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      The hunger was the worst part.

      Felippa dreamt of summer peaches and fresh-churned butter, dripping honeycombs and crusty bread still steaming from the Duc’s great ovens. Savory mince pies and apple tarts dusted with cinnamon. Sweet, creamy milk cold from the root cellar and thick wedges of blue-veined cheese.

      When she woke, she kept her eyes closed for a bit, pretending it was all just a nightmare. But she lay on hard ground, not her straw pallet in the servants’ quarters. Instead of Da’s snores, she heard the distant thunder of surf.

      The last time Felippa felt so hungry was when she was little and her family had been forced to flee to the village of Swanton across the Forkings River. One winter, they’d eaten bugs to survive — woodlice, to be exact. Teo said they tasted like pee, but Felippa thought they weren’t that bad, more like the crawfish she used to catch in the old horse pond. It was the same year Cas got arrested for stealing apples and was thrown in the margrave’s jail.

      Hunger could make you do stupid things.

      Her third day on the isle, she’d come across a thicket of purple berries. They tasted bitter, but she ate them anyway, gobbling them by the handful. It wasn’t long before her eyes blurred and her gut cramped like she was being stabbed with needles. She crawled under a bush, convinced she’d die, but the pain stopped and she felt better. After that, she noticed that the birds didn’t touch the berries.

      It taught her a lesson. She had to pay attention. Had to watch and hide and never let her guard down.

      She didn’t remember how she came to the isle. Only that she had banished the mortifex named Justinian before he could kill her brother, and then they were alone on a beach. How empty his eyes were, even as rage twisted the melted ruin of his face. Justinian had reached for her, but then he disappeared. Vanished into thin air and didn’t return.

      How long ago that happened, Felippa wasn’t sure. A week? More? It was hard to judge time. The only sun and moon were engraved on the silver disk Cas had given her. She wore it on a cord around her neck. Her good luck charm.

      But luck wouldn’t get her home.

      Felippa regarded the sad little pile of mussels she’d collected from a nearby tidal pool. Her foraging had been cut short by one of the flying bird-lizards, which were the second-worst thing about the island. It was always cloaked in mist, and they appeared without warning. Sometimes they carried riders. High Dead mortifexes like Justinian.

      The reason they hadn’t caught her yet was the cave she’d found in the cliffs above the beach. Its opening was too small for an adult. Felippa was thirteen, but she’d never grown right and looked more like a child of seven or eight. The cave kept her safe, but more important, it had fresh water. A little trickle down the wall. She’d found a rock with a shallow indentation to catch what she could.

      Now she pried open the last mussel and slurped the briny contents. She’d need all her strength to carry out the plan. She had to do it before she got too weak to leave the cave. It was easy to hunker down and daydream about getting rescued. But if she didn’t know where she was, how could Cas find her?

      Felippa tried not to dwell on her family, but their fates nagged at her. Da had been taken to Blackwater Jail. The last she saw Teo, he was fighting with the rebels at the Duc’s palace. What if they were both dead? What if Cas were dead, too? No one to remember she even existed. She’d slowly starve in this place, all alone⁠—

      “Stop that shite,” she muttered, her voice a dry croak. “Just quit.”

      Felippa poked the stick ahead of her and wormed through the crevice, pausing at the end to check for lizards. Seeing none, she squeezed all the way out and tipped her face to the rain. Her body smelled sour, but she hadn’t dared to wash in the sea for fear of being seen.

      The mortifexes came and went in a big two-masted ship with black sails. They also had smaller boats that they rowed back and forth from the ship. Felippa had glimpsed their dwelling from the beach. A craggy fortress perched atop the isle’s highest peak, which stuck up like a fang. The only way up there seemed to be on the backs of the flying lizards. Not that she wanted to visit.

      She crept down to the shore, watching the sky. There weren’t any trees on the isle, just scrubby bushes and rocky ledges. Seabirds nested there. Once, she’d found a clutch of eggs and tried to steal one, but the mama spotted her and made such a fuss that she ran away, terrified the ruckus would draw the flying lizards.

      Through the billowing mists, Felippa spotted the mortifex ship bobbing at anchor. It looked deserted. And there, about fifty paces down the beach, one of the smaller boats sat pulled up on the rocks. She wondered how heavy it was.

      Felippa didn’t weigh much to start with. Now her dress hung on her bones like an empty grain sack. Cas used to say that her body might be a few sizes littler than normal, but her brain was ten sizes bigger. He meant it kindly, but she wished it was the other way around. Teo would have no trouble hauling that boat into the water.

      She tried to avoid the mortifexes, naturally, but she knew their habits. They sailed off in the ship, and when they returned, they unloaded crates and hauled them back to the lair. Every time she observed this, they had stayed up there for a while.

      Steeling her jangly nerves, she broke cover and hurried to the rowboat. There were other islands; she could see the dark humps on the horizon. Not all could be inhabited by mortifexes. She would row the boat to the nearest one. Then… Well, it couldn’t be any worse, could it? Maybe there’d even be people to help her.

      She set her stick on the wave-smoothed stones and pushed against the prow. The boat slid an inch, then stopped. It was heavier than she’d expected. Grunting, she bent her knees and pushed again. Another inch or so. The effort left her trembling with exhaustion. Felippa was about to try again when a harsh scream cut the air. She dove into the boat and flung herself under the rower’s bench, drawing her knees in tight.

      Moments later, a shadow passed over. Water seeped through her thin dress as she shivered beneath the wooden plank, which was scarcely wide enough to hide her. Felippa waited for another cry signaling that she’d been seen, but the only sound was the drumming of the rain. Still, she let several minutes go by before poking her head out. Nothing above.

      Still, it might be close by.

      Should she go back to her cave? Felippa felt ill and shaky. Just a quick rest, then she’d try again. She took three wobbly steps, leaning on the stick.

      If you go in there, you won’t come out again.

      The voice was calm but forceful. It was the same voice that told her she had to take charge after they moved to Prydwen because Da drank and Cas was gone and Teo wasn’t up to it. The voice that told her she might as well confess to Brother Brennos because he knew everything anyway.

      Grownups lied, but not the voice. For an instant, she saw a small skeleton curled up in the watery gray-light of the cave. Clumps of golden hair stuck to the skull and a silver disk was clutched in the twigs of its fingers.

      Tears blurred her vision. She bit her lip hard.

      Stick with the plan.

      Felippa trudged back and pushed the boat again, but it wouldn’t budge. When she walked around to the back, she saw the problem. After a moment’s consideration, she used her stick to lever the stern over a big stone. It moved a little easier after that. In a few minutes, she’d managed to push it halfway to the water. Felippa was starting to think she might make it when a hand gripped her shoulder.

