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PROLOGUE

I STOOD IN the conservatory, surrounded by green plants and quiet people, while the familiar Aeralian rain pummeled the glass walls and roof above me and streamed like tears down the panes. I kept my eyes focused on the bush of white flowers that stood in the center of the room while I listened to others speak.

I had so many words inside me, but they were too thorny, too complex and fragile and wonderful to be said aloud. I would not tarnish such feelings by sharing them before an audience who would not understand, so I kept them inside, held close to my heart.

Outwardly, I must have appeared calm. Inwardly, I was like glass.

He was gone, and I was breaking.




Lonely as FROST on a windowpane





ONE

A STRANGER WAS in our house.

I sat alone at the dinner table, staring at the spread of glazed meats and freshly baked bread as my father’s murmur trickled from the study above me. The candles cast quivering light over the wallpapered walls and the shiny wooden floors. Snow tracked in from the stranger’s boots lay melting on the carpet runner in the hall. Outside, the snowflakes drifted past the windowpanes, fluttering like ghostly moths in the night.

A shiver slid over my bones. We didn’t get many strange visitors to the Frost, and never at night. The man had appeared at the door, hammering against it with his fist, and my father had risen to greet him with an irritated murmur in the hall. They’d said nothing to me. They’d disappeared to his study, leaving me alone in the dining room.

I hadn’t glimpsed his face, but something about him turned my blood chilly.

I rose from the table and went to the window. A single line of footsteps that led to our door was already filling with fresh flakes.

Iceliss, the town, lay at the bottom of the hill. The rooftops jutted from the snowy streets at odd angles, smoke curling from chimneys amid the falling snow. The wind howled, and the house shivered a little even though it was built sturdy to withstand the cold fury that winter hurled at us every night.

My breath made a pattern on the pane as I listened to my father’s unintelligible words filtering down from above. The stranger said something, and my father’s voice rose to a soft wheedle, a tone I never heard from him.

My chest tightened into a knot. I had a terrible feeling about this, and I didn’t know why.

Foreboding had been gathering in me for months, thickening like ice over a dark and cold lake. Ever since my best friend Lia Weaver’s parents had died and the world had gone off kilter in a way I hadn’t felt since childhood, I’d been deeply afraid. Something was terribly wrong. The world around me was the same, but it was as if someone invisible had crept through the house and rearranged everything enough to prick my senses into tingling with suspicion. My father had been especially odd lately, keeping strange hours, receiving letters, arranging his words carefully when he spoke to me or the servants.

I didn’t know what it meant, but I was somehow sure this stranger’s appearance meant something bad.

Above me, a door shut, and the stairs creaked as quietly as the sound of the house settling after a freeze. I heard the man tread through the hall and go out into the night again, the front door clicking and the porch boards groaning beneath him. I watched through the window. He was just a cloak in the night as he slipped away, drawing up his hood to cover his head. He turned once, and I caught a flash of his face under the hook. Black hair, hawkish features, dark eyes. A scar split one eyebrow. 

My lungs couldn’t find the air as I watched him go. 

He was a Farther.

I heard my father behind me in the doorway. I didn’t turn, and he came to stand at my shoulder.

“Your dinner will grow cold, my dear,” he said. “Shall we return to the table?”

He made no mention of our visitor.

The Farthers were not from the Frost, but farther beyond. They were cruel, dangerous. If they could, they would hurt us. My fingers trembled as I lifted them from the window pane, leaving prints behind. I took one last look before I turned to the table.

The man had disappeared into the snowy world below, leaving only his footprints behind. Beyond, Iceliss looked almost peaceful amid the gently swirling snow.

I took my seat. My hands trembled as I spread butter on my bread. A crumb fell into my lap.

“We didn’t have a visitor tonight,” my father said pleasantly. He took a bite of potato pie and dabbed his lips with his napkin. “We ate our dinner and went to bed. Didn’t we, Annalise?”

I met his eyes across the sumptuous spread of food. He was smiling, but his eyes were hard. I swallowed, the crust of the bread scraping my throat and making my eyes water. “Yes, Father.”

He kept watching me, weighing my response without speaking. My heart hammered in my chest, and I looked down at my food.

The rules existed to protect us. Here in the Frost, one misstep could prove fatal, but adherence to our long-kept traditions formed a hedge against the threats. It was complicated, yes, but we were kept safe by this dangerous world as long as we followed our dance steps. We kept our quota counts and attended assemblies and kept out of the forest at night, and we stayed unscathed by the wars and violence of the politics in the world beyond. It was why we stayed here in the desolate Frost, in the harsh winter and the cold. 

My father was breaking rules. Taking different steps. Endangering us all.

I was afraid.

 

~

 

The air tasted like ice, and the sunlight was too bright. I stood in the center of town, waiting to deliver my quota with the rest of the village, although mine was only a silly nod to the concept, a bundle of embroidered pillowcases done in neat stitches. As the mayor’s daughter, I lived a different life. A few of the villagers cast glances at me, not unfriendly, but distant all the same. I’d always stood apart from the rest of them, and it always hurt in a vague way, like a unhealed wound I couldn’t remember not having.

I looked for Lia. I was brittle as glass when I was alone, but I felt safer in Lia’s shadow.

Where was she?

I turned again, keeping my face calm and neutral as my father had taught me over the years. I was the mayor’s daughter. They watched me, looked to me for assurance, guidance. I wasn’t allowed to be transparent with my emotions. Nobody wanted a mayor’s daughter with too much sadness in her eyes. I was the most privileged girl in the village. I couldn’t allude to nightmares, to dark fears, to unspoken secrets. Not when others looked to me to know how to feel.

Too often, I found that I didn’t know how I felt. My heart was full of worries and secrets I would never speak aloud. Lately, those secrets had been growing into burdens that made it hard to sleep at night while the wind shook the roof and walls.

“Ann!”

Lia’s voice caught my ear and made me turn. She threaded toward me through the milling crowd of Fishers and Hunters carrying bundles and bags of quota. Her bag of yarn bounced against her knees as she hurried across the road, and her pale cloak fluttered in the wind.

We met in the middle of the road. She dropped her bag at her feet and grasped my gloved hands in hers. I squeezed back hard. Lia Weaver didn’t smile much. Hardship had settled into her face like snow on the eaves of a house since her parents’ deaths. But at the sight of me, the tension around her eyes eased and her steps quickened.

 “You look pale,” she observed, her eyebrows scrunching together in concern. “Are you all right?”

There was a Farther in our village. In my house. I wanted to whisper it to her to share the burden of the knowledge that lay heavy in my chest, but I remembered my father’s words, the threat beneath them and the undercurrent of fear in his eyes.

Instead, I forced the bubbling laugh that she was used to and took her by the arm as she shouldered her bag. We took our places in line for the quota yard.

“Everiss said as much last week,” I said, “but I think she was just trying to get me to trade her for some of her father’s dye dust. She puts it on her cheeks to give them bloom, she says.”

It was easy to slip into a role of cheerful chatter. It was what I always did. I wasn’t an unhappy person, so it never felt completely false, but it wasn’t the entire picture either.

Lia snorted. “So that’s why she’s been looking like a painted signpost lately.”

Lia and Everiss did not hold a great deal of genuine affection for one another, although Everiss liked to pretend they did. Lia, on the other hand, had the unpolished frankness of a person who is used to sleeping with one ear tuned for the sound of Watchers. She was not given to assurances and smooth words. Some raised their eyebrows at our friendship, a Mayor girl and a Weaver? But I loved her candor, since I spent a majority of my time around the Elder families, who couldn’t speak three sincere words together to save themselves from Watchers.

But despite my misdirect about Everiss, Lia continued to study me as if sensing that I had things on my mind I wasn’t telling her. She was sharp. I shifted my bundle and adjusted my red hood as snow began to drift from the gray sky, painting the village fresh and obscuring the ugliness. Snow had hidden the tracks of the visitor too, so when I tried to see where he’d gone the next day, no trace remained. I didn’t know where the Farther had hidden in the village, for surely he hadn’t come and gone in the night.

Too many secrets lay beneath the snow. I pulled my hood and cloak closer around my shoulders, shivering, but not from the cold.

Lia was my best friend, but even she knew little about my life beyond our interactions in the village, first at the school house and now, since we’d finished schooling, on quota days and assemblies. I kept my mask on even for her, because we were never alone much, and because Lia’s life was too difficult for me to burden her with my worries and problems.

I loved her deeply, but she could never know me fully, and that made me ache.

 

~

 

When I returned home, my father was standing before the fire in the parlor, his hands clasped behind his back and a paper in his hand. He beckoned to me to approach as Hilda took my cloak and hood and hung them in the closet. I stepped into the parlor and closed the door. He moved the paper to his other hand as I approached, but I caught a glimpse of the word Astralux, the name of the Farther capital city. My heart beat fast and my mouth felt dry.

What did this mean?

“Annalise,” he said, turning as I entered. “How is the village today?”

I’d often been called demure and diplomatic, but words failed me at the moment. “Cold,” I answered simply, unable to scrounge up another thing to say.

What was in that letter?

He laughed as if I’d been making a joke. He was smiling, but his eyes were hard and his forehead lined with worry. He threw the paper he held into the fire. The edges curled up in the flame and began to dissolve into black ash.

The question that had been turning over inside me forced its way out. “Who was that man last night?”

My father sighed as if he were thinking of a way to explain something terrible to a small child. “Ann—”

“He was a Farther, wasn’t he?”

My father froze as if I’d cursed at him. He laid his hand carefully on the mantle, bracing himself. He cleared his throat.

“There is something I ought to tell you. You are old enough now. You are grown.”

I waited. My whole body felt stretched, as if I were caught in a trap and powerless to escape. I had a lifetime of silence in my history with him. Inside, I was turmoil, but I kept my lips pressed together and my hands clasped. In the village, I might be described as cheery, even bubbly at times. Here, behind the closed doors of the Mayor house, I was seen and not heard most of the time.

“Our family enjoys a certain standard of living,” he said. “We have comforts. Opportunities. We’ve enjoyed these things because I’ve made certain... alliances.”

“Alliances?”

He chuckled as if this were a lighthearted conversation. As if he wasn’t alluding to treachery. As if I didn’t want to vomit.

“Historically, our people have preferred to remain isolated, and that has cost us. We live a rough, sheltered life here in the Frost, and I respect the safety this place affords us. Safety enough to make a few deals with the closest devils, all to our advantage.”

My mouth was dry. My heart beat fast. I watched the paper as it burned instead of looking at his face so he couldn’t read my expression. I could still make out the word Astralux, but the area around it was turning to embers, consuming it with flame. My pulse was beating like a bird’s wings against my throat and wrists.

“Don’t you see,” he said, sounding irritated by my continuous silence. “I’m using them! They think they are using me, but it’s the other way around. I give them useless, pointless information and direct an operative or two safely through our forests, and in return, they give us medicines. Books. Spices. Fine fabrics. We’ve had an influx of benefits from this arrangement, and I say I got them from merchants.”

I swallowed. I felt sick.

His eyes flashed with anger at my expression. “Do you think merchants willing to make the trip to our miserable village bring such things? No. Do you remember how Mak Tailor’s youngest son was sick last year? I procured the medicine that saved his life. He would have perished if I were not milking the teat of Aeralis. This whole village owes me, and they can never know. It is one of the many burdens I must bear. This is the price of leadership. Making difficult decisions that others cannot understand.” He paused. “I have it all under control, Annalise.”

I shook my head. I was dizzy. “And why did that man visit last night? What did he want?”

“You’re about to be granted a marvelous opportunity, my dear,” he said. “You’re going to see the world outside this frozen home of ours. A city. Would you like to see a city?”

Astralux.
“Of course you would,” he answered for me, and he spoke sharply. “You were born for this. We both were. Leaders are meant to rise.”

“We were born for the Frost. It’s in our blood like everyone else’s. This is our home.”

He made a sound of disgust. “Don’t talk like that. You sound like your mother. She was always in love with this cursed place, and then it killed her. Only fools trust the Frost.”

I flinched at his mention of my mother’s death. He didn’t notice.

“Don’t fancy yourself a strong, hardy Frost dweller like that Lia Weaver you keep company with. You’re made of more delicate stuff, Annalise. You’re glass and china and silks. Not wet wool and chapped fingers. You’re meant for finer things. You’re bred for it. And despite my efforts, the village is growing more threadbare every year. It’s time we set aside our fears and looked past our borders, my dear.”

“The villagers—” I tried.

“Hush, girl. You don’t understand the intricacies of my decision.”

I closed my mouth.

My father orated, and I stayed quiet, like a deep and rushing river locked under a crust of ice.

He indicated fabric draped across one of the chairs beside the fireplace. “I have a present for you.”

He was waiting, so I crossed the room and lifted the fabric. A dress unfolded in my hands as I lifted it to the light. It was exquisitely made, pale blue with beading at the throat and a long silk sash trailing from the waist. The lacy skirt trailed down to the floor in a row of flounces, and although the design of the dress was simple, it looked sophisticated. It was beautiful.

“What’s the occasion?”

“We,” my father announced, “are going to a gala.”

“A gala?” No parties were scheduled with the Elders. Foreboding brewed in the pit of my stomach.

“A Farther gala,” he said. “My dear, how would you like to dance with an Aeralian?”

And I was afraid to my bones.





TWO

MY FATHER AND I departed for Astralux under cover of morning gloom, when the light had just begun to peak over the mountains. The village was still sleeping, the streets adrift with muddy snow except for a few tracks left by wagon wheels. A plain carriage drew us into the forest and across the river that separated the Frost from the Fartherlands. Our breaths made clouds in the air, and the cloth-wrapped heated brick at our feet did little to keep the cold off. The carriage rattled over roots and rocks, and with each shudder of the wheels, fear danced over my skin along with the wind that managed to find its way through the cracks around the carriage window.

My father sat across from me, his back stiff and his eyes fixed out the window. We didn’t speak to each other. What was there to say? He was betraying everyone, and he was dragging me along.

The carriage reached the top of the opposite bank, where the road between Aeralis and the Frost stretched, muddy and scarred with wheel tracks, in either direction just past the tree line. The dawn bathed the road and the fields beyond in pale pink light. At the edge of the road, another carriage waited, this one larger and grander than ours, with gleaming black wheels. We stopped adjacent to it, and my father descended into the chilly dawn. I hung back. Besides Watchers, the deadly monsters that roamed the Frost at night, Farthers were the most frightening thing in my world.

Two men climbed from the larger carriage. My father beckoned to me, and I stepped to the ground with my legs shaking beneath my cloak. They fetched our trunk and loaded it into the other carriage, and we climbed inside and set off, leaving the other carriage behind, faintly outline by sunrise.

It was hard to breathe. I was in a Farther carriage, headed for a Farther city.

“Your carriage will be kept at a nearby farm until your return,” one of the men said when I peered too long at it through the window. He spoke without emotion, his face expressionless. I wondered if he thought I feared we were going to be imprisoned.

I sat with my muscles rigid and my neck prickling, as if waiting for a knife to stab me from any direction. Across from me, my father wore a tight smile as if it were buttoned onto his face.

We were journeying into a den of monsters.

 

~

 

My first glimpse of Astralux was the glimmer of towers against a misting, storm-blown sky. It had been raining, and mist billowed from the river that ringed the city. Clouds of white reached out to envelope the carriage as we approached. All sound was dampened, and I strained to hear above the rattle of the wheels on the road. My heart pounded in time with the horses as spires and bridges emerged from the fog one by one, each wet and black and gleaming like the barrel of a rifle.

My father kept his expression steady, but his eyes widened ever so slightly at each new and gleaming sight, and I could tell he was as overcome as I at the glittering, misted city around us.

Statues of soldiers appeared like wraiths above us as we crossed a bridge, and then we were in the city, stone buildings closing around the carriage on all sides and the horses’ hooves echoing on cobbled streets. Towers were as numerous as trees in the Frost. Men and women dressed in dark colors scurried past, their heads down. Soldiers in gray stood on corners holding weapons, or marched past in straight rows with their faces fixed on some distant point. Lanterns atop glistening black poles pierced the gloom at intervals.

As I watched through the window, a young man with unkempt hair and a threadbare coat spat at the shoes of a passing soldier. The soldier wheeled on him and struck him in the face with his rifle. The young man went down like a sack of grain, his face bleeding, and the soldier stood over him and brought the rifle down again and again until a spray of blood hit the wall behind him.

My stomach turned inside out. I clenched my teeth together to hold in a cry.

The man raised a shaky hand as the blows kept coming. I felt compelled to watch, as if by watching I might somehow stop what was happening. The soldier didn’t stop as the man crumpled.

He was killing him.

The carriage turned a corner, and I could see them no longer. My hands shook, so I folded them in my lap.

We traveled deeper into the city, past columns of curling steam and tracks with trains roaring over them, their wheels spitting sparks. The towers and spires gave way to houses, and the streets widened, with trees growing on either side. The houses were so large they made my father’s house look like a garden shed in comparison. Stone walls were covered in vines, and roofs of glass shimmered from gardens behind walls.

I was still shaking from the beating I’d witnessed in the city street as the carriage slowed. We stopped at one of the larger houses, and servants ushered us from the carriage and inside. The air was thick with moisture and too hot for my woolen stockings and thick, snow-proof cloak. Sweat broke across my forehead and dripped down the back of my clothing as I walked. 

Inside, more servants guided us to a room where a man in a military uniform waited to speak to my father, and then they led me away to a room filled with green growing things. The walls and a roof were made of glass, the panels so fogged I could barely make out the city beyond. The servants withdrew, and I found a bench tucked between a pair of flowering bushes and sank onto it.

A train roared past nearby, and the glass rattled. I knew what trains were—a track passed near the Frost, and sometimes we could hear its whistle if we were near enough—but I’d never been so close to one before. It sounded monstrous.

My stomach was a knot of fear as I waited for my father. Tears made my eyes burn, but they didn’t fall. My pulse fluttered, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath.

Footsteps echoed on the path. My father?

I started to rise, but caught a glimpse of who approached, and I sank back onto the bench warily, letting the leaves hide me.

The man was tall, dressed in fine clothing, with shining black hair, a straight, perfect nose, and sharp cheekbones. He walked with the kind of confidence that people in positions of authority exuded with the tilt of their heads, with the knowledge that a casual word uttered from him could cause other men to spring into action. I was familiar with such confidence, as my father demonstrated it every day and drilled me to do the same.

A restless, powerful energy radiated from him as he swept into the middle of the garden-house and paced in unguarded agitation. Anger tightened his mouth and coiled along his tense shoulders and fists, but it was the sorrow in his eyes that struck me straight to my core. He had the look of a man who was completely alone in his misery, and unable to reach out to anyone. He was isolated by his station and power. A prisoner in his grief.

I felt a rush of understanding, my skin prickling as if I’d accidentally put my hand in ice water.

As I watched, he stopped paced and put his head in his hands. His shoulders tensed beneath the fabric of his clothing as if he were holding in a howl of pain. His fingers grabbed his hair as if he needed something to keep him from falling apart. He thought he was unobserved, and so here he allowed himself to be completely emotionally naked.

He didn’t know that I saw him.

Another set of footsteps sounded out of sight, and the man straightened, his expression smoothing and his eyes losing their expression. It was incredible to behold how he tucked every damning emotion away as if they were handkerchiefs to be stuffed into sleeves.

“Korr,” a voice said, and the black-haired nobleman drew himself straight and turned. He was impeccable with every movement signaling his rank, his nobility, and his thin veneer of patience slapped over the kind of brusqueness that said he had better things and better people on his mind. It was the sort of way my father always talked to the lower families in the village. This man made an art of it.

He spoke, every syllable crisp and controlled. “I am here to see Officer Venegred.”

“Officer Venegred is currently engaged with another matter,” the man said. “What is the nature of your business?”

“Prisoner 561,” he said, and he sounded indifferent, cold even, but I knew the truth. Whoever this prisoner was, he cared very much.

The other man frowned. “I am not at liberty to discuss—”

“He was sentenced. He was taken away. Why was I not informed?”

Now the other man spoke coolly, although he appeared a little intimidated by the nobleman standing before him like an avenging demigod. “Because you have no business with a prisoner of His Excellency.”

Korr sneered. It was aristocratic perfection. But I could see the way his fingers trembled as he held his hands clasped behind his back. “I disagree. The matter concerns me.”

“Then,” the man said, “you should take it up with His Excellency.”

After he’d departed, Korr’s mask of cold, dispassionate scorn stripped away. He lowered his head again and took a shuddering breath.

I stayed where I was as he composed himself. I felt like an interloper in this personal scene, and so I averted my eyes, but I could still hear him breathing as he brought his emotions under control. Finally, he left, his footsteps fading into the rattling roar of another train passing by.

I remained in the shadow of the plants, my hands clasped, waiting. I had the strongest urge to jump up and find a door to slip out into the outside, to run as fast and as far as I could go. Of course that was madness. But it took effort to stay sitting where I was, quiet and composed.

A servant arrived for me soon after, calling for me. I stood and pushed the plants away, trembling.

“You’re to come with me to join your father in the guest chamber,” the servant said, and then she beckoned for me to follow her.

I went, feeling like a sheep headed for a slaughterhouse.

 

~

 

It was night when we left the Farther mansion for the gala my father had promised me as one would promise a child a sweet, as if I desired to mingle with our enemy. This time, we rode in a carriage powered by steam. My father was dressed in the fashion of a Farther. I wore the fine dress of mint green. The lace and silk lay slippery-soft against my skin. A fur coat covered my shoulders, making me sweat. It was too hot here. Perhaps Farthers needed coats in this weather, but I was stifling after the chill of the Frost.

Our handlers accompanied us once more as the coach rattled forward. I wanted to beg them to let me go, but I kept the words stuffed inside, remembering how the man in the glass room full of plants had smoothed over his emotions with perfect composure. I kept my spine straight and my chin up, as if I were there of my own accord, as if I didn’t have a shred of fear in me.

The steamcoach stopped outside a vast building of gray stone, lined with arches. Statues lined the path to the door. Lanterns cast bright light across the cobblestoned drive, and the mist hung over everything, distorting the light and wrapping us up in dampness as we disembarked. My heart began to pound as I approached the door in my father’s shadow. Soldiers stood on either side of a great door, holding weapons clasped to their chests. They wore tinted shields over their eyes that made it impossible to see where they were looking. Music wafted from somewhere nearby as I passed between the soldiers and stepped inside the building.

Light and color overwhelmed me. A chandelier blazed overhead, hung with glittering glass in multiple colors that cast a rainbow on the crowd of people below. Many of them were in uniform, others dressed in silks and furs. Their faces were beautiful, but hard, as if everyone were keeping their emotions tightly leashed. Mouths turned down in sneers or curved in thin, condemning smiles. On one wall, a clock as tall as my father clanged loudly, announcing the time.

I wanted to shrink into the floor.

A servant took my fur cloak, leaving me feeling naked. I needed more than silk and lace between me and those stares. I wanted armor. I drew toward my father, who was following the Farther guards through the room. I hurried to keep up.

They stopped among a group of uniform-clad men, most of them old and pockmarked. I watched as my father scraped and bowed to them each in turn, and I caught snippets of conversation that left me cold.

“...You can help us gain a foothold in a previously inaccessible region...”

“...Abominable group of revolutionaries has been smuggling political prisoners through your forests...”

“...Must regain control...”

They were making him promises of personal wealth and Aeralian technologies. It was nonsense. We couldn’t have their gadgets in the Frost, not without stirring the monsters in the woods into a frenzy. But they knew nothing of that. They probably thought it was just a fanciful story told to children at bedtime.

I couldn’t watch any longer. I shrank toward the wall and squeezed my way through the crowd of pouting women and stone-faced military men until I reached a pocket of darkness through a pair of curtains. An alcove. Plants. Glass walls.

It was another garden room like the one I’d waited in earlier.

I stepped into the shadowy room and took a deep breath in an effort to quell my panic.

“Too much wine at dinner?” a voice asked. “Or is the opulence of our world overwhelming after your simple, folksy ways?”

I turned, startled.

It was Korr, the nobleman from before. He sat in a corner of the room, tucked into the shadows with a sliver of a view of the party beyond. His face was barely discernable in the gloom. His long legs were stretched out before him, and he wore a cravat of startling white around this throat. He looked cold and proud, but I’d seen him unguarded. I was not intimidated by his nobleman’s persona.

I didn’t bother asking him how he knew I was from the Frost. I wasn’t surprised that he did—men like him usually knew such things. They had networks of people devoted to informing them of every development within the sphere of their influence. “No,” I said simply. “I’m trying to contain my disgust.”

In this alcove, shrouded in darkness, I felt safe enough to speak with total honesty. I was the confessor and he the dark and unlikely priest.

His eyebrows quirked up as he studied me. “Ah. Do our excesses disgust you? Should we all be wearing wool and sitting before campfires? Would that suit you?”

He wanted to draw me into a debate, perhaps trip me up with his pretty words and clever insults as he must do with other nobles, but I was tired, frightened, and overwhelmed. I didn’t want to spar with him. I just wanted to sit in the darkness away from the crowd instead of watching my father betray my village, but if words were the price of entry, I’d talk. But I wouldn’t give him flowery, witty replies. For some reason, perhaps because of the unguarded moment in which I’d observed him earlier that day, I felt strangely close to him in the darkness. I felt as though I knew a piece of him he didn’t intend to share, and thus I did not feel so unbalanced compared to the rest of the Farthers.

This man was flesh and bone. I had seen his suffering, his frustration. He and I were not as different as I might have believed before today.

I nearly forgot what he’d said.

My lack of ire at his needling seemed to surprise him. I continued before he could speak again. My tongue unloosened, and the things I’d been thinking all day rose to my lips.

“Your world is marvelous and full of wonders,” I said. “But your people are miserable.”

His mouth turned up at one corner. “And yours are so happy? I know all about the perils of your frozen world, Frost dweller. It is no paradise.”

“It’s not,” I agreed. “It is a perilous place, as you say, but it isn’t a cage.”

“And Aeralis is?” He seemed genuinely interested in my reply now.

“I’ve lived all my life in a place that shares its forests with monsters,” I said. “But I’ve never seen such hopelessness. You are all like animals with their legs in traps, trying to decide whether to chew off your limbs to escape.”

His expression stayed the same, but his eyes sharpened. “What is your name, Frost dweller?”

“Ann Mayor.”

“Most people are either charmed by me, or frightened of me, Ann Mayor. You appear to be neither. I’ve not had anyone speak so frankly to me in a long time.”

I shrugged. “They are probably too frightened to be honest. In my village, it is the same.”

“Most find me inscrutable,” he said.

I felt a laugh catch in my throat despite the tension that filled me. “You aren’t so inscrutable to me, Korr.”

By the way he shifted forward in the chair, I could tell he was surprised and a little intrigued that I knew his name.

“You are a puzzle,” he murmured.

“Annalise?”

I turned. My father stood in the doorway, his lips pinched. “It’s time to go.”

I followed him without saying anything else to the Aeralian nobleman.





THREE

MY FATHER AND I were silent on the journey through the Aeralian streets after the party, each of us kept company by our thoughts. The memory of the nobleman and his words hung in my head like smoke.

The carriage came to a stop in an alley, and I straightened as alarm shot through me. “Why are we stopping?”

The men accompanying us said nothing. Their faces didn’t change expression, but they didn’t seem surprised at the stop. My father pressed his lips together in concern, but he didn’t have an answer.

Boots sounded on the cobblestones. The door to the carriage was wrenched open to reveal Farther soldiers, impassive and glittering in the light of the streetlamps as they reached in and yanked my father from his seat. He grunted with surprise or terror, but he didn’t speak. He didn’t cry out.

I was left on the plush seat alone with my pounding heart and escalating pulse. I heard a crack like something hard hitting something soft, and then a wheeze of pain. I wanted to cry out—Father!—but the word died in my throat. I was frozen.

Through the clouded windowpane I saw them drag him to the side of the alley. They shoved him against the wall and hit him in the stomach and groin with their fists. He doubled over, his face squeezing with pain. I wanted to vomit. My thoughts scrambled in circles like trapped mice.

When one of the soldiers raised his gun, my legs came unstuck and I leaped for the door. One of the Farthers on the seat beside me grabbed for me, his nails raking down my arm, but I slipped through his fingers and found myself in the wet fog, shoving through the men in uniform.

“Stop, stop, please!” I sobbed it. I threw my hands out in pleading.

Blood poured from a cut on my father’s forehead, and he was breathing hard. “Annalise, get back in the carriage.”

“Don’t shoot him,” I begged. My breath rasped in my throat. My arm throbbed where the Farther’s fingernails had scraped the skin. The fog made weird shapes around us, enveloping the soldiers like monsters in a dream.

Lights cut through the darkness as another steamcoach drew up behind ours. Someone disembarked.

A Farther dressed in the uniform of an officer limped into the group of soldiers. I recognized him as one of the men at the party we’d left. He was old and pockmarked, with a face like one accustomed to sneering, but still I felt a faint sense of relief—would he help us?

“Officer Raine,” my father said. He knew this man.

Any relief I felt fled when Officer Raine smiled.

He was not surprised to see us here. I knew at once he’d ordered this.

“Don’t let them shoot him,” I begged. I let my voice quiver. Better to play to his sense of superiority, let him be powerful and domineering. I would happily make myself a damsel in distress in this moment.

Raine flicked a glance in my direction.

“Your daughter is frightened, Mayor,” he said. “Do you see what can happen when you refuse to commit to a specific plan of action?”

“I’ve made no such refusal,” my father said stiffly.

“Ah,” Raine murmured. “At the party, it seemed to me that you wanted to align your interests with those of Officer Venegred. You’re even staying at his house.”

“You must be mistaken. You and I have the same goals. I know we can find a way to accomplish them.” The blood was still flowing down my father’s face, but he spoke calmly. “In fact, I was on my way back to tell Officer Venegred that I found his propositions too exacting.”

Raine nodded to the soldiers, and they lowered their weapons and moved back a pace. I pressed a shaking hand to my forehead as my legs turned to pudding.

“You could have found a better way to court my favor with you personally,” my father said. His voice was less strangled now that we no longer had guns pointed at our chests.

Raine chuckled. “I don’t have the slightest idea what you mean. I am merely intervening in a most unfortunate mistake. We have such trouble with the Restorationists sometimes, you see, and the soldiers get a little zealous.” He gestured at the steamcoach. “The streets are no place for making plans. I’ll send a carriage for you tomorrow, and we can speak in private.”

He watched as we climbed back into the steamcoach, a satisfied expression planted on his face. Our escorts said nothing.

I trembled the whole way back to the house.

