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      Thank you so much for picking up The Mad Man’s Hope, the second book in my dark fantasy series, The Commune’s Curse. It truly means the world to me. So you’re aware, I tend to explore some of the darker aspects of the human experience within my characters. As such, this book contains some difficult and potentially upsetting subject matter, including: sexual assault, violence, descriptions of injuries, mild gore, religious oppression, sexism, racism, and homophobia. Take care of yourselves, my friends. Your mental health is more important than any story, so put this book aside if you feel any of these aspects could be difficult for you to read right now.
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            Prologue

          

          EIRIK

        

      

    

    
      The young man inhaled deeply, drinking in the fresh sea air as he passed through the black, wrought-iron gates of the Commune’s compound on the back of his horse. He rode a fine white gelding—a gift from the Grand Magister himself on this, his eighteenth birthday. He glanced behind him, expecting to be stopped by one of the black-hooded acolytes going about their work or red-cloaked soldiers guarding the gates, to be questioned as to his business outside the compound’s thick walls. It was a rare sight to see one such as him—one of the Grand Magister’s closest acolytes—passing through the gates. But no one said anything to stop him. “Master Eirik,” one of the soldiers had muttered, waving him through without so much as a glance.

      A thrill passed through Eirik. The Grand Magister must have sent word ahead. He really was allowed out alone, for the first time in nine years. His heart soared. He could run, couldn’t he? He could go home, back to his family, back to …

      He scoffed. No. The Torrant Estate is not my home. The truth was, the Grand Magister had been more a father to him than his own. He was a Torrant in name only; in all else, he was loyal to the Commune—to the Grand Magister. That he would even think of running sent a bolt of guilt down his spine.

      He gave the gates and guards one final glance over his shoulder before clicking his horse into a slow trot. He had time to enjoy the ride into the city. The sun was warm on his face, even this early. The black sleeves of his shirt billowed in the cooling breeze that blew across Taskan Bay, and his black cloak flapped behind him. He felt a sense of power, that he of all the Grand Magister’s acolytes should be given free roam as a birthday gift—for he was not the only noble child banished to the Commune by their family.

      But he was one of the Grand Magister’s chosen. He smirked down at the blood-red ruby on his right index finger. The gift was not given lightly—it was a clear badge of loyalty that he could flash to any and all who might question him in Taskan. It would buy him great influence. The Grand Magister’s words from that very morning echoed through Eirik’s mind.

      “You will be my eyes and ears in the city, Eirik. Listen. Learn. Forge connections that will strengthen the Commune’s presence in Septima. Do not disappoint me.”

      He pulled his horse to a stop along the cliffs that looked down at Taskan Bay. The wind was stronger here, ripping through his hair, snapping his cloak behind him, sending goose pimples across his flesh. Still, the sea air was refreshing—a welcome change to the stifling air that seemed to cling to every part of the grand manor house that sat at the centre of the Commune’s compound, his home these past nine years. A sudden weight of pressure settled over him. He had no sense of joy that he’d reached eighteen summers, only a deep feeling of responsibility for the trust placed in him by the Grand Magister.

      Am I worthy?

      As he tried to push the uncomfortable thought away, a ship moved to dock in Taskan Harbour. He found himself curious as to who might be on board and was spurring his horse on before he could say where the compulsion came from.

      Perhaps, he thought later, it was meant to be. Fate, pulling him forth. In that moment, it was, at least, an unexpected distraction from his own self-doubt.

      The red-cloaked soldiers standing watch narrowed their eyes at a Commune acolyte attempting to enter Taskan without proper reason—until they saw his ruby ring. After that, their fumbling and snivelling was enough to leave a sneer of disdain on his face. Pathetic. He glanced down at the ring as he urged his horse onwards. But at least I know it works.

      He could tell straightaway which ship had just arrived, for it was being secured at the docks by numerous harbour workers. He took little interest in them, instead noting the line of dark-skinned men and women waiting to leave the ship. Many were looking towards the city with wide eyes; Eirik followed their gaze, beaming with pride. The Grand Magister ensured that the capital of Septima was a sight to behold. A shame most of the immigrants would never truly be able to see it. They would each be assigned roles based on their age and skillset. Nomarran immigrants were welcomed in Septima, but there was not enough work to keep them in the city. They would be dispatched all around the kingdom, employed in towns and cities and estates where needed. Perhaps some might even be sent to the Torrant Estate, though Eirik doubted his father would welcome outsiders into his home. It had been years since he had seen the man, yet he recalled from his childhood the burning scorn Lord Jeremyah Torrant held for any who did not have noble blood running through their veins.

      When he focused back on the ship, the men, women, and children had begun walking down the swaying wooden plank, feet landing on the boards of the dock with soft thuds. They had little by way of personal possessions, some appearing to only have the clothes on their backs. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a slight niggle of envy at their freedom. Here they were, so far from their homeland. They would be provided with jobs. From there, they would make their own lives, something he could never do. His life was on a set path, and it was one he could never stray from. His loyalty to the Grand Magister ran too deep.

      It was as his gaze drifted over the arriving Nomarrans that Eirik first saw him. Young, perhaps around his own age, fresh-faced, dark eyes gleaming, mouth slightly agape as he looked up at Taskan. He’s … beautiful. His heart fluttered in his chest, and for a moment, he felt as though he might collapse from atop his horse, so weak had his knees suddenly become, so light was his head. He swallowed. He had to speak to this young man, to know him, to possess his adoration and attention. Before he could even think about what he was doing, he’d snapped his fingers at a nearby worker.

      “You,” he said, climbing from his horse’s back and flashing his ring. “Hold this.” He placed the reins in the confused dock worker’s hand and walked toward the mysterious young man without a backward glance. As he moved closer, Eirik studied him. He seemed lost, alone, afraid. Some part of Eirik felt drawn to the young man for this very reason, drawn to the pain he knew all too well himself—but that was not a thought he could allow himself to examine too deeply.

      “What’s your name?” He heard his own voice before he’d even thought about speaking—anything to quiet that whisper in his mind, the reminder of hurts that had cut far too deep to ever fully heal. His voice rang across the harbour, but the young man didn’t seem to hear him at first … or perhaps he simply didn’t believe someone of evidently noble birth would be speaking to him. He frowned, glancing towards Eirik and then quickly away.

      “What’s your name?” Eirik said again, standing directly in front of the young man. This close, he could see how perfect and smooth his black skin was, with only the slightest hint of dark stubble on his jaw. The young man shuffled on the spot, fiddling with his dirty tunic, hand cupping a leather pouch secured to the belt at his waist.