      She flinched, too surprised to scream. It was an old woman, older than she’d ever seen. She had stringy white hair that fluttered like cobwebs and piercing blue eyes with burning coals for pupils. Felippa tried to pull away, but the fingers dug deeper.

      “Stealing, are you?” she hissed.

      “Let go!”

      The old woman cackled. “Not likely.” She pinched Felippa’s cheek hard. “Where did you come from?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sorry, please let me go!” Felippa went limp and choked out a sob. The withered claw loosened ever so slightly. She wrenched free and kicked the woman in the shin. Then she grabbed the stick and thumped her on the head.

      When she’d done the same to Justinian, he fell down and didn’t get up. But the stick was not Gui’s special staff.

      “You little wretch!” the old mortifex exclaimed. She licked her lips and gave a sharp whistle.

      Felippa’s heart clenched as the shadow fell across her again. All she could think of was reaching the cave. If she squeezed inside, they couldn’t follow. But she didn’t get ten paces before the lizard-thing landed in front of her. It had a crest of blue feathers and a wickedly curved beak. She spun around, but another swooped down behind. It carried a man with yellow braids, bone-white skin, and a face that might have been chiseled out of the isle’s rocky crags. He was missing an eye; flames writhed in the empty socket.

      “Grab her!” the ancient mortifex screeched.

      Felippa dropped the stick and raised her shaking hands, eyes darting for an escape route.

      “What’s this, Gerda?” The man slid from the saddle with easy grace.

      “She tried to steal the skiff.” Gerda hobbled forward, mouth slanted like an angry toad. “We ought to throw her to the dukka.”

      The male mortifex peered down at Felippa with a quizzical expression, as if she were some odd bit of flotsam that had washed ashore. “But what is she?”

      “A trespasser.” Gerda sucked the gray stubs of her teeth. “And a thief!”

      “That’s not what I mean.” He seized Felippa’s jaw and angled her face this way and that. The cold of his flesh made her teeth ache. “Is she a mortal child?”

      “Who cares what she is? Blast you, Orm, she assaulted me!”

      The man’s white brows drew together. “But why is she here?”

      “Give me that boat and I’ll gladly leave,” Felippa muttered.

      Gerda snorted. Felippa’s cheeks grew hot. All her life, she’d been the butt of jokes and sly laughter. Most people assumed she was dull-witted. The other scribes at the Duc’s court used to talk about her as if she weren’t even there.

      “What’s so funny?” she demanded sullenly.

      “You wouldn’t make it far,” Gerda said.

      Felippa raised her chin. “I’m stronger than I look.”

      “Which is not saying much.” The old mortifex bared her teeth in a smile. “The dukka would make a quick meal of you.”

      “Dukka?”

      “They lurk beneath the waves, waiting for little morsels like yourself.” Gerda turned to Orm, a speculative gleam in her eye. “Shall we let her try?”

      The way he regarded the ancient mortifex made Felippa think the two of them did not care for each other. “It isn’t our place to decide her fate, Gerda Kafsnjór. We will bring her to King Magnus.”

      Which is how Felippa found herself clinging to Gerda’s bony back as they soared up to the mortifexes’ mountaintop lair. What if Justinian were there? The thought almost made her let go and put an end to her misery. But they were over the sea now, circling around, and the thought of being eaten by the dukka — whatever they were — stopped her.

      The fortress had no outside walls, just open archways where more of the bird-lizards lay drowsing. She glimpsed guttering torches beyond, and cavernous stone halls. The whole gang must be inside. They would suck the life from her just like Justinian did when she was little, but this time Cas wouldn’t be there to stop them. Felippa’s mind went blank. Her fingers, already numb with cold, began to loosen.

      Don’t panic now. You were a spy in the Duc’s court for a full year. If you’d been caught, they would have burned you alive. But they didn’t because you were smart and careful. You stole the Grand Menotte right out from under their noses. You can manage a few mortifexes.

      The voice sounded confident, but Felippa was not sure of the last part. Not at all.

      Yet… If Magnus were anything like Duc Marcel, he held himself in high regard. If she could only make herself useful to him, worth keeping alive, it might buy a little time.

      Her breath caught as the bird-lizard banked sharply, folding its wings at the last instant and swooping through one of the stone archways. Orm alit next to them.

      “You’ll speak when spoken to,” he rasped, “and you’ll kneel when we present you.”

      Felippa bobbed her head. “Aye, sir.”

      He seized her around the waist and set her down. They stood on a sort of open platform. There was no wall, no railing. Her heart tripped against her ribs. One quick shove and she’d go over the edge.

      Gerda seemed to guess her thoughts. “The way down is much swifter than the way up,” she said with a nasty smile.

      Orm jerked his head toward a torchlit corridor. “Get moving, girl.”

      Her breath made a white cloud as they entered the lair. Of course, it was cold as a witch’s tit inside. Felippa blinked frost from her lashes and followed her captors.
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      Despite its promising name, Dreamhaven looked decidedly grubby up close. It consisted of two dozen dingy white structures that leaned slantwise like drunks holding each other up. A rickety wooden pier jutted into the water, empty of vessels. Beyond the town, hills rose up to barren peaks wreathed in gray clouds.

      Cas lowered the spyglass as the Wind-Witch wallowed into the harbor mouth. Her mainmast was a broken stump, torn asunder when they passed through the portal. Thistle was the reason they’d made it this far. The demonic cat had summoned a westerly wind that nudged the boat toward land.

      “Looks quiet,” Cas said to Tijah, who stood beside him at the starboard rail.

      “Huh.” Kaethe’s hunter squinted at the shore. Drops of rain beaded her multitude of dark plaits and battered leather coat, and a curved blade rode at her hip. “Dreamhaven might be a dump,” she said wryly, “but it’s still the nicest dump for fifty leagues around. Place is usually busy.”

      “Think there’s been trouble?” Cas asked.

      “Maybe.” Tijah shrugged. “We’ll find out soon.”

      A few minutes later, the Wind-Witch bumped against the pier and Lo dropped the storm jib. She’d expended a great deal of power taking the ship through the Veil, but the unnatural whiteness of her skin had faded and her cheeks were flushed, blue eyes fever-bright. Rain lashed the deck as she vaulted over the railing, mooring line in hand. Their captain was always footsure, even in rough conditions, but her boot heel caught something and the leap turned into a belly-flop onto the wharf.

      Cas winced. “You okay?”

      Lo raised a hand. “I’m good!” She rose stiffly and limped to the bollard. With deft movements, she secured the thick, salt-stiffened rope.

      “We’ll visit my friend’s place first,” Tijah said. “Anamaria knows everybody. There used to be a resident shipwright. She can make the introduction.” Her voice went flat. “Where’s the necromancer? The live one, I mean.”

