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To my family. Always.






CHAPTER 1 Penance and Permafrost
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The answer to what freezes first is the eyes.

That ain’t something most people would guess. Most folk would say it was the fingers or toes. Or maybe even the guts, if they were out. Once, I’d even heard a man say it was the tongue that froze first. But I know better.

Lowering the ruddy fur lining of my scarf, I let the blistering cold curl in around me, tilting my head at the ice-covered body by my feet. Guess he knew that now too. I scuffed my boot across the side of the dead man’s bear-hide coat, sending small swirls of snow, fine as any dust, out into the raw dawn. And just like everything else round here, the wind whipped past and stole ’em away.

Only idiots tried to cross the Ice Flats. The only thing out this way was the cold. And hunger. And death. Way I figured, anyone desperate or dumb enough to think otherwise had it coming. Ain’t like they couldn’t see all them grave markers out cross the ice. Little gray stone warnings in the permafrost along the outskirts of town, they made a jagged line of snowy teeth. A boundary between life and death. Between the Flats and the whole rest of the world.

I gazed down. The man’s ears and head were more than half buried in the remnants of last night’s storm. Heavy flakes of snow, thick as any summer cream, clotted at the corners of his face. Above cracked lips, a fine layer of ice coated his gray flesh like a second skin, slinking upward till it crashed against the ragged fur of his hood. His face was a nightmarish web of cold and loss. A spider’s kiss of ice.

In the harsh light that marked the birth of yet another miserable day, I reached my hand down to the body.

“Marjorie!” A girl’s cry came from over my shoulder.

With a jolt, I snapped my arm back to the beating warmth of my chest. Stars above, can’t she just leave me be for three seconds?

“I’m moving fast as I can,” I called back. Ain’t like I got any more pressing stuff to do.

The holler came again and I stuck out my tongue—and a finger or two—in the vague direction of home. Too bad no one but me and the dead man could see it. Not that it mattered much. Not out here.

Slow as a bull to market, I pulled out my retrieval cord and wrapped it round the dead man’s wrist, securing the leather. Making sure to cinch tight enough to crack his brittle gray skin. Only good thing about the frozen dead, far as I can figure, is they don’t bleed.

Hiking my scarf back up against the wind, I slung the thick retrieval cord up and over my shoulders. The quiet morning light, like molten glass, was just tipping over the horizon, igniting the empty vastness of the Flats around me.

It took a few deep grunts to get started, but I managed to get movin. I always did. Under foot, flashes of light, deep reds and blues, hummed up through the thick layers of ice, snagging in my prints. Brightening echoes from the cavernous waters below.

I lumbered the last few yards past the house. Not that the place were much to talk about, scrapped together as it was by a thousand rusty nails. And even rustier prayers.

Under my gloves, the door to the shed squealed open in hopeless protest. I let it slam behind me. My sister shouting like a drowning bear. Or three. And she could keep up her hollering; after sixteen years, I were more than used to it. Like as not Brenna were pissed I was late for breakfast. A fault as like to get me a lecture on mindin how much time I spent out on the Flats, as well as a longer one ’bout listening. To her.

Still, even if we couldn’t bury them right and proper till spring, this would be the fifth body I pulled in this week, and more bodies meant more money. More money meant more food. And we sure as stars needed that. Especially after last month. And the one before that.

I hoped he’d have something I could sell. Not all of ’em did. I drug the man into the corner, hefting him right next to the others. Knocking the crusts of snow off the thick soles of my leather boots, I ran my eyes over the lot of ’em.

So many bodies. Even for this time of year it weren’t right. A pang of something dangerous close to worry caught in my gut. Cause, irresponsible as they’d been, they’d still been people. People that, if you didn’t look right at ’em, if ya let them linger at the edge of your eyes, might’ve only been sleeping. I blinked down at them for longer than I would’ve liked.

You, I told myself, won’t never be so stupid, Jorie. Their choices aren’t your choices. Running a hand over my face, I scrubbed at my skin for a warmth I did not feel.

Kneeling at the newest body’s side, I rifled through his pockets. Weren’t much. An antler-handled knife with a broken blade long as my hand and a hide-bound notebook with near all its pages torn were about the only things of worth in the outer pockets. I set them on the lowest shelf and turned the man over.

He couldn’t have been more than mid-thirties. Mainly cause he still had all his teeth. But it were the man’s deep red hair and blue eyes that made me suck back a breath. He weren’t just a stranger then, but an Inlander. A Southerner in particular. People who, when winter had destroyed our crops, our livelihoods froze and our people starved, when we’d needed help most, had simply refused. Said no. Shakin my head, I flipped open the dead man’s coat.

Underneath his dirty bearskins, the man wore naught but a single layer of clothes. Fine clothes. A pair of thin fine-spun cotton pants and a high-collared blue silk shirt. That was it. I frowned. Man had no business out here, dressed like that. No wonder the idiot had froze.

Better men died with more.

The Southerner’s pockets gave only two more things: a broken-faced compass with glittering silver lettering in a language I didn’t recognize, which were only maybe worth something, and a half-burned whale-fat candle. Squat and fat and yellow, the candle weren’t worth much. Still, I tossed it into my pocket. At least we could use it for a little while. Some were always better than none.

Then there was his coat. I pulled it off and held it up. Little circles of light shined through the mud- and frost-caked furs. I ran a finger round the biggest of ’em. Huh. Gunpowder. I tossed the coat onto the floor.

