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Chapter One
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Av stumbled into breakfast, bleary eyed and feeling self-conscious. Lords and ladies stopped in conversation to gape at him. The head table was quiet as he sat and began serving himself from the laden dishes. He looked up at those occupying the other seats, fully expecting to have to explain Aren’s absence. 

Every head at the head table was hanging, their eyes were bleary and hair in disarray. The ranks of court had had a good deal to drink the night before. Hung over, it took them a very long time to even realize someone else had sat at the table. They all made small sounds acknowledging the presence of someone new but didn’t look up from their plates of food. 

Van was the first to look up, his eyes not quite focusing though otherwise the western baron looked well. Tired, but not in agony as the others were. 

“Water is key to cheating pain after a night of heavy drinking,” Van said, lifting the mug that was before him.

“Most lords prefer tea or wine with breakfast,” Av said quietly.

“I know some of how the palace works; I know how clear and good this water is,” Van grumbled. “After all, I’ve been trying to imitate the cleaning magic in my home for years. It can be quite difficult unless generations of ranks have directed the flow of magic in just a way.”

Av’s mind might have been clouded from lack of sleep, but he could have sworn Van had just said he was in control of the magic of his home. Only a queen could have control of her magic, especially in the western marshes, where women were the only reason houses stood above the soggy ground. 

Van watched Av. The two met eyes and the western baron’s face fell. Suddenly alert, Van looked over the table. 

“Where is Aren?” Van asked.

Er and then Gamen turned to Av, eyes slowly focusing on him, then on the empty chair beside him. He looked to the chair and then over the table, thinking back over how things had come to this point. 

The barons had come to the palace under strange circumstances. Merkat, baron of the south, had supposedly summoned them. He had done it to have them witness the arranged mating between his youngest son, Laeder, and the one who sat the throne. 

Aren had no romantic interest in Laeder. The young man certainly had no interest in Aren, beyond the fact that she was a queen and he had done extensive research on her rank upon being informed of the arrangement by his father some months prior. 

Av had claimed Aren. He had thought she was interested in him and perhaps she had been, but he couldn’t tell if she still wanted his company. 

Laeder only liked his own, having paired up with Jer while arranged to be mated to Aren. Av didn’t blame the young man. After all, there had only been one outcome of the arranged mating: death. 

The only way for the two not to be mated, as far as any of them could figure out, was if one of them were to die. Aren was too important, she sat the throne, and fuelled the magic of the palace to give them lights, water, and even heat. She was stronger than any queen in centuries. There was no way the court would allow anyone to remove her.

Laeder would be the one who would have to die, and he knew it. When a man thought he was about to die, he acted differently. The young man had chosen to go to bed with Jer, to enjoy his last days amongst the living. 

They had been told there was no way to break off the mating, which made Av presently question why things were not being thrown at him. Perhaps that had something to do with the fact that Merkat was still drinking, obviously wavering in his seat, or the fact that Laeder smiled openly at Jer as Av’s brother sat beside him. 

The night before had been the engagement ball for Aren and Laeder, which had been carefully arranged by Aren’s mother, Para. When Aren had walked into the ball, Av’s heart had almost stopped. He couldn’t carry the burden of allowing her to go to another, promising himself one last dance. They had floated across the floor and there, before the court and the barons, Aren had claimed Av. 

If anyone else tried to touch her, he would kill them. Even then. Even after all that had happened in the late hours of the evening and then the early morning. 

He had been denied, excuses had been made. Enough was enough. The barons would be leaving for their homes soon and he would make it clear to Merkat that there would be no mating between his blood and Aren’s. Not now and not ever. 

After leaving the ball, Av and Aren had retired to the queen’s rooms, those that would be Aren’s when she was at the palace. They had enjoyed one another and fallen asleep together. Late night, or early morning—he wasn’t entirely certain which—he had awoken to a sound and a dim light. 

She had been reading journals of those who had sat the throne before her. Crying because each had thought they would rule a long time, breaking the line of short-lived queens. Each had been removed by their mates. After coming to love and trust someone, being delivered a mercy by them was no easier. It certainly wasn’t easy for the mate to handle, either. He, or in the one instance she, had to live out the remainder of his days knowing he had taken the life of his one true love. 

Av couldn’t imagine having to live with that burden. 

At eighteen, Aren had looked out over her life and seen an execution sentence. Her fear had driven her to run away, leaving Av alone in the middle of the night with no explanation. He had no idea where she might be headed, when she would be back, or what he was supposed to tell everyone else while she was gone. 

Aren had simply vanished. 