 

~

 

In the morning, my father left to speak more with Officer Raine. Once again, I found myself in the room of glass, wandering among the green plants to keep myself from going mad with fear. White flowers bloomed on a shrub that spilled from a pot in the center of the room. Their fragrance filled the space with a thick sweetness. I stepped closer to inhale it.

“Those were my mother’s favorite,” a voice said behind me.

I turned.

Korr.

I was surprised to see him, but I hid it. I straightened as he moved closer and bent to take a whiff of the blossoms. His expression was similarly serene. Did he remember who I was?

“You seem to be everywhere I go these days, Ann Mayor,” he said, answering my wordless question.

“You remember me?”

“I remember everyone.” His gaze flicked over me, taking in my Frost clothing that was too warm for the room. “You look more like a Snow Girl this morning.”

Soldiers and guns terrified me as much as the monsters in the forests of the Frosts, but trading words with a man in finery made me feel calm. I’d spent years in the company of stuck up Elder families. I knew this dance of veiled threats and implied insults. I also knew how to unsettle by speaking straight to the matter, because few ever did.

“You, I’m afraid, look just as much like a Farther nobleman by the light of day. I’m sorry I cannot report otherwise. I don’t mean to insult you.”

He snorted. “Many would say I have great privilege to be a nobleman.”

“Many would say that,” I agreed.

“And you don’t think so?”

“I think I feel sorry for you.”

He almost looked offended at that. “Should I apologize for my bloodline?”

“I suppose you can’t help being born a snake, but I won’t feel sorry for being as wary as a bird around you.”

He laughed like he was surprised by his ability to do so sincerely. “I like you,” he said after a moment’s pause. “You look like a fragile little thing that needs reassurances and flowers to soothe her nerves, yet you speak with the calm of a commander. I thought you Snow People were all afraid of us ‘Farthers.’”

“We are.”

“You don’t seem so frightened now.”

“I know how to wear a mask as well as you do,” I said.

His expression rearranged itself so swiftly I almost missed it. One blink and I would have. I’d struck something with that comment. But then he smiled. “I thought you said I was obvious by the light of day.”

“Not obvious. I think you know very well what it’s like to be utterly alone in a crowded room just as I do.”

Now I could see he was intrigued. “You presume that you understand me.”

“I’m confident that I do.”

“Ha,” he said, as if the mere suggestion was ludicrous, but his eyebrows drew together as he studied me once more. Despite himself, he was considering that I spoke the truth. Being able to make a Farther pause like that made me feel powerful.

And he kept looking at me. Really looking at me. I felt peeled open, dragged into the sunlight. It was strange and frightening and ...exhilarating.

He looked around, and I expected him to leave, but instead, he found a bench and sat. “Tell me about yourself, Snow Girl,” he said. “Why are you in our nest of vipers?”

“You think I’m going to simply open up to you?”

He inclined his head with a faint smile. “You just said that you understand me. Apparently I am laid open to your scrutiny. Surely you can even the score a little bit. For my comfort, you see.”

He indicated the bench beside him with his hand.

Sit and talk. With a Farther noble. He made it sound like a perfectly logical, even agreeable thing to do.

I found myself sitting. I wasn’t going to tell him anything, I vowed to myself. I wasn’t going to be ensnared by this feeling of power, by that ghost of a smile that made me hungry for more.

“My father is here for business with your Farther officers,” I said. That could not be a secret, not to people in his circle of influence.

“And you don’t like it,” he said.

“That’s hardly an insight,” I said. “A dog could have deduced as much.”

“Dogs can always sense fear,” he said. “As can I.”

“Am I afraid, then?”

He studied me. “In general, yes. Of me...” His brow furrowed. “No. You aren’t.”

I was shocked to realize he spoke truth. I was not afraid, not in this moment. I was a day’s ride from the Frost, encircled by Aeralians fields and rivers and train tracks and this city of steel and steam and glass, and yet here, under the cool measure of his gaze, I was strangely at peace for the first time in days.

“Any other deductions?” I asked, wanting to keep him talking so I wasn’t accidentally revealing things about myself. It seemed too easy to slip and give him more than I wanted to give him. He was so attentive. Most people had always been fooled by my simplest of masks. But I had to work to keep up my facade with him, and I found myself not wanting to.

“You like this room,” he said.

Again, I was surprised. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, this is the second time in as many days that you’ve been in it, and you could have always stayed hidden in your room. Yet you came here.”

“How do you know it is the second time?”

“So I’m right,” he said with a pleased smirk. “I thought as much. You knew my name yesterday, and you were staying in this house. I assume you saw me yesterday, and the only place you could have seen me was here. That is what I supposed, anyway.”

“So you’re clever.”

“You know I’m clever. I have to be clever in my position.”

“As a nobleman?” Plenty of nobility were as stupid as shoes. Most of the Elders were.

His expression shifted slightly. “Yes, as a nobleman.”

There was something else, and he brushed past it with a touch of what I’d almost call reluctance, as if he found being seen and understood by another person as intoxicating as I did.

We all had secrets. Surely this man had his. Still, I wondered. Did he want to confess to me, seeing as we’d never see each other again?

But he didn’t let me dwell on it. “You didn’t answer my question, but I know the answer. You like this room.”

I turned my head and took in the glinting glass fogged with steam, the sunlight glistening on the branches and leaves of the greenery. “I do like it. It’s beautiful.”

“What do you find beautiful about it?”

“The flowers... the trees... the way the sun comes through the roof.” I paused. “I am fascinated by all the green.”

“Is there nothing green where you live?”

“As its name would suggest, my world is full of ice and snow.”

He leaned forward with genuine interest, and I found myself spilling words. I told him of inconsequential things—the evergreen trees, the massive old oaks with their bare branches, the blue of the snow blossoms that bloomed through the Frost. I described our village with its painted doors and windowsills, our gray and silver cloaks, and how mine was red because it had been my mother’s before me.

“She was the kind of person to wear red when everyone else wore white,” I said.

“You miss her,” he observed.

I nodded. “She’s been gone a long time.”

“My father is dead too,” he said.

We were silent together a moment. It was that comfortable kind of silence that nobody feels compelled to break, the kind as friendly and warm as a quilt wrapped around tired shoulders. I saw myself as if from a distance, leaning toward this Farther like I’d lean toward a friend.

“Tell me about him,” I found myself saying.

And he did. He spoke of his father’s love of horses, and his passion for collecting art, and his belly laugh that rumbled through him like thunder. And then I told him about my mother’s painting, and how her quota had been to paint flowers and leaves on plates and cups and anything else that might need embellishments.

“Quota?” he asked, and I explained how our village worked because everyone contributed a little piece using their family’s expertise, and in return for their labor received food and supplies gathered from others. It allowed us to live in the harsh environment without proper shops or many traders passing through. It allowed us to survive.

We were still talking when a servant came to find me, saying that my father had returned and was looking for me. The spell broke, and I was suddenly aware that I’d been speaking my heart to this hardened nobleman. He was a Farther. I was a Frost Dweller.

I was playing with fire.

I stood and curtsied, putting away my smile behind a mask of polite indifference. I felt like a fool. Had he been seeking information from me? Surely he had been. Why else would he have shown such interest in me?

“I suppose this is goodbye,” I said, and he stood and bowed.

I left the room of glass, and he stood watching me go.





FOUR

THE SKY WAS blue as a bird’s wing above me as I wrapped myself in my cloak and hood and descended the steps to the village street, heading for Assembly.

Several weeks had passed since my father’s and my illicit journey to Aeralis. Several weeks since I’d returned to the Frost, shaken to my core and changed forever.

My father did not speak to me of Aeralis and the Farthers after we returned. He pretended it hadn’t happened at all, and I had no one to confide in. I felt utterly alone in our frozen village. The walls surrounded me, and the snow surrounded the walls, and I was tucked away beneath layer after layer of silence and chill. I went to sleep every night with a pit of dread in my stomach, and I listened for the murmur of his voice in conversation with a stranger in the stillness as I lay in bed with my eyes closed. In my dreams, when they came along with my fitful sleep, I saw the man who’d been beaten in the street, and I saw the nobleman, Korr, and the way his face smoothed free of expression before he spoke.

The Elder families were restless, and there were rumors that they were looking to gain more power over the village. My father’s face tightened with determination whenever they made a pointed remark to him or argued with one of his decisions before the council of Elders. It worried me. They’d begun to talk of disloyalty, and my insides were gnawed up with fear. Did they know what my father had done by consorting with our dangerous neighbors? Did they have an inkling of what my father did in secret behind their backs, or were they simply feeling the undercurrent of gathering danger that seemed to plague the entire Frost?

The Watchers were restless too. Their tracks had been sighted several times in the last few days, once right at the village entrance. The sight of those massive, clawed prints in the snow set everyone’s fear on fire, and tension was high.

The snow-crusted street crunched beneath my boots. Heads turned toward me and then away as I passed through the village for the Assembly Hall. As always, I was slightly set apart from most of the villagers. They both expected and resented my higher station. My father had explained it once to me when I was a child and crying because some of the village children wouldn’t allow me to join their game. They’d told me my fine dress would be ruined in the mud, but they’d said it with more reverence than meanness. “Stop crying and act like a daughter of the mayor. The villagers want us to be better than them, Annalise,” he’d told me sternly. “They need us to be stronger, finer. It gives them pride and confidence to have leaders who live in a beautiful house and wear beautiful clothes. But they also resent us for the difference. It’s a burden that Mayors and Elders carry. It’s a burden you carry.”

I’d felt hatred for my family name that day.

In the end, the children had reluctantly included me, but they stopped playing their game of Fishers and Fish in the puddle of melting snow and instead played Assembly, forcing me to be the mayor while they sat and whispered in a half circle around me, giggling and telling jokes whenever I wasn’t watching and criticizing my soft voice as I announced made-up marks, trying to make them laugh and failing. Tears had gathered in my eyes. I didn’t want to pantomime my life, I wanted to slip into my imagination and inhabit theirs. They’d been smiling and laughing freely before, but after I’d joined them, they’d all played carefully, stiffly, only giggling among themselves as if at my expense even as they were unfailingly polite in their speech to me.

I never sought to join the general village games again. Later, I befriended fierce little Lia Weaver, who didn’t care what anyone thought and who was a loner because of her family’s far-away farm in the forest, and then Everiss Dyer, who initially craved closeness to my status as daughter of the mayor and later decided she liked me.

Lia and Everiss didn’t harbor much fondness for each other—Lia was too harsh for Everiss, and Everiss too interested in betrothals and socials for Lia—so we rarely spent time together as a threesome, although they tolerated each other when we did. We found a rhythm among the three of us, with me as the pivot point. Everiss liked to come over and gawk at the fancy wallpaper and shining wooden floors of my house, and Lia liked to keep me company at the village assemblies and on quota days. I didn’t often venture beyond the village, but she always understood. She never came to my family’s imposing house on the hill in the center of Iceliss, and I didn’t visit her farm. By sticking to more neutral ground, we didn’t let our individual statuses influence our friendship. In the village streets, such things felt insignificant.

I met Everiss amid the crowd that had gathered around the Assembly Hall. Her hands were stained with dye, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. Lia was nowhere to be seen.

These days, Lia had a pinched look whenever she thought nobody was looking. Since her parents had died, she’d even been spotty in her attendance of required events, and I was nervous for her. If she attracted the ire of the Elder circle or my father, especially now with everything going on behind closed doors, she might pay a stiff penalty. The Elders were looking for a scapegoat lately, and Lia Weaver might prove convenient for making a show of power.

She might even lose her family’s farm.

I worried for her in the long, lonely stretches of day that I spent embroidering pillows in a room of rose wallpaper, and I gnawed my lips with anxiety at night when the wind howled at the windows and shook the trees in the garden. She was outside the buffer of our town, only a few thin wooden walls and painted snow blossoms between her and Watchers, and only a few days’ worth of labor between her family and hunger. I plotted ways to sneak food into her bag, ways to add extra quota to her duties that required nothing from her but would not raise any ire from the Elders, since such favors were strictly forbidden.

I scanned the faces of the people around me, looking for hers as Everiss chattered in my ear about what she was going to wear to the upcoming social being hosted at my father’s house. Occasionally, my father liked to hold gatherings in order to remind people of both his wealth and his generosity. He considered it an essential part of being a dutiful mayor.

Cole Carver joined Everiss and me. He had an intense expression on his face as he turned to me.

“Has anyone seen Lia?” he asked.

I shook my head and bit my lip.

“Look,” Everiss said, nudging me. “The Tanner boys are smiling at us.”

“The Tanner boys are smiling at you,” I responded.

She flipped her hair over her shoulder and sauntered toward them, leaving me with Cole. Neither of us spoke, and I stood fretting as voices around me whispered about the Watcher tracks that had been sighted. I had a sudden, terrible thought.

What if Lia had been attacked by Watchers?

The memory of her parents’ death by the monsters pierced me afresh. My stomach lurched and my heart knocked hard against my ribs. I adjusted my hood with sweaty fingers.

“Are you all right?” Cole asked. “You’re pale.”

Cole was attentive, but his scrutiny made me feel trapped, not seen. I shifted restlessly, wishing he was not trying to read me. A fleeting thought slipped through my mind—how odd, that I had felt so safe being seen by a Farther, yet not by one of my own people?

I raised my eyes from his and spotted Lia slipping toward us in the crowd. Relief rushed through me, overwhelming my other emotions, and a smile stretched across my face as I waved at her. “There she is.”

Everiss spotted Lia and intercepted her, and they approached us together. Lia was looking like a cornered forest creature. Her eyes slid away from all of us toward the door of the Meeting Hall, and her mouth pressed into a worried line.

I knew my friend well enough to realize Lia was hiding something. She had the unwanted interest of Cole Carver, and his fixation with her bordered on unnerving at times, but I knew it was more than that.

“Lia Weaver,” Cole called out, sidling closer to her as she unhooked her arm from Everiss’s and shuffled snow from her boots.

Lia’s fingers trembled as she brushed hair from her eyes. I tried to catch her eye again, and when she looked my way, I offered her a smile to encourage her to give one back. I didn’t want the others to notice her mood and ask questions.

She parted her lips in a grimace of a smile. It was unconvincing.

I brought up the social again to distract everyone else while I continued to study her. A stitch of concern grew in my chest, mingling with guilt. I’d been so concerned with Aeralis and my father’s secrets lately. Was Jonn sick again? Had Ivy done something foolish?

Was it Watchers?

The bell rang, calling us inside.

We took our places on one of the wooden benches inside the Assembly Hall as my father stepped to the front of the room. He wore his mask well, better than me. He appeared perfectly at ease, as though he’d never conspired with Farthers or sipped wine at an enemy gala.

He began by reading the marks. As his voice filled the room, Lia’s eyes unfocused. She chewed at her lip and fidgeted in her lap. She obviously wasn’t listening. I noticed my father’s gaze lingering on her, and I worried.

“Lia,” I whispered, “are you listening?”

She couldn’t afford to attract any undue attention right now. My father was itching for someone to make an example of.

She sighed and straightened. She didn’t look at me, and I felt as though she’d slammed a door in my face. Did she think I was shutting her out? Did she feel that I was neglecting her lately? I caught her eye and gave her a tremulous smile to soften my previous rebuke. She didn’t return it.

When my father finished with the general remarks and the courtship and marriage lists, he folded his hands and changed his tone. “We have an important matter to discuss.”

The mood among the villagers shifted as he scanned the room.

“There have been increased reports of Watchers lately.”

Now Lia was listening with rapt attention. The color drained from her face.

“Any member of the community who is out early or late must exercise extreme caution—carry snow blossoms at all times, and be sure to hang them on your doors and windows.”

He paused. He was looking at Lia. Did he know something about her erratic behavior lately? Was he thinking of her parents, as she surely must be? “There have been some reports of sightings. This boldness is troubling. We do not know what has caused the Watchers to become so active, but we do know that everyone needs to be more careful at this time.”

The room filled with mutters.

“Don’t be unduly alarmed,” my father continued. He smiled as if all was well, as if we were children worrying about a nightmare. “Simply be prepared. Follow the rules and work hard. Safety, Fraternity, Integrity.”

I felt sick. It was disgusting to hear our words repeated from the same lips that had consorted with Farthers. He was lying. For one dizzying moment, I wanted to stand up and denounce him.

Of course, I did not.

We were dismissed. Lia remained motionless as the rest of the villagers began to stand and move from the room. I moved to her side, guilt at my own secrets and my father’s treachery mixing with my worry for her. But I let my mask snap into place as I spoke. I was Ann, the nervous friend with nothing else to worry me but these reports.

“Can you believe the news about the Watchers?”

I was acting like my father. I hated myself for it.

“It’s frightening,” Lia said.

Her words came out woodenly. She was shutting me out from something. I put my hand on her arm and gave her a squeeze.

“Will your family be safe?”

“We’ll be fine,” she murmured.

I summoned my courage and let my mask slip a little bit as I leaned closer and lowered my voice. I injected as much honesty and sincerity as I could into my next question, although it terrified me to be so unguarded with her in the middle of this crowd. My father’s training screamed at me in my head not to stop playing my part even for a moment, but I pushed it back. “Are you all right? You seem...” I searched for a word that wouldn’t sound accusing, or betray my complex ball of emotions. “Distant,” I finished.

What an understatement.

“I’m just thinking,” she said. “And I’m really tired. The storm kept me awake last night.”

A deflection. I let her have it. I didn’t press. I retreated back behind my Ann-mask. “You’ve always hated the storms, haven’t you?”

Cole Carver was standing close, listening. He stepped forward. “I have a hard time believing you’re afraid of anything, Lia.”

Lia looked angry at his intrusion. Her brow furrowed and her jaw clenched as if she were about to say something nasty to him. I rushed to intervene with something pleasant.

“Are you coming to the social?”

Immediately, I silently berated myself for such a stupid question. I’d just given her more useless duties when she was obviously struggling with what she had on her plate already. And I’d done it in front of Cole, so it wouldn’t be so easy for her to wiggle out of it. I darted a look at Cole, and he was smiling as if we’d planned this all along.

“I don’t know,” Lia snapped. “I can’t promise anything.”

I felt horrible now, but Cole was watching us both. I had started this, and I needed to continue to play my part of coaxing friend in front of my audience. Perhaps it would seem that Lia was just feeling reluctant. I played my next sentence as if that were all it was. Hopefully Cole would take my cue and believe that she was merely feeling shy. “Come on.” I felt like a monster for badgering her, but I kept at it. “There’s going to be sweets, and music, and dancing... More fun than we’ve had in months. Surely you don’t want to miss it.”

“I don’t have anything to wear,” she responded.

I pounced on that. Maybe if I could get her alone, we could talk. “Borrow something of mine. We’re the same size.”

I tried to give her a look to signal her to agree. I wanted to apologize. But I couldn’t let up, not yet.

“Come on, Lia,” Cole wheedled.

I wanted to smack him, and by the looks of Lia, so did she.

“All right,” she said, frowning.

Cole smiled, and I did too—mostly with relief. We could meet, I could give her the dress, and maybe now we could talk. I hugged her, trying to impart a bit of my concern for her as I wrapped my arms around her thin frame. She was stiff to my touch.

More than anything, I wanted to tell her about Aeralis—it stood at the end of my tongue on more than one occasion—but I could not. My father was a traitor. I could scarcely think the words, let alone admit them aloud, and burdening Lia with them would sure do her more harm than good. She needed every bit of her attention and sanity for her own family.

My father called my name, and he had a note of something dark in his tone. I dared not linger when he spoke like that.

He had something to tell me.

“I have to go,” I said, trying to sound bright and careless when only dread lay in my belly. “Those pillows won’t make themselves.”

Then I walked away with a swing in my step, as though I wasn’t bound up with worry, guilt, and self-disgust.

 

~

 

I didn’t know what to expect from my father as soon as we reached the house and stepped inside. He stopped at the mirror that hung beside the door after removing his cloak and handing it to Hilda to hang in the closet. He stood looking at his reflection, adjusting his embroidered vest and smoothing his hair. I noticed fresh gray strands sprinkled among the brown.

I waited for him to speak. Hilda helped me out of my cloak and hood, and my father held his silence until she’d left the room.

“You are good friends with the Weaver girl,” he observed, not taking his eyes from the mirror. He smoothed a finger over each eyebrow. They were too bushy to ever lay perfectly flat, and it bothered him.

“I am,” I said. The room felt too cold as I uttered the words. My hands were ice. I clasped them together.

“Hmm,” he said, abandoning the grooming of his eyebrows and now picking at lint on his sleeves. “Sad business about her parents.”

“Yes,” I agreed. My heart beat loud in my ears. Why was he asking me about Lia? Did this have anything to do with why she was so worried and distracted?

I didn’t dare ask. I didn’t know what trap he might be laying for me.

My father paused. “My dear,” he said. “Have you ever heard of the Thorns?”

“Thorns?” I repeated. “You mean stingweed?”

“The Thorns,” he said. “They call themselves that. It’s an Aeralian group of insurgents that sometimes cross into the Frost, even infiltrate it. Some may even be among our villagers.”

“Farther insurgents here? Why?”

“Don’t call them that ignorant term,” he snapped. “It makes you sound like a backwater bumpkin. Say Aeralian, like you’re an equal member at the table. Farther makes us sound like insular fools. There is more to the world than the Frost, Annalise.”

With that, he strode past me and up the stairs for his study.

He hadn’t answered my question.





FIVE

I HADN’T HEARD of the Thorns, but after my father mentioned them in the foyer, I couldn’t get them out of my mind. Farther insurgents here in the Frost? Why would I know anything about that? And what did that have to do with Lia?

Lia despised the Farthers as much as anyone, and she wasn’t a foolish or impressionable person. She was focused on her family and their survival. But my father was a cunning man. So I wondered, what did he know? And what had he been trying to glean from me by asking?

When he was gone to speak to the Elder families the next day, I slipped to his study and tried the door.

It was locked, as always.

I didn’t know what I’d thought I would find anyway. I’d seen inside before, although not often. His desk was always strewn with papers, the bookshelves behind it filled with books about plants and animals and dye-making and weaving.

When I heard the front door below open and close, I fled down the hall as quiet as a cat and shut myself in my room without making a sound. I listened to the tramp of his footsteps as he climbed the stairs and turned toward the study. Irrationally, I worried that he would somehow know I’d tried to gain entrance to his most secret of rooms. I worried he could someone smell my panic lingering in the air, hear the beat of my heart.

But my father found nothing amiss. He shut the door, and the house was silent for a long time except for the creak of its wooden bones as the wind whirled around outside and rattled at the windows. I tried to occupy myself with embroidery—I was working on embellishing the bodice of Lucia Elderfair’s dress for the social. I had once used patterns found in books to guide my stitches, but I’d quickly grown tired of them and begun to invent my own from my imagination. I worked quickly, trying to focus, but my mind kept returning to the events of yesterday and the way Lia had looked so haggard.

Voices came in the hall, one female, but too low of a murmur for me to make out. I rose and pressed my ear to the door. I heard footsteps go down the hall to my father’s study, and I opened the door to see, but whoever it was had already disappeared inside.

I tried to return to my embroidery, but I kept wondering about who had come to visit my father. I finished several snow blossoms on the bodice and then laid it down in agitation.

I heard the tread of Hilda’s feet on the staircase, and then my father’s study door opened and closed. I hurried out to get a glimpse of his visitor.

Shock stopped me in my tracks.

Lia?

She was following Hilda to the front door, her cloak wrapped around her thin shoulders with her hands bunched into the fabric at her sides. She wore wilted flowers in her hair and her best dress, the one I rarely saw her in. I took a moment to gather myself into the right facade—carefree, happy, pleasantly surprised to see her instead of unsettled and worried—and then I called out her name and ran down the stairs. “Lia!” I cried out as if startled and delighted. As if I’d just happened to spot her, and why shouldn’t my Weaver friend be in my foyer after speaking to my father? As if I wasn’t afraid.

She turned, and I threw my arms around her and pressed my face into her hair. As I hugged her, I whispered, “What are you doing here?”

She was rigid in my arms. As Hilda disappeared toward the kitchens, I drew back and looked at her face. She was pale, and the frown that hovered on her lips pinched her face. 

“I had to speak to your father,” she said.

A pang of something—foreboding?—pierced me. I faked my best smile. “Whatever for, you silly goose?”

Perhaps I was overdoing the carefree attitude. Lia’s eyebrows lifted, and she studied me a moment.

“Nothing important,” she said.

She didn’t trust me. The realization crashed into me, and I wanted to stagger under it. I marshalled my strength and mustered another smile as I reached for her. I needed to talk to her. She couldn’t leave yet. “Well, it’s perfect timing. You can try on that dress for the social that I promised you could borrow.”

“Oh—” Lia began, but I pulled her after me with determination.

She was silent as we entered my bedroom. I looked around me, trying to see what she saw, and shame licked red along my cheeks. The huge bed piled with blankets and pillows, the stained glass window, the chandelier. I lived like a princess compared to her, surely.

I went to the closet and pulled out the dress I’d worn to the gala in Aeralis. It was the finest one I had. I could assuage my feelings a little by offering her the best dress in my closet. “Here it is,” I said brightly.

She blinked at the dress, her mouth falling open a little. Everiss would have squealed her delight, but Lia just breathed out in quiet astonishment.

“What do you think?” I held it up and smiled, a genuine smile now, pleased that she liked it and that I could give it to her. “Beautiful, don’t you think?”

“I can’t believe you’re not wearing it,” she said, wide-eyed.

I shook my head. “No, I wore it a month ago at—”

Here was the moment of decision. Did I dare tell her? I ached to confide in her. But she’d gone to see my father. She wasn’t telling me why. She was hiding something. He was asking questions.

Was Lia working for the Farthers too?

No. That was impossible. Insane. What a ridiculous notion.

But I’d already lost my nerve. I couldn’t tell her my father was a traitor. I couldn’t tell her that I had gone to Aeralis and mingled with Farthers. She would be horrified. She might never speak to me again.

“I wore it at a party,” I finished, and looked away. My heart beat coward, coward in my chest.

An awkward silence dropped between us, and I rushed to fill it. I pulled another dress from my closet. “Don’t worry about me. I’m wearing my newest dress. It’s going to go perfectly with my new hair ribbons, look. I’m embroidering snow blossoms on the sleeves to match the blue.”

She’d gotten a faraway look in her eyes again. I paused my chatter, worry breaking over me fresh. Maybe she’d gone to see my father out of concern for her family with the recent Watcher sightings. Maybe they didn’t have enough food. I was being self-focused and myopic to think it had anything to do with Farthers or the Thorns my father had talked about.

“Have you been all right lately? I mean, with all the talk of the Watchers.” I stumbled over the words, not sure how to phrase it in a way that didn’t allude to the death of her parents.

She wasn’t listening. I trailed off, crestfallen.

What had happened to us? We’d once been such close friends, depending on each other for everything. Now we each had our secrets. Now we were stuck in mutual isolation.

Lia turned pink as she realized I was silent. “I’m sorry, Ann. My mind was wandering.”

“It’s fine,” I said, but it was hard to paste on the smile this time. My face felt tired from pretending to be cheery. “I— I just asked if you were all right with all the talk of Watchers. Your house is so far out from the rest of the village...”

Lia sighed. Her forehead wrinkled as if she had decided something. “There were tracks,” she said. “In the yard.”

My heart tumbled, and I pressed both hands to my cheeks to cool the heat of shame that rose in them again. She was terrified and in trouble, and I had been suspecting her of shutting me out in favor of my father. What was wrong with me?

“Lia Weaver,” I said fervently. “You are the bravest person I know.”

If she were in my shoes, what would she do? She wouldn’t have stayed silent and frightened like a mouse among cats in Aeralis, that was for sure.

Lia shrugged at my words. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

I wanted to ask her to stay. She couldn’t go back to that snow-surrounded farm in the middle of the monsters’ lands. I opened my mouth to speak the words, but she looked at me with a stubborn, fierce expression, as if she read my mind and despised any pity I might have for her.

Once again, the words died on my lips before I spoke them.

“Anyway,” I said, gesturing at the dress. “Let me wrap this up so you can take it with you.”

“Thanks, Ann,” she said, watching me bundle the dress carefully so it wouldn’t wrinkle.

Once again, I was compelled to say something. But I couldn’t.

“I’ll see you at Assembly,” I said after the silence had grown awkward.

“I’ll be there,” Lia promised.

I smiled, but it felt stiff on my face.

When had we stopped trusting each other?





SIX

A WEEK LATER, I woke to the morning sunlight shining in my face through the slits in the wooden shutters. Immediately, I knew something was amiss.

I sat up, drawing the blanket around my shoulders as I listened.

Unfamiliar voices echoed loudly from the floor below.

I pushed the blanket aside and went to the door. I laid my hand on the knob and cracked the door open. With my ear pressed to the crack, I could make out a few words.

The voice was low and gravelly. Foreboding shuddered through me as I recognized the accent as Aeralian.

Was the man from before back? In the daylight?

I slipped into the hall and peered down the staircase. What I saw made my whole body go numb. Soldiers stood in the foyer, flanking my father. Soldiers. Carrying guns.

Aeralian soldiers in our Frost.

A crack crept through my insides, threatening to shatter. I returned to my room, shivering in my nightgown as fresh panic broke over me.

This was no secret contact whispering in the night. It was morning.

They were here, in the house, in Iceliss, in broad daylight.

I dressed quickly, my thoughts scattered. I splashed water over myself from the basin beside my bed, and the chill of it shocked me. Hilda should have already brought a fresh bowl from the kitchens, soapy and steaming, along with a scented towel for me to bathe with. But there were Farther soldiers in our house.

I dried myself with my blanket and tugged on my dress and woolen stockings. I peered in the mirror, scraping back the curls that had escaped from my bun during the night before I wrapped myself in my cloak and hood. My cheeks were pale against the bright scarlet of the fabric.

I went out into the hall again, edging past the main staircase for the servants’ stairs at the far end of the second story. The back of my neck prickled with fear that I would be seen, but they had their backs to me. I made it across the landing without attracting attention and then headed down the stairs as quickly as I could without making any of the steps squeak. I reached the kitchen, and the cook was at the oven, tendrils of her hair clinging to her neck from where they’d escaped beneath her cap. Her arms and face were red with heat. Her eyes were glassy with worry as she turned to look at me, and we shared a glance of knowing—we’d never shared such a thing before. Normally, the servants averted their eyes and murmured my direction, as if they were suspended between disdain and obeisance. Now we were just two Frost dwellers, both terrified at the presence of Farthers in our midst. In this moment, in this glance, we were more alike than different.

I cut my gaze to the door that led to the dining room. I shook my head wordlessly, and she nodded, understanding. If asked, she hadn’t seen me.

