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      Lo crouched at the foot of the slender stone bridge, her cloak blending with the darkness. Across the chasm, Castle Cazal stood against the stars, a sharp silhouette clinging to a rocky spire. The keep’s obsidian walls reflected no light, lending it an aura of gloom.

      The last time she had visited, a single window glowed high in the central tower, but even that feeble light was now gone. Where was Nathan Ouvrard? And more importantly, where was Nabu-bal-idinna and the damned necromancer he’d run off with?

      Kaethe, the goddess of death, believed they might come here since it was Jaskin Cazal’s ancestral seat. It was Lo’s only lead.

      “I suppose they could be inside, sitting there in the dark like weirdos,” she muttered. “Gods, please make this easy for me.”

      She rose, wincing as her kneecap banged into one of the bridge supports. Her divided soul attracted misfortunes large and small like bloodflies to carrion. She took extra care crossing the bridge. Tentacled monsters dwelt in the mist below; the way her luck was running, if she slipped, she’d probably fall straight into an open maw.

      Toward the far side, her footfalls changed from stone to wood. The drawbridge. Happily, it was lowered, permitting access to the keep. She shrugged off the concealing cloak, stuffed it into her pack, and strode to the stone lintel carved with leering gargoyles. Lo banged a fist against the door, the hollow thuds muffled by the fog.

      After a long wait, the door creaked open, revealing Nathan’s mortifex servant, Vigo. His giant frame filled the doorway, white hair gleaming in the moonlight. Pale irises with pinpricks of flame regarded Lo with icy disdain.

      “The master is away,” Vigo said, his deep, gravelly voice devoid of recognition even though they’d just seen each other a few weeks before. “Come back later.”

      Heavy rings with rubies and sapphires glittered as he started to shut the door.

      Lo jammed her boot into the gap. “I watched Nathan walk through a gate from Kaethe’s domain less than a fortnight ago. He was headed here.”

      “His Grace did stop home briefly,” Vigo conceded. “Then he left again by carriage.”

      “Left for where?” Lo asked, tamping down her impatience.

      Vigo eyed her haughtily. “I’m not at liberty to say. Now remove yourself before I do it for you.”

      Lo craned her neck, trying to peer past his broad shoulders into the darkened foyer. “Is anyone else home?”

      The question seemed to befuddle the mortifex. “Such as?”

      “Like, say, Jaskin Cazal?”

      Vigo stared at her. “The master informed me that Jaskin escaped his black mirror. However, I have not seen him.”

      Lo chewed her lip, considering. There was no way she’d leave without searching the keep herself. Vigo had served the necromancers of Vendagni for a thousand years. He would say whatever Jaskin told him to.

      But she’d prefer not to fight him head on. Mortifexes were dangerous to say the least. It was time to find out if her ability to lie had returned, now that she’d left the land of the dead.

      “That’s a shame,” she said, holding his burning gaze. “However, Nathan left an important relic for me in his workshop.” The falsehood rolled smoothly off her tongue, buoying her mood considerably. “I must retrieve it posthaste.”

      Vigo crossed his arms. “I know of no such relic, and he would have left express instructions if that were the case. You mistake me for a fool. Be gone before I toss you into the chasm.”

      He heaved his shoulder against the door, but Lo wedged herself into the gap. “I’m here at Kaethe’s bidding,” she snapped. “Let me pass or I’ll open a portal and send you to the depths of the lower planes.”

      Vigo threw his head back and laughed, a harsh bark. “Piss off,” he declared.

      “As you wish,” she replied a bit breathlessly, still caught in the crack of the doorjamb.

      Lo reached for her shadow magic and ripped open a churning vortex at Vigo’s feet. The mortifex roared as he sank into the maelstrom — but then the black wind of the portal sputtered and died.

      Shit! In a rage at losing her consort, Kaethe had locked the doors to her realm. That included portals.

      Lo looked down and bit back a startled laugh. Vigo was trapped in the stone floor up to his chest like a sheep in a mire. He struggled and cursed, but the half-formed portal held him fast. Lo forced the door wide and stepped inside, keeping away from his flailing arms. She scooped up the candelabra that Vigo had left on a side table, venturing into the drafty hall.

      “Nabu!” she called out, her voice echoing off the black walls. “Kaethe’s not angry with you, she just wants you to come home. She misses you terribly!”

      More lies. Kaethe was in a towering fury. But only silence answered her. Well, besides Vigo’s bellows.

      With a sigh, she hurried for the stairs and began to search the keep floor by floor. She found nothing animate, not even Nathan’s ash servants. Just room after empty room, the furniture covered in black sheets. Eventually, she reached Nathan’s workshop. Sinister tools littered the worktables — saws and blades and hooked implements whose purposes she didn’t care to guess at. Row upon row of glass jars lined the shelves, filled with viscous fluids and floating specimens. The stench of decay mingled with acrid chemical odors.

      Using a spark of elemental fire, she lit the melted stubs of black candles affixed to the tables. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves created a labyrinthine maze along one side, packed with grimoires and moldering scrolls. Lo paced the room, peering into the shadowed recesses, but found no sign of the two fugitives.