Av hadn’t understood how, but she knew coastal tricks. She knew how to hide her rank while at court, even from Em, her predecessor. It hadn’t been until after Av revealed Aren, after she had run away and stumbled upon a cave of queen’s stone, that her rank became apparent to those around her. Aren had blamed many things, yet to him, to his senses, she had remained the same. 

She was a young woman who wanted to remain private and removed from court, who had difficulty making friends with anyone and refused to speak to the lords and ladies unless she had called the court. Her temper, when she had been hiding, drove others from looking too closely at her. Av had thought it an act. The more time he spent around Aren, though, the more he wondered if perhaps her aloofness was not an act, but an actual inability to interact with people on a personal level.

Aren had made friends with Mar, a young queen about her age, but only after being forced together. Mar had no one else to talk to in the six months that the pair had spent as guardian and ward. What began as a mutual anger and rebellion against Em had bloomed into friendship. 

He had no idea what the young women had in common, besides both coming from families who had shuffled them away, ignored them, and refused to allow them to have friends. Perhaps that was enough. 

Aren’s tricks had hidden her until she became Mar’s guardian. After which she had allowed the servants to see her in order to hide Mar from them. This allowed Mar to do things, such as training with the guards, while keeping her true identity hidden.

It hadn’t been until Mar’s engagement ball that Av had discovered Aren’s rank. She had fled after knocking him unconscious. Leaving the palace with a murderous madman, Aren had thought to escape what she perceived as danger, only to find herself in an even more dangerous position. The madman had attacked Aren, driving her into what he had called a spirit cave. A cave filled with a mysterious blue stone and whispering female voices, the cave had actually been filled with queen’s stone. The same stone that caused a wasting disease on palace grounds during wet springs, queen’s stone had the frightening ability to infect those who stumbled upon the living stone with something much worse.

Once infected, the victim was typically given five days to live. Aren had survived the five days. Thanks to his mother’s bloodline and their oral traditions, Av, Jer, and their father, knew that even though Aren hadn’t succumbed in those five days, that didn’t mean she hadn’t been infected. For those who survived infection by queen’s stone suffered a much worse fate.

A slow spiral into madness. 

Since her time in the cave, Aren had exhibited strange changes. Her temper flared often. Anger came more easily. Perhaps all emotion did, which would be a boon for a queen. The stronger their emotions, the more they could fuel their magic, even if they had burned through every drop they had.

Others began noticing Aren, seeing her rank. She claimed to have lived through the same day twice, successfully predicting and changing the future with Av’s help. Finally, when she had been brought before the throne Telm had curiously made a comment on how she had become stronger. Something that, at least as far as he knew, was impossible for a rank. The strength a rank was born with was simply what they had for the entirety of their lives. 

Once Aren had been taken by the throne, peculiar things began happening. 

Ignoring the flickering lights and briefly purple water. 

Everyone seemed to come to court as one. Not because they had felt the change, but because Em had demanded Aren’s parents come to court, who in turn contacted the baron of the south, who contacted the other barons. All arrived just days after Aren was taken by the throne, despite the fact that each of their travel times varied and were days to almost a month travel. 

Av suspected that the throne had called them all to the palace, but he didn’t understand why. When his mother had sat the throne, they had not come as a group to court even though his mother had written treaties between the palace and the northern and eastern barons. 

The southern baron had, somehow, known that Aren was going to be the next on the throne. He had brought his son with him to arrange a mating between him and Aren. The court had agreed.

Normally, arranged matings could be broken off if an elopement happened, but in order to elope the couple needed permission from one parent on each side. Aren’s parents had made it very clear that they would never consent to Av mating her. 

With the barons watching their every move, and Telm determined to prevent a war, they had remained separate. Av had watched his cousin Url walk Aren, claiming her just in case the arrangement with the southern baron fell through. Frustrated, he had been forced to remain idle as the one he had claimed went about court life. He had tried to stay out of it, knowing that if he did get involved, he would be forfeiting his life, but during Aren’s engagement ball their eyes had met and that had been the end of him. 

The night before, after finally holding what was his, he had let her go because she believed that he only wanted to use her. Far from it. Av’s only thought the past six months had been claiming and capturing Aren, to make her admit his claim on her. Yet once he had her, he was conflicted as to what to do. He had been so focused on the chase that he had forgotten that she was a young woman. She was a queen who needed to be protected, from her parents, the barons, the court, and anyone else who tried to use her. As the one who claimed her, it was his duty to protect her.

Perhaps that, too, was why he had allowed Aren to run. 

To give her the freedom to think, to figure out what she wanted while giving him the freedom to show his more violent nature to those at court who had plans for the young woman. Without Aren to intervene, he could even get away with murder, so long as he planned carefully and gave plenty of warning. 

