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For every child who has ever stood in the rain

and felt like the storm was speaking directly to them.

It was.
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“The storm does not apologise for the lightning. Neither should you.”
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— Old Keeper’s Proverb
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PROLOGUE

The Night the Weather Broke
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Stormhaven, Vermont — August

The weather forecast said clear skies.

It was wrong.

At exactly 11:47 p.m. on the last Thursday of August, every lightning rod in the town of Stormhaven, Vermont shattered simultaneously. Not cracked. Not bent. Shattered — cleanly, completely, as if each one had been struck by something moving faster than ordinary lightning. The sound rolled across the town like a single enormous note played on an instrument nobody had ever built: metallic and resonant and gone almost before it could be heard, leaving behind a silence so complete that people who had been asleep woke up and lay very still, unsure what they were listening for.

Dogs howled. Car alarms went off on three streets and then stopped, as if they had thought better of it. The lights went out across seven city blocks in a pattern — though nobody would realise it was a pattern until a researcher studied the outage map three months later — that formed a perfect circle.

The circle was centred on 14 Cirrus Lane.

In the attic bedroom of 14 Cirrus Lane, twelve-year-old Mara Voss was sitting up in bed, absolutely awake, her heart going at the speed of a storm warning and her hands — her hands — casting pale blue-white light across the sloped ceiling above her.

She looked at her hands for a long moment.

The light was steady and soft and completely impossible. It came from the skin itself, from somewhere beneath the skin — the way you can hold a torch behind your palm and see the bones, except this light was generating itself and it was cold and it didn't hurt and it was, underneath everything, under all the fear and the shock and the rapidly expanding understanding that this was definitely not normal: it was beautiful.

“Finally,” she said.

She didn’t know where the word came from. She hadn’t planned to say it. But it arrived with the certainty of something that has been true for a long time and is simply now being acknowledged — like noticing, after years of living in a house, that you have always loved a particular window for its particular angle of afternoon light.

She didn’t know yet what she was. She didn’t know about the Keepers, or the Storm Codex, or the three hundred years of careful, patient history that had been quietly arranging itself in the direction of this specific moment. She didn’t know about Eliot Cross, or Edmund Vance, or Room 13B, or the breathing map that had gone dark forty years ago and was, at this exact moment, beginning to glow again in a basement three miles away.

She didn’t know any of that yet.

What she knew was this: her hands were glowing, and the storm outside — the storm that the forecast had promised would not exist — was real, and it was hers, and somewhere in the charged and shivering air of a Vermont August night, something enormous had just recognised her.

She pressed her palms together slowly. The light pulsed once, warm and deep, and then faded to almost nothing — a faint luminescence at the fingertips, no more than the glow of a watch face in the dark.

She sat in the quiet aftermath of the shattered lightning rods and breathed.

Then she got up, went to her desk, and began making a list of things she needed to find out.

The list was long. She had known, for longer than she could explain, that it would be.


⚡ Storm Record  On the night of August 28th, the National Weather Service recorded no storm activity over Stormhaven, Vermont. Barometric pressure was stable. Cloud cover was minimal. The simultaneous failure of all seventeen lightning rods in the downtown area was logged as an unexplained electrical event and attributed, in the official report, to a manufacturing defect. This explanation satisfied no one who had been awake that night.
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Chapter 1

The Girl Who Shouldn’t Be Here
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Three weeks earlier

Mara Voss was not supposed to be at Stormhaven Middle School.

She was supposed to be at Westfield Academy, forty minutes and an entire social universe away, where her mother had already paid the registration fees and bought the navy blazer and sat at the kitchen table on a Tuesday evening in July embroidering Mara’s name in gold thread on the inside of the collar. The stitches had been very neat. Her mother did everything neatly. It was one of the things Mara admired about her and also found quietly exhausting.

Westfield Academy had a meteorology club, two robotics teams, a debate programme with a thirty-year unbeaten record at regionals, and the kind of campus that appeared in the background of stock photos labelled “academic excellence”. Mara had visited in April and walked through its clean corridors and its well-appointed science labs and thought: yes. This is the place. This is where I learn to be the kind of person who can explain what she is.

She was no longer going to Westfield Academy.

The reason she was no longer going to Westfield Academy was the incident at the pool.

Mara did not like to think about the incident at the pool. What she was willing to think, when pressed — by her mother, by the school counsellor her mother had arranged, by her own reflection at three in the morning — was that she had not meant to do it. She had not called the lightning intentionally. She hadn’t known, standing on that diving board in the last week of June, that calling lightning was something she could do. She had only known the familiar feeling: the pressure building behind her eyes like weather coming, the way the air seemed to thicken around her when things were about to go wrong.

