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Synopsis

Seventeen-year-old Nadya Gabori lives a life of
secrets in the island city of Storm’s Quarry. By day, she is the
dutiful Nomori daughter, but by night, she sprints across rooftops,
testing her abilities of speed and strength, abilities no normal
girl should have. And she keeps her growing feelings for her friend
Kesali from her conservative family. If her secrets were discovered
by her people, the price would be banishment.

But when a murderer strikes again and again while a
prophesied storm bears down on the city, Nadya disguises herself
and uses her gifts to fight the chaos that threatens her home. When
Kesali’s life is put in peril by the madness, Nadya will do
anything to save her, even if it means risking all and revealing
she is the one the city calls the Iron Phoenix.
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Chapter One

Night sank into Storm’s Quarry. With it came the
eerie stillness that fed off the shivers of those traveling alone
on cobblestoned streets. Elaborate manors of the citystate’s fourth
tier loomed overhead, guarded by wrought-iron gates and gargoyles
carved into roofs, gutters forcing rainwater out of their silently
shrieking jaws. In the darkness, they looked like demons from
another realm.

Gedeon did not fear the dark.

He leaned up against the wall, waiting. The night
wasn’t cold, but he wore a full cloak as he watched the deserted
road from the shadows. They were his kin; they were all he’d had
for a long time now. Even the gas lamps that bordered the street,
their pale light battling against the night, could not touch the
shadows.

Between breaths, Gedeon felt the power stir in his
bones. Whispering. Coaxing him to draw upon it and bring the man
who had shamed him to his knees. In time, he told it. Even he, who
had little to fear from the Duke’s Guard, couldn’t be foolish about
murdering one of Duke Isyanov’s favorite courtiers in the middle of
the city’s wealthiest neighborhood.

The clattering of hooves against stone broke the
silence. Gedeon straightened as a lone carriage wound around the
corner. It stopped before the ornate gate. One man jumped out of
the driver’s seat and, with a hurried glance over his shoulder,
opened the carriage door and helped a stooped figure down. Another
figure, smartly dressed in the livery of a private guardsman,
surveyed the area.

Gedeon pulled farther back into the shadows. The
guardsman opened the gate for the older man: Master Jurek, a bard
and a courtier, beloved by the native Erevan people of the city.
His silver hair gleamed as he moved slowly but surely along the
curved walkway up to the double doors of his manor. His guardsman,
one of the Nomori people by his dark skin and black hair, trailed
behind him, eyes sharp for intruders. The driver led the horse and
carriage away.

Gedeon stared at the courtier. It had been twelve
years since he last saw him. He had been a young boy, a Nomori in
the wrong place, stumbling into the wrong man, and that man, Jurek,
had ordered his servant to make an example of him.

Concealing a thin smile, Gedeon took a step out of
the shadows and onto the path. Both men stopped, and the guardsman
reached for the rapier belted at his waist.

“Please, I ask for sanctuary,” Gedeon said softly in
Erevo, the harsh-sounding language of Storm’s Quarry and its Erevan
inhabitants. He spoke it well enough that his Nomori accent did not
slip through.

Master Jurek frowned. “I do not take beggars in. I
make my donations to the ration lines in times of floodwaters like
any good citizen. Go now, and find rest elsewhere.”

The Nomori guardsman stepped forward to carry out his
master’s words, but Gedeon let his cloak fall back to reveal a
richly embroidered tunic of black silk. With his own Nomori
features muted by night, he could pass for an Erevan courtier.

The older man’s eyes widened. “Forgive me, sir. I
thought you were one of the beggars from the second tier, or a
Nomori layabout from the bottom.” His guardsman flinched, but the
courtier did not notice. “Please, what happened to you?”

