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Chapter 1
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Meg stood amongst the weeds and dragged in a deep breath to steady herself. Her sadness at being removed from Rocfeld was renewed the moment she saw the crumbling, uneven building that sat squat amidst the overgrown grounds, forgotten in this distant corner of the kingdom. She couldn’t tell the yard from the road as the grasses had grown thick through the gravel. But she wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t give Elalia the satisfaction. No matter how far removed they were from her.

Her older sister, Kellin, had dissolved into fresh tears the moment they had left the carriage, but one of them had to be strong. The building itself was the size of a large cottage, not the family home she had expected when Commander Brent had explained their destination.

“I should go first,” he said, too close behind her as she stood before the grey weathered door.

She looked up, taking in his serious square face and broad shoulders. He seemed even taller standing so close and towering over her, despite her not seeing him off his horse during their journey. His eyes darkened beneath an angry scowl that pulled his eyebrows down. She hoped his anger, as hers, was at the situation they found themselves in.

The soldiers were already unloading trunks from the carriage and the noise of men and movement echoed around her. Meg pushed against the rough surface of the door, but it didn’t budge, and she stepped back reluctantly. “Please,” she said.

The commander rattled the latch before throwing his shoulder into the door, and it flew open with a squeal before it hit the inside wall with a loud bang. She waited as he disappeared into the dark interior of the building. It felt an age before he reappeared and motioned for her to enter.

The small entry led towards a set of grey stone stairs that curled around a stone wall. Meg stood at the base of them, her hand on the rough surface, and looked up into the darkness.

She sucked in a large breath and found the door beside the stairs opened easily for her, leading into a small sitting room. The furniture was covered with once-white sheets, now aged with dust, the windows similarly covered. Despite the lack of light, the dust swirled around them like a strange snow storm.

Commander Brent muttered behind her.

“You don’t have to say anything, Commander,” she said with a sigh. “I know.”

“If I had any idea at all, Your Highness...”

She held up her hand and tried not to sigh again.

“Oh, Your Highness,” Lora said, entering the room and peering at the fireplace. “I do hope it isn’t blocked.”

“Me too,” she said. “We had best look at the rest.”

The commander nodded and they found another, smaller sitting room at the back of the building, just as covered in dust. Again, Meg found herself at the bottom of the stairs and she shivered. The darkness embodied her fears and the soothsayer’s warning of death and pain and loss to come. Her words about the men that loved her were still a riddle, but then Meg caught Commander Brent’s concerned eyes.

“I can go first,” he offered, but she shook her head, focused only on her feet, and moved slowly up the stairs.

On the small landing were two wooden doors, not nearly as pretty as those at Rocfeld—no ornaments, no carving, only simple wood held together with straight black iron. As Meg put her hand to the latch of the first room, she noticed the rust had eaten into the edges of the metal.

The room was small and contained a bed bigger than she had imagined, but little else. The fireplace was tucked into a corner of the room and a simple chair stood alone against a wall. At least the bed has curtains, she thought. But as she ran her hand over them, she winced at just how thin and worn they were, just as dusty as the rest of the place seemed to be.

She coughed, in part due to the dust, but mostly to distract herself from the tears that finally seemed to be threatening. She had been so strong on the road from Rocfeld, more from fear that she was being sent to Luana than anything else, and although they found themselves in these terrible conditions, she had to admit she was relieved.

Meg nodded at the commander and headed out to view the other rooms, another similar to the first and then several smaller rooms with smaller beds on the next floor. “Perhaps we can accommodate the maids here,” she said, treading quickly down the rough steps, only realising she was tripping as the commander caught her arm.

She nodded her thanks, but despite her desperation to be outside, she continued on her own at a slower pace. Kellin stood in the middle of the front room, staring at the covered windows. Meg had the unnerving feeling that Elalia had put them in harm’s way by removing them from Rocfeld rather than saving them from it, as she had claimed. The cold, hard stare of the Silent Mother had been enough to confirm for Meg that she had been behind the decision.

Kellin stepped forward and yanked at the sheet covering the window. New spring sunshine flooded the room along with the dust from the sheet, and Meg had to shield her eyes from the bright light. When she was able to remove her hand, Commander Rainger was standing on the other side of the window, directing men with trunks inside and other supplies across the yard.

“How long since anyone has been here?” Kellin asked.

Meg shrugged. She had not even known the building or estate had existed. Ten nights in the carriage had been difficult and there had appeared little opportunity for stopping. Meg wondered if that was due to the number of townships along the way or that Commander Brent’s orders were to take them directly and that was that.

“Oh, Princess,” Kellin’s maid moaned behind her.

“It will keep us occupied, Cate,” Meg said. “That may be something.”

“Yes, well occupied.”

Meg smiled at the girl and she returned it warmly. “Let us start,” she said, feeling a little more enthusiasm. They were here now, and there was little she could do about it.

She took the corners of a cloth lying over the table and Lora, who had been studying the fireplace, moved around to take the opposite ones.

“Careful,” Lora said. “We do not want the dust upon the floor.”

