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For those with scars






[image: image-placeholder]



 "... Across the fire sits the magic man and his wand. He chuckles and a sadistic grin spreads across his inebriated face. I only have eyes for the straw doll he holds in his hands. He flips it this way and that, pretending to drop it into the fire and catching it, eager for a reaction. It's not that I don't understand the game we are playing. I just don't wish to play...."



- Crown of Fire
Awenmell Series : Book One
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It wasn’t the ropes themselves that bothered Tabar so much. Their coarse threads had twisted and coiled around each other until they’d made  a dense cord almost as thick as his tiny wrists. They looked a bit like the big bracelets he’d seen on fine ladies in Lewtshire; not that the ladies ever found themselves tied in ropes and dragged behind a guard who walked so fast they’d have to take three steps to the guard’s one. 
Three steps. Tabar had counted them. He knew how to count but he couldn’t remember ever learning how. Just like he couldn’t remember how he learned to hide in the darkest lanes in Lewtshire and to always keep his head covered. Always. 
The guard tugged on the ropes and Tabar stumbled forward, catching his foot on a stone on the dusty roadway. He regained his balance, his heart pumping in fear at almost being dragged along by the guard like a piece of refuse. 
Tabar might’ve escaped the Brennyn guards with the other boys if his hat hadn’t fallen off and exposed him. 
 “Bastard son of the invaders!” they’d called him and smacked his head so hard he wondered if they were trying to slap the white hair from his head. Tabar didn’t react to the slur or the punches. He’d endured worse. His hair, and the memories it brought to those who’d survived, needed to be wiped out. He understood that now. 
In Lewtshire, he’d heard tales about the vicious invaders; hair like ice with hearts just as cold, evil and corrupt animals who destroyed villages and defiled the women. Tabar didn’t know what “defiled” meant, but he knew being one of them meant everyone else’s past created his future. 
He trotted behind the guard and wondered if they fed people before they executed them. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad to die after all—if you were warm and fed. The guard tugged on the ropes again and Tabar winced. No, it wasn’t the ropes that bothered him, it was the way their fibers irritated the half-healed burns along his arms.
The guard’s boots crunched into the stones in a solid rhythm, one, two, one, two, and when the beat slowed at a rise Tabar lifted his head. Farmhouses appeared closer together, and a short distance away the thatched roofs of a small village popped up behind green hedges like scratchy gray mushrooms.
Tabar stepped closer to the guard, proud of the slack he’d created; it meant the tug he expected didn’t affect his wrists at all. Soon a gray stone wall rose along one side of the road. It only came to the guard’s waist, but Tabar had trouble seeing over it. The wall was as high as his shoulders and masses of unkempt climbing plants hung over its capstones. 
The crunching sound of the guard’s boots stopped. Tabar froze after his next step, slowly bringing his feet closer together for balance. Something over the wall had caught the guard’s attention, and he stood with his hands on his hips and watched through a small opening that must have once held a gate. Keeping as much distance as he could, Tabar crept around and behind the guard so he might see through the gateway too. 
A small thatched house sat amongst overgrown vines. Plots of half-tended produce filled the yard and behind a large spray of a vegetable gone to seed, there was some movement and muttering. The angle of the wall blocked most of Tabar’s view but he could tell the muttering belonged to an old lady, and it seemed she was weakly swinging some kind of tool around. 
Tabar edged closer to the guard. The short, stout woman wore a kerchief on her head and held an axe in her hand. She tapped at pieces of firewood and muttered to herself, and the guard beside him placed his hand on his chest. The guard was tall and strong; maybe he wasn’t so bad after all if he felt pity for an old lady. Tabar bet the guard could chop all the firewood she’d need in one day. 
“Right.” The guard loosened the heavy ropes around Tabar’s wrists and smacked him across the head. “Get in there and help, Dreg!” 
Tabar stumbled through the gate as the old lady started and pulled the axe close to her chest.
“Here,” the guard called to her as he leaned on the wall, “Use this. I’ll head to the tavern and come back for him later.”
The old lady stood still, her eyes wide and the axe trembling in her hands. Tabar froze. Why was she scared? She was at least double his size and she was the one holding the axe. She didn’t take her eyes from Tabar as she spoke. “But he’s a . . .”