      The real problem was that Nabu-bal-idinna was not, in fact, a mortal man who had stumbled over Kaethe’s tower and fallen in love with her, as everyone believed. Far-fetched as it seemed, he was really the sun god Bel, whom Kaethe had bewitched. As long as Bel remained in her tower, he would not remember his true nature. But now that he had run off with Jaskin Cazal, his memories would return.

      And Kaethe claimed that Bel was not a very nice god at all.

      Lo’s desperate gaze fell on a long row of ornate mirrors dominating the far wall. Wraith-like figures stirred within the smoky depths, the spirits of Nathan’s ancestors. Their pale faces shrank back when she approached.

      Lo rapped sharply on the first mirror. “All right, pay attention,” she said, “I have some questions, and you’d best answer truthfully unless you want the Vigo treatment.”

      One by one, generations of necromancers drifted into view, filling the mirrors with their ghostly reflections. They wore antiquated garments from centuries past, eyes gleaming with malevolence… and a touch of fear. They remembered the woman who had banished two of their kin to the netherworld.

      “When was the last time you saw Jaskin Cazal?” Lo demanded, moving down the line of mirrors. “Speak!”

      A gaunt specter in a high-collared doublet with a devilish pointy beard bowed his head. “Not since you took his own mirror away, mistress,” he whispered. “This I swear.”

      The others quickly echoed his claim. Lo swore under her breath. Another dead end. Her eyes roved the workroom, searching for any clue she might have missed.

      “If Jaskin were on the run,” she said, turning back to the mirrors with a hard stare, “where do you suppose he’d go? Think carefully now.”

      The spirits muttered amongst themselves, a susurrus of dry whispers.

      “The ruins of Vhaskali?”

      “No, no, the hidden ossuaries beneath Llum!”

      “Fool, those were swallowed by the quakes long ago! The Whispering Barrows, more like.”

      Lo listened with growing impatience as they bickered, tossing out names that meant nothing to her.

      “Belladonna has your answer, Shadow Soul.” The voice, feminine yet harsh as a rasp on bone, cut through the others. Lo quickly found its source — a mirror second from the end.

      There hung the specter of a dark-eyed young woman. She was missing her left ear. Belladonna. Nathan’s cousin, Lo recalled. The specter lifted a finger, pointing deeper into the room. “Jaskin’s journal. Third bookcase, behind the jar of toenail clippings.” Her mouth twitched. “Jaskin always was a meticulous record-keeper. If he has a secret hideaway, it will be there.”

      Lo strode into the maze of towering shelves, following Belladonna’s directions as she scanned the titles. The Shadowbinder’s Compendium. Ars Notoria. Nine Hundred Types of Ash and Their Uses. The Body Snatcher’s Ossuary. Others were scientific tomes on plants and animals, horticulture and biology. Jaskin Cazal had harnessed the power of the Grand Menotte to bring life to the darklands.

      “The next shelf,” Belladonna called. “On the bottom.”

      Lo crouched down and saw a thick volume. She slid it out and opened the brittle pages. They were filled with spidery handwriting. She began to read, lips moving silently as she deciphered the old-fashioned script.

      “Through the blessed Darkness I have found enlightenment. By weaving together the Elemental Magicks — that of Earth, Air, Water, and Fire — I have coaxed the Night Blooms to unfurl their petals beneath the triple moons. In my glass garden, these delicate flowers take sustenance from naught but starlight and shadow. A miracle of elemental power, made possible by the undead mortifexes I have bound to the Grand Menotte!

      “Next I shall turn my attention to the trees and mosses, those stolid ancients who remember when the Sundering first fell. If I can but persuade them to embrace the Eternal Night, then the eastern forests shall rise anew. And what a dark Eden it shall be! Insects that sing only to the constellations, birds who navigate by the ghostly lines of force, the small scurrying mammals who know no fear of light.

      “But I must make haste. The voices, ever present, grow louder by the hour. Madness claws at the edges of my mind, and I fear that time grows short. I am determined to see this work completed ere my faculties abandon me completely.”

      Lo sat back on her heels, considering. Jaskin’s words painted a picture of a man on the precipice of sanity, but there was no denying that his experiment had worked. The forest she had just traveled through was a testament to that. It had not seen the sun in a thousand years, yet trees, plants and animals thrived within its moonlit haunts.

      Across the White Sea, in the land of her birth, daēvas had done much the same. Bending the forces of nature to adapt to a world sundered between night and day.

      This made her think of her parents, and how Kaethe, in her fury at losing Bel, had hurled Nazafareen and Darius back to Nocturne. Two days. That was all the time Lo had spent with them before they were ripped away once more.

      But dwelling on the past would not help. She had to find Jaskin and Bel. Only then would her debt to Kaethe be paid. Only then could she find Cas and bring him home with her, to marvel at the Acropolis of Delphi and the storied Rock of Ariamazes. She missed his quick wit, the way he could always startle a laugh from her, even in the darkest moments. She prayed to any god who would listen that he and Felippa had found their father and brother in Prydwen.

      Lo forced herself to focus on the present. Castle Cazal was a dead end. If Jaskin had planned to return here, he’d have arrived already. No, she needed another way to find him. If the journal failed, Nathan was her last hope. He knew his ancestor’s twisted mind far better than she did. And perhaps some of Nathan’s necromantic spells still worked. She shut the journal and stood up.

