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THE PROPHECY

The Snow Prince will fall in love with a witch,

which will be the undoing of the King.

There will be happiness chased by death . . .

chased by happiness again.

When the Lights go out at century’s turn,

The progeny of the King will rise to power.

She will either claim the throne herself . . .

or she will give the King more power than he has ever known.

Only she can choose the path for Algid.

But not every path is clear, and there are those who have the power to change the course of fate:

the prince,

the thief,

the thinker,

the secret.

If they are destroyed, the King will surely fall.


PROLOGUE

There was a time when Algid was not frozen.

There was a time when there were seasons.

There was a time when the Snow King wasn’t a king; he was a prince.

There was a time when he loved a witch.

Everyone wants to know the Snow Queen’s story, but in order to really understand her you have to know what happened before.

The storybooks have forgotten. But the Snow King never has . . .
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“Get out of the water, Nepenthe,” Mother said again.

Giggling, Nepenthe swam away and stretched out one of her tentacles to splash her mother before swimming back. She stepped out on the hard, warm white rocks of the Grotto beneath their home and looked up at her. Their palace was the only one in all of Algid that had a grotto underneath it, which opened out into the North Sea.

Looking at her mother on the edge of the water, Nepenthe could hardly believe that this woman—whose hair was tied up in the severest of buns, her hands on her slight hips, every bit a princess—had once been the stuff of legend. She could hardly believe that her mother had ever spent any time in the water except in the claw-footed tub upstairs.

But before Prince Eric and happily ever after, her mother was known as Tallula, the Little Mermaid, who grew up into a powerful River Witch. Tallula had two sisters: the Witch of the Woods and the Fire Witch. Together, they had formed a Coven and all of Algid feared their powers. They could cast spells that could strengthen an army—and also ones that could destroy everything. They vowed to protect Algid and all its people, even if it meant sacrificing themselves. Or each other.

But then the River Witch fell in love with a human, Prince Eric. And everything changed. Nepenthe was born, and Tallula gave the water up to be with her prince. It was a trade she had made in order to live on land permanently. But she hadn’t let go completely. She had said goodbye to the River, but not to the witches—and not to magic. Most of her power had gone with her tentacles and gills, but she could still do small magic, like healing wounds and small tricks.

“Out,” Tallula repeated, gentler this time. Nepenthe knew that the words held more weight than an urgent need to have dinner. Her mother wanted Nepenthe to make a decision—just as she had before her.

“Whether we want to or not, the world wants us to choose. It is not content with someone who is both of the land and of the sea. You have to be one thing or the other. No one wants half a thing.”

But as she said it, her mother looked at the warm, blue water with a kind of longing that Nepenthe had seen on her face before.

Mother missed it.

Nepenthe didn’t want to miss anything.

“But I am half a thing, Mother,” she protested.

Nepenthe was half mermaid and half princess, a product of a fairy-tale union. She was what happily ever after looked like.

Tallula draped a soft cloth blanket over her daughter, and she began to dry herself off obediently. Nepenthe’s tentacles disappeared. Her arms returned. The gills on either side of her mouth melted back into her skin, like parentheses that had been erased.

She caught her reflection in the surface of the water. She knew she looked like a normal girl: long, flowing auburn hair, two violet eyes, two arms, and two legs. But as she took step after step away from the water, she missed her sea-creature parts the way an amputee still feels a phantom limb.

“Get dressed, little fish. Your father is waiting,” her mother said. She reached over and brushed her hand through her daughter’s wet hair.

Father was waiting for Nepenthe to decide what she would do with the rest of her life, too, just like everyone else. His opinion on who she should be and what she should choose was clear as day in every line of his very human, very handsome face. She knew she was more than Prince Eric’s child. She was his heir, and this palace was to be hers one day. And not just the land Prince Eric ruled, but also its people.

As strong as her desire to please her father was, she could also hear the call of the water. She could hear it from miles off the coast, even when Father was talking. Even when Mother was. And she wasn’t sure if a life on land—a life spent 365 days a year only on land—would ever really suit her.

Love was what anchored her mother to this house and to the land. But Nepenthe had never met a single person who made her want to stay out of the water. Not one.
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When Nepenthe was just a girl, her mother would take her beyond the River into the woods for every phase of the North Lights. There, hand in hand, she and the others in the Coven danced and sang and performed big magic, important spells that could change the course of history.

Under the glow of the North Lights, season after season Nepenthe would visit her aunts, the Witch of the Woods and the Fire Witch. Her mother had been the River Witch once. Nepenthe could be the River Witch if she chose to be. They would teach her what it meant. That was what was hanging in the balance.

Being half mermaid/sea creature, Nepenthe had inherited certain powers from her mother. She was learning to control water and to harness its force and strength. The Coven taught her more and more each time, pushing her to know when to attack, when to defend, and how to let the water ebb gently. Nepenthe was smart and stubborn. But the water required the ability to release as well as to control. To let it go and to rein it in. As much as it was a part of her, it still seemed to have its own will, its own path. Nepenthe found that that was the funny thing about water. It always finds a way into places.

Each time she trained, Nepenthe never saw her mother grow sad about losing her power. But she could tell that she missed her sisters. And Nepenthe thought, or at least hoped, that no matter what choice she made, the River Witch would still come down to the side of the River.

Then one night in their home above the Grotto, Nepenthe was woken up by her mother just as the moon finished its rise. They were not going to visit the Coven. They were going to see the King of Algid, who needed their help.

Nepenthe’s father, Prince Eric, was a prince of one land, but he was not the same kind of royalty as the King. Even Nepenthe’s father bowed low in his presence.

Nepenthe’s confusion mounted as she took in the King’s royal carriage that drove them to the palace. It was so heavy with gold leaf that she wondered how the black stallions that stood before it ever moved an inch.

Nepenthe and her family led a purposely quiet life. How did her mother know the King? And more importantly, how could they help him?
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The King’s royal palace was made of stark white stones that spiraled up toward the North Lights. The sparkly glow danced above all of Algid. It looked like there was magic in the sky every night.

When Nepenthe and the River Witch entered the Throne Room, Nepenthe took in the ice sculptures. There were six of them posed in midaction —but their poses made no sense. The one closest to her looked like a soldier cast in ice midrun. His face was etched in horror. She had heard that the King had eccentric tastes, but this did not look like art to her.

She reached out to touch the ice sculpture . . .

“No, Nepenthe . . . ,” her mother stopped her. She put her arm around Nepenthe and squeezed her close, apologetic.

Nepenthe could feel the cold emanating off the statue. And then realized that these weren’t statues at all. They were people who had been frozen to death.

“I am sorry. There is nothing I can do to bring them back to life. I can’t help you,” the River Witch said as the King entered, soldiers at his side.

“This was not my doing. It was my son’s,” the King corrected.

It was only then that Nepenthe noticed the boy. He was about her age and hiding behind the throne. She knew from the way he was dressed that he was the Prince. And she knew from the expression on his face that he had done this to these people.

“He has the power of Snow,” his father whispered, confirming.

The River Witch blinked hard. She may have given up most of her power. She may have left the water a long time ago. But she had seen things as the River Witch. Terrible things.

Nepenthe didn’t realize until this moment, seeing her mother calmly take in a boy who had frozen his staff, that perhaps her mother had seen things worse than what was in front of them now.

“How can I be of service?” the River Witch asked.

The King looked worried. “Make him stop. Make him forget.”

“I can’t do that,” she said timidly. “Not anymore.”

“Can’t or won’t?” he asked.

Desperation etched on his face, the King not so gently pushed Nepenthe’s mother back out into the hall. The River Witch shot Nepenthe a warning look that said not to go near the boy. Of course, she could not obey her.

Nepenthe didn’t need to hear their conversation to know what her mother was saying. Her mother didn’t have enough power on her own for a Memory Spell. She needed to call on her sisters. She needed the Coven. And they would come if she called.

Nepenthe crouched down next to the boy.

“Don’t touch me!” the boy said. His voice was deep and filled with emotion. But the look in his eyes wasn’t quite right. He was horrified by what he’d done, but he was amazed, too.

She could not do what he did. Hers was a very different power. She could make water move and jump and cyclone. She had even made it rain once.

But Nepenthe had never done anything like what he had done. She had never killed.

Like her, this boy had a power. Nepenthe hated that he hadn’t been taught how to use it. Her gift had been just that, a gift. Not a discovery.

“Come now, this is not your fault. You didn’t know. You couldn’t know,” Nepenthe said.

He rocked back and forth and stared at the statues that weren’t statues.

She could see that one of the women had her hands up, pointing.

“She didn’t want me playing in here,” the boy explained in a little voice that was dry of tears. “I got mad. But I didn’t mean to do it. I didn’t want to freeze them.”

“Let’s get you out of here,” Nepenthe said, reaching for the boy.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, recoiling from her. He pressed himself against the wall so hard, he seemed to want to disappear into it.

“That’s the beauty of me. You can’t hurt me. You may be able to freeze me for a while, but you can’t kill me.”

“What do you mean?” he asked. His eyes widened with curiosity.

If he can shake his guilt even for the briefest of moments, perhaps there is still hope for him. Perhaps he can shake this forever, Nepenthe thought.

She concentrated and her skin turned to water. She could feel the water flow from every pore. Nepenthe could see how she must look in his eyes. She was a girl made of water. She spared him her tentacles for now. She wanted to show him that other magical people existed. That he wasn’t alone. She didn’t want to scare him.

The boy inhaled sharply. Nepenthe wasn’t sure how he was going to react. Maybe he would get the parallel between them. But there was always the chance he would behave as her classmates sometimes did—with ignorance and meanness.

He mustered a small sad smile and stood up. He wouldn’t take her hand, but he followed her out of the Throne Room and into the garden. There were more statues—the real kind—among the flowers and bushes.

“I was mad. I was mad because she wouldn’t let me have my way. And now she’s . . . ,” he said, walking to a bench and sitting down. He glanced at Nepenthe and then back toward the Throne Room.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she said.

But she could see he needed to get it out.

“The guards came when she screamed. They asked what I did. One of them called me a monster. Another said I was a . . .”

“Witch?” She finished the thought for him.

He nodded.

“It’s not a bad word,” she countered. “It’s what I am. It might be what you are.”

Rushing out to find her, the River Witch pulled them apart.

Nepenthe squeezed the boy’s shoulder before getting up. He looked up at her, seemingly stunned that she had not turned to ice. His look of gratitude melted her heart even more.

“Nepenthe, it’s time,” her mother said. “The other witches are here to do the Memory Spell.”

“Do we have to? I think in time he will understand that this wasn’t his fault,” Nepenthe said.

“The boy has another destiny. One that doesn’t involve his Snow. One that won’t be possible if we don’t erase this moment from history. When he takes a life, it must be with intent. That is how it must be.”

“Is that what the oracle says?” Nepenthe asked. “The one about the Coven helping the crown? I thought everything depended on the Snow Queen, not a Prince.”

“The Snow Queen’s fate will reveal itself in due course. For now, this is what the King says, and we have to respect the King’s wishes.”

“What about the Prince’s wishes?” Nepenthe asked, but her mother had no answer for her.
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They would perform the Memory Spell in the garden. Nepenthe walked with the boy the few steps from the bench to where Cassia, the Witch of the Woods, had drawn a pentagram in the perfectly manicured grass.

The Witch of the Woods was somewhere between a woman and a tree. Her hair wasn’t hair at all—it was tiny branches plaited together that hung down to her waist. Patches of soft bark covered her skin. And hair-thin twigs made up her expressive eyebrows. Her arms had human joints but branches again made up her forearms and fingers. The dress she wore was a papery burlap, and through it Nepenthe could see a mess of roots where her legs should have been.

Next to her, the Fire Witch’s hair cascaded down her back in scarlet waves, and her face was heart shaped and expressive. The Fire Witch, Scoria, looked almost human. Almost. But she had more in common with a flame than with humanity. She was quick to flare and flickered in and out of their lives, disappearing from the Coven at will. But she showed up today, because Nepenthe’s mother had asked her.