Meg laughed easily. “There is enough dust already moving throughout this place, and more dust upon the floor than we could sweep away in a day.” But they slowly lifted the cloth from the table, then took it straight out into the yard and sat it carefully on the ground, folding in the edges. When Meg re-entered the room, Kellin smiled and pulled another sheet from a window.

“Your Highness, no,” Lora called.

As the dust swirled around Kellin like snow, her smile lit up the room.

“Another?” Meg asked, wanting to feel the same simple joy.

Lora shook her head and with a grin, Meg pulled a sheet from over a chair, causing another swirl of dust to fill the room.

“Princess Meg,” the maid scolded, but the release was exactly what Meg needed.

She raced across the room and pulled another cloth away to reveal an old, worn chaise. And despite the look of horror from Lora, she threw herself down into it, only to freeze as it creaked loudly beneath her.

She held out a hand to Kellin, who tried without success to hide a wicked smile, but she didn’t take Meg’s hand.

“Quickly,” Meg cried. “It might collapse beneath me.”

Kellin laughed.

“I shall find a broom,” Cate offered, racing out.

“You can start by sweeping Meg,” Kellin called after her.

The seat creaked again and despite her fears, Meg laughed with Kellin as she waved her closer.

“Princess Meg,” Lora said softly. “Perhaps we should clear your rooms.”

“I fear our rooms will be the same,” she said. “I suggest we clear this one so that we might eat, and then we can work on the rest. Let us have a little fun.”

The maid curtsied and pulled a sheet free from a chair.

“You look like an old woman,” Kellin said to Meg, pointing at her hair.

“So do you.” She levered herself slowly from the seat to brush some of the grey dust from Kellin’s red-blonde hair. Kellin pulled her into a hug.

Commander Brent reappeared at the doorway, blinking into the dust. Meg smiled, but he shook his head and indicated she follow him.

She released Kellin and gave her a gentle push towards the other window as Cate appeared with a stiff broom. As she swept it across the floor, more dust swirled into the air, causing the three of them to laugh.

“The house is in poor condition,” the commander said. “And I wonder that you will be comfortable here.”

Meg studied him for a moment.

“There appears to be no threat, Your Highness. We can see far enough around the house and we have a number of men.”

She nodded. “We must make the best of it,” she said. “And is there room enough for the men?”

“We can make do.”

A cloud moved across the sun and she shivered. Elalia had clearly wanted them gone. And they might be gone for a very long time.

“Princess?”

She gave him a small smile. “The kitchen?” she asked. “How does our cook find it?”

“It is of luck that we have only one cook,” he said.

She sighed as she followed him out and around to the small kitchen. She stopped as the world closed in around her, wondering if they had been sent out here to die.

“Princess Megora?” the commander asked again, offering her an arm as she tried to steady the swaying feeling. She smiled her thanks and looked back to the kitchen, where the cook stood crying.

The space was quite small, a single dust-covered table standing in the middle. At least a reasonable size, but it restricted the space around it. The fireplace was small and the chimney appeared to have crumbled in on itself, along with one wall. Meg drew a ragged breath.

“Is there water?” she asked.

“There is a stream that leads down to the river,” he said.

She looked back at the cook, who watched the men across the yard and started to sob. Meg stepped forward and took the plump woman in her arms. She watched them travel in and out of the barracks, and as the woman’s sobs increased she began to see her concern.

“How do we feed so many?” Meg asked.

“The men will look after themselves,” he said. “And have no fear, we shall fix this too.” He indicated the chimney and crumbling stonework of the wall. “We have some good cooks among the men. We do not have the luxury of one such as Bessie—” He smiled at the woman. “When we are out of the castle.”

Meg nodded, and the woman in her arms straightened herself a little.

“Madam,” a young girl said as she entered the kitchen, and as she focused on Meg, she froze.

“Another maid,” Meg said. How could I have forgotten Dawn?

She bobbed a curtsy, waiting for orders.

“I am afraid you will have to share a room,” she said, wondering how to accommodate everyone. Kellin might have been older, but Meg was the responsible one. “For we do not have enough.” What was she to do?

“I will send over some men to assist you,” Commander Brent said, giving the cook a short bow. “They would be happy to have you cook with them this evening.”

Bessie smiled then and, turning to the girl, she said, “Fetch some water and scrub this table.” And the child disappeared.

Meg wondered how they had made it here, but it did not matter now. They were here and they would have to find a way to survive it.

“Was the house given a name?” she asked the commander as they walked back around the house.

“It has been referred to as the Keep, but that isn’t really appropriate given...”

“The Unkempt, perhaps?” Meg grinned up at him, cutting him off.

He chuckled appreciatively.

“The Keep will be fine,” she said.

When Meg returned to the front room, it appeared a bright and friendly space. Kellin and the maids were covered in dust, but they laughed and it lifted her somewhat.

“Do not bring your dust in here,” Kellin said, trying to look stern but smiling.

“My dust? I think you have enough of it.”

The three looked at each other and laughed even more.

“I long for a bath,” Kellin said as they all walked out into the yard to shake themselves off, billowing skirts and brushing dust from her hair and shoulders.

