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THE GRAVEDIGGER’S CHILDREN were troublemakers.


They chased chickens through the neighbors’ yards, brandishing sticks like swords, claiming that the fowl were monsters in disguise. They went to the fields and returned with berry-stained lips, crunching seeds between their teeth. They tumbled through the house, slamming into walls and breaking one of the wooden love spoons their father had carved. And once they’d tied a small wagon to a pig and raced through the village, screaming with mingled fear and joy. It was widely thought that the eldest, the only daughter at that time, was filled with mischief, and her younger brother trailed in her wake.


They would settle down, said Enid, the innkeeper. Children raised so close to Annwvyn were bound to have a spark of wildness in them. Their parents were both considered decent folk. The children would follow.


And if they didn’t, said Hywel, the girl would make a fine recruit for the cantref’s armies.


Their father dug graves and when he came home at night, his fingernails were stained with dirt and his boots were muddy. When there were no deaths in the village, he would vanish into the woods, reemerging with plump mushrooms, wood sorrel, and all sorts of berries. They were never rich, but their table was laden with good food. Their mother kept account of their bookkeeping, talked with the mourners, and planted fresh gorse along the edges of their graveyard as a protection against magic.


For all their freedoms, the children had one rule: They were not to follow their father into the forest. They would trail after him until the shadows of the trees fell over the rocky ground—and then the father would lift his hand, fingers splayed: “farewell” and “no farther,” conveyed in a single gesture.


The children obeyed—at first.


“What are you doing?” asked the brother, when the girl stepped beneath the tree boughs.


“I want to see the forest.”


The brother tugged at her arm, but she shook him off. “You can’t,” he said. “We aren’t allowed.”


But the girl ignored him.


The forest was beautiful—lush with ferns and thick with moss. At first, all was well. She picked wildflowers and wove them into her tangled hair. She tried to catch small fish from a stream. She laughed and played until evening fell.


With the creeping darkness, things came awake.


A figure stood nearby, watching her. For one moment, she thought it was her father. The man was tall and broad-shouldered, but too thin around the waist and wrists.


And when the man walked closer, she realized it was not a man at all.


It could not be. Not with a face of raw bone, with bared teeth and hollow eye sockets. She had seen bodies before, but they were always gently wrapped in clean cloths and then lowered into the ground. They were peaceful. This thing moved slowly under the weight of armor, and a sword jutted from a belt. And it stank.


The girl had a vague idea of picking up a fallen branch to defend herself, but she was frozen with fear.


The dead creature came so close that she could see the fine pockmarks and cracks in its bones, and the places where its teeth had fallen out. It knelt before her, its empty gaze fixed on her face. It pulled her close.


And then it inhaled. Sucked a rattling breath through its teeth, as if it were trying to taste the very air.


She quaked with terror. Every gasp was raw with it.


The dead thing drew back, tilting its head in a silent question. Then it rose to its feet and looked beyond her. Heartbeat hammering, the girl glanced over her shoulder.


Her father stood a few strides away. In one hand, he held a basket of forest greens, and in the other he wielded an axe. The threat was unspoken but heard nonetheless.


The dead thing retreated, and the girl shook so hard she could not speak. The father knelt beside her, checking her for injuries. “I told you not to follow.”


Tears welled in her eyes.


“Death is not to be feared,” he said. “But nor can it be forsaken. One must be mindful.”


“What was that?” she asked. “Was it truly death?”


The father placed his hand on her shoulder. “A bone house,” he replied. “They linger beyond death. It is why the villagers do not disturb the forest.”


“But you come here,” she said.


“Yes,” he replied. “Those of us who deal in the trade of death are familiar with it. I don’t fear them—and as long as you know how to navigate the forest, nor should you.”


She looked at the trees—their tangled branches wreathed in fog, the chill of the night settling all around them. And she was not afraid—rather, something like excitement unfurled within her.


“Teach me?” she asked.


Her father smiled. He took her hand. “I’ll show you. But hold on, and do not let go.”


For two years, he showed her how to find paths through the trees, where rabbits made their warrens, how to tell between the sweet berries and the poisonous ones. And always, he carried his axe with him. On the days when they did not go to the forest, he brought her to the graveyard. She learned how to break up rocky topsoil, how to wrap a body, and how to pay last respects to the dead.


Winters came harsh and cold, and their provisions of food dwindled. Soup was watered down, and the memory of plump blackberries and buttered greens kept the children awake at night. The village became smaller; farmers packed up their families and went elsewhere, leaving empty homes and barren fields. And fewer people required the services of a gravedigger.


The mother became pregnant a third time, and when the father was offered a job as a scout, he accepted. The local cantref lord wished to investigate a collapsed mine, and the only way to get there was through the forest. And so he asked the man who did not fear the woods.


The daughter begged to go with him, but the father refused. When she protested, he gave her half of a wooden love spoon. He had carved several for their mother during their courtship—and this one had been broken when the sister and brother were tussling in the kitchen. The whorls of dark wood were smooth against her fingers, and she traced the overlapping hearts and flowers. “Here,” he said, cupping his larger hands around hers, pressing the spoon gently. “You take this half, and I’ll take the other. So long as you have it, you’ll know I’ll find you.”


She clutched it to her chest and nodded. The father kissed his children and his pregnant wife, and he went into the forest.


He never returned.


