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            A HISTORY OF AVELINE, VOLUME I

          

          THE ADVANCE OF THE VATRAS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        As flaming cinders rained from the heavens, and birds fell dead, and smoke from the pyres turned day into night, thus did thirty ships sail forth from the Bay of Farewell, that fairest of seaports at the northwestern tip of Eddyn. Each carried nobles and retainers of the six great houses: Marcel and Redvayne, Cazal and Courtenay, Scalici and Do Santillan.

        The crossing of the White Sea brought such hardships that only half the fleet reached the shores of the new world. Not long after they made land, the Avas Vatras, the fire daemons whose wrath they had fled, conspired to drive Bel from His chariot and halt the sun in the sky. The realm was severed down the spine of the mountains — west graced by eternal Light, east cursed by eternal Darkness.

        But that was merely the first blow. Under a blood moon of that same year, the Greater Gates to the underworld were sundered by the feckless ambitions of Jaskin Cazal, disrupting the passage of souls into the Dominion of the Drowned Woman.

      
        These twin cataclysms would bring profound cultural, economic, and political consequences for centuries to come.

        BY BROTHER HUNFREI DE FARNFOLD, ASTROLOGER TO THE DAMIATA OF CONBELIN, YEAR 684 OF THE LUNAR CALENDAR
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      It was a bad year for fever.

      Even out on the Boundary, Castelio knew it was a bad year. His parents were woodwards, practitioners of green lore. When the fever came with the rains, they would gather moss and bark in the misty glens and cross the river to minister to the villagers on the far bank. Sometimes they let Cas come along to help, but not this year.

      It was a killing fever this year.

      Burning fierce and unquenchable like spilled lamp oil. Those who lived were frail and trembling for weeks. Those who died were buried with iron coins on their tongues and silver bells sewn to their sleeves.

      Still, some came back.

      Cas heard his Da talking about it with Gui Harcourt when he arrived at the farm on his black charger. Gui was a Quietus, which was like a soldier except that instead of fighting the living, he banished the dead. Gui was tall and broad, with kind eyes and a mild voice. The two men sat at the trestle table under the old lightning-scarred oak where the family took all their meals now.

      The homestead sat in a forested valley with the Forkings River on one side and the fog-cloaked Mizzly Mountains on the other. Cas knew Boundary folk were considered queer. They lived in the shadow of the Greater Gates of the high passes, where the Ducissa’s border guards kept watch with pikes of iron and made sure nothing came through that didn’t belong in the living world. The Boundary had no noonday sun like the duchies of the west, nor was it always midnight like the east.

      No, the Boundary was a middling place, forever at the edge of dusk. On a clear day, if all three moons were aloft, the light had a bright, silvery quality. Now, dark clouds mounded on the horizon, leaving a gloomy half-light. Cas needed to fetch wood for supper, but the storm wouldn’t arrive for a while and he wanted to know what tidings Gui had brought. So he took a bucket to the well and dropped it down, turning the winch slowly so he could listen without being too obvious.

      The men spoke in low, troubled voices.

      “. . . more than a dozen risen in Caria . . . reinforcements at the border . . . locked inside the houses for quarantine . . .”

      Cas stared into the mossy mouth of the well, ears pricked. It was nothing new, the dead returning. That’s why they needed men like Gui Harcourt. Why corpses were buried with coin to pay the Drowned Woman. Some folk were too poor to afford the charms, but that was a problem in the villages, not here.

      The Boundary had a dangerous reputation, being next to the mountains, but Cas had lived there all his life and never seen a single Low Dead, let alone⁠—

      He looked up and found Da staring at him. A strong, calloused hand beckoned. Cas drew up the bucket and walked over, wondering if he was in for a scolding for eavesdropping.

      “How old are you now, lad?” Gui asked.

      “Twelve,” he replied, meeting the man’s gray-blue eyes. “Almost thirteen.”

      Cas had known Gui since . . . always, really. The Quietus ranged up and down the Boundary, stopping at the Nerides farm several times a year. Cas held him in awe. He couldn’t imagine facing the risen dead.

      Gui’s staff leaned between his knees. It was made of ancient, yellowed wood with sigils carved along the length. A dozen small pouches hung from his belt.

      “Let’s hear you whistle,” Gui said.

      Cas wet his lips and mimicked the tune he’d heard Gui whistling when he rode up the lane.

      “Well done. A strong, clear whistle is as good as chimes and bells. Sometimes better.” Gui cast a look at Da that Cas didn’t entirely understand. “Maybe you heard what I was saying to your father, but there’s been trouble across the river. More than usual.”

      “I wasn’t trying to,” Cas said, cheeks pinking. “But aye, I heard.”

      Gui’s gaze drifted to the youngest members of the Nerides family. Teo was seven, bare-chested and scrawny, with scratches on his arms from picking gooseberries. He perched on a stool, shelling peas, while four-year-old Filippa played with little people Cas had made from twists of straw. They both had Ma’s flaxen hair and freckles.

      “Nothing close to here, mind,” Gui said. “But you’re near a man now, you should know.”

      Cas nodded and looked at Da. “The risen can’t cross the river though, can they?”

      “No,” Gui answered. “They can’t.”

      And then the Quietus glanced at the farmhouse and Cas felt a trickle of ice. Ma was inside, upstairs abed, and he hadn’t been allowed to see her in more than a week. She was the reason they ate their meals under the oak instead of in the kitchen. Why all of them except Da were sleeping in the barn.

      Cas knew she was locked inside their bedroom. The fever made its victims so restless they’d leave their beds and wander, which is why some called it the walking plague. Da said the fever was smart because if people moved around, they could pass the bad humors to others.

      “Are you here to take us away?” Cas asked tightly.

      Gui frowned. “No, lad. Why would I do that?”

      A knot loosened in his chest. “Never mind. Are you staying for supper?”

      Gui grinned. “Is that an invitation?”
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      They had fried duck eggs and bread toasted on long forks, and peas in sweet butter. The rain held off until dessert, which was apple tarts that Cas had baked that afternoon from Ma’s recipe. They weren’t as good as hers — the middle of the crust was soggy and the edges burnt — but Da made a show of eating two and praised Cas’s cooking.

      Gui told them stories about the court at Aquitan that had Teo spellbound, but Cas kept looking up at Ma’s bedroom window and wishing she were well enough to come down. Lippa missed her, too. His little sister was clingier than usual, climbing into his lap while he was eating. Da offered to take her, but Lippa didn’t want him, she wanted Cas, so he held her warm, drowsy weight, her hair smelling like hay, until the drizzle began and he carried her into the barn.

      Once Cas got her up the ladder into the loft, he left Teo watching her and went back down. The sheep were peaceful in their pen, snuggled together in wooly humps. Rain drummed on the roof as the two men stepped through the barn doors. Gui had donned his long oilskin coat. Da wore a broad-brimmed felt hat and carried his own hickory walking stick. Cas looked most like him, slender and chestnut-haired, though Da had threads of white at his temples.

      “I need to gather nettles and rowan,” Da said, “for the poultice. They’ve got to be fresh.”

      Cas lowered his voice. “How is she?”

      “The same, but that’s a good sign. The seventh day is usually the worst. Then the fever breaks.”

