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For LD—


May your life be full of magic and wonder.
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THE UNMAKERS


CAITRIONA—Once chosen to be the new High Priestess, Caitriona was the de facto leader of Avalon until it was destroyed. She now struggles to adapt to the modern world.


NEVE GOODE—A cheerful, caring self-taught sorceress who searches for information about her parentage and mysterious powers.


TAMSIN LARK—Thrust into the world of Hollowers as a child, Tamsin possesses no innate magical ability, but does have a photographic memory and a keen business sense. She’s determined to save her brother from Lord Death’s influence.


OLWEN—The half-naiad former healer of Avalon, who fights to hold her friends together as darkness descends.


HOLLOWERS


EMRYS DYE—The scion of the Dye dynasty, founders of the North American guild. Unimaginably wealthy, annoyingly charming, and a Cunningfolk Greenworker, he is Tamsin’s main rival within the guild and enjoys provoking and flirting with her.


NASHBURY LARK—Tamsin and Cabell’s guardian. A notorious figure among Hollowers and sorceresses alike, known for his roguish ways and elaborate storytelling.


HECTOR LEER—A crony of Septimus and Endymion.


EDWARD WYRM—The leader of the London guild at Rivenoak Manor.


SEPTIMUS YARROW—An infamous Hollower who was killed in Avalon, he is best known for recovering Herakles’s club.


SORCERESSES & MAGES


ACACIA—Cruel in nature, she is one of the sorceresses who takes Tamsin, Neve, Caitriona, and Olwen captive.


HEMLOCK—A sorceress Tamsin meets at the Dead Man’s Rest.


HESTIA—One of the sorceresses, along with Acacia, who takes Tamsin and the others captive.


ISOLDE—A skittish sorceress who attends High Sorceress Kasumi.


KASUMI—The High Sorceress of the Council of Sistren.


MADRIGAL—A mysterious crone sorceress known for her deadly dinner parties. Hires Emrys and Tamsin to find the Ring of Dispel.


MORGAN—Leader of the priestesses who rose against the Druids and were later exiled. Half sister to King Arthur, and lover to Viviane.


ROBIN—Going by the gender-neutral title of Mage, Robin is a recordkeeper for the Council of Sistren.


THE WILD HUNT


LORD DEATH—Having posed as the knight Bedivere and now King Arthur, Lord Death has crossed into the mortal world and is intent on revenge against the sorceresses.


ENDYMION DYE—Emrys’s cold and imperious father, who once ruled the guild with an iron fist.


CABELL LARK—Tamsin’s brother, who seems to be suffering a curse that turns him into a monstrous hound. He now serves Lord Death as his seneschal.


PHINEAS PRIMM—Formerly a member of Tamsin’s Hollower guild.


OTHERS


THE BONECUTTER—An enigmatic figure who procures skeleton keys to open Veins, as well as other oddities, such as basilisk venom.


BRAN—The pooka bartender at the Dead Man’s Rest.


DEARIE—The sorceress Madrigal’s pooka companion, who acts as both her butler and enforcer.


ELAINE, THE LADY OF SHALOTT—An unfortunate love rival to a sorceress, she was temporarily trapped in the Mirror of Shalott.


FRANKLIN—Tamsin’s lovesick tarot customer, who would really benefit from actual therapy.


GRIFLET—A kitten given to Mari.


THE HAG OF THE MIST (OR GWRACH-Y-RHIBYN)—A primordial deity who occupies liminal spaces and has the ability to pass between the boundaries of worlds unimpeded.


THE HAG OF THE MOORS (OR ROSYDD)—Like her sister, the Hag of the Mist, she is a primordial deity able to open the boundaries of worlds and who has a penchant for eating mortals.


IGNATIUS—The hand of glory Tamsin carries to tap into the One Vision, also capable of opening any locked door.


LIBRARIAN—An automaton that tends to the library and protects its many treasures. Has a passion for soft, fluffy things and vacuuming.


MERLIN—Once a Druid and mentor to King Arthur, he attached himself to the Mother tree to survive a duel and now babbles nonsensical prophecy to the few who will listen.


THE NINE OF AVALON—Arianwen, Betrys, Caitriona, Fayne (Flea), Lowri, Mari, Olwen, Rhona, and Seren.


VIVIANE—The last High Priestess of the Arthurian age, who lived for centuries as she waited for the new Nine to be chosen.












GREENWICH, CONNECTICUT



Summer storms had a way of waking the house’s slumbering ghosts, drawing them out of the shadows and through locked doors forgotten decades ago. They peeled away from the walls, wilting with the faded silk coverings. They fell like dust from the sheets that covered once-sparkling chandeliers and the ornate furniture. If you closed your eyes, you could feel them gliding like ribbons around you, greeting you in every dark hall.


The trouble with these old houses, Emrys decided, was that the longer they stood, the more magic and energy and darkness they absorbed, until they became living things themselves.


They allowed their families to repaint their faces, to break the bones of their walls and reset them. They watched as children left and never returned, suffered the silent indignation of being sold to wealthy strangers. And all the while, as years turned to centuries and the houses remained, they patiently collected the dead of their families, swallowing the magic woven into their souls before their bodies had the chance to cool in their beds.


Once, when Emrys was five, maybe six, barely old enough to understand that death was the only certain promise of life, his mother had told him to talk to their house. To greet it as he came and went, and treat it like a friend, so that it might treat him like one in kind.


So he had. Hello, house; goodbye, house; you look exceedingly lovely today, house … Good morning, house. Sleep well, house …


And sometimes, in the haze of exhausted delirium, or after polishing off one of the lustrous bottles in his father’s liquor cabinet, he could have sworn Summerland House recognized him. Answered back.


Hello, boy.


And each time it happened, all he could think was I can’t die here.


Not like the generations of ancestors who’d come before him. The ones who’d laid the house’s first stones. The ones who’d expanded it into an estate. The ones who’d found the first relics now lavishly displayed in its halls. Both sides of his bloodline were brimming with Cunningfolk, and he knew the house had greedily sipped at their magic as they performed their talents, the way he could sometimes feel it doing to him when he worked in the gardens.


Named for the Otherland of the mysterious, and perhaps mythical, beings known as the Gentry, Summerland House wasn’t so much a member of Emrys’s family tree as the tree itself. All their lives had been carved into it, or maybe from it.


Emrys cleared his throat as he made his way down the shadowed hallway, listening to the rain battering the roof. With the invading damp came the musty smell of age. It clung to the carpets and velvet drapes, revived the moment the storm clouds appeared in the distance. The wind tore at the side of the house, as if trying to rip it out from its rotten roots. His garden would be a mess by morning, the flower beds flattened and the vegetables drowned.


“Evenin’, Grandmother,” he said as he passed the portrait of a stiff-backed, glowering woman. Emrys stooped slightly, using the clouded antique mirror beside the painting to tame the waves of his rain-slick hair. “How’s the view from down in hell?”


He almost laughed when a crack of thunder answered.


“That’s what I thought,” he murmured. He could practically feel her long fingernails digging into his earlobes to silence him. “Stay toasty, you old bag.”


The note crinkled in his jacket pocket as he tucked his shirt back into his jeans. He’d found it on his bed after crawling up the trellis to get back into his room. His father’s precise handwriting had sent a chill through him. See me in the study once you’ve returned from your tantrum.


Tantrum. His top lip curled.


After a dinner that saw his mother’s face cut by his father’s wineglass, and the struggle to get her safely to her room, which had left him hoarse and burning with rage, Emrys had gone for a drive. Through town. Through the next. Through the empty, winding roads until the sky was cloaked with midnight and the car’s gas gauge was begging him for mercy.


He’d had to get out of the house before he added one more ghost to its collection of Dyes.


Not for the first time, Emrys had been frightened by his own fury. Suffocated by knowing he’d inherited that darkness and it lived inside him like a seed, only waiting for the first drop of claimed blood to bloom.


I’m not like him, Emrys told himself, the words sounding as hollow to his ears as they felt in his heart. He could never keep that icy veneer of control that came so naturally to his father. I’m not a monster.


His lungs gave a painful squeeze as he checked his appearance again, swiping the back of his hand over his mouth.


The note hadn’t been a surprise. This was their routine, and Emrys knew what to expect next: his father would be brooding in his study with a glass of Scotch. Emrys would apologize. His father would not. They would agree never to speak of it again.


On and on, turning like the Wheel of the Year.


His feet slowed as he passed his parents’ wing of the house, but if his mother was still barricaded inside her bedroom, he couldn’t hear even a whisper of evidence. Rain thrashed against the windows, as desperate to get in as his mother was to escape. Neither ever succeeded.


On sunny days, Emrys could make a case for Summerland House feeling like a museum dedicated to the accomplishments of his great-something-or-others. The sword of Beowulf, its ferociousness dulled by age and the glass case that imprisoned it. Herakles’s bow. On and on; countless relics, stolen and traded and bought.


But on nights like this, when a chill crept through cracks in the window frames, when there wasn’t another soul around and the ornate sconces cast even the most brilliant treasures in ghoulish light, Summer-land House felt more like a mausoleum.


The long hallway brought Emrys to the marble staircase in the foyer. Then, just to the right of the entrance hall, the ancient black oak doors that guarded his father’s study. The spiraling patterns of crystals and iron hammered into the wood had their own dark beauty, but also told the story of his father’s poisonous paranoia. The sigils carved around them created a protective ward, impenetrable to anyone—mortal or otherwise—without an invitation.


Emrys, however, had the misfortune of being invited.


Ordered, more like, he thought, reaching for one of the silvered door handles. The shape of it, like a gnarled branch, reminded him instantly of the ridiculous pin his father and his cronies from the various Hollower guilds had taken to wearing. They fancied themselves a secret society, but their collective brainpower seemed to be somewhat lacking. As far as Emrys could tell, they mostly just met to complain about the sorceresses hoarding the best relics.


