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To everyone who hides in shadows but lives with a spark burning in their chest bright enough to burn down the world




Storm Breaker is a pulse-pounding dystopian novel set in a glittering, storm-wrecked Manhattan where the elite rule through legacy—and one forbidden romance could tear it apart. It includes elements regarding death, electrocution, physical and mental abuse, parental abuse, addiction, graphic language, physical violence, hand-to-hand combat, blood, alcohol, trampling via crowd, accidental death, death by falling, parental abandonment, classism, sexism, and sexual situations that are shown on the page. Discussions of murder are also present. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note, and prepare to enter Amery Academy …






[image: A heraldic-style illustration presents a shield titled ‘The Society Of The Shield’. Four sections on the shield are labeled ‘House Aria, House Fiama, House Tera and House Asal’. Three circular motifs in the center list ‘Chancellor Marks, Chancellor Osen and General Sol’. Below, a radiating spiral motif has surrounding labels that read, ‘Storm, Guard and Tempestade’. A ribbon under the shield reads ‘Protect, Preserve and Prosper’.]




A Note from The Shield

The Shield proudly welcomes the Class of 3067 to Amery Academy.

Over the next three years, you will be tested—not only for aptitude but for your loyalty, discipline, and resolve. The choices you make at Amery will shape your place within Society and help determine the future stability of New Manhattan.

Whether you pledge to your family’s House or earn the right to enter another, know this: each House exists for a reason, and balance depends on those who understand their role within it.

Only the capable will advance. Only the committed will endure.

Protect. Preserve. Prosper.

—The Shield
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My fiancé smells like feet.

Knox slings an arm around my neck and yanks me closer, causing me to trip. My hands slam into his chest to stop myself from falling, and I inhale another whiff of that sour smell.

I recognize it as the distinct residue of the boiled cabbage stew served in the tunnel markets running below the streets of New Manhattan. He must’ve paid a visit to the underground today. A shower would have been nice.

Knox doesn’t notice my stumble as he lifts his glass and bellows, “To our last night of freedom!”

He’s met with a resounding chorus of cheers before he tips his head back and takes a long pull of his drink.

With the wind howling outside, we stand fifty stories up, inside a sprawling apartment owned by Knox’s father, Trey Arden. The massive living room is lined with reinforced floor-to-ceiling windows and filled with creamy, ornate furniture and golden tables.

His mother permits only clear liquids, lest anything get stained. I’ll never forget the party Knox threw in ninth grade when someone had the bright idea of smuggling in a pilfered bottle of red-tinted cinnamon gin to pass around. The lid hadn’t been properly secured and … well, I don’t think I’ve ever heard Mrs. Arden scream that loud.

The remnants of that day have long since been cleared away, leaving off-white, brocade-silk-covered walls and crystal chandeliers dangling overhead, casting us in a soft yellow glow.

All the Fiama Society kids from our year are here, dressed in their most sparkling club attire, including short skirts and slashed shirts, showing off taut young bodies and miles of skin. High school is over, and we’re headed to university, ready to embark on the next chapter of our lives when we report to Amery Academy first thing tomorrow.

I’ve been anticipating this day for a very long time.

I watch my best friend, Trinity, across the room take a long gulp of her drink and toss her arms around her boyfriend’s neck before they go in for a sloppy kiss. They make out furiously, their bodies pressed together, fueled by the heated charge in the air and a little liquid encouragement.

My chest tightens. I’m not jealous. I’m thrilled Trin found someone who loves her the way Edward does. I want the world for her.

But as Bethany Fawkes sidles over, pressing herself to Knox’s other side, my gaze returns to Trinity and Edward, and I can’t help but want what they have, too.

Knox’s arm tightens around me before he thrusts his cup in my face. “Have a sip, Poet.”

I nearly gag on the potent fumes of moonshine brewed by the Hollows, New Manhattan’s underground citizens. It’s cheap as dirt and packs several punches. No thank you. My preferred poison doesn’t taste vaguely of paint thinner.

I knock his hand away as he leans in and presses his open mouth against my temple, almost like he’s eating my hair. His hot, stale breath sends a shiver creeping over my scalp. And not in the good way. Those days are long over.

“Stop,” I bite out as I attempt to shove out of his headlock.

Knox Arden. New Manhattan’s resident fuckboy. My betrothed.

Definitely not by choice.

Finally, I manage to extricate myself from his grasp, sacrificing the band around my ponytail. He’s handsome by all measures of the word. High cheekbones. A strong jaw. Tall with a narrow but stacked frame and platinum hair streaked with bright shocks of lilac.

His sleeveless white shirt clings to his chest, and his fair skin is slightly flushed. His black leather boots are heavily scuffed, no doubt purchased from a scavenger. New clothes are easy enough for families like ours to access, but there’s a certain cachet in “slumming it” with a rare and expensive scavenger treasure.

“Poet,” he whines as I fix my ponytail. Then I spin on my heel to walk away, shoulders set and head high. “Poet, come back! You’re being weird.”

Weird.

He isn’t wrong.

Any time a storm is brewing, I’m definitely weird.

“Ew,” Trinity says, catching me as I pass and looping an arm through mine. “I can’t believe Bethany’s rubbing herself all over him like that. Everyone knows you’re getting married after we graduate.” She lowers her voice. “Even if you don’t want to, she doesn’t know that.”

Her words claw through my chest as we look back at Knox. Bethany is now wrapped around him, his hand creeping up her bare thigh, his mouth pressed to the curve of her offered jaw. Three other girls already surround him, draping themselves like languid pieces of silk. As though his very presence makes their arms and knees go limp.

I try not to blame them. In our House, proximity to the right man means security, and that can be worth everything.

“Want me to kick her ass?” Trinity asks, her freckled white cheeks flushing with anger on my behalf. She’s petite and half a head shorter than my average height, but only because she’s “towering” in heels. She wears a fitted white dress that clings to her curves and a necklace of sparkling amethyst. Bangs fall over her eyes, and her hair is highlighted with a deep streak of purple, contrasting with her fiery orange locks.

It’s the height of Society fashion to dye one’s hair with a touch of purple in various hues. General Nyxia Sol started the trend with her midnight-black hair, streaked with a single shock of bright purple down one side. It’s also the same shade of the cloud bursts that signal an Empire Storm, named after the color of royalty from the old world.

My own hair is a purple so deep it’s nearly black and peppered with brighter streaks of amethyst.

Only mine is natural, a secret I keep to myself.

“Nah,” I say, focusing on Knox and his groupies. “He invites it. If anyone needs an ass-kicking, it’s him.”

“But—”

I raise my hand. “I don’t care. Let her have him.”

A snort behind me draws our attention to queen-bitches Winter Jenkins and Lacey Turner, both wearing acidic sneers.

“Poor little Poet,” Winter says, twirling a lock of her long chestnut hair. “She just can’t keep the attention of her man.”

She thrusts out her lower lip as Lacey dissolves into giggles.

“Don’t worry,” Winter adds with a wink. “After you’re married, I’ll see that he’s always satisfied.”

“Sounds about right,” I counter. “The only way to get someone to fill that dusty, dried-out hole is to fuck another woman’s husband.”

Trinity snorts so loud I’m surprised she doesn’t blow a nostril. She slaps a hand over her face, trying to contain her laugh. It doesn’t work.

Winter’s mouth drops open, and Lacey’s eyes go wide.

“How dare you!” Winter hisses.

“Get out of my face,” I hiss back.

Winter’s gaze narrows on mine, but I know from experience that she doesn’t have the guts to make a move.

She straightens, huffs, and then takes my suggestion, trying to look dignified as she walks away. Trinity latches onto my arm, gasping for breath. I don’t think she notices how hard I’m trembling.

“Skies, Poet,” she wheezes. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

I smooth down the front of my sparkly black crop top, trying to conceal my shaking hands. I lift one corner of my mouth in a smile that feels like a grimace. “That actually felt pretty good.”

“You’re so badass,” Trinity says as our attention once again drifts to Knox. Winter and Lacey have now found their way over to him, scattering my short-lived flare of satisfaction.

Edward appears behind Trinity, bearing a fresh drink, and notices the direction of our stares. His straight black hair falls over a pair of dark-brown, angled eyes. He gives me a sympathetic look.

