
  

Chapter 1

As the moon rose over the silent grounds of the circus, a primal, terrified scream split the night.
Mama Maple jolted awake, blinking away the edges of a forgotten nightmare.
She briefly wondered if the scream was merely a figment, haunting her waking dreams, but no; it echoed again and her heart skipped a beat in dread.
She knew that voice, and she'd heard that distinct, fearful cry before.
It was Pitch. But that scream...
Maple hurried into her robe and bounded toward his trailer. She entered without knocking and discovered the black moth man beside himself in raw terror. He was ripping the pages from a book on Divinity and throwing them one by one onto the dying fire, trembling. Abruptly, he threw the book against the wall and Mama jumped at the sound.
Pitch shrieked again, curling into a ball and sobbing as he yanked at his antennae.
"Pitch, my sweet one, what has you in such a state?"
She approached him carefully, as one would a wounded animal.
He was murmuring something under his breath, over and over and over. She leaned closer so she could hear him more clearly, but his ramblings made little sense.
Eyes in the dark. Blood beneath the moon. The stink of rot, oh Gods...
A wretched song, piercing, wailing to the heavens. Stop it! Stop! She cannot hear you!
Maple gently pulled his hands away from his antennae and stroked his hair, pulling his shaking form into her arms.
"Shhhh, I'm here, darling one. I can hear you. Nothing will harm you, not while I'm around. Come back to me, love. Come back."
She sat with him, attempting to soothe him as he whimpered. All the while, he stared at nothing, shivering at the empty air as though some horrible creature waited just beyond it to devour him. He did not relax at all until the sun rose, and even then his sleep was fitful and restless.
Mama Maple left him there, lighting several candles to soothe him on her way out.
Her stomach knotted with a visceral dread. Something was coming. She'd known Pitch long enough to know that. But this incoherent fear...
It was an ill omen indeed.
Things carried on like that for days. In the daylight hours Pitch was agitated, but relatively calm. He would stare into the fire, muttering to himself, but Mama Maple could sometimes persuade him to eat or rest.
When the sun sunk below the horizon and the sky split with orange and crimson, however, it was a different story.
The moth man would become wild with fear and panic, screaming and pacing and making a mess of his carefully organized tomes.
Mama did her best to comfort him during these episodes, but she had never seen him this bad before.
Just as she began to suspect that the old insectoid had truly lost his mind once and for all, it came to a sudden stop.
One night, as the moon watched over the camp like a stoic sentinel, Pitch froze.
He grew silent and the stillness of his body was unsettling after the days and nights of endless feverish movement.
He stared at Maple for a long moment, then a look of determination settled onto his face.
Without a word he left his trailer, vanishing into the night.
Maple would not discover where he went until the following week, when her foundling son Ruse approached her with an unusual complaint.
The motley rabbit leaned against the wall, crossing his arms and scratching nervously at the small black horns on his head.
"I swear, Mama, that guy is creepin' me out. I've seen him every night, up in the trees. Watchin' me with those big red eyes."
He shivered, making a little noise of disgust.
"Can't you get him to knock it off?"
Maple dropped the handful of coins she'd been counting and they clattered onto the old wooden table.
"Pitch? You've seen him?"
"Yeah, Mama, haven't you been listenin'? He's been following me or something. Creepy old bug. It's really weirding me out!"
Maple frowned, the pit of worry in her stomach gnawing at her like a starved animal.
"You're sure it was him?"
Ruse gave her an exasperated look.
"How many black mothmen with massive red eyes and unblinking stares do you know? Yes, I'm freakin' sure, Mama!"
He huffed and made to leave.
“Ruse, wait!"
The rabbit lingered at the door, glancing back at her with a hint of irritation. He softened when he saw the fear on her face.
"What is it, Mama?"
She hesitated, taking a moment to compose herself.
"Just...be careful out there, my love. And pay poor Pitch no mind. He is harmless, and he means well. I will speak to him when I see him next, okay?"
Ruse nodded, feeling even less at ease after seeing that look on Maple’s face.
"Sure. Sure, Mama. I'll be careful. Don't worry about me okay? You know I always come out fine."