      “In his cabin,” Cas replied.

      Tijah tossed Lo a second rope. “We’re not leaving him aboard alone, that’s for sure.”

      Cas had no love for Nathan Ouvrard, but Tijah’s hatred was hard and uncompromising. Lo said she despised all necromancers. An old grudge — something Cas was familiar with.

      “I’ll get him,” he offered. He climbed down the ladder to the passageway joining the cabins. Nathan’s door sat ajar. Cas pushed it wide. Brassbound trunks and leather bags stamped with the left hand of Vendagni littered the cabin, but he saw no sign of their owner.

      The galley was empty, too. Unease coiled in his gut as Cas continued downward into the hold, a low-ceilinged space crammed with dry goods and water barrels. Voices drew him forward, instinct warning him to tread quietly. He peered around the last stack of crates.

      A tall silhouette stood in the shadows. Nathan. He wore a black coat with a high, stiff collar that made his pale, angular face appear to float like a sickle moon against the night sky. Nathan’s gaze rested on a mirror in an ornate silver frame. A voice was speaking from its depths. Cas strained to hear, but the words were too soft.

      What he wouldn’t give to know what skullduggery they were up to. Nathan was bad enough, but his distant ancestor was far worse. Jaskin Cazal was insane, for one thing. Driven mad by the Grand Menotte. Hearing the voices of a hundred fexes in your head would push anyone over the edge, and the necromancer had killed himself after hiding the evil talisman he’d created.

      Dead — but not gone. Like the unfortunate souls he’d bound to the menotte, Jaskin’s essence was trapped in the black mirror.

      The voice fell silent. Nathan turned in his direction, gaze narrow. Cas was about to pretend he’d just arrived when Jaskin spoke, loud and clear this time. “What ho! The reaper is here.”

      Cas walked over. “Plotting behind our backs?” he asked.

      “Hardly,” Nathan said. He had the slurred accent of the far east. “I asked Uncle Jaskin to explain in greater detail how he plans to beat Magnus. Is that unreasonable?”

      “No, but it’s something we should all discuss together. Any secrets you want to share?”

      “Pay no heed to this churlish coxcomb,” Jaskin sniffed. “Reapers have their uses, but they aren’t the brightest.” Onyx eyes glittered with malice. “Do you know what the life expectancy of a reaper was in my time?”

      “Not a clue,” Cas said mildly.

      Jaskin’s smile could have cut glass. “Twenty-six days.”

      Cas regarded the necromancer in the mirror. Like Nathan, he was thin and sharp-featured. Unlike Nathan, whose clothes were cut in the latest fashion, Jaskin sported a lace-trimmed frock coat with puffy sleeves that were at least nine centuries out of date.

      “Ouch,” Cas said. “Good thing I’m not a reaper.”

      Jaskin chortled. “Nathan says they call you a Quietus now. It does have a certain ring to it!”

      “I’m not that, either.” He turned to Nathan. “I came to tell you that we’ve arrived.”

      Nathan arched a brow. “So?”

      “So you’re coming into town.”

      Nathan looked unhappy, confirming Cas’s suspicions that they were up to something.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      Because none of us trust you. “We might need your help,” Cas said.

      Nathan sighed. “I prefer to wait in my cabin. Is my presence truly required?”

      “Aye.” Cas shrugged. “Or I can send Tijah down to get you.”

      “No, no, I will come,” Nathan said hastily. “Are we taking rooms?”

      “I hope not. I have no desire to linger here.”

      Cas tried to keep the anger from his voice. The chain of events that led to his sister Felippa being pulled through the Veil started with Nathan Ouvrard. If he hadn’t sent Lo to search for the Grand Menotte in Prydwen, none of it would have happened. In the end, they had failed, costing Lo another life for nothing. The menotte was lost, and so was Cas’s sister.

      He turned away and started up the ladder. After a moment, he heard Nathan following behind. Back on deck, Lo announced that Thistle would remain to guard the ship. Ironically, although he was an ala, a storm demon, the cat hated rain. He crouched in the pilot house, watching with eyes like yellow lamps.

      The rest of them disembarked and ventured up a muddy lane. It was gouged with wheel tracks, yet none looked fresh. Cas could have sworn he’d seen lights as they sailed into the harbor, but it must have been a trick of the storm for the town looked abandoned.

      His skin prickled as they passed darkened windows. Tijah said nothing, though he noticed that her hand did not stray far from her sword. Cas had brought Gui’s staff, which served chiefly as a walking stick since his former mentor had failed to explain the runes along its shaft.

      “Something happened here,” Lo said, rubbing her left arm. “I don’t sense any dead, though.”

      “The dead never come to Dreamhaven,” Tijah replied, her dark brown eyes flicking to the alleys between buildings.

      “So who does?” Cas asked.

      “Creatures with the power to walk between worlds,” Nathan put in. “Jaskin wrote about it in his journals. He traveled often to the Cold Sea.”

      “Living creatures?” Lo asked.

      “For the most part,” Nathan said, ducking his head against the wind. “It is a neutral gathering place for beings of myth and legend from many realms.”

      Tijah stopped walking. “Here we are.” A fierce gust flapped her cloak. “Words of warning: If you drop something on the floor, I strongly suggest you leave it there.”

      Cas peered at the swaying board above his head. The Laughing Gull. The sign was warped and weathered, the paint faded to gray. But pungent smoke drifted from the chimney and lights shone within.

      “If they have a mug of hot mead,” he said, “I don’t care how dirty it is.”

      “Well, I do.” Nathan shook a lock of sodden hair from his brow. He regarded the inn’s façade, which appeared to have been cobbled together from barnacles and bird shit. “I doubt that a decent vintage is to be found in this establishment. Why can’t we seek out a better class of hostel?”

      Tijah stared at him. “One, because I know the owner. Two, there is no better class.”

      Nathan opened his mouth, but Lo spoke first. “Your fancy coat will probably get our throats slit wherever we go,” she said with a smile. “At least we can dry off before we’re murdered.”

      Nathan frowned at his cuffs, which were thickly embroidered with silver thread. “This? It is hardly my finest⁠—”

      “Feel free to stay out here, necromancer,” Tijah cut in. She glanced up at the angry sky. “Although it doesn’t look like this storm is breaking anytime soon.”

      She pushed the door open without waiting for an answer, leathers creaking as she strode inside. With a small but audible huff, Nathan shouldered past and followed.