The Fire Witch always had an air of superiority, Nepenthe thought. A single spark could claim almost everything the Witch of the Woods was. Another reason why having a River Witch was important. A River Witch could douse the Fire Witch’s power with her own. The Three represented a balance of power and nature. And since Nepenthe’s mother had stopped being the River Witch, that power was upset.

The boy looked up at Nepenthe askance.

“My mom and her sisters are going to take your memory of this away,” Nepenthe whispered in his ear. “You won’t remember any of this.”

“But I did this,” he said. “It’s horrid and I will remember it forever.”

“No, you won’t remember a thing. That is what the Coven’s magic is for. Trust me.”

She didn’t know why she was telling him what was going to happen. She wondered if maybe it was better if they just did it and he didn’t know it was coming. He would never remember her words.

“Trust is a choice,” he said.

When she let go of his hand, she leaned down and whispered her name into his ear. She knew he would not remember anything. Not even her. But she would know that she told him.

The Witch of the Woods raised her branches to begin.

The boy took a step forward.

Breaking a few sticks from her side, the Witch of the Woods formed a pyre in the center of the pentagram. The Fire Witch lit it with a breath of white fire. The white flames danced up toward the sky.

The boy looked back at Nepenthe, and she urged him on with a nod.

But as she saw him step into the pyre, she heard herself gasp. She resisted the urge to pull him out. To douse the flames with whatever water she could muster.

White flames rose around him. But his skin, his clothes, seemed untouched by the flames.

“We warm the blood, we melt his curse,

We warm the blood, we melt his curse . . .

Snow be gone . . .

All he touched and all who touch him will dispel from his memory like the ashes . . .

Forget this day,

Begin anew without Snow, a Prince remains . . .”

The flames died down. And the boy opened his mouth. A stream of snow spewed out and up into the air. But the snow did not drift down to the ground; it swirled into a mass in the air, thrashing back and forth as if it was battling itself.

The Witch of the Woods chanted louder, and the violent snow cloud descended in their direction suddenly. The Witch of the Woods was pushed back by the force. She clung to the snowy ground with her roots to right herself. The snow cloud reshaped itself into what almost looked like a face; its giant mouth gaped open and threatened the Witch of the Woods again.

The Fire Witch raised her arms, and flames shot out toward the cloud. But the blast was unnecessary. The snow fell down to the ground, blanketing the witches, Nepenthe, and the boy, who collapsed in a heap next to the pyre.

Nepenthe reached for him again, but she was stalled by her mother.

“Let him be,” she whispered.

Looking slightly terrified, the King approached and crouched over his son. The King’s hands were shaking as he leaned over and checked for breath. He nodded to the witches in thanks and then lifted the boy up into his arms and carried him away.

Nepenthe looked up at her mother.

“He can’t see us, child; he can’t know us.”

When it was over and Nepenthe and her mother were in the carriage riding home, the sun began to rise.

Nepenthe stared at her mother’s profile in shadow, contemplating her. Her mother, who had taught her every day that magic was something to be reckoned with, had just made her help wipe that boy’s magic away.

Her mother had spent every day educating Nepenthe about her choice. The River or the land? Hadn’t they just taken that boy’s choice away? How could he live fully not knowing what he had done or what he was capable of?

“I know you don’t approve of what we did back there,” the River Witch said quietly.

“I think it’s going to be worse for that boy not knowing what he did. I think the sadness won’t have a name, but it will be there all the same,” Nepenthe said.

“Perhaps, but this way he can grow up and have a normal life—sad or not,” the River Witch replied. “It won’t be a life tainted by murder, even one done by accident . . .”

“But he’s not normal, Mother.”

“And perhaps one day there will be a consequence for that . . . for all of us.”

The River Witch didn’t live to see how true her words were. But she couldn’t have been more right.

Nepenthe was more confused than ever. She had never felt power like what she saw in the garden. The only thing she knew for certain was that she would not forget that little boy, even though he had forgotten all about her.
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The next few days were a blur of land and water for Nepenthe. She was no closer to choosing between the two, but the water always seemed to have a slight edge. Little did she know that like the boy, the decision would be taken from her.

Then one day when she returned home from the academy in town she knew right away that something was wrong. Water had flooded the house.

She walked through ankle-deep water that was still rising with every step. Has the Grotto somehow flooded? she wondered. But the water itself told a story. It was brackish and gray, not the clear blue water of her Grotto. The water somehow seemed sick or worse.

“Nepenthe . . .”

The water carried her name to her in an urgent whisper, and she waded toward its source.

She found her father clinging to life in the study. He was on his belly trying to crawl through the water. There was a trail of blood from where he had been gutted in the foyer. Blood floated on the water. Nepenthe pulled him upright enough to see the wound. She grabbed a blanket from a nearby chair and wrapped it around the seeping hole in his chest. She patched him up as best she could, but she was only a girl and there was too much blood.

Water hit her father’s face and her own. But this time, from above. It was raining in the house. She knew it was her doing, but she couldn’t stop it.

The River Witch’s name was on his lips. Nepenthe had tried to save him, but she did not have enough power. He ordered her to find her mother, and Nepenthe left his side, wrapping his own hands over where hers had held the cloth over his wound.

He couldn’t tell Nepenthe who did this to him. He would only say the River Witch’s name on a loop. His love for the River Witch meant more than who had taken his life.

Nepenthe found her mother in the Grotto. She had been returned to the water, facedown. Turning her over, Nepenthe found her mother’s green eyes open, but not even a hint of her remained.

Nepenthe cradled her mother in her arms and called her name. She futilely prayed for a pulse, but there was none. She pulled the River Witch to her and heard an inhuman wail and the sound of thunder, like a storm was gathering in the Grotto. Nepenthe knew both sounds were hers. The walls wept water now, and the water beneath her mother swirled. She clutched her mother tighter to her. Her words were gone. There was only the wailing.

On the wall of the Grotto, she saw a word scrawled in what looked like blood: WITCH.

Did my mother write it? Nepenthe wondered through the torrent of tears.

She heard the Witch of the Woods’s voice calling from outside the house. Somehow word had gotten back to her and she had traveled by roots to find Nepenthe.

“I heard you, little fish,” she said, her branches outstretched to Nepenthe. “All of Algid heard you.”

She carried her parents’ bodies outside. Behind her she could hear the house collapsing under the rising water. She did not look back.

Nepenthe and the Witch of the Woods took her parents to the River, where they were met by the rest of the Coven. The Witch of the Woods built a floating pyre, and they pushed her parents downstream. Nepenthe wanted nothing more than to follow them. Instead, she stood on the River bank surrounded by the Coven and watched as the Fire Witch lit the pyre with a stream of fire that seemed to drop right out of the sky.

“Who did this?” Nepenthe asked the Witch of the Woods over and over again.

“There are people who will never accept us for what we are—not even in a place of magic like Algid. Your mother taught you that.”

“But if Mother had had her full powers, she could have fought off whoever it was.”

“We don’t know that. She made her choice and she was happy with it. She was so thrilled to have you.”

Nepenthe let herself sink against the Witch of the Woods’s bark-covered chest. It was simultaneously hard and soft. But even as the tears fell, Nepenthe made a promise. She would never be so weak that she could not defend herself. And she swore she would never love if it left her open to this kind of pain.

She had made her choice. Or her choice had been made for her. Whichever it was, Nepenthe was the River Witch now. She belonged to the water. And the water belonged to her.


6

“You still have a choice to make, Nepenthe,” said the Witch of the Woods. “But not today.”

“I have made my choice.”

“Not today,” the Witch of the Woods repeated.

The Witch of the Woods’s home was the Hollow. It was a marvel of magic and roots. The Witch had used her roots to hollow out room after room beneath the ground. But Nepenthe had never felt at home under the ground like she did in the water. And now, with her parents gone, she could not bring herself to step inside.

Nepenthe spent days at a time in the water. No longer was she torn between land and sea. It was different living with the witches than visiting them. Before it was like going out and seeing a magic show in one of the villages. Now magic was all around her, all the time.

She only wanted to be in the water. It was where she could still feel her mother. And it was where she could weep without anyone seeing.

Days turned to weeks.

And then the Witch of the Woods, finally accepting that Nepenthe’s choice was a final one and that she would never live on land again, came to her with a gift.

“I wanted you to come to this out of a place of love, not grief,” the Witch of the Woods preambled.

Nepenthe always answered when the Witch called. She would swim to the side of the River and listen to what the Witch had to say before pushing off with her tentacles back into the currents.

But this time, the Witch had not come with words alone. She had built Nepenthe a boat and it was sitting still, anchored, despite the current.

“There is a point where even a witch can forget who she is,” the Witch of the Woods said. One of her branches skimmed the top of the water, reaching for Nepenthe.

“I think I know who I am,” Nepenthe countered, swimming with a purposeful splash in her direction.

“Mourn your parents, but do not drown in your tears.”

The Witch of the Woods stood on the shore and reached a long branch beneath the waves, plucking Nepenthe up. With a slick thud, she deposited her on the boat’s deck. And then she left her to be.

The boat was made of the Witch of the Woods’s favorite silver Oaken. It was rare and came from the top of some mountain that she could not travel to by roots. In order to procure the Oaken, the Witch of the Woods had to climb.

The Oaken’s bark looked like gold leaf, but it was silver—and it made Nepenthe think of the King’s carriage. Only it was not twisted into something ornate. Its lines were simple and reminded her of the River’s currents.

The boat had all the comforts of home, including a few of Nepenthe’s favorite things. There were also some belongings of the River Witch and Prince Eric. Nepenthe contemplated throwing everything into the River. But instead, she curled up in her father’s favorite chair, which somehow still smelled of him, and fell asleep.

The next few weeks went like that. Nepenthe got into a comfortable rhythm with the other witches. She continued her training, and when things became too much to bear, she had her boat. She had the water.

And then the witches brought her Ora. She was so different from Nepenthe. Ora was about the same age, but she was not from the sea. She was beautiful, and Nepenthe imagined every boy in Algid thought so. The Witch of the Woods had said that Ora had powers, too. She was said to have control over fire. But while Nepenthe was submerged in exercising her power, Ora did not make any effort to find hers. Nepenthe hardly ever saw even a spark.

In theory, Ora was to take the Fire Witch’s place one day. Just as the Coven had left Nepenthe’s mother’s place as River Witch open to her. But the Fire Witch and Ora were not mother and daughter. They were aunt and niece. And their relationship seemed a distant one. Perhaps it was because Ora was not interested enough in fire, or perhaps her disinterest came from the Fire Witch’s lack of interest in her. Nepenthe never knew, and for all Ora’s talking, Nepenthe sensed Ora would never really tell her. All she knew was that Ora was a fixture in the Coven.

In the future, she was to be a part of the Three. But Nepenthe wondered, somewhat meanly, what the Three would be if their Fire Witch could not so much as raise a hearth without kindling.

The Coven said Ora needed a home, too, and they brought her to Nepenthe’s boat often. Ora was happy to have a new playmate, though, and her pretty and bright presence in contrast to Nepenthe’s rumbling clouds drowned out some of the noise of Nepenthe’s hurt when she was out of the water. If nothing else, Ora was becoming a friend—whether Nepenthe wanted one or not.

They went on like that for a while, living like sisters, until everything changed again.

One day on the boat, Nepenthe saw Ora saying good-bye to another girl. She had a shock of hair and a striking face that rivaled Ora’s.

Nepenthe vaguely remembered her visiting the Coven during the phases of the North Lights when she was young. The girl was one of the Coven’s apprentices. The Coven had many. There were girls from all over Algid who had shown some magical promise. Girls who might one day replace one of the Three—if Nepenthe or Ora did not rise as expected.

The Witch of the Woods had no heir and she was as old as the forest itself. Nepenthe wondered if this girl had wanted to be of the River. If Nepenthe had perhaps pushed out the apprentice by her arrival. But on second look there was something so earthly about the girl. So human. It was clear she did not belong in the water.

“Margot, since we might not meet again, I want you to have this,” Ora trilled, giving the girl a pretty embroidered shawl.

“Thank you,” Margot said, flummoxed, before turning to Nepenthe.

“Nepenthe, is there anything I can do?” she asked.

