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PROLOGUE


We know who woke the Queens.

His name was Catimus Abhigan. He was neither knight nor king, wizard nor priest, but rather, an unremarkable manager of middling talent and minor ability, assigned to Kegomar Lumber Company’s most remote logging camp in the Parnassa Forest.

He likely believed he’d do some good there, for a definition of “good” that included words like “efficiency,” “quotas,” and “profits.” Some have claimed he was blameless, a hapless man in the wrong place at the wrong time, with no role in later events.

This is untrue.

Claims that it took him but a single day to ignite the catastrophe that followed are also untrue.

He accomplished that in under thirty minutes.



From the moment Catimus Abhigan stepped down from the carriage, gazing at the Parnassa Logging Camp’s primary work site, he knew he would make great changes.

The base camp, for one thing—it was too far away. The crew had to walk a mile every morning to reach this work site from their camp. And that logging camp! Practically a permanent residence, wasting valuable timber on a thick palisade around the camp’s perimeter. The extravagance continued with a bombard field around those same walls, only safely navigable by a narrow corridor.

Honestly.

Little wonder they lagged on fulfilling their quota. All quite ridiculous. He read the papers, littered with stories of grimmocks and black magic. One would think the country was all but overrun!

Abhigan was too smart to be fooled by such sensationalism.

How had these people ever managed without him? Abhigan studied the work site, noting inefficiency, indolence, sluggishness. So much to whip into shape.

His stare stopped at the ragged, uneven tree line. Three pristine trees rested atop a gently sloped hill. Magnificent specimens. Each one towered over the trees they’d already felled.

So why…?

“Why are those trees still standing?” Abhigan pointed the trees out to the first lumberjack unfortunate enough to catch his eye.

The crew knew Kegomar had sent Abhigan to ensure they met their deadlines. They knew he was the kind of hatchet man who had nothing to do with lumber.

He expected an answer, but instead he was met with open disbelief.

“Those are the Three Queens,” the logger explained—and then said nothing more.

Abhigan couldn’t guess the old lumberjack’s age. The man had been left outside too long, his dry, brittle skin weathered to the texture of autumn leaves. Deep folds of skin cloaked the man’s eyes in shadows.

Those eyes judged him. Abhigan didn’t like it.

“Pft,” Abhigan scoffed. “I don’t care if they’re three grim lords. You dough-heads named them? Like they’re pets? Did you make them crowns and throw tea parties for them, too?” He flapped one arm toward the trees. “I want those trees down and loaded on a wagon by the end of the day. Do you have any idea what’s going to happen if we don’t have enough wood to satisfy this commission?”

Nothing good. Maybe these men didn’t think it mattered if Kegomar couldn’t provide enough wood for the empire’s quincentenary. They damn well would if Kegomar lost its license because the governor felt embarrassed by his inability to keep up with the regent’s demands.

The old lumberjack ran his tongue over his teeth like he was hunting for the last scraps from lunch. His eyes remained fixed on Abhigan’s face, his expression blank. He might’ve been thinking about anything.

“Did you hear me?” Abhigan demanded.

“Ganner…” Another lumberjack, younger and more cautious, put a hand on the older man’s arm. Ganner shrugged it off.

“I heard ya.” Ganner crossed his arms over his chest. “And I won’t do it.” His gaze swept over the crowd, a warning or a dare.

“They’re trees,” Abhigan told him. “It’s not like they’re grimmocks. I checked with the Idallik Knights before I arrived. There’s no ‘necromancy’ here.” He didn’t hide his contempt at the idea of “black magic” and “curses.”

A grimmock had terrorized Catimus Abhigan’s neighborhood once, when he was a child. He never saw it himself, but he heard the stories, each worse than the last. How the twisted mockery with two heads and four sets of jaws and scales must have been a dog before it succumbed to a curse. He always thought the stories were exaggerated. Dogs attacked children all the time—because they turned rabid.

Anyway, he’d never heard of tree grimmocks.

Ganner leaned over and spit a glob of pomuv juice, which landed close enough to Abhigan’s polished leather boots to seem purposeful. “I won’t touch a leaf on the Queens. If you’ve got even a lick of sense, you won’t, either.”

“You’re fired! Do you hear me? You’re fired! I want you off this land right now. And don’t expect to be paid!” Abhigan was angrier than he could ever remember. How dare he? The look Ganner spared him wasn’t hatred or anger, but a sad, weary contempt.

“Figured as much.” Ganner began walking. He wasn’t even walking back to the logging camp, just … away.

Good riddance.

Abhigan turned to the gathered crowd. He drew himself up, and bellowed, “Back to work. I want those three damn trees cut down! Grab your saws and go!”

Matters didn’t resolve themselves so quickly, naturally. Tree cutting was a slow business. He paced and waited and cast angry glares in the direction of the camp. He might have been safely sequestered with a nice cup of tea, if only that lazy bastard hadn’t made such a fuss. If only the camp itself were closer. He finally tracked down a folding table, complete with several pots of stale coffee.

Honestly, the trees were strange. He poured himself a cup of coffee as he contemplated the tree line. This section of the Parnassa Forest hadn’t been considered old growth for over a century. And yet, those three trees had been left alone—not just by superstitious villagers, but by Kegomar Lumber.

Abhigan checked his papers again for any declarations, proclamations, or writs of protection. That would’ve been a hell of a thing to have missed. He had no desire to deal with angry Triunist priests, upset because he desecrated some holy landmark where one of the Tri-Mother’s sainted children had carved their initials into the bark.

He chuckled and was taking another sip of terrible coffee when he heard the first scream.

Abhigan startled, scanned the area. He hadn’t heard a tree fall, just the steady grind of saws drawn across wood. Perhaps someone had slipped? Accidents happened.

“What’s going on?” he shouted. “Who’s been—?”

Something red and wet crashed into the folding table, smashing it to the ground. At first, Abhigan didn’t understand what he was seeing. Viscera? A wild-animal carcass? Then he noticed the glint of a silver buckle, the ragged, twisted strips of sturdy twill, the creased leather.

Deer didn’t wear boots.

Recognition lanced through him, painful and bowel-clenching. These were the remains of a lumberjack.

Something had … something had ripped the man open, face to feet, and then tossed him aside.

The screaming hadn’t stopped.

Abhigan stared up, wide-eyed. Why hadn’t the screaming stopped? He glanced toward the Three Queens …

They were gone.

Not even a stump marked where trees had once stood. There was blood, though. Enough blood to coat the hillside slick with crimson, streams of it flowing around twisted, misshapen bundles of white, yellow, and—

“Run!” someone screamed. “Grimmocks! Run!”

The grimmocks came out of the forest.

No. The grimmocks were the forest.

“Grimmocks can’t … can’t be…” The trees were alive. Moving. Attacking. The wind didn’t blow through the branches; the branches moved of their own volition. No eyes. No faces. They still looked like trees, but trees uprooted, now gliding downhill toward the lumberjacks on roots turned sinuous and tentacular.

“Back to camp!” he screamed out. “Retreat to camp!”

Catimus Abhigan ran to the carriage, praying his driver had been too lazy to unhitch the horse.

“Sir? What’s going—” The driver sounded groggy, as if he’d woken from a nap.

“Drive, you fool!” Abhigan screamed, pulling himself into the carriage’s open back. “Back to the camp! Grimmocks are attacking!”

The man needed no further explanation, although the sound of screams and men running for their lives added to Abhigan’s delivery. His driver cracked the whip and set the nervous horse to a gallop so quickly Abhigan fell backward into his seat. The horses were still tired, however, so the gallop reverted to a trot after a few hundred feet.

Halfway to the logging camp, Abhigan jumped forward and grabbed his driver’s arm. “The flags, you fool! Pay attention to the warning flags! There’s a bombard field!”