By night, the daughter slept with her half of the spoon beneath her pillow, and by day, she carried it in her pocket. He will come back, she said, when anyone asked.


Some days, the daughter went back to the woods. She stood in the forest, beneath the shadow of the mountains and waited. She waited to see another dead man.


The forest did not scare her; rather, she wanted to be like it: ageless and impervious, cruel and beautiful.


Death could not touch it.
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CHAPTER 1


THE EVENING AIR smelled pleasantly of a fresh grave.


Ryn breathed it in—the sweetness of overturned sod, mists rising from the green grass, and the woodsmoke drifting from the village. The spade felt comfortable in her hands, slotted in amidst familiar calluses. She hacked at the damp earth, dislodging rocks and thin roots. She’d marked the outline of the grave with twine and nails, and now it was just a matter of cutting through greenery and topsoil.


Her spade glanced off the edge of a rock, ringing high in her ears. She grimaced, grasped at the rock with her bare hands, and yanked it free. A worm came with it, squirming with the discomfort of a creature unused to sunlight. She picked it up between thumb and forefinger, and then she tossed it over her shoulder.


Someone made a noise behind her.


Ryn looked up.


Her brother stood over her, the worm caught in his ink-stained fingers.


“Sorry,” said Ryn. “I didn’t hear you coming.”


Gareth gave her a flat stare, walked a few steps to her left, and dropped the worm into the grass. “It never occurred to you to put the worm back, did it?”


“Usually if something crawls out of a grave, I take an axe to it,” said Ryn. “That worm should be grateful.”


His frown cut fresh lines around his mouth. Despite being the younger of the two, he carried the weariness of an old man. “You needn’t bother with the digging, Ryn.”


A snort escaped her. “Because you’re going to do it?”


Gareth’s clothes were impeccable. Not a smudge of dirt upon his tunic, nor a stray blade of grass on his boots.


“Because,” he said, and his voice was heavier, “Master Turner came by this morning and informed us that our services will not be needed for Mistress Turner. They’ve decided to burn the body.”


For a heartbeat, she remained in place—caught between her task and the knowledge that it was no longer necessary. Her hands yearned to return to the digging.


She rocked back on her heels and began rubbing her dirty hands on her leggings. Gareth made a pained noise at the streaks of grime, but she didn’t pay him any mind. “Well, that’s unfortunate.”


“That grave was our last hope.” Gareth took a step back. “We were counting on Turner’s ball-penny to get us through the winter.” A breath rattled through his clenched teeth. “Come on. Ceridwen will be finished making supper by now.”


Ryn rose to her full height. She was as tall as her brother, something that had always made her smile and him frown. Tall and lanky as a sapling, her mam had once said. And as graceful as a drunken colt, her father had added fondly. “I saw a bone house this morning,” she said. “Caught a glimpse of it. I went for my axe, but the sun was up before I returned. It must have fallen in the tall grass, because I couldn’t find it.” She shrugged. “I’ll wait for nightfall. Let it find me.”


“A bone house?” A crease appeared between Gareth’s heavy brows.


“Yes,” she said. “I know, I know. You’re going to tell me that bone houses don’t leave the forest. That I’ll probably just scare a vagrant half to death.”


Gareth frowned. “No,” he said. “I—I believe you. It’s just that’s the second one.” He had their mother’s eyes—the brown of healthy earth. And he had a way of looking through a person that made Ryn want to hold her secrets tightly to her chest. “They never used to leave the forest,” he said.


It had the ring of an accusation and Ryn crossed her arms. “I haven’t gone into the forest.” The words were sharp. “Well, only the outskirts.” Part of her wanted to remind him that the reason they still had food in their larder was because of her willingness to flirt with the edges of the forest.


“All right,” he said. “Take care of the bone house. But when Ceri cries because I’m not good at telling her bedtime stories, that’s on you.”


“Just read her your accounts ledger,” said Ryn. “That’ll put her right to sleep.” She softened the words with a grin and a clap on the arm.


Gareth winced, his eyes on where she had dirtied his shirt. “Just don’t get yourself killed, all right?” He began to walk away, but he called over his shoulder: “And if you do die, that’s still no excuse to be late for breakfast.”
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Colbren’s graveyard was set outside the village proper. When Ryn was young, she’d asked her father why they buried the dead so far from the living. She still remembered his broad fingers carding through her hair, a smile on his mouth as he answered. “Death’s something of a frightening thing to most people. They like a bit of distance between them and eternity. And besides, the dead deserve a spot of privacy.”


The graveyard had been built before the Otherking fled the isles. As such, the old protections remained: Gorse grew at the edges of the graveyard, thick with yellow flowers. The thorny shrubs hid iron rods that had been driven into the ground. Gorse and iron. It would not stop a human from entering the graveyard, but it would stop other things.


The light faded from the sky, falling behind mist-shrouded mountains.


Ryn saw the familiar form of a man walking along the road leading from the village. His shoulders were bent by years of hard labor, and he carried a rusty sword. The damp, overgrown grass brushed at her fingertips as she approached him. “That looks a bit heavy for you, Mr. Hywel.”


Old Hywel snorted. “Been carrying heavier things than this since before your parents were born, Ryn. Leave well enough alone.” He spoke with a gruff fondness.


“Why does a miller need a sword?” she asked.


He grunted, and there was a shrewd edge to his words. “You know why.”


She grimaced. “They haven’t been at your chickens, have they?”