The genuineness of her tone cut through Nepenthe, reopening her forever wound. She bit her lip, and called on her forgotten manners.

“That is kind of you,” Nepenthe replied. “I remember you. You are with the witches.”

“The Witch of the Woods says she has nothing more to teach her,” Ora explained. “So Margot’s training is done.”

Margot looked at Ora then. That was the difference between them. Ora was a part of the Coven by blood. Apprentices were there on merit alone. But if Margot felt any resentment toward Ora, she hid it well. With a small smile, Margot pulled the new shawl around her with great care.

“Funny thing,” she said.

“What?” Nepenthe asked as she made her way toward Ora.

“It’s the only thing I have ever been given since my naming day,” Margot laughed.

A whole life from birth to now, and she had never had a present? Nepenthe thought of all the gifts she’d gotten from her parents over the years and tried to imagine what this girl’s life had been. Nepenthe opened her mouth to offer up a kindness, but what was there to say? Nepenthe had lost those who were most important to her. But she had the Coven and the water. Margot had never had anyone or anything, except for a little magic, and apparently not enough.

Nepenthe said Margot’s name gently, but Margot was already gone into the night.

The next few years were a blur of magic and water. Apprentices like Margot would drift in and out of their lives, but Ora was a constant. In time, the Witch of the Woods would leave them for days and sometimes months at a time.

Ora and Nepenthe did not have much in common, but they spent hours together. Time unifies and endears, while one isn’t paying attention.

And though her training wasn’t complete like Margot’s, Nepenthe could make the River do what she wanted now. She could change its course. She could make fountains rise and fall. But on land Nepenthe was limited. She could only move water like a bow without arrows. On land, her skin dried. Her tentacles disappeared. She looked like anyone else.

Like everyone else.
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“Sometimes I think you never really leave the River. You’re more fish than girl,” Ora teased, calling to Nepenthe in the River.

It sounded like something Nepenthe’s mother would say. Ora’s words were comforting and stinging all at once.

Ora was sitting on the riverbank. She was embroidering a dress with an exquisitely detailed bodice. The dress was way too pretty for a riverbed, or really anywhere. Where she was expecting to wear that dress was beyond Nepenthe. That was one of the many differences between them. Ora liked things.

Nepenthe liked the water and everything that lived beneath its surface. She liked the Coven and the boat and the few feet of land that the Coven sat on and she dragged herself onto for ceremonies and meals.

“Just because you have manners and a pretty face doesn’t mean that you aren’t ugly on the inside,” Nepenthe bit back, without hesitation.

“You wouldn’t understand, River Witch. You probably just have a balloon full of water where your heart should be.”

“You know if I had a heart, that would hurt. But it doesn’t,” Nepenthe countered and stuck her forked tongue at her sister witch.

Ora turned away as if wounded . . . and then she began to laugh. She turned her attention back to the dress. Her nimble hands swept the needle back and forth, sewing an elaborate flower into the bodice.

“Fancy threads. When’s the ball, Princess?” Nepenthe teased.

“You jest, but you never know . . .” She winked, just as the ground rumbled beneath her and the King’s carriage pulled to a stop by the riverbank.

A man dressed in burnished steel from head to toe climbed down beside it. It was the Enforcer, the King’s henchman. The man did not speak, but he pointed to Nepenthe and then the carriage. The King was summoning her.

Nepenthe didn’t want to go, never mind alone.

But Ora had been waiting for this carriage her whole life. When they were younger and no one was around, she would waste her magic on playing princess. Being royal appealed to her more than being a witch. She looked at Nepenthe expectantly, hoping for a chance to see how the royal half lived. The Witch of the Woods had told her the story of when the Coven erased the Prince’s memory, and she felt like she’d missed out.

“Okay, Ora,” Nepenthe said. “Let’s go.”

Ora clamored to her feet before Nepenthe emerged from the water. The Enforcer never moved from his place next to the carriage.

From what they had heard, no one had ever seen his face and there was a rumor that the Enforcer was not one man but a series of rotating guards. The Witch of the Woods believed it was something more supernatural: one man serving his entire life behind the metal helmet only to take it off at death and pass it on to the next Enforcer.

Inside the carriage, Ora began to ask questions.

“What was the Prince like?”

“Like a ten-year-old kid whose whole world was ending. And then we made it right again. Until now. ”
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The Enforcer walked them past the Throne Room and up the staircase, which was as wide as the grand hallway. Nepenthe heard Ora gasp as she took in the palace’s grandeur.

“I was sorry to hear about your mother,” the King said when Nepenthe was brought before him. “She was the loveliest of her kind.”

He was shorter than Nepenthe remembered. There was a coldness now that she wasn’t sure was there before. She could hear it in his words. She could see it in his eyes.

Expecting to find another room full of ice statues, Nepenthe wanted to prepare Ora for what they were about to see. But instead, they were led to a corridor of rooms. The Enforcer stopped beside one of them and pointed, and then continued on his way.

Nepenthe reached out for the door’s handle and then paused. “Ora, maybe you should just stay out here. I’ll see what’s inside and come back out.”

Ora shook her head. “I know I don’t have my powers like you. But I have seen things. I am still a witch.”

Knowing there was no winning the argument, Nepenthe pushed the door open and saw a winter wonderland of ice and snow. Everything was covered—from the floor to the bed to the mirrored nightstand.

The boy was standing in front of the window. Outside, the sun was coming up glorious and warm. Inside, it began to snow.

“Nepenthe . . .” Ora looked at her for a long beat. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

The boy stood unmoving. This was the Prince, the boy she had once comforted, all grown up.

Nepenthe looked at the boy. She thought about the ice statues that weren’t statues the last time they’d met. A time he’d never remember.

“Maybe I have,” she whispered.

“Not a ghost, per se. Father coined the term. I am Lazar, the Snow Prince,” the boy said without turning around.

“Lazar, we have guests,” a voice said behind them.

Nepenthe turned around to find the King at her heels.

As the boy spun to face them, Nepenthe could not shake her own ghosts: her mother and father. But her brain was also on the Prince. Had his memories come back? Did he remember her?

She heard another gasp from Ora. Nepenthe nearly gasped herself. Lazar’s features were no longer round and soft. His jawline, cheekbones, and brow somehow came together in the most appealing way. His handsomeness was clearly not wasted on Ora. She had been dreaming of fairy-tale princes, and here he was in the flesh.

Ora knelt down suddenly. For a second, Nepenthe thought she had fainted, but then she realized that she was curtsying.

“He’s not our prince. We don’t bow to him,” Nepenthe countered under her breath.

But she could tell that Ora was enjoying the curtsy for the curtsy’s sake. Once again, they were as opposite as night and day. Ora was made of something soft and fine like the tapestry that hung from the wall now encased in ice. Nepenthe knew she was made of water, but not the calm kind—the brackish waves right before a storm.

“We don’t serve the King, Ora. We do not bow to him,” Nepenthe repeated.

“I know that, but it’s out of respect for their customs. For who they are.”

“Respect is a mutual thing. They have to respect that witches don’t bow to anyone.”

Ora made a small sound of protest, but just then the Prince broke into a smile, ending the debate. His eyes landed on Ora, just like every other man in Algid’s did. Ora was like human sunshine while Nepenthe considered herself comparatively a storm cloud.

Nepenthe did not expect Lazar to notice her at first, but when he did, Nepenthe saw his were the same eyes she remembered: inquisitive and a shocking blue. But there wasn’t an ounce of fear in them now.

“You are right,” the Prince said to her. “She is clearly not one of my subjects, so therefore she is not subject to the same rules. I would not want you to do anything that wasn’t in your nature. I apparently know so little of my own.”

Lazar gestured around the room. “You look so familiar. Have we met?” he said, his eyes narrowing on Nepenthe, not unkindly.

“I don’t presume to think myself memorable.”

“You did not answer my question,” he countered, studying Nepenthe again.

“Forgive my sister. Manners are of little interest to our kind,” Ora said with a light laugh.

They weren’t actually sisters by blood. They were sisters by magic. If Nepenthe hadn’t seen the Witch of the Woods’s blood she would believe that sap flowed through her.

Ora saved Nepenthe from answering, but Nepenthe lost his attention at that moment. Lazar’s eyes were only on Ora, and his questions melted away as they skimmed over her perfect form, the bodice of her dress, and her face.

“But they matter to you, Miss . . .”

“Witches do not bother with such pleasantries,” Nepenthe injected automatically.

She didn’t know what she was hoping for. She had been there for probably the worst moment of Lazar’s life. Did she expect him to hug her? To thank her for helping him forget? What did she want from him?

Wasn’t it better that he didn’t remember? Wasn’t it better that the past stayed in the past? Nepenthe believed that it was, but as she looked at Lazar, she could feel herself selfishly wanting recognition. And as his face lit up looking at Ora, the desire felt even stronger. It was so strong that it was almost as palpable as the snow and ice around the room.

“I am Ora. This is Nepenthe,” she said.

“Apparently I have much to learn about witches,” he said lightly.

“Your focus must be on your own lessons. You need to learn about yourself,” the King proffered, breaking the moment and reminding all of them he was in the room.

“River Witch, walk with me,” the King said, suddenly looking at Nepenthe.

It was the first time she had heard a human call her that. She let herself be steered back out of the room.

She did not like leaving Lazar alone with Ora.
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Lazar and the King had similar features, but the King’s were sharper and somehow less kind. And right now his small brown eyes were trained on Nepenthe.

She felt strange alone with him. She wanted to recoil and puff up her chest and extend her tentacles all at once. She had seen puffer fish do the same at the bottom of the River when they defended themselves against a threat. She stood her ground instead, consciously breathing in and out and willing the gills that opened around her mouth in the water to stay closed now.

“I require your assistance. Your magic. Your mother and the Coven spelled my son once before. I need your power once again,” the King said simply.

“Has his memory come back? The spell takes too much work. I need the Coven.”

Nepenthe did not love admitting that she wasn’t powerful enough. But she remembered the statues that the Prince had made here once and she could not trifle with the lives of others based on her pride.

There was an undercurrent of disapproval with the King’s every word and glance, but he proceeded as if she should be accustomed to it. Or more likely, he did not care what she thought.

It was not the first time people had assumed that Nepenthe did not have feelings. But she trusted Ora, as opposed to the King, whom she did not.

“I don’t want you to erase his memory again. I don’t want you to bind him. I want you to teach him how to control his Snow. As you know, my son has developed some abilities and rather than stifle them—which is what we’ve been doing for years—I’m hoping that you and your sister can teach him a few things. Magic is power. Magic can win wars.”

Nepenthe shook her head no, reflexively. Her mother had told her that magic and war had always been kept separate from the beginning of time. Witches had always refused to take sides. But then a nagging thought crept into her brain. If a royal had magic of his own, who was she to stop him? The question of helping Lazar seemed a gray area—and witches were not opposed to live in the gray. Still, training the Prince seemed to go a step further than that.

“The forces that took your mother from you—those same forces threaten my kingdom now,” the King said.

“What does that have to do with Lazar? Do you know who killed my parents?”

“Yes, I do. And I think you can teach my son to stop them. And in the process you will come face-to-face with those who took your parents from you.”

“Tell me now. Who killed my parents?”

“They call themselves the Outlanders. They’re from the Hinterlands. We have faced outside forces before, but nothing like this. They are not fans of witches. They are not fans of Algid.”

“But why would they target my mother? She was harmless.”

“She was a friend of the crown. And she was a witch. They believe in the prophecy: that the Coven may one day prove to assist the crown to even greater power. Every witch is a threat to them.”

The King paused a beat and then prodded, “Do we have an agreement?”

“Witches do not believe in revenge. It is an earthly thing. A human thing,” Nepenthe said, but as the words left her mouth, even she didn’t believe them. The image of her mother in the Grotto came back to her.

“Like I said, I can bring you face-to-face with those who took your parents from you. What you do once you know is entirely up to you.”

Nepenthe nodded. She wasn’t quite sure what she was agreeing to, but she felt as if she had no choice. The promise of finding out what had really happened to her parents was too much temptation to turn down.

