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			CHAPTER 1

			Another farm animal was missing its parts. She heard the commotion of the guards and the other servants, and it gave her pause. Aubree watched from the external corridor as the multitude of people gathered around. She didn’t want to see, didn’t need to see, what the creature looked like.

			“—has to be the work of a witch,” a servant muttered.

			“You think so?” another asked.

			As a swift response came, someone put their hand on Aubree’s shoulder. She rounded on the person and found herself staring up at one of the guards. His shaggy black hair and friendly steel-colored eyes made her remember her job.

			“Shouldn’t you be somewhere?” Tams’s words gave weight to the tray in her hands.

			Aubree bobbed her dark head and scurried along. She navigated Ronadel Fortress like her life depended on it: down halls full of portraits and wind chimes that hung by gold threads from the ceiling, up the polished spiraling staircases. When at last she reached the landing she sought, Aubree slowed her pace.

			She rapped lightly on a closed door. A quiet voice sounded, and she entered. Here in the princely chambers of the “forbidden wing” lay a young man sunk into his bed. His eyes were shadowed with the unmistakable look of death, but Aubree ignored that. She moved to the table near the balcony to deposit the tray.

			“Thank you, Aubree…” The exhausted drawl made her flash a smile his way. She nodded as gracefully as she could, before taking hold of the decanter on the tray and pouring its contents into a crystal glass.

			The young man—youth, really, since he was but seventeen—dragged himself into a sitting position as she drew near. His bluish lips spread into a smile when she passed the cup to him. Prince Sparn was like that. Despite his affliction, he still had the heart to maintain politeness; she didn’t know how she felt about that.

			He swallowed his medicine with grace, then let out a sigh. His tan skin was slick with sweat. Aubree accepted the glass, then parted her lips as though she wanted to speak.

			He noticed and offered another smile. “I’m fine, I’m not hungry.”

			She frowned.

			He gave a weak laugh. “Okay, if you insist. I’ll try.”

			She returned to the table. She hadn’t been here long, but the regional delicacies of the fortress were somewhat appealing. As she brought a grain dish with stewed vegetables to Prince Sparn and watched him take a spoonful, Aubree noticed the careful way he focused on the meal, the careful way in which he moved. He was not long for this world; she realized that in the short amount of time she’d been here.

			A knock sounded at the door. Tams ventured in. “Is the prince done with his medicine?”

			Aubree nodded.

			“Then he shouldn’t be disturbed any longer. Sorry, Your Majesty, I know you were resting. Let’s go, Aubree.”

			Prince Sparn protested. “Neither of you are disturbing me, so it’s okay.”

			Aubree and Tams exchanged knowing looks. He came to stand beside the bed with her. “Right…because you weren’t out like a light before.”

			Feigning ignorance, Prince Sparn said, “I-I blinked my eyes.”

			“Yeah, into sleep, Your Majesty.”

			“Aubree, tell him.”

			She nodded. Tams shook his head.

			“She always sides with you, so she’s not even a reliable—ow, okay!” Her jab to his side silenced him. Still with a playful tone, he joked, “Fine, then, I’ll just return to my post if you’re going to gang up on me.”

			That earned a smile from the two of them and a soundless giggle from Aubree. It all ended when coughs wracked Prince Sparn. Aubree patted his back. His fever was worse—she could feel the heat of it.

			Tams ruffled Prince Sparn’s hair. “Make sure you rest up.” To Aubree he said, “Let’s go.”

			The prince’s head snapped up. His eyes were wide, though the shadows under them combined into a strangeness she hadn’t seen before in him: alarm. “Tonight…” His words made his guests pause. “I don’t want you staying in the servants’ quarters.”

			Tams’s expression shifted. He eyed Aubree, who ducked her head. “Did you want me to escort her here, Your Majesty?”

			“No, that’s not what I meant.” The prince looked off toward the balcony overlooking the forest. “Tonight’s the Entertainment Night. Tams? Please stay with her.”

			Tams gave a resolute, “Understood.”

			Now the prince turned his face toward Aubree, who chanced a peek his way. “I’m sorry, it looks like I can’t manage anymore.”