      Cas counted back in his head. “And the seventh day was . . . yesterday?”

      Da nodded. “Gui offered to come with me. Can you mind your brother and sister?”

      Cas glanced up at the loft. “Sure.”

      The Quietus stepped up. He held out a small glass vial stoppered with a bit of cork.

      “Keep that with you, lad. Just in case. It’s Kaethe’s Tears.”

      A nine-pointed star was tattooed on the webbing of Gui’s hand between thumb and forefinger. The sign of Kaethe, the Drowned Woman. Patron of the dead.

      “Go on,” Gui said gently. “Take it.”

      Cas regarded the vial, wary. But why . . . ?

      His mind went blank for a moment, unwilling to finish the thought.

      “Do as he says,” Da said quietly.

      Cas took the vial. It felt cold against his palm.

      “We’ll be back in an hour or two.” Da laid a hand on his shoulder, gave it a brief squeeze.

      Cas watched them ride down the lane on Gui’s black charger, Da behind with a cloth satchel slung across his back. The trees bent and swayed, sending eddies of dry leaves whirling into the twilight. He gripped the vial in his fist. For the first time, it came home to Cas just how isolated their farm was. The closest neighbors were an hour’s brisk walk. An old couple whose children had grown up and moved across the river. Before she got sick, Ma would visit them every week⁠—

      “Whatcha got?”

      Teo hung over the edge of the hayloft, peering down.

      Cas slid his hand behind his back. “Nothing.”

      “Don’t lie, I saw. Gui gave you something.”

      He sighed and showed him. “Kaethe’s Tears.”

      His brother’s eyes widened. “Can I see?”

      Cas felt suddenly angry. At Gui for thinking he’d need protection. At Da for allowing it. The dead couldn’t cross swift-running water. Couldn’t reach the farm. And they had iron horseshoes above all the doors, including the one leading into the barn. Cas had nailed them up himself.

      A recklessness seized him. “You can keep it,” he said.

      He tossed the vial into the air, a long, looping arc. Teo groped for it, almost had it, and then the vial slipped through his fingers. Time seemed to slow as Cas watched it fall back to earth and shatter on the warped floorboards.

      “What did you do that for?” Teo demanded.

      Heat flooded his cheeks. He grabbed a broom and whisked the glass into a pile, feeling stupid. “Just forget it.”

      “What if Gui wants it back?”

      “He won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It was a gift. Now come down and clean your teeth.”

      Cas ran through the rain to the well and fetched the bucket. They squatted at the open doors, rubbed salt on their teeth, rinsed and spat. As they walked back to the ladder, Teo paused next to the damp patch. “What’s Kaethe’s Tears again, Cas?”

      “Just water.”

      Teo’s ginger brows wrinkled. “Must be more than that.”

      “Well, I s’pose it is,” he conceded. “It comes from the source of the Forkings River, way up north, and it’s blessed by a priest of Bel.”

      The notch in his brother’s forehead deepened, as it did when he was trying to work something out. “But if it’s blessed by a priest of the sun god, why’s it called Kaethe’s Tears?”

      Cas laughed and ruffled his hair. “I’ve no idea. You’ll have to ask Gui.”

      He left the pile of glass in a dark corner, meaning to sneak off and bury it in the woods the next day. If Lippa found it — and she would, of course she would — she’d cut herself. Besides which, he didn’t want Da to know what he’d done. Or Gui.

      Cas climbed the ladder after Teo, wishing he hadn’t acted so rashly. So childishly. It seemed an ill omen. An insult to the Drowned Woman.

      “Let’s say prayers,” he said once they were settled up in the loft.

      He lit a lantern and hung it carefully on a hook. Fire was a much greater threat than the risen dead, especially in a barn. The light burnished Lippa’s hair to a golden flame. Dark lashes fanned across her round, rosy cheeks. She’d burrowed into the nest of blankets, thumb stuck in her mouth. Cas gently shook her shoulder.

      “Wake up, Lip.”

      She made a soft noise but didn’t rouse.

      Teo shot him a worried glance. Cas knew what he was thinking, but Lippa’s forehead felt cool when he touched it.

      “No fever,” he said.

      “I guess she’s just tired,” Teo said with relief.

      For some reason, Cas had a twinge of unease at letting his sister skip the bedtime prayer. Ma said it was a special catechism of Boundary folk handed down by her grandparents and their grandparents, all the way back for hundreds of years. Cas had repeated it so many times, he’d stopped hearing the words. It was what you did after cleaning teeth and before lights out.

      But tonight felt different. He listened to the wind muttering in the eaves, the rain pattering on the roof, the wet slap of branches through the half-open barn doors. The river was too far away to hear, but he fancied he could anyway — a ribbon of rushing whitewater that started up in the mountains and ran the length of the Boundary down to the Great Salt Pond.

      Yes, between Lippa’s soft exhalations, he could hear the river now, and the creak of the ferry rope going taut, and the bump of the raft as it touched the shore. Hear the shambling footsteps of some fell thing as it staggered up the muddy bank . . .

      Cas grabbed his brother’s hand, too hard.

      “Ow,” Teo protested.

      “Sorry,” Cas mumbled, loosening his grip.

      Stop playing the fool, he told himself sternly. Gui said you’re almost a man. It’s time you start acting like it.

      He cleared his throat. “We’ll say it without Lip.”

      Teo nodded, swallowing, and Cas could see he felt it, too, the faint sense of something off. The boys squeezed their eyes shut, whispering the words together.

      
        
        Bless us, Kaethe

        Guide us through the thickets of night

        Let our feet not lose the path

        And at the last hour

        When your cold hand beckons

        Lend us courage to cross the stormless sea

      

      

      
        
        Bless us, Kaethe

        Seal gate and tomb against us

        Let us not rise again

      

      

      They pulled their clammy palms apart. Teo punched his wool-stuffed pillow. Lay down with his back to Cas.

      “When’s Da coming back?” he asked softly.

      “Soon.”

      Cas twisted the wick on the lantern. The flame shrank and darkness rushed in. Not absolute — it was never full night on the Boundary — but the heavy clouds left a twilight that was deeper up in the hayloft. He lay back with his hands laced behind his head and thought about the chores that needed doing tomorrow, and how he’d manage them all with Lip and Teo to watch. He desperately missed Ma, though he knew they all had to be strong and do their part until she was better.

      And she would get better. Da said so. She was past the seven-day mark. Ma was young and strong. Full of jokes and song and good cheer. Kaethe wouldn’t take her yet.

      He slipped into a doze and woke to Lippa tugging at his hand. He sat up, instantly alert. “What is it?”

      “I had an accident.” Her voice was small. “I’m sorry.”

      His heartbeat slowed. Lippa had started wetting the bed again since Ma got sick. He usually took her to the privy right before she went to sleep, so really it was his own fault.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’ll get you some dry clothes.”

      “Please don’t tell,” she begged.

      Da wouldn’t be mad. He wasn’t that sort of man. But it seemed to be a point of pride with Lip, and so far, Cas had covered for her.

      “I won’t,” he promised.

      Lippa nodded in the half-light. “I’m thirsty, too, Cas.”

      “Then I’ll bring you a cup of water. Do you need to pee again now?”

      She shook her head.