She could hear the Witch of the Woods’s voice in her ear. She was supposed to have given up all earthly things. But not knowing what really happened to her parents and why was the thing that tied her to the land above all else. Learning the truth might be the thing that set her free of it for good.
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It was agreed. Nepenthe and Ora were to teach Lazar how to use his Snow. She wasn’t sure they were actually up to the task, but the King didn’t seem to care. Perhaps he had already asked the Coven and they turned him down. Perhaps he was afraid to approach them. Or perhaps he just thought he had nothing to lose.

The King brought Nepenthe back to Ora and Lazar. Ora was showing off her fire. There was a little flame in the palm of Ora’s hand. It was as delicate as that of a candle. It seemed impressive, but Nepenthe knew she had never worked very hard at stoking her flame beyond that. Ora preferred instead to focus on the magic of being beautiful. But looking at the two of them, and Ora’s face glowing in her own little light, Nepenthe could see that her magic was indeed working.

For lesson number one, Nepenthe proposed that they go outside the castle to lessen the chance that Lazar freeze something important.

Ora winked at him. Her magically-enhanced eyelashes sealed the deal on their attraction. If Lazar remembered Nepenthe at all in that instant, she was now forgotten.

“An excellent idea. We begin in the morning. Rebecca will get you settled,” the Prince said, dismissing them.

A girl appeared in the doorway. She wore a red uniform and was clearly a maid or a lady-in-waiting. Without further ado, the sisters were escorted down a long hallway.

“We rarely have female guests in the palace. And we have never had witches. Do you have any special requests, Miss River and Miss Ora?” the maid asked.

“Call me Nepenthe,” she ordered.

“Nepenthe,” the girl said, trying it out. She glared at Ora, who was suddenly miffed.

Ora liked the idea of being called Miss.

If the maid picked up on Ora’s displeasure, she didn’t show it.

“I’m Cammie. If you need anything, just ask for me.”

Nepenthe noticed that the Prince had gotten her name wrong. It figured.

Cammie kept walking ahead. The castle was even larger than it looked on the outside. Nepenthe’s last visit had of course not included a tour.

Ora was on cloud nine. Her eyes took in every detail, from the gilded gargoyles that held up lights to the velvety wallpaper that lined the walls. “Why can’t you enjoy this?” she asked, stopping the near skip of her step. Her long neck stretched upward and her gait slowed to a glide. Ora was practicing being a princess. “I think he’s divine. Why didn’t you say he was so dreamy, Nepenthe?”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Ora,” Nepenthe warned. She felt the need to tamp down Ora’s enthusiasm. “Witches don’t marry princes, and besides, it’s very possible he could freeze you as soon as kiss you.”

Ora looked up at her sister sharply and produced a flame in the palm of her hand again.

“I doubt that.”

It was the first time in months that Nepenthe had seen Ora show even a hint of interest in her own magic. And it was one of the few times she’d ever seen her produce a flame. Perhaps the Prince inspired her.
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The next day began with an incredibly elaborate breakfast in bed. Since Nepenthe had chosen the River, her appetite was simpler. But the food at the palace was so good it had revived her taste buds.

Cammie hovered over Nepenthe, pouring and stirring her tea. Cammie even wanted to cut her fish. She wasn’t offensive. She was curious. She wanted to know about witches. About what they did and didn’t do. About how they lived.

Nepenthe already had lived a human life or at least part of one. She had no questions for Cammie except those that were rattling around in her head about the Prince.

Nepenthe met the Prince in the field behind the statue garden. They were in luck. There was already a light covering of snow on the ground. They could use it once Lazar figured out how to trigger his Snow. Nepenthe knew how her power worked. But she had no idea about his. She’d never taught anyone before. For her, controlling water was like breathing. The land was hard. How do you teach someone to breathe?

Ora was nowhere in sight. She was probably too busy having her lady-in-waiting wait on her.

Nepenthe asked Lazar to concentrate on the snow, but nothing happened.

He was frustrated. He was accustomed to getting anything and everything he wanted. Controlling snow was different from anything he had ever attempted. Not that he had attempted much. He had a servant to dress him. What did Nepenthe really expect from him?

“Let’s take a break,” Nepenthe said finally.

“How does it feel?” he asked. “I mean, to be like you.”

She didn’t answer at first. Because Nepenthe was feeling more than that, and it had something to do with how close Lazar was standing next to her. She stepped away.

“I don’t know. It feels like home. Like I am more than myself, that I am a part of something ancient and forever all at once.”

What she didn’t say was that his presence did something else to her. It did the thing that her mother had talked about when she talked about Prince Eric. It tied Nepenthe to the present and pulled her into the human body and somehow rooted her there. It made her want to stay human, and she was always fighting against her human form. It made her want to stay on dry land.

“Sounds nice.”

There was something wistful about the way Lazar said it, as if his life as a Prince had not been as great as hers in the water.

Nepenthe decided to try another tack. She asked him about his life since the last time that she’d seen him—although he didn’t remember they had met before. It turned out he’d spent most of the years inside the palace walls. He assumed that his father was protecting him because he was the only heir to the throne, but now he realized that it was probably because of his Snow.

When he spoke about his mother and his father, the snow on the ground began to swirl.

“What about your mother?” she pressed. She hated doing it. But it was working.

“She died in childbirth.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

“What kind of question is that?” Lazar looked up at her sharply as if to say she’d gone too far.

“Look, Your Highness. Look!”

The snow was swirling now. A snow tornado crashed into the trees that outlined the sculpture garden and topped them.

Nepenthe called Lazar’s name, trying to calm him, trying to stop him. The snow dropped back to the ground as quickly as it had risen.

He hugged her. “You are brilliant, River Witch.”

Nepenthe’s arms stayed at her side as he squeezed her and picked her up off the ground. He gently placed her back down—completely oblivious to the water that she felt rushing to her cheeks.

“Nepenthe,” he said as he released her. “Now we have to work on precision.”

The next few days went on like that: training for hours followed by dinners with the King and the Prince and Ora, who took no interest in helping Lazar. Rather she spent all her time batting her eyes as hard as she could at the Prince. He didn’t seem to mind. But Nepenthe saw the King scowl in disapproval.

Sadly, what worked to trigger Nepenthe’s power over water also worked for Lazar. She was stronger when she thought about the worst moments in her life, and the same was true for the Prince. Only he couldn’t actually remember his worst moment. So instead Nepenthe called on his relationship with his father and the loss of his mother. She hated teaching him the darker side of magic. But he seemed undaunted.

“It’s like turning every dark thing into something light. It’s fuel instead of tragedy.”

He opened his hand and inside it there was a rose made of ice. The flower opened to full bloom.

“I bet Ora will love it.”

The Prince handed it to Nepenthe, and she felt the flush again. “I bet she would, but I made it for you, dear teacher.”

Nepenthe took it and despite herself, she smiled. She carried the rose around with her until it melted.
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Nepenthe took a walk along the grounds after lying in a long, cramped bath. The palace might have been grand, but it was not designed for a River Witch. She desperately needed a pond to stretch out her limbs, but instead she came across something she wished she hadn’t seen.

They were leaning against one of the stable walls. At first Nepenthe assumed it was a stable hand and one of the maids. But it was Ora and the Prince. And they were kissing.

Nepenthe felt her breath catch. She should have kept walking, but she didn’t. She watched as Lazar leaned closer into Ora, pressing her against the wall. When the light shone through the space that finally separated them, Ora—radiant Ora—smiled up at him.

Nepenthe watched them longer than she should have.

Finally, she turned and returned to her walk. Suddenly dizzy, she gripped a tree for balance.

Lazar’s memory was gone. He did not know what Nepenthe had done for him all those years before, and he was falling for Ora.

It shouldn’t have been a surprise. Ora was beautiful. Everyone thought so. Every boy in her orbit looked at her, and everything and everyone else fell away. Nepenthe should have expected it. But what did startle her was the way she felt about it. There was a stinging sensation somewhere beneath her ribs. She waited for the discomfort to pass, but it did not. Not until she finally found the pond.

The water never talked to the River Witch, exactly. Sometimes it carried other people’s voices back to her. She caught parts of conversations. She caught bits of other people’s lives. For the first time in her whole life, Nepenthe felt jealous of a life that wasn’t her own.

She kept their kiss a secret. One that burned like wax spilled from a candle.

“Isn’t it marvelous?” Ora said when she saw her the next morning.

Nepenthe waited, half expecting Ora to tell her about the kiss, but Ora didn’t say a word about it.

“What’s so marvelous?”

“The Prince is throwing a party for us, and he’s inviting half of Algid. The younger half.”

Soon after Ora’s announcement, the Prince sent them dresses. Or rather he sent Ora dresses and he sent Nepenthe a single dress.

The royal dressmaker accompanied the dresses and explained the disparity.

Nepenthe bit back her own explanation. Perhaps there is a dress for every kiss Ora has shared with Lazar?

Pretty didn’t mean anything to a witch. Pretty was a spell, meant for human consumption. But it meant something to Ora. She spent hours in front of the mirror enhancing her natural gifts the same way Nepenthe spent hours changing the currents and making tides.

But the night of the ball, Nepenthe let Ora work her magic on her. A little color on her cheeks and lips and above her eyes was all she would let her do. Ora chanted over little jars of various colors. Their contents drifted over Nepenthe’s face and landed exactly where they were meant to go, like the Prince’s Snow, only more precise.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you looked almost human, River Witch,” Ora said affectionately.

“It’s dangerous what you’re doing, Ora,” Nepenthe said while Ora was making the finishing touches.

A ribbon that tied all on its own took hold in Nepenthe’s hair.

“What are you talking about, Nepenthe?”

“I saw you and the Prince by the stables.”

Ora reacted, her pretty, lips sucked in and pouted outward.

“I am not the first witch to kiss anyone. How exactly do you think there are so many witches . . .”

“Lazar’s not just anyone.”

“Don’t you ever get lonely?” Ora asked suddenly.

“How could I be lonely? I have our Coven,” Nepenthe answered quickly.

Lonely isn’t in our vocabulary. We are a part of something—always.

But the word lingered. Nepenthe could see it for Ora. She could see how Ora had always felt that way. She had never been like the rest of the Coven. And even though they were a part of her, there might be loneliness in that.

But when Nepenthe thought of the boy she’d met when she was small . . . she could not see how he could be Ora's answer to loneliness. He had a hole in him that was bigger than hers. How could two empty things fill each other up?

Lazar was not like Ora either; he was more like Nepenthe.

The thought, errant and reckless, took hold. He was more like Nepenthe. She had been so sure about not being with someone of the land. Someone so different. But he wasn’t so different.

“I love him, Nepenthe,” Ora said quietly.

The words stung more than any curse Nepenthe had ever heard.

This was much worse than any dalliance. Much worse than Nepenthe imagined. There was perhaps nothing more dangerous than a witch in love.
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The palace was glorious every day, but when there was a ball it became sublime.

The Prince bowed low when Ora and Nepenthe entered. And the crowd of finely dressed ladies and gentlemen gasped in response. He was making a statement. They just didn’t realize it was that of a man in love.

Ora looked north of beautiful, her blond hair half tied up in elaborate knots that cascaded down her back. The effect was breathtaking. Still, the Prince spoke to Nepenthe first.

“You wore the dress,” Lazar said. “I wasn’t sure if you would. I didn’t want you to think that I wanted to change you. But it was the color of the River.” “It’s lovely . . .”

Nepenthe asked him the purpose of all this dressing up and trotting them out. What was the point?

“My father thinks that he can keep my gift a secret. But I don’t think magic is something that should be kept in the shadows. Not anymore.”

“So you’re going to debut your gift in front of everyone tonight?” Nepenthe asked.

“Father says that it’s too soon. But I want him to know you and Ora. To know that you are just like everyone else.”

“But we’re not.”

“You are more like me than anyone I have ever met. And Ora . . . The King and all of Algid will fall in love with both of you as I have.”

He tossed the word love around so lightly, unaware of its effect on Nepenthe and on Ora. Nepenthe felt a sudden surge of anger.

“So you bring us out into the public as your test case? To prep the masses for accepting you?” she said, her ire suddenly rising.

“It’s not like that, Nepenthe. Let’s not quarrel. Let’s dance.”