“You deserve better than that,” he says so sincerely that my throat tightens.

I roll my shoulders, trying to shake off the fog of Knox’s ever-present shadow. “Well, he’s what I’m stuck with.”

My father is the scion of House Fiama, but leadership is tenuous thanks to infighting between our most powerful families. When Knox and I were born, he formed an alliance with Knox’s father to help strengthen his bid for power. It paved the path to his current reign, and thus, our marriage has been a foregone conclusion ever since.

I’ve made peace with it as much as I can. This is my duty to my city. As members of Society, our union is also part of the greater plan to keep us all safe, fed, and protected from both the threats that surround us and the mistakes of the past.

At least I’ll have three years at the academy before I need to face it.

A flash of light catches my eye. I glance out the window as the wind gusts with a powerful blast, tilting the floor beneath us ever so slightly. My palms start to itch, and I scratch them absently.

New Manhattan boasts dozens of Society-owned apartment towers that stretch into the clouds and are prone to swaying in the high winds, but no one bats an eye.

We’re used to this.

Another flash, and the sky lights up with a shocking flare of ultraviolet light.

I swallow a gasp as the clouds tumble and roll, swelling in great puffs of lilac and indigo, flashing with hot spots. Soon they’ll explode in pulses of galvanic force known as Spark, jagged streaks of energy that spread in every direction, sometimes shattering our protective barriers and killing anyone they touch.

An Empire Storm is coming, and it’s coming fast.

As the wind picks up, I shiver.

I can feel the storms.

We have two less-common types: Emerald Storms that bring torrential downpours and Blood Storms, which rain down deadly fire.

But Empire Storms pose a constant threat, always on the verge of striking.

My temperature is already climbing, and I continue to scratch my hands and my arms. My exhales turn short as I carefully regulate my shallow breaths.

It feels like I’m coming undone. Like my skin is too tight and starting to split.

This is my curse. A burden. A test of my sanity.

And yet I crave it, too.

I know I shouldn’t. I know it makes me a monster.

But it’s an addiction waiting to destroy me.

My breaths come faster and sharper, my pulse pounding as the storm outside screams in my ears. Everyone else in the room continues chatting and drinking, unconcerned.

I’m almost positive I’m the only one here affected this way.

When the amethyst clouds start to roll, everyone runs for cover, seeking the relative safety of their homes. Our only true protection is General Nyxia Sol and her army of Storm Breakers, who do their best to shield the city.

But even their methods are fallible, and the storms are often unpredictable.

CRASH.

A window smashes, and everyone screams as we’re plunged into the luminescent glow of neon light. A small plasma arc ricochets from the floor, forming a dome, transparent like a soap bubble and filled with jagged sparks of pulsing energy.

It lasts for only a second before it winks out.

Wind gusts into the room, tossing napkins and tugging at hair and clothing. People jump up, drinks spilling as they search for cover, trying to escape a hailstorm of glass, sharp stones, and bits of debris.

I’m shoved to the side with Trinity’s arm still linked to mine. We slam into a wall, my elbow connecting with a sharp crack that radiates into my shoulder. As we’re pushed left and right, I instinctively search for Knox. How close was he standing to the window?

A moment later, I spy him at the far end of the room, brushing splinters off his shirt and shaking out his hair.

My stomach twitches with a conflicted dip because I don’t understand how I feel. I don’t want to marry him, but I also wouldn’t want him to die this way.

I think.

It takes me a moment to register the screams.

Someone else wasn’t so lucky.

Through a wall of shifting bodies, I spot someone lying on the floor, their skin charred to a black husk. Smoke curls off them in small puffs of white.

Someone won’t be starting at Amery Academy tomorrow.

My stomach turning, I huff out a shaky breath as the clouds flash with more swelling points of light.

If I don’t hurry, I might miss it.

The room descends into chaos as people simultaneously try to squeeze closer to the body and also move away. I push through the crowd, sliding between the spaces until I find myself at the door.

I look back. I shouldn’t be leaving at a time like this, but someone will deal with it. We have sweepers for these types of incidents, and too many people are already in the way.

After quietly slipping out, I pound up several floors and toss open the door to my parents’ penthouse, only to find it empty. They must have gone out to one of their favorite swanky restaurants with their friends. At least I don’t have to explain why I’m home already.

I head for my bedroom, still decorated like it was when I was ten years old, with frilly white sheets and pillows and a ruffled canopy. At least I donated the stuffed animals, though I kept my favorite brown bear, Teddy, to sit on my dresser to watch over me.

I just turned nineteen, but he makes me feel safe.

I lock the door behind me and kick off my shoes before tiptoeing carefully across the plush white carpet. Even in my own home, I try never to take up too much space.

Clinging to the window frame, I focus my gaze on the distant spot where I know General Sol will be waiting.

The wind howls, shaking the foundations. I spot a figure scurrying across the plaza far below and press a hand to the glass, urging them to run for cover.

A moment later, another cloudburst illuminates the sky. Lines of energy radiate out, coalescing as they hit the pavement and rebounding into its characteristic plasma arc. It spreads, engulfing the figure in a hailstorm of Spark before they stumble, landing face down on the pavement, dead.

I choke on a quiet sob before looking up to witness General Sol gilded in amethyst light.

She stands atop the Citadel, her long hair tossing in the wind.

She’s too far away to make out the details, but I know she’s wearing her usual uniform. Fitted black leather from head to toe with tiny buttons running up the sides of her boots and a crisscross tie cinched at her back.

Her darkened silhouette reveals her standing with her arms spread and her face tipped up, as if she’s offering herself to the sky. Bursts of Spark slam into her outstretched hands and crackle over her body, briefly illuminating the vibrant streak in her hair.

She is New Manhattan’s only official Spark Keeper. Centuries of evolution living in a world plagued by violent electromagnetic forces have immunized people like her to its deadly effects.

More Keepers like her once lived within our borders, but their connection to Spark drove them to madness and violence. They proved too dangerous to exist.

Without General Sol, we would be lost.

Any time the weather turns, she races to her perch, gathering the storm’s power to fuel the city’s generators.

Another cloud bursts across the sky, but the general is ready. I watch as she gathers the next strike and then touches the dozens of glowing nodes surrounding her in a circle. Lights power on in a distant part of the city that doesn’t enjoy the luxury of constant electricity.

Here in one of the House Fiama towers, we receive steady power until the generators run out. But it never takes long before the next storm comes along.

I open the window, bracing myself for a gust of wind.

It tugs at my hair as I lean forward, peering down at the illuminated windows of the Ardens’ apartment, but here I’m safely concealed in shadows. Reaching forward, I hold out my hand and stretch my fingers to the sky.

I peer up, waiting, hoping. The wind burns my cheeks and makes my eyes water, but I must be patient.

Then it comes.

Another bright flash sends a burst of Spark careening toward me, almost as if in slow motion.

It strikes my palm, and I attempt another deep breath as my body absorbs the charge. A transparent plasma arc engulfs me as Spark crackles up my arm, circling my shoulders, chest, hips, and legs.

My eyes flutter closed, while electricity rips through my body, cooking my organs, burning my veins, searing my nerves. My mind warps and my teeth rattle, thoughts muddling as I hang on, willing myself through the pain.

I never know how long it takes. Sometimes it feels like hours. Sometimes years.

But no more than a minute or two passes before I can open my eyes. My bones and skin throb. The roots of my hair and the backs of my teeth ache.

The bubble is gone, but I’m still trembling as I look down to admire the purple sparks dancing over my clothing and skin. I approach the mirror on unsteady legs to enjoy the effect. It’s like I’m surrounded by dancing fireflies. Like I’m a faerie from another world. It isn’t magic, but it feels like it.

Twisting left and right, I continue watching the sparks dance up and down my arms and twinkle in my hair. Eventually, my breath evens out. I stop shaking as the effect melts from resonant pulses into the euphoria I crave. I’m floating now.

Every time I do this, it strips a little piece of me.

I can’t explain it, but I sense it slowly chipping away at some fundamental part.

It’s wrong to embrace this.

But resisting it would be like deciding not to breathe.

I wish I could share this with someone. But I can’t.

In fact, it will be a few hours before I’m ready to show myself to anyone at all, so I settle back at the window, checking on the sparks every few seconds.