			His word was her signal. She removed the food to deposit it on the tray along with the decanter. The prince was already lying back in bed by the time Aubree and Tams exited the room. The two of them walked side by side along the hall, Tams staring straight ahead, Aubree down at the tray.

			“You heard his orders. You’ll stay with me tonight.”

			She gave a slight nod. The last thing she wanted was to lodge with a man, but she understood the sentiment behind the prince’s request. No woman or man wanted to be caught dead unawares after dark during the Entertainment Night. At least none Aubree could think of.

			Here in the land of Viceor, those with power—government officials, and their children—participated in the event as tradition stated. It was a night of gathering, a night of twisted pleasures only they could partake of due to the immense power they wielded. Power that non-governors could never hope to attain.

			Aubree grabbed Tams’s sleeve and looked up at him. Her eyebrows came together, and though she moved her lips, no words escaped her.

			“What is it?”

			Frustration made her screw her face up.

			He seemed to understand, because he said, “Stop looking like that. It is what it is. Unless you want to visit Lord Rusten’s chambers?”

			Aubree pouted. She still didn’t want to share a room with Tams. If only she could request he’d stand guard outside her door; that was a much better plan! Alas, she knew it was wishful thinking. She turned her gaze to the world outside the windows. There beyond the forest, the space between the sun and the horizon was immense. How quickly would the night overtake the day?

			“Come on, it won’t be so bad. I don’t bed my charges,” Tams said slyly. “Besides, something tells me you might have a suitor or two who’ll rescue you before you’re selected.”

			Mouth dropping open, Aubree gawked at the now-laughing guard. In the few months since she’d arrived at Lord Rusten’s fortress, she hadn’t once flirted or caught the eye of any man…had she?

			“You want to know who?” Tams teased. “Just think about it. It should be obvious.”

			She inched away from him. He groaned and shook his head as if he couldn’t believe her.

			“Ugh, are you really that dense, girl?” He gripped her chin, but she shook him off and fled. He called after her, “I’ll be by later to get you.”

			At the top of the stairs, she turned and stuck her tongue out. Tams chuckled; she smiled. Then she hurried downstairs to face the rest of the day. Only when she reached the bottom step did a strange shadow flutter over the windows. She turned toward it as another fell. The oblong things were feathers, black as night.

			As she stood gazing at the shower of dark plumage, she caught the unmistakable gossip from earlier.

			“Sorcery is what it is.”

			“Do you really think?”

			“What else could it be but that?”

			They were the words of servants so old they had nothing to do but gossip.

			Aubree gaped. There wasn’t a bird in the sky as far as she could tell.

			Several broken bodies slapped to the ground, causing her to flinch. Exclamations went up from some of the servants in the hall. Footsteps thundered behind her. Tams sped past. In a few moments, he had reached the site of the fallen birds, along with several other guards.

			Was it really sorcery? Aubree searched the faces of the men, but she couldn’t discern what they felt. All she knew was that something was preying on the animals around the fortress, and no one had seen a thing.
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			CHAPTER 2

			The guards had gathered up the animals and carted them off, probably to the forest to burn. What else could one do with the carcasses to ensure that the rest of the day went uninterrupted according to the plans of the fortress’s lord? Whatever had happened to them remained the secret of the guards. Tams certainly never hinted at it as he passed her in the courtyard while she worked on the laundry. In fact, he didn’t even notice her. She, however, didn’t miss that stoic mask he wore as he walked alongside Briz, the captain of the guard. Like Tams, the leader of the guards maintained a passive expression. Little surprise there. Briz was an older guard nearing his middle years, with a neatly trimmed goatee that was just beginning to grey. Aubree recognized in him the calm that accompanied a man who had seen much in his life.

			Whatever Briz said to Tams remained for his ears alone; their voices didn’t carry over to her. Aubree glanced over her shoulder. They were already obscured by the billowing sheets of laundry swaying in the fall wind.

			A gruff voice barked her way. “Hurry up with those sheets! Lord Rusten wants them on the beds immediately, wench!”

			She flinched and snatched a clothespin from the line. Her jaw tightened. Doing domestic work wasn’t what agitated her; it was that she was expected to be at the beck and call of the men. It seemed that in Viceor, some men believed women’s rights and suffrage were fairy tales! She tossed the fabric into her basket and handed it off to a woman with bony fingers and a misshapen jaw.