He frowned slightly.
"Make sure you talk to him, though."
She nodded, then watched him leave, trying to ignore the awful ominous feeling washing over her.
That night, as Ruse wandered toward town, seeking solace in the warmth and joviality of a tavern, he felt it again.
Someone was watching him.
He glanced up at the trees, but saw no sign of Pitch.
"Go away, ya creep! Stalk someone else for a change!"
He was answered by the wind slipping through the leaves, rustling a whisper that made him shiver.
But that wasn't all. He strained his ears, trying to catch it.
There!
Laughter.
He pulled his coat tighter against the wind, cold fear nibbling at his ribcage.
He'd never once heard Pitch laugh, not in all his years at the circus.
Someone else was lurking in the darkness tonight.
The laughter came again, closer this time. Something about it sounded wrong. Unhinged. Like someone was laughing while fighting back tears.
"You better back the fuck off, sleaze bag! I'm not in the mood for—"
The laughter grew closer still, and the words flickered and died in his throat.
How did they sound so close?
What the fuck was going on?
Ruse's heart was fluttering in his chest. He'd never felt so exposed, so completely vulnerable.
He cursed himself for not carrying anything for self-defense. But then, he’d never considered such a thing, at least not this close to home; the circus was his safe place.
A twig snapped—far too close—and his instincts kicked into action.
He fled, running down the path as though some hideous creature followed close, nipping at his heels.
In his panic, he nearly collided with the immovable object that was Eddrick Titanscale.
The big red draken was strolling along the road by starlight, Magnolia at his side. He'd been laughing quietly at something the little florren jackalope said, but worry quickly clouded his expression as he saw Ruse shaking like a wind-shivered Silvus leaf.
"What's got into you, Chuckles?"
Ruse drew in a deep, shaking breath, then tried to play his terror off as no big deal even as his eyes darted anxiously between the shadowed shrubbery lining the road.
"Nothin', I mean I..."
He blushed, rubbing the back of his head.
"I must've spooked myself. I thought..."
He shook his head, shivering as he pushed the unsettled feeling away and forced a smile.
"But no, it's nothing, I'm fine, really! But, uh...do y'mind if I walk with you guys?"
Eddrick glanced at Maggie, his expression somewhere between concern and uncertainty.
"Sure, Ruse. Sure. I mean, I don't mind. As long as Mags is okay with it. But...are you sure you're okay?"
Sweat was beginning to slick his fur, and Ruse let out a stifled laugh, the echo of the sound making him jump a bit.
"Me? Yeah. Yes. I am...fine. Great, even. So fine it's...it's not even funny. And you know me, big guy, I am all about, uh...funny."
Immediately, Maggie's intuition flashed warning signs; this wasn’t exactly the usual cocky poise she expected from him. His peculiar attitude, his stiff body language, how disheveled and sweaty he looked—it all came together in a picture that immediately made her uneasy.
She wondered if he was unsettled by the unrest at the circus; they’d chosen to visit during the cooler months while the circus was closed for the season with the assumption things would be calm. But she’d heard the screaming herself as it echoed throughout the nights on their late visits.
Every time she’d asked her friend Saturni, the beautiful moth’s face fell.
"All Maple has told me is that Pitch has really been struggling with something lately, but she doesn't know why. I’m sorry if he’s been bothering you—he's just not settling like he used to."
Saturni's words seemed to ring out in her mind like a brazen alarm bell, and she looked up at Eddrick, meeting his concerned gaze. While Ruse’s anxiety tended to ebb and flow like the fickle tide, she had never once actually seen him scared, and that thought alone set her teeth on edge.
Whatever was going on at the circus, everyone seemed tense these last few weeks and she did not like it one bit.
She then turned to Ruse again, trying to mask her worry as best she could.
"You know, I was starting to feel a little tired anyway, so why don't the three of us head back to everyone, and we can all sit by the fire? Besides, Saturni said that she would have some hot chocolate waiting for us when we got back, and that sounds absolutely divine right now, don't you think, Ruse?"