While I wait, I gaze outside to watch our leader and her awesome strength.

The truth is, General Nyxia Sol isn’t New Manhattan’s only living Spark Keeper.

But that’s a secret no one can ever know.




2

The next morning, I lie in bed, staring up at my hands, flipping them back and forth. I’ve returned to normal again, relatively speaking. The storm’s charge has ebbed, and I’m no longer glowing with Spark. I can extinguish the energy by smothering the points of light with a pinch of my fingers like embers from a fire, but I prefer to let them linger, hanging on to the bliss as long as I can.

Otherwise, they dissipate on their own after a few hours.

The clouds have cleared, and bright light filters through my window. Slowly, I sit up, rolling my shoulders with the phantom sensation of Spark dancing under my skin. It takes a moment to orient myself to the present, as my thoughts remain muddled and fuzzy.

I’ve discovered that if I go too long without a “hit,” I grow anxious and itchy, like my skin is too tight, and I have no choice but to give in to it. But I can never be seen, so I’ve had to get creative.

My stomach twists. Being at Amery Academy, where I’ll be surrounded by people at all hours of the day, will make my secrets harder to keep.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I stare around my little-girl room, even brighter and frillier in the morning light. I don’t know why I’ve never updated the decor. Maybe a part of me thought I’d never have to grow up if I was always surrounded by my little-girl things.

But as my gaze snags on the Amery uniform hanging in the open closet, I understand everything moves forward whether I want it to or not. Today, I will embark on the next chapter of my life.

It’s not like my childhood was anything to cherish anyway.

After heaving myself up, I approach the window and peer at the plaza below. Whoever was blitzed last night was already cleared away by the sweepers after the storm.

Sometimes, we’re given a warning, and sometimes, the storm comes from nothing. We’re well-protected in our Society apartments thanks to the fully manned Storm Towers strategically placed on the roofs of our neighborhood. However, even that isn’t guaranteed, as evidenced by someone’s blitzing at the party last night.

More Storm Towers surround the city’s perimeter, each one manned by a group of Storm Breakers who have undergone years of intense training. When an Empire Storm hits, they help deflect whatever Spark General Sol can’t use for the generators with specialized wands that direct the energy away from the city and into the Towers, which safely ground the charge into the earth.

My phone lights up with an early-morning message from The Shield, our triumvirate government made up of two chancellors and General Sol. Their round emblem features a shield in the center, depicting four different quadrants—one for each House—and is surrounded by the curved, scripted font of New Manhattan’s motto: Protect. Preserve. Prosper.

Every device in the city is temporarily overridden for exactly seventy-six seconds at precisely eight thirty each day, while we’re reminded of the four Houses and their role in maintaining the peace and prosperity of New Manhattan.

Technically, we’re supposed to stop whatever we’re doing and give the message our full attention, so I sit and dutifully wait for the missive to end, only partly paying attention.

Once it’s over, my phone buzzes, and I see a notification from my friend group chat that includes Trinity, Silver Sato, and Hazel Chopra.

I skim through the messages, mostly about who made out with whom last night, until I see one that makes my heart freeze.


	HAZEL:
	so surreal that Bethany got blitzed




As more rapid-fire texts fly across the screen, I clutch my phone, staring at it. I think back to the charred body on the floor of Knox’s apartment with a shudder. I want to feel bad for her, but a vindictive part of me is struggling to feel much remorse. We grew up together, and yet I can’t recall a single time she said something nice to me.

I skim the rest of the texts, but it’s just more chatter about Bethany and her faults. I may not care that she’s dead, but I won’t revel in someone else’s pain. Something my father loves to point out as a weakness of mine.

I sigh and flip back to my main list of texts.

There are a few from Knox, wondering where I disappeared to last night and if I want to head to Amery with him soon. I don’t bother replying.

Instead, I head into the bathroom and shower quickly before pulling on my dress uniform for the first day of school—fitted black silk pants, high black boots with small buttons running down the sides, and a tailored black jacket with a high collar and flared waist. On the breast is a small crest depicting a flame, marking me as a member of House Fiama. I grab the wide silver ribbon from the hanger and cinch it around my midsection, then tuck my small knife into my boot. Both for protection and the reminder of my brother, who taught me how to use it.

I approach the mirror over the sink, inspecting my light-brown complexion and my midnight-purple hair with its brighter streaks. I was sixteen when my natural black waves began to give way to this puzzling shift. Some instinct told me I had to hide it then, and I’ve kept this secret from everyone else in my life, too. The fact that so many people dye their hair has made it easy to get away with.

I’m sure it relates to my other secret, but I don’t entirely understand how.

Gently, I touch the thin, barely visible scar slicing across my cheekbone, courtesy of my father. He has a temper, especially when he’s drunk. I was seven years old when he lost a leadership vote to Delta Aziz, and he was dousing his failures in whiskey when I got in his way.

It would be three more years before my father finally won his coveted role as scion, and while the physical scars were healed and mostly erased by a team of doctors, I still wear them like fresh wounds on the inside. He never hit my face again, but that still left the rest of me as fair game.

I swipe on some makeup, covering the evidence of my past, and then some black liner and mascara to highlight the green eyes also inherited from my father. Most of my clothing has already been sent to my dorm room at Amery, and the only thing left to pack is a box with my personal effects.

I toss in my favorite blanket, a few more bits of clothing, skin care, shampoo, other hair stuff, and photos of me with Trinity and my family. I stare at Teddy sitting on my dresser. I can’t stand the thought of leaving him behind.

Quickly, I snatch him up and bury him under a sweater, and the tight knot in my chest immediately eases. The last thing I do is put on my necklace that sits on my nightstand. Besides Teddy, it’s my most precious possession. A delicate chain dangles with a tiny gold mask encrusted with amethysts. It was an offering from my mom after my father nearly killed me, as if jewelry was supposed to make it better. Nevertheless, I’ve worn it every day since.

I pick up my box and carry it into the living room, planning to join my parents for breakfast and, more importantly, to make one last-ditch effort to appeal to my father about my future.

My boots squeak on the slick azure tiles as I approach the front door and set my box down for one of our staff to pick up and deliver to Amery soon. I can’t believe this is my last day in this place. The entire apartment, decorated in royal blue and silver, with blue silk walls and silver decor, hasn’t always felt like a home … but still.

I head toward the living room, which is furnished with velvet sofas and marble tables adorned with handwoven blankets crafted by my mother from bits of colorful scrap. The organic designs are entirely at odds with the grandness of the decor, but her art makes her happy. When I round the corner, my parents look up from the long glass table at the far end of the penthouse.

“Poet,” my father says, eyeing me up and down as I approach. I can’t tell if it’s with pride or suspicion. Maybe a little of both. “It’s nice to see you in Amery black and silver.”

My chin dips in acknowledgment, a silent question sitting on the tip of my tongue. For years, we’ve argued about my desire to become a Storm Breaker until he shut down the entire conversation with a whispered threat that plagued my thoughts for weeks.

So, I gave up. Temporarily.

I take my usual place next to my mother, settling into the white upholstered chair before our cook-slash-maid bustles out of the kitchen. Cara sets a plate of cheese, cured meat, and a small bowl of fruit in front of me.

Our multistory greenhouses and barns are located at the island’s south end in an area once known as Wall Street. Food production and distribution are carefully monitored and controlled by House Tera, another of New Manhattan’s four Houses that constitute the upper echelons of Society. Thanks to careful temperature and humidity control, they provide us with animal products, fruits, and vegetables once native to places that no longer exist.

These were things they enjoyed in abundance during the Warming Age, the one where humanity treated their planet like it was there only to serve them, until violent weather and flooding wiped almost every person off the earth.

After Cara pours me a cup of coffee, she hustles back into the kitchen, and I eat in silence alongside my parents.

My father scrolls on his tablet, undoubtedly catching up on the morning news. “Bloody Hollows caused a riot last night,” he mumbles to himself. “Third time this month. Might need to recruit some additional Patrols.”

House Fiama is responsible for the safety and security of New Manhattan within our borders and manages the city’s internal police force, known simply as the Patrol. My father believes that the greatest enemy to Society is “fear.” Fear of those who refuse to obey our laws, thinking only of themselves rather than the greater good.