Her parents would have to survive, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t banish, maim, and threaten them. Of the barons, he only wanted Gamen of the east and Er of the north, his uncle, at court. The southern baron had to go because he would challenge Av. The baron of the west had to go because he was a threat to Aren’s reign.

Av stopped mid-thought and turned his attention back to Van. 

He had no idea why he had thought that. It didn’t sound like something he would normally think about a baron. Van’s land was not allied to palace lands, but that didn’t make him a threat. The marshlands had strong ranks, but their queens used most of their magic keeping homes from sinking into the wet land. Van himself appeared relatively harmless. A weaker warrior, for all but the southern baron were warriors, Van wouldn’t even be a challenge to Av.

A voice whispered in Av’s ear, begging him to look more closely. 

Av jerked towards Telm, but the voice had been male.

“What?” Telm said, tea halfway to her mouth. “Are you hearing things? Do I need to warn you again about chasing invisible people?”

Er grunted out, buttering a piece of bread, “When was the last time the mate to the throne actually heard the throne?”

This drew a chuckle from most of the men at the table. The words registered in Av’s mind, but he didn’t quite understand. Asking what was going on would not be the best idea, not at the breakfast table, not then. 

Focusing on Van, he squinted, seeing nothing more than a weak warrior. He shook his head, not understanding the voice, not understanding the instinctual reaction to shout and throw things at the older man. 

“Don’t be eyeing Van,” Er said quietly. “He’ll gut you with your own blade, Av. Best to start with the weaker amongst us, if you plan to off the barons, one by one.”

Except Van, to his eye, was weakest by far. There was a hint of fear in his uncle’s voice, indicating that Er truly believed what he said. 

Turning to Van, he said, “You and I need to have a conversation.”

“Not today,” Van grumbled. “Tomorrow, perhaps, when I’ve my wits about me and the whole world isn’t spinning.” 

“Aren’s not even at breakfast yet,” Er said. “Surely snarling and marking your territory can at least wait until she is up and about.”

“Should buy us a few days,” Telm said, causing those at the table to chuckle, then wince at the sound of their own voices.

Av swallowed and made a small, involuntary sound. He felt sick as all eyes turned to him.

“Aren will not be joining us,” he said, despite how his throat constricted, how his chest seemed to tighten to the point that he could not get in a breath.

“Don’t just sit there,” Van said idly. “Tell us why.”

“She left last night. Aren’s gone.”

“Oh?” Telm asked. “Is that all?”
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Para stumbled into the dining hall and to the head table. After the abysmal end to her daughter’s engagement ball, she had helped herself to a bottle of wine. It was likely to be the last bottle of fine wine she would ever have.

The estate was broke. Cerlot’s vineyard had only survived thanks to coin from Merkat, with a promise of more once Aren mated his youngest son. With Aren mated to a southern man, she would be removed from palace lands and her brother would inherit the estate. 

When Para had discovered Aren sat the throne, the plan had changed just slightly. Merkat would still fund the vineyard, but Aren would remain on palace grounds. 

Taking her place at the table, Para focused intently on her plate. She assumed the awkward silence was because she arrived at the breakfast table still slightly drunk. When she looked up to confront those who were judging her, she found them staring openly at Telm, who was very calmly cutting into a steak, ignoring the ranks who were becoming agitated.

“What?” Para asked. “What has the girl done now? Decided to fly off the world? Did she change the colour of the sky?”

The baron of the north snorted. “Learn to duck.”

Whatever this meant to those at the table, they began chuckling. One by one, the barons laughed at the cryptic remark. The only two who didn’t find the words amusing were Para and Av. The man, who should have been full of himself for thwarting Para’s plans, actually looked as if he were about to shatter. A strong wind might have knocked him over.

Something had happened to Aren. 

While Para had met with some concerned lords, who questioned the capabilities and sanity of their new queen, none had mentioned taking that step, not yet. She had sent for Anue, her younger daughter. If Aren had been a rank all along, hiding herself away, Anue might also have done the same. 

If the girl was a queen? Then the lords would take control. They knew the throne wanted Argnern blood sitting it, and that blood didn’t necessarily have to be Aren. With quiet, pliable Anue sitting the throne, Para and Cerlot would rule for between five and seven years. Plenty of time to convince the court that the poor girl needed her parents there to guide her throughout her life.

The message had been sent the day Para and Cerlot arrived at court—a fact she hadn’t dared think about until that moment. Her mother had often told her that queens could read minds, especially those linked to the throne. 

“What has happened?” Para asked the table. “I’ve sent for Anue, is there danger at this court for my daughters?”

All eyes turned to Para. Eyes judged her, but without having seen the child, no one would have guessed what her plan truly was, in bringing her youngest daughter to court years before she was ready to be finished. Even Merkat had never met Anue. The girl had been in bed hours before his arrival.

