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Epigraph

One of the ancient maps of the world

is heart-shaped, carefully drawn

and once washed with bright colors,

though the colors have faded

as you might expect feelings to fade

from a fragile old heart, the brown map

of a life. But feeling is indelible,

and longing infinite, a starburst compass

pointing in all the directions

two lovers might go, a fresh breeze

swelling their sails, the future uncharted,

still far from the edge

where the sea pours into the stars.

Reproduced from Valentines by Ted Kooser by permission of the University of Nebraska Press. Copyright 2008 by the Board of Regents of the University of Nebraska.





Fidacteu zeu biqhotz limarya eu naj.

Trust your heart, even if it kills you.
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Prologue

ONCE UPON A TIME, in a castle carved of stone, a girl plotted murder.





Part One

 Flesh





Chapter 1

Porcelain Bosom

ON THE EVE OF her wedding to the prince, Mia Rose ought to have been sitting at her cherrywood dresser, primping her auburn curls and lacing her whalebone corset. She should have been fussing with the train of her gown, a piece of oyster silk that unfurled behind her like a snow-kissed boulevard.

Mia was doing none of those things.

She paced her bridal chambers with a pouch of boar’s blood gripped between her fingers. For weeks she’d done meticulous research, filching various cuts of meat from the castle kitchens—duck, goose, venison—but the boar emerged victorious. The blood would dry like human blood: a dark crusted brown.

She had purloined one of her sister’s gowns so she could shred it alongside her wedding dress, leaving them both behind in bloodied ribbons. The plan was simple. She would stage the scene in the tunnels beneath the castle, with only one logical conclusion to be drawn: Mia, the prince’s intended bride, had been brutally attacked, abducted, and most likely killed, along with her younger sister, Angelyne. The poor little Rose girls, taken before their time.

While the king’s guards scoured the castle grounds for the vile murderer, Mia would lead Angie to freedom.

It was admittedly not her finest plan. The problem was, it was her only plan. And there was one additional, fairly significant hitch:

She hadn’t told her sister.

“Mi? Are you nearly ready?”

Angelyne swept into Mia’s chambers, her satin slippers gliding over the floor. “I came to see if you needed . . .” She stopped short. “Why are you wearing a rope?”

Mia had fed a thick rope through her trouser loops for their descent into the castle’s subterranean bowels. She opened her mouth to explain, but no words came out. The beginning of a headache was scratching at her temples.

Angie frowned. “You do know the final feast is about to begin.”

“I am aware.”

“And you are gownless and gloveless.”

“True.”

“And your hair looks like a poodle died on your head.”

“I’ve always enjoyed the company of poodles.”

“Is that blood?” Angelyne snatched the leather pouch out of Mia’s hands, sniffed, and grimaced. “I don’t care what you were about to do; I’ll tell you what you’re doing now.” She gestured toward the cherry dresser, nudging a stack of books and a stubby wax candle aside. “Sit. I’m going to pin your hair.”

Mia flumped into the chair, irritated. The headache was clawing at her skull. Why was she unable to tell her sister about the plan? It wasn’t as if the stakes weren’t treacherously high: one month ago, their father, Griffin, had promised the king a bride for his son. At seventeen, Mia was the obvious choice. But fifteen-year-old Angie was a close second.

Mia had tried desperately to dissuade her father. Girls in the river kingdom were rarely given a say in the men they married, yet Mia had naively assumed she would be different. Under her father’s tutelage, she had trained as a Huntress for the past three years. Surely he wouldn’t pawn her off to the highest bidder. But no matter how much she pleaded, he never wavered.

He had condemned her to a lifelong prison sentence, annihilating all chance of love or happiness. Her own father, who knew better than anyone the power of love. Fortunately Mia had no intention of wedding and bedding Prince Quin. She had work to do. A sister to save . . . and a murderous Gwyrach to find.

“Angie? I need to—”

“Sit still? You’re absolutely right.” Angelyne rummaged through her basket of hairpins and alarmingly sharp objects. It was Mia’s fault she was in the castle at all. When the queen had tried to furnish Mia with a lady-in-waiting to help with gowns, gems, and skin greases, the whole idea made her nervous (what was the lady waiting for?). So she had requested that Angie stay in Kaer Killian, the royal castle, during the engagement.

Most days she regretted it. The drafty castle had only exacerbated her sister’s many mysterious illnesses. The Kaer was an ancient citadel, carved from a mountain of ice and frozen rock. It was miserably cold. Not to mention Angie had been attracting the attention of the young duke, which was troubling. Ange was lithe and slender, with a pale heart-shaped face, rose-petal lips, and wavy hair the color of summer strawberries ripening on the vine.

“Mia Rose,” Angie muttered, “Princess of Chaos, Destroyer of Nice Things.”

Ange let out a short, sharp cough before swiftly regaining her composure. She yanked a bone comb through Mia’s tangles hard enough to make her gasp.

“Angelyne Rose, Mistress of Pain, Wielder of Torture Tools.” Mia massaged her temples. “My head was killing me before you started this torment. I don’t know why I’m suddenly getting these atrocious headaches.”

Angie paused. “Where does it hurt, exactly?”

“Here.” She pointed to the back of her skull. “The occiput. And here.” She dug her fingertips into the bridge of her nose. “The sphenoid bone. It’s like my whole cerebrum is on fire.”

“Human words, please. Not all of us speak anatomy.”

“Even my mandible is throbbing.” Mia massaged her jaw.

“You mean you have a toothache.”

“Teeth. All of them.”

