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      For those seeking some semblance of hope in these dark times⁠—

      

      We’ll find it together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content warning for the reader⁠—

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for picking up The Cruel God’s Awakening, the re-release of the first book in my dark fantasy series, The Commune’s Curse. It means so much to me as an indie author.

      So you’re aware, I explore some of the darker aspects of the human experience within my characters. I find this cathartic—not to mention it helps me process all my feelings about what is happening in the world. As such, this book contains some difficult and potentially upsetting subject matter, including: historical sexual assault (which is referenced numerous times) and attempted sexual assault, violence, descriptions of injuries, mild gore, religious oppression, sexism, misogyny, racism, homophobia, and toxic relationships. Take care of yourselves, dear friends. Your mental health is far 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

          

          SAMALAH

        

      

    

    
      Within the white walls of the temple of the Goddess Veritarra, on the shores of the Noman Islands, the holy woman knelt and prayed. She was alone, the sun had long-since set, and the scent of flowers sweetened the air. Beside her, a small bowl of firestones flickered with a warm orange glow.

      She might have stayed there until morning, adrift in the depths of her own mind, had she not been distracted by the sound of footsteps at her back.

      “Samalah. Here you are.” A woman leaned down, placing a gentle hand on the holy woman’s elbow and easing her upwards.

      “Tiah,” Samalah whispered, straightening the lengths of her white robe. “You did not need to come for me.”

      “I think I did,” Tiah said, giving a mock frown. She led Samalah to a white stone bench and encouraged her to sit. “You pray too long. Veritarra will understand, you need sleep.”

      Samalah smiled. “And what of your sleep, su’laha? You have a young boy to raise.”

      “It is that young boy who woke me,” Tiah said, laughing gently. “Jonasaiah has his father’s fire.” Her face grew serious as she glanced towards the ceiling. “I am only grateful that, by Veritarra’s blessing, he did not inherit more of his father’s … traits.”

      The holy woman turned her face away. “Mm.”

      “What is wrong, Samalah? Have you learned something of the Curse? Of my son?”

      Samalah met Tiah’s dark eyes. Seeing concern there, she waved a hand. “Oh, it is not your son I worry for. He is protected, thanks to our beloved Goddess. It is just …”

      Tiah took the seat beside her and clasped the holy woman’s hands. Samalah smiled to feel their warmth and softness against her own cracked and tired skin. “What have you seen?”

      Samalah sighed. Tiah was perceptive; she would make a wonderful Samalah herself, when the time came. “It is the Curse,” she confirmed. As she spoke, her eyes drifted to the tapestry on the wall ahead of them. It depicted the rising of the God Ezzarah and Goddess Veritarra; the battles that ensued, the destruction caused by a greedy, callous God. “The time of Ezzarah’s slumber nears its end. Veritarra can keep Him at bay no longer, and His wretched curse will soon cause us all great sorrow.”

      Tiah gasped. “Great sorrow?” She followed Samalah’s gaze, jaw clenched. She shook her head sharply, as though fervour alone would take back the holy woman’s words. “But Ezzarah has remained silent all these years. For generations, those born with his Curse have been abandoned, left to exist without his rule.” She shifted on the bench. “Fighting among themselves with the powers he afflicted upon them, too distracted by petty squabbles to pose a threat to those of us who follow the guidance of our beloved Veritarra.”

      Samalah patted Tiah’s arm. “I am afraid we have become complacent. We believed that Veritarra’s protection would be enough.” She placed a hand over her heart. “We wanted to believe that Ezzarah could no longer hold power over us if we welcomed those cursed by him into Veritarra’s arms. Taught them restraint. But that does not make it so. The peace has been tenuous for some time, has it not? We have taken great risks to ensure our children’s futures against the curse. The Goddess could not promise that her Gift would be absorbed by all …” She didn’t speak aloud of the children lost in the womb because of their mother’s consumption of Veritarra’s Gift. It was a risk, many believed, that had to be taken to keep their community safe, and Samalah prayed daily for those who’d been taken into the Goddess’s arms too soon.

      Tiah leaned forward, eyes full of pain as though she knew Samalah’s thoughts exactly. “Could those in Septima not aid us? The Commune, isn’t it? They were granted our aid some eighty years ago, during their own fight against those born with the curse. Our people were even granted homes there after⁠—”

      “No,” Samalah spoke the word more harshly than intended. She let out a long, slow exhale. “Veritarra has shared with me a sense of growing unrest in Septima. I feel it in my heart. I fear our people will be forced away from the kingdom before long, despite the agreement made after their war all those years ago.”

      “How can that be so, when our help was what allowed the powers to be contained and brought under control? Without us they would have …” Tiah scowled, shaking her head. “They do not fear the powers as they should.”

      “Some there choose to view the powers as a gift. As long as those holding them are trained and kept under the Commune’s control, they believe all will be well.” Samalah lifted her face, feeling a gentle breeze drift by. “This third Grand Magister cannot be trusted, su’laha. Those before him were simple men, seeking to rebuild a kingdom ravaged by war. But this one … he craves the powers above all else. I hear rumours from those based in Septima of increasingly drastic measures to hunt down those who possess them.”

      “Then he is a servant of Ezzarah, unwitting or otherwise,” Tiah muttered. “And he cannot help us.”

      Samalah nodded. “We are alone in this. Whatever lies ahead, we must find our own way. We must protect our people against whatever Ezzarah inflicts upon us.”

      Tiah’s eyes shone with sadness. “My husband has long been haunted by the link he bears to Ezzarah. By the powers within. He has told me before of the temptations they present. We saw no other option when I was with child. The risk of consuming Veritarra’s Gift weighed far less heavy than the thought of our babe being born with those accursed abilities. Of being so conflicted within, like his father before him.”

      “Su’laha, all of those touched by Ezzarah in such a way have fought hard to keep their powers inside, to forget the terrible purpose Ezzarah had intended for them, and to follow the ways of our beloved Veritarra. For those of us untouched by Ezzarah’s Curse, we cannot know how it truly tests them, to fight against themselves so.”

      “I fear we may be about to find out. You words have awoken something I have long tried to push away but, in my heart, I know the tension has been building for too long.” Tiah’s dark eyes reflected the light of the firestones, dancing like flames. “This news will cause a stir.” She peered up at the tapestry. “What did Veritarra show you, Samalah? When will this sorrow— This test be upon us? When will Ezzarah awaken once more?”

      “Ah, if only I had the answer to that. Veritarra, too, can be unclear in what she shows me. For that is the way of those who watch over us, is it not?” Samalah stood, smiling sadly. “The seed is planted; a fate long decided will come to pass. There is no avoiding it. The flower shall grow, su’laha, but when and how … I cannot say.” She held out her hand. “Now, I am tired. When morning comes, we will speak of this with our people. We must decide what this means for us. How we can prepare. Together, we can see it through.”