      “My name?” he rasped, finally looking up to meet Eirik’s gaze. “It’s—it’s Jonasaiah, my lord.”

      Eirik raised an eyebrow. “Jonasaiah?” Too much like Father’s. He said the name slowly, feeling it on his tongue, and the young man gulped. Silence hung in the air between them, dragging out until Jonasaiah looked ready to flee, his eyes wide with fear. Eirik’s lips quirked into a smile. “That’s quite a mouthful.”

      “Yes, sir, er … m-my lord. I …” Jonasaiah cleared his throat. “Y-you could call me Jonah for short.”

      “Jonah?” Eirik nodded. “Yes, I think that will suit.”

      Jonah bowed his head and remained silent.

      “Anyway, I’m not a lord. You can call me Eirik.” He looked Jonah up and down, taking in the full extent of his threadbare outfit. “We’ll need to get you some new clothes.”

      “New clothes, my … uh, Eirik?” Jonah peered up again, looking at Eirik through thick black eyelashes. Eirik’s heart fluttered again, and he fought to conceal the quivering that threatened to take over his body.

      “Yes.” He glanced over his shoulder, and noting the location of the import officer, held a hand up to Jonah. “Wait here.”

      He turned away and walked towards the import officer, feeling rather relieved to have a moment to clear his head. He was flustered and excited all at once. This was most unlike him. He needed more time to think and couldn’t risk the young man being sent away from Taskan. Something told him their meeting was … fated.

      As Eirik approached the rather harried-looking officer, who was working his way down a list of jobs noted on the ship’s logs, he came to a decision. Eirik cleared his throat. The man frowned upwards at him, thick grey eyebrows furrowing as he opened his mouth to speak. Before he could do so, Eirik held up the ruby ring. The man’s white skin paled to an unnatural shade of grey.

      “Oh, uh … how may I assist, Lord …?”

      “Torrant,” said Eirik, not bothering to correct the assumption this time.

      “Lord Torrant, very good.” The import officer nodded. “What may I do for you, sir?”

      “I am simply informing you that I shall be taking that young man”—he waved an arm lazily behind him—“as my personal guard. He will be under my employ.”

      “Oh.” The man’s lips pinched together tightly. “That’s … that’s most unusual, my lord. We are clearly instructed by the Commune that each individual must be formally⁠—”

      “Are you questioning my authority?” Eirik leaned down to place a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Do I need to inform the Grand Magister of your insolence?” He was using his powers before he’d even really thought about it. He watched as the man’s face slackened, satisfied that his powers had grown much surer lately.

      “N-no, my lord. F-forgive me.” A sheen of sweat had formed on the man’s bald head. “P-please.”

      Eirik suddenly became aware of his audience. A Nomarran woman standing behind the import officer was watching him with unbridled fear. He stood tall, slapped the man on his back, and said, “Excellent. You’ll cross Jonasaiah from the ship’s log and say no more about it.”

      The man mopped the sweat from his face with the back of his hand, gawping towards Eirik as though he wasn’t sure what had just happened. “Jonasaiah, you say?” He moved a finger down the parchment laid on the table before him, tapping it when he came across the young Nomarran’s name. “Yes, I see him. It will be done, Lord Torrant.”

      “Good man,” Eirik said. “Your loyalty to the Commune is admirable.”

      The man nodded briskly, lips pulled downwards. “My lord.”

      Eirik turned away from the fool. Heading back towards Jonah, a thrill of excitement rushed through him. He held himself back briefly, watching the Nomarran who was now his. He was peering out to sea, perhaps thinking of the home he’d left behind.

      Well, his home was here now. With Eirik, who now had someone all his own. A companion. Maybe more, in time. He approached Jonah and placed a firm hand on his back. For a moment, he faltered. He felt … nothing; his powers were unable to create any form of link between them, no matter how tenuous.

      Curious.

      When Jonah turned and raised an eyebrow at him, Eirik smiled. He is all the more mysterious. “Come,” he said. “Clothes. I know a tailor in the city. I planned to visit him myself.  And now he can clothe both of us.”

      “Yes, my …” Jonah smiled, shaking his head. “Yes, Eirik.”

      Eirik studied Jonah’s face for a moment more before retrieving his horse and leading Jonah towards Taskan’s centre.

      This was turning out to be a good day after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Jonah

          

          13 YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Jonah sat alone on a rotting tree stump, staring into the flickering flames of the campfire he’d so carefully constructed. The morning was cool, and the skin on his arms prickled beneath his black tunic, yet he had removed the black cloak he had slept in. Its clasp around his neck was a reminder he would rather remove, especially after he had abandoned his red commander’s cloak as he had fled Lord Torrant’s basement, fled from the horrors that had been revealed, fled from the true nature of the man he⁠—

      No.

      I cannot think of him, not now.

      Yet thinking that and banishing the pain that panged through his body with every heartbeat were two very different things.

      He closed his eyes, images of that last, dreadful day flashing through his mind. Lord Torrant’s forced testing of Evelyn, the pure hatred he had shown. And worse still, the skeletal presence of the young man he had visited at the brothel, Cole, broken and deformed and half-dead …

      Such pain caused by the hands of his former lover, the man he had loved for thirteen years, even through the last seven when they had been master and servant, despite his constant longing and belief that they could be together again.

      He let out a shaky exhale.

      He kept me waiting, promised me we could go back.

      “Could it really all have been a lie?” The words, spoken aloud, drifted into the trees around him, sounding strangely hollow to his own ears.

      Birdsong was his only reply.

      Jonah rubbed his eyes, pushing away the pain-filled memories.

      He had to focus ahead. Had to keep his mind upon the path that he had chosen, for it was all he could do to distract himself from the abyss of despair.

      He would destroy the Commune. He would make the Grand Magister pay for all the pain that had been inflicted upon his fellow Nomarrans.

      And for taking Eirik’s love from me.

      He ground his teeth, a surge of anger threatening to burst forth. He forced his breathing to slow.

      For his plan to work, he had recruited the help of a young woman who had, not so long ago, been his enemy, someone he had hunted for the Commune. Why had he sought help from her, of all people? Because he had been afraid to do it alone. Because he feared he did not have the strength to see it through. Because she had been there with him in that awful place, seen Lord Torrant’s abominable secrets as he had.

      And perhaps because he had seen something in her in that basement. Some deep, driving need that he recognised in himself. A need to repair the wrongs he had committed in the name of the Commune.