“No, no.” Hywel huffed. “My chickens can fend for themselves.” He slid her a look. “Your brother went past here a few minutes ago,” he said. “Looked a bit out of sorts, if you don’t mind me saying.”


“If Gareth weren’t worrying about something, he wouldn’t be my brother.”


Hywel nodded. “Any word from your uncle?”


It was a question folded into another question, a worry that neither of them would say aloud.


Ryn shook her head. “We haven’t heard from Uncle. But you know how travel is from here to the city.”


The loose skin around Hywel’s mouth sagged in disapproval. “Never been, myself. Don’t trust those city types.”


There were those in Colbren who had never left the village. They might as well have grown up from the rocky soil like trees; they seemed to draw their lifeblood from the land, and they would not be uprooted.


“How is your sister?” Hywel asked.


“Likely baking something that would shame the finest cooks.” When she’d left the house that morning, Ceri had already been up to her elbows in flour.


Hywel smiled, showing a missing tooth. “Those rowanberry preserves she made… there wouldn’t happen to be any of those left, would there?”


There were, in fact. Ryn thought of the berries spread over sweet grilled cakes, and her stomach cramped with hunger.


“Our roof has a leak,” she said. “Would be a shame to see all my sister’s fine baking go to waste the next time it rains.”


Hywel’s grin widened. “Ah, that’s how it is. You’re a sharp one, Ryn. All right—two jars of preserves for the roof repairs and you’ve got yourself a deal.”


She nodded, not precisely pleased so much as satisfied. Trading food for favors had become something rather common of late. She let out a breath and pressed her fingers to her temple. She could feel a headache building, stress forming a knot behind her jaw.


“You should be getting back,” said Hywel, breaking into Ryn’s thoughts.


Ryn inclined her head toward the fields of tall grasses. “I saw one of them. I need to take care of it before I return home.”


Hywel gave her a despairing sort of look. “Listen, girl. How about we both head back to the village, stop by the Red Mare. I can spare an hour before returning to the mill. A drink on me.”


“No.” A hesitation, then, “Thank you. You shouldn’t walk home in the dark, not tonight.”


“Your family needs you,” he said, more gently than she expected.


She stood a little straighter. The sun was all but set, casting a golden glow across the fields. Shadows crept in along the trees, and a cool breeze whispered through Ryn’s loose shirt.


She thought of the grave mounds. Of the sleeping bones warm and safe beneath the earth.


“I know,” she said. Hywel shook his head, but he didn’t protest. He gave her one last nod before walking away from the village, toward the nearby creek and mill. The sword dragged, a little too heavy for the old man.


The village would be preparing for nightfall. Latches on all the doors locked. Gareth would blow out the candles, and the scent of burnt tallow would linger in the kitchen. Ceri would be getting ready for bed.


Ryn reached into her pack. She’d brought a bundle of hard bread and cheese and, lastly, her axe. She liked eating out here, amid the wilds and the graves. She felt more comfortable here than she did in the village. When she returned home, the weight of her life would settle upon her once again. There would be unpaid rent, food stores that should be filled for winter, an anxious brother, and a future that needed sorting out. The other young women of Colbren were finding spouses, joining the cantref armies, or taking up a socially acceptable trade. When she tried to imagine doing the same, she could not. She was a half-wild creature that loved a graveyard, the first taste of misty night air, and the heft of a shovel.


She knew how things died.


And in her darkest moments, she feared she did not know how to live.


So she sat at the edge of the graveyard and watched as the sun vanished behind the trees. A silvery half-light fell across the fields, and Ryn’s heartbeat quickened. It was not truly dark, but it was dark enough for magic.


The sound of shuffling feet made her stand up. It was not the gait of an animal—but of a two-legged creature, one who could not walk properly.


Ryn rose and gripped her axe in one hand.


“Come on,” she murmured. “I know you’re out there.”


And she did know. She’d seen the figure in the wee hours of the morning: a half-broken thing that had vanished into the tall grasses.


She heard the approach. It was slow—a staggering gait.


Thump. Shuffle. Thump.


The creature rose with the night.


It looked like something out of the tales that her father used to tell—a spindly creature of rotted flesh and tattered clothing. It was having trouble walking and every other step made the figure stagger.


Shuffle. Thump.


It had been a woman: A long dress trailed behind it, dragging in the dirt. Ryn didn’t recognize her, but she must have died recently. Perhaps a traveler. A turned ankle could kill a person in the wilds, if they were alone.


“Good evening,” said Ryn.


The creature went still. Its neck gave a sickening pop as it turned to look at her. Ryn wasn’t sure how it could see—the eyes were always the first bits to go.


The bone house did not speak. They never did.


But still, Ryn felt obligated to say something.


“Sorry about this,” said Ryn. And then she swung the axe at the dead woman’s knees.


The first time, she’d gone for the head. Turned out, the dead were like chickens. They didn’t need heads to blunder about. Knees were a much more practical target.


The blade bit into bone.


The woman staggered, reaching out for Ryn. Ryn ducked back, but the woman’s brittle fingers caught her on the shoulder. She felt the rake of nails, the fingers stiffened in death. Ryn tore the axe free, and there was another nauseating wrenching sound, like tissues being rent apart. The dead woman fell to the ground. It rolled over, dug its bony fingers into the earth, and began to crawl toward Colbren.


“Would you please stop that?” Ryn brought the axe down a second time, and then a third. Finally, the creature went still.