      Cas braced for a dive like the Two-Fisted Wife, where he’d mopped floors while waiting for Lo to arrive in Tjanjin. His thoughts slipped back to the stuffy attic room where he had summoned Lucius for the first time. They’d been forced to flee when the owner glimpsed the mortifex’s inhuman face. It seemed a lifetime ago, though only a few weeks had passed. Cas wondered where Lucius was now.

      “Anamaria?” Tijah called.

      Cas looked around. The tavern wasn’t as seedy as she’d made out. Fresh sand covered the planks and a fire crackled in the hearth, dispelling the damp. Someone had even arranged plants in clay pots along a windowsill. They were the only sign of life.

      “Anamaria?” Tijah called again, leaning over the bar. Glass cabinets stretched along the back wall, filled with vials in a rainbow of colors. They glowed faintly from within.

      Cas jerked his chin at a row of curtained alcoves. Tijah nodded, and the two of them walked the length of the room, checking each one. Each alcove held an armchair and small table with a lace doily and rolled length of black silk. None were occupied.

      “What’s this for?” he asked, unfurling one of the cloths.

      “Blindfold,” Tijah replied in a distracted tone. “They’re dream chambers. Anamaria! Where the hells is everybody?”

      “Body!”

      “Maggot-ridden corpse!”

      A pair of gulls with crisp black heads and reddish beaks alit on the bar. Nathan stepped back, one hand sliding into his coat pocket.

      “Where’s your mistress, Bilmek?” Tijah addressed the bird on the left.

      It studied her with a beady eye. “Dead.”

      “Gone to the far shore,” the second screeched, then burst into raucous laughter.

      “Don’t lie to me, Golgoth.” Tijah scowled. “Where is she?”

      Bilmek took off, flapping through a doorway at the end of the bar. The second bird watched them malevolently.

      “I knew it was a mistake to come here,” Nathan said. “I suggest we leave now before that vile creature returns.”

      “Vile,” the remaining gull spat with a throaty guffaw. “Vile and reprehensible!”

      “The place does look different,” Tijah said with a frown. “Maybe we should⁠—”

      She cut off as the door behind the bar banged open. A tall man with pure white hair and a kind face strode through, Bilmek perched on his shoulder. A dark cloak covered his broad shoulders. Across his barrel chest, leather braces held vials of Kaethe’s Tears. Cas stiffened. It couldn’t be. Then a terrible thought occurred to him.

      “Gui?” he muttered, as Lo exclaimed, “Javid!” Nathan looked astonished, his face slack.

      Tijah was staring, too, with a somewhat softer expression. Then she smiled uncertainly. “Bergmann? Is that you?”

      “Who else would it be?” He spread his arms. “So what do you think? I’ve been fixing the place up. Little changes at first, but then I got carried away. I said to myself, Tijah, I said, why can’t it be nice? Why can’t it be classy?” His gaze swept her companions. “Where’s Achaemenes?”

      Tijah blinked, then tore her gaze away. “On his way.” She paused. “Is it true about your mother?”

      Bergmann nodded, his jaw tight.

      “I’m sorry.” She reached across the bar and laid a hand on his thick wrist. “What happened?”

      He drew four mugs of foamy black ale from a tap and slid them down the bar. “A lot. But you better tell your friends about me first. Get it over with.”

      “Right.” Tijah took a draught of ale, grimaced, and wiped her mouth. “Bergmann is a two-toed humbug.”

      He winked. “Not to be confused with the four-toed variety. Those are venomous, not to mention crooked and double-dealing. Steer clear, my friends.”

      Lo stared at him. “Why do you look like my adopted father?”

      “And my…” Cas trailed off. Gui was a mentor once, but those days were gone. “Old friend.”

      “It’s an illusion.” Bergmann tapped his temple. “Conjured by your own mind.”

      “Humbugs are psychically resonant,” Tijah explained. “They look different depending on who’s doing the looking. To me, he’s Achaemenes.” That was her bonded daēva. One hand wandered to the gold cuff around her other wrist, touching the metal as if for reassurance.

      Cas eyed the humbug. At first, he’d feared Gui was dead and had somehow ended up in this tavern. The illusion was perfect except for the voice, which was deep and gravelly. He wasn’t sure if that made it less weird or more weird.

      “Can you read my thoughts?” he asked.

      Bergmann laughed. “No. I don’t even know who you’re seeing right now.”

      “Fascinating,” Nathan murmured, his gaze intent.

      “Who do you see?” Cas asked him.

      “My servant Vigo, of course,” Nathan said smoothly. He turned back to Bergmann. “How is it determined? Whom you resemble, I mean?”

      Bergmann spread his hands. They bore the same scars Gui had. The same that marked Cas’s own palms. “Well, I’m the person you trust the most.” He grinned. “Can’t complain. It greases the wheels of commerce.”

      “Not that you aren’t honest in all your business dealings,” Tijah said dryly.

      “Of course, of course.” Bergmann cleared his throat. “So what brings you back to Dreamhaven?”

      Tijah leaned forward. “What do you think?”

      “Ah, yes.” The humbug swallowed hard. “Him.”

      “Magnus, you mean,” Lo said. She sipped her ale, winced slightly, then tossed it back.

      Bergmann made a small gesture. One gull flapped out the window, and the other perched on the sill. “Bilmek and Golgoth will keep away prying eyes,” he said. “Just in case.”

      The humbug whisked a rag from under the bar and started wiping down the glowing glass vials, one by one. They looked spotless, but he seemed to need to keep his hands busy.

      “You asked what happened to Anamaria,” Bergmann said. “Well, Magnus’s crew has been shaking down all the taverns. He calls himself a king now. Claims we’re his subjects and we owe him taxes.” The humbug shook his head in disgust precisely the way Gui did. “We paid for a while, but then Anamaria got tired of it. She kicked his collector out. Next day, I found her dead on the beach. It looked like she drowned, but you know Anamaria. She couldn’t swim. Never went near the water.”

      Tijah swore. “What did you do?”

      “What do you think? I paid.” Bergmann sighed at her expression. “You have to understand, it’s gotten worse since the last time you came. A lot worse. Many of us have been driven out of business. I do what I have to.”

      She gave a grudging nod. “So that’s why the town is empty.”

      “Oh, they didn’t clear out on account of Magnus.” Bergmann gave a peculiar half smile.

      Cas broke down and tried the ale. It tasted like tar and seaweed, moonlight and clover, with a dram of day-old fish guts. All in all, better than the swill at the Two-Fisted Wife.

      Bergmann downed his own mug in one long swallow. “You heard of Telasius?”

      “Nope,” Tijah said. “Do I want to?”

      “Styles himself the patron of weddings.” A deep, dry chuckle. “Problem is, his unions aren’t so blissful. Anamaria claimed he introduced Bel and Kaethe.”

      Cas choked on his ale. Lo gave him a hearty smack on the back.

