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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The scent of ash blew in through the window, joining the stench of burning oil that always filled the factory. The foreman had been pushing the machines faster for the past week, so a hint of scorched rubber added its stink, too.

      I tightened the bandana that covered my face as I waited for the next rack of syringes to rumble down the line.

      The outside doors banged open, letting in a fresh plume of smoke.

      The foreman greeted the next shift of workers by shouting at them.

      I let the hum of the machines drown out his words.

      The new rack of syringes slid toward me. I flipped them all into the tray, moving quickly so the heat from the glass wouldn’t burn my hands. I patted them all flat as the belt carried the tray past my station, waiting until the last moment to slip one syringe up my sleeve.

      The packaging machine ate the tray, hiding the gap I’d created. I reached up to tighten my bandana again, letting the syringe fall farther up my arm. I gritted my teeth as the heat stung my elbow.

      With a rumble, the next batch headed down the line.

      Three solid taps on the shoulder and I stepped out of my place, gladly giving my station to the worker for the next shift.

      I stretched my arms toward the ceiling, letting my back crack as the hot syringe slid down to the base of my spine, landing where my shirt tucked into my pants.

      I’d only managed to snag six during my shift. Not a great day’s work by any means.

      Better than any of the others could manage.

      “Check out,” the foreman shouted, like he thought we didn’t know what we were supposed to do at the end of our shift. Or worse, he was foolish enough to think we wanted to stay.

      All of us rushed toward the booth by the door. I didn’t run. I couldn’t risk a sharp ear catching the faint clinking of my hard-won treasure. By the time I joined the line, there were already six others waiting to be checked out by the foreman’s wife.

      Mrs. Foreman sat in the booth, scanner in hand, frowning at each person who dared ask for their belongings back and to be paid for their time.

      Or maybe it wasn’t our wanting to be paid for our labor that she found so offensive. Maybe it was our dirty faces and rounded shoulders. Or the stink of sweat and rubber that had gotten permanently stuck in all our clothes. Maybe she didn’t like the reminder that her husband’s factory really produced two products―syringes and broken people.

      I leaned out of line, peeking through the door to the courtyard.

      The smoke hadn’t fully blocked out the sun, but the ash came down thick. The fires were burning close to the city again.

      A knot of panic twisted in my stomach as the line shifted forward. My nerves sent tingles from my fingertips to my toes.

      Don’t panic. You can’t afford it.

      I pressed my shoulders back and stood tall, making sure not even Mrs. Foreman’s keen eyes could spot the lumps on my back from the pilfered goods.

      “Trip Benson.” Trip held out his wrist, offering his chip band.

      Mrs. Foreman narrowed her eyes at him, like she wasn’t sure if he was the same Trip Benson she’d been checking out after his shift six days a week for a dozen years.

      “Trip Benson.” He held his wrist right in front of her face, like he wanted her to lick the tarnished metal bracelet instead of scan the chip it held.

      Mrs. Foreman turned in her chair, taking her time gathering Trip’s bag and jug, before handing them over and finally scanning his chip.

      “Thank you.” Trip snatched his things and strode out the door.

      I took a deep breath, filling my lungs till they ached, pulled off my bandana, and stepped up to the counter, holding out my wrist.

      “Name?” Mrs. Foreman pursed her lips at me.

      I leaned over the counter, holding my chip band right under her scanner.

      “Name?”

      I held her glare even as my lungs started to tense.

      Mrs. Foreman made a sound between a growl and a sneeze before turning to grab my bag and three jugs. She lingered, enjoying tormenting me, lining the jugs up perfectly on the counter and trying to balance my bag so it wouldn’t tip over. When my lungs had started to burn and my brain had started to scream that I needed air, she finally scanned my chip, transferring over my credits and ration for the day’s work.

      I grabbed my things, making myself walk calmly to the bare patch of wall where I could set everything down. My fingers fumbled as I tied my bandana back around my face. I took a deep breath, and the familiar stink of the thick fabric pummeled my nose. My head spun as oxygen raced through my veins, leaving bright spots dancing in my eyes. Snatching my things back up, I headed out into the square.