“Court is leaving for winter in just a few days,” Jer said, frowning.

“Anue will winter with Aren,” Para said. “Cerlot and I meant it as a mating gift. The girls are quite close.”

“Aren is no longer at court,” Av said.

The man was coming back to himself. His strength was returning, but his previous fragility made Para wonder what the reasons for Aren leaving court were. The one who sat the throne usually wintered near court. Considering her options, Para had little choice.

“You can send her to Aren, then; they will be happy for each other’s company,” Para said, causing everyone to look at her as if she had grown another head.

“Of course,” Ervam said. “Aren is wintering with myself and my boys. She headed out this morning, needing space to think after last night’s ball. I will be certain to look after Anue’s education over the winter.”

“Wonderful,” Para murmured. “She should arrive any day now.”

Aren wanted nothing to do with her. If she pushed to go to Ervam’s estate to see her daughter settled, she would either be denied, or drawn into a trap and executed. She would not put her own life at risk to insert herself, or to put herself close enough to Aren to be attacked by the young woman’s magic.

Anue’s brief time at court would allow the lords to see her, giving them the winter to consider their decision. 

“Why did none of you go with her?” Para asked. “What if she’s discovered on the way and attacked?”

“Av stayed behind to let us know where she is headed,” Ervam said quickly. “He was to head out this afternoon, after her, but no doubt Aren would want the man she trusts to escort her sister to her, don’t you think, Av?”

Av nodded as the jeweller approached their table. 

In the jeweller’s hands was a little black box. Para had never seen such a box before. She wondered what was in it but didn’t dare invite the man to approach the table. She would have to wait for one of the men at the table to notice the jeweller.

“About when is Anue expected? I’m eager to follow Aren.”

Finally seeming like his old self, Av noticed the jeweller and motioned the man forward. Para watched him approach, speaking as she did.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she arrived today,” Para responded calmly, aware that the ranks were waiting for her to answer before the jeweller was invited to speak.

The man cleared his throat the moment Para finished speaking. He waited for eyes to turn to him. A pair of glasses were perched precariously on the man’s nose. His bushy eyebrows and wild mass of white hair bespoke of a lack of proper respect for those of title. The man could have at least tried to be presentable at court.

“Lord Av, when you did up the papers all those months ago, the steward of the time asked me to construct a set of rings for the pair of you. He instructed that these rings be like no other and so I went to my brother in the east. He inherited, from his mate’s bloodline, chunks of queen’s stone.” The jeweller opened the box, presenting the rings to Av. “Hand carved, by my own skill, a pair of rings like no other has been seen before. And likely won’t be seen again.”

“Show Lady Para,” Av said. “Before her eyes pop out of her head.” 

The jeweller turned to Para and showed the rings to her. Carved of some ugly opal that was all blue, the rings were intricately designed. Despite the ugly medium, they were gorgeous. Rings made entirely of stone were expensive and difficult to come by. Who could afford an entire piece of stone, only to carve it down?

“A gift for the eldest son of Mirmae Hue,” the jeweller said to Para. “The steward had once been steward for Mirmae and remembered her love of her boys. When I told him that I had chosen this stone, he thanked me for my thoroughness.”

“Why?” Para asked. “The design is good, the stone ugly.”

“Queen’s stone is a living stone, dear Lady Para. It is mainly found in the mountains just north of the palace. Because it is alive, water running over it in spring thaws carries disease to palace grounds. Consumption. None recall how to cut the living stone from the ground, making it priceless. The stone has magical properties that can only be used by queens. I’ve since discovered that it was once tradition for the mates who sat the throne to have rings created with pieces of the stone, to indicate to all those around that they not only belonged to the throne, but to each other. Fabulous to learn something new, just fabulous!”

“I still say it is an ugly stone,” Para said.

She dimly recalled stories about the rock. Her brothers had once been regaled with tales of queens who had been taken by the stone, then taken the throne. Always in that order, each then going on wild adventures that delighted her brothers for days on end. 

“Most commoners believe it to be an ugly opal. Only ranks seem to believe it beautiful. Suppose that’s fine by ranks, keeps commoners from wanting to steal it,” the jeweller said to Para before he turned back to Av and set the closed ring box at his hand. “Her being a queen and all, it is my understanding that if she is in trouble and you are wearing the ring, it will whisper to you. Queen’s stone will speak in the voices of any queens who trust you, in order to protect you, or them. Wonderful stuff, it truly is.”

“Thank you,” Av said to the man, dismissing him.

The jeweller bowed, then took his leave. Para watched the man leave, curious. 

