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Prologue


Evelyn





Twelve Years Ago


The Forest’s Edge Manor had so many spaces for Evelyn to tuck herself away, and being the smallest of the three children in the family, she had an advantage in the game of hide and seek. Jasmine was counting in the dining room, but Evelyn could no longer hear her after she’d fled as fast as her feet could carry her in search of a hiding place. Her cousin, Theodore, had shot her a mischievous grin before his departure, darting in the opposite direction on silent feet to find somewhere else to hide. Despite being a few years older than Jasmine, he would still play games with them, no matter if the games were for little kids or not. It was one of the reasons Evelyn loved her cousin so much; he always had time for her.  

One day, Theodore would take over from his mother, Evelyn’s aunt, as ruler of Forest’s Edge, and Evelyn would be the lead Healer like her father before her. They would work together and take care of all those who lived in the tree-filled city.

Footsteps sounded outside the room Evelyn had hidden herself away in. She pulled her knees to her chest, making herself as small as possible in the gap between the armchair and the wall. It was a good spot in the corner of the room where, as long as she kept very still and tried not to make a sound, no one would find her. 

Jasmine was clever but even this spot would have her sister fooled. Evelyn was sure of it. Unlike Evelyn, Jasmine was not a Lys Alv. She had no magic, but that didn’t seem to bother her. Jasmine had dreams of travelling the world and eating tarts in every flavour possible. Evelyn wanted to go with her, but magical people couldn’t leave Valmenessia. She just hoped Jasmine wouldn’t leave for too long and would bring treats home when she returned.

Evelyn lay curled on her side with her legs cradled to her chest and her cheek pressed on the cool wooden floorboards. She could see the entire room beneath the , from between the chair legs, so when footsteps sounded, she had a clear view of her aunt, father and a strange man entering the room. 

Her aunt was the lady of Forest's Edge. She ruled the city and everyone in it, and the citizens liked her a lot. Evelyn thought it was because when her aunt smiled her whole face lit up and made everyone feel all warm and gooey inside because that was the feeling Evelyn got when her aunt did it. The lady of Forest’s Edge sat on the sofa, crossing one leg over the other and clasping her hands in her lap. Her back was straight, her posture regal and when she did the smile, Evelyn found herself grinning from where she lay in her hiding place.

Evelyn's father moved to sit beside her aunt. His curly black hair was a little messy, which her mother always said was because her father was constantly running his hands through it, searching for answers. Evelyn was unsure of what answers he’d find in the strands but there must have been some if he kept doing it. The bright amber sun pin of the Healers sparkled in the daylight from where it was attached to the breast of his grey coat, his butter yellow shirt visible beneath.

She chewed her lip. One day Evelyn would wear the grey and yellow uniform as well as have her own sun pin. It was supposed to be a good thing. Everyone was happy when they talked about it, but the thought had a pit gradually growing in her stomach.

The strange man with her aunt and father did not sit. Instead, he placed his hands behind his back, his long fingers intertwining as he faced them. Evelyn couldn’t help but wonder where he was from. She’d been learning the histories of the cities of Valmenessia with her tutor recently and was curious to know which city he’d been living in before coming to Forest’s Edge. He wasn’t from her city; she was sure of it by the way he dressed.

Perhaps he was from Giland or Fellbun? Maybe even Royal Bay where the king lived with his two sons. Royal Bay always made her think of how Queen Helen died before Evelyn was born, killed by a Mors Alv. Evelyn’s parents said they weren’t entirely sure that was true but not to contradict the tutor. It wasn’t a popular opinion to have. The queen’s death had made King Dominic really mad and because of what happened now there were no more Mors Alvs.

Evelyn had heard stories about the Mors Alvs being really scary, but again, her parents told her not to believe everything she heard. Though, apparently that didn’t apply to Healer training or the stuff they told her. 

Adults had weird rules that Evelyn didn’t really understand.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” the man said with an incline of his head, drawing Evelyn’s attention away from thoughts of the confusing things her parents told her. “Lady Royd and Mr Royd.”

“You're welcome,” her aunt replied, once more showing off that warm smile Evelyn loved. “Please tell us why you're here.”

“I would like a position within your library to study magic,” he said. His tone held no warmth, though it wasn’t unkind either. If he were a book, he wouldn’t be an adventure, more like a set of instructions to build something ordinary, kind of like a plain wooden box.

“Conjuring?” her father asked, shifting forward. Her father was a Conjurer so there was no wonder he found the idea of another looking to become one interesting.

The man shook his head. “Not quite. I want to investigate the properties of magic and the possibilities of harnessing it beyond those born to wield it.”

“Sounds an awful lot like conjuring to me.” Her father looked at her aunt with a raised brow as he sat back in his seat once more.

“I can see where you might believe that,” the man continued with a wave of his hand. “But conjuring still uses magic as a learnt skill, much like a born ability, creating objects and potions. What I propose is using magic as a tool. Take magic from one object and put it in another. Imagine the possibilities of what we could achieve if we could transfer power.”

