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Dedication

For the girls. All of us.
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Epigraph

Long before blood poured from flesh,

and breath clung to bone,

before the ancient runes were ground to glass

to shift shapes in the aether,

back when mothers whispered truths

cloaked as once-upon-a-times,

Know this, little ones, they said.

When day breaks, frost becomes a flame.

When dusk falls, beasts become the prey.

And when the moon is weeping,

the witches do their reaping.

—Addi proverb
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28 Days till the Weeping Moon

My dearest sister,

Let me tell you a story.

Once upon a time, there was a reinsdyr. She had soft gray fur with white patches like spilled milk. The reinsdyr lived alone, apart from the herd, in a snow-sugared forest. When she grew hungry during the long winters, she wandered closer to the mountains to find food.

From their den, the ice leopards watched the reinsdyr graze the fields below. They saw her munching on roots and frostflowers, nibbling pink apples and mushrooms with tiny caps. They rejoiced when she found a nest of robin’s eggs or an arctic char flopping beside the lake, knowing she would grow fat and flavorful. “A reinsdyr is only as good as its meat,” they said, “and we need meat to survive. You cannot change your nature.”

While the ice leopardesses nursed their young, the largest, fiercest leopards left a trail of frostflower petals, luring the reinsdyr up into the mountains. They waited. They did not have to wait long.

When she came, the leopards proposed a trade. “We will give you food,” they said, “if you give us something first.”

So the reinsdyr gave them what they wanted.

They were not gentle, and they were not kind.

Perhaps you have heard this story before, dear sister. It is an ancient legend of the snow kingdom, a story the Luumi tell their children before tucking them in at night.

They tell me you have awoken, that you are traveling to the land of ice leopards and reinsdyr just in time for the Jyöltide celebration. But your place is here with me, not in Luumia. You belong by my side.

Zaga has sharpened my men into a keen, deadly blade. They are hunting you, joined by an army a thousand Dujia strong.

I trust you will come willingly when they arrive.

All my love,

Angelyne
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Chapter 1

Fugitives

THERE WERE FIVE OF them. Thick chested. White faces filthy with dirt and scruff. After stomping through the forest each day, they sat around the fire at night, roasting fatty goose legs and swigging tin cups of stonemalt. Coarse men, eating and drinking and farting like the brutes they were. From the shadows outside their camp, she listened to them swap stories about the brawls they’d won and the girls they’d lost.

She had no plans to kill them.

Not at first.

She knew Angelyne had sent the men to track her down and haul her back to Kaer Killian. So far they’d done a piss-poor job. If anything, they were keeping her fed: she circled back every morning and sifted through the charred remains of their campfire. Slurped greasy meat off leftover bird bones. Drained the dregs from a forgotten flask. She even shat in a man’s hat the morning he was fool enough to leave it behind. He came back for the ugly rag and had it halfway to his head before he started screeching. She’d laughed so hard from her hiding spot she nearly gave herself away.

If they thought they were tailing her, they were mistaken. The advantage was hers and she intended to keep it. She would die before letting them drag her back to the castle.

But Pilar d’Aqila was a decent sort of person.

She’d give them a fair shot at dying first.

As Pilar lurked on the outskirts of their camp, her thoughts grew darker, more violent. The men spoke of the servant girls—girls she’d met at the castle—ranking them by the firmness of their breasts or the plumpness of their asses.

“I like ’em pretty and pint-sized.” The first man slapped his thigh. “Spunky, too.”

The fifth man, who seemed to be the leader, groaned. “Too spunky is no good. They make trouble when you grab them for a kiss.”

The story he told next, to a chorus of claps and guffaws, made Pilar’s blood burn.

She didn’t know the men’s names, but she didn’t need to. First. Second. Third. Fourth. Fifth. The order in which she would destroy them. Like notes on a scale, one leading to the next.

She knew she should keep quiet and concealed. Five brutes, one girl: the odds were stacked against her. But the fouler the men got, the fouler her temper.

By the time the river rats shoved a fresh-caught prisoner into the circle—hands bound, potato sack over his head—her fists were itching for a fight.

“Look what I found,” said the third man. “Our thief.”

Pilar’s pride flared—she was the one thieving, not this clod in a potato sack. The fourth man kicked the back of the prisoner’s legs and his knees buckled. He dropped dangerously close to the crackling fire.

The fifth man stepped forward and whipped off the sack. Kneeling on the forest floor was the prince of the river kingdom.

Former prince, anyway. Last surviving son of Clan Killian and all that.

Quin looked rough. His eyes were wild, his blond curls matted with dirt and leaves.

“Please, wait. I can explain.” He fumbled for the leather pouch looped onto his belt, hands clumsy from the ropes around his wrists.

“What’s this? Gold?” The fifth man snatched the pouch, tested its weight, and laughed. “You think we want your coins? The young queen has put a fine price on your head. She sits on all the Killian gold.”

He stooped to look his prisoner in the eye. “Have you been stealing our food, Your Highness? Sucking down our scraps?”

“N-no,” Quin stammered. “I swear to all four gods, I haven’t.”

Pilar balled her fists so tight, her nails cut into her palms. The prince wasn’t her responsibility—but he didn’t deserve to be punished for her crimes.

The fifth man had a hungry gleam in his eye. She knew that gleam.

“Take a man’s meat and he might forgive you.” He scraped a dagger from its sheath. “Take a man’s malt and he’ll slit your throat.”

To hells with it. Pilar attacked.

She launched herself from behind a tree and into the circle. Skidded through the fire with the side of her boot, kicking a spray of smoldering coals into the first man’s face. Sparks scorched his eyes as he leapt back cursing.

