frown. “Where’s that?”

She abruptly bends double. I blink at the back of her neck, until it dawns on me that she’s bowing. “It would be my honor to show you the way.”

“Er,” I say intelligently, but she’s already moving.

The other Wardana back away, clearing a path. One of them drops to his knees and bows his head over clasped hands. His mouth moves as if he’s . . . praying?

Another Wardana grabs him by the neck of his jacket and pulls him out of the way.

“Um.” I search for something to say to this sea of red. “Thank you, all of you. Carry on,” I add, channeling Nashira.

I make my way out the door. Carry on echoes through my head. Was protecting my room—my tomb—their entire job?

My guide’s braids sway with each step. They’re beautiful, woven with small golden rings. My sight narrows and the edges of my vision pulse with gray. My heart’s going too fast.

Something’s not quite right with my body.

The gleaming black walls blur together, and I focus on breathing, on putting one foot in front of the other. I ignore the rising and falling of my stomach, ignore everything but the Wardana’s braids and keeping my feet moving.

One more step, yes, good, left now, then right—I bump into something soft. She yelps. I catch myself on the wall, willing the world to level out.

“Sorry,” I murmur to her back.

“It’s—it’s my honor, Stormender,” she squeaks.

Two immense Wardana stand guard in front of a pair of white doors. She murmurs something to them.

I glance behind me. The hallway is packed full. A line of red uniforms snakes through the crowd, for the Wardana have followed.

A faint touch on my arm. My guide, her brown eyes concerned.

I straighten up. “I’m fine.”

The two guards push the doors open for me.

I step through into a long white atrium. The air smells of herbs and the metallic tang of blood. Black-robed healers are hard at work; one bends over a heavy pot of something steaming and smelling faintly of vinegar, another consults a book as she draws an ikon onto a bandage, others pluck herbs and poultices from the many glass vials and brass bins that line the walls. Doors lead out, some open to empty rooms, while others are shut.

The doors close behind us, muffling the clanging almost entirely.

Several of the healers glance up and break into loud exclamations. A tall, thin woman glides forward. “None are permitted to enter this ward.”

My guide steps forward, her back straight. “Do you know who this is?”

The healer takes me in. Her brows rise.

I smile weakly.

“Yes,” my guide says. “She woke up for Prince Dalca.”

“That’s not exactly true—” I start, but my voice isn’t loud enough to carry over the sounds of surprise that erupt from all around. A sick and simmering fury grows in my belly. Why did I ask for Dalca?

The tall healer raises a quelling hand, and silence falls. “Welcome, Stormender. Prince Dalca . . .” She gestures with a flat hand toward a lone door at the far end of the atrium, where a Wardana stands at guard. “He’s through there.”




Chapter 4
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The door shuts, and all the sounds of the infirmary are sealed away, leaving a heavy silence between me and the figure on the bed. Dalca slumbers. His dark eyelashes cast shadows on the sharp curve of his cheekbones; his skin is scarred and bruised, imperfections that weren’t there in the world of the dead.

My heart thuds in my chest. I’ve never hated anyone the way I hated Dalca. He was present for so many of the worst moments in my life. Honestly, he caused a few. But . . . I understood him. I understood his desperation to find Pa, to discover a way to save his mother. I understood his fear of becoming Regia via the corrupted mark, having the Great King take over his body and leaving him imprisoned inside. I even understood the way he broke, when his mother leapt to her death, when I ended the curse that made him happy and he snapped under the blowback of all his fears returning, when he realized he would have to step into the shoes that drove his mother to her death. Him turning on me, sentencing me to the Trials, holding a sword to my throat . . . A boy without a family’s love, who was brought up by a cruel god to be nothing more than a vessel, a boy who loved his home and was powerless to save it . . . I can understand all that.

Because I understand him, do I need to forgive him? Because he repented in those last moments, because he fought the Great King so I could end the Storm, because I couldn’t have done it without him—does that mean I shouldn’t hate him?

Every memory of him is like a cut, a pinprick of acid. They gather within me, a whirlwind, spinning faster and faster, in tighter circles, becoming a solid, burning thing that I fear I’ll carry always, right between my ribs. It has no name, despite it growing heavy as an anchor. I wish I could call it something—loathing, maybe—and dismiss it.