“My name is Petro,” Gedeon said. “My manor is in the
arts district, on the other side of the tier. I was headed home
earlier this evening when my carriage was seized by thieves in
masks. Apparently, my driver had been bought off. I barely escaped
with my life.” He realized he sounded too calm, so he added some
sporadic breathing for effect. Inside, he could not have been more
pleased. Finally, this rat in fine silks would answer for how he’d
humiliated Gedeon all those years ago. “I ran until I found myself
here. I do not know this part of the city, and no carriages run
this late. A bed for the night would be most appreciated. I can pay
you.” He put a hand to his belt and jingled a bag of coins. If
Master Jurek had doubt regarding his status, it vanished.

“Come in, sir, and I’ll have my maid show you to our
guest room. A warm bed and hot cup of tea will take away the
shakes, and in the morning you can go to the Duke’s Guard and
report the thieves. Nomori, were they?”

Gedeon nodded, hiding a smile. How easy it was to
manipulate this man, and he didn’t even need to draw on his
power.

Jurek sighed as he led him to the doors. “If the Duke
weren’t so besotted with those witches, this city would have
nothing to fear except the storms. Peace, I tell you. That’s what
prevailed in Storm’s Quarry in my day.” His words turned to a low
murmur as he unlocked the heavily barred door.

Gedeon kept one eye on the Nomori guardsman. The
man’s mouth drew into a tighter and tighter line until it looked
like his face might crack. “I will go check the perimeter, sir,” he
said curtly.

“Good, thank you, Duren.” Jurek waved a hand. The
guardsman jerked a bow and left. Gedeon watched him go. Yes, this
guardsman would do nicely. Perhaps he wouldn’t get the satisfaction
of killing Jurek himself, but it would conceal his involvement
entirely.

“Come, come,” Master Jurek said. He waved Gedeon
through the doors into a softly lit reception hall. Paintings hung
on the walls between gleaming candelabras, meticulously maintained
to avoid the ever-present damp of the city. Gedeon noted the doors
that led off the main hall and began creating a mental picture of
the manor floor plan.

“Lana,” Jurek called up the stairs, “we have a late
guest.” He turned back, saying, “I’ll have a bed made up for…”

Gedeon had already vanished.

He swept through the manor, darting around corners as
he followed the approximate map in his head. It was wrong about a
few of the turns, but soon he reached the back door of a humbly
furnished kitchen. Gedeon opened it and entered the night.

The Nomori guardsman was checking the locks on the
rear gate of the manor’s grounds. His back was turned. Gedeon stole
up behind him. He waited, half concealed by shadows, as he readied
the power. When Duren turned, the guardsman’s hand flew to his
rapier.

Gedeon smiled. He might share the same Nomori
heritage as this man, but Duren was about as close to him as a dog
was to a king.

Before Duren could draw his sword, Gedeon pulled at
the well of darkness lurking in the edges of his consciousness. It
flowed through him, electrifying every nerve, and out into Duren’s
furious eyes. The power latched onto the guardsman’s anger, and it
became the doorway into his mind. He shook with spasms; his eyes
flickered open and shut. When the power had come to rest, he opened
them to reveal a pupil-less stare as black as Gedeon’s own.

Gedeon clamped down on the power with a mental fist,
cracking the whip of control. Warmth settled in his chest. He
leaned forward and whispered into Duren’s ear, “Kill him.”

*

The citystate of Storm’s Quarry was named for both
the torrential rains that plagued it every few months and the
precious gemstone mines it built its fortunes upon. When the Nomori
people were invited in by the Duke to use their gifts to save the
city from a Great Storm twenty years ago, they gave it a different
name. They called the city Natsia, Nomori for long
journey home.

Seated upon a rugged island in the center of an
inland sea, Storm’s Quarry was a pearl amidst gray waters. Marble
walls, fifty paces tall, surrounded the city, keeping the waters of
the Kyanite Sea at bay. In the times of flooding, when the storms
of old would overwhelm the island entirely, the gates were sealed
shut. The waters rose so high that the city would be trapped for
weeks, cut off from the traders who provided its sustenance in
return for jewels. Five tiers, each separated by a wall, arose to
form the city. The Duke’s palace sat at the top on the fifth tier,
watching over the city like a kindly sentinel. This Duke was
sympathetic to the plight of the nomadic Nomori, far more so than
the Kingdom of Wintercress to the west or the South Marches, and
when the chance presented itself to bring them together with the
Erevan inhabitants of his city, he did so.