The second man lunged, grabbing a fistful of her glossy black hair. She clenched his fleshy palm tightly to her skull. Slammed her free hand into his elbow, popping the bone backward. He screamed.

She wasn’t done.

With her feet firmly planted, she hinged at the waist, spinning him in a half moon until he lost his balance and plowed into the ground. The bigger they were, the harder they fell. She crushed his nose with her boot—the sole of which was still mildly on fire from the coal trick—stamping out the embers on his face. Two birds, one boot.

The third man let out a war cry and grabbed her from behind. He hooked his brawny arm around her neck and tried to drag her down. Not a chance. She arched her spine and thrust her hips back, driving both elbows hard into his ribs, over and over, until she heard the bones crack. Her hand swung between his legs, palm up, striking his groin. He gasped and stumbled backward.

The fourth man was hardly worth mentioning. One solid punch to the throat and he crashed to the earth, strangling on a broken windpipe. The gurgle like a song.

There was a rhythm to fighting, a tempo. The men lumbered. She danced.

A fist collided with her face.

She took the punch gracefully. Not that knuckles to the nose ever brought much opportunity for grace. She staggered back as red streaks clouded her vision.

“Demon witch,” growled the fifth man.

She spat blood-saliva. “Why don’t you grab me for a kiss?”

He took the bait. Grabbed her wrist and pulled her closer. His other hand was occupied—with the dagger, she noticed. Not ideal. He swiped at her and she dodged the blade, barreling into him instead of away. The boldness of the move surprised him. She balled up her trapped fist and clasped her free hand over it, using her shoulder strength to wrest her arm out of the spot where his grip was weakest. One of her favorite tricks.

He looked impressed.

“Aren’t you going to enthrall me, little spitfire? I’d welcome your sweet touch.”

Rage flooded every muscle of her body. In her mind she saw the cottage by the lake. Wooden rafters. Dirt floor. Broken horsehair bow.

When the man raised the dagger, she smashed her arm bone into his, knocking the blade off course. Then she flattened her free hand and rammed all five fingers into his milky blue eyes. Don’t only block—counterattack. That was her training: Defend yourself, but do not hesitate to hurt him.

Her fingertips had eye juice on them. She didn’t care. All her training was worth it, even the ugliest parts.

Pilar seized his wrist and wrenched it, loosening his grip. The dagger dropped—directly into her sticky hand, which was ready and waiting.

“For the girls,” she said. “All of us.”

She plunged the blade straight into his heart.

He burbled air and blood, then sank—not gracefully—to the ground. The quiet was pleasant. Or it would have been, if not for the groans and whimpers of the surviving men.

“Pil?”

She whirled around, ready to take on a sixth, before remembering there was no sixth. Just Prince Quin, kneeling on the forest floor. Staring at her in shock and disbelief. Which was kind of insulting, when she thought about it.

“Pilar Zorastín d’Aqila.” She spat a long red dribble into the fire. “Only my friends call me Pil.”

Never mind she didn’t have any.

Pilar wiped her mouth on the back of her hand, leaving a brown smudge on her tawny gold skin. Shook her short black hair out of her eyes. Crouched and yanked the blade from the fifth man’s chest.

In a few strokes she sliced through the ropes binding Quin’s hands.

“Thank you,” he murmured, rubbing his wrists. She wondered how he’d managed to escape Angelyne’s magic when he couldn’t even escape five men. The prince wasn’t exactly built for a life on the run.

He met her eyes. “I owe you one.”

The words jarred. This was the boy she’d shot by arrow—an arrow meant for Mia Rose. The boy she’d plied with rai rouj their one drunken night on Refúj. The boy whose sister was dead because of her.

If anything, she owed him.

Pilar made an instinctual decision. Her favorite kind.

“If you’re headed to the snow kingdom,” she said, “come with me.”

“How did you know I was going to Luumia?”

“You’re running too, aren’t you?” She slid the blood-slicked dagger into her boot. “Two fugitives are better than one.”
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Chapter 2

Like a Blade

THE SILVER COIN CLANKED against the flask in Pilar’s pocket as she and Quin moved swiftly through the woods. The pale trees were tall and twisty with blue needles at the top. Swyn, the river rats called them. To her they looked like music, a forest of white treble clefs.

Pilar felt for the coin and ran her thumbnail over the grooves. Once she crossed Dead Man’s Strait and sailed into Luumia, the name engraved on the coin would prove useful. In twenty-seven days the Weeping Moon would rise. That night, on the steps of the Snow Queen’s palace, she would come face-to-face with the person she’d risked everything to find.

Till then, all she had to do was survive.

Her knuckles were bruised, lip swollen. She could imagine her skin purpling beneath her sharp, dark eyes. But she felt no pain. Pilar was viciously alive.

Quin cleared his throat once, then twice.

“If you have something to say,” she said, “say it.”

He cleared his throat again. “Your nose is bleeding.”

“I took a fist to the face. Your nose would be bleeding, too.”

“Then why don’t you heal yourself?”

“Because I don’t want to.”

“Is that why your face looks like that?”

She stopped walking. “Explain yourself.”

“The cut you got from the guards.” Quin motioned toward her cheek. “You still have the scar.”

Months after the guard’s glove sliced her cheek open, it still hurt. The blow had fractured her cheekbone. Whenever she moved her jaw, a jag of pain shot all the way to her forehead. At night her eyes blurred, black fleas dotting her vision.

“I don’t practice magic,” she said. “Not anymore.”

“Even to heal yourself?”

“I like the scar. Adds character.”

The longer answer was more complicated: the scar made her look battle worn, yes, but it also served as a reminder. Never trust anyone. Not even your own mother.

She cocked her head. “You of anyone should know the cost of magic.”