The guard waved her concern away. “But only a little one. Must be what? Five summers? Can’t imagine he’d do much damage.” He pulled some cloth from the dirt at the base of the wall and tossed it towards Tabar motioning for him to put it on his head. “Don’t shame this house, now.” 
Tabar waited, his head bowed and covered in rotting cloth, for the old lady to hand him the axe. Her eyes reminded him of someone who once trusted him to do the right thing, someone scared. More than anything, he wanted to prove he could do the right thing. Tabar didn’t know a lot of things, but he knew how to count, he knew how to cut wood, and he knew what scared looked like. Once the axe was in his hands, the old lady took refuge behind a frame of climbing beans, rubbed at her elbows, and watched him split the wood. 
Some pieces split easily, others needed extra taps and bangs to free them from the blunt axe blade. Splinters from the rough timber handle pierced his palms, and sometimes the axe-head seemed so heavy he thought it might fall down his back, so Tabar was sure not to swing it too high. He pretended he didn’t notice the old lady move from plant to plant until she was safely inside the door of the cottage. 
Soon afterward, she reemerged from the cottage, but with another old lady, this one tall and skinny. “See, Hennie, look,” she said and pointed to Tabar. He snuck a glance at the taller lady, who glared at him. The splinters in his hands were softer than her. 
Hennie’s voice was dry and brittle. “Well, I must say, he’s quite strong for a weed . . . I think we should keep him.” 
Tabar didn’t dare look up, even when the smell of the rotting cloth on his head made his nose scrunch up. 
“Oh no, we can’t do that.”
“And why not?” 
The short lady whispered into Hennie’s ear, as if the truth was too distasteful to speak aloud. 
“Oh, is he? What a shame to waste that strength.” Tabar peeked at the women as Hennie tapped at her chin. Her neck leaned ahead of her body and her nose pointed like a beak. Tabar wondered if people grew into their names. “Well, we should at least consider it, Flora,” she said. “Winter’s almost here. Are you going to chop all our firewood?”
Flora rubbed at her elbows, and Tabar looked down and chopped the wood harder and faster, ignoring the little cuts on his hands from the axe handle. “It’s true,” he heard her say.  “He’d come in handy, but it’s not like he has the strength of a grown man.”
“We keep that sow of yours and she has small litters.”
“At least she gives us something for the slops. What would he do?” Flora looked back at the cottage. “Besides, we don’t have room.”
Tabar stooped over the wood as he split it. He could be small too. He could be anything they wanted him to be. Blood rushed through his veins and the more he puffed the more he seemed unable to catch his breath. 
“Put him with the pig. He might help keep her warm.”
“What if my pig doesn’t like him? Besides, we can’t have one of them here. What will people say?” 
Hennie strode over to Tabar and rested a curled finger on her chin. She grabbed his shoulder to turn him and Tabar dropped the axe, stretched as tall as he could and tried to slow his breathing. “Would they have to know?” she asked.
Flora crept closer and looked around the garden as if the beans might be spies. “What do you mean?”
Tabar’s eyes widened. What on earth did she mean? He didn’t resist as Hennie wrenched his mouth open and inspected his teeth, then held his eyes open for Flora to see. “Look, he doesn’t have their bright-blue eyes.”
“Maybe he has the soul of his poor mother.”
“Get my shears.”
A few moments later, Flora slapped the shears into Hennie’s waiting palm. Her other hand already held Tabar by his hair. Tabar pushed down his last remaining spark of panicked energy. The panic had never helped him before, only teased him with escape when none was possible. He thought he’d hang; how strange to be disappointed that an old lady and a blade would be his end. Warm liquid ran down Tabar’s leg and pooled in his shoe. Would they even notice?  They seemed more interested in the clumps of his hair that lay on the ground anyway.
Hennie reached into the soil and scrubbed a handful into his shortened hair. “See? Keep him dirty. No one will know.”
Flora turned him by his shoulders, bent towards him, and for the first time addressed him directly. “You wouldn’t hurt my sow, would you?” 
Tabor was as terrified of pigs as he was of fire. He shook his head.
Hennie pulled a coin from a fold in her apron and pushed it into Flora’s hand. “Go to the tavern. Tell the guard the dreg ran away.” 
Hennie’s shears slashed at Tabar’s hair as he watched Flora waddle along the road toward the village. When she disappeared, he focused on
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