      “The Sun God and Drowned Lady were actually married?” Nathan asked, brows climbing. He hadn’t touched the ale.

      “Oh, yes. Anamaria said they had many good years together. But then…” Bergmann shrugged. “When it didn’t work out, Kaethe put a bounty on Telasius’s head. He’s been hiding out in the Cold Sea ever since. Moves from isle to isle, trying to keep a step ahead of the Lady of Shadows.”

      “I can believe that,” Tijah muttered. “She’s scary.”

      “Scary as shit!” shrieked Bilmek, or possibly Golgoth.

      The gull dissolved into grating laughter.

      “But what does he have to do with Magnus?” Lo asked.

      “Nothing,” Bergmann said. “Except that Telasius was here, and that’s why everybody’s gone. They all got married. Weddings for days.” Bergmann clucked his tongue. “Then they sailed off to keep the party going.”

      “When was this?” Tijah asked.

      “Yesterday.”

      Cas and Tijah shared an exasperated look. Jaskin Cazal had warned that their luck would sour.

      “Well, we know where Magnus is hiding,” Tijah said, “but our ship needs some work.”

      “How much work?”

      “New mast for starters.”

      Bergmann hissed air between his teeth. “You’re out of luck, then. That djinn who lived in a barrel behind Patsy’s place – you know the one, Tijah – he would have done it for the right price, but like I said, they’re all gone.”

      She eyed him incredulously. “So there’s no one here at all?”

      “No,” Bergmann replied after a longish pause.

      “You don’t sound sure about that,” Tijah said.

      “What? I’m sure. Have a look if you don’t believe me.”

      “So what are we supposed to do?” Cas asked.

      Bergmann shrugged. “Someone will show up eventually.”

      “Eventually isn’t good enough.” He wanted to kick something. “It’s a long story, but Magnus has my little sister.”

      The humbug looked solemn, and Cas felt the sudden, dizzying certainty that he’d been here before. Then he realized that Bergmann looked exactly the way Gui had when he bequeathed Cas the useless staff.

      It’s coming from my own head, he reminded himself. But feckin’ hells, it feels real.

      “I’m sorry about your sister,” Bergmann said. “I’d help you if I could.” He held up one of the glass vials. It glowed a soft lilac color. “Perhaps you’d like to pass the time with a dream?”

      “Thank you, no,” Cas muttered.

      “I’ll try one,” Nathan drawled. “What’s available?”

      Bergmann gestured to the shelves behind him. “All manner of reveries, daydreams, and phantasms to whisk you away while you slumber.”

      He pointed to a vial filled with iridescent green liquid shot through with ribbons of bronze. “A gorgon’s dream.” He spread his arms. “Picture a vast garden where every plant, flower, and tree is carved from stone. The gorgon can stroll through its creations without fear of petrifying any living thing. Total peace and control over its curse.”

      “Hmmm.” Nathan tapped his chin. “What else do you have?”

      Bergmann chose a sky-blue vial flecked with glints of gold. “This one holds a dryad’s dream of an ancient grove. Trees older than time, whispering forgotten tales of fallen empires and lost ages.”

      His finger skimmed past an indigo vial glimmering with silvery threads. “And here, a centaur’s reverie. Galloping across an endless starlit plain, guided by celestial patterns to a mythic homeland.”

      “Intriguing,” Nathan allowed, “but all rather…nice.” He spoke the word with distaste. “Have you nothing more rousing?”

      Bergmann frowned. “I don’t deal in nightmares, if that’s what you mean. They attract the wrong sort of clientele. And the Dream Collectors’ Collective keeps tight control over those.”

      Nathan laughed. “Is your guild really called that?”

      “D.C.C., if you prefer,” Bergmann said, a bit stiffly. “But yes, every tavern and hostel that sells dreams must follow the guild’s rules. The paperwork can be a headache, but it keeps things orderly.”

      “Are they all owned by, ah, creatures like yourself?”

      “Humbugs, you mean? Yes. Our special talent allows us to harvest dreams and store them in vials. My wares are authentic, I can assure you. But like I said, I don’t traffic in the darkest sort.”

      “Didn’t there used to be that one place?” Tijah said. “You know, down the street?”

      Bergmann nodded. “Talon’s Roost. Run by a four-toed humbug of the same name.”

      “Yes!” she exclaimed. “I remember he had these shifty eyes. Looked like someone different every time I saw him, but those eyes never changed. They scurried around like beetles. Like he was always trying to find an angle.”

      “That’s Talon,” Bergmann agreed sourly. “He peddled the violent fantasies of mortifexes and loup garou, among others. Vicious, gory stuff. All under the table, but he finally got caught. The D.C.C. revoked his license. It’s been closed for years now.”

      Nathan studied the vials, a wistful look on his face. “If we must remain here, I long to be something else. Preferably something nocturnal⁠—”

      “Hold on, hold on.” Lo tugged his sleeve. “Why not just magic the broken mast into a new one? Like you did when you turned me into a rat?”

      Cas frowned. “He turned you into a rat?”

      “Briefly.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Back at the castle. Never mind that. Can you do it, Nathan?”

      “A fine idea, demoiselle,” he said, “but my spells are fleeting. Most last for minutes only.”

      Lo stared at him. “So your threat to trap me as a spider forever was a bald-faced lie?”

      Nathan shrugged.

      “That’s low.” Lo dropped his sleeve in disgust.

      “Another mug of ale?” Bergmann asked.

      She shook her head. “Okay, here’s an idea. Back to basics. We’re not totally incompetent, are we? We chop down a tree and use the trunk for a new mast. If you could lend me some tools…”

      “There are no trees left anywhere on the isle,” Bergmann said with regret. “They were cut down for firewood years ago.”

      “So what’s burning in the hearth?” Cas asked. The fire gave off an earthy, moss-scented smoke.

      “Peat. We have a nice little bog around the point. It’s worth a visit, if you have the time.”

      “Damn.” Lo sighed. “I suppose we do have the time.”

      A bleak silence fell.

      “How much for a dream?” Nathan asked, producing a gold coin.

      Bergmann eyed him speculatively. “Money’s no good here. What can you trade?”

      Nathan rubbed his hands together. “I love haggling! Let us begin. Now, it depends on what you can offer me. I miss the eternal darkness of my homeland. I am the Duc of Vendagni, in the Moon Courts. You have not heard of it?” He showed Bergmann the coin. “You see? That is my profile.”

      Nathan obligingly turned his face to the side as Bergmann studied the coin. “By the Five,” he said with a note of wonder, “it is you. Never had a Duc in here before.” He returned the coin. “But gold’s no good. I deal in barter.”

