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1
The Dead


Viola
I had no reason to fear the dead. At least, not the long-dead.
A chill came over me as I stepped inside the catacombs, a narrow room dug into the side of the mountain. Sarcophagi lined the center of the space. The names and dates had been worn down by time, the bodies set to rest hundreds of years before, their accompanying souls already reborn.
That was the way of it. Life and death progressed in an ever-moving cycle. Once you died, your body was returned to your place of birth, allowing your soul to be reborn. If there was a long delay between one’s passing and the burial, the spirits of the dead could appear in the waking world. But there was no reason for the long-dead to rejoin the living.
At least, until The Mage King changed everything, the bastard.
“Viola? Is this what you wanted me to look at?”
The speaker—whose voice carried a crisp, clear Hijanni accent—was a good friend of mine. She stood at the farthest sarcophagus. Its stone slab lay cracked on the floor. 
Mari’s appearance didn’t match her surroundings, her fine outfit and jewelry a bizarre choice for any kind of outdoor excursion. But having known Mari for a decade now, I knew this was toned down for her. She wore trousers, not a gown, and her jewelry, while still gold, was relegated to a pair of stud earrings and a couple of bangles. A casual look for Mari, but a far cry from the more rugged garb I had selected, which had more in common with the soldiers that waited for us outside.
If a stranger were to meet us on the road and hear that one of us was a princess, they’d likely make the wrong choice. Of course, Mari’s rank was plenty impressive too.
I gathered myself and crossed the room of the dead.
Mari leaned over the sarcophagus and pointed to a long vertical line of symbols carved on the inside. 
“This?” Her golden, hawklike eyes met my green ones.
“Was it that obvious?”
“I’ve seen symbols just like this scattered all over the ruins near my father’s house. Ruins that predate all Hijanni record keeping, written in an alphabet seemingly completely disconnected from the current or previous version of the Hijanni language.” She raised her dark eyebrows. “It sticks out.”
I couldn’t help it. I chuckled. Mari had always been pretty sharp.
“I’m going to take a logical leap and assume that because we’re hundreds of miles away from any Hijanni ruins and in a tomb that predates any relationship between Hijan and Verida, you suspect that this has something to do with the fair folk?”
I nodded. The fair folk were a new concept, and not just to Mari, but humanity as a whole. Thousands of years before, the fair folk had covered the world, at least until the magically dependent race had overdrawn from the supply of power that naturally had existed in nature, ignoring all the warning signs until it was too damn late. As a result, each member of the fair folk had fallen into an endless, deathlike sleep known as The Nightmare.
All except one.
“I’ll need to compare them against my notes to be sure,” Mari said, rummaging around in her satchel. “Of course, I can’t exactly read this language, which begs the question.”
“Oh?”
“Why did you ask me?”
I blinked. “Uh…well, I thought about your story about the ruins, and—”
“Let me clarify. You suspected that this was rooted in the fair folk. And yet you asked me when you just happen to know a living, breathing member of the folk who could confirm all this.”
I scowled. “Well, if I had known that it was going to bother you—”
“Oh, don’t you get prickly with me! It’s clear that you’re not exactly Aria’s biggest fan.”
“I…why, that’s ridiculous!”
“Uh-huh.”
Mari reached into her satchel and pulled out a piece of paper and charcoal. She leaned forward into the sarcophagus.
“Listen,” she said. “I don’t blame you for asking for a second opinion. You have a man who wants to murder you and your entire family and some woman shows up completely out of the blue with a mysterious connection to his past? I’d be cautious. But it doesn’t change the fact that you don’t exactly seem to like her all that much, beyond that.”
“What makes you say that?”
“You mean besides the fact that you always reach for one of those knives when I mention her name?”
I froze and looked down to find my right hand resting on one of the long twin daggers I wore at my hip. 
“I see what you’re talking about.” I said with a wince, forcing my hand to rest at my side.
“Well, if you ever decide you want to talk about it, you just let me know.” Mari pulled back, a rubbing of the strange symbols in her hands. “Anyway, I don’t want you to think that I’m not thankful. This could potentially be game-changing for Hijan. Most people assume that the ruins are cursed, the symbols left behind by The Silence. If I could prove that it’s connected to a genuine ancient civilization, this could open us up to a whole new world of research.”
“Research that you could be a part of.”
“Precisely.”
“Now I see why you’d agree to traverse the countryside with a woman with a target on her back.”