Before my father took over as scion nine years ago, constant rioting and looting nearly turned the city into a boiling pot. But he triumphed where his predecessor failed by implementing dozens of security measures, including strict curfews, increased foot patrols, and security cameras on every corner.

As my father continues reading the news, the groove between his brows deepens. He mutters something about Cameron Jenkins being on his ass while he aggressively sips his coffee.

“Are you all ready? Excited?” my mother, Sariah Graves, asks. Her black hair is pulled into a high half-knot and adorned with a single thick band of indigo, with the rest falling in a tumble of curls. Black kohl rings her eyes, burgundy blush warms her medium-brown skin, and the loose orange dress and gold sandals look effortless on her. As usual, she’s stunning.

“Sure,” I say as I sip my black coffee. I am excited. And nervous. And scared. Toss a dart at a list of emotions, and I’d probably be feeling anything it hits. I can’t wait for the parties and the friendships. The fun and even the hard work.

At that, my father looks up from his screen, and I resist the urge to flinch. Grady Graves is a formidable man, whose single look makes my insides turn liquid with apprehension.

“How about a little more enthusiasm?” he asks. His wavy black hair is slicked back from his pale, angular face, offering a clear view of his bright green eyes. He doesn’t go in for nonsense like hair trends. His words, not mine.

He wears a crisp white button-up and pressed gray slacks. His role as scion is an endless series of duties and tasks that keeps him busy and stressed at least ninety percent of the time.

Maybe if I were allowed to become a Storm Breaker …

I think it. I can’t bring myself to say it.

So, I flash a toothy smile that has his eyes narrowing.

He keeps his gaze pinned on me as he reaches for his fork and spears a piece of sausage off his plate.

“Poet,” he says, and I know that tone. The one where he’s about to tell me he’s disappointed in me. Or remind me what’s expected of me. As if I could ever forget.

He chews the meat, holding my gaze, while I wait until it’s my turn to speak.

“I graduated at the top of my class,” he eventually says, repeating this mantra for at least the thousandth time. “I was the student leader of House Fiama. They still keep my academic awards in the school’s front hall.”

I inhale a slow, fortifying breath.

“Yes,” I answer, though that’s not really an answer at all.

“I expect you to do the Graves name proud,” he continues. “You’ll only have three years. Three years, and then you’ll marry Knox and join the other Society wives. Without a son, it’ll be up to you to carry on our family lineage.”

My teeth grind as he stares at me. He had a son. Someone else to carry on the proud Graves line. My brother, Raine, was twenty-two when a roving band of Solitudes killed him three years ago while he was manning a Storm Tower.

Solitudes live in the uninhabitable wilderness and marshlands known as the Wastes. They’re forbidden from entering the city, though they often attempt to breach our borders to steal supplies and sow disharmony. Along with protecting us from Spark, Storm Breakers and the rest of the Storm Guard are also responsible for stopping Solitudes from entering New Manhattan.

My brother was a Breaker, though technically, Raine was my cousin. His mom was my dad’s sister, and she fell in love with a Solitude who then killed her, too, leaving my parents to raise her son. But he was my brother in every way that mattered.

I’d like to think my father’s reluctance to let me join the Storm Guard is because he’s worried I’ll meet the same fate as Raine. That might be partly the case, but I know it has far more to do with controlling me.

Raine’s departure left a gaping hole in our family that has never healed. I glance at my mother, whose expression remains neutral. Slowly, she turns to me, lays a gentle hand on my wrist, and squeezes.

“Your father only wants what’s best for you,” she says, and my heart crumples. I wasn’t expecting her to stand up for me, but that doesn’t mean it’s any less disappointing that she never does.

“Dad, if only I could—” I start, but he raises a hand for silence, already anticipating my question.

“Poet,” he says, a warning in his voice, causing me to go still. I set a piece of toast back on my plate and shove both hands under my thighs, trying to hide the way they shake. But he misses nothing, and his gaze narrows as a corner of his mouth tugs down in a sneer.

I take a deep breath, then force myself to eat again, trying to pretend that he doesn’t scare me. But each bite is like tasting wet cardboard. There’s nothing my father hates more than weakness, and I’m always weak around him.

Neither one of us speaks.

For several minutes, the only sounds in the room are my father’s fork scraping against his plate and my mother’s soft sips of coffee. I chew faster, reminding myself that maybe if I work my ass off and become a good House Fiama pledge, I might even prove to him that I’m meant for life as a Breaker.

Only Society members are eligible to join the Storm Guard, so technically, he can’t stop me from enrolling in cadet training. I’ll just have to find a way to keep it from him until it’s too late to do anything about it.

It’s not a great plan, but it’s all I have for now.

Satisfied, he gives me a nod and then swipes the screen on his tablet again.

I nibble at a piece of fruit as my gaze wanders out the window. From this high up, I can see for miles. The waterways surrounding our island stretch over flat land, where a maze of boardwalks elevates hundreds of businesses and houses belonging to the city’s service workers, known as cogs, who run many of the city’s shops or perform jobs like mechanics, maids, cooks, and lower-ranking Patrol members.

I check my watch and excuse myself from the table.

“Trinity will be here to pick me up soon,” I announce. My mom looks at me, her big, dark eyes shining with the threat of tears. My parents claimed they were too busy to see me to the academy today, and I’m trying not to let that hurt.

“I’ll miss you so much,” she says, taking my hand. “Promise me you’ll call? And visit us sometimes?”

“Yeah, Mom, of course.” I lean down to kiss her on the cheek, catching her familiar scent of honey and mint.

I push my chair in and nod at my father.

“Sir,” I say as he offers me another once-over.

“Before you go, remember that I’m counting on you,” he says. “And I expect your reputation to remain intact before your wedding. I don’t want any rumors circulating about you.”

My brows furrow as I attempt to parse out his meaning.

“Poet,” my father says. “You will keep yourself for Knox.”

Keep myself? I almost choke on my tongue as his intentions become clear.

“Excuse me? He’s the one walking around fucking anything wi—”

A loud crash cuts through my words as my father slams his hand on the table so hard, the glasses rattle. I flinch, and my mother jumps as my heart pounds in my chest. A mug falls over and smashes on the tile with an explosion that echoes through the room like the threat it is.

I see those hands in my nightmares.

Hear the sound of his footsteps in the dark.

“Language,” my father bites out with such trembling fury that a lock of his dark hair falls over his eye.

I clench my fists, my nails digging into my palms as I slowly nod.

“Are we understood?” he asks.

No, we’re fucking not.

When I was younger, I idolized Knox. I thought he was beautiful and couldn’t believe how lucky I was. But as we grew up, he became arrogant and selfish, and he lost my respect. Maybe it happened when he discovered how much he loves his dick.

But I swallow my indignation and say, “Yes.”

My father’s eyes flash with satisfaction, and a non-zero part of me wants to walk over and punch him in the throat. I glance at my mother, who watches our exchange with wide-eyed worry. I blame her for this, too. If only she would stand up to him.

A knock sounds at the door, and I silently thank Trinity for her impeccable timing.

“Then have a good time,” my father says, sitting back and crossing an ankle over his knee. “But not too good.”

“Yes, sir,” I answer and walk away, reminding myself that soon I’ll enjoy some distance from his constant scrutiny.

Soon, I’ll be out of here.

Soon, I’ll be free of him.

Or so I hope.

Because something in my gut tells me that my father will always find a way to control me, no matter how far I run.
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I exit Fiama Society Tower A behind Trinity and her parents, Chad and Paris Robins. Mr. Robins works for The Shield, dealing in government security, while Mrs. Robins is a Society wife like my mom.

With them are Edward and his mother, Elena Chu. His dad passed away when we were in middle school, and Mrs. Chu and her son live off what he left behind and the generosity of The Shield and Fiama Society. Once Edward graduates from the academy, he’ll be expected to take care of her.

Everyone talks happily as I hike up the collar of my Amery-issued black wool coat, doing my best to forget that I’m the only one who’s here alone. Not very successfully.

The nearest gondola dock sits at the front entrance of our building. It’s a short ride to our destination at the Central Park Tree Farm’s north end. We could have taken the subway, but the tunnels make me claustrophobic. Tight spaces remind me too much of hiding from my father’s anger.