The door swung open at Emrys’s touch. He caught an unusual green scent—fresh and sweet and so unlike his father’s tobacco and sandalwood cologne, which usually clung to this room. With one last deep breath and a swipe at his unruly hair, Emrys stepped inside.


The shadows of Summerland House seemed to love this room best, stroking the books on the shelves and lounging on the old, velvet-tufted chairs gathered before a cold marble fireplace.


But tonight, the room was draped in crimson silk curtains that concealed all but what lay at its center.


A ring of candles glowed around him, making the fabric shimmer. With the storm’s thunder muffled by the static growing in his ears, and the pounding dread that seized his body, it felt, for a moment, like Emrys was trapped inside a chamber of a throbbing heart.


On the floor, a garland of holly and a garland of oak leaves had been knotted together in a strange pattern. One that seemed vaguely familiar.


“What in the hell … ?” he breathed out, taking a step back toward the door. But when he felt for it, the handle was gone.


There were a rustling of fabric and a shift in the air behind him. Emrys’s pulse jumped violently as a hooded figure parted the silk curtains and stepped out, a long silver ceremonial knife clutched in his hands. An eerie wooden mask, utterly expressionless, covered his face, but Emrys recognized the man’s rigid gait, the signet ring on the left little finger, the familiar scent of his tobacco and sandalwood cologne.


“No …,” Emrys began, his shock burning like bile in his throat. “Dad—”


It was the house that answered, triumphant and ravenous from the shadows.


Goodbye, boy.
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“No, Tamsin. To break yours.”


As Nash’s words faded in the air, other sounds rushed in to fill the void of silence they left behind. Distant cars and voices moving endlessly through Boston’s old streets. Music from a nearby bar whispering through the walls. My upstairs neighbor pacing, his feet beating out a muted rhythm through the ceiling. The rasp of Nash’s fingers torturing his hat’s brim. All vying to fill the long silence that stretched between us.


And still, I couldn’t bring myself to speak.


“It’s been a long time, I know,” Nash continued, his voice gruff. “A long time past too long …”


Whatever he said next vanished beneath the roar of blood rushing in my ears. The throb of my heartbeat that seemed to make my whole body shake with the force of it. My hand closed into a fist, and before I could stop myself, before I could tame that surge of pure, unadulterated fury, I punched him.


Nash staggered back, swearing beneath his breath.


“Tamsin!” Neve gasped.


I shook out my stinging hand, watching with grim satisfaction as he pressed his own against his face to stanch the flow of blood from his nose. He reached up, resetting the bone with a terrible snap that made even Caitriona wince.


“All right,” he said, his voice muffled by his hand. He pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his leather jacket, holding it to his face. “I suppose I deserved that. Good form, by the way.”


I forced myself to take several deep breaths. As quickly as the anger had come, it abandoned me, and the emotion that welled up in its place was as useless as it was unwelcome.


When I was a little girl, I used to spend hours in our Hollower guild’s library, tucked between the lesser-used shelves of Baltic legends and incomplete Immortalities, staring at a glass display case it seemed everyone else had forgotten about, or didn’t care to remember.


The light above the polished chunk of amber inside sent a warm glow rippling over the dark shelves, beckoning. Inside its crystalline depths, a spider and a scorpion were knotted around one another, still locked in their battle for supremacy. Perfectly preserved by the same pit of resin that had killed them.


The amber might as well have been a window in which past could see present, and present past. It was frightening and beautiful all at once—it told a story, but it was more than that. It was a sliver of time itself.


I used to think that my memory was like amber, capturing each moment that passed, preserving it in excruciatingly perfect detail. But looking at the man who had once been my guardian, the same one I’d been so sure had abandoned my brother and me seven years ago as children, I began to question that.


I began to question everything.


Nash looked twenty years younger than the final memory I’d captured of him. Before I’d punched him, my mind had registered that the bridge of his nose was straight again, as if it had never been broken in a pub brawl, let alone three others. And his expression, so grave … there was none of the reckless adventurer, no sly grins or lying eyes.


Or maybe I was guilty of what I’d always accused him of: mythologizing the man just to tell a better story.


“Tamsy?” he prompted, brow furrowing. “Did you hear what I said about the curse?”


Exhaustion dug its claws into me. My lips parted, but the only words spinning through my mind were the ones he had spoken. No, Tamsin, to break yours.


“You don’t believe me, I see it in your eyes.” He glanced toward the door, momentarily distracted by the way it seemed to rattle as the wind picked up. “But I need you to listen to me carefully—to truly hear me—and do what I say for once in your stubborn life, because like spring, you are cursed to die young.”


“So?” The word was out before I could stop it.


The others turned to me, horrified. I almost wished that I felt the same way—that I felt anything at all. Instead, an almost comforting numbness settled over me, as if I’d known all along. Maybe I had. People like me … we weren’t meant for long lives or happy endings.


“What in the Blessed Mother’s name are you talking about?” Olwen demanded. “Who would have cursed her, and in such a way?”


“Was it the White Lady?” Neve asked softly.


The bruiselike stain on my chest, just above my heart, turned icy, prickling the warm skin around it. My pulse started a drumming beat, off-tempo from the throbbing of the mark. As if a call, and an answer. Every hair on my body rose as the seconds stretched with the agonizing silence.


Nash took a step toward me, bringing with him the smell of damp soil and grass and leather. “No, Tamsy was born with it. But the magic of the curse did draw the spirit—”


The dark air of the apartment shifted violently, forcing me back as another blur of movement raced forward. A flash of silver hair—of a silver blade.


Caitriona launched herself at Nash, using the force of her momentum to slam him back against the front door. The hat and handkerchief fell from his hands, both slipping along the threadbare rug to land at my feet. Olwen gasped, hands pressed to her mouth as Caitriona brought one of my kitchen knives up to Nash’s bare throat. Her other arm rose to pin him in place.


“Who are you?” Caitriona demanded. The edge of the blade drew a faint line of blood to the surface of his clean-shaven skin.


A bolt of panic shot through me as her words sank in, electrifying my mind.


It’s not him.


We’d found his body in Avalon. As much as I wanted the last few hours to be one long, unending nightmare, it wasn’t. I could lie to myself about any number of things, but that wasn’t one of them. Nash was dead.


“Who are you?” Caitriona repeated. “There are many creatures that can wear the face of another, all tricksters, most wicked.”


The man stared at me with a familiar look of indignation, exasperation, and amusement. The air burned in my lungs, begging for release.


“Who?” Caitriona repeated.


His answer was to shift his stance, hooking his leg through the inside of hers as his open palm shot out and slammed against her solar plexus. Breath burst from her in an explosion of shock and anger, but his foot had hooked her knee and she was falling before any of the rest of us could lunge to catch her.


“Cait!” Olwen moved to kneel beside her, but I caught her arm, holding her in place.


The being reached down to claim the knife, the corners of his mouth quirking with a suppressed smile.


“All this blade’s good for is picking teeth and buttering toast, dove,” he said.


“Put down the knife and step away from her.” I’d never heard Neve’s voice as cold as it was then, her face hardening with anger. “Touch her again and you’ll have hands for feet and feet for hands.”


Her wand, through magic or some strange stroke of luck, had survived the destruction of Avalon—I had completely forgotten about it until I saw her reach into the bag at her waist and pull its long body free. Nash—or Not-Nash—stared down at the razored tip pointed toward him, then looked at me, a bushy brow arching.


“Never thought I’d see the day you’d be cavorting with a sorceress, Tamsy.”


“Keep going,” Neve said. “Your face can only be improved by swapping your mouth with your nose.”


The man tilted his head to the side for a moment, as if pausing to picture this. But he did as asked, setting the knife down on the floor and kicking it out of Caitriona’s reach.


“Are you of Avalon?” he asked Caitriona. “Are you the reason it’s merged again with our world?”


The words were like hands around my throat. The others flinched, retreating from the accusation—but we were guilty of it, all of us. We had performed the ritual thinking it would heal the Otherland and free it from a cursed existence, but it had only restored it to our own world. The collision of the isle and modern Glastonbury had wrought death and destruction I couldn’t begin to think about without wanting to claw at my own face.


You didn’t mean for it to happen, I told myself. None of us did.


It was a mistake. It was a terrible, terrible mistake. I could rationalize that all I wanted, but it didn’t stop the waves of nausea from spreading through me, or the gripping horror at knowing what we’d done.


“Tamsy—” he began again.


“Don’t,” I got out around the knot in my throat, “call me that.”


“That’s what I’ve always called you,” he said. “From the time you were nothing but a wee imp. The first time I used it, you kicked me in the shins and called me a dingus. That was your favorite insult for a while.”


My stomach clenched. The others looked to me, searching for the truth of it in my face.


Caitriona finally rose from the floor, backing toward us, eyes scanning the room for another weapon.


“How … ?” I whispered. How are you alive?


A low grumble of thunder moved through the city, bringing him up short. Nash returned to his perch by the door, his body tensed as he looked through its peephole. Whatever storm had blown in was only building in ferocity. When he turned to me again, it was with that same look he’d had when I’d opened the door.


“Were you able to find the ring in Avalon?” Nash asked, as if I hadn’t spoken at all.


“Yes, but—” Olwen began.


“Cabell needed the ring, not me,” I whispered. That was the most unforgivable part of all this. If I had been able to use the ring on Cabell …


The thought of my brother just then, the only other person who’d understand the chaos of my thoughts, who’d be able to help me untangle them, was a knife to the gut.


“Cabell is beyond its help,” Nash said. The dismissiveness of his tone made bile rise in my throat.


“How would you know?” I snarled. “You haven’t even cared enough to ask where he is!”


“Do you really think I don’t know why he’s not here? Do you truly believe I don’t know what you unleashed into this world?” Nash shook his head, blowing out a hard breath. “Where’s the Ring of Dispel now?”