      Tiah kissed her thumb, pressed it to her forehead and raised it to the ceiling. “I hope so, Samalah,” she said.

      Together, they made their way from the temple of their beloved Goddess Veritarra, and into the black shroud of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          EIRIK

        

      

    

    
      The boy was afraid.

      He wasn’t sure how long he’d been kept in this dark place. The days had passed by in a blur of endless errands—cleaning, cooking, serving faceless robed men and women who occupied the compound that housed his prison. The guards encouraged whispers of horrific punishments for any who tried escaping, and he’d long-since given up hope. Each night, as he watched the stars rise through the solitary narrow window high on the grey stone walls of his cell, the guards would come and bolt the doors, one by one.

      When he closed his eyes, he dreamt of home. There had been decadence, feasts, servants. His parents, often absent on affairs of state, kept their distance even when home, believing too much attachment to be unhealthy for their children. But he remembered loving his brother Ythan dearly; his heart ached at memories of their time playing at swords in the garden or going on mock wolf hunts in Taskan Forest. For his last birthday—his ninth—his brother had gifted him his very own bow. “Now you can join the hunts for real, little brother.” The boy turned his mind away from the thought, the pain almost too much to bear. The bow had been left behind, along with all but the clothes on his back, the day he’d been taken from his home.

      He sighed and retrieved a shard of glass from beneath his threadbare cushion, wiping away stray pieces of hay and moving to scrape his initials on the wall of his cell.

      E.T.

      He pressed harder with the shard of glass, scraping and scraping, even as it bit into his hand. He pushed through the pain, entering a trance-like state, going over and over those two letters as the blood ran down his fingers and dripped to the floor.

      He’d learned quickly not to make friends with any of the other children in this place. Eventually they would be taken away. He told himself he’d be safe if he behaved, kept his head down, did as he was commanded, obediently returned to his cell when his work was done. Deep down, he knew it wouldn’t matter. His time would come, like all the others.

      Then, one day, they came for him.

      He was hauled from his bed before sunrise. “Where are you taking me?” he croaked, but there was no response from the hooded guards who dragged him forward even as he tried to dig his heels in.

      “Please.” He bit his lip to hold back the tears that would betray him. The guards were silent.

      The mansion, previously forbidden to him, loomed in the centre of the courtyard; its walls black as the night, its windows like dark, emotionless eyes. As he was shoved inside, a cold dread clamped across his chest. The hallway was lavishly decorated, much as his home had been, but that gave him no comfort. Though he’d lost count of the passing months since his imprisonment, the sudden recollection of his father’s study, similarly panelled with dark wood, was enough to send set his heart racing. He gulped in air with panicked breaths, finding it thick and difficult to inhale—a stark contrast to the cool night breeze. There was a sickly-sweet incense that seemed to be covering a deeper, more malicious smell. He imagined, suddenly and against his will, something hidden, slowly dying and rotting away, the rich perfumes smothering the truth.

      Portraits of stern-faced men in red robes hung throughout the hallway.  The boy’s eyes never left them. His jaw began to tremor. Each portrait was steely-gazed, each man sure of his power and control, his ability to command, to be obeyed. Beneath each, shining plaques read: ‘His Benevolence, Grand Magister of the Commune’.

      Grand Magister. Something in his memory stirred, a niggling sense that he should know something more about that title, about why he was here.

      They reached a door, the boy walking now with a numb resignation to whatever awaited him. The door creaked open, he was forced inside.

      “Kneel before the Grand Magister,” one of the guards said. The boy’s legs shook as he lowered himself to the wooden floor. Grand Magister. This is it.

      With his head bowed, he scrunched his eyes shut. He was in his father’s study, head down as his father paced in front of him, hands clasped behind his back. “The Grand Magister’s work is necessary for the kingdom, to ensure there are no future wars or uprisings. I’d never thought to see one of my own children so … afflicted.” He’d given his son a look of pure, unadulterated disdain. “A disappointment to the last moment, boy.” He shook his head. “This is the way it must be.” His father turned away, dismissing him with a wave of the hand. The boy had not seen him again.

      And now, here I am.

      He opened his eyes, finally daring to look up.

      The Grand Magister sat between four hooded individuals, his red robes striking compared to the uniform blacks and greys of those around him. His chair was carved wood, polished to a dark sheen and raised on a dais so that he appeared unnaturally tall. Like the men in the paintings, his eyes were hard and unfeeling, his mouth downturned, his very presence emanating authority. The boy met the man’s stare, a shiver running down his spine. He tugged at the ragged sleeves of his stained white shirt—the last of his once-fine clothing—and pulled at the scrap of cloth tied loosely round his hand as a makeshift bandage. 

      The door opened behind him and he turned to see a scruffy brown dog being led into the room. The animal’s claws scrabbled across the floor, fighting against the rope around its neck. The boy wanted to go to it, to clutch it tight to his chest and shield it from harm … but he remained rooted to the spot, watching and waiting.

      “Show us the extent of your powers,” the Grand Magister said. His voice sent a jolt through the boy, the words unexpected yet all too enticing. His powers, the abilities he’d known of since he was very young, that he’d kept hidden inside for as long as he could remember. Could this be a trick?

      His breath quickened as he recalled the only time he’d dared to use them. The kitchen cat; he’d been delighted to see the unsuspecting feline obey his every command. The beating from his father had been severe.

      “A curse, the Nomarrans call it. And here we are, my own son. You are not worthy of the name you were born into. This is why the Commune must take …” His father’s nostrils flared, eyes burning with disgust. “You will not use those abominable powers in my household again.”

      But he wasn’t in his family home anymore. Not long after had come the speech in his father’s study, the abrupt dismissal, the early morning carriage and silent, black-robed men who’d dragged him from his home. He spurned me even before he knew of my powers. I was never good enough. The boy’s lip curled into a sneer. Father never cared. He stood with his back straightened, pushing his chin forward as he met the Grand Magister’s eyes. This could be his chance to prove himself. To prove his strengths, not failures.

      Or it could be a trap.

      He chewed his lip, torn inside. He felt an immense weight pressing down on his shoulders, a sudden realisation that what he decided in this moment would somehow determine the rest of his life. What will become of me if I do this? If I refuse … ? He peered at the guards, begging for aid, an answer, a hint, anything, but their faces were, as always, impassive beneath their black hoods. It doesn’t matter. This is my chance. I can become what Father never thought I could.

      He faced forward once more and found the Grand Magister’s iron gaze unwavering, lips pursed into a hard line. This time, however, there was an air of interest. I can be worth something to someone at last. Convinced by the thought, the boy gave a brief nod and approached the dog. I just need to show him.