“I do.” Quin bit into the words. “Though if I may be so bold: you seem equally content to murder people with arrows and blades.”

“Like the man I killed moments before he slit your throat.”

“He wouldn’t have hurt me.”

“How naive can you be?” She shook her head. “You didn’t deserve to die. Not when I was the one stealing their food. Though I did return it. In a manner of speaking.”

She waited for Quin’s expression to fade from confusion to horror. Then she grinned.

“You’ll need to keep up, Killian. Those won’t be the last guards my mother sends for me.”

His laugh was hollow. “Those guards were looking for me, not you. You’ve been gone for weeks. Haven’t you wondered why no one was looking for you?”

Pilar frowned. Come to think of it, until the five men, she hadn’t encountered any guards since leaving the castle. But she’d chalked it up to good luck.

“Zaga doesn’t need you,” Quin said. “She has a new daughter in Angelyne Rose. A stronger daughter.”

“I know you’re just trying to hurt me,” she spat. “Stop dancing around what you really mean. You want to talk about Karri? Then talk.”

She hated that she could still see Princess Karri, Quin’s older sister, bleeding red onto the snow. Stomach pierced with an arrow. Pilar’s arrow. She could see herself, too, shrinking back into the woods like a coward, terrified by what she’d done. All because her mother told her to.

“I don’t care how many innocents you shoot with your bow, Pilar Zorastín d’Aqila.” Quin’s eyes blazed green. “Unless you can enkindle the whole kingdom—unless you, too, can crawl inside people’s hearts to make them want what you want—Angelyne is stronger.”

“Even if I was still using magic,” she growled, “I would never enkindle my Dujia sisters. That’s not how magic is meant to be used.”

“We are in violent agreement about that.”

Pilar turned and stomped through the forest. She refused to think of Karri, Angelyne, Mia Rose—anyone from that awful night. Instead she plunged her hand into her pocket and busied her fingers with the coin, tracing the name carved in the silver.

You’ll see how strong I am. Stronger than she ever knew.

Zaga was a liar. For years she had deceived the Dujia sisterhood, peddled magic as a way to “topple the old power structures.” Pilar had drunk it down like a frosty pint of ale.

Magic, as it turned out, was just another way to hurt people. The most dangerous way of all.

Now Pilar thirsted for revenge. First she would kill her mother. Then she would kill Angelyne Rose, queen of the river kingdom—and Zaga’s new pet.

But if Pilar was going to kill them without magic, she needed help.

She dragged her thumb over the first letter etched into the coin, a snaking silver S.

Snow Wolf.

If she wanted to join forces with the greatest Dujia killer in all four kingdoms, she had to find him first.

 In the beginning, Pilar didn’t hate magic. What little girl wouldn’t fall in love with making her own flesh sing?

By five she knew how to coat her skin in pleasing shivers. At eight she could grow the bones back together after breaking her leg.

Pilar watched the other children on Refúj. When they were sick or hurting, their mothers mended their broken limbs and drew the fluid from their lungs. Zaga did none of those things. She was a whisper on the walls of the cave, a harsh invisible voice. Pilar knew if she wanted even a sliver of her mother’s attention, she’d have to be a good Dujia. Not just good: the best.

So she practiced. Night and day. She bent herself into the shape she thought her mother wanted. If Zaga lived outside her body, Pilar was physical. She had no interest in subtle magic tricks. She loved ramming her thumb into a person’s wrist, stopping the blood in their veins.

Pilar had another reason to like unblooding. This was the dark magic that had left her mother’s left arm dead at her side. Zaga never talked about who hurt her, but of all the magic Pilar could use to win her mother’s attention, surely unblooding would do the trick.

It didn’t.

Still, she practiced every day. Zaga had taught them all that magic was a way for women to reclaim their power. Pilar believed it.

After what happened in the cottage, she stopped believing in anything.

 “I have to piss,” she said.

“Lovely,” Quin muttered. “By all means, don’t let me stop you.”

“I get the feeling you’re not used to frank conversation.”

“Frank is one word for it. I was going to say you’re egregiously blunt.”

“My finest feature. That and my jawline.”

Pilar loved her body—it was compact and supple, flexible and strong—but she resented the constant need for maintenance. That was the magical perk she missed the most: With magic she could compress the fluids of her body, go days without needing food or water. She could tweak her moon cycle, confining the flow of blood when she didn’t want to be bothered. She could even restrict her bowels.

Pilar had yet to meet another Dujia who could magically condense a shit.

She ducked behind a tree and unbuckled her trousers. Quin whistled a tune—to cover the sound of her piss hitting the blue needles, she guessed.

“Do all bodies make you nervous?” she said. “Or just mine?”

“I wouldn’t say nervous . . .”

“You should sing yourself a lullaby next time I take a squat.”

She could practically hear him grimace. “You’re a little rough around the edges, aren’t you?”

“I didn’t grow up with servants emptying my chamber pot every night.”

Quin coughed. “I emptied my own chamber pot by the time I was eight.”

“Commendations for your bravery.”

“You’re impossible.”

Pilar yawned. “I must act different from the girls you grew up with.”

“Differently.”

“And look different, too.”

With her chin-length black hair, angular brown eyes, and amber skin, no one would mistake Pilar for a river rat. All the Glasddirans she’d met were fair skinned and liver hearted. Light eyes, dark hearts.

“Naturally,” Quin said. “You’re from the fire kingdom.”

She smiled, proud of her Fojuen heritage. But her pride soured. As her mother always reminded her, she was only half Fojuen.

Her mother could rot in four hells.

“To be honest,” said Quin, “other than my mother and sister, I didn’t grow up with many women.”

“Aren’t you forgetting Mia Rose?”

Silence.