“You may long for it all you like,” Meg said, “But I fear if we have one it will not fit in your room.”

Kellin shook her skirts again and looked at Meg. “Room? One room?”

Meg nodded. “And the kitchen may take some time to boil water,” she said, as the cook came around the corner of the house.

“Your Highness,” she said. “The men can boil water.”

“Let us see this room then,” Kellin said, not very enthusiastically.

Meg nodded slowly and followed her sister back inside.

Meg was surprised to find the small bath filled with hot water before the blazing fire at the foot of her bed. The orange light of the sunset filled the room through the small window, and she peered out at the fuzzy green scenery before turning back to the bath.

So many men, she thought as she put her hand into the water. Their loud voices drifted through the grounds, swords chinking against each other; it was as though she was part of the yard, a spectator to the training. “Too many men,” she muttered.

“Princess Meg?” Lora asked, curtsying at the doorway.

Meg shook her head. Too many men to protect two princesses. The fear that it would draw more attention made her shiver.

“Are you unwell?” Lora asked, stepping closer. Meg, again, shook her head. “I have brought you hot wine. Those men are so noisy I thought it would help you sleep.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I think you could sleep now. Is your room comfortable?”

“It is very cosy.”

“Too cosy?” she asked, turning so the girl could unlace her dress.

“We shall be like sisters,” she whispered. “An adventure.”

“So it is,” Meg said. Keeping her eyes down, she stepped from the dress into the bath. “So it is.” She leaned back against the hot metal and took the wine.

“Shall I wash your hair?” the girl asked.

Meg ran a hand over her hair and dust floated down into the water. She smiled at the girl. “Go and sleep,” she said. “A little dust will not harm me.”

“A little?” the girl asked, a giggle escaping.

“Go to bed,” she said kindly.

Lora bobbed a curtsy and disappeared.

Meg gulped at the hot wine to find it only warm, but it went some way to making her feel better. Leaning awkwardly out of the bath, she put it on the floor and then sat back again. Her eyes closed on their own. The bath was too small for her to submerge her head, and she regretted for a moment not asking Lora to stay. Her knees pushed out of the water and she rested her chin on them. It was better than nothing, better than... She wanted to go home. There was no way she could find this an acceptable option, and her frustration grew at Elalia. Meg had never given any indication that she wanted to be Queen. It was always to be Elalia. Did the Silent Mother know what she had seen in the chapel?

She was disappointed her connection to Brodwyn had been dissolved and that Elalia had known who he was but had let him continue in disguise. The idea had only occurred to Meg on the carriage ride from Rocfeld that this knowledge had been the single reason Elalia had ended the agreement. Meg herself had said that very thing to the prince—that Elalia would not take kindly to the deception. And now she would be living out her days in this forgotten part of the world.

She splashed at the water, wanting to scream with frustration, and the sudden knock at the door made her squeal.

“Are you well?” Commander Brent’s voice boomed through the door.

“Thank you, yes,” she called back.

“Do you need anything?”

“Only sleep, Commander.”

“We shall be on guard all night, have no fear.”

“Thank you,” she said again, but the idea of so many soldiers still unnerved her. She could hear them now, talking and laughing. How would she sleep in this new world?

She heard no more from the door and leaned back again. The water was already a dusty grey and she felt no cleaner. She stood quickly and stepped out, regretting again not asking Lora to wait. The towel over the chair by the fire was warm, so she pulled it around herself and moved to the window. With the red glow of the sunset gone, the blue-black sky seemed to stretch out forever. How far away is Tands? she wondered. Would he come for her, or might he bring the death the soothsayer was so determined was coming?

The next morning Meg found Kellin in the front room, standing at the window, watching the men move around the yard as she sighed loudly.

Meg joined her to watch them. “They seem to talk and laugh all night,” she said, causing a little jump from Kellin.

“As though we are a part of the barracks,” Kellin said, turning her back on the view and sitting at the table. “I long for some decent company.”

“Well, I am sorry I am not company enough,” Meg said as she sat down beside her.

Kellin looked up, her face sad. “I love you,” she said, reaching out and taking Meg’s hand. “But can we live among soldiers and servants forever?”

Meg shook her head. She couldn’t bring herself to tell Kellin that she didn’t think there was a chance of their returning to Rocfeld.

“We could invite the commander to join us,” Kellin said brightly.

“I would be honoured,” Commander Brent said from the doorway. “I trust the men did not keep you awake last night.”

Meg shook her head and gave him a smile as he took the offered seat at the small table.

Kellin chewed her lip. “They do seem to make a lot of noise,” she said.

“I shall talk with them,” Commander Rainger said, stepping into the room.

Meg noticed Kellin’s cheeks colour at the sight of him. He was a similar build and size to Commander Brent, only his hair was lighter and he wore a close-cropped beard.

“It can wait,” Meg said. “We must get used to each other. Will you join us, Commander Rainger?”

He nodded politely. “I thank you, Princess, but I must confer with the commander first,” he said, bowing.

“Excuse me,” Commander Brent said as he pushed up from the table. “Another time, perhaps?”

“You are always welcome,” Meg said.