      The animal cowered, tail tucked between its legs and body hunched. It was filthy, half-starved, pitiful. He fiddled with his shirt sleeves, wishing he could cover the cuts and bruises mottling his pale skin, hoping he didn’t appear to the Grand Magister as pathetic as this creature did to him. The boy reached for the dog, hand hovering above it. The fear radiating from its ragged form was palpable. It knows. He drew his hand back, trying to steady himself. The dog sensed his hesitation; taking advantage of the boy’s uncertainty it growled and snapped at him, teeth bared. The boy jerked back, thudding onto the floor. You idiot. His cheeks flushed and he glanced up at the Grand Magister, finding neither sympathy nor reassurance—only that constant, unflinching stare.

      In the silence, one of the figures sitting beside the Grand Magister stood and approached him. The rest of the room still, their footsteps echoed. They leant down and offered a hand. The boy thought he saw a woman’s face beneath the dark hood, a gentle smile and sad eyes. He thought of his brother then—a time when he’d fallen amongst the jutting roots of Taskan Forest, when Ythan picked him up and dusted him off. “I’m here, little brother.”

      You’re not here now.

      He shook his head, waving away the offer of help. When the woman retreated, he stood and brushed himself off, running the back of his hand across his nose.

      “Proceed. Now.” The Grand Magister’s tone was sharp, displeasure evident.

      The boy closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He thought back to his cell a final time, wishing he could run back and hide. The metal bars were rusted, the floors cold, the bed damp and unwelcoming, yet it was the only place that was his. He thought of the dark stone of the wall, scraped and scraped to reveal the lighter grey beneath: E.T.

      I can do this. The boy lifted his head, clenched his fists and stalked towards the quivering dog, careful to avoid a puddle of urine which reflected the flickering candelabra light above their heads. He moved slowly, footsteps light and breathing even. It mustn’t know my true thoughts. He thought of the kindness of the hooded woman; he sought to emulate it, focusing on reassuring the dog. I won’t hurt you. You are safe.

      As he got closer, the animal’s violent shaking stopped. It blinked up at him, sadness flooding from its deep brown eyes, a plea for mercy. He placed a cautious hand on its neck, a fleeting smile flickering on his lips despite himself. “There,” he whispered. “There, girl.” He pushed outwards with his mind. Seconds later, it was there—the connection building between them.

      For a moment, panic pulled him back, the image of his father’s rage-filled face at the forefront of his mind. He lifted his hand and studied it as though expecting some tangible evidence of the “curse” his father had spoken of. No; only pink flesh, calloused, bruised and broken. The dog whimpered, licking his fingers with her rough tongue.

      He curled his fingers inwards, felt the trembling strength of his own anger.  I am more capable than you believed I was, Father. I am no foolish child. Pushing aside the memories, he clasped the dog again. Their connection was immediate this time. His mind linked with hers and he felt a rush of immense excitement and intrigue. A companion, all my own. Look at me now, Father.

      He was swept up in the moment before he could stop himself. His heart thrummed; his powers couldn’t be as evil as his father predicted. This dog could be his, body and mind. He could control her every movement and action if he wished. In turn, she would be by his side. He could confide in her, converse as people do—she would know his every thought. He would never be alone again.

               She could abandon me too, just like everyone else. The moment the thought entered his mind, the dog yelped and slumped to the floor. The boy frowned and loosened his grasp. He knelt to examine her, saw the shallowness of her strained breaths, felt her mind retreat from his.

      She’s dying. He held up his palm. Did I do this? It had been outside his conscious mind. There was no sadness around the realisation; simply an understanding that it was true.

      She got too close, been overwhelmed. Though he knew he’d allowed her to, he couldn’t stop the flood of hatred that poured forth then. How dare she? He pressed his hand down on her back, allowing his powers to take hold once more. “You can’t leave me,” he whispered harshly, shaking her delicate body. At the edges of his awareness, he knew his face was contorted with an unspoken fury, cracked lips pulled tight across his teeth, eyes burning into the collapsed dog, caring nothing for her growing weakness. He imagined he looked like his father.

      See how worthy I am now. See my power.

      “Stop.” The Grand Magister’s voice shattered his concentration. He blinked as he focused once more on the room around him, powers instantly receding.

      Yet he couldn’t forget the feeling of control that had flowed through him. To have the life of another within his grasp, it was … intoxicating. He spared a final look at the dog. She twitched as the last tendrils of her life drifted away, and then was still.

      Worthless mutt.

      Turning towards the Grand Magister, he sensed a ripple of approval at his display.

      And so he began to understand.

      To understand why he was here. Why his family had betrayed him, leaving him to be treated as nothing more than a peasant despite the noble blood that flowed through his veins.

      The Grand Magister nodded, bringing his hands together in a single, silent clap, and the boy knew: this was only the beginning of his training.
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            Evelyn

          

          24 YEARS LATER…

        

      

    

    
      Sweep. Scrub. Stir the stew.

      Evelyn leaned the broom against the kitchen wall and wiped a loose strand of hair from her forehead. The sounds of the tavern’s common room were muffled through the closed door but she knew well the scene playing out—patrons were enjoying a dish of fresh stew or steaming apple pie, washed down by some honeyed ale or spiced wine. The tavern keeper’s wife, affectionately known as Fat Bessie, would be laughing and joking, refilling tankards with a deft hand and a twinkle in her eye.

      Focused as she was on her tasks, Evelyn barely registered the snatches of conversation filtering through the open serving hatch.

      “… Grand Magister is increasing his reach. He has to, I’ve heard, else⁠—”

      Sweep.

      “… damned foolish to be caught, in my opinion. They’ve only got themselves to blame.”

      Scrub.

      “By His Benevolence, the harvest will yield a plentiful⁠—”

      Stir the stew.

      “Children with powers must be brought under control. They are a threat to us all, our forefathers witnessed that first-hand. What else are we to do?”

      Evelyn froze mid-stir, the words tugging at a distant memory in the recesses of her mind, one she hardly dared acknowledge …

      Suddenly, the tavern’s front door creaked open—audible even over the chatter of voices and the gentle tones of a bard’s singing. Evelyn dropped the wooden spoon into the vat of stew, splattering the back of her hand with searing gravy.

      “Shit,” she muttered, wiping the scalding liquid away on her already stained apron.

      It was only then she noticed the silence that had swept across the tavern. The conversations had ceased, the bard no longer strummed his lute, even the fire seemed to crackle less fiercely. The change in the atmosphere was so abrupt that Evelyn found herself drawn towards the kitchen hatch.

       “No children and certainly no grubby mutts,” Fat Bessie snapped, usual merriment gone. At first Evelyn couldn’t see who she was speaking to. She stretched on her tiptoes and strained her neck and⁠—

      Her stomach lurched.

      Two years ago, Evelyn had left Little Haven, the sheltered village she’d called home for sixteen years. She tried her hardest not to think of the place—afraid to admit what caused her to flee, the secrets she kept. She swallowed back a cry of fear as the memories attempted to force their way back, moving her attention to the children.