I opened the back door and swept out into the garden of white.

Snow flew in my face and swirled around my feet as I headed past the orderly shrubs and the gazebo. I half stumbled, half slid down the hill amid the bushes and trees of the garden, avoiding the paths so I wouldn’t be seen. I was certain my father would want me contained in the house for my safety, whatever was going on, and I needed to see with my own eyes what was happening in Iceliss.

I slowed as I reached the streets. Snow was falling in a haze, filling wagon tracks and footprints that left the ground and churned and muddy slush. A few villagers crossed the street, their cloaks pulled up to their faces. And in the distance, I saw a sight that made my heart stutter.

Farther soldiers.

They advanced slowly down the street in a straight line, guns at ready and heads turning from side to side in search of something. They were black shapes against the snow, the sight as unsettling as spiders on a white sheet.

I drew back and pressed against a wall out of sight.

This was no visit. It was an invasion.

I looked again. A Frost dweller in a blue cloak had been intercepted by two of the soldiers. A girl with a plait of brown hair. I couldn’t see her face, but my chest clutched. Lia? The soldiers shoved her onto her hands and knees in the snow, and I ran forward before I realized what I was doing.

“Don’t touch her!” I shouted as one of the soldiers brought the butt of his gun down on the girl’s head. She cried out in a thin wail, and I knew it wasn’t Lia. But I still threw myself between them, my arm outstretched to ward off more blows, the other reaching back to touch the girl. “Stop!”

I didn’t know where the strength was coming from. It flowed from the center of me like an explosion, making my voice hard and loud and my gaze sure as I held my ground and looked him in the face.

He struck me across the face with the back of his hand, and I staggered.

Silence fell over the street.

The other soldiers paused, watching us. The girl was crying behind me. I pressed my palm over my throbbing cheekbone, shocked. And then—I was angry.

“Get back inside,” the soldier ordered curtly. He had curly black hair beneath his hat, and a scar splitting one eyebrow. Snowflakes studded his eyelashes. His lips were blue with cold, and his breath escaped his mouth in a mist. “Everyone is to stay inside.”

I realized with a snap of shock across my skin that he was the same Farther I’d seen visiting my father in secret. The messenger passing secrets.

“My father is the mayor,” I shot back. “He’ll be angry that you struck me. You have orders to leave me alone.”

I was making a gamble by claiming so, but what else could I do?

A muscle in his face twitched as he hesitated, and I knew I’d guessed correctly. He wasn’t supposed to hurt me. He looked at my hand over the place where he’d hit me, and his mouth curled.

“Well, my lady,” he said with a snarl on the word lady, “then I’ll see you back to your father myself.”

I couldn’t tell if he believed me.

My blood was pumping, my skin was hot with danger and fear and fury. “Let her go first.”

He shrugged and let the barrel of his gun point toward his feet. “Go, then.”

She ran. Her feet made scrabbling sounds on the ice of the street.

The soldier gestured at the road ahead with his gun. “Go on.”

I marched with lead feet and shaking legs toward the white house on the hill as snow fell thick and wet around us. The wind was soft today, blowing puffs of flakes here and there like fairy dust, making swirls at our feet and making the leaves dance. It seemed wrong for anything in the world to be so playful while such darkness was happening.

A coach waited in front of my father’s house, with soldiers around it. My escort took me to the door and banged his fist against it. I stepped around him to open it and went inside with my head held high. He followed.

My father stood in the parlor with several of the Elders, all of them facing a stooping, pockmarked old officer who was smoking a cig. I recognized him with a start. Officer Raine.

They looked at us—my father with white-lipped outrage that he struggled to conceal beneath concern, the Elders fearful, Officer Raine with disinterest bordering on dismissal. The smell of the cig made me want to cough. I noticed bruises on the faces of Bennet Elderfourth and his brother, Garth. Pen Elderwise was down on his knees, his lip bleeding. The soldier beside him wrenched him to his feet.

“Annalise?” my father snapped, his eyebrows drawing together angrily as he looked at my face.

“I found her on the streets and returned her here,” the soldier reported.

Raine flicked the ashes of his cig in the fireplace. His fingers were long and thick, the nails blunt and bluish. He was as ugly as I remembered. “Does your daughter make a habit of running around the village like this?”

“I assure you, she does not,” my father said in a strangled tone. He was still looking at my cheek.

“I hope not,” Raine continued. “It would be hard for me to trust your ability to control your villagers if you couldn’t control your own child.”

My father fixed a cold, furious stare on me. I wanted to wither beneath it. I managed to speak, though the words came out in a whisper. “He struck me.”

My father flinched. He was angry, but the tirade I expected didn’t come.

“You should not put yourself into such confusing and tense situations,” Officer Raine said. “Sometimes, things can go wrong. Remember that.”

So they didn’t care that the soldier had hit me. I felt like I was lost in a forest. I looked to my father, but he was avoiding my eyes now.

“Why are there Farther soldiers in the streets?”

I addressed my father, but again, Raine answered me.

“Farthers, you call us... how quaint.” He finished the cig and put it out on the mantle. “My men and I have come here in search of a fugitive, girl. A dangerous young man who slipped his chains on the road that boarders your Frost. Have you heard or seen anything about a runaway?”

A fugitive?

Had he ordered the Elders beaten because he thought they were harboring this fugitive?

I shook my head. “I haven’t.”

He studied me a moment as if he could pull the truth from me with a look. I shivered but held my ground. I was too numb and frightened to do anything else. I might have seemed fierce, even fearless, but inside I was like a rabbit before a wolf.

“Go to your room,” my father said then. “We need to stay out of the way until this man is found. There will be an Assembly soon to explain everything in more detail.”

I was his daughter. I ought to know. I headed to the stairs without voicing this thought or anything else, and I felt their attention on me until I disappeared from sight.

 

~

 

I spent the hours until Assembly in my bedroom, alternately pacing and staring out the window. I could see very little. The coach in front of the house stayed where it was, and soldiers came and went.

What was happening to the Elder families? To my father?

When it was time, my father came to fetch me, something he’d never done before. We were alone, but he was as rigid as he’d been downstairs. There would be no camaraderie here, I realized. No secret confiding of feelings or intentions. Was it because of my venture into the village this morning? He hadn’t warned me about this little invasion—had he even known it was going to happen?

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Have they been beating the Elders? What are they going to do to us?”

He examined my face, running his thumb over my cheek with surprising tenderness. Tears gathered in my eyes but didn’t fall. I waited for him to say something about it, but he dropped his hand.

“I need your support, Annalise,” he said stiffly.

I couldn’t detect anything from his expression. Was he sorry the soldier hit me? Was he angry with me? He was a consummate mayor, the person he’d always lectured me to be, composed and stern, with the right tilt of his half smile to signal reassurance, the correct posture of his shoulders and arms to seem both beseeching of my cooperation and assuring that he was still in control and wasn’t begging me. He was treating me the way he was going to treat the villagers.

I swallowed, but I couldn’t ease the hard lump that filled my throat and threatened to choke me. We’d never been close, my father and I, but I’d never felt so isolated from him before. I was freshly afraid.

“Father—”

“Your support,” he repeated, sharply this time. “You will look frightened and disoriented, but still serene. You will dress beautifully, curl your hair. The people will look to us for guidance. We have to give them something inspiring. We are overrun with Farthers, and that is frightening for us all, but they will trust me. I will lead them through this.”

“I thought you said I wasn’t supposed to call them Farthers,” I said.

“Call them Farthers when you are with the villagers. Call them Aeralians when you are with the soldiers.” He turned on his heel and left me standing alone in the middle of the room.

 

~

 

Soldiers escorted me and my father to the Assembly Hall together. Father walked with his head high and his brow appropriately furrowed, as if being terrorized by Farther soldiers in our own village was a troubling, but not insurmountable problem. The villagers scattered before the approaching soldiers, their eyes wide and their mouths open with shock. They followed us inside, cowed by the guns, unsure what to do and looking to my father to direct them.

They were watching us for cues, just as he’d said.

I flexed my mouth into a wooden smile. My heart rammed into my ribs. I was frightened, and sick, and angry. Frightened of what the soldiers were going to do. Sick at my father’s scheming. Angry that these people trusted him when he was using them to further his own power, and putting them in grievous harm to do it.

Some called out to my father. “Mayor? What’s happening?”

He raised his hands gently as if to say, all will be explained in time.

I followed the stream of people inside and took a place on a bench toward the front of the room. Cole Carver found me and sat wordlessly next to me. Unlike the others, he looked more thoughtful than frightened.

Sometimes, Cole unnerved me.

My father took his place at the front of the room with Farther soldiers flanking him. I felt sick at the sight. The people around me whispered and muttered. The room was thick with terror.

“Quiet,” my father said. He spoke sharply, with a little tremble in his voice, as if he were afraid as everyone else. His acting was impeccable. “We have nothing to worry about. These men are here to find one of their own, a dangerous prisoner who escaped and headed into the Frost recently.” He lifted his hand, and something gleamed in the light. “This was found here this morning. It’s a tracking device. It was on the prisoner they’re searching for.”

I stared at it. Was he telling the truth? Or was the prisoner a convenient reason to have Farthers in our village?

“If we cooperate,” my father continued, “then we’ll find that we have nothing to fear. Nothing has changed. Your quotas are still due as usual. And we have a nice social tomorrow evening for the young people that will be held at my house now due to accommodation of the Farthers here.”

Previously, the social was to be held at the Assembly Hall. Were they housing soldiers here now? I noticed he was calling them Farthers. He was playing his part to the hilt.

My father continued to assure the villagers as I looked around the room for Lia. I spotted her the same moment Tom Farmer leaped to his feet and pointed at my father.

“This is ridiculous,” he shouted. “How dare you allow these Farthers to stay here, in our village! We are a free people, and they are oppressive monsters. We have no dealings with them. How dare you—”

He took a step, and the Farther soldiers pointed their guns at him.

The room was at once silent and still as Tom Farmer froze.

“Please, just sit down.” My father made a soothing motion with his hand. His jaw twitched, and I could tell he was rattled by the guns as much as everyone else. He was losing a bit of his control, and he was angry about it. “We’ll get this all sorted out.”

He dismissed us, and the villagers rose in a numbed mass and began to shuffle to the exits. I hurried toward Lia, who was slipping away.

“Lia!”

She turned, her face uncertain as she looked at me, like I was a stranger. That look hit me like a slap to the face.

My father’s eyes were upon me. His words lingered in my head. You will look frightened and disoriented, but still serene.
Everything in my life was a performance, even now. I was furious and numb, sad and cynical and frightened in a great bundle of emotions. He’d betrayed us all, and he was still expecting me to play his game. And I was. I was bound by fear, by uncertainty, by self-preservation. I should have done something before this happened. Denounced him to the Elder families. Stood up in the middle of Assembly and told everyone what he’d done.

Now it was all too late.

Lia hugged me as I let myself weep. Her arms were surprisingly gentle.

“Ann? What’s wrong?”

I tried to compose myself, although once I’d begun to cry, it wasn’t easy to rein in the tears. “Not here. Come on.”

We slipped into a side alley away from the rest of the crowd. I put my hands over my eyes. I was still weeping—it was a relief to unleash the tears in front of her. Here, I was away from the gaze of my father and the Farthers. Here, I could tell her more. The words tumbled out of me, disjointed and frantic to be spoken before I changed my mind and said nothing.

“Everything is going wrong. The Farthers beat the Elders. They threatened my father. They’re being so cruel. They’re threatening everyone.” I paused. “I’m really scared.”

It was the naked truth, that last bit, without a shade of nuance.

Lia gave me a shaky smile. It was the first time in a long time that I’d felt connected to her. Seen, if only for a flicker of a moment.

“I’m scared too,” she said.

The rest of my confession begged to be spoken. I reached for her, the words leaping to my tongue. I needed to tell her.

I’d been stupid not to trust her earlier. She was my best friend.

But a shadow fell over us before I could speak. My father stood at the end of the alley, Farther soldiers with him. Escorting him, or guarding him? I couldn’t tell.

We needed another moment alone. It wouldn’t be now.

“Are you still coming tomorrow night?” I asked, terrified that she would say no.

“I... I don’t know.”

My father spoke my name. His tone held a warning. Was I going to be locked in my room again? Getting her to come to the social was my only chance of speaking to her, of confiding in her.

“You must come, Lia Weaver. Promise me.”

“I can’t promise anything.”

After she was gone, my father called for me again, and my hope was just a flicker as I turned to join him.





SEVEN

SINCE THE SOCIAL had been relocated to my father’s house, I had much to do to prepare, but I could barely focus as I sorted through decorations amid the furious cleaning and shining of furniture, floors, and brassware by the servants. The sun was setting, and orange-gold light glowed on the gleaming floors and spotless windowpanes. I sorted colored lanterns to hang in the trees in the garden and sifted through dried snow blossoms to hang as garlands on the staircase railing and around the edges of the doorways. I felt as though I were decorating for a funeral.

My father had gone out to meet Officer Raine and had not returned. Anxiety brewed in my chest as I looked toward the door again and again.

The servants whispered to each other as they worked. Fear was written in their gestures, their expressions, although they worked steadily and without pause. I wanted to weep, but I kept the tears locked away. I focused on my tasks methodically, although my mind darted from worry to worry like a bluewing flying from tree to tree in a blizzard.

If I had said something before to someone—to an Elder, to Lia—would this still have happened? Could I have prevented this invasion? Guilt swept through me, chased by defeat. Who would I have told? My father would have denied everything.

If only I knew more about the Farther rebels my father had mentioned. The Thorns. Could they do something?

It was the tiniest sliver of hope, but I clung to it as I stepped into the icy air to hang lanterns from the naked limbs of the trees in the yard. The wind curled around me, cold and bracing, but I was numb to it. Snow fell in lazy spirals around me, and the streets were empty except for the occasional figure of a Farther soldier. Each time I saw one, my heart stumbled and my breath caught. When I’d finished, I hurried for the cover of the house. Here I was too exposed. I didn’t want them looking at me.

The servants ceased talking when I entered. I busied myself at the staircase, arranging a garland so that it draped more gracefully over the bannister. Even though I had a lifetime of practice, my gestures were stiff and my facade of calm threatened to crack.

My ability to pretend all was well was slipping.

Finally, when the decorations were all hung, my father returned. The door banged behind him, and he shook snow from his boots onto the clean wood without noticing the mess he was making. His skin was pale, his eyes haggard, but he managed to smooth his face over before he greeted me with a dutiful kiss to the head that felt cold and distant.

“Annalise,” he said. “It is late. You should go to bed.”

I tried to search his eyes for some clue to what had transpired, but he avoided my gaze. He passed me for the stairs, still wearing his cloak. I caught a glimpse of a red mark on his temple that was beginning to swell.

What had they done to him?

I heard the door of his study snap shut, and the servants disappeared to their homes. I was alone in the foyer.

More than anything, I wanted Lia there. I needed her. I’d been a fool to try to carry this alone, and now it was overwhelming me.

Tomorrow, at the social, I would talk to her. I would tell her my father’s culpability.

 

~

 

The next day was a crawl of anticipation and dread. The musicians arrived first and tuned their instruments, and the cheerful music made me feel detached and strange. When the villagers finally began to stream up the paths to the house, dressed in furs and their finest clothing, their faces somber as if they were attending a wake instead of a party, I went up to my room to compose myself and fix my hair one last time. Every curl was perfect. My dress fell around my ankles without a single wrinkle or spot. I smoothed damp hands over the skirt and drew in a deep breath.

Below, a crowd had begun to gather in the foyer. The air was hot. I wove through the bodies, looking for Lia.

What if she didn’t come?

Cole Carver startled me when he asked in my ear, “Have you seen Lia?”

“No!” I yelped, and then I laughed nervously. “She is supposed to be here.” I picked up a teacup to give myself something to hold. “Forgive me—I’m a little on edge this evening.”

He patted my elbow. “The soldiers have everyone on edge. But your father is right—they’ll be gone soon. We just have to cooperate.”

I felt sick. I nodded to appease him, because he was looking at me with a sly and expectant smile that made my stomach churn. Had he always been so unsettling? Or was I just letting my nerves cloud my head with suspicion?

He stepped away, and I took a gulp of the tea as I raised my head and spotted Lia. Sweet relief. She was here.

“Lia,” I called. I couldn’t hide the gladness I felt, and for once, I didn’t want to. I had never been so happy to see her.

She tried to smile, but her face was stiff. “Hello, Ann.”

“You came.” I set down the teacup with a rattle, my hands unsteady.

She tried to make a joke about her dress, but she was frightened. I was shaking too.

I was going to tell her what my father had done.

“Come on.” I took her hand. “I need to talk to you.”

I pulled her through the house, past the villagers dancing in the parlor and the food tables laden with tempting delicacies that normally were only for the Elders’ families’ tables. Urgency propelled me forward. I didn’t release her until we’d reached the butler’s closet. I closed the door. My heart thumped. “I have something to tell you.”

“What’s going on, Ann?”

As soon as I opened my mouth to spill myself out, tears began to flow. It was both a relief and a horror to admit everything that had happened.

Lia looked alarmed.

“I’m sorry,” I managed. I was a disgrace of a mayor’s daughter, crying like this, but I couldn’t seem to stop the tears. And I was deeply sorry. Sorry for adding another burden to her far-too-burdened shoulders. Sorry for not telling her sooner. Sorry for worrying even now what her reaction was going to be, if she would reject me as a traitor. My cowardice shamed me. “I don’t know who else to tell, but I have to tell someone. I’m sorry to involve you—”

“Involve me in what?” Her eyebrows pinched together and her body went still. She was listening as if she had already guessed the answer and she feared I would confirm it.

I dashed tears from my eyes. I forced the words out. “It’s my father and the Farthers.” I rushed to explain how he was working for our enemies, how he’d handed Iceliss over on a silver platter. I didn’t hide my knowledge of the matter from her even though I burned with shame, how I’d visited Astralux for that dreadful gala. “I went along with him,” I confessed.

Lia nodded as if putting two pieces of a puzzle together in her head.

The final confession slipped from me, and even the act of speaking it overwhelmed me with dread. “I’m afraid that even after they find that runaway they’ve been looking for, they aren’t going to leave.” My father’s questioning about the Thorns rang in my memory. Lia might know something, and even if she didn’t, I needed to put her on her guard. He’d mentioned her and them in the same breath.

I let my voice drop to a whisper even lower than before. “Have you ever heard of an organization called the Thorns?”

Lia went white to her lips. She pressed a hand to her forehead as if she might faint. I grabbed her arm to steady her. “Are you all right?”

She lowered her hand and looked me in the eye. “Can I trust you?”

Once, when I was young, I’d stumbled into a deep hole while running through a field. The sudden, startling sensation of falling was the same. I knew what she was asking. She was asking permission to bring me into the knowledge of something hidden. Something dangerous.

She had a burden of her own.

“Of course,” I said.

Lia hesitated. “There are things I haven’t told you. Things I can’t tell you—not yet. But I desperately need your help.”

Love rushed through me as she looked at me with fear and hope. We were not meant to carry such weighty secrets alone. We needed to abandon this isolation of spirit and allow each other kinship again.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked.

She gripped my hands in hers as she explained that she needed the key to my father’s study, and though what she was asking me to do was dangerous, I felt as if I’d grabbed hold of a rope in the midst of my drowning.

Here was something I could do. Something real, something solid.

My father kept the key to his study in his pocket at all times. Even the maid wasn’t allowed inside, as he cleaned the room himself. I approached him as he stood with Officer Raine, a glass of blackberry wine in his hand and a false smile on his mouth.

“Father,” I said, and curtsied to him and Officer Raine. I gave them my prettiest smile, and Officer Raine nodded at me with a grunt. I reached out my arms like a child, and my father’s hand was heavy on my back as he hugged me with one arm. I pressed my lips to his cheek and reached into his pocket with my left hand. When I returned to the rest of the party, the key was biting into the center of my palm, and my head was dizzy with fear and disbelief. I’d just lifted a key from my father’s pocket.

I kept remembering how Lia had gone pale at the mention of the Thorns. I didn’t ask her to explain as I gave her the key, nor when she searched my father’s office while I kept watch at the corner of the hall. I heard footsteps and whispered a warning, and when she emerged, breathless, I was oddly triumphant.

We overheard Farther soldiers talking about searching the farms as we passed them in the hall.

“We’ve received a tip about that one family, the Weavers. We’re going to tear their property apart looking for that little bastard as soon as it’s light again. Tell the others.”

I swallowed a gasp, but Lia wasn’t reacting with horror or disbelief. She looked like she was calculating how much time she had.

I understood the truth in a flash.

She was harboring the fugitive.

I knew this much—if Lia Weaver was helping him, then there was something else to the story. Once again, my father’s questions echoed through my head. When we were out of earshot, I turned to her with fresh guilt in my stomach. “Do you think my father—?”

“I don’t know. But that doesn’t matter right now.” She was calm. Almost serene. “I know what I have to do.”

She was beautiful as she stood there, robed in strength and resolve. I choked on my fear. I was so frightened. Was I going to lose my best friend? “What will happen to your family?”

“Don’t worry about me. I have a plan.”





EIGHT

I WORRIED THE whole night. I couldn’t sleep. I paced before the window while the hush of falling snow wrapped around the house and muffled any sounds from outside. Any glimpse through the windows that night yielded only a blur of white.

In the morning, the world was beautiful and smooth again, marred only by the hideous reminder of our occupation wherever the soldiers had left tracks in the street. I ventured downstairs long after breakfast had been served and cleared. There was no sign of my father. Officer Raine and some of his soldiers were in the parlor, smoking and talking. They seemed to have made it their temporary base of operations. They had strange, harsh accents as they discussed possible movements of the fugitive.

Had they already sent men to Lia’s farm?

Their gazes slid over me, and I did not raise my eyes from the floor as I crept past them for the door. I put on my cloak like a shield and went out into the crisp air.

I ran the whole way to the center of the village. At the Assembly Hall I stopped and caught my breath on the steps beneath the carvings of snow blossoms. I had the wildest thought as I stood there with a burning in my lungs and a stitch in my side. If only the Watchers could come out of the woods and eat the Farthers.

If only the Frost could save us.

“Annalise? What are you doing here?”

My father’s voice.

I turned around. I wished I could go to him for help. He was my father. He should be a trusted resource, not this near-enemy he’d morphed into. A brief fury rose in me before I squelched it. I would not waste my energy wishing it different, for that was useless. I needed to be effective, not furious. What would Lia do if she were in my place?

Lia would be challenging. Brave. Direct.

“You shouldn’t be outside the house,” he said.

“Am I a prisoner, then?” My words tumbled out stronger than I’d expected.

I never spoke so directly to him.

He took a step back, his ears reddening as if I’d tried to strike him. His mouth opened, then closed. “Annalise.”

A warning.

For once, I didn’t heed him. Instead, I turned toward the forest. Resolution swelled in my chest. I would go to the Weaver farm. Farthers might be headed there even now. I could intervene, cajole, pretend to have a message from my father. I would make sure Lia was all right—

My father seized me by the arm and pulled me into the street. “You’re to stay at the house unless I say otherwise.”

He wore his smile if we happened to see any villagers, the one that said he was concerned and bewildered but optimistic. But the bruising pressure of his fingers against my arm promised punishment.

I dared not fight back, either with words or physical strength, and I doubted I could have twisted free.

“Please,” I whispered, but I knew better than to mention Lia or her predicament. He’d already questioned me about her. I didn’t need to deliver more suspicion right into his lap.

He ignored me.

When we reached the house, he marched me into the foyer and past the soldiers, who looked on. Up the stairs to my room we went, and then he pushed me through the door and onto the bed.

“You will stay here,” he hissed. “Don’t you dare forget who you are. You are my daughter, and you are a Mayor. Keep your place. You are a figurehead of order and calm.”

With that, he went out, shutting the door behind him. I heard a key turn in the lock.

My eyes burned and my throat ached with unshed tears. I heard him telling a soldier below to watch for me in case I tried to leave, and fear wrapped around my heart. I climbed off the bed and paced to the window.

I was a prisoner.

Brazenly and openly standing up to my father had backfired.

Heat flooded my cheeks as I remembered my attempt at firm words, at my foolishness in trying to be brave? I was not Lia Weaver. I was not a fierce, wind-chapped farm girl. I was a Mayor. I couldn’t bluster and snap my way through obstacles. How could I have imagined such a plan would work?

Now, I was locked in my room and I had no way to help her.

The day passed with excruciating slowness. I imagined Lia hiding the fugitive over and over. Perhaps she had him in the attic, or in the barn. Buried in a cave she’d tunneled into a snowdrift.

If the Farther soldiers found the fugitive...

No. I couldn’t even think it.

The shadows crept across the floor and climbed higher onto my bed with each passing hour toward dusk. Finally, the sun set. The stamp of soldier boots in the hall below prompted me to press my ear to the floorboards to listen.

“We searched the outlying farms,” a gravelly voice reported. “No sign of him.”

I was faint with relief. Lia was not arrested or dead, then. She must have succeeded in carrying out whatever plan she’d had.

Exhaustion came on the heels of my relief. I must have fallen asleep on the floor, for the next thing I knew was my father standing over me with an oil lamp burning in his hand. I squinted against the brightness.

“Father?”

“Get up,” he said. Shadows made harsh lines across his face, and his eyes were hollows. He looked like a stranger.

I stood. I was still raw from sleep and emotionally threadbare from a day of worrying about Lia. I trembled a little.

“You will not defy me like that again.”

I nodded.

“Say it!”

“I will not defy you like that again,” I repeated, my voice a whisper.

“You will smile when I say smile, you will curtsy when I say curtsey, you will dance when I say dance. You will use grace and charm. You will be true to your upbringing, your duties, your name. You are a Mayor. You will act like one. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Father. I understand.”

He seemed satisfied with that.

 

~

 

Cole Carver was missing.

Word spread like fire through a woodshop. Despite the curfew, people slipped from house to house to whisper the news and gather with the family. The next morning, a company of men gathered to search the Frost, escorted by grim-faced Farther soldiers while Cole’s mother and sisters wept. In the kitchens, our cook and servants speculated whether it had been Watchers or Farther soldiers that had done it.

I listened at the door to their whispers as my whole body felt cold. Were they right? Were Farthers killing us now?

My father, when I asked him, claimed to know nothing. “They don’t want us dead, Annalise,” he said. “They simply want their fugitive. If Cole had anything to do with that, however...”

He didn’t finish that thought.

I worried about Lia.

The searches turned up no body, but as the days slipped past, the hope that he was alive dwindled to nothing. Worry for Lia consumed me as I watched from the window of the foyer. I’d embroidered my quota already, and I’d begun to embellish the sleeves and bodices of my clothing for want of something to keep my hands busy so I wouldn’t pick at them in anxiety. My imagination produced snow blossoms and dark tangled trees and shadows at the edge of the forest, and my garments told a dark tale when I was finished and looked back at what I’d produced.

A visitor came to see my father when Officer Raine and his soldiers were out. I was in the foyer when he slipped inside, and I froze at the sight of him. Although he was clad only in a plain black cloak, I recognized the shining dark hair and the perfect, even features with a slap of shock.

Korr, the nobleman from Astralux.

He recognized me too. He swept a bow when he caught sight of me on the stairs, watching him. He was groomed to perfection even though he seemed to be here in secret. “Ann,” he said, stepping forward to see me better. “We meet again.”

I dropped a stiff curtsey. Seeing him here brought a rush of shame at my foolishness for confiding in him. For feeling safe with him. The Farthers were dangerous and cruel. Even this one.

“Korr,” I responded, my tone chilly.

“You remember me.”

“It’s etched in my memory forever.”

His smile faded as he studied my expression. “Don’t look so furious,” he said, walking to the bottom of the stairs and laying a hand on the railing. “No one is going to hurt you, my dear.”

“Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

“You can trust my word—”

“Recent history begs to differ,” I interrupted.

His eyebrows drew together. “Has something happened?”

I thought of the soldiers who’d dragged me back from the village. Of the girl they struck who looked like Lia. “Some of your compatriots are a little rough.”

His lip curled down, and the muscles in his neck tightened. His fingers on the railing were still, and something about it frightened me. He was like a panther tensed to strike. “Who? Was this under Raine’s orders?”

“Not exactly. A soldier was striking a villager and didn’t like the fact that I tried to intervene.”

He muttered something under his breath. “And?”

“And he hit me.”

Korr’s eyes sharpened. “What a disgusting display of incivility. I apologize. What was his name?”

“I don’t know.”

He muttered something under his breath and looked as though he wanted to ask more questions, but then my father arrived, stomping snow from his boots outside the door, and Korr turned away to greet him. I slipped away, unsettled by his intensity.

I wanted to be invisible to them, but Korr looked at me as if I were outlined in light. As if he could read past my careful facade of mayor’s daughter.

I needed to be more careful.





NINE

I ALMOST RAN to the center of the village on quota day, the first day I was allowed out of the house again. I was desperate to see Lia.

Snow fell in flutters from the sky and turned to muddy mush beneath my feet. The villagers swirled around me, frightened and unusually quiet. The bag of embroidery in my hand bumped against my knees as I turned a circle, scanning the crowded streets for any sign of Lia’s thin figure and ragged cloak. 

Where was she?

“Ann,” Lia’s quiet voice said at my elbow. I whirled.

She looked... different. Her expression was sculpted by grief and a startling awareness of something the rest of us lacked. She’d seen something. Experienced something. I took her by the shoulders, and even the shape of them was different beneath my hands. She was standing taller.

“You’ve changed,” I managed.

She exhaled with a nod.

I led her away from the crowds to an alley stacked with barrels. Once we’d confirmed we were alone and hidden from any curious eyes, she told me everything. I listened with shock and amazement to her tale of her sister finding a farther bleeding—dying—in the Frost. How they’d dragged him back to the farm and hidden him in the barn, then eventually moved him to the house. The room she’d discovered beneath the floor of the barn, filled with papers and maps from her parents, and her parents’ secret identity as Thorns agents.

“Your parents?” I gasped.

She nodded. Her eyes had a faraway look.

Did my father know this? Was this why he’d been questioning me?

“And what about the soldiers—when they came to search your farm?”

She pressed a hand over her eyes as she spoke. “They searched the farm. He was hiding in the barn. I feared they were going to find him because they saw his tracks in the snow, too big to be mine or Ivy’s, but Jonn convinced them that he’d left them. It was a miracle that they believed him.”

My head spun at her story. “I shouldn’t ask where he is... but I’m worried. Harboring him is—”

“He left,” she interrupted. Her voice caught as she spoke the words. “He’s gone.”