Ryn pulled on a pair of leather gloves and set about searching the body. No coin purse, no valuables. She exhaled sharply, trying to hold back a sinking disappointment. She wasn’t a grave robber—and she didn’t take coin from the dead she was paid to bury. But these creatures that haunted the forest were fair game. After all, the cursed dead cared little for money. Only the living had need of it.


And Ryn did have need.


She’d gather up what was left of the woman, place the parts in a burlap sack, and bring them into the village for burning. Only the forge burned hot enough for bone.


It was the only peace she could offer the woman.


Ryn clenched her teeth as she hauled the burlap sack to the graveyard. She tied it shut, just to make sure no parts escaped. Her muscles burned with exertion. Despite the chill of the night, a sweat had soaked through her shirt.


The sack gave a twitch. “Stop that,” said Ryn.


Another twitch.


Ryn crouched, settling on the ground beside the sack. She gave it an awkward sort of pat, the way she might try to calm her little sister. “If you’d stayed in the forest, you would have been fine. Want to tell me why death suddenly has an urge to wander?”


The sack went still.


Ryn pulled her gloves off and ate a few mouthfuls of bara brith. The dark bread was sweet and studded with dried fruit. The food eased the hollow feeling in her stomach. She looked at the sack and had the sudden urge to offer it a piece of bread. She tilted her head back and closed her eyes.


This was the problem with being a gravedigger in Colbren.


Nothing stayed buried forever.
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CHAPTER 2


ELLIS HAD A fondness for travel.


When he first left the castle of Caer Aberhen, he had spent some time in the southern port cities. He had considered sailing to the continent on one of the sleek vessels brimming with freshly caught pollock and eels. He worked on a map of the docks for a harbormaster while he contemplated the course his life should take. He’d enjoyed a comfortable bed in the manor house, far from the bustle and noise of the city, and thought himself worldly for leaving Caer Aberhen so far behind.


But now he stood at the edge of a forest, utterly alone, and realized his own mistake.


He loved new places—but the travel involved was a nightmare.


His tent was sunken.


Strung between two small trees, it should have looked sturdy and warm, but instead appeared like a loaf of fallen bread. He frowned, tried to adjust the way the canvas draped, but pain flared beneath his left collarbone.


The cold night air aggravated his old injury. He was always leaning toward fires, hovering near wood stoves, and seeking out stray patches of sunlight. It was only when he was tucked amid the library stacks at Caer Aberhen that he’d forced himself to endure the chill that would settle into his joints. Even so, his hands remained deft. They had to be, if he were to make a living as a mapmaker.


With a resigned sigh, he reached for his pack. Rolls of parchment peeked out of the top. He plucked one from the cluster. The maps were old friends, speaking to him in lines and etchings as clearly as people spoke with words. He looked down at this particular map; it was smaller than the others, smudged with dirt and fingerprints. Yet there were flourishes of whimsy—small, shadowed creatures peeked through the branches of a forest, and a dragon perched atop a mountain. It reminded him of the maps he’d seen sailors use, where the edges of the parchment were marked with serpents. Here be dragons.


Ellis had never believed in monsters. And even if he had, this map wouldn’t have made him turn back. For one thing, whomever had crafted it had done a laughable job with the distance markers. If this map were accurate, he would have arrived at Colbren in the afternoon and been cozily asleep under some tavern’s roof.


Instead of spending the night on the fringes of a forest, under a crooked tent.


He balled up his cloak as a pillow and closed his eyes. Insects chirped and the wind whispered through the trees. He tried to focus on each sound, directing his mind away from his own discomfort.


And then everything went silent. There were no animal sounds, no rustling of wind through the trees.


The change kindled to life some instinct he had not known he had—an animal reaction of raw fear, of pounding pulse and shortened breath.


In the flickering light of his lantern, it took him a heartbeat to see the man. He knelt over Ellis, having entered the tent in perfect silence.


Cold fingers wrapped around Ellis’s throat, so lightly at first it was almost a caress. The man’s hand was as slick as a freshly landed fish, as cold as rainwater. And then the grip went tight.


Panic burned through Ellis. He reached for the only weapon he possessed: a walking stick. He jabbed it toward the man, trying to hit him around the shoulders and head. But it was little use. His heartbeat throbbed with an ever-rising pressure and his sight blurred at the edges.


Ellis could do little more than flail his arms and legs when the man began dragging him out of his tent. It took a moment for Ellis to realize that he was being pulled away from his camp, away from the cheery lantern light and the few trappings of civilization.


He was being dragged into the shadow of the forest.


Ellis was going to die. He was going to die alone, outside a village he could not find because someone had put incorrect distance markers on their map.


Desperation gave him new strength, and he threw a punch at the man’s face. A cut opened up on the man’s forehead, but there was no blood. He seemed more startled than injured; his fingers went slack. The man’s wounded forehead sagged oddly, and revulsion crawled up Ellis’s throat even as he broke free and skittered back into the circle of his small camp. The lantern light cast odd shadows upon the man’s face—there were hollows where cheeks should have been, and his eyes were strangely blank.


He took a step toward Ellis, his fingers outstretched.


That was when the young woman appeared.


She looked at Ellis, then to the man. She was dressed in a loose tunic, her leggings worn and dirty at the knees. Her dark hair was bound in a tangled braid, and in one hand she carried an axe.