      “Stay up here. I’ll be right back.”

      He knuckled grit from his eyes and climbed down the ladder, hoping to see a light through the kitchen window that meant the men had returned, but the farmhouse was dark. Hadn’t it been more than two hours by now?

      What was taking them so long?
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      The rain had eased and Cas crossed the yard quickly, wishing he’d remembered to bring the lantern.

      Laundry was at the top of tomorrow’s list of chores. All their clothes were waiting in a basket to be carried down to the river, but he’d left a few of Lippa’s things in the chest at the foot of her bed.

      Upstairs. Where he wasn’t supposed to go.

      Cas fixed his gaze on the lane, hoping to spot Da’s broad-brimmed hat and Gui’s black charger. The wind was high, lashing the trees. Shreds of cloud scudded across the face of Selene, the brightest moon. Shadows pooled in the woods and around the sides of the house.

      He paused at the door, then plunged inside. Da had let him bake the tarts in the oven and the kitchen smelled like cinnamon and sugared apples. He scurried up the cramped staircase, stepping over the seventh creaky step, and went straight to Lippa’s nursery. Wind chimes hung above her window, but the sash was shut tight and they dangled unmoving in the still air. Cas thrust a hand into the maple hope chest, grabbed the first thing he found, and quietly closed it. He told himself that if Ma was sleeping, he didn’t want to wake her up, but some unacknowledged part of him also thought it might be wise to stay quiet as a mouse pilfering crumbs.

      He went back out to the hall. The room he shared with Teo came next, and lastly, his parents’ bedroom at the far end. Cas squinted. The door looked ever so slightly ajar.

      He felt a jolt of surprise. Did Da unlock it because she was doing better? He hadn’t actually said she wasn’t contagious anymore, but maybe that’s what he meant about the seven days being past. Cas turned for the stairs, then paused. What if Ma was thirsty, too? What if she needed something? Had been calling for help and gotten no answer?

      Da hadn’t come back. What if, what if . . .

      Before he could think too hard about it, Cas crept to the end of the hall. He eyed the dark crack between the door and the jamb. A stale, musty smell wafted out. He couldn’t see anything beyond and didn’t want to open it wider, not yet. Da would kill him.

      “Ma?” he whispered.

      No answer came. Just the settling of the house around him, the blood pounding in his ears.

      “It’s me,” he said softly. “I . . .” All the unspoken words he’d saved up for the last week dried in his throat. “Lippa misses you, Ma.”

      The silence beyond was deep and absolute.

      Cas backed away. He sucked in a shaky breath and took the stairs down two at a time, the soles of his feet tingling and Lippa’s clothes balled up in one hand.

      She’s sleeping, that’s all. In a few days, she’ll be downstairs, weak but hugging us all and asking for tea, and I’ll make her promise not to cross the river again, not when it’s such a bad year⁠—

      Halfway across the yard, he heard the sheep bleating in their pen.

      Terror gripped him. He ran flat out for the barn, bursting through the doors. Everything looked normal, though the sheep were milling about, bleating and bleating. Cas tore up the ladder so fast he skinned his knuckles. He felt dizzy with relief when he saw Lip sitting there, her white-blonde hair sticking up like milkweed fluff. He pressed a finger to his lips. Then he covered Teo’s mouth with a hand. His brother gave a muffled exclamation, eyes flying open. When Cas saw he understood to keep quiet, he let Teo go.

      What’s happening? Teo mouthed.

      Cas shook his head. He crawled to the edge of the loft and peered down. Patches of light and shadow skimmed across the floor of the barn. The sheep had gone quiet, though he could hear them bumping against the slats of the pen. Restless. There were still a few wolves along the Boundary. Maybe they smelled one.

      Maybe it was all a big fat nothing. Just his imagination running wild.

      But if it wasn’t, he could think of only one place they could go that might be safe.

      The ferry, he mouthed at Teo, jerking his chin toward the barn doors.

      His brother nodded, eyes so big Cas could see the whites all around.

      There wasn’t a single bridge for the hundreds of leagues of the Forkings River. Some of the High Dead could cross those, or so he’d heard. But they couldn’t do it by boat, not over water so deep and swift. That’s why there were only ferry crossings and building any kind of bridge was punishable by death — an irony even a twelve-year-old could appreciate.

      “Where’s my breeches?” Lippa demanded, covering a yawn.

      “Right here,” Cas whispered, groping through the straw for the bundle. “But we’re going to climb down now, and you’ll be very quiet.”

      “Why?” she asked, so loudly it made him wince.

      “Because he says so,” Teo hissed.

      Lip wailed when she saw what he’d brought her. “Don’t want a dress!”

      For months, she’d only wanted to wear Teo’s old clothes. Ma thought it was funny.

      “Well, that’s all I could find,” Cas whispered.

      She stuck her bottom lip out — a habit that had earned the nickname.

      “Don’t wear it then,” Cas muttered in exasperation. “I don’t care.”

      She scowled. “But I’m all wet.”

      “Lip,” Teo said softly, with a desperate gleam in his eye, “I’ll let you have my wagon tomorrow.”

      “Want you to pull me.”

      “I’ll pull you, I promise.”

      She gave a brisk, satisfied nod like Ma did when she got her way. Then she held her arms up and let Cas take off the dirty tunic and pull the clean dress over her head. He did it careful and smiling so she wouldn’t get scared, even as the voice in his head urged him to hurry hurry hurry.

      “I’ll go first,” he said, lifting the shuttered lantern from its hook. Cas clambered down the ladder and looked around. “Come on,” he called softly.

      Teo scrambled down next, followed by Lippa. Cas stood underneath and watched her make her way, short legs stretching for each rung. He was reaching for her waist when he felt Teo stiffen next to him, heard his brother’s quick inhale. Cas turned, heart pounding.

      A dark silhouette stood in the open doors. He twisted the wick on the lantern. Light bloomed and he saw it was Ma, her white cotton nightgown wet on the bottom from dragging through the grass. Her feet were bare and dirty. She stepped inside the barn.

      “Cas?” Teo said uncertainly.

      “It’s okay.” He looked up. The two horseshoes above the doors were still there. A charm of protection. “You’re supposed to be in bed, Ma. You’ll catch a chill.”

      She looked thin and pale, but his spirits lifted to see her. She’d heard him calling through the crack in the bedroom door and come down. Now she crouched and held out her hands. Teo hesitated, then started forward. Cas grabbed his arm.

      She still hadn’t said a word.

      “Hold on,” he said, pulse ticking up a notch.

      Lippa stood at the bottom of the ladder, blinking in the light. Cas handed Teo the lantern. He started to walk toward Ma. He was halfway across the big open space between the loft and the doors when he realized two things. One, the sheep were jammed up against the far wall of the pen, milling and pushing in a panic. Two, Ma cast no shadow even though she stood full in the lantern light.

      The spit dried in his mouth. At that moment, Lippa flew past.

      “Mama!” she cried.

      Cas caught his little sister in three strides, yanking her back as those white arms reached to enfold her. Ma’s eyes glittered like blue stones. He cast about and saw a rusty old hoe in a bracket. Pried it loose and thrust the iron head at her. She shrank away.