Cause even with the bullet holes, two in the back and another grazing the fur of the collar, the coat might still fetch a fair price at market. If we ever had one again. There weren’t much left to kill round here that people ain’t shot yet. What with the winter we’d just had—were still having—even the heartiest of animals had run ’way or starved. It weren’t natural the way the ice stayed, the way the winters crept longer and longer each year, the snows drowning out the sun. But town weren’t called Shadow Springs for nothing. An echo of a place that once were, that’s all it was. Caribou and all the rest were mighty smart to avoid it.

I placed the broken-faced compass on the table with the other rummaged items, pocketing the knife. I picked up the leather-bound notebook, running my hand over the cover. Pressed into the hide were a series of bare silver stars. I studied the constellation, trying to place it. Weren’t one I knew.

I flicked open the cover. Inside were nothing legible. Not that I read all that well. Words and numbers were everywhere. I turned the page, tilting my head. If they were even words. Flipping through the book, slick paper fluttering soft under my fingers, I tried to tell what it was, if there were a pattern to it. Only if there were, it was beyond me.

At the back, some loose pages slipped down. I turned to them. Thick lines of green ink ran everywhere. Just nonsense, muddled drawings that overflowed into the text so that you couldn’t right read it. Here too were more of those same words. The ones as like on the silver compass’s face.

Frowning, I flipped to the end. But here it were even worse. Page after page torn or missing. One even burned. And if the spine were anything to go by, near half the book were just clear gone. If you angled it and squinted—I tilted the pages—you could maybe make a sketch of something… useless. I tossed it onto the pile in the shed with the rest of the goods.

There had to be something else, some reason the man had been out alone. Perhaps—at my back the door from the breezeway flew open. The sudden change in pressure swelling the cramped space, sending soft tendrils of snow in under the door across from me. Unhurried, I finished putting away my gear, stripping off the last three bulky layers of my clothes, until only a fine-spun wool layer remained against my skin. I changed my boots, worn laces cracking under my fingers, for a pair of soft fur-lined slippers. The warmth of them pricking against my toes. I let out a little hiss at the sensation.

“Jorie, ain’t you been hearing me?” Brenna’s words smashed into my back with ’bout the same warmth as the wind outside.

“Alright, alright, just give me a second will ya.” I could practically feel her glare. She reminded me of Ma. A lot.

“A second? I’ve been calling you for an hour straight. Something’s happened,” Brenna said, feet shuffling, worry pricking in her voice. “Something bad.”

“What’s that?” I asked unfazed. Last time she’d gotten so worked up this early, it were cause she thought we’d run out of beans. Still, to be fair, she did seem a right more agitated than usual. And we had been out of beans.

“Up at the house,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.

“The house?” That brought me up short. “Did one of them boys from town come and break another window? Are they bothering you again?” A flicker of unease twisted in my gut. Bren weren’t foolin. Not this time.

Bren’s mouth pressed thin, hedging.

“Show me.”

“Jor, hold on—”

“If they think they can just come here… I swear we ain’t got the time for this,” I sputtered, and without stopping, strode past Brenna and toward the house.

“Jorie!” Brenna stumbled after me, trying and failing to keep pace. “Would you just, for once in your life, listen, you bullheaded, stubborn…”

Quirkin my lips at the compliments, I strode quick through the covered passageway. Passing the ice-covered rockery, a thin strip of neglected soil that served as our pitiful garden, I opened the heavy door to the main house.

The candlelit room were surprisingly warm; Bren must’ve been feedin the fire. It were little darker in the corners than usual, but nothing seemed broken.

Along the far side of the dim-lit space, Bren’s nest of blankets and furs lay under a high, shuttered window. A mix of half-opened leather books, bindings that’d seen far better days, sticks of charcoal and drawings littered atop. A smaller book caught my eye. All faded gold lettering leaking along the spine—it had been our Ma’s. Once. I were pretty sure I’d hidden that one. I let out a deep sigh. Weren’t Bren the only one who remembered. Weren’t only her who cared.

From behind me, an icy draft of air eddied my long black hair about my neck. With it came Brenna, panting in my wake. Her disapproval, near as palpable as the cold. She let out a little flare of a growl. Sighing, I fixed my sister with a look.

“What is it then, Bren? Out with it,” I asked, before rifling through a stack of pullovers. I picked the fraying one. Made of fox, it still smelled of the wild. I inhaled deeply as I slipped it down over my head. I never could get tired of that smell.

When I looked up, Bren were clutching the pendant round her neck, eyes unnatural wide. ’Bout the size of a shark’s eye and near as lustrous, the ice-stone were held in place by three talons of tarnished silver. Beautiful as they were, ice-stones weren’t usually nothing to get excited about. But this one were different. This one had been our Ma’s. And her Ma’s before her. Generations of Harlow women had held it. It were the only thing Ma had ever told us about her past.

Like a drop of midnight, Bren slipped the stone back under her sweater, setting her feet square to facing me. I opened my mouth, but Bren cut me off. As stubborn a line across her lips as ever I’d seen settlin in fast. We weren’t sisters and still alive out here for nothing.

“Jor, this ain’t good.” Brenna’s voice dropped to a hushed whisper. I shot her a crooked look; she was clasping and unclasping her hands like a seal, her face still odd blanched from the cold. She’d already said that.

“What is?” I said, sudden more cross than I’d any right to be. Regrettin my tone near at once, I relented and pushed open the door to the kitchen. That spark of worry flared hot in my gut. “Sorry, Bren, it’s just that I—”

“Don’t go in there, there’s—” Brenna’s sharp cry cut off.

“A visitor,” a deep male voice finished for her.