“Get out of here!” Ellis rasped, unsure if he was speaking to himself or the girl.


She didn’t listen. When the man staggered toward her, she whirled once, as if to pick up speed, and then she swung the axe with more strength than Ellis could have mustered. The blade sank into the man’s chest, collapsing part of his rib cage. The man fell, twitching, to the ground.


The girl placed her foot on the man’s hip, holding him steady as she pulled the axe free.


Silence fell upon the small camp. Ellis breathed raggedly, his gaze fixed on the dead man. He didn’t look like a bandit—or at least, not like any bandit Ellis had read about. His clothes were too fine, albeit soaked through with muddy water. His skin was too pale, and there was an odd bluish cast to his fingertips.


“Sorry about that,” said the girl.


“No need to apologize to me,” said Ellis, startled.


The girl’s gaze flicked up, then went back to the man. “I wasn’t.”


The man twitched again. Ellis choked back a shout as the man began to sit up. He couldn’t still be alive, not after taking a blow like that. But how—


The girl brought her axe down again. There was a thud and the next thing Ellis knew, there was an arm on the ground. Ellis found himself staring at it. He’d never been in battle before, but surely the removal of a limb would involve more blood.


“Listen,” the girl said, as if speaking to an unruly child. The man rolled over, reached for her with the other, still-attached arm. “You need to stop that.” A swing—a thud.


The man tried to move toward her, using his legs to push himself across the dirt.


“By all the fallen kings,” said Ellis, sickened by the sight. “How is he not dead yet?”


The girl grimaced and slammed the axe into the man’s knee. “He is. That’s the problem.”


“What?”


Finally, the man stopped trying to move. But still his eyes rolled about like those of an enraged animal.


“Do you have a sack?” asked the girl.


For a heartbeat, Ellis stood could only stand there. With a shake of his head, he ducked into the woefully crooked tent and began pulling the canvas free. “Will this work?”


The girl nodded. And without a trace of squeamishness, she reached down and began picking up the pieces of the man she’d just dismembered.


Ellis stared at her and wondered if he shouldn’t cut his losses and run.


“Oh, sit down,” she said. “You look like you’re about to swoon.”


He sank to his haunches. “Who—who are you?”


The girl began hauling the head and torso of the man onto the tent cloth. The dead man was still looking at her, mouth moving silently.


“Aderyn verch Gwyn,” she said. “Gravedigger. And you are?”


Ah. No wonder a corpse did not disturb her.


“Ellis,” he replied. “Of Caer Aberhen.”


She waited for a family name—and he remained silent.


Aderyn looked down at the dead man. She began drawing in the edges of the canvas. A piece of twine appeared in her hand and she looped it around the bundle. “What did you do to him?”


Ellis frowned. “What?”


“Well, you must have done something.” She finished tying off the canvas. “You wearing any iron?”


“What?” he said again. “No.”


“Well, you should. Did you speak the name of the Otherking three times?”


“I—no, of course not.”


“Dabble in magic?”


“Magic doesn’t exist anymore,” he said, some of his fear hardening into irritation. But if there was no magic, how could this man be—


“Dead,” he said softly. He felt as if all his wits had been scattered about the camp, and he was scrambling for them. “He was dead and walking around—that can’t happen.”


Aderyn studied her handiwork. “Outside the forest, no. Inside the forest, yes.” She gave his bedroll a dubious look. “Perhaps he just wanted to share your camp.”


Ellis smiled thinly. “He probably could have found better lodging elsewhere, if he’d bothered to look.” Aderyn laughed. Her gaze came up to meet his and she did not look away. It was the kind of look that held on a little too long. But it was not the same flirtatious glance that some young ladies gave him—rather, it felt like he was being picked apart, dismantled as easily as Aderyn had taken apart the dead man.


He glanced down, eyes on his hands. “Thank you,” he said, realizing he had not said it yet. “For saving my life.”


She let out a breath. “Well, to be honest, if I’d found that the bone house had already killed you, I was going to steal your coin.”


He blinked. “Does that happen often?” He held up a hand, trying to buy a moment’s time. “I mean, dead people coming out of the forest. Not you looting corpses.”


“Never,” said Aderyn. “Not until last week. Some dead bloke stumbled out of the forest and into the miller’s yard. I was walking back to the village after picking berries, heard the shouting, and helped bring the bone house down.” She gave a little shrug. “The dead have the forest. I don’t know why they’re coming out of it, not now that magic has waned.”


She spoke matter-of-factly. As if the risen dead were an infestation of plague rats she were trying to keep from her home.


“And what are you doing out here?” She nodded at his camp—at the overturned belongings, the maps scattered across the dirt, and the remnants of the fire he’d tried to make. “What brings a city lad into the wilds?”


He crossed his arms. “How do you know I’m from the city?”


“Because you tried to make a fire with green wood,” she replied. “Because you have more parchment than food. Because you can afford enough oil to leave a lantern burning all night. Am I wrong?”


He gave her a shallow nod. “You’re not wrong. And as for what I’m doing out here…” He reached down, picked up one of the scrolls. “I’m a mapmaker.”


She frowned at him. “Why aren’t you spending the night in the village?”


He looked around, groping for an explanation. “I—I meant to.”


“You’re lost,” she said.


“I am not.”


“You’re a mapmaker who cannot find a village.”