“Thank the Tri-Mother,” his driver yelled, and began searching for the safety flags.

The man was right. Thank the Tri-Mother, indeed. The palisade, the bombard field—all designed to stop grimmock attacks. He prayed the camp had messenger birds too; Isofal wasn’t so far distant. As long as they could lock the gates, they could hold out until the knights arrived.

When they reached the camp, Abhigan shouted, “Grimmocks are attacking! Get ready to shut the gate.”

A camp guard gaped at him. “Wh-where? Where’s everyone else?”

“Running,” Abhigan snapped. “They’ll arrive soon.”

Hopefully. Assuming they ran faster than the trees.

Should he have tried to bring any lumberjacks with him on the carriage? He dismissed the idea. A one-horse carriage couldn’t hold more than the driver and one or two passengers. If he’d waited, too many would’ve wanted to ride. They would’ve overwhelmed its weight tolerance. No one would have escaped.

For an eternity of seconds, they waited. Then a thin trail of dust billowed as lumberjacks retreated from the logging site. They weren’t making any noise beyond their ragged breathing and the heavy stomp of their boots. They had no breath for shouting.

Beyond them, other things moved in the distance. Things that weren’t human.

“Run!” one guard screamed. “Hurry!”

When the largest group made it through the gates, the guards began to shut the doors. “Barig’s still out there!” someone screamed.

“Close it now,” Abhigan ordered. “They won’t make it in time!”

There was no other option. Abhigan found himself almost glad when the trees caught the men before they’d reached the safe passage through the field. Had it been otherwise, they might’ve revealed the safe route, would’ve …

Wait. What was he saying? These were grimmocks. They weren’t intelligent. Grimmocks were cursed creations of black sorcery. They couldn’t think.

He flinched and looked away when the men screamed. He tried to stop his ears to the sound of tearing flesh and breaking limbs. A sharp thunk sounded as the lumberjacks finally closed the gate.

They’d left it open, even when he’d ordered otherwise.

He wanted to yell at them, but at least the gate was shut. The grimmocks hadn’t made it inside. They were safe.

Except he didn’t feel safe. He peered over the palisade and saw the monsters, really saw them, for the first time.

They were trees. Regular trees. Just trees that somehow could move the way trees never moved and couldn’t move and this couldn’t be happening …

The sun shone, a light breeze blew. There wasn’t a cloud anywhere in the sky.

Thunder echoed, though. Oh yes, thunder sounded the first time a monster staggered into the bombard field. The men, Abhigan included, covered their ears against the strength of that boom. An enormous pile of dirt and splintered wood flew into the air. When the ringing subsided, the men were cheering.

Then they stopped. There had been exactly one explosion, and no more after.

Abhigan turned back to see what the trees were doing.

Nothing. Nothing at all. It was as though the forest had always started just beyond the bombard field. Then the branches moved. There was a sense of … undulation. But nothing entered the field; the trees slid to the side.

Another tree moved into that open space.

Only, not any tree. From its size and shape, Abhigan felt certain this was one of the big trees he’d ordered cut down—one of the “Three Queens.” It was an oak tree, albeit an oak tree strangely red along its lower trunk and roots.

Oh. No, that was blood.

No one made a sound. Then one man said, loudly, “Is that … is that a woman?”

It was. And it wasn’t. It felt like someone had set multiple paintings in front of Abhigan’s eyes, again and again. Tree. Woman. Tree. Woman. Tree. Woman—

The Queen of Oaks was a woman and yet still a tree. She had no hair but branches that sprouted from her head like antlers, and no clothing save for the suggestion of different thicknesses of bark and leaves and vegetal matter. Her skin, too, seemed less skin than smooth bark, and if she had legs at all, he couldn’t see them. There was just the trunk and roots, joined smoothly to her hips. More branches that seemed like arms, raised up.

She had a face and lips and, most terrifyingly, eyes.

Those eyes focused on the palisades, the camp, on the bombard field encircling it. Intelligent, aware eyes.

She turned her face to the sky; the wind pulling at her leaves strengthened. A second thunderclap rocked through the air, but farther away.

Clouds scuttled across the sky, faster than any Abhigan had ever seen before. Dark gray storm clouds moved to cover the sun like a curtain drawn over a window. That fast, that unnatural.

Grimmocks couldn’t think. Grimmocks couldn’t cast spells.

It began to rain.

Abhigan shouted: “Have we sent out the messenger birds? We must send word to the knights!”

The tree woman could summon rain. But, so what? The palisade walls protected them. The camp had a lightning rod. If she tried to overrun their position, she’d run into the bombard traps, wouldn’t she? Everyone would shelter in the permanent buildings—the kitchen or the woodshed—and wait until the knights arrived.

Everything would be fine.

Abhigan was so busy reassuring himself that everything would be fine, he missed whether anyone had answered his question about the birds.

Maybe they didn’t have birds. He hadn’t checked, had he?

No. They must have birds. The company was paying the knights for a location sign. They had to be. Kegomar … the company hadn’t canceled that to save costs, had they?

Had he decried that as an unnecessary expense?

Someone whimpered. He whipped around in case that heralded some fresh horror, but it was just … it was just everything that had already happened. The men were catching their breaths. That was all the opportunity fear needed to sink in its claws. For himself, he was …

It all seemed distant. Unreal. Like a dream.

He wanted to wake up.

It began to hail.

Small at first, but the hailstones grew larger by the second.

Abhigan dashed for cover even as a lumberjack screamed for everyone else to do the same. Ice the size of cherries, of plums, hit him on the arms, on the side of his head, before he reached shelter. The wood roof overhead shuddered, the ice a barrage, like cannon fire …

Catimus Abhigan turned white when the first boom echoed, when he realized what it meant.

He’d been wrong. Again, he’d been wrong: the trees had summoned hail to clear the bombard field.

Once every explosive had triggered, once the field was scoured clean, only the wooden palisades would separate the men from the Queens and their monster forest.

It would be no protection.

Maybe if he begged. Maybe if he sank to his knees and begged for forgiveness …

He could beg. He could do that.

Thunderous booms echoed all around them, so tightly spaced it all merged into one enormous, deafening roar.

Then nothing, except for the fading patter of hail and then …

Silence.

No one moved as they listened to the sound of—no, it wasn’t silence. It was the gentle sound of a forest in the wind, the susurrus of rustling leaves and shaking branches. Abhigan had always found that sound soothing, but not that day. Now the sound meant something else.

“What was that?” someone whispered.

Catimus Abhigan didn’t listen for an answer. He already knew what that sound meant.

Death.





[image: ]

PENANCE


The plants choked Mathaiik awake.

Technically, it wasn’t the first time the flora had dragged him out of a trance. It wasn’t even the fifth, although Tri-Mother knew he tried to keep himself out of these situations. Still, it had happened: that time he’d camped too close to a grimmock den. Another when someone torched the barn he’d taken shelter in.

But this—this was worse.

It wasn’t a subtle shift or ambient pressure tugging at his awareness. This was a violent yank on his hair, followed by the tightening grip of something cold and coiled around his neck. He couldn’t breathe.

For half a second, he wondered if one of the children was playing a prank.

Then the vine pulled tighter.

He twisted, swearing, clawing at the pressure across his throat. It resisted. Broke. Fibers snapped like hair yanked by the root. His limbs felt heavy, sluggish—weighted down by thick foliage shackling him.

This wasn’t a handful of vines. It was hundreds.

Whenever he moved more than a few inches, something pinched—sharp enough to make him hesitate. He must’ve looked like some grotesque offering, strung up on hooks. The pressure was invasive, horrifying—but it didn’t hurt.

The pain would come when he broke free.

The oil lamps had burned out. His light spell had petered out, too. The only light came from the feeble rays of yellow-green flickering through a vine-choked window. The antechamber’s damp air tasted green on Math’s tongue.