Still crouching, Pilar peeked out from behind the tree. Quin’s brow was creased. If she’d meant to get under his skin, she’d succeeded.

Pity flashed in her chest, followed by resentment. Why was everyone so smitten with Mia Rose? She was cocky, entitled, self-righteous. A classic river rat. Only a girl that pigheaded could think she knew everything when she knew nothing. Not even how to save her own neck.

Of course no one else remembered it that way. By stopping her heart, Mia had become a hero. Mia Rose, the martyr. Mia Rose, the warrior. And so on.

Pilar hated how even the most awful people turned into saints the moment they died.

“Are you finished?” Quin called out, gruffer than before. “We should get going.”

She stood and buckled her trousers. Checked to make sure the silver coin was safe in her pocket. Rounded the tree until they stood face-to-face.

“What’s the hurry, Killian? Got somewhere to be?”

“Yes.” His eyes bored into hers. “As far away from that castle as I can get.”

The heat of his words surprised her. Before she could respond, he turned on his heel and walked swiftly through the forest.

“Now who’s egregiously blunt,” she muttered.

Quin didn’t hear her. He was already blazing past the tall twisted trees, confident she would fall in step behind.

Pilar was curious about Quin. Growing up on an island of magical women, she hadn’t met many boys. No princes.

During her months disguised as a scullery maid in Kaer Killian, she’d watched him from a distance. In the beginning he struck her as a typical spoiled royal. At least with those full lips and high cheekbones, he was less of an eyesore than the shriveled grandfathers of Refúj.

Then, on the night before his wedding to Mia Rose, she’d heard him play piano.

For a long time she lingered in the shadows outside the library, struck by the sad, sweet melody. Watching Quin at the piano—the fierce way he touched the keys—made her fingers ache for her violin.

When his would-be bride barreled into the library, the music stopped abruptly, and Pilar hurried back to the scullery with hardened resolve. She’d come to the Kaer to complete a mission: kill Mia Rose. She pushed Quin’s song away as she sharpened her arrow in the dark.

Of course then she’d failed to hit her mark—not her finest moment—and one week later, a still-very-alive Mia and Quin appeared on Refúj. When the prince danced drunk and shirtless, batting his eyelashes at Domeniq du Zol, Pilar realized he’d been bottled up for years. All it took was one generous dose of spirits to crack the bottle.

She wished she had a dose of spirits now.

As they walked through the white and blue trees, Quin broke the silence.

“Why don’t you go back to Refúj?”

“My mother broke the most sacred rule of the sisterhood,” Pilar said. “She killed another Dujia. They’d put my head on a spike.”

“The women I met don’t seem like the heads-on-spike type.”

“Everything is different now.”

She had other reasons, too. Even before Zaga’s betrayal, Pilar wasn’t exactly beloved on the island.

“Why don’t you go back to Glas Ddir? Those are your people.” She frowned. “Now that your father is dead, aren’t you actually king?”

“Right. I’ll just waltz back in and tell them I’m the rightful heir. I’m sure Angelyne will happily abdicate the throne, as long as I ask politely.”

“Who said anything about politely?”

“Says the girl with a death wish.” He jerked a thumb toward the forest at their backs. “You don’t take on five men otherwise.”

“Wanting to fight and wanting to die are two different things.”

“Who taught you to fight like that? Your mother?”

Pilar laughed. “That’s like asking if a snake taught me to walk.”

“Whoever she was, she should be commended. I wouldn’t last five seconds in hand-to-hand combat with you.”

Quin was wrong. He wouldn’t last three.

He was also wrong about her teacher being a she.

“What’s in Luumia?” Quin asked.

“Ice leopards, the White Lagoon, bottles and bottles of warm buttery vaalkä . . .”

“You know what I meant.”

Pilar shrugged. “I’m looking for someone.”

“Me as well.”

“Want to tell me who?”

“I do not.”

Pilar arched a brow. “How are you planning to find this mysterious someone? You’re a river rat who’s hardly ever left the Kaer. The snow kingdom is massive. With lots of snow, I hear.”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“Mine won’t be hard. He’s a Luumi warrior. When the Weeping Moon rises on the last night of Jyöl, he stands on the steps of the Snow Queen’s palace, cloaked and masked. They say he can go up against the most powerful Dujia—and win.”

Quin frowned. “You’re a Gwyrach. Why are you looking for a man who kills Gwyrach?”

“Dujia. Not Gwyrach. I don’t answer to that word.”

“I don’t care much for ‘river rat,’ either.”

“Fine,” Pilar growled. “No demons, no rats.”

Quin nodded, satisfied. He plunked himself down against a tree and pulled a hunk of stale bread from his satchel.

“Aren’t you going to offer me some?” she said.

“No.”

“Royal ass.”

Quin chewed and swallowed, then folded his hands over the leather pouch on his belt. He tipped his head back and closed his eyes.

For a moment he looked exactly like his sister—the first time she’d seen the resemblance. Something about the hardness of his jaw, the way he lifted his chin. It startled her.

Pilar plopped down beside a twisted tree and closed her eyes. It was useless. No matter what she did, Karri was always there.

All those months Pilar had watched the prince in Kaer Killian, she’d also watched the princess. Karri had no shortage of talents—she bagged a boar on every hunt, trounced her weapons master in every fight.

She was also kind. More than once Pilar saw her filch a stallion from the castle stables and ride into Killian Village. Karri talked to people in smithies and alehouses, pubs and brothels. Even children hungry in the streets. She didn’t just talk: she listened. The Glasddirans loved her for it.

Her father did not.

Pilar knew how it felt to have a parent hate you for who you were.

Karri would have made an excellent queen. And now she was dead. Pilar could never forgive her mother for telling her to shoot that arrow. But she could never forgive herself for doing it.