      They were brother and sister, she recalled—Raif and Rose. The last time she’d seen them they were playing with the other children, carefree and content; a stark contrast to now. Raif had grown, so much so that Evelyn wondered if she could even consider him a child any longer. He stood much taller than his sister, with the gangly limbs and awkward posture of a boy growing into manhood. Even so, in that bustling tavern common room, they both seemed pitifully small—or perhaps it was simply the way they shrunk away from Fat Bessie’s words. Their eyes were large within their gaunt faces, clothes ragged and filthy. At their feet, a black spaniel let out a low growl.

      Raif placed himself in front of Rose, jaw clenched and eyes blazing with defiance, yet feverish with desperation. Even with the bow and arrows strapped to his back, his appearance was all too unthreatening—but still the air was heavy with an unspoken tension, as if every adult in the room was afraid of the two starving children. Some averted their eyes, looking at anything else. A brown-skinned old man close to the kitchen door became intrigued by the woodgrain of his table. A couple near the door regarded each other with wide, unblinking eyes, lips pinched tight within pale faces, the woman clutching tightly to the hand of her own young child, not dissimilar in age to Rose. Fat Bessie stood with arms crossed over her ample chest, face creased. Evelyn was hit by a wave of indignation. After all, she had been in the same position herself, afraid and alone, not so long ago—Bessie helped her then; what had changed?

      Someone has to do something.

      But then another thought, sharp as a knife, What if they know why I left?

      “Please,” Raif croaked. “We have nowhere else to go. My sister, she needs food. Our home, it was … Little Haven was attacked, everyone’s gone⁠—”

      Attacked.

      Evelyn’s blood rushed in her ears as she backed away from the hatch, trying to clear her racing mind. Everyone’s gone. That meant he could be …

      No, she daren’t even allow herself such a thought.

      She wrung her hands together. Perhaps she should help these children. They wouldn’t know what happened to her in Little Haven. They couldn’t have known they would find her here. It could be my fate. Her heart hammered a fierce drumbeat at the idea.

      What if … She closed her eyes and forced her breathing to slow, feeling the rise and fall of her stomach beneath her hand.

      I might be overreacting. Would they even recognise her?

      Before Evelyn could calm her cluttered thoughts and make a decision, she heard Fat Bessie bustling the children towards the tavern door. She hurried back to the hatch in time to see Raif and Rose shuffling out without argument, though their dog let out a rebuking bark.

      None of the patrons intervened, the atmosphere remaining strained until the door slammed shut on the young travellers.

      “By the Powers, you don’t think they were involved, do you? Can they be so close already?” said the brown-skinned old man, voice low and trembling.

      “The Commune … it would seem the Grand Magister’s hunts have reached us at last,” answered another man. “Do you think those children might have …” He peered around, hand half-covering his mouth. “Powers?”

      “It’s as I said earlier. There’s been gossip for a time now—they’ve spread their searches. He doesn’t just want the babes of nobles anymore,” said an old woman matter-of-factly. “P’raps it’s true. Little Haven, is that one of the villages in Haven Forest? D’you think …” She trailed off, scratching her chin before giving a decisive nod as though compelled by the evidence before her. “Well, I think we know now. We all need to keep an eye, watch out for each other. The Commune have started seeking out children from⁠—”

      “You’re all fools,” came an accented voice from a hooded man tucked away on a corner table by the fire. “You turn away helpless children on the word of a paranoid old man.” He removed his hood, revealing a bald head, wrinkled black skin, dark brown eyes full of judgement.

      The old woman he’d interrupted cleared her throat irritably. “What would a Nomarran know of such things?” she said, crossing her arms. “You shouldn’t even be⁠—"

      “Hush,” Fat Bessie said, moving towards the Nomarran man. She glared around at all who had spoken. “Powers above, that’s enough. All are welcome here, but there’re times when caution must take priority. We don’t want the Commune’s soldiers coming down on us.” She laid a hand on the Nomarran’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. The man’s anger seemed to melt away as he met Bessie’s gaze for a moment, some unspoken message passing between them.

      “Now,” Bessie clapped her hands, “who’s for more pie?”

      The change was palpable. The mood lifted as though everyone had simply been awaiting permission to return to normal. Conversations thawed and reawakened, the room warming in an instant.

      Evelyn picked up her broom and began sweeping again, mind whirring.

      The Commune.

      Powers.

      Such things were always spoken of with wariness. When Evelyn first arrived at the tavern, Fat Bessie made sure she knew of the threat the Commune posed, obviously surprised at Evelyn’s lack of knowledge on the matter. Little Haven was sheltered in more ways than one, she’d quickly learned.

      “To those as have powers and use them without the Grand Magister’s knowledge, away from the watchful eye of the Commune, the threat is greatest of all. If caught, they face severe punishment.” Though the woman hadn’t directly asked her, Evelyn had seen the understanding on Bessie’s face from the moment they met.

      “You can stay here, girl. But know that I can’t protect you if you should reveal any such powers.” A fixed stare with those hazel eyes, full of warmth despite the words spoken. “But this is your home now and I’m sure you can keep them …” Bessie cleared her throat, patted Evelyn’s knee. “Well, that’s enough on the matter now, isn’t it? You’ll be safe here, girl. I’ve always wanted a daughter of my own.”

      And little else had been said about it these past two years. Foolishly, Evelyn had allowed herself to believe things could continue that way forever.

      Idiot. You thought you could escape the past? Well here it is, finally come for you.

      “Evelyn.” Fat Bessie’s flitted into the kitchen, layered skirts flapping about her, apron, as always, impossibly white and crisp. She shut the door, peeking through the serving hatch, her usually ruddy cheeks pale as milk. That might have been what scared Evelyn most of all—she’d never seen Bessie in such a state.

      “Be a good girl and go after those children. Bring them back here, feed and water them. Don’t let anyone see you.”

      “But Bessie, I⁠—”

      “Go now, Evelyn, before they get away and into more trouble. Powers above, girl, the one time you defy me.” Bessie fixed her with a hard stare and Evelyn knew there was no arguing. She propped the broom against the wall and hurried from the tavern’s rear door, palms clammy despite the light drizzle of rain and sting of the cold autumnal air against her face. Her hands clenched closed and open as she tried to convince herself. They won’t remember, it’s fine. It’s fine, it’s fine. She inhaled the damp scent of moist soil as she darted through the vegetable garden.

      Past the chicken coop and round the stables, Evelyn made for the road running along the front of the tavern. The children hadn’t gotten far. She moved towards them, all the while glancing about to ensure no one else was in view.

      They won’t recognise me. They won’t recognise me. Please, please, please. It was almost a prayer, though Evelyn cared little for praying and believed in it even less—she trusted only in herself; life was simpler that way.