Despite the Nomori Stormspeaker’s warning of the
Great Storm of the Veiled Moon, as it was named, Storm’s Quarry
never truly became the home they had dreamed of. The Erevans feared
them for the psychic gifts their women possessed and the
preternatural fighting ability of their men. The Nomori in turn
feared the Erevans for their numbers, their muskets and gunpowder,
and their anger. For twenty years, they had managed to live
together with no small amount of tension, but mercifully few
attacks or murders. The two peoples kept to themselves, and life in
the city went on.

For seventeen-year-old Nadya Gabori, life in Storm’s
Quarry was never that dull.

She had a secret.

When the day’s duties were done, and she had finished
the last delivery for her mother’s jewelery shop, she sneaked out
the back window into the night. It was late spring, and the faint
breeze carried a heavy heat that spoke of another oncoming season
of storms. A half-moon glowed overhead. As the tier’s gas lamps
wicked out, the moon’s light cut soft shadows between stone
buildings. Nadya made sure to stay within their darkness as she
scrambled up the side of her two-story home. Her fingers dug into
the lines of mortar; her boots kicked at bricks. The night smelled
faintly of damp and mold, but in Storm’s Quarry, such scents were a
way of life. The near-constant rainstorms meant that everything was
always wet. Perhaps those in the higher, wealthier tiers of the
city could afford to have their mold scoured away, but here at the
bottom, in the Nomori tier, such a thing was luxury. Just another
thing the Nomori gave up in order to live close to the Kyanite Sea.
They were a river-people at heart, once nomadic, traveling the
coasts and tributaries, never staying in one place for long. That
is, until Storm’s Quarry. Although the safety the citystate
provided drew them in once the Great Storm had ceased, whispering
promises of Natsia, the water still pulled at them, its
nearness a comfort born into their blood.

Gripping the edge of the roof, Nadya hauled herself
up. She balanced carefully on the slanted stonework. The last of
the afternoon’s light rain ran down, condensing into iridescent
droplets, then dripping down to the culverts below. During storms,
those carved culverts directed all the water down to the basins
along the inside of the great wall of Storm’s Quarry.

It was only weeks now, perhaps less, before the new
season of storms would be upon them. And I doubt even I could
stand being out in the torrential downpour that’s coming. She
listened for any disturbance in her house. Even through the stone,
if she was very still, she could hear the rattling of her mother’s
breath as she slept.

I have few nights like this left.

She scanned the horizon. Clustered rooftops of Nomori
dwellings and shops in every direction, leaving small gaps for
roads and even smaller for drain culverts. The mass of buildings
went right up to the wall, fifty paces high, that ringed the entire
city.

She backed up a few steps. Then, bending her knees,
Nadya leapt across the four-pace-wide alley to their neighbor’s
roof.

The moment her boots touched stone, she was off.
Running, skidding when she hit a patch of rainwater, she pushed
herself to the limits of her speed. This was well-known territory
to her. In the past months, the Nomori tier had become her
playground at night. She thrust off skyward with her left foot, and
then came down on her right. Her muscles knew the movements well,
within the sturdy contours of her own body.

Since she had discovered she was not like the rest of
her people, Nadya had always felt ungainly, awkward. She had to
carefully watch herself, watch her strength, make sure to hide the
unnatural part of her that had surfaced. The memory of her first
encounter with her abilities surged forward in her thoughts, and
bile burned her tongue. She thrust it back, along with the
near-reflexive prayer to the Protectress that rose in her throat.
No prayer of the cursed would be answered, that she was sure
of.