This shouldn’t have happened. Commander Talu should have woken him. Someone should have checked on him days ago, long before the plants staged a “rescue.”

Math shuddered. This would hurt.

He braced himself, then pushed off against the stone ground, standing upright. Pain ripped through him from his scalp to his toes. He clenched his teeth.

He’d never been certain if the plants grew into his body or out of it. Neither idea held much appeal.

Standing disconnected braids of foliage that had slipped under his shirt, up his trouser legs, wrapped around wrists and ankles, arms and legs.

He both felt and heard ugly popping noises as younger, more sensitive sprouts wrenched free from the points where they rooted under his skin. He panted for breath, smelling green sap and red blood, both seeping from fresh wounds.

Then someone opened the door.

There was no time to hide, no place to hide. The maze itself was hidden away behind an old, sturdy, and (most of all) locked wrought-iron gate. A safeguard against the curious and foolish wandering inside, never to be seen again.

Mathaiik shielded his eyes as sunlight poured down the stone steps. The glare felt like an accusation, like being exposed.

“Mathaiik Kaven, are you down here? Do you have any idea how many of the library sections I’ve looked through—” Math’s sister Tanxi paused just inside the doorway, her glowing Sun sword held out like an especially lethal lamp. “Tri-Mother protect me. What have you done?”

The knight slammed the ancient door shut behind her.

Math winced at what her light revealed. Plants were everywhere: on the floor, climbing up the walls, creeping across the ceiling. More plants than any of his previous “episodes.” Vines covered every surface except one: they had scrupulously avoided all contact with the engraved labyrinth map etched into the largest wall.

Every vine ended at Math’s feet, fallen where he’d wrenched them from his skin.

Tanxi stared at him, open-mouthed.

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“No?” Anger blazed in her dark eyes. “You realize that makes it worse, don’t you? What’s the difference between an Idallik Knight and a grim witch, Math?”

Some might think the question rhetorical. Math knew it wasn’t.

He answered with a stubborn set to his jaw. “One masters the magic. The other lets it master them.”

“And then what is the difference, dear brother, between a grim witch and a grimmock?”

Math rubbed at his arms, where he felt blood seeping into his shirt. “The grim witch curses. The grimmock is cursed.”

Usually that curse took the shape of horrible fang and claw, but not always.

“Yes!” She swept the room with her sword arm, harsh light sending shadows skittering across the dying vines. “At least if you’d done it on purpose, it would mean you were in control. But this? Tell me this doesn’t look like a man turning into a monster.”

“I’ve been like this since I was five, Tan! If I’m becoming a grimmock, it’s sure as bones taking its own sweet time about it, don’t you think?”

“But it’s never been this bad before!” She frowned, studying him. “Has it?”

He glanced up at the window, then over to the stone bas-relief map. At least he could console himself, knowing that he’d been right. “No, I couldn’t wake up.”

“Couldn’t wake up? It’s been four days.”

That made him pause. Four days? He’d been locked in that trance for four days?

Why hadn’t anyone checked on him?

“My mind was trapped, Tan. The plants must’ve…” His voice trailed off. He couldn’t make himself say the words. Saved him. There were so many vines, though … far more than should’ve been necessary to wake him.

Except it hadn’t been normal sleep, had it?

“Anyway, what’s important right now is that I’ve made a discovery.” He kneeled down and yanked away handfuls of plants until he found his satchel. He retrieved a small journal and a string-wrapped charcoal stick, flipped open the book, and compared his sketch with the map on the wall.

Tanxi frowned. “Why were you even down here? I thought you’d be in one of the libraries.”

“Oh, come on, Tan. Putting me in front of the Order’s library collections would hardly be a punishment, would it?”

She sighed. “No. Not for you.”

“So Commander Talu stuck me down here. I guess he thought it would be so boring I’d have no choice but to ‘meditate on my mistakes.’ Except he was wrong about this room being boring.” He pointed a triumphant finger at his book, then the wall. “It’s changed. Tanxi, the map on the wall has changed—and I’m pretty sure it’s because of me.”

“What are you on about?” Tanxi’s temper was close to combustion.

“We’ve been wrong about the purpose of this map! I couldn’t—” He shook his pencil at the engraving. Permanently enchanted magical effects were so rare, the secret long lost. Nobody really knew how the Illuminated had crafted their repositories. The Order just protected what they’d left behind. “The bas relief looks like the solution to the maze, but it’s a trap. A nasty magical trap. It’s like the maze itself, except instead of being physically lost, I was mentally lost. That is why I couldn’t wake up.”

Math turned back to Tanxi. “You know, I think this might be why we’re forbidden from coming down to the antechamber? I never understood why the antechamber was off-limits when the maze entrance was already locked. There’s nothing here. Nothing but that carving. Except … that carving’s enough, isn’t it? People could die.”

“People could die? You could die,” Tanxi said through gritted teeth. “If the wrong person had walked through that door—”

“I’m not a grimmock,” he protested.

“I know that.” His sister dismissed her sword in a warm flash, instead circling a light spell. “But you must be more mindful of how this looks. You’re too old to be excused as someone still growing into their powers.”

Math raised a finger and grinned. “Ah! But I am still too weird. Remember Sir Oleriatt’s helmet in the armory? The one no one else can wear because it had to be custom-fitted to make room for his actual bunny ears? Nobody called him a grimmock: he was too adorable. These are just little vines. They’re not going to hurt anyone.” He paused. “Except me, I suppose.”

She scoffed. “Yesterday, everyone might have believed you.”

He straightened. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean it’s plants,” Tanxi hissed.

“Yes, I’m aware of that—”

“No. Not your plants.” She waved off his retort with an edge of urgency. “Grimmock plants.”

Math blinked. “That’s not—” He didn’t finish the sentence. The bottom dropped out of his stomach.

“That’s why I came to fetch you,” Tanxi said grimly. “There’s been a grimmock attack. But this time … it took the form of vines. Living plants. Just like—” She gestured at the room, at the remnants still twitching in the aftermath of his escape. “Just like this.”

His breath caught.

“The commander wants to see you. Immediately.”

All expression drained from Math’s face, his thoughts retreating behind a shutter of discipline. “You could have led with that.”

“I was trying to.”

He yanked his satchel free from the tangle of vegetal detritus, slipping book and waterskin inside with a practiced motion. Then he hesitated and looked back. “Should I destroy the rest?”

“I’ll handle it,” Tanxi said. Her light spell flared, illuminating every ridge of the engraved maze on the wall. “You go to the chapter house. Maybe … maybe wash up first.”

He nodded once. “Thanks.”

“You be careful,” she warned. “This one’s bad. They’ll be watching you now. Harder than ever. We thought plants were safe.”

He gave her a disbelieving look. “No, you thought plants were safe. And no one ever listens to me.”

Four days, he’d been gone. The children were going to skin him alive.

Math hurried up the stairs, past the broken flagstone marking the antechamber entrance. The stone was carved with a single word, as it had been since before Math was born: —WISDOM.
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CHANGE


Math didn’t go to the chapter house—not yet. First, he had a stop to make.

The dorms were supposed to be empty—novitiates in class, teachers distracted. A perfect window to change clothes, scrub off the worst of the grime, and maybe pretend he hadn’t just spent days in a forbidden ruin.

The dorms should have been empty.

“Math!” a voice screamed as he tried to cross the main room. “You’re back!” A few seconds later, a body collided with him. “Where were you? We looked everywhere for you!”

If that wasn’t true, it was only because none of the children—or Master Wadera, for that matter—would’ve considered searching the off-limits maze antechamber.

“I was doing secret stuff,” Math said. “But why aren’t you in class?”

Jaiik was twelve and, like Math, had lived at Isofal Cenobium most of his life. He was small for his age, with dark brown skin and hair he wore braided in thin strips across his scalp. In a year or two, he might stop being adorably cute, but he hadn’t reached that stage yet.