Lazar led her out onto the dance floor.

He bowed to her. And when he took her in his arms, he whispered in her ear, “You should always wear this.”

The words stopped Nepenthe for a second. Had he actually said them? she wondered as the music swelled and the dance began.

She was used to practicing dancing with her father. It came flooding back.

“She dances . . .” The Prince looked at Nepenthe, a little surprised at her ability.

“I was not always in the water,” she reminded him.

Ora was holding court in the corner of the room, surrounded by women in gorgeous dresses who were busy complimenting her own. She cast a look at her sister and waved.

Nepenthe felt her heart lift and sink at once. She was happy for Ora in her element. And Nepenthe became more aware than ever before, even in the blue water dress, that this was not where she belonged. But Lazar squeezed her hand, pulling her attention back to the dance and to him.

Her hand in his begged to differ. So did her slippered feet that felt more comfortable moving in time with his than at any other time since she’d stepped out of the carriage. Perhaps even before that.

As a woman took a turn near her, though, Nepenthe overhead her say in a loud whisper, “Of course that Ora is the most beautiful woman here. I bet she used magic to make herself that way.”

Nepenthe could see Ora’s face fall. The River Witch felt the water rise in her in defense of her sister. Nepenthe probably had made that same joke more than once to Ora’s face. But this was different. In the mouth of a Marquise or whatever she was, it was a weapon.

The woman’s companion meanly joined in, “Then what happened to the other one? Doesn’t look like she has a stitch of magic on.”

His words should not have hurt Nepenthe either, she thought. But she was not in the water now. And somehow the dry Nepenthe, the land Nepenthe, was more vulnerable than the water one. She looked away from the couple and from Lazar.

“Don’t give them the satisfaction, Nepenthe. Just keep your eyes on me,” the Prince said, looking intently at her.

“If you tell me I’m pretty, then I’ll drown you where you stand.”

He didn’t say another word. He just kept dancing. He pulled Nepenthe a little closer, spun her a little faster. And when the music changed, he did not let go.

After a few dances, she realized what he was doing. He would stay on this dance floor as long as it took for her to stop looking like she was about to flood the ballroom. But with his hand on her waist, his other in hers, it began to feel like something more to Nepenthe. She remembered his kiss with Ora, and she knew that this moment was wrong. Flustered, she let go of his hands.

“You should dance with Ora. I need some air.”

He looked at Nepenthe, confusion crossing his handsome face.

She pushed through the crowd to the patio, feeling like she escaped something dangerous just in time. But Lazar was there beside her a second later. He took off his coat.

“You’ll catch cold.”

He helped Nepenthe into the coat. It was softer than anything she’d ever felt. The inside of the coat was downy soft fur, fit for a prince. Even in her land days, she had never worn anything quite as fine, and her family was not poor. The coat smelled like him. The Prince’s expensive cologne was a heady mix that brought back the flush of their proximity on the dance floor.

“You can’t let them chase you out like that,” he said, referring to his less than polite guests.

“It wasn’t that.”

“Then what was it?”

“I just felt a little flushed. So much dancing.”

“You’re a brilliant witch. But a terrible liar.”

“You should get back inside.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think that you were trying to get rid of me.”

“You’re right. I’m so bored. It’s exhausting spending every minute with a handsome, magic Prince,” Nepenthe teased.

“I have a secret, Nepenthe,” he said suddenly, his eyes lighting up with mischief. “One I could not bear to tell Ora.”

“And yet you want to tell me. Why?”

“I think she likes the Prince in me better than the witch. I think I can get inside people’s minds. I can see with my Snow—”

“And I can fly,” Nepenthe joked back.

But his face grew serious. “I can see with my Snow—I mean, I can feel things.”

“Are you saying you’re clairvoyant . . .”

He shook his head. “It’s something else. It’s like my Snow is more than snow. It feels things—”

Nepenthe had never heard of magic like what Lazar was describing. Nepenthe’s water could reach well beyond her, but it couldn’t read anyone else’s thoughts or feelings.

Had he lost his mind? Had all this time being mind warped actually affected his sanity?

“You don’t believe me . . . Watch the guard by the door.”

He took a deep breath, and a sprinkling of snowflakes fell. Some of the snow hovered in his palm. He blew it away like you’d blow out a candle making a birthday wish. The snow traveled with purpose toward the guard at the door. It went into one of his ears. The guard swatted at it as if to wave a bug away.

“The guard has a massive crush on you. He wants to move to the Hinterlands with you,” Lazar said.

“You could be making that up,” she countered. Strangers swooned over Ora, never her.

“Watch. I’ll make him take out his sword and have a fight with that shrub over there.”

They watched the soldier a beat. Nothing happened, and Nepenthe began to laugh. It was a good joke.

“It’s hard to fool a witch. But you did it.”

But a second later, the guard lifted his sword and began stabbing the nearest topiary.

Nepenthe knew that Lazar was powerful. But she had never seen a witch who could control a mind before. Read it, yes. Predict what it might do in the future, yes. But not this. This was too much. And it was wrong.

She had played pranks in her youth. Mainly on those who had called her names. Sometimes on Ora when she had been particularly, insufferably cheerful. But this broke a rule that Nepenthe had never seen as a witch, because no one had ever been able to do it. Will was at the center of magic. And to take it away from someone, anyone . . . there could be no greater crime.

“Promise me you won’t do that again.”

“I can’t promise that. I want to use it on my father. I want to know how he really feels about me.”

“You can’t do that, Lazar. If you do that, you are worse than him. You are worse than anyone. You can’t use magic on people without their consent. It goes against everything that magic is about. That you are.”

“Okay, okay . . . I promise.”

Nepenthe caught his eye as he said the words. She did not see a hint of guilt for the violation of his servant’s mind. But she did see the eagerness to please her, his teacher, his friend . . . whatever they were to each other. She knew she should have pressed him further until he saw not just what it meant to her, but what it meant to him. She cared about who he became even if he was not hers.

“Shall we be friends again?” he said, turning his charm back on.

“We are always friends. We should get back inside,” she said quickly.

Sometimes the Prince was like the Lights, dazzling and possibly without conscience. And like the Lights she felt his pull on her and on her fate.

“I wanted your advice about something.”

“I don’t think we should do any magic here. Your father is not ready.”

Nepenthe had seen him throughout the ball. The King hadn’t bothered hiding his disapproval. And he had drunk more ale than half the guests.

“No, I’m not talking about magic. I wanted to show you this. Do you think she’ll like it?” Lazar asked, fishing in the pocket of the coat she was wearing.

She knew what it was before he opened his palm. A ring.

It was a simple silver band with a giant chunk of diamond that looked like ice. It was stunning in its simplicity.

“So . . .” She gulped and forced the words out. “It’s perfect. Ora will love it.”

But it wasn’t true. The truth was Nepenthe loved it. She knew Ora would want something more ornate. Something prettier. Something that had been sculpted and “perfected” into a shape of her choosing. Something that had been touched by human hands and human tools. This looked like Lazar pulled the diamond right out of the rocks, or rather, like he’d made it himself with one wave of his Snow.

“Thank you, Nepenthe,” the Prince said, putting the ring mercifully away back in the jacket. “Thank you. You coming in?”

“Soon. I just want a couple of more minutes with the North Lights.”

But she didn’t come back. She headed straight for the River. She left the jacket, with the ring in its pocket, on the railing of the patio.
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Nepenthe returned to the River. She swam back and forth, swimming away from Lazar. From the ball. From eating and needing things that she had already said good-bye to. She wound up back at the water in front of her boat. After a few short weeks in the palace, the boat seemed smaller, but Nepenthe had never felt more grateful to see its silvery mast.

She swam for the bottom of the River beneath the current. She curled up in the fetal position and let the water embrace her. The water was her home, her friend, her breath, her life. And yet this time, it did not calm her. Nepenthe felt her chest clutch. She rose to the surface. Her lungs wanted air, but it was more than air that she really wanted. She just didn’t want to name it.

The River Witch struggled to the shore and hunched over the sandy ground, gasping for air. Breathing in and out. In and out. She lay there conscious of her lungs filling with air until her heart felt like it had returned to its proper place inside her chest instead of practically outside of it.

What is happening to me? she wondered.

Nepenthe wanted to tell someone about Lazar, but the Coven would not understand. Or worse, they would.

She gripped the side of the riverbank. And when she looked up, the Witch of the Woods was standing there.

“You made it, little fish.”

Nepenthe realized the Witch of the Woods was preparing for the Esabat—the time of year they worshipped the North Lights and the moon. Tonight the Lights were the particular shade of silvery blue that called for a celebration.

“What is it, little fish?” the Witch of the Woods asked. “I knew no good would come of this: of us mixing with them.”

“There is no cause for concern, Witch of the Woods,” Nepenthe said and went back under the surface. In the water, everything was calm and forgotten—except not tonight.

“Ora isn’t here. She’s never missed a moon. Did you have a quarrel?”

“No.”

The twigs above the Witch of the Woods’s eyes knit together. “What is it, Nepenthe? What aren’t you telling me? Nothing comes between a witch and her Coven.”
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The Witch of the Woods looked at Nepenthe for a long beat. She was back for the full moon. She thought that was why Nepenthe was back, too.

“Where’s Ora?” the ancient witch asked, looking around, her twiggy eyebrows raising in concern.

The whole story tumbled out of Nepenthe, but she left out the part about Ora and the ring.

The Witch of the Woods looked at her in silence.

“I never thought it. I thought you were different from your mother. But perhaps this runs in the blood, too.”

“What?”

“A penchant for falling in love.”

“I am not in love.”

“You just don’t want to be. But I know love when I see it, like I know when good wood has been riddled by beetles. There’s nothing you can do but burn it.”

“You can also drown it,” Nepenthe quipped, dunking back under.

When Nepenthe resurfaced, the Witch of the Woods was not smiling.

“People with magic and people without magic have been trying to coexist for a very long time. They just think that it is better if we keep things separate. But draw a line in the sand and children will line up to cross it.”

“But he has magic. He has Snow.”

“He spent his whole life among humans. He may have the power, but his head and his heart are nothing like ours. The willfulness . . . the hubris . . . You have seen this, Nepenthe . . .”

Nepenthe opened her mouth to protest. But she could not. He wore a crown and lived in a palace. What did he know of being a real witch?

“I am sorry, Cassia.” Nepenthe knew better, but her heart didn’t.

“Don’t be sorry. Go back and finish this thing. Quick. Bring Ora home.”

“I don’t think she wants to come home,” Nepenthe said quietly.

The Witch of the Woods knelt down beside the River and offered her a branch up.

“Hurry up, we need to get ready for the ceremony.”
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Ora never missed a moon ceremony or a ritual. Any chance to dress up and perform lit up her pretty face. But Ora was missing this one. Nepenthe loved them for a completely different reason. And now she needed their connection to erase the one she felt with Lazar.

The Coven passed the cake. They drank from the chalice. They danced under the Lights, but in between Nepenthe felt herself missing a step. Her hand was shaky. Her words and steps lagged behind. It was as if the Prince was still with her in every movement, every bite, every word.

When they finished the incantation, she saw him leaning against one of the Witch of the Woods’s trees. She thought for a second she had conjured him up. As the moon rose, she waited for him to fade away. But he was still there.

He was real. She waited for the other witches to drift off to their own celebrations before making a beeline for Lazar.

He was breaking the witches’ code. She assumed he had followed her here. That he had been watching them. Their rituals belonged to them. And to no one else. Not even a prince. Especially not a prince. No one came to the Hovel uninvited, and neither she nor Ora would ever ask him here.

“What are you doing here?” Nepenthe demanded when she reached him. “The witches have killed people for less,” she warned, pulling him away behind a tree and hoping the bark wouldn’t tell the Witch of the Woods who was here and what was happening.

“What are you doing here?” Nepenthe repeated.

The Prince had found her for the second time that night. His hair was disheveled. His coat was torn.

“What happened?”

“After the ball, I told my father my intentions to marry Ora.”

“Marry . . . ,” Nepenthe blurted. “And your father . . . he did this to you?” She recovered on the outside, but big heavy drops of rain began to fall.

