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CHAPTER ONE


The drive to Greenville wasn’t a long one once they reached paved roads, but Vicky stared out the window like they’d been driving for ten hours straight. The sun rose in earnest as the exit came into view, and the squeak of Zola’s grip tightening on the steering wheel drew Vicky’s gaze.

“Finally.” Zola swerved off the highway and took the exit ramp far faster than they probably should have.

“Finally?” Sam grabbed Zola’s headrest and leaned forward. “We’ve been in the car for like twenty minutes.”

Jasper bobbed up and down on the dashboard, his wide black eyes staring out past the parking lot. Beyond, half-obscured by the trees, the stained white masts of the Bone Sails swayed on the river.

“Graybeard is waiting,” Shiawase said as Zola pulled the old Chevy into a parking space close to the sidewalk.

“Maybe he’ll let me sleep in his cabin,” Luna said with a yawn. “My sleep schedule is a mess hanging out with you people.”

Vicky grinned as she slid Damian’s backpack over her shoulders and climbed out of the car. Shiawase stepped through the metal of the door as if it wasn’t there at all.

“Come on, Jasper.” Sam gestured to the furball. He glanced up at Vicky before rolling over to Sam and scurrying up onto her shoulder. Silver-gray teeth caught the sun like a burst of flame as he chittered on his perch.

Zola’s knobby old cane cracked against the asphalt as she led the group toward the ruins of Old Greenville. Shiawase followed.

Vicky studied the low dips and rises in the earth they passed, stopping briefly to read a plaque before continuing on. The others walked ahead of her when she leaned down and frowned at the old foundation of a long-forgotten storefront.

The city had been moved after one of the great floods, but the cemetery had remained. There were more ghosts than people there now. Vicky tried not to pay the ghosts too much mind. Damian had told her if you paid attention to the wrong spirit, they’d follow you home. And she guessed he’d been right about that. She’d followed him home, after all.

Something cracked in the woods beyond the foundation at her feet, and Vicky hurried away from the tree line. She slowed at the top of the stairs that led to the slightly elevated mound in the center of the lost town.

“Zola?” Vicky said, watching trees bend and sway as if they had a life of their own.

The edge of the forest parted, trees shifting just enough to make way for the towering form within them.

“Dirge,” Zola said, sidling up beside Vicky as the forest god stepped into the field. His footsteps trailed from foundation to foundation, leaving the earth a little flatter with each footfall.

The harsh gashes in the wood that formed Dirge’s face shifted, but Vicky couldn’t tell if he was smiling or glaring or about to eat them all. Dirge’s eyes glowed red when he grew still.

“Adannaya,” the forest god’s voice boomed across the field.

Two shadows appeared in the woods. The first was Terrence, the ghost Vicky had touched on the battlefield at Gettysburg, and she shivered at that remembered vision, the well of utter power that lay beyond his connection to Damian.

The second figure adjusted a wide black captain’s hat. For a moment, before the shadows fled and the sun revealed his face in earnest, Vicky could have mistaken him for a living man.

But when the sun crawled across the skeletal face and vanished in the feathers of the half-decayed parrot on the shoulders of the worn old coat, Vicky couldn’t mistake the pair for anyone else.

“Graybeard!” She hurried down the steps past Dirge until she slammed into the bony body he was perched on. “It’s good to see you.”

The bird squawked. “You too, lass. You too.”

Vicky sneezed and brushed at the captain’s coat. “You ever think about washing that? It has enough dust on it to make another Jasper.”

The reaper chittered on Sam’s shoulder from the stairs behind her.

“Don’t be poking fun at the dragon, now,” Graybeard said. “It’s a bad way to go.”

Vicky pulled away from Graybeard and turned to Terrence. “You’re still looking pretty solid.”

Terrence held up a guitar and shrugged. “I am. Damian said it could last a while.”

Vicky frowned. “Might be my fault, too. I don’t know. When we touched at Gettysburg…” She shivered.

“I know.” Terrence rubbed at his arm with his free hand. “But for what it’s worth, I’m glad to be here for the time I have.

“Speaking of,” Dirge said, drawing the attention of everyone in the field. “You must hurry. If Damian has not already succumbed to the powers that assail him, it is only a matter of time.”

“At least it’s slowed down in the Abyss, though, right?” Sam said.

The scrap of bark that formed Dirge’s eyebrow rose. “No, young one. It does not slow the power that consumes him. Only his ability to act upon the world around him.”

Vicky’s heart sank at those words. She’d thought getting him into the Abyss would help. But if what Dirge said was true, and she had no reason to doubt the forest god, the corrupted power was still doing its job.

“What do you know about the mantle?” Zola asked, looking up at Dirge.

“It is an old power, and one not stymied by captivity in the Abyss.”

“Time is different there,” Zola said.

“And yet it still progresses. Nothing can stop its march.”

Zola frowned. “Ah only hope that’s your termite-filled brain talking nonsense.”

“My what?” Dirge asked, his brows drawing together. “I do not have termites or something so specific as a brain like you mortals.”

Zola waved him off. “We’ll see who’s right soon enough.”

A rhythmic clatter of bone on bone sounded in the distance and Graybeard perked up, dancing back and forth on the skeleton’s shoulder. “Time to go.”

Dirge took a step toward the river. “Before you depart, you should know the Green Men are rallying.”

“Defending Rivercene,” Zola said. “I know.”

“No,” Dirge said. “It is more than that. They march on Falias with the Morrigan, and they seek out the Eldritch things Nudd deployed in the wilderness.”

“What?” Zola said, turning to Dirge. “Nudd dropped Eldritch in the woods around Falias?”

Dirge inclined his head, a slow movement that shook the branches twining about his shoulders.

“He wouldn’t do that without reason.”

“Seems to me he would,” Graybeard said. “Makes one hell of a distraction.”

Zola grimaced. “Possible, but Ah’m skeptical. And a distraction is a reason, bird.”

“You’d be skeptical if I told you the sky is blue,” Sam said, patting Zola on the shoulder. “Come on.”

Shiawase nodded and started walking with Sam toward the ramp that led down to the river. Graybeard hurried to catch up with them, the skeleton tripping on a raised patch of grass.

“Damn moles!” the parrot squawked.

“Probably groundhogs, here,” Luna said, taking two nimble steps around the divot Graybeard had left.

“I wish you good fortune,” Dirge said as Vicky waved to him.

Terrence stood at the forest god’s side, offering a brief wave before he started up the hill toward the graveyard. Dirge watched them for a time, until they vanished down the ramp in the race to meet their fate.
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