She reached out and squeezed Ruse's hand, then pulled him into a one-armed embrace. As she did, the little pink flowers blooming on the branches on her head tickled his nose; he couldn’t help but smile. She gave him a reassuring squeeze as she continued.
"Plus, getting to share a little extra time with my favorite Sherbet is always a good thing, right?"
Ruse visibly relaxed with Maggie's arm around him, and the thought of a sweet mug of cocoa did cheer him a bit.
"Thanks, Maggie. Things have just been weird lately. I'm sure it's...fine."


  Chapter 2

Back at the main tent, Mama Maple was pacing back and forth, trying to explain to Saturni why her guts were knotted with worry.
"It isn't like his usual fits. He's truly shaken this time and I...I do not know if I am going to be able to pull him back to us. If only I knew the shape of the horrors plaguing his mind I could do something."
An uncharacteristic frustration lingered at the edge of her voice and she sighed, rubbing her face. She looked exhausted.
"I am sorry, Moonflower. Forgive me. I should not burden you so. Pitch is my responsibility, I will handle it somehow."
Saturni had been listening to Maple intently while lounging on one of the large couches, constantly braiding and undoing a single lock of her pale green hair nervously. The act was a tic she had picked up from her time at the dance academy in her youth; she’d often needed to find something to do with her hands between exercises to help keep her nerves in check.
"I don't mind if you tell me what's going on, Maple. I'd rather you be honest with me versus leaving me in the dark."
The name Maple felt strange in her mouth.
Everyone in the circus had always addressed Maple as Mama, but in recent years Saturni had struggled; the name always seemed to die in her throat before she could speak it.
It was too hard not to dwell on the before.
Before the fire.
Before the countless stupid fights.
Before their family went up in smoke.
It had been almost four years since that fateful night in the animal tent, when things happened that could never be undone, and things were said that couldn’t be unsaid.
Things never quite healed right, and the unresolved bitterness festered just beneath the veneer of their tenuously repaired relationship.
Ruse finally came home last year, and the urge to call her Mama again had been growing stronger with each passing day. But there was simply too much left unspoken between the two of them. Things needed to be aired out before she could finally feel comfortable settling back into their old pattern.
Sure, Maple had started calling her Moonflower again and they’d resumed their nightly conversations, but somehow it all felt performative and empty. Their time was spent discussing anything that came to their minds, and yet the important things that needed to be said were never voiced.
Still, she was determined to try to keep the peace.
"If you think of something I can do to help, please tell me. I'm more than capable."
She’d tried on more than one occasion to offer help, but the stubborn woman never yielded. Maybe—just maybe—this time she would.
Maple softened. Perhaps it was the stress, or the many sleepless nights. But her defenses were weakened and she truly needed the help right now, loathe as she was to admit it.
"Actually, there is something you can do for me. I need you to keep an extra close eye on my boy. My little charmer."
A small, sad smile lingered briefly on her face and her ears drooped just the slightest bit as she thought of her son.
"Ruse has never been a cautious young man but he seems...shaken. I can't describe it but my instincts tell me something is brewing, something bad. Please, Moonflower. Do this for me. It will ease my mind."
Saturni sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes imperceptibly widening at the request.
This was what she had been waiting for: the day that Maple turned to her for help. It was truly a demonstration of Maple’s trust. The older woman hardly ever showed anyone that kind of vulnerability; it was a rare gift.
Saturni needed that. It had been a long time since she felt like she played a part in that close-knit family.
Instead, she imagined herself as nothing more than a long-term contracted performer. It stung to feel so distant—so isolated—from Maple when they had so much shared history. These little moments between them rekindled her hope for their connection.
But there was an echo of resentment beneath the breath of fresh air the trust offered. Ruse was practically her little brother; whether Maple had asked her or not, she had already planned to do everything in her power to ensure his safety. The fact that Maple even felt the need to ask her to protect him felt like a pointed thorn lodged in her heart.
The younger moth sighed, looking away so that Maple couldn’t see the conflict on her face, and rubbed her eyes before speaking.
"...if that's all you want from me, then your wish is my command."
The words came out more bitter than intended, and Saturni privately wondered how much more she could take before completely shutting down.