“How can all your teeth ache at once?” Her sister smothered another cough. “Here. I have just the thing.”

Angie fished a dented tin of peppermint salve out of her basket. When she tried to twist off the lid, she fumbled. They both stared at her gloved hands. The lamb slinkskin was a soft, pale pink.

“It’s all right,” Mia said. “You can take them off. I won’t tell Father.”

Slowly, carefully, Angie pinched the lambskin at her pinkie, then her ring finger, then her pointer. She inched the glove off her hand and laid it neatly on the dresser. Her complexion was smooth and peachy, so different from Mia’s ivory skin and copper freckles.

“Just think,” Ange said quietly. “After tomorrow, you’ll never have to wear them again.”

How easy it was to forget.

With the exception of the royal family, all girls were required to wear gloves as a precautionary measure. Any woman might be Gwyrach; hence every woman was a threat. The Gwyrach were women who, through the simple act of touch, could manipulate flesh, bone, breath, and blood.

Not women, Mia reminded herself. Demons. They were half god, half human—the wrath and power of a god mixed with the petty jealousies and grudges of human beings. The Gwyrach could fracture bones and freeze breath. They could starve limbs of oxygen, enthrall a heart with false desire, and make blood boil and skin crawl. They could even stop a heart. How effortless, this act of murder: a palm pressed to a chest, and a life snuffed out forever. Mia had seen proof.

A Gwyrach had destroyed their lives—and Mia was going to find her. Heart for a heart, life for a life. But first, she and Angelyne had to escape.

In the mirror, she saw a shadow flicker over her sister’s face. Then it was gone. Angie rubbed the peppermint salve into Mia’s jaw and quickly slid the glove back over her hand. Her wrists were so thin they made Mia’s chest ache. Birdlike. There was a reason their mother had called Angie her little swan.

Before she knew what was happening, her sister was lifting Mia’s linen tunic up over her head and fitting the whalebone corset around her rib cage.

“Four hells, Angie!”

“What? You look like a princess!” She stared admiringly at Mia’s reflection. “Will there be candlelight in the prince’s chambers? Because it does wonders for your bone structure. Your clavicle throws the most beautiful shadows. . . .”

“I doubt it’s my clavicle he’ll be looking at,” Mia said darkly. Between the whalebone corset pushing up and the gown’s neckline plunging down, she had never seen so much of her own flesh.

“You have Mother’s figure.” Angie sighed. “What I wouldn’t give to have a porcelain swell of breast.”

Mia caught her sister’s eye in the polished glass, and despite everything—or maybe because of it—they both burst into laughter. It was always like this: they could be bickering one moment and shrieking in unabashed delight the next.

“You’ve been reading your dreadful novels again, I see.”

“You have so little faith in fate. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to fall in love! To be swept up in something bigger than yourself—to find a handsome partner in the dance of destiny.”

“Like Mother and Father.”

Angie touched the moonstone pendant at her throat. It had belonged to their mother. “Yes,” she said, her voice feathery soft. “Like that.”

They were wasting precious time. It was now or never. “I need you to listen, Ange. What I’m about to tell you is important.”

“Oh?” Her sister seized a long hairpin and plunged it into the smoldering candle, then took a strand of Mia’s dark-red hair and coiled it around the warm, waxy pin. When she let go, it snaked into a perfect corkscrew. In the torchlight Mia couldn’t help but think her curls gleamed the color of wet blood.

“Angelyne.” Her voice was deadly quiet. “We are getting out of here. You and I. I have everything arranged, so you don’t have to do anything but trust me.”

Angie set the pin slowly on the dresser. Her blue eyes flashed in the mirror.

“I know what you’ve been plotting, Mi. I’ve seen you with your maps, packing your secret satchels. I know you’re running away. And I’m not coming.”

Mia was stunned. “I—I’m not leaving you behind.”

“Maybe I want to be left behind. Have you considered that? Maybe this life you’re so determined to hate—living in a castle, married to a prince—isn’t such a bad life.”

“To be trapped forever in this frozen tomb?” She reached up and pressed a palm to her sister’s forehead. “Are you febrile? The fever is stealing your sense.”

Angie shrugged her off. “I’m the one who’s being sensible! You treat me like a victim. Poor sick little Angie, always in need of someone to save her. But I don’t need saving. Go. Flee the castle. Run off to have your adventures.”

“My adventures? You speak as if I’m going on holiday. You know I have to find her, Angie. If Father won’t, I will. Heart for a heart, life for a life.”

“Yes, well. You Hunters all think you’re exacting justice when really you’re just adding weight to one side of the scale. More bodies. More loss.”

The conversation was twisting too quickly for Mia to grab hold of. “Why would you choose a loveless marriage? What about the ‘dance of destiny’? Think of the way Mother looked at Father . . .”

“I try not to think of her,” Angie snapped. “Though you seem intent on reminding me.”

“Is that really what you want? To be bound by sacred vow to a boy who doesn’t love you? All so you can twirl around the castle in a pretty gown?”

“You don’t get to tell me what I want!”

All the blood drained from Angelyne’s face. She staggered forward, clutching the bedpost, her slim body racked by coughs. Instantly Mia was by her side.

“The dizzy spells again?”

“They come out of nowhere. Everything is fine and then the world goes white.”

“Maybe you should lie down.”

“Maybe I should.” Mia helped ease her onto the canopy bed, plumping the vermilion silk pillows under her head. She watched her sister’s chest rise and fall, a delicate paper lantern. Guilt roiled in her belly.