      My shoulders relaxed as soon as I stepped outside, though walking through the square between the four factory buildings was hardly more cheerful than working the belts.

      Litter and ash stirred with the chill wind that swept between the brick buildings. A crumpled, blue pamphlet rolled across my foot.

      I grabbed the paper and tucked it into my pocket as a wave of laughter came from the men smoking in the back corner of the square.

      They were right to laugh. There was no use in reading the kep-made pamphlet. Even if I was foolish enough to trust anything the glass guards said, weak words of comfort wouldn’t offer me any protection.

      I glanced up at the sky. To the east, evening light peered down, but to the west, thick, gray smoke blocked out the sun.

      “Dammit.” I bolted across the square toward the most rundown of the four brick buildings.

      The ash must have been falling the whole day. The thick layer of it muffled my footsteps and puffed up around my boots.

      “Where’s your coat, honey?” one of the men in the corner called.

      I tossed up my favored finger rather than waste air shouting back.

      The men laughed again.

      I flinched as one of the men’s laughs dissolved into wracking coughs that made me wonder how much longer I’d have to deal with his daily taunts.

      The sound of his hacking followed me into the kids’ factory.

      There were no machines to offer a blissful, mind-numbing hum on the kids’ work floor, where they scrubbed and sorted bolts and scraps. Everything had to be done quietly so the teacher standing on the scaffold could be heard as she shouted her lessons to her three hundred students.

      I stood on my toes, trying to catch a glimpse of Mari’s shiny, black hair.

      A kid started wailing in the far corner.

      The foreman strode toward him, but the teacher didn’t pause her lesson on the decimation of the oceans.

      I tried not to wonder if the kid was wailing because he’d cut himself or because he couldn’t stand the misery of knowing that something as beautiful as a sea turtle had once existed and he’d never get to see one in real life.

      One of the minders finally caught sight of me. “Mari Sampson.”

      I gave the minder a nod of thanks as Mari hopped up from her place at one of the back tables and ran toward me.

      “Slower, Mar,” I whispered, though I knew my sister couldn’t hear me.

      “I thought you’d never come.” Mari grabbed the jugs from my hands, setting them on the ground while I dug through my bag.

      “I come at the same time every day.” I pulled out Mari’s hat, coat, and gloves.

      “But some of the other kids have already been collected.” Mari spoke so fast she sucked a bit of her bandana into her mouth and had to spit it out before continuing. “I got stuck on bolt scrubbing today, so you’ll have to dig the metal bits out for me.”

      She held up her hands. Slivers and scratches deep enough to bleed marked her fingers.

      I shoved down my sympathy and held out her coat.

      Mari sighed before letting me dress her.

      I didn’t blame her for hating the coat. The ratty outer and inner layers hid the dense material that was worth its weight in credits and would make any decent thief drool. But knowing you were lucky to have a bit of protection from the lethal sunrays and liking to wear the damn thing were two different matters.

      I fastened her coat and held out her gloves.

      “My fingers already hurt.” She tucked her scratched hands behind her back. “I won’t get burned. The sun’s almost gone, and the sky’s filled with smoke. I don’t want to wear them.”

      “Hmm.” I tugged Mari’s wide-brimmed hat onto her head and tied the rope beneath her chin. “I heard a rumor that someone’s been hoarding peaches. I was going to nab them as a treat for you, but if you don’t want to wear your gloves―”

      Mari snatched her gloves away from me and tugged them on.

      Biting back a smile, I pulled my own layers from the bag and dressed myself in a quarter of the time it had taken me to dress Mari. I slung my bag on and passed her one of the jugs, keeping two for myself.

      “We’re going to jog today,” I said.

      “Why?” Mari tipped her chin up so I could see her eyes below the brim of her hat.

      “Smoke’s coming in from the western side of the city.”

      “Oh, reef bleachers!” Mari cursed, grabbing my hand and running out the door.

      I let her set our pace as we cut through the litter-strewn square and out onto the street beyond the factories.