She looked up and grinned at me. “Oh, that just gives me an excuse to travel with so many handsome young men.”
“Yeah, can’t relate there.”
“More for me!”
For a moment, I paused to look around the catacombs. 
“You know,” I said. “It’s a bit strange.”
“Hmmm?” 
“From what Aria said, the folk turn to silver leaves after they die. I saw it happen to Lyric in Kelvia. And it’s not like they bury those.”
Mari pulled back, a troubled expression on her face. “So why would folk writing turn up in an empty grave?”
I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could, a shout came from outside. The two of us exchanged a glance, then rushed to the door.
Only to find our guards under attack by the forest around them.




2
The Trees


Viola
“Golems!”
The word escaped from my lips in a rush of breath. It wouldn’t be the first time that Elegy or his followers had used them. In fact, molding creatures from plants and giving them life through magic was starting to become a regular thing.
But they had never been this big.
They stood at least twenty feet high, their bodies made from twisted tree trunks instead of twigs and branches. And there was less of an effort to make them look human. No approximation of facial features or clothing. The lack of the latter made it easier to make out the glowing orb of power stuck in their chests. I watched in horror as a guard took cover behind a gathering of greenery, only to have a tree turn around and grab at him. He darted out of the way in time, but only just.
I turned to Mari.
“Go back inside,” I said. “And close the door behind you.”
“All alone?” Her eyes went wide, previous confidence vanished. “Viola, you know I can’t fight!”
“Which is why I’ll send one of my handsome men to protect you, I promise.”
She hesitated, but only for a moment, then took a step back into the doorway, muscles straining as she dragged the heavy door shut behind her. I swallowed. Elegy’s golems were damn strong. If a door like that could be closed by someone (even with effort) at Mari’s level, it would be no match for them. But at least it would separate us.
And the safest thing for Mari was to be as far away from me as possible.
After all, I was their target.
“Princess!” a voice cried out.
I reached to my sides and drew out two long metal daggers. They fit comfortably in my hands, their familiar weight giving me confidence.
Enough to charge into the fray. 
I dodged around one of the golems, knowing that my curly red hair signaled my identity like a bullseye. As I made my way through, I watched a guard tumble to the ground, his musket skittering from his hands. Behind him, a golem raised a massive foot, almost as long as the man was tall. It prepared to stomp. I reared back with a dagger in my right hand.
Only someone else got to him first.
Bang!
The magic in the creature’s chest exploded in a burst of light the second the musket ball made impact. The golem, just like its smaller counterparts, instantly fell apart in a pile of branches.
Of course, now those branches were the size of tree trunks.
“Azir!” I hollered as I raced across the green, sheathing one of my daggers so I could reach down and help up the fallen guard. He was a young man, only a couple years older than my own twenty-five years and had the brown skin and golden eyes that indicated Hijanni heritage, but when he opened his mouth, his voice, like mine, was a pure Verdian drawl.
“Your Highness,” he said, coming to his feet. “The diplomat, she—”
My response was cut off by the blast of musket fire. We both winced automatically, my heart leaping to my chest. For a second, I was transported back to Castle Verdia, my former home. Smoke filled my lungs. My ears rang with the screams of men and the blast of musket fire. I looked for a weapon, desperate to do something, anything, to save my home. 
Which now, years later, still stood like a corpse of its former self.
“Princess! Azir!”
The familiar voice was enough to snap me to attention. The speaker, a solidly built gray-haired man dressed in a green uniform, stood perched atop a massive stone. He gripped a musket in his hands.
“By The Father,” Azir muttered. “In his sixties and still the best damn shot in the whole army.”
Honor guard, I was tempted to correct, but now wasn’t the time. Azir and I jogged across the expanse and ducked behind the gathering of rocks.
“That wasn’t smart, soldier,” Jeffrey said, reaching down for another freshly loaded gun. He passed the spent one to a shorter man who began loading it, his fingers moving swiftly.
“The Princess—” Azir began.
“Can take care of herself, which you well know.”
“What about the diplomat?” Azir looked to me, concern plain on his face. I remembered how I promised Mari I would send someone to protect her.
“In the catacombs,” I said. “Maybe—”
“They’re leaving the place be,” Jeffrey said.
“Then we should plan a retreat!”
“Damn difficult when there’s a whole other wave of them between Everroot and us.” Azir swore.
I blinked and turned around, where I could see more clearly over the mountainside. Below me, several more made their way toward us.