I spun, nerves as tight as steel. In front of me, the man sat at the kitchen table. His long straight back turned to the low-burning fireplace behind him. With a grunt, he stood up, smoothing his hands against rawhide pants, flames licking at his shadow.

Standin, I saw him better. The stranger looked about as happy as the body I’d just stacked in the shed. And if his too-straight bearing and the shock of white hair weren’t enough to name him as a stranger, his red-rimmed goggles, etched with a single wolf’s fang across the side, certainly were.

Rovers. Particular pestilence of the North. Men that popped up like rats wherever there were people desperate enough or poor enough for them to swindle and steal from. Last time one of ’em had been in town, one of Della’s goats had gone missing. And her husband to boot.

Not that Della were likely to miss the beast much. Or the goat.

I shot Bren a look.

“I tried to tell ya, Jorie, but you never listen to me,” Brenna whispered. She turned her face from mine. Long red welts on the side of her neck. My unease roared instant to anger.

But Bren caught my eye, shaking her head gently. She were alright. I rounded on the Rover. We’d certain see what he had to say for himself.

I cracked my knuckles, popping each bone in turn and eyeing the man in front of me. Like all vermin, best be rid of him fast. I took a deep breath, steadying my shaking hands. Ain’t no good ever come from showing fear to no man.

“You ain’t got business here.” I sneered, feeling the familiar sharp tug from the long scar that ran from eye to lip. Out on the Flats, it wasn’t always you that won. Sometimes, the beasts did.

The stranger smirked. His gaze snagged in mine. It felt like ice down my back. A trembling began building down deep in my arms, my chest, my legs. Ain’t no good ever come of showing fear. I repeated the mantra in my head.

“You witless as you are unwanted?” I waved my hand round our poorly furnished room. “Can’t ya tell we ain’t got nothing for you here?”

The man angled his head. I followed his gaze. Brenna had gone still as ice.

“Think again,” I snarled. Heat rose in my cheeks. I took a rushing step toward him but stopped short. His smile widened into a leer. I couldn’t take him and he knew it. Certain not one on one. I ground my teeth and fixed the Rover with a feral stare.

“If you even reckon—” I began.

“Shhh, Jorie.” Bren pulled urgently at my sleeve. “He ain’t all that’s here.…” She gave the most imperceptible of gestures toward the back hall. Toward the tiny bedroom we shared. A low rumble, like leather over stone, purred down the hallway. My breathing hitched. I stood straighter.

But before I could take a step, let alone a stone’s breath worth of air, a shape covered in heavy fur and an even heavier darkness exploded out of the hall, sending us sprawling to our knees.






CHAPTER 2 Reckonings
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Everything about me felt like it were twisting. All muddled up. Dark round the edges.

I tried—and failed—to settle my rolling gut. The muted echoes of breaking glass and heavy footfalls floated, disembodied, around me.

I opened and closed my eyes a few times. But no use. Everything swirled. All the light had gone out of the room, save a few candles too far away to be much more than a low smudge of glowing yellow.

I rubbed my eye sockets with the palms of my hands and tried again. It were like squinting through the first green waters of spring, when all them plants and sea silk in the mouth of the bay flowered bright and bitter. Filtering out the light.

My temples pulsed, radiating sharp lines of hurt. They beat in time with the dull thumping coming from the back room. Rover must be searching. And by the increasing frequency of the cracks and rumbling, he weren’t finding what he was after.

I took a deep down inhale, stealing up the air from the bottom of my lungs. The pressure pulling on what promised to be dark bruises in my side. But the pain in my chest weren’t what made me go still. There was something else in here too. There weren’t no mistaking it. Known it since before I knew my own name. Blood smelled like blood. Always.

Which would’ve been fine, except it weren’t mine.

I pushed down a wave of nausea as I half sat, half sprawled on the ground. I groped round. Biting back a curse. Rover must have moved us, cause the smooth tile of the kitchen had given way to the rough wood flooring of the main room. How long had I been out? How long—my thoughts cut off as a streak of blond hair caught my attention.

Forcing panic down, I pulled myself to my sister’s side. Slow, I reached down, feeling for the same up-down rising beat of Brenna’s heart, the mirror of the one thundering in my chest.

“Bren?” I whispered, squinting. In the dark her flushed too-cold cheeks nothing but rose-tinged stains. I ran my fingers over her hair. They came back wet. And red. The world lurched.

I flicked her eyes open one at a time. The center of the right one were as wide black as a hooked fish’s eye, but the blue-rimmed pupil were moving. So too was the brown of the left. Unconscious, but living. A whimper, soft but merciful real, fluttered from her lips. I shifted into sittin, dragging Brenna up with me. Real careful, like a newborn pup, I cradled her head in my lap. She were so cold. Too cold.

“Bren, wake up. I need you to be alright,” I whispered, supporting her head, careful to stay still so as to not shake her none. Bren didn’t stir. And like a lead brick, a heavy lump formed in the back of my throat. “You’re all I’ve got, Bren, please—”

A loud clatter came from the hall behind us. I went tight as steel. Holding my breath, fighting down the sudden urge to panic. Which only made my lungs push harder, louder, desperate pulling at my sides till the thinness of my bones ached something fierce.

Exhaling, I uncurled my hands from round my sister and tried to stand. Only my foot caught. Something hard went scattering loud cross the floor. I froze. Listening. Waiting. But no one came to see.

Right. We needed to move. With new urgency, I gave Bren’s shoulders a gentle shake. And in merciful reply, her eyes stirred. She took a swallow. Hand flexing, she opened her eyes.

“I told ya so, Jorie.” Slow, a smile formed at the edge of her lips, eyes worryingly unfocused.