“He forbade it. He suggested that I keep Ora as mine . . . and that I marry someone else . . .”

“So he did this to you?”

“No, Ora and I . . . we decided. We didn’t need his permission.”

Nepenthe was angry at Lazar for being here, but his posture told her that something was very, very wrong.

“What happened?” she asked. As she spoke she looked away from him, up at the North Lights. Witches believed in them more than the moon. But what was she wishing for? That Ora had broken it off with him after standing up to the King? That the Prince was here to find Nepenthe? That this night had ended with them apart and he wanted to change that? She searched his face, looking for the answer there since she did not want to address the contents of her own heart.

Lazar’s shoulders hunched. His usual confidence was missing. Nepenthe was taken back to the little boy he once was. And she felt her heart go out to him.

Then there was Ora to consider. She was more than just any witch to Nepenthe. Somehow since Nepenthe had lost her parents, Ora had become a constant. She had become important to her. Not a part of Nepenthe like the water. But a fixed point on the shore that she had thought would always be there.

He continued to try and explain himself. “We didn’t know it was a trap.”

“You were going to elope.” The words cut Nepenthe as she said them, making them more real.

“We could be punished, but we could not be undone.”

The words sounded more like Ora than the Prince. It was her idea. Nepenthe was sure of it. But that didn’t change what had happened. He had chosen Ora not as a dalliance, but as his wife.

“Did you—did you go through with the marriage?” Nepenthe said, water rising up in her, hating that she cared about the answer.

“No. The priestess was an Outlander. They knocked me out and they took Ora. Your sister is gone. But I don’t think they will hurt her. It’s me they want. Or, rather, they want me to do something in exchange for Ora.”

“Gone? NO!” Tears welled in Nepenthe’s eyes and her mind raced. First her parents. Now Ora. Nepenthe might be jealous, but Ora was still her sister, and there was something she could still do to save her.

“They know I love her and would do anything to get her back.”

“What do they want in return?” Nepenthe asked, keeping her voice even, knowing very well she would pay any price for Ora.

“They said something that makes not a bit of sense. That’s where I got lost,” Lazar said, frowning with confusion.

“What? Every detail matters.”

“They want a mirror. It’s a part of the prophecy. Or so they say. Father won’t tell me the whole of it. I am surprised that he believes in such things.”

Lines from the oracle’s prophecy drifted back to Nepenthe, like a bedtime story the Witch of the Woods used to tell her.

“We should tell the Coven. They’ll know what to do,” Nepenthe rationalized.

“No! We can’t. The Outlanders said it has to be me. The Coven can’t help.” Lazar was starting to panic. She could see it in his eyes even before the tree behind her pricked her with frost.

Nepenthe knew that she had to get Ora back. She had no idea where the Hinterlands were, but there was one way to find out. She turned with every intention of returning to the Hollow.

But Lazar put an icy hand on her arm.

“The Witch of the Woods knows every inch of Algid from the ground up,” Nepenthe said with a look that told him to let go.

“We can’t involve the witches. I shouldn’t have even come to you. The Outlander said . . . he would kill her, Nepenthe. Please . . .”

She relented with a heavy sigh. She did not know if his was the only way, or the path to disaster.

“We can do a Locator Spell,” she said. “But I still need something of Ora’s in order for it to track her. I’ll sneak in and be right back. They're so busy with the Feast, they won’t notice—”

Lazar stopped me again.

“Will this do?” he said, rummaging in his pocket for his watch. He opened it and there was a lock of hair. Ora’s hair.

It was something human girls did—not witches. Giving away a piece of yourself was like giving someone a weapon. A lock of hair could be used in a spell to find you or to hurt you. This was the kind of spell that Nepenthe’s mother had taught her was only to be used if there was no other option.

At once, Nepenthe wanted to admonish Ora for breaking the witches’ code, but jealousy flooded through her. Unwanted, but there all the same. She was unable to flush it out, and she pressed on. Ora was missing. And Nepenthe loved her long before whatever it was she felt for Lazar.

“Someday you will meet someone who might make you want to choose,” her mother had said over and over the years.

Nepenthe had laughed at her mother then. She had half resented the idea of the choice. Because from where she was sitting, she didn’t see that there was much of one.

“I should take you back to the King,” Nepenthe said finally, calculating the risk. If Ora was lost, she did not want to take Lazar along only to lose him, too.

He looked up at her, resolute. “I would just follow you and probably freeze people in the process. Do you want that on your conscience?”

“Who says I have one?” she said, trying to joke, but the words landed awkwardly, heavy with their lack of truth.

“Ora wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for me. Please help me.”

“I would be looking for Ora no matter what. I don’t need you to come with me.”

“Why are you fighting me on this? I could help.”

“You could hurt.”

“I won’t use my Snow unless I have your permission. You have my word. But I need to come to the Hinterlands. Please, Nepenthe.”

She wished she could say that it was his word that made her said yes. But it was the way he said her name.
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Nepenthe took Lazar to her boat. She let him steer while she began the Locator Spell. She took a piece of ribbon out of her hair, leftover from the ball, and she broke two branches off a nearby tree.

“Thank you, Witch of the Woods,” Nepenthe said.

She tied the branches together, making a cross. Then she tied the piece of Ora’s hair to one end.

“Knife?” Nepenthe asked.

Lazar produced a small dagger from the sheath at his side; Nepenthe cut her hand with it and dipped the opposite side of the cross in her blood.

“What are you doing?” he said.

Nepenthe knew that he had not seen this kind of magic since the ceremony that took his memories.

“It’s a blood compass. It will find Ora for us.”

Nepenthe put the tool on the ground, and it began to spin. It paused at north. She scooped it back up and put the compass on the shelf behind the wheel of the boat. It pointed upstream.

The boat rocked and shifted Lazar into Nepenthe. She stared at his profile a second too long. She didn’t know if she was trying to memorize it or savor it. She did not want to think about him ever again.

And yet when his jaw opened, she watched his lips as if whatever came out of them mattered. That whatever he said might determine something for her. It felt like something was caught in the balance. She reminded herself that she had made her choice. There were no more decisions.

But as the current jostled her into Lazar, she let herself rest against his chest for longer than she had to. And he didn’t move—at least not right away. He looked down at her and murmured, “Are you okay?” Nepenthe didn’t answer at first. She wasn’t sure what she was. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t know and she didn’t like it. She felt anger rise up in response. As she leaned into the relative safety of the boat’s edge, she wasn’t sure if he was as affected by the moment as she was. She assumed he wasn’t.

There was a gentleness and an edge to Lazar, which she recognized in herself, too. Nepenthe realized that she had never encountered attention like his. Lazar was smart, and funny, and somehow they lined up in a way that seemed to knock her off her feet and settle her all at once.

There was a certain amount of understanding there. But there was so much she didn’t know, as well. There were intervening years he had lived as a prince and she had lived as a witch. They were not the same—far from it. But the second that she leaned into him, she felt the distance fall away.

They continued down the River in silence. But Nepenthe had never been good at silence.

“What were you thinking, running away with Ora?” the River Witch demanded.

“It was Ora’s idea,” he defended. But then he qualified, “For a few hours, the world felt different. Things felt possible.”

“You’re the Prince. The snow literally bends at your will. What more can you ask for?” Nepenthe said.

“Everything.” He looked down at the water. “For someone who has the power of a big chunk of the world at her fingertips, you live by so many conventions.”

“I am not conventional. I am a witch. We are as free as nature itself.”

“Nature has laws, but we can break them. We are freer than nature,” he countered.

Nepenthe turned over his solecism in her mind. She had never thought of it that way.
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The compass jumped to the left. They had entered a part of Algid that Nepenthe was not familiar with. They traveled for most of the day and into the next evening, talking and not talking until the trees on either side of the River were a charcoal color with trunks of gigantic circumference. The terrain on the riverbank looked rugged, with a strange gray soil encumbered by rocks. It was, in a word, uninviting. But Nepenthe tapped Lazar’s shoulder and he steered them toward land and then docked without even a look of hesitation.

“It’s getting dark,” the Prince said dubiously as he extended a hand to help Nepenthe off the boat.

His manners were automatic, and her lack of them after so many years with the witches made her infuse more meaning into every polite touch than was warranted.

Nepenthe took his hand and released it as quickly as she could when her feet landed on the rocky ground.

“Let’s see how far we get. I doubt the Outlanders are going to sleep.”

But Nepenthe was better in the water than on land, and she lost her footing almost immediately as they made their way into the woods. Lazar’s hand was on her waist, righting her before she could right herself. And she could not pull away this time without falling.

With his arm around her, it began to snow. Nepenthe finally slipped away from the Prince, grabbing a nearby branch for support.

“I’m better in the water,” she said, half excusing herself, half needing to say something to make whatever she was feeling in their every look and touch into what it was supposed to be. Something ordinary, instead of the opposite.

But Lazar did not rise to her small talk. He kept the silence, and when he stared back at her, she was almost certain that his expression said something that could not be said aloud.

“I should have brought something warmer to put on,” Nepenthe said, trying again.

Lazar shook his head suddenly, as if remembering something, remembering himself. And then he shrugged off his torn coat and offered it to her.

“Forgive me. I should have given it to you sooner.”

She protested at first, not because she wasn’t cold. But because she wasn’t sure if she could handle having something of his wrapped around her. Again. But Lazar insisted, draping the fabric around her for the second time in this turn of the clock.

Nepenthe inhaled deeply, grateful at least that the coat did not smell like him this time. Maybe it was the cold. But she was happy for that small blessing.

“We have to make the rest of our way on foot. You should know that the farther we get away from the River, the less power I have. We might have to rely on you.”

“There are robbers in these woods. The rumor is that they seduce and steal and sometimes make it so their tale is never told unless they want it to be . . .”

“And you believe that?” Nepenthe asked.

After they walked for what seemed like hours, Lazar wanted to stop.

“You can’t seriously suggest that we spend the night here?” Nepenthe asked.

“Well, not here.” He focused on the snowy ground, and it began to move. Within minutes, he’d built a snow shack.

“You can have your own, or we could share this one,” he said.

She hesitated. Lazar looked spent from the effort. His skin looked paler, his eyes weaker. But the idea of spending the night that close to him made Nepenthe almost want to put him through whatever it took to keep some distance between them.

He looked at his handiwork. The snow tent was translucent and kind of beautiful. She thought about making a fire in front of it, but worried the heat would melt the ice. They decided to do without.

Lazar raised his hand again to make another tent, but he was breathing heavily from the effort. “It’s better if we share,” he said.

“Share?”

“We can cuddle for warmth.”

“Did you just say ‘cuddle’?”

Nepenthe laughed. It was such a sweet word coming from a prince who had not seemed sweet since he was just a little boy.

In the end, they shared the same tent under the dancing North Lights. It wasn’t awkward. Rather, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. It was then that Nepenthe knew she was in trouble. It was a surprise somehow.

Lazar’s arms wrapped around her. She let herself sink into him. It was more than warmth. It was the same kind of comfort she got from the water—only more so.

Nepenthe awoke in the middle of the night to a sound outside the tent. Lazar’s arm was still around her. She moved it and shook him gently, but he was in a deep sleep.

She got to her feet and stepped outside into the snow. Something was moving toward her. Fast.

It was a creature made of ice and snow, and it was coming right at her.

“Lazar!” she yelled.

The River Witch put up a wall of water from a nearby pond. The creature slammed against it and broke apart. She breathed a heavy sigh of relief. But just as she started to relax, the ice and snow bits gathered together again.

“Lazar, wake up now.”

It would not take long for that thing to realize that her waterfall was something it could walk right through. As the creature charged again, she finally heard Lazar stir.

“What is it, Nepenthe—” he said with a yawn.

The second he spoke, the creature dropped back into the snow, as if it had melted.

A thought hit her. Had the Prince created the creature in his sleep?

“What is it? Why did you wake me up?”

“Tell me something. Were you just dreaming?”

“I was until you woke me.”

“What did you dream about?”

He smiled sheepishly. “The same thing I always dream about. It’s this thing made out of snow. Like a wolf. Only bigger.”

“I think your dream came to life.”

“That’s impossible. Isn’t it?”