Then the sky had opened.

Six bolts of lightning, in a perfectly symmetrical ring around the pool’s perimeter, striking simultaneously into the water. The thunder had arrived a full two seconds later, which meant the lightning had formed within metres of where she stood. The pool had emptied in approximately thirty seconds. Mara had remained on the diving board, her hair lifting in the charged air, completely unharmed, her hands doing the thing they sometimes did: glowing faintly at the fingertips like she’d been handling phosphorescence.

Nobody had been hurt. This was the thing she held onto.

Westfield Academy had sent a letter. It had been very politely worded and very final. Her mother had read it twice at the kitchen table and then folded it with the same neat precision she used for everything, and said: “We’ll find somewhere else.”

Somewhere else, it turned out, was Stormhaven Middle School.

✦  ✦  ✦

The school was not what she expected.

This was her first thought, standing in the parking lot at 7:52 on a Monday morning with a new backpack that smelled of plastic and a schedule she had read four times on the drive over and still didn’t quite believe. She had expected something ordinary — a building that looked like a building, corridors that smelled of floor wax, the specific fluorescent light of institutions that have better things to do than be atmospheric.

Instead she got a building that looked, she would describe to her notebook later, like it had opinions.

It was old — older than it should have been in a town this size, with the kind of stonework that suggested it had been built for purposes beyond mere education. The windows were tall and narrow and arranged in a way that might have been purely aesthetic except that the spacing, she realised slowly, corresponded to compass directions. The roof had a weathervane — not the decorative kind, not a rooster or a farmyard arrow, but a complex instrument with four extended arms and a rotating disc at its centre that was currently pointing north-northeast with an authority that suggested it had been pointing this direction for reasons.

The front door, which was heavy and dark and bound with iron in a pattern that might have been decorative scrollwork but was actually, she realised with a strange certainty she couldn’t account for, a weather map, swung open as she approached.

She hadn’t touched it.

“Mara Voss?”

A woman in a yellow raincoat was crossing the parking lot toward her. She moved with the purposeful efficiency of someone who is never quite standing still, and she was carrying a clipboard, and she had short silver hair and eyes that were doing multiple things simultaneously. She stopped in front of Mara and looked at her the way a scientist looks at a data point she has been waiting to observe: not unkindly, but with a quality of attention that felt like being measured.

“That’s me,” Mara said.

“Ms. Harlow. I arranged your transfer.” She didn’t offer her hand to shake. Her eyes moved to Mara’s hands — quickly, professionally, the way a doctor looks at something specific — and then back to Mara’s face. “You’re three minutes early. Good. You’ll need every advantage you can get.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” Ms. Harlow said, making a note on her clipboard and beginning to walk toward the door — with the clear expectation that Mara would follow, which she did — “that you’re the first Keeper candidate this school has seen in forty years, and the building is still making up its mind about you. Come inside before it reaches a conclusion we can’t work with.”

“The building,” Mara said. Not a question exactly. More of a careful repetition — the kind you do when you want to verify that you heard correctly before you decide how to feel about it.

“Buildings have atmospheres,” Ms. Harlow said, holding the door open. “This one more literally than most.”

Mara walked inside.

The corridor smelled of old stone and something electric — not the chemical smell of a science lab, but something older and more natural, like the air after lightning has struck nearby. The fluorescent lights, she noticed, flickered in a rhythm that was not quite random. The floor was slightly warm underfoot through her shoes, though the air was cool. A trophy case along the left wall contained the usual assemblage of athletic achievements and academic certificates, but among them, mounted without explanation, was a glass case containing a barometric instrument of a type she had never seen.

And the pressure behind her eyes — the pressure that had been building since the night of the lightning rods, the pressure she had been managing with deep breathing and distraction and the fierce exercise of will — eased.

Not because something was wrong. Because something, for the first time in as long as she could remember, recognised what it was.

“Ms. Harlow,” she said.

“Hm?”

“What’s a Keeper?”

Ms. Harlow smiled. It was not a smile of surprise.

“Have you eaten breakfast?” she said. “That’s a long answer, and long answers are better with tea.”

✦  ✦  ✦

The answer did not come that morning. It came in pieces, over days that felt simultaneously too long and not long enough — days in which Mara attended ordinary classes (English, maths, history, a science class where the teacher had an unsettling habit of pausing mid-sentence to check the barometric gauge on his desk) and tried to behave like a normal new student while managing the growing awareness that the building itself was paying attention to her.