“Brenna.” I exhaled her name and tilted my head down to hers till our foreheads pressed together. She smelled of pine and honeyed sweat and all things good. I let the familiar scent fill my lungs. She smelled of Ma and home. Of the only things worth fightin for in this ice-ravaged world.

It can’t be that bad, can it? My smile faltered. But it can, Jorie, and you know it.

Unbidden, a flash of Pa, his body too still out on the ice, a crimson halo forming under his head, the dogs barking something fierce, his eyes as cold and unseeing as the stars. I was too late. I had been too late. I nuzzled a little into Bren. Sudden heat pooled in at the corners of my eyes, and I forced the tears back. I reached my hand out, letting my fingers fall softly around hers. She were my everything.

Since our parents had died, it was just us. Me and Bren. I sniffed hard against the cold of the room, gritting my jaw tight.

“Bren, how’s your head? We need to get you warm, your skin is freezin.…,” I whispered.

Bren raised her hand to the side of my face and let her fingers trail down my cheek. Tracing my scar. “I’m okay, Jor, promise. Just don’t move too much, alright.” She let out a little sigh. “I need to rest a little while is all. I’m just so tired.”

“Bren, Bren.” Panic gripped me tighter. “You have to stay awake.” I shifted as Bren took her hand back, the lifting of her fingers from mine a sensation colder than the snowfall outside. “You can’t fall asleep right now, you just can’t.”

But this time Bren didn’t open her eyes. Instead, her head drooped and her pale lips went slack.

From somewhere behind me, somewhere in the black of the hallway, came a deep marrow-rattling rumble. Adrenaline sharp and silver, quick as a pike, cracked through my bones. Heart thundering, head aching, I reached for my knife. Only to find the broken one I’d pocketed off the dead man. I ground my teeth. Yet something were better than nothing.

Vibrations curled up the soft flesh of my spine. I held my breath. A half-floated memory flooded up. No. It couldn’t be. They were gone, weren’t they? I touched my scar as the image of a massive wolf-like creature filled my thoughts—bigger again by half the size of a normal beast, smarter than most people round here, and wicked hard to track, Tracers hadn’t been spotted this far south in years.

People said they’d all been run out, that the settling of the snows that wouldn’t lift and the loss of their prey had all but forced them away. Killed back to nothing but myths in the night. But that growl coming from the darkness of the hall, that weren’t pretend—and neither was the crush of padded feet that followed. My hands shook.

Whatever was making that racket, I’d not want to know it—or its teeth—up close.

I redoubled my grip on the broken knife. I needed to get Bren out of here. Get away before whatever were waiting decided to stop toying with its meal ticket and cash in instead. I rolled Bren onto her side. Half cutting, half ripping off my sleeve, I knotted it rough.

I might not be able to carry her, but I sure as stars could drag her.

As I cinched down the fabric careful, Bren let out a little cry.

Focus, Jorie. But it didn’t work so well. Not with that breathing rustling out of the blackness behind me. Fast and hot. Or maybe it was just my own. “You ain’t never gettin out of being my little sister this easy, Bren.”

Before I could do much else, a rough hand grabbed my shoulder, spinning me round. Wood flooring twistin under my feet.

Callused hands dug into my neck, lifting me. The smell of unwashed pelts and stale smoke filled my nose, my mouth.

I scrambled, clawing against the Rover’s thick arm, digging my nails in. But it were no use. He yanked me tighter to him. I near gagged. The warmth of him, so close it were suffocatin. My fingers caught on something wrapped tight around his wrist. A silver chain with a ruby pendant, my struggle shaking the faceted stone.

Growling, I kicked out and were rewarded by a pained grunt. Then a heavy hand clamped tight over my mouth, stifling the air. He lifted me higher. Pulled me closer.

I bit and struck out as he dragged me into him, till my soles brushed useless against Bren, her body sprawled at my feet.

The Rover’s breath grew hot against the exposed skin of my neck, sending waves of revulsion through me. I swung my arm, every muscle tight. But he pinned it as quick as if I were nothing but flotsam. The man’s hand tightened. My broken knife clattered useless to the floor.

I weren’t gonna go out like this. No way. We ain’t made it this far only to, only to… I cried out against a sudden tightening to his grip. My vision swirled. My throat burned from the effort of pulling air. The man hit me once, hard.

The world spun. Sharp taste of copper filled my mouth. Another mark added to the accounting I wouldn’t soon forget to pay back. I spit. Growling, the Rover tossed me aside, my body landing on the floor with a thud.

“Now that I’ve got your undivided attention,” the Rover said, looming above me, “let ol’ Reeves tell ya just how this is gonna go.”






CHAPTER 3 Missing Chances
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First things first,” the Rover said, resting a hand on the wicked antler hunting knife at his side. “You show me the Scholar.”

I shook my head, dazed. “The who?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, girl. The Scholar, that’s who,” he said, lurching into motion.

“What are you talkin about?” I tried to follow his lumbering shape round the room, but my head hurt, everything hurt. I struggled to focus. Had to focus. Had to get to Bren. I pitched forward, only to have the Rover catch me. And smile. A deep leering thing that crept across his face as he lugged me over to the stone fireplace.

He gripped my shoulders tight. “Where’d you hide the bastard’s body?”

“The body?” I asked confused, my gaze darting toward the kitchen. Across from where I leaned against the fireplace, Bren’s head splayed to the side, streaks of bloody hair plastered across her cheek. My gut lurched.

“Tell me,” he demanded.