      “Wait,” she said, voice quiet. They didn’t hear her—maybe that was what she wanted. But then she recalled Bessie’s face, so drained of colour, so full of concern. Evelyn bit her lip, rubbing a hand across her forehead ... she couldn’t let her own selfishness to take hold, not now. She scanned back over her shoulder and, seeing the road was still empty of travellers, raised her voice. “Wait!”

      This time, the children stopped walking but didn’t turn, instead tensing as though ready to flee. When they did face Evelyn, Raif placed himself in front of Rose, eyes narrowed as his hand floated to touch the tip of the bow at his back. Evelyn saw in that movement how afraid he was; though he was taller than most his age and his hair had been cut into the shorter style of the village men, his face still held some of the softness of youth and there was an uncertainty in the way he held himself. He was a boy yet—one desperate to protect his sister, who stood no higher than his waist, peering out at Evelyn with bright blue eyes that glimmered even in the dim light of the autumn afternoon.

      She held her hands out to try and ease his fear. “It’s okay,” she said. “Come with me, we can help.” They remained where they stood. Up close, Evelyn saw the state of their clothes. The bottom of Rose’s skirt was torn and muddied, while Raif’s tunic and cloak appeared in a similar state of disrepair. “Please,” she said.

      Raif’s brow creased, grey eyes darkening as he stood strong and faced her; a flicker of the man he would become. “That woman,” he said. “She seemed … angry.”

      Evelyn nodded. “I’m sorry. Bessie, the woman who … Well, she can explain.” She took a step closer to them. “It’s okay. I promise.” In that moment, an icy wind blew past them, lifting Raif’s cloak and causing Rose to visibly shiver.

      Raif’s hand dropped from his bow at last. He glanced down at his sister, mouth pinched with indecision, momentary confidence seemingly gone with the passing breeze. The dog stood at their side, observing Evelyn with dark eyes, tail twitching.

      “We have food and water. You can warm yourselves by the fire.” At those words, the boy’s defiance disappeared and he gave a curt nod. Evelyn ensured they remained unseen as she led the two siblings back to the kitchen.

      “Sit down. You must be hungry,” she said, pointing them towards some wooden chairs. She avoided their eyes, fearful of the recognition that could alight their faces at any moment. The scent of sweet apples and cinnamon filled the kitchen as Evelyn sliced a fresh-baked pie, dishing it into some bowls before handing it to the children. She retrieved a cleaning rag and dipped it into a pail of water, seeing in the brightness of the kitchen fire the mud that mottled the children’s pale skin. As she handed the cloth to Raif, Bessie appeared.

      “Oh, you poor things,” she said, leaning down to them. “Don’t eat that too fast, you’re like to make yourselves sick.” She hovered over Rose, taking in the young girl’s clothing. “Such a little thing, you must be frozen to the bone. Wait, wait a moment. Let me ...” Bessie retreated upstairs, the rest of her words unspoken.

      There was a drawn-out silence while the siblings took small bites. They seemed as eager as Evelyn not to make much eye contact and for that, at least, she was grateful.

      Perhaps the past can stay the past, she thought, checking on the stew. It’s for the best. When she was finished stirring, Evelyn filled two cups with water. As she handed Raif his cup, their fingers touched and their eyes locked.

      And there it was, a twitch of his eyebrows, a flicker of realisation. He frowned, pushing back the dark blonde hair hanging over his forehead. “Are you⁠—”

      No.

      At the same moment, Fat Bessie returned with bundles of fresh clothes. “There. Those should keep you warm enough.” She held a long skirt up to Rose. “Hmm, might be a bit big. So young to be out alone, you can’t’ve seen more’n four summers, girl.”

      “She’s six,” Raif said through a mouthful of pie. “And she’s not alone, she’s got me.”

      “That’s true, boy, and I meant no offense.” Bessie chuckled. “Well, no matter, there’s room for growth. It’s sure to be warmer’n what you have on now.” She set the clothes down at Raif and Rose’s feet.

      “Thank you,” Raif said.

      “Nothing fancy, I’m afraid. Plain clothes, well made.” Bessie exhaled, brushing her apron clear of non-existent dust. “I’m sorry about what happened. It’s just, well, there are certain expectations to … I mean, I have to make sure I … It would be dangerous to—” She cut herself off with a shake of the head, puffing air through her lips. “I’m sorry, that’s all I can say. But enough o’ that. It’s not your concern. You can stay here tonight, there’s plenty to eat and beds to spare. Oh, and I’m Bessie. This is Evelyn. My husband, Dick, he’s travelling back from Castleton. Should be with us by tonight, if all’s well.”

      The boy raised an eyebrow at Evelyn, suspicions evidently confirmed. To her relief, he didn’t acknowledge it. “I’m Raif,” he said. “This is my sister, Rose. And Rose’s dog, Dog.”

      Bessie clasped her hands together and gave a warm smile. “Big age gap between you, eh?”

      Raif nodded. “Our parents, they- they lost a child between us.”

      “I see, boy.” Bessie gave him a sympathetic pat on the back, turning to Rose. “Is he a good big brother?” She beamed at Rose and the young girl gave a tiny smile before hiding her face beneath a curtain of blonde curls, saying nothing.

      Raif shuffled towards his sister, placing his arm around her shoulders—an instinctive and protective gesture that caused a stir of jealousy in Evelyn. “Rose hasn’t spoken much since, um, our village was …” He bit his lip as though to stop it from trembling.

      “Ah, I’m sorry.” Bessie’s mouth pinched into a hard line. “Little Haven, was it?”

      Raif gave a curt nod, eyes downturned.

      “Mm, I know the place. I’ve never ventured into Haven Forest meself, though Dick has sold his fair share of wares about the area.” Bessie knelt down to examine Rose, brushing the hair from the young girl’s round face and turning it from side to side. Apparently satisfied there was nothing to be concerned with, she stood and dusted herself off again. “He always spoke fondly of the villages in the forest.” She gave a wistful smile. “I’ll do what I can to help you, you ‘ave my word. Was it⁠—”

      “What does a man need to do to get some bloody service in this place?” The irritated voice filtered into the kitchen, interrupting Bessie’s question. Fear flashed across the woman’s face as she flitted towards the hatch, attempting to conceal the view of the children. But it was too late; the man had already noted Raif and Rose, a curious smirk on his face. Without a word, Bessie moved into the common room, placed a hand on the back of the man’s fine red woollen cloak and steered him away.

      “Follow me, good man,” she said. “I haven’t seen your face afore, which means you can’t’ve tried my speciality sweet beer. How about a tankard? On the house, o’ course.” Evelyn watched as the man was led towards the bar, apparently appeased by the promise of free alcohol.

      Raif cleared his throat. “Evelyn. I know you, don’t I?”

      Shit.

      Evelyn stood with her back to him, shoulders hunched.