“Are you sure?” I pressed. “If he’s out in the Frost, he might come back out of desperation.”

A strange look crossed her face. She turned to look toward the end of the alley, almost as if she wanted to hide what she was thinking. “He’s gone,” she said with heavy confidence. “He isn’t coming back. I can’t explain it, Ann, but I’ve seen things...”

She stopped. A host of emotions chased over her face.

“Cole Carver is missing,” I said.

She closed her eyes. “He is dead.”

“What?”

“A Watcher got him. I saw it with my own eyes.”

I stared at her, dizzy with disbelief.

“I took Gabe—the fugitive, I mean—into the Frost to deliver him to safety with the help of Thorns agents.”

More Thorns agents among us.

“Cole followed us. He was going to betray us. Ann... He was the one who caused my parents’ deaths.” Her voice broke as she said it.

I dropped my quota bundle and reached for her hands. I didn’t know what to say, so I wordlessly offered what comfort I could as she explained the rest. Cole’s taunting confession. His plan to go to my father. I was sick hearing it. My stomach twisted with nausea to think of what might have happened had he succeeded. If one of the monsters of the Frost hadn’t—

I blinked away the visual image as Lia lowered her head against my shoulder.

“No more secrets,” she said. “I mean, less secrets, anyway. Sometimes secrets keep us safe.”

I laughed sadly. “I was so worried about you, my friend. I’ve missed you so much. I wish I could bring you to my house and hide you and your siblings in my closet so I know you’re safe.”

“Somehow, we’re almost safer in the Frost,” she murmured. “But I missed you too.”

We clung to each other, two Frost dwellers with two different lives.

A bell clanged from the Assembly Hall, startling us both. It was not Assembly Day.

A crowd had already begun to gather as we approached. Adam Brewer stood on the steps, ringing the bell. He regarded the square solemnly.

Beside me, Lia took a deep breath and let it out in a cloud of white. Her eyes were troubled, her hands restless at her side. She stayed next to me.

Adam spoke. “Where are the Carvers?”

“Here,” a voice called, and then Cole’s mother and father were pushing through the crowd, their quota bundles on their shoulders. “Do you have news of our son?”

Adam’s shoulders bowed with the weight of his news as he bent toward them to speak for their ears alone. Cole’s mother began to weep.

“He’s dead,” she said. “He’s dead, he’s dead. My boy is dead.”

The crowd murmured. Some gathered around her, reaching to touch her and hug her. Lia looked at her feet.

“Was it—?” Cole’s father began.

“Watchers,” Adam confirmed.

Everyone whispered. I heard snatches of the words—the Farthers had stirred up the monsters, the Farthers had caused this.

“Adam must have found Cole’s things in the forest,” Lia said. Her voice trembled.

I reached for Lia’s hand as we stood there, and the wind swept around us and chilled me even though my cloak was warm.

An idea took hold of me like a spark of fire in a pile of kindling.

“Lia,” I whispered. “The Thorns—”

“It’s done,” she said. “The fugitive is gone. It’s finished. I have no dealings with the Thorns now, don’t worry.”

“Who—?”

She shook her head. “It’s done,” she repeated. “It’s better not to say.”

She wasn’t going to tell me.

But I didn’t miss the way she looked at Adam Brewer as he stepped away from the steps of the Assembly Hall. Cole had died trying to interfere with the fugitive’s escape. The Thorns had helped her.

She didn’t think of me as watchful and observant. No one did. But I saw the clues clearly. I let her believe I suspected nothing. I didn’t want her to worry, and she was right, sometimes secrets kept us safe.

 

~

 

Adam Brewer met me at behind the fisheries. He was watchful as a cat as he stood at one end of the alley and I stood at the other. The smell of fish hung in the air, mixed with the scent of wood smoke and ice.

I closed the gap between us. He didn’t move, although he held himself as though ready to bolt at any moment.

“Thank you for meeting me,” I said. I had rehearsed what I was going to say to him a dozen times since I’d handed him the note asking him to meet in this alley after Assembly, but my voice still wavered.

There would be no going back from this. Not in my father’s eyes. Not in the Farthers’ eyes.

Was I willing? Was I brave enough?

Another figure stepped from the shadows. Abel Brewer, Adam’s brother. I hesitated.

“Why is he here?”

“We have no secrets, my brother and I,” Adam said. The wind blew his hair into his eyes.

I understood what he was saying.

They were both with the Thorns.

“What do you want?” Adam’s voice, a notch above a whisper, was barely audible through the sounds of wind over the stones and hammers in the workshop next to us.

“I know what you are,” I said.

Adam’s features rearranged themselves into a convincing expression of confusion, and I almost doubted myself, but then I saw the way Abel’s lips tightened. He was afraid. Afraid I’d betray him to my father? Afraid I had Farthers around the corner, waiting to hear him confirm it before arresting him?

“Know what?” Adam said.

“We don’t have time for games, Brewer. I know Cole tried to stop Lia and the fugitive. I know the Watchers killed him. I don’t believe for a second that you stumbled across his remains later. You were there that night.” I added quickly, “Lia didn’t tell me—she doesn’t know I know.”

He and Abel exchanged a glance. Abel was pale, but Adam remained calm. “You’re mistaken,” he said.

I kept talking. I had to convince him to trust me. “My father’s been questioning me. He wants to know who the Thorns agents are. He suspected Lia, I think, but he’s made no mention of you. Your secret remains safe.”

Adam remained silent, as if he were mentally sifting my words for truth and evaluating the cost of trusting me. My mention of Lia had to have swayed him toward believing me. When he didn’t say anything, I continued, “I’m here to make you an offer.”

Adam lifted an eyebrow.

“I want to help.”

“We don’t need anything embroidered,” Abel snapped.

I flushed red. “I understand you must hate my father for what he’s done, but I had no part in choosing to be his daughter. And you should avoid these kinds of discussions in the future, Abel Brewer—if I had any doubt of your involvement, I have none now. Your expression betrays your every feeling.”

Adam shifted and looked toward the street. Harsh words were not the way to convincing him. I reined in my anger.

“I want to help,” I repeated. I paused, gathering the right words. “I must help. Lia has risked her life. What have I done except allow this to happen? I cannot live with myself if I do nothing.”

“This isn’t your fault,” Adam said.

I didn’t know if I believed that. “I must do something.”

“And what do you want to do?”

I took a deep breath. My father had been right. Outright defiance was not going to work in my case. And I would do as he said—I would curtsy, I would smile, I would dance. I would use grace and charm. I could do all those things, for I was born and raised a Mayor.

“I want to be a spy for the Thorns.”




Careful as a hand among THORNS





TEN

THE SNOW FELL, the wind blew, and the weeks passed. The Watchers circled Iceliss in ever tightening spirals at night, their growls and screams haunting our nightmares. The Farthers continued to search for their fugitive, but their efforts grew less and less as time went on. We realized the truth but dared not utter it aloud: They were not leaving.

They erected cages and walls to keep out the monsters. The Farthers believed they could tame the Frost and make it their prisoner just as they’d done to us.

We knew they were wrong.

They did not believe us or did not care when we said their guns were what brought the Watchers out in such fury. Privately, Raine wasn’t entirely convinced the Watchers even existed. He seemed to be half of the mind that we invented the monsters around our fireplaces, that they were just tales to scare children and keep away our enemies. The tracks, the growls, even the shadows slipping into the forest at night—they’d been seen by his men, but they were probably just ice bears and snow cats, he said. Publicly, of course, he used the threat of Watchers as the reason for the Cages, the walls, and all the soldiers that patrolled the streets.

I did not tell Lia what I had done. According to Adam, she had not taken up the mantle of Thorns like her parents. I wanted to confide in her, but she was right when she’d said some secrets kept us safe.

Lia had her part to play, and I had mine. If she considered her role with the Thorns finished, I would not involve her again against her will by giving her yet another secret to carry. She had her family’s farm to run and her siblings to care for. She had enough.

Officer Raine and my father argued about the identity of the Thorns operatives in the Frost. Finally, it was determined that Cole Carver was the one who must have assisted the fugitive in his escape. I breathed a little easier at that conclusion, although part of me raged to have him so immortalized when he had been a betrayer.

I met with Adam behind the fisheries once a week to pass along information or take new orders. My job had been simple so far—I listened to talk in my father’s house and took note of new developments. I itched to do more, but Adam assured me that my position was vital.

“We’d hoped to recruit one of the servants,” he explained, “but we had to move carefully lest we miscalculate and betray ourselves to someone who’d sell us out to your father and Raine.”

Lia looked thinner and paler every time I saw her. She carried a new heaviness that she hadn’t had before the fugitive’s arrival. I wondered, but I did not ask.

We each had our secrets.

We agreed that if she needed me, she could come to the house and tell the servant who answered the door that she had yarn to show me.

Rumors abounded in my father’s house. I overheard snatches of information about the Farthers’ plans as my father and Officer Raine conferred in the parlor and I lingered at the door while gathering my cloak or rearranging a vase of snow blossoms on the hall table. There was talk of a consulate. A pang of fear sank into my chest and didn’t abate when I heard the word.

This meant they were truly staying.

I told Lia bits of what I gleaned. I couldn’t hold everything in, and she would know soon enough anyway. Often I had to steal away from the house to see her, but I needed our meetings like I needed air.

Without her, I was utterly alone.

 

~

 

I was finding it easier to slip from the house to meet Adam, for my father was increasingly preoccupied with keeping Officer Raine appeased. I ran through the streets, my cloak pulled tight around my shoulders as the snow fell over the roofs and chimneys of the buildings around me, bathing everything in soft white.

Villagers turned away as I passed. Some threw dark looks at me, others ignored me completely. I pretended not to feel their rejection. I kept my expression serene. It was my shield.

A stone came from the left, slicing my check. I cried out and jerked to a stop as I clapped my hand over my face. I looked around wildly for the culprit, but everyone had turned away, forming a wall of shoulders and backs.

I pulled my palm away, and it was red with a line of fresh blood from my cheek. A shudder ran through me, and tears of pain stung the corners of my eyes. The rock lay on a patch of ice a few feet away. I stared at it as I gathered my composure, then I stooped for a handful of snow to press against my cheek before I continued on, this time slower.

Adam was waiting behind the fisheries. He frowned at me.

“What happened?”

“I’m not Iceliss’s most beloved at the moment,” I said, lowering my hand. My cheek had stopped throbbing because of the snow. It was stiff and cold. Talking spread a slow ache through my jaw.

His eyebrows twitched. “You do them a great service, Ann. Don’t forget it. Perhaps one day they will know it too.”

“Perhaps.” I didn’t daydream of the possibility. Times were too grim to hold to things as gossamer as dreams. I focused on the falling snow, the chill of the wind, the throb that made me teeth ache. These sensations kept me anchored. They kept me from weeping.

Adam and I had a grim partnership forged from necessity and mutual goals. I trusted him, but I did not lean on him. I reported the latest information I’d gathered to him, and he listened without comment. When I’d finished, he gave me my newest instructions, and then we parted without ceremony.

It was Assembly Day, so when I’d left the alley, I headed toward the gate to the village to wait for Lia. My cheek was numb, and I’d forgotten it completely by the time she emerged from the Cages in a swirl of snow and her ragged cloak. She spotted it and scowled in furious concern.

“What happened to your face?” she demanded.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” I said hastily, but she grabbed my shoulders and turned me so my face was in the sunlight.

“You’re bleeding!”

“It’s nothing,” I repeated, removing myself gently and straightening my skirt. I never wore my facade as well with Lia now, and I think it was because deep down, I was losing the strength to hide everything from her. Just once, I wanted someone to worry about me, and thus I let my mask be threadbare around her. It was unfair of me, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to stop. “Just a little rock.”

“A ROCK?” she snarled, lighting up with fury.

I should have said I’d hit my cheek on my bureau. Lia was a powder keg of simmering rage these days.

“Did one of the soldiers—?”

“It wasn’t a Farther,” I interrupted with alarm. I didn’t want her doing something foolish.

She looked around her at the villagers. Her mouth tightened. “Who, then?”

I felt tired. “Let’s just go. Please.” She looked like she might disregard me, so I added, “We’re going to be late.”

I could tell by her expression that she wasn’t going to abandon this topic so easily, but she took my arm and together we headed for the Assembly Hall.

Nobody could afford to be late. Not now.

We found a seat inside the crowded hall. Lia stared at Officer Raine as he passed, her disdain for him thinly veiled even as she averted her eyes to the floor. My father entered after him, and I was shocked at the sight of him. He looked as though he’d been wrung dry by a giant hand. His face was bloodless, his eyes almost sunken.

“He seems unwell,” I murmured to Lia in concern.

Soldiers paced down the aisle toward the dais. The one who’d struck me the day they’d first arrived, the one with a scar above his eyebrow, locked eyes with me as he passed. I stiffened at his speculative smile, and I pressed closer to Lia. She wrapped an arm around me until he continued on.

My father climbed onto the dais and raised his hands to get the attention of the room.

“My people,” he said. “We have a grave matter to discuss.”

He never began without reading the marks? What was he doing?

The side door to the room burst open, and soldiers strode inside with a man supported between them. His face was bleeding. My father seemed to wither at the sight.

My stomach twisted. “That’s Edmond Dyer, Everiss’s father,” I whispered to Lia.

The soldiers dropped Edmond at my father’s feet.

“Edmond Dyer,” my father said. He spoke as if the words were being dragged from him. What had Raine done? What was happening? “A friend to many in this town. A loyal member of this community. Or so we thought.”

The words were vicious, but my father uttered them woodenly.

When my father was young, before he’d assumed the mantle of mayor and become rigidly conformed to the rules of propriety, he and Edmond had been best friends. Everiss liked to tell me the stories her father had told her, stories my father would never admit to. Like how they’d snuck into the Frost and left fake Watcher tracks to frighten the Fishers and been whipped when they were caught by their fathers, how they once climbed onto the roof of the Assembly Hall, how they’d eaten too many pickled fish at a social and became sick on the dance floor. I found it hard to imagine my father as such a rapscallion, although he didn’t deny it when I’d asked. He’d even smiled for a second before sternly telling me that he’d been a foolish young man. Though he and Edmond had not maintained their closeness due to my father’s position, they’d always nodded to each other in passing with great respect.

“Please,” Edmond begged.

Sweat broke across my forehead. Something was terribly wrong.

“Edmond has trespassed against the safety of this town,” my father continued. “As punishment, his property has been confiscated. He will serve a sentence of hard labor.” He paused, and the place between his eyebrows pinched. “His family will not be implicated in his crimes.”

Adding the part about the family confirmed that they too would lose everything, but not be sentenced. Gasps punctuated the silence. Confiscating his property from the entire family? This was almost unheard of. Previously, this had only happened in cases of insanity, death of both parents, or murder. Their property was part of their family identity. Without it, they might not be able to fulfill their quota and hold their position in the village.

I could barely breathe. What was he doing?

Had Edmond been involved with the Thorns? No, surely not. If he had my father would have declared it boldly. Was this about Edmond’s pranks? Even though my father had stopped his old ways, Edmond never did. He was harmless. But my father would have known how to catch him, how to blame him.

Was Edmond a sacrificial lamb? Had Officer Raine ordered this, or was my father simply trying to appease him with a show of harshness?

The lamplight glinted on the eyeshields of the Farther soldiers. My father did not look at them, but his body language betrayed him. He was attuned to their every twitch. He was afraid.

“Our coexistence with the Farthers has not always been easy, but it is necessary that we remain calm and continue to cooperate.”

“What cooperation?” Lia snarled under her breath.

I squeezed her arm hard. She had to stay silent.

Tension shimmered through the rows of villagers. If this could happen to Edmond Dyer, former best friend of the mayor, it could happen to anyone.

“Take him away,” my father ordered, and soldiers came forward again to collect Edmond.

“Please,” he cried out. “Please, I didn’t...”

Beside me, Lia started to rise. She was going to say something. I grabbed her arm and pulled her back down before the Farthers could see.

“Don’t be stupid,” I whispered. “Think of Jonn and Ivy.” I spoke as harshly as my father, and felt sick for doing so, but I couldn’t let her do it.

The soldiers dragged Edmond out. The doors slammed. I shut my eyes and tried to breathe as panic rose in my chest.

Everything was crumbling.





ELEVEN

I SAT ON my bed with my arms around my knees, listening as the sound of boots came and went below.

Officer Raine and his Farthers were up in arms because one of their own was missing.

One of theirs, two of ours. Fishers who’d been working into the night to meet the extra demand for food to feed the hungry mouths of our oppressors.

They said it was Watchers that took them. Olis Fisher had seen it. He could barely manage to describe the horror.

To make matters worse, threats had been inscribed on the walls of the quota yard.

We’d been at dinner, my father at one end of the table and Raine, who always seemed to be present these days, at the other. The officer ate without style, tearing off bread to dip into his soup and chewing with the grim, watchful ferocity of a guard dog gulping its dinner without taking his eyes from the shadows. He was a plain man, gruff and disinterested in frills. He ignored the servants’ ministrations and scoffed at my father’s abasements even as he received them. He treated me with chilly reserve, looking at a point over my head and speaking curtly whenever he could not avoid addressing me.

The soldier stumbled over the doorstep with the news: Three men were missing. They had not returned at curfew.

Raine had thrown down his napkin and lurched to his feet at once. “Gather a party to search. Mobilize the Snow People. They can leave their hearths to find my soldier.”

“No,” my father had whispered. He almost always whispered now. Edmond Dyer’s arrest and the days following, when he’d been locked up in the parlor for hours and emerged wiping blood from his mouth, had taken something vital from him. He no longer had any control of this beast he’d let into our village. His grip had slipped, and now he was pinned with teeth at his throat. He was like the rest of us, but worse. He was the traitor who had brought this hell upon us. He had not only his fear and misery, but his guilt.

The knowledge of what he’d done must be poisoning him.

Raine stiffened. “No?”

“Not until daylight... Sir.”

Raine’s lip curled. “I forgot,” he mocked. “Your monsters.”

The air turned cold and thick with something ugly. My heart turned over with sudden fear.

“Not just the Watchers, Sir,” I said quickly.

Raine turned his neck to regard me as one regards mud on the button of his shoe. “No?”

“A storm is picking up,” I continued, speaking in a calm, measured voice, the one I used whenever Everiss was being anxious about something. “A search party won’t be able to see anything in the snow and darkness. It will be too cold, too dangerous. We must wait for sunrise. The storm will have passed. If they’re alive, the Fishers will know how to seek shelter. They’ll be waiting for us.”

His eyebrows pulled down. “And if they’re not?”

“Then the snow will bury them,” I admitted. “It often happens when men are lost in the Frost.”

“Like your Cole Carver,” he said, suspicious again.

“Like Cole,” I agreed firmly. Officially, I believed the story everyone else did. That Cole was killed by Watchers.

Raine gestured to the soldier. “Round up men for the search. Dispatch them at first light.”

I breathed a little easier. At least he wasn’t going to send men and women into the night. I didn’t know what would happen if he tried. Would the villagers fight back if he had? Refuse to go to their deaths? Or would they trudge into the darkness toward gruesome slaughter?

Another soldier arrived before we’d had dessert. It was the one who’d dragged me home that first morning. He gave me a leering smile that made my hair prickle before he whispered in Raine’s ear.

Raine’s neck tightened, the veins popping out. He slammed his hand down. “Defacing walls,” he said. “Making threats? What anarchy is this?”

I felt cold and weightless. What were people doing? It couldn’t be the Thorns. They would not be so foolish.

“Those rebels calling themselves the Blackcoats think they can intimidate me by scrawling words and defacing walls,” Raine growled.

Blackcoats?

My father paled. “The Blackcoats are nothing. They are a small group. Children, foolish children.”

Did Lia know anything about this? I was afraid for her. She was so defiant, so fierce. Surely such a group would appeal to her.

“Even children are not exempt from punishment,” Raine said.

“I’ll teach them to make threats—such defiance will not be tolerated—”

“I’ll address it at the next Assembly,” my father said.

“No.” Raine stood and limped across the room, his mouth curling. “We’ll post more guards. Search the village. We’ll tighten the rules and take more of your precious quota. We’ll catch the little bastards and address it when we send them to Aeralis to face the torturers. If they want to play this game, I can play it better. Their actions will cost everyone. They’ll be hated before they know what’s happening.”

I wanted to be sick.

As soon as the soldier left, Raine walked back to the table, dragging his bad leg. The scraping sound of it made my skin crawl. He picked up the knife from beside my father’s plate. His initial rage was cooling into something cold and terrifying.

My father didn’t look up. I couldn’t look away.

Raine limped to the place behind his chair and played with the knife, pressing the point against the tip of his finger and pulling it back right before he pierced the skin. I watched, held captive by the sight. What was he doing?

“If my men discover that your people have done this, I will send the perpetrators back to Aeralis,” he said. “To our prisons. Do you know what happens to people in our prisons?”

My father didn’t move or speak. I didn’t dare make a sound.

Raine pressed the knife against the tip of his thumb. A bead of red appeared. “Sometimes,” he said, “they cut off fingers or toes. Usually, the cost is the betrayer’s mask. They carve up the flesh so that it scars the face beyond repair, forever marking the man.” He flicked a gaze at me, reminding me that he did know I was there. “Or woman.”

I clasped my trembling hands together. I watched my father, and he watched me.

Raine held his bleeding finger over my father’s plate, and the drop fell onto the porcelain in a splash of crimson.

“I hope for your sakes that you always tell me the truth,” he said.





TWELVE

I STOOD IN the shadow of a shop as I waited for Lia in the periphery of the town square on Quota Day, my insides still clenched like fists with the memory of Raine’s threats and the threat of Watchers prowling closer and closer. Soldiers stood at the corner, glaring at everyone who passed, searching some under the guise of looking for Blackcoats. They’d already made a show of ransacking several shops and houses, throwing clothes and furniture into the streets and trampling over them. They’d left the words on the wall for everyone to see. Most averted their eyes as they passed, as if looking at something obscene, but I’d stopped and stared.

Now, I waited for Lia, and I almost forgot the threats scrawled on the quota yard wall in my worry for her. The Fishers were missing. What if they were not the only victims of the Watchers last night?

In my mind’s eye, I saw her farm, the white house white against the snow, the straggling fence and the low barn—all twigs compared to a hungry, vicious Watcher. And the question that always lay in the back of my mind tormented me afresh.

What if she didn’t come?

If the monsters came creeping between the buildings in the darkness, snarling at the walls and banging on the windows until they broke, no one in the village could do anything to help. She had only the etchings of snow blossoms on her doors and the dried things that dangled from the windows to protect her. We’d only know to be concerned if she didn’t fulfill her quota and attend assemblies.

A flicker of a memory chased through my head as I stood facing the gate with the wind in my teeth. The memory of a smaller, scrawnier Lia Weaver in the yard of the school, wilted snow blossoms woven in her braids and strung around her neck, her eyes widening as she described the tracks she’d seen in the snow leading past the barn.

“They were so big I could stand inside them with both feet!” she said, and Everiss, who was terrified of Watchers and didn’t even want us to speak the word, had bit down on her fist and let out a squeak.

Lia had smiled crookedly, because she liked frightening Everiss, but I hadn’t missed the grimace that followed it. She had been terrified by the tracks, not delighted as she made it seem in the safety and sunlight of the schoolyard. She’d always pretended to be stronger than she felt, mostly out of self-defense, sometimes to set others’ minds at ease. I knew she did so with me. She shielded me from the vast majority of what she faced.

Finally, I spotted the flutter of her cloak at the gate, and the sun seemed brighter, the wind less chilly. Warmth rushed over me as my eyes closed for a second in relief. Once again, she was alive and well.

“You’re all right,” I said when she reached me.

“What’s wrong? What is it?” She was all frowns and scowls as she looked into my face as if searching for more cuts.

The words tripped over themselves as I explained about the Fishers and the Farther soldier, and how villagers had been rounded up to search this morning, how Quota Day had been moved to the next morning to accommodate. Her lips grew tighter and her jaw clenched as she listened to my report. She looked past me at a group of soldiers smoking on the corner.

“What have the soldiers done about it? Officer Raine? Aren’t they supposed to be protecting us?” Her tone was angry and mocking.

I took a breath to settle my nerves at the memory of Raine’s reaction. “He’s furious, of course. He’s... he’s insinuating that the whole thing might be our fault.”

“Our fault?” Lia burst out. “He can thank himself for stirring up the Watchers. How does he think he can pin this on us?”

I held up a hand to quiet her. I didn’t want to the soldiers to hear. They were already primed for a fight with anyone who showed defiance.

“Well,” I said, anxious to move her to a more private location where she could more safely express anger and also wanting to know if she had any idea about these Blackcoats. “Let me show you.”

I led her to the quota yard. She was silent as she read the angry, dripping words painted across the stones like blood.

This is what happens when you try to conquer the Frost.

Farthers beware…the monsters like the taste of your blood.

Don’t go out after dark, Mayor.

Her face was pale as she turned to me.

“Have you heard of a group calling itself the Blackcoats?” I asked.

Lia’s eyes widened slightly. She knew something. “I’ve... I’ve heard of them,” she muttered.

I suspected there was much more to it than that. I remembered the blood dropping from Raine’s finger onto my father’s plate. I wanted to beg her to be careful. Instead, I let us both play along with each other’s ruse of innocence as I explained who the Blackcoats were, and then I invited her back to my house to share food with her, because she was barely more than bones, and I ached to do something for her.

 

~

 

The next day, the village collected the delayed quota. I met Lia in the quota yard beside the freshly white washed wall, and we exchanged whispers about the state of things. The Fishers had not been found. Raine was still in agitation. The villagers moved around us like rabbits, hushed and skittish as they formed a line to deliver their quota.

The Farther who’d hit me and dragged me back to my father’s house, the same one who kept leering at me whenever we met, was in the yard that day. He watched me over the heads of the crowd with a surly smile, and Lia noticed with a scowl.

When he finally looked away, she asked, “How is Everiss’s family doing?”

I was distracted by the soldier. She had to nudge me into attention, and I inwardly scolded myself for the lapse. “Another family took them in temporarily, although I don’t know what they’ll do. She has three younger sisters. But she won’t say much to me or anyone. She’s been keeping to herself. I heard the soldiers have been harassing her.”

Poor Everiss. I felt ill contemplating her situation.

Lia shifted her bundle of quota in her hands. “What happened to their home?”

“Officer Raine uses it now.” I looked away from her as I spoke. I felt shame and helplessness speaking the words.

She was silent, a heavy silence that was full of words. When I looked back, she was working her lip between her teeth, and the anger lay hot across her face. She looked at the Farther soldiers as if gathering something to shout.

I placed a hand on her arm. “Don’t,” I whispered. “It won’t help anything if you make a scene.”

She kept quiet, but her eyes cut to him again.

He shifted his rifle and showed his teeth in a mockery of a smile as we reached the front of the line. “Too bad your quota isn’t to keep me company,” he said.

Lia stiffened. I felt ill, but I forced myself to stay calm as I pulled Lia forward. We only had to stay composed long enough to deliver our quota and leave. He was baiting me, but I wasn’t going to give in. I would ignore him. He didn’t dare do anything to hurt me.

Still, my cheeks grew hot at his challenging stare.

Lia’s jaw flexed as she stood beside me.

The soldier whistled at me, trying to get my attention again. I kept my eyes on the quota master.

“Girl,” the soldier said loudly.

I looked at the sky. My heart pounded.

When he reached for me, Lia jumped forward and swung at him.

“Lia,” I shouted, grabbing her arm as the soldier grabbed his gun. Her hand stopped just before his face. He shoved her to the ground and lifted the gun. Around us, the villagers scattered back, watching.

“Stop,” I hissed at the soldier. “Don’t you dare. I know an Aeralian nobleman and I promise he will make your life hell if you so much as touch her.”

The soldier’s eyes were bright and hard. “You know nothing.”

“His name is Korr. You can tell him yourself that I’m lying.” I hated to use his name, but I’d do anything for Lia.

At the mention of Korr, the soldier jerked. He lowered the gun, and I dropped to my knees to help Lia up. Her gaze was unfocused, as if she was in shock.

She’d almost been shot.

I wanted to sob. I wanted to shake her for being so impetuous. I wanted to hug her for being so brave.

“Just give the quota master your yarn and let’s go,” I said.

My calm only lasted until we’d left the yard, and then I lost whatever control over my tongue I had. “What is wrong with you? Are you insane? He could have hurt you!” All I could see was the way the soldier had swung the gun up to point at her head. The way his finger had itched on the trigger.

He might have shot her.

Lia flushed. “He tried to grab you.”

“They’re all talk,” I said. I could heal from indignities later. I couldn’t heal from the loss of my best friend.

Lia was still seething. Her voice rose again. “How dare these Farthers come into our town, harass our people, steal our land and our houses—”

“Lia,” I said sharply. “Let it go. If you get angry, you’ll become a target. You don’t want that. Now come on, let’s just go before he bothers us again.”

She didn’t move. “So you’re just going to do nothing? Sit back and let them stomp all over us like this?”

I froze.

Did she mean to say that she had joined the Blackcoats? Was that what she was hinting at? Her erratic behavior, lashing out at the soldier—was this an indication that she’d decided to put safety aside for violence against our oppressors?

For a second, I ached to tell her that I was working with the Thorns. Instead, I chose honest but hopeless words. I wanted her to be silenced, because then she wouldn’t draw attention. “What can I do? What can any of us do? They are bigger and stronger, and they have guns. We are helpless against them.”

Lia’s face tightened in frustration and anger. We faced each other for a moment, both of us strung tight and coiled for blows.

I reached for her first.

“Come on,” I said, my tone softening. “You can’t let them see you like this.”

But behind my words of reconciliation, I was afraid.

What was she going to do? Was she going to join the Blackcoats and get herself killed?





THIRTEEN

I EXAMINED A bruise on my upper arm by the light of my window before dressing for the day. A few girls in ragged cloaks had thrown stones at me as I’d slipped past the fisheries to meet Adam, and some of the rocks had found their mark. The bruises were a deep purple, and they ached to touch. I brushed my fingers across them before I covered them with clothing. I felt no anger, only exhaustion.

Of course the people hated me. I dined with the enemy nightly while everyone else tightened their belts and watched their children cry with hunger. The arms of the girls who’d thrown the stones had been like sticks.

My father called me downstairs. “We have a visitor from Aeralis,” he said.

I avoided looking at him too long, because it made me afraid. He was like a man with a noose around his neck these days. Strung tight. Strangling. And yet, we played at normalcy.

“Who is it, Father?”

I could pass this information along to Adam.

“The consul from Aeralis,” he said, and his tone was brittle as kindling.