      “Bien sûr! I am certain we can reach an agreement.”

      The negotiations began to heat up as Cas leaned to Lo. “Want to get out of here?” he whispered.

      “Desperately,” she whispered back. “I’d even go to that peat bog.”

      He turned to Tijah. “We’ll see if we can spot any other ships.”

      She nodded and held out her mug to Bergmann for a refill. “I’ll keep an eye on dream boy.”
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      A tepid drizzle was falling as Cas and Lo stepped outside. Gusts of wind swept the empty street, rattling loose shutters. The damp seeped into Cas’s bones and he pulled his coat tighter.

      “We need to find another way off this island,” he said. “Any ideas?”

      Lo scanned the misty coastline. Her gaze settled on a switchback path in the distance. “Let’s try higher ground.”

      They set off, boots splashing through deep puddles in the road. A few doors down, they passed the abandoned tavern that Bergmann had mentioned. Talon’s Roost, whose owner had lost his license for selling nightmares. The sign was still there, dangling by one rusty chain. The hostel looked even more sinister and rundown than its neighbors.

      At the edge of town, the land rose steeply to a bluff overlooking the sea. Several sections of the path had washed away, leaving narrow ledges. Cas hesitated, but Lo was already scrambling upward. He followed at a slower pace, grasping clumps of saw grass and using the staff to prod ahead.

      “Bel’s balls,” he grumbled the third time she nearly fell to her death. “Watch your feet!”

      Lo shot a defensive look over her shoulder. “I am. It keeps crumbling underneath me.”

      “Just wait, aye?” He made his way up to her, wrapping an arm around her waist. Far below, the surf dashed against jagged rocks. “This way, we go down together. I’ll try to land on top of you.”

      She laughed. “You would, wouldn’t you?”

      He grinned. “You’re the one with lives to spare.”

      They pushed on, finally crawling over the grassy rim. Lo stripped off her wet coat and rolled up her sleeves.

      “See any ships?” Cas asked, catching his breath. She was half daēva, and her vision was sharper.

      The Cold Sea stretched out before them, an endless expanse of white-tipped waves and distant islands. Lo squinted through the drizzle. Finally, she shook her head.

      “I guess we’ll have to rely on good old-fashioned luck,” she said.

      Cas snorted. “Your luck or mine? Because neither seems promising.”

      As soon as the words were out, he felt a stab of guilt. Tell her. You should have done it already.

      “Jaskin said something to me in the ship’s hold,” Cas began, “just before we left Castle Cazal. He claimed that when a Shadow Soul nears their last life, fortune turns against them. He called it the Quickening.”

      “Huh.” Lo looked thoughtful. “The Greeks tell stories of the Fates. Three women called the Moirai. They weave the threads of our lives… and cut them short.”

      Cas eyed the lightning scars on her arms, their fernlike patterns stark against her white skin. Each, he noticed, had exactly nine branches. Kaethe’s number.

      “Do you believe in the Moirai?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” Lo’s expression darkened. “But if it’s true, let them try to interfere with us.” She shook a fist at the sky. “I’m here, Bitches! Send your worst. I dare you!”

      Cas stared at her. Then he took a long step back. “Do you have to taunt the gods?” he asked. “Do you really?”

      “The Fates are not gods.”

      “What are they?”

      She shrugged. “Some say they’re above the gods.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      She glanced at the tattoo on his hand. “You still have the blessing of Kaethe. That counts for something.”

      “I’m not so sure. I did quit her service.”

      “You quit Orlaith’s service,” Lo said. “It’s the not the same thing.”

      Just hearing her name was like a breath on banked coals. Anger flared to life. “I wish I’d never met her,” he muttered. “All those years I spent doing her bidding without question.”

      “Only to be betrayed in the worst way,” Lo finished. She was quiet for a minute. “When Bergmann came through that door, I didn’t see either of my parents. I suppose that means I don’t trust them, either.” Her mouth set in a line. “They lied to me, Cas. About who they were, where they went. Everything. I spent the last eight years looking in all the wrong places. A complete waste of time, all because they never confided in me — or anyone else.”

      “I didn’t see my own Da,” Cas reminded her. “I stopped trusting him years ago. But that’s the thing with family. We keep loving them even when nobody else does.”

      “Even when they don’t deserve it?”

      “Especially when they don’t deserve it. And I’m talking about myself.”

      “Well, you’re lucky to have your brother and sister.” Lo stared at the horizon. “Here’s a thought. I can try summoning one of the dead ships. We give the passengers the boot,” she illustrated this with a heave-ho gesture, “take their vessel, and sail off.”

      Cas stiffened. “What? No, no. Bad plan.”

      “How’s it bad?”

      “Because you can’t meddle with souls journeying to the afterlife.” He rubbed his scarred palm, feeling the old wounds burn. “Even if we’re not in Kaethe’s realm, it’s crossing a line.”

      “But we need to find Magnus. Let the dead people get another boat. Or swim, I don’t care. Do you think they can swim?”

      “I have wondered that,” he admitted. “My theory is that if they knew how to swim in life, they can swim in death.” He shook his head. “But that’s not the point. It’s just wrong.”

      “I promised you we’d get Felippa back. At any cost.” A new darkness flickered in her gaze. It stirred something deep within him, something he’d tried to bury.

      “Lo—” he began, but before he could protest further, a new sound reached them—distant laughter, followed by splashing. They exchanged a glance and sidled closer to the edge.

      “Down there.” Lo pointed to a notch in the coastline that had been invisible from the path. A dozen figures swam among the wave-battered rocks. They had long green hair and skin the light blue of a starling’s egg.

      “Who are they?” Cas wondered.

      Lo lifted a brow. “I think the question is what are they?”

      “Tijah said we shouldn’t talk to anyone,” he reminded her.

      “That was before we found out we were stuck here.”

      “Wait,” he hissed, but she was already slipping and sliding down the muddy bluff.

      By some miracle, they both reached the bottom in one piece. Not far down the beach, an odd creature was sitting in a white chair, one knobby knee hooked over the armrest, watching the women frolic. It had a wedge-shaped head and mottled gray skin. A cloak woven from seaweed was draped over its shoulders.

      “Listen,” Cas said softly. “I don’t have a good feeling about⁠—”

      The creature’s head turned their way. It waved merrily and beckoned them closer. “Hail, strangers!”

      The tone was friendly enough. A man, Cas judged from the low timbre of his voice.

      “Hail, yourself,” Lo said, walking up. “I like your chair. It’s so shiny!”

      The chair was made of some material that gleamed like lacquered bone. It looked all of a piece, with no joint or seam.

      “Why, thank you. I made it myself.” The creature’s grin widened. He smelled like the bottom of a pond. “Baba-hor, at your service.”