      So he would travel with Evelyn to the Noman Islands, to the home he had not seen for thirteen long years. He wondered whether he’d recognise it. Perhaps they’d recovered from the uprising of his childhood. Would his mother still be there? And if she was, what would she think of who he’d become? Of the things he had done. He exhaled. No, he was no longer the man who’d left all those years ago.

      Jonah shook his head to banish the thoughts, afraid to reflect on such questions any longer. He turned his attention back to the tea he was preparing to heat in a pan above the fire and tossed dried mint herbs into the tin of boiling water. The sound of crunching leaves behind him caused him to turn, shoulders tensed. Despite knowing it would be Evelyn, he’d been unable to shake his unease ever since they’d fled the Torrant Estate.

      Eirik … Will he come for me?

      Deep down, he knew the answer. He’d been shown the truth in that awful basement, his eyes opened after being blind for far too long to what was right in front of him.

      I was nothing but a possession for him to mock and control. The girl has no powers. Neither of us are worth recapturing. Neither of us will gain him any favours with the Grand Magister.

      Evelyn frowned as she came to kneel beside where he sat, eyeing the pan above the flames. She clasped two long, limp, auburn braids, freshly cut from her head.

      “I could have helped,” Jonah said, stirring  the tea and preparing to pour it into two tin mugs, glad he’d been able to steal some supplies along with the horse from Lord Torrant’s stables. The mindless servants on the estate had been none the wiser; such was the nature of the powers that were used to control them. They followed their daily orders and nothing more.

      “No,” she replied tersely. “I needed to do it myself.” She touched the pommel of the sword at her waist, turning her face away from his.

      “I see.” He gave her an appraising look. “It will serve as a good disguise. Your hair was too distinctive. You are slim enough to pass as a boy. Your face is plain. It will do.”

      She shifted where she sat, crossing her arms.

      “We will need luck on our side,” he continued. “But we might just be able to make it to the harbour undetected. From there, I plan to find us passage on a ship south. To the Noman Islands.”

      Evelyn nodded, taking a mug of tea from him. They drank in silence for a time, each in their own minds, still unaccustomed to the new dynamic they found themselves in. Her quiet was a blessing. If she had pushed, had sought to ask questions about Eirik or what had happened at the Torrant Estate, he wasn’t sure how he might have responded. He barely had any clear answers for himself, even as he replayed what had happened over and over again.

      Why, Eirik? Why? His heart cried with each word, but he remained outwardly impassive. He would not admit his pain, least of all to someone he barely knew.

      After they finished their tea and had both eaten berries and dry bread, Evelyn cleared her throat. “Comm—uh, Jonah,” she said. He glanced up, unused to being addressed by his first name. For so long, he had been Commander Sulemon; the only one who had called him Jonah had been Eirik. “How long will the journey take? To your— to the Noman Islands? Is it … is it dangerous there?”

      He studied her face. It was easy to forget how young she was. A child, really, not much older than he had been when he’d first arrived in Septima, sheltered and ignorant.

      Ignorant, yes. We both are.

      He sighed, standing and clasping his hands behind his back. He had a sudden urge to be away from this place—from Septima, from the influence of the Commune, from Lord Torrant, whose pull was ever-present despite the hatred that burned within his chest.

      Hatred, yes. But love, too. Still, after everything. It made Jonah sick to his stomach to let those words echo through his mind. He ran a hand over his face. “It will take many days. We will travel by ship. And no, it is not dangerous. The danger in the Noman Islands has long since passed. It was over when I was a child. Contained.” His mind drifted back; flashes of memory returned, his mother’s face at the forefront of them all. Jonah turned to find Evelyn regarding him, eyebrows raised. He couldn’t tell how long the silence had dragged out. His mind was chaotic and would be until they got away from Septima, it seemed. He had to focus, forget Eirik, forget everything. Think only of their plan.

      Get to the Noman Islands. Obtain enough Veritarra’s Gift to take down the Commune. Return to Septima.

      He almost laughed at such a ridiculous notion. As if it is so simple.

      “We should leave.” Jonah turned from Evelyn and began to pack the saddlebags. “We will enter the city today and make for the harbour. The sooner we get on a ship, the sooner we will be safe from the Commune.”

      Without a word, she joined him in clearing away their camp, rolling up her blanket and securing it to the horse’s saddlebags. Jonah put out the fire and climbed atop the horse, pulling Evelyn up behind him. Before long, they were on the road once more. Jonah urged the horse onwards, tightness spreading across his chest. He couldn’t be sure whether word of his betrayal had yet reached his fellow soldiers in Taskan; all he could do was pray to the Goddess Veritarra that they would make it through the city without hindrance.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me do the talking,” Jonah said to Evelyn as they arrived at Taskan. They approached a private entry gate, situated along the western wall, usually reserved for nobility and their closest advisors. To the south lay Taskan Bay, beyond which was the Great Sea, and further still, home.

      Now we just need to find a ship.

      Jonah prayed that Eirik hadn’t yet alerted the city guard to his betrayal. Evelyn gave a curt nod as though she could sense his doubts and wanted to bolster his confidence, though her knuckles tightened upon the horse’s reins.

      He stood tall, drew his shoulders back, and approached the soldier. It was not someone he recognised. A new recruit, perhaps, for he was fresh-faced and clutched the hilt of his sword. As they neared, the young man swallowed audibly.

      Nervous. I can take advantage of that.

      He lifted his chin. “Soldier.”

      The young man, who had been staring steadfastly towards some spot behind Jonah’s shoulder, blinked up at him, his brow furrowing. “Com-Commander Sulemon?” He fumbled to beat a half-clenched fist against his breastplate. “Oh, I am sorry, Commander. I had not realised i-it was you.” He saluted again, firmer this time.

      Jonah bowed his head. “I require entry, soldier. I am here under Lord Torrant’s orders. I am to slip into the city unseen, hence my disguise. This … boy here is leading me to the home of a traitorous merchant, and we need the element of surprise.” The soldier’s eyes flitted to Evelyn and back, mouth flapping open and shut. “I’m sure you understand the need for complete confidentiality.”

      The soldier nodded so hard and fast it was a wonder he didn’t injure himself.

      “Very good,” Jonah said, eager to be away from the gate where a more adept soldier might appear at any moment. “Boy.” He turned to Evelyn and summoned her forward. The soldier stepped aside and let her through, watching her without the slightest hint of suspicion on his young face. Jonah cleared his throat, drawing the soldier’s gaze back to him.