Now, with the only witnesses the stars, the moon, and
the city itself, Nadya let all that go. Each tier rose up before
her, separated by great walls of white marble that glowed in the
moonlight. Shadows punctuated the brilliance, dark veins of gutters
splayed out from the city’s heart. In them ran the blood of Storm’s
Quarry: rainwater, pouring down to the culverts and pumped back out
into the sea. A city of tempests and ghosts, and she was a wraith,
stealing through the darkness.

During the day, she was the picture of a dutiful
Nomori daughter. Except for how she talked back to her mother and
ignored her grandmother’s speeches about marriage and upholding the
family name. She worked for her mother, whose psychic gift with
gemstones made her the best jeweler in the city. She pretended to
have her own gift, as all Nomori women did. A bit of sight beyond
sight, a ruse her enhanced senses, keen enough to hear the
quickened heartbeat of a liar, helped convince everyone of.

At night, however, Nadya was herself. And now,
clambering to the top of the wall that separated the fourth tier
from the lesser parts of the city, she had never felt more
whole.

Well, perhaps in a quiet moment with Kesali, hands
threaded together, leaning into one another, watching the bustle of
the tier go by, leaving only the two of them in its wake, an island
to themselves. Even then, she had to be in character, to hide what
made her different.

The fourth tier of Storm’s Quarry, home to the
wealthy elite, sat just one step below the palace. Its buildings
were nearly four times as high as those in the Nomori tier and as
she stood on the wall before it, she felt dwarfed by them.

Here, the Duke’s Guard patrolled often. She could not
linger, no matter how breathtaking the view. Backing up until her
tunic touched the opposite parapet, Nadya kept her eyes and ears
keen. For the moment, all was still. She took a deep breath. It
filled her lungs, her body, bolstering the excited energy that
buzzed in her limbs.

Like a bullet released from its musket, Nadya shot
forward. Going up and away, she made an arc over the wall and down
onto the lower roof of the nearest manor. She landed on one knee.
Pain shot through her leg. It would bruise, but it’d be healed by
noon tomorrow. Nadya climbed up the wall to the top. Here, she
stood higher than everything except the upper wall and the palace.
Here, she thought, puffing with excitement and exertion, she could
truly push her limits. It was a distance of nearly one hundred
paces between where she stood and the next manor. A distance she
had never before attempted.

Nadya backed up, then sprinted forward, launching
herself off the edge.

In that moment, she had wings.

The nearest she’d ever felt was the warm buzzing in
her collarbone when she drank a bit too much of the second tier’s
sweet potato ale, but it could not compete with this.

No one could leap across rooftops and not feel…

Invincible.

Another, and another. Nadya found her rhythm. Each
time she took off, she didn’t know if she’d land with a solid thump
strong enough to rattle her bones or cling to the edge by her
fingers or even to come up short and fall without ever touching
stone. But she gave herself over completely to her abilities. It
was moments like these when Nadya could forget the grave
consequences of being found out, the struggles of hiding her
unnaturalness from her family, her friends. Here, she owned the
skies and she reveled in what her body could do.

She landed on the roof of the tallest manor on the
block. She teetered on the parapet for a moment, her stomach
performing a few circus flips. It was such a long way down. The
loose hair around her face whipped about in the wind. Her eyes
watered.

Below, the courtyard of the neighboring manor was
illuminated by ghost light, turning every stone bench, every gable
into a specter. Shadows of two figures standing at the back gate
stretched all the way through the garden to the brass manor door.
She could not see much besides that one was taller than the other.
It was the shorter one, however, who seemed to be advancing on the
other—a Nomori man, she thought as she peered down.

Nadya was about to turn around and leave, as no good
would come of being seen, when the scene below shifted. The Nomori
man suddenly faced toward her. Before he ran back inside, rapier in
hand, Nadya saw his eyes. Pure black, not a speck of any color. She
shivered, and looked to the other figure. He stood in shadow,
nothing about him giving any hint as to who he was. His head tilted
up, and she saw eyes as dark as midnight.