She found herself asking the question, rather than holding her tongue. “Who was this steward that he would order the jeweller to create such rings for you and Aren?”

Ervam shrugged. “He was Mirmae’s steward, put in charge of Mar’s household when the young woman was banished by her mother. Em did it as much to get rid of the man, I suspect, but when he returned to court, she had been without a steward for several months and she was desperate to fill the position.”

“Was he, by chance, a warrior?” the northern baron asked.

“Yes, a very calm one. I wouldn’t say he was weak, so much as patient and even-tempered,” Ervam said. “Most didn’t recognize him as his rank because of how still he was.”

“Is,” Jer corrected. “The man’s still alive, though I don’t know where he went. Surprised everyone by quoting honour at Mar’s mating ceremony, declaring all ties between Mar and Em to be severed. Then he resigned and left court. Didn’t tell anyone where he was going.” 

“Perhaps enquiries should be sent?” Ervam said quickly. “He was a good steward, after all, and you, Jer, could learn a good deal from him about running court.” 

“True,” Jer grumbled.

“When is the mating ceremony to be held?” the eastern baron asked the table. “Spring, then? Perhaps I will return in the spring to attend, if the palace would have me?”

“Of course, the palace would be happy to have you all back for the mating ceremony,” Telm said. “We will send word once the date is set.”

“Wonderful,” was the awkward response.

Para stood, finding her appetite ruined. She felt as if the eastern baron had changed the topic because she had been sitting at the table and she did not appreciate being treated such. Giving the excuse of an upset stomach, Para left the dining hall and headed straight for the entrance of the palace, meaning to walk the front gardens.

Instead, she nearly stumbled over a sopping wet traveller.

“Watch where you are going!” Para snapped.

“Mother?” Anue asked, pushing her hood back. “I came as you asked. It’s terrible out there. Snowing, at this time of year!”

Her precious obedient girl smiled up at her. She would grow into a beautiful lady, one who would bring wealth and reputation to her parents. Anue was everything that Aren was not. Kind, good, happy. A wonderful child to have. 

That smile turned from Para, to behind her. The girl nodded once.

“You must be Lord Av,” she said. “I understand that I will be spending the winter with you.” 

“I am,” Av, having snuck up behind Para, said as he stepped around her. “If you are Lady Anue, you are. Delighted to meet you. Don’t bother unpacking. We will leave immediately with my father. My brother, Jer, will close up court, then join us after his daughter is seen off to her estate.” 

“Of course, Lord Av.”

“Stay here, I will collect my father and the few items I will need for winter.” 

“Of course, Lord Av,” Anue said again.

Para watched Av leave, then turned to her daughter. “How did you know that?”

Anue’s face scrunched up with concern. “Mother, you just told me all about it. Are you feeling all right?”

The world did a sickening spin. Para put a hand to her head. “I partook in drink last night. That must be what is wrong with me. I will go lie down. Do enjoy your winter and remember what I’ve told you.”

“Of course, Mother. I will behave and see about allying myself with the Mariltons in order to further your status at court. I am glad to do it.”

“Wonderful, dear child,” Para sighed. “If only your sister were half the good person that you are.”
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Av found his father, told him the news of their immediate departure, and left Jer to explain things to the court. It appeared that no one would expect Av or Aren to be around the palace, and, given what had happened the night before, they might not even be expected until spring. 

This worked in their favour, and the moment Av heard the excuse muttered at the breakfast table he knew it was the right thing to do. With court winding down everyone would begin returning to their separate estates. Aren would not be missed until spring, giving him months to find Aren and either bring her back to court, or create another excuse, one that the lords and ladies would accept.

He packed his few belongings and returned to the palace entrance where Anue smiled sweetly at him, then at his father and Mie who arrived a moment later. Ervam gaped at the girl, as Av had when he had first laid eyes on her. She had large brown eyes, thin brown hair, and softer feminine features. Anue shared many of her features with Aren, though the older sister’s hair was not thin and silken, but instead thick and unruly. The younger sister was small for her age. She looked half-starved, and that gave Av a very odd instinctive feeling. He wanted to feed Anue. 

Para stood near the girl, speaking to her in a hushed tone. The talk ended the moment he appeared. Para stepped behind Anue, paling as Ervam stepped up, looking the girl over. 

“What are you?” Anue asked, surprise colouring her voice.

“I am a trainer,” Ervam responded. He turned to Para without asking the question that he always asked ranked children when they questioned him. “It is my understanding that Anue will be spending the winter with her sister, Aren, who is in turn spending the winter with me. Is this true, Lady Para?”

This was being said for Anue’s benefit. They did not know what Para had said to Anue, but the woman was not well known for communicating clearly with her children. 