      “I have your word, soldier? That this will be kept between us? I don’t want to have to return here and⁠—”

      “N-no, Commander Sulemon. I mean, yes, Commander. You have my word.” He saluted more assuredly this time, fist clanging twice against his armour.

      “Very good.”

      Without a backward glance, Jonah strode through the gate with a confidence that belied the thunderous hammering of his heart.

      Beyond the wall, life in the city continued as usual.

      Of course. Why would it not simply because my own world has been torn apart?

      Evelyn looked to him expectantly, silent in the saddle.

      He moved ahead of her. “This way,” he muttered.

      He intended to skirt along the city’s western wall until they reached the harbour, avoiding Taskan’s centre and, he hoped, the greatest chance of being noticed and questioned. As they walked, Jonah tried to quell the memories that Taskan threatened to awake within him. He glanced about the city streets he had once patrolled at Eirik’s behest, becoming increasingly irritable, almost willing Evelyn to ask some inept question so he could snap at her. She must have sensed it, for she didn’t speak a word as they walked through the streets, and Jonah was left to torment himself with recollections of years past.

      When the harbour came into view, he sighed with relief. Maybe this would be easier than he’d imagined. He gave Evelyn a weak smile, which she returned, though he saw the fear that simmered beneath the surface in the nervous cast of her eyes and the way she ran her hands through her newly shortened hair.

      “Do not worry. We will find a ship.” He spoke the words more for his own comfort than hers and willed them to be true. He peered up at the sky—clear blue, a good omen. “Come,” he said, making his way along the harbourfront, where two frigates and a galleon were docked.

      Please let one of them be heading south.

      He first approached the blue-sailed galleon by the name of King Cosmo’s Pride, signalling for Evelyn to stand back with the horse, the better to keep her true identity concealed.

      It didn’t take him long to locate the captain—a small, grey-bearded man who was evidently eager to converse with someone new. Before long, however, Jonah had established that the ship was bound northwards to the mountain-side city of Alpin. He thanked the captain and edged away, cutting the man’s enthusiastic conversation short.

      He stalked towards the frigate, mood dampening and hopes sinking by the moment; the ship could only recently have docked, its crew still busy unloading their wares. They were unlikely to be setting sail for at least a few days. Upon the Nubira—an ode to the Grand Magister’s family name—the captain approached Jonah, arms crossed over a broad chest.

      “Can I help you?” he asked, dark eyes looking Jonah up and down. Evidently deciding Jonah was not worth the effort, he waved a dismissive hand. “I haven’t got time for idleness. I’ve got another forty crates to unload and a crew itching to be away at the Goddess’s Gift. Be off with you.”

      Jonah blanched, sure the captain mentioned the name of that particular brothel—named to mock Veritarra herself—to slight him. The man wouldn’t dare have spoken to him in such a manner if he’d been wearing his red cloak.

      Damn these people and their pathetic notions of power.

      There must have been a flash of rage across his face, for a flicker of doubt passed across the captain’s eyes. Jonah wasn’t aware of Evelyn approaching him until her hand was upon his arm, drawing him back along the dock.

      “Come on,” she said softly. “There’s another ship.”

      He nodded at her, strangely calmed by the gentleness of her voice. He turned his back on the captain of the Nubira and followed her, heading towards Septima’s Blessing, the final ship—and their last hope—with a heavy gut.

      At first, he thought the captain must be about his business in the harbour. The crew was loading a last batch of crates to the ship under the instruction of a fellow Nomarran, whose booming voice echoed across the deck.

      “Be careful! Those crates are incredibly delicate!”

      It was only when Jonah stopped to watch the man, saw the way the crew deferred to his command and the way he held himself with such surety, that he realised this Nomarran was the captain. His heart lurched, optimism blooming in his chest. He wondered what the man had done to gain such an appointment as he walked up the gangplank, once more signalling for Evelyn to wait, and approached him. The captain was finely dressed in dark grey trousers and tunic, with a fur-lined black cloak and polished leather boots.

      “Veritarra’s blessing to you,” Jonah said in Nomarran, holding both hands upwards in greeting. The man turned to him, dark eyes narrowed. As soon as he saw the speaker, however, the suspicion melted from his face, and he moved forward with arms out. He did not return Jonah’s greeting, and when he spoke, it was in the King’s tongue of Septima.

      “What business have you here, friend?” the captain asked, glancing towards the harbour as though expecting to see an escort. As he approached, Jonah noted the fine ruby pin glimmering on his tunic. The captain touched a hand to it. “Ah, you admire my badge.”

      Shit. “Is that⁠—”

      The captain beamed with pride. “From the Grand Magister. To show I am a loyal servant to the kingdom, of course. To the Commune.” He gave an elaborate bow, as though he were in front of the Grand Magister himself.

      Lord Torrant had one just like it, a gleaming ruby ring upon his finger, though Jonah had not thought to find one here, especially on a Nomarran ship’s captain. I must tread carefully.

      “I am sure you now understand the depth of my loyalty, Commander Sulemon.”

      Jonah gave a brisk nod, unsurprised that the man knew his name; he was the only Nomarran in the Commune’s ranks … or so he had thought. “Of course, Captain.” He leaned in close. “But with people fawning to please the Grand Magister, we have had reports of fakes. I must be careful.”

      “I see.” The man studied Jonah for a moment before brushing a finger across the ruby on his chest again. “Beautiful, is it not?”

      “Yes, most beautiful.” Jonah bowed his head, afraid his eyes would betray his wariness.

      “But that is not why you are here, Commander. Is it an inspection you require? I can assure you that everything is as it should be. My crew are⁠—”

      Jonah lifted his head and narrowed his eyes. “An inspection? Nothing of the sort, Captain.”

      “Oh?” The captain cleared his throat. “Then please, tell me—how might I be of assistance to such a fine soldier as yourself? Lord Torrant’s own man.”

      Jonah frowned. “Yes, that is so,” he said. “But my business is elsewhere. My companion and I require passage to the Noman Islands. We were hoping your ship might provide such an opportunity.”

      “Companion, you say?” The captain looked towards Evelyn. “The Noman Islands? Hmm. A mission for the Grand Magister, I dare say.” He nodded, clapping a hand against Jonah’s back, face alight with curiosity. “The relationship has been strained between our people … An envoy, is it?”

      “It is a mission of great secrecy, Captain, so I would ask that you refrain from such questions. And that you keep it to yourself.”