Jaiik stepped back and rolled his eyes. “I’m supposed to be, quote, ‘meditating on my mistakes.’”

“Ah yes, the old ‘meditate on your mistakes.’” Math nodded sagaciously. “I know it well.”

“I don’t understand why I should be punished. I wasn’t the one who was being mean.”

The young boy crossed his arms over his chest for emphasis, like an adorable little exclamation point.

Math paused. “Who was being mean?”

Jaiik avoided Math’s gaze. “It doesn’t matter,” he said too quickly.

“Doesn’t sound like it doesn’t matter,” Math responded.

Jaiik balanced on the edge of puberty. Just on the edge, too, of manifesting his weapon, always the hope amongst the novitiates. But Jaiik wasn’t the normal sort of novitiate, even at Isofal, notorious for being the last place in the entire Order where one might find a normal novitiate.

“Did someone hurt you?” Math asked. “Just tell me who I have to kill.”

“Math! You can’t! You’re still a novitiate!”

“That just means I can’t manifest a weapon.” Yet, even if it seemed less and less likely with each passing year. “It doesn’t mean I can’t use one.”

Nobody messed with his kids.

Jaiik’s expression turned even more stubborn. “Nobody hurt me,” he insisted.

Math sighed. “Jaiik. What have we said about lying?”

The young boy paused. “Don’t do it.”

“Right,” Math said. “Don’t do it.” Since he wasn’t a complete hypocrite, he tacked on: “Unless it’s important.”

“Unless it’s important.” The boy grimaced. “Knight Huraiik didn’t hit me. He said he was teasing, but he wouldn’t stop calling me Jaya, even after I told him to stop. Said I was still a girl and that meant I was useless.”

Math sighed. This again. “You told us who you are. That’s all that matters. No one gets to take that from you.” Math paused again. “What part about this is making you unhappy? That he said you’re a girl? Or … are you having regrets?”

Jaiik narrowed his eyes. “No! Never. I’m a boy because that’s what I want to be!”

That was the crux of the matter, of course. Technically speaking, what Jaiik had done verged on heresy—using magic to reshape one’s own body wasn’t precisely orthodox. But it hadn’t hurt anyone, hadn’t been done to anyone unwillingly, and most of all, had been done by Jaiik himself intentionally.

Intention was everything, in the Idallik Order. Once Jaiik manifested his weapon, there’d probably be a fight over which section would claim him. He had potential.

So had Math, once.

He tried not to think about it.

“Yes, we’ve noticed. I’m more concerned about what’s going on up here, though.” Math tapped the side of the boy’s head.

Jaiik made a half-hearted attempt to dodge the motion. “I don’t care what Huraiik calls me.” The boy paused as he tried to find the right words. “It’s just that he made it sound like being a girl is a bad thing. Like I should be ashamed. And Taris is my best friend and there’s nothing wrong with her just because she’s a girl. Never mind that she can kick my ass.”

“Language,” Math scolded from habit.

Jaiik ducked his head. “Sorry. Anyway, you understand what I mean, right? There’s nothing wrong with her. So, there’s nothing wrong with the idea that I used to be a girl, either. I’m just not one anymore.”

“No, you’re not.” Math paused a moment. “Sounds like he deserves a lesson in manners.”

“Don’t.”

Math put a hand to his chest. “Me? Oh, no. All I’ll need to do is spread word he told you that girls are useless. Pretty sure there’s a half dozen captains and lieutenants who will be more than happy to give him that lesson. My hands will be clean.”

Jaiik laughed.

Math squinted. “So, Knight Huraiik said mean things to you and you’re the one being punished?”

“Maybe … he said mean things and—” Jaiik made a face. “I maybe … kicked him in the balls.”

“Ah, I see.” Math tried very hard not to laugh. Given the proud twinkle in Jaiik’s brown eyes, he didn’t think he succeeded. “And how were you feeling when you did that?”

The boy screwed up his face. “Upset?”

“Did you let that show? Yell or cry?”

He drew himself up. “Nope.”

Math mentally exhaled. “Good man. Remember: an Idallik Knight masters their emotions, not the other way around. So when this happens again, what are you going to do?”

Jaiik considered. His brow furrowed in mock seriousness. “Kick him harder?”

Math raised an eyebrow.

“That wasn’t the right response, was it?” Jaiik said.

“I think you already know the answer to that,” Math replied, although he wondered if maybe Jaiik had been spending too much time around the Sword section knights. “It’s a matter of being true to yourself and respectful of others.”

Jaiik studied him for a long moment. “You mean like how you insult people to their faces?”

Math decided to pretend he hadn’t heard that. “Just remember that if you want to become an Idallik Knight, these are the people you’re going to be relying on to watch your back in battle. So maybe getting into fights with them isn’t the best idea.”

“You and Lieutenant Nuhzar are always fighting, but you’re always going on missions with him.”

Sometimes Math really wished that the younger novitiates were a little less observant. “And am I a knight? No, I am not. So maybe you don’t want to be like me, hm?”

Math’s gaze flickered over to the door to the children’s cribs. He didn’t dare enter; Master Wadera was likely inside, and Math was pushing his luck as it was.

“You’re back now, right?” Jaiik tugged on his sleeve, casual as a whisper. “Because the babies miss you a lot, and they’re always complaining about it.” Meaning Jaiik had missed him but didn’t want to admit it.

Math placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’ll try to be back as quickly as I can, and I’ll talk to Master Wadera about Knight Huraiik. But right now, I’m late, so I need to go. Remember, if Master Wadera asks where I am…?”

Jaiik rolled his eyes. “Is this important?”

“Yes.”

“Then I never saw you.”

Math grinned at him. “Good man.”
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CAPTAINS


Math pushed open the chapter house door and squinted against the mage-light glare. Normally, the room was lit by candlelight. But during a captains’ meeting, each captain summoned their own light, flooding the hall as bright as day.

Math silently cursed his sister as his eyes adjusted. She’d mentioned the commander. She’d neglected to mention the entire library’s section captains were here.

Every single one of them.

“—sure it’s not a prank?” someone was saying.

Conversation ceased. Sixteen people—Commander Talu, fourteen captains, and Lieutenant Nuhzar—turned to stare at him.

Math swallowed and bowed. “Commander, Captains, Lieutenant, please accept my apology for being late. Novitiate Mathaiik Kaven, reporting as ordered.”

“Ordered by who?” Lieutenant Nuhzar growled. “This is a captains’ meeting.”

He stood inside the darker stone square in the floor where knights and petitioners received orders or judgment. In the lieutenant’s case, the former. In Math’s case, usually the latter.

“Commander Talu called for me, sir.”

Murmurs shifted through the room as eyes turned toward the commander. Talu raised one imperious eyebrow.

“I did ask for Novitiate Kaven—over an hour ago.”

Math bowed lower. “My apologies, Commander. I was meditating on my mistakes, as required for penance.”

An elderly woman with a scrunched-up face and white hair pinned tight to her skull spoke loudly. “Penance? What’s he done now? Wasn’t that boy in trouble just last week?”

“I believe it was the same trouble, Captain Danvi,” the man beside her offered.

Being scrutinized by the entire leadership of Isofal Cenobium was enough to break a sweat down Math’s spine.

Captain Lilah of Mending frowned at him, then turned the same expression on the commander. “That was four days ago. He’s been meditating four days? Uninterrupted? Do you need the healers?”

Math bowed his head. “Thank you, Captain, but I’m fine. If I’d gone four days without interruption, I doubt I’d be able to stand.”

“Yes, but where were you?” Captain Jantu of Fields asked. “We looked everywhere.”

Math didn’t answer. He looked instead to Commander Talu, who met his gaze without blinking.