“It is,” Para responded with a tremble.

“Very well,” Ervam said, turning to Anue. “Are you up for more walking today?”

“I did not walk, sir,” Anue said with a curtsy. “I have a horse messenger who came with me.”

“Ah, we will be going on foot,” Ervam said. “Lord Jer will be bringing supplies with him, but my boys know to travel light. If you have a good deal of clothing with you, it will have to be stored here for the winter. You won’t need court dresses where you’re going.”

“I packed a bag just in case I had to travel shortly after arrival,” Anue said. “I will fetch it.”

“We will go together and head out from there,” Ervam said gruffly. “Say your goodbyes to your mother.”

Anue turned stiffly to Para. “Goodbye, Mother. Will I see you in the spring?”

“Yes, of course, dear child,” Para said with a nod. 

They left the palace and retrieved the girl’s bag from the messenger. Av carried her bag in his hand, his own on his back. The walk was several hours and done in complete silence. She did not ask how far they were going, how long it would be. She did not run circles around them, as Mie did. Back and forth, around, bounding on ahead and back again. The boy wore himself out by the time they reached the small path leading off the main road. 

Mie shuffled, head down, exhausted. As the same rank, Av knew that the weariness would last only a few minutes before Mie was bounding about once more. The boy would be given the run of the yard while Av and Ervam discussed sleeping arrangements inside. 

They each deposited their bags just inside the door. By that time Mie was vibrating again. A change to the everyday, the arrival of a new rank—especially a rank closer to his age than he had ever seen before, was riling him up. It was beyond time the boy was trained. Av had been years younger than Mie when he first had begun training. Jer, even younger. 

Ervam closed the door on Mie, an exasperated look on his face as he turned to Av. “I’d forgotten how annoyingly bouncy you people can be.”

Av made a sound and sat at the dining table as he struggled with his winter boots. Getting one off, he dropped it on the floor with a wet splat and looked to Anue, wondering what they were going to tell the girl. 

Her boots were dry. 

Frowning, he unlaced his other boot and yanked it off, dropping it beside the first. “What are you?” he asked, the same question that his father should have asked hours before. 

“I am a queen,” Anue responded quietly.

“Even I say commoner,” Ervam grumbled, kicking off his boots. “And I made Aren miles away.”

Anue sucked in a breath and revealed herself. It wasn’t like Aren unveiling herself, it was unlike anything Av had ever seen. Anue’s defences were built almost like the weave of a basket. When the last shred withdrew, he found himself leaning on the table for support. 

She was stronger and had more control than her older sister. Av had the distinct feeling that this was how Jer had felt, when he had first learned of Aren’s rank. Anue hadn’t complained on the way out, but neither had Aren. She had been kind and smiling, a happy child as compared to Aren’s sullen acceptance. 

The weave entwined together, hiding her once more. Anue clasped her hands before her and watched the two men. 

“I love my sister, but her methods are more bashing a person over the head,” she said.

“But Aren said you had no rank,” Av managed to get out.

Queens could be identified before they hit puberty, before their skills fully manifested, but to have that kind of control over her magic at such a young age? Anue might not even be at her full strength yet, something that, thankfully, ranks grew into rather than having it dumped on them all at once. 

“There are two factors that play into magic use,” Anue said, obviously quoting a text she had read. “The strength of the caster, or the strength of the well he taps, and the susceptibility,” she stumbled over the big word, “of the one the magic is being cast upon.”

“How do you know about magic?” Ervam asked, barely above a whisper.

“I convinced Mother that learning about magic would aid me when I went to court,” Anue said. “A trick Aren tried, but Mother was having none of it with her. Of course, Aren does not have my strength. I saw what she did and built upon it. Once I had the texts, I absorbed them quickly. Aren never knew that I had them, since I’ve only been learning recently. A queen does not come to her full potential until she reaches the time of woman, just as a warrior does not until he becomes a man.”

“You learned of ranks?” Av asked. 

“From texts,” Anue said. “They vary vastly. This one says a queen’s first romp will change how strong she is, that one that a queen’s only use is as a well for man. Not the people, just man. Another said that queen is the only rank kept to the one gender, making it better. Yet another says that all ranks have both the male and female form, that even commoner is a rank.”

“We’ll add to your education,” Ervam said.

“I like learning,” she said with a bright smile. “Father said ladies aren’t supposed to learn, maybe that’s why I took to books.”

“Good, a keen mind is always an asset in your rank,” Ervam said. “Why don’t you go outside and get acquainted with Mie? The two of you will be playmates for the winter.”

“Where is Aren?” Anue asked.