Mia didn’t feel so well herself. An inexplicable heat poured over her, as scorching as if she’d leaned over a fire, orange flames licking her freckled flesh. She felt the sweat gathering damply beneath her arms, pooling in the scoop of her lower back. Reason number six hundred and twelve she wouldn’t make a very good princess: princesses did not have sweat stains blooming on their fine silken gowns.

Angie’s smile was sad. “Look at me. Not even strong enough to have a proper fight. I really am a heroine from one of my novels.” She reached for Mia’s hand, her skin sweltering. “Go, Mi. If you want to run, run. I’ll only slow you down.”

Mia’s heart plummeted. Her sister couldn’t go more than five minutes without succumbing to one of her unexplained ailments—fevers, coughing fits, dizzy spells, monstrous headaches. Sometimes Ange stumbled forward, her feet gone suddenly limp, her toes numb. Mia had searched all her books on physiology, exhausted every tome on maladies and infections. She always came up short.

To escape, they would need to slip stealthily through an endless maze of tunnels, flee the castle, make it through the village undetected, commandeer a boat, and sail the Natha River east to Fojo Karação. Fojo was where her mother had first fallen in love—and where she had made enemies. The journey would take days. Weeks.

Angie would never make it. In her heart of hearts, Mia had always known.

The truth seeped into her with sickening certitude.

She would never find the murderous Gwyrach.

She would never leave the castle.

She would marry the prince.

Mia tried valiantly to mask her despair. If she couldn’t save her sister, at least she could make her smile.

“You’re stuck with me, I’m afraid. Even if you’d rather have a handsome boy to admire the swell of your porcelain bosom.”

She heard footsteps in the castle corridor. Two harsh knocks echoed through her chambers.

“Lady Mia?” It was the prince, his voice icy. “I’ve some news.”





Chapter 2

Instruments of War

PRINCE QUIN STOOD AT the threshold, arms crossed. He bore a striking resemblance to her favorite human-anatomy sketch: his body long and lean, his face perfectly symmetrical. Not that she’d noticed.

“You can call me Mia. I’ve told you a thousand times, no ‘lady’ required.”

“Until you are my princess, you will remain my lady,” he said in his oddly formal way. He stared at her bare arms and flinched.

“My apologies, Your Grace.” The last thing she needed was the prince to report her. “I was performing my ablutions,” she lied.

She seized the velvety gray gloves off her dresser and slid them over her hands. While most girls in the river kingdom wore coarse bullock and deer hide, Mia and Angelyne enjoyed gloves of lamb slinkskin, soft and buttery. There were perks to being the daughters of an assassin. Especially when that assassin led the Circle of the Hunt, the king’s dedicated tribe of Gwyrach Hunters.

Quin cleared his throat. “I’ve come to tell you the final feast has been postponed.”

“Oh? To what do we owe this tragic turn of events?”

“Something about a burnt duck. We will reconvene in one hour.”

Mia wondered why Quin hadn’t sent one of his myriad servants to impart this news. The Kaer was swarming with them, all young, all female. Was there something else he wanted?

They stood angled toward one another in the doorway, studiously avoiding eye contact. He fidgeted with a gold button on the sleeve of his smart green jacket. Quin was wearing the colors of Clan Killian: seasick emerald and scintillating gold.

He cleared his throat again. “I trust you won’t be late?”

“Of course not.”

“Unlike last night.”

“Last night was an anomaly.”

“And the night before.”

So that’s what he wanted: to mock her. She glared at his glittering green eyes, framed by high chiseled cheekbones and a light smattering of freckles across sandy skin. His gold mane of hair curled over his ears in a perpetual state of touslement. Yes, Quin was beautiful. He was also cold and arrogant and completely unknowable. More than anything, Mia wanted to know and be known.

He was right about her being late to dinner; she’d spent the last few evenings mapping the tunnels, preparing for her and Angelyne’s escape. Had she actually fooled herself into thinking she could evade her fate?

She looked at Quin with new and heavy understanding: this would be her husband. Her lifelong mate. Mia had logged very little time with him—too little to know what kind of boy he was—but she knew exactly what kind of man King Ronan was. Clan Killian had ruled Glas Ddir for centuries, glutted on power and the abuses of it. It seemed only natural the prince would take after his father.

Fear sank its teeth into her stomach and she swayed on her feet.

“Are you—” Quin reached out to steady her, then quickly withdrew his hand from her gloved arm. “You’re not going to faint, are you?”

She exhaled. “I’ve never fainted in my life. I’m not that kind of girl.”

What she didn’t say was that his touch had pierced the slinkskin like a dagger. Was it always this unpleasant to be touched by a boy? She didn’t have much personal experience. While other girls were sneaking into empty market stalls to shyly touch their lips to someone else’s, Mia was throwing blades into tree stumps and studying the number of bones it was possible to break in a Gwyrach’s neck.

Quin gestured toward the bed, where Angelyne’s tiny feet peeked out from under the canopy. “Is that your sister?”

“She’s resting.”

“Make sure you wake her within the hour, or she’ll be late, too.”

“Why the sudden interest in punctuality, Your Grace?”

He shifted his weight. “My father demands it.”

A chill snowflaked under Mia’s skin, as if someone were sliding an ice cube along the nape of her neck. The inside of her neck. She did not care for King Ronan. Didn’t care for the way he spoke to his servant girls or looked at her sister. Nor did she care for the pleasure he took in torturing the Gwyrach who’d been captured and brought back to Glas Ddir. She had seen his Hall of Hands.