A faint breeze tousles his dark curls. Seeing him in the world of the dead should’ve prepared me; at least it gave me a heads-up for the way his features have sharpened. But it’s as though a gray film’s been lifted from my eyes. Everything smarts, too bright and too clear; every detail grows immense, filling my vision.

Scars crisscross his skin. The ones on his face have healed to thin pale lines, but bandages wrap around his chest, concealing whatever wounds he still bears. Precisely drawn ikons dot the bandages. Only the best for the prince, says a little voice in the back of my mind. I clench my fists.

I wish this were fury. The heat running through my veins, rising up, pooling in the corners of my eyes as tears that threaten to fall—I wish it were as clean and simple as hate.

“Vesper?”

I startle and scrub my eyes with the back of my hand. The voice came from the far corner of the room, where under a small window is a leather chair with someone curled up in it, silhouetted against the window.

He stands and takes a halting step closer. A thin slant of moonlight molded into a man; white hair and skin, white eyelashes framing pale gray eyes. His hair is a flat white and pulled into a loose braid, with no ikonwork to turn it mirrorlike—his old affectation. He’s lost some of the pinched and pointy look he once had, and though he’s still on the slender side for a Wardana, he’s a little broader about the shoulders.

A smile comes easy to my lips. “Casvian.”

“You’re here,” Casvian Haveli whispers, crossing the room and reaching with a trembling hand. His fingers brush my forearm, and he snatches them back, gray eyes wide and wondering. “You’re truly here.”

My voice is thick. “Surprise.”

He wraps me up in a bony hug. “For Storm’s sake,” he says thickly, “what took you so long?”

“Catching up on my beauty sleep,” I murmur into his neck, patting him on the back. His muscles shift under my touch—he’s only in a loose shirt and trousers, no Wardana leathers in sight.

Casvian pulls back, dragging the back of his hand across his eyes and peering down at me. “Fat load of good it did.”

I fight a smile. “Should I go back, then? Couple more weeks?”

“No.” He tries to force his face into its usual mask of disdain. “It wouldn’t help.”

A laugh bubbles out of me. “You really missed me.”

“Well.” Cas shrugs. “It’s so very difficult to find a good apprentice these days. Haven’t had one for years.”

We haven’t kept our voices down, but Dalca hasn’t stirred. Hasn’t moved so much as a finger. “Years,” I repeat, suddenly registering Cas’s words. “How long has it been?”

Cas recites as if it’s always on his mind. “Three years. A thousand days, give or take.” His expression falls. “They didn’t tell you? When you woke, they should have—It’s part of the protocol—”

“I didn’t give anyone much of a chance,” I say to cut him off. A thousand days rumbles around my head. It had felt like a few long months, perhaps a year at most. Three whole years? “I made a Wardana bring me here,” I explain.

Cas grows even paler. “You just woke up?” He flies into jittery motion, darting for the door.

“Cas—Dalca, is he . . .” I search for my words. “What happened to him?”

Cas hesitates at the door. He presses his lips into a thin line, dropping his gaze to Dalca’s sleeping form. “He’ll want to tell you himself.”

Dalca’s so still, his breathing so faint. I don’t care, but—I find myself asking, “Will he—he’ll wake up, right?”

Cas’s gaze softens. “Soon. The healers are keeping him under until the worst is healed.”

“I saw him, Cas. In the world of the dead. He told me . . . I didn’t know, until then. That my heart was beating—that I could come back.”

The Great Queen speaks within me, a wizened old growl in the back of my head: He did his part in bringing you here. You need not concern yourself with him further.

Cas keeps his gaze on Dalca, and his expression folds into lines well creased by despair. “There was a moment when we thought he was gone.” He presses his lips together. “We need to get you out of here.”

Out of here? The room is fairly simple, with little furniture besides the bed and chair. A washbasin stands on a cabinet in the corner. But there aren’t a whole lot of luxuries, not what I’d expect for a prince.

Cas opens the door and mutters a curse.