      He felt it now, the bitter cold filling the barn, like a wind from the high peaks. Gooseflesh dimpled his arms. His breath streamed out in white shreds. Lip whimpered in fear. He pushed her behind him and jabbed out with the hoe again. Ma moved fast this time, a hungry look on her hollowed-out face. He backed away. Tried to whistle the tune Gui had taught him.

      His mouth was too parched to make more than a breathy wheeze.

      Then his gaze caught on a jar of nails. The same ones he’d used to mount the horseshoes and forgotten to put in the toolshed afterward.

      Cas grabbed the jar and upended it. Iron nails rolled helter-skelter across the floor. Ma stopped moving as if she’d stepped into a peat bog. She stared at him, gaze burning. He gripped the hoe, which was the only thing keeping his hands from quaking like an aspen. The risen’s touch could stop your heart.

      Her lips moved. She was trying to speak.

      A strange thing happened then. The knee-buckling fear lessened. Mainly, he felt grief and pity. Because it wasn’t some infernal thing, it was her. She’d died but she wasn’t doing what you were supposed to do, which was to cross the stormless sea and face what waited on the other side.

      “You’d never hurt Lip, I know you wouldn’t.” He glanced at Teo, who clung to his little sister, their faces pinched. “So why are you here, Ma?”

      A tear ran from her eye. It turned to frost on her cheek. She opened her mouth and sounds spilled out, but it wasn’t words. Only meaningless gibberish.

      “I’ll help you if I can,” he stammered. “But I don’t understand⁠—”

      Cas suddenly felt sick. Sicker than he’d ever been in his whole life. His neck flushed with roaring heat. Sweat broke across his brow. An instant later, a convulsive shiver took him. The muscles in his legs twitched and bucked. The coarse russet camicia was agony against his tender skin. He braced himself on the hoe with his right hand and traced the sign of Kaethe with his left. Three triangles, each tilted to form a nine-pointed star like the one inked on Gui’s hand.

      It seemed to shimmer in the air for a moment. He felt the power in it.

      “Go,” he stammered, holding Ma’s blistering gaze. “We’ll be all right, I promise. I’ll look after Teo and Lip.”

      Waves of emotion slammed into him, so powerful he saw flashing colors. Red anger. Gray despair. Festering yellow regret. They tried to drag him down into the depths.

      But he remembered Kaethe’s sign. Clung to it like a piece of driftwood on a storm-tossed ocean.

      He remembered his promise, too.

      I’ll help you, Ma. Help you . . .

      He was an empty vessel taking in all her fear and fury. Cas thought it would break him, break his mind, but somehow it didn’t. He let it all wash over him, like a stone in the riverbed. The scent of primroses filled his nose. The lantern flared, then guttered. Shadows writhed and leapt, and when he looked up, Ma was gone.

      For a long moment, no one moved or spoke.

      “I want Da,” Teo said at last, his voice small and shaky.

      Cas could see her muddy footprints on the boards. Proof it was real. Part of him felt numb, unwilling to face what had happened, what it meant. But his brother and sister needed him, so he gathered the two of them close and made himself think.

      Maybe Ma was gone, and maybe she wasn’t.

      “We’re leaving,” he said. “We stick with the plan and go to the ferry⁠—”

      A quiet scuff made him jerk around. A tall figure stood in the gloom beyond the barn doors. Not Ma.

      A stranger.

      He wore soft knee-high boots and a fine blue cloak over a leather jerkin. It wasn’t one of the Ducissa’s soldiers. Cas often saw them on the main road, marching up to the mountain passes. They wore conical helmets and red surcoats with a golden phoenix.

      A merchant, then. One from the east, from the darklands, because his skin was chalk white as if he’d never seen the sun⁠—

      The man raised a hand as if in greeting. The hoe was wrenched from Cas’s fingers. It flew through the air and clattered against the far wall. The man smiled and his lips were bloodless too, his teeth white and gleaming.

      A sudden warmth between his legs told Cas he’d pissed himself for the first time since he was Lip’s age, but he was too terrified to care.

      A mortifex.

      One of the High Dead.

      A flick of its finger and his feet left the ground. Cas flew clear across the barn. He landed on one hip and skidded into the wooden slats of the sheep pen. Something banged his head so hard he saw stars. Then a new pain, sharp enough to slice through the dizziness. Cas looked down, still half-stunned. Blood welled from a deep cut on his palm. He plucked out a large shard of glass.

      The broken vial of Lady’s Tears.

      His gaze snapped back to the mortifex. Its soft boots made hardly a sound as it crossed the barn, stepping over the nails. Teo’s mouth gaped. One skinny arm still held the lantern high. He was shaking so bad, the light swung crazily. Shadows scurried across the thing’s face. Cas’s gut roiled as it loomed over Teo, but it passed his brother by without a glance.

      “Come, child,” it rasped at Lippa.

      Her eyes were bright with terror, like a mouse under the spell of a snake. Bare feet whispered against the boards as she walked towards it.

      “No, Lip!” he cried hoarsely.

      It stooped and lifted her into its arms. Bent its head to her face.

      The sight of his little sister in its clutches drove Cas to his feet. He sketched a wobbly nine-pointed star in the air with his bleeding hand. Begged Kaethe to save them.

      The mortifex turned. It was no longer so pale. An obscene blush colored its blade-sharp cheeks.

      “Your lady exercises no power over me,” it said, and returned to its feeding.

      Bile rose in his throat. He spun around, searching for the iron hoe. Panic bubbled up when he couldn’t see it. Then a loud crash made him jump. Teo had dropped the lantern. The light dimmed. An instant later, the oil caught some bits of straw and hungry flames rose up.

      The sheep were bleating frantically. Cas stood next to the gate to the pen. Without thought, he unlatched it, hoping the stampede would distract the mortifex. They rushed out the gate, giving it a wide berth. But not even the burning barn seemed to have any effect on the monster.

      His eyes darted around, frantic. Where was the hoe?

      There!

      He limped across the barn. Gripped the wooden handle and swung it as hard as he could.

      The iron struck its face with a sickening crunch. The mortifex hissed and dropped Lip. Cas threw the hoe down. Leapt through billows of black smoke and scooped her up.

      “Run!” he screamed at his brother. “For feck’s sake move!”

      Flames were racing up the ladder now. Teo blinked. For some reason, the bad word broke his trance. They sprinted outside. Heavy clouds swirled above. Cas smashed a shin into Teo’s wagon, which sat carelessly in the middle of the yard, and then they were hurtling down the lane. When he looked back, the mortifex followed behind, a flitting shadow beneath the trees.

      Lippa lay limp in his arms. He couldn’t tell if she lived, but Cas had room for only one thought in his head.

      Get them all across the Forkings.

      He took a shortcut through the pine woods, angling for the river. If the ferry was on the far bank, they were done. He crested a low hill, heart in his throat, and saw the boat’s square stern poking out of the mist, bobbing in a backwater. When he glanced over his shoulder again, the mortifex had halved the distance.

      It was impossibly fast, racing from shadow to shadow. With a thrill of fresh terror, he knew it would catch them before they left the trees.

      “Go on ahead!” he panted at Teo. “Untie the boat! I’ll catch up!”