A scream split the stillness of the night. A man’s
voice. Nadya covered her ears, wincing against the shrill terror.
The man below darted away. The Nomori guardsman stumbled out the
back doors of the manor. His rapier gleamed red, and Nadya wished
her eyesight were no better than everyone else’s.

She didn’t know what had happened, but no sooner had
the scream died away that the faint sound of many running boots—the
Duke’s Guard—echoed through the neighborhood. She could not be
found here. Not by the Guard, or worse, her father, a captain of
its ranks. Tripping over her rush to get away, she sped to the
opposite side of the roof and made an ungraceful leap to the next
one. It would be nearly dawn by the time she returned home. She had
a feeling that what she just witnessed was no small matter.
Murder, her mind whispered as she sped down through the
city. Hopefully, Protectress willing, she would avoid any
consequences from it.

After all, Nadya Gabori had a secret. And if anyone
found out, she would lose everything she held dear.


Chapter Two

Nadya slipped into the back window of her home just
as the first rays of sun hit the great marble wall. She landed
softly in the loft where her pallet lay. Quickly, she stripped off
yesterday’s clothes and pulled on a fresh pair of blue trousers and
a cream shirt. Her seal of the Protectress remained fastened around
her upper arm, a metal band with a five-petal flower—a river
lily—imprinted into it. She brushed it with a finger. Warmth
blossomed in her arm. It could have just been her imagination, but
she liked to believe it was a response to her unspoken prayer.

After taming her wind-snarled hair into a braid,
Nadya climbed down the ladder to the main house, careful not to let
the rungs squeak. She couldn’t do the same for the growling noises
her stomach was now making. Her nose had already picked up the
scent of cinnamon flatbread.

“You weren’t in your bed last night.”

Nadya froze, her hand halfway to the ledge where the
flatbread lay cooling. Before she could say anything, a grating
cough echoed throughout the small dwelling. Her mother covered her
mouth, but her body shook with the effort to stop it. She leaned
against the stone wall. “Where were you?” she asked hoarsely.

Mirela Gabori was a small woman. Once she might have
been called lithe, but now she looked frail. Her trousers and vest
hung off her frame. Silver streaks peppered her black mane, which
she kept plaited back in a knot on her head as was custom for a
married Nomori woman. Still, she had an air about her that would
allow no one to question her as the heir to the Gabori family, nor
as one of the more powerfully psychic of the Nomori women.

Nadya met her eyes for a moment. “Nowhere.”

“Am I expected to believe that?” Mirela asked. Her
voice regained its strength, as it always did when she found fault
with Nadya.

“I just needed some air.” She turned around and
grabbed a piece of flatbread, scoffing half of it down in one
bite.

“Do not lie to me, Nadezhda.”

It’s not as if I can tell you the truth, Nadya
shouted in her mind. You would disown me and throw me out of
here before I could give you two words of explanation. So what
exactly do I owe you?

They were toxic thoughts, and she knew it. But Nadya
ignored the prick of her conscience and the tired lines in her
mother’s face. She grabbed her second-best vest off its peg on the
wall. It was light blue and embroidered with a desert scene of
quick-footed deer being hunted by a feline predator. Her
grandmother might be many things, overbearing being the nicest of
them, but she was unrivaled when it came to creating such pieces of
art. She slipped it on and fastened the buttons. “I’m going
out.”

“So soon? It’s as if you hardly live here anymore.”
Mirela stepped away from the wall to block her path. “You are not
leaving this house until you’ve finished your chores. There is mold
growing in the corners, and it’ll only get worse as the season of
storms approaches.”

“It isn’t that bad,” Nadya said. She tried to keep
her tone even, but that was hard. “I’m going to walk Kesali to
work, all right? Nothing forbidden or scandalous. I won’t even
leave the tier. I’ll clean tomorrow.”