Mia straightened. “We’ll be in the Gallery in one hour. Worry not.”

Was it her imagination, or did an inch of tension melt from his shoulders?

“Good. My father will be pleased. My mother is already furious at the cooks for ruining the duck—I’d rather not give her one more reason to whine.”

Mia felt the gut punch she always felt when people spoke of their mothers, especially with such obvious disdain. She wanted to grab Quin by the shoulders and shake some sense into his cerebral cortex. Remind him how lucky he was.

“The Hunters are here as well,” he said. “They will join us at the final feast, to ensure we are protected. But you are not to speak to them.”

Anger flared in her chest. She had every right to speak to the Hunters if it pleased her. She had, after all, been training with the Circle for the past three years, poised to take the sacred oath on her eighteenth birthday and pledge her life to tracking and eliminating Gwyrach. The clean logic of the Hunters’ Creed appealed to her: Heart for a heart, life for a life. Though she had never killed a Gwyrach—her father had strictly forbidden it—Mia knew she would not hesitate when it was time.

And then her father had summarily dismissed her from the Circle and announced her wedding plans.

“I will take it under advisement, Your Grace.”

She studied him. When Mia first arrived at the castle, she’d nursed a wild hypothesis that, underneath his ice-cold exterior, Quin might actually have a red beating heart. She searched his green eyes for it—a spark of joy, a terrible secret, a tiny fissure in his veneer. Something. Anything. But if this were a mask, it was permanently frozen to his face, the secrets frozen with it.

The prince lingered in the doorway. What was he still doing there?

“Your buckles,” Quin said.

“My buckles?”

He nodded toward the decorative buckles on her boots.

“They’re very shiny.”

“Thank you?”

The silence was excruciating. They each cast about for something to say.

“Your buckles are shiny, too,” she blurted.

“Thanks much.”

If this were the sort of conversation that would fuel the next fifty years of marriage, she was tempted to take the buckles and stab herself.

“I’ve got to—”

“I should be—”

“Yes,” they said in unison. Without another word, Quin strode down the corridor on his long legs, his reflection flashing off the black onyx walls. He really did look like Wound Man, the lanky male figure on her favorite anatomical plate, minus the various weapons sticking out of his body.

Mia’s fingers thickened, blood crawling through her veins. It was not the first time Quin had left a trail of frostbite in his wake. She couldn’t account for the sluggishness of her hands or the kiss of cold against her cheek. Was this how it felt to be hated? Like sinking into a snowdrift, naked and exposed?

She banished the notion. Hatred wasn’t cold, any more than love was hot. To start assigning meaning to bodily sensations was a dangerous game. The Gwyrach trafficked in sensations, and as long as they roamed free, touch was a battlefield, bodies the instruments of war. For Mia, the casualties had been devastating.

She brushed past her sister, sound asleep. Angelyne could fall asleep faster than anyone she knew. She’d always been that way.

Mia rubbed her hands until the blood was pumping through them once more. She plucked a bundle of sulfyr sticks from her dresser and retrieved the satchel from its hiding place under the bed. Then she stooped over the stone fireplace and brushed aside the mound of ashes. Under the ashes was an iron grate, and beneath it, a trapdoor.

She lifted the grate quietly so as not to wake her sister, then lowered herself into the darkness. 

She would pay her mother a visit.





Chapter 3

Bones and Dust

MIA SCRAPED A PINEWOOD sulfyr stick against the coarse rock of the tunnel wall. The sticks, thick as thumbs, were a gift from her father, his latest spoils from Pembuk, the glass kingdom to the west. They were clearly his attempt to worm his way back into her good graces. It hadn’t worked, but she’d taken them anyway.

Griffin Rose traversed the four kingdoms hunting Gwyrach, and his pockets were always full of exotic gifts. Mia still remembered how, when she was a little girl hungry for adventure, he would unroll crinkling scrolls of parchment paper on the kitchen table, letting her trace her tiny finger over his travels.

“This is the known world,” he’d told her, “carved into four kingdoms.”

“River, Glass, Snow, and Fire!” she’d cried, eager to please.

“Very good, little rose.” Her father had pulled a peppery-spiced chocolate from his pocket, though for Mia the greater reward was always the way he nodded with pleasure when she answered a question correctly. “Now name them in their native tongues.”

Languages came easily to Mia, in the same way mathematics and sciences came easily to her. A language was simply a system of grammar and rules. It was, at least in its early stages, about sticking variables into equations. Mia liked equations. She loved having the right answer.

“Glas Ddir, Pembuk, Luumia, and Fojo Karação,” she’d said proudly.

“Your pronunciation could be better,” her father had said.

The green flame flickered out as dark shapes swam before Mia’s eyes. She struck the stick against the tunnel wall and the fire winked back to life, flooding the corridor with the sour pinch of eggs. Like magic, sulfyr sticks manifested flame.

Not magic. Chemistry. Strike pinewood sulfyr against a rough surface, add a dose of friction, mingle the escaping gases, and green flame nips at your fingertips. She’d learned this from her father during Huntress training. “Sometimes science masquerades as magic,” he’d told her. “But never forget: science requires a cool head. Magic relies on a cruel, unruly heart.”

She clenched the sulfyr stick. Ever since her father auctioned her off to the royals, Mia’s heart had grown increasingly unruly and dangerously cruel. She cupped the tender flame in one palm and reached into her satchel, extracting a hand-drawn map and the compass her father had brought back from Luumia in the south. The sulfyr stick smeared green light into the corridors as she edged forward, the iron needle of the compass spinning left and right on the watery corkboard. Her headache vanished like a teardrop on the sand.