The leader of Isofal Cenobium was a man of sixty with the vitality of someone half his age. People spoke of him as if he’d been here since the grim lords ruled the world. His white hair and dark brown skin gave him a statuesque air, and his hawk-nosed profile might’ve been chiseled from granite. His sharp brown eyes missed nothing. His voice could cut through an army like a sword through a training dummy.

Talu had ordered his penance. Talu had known exactly where he was. And had said nothing.

Still said nothing.

The silence stretched. They were all waiting—expecting the familiar story of some minor infraction, some barely tolerated breach.

Fine. Math cleared his throat. “I was in the antechamber of the maze, Captain.”

That did it. Fifteen voices rose at once. Noise swelled through the chamber like a struck drum.

Math found himself relieved he wasn’t usually required to attend captains’ meetings.

When the chaos ebbed, Captain Qin of Riddles stepped forward. “Who gave you permission to be in the antechamber? Novitiates are not allowed down there.”

Novitiates weren’t allowed down there. Monks weren’t allowed down there. Knights weren’t allowed down there.

Only two people could authorize access to the maze: Captain Qin, or …

“My apologies, Captain. I was under orders from Commander Talu.”

Captain Qin turned to Talu. The commander raised an eyebrow and shrugged: So what if he was?

The rest of the captains took a careful step back.

“Commander,” Captain Qin said after a taut pause. “I must protest.”

“Noted, Captain. And overruled. Novitiate Kaven, your penance is officially over. Go stand in your place.”

Math bowed and moved to the position just behind and to the right of Lieutenant Nuhzar.

“To return to the subject at hand,” Commander Talu said, “no, I do not believe it’s a prank. Kegomar Lumber has always maintained a serious mien. We must assume things have gone terribly wrong and treat it accordingly. You have your orders. May the Tri-Mother bless us all. Novitiate Kaven, stay behind. I would speak with you. Afterward, you will join Lieutenant Nuhzar’s team.”

If Math froze, it was nothing compared to Nuhzar’s reaction.

“Commander? He’s not a knight.”

True enough. Most who failed to manifest by eighteen chose the monk’s path, but there was no rule that said a novitiate had to stop trying to become a knight.

No rule—but plenty of pressure, silence, and looks just like the one Nuhzar was giving him now.

Commander Talu narrowed his eyes. “Yes, Lieutenant. I expect that hasn’t changed in the last four days.”

Lieutenant Nuhzar straightened. “Yes, Commander. But he’s not—”

“You know we’re under strength.”

“He shouldn’t be in the field.”

Math clenched his fists behind his back. He had no choice but to stand still while they talked about him like he wasn’t in the room.

“An opinion you’ve shared before, Lieutenant,” Commander Talu said coldly. “Thank you.”

“Quit while you’re ahead, Alik,” Captain Rabu cautioned.

Lieutenant Nuhzar’s jaw clenched, but Rabu was his commanding officer. The lieutenant bowed. “Apologies, Commander. I’m only concerned for the mission’s success.”

“As am I.” Talu’s expression didn’t thaw. “Which is why I want him to accompany you. He’s the only person in this cenobium who’s encountered anything like what you may face today.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Commander Talu made a small, sweeping gesture. “Then be off. Kaven will meet you in the stables and brief you en route.”

“Yes, Commander.” Lieutenant Nuhzar bowed again, spared a scathing look of contempt for Math, and stalked from the room.

Once the door closed and only the commander’s mage-light remained to light the room, Talu said, “Come closer, lad.”
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QUEST


The commander forbade sitting during meetings—said it encouraged sloth and endless debate. Which was probably why he made straight for a chair the moment everyone else left.

A row of velvet-padded, high-backed chairs stood by the hearth—old enough to date back to the Age of Blood. Mathaiik ignored them. Commander Talu hadn’t given him permission to sit.

Talu studied Math as he approached. “Sending you along with the others was not my original plan. Alik Nuhzar isn’t wrong: you’ve no business being in the field on a job like this.”

Math’s throat tightened. “Yes, Commander. It’s just…”

“It’s just what?”

“I don’t know what the mission is.”

Talu chuckled lowly. “Of course. You missed the briefing. Your sister didn’t tell you?”

He didn’t want to throw her under the cart, but Commander Talu could sniff out a lie better than anyone. “Only that plants were involved, Commander.”

“Aye,” the old man agreed. “Plants are involved. This morning we received an alert by messenger bird that a local lumber camp had been attacked by ‘plant grimmocks.’ By the time we received the message and Captain Danvi scried the location, everyone at the scene was dead. It’s not clear who or what was responsible. I’m dispatching Captains Rabu and Yihura with their people to find out what happened.” He shook a finger at Math. “Your job is not to fight, but to provide information. If you cause Lieutenant Nuhzar any problems, he’ll send you back home the long way.”

Math shifted uncomfortably. He’d been at rigid attention ever since the commander had confirmed the plant grimmocks. “Commander. You know how important this is to me.”

“I also know you still haven’t manifested your resonant weapon. Elemental manifestation is one of the foundation stones of our order, and I’m supposed to let a novitiate who still hasn’t mastered that fight beside knights?”

“You let me—”

“I sent you out on minor investigative cases because our backlog is overflowing and we don’t have enough knights. Last week was not supposed to have put you up against grimmocks.”

They weren’t grimmocks, Math stopped himself from saying. He silently counted his breaths.

He’d learned long ago how often senior members of the Order said things just to test someone’s self-control.

“When you came here, we all thought you’d be the next Vesgariik. That your knighthood was simply a question of time. And now…” The look in Talu’s eyes was worse than anger. It was pity.

“Alik Nuhzar’s report on your last mission is one of the most scathing pieces of writing it’s ever been my displeasure to read. You must do better. Do I have to spell out just how thin the ice underneath you is?”

Math swallowed. “No, Commander.”

“Now, as for earlier … you don’t expect me to believe you were late because of your punishment, do you? You weren’t meeting with a paramour, were you?”

All the blood rushed to Math’s face. “I, uh … I don’t…” He swallowed. “No, Commander. I am chaste as the Order demands.”

Commander Talu rolled his eyes. “How quickly people forget that I, too, grew up in the Order and remember being young.”

Math shifted. He preferred to think of Izhiik Talu as someone who’d never been sexually active in any capacity. “Yes, Commander.”

“If not a paramour, then what? And in case you were curious,” Commander Talu drawled, “this is the part where you volunteer an explanation.”

Math cleared his throat. “Thank you, sir. I was late because I couldn’t wake. I was caught in an enchanted trap.” He bit his lip, debated how much to say. “We were wrong about the wall map of the antechamber, sir. It’s not the safe route through the maze at all. Just the opposite.”

Commander Talu leaned forward in his chair, firelight haloing his white hair. “Explain.”

Math opened his journal to the right page and handed it over. “I sketched the map on the wall first. Then I tried a third-circle translation spell, which did nothing—”

“And has been tried many times before.” The commander handed the journal back.

“Sure, because it’s not language. So it came to me: What if I tried a seeing spell?”

Talu gave him a single, slow blink.

“I know what you’re thinking, but it worked!”

“Compose yourself, Novitiate.”

Math straightened. “Yes, sir.”

“You used clairvoyance on an object right in front of you?” Talu frowned. “That’s a fifth-circle Sky spell. You don’t have the experience or skill to handle a spell of that rank.”

“Is it? I didn’t know. It didn’t feel that hard … I just sort of figured it out.”

Talu pursed his lips. “Do not do so again. It is too dangerous.” He tilted his head, then gestured. “Continue.”

“I triggered the map’s enchantment. Which gave me a series of visions, each containing a choice between two options: life and death, violence and peace, things like that. Each time I chose, a new vision began. It went on like that until I…” Math’s voice trailed off. “Well. Until I woke.”

“And you endured this for four days?” Commander Talu’s expression was inscrutable.