“You mean the shed?” He must. “I don’t know any of them is that—” But before I could get the words out, the Rover dropped me, grunting.

I tried to rise, to get to my sister, but a foot came down hard on my back, forcing me onto the ground. Before I could bite it back, I cried out in pain. Face pressed to floor, I stared over at my sister. Only she weren’t alone.

“Just so you don’t get any ideas,” he snarled.

I stared. And stared. Next to her curled a lick of nightmare made manifest. Something that shouldn’t be. Something un-real.

Twice the height of a normal wolf, it were near half as thin, with a thick black coat the relentless dark of which were only broke by little tracks of red that curled round its neck. Set deep in the animal’s ragged face, two golden eyes burned bright, sharp as knives as it slunk through the light of the dying candles. The creature moved with an unnerving slickness. It weren’t natural, that movement. It weren’t.

The beast wound closer to Bren’s sprawled body, every stride a menace, every breath hungry. Even from where I lay, the smell of cold and smoke and restlessness rolled off the creature.

“Show me. Or Raz there’s gonna get a little chummier with your sister. He ain’t eaten a good meal in weeks.” A heel ground into my back. But this time I didn’t right feel it. I clenched my fingers, digging them into the palms of my hands.

The Rover seized my arm, yanking me to my feet. He drug me toward the back of the room, away from Bren. Everything in me screamed out, but my muscles didn’t respond. No air escaped my lips. Every motion were impossible, like trying to pull water through the heart of a glacier.

At the Rover’s side, the beast twisted its muzzle, licking at the slender spikes of its long yellow teeth. Smiling. Everything went temporary gray around the edges. I blinked sharp. My ears ringing, my blood rushing. A shake and I were stumbling. Falling. Knees crunching on something hard as I hit the floor. The knife.

I scrambled for it, just managing to slip it into my sleeve before the Rover tightened his grip on my arm. I moved one foot in front of the other as the Rover drug me toward the kitchen, pale candlelight sputterin harsh in our wake. I opened my mouth, only to have a hand crash over it, stifling my call.

Outside, the wind whipped past, rattlin the aluminum walls with an intensity that promised a rough night. So too did the creeping wave of gray-green mist just visible over the white of the Flats. A storm were coming.

The Rover shoved open the door to the body shed. I stumbled after. Inside the shed were freezing. The Rover dropped my arm. But not before squeezing tight. Only I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel anything at all. Numb, I staggered against the wall, the metal door clattering at my back.

The Rover’s eyes lit up as he took in what lay before us. Smiling, he stared at me. A shiver ran down my spine. There weren’t many people who’d be right happy to see the dead.

“Stay right there, don’t move one muscle. I ain’t done with you yet.” He hurried to the corpse. Quick as cleaning a fresh kill, the Rover stripped off the man’s clothes. And without care, he began pickin his way over the corpse—turning, twisting, searching—his fingers leaving deep indents in the softening skin of the dead man. The man’s clothes got the same treatment.

“Where the stars is it?” the Rover grumbled. With a growl of frustration, he tossed the dead man’s arm back over the body. Spinning, he turned wild eyes on me. With a few quick strides he closed the distance between us, body looming over mine. I did not flinch. I would not flinch.

“Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” I spit back.

The Rover looked me up and down before shooting a glance over his shoulder at the body. “The bleeding bastards! Think they can keep me from what’s mine. From what I’m owed.” There were something off in his voice. Something boiling.

I straightened. “Far as I can see, you’re the only bleeding bastard here.” The words came out strong. Stronger than I’d expected, and I blinked up at him, my body shaking something fierce.

For the longest breath, the Rover didn’t move a muscle, still as snow before a fall. Calculating. A wicked curl formed at the edge of his lips. The kind that sent a smart girl running the other way, and a girl like me straight for my gun.

“You.” His voice sudden cold.

I clamped my lips shut. His eyes blazed.

“You took it,” he said and shook me. “Give it over.”

“Give what?” I said finally, gesturing at the shed, at the body, my anger rising. “There ain’t nothing else. This is it.” This is all we’ve got left.

“I don’t like liars,” the Rover growled, jutting a glance at the body behind him.

“Neither do I.” Whatever business this were, it weren’t mine. “If ya’d just tell me straight what you were after, maybe I could—”

The Rover narrowed his gaze, emotions warring across the muscles of his face. I didn’t right like a one of ’em.

Finally he dropped my stare and turned to the body. “He had a coat. Where is it?”

“His coat, why?” I asked. “There ain’t nothing special about that dirty bearskin coat, less you count the bullet holes in the back.” I certain didn’t.

“Where is it?”

I blinked at him. Right. Fine. If he wanted it, he were more than welcome to it. I raised my hand and pointed to the workbench. “Over there.” I gestured to the lowest shelves in the back. “With all the rest of the things I found.”

Real quick like, the Rover lurched over to them. Muttering something violent about traitors and liars I couldn’t quite hear, he rummaged round the piles.

My head still buzzed about the edges and I swallowed down a sudden sprig of nausea. I flicked my gaze to the door. I took a step toward it. The Rover didn’t look up. I took another step, shifting my weight to the balls of my feet. I had to get back to Bren.

“Worthless, scuttling liars, all of ’em. I knew he’d double-cross me. Where the stars is it?” He were near frenzied. Distracted. I took another step. Only a few more paces…

My flight cut off as the Rover flung a metal container fast and hard across the shed. Right at my head. It hit the metal of the wall with an ear-shattering clang. I froze. The Rover was staring right at me.

“I thought I’d gone and told ya not to move.” His voice had gone all smooth. Too smooth.