As the door was shut behind them, Meg watched Kellin’s quiet face. She tried to smile but a tear slid down her cheek.

“Oh, Kellin,” Meg sighed. “It will become easier, I am sure it will.” She gently squeezed her sister’s hand.

Kellin nodded and swallowed hard. “It is so different,” she said softly, her voice catching. “And I became so used to him. Still a prisoner, just a different cell.”

Meg looked back towards the door. “Commander Rainger?” she asked.

“He was always there,” she said quietly. “And he never sleeps,” she added in a whisper, with a sad smile. “And he was always there. Now he is still there, but not here.”

“You are not making sense,” Meg said.

“He will not look at me. He will not smile or scowl or see me,” she sobbed, and Meg moved around the table to pull Kellin’s shaking frame against herself.

“He does as instructed. As he is ordered to do. He is a soldier, Kel. Soldiers follow orders.”

Kellin nodded against her chest. “I do not feel safe here, Meg. I don’t know why, but I do not feel safe.”

Meg nodded with her. Cate entered the room and Meg waved her away, allowing time for Kellin to catch her breath and calm. It looked like it would only be the two of them for some time, and they would have to find a way to be comfortable.

After the morning meal Meg walked around the yard, just for a chance to get out of the small rooms and breathe some air. Beyond the Keep, the river swirled past and she paused to listen to the sound of the water. But it was overshadowed by the sound of the building work on the kitchen. There didn’t seem to be anywhere she could go for peace.

“Princess Meg,” Commander Brent said, coming to stand beside her. “Do you want for anything?”

“To return home,” she said sharply. “But I will not get it, so please,” she said, turning to him, “stop asking.” He gave her a small nod and stepped back, and she sighed. “Forgive me. This change has been harder than I expected.”

He nodded again and remained silent, watching the water flowing in the distance with her. “It is magical,” he said after a time.

“Yes,” she said. “It is.” It was far more than the stream she had imagined the day before. “Magical,” she murmured, and Brother Erasmus came to mind, along with the darkness that seemed to surround the Silent Mother and what she might do to mislead him. Meg shivered.

“Are you cold?” the commander asked, but she shook her head, watching the waters rush by.

The shadow queen against the wall and the shadow that had spoken to the Silent Mother flooded her thoughts. “I wonder that we should have brought a Brother with us,” Meg said quietly. “To advise or guide or some such thing.”

“There is a chapel,” the commander said.

“A chapel? Where?” she asked, looking up at him quickly.

He pointed down towards the river, where a small stone building, so covered in moss it was almost invisible, sat amongst the trees. She started down the hill immediately, the commander at her heels.

There was no door, and despite the morning light, the space was dim. “Fetch a candle,” she said, and he raced back up the hill to the Keep. She headed into the chapel alone, pushing spider webs away from her face and moving towards the dark figures against the far wall. They were not the large statues of the Temple, but they were familiar in their stance with their arms entwined. Meg ran her hand over the smooth stone of their feet, where so many others had done the same.

She turned suddenly at the sound of whispers, but there was no one there. The room was still and quiet. She looked up into their faces and realised there were no other statues, the Followers not present. With her hands upon Kira’s and then Kion’s feet, she could breathe for the first time since she had arrived here.

“By the gods,” she whispered, “let me survive this.”

She dropped to her knees before them and rested her head against the rough stone on which they stood. A strong hand touched her shoulder, scaring her, and she jumped.

“Your Highness,” Commander Brent said, his large voice louder in the space. “I feared you unwell.”

She shook her head and held out a hand, and he helped her to her feet. The candlelight flickered around the space and the decay became evident—the cobwebs and crumbling stone. She took the candle from him and held it up to the statues. Fingers were broken and missing from Kira, her face strange and unfamiliar as it had cracked and a part had fallen away. Kion had not weathered much better, and Meg found herself crying at the state of her broken gods. She reached out to rub her hands across their feet again. She looked sadly up at the commander beside her and he sighed.

“Let me walk you back to the Keep,” he offered, and she took his arm.

As they made their way through the small doorway, he blew out the candle, but Meg was sure she could hear whispering again from inside. She paused.

He waited patiently before she stepped slowly into the light and allowed him to guide her back to the Keep. As they entered the front room, Kellin leapt up. “Meg,” she said, taking her hands and looking over her dusty dress. “What has happened to you?”

“I found a chapel,” she said slowly. “But...”

“But what?” Kellin looked up at Commander Brent.

“It is in need of some repair,” he said.

Meg nodded.

Kellin squeezed her hands. “We can fix it,” she said brightly. “Look at what we have done here.”

Meg smiled, but she did not really want others in the little chapel just yet, and she wondered how she could tell her sister that.

“I am pleased you are well,” Commander Brent said at the doorway. “I shall leave you.” He stood to attention.

“Please stay,” Meg said as he turned to leave. He paused in the doorway. “I am sure there are enough men to do as is required outside,” she said. “Stay with us a little while, Commander. Talk to us and distract us.”

He nodded and moved uneasily into the room. He seemed lost for a moment. “You have made a difference here,” he said after some time as he looked around the room. “You did not bring your needlework?” he asked Kellin. She shook her head, but Meg noticed she seemed more at ease.