      Across the room, one of the candles sputtered out. Then another. And another. One by one, as if snuffed by an unseen hand.
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      In two heartbeats, the last candle guttered out, plunging Nathan’s workshop into blackness. Lo groped for a stub of candle and conjured a weak flame.

      “Is someone there?” she called out. “Vigo? If so, I apologize!”

      The wick wavered, making the shadows writhe. She couldn’t see much beyond its tight circle of light.

      “It’s the Devouring Darkness,” a spirit whispered.

      “What’s that?” Lo hissed back. She set the candle down and threw the magic cloak over her shoulders, willing it to conceal her.

      Then she spotted movement. A black substance like tar oozing across the floor. It made no sound. Just an impenetrable void swallowing everything in its path. Lo edged backwards, eyes fixed on the thing. The spirits whispered excitedly.

      “It will suck the marrow from your bones!” one cried.

      “Turn your flesh to jelly!”

      “And your heart to stone!”

      She feinted left, but the Devouring Darkness was, regretfully, not stupid. It pooled before the door, blocking escape.

      “That cloak won’t hide you,” a spirit tittered. “It sees all, hears all.”

      Lo snatched up Jaskin’s journal and shoved it into her pack. “How do I beat it? Someone better tell me right now.”

      “The Devouring Darkness is ancient, older than time,” Belladonna said gravely. “It makes Kaethe look like a dewy-eyed maid. Some fool’s experiment centuries ago let it leak through from another plane.”

      The spirits erupted into an argument over whose fault that was, a hubbub of accusing voices.

      “Shut up,” Lo snapped. She needed to think. Her gaze darted around the workshop, searching for another way out.

      “What does it want?” she hissed, backing away as the Darkness oozed closer. Inky tendrils reached out and she yanked her foot from its grasp, half-climbing a bookcase that immediately began to tilt under her weight.

      “To absorb all heat and light,” Belladonna replied. “It senses the life within you.”

      Lo’s skin prickled as the temperature dropped, her breath misting. “Then order it to go away!”

      A spirit laughed. “It only obeys the master of the keep.”

      “But Nathan’s not here,” Lo said, leaping over the thing and slipping into the next aisle of books.

      “Then it must have been sent by Vigo,” Belladonna replied.

      She couldn’t let it end like this. She slung her pack over one shoulder. Then she grabbed a heavy grimoire from the shelf and hurled it across the room. It hit the far wall and fell with the pages splayed wide. Lo reached within herself, tapping into the elemental power of the Nexus. Flames burst from the ancient vellum.

      The spirits howled. “That volume is priceless!” “Irreplaceable!” “What have you done?”

      In the flickering firelight, Belladonna caught Lo’s eye and gave her a tiny smile.

      The Devouring Darkness surged towards the flames, drawn to their warmth and energy. Lo seized her chance, darting past the distracted entity and wrenching open the door. She flew down the twisting stone steps, her footsteps echoing off the obsidian walls. The spirits’ whispers chased her, but she knew the way now.

      Lo burst through the front door, pulse thudding. Mist swirled around her, curling like ghostly fingers. She squinted, expecting to see Vigo, but the courtyard was empty.

      He must still be searching inside.

      She raced across the flagstones, boots slipping in the damp. The chasm yawned before her. She stopped at the edge, breath catching in her throat. “Bloody hells,” she panted, furious.

      The drawbridge was raised, cutting off her escape.

      A deep, resonant voice cut through the fog. “Leaving so soon?”

      Lo spun around. Vigo strode out of the mist, white hair fluttering behind him. Satisfaction glinted in his eyes. “What are you really doing here?” he demanded.

      Lo grasped for a suitable lie. “I told you, I’m looking for a talisman⁠—”

      “Enough!” Vigo snarled, closing the distance between them in two long strides. “I grow weary of your deception.” He grabbed her arm, cold fingers digging into her flesh. “Perhaps a trip down the chute into the Blood Labyrinth will loosen your tongue.”

      She couldn’t fight him, not with her Shadow powers weakened. “Wait!” she cried. “I’ll tell you the truth.”

      Vigo’s grip loosened slightly. “Speak, then.”

      Lo took a shuddering breath. The urge to lie was so very strong, but she doubted Vigo would offer another chance. “Kaethe sent me to find Jaskin and her consort, Nabu-bal-Idinna. They ran off together.”

      She related how Nathan’s distant ancestor, Jaskin Cazal, had abandoned them and vanished through a portal. Vigo must have already heard the story from Nathan for he nodded without surprise. But his eyes did widen when she explained that Kaethe’s hounds had tracked Jaskin to the Lady’s tower, only for him to escape with Nabu’s help.

      The only detail she omitted was Nabu’s true identity. Kaethe had sworn her to secrecy.

      “That is the truth,” she said, shoulders sagging. “Kaethe was so angry, she sealed the doors to her realm until I bring Nabu back to her.”

      Vigo studied her, his gaze piercing. “Why didn’t you tell me this in the first place?” he asked more calmly.