      “Oh, you have my word, Commander.” He gave Jonah a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You are most fortunate. Our trip was delayed by … Well, no matter. You are here, and I am in no position to deny a man who works so closely with one of the Grand Magister’s own trusted agents.” He again gave a flourishing bow. Jonah hesitated before responding, wondering whether the man was mocking him.

      Does it matter? His ship is going where you need it to. “When do you set sail?” he finally asked.

      “Why, this very day, Commander. Before the bell tolls three.”

      Jonah glanced up at the sky, noting the sun’s position. “So soon?” he said. “That is good news. I will send my boy to stow our horse at the harbour stables and to bring our belongings aboard.”

      “Your boy? You have no business to attend to yourself ashore? Surely, you would like to⁠—”

      “No, Captain. That will not be necessary. My boy can see to everything.”

      “As you say, Commander.” The captain rubbed the bristle of black hair that lined his jaw. “Well then, it seems it is set. We will find suitable accommodations for you both aboard Septima’s Blessing. A fine ship, indeed, with room to spare. Why, I’m told that before she became mine, the Grand Magister travelled aboard our beloved Nubira, and so there are special cabins for guests such as yourself. The Grand Magister’s guards could expect no less, hmm? So, once again, we must thank His Benevolence for the fortune that has rained upon us both.” He gave the gunwale an audible slap, voice raised with fervour.

      “Of course,” Jonah said, backing towards the gangplank. “Thank you, Captain …?”

      “Aha, yes, my name. It is Nehemiah. But the crew calls me Nem, and you shall do the same, Commander Sulemon.”

      “Captain Nem. Very well.” Jonah nodded.

      “Now then, my friend. Send your boy on his errand and join me in my cabin. We drink—to the Grand Magister!”

      Without another word, he turned and walked briskly towards the ship’s stern, barking orders to his crew as he went.
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        * * *

      

      Once Evelyn had been given her instructions, Jonah joined Captain Nem in his richly decorated cabin. Stepping inside, Jonah was transported home. The scent of Nomarran flowers, sweet and delicate, filled the air.

      Just like Eirik’s beard oil. His heart skipped a beat.

      Paintings on the wall depicted the Temple of Veritarra and the sunset over the beach on Samalah’s Isle. All about the cabin, firestones—magical illuminating stones from the Noman Islands—cast their warm orange glow across the floor, walls, and ceiling. For a moment, he couldn’t speak, drawn in by the unexpected scene, his breath caught in his throat by a sudden well of emotion.

      “Commander?”

      Jonah’s attention snapped back to Captain Nem. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just … your paintings. It’s been a while. Since I was home.”

      “I see,” Nem said. “I was asking whether you would require a cabin. Shared, I presume, with your … boy? I am not a man to question the tastes of others.” He gave a conspiratorial wink.

      Jonah scowled. “We will require separate cabins, Captain,” he said curtly. The man’s forthright comment had caught him off guard; what did he know of Jonah’s past? His relationship with Lord Torrant? He cleared his throat, eager to change the subject. “You will accept payment for our passage. I don’t have much, but it is the least I can do to⁠—”

      “Nonsense,” Nem said, batting away Jonah’s offered coin purse. “Any mission done in the Grand Magister’s name is a mission I am happy to assist with.” He bowed his head, touching a hand to the ruby at his chest. Then he clasped his hands together, looking at Jonah with dark, unreadable eyes. “Well, then. Separate cabins it is. There are two which would suit, reserved for Commune soldiers, as I said. They are somewhat cramped, I’m afraid, though far more than what my own crew is afforded.” His lips flashed into the ghost of a smile.

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “Think nothing of it, Commander. It appears to be a fortunate turn of events. Really, it is as though our paths were fated to cross, is it not?”

      “Mm. Perhaps that is so.” Jonah gave a tight smile that mirrored Captain Nem’s.

      Just then, there was a brisk knock at the door.

      “Enter,” Nem called.

      Evelyn opened the door, eyes to the ground. Before she could speak, Jonah said, “Ah, boy. That was quick. Good.”

      “Aha.” Captain Nem clapped his hands together, and Evelyn flinched. “I shall take you to your cabins. But before we go”—his eyes darted to Evelyn’s waist—“I would request that you leave that in your cabin. A commander must be armed, I understand, but you do not look to be a soldier.”

      Evelyn quickly shook her head.

      “Mm. As I thought. Your sword will remain in your cabin, boy, hmm? I cannot have just anyone wielding a weapon aboard my ship.”

      Evelyn nodded, though Jonah was irked at the implication that they were there to cause trouble.

      “Come, then.” The captain led them to two adjacent cabins, each lit by a single firestone lamp, illuminating a single hammock and tiny washbasin.

      “Get settled,” Nem said. “We will be on our way before long.”

      “Thank you,” said Jonah, but the man was already retreating.

      “What now?” Evelyn said, standing in the doorway to his cabin. She clasped the small sack of the supplies she’d taken from the horse’s saddle.

      “Get some rest,” he said. “Once the ship leaves the harbour, we will know we are safe. Until then, we had best stay within our cabins.”

      She watched him for a moment before nodding and closing his door. He heard her open the door to her own cabin, the creak of footsteps across it, the sounds of her clambering into her hammock.

      Silence.

      He sat on the floor with his face in his hands, memories old and new attempting to flood his mind. No. He gritted his teeth. No, I will not think of him. Eventually, he settled into his hammock and let out a long sigh. With time to let his thoughts flow freely, his worries bubbled to the surface. Can I trust Captain Nem, truly? A man of the Grand Magister, a servant of the Commune, a blind fool as I once was.

      The reply came immediately from some part of him that was able to remain rational in the face of such anxiety. What choice do I have? This is how we get to the Noman Islands as quickly as possible; we cannot risk remaining in Taskan. It won’t be long before word spreads about my flight from the Commune, my betrayal …

      His breath hitched. “I am not the betrayer,” he whispered into the cramped cabin. “I am not the liar, Eirik. I am not the⁠—"

      He could not say the word aloud, but it echoed through his mind nonetheless: murderer.

      He scrunched his eyes shut and curled his hands into fists, wanting to scream.

      Despite his heartache and concerns, exhaustion overcame him, and his sleeping mind took him where his waking mind would not.

      To thirteen years ago.

      Jonah had barely taken a dozen steps on dry land, entranced by the size and scope of the city before him, when he saw Eirik for the first time.

      Impeccably dressed, clean-shaven, black hair framing his face and gleaming with an almost blue cast in the morning sun, he had an undeniable air of authority as he sat atop a great white gelding, observing the immigrants arriving in his kingdom.