“It’s—” Neve glanced at me, as if not sure she should say. “Emrys Dye took it.”


“You let a Dye have the ring?” Nash exploded. “For the love of hellfire, Tamsy!”


“Call me that again and I’ll make sure you stay dead this time,” I warned him.


“Tamsin didn’t have a choice in it,” Neve continued. “He was hired by a sorceress.”


“Which one?” Nash pressed, reaching down to swipe his hat off the floor.


I got the name out through gritted teeth. “Madrigal—”


Her name vanished beneath an explosion of thunder. It seemed to erupt from above us and below us all at once; the force of it made the dishes in the kitchen chatter like teeth and sent books falling from the nearby shelves. At the sound of a flat-toned blare, deeper and more wrenching than any ship I’d heard before in the harbor, a chill walked its bony fingers down my spine.


A stream of furious words burst from Nash as he jammed his hat back onto his head and gripped the doorknob, struggling to open it against the taunting of the wind.


“You’re leaving?” Caitriona asked, aghast.


“Of course,” I said bitterly. “It’s what he’s best at.”


Nash finally wrenched the door open and whirled around. His right hand pressed to his heart in a mockery of a vow. “All I’ve ever wanted—all I’ve ever tried to do—is protect you.”


“Since when?” I spat.


Neve’s hand curled tighter around my arm as she drew me closer to her. I’d never seen her like this, all but trembling with anger. It radiated from her until it became indistinguishable from my own.


The December air billowed in around Nash, exhaling delicate flakes of snow. Thunder boomed once more, loud enough to rattle the town-house-turned-apartments down to its foundations. A sharp, acrid scent like ozone filled the apartment, making my toes curl in my boots.


Behind Nash, far above the festive garlands and twinkling Christmas lights, the sky had turned an eerie shade of green. The furious wind tugged at his clothes, drawing him toward the waiting night. Behind him, the trees bowed to the storm, groaning.


“I’m going to get that bloody ring to break your curse,” he snapped. “If you hear that sound again, closer than it is now, run as fast as you can—but until then, stay here, or so help me, I will wring your scrawny little necks myself!”


He pointed a finger at the four of us in turn. “You haven’t the faintest idea what’s coming—what hides within winter’s icy depths. Listen to me and you may yet survive this horror you’ve brought upon us.”


The door slammed shut behind him.


“Wow,” Neve said after a moment. “I hate that guy.”


My knees turned soft, and I was grateful that Neve still had such a grip on me, that she didn’t seem inclined to let me go. My heart sped furiously as I stared at the closed door, my breath shallow.


Was that really him? I wondered.


The apartment had taken on an unreal quality, hazy and uncertain. The storm seemed to have spread to my mind, swirling those same questions around until I felt suffocated by them. Was that really him?


How?


And the only one who could have understood—really understood—the way I trembled with confusion and adrenaline and anger wasn’t here.


“Are we … going to go after him?” Olwen asked faintly.


It felt like being torn in two. The logical part of my mind demanded I stay in the apartment, but the ache in my chest urged me to follow him, to demand the answers I needed.


All of it could be a trick, my mind whispered. Even if it is Nash, you know better than to trust him.


“No,” Caitriona said sharply. “That’s not our plan.”


“From everything Tamsin has told us, we have no reason to believe him,” Neve added, echoing my thoughts. “… Right, Tamsin?”


“Right,” I said, when I found my voice again.


“Is our plan still what we agreed upon earlier?” Olwen asked, looking between us. “We’ll seek out the person Tamsin believes can repair the High Priestess’s vessel?”


She gestured toward the small basket at the foot of the couch, a blanket hiding the shattered bone sculpture that had contained Viviane’s memories.


All of which would be lost to us, including the memory in the shard that Lord Death had stolen and hidden away, if we didn’t repair it.


With each moment that passed, my thoughts darkened, until that frail hope began to fade.


It was absurd, wasn’t it? All of it. Even if we found the Bonecutter, what were the chances they’d know the ancient druidic art of vessel-making? Some of the bone fragments were no bigger than needles, while others had been ground down to dust—what if there was no fixing it?


Nausea burned in my stomach, rising in my throat. I don’t know how I managed to say, “Yes. We should start searching for the Bonecutter as soon as possible.”


“About that,” Neve said. “I know we need to find the Bonecutter, but maybe we should go to the sorceresses first. What if they don’t have the full story of what happened when Morgan broke the bargain with Lord Death? If they don’t know he’s still alive, they might not realize he’s back and coming for them to get his revenge.”


“But Cabell said the sorceresses sealed off the pathways to Avalon from this side, to keep Lord Death from being able to follow them into the mortal world,” I said. “To me, that says they know some part of him survived.”


Merging Avalon back into our world was the only way to circumvent the barriers, which was why Lord Death had gone to all that trouble to manipulate us into performing the ritual.


Caitriona released a harsh breath through her nose. “Indeed.”


“Have you changed your mind, then?” Olwen asked Neve. “Do you want us to find the sorceresses—the Council of Sistren, as you called them? To warn them?”


“Yes. I think we should do that before anything else.” Neve chewed on her lip, wearing her indecision plainly. “I know we need to repair the vessel, but … the more I think about it, the more I believe we need to work alongside them to stop whatever Lord Death’s greater plans are.”


“Then send word to them, but we owe them nothing more than that,” Caitriona said sharply. “Because the more I think about it, the more I believe they’re the ones that brought this pain and blood upon themselves. The only thing that should matter to us is righting that mistake and finishing what they couldn’t by killing Lord Death. Our hunt should begin now.”


“And if he kills sorceresses in the meantime?” Neve pressed.


Caitriona lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “So be it.”


Even I startled at that. A slow thread of anxiety began to wind through me as the air took on a different, angrier charge.


Neve inhaled sharply, squaring up to Caitriona as if the other girl didn’t have almost six inches on her. “You don’t mean that. I know you care about innocent people dying.”


“That would require the sorceresses to be innocent, which they are not,” Caitriona shot back.


“But we don’t even have a way of stopping Lord Death. Rushing out to find him is only going to get us killed,” I said. “What if the vessel can give us that information? Shouldn’t we be prioritizing that?”


Neve whirled toward me, betrayal flashing in her eyes. “So you don’t care if they die either?”


“I didn’t say that,” I told her.


“You all but did,” Neve pointed out.


I bit the inside of my mouth, anxiety churning my stomach. We couldn’t fight—we had to stay together. In the face of Avalon’s death, we’d chosen one another. And if we were to break apart …


I shook my head against the thought, my heart crimping painfully in my chest. I will have no one left.


“You know my main concern is Cabell,” I said. “All I want is to get him away from Lord Death before whatever hold that monster has on him deepens. You’re the one who suggested it—that the real Cabell is still in there, trapped inside the servant Lord Death created.”


Death magic, born of Annwn, the Otherworld of the monstrous dead, had corrupted Avalon, poisoning its land with shadows, rendering it unrecognizable as the paradise of legend. If it could happen to a place of such power and purity, there was no way Cabell’s mind would have been strong enough to resist whatever enchantment Lord Death had cast over him.


Neve blew out a hard breath, but I knew she understood that much. Whatever she might have said was interrupted by a faint meow, as Griflet, the scraggly kitten who’d journeyed with us from Avalon, edged out from where he’d been hiding beneath the couch.


“Oh, there you are,” Olwen said softly, stooping to retrieve him. The gray tabby purred as she held him to her chest, finally content. But the priestess’s own gaze was anything but. She sent a helpless look my way as Caitriona and Neve turned their backs on one another, both silently fuming.


“Listen, you’re both right,” I said, trying again. “We owe the Council of Sistren a warning, but I don’t think we should hold out hope they’ll do anything other than retreat into their vaults and try to wait him out.”


What I didn’t say was that while Neve might have been a sorceress herself, I had far more experience dealing with them as a Hollower. And when the sorceresses weren’t fighting among themselves over relics and centuries-old grudges, they were nurturing their deeply held instinct for self-preservation.


“Sorceresses aren’t cowards,” Neve said, her voice streaked with anger. “They’ll fight.”


“But this is our fight,” Caitriona countered. “Lord Death deserves to be punished for what he did to Avalon, for killing—” She stopped herself, steadying her breathing before whispering, “For destroying everything, and everyone.”


I tamped down my memory before it could punish me with images of vacant eyes, bodies, blood snaking between the tower’s stones.


“Careful, Caitriona,” Neve said. “You’re sounding an awful lot like a sorceress with all that talk of revenge.”


Caitriona let out a cold laugh. Her earlier words, as we’d stood together illuminated by the funeral pyre of everyone she had loved, echoed back, terrible and hollow. I am the priestess of nothing. That is all I shall ever be.


“Avalon is gone,” Caitriona said, “and so are my obligations to it and its Goddess. If I do not call upon her magic, I am not beholden to her laws.”


A surge of helplessness rose in me as I exchanged another look with Olwen, too afraid to say anything in case it made the situation worse. Her lips parted, the blood draining from her face.


“What?” Neve gasped out. “You—you won’t even use your magic? After everything, you’d turn your back on her?”


“She abandoned us first,” Caitriona said. “Will you be next?”


“Stop it!”


Olwen inserted herself between them, whorls of ink-blue hair rising around her shoulders, as if caught in drifting water. Her face was so stricken, my whole chest ached with the sight of it.


“Stop it,” she repeated, softer this time. “We cannot do this—we cannot fight one another and fight the darkness, too. It’s all toward the same end, isn’t it? No one, not the sorceresses, not us, will be safe while he walks in this world.”


She gestured toward the small basket at the foot of the couch, the blanket hiding Viviane’s shattered vessel.


“All of the memories this vessel contained will be lost to us if we cannot find a way to remake it,” Olwen continued.


My hands curled into fists at my sides.