      How could she make him understand that just as she couldn’t lie beyond the Veil, now that she was back among the living, the truth felt foreign on her tongue?

      “I should have,” she admitted. “I’m sorry.”

      Vigo regarded her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he released her arm and stepped back.

      “Come inside,” he said, gesturing towards the keep. “We can discuss this further over supper.”

      Lo had no burning desire to dine with Nathan’s mortifex, but Vigo might know something useful. And with the drawbridge raised, she had little choice.

      “I’d be delighted,” she said with a smile, the lie coming easily.

      As they entered the keep, a flicker of movement in a corner of the ceiling caught her eye. The Devouring Darkness lurked in the shadows. It had no eyes, yet Lo could feel its hungry regard.

      Vigo waved a hand. “Return to the labyrinth,” he commanded.

      The Darkness undulated in silent protest. Then, slowly, it retreated, slithering down the wall and disappearing into the stone floor.

      “I insist on cooking for you,” Vigo said, leading her towards the cavernous dining hall. “It’s the least I can do after our misunderstanding.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” Lo paused. “I don’t suppose there’s something other than tentacles?”

      Vigo looked disappointed. “I shall examine the larder.”

      He bowed and withdrew. The dining hall was just as she remembered it from her first meeting with Nathan. A snowy cloth covered the long table, the silverware glinting in the light of blue flames dancing in an enormous hearth.

      Vigo pulled out a chair and she sat down. He disappeared into the kitchen, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Minutes ticked by, each one an eternity as Lo imagined her quarry getting further away. Finally, Vigo returned carrying a silver tray. He whipped the cover off with a flourish and set a plate in front of her.

      “I’m afraid we only had the tentacles,” he said.

      Lo tried to sound nonchalant, though she cringed inwardly. “Oh, that’s fine. I’ve eaten them before.”

      The mortifex sat across from her as she speared a rubbery mass with her knife and raised it to her lips. She chewed slowly and thoroughly, which was the only way to eat gully squid, as Cas called them. Vigo’s flaming eyes bored into her, studying her every reaction.

      “It’s … very nice,” she said huskily, washing down the lump with a generous swallow of wine.

      He smiled. “I am glad you like it.”

      The silence stretched, broken only by the clink of silverware and the sound of her own labored chewing. At last, he leaned forward, white hair gleaming in the candlelight. “So,” he said, his voice a deep rumble, “do you know who has the Grand Menotte?”

      Lo coughed, eyes watering. Vigo leapt up to pour more wine. She downed half a glass, rinsing the salty taste away.

      “A fair question,” she replied, “but I have no idea.”

      “I can sense its power. It brought great sorrow and grief to my master’s family.”

      Lo snuck the last tentacle into her napkin and pushed her plate away. “Kaethe promised to destroy it if I brought her consort back. Jaskin persuaded him to run away.”

      “If you do find Jaskin Cazal,” Vigo said, his eyes meeting hers, “I hope that Kaethe will keep him locked up forever.”

      Lo hoped for a worse punishment than that. “I must tell Nathan what’s happened,” she said.

      Vigo nodded. “My master took the coach to Mystral to see the Courtenays.”

      “Is there another coach?” she asked with a flicker of hope.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      It was a three-day trek on foot to Mystral, but she had no choice. She bid Vigo farewell and set out along the road leading south. It followed a river, its merry song a welcome companion. Lo paused at the bank, filling her waterskin with the clear, frigid water. It glimmered like silver in the moonlight, a stark contrast to the dark woods ahead.

      As she entered the forest, a stealthy sound caught her attention, the snap of a twig somewhere behind. Lo stopped, head cocked. Could Vigo be following? But no, he would never leave the keep unguarded. And why pursue her when he already knew her destination?

      Lo dropped her pack on the forest floor. She knelt beside it, unslinging her crossbow with what she hoped looked like practiced ease. Then she wedged her foot in the cock stirrup and used both hands to draw the string back until it settled into the notch with a click. She chose a silver-tipped quarrel, its wicked point gleaming in the dim light. With a fluid motion, she loaded the bolt into the crossbow, the weapon now ready to fire.

      Rising to her feet, Lo scanned the forest for a suitable target. A sturdy oak about thirty paces away caught her eye. She raised the crossbow, aligning the sights. Her finger rested lightly on the trigger, a moment of stillness before the release. Then the bolt thrummed through the air, a whisper of death, before embedding itself deep into the bark.

      Lo strode towards the tree, kicking her feet loudly through the leaf mulch. “Smooth mechanism!” she said with satisfaction, examining the quarrel’s placement.

      A firm tug and it slid out of the trunk, leaving a small hole in its wake. Lo used a bit of earth magic to heal the sap wound, then turned the quarrel over in her hand, inspecting the silver tip for any damage.

      Satisfied, she slung the crossbow and pack across her back and set out down the road once more. The quarrel remained in her hand, a silent warning to whoever — or whatever — might be lurking in the shadows.
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      Cas hunched in his saddle, stiff fingers gripping the reins as a bitter wind swirled around him. The horse plodded through drifts that rose to its fetlocks, head down against the stinging sleet. Felippa pressed against his back, shivering.

      “Still alive back there?” Cas turned his head slightly to be heard over the wind.

