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The Iced Quilbear

Alfie took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

The sounds of the Pinch echoed around him—babies crying, men swearing, bottles of rum breaking against dank alleyway walls. The afternoon sun was high, bringing a bit of warmth to the cool winter air. He pulled his velvet-lined cloak tighter about his shoulders.

In the far distance he could hear the scattered sounds of chanting—a protest. Ever since the horrors that Sombra’s magic had wreaked four months ago, there had been discord in the air, a sense of distrust between Castallan’s people and the royal family.

Between the people and himself.

Small, disorganized protests had been sprouting up like weeds, and though his parents told him the unrest would die down in due time, he could see the thinly veiled worry in their eyes.

To make things worse, the people’s anger after his release of the dark magic grew heightened with the announcement of the long-planned summit that would bring the Englassen royalty to Castallan next week to negotiate a peace between the two kingdoms.

The bitter resentment permeating the city had been enough for his parents to forbid him from visiting most of the families who had been affected by the dark magic, but he’d begged for the opportunity to do a few himself, as a first step in making things right. A few was better than none, and today’s visit would be the very last.

His shadow twisting around his feet, he knew it would be just as painful as the first.

As he waited at the door, he tried to force a casual smile, but feigning nonchalance felt pointless when there was a retinue of red-caped guards flanking him.

Finally, the door swung open, and a woman with dark bags under her eyes stood before him. Like most Castallano women, she wore a long skirt belted high at the waist. The material was rough-spun and full of patches. The sound of children playing rang out behind her.

“Who is knocking on my maldito—” The woman froze, her mouth falling open. She dropped to her knees, pressing her forehead to the ground. “Perdóname, Prince Alfehr.”

By now the children had come forward to her side and she quickly tugged each of them to the ground with her, urging them to bow in hushed words.

“No, no,” Alfie said, holding out his hand. “Please stand. You need not bow, not tonight.”

She stared at his hand before taking it and letting him pull her to her feet.

A soft rain began to fall, and Alfie looked up, raising one hand above his head to hold the drops at bay. Being a water charmer came in handy during the rainy winter months. The guards stood behind him at attention, unfazed. “If you don’t mind, could Master Luka and I please come in?”

The woman was still staring at him, mouth agape, as she ushered them in.

Doing what he did best, Luka immediately turned to the children. “Would you three like to play a juego?” he asked, a wide smile on his face.

The children grinned up at him. “What game?” one asked.

“You’ll have to catch me to find out!” Luka said, darting about the room. The children followed, laughing, giving Alfie time to talk to their mother.

She showed him to a small wooden table in the kitchen and motioned stiffly toward a chair. Only after Alfie was firmly seated did she sit as well. Her back was so straight Alfie wondered if her spine ached, but he knew there was nothing he could do to ease her nerves about the crown prince sitting in her kitchen.

Alfie cleared his throat. “Your husband was Rodolfo Vargas, yes?”

The woman looked down at the table, her fingers tightly laced. “Sí, he was. Before . . . ,” she said, her voice petering off into nothing.

Before Alfie had released Sombra’s magic and killed hundreds of Castallano citizens. His throat burned at the memory.

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” Alfie offered, his voice wooden to his own ears. Though he meant the words, they sounded terribly meaningless.

“Gracias,” she said plainly, looking at him. “But why do you ask about my husband?”

“For the past few months I have been working on a memorial to those who were lost. To complete it, I need something from you. Something of Rodolfo’s.”

The woman was silent as Alfie described the memorial and why he needed items that belonged to the departed. The memorial would be revealed in a week, so her contribution would be one of the last touches to the project. After he spoke, she sat silently, wringing her hands.

“We don’t have much, Your Majesty,” she began uneasily. “The things I have left of him . . . they are my treasures.”

Alfie clasped his hands in his lap. “Señora, I defer to you completely. If you would rather not, I understand. I have many trinkets from my brother, and I would not be able to part with a single one.” Which wasn’t entirely truthful, as he had parted with one—a fox figurine that he’d given to Finn. It had looked so right in her palm as she tucked it into her pocket. Alfie shook his head free of those thoughts. “What I ask of you is a sacrifice that you needn’t make if you don’t wish to.”