“We stay with our original plan,” Olwen told us, her chest heaving with the force of her breath, her body vibrating with exhaustion and desperation. “The one we all agreed upon not more than an hour ago. We will find the sorceresses and tell them what’s happened, and then we will seek out the person Tamsin believes can repair the vessel. Yes?”


“Yes,” I said quickly. A painful knot constricting my chest released as the tension in the apartment eased. After a moment, Neve nodded. Caitriona crossed her arms over her chest and looked down, her jaw sawing back and forth.


Thunder split the sky above us like a hammer’s fall, devouring every other sound as it shook the walls. And then, like the deep bellow of some primordial beast, came the unearthly blare we’d heard before.


“Okay, what in all the hells is that?” I said, stalking over to the door. By the time I had the cold knob in my hand, Caitriona was right behind me.


“Didn’t Nash explicitly say we should run if we heard that sound again?” Neve asked.


We were seven years past the point of him being able to tell me what to do.


If that was even him …


The wind shoved the door open against me. I threw up an arm, trying to shield my face from the biting cold and the sharp flecks of ice that swirled through the dark air as the storm fell upon the city. I slipped down the icy stoop.


The neighbor in the unit to my right had stuck her head out of the door, only to retreat inside once the sleet turned to outright hail. A gasping “Holy sh—!” from the side of the converted town houses told me my upstairs neighbor had made a similar decision and bolted back up their private stairwell.


“This storm is—!” I could barely hear Caitriona over the whipping winds. Olwen covered her head with her arms, protecting it as she made her way back into the apartment on unsteady, sliding feet. Come morning, I thought, the city would be frozen solid.


“Do you see anything?” Caitriona shouted to me.


I turned my gaze up, cupping my hands around my stinging eyes. The sky still bore that sickly shade, glowing with a hideous fluorescence as lightning snaked across it, splintering the mirror-like surface of the gray clouds.


“Come on,” Caitriona said, tugging at my arm. Ice crusted in my hair, only flinging itself loose when I shook my head. Neither of us was wearing a coat, and the chill had turned unbearable. A stop sign tore loose from its post, hurtling through the air until it smashed into a nearby car window.


“Go in!” I told her. “I just need—!”


I couldn’t bring myself to say it, but she understood. Her freckled hand gripped my shoulder as she passed me, carefully making her way back to the stairs. Snow collected on my lashes, in the folds of my clothes. The longer I stood, the easier it became to convince myself that it wasn’t the wind that was howling.


I strained my ears, searching for the thread of it again, the monstrous chorus of baying voices.


A crash sounded from inside the apartment. I spun, sliding back toward the stoop. The lamp near the window flickered, then went out.


The wind pushed the door open for me, nearly sending me sprawling to the floor with the force of it. The dark living room greeted me, silent as I struggled to shut the door again.


“Guys?” I called, venturing toward the bedrooms. My heart rose into my throat. “Hello?”


I turned the corner at the kitchenette and stopped dead.


Caitriona lay prone on the floor, her eyes shut, a broken flowerpot from the kitchen in pieces around her. A figure in a dark hooded robe bent over her and wrapped something around her hands.


“Don’t touch her—!” I surged forward, wild desperation exploding in my chest. I drew my arm back to shove the intruder away, but my joints locked and I slammed onto the floor.


“Don’t!” I gasped, trying to crawl toward Cait. Where were the others? Where was—


Pain exploded across the back of my skull as something cracked against it. The stench of warm blood flooded my senses as it dripped through my hair into the puddle of melting ice and snow beneath me. A low, scornful laugh curdled my blood.


The floor pushed against my cheek, rattling with approaching footsteps. Somewhere, Griflet yowled. The shadows of the hall grew long, spreading across the floor like a spill of tar, devouring Caitriona, devouring all.


And hard as I fought, when the darkness reached me, I was gone.
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A drip of icy water struck my cheek.


I woke slowly, my skull pounding in time with every other ache in my body. Another drip, this one against my brow, made me crack an eye open, but it was an echoing voice nearby that finally pierced the black veil of unconsciousness.


“—haven’t had word yet, they want us to keep them here until the Council’s voted—”


My mind sparked, sputtering back to life as it seized that single word. Council.


There was only one council I knew of.


“Can’t they just make a bloody decision for once?” another woman complained. “They’ll have to drag the elder crones out of those crypts they call homes.”


“By whatever stringy wisps of hair they have left, hopefully,” the first answered. “I’d pay my last gold coin to see it, the old goblins.”


My heart lurched in my chest as realization conquered my disbelief.


Sorceresses.


It had been sorceresses in the apartment. Sorceresses had attacked and abducted us, finding us before we could even formulate a plan to find them. Unbelievable.


If my head hadn’t felt like it was on the verge of splitting open like a melon, I might have laughed at the sheer irony.


But there was nothing funny about this. Not when I couldn’t see the others.


“Hello?” I whispered. “Is anyone there?”


I strained my ears, but the only answer was the faint sound of breathing nearby.


The air hung like a black curtain around me, heavy with damp and an almost mineral smell. Each endless second it took for my eyes to adjust to the low light was agonizing.


Bit by bit, my mind was coming alive to the situation, collecting vital details: I was flat on my back, my wrists pinned down against the flat stone ground with what felt like solid stone manacles. I tugged at them, but there was no chain, no give. My legs were free, but a hell of a lot of good that was going to do me when I could barely sit up.


We were surrounded by rough-hewn walls of ancient stone on three sides. To my left, thick stone bars jutted up from the ground like stalagmites, sealing off the small alcove that served as our prison.


Another drip of water slapped my face and I scowled up at the darkness. I lifted my head, straining my neck until I could just make out the silhouette of someone sitting against the wall forming one side of our cell. Olwen. To my right, I caught a hint of the reflective fabric on the old sneakers I’d lent Neve. I heard a third person breathing from somewhere behind me. That would be Caitriona, hopefully.


I released a shaky breath. Blood returned to my muscles with the force of a thousand scalding pins, but I barely registered it as a short-lived wave of relief passed over me.


The sorceresses might have saved us the hassle of tracking them down, but the fact that they’d been searching for us at all, that we were now being treated no better than crooks, spoke to some kind of misunderstanding. Or worse.


Whatever these sorceresses wanted with us, it wasn’t a chat and a cup of tea. We needed to get out of here and regroup.


Based on what I could see, which admittedly wasn’t much, we seemed to be deep underground—in a cavern of some sort. The air had that certain, musty stillness as it all but wept with moisture. And a tomb would have smelled worse, frankly.


“So we can expect a vote at some point in the next century,” came a new voice from somewhere deeper in the cavern. “After they waste a lifetime deciding how to conduct said vote, of course.”


Great. I stifled a groan. There were three of them, and this one, while more soft-spoken, sounded just as surly as the other two.


“Don’t let any of the others hear you speaking in such a way, Acacia,” warned the first voice. “They’re all desperate to get in Her Serene Smugness’s good graces, thinking that’ll save them.”


Finally, new details carved themselves from the darkness—and none of them good.


There was a hallway beyond the bars of our cell, its floor adorned with swirling patterns of mosaic tiles, visible only because of the contrast of the white tiles against the darker ones. The longer I stared at them, the colder my blood ran. Here and there, curse sigils were disguised in the repeating pattern.


I closed my eyes again and sighed, beyond irritated at myself. It should have been my first guess. I’d been in far too many of them to not recognize a sorceress’s vault at first glance.


Now the exit, I thought, craning my head around to try to peer down the hallway. There’d be one entrance, which would open to a Vein. I scoured my memory for a sorceress named Acacia, but there were no useful tidbits tucked away there.


I pulled on the manacles around my wrists, testing them again. Biting my lip, I hunched and contorted my shoulders in turn, twisting my wrists around in the restraints to feel for sigils carved into the ground or the metal itself.


My fingers skimmed over a swirling shape on the left cuff, just above where it attached to the ground.


“Yes,” I breathed out shakily. The quick exploration had left the delicate skin of my wrists scraped raw and bleeding. I pushed my left arm down through the restraint as far as I could, freeing up more of that hand’s mobility. With another steadying breath, I drew my right leg up and crossed it over my body, turning my foot until the sole of the boot brushed against my fingertips.


Cabell and I had hammered metal spikes into the bottoms of our work boots for better traction on jobs. You tango with an acid pit and you’ll do just about anything to avoid a second dance.


I felt along the ridges of my shoe’s tread until I found a loose spike, twisting it until it pulled free.


Swallowing a little noise of triumph, I bent my wrist at a painful angle, pressing the sharpened tip of the spike against the stone cuff. It took more than a few tries, but finally, I got a good enough grip on the spike to start scratching against what I hoped was the sigil. Distorting the symbol might not be enough to break the spell locking me in place, but at least it would weaken it.


A soft pressure glanced against the top of my head and I jerked in surprise, the spike nearly slipping from my fingers. I craned my head back farther than before, twisting my neck painfully to look over my left shoulder.


Relief soared in me at the sight of Caitriona, her silvery hair bright even in the dark. Her hands were chained above her head to the stone bars. Even with her impressive height, she’d only just managed to stretch the toe of her tennis shoe out to reach me.


Her eyes flashed in the dark, as sharp as any nocturnal predator’s.


Where? she mouthed.


Before I could speak, one of the sorceresses—the younger one, if my ears hadn’t betrayed me—raised her voice enough for it to carry clearly down the hall.


“The terror we’ve feared for centuries is upon us and the High Sorceress can’t be arsed to even look for the bloody thing he’s demanding we return?”


Caitriona’s eyes met mine again, widening.


My body tensed. What thing did Lord Death want them to return?


At least we won’t have to warn them about anything, I thought miserably.


“What’s going on?” Olwen’s voice was groggy as she came to. “Where are we?”


“Shh,” Caitriona whispered. “We’re all right.”