      “Aye,” his sister replied, her voice muffled. “My cloak helps. Even if it did belong to a dead person.”

      She’d taken it from the lair of the mortifexes in the Cold Sea, an adventure that already seemed two lifetimes ago. Cas squinted ahead but could barely make out Gui on his black charger or the hunched shapes of Teo and Da on their own mounts. The road east from Prydwen was a white ribbon between pine boughs heavy with snow, blue shadows pooling beneath.

      Cas had hoped to take the straightest route to the Cavetti border, but they heard at an inn that a mob had burned the ferry. So they’d been forced to turn north and hope the next one was still running.

      They’d be lucky to make a few more leagues before stopping to camp. Cas’s stomach growled at the thought, and not just for rest. A hot meal and a spot by a fire seemed as distant as their chances of reaching the Boundary.

      So far they’d managed to avoid the worst of the chaos. Oh, there’d been signs enough — desperate refugees struggling along the frozen road; hard-eyed sell-swords riding atop coaches; men with red rags tied around their arms whose gazes lingered on the horses. Once, a messenger in livery had galloped past, bringing word of the troubles to the border margraves, no doubt.

      Cas touched the stout hickory staff tied to his saddle. He’d get his family to safety without spilling blood if he could, but he wasn’t letting anyone take the horses. Other than their mounts, they had little of value and looked as ragged as everyone else. Which was probably why they’d been left alone.

      The wind sliced through the pines. Cas urged his horse on into the teeth of the storm. One step. Then another. Each bringing them closer to warmth, to shelter, to crossing the border into Galatia and leaving this frozen purgatory behind — or so he told himself.

      As the leagues fell away behind them, the traffic on the road thinned. Soon they rode alone through a stark landscape, silent except for the crunch of hooves on snow and Da’s rattling cough. Felippa had given him her talisman of healing, but it did no good. That cough was worsening by the hour.

      “There’s a town a few leagues on,” Gui said, as if reading his thoughts. “With luck, we’ll find a room.”

      “Aye,” Teo said. “And if not, I’ll throw someone out of theirs.”

      Cas snorted. “That’ll go over well.”

      His brother gave a tired smile. “You have a better idea? I’m all ears.”

      Before Cas could reply, two figures materialized out of the swirling snow ahead. A man and woman of middle years, bent against the wind. They drew up short at the sight of riders, expressions wary.

      Cas raised a hand in greeting, and the man bobbed his graying head. He had sharp brown eyes and was still handsome despite the gauntness of his face. “Good day to you. Harsh weather for travel, eh?”

      “That it is,” Cas agreed. His gaze flicked over their few belongings. More refugees. “Where are you headed?”

      “Caria,” the woman said, brightening somewhat. She was plumper than her husband, with light auburn hair and cheeks ruddy from the cold. “We have family there.”

      The man peered at Felippa. “Why, you look just like our granddaughter Martine. She has flaxen hair, too. I used to tell her she must have been left on the doorstep by wood sprites on account her parents are both redheads like my Sarra.”

      The man’s wife shook her head with fond exasperation. Felippa managed a polite reply, though her teeth were chattering. The man rummaged in his sack and held out a hunk of hard bread. “You look half-starved, child.”

      “I couldn’t,” Felippa said, “but you’re very kind to offer.”

      It was plain the couple had little enough for themselves. Cas dug into his purse and held out a silver ferry, one of the few he had left. “A gift for luck. We aren’t so bad off.”

      The woman hesitated. It was clear she had pride. “We weren’t so bad off, either,” she admitted with some bitterness, “until we were robbed of every copper by a greedy innkeeper. His ruffians threw us out the next morning and told us we were lucky they didn’t slit our throats.”

      “Which inn?” Cas asked.

      “The Blue Bear.”

      The odd name rang a bell. They’d almost stopped there two days ago, but Cas had misliked the shifty look of the men gathered in front.

      “Please,” he said, holding out the silver. “Take it.”

      The man’s eyes glistened as he accepted the coin. “Bel protect you and yours.”

      “And you,” Cas said.

      He touched his heels to his mare’s sides. They rode on in silence, the couple lost to the swirling snow. A sad story, but not the worst he’d heard. There was no law in the west anymore. Cas wondered if the duchies east of the Boundary would be any better.

      Teo cocked his head, twisting in the saddle. “Horses.”

      Cas heard it a heartbeat later. Drumming hooves, muffled by the snow. A large party of mounted men crested the hill ahead, perhaps two hundred riders. Brigands or soldiers, there was no telling. Cas drew rein, pulse surging. He knew trouble when he saw it. “Off the road. Now!”

      Gui shot him a sharp glance. No time to run, not with Da’s bad lungs. They’d have to brazen it out and hope for the best.

      Cas wheeled his horse around. “I’m going back,” he said. “Wait in the trees.”

      He kicked his mare to a gallop and charged down the road. The couple appeared a minute later, trudging along with their meager belongings. The thunder of hooves grew louder behind him.

      “Riders!” he shouted. “Make way, quick!”