      His brother took off running flat out, arms and legs pumping. Cas’s shoulder blades itched as he ran behind. He kept his eyes on Teo, praying his brother would get away, but after a minute he couldn’t help looking back again.

      The mortifex had vanished.

      Then, a shout. Relief flooded him as his father and Gui galloped up on the black charger. Da slid from the saddle.

      “What happened to Filippa?” he asked, face tight with concern. “Is she sick?”

      “There’s a mortifex,” Cas gasped. “It tried to take her⁠—”

      “Mortifex?” Gui dismounted. “Slow down, lad.”

      Cas looked around wildly. “It’s here. We all have to get to the ferry!”

      “I’m sure you saw something, lad, but are you certain it was High Dead?” Gui asked.

      There was a skeptical edge to his voice.

      “It threw me across the barn,” Cas said, holding up his bloody hand.

      Da thumbed Lippa’s eyes open. He pressed his cheek to her little chest. Teo had circled back at Da’s voice. He stood there shivering, eyes blank and arms wrapped around himself. Gui laid a hand on his shoulder.

      Cas fought a wave of nausea. It’s all my fault. I broke the vial. I⁠—

      “Kaethe has not embraced her,” Da said at last, his voice raw.

      Cas felt tears welling and swallowed a hard lump in his throat. “It did something to her, Da.”

      Gui looked at Teo, who nodded. The expression on Gui’s face made Cas even more scared. Because the Quietus was afraid now, too, and he had never known Gui to fear anything.

      “Take the ferry out to the place where the deep water starts,” Da said. “Hold it there while we fetch your mother.”

      A new vise of grief tightened across Cas’s chest. “Da, she’s gone.” His voice cracked. “I . . . I saw her⁠—”

      Da shook his head. There was a funny look in his eye. “You’re wrong,” he said flatly. “You must be. The fever had broken. She was resting.”

      Gui looked between them with a frown. “What happened, lad?”

      Cas looked around. No sign of the fex. He licked dry lips. “She came to the barn first, before the mortifex. She cast no shadow. The sheep . . . I spilled some iron nails and they held her fast. Then . . .” He looked away, unable to meet Da’s eyes. “I made the sign of Kaethe and she went away.”

      Gui eyed him as if he knew there was more to the story but said nothing as he wrapped Cas’s hand in a square of linen.

      “She was confused,” Da said stubbornly. “Wandering. The fever does that. I want the three of you to go across to Swanton. Wait for me there.”

      “She wasn’t wandering,” Cas protested. “She was⁠—”

      “Enough!” Da snapped. “There’s a blue house with yellow flowers in the yard four streets up from the ferry. They’ll help you.”

      “Da, please,” Cas begged. “Come with us. You can’t go back⁠—”

      “Just do as I say.” His father took off at a jog for the farmhouse.

      “Gui,” Cas said in a low voice. “You have to believe me. Don’t let him go back there!”

      “I do, lad.” His face softened. “And I’m sorry. But first let’s get you⁠—”

      A wind rose, whipping the pine boughs. The horse gave a nervous whinny.

      “Run to the ferry!” Gui gave Cas a shove. “Now!”

      Cas staggered off again, cradling Lippa in his arms. Teo ran next to him. The river rushed along its narrow bed a short distance away, a silver serpent winding between rocky banks. Mist rose from the water, dense and damp.

      “Take hold of my cami,” Cas hissed and Teo knotted his fingers in the rough-spun cloth.

      They ran blindly, aiming for the bank. A shadow loomed ahead and his heart leapt into his throat, but it was the stone landing. The ferry had a flat bottom with ramps at either end for loading horses and cargo. It was operated by pulling on two chains suspended across the river. When the ferry was docked, the chains would sink to the riverbed so as not to interfere with other boats.

      Cas carefully lay Lippa down on the bottom of the ferry. She looked so pale he could see the fine blue veins beneath her eyes. “Hang on, Lip,” he whispered, smoothing her hair back. He started to untie the mooring rope. It should have been simple, but in his haste, he pulled the wrong line and cinched it tighter.

      “Cas,” Teo squeaked.

      His gaze sliced to the trees. Through shreds of mist, he saw Gui standing with his back to them, staff planted in the earth. He had a funny bald spot shaped like a heart. Cas had never noticed it before. The mortifex walked toward him, graceful and unhurried, its cloak billowing out. A sword hung at its hip, white like bone. The fex drew it from the scabbard in one fluid motion. Gui’s staff met its assault with a crackle like sheet lightning.

      Cas tore his gaze away. He picked at the knot in the mooring rope, heedless of the blood soaking his bandage. When he looked again, the fex flung Gui away like one of Lippa’s straw people. He bounced off a tree and lay still.

      “Hurry!” Teo cried.

      A nail tore. Cas hardly felt it. From the corner of his eye, he could see the mortifex striding in their direction. With a curse, he tried using his teeth. The feckin’ knot finally gave. The rope slithered through the cleats and the ferry swung free. Cas and Teo each took a side and started hauling it hand-over-hand along the chains through the shallows. Ten paces out, the current caught them, bobbing the boat up and down. Cas pulled harder, muscles straining taut, head twisted around so he could watch the fex.

      It stopped at the edge of the riverbank. An angry red weal marked its cheek where the iron had struck it. Even from a distance, Cas could see the twin flames of its eyes fixed on him as the boat glided away.
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      Get in there, boy.”

      The reeve gave him a hard push. Castelio stumbled into the dim cell. The door slammed shut, the heavy key clanking in the lock. He blew out a breath and looked around. Half a dozen men hunched in the filthy straw. He knew them all by sight, if not by name.

      Shouldn’t have stolen those apples.

      But they’d been so hungry. And it was only windfalls.

      Shouldn’t have gotten caught, he amended.

      Cas decided not to sit. The others were all scratching away and he’d just rid himself of the last round of lice. A few of the younger men looked him over speculatively, but at fifteen he’d hit his growth. They dropped their gazes at the challenge in his eyes.

      He wondered what they’d do to him for stealing from the margrave’s orchard. A whipping for certain. Maybe the stocks. If it was a fine, he’d never get out. At least only murderers merited the gallows anymore. The village had enough problems with the dead as it was.

      He whistled a tuneless ditty as he thought it over. He’d never been in trouble before. With luck they’d settle for a whipping before the whole village. But he couldn’t afford to stay locked up for long. Not with Da’s drinking.

      “Yer that necromancer, aintcha?”

      Cas realized a toothless old geezer was staring at him. The name came to him: Herf Aubrey.

      He stiffened. “What’s it to you?”

      “Nothing, son.” The geezer winked with one clouded eye.

      His fellow prisoners exchanged nervous glances.

      “I’m no necromancer,” Cas muttered. “They call the dead, don’t they? I do the opposite.”

      As soon as he said it, he realized his mistake.

      A board creaked outside the door. The red-veined face of the reeve appeared in the grill.

      “What’s this about necromancy?” he demanded.

      There was a long silence.

      “Speak, you villains,” the reeve growled. “Or I’ll have the lot of you flogged.”

      “It’s that young fellow,” the geezer said at last, with a note of reluctance. “The one been banishing spirits. He did for my Maizy when she came back. Kept his hood up, but I recognize the scar on his hand.”

      “You’ve got it wrong,” Cas said hastily.