“I have heard that before.” Mirela crossed her arms.
“You think I don’t understand, but I do.”

No, Mama, you do not. You could never.

“You are young, and it’s hard to think beyond today.
But you are nearing your eighteenth birthday, and you must start
taking on more responsibility, Nadya.” Mirela sighed. “You are a
Gabori, and you need to start understanding what that means.”

“I know what it means,” Nadya said sharply. She
pushed past her mother, carefully. “It means I’ll have to get
married to a man I hardly know in the coming year. It means I won’t
be able to go anywhere in the city because I’ll be the next head of
the family. It means I’m going to lose all my freedom.” She
clenched her hands into fists and made herself breathe deeply.
Losing control now would do no good.

“Nadya…”

She whipped around, and her mouth almost betrayed
her: It means that if my secrets were ever found out, I would no
longer be part of this family. But she caught herself in time.
Her anger was dangerous, and her mother meant well, at least. Even
if she would never understand, and Nadya would never be able to
confide in her.

About anything. Not her abilities, not Kesali.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’m just…tired.”

It was the perfect opportunity for Mirela to comment
once again on her nighttime absence, but she must have decided it
wasn’t worth another argument. Instead, she nodded and said, “At
least bring you father his lunch. He’s at the Guardhouse this
morning.”

“Okay.” Nadya grabbed the cloth sack from inside
their icebox and left through the curtain that parted their living
quarters from her mother’s shop. The shop was messy, with tools and
bits of wires and cuttings of gemstones strewn across the
worktable. This wasn’t like her mother, to keep things in such
disarray. Maybe coming home early to help tidy up would be a good
idea. Her mother wasn’t feeling well after all, and hadn’t been for
a while.

“Be safe,” Mirela called.

Nadya muttered, “Good-bye,” and left the house.

Her family was luckier than most. With her father a
captain in the Duke’s Guard and her mother one of the best jewelers
in all of Storm’s Quarry, they could afford to live in one of the
nicer districts of the Nomori tier. It was still plain and
waterlogged compared to the finery she had seen last night in the
fourth tier, but Nadya had spent plenty of time running through the
more impoverished parts of the Nomori tier, and she knew how much
the Protectress had blessed her family to not have to endure
that.

The air was thick and damp, a sure sign of the coming
storms that would leave the city surrounded by floodwaters. Nadya
was barely out a few minutes before sweat was running down her face
and pooling in the depressions in her neck. Damn, it was hot! She
almost wished for winter again, and the cooling breezes it brought
through the streets of the city. She passed dozens of other Nomori,
but no Erevans. The Nomori men were in uniform, ranging from the
crimson of the Duke’s Guard to the white of a personal guard to a
courtier or a trainer to that same courtier’s obnoxious children.
The women wore everything from the thick smocks of engineers for
the city’s pumps to the bangles and headbands of a palm reader or
fortuneteller. The Erevans of Storm’s Quarry didn’t like or trust
the Nomori for the most part. That did not stop them, however, from
employing the natural gifts of the Nomori: the psychic talents of
the women and the preternatural fighting abilities of the men.

“Such a long face for such a beautiful day. Did you
lose your smile while you were running all over the city last
night?”

Nadya grinned in spite of herself as Kesali hopped
off her doorstep. “And were you spying out your window to see me
drop it?” Suddenly, the morning’s argument seemed far away, as if
chased off by Kesali’s presence. She frequently had this effect on
Nadya, calming whatever storms currently raged in her life with
nothing more than a glance, a word or two.

“No. I, unlike some layabouts”—she poked Nadya in the
arm—“have duties to perform, so I can’t be up half the night. It’s
the bags under your eyes. They always give you away. Buy some cream
from the third tier, the stuff those ladies use to cover their
faces. It’ll stop your parents from being able to tell.”

Nadya shook her head. “They would know even if I paid
a doppelgänger to sleep on my pallet. Do I really look so
tired?”