      Their heads lifted in alarm. The woman stumbled and was steadied by her husband. The riders were nearly upon them, a long double column with pikes and lances. At their head rode a bearded man wearing a rich blue cloak. He paid Cas the same attention he would a mangy dog. One contemptuous glance and then he was past.

      The tension eased in Cas’s shoulders until he saw a pair of hooded riders approaching — different from the rest. The garments were black as ink. Grinning skull masks gleamed within raised cowls. One deliberately steered his horse towards the couple huddled on the far shoulder. Before Cas could shout a warning, the rider went straight over the man, trampling him.

      Cas leapt from the saddle and sprinted to the crumpled form. The man lay on his side, blood staining the snow. The riders had already vanished ahead, but four soldiers from the column reined up.

      “Drag that body out of the way, peasant,” one ordered.

      Cas looked up, a challenge in his eyes. “Why don’t you get off your feckin’ horse and lend a hand?”

      The soldier’s face darkened. Gloved fingers touched the pommel of his sword. “Mind your tongue before I cut it out.”

      “Try it and I’ll send you to the ninth hell,” Cas snarled.

      “Ivo! Jans!” an irate commander shouted from the head of the column. “Get back in line!”

      The soldiers hesitated. The one who nearly drew steel spat in Cas’s direction. “Count yourself lucky, churl.” They wheeled their horses and cantered off.

      Cas grasped the man’s hand. It was icy cold. Blood bubbled from his lips with each breath. The wife gave a keening wail. Cas watched the departing column, helpless rage knotting his gut. When he looked back, the old man shuddered once and went still.

      Cas fished in his pocket for one of the precious iron coins he’d been saving for emergencies. He placed it on the man’s tongue and spoke a prayer to Kaethe, asking her to watch over him on his journey to the Cold Sea. The others rode up as he got to his feet. Teo looked like he might be sick. Felippa just stared after the soldiers, her face carved in stone.

      “I saw their colors,” she said. “A trefoil leaf on a green field. Sir Richart Mortimer. One of Vazsoly’s margraves.”

      Cas noted the name. He turned to the dead man’s wife, who sobbed on her knees in the snow. Gui dismounted to help her up. She looked dazed, frozen tears glittering on her cheeks. “What’s your name?” Gui asked gently.

      “S-sarra,” she managed.

      “Come with us, Sarra. It’s not safe for you here.”

      Teo and Cas carried the dead man into the woods, where they made a bier of snow. It was the best they could do.

      Sir Richart Mortimer. Cas imagined several painful ends for the margrave — though justice felt like another empty promise. Nobles did as they pleased.

      He swung into the saddle and leaned toward Gui, who now had Sarra behind him. “We have to get off the road. For good.”

      Gui frowned, looking west where the soldiers had gone. “Aye, but the Galatian border won’t be far⁠—”

      “We’ll ride cross-country. Find another way.”

      Gui searched his face. After a moment, he nodded. “As you say.”

      Cas wondered when he’d become their leader. Gui didn’t call him “lad” anymore either. It felt strange.

      “We’ll cut northeast,” Cas said. “Keep to the woods for cover as far as we can.”

      They pushed the horses as hard as they dared. After a league or so, the snow-laden pines gave way to open, rolling hills. Good country for riding. Cas kept glancing over his shoulder, half-expecting to see men on horseback cresting the horizon behind them.

      The weather worsened, the snow thickening. Presently, they reached a hollow shielded by firs on three sides. Cas called a halt. “We’ll camp here. Teo, see to the horses.”

      His brother had been a stableboy for Duc Marcel, and the horses instinctively trusted him. But Teo had always had an easy way with animals, bringing home orphans and strays when he was a child and nursing them back to health. Now he started clearing a patch of green grass for the horses to graze.

      Cas turned to Felippa. “Let’s gather some kindling. Dead brush, anything dry.”

      “What if someone sees the smoke?” she asked nervously.

      “Would you rather freeze to death?”

      Da gave an awful hacking cough, and Felippa sighed. “No. I suppose we’re far enough away.”

      Cas followed her into the trees, fingers numb inside his gloves. He yanked them off, stuffing them into his belt, and started snapping branches off a deadfall.

      “Your hand!” Felippa exclaimed.

      She was staring at him in shock. He followed her gaze down to the webbing of his left hand between thumb and forefinger. The blue star tattoo marking him a Quietus was gone.

      “It just disappeared,” he confessed. “A few days ago.”

      She propped her hands on hips like Ma used to do. “And you didn’t think to tell me about it?”

      “I figured you had enough to worry about.”

      Felippa snorted.

      “All right,” he said. “I suppose I didn’t mention it because I have no idea what it means, but it can’t be good.”

      Her brow creased. “Is Kaethe angry with you?”

      Cas met her blue eyes, saw his own fear mirrored there. “Maybe. Gui’s mark is gone, too. We don’t know why.”

      Felippa digested this. “Well, if anything like that happens again,” she said tartly, “don’t keep it to yourself.”

      “I won’t, I promise. And Lip, I am sorry. You deserved to know.”

      She threw him a scowl, then softened. “You’re forgiven.” She shook her head with a wry laugh. “I always wanted to see snow. Now I’ve had my fill of it.”