“It’s not. I saw it with my own two eyes. Come with me. I was waiting for you to get stronger before we tried this. But I think it’s time.”

She led Lazar to the pond. “Watch.”

Nepenthe concentrated on the surface of the water, and a figure rose up from the deep. It looked just like her. Then it dropped back into the water.

“In time you should be able to do the same with snow. Actually, it looks like you already are doing it subconsciously. Try it.”

Lazar shook his head. “Maybe later. We have to get Ora back.”

Ora. Had I almost forgotten her? Nepenthe wondered. She turned away from the pond, and he put a hand on her arm.

“I want to see you,” he said suddenly, his blue eyes more intense than she’d ever seen them. He looked at the water. “I want to see the real you.”

“You can’t demand something like that. I do not bow to you. I am not here as your servant.”

“I wonder how things would be different if I had met you without Ora,” the Prince said.

You did, Nepenthe thought. But she didn’t say it.

“You mean, if you’d met me when the beautiful sun wasn’t shining? I dare say, I look better in the relative kindness of Ora’s shadow.”

Lazar opened his mouth to protest.

“I didn’t think that princes apologized. I wouldn’t want you to do something that is not in your nature,” Nepenthe echoed his words from their “meeting” in the study.

He laughed, at ease again. Nepenthe wondered why she had let him off the hook. Perhaps she still held some regard or pity for the little boy she’d walked out of the Throne Room and into the light.

“I know I am not much to look at,” she said matter-of-factly. She turned away from him.

But Lazar’s words stopped her.

“I remember you. That’s why I want to see you. I want to see you because . . . I remember.”

“What do you mean, you remember?”

“‘You may be able to freeze me for a while, but you can’t kill me.’ You said that to me once.”

“I wanted to tell you. I thought you deserved to know. But the way the magic works . . . if I were to break the spell and the binding . . . there would be a curse.”

Nepenthe searched his face for a reaction.

He knew. He remembered. And he had kept it from her.

Lazar was putting away his pain—packing it away—but his ice was like her water. There was no storing it, no bottling it, up. It had to come out.

There was an explosion of snow in the distance. And then another. Almost like fireworks.

“My father was ashamed of me, afraid of me, all those years. I was dying for him to look at me with pride. But it isn’t pride . . .”

“I’m sorry, Lazar.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t tell me. If I had known, things would be different for us . . . ,” he said gently.

He wanted to see her—the real her—and despite the fact that they were on the road looking for the girl who he was supposed to elope with, Nepenthe knew Lazar’s request had nothing to do with him being a king in the making and everything to do with him being a man.

She had shown him her true self before when they were small.

But this felt different. This was different.

Back then, she had shown him her inner River to prove a point. She had shown him to get him out of the room with the people he had frozen into human ice sculptures. The ones he had made and could not bring himself to leave.

But now they were not children. And now he wanted her to reveal herself to him. If she did it, Nepenthe would not be proving a point. It would be her sharing herself. Something that she had never done with anyone outside her family and the Coven.

She closed her eyes and felt her skin disappear under a steady stream of water. She felt her arms fade into streams and then return into tentacles. The River Witch opened her eyes and watched her tentacles stretch toward the sky. Their shadows played across the ground and finally across Lazar’s face.

“Is this really what you want to see?”

Nepenthe showed him what the water—what she—could do. It felt personal, intimate. And when he stepped into the water, she felt a little part of herself retract.

What will he think when he sees all of me? she worried. The gills, the tentacles.

She twisted away, but the Prince turned her back to face him.

“I am so glad you showed me . . .” His eyes softened and widened.

No one had ever looked at her like that.

“Don’t mock me . . . I am not like Ora,” Nepenthe said.

“You are magnificent. Power has a beauty all its own,” he said simply.

Her heart swelled. She had never wanted or sought such a compliment. But when he said the words, she knew he meant them.

Lazar reached out and touched her face. She was aware that he could freeze the pond. She was aware that he was as powerful as her.

“You are just as beautiful as Ora…maybe more,” he added.

Nepenthe took a step back, and the current parted for her. She had forgotten about Ora. She had forgotten about the witches. All there was was Lazar and Nepenthe. Standing inches apart in the water.

“Nepenthe,” he said urgently.

She stepped back again.

He was trying to call her to him. He had forgotten about Ora, too. He had forgotten about Snow.

He stepped forward toward the River Witch. This time, she didn’t move away.

What would happen if he touched her? If he kissed her? If she was honest with herself, she wanted to know. Being a witch was not being a saint. But being a sister meant a fair amount of respect and honor. Was she trading that now for love?

She knew Ora had castles in the sky. She’d been dreaming of being a princess all her life. Nepenthe saw Lazar and wanted him, but there was no destiny or future with him. There was him and the water and her desire to close the distance between them. There was no future; there was no past. There was only this.

“Lazar, we can’t.”

“I asked you once how the River made you feel. You make me feel like my Snow . . . limitless . . .”

He kissed her then. Not the girl on land; but the girl in the water. And she could feel her tentacles wrap themselves around him. She could feel herself sinking into the kiss. His lips were cold. But so cold that they were warm.

“We shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have done that . . . ,” she whispered.

“Nepenthe—”

The blood compass he had taken from the boat was moving again. She knew they needed to go.
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They followed the blood compass through the yellow wood until they reached a two-story tavern in the middle of nowhere. There was no road.

“So what do we do to get her out of there?” asked Lazar.

“We don’t do anything. I can handle this. I’ll call you if I need you.”

“I promise I’ll behave. I just need to know that she’s okay.”

Nepenthe relented. It was the second time in as many days that Lazar had given her his word.

They entered the tavern. It was a robber haunt filled with low-grade magic. A hush fell over the place the second they entered. Everyone there knew they were different. They knew they didn’t belong. Weapons were reached for. And then a murmur went through the place.

“Your Highness . . . ,” someone said.

Nepenthe had forgotten about the Prince’s jacket that hung over her shoulders and about the Prince’s face, which had been drawn a million times in portraits and printed in the papers.

She nodded at Lazar. She knew she could not stop this many people, but he could. She would only let him if it came to that.

“Do not kill anyone,” she whispered.

“We’re here looking for a witch called Ora. She’s a pretty blonde. About my height. We don’t mean any harm. We’re willing to pay a handsome reward for her safe return.”

The crowd remained quiet.

“No offense, but can’t you just hocus-pocus your way to her?” a boy behind the bar joked.

Laughter reverberated through the room.

“I know that she has been here. So just tell me what you saw, and who she was with, and we’ll be on our way.”

Nepenthe zeroed in on the boy behind the bar who had made the joke. “Speak!” she commanded.

There was a gurgling sound in his throat. He opened his mouth and closed it again. She knew what was happening to him. What she was making happen.

“He’s drowning!” someone assessed.

The boy was turning blue.

Lazar looked at her with surprise. She assumed that he did not think her capable of what she was doing. He was either impressed or horrified. She didn’t look back at him for confirmation. She didn’t think she wanted to know. She had to focus. The task at hand was what was important. She had to get Ora back. In the woods she had let herself forget everything. She had forgotten Ora and herself. But it wouldn’t happen again. She wouldn’t let it . . .

“Someone tell me where the girl is. Now.”

“I suggest you listen to her,” Lazar added.

“We don’t have her, but she has been here,” a waiter offered.

“And you know who does,” Nepenthe commanded.

“Yes, yes. Just let him go. Don’t kill him. Please!”

She released the boy. He fell to the floor and coughed, trying to regain his breath.

The waiter continued his story. “They were on foot. They couldn’t have gone far. She wore a hood. I didn’t get a good look at her. But she paid with this . . .”

He opened the money drawer and handed over a tiny coin.

“I don’t know what it’s worth, but the girl looked hungry and she was so pretty. I think I would have given them whatever they wanted.”

Nepenthe took the coin, closed her fist over it, and focused her mind. And then she opened her eyes.

“I know where they are . . .”

The boy behind the counter choked up water and finally caught his breath. “Witch,” he said.

She felt herself smile. The boy thought it was an insult. But it was the opposite. She turned to head for the door. Behind her she heard the sound of a blade being unsheathed.

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw it was the bartender. He was back on his feet, holding a sword—a sword he would be holding forever. Lazar had frozen his arm solid to save her.

There was a collective gasp as the mass of patrons ran for the door.

“Nepenthe, you were amazing,” Lazar said.

But there was no time for compliments. They left the tavern with everyone else. Nepenthe charmed the coin with a Locator Spell, and they followed it through the yellow wood.
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The spell led them to a house—or rather, half a house. It was as if someone had carved off the face of the structure. It was open to the world like a dollhouse. The second story was lit up. And Nepenthe could feel magic emanating off it. A Protection Spell, perhaps.

“We’re here,” she said, stopping short in front of the building.

“What are you looking at?” Lazar asked, frowning, as his eyes scanned back and forth.

She realized then that he could not see the house. He might have magic, but he was a long way from being able to sense it or being able to use anything other than his Snow.

“Ora’s here in this house. You can’t see it, can you? I don’t have time to show you how, but you need to believe me. There’s a house right in front of us,” the River Witch explained.

He nodded in agreement. Nepenthe felt a rush of something: trust. She hated that she liked his trust in her. That she knew he would follow her blindly.

She raised her hand, and a light rain began to fall, revealing the outline of the house. Lazar appreciated the show of magic, and they stepped into the half house together.

“It feels warm,” he commented.

“It’s magic.”

When they got upstairs, they found half a formal drawing room. The room was adorned with a sofa and a couple of chairs. A fire burned in the fireplace.

And then they saw Ora.

She was sitting in an overstuffed armchair merrily drinking tea. Across from her on the couch was the Witch of the Woods’s apprentice, Margot. Not an Outlander at all. Not even a stranger.

Lazar raised his hands and made a trail of ice right toward Margot.

“Don’t!” Nepenthe warned and headed him off with a blast of water.

He looked at her, surprised. “Why did you do that?”

“I know that girl. She’s a friend. At least I thought she was. What’s going on here?” Nepenthe said, taking in the scene.

She could feel the cold radiating from Lazar. He was the icy equivalent of a powder keg ready to go off.

“Who are you, and why did you take Ora?” he said, his steely eyes on Margot.

Nepenthe had to push aside her own anger, her own water, to get at what was bothering her. Why would a former apprentice of the witches trick the Prince? It just didn’t add up.

Margot ignored the Prince and turned her attention to Nepenthe. “It’s nice to see you again, Nepenthe. I see that your training has served you well. As you know, those days are over for me. The Witch of the Woods cast me aside. I am a Robber Girl now. Those who don’t have magic have to make do,” Margot quipped.

Margot was a girl who wanted to be a witch. And Ora was a witch who just wanted to be a girl.

It was ironic, really, Nepenthe thought. But how had they ended up here together? Her eyes fell on Ora for a split second. What exactly was Ora willing to do to get a shot at the Prince?

Looking at her, Nepenthe could see that Ora’s relief was genuine and so was her love for him. Nepenthe looked away quickly. It was almost too much.

She pinned Margot down using streams of water.

“People have all sorts of reasons for the things they do,” Margot said.

It sounded like a poor defense. But Nepenthe’s gut told her that she needed to play this out.

“And what do you want, my love?” Lazar asked, now holding Ora.

The waves of cold Nepenthe felt coming off him had dissipated. Having Ora in his arms had warmed him up and calmed him down. But if Nepenthe gave him the word, she knew that his Snow was still at the ready.

“Margot didn’t hurt me,” Ora said. “I think that Nepenthe is right. Let’s find out what she knows.”

Ora reached a hand out to her, and Nepenthe squeezed it. Relief flooded Nepenthe. Ora was okay.

Lazar sighed a heavy sigh as Ora clung to him.

Nepenthe turned to Margot.

“Talk to me, Margot. What happened to you?” she demanded. “How did you end up here, and what do you want with Ora and the Prince?”

Margot blinked up at her sister. “How could I pass on a chance to talk to my witches again?”

Nepenthe cast a look to the Prince. “You may want to choose your words carefully, old friend. The Prince is not feeling as generous as I am at this moment.”