I felt my stomach drop. “That’s a lot of golems.”
“Seems like this ‘Mage King’ is getting a bit impatient.” He shook his head. “Wonderful.”
I swallowed. So far, Elegy had acted as if he had all the time in the world. And given how famously long-lived the fair folk were, that wasn’t exactly strange. Previously, months would go by between attacks. But not anymore. You couldn’t wander too far from Everroot without running into one of these things.
There was another explosion of musket fire, this time from Azir, who winced as his shot went wide. “Think we can take them all out?”
“These? Most likely,” Jeffrey said.
My gaze drifted to the chaos in front of me as a golem reached down and swatted one of the soldiers out of the way. The guardsman went hurling into the mountainside, and I swore I could feel the impact dozens of feet away.
Jeffrey was right. This was a fight we could win, but not without cost. I didn’t like to see soldiers injured on my behalf if I could help it.
“What about speed?” Azir said. “They’re strong but still slow as molasses. If we can get to the horses—”
“Heh. Now you’re thinking,” Jeffrey said, turning to the man at his side to accept the next loaded musket.
I blinked when he passed the gun to me.
“Just in case,” he said.
I held back a sigh. “You know I’m terrible with these things.”
“Oh, I’ve witnessed it. But unlike those knives of yours, they can be reloaded.”
Opening my mouth to respond, I felt the rock behind us shift.
I scrambled out of the way, twisting around to see one of the golems wrench the massive boulder from the ground and lift it over his head. It reared back as if weight was nothing.
And then the magic exploded in its chest as Azir’s shot rang true. The enormous boulder fell from the sky like (for lack of a better phrase) a stone, the impact shaking the earth beneath us.
“You okay, Viola?” Azir lowered his smoking musket.
“Princess,” Jeffrey said. “We need to get you out of here.”
I nodded. Me being here was just continuing to put people in danger.
Before I could respond, a shout pierced the air. I spun around just in time to see a soldier dart between the three of us, a golem close behind him. As we scattered, I caught sight of something just beyond the catacombs.
It was a figure in a hooded cloak that seemed to be made of many kinds of furs, a strange sight for summer. The fact that the figure was being chased by a golem made it even more so.
“Who’s that?” Azir hollered.
I didn’t respond, instead darting across the green. I passed the catacombs, the musket gripped tightly in my hands, and followed the cloaked figure up the mountainside. Eventually, I came to a massive tree that dwarfed even the golem. The figure’s back was pressed against it, their—her, it appeared—body tense. The cloak covered all but the bottom of her face, but I didn’t need to be able to read expressions to sense her fear.
I jogged to a stop, raising the musket. 
And then I heard a snap as I stepped on a fallen branch.
The golem whirled in my direction. I raised my musket and aimed for that glowing ball of magic.
I missed.
“Shoot!”
The golem reached toward me, tearing the weapon from my hands and tossing it aside. I hit the ground, rolling through the golem’s legs and emerging on the other side, once again drawing my daggers. The golem’s head snapped in my direction, a massive hand forming into a fist.
Fortunately, I was fast enough to dodge its descent, colliding with the cloaked woman as I moved backward. I felt a hand rest on my shoulder and fought the urge to glance back at its owner.
I had to keep an eye on my target.
The golem moved to strike again, but I was already in motion, throwing my left-hand dagger directly at its certain mass. The blade shot toward it with more accuracy than the musket ball had.
The golem’s magic exploded in a burst of light, and its body collapsed in a pile of timber.
In the wake of the golem’s collapse, the forest fell silent, the only noise being my breath, still labored from my sprint up the mountain.
No, that wasn’t the only noise.
I turned around to see the woman, still pressed against the tree, her fur cloak shielding her identity. 
Not that I needed to see her face to know who she was. After all, Aria had told me all about Rue.




3
The Kitchen Maid


Rue
I needed to remain calm.
The cloak hid my facial expression, but tone of voice was another story. I knew little of Viola Verdis but the words most often used to describe her were “careful” and “smart.” It was imperative that she didn’t figure out my true intentions.
“Are you okay?”
I jumped slightly at Viola’s soft, measured tone, then smoothed my lips before speaking. “Well…”
I let my voice trail off at the sound of approaching footsteps. I turned toward the path, angling my hood to allow me a better view of our pursuer. It was an older man dressed in the green livery worn by the Verdian Royal Honor Guard.