      The weather was another mystery. This far west, it should have been blazing hot. They gathered armfuls of kindling in silence and headed back. Cas tried to put the tattoo out of his mind, but he couldn’t shake a sense that the worst was yet to come.

      Da sat against a tree, a blanket around his thin shoulders, coughing into his fist. Cas looked at his father’s haggard face. He was leading them, aye, but to what? Certain death? The Boundary was still a hundred leagues away.

      He crouched and started building the fire, feeding the small flame with infinite care. It seemed a fragile thing against the rising twilight. Teo knelt beside the widow Sarra and gave her his own blanket. “There now, missus. I’ll make us a nice pot of tea.” He guided her to a spot near the growing flames and busied himself filling the kettle with fresh snow. Sarra stared into the flames with hollow eyes, hands limp in her lap.

      Cas joined his brother, adding larger sticks. Together, they coaxed the blaze higher. The heat washed over his face, his chapped hands. Snowflakes vanished in the updraft.

      Sarra spoke then. “My Roalt made the prettiest shoes for the ladies at Duc Marcel’s court. Such delicate slippers of kidskin and brocade. And I sewed hats and gloves to match. Twenty-three years we had our shop on Turnkey Lane...”

      Teo pressed a steaming mug into her hand. “He sounds like a fine cobbler. I bet the Cavetti ladies fought duels for a pair of his shoes.”

      Sarra laughed, then covered her mouth and began to weep. Most boys Teo’s age would have been embarrassed, but for all his bluster, he had a soft heart and just sat with her, patting her back.

      Cas listened with half an ear, trying to plot out their journey. If they stayed off the roads, they might just have a chance of reaching the Boundary. Tomorrow, they’d push on for the river and hope the ferry was running. Once they were in Clovis, he knew the way well.

      Cas glanced up and saw Gui moving between the trees, his stiff knee giving him a rolling gait like a sailor too long at sea. Now he’d taken first watch without being asked.

      When Cas looked back, Sarra was curled on her side, her breathing slow. Good. Sleep was sometimes the best medicine for grief.

      Cas took off his wet boots and set them near the fire — close enough to dry, not so close they’d go up in flames, which had happened to him once when he was camping with Gui.

      “How are you feeling, Da?” he asked.

      His father gave a brave nod. “Better, son. I—” He broke off as the cough rattled again, a wet, tearing sound.

      Cas felt helpless. He knew which plants to gather for a cough — mallow or horehound — but horehound liked sunny meadows and fallow fields, and right now everything was covered with snow.

      That made him think of his mother and her final illness. He still wasn’t sure if Justinian had killed her, or the fever.

      “I found the mortifex that came to the barn that night,” Cas said abruptly. “A friend dispatched him. He’s gone forever.”

      Da pressed a fist to his mouth. Teo’s head jerked up. “Good,” he said savagely. “I hope it suffered.”

      Cas might have told his brother that Justinian had already suffered for the last thousand years, bound to the Grand Menotte. That as much as Cas still hated him for what he’d done to Felippa, he’d found a measure of pity for the half-life to which  Jaskin Cazal had condemned the man.

      But they were all exhausted, and he knew Teo wouldn’t understand.

      “It did,” he said.

      Then Da started coughing again and his brother didn’t ask any more about it.

      One by one, they rolled themselves in blankets. Cas pillowed his head on his saddle, listening to the fire snap and hiss. His heavy eyes followed Gui’s stout shape weaving between the trees.

      He hoped Lo was safe. He’d give anything to hold her again, to tell her all that had happened and ask what she thought about it. A smile curled his lips. Of course, her advice was usually terrible, but he didn’t care. He felt like his own soul was divided and she kept half in her pocket. But how was he supposed to find her now?

      Movement in the darkness snagged his eye. He tensed, then relaxed. Just Gui coming around again. But the figure that shuffled into the firelight wasn’t Gui. It was the man who’d died on the road. The man whose lips he’d sealed with an iron coin.

      “It can’t be,” Cas whispered, adrenaline jolting through him.

      Frozen blood caked the side of the man’s head. His eyes shone like a cat’s in the firelight.

      “Roalt!” Sarra cried, scrambling from her bedroll. Cas leapt up and caught her around the waist. “He’s alive!” she sobbed, anguish lending her strength as she fought to escape. “He’s alive and we left him behind. Let me go to him!”

      Roalt’s head snapped toward her. His blue lips moved. “Karam atu. Nergal ish ekki.”

      Help me. It hurts.

      Cas’s heart clenched. By all the gods, it shouldn’t be possible. The iron on his tongue should have stopped him from rising.

      Then Gui appeared from the woods, pulling vials of Kaethe’s Tears from his braces. He tossed one to Cas, who unstoppered it with his teeth. Together, they emptied the vials in Roalt’s face. The man should have staggered back, skin smoking. Kaethe’s Tears were akin to potent lye for the risen. But it had no effect at all.

      The horses screamed, rearing against their tethers. Dark silhouettes materialized out of the swirling snow. More dead were coming, and Cas had no idea how to stop them.
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      The risen man came forward, his eyes vacant black pools. Cas had watched Roalt die hours before — had placed the iron coin on his tongue himself — but here he was, moving with terrible purpose toward the camp.