“I was using someone else’s map,” he said. “If I’d drawn it, this never would have happened.” He rubbed at his forehead. “Can you bring me to the village? I have coin, if that’s what it takes.”


He saw the flicker of eagerness in her eyes. It was quickly quashed, and her neutral expression slid back into place. “All right. But I’m waiting to return until morning—just in case any more of these creatures decide to venture out of the woods. You all right with that?”


“I survived an attack of the risen dead,” he replied. “I think I can spend a night without a tent.”


Her eyes drifted toward the dark smudge of the trees only a few strides away. “We’ll see, I suppose.”
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CHAPTER 3


THE ROAD TO Colbren was little more than packed earth. Sunlight reflected off the golden dead grasses that would revive with the autumn rainfall. Evidence of the village could be seen from here: Trees had been cut for firewood and the earthy scent of horse manure wafted from nearby fields.


Ryn carried one and a half of the bone houses. She considered it one and a half since she hauled the man—the heavier one—in her right hand, and she helped Ellis drag the woman with her left. For all that Ellis was taller than her and seemed like he should be able to carry a sack of flour with ease, he had winced when he first tried to pick up the bone house. Perhaps he’d been badly bruised in his tussle with the dead man.


Even this early, there was smoke in the air. Smoke from stoves, from the tavern, from bakers lighting their ovens. It was always a welcoming smell to her—home.


Colbren’s iron fence encircled the village. It was simple, rungs of old metal set wide enough that a child or slender adult could slip through. The fence was rusted a bloody red, and several lines of drying clothes were strung from it. Ryn caught Ellis’s look of surprise when he saw the barrier. “Do you get many thieves?” he asked.


She shook her head. “The cities took down their iron protections after the otherfolk left. But you’ll find us countryfolk a little more wary.”


Ellis made a sound that might have been a suppressed laugh. “You still worry about the tylwyth teg?”


She did not smile. “Not them. Their leavings.” She nodded down at the sacks.


“You mean magic.”


“What’s left of it.”


“And what are we to do with these?” His voice had a pleasant rasp to it, low and a little hoarse. As if he’d need to lean in to say something important.


“Burn them,” she replied. “I know the blacksmith—she’ll help.”


The smithy was on the southern edge of the village, where the winds could carry off the scents of burning metal. Ryn did not bother to knock, but rather headed around back to the forge.


Morwenna could have been anywhere from thirty to forty. With her darker skin and wiry hair, she clearly was not from Colbren—which was usually an unforgivable offense. But Morwenna had simply shown up five years ago, taken over the abandoned smithy, and after only a few weeks it had seemed as if she’d always been there.


At this moment, she wore a heavy leather apron and work gloves. She went still when Ryn and Ellis walked into view, dragging the sacks beside them. Morwenna nodded at the bundle. “Ryn.” She said the name with a bit of exasperation. “Please tell me wolves got a few of Hywel’s sheep.”


“No,” said Ryn. “Another bone house—well, two of them.”


Morwenna slipped her leather gloves off, then knelt beside the sacks. She rested one work-worn hand on them, as if trying to feel for life. “I’m not sure whether to believe you or not. You sure this wasn’t some dead vagrant you found on the road?”


Of course she wouldn’t believe Ryn—Morwenna was not of Colbren. She hadn’t grown up listening to the old tales, standing at half-cracked doors as the candles burned to nubs while the elders murmured stories of the old days. But then again, even most of the younger villagers would have agreed with Morwenna. The Otherking had left the isles in the days of Ryn’s great-grandfather, and the memories had faded into myth. Ryn’s generation had little belief in magic. Which should have been a reassurance to her—even with these strange sightings of bone houses, they might have gone on using her burial services instead of burning the dead.


But the elders remembered. And they were the ones who, more often than not, needed the services of a gravedigger.


Her empty coin purse rested against her hip; Ryn ran her fingers over one leather edge before saying, “Believe me or don’t. The bodies are real enough, and I need to burn them before nightfall. If you want proof, keep a hand for yourself and see what comes when the sun goes down.”


Morwenna flashed her a smile. “Mayhap I’ll do that—and perhaps slip it through Eynon’s window the next time he comes to collect the rent.”


Ryn tried not to smile, but she didn’t try very hard.


“Who’s this?” said Morwenna, with a look at Ellis.


“Traveler,” replied Ryn. “Looking for a place to stay.”


Morwenna’s eyes raked over Ellis. “It’ll be the Red Mare for him. Unless one of these houses pinched his coin.” She gave the words a mocking little twist, a smile on her lips.


Ryn let out a sharp breath. “Just burn them, please?”


For all her amusement, Morwenna inclined her head. With a snap of her fingers, she summoned her apprentice—a lad who looked to be about ten or eleven. Ryn turned to leave, but Morwenna called after.


“Wait.”


Ryn turned.


“You’ve got iron, right?” asked Morwenna. “At your home?”


“Of course,” said Ryn. There was a horseshoe nailed beside her home’s door frame, just like all the older village houses.


“Well, if you need more, come here. I’ve always got scraps.”


It was a gesture of good will. Even if Morwenna didn’t believe, even if she mocked and smiled, she’d offer Ryn what she could. Ryn gave her a deeper nod this time—an acknowledgment of the offer. “Thank you.”