“How is any of this all right?” I whispered back.


“Does …,” Neve rasped out from my right. “Does anyone know where we are?”


“A vault,” I told her, scraping the spike against the metal restraint as hard as I could.


“Oh. Well … that’s not the worst thing, is it?” Olwen said. “Didn’t you say you have experience with sorceress vaults with your job as a … what did you call it?”


“A Hollower.” A glorified treasure hunter of legendary relics. “And my experience is with breaking in, not out.”


“We’re with sorceresses?” Neve said.


I realized, a split second too late, what was coming. “Wait—!”


“Hey!” she shouted. “This is a mistake! Hello? Did you hear me?”


I let my head fall back against the stone ground with a sigh. So much for the element of surprise, never mind the distant dream of escaping.


Footsteps echoed down the hall. Three cloaked figures strode toward us, emerging from somewhere deeper in the vault. An antique-style lantern floated beside them, as if carried by an unseen spirit.


“Marvelous,” one said, and I recognized the voice belonging to Acacia. “You’re finally awake.”


Her face was like white velvet beneath the braided crown of her pale hair, and the flawlessness of her beauty set her apart as something other, something to fear, because it could only be a lure. And her eyes … they were spiteful as they assessed us, before turning to her companion. “I told you it wouldn’t be much longer, Hestia.”


Hestia revealed herself to be the wiry one with tan skin and a slightly pinched expression as she declared, “Best to start with the one that doesn’t have magic.”


The cuffs around my wrists fell away, and in a rare moment of composure, I scrambled back on clumsy limbs, colliding with a soft form behind me—Neve.


“How quickly courage flees when their master is not there to protect them,” the nameless one said. Her pale blue eyes were rimmed with heavy plum liner the same shade as her knotted hair.


“M-Master?” I croaked. “Hang on, what are you talking about?”


“Listen,” Neve began, sounding entirely too reasonable for the situation we were in. “There’s clearly been some sort of misunderstanding—”


A hot band of pressure locked around my waist and yanked me back toward the stone bars of our cell. I bit my tongue painfully, blood exploding in my mouth as Acacia spun her hands in a mocking show of reeling me in. The small spike slipped from my fingers as I tried in vain to drive my heels down to fight the pull of magic.


“Stop this!” Olwen pulled against her manacles. “We’re not your enemies!”


“Is that so?” Acacia flicked her wrist, and I was flung like a doll up against the bars. Stars burst behind my eyes as my temple collided with the rock. Magic shoved at me from behind, and my ribs screamed in protest.


“Release her!” Caitriona roared.


“Please!” Olwen begged. “We were coming to find the Council of Sistren, to warn you about Lord Death!”


“Warn us?” Plum Hair grated out. “Warn us of what, precisely? That resisting his demand was futile? As if slaughtering five of our sistren weren’t message enough!”


“We were—we—” Each word I spoke only increased the pressure from behind. I wondered, fleetingly, how much force my body could withstand before it was crushed against the stone bars.


Caitriona let out a noise of pure rage, trying to rip her hands from the restraints.


“You led him directly to Stellamaris last night—admit it!” Acacia snarled.


Despite the pain ratcheting through my body, my mind latched onto that name. The Sorceress Stellamaris lived on the outskirts of Boston. Cabell and I had done a recovery job for her, retrieving her mother’s ring from another sorceress’s tomb. She had been—pleasant wasn’t the right word, and neither was harmless. She had been … uncomplicated to deal with.


The storm. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that the city experienced a freak blizzard the same night she was killed.


“We ought to rip every last detail about their master from their minds,” Plum Hair said. “Surely the Council won’t punish us if we get what they’re after?”


“What are you talking about?” Neve asked, beyond agitated.


“Unmakers of worlds,” Hestia sneered. “The four servants of Death, maidens of winter—the others may dress you up in pretty names, but we know what you are. We know the rot in your hearts.”


“We do not serve Death!” Caitriona raged. “We are his sworn enemies!”


At that, all three women laughed riotously. And through the pain, through terror, all I could imagine was kicking them into the nearest curse sigil.


“I’m one of you!” Neve cried. “I’m a sorceress! They’re—they’re priestesses of Avalon! We tried to stop Lord Death, not help him!”


The last of the air left my lungs as the force of Acacia’s magic drove harder against my back, threatening to snap my ribs, my spine. My vision darkened at the edges as I struggled to draw in even a shallow breath.


“Your fork-tongued lies mean nothing to us,” Hestia said. “There wasn’t a soul alive in Avalon when your master compelled you to destroy it.”


“We were trying to save the isle,” Olwen said, pleading. “We thought the ritual would purify it—it was a mistake!”


She began to hum, a shaky, desperate sound, to summon a spell. Neve joined her, her voice breaking with her sobbing breath.


The sorceresses only laughed, the flickering lantern light deepening the harsh lines of their faces.


“Singing spells? How quaint,” Acacia said. “Your cell is warded against the use of magic. Try it again and you’ll certainly be carrying your friend home in pieces.”


“It was a mistake! All of it!” Neve swore in desperation.


“More lies,” Plum Hair sang. She glanced toward Acacia, enjoying the show.


“Tell us what your master is after,” Acacia demanded. “And why he wants it by the winter solstice.”


“We don’t know what you’re talking about!” Caitriona thundered.


“They must truly hate their friend to wish her dead,” Hestia said. “I don’t know about you, sistren, but I would be all too glad to avenge the mortals who perished at Glastonbury. The ones slaughtered as you unmade the boundary and brought hell raining down upon this world.”


The agony finally overcame me like a tide, ripping through the last bit of strength I had. I cried out, hot tears streaking my face. My limbs, my skin, strained against the stone, stretching painfully, threatening to tear.


“Stop!”


Blue-white light erupted through the cell with Neve’s shattering cry, incinerating the darkness with its unbridled intensity.


The sorceresses stumbled back, flinging their arms over their faces to shield their eyes. The light produced no heat, but it radiated a dizzying pressure with each shuddering breath Neve took.


“You said you blocked their magic!” Hestia shrieked.


“I did!” Acacia shrieked back.


The pressure crushing me against the bars released and I hit the ground hard, gasping. My fingers clawed at the rough stone as I tried to steady my galloping heart.


“Tamsin?” Olwen called out. “Are you all right?”


I couldn’t answer. Couldn’t speak just yet. As the light retreated, it cast the cell back into a deeper darkness. I blinked against the spots floating in my vision, and even then, I wondered if I was imagining it—the way the magic seemed to linger on Neve’s skin like a dusting of stars before it winked out entirely.


My breath was stilted, burning in my aching chest. At the sound of the sorceresses’ steps shuffling forward, I curled down into myself, my entire body bracing for more pain.


“What … are you?” Acacia ground out. The three sorceresses were unharmed, but their hair was flying loose, their long robes and gowns askew, as if they’d barely come through a windstorm.


“I told you,” Neve said, the pleading note back in her voice. She pulled against her restraints, trying to sit up. “I’m one of you.”


“That was not the Mother’s magic,” Hestia said, breathless. “That was not our magic.”


“It must be his,” came the third. “Death magic. The power of Annwn.”


“No!” Neve said, pleading. “It’s not! I—it’s—”


Hestia turned her back to us, lowering her voice to a mere whisper. For the first time, she sounded uncertain as she spoke to the others. “Do we kill her?”


I rolled onto my stomach, fear roiling in my gut. Caitriona slammed her back against the stone bars, as if she could break them with sheer will.


“Try it,” she warned, the words brimming with lethal promise.


“What is that dull old saying? It’s better to beg forgiveness than seek permission?” Ice shot through my veins as Acacia’s gaze fixed on Neve. “I think it best we kill them all.”


Then, through the veil of terror descending over the vault, came the knock.


It wasn’t a timid sound so much as polite. I thought I’d imagined it until it came again, louder and more insistent.


The sorceresses looked to one another.


“Were you expecting someone?” Acacia asked the others.


“If it’s one of the Council—” the nameless one began.


“Well, go and see to it, then,” Acacia said, waving a dismissive hand in her sistren’s direction.


“Me?” Hestia complained. “Why do I have to do everything?”


There was a third knock.


“Fine, I’ll do it myself,” Acacia groused, the skirt of her sapphire-blue dress whirling with her. “If any of them so much as whimper, break every bone in their bodies.”


My pulse thundered in my ears as I forced myself to sit up.


“Ah-ah,” Hestia tutted. “Stay where you are.”


“We didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” Neve whispered.


“Then you’re worse than traitors to the Goddess,” Hestia said. “You’re fools.”


Moments later, Acacia’s shuffling steps returned, her black cloak flaring out behind her with the force of her fury.


Hestia arched a thin brow. “Who was it?”


Acacia shoved a rumpled piece of parchment against her chest, then turned to glare at us, indecision passing over her face. Hestia’s eyes widened as she read it. Plum Hair ripped it out of her hands to read it herself, then turned to someone I couldn’t see.


“This cannot be real,” Plum Hair murmured. “This is a trick.”


“Are you willing to bet on that? Because I’m always up for a friendly wager,” said a voice from behind Acacia.


Every inch of my skin prickled with sudden awareness.


The shadowed figure stepped out from behind her into the floating lantern’s light.


“I wouldn’t stake your life on it, though,” Emrys said.
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I hated that I wanted to look at him.


Hated that I noticed how his chestnut hair had been trimmed and tamed, that he was back to wearing perfectly tailored clothing with his usual disregard, sleeves rolled up to reveal the thick bands of scars across his skin. Hated the warm jacket he’d slung over one shoulder while the rest of us tried not to shiver in the damp cold. I hated that tilt of his head, that smirk, as if his wealth and name might protect him from these sorceresses, too.


But more than anything, I hated that the only mark the last days of Avalon had left on him was a hollowing of his cheeks, when the horror of those last hours had carved our pain down deep to the bone.