It was not threatening. That was what she kept coming back to. It was — interested. The way a very old, very intelligent person is interested in someone new: with patience, and without any particular urgency, and with the quality of something that has seen many things and is quietly deciding whether this is one of the interesting ones.

The lights in her classrooms adjusted slightly when she entered. Not dramatically — she didn’t think anyone else noticed. Just a fractional shift toward the specific temperature of light she found easiest to concentrate in. The temperature in rooms she was in for more than twenty minutes tended to settle at exactly the degree she found comfortable.

Once, walking past a wall-mounted thermometer in the main corridor, she watched it drop four degrees as she passed and return to its original reading three metres later.

She started keeping a notebook.

In the notebook she wrote: what the building does, when it does it, whether there is a pattern. She was good at patterns. She had always been good at patterns — at weather patterns particularly, at the specific grammar of cloud formations and pressure systems and the relationship between what the sky was doing and what it was about to do. Her father had taught her to read sky the way some parents teach children to read stars: as a language, complete and ancient and not especially interested in whether you spoke it or not.

Her father was not here. He had died four years ago — a heart attack, sudden, December, the week before her ninth birthday. After which the world had seemed, for a long time, to be missing a layer. A crucial one.

He had been a meteorologist. Not a famous one. A working one — the kind who spent long days in front of data and long nights updating public forecasts and who, on his days off, drove her to high points of landscape so they could watch weather systems develop in real time. He had loved weather the way some people love music: completely, and with the constant awareness that it was larger than him and that this was part of what he loved.

She thought about him a lot, in those first days at Stormhaven. She thought he would have had things to say about a building that adjusted its own temperature.

She thought he might not have been entirely surprised.

✦  ✦  ✦

She met Jasper Okafor on the third day.

He sat down across from her at the end of a long cafeteria table — sat down without asking, without introducing himself first, and opened a notebook covered in hand-drawn weather diagrams and began to read. She watched him for a moment. He was Black, with neat braids and the kind of focused stillness that suggested his mind was always working on more than one thing. His notebook was extremely full.

“You’re the new one,” he said, without looking up.

“Has it been announced?”

“The weathervane turned north-northeast this morning for the first time in four decades. That’s an announcement.” He looked up. His eyes were precise and assessing and not unkind. “I’m Jasper. My grandmother was the last Keeper before the line went quiet. I’ve been waiting for a new candidate since I was nine.”

“How old are you now?”

“Twelve.”

“Three years.”

“Yes.” He said it without complaint. As a fact about a situation he had accepted and worked within. “You’re sparking, by the way. Left hand, third finger.”

Mara looked at her left hand. A small, pale arc of static jumped between her third and fourth fingers, barely visible in the cafeteria’s flat light, gone in an instant.

“It happens when I’m not paying attention,” she said.

“I know. My grandmother sparked too, at the beginning. She said it was the charge finding its surface, looking for somewhere to go.” He picked up his pen and turned a page. “Don’t suppress it too hard. The Keeper before my grandmother’s time suppressed it constantly for the first year of training and accidentally produced a localised cyclone in the school gymnasium. Small, but— ” he paused to find the right word, “—notable.”

Mara looked at him.

“You know a lot about this,” she said.

“I have had three years with nothing to do but read,” he said. “I have read everything in Room 13B. Some of it twice. Some of it three times because it’s complex and I wanted to understand it correctly.” He met her eyes. “You’re going to have questions. I may already have the answers. We should work together.”

It was not a particularly warm speech. It was not designed to be. It was an accurate assessment of a situation and a practical proposal for addressing it, and Mara, who had spent the past three days trying to understand what was happening to her with no one to talk to about it, felt something unclench very slightly in her chest.

“Yes,” she said. “Okay. That sounds good.”

Jasper nodded and went back to his notebook.

After a moment, Mara opened her own.

They sat in the companionable, purposeful silence of two people who have just formed an alliance, and around them the cafeteria moved through its ordinary rhythms — trays and voices and the specific social mathematics of a new school year — while overhead the fluorescent lights burned a shade warmer than they had that morning.

The building, Mara was beginning to understand, expressed approval in small adjustments.

She found, to her surprise, that she didn’t mind at all.


⚡ Storm Fact  Static electricity — the kind that makes your hair stand up or gives you a small shock from a doorknob — is the same fundamental phenomenon as lightning. Both involve the movement of electric charge. Lightning is simply static electricity at an atmospheric scale. The difference between a small spark and a bolt that can travel 60,000 miles per second is, in scientific terms, a matter of degree.
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