I swallowed. At my back the wind shook the shed. The Rover twisted to the shelves, searching the rest of the dead man’s things.

The Rover turned his attention to the silver-faced compass. My heart gave a little flutter. It were broke, but it weren’t exactly scrap either. Maybe he’d think I’d lied. And if I lied about one thing… The Rover turned it over in his thick hand, a slick smile spreading over his cold-cracked lips before he opened it. Bits of blackened charcoal and sooty ice came tumbling out. Growling, he kicked the pieces, scattering them across the floor till they came to rest against the stack of bodies.

“As useless and empty as all the rest they try and sell,” he said. And with a grunt, tossed the compass back into the pile. Pushing aside some rope, he picked up the dead man’s notebook. Squinting and grumbling at the pages. He couldn’t right read them neither. He flipped hasty to the back, shaking the notebook. A single piece of paper, torn, fluttered to the frozen ground.

He frowned and bent to pick it up, studying the writing. A moment later he gave a cry of frustration, crumpling the page. Whatever he was after weren’t there. He turned his fathoms-deep scowl to me as he slipped the notebook and the wrinkled page into his own coat.

“Where is the rest of it?”

I inched closer to the door rattling at my back, my fingers brushing light against the cold metal. “Rest of it?”

“Don’t play a fool with me, girl. That won’t end well.” He jutted his chin toward the house. My fingers froze on the handle. I couldn’t outrun him. Him and whatever beast that was back in the room.

“You pocket them? Think maybe you could use ’em yourself? That no one come looking? I trailed that double-crossing dupe for days, watching him, waiting, only to have him run out into that storm.” He began pacing. “Then this morning, guess who were standing out there on them Flats? Not him, no. You.”

The words sent every hair on my body straight up.

“Out there, draggin his body in from the ice. I tried to be the first one out searching. I did. But when I found him you were already there. So I said to myself, Harden Reeves, now ain’t that something? The man’s dead but he ain’t alone. Has a friend. And the moment I saw the way you looked at him, I knew it true. Why else would a girl slog a dead man in from the ice, unless he’d something she wanted? And she knew where to look.”

Knew where to look? Man was losing it. Not that he had much to begin with.

“But I ain’t survived this long cause I trust what I see. Double-checked my odds, I did. And in the nearest house, to my good luck, what did I find? But two girls, all alone.”

“We ain’t all—”

Rover laughed. “Of course you are. Question is, what to do about it now? Cause either you girls are lying to me because you think I ain’t smart enough to know otherwise or you’re lying to me cause you ain’t smart enough to know otherwise.” He smiled, tilting his head. “Either way don’t matter to me. I’ll get what I were promised. And you will give it to me.”

“But I don’t have nothing. I don’t even know who that man is. I swear it. I don’t. It’s the truth.” Real panic fluttered in my chest. Cause I knew it then. Truth or no, Rover had already made up his mind.

“Look, I ain’t unreasonable. You just tell me what you did with what you took from him, hand them over right and proper, and good ol’ Reeves might just overlook it.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but he cut me off.

“And mind your words right, cause if I don’t like what I hear, there’ll be no second chances.” The tip of his tongue flicked to the edge of his mouth.

My stomach rolled. I hesitated. My pocket felt sudden heavy.

“There is one thing.” I pulled out the broken blade.

Snaking closed the distance between us, the Rover seized it. The brush of his callused hands across my knuckles sent a throb of revulsion through me. The Rover must have seen it cause his lip curled up tight, a lecherous smile tilted in his eyes. He turned the knife over in his palm.

Eyes locked on mine, he raised the handle to his ear and tapped. Dull. Like solid bone. Frowning, he scrutinized the end, fiddling with it, but no amount of twisting opened it. There weren’t nothing to open. Just a broken knife. No secrets. Grunting, the Rover tossed it over his shoulder. It landed flat right on top of the belly of the body behind him.

After that he pulled down everything in the shed. Ropes, wood, metal scraps, it all got looked at, cussed at, and tossed away. Everything I’d ever found and cleaned and stored. One by one. The taste of white, bitter and clean, filled my throat. Cause there ain’t nothing in my life has ever been worth stealing.

Done, the Rover stared at me for a good long while. The kind of stare an adder gives the mouse. Just before.

I refused to look away. My wits, dazed as they were, were coming back. I forced my shoulders square. With a grunt and a curse, the Rover pushed past me rough and stepped out into the passage. I sprinted after him.

Too slow.

He’d already got Bren over his shoulder by the time I got into the room.

“You put her down. Right now.” I screamed it, the last of the concussed stupor gone. My body felt aflame. The Rover only laughed, low and loud.

In the flash of an eye, the beast was at his feet, black body whipping back and forth. The Rover put one hand on the door. Smiling at me, he opened it. Outside a blizzard were howling. The world nothing but freezing swirls of grays and green.

“You give her here. Or I’ll kill you.” I moved, snapping forward, only to come up short. The beast lunged across my path. The Rover laughed harder, hoisting Brenna higher up onto his shoulder.

“That ain’t how this is gonna go, girl. I figured he had a friend out here, way he were carrying on. And a liar is a liar. Can smell it right as bear scat in the wild. I sure as stars didn’t make it this far for some little girl to stop me getting what I’m owed.”

I clenched my fists. The Rover held up a hand.

“And desperate a case as you’re making, girl, it ain’t till you give me what I know you have that you get her back. Till then, I reckon she’s sweet enough to do just fine. People’ll pay good for those mismatched eyes of hers.”

“Stop! Where are you taking her?”

