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      To you, reader.

      Times are hard. Here’s a small escape.

      May Ebroth guide you through your darkest nights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Now

      

      
        1. Chapter One

      

      
        2. Chapter Two

      

      
        3. Chapter Three

      

      
        4. Chapter Four

      

      
        5. Chapter Five

      

      
        6. Chapter Six

      

      
        7. Chapter Seven

      

      
        8. Chapter Eight

      

      
        Now

      

    

    
      
        Continue the Story

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a dark fantasy novella. By dark, we mean grim. And when it’s dark and grim, it’s bound to come with a couple trigger warnings, right? Here they are:

      
        	Topic of genocide

        	Murder (off page)

        	Religious persecution

        	Funeral for a grandmother

      

      You will never see persecution for race, disability, or sexuality in our books.

      

      If you have any questions or want further details before reading, you can reach us through rpdunwater.com.
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      The frigid eastern winds sweep down from the Blackridge Mountains. They respond to my call with a thunderous roar and whip the bristled pines into a frenzy around us. 

      My breath comes in ragged gasps. Fresh tears blur my vision. Every part of me is trembling. I can’t speak. I can’t think. I’m completely frozen—not from the biting cold but from the shock of it all.

      Bile rises in my throat as I stare at the crimson smears that tinge the once pristine snow. It leaves the bitter taste of metal on the back of my tongue. The cries of my remaining people, who kneel in a shivering huddle to my left, leave a weight on my chest that restricts breath.

      A pair of stark white leather boots come to stand before me—boots made from hides I’d hunted and skinned myself, and given as a gift—and I think to myself:

      

      How did we let it get this far?
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          NINE YEARS OLD

        

      

    

    
      Even the sky cried on the day of Grandmother’s farewell ceremony, but still my mother’s eyes remained dry. I took a stoic stance beside her as our people filed past, one after another, their faces somber and their hearts heavy. But Mother’s smile persevered. She took each hand between her own and comforted them with sweet words. She reassured them that returning to our God Ebroth was a Priestess’s greatest honor.

      That’s what a High Priestess is supposed to do, I know she’d tell me. But it bothered me to have to comfort others when my own tiny heart felt shattered. I was barely nine years old at the time, and it would still be some years before I truly learned that we Priestesses found our greatest honor in serving others. It was our sole purpose for existing, in fact. Ebroth and Dienna chose our bloodlines to shepherd and care for Their people long ago.

      “Sister, my condolences,” a familiar velvety voice spoke over the din. 

      I blinked from my trance to find Blackridge’s High Priestess of Dienna wrapping my mother in a comforting embrace. Amalia Throckmorton served as Mother’s counterpart in our village and was responsible for the people of Dienna who settled alongside us four generations before. She was tall and lean and as graceful as a confident spider who knew its purpose and power in the world. And she was the first person to show my mother any care. I could see hints of pain peek through Mother’s mask as Amalia offered her a moment of reprieve. 

      A smaller pair of arms wrapped around my own shoulders, and I immediately sank in against the familiar warmth. It was Cece, my best friend, and the daughter of a High Priestess just like me. She squeezed me tight before pulling away and meeting my eye with her usual intense stare.

      “I’m sorry your grandma died, Alma,” she said. Despite the matter-of-fact tone, she was the first person to say so, and it made my heart swell.

       “Thanks, Cece.”

      She tiptoed to peek over my shoulder at the altar that held my grandmother’s body. An equal measure of fear and curiosity shone in her wide eyes.

      “Would you like to pay your respects?” I asked her, as I was instructed to do.

      “Mother says I should.”

      “Come. I can take you.” Not waiting for an answer, I grabbed hold of her hand. I knew neither of us wanted to go alone.

      I led her past groups of mourners toward the old willow tree at the back of the ceremonial clearing. It stood tall and wide, and apart from the rest, with the thick Blackridge forest as its backdrop. It was always under this tree that we led the worship of Ebroth and hosted our full moon ceremonies. 

      The gray sky had lightened after relieving a bit of its burden, but it still cast a dull haze over the clearing. Mist dusted our hair and clothes like tiny crystals and deepened the verdant greens of the pines and dark umber of the muddied earth. 