Pilar shook her head to clear it. Regret was passive. It eroded you from inside out, like a poison.

Revenge was active. Like a blade.

She had the dream again. Alone in a dark cave. Staring into a black sheet of ice. Sometimes she took the form of a demon, sometimes a witch, sometimes just a girl. Behind her own face, she always saw the same thing in the reflection: Princess Karri bleeding out onto the snow.

Pilar drove her fist into the ice, again and again, until it shattered like glass.

But this time, there was someone else.

Mia Rose stepped out of the shadows. She stooped. Wrapped her fingers around a broken shard. Looked up at Pilar.

It’s over, Mia said.

She raised her arm, the shard glinting silver.

Pilar awoke to Quin’s screams.
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Chapter 3

Dirt and Blood

“WAKE UP. WAKE up!”

Pilar shook Quin by the shoulders. She whispered his name. Yelled it. Even grabbed her leatherskin and doused him with water. A powerful sleeping terror had taken hold, his screams loud enough to rouse an army.

If more guards arrived, she could take them. But if her mother sent Dujia instead of men? Even if Pilar did use magic, she couldn’t fight off theirs. Not alone.

Only twenty-six days till the Weeping Moon. Pilar’s best shot at finding the Snow Wolf was to be at the queen’s palace on the last night of Jyöl. She couldn’t afford to be captured.

She punched Quin in the face.

Not hard. She didn’t want to hurt him, just wake him up.

She succeeded.

“Where am I?” Quin sputtered as he jolted upright. He rubbed his nose. “Did you just punch me?”

“Yes.” Pilar was many things, but she was not a liar. “You were about to get us both killed.”

“Nice to know you have my back.” Quin let out his breath, his shoulders slumping. “She was right beside me. I saw her. Touched her.”

He’d been dreaming about Mia Rose.

In the castle, when Zaga paraded Mia’s lifeless body through the Grand Gallery, Pilar had felt a tangle of emotions. Mia was naive, yes—and disgustingly superior—but did she deserve to die?

Then again, did she deserve not to? Mia had been so intent on saving her sweet baby sister, she’d dragged them all back to the Kaer and straight into a trap. Mia was the reason Karri was dead. She was the reason Pilar and Quin and everyone else got enkindled. She’d played right into Zaga and Angelyne’s hands, and been too stubborn to see it.

“Since we’re both awake,” said Quin, yanking her back to the forest, “we might as well keep moving.”

She watched him pluck the blue needles off his jacket, face raw with pain. When he saw her looking, he stood. Wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

Pilar didn’t understand what Quin saw in Mia Rose. But she didn’t have to. Despite all the death and misery she had dumped into his life, one thing was certain: the prince was still in love with Mia Rose.

Mia Rose was dead.

 Pilar and Quin made decent fugitive companions. She was better at tying strong knots. He was better at cooking dead things. But the banter they’d struck up the first day had ground to a halt after he dreamed of Mia.

Typical. Mia Rose wrecked everything, even from the grave.

“Ask me a question,” Pilar said as they trekked south. “Anything.”

“All right. How did you escape?”

“Not to brag,” she said, clearly bragging, “but I knew where the scullery maids kept the spirits they smuggled in. Most Dujia are less powerful when drunk, or at least sloppier. So I stole some rai rouj and slipped it into my mother’s cup. Angelyne’s, too.”

She cocked her head. “How did you escape?”

Quin hesitated.

“Have you seen my father’s Hall of Hands under our new queen?”

Pilar shook her head.

“In the slivers of a moment when Angelyne’s enthrall weakened,” he said, “when I came back to my senses, I would go to the Hall. There are no longer hands swinging from the rafters. There are bodies stacked on the floor.”

“Bodies?”

“Your mother sends guards to every village to demand allegiance. All those who refuse to kneel to Queen Angelyne get carted back to the Kaer, where they’re subjected to all sorts of magical atrocities. A tower of bodies rotting in the Hall.”

Pilar frowned. That was dark, even for her mother.

“What about the smell? Don’t people get sick?”

“Angelyne can heal those she wants to. But yes. Agreed about the stench.” He ran a hand through his blond curls. “Most of the men carried protective stones. Rings and amulets made of uzoolion and other rocks. I assume they grabbed hold of anything rumored to fight magic. I saw runes, charms, talismans looped around their necks or tucked into their pockets, and I—”

“You looted the bodies.”

He let out a long breath. “I needed some way to withstand the enthrallment. I would never have been strong enough.”

When Quin’s eyes fell to the leather pouch on his belt, her eyes followed.

“That pouch isn’t full of gold,” she said, realizing. “Those are the stones you stole.”

He stiffened, like he was afraid she would scold him. Honestly, she was impressed. Never in her wildest dreams would she have imagined gallant Prince Quin pickpocketing the dead.

Pilar felt a stab of excitement. “Killian. You know what this means? If we have enough of the right stones, we can weaken Angelyne’s magic. She’s beatable.”

He shook his head. “The moonstone grows more powerful by the day. It seems the more people Angelyne hurts, the more people she can hurt.”

Quin’s expression blackened. “She practices with other stones, too. Strange gems I’ve never seen. I think she may be storing her magic in new places, bewitching objects we’d never even recognize.”

Pilar frowned. “I’ve only known three stones to affect magic. Fojuen to strengthen, uzoolion to weaken, and lloira to store a Dujia’s healing gifts. Sounds like Angelyne has found a way to warp that, too.”

“I know it was wrong,” Quin said quietly, “stealing those men’s stones. I’m not proud of it.”

“Why? You survived.”

Pilar knew better than anyone that survival did not come in a silken bonnet. Survival meant dirt and blood under your fingernails.