Only a handful of solar-powered vehicles remain in New Manhattan, used for emergency services such as fire trucks and sweepers. During the Warming Age, they built too many cars, and their exhaust choked the air to the point that it condensed in the sky and wouldn’t clear away. Eventually, it grew so thick and volatile that it morphed into the storm clouds that now plague our world.

Many of the city’s roads were converted into canals, so that people and supplies move over the water and are powered by humans instead of engines. Once we learned how to store the unstable energy from plasma storms, Spark became a new form of clean energy that ensures the atmosphere remains free of toxins.

“Still weird to think all of this used to be streets,” Trinity says, as if reading my mind, and leans over the dock’s railing to peer into the deep channel.

“The canals follow the old glacial low points,” Edward says. “It’s why they hold water without constant pumping.”

Edward has always been fascinated by technology and the mechanics of things and how they work. He’s often regaling us with facts about how the city runs. He loves a puzzle.

“That’s … actually kind of cool,” Trinity says while I offer him a smile.

Two arched black gondolas pull up to the dock, gliding silently through the clear blue water. The gondolier grips a long pole used to steer the wide-bottomed boat.

These ornate creations are Society’s favored mode of transportation and are modeled after a great city that once existed during the Warming Age. In fact, when the founders of New Manhattan began reconstructing the city, they drew a lot of inspiration from its decor and fashion for our world. I’ve always wondered if they wanted to bring something beautiful from the past into a place that had been stripped of so much of it.

We hop into the boats—parents in one, teens in the other. The morning is cool, and the air is relatively still, with only a soft breeze tugging at our hair.

The gondolas slip into motion, gliding through the canals that carve their way between districts. We pass beneath narrow bridges and alongside buildings stacked atop the bones of the old city—glass and steel rising from weathered stone, balconies jutting out where windows once faced the street.

Some levels sit half submerged, their darkened doorways just visible beneath the waterline, while above them, life continues as though nothing was ever lost. The city feels layered here, rebuilt rather than repaired, every stretch of canal a reminder of what New Manhattan chose to keep.

I watch it all slide past, curious how much of the ancient unseen world still lingers down there.

As we draw closer to Amery, the scent of the factories beyond wafts toward us. The manufacturing sector falls under the jurisdiction of House Asale and dominates the island’s northern end, where everything we rely on is made.

We don’t enjoy all the luxuries of the Warming Age, but thanks to Asale’s innovations and technology in the use of recycled, scavenged items, we have medicine, computers, phones, tablets, textiles, furniture, household items, and construction materials.

Other items are harder to come by. Precious minerals, for example. Leather is also in high demand. The Central Park Tree Farm is carefully managed, and wood is allocated for housing and vital resources. Thus, paper is precious, and we mostly rely on screens. Most of our entertainment—books, music, and movies—has been preserved from hundreds of years ago.

From this distance, Amery Academy looks a bit like a castle and a skyscraper had a baby, with large windows and iron framing, soaring towers and ornate balconies. Apparently, the architect was inspired by a fantasy book he loved from the Warming Age.

The boats drift through the city, passing dozens of people hurrying to work. A few students we recognize wave as a gust of cold blows through my coat. Pulling my collar up, I stare at the tall spires swaying in the wind.

“Wow, it really is ugly,” Trinity says, and Edward and I snort a laugh.

It’s not pretty, that’s for sure, but I think it has a certain tormented-genius charm.

“They say the architect went loopy,” Edward adds. “The storms broke him.”

My mouth presses together as I shiver. Pierre Lourde was a Keeper who used his ability to channel Spark into building the academy, turning piles of sand into glass and melting down steel and iron beams at odd angles to suit his brilliant, if a little unconventional, construction.

But constant exposure to the storms warped his mind, making him dangerous and wild. They say he killed thirty innocent people on a rampage before they subdued and then executed him on the spot.

This is why my “gift” must remain a secret.

I’m cursed. Tainted. They refer to people like me as “infected.”

Our existence is to be immediately reported to the Extinguishers, lest we become a danger to ourselves or anyone else. General Sol has undergone intense mental training to guard against it. She is the exception to the rule and is deemed a necessary risk so she can protect us all from the deadly cloud bursts.

Every day, I wonder if this is the one where I’ll snap. Did Pierre Lourde have any warning? Was it slow and gradual or an instant break? Am I a danger to everyone around me? I’ve thought about turning myself in a hundred times, but I’m a coward.

I don’t feel like I’m losing my mind, but would I be able to tell?

It’s hard to ignore how stretched my thoughts feel after I’m consumed by a blast of Spark. How my mind becomes malleable and porous, my thoughts slipping out, swimming in murky depths.

The sensation never lingers for long, but I know it means I’m dangerous, a risk to everyone around me. And I live with the clawing shame that I could end this by confessing my lies.

“Look,” I say, hoping to change the subject.

Ahead of us stands a wide arch that runs under Amery Academy and serves as the docking point for the small rafts and gondolas that putter along the waterways. Dozens of people are already milling under the soffit.

Our gondolier brings us to a gentle stop, and I scramble out, followed by Trinity and Edward. Their parents join us a moment later.

“Feels good to be here,” Mr. Robins says with a deep breath as he rubs his chest. “Caused a lot of trouble behind these walls. Some of my best years.”

“Daaaad,” Trinity says as he claps her on the shoulder and grins.

Then he addresses me. “You two look after each other, okay? This place can be really lonely and tough sometimes.”

“Of course,” I say as Trinity nods. We’ve always looked out for each other. Nothing will ever change that.

Edward and Trinity exchange a few more parting words, while I scan the courtyard, spotting some familiar faces.

Some unfamiliar ones, as well.

Namely, students from New Manhattan’s other three Houses.

When the original members of The Shield first created the Houses three hundred years ago, they did so to help build a world resistant to the mistakes of the past. By making each member of Society responsible for the success and prosperity of their chosen House’s duties, they’ve ensured we’d never fall prey to the greed and hubris that destroyed civilization in the Warming Age.

Where profit and productivity once defined how people lived, we now enjoy a world where our basic needs are met, and Houses Fiama, Aria, Asale, and Tera can prioritize the greater good.

I spot a few students bearing the anatomical heart crests of House Aria on their jackets. They look over, their eyes narrowing.

Aria is responsible for the health of our population, both mental and physical. They’re also tasked with ensuring our people’s sustainability, since the aftermath of the Warming Age left us with limited space and resources. Thus, they must walk the delicate balance between ensuring everyone has enough to live while also ensuring birth rates don’t surpass what the city can reasonably accommodate.

That means Fiama must often work in tandem with Aria, given they’re both responsible for keeping everyone safe in their own ways. The result is a struggle for power that causes plenty of strife between our Houses. My father loathes Aria’s scion, Surreal Beaufort, a terrifying woman with a mane of dark hair streaked with white. Sometimes I think their feud has gone beyond their work and has become personal.

In the far corner, I spot a small group of teens scanning us with uncertain looks. Though they wear the same Amery black and silver, they aren’t quite as polished or enthusiastic. Their hair is free of purple accents, and they all look extremely nervous. Cogs.

Technically, anyone in New Manhattan can attend Amery; however, The Shield only covers tuition for Society kids. But cog families often run profitable businesses and aspire to more.

There are two primary ways to join a House and become a member of Society. The first is to be invited by a scion. The other is to send your child to Amery and hope they can earn a pledge.

I catch the eye of a girl with medium-brown skin and long black hair that falls in soft waves around her shoulders. I offer a little wave to hopefully ease some of her tension. It takes her a moment to realize I’m addressing her, and she returns the tiniest smile.

“Poet,” says Mrs. Robins, wrapping me in a hug. “We’ll miss you both so much.”

“We won’t be far,” I say, squeezing her tightly as a knot expands in my chest.

“I know, but it won’t be the same, will it?”

She’s been like a mother to me when my own couldn’t be the one I needed. It’s not the same as having my parents here, but I suppose it’s the next best thing.

After another round of goodbyes, the parents hop into their gondola to return home. A moment later, our friends Silver and Hazel wander over. Silver is aptly named, with her long platinum hair streaked with deep purple, while Hazel sports a mass of pale lilac curls.