She looked at him then, and it was as if she was seeing him for the first time. Or maybe she was seeing him not as a prince or as her future king, but as a boy who had lost someone too.

“Wait here, por favor,” she added awkwardly. She hurried into the back room of the home. There was no wall there, only a sheet hanging as a partition between rooms. Alfie watched Luka play with the children while he waited.

“Want to see something chévere?” Luka asked, waggling his eyebrows. “Something very, very cool?”

“Luka . . . ,” Alfie warned from his seat, but Luka only looked at the cheering children.

“Okay!” Luka said. “You asked for it!” He picked up the two smallest and began to juggle them as easily as if he were juggling eggs. The children squealed with laughter as their oldest sister watched, wide-eyed.

“Luka!” Alfie hissed. “Basta!” Ever since Sombra’s magic had granted Luka inhuman strength, he had been juggling everything he could get his hands on. For the last four months Alfie had lived with Luka constantly shouting, “Hey, sourpuss! Look!” only for Alfie to turn and see his cousin juggling his furniture, priceless statues, boulders the size of horses, and now children.

At the sight of Alfie’s hard look, Luka rolled his eyes. “Fiiiiiine.” Just as their mother parted the curtain and walked back in, Luka caught both siblings, tickling them until they fell to the ground in a fit of giggles.

The mother sank into her chair, clutching something wrapped in a handkerchief. She stared at the bundle for a quiet moment before placing it on the table.

Alfie looked at her for permission, then uncovered it. Inside was an old pocket watch. It was rusted, but Alfie could make out the initials RV engraved on the back.

“It was his favorite.” She laughed dryly, and then tears were falling down her face. “Even though it never worked.”

Alfie held the watch carefully. “Are you sure? I will not be able to return it.” The items would disappear when the spellwork was complete. There would be no turning back.

She nodded and the motion seemed to make the tears come faster. “Estoy seguro. I want him to be a part of this.”

Alfie watched her, his heart aching in his chest. “I am so sorry, Señora Vargas.”

She passed another hand over her eyes. “You talk like you’re the one who did it when it was those stuffy dueños’ fault that that wild magic was released.”

Alfie froze. It was the official statement that the royal family had decided on and delivered to the people. Since dueños studied unknown magic (which, even with the best intentions, could lead to accidents), it was a story that sounded just as true as it was false, and so felt like a sensible way to shift the blame away from Alfie to a distant, faceless group that the people could curse among themselves. The desire to tell the truth ate away at him, but his people already saw him as unworthy compared to Dezmin—he could not add more reason for them to think him a disappointment as heir.

Alfie cleared his throat. “When your child falls and scrapes her knee, do you not feel as if you are responsible?”

The woman glanced at her children, her eyes softening. She nodded.

“A king is the father of his kingdom. When it gets hurt . . . ,” he said, his eyes moving to the children as they played with Luka. “He feels as though he is at fault. No matter who is responsible, no matter if it was an accident.” Alfie looked away from her, his shadow curling at his feet. “It doesn’t matter. The fault is mine.” 

Before she could speak another word, Alfie stood and bowed. She gasped. Normally, a prince bowed to no commoner, but Alfie would bow to each person he’d harmed. He owed them that much, and so much more.

“I thank you for telling me about your marido,” Alfie said. “And for giving me a piece of him. I hope you will be pleased with the memorial. Know that the royal family grieves with you.” He looked at her, his eyes stinging as the children showed Luka their handmade toys. Because of him, they would grow up without a father. “Truly.”

The woman stared at him, taken aback. “D-de nada,” she sputtered.

Alfie turned to the children. The youngest girl dashed to him and pressed a cheek against his knee.

“Luna!” the mother said, but Alfie shot her a smile.

“It’s quite all right,” he said as the little girl tugged his sleeve. She must have been four years old, too young to see him as anything but a possible playmate. 

“Are you staying to eat almuerzo with us?” she asked.

Alfie knelt down, his knee pressing into the dirt floor of the hovel. “My mamá and papá are waiting for us to have lunch with them, otherwise we would love to stay,” he said, cupping her soft cheek in his hand. “But let me give you something before I go.”