“No,” Math lied quickly. “I just, um, no. I didn’t figure out the seeing spell trick until yesterday.”

Talu didn’t react. Didn’t call him out. Which meant either he believed it—or he knew, and chose not to press. That was almost worse.

“Ah.”

“The important part, though, is that when I woke up, the map on the wall had changed.” Math fought not to grin. “We’ve always assumed the bas relief showed the safe passage through the maze, but what if we have it backward? What if the map doesn’t reflect the correct path through the maze—it controls it. You can only solve the maze if you first solve the map.”

The commander looked poleaxed. “I never would have imagined … wait. Did you?”

“Did I what? Oh. Did I solve it? Tri-Mother, no. I wasn’t even close.”

There was a pause—long enough that Math wasn’t sure if he should brace for rebuke or thanks.

The commander nodded thoughtfully. “I see.” Then: “Still, it’s excellent work. I would not, perhaps, tell anyone just yet, nor mention the unauthorized magic. No one has to know you were involved. I’ll take it from here once the Captain of Riddles has calmed down.”

“Captain Qin was pretty angry,” Math agreed.

“Idallik Knights are never angry, only righteous,” Commander Talu rebuked.

“Then I’d say he was feeling incredibly righteous, Commander.”

The corner of Talu’s mouth quirked. “Yes, I suppose he was. Now go. I trust you to behave appropriately. And hurry: I doubt Lieutenant Nuhzar would appreciate being forced to lag behind waiting for you.”
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VINES


Lieutenant Nuhzar was indeed waiting for him. His expression was placid, but Math knew better; that was just Alik’s way of sneering.

“You shouldn’t be coming with us,” the knight said in lieu of greeting. He then threw a bundle straight at Math’s head.

Math caught it with the ease of long practice.

“So you said ten minutes ago.” Math glanced down at the bundle: his jazerant mail shirt, which was basically a chain shirt disguised as a padded jacket. Just the thing for going on missions where propriety demanded only full knights wore armor.

Math would’ve thanked the man, but Nuhzar had only done it to keep Math from delaying their departure.

“It’s still true. You’re not a knight. You’re twenty-two years old and still a novitiate.”

Math ignored him, at first. He headed to the stables, where the knights were readying to depart.

“You belong with the children, not out in the field. It’s a disgrace.”

Math swung back around. “Do you really want to start something right now? Think carefully before you get your ass handed to you by a novitiate.”

“You are not a better fighter than me.”

“Funny. You didn’t say that two weeks ago when I dropped you in front of half the yard.”

“How you do in a practice yard differs greatly from how you do in the field. Which we both know.”

“We both know what happened last week had nothing to do with fighting.”

“Calm yourself.”

“Am I shouting?” Math narrowed his eyes. “I know you don’t like me. That’s fine: I feel exactly the same about you. But it doesn’t matter. The commander gave us orders.”

“Oh, so now you’ll follow orders?”

Math tossed his jacket over on top of the rosebushes and then pushed hard at the center of Nuhzar’s breastplate. The lieutenant took a step back to keep from sliding on the polished stone floor of the colonnade.

“Those were children!”

All around them, everyone stopped. Math stepped back, dropped his hands, stilled his expression into something less furious. Math could feel the judgment of a dozen knights pressing down on him—not for what he’d said, but for how he’d said it.

Idallik Knights master their emotions. They do not let their emotions master them. Jaiik had done a better job of hiding his anger.

The look on Nuhzar’s face screamed how pleased he was by Math’s faux pas. He straightened up, smoothed his tabard. “They weren’t children,” Nuhzar said in a far quieter volume. “They were grimmocks. And we have a duty when it comes to monsters: we eradicate them. Now, this time, follow orders, or I’ll make damn sure you’re punished by something a lot worse than meditation.”

Nuhzar swanned off.

Math slipped into his chain shirt and had no choice but to follow.

Unsurprisingly, he was the last person. They’d even readied a horse for him, although not to do him any favors. Someone had instructed the grooms to find the sorriest nag in the whole stable, an old, spiteful mare named Calamity, who kept eyeing him like she hadn’t decided whether he was edible.

Math’s only consolation was that with so many captains watching, no one dared mess with his saddle or kit. Rabu’s Sword knights certainly would have otherwise, and then claimed they’d had no choice but to leave Math behind when his horse faltered.

Nuhzar was the one exception. He would never.

That would have required Nuhzar breaking a rule.

As Math waited in queue, a rider and horse pulled up next to him.

“What form do you think the magic’s going to take this time?”

Math glanced sideways, then glanced again when he realized who it was: Huraiik. “I don’t suppose we’ll be lucky enough to see velvet-lined carriages again.”

“That never happened.”

“Oh, it did.” Math kept his attention focused forward. There would be little warning once they started moving, and little tolerance for anyone left behind. He did, however, tilt his head in the knight’s direction. “I hear Jaiik won ball tag this week.”

Huraiik barked out a laugh. “Little bastard hits like a rhinoceros.”

“Which you deserved.”

Huraiik’s voice lost its cheeriness. “If he’s going to be an Idallik Knight, he needs a thick skin. Wadera coddles his children too much. Just look at you.”

Math’s hands tightened on the reins, but he controlled his temper. Huraiik didn’t get under his skin the way Alik Nuhzar did.

“What’s she doing here?” Huraiik’s question interrupted any cutting response Math might have delivered.

Math twisted in his saddle.

“She” was Captain Danvi of Idols, the captain who’d scried the logging campsite. The old woman made a querulous complaint as someone helped her up into a saddle.

“… coming with us?” Because that did seem to be what was happening.

Huraiik scoffed. “She’s as old as the cenobium! She can’t go out into the field!”

“She can hear you, young man.” Captain Danvi’s high voice carried as she settled on her horse. “And I suggest that if you mind your own business, I’ll do likewise.”

Given that Captain Danvi was the most skilled scryer in the cenobium, that was a threat with teeth. Nobody liked the idea of a captain literally watching their every movement.

Huraiik blanched. “Yes, Captain.” He lowered his helmet over his face like he was hiding from the nanny.

Math leaned over. “I take it back. She just won ball tag.”

“Circles up,” Captain Rabu called out. “We don’t know what we’re going to find. Be ready for anything.”

All around him, Math heard quiet mutters as knights said sacred words and moved fingers, hands. Math did as well, although he had to start over when Huraiik kicked his leg, startling Calamity.

Huraiik laughed. “Oh, I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t mess up your preparations for a family reunion.”

Math gave the knight a thin smile. “Your insight into how families work is yet another example of our founders’ wisdom in insisting on chastity.”

“Wait—”

“Sir Huraiik, fall back. I’ll be riding next to Novitiate Kaven.”

“Yes, Lieutenant Nuhzar.” Huraiik gave Math a mocking salute and pulled his horse out of line, while the Lieutenant of Swords took his place.

Nuhzar wasn’t riding a nag. In fact, Nuhzar rode a gorgeous coal-black stallion who Math adored, although he’d sooner eat hot rocks than admit it. Or rather, Math adored everything about the horse but his name: Inquisitor. That had always struck him as a bit much.

“You can’t miss me already,” Math said.

“Everyone ready!” the Captain of Fields called out.

Nuhzar’s reply was left hanging.

“Ride out!”

The entire group—horses, riders, and equipment—turned ghostly and translucent. When they began riding, the countryside blurred. Math suspected they would ride right through any travelers they overtook. The horses didn’t spook at the radical change, part training but mostly magic.

Math discovered a problem, however: it was impossible to talk. Wind and the speed of the riders ripped away any noise before it could be deciphered. He tried briefing Nuhzar, but he might as well have been shouting into a storm. Nuhzar’s attempts to shout back were as unsuccessful.

Fortunately, it didn’t take long to reach the logging camp.

Math identified it initially by smell. The horses tossed their heads and flattened their ears.