We embrace in a flurry of excited squeals, chattering about our classes and options, upcoming parties, and nights out.

I spot Knox, hovering near the wall, with his arm draped around Winter Jenkins, his posture languid. It’s like he’s incapable of standing up on his own strength.

I recall my father grumbling about Winter’s dad at breakfast. Cameron Jenkins has been attempting to undermine my father ever since he was sworn in as scion, angling for the position himself.

When Knox spots me, he unwinds himself and strides over, his gaze traveling from head to toe. I never understand what he sees when he looks at me.

When we were younger, we were friends. We even liked each other. He would flatter me, telling me I was smart and pretty and that he couldn’t wait to marry me.

Apparently, not pretty enough, because I clearly fell short. We were seventeen when we had sex, a decision I’ve regretted every day.

In my naivete, I thought maybe he’d be loyal to me if I caved to his needs. The very next day, he hooked up with someone else, and I haven’t touched him or anyone else that way since.

“Poet,” he says, snagging my wrist. I tense up, but if he notices, he doesn’t care.

This is another thing I hate about Knox. He doesn’t want me but still wants everyone to know I’m his. Despite my apparent shortcomings, I’m still the daughter of one of the most powerful men in New Manhattan. Knox’s entire future relies on me, and while that offers a certain kind of value, it isn’t worth much.

He tugs me over to his circle of friends, his arm claiming my shoulders as he leans heavily against me like I’m here just to prop him up, both literally and figuratively. I take a calming breath.

“Knox!” exclaims Lacey, flicking her long blond hair over one shoulder. “Will you sit with me at dinner tonight?”

She pouts, stoking the flash of rage that burns in my chest. I’m just a fucking joke to everyone, no better than my mother, forced to endure my father’s transgressions with a pained smile plastered to my face.

“Sure thing, baby,” he replies and points at her with his finger and thumb cocked. Bile climbs up my throat for a whole slew of reasons.

Lacey beams and then tosses me a dirty look. I remind myself that she can’t help how she’s acting. Most girls are taught to believe it’s better to be like my mother, protected by a powerful man. The reminder only marginally cools my anger.

A bell dings somewhere over our heads, and a door swings open. I scan the shifting tide for Trinity, Silver, and Hazel, but it looks like they didn’t follow us over. Not that I blame them.

I’m trapped under Knox’s elbow as he propels us into a wide tunnel. We wind through a few corners before we find ourselves in Amery’s great main hall.

I’ve seen pictures, but nothing quite prepares me for the grandness of it all. The floors are shiny wood inlaid with floral and geometric designs, the walls lined with arched windows decorated with metallic gold and silver frames. To top it all off, four massive crystal chandeliers dangle from a domed ceiling covered with mirrors.

I don’t have time to truly admire everything because a booming voice shouts, “Everyone! Please line up. Everyone!”

Several men and women in teachers’ uniforms shout at us to arrange ourselves in lines marked on the floor. Their attire resembles ours, with black fitted pants and coats, tall black boots, and wide ribbons cinched around their waists, but with gold accents instead of silver.

It takes a few minutes and some jostling to form four groups.

I stand with House Fiama between Knox and Trinity, facing the center of the room. Across from us, House Aria assesses our lines, and the teachers slowly walk past, eyeing us carefully, perhaps deciding who will survive the next three years and who … won’t.

A glance to my left shows the cog kids have randomly slotted themselves into each House.

That’s when the doors open at the room’s far end. A hushed murmur ripples through the crowd as a trio of Storm Breakers emerges. They’re dressed in their tactical gear that includes fitted black pants and sleeveless vests overlaid with metallic purple harnesses designed to highlight the chiseled strength of their carefully honed bodies.

The two men and one woman also wear sleek, high-tech goggles propped on their foreheads to protect their eyes from flashes of Spark. They proceed down the center of the hall as everyone falls silent.

They’re beautiful and intimidating. Absolutely fearless. Slowly, they walk the length of the aisle in their metallic purple combat boots, and I find myself straightening and holding my breath.

I don’t care what my father wants; this is why I came to the academy. With my ability to withstand Spark, I could help protect my city, family, and friends. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. And maybe if I can prove that I’m useful and good at it, it will give me a bit of freedom from the controlling grip of my father’s hand.

As they pass, I recognize Henry, my brother’s boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. I haven’t seen him since the funeral, when he cried so hard he almost had to be carried away.

He seems older. Harder.

He’s also sporting a beard that looks good against his deep-brown skin, and he’s buzzed his black curls close to his scalp. I can’t help but smile to myself. Raine would have loved this new Henry.

His gaze catches mine for the barest fraction, and his lips press together before he proceeds like he doesn’t know me. We were never close, but his dismissal twists a prick of longing deep in my chest.

After the trio leaves the room, everyone bursts into a flurry of excited talk.

Storm Breakers always carry a sort of magnetic pull.

Not only must one be at their physical peak, but they must also be mentally fit. Nothing is more important than the line that protects New Manhattan.

“Please!” comes the same booming voice, trying to settle us down. “Can we please have silence!”

Eventually, everyone quiets before we’re introduced to the school’s head, Dean Selena Withers, whose piercing blue eyes scan the room. She’s a tiny woman with a ramrod-straight posture, her smart black suit contrasting nicely with her fair skin.

My chest tightens as I spot a silver pin with the House Fiama crest on her collar. The dean will be loyal to my father, then, and I make a mental note to stay out of her way.

Next to her stands one of the leaders of The Shield, Chancellor Tennessee Marks, who governs House Aria and House Fiama. He greets us with an amiable smile, his brown eyes crinkling at the corners. He wears a long navy robe over a dark suit, and his brown hair falls in messy tangles around his face.

Thanks to my father’s position, Chancellor Marks is a regular fixture for dinner at my parents’ apartment, and he’s always struck me as a reasonable and fair leader.

Dean Withers begins reciting the academy’s rules in a clipped voice.

We have an eleven p.m. curfew. We aren’t allowed to leave the premises without permission, except on one Friday night per month, when we’re permitted to visit the city until one a.m. No stealing, killing, starting fights, and all the usual things one would expect when a few hundred hormonal young adults are forced to share a building.

While the dean speaks, my palms start to itch, and I scratch them absently. A storm must be brewing. I force myself to hold my hands at the small of my back, all too aware of how many eyes are in this room.

Dean Withers is giving us a rundown of our class timetables when we’re interrupted again by the tall double doors at the far end of the hall slamming open. The dean’s speech cuts off as everyone looks over to see sunlight pouring into the room, revealing a silhouetted figure.

Someone else has arrived.

Footsteps echo around the space as the stranger enters and then stops a few feet away from where I’m standing. His posture is almost preternaturally still while he stares down the length of the hall. His wavy, chin-length hair is so dark that it almost looks purple as he tips his head.

He wears a fitted black T-shirt and jeans. And a pair of cowboy boots, worn and battered. I’ve never seen cowboy boots except in movies. A silver piercing glints in the arch of his left eyebrow as his intense gaze sweeps over the room.

High cheekbones. A strong jaw. White skin lightly tanned with a dusting of freckles over the bridge of his nose.

I’ve always liked freckles.

He looks capable. Confident. Makes Knox seem like a little boy.

Both of his arms reveal a swirl of black tattoos that do nothing to obscure the power coiled beneath his skin. He’s huge. Towering over us like some kind of vengeful god.

He looks too different to be Society. A cog, perhaps?

I’ve seen photos of how people once inked their bodies and pierced them with bits of metal in the Warming Age, but only one group wears those markings now.

Which can only mean …

A Solitude.

But he looks nothing like I’ve ever imagined.

While the storms are the biggest threat to New Manhattan, Solitudes are a close second. A hundred years ago, they organized themselves and invaded the city with rusty, makeshift weapons. They were after our food and supplies and managed to kill thousands of our people before they were finally subdued.

The Solitudes were driven out, except for one concession: they would be allowed to send a handful of children per year to school in New Manhattan so they could escape their old lives and be integrated into our civilized world. It was an attempt to bridge the divide between our people. A show of benevolence from our leaders.

Of course, I’ve never heard of it actually happening before.

No one in the room seems to breathe as the stranger makes his way down the center aisle, one slow step at a time.