Meg tried to listen as he chatted with Kellin, but she stared unseeing into the flames of the fireplace, the broken statues of her gods still clear in her mind.
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The Silent Mother peered into the flames of the small fireplace and mouthed the word Sythia. She watched closely, but the fire showed no indication of listening to her. She mouthed the word again and turned back to the bench. She pulled a large clay pot from the shelf before her and peeled the cloth cover off slowly.

She reached into the pot with two hands and pulled out another, smaller one of clay. She gently sat it down on the bench and turned it slowly to look over the symbols etched roughly into its exterior. The black, shiny surface of the liquid within reflected the firelight; as she read the symbols aloud, the surface shifted, rising and falling as though there was something trying to break free from the thick liquid. She breathed in the power of it.

She slowly ran her finger around the inside lip of the pot, and the magic hummed through her skin. Elalia’s power was growing. She had felt it, but she had yet to see it. Now that the little ravens had been removed from Rocfeld and the distraction that they were, Elalia could focus again on what was needed, what was necessary.

She sighed and looked back to the fire. The magic hung heavy around the castle and the new queen, and the Silent Mother was wary of the Brothers. Yet they didn’t appear to have noticed the change in the air they breathed—or at least they hadn’t let her know it. No matter how hard the little princess had tried to warn them, they hadn’t listened to her.

It was Elalia’s husband, Malin, that had unsettled the Silent Mother. They had heard there was something in the touch of a man that distracted the less faithful, and they didn’t want that for their queen. Even thinking his name gave him power he didn’t deserve. The Silent Sisters had whispered in King Oren’s ear to give her someone useless, someone without power over her. And yet she had still connected with him, bonded in a way.

Despite Elalia’s angry words and frustrations at his activities, the Silent Mother could see the feelings she had for him. Or were they for the hoped child? Either way, it was over now.

“Find your way to her,” she whispered, running her finger around the lip of the bowl again.

The power hummed through her and she reluctantly lifted her hand away to pull a wicker cage from beneath the table. She flicked open the door and reached for the raven within. It was silent and still. If she did not have her hands around it, its heart beating strong against her palm, she might have thought it dead. She carried it back to the bench, taking care to shield it from the fire. She was sure it saw more than it should, but it should not see this.

She held the raven head first over the little pot, the opening of it the size of her palm, and slowly lowered the bird in. She mouthed the words etched in the pot and continued to feed the bird into the too-small opening as it disappeared into the inky blackness within. Sliding and disappearing. Once her hands were empty, she tilted her head over the pot and a distant raven’s cry could be heard. She smiled and poured the black liquid into a small cup. As it hit the sides, it became crystal clear. Very carefully, she took the little pot and slipped it back onto its hiding place.

She mouthed the words over the cup, smiled at the sheen that glowed briefly, and then carried it out into the dark hallway. It was quiet and the guards were not posted outside Elalia’s door. She entered the bright room and inwardly cursed the sunlight streaming into the queen’s solar.

She sat silently beside the fire, the cup tight in her hand, and waited.

The Raven Queen stood at the window, silently watching the world move through the courtyard beneath her, in and out of the castle and in and out of the Temple. Back and forth they went, busy with some business that was not really important at all.

Once Sythia returned, they would learn what was important, or at least just how insignificant they truly were. She had dreamt of Sythia the night before, the first time since she had lost her child. Sythia had reminded her that she was the way, that she must remain strong and follow the Silent Mother.

“You have been very quiet,” Brother Erasmus said from the table behind her, and she felt his searching eyes across her back.

Elalia tried to relax her shoulders, feeling the tension pulling at them. “There is nothing to say,” she said.

“They have been gone weeks already. There is no threat, no news of a threat. Why won’t you allow them to return?”

“They are travelling,” she said, continuing to watch the insignificance of the people of Rocfeld. But when he didn’t respond she turned slowly from the window, and although he managed to keep it from his face, he radiated anger. She smiled and stepped forward. “They take the time to see the world, to have time away from the pressures of Rocfeld since Father’s death.”

“That wasn’t your reasoning when you sent them away. Where did you send them to?”

“Brother, do not worry. They are well protected.”

“From what?” he said a little too loudly, giving away his frustrations. She cocked her head to the side. “Forgive me,” he muttered, pushing up from the table with some effort. “I feel somewhat distracted.”

Elalia glanced at the fireplace and then back to the Brother. “Perhaps you should consider some quiet prayer,” she said, indicating the door just as it opened to reveal Malin. She fought the urge to sigh. “Not now, my dear,” she said, pushing a smile across her face. He nodded and followed the Brother away.

Once the door was closed, she turned to the fireplace. “How long?” she asked.

“How did you know?” the Silent Mother asked, becoming visible as she stood slowly, the cup held tight in her hand.

“I felt you,” she said simply, walking back to the window and staring out at the day. “The days grow longer.”

“Spring has arrived,” the Silent Mother said, not moving from her position by the fire.

“I prefer the shadows,” Elalia said.