      Cece and I weaved through the sullen crowd around the willow and took our place at the very front, just under its drooping canopy. We were mere inches from Grandmother’s body, which had been wrapped in a black linen shroud and laid upon the old stone altar. Greenery and fresh-picked flowers were tucked around her as though she were part of some elaborate bouquet—a gift for the great God Ebroth Himself. 

      Cece leaned forward to inhale the scent of a white chrysanthemum. Then she rocked back on her heels, taking in the trinkets and coins that had been placed upon the altar.

      “They’re gifts from our followers,” I whispered to her. 

      She pointed to a tiny doll made of twigs and twine. It sported an acorn head. “This is a gift?”

      “Of course. Wild things are our greatest treasure.”

      “If you say so,” she said with a quiet chuckle.

      “You could take that doll, plant it in the woods, and birth a whole new tree,” I argued. It bothered me that Cece could so easily scoff at someone’s hard work. Grandmother would have loved that little doll.

      I glanced back up at the shroud, my eyes tracing the outline of her strong hands. I wanted more time. I needed more years to study those hands as they gathered herbs from the garden and hung them up to dry. As they pounded them down into poultices and tinctures that could heal wounds or sickness. As they drew intricate sigils with the utmost care. There was so much still that I needed to learn before it was my turn. 

      A shuddered breath shook my small frame as a moment of desperation overtook me. Cece turned to study me with both concern and curiosity. Once she was sure I wasn’t crying, she nodded toward the woods.

      “Let’s take a walk.” She stole a quick glance toward our mothers, then grabbed my hand and fled toward the trees.

      We walked for a long time. Cece led the way at first, twisting and winding through the trees in no particular direction. I could tell she was hopelessly lost, but she was far too proud to admit it. And I was just grateful to be away from the crowd and in my woods. I didn’t care where we were headed. These trees were my home, my sanctuary. 

      When Cece began to look discouraged, I took over without a word and turned us west. It wasn’t long until we reached the Mountain Run River.

      “Help me with this, would you?” I motioned toward the buttons on the back of my dress.

      Cece took a few tentative steps toward me. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going for a swim. Aren’t you coming?”

      “It’s freezing! Alma Payne, you’ll get sick!”

      Her worry tickled me. “You know I don’t suffer the cold as you do.”

      “Yes, and what about me? Hmm?”

      “Luckily for you, Celia, we are the ones who know how to make the medicines.”

      She narrowed her eyes stubbornly but reached up a moment later to undo the tight buttons at the back of my neck. The black fabric crumpled into a pile at my feet. 

      The Mountain Run ran deep enough to drown me, but I wasn’t afraid of it. To the people of Ebroth residing in Blackridge this river was a sacred medicine. Its flowing water, carrying the pristine melt of our God’s winter from the mountain peaks, held the ability to heal all wounds of the heart. So, I waded in and slipped below the surface, asking Ebroth to numb the pain in my chest with His icy current. I stayed under as long as I could stand it.

      When I surfaced, Cece was pacing with worry. “I thought you’d drowned!” she hollered at me.

      “Are you coming in or what?” I called back with a laugh. “It feels great!”

      Her frantic gaze dropped from my face to the water that lapped at the tips of her shoes. It took her a while to decide, but she did eventually shed her mourning dress and wade in after me. Her lower jaw trembled from the cold, but she crossed her arms tightly over her chest and pushed forward. She was always so proud.

      “You p-people of Ebroth are all c-c-crazy,” she stuttered. Her rich brown skin erupted with cold bumps. I was proud of her for bearing it.

      “Water, like our emotions, ebbs and flows,” I said dramatically, mimicking the tone Mother takes when she addresses our people. Cece giggled, egging me on. “So, we ask the flowing river to absorb our unwanted feelings and wash them away.”

      “Did it wash away y-your sadness?” She waited for my nod before considering the idea. “Can you g-give it any feeling?”

      “Yes, you can offer it anything you don’t want to feel anymore.”

      She drew in a deep, shaky breath. “How?”