He approaches Chancellor Marks and Dean Withers with the loose gait of a predator who’s assured of his kill. I can tell from the stunned looks on their faces that neither of them was expecting him today.

He reaches the front of the room and runs his fingers through his mane of thick hair.

“Sorry I’m late,” he says in a deep voice that I swear causes every person in the room to swallow. “I hear this is where I can join the academy.”
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It takes a few moments for the dean and chancellor to recover from their shock. The rest of us have the luxury of gawking at the Solitude’s back while he stares ahead, waiting for them to respond.

Marks is the first to nod, grimace, and then share a loaded look with the dean.

“Of course,” Dean Withers says, finally addressing the newcomer. “This is highly … We’ll have to …” She smooths back several strands of coppery hair and tugs on the hem of her suit jacket, trying to compose herself. I’m guessing she’s the sort of woman who hates revealing any sign of weakness.

“Please step to the side,” she says, waving at the Solitude. “And we’ll get your paperwork in order once we complete the room assignments.”

The Solitude pauses, his shoulders tensing, almost as if he intends to defy the dean’s instructions. From the purse of her lips, I wonder if she’s thinking the same. But then he dips his head and walks over to the side of the room, smoothly spinning around to face everyone again before folding his impressive arms over his chest.

Dean Withers clears her throat and shares another look with Chancellor Marks before she addresses us. “Your room assignments can be found on the screens at the end of the hall,” she says, gesturing toward a bank of monitors. “Your things should already be waiting for you.” After a few last remarks, she dismisses us, and the room breaks into excited chatter.

Through it all, the Solitude stands still, quietly observing. I watch as the dean and chancellor approach him and confer for a moment before they all turn to leave, presumably to complete the “paperwork” the dean mentioned.

Before the Solitude joins them, he glances over a broad shoulder, and our gazes hook ever so briefly. He blinks a pair of hazel eyes as a shiver creeps over my scalp. Will they actually let him stay? Surely he’s a risk to every single person in this room. Maybe the dean will offer him a polite handshake and encourage him to return home … wherever that might be.

“Poet!” Trinity is tugging on my hand, dragging me to the other end of the hall to find our roommates. We squeal and hug when we see we’re bunking together, though our enthusiasm wanes after seeing the other two names on the list. Winter and Lacey are filling out our happy little quad. Great. Silver and Hazel have been assigned to a different room, though at least they’ll be together.

Edward is rooming with Knox and his two best friends, Jackson and Sal. He grimaces, and I offer him a “sorry,” but he waves me off. I don’t think Edward minds them in general, but I understand he’s being loyal to me and my feelings. Trin is very lucky to have him.

Two staircases curve in opposite directions at the room’s far end, and Trinity, Edward, and I take the left. The corridors of Amery are decorated like the great hall, with gleaming wood floors and ornately decorated walls covered in brocaded silk and gilded molding. Stained glass sconces and marble statues line the walk as we make our way to another staircase.

Trinity says goodbye to Edward before we turn toward the girls’ wing. Technically, this is also the House Fiama wing, but we aren’t full-fledged Society members yet, only children of the pledged. New Manhattan loves a good ceremony, and we won’t be officially welcomed until we pass our initiations and offer allegiance over the next few months.

I glance back to see a group of cogs, including the girl I smiled at outside, following us before they duck into a room across the hall.

Then we enter a massive space with four beds, piled with lace pillows and covered in luxurious white sheets, pushed up against each corner. The walls are covered in white brocade silk, and a crystal chandelier sparkles in the middle, most likely foraged from a fancy hotel or house.

Next to each bed is a white dresser and a wardrobe, while at the foot sits a desk, shelves, and a chair. Our boxes from home wait in neat stacks in our respective corners, and large windows look out onto the Central Park Tree Farm and the distant Wastes beyond.

To the left of the academy stands another tall tower, the Citadel, which houses the government headquarters of The Shield on the upper floors, as well as the Tempestade, the Storm Guard’s military operations, in the lower half. If Amery is twisting curves and whimsical details, the Citadel is all straight lines and efficiency. Dozens of wires run out from the roof and the platform where General Sol channels electricity into the city.

I frown as I watch the clouds gather in the sky, swirling and tumbling.

I managed to put aside thoughts of the itching in my hands in the wake of the Solitude’s arrival and the excitement of our welcome, but the itching is constant now, burning through my fingers and limbs.

Joining the Storm Guard would mean I could hide in plain sight. I wouldn’t have to suppress my need to absorb the storms’ energy. As a Breaker, I’d be expected to channel small currents of Spark.

At home, I could lock myself in my room and lean out my window, but now I’m surrounded by people for the next eight months.

I can’t tell Trinity my secret. If she knew, she’d be obligated to turn me in. I know she wouldn’t, but it’s safer for both of us this way.

I’ve heard the rumors of a family who lived below us and hid their child’s abilities. The parents were jailed and later executed for deceiving everyone and breaking the law. I’m not sure what really happened to the child, and I’m not sure I want to know.

I know it makes me a terrible person, but my fear outweighs the guilt of keeping this secret.

Someone knocks into my shoulder from behind, forcing me to catch my balance with a step. Winter scowls before she marches to the corner where her boxes sit. Then comes Lacey, flipping her hair like she’s trying to relieve a crick in her neck. I can’t believe this is who I’m stuck with.

“C’mon,” Trinity says, directing me to my corner. “Ignore them.”

She stops me before my bed, adorned with Amery’s standard-issue sheets. Eventually, we’ll decorate and make our spaces our own, but today is a clean slate. A chance to start fresh.

My palms itch intensely, so I press them to my heart to steady my breathing.

In and out, I concentrate on keeping it churning at a normal pace.

“Poet?” comes Trinity’s soft voice. “You okay?”

I nod and start unpacking my things. Anything to distract me.

I open the drawers and lay my clothing neatly into their slots. When I come upon Teddy, I check that no one’s looking and stuff him in a bottom drawer to keep him out of sight. It’s not the same as having him watch over me, but at least I know he’s there.

“Let’s get some lunch,” Winter says to Lacey. She’s changed into a more casual version of our school attire—a gray sleeveless tunic with a high collar that falls just past her hips and thick black leggings with bands of silver running up the sides.

The two girls exit the room, but not before tossing another look in my direction. I can hear their mean-spirited giggling from the hall.

As I change into my own casual attire, the clouds thicken, and I resist the prickles biting at the back of my neck. Checking myself in the mirror, I grip my jeweled mask pendant in my fist, trying to focus on something other than my discomfort.

“Poet?” Trinity asks again, softer this time. “What’s the matter?”

I inhale a long breath and then turn to face her, plastering on a smile.

“Nothing. Let’s go see what’s to eat.”

She’s sitting on the edge of her bed, clutching a pillow to her chest. Inexplicably, her corner is already messy, her clothing strewn about. Her bedroom has always been a disaster, and now that we’re sharing a space, this might be the one thing we end up fighting about.

Her gray eyes brim with concern. “You sure?”

Another spike of itchy energy fizzles up my arms, and I scratch my elbows, trying to make it look natural.

“I’m sure,” I say. “Let’s go find Edward.”

She hesitates for another moment and then stands up and crosses the room. Throwing her arms around me, she hugs me tight. It takes me a moment to hug her back.

“What’s this about?” I ask. She pulls away and smiles.

“I’m so glad we’re doing this together. I love you, Poe.”

Tears burn the backs of my eyes. I’ve waited for this for so long. The distance from my father. Being here with my friends while pursuing my dream of joining the Storm Guard.

“I don’t know what I would do without you,” I whisper, taking her hand and squeezing.

She grins and does a little hop. “We’re going to have the best time.”

“We really are,” I promise. “Let’s go.”

As we leave the room, I glance out the window once again. Tingles climb over my scalp, and my chest constricts. I don’t know how long I can hide this, but I have no choice.

My life depends on it.
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We wind through the creamy marble halls of Amery Academy, passing carved statues, polished mirrors, and gilded paintings, many of them salvaged from old museums. A line of students files down a wide, curving staircase, including first-years like us, second-years marked by their green tunics and ribbon accents, and third-years marked by red.

Trinity and I exchange wary looks as a group of massive third-years barrels past us, their conversation loud and intrusive.

A group of Storm Guard cadets.