The dreaded consul. Fear was a knife in my belly. I brushed at my hair in the mirror and straightened my skirts before I folded my hands and followed him into the yard. A gleaming carriage with spikes on the wheels stood in the yard, drawn by four black horses.

I froze when I saw who descended from it, clad in gleaming boots and a long cloak with a purple stripe at the bottom.

Korr.

A sliver of lightning lanced me. I took a quick breath. I stood with my skin prickling, waiting for the moment when his gaze would light on me.

“Mayor,” he said to my father. His voice was smooth and cool as damp silk. He bent over my father’s hand, a nod of a bow, and snapped his boots together. Somehow, it seemed like a joke at my father’s expense.

Raine was at my father’s side, as he usually was. Korr bowed to him too, but the move was exaggerated, almost mocking.

“Officer Raine,” he said. “Charmed to see you.”

Raine’s lip curled. “Korr,” he acknowledged.

Korr looked at me, but his gaze didn’t linger. He turned his head, taking in the snow and the gardens and the village below, and then he snapped his fingers. “Shall we discuss matters inside?”

He was impassive as he swept past me for the house, and my father followed like a dog. I stood alone in the snow a moment, both relieved and unsettled to be wrong. This was a good thing. This man was perceptive. If he had grown bored of me, I was that much less likely to be detected. Yet I also felt naked in the snow at his indifference. If he ignored me, I could no longer claim any sort of protection from him. It had worked once, with the soldier in the quota yard. I worried. Would my rash words come back to haunt me?

I went back inside. Their voices came from the parlor in a dance of stiffly polite words. Korr, at least, was keeping to some kind of ruse of decorum even though he mocked us. He kept calling my father mayor, as if the title had any weight anymore. He had a needling sort of deference that he wielded like a knife tip, applying pressure here and there as he skillfully maneuvered my father into agreeing to do what he wanted.

But, I thought, he was playing games with a corpse. Engaging in courtly intrigue with captured prisoners. There was no need for veiled threats or bestowing insults that were still dressed as compliments. Raine had threatened us with capture and torture. The gloves had already come off, the veil torn, and our faces had already been bloodied.

Or perhaps he liked it this way. Perhaps it was a game to him, and this was his role he played. Perhaps he expected—demanded—we play along too.

Their voices dipped, and I moved closer to catch their words. I had to have something to pass along to Adam. I pressed my ear to the crack. My heart drummed in my chest.

The parlor was silent.

The door opened suddenly, and Korr stood on the other side staring at me. He was close enough that I could see the beat of his pulse in his throat, the shiver of his eyelashes as he squinted at me. The memory of speaking with him in the glass room full of plants felt like a dream now.

Raine was visible over his shoulder, watching us. My father stood by the fireplace, one hand pressed to the mantle as if to keep him upright.

“I thought I heard someone lurking about,” Korr said. “Is there something you needed?”

He was looking at me as if he knew I’d been listening.

I maintained my composure. “I only wanted to ask my father about the menu for dinner,” I said, quick with my story. I was a Mayor, after all.

 “We’ll have fish. Have the servants set an extra place,” my father said. “Korr will be joining us for dinner.”

Korr let me go without protest.

When I’d gotten to the end of the hall and the door had clicked shut, I let my emotions take hold. I leaned against the doorframe of the dining hall as I trembled all over. Seeing him unleashed a maelstrom of memories, questions, and feelings.

One of the maids stepped into the hall and signaled for my attention. “Excuse me, Miss Ann, but a girl is here who says she has some yarn to show you.” Her nose twitched as if she expected me to laugh and refuse.

Lia.

“Is she outside?”

“She’s out back,” the maid said, startled that I wasn’t responding with similar derision.

“Thank you,” I said, and swept past her for the back door. “That will be all.”

She wasn’t in the back of the house, but her footprints disappeared around the side. I could hear my father and Korr speaking at the front of the house, the murmur of their voices and then the squeak of Korr climbing into his carriage. I crept around the corner and found Lia pressed to the wall, peering through the bushes at the departing carriage.

“Lia,” I whispered, and she jerked back and pressed a hand to her heart.

“Thank goodness,” she said.

I reached out to touch her hand. “You needed to see me?”

“I... I...” She looked lost. She glanced back at the bushes as if she could see Korr through them. “What’s going on? There are more soldiers, wagons—and that person in the black cloak…”

I tried to sum up simply and without embellishment.

“He just arrived,” I said. “He’s a nobleman from Astralux; I remember him from my visits.”

Somehow, my description of him felt almost dishonest. It painted the wrong picture. There was much more to him than that, but I couldn’t explain.

A flicker of something almost warm curled through me at the memory of the room of glass and the conversation we’d shared, and I shoved it away. I’d been a fool, and I would not continue to be a fool. I spoke harshly for my own benefit, forcing myself to feel the sting of my words as I spoke them. He was not someone I could trust. I needed to remember it. “He came here to issue his demands to my father and have us grovel at his boots. And I suppose he got his wish with the groveling. My father is about to break from the pressure.”

Lia made a face at the mention of my father, as if she was trying to not look happy to hear he was suffering. I shifted uncomfortably.

“Do you know anything else?” she asked after a moment. “Who is he? What will he do?”

“He’s called Korr,” I said. Speaking his name felt like exposing something hidden. “I don’t know what he’s planning—the man plans his moves like he’s playing an elaborate strategy game. “He ordered my father to gather the village at the quota yard tomorrow so he can address us.” Bitterness rushed through me once more, and I embraced it, again speaking to convince myself more than her. “He’s probably going to tell us lies about how his people sent him to help us, or some other disgusting nonsense.”

I failed to convince myself completely, though.

“Do you think he’s here to replace Raine?” Lia asked.

“I don’t know. But they don’t seem to be friends. You could have frozen milk with the look they gave each other.”

She chewed her lip, deep in thought.

“Lia,” I said, alarmed. “What are you going to do? You have a look in your eyes—”

“What’s the Farther’s name again?” she interrupted.

“He’s called Korr.”

“Korr,” she said slowly.

“Don’t go poking around because you’re curious. Just leave it alone. I want you to be safe.”

“Safe?” Lia retorted. She was angry now. “There is no safe. There never was, and there certainly isn’t now.”

When she turned to leave, I let her go.

 

~

 

Later, I headed for the fisheries to tell Adam about Korr’s arrival. The wind whipped my hair into my eyes and swirled flecks of snow around my ankles as I walked through the town.

As I passed the Assembly Hall, I spotted Everiss, her head bent toward the blacksmith’s son as they stood in an alley, their hands tucked beneath their cloaks and their faces conspiratorially close.

She saw me—I was sure of it. She turned away. The sting of her rejection spread through me like a flame eating through a leaf and leaving ash behind. I curled in on myself as I kept walking. I pushed away my pain with thoughts of what I had to say to Adam. What I’d said to others. The lies and the secrets were like threads that I was embroidering into a complex pattern. Right now, it all felt like a snarl. I remembered my words to Lia about Korr. I tried to believe them.

I wasn’t a fool. I wasn’t going to harbor some kind of ridiculous notion that this Farther was anything more than dangerous. He might smile, but he could devour me if I wasn’t careful. I was a Frost lamb to him. I could use that, make him think I was nothing but a weak and timid girl who trusted him to protect her against his fellow invaders, since that seemed to be the narrative he wanted to tell me, but I couldn’t believe his stories.

And yet, something in me begged me to remember the way he’d seen me as we’d talked in Aeralis. That same part of me argued that Farthers were flesh and blood just like us. I was still debating with myself when Adam arrived.

One look at him and I knew he’d already heard.

Adam said, “I presume you know more than the rest of the village about the Aeralian nobleman called Korr.”

I nodded. “I met him in Aeralis.”

“What’s your instinct about him?”

Telling him anything about Korr felt wrong somehow, like I was betraying a friend. I pushed past the instinct. I had a duty to the Thorns and to my people, not this man I barely knew who served my enemy.

“He has secrets. And he and Raine hate each other. Their animosity was palpable.”

“Secrets?”

“That’s my... my instinct.”

“Find out more about that,” Adam said. “And the animosity. Any information you can get will be helpful.”

I nodded. “Anything you know that I ought to?”

“He...” Adam paused. “He bears a marked resemblance to the fugitive.”

“What?” A memory surfaced in my head. Korr pacing in the room of glass, anguish marring his face. Inquiring about a prisoner. Had he been asking about the fugitive?

“Are they related?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” Adam said. “We think he is here for a personal reason. Perhaps to find the fugitive.”

I absorbed this information, my mind spinning at the possibilities.

Adam added that he would check behind the fisheries daily at the same time each afternoon if I needed to meet with him. Barring that, we agreed to meet again in a week’s time, and I returned to the lion’s den.





FOURTEEN

KORR HAD HIS own quarters elsewhere in the village, but he seemed to consider ours a second home, for he came and went from the house several times the next day. A pair of soldiers accompanied him, and I wasn’t quite sure if they were following him on Raine’s orders for his “protection” or if he’d asked for them himself. He wore his full nobleman persona, an aristocratic sneer on his lips, and a remote look in his eyes as he strode through our foyer to the library to speak with my father. The soldiers trailed after him, and he ignored them with the ease of a man who is accustomed to being guarded and unworried about punishment of any kind. He moved like a predator. Beside him, my father seemed to shrink. They were like a wolf and a ferret paired together, one sleek and dangerous, the other quaking with the fear of being devoured.

I kept out of the way. Seeing Korr had spun me into a state of mild agitation, although I covered it with a smile. I sequestered myself in my room with my quota, making neat stitches despite my trembling hand, but I could hear the liquid murmurs of the men’s voices in the parlor below, Korr’s like velvet, and it plucked at my anxiety and gave fuel to my thoughts until I gave up the notion of staying sequestered inside and went into the garden to clear my head.

The afternoon sunlight turned the snow to diamonds and made me lightheaded from the brilliance. I brushed a crust of snow from one of the benches and sat. Bluewings trilled above my head. In the street, wagon wheels rattled over the stones.

I’d brought my embroidery, and I worked at a mitten. My imagination made a twisted black pattern of thorny curlicues and swirls against the white of the fabric. I had just begun to add bluewings amid the thorns when a shadow fell across my lap.

My heart stumbled.

“Korr,” I said, acknowledging him.

He looked at my hands. “Impressive,” he said of the embroidery. “Is that your design?”

“Yes,” I said, the word dropping like a stone into space between us.

He was shockingly handsome in the sunlight. He was taller than I remembered, lean, and sharp-featured, as if his features had been chiseled by an artist. His hair glowed blue-black in the sun.

And yet I was not afraid of him. Not like with the other Farthers. Something in my stomach curled into a knot of nervousness, but it was not the bone-deep terror that came when Raine or his soldiers cast their eyes on me. This was something else. Like a spark.

The shape of his spirit was still something I could read.

I added a few stitches.

“Birds?” he said, watching my fingers. “I would have imagined you would add roses to a thorn bush.”

I shook my head. “It’s a metaphor.”

“So is a rose among thorns,” he said with a smile.

“A local metaphor,” I clarified.

“Oh? Enlighten me?”

“The bluewing hides among the thorn bushes to keep safe from predators. It’s a symbol of safety and resiliency. The thorns are dangerous, but not to the bluewing.”

“I suppose your Frost is the thorn bush?” he said.

I made a stitch for one of the bird’s eyes. It was as black as Korr’s hair. “What do you want, Korr?”

“Straight for the jugular,” he said, and dimpled. “I like that about you, Ann Mayor. And I had something to ask of you.”

He paused for me to answer, but I held my tongue. He continued after a moment.

“As the daughter of the mayor, you must know everyone in this town. I am looking for someone. I have questions I believe certain individuals can answer. Can you help me find them?”

“Why should I help you?” I said. I asked honestly, without malice. I knew he would appreciate my candor.

“Well,” Korr said. “If you eliminate my need to go searching for them, my temper will be so much better when I do speak with them. I’m sure you would like to spare one of your own that. And because I think we can benefit from helping each other, Ann. We understand each other, I think. I imagine there are things you want that might be difficult to obtain with Raine always at your throat.”

Such a partnership could be invaluable. The Thorns would salivate at the thought.

“Who do you want to see?”

“Lia Weaver,” he said.

I pricked myself with the needle, and a drop of blood seeped onto the fabric near the bird’s left wing. I lowered my head over the embroidery to mask my utter shock. “A Weaver? Why her?” By some miracle, I managed to sound disinterested.

“Based on the location of her family’s farm, she may have information I need.”

“Information?” I managed.

He gave a soft chuckle. “Never mind that, Ann. What do you say?”

I was reeling. Refusal might signal something amiss. I couldn’t allow him to suspect anything about Lia based on my reaction. And this deal he proposed—the Thorns would surely demand that I stay on the good side of the Farther nobleman. The safety of the village might depend on it one day.

I needed to think when I wasn’t being scrutinized, and Korr liked it when I was straightforward, so I used that.

“Let us be frank, Korr. You are an enemy of my people. And I think I understand you, at least better than everyone else around here, and I’m not afraid of you. But that doesn’t mean I can blithely make alliances without weighing the costs to myself. Surely you can appreciate my position.”

“I understand,” he said. “But you need to give me an answer soon.”

He left me alone and deep in thought.

 

~

 

I waited for Adam anxiously behind the fisheries, and when he came, I told him everything Korr had said.

Adam set his teeth against his lower lip as if deliberating with himself.

“What is it?” I asked.

“There’s something... I feel it would be wise to share it with you, although it is not Thorns protocol.”

I waited for him to continue.

“Lia is also a Thorns agent,” he said after another pause.





FIFTEEN

WHEN I WAS younger, I’d once almost fallen through the ice while skating on the lake. An Elder boy had caught my arm, and my foot had splashed into the water, but the rest of me had landed on the ground safely. I’d been overcome with shock, speechless as I’d stared at the black water inches from me, shivering at the cold of my wet foot.

I felt the same now.

Lia. A Thorns agent. I wasn’t alone. My best friend walked this path with me too, sharing the secrets, sharing the danger. The zealotry I’d been detecting had come from her new allegiance to the Thorns, not the foolhardy Blackcoats.

Adam said, “Lia cannot know that you know, or that you are also involved with the Thorns. I tell you only because you are in a position to provide her with opportunities as an agent, and this way you can better do that. You have access where others do not. And Korr’s presence has complicated things.”

The relief I’d felt a moment ago was torn away, replaced by dismay. I would continue to be alone, even as Lia and I took the same risks. We were to be once again separated by our silence, our secrets. An ache throbbed in my chest.

“I need you to give her opportunities to observe and gather insights as well. She had contact with the fugitive, and she has an intimate knowledge of the Frost, not to mention the fact that your father has been suspicious of her for some time. I believe Korr will seek her out for questioning for these reasons.”

“Opportunities,” I repeated, angry.

“I think you understand what I mean.”

He wanted me to betray her.

“Ann,” he said. “Korr needs to be able to interrogate her. And she can’t know about you. He’s clever. She needs to be in the dark about your involvement as a Thorns agent. And if she is furious with you, well... it will give your position legitimacy.”

I swallowed to moisten my suddenly dry throat. “You have a cold heart, Adam Brewer.”

He smiled tightly. “I want Lia to survive.”

I sighed.

“Employ some of that Mayor ruthlessness,” he said. “I have faith in you.”

The memory of Everiss turning away from me flashed through my head. The Thorns wanted me to betray my best—and right now, only—friend.

I headed for home with my heart heavy as the stones of the village houses around me.

 

~

 

Another report came at dinner when a soldier came looking for Officer Raine. Another Watcher attack, this time at dusk. My father went white to his lips as he heard it. They were growing too bold. Never in the history of our village had the Watchers been so brazen as to be seen when light was still in the sky. What was next?

Our people were going to keep dying if we didn’t do something.

Adam’s orders hung in the front of my mind. I ached whenever I thought of what I was called to do.

Could I do it?

Korr and Raine were absent, and the clock ticked loudly in the silence between my father and I as we picked at our dinner after the soldier left. My fork clicked against my teeth as I took a bite of my food. It was tasteless on my tongue. Worry danced with my thoughts, making me dizzy. Lia. Everiss. Korr. The Thorns. My father. Too many secrets, too many roles, too much unsaid. I felt like a bag filled to the brim and tied too tight. My skin was stretched with the secrets I held inside me. I wanted to weep.

Make opportunities, Adam had said.

I looked at my father. He’d grown insubstantial since our captivity had begun, as if the life were slowly leeching out of him with every new Watcher sighting and every new Farther order that wrenched something from our people. It was as if his health was tied to that of Iceliss, and he was wasting as the city strangled beneath the grip of our captors.

Feeling like a mechanical doll, I straightened and gave him a stretch of my lips. Not quite a smile, but he hadn’t even been looking at my face, so it didn’t matter that I wasn’t convincing.

“Father,” I said.

My father started at my voice. He had bluish shadows beneath his eyes, and his hands were thinner, the knuckles swollen and scabbed as if he’d been picking at them. He pressed a napkin to his lips. “Yes?”

“I was thinking we should host a party to celebrate Korr’s arrival. Invite the Elder families. Show them that you are not intimidated by this Aeralian.”

He gazed at a point somewhere behind me as he nodded with absent approval at my use of the correct term. “A party?”

“I was thinking we ought to show both Korr and the Elders that we are not intimidated by this new arrival. That we Mayors will respond to the addition of an Aeralian consulate with dignity and aplomb. What better way than a party with our best foods, music, and dancing?”

He tilted his head and shifted his gaze to actually look at me. “Very good,” he murmured. “Yes, yes. I like this. Very good idea. You’ll arrange it?”

“I’ll arrange everything,” I assured him.

 

~

 

The next morning, I ventured into the village in search of Lia while the sun shone weakly overhead and the snow in the street melted in dirty clumps. Korr had been introduced today. I knew she would be among the throng.

Eyes slid away from me as I passed villagers in the market, and I was uncomfortably aware of myself on the road beneath their gazes. My clothes felt too big for my body. My mittens engulfed my hands. When the wind cut across my face, I shivered like a Farther in the face of it.

I didn’t know if Lia would take offense at my request that she serve at the party. Lia was full of such fierce pride. Serving our Farther captors... I could picture her affronted at even the suggestion. But Adam had assured me that he would convince her to do it if she balked.

Manipulating Lia made me feel sick.

A figure darted across the cobblestones ahead of me. Familiar brown curls bounced in the wind. Everiss.

I called to her, but she only pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders and scurried away at the sound of my voice.

A blush burned my cheeks, but the sharp chill of the wind cooled it as I continued on in search of Lia. I had a mission to focus on, and that was a relief. Everiss had her life now, and I had mine. Desperation made twisted, reaching creatures out of us all. I couldn’t blame Everiss.

I finally spotted Lia. Her face was turned away from me, her hair knotted in a braid that spilled down her back, her shoulders jutting out sharply beneath the folds of her cloak. She wore a leather cuff emblazoned with a snow blossom on her wrist. It was similar to Adam’s, and a fresh twist of my stomach startled me with its intensity.

I was about to hurt her.

She was headed for the Cages. I grabbed her wrist instead of shouting her name, and she whirled as if ready to fight me.

“Oh,” she said, the anger leaking from her as she leaned forward and hugged me. Her grasp was hard, almost desperate. “I couldn’t find you. I was worried.”

A flash of the incident with the soldier chased through my memory. Lia on the ground. The gun aimed at her thin frame. I felt too tight, too hot. She’d thrown herself into harm’s way to defend me, and I was about to set in motion a plan that she could only interpret as betrayal. And I couldn’t explain myself when she found out.

“Don’t worry,” I murmured. “I’m the mayor’s daughter, remember? They can’t touch me.”

She studied me. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

She was too perceptive sometimes. But my feelings were easily explained by any number of our misfortunes. “I’m fine,” I said. “It’s just all these Watcher attacks...”

Lia winced at the mention of Watchers.

“And...” I paused. This was it. The threshold of no return. “I wanted to ask you something.”

Lia’s eyebrows lifted like birds’ wings.

No, the party first. I would gather my resolve after. “A favor,” I stammered.

“Anything,” she said, and her fervor twisted the knife of guilt.

“The Elder families are gathering for a private party with Officer Raine and Korr. It’s all Raine’s idea, you see…a ploy to prove he is in control here, and we all get along.”

That was a lie, but I couldn’t tell her it was my idea. That would raise more questions than I could currently answer.

“I will host the gathering at my father’s house.” I hesitated, biting my lip. “We are short a few servants, and I thought—”

Lia’s face blanked. “Oh.”

“We’re paying people in food. It will be like quota. And I know you need extra, so I thought…”

Better she thought me tactless rather than cruel.

“All right,” she said, closing her eyes.

“Yes?” I was a little shocked it had been that easy. I’d expected her to refuse, only to later be persuaded by Adam. “Thank you, Lia. You’re a true friend.”

Speaking of friends... “I saw Everiss,” I added, the words leaping from my tongue before I could catch them and hold them back. I needed to tell her. The pain was still simmering inside, poisoning me.

“How is she?” Lia asked. She grasped at the conversational shift gratefully.

“She’s been avoiding me.” Did my sadness leak into my voice? “But things have been hard for her family.”

“Why would she be avoiding you?”

“I don’t know. I’ve seen her keeping company with someone and it makes me wonder, though.”

“Did she reconcile with her fiancé?”

“No…the blacksmith’s son. Leon, I think he’s called.”

Lia’s eyes narrowed. What was it about Leon Blacksmith that made her angry? “Are you absolutely certain she’s avoiding you?”

She sounded suspicious. Did she know something I didn’t?

“I’m not the most beloved person right now, Lia, thanks to my connections to the Farthers.”

“Thanks to your father’s connections,” she muttered. “I don’t understand this madness. Turning on friends, changing loyalties…”

“People have to do what they can to live.”

Lia didn’t seem to find that a palatable answer, which worried me. “I need to get back.”

Now, the second question. I took a breath.

“Wait,” I said. “I need to speak with you about something.”

Lia paused, waiting.

I shook my head. “Not here. Tomorrow, in the garden behind my house? Please.”

“Of course,” Lia said.

We hugged, and then I watched her leave with regret brewing in my chest. 





SIXTEEN

I COULDN’T SLEEP for thinking of Lia, Korr, Everiss, and the party I had to plan for our oppressors, not to mention everything else. The night around the house was so still I imagined I could hear the snowflakes brushing against the panes of my bedroom window. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called out a mournful whooo that made shivers dance down my spine. I never liked to think of any living creature rustling in the darkness, because that drew my mind to Watchers. Somewhere in the brittle darkness of ice and trees, the glowing red eyes cast a faint light as the monsters smashed saplings and frightened away deer as they left their tracks.

A scream sounded in the distance, metallic and jarring, and I threw back the covers and went to the window. A Watcher? I listened, but I didn’t hear it again. The night was black except for a sliver of moon that outlined the tops of the trees in silver. I exhaled, and my breath made a circle of steam against the glass.

A dragging noise came from the garden. I peered into the darkness below, my heart thumping. I wouldn’t have heard it if I hadn’t been standing so close to the wall. There it was again—like a wounded animal.

I pressed my face to the glass, and the shock of cold startled me. My first thought was Lia. Had something happened? Had she dragged herself here in search of help?

The edge of a cloak flickered in the dark.

I grabbed a blanket from my bed and went to my door. I opened it without making a sound and slipped down the staircase for the kitchen. My heart beat loud in my ears and my whole body throbbed with worry as I reached the door to the back garden and hesitated with my fingers on the knob.

Perhaps it was just a soldier. Or perhaps it was a Blackcoat prowling around!

But what if it was Lia?

I opened the door a crack and peered into the night. Cold rushed in around me. And I gasped, because kneeling on the step was Korr.

He was bleeding.

I opened the door wider as he collapsed on the step. He met my gaze with his own, his eyes dark and startled.

I didn’t ask what he was doing, or how he’d been injured. I didn’t say anything at all as I helped him inside. I shut the door as he slumped against the wall, one hand pressed over his arm, the other clasped across his chest, and then I put a kettle on to boil while I fetched clean strips of cloths from the pantry.

Korr groaned as I knelt in front of him and tugged at his shirt.

“Let me see,” I said.

Sweat bathed his forehead. He moved his hand, and I parted the fabric. The buttons were missing, sliced away by something sharp. Blood streamed down the front of his chest, but the cut looked clean. I gritted my teeth as I examined it. To my relief, I saw no organs or bones peeking from beneath the seeping blood.

“Well, you haven’t been disemboweled,” I said, handing him one of the cloths. “Press this against the bleeding and let me see the arm.”

The arm cut was shallow. I cleaned it and bound it with cloth, then returned to examining his chest. He watched my face as I gently touched the injured flesh.

“You are braver than I expected.”

“I appreciate candor,” I replied, “but sometimes it is insulting.”

He laughed, low and short. “I apologize.”

“My mother was born a Healer,” I said. “She knew much about wounds.”

I rose and rummaged through the pantry supplies for a needle and thread as the kettle began to steam.

“And you?” he asked in the direction of my back. “Did she teach you her ways? Are you good at soothing feverish brows?” Even in his pain, he had a bit of teasing laughter in his voice.

I returned with the needle and poured boiling water into a pot to sterilize it. “I’m good at stitching.”

He grimaced at that.

When I had threaded the needle, I pushed his shirt open again with my free hand and pinched the skin together in speculation.

“Are you going to embroider a bird on my chest?” His voice was a husky rumble now, drunk with pain. His eyes were hazy as they peered into mine.

I snorted. “Would serve you right.”

He winced as the needle pierced his flesh, but he made no sound. His breathing became labored, and we were silent together, me focused on my task with the needle, him focused on my face as if there lay an answer to some question he’d been pondering his whole life.

“You haven’t asked how I was injured,” he said finally.

“You’d only lie to me anyway.”

“Yes, but I need a distraction from this pain, so I don’t mind.”

“Well, then. How did you injure yourself, Korr?”

As he spun me a wild and improbable tale about a snow cat sighting and a bush of wicked thorns, I thought of Lia, and how he wanted to interrogate her, and how to him she was only a name, only a point of contact in pursuit of a mission, not a person I loved like a sister. Just as the soldiers were faces and guns to me. And I pondered how carelessly he might hurt her in pursuit of his goal, whatever it was, and it would mean nothing to him, and everything to me. I was afraid, not of him, but of the ease with which anyone could destroy someone else’s everything.

Even me.

“You aren’t listening,” Korr accused, his tone light even though sweat beaded his upper lip from the pain.

When I didn’t respond, he paused with concern. “You aren’t going into shock, are you?”

I finished stitching his flesh and sat back. “I’m fine.” I dropped the needle into the pot of water and rose to wash his blood from my fingers.

He caught the edge of my nightgown. “You’re afraid.”

“Not of this. Not of you.”

“No,” he murmured. “You’re never afraid of me, are you? Are you afraid of what’s out there in your forests?”

We locked eyes, and I looked at the wound on his chest and then away.

“I thought about your offer.”

“And?”

I took a deep breath first. I was at the edge of a cliff, about to leap. “I’ll do it.”

He swung his arms, testing the stitches on his chest with a grimace. “You sound like you are agreeing to your own execution. This is for our mutual benefit, Ann—”

“People here have been hurt by your soldiers, Korr. People I care about. I know they are going to continue to be hurt. You are going to hurt them.”

His expression darkened as if realizing something. “Ah.”

He didn’t clarify what the source of his apparent revelation had been, or what he’d realized. He stood slowly, keeping a hand pressed to his chest. “I ought to go.”

“You’ve been injured. You shouldn’t walk far tonight. You probably shouldn’t be alone.”

“I can hardly prop my feet up for the night in the parlor. I wouldn’t want Raine to find me and worry.”

Meaning, he didn’t want Raine to know he’d been injured.

“There’s a window seat in my room,” I said, speaking quickly before I dissuaded myself from making the offer.

His eyebrows drew together. “Surely that would cause a scandal.”

“No one will know,” I said, brisk now. “The servants keep to the kitchens as much as they can to avoid Raine and his soldiers. Nobody comes to my room at all, except my father when he feels like lecturing me. You can slip out in the morning.”

“I wouldn’t want to tarnish your honor.”

I made a scoffing sound. “Your society’s mores might be more rigid than ours in that regard if you’re worried about such things. As far as it being you, we’re occupied by enemy soldiers. My father is the chief betrayer. If I have honor, it is corroded beyond repair by association.”

He was swaying on his feet. He was exhausted. “Well, then. Lead the way.”

We crept through the shadowed foyer, the floorboards creaking beneath my feet as I led him up the stairs. My nerves were on fire with the prospect of being discovered. My heart beat fast. At any moment, I expected Hilda or my father to come around the corner and demand to know what Korr was doing with me in the dead of night. I even imagined Officer Raine appearing, a sneer on his face as he looked us over and came to his own twisted conclusions.

Despite my brave words to him, I didn’t want to be discovered.

No one stirred in the house around us, and we reached my room without incident. I went to my bed and threw back the blanket. “Here.”

Korr scoffed. “I wouldn’t take a lady’s bed—”

“You’re injured, and I’m not really a lady,” I said. “Not the kind you’re used to, anyway. I’m a Frost Dweller. We’re hardy. The window seat will be fine for me.”

He sank onto the mattress and closed his eyes with a groan. I took a blanket and settled myself on the window seat. Cold air breathed through the cracks in the glass, chilling me.

“Ann,” Korr said from the bed.

“Yes?”

“I won’t be too hard on your villagers. But you must understand, I have a reputation to uphold.”

I did understand. He had dropped the mask here, but it would be back tomorrow. This midnight meeting wouldn’t change that, not even between us.

“I spoke to Lia Weaver,” I said. “She will meet me here tomorrow. If you want to speak to her, that will be your chance.”

The words left me, and dread crawled in their wake and curled up inside me. I closed my eyes, but I could not sleep.

This was what I was ordered to do, and I understood why, but I was terrified.

She was going to hate me.





SEVENTEEN

KORR WAS GONE before I woke with sunlight in my eyes. Only the tangle of blankets and sheets he’d left behind like an imprint in the snow convinced me the previous night had not been a dream.

I rose and dressed, my movements wooden. I felt like a puppet, dragged by the strings of duty, loathing every step. But the day had been set in motion by my own hand. Now, I must see it through. Regret painted equal strokes of anxiety and sadness across my heart. I clung to the slim hope that she would forget to come, or be delayed. That Raine would command Korr’s attention for the afternoon, that Watchers would invade the town... Something that would allow me to think of another way.

Breakfast. Quota work. Polishing the brassware in the hall. I performed each task with trepidation.

Finally, I stepped into the garden to wait for my friend.

She can’t know about you, Adam had said.