      “I am Delilah,” she said, returning the smile. “And this is Castelio.”

      Baba-hor winked. “I will not ask what brought you to Dreamhaven. Your business is your own.”

      “We’re staying at the Laughing Gull.” She tilted her head. “But the owner said everyone had gone.”

      “Ah, we just arrived, though not in a manner I would wish. We sailed too close to the wind and the storm drove our vessel onto the reef. It broke into pieces and sank.” Baba-hor heaved a sigh. “The sea is unforgiving of mistakes.”

      “We’re sorry to hear that,” Lo said. “Is everyone safe?”

      “Oh yes.” He eyed the women. “My crew are as content in water as they are on land. But I’m afraid we are marooned here.”

      “Then we share your predicament,” Cas put in. “Our mast snapped.”

      Baba-hor had no nose to speak of, but the slits of his nostrils flared. “That is your only damage? Perhaps I can be of aid.”

      They swapped a cautiously hopeful look.

      “How?” Lo asked.

      “I am bestowed with certain powers.” He waved a hand. “For example, to change one thing into another thing.”

      Cas thought of Nathan and his empty promises. “Then why don’t you just turn a shell into a ship and sail away?”

      Baba-hor chuckled. “A ship is too large and complicated. A mast is simple.” His eyes glinted. “But nothing is given freely in the Cold Sea.”

      “What do you want in return?” Lo asked.

      “Ah, straightforward,” Baba-hor said. “I deal in riddles. Solve mine, and I’ll repair your ship. Fail, and you must each give up your dearest possession.”

      Cas gripped the staff tighter. It was the only thing he had left of any value.

      “A simple game, but one with high stakes.” Baba-hor winked. “Are you prepared to play?”

      “Can we talk it over first?” Lo asked.

      Baba-hor yawned, revealing a pink cave lined with small, pointy teeth. “I’m in no hurry.”

      They moved a short way down the beach.

      “Are you any good at riddles?” Lo whispered.

      “Gui knew some. We used to trade them when there was naught to do but sit around a lichyard and wait for fresh dead to wake up. How about you?”

      “I’m decent.” Her eyes flicked to Baba-hor, who gazed out to sea with a gentle smile. “What do you think?”

      Cas shook his head. “It’s another shite idea.”

      “When did that ever stop us?”

      “True. But still…”

      Her jaw set. “It’s this, or I summon the dead.”

      Cas knew when he was beaten. “Very well,” he said. “But I want him to prove his powers first.”

      They returned to Baba-hor. “Show us what you can do,” Lo said.

      “A demonstration? Certainly!” He rose from the chair and it shrank down to a white pebble. Baba-hor bent to pick it up. Not a pebble, Cas saw, but a tooth. Baba-hor closed his webbed fingers around it, then opened them with a flourish. The tooth vanished, and two gleaming white bowls floated in the air. A globe of water rose up from the sea and filled the first bowl.

      “The water will pour from one to the next,” Baba-hor said. “When the first bowl is empty, the time to answer is up. Do we have a deal?”

      Lo reached out and touched the nearest bowl. “Feels solid!” she said.

      It was at this point, Cas would reflect later, that they might have shown a glimmer of common sense and walked away.

      Instead, he said, “We’re in. But we get to ask riddles, too.”

      Baba-hor clapped his hands together, long nails clicking. “Excellent! Who goes first?”

      “Me,” Cas said.

      Baba-hor paced along the shoreline, seaweed cloak trailing behind him. “I’ll start with an easy one. You saw me where I never was and where I could not be. And yet within that very place, my face you often see. What am I?”

      Cas froze, the words tumbling in his mind. He glanced at Lo, who was frowning deeply.

      “He’s trying to trick us with something simple,” Cas muttered. “Something we see often but... isn’t really there?”

      The water trickled from one bowl to the next. Sweat erupted on his palms.

      “My face… where I never was…”

      A memory drifted up from the depths. The well at his family’s old homestead in the Boundary. Dark, still water and a wavering image, shattered by the fall of stone.

      “Is it a reflection?” he guessed.

      Baba-hor’s face fell for a moment before he recovered, forcing a smile. “Well done! Your turn.”

      Cas leaned on the staff. He had his riddles ready. “A box without hinges, lock or key, yet golden treasure lies within. What is it?”

      Baba-hor began to pace, wet sand crunching beneath his flippers. The green-haired crew had swum closer to watch. Their eyes were solid white like boiled eggs.

      Ironically enough.

      “Golden treasure,” Baba-hor murmured, stroking his chin. “An egg,” he exclaimed, triumph in his voice. He stopped pacing and faced them.

      “Aye,” Cas admitted.

      “My turn again,” Baba-hor said, his grin turning predatory. “It is mightier than the Five Gods and more greedy than Magnus the Merciless. The poor have it, the rich need it, and if you eat it you’ll die. What is it?”

      Cas’s mind raced. The wind riffled his collar, slipping chill fingers down his nape. “Not gold,” he muttered. “Not power. Mightier than gods. Time?”

      “Is that your official answer?” Baba-hor asked.

      The creature’s expression was a studied blank, yet Cas knew it didn’t quite work. The poor worked far harder than the rich, who had plenty of leisure time to hunt and hawk and scheme against each other. He shook his head, chewing on a nail. Lo sidled closer. He could tell from her eyes that she knew.

      “What’s worse than Magnus?” she whispered.

      “No consulting!” Baba-hor admonished. “No hints! He must solve it alone.”

      Orlaith came immediately to mind, but she obviously wasn’t the answer. “You’ll die if you eat it… What the feck? Not poison.”

      He glanced up. Baba-hor was watching him, smugness curling his slimy lips as the last drops of water spilled from one bowl to the next.

      “Death?” Cas guessed, though he knew it was wrong.

      “I’m afraid not,” Baba-hor said with false sympathy. “The answer is… nothing.”

      Cas swore. It felt unfair somehow, but it did make sense. Baba-hor extended a taloned hand.

      “Your most prized possession, young stranger.”

      Cas handed over the staff. He seemed destined to keep losing Gui’s gifts. Baba-hor examined it closely. “A fine treasure, indeed.” He looked at Lo. “Shall we continue? Or have you had enough?”

      She gave a tight smile. “Why would I quit now?”

      “Excellent! Here is your first riddle.” Baba-hor did an odd little sideways shuffle. “What is in seasons, seconds, centuries and minutes but not in decades, years or days?”

      Lo bit her lip. “Seasons change, seconds tick away, centuries... History? No, that doesn’t fit.”

      “Time’s a’running out!” Baba-hor sang, dancing a jig.

