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  Chapter one
Marin


Marin watched as her friend Rolandus stood before the other Knights of the Long Road. His bow was clutched tightly in his white-knuckled hands. 
“You are being promoted to the position of squad leader, Rolandus,” a tall redhead said. "You have been serving faithfully, you're receptive to HaMelech, and you have demonstrated your ability for leadership."
“Olare, are you certain?” Rolandus asked.
Olare grinned. “I am. It wasn’t a decision I made lightly, nor am I the only one who felt it was time.”
A quiet buzz filled the town as they gathered around the knights, hands extended and heads bowed. Marin stared at Rolandus and her brother, her heart sinking to her stomach.
It was time for Apple Ridge, their home, to send a relief group to one of the more dangerous parts of the country. Bleak Hollow needed fresh support to escort travelers through the forest and past the chittering demons that lived there. This month, Olare was leading a squad and Rolandus was going with him.
The hunched priest of HaMelech made his way to the 16 selected to serve, his hand trembling as he rested it on Rolandus’ arm. In a creaking voice, he said, “HaMelech keep you, young Rolandus...” He trailed off, searching the crowd, before his eyes rested on Marin. “Miss Lott, join the other Doves as we pray.”
Marin blinked before she approached. 
This was reserved for higher-sanctioned healers, not one completing training. She rested her hand on Rolandus’ back and then her head against his temple, sighing. Another month would pass before she could see him again, before she could rest beneath the apple trees alongside him and watch the snow fall from rooftops.
“HaMelech, thank You for being with us today and thank You for creating men and women who are willing to serve on the battlefield in Your name. We ask that You bless Master Rolandus with your supernatural wisdom as he steps into a new position and that You grant him success as he continues to listen to your Breath.” The priest paused for a moment as though he was listening to something. Then he murmured, “May Your will supersede our own, as You are perfect and your will is, too.”
As they prayed, Marin whispered, “May HaMelech guide you and protect you… all of you... and may He bring you back to me.”
Marin realized she was crying when the priest said the final words of the prayer. Rolandus wiped her face. “It’ll be okay, remember? Like you’ve said before: HaMelech will hold me.”
She nodded at him, offered a shaking smile, and then flung her arms around him. Rolandus held her before they pulled away and Olare stepped to her.
As he hugged her, Marin sighed. “Promise me you’ll come back… and promise me that you’ll bring Rolandus home, too.”
“I promise,” Olare said. They watched as the young archer fastened his bow to his back and swung onto a large ram. “He’ll be fine, Marin.”
“I know, but…” Marin trailed off.
“He’s dear to you, I know,” Olare murmured. He chuckled. “I know that you care about him, especially after everything we’ve been through. HaMelech sent him exactly to where he needed to be.”
Marin nodded again before she whispered, “Promise me that you’ll keep an eye on him and bring him home, please.”
“I will.”
Their conversation ended as others from Apple Ridge flitted around the Knights of the Long Road. Marin approached Rolandus’ war ram again, finding that he was already waiting for her to say a final goodbye. She brushed a couple of stray dreadlocks from his face as he leaned. “Be careful. If you must wear your mantel, do so: HaMelech blessed you with it, so please use those gifts He gave you. I’ll be praying for you and the company while you’re gone.”
Rolandus smiled and pressed his forehead to her own. “I will, Marin. I won't lie, the thought of facing chitters makes me… anxious."
"HaMelech will guide your bow, Rolandus, you know that," Marin murmured. "HaMelech is so much mightier than a hoard of chitters, and He will watch you. He's done this since you were first brought here, and He continues to do so as you work with the sheepdogs." 
They were unable to say much more before the company rode away, leaving Marin in a cloud of dust as she watched them go.
It took a moment for her to leave the town center and then go to the apple tree where she and Rolandus would often meet. Then, she pulled a well-worn book from her bag.