“Try sleeping. You will be amazed at what it can do.”
Kesali laughed and dodged Nadya’s friendly jab. Nadya was careful
to let her. Kesali knew about the nighttime excursions because she
had caught Nadya once. She didn’t know about Nadya’s secret, and
Nadya planned to keep it that way.

“Let’s go, hmm? I can’t be late. The Head Cleric is a
man devoted to his studies, and woe to anyone who doesn’t share the
same commitment.” Kesali tugged on her arm. “Coming?”

Nadya smiled and started forward. “Can’t have you
being late, can we?”

Kesali’s only response was to tug harder, and they
proceeded down the narrow street toward Miner’s Tunnel. There, a
carriage waited to take Kesali up to the palace for her training as
the Head Cleric’s apprentice. Before her, that role had been an
honor reserved only for Erevans.

She was the Nomori Stormspeaker after all, inheriting
the title from her mother, the woman who had saved both peoples
from the Great Storm of the Veiled Moon nearly twenty years ago.
Her psychic gift in predicting the weather was passed to her
daughter, and Kesali now bore that responsibility.

But Nadya tried hard not to see all that. She was
just Kesali, and she was her dearest friend.

“Something is wrong, though, isn’t it?”

Nadya shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

“You can’t lie to me, Nadya. I read you as easily as
I do the skies. Is it your grandmother?” Kesali asked, the humor
gone from her voice. Her large, deep brown eyes looked down at
Nadya, who caught her breath. Kesali was beautiful in a timeless
way that would make any sunrise hide in shame. She wanted to touch
that smooth skin, to brush a wisp of hair that had escaped her
braid behind Kesali’s ear.

She blinked and turned away. Such things couldn’t be
done in public, especially in the Nomori tier.

“My mother is beginning to talk like her.
Responsibility and the Gabori name and all that.” As soon as the
words were out of her mouth, Nadya realized how pathetic they must
sound to Kesali, who had the fate of the city riding on her
shoulders come every season of storms. Storm’s Quarry only survived
because the storms and consequent floodwaters would be predicted
and prepared for. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to complain.”

“Nonsense. I understand, believe me,” Kesali
said.

Nadya wanted to believe her. But there was still a
part of her life that no one would ever be able to enter, not even
Kesali, whom she had known since they were babies wrapped in
swaddling cloth and set beside one another while their mothers
worked.

“I’m lucky she didn’t bring up marriage, but it
surely will come up again.” Nadya ducked around a young man pushing
a cart of rapiers, the preferred weapon of Nomori guardsmen. He was
probably a trainee, tall and strong-looking, with dark hair cut to
his earlobes and a nice enough chin. Someone her grandmother Drina
would be thrilled to pair her up with, no doubt. She rolled her
eyes.

“Be nice. You could be betrothed to someone
wonderful. He’ll be smart and strong, at least, for your
grandmother to think him worthy.”

Nadya stopped. “That’s not what I want.” Her heart
pounded. How could her body feel the same way now as it did last
night, when she leapt from building to building, defying the
stars?

Kesali gave a small, resigned smile. “People like us,
dear, rarely get to do what we want.” She started walking
again.

Nadya watched her for a moment before catching up.
She wiped at her eyes, blaming it on the sun glinting off the
windows of the storefronts they passed. It didn’t matter, she told
herself, if Kesali knew or not, if she felt the same way. It wasn’t
just her duty to the city and Nadya’s duty to her family that made
it impossible. It was the secret between them, the secret that made
her hold Kesali at an arm’s length when she wanted nothing more
than to embrace her and smell the sweet spice of her hair.

She remained quiet through the rest of their morning
walk. If Kesali thought something was amiss, she didn’t press
her.

The crowds grew thicker as they reached Miner’s
Tunnel. All roads in the tier converged into one chaotic street
that led up to the hole in the earth. The dark road pierced
straight through the heart of the mines Storm’s Quarry sat on,
built to allow its miners a quicker commute to and from their
work.