      “You’re from Little Haven, aren’t you?” he said. His footsteps drew near. “Evelyn Folks⁠—”

      “Yes,” she snapped. She had no wish to hear the family name assigned to her as a babe. The one reserved for the unwanted, unclaimed.  

      ‘Family’ name. A cruel jest. She composed herself for a moment before turning to find Raif far closer than expected. She edged back, running her sweat-moistened palms down her apron.

      “Yes, I remember,” he said. Apparently unperturbed by her abrupt tone, his face creased into a grin. “You used to help Mother with the cows.”

      “Oh,” Evelyn said, feeling a twinge of embarrassment as she recalled a blonde-haired woman with kind eyes and an easy laugh. “I’d forgotten all about that.”

      But the mention of his mother had cast a shadow upon Raif’s face once more and he bowed his head, returning to sit next to his sister without another word.

      Evelyn dragged a stool to sit in front of them. “I’m sorry about …” She shook her head, knowing words could bring little comfort. “Can I ask, what happened?”

      Raif chewed on his lip. Beside him, Rose watched Evelyn with wide blue eyes. Finally, he said, “There were soldiers. There was a lot of smoke and fire, it was hard to see. They came at night when⁠—”

      Before he could say any more, Fat Bessie marched back into the kitchen. “You two,” she said, preparing a tray of food and drink before herding the children from their seats. “Bring those clothes and follow me. You can stay upstairs until I know what to do. It’s too risky down here. Too many prying eyes. Come on now.” Evelyn stared at their retreating backs, Fat Bessie’s voice brooking no argument. “Girl, go and serve in the tavern.”

      Evelyn reluctantly shuffled through the kitchen door and picked up a jug of beer. She wove around the tables, forcing herself to reflect the merriment of the patrons, to laugh and join in their conversations, all the while trying not to think about Little Haven or what the attack might mean. She would need to speak to Raif later, to learn all she could.

      What was it the old woman had said? “He doesn’t just want the babes of nobles anymore.”

      What could it mean? But a part of her already knew. The Commune is closing in. I’m not safe here anymore.

      As she served and cleaned up after those coming and going in the common room, Evelyn spotted the keen-eyed man who had spied the children through the serving hatch. He sat alone in the corner, head leaning on his hands. She approached him, offering more beer.

      “Hmm?” He blinked up at her, disturbed from his thoughts. “Oh, beer. No, girl. I should really be on my way if …” He trailed off and stood, securing the scarlet cloak at his neck and scurrying towards the door without a backward glance. Evelyn watched him go. He’d said nothing to worry her, yet even so …

      But there were customers to serve and chores to be done and she soon forgot all about the man’s curious behaviour, the odd sense of unease he’d stirred in her mind becoming no more than a muted whisper.
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      When the tavern had emptied and the cleaning was completed, Evelyn lay in her bed, trying to push away the flood of memories returning to her in the quiet of the night. Thoughts of Little Haven, of her life there before she left, of the day when everything changed. When she’d been shown her true worth. Lack of worth, more like.

      She tossed and turned in her bed. There’d been no chance to speak to Raif and Rose again, but she had to find out what happened. What had become of the villagers? The elders?

      Arthur?

      He deserves to be hurt. He deserves to be punished. Images flashed across her mind, almost too fast to grasp onto: blonde hair, a confident grin turning into a sneer, his hand upon her arm, around her neck, the red of blood upon⁠—

      No! She fought against herself, crushing her face into her pillow and letting out a silenced scream. She stayed that way until her heartbeat calmed, her breathing slowed.

      You’ll never amount to anything.

      The words Arthur snarled at her retained their cruelty, their ability to wound, even after two years. The children’s arrival had brought them back, the link to Little Haven all too tangible. The sudden recall of those words made her weak and dizzy, helpless, just as when they were first spoken to her.

      Well, almost.

      What had come afterwards … She refused to go there, forced her mind to blank it out.

      You’ll never amount to anything.

      A wrench in her gut told her what she already knew: those words were true. He was right. He’d known. She shook her head, trying to scatter the shards of memory threatening to slot together once more.

      But something good had come of what had happened, hadn’t it? She’d found Bessie, who was soft and gentle when others had only chosen to turn her away when she needed them the most.

      “You’ll be safe here, girl. I’ve always wanted a daughter of my own.”

      But Arthur’s words were louder still, smothering the kindness of Bessie’s.

      She must have fallen asleep, and in her dreams Arthur’s face floated before her eyes—most of all his smirking lips and the air of mockery in his blue eyes. She cried out but her screams meant nothing. He laughed in her face, thinking himself in full control; he didn’t know what was coming for him. She hadn’t, either.

      “Wake up.”

      Evelyn was dragged from her nightmare by Bessie, who shook her by the arm, holding a lantern to her face. Evelyn squinted, lifting her hand to cover her eyes.

      “Wake up, girl.” Bessie glanced over her shoulder. “Get dressed. Gather what you need, be quick. I’ll be back.” Instantly alerted by Bessie’s abrupt tone, Evelyn jolted up. Before she could speak, the woman was gone. She stood and tugged on her trousers and tunic—plain brown and beige, just like the clothes Bessie gave Raif and Rose—before securing a leather belt at her waist. Once she’d completed her outfit with woollen socks and brown boots, she went to the wooden chest in the corner of her room and retrieved her battered sword, a rare gift she’d received from the village smith in Little Haven. The weapon had seen better days, even before it had been stored away for two years—but something told her it might come in useful.

      Finally, she retrieved her green wool cloak—the only link to her parents, the very one she’d been wrapped in as a baby, left on the outskirts of Little Haven. It might have been a vivid shade of emerald once, though it had faded with the years. She shook it out and tied it at her neck, knowing she would wear it always, even as it reminded her that whoever her parents were, they’d chosen to abandon her. No explanation, no hope of finding them, of knowing who she was … and yet the cloak was a part of her.

      By the time she was ready, Bessie had returned with the children and their dog. The woman was dressed for travel, Evelyn noted, walking boots peeking out from beneath her ample skirts and a thick woollen cloak tied about her neck. Raif and Rose were dressed similarly, wearing the outfits Bessie had supplied—the boy with clean tunic and linen trousers tucked into his own worn boots, the girl with an ankle-length, long-sleeved linen dress and both with a thick brown cloak secured at their necks.

      “Come,” Bessie said. “Follow me. And stay quiet.”

      Evelyn glanced at Raif, who shrugged, evidently understanding as little as she did. Together, they followed Bessie to the top of the staircase where the woman held up a hand to stop them. As they stood, voices drifted up from the tavern. “Keep quiet,” Bessie whispered, waving them on once more. They snuck down the stairs, pausing whenever there was an audible creak. From the common room, Evelyn heard the occasional broken sentence.

      “… you understand, my friend.”

      “When we receive such a report, we have no choice but to investigate.”