They wear sleeveless purple shirts that stretch over muscles to reveal defined arms and capable hands, bodies honed for combat and withstanding Spark.

Spark travels most efficiently through blood and muscle versus bone or fat. Thus, Storm Guards strive to be as lean and built as possible, maybe even taking it a bit too far.

“My word,” Trinity whispers, clutching my arm.

The men pass in a cloud of cologne and unwavering male confidence.

“Trinity,” I say, feigning shock. “You have a boyfriend.”

Obviously, I know she loves Edward with all her heart.

She grins and flutters her lashes. “That doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate the view.”

At that, we both cock our heads, staring at the extremely tight ass of one of the third-years as he lopes down the stairs.

“View, indeed,” I say, and we burst into giggles.

“What’s so funny?” Edward asks a moment later.

“Nothing,” Trinity says, throwing her arms around his neck. “Just that I love you.”

A line forms between his brows, but his hands come to her waist, and he kisses her before they break apart. “Hungry?” he asks us.

“Not really,” I say as my skin explodes with another rash of itching. I roll my shoulders as Trinity gives me a worried look. “But I think we’re expected to show up.”

We join the flow of students and approach a wide arch leading to a massive cafeteria where the delicious smell of home-cooked food fills the air. An aisle runs down the center, and the room is crammed with dozens of long white tables with little stools attached at equal intervals. Unsurprisingly, we’ve carefully and intentionally divided along perceived Society lines with Fiama, Aria, Asale, and Tera each occupying a corner.

The walls are lined with crisp white tiles, echoing the chatter against the high ceilings.

At the far end of the room hang massive portraits of each current member of The Shield: General Sol, Chancellor Marks, and Chancellor Colt Orsen, like they’re watching over us even when they aren’t here.

I’ve only met Chancellor Orsen a handful of times. He’s an austere man, with dark hair cut in a precise manner and little humor about him.

I’ve never met General Sol in person, only seen her at a distance, though my father convenes with her regularly and my parents have dinner at her penthouse occasionally. She never married or had children, despite that being the expectation within Society.

“Poet,” Trinity says. “Let’s get in line.”

I turn my attention away from the portraits and follow my friend to the food counter at the room’s far side, where we meet up with Silver and Hazel.

We pass tables full of students wearing second-year green and third-year red, along with others in Storm Guard cadet purple. Some glare and some smirk, enjoying our uncertainty in this new environment.

In the corner, I spot a group of E-squad recruits wearing burgundy, though I think it looks more like dried blood. I shiver as another rash of itching creeps across my scalp.

Extinguishers in training.

The elite force is managed by House Aria, due to the fact that infected Keepers are considered a mental health issue that must be managed and mitigated for the good of everyone. Thus, one of their main responsibilities is to root out Spark Keepers—something they take very seriously.

Their methods are very secretive, but they claim they’re just trying to protect infected Keepers from themselves. All anyone knows is that when an Extinguisher comes for someone, they’re never seen again.

Hence, I need to do my best to keep my distance from any member of Aria.

Thankfully, I’ve heard they also keep to themselves, and that seems obvious in the way they’re hunched together, their heads close, making my skin crawl.

“How’s your room?” I ask Silver, who’s reaching for a metal cafeteria tray.

“We’re with Jade and Apple,” she says, naming two other Fiama Society girls we’re friendly with.

“Lucky,” I say as we both watch Winter and Lacey carrying their food to a table.

“Just ignore them,” she says. “They’re just scared bullies.”

I shrug and then turn my attention back to the counter to study the options. The food at Amery is generally regarded as top-notch. We’re all used to the best. I opt for a brie-and-tomato sandwich and some iced tea before I follow my friends to a few empty seats.

“Poet!” a familiar voice bellows as my friends all settle around a table. “Poet!”

I clutch my tray and inhale a deep breath, slowly turning around. I could ignore him, but I know he’ll just come and physically retrieve me, and that would be even more humiliating.

“I’d better go.”

Trinity gives me a sympathetic look, and Hazel reaches out to squeeze my wrist. They never hold Knox’s behavior against me, something I’m endlessly grateful for.

“I’m sorry,” I say, walking away.

I drop my tray on the table and glare at Knox, but he doesn’t notice or care. Jackson and Sal, his two best friends, sit across from us. They’re all talking about their rooms and school and, most importantly, their pledges to House Fiama.

Jackson is a big guy. Broad shoulders, a wide chest, medium-brown skin, and close-cropped hair. He’s cocky and a bit intimidating to look at, but he’s actually a big softie.

Sal is Jackson’s complete opposite, comically so, with pale white skin, wild auburn hair, and a lanky frame. I like him less. His face is a bit too pretty. A fact he uses to treat girls with little respect.

Knox picks up his fork and immediately digs into his pasta Alfredo and fries, stacking everything onto his fork in one enormous bite.

A moment later, another gaggle of his hangers-on crowds around the table. Verity McNichols drops into Sal’s lap and grinds her hips before wrapping her arm around the back of his head. They kiss sloppily, with noticeable tongue, oblivious to everyone around them. They’ve been on-again, off-again fuck buddies for months, but I like her, and I’m worried Sal’s just going to break her heart. Or maybe she’ll break his. He’d kind of deserve it.

After they pull apart, she sits up and leans across the table, folding her arms.

“Hey, Poet,” she says with a grin, her olive skin crinkling around her blue eyes. She shoves two black braids behind her shoulders. “Having fun yet?”

“You could say that,” I answer with an eye roll as Knox wraps an arm around my neck and pulls me against him while he basks in the admiration of his “fans.” Bile climbs the back of my throat as I’m trapped against his chest. I stiffen, but I don’t pull away. I learned long ago it’s best if I let him stake his claim first. Knox has the attention span of a goldfish.

Winter has made her way over, glaring at me, and I close my eyes, wishing I could convey how much I’d rather it were her being manhandled instead.

Someone tosses a bun in the air, and Knox lurches to catch it, nearly yanking me from my seat.

“Get off,” I growl, finally elbowing him in the ribs. “I’m trying to eat.”

Knox rolls his eyes but lets his arm fall away as he stabs a fry and stuffs it in his mouth. “Relax,” he says, like this is all my fault. “We’re here to have fun. You’re always so tense.”

Thanks to the combination of the storm and my bottomless loathing for Knox, I’m this close to losing my shit. I inhale deeply, trying to center myself and resist the desire to scratch my arms and legs.

My parents think I’m anxious, too, so I spent years with a therapist, learning how to settle my pounding heart and restless limbs. Of course, she couldn’t ever know the true source of my distress, so her methods were only partially effective.

I stare around the room, taking in the air of excitement mingling with a dose of apprehension. My gaze slides to Knox, who’s pouting as he stuffs more food in his mouth. Why do I feel the need to apologize? He’s far too good at acting like a jerk and then convincing me I’m the one who’s wrong.

That’s when I notice a slight disturbance near the door, several heads turning that way.

The Solitude from earlier stands there in that strange, still way. He’s changed into an Amery uniform—a dark-gray T-shirt that stretches over his chest and fitted black pants with silver stripes running up the sides. His cowboy boots have been exchanged for the academy’s standard black leather. This close, I can see that his tattoos are actually maps with inked lines of topography and curving arcs representing rivers, lakes, and mountains. For some reason, they make me think of freedom, and I can’t help but wonder why he chose them.

The room begins to quiet as more and more people take note of his presence. Knox makes a sound in his throat that’s half scoff, half grumble. Verity glances at him and then meets my gaze, her eyebrows rising as if to say, Get a look at him.

The Solitude rolls his neck before he heads for the food counter and picks up a tray, whispers following his every move. Knox glares as he stuffs another bundle of noodles into his mouth. He chews slowly, intentionally. Like he’s planning something, and I already know it will be painfully senseless.

A moment later, a bullhorn slices through the silence, sending a collective flinch around the room. “Welcome, first-years!” comes a deep male voice from the far end, where several third-years in red and purple are gathered. I recognize the speaker as one of the Storm Guard cadets we saw earlier—the one with the nice ass.

“I’m Devon Carter, student leader of House Fiama!”

The Solitude is forgotten in a chorus of cheers from Fiama’s side of the room, along with boos and hisses from the other Houses.
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