      Jonah had never seen anyone so beautiful.

      “You … you could call me Jonah for short.”

      Even now, even in his dream, he felt the burn of self-consciousness at introducing himself to the mysterious stranger, the young man who seemed all too interested in a simple Nomarran, a simple fool just sixteen years old and without a penny to his name.

      But then he recalled turning to observe the ocean at his back, the harbour in Taskan and the bustle of people. He had been certain, in that moment, that he’d made the right decision in coming here, in fleeing the home that had been torn apart before his eyes by his own father and others possessing the powers of the cruel God Ezzarah.

      In his dream, as thirteen years ago, he stared toward the horizon. Beyond Taskan Bay and the Great Sea, nestled amongst the Straits of Ezzarah, sat his homeland. His mother was still there, having chosen to remain in the lands of her ancestors rather than leave. He had not known if he would see her again though had known that departing the Noman Islands was the only choice he had. He hoped he would one day see her again—if not in this life, then in the light of Veritarra’s blessing after their death.

      “Jonah.”

      He sat up with a start, body moistened with sweat beneath his underclothes, as the familiar voice echoed through his head.

      It didn’t take long for his eyes to adjust to the darkness in his cabin. He made to stand, pushing the woollen blanket away from himself … and froze, legs caught mid-swing above the floor.

      At first, he thought he must be imagining the dark outline beside his bed.

      Until it spoke his name once more.

      “Jonah.”

      He shivered and reached up to touch the shape. “Eirik,” he whispered, voice hoarse. “How⁠—"

      “Hush.” A cool hand clasped his own, and the shadow sat beside him. Jonah swallowed the rising lump in his throat and tried to sit up, a quiet sob escaping from his lips.

      “You know why I’m here.” Eirik placed a hand on his cheek, fingers tracing the line of his jaw before lingering on his trembling lips.

      “You came for me.” Jonah closed his eyes and inhaled, drinking in Eirik’s scent. He barely noticed the tears slipping down his own cheeks.

      “Of course,” Eirik said. He leaned down, the bristles of his close-cropped beard brushing against Jonah’s face. The aroma of sweet, floral oil was almost overwhelming.

      “You came to take me home.”

      “Home?” Jonah opened his eyes just as Eirik pulled back, his lips curled into a smile as they had been on the day they’d met. “Yes, Jonah. Home, with me.” Their lips were so close that Jonah barely needed to shift his head. He could have just allowed it to happen; his entire being cried out for it. He could kiss the man he had loved these thirteen years. The man to whom he had given himself entirely.

      But something held him back, and even in the dark, Jonah saw the realisation pass across Eirik’s face. In the blink of an eye, his expression changed, mouth twisting into a sneer, and he clamped a hand upon Jonah’s jaw, squeezing so hard that a blinding pain shot up his face and down his neck. He didn’t cry out, was unable to make a sound.

      “You think you can leave me?” Eirik spat. “I won’t allow it. You do not leave me.”

      The sharp words sent a cold stab through Jonah’s heart. He tried to speak then, but his mouth was held shut by Eirik’s hand. He moved his free arm to stroke Eirik’s face, but it was slapped away.

      “You’re mine. And you always will be.” Eirik’s hands moved to Jonah’s throat, squeezing, crushing, just as Jonah had done to him in those awful final moments in the basement.

      “Please,” Jonah wheezed, vision blurring.

      Eirik began to laugh—a cold, uncaring sound that rang through the cramped cabin and jarred against Jonah’s ears. “Now you know how it feels,” he whispered. “To be so betrayed by someone you love.”

      “No, no,” he croaked. “No, please, Eirik. I’m sorry, I’m sorry—” His arms and legs grew slow and weak. He felt as though he were floating away from himself.

      He was dying and there was nothing he could do.

      “You are mine, Jonah. Mine.”

      As his mind slowed, some distant part of it registered someone speaking.

      A girl.

      Who …

      “Jonah.”

      He could see her face in his mind’s eye, but her name escaped him.

      He wasn’t sure he could cling on much longer.

      The fire in his throat was fading away.

      Darkness was taking him.

      “Jonah, wake up.”

      Eirik was still laughing.

      His heart threatened to burst.

      “Jonah!”

      He cried out, eyes flying open, hands flinging out.

      “Stop!”

      It was Evelyn.

      She was standing over him, eyes wide with fear, clasping a firestone lamp in her hand.

      “I came to wake you,” she said, edging towards him. “But you were, I don’t know, having a night terror. You wouldn’t stop moaning.”

      Sweat drenched his entire body as he sat up. He rubbed his eyes and blinked, taking in the room.

      No lingering scent of oil.

      Eirik had never been here.

      He didn’t come to take me home.

      Jonah’s stomach tightened, and he fought down the urge to vomit.

      “I-I’m sorry,” he whispered. He placed a hand absentmindedly to his throat, imagining he could still feel Eirik’s hands clenched around it.

      “Whatever you were dreaming of can’t have been good,” Evelyn said, frowning.

      “Mm,” he said, avoiding her curious gaze.

      “I came to wake you,” Evelyn repeated, more urgently this time. “We’ve set sail.”

      It was only then that Jonah noticed the gentle rocking of the ship, the distant sound of waves.

      “I’ll give you a moment to, uh, wake up properly. I’ve brought you a jug of water.”

      Jonah watched her leave, unable to bring himself to even thank her.

      “Fuck.” He ran his hands across his face and scalp, trying to resist the urge to scream.

      By the time he’d splashed himself with cold water and taken a generous drink, his emotions were once more under control. He made his face a mask of cool determination, concealing the unceasing pain within him.

      Septima was behind him. It was time to focus ahead—on his home, to seeing his mother again …

      To bringing down the Commune, once and for all.
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            Raif

          

        

      

    

    
      The last meagre beams of sunlight were disappearing on the horizon, and with them, any measly measure of warmth they’d provided. Raif shivered atop Bert’s back, pulling his cloak around his arms as heavy rain droplets began to splash against his skin. Much to his dismay, the brown wool afforded little coverage from the bitter chill that was creeping in with the dusk. He huddled down towards Bert’s back, stealing some of the horse’s musky heat.

      Is Rose somewhere dry? Is she warm?

      The hollow pit in his stomach deepened at the thought, for he doubted Avanna cared for his sister’s safety; all she wanted were Rose’s powers.

      When he reluctantly sat up again, forcing himself to shake those thoughts away, the imposing wooden-fenced walls of their destination lay ahead. Though he knew it was Nook Town, he found himself asking, “Is that it?”