      “Of course. Another round, good men?” Something was said in response, the words too muffled to make out, and a round of too-forced laughter followed.

      Once in the kitchen, Evelyn noticed the dim glow of lamplight gleaming through the hatch from the common room. The conversation was clearer now and she listened intently, curious as to who these late-night visitors could be.

      “… doing our duty, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “We were told they’d been seen here.”

      “Of course, soldier. And I’ll be glad to let you search the premises. I am nothing if not a loyal servant of His Benevolence. But first, how about some of my wife’s famed apple pie? You must be weary after your long journey.” It was Bessie’s husband Dick, confident and sure, ever the adept peddler.

      Bessie bundled a folded knapsack into Evelyn’s arms. “This way,” she mouthed.

      The woman led them out into the icy night air and towards the stable, their path lit only by her lantern. She unbolted the door and nodded them inside.

      “Saddle Bert, girl.” Bessie waved to the lone horse in the nearest stall. “That’s it, quick now. Boy, keep an eye on the tavern door.”

      “It’s hard to see, there’s only one torch,” Raif whispered, peering through the cracked-open stable door. “Oh. There’s a wagon. Two men, I think.”

      “Two inside. A wagon, that’s good. No riders,” Fat Bessie said. “My husband is outnumbered but he should be able to keep them entertained while I get you as far as I can. We need to make for Castleton. There’re people who can help. Least, last I heard, that’s where they were.”

      “People?” Evelyn asked. “What people?”

      At the same time, Raif muttered, “Red cloaks.” Dog snuffled at the door, growling. The boy gasped, hand flying to his mouth. “They’re the same as the men who attacked⁠—”

      “I thought as much, boy, but there’s no time to explain,” Bessie said, hurrying towards Evelyn. “Put the supplies in Bert’s saddle.” Evelyn did as she was told, strangely calmed by the clear instructions. “The three of you can ride the horse. If only there was another I could ride.” Bessie pursed her lips. “Naught to be done about it.”

      My powers. The thought was a hard jab within Evelyn’s mind, sudden and sharp. She’d barely allowed herself to acknowledge them these past two years—dare she do so now? Before she could convince herself otherwise, she pulled Bessie to one side, tilting her head close and speaking in a whisper.

      “I could use … you know. I could help.” I could try, at least, though I’m not sure I’d know how.

      But Bessie’s head was shaking even before she’d finished speaking. “No, girl. Keep ‘em hidden, just like I told you afore. It’s best that way.” She squeezed Evelyn’s arm. “Come on, we must⁠—"

      Suddenly, a shout sounded from the direction of the tavern. Bessie froze, eyes widening. “Quickly now, on the horse. We have to be away.”

      As they made their way round the back of the stables, Bessie’s gaze kept drifting towards the tavern.

      Dick is alone.

      Evelyn looked between Raif and Rose, already on Bert’s back, and Bessie, the woman who’d given her a home for two years. In that moment, she made a decision.

      “Bessie,” she said. “I’ll take them to safety. Castleton, did you say? Dick’s told me how to get there enough times. Stay here, go to your husband.” She spoke with more confidence than she felt, hoping it was enough to convince Bessie.

      “Oh, don’t be silly, girl. I couldn’t leave you⁠—”

      Raised voices flared up, clearly outside the tavern now.

      “There isn’t time to argue,” Evelyn said. “If the three of us ride we can escape far quicker. I’ll go north, to the abandoned hunting cabin where I forage for mushrooms. We can rest there for the night.”

      Fat Bessie swallowed, eyes shining in the lantern light. “The soldiers aren’t local. They won’t know the hidden paths.” She reached for her belt, untying her coin purse and handing it over. “Take this.”

      Evelyn felt the weight of coins in her hand. In Little Haven, they’d traded goods with passing pedlars, any coin was handled by the Elders; money had never been common and, consequently, when she’d run, Evelyn had not a copper to her name.

      When Bessie granted her a place to stay, she’d offered a handful of coppers every now and then. “Treat yourself, girl. You’ve worked hard,” she’d say, but Evelyn would refuse. What use did she have for money?

      Yet now, it was all too clear she’d need it if they had any hope of escape. They were going to a city—they would need to pay for a room, food, drink.  She shook her head, suddenly unsure of herself—of the offer she’d made just a moment ago. “I can’t take that,” she said. “I know how much you need⁠—”

      “Nonsense. Take it,” Bessie insisted, folding her hands over Evelyn’s, enveloping the leather purse within. She nodded towards the saddlebags, leaning her head close. “And I’ve packed some rags for your monthlies, case you’re caught unawares.”

      Evelyn looked down at their hands, still clasped together, lip beginning to tremble. She bit down on it, determined to be strong, even if her legs were threatening to collapse beneath her. A thought occurred to her and she asked it before she could stop herself. “Did you pack any …” She glanced over her shoulder to ensure the children weren’t listening. “Wine?”

      Bessie shook her head. “You’ll need a clear head for this, girl.” She reached over to pat Evelyn’s hand, her skin calloused but warm. “Besides, I’ve told you afore that stuff does more harm’n good. You don’t need it, much as you might think you do.”

      Evelyn couldn’t meet Bessie’s eyes; she simply nodded, gut sinking. She couldn’t quite agree with the woman’s faith in her.

      “You can do this, girl,” Bessie said. “I know you can. Be careful. In the morning, make for Castleton. Search for a man called Mak. A group called Veritas. Dick and I, we’ve been in touch with ‘em over the years. Tried to do right by the children who … Well, we did what we could. I should’ve told you about ‘em before ...” She let out a weary exhale, cutting off her own words. “I s’pose I just didn’t want you to leave me for them. And now our time has run out, it seems. Anyway, they can help—jus’ be wary of who you ask. They have eyes everywhere.”

      Evelyn gave a brusque nod, afraid to speak for the emotion bubbling up in her throat.

      “Go, go now,” Fat Bessie said. “I’ll distract them best I can.”

      “Bessie, I- I’ll see you again, won’t I?”

      The woman looked at her then, a smile softening the concern on her round face. “Course you will, girl. I’ll want to hear all about your trip. I’ll bake an apple pie special for the occasion.” Their eyes met, the lie hanging between them.

      “I’ll look forward to it.” Evelyn forced a grin through the pressure building in her chest.

      “Go. Make me proud.” Their gazes were locked for a moment longer before the woman suddenly threw her arms around Evelyn, pulling her tight into her chest. Evelyn stiffened for a moment, though quickly allowed herself to soften into Bessie, trying to silence the voice in her mind that told her this might be the last time she’d feel such a comforting touch.

      The embrace lasted for a few heartbeats—then, as quickly as she’d reached for Evelyn, she leaned away, squeezed Evelyn’s shoulders and smiled. “Onward, now,” she said, drawing herself up and marching towards the tavern.