“What?” I ask. I push past him, ignoring his hissed warning of “Wait, Vesper—”

The atrium is packed full of people, despite the shouted orders from the black-robed healers.

A sea of wide, hungry eyes—Ghouls, something in me whispers. But no. I’ve left that behind.

Some healers and Wardana hold back the crowd, but even their eyes linger upon me. Silence falls.

All is still. As if an unseen force holds them back.

I swallow down the sour fear that rises up my throat and square my shoulders.

Someone gasps—and like a flood, they rush toward me. Hands on my shoulders, my arms, my hands, my hair, touching me—voices, urgent, reverent, all speaking over each other—

Thank you—

Please—

Will you—

Bless us, Stormender—

“Get back!” Cas snaps. He shoves his way in front of me, but they move like water around a rock, reaching under his arms, grasping at me—

The Queen’s power roils within me. Her mark rises on my skin, and I hold it there. I don’t have much of her power saved. And these aren’t ghouls. Nor are they my enemies.

Words of adoration drip from their lips. How can I thank them by using the Queen’s power against them?

I brace myself, even as Cas tries to protect me. He curses. “Of all the times to be without a gauntlet—”

The infirmary doors slam open with a bang. A ripple runs through the crowd, from the far side of the corridor.

“Enough!” a voice calls. “Move!”

The crowd parts for what seems like a wave of deep blue.

I rise on my toes to look over Cas’s shoulder.

Warriors wearing the blue of shadows at dusk. Some are physically immense, some are slight, but they all carry themselves with a watchful and dangerous air. The cut of their uniforms is not unlike the Wardana’s, but with many more belts and pouches slung from their waists and thighs. A faint dusting of sand and dirt coats their clothes and boots, and a healer groans, though she’s quickly hushed.

There are at least a half dozen warriors in blue, all looking like they’ve just returned from some adventure.

“No weapons in the infirmary,” an elderly healer scolds.

“An excellent policy,” a familiar voice agrees.

My gaze snaps to him as he moves to the front of the pack. Dark hair pulled back at the nape of his neck, warm eyes like molten gold, an expression like a cat after a successfully executed bit of mischief. Izamal Dazera.

When I last saw him he was lost to the Storm. That he’s here . . .

The wonder I feel is reflected in his expression.

“So it’s true,” he breathes. And then something serious snaps over his expression. “We have to get you somewhere safe.”

The softness in his eyes disappears as he locks in on Cas beside me. “What are you thinking, bringing her here?”

Cas flushes. “I—” He glances at the others and shuts his mouth with an audible click.

“Let’s go.” Izamal takes the lead.

Cas glances between me and Dalca behind him. I motion him to come. He gives me a tense look, gaze darting to Izamal, but he relents, pausing only to grab his blood-red Wardana jacket.

Iz offers me his arm.

“How did you find me?” I ask Iz.

He tugs his ear. “The bells. And then I followed the crowd.” He glances over his shoulder at one of the other warriors, and as if he issued a command, the others form a barrier, clearing a path out of the infirmary. One shuts the white doors behind us, while two others move ahead, barking orders and clearing the halls.

I glance over my shoulder. Cas keeps pace grimly, and behind him, two other of the blue Wardana watch our backs.

I open my mouth to ask about them, but I can’t draw a breath, not with how fast we’re walking. I lean on Iz’s arm, and my lungs ache with effort to keep the pace.

Down another hall, a woman in black nears, and the blue Wardana let her pass. She falls into step with me. She’s familiar—tall, with white-streaked black hair, probably Pa’s age.

She gives me a nod when she catches me looking. “Imbas Lahra,” she says. “At your service.”

I place her. “You’re”—I catch my breath—“a knitter.”

Her lips quirk. “Amongst other things.”

She and her people had been revolutionaries in my parents’ time, but when I met them, they kept themselves occupied with smaller ambitions: running safehouses, operating the gray market, and, particularly, spinning moss into cloth. Mosscloth was always in demand, for with the farms and orchards of the sixth gone, there was little else but moss that we could use to make clothes.

Iz cuts in. “The rest of the council
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