Then it came howling back as she recalled the prince’s words. The Hunters are here, but you are not to speak to them. Until you are my princess, you will remain my lady. Even the “my” soured her stomach. As if she were a pretty bauble or a fluffy spaniel at Quin’s feet, waiting to have her ears scratched.

Chattel in a silken dress.

Trinket in a golden noose.

Of course, outside the fortified walls of the Kaer, girls all over Glas Ddir were prodded into marriages “for safekeeping.” Some unions were violent. Even when they weren’t, the women were relegated to a lifetime of cooking and cleaning, birthing children and feeding them, like good-natured housecats purring in the sun. Had she really thought she was immune?

The Gwyrach were wicked, but the king was wicked, too. He had built his kingdom on the bones of fear and terror. The Gwyrach looked like normal women. When that comely girl in the market brushed against your arm, it was impossible to know if her touch was an innocent blunder or the last sensation you would ever feel. In the copious brothels encircling Kaer Killian like a corset, men might feel a spike in their pulse or a quick stiffening of their other parts, then suddenly collapse onto the soft feathered floors, their hearts overgorged with blood.

In the absence of obvious signifiers distinguishing Gwyrach from non-Gwyrach, all women were closely watched. Their own husbands and children feared them. Even in the safety of their homes, they were forbidden to remove their gloves. King Ronan issued law after law to restrict their movements. “We are committed to keeping the good women of the river kingdom safe,” said the royal decree. “We are acting out of duty and love.”

Mia wasn’t sure when love had come to mean a cage.

She’d made a wrong turn.

The passageway dead-ended into a small circular chamber, so low she had to hunch. She hadn’t been here before. Overhead, a rusted iron door was wedged into the low ceiling. She unlatched the chain and gave the handle a hard tug, releasing a shower of dust.

She hoisted herself halfway through the hole. Folds of purple velvet obscured her view; she gathered the lush cloth and pushed it aside, inhaling the earthy scent of lilacs and tallow. Rows of candles in thin brass flutes illuminated a small octagonal room. This was the Sacristy, annexed to the Royal Chapel. Mia could see into the Chapel, too, a room she had intentionally avoided. Impish fat-bottomed angels peered down from vaulted, gold-limned ceilings, aiming their love arrows at the altar—the very altar where she and Quin were to be married the following eve.

She heard a loud metallic crack and ducked back into her hiding place just as Tristan, the duke, strode into the Sacristy. Tristan was twenty, Quin’s second cousin, son to some long-dead cousin of the king. He was broad-shouldered and muscular, with fierce white skin and day-old scruff cutting dark shadows across his cheeks. Angie found him attractive, but Mia thought him brutish. The duke was studying to become a clerig, a vocation that seemed strikingly at odds with his temperament. Despite his youth and inexperience, the king had agreed to let him perform the royal wedding ceremony, much to Mia’s chagrin.

At the moment, however, Tristan was swinging a pewter candlestick in a wide arc, using it to bludgeon each thin brass flute. With every crack, another candle went skittering across the checkered marble floors.

“We have come here today”—crack—“by royal decree of Ronan, son of Clan Killian, uncontested king of Glas Ddir”—crack—“to witness this most hallowed union.” Crack, crack.

So he was practicing the wedding vows. While also creating a mess for the servant girls to clean up, destruction for the sheer sake of destruction. Charming.

Mia dropped lightly back into the tunnel. She pulled the door shut overhead and latched the chain. Then she retraced her steps, murky light leaking through her fingers and painting moss-green shapes on the walls. A story told in shadows.

The crypt was empty. It always was. No one else in Kaer Killian seemed interested in roving the catacombs.

Moonlight dripped in from some unseen crack, etching a pearly white strip on the tombs. Mia walked among them, trailing her fingers over the vaults and sepulchers, until she found the name she wanted. Wynna Rose.

“Hello, Mother.” She knelt quietly beside her mother’s tomb, pressing her palms into the cool gray stone. “I’ve come to see you before my wedding day.”

The silence was all consuming. It stole into the hollows of Mia’s heart.

Her mother’s vault was unadorned but lovely, a far cry from the ornate mausoleums around it. Her father had commissioned a mason to carve a simple image of a plum tree on his wife’s tomb. Delicately Mia traced the grooves, drawing her fingers up the slender trunk, then over the serpentine boughs. Her mother had always loved trees, and snow plums were her favorite. 

The part of the carving Mia loved best, however, was something most people missed: a solitary bird perched on a branch, staring up at a round moon. A touch of life on a cold, dead stone.

This was the one good thing about being confined to the castle for the last few weeks: Mia had been able to spend time with her mother. When Wynna died three years earlier, the king had demanded her body stay in the crypt of Kaer Killian, making her the only non-royal in the catacombs—and adding to the mysterious circumstances surrounding her death.

When Mia shut her eyes, she could still see her mother’s body, luminous red hair strewn over the cottage floor. Gloves snarled beside her, the moonstone askew at her throat. Eyes open and forever black.

Killed without a single scratch.

When Mia thought of the Gwyrach who had done this, her blood turned to black oil in her veins. She wanted more than anything to find her. To make her pay.

Hatred will only lead you astray. Sometimes love is the stronger choice.

The last words her mother spoke, engraved like an epitaph in Mia’s mind.

“Little rose.”

She gave a start as her father emerged from the shadows.