“Smart girl like you, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” He pulled down his goggles, masking his face. “You know, two will sell better than one.” And with that, the man strode out into the storm.

I ran after him, hurtling out into the wide frost-eaten earth that surrounded the house.

But I couldn’t see them. Couldn’t see the Rover, or the wolf, or Bren. I couldn’t see much of anything—except there. Soft red drips of Bren’s blood fallen in the snow.

I followed, but after only a few steps the color faded. And then were gone. My breath came in short. No. I spun. I couldn’t lose her.

Shielding my eyes from the wind, I ran on. But the snowstorm was picking up. The storm whipped wickedly at my unprotected face, eating at the warmth of my exposed skin, licking at the edges of my jumper.

Even without the sun reflecting, the snow could be blinding. Tears froze and cracked against my face. I ripped at them wildly. Ripping flesh and ice away in equal raw measure. But no amount of looking would find something that weren’t there.

Forcing my body forward, I ignored the burning ache of cold running through my veins. I scanned the ground. A single set of footprints pressed into the snow. Human ones. Trail leading straight into town. I ran. Faster than I’d ever run.

But the footsteps, they began to fade, buried by the falling show. No, no, no. I ran harder, stumbling on legs so numb I couldn’t feel nothing from my knees down and still I ran.

Then the footprints were gone. Just gone. I twisted, faltering—a wall of freezing gray was all there were.

“Bren! Brenna!” I called, but the wind stole my voice.

My heart thundered in my chest. A frantic rhythm my failing muscles couldn’t use. I collapsed to my hands and knees, scraping skin against the cold of the ice and snow. A hard warmth slipped under my hand. I blinked down, barely able to breathe. Half-hidden under the snow, like a shiver of memory, the stone still held to the heat of her skin. I blinked and blinked at it.

Bren’s pendant. The silver-blue stone near to purred with familiarity against my skin. My throat tightened. It weren’t something Bren would ever leave behind. Not willingly. I tried to rise. To stand. And failed, slipping.

The last two things I remember were the crunch of snow under my fingernails as I clutched at the pendant, and a large dark shape raging out of the blinding whiteness of the storm. Right at me.






CHAPTER 4 Cold Burns Deep
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I woke next to a half-smothered fire, cold floor at my back. My face warm as I blinked against the heavy layers of ash settled in my lashes. I sneezed. And then immediately started coughing. I took a long moment to settle, blinking back tears.

Everything hurt fierce. I could just feel my fingers. I wiggled my feet. And only some of my toes. I ran a hand over my face. At least I weren’t currently freezing.

I rolled over onto my side and wiped at the spit on my lips. The back of my hand came away gray and black. At my side a soft tug, gentle but insistent, pulled at the hem of my shirt. When I looked down, there weren’t nothing there. I frowned. At least the fire was warm.

Then, sharp as a crack of lightning cross the midnight sky, everything came flooding back. The storm. The Rover. Brenna. I had to go. How long had I been asleep, how long—heart near to seizing, my fingers fumbled for the pocket of my shirt. Till they curled tight around the lump. Breath shot out of me. Cause it were still there. Bren’s pendant. Her stone restin warm against my skin, like a second heart beating next to mine.

“Done yourself a disservice, girl.” The voice that cut across my addled thoughts were rough, but it was familiar. “Take days to warm you up. And just what kind of fool idea you had stuck in that freckled little noggin of yours, I’ve no idea. Wandering into a blizzard like that, no coat. Right rum if you ask me.”

“I have to find her.” I sprang to my feet. Well, at least tried to.  Only just caught myself on a haphazard stack of scrap wood in front of the fireplace, shaking something terrible.

“Jorie, you just sit your rear end back down right this second. You hear me?”

I spun round and, knees wobbling, took a step backward. A high-pitched cry filled the room. I looked down, just in time to see one very pissed-off ferret scurrying across the floor. Well, least I knew who had been harrying my shirt.

Della shook her chin. “The way you are right now, your mother would’ve killed me for just letting you stand up on your own. Right now you ain’t fit to so much as clean your leathers, let alone go back out there. And there’s no small matter ’bout that storm still raging, either.”

I darted a glance at the small window where Cur, Della’s white-coated ferret, had taken up offended residence. One eye on his groomin, the other on me. Just in case.

Behind him it were a stark contrast. Through the thick bottle-glass window it were dark as night. The blizzard was right raging outside. A low whistle of air rushed in through small gaps between the wooden planks of the one-room house. The storm’s breathing stirring the fire’s embers like a lick of demon’s breath.

Della eyed me, wary. As if maybe she’d have to tackle me from trying to run. She didn’t need to bother. Even if I wanted to run out there, storm like this, I’d be froze before I’d even had time to call Bren’s name. I slumped back onto the floor. In the silence, determination coiled with guilt in my gut. If I couldn’t leave now, I would leave the first second I could. The very first.

“She must be right angry tonight, sending us a storm like that.” Della frowned, fingers darting quick over her heart as she muttered out a few words.

I turned away. I learned long ago there just weren’t no point arguing that the Ice-Witch weren’t someone to believe in. That there weren’t no curse to blame for the ice and snow and death that littered the Flats. Weren’t no Witch to fault for when children stopped breathing in the night. Or when animals collapsed under the weight of the water freezing in their veins. Or when your pa weren’t never gonna come back in from the snow. No matter how much you needed him to. Or how much your sister cried.

Stifling a pang of memory, I let my hands fall into my lap, tryin and failin to rub a little warmth into the tips. The cold had just plain come to stay. Permanent. And there weren’t nothing to do about it but live. But Pa’d always said, Let people find comfort where they can. Stars above knew there was little enough of that to go around.