Only the tree’s solid presence behind me prevented me from shrinking backward.
“Princess, when I said you needed to run off, I didn’t mean toward the things,” he said.
“Where’s Azir?” Viola asked. 
“Insisted on checking on the diplomat. That man’s not the type of person to turn away a damsel in distress.”
“I guess the same could be said about me.”
She stepped aside, revealing my presence. His reaction was…a bit less courteous than the princess’s had been.
“The hell are you doing out here? Haven’t you heard the king’s decree? With those damn monsters crawling all over the place, the roads are dangerous. Especially for a woman on her own.”
They think you’re weak. My mother’s voice, calm and logical, slipped into my anxious mind. You are small, soft, female. Perfectly helpless. 
Take advantage of that.
“Jeffrey, why weren’t you followed?” Viola asked.
“Damn creatures scattered soon after you ran off,” the older man—Jeffrey—replied. “Didn’t they go after you?”
“No. There was just the one.”
“I had no choice,” I said, voice marred by a tremble that wasn’t entirely feigned. “I had to travel alone.”
“What about family?” Jeffrey asked.
“All dead. The war.”
The older man frowned. I had heard that the royal honor guard was mainly made up of veterans. But of course, he looked too old to have fought in The Butcher’s War. Would I be able to earn his sympathy?
“Why were you traveling?” Viola crossed her arms over her chest. The princess might have succeeded in schooling her voice, but her body language gave it all away. She was on guard.
I would need to be careful.
“Over the past few months, there have been people passing through my village, heading toward Everroot, saying that the city is growing, that jobs are opening up and….” I let out a shaky breath. “I have depended on the kindness of my neighbors for too long. I need to find a job.”
“Marriage?” the man grunted.
I was glad my mother’s cloak shielded most of my face. Why did men assume that they were the answer to everything?
“I’d rather earn my own way,” I replied.
“Well, what are your skills?” the older man asked.
Sword fighting. Archery. Hand-to-hand combat. 
“I’m good in the kitchen, sir,” I said. “Quick work. No waste. My mother taught me well.”
“Hasn’t Laura mentioned that she needs more help in the kitchen?” Viola asked. “Especially with the celebrations coming up?”
I blinked at the princess’s suggestion. Her arms were still crossed over her chest, her tone carefully neutral. I sensed no trust coming from this woman, but her words suggested otherwise.
“I could ask,” the older man said before looking over his shoulder. “We should be heading back, anyway. No telling when those monsters might return.”
An hour later, I followed Jeffrey down a set of stairs and into the kitchens of the royal compound itself. 
This had been the plan all along, of course. The King’s birthday was days away, and there was a real chance that the kitchen would be understaffed, even desperate for help. But I had expected the ruse to involve a little more effort, carefully planting the seeds on our walk back to Everroot. But the princess had come up with the idea all on her own. It had almost been too easy.
Part of me wished it hadn’t.
“Wife?” Jeffrey said gruffly.
Partway across the room, a tall, stout woman with gray hair and a weathered face turned around. She raised a single eyebrow in Jeffrey’s direction before her gaze fell to me.
“Bring in another stray, did we, husband?” She crossed the room with a sigh.
“This one was Viola’s idea.”
“Well, isn’t that kind of her,” the woman replied as she approached. “I was just telling her that I could use a few extra hands and sharp minds. What’s your name, girl?”
“Charlotte,” I replied, supplying the woman with the same name I had given Viola and her entourage. The perfect name, I had hoped, for a simpleminded kitchen girl. Innocent. Faultless.
The opposite of me.
“Well, Charlotte, my name is Laura, and I’m head cook for the royal compound.” She turned to Jeffrey. “I can take it from here.”
“Of course, love.” He leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. The woman’s stern facial features softened somewhat, a smile quirking on her lips. 
At first I was surprised, given the soldier’s gruff nature. But he and his wife were true Verdians, their accents far more pronounced than the people I had grown up around. It wasn’t in their nature to hold things back.
“Oh, you go now,” she said, swatting his chest. “Those soldiers need someone to keep an eye on them.”
“They’re worse than children, I swear.”
And with that, Jeffrey left, leaving the two of us in the busy kitchen.
“So, you’re not gonna take that thing off?”
I jumped slightly at Laura’s question. Honest to the point of rudeness. Also, very Verdian.
“I prefer to keep it on.” I reached up to touch the edge of my furred cloak.
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