Before she could adjust her tone, a soft 'excuse me' could be heard outside the tent, and Ambrose peeked his head in.
Saturni sat up from her spot on the couch, and Maple watched as seeing his face made the moth’s entire demeanor change.
That rigid posture and just a bit too-formal expression she’d become accustomed to on the girl’s face morphed into something far more gentle and loving. Such a simple shift demonstrated all too well that the trust Saturni once offered her now belonged wholesale to that damned blue bird.
Seemingly oblivious to the obvious tension in the room, Ambrose smiled sweetly to his girlfriend; for being together as long as they had, they’d never fully moved on from the honeymoon phase.
In his hands were a metal kettle and some mugs, the sweet scent of cocoa slowly wafting to fill the air.
"Pardon the intrusion, Miss Maple, but I just needed to bother my gorgeous, lovely, ethereal silkwing for a moment! I hope that’s alright…?”
Maple waved a hand at him, a distracted gesture of dismissal.
"Come in, come in. My Moonflower much prefers your company these days, and she could use you now, I'm sure."
Ambrose bowed his head slightly in nervous gratitude, then walked over to where Saturni sat, moving with care to ensure that he didn’t drop anything. Once close enough, he pressed a kiss to the crown of her head, being mindful to not let the hot kettle touch her skin.
“I just wanted to tell you that the hot chocolate's done. Is there a particular spot for me to set it down?"
Saturni let out a delighted hum, then pointed to a small table next to the couch that housed a black iron trivet.
"I truly appreciate your help, my love. Just set it down here, and then anyone can pour themselves a mug. "
Ambrose’s cheeks grew warm at her praise, and he carefully set the kettle and mugs down where she instructed. He flexed his hands, feeling the blood rush back to his fingertips in the absence of its weight, then sat down.
He dropped his head onto Saturni’s shoulder and let out a relaxed sigh, his fingers fiddling with one of his navy-blue dreads casually.
“I made sure to follow your recipe to the letter, so I hope it tastes close to how you make it. Though, if it doesn’t, let it be known I tried my very best.”
Saturni smiled and pressed a kiss to his forehead, her fluffy antenna lightly brushing against his face as she drew away.
“I’m sure you did just fine. Although the real test will be whether you can gain Ruse’s seal of approval.”
Within a matter of minutes, the couple were in their own little bubble, their happiness a stark contrast to Maple’s anxieties surrounding Pitch and Ruse.
As it became clear the lovers were preoccupied with each other, Maple stalked across the tent and sank into the overstuffed couch that was tucked into the corner.
She was not used to being rattled and it ill-suited her.
"All of this is—"
Just then, Ruse bounded into the tent, slipping out from Maggie's arm and leading her in by the hand.
"Come on, you gotta taste Nini's cocoa! I can already smell it!"
Eddrick followed behind them, ducking into the tent and lingering by the entryway.
He always felt as though he were intruding here.
"Sorry, we didn't mean to barge in, we just, ah, ran into Ruse and, er...here we are."
He looked at Maggie helplessly.
This was not how he envisioned their date going and he was feeling out of place and vaguely uncomfortable after seeing Ruse so shaken. This whole trip was Maggie’s idea, something to take Eddrick’s mind off of his recently-ended friendship with one Kairon Kash.
Kairon Kash, rising star and wayward son of the leader of the High Elven Grand Council. There was a lot Eddrick could say about the bard, and quite frankly none of it was kind.
Kairon was Eddrick’s only friend for a long time, but the more time the draken spent apart from him, the more he realized how cheap and hollow that friendship was in the end. No matter what he did, Kairon just never understood the harm he caused. Eddrick had enough; he couldn’t endure his ego, his flippant dismissal of his feelings, the way he always belittled him like he was nothing more than a joke. It was exhausting.
Still, the separation from Kairon was hard. Far harder than Eddrick wanted to admit.
He thought being surrounded by Mags and her friends would make him feel better, but it only made him realize how little experience he had with genuine friendship—the kind of bond everyone here at the circus shared, the kind that seemed to come so easily to everyone else.