In her mind's eye, she could see HaMelech's three-peaked mountain over a band of thorns. It was a symbol that she had become familiar with since joining the Dove healers. Peace flooded over her and she murmured, "It's a beautiful day that You've blessed me with. I'm glad to be able to spend it with You, and that You blessed me with such a beautiful friendship with Rolandus. Please… keep them all safe while they are gone."
There was the slightest prickle of tears in her eyes as she opened them, staring at the leaves above her. She was fortunate that Rolandus was sent before her father passed. He reminded her of HaMelech's grace and was a listening ear while Olare was away.
The woman remained under the tree for fifteen minutes before she stood and started into town.
Most people were either busy working or were in their homes. The streets were quiet, as was the temple, except for the gentle murmur of conversations among the Dove healers.
After signing the logbook, Marin found her mentor, Sister Iren. The older Dove had been kind enough to take Marin under her guidance years ago. She continued to show Marin the best ways to bandage wounds, help laboring women, and serve HaMelech throughout the day.
Marin watched as Iren ground a handful of herbs with a pestle, enjoying the spice that filled the air as Iren explained the need to make the herbs as powdered as possible. It was the most interesting thing that happened that day.
Her walk to the temple was quiet the next morning. It was still dark, before dawn, and most everyone was still sleeping. Marin pulled her shawl around her shoulders, listening to the birds in the trees and the war rams in the nearby stables. 
As she entered the temple, scanning the white stone walls, Marin found that she wasn't the only one there.
Sister Iren was already before the altar, praying with her eyes closed. Marin joined her mentor, kneeling before the wooden pulpit, and then closed her eyes.
Eventually, her mentor murmured, "It is going to be a long day, Marin.”
She stood. "Your learning is beginning to slow down. On one hand, it means that you are nearly ready to take on the duties and responsibilities of a fully fledged Dove. On the other, your skills must be perfected as it is now the time to ensure that you have what it takes to enter the calling."
"Of course," Marin said. "I'm excited to see what HaMelech has in store. I know this is the path I'm being called to."
Iren smiled at her. "I know, Marin. You've blossomed into quite the young woman and a well-versed healer. There is always room to improve, just as in every aspect of life, but I know that you will reach those marks before you know it. HaMelech has a beautiful plan for you."
Pride filled the younger redhead and she smiled, looking straight ahead. She and Iren commenced their rounds, during which Iren mostly stood back, observing.
Marin glanced back at Iren for approval as she finished checking over a little boy's arm. "That's it. I've applied a yarrow poultice to help with inflammation, I've written that I'd like a comfrey tincture once the cut is healed, and I've bandaged it. There's no fever, so infection hasn't set in and shouldn't. Is there anything else?"
Her mentor inspected the bandage, finally nodding. "Not until we check it again. We can send the comfrey home with his mother; she'll know what to do with it and when it may be applied. Well done, Marin."
Two weeks after the knights' departure, Marin was engrossed in a ledger when footsteps reverberated in the hallway behind her. She glanced back to see it was Iren. "Marin, there's a small group leaving tomorrow morning with comforts from home and a resupply for our knights in Bleak Hollow. Would you like to go and see them?"
"Of course! It would be nice to see them. I know that it hasn't been long, but if it'll help bolster their spirits I would love to," Marin said.
Before she knew it, she was in a wagon lurching down the well-worn road to Bleak Hollow. It took a week for them to arrive at Last Hope. The last day included an escort by the Bleak Hollow Brigade as they moved through the cursed forest.
Marin stared at the woods around them and then glanced at one of the escorting knights. “Where are the Apple Ridge troops? I thought we might have been escorted by them to Last Hope.”
The knight shook her head. “No, Captain Olare and two of his squads are coming back from Garren’s Stand. With any luck, we’ll meet them in Last Hope or beat them there.” She shouldered her axe. “The other two squads are already in the fortress.”