A red carriage waited at the corner, with an Erevan
footman holding the reins of two horses, a rare, expensive, and
unwieldly resource in Storm’s Quarry. He wore a frown and kept
looking up at the sky, following the sun’s path.

“I must go,” Kesali said. “Thank you for walking me
here. You know that you don’t have to do this every day.”

“And you know that I want to,” Nadya replied without
a pause.

Kesali bent down slightly and gave her a quick kiss
on the cheek before bounding off to the impatient footman. Nadya
stood there, rooted to the spot by the weight of that small
good-bye, until the carriage vanished into the darkness of the
tunnel.

The sack in her hand finally reminded Nadya that she
did have things to do this morning. She carefully made her way
through the crowd to the opposite edge of the tunnel’s mouth, where
the pedestrians trod through. She took a deep breath and
entered.

Nadya hated the tunnel. With only lamplight to
illuminate the gloom, not even her eyes could see very far. She
would have much preferred to run around the outer wall of the city,
but only guardsmen were allowed up there. Of course, that hadn’t
stopped her from running its length several times over the past
months at night.

The tunnel let out on the south side of the Nomori
tier, where a faint hammering could always be heard coming from
behind metal doors that led deep under the city. These mines were
the reason Storm’s Quarry existed as more than a barren rock in the
middle of the Kyanite Sea; the precious gemstones brought up kept
the hundred thousand people in the city fed. A fence ran around the
entire area and guardsmen patrolled the outer perimeter, keeping a
wary eye on the crates of material sent up to the palace and its
refiners. Just outside the wall, the squat two-story prison of gray
stone stood like a watchdog over the mines.

From there, Nadya left the suffocating darkness of
the tunnel behind and climbed the stairs that led up to the palace.
It was a daunting climb that would take a normal person over an
hour to reach the top tier of the city, where the palace, its
storehouses, and the headquarters of the Duke’s Guard lay. Most
people opted to pay a coin and take the rail that ran on either
side of the marble stairs. Nadya elected to walk, going faster than
perhaps was wise in public, but no one she passed had any cares but
their own. When she reached the top, her breath came heavily.

Ignoring the crowds going to the Duke’s open forum,
Nadya headed straight to the Guardhouse. She did not miss the dirty
looks cast her way. Not many Nomori came up here, and those who did
usually wore the uniform of the Guard.

An imposing building of white marble, as old as the
city itself, it was not as tall or as ornate as the palace, but it
had an impressive presence nonetheless. A ten-pace wall surrounded
the grounds, with two guardsmen at each entrance. Nadya walked up
to the gate that was guarded by two Nomori men in the crimson
uniform of the Duke’s Guard.

“Business here?” one asked curtly in accented Erevo,
but the other held up a hand.

“The captain is one lucky man, having a beautiful
woman visit him,” the other guardsman said with a wink. “Good to
see you again, Miss Gabori. Go on in.” He stepped aside and
motioned for his companion to do the same.

Nadya couldn’t remember his name, but she had been
coming here her whole life and knew most of the guardsmen by sight
at least. “Thank you,” she said with a smile and went inside.

The actual Guardhouse took up less than half of the
area. Most of it provided training grounds for new recruits. Nadya
passed several Nomori men sparring with rapiers. Beyond them, some
Erevan guardsmen practiced in a firing range with muskets. In the
sparring court closest to the Guardhouse, two men squared off. The
taller of the two was older, early forties, with graying hair that
stood out starkly against a dark Nomori complexion. He wore a
sweat-stained uniform, but he moved as if he was fresh.

“Keep your legs moving, Marko!” he shouted. “You are
giving me more opportunities than I could find on my own.”

“Ay, Captain,” the redheaded younger man said,
puffing. He did not have the preternatural speed and reflexes of
the Nomori men, but he moved with a grace that bespoke years of
training with the best. His rapier flashed, seeking an
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