Burned bombard powder, first of all, a sharp slash through the nostrils but not enough to cover the scent of blood or voided bowels. Underneath, almost undetectable, lingered green cut wood and spilled sap.

Save for the rustling wind in the trees, the only sounds were the ones they’d brought themselves: hooves against grass or mud, the tin-bell sound of metal against metal from shifting armor and tack.

Someone had set off the bombard field. Many someones, as there seemed to be no bombards remaining. Great rents gouged the earth where the explosions had done their best to rearrange the landscape. Rainwater from some recent, brief shower had filled the tiny craters, reflecting blue sky in shining flashes.

No one had to point out how unusual this was. When grimmocks annihilated themselves on a bombard field, they left behind a field capable of continuing to fend off attacks. These explosions had been total, so destructive that they’d toppled or shattered the heavy log palisade around the camp.

“Someone had a party.” Captain Rabu laughed, and his knights laughed with him.

Captain Danvi of Idols did not laugh. She gazed at the scene with narrowed, sharp eyes. “This is not what I scried earlier,” she declared from atop her horse. “The tree line has moved one hundred feet closer to the camp since this morning.”

Everyone stopped laughing.

Captain Rabu motioned to his people. “Take positions. Stay alert. Captain Yihura, this is all yours.”

Lieutenant Nuhzar turned to Math. “You’ve been through this before. What should we expect?”

Math’s throat felt sticky. With great difficulty, he swallowed down the temptation to remind Alik Nuhzar that he’d been five. How much did they expect him to remember?

“They won’t—” Math pressed his lips together. “They’re not like normal grimmocks. They’re ambushers. They’ll attack from underground, from the branches. They’ll lure you into traps, trip you, take advantage, then lure you into the next trap.”

“You make them sound intelligent,” Nuhzar said.

Math stared. Hadn’t that been obvious?

“Novitiate Kaven, over here,” Captain Yihura called.

Captain Yihura of the Forest was a tall, thin woman of the sort that encouraged people to make comparisons to willow trees. Math didn’t see it, but he understood the appeal of the pun. Like Math, she had a Wood resonance, although in her case that magical facility was bent toward putting arrows through targets the size of flower petals at distances too far for most people to see. She could also put that same arrow through most trees.

Math dismounted, handing the reins of his grouchy horse to a knight, who would have refused if there weren’t four captains and a lieutenant watching.

Captain Yihura motioned for Math to join her, and together they approached the tree line. Math forced himself to do so calmly, in spite of how uncomfortable he felt.

“Any thoughts, Novitiate?” Captain Yihura’s gaze was clear and steady.

It was a test. Captain Yihura was one of the people who had hoped to add Math to her section, a hope that remained unfulfilled as long as he failed to manifest a weapon.

Math placed his palm flat against the tree trunk. “I don’t see any sign of violence. No blood, no bodies.” He studied the tree. “The trunk feels warmer than I would expect. Almost like…”

“Yes?”

“Like the tree has a pulse.” The idea sent an icy shiver across his skin. The tree looked normal, but his every instinct screamed that was a lie. It would look normal right up until it didn’t.

Captain Yihura startled at his comment. She set her hand next to his, just for a second, and then drew it back quickly as if she’d been burned.

“Stay away from the trees,” she told the other knights. “Let’s search the camp.”

While she’d looked at the forest, the other knights set up a temporary picket for the horses. The cordon was just a few wooden stakes with rope strung between, but all the horses—even Calamity—had been trained from birth. They’d never wander off under normal circumstances.

The knights didn’t remove the horses’ bridles or saddles—just in case they needed to leave in a hurry. The horses would be brushed down later, when it was safe.

Everyone entered the logging camp.

Math swallowed bile. Few surfaces weren’t painted with blood, now thick, black, and tacky. Sometimes, he didn’t even realize he was looking at a body. Mostly, it was just parts of bodies. Globs of flesh left to cook in the sun. Clouds of flies drifted like black mists between piles of butchered flesh.

“This is…” Lieutenant Nuhzar’s expression mirrored Math’s for once—horrified, disgusted.

Somehow, none of the knights threw up. Possibly because this massacre was so far removed from anything identifiably human, it was easy to pretend it was something else.

Captain Rabu of Swords picked up a man’s foot, still clad in a thick leather workman’s boot, and tossed it to the side. “Hey, Novitiate.”

Math raised his head. “Yes, Captain?”

“This how your family died?”

Math felt his whole body tighten. “No, Captain. They were strangled … and impaled.”

The Captain of Swords grunted. “Kid-glove treatment. Weapons didn’t cause this. Not even beast claws. They were pulled apart, but I’ve never seen wounds like this before.”

Captain Yihura of Forests raised an eyebrow. “You’ve seen that many people dismembered, have you?”

“There was that giant grimmock out in East Castinion, remember? That thing was ripping limbs off with its bare hands.” He shook his head, genuinely perplexed. “That’s the thing. Dismembered would be normal. Disgusting, but normal. It’s like tearing apart a chicken. The wings and the legs—the arms and the legs here—everything comes apart at the joints.”

The Captain of Forests lifted her eyes to heaven. “Tri-Mother save me. You’re saying these bodies weren’t dismembered…?” Her voice trailed off, as the knight captain more closely studied the remains.

“Yeah, that’s right. I can’t tell how they did it, what made them—” The captain made a breaking motion with his hands.

Math squatted down next to a fleshy mass, examining it with what Captain Rabu had just said in mind. Rabu might not be the smartest knight that had ever roamed the stacks, but he was good at his job, which was slaying grimmocks. If he said these deaths were even more abnormal than “dismembered” …

Math waved away flies as he identified someone’s shoulder, an upper arm, a chunk of the chest, all of it poorly wrapped in the bloody remnants of wool broadcloth. He could see what Captain Rabu meant. The bones were intact. The upper arm bone was coated in congealed blood, unbroken and still attached to the shoulder socket. The soft tissues, the muscles on that upper arm: those had torn apart, too raggedly for saw or sword, too violently for something that had left the bone underneath pristine.

He hunted around until he found a splinter of palisade fence, and then used that to push aside the muscle fiber. No, it wasn’t his imagination. Nothing had damaged the bone. What ripped apart muscle while leaving the bones whole? Mostly whole, anyway. Despite Captain Rabu’s comment about joints, the bones on this arm had separated at the elbow, although he had no idea what had become of that arm, since it wasn’t in the immediate vicinity.

He noticed a flash of green.

Math paused to see if anyone was paying attention, but the knights had split up. Half were combing the camp to see if they could find anything more useful than blood and viscera. The other half watched the tree line. No one paid any attention to him, not even his usual babysitter, Nuhzar.

He pushed aside muscle fibers, saw green again, and this time made a much easier identification. Math’s whole body froze, his breath catching, an icy dread gripping him.

It was a plant vine.

Part of him noted the vine with calm precision. Another part—the part that remembered what this might mean—froze in horror.

He reached for it with the splinter, realized that wouldn’t work, reached for it with his hand, and remembered he was wearing thick leather gloves. He stripped off a glove so he could pull the fragile-looking plant free from where it had lodged in a vein.

He felt like he wasn’t squatting next to a mutilated corpse, but looking over his own shoulder, studying the scene with clinical disinterest. This wasn’t the only vine: he counted seven just on that arm. Separated from the horror of it all, the sharp sense of personal danger, of shock, he saw this wasn’t the same.

Wasn’t the same as him. Wasn’t what happened to Math when he lost control. His plants didn’t clog up arteries and veins. They didn’t …

They didn’t rip their way out.

Then someone shouted: “We found a live one!”
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WOODS


They discovered the man buried under a collapsed section of palisade fence. He was sweaty, dirty, babbling, but otherwise unharmed.

Physically.

Mentally was a different matter.