“What are you doing here, my little rose?”

He looked tired. She noted the stoop of his shoulders and the deep grooves in his face, a face that was an older, wearier version of her own: same thin nose, fair cheeks, and thirsty gray eyes. When she was a little girl, he would kiss her on each eyelid before tucking her in at night. “Two dark ships bearing secrets,” he’d say. “Batten the hatches, bring down the sails.”

“I came to see Mother,” Mia said.

“Your mother isn’t here.” He held her gaze, and for a moment she thought she saw something ignite behind his eyes. Then he looked away. “A body without a soul is simply bones and dust.”

Precious bones, she thought. Precious dust.

He offered her his arm. “Come. Walk with me.”

“Where?” The word singed her tongue. “Down the aisle to my betrothed?”

“I have something for you. Something I think you’ll want.” When she didn’t take his arm, he reached out and took her compass, dropping it in his pocket so casually it infuriated her. “This won’t do you any good. But what I have might.”





Chapter 4

Blank

THE CATACOMBS TAPERED INTO a small square room, then a long corridor, and Mia’s father led the way, no map required. His beard was salted white, but he was still light on his feet. No matter how fervently she trained in the practical skills of hunting—tracking, mapping, survival—her father was still the master. Griffin Rose was the greatest Hunter the river kingdom had ever known.

“Lightly, now,” he said. “This path is unforgiving.”

They were walking underneath the grove of snow plum trees. Through a fissure in the stone, Mia saw them bending to the wind. There were one thousand trees, a personal gift to King Ronan from the queen of the snow kingdom. They blossomed only after the first frost, when their silver branches grew thick and heavy with succulent purple snow plums.

Mia stumbled into her father’s back as the tunnel dumped them out onto a narrow ledge outside the castle. The icy night wind bit into her skin.

“You’re cold.” He dropped his thick cloak over her shoulders before she could object. “Funny, isn’t it? For all our study of human physiology, we cannot master the simple act of insulating our own bodies against the cold.”

He gestured for her to sit on the edge of the cliff. He wasn’t the kind of parent to yank his children back from a precipice—she’d always appreciated that about him. Though at the moment she was firmly committed to her outrage.

“The Gwyrach can warm anyone they want,” she said pertly. “They can set fire to human flesh if they’re so inclined.”

She sat roughly and he sat beside her. In the yellow moonlight, she could see Killian Village, the cottages, taverns, shops, and brothels flanking the Natha River. In the old language, Natha meant “snake,” and the name fit; the river coiled through the kingdom like a nest of vipers, slippery and black. The tributaries of the Natha stitched a hundred isolated villages together. Glas Ddir meant “land of rivers.”

If Mia squinted, she could just make out the snow-dusted peaks and verdant groves of Ilwysion to the east, the alpine woods where she’d grown up. Beyond it, the river curved to the southeast and climbed into Foraois Swyn, the Twisted Forest.

Her father followed her gaze. “I should have taken you to see it. The Twisted Forest is a marvel to behold.”

She almost laughed. Girls were not permitted to wander in Foraois Swyn, where both water and wood broke the natural laws. The Natha forked into a thousand smaller serpents coursing up the mountain instead of down, and the misshapen swyn trees bowed uniformly to the north, then braided themselves together under a canopy of blue needles. No one knew why the trees bent or why the water flowed upward, but girls were strictly forbidden to enter the forest, for fear they would be tainted by this most unnatural magic.

Mia’s father pointed to the craggy peak a short way above them. To her surprise, a dusty bronze carriage hung from a parapet, bobbing slightly in the breeze. “That’s the old laghdú. When I was a child, they used it for royal weddings. See the cable?” He pointed to a streak of black stretched across the sky. “They would drape the bride in heavy silks, saddle her with jewels, and lower her down the cable over the village, inch by inch. A glittering tableau of wealth and power.”

In which the bride played the part of sparkly ornament, Mia thought.

“They called it the Bridalaghdú,” he said. “In the old language it means ‘flight of the bride.’”

“Fall of the bride, actually.” She couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride. For once, she knew more than her father.

He smiled. “Your mind is dazzling, little rose.”

“Why did they stop doing the ceremony?” She hadn’t meant to engage, but she was too curious not to. Her father was good at dangling the right bait.

“A bride fell. She was shrouded in so many pounds of cloth and precious stones, she tipped right out of the carriage in a puff of velvet and splintered bones. The next day, instead of a royal wedding, the Chapel held a royal funeral.”

Mia shivered. In Glas Ddir, girls were expendable. She wondered how long the royal family had waited before scrounging up another bride.

“The Bridalaghdú was one of the first rituals Bronwynis revoked when she became queen.” Her father sounded wistful. “She found it archaic and demeaning.”

Mia had heard plenty about Queen Bronwynis. Nearly twenty years before, when Glas Ddir was poised on the shimmering cusp of progress, Mia’s father and mother had stood shoulder to shoulder in a crush of people outside Kaer Killian, some laughing, some weeping, on the day Bronwynis was crowned queen. Not in all of recorded history had a woman ever sat on the river throne.

Her reign was brief. The Gwyrach killed Bronwynis shortly before Mia was born, and her younger brother inherited the throne. Her brother was, of course, Ronan. The first thing he’d done as king was reinstate the old laws to ensure only men had the right of succession.

Mia’s father sighed. “I’ve taught you a great many things, have I not?”

“Let’s see.” Mia ticked them off on her fingers. “Hunting Gwyrach. Catching Gwyrach. Never letting my body be controlled by anyone. Oh, and surrendering my body to a boy I don’t even know, all because my father told me to.”