Bluewings chattered overhead. The wind coiled around my ankles. Footsteps startled me as Korr entered the garden.

He dipped his head at me in acknowledgement. He was moving normally, as though he bore no injury. He wore clean clothing, and his mask of Farther arrogance was firmly in place. He seated himself on the bench by the bushes, out of sight.

When Lia arrived, I could barely hide the pang of dread that sank to my core.

“You came,” I said.

“You asked me to,” she replied, and chuckled as if I were ridiculous to imagine a world in which Lia Weaver would not come for Ann Mayor when she needed it.

Please, I thought. Please, please understand.

The way the laughter died on her lips at the sight of Korr sent a wave of nausea through me.

“Lia Weaver,” he drawled. “I remember you. You were at the gathering a few days ago, looking incensed at my speech.”

Lia was like a cornered animal. Her eyes darted from me to Korr and then back to me. Her fingers clenched into fists as she focused on me. Korr stepped closer to her, drawing a web of whispered words around her. I saw exactly what he was doing. He was priming his trap.

He was very effective. I couldn’t decide if I hated him for it.

“What have you done?” she asked me.

“It isn’t what it seems,” I whispered. I dared not say more.

As Korr took her away in his carriage, a tear ran down my cheek, leaving a trail of icy cold in its wake.

 

~

 

I couldn’t focus on embroidering, or cleaning, or eating. I left the house and went to the center of town, pacing through the crowds that parted to give me way as though I was a leper.

What was happening to Lia?

Guilt tore at me as snow began to fall. It gathered on my shoulders and hood, and I sought shelter in the shadow of the Assembly Hall.

I waited for her. I just wanted to see that she was safe and whole. When I spotted her, my whole body turned to jelly with relief. Her face was pale and pinched, but she was walking. She was healthy and unhurt.

She saw me. She turned away and didn’t stop.

I wanted to gasp at the pain.

My whole world shrunk to a pinprick as she disappeared through the gate to the Frost, leaving me behind.





EIGHTEEN

ONE OF THE Tailors was arrested in the morning for resisting Farther soldiers. Raine ordered him sent away to Aeralis. I registered this latest injustice with only a dull awareness.

I could only think of Lia.

I’d spent the night worrying about her. I’d even contemplating hunting Korr down and confessing that Lia was my friend, and demanding to know what he’d said and done. But that was madness. I could not put Lia further at risk. I had to protect her. I had to follow orders.

Hilda and the other servants swept and buffed the house to shining perfection around me as I moved like a sleepwalker through my tasks of decorating and laying out the good dishes and silver in preparation for the party.

Lia didn’t turn up at the house. Finally, I went in search of her. My pulse drummed as I searched the square for her before heading to the quota yard.

I spotted her talking to Leon Blacksmith, and my stomach clenched.

He walked away. She hadn’t seen me. I stepped to her side and touched her arm. Her eyes scorched me when she turned and saw it was me.

“The Elders gathering...” I managed. “I thought perhaps you’d forgotten. But here you are.”

She gave a curt nod.

Regret, sorry, desperation, longing all shoved inside me for a chance to speak. “Lia...”

“Don’t,” she said sharply.

It was for the best. I abandoned my hope of saying anything. It was a fool’s errand to try to hint that my betrayal was anything other than what it was. We made the rest of the walk in silence.

The Elders had already begun to gather when we reached the house. Lia paused by the staircase, her gaze darting to the top. She had something she needed to find, I imagined.

I pretended not to notice as I spoke with Hilda about the readiness of the food. When I found her again, she was speaking with one of the Elders’ sons, Kirth. I assumed my persona of mayor’s daughter before him.

“Let me show you to the kitchen, Lia,” I said briskly.

We passed the dining room, filled with light from the paneled windows. Lia looked around her in amazement at the carved wooden table and the gleaming gas lights. In the kitchen, I gave her instructions on where to leave her clothing and find her servant’s uniform, as well as her duties and compensations. We were separated by the gulf of our respective stations now, and it was a relief after the cold unfamiliarity of the wasteland that was our usual dynamic.

I left her in the kitchens and retreated to my bedroom to dress for the party. Music drifted up from the floor below as I pulled on a green dress embroidered with blue snow blossoms and half-heartedly arranged my curls. I pinched my cheeks to force color into them before bolstering my strength and stepping outside.

Korr was waiting in the hall to intercept me. I halted, startled.

“Korr?”

He pinned me to the wall, out of sight from the others in the foyer, his breath chasing across my ear as he whispered, “Lia Weaver is your friend, isn’t she? A fact you neglected to mention before.”

I turned my head to look him in the eye. Denials sprang to my lips. “I don’t—”

“You’re using me, Ann Mayor. What is your game?” His hands were hot against my skin.

“Don’t pretend you aren’t doing the exact same thing with me,” I said.

“I thought we had an understanding.”

“We do. We’re both manipulators.” I planted a hand in the middle of his chest and pushed. The feel of him leaped up my arm like a bolt of lightning.

He made a sound of frustration as he stepped back, releasing me. I ducked under his arm and headed for the stairs.

He didn’t follow right away. I straightened my smile and descended to join the others as they headed for the dining hall. My pulse pounded in my throat from the confrontation with Korr. I was dizzy, but I held my head high. The encounter had injected a burst of life into me, and I felt as though I’d been slapped awake.

I stepped into the kitchens to give myself a moment of composure and check the food. Everything was laid out and waiting—buttered fish laid out on platters in plump white rows, nut breads drizzled with syrup, berry tarts with steam curling from their still-hot-from-the-oven golden crusts. I dragged in a few breaths of fragrant, steamy air before heading for the dining room.

Korr stood just inside the door. He was aware of my entrance, I could tell by the way his jaw tightened, but he didn’t acknowledge me. I felt the weight of his attention all the same as I moved through the room. I felt trapped between him and Lia on a tightrope of unspoken things. I must play my part with them both.

I took a deep breath. With any luck, Korr would stay by Raine and needle him through the dinner, and leave me alone.

Raine limped to the chair at the head of the table, and I shivered as he flicked a glance at me. I took a place beside where Lia was pouring drinks. My father entered last.

“Please sit, everyone,” he said.

Korr chose a chair across from me.

“Ladies,” he said in the direction of me and Lia.

He was challenging me.

A quiet panic sizzled through me.

Korr picked up his glass and studied the liquid inside as if it might be poisoned. “You betray your feelings too easily, Annalise,” he said.

I stiffened. He was speaking so Lia could hear. He was toying with me, with both of us. He was trying to tease out what she knew about him, perhaps?

He needed to move back to Raine. “You’re far from your Aeralian compatriots,” I said. I was warning him. Don’t do this, I said with my eyes. Don’t push me. “It’s unseemly—”

“What’s unseemly,” he interrupted, setting down his glass, “is the coldness with which you’re treating me. I’m a guest in your father’s house.”

He was still pushing. Trying to provoke me, or trying to draw out a reaction from Lia, maybe. “Raine will be angry if you sit here,” I continued. “He’s looking at you like he wants to rip your head off.” I held my composure as I gazed at him steadily.

“He always wants to rip everyone’s head off,” Korr said. “It’s his reason for existence.” But he looked at Raine as he spoke, and sighed as if he knew I was right. He reined himself in with a shake of his head and stood. “Save a dance for me, Annalise.”

I breathed out a little as he moved to the other end of the table.

The heat of Lia’s gaze burned the back of my neck. She’d witnessed that. Korr wanted her to.

He knew we were friends. He’d deduced it somehow. What had transpired between them? What had she said?

I picked up my cup and examined it as if finding a defect. The musicians in the corner of the room were playing loudly.

“Lia,” I whispered, leaning toward her. “I must speak with you privately later, after the dinner is finished. Meet me in the hall when they begin the dancing.” Louder, for other ears to hear, I said, “This glass is dirty. Bring me a new one, please.”

Lia took the glass without answer or indication that she’d heard me. She departed for the kitchen, and I was left at the table, surrounded by Elders and completely alone.

The servers, including Lia, brought in the food. Raine snatched a pastry straight from the platter and put it in his mouth. The rest of us waited as the servers offered the food to each person in turn before we began to eat.

At the end of the table, Korr began needling Raine about the Watchers. Raine spouted a line about discipline, and Korr countered, “Are you going to build more fences to keep them out? It doesn’t seem to be working.”

Raine’s neck reddened, and a vein in his forehead pulsed.

Korr continued recklessly, “And these malcontents I’ve been hearing about?”

“Malcontents?”

Korr waved a hand. “They call themselves Blackcoats.”

Lia, I noticed, stiffened at the mention of Blackcoats.

“My men are dealing with it,” Raine said, and gulped his wine.

Korr leaned back and put his hands behind his head in a casual gesture. “I hope so,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to have to give His Lordship the Emperor a bad report.”

A reminder to Raine that Korr had the Emperor’s ear. A reminder to us all, really, as everyone else was riveted on their exchange.

Raine was a mottled color.

“Gentlemen,” my father interjected. “I believe the meal is almost finished, but there will be dancing.”

Korr’s eyes found me and pinned me to my chair. I tried to swallow, but my throat was dry. I looked for Lia.

Would she meet me as I’d asked?

The last portion of the meal dragged on. My dessert tasted like sludge on my tongue even though it was the finest snow pie the cook had ever made, with a perfect dusting of sugar across the top of the glazed cream center.

Finally, the dishes were cleared away and the table dismantled by the servants to make a space in the center of the room. The musicians paused, and then began to play festival tunes for dancing. It was not quite like the stuff of Aeralian galas. Our songs were mournful, but they still held a fire in the notes that compelled hands to tap and feet to dance. The melodies slid down inside me and set me ablaze even now.

Some of the Elder young people began to dance, spinning and twirling together in time to the music. Korr appeared at my side.

“I believe you promised me a dance?”

I had promised him no such thing, but I was not going to quarrel with him in the middle of the room with everyone watching. I set my jaw, took his hand, and let him lead me onto the floor.

His fingers were hot against mine. His jaw was tight, as we approached the center of the room. The effects of the music mingled with the anxiety in the pit of my stomach and made me restless.

The Elders danced around us. Korr put one hand on my waist and the other on my hand in the Aeralian way I’d seen when I was in Astralux.

“That isn’t how to dance in the Frost,” I said quietly. “If you don’t know the steps—” I started to pull away.

He didn’t let go. He cast a glance at the dancers around us and stepped back a pace, mimicking their posture. He took my other hand and slowly drew it down his arm as the others did, so that our bodies created a bridge with our arms. “Then show me.”

“What are you doing, Korr? Are you tormenting me because you’re angry at me?” I looked for Lia, but I didn’t see her. Raine’s gaze grazed mine, and I snapped my eyes back to Korr’s.

“Is dancing with me torment?”

“Yes,” I snapped. My nerves were worn thin. Where was Lia?

“You should welcome the distraction I bring,” he said.

“Why is that?”

He only smiled, showing teeth.

“I want a truce,” I said breathlessly. “You are a force of nature when you want to torment.”

“A truce?” He laughed. “But aren’t we playing a game?”

“Maybe to you it is a game,” I said. “For me, it’s survival.”

His smile disappeared. He snagged my waist with his other arm and drew me close enough to whisper into my hair. “Raine is suspicious of you,” he breathed, and then he released me.

I stood reeling in the middle of the dance floor, his words shivering through my head and leaving a wake of dread as he turned and brushed through the couples to the edge of the room. Then I spotted Lia, and threaded my way toward her.

There was no time to reflect on Korr’s mysterious message yet.

“We need to talk now,” I said to Lia when I reached her. “Please.”

She followed me into the servants’ hallway, and I shut the door behind us. The music whispered through the cracks, slower and more ominous now. The notes reflected the state of my heart.

“Lia,” I breathed. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Why?” she begged. As if I could give her some kind of answer that would both satisfy her and keep her safe.

My heart shattered to see the pain scrawled across her face, but even more to see the hope. She wanted a reason to believe that I hadn’t simply betrayed her. She was struggling to find a foothold in the midst of the heartbreak.

I was almost weak with relief that there was still a chance to redeem myself. That trust might still prevail between us. “I can’t explain everything right now,” I said. The words tasted like ash. “I wish I could. Please believe me—I didn’t want to let him question you. But I had no choice!”

Lia sighed. “I understand,” she said quietly.

A bit of my soul broke. She was granting me that much, but it wasn’t enough.

“But you won’t forgive me?”

The silence was a terrible gulf between us.

“Ask me again in a few weeks.”

A glimmer of hope amid my pain. My emotions welled. A tear escaped and splashed down my cheek as I reached for the door. I’d said my words. I could have peace that I’d looked into her eyes and spoken as honestly as I could.

“We should get back.”

We left the hall. I headed back for the party, and I didn’t look back to see if she’d followed me. The music swelled around me as I passed Raine and my father. Korr was speaking over Raine’s shoulder, dimpling with scornful charm as he whispered some infuriating mockery into the officer’s ear. The Elder families all looked like puppets on display, frantic to please as they danced, their limbs too rigid and their faces stiff.

Kirth, son of one of the original Elder families, put his hand on my arm as I paused beside the door to collect my thoughts and regain my composure after the conversation with Lia.

“Shall we dance?”

I didn’t want to, but the party was my idea and I ought to mingle. I joined hands with him and turned graceful circles to the music, letting my feet work through my fear. My dress swished around my ankles, and the hot air of a room too crowded fanned my cheeks, and I caught glimpses of those watching us—my father pinched and pale, Korr alternating silky smiles and restrained frowns. He was watching me with what seemed to be approval in an unguarded blink of a moment. I wanted to keep my eyes on him instead of Kirth. He was mesmerizing, brilliant, like a sea of fire without waves or ripples marring its surface.

Kirth’s hands were sweaty against mine. He was speaking, but my ears were full of music and my own heartbeat. I turned under his arm, remembering again Korr’s words—Raine is suspicious of you—and then as I turned my head to tell Kirth that I was getting dizzy and wanted to stop, the whole room exploded in an eruption of smoke and fire.





NINETEEN

I FELL TO my knees as Kirth was torn away by the blast. Heat scorched my face and neck as wood and plaster pummeled me from above. A ringing filled my ears, drowning out all other sound. My head throbbed, and tears streamed from my stinging eyes. Broken bits of furniture crunched under my hands and knees. I couldn’t find the door. I crawled on hands and knees along the wall, keeping my head below the smoke.

Where was my father? Lia?

Hands grabbed me, and a voice cut through the roar in my ears.

“Ann!”

Korr. I let out a sob as he pulled me to my feet and then swept me into his arms. I put my head on his shoulder and let him carry me through the heat and smoke to the crisp shock of the outside. His heart beat fast beneath my cheek, and his hands cradled me as if I might shatter. When he set me down, he brushed his fingers down my cheek.

Then I was standing alone, trembling, cold without him. I spotted Lia safe by the trees, poised to flee, and I nodded to her to let her know I saw she was alive. She disappeared as if set free by my signal, and then I was shivering with the wind cutting through the holes ripped in my dress until Korr set his dinner jacket around my shoulders.

The way he moved around me had changed subtly—he was no longer acting as though he was playing a game. His movements had become purposeful, controlled. His words were clipped as he spoke with Raine. I caught fragments of the conversation, snatches about “bombs” and “Blackcoats.”

My ears were still ringing. I couldn’t stop coughing.

The Elder families looked as frightened and lost as I must. They eventually dispersed, and I was drawn along with them to the home of the Elderfifths and bundled away in a trundle bed in the attic with the Elderfifth daughters, all too young to have attended the party and already asleep. I lay in the darkness, feeling my chest rise and fall and seeing the rush of black smoke again every time I closed my eyes. I lay stiff, waiting for another explosion to rock the house, and finally dozed, waking in a panic every time I began to dream of the party and taste smoke.

In the morning, my father came to find me. He hugged me when I joined him in the Elderfifth’s narrow parlor in borrowed clothing and my best expression of brave-daughter stoicism. I stood in the circle of his arms, shocked at his affection while Cora Elderfifth made sympathetic noises from the kitchen as she stirred her tea.

Father patted my back and my hair as if assuring himself I was whole, or perhaps to give his hands something to do other than awkwardly rest on my back. “Little Bird,” he said, using a nickname I hadn’t heard since before my mother died, “are you all right?” His voice was gravelly from the smoke.

I nodded against his shoulder. I didn’t know what to do with his sudden fatherly gesture. When he released me, I stepped back, anxious to be in our old roles again.

“Officer Raine already has his men repairing the damage,” he explained. “Until then, we will stay with the Elder families.”

I knew I should have questions. I knew I should say something. But I couldn’t seem to summon the words.

My father touched my cheek. A ghost of tenderness passed across his face. “You were so brave,” he said.

I wanted to ask him about Korr, but I didn’t.

 

~

 

Later, after he’d gone, I walked to the fisheries to see if I could find Adam and tell him what I’d overheard.

He came after half an hour. I’d grown restless with waiting, and I leaped up from the barrel I sat upon as soon as I spotted him.

“I heard about last night,” he said. “You are unharmed?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Have you talked to Lia?”

“I spoke with her last night,” he said. “She is well. Shaken, but unharmed.”

The way he said her made me pause. As if she was sunlight and snow. As if he had been just as anxious as me to confirm that she was whole and well. I looked closer at his face, taking in the dark smudges beneath his eyes, the haggard tilt of his mouth. He was stretched too thin. Was it Blackcoats? Watchers? Something else? Perhaps the relentless grind of secrecy, of lying to loved ones. Because she was a loved one, I was certain of it.

It was absurd to be keeping Lia in the dark, no matter what the Thorns leaders said. They were not here. They were not us.

Almost dying had only driven home what I’d already known. I could not keep this secret from my dearest friend indefinitely. It would kill me. I needed her to lean on more than ever before, and I was sure she needed me too. Frost dwellers had to stay together. Without each other, the Frost was too inhospitable to survive.

“Adam,” I said. “I have to tell her.”

He sighed, as if he’d been expecting this. “My superiors—”

“Your superiors aren’t going to know,” I interrupted. “But I thought I would do you the favor of telling you. This way, you have one less secret to keep from her.”

He looked pained, but understanding. “If you are going to do this, then smudge the details of how you joined. We don’t want a clear path of information in case of her capture. Make something up for her safety.”

I nodded. “She deserves to have some honesty from the people who love her, Adam.”

His mouth curved in a ghost of a smile. He didn’t confirm what I’d asked, but I knew I was right. He loved her.

“Goodnight, Ann Mayor.”

He disappeared as quietly as the snow trickling from the sky.





TWENTY

SEVERAL DAYS CRAWLED past, and I hadn’t seen or heard from Lia. I was restless with worry and plagued with thoughts and questions. Since the explosion, soldiers had swarmed the streets in greater numbers. Raine and my father met with the Elders daily at the Assembly Hall to determine what rule would need to be set forth for “our protection,” and I listened to the sessions as much as I could under the guise of looking for my father. No one was to be allowed out after dark. No one could deface Aeralian property. No one could harbor fugitives. No one could speak dissent against Raine and his men. On and on. All under penalty of death.

My stomach was heavy as a stone in my belly as I listened.

When they’d finished, I set out to walk around the village in search of Lia. I hadn’t seen Korr since he’d carried me from my flaming house and set me in the snow. A part of me felt lost not knowing where he was, and I told myself it was because I didn’t trust him and I needed to keep an eye on him at all times.

Lying was usually something I reserved for other people, but I needed the comfort now.

A few of the villager children spat at me as I passed the quota yard. I was an easy target for their disgust. Any of the Aeralians could have them punished, but I was the perfect receptor of their venom. I let them. If they needed a scapegoat, then perhaps I ought to provide myself as one. It might be one of my better uses.

A stone struck my wrist, and a voice shouted, “Traitor!”

I turned my head but didn’t see my attacker. I kept moving, looking for Lia. As long as I put one foot in front of the other, I might be able to outrun my own panic that clawed at my back.

A gunshot shattered the silence. It came from beyond the village. From the echo that reverberated in the distance, it sounded like it came from the lake.

Villagers around me paused to stare as bluewings took to the sky. Their whispers swirled around me. Was it a Farther soldier hoping to take down a bird for his supper? Or was something more nefarious happening? It was too early for Watchers.

Another gunshot sounded, making us jump. My mind ran to the Thorns. Lia, Adam. Were they safe?

I pressed against the wall, out of the way, and stayed on the street corner. People gathered, exchanging theories, casting glances at any soldiers who passed. A few of the Aeralians ran through the gate, weapons in hand. We waited, the whispers falling away eventually but those waiting remaining in silence, the minutes ticking by into an hour until the soldiers returned with a body wrapped in gray cloth slung between them. Blood had blossomed across the front of the cloth.

The sight of it struck me straight to the soul.

“Who is it?” voices cried out from the waiting group of villagers. “What happened?”

The soldiers ignored them. One of the villagers ran alongside them, trying to snatch off the cloth around the face of the body, and a soldier knocked him down with the butt of his gun.

Korr followed the soldiers, striding into the village in radiant anger. The sight of him turned me to ice. He pierced us all with his gaze, and the villagers began to disperse beneath the pressure of it. Someone ran to the Assembly Hall and rang the bell to call people from their homes.

I followed Korr as he stalked toward the consulate. I had to know what was going on. No lies. I’d never been inside the hideous metal building that lurked among our dwelling of stone like alien debris dropped from the sky. When he reached the door, I called his name.

“Korr!”

He saw that it was me, and his mouth twitched. I crossed my arms and waited. The wind blew between us, ruffling my hair and swirling the ends of his cloak.

“Inside,” he said finally. “Quickly.”

I followed him down an echoing hall to the door at the end, which opened into a small room with a desk and a single chair. A high window let in bars of sunlight. A detailed map of the Frost hung on the wall behind the desk.

Korr shut the door behind me and dropped into the chair behind his desk. He gestured to the one in front of it. “Sit.”

I didn’t sit. “What happened?”

I expected him to deflect. He didn’t. “Blackcoats. Two were shot. One got away, but probably won’t last long. The other... you saw.” He paused. “Your friend was there.”

“My friend?”

“Lia Weaver,” he said.

Panic blossomed in my chest. “Is she hurt?”

He studied my reaction. “No.”

I exhaled in relief. I didn’t bother to hide it.

“She is your friend,” he murmured. “Your dear friend. Perhaps even more like a sister to you. How did you and a farm girl become so close?”

“Tell me everything that happened,” I demanded, ignoring his musings.

He took off his gloves and laid them on the desk before stretching his legs out. He smiled, but his eyes were dark with exhaustion. “You act as though we trust each other. As though we tell each other things.”

He was right. We were separated by a gulf of loyalty. And yet... he’d carried me to safety when the bomb exploded.

I took a deep breath. “We’re not so different, you and I. This is personal for both of us. It’s not just politics between armies and nations.”

“What do you know about what I want?”

I tipped my head to the side. If I could play it right, the admission might pay off. “I know about the fugitive.”

“Everyone knows about the fugitive,” he said. “It’s the reason we came.”

“I know that you are still looking for him. And I know he looks like you.”

Korr was as still as an ice sculpture as he looked me over.

“I underestimated you,” he said after a moment’s silence. “I am astonished. I won’t bother to ask how you know—”

“Please focus,” I said. “Tell me what happened.”

“You can’t be working with the Blackcoats,” he said. “Can you?” And once again, he scrutinized me, as if the answer were embroidered on my sleeves or scrawled across my cheeks.

“No,” he concluded. “Not the Blackcoats...”

“Korr,” I said.

“I cannot tell you the particulars,” he said. “But your friend is safe and unharmed.”

“You... didn’t have her arrested?”

“No,” he said simply.

“Thank you.” Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. “I... thank you.”

I was overcome with emotion. I stepped forward, put my hands on both sides of his face, and kissed him. His hands came up to touch my shoulders, and he held me lightly as he gazed down at me like I was the most astonishing thing he’d ever seen.

I stepped back, freeing myself gently.

“Thank you,” I said again.

With that, I left.

 

~

 

A crowd had gathered at the Assembly Hall, and I pushed to the front to see what they had written on the paper nailed to the door.

 

Lost to the horrors of the Frost, it read. Forever we will mourn...

 

My heart stumbled. I skipped the epitaph to the names.

 

Leon Blacksmith

Everiss Dyer

 

I was splintering. Everiss. No, no, no. I braced myself against the door as the villagers jostled around me, some crying, others muttering angrily.

Lia. I needed Lia.

The sun was setting, and I never went into the Frost, but those facts were meaningless to me now. I ran straight for the gate and into the cages. The trees were black shapes amid the misty shadows, like a crowd of ancients watching me as I ran. The snow crunched beneath my feet, powdery and soft, and snow blossoms glinted blue from the edges of the path. The air was colder and it smelled like pine and moss. I ran and ran, through the forest, past the river with its black, icy water, past a charred oak and up a hill.

I’d been to Lia’s farm before, but only once, a long time ago. It felt like a dream as I crested the final hill and saw the farmhouse and barn below, huddled in the snow as if trying to hide from the forest that encircled it.

The setting sun turned the icy yard to diamonds as I made my way to the barn first. Icicles glittered from the edge of the door. I’d wait in here. She’d come to do the chores, and I’d speak to her. I didn’t want to see her siblings or raise questions in their minds. I just wanted to talk to Lia.

The door creaked beneath my hand. I slipped into the shadowed interior of the barn, full of the soft sounds of livestock chewing and the smell of hay and horses.

“Adam?” Lia called from within the gloom.

“Not Adam,” I said, taking a few more steps. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I saw her brushing hair from her eyes with her wrist as she turned.

“I had to come see you,” I began. “I heard about...” I couldn’t continue. I couldn’t speak it. Everiss. How could she be gone?

Lia’s mouth crumpled with unshed tears. “Oh, Ann,” she said.

I ran to her and hugged her with heaving sobs. Everything was coming apart at the seams now, including my composure.

Lia held me and let me cry.

“I can’t stay long,” I whispered when I had caught my breath. “But I had to come see you.”

“Have you seen her family?”

“Not yet. But I will.” I breathed a shuddering sigh contemplating it. “I need to make sure Jullia is all right.”

We talked a little more about it, and as we did, my nerves began to sing with the prospect of unveiling myself to her.

Would she be angry?

I couldn’t keep it in any longer. With my cheeks still wet from tears, I said, “I have something else I have to tell you.”

Lia drew back. “Tell me what?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you this,” I whispered. “I know I shouldn’t. But I have to.”

Lia waited, still and pale, for my next words. She had the air of someone who had received far too many bad news in the last few days.

“I’m working for the Thorns.”

There. It was said. It was done. I could not hide the truth from her any longer.

Lia blinked. “What did you say?”

“I’m with the Thorns. I’m an operative.” I couldn’t read her expression, so I wrapped my arms around my middle and kept talking. Spin some alternate story, Adam had said. Keep the details smudged in case of her capture. I cast about for a story to give her. “I’ve been one since my father started taking me to Aeralis. I met someone in the city…he said I was perfect for the job…no one suspected. Not timid little Ann. I’ve been passing on information ever since. And when I lured you to the village for questioning—”

Here I paused. I did not know what to say about Korr. He had his secrets, and I would not betray them.

“I had to play along,” I said. “Pretend to give Korr what he wanted so he wouldn’t suspect anything.” I left Adam’s warning out of it. I kept talking, my focus on her face and her still-frozen expression. Finally, my words faltered. “Lia?”

She gave a small shake of her head.

I wanted to crumple, but I forced myself to stand strong. She had every right to be as angry or sad as she liked. I only wanted to tell her. I only wanted to erase the secret between us. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner. I... I only hope someday you can forgive me.”

She made a face at me as she spoke. “Don’t be ridiculous. Forgive you?”

My heart sank even further.

“You’re a hero.”

Her smile was like sunshine as I bounded forward and hugged her hard enough to crack ribs. The door behind us creaked, and we turned together and saw Adam standing in the doorway. His gaze cut to mine, and I lifted my chin.

“I told her,” I said. I wasn’t sorry. “I had to.”

Lia looked between us, making the connection that we were already acquainted as operatives. Adam almost smiled, but not quite. “I understand,” he said.

Lia’s gaze lingered on him like a caress.

“I have to go before it gets too dark,” I said, turning back to her. I had other words, words about how I loved her, words about my worry and my sadness over Everiss, but they would have to be spoken another day.

“Wait,” she said. “I have one bit of good news.”

“Oh?”

“Everiss is alive and hiding in our house.”




Tenacious as the nest-WEAVERS that build their homes in stingweed





TWENTY-ONE

KORR KNEW I had a secret.

It had been weeks since the bombing of my father’s house and the shooting of the Blackcoats. Weeks since we’d both let our masks down in the presence of each other—him when he saved me from the fire, me when I begged him for information.

Everything had been shaken up and rearranged. I hardly knew where all the pieces had landed.  Leon Blacksmith was mourned and buried. Everiss was mourned too, even though she was secretly alive and hidden with Lia and her family. A new slew of rules had descended on Iceliss, ensnaring us in greater slavery to the Aeralians. Raine strutted around the town with his soldiers behind him, and no one dared to look at him. Korr kept to himself mostly, coming and going at odd hours and occasionally questioning the villagers.

Our food was dwindling. No one had enough to eat except for the mayor’s house, because we harbored the oppressors. Children grew thin, men and women haggard. The soldiers began doubling up at quota time after an incident where a man tried to steal bread from the quota master in front of the entire village. I didn’t know what had happened to him after they’d beaten him there in the yard and then dragged his bleeding body away.

I passed on whatever food I could. I slipped bread and meat into my napkin at mealtimes and then bundled them up with my quota and delivered them to Jullia Dyer where we met on the street. I convinced Lia to take bread when I could. I stole sweets from the tray the servant made for Raine and passed them out to children in the alleys, making sure my face was obscured. I handed out food all over town, careful to always conceal my identity except with Jullia or Lia.

The people threw sticks, rocks, and mud at me whenever I passed on the way to Assembly or the quota yard. They called me horrible things, hurling the words like stones. I began to avoid going into the village except to meet Adam or Lia, instead keeping inside the freshly painted walls of my father’s house. It was my prison, and my shelter. Slowly, my bones began to show and my skin felt as thin as the fog of breath in cold air. Every step I took felt ponderous, weighed by secrets and fears and the faintest shivers of hope.

Raine’s men had finished the repairs on my father’s house. The scorched burns and smoke damage had been painted over, and the hole boarded up. The windowpanes had glass in them again. After the repairs had finished, Raine had moved in. Korr had followed suit. Raine had directed his men to refurbish my father’s study, which he now used as his personal quarters. Korr had taken over the guest room. Thus my father and I dined under the gaze of the officer and the nobleman three times a day. 