Real friendship wasn’t manipulative, or one-sided. It lifted you up instead of making you feel small even when you towered over everyone in the room. It meant more than fame, or gold, or any of the thousand petty distractions that came along with success.
In other words, the sort of connection Eddrick was utterly lacking the context to understand.
These people were all nice enough—though truthfully Maple reminded him too much of his Captain-of-the-Guard father—but he couldn’t help feeling like the kinship they all shared was something not meant for the likes of him.
Beyond his own social misgivings, it was becoming clear there was something else going on; he’d played bodyguard at enough venues to sense the tension in everyone’s body language. At this point, he was hoping things calmed down so he could finally get some time to unwind with his blossom bunny.
As soon as she saw Ruse, Mama rose at once. She moved quickly, intercepting her son before he could reach Saturni and his beloved hot chocolate.
The technicolor young man did not meet her gaze as she spoke, her voice laced with a mother’s worry.
"Are you alright, my little charm?"
He nodded, though his demeanor was uncharacteristically meek. He squeezed Maggie's paw lightly for comfort, attempting to steel himself.
"Nothin' happened, Mama. I just scared myself, y'know? Been jumpy lately. It was probably freakin' Pitch again. I didn't see him, but..."
He trailed off; he knew in his heart it wasn't Pitch.
Mama Maple’s face changed, though she tried to hide the expression of fear that flashed across it.
She stroked Ruse's ears and forced a small smile.
"Go, go now. Your cocoa will be cold if you don't hurry."
She cast a glance at Saturni and gave her a tiny nod, then sank back on to the couch. She steepled her hands in front of her face, appearing deep in difficult thought.
Saturni took notice of Maple’s gaze and returned her nod curtly. Despite the clear tension between them, there was one thing that the two women would not disagree about, and that was Ruse’s well-being.
Ambrose looked at Saturni nervously, seeing how her eyes pointedly fixated on Maple. He could only assume that the two were having a conversation with their eyes, and based on the intensity of his girlfriend’s gaze nothing about it was pleasant.
He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed softly to get her attention, anything to break the rising tension.
"Hey—whatever is going on, we'll figure it out as we always have. You, especially, have a real knack for problem solving."
Saturni let out a soft hum of content, her eyes softening once again.
“My sweet man, you sell yourself short. You are actually much more intuitive than I am. If there’s anyone that can come up with a solution, it’s going to be you."
She gave him a quick peck, then stood up momentarily to pour a mug of the promised hot chocolate for Ruse. Once the mug was nearly full to the brim, she placed the warm drink in his hands and gave him a gentle pat on his cheek.
“Bottoms up!”
As she did a quick glance around the room, Saturni waved at Maggie before suddenly remembering something.
"Wait a minute. I thought you and Eddrick were out on a date. I’m a little surprised you’re back so soon."
Maggie blushed, and nervously rubbed the back of her neck.
"Well, we were before we ended up running into Ruse, and he looked really really spooked. Neither one of us wanted to leave him alone, so we figured we would bring him back here. We’ll have our alone time later. After all, we still have plenty of time to visit before I have to get back to the clinic."
Saturni looked at her apologetically, then noticed Eddrick still lurking by the entrance. She attempted to wave him over to join in before resuming her spot next to Ambrose on the couch.
"Surely you can’t be comfortable just standing in the doorway. Come sit with us and get warm! It’s a little nippy outside tonight."
Ambrose peered at Eddrick, noting how the draken looked out of place, and smiled warmly. He gently patted his girlfriend’s arm, then stood up to join him.
"Hey, don’t worry about feeling out of place — you’re among friends here. Come join us and take a load off. And if cocoa's not your thing, there’s other things for you to drink.”
He then leaned over to whisper exaggeratedly.
“Plus, between you and me, it’s always nice to have another guy around."
Ruse laughed and pushed Ambrose playfully, settling himself between him and Saturni.
"Another guy around? Hey, what am I, chopped liver?"
He stuck his tongue out at the bird man, but his tone was relaxed. Eddrick took the interruption as an opportunity to slip gratefully into the tent, settling himself beside Maggie and trying to at least feign the illusion of being at ease.