      The streets themselves had been kept clean of trash―the kep laws made sure of it―but not even the sweepers could keep up with the ash coming down from the sky.

      Most of the people we passed had covered their heads, trying to keep the falling grit from settling into their hair. Some held cloths over their mouths or had tied rags around their faces. All of them wore the same painful air of resignation.

      We all knew the city could drown in ash, and there wasn’t a damn thing any of us could do about it. But watching hopelessness smother us when the ash was only a few inches thick…it almost seemed worse than letting the whole city burn at once.

      I glanced up. The smoke had drifted farther in, close enough to coat the western edge of the city. I ran a little faster as we reached Generation Way, trying not to grip Mari’s hand tight enough to make the scratches and slivers any worse.

      The thumping of a club’s music pounded through the air as we rounded the corner onto Endeavor Avenue. The handful of daytime bars that had been allowed to stay open had all been packed into the same few blocks with the shops that still sold non-essential goods. Cheers came from the nearest bar as a singer started a new song.

      Mari took the lead, weaving a path through the customers eager to spend their credits.

      Before we managed to break through the shoppers, I caught sight of the end of the line. It already stretched a block back from the tanks.

      We dodged around a few of the slower people carrying jugs and claimed a place in line behind a man who stank with a tang exclusive to chem plant workers.

      “The line’s too long.” Mari gripped my hand.

      “We’ll be fine,” I said.

      “What if the fires get too close and they call the kep away? What if the smoke stays in tomorrow?” She stood on her toes, trying to see between the adults in front of her. “What if they can’t push the fires back?”

      “Everything is going to be fine. We got here in time. We’ll make it to the front.” My guilt at lying to my little sister crashed into the hunger rumbling in my stomach.

      “Two tanks,” a woman a few people ahead of us shouted. “Smoke’s coming in, and they’re only running two tanks!”

      I caught a glimpse of the start of the line as we all shuffled forward.

      The woman was right. They were only distributing from two of the three tanks. The kep had only bothered to send twelve glass guards in fancy black uniforms to deal with the thirsty masses.

      “Keep to a single line,” a kep guard shouted. “If you all keep to a single line, we can get you through faster.”

      We won’t all make it.

      I turned my gaze up to the edge of the overhang that protected the tanks, choosing loathing over worry. Years of smoke and soot hadn’t managed to destroy the image some idiot had painted to loom over the city scum.

      Pictures of a happy family and a blooming tree flanked the words For the Future of Our Children. Like the kep cared about Mari’s future or mine.

      I kept my gaze fixed on the painted family until Mari started bouncing.

      There were only five in line ahead of us.

      “Come on,” Mari muttered. “Come on.” She pressed her cheek to my waist, tilting her hat.

      I unfastened my coat and draped the side over her, covering the bit of her neck the hat had left exposed.

      I glanced west.

      The smoke had shifted again. The entire western side of the city would be covered.

      One jug. If we can fill just one, we’ll be fine.

      A grating beep came from the front of the line, near one of the two working green tanks.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. Your chip shows no ration.” The guard with the scanner turned away from the rationless woman.

      “That’s not possible.” The woman stepped in front of the guard, holding out her wrist. “I did my day in the factory. They added my ration to my band, I know they did.”

      “Next.”

      The chem worker walked past the woman to the other running tank.

      “Check it again.” The woman shook her wrist at the guard. “I have a ration.”

      “The factory may have placed the ration on your chip,” the guard said, “but fresh fires sparked to the west. Water was diverted from this station for the protection of the city. We have to make sure everyone is provided for.”

      “I’m part of everyone.” The woman edged closer to the tank. “I need my ration.”

      “We’ve had to prioritize, ma’am.” The guard held up his hand, blocking her path. “You are not in the approved group.”

      “I will die.” The woman clutched her jug. “You are throwing my life away.”

      “Difficult decisions had to be made,” the guard said. “We thank you for your sacrifice.”

      The woman threw her jug at the tank and leapt toward the guard, reaching for his neck like she thought she could choke him.

      Another guard lunged forward, cracking the woman over the head with his club before her fingers had even grazed his fellow’s neck.

