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“The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper.”

— W. B. Yeats

To Lars and Aerin​
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PROLOGUE
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You have heard the stories. Everyone has heard the stories.

Wild horses with wings, soaring over the mountains, folding like divers and going down into the sea and coming up shining. Your grandmother heard them from her grandmother, and somewhere back along that line of grandmothers, somebody saw the real thing — saw it with her own two eyes across a valley at first light — and spent the rest of her life being told she dreamed it.

The stories got riders after a while. Stories do that. A wonder alone is hard to carry, so the tellers gave the horses heroes to hold on to, and the heroes got swords, and the swords fought dragons — because by then the horses were growing scarce, and it is easier to say dragon than to say gone. On the show world called Earth, people will tell you flying horses never lived at all. They say it in the same rooms where their grandmothers’ stories are still hanging in the rafters, patient as smoke.

We let them say it. That has always been our work — letting worlds believe what they can bear.

* * *
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They called us angels in one country and devils in the next one over. Travelers, bards, wanderers, ramblers. Fairies, where the old stories still are told around the fire pit. Gypsies, where they wanted us gone and entertained in the same breath. Guardians, in the places that remembered why.

None of those were our name. Our name we kept the way you keep a rare sunflower seed — not hidden, exactly. Held tight in your hand so it doesn’t drop to the ground and get lost.

We are the Storrow. The old tongue said it stórr — the great ones — though greatness in our books was never thrones or gold. Our horses carry riders. We carry stories. That is the whole covenant, and it is older than any kingdom that ever hired us: go out into the worlds, gather what happens there — the weddings and the fires, the kindness and the cruelty and the fried dough on a night wind — and bring it home, and tell it, and let the ground have the sorrow so the green can grow from it. A story left behind is a life unfinished. So we go and get them.

We wear faces the worlds can bear to look at. You would too, if you carried what we carry. Remember that, later. You will want to hold it against someone, and you will be wrong.

* * *
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By the time this story starts, the family that mattered was the Darcangelos, and the Darcangelos toured the courts of Europe the way a comet crosses a century — announced well ahead, gone by morning, talked about for years. A father who never lost. A mother out of the wild Viking branch, who could carry duty the way other women carried a parasol. Sons in the air. Horses in the rafters of ballrooms, wingtips to painted clouds.

And a daughter. Girls come rare in our families — rare as fillies among the winged — and when one comes, the old ones lean over the cradle and start predicting, because that is their vice.

One of them predicted trouble over this particular cradle. He reached back past the show worlds’ languages for the oldest word he knew — Eppa — which sounds like a pet name and carries a horse-goddess root underneath. The Storrow knew what it meant. The show worlds didn’t need to.

“Eppa,” the old one said, leaning over the cradle. “Imbalance.”

Same word. Two languages. Both true.

Imbalance, Eppa, he said again, on his deathbed, where predictions do their best breeding.

The horses, who are better at it, kept their own counsel.

Her father booked passage on a luxury liner and took his wife, his daughter, and Alpine Queen, the matriarch of the flying bloodline, across the Atlantic to America — to three and a third miles of electric light and roller-coaster thunder north of Boston, a place called Revere Beach — meaning to make Earth what it had never been: a sellout show world. The King never lost. His sons kept the show on the road on the other side of the Atlantic before moving on to the next show world at the end of the summer.

That is where we will start: with a girl on a new shore, eighteen and gleaming, who believed she knew every kind of waiting there is.

She was ours. She still is. Come in — the door’s been open since you knocked.

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE — The Gala
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At eighteen, Melee had learned that the fanciest rooms held the least interesting people.

Shurley’s gala smelled like money trying too hard — hothouse roses in August, French perfume over sweat, cigar smoke pressed into velvet drapes that had no business existing in beach heat. The Crescent Ballroom’s chandeliers threw diamonds of light across two hundred people who had paid to be seen and were working very hard at it.

Melee had performed for actual royalty. Actual royalty had better food.

She stood where Father would have stood — back to the wall, face to the doors, close enough to the champagne to look festive and close enough to the exit to leave. A year in America had taught her that rich American men decorated their rooms the way rich European men decorated their titles: loudly, and on credit.

“No expense spared, Miss Darcangelo.” He appeared at her elbow the way landlords do, holding two glasses and offering neither. “Wonderland Racetrack, the Ballroom, the pier — a man builds an empire, he ought to throw a party in it.”

“It’s a beautiful room, Mr. Shurley.” It was. That wasn’t the point. She’d danced for a countess in Vienna who owned one painting worth this whole boardwalk, and the countess had served the performers first.

Her feet ached the good ache — the ache of a two-show day, of climbing the platform ladder eleven times, of holding a dive line so clean the crowd forgot to breathe. That ache she’d earned. This — standing in borrowed silk while Shurley’s friends guessed out loud whether her curls were real — this was the tiring part. Performing was the best.

Father worked the far end of the room the way he worked every room, which was to say he owned it and was letting Shurley borrow it back. The Gypsy King never lost. Roamers never do. She watched him land a joke she couldn’t hear and collect the laughter like gate receipts, and she felt the old pull in her own spine — that’s mine too, that’s the family trade — and grinned into her glass.

Mother caught her grinning and raised one eyebrow a quarter inch: behave. Which, in Mother’s language, meant I saw it too.

By eleven pm Melee had done her duty. She’d charmed the bankers at the bar — the one with the gold watch had been easiest.

“You look like a man who appreciates precision,” she’d said. “The act is forty feet up. No net. The margin between a clean dive and a bad one is about the width of your thumb.” She held up her own. “Shall I show you what that looks like, or would you prefer I just tell you what the tickets cost?”

He laughed, the kind of laugh that was mostly surprise. “Tickets,” he said. “Yes. How many — that is, what does one—” He straightened his watch chain. “My wife would enjoy it.”

“She would,” Melee agreed pleasantly. “So would you.”

She’d gotten two. Father would have gotten two. She filed that away with satisfaction.

The Atlantic crossing she’d told to a cluster of them near the fireplace, the waves grown a deck taller than last telling.

“Three days in, the Atlantic decided it had an opinion about us,” she said, accepting a fresh glass from a passing tray without breaking eye contact. “The waves came up like walls. Six horses in the hold, the rigging sideways, my father telling jokes in three languages.” She paused just long enough. “And me with absolutely nowhere to go, because I hadn’t earned my wings yet and the sky was not an option.” She smiled over the rim of her glass. “By the time we cleared the storm I had decided that if I survived I would learn to fly before we crossed again. I am pleased to report I kept that promise.”

The cluster leaned in as one. Gate receipts, every one of them.

The bankers’ sons she handled with considerably less ceremony. The tall one with the unfortunate mustache she’d turned ninety degrees toward Father before he’d finished his opening sentence — Father accepted the handoff without missing a beat, twenty years of partnership requiring no words. The younger Aldrich boy she dispatched cleanly.

“Do you perform as well?” he’d asked, materializing at her elbow.

“Oh, constantly,” Melee said. “Forty feet up, no net, twice daily.” She smiled at him. “Do you?”

He did not.
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