      The door swung open. “Turn out your pockets,” the reeve ordered.

      “I already did⁠—”

      “Search him, boys.”

      Cas narrowed his eyes and balled his fists. No one moved.

      “First one finds something gets to go home.”

      That did the trick. All but the geezer surged to their feet. Knowing he was beaten, Cas raised his hands and let them paw through his clothes. A bearded man who reeked of sour ale tore the small cloth pouch from his belt and opened it.

      “Found some nails,” he declared, handing it over to the reeve. “Looks like iron.”

      “Where’d you get these, boy?” the reeve demanded, spilling the nails into his palm. “You steal ’em?”

      Cold iron was worth more than silver in Swanton these days.

      “No! They’re for my own protection.”

      The reeve eyed him in a considering way. “Maybe you summon the dead so you can take coin to banish ’em again.”

      Cas gave a hollow laugh. He knew he shouldn’t dig himself deeper, but he hadn’t eaten a thing in two days besides half a wormy apple and wasn’t thinking straight.

      “Coin?” he echoed in amazement. “Who’s got coin round here? I’m lucky to get a loaf of week-old bread for . . .” He trailed off at the triumphant look on the reeve’s face. “It’s only nails,” he finished lamely.

      The reeve spat on the ground. “That sounded like a confession to me.”

      The men nodded eagerly — the same people, Cas thought with bitterness, who begged for his help when their dearly departed shuffled down from the lichyard and came rapping on the window.

      “How was that a confession?” he wondered. “And I haven’t done anything wrong. Besides the apples, I mean.”

      “We’ll see.” The reeve’s eyes glinted. “There’s a bounty on necromancers. If the charge is true, I’ll summon a judge from Aquitan to pass sentence on you, boy.” His lips curled in an ugly smile. “And they don’t go easy on your kind.”

      Cas’s heart sank. He felt a surge of hatred for this miserable village, for the margrave and his sheriff — but most of all for himself. What would Teo and Lip do now?

      Stupid! Da had warned him to be careful. To keep his mouth shut. He might have gotten off with a whipping. Now . . .

      “You’re well and truly fecked,” someone remarked.

      The door slammed shut. The one who’d found the nails banged on it. “Milord! You said I could go home!”

      A chuckle drifted through the grille. “Keep the necromancer out of trouble and I might consider it.”

      The boards creaked under his weight as the reeve walked away.

      All but Herf stared at him with open hostility. Cas wasn’t really afraid of them. They looked as thin and wretched as he did. The margrave’s hand was heavy in these parts. Most likely they’d fallen behind in the rent.

      But mob justice wasn’t unheard of, either. Better they feared him, or he might not live long enough to face the judge.

      Cas straightened his jerkin. “Touch me again,” he said coldly, “and you’ll see what happens.”

      A vague remark, but as he hoped, they took it as a threat to work the dark arts. The men sketched Kaethe’s nine-pointed star and scooted back, giving him a wide berth.

      “Yonder scum,” one muttered.

      Yonder, Cas had learned, meant anyone not from Swanton.

      He took the far corner, sinking down to the filthy straw. Three years he’d lived in the village, but he’d never be one of them. His accent was, apparently, pure Boundary. Before coming there, Cas didn’t know he even had an accent.

      Outsiders. That’s what him and Teo would always be. Even little Lippa. And Da . . . Well, he’d given up, hadn’t he? Cas wanted to blame him but couldn’t quite do it. Da was a gentle man. He wasn’t made to survive in a place like this.

      Cas did his best to provide for them all, but he’d soon discovered there was no honest work to be had if you were a yonder. He never spoke to any of the villagers except when they furtively sought his services. With his temper and loose tongue, it was probably all that had saved him from the noose.

      Of course he remembered Maizy. He remembered them all. She was Herf’s daughter. A pretty lass who always had a smile for Lippa. Sometimes she’d leave a little pile of potatoes or whatever she could spare on their doorstep. Maizy had drowned herself in the river when she got with child out of wedlock. It had been the margrave’s bastard. She’d told Cas so herself before he helped her cross the Veil.

      I’m better with the dead than the living, he thought darkly. And, all things considered, I prefer their company.
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      Two days passed. Only Herf would speak to him. His rheumy eyes held pity when he crawled over and offered Cas his bowl of pottage.

      “I’m sorry, son.” There was shame in his voice. “I spoke out of turn.”

      Cas eyed the bowl. Not even the acid dread in his throat could quench the endless, gnawing hunger. But Herf looked like a stiff breeze might knock him over. He shook his head. “It’s all right. It was my own fault.”

      “I’ll tell ’em I was mistaken,” Herf whispered.

      He nodded and chewed a fingernail instead.

      Teo appeared late that night, calling his name softly through the grille. His brother’s face was so thin, it made Cas’s chest hurt.

      “What are people saying?” Cas asked. “The reeve won’t tell me anything.”

      Teo looked bleak. “He’s found a dozen witnesses willing to speak against you. All you ever did was help them! It’s not fair!”

      Cas glanced over his shoulder at the huddled forms of the other prisoners. They watched him warily.

      “Keep your voice down,” he whispered. “Do they say I summoned the spirits? Or just sent them away?”

      “Both.”

      Cas’s heart sank. “Why would I do that? It makes no sense.”

      But he thought of what the reeve had said. Maybe you summon the dead so you can take coin to banish ’em again.

      His brother scowled. “Doesn’t matter, does it? They want someone to blame and they’ve always hated us.” He paused, voice hitching as he fought back tears. “What’ll happen to you, Cas?”

      They twined their fingers together through the bars. He forced a smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll talk my way out of it.”

      Teo wasn’t stupid. He knew how the world worked. “And if you don’t?”

      Cas sighed. “How’s Lippa?”

      “Worried sick. Da, too.” His brother bit his lip. “Maybe I can steal the key from the reeve’s house while he’s sleeping. Get you out. We can all run away⁠—”

      “No! If he catches you, and he will, he’ll put you in the stocks or worse. And Lip needs you, Teo.” He swallowed. “If they do take me away, you’ll have to watch out for them as best you can.”

      Now the tears spilled over. “But⁠—”

      A clout sent his little brother staggering. The reeve stuck his red face in the grille. “No visitors,” he snapped, banging his cudgel against the bars so Cas had to snatch his fingers back before they were broken.

      After that, the reeve set a watch outside the jail.

      Cas returned to his corner and pulled his knees to his chest. He tried to remember their lives on the farm before everything changed. The peaceful evenings when they’d gather in the yard, his parents sorting through the day’s gathering and brewing their healing elixirs while Cas finished his chores and Lip and Teo played huckle-buckle-beanstalk in the tall, rippling switchgrass. The clean smell of the mountain air, so different from smoky, dirty Swanton, where people dumped nightsoil out the windows.

      Ma had tried to teach him woodward lore, but he’d never loved it as she did. What he liked best was hiking alone through the vales. Swimming in the secret lakes and climbing the tallest trees so he could look out over the Boundary and see it grow brighter in one direction and darker in the other, like straddling the seam of the world.

      “You’re a wanderer, Cas,” she’d told him with a smile. “When you’re older, you should go visit my cousins in the west. Have an adventure. I’ve been meaning to write to them. You can carry a letter for me.”