It meant killing someone before they killed you first.
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Chapter 4

For the Both of Us

TWO DAYS PASSED, THEN three. On the fourth day, Pilar felt the air grow colder. In the distance she saw big white mounds in the earth. Ice caves.

“We’re nearing the border,” she said to Quin.

“I imagine so.”

Once they crossed Dead Man’s Strait and entered the snow kingdom, they would go their separate ways. The idea flooded her with panic.

“Here’s a question,” Quin said, as they trekked through the snow. “Do you know what happened to Domeniq du Zol?”

He said it almost casually, like an afterthought. But she heard it. The catch in his breath.

Pilar missed Domeniq, too. He’d been her one true friend on Refúj, even if the friendship was brief. She remembered his kind, crooked smile, the way it lit up his face.

She also remembered the way he and Quin danced together at the Blue Phoenix. Sweaty. Close.

“I never saw Dom in the castle,” she answered honestly.

“I did,” said Quin, and she realized he’d been baiting her, that he’d known the answer all along. “Your mother uses him for magic practice. Sometimes she sends him out with the guards to round up more bodies for the Hall. She and Angelyne enkindle him, make him do and say all kinds of atrocious things he would never do.”

“How do you know what Dom would do? You’d only just met.”

“I know he’s good,” he growled. “And wise. And generous in spirit. More than I can say for you.”

She held up a hand. “I wasn’t arguing with you, Killian. Just asking.”

Quin’s eyes met hers for a moment, fierce. Then he looked away.

“We both know Dom was playing both sides. Training to be a Dujia Hunter, while secretly protecting his Dujia family. But the rest of the river kingdom doesn’t know the truth. To them he makes a powerful example. He’s the last surviving Hunter, now serving the new queen.”

“What about Griffin Rose? Fearless leader of the Circle of the Hunt? He’s still alive, too.” Pilar snorted. “Though last I heard, his mind is so far gone he slurps soup out of a shoe in the castle dungeons. Looks like all those years spent murdering innocent Dujia finally caught up to him.”

“And yet you’re seeking his Luumi counterpart,” Quin muttered. “You’re a tangle of contradictions.”

She wheeled around. “I’m a tangle of contradictions? Griffin Rose married a woman who was enthralling him! A woman who never loved him, but loved my mother, of all people. Griffin Rose, assassin of Dujia—and father to two Dujia daughters, one now dead.”

Quin stopped walking. “You might show some respect when you speak of Mia Rose.”

She glared at him. Mia and Karri were the two frozen lakes they tiptoed around. Pilar didn’t tiptoe. She was sick of not speaking her mind.

They were about to have their first real conversation, like it or not.

“I know there are things you want to say to me,” she said. “You just don’t have the courage to say them.”

“You’re not a very gentle person, are you?”

“There’s no place for gentleness in this world.”

“I think there’s nothing this world needs more.”

He began to hum.

Pilar recognized the melody. She was back in Kaer Killian, lurking in the corridors the night before the royal wedding.

It felt like a lifetime ago. She’d been so righteous in her mission. Kill Mia Rose, enemy of the Dujia. Save her sisters. Return to Refúj a hero, and finally clear her name.

Sometimes the things you wanted most were the very things that destroyed you.

Quin’s hum was tender. She couldn’t bear it.

“Stop,” she said.

He stopped. Took a breath.

“You want me to talk about Mia?” he said. “I miss her. I think about her all the time. Sometimes I lie awake at night, just to see if I can conjure up a memory of her freckles.”

“Why?” Pilar swallowed the softness in her voice. “Are you drawing a portrait?”

“Are you always this heartless?”

For eighteen years Pilar had been told to trust her heart. Feel instead of think, said her mother. Trust your heart, not your mind.

Her heart had failed her.

“I think,” she said, “that you’re doing a piss-poor job of moving on.”

“I’m not trying to move on. I’m trying to grieve.”

“Mia’s the one who stopped your sister’s heart! You should hate her.”

“I don’t hate people.”

“Liar. Everyone hates someone.”

Quin’s green eyes flashed with more pity than anger, which was worse. She wanted to wound him. Better to hurt him before he hurt her.

“You’re a coward,” she said. You shouldn’t even be here. If you were brave, you’d find a way to beat Angelyne. If you had even one speck of courage, you would go back to Glas Ddir and save your people.”

There it was. The spark of rage in Quin’s eyes.

“Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do. After a lifetime with my father, I’ve seen what hate can do.”

“How could you grow up in that castle, with those people, and not hate them? Don’t you hate your father for everything he did?”

“The minute I give in to those feelings,” he said, his jaw working around the words, “I’m no better than he is. You think hurting people makes you strong? I think it makes you a coward. You hide behind your fists so you don’t have to feel anything. Can’t you see I’m grieving?”

He tugged a hand through his curls. “It isn’t just Mia. I lost my sister. My whole family.”

“My mother was my whole family. She betrayed me.”

“I know.”

“She used me to kill innocent people. I only shot Karri because she told me to.”

“I know.” He looked her straight in the eye. “You do not have a monopoly on grief, Pilar. Even if you won’t admit it, I know you’re grieving, too.”

Why was he being so kind? She was giving him fire, and he was shoveling snow onto it.

“You don’t get to tell me how to grieve,” she snapped.

“Of course I don’t. But I believe grief has power. It flows through us whether we want it to or not. If we ignore it, the grief builds up inside us and leaks out in all kinds of ways. If we remember what we lost, the grief gets stronger—but we get stronger, too.”

“Your sister is dead because of me. Mia is dead because of me. I nearly killed you with my arrow! Why don’t you hate me?”