The betrayal stung anew, revived in an instant. Any soft relief I might have felt at seeing him alive dissolved, until only the humiliation and smoldering anger remained. He hadn’t just taken the Ring of Dispel, he’d …


What the hell was he even doing here?


“I don’t believe this for a moment,” Hestia declared, ripping the letter back out of the nameless one’s hands.


“Which part, that Madrigal has come slithering up out of her viper’s nest, or that the High Sorceress believed her?” Acacia muttered. Her brows rose suddenly, the bitterness there replaced by some new, no doubt horrible, revelation. “It says we’re to release them, but it does not specify that they have to be alive.”


Look at me, I thought, staring at the perfect lines of his profile. Look at what you did.


He wouldn’t. It began to feel like a challenge. I was baiting him, daring him to look. To see the venomous fury that was coursing through my veins and risk my gaze turning him to stone.


But then, that was one of the privileges of wealth, wasn’t it? Never needing to face the consequences of your actions.


“Actually,” Emrys said smoothly, leaning over Hestia’s shoulder to point at something on the paper, “it does riiiiight there—bottom of the third paragraph? Put in the request for that one myself.”


“Wow,” Neve deadpanned. “What a hero.”


I gritted my teeth, resentment billowing up inside me. I didn’t want his help. Didn’t need it. The mere fact that he thought we might welcome it … I’d rather have been torn apart by the sorceresses.


“And just there,” Emrys continued, pointing farther down, “you’ll notice the High Sorceress makes a special request for you to return to the Council for a new assignment. But look, she also sends some praise for a job well done, so bravo.”


Acacia looked as though she’d love to stamp him out like a roach beneath her bootheel, and I would have loved nothing better than to watch.


“Why would Madrigal vouch for them, after what they’ve done?” Plum Hair scowled. “She never sticks her neck out unless it’s in the hope someone will clasp a diamond necklace around it.”


“Working every angle, as always. Her standing has suffered since … well, you know,” Hestia said.


The others did know, apparently. My infernal curiosity perked up its ears, but no further details came.


“Can we be done, then?” Hestia continued. “Your vault is rather lacking in creature comforts, Acacia.”


“Though, truly, it has wonderfully evocative atmosphere,” Plum Hair said, gesturing to the bleak stone walls around us.


Acacia sniffed, allowing the compliment. “Then let us go before the Council agrees to waste yet more of our time.”


“A wise idea,” Emrys said pleasantly. “We never know how many days we’ll be given.”


Acacia turned on her heel with a noise of disgust, making for the vault’s entrance. The others scurried after her, exchanging pleased looks behind her back.


Emrys cleared his throat, and they stopped.


“What is it now, you pestilence?” Acacia demanded.


He gestured helpfully to the stone bars, and to our restraints.


Acacia stamped her foot, letting out a little noise of annoyance. She retrieved her wand from what must have been an enchanted pocket of her cloak and used the knife end to scratch out a sigil on the nearby wall.


The stone bars snapped back down into grooves in the ground, the thunderous impact rattling my already hurting body. The manacles fell away from our wrists, dissolving to dust as they hit the earth.


Neve sprang to her feet with a relieved sigh. Caitriona ran on unsteady legs into the pathway, but the sorceresses were already gone. She muttered something darkly beneath her breath that was likely better left unheard.


I wasn’t sure I could have moved even if I’d wanted to. Olwen rushed over to me, kneeling at my side, worry etched into her grime-streaked face.


“Are you all right?” she asked, beginning her examination. I gasped as she prodded a sharp ache on the right side of my ribs.


“Well, I was,” I squeezed out.


“Just bruised,” she noted. “I don’t have any healing salve with me. Can you tolerate it a bit longer?”


“Do I have a choice?”


“What happened?” Emrys asked.


That persuasive smile was gone now, the aura of swagger extinguished with two soft words. If it had been anyone else, I would have called his expression concern.


He was looking now. He studied each of us in quick succession, with the fleetingness of light glancing off glass. In the end, Emrys Dye really was a coward; he couldn’t even summon the nerve to lift his eyes to our faces. And damn him, because those eyes … they had the audacity to still be so beautiful. One gray as a storm cloud, one green as the earth—trickster’s jewels, meant to tempt the unsuspecting thief.


Caitriona edged closer, until she’d partially blocked me from view.


“Not even a hello?” he said lightly.


My top lip curled as the bitterness churning in me fermented to a deeper hate.


The silence from the others bolstered me from all sides. I rose slowly, with Caitriona’s and Olwen’s help.


A flicker of something crossed his expression, breaking through the pleasant veneer he wore. I knew better than to believe it was anything like regret.


I’d known him for too long not to see through this act. I knew what he wanted now. Information.


Time had moved differently between our world and the Otherland … until, of course, we’d shifted them back into alignment with the ritual. For us, it had only been a little over a day since he slipped away with the Ring of Dispel, taking it back to Madrigal for all the gold and freedom she’d promised. For him, it would have been days, maybe more than a week.


But he deserved nothing. Not the truth of what had happened. Not kindness.


Not us.


The professional in me had understood, even if I hadn’t wanted to, why he’d done it. Maybe, with the distance of decades, or lifetimes, I would have found a sliver of acceptance. Let the wound scar over. But the wound he’d left was still bloody and gaping, and I’d be dead and damned before I let him drive another blade in.


In the end, Olwen broke first. She charged forward, forcing him back a step as she jabbed her finger at his heart like a dagger.


“You!” The word dripped with shocking vehemence. “I liked you and—and trusted you! We all did, every one of my sisters and friends! How dare you? How dare you take the ring and leave us—!”


Her voice choked with emotion. “Goddess forgive me, but a part of me wishes you had died, because at least I could go on believing that you were good, and kind. That you were our friend. But now you are nothing but a stranger and a thief.”


Olwen, I thought, an ache opening deep in my chest.


Emrys’s face turned wan. He held his hands out, the palms turned up as if in supplication. “Please, just listen—”


“And allow you to lie to all of us again?” Caitriona said coldly. She held a hand back toward me, not to reach for mine, but to bring me closer to her.


“How did …,” Emrys began, each word he chose more uncertain than the last. “How did it happen? Did anyone else make it?”


“We are the only ones who survived,” Caitriona said.


I looked down as Emrys recoiled, absorbing her words like a blow to the gut. “Even Cabell?”


I wondered when that awareness of him would finally leave, if it could be burned out of my soul like a fever. Even now, I felt him watching me, sensed the way he angled his body toward mine.


He might have been a coward, but I wasn’t.


I looked up, forcing him to meet my gaze, to see me, as I said, “Are we supposed to believe that you care?”


He fisted a hand in his hair, his breathing turning shallow as the silence swelled between us. “Will you let me explain? Or are you too damn stubborn to even listen?”


My broken fingernails curled into the cuts on my palms, and I focused on that sharp bite of pain to steady me.


“Oh, now we get a choice?” I snapped. “You haven’t shut up the entire time you’ve been here.”


His jaw clenched, but I’d given him the opening, and he took it.


“I had to bring the ring to Madrigal,” he said. “It wasn’t a choice—not a real one. Madrigal didn’t just promise me what I needed to get my mom away from my father. She kept my mom captive to ensure I saw the job through.”


I stared back, the muscles in my stomach quivering as they tightened.


“We all had people we were trying to protect,” I said coldly. “You were the only one who had to betray everyone to do it.”


All that imploring softness fell away as his expression hardened to match mine. A part of me was relieved to see it. This was the real Emrys, the one I’d always known. The prince of the guild, the unwelcome rival. Him, I could handle.


“That’s rich coming from you, Lark,” he said. “Didn’t you lie to Neve about how the ring had to be taken?”


Lark. My mind snagged on the name.


“Do not,” Neve warned, finally stepping forward, “compare omitting details to leaving your supposed friends to die in a dark wasteland overrun by monsters.”


He had the decency to look chastened by that, at least. “You’re right. And I’m sorry it had to be that way.” His gaze slid back toward me. “But you saw her—my mother. You saw what Madrigal had already done to keep her in line. You saw her, Tamsin.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about—” But even as I said it, my mind was already painting the fading opulence of the Sorceress Madrigal’s home.


In that short visit, I’d observed only a handful of people: the sorceress herself, Emrys, her pooka companion Dearie, the dinner guests and their horrible animal masks. And the elderly maid near the door.


The maid.


She’d looked as fragile as the etched-glass drinkware that had tumbled from her tray, shattering against the floor. Age had stooped her shoulders, but that was the only normal thing about her appearance, the rest of which had been startling. Her one visible eye had been pure white, with no iris or pupil. Her skin hung from the bones of her face like clay melting off its form. In a word, she’d looked ancient.


But when I lingered on her face, trying to layer it over the few images I’d seen of Cerys Dye, I could almost see it. The fine bone structure. The shape of her eyes. Emrys’s mother had been famed for her beauty—it couldn’t be her.


But Emrys’s grave eyes told a different story.


“Is that true?” Neve asked, glancing between us.


“I think …” My words trailed off. I’d thought a lot of things about him. Believed far more than I should have. “Maybe.”


“It is true,” Emrys protested. “And once I returned with the ring, Madrigal let us both go.”


“Where is your mother now?” Olwen asked, seemingly despite herself.


“She’s safe … she’s … recovering with a friend,” Emrys said. “And when Madrigal heard the Council had ordered that the four of you be taken and imprisoned, she even sent the High Sorceress a letter vouching for you, as a peace offering. The Sistren are calling you the Unmakers. They think you’re working with Lord Death.”


“Yeah, we worked that one out ourselves, thanks,” I said. My exhaustion caught up to me again, and this time, I didn’t try to fight it. “What’s the real reason you’re here? Why would Madrigal feel she owes us anything? I know she’s not doing it out of the goodness of her heart—she’d need to actually possess one for that to be true.”