“If you must know, the King wanted me to make sure Ora never returned. I thought she made a better guest than corpse. You should be thanking me,” Margot said, looking at Ora.

“You know how I will thank you?” Lazar lifted his arms, ready to freeze her.

Nepenthe knew he didn’t want to believe what Margot had said about his father, but at the same time knowing it made perfect sense.

This time Ora stopped him. “Let her go,” she cooed.

He relented. “My father,” he whispered.

Lazar took a step away from them and disappeared in a cyclone of snow and ice.

Nepenthe grabbed Ora’s hand. “We have to go. We have to stop him from killing his father.”

Ora looked at her, unsure.

“Come on. Unless . . .”

Margot was on her hands and knees. Nepenthe lassoed her hand with a stream of water.

“You must have something that can get us there quicker,” she said, staring down Margot.

Margot, getting her meaning, hesitated a beat before handing over a vial of red liquid. “Drink it. It will take you to him.”

“You can’t seriously trust her,” Ora said.

“She knows I will track her down and drown her if she betrays us again. Don’t you, Margot?”

Margot nodded.

Nepenthe downed the liquid and grabbed Ora’s hand. Nepenthe thought about what Lazar had said once. Trust is a choice.

Nepenthe then thought about the palace. She took one last look at crafty Margot, who smiled at her. And then they were gone.

In a blink, they were there. Right outside the palace. But they were too late.

They raced inside past the guards toward the Throne Room. They could hear loud voices before they got there. Two voices were raised in anger. Nepenthe felt a wave of relief. The King was still alive.

“How could you, Father? I do not understand,” Lazar said.

Nepenthe put her free hand on the doorknob, but Ora gripped it tightly and would not let go.

“You and Lazar . . . Did anything happen?” Ora asked timidly. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. The way you look at him.”

But nothing had happened. And everything had happened.

Nepenthe didn’t say anything, which was an answer in itself. And it registered on Ora’s pretty face.

All the things that Nepenthe wanted to say but could not rose to the surface, but did not come out. Lazar wanted someone who needed him. He and Ora had that in common. Nepenthe did not need him; she wanted him. There was a difference. She would not allow more than that. They both had their limits, their cages. He had broken through his. He said it was for her, but she knew it was for himself. She didn’t mind the lie. But she was not going to take the journey with him—no matter how handsome he looked when he asked.

“He loves you, Ora. What you saw—what you see . . . He remembered what happened all those years ago. And I was there. That’s all. It’s just a memory.”

She nodded, seeming satisfied. But she didn’t let Nepenthe pass.

“Why do you want to stop him?” Ora asked.

“Because if he kills, he will be exactly what his father is.”

Ora shook her head. “He will be justified. Just like you would be justified to take out whoever killed your parents.”

Nepenthe had never heard Ora talk like this before. She didn’t know that vengeance ever had a place in her seemingly soft heart.

“Are you afraid for him, or are you afraid for yourself, Ora?”

“What do you even mean?”

“Margot said that the King might be responsible for more than just your kidnapping.”

Nepenthe felt the words sinking in with a sickening thud someplace inside. Her parents’ deaths had come on the heels of the ceremony that wiped Lazar’s memories, but she had never made a connection beyond her certainty that she had no use for the horrible things that humans were capable of doing to one another and to anyone or anything different from them.

Nepenthe, stomach twisting, pulled her hand out of Ora’s grip and pushed into the room. Lazar was holding his father at knifepoint. His ice sword was an extension of his hand, and the sharp tip grazed the King’s neck.

His father didn’t look scared.

“Lazar,” she said quietly.

“I was just having a man-to-man talk with my father. It seems that he decided that Ora wasn’t worthy of me. So he thought he’d have her killed. So now I am going to kill him.”

“Don’t!” Nepenthe yelled.

“Give me one good reason why not.”

“I need to know about my parents. You killed them, didn’t you?” she accused the King.

At that, Lazar moved the sword an inch away from his father’s neck.

The King laughed. He looked between Nepenthe and Lazar to Ora.

“My son, the witch lover. The prophecy never mentioned two witches.”

“I just need to know why. Why would you go after my parents? My mother helped you!” Nepenthe pressed on.

“I wasn’t going after them. I was trying to get to you. I sent the soldiers after you.”

The King was looking at Nepenthe. She realized that there was no such thing as Outlanders. It was a cover for any awful thing that the King wanted to do. But it still made no sense. Why this? She had been just a little girl then. Why would he want her dead?

Lazar looked at his father with a new level of disgust and asked Nepenthe’s question for her: “Why?”

“You see, the prophecy says that if my son were to be betrothed to a witch then it meant death for me. I figured you were that witch.”

“My mother helped you. And you . . . Why bring me back here? Why now? Why are you so sure I am no longer a threat?”

“I heard that you’d chosen the River. From what your mother told me about your ways, no witch has ever gone back on that choice. I thought we had escaped fate. But then you showed up with this pretty little witch and I was back to where I started.”

He thought first me and then Ora was the witch in the prophecy. He thought one of us would bring his death.

“I don’t know about you witches, but it is human instinct to want to live. And son, don’t you see, the easiest thing for me would have been to dispense of you. But I could not do that. You are mine. I loved you too much. I would kill everyone in Algid if I had to, but never you.”

“I don’t want your brand of love, Father.”

And with that, Lazar stuck his sword into his father’s side.

The ice began to radiate from the wound. I could see it through the King’s silk shirt. He looked down and moaned, as if seeing it intensified the pain. His face was no longer a mask of pride. This was his own prophecy fulfilled. His son took his life just as it was written in the North Lights. The King’s face said he was expecting this, only it still felt too soon.

“I shouldn’t tell you this, son. You don’t deserve it. But I love you and I will not see my line end. One day you will see that I wasn’t just saving you now—I was saving your future.”

“What does he mean?” Ora said quietly. She rushed to his side, as Lazar looked on in disbelief.

“If you love him, tell him,” she cooed.

“He’s just trying to spook us,” Lazar said, stunned that Ora could sympathize with the King after knowing the fate he had intended for her.

But Ora kept eye contact with Lazar’s father, waiting for another word, another hint. Only one never came. His lights went out.

Lazar turned around. He looked at Nepenthe. She thought for a moment he was going to reach for her. But then Ora turned to him, burying her pretty head in his chest. Tears streaming.

Nepenthe left the room, her own tears threatening. She would not let them see.
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Lazar chased after Nepenthe as she fled the palace, catching up to her on the marble foyer steps.

“I am sorry, Nepenthe,” he said solemnly.

“It’s not your fault. You didn’t do this. It was all him.”

“If you and your mother hadn’t helped me, she would still be alive.”

“But it’s not your fault,” Nepenthe reassured.

“Then where are you going? Why are you going?”

“Because you are free to marry Ora now. It’s what you want. Your father was right. Once a witch chooses the River, she never changes her mind.”

Nepenthe knew what love was now. She had thought hers was different from Ora’s and different from Lazar’s and different from her mother and father’s. The water didn’t cheat. It didn’t steal. The water didn’t ask you to be more or less of yourself. It also didn’t kiss like Lazar. But Nepenthe stuffed the memory down.

She put the kiss away. She vowed not to remember it or cherish it or pull it out again and again to relive it.

She was strong enough to give him up, but not strong enough to forget him. Especially when Lazar was standing in front of her like this. Looking at her like this.

“You cannot let this be the end of us,” he said.

“There is no us. You are betrothed to my sister. Contrary to what you believe, you cannot have everything.”

“Why not?” His voice was light, but he was sure. Nothing in his life had ever said that the Prince could be denied.

Nepenthe wondered if he even thought he had to choose between the two of them.

Anger rose in her and so did the water. She felt her tentacles stretching out. She felt herself losing control.

“How would you like this for a queen?” Nepenthe asked.

Would he want me to change? Would he want me to do what my mother had done for love? Traded herself for someone else.

Lazar looked at the River Witch. “I wouldn’t want you to change for me, Nepenthe. We can make the world change. With my Snow and your water, we would be invincible.”

But the thing was . . . The thing was that she would want him to change. She would want him to control his Snow. But she felt like he was just beginning. He was just starting to explore his power, and he had no plans on stopping.

“We are infinite. Our power together? We would be unstoppable.”

He looked out across the land with a faraway look.

Was Lazar daydreaming about his power combined with mine? Nepenthe felt drawn in and repulsed simultaneously.

“Could you promise not to hurt anyone?” The words stalled on her lips. “Could you promise to only use your power when it was necessary?”

“The beauty of what we are is that we don’t have to promise. That we can do anything. That anything we think, we dream, is possible. We can be gods.”

Is he in love with me or in love with my power? Being the River Witch wasn’t about the power exactly. It was something else. A conversation with the water, perhaps. A lifelong conversation that never, ever let her down.

Nepenthe tried to make excuses again—for him, for the way that he was raised. For the education he missed. His Snow was new, and that was why and how he was so different from her. His relationship with his power was at the blush of it—the excitement—the heady rush of having power for the first time. It was a new romance, one he just needed to come down from. But then again, Nepenthe still had not come down from feeling what she was feeling for him. Perhaps neither of them ever would.

“I don’t want to be a god. I never have,” she countered.

“I don’t think you hate what I did. I think you are looking for an excuse to run away from this. From me.”

Lazar was right. But she wasn’t going to admit it. And she wasn’t going to stand here and listen to another word from him. Because every word made her want to stay.

She turned and walked away from him toward the water.

“Don’t walk away from me, Nepenthe. I can’t bear it.”

She saw the Snow drifting toward her, a determined stream of flakes like what she’d seen right after the ball when the Prince had made that guard his puppet. It was coming for her now. It entered her ears and her eyes. It rattled around inside her. It was trying to take hold. It spoke to her. Like the River did, only his Snow was inside her head.

Nepenthe wanted to cry out. To scream. But she could only listen.

You want to stay.

Lazar, the new Snow King, had shown her this trick before. But this was different. This was a violation.

And he didn’t even see it.

She used her arms and pushed him down.

A second ago she had been so close to betraying everything she believed. Her sisterhood. The water. But with a few flurries—he had changed everything again.

She ran for the River, his Snow, his voice still rattling around in her head.

You’ll be back, the voice said.

The River Witch didn’t stop until her body hit the water.

She knew they would meet again. She was as sure of it as she was of the waves in the water. The first part of the prophecy had been fulfilled. Would the fates play out the rest of their story as it had been foretold? There would be a child of Snow, and she would change everything. That is what the oracle said. But how and who were questions that only the stones of time held the answers to.

With every passing minute underwater, Nepenthe felt herself grow stronger, more determined, readying herself for what was to come. She was the new River Witch. Her place was in the Coven. This was where she belonged.

It was like she had said to the Witch of the Woods: sometimes it was love, but she had to drown it out.
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Read on for an excerpt from Queen Rising, Danielle Paige’s second prequel novella to Stealing Snow!

“I am Cassia, Witch of the Woods,” she said as she took a step toward the treeline.

Margot fell in step with her. Her head filled with thoughts of what it meant to go home with a witch, thoughts culled mainly from fairy tales. Would she be dinner? A servant? What on earth did the witch want her for? Was the person who bought children really any worse than the mother who sold them, especially if the person was a witch?

They stopped walking near the edge of the River and made a sharp turn along the bank. Margot looked up and saw what looked like a castle made entirely of trees. But the trees were still alive.

“Welcome to the Hollow,” the Witch of the Woods said. “When I gave your mother those coins, I was not buying you. I was buying your freedom. You are your own Margot now. I am not your mother or your family. I am your witch . . . if you choose to have me.”
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Read on for an excerpt from Danielle Paige’s Stealing Snow!

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Who you are is what matters, Princess.”

I had been called a lot of names at Whittaker. “Princess” was never one of them.

He saw that he had my full attention. A smile spread across his face. He was pleased. Then he bent down, closer. “You need to leave this place, Princess. It’s breaking your spirit. The gate on the north corner will open for you. Head north until you see the Tree.”

“The Tree?” I asked. I thought of the tree from my dreams.

This had to be another dream. It was too coincidental.

“You’ll know it when you see it. I promise. When you get to the other side of the Tree, I’ll be waiting. And they will kneel for you.”
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