      “I want to stay here,” he’d said with a frown.

      “You’ll come back. And then you’ll be ready to learn.” Ma ruffled his hair. “But you lack the discipline now. Don’t worry, it can wait.”

      Of course, it didn’t. She was dead within the year.

      Thinking of Ma still twisted a blade in his heart. So he remembered the first time he held Lip in his arms, wrinkled and squalling, and the feel of her tiny fingers gripping his thumb, how strong they were for such a tiny thing. The time Teo went missing for hours, and they were all at wit’s end until they found him curled up sleeping with the new lambs like he was one of them.

      Cas clutched these memories tight, yet they weren’t enough to keep the despair at bay. He wasn’t sure what they did with necromancers, but it was the vilest crime in the duchy. Worse than murder.

      Dark thoughts crowded his head as he drifted into an uneasy slumber. If they did hang him, Da couldn’t pay for a proper burial with the nuns. Cas’s greatest fear wasn’t even the noose.

      It was that he’d come back.

      He had nightmares about it, that night and the next. Sometimes Teo swung a hoe against him. Sometimes he chased a screaming Lippa through a house with endless halls and doors. The dreams left him drenched in icy sweat, shaking like he had the fever.

      Then, on the morning of the fourth day, he saw a cloaked rider gallop past wearing the Redvayne colors, red and gold.

      The judge from Aquitan.

      By then, he’d settled into a state of grim resignation. It would be his word against a dozen witnesses, maybe more now. He planned to tell the truth — that he’d banished spirits who already haunted the village — but with the current mood, he doubted the judge would listen.

      If the Ducissa’s justice was anything like the margrave’s, the only question was whether they’d hang him here or in the capital. He hoped it was Aquitan so his family wouldn’t have to watch.

      Cas had lost the war with the lice by the time he was taken, blinking and scratching, to the reeve’s house. It was the biggest one in the village, though that wasn’t saying much.

      “Keep your mouth shut ’til you’re spoken to,” the reeve said sternly, prodding him through the door. “And mind your manners. Sir isn’t to be trifled with.”

      A large man stood at the window, looking out, hands clasped behind him. He had a bald spot on the back of his head that Cas half-recognized, but his hair was snow white . . . Then he turned around and Cas saw it was Gui Harcourt. A welter of emotions took him, relief and joy foremost among them. He’d assumed Gui was dead. Cas swiped his eyes with one grimy hand. Surely, Gui would help him.

      But the Quietus gave no acknowledgment that they knew each other.

      “This the one?” he asked gruffly.

      “Aye, Sir Harcourt.” The reeve knuckled his forehead and bowed.

      “Doesn’t look like much.” Gui frowned. “Young to be a necromancer, don’t you think?”

      “Well, I can’t say what age has to do with it. I leave that for you to decide. But he’s been trafficking with the risen. That much is certain. I can call those who’d offer testimony⁠—”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Gui interrupted. “We have tests to determine such things. I’ll take custody of him.”

      “Of course, of course.” The reeve licked his lips. “And the bounty, milord?”

      “I’m not a lord.” Gui tossed him a purse. The reeve caught it and quickly suppressed a smile at the clinking within.

      “Thank you, mi— . . . er, Sir Harcourt.”

      Gui nodded brusquely. “Guard your tongue about this. I won’t have rumors spreading.”

      “As you say.” The reeve bowed again, deeper this time.

      “Let’s go,” Gui said to Cas, sweeping past without a second glance.

      Cas trailed him out to the yard, where Gui’s black charger waited. Was it a lucky chance? Or did Gui mean to punish him? The expression on his face was impossible to read.

      “Where’s your house?” Gui asked from the corner of his mouth as he untied the horse and led it away.

      “That way, sir.” Cas pointed.

      He glanced back as they started down the lane. The reeve was watching from the window. Once they rounded a bend and were out of sight, Gui turned to him. His bluff face softened. “I regret giving him a single copper pyre, but it greases the wheels of justice. The sooner you’re gone, the better.”

      For days, Cas had been certain of his own death. He knew he should be grateful. Should fall to his knees and thank Kaethe for this miracle. But his relief at seeing a familiar face was giving way to something else. Something ugly that had been simmering for the last three years.

      “Where have you been, Gui?” he asked at last.

      Alive all this time and he’d never come to check on them. Not once.

      “Up to my ears in the dead,” Gui replied, giving him an appraising look. “Same as you, I reckon.” He shook his head. “Why’d you do it, lad? Don’t you know better?”

      “Know better,” Cas repeated slowly. “That’s a funny way of putting it. Well, I guess I did it so we’d have food on the table.”

      Gui frowned. “What about your Da?”

      “The villagers burned the ferry, if you hadn’t noticed,” he said tightly. “After the fex came. There’s no way across the Forkings now, not for leagues. How’s he supposed to be a woodward when he can’t get the plants he needs? Most grow only in the Boundary.” He gave a bitter laugh. “We didn’t know that until we couldn’t go back.”

      Gui stared into space for a long moment. “I’m sorry,” he said at last, and the deep remorse in his voice softened Cas a bit. “I spent weeks tracking the mortifex back to the border. It went over the mountains. Heading east into the dark, which was no surprise. They can’t abide sunlight. Then I was summoned back to Aquitan.” He rubbed his bald spot. “I kept meaning to come . . . Should have done it. How’s Filippa?”

      “You’ll see when we get there,” Cas said. He stumbled on a rock and would have fallen if Gui hadn’t gripped his arm.

      “You’re naught but bones,” Gui exclaimed. “Didn’t the reeve feed you in there?”

      “Pottage,” Cas said, swaying on his feet. “It had worms but it was filling.”

      Gui muttered an oath. “You ride the rest of the way.”

      He protested that he could walk, but Gui wouldn’t hear it. They passed clusters of thatched cottages with skinny pigs rooting in the dirt and gaggles of children who were scarcely cleaner. Most had knots of willow catkins above the door, the only charm they could afford. In Cas’s experience, these knots were useless against the dead, but they seemed to make people feel better.

      On the way, he recounted what had happened after they’d crossed the Forkings. Cas carried Lippa up the hill to the blue house with yellow flowers. A woman with frightened eyes opened the door a crack. At first she thought Lip had the fever and wouldn’t let them in, but Cas stammered an explanation and she finally agreed to take his brother and sister. He begged some of the men to go back for Da with him, but no one would.

      Cas had stood on the landing for a long while, gathering his courage. When the clouds broke and the sun came out, he took the ferry over himself.

      There’d been no sign of Gui or the mortifex. The barn had burned to the ground, but the rain kept the fire from spreading. He found Da upstairs in the house, sitting with Ma. She lay on top of the covers, her feet caked with dried mud and bits of grass. She looked like she was sleeping.

      He’d tried not to remember the way she’d crouched down and held her white arms out. The hungry look on her face.

      They buried her by a young willow at the edge of the river. Da put an iron coin in her mouth and mumbled some choked words. When it was done, they rounded up the animals and any valuables they could carry back across on the ferry. After word got round what had happened, the villagers burned it. Cas couldn’t blame them.