      Hector grunted as he trudged beside Bert. He’d become more and more withdrawn over the past several days since they’d left the Veritas camp. To Raif’s surprise, Hector pulled Bert to a halt and turned to look at him. His green eyes were underlined with shadows, his mouth twitching beneath his sodden moustache. He let out a long breath and looked toward the gates. “This is not a place we can speak freely, lad, so I’ll say this now—be on your guard. I had few enough allies here when I left almost twenty years ago, and now …” He shook his head, his wet, black hair hanging limp about his face. “Well, there’re thing’s’ve happened that make that less likely. I’m hoping to find a man called Biron still in charge. If that’s the case, maybe we’ll have a chance of receiving help. If not, well …” He looked towards the town again. Raif followed his gaze. Lamps to either side of what he assumed to be the entrance sputtered in the rain.

      “But we have to find Rose, don’t we? We have to ask about her?”

      Hector’s moustache bristled as though he was chewing his lip. “Mm. We do, lad. But let’s get in there first, see what we’re dealing with.”

      More delays, more wasted time. It’s not good enough. Raif exhaled, his breath a white cloud in the cold night air. He patted Bert’s back, as much to give himself some form of distraction against the dread gnawing at his gut as to prevent himself from saying something he might regret.

      “We’ll have somewhere warm to stay tonight, at least,” he muttered. Beside him, Dog let out a brief bark, bushy black tail wagging as he trotted ahead. Cara, who walked alongside Dog, glanced towards Raif with those piercing yellow eyes, her tail lashing back and forth.

      “That’s so, lad. That’s so.” Hector turned back towards Nook Town. Cara twirled around his legs, and that seemed to lend him some strength, for his back straightened and he led Bert onwards. Regardless of Hector’s words of warning, Raif saw their destination as their one chance of finding Rose. We’re coming, little bug.

      Ever since Rose had been taken by Avanna, he’d been on edge; his body felt ready for a fight at any moment. Though he’d mentioned having somewhere warm to rest, he doubted he would be able to relax, no matter where they found themselves that evening. His mind was aflame with fear. How could he possibly allow himself to rest when his sister was somewhere without him, confused and afraid? And yet, with their destination in sight, his rain-soaked body trembled from exhaustion and cold.

      I must sleep when I can. Rose needs me to be strong.

      Their journey from the Veritas camp had been fraught with determination, eager as they’d both been to find some clue as to Avanna and Rose’s whereabouts. But the trail had been cold, with no sign of either his beloved sister or the treacherous Veritas leader who had stolen her away.

      So here they were, the only place they might find answers.

      Assuming Avanna didn’t lie to Hector. If she didn’t send him down a false road.

      He shivered. If Rose wasn’t here, he wasn’t sure what he would do.

      He gritted his teeth, clenched his jaw. No, she is here. I will find her. No matter what. The doggedness burned within him, spurring him on, pushing through his physical and mental weariness.

      When they reached the gated entrance to Nook Town, Raif dismounted and grasped for Bert’s reins, allowing Hector to go ahead. The rainfall grew heavier around them as they took the final steps towards the town, and the torches at either side of the closed gate flickered as fat rain droplets hit them. In the centre of the wooden gate was a symbol Raif had never seen before; made from a gleaming golden metal that shone in the dancing firelight, it depicted two hands in a V shape, cupping the beams that shone down from a sun. He felt drawn to the symbol. A strange sense of calm settled upon him as he walked closer, the worry that weighed upon his shoulders easing, making him feel light and free for the first time in days … weeks, even. Even the rain appeared to slow.

      “Step back, lad,” Hector said sharply. “It’s best I speak to whoever’s guarding the gate.” Snapped from his reverie, Raif blinked the rain from his eyes, frowning towards the golden symbol. Before he could study it again, the gate crashed open. He leaped back to avoid being caught in its path. By the time he looked back at the gate, the curious symbol was lost from view. As he stared into the space it had occupied, a hooded figure emerged, waving an irritated fist in the air.

      “Who, by Perisma’s light, is knockin’ on my gate at this hour?” he cried, glancing about dramatically. Then his gaze fixed on Hector. “By the light, it can’t be …?” The man removed a torch from beside the gate and held it up, illuminating a deeply wrinkled face. “Hector? Hector Haralambous? Is that you?”

      Hector let out a gentle, pained groan. “Yes,” he said, moving toward the man, voice low. “It’s me, Fen.”

      “Hector!” The man Hector called Fen smiled, holding his free arm out as if to pull Hector into a half embrace. Though the man seemed genuinely pleased to see him, Hector didn’t return his merriment. “How long has it been, lad? Oh, this is a surprise, and no mistake, after the trouble we’ve seen …” He bustled Hector through the gate, the rest of his words indiscernible. Cara stalked through before the gate could swing shut, a white blur in the darkness, quickly disappearing into the shadows.

      “I suppose we should follow,” Raif said, eyeing Bert and Dog, the latter of whom whined in agreement. “I thought so.” Reins in hand, Raif heaved open the gate. As he did so, he reached up to touch the golden symbol, his fingers tingling in anticipation.

      Just as he was about to examine it closer, Dog jumped up at his side, giving a low growl. “It’s okay, boy. I’m coming.” He looked at the symbol one final time before tearing his gaze away, opening the gate fully, and entering Nook Town.

      Inside, he was surprised to find golden streetlamps illuminating a cobblestoned street, shopfronts on one side, homes on the other. There was a pleasantness to the place he hadn’t expected, given Hector’s evident reluctance to come here.

      He joined Hector, who was tapping his foot as Fen incessantly chattered. “Oh, but it is good to see you,” the old man said, clapping his hands together. “I have missed your father, y’know. How long has it⁠—”

      “Fen,” Hector snapped. Perhaps realising how harsh he’d been, he placed a hand on the man’s shoulder and gave a tight smile. “Forgive me, but we’ve had a long road. We’d like to get out of this rain.”

      “Oh,” Fen said, grinning and turning to look at Raif for the first time. “You have company. Good evening to you, lad. First time in Nook Town, hmm?” He looked as though he might say more, but Hector jumped in.

      “Yes, and he’s as eager to be in his bed as I,” he said gruffly.

      “Hmm, don’t blame you. Winter’s coming, that’s for certain. I’d be away, too, if I weren’t on guard duty!” The old man chuckled gently. Raif gave him a smile, though Hector remained stony-faced. The old man continued, unperturbed. “You’ll need a stable for the horse as well. I’m thinkin’ you might not know how things work ‘round here since you left so long ago. We’ve a dedicated service for such now. Let me send for a lad to take the horse for you, hmm?” He hesitated, eyes gleaming with uncertainty.