Alfie waved his hand and plucked a ribbon of water from the air. Winter was on its way, and the air had become cool and heavy with moisture. Though it only snowed on the very southern tip of Castallan, it still would get a bit chilly in San Cristóbal. “What’s your favorite animal?” he asked her, letting the water slither back and forth between his hands.

The two older siblings gathered around as Luna’s forehead scrunched with thought.

“She likes quilbears!” her brother said.

“I know another girl who likes quilbears too,” Alfie said, a smile tugging at his lips. He remembered Finn talking about how she’d used quilbear quills to knock out the guardsmen and sneak into the palace vault.

“If I were an animal, I’d be a quilbear,” she’d said, sitting up in the palace bed where she’d recovered after they’d defeated Ignacio. Her hefty breakfast sat on a tray in her lap.

“I thought you said you’d be a dragon?” Alfie mused, thinking of her mask the night they’d met at the cambió game.

Finn popped a forkful of mangú into her mouth before speaking. “I’m very complicated,” she said with a shrug. “Who says I can’t be both?”

His heart aching, Alfie molded the water with fine detail as they watched.

“My brother used to do something like this, but with wood. I lost him not long ago.” Alfie wondered if there would ever come a day when he would be able to speak of Dez without it feeling as if all the air had been sucked out of the room, leaving him gasping for breath.

“Like Papá,” the elder sister said. While the other two were too young to grasp what had happened, she was old enough to feel her childhood being forever changed by the loss.

“Yes, just like your papá. I hear he was un hombre honorable,” Alfie said. The children nodded and he could tell they’d heard these things before, the same way Alfie had heard too many stale phrases after Dez had died. He pushed himself away from those safe, meaningless words and spoke from the heart instead. “I started making my own animals to feel closer to my brother, Dezmin. When I make them, it’s like he’s still with me.”

“But he isn’t,” the eldest girl said, her voice heartbreakingly flat. “He’s gone.”

“He is,” Alfie agreed, wondering how this child could accept that fact so quickly when he had done such terrible things in denial of his brother’s death. “But this is one of the ways I carry him with me. Remember your papá, and find your own ways to keep him with you.”

The younger two were still enraptured by the ice figure, but the eldest girl held his gaze for a long moment before nodding solemnly. Alfie stood, mussed the children’s hair, and walked to the door, followed by Luka and his guards.

When Alfie was safely out of earshot, the final guardsman presented the woman with a small chest. All families affected by Sombra’s magic would be given one. “Please take this as reparations for what you have lost, courtesy of Crown Prince Alfehr.”

The guard handed her the compact but weighty chest, which was small enough to balance on her open palms but heavy enough to make her back straighten. Only when the guardsman was gone did she open it and find rows of silver pesos. 
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The Face Thief Unmasked

Finn walked through the unfamiliar city, her shoulders squared, her shadow moving like a cat flicked its tongue, her fingers, as always, itching for a dagger.

She’d been calling San Juan home for the last couple of hours, but once she finished her job, she would hop on the nearest ship and find someplace new.

This was the life she’d always wanted, the life she’d had before the prince’s wild adventure had pulled her into battles she couldn’t have imagined even on her drunkest day, but one thing was very different now.

Finn did not wear a stolen face. She wore her own brown skin, full lips, and riot of dark curls.

The thought made her stomach tighten. She was never this nervous, even when she was thieving. Then again, she was never nervous when she thieved, only excited. But she supposed excitement was just a tastier flavor of anxiety. Her shadow slithered close around her feet, cautious, almost shy.

Wearing her own face at least once a day was a new tradition. Something to work on, something to get used to. Most importantly—a way to dance on Ignacio’s grave. Well, if her nightmarish adoptive father even had a grave to dance on. 

If she’d done this a few months ago, she would have heard nothing but his voice in her head. Ignacio’s persuasive drawl telling her that she had no business wearing her own face when she’d done so many vile things. That she ought to hide behind mask after mask for the rest of her days.

But his voice was long gone, replaced by another one. A kinder one.

Finn pulled her palm-sized journal from her pocket and flipped through the sketches of the many faces she’d donned, the flicker of pages relaxing her. Toward the end of the journal the drawings grew more and more sparse. Lately, she’d felt less inclined to change her face for a job unless she had to, so there was less to draw. It had felt sudden at first, but not long after the incident with Sombra four months ago, she’d realized who was responsible for this change in her. 