      The tired-looking woman at the blue house laid out straw pallets for them in a spare room. Her name was Nomi. Ma had healed her oldest boy a few years before, though she hadn’t been so lucky this year. Her sister was dead, and two of her sister’s children. They’d all been buried with silver bells in hallowed ground up at the convent of Kaethe.

      None came back.

      The rest was quickly told. Nomi let them stay for a spell, but she had her own family to feed. So Da sold off the animals, one by one, and leased a patch of land from the margrave. Lippa cried about it, she loved those sheep, but Da said they couldn’t go home again, not even if the ferry had been running. The Boundary was too dangerous now.

      “Aye,” Gui interjected at this point. “He’s right about that. No one lives there anymore. It’s been bad these last years. Worse even than you know.” He cast him a sharp look. “When a messenger came and said the reeve caught a necromancer in Swanton, I had a funny feeling it might be you.”

      “I’m not a necromancer!”

      “Easy, I know that. But I also know what you did with your Ma.”

      Cas had glossed over that part of the story. He drew a steadying breath. “I’ll never do it again, I swear. Just let me go and⁠—”

      “Let you go?” Gui gave a dry chuckle. “I don’t think so, lad.”

      He swallowed hard. “So you’re taking me to Aquitan?”

      “Aye.”

      Cas remembered his ominous words. We have tests to determine such things.

      “Can’t you . . . I don’t know, say I ran off? Teo and Lip need me⁠—”

      “And the Ducissa needs you more,” Gui said firmly. “I mean to make you a Quietus, lad. A proper one.”

      He absorbed this in silence for a minute. “Does it pay? Real coin?”

      The nuns of Kaethe dispensed iron coins for the dead, but he hadn’t seen silver in years.

      Gui laughed. “Aye. More than you’d earn in a year in Swanton.”

      The solution to all his problems. It sounded too good to be true. “Do you really think I can . . . be like you?” he asked, fresh doubts crowding his mind.

      Besides Da, Gui Harcourt was the man he’d most looked up to all his life. Brave and steadfast. He remembered how Gui had stood calmly, feet planted, as the mortifex came on with its bone-white blade.

      After Cas had pissed himself at first sight.

      That was something he didn’t plan to share.

      Gui clapped a hand on his shoulder. “You already are,” he said. “We’ll talk more about it later. Is this the place?”

      He nodded at the smoke drifting from a ramshackle chimney up ahead. Cas nodded, still struggling to accept this new turn of fortune.

      “Let’s talk to your Da,” Gui said.
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      The house was one room with a dirt floor and leaky thatched roof that Cas had been meaning to mend. He did his best to keep it clean, but warmth rose to his cheeks as they stepped through the door. He’d gotten used to living as they did, but he wondered what Gui thought, coming from the Ducissa’s court.

      Most of their old belongings had been traded away in that first year. What remained was the bare necessities: sleeping pallets, a table and four rickety chairs, some cracked pottery, and an iron cauldron for soup — by far their most valuable possession. Lippa was tending it now, golden hair hanging in a long braid over one shoulder. Teo must have snared a rabbit for Cas smelled it in the pot, a meaty aroma that made his stomach twist. He couldn’t eat animals anymore. Another thing that made him a yonder.

      But every beast had a soul. Cas knew it because he’d seen them. Silvery wisps that drifted away when the body died. For some reason, animals didn’t fight the end like people did. They crossed without a fuss.

      He didn’t begrudge fresh meat to his siblings, though. They’d have starved long before without Teo’s poaching. He didn’t try it often — poachers were punished even harder than apple thieves — but Teo was a shadow’s shadow when he wanted to be. Cas had long ago given up trying to forbid him. And it made Teo feel like he contributed to the household. That was an important thing.

      “Filippa!” Gui boomed, sweeping her up into his big arms. He leaned back to study her face, his own beaming in a broad smile. “Look at you, a right beauty now.”

      A knot loosened in Cas’s gut as she laughed in delight, slender arms hugging him tight.

      Lippa was seven, almost eight, though you wouldn’t know it. She was a tiny thing, hardly bigger than she’d been when they arrived. It had taken her two days to wake from the trance, and when she did, Cas had wept and thanked Kaethe for bringing her back. He’d thought it was over. That by some miracle she’d survived unscathed.

      Lip was the same girl inside, but her body didn’t want to grow. Whatever the mortifex had done to her — the feeding — it took something away. Cas kept hoping it was temporary, that she’d catch up, but she never did.

      She was smart as a whip, though, and had a sweet, wistful kindness in her that, in Cas’s opinion, more than made up for her small stature. But if the grownups in Swanton were clannish, the children were worse. Cas had never told the full story, but somehow they knew. It was why Lippa never went into the village anymore.

      Gui set her on her feet as Teo banged in the door. Unlike his sister, at eleven he was already filling out the frame of the man he’d become. His hair had darkened to a sandy brown; it curled in a mop around his ears. “I saw your horse!” he cried. “I hoped it was you!”

      Another difference between them, Cas thought ruefully. Teo never held a grudge for long.

      An instant later, Teo barreled into him. He pressed his cheek to Cas’s chest, shoulders shaking, and Cas knew that Teo had given him up for dead. Gui cleared his throat. “What’s in the pot, Filippa?”

      The Quietus turned his back, listening to Lip’s chatter about the stew. After a minute, Cas gently disentangled himself.

      “Watch out,” he whispered. “I got lice again.”

      Teo gave a choked laugh and wiped his nose with a sleeve. Cas wondered how on earth he was going to leave them behind.

      Then Da appeared, hickory stick in hand, and Teo stepped away, pulling himself together. Da looked sober, Cas was relieved to see. And he’d been gathering. The battered satchel hung across his back, bulging with roots and herbs.

      “Harcourt?” Da squinted in the smoky gloom. “Is that really you?” His gaze shifted to Cas, gaunt face sagging with relief. “Blessed Bel, you got him out.”

      “Castelio is safe in my custody now,” Gui said. “And I was just telling your son I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

      Da stood up a little straighter. “We’re not your responsibility.”

      Gui held his gaze. “Never said you were. I can see you’ve done the best you could. Life dealt you a hard hand, Willem. Worse than any of you deserved.” He sighed. “I can’t make right what happened. But I might be able to help if you’ll hear me out.”

      Da seemed to relax. “Make yourself at home, old friend. I’m just glad to see you again.”

      Gui smiled and sank onto a stool, which creaked alarmingly under his weight. Da unslung the satchel and gave Lip some wild thyme for the rabbit stew. Cas was used to doing for himself on these occasions, and his sister steered him to some withered turnips that he roasted in the coals. Mugs of water from the spring were passed around, Teo and Lip sharing since they only owned three. Once everyone had eaten, Gui put his proposal to Da.

      “There’s a reward for every new Quietus I bring the Ducissa,” Gui said. “A purse of gold.”

      Teo’s jaw dropped open. He shared a stunned look with Lippa.

      “And I’ll send more,” Cas put in. “I won’t need much to live on.”

      “I told the reeve to keep quiet,” Gui said wryly, “but I imagine the whole village already knows what Castelio is accused of. You’ll find it hard to stay here. Better you all move on, Will.”

      Da nodded slowly. “Starting again . . .” His eyes grew vacant. Cas noticed that there was more silver than brown in his hair now. Da had always
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