      “Evelyn?” Atop the horse, Raif’s hand was hovering over his bow.

      “Unless you’re sure of your skill with that, leave it,” Evelyn said. “It will only draw more attention to us.”

      “It stays,” Raif replied curtly, though his hand dropped to his side.

      Evelyn gazed into the darkness. All four soldiers were standing outside the tavern alongside Dick. Bessie shone her lantern across their faces. “It’s already near cold as winter,” she declared loudly. “Had to check on my horse, y’see. Prone to catch a chill this time o’ year, given his old age. Anyway, I heard some commotion. Surely nothing that can’t be solved by a spot more ale by the fire?”

      Evelyn climbed onto Bert’s back in front of Raif and Rose, giving the horse a gentle pat. The old beast was strong and sure-footed. She trusted he would take them to safety. If she was careful, they could walk slowly, blend into the darkness and get away without being seen. She gave Bert a gentle tap with her heels. She hoped the men would be tempted by Bessie’s offer, appeased by the promise of comfort and warmth …

      “What’s that? Over by the stables.”

      “No, there’s nothing out there, I can assure you. I⁠—”

      “You’ll be quiet woman, or lose your tongue.”

      Without a backward glance, Evelyn kicked Bert into a run, Dog close at heel.

      “Stop, by order of the Commune!”

      “They’re just children, please!”

      “Stop! In the name of His Ben⁠—”

      “Evelyn, keep going, girl! Don’t look back!”

      Evelyn kept her eyes forwards, head low, elbows locked, reins deathly tight in her fists. There was an awful, gut-wrenching howl, and Bessie didn’t yell again, but Evelyn didn’t look back. Even when the tears blurred her vision and it was all she wanted to do, she didn’t look back.

      She spurred the horse northwards, away from the soldiers. Away from the tavern. Away from the woman who’d saved her.

      She didn’t look back.
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      Hector was relieving himself on a tree near the outskirts of camp when the clattering of hoofbeats reached his ears. “Who is it, Cara?” he called to his companion, keeping watch nearby. As she darted away, Hector pulled up his trousers.

      Messengers. Scouts returning.

      Cara twirled in between his legs as she delivered her findings, white fur near blending in with the snow-scattered ground. “Scouts?” Hector tugged on the end of his moustache. “Come on, we should find out what news they’ve brought.” His companion let out a purr, butted his leg gently with her head and trotted off ahead.

      They made their way towards the large hut sitting at the centre of the Veritas camp, from which a curl of smoke drifted up towards the dense grey clouds above. He rubbed his arms, anticipating the heat of the fire pit within. As he did so, his skin tingled. “Mm,” he said, sniffing the moisture-heavy air. “Storm’s coming.” He scanned the Crystal Mountains that stretched across the horizon, imagining he could almost hear a deep, anticipatory rumbling in their peaks.

      By the time they arrived at the hut, the scouts had already been herded in to see Avanna. Hector nodded at the two guardsmen—the bearded Tavin and the young Bo, cheeks reddened by the cold mountain air—and pushed his way through the furs hanging over the doorway. Inside, the heat was almost unbearable. He shrugged off his grey fur cloak, unbuttoned his jerkin and made for the seating area where the two scouts were relaying their message to Avanna and her brother Mak. He sat beside them, Cara nestling into his lap, and listened.

      “… heard it wherever we went, villages have been ransacked, people taken—or killed,” said young Griff, cheeks flushed and eyes shining with exhaustion. 

      “It’s as the lad says,” said the other scout, a relative newcomer named Arturo whose grey hair hung loose from its horsetail. Though Hector hadn’t spoken to him much since his arrival, it was evident he had experienced much harsdship at the hands of the Commune, his brown skin marred with scars, dark eyes full of barely repressed rage. “We ventured into one of the villages on the outskirts of Haven Forest, found it abandoned. Huts burned down, people gone. Three dead by sword, left to rot where they fell. Signs of horses trampling the ground, of scuffles between men. It can only be them.”

      “That’s not all, is it Arturo?” Griff said, looking to his older companion with fear in his eyes.

      “What is it? What else did you discover?” Avanna asked, the strain in her voice all too evident.

      Arturo exhaled. “There’s a decree. The Nomarrans, they’re being driven out of the cities by order of the Commune. The Grand Magister’s madness is truly growing, to treat those who were once seen as allies like⁠—”

      “Nomarrans?” Avanna’s lips pinched tight. “Are they … have they been able to find safety? You know you could have brought anyone seeking sanctuary here.”

      Arturo nodded, mouth downturned. “I’m afraid we were too late for that. Those who were not rounded up by the Commune have fled. Where to, no one appeared to know.”

      “Rounded up?” Mak gasped. “How could they- Surely the soldiers know of the history between our people. Of the aid they granted during the⁠—”

      “Hush, brother.”

      Hector saw in Avanna’s drawn expression the same apprehension that was burrowing into his gut.

      “Thank you for bringing this news to us, Griff, Arturo. We’ve long wondered at the Grand Magister’s increasing brutality. We suspected his paranoia was mounting, and now this?” Avanna shook her head. “It seems to me the whispers were true. The bastard’s powers are fading and he’s doing everything he can to keep control. He expels the Nomarrans he fears will turn against him. He hunts the children of commoners, for it’s clear the noble offspring no longer satisfy his … needs.”

      “When will it end?” Mak asked, incredulous. “Those ignorant nobles … not to mention our foolish bloody King!” His lip curled into a snarl. “Don’t they see what that bastard is doing? Amassing the power for himself, dividing it how he sees fit. Even, if the grossest gossip is true, merging his mind with the most powerful individuals so he can retain his own strength.”

      Griff gasped but Arturo simply gave a resigned nod. “I fear it has always been so,” he said. “True, the children taken are often trained to be soldiers, guards, workers for the noble families … but what happens to those with the strongest powers?” His eyes lingered on Hector before sweeping back to Avanna. “Yes, they are rare, but there must have been some over the years, out of all the hundreds handed over. What does the Grand Magister do with them? What choice does he have but to take what is theirs for his own? Wouldn’t they be a threat to him if he didn’t? Just as he shuns the Nomarrans now, an imagined threat he seeks to crush. I fear the worst is yet to come.” He paused, looking at everyone as his words sunk in. “I think we all know the truth of it. We have been too scared to admit it until now.”

      Hector ran a hand across Cara’s back, taking comfort from her presence. The thought was a dreadful one … but Arturo was right. The Grand Magister had grown more and more reckless as the years passed—even the heinous act spoken of was no longer a surprise.

      Hector glanced towards Avanna; his friend’s eyes were downcast, hand covering her mouth. Of late, her once-full face had grown lean and hard, her expression guarded, her lips creased downwards with ever-deepening worry lines. He wondered what she wasn’t telling them. If he was so inclined, he might have used his powers to sense her thoughts and feelings. As it
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