      Cas seized a burning brand from the fire and swung it in a wide arc. Roalt recoiled, raising an arm against the light. A deep, guttural sound escaped his throat.

      “Get up!” Cas shouted. “Move!”

      Bedrolls rustled. Felippa gasped, then snatched her own burning stick from the fire and waved it about.

      “There’s another!” she cried, pointing.

      Cas risked a glance and saw a second figure, this one a young woman in a dirty, torn blue dress, walking through the trees. Her head lolled at an unnatural angle.

      “Teo, ready the horses!” Cas shouted.

      His father heaved himself to his feet, coughing in great wracking gasps. The sickness worsened with each night they spent in the open. Teo sprinted toward the panicked mounts, murmuring soothing words.

      “Easy now, easy.” He caught the reins of the bay mare as she tossed her head. “I know, I know you smell them.”

      Sarra stood frozen at the sight of her dead husband come back. Gui took her shoulders, turning her to face him. “It’s not really him,” he said grimly. “You know that.” She released a breath and gave a tearful nod.

      The thing who had been Roalt circled wide around Cas’s fire, seeking a path past the flame. Its movements were less erratic now. More purposeful. Cas backed away, keeping the burning brand between them. The risen’s eyes followed the light, but Cas sensed an intelligence gathering behind them — something learning, adapting.

      “Hurry!” he shouted to the others.

      His boots still sat drying by the fire. Cas needed them if he didn’t want to lose his toes to frostbite. Keeping a close eye on Roalt, he managed to reach the boots and awkwardly jam them on his feet, hopping first on one leg, then the other, the torch bobbing. It might have been funny if it fecking wasn’t at all.

      Gui tossed the last pack onto his horse and turned to help Da into the saddle. The older man’s face was gray in the firelight, sweat beading his brow despite the biting cold.

      “Felippa, get over here now!” Cas snapped as she jabbed her flaming branch at the dead woman like it was a rapier.

      Lip backpedaled, never turning her back on the risen. He’d taught her well.

      Teo led the last horse up. “All ready!”

      “Mount up,” Cas ordered, finally looking away from Roalt to ensure his family obeyed.

      Felippa tossed her torch at the feet of the risen woman and scrambled onto the horse behind Cas. As they galloped off, he saw Roalt stepping through the fire, his clothes catching like dry grain.

      “Don’t look back,” he told Felippa, feeling her arms tighten around his waist.

      They rode hard across a long stretch of rolling hills. The gray light cast everything in shades of silver shadow. Behind them, the fire dwindled to a speck.

      Cas’s mind whirled. Risen that could no longer be banished by Kaethe’s Tears or cold iron? If the old weapons were useless… well, they were in a heap of trouble.

      After an hour of hard riding, their mounts began to show signs of exhaustion. Foam flecked their bits, their breathing labored in the frigid air.

      “We can’t keep this pace,” Gui said, voice low. “They’ll founder.”

      “And we’ll freeze,” Teo added, his face pinched with cold.

      They slowed to a walk, the horses’ heads drooping, steam rising from their sweating flanks.

      “How far to the Dolcetto River?” Cas asked.

      Gui considered, scanning the countryside for familiar landmarks. “Close, I think. But I can’t say for certain.”

      “Will running water even stop them?” Felippa wondered.

      “I don’t know,” Cas admitted. “But the river’s our best chance.”

      “Look,” Teo said, pointing to a ridge in the distance.

      Cas squinted through the falling snow. Dark shapes moved against the white, a dozen at least, with shambling gaits.

      “Feck!” he muttered.

      Da hadn’t spoken in hours, and Cas looked over to see him slumped forward in the saddle.

      “He needs shelter,” Teo said. “His breathing’s worse.”

      “I know,” Cas replied, a weight pressing down on him like a physical force. “We’ll find something. A farm, a woodcutter’s hut. Anything.”

      But all he could see were more snow-covered hills. They plodded onward, the horses stumbling now. With mounting dread, Cas realized the risen on the ridge had spotted them, changing direction to cut them off.

      “We can’t fight them,” Gui said.

      Cas nodded wearily. “So we just keep moving.”

      They emerged from a gap between two low hills, and his hopes died. A milling crowd of risen blocked the path. They were close enough to make out details. A rich velvet doublet on that one, peasant’s russet on the next. One woman wore a shop’s worth of jewelry, and Cas imagined her putting it all on and fleeing, only to die in some way. He guessed not even the boldest thieves dared to get close enough to take it from her.

      “Kaethe preserve us,” Sarra murmured.

      “I wish she fecking would,” Teo replied.

      Before Cas could decide whether to risk galloping past or wheel around and try to turn back, a volley of flaming arrows streaked past. The risen staggered, fire blooming. One by one, they toppled into the snow, burning like grotesque candles.

      “Mother of Shadows, receive these souls with open arms and guide them to your borders,” Cas whispered in a rush, feeling an odd mixture of horror and gratitude.

      A dozen men rode up. They wore helmets with horsehair crests and cloaks over dark pleated skirts.

      “Hold there!” called one, whose crimson cloak denoted a higher rank, probably captain. “Identify yourselves!”

      Cas raised his hands. “Refugees from
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