“Soon,” the Silent Mother replied, holding out the cup, and Elalia stepped forward and took it from her.
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Brother Peras moved between the dark and dusty shelves of the study and sat down at the long table opposite the old man. Brother Erasmus stared unseeing across the table and Brother Peras remained silent, not wanting to distract him from his thoughts. A Sister put a bowl of porridge on the table and disappeared. Peras looked after her, but she did not reappear with another. He put his slate down as Brother Erasmus dragged the bowl across the table and looked at the contents with suspicion.

“What are we to do with this woman?” he asked, poking it with a spoon.

“There are other Sisters who can cook,” Peras offered, watching the man closely.

“I meant the queen,” Brother Erasmus said, his eyes still focused on his food.

Peras stared at Brother Erasmus across the table.

“Not cooking, Brother. Her family affairs.”

“Oh yes,” Peras said, “of course.” He shifted under the intense stare of the senior Brother. “I worry for the princesses,” he murmured.

Brother Erasmus nodded slowly. “I too fear they are sent into more danger.”

“Princess Meg is a sensible woman,” Brother Peras said.

“Sensible may not help if she is run through with a sword.”

Peras gulped. “What can we do?”

“Pray the gods keep a close watch over her,” Brother Erasmus said.

“And Tands? Might they fight for a chance with her? What might they do if they hear she has been sent away?”

“Let us hope it is not heard for some time. And although the new queen dissolved the match, it was done before she was marked as Raven Queen. I cannot guess at the reaction of their king,” Brother Erasmus added softly with a slight shake of his head, his long beard dangerously close to his porridge.

Peras could only nod. He was sure the young princess was much stronger than she believed. He had seen it himself when Queen Elalia had been injured in the hunting accident. Princess Megora had slipped so easily into the role, and it had seemed the right place for her to be.

“Let us find a distraction for the queen,” Brother Erasmus said.

“She rarely leaves her rooms,” Brother Peras responded.

“Find her a cause—one that removes her focus from whatever strange reasoning sent her sisters away.”

Brother Peras nodded. He hoped with the young princesses out of the way, the queen might reconsider their removal and have them returned. But when that might be, he couldn’t guess. “I shall see what can be done.”

“Peras,” Erasmus said as Brother Peras stood from the table. “See if you can find something more...” He poked the contents of his bowl again. “Appetising.”

Nodding, Peras left the study and moved directly to the Temple. It was silent when he entered, although six Brothers already knelt on the cold stones before the statues. He stepped forward and touched the feet of the gods that towered over the expanse of the Temple, then bowed his head. He moved to the Followers—Fire, Water, Earth and Air—and touched their feet too. He joined his Brothers and knelt before the gods, his head bowed.

Meg, the sweet girl that smiled at everyone she met, smiled at him in his mind’s eye, and then the strong woman that had taken control after the attempt on Elalia’s life stepped forward.

Keep her safe from harm, he prayed. Watch over her, walk beside her and return her to us.

Peras repeated the words over and over, beseeching the gods to help her. When he lifted his head, the other Brothers had left the Temple and he was alone. He stood slowly, his legs stiff, and the light of the few candles that had been lit flickered and danced across the faces of the gods. They moved in the light, smiled and nodded. He stepped forward and rubbed his hands across the smooth stone feet of each statue. Then he moved back to Kion, kissed the smooth, worn place on his foot and did the same to Kira. Then he kissed Kira, and then Kion.

As he stepped back, Brother Peras was surprised to find the Lord of Rocfeld moving quickly towards the gods. Without pausing to speak to the Brother, he stood at the feet of Kion, rubbing his hand back and forth as he looked up into the god’s face.

When he finally turned from them, he blinked as though waking from a deep sleep.

“Your Highness,” the Brother said, stepping up to meet him. “Do you search for advice on something particular?”

“Peace more than advice,” he said. “He is the Father.”

“And the Brother,” Peras said, giving a short nod of his head. “Do you need a father’s advice?” he asked.

Malin turned back to the gods and shook his head. “My child died,” he said, somewhat vaguely. Then, focusing on Peras, he added, “In a hunting accident.”

“I did hear the sad news. I am sorry, Highness,” he said. “She is a young wife,” he offered. “There is time for more.”

Malin stared at him as though just realising he was there. “She will not let me in the bedchamber,” he said. “All that time she wanted nothing else, and now she will not have me.”

“She may need time,” the Brother said. So desperate for a child and now that child lost, she wanted nothing. A strange creature indeed this queen was, he thought.

Prince Malin nodded sadly.

“I am sure you could be of some use to her in other ways,” the Brother said, and Malin glared at him, straightening quickly, his chest puffed out. “Such as matters of state, or at court perhaps,” Peras added carefully.

“Perhaps,” Malin said, deflating. He started to walk away, then stopped and turned back. “Thank you, Brother,” he said and moved slowly out of the Temple.

How did he come to be husband of a queen? Peras wondered as he walked through the empty Temple in the wake of the prince towards the queen’s solar.

He found her on her knees at the private chapel beneath her rooms. He shivered, waiting in the doorway, watching the two candles flicker strange light around the room. There were no statues of the gods. She remained unmoving for some time, and although he understood the power of prayer, it somehow seemed unnatural in this woman.