He was silent a moment. “I know you’ve been mapping the tunnels. Always my little explorer. But I also know you would never leave your sister behind.”

Her face burned hot. So he’d known all along. The gentle affection with which he said “my little explorer” stung—as if she were a curious child with a spyglass and a weathered pocket map. She’d been that girl long ago, back when the world was still a rosy plum waiting to be plucked. Her mother and father had told her she could craft whatever future she wanted, but that she’d have to leave Glas Ddir to do it. Mia remembered the ripe sense of longing, how she ached to sail the other three kingdoms, drinking in the colors, scents, and flavors her father brought back in glass vials and crisp brown packages.

That dream had died with her mother. Almost overnight, Mia traded in her geographical maps for another kind of map: an atlas of the human body. She spent every waking hour poring over her anatomy books and plates, examining the vulnerability of heart valves, tracing blue tributaries of veins, studying her Wound Man diagram for a better grasp of wound theory. If she could reduce the body to a system of cohesive parts, she could master it—and fortify hers against the Gwyrach.

But there was another reason. Mia couldn’t shake the feeling that, if she’d known more about the body—if she had understood the way blood flowed through the vena arteriosa to the heart’s left chamber, or known how to invoke the subtle rhythm of the cardiac systole—she might have saved her mother’s life.

“You said you had something for me,” she said to her father, struggling to keep her voice even.

He pulled a thin parcel from his cloak and handed it to her. The paper crinkled as she untied the waxy twine, lifting a small leather book from its trappings.

It was no larger than her hand, full to bursting with ivory pages and bound together by a scarlet stone clasp. The brown leather had gone soft with age, worn clean through in spots like the knees of a well-loved pair of trousers.

She ran her fingers down the book’s cracked veins. Slashed into the cover were the initials W.M., two bundles of white scars. Wynna Merth. Her mother’s name before she married Griffin and joined Clan Rose.

Mia’s heart pounded against her rib cage. “Mother’s journal.”

How many times had she seen her mother curled up in the window seat of their cottage, scribbling furiously? Wynna often looked peaceful as she gazed out into the forest, watching the birds flit through the plum trees and blackthorn brambles. But her face would darken as she turned back to the journal, ink spilling onto the page, sometimes tears spilling along with it.

Mia still remembered the time she mustered enough courage to ask her mother if it caused her pain, the things she wrote about. “Oh yes,” she’d said. “I write about the most painful thing of all.” When Mia asked what it was, she answered simply, “Myself.”

“Your mother wanted you to have it,” her father said. “When you were ready. I believe you are ready.”

Mia pressed the journal to her chest. Her mother’s history had always been enshrouded in mystery, a heavy veil drawn across some unspoken horror of the past. What secrets had she buried in these pages?

A half-formed memory flashed through Mia’s mind. “There was a key.”

“Yes.” Her father drew a carved red stone out of his pocket. It was small and winged, head cocked slightly and beak open as if in song. A ruby wren. Mia had studied the species with great interest: native to the snow kingdom, the ruby wren was the only bird known to hibernate in winter, when the females built domed, tightly woven nests in the branches of the snow plum trees. Mia’s mother had always loved them. She was destined to: in the old language, Wynna meant “wren.”

“The little ruby wren,” her father said, pressing the stone into Mia’s palm. She felt an instant flutter, as if the bird had melted through her skin and spread wings inside her chest, desperate to escape.

Again Mia heard her mother’s voice, calling her birdlings home to roost. Mia, my red raven. Angie, my little swan.

The memory was too tender, so she pushed it aside. Her fingers worried the red stone. More vitreous than carmine quartz, luster almost like glass; brittle tenacity with imperfect cleavage. She’d studied the physical properties of dozens of minerals, but her mother had never let her study this one.

“Do you know the stone?” her father asked, watching her closely.

“Is this a test?”

He nodded. “Perhaps the most important one you’ll ever take.”

She paused, thumbing through her mental catalog.

“Fojuen,” her father said.

“If you had just given me a second!” she snapped. The only thing she hated more than not knowing the answer was when her father answered for her.

She had read about the fojuen craters in the fire kingdom to the east. Fojo Karação was where her parents had met as students: an archipelago of islands forged from the molten magma of volqanoes, spewed out centuries ago and hardened into dazzling red rock. Thanks to her father’s language lessons, she knew fojuen meant “fire-forged.” Fojuen was also the official language of Fojo. How interesting to think of language as a kind of volqanic glass, a history told in the remnants of what once was.

Mia knew something else about fojuen: once cut and polished, it was deadly sharp. Her mother, who had studied medicine in Fojo, had told her how physicians in the fire kingdom carved the red stone into swords and arrowheads. Surgeons performed surgery with fojuen scalpel blades. The glass made clean, minuscule incisions, barely visible to the human eye.

“Don’t make me do this, Father.” She closed her fingers around the bird, its sharp beak digging into the soft flesh of her palm. She felt both dizzy and ferocious, closer to her mother than she’d felt in years. Braver, too. “Don’t make me marry Quin.”

He wouldn’t look at her. “I’m protecting you, little rose.”

“From what? I know your life has no value since Mother died. But my life does. I want to fight with the Circle. I want to find her killer. The father I knew would never hand me off like this, a pretty princess for a petty prince.”

“Perhaps your union with the prince will surprise you.”