      “No, that won’t be necessary,” Hector said. “We would like to tend to the horse ourselves.”

      “You always were a stubborn one, Hector.” Fen shook his head, his eyes creasing as he smiled. “Oh, you know where you should stay⁠—”

      “Yes, I know where to go, Fen. Good night to you.” Hector signalled for Raif to follow and left the old man standing in the street.

      “He was happy to see you,” Raif noted, glancing over his shoulder to see the gatekeeper shuffling back to his hut. “Seemed friendly enough.”

      Hector grunted. “Don’t let that fool you, lad. He’s an old friend of my father’s.” And then, as though to himself, he muttered, “His mind must be gone if he feels so …” He looked at Raif, eyes clouding. “No matter. Come on; this way.”

      More flickering torchlight lit Nook Town’s streets, though there were no people to speak of. Raif thought he could hear the hum of singing coming from a great building at the north of the town. The bell tower stood at least three storeys tall, the same symbol as on the town’s gate painted at its top. Hector headed towards a dark alleyway, but Raif hesitated, eyes drawn to that symbol once more, to the mysterious building and the rise and fall of harmonious voices within.

      “Lad, keep up,” Hector called, melting into the shadows of the alley. Raif reluctantly hurried after him, Bert and Dog in tow. They soon emerged from the end of the alleyway onto another torchlit but deserted street. In front of them stood a building with glowing windows. At the sight of it, Raif was reminded how cold he was and eagerly followed Hector. Before they could enter, a young boy ran towards them, feet splashing in the puddles rapidly forming on the muddy street.

      “Can I take your horse, sir? Fen sent for me,” the boy said.

      “Damn it, I told him not to …” Hector scowled. And then, as the young boy stepped closer, his face dropped. “Wait … you—you have … powers?”

      The boy’s eyes widened, his pale face flushing as though he’d been struck. “Please, sir, I’m not lookin’ for any trouble. Just doing my job, that’s all.”

      “Your job?” Hector croaked. “Where are your family? You’re too young, lad, to be working at this hour.”

      The boy’s gaze dropped to the ground. His clothes were drenched, clinging to his skinny frame. He couldn’t have been more than seven, Raif realised—just older than Rose. His chest tightened. Could he have seen anything? Might he know⁠—

      “No family, sir,” the boy whispered, voice barely audible. Hector glanced at Raif, his green eyes filled with some unreadable emotion.

      “I’m sorry you were called for,” Hector said gently, reaching into his purse and holding out a coin. “Here, take this. Go and get yourself warm, lad. Don’t worry about us.”

      The boy hesitated, lips pinching as he looked at the coin in Hector’s palm. “I’ll have to take the horse, sir. Else I’ll …” He looked back over his shoulder, wringing his hands tightly. “I’ll be in trouble.”

      Hector patted the boy’s shoulder. “Okay, lad, okay. Don’t worry. You can take ‘im. This is Bert. He’s a calm old beast; he’ll not bring you any problems.” He handed over a generous handful of coins and nodded for Raif to pass Bert’s reins over.

      “Yessir,” the boy said, perking up as he pocketed the coins and took hold of Bert. He turned and led the horse away. Hector watched after him.

      “Do you think he might know something?” Raif said, following Hector’s gaze. “About Rose?”

      “Mm. Mayhap.” He turned to look at Raif. “Though I’m afraid there’s somethin’ going on here, somethin’ I wasn’t prepared for.”

      “Well, could we ask him? Perhaps I can go after him and⁠—"

      “No!” Hector wheezed, leaping in front of Raif as though to block his path. “No. I’m sorry, Raif, but … I need to find out what’s going on.” He sighed and shook his head. “Let’s get out of the rain. I know you want to find Rose, but we’re here now. Let’s get settled in, make a plan. I fear we cannot rush into anything, especially not now.” He headed for the inn’s door, leaving Raif to watch his retreating back, mouth agape.

      What is he afraid of?

      Inside, as in the streets, the inn was empty, though there were lit candles on every table and the fireplace was blazing. Hector seemed strangely calm as he approached the bar. Raif moved towards the crackling fire, leaving a trail of water behind him. Dog, ever curious, sniffed and snuffled all around the common room. As Raif grew accustomed to the tavern, the smell of baking bread and roasting meat reached him, and his mouth filled with saliva.

      “Good evening, patrons,” a booming voice said. Raif jolted to attention, turning to find a heavily bearded man entering through the kitchen door. “How might I—” His dark eyes flitted from Hector to Raif and back again, clenched fists resting upon the bar. “We don’t want any trouble, Hector.”

      “You’ll have none from us, Bernard,” he said, placing his hands palm up on the bar. At the gesture, Bernard’s shoulders relaxed.

      “By the looks of you, you’ll be wanting somewhere warm for the night,” he said. “And food besides.”

      Hector knocked a silver coin against the bar, sending a sharp clang across the room. “We’d be grateful for it.”

      Bernard held his hand out for the coin, his eyes taking in Hector and Raif. At sight of Dog, he scowled. “Is that creature⁠—”

      “He’s just a pet, Bernard,” Hector said. “Nothing more.”

      Bernard narrowed his eyes. “Have a care, Hector. You’ll find things’ve changed in Nook Town these past twenty years. You’d best be sure no one catches you with⁠—"

      “As I said, you’ll have no trouble from us. He is a pet; no more. The lad hails from a village far from here where dogs are just that. Let him keep his dog, man.”

      Bernard hesitated before nodding, though his gaze lingered upon Dog. “I’ll get you somethin’ to eat,” he muttered, moving back to the kitchen, where the clatter of plates ensued.

      Raif joined Hector at the bar. Peering about the tavern, he noted a strange absence. “Where’s Cara?” he said quietly; after that exchange between Hector and the tavern owner, it was all too clear that companions were not welcome in Nook Town. “And where is … everyone?”

      Hector leaned closer, expression stern. “Cara will be keeping to herself while we’re here. For … obvious reasons,” he whispered, nodding towards the kitchen door. He cleared his throat, voice returning to a normal volume. “That’s it, lad; a good meal and decent sleep is what we need after such a long journey. We’ll speak properly in the morning; I promise.”

      Raif frowned at the forced joviality in his voice though was unable to respond before Bernard burst back into the room with a tray full of steaming food. He followed Hector and Raif to a table and laid their
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