      The woman crumpled to the ground and lay still. She wasn’t even breathing.

      Mari started to shake as the woman’s blood stained the ash on the street.

      “Next,” the guard called.

      I held Mari close, guiding her around the growing patch of red sludge. We stopped in front of the tank. I raised my wrist for the guard to scan my chip band. My heart froze as I waited for the beep.

      “Cleared for three jugs,” the guard with the scanner said.

      The other kep took Mari’s jug.

      My heart didn’t start beating again until he turned on the tap and water began filling the container.

      I let go of Mari to open the other jugs.

      The guard passed the first back to Mari and had started filling the second before all the kep tipped their heads to the side at once, as though listening to a voice only they could hear.

      I reached forward, bracing the still-filling jug the moment before the guard let go of it and bolted for the side of the overhang.

      Mari squeaked as I caught the jug, managing to keep it upright so it wouldn’t spill. I twisted the top back on, taking the second to protect the slim bit of our ration we’d claimed before grabbing Mari’s hand.

      “Run.” I didn’t have to say it.

      Mari darted for the corner of the overhang as the high whine of the closing gates began. We slipped into the narrow alley beside the tanks before the crowd still waiting in line started to shout.

      The water station would be closed while the glass guards hid, or fought the fire raging to the west, or whatever it was the kep in black guard uniforms did when they abandoned their petty attempts at helping the city scum.

      Everyone left in line would have to go without.

      Thank you for your sacrifice.
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      Mari knelt beside me on the threadbare carpet, chewing her lips together as I poured the water from the jugs into five separate containers, like I hadn’t done the exact same thing hundreds of times before. I squinted in the dim light, pretending to make sure the portions were equal, but I think even little Mar had figured out I always skewed the bottles.

      She and I got the same amount, never mind what the blue kep pamphlets said about my needing more water since I was ten years older and a good foot-and-a-half taller. Mom’s bottle got more than both of ours. The fourth bottle, the one for trade, got the most. The one bowl got just enough for us to wash with.

      “It’s not a lot,” Mari said when I’d emptied all the water we’d managed to snag before the kep shut down the tanks.

      “Take some from the stash if your head starts to hurt.”

      She nodded, but I knew she wouldn’t dig under the floorboards in the closet, no matter how thirsty she got. She never touched the bits of water I’d managed to squirrel away in case.

      In case they shut the tanks down. In case the smoke shut the city down. In case they closed the factory and I needed time to find a new way to earn my ration. In case there was another riot and we had to hide in our dingy apartment until the glass guards were done killing people. In case a hundred other horrible things happened.

      I hated in case.

      “Can you still help?” Mari held out her hands.

      “Sure.” I kissed the top of her head and left the front room of our apartment to dig under the floorboards in the bedroom.

      The bedroom was tiny, with barely enough space for me to walk between Mom’s bed and the one I shared with Mari. I’d had to wall off half the room the year before to hide my project. That was after I’d made the cubbies under the floorboards.

      I’d spent a lot of time making places to stash bits of what we had in case someone found out the Sampsons had treasures worth stealing. The truth of our privilege weighed heavy in my stomach.

      You are lucky. You are lucky.

      I repeated the phrase in my head as I popped up the floorboard in the corner and pulled out the case of medical supplies. A gift Mom had come home with, and a wonder she always managed to keep stocked. I hated the weight of the case in my hands even though I knew it was a prize most would kill to have.

      The bandages, salves, vials, pills, and I-Vents had all been gifts from Mom’s friends. The same way the extra water rations that made our stash possible came from Mom’s friends. Like the power packs and computer tablet had come from Mom’s friends. Like Mari and I had come from Mom’s friends.

      I sat with Mari on the floor of the front room, picking the tiny metal shards from her fingers. She hummed to herself, trying not to flinch when I knew full well I must be hurting her.

      I gritted my teeth when the tune became louder as I dabbed on the disinfectant. Gripping her wrists, I waved her hands through the air to dry the stinging gel.

      Mari giggled.