“We don’t know,” Ervam said, drawing those brown eyes to him. “She ran off last night, and we have no idea where she’s going or when she will be back. We only know that she’s still alive and, at this point, unharmed.”

Anue turned to Av, looked him over and turned back to Ervam. “I can tell my mother whatever you want me to, and she will believe me.”

“I beg your pardon?” Ervam asked.

“Mother is susceptible,” Anue stumbled over the word again, “to magic. I don’t change her mind, I just... tell... her that I’m not lying. Aren takes after Mother, which the books say means that she can do great things if she uses her magic on her body.” Anue shrugged. “I’m not like them. I took after Father in that, and I can do some neat stuff.”

There was the child. 

Ervam winced. Av watched his father wince and wondered what about Anue acting like a child her age could make the hardened trainer flinch.

“Go play with Mie,” was the grumbled response through gritted teeth.

Anue shrugged and left, closing the door quietly behind her. 

Av turned away from his father as he picked up his boots and placed them by the door. Retrieving a rag to clean up the water left by melted snow, Av gave his father time to collect himself. 

“Queens down here don’t play with their magic,” he said through gritted teeth, an almost growl.

“And?” Av asked, taking his seat. “Don’t we want them to play with their magic? Learn how to use it? Can’t have enlightenment without someone blowing off your eyebrows once in a while.”

He watched his father sit across from him gravely, swallowing hard. “Your mother was the strongest the north had seen in centuries, since the decline. My father said it was because of the mixing of blood from the different lands, the east and north mingling. He would have approved of Jer and Em, to mix north with central, but that didn’t produce what we would have hoped.”

“Mother was a strong rank, that much I know,” Av muttered. “Aren is stronger than she was.”

“No, she’s not, you’re blinded by the wrong head,” Ervam growled. “Aren is almost the strength of your mother. With none of the skill, understanding, or self-confidence that their rank needs to be able to use their magic beyond explosions and moments of anger.”

“When I see Anue as stronger than Aren...?” Av asked hesitantly.

“That’s my point. I want you to fully understand me when I say that girl eclipses your mother,” his father hissed at him, “and Aren, and she’s well educated in her magic, kind, gentle, happy.”

“Exactly what you’d want in the one who sat the throne,” Av muttered, sitting back as he studied his father. A thought nagged at him. “Why Aren?”

“That seems to be the question,” Ervam grumbled. “Why choose Aren over Anue? The throne wanted Aren to sit it, not her younger sister. Why choose the damaged, broken toy over the bright, colourful, new one without a scratch on it? If that girl was any more perfect, I’d suspect her of being one of the unranked ones.”

“Unranked ones?” Av asked.

His father shrugged. “It’s too early in the growth period for them to reveal themselves. They’ve always existed, they just go into hiding. In the darker periods these ones are the ones whom the witch stories are based on. Most of your rank will burn them if found. It’s a gut reaction.”

“Why?” Av asked. “I did not have that reaction to Anue. I want to feed her, not burn her.”

“Good, thank goodness,” was the gruff response as knuckles rapped on the tabletop. “If you do have that reaction to anyone, question just long enough to see if you’re wanting to do it because of their rank or because they actually did something wrong. Having one of them on our side would be a grand thing.”

“What do we do?” Av asked. “About her, I mean? She’s admitted to using magic on her mother to get her way.”

“Self-preservation. We need to make it clear that doing that to others is wrong,” his father said. “Besides that, we have a strong young woman and a strong boy in need of training. They are both untrained and untried. With Anue we have a chance to show the palace what a queen could be, we have a chance to show her rank what they should be. Not this whimpering mutt of a creature the lords have reduced them to, but a creature not to be trifled with.”

“And what about my rank?” Av asked. 

“This works? Your rank is going to have to step up. If nothing more than to test Anue when she comes of age.” Ervam stood suddenly. “I think that’s about long enough. Time to go separate them.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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Mie raced around the yard, pulling to a stop a foot away from Anue. She was older than he was, and she seemed to like hiding the same way Aren hid, but he was pretty certain she was a queen. He sniffed the air, certain that if he could pinpoint what she smelled like he’d be able to find any of her rank, no matter how well they tried to hide themselves. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, her nose wrinkling. 

He walked around her, sniffing the air. From the back of her neck, he was certain. He stood on tiptoe and sniffed the back of her neck. The racing tingle down his spine made him giggle as she spun on him, eyes wide. The girl was livid as the temperature rose to the heat of summer, then swung back to the coldest point of winter before returning to normal. 

“The back of your neck, it smells funny. You’re a queen, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” Anue’s nose went into the air. 

“Aren isn’t snide about it,” he responded to the nose being turned up. “She’s very nice to me.”

“She’s always nice to children,” Anue said. “Thinks they’re stupid. She was only nice to you because you’re stupid.”