Marin nodded, catching sight of the large stone keep that towered above the trees in the distance. As they got closer, she studied the walls and the raging winter river that surrounded it. Large chunks of ice flowed past the drawbridge and massive gate that separated the forest from the fort inside. It was imposing even after they passed through.
As the wagons drew to a halt, Marin was helped down. Then, she and the other five Doves began to unpack the supplies they had brought. The redhead looked around as she passed packages around, trying to catch a glimpse of either Olare or Rolandus. 
Last Hope was a rather cramped fort. To the west, a row of stone buildings were attached to the fortress wall, one of which predominately displaying the symbol of HaMelech. On the eastern wall, a smaller set of buildings with the symbol of Solaris on banners took up that space. A courtyard ran through the center, almost a silent declaration of the feud that had been going since before the dawn of time. As the sun made its rapid approach to the horizon, Marin's heart began to sink. 
Just as she was about to give up looking for the two men, a sudden clamor of shouting and hoofs on cobblestone rang through the square. Marin turned to see a massive tide of people- Knights, mechanical Shepherd suits, Doves, Solari guards, and caravaning individuals- crash through the gate. Most of them seemed alright, though panic was stark on their face as Solari and Kingsmen alike ran towards them.
Olare was in the back of the group, mounted atop his war ram. Another ram was tethered to his saddle and, slumped in front of him, was Rolandus.
Marin raced towards them, doing her best to swim through the crowd. As she grew closer, she realized that many in this group were covered in oozing black injuries. Some were on stretchers, some were on rams or horses, and all seemed stunned.
She grabbed the reins of Olare’s ram, who shot back before it recognized her. Olare’s hand flew to his sword. “Release… Marin! What are you doing here?”
“Marin?” Rolandus croaked.
He lifted his head, a weak smile on his face, before he grimaced and slouched again. Olare muttered under his breath. “Help me get him down… summon our other Doves! We’ve got injured!”
Marin took Rolandus’ arms and helped him from the ram as more healers pooled around them. It was a deafening roar as Rolandus leaned into her, holding onto his side as she looked at Olare. “What happened?”
"Chitter ambush. They had an accursed chitter Champion leading… Oi!" Olare snapped.
Marin jumped and watched as her brother drew his sword. He pointed its glowing blade at an imposing figure in white armor and cloak, his face completely hidden by a black void under his cowl.
It was a Solari inquisitor, his naked blade wreathed in flames as a stark contrast to the soft light that emitted from Olare's.
"Put her down, now!" Olare barked.
Marin followed his gaze to the inquisitor's left hand. He had a woman by the hair as she whimpered, begging him to release her. Marin could see there was a nasty bite on her shoulder that oozed black bile, huge compared to the numerous small wounds that covered the rest of her exposed skin.
"She is infected beyond what even your witches can heal." The inquisitor gestured to the injured around them. "We are only protected from those demons infiltrating the fort by Solaris' divine province." He then looked at the rapidly setting sun, which had already dropped below the outer wall and plunged the courtyard into shadow, "Provence that is rapidly diminishing." 
Marin's attention was drawn back to Rolandus as he groaned, trying to sit up. He clung to his bow and she shushed him. "Lie down… it's alright."
"No… they need me…" Rolandus stared at her, his eyes exhausted, before the strength in his body left him and he collapsed in Marin's arms again.
Marin held him tighter, opening her mouth to argue before she swallowed.
The inquisitor had been joined by two more, as well as a dozen guards wearing the livery of Garren's Stand, who stood across from the Knights of the Long Road in a silent line. While only two blades were drawn, the tension in the air was palpable.
"Move the injured to the chapel, civilians first!" Olare barked. With a flurry of activity around the two lines of soldiers, every abled-bodied man and woman began to usher the wounded from the streets.
"You are a fool, heretic. You should let us cut out the rot while there is still light," the inquisitor said.
Olare glanced at him, set his jaw, and straightened up. "You know the rules of the treaty. As long as the sun is shining, you are not to harm the injured." He lowered his voice ever so slightly. "Be aware that if you try to cull one of my men, even after the sun sets, I will take it as unprovoked aggression."