I glanced up at the window. Della were right about one thing. That storm. Bad as I’d seen in a long time. Getting worse every year, they were. Longer, colder. Deadlier. As if with each year the winter crept just ever so much closer, unwilling to let go. Times like this, even I reckoned it weren’t too hard to believe in all them myths after all.

I’d only the fuzziest memories of a time before the ice, when something akin to spring still came to Shadow Springs. Green and bright and full of sun. But it had to be a dream. Cause true spring? This town ain’t seen that for a generation. Pa used to tell us about the time he’d seen one once, when he were young, when he met our ma just after she’d arrived in town. But me and Bren hadn’t. Not really. Just the pale imitation, a flicker of warmth.

From his gray perch by the window Cur padded his way over to my lap. He nestled into the crook of my arm. Once his pink nose were buried, he let out a half-muffled little chirp. I smiled raw. He smelled of fresh burning pine and something sweet. I held him close.

“Now that you’re finally full awake, ya gonna tell me what you were doing out there, besides tryin to get yourself froze to death?” Della asked, rocking back in her chair, eyebrows raised. Before she’d taken to burying bodies for the town—when she grew too old and too married for her first trade—Della had been like me. Making her living scavenging off the Flats. So she knew. Knew I wouldn’t have run out there without reason.

“He took her, Della.” The words were all scratchy.

“Who took who?” Della demanded. No one messed with Della. She’d had enough knocks for ten lifetimes. And then some.

I took a deep breath, pushing myself to my knees. “A Rover callin himself Reeves.”

Della sucked in her breath, stopped rocking. Her hand went to the stock of her gun, displacing the few paltry winter fox and raccoon hides covering it.

“He came for a body, Della. But he took Bren. He just took her.” My whole body ached so fierce even my bones hurt, just saying the words out loud. Cause with ’em, any last hope it weren’t real evaporated on my tongue.

“You start right from the beginning, Jorie. And mind you tell me everything,” Della said, lips curling to expose more than a few missing and blackened teeth.

A knock against the wall. We both started.

“The wind,” Della said. “Shifting the snows, that all.”

I put my head in my hands, a deep pinch clenching about my heart.

“Della, there weren’t nothing I could do. He were waitin for me, like he had a plan.” My words felt heavy. “Why would he be doing that? Why?”

Della pursed her lips, rocking back as Cur darted into her lap. “You aren’t the only one round here to be seeing strangers, Jorie.”

“I don’t even know where to start.”

“Start at the beginning, and don’t leave no detail out, no matter how small. It may be that you saw more than you know.”

I closed my eyes, swallowing down the bile of the memory, and told her. Of the Rover in our kitchen, in our living room, of his leering face as he’d carried Bren out into that storm. And away from me. I opened my eyes. My hands had become fists at my sides. “The Rover had a silver chain in his hand, all twisted up his arm—”

Della sudden stopped her rocking. “With a red stone?”

“I—yes. How did you know that?”

“That settles it.” Della gave a twist of her lip, face troubled.

“Settles what?” There was something about her look.

Della glanced to the rifle at her side, clearing her throat. “Last night there was a scuffle outside my door. A right toss-up. Thought strays were into the bin again.”

I tilted on the edge of my toes.

“Only when I got there it weren’t animals that were fightin. It were men. Two of ’em thrashing in the snow, fighting worrisome like. One I couldn’t see real well, but I did notice a flash of bright hair.… auburn maybe, and the other one, he were real tall. Both of ’em hollering something fierce.”

My breathing felt heavy. As if trying to take in air against a wet cloth. “What were they arguing about?”

“Money. Some big trade gone wrong.” Della scrunched her brow. “The big man had told something he shouldn’t have. Duped into saying it. A result he weren’t too keen on, I can tell you that much.” Della shook her head, soft. “There were a scream and then a spark of light as the smaller one ran for it.”

“It has to be the same Rover. It just does. Maybe he’s still here.” Please.

“Maybe. But Jorie,” Della said, “ya didn’t see them, the way they were fighting. Men like that don’t tend to stick around. Not after they get what they want.”

“Did you see which way they went at least? After, I mean.” What were it to me if the Rover had robbed the other man? I only cared what he’d stole from me.

Della shook her head. “They scuttled off right quick when I took that first shot. But that snowstorm were rising too fast, couldn’t see naught else.” Della’s frown deepened. “But mark my words, any man dead desperate enough to think he can run off into the night, he’s done for anyways. That and the gun the tall one pulled as he ran after him would settle his blood quick enough.”

“Della, can you think of anything else? What about a dog? Did they one of them have some kinda dog with them?” Dog was an understatement, but I didn’t know what else to call it. Not without sounding as if I’d less wits than Cur. But if she had seen the beast, maybe it would lead me to the Rover.

“No. Nothing, Jorie. I’m sorry.” Della pursed her lips, studying me, eyes bright. Finally, with a grunt, she shuffled over to the hearth. Quiet, she lay kindling on and stoked the embers back into flame. We stared at them together for a long time. We both knew I wasn’t leaving.

Cur on her shoulder, Della walked back over and sat in her chair, settling down. “If there’s one Rover sniffin round like a mutt in heat, you can bet there’s more. And if he’s not alone and one of ’em’s already targeted you…” She fixed me with her stare. “Don’t you trust no one, Jorie, you hear me. You got something they want, no matter if you know it or not. And there ain’t no one round here that can’t be got at.”

For the right price. I nodded sharp.

“You and your sister’s in more trouble than you know.”
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