She was looking right at him.

In the back of the journal, instead of sketches of the faces she’d stolen, were drawings of Alfie. Some were of what she imagined him doing now, reading a book in the library or sitting at his desk in his rooms, his brow furrowed. Some were of moments they’d suffered together—her favorite was the sketch of him asleep at her bedside, his head lying in the cradle of his arms. She tucked it back into her pocket, his words echoing in her head.

I believe you. I believed you then and I believe you now, even if you don’t.

It was his voice that made her want to wear the face she’d been born with.

At first it’d been difficult, painful. But soon it began to feel like slipping her hand back into a perfectly sized glove. It felt free. Effortless.

She hadn’t realized how much energy it took to be someone else for every moment of the day. Ignacio had made her so ashamed of herself that it had become normal to her. Necessary.

Now wearing new faces was fun, not forced.

She took in a deep breath, walking the square, tossing a vendor a couple of pesos and plucking a cone of freshly fried tostones from his stand. She popped one into her mouth, savoring the salty crunch.

Four months had passed since she and the prince (but mostly her, if she was being honest) had saved the world, and life had been good.

It’d been fantástico, if she said so herself. Ignacio was dead and gone, his voice banished from her head. Her propio—a personal magical ability that was unique to each person—was back ever since Ignacio had killed the mobster Kol, and, best of all, with the pesos that she’d stolen from the royal vault as payment after helping the prince save the maldito world, she’d returned with a vengeance to her passion—thieving. Which had brought her here to San Juan, where her latest mark lived.

The cone of fried plantains in her hand, she nearly stumbled into a crowd of children surrounding a man who was making puppets dance to a bachata rhythm. The children laughed as the puppets’ hips swayed to the beat.

Finn looked at the puppets, the thought of Ignacio and his control sending a shiver skittering up her spine. She curled her fingers, summoning a bit of rock up from the ground. Taking it in her hands, she molded it into a flat, sharp-edged disk.

With a flick of her wrist she threw it, letting it fly in a smooth arc straight over the audience and above the puppets’ bobbing heads. The disk sliced through the strings with ease, and the wooden dolls fell into piles of bent limbs and frozen faces. Still and free.

“Pinche troublemakers!” the puppeteer cursed as the kids laughed again. “Which one of you did that?”

Finn turned on her heel and stretched her arms over her head, feeling freedom in the movement, no strings holding her in place. No voice in her head waking her up in a cold sweat.

She stuffed the rest of the tostones into her mouth and tossed the cone. The sun was edging closer to the horizon, painting the sky in swaths of pink and orange. There was no more time to waste; she had a job to get to.

“Which one of you did it?!” he shouted again.

While the puppeteer cursed and the children laughed, Finn smiled with her own face. “I did.” 
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The Puppet Becomes the Master

Finn crept through the sweeping hacienda of a very wealthy merchant, her steps light, a new identity slipped over her skin like a fresh coat of paint. So fresh that if someone brushed past her, her face might wipe right off on their shirt.

She walked down a high-ceilinged hall lined with family portraits of a smiling couple with their pipsqueak of a son standing between them. Their clothing was richly embroidered—the woman’s silken blouse was a deep violet with floral detailing and was tucked into her elaborate ruffled skirt; the father’s dark eyes glinted beneath the wide brim of a sombrero; the little boy’s trousers were outfitted in polished gold buttons. Their smiles were wide and assured—the smiles of people who didn’t have a care in the world. People who were born rich and would die richer.

Finn smirked up at the painting. They were due for a good thieving.

She’d snuck first into the servants’ quarters and unstoppered bottles of sleeping smoke she’d bought, filling the barracks with a sweet-smelling fog that would keep the servants asleep. The merchant, Niurka Herrera, and her husband were gone for the week on business, leaving only the servants, the boy’s nanny (already knocked out in her rooms), and the pipsqueak himself to deal with. This would be her easiest one yet. All she had to do was—

“Mamí.” A little voice spoke from behind her. “Mamí, is that you?”

Finn grimaced. She’d been very careful throughout her life to ensure that she would never become anyone’s mamí.