Korr did not speak to me much in public, except to occasionally needle me in front of Raine. It was his cover, and mine was a pretended iciness befitting the beset-upon daughter of the mayor and reluctant host to our Aeralian captors. Anything else would be suspicious. But Lia had told me what had happened at the lake. How he’d let her go for helping Gabe. Every time I thought of it, a shiver passed through me.

There was much more to Korr than met the eye.

Having Raine sleeping beneath my roof made my job as informant easier. I was passing a great deal of information to Adam every time we met. But it came at a cost. The strain was breaking my father. He’d grown even thinner and paler than before. And I was living as though fire burned beneath my skin, caught between my fear of Raine’s volatile temper while sharing such close quarters with Korr.

He watched me. I could feel it. The weight of his eyes rested on me, and I felt a blush crawl up my cheeks despite my composure. His attention was like a finger, and he could bruise with it or caress depending on his mood.

I was always feeling that caress as of late. But was he watching me because he knew I was hiding something, or because of the kiss I’d given him?

 

~

 

It was a few weeks after the shots fired at the lake, and I was meeting Adam behind the fisheries. Adam’s mouth had a tight set to it that signaled worrisome things.

“What is it?” I asked, because I’d spent enough time with Adam to read his moods well by now. Fresh worry lit a spark in me. Was it Lia? Everiss?

“We have a new operative in charge of the Frost quadrant,” he said.

I relaxed a little. Such Thorns politics had nothing to do with me.

“And you don’t agree with this decision,” I observed.

A vein throbbed on Adam’s forehead. He took his time considering his answer. “We have orders for a new mission,” he said after a pause. He passed me a scrap of paper scrawled with words. “These are to be passed along.”

“I... I have never passed information to anyone other than you,” I said.

“Things are changing.”

He was angry. He burned with it.

Something was wrong.

The worry sparked again, but it was at the bottom of my list of concerns for now. I started to pocket the paper he’d given me as I turned to go.

“No,” Adam said, catching my wrist. “Memorize the message now and then dispose of that. Burn it. Eat it. It needs to be gone.”

My eyes dropped to the words. I read quickly, pressing them into my memory. Adam watched as I curled up the paper and wadded it into my mouth. It was thick and tasteless, and I chewed it carefully.

“How am I passing this information along?”

“Korr is going to be traveling from the Frost in a few days along with Raine and a few of the Elders. A demonstration to the Aeralian powers that they have the Frost properly subdued.”

Rage heated my blood, although I was too tired to say much more than, “Starved is more accurate.”

“You must go with him,” Adam said. “Go, and pass along the information.”

I stopped chewing, shocked. “What? Me?”

“You are close to Korr. It gives you a unique advantage. Lia or I could hardly go in your place.”

“I barely know him.”

“You have a connection,” he said, and I couldn’t deny that.

“But how will I get myself invited along?”

“Find a way,” Adam said. “When Korr leaves, he must take you with him.”

I swallowed my misgivings. “And the information?”

“You’ll be passing it on to a man named Garun. You won’t have any opportunities to be alone with him, so you must think of a way to do it with others watching.”

“I have an idea,” I said.





TWENTY-TWO

I FOUND KORR in the parlor that evening, playing cards alone by the light of the fire. The wind howled down the chimney and rattled at the windows like an invisible beast.

Korr didn’t look up when I entered, but he shifted slightly. “Good evening, Ann,” he said.

I had my embroidery in my hands. I indicated a chair near the fire. “May I?”

His eyes were still on the cards, as if fastened there. “It is your home. You may certainly do what you like.”

I sat.

Korr resumed his game in silence, and I stitched bluewings and snow blossoms on the sleeve of the dress crumpled in my lap. The fire crackled. I itched to speak, but I kept my tongue and let the silence build.

“What is it?” he asked finally.

I lifted my head. He was looking at me with an odd glint of determination in his eye.

“What do you mean?” I said, playing innocent.

“You have been hiding from me for weeks and now you come and sit in this room alone with me. You have something to say. I’m simply assisting you in saying it.” He laid down his cards and clasped his hands together in a listening pose. “Go ahead.”

I set aside my embroidery and leaned forward. My stomach dipped as I looked him full in the eyes. They were like the dark water of a lake, and I was standing at the edge of the ice peering down.

“You are making a trip soon.”

One of his eyebrows cocked up. “I am. I didn’t realize you were privy to such information.”

“Come now,” I said. “You’re playing the same old game with me, the one I thought we weren’t going to play with each other.”

The other eyebrow rose. “Oh? And when was this decided?”

“Don’t be coy, Korr.”

He grinned at me like a schoolboy, but there was an edge to his expression. “Don’t play with fire, Annalise.”

I grimaced at the full use of my name. “This trip... You’re going to show them that you have us all properly brought to heel, aren’t you?”

A wrinkle appeared between his eyebrows as he brushed his fingers over the tops of the cards. “We will be demonstrating success in this region, yes.”

“I didn’t realize you and Raine had learned how to play nicely together.”

“You are taking a lot of shots at me tonight, Ann. Is there a point to this?”

I’d set the stage, now to cut straight to the heart of things. “Take me with you.”

He paused, hand over the cards. “You want to attend a meeting of Aeralian officers and dignitaries?”

He made it sound utterly ridiculous, but I’d anticipated that. “I don’t feel safe with you and Raine both gone.”

It wasn’t a lie.

Korr leaned forward. He didn’t soften at my vulnerable admission like I’d wanted him to. He was still pressing. “I didn’t know Raine made you feel safe.”

He was backing me into a proverbial corner. I glared at him.

“I don’t feel safe with you gone. There. Are you pleased now?”

“Very.” He leaned back in his chair, that glint back in his eyes. “Since we’ve been pretending to be strangers for weeks now.”

I waited without answering. I felt tired, as if we’d been sparring with swords instead of words. 

“Why do you feel unsafe?” he asked instead of telling me yes or no.

“Oh, don’t act as though you are blind. I am almost as hated as the Aeralians.”

Korr paused. “When did you stop calling us Farthers?”

Surprise rendered me momentarily quiet. “I’m not sure. Perhaps when you stopped being so far removed from my life.”

“You do live with several of us,” he mused.

“And my fate has been entangled with yours,” I said.

“What do the others do that makes you feel hated and unsafe?”

I rolled up my sleeve to expose the purplish bruise along my elbow from a recent rock-throwing. “I receive these daily.”

My heart thumped as I spoke. I didn’t want to get my people in trouble, but this was perhaps my best chance to convince him to bring me along.

Korr scowled at the bruise. His eyes flashed. “My soldiers—”

“Your soldiers don’t make me feel safe either. One of them tried to shoot my friend when she defended me from being accosted by him.”

“What?”

“They aren’t exactly gentlemen, Korr. They’re soldiers. We are captives. Surely you see what I am getting at.”

He rose and paced before the fire. “You were almost accosted? Why haven’t you said something before?”

“You said only moments ago that we have been strangers for weeks now.”

“Pretending, Annalise. I said we were pretending. I told you once that I valued your safety, and I meant every word.”

“Well forgive me for not taking such declarations seriously, since they happened while you held my village captive.”

He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “That’s not why I’m here. And I think you know that.”

The room was silent. The fire popped and snapped in the grate. The orange light illuminated his profile and etched shadows over his eyes.

“I have my suspicions,” I said, and he turned his face to mine. Once again, we saw each other. No masks, no fog of politics.

“And I have mine,” he said. Half of his mouth lifted in a tired smile.

“So,” I said softly, “will you bring me along?”

I knew his answer was going to be yes.





TWENTY-THREE

WE LEFT AT dawn a few days later in Korr’s carriage. I sat across from Korr, between Doren and Elissa Elder, who shivered and said nothing as we passed through the Cages and toward the river that separated Aeralis from the Frost.

The countryside slipped past—first trees laden with snow and frost, then the icy black river, then the wagon track-scarred road of frozen mud that divided the Frost from the beginning of Aeralis. Wintering fields of ragged grass straggled through snowdrifts beyond a fence of barbed wire. A train track cut through the snowy earth like a seam of black embroidery on white linen.

We took the road, heading toward the sunrise that painted the snow pink and gold. I kept my face toward the window, tucking each detail away in case Adam wished to know what I’d seen. Occasionally, we passed prison wagons, stuffed with prisoners whose arms and legs were nearly as thin as the rails of the cages that kept them contained. Soldiers puffed on cigs and gazed lazily at us as we passed. A pair of tiny, dirty hands—a child’s?—thrust through the bars at us, and I inhaled as if I’d been kicked in the stomach.

Where were the Aeralians taking them?

The Elders stared straight ahead whenever we passed the prison wagons. They didn’t want to see. Korr looked at them as if he was punishing himself. The fugitive must have come from such a wagon before he fled into our Frost.

It was afternoon before we reached our destination, a platform of rusted steel that jutted from the landscape. Buildings and tents clumped around its feet, and at the top of the platform were even more windows and doorways. An outpost, Korr explained in a low tone to no one in particular, and I knew he spoke for my benefit.

We stopped in the shadow of the outpost and disembarked from our carriage. Hoof prints and wagon wheels churned the mud beneath our feet where the snow was melting in clumps. The air was warmer here, although frost still coated the glass on the windows, and everyone wore cloaks and coats.

Raine stepped from the coach behind ours, accompanied by his soldiers. My father was with him. He frowned at me. He hadn’t been pleased about my accompanying them, but Korr had announced it as though it were his idea, and my father dared not contradict the nobleman.

A metal cage hoisted us to the top of the platform, and then we stepped onto a road of metal. Our feet clanked against the ground as we were ushered across a bridge of steel and into a room with windows that faced the cloudy sky and ruined fields in the distance. A round table filled the room, and men clad in gray uniforms sat waiting for us.

I stayed close to Korr as we entered. Their eyes slid over us, and they began to talk. Raine, mostly, answering questions and making boasts about his progress in the “Northern Region.” As if the Frost was just another part of their wretched land.

“And the plans for the railroad?” one of the men in uniform, this one with pockmarked skin and pale eyes that bugged from his face, asked. “How are they progressing?”

Railroad? Did he mean to say they planned to put a railroad track through the Frost? My mouth dropped open.

Raine cleared his throat. “There have been a few mishaps,” he said. “The locals are superstitious. They believe in monsters in their forests called Watchers. They’ve resisted the incorporation of technology into their woods. There has been some violence—”

“The monsters we tell children stories about at night to frighten them?” the officer asked incredulously. “You are using this as an excuse?”

A few of the other men laughed.

Raine turned a shade of red. “No,” he ground out. “I do not. The villagers—”

The officer turned to Elissa Elder, who sat as though she had a knife to her neck. “These monsters,” he said. “They are real?”

She licked her lips. Her voice was a whisper. “They are real.”

“Have you ever seen one, my dear?”

She shook her head.

“Raine, one of your specimens disproves your words. What do you have to say about that?”

Raine’s expression promised punishment to any Frost dweller who made him look like a fool again. “I—”

“I’ve seen one,” Korr interrupted smoothly.

All heads turned toward the nobleman. Korr lounged in his chair, dressed in silky blacks with his hair shining and combed like a gentleman, one hand resting on the table. He made a circle on the wood with one gloved finger. “It was massive, with glowing red eyes and teeth as long as knives. It was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever beheld.”

My heart beat fast. I remembered the night he’d stumbled to my back door, bleeding everywhere. How I’d sewn up his torn flesh.

Raine sputtered. “What is this madness, Korr? How the devil would you have encountered such a thing, even if it was real?”

Korr face him gravely. “In fact, I thought it was going to bite off my leg,” he continued.

The other officers snickered despite the grimness of the mood. They all knew Korr was making a joke at Raine’s expense.

Raine reddened further. “Can we cease this mockery? The locals believe in the monsters. And the Frost has many dangers—giant ice bears, wild snowcats, those infernal mothkat creatures that bite if you get too close.”

“Perhaps the monsters are ice bears mistaken for something more sinister in the dark?” one of the men suggested.

Another of the men waved his hand. “Regardless of what it’s based on, it sounds like this superstition has impeded progress on a railroad track and the mining operation.”

Mining operation? The Aeralians intended to carve up our wilderness, did they? A surge of fierce and defiant incredulousness rose in my throat. I’d like to see them try. They’d quickly learn that the monsters were real.

Except they were killing Iceliss in the process of trying.

Korr leaned back in his chair. “Raine has made a mess of everything,” he drawled. “The natives hate him. They’ve formed a group called the Blackcoats to fight back against him and his policies.”

Again, heads turned. The men muttered. Raine fumed.

“And you?” someone asked with a sneer. “I suppose you are deeply loved by these backwater Snow People?”

Korr dimpled. “You might be surprised. Compared to Raine here, I’m practically worshipped.”

As they were speaking, I took a moment to scan the room. Adam had described my contact as a man with a scar on his lip.

Scar-lip sat across from me, but he hadn’t looked at me yet. I needed to capture his attention.

“You there,” one of the officers said to me. “You are the mayor’s daughter, aren’t you? What do your people think of Korr?”

I resisted the urge to shift or fidget. I held myself straight and spoke clearly. “Our people are used to hardship. We live in a harsh world populated by harsher creatures. We know how to make use of something... undesirable... for our own gain.”

“You’re saying your people let Korr think they trust him so he’ll help them against Raine?” the man asked.

Korr frowned at me. I knew he was wondering what I was playing at.

I couldn’t let myself sound too kind toward Korr.

“I’m saying we see a pompous nobleman for the boon he can be.”

Several of the officers smiled to hear Korr described as a pompous nobleman. They liked that. But others were frowning at my boldness. I didn’t sound like a good little captive.

I continued speaking, willing Scar-lip to listen, blocking out the others in my anxiety to accomplish my mission. I was untrained. I was not equipped to be doing this. But I had no choice.

“We have a bird in the Frost,” I said. “The Bluewing. It lives among a bush of thorns, and the thorns keep it safe. We are like that bluewing. Adaptive in the midst of our harsh world. Able to see opportunity in our adversity.”

Scar-lip had tensed at my double mention of thorns. When I knew he was looking at me, I took my hands out of my lap and laid them on the table. The light caught the threads of my embroidery I’d added, with shapes and swirls surrounding the symbols I’d added to the sleeves of my gown, and he read them while the others debated and bickered. He gave me the faintest of nods.

There.

I’d passed the information.

I put my hands back in my lap and let the words fly above my head.

 

~

 

Later, we left the room with the round table full of officers and soldiers and took the cage-lift again to the ground level, where buildings of metal made a circle in the shadow of the platform above. Fires smoked, soldiers stood in clumps. The Elders stayed close to me as we walked. Raine and my father were not with us as we were ushered into a suite of rooms, sparsely furnished, and given a plain meal.

I was shaky with nerves and barely able to eat. The Elders seemed to be having trouble finding anything appetizing as well. We sat in silence, listening to the clanging and clopping sounds that came from outside. A train roared past, shaking the walls, and Elissa put her hands to her lips.

A rap at the door made me jump. I rose and went to answer it, expecting my father.

It was Korr.

He peered around me at the Elders and then motioned with one finger for me to join him outside. I grabbed my cloak from the hook by the door and stepped into the brisk wind. Darkness had fallen, and a smattering of stars winked in the sky over the fields beyond the outpost. Fires glowed at intervals in the distance, and the low voices of soldiers filled my ears.

When I caught a glimpse of Korr’s face in the light of the lantern he carried, I recoiled.

He was furious.

“What are you doing?” he demanded in a harsh whisper.

“I—”

He didn’t give me time to speak. “Spinning me a story of woe to soften my heart, then coming here and speaking up about things you should leave well enough alone, messing with fire—Ann, you are like a mouse among foxes here. Taunting Raine, making your people sound as though they’re about to take up arms against Aeralis, not to mention whatever else you might have up your sleeve. What are you thinking?”

Up my sleeve. A pang of terror pierced me. Did he realize I’d embroidered a message on them? Or was he simply using the phrase?

When I said nothing, Korr made a sound of disgust. “I’m disappointed in you, Ann. You’re conniving, but you’re not stupid. And you’ve never before tried to sabotage me.”

“Sabotage you?”

“You practically said that I am inspiring a revolution among your people!”

I stared at him. “I... That’s not...”

“And the story,” he continued, sarcastic now. “So touching. The bird among the thorns. I didn’t realize you used it with everyone you wanted to convince of something. I get it. Your precious, dangerous Frost is the thorns, and your brave Iceliss is the bluewing. But you make it sound like the bluewing is a spirit of revolution, and the occupation of the Aeralians the thorns. You make them think the Blackcoats are about to slit their throats. You make them think I’m practically handing them the knife!”

“Perhaps they should be afraid!” I snapped, angry too after his onslaught of accusations. “Sometimes you forget that we are on opposite sides, Korr.”

“Sometimes you forget your life is in my hands,” he snarled, and turned on his heel and vanished into the darkness.

I stood alone outside the door, shivering. I didn’t want to go back inside and sit in that room like a pot with its metal walls, waiting to be cooked alive with the cowering Elders. I wanted to run and never stop. I stared at the place where Korr had disappeared as my chest throbbed with pain from his words finding their mark.

A shadow rippled behind me, and a figure took shape. A man in a soldier’s uniform. I stepped back, alarmed, and then I recognized Adam’s face beneath the eyeshield.

“You passed the information?” he asked, and I nodded. I wondered if he’d heard anything Korr had said. He gave no indication that he had.

“Return home,” he said. “I will be meeting another contact here. You’ll have a new operative to contact for a while in Iceliss. My brother will serve until he is replaced, I don’t know by whom. They will explain.”

“They?” I asked, but he slipped away without answering.

Every bit of information that came my way seemed to come in fragments. I ground my teeth together and retreated inside to try to sleep.

 

~

 

A pounding woke me from a nightmare. I sat up, dizzy and confused by the unfamiliar room and the blackness around me.

“Open this door!” a muffled voice demanded.

I stumbled to it.

On the other side stood the soldier who always leered at me, the one with the restless smile and a penchant for threats with weapons. He lifted his weapon and pointed it at my chest.

“You’re to come with me,” he said. “Just you.”

“What? Why?”

“No questions. Raine is waiting.”

I didn’t move, so he grabbed my arm and yanked me from the door. He dragged me through the darkness of near-dawn, me stumbling in the dirty snow in only my nightdress and shivering in the wind. He marched me into the lift-cage, and we went up in the wind to the top of the outpost and then down a bridge to a room like the one where the officers had deliberated the previous day. The soldier pushed me inside, and I fell to my knees in the middle of the room.

Raine stood in front of me, my father beside him. Bound and kneeling behind them, with blood streaming from his mouth and one of his ears, was Adam. He’d had his uniform disguise confiscated, and he was clad in thin gray rags like a prisoner.

My thoughts wheeled like startled birds.

“This man was found impersonating one of our officers,” Raine spat out. “A spy. He says he’s alone, but I think differently. I’ve been watching you, Ann Mayor. I’ve wondered about you for months. You’re too sly, too careful. You’re hiding something. This soldier who brought you in saw you speaking to the spy earlier tonight. I think you’re involved too.”

“You have no proof of that,” my father protested, desperate and frail.

My pulse pounded in my head, almost drowning out his words. The soldier shifted behind me, awaiting orders.

“Confess,” Raine said. He leaned down so that his face was inches from mine. His breath brushed my lips. “Confess or die.”

“I know nothing,” I gritted out.

My father closed his eyes in despair.

Raine drew back and made a growling sound of frustration. “Lies. All lies. We need that one for questioning, but you... I want you taken out and shot. You’ll be an example to all those other presumptuous Snow People who think they can make a mockery of me—”

The soldier grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet, and my father made a sound like an animal caught in a trap. Raine slapped him and turned back to me.

“Take her outside the perimeter and put a bullet in her lying head—”

“Stop!”

Korr strode into the room, the door slamming behind him. “What is going on?”

Hope rose in me, but his gaze flicked over me as though I were nothing before he turned to Raine. I slumped. We had fought. He was angry. Would he do nothing to help me?

“A spy has been caught,” Raine said, nodding at Adam.

“Ah,” Korr said. “The Brewer.” He looked at me again. “And the Mayor girl? Why is she here?”

“She is involved in the matter, I’m sure of it,” Raine said. “I’m going to have her shot as an example of what happens to those who rise against us.”

Korr’s face twisted with fury. “This is one of the reasons why you are the stupidest man I’ve ever met. Shoot the Mayor’s daughter? If she is part of this, then she must be interrogated. She has a unique position. She isn’t just another Snow Person. She’s been to Aeralis. She managed to manipulate herself to this meeting. She could be involved in anything. She could be a Revolutionist, for all we know. His Excellency, our Supreme Ruler Merris, will want to hear of this. He’ll want her tortured in his own dungeon. How dare you try to usurp my mission in the Frost for your own petty revenge?”

Raine whitened at the mention of Merris. That must be their Aeralian dictator.

“Fine,” he snapped. “Take the girl to Astralux and interrogate her there yourself. Let it be on your head.”

Korr took ahold of my wrist, and we went out into the darkness. He ushered me toward a waiting carriage, and only as he handed me inside did I realize his hand was shaking against mine.




Safe as a BLUEWING





TWENTY-FOUR

I SLEPT DURING the carriage ride to Astralux. My bewilderment, shock, and terror combined to make me almost catatonic. I slipped into a swamp of nightmares with soldiers holding guns to my head and Raine screaming at my father while Korr watched and laughed. When I woke, the carriage wheels were rattling over cobblestones, and through the carriage window, the light of sunrise had begun to tint the sky. Fog wrapped the buildings around us in wisps of ghostly white.

We were in Astralux.

Korr sat across from me, sleeping with his face leaning against one slender, gloved hand. Sleep made him gentle. All the harsh planes and lines of his face were relaxed, and the pale light of morning gave his skin a soft gleam. I could barely reconcile the sight of him here with the promises of punishment and torture for me that he’d made to Raine.

I looked at the door of the carriage. If I could open it now, while he slept, maybe I could lose myself in the streets. Maybe I could find a way to get back to the Frost, steal a horse, something... If I could survive the journey, I’d hide at Lia’s farm with Everiss. I could be safe.

Korr stirred and opened his eyes. He caught me looking at the door and shook his head as he stretched.

“Don’t,” he said, voice thick with sleep. “The carriage door is bolted from the outside to prevent escapes, so it’s useless anyway. Don’t throw away my trust by trying it.”

“Trust? Is that what promising interrogation and torture is called in Aeralis?” My voice rose in my panic and anger.

“Shhh.” He closed his eyes again. “It is too early for shouting. As to torture, well, Raine is a fool. Perhaps I am a greater fool. But I am not going to see you tortured, Bird.”

I paused at the nickname. “My father used to call me little bird.”

“Then he got something right,” Korr murmured. He laid his head back on his hand, and I pressed my face to the glass to get a glimpse of where I was.

Unshed tears made my throat itch. Lock or not, I couldn’t have fled anyway. I would never survive a trek back to the Frost. Even if I found my way back to the river that separated our frozen world from Aeralis, Lia’s family couldn’t take in another fugitive. They were starving already, even with the food I had managed to sneak them.

What would they do now that I was gone?

It was easier to worry about Lia and her siblings than contemplate what horrible fate waited me at the end of this carriage ride.

Gardens and street lamps slipped past. We turned onto a street with wide lanes, lined with trees and lampposts. Here, the houses were tall and made of cut stone.

The carriage turned into a road beside one that looked like a castle. I gulped a breath.

“Is this the dictator’s house?”

Korr chuckled faintly. “It’s mine.”

The carriage stopped behind the house, out of sight of the street. Korr rapped on the door, and the driver jumped down and unlocked it. Korr stepped out and offered me his hand.

I stared at his palm, still weighing the possibility of running. I felt like a wild animal. My heart pumped, my skin flushed.

“Don’t,” Korr said.

He was right. It was utterly futile to try. I had nowhere to run.

I put my hand in his.

 

~

 

I was shown to a room and left there. The walls were covered in cream and pink wallpaper. A bed piled with blankets and hung with curtains stood in the center of the room, and two windows that didn’t open overlooked a steep drop to the driveway below. A door beside the bed led to a washroom with a mirror, a washbasin, and a tub with clawed feet.

Someone knocked on the door. Korr. He stepped inside and shut it behind him.

“You look at me as though I come to murder you,” he said with a low laugh. “You’re safe here, Ann.”

“Safe,” I repeated without conviction.

“You aren’t going to be tortured,” he said. “I only said that to keep Raine the Idiot from shooting you in the head.” He sighed and ran a hand over his face. “Why did you talk me into bringing you to that outpost? You should have stayed safe in your thorn bush, Bird.”

“If you aren’t going to have me tortured, what are you going to do with me?”

“Keep you here,” he said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know how long it will be before you see your home again.”

When he left, I turned out the lights and tried to sleep, but the sunlight on the ceiling kept me awake.

I don’t know how long it will be until you see your home again.

I shut my eyes and didn’t open them again until a servant summoned me for the meal.

 

~

 

Korr’s house was a maze of dark wood staircases and paneling, pictures of tall metal buildings and marble statues of horses, and bookcases filled with heavy tomes. A man’s house, dusty and imposing. I saw little of him in it, honestly, despite the richness of the decor. I wondered if he’d chosen the decorations himself, if they suited his taste.

In the evening of my first day in Aeralian captivity, I found the room of glass that seemed to be standard in the mansions of Astralux. This one had a towering roof of pitched glass that sloped like a mountain peak far above my head. Lanterns hung from the ceiling at intervals, glowing like stars. Vines crawled up poles and clung to supports on the walls, and ferns and shrubs crowded at waist level. A stone patio formed an open space at the beginning of the room, lined with settees and stuffed chairs, and then a pair of paths diverged into the forest of green beyond. I took one of the paths, wandering among the plants and letting the greenery soothe my battered spirit.

Korr startled me when he spoke. He was sitting on a bench beneath a canopy of vines, his legs propped on one of the armrests and his head tipped back to look at the glass sky. “I thought you’d find your way here before too long.”

I looked around at the plants instead of at his face. “It’s soothing. Beautiful.”

“Yes.” He sighed. He was quiet now, his anger and sharp words all melted away. He was the Korr I knew in secret. “It is perhaps the only beautiful thing in my possession.” He reached out to touch a bush covered in fragrant white flowers. “My mother loves greenhouses.”

“Loves,” I repeated, taking note of the way he spoke of her.

“Yes, she isn’t dead. But we are estranged.”

“Why?” I asked. I felt comfortable with bluntness in a way I hadn’t even before, when we’d forgone it for straightforwardness. But politeness seemed useless now that I’d stared at death and been plucked away from it by him.

I heard his regretful smile in his voice. “Because I have a path to walk that takes me away from her.”

“You’re being very cryptic.” I paused. “Do you truly think I’m a Revolutionist like you told Raine?”

He laughed. “My dear, I was saying anything and everything I could think of at that moment. I do not think you’re secretly working to overthrow the dictator and reinstate the Aeralian monarchy.”

“Do you think I’m a Blackcoat?”

He shook his head. Some of his glossy black hair fell into his eyes, and he brushed it back with the flip of his hand. “Ann, let us have an understanding. You have your secrets. I have mine. Let us respect that about each other, and be at peace with it. I won’t interrogate you. You won’t interrogate me. Do whatever it is you think you must, but do it safely.”

When I returned to my room, I found a letter waiting for me, sealed with a dab of black wax. I opened it, and scrawled on the paper inside were the words

 

Welcome to Astralux.

 

It said nothing else. It was unsigned.

Was it a coded message?

I studied the words. The X was not a proper x, rather, it looked a bit more like a broken twig... the sign of the Thorns. My heart beat fast. I held the paper to the light, but nothing appeared. I went to my fireplace and started a fire. When the paper met the heat, another sentence appeared.

 

In the glass gardens, you’ll find instructions for further duties. Dig beneath the dirt in the red flowerpot on the first day of every week.

 

The Thorns were everywhere, it seemed.

I memorized it and then burned the letter.





TWENTY-FIVE

WHEN I DUG into the dirt in the red flowerpot (the only red one among a line of blue and gray), I found a note with information to be passed along, and instructions as to where. The Plaza of Horses, it said.

“Am I a prisoner?” I asked Korr later as we ate dinner.

He wiped his lips with a napkin. “Officially, yes. Why?”

“Am I allowed out in the city?”

His eyes narrowed. “If you want to go out, I need to come with you. I am your jailor, as far as everyone knows. We need to observe that.”

“I understand,” I said. “So would you accompany me around the city in two days’ time?”

He took a sip of wine. He stared down at the liquid a moment.

“I’ll wear a hat,” I added. “And I’ll look absolutely miserable. A truly tortured soul.”

His mouth curved up in a wry smile. “I’m sure a hat alone with suffice.”

And so Korr accompanied me to the Plaza of Horses. I wore a red bonnet that shaded my features, although recognition was unlikely, and I wore an Aeralian dress, one of the many Korr had provided me with for the duration of my stay. I’d made it my own by stitching thorny branches, bluewings, and blossoms along the bodice and sleeves. The stitching contained the message meant for the Thorns operative. I signaled my work with the sign of the Thorns stitched at intervals along the sleeves.

When we returned home, I was shaking with fear and exhilaration. I was still serving a purpose here. I was still helping my people.

The days passed. Korr came and went, sometimes for days at a time. He returned to the Frost, and I remained in Astralux, in his echoing mansion of books and statues. Our outings became a regular occurrence whenever Korr was in the city. I always wore a bonnet or hat to partially obscure my face, and dress or coat freshly embroidered with a new design and a hidden message.

When Korr was gone and I was lonely, but I kept myself busy by reading books from his shelves. Most were histories, or finance, or architecture. I struggled through them, laboring over the unfamiliar terms and locations, using an atlas to familiarize myself with the geographical references and a history book for the cultural ones. I was learning much about Aeralis, and that felt useful. We had lived for so long in utter ignorance of our neighbors. I was tired of fear and blindness. I wanted knowledge and strength and confidence.

Besides reading, I spent most of my time in the glass room tending to the plants. When Korr was in Astralux, he would come and sit in the gardens with me, watching me work and sometimes helping me. It was odd to see him on his knees before a bed of flowers, but he smiled more easily when he was dirtying his hands with greenery and roots. He told me stories about when he was a child learning to shoot a bow and arrow and ride a horse, and I told him about the games we played as children in the Frost. We did not talk about Raine, or the dictator, or Blackcoats.

Sometimes I felt that he was water and I was thirsty earth. He poured out words to me, and I drank them in. He made me laugh. I banished thoughts of how he was Aeralian, how he could be called my captor, how he was my enemy.

We were not enemies, not in that place.