The inquisitor sighed and then looked at the tallest tower. Marin followed his gaze to see that the shadows had already consumed most of it. He was silent for a moment before he let his sword hang by his side. "Very well, but you had better hurry."
"Give me the woman."
"There is nothing in the treaty that prevents me from detaining an injured civilian so long as she comes to no harm before the sun sets." The inquisitor gave a quick gesture and the guards moved forward in an attempt to secure some of the wounded. The line of knights blocked their attempts, but none dared draw their weapon.
The last light was punctuated by a gurgling hiss and the smell of burnt flesh. Marin, against her best attempts, gave a startled cry as the inquisitor severed the injured woman's body from her head. He pointed his blade at Olare. "Stand aside, heretics. You impede the cleansing."
Olare gave a peevish smile, leaning in to murmur, "There is nothing in the treaty preventing us from just standing here."
The inquisitor clenched his sword as the last of the civilians were rushed into the chapel. As soon as they were, Olare helped Marin stand Rolandus and they, and the other injured knights, followed behind.
The small chapel was packed to bursting. People laid both atop and below the rows of wooden pews as doves rushed about. Scattered amongst them were knights, their swords drawn and the golden edges of their weapons gently lighting the room.
"What happened, Olare?" Marin looked at him as she wiped Rolandus' wounds. Her friend writhed under her hand, and she gently hushed him, doing her best to wrap the injuries tightly to stop any more bleeding.
Olare sighed, his eyes never stopping their scan of the room. "Like I said before, we were attacked by a chitter champion. Usually, those monsters are uncoordinated and simply throw themselves into battle with little regard. Sometimes, though, there is a smart one… and this time, it had managed to rally a considerable horde. A wave crashed into the front lines and we were doing well enough before some of the spooked green soldiers in the back rushed forward to help. That was when it showed up.
"We call it Skull-Stealer. It's a chitter warrior that wears a human skull as a helmet and who wields a cleaver forged in darkness. It and its vanguard attacked the back of the convoy." Olare was silent for a long moment. Finally, he whispered, "Rolandus and his squad fought valiantly, but we didn't drive them off without casualty. Gregory, the potter's son from down the road, is among the fallen. I managed to arrive in time to avenge him and prevent one of those thrice-cursed monsters from running off with his head but…" he shook his head, "I managed to take their champion out of the fight, but it was too late at that point…"
Marin took his hand. "You were able to at least get everyone back."
"Everyone living. We had to run before we could collect the fallen. Tomorrow, at first light, I will be taking a small group to retrieve the bodies." Olare looked away from her. "Maybe HaMelech-"
"HaMelech didn't do this to you, Olare, and I know that He doesn't like to see His children hurting like this…" Marin trailed off, looking at Rolandus as he lay in her arms. "He knows what we need. It's terrifying to say, but I am afraid that… He isn't currently listening. I don't want to think that, but I'm so frightened. This is a new experience and with Rolandus…"
"You love him, don't you Marin?" Olare asked, tilting his head. He stared at his sister, his green eyes intense. "I figured that you do... given the letters you sent me years ago that gushed about him and the time you spend with him now."
Marin blinked, tears beginning to fill her eyes again. She nodded, laid Rolandus down, and then took his hands in her own. "I do, and I don't want to lose him. Not now, not anytime soon. I know HaMelech will hold him when the time comes but… right now, I want to be the one to hold him."
Olare smiled a little more. "He's lucky to have you in his life. We both are. I know he cares for you, too; he talks about you a lot and is gentle with you. You're good for him. Now… now he needs you more than ever." He shifted before reaching towards the wall where Rolandus' old bow leaned.
Attached to the bow was a bundle of feathers, which Olare removed and handed to Marin. "Here, put his mantle on him. It'll be cold soon, and this will provide extra warmth and comfort."
Marin took the bundle and tied it to his wrist.