He decided it would be best to think on Brother Erasmus’s request and come back to her when he had a clear plan to distract her. He backed away from the door and headed back to the comfort of the Temple. He knew that he would need to talk with her sooner rather than later.
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Chapter 3
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Meg understood that a kind of friendship had formed between Kellin and Commander Rainger when Kellin had been confined under his guard, but she didn’t think it a good idea, or one to encourage. It appeared for the moment that Commander Rainger, despite their current position, was doing his best to maintain his distance. But in the few days they had been at the Keep, it had become clear that Kellin didn’t appreciate his efforts.

She had become increasingly frustrated, moody and difficult to live with. She openly asked Commander Brent to invite Commander Rainger to dine with them, then grumbled when he would not come inside. She dragged Meg out into what may have once been a garden on the pretence of walking every morning. As they dragged their skirts through the weeds and long stalks of grass, Kellin huffed that she couldn’t see him in the yard or barracks.

Meg had feigned a headache that morning to escape the uncomfortable walk through the wet grass and the moody sister that would accompany it. She had strongly suggested that Kellin focus on something else, but Kellin couldn’t see Meg’s meaning. She had even suggested replanting the garden, or at least getting the grass cut, but Kellin had stomped off alone.

Now she watched as Kellin stomped around the gravel just outside the window, her skirt wet to the knees, the once-fine silk now covered in seeds and petals. Kellin talked with Bessie as she walked and constantly glanced towards the barracks. Meg wanted to tap on the glass for her attention, but Kellin would only take that as encouragement. As Kellin stomped back into the Keep, Meg noticed Commander Rainger at the side of the barracks, his eyes on the house, and she sighed. Perhaps he wasn’t keeping quite the distance Meg had thought.

Kellin threw herself into a chair by the fire. They needed more distraction or they would be more than a little irritable within the next week.

“Let us visit the chapel,” she suggested. Kellin shook her head and stared into the flames. “It was your suggestion. We could clean it out together, find a way to mend the gods.”

“I am sure I would rather do something else,” Kellin murmured.

“There is very little to do.”

“Perhaps, but cleaning a chapel is not something I want to do,” Kellin said, leaning forward and staring into the fireplace.

Meg sighed. “Then I shall do it myself,” she said, pushing up from the table.

“I will not help,” Kellin said.

Meg walked quickly outside and around the corner of the Keep, almost running into the two commanders deep in conversation. Brent’s finger sharp and pointing, Rainger’s bulk leaning towards him. She froze on the spot, the two men so involved in their conversation they did not see her.

“You will provide some space,” Brent boomed.

“I provide space,” Rainger roared. “I do as required by my position and by the princesses.”

“Your position here is only as directed by the Raven Queen. It would do you well to remember that.”

“I know my duty. Do not presume to tell me otherwise. I will do anything necessary to protect the queen’s interests.”

A gasp escaped before she could stop it and both men turned to her in surprise. “I am headed for the chapel,” she said, hastily pointing towards it, and she raced past them and down the hill.

“You will do as you are directed,” Commander Brent shouted. At the chapel door, she stopped to watch Commander Rainger stalk off. She pushed into the chapel, tears threatening again as she focused on the damage before her in the dim light.

“Kellin was right,” she muttered. “Prisoners.” She moved forward to rub the smooth feet of the gods and breathed in the calming nature of the ritual. “I am sorry,” she said. “I shall see you restored.”

She should have stepped back, knelt down and prayed. But the sadness at the damage time had ravaged on them pulled at her heart. She ran her hand down Kira’s arm, the stone rough beneath her fingers, and whispering started around her. She looked over her shoulder, her hand still on Kira, but there was no one there. Without further thought, Meg lifted her skirt to her knee, placed a foot between those of the gods and, with a strong grip on their joined hands, she pulled herself up to come face to face with Kion.

The whispering around her increased and she turned slightly, hoping the stone did not give way beneath her hands. She stared back into his broken face, her fingers gently dancing across the stone. She sighed. How could she fix this? She had no idea where to start.

“She is brave,” whispered a small voice behind her, and she froze.

“It is not bravery to touch the face of a god,” another said. “It is blasphemy.”

Meg looked down at herself, pressed against the bodies of her gods, her hand on theirs, another on Kion’s face, and she let go and slipped, smashing her shin against the block on which they stood. She sprawled backwards, hitting her head on the stone floor.

The air left her lungs and she burned trying to drag it back in.

“Look what you did,” the voice whispered again.

“She was standing on the gods,” the other answered.

Meg blinked at the pain in her head and the strange, slow throb that had started in her leg. Her lungs still tried to drag air in and she coughed as the dust filled them.

“Now look,” the first voice said. “You have killed a raven.”

“I have not,” the other said, “’twas your fault.”

“Hello?” Meg called. But only silence answered her. “Is anyone there?” Her head pounded and she squeezed her eyes closed to the pain.