Ambrose chuckled humorously at Ruse, crossing his arms.
"Aww, c'mon now. You don't enjoy my presence nearly as much as you do Saturni or Miss Maple. If anything, I’m the one who’s chopped liver."
Ruse giggled softly into his hot chocolate, then paused to squint into the cup suspiciously.
“Hey, Nini, what gives? Did you really forget the nutmeg?”
Saturni’s gaze shifted to Ambrose and she smirked, giving him a pointed look.
“Oh…did I forget it? How silly of me…”
Ambrose fidgeted in place, looking to Ruse as though his very sense of worth rested on the next words from his mouth.
“It’s, uh…it’s still pretty good though, right?”
Ruse took another sip, taking a moment to taste it the way one might examine the subtle flavor notes of a particularly old and expensive vintage.
“Hmmm…”
Saturni rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help the chuckle that rose at the rainbow rabbit’s shenanigans. Ambrose seemed to be holding his breath, and even leaned closer as he awaited Ruse’s decision.
Finally, Ruse shrugged.
“Yeah, it’s still pretty good. I mean, it’s hot chocolate. You’d have to be some kind of idiot to mess it up, right?”
He stuck his tongue out and smirked, and Saturni gently elbowed him in the ribs.
“Be nice, you little Riot. Ambrose worked really hard to make that for us!”
Ruse raised an eyebrow.
“Woooow, you gave him your secret recipe? So when’s the wedding, huh? You gotta promise I can be in it!”
Ambrose flushed deeply and Saturni flicked Ruse on the forehead gently.
“Yeah, yeah, I promise, now finish your cocoa before it gets cold, you little menace.”
Ruse smiled as he took a long, slow sip from his mug, relaxing at last. Being here, in the tent, with his family…
It made the strange encounter in the woods feel far away.


  Chapter 3
Ruse took another sip of his cocoa, then froze as a shrill, screeching sound echoed outside the tent.
The cry seemed distant but it still made Ruse's heart stutter in his chest. He leaned against Saturni, cuddling closer to her in a way he hadn’t done since he was very young.
Across the room, Maple's gaze drifted toward the entrance to the tent and she frowned. There was a heavy sorrow in her eyes. She lowered her voice, murmuring to herself so that Ruse could not hear her.
"If Jimmy were only here…we could feel safe in our home."
His absence frightened and frustrated her. He'd been her comfort, her protector...and now, without him, she was left to fend off these unknown terrors alone.
Eddrick, still anxious and hyper-aware of his surroundings, overheard her.
He saw an opportunity and pounced on it.
"Hey, Mags, it's kind of crowded in here, right? With everything going on maybe it's best if I, uh, keep guard, y'know? Make sure you can all relax."
But as the shrill sound cut through the air, everyone went silent.
Maggie wrung her paws nervously, eyeing Eddrick as he mentioned keeping guard. While she didn't like the prospect of him possibly in danger, she also knew she wasn’t exactly built for combat. Ah, the curse of being small but fierce; she would need to rely on others for protection if any threat appeared. Thus, she offered a begrudging nod, her eyes lingering on Eddrick’s face in concern.
"Please be careful..."
Saturni pulled Ruse extra close and stroked his ears, whispering comfort and affection. She then looked at Ambrose, her silvery eyes filled with fear and uncertainty. That immediately made his stomach knot up, seeing how unnerved she was—he hadn’t seen her this scared since their time in the academy.
He smiled at her in an attempt to reassure her that everyone was safe, then looked at Eddrick.
"I'll join you. You know, keep you company, and make sure everyone is cared for."
He hurried back to Saturni to press a kiss on her cheek, momentarily squishing Ruse between the two of them. He then gently tapped their foreheads together.
"Safe and sound, right?”
She nodded, the small waver in her voice betraying her uncertainty.
"Safe and sound.”
Eddrick nodded, trying to hide his relief at escaping the tent behind a genuine wish to help set everyone at ease. Truth be told, his scales had started to itch again, his old anxieties festering beneath the skin and threatening to bubble up to the surface.
"Come on, let's give them some peace, huh?"