 

~

 

When Korr returned one day, he brought me a present. A bush of snow blossoms, the roots bound in wet cloth. I planted them in the greenhouse and inhaled their gentle scent. When I closed my eyes, I saw it again—the thick black trees, the falling snow, the shock of blue against the white.

“You miss it?” Korr asked.

“I don’t miss being afraid, and hungry, and invisible,” I said. “I miss my friends. I worry about them. But the Frost was never truly my home, in a way. I’ve never really felt like I belonged anywhere. I was an interloper even as a child.”

“I feel the same,” Korr said. “I never quite found a place where I felt at home either. My father died young, my mother remarried, and... Well, her new husband was an important man. It set me and my brother apart. We were revered and feared. People wanted to be close to us, but they wanted to use us or gain favors. It was isolating.”

“What about now? What about here?”

He waved a hand to indicate the house. “This place was my father’s. It is furnished to his taste. I barely knew the man. It has never been mine. I don’t think I’ve ever had a home.”

I was filled to the brim with warmth and empathy for him as I listened. I leaned forward, overcome. “Everyone deserves a home. How can I help you make this place yours?”

He stared at me. “No one has ever asked me such a thing.”

I thought for a moment he might kiss me.

Then I shared with him the story of when I was a child and how the other village children altered their play whenever I tried to join them. How I took the fun out of things for the others, and I hated myself and my station for it. “Lia always treated me as though I were her equal instead of her better,” I finished.

“You love that about her,” he said, and I nodded. He knew me well.

I paused. He must have seen her. “How is she?”

I felt guilty for not demanding to know the second he’d arrived, but here in this place, the outside world was like a dream.

Korr paused to select the right words, and my stomach dipped. “Korr? Is she...?”

“She is a fugitive,” he said.

“A fugitive!”

“But alive and well, from what I can tell. She recently broke into my room in the consulate. I think she is hoping to rescue you.”

“What happened? Why is she a fugitive?”

And so he told me how Raine wanted her arrested for her involvement in spying, how her farm had been confiscated along and her sister relocated to a new home while she and her brother had fled. He spoke with quiet respect for the way she’d escaped and continued to survive in the wilderness. “The people in the village have begun to speak of her as if she is a legend.”

“The farm...” I whispered. “She loved the farm. It was her link to her parents.”

“She’ll get it back one day,” Korr said.

I didn’t know if that was true, but I willed myself to believe him.

 

~

 

Another week passed, and Korr went to the Frost and returned again. He refused to pass any messages for me. “I will not be involved with it,” he said.

I wasn’t sure how he would get them to Lia anyway. According to him, Jonn had fled too. Everiss must have gone with them. I spent many nights wondering what they were doing and if they had enough to eat. If they were warm. If they were frightened.

During the days, Korr distracted me as much as he could. He taught me to play games with chiseled wooden pieces and he taught me Aeralian dances. He was charming and funny and playful when we were alone, when he didn’t wear his mask of the sarcastic nobleman.

I loved him.

 

~

 

Korr sat on the bench, brow furrowed in thought while I trimmed a shrub studded with the fragrant white flowers that were his mother’s favorite. Korr had just returned from the Frost after being gone for a week. The silence was comfortable as a warm blanket, and my mind was free from worry. It was a strange feeling, this tentative peace, but I wasn’t questioning it. I soaked it in.

When I looked up from the flowers, he was watching me. He wore solemnity like a cloak around his shoulders.

“What are you thinking?” I asked, because he looked unusually sad. Usually time in the greenhouse helped him shed his sorrows.

He answered without stopping to arrange the words, without filtering himself. I loved it when he did that. It made me feel like I was in a place of total belonging. “My exact last thought? I was thinking how my life is composed of so much artifice and ugliness,” he said. “When I die, I don’t want to be buried in the stone crypt of my family. I want to feed the roots of a lovely plant like that, and be a part of something truly beautiful for once.”

“That’s a sad thought.”

“You asked what I was thinking.”

True. I returned to the plant, but Korr did not look away.

“Ann,” he said after another pause.

“Hmm?”

“Ann, I have something to tell you.”

I stopped my work again. The sunlight slanted through the glass and made a halo around the back of his head. I shaded my eyes with my hand. “What is it? You’ve been glum since your return.” I paused as fear spiked through me. “Did something happen to my father?”

He shook his head. “No, nothing like that.”

“What then?”

He sighed. “Ann, you have to go back.”

I was still a moment as his words crashed into me. “You mean the Frost?”

He nodded gravely. “I’ve spoken with Lia.”

“You spoke to her! How is she?”

“She is well. Thinner, perhaps, but well. She has negotiated a deal with me, and she demands your return in exchange for something I need. And I think she is right. I think you should go.”

I gulped a breath. “How can you make that decision for me? I’m not just some pawn to be bartered in exchange for—”

“I might die, Ann,” he interrupted. “A battle is coming. I’m prepared for whatever comes, but I want you to be safe. You need to be with your people. You need to be in your home.”

Tears gathered in my eyes.

“I don’t have a home,” I said softly.

“You need to be in your thorn bush, Bird. That dangerous place of safety that you Snow People love to make into metaphor.”

I found the words I had never told him. “You think it’s the Frost I speak of, but you’re wrong. You’re my thorn bush, Korr. You always have been.”

He set the book aside and stood. I stood with him. He held out his hands, and I went to him. I rested my forehead against his, and he cupped my face with his hands.

“Please,” I said. “I want us to stay together.”

“I know,” he whispered. He sighed deeply, and I felt the flutter of his lashes against my chees as he spoke the words. “I want that too. But things are changing. Ann... there’s a chance that your people might be able to get the Frost back. I can help.”

“What?”

“Ann... You must have suspected. I’ve been working for years to see the overthrow of the dictator. I’m a Revolutionist.”

Somehow, I was not surprised. He was right. I had suspected, I realized. “And I work with the Thorns.”

He didn’t seem surprised either

“They would not like my telling you this,” I said.

“No doubt,” he agreed. “But the time for such secrets is past. Now, it is the time for trust. Liberation is almost in our grasp, but we must come together and trust each other to obtain it.” He paused, his eyes searching mine. “I’ve been scouring the Frost for a device called a PLD that will help me defeat Merris, the dictator. It’s a long story, and I can explain later if you’d like, but it’s an ancient creation that contains almost unimaginable power. Legends and old books promised it was hidden in the Frost and long forgotten, and I searched for it tirelessly, but I was never successful.”

I remembered when he’d come to my door, bleeding from a wound across his chest. Had he been searching the Frost for it then?

“Now Lia Weaver has it,” Korr said, “and she doesn’t trust me, but we must find a way to work together if Aeralis is to be saved. Ann, I must convince her.”

“Lia?” I was astonished. “Why does she have a device you need to defeat the Aeralian dictator?”

“Apparently, your friend has been quite the adventurer,” he replied with a shake of his head.

I pressed a hand to my head. “I thought you were in the Frost to find the fugitive.”

“I know Gabriel is safe. He’s with Lia.”

I shook my head. “She seems to have everything you want.”

“He’s my brother,” Korr added. “She saved his life. And I think he’s in love with her.”

It was almost too much to take in. “Your brother. And he’s in love with Lia.” A hundred memories of little things said and unsaid suddenly made sense. I was dizzy from the sensation. How much did I not know about my friend? I paused as the memories rearranged my understanding of everything I’d observed the last few months. “I think maybe she loves him too.”

 “Was he the prisoner you asked about in the greenhouse at Officer Venegred’s house?” I asked. “I saw you. I was there on the bench, hidden behind a vine.”

Korr’s mouth pinched at the memory. “Yes.” He touched my chin. “So that’s how you knew my name. Clever Ann Mayor. I’ve wondered more than once about how you’d managed it. You were such a puzzle to me then. And you still are. I could spend my whole life studying you.”

I brought my hand up to capture his. “And now you want me to go back.”

“This ‘imprisonment’ is the happiest I’ve ever been,” he said fervently. “But they need us. The Thorns need the Revolutionists’ help if they want to win back the Frost. Iceliss needs our help. Lia, Adam. They won’t trust me without you. People are dying. Aeralians and Frost Dwellers both. You have to go back.”

I knew he was right. I knew I had been living in a dream as fragile as a soap bubble. Other duties awaited me. My friends were still in danger. My people were still captives. I remembered the man I’d seen my first time in Astralux, and how his blood had splattered on the wall behind him as he was beaten.

It was time for me to return to the Frost.

“Come,” Korr said. “I will explain the rest as we make the journey. You deserve to know it all.”





TWENTY-SIX

WE TOOK AN unmarked carriage from the city. Korr explained about his brother’s imprisonment and escape, and I listened in amazement and sadness.

We took the carriage to the edge of the tree line that signaled the start of the Frost, and there we left it hidden by the side of the road and continued on foot, clad in warm cloaks and wearing thick boots to keep out the snow. Korr knew where he was going as we trudged through the drifts and up and down icy embankments. He moved through the forest with the confidence of someone who’d walked it many times, and I wondered how often he’d ventured into the Frost alone.

It was early day, and bluewings fled at our approach. The sky was cloudless, blue as a snow blossom, the air like ice even though the sun was weakly warm against my cheeks. We hiked for hours until we reached the ruins of a great estate. I was astonished at the size of it. What other ancient wonders were hidden in the Frost, far from Iceliss?

“This is where Lia and I agreed to meet,” Korr said. “She’s probably hiding out of sight.”

I turned to him. I brushed my hands down his arms, a pitiful embrace. I was a thousand pieces of emotion, barely stitched together. I wanted to hug him and never let go. I settled for holding his gaze. His was warm and full of unspoken things that made my heart flip and my head spin with questions and longing.

“We’ll see each other again,” he said.

I desperately hoped he was right.

I turned and walked alone to find my friend among the ruins, leaving Korr behind me. I stepped over crumbling stone steps, past bushes laden with red berries, to a porch lined with columns at the back of the mansion. I caught a glimpse of a ragged cloak and a thin figure ahead.

“Lia?” I whispered.

She turned. Her eyes widened at the sight of me. She looked like a deer poised to flee. She was so thin, and she had a new, harsh leanness to her features, as if hardship had carved her into a different Lia.

“It’s all right,” I said. “No soldiers.”

She hugged me tight, whispering, “I can’t believe you’re here, you’re safe...how did it happen? How did you find us?”

“Well, I didn’t come here alone,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

I nodded toward the doorway behind us. Korr stepped from a shadow, showing himself.

Lia frowned.

“Listen to me, Lia,” I said, too quiet for Korr to hear. “He isn’t what we thought. He isn’t what he seems. Please, I know you have no reason to trust him, but you must. He will help us overthrow Raine. He will help us get the Frost back.”

“He told you those things?”

“Yes.”

“And you believed him?”

“Yes. Lia, some things have changed.”

“What things?” she demanded.

Not here. Not now. I shook my head. “Where are the others?”

“I can’t tell you until I’m sure I can trust you.”

“Lia. It’s me.”

“Well, I can see it’s you, but here you are talking about change and trusting Korr. For all I know, they’ve brainwashed you in Aeralis.”

I sighed. “Can we walk a little? That garden looks...fascinating.”

We descended the stairs. Lia moved warily. “What is going on?”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “But I trust him.”

And then I told her how he’d rescued me. She listened.

“I’m not asking you to blindly follow him,” I finished. “I just want you to allow yourself to consider the possibility of an alliance.”

“You’ve changed,” Lia observed.

“We’ve all changed,” I said.

That was what hardship and love did to people. Especially love.

 

~

 

At dusk, I traveled with Lia, Jonn, and the fugitive, Gabe, to meet Korr and discuss making an alliance. I walked with Lia while the fugitive and Jonn went ahead, Jonn on the back of a gelding. I had never known Jonn well, since he almost never ventured into Iceliss, and I had only twice visited the farm, but I’d always liked him. He had a kind face and clever eyes and a gentle word for almost everyone despite his injury that left him chair-bound and prone to seizures. Now, he radiated determination and watchfulness. I’d always thought secretly that Jonn deserved to be mayor more than any of the Elders or I did. But he was born a Weaver.

It was one of the great flaws in our system.

The fugitive walked stiffly, as if bound with anger.

“He’s angry,” I observed to Lia, remembering what Korr had explained to me as we’d journeyed back to the Frost. I felt only sympathy for Gabe. “I don’t blame him. He’s had little reason to trust Korr until now.”

“None of us did,” Lia said. “We still don’t.”

“He protected me, and returned me safely to the Frost just as he promised you,” I reminded her. “And you need his help just as he needs yours.”

Mutual desperation made good allies.

“We’ll see,” Lia muttered.

Korr waited for us in the center of the clearing. The sight of him sent an arrow of longing straight through me. He was bathed in shadows, and his cloak rippled faintly in the wind. He was breathtaking.

He looked at me, and a spark jumped between us. I cleared my throat and tried to calm my beating heart.

Lia was the one to speak first. She bickered with Korr about trust, but they came to an arrangement. He would assist in rescuing Adam and driving the Aeralians from the Frost. In exchange, Lia would give him the PLD and show him to the transport gate that Korr had described to me. I could hardly believe such a thing existed.

Lia and Korr shook hands, and the alliance was struck, but there was much to be accomplished before we would be a free people again.

Korr vanished into the forest, leaving us with revolution on our lips and fire in our hearts.

There was much to be done if we wanted to free our people, but for once, I had hope.





TWENTY-SEVEN

MUSIC RANG OUT through Iceliss. Bonfires shot sparks into the sky like fireworks, and in the streets, people danced in the slush of melting snow and laughed. Children ran through the throngs, clapping their hands and giggling. Everyone sang the songs of the Frost, but this time, they had a note of hope in their mournful verses.

The Aeralians had been driven out. The Frost was ours again.

Weeks had passed since our meeting with Korr. Lia had rescued Adam from Aeralis with Korr’s assistance. We’d forged a plot to steal into our village dressed as a troupe of traveling performers. Once inside, we’d called upon the Watchers, the guardians of the Frost, to help us drive out our oppressors.

I could never have imagined such an alliance, not in my wildest dreams.

Now we were free, and I was filled with equal parts joy and wistfulness. Iceliss was transformed by happiness before me. Ribbons hung from every doorway, and the cages were strung with flowers and colored lanterns. This day would forever be a holiday for our people.

But despite the joy around me, my heart ached for all that had been lost. Everiss had died several weeks before, killed by a Watcher, and I was still numb with grief for her. Many others had fallen taking back Iceliss from Officer Raine. And Korr was gone, perhaps forever, and I ached to have him near. Just the knowledge that I might cross paths with him would have soothed me, but instead, I faced the truth: He was somewhere in the world, and it was not where I was.

I moved between the bonfires, and while some made way for me grudgingly, others scowled at me. One or two of the villagers even muttered that I should have been driven out with the Farthers, and I almost wished I had been. I felt like a ghost haunting the festivities, and so I withdrew to the first place I saw. The Assembly Hall. I found my father sitting alone on the dais with his head in his hands. He lifted his face when he heard me.

“Annalise?”

I thought he might say something about how he loved me, or that I had been brave, that I should be off dancing, or some other similar sentiment appropriate for the occasion. Instead, he said, “Get Lia Weaver and Adam Brewer. We have an important matter to discuss.”

Disappointment was an old friend.

I went out into the night to find them. The songs filled my ears and tugged at my spirits. I let myself smile at the laughter around me, even if, for me, it was tinged with a strange hollowness.

When I’d returned with Lia, the remaining members of the Elder families had gathered too. I could see by the confusion on their faces that they were as in the dark about what my father wanted as I was.

My father stood. “I am stepping down as mayor,” he announced. “It will be announced tomorrow, but I wanted you to know tonight.”

Gasps rang out. I sank onto one of the benches. This would change everything about our way of life. A mayor had never willingly abdicated.

“How is such a thing possible?” Jonath Elderthird asked. “It is your position. Your name.”

“The people have no faith in me anymore, and I don’t blame them. Perhaps it’s time for a new one,” my father said.

He spoke each word as if he were laying down heavy stones that he’d carried many miles. He sighed when he was finished speaking. He sat back down, and everyone looked at each other over his head. The Elders began to discuss which family should take up the mantle, and as I listened, a plan formed in my mind.

I knew what I was going to do.

 

~

 

The next day, the villagers gathered in an impromptu Assembly at my father’s request. Energy and curiosity charged the air, along with some hostility. But mostly, the people were still drunk on happiness from the day before.

I’d looked for Lia all morning, but hadn’t been able to locate her. Finally, I found her in the front row of the Assembly Hall with Jonn and Ivy beside her. She was pale and stressed. I wondered if it had anything to do with the tension I’d sensed radiating between Gabe and Adam. They both loved her. She was burdened by the choice she was going to have to make.

The whole room buzzed with whispers as my father took the dais. He surveyed the villagers, his face pinched with weariness and regret. My stomach was a knot of nerves. I’d asked Gabe to help me, but he hadn’t given me an answer. And he wasn’t here. I didn’t know if I had enough trust with the villagers to pull off what I wanted to say alone. They didn’t like me. I needed someone else to back my plan.

“Please,” my father said.

The room grew silent. The villagers leaned forward to listen.

“Today, I stand before you a broken man,” my father began. “I almost lost my daughter. I did lose my pride, my morals, and your trust.”

The room was heavy with anticipation.

“So, for the crimes I have committed against this village and my people, I am resigning my position as mayor.”

The shock was palpable. People began to shout. My father held up his hands, but he couldn’t stem the questions.

“What’s going to happen to the village?” someone demanded.

“The council of Elders will choose the new—”

“Why not let the people choose?” a voice called out above the uproar.

The entire hall turned to see the fugitive standing in the doorway. He was red-faced, his hands clenched into fists. I let out my breath a little. He’d come. Just as I’d asked. I needed someone to speak out. Gabe had first refused, but apparently, he’d reconsidered.

“I...” my father began.

“Yes, why not?” Ivy leaped to her feet to address the room.

“Ivy,” Lia snapped. “What are you doing?”

Ivy ignored her.

I hadn’t asked Ivy to say anything, but her words seemed to stir the villagers. They were nodding, muttering.

Gabe strode to the front of the room. “Where were the Elders when the Farthers took over this village? Where were they when we were all starving?”

“Excuse me,” my father managed. “But who are you?”

“My name is Gabe, and I’m a member of the group that liberated this village yesterday. And no, it isn’t my village, but I can see your problems all the same. You have too much secrecy. Too much unbalanced power. More than half this village has no say, no vote, and all because of their family name.”

My turn.

I leaped from the bench and approached the dais. “Gabe has a good point,” I said. “Half the Elders are dead or imprisoned. Raine ground our old system to bits beneath his boots, and maybe this time, when we’re putting everything back together, we should build it a new way.”

“How?” someone asked.

“We’ll have an election,” I said. “We’ll choose a new mayor, all of us.”

Excited whispers stirred the room.

I looked at Lia, and she seemed to think I was going to nominate her, for she shook her head. I swallowed a smile. I wasn’t going to do that to my friend. She would hate every minute, and she didn’t deserve that burden. She’d led enough for a lifetime already.

“I nominate Jonn Weaver for the position of mayor of Iceliss,” I said. “He planned most of the revolution yesterday. He’s a hard worker, a loyal brother, and a good friend.”

Jonn’s eyes widened with shock. I returned to the bench as the room erupted into voices.

A new Iceliss was beginning.




Hearts in AERALIS





TWENTY-EIGHT

I STOOD IN the snow at the mouth of the barn, a bucket in my hand and the wind at my throat as I looked at the Weaver farm below. My father and I had been living here for weeks now in a sort of voluntary exile. It had been Adam’s idea to move us from the village after a furious mob had come for us in the night to drive us out of our home.

No, not my home. I had a home, and it wasn’t a place. It was Korr, and I would risk death a dozen times to be where he was.

I’d thought I was lonely before, when I’d felt invisible and apart, but now I had been seen, and it had ignited a fire in me to be seen always, and I found myself breathless with longing at odd times, sometimes when I was feeding the cow, or spooning potatoes onto my plate. A slice of pain would go through me and I’d want to double over from it.

Part of me wanted to start walking and not stop until I reached Aeralis. But I was also Ann Mayor. I was not a weeping lily maiden as I might have once thought. I’d served as a spy for the Thorns in an enemy city. I’d helped free the Frost. I’d walked alongside monsters. I’d learned to build a fire and muck a stall and chop wood and skin rabbits, and every night I read history and philosophy beside the fire while my father snored in his chair. I could live without a man. And I wasn’t the type to go running off to a world beyond my own. That was never my way. I had my father to look after, and Lia. Korr was embroiled in his own liberation of Aeralis. He’d been firm about his desires—he wanted me safe in the Frost.

I wanted to laugh as I gazed at the frozen world around me. “Safe” was a debatable thing. We were safe from Watchers, perhaps, and here we were removed from the ire of the villagers who wanted to take their pound of flesh for my father’s crimes. But in the wake of what I’d found in Aeralis with Korr, I now realized there was more to safety than mere physical protection.

Figures appeared on the path from the village. It was Adam and Lia.

I invited them inside Lia’s old home to make them tea, and I shooed my father out to check the horses in the barn so they could speak freely. Lia was tense, Adam calm. Just as they always were. And when they told me what they’d come to ask, my heart soared like a bluewing, although I sat calmly and thought it over like a sensible person should.

The Thorns wanted me to go back to Aeralis. I had experience in the city. They needed more contacts with knowledge of Astralux. They needed someone with connections to a Revolutionist.

There was no doubt or hesitation in my mind as I gave my answer.

 

~

 

I journeyed to Aeralis with Adam. My goodbye with Lia filled me with bittersweet emotion. I wondered when I would see her again. I had no idea what the future held for me, but I was eager to move forward into it.

We took the wagon through the countryside, past the train tracks and through thawing fields of trampled grass. I’d made this journey twice before now, both times before in terror and despair, this time in hope and anticipation.

The mist enveloped us as we crossed the bridge into Astralux. My heart was in my throat as the buildings passed. We turned onto the wide street lined with trees and streetlamps, and my legs and hands trembled.

We drew up behind the house, out of sight. A servant let us into the house.

“Lord Korr is away,” we were informed.

I was too agitated to wait in my room. I sought out the glass room, steam against the glass, green fronds waving as I brushed past them for one of the benches. I sat beside the shrubs with the white flowers and inhaled the scent.

I closed my eyes.

“Well, Bird, it seems I’ve been invaded by Thorns operatives,” Korr said to my left.

I opened my eyes. He was standing on the path, surrounded by white blossoms, his coat in his hand and a look of pretend indignation on his face.

My heart pounded as I stood and crossed the distance between us. I stopped before him and gazed up into his eyes.

“You are glad to see me,” I said. “You can’t fool me. Admit it.”

“I’ve never been happier in my life,” he said softly, and swept me up in his arms and kissed me like the world was about to end.

I didn’t know what the future held for either of us, or for Aeralis.

But for now, I was home.





EPILOGUE

I LET THE tear trickle down my cheek without wiping it because my hands were filled with the urn of Korr’s ashes. The rest of the tears I held in my heart for later, when I was alone.

A servant broke the ground, and when he’d finished digging a hole, Gabe stepped forward with a shrub covered in white blossoms. Their mother’s favorite. Gabe settled the bush in the hole, and then I joined him, laying the ashes at the roots before we filled the hole with dirt.

He’d wished to be part of something beautiful, but he’d gotten his wish far earlier than this.

And the fragrance of the blossoms filled the greenhouse.
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~ONE~

THE SOLDIERS HAD their guns pointed straight at me.

The sky was cloudless and blue as azure above us, the air dry and hot with late summer heat. I was bruised from falling off Gryphon, my horse, and my temper was as short as the hair of a newly articled servant.

I’d escaped from the house on horseback after another argument with the housekeeper about my inability to keep shoes on while walking the grounds. Riding Gryphon hard across the gold-brown flatlands outside the fields of the plantation made my head clear, so I’d given him slack in the rein¬s, and that brat took the bit in his teeth and ran wild for the Jessu River, which cut like a jewel-green snake through the hills between our land and the port city at the edge of the sea. He’d been startled by a hawk in the foothills and thrown me, and then my companion, Trilly, had shown up with the air of a martyr and the scolding of a sergeant to usher me home on foot.

We’d been arguing about the propriety of my actions when the soldiers appeared, guns slung across their arms, on patrol against smugglers that sometimes roamed the river at night. I’d known immediately by the expression that crossed the big one’s face that we were in trouble.

Now, he was toying with us like a cat plays with an injured sparrow.

They were young soldiers—new ones I’d never seen before—the buttons on the gold-embroidered uniforms still sparkled clean and bright in the sunlight, the fringe on their belt-ends still hung straight and soft and clean, unstained by the dust of the canyons that edged the river. Their faces were sunburned, their eyebrows drawn together like locked gates as they looked at me. One was tall, with bright blond hair that marked him as barbarian-blooded somewhere in his past. A foreigner. He jerked his chin at me.

“What’s your business on this road?”

He spoke with the lazy drawl of a man who knows he will be having some fun and who wants to take his time so he can savor it.

The second soldier, who was smaller, swarthier, and darker-haired, an Austrisian, looked away at the twisted trees lining the water of the Jessu instead of the boardwalk we stood on. One of his eyebrows lifted a little, as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the courage to speak in front of the blond.

“I was riding my horse, and I fell off when a bird flew up from behind a rock and startled him. He reared, dumping me. We were walking home, where he has surely already gone.” My words came out stiff and hoarse instead of cold and strong like I wanted.

The yellow-haired soldier frowned. “Let me see your papers.”

This was, of course, an outrage. I wasn’t carrying papers because I didn’t have any, because I wasn’t a bonded servant or a silvra freewoman, or a tyrra like these men assumed. My hair might be curly with a hint of red-brown and my skin milky with a touch of bronze in the summer like a tyyra, the river people who lived in our land as immigrants and strangers, but I was the daughter of a plantation owner, an Austrisian, and I had every right in the world to be walking on this road with my companion.

“Didn’t you hear me? I want to see your papers.”

“I don’t have them, you idiot. I don’t need them.”

“Oh?” His mouth turned down, but his eyes sparkled. The malice in them made me furious instead of afraid.

“My name is Verity Ely—”

“Shut up. I only want to see the notification that you have the right to escort this seevver along this route. I don’t want a sob story.”

I quit feeling frightened when the word seevver left his lips like a breath of smoke.

“You pig,” I snapped, drawing in a quick, sharp breath. “We don’t need papers. Get your guns out of our faces before I have my father arrest you. I—”

“I said shut up!” He stepped forward fast, grabbing my shoulder hard. Trilly screamed, and the other soldier started to raise his gun at Trilly.

The soldier’s hands dug into my arm. His eyes blazed as they stared into mine, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw his weapon in his hand, and the way his fingers tightened reflexively over the trigger. His breath was hot against my chin.

“I’ll teach you to insult me, you little minx. Your father, you say? He’s probably dead in a ditch somewhere, shot for insolence against a patrol. You need to be taught a lesson.”

I heard the sharp rap of a horse’s hooves on the boardwalk, and my mind screamed out for salvation from this new person, but the soldier ignored the sound of hoofbeats, drunk with his station and the power that came with his firearm. He knew as well as I that no farmer would mess with him, not with a gun in his hand, not with the uniform he wore on his back, not with the fury written all over his face.

My heartbeat pulsed in my throat. My shoulder ached beneath his hands. I saw the way his jaw tightened as though he was holding his temper in check, but just barely.

“For the last time, girl,” he growled. “Your papers.”

The hoofbeats halted behind us, and a cool voice cut in. “I knew that the regiment had taken to importing barbarians to do its dirty work, but I was unaware that it had begun recruiting the brain-injured.”

I knew that voice. My heart sank.

The soldier swung around with a swagger of confidence, lifting his gun. As he caught a glimpse of the man who’d dared to interrupt his interrogation, his hand slipped on my arm, and I yanked away.

“Sir,” the soldier muttered, his tone grudgingly deferential.

The nobleman on the horse tapped one gloved hand against his thigh as his lips pursed in a scowl. He darted a look at me that embodied pure scorn before returning his attention to the two soldiers before him.

“I am of course assuming that you were unaware that you were accosting the beloved and only daughter of General Elysius?”
Their faces turned ashen as they realized their horrible, horrible mistake, and I smiled tightly at the way they darted furtive glances at me, their mouths snapping open and then closed, as if they were holding in curses. The dark-haired one stepped away from Trilly hastily.

“Give me your regiment numbers,” the young nobleman snapped, looking disgusted at having to continue even conversing with them. “I’ll report you myself. If you are lucky, you’ll get by with only a caning instead of a full dismissal.”

He remained astride his horse and watched as they wrote down their regiment numbers and gave them to him. My eyes lingered on the pistol strapped to his leg, the fine lambskin boots that came almost to his knees, the crisp white gloves that covered his hands. Lords, I had such terrible luck. Of all the people to have rescued us, it had to be him.

After the soldiers scrambled away, not daring to look back, he turned to us, his mouth folding back into its characteristic smirk. “Ladies.”

I wiped the beads of sweat from my upper lip, avoiding his gaze. I was thankful, naturally. But...

Trilly, on the other hand, gasped out a sigh and snatched up the fallen bonnets and basket, trying without success to smooth out the wrinkles from the bonnets. “Lord Roth, I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t shown up.”

I swallowed the snarl that came to my lips, because, after all, he had just saved us. Gratefulness was in order.

His lordship dismounted smoothly, and his eyes found mine. There was a lazy sort of appraisal in them, as always, as though he’d measured my talents and faults and found me wanting in every way. I busied myself with brushing a bit of mud from the full bodice of my gown.

“Thank you,” Trilly said to Roth.

“Oh, it was nothing. I’m sure Verity would have been able to find something to say to keep that lackey at bay.” He folded his arms, as if waiting for my smart reply.

“That’s Miss Elysius,” I snapped, feeling stupid for being unable to think of anything wittier to say to him. “Anyway, we really must be going. We’ve lingered here long enough, and Mimi is probably frantic about us. Goodbye.”

Roth tsked cheerfully under his breath. Now that the soldiers were gone and the danger was over, he was sarcasm as usual.

“Is that any way to thank me?”

I grabbed Trilly’s arm and pulled her down the pathway for my father’s plantation, my silk shoes barely whispering against the planks of the boardwalk that carried us safely over the waters of the Jessu.

“I could send a baou, so you wouldn’t have to dirty your shoes,” Roth suggested.

I knew he was upset with me for getting myself into trouble with the soldiers like an idiot, no doubt, and I knew he was probably also upset that I was being nasty to him about rescuing us.

Perhaps I should care, but it was Roth.

I left him standing beside his horse on the boardwalk without a reply, and his chuckle rang in my ears, infuriating me.
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