Meg opened her eyes to darkness and then panicked, unsure where she was, and shivered in the cold. Her leg throbbed and burned, far more than when she had slipped, and she could not move when she tried to lift herself from the cold floor. She lay still. Tried to breathe and remember where she was. There had been someone here with her, two voices at least, whispering and talking about her, but she couldn’t remember what they had said.

When she opened her eyes again, the bed was soft beneath her and Kellin sat over her, Meg’s hand in hers.

“Oh Meg,” she breathed. “Thank the gods.”

“I think they pushed me,” she said, trying to sit up.

“Who pushed you?” Commander Brent asked from the foot of the bed, his eyes dark and hard.

She shook her head and it hurt, so she laid it back down. “The gods,” she whispered. “The gods pushed me.”

“She has hit her head,” he said too loud.

“Shh,” Meg whispered.

“I told you to search,” he said to someone else, and she closed her eyes again. The throbbing lessened when she shut out the light, although not in her leg. “How long did she lie in the cold? What if someone attacked her? She could be gone, taken or dead.” His voice rose again and every word vibrated through her. “How would you explain that to the queen?”

“Rainger?” Kellin asked.

Then the door slammed.

“Please,” Meg said. “Please stop.”

“She should rest,” Brent’s voice said, more quietly.

“I will stay with her,” Kellin said.

Meg heard the door quietly close. Kellin lay down with her and she opened her eyes a little.

“Oh Meg,” she said again.

Meg found her hand and squeezed it.

She woke with a start, Kellin’s warm body still asleep beside her and the fire the only light in the room. She was sure she heard voices whispering about a raven and then she froze, aware of the large man in the room with them. Hidden from the firelight, he stood stock still and Meg wondered if someone else had been in the chapel with her—if Elalia had been right and they were under threat. Or worse, Elalia or the Silent Mother had sent someone after them.

Her heart beat loud in her ears as the shape moved towards the bed. Her leg stiff and hot, pinned beneath her sister’s arm, she closed her eyes and waited.

Kellin sighed in her sleep and Meg forced her eyes open. The shadow leant over the bed and Meg watched as a large hand gently stroked Kellin’s hair, causing her to sigh again.

“Commander Rainger,” Meg whispered. “What are you doing?”

“I wanted to ensure you were safe, Your Highness. That you were both safe,” he said softly, straightening up.

“You scared me. I thought you were the whisperers.”

“Was there someone in the chapel?” he asked, his voice louder, and Meg put a finger to her lips.

She shook her head and then squinted. “My head hurts,” she said as a tear escaped.

“I am sorry,” he said, coming around the bed. He pulled the covers gently to her neck. “I shall watch from the other side of the door.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, careful not to move her head.

The door latch gently clicked shut and Meg stared up at the canopy, trying to remember what had happened in the chapel. Once I can get out of bed, I am going back, she thought. Kellin sighed again.

“Shh,” Meg said.

“He never sleeps,” she murmured and was still.

No, Meg thought, but who does he watch for?
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The look on Brent’s face was severe, and Rainger knew he should have taken the opportunity to rest as he had been directed when he had been relieved from his watch over the princesses. But he found it harder than he would like to admit to be so far away from Princess Kellin. He took a deep breath and stretched his hands over the fire.

“We need more men out there. They have become complacent, milling around the yard, eyeing the maids, talking with princesses as though they were at court,” Brent said.

He took a deep breath and Rainger steadied himself for the torrent to come.

But instead, Brent blew out his rage slowly and when Rainger looked up at him, he looked more concerned than angry. “The enemy could walk into this mess and kill us all before we knew they were here,” he said quietly. “The queen saw a threat, whether real or imagined, then sent too many men out to watch over two young women, and yet we nearly let one die.”

Rainger opened his mouth but Brent put up his hand. “You are a good soldier,” he said with a sigh. “And I know you do your duty by the queen even when you do not agree.” He stared up at Brent’s face of stone. “That is what we do. Rulers for all of history have been giving orders that have got more men killed than saved, but we do it anyway. We nod and bow and bend the knee because they are king or queen and we do as we are ordered.”

Rainger nodded again.

“Yet the Princess Kellin clouds your mind,” Brent said as he looked back to the fire.

“She is scared,” Rainger said quietly.

“We are all scared,” Brent said, still looking into the flames. “We nearly lost her sister today, and because you are focused on entertaining the girl instead of protecting her.”

“Her safety is first on my mind every day,”

“I have seen the way you watch her. You should watch around her. Be aware of the possible threat, not the girl herself.”

“She is not just a girl,” Rainger whispered.

“No,” Brent said clearly. “She is a princess, the next in line for the Raven Crown should we lose our queen, and you need remember that. A princess,” he said slowly. “And princesses do not end up with soldiers.”

Rainger gulped down his anger and nodded.

“I understood her father planned for her to enter the Brotherhood,” Brent said.

“Queen Elalia may have other plans,” he said.

“Whatever those plans are, they do not include you.”

The rage continued to build in Rainger’s chest, and he took a deep breath.

“Gather some men in the morning; take them out and find out what happened to Princess Megora in that chapel.”

Rainger nodded and stood slowly from the makeshift stool.

“Make sure the gods didn’t push her over,” Brent added.
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