“I’m angry. I’m terribly sad. But I don’t hate you.”

“Fine.” She clenched her jaw. “Then I’ll hate myself enough for the both of us.”

When he placed a hand on her arm, she flinched. She was no longer there with Quin. She was in the cottage by the lake. Lying on a hard dirt floor, staring up at the wooden rafters, long beams casting shadows like a cell.

A punch she could take. Gentle touches scared her.

On instinct, she shoved Quin away, pushing him off balance. When he stumbled to the ground, her chest ached.

She didn’t want to hurt him. Not really, not at all.

Quin was right. In the fight between her fists and her feelings, her fists would always win.

When she spoke, her voice was steady again.

“I want to give you something, Killian.”

“What could you possibly give me?”

She extended a hand and pulled him to his feet.

“I’m going to teach you to fight.”
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Chapter 5

Serenade

WHEN IT CAME TO sparring, Pilar was the best fighter she knew. That wasn’t pride speaking. Or it was pride speaking, but pride rooted in fact.

Quin, on the other hand, was terrible.

“You’re not very good, Killian.”

“I’ve never done it before!” he huffed. “This is all new to me.”

“You want me to bake you a chocolate strudel?”

“I want you to be more patient.”

“Patience was never my strong suit.”

Quin had taken to the idea of sparring immediately, which was a relief. Pilar couldn’t return what he’d lost, but at least she could teach him to protect himself. Finally she had something to offer. Something a girl like Mia Rose could never give.

Beads of sweat clung to Quin’s brow. The yellow sun was gone, crushed by the bloated white blob of the moon. Pilar wasn’t tired in the slightest. When she fought she felt like someone had poured rai rouj into her veins, spiking her blood with heat.

“I told you, keep most of your weight in your lower half. You’re skinny so it’s even more important to have a strong base. Stop standing on the earth like a sprite.”

“Do sprites exist?”

“Everything exists. Now fix your form and come at me again.”

Quin charged forward, swinging his arms wildly. She swiped her foot behind his ankle and sent him crashing to the ground. Somehow he fell forward instead of back.

“Ow,” he moaned into the dirt.

“Sorry. You’re already dead.”

“I’m trying!”

“Try better. And bend your knees next time. If you don’t bend your knees you might as well be standing on two sticks. What happens to sticks? They break.”

She couldn’t believe how much she sounded like Orry. He was in her head.

Three years earlier, when Pilar was fifteen, a young married couple had arrived on the island. Morígna, the Dujia, was a musician. She gave Pilar her violin. Her husband, Orry, was a fight teacher. Orry was jovial and charming, passionate about showing his students how to protect themselves. Pilar trained with him daily. Who cared if the other girls didn’t like her? The lonelier she felt, the harder she fought. For the first time, her ever-ready fists were a gift, not a curse.

“Don’t rotate your shoulder forward,” she told Quin. “You want to stay grounded and strong. Hug your elbow tight to your body—it’ll give you more control. Then twist your body and pivot your front foot. The thrust of the leg accelerates the punch.”

“Where do I punch my opponent?”

“Cheeks, nose, or under the ear where the jaw attaches. Three weakest spots on the human face. Of course at the moment it doesn’t matter where you hit—you’re throwing punches like confetti. Start with palm strikes. That’ll keep your fingers protected.” She demonstrated driving her palm into Quin’s nose. “It’s a good trick. With enough force you can shove the nasal bone into his skull.”

“Sounds messy.”

“Fighting is messy. It’s one part choreography, two parts improvisation. For you right now, it’s three parts staying upright.”

“You’re good at this, you know.”

Pilar felt a surge of pride. The adrenaline rush she always got from sparring was so much better than anything she’d ever felt from magic. In the early days, Orry told her she was special. She would stagger home each night, bruised and bloody and blazingly alive.

“Water,” Quin gasped.

Pilar scooped snow into her leatherskin and handed it to Quin, who gulped down the icy slush. The prince looked good with a little color in his cheeks.

He wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Thank you.”

“Drink up. We’re not finished.”

“But I’m exhausted.”

“Sometimes exhaustion can be helpful. You can’t trick your body—it’ll show you where your weaknesses are.”

“What’s in your pocket, Pilar?”

Her jaw clenched. “Nothing.”

“I see you touching it when you think I’m not looking.”

“It’s just a coin.”

She tossed it to Quin to shut him up. He laid the coin flat on his palm and squinted at the symbol side.

“This is the seal of Luumia. Ice leopard with a frostflower underfoot.”

“Ten points for Clan Killian.”

He flipped the coin over and read the hand-carved inscription. “Snow Wolf. That must be your famed Luumi assassin.” He cocked a brow. “You mean to tell me we’ve been looking for a dog?”

“Are you mocking me?”

“Not at all. I miss my dogs every day.” Quin chucked the coin at her. She caught it handily.

“Nice reflexes,” he said.

“My third finest feature. Bluntness, jawline, reflexes.”

“I thought it was self-hatred?”

With a roar, she tackled him from the side.

The coin went flying as Quin fell backward. She climbed on top of him, straddling his chest.

“Never, ever let them get you on the ground. Most men are a lot bigger than you and me. The second he’s on top of you, he’s already won. Now try to get away.”

Quin squirmed beneath her. An image of a broken horsehair bow flashed through her mind. She locked her knees tighter, forcing herself to focus on Quin’s face. His hair was mussed, his eyes piercing green. Pilar had never seen him from this angle before. She liked it.

She drew the dagger from her boot.

“Sorry,” she said. “You’re already dead.”

Quin drove his palm into her nose.

The impact knocked her head backward. Hard enough that she saw a spray of white stars. Her knees loosened, and in a flash Quin shifted his hips beneath her. She keeled onto her side as he wriggled free.