“She doesn’t want you to reveal that she has the ring to the other sorceresses,” Emrys said. “So no one shows up trying to kill her for it.”


“What did she need it for?” Olwen asked.


“She didn’t say, and I didn’t see her use it,” Emrys said. “And before you ask, I have no idea where it’s hidden now.”


I blew out a hard breath, rolling my eyes. Of course. How convenient for them both. It hardly mattered; as long as it was in the sorceress’s possession, it was beyond our reach. Madrigal would put every ounce of her power into ensuring it would stay that way.


“What else?” I said. “That can’t be the only reason she petitioned the Council for us.”


Emrys folded his arms over his chest again, drawing my eyes to the crosshatch of scars covering his skin. Whatever reason he’d had to hide them before, it had no hold on him now. “Madrigal wants a heads-up if we think Lord Death is going to target her.”


That, at least, was honest. She’d always struck me as a creature who prioritized her own survival over all others, even her own kind.


“I just heard an unwelcome we in that explanation,” Neve said sharply.


“I want to help,” he said quietly. “I want to make amends.”


“Oh yes, because you’re known for your virtuous, valiant nature,” I scoffed.


It might have been the darkness, but I could have sworn he flinched. “Believe me or don’t. I’m still going to try.”


A freezing drip of condensation struck my neck and slid down the ridge of my spine. “You seem to be laboring under the delusion that your ‘help’ is something we’d want, when it’s not even something we need.”


“You did just now,” he pointed out.


“That was Madrigal, not you,” Neve said. “And we would have gotten ourselves out of this, somehow.”


“Please …,” he said again, a hand rising to press against his chest. After a moment, he added quietly, “I don’t even know what happened.”


“And who do you have to thank for that?” Caitriona said.


He flinched, as if her words had been a knife to the heart. But it wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to twist it and twist it until he felt the same pain we did.


So I told him. Everything. In the smallest, bloodiest detail, sharpening the truth’s claws to tear at him until there was no color left in his face and he looked like he might be sick.


Good, I thought. Our eyes met and some twisted part of me was glad to see him gutted. You get to feel it too.


What I realized too late, however, was that I couldn’t mortally wound him without cutting the others. In the long silence that followed, tears dripped down Olwen’s anguished face. Caitriona reached for her, only to be waved away.


“I’m … it’s fine,” Olwen said, pulling away, turning back in toward the cell. Neve reached out and punched my arm with a look that promised another lesson in how to behave like a considerate human being.


“That’s …,” Emrys began softly. But there wasn’t a word for it. Nothing could encompass the magnitude of what had been lost.


“You said you want to help?” Neve said, rounding on him. “Lord Death sent a message to the Council of Sistren asking for something to be returned by the winter solstice. What is it?”


He balked. “I don’t know. None of the sorceresses do.”


“Is this you demonstrating your usefulness?” I asked.


“You said you brought Viviane’s vessel from Avalon to find what memory Lord Death stole, right?” Emrys said. “Are you taking it to the Bonecutter to see if she can fix it?”


I opened my mouth. Shut it.


She. He’d said she.


The Bonecutter had been little more than green ink words on paper for as long as I’d been a Hollower. Green ink didn’t have a face, or a gender, and no one else in the guild, not even Librarian, had seemed to know who or what they were.


“Is that who you wanted to find, Tamsin?” Caitriona asked, her dark eyes shifting between us.


“Yes,” I grumbled.


“Then I’m at your service,” he said. “Because I know where her workshop is.”


The words struck me like a strangling curse. “You do not know that. No one knows that.”


“Then I look forward to proving you wrong yet again.”


I gritted my teeth.


“If he knows where it is …,” Neve began.


“We can find it ourselves,” I groused.


“Not before Lord Death kills another sorceress,” she finished. “If he’s wrong, or lying, then we’ll just … kick him off a cliff.”


“Conveniently enough, there’s one close to her establishment,” Emrys said.


“You guys can’t be serious …,” I began in disbelief.


But clearly, they were. And as Caitriona made her way toward Emrys, I knew I was outvoted.


“Let’s go,” she said. When Emrys started after her, she spun with all the vicious elegance of a viper, pinning him against the rough wall with her forearm. Emrys’s eyes widened, but unlike Nash, he made no move to escape. He simply took it.


“Betray us again,” she growled, “and I will gut you like the swine you are.”


“Noted,” he gasped out.


She released him, following along the pathway to what I sincerely hoped was the entrance, stepping over the swirling curse sigils embedded in the tile work beneath her feet. Emrys followed.


Olwen lingered a moment more, taking my hand to give it a gentle squeeze.


“Not you too,” I said.


“I know,” she told me. “But what other motive would he have now?”


“Let’s see,” I began. “Stealing Viviane’s vessel once it’s repaired? Spying on us for Madrigal? Using us to find whatever Lord Death wants first? Give me a few minutes, I’m sure I’ll come up with more.”


“Your mind, I swear,” Neve said, shaking her head. “Here’s the thing—if it’s a choice between working with him and spinning ourselves in circles searching for the Bonecutter, I’d rather use him and lose him. Deep down, I know you would too.”


I grunted, refusing to agree.


“The winter solstice is, what, ten days from now? And we have no idea what Lord Death is looking for, and why he needs whatever it is by then,” Neve said. “What we need is time. He can give us that.”


I blew out a long sigh. Right.


Olwen gave my hand one last squeeze. “It doesn’t change what matters. We’re still with you, no matter what.”


My feet remained rooted to the ground as she followed Caitriona and Emrys out. I started after her, only to realize Neve had hung back.


The sorceress stood at the edge of what had been our cell, her brows lowered, her lips pressed in a tight line.


“Neve?”


Lost to her thoughts, Neve startled as I touched her shoulder.


“Sorry, I …,” she began, shaking her head. “Let’s just get out of here.”


“Is this about the sorceresses?” I asked, absently rubbing at my sore chest.


“No. Maybe.” Neve’s shoulders slumped. “Yes.”


My anger, still so close to the surface, stirred again as I remembered what the sorceresses had said. The way they’d laughed. Neve had been rejected by the Council of Sistren when she’d sought out training. To see them rebuff her again, to not even accept that she was one of them, was more than I could bear.


“Don’t you dare take anything they said to heart,” I told her sternly. “They’re all probably four centuries past the point of experiencing anything resembling empathy, and they have no idea who we are, or what we went through.”


Her fingers worried the pendant hidden beneath her T-shirt. The rare, pale stone was a Goddess Eye, said to amplify magic, and had been left to her by a mother she’d never known.


“But she didn’t ask who I was,” Neve said quietly, hugging her arms to her center. “She asked what I was.”


The air around us took on a deeper chill. I fought the urge to rub some warmth back into my arms.


“You,” I said firmly, “are a powerful sorceress. Not to mention you’re wearing an amplifier they were stupid enough not to take off you. Of course you could overcome their measly little wards.”


She bit her lip. “It’s … that light spell … I didn’t think anything of it while we were in Avalon. Sometimes magic can well up in an uncontrolled way, especially in moments of great danger or emotion. But the way those sorceresses reacted …”


“Doesn’t matter,” I told her firmly. “We know what death magic feels like—it’s cold, and remote. The Children were born from it and your light destroyed them, remember? It’s never hurt any of us.”


“You’re right,” she said. “I shouldn’t have let them get into my head like that.” Her lips twitched with a satisfied smirk. “They were totally freaking out, weren’t they?”


“Like cats caught by the tail,” I confirmed, letting her loop her arm through mine. “And I haven’t forgotten my promise. We’re going to find your mom, and you’ll have whatever answers you need.”


Neve let out a soft hum of acknowledgment. That pensive look was back as she said meaningfully, “Maybe you’ll get a few of those yourself.”


I couldn’t think about that now. Any of it. For once, I was grateful for the dark chaos swirling around us, and I gladly surrendered to its all-consuming horror. Nothing else could matter right now.


Nothing, and no one.


I swept my gaze around the shadows, guiding us over the curse sigils disguised in the mosaic floors, making sure neither of us brushed up against the walls, where a thick layer of moss could hide more markings. Step by step, the darkness of the vault bled away, and soon an arched doorway appeared in the craggy wall ahead of us, framed with light.


Caitriona and Olwen passed through the Vein first. Emrys approached the doorway, and for a moment, I forgot—I forgot he wouldn’t stop or look back over his shoulder, waiting for me to catch up the way he had a hundred times in Avalon.


But even that had been a lie. Embarrassment rang in my chest like a bell, deep and endless as it echoed against my bones.


“I can get rid of him, you know,” Neve said as he stepped through the door. “Stick his body in some forest where the fungi can happily eat his rotting flesh and regenerate into something that’s not a lying worm.”


I was genuinely touched. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


“I’ve been working up some interesting curse options, too,” she added.


“Interesting in what way?” I asked, stopping at the edge of the Vein. The sight of the spiraling threads of magic never got old.


“Stuff like, every pair of socks you own will always feel wet when you put them on … finding a maggot in every meal … having a bad itch you can never reach … burping every time someone says your name … always getting the squeakiest shopping carts …”


I laughed for the first time in what had to be days. “Can you really do all that?”


Neve lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Give me a few more days, I’ll figure it out.”


I shook my head, trying to run a hand back through my tangled hair as I faced the Vein, and what waited on the other side. I’d made some terrible mistakes in my life; I just had to hope we wouldn’t live to regret this one before we found out what memories had been stolen from the High Priestess’s vessel.


GREENWICH, CONNECTICUT


In all the time he’d been a member of the Hollower guild, Cabell had never been invited to the Dyes’ Summerland estate.


Curiosity might once have been enough to tempt him, especially if it came with the assurance of a big job—an expedition he’d never be able to fund himself for a relic he might otherwise never set eyes on. But on the whole, it had been easy to live without knowing what the inside of the palatial home looked like. He hadn’t even tormented himself with wondering what treasures or resources the Dyes were jealously guarding from the rest of the guild behind their tony walls.