He slipped out of the tent, crossing his arms as he settled himself just outside. Old habits took over easier than he liked to acknowledge, and almost at once his eyes scanned the trees and shadows nearby for any suspicious movement.
Ambrose followed Eddrick, feeling his own frayed nerves somewhat soothed.
He didn't want to admit it, but Maple intimidated him.
Not like his aunt, for sure—nobody was quite as ruthless as Grace LaSterne—but Maple had her own brand of unshakeable authority. It didn’t help that she made her feelings abundantly clear; she did not approve of him in the slightest.
Spotting an unused barrel in the perfect spot to overlook most of the surrounding area, Ambrose sat down and sighed, dropping his head into his hands.
"Fuck..."
Eddrick glanced at the bird-man, the corners of his mouth pulling into a small frown briefly before he chuckled. There was no humor in the sound, but something closer to commiseration.
"You seemed almost as eager to get out here as I was. Things been tense around here or something? I mean before all of the, uh...whatever the fuck this is."
Ambrose looked at Eddrick, and sighed.
"Ah...well. It's kind of complicated. I don’t know if you noticed the vibe, but Maple sort of…hates me. Well, not me, really, it’s ah…well, like I said, it’s complicated. Family stuff, I guess.”
Eddrick made a soft huff of agreement.
“Trust me, I know how that is.”
Ambrose offered him a strained smile, then continued.
“You know, when Ruse ran away, that’s when everything kinda fell apart. Everyone was grieving, and Saturni and Maple were fighting constantly. I think my presence pissed Maple off even more and it got to the point where the two of them hardly said a word to each other. Now, Ruse is back, and I can’t explain it, but his return seemed to make things somehow both better and worse? Like, I can clearly see that 34 the two want to reconnect but Maple just...doesn’t want to talk about those years, and Saturni wants an apology.”
A dark expression came over Eddrick’s face and he glanced away, his thoughts drifting to places he’d been trying hard to avoid.
“It can be rough, wanting an apology from someone who will damn well never give you one. I, uh…I get that too. Sometimes shit just needs to be said before things start feeling right again. But of course that’s easier said than done.”
Ambrose nodded, and as he continued his voice thickened with emotion.
“Now, there's something going on with Ruse, and everyone is pretending things are fine when they clearly aren’t, and the truth is...I have no idea what the hell is going on. None. I'm bad at unspoken cues and social riddles, and at this point I'm too scared to ask."
Eddrick nodded solemnly.
"Sometimes there's value in just...bein' around. You gotta trust people to tell you when they need you, y'know?"
He scanned the trees again, feeling suddenly on edge.
"I gotta say, though, I don't think I've ever been more glad to be big enough to scare off anything with half a brain. No creeps are getting at our girls tonight."
He thought for a moment, shrugged, then added:
"Or Ruse for that matter, I suppose."
Ambrose chuckled, and it was the first time in weeks he’d felt truly heard; even sitting on a barrel in the dark with some unknown shrieker lurking around he felt more at ease than he had in the warmth and company of the tent.
Back inside, Ruse Riot was feeling antsy.
He gulped down the last of his cocoa, then slid his gaze over to Saturni.
"Hey Nini, can I ask you somethin' kinda weird?"
Saturni looked at him, and smiled softly.
"Anything, sweet prince.”
Ruse hesitated, trying to decide the best way to ask.
"You've been here a long time. Ever since I was a baby, right? So, um...in all that time, have you ever heard Pitch laugh?"
He lowered his voice on the last word, as though afraid to speak it too loud.
Saturni froze, her stomach dropping.
Laugh? Pitch laugh...?
"Um...well, no...I don’t think I can say that I’ve ever heard Pitch laugh..."
Ruse's ears drooped a bit and he stared down into his empty mug.
"Oh. Th-that's okay. I was just wonderin'. Maybe I should come up with some jokes, see if I could get him to give us a chuckle."
But there was no mirth in his tone. He sounded strained, his voice thin.
Maggie silently listened to Saturni and Ruse’s conversation about Pitch, feeling her own stomach drop. She was told a bit about Pitch prior to meeting him
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