“No, no, no,” the man muttered, rocking back and forth. “For the Queen, for the Queen, we must be good for the Queen. Everything is for the Queen.”

Captain Yihura raised an eyebrow. “You mean the empress?”

“Gray and gray and gray and then green, green everywhere. You understand, yes? The time of gray is over. It’s green from now on.” The survivor stared up with wide brown eyes, but he didn’t look at the surrounding people so much as through them. He wrapped his arms around his legs and continued rocking.

He wasn’t a lumberjack—not large enough, not dressed for it. His shirt was too fine; his skin was too soft. He looked like a banker caught somewhere he didn’t belong.

Captain Rabu rolled his eyes. “What’s your name? And what in all the seas happened here?”

The man’s eyes snapped up. “The Green.”

“What?” more than one person asked.

“The Green,” he repeated. “The Green happened here.” His gaze dropped. “We hurt the Queen. We woke up the Queens. I tried to apologize, but they didn’t understand.” A tiny frown dropped the corner of his mouth. “Or they don’t care. Probably that last one. I never realized trees were so…” He shook his head. “Green.”

More than one knight inhaled with ill-concealed exasperation.

Captain Yihura bent down next to the man. “What’s your name?”

He hesitated. “I used to be called Catimus.”

“Used to be?”

He turned away and refused to say more.

Captain Rabu rubbed his chin. “Great. I’m unsettled.”

Lieutenant Nuhzar cleared his throat. “We found another body, Captain. Dead, but intact.”

The banker’s eyes widened; he leaned away from the lieutenant.

Captain Rabu noticed the motion and pointed to the man. “Someone take him away. Put him with the horses.” He gave a considered look to Captain Yihura, as if to say: What next?

“I walked the perimeter of the bombard field,” she replied to the unasked question. “No sign of bodies being moved. No drag marks or blood trails.” She gestured around the camp. “There should be over a hundred bodies here. This isn’t more than a few dozen.”

“How can you tell?” Lieutenant Nuhzar muttered.

“I’m guessing the majority never made it back to camp.” Her shoulders slumped with exhaustion. “Let’s go look at the intact one, then—” She glanced back at the tree line. “I have a theory I want to test.”

Lieutenant Nuhzar directed them to the intact corpse. Now this was a lumberjack, dressed in sturdy—if blood-splattered—clothing, with massive shoulders and arms thick from hard labor. The partial collapse of a storeroom had shielded the body. It lay positioned on its back, perfectly straight, as though someone was readying it for burial.

The man had only died that morning, but the body was already bloated and stretched taut against his shirt until it resembled an ill-fitted sausage casing. The man’s skin was livid near his shirt neckline. His fingers were plump worms, shapeless and fat.

The three captains, Mathaiik, and a handful of knights all stared down at the revealed body.

Captain Rabu sucked on his teeth as he examined it. “Okay, I give up. Anybody got a clue what killed him?”

That … did seem to be the question.

The body was undeniably dead, but lacking any visible injuries. But in a worst-case scenario—if he was right about how the plants had been killing people—the plants targeted unprotected skin. This man hadn’t left much available. He’d been bundled up from foot to neck.

Math tilted his head, carefully stepped backward and around the others, so he could look at the body from a different angle.

He saw it: the man had punctures in his boots, one on each side, right between the hard leather soles and the softer upper lift. The holes would be easy to overlook, easy to discount as normal signs of wear, or a poor cobbler’s work.

But it wasn’t any of that. Math’s mouth felt dry.

Why wasn’t the body ripped to pieces?

Then he noticed a detail that rabbited his pulse and raised all the hairs on his skin.

No flies. None at all. Not even buzzing near the corpse. It was wrong, like even decay had been warned away.

The world seemed to slow down, stretch thin and taut and so fragile, as Math watched Captain Rabu reach down to turn the body over. “Injury must be on his back…”

“No, Captain! Don’t—”

It was too late. Captain Rabu grabbed a shoulder and tugged. The body moved with a horrifying, wet, meaty sound, too flexible, too soft. It sloshed. Not like flesh—like something inside it moved. A wrongness that didn’t belong in anything human.

Captain Rabu let the body fall back, making a disgusted sound. He then gave Math a questioning stare.

Math flushed. “There aren’t any flies,” he tried to explain. “I thought it must be a trap.” He felt his face growing redder by the moment.

Lieutenant Nuhzar stared at Math with undisguised incredulity. “Only you,” he sneered, “would be fool enough to think that a rotting corpse could somehow be a trap.”

Math knew better than to defend himself. That only made them dig deeper.

“Nah,” Captain Rabu said. “Leave off him, Nuhzar. He has good instincts. Remember how that last flare-up with the Kaliri had them putting bombard mines under the bodies of our people, rigged to blow if they’re moved? Pretty sure grimmocks aren’t capable of something like that, though.” He gave Math a wink.

Lieutenant Nuhzar’s eyes hardened at the captain’s correction, although nothing else about his expression changed. “Yes, Captain. With your permission, I’d like to check the perimeter.”

Captain Rabu waved his lieutenant away.

Nuhzar spared Math a lethal glare as he passed, as if Math had committed the unforgivable crime of not embarrassing himself enough in front of his commanding officer.

Captain Yihura gazed off toward the woods, her expression pensive. “Funny you should mention the Kaliri…”

Rabu raised both eyebrows. “You’re kidding.”

“Maybe not,” the Captain of Forests said. “The distress summons said grimmocks, but these people couldn’t tell a grimmock from a giraffe. They were being attacked by things that shouldn’t attack them. That’s all they knew. Everything here looks normal. The trees are healthy. Nothing’s growing here that shouldn’t be. It’s just a theory. But it makes more sense than grimmocks evolving coordinated ambush tactics. A grim witch using their powers to control plants is more likely.”

“And the missing men have been taken prisoner?” Rabu set his fists against his hips and cast his gaze around the camp. Clearly, he liked this theory more and more with every passing second. “The Kaliri did it” was an explanation with which the captain had experience.

Math was equally certain that was not what was going on, but no one would take him seriously if he said so.

After all, everyone knew how Math felt about plants.

“It doesn’t explain why we can’t find footprints.” Captain Yihura pointed toward the shifted tree line and raised her voice. “Betan, Calxi, cut one of those trees down.” To Rabu’s perplexed look, she explained, “Tree rings will tell me if these were grown recently.”

Math still squatted next to the only intact corpse, tapping his fingers on a knee. Why was this one left whole when all the others had been ripped apart?

The small green vines were what was truly bothering him. They were too horrifyingly familiar. If Captain Yihura was right and this was the work of Kaliri witches, that was a problem, too, because it meant the Kaliri had developed an attack that would be difficult to defend against. At the same time—

A loud crack of splitting wood filled the air. Simultaneously, someone screamed.

Math stood and turned toward the noise, toward where everyone’s attention was focused.

A tree, the one that Captain Yihura’s people had wasted no time cutting down with magic. Both knights seemed hale; it wasn’t clear who had screamed.

A gushing stream of crimson poured from both sides of the felled tree’s trunk. It wasn’t sap. It looked like …

Was that blood?

Math’s view was blocked by the knights, jockeying with each other to see what had happened.

Captain Rabu raised his voice. “What in the Tri-Mother’s garden is going on over there?”

“We found the body of a lumberjack, Captain,” a knight answered. “It was still alive inside the tree trunk.”

“Was,” someone else agreed.

Math felt a frisson of horror. He couldn’t have been the only one, either, because the field grew quiet. Everyone studied the copse of trees that Captain Danvi said hadn’t been there earlier.

Math was willing to bet that there was one tree for every missing man. Also, that the Kaliri had nothing to do with this.

“Call everyone back,” Captain Rabu ordered. “We’ll stay in the camp where it’s safe.”

At which point, the corpse they’d been standing next to exploded.
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