      I blinked. I’d never met anyone who hadn’t performed this small ritual before. “You just…close your eyes, dip your head under, and ask the river to take it.”

      Cece sucked in a quick breath and disappeared below the surface. I waited patiently, a proud smirk tugging at the corner of my lips, until she returned to the surface just a few moments later. 

      “You did it!” 

      But Cece ignored me. She gasped for air and swam as quickly as she could toward the bank. I watched with a chuckle as she danced erratically along the rocky soil to shake the icy water from her limbs. It looked so fun that I swam to the bank and joined her. When she deemed us dry enough, we pulled on our dresses and sat side by side against the trunk of a giant oak tree. 

      “Do you feel better?” 

      Cece drew in a deep breath and sighed as she exhaled. “I actually do.”

      “What did you give it?”

      She raised a brow and studied me, undoubtedly deciding whether or not to share. I hoped she hadn’t felt foolish for taking part in the ritual. 

      “My fear.”

      “Fear? You’re a Throckmorton! You’re not afraid of anything.”

      Cece’s lips spread into a proud smile, but she leaned in closer against my shoulder. “I’m afraid to die.”

      Her words quieted me. I leaned against her, my eyes boring into the dirt at our feet. I’d always been taught that death was just a part of life—a return to the earth and the natural cycle of things. I’d never considered it something to be afraid of, though, there had been a nagging tug deep in my gut since Grandmother’s passing. Could that be fear?

      “I’ve never seen a dead High Priestess before,” she continued. “My grandmother has been gone since before I was born. Mother said she returned to Dienna, but I don’t know what that means…” 

      “Mother told me that the blood of the Gods flows through our veins. It’s a gift that They gave us so we could help our people. But when we die, we have to give it back.”

      “Not much of a gift,” Cece grumbled beside me.

      I chuckled. “But it could be a good thing. It might mean that we don’t die, we just…become a part of Them—Ebroth and Dienna.”

      She took a moment to think about that, turning her eyes toward the sky. A smile crept across her lips when she met my gaze again.

      “I like the sound of that. And that means we won’t ever leave each other. We’ll be together always—just like the Twins.”

      The warmth of affection flooded my chest. I wrapped an arm around her shivering frame and held her close. “You’re never getting away from me, Celia. You’re my best friend.”

      “We’re each other’s only friend, Alma,” she corrected me.

      I chuckled, but Cece was right. Being a Priestess was a lonely business. Every day, I watched as Mother and Grandmother treated our followers as though they were family, hundreds of children whom they constantly worried about—even after visiting hours. But at the end of the day, it had always been just the three of us. Each night, our cabin was quiet but for the crackling of the fire and the fluttering pages of the books we all read. Now it would only be the two of us. And when Mother inevitably met her end…

      “Cece…promise me we’ll always be like this,” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

      “Like what? Best friends?”

      “You know…promise we’ll spend time together every day, for the rest of our lives. That we’ll never let each other get lonely.”

      She chuckled, both amused and confused by my plea. I heaved a sigh.

      “I’m just worried that I’ll end up like Mother, all alone. At the end of the day, everyone returns to their homes, and I fear the only time they think about her is when they rehearse what they’re going to ask her for the next day. Her mother just died. And not a single person asked her how she was feeling today.”

      Cece turned toward me, her brow furrowed. “No one has to ask, you fool. It’s obvious. If your mother had just died, would you want everyone in line to remind you?”

      “Well, no…but she’s spent the whole morning comforting everyone else and⁠—”

      “That’s our job, Alma. Don’t you see? It’s what we’re born to do. It’s our purpose.”

      I frowned and retracted my arm from her shoulders, feeling utterly misunderstood. Were we Priestesses not allowed to have a life outside of our work? Could we not keep friends or frequent the taverns? I couldn’t imagine a life sitting in silence every night, just waiting to invite my needy flock in once more the next morning. 

      I felt foolish then for airing my thoughts so freely. 

      But it isn’t until this moment—staring down at these blood-stained boots—that I truly understand the wisdom in holding one’s tongue.

      Cece startled as a great black crow swooped in and landed on the thick oak
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