It was almost mesmerizing to watch as the dusky brown feathers covered his entire body. A beak formed and soon a falcon hybrid lay on the bed, sleeping where Rolandus once was.
She stroked his feathers and then began to pray. "HaMelech... I don't know what to do, all I know is that I'm scared, I'm unsure… and I need help." The sudden feeling of tears welling into her eyes made her press her face to Rolandus' temple, beginning to cry. "Please... I need help. We… we need help. I can't do this on my own.
“Rolandus needs Your hand of healing- he needs You to act as I cannot do anything. I have no control, I do not know, and…” she trailed off, “and I don’t want to lose him.”
She prayed over him for what felt like hours, whispering prayers and petitions to HaMelech. About halfway through her prayer, she realized that a light golden sheen had begun to cover her friend as she spoke.
Towards dawn, Rolandus startled from his sleep again. This time, he knocked heads with Marin as he looked around. “There… there!” Marin followed his gaze to see the shadows were beginning to form creatures in them. Olare stood from the wall, pulling his sword, as a long-legged rabbit stepped out. Its fangs dripped with the same black ooze that seeped from Rolandus’ side and, without a sound, it lunged. Olare cut it down with a single swing of his blade as others in the room began to cry out. Within a handful of moments, the various beasts that appeared from the shadows as the injured writhed in pain or panic were ended by the hardlight weapons, and Marin went back to praying for Rolandus.
This time, she held both of his hands. “Rolandus, can you hear me?” He nodded weakly and she whispered, “Good… HaMelech is here, He is keeping you. It’s okay, you’re going to be okay.”                                                                                                                             
She brushed some of his hair from his face, falling back to her prayer before a hand rested on her shoulder. “We’re going to prepare the injured to move to Godrick’s Rest.”
Marin looked at the other Dove, frowning until the man continued, “They have more experience with chittering madness than we do here. No one recovers from the wounds left by those demons while inside these woods, and the Doves in Godrick's Rest can actually treat the madness. They’ll take good care of your friend in your stead.”
“In my stead? No, I’m going with Rolandus,” Marin said. She turned to face him. “I’m not letting him go alone, even with others to help him: I need to remain with him. He doesn’t know any of the Doves who will be serving him, the very least I can do is be someone of familiarity and comfort.”
It took a moment before the man nodded. “If that is what you wish to do, be ready to leave within the hour. If you aren’t with the wagon by the time we move, we will not wait for you.”
The hour flew by quicker than Marin had realized and, as it did, she found herself giving Olare a tight hug before she followed the small caravan of injured out of the gates and into Bleak Hollow once more.
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  Chapter two
Godrick's Rest


The day-long journey to Godrick’s Rest was stifling between trying to calm the injured and a constant threat of chitters. 
A majority of the wounded were able to sit up despite their injuries. They were covered in bandages and jumped at the shadows they passed, but they were doing alright. Rolandus seemed to be doing the worst: blood and black ooze seeped through the bandages that crisscrossed over his body and he shivered most moments.
They rolled into Godrick’s Rest near the evening meal. Marin helped Doves from both the caravan and the town remove injured from the wagon. Rolandus was brought in on a stretcher into the temple, which was quiet and sterile.
Each person lay on a bed as they waited for inspection. Marin sat beside Rolandus, holding his hand and stroking his hair again. He shifted, whimpering, before he pressed his face to her hand. Marin sighed and kissed his forehead.
As she focused on Rolandus, a woman who looked to be close to 70 hobbled into the infirmary. She tapped her cane on the floor as she walked, her sightless gray eyes focused ahead of her. The woman made her way to them, where she sat beside Marin and found Rolandus’ hand.
Marin shifted. “Excuse me?”
“Oh, I’m sorry dear. I didn’t realize someone was with this young man,” the old woman whispered. She looked towards Marin, her face gentle. “I don't recognize your voice, you must be new to Godrick's Rest. You
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