She turned to see a little boy stepping out of his bedroom and into the dim light of the hall, his curly hair mashed down flat on one side. He rubbed his small, balled fist into his eye in a perfect pantomime of sleepiness. Finn held back a long stream of curses. 

“You’re home early.” He dashed down the hall in his pajamas and wrapped his arms around her legs. “You’re home.” His words were muffled, his face pressed into her trousers.

Finn froze. None of the other doors down the long hallway had opened; after all, they were empty. Or, in the case of his nanny, the people inside were passed out cold. So long as the boy kept quiet, it would stay that way. Thank the gods she’d put on his mother’s face just in case. 

She frowned as he squeezed her tighter. She hated kids. They always looked at her like they expected her to kneel down and ruffle their hair. She didn’t have time for that mierda. What did he want her to do? Give him a toy? Play a game of tag?

Finn glared at him and internally cursed. She’d been wary of using the sleeping smoke in the kid’s room since too high a dose could’ve killed him. She should’ve just risked it.

She could just knock him out with a swift hit to the temple. Her hand began to rise.

The boy looked up at her and smiled a gap-toothed grin.

Finn sighed and let her hand drop back to her side. She hated that she had morals. Or some version of morals.

She should’ve just used the damn vanishing cloak, but the cloak made things too easy. More and more she’d found herself leaving it behind. Invisibility sapped thieving of its excitement. What was the point of stealing if you didn’t have to sneak, to plan, to change your face just for fun? What did it matter if you didn’t feel that rush of adrenaline at nearly getting caught?

It was just too easy. That was why she’d stopped wearing it. Not because every time she put on the cloak she thought of Alfie, reaching around her to smooth it onto her shoulders, his gaze as soft as his touch. That memory had nothing to do with leaving the cloak behind.

It couldn’t. After all, that would be estúpido.

“Mamí, will you tell me a story?” The boy’s chin was tilted up, pressing against the spot just above her knee.

“Yes, I’ll tell you a maldito story,” Finn hissed. “If you quietly go back to your room.”

“Maldito is a bad word.”

“That’s subjective.” Finn untangled his arms from around her legs and ushered the boy back into his room, all but shoving him onto his bed and under the sheets.

“Close your eyes,” she said impatiently.

The boy yawned and obeyed.

When Finn began to back away from the bed, the boy reached out and grabbed the leg of her trousers in his small fingers.

“Story first,” he said, his eyes sweeping over her as if he’d only just noticed something. “Mamí, why are you wearing pantalones?” Suspicion crawled over his round face.

Finn moved quickly to snuff it out. “Basta, quiet now. Story time, no questions.”

“But—”

“Do you want the story or not?” She crossed her arms and leveled her most strict-mother look at him. The suspicion melted off the boy’s face, replaced with delight. He looked pointedly at the chair by his bedside. Finn resisted for a moment, not wanting to sit in the rocking chair (why would she need a chair that rocked? What was she, a damned baby?), but for the sake of getting the boy to go to sleep, she perched on the very edge of it, grimacing as it shifted under her weight.

“I’m ready!” he said, watching her with the most genuine excitement Finn had seen in a long while. “Start the story, Mamí!”

“Once upon a time . . . ,” Finn began before falling quiet, grappling for words. Her parents had told her stories at bedtime when they were alive, hadn’t they? Surely they had, but she couldn’t remember them. “There was . . .”

“A prince,” the boy sleepily supplied, and Finn sighed through her nose.

“Why does there always have to be a prince?”

The boy stared at her again, confused.

“I mean, sí, once upon a time there was a prince,” Finn said hurriedly. “A prince who was too kind for his own good.” As the words left her lips, Alfie’s warm smile filled her mind.

“What happened to him?”

“He made friends with someone he shouldn’t have.” Finn shifted, remembering the poison bottle in the prince’s room, and leaving it there for Bathtub Boy to drink. “He didn’t know any better.”

“Who did he make friends with?”

“A thief.” Her voice had gone hushed. The boy leaned forward to hear her better.

“What’d they do?” he asked, his words softened and rounded with another tongue-curling yawn.

“They went on an adventure, they stopped someone very, very bad, and then they said goodbye.”