Nothing good came of coveting things that were never going to be yours. It only made you feel bad, knowing what you lacked. Better to focus on what was meant for you, and to hell with the rest of it.


The gravel driveway crunched under his feet as he stalked forward, matching the powerful strides of the dark figure a step ahead of him. They’d arrived in an icy whirlwind of shadows that had bit at his senses. It wasn’t necessary to travel by Veins now. His lord could transport them between locations in the blink of an eye.


Cabell had never been a stranger to magic, but this—Lord Death’s magic held the vastness of a night sky. It was no misty, sweet song. It thundered, triumphant and unrelenting. It was inescapable, like death itself.


The elaborate iron gate at the base of the driveway had been left open, anticipating their arrival. Cabell shook his head. That was the way of it with the Dyes. They assumed everything would always go to plan, that others would come when they called, that nothing was beyond their reach, not even a god.


Their house reflected that confidence with its grim-faced determination to take up as much space as possible. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen such a grand structure, accented by turrets and sweeping stone arches, outside of actual castles.


The sharpness of the air promised snow. A chill rolled down his back, not from cold but from the green scent of holly adorning the impressive marble steps. Two stone hounds guarded the landing. He sneered at the sight of them.


Black candles shuddered in their sconces on either side of the iron door, then went out, extinguished by some unseen wind.


The cold seemed to coil around his stomach as he neared; that same feeling of receding, of shrinking, came over him. His steps slowed.


“Whatever is the matter, my boy?” His master’s voice was silk in the air, soothing even his most shattered edges.


“I should wait out here,” Cabell said. He was a stain that would only tarnish his master in the eyes of the men inside. “I can stay with the Children.”


Their chittering always set his teeth on edge, and something about the way they moved, that essence of human still left in their spidery bodies, unsettled him. He felt their glowing eyes on his back, watching from the line of trees at the edge of the estate, but didn’t look, even as his instincts screamed for it. He wasn’t a coward, but sometimes, at dusk, he thought he could see an echo of the human faces they’d once possessed.


“Hmm,” Lord Death hummed, wearing another’s face himself. A king’s. “Have these men treated you poorly?”


Cabell ducked his head. “No, my lord. They didn’t care enough to.”


“Then shall we show them their mistake?” his master said. “Being underestimated has its advantages. Or do you think I wouldn’t pick a worthy knight to stand at my side? Do you believe I would choose a fool to be my seneschal?”


Cabell straightened as the tension in his gut eased. He stared at his master, not daring to hope. “Your seneschal?”


“I shall need someone to run the household, here and in Annwn,” Lord Death said. “To be my most faithful and loyal companion. Will you accept such a role?”


“Yes,” Cabell breathed out. He couldn’t let himself forget that again. Of all the apprentices his lord had trained, it was Cabell who had been chosen.


“Remember who you are,” his master said. “You are where you belong.”


Cabell had thought he’d understood what it was to belong before, but there’d always been a part of him, some feeling, that he was at the edge of this world and not part of it. He’d spent years staring down through the cracks of the library’s attic floor as a child, watching as the members of the guild left to seek relics, returning with the most priceless treasure of all: pride.


All from having dared to try.


After he claimed his membership, it hadn’t mattered how hard he’d worked, the curses he broke, or the miles he traveled. To his sister and the man who had raised them, he was worse than different—he was wrong. The others seemed to sense that about him too. Most days, he was barely tolerated. A source of amusement, maybe, but little better than dirt tracked in on Endymion Dye’s boots.


Now he knew his worth, and there was no greater power than that.


His lord had supplied him with a heavy coat of the deepest black, the sort that absorbed all light. The silken quality of his new clothes and the soft leather of his boots were unlike anything he had ever worn, far too fine to be the product of mortal hands. He straightened the coat one last time, smoothing his hands down over wrinkles that weren’t there.


“It is time you know your true name,” Lord Death said. “Bledig.”


The word resonated in his chest as his soul recognized the truth of it. That was his first name. Cabell belonged to a life he needed to shed like a hound’s summer coat.


Lord Death lifted his hand, signaling to the Children of the Night. Several broke away from their pack, moving around the house to scale its rose trellises and walls, settling along the rooflines, where they would remain, guarding Summerland House against all enemies.


The door opened. Endymion Dye’s pale face hovered in that slit of darkness. Lord Death stepped forward and lowered his hood. His face—the face of the man who had once been Arthur Pendragon—was cold as he took stock of the mortal man.


Cabell smirked at Endymion’s groveling look of veneration and pride to find the King of Annwn standing on his threshold. The pleasure he took from it, however, was nothing compared to the satisfaction that purred in his chest when Endymion’s eyes shifted over to him.


A flicker of shock passed over Endymion’s sharp features as he recognized Cabell—a no one, a nothing in the hierarchy of his world—standing beside the god.


“You have summoned me here through ritual and smoke,” Lord Death’s baritone voice began. “And yet you do not invite me in. Tell me, Endymion Dye, are you so ungracious to all your guests?”


Endymion bowed, opening the door wider and backing into the shadows of the house with a nervous flourish.


Cabell almost laughed. The rush that pitiful display gave him was intoxicating, spreading an almost dizzying warmth through his whole body. How snakes turned to worms when a bigger predator arrived. Lord Death glanced over, arching a knowing brow.


“I’ve never seen him so … agreeable,” Cabell said. “Allow me, my lord.”


He stepped through the door first, knocking his shoulder into Endymion to push past him. In life, you were either the person who charged forward or the one who stepped aside. Cabell refused to step aside ever again. He would never need to.


Once inside, he surveyed the grand foyer, letting his gaze skim over the handsome oak staircase curving up either side in perfect symmetry. A dazzling chandelier sent candlelight sparkling down upon the cold marble floor.


He drew in a deep breath. The hair on his arms rose and stung, as if threatening a shift into his other form. There was something off about this place. Cold, yes, but that he’d expected. A kind of … stillness, then. The smell of must and something else lingered—decay.


He tilted his head toward another door to the left of him, this one looking like it had been ripped off an ancient fortress. The wood was inlaid with swirling patterns and symbols made from iron. Strange. He didn’t recognize them, but he did recognize the scent that escaped from the room behind them.


Blood. Old blood.


Cabell turned sharply on his heel. He nodded to Lord Death, feeling again that prickling of pride that he had been entrusted with such a powerful god’s safety.


Lord Death entered Summerland House as if he had done it thousands of times before. He stopped beside Cabell, assessing its fine offerings for himself.


“I hope it is to your liking, my lord,” Endymion said, with yet another bow.


Lord Death cast a cold eye on him. “It will suffice. For now.”


“The others are eager to meet you,” Endymion said. “I cannot tell you how long we have awaited your return. To bring you forth into this world.”


To his credit, he knew not to show his back to Lord Death. That, as Cabell had witnessed, was an insult the god wouldn’t tolerate.


Instead, Endymion Dye—the great, proud Endymion Dye—walked backward, his eyes lowered like the servant he was. Cabell was unsurprised to discover that their destination was the imposing door with its strange symbols. He studied them again as they drew closer. Some looked vaguely like the sigils the sorceresses used for protective wards, but he couldn’t be sure. Of the two of them, Tamsin—


His throat tightened. Cabell rested a hand on the sword hanging from his side, gripping the hilt until his fingers ached with it. At the edge of his vision, pale blond hair flashed. He spun, searching for the source of it, but found only shadows.


The massive door swung open with a sound like a dying beast. Cabell felt his feet slowing as he entered, almost against his will. Sheets of silk had been draped to block off the rest of the room, dividing the ordinary from the sacred. Before them, a dozen men, some he recognized from the Hollower guild, stood in the shape of a crescent, wearing crowns of holly. The table, or what might have been a desk, had been transformed into an altar. Beneath the stench of incense, greens, and nervous sweat was the faintest hint of old books.


Cabell’s gaze drifted down. At his feet, a dark stain was just visible on the carpet. The muscles of his stomach tightened, and for the first time, he wondered what ritual had been powerful enough for Lord Death to feel the summons.


“Lord Death,” Endymion began, taking his place in the assembly of men. All of them wore simple robes, and a silver pin that Cabell recognized from his old life. A hand holding a silver branch. “We welcome you once more to the mortal world, and offer you our service, to whatever end.”


“You offer more than what I ask,” Lord Death said, enjoying the way some of the men quailed under his scrutiny. Cabell took more than a little pleasure from walking in slow, searching loops around them. It felt good, so good, to give in to that need. It was in his blood to herd.


“My lord?” Endymion prompted.


“No one summons death, unless they seek its power,” the god continued. “Tell me, then, what you desire of me in exchange for your service. Will you be like the ancients, who merely wanted to smite their enemies? Will you walk in the steps of the druids, grasping at knowledge and power forbidden to mortal men?”


Endymion seemed to regain some of his composure, though he still didn’t dare look into Lord Death’s pale eyes. “We seek to hunt those you hunt yourself. To serve as your sworn blades, your disciples in magic, and end the tyranny of those who hold power they do not deserve.”


Of course, a voice whispered in Cabell’s mind. This has always been their objective.


It was only a wonder he hadn’t guessed it before. Some men hunted relics for the glory. These men, to steal power from the sorceresses.


Cabell sat at the edge of their pathetic altar, arms crossed over his chest, his pulse quickening. His breath came in light pants. He watched the god eagerly. No one would ever replace him. Lord Death had sworn it.


He would have a different role for these fools to play.


Lord Death paced in front of them, a king inspecting his soldiers. When he came to Endymion again, he stopped. A small smile slanted over his face as the man struggled to hold his head high. His bowels had probably turned to water by now.


“You wish to serve in my retinue?” Lord Death asked. “To join the Wild Hunt?”
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