      I loved the sound of her laugh, especially when it was real.

      “Are you going out tonight?” she asked as I passed her an I-Vent.

      “I have to.” I held the silver tube of my own I-Vent to my lips and took a deep breath, not flinching at the horrible metallic taste as the medicine flowed into my lungs, wiping away whatever pollutants my bandana hadn’t been able to keep me from inhaling.

      “You don’t really have to.” Mari sipped her water, trying to wash the taste from her mouth. “We have water and dinner.”

      “I seem to remember promising someone peaches.” I tucked her hair behind her ears and went back to the bedroom to hide the med kit under the floor.

      “I don’t need peaches.” Mari scampered behind me. “I want you to stay here.”

      I didn’t bother answering, even as Mari gripped my arm while I headed back to the front room.

      The computer tablet hid behind the half-broken couch, plugged into the tiny solar charger on the windowsill that somehow managed to function with the slim bits of sunlight that broke through the smoke shrouding the city.

      I pulled the tablet out and tapped the screen, checking for messages.

      Not that we’d ever received a message. But there was a little tab where one might pop up, and I couldn’t stop myself from checking. Just like I couldn’t stop myself from scanning through the channels on the old radio Mom had brought home. I knew it was useless, but a stupid part of me still hoped someone would reach out and tell me there was a way to escape this piece of shit city and a place where I could keep Mari safe.

      But life didn’t work that way. And if I wanted to keep Mari safe, I needed to keep her fed.

      “Do your schoolwork.” I held out the tablet.

      “I already did school today at the factory.” She frowned. “I want to come with you.”

      “Mom wants us both to do the school programs on the tablet. Do you want to tell her you decided not to do your work?”

      “You do yours first.”

      “I’ll do it when I get back with peaches.” I set the tablet down on the couch, grabbed my portion of water, and went to the bedroom, closing the door behind me.

      The water tasted like grit, but I took slow sips anyway, careful to hold a bit in my mouth each time.

      I sat on Mom’s bed to let the syringes fall from the back of my shirt. I needed to change. Clean shirt, clean pants, the pair of boots that were a bit too big so I could hide the syringes around my ankles without it being obvious to any guards who cared to look.

      I borrowed my mother’s comb even though I hated brushing my hair and pretending I was proud of how thick and healthy I’d managed to keep it. Leaving it down would make getting through some doors easier. It would make the wig men follow me, too, but there wasn’t a way around it.

      I tucked my knife into the waist of my pants and pulled on the only non-sunsafe coat we owned. All I had to do was toss the water for trade into my bag and I’d be ready to go back out into the smoke-filled city.

      Still, I stood in the bedroom, my mind coming up with reasons I shouldn’t go just as quickly as it screamed I was wasting time.

      “Don’t be a coward, Lanni.” I grabbed my bandana and went back to the front room.

      Mari had curled up on the couch, her gaze fixed on the tablet as a female voice explained geometry.

      “Lock the door behind me.” I started the process of undoing the five different bolts that kept us safe after the sun went down.

      “What if Mom gets home before you?” Mari paused her lesson.

      “Tell her Jaime needed me and I’m staying there.” I tied my bandana around my face.

      “And when she doesn’t believe me?”

      “Lock the door, Mar.”

      “You really could stay here.”

      “Love you, Mar.” I stepped out into the dim hallway and closed the door behind me.

      I stayed frozen for a moment, listening while each of the locks clicked into place before heading down the corridor.

      The familiar stench of smoke-coated mildew filled the hall. Someone was cooking meat for dinner, and that scent joined in, too. Voices drifted from the other apartments, and Mr. Layhie was singing again.

      I checked the knife in my waistband before heading down the hall.

      A kid slept across the stairs, but I didn’t see anyone else as I crept down the steps and to the outside door.

      I didn’t pause to listen before pushing the door open and heading out onto the street. Letting anyone see my fear was a mistake I couldn’t afford to make.

      Being afraid of the smoke that still hung over the city was smart. So was being afraid of the men and women who lurked in the shadows, ready to steal everything from your clothes to your blood if it suited their mood. Being afraid of the kep guards was necessary if you wanted to survive.