“Why?” he asked, and something about that question struck her in the gut. How could a word so small hold so much power? 

“Because it’s better that way,” she said.

He rolled onto his side to face her. “For who?”

“For him. Better for him.” Ignacio may have been long gone, but that feeling that she’d bring trouble wherever she went was here to stay, forming a cold pit in her stomach when she thought of the prince and how she’d wanted to stay in San Cristóbal.

“What about for the thief?” he asked, his voice quiet.

“No sé.” Finn looked away from his chubby-cheeked face. “I don’t know.”

And in the way that children took their parents’ word as law, the boy didn’t question it.

“That’s a sad story,” he said. His head lolled, his breaths slowing and deepening.

Only when he was finally fast asleep did Finn say, “Sí, it is. Sleep tight, kid.”

Finn crept out of the boy’s room and back into the hallway. His real mamí wouldn’t be home until morning, and Finn needed to rob her blind before then. 

She rushed down the hall and around a corner, where a spiral staircase waited. She dashed up the tight stairwell only to run headfirst into a stone wall.

“Coño,” she mumbled, rubbing her stinging nose with her knuckles.

“Really?” she said to the wall. “En serio?”

Finn pressed her fingertips against the cold, sandy stone. Something was beyond there. Could she shift the stone wall? Force it to open for her? She pushed her awareness into the stones. She could feel the weight of them. These walls were thick—thicker than the rest. Finn grinned. 

People only built walls this thick when they were trying to hide something.

But even if she could move the wall apart, that would make too much noise and take too much strength. The whole hacienda would rumble. A thought struck her.

Wasn’t this merchant a stone carver?

If so, there had to be a way she could use her carving to open these walls without collapsing the hacienda. Finn pressed her ear into the wall and ran her fingers over its smooth surface again. She could feel nothing but solid rock layered upon solid rock. Nothing.

Wait.

The rock within was in a strange shape. Finn tugged at it with her stone carving and she could feel stone gears begin to move inside, like the inner workings of a clock. Finn gripped the gears and began to turn them. Slowly, the wall began to part. It was as if she were turning the key of a giant windup toy. Finally the wall parted enough for Finn to slide into the room within. Magicked flames sat in the sconces around the circular room, bathing it in soft light. There was a dark wood desk at its center with a ledger and quills. But Finn couldn’t care less about that. What drew her eye was the large silver chest that sat at the far end of the room—a coffer where the merchant’s money was kept.

Finn took a step toward the chest, her fingers itching to open it. She hardly needed the pesos now when she still had money left over from the royal vault.

She stilled, the prince’s voice blooming between her ears.

“You left before I could give you your chest of gold. I never took you as the type to forget a payment.”

She’d smirked up at him. “I didn’t. I stopped by the vault on my way out. We’re square. For now.”

And the prince had smiled, his eyes speaking something she both wanted to and was scared to hear. What was he doing now? Pacing in his room? Reading a particularly boring book? A smile tugged gently at her lips.

A blade of sharpened rock sang through the air, pulling her back to the present. With a startled yelp, Finn ducked as the pointed stone skimmed past her nose and buried itself in the wall behind her.

Niurka Herrera stood in the doorway of the room, her face identical to Finn’s.

Her heels clicked as she stepped into the room, and though she wore the clothes of a woman who spent her days keeping her hands clean, Finn could see in the way she moved that this woman was a fighter.

“For weeks I’ve been hearing of wealthy merchants walking into banks and emptying their coffers,” she said, her voice slow and sure, as if there was no reason for her to be afraid. “Only to return days later, outraged that their money was gone.”

Finn cocked her head in amusement. “How nice for you.”

“Didn’t take long to realize that it wasn’t them emptying out their accounts, but someone who could make themselves look exactly like them.” She glanced down at Finn’s shadow as if confirming. And then the two were circling one another in the small room, their feet falling against the ground in the same slow, light-footed steps. “You left a path of destruction in your wake. When you robbed Cristina Vidal I knew you were coming my way next. After her, I’m the wealthiest merchant for miles. All I had to do was make it known that I’d be away on business. I knew you’d come running.”

“You found me out,” Finn said as they moved like predators circling the same prey. “What do you intend to do about it?”