“I don’t want to marry him! I don’t want to marry anyone. But if I someday choose marriage—of my own volition—I want what you and Mother had.” Her parents’ love had exploded like a shower of sparks in the sky, casting off cosmic dust that still glimmered. It had also led to misery and grief. Wynna’s death left a gaping crater no one could ever fill.

Her father stood stiffly. “I have promised a daughter to the royal family. Perhaps it should be Angelyne. The royal family will ensure she receives the very best of care.”

“No. Don’t put this on her.” Mia drew herself up. “It has to be me.”

“Very well then.” He clasped her gently by the shoulders. His hands were blocks of ice searing through the cloak. “The bridal feast awaits the bride.”

He disappeared into the tunnel, leaving her alone.

Mia refused to cry. She hadn’t cried since the day she held her mother’s lifeless body. Tears were mercurial and untrustworthy. Feelings of any kind made a person vulnerable, weak. Sometimes she wondered if her body even remembered how to cry. Did she have whole mines of unwept salt stored up inside her? Maybe someday, like a pillar, she would crumble to the earth.

What was the good of loving anyone if they’d only be taken from you? If loss were bound up in love, perhaps it was easier to seal her heart to both.

And yet Mia’s love for her sister welled up inside her, like salt water, like bile. The illogic of love infuriated her. What was love if not a rippling bunch of nerves and valves misfiring? An equation with no known variables? An incalculable contraction of the heart?

Saving Angelyne meant sacrificing herself. Was love a willing sacrifice?

Sometimes love is the stronger choice.

Mia had never missed her mother more. She was starved for comfort. Perhaps her mother’s words would soothe her soul.

She slid the ruby wren into the lock and turned the key. The book whiffled open.

She sucked in her breath.

The pages were blank.





Chapter 5

A Common Enemy

“LADY MIA. HOW KIND of you to join us.”

King Ronan had a way of injecting every word with simmering menace. One look at him lording over the feasting table and Mia’s headache came raging back. His skin had a grayish pallor, his gaunt form swathed in plush robes of lynx and ermine. Ronan’s plate was piled high with roast duck, boar fritters, cream of almond, green goose jelly, venison paste—and he hadn’t touched a morsel. His steely blue eyes bored into Mia so savagely that for a moment she worried she had forgotten her gloves. She dragged her fingers over her wrist, confirming the slinkskin was still in place.

“My apologies, Your Grace. After all these weeks, I still find myself dizzied by the intricate corridors. The Kaer is beautiful but bewitching.”

Immediately she regretted her choice of words. Bewitch was not a term to be used lightly. She watched the king’s face harden.

“We wondered what tragedy had befallen you.” Queen Rowena’s lips curled into a smile so cultured, Mia expected a string of pearls to pop out. The queen was beautiful but brittle, with silvery blond hair thinning at the temples, eggshell skin, and haunted violet eyes. There was no love lost between Rowena and Ronan—if passion had ever spiced the air between them, it had long since cooled.

The queen motioned toward the feasting table, gesturing to the chair at the prince’s side. “My son has been so anxious.”

Quin didn’t look anxious. He looked annoyed.

“Four gods! Let the girl be.” Princess Karri, Quin’s older sister, raised her pint of stonemalt and winked. “You’ve missed nothing but mindless prattle, Mia. Drink! Be merry! You’re just in time for the stoneberry flambé.”

Mia sank into her chair, grateful to the princess for intervening. She thought, not for the first time, that Karri would make an excellent queen. She was both proud and unassuming, and she seemed older than nineteen, a bold, spirited girl who could eat, drink, and fight with the best of them. Many Glasddirans considered her blunt and impolitic (including her own mother), but Mia was in awe of her. Karri’s fair skin was reliably sunburnt; she dyed her hair bright white and kept it clipped short, wore unadorned tunics and trousers, and could easily command a room.

But despite being a year older than Quin—and infinitely more qualified—Karri would never rule the river kingdom. Ronan had seen to that.

Mia stared at the prince. He was currently hard at work spearing a fresh green pea on the end of his fork. This was the heir apparent.

“Perhaps,” Quin said, keeping his voice low, “instead of a ring, I should give you a pocket watch.”

A servant fluttered a cloth napkin in Mia’s lap and set a goblet of blackthorn wine before her. She took a not-very-ladylike gulp and shut her eyes, hoping it would dissolve the knot of pain inside her head. Perhaps it would make Quin disappear, too.

She opened her eyes. He was still there.

“Some good it would do me,” she muttered, “since I don’t have a single pocket in these doll clothes your mother insists I wear.”

The prince swiveled in his chair. “Wulf!” he called. “Beo!” His two dogs trotted eagerly to the feasting table, and he bent down to scratch their ears. Their dusty fur was Killian gold, or—if you preferred—the color of Quin’s mop of curls.

Wulf rested his chin on Mia’s knee and stared up at her with doleful brown eyes. “They like you,” Quin said. “And they don’t like anyone.”

She might have smiled, if not for the tiny monsters lighting sulfyr sticks inside her skull. Perhaps the Grand Gallery was to blame. It boasted two gigantic stone hearths on either end, and the walls, floors, and ceiling were all lustrous black. The onyx didn’t just reflect the fires and people; it magnified them, giving Mia the distinct feeling she was trapped in a giant black die.

She pressed her hand to her chest and felt the fojuen wren. After leaving her father, she’d made a brief stop in her chambers to stash the journal, slip on a velvet gown, and tuck the key into her corset. She wasn’t sure why, but it gave her comfort to have her mother’s ruby wren so close to her heart.

Mia
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