      But letting any of the monsters who lurked in the city after sunset know you were afraid? Not many regular human girls survived that kind of mistake.

      I strode down the street, my hand draped over my bag giving the only hint that I was smart enough to know there were pickpockets lurking everywhere.

      The men lounging around the half-dead trees at the center of Five Points Crossing had seen me come and go enough times their catcalling was more of a nightly custom than an actual attempt to get my attention.

      “The pretty girl comes to grace us again,” one of the men shouted down from his perch high up in a tree.

      “Uncover your face and give us a look.” A man sitting on the sidewalk joined in.

      I gave them a wave and a flip of my hair, pretending I was in on the joke rather than risking them guessing how my skin crawled beneath their gazes.

      I wished I could be upstairs in the apartment, listening to Mari whine about having to do her lessons, instead of hearing the kissing sounds the drunkest of the men made. I’d even have settled for an empty path to walk, free of leering city scum. I wasn’t that lucky.

      There were no good roads leading out of Five Points, but there were choices. I could head toward the factories, the chem shops, the lux district, the barrens, or the dark corridor. It was almost cruel how easy they made it look, giving me the illusion of freedom when really I had none.

      I had to walk toward the dark corridor, even though venturing into those shadows was my second-to-last choice. The only thing worse than facing the night crowd would be walking up to the glass domes beyond the barrens and begging for favors.

      But the dark corridor had peaches for Mari. The dark corridor had people who could transfer credits. The dark corridor had someone who could buy the syringes hidden in my boots before the kep caught me with my pilfered stash, fired me from my job at the factory, and cancelled my ration. Or worse.

      I always forgot to appreciate the streetlamps near Five Points, no matter how many times I walked down Salvation Street and my heart skittered in my chest as the lights gradually dimmed.

      I knew damn well the night crowd had painted the glass of the streetlamps to dull the light, just like I knew the fear creeping up my spine was well-founded. There really were people hiding in the shadows, waiting for a frightened-looking girl to feast on. But a girl like me, one who walked with purpose, she might be on her way to see someone important. Someone who could tell the Maker one of her creations had stepped out of line.

      Feast on the wrong nightwalker’s claimed human, you could end up burning in the sun come dawn.

      I understood the dangers of the monsters that thrived in the shadows of the city. I hoped Mari would never need to learn the lessons that had kept me alive.

      The thumping of music carried through the night long before I reached the warren of alleys that led to the Misery Drain.

      Ten kep patrolled the streets, guns on hips, clubs in hand, watching the people filtering in and out of the shadows. The glass guards couldn’t stay in the city to give water to the dying, but standing in the haze of smoke to keep the night crowd in check―that was worth the risk of contaminating their precious lungs.

      “Face,” one of the kep said.

      I kept walking straight for the alley.

      “Show us your face.” A guard stepped right in front of me.

      I looked up at the kep. He wasn’t much older than me, maybe eighteen, not old enough to be giving orders on a dark street at any rate. He had emerald-green eyes and pale blond hair.

      I wanted to pick up a fistful of ash and rub it into his clean hair, but I planted my hands on my hips instead, not letting myself give in to the deadly temptation.

      “Why?” I didn’t loosen my bandana.

      “Face coverings aren’t allowed in the Misery Drain,” the kep said.

      “I’m not going there.” I moved to step around him.

      “All faces must be uncovered before entering this section of the city,” the kep said. “We need to know what sort are coming and going.”

      “Have the glass guards really gotten that”―I swallowed the word stupid―“paranoid? Look at my eyes. I’m clearly a regular human.”

      The boy stared into my eyes for a moment. I let him study their light blue that seemed so ill-fitted to the rest of my darker coloring.

      “You have beautiful eyes.” The kep gave me a nod.

      “Thanks.” I tried again to step around him.

      “Face covering off.” He held out an arm, blocking my path with his club.

      I untied the knot at the back of my bandana and tucked the fabric into my pocket. My first breath of smoke-laden air burned the back of my throat. My chest shuddered as I fought my instinct to cough.