Just before she turned to go, she saw the apprentice begin to shove the canvas wrappings and their contents into the forge. Sparks flew into the air and Ryn hastened out of the room before the flames could truly catch. Burning the cursed dead was a kindness—but it also smelled rank.
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The Red Mare was a large home that had been turned into a tavern. The upstairs rooms were for rent, and the downstairs consisted of an eatery and a tavern. Mostly, people went to hear the town’s gossip.


“Go on in.” Ryn nodded to the door. “Ask for Enid—tell her that I sent you and she’ll charge you a reasonable fee.”


Enid had always been at the Red Mare. She had always been red-cheeked and smiling, always widowed, always with frizzy gray hair. She would probably take one look at Ellis and decide the lad needed fattening up.


“Thank you,” said Ellis. “I appreciate you bringing me here—and, again, for saving me from that… thing.”


Ryn held out her hand, palm up.


Ellis smiled, took her hand, and shook it. His fingers were colder and softer than hers, lacking the calluses that creased her palm. When he released her, Ryn’s hand remained in place. Ellis stared, then understanding lit behind his eyes.


“Ah, right.” He fished about in his pack and came up with several coins. He dropped them into her palm.


She nodded, pocketed the coins, and walked away. “I’d keep to the roads, if I were you. At least until you find better maps.”


She heard his snort—and she smiled to herself. But then she picked up her pace, and as she strode through the village, all thoughts of Ellis faded away.


Her home was on the edge of Colbren. It looked like the other old houses—wooden walls, thatched roof, and smoke rising from the chimney. There was a large yard where they kept the chickens and the single goat they could afford. The chickens were merrily strolling about the house, searching for food in the tangled grasses.


It felt as if a fist loosened around her heart when she pushed the door open and stepped inside. She savored the small familiarities: Woodsmoke, clean clothes hanging up to dry, the elaborate wooden spoons her father had carved for her mother hanging on the wall, and the goat—


The goat.


There was a goat standing in the hallway.


She looked at Ryn, opened her mouth, and bleated a greeting.


“Ceri,” said Ryn, her voice rising. “Why is your goat in the house?”


There came the clatter of metal, a curse, and then Gareth stumbled out of the kitchen. He wore an apron and carried a cooking spoon in one hand. He waved the spoon at the goat. “Oh, not again. Shoo! Get out!”


The goat gave him a flat stare.


“Ceri, your goat’s in the house again,” called Gareth.


No answer.


“Ceridwen!” This time Gareth bellowed so loudly that both Ryn and the goat jumped. “Get your goat out of the house!”


Footsteps thudded across the floor, and Ceri came rushing into the room, hair ribbons streaming out behind her. “Good morning,” said Ryn, a trifle drily. “I see things have gone well in my absence.”


Ceri took gentle hold of the goat and began ushering her toward the front door. “Good morning!”


“How come Ryn gets a ‘good morning’ and I get a ‘what’s for breakfast,’” Gareth said. He still held the cooking spoon, and for the first time, Ryn noticed the batter that clung to his fingers. He must have been making griddle cakes.


“Because your idea of telling me a story last night was to get out your accounts ledger,” said Ceri, grinning. As she strode by, tugging the goat, she rose to tiptoe and dropped a kiss on her brother’s cheek. He sighed, waving her off as he retreated toward the kitchen.


There was an ease to Ceri’s affection that Ryn envied. She kissed everything from the chickens to freshly baked loaves of bread. For Ryn, kisses were—


A press of lips against the braided crown of her hair. The dry rasp of her mam’s cough when she pressed a handkerchief to her mouth, blood staining the folds.


—farewells.


Trying to push her thoughts aside, Ryn followed her little sister into the yard. The goat was tugging restlessly at the rope lead, staring hungrily at a patch of vetch near the iron fence.


“The goat should go in the pen,” she said. “Letting her wander about is bound to get us in—”


Her voice faded.


A man stood in the yard. He could not have looked more out of place amid the overgrown grass and the chickens. He wore the crisp, clean clothes of a nobleman. His hair was silver, and he held himself rigidly straight.


“—trouble,” said Ryn. “Ah. Hello there, Master Eynon.”


She had never liked Lord Eynon. He was the sort who would run over a person’s cat with his cart, then coolly deliver the body with a warning that should such an incident happen again, he would take it up with the cantref court.


Ryn should know. She’d been ten and she’d loved that cat.


“I suppose you know why I’m here.” His voice had a silky tone, and it set Ryn’s teeth on edge. She thought of her axe and decided it was likely a good thing she wasn’t still carrying it.


“I do,” Ryn replied, unwavering. “And I’m afraid we’ll have to postpone payment.”


Eynon’s fingers slid down his spotless sleeve. He straightened it, studying the fine material with studious care. “I am not sure what you mean, my dear girl.”


Ryn resisted the urge to tell him that she was not his dear girl. “The Turners decided not to use our services. And if we give you payment now, with no certainty that we’ll bury anyone else before winter, we might not be able to feed ourselves.” She was half aware of the door opening behind her, of Gareth walking into the yard. Ceri moved closer, the goat’s lead still in hand. Ryn wondered if it was a show of strength, or if her siblings felt better with their elder sister between them and the irritable noble.


“I see.” Eynon gave her a cool look, and he sighed. “That is a pity. You see, your uncle was already late in returning payment to me. I fear that if I’m not paid in full soon… I will have to take the coin from elsewhere.” He stepped back, his gaze sweeping over the house. “Perhaps by selling this place.”