			Like Aubree, she never spoke, but rumor had it she’d decided not to after a certain incident. Whatever the case, the woman known as Linxa hefted the basket onto her head, then made her way into the cool shade of the fortress. She vanished inside moments later. Lifting her face to the sky, Aubree gauged the time. It was already past midday.

			A clammy sensation brushed over her. Her eyes flicked down to land on the faces of some of the guards. They were watching her, a few of them grinning. It didn’t take brain cells to know what was on their minds. After all, tonight was the Entertainment Night. It would probably serve as a means for those without much social status to pair up. To be certain, this land had strange customs, and Aubree looked forward to the day when she could leave it behind for her own. But until then… She snatched more sheets from the clotheslines and chucked them aside. They landed perfectly in their awaiting baskets. Until then, she had to continue working.

			Just as Linxa had, Aubree gathered the nearest basket and made her way into the open-air hall of the fortress. Unlike Linxa, she handed her work off to one of the women waiting at the bottom of a stairwell. It was their job to actually place the sheets onto the beds that were to be used. It was a job Aubree was thankful not to have assigned to her that day. She offered the woman a kind smile, ducked her head, and spun on her heels.

			She made sure to avoid the courtyard as she wound her way to the northern side of the estate. Built with much less gusto than the fortress was a much smaller structure with two wings—the servant quarters. Aubree sucked in the fresh fall air and marveled at the earthy scent wafting in from the forest. While she didn’t love it, it was better than the one clinging to the fortress. Her shoes tocked on the stone path leading up to her destination.

			The servant quarters were segregated: men to the left, women to the right. By no means were the rooms sparse of furnishings; the women lodged together in rooms of twelve, so by the time Aubree pushed open the door to room ten, she wasn’t at all shocked by the grimness that awaited her. The eleven women barely made eye contact as they pulled their finery from closets, chests, and wardrobes. Even the air held a bitter taste to it.

			Aubree shut the door behind herself and glided over the marble floor to her bed. She swapped her work shoes out for her sandals and hesitated in front of her dresser. She preferred to change alone, but…

			“Make sure you scrub yourself well,” one of the women urged from the other side of the room.

			“Shh!”

			“Don’t ‘shh’ me! None of us wanna get sick, and she goes to his room every day! Someone has to say it! Listen, I don’t want you to catch whatever he has, Aubree!”

			Of course. That was the biggest fear looming over this fortress aside from the Entertainment Night. Prince Sparn’s affliction had been around long before Aubree arrived, and not once had anyone fallen ill with his symptoms. If she could speak, she’d bring it to their attention, but alas, it would do no good.

			“I just don’t understand why Lord Rusten won’t euthanize him!”

			Aubree rounded on the speaker. Fear engulfed the woman, a deep-seated one that would not be extinguished. And it reflected in the uneasy expressions of the other women. Biting her tongue, Aubree made up her mind: she wouldn’t bother communicating.

			“Aubree, dear, get your things ready. I expect you might be chosen from among us,” a woman with a lean face and feathered hair spoke from where she sat at a vanity applying eyeliner. She was known as Pictan, but Aubree didn’t know her full name.

			Saddled as she was with her late fiancé’s debt, she had been sent to work here, an uncommon thing for anyone in these lands, or so Aubree surmised. Pictan stared into the mirror at Aubree’s reflection. Aubree shook her head and signaled with her hands before giving up with a huff. It was no good at all! She pulled a pen and notepad from her dress pocket and scribbled across its surface.

			A woman nearest her skimmed it. “Ooh, someone’s got a night ahead of her.”

			When she saw the sly look some of her roommates gave her, Aubree rolled her eyes. She knew where this was going. Jotting down another sentence, she cleared up the misunderstanding.

			“Your guard?” the reading woman groaned. “And here I thought you’d caught his eye. Is it because you’re still getting used to things here?”