      “That wasn’t so hard.” The kep bowed me past.

      “Thanks for protecting the dark corridor from dangerous city scum like me.” I bowed back to him and strode down the alley, not letting myself wonder if the kep’s laughter would be followed by a shot to my back.
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      There were no streetlights in the alley, only the faint glow filtering down from the windows of the surrounding buildings.

      The ash had been swept away along with any hint of debris. The Maker would never allow such horrible things in her section of the city. Not when it might sully the commerce and feeding the nightwalkers thrived on.

      As the thumping of the music grew loud enough to rattle my lungs, I longed to reach for my knife. I was smart enough not to look in the shadows, but the darkness wasn’t deep enough to hide the people lurking in every doorway and alcove.

      I turned down a narrower alley, heading away from the music and toward the brighter lights peering between brick buildings.

      A little gasp came from the shadows.

      My gaze flicked toward the sound before I could stop myself.

      A man held a woman tight, pressing her back to him as his hands roamed across her body. Blood dripped from her neck, staining the shoulder of her shirt. The man looked my way, meeting my gaze with his black eyes. He winked at me before licking away the stray blood and going back to drinking from the woman.

      Vampire.

      A weird nausea rolled through my whole body, like my veins wanted to scream their protest of the vampire sucking the life from a human.

      I fixed my gaze on the lights ahead and forced my feet to keep moving.

      If the woman wanted to sell her blood, that was her right. I was more likely to be judged insane than she was.

      My shoulders relaxed as the trade hall came properly into view. Light peered through all the windows of the soot-stained, brick building. Not in a cheerful or inviting way, but at least the light promised the presence of people.

      I tripped over nothing, my feet seeming to want to stick to the cracked concrete. It took me a moment to realize why my body had wanted me to stop.

      Another pack of kep prowled through the shadows around the trade hall.

      Go back, a voice that sounded like my mother’s shouted in my head.

      I slowed my pace, studying the windows of the hall like I was searching for a friend waving down at me rather than trying to figure out if I was right to be afraid.

      The kep never came into the alleys around the Misery Drain. I don’t know if it was part of their treaty with the Maker or if the kep just didn’t care if a bunch of city scum got drained in the shadows.

      The vampires were better workers than regular humans. Faster and stronger than any of us could hope to be. If the kep only wanted to run their factories at night, they could’ve gotten rid of the humans. Left all the work to the vampires, and kept just enough humans…

      To feed on.

      Another horrible wave of nausea rolled through my body as I reached the hall’s door. The kep might beat us with their clubs or deny us water rations, but their evil didn’t make the vampires any less deadly. I couldn’t risk losing my best vampire ally by not showing up.

      One step into the hall, and a hundred scents battled against the stench of the smoke.

      The stall nearest the door sold fried meat and slices of fresh-baked bread. Another booth sold pots of flowers you could take home and watch slowly die.

      I lingered for a moment as I passed the woman who sold scented oils. A warm, rich aroma I didn’t have a name for filled the air. The only people I ever saw purchasing from her were the factory owners from the lux district―the kind of people who had credits to spare and didn’t get their daily pay added to their chip band. The factory owners never had to wonder if they had enough credits to buy the food they needed. Those men could afford unnecessary purchases.

      Mom had come home with oils a few times when I was younger. She’d let me smell them. Not touch, just smell. Cherry blossom, vanilla, citrus. The apartment would be filled with the lavish scents for a few days before Mom traded them for things we actually needed.

      She stopped bringing the oils home as soon as I was old enough to start asking where she’d gotten them.

      I

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/hos1-heart-of-smoke-title.jpg
HEART o
SMOKE

MEGAN O'RUSSEI T





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/hos1-heart-of-smoke-ebook-high-res.jpg
HEART OF SMOKE BOOK ONE

HEART.:

S

- o
;‘)} B ~., : i

T

MEGAN O'RUSSELL






OEBPS/images/thumbnail_ink-worlds-press-logo-c1.jpg
Ink Worlds Press