Ryn’s fingers clenched. “You can’t just—”


“I can,” he said. “And if I’m not paid within the fortnight, I will.”


Anger rose within her; it was the kind of anger that came from helplessness, that made wild animals snarl and bite. She wanted to threaten Eynon the way he had threatened her, and the words slipped out before she could stop them. “Surely you skim enough coin from the coffers that you should be giving to the prince. Our uncle’s debts won’t inconvenience you.”


Eynon’s expression went flat and his gaze fixed on her.


She heard Gareth’s sharp intake of breath. He stepped forward, placing himself between Eynon and Ryn. “Debts cancel each other out,” he said quickly. “If you were to forgive our uncle’s debts, we would no longer hold a claim on you.”


Eynon gave him a cold look. “What?”


“The coin you owe our family,” said Gareth. “For the scouting job our father took.” If Ryn did not know him so well, she would not have heard the slight hitch in his voice. “From which he did not return.”


“He did not complete the job,” said Eynon, voice silkier than ever. “I paid those who did.”


“He died,” snarled Ryn.


“His companions cannot confirm that.” Eynon flicked a piece of dried grass from his sleeve. “According to them, your father went into the mine and did not come out. Perhaps he tired of your family and decided to wait until the cover of night to slip away.”


“He would never have—”


“And it is all moot,” said Eynon. “Without a body, you can’t prove his death. And I am under no obligation to give you coin for a never-completed expedition. As for your uncle… he does owe me. He never was a good gambler. You are obligated to pay that debt.”


He gave them a smile and turned to go. Ryn breathed in, held that breath like her mother used to tell her to, and then exhaled slowly. She had to be calm. She had to handle this like a proper adult. She had to—


“Release the goat,” she said quietly.


Ceri looked up at her, confused. Then she loosened her hold on the goat’s lead. The goat blinked at her sudden freedom, looking about. Goats were rather opinionated creatures. Once they got it in their mind to do something, dissuading them could be a battle. As for Ceri’s goat, she had long ago decided that the yard was hers—as were the people within it. Intruders were not to be tolerated.


The goat took one look at Eynon and lowered her head. Hooves thumped on the packed earth, and Eynon heard the approach just in time. He turned to see the goat barreling down on him, and surprise flashed across his face. He tore into a run, fine coat billowing behind him. Chickens scattered out of his path as he sprinted away, enraged goat on his heels. Eynon snarled, scrabbled for something to defend himself with, and ended up tossing a handful of dead grass at the goat.


The goat was not deterred. She chased him from the yard, and the two vanished around a corner.


“Oh no,” said Ceri, in an utterly neutral voice. “The goat got loose.”


“You should get her back before she wanders to the baker and begins begging for scraps,” said Ryn.


Ceri grinned and skipped away, her hair ribbons still drifting over her shoulders.


Ryn stood there, shaking with anger, until Gareth came up behind her. “I’m not sure that was wise,” he said softly.


“Which part? Mentioning that he steals from the prince or sending the goat after him?”


“Both,” he replied. “But the first one worries me more.”


Ryn turned on her heel, stalked back into the house, Gareth still behind her. “Everyone knows he lines his pockets with the coin he should be sending to the castle.”


“Yes,” said Gareth, “but there is a difference between knowing a thing and threatening someone with that knowledge.”


She went to the kitchen and found several griddle cakes smoking ominously. She scraped them from the hot stone, her eyes watering from the sour smoke.


It was just the smoke.


And nothing else.


Gareth leaned against the wall, watching her work. He twirled the cooking spoon between his fingers. “We could do it, you know.”


“Do what?” She reached for the spoon, plucking it from his hand. She scooped a fresh dollop of batter onto the griddle. A stray droplet skittered across the hot stone.


“Sell this place.”


Ryn’s head jerked up. “What?”


Gareth shrugged. “It’s always been a possibility and you know that. Uncle’s debts mean we need the coin. And with the strange behavior of the bone houses—I don’t know. I would feel better starting over somewhere else.” His tone became gentler. “Ceri could apprentice to a baker. I could work for a merchant. And I’m sure graveyards near the cities could use a gravedigger.”


“We are not selling our home.” The words jerked out of her, each one painful. “Mam lived here—she died here. Da loved this place. And—”


“And none of that matters right now.” Gareth took a deep breath. “I understand you don’t want to leave. But if we can’t feed ourselves come winter…”


“We’ll find a way.” She turned the cakes. Perfectly golden on one side.


“But what if we can’t—”


“I can.”


“You’re not an adult yet, and I’m a year younger than you.” He ran a hand through his hair, streaking the dark locks with flour. “You can’t legally run the graveyard for another year. I know people have been letting us, but Eynon’s a bad enemy to have. What if—”


Ryn slammed her hand against the wall. It hurt, but it was better than listening to him. She pushed past him, walked out of the kitchen and to her bedroom. There was a window cut into the wooden wall, and she looked through it.


Ceri was in the yard, stroking a brush along the goat’s back. She was talking to the animal, saying that it was wrong to chase strangers, even though she couldn’t truly blame her for wanting to chase Master Eynon.


Ryn watched her younger sister. Ceri was comfortable here—with her goat and her friends, in a home built by their great-grandfather. She slept beneath a quilt crafted by their mother and ate on a table hewn from a slab of wood that their father had cut from a nearby oak tree. This place wasn’t just their home—it was their history.


They weren’t leaving.
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