			Aubree shrugged. Since she’d been found three months ago by the soldiers, deemed amnesiac and a young lady of “unique quality,” she’d been employed here at Rusten’s fortress and given a stipend with which to support herself. In truth, Aubree knew the whispers about her. That she might be from a nearby kingdom experiencing civil turmoil, or another land whose higher-ups were being picked off one by one due to a cursed malady. She’d heard servants and guards alike whisper at night or when they thought she wasn’t around.

			Aubree quickly wrote, “I do not plan on marrying.”

			This caused Pictan to tut and another woman to roll her eyes and say, “Well, what’s to become of you? Independence like the Nelvians?”

			“She’s right, you know? No family, no memory. You couldn’t go home even if you wanted to.”

			“But,” Aubree countered, “what if I’m already married? Wouldn’t that be appalling?”

			Everyone descended into silence. It definitely was something to consider. Excitement broken, the women returned to their former tasks of preparing for the entertainment to come. Aubree gathered some clothes and gave the women one last look before throwing the door open.

			“Aubree?” Pictan’s face screamed regret.

			Casting a glance over her shoulder, Aubree offered her a tiny smile before closing the door behind herself. She bumped into someone. Her thoughts jumbled as she turned. Eyes wide, Aubree gawked up at Tams. He looked just as startled as she did. Why was he in the women’s area?

			As if guessing her thoughts, Tams rubbed the back of his neck. “I, uh, came to get you.”

			She wrote out a note. “I was about to come find you.”

			His eyes flicked from her to the clothes and back again. “Okay, then.”

			Surprisingly, they did not head to the guard quarters, but rather, Tams led her toward the eastern side of the fortress, toward the gate. Aubree grabbed his sleeve. She pointed to the western side where the guards lodged in their own separate facility.

			“Prince Sparn wanted us to go to the guest quarters.” He pointed to the small structure that was just visible through the gate a good distance away. He held up an envelope. “He also gave us papers in case someone questions why we aren’t at the party.”

			She relaxed at the explanation and followed more closely at his side. The guesthouse was a simple one-roomed structure with the bare minimum comforts. Dust didn’t cling to the furniture, but there was a buildup of ashes in the fireplace Aubree took notice of upon entering. The single bed was the next thing.

			He noticed her stare right away. “You take the bed. I take the floor.”

			That sounded good to her. She nodded, removed her shoes, and placed them beside the bed. Aubree handed over her notepad.

			Tams skimmed the words. “Well, if you’re going to go bathe, I’ll get the fire started.”

			He turned toward the fireplace. Aubree hesitated. As he began shoveling the ashes into a pail, she scribbled a message. Her hand fell lightly on his shoulder, prompting him to stop working.

			“Do you really think it was a witch that caused all that commotion earlier? Why would one do that?” is what she’d written.

			A dark shadow briefly crossed his face. It disappeared, but not fast enough. Tams sighed. “Don’t listen to gossip, Aubree. There’s no witch and no roots going about.”

			But of course, she had to wonder…

			“I’d have thought you of all people wouldn’t believe such nonsense.”

			Pouting, Aubree turned on her heels. She grabbed her clothes from the bed and made for the back door. The gurgle of water met her ears as she stepped outside. The river that ran behind the building was by no means dangerous as far as its current went, and without a tub indoors, it made for the perfect bathing spot.

			She glanced about to ensure no one was around, then stripped down and immersed herself in the icy coldness. Chillbumps plastered themselves across her skin, and it was all she could do to keep her teeth from chattering. Aubree took deep breaths as she reached for the cake of soap lying atop her folded clothes. She moved farther into the river’s depths.

			Only the singing of the water met her ears; the forest was still, and there wasn’t a sound to be heard from the fortress at her back. She scrubbed her skin. Never in her life would she have thought she’d have to bathe out in nature like this! This was the total definition of—

			Something brushed against her leg. Thoughts interrupted, she glanced down through the water. Nothing was there. Aubree moved over a few feet. A ticklish sensation ghosted across her thigh. It climbed higher. A sharp prick of pain made her gasp. Her eyes darted around the water, but there just wasn’t anything there.

			The same something jerked her downward. She kicked, she thrashed. Bubbles floated upward toward the surface. All sound grew muffled as the water clogged her ears and throat. She broke the surface and flailed. Whatever the something was, it maintained its hold on her. Her head went under. She crested the surface once again
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