The woman stopped and Finn followed suit. They faced each other, the tension clawing its way forward with each breath they took.

Finn lunged and threw a stone-cloaked punch. The woman pulled a sheath of stone from the ground, fashioning a shield. Finn’s fist slammed into it and Niurka leaned into the hit, shoving Finn back with a thrust of her shielded shoulder.

Skidding back on her heels, Finn snarled. Stone-fist was her signature move. It usually worked.

Her shadow zigzagging angrily on the ground, Finn sank into an offensive stance. This woman was not going to take control of the situation, not if Finn could help it.

The air shifted between them then. Finn raised her fists and the woman’s arms mimicked hers. She looked strangely confused as her body mirrored Finn’s stance.

“Scared now?” Finn said, her fist still smarting from the hit. “It’s a little late for that.”

Finn dashed forward and so did the woman. They met at the center of the room, and at the exact same time they reached for each other’s necks, choking one another. With her free hand, Finn reached for Niurka’s wrist, and Niurka did the same to her. They both tugged at one another’s hands as they choked each other. Finn squeezed harder, feeling the woman’s windpipe buckle beneath her fingers, and in perfect unison, she did the same until Finn could scarcely breathe. Niurka’s eyes were wide, not just with the pain of the choking but with something else too—a potent combination of fear and confusion that left Finn’s stomach tight.

Her vision going spotty from not being able to breathe, Finn raised her leg and kicked the woman in the stomach. Again, at the exact same time, the woman kicked Finn in the same place.

They each stumbled back, clutching their stomachs.

“How?” the woman gasped. “How are you doing this?”

“Doing what?” Finn forced herself to stand upright as the other woman did the same. “What the hell are you talking about?”

She scratched her nose and so did Niurka. Finn froze. The woman wasn’t anticipating every move she made and mimicking her—they were moving completely in sync with one another. Somehow Finn was controlling her movements. She felt the pull of magic within her and knew that this must be some new shade of her propio. Her heart shuddered to a halt.

She knew that propios developed over time. Some people’s propios only had a single ability, others’ branched out into many. After all, as a child Finn could only change her own face; it had taken years before her propio evolved into the ability to change the appearances of others. Now her propio had evolved again, and the look in the woman’s eyes made the blood drain from Finn’s face. It was the same way she’d looked at Ignacio when he bent her to his will until she broke in his hands.

As Finn raised her right hand, Niurka mirrored her, her face a rictus of shock. Every movement that Finn made, the woman did as well. Finn could feel a connection between them, as if Niurka had been transformed into Finn’s shadow.

As if she no longer had a will of her own.

Finn shuddered as Ignacio’s laugh wormed its way between her ears, victorious and jubilant. It’d been gone for months and now it was back, sighing with pleasure as if he’d just returned home after a long trip.

To think you thought you could get rid of me, Mija. I’ve been inside you all along.

“Mamí.” A voice spoke from the entrance. It was the little boy. His sleepy eyes widened as he looked back and forth between his mother and Finn.

“Alejandro,” the woman said, her jaw tense. “Go back to bed. Mamí and her friend are talking.” The woman’s facial expressions and voice were still her own to control. She shot Finn a pleading look. Something curdled in Finn’s stomach. This woman really believed she would kill the boy.

It’s not as if you haven’t killed a child before, Mija, Ignacio’s voice purred. What’s stopping you this time?

The boy’s gaze shifted to the dagger in Finn’s hand. His eyes went wide and scared. Scared that she would hurt him. He dashed from the doorway to his mother and wrapped his arms around her legs. Niurka’s eyes begged to hold him, but Finn still had her in her grasp, keeping her from her son. Bile crawled up her throat. Finn jerked at the connection between her and the merchant until it snapped, like a string pulled too tight. Niurka gasped in relief, gathering him in her arms.

Her heart pounding in her throat, Finn sprinted out of the room and down the stairs. At the far end of the hall stood a floor-to-ceiling stained glass window, a swirl of reds and blues. Finn leaped, pulling her knees tight to her chest and crossing her arms in front of her face in an X as she broke through the glass.

And as she flew out the window in a spray of colored shards, Ignacio’s voice burrowed into her mind once more, alive and well though he was long dead.

Like padre, like hija.
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