      “Seasons, seconds...” Lo repeated, desperation creeping into her voice. “Centuries, minutes...”

      “Time’s up,” Baba-hor declared. “Stumped, I see.”

      Her lips moved for a moment more, gaze distant. “No.” She bowed, flourishing an imaginary cloak, then spread her arms like an actor soaking up wild applause. “It’s the letter N.”

      Baba-hor grunted. Cas flashed her a fierce smile.

      “My turn,” Lo said. “What always runs but never walks, often murmurs, never talks, has a bed but never sleeps, has a mouth but never eats?”

      Baba-hor laughed. “Every child knows that one. A river.”

      Lo made a face.

      Baba-hor paced in a tight circle around her. “The more you have of it, the less you see. Oh, what could it possibly be?”

      Lo’s blue eyes narrowed. “Darkness,” she said after a moment. “Here’s yours. Feed me and I live, give me a drink and I die. What am I?”

      The contest had begun somewhat lightheartedly, but there was a thickness to the air now. The rain had stopped and everything went quiet. Cas watched the water trickle from one bowl to the next. He thought about how she’d insulted the Fates.

      Baba-hor tapped his fingers on his cloak, thinking hard. “Fire,” he said at last. “My turn. This one will be your undoing.”

      Lo smiled. “We’ll see.”

      Baba-hor gripped invisible reins and galloped down to the waves, where his crew hooted and cheered. “An iron horse with a flaxen tail,” he called out. “The faster the horse runs, the shorter his tail becomes. What is it?”

      “Iron horse,” she muttered. “Not a real horse, though.”

      Cas knew this one. His Ma used to tell a variation of it. He tried to catch Lo’s eye, casually tapping a frayed patch on his coat.

      “Horse’s tail…” Lo mumbled, face screwed up in concentration. “Not the mane, the tail…”

      Cas picked at his sleeve, trying to hide the action from Baba-hor. Come on, Lo. Look at me.

      “Time’s up!”

      “Shit,” she grumbled. “I don’t know. A kite?”

      “The answer,” Baba-hor twirled his new staff, “is a needle and thread.”

      Cas sighed.

      “I haven’t lost yet,” Lo said stubbornly. “I get one more chance to stump you.”

      He clacked his teeth together. “You have played well and fairly. I give you one chance. Best me and I’ll repair the ship. Fail, and the vessel is mine.”

      Her dearest possession. Well, of course it was the Wind-Witch. Which Baba-hor already seemed to know.

      “Alright,” she said. “Your final riddle: The one who makes it doesn’t need it. The one who buys it doesn’t buy it for himself. And the one who gets it doesn’t know he has it.”

      Baba-hor’s grin faltered. He stared at her, fingers tapping against his leathery chin. Water trickled from one bowl to the next. Just a few more seconds and we’ll beat him.

      Finally, as the last drops slipped from the rim, Baba-hor stopped pacing. He slapped his head. It was a theatrical gesture, and Cas realized with a sinking heart that he’d known all along.

      “Now that,” he said, “was a fine riddle. But I’m afraid I have the answer. A coffin.”

      Cas worked it through. The one who makes it doesn’t need it. The one who buys it doesn’t buy it for himself. And the one who gets it doesn’t know he has it… He turned to Lo, dread in his gut.

      Her face twisted, as if she were fighting some invisible force. Her mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. Then she gave an angry toss of her head. “The riddle has two possible answers. I meant to say it was a poisoned cup if you said coffin, or coffin if you said cup.”

      A poisoned cup… Cas frowned. It could work.

      Baba-hor’s jovial demeanor vanished, replaced by a cold, calculating gaze. “So you meant to cheat?”

      “Yes,” Lo blurted. Her gaze darted around, frantic. “But I can’t… I can’t lie.” She pointed a finger at Baba-hor. “You did this to me!”

      He snorted. “I did nothing of the sort. But I have won this contest.”

      Cas kicked himself. He might have warned her. It was the nature of a Shadow Soul to be divided; Jaskin Cazal had said that whatever qualities Lo had in the living world, she would have the opposite behind the Veil. And, well… The old Lo did have a penchant for deceit.

      Lo stared at Baba-hor, blue eyes suddenly intent like a fox eyeing a plump chicken. “You won’t take my ship.”

      Baha-hor snapped his fingers and the bowls vanished. The tooth fell into his palm. He stuck it back into his jaw. “A deal is a deal.”

      His crew emerged from the surf, forming a ring around them. They wore rustic white dresses and garlands of soggy flowers, like diabolical milkmaids. Each had a coral dagger strapped to her wrist. Cas’s hand went to his side, where his staff should have been.

      “Take me to your ship and you will not be harmed,” Baba-hor said. “In fact, I will allow you to fetch your personal effects. Nothing of great value, mind.”

      It had all happened so fast. Cas couldn’t quite believe what they’d done.

      “Fair enough,” he managed.

      The green-haired women surrounded them, and they all set off for the pier.

      “I knew this was a bad idea,” Cas whispered, half to himself.

      “The worst,” Lo agreed.

      “Why do you look happy then?”

      Lo wiped the smile from her face. “Is it that obvious?”

      One of their guards shot them a suspicious glance. Cas waited until her attention moved elsewhere.

      “What?” he whispered.

      “Don’t worry, Sleepy Eyes. I’ve got this.” A moment later, Lo tripped on a rock and would have tumbled into the sea if he hadn’t grabbed her arm.

      Cas said, “That’s what worries me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Felippa hurried to keep up with the old mortifex, who hobbled along at a surprisingly swift pace. Gerda carried a burning brand in one claw-like hand that cast just enough light to see by. Icy mist swirled around their ankles.

      The one-eyed giant called Orm had left them, but Felippa didn’t seriously consider running, and Gerda appeared untroubled by the prospect. Where would she run to? There was no escape except on the back of one of the lizard-birds. She was just glad to be indoors, even if the corridor was as cold as Kaethe’s kiss.

      The route from the ledge where they’d landed had wound through one part of the citadel and then across an arching bridge linking two towers. Rain slicked the stone span, the wind buffeting Felippa this way and that. She’d nearly dropped to her knees and crawled like a baby. The only thing that stopped her was stubborn pride. She wouldn’t give the old fex the satisfaction of laughing at her again.

      “How much farther?” Felippa panted. She’d hardly left her cave for a week and was feeling the strain of so much walking.

      “Nearly there.” Gerda paused to scowl back at her. “You look a fright. Like a scruffy little scarecrow.”

      “I haven’t eaten or bathed in days. What’s your excuse?”

      A gnarled finger poked her chest. “Guard your tongue, girl.”

      Gerda turned away and Felippa grasped her sleeve. “Wait! Is Justinian here?”

      A flash of
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