“You’re being silly.”

“Don’t sniff my neck!” she shouted at him.

Mie made a face. “Why are you upset? You can sniff my neck, if that’ll make it better.”

“It won’t make it better. I’m a queen. You’re a warrior.”

“Good,” he said, stepping up to Anue. “Why does that make you angry?”

“Because adults pair queens with young warriors for one reason and one reason only,” she said with a huff, folding her arms. “I never would have agreed to this if I knew you were going to be here. No one told me there’d be a youth coming with us.”

“Why?” Mie frowned. “What’s the reason that I’d be here?”

Anue struggled. She glared at him as if he were playing a trick on her. “To... produce a relationship with me the likes of which they can use to their advantage in the years to come in order to keep me in line and eventually breed me with a male that they find suitable in order to have access to my children.”

“My father wouldn’t do that!”

“All men do that!” Anue shouted, shoving Mie backwards when he tried to stand toe-to-toe with her. 

He was a warrior. He would stand toe-to-toe with whomever he pleased. He stepped back up to Anue and gave her a shove, a hard one. She stumbled back and was up in an instant, shoving him again. He fell backwards but grabbed Anue and dragged her with him. They rolled across the snow-covered ground. Anue tried to hit him, and Mie tried to get the upper hand. 

She was larger than he was, but he had tangled with twelve-year-old boys before, and they were a lot bigger than Anue. He didn’t try to hit back, just rolled until he was on top and then tried to capture her hands. Each time she rolled, he would move with her, then try to get the upper hand once more. 

Finally, he pinned her to the ground. Triumphant he let out a loud breath. 

Only to spot two pairs of legs standing nearby.

Mie looked up the legs slowly and made eye contact with his father, who stood there, arms crossed and an annoyed look on his face. Av stood beside him. An eyebrow arched as he took in the scene before him. 

“He started it!” Anue said, struggling to get away from Mie, who kept her pinned despite her struggling.

“Mie, let her up,” his father said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “It is inappropriate for you to be atop her like that.”

“Why?” he asked as he scrambled off of Anue.

Av wiped at his lips with the back of his hand. “Because she’s single, unclaimed, with no one to stand in for her. It’s inappropriate because you might take advantage of her magic.” Av turned to their father. “I told you. It is far beyond time that he is trained. He should have started training years ago. None of this, running around, being a child nonsense.”

“When you have a child, you can decide when he will start training,” was the curt response.

“You’re a trainer, for crying out loud!” Av said.

“It’s not the same for all of you,” their father snapped back, raising his voice. “Mie, go get the shovels.”

“Why?” Mie asked, hesitating. “There’s snow on the ground, but not enough to shovel.”

“Do as I say, boy.”

He went off around back, into the storage shed at the back of the lawn. Inside he searched around until he found the snow shovels, guessing that those were the ones his father meant. There were also the digging shovels, but if those were the ones his father meant, surely, he would have said as much. 

Returning to the front with a shovel in each hand, Mie stood and waited expectantly. His father motioned to Anue. Mie turned to the girl and offered her the second shovel. Frowning at it, she accepted slowly. 

“Shovel a square,” his father said, motioning to where the pair of them had been struggling a few moments before. “Make it twice the length you are tall, Mie. Anue, you help him. It is time for you to start training and I plan to take full advantage of a winter alone with a queen.”

“Meaning what?” Anue asked quietly, hesitant. 

Mie turned to Anue and saw the caution in her eyes. He gripped his shovel tightly and glared at Av, who met his eyes and gave the barest shake of his head in response. Anue hadn’t seen the motion. She was focused entirely on his father.

“Meaning I’m going to train you to defend yourself,” his father responded. “A fact that I would rather we not share with your mother, once you return to court. Let’s save revealing your training until you need to kill someone to protect yourself. And I will expect you to defend, Anue. I am not training you only to have you allow yourself to be stabbed by a man above you.”

“Like Aren did,” Mie muttered to Anue.

“Probably because she was trying to hide,” Anue snapped back at Mie.

Her tone made the adults stiffen and shift away. Mie watched Av turn slightly to the side, watched how his brother presented only his side to Anue, giving her a smaller target. He shifted his own body towards Av, imitating his brother’s stance. It felt strange, standing like that, perhaps because Av wasn’t a threat to him. Mie relaxed and looked down at his own feet, struggling to understand. 

“Why are you moving away from her?” he asked his feet, then forced himself to look up at the adults. He had to remember that his rank wouldn’t look away, wouldn’t back down. 

“We’re surprised,” Av said quietly. “Anue didn’t seem the type to be quick to anger, yet here you’ve managed to upset her.”
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