“Success!” he crowed. He snatched the dagger from where she’d dropped it. “Sorry. You’re already dead.”

He was being smug, but it was the first time she’d seen Quin really smile. And she had to hand it to him: he’d nailed the strike. Her ears were still ringing.

Pilar brushed off the coin and dropped it into her pocket.

“Nicely done.”

“Four gods.” Quin’s jaw dropped. “Was that a compliment from Pilar Zorastín d’Aqila? We must commemorate this moment.”

He pulled a flask out of his satchel. Murky reddish-brown liquid swirled inside, and at the bottom: a dead sqorpion.

Rai rouj.

“Where in the Duj’s name did you get that?” she said. The prince was full of surprises.

He shrugged. “You never know what you’ll find in a heap of dead men.”

They built a fire and sat on the hard ground, passing the flask of rai rouj between them. With every nip, Quin loosened. Here was the drunken, dancing boy Pilar recognized from Refúj, back before everyone betrayed everyone else.

Truth be told, she was feeling a little loose herself. She loved the scalding comfort of rai rouj, even if it made her fractured cheekbone throb and the black fleas blur her vision. She felt better than she had in months.

“You know,” Quin said, “I actually quite enjoyed sparring. I haven’t worked that hard in . . . ever?” He rubbed his shoulders and groaned.

“It’s good to have someone knead your muscles after fighting.” Pilar’s cheeks flamed. “Not that you’d want me to.”

“On the contrary! I’d be delighted to have you pummel me with your tiny fists.”

“They’re not tiny.” They were absolutely tiny. “You’ve seen what I can do with them. I have very strong hands.”

“Show me.” Quin peeled his shirt off in one smooth motion, until it got stuck around his head. “Help!” he said, his voice muffled. “My brain is too large, it can’t get free.”

She leaned forward and gave the shirt a good tug.

“Typical,” she said. “Your head was inflating again.”

Quin’s body was smooth and golden. She’d only seen one man naked before, and he was hairy in all the wrong places.

Pilar knelt behind the prince. When she dug her thumbs into the muscles at the base of his neck, he cried out. She froze. Were her hands only good for causing pain?

“Don’t stop,” Quin said. “For the love of four gods, do not stop.”

Only then did she realize the cry was the good kind.

She began to knead his knotted muscles with her knucklebones. As she moved slowly across his back, she grazed the white scar beneath his shoulder blade: the place her arrow had gone through.

She could apologize. Should apologize. But she’d never been good at saying sorry.

Apologies reeked of regret.

“Who is the Snow Wolf, Pilar?” Quin murmured. “I know there’s something you’re not telling me.”

Her hands stopped. If she told him who the Snow Wolf was—who he really was—he would look at her with pity. She could imagine nothing worse.

“Since you’re suddenly so interested in honesty,” she snapped, “who are you looking for in Luumia?”

Quin reached for his shirt. “You’ll judge me for it.”

“Probably.” She crossed her arms, defiant. “But I’m not going any farther until you tell me.”

He yanked the shirt down over his neck.

“All right,” he said. “I want to save Domeniq.”

The answer caught her by surprise.

Pilar pointed behind them. “Domeniq is that way.”

“Yes, thank you. I do have a basic grasp of geography.”

Quin picked up a twig and stabbed at the ground. “You say I’ve abandoned my kingdom and my people. But I never wanted to be king. My sister was born to sit on the river throne—and unlike me, she actually wanted it. Karri was bold and brilliant and bighearted.”

For a moment his eyes shone brighter. Then his face went dark.

“But we’ll never get to see her reign. Today, watching the things Angelyne does to innocent people . . . let’s just say I’ve come to understand how much we’ve lost.”

All the regret Pilar had fought against so hard was creeping back. Not only had she robbed Quin of his sister—she’d robbed an entire kingdom of their rightful queen. Karri would have protected the people of Glas Ddir. Angelyne wanted them to suffer.

Pilar swiped at the heat behind her eyes. “You didn’t answer my question. What does any of this have to do with Dom du Zol?”

He snapped the twig in two. “Dom doesn’t deserve what they’re doing to him. I want to break him out, take him somewhere they can’t reach him.”

The blood was rushing to Quin’s face. He exhaled.

“But I can’t do it alone. They say a just ruler will never stand by while innocent people suffer. I think, if I can make my case to the Snow Queen, she might help me.”

“You’re joking.” Pilar blinked. “That’s your grand plan?”

“See? This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you. I knew you’d—”

“You’re going to Luumia so you can pop in to the palace for a cup of tea?” She let out a low whistle. “That’s all you royals know how to do, isn’t it? Throw yourselves at the feet of other royals. What makes you think the Snow Queen will be able to help you save Dom?”

“Forgive me,” Quin spat, “for trying to save the one person I still care about. The only person I have left.”

The words stung.

“Look,” she said, hardening her voice. “It’s fine you like Dom. You can dream about saving him all you want. But until you come up with a better plan, that’s all it is. A dream.”

From the look on Quin’s face, she knew she should say something else. Something nicer. But suddenly he was rising to his feet.

“Do you hear that?”

He tipped his head to one side. Listened.

Pilar stood. She heard it, too.

Music.

She shut her eyes, drinking in the sound. Each note bent the air around it. Only one instrument could do that.

“Do you think it’s a trap?” Quin whispered.

Her eyes flew open. Anything was possible, but it seemed unlikely the guards would follow them all this way to serenade them at the Luumi border.

“Shh,” she said. “Don’t ruin it.”

She’d never heard a song so beautiful, or so sad.

“I have to see who’s playing,” she said.

Pilar didn’t wait for him to answer. She turned and followed the violin.
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