Her aunt held her chin. “Transfer magic between objects or people?”

“Both,” the man said. “Think, for example, of those tied to this country. With what I am proposing they needn’t be. The magical population would be free to leave.”

“But not without cost,” her father pointed out. He didn’t look too happy about the man’s words. Her father loved magic; he thought it was the most wonderful thing in the world.

“Nothing is free.”

“What you're suggesting, whilst intriguing, sounds impossible and open to many issues,” her aunt said. “What has set you on this path?”

“A fascination and desire to see, as you say, the impossible become a reality.”

“I dare say; I am sceptical.”

“It is normal to be unsure of new ideas, but I hope you won't disregard my petition,” the man said. “Imagine the possibilities if every single person, regardless of birth, could wield magic without restriction on creativity. Instead of only Elementum being able to summon flames, all could light fires to warm their homes. Lys Alvs would not be relied upon to provide and bear all healing, which would save countless more lives. And therein also highlights the elimination of the cost. Magic as a tool would not tire the wielder. Lys Alvs would not endure pain to heal another. Individuals would be given a choice over their fates.”

Evelyn's golden eyes widened at the man's words. She had only started her Healer training and had already had to use her magic to heal another. It was painful, taking on the injuries of others and then healing herself. She was unable to hide her hurt like the older Lys Alvs. She was still learning, but maybe she wouldn't have to…

Perhaps this man could find a way for her to avoid being a Healer at all. 
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Nora





Nora had lost track of time or perhaps it had lost track of her.  

Days blurred. Grief threatened to be her undoing whilst the emergency unfolding around her was all that held Nora together. She moved between orders, determined to focus on the task at hand and not the hole in her heart that had forged the moment Florence died.

The victory of winning back Midskopas had been short-lived for the Northern Alliance, thanks to a curse no one had seen coming. Blackened roots erupted from the cemetery ground, tearing up the earth as they grew unnaturally and raced towards the main city with horrifying speed. The curse had sprouted from the bodies of those murdered and marked with the Makers’ symbol. The Alliance had received reports of the same thing happening all over.

Valmenessia had been in chaos ever since.

The Makers’ Curse sought out magic with those caught in its grasp quickly succumbing to it. Their skin turned grey with black lines that appeared like the web of a spider inked to their skin, much like the Alta tattoos, only beholden to another master. Some died quickly, whilst others’ deaths were drawn out and painful. 

No one knew why some survived longer than others. The only certainty was that death would take them all. The longest any had lasted once the curse took hold was a few days. The death of its host caused it to spread more aggressively, breaking through ribs and flesh, tearing apart the body it had once fed upon before unleashing itself on its next magical victim.

There was no cure. No way of fighting the Makers’ Curse.

“What the fuck happened?!” 

Nora spread her arms and legs, bending at the knee and bracing herself as the ground shook beneath her. They had been sent on a simple task; check in with the Healing Centre and report back. At least it was supposed to be simple.

“Run!” Aren shouted, hurtling himself through the nearby door and onto the street, ushering others out with him. His brown eyes were wide and a panicked look spread across his face as he rushed towards her. A loud rumble filled the air. He grabbed Nora’s pale hand in a firm grip as he spun her around and forced her to follow.

Once, he’d been known to her as Felix, a member of the Alta who she and August had been sent to find what felt like a lifetime ago. Now, she knew him by his true name, Aren, the God of the Anima.

Looking behind her as they ran, she saw the black roots of the Makers’ Curse burst through the doorway Aren had just come from. It tore up the ground and the building began crumbling as it grew and forced itself through the dirt and dark stone. The curse clawed at the path in search of its prey, moving at a frightening pace as it took over what had been a temporary safe haven. Smaller blackened roots whipped through the air and crashed into the stone buildings around it, like tentacles whirling about, forever looking for magic to satiate its hunger. 

Nora’s feet pounded on the ground and her heart galloped in her chest as she kept pace with Aren, his long legs propelling him down the street, fleeing what used to be one of the makeshift Healing Centres in Midskopas. The building had collapsed, the curse not only destroying it but consuming all within. Nora didn’t want to think about how many victims now belonged to a very long list of the lost. 

“Not that I don’t like running for my life,” Nora shouted over the sound of the surrounding buildings falling to rubble behind them. She sped up, releasing Aren and letting her hands flex at her side, eager to unleash her Elementum magic. She didn’t though, keeping it at bay instead. There would be no use throwing magic at the curse; it would only feed it. “But do you mind filling me in on what the fuck just happened?”

“It’s gotten stronger,” Aren replied between breaths as he ran at her side. Other survivors fled the carnage around them, running frantically in any direction away from the curse. Dust filled the air, threatening to cloud their vision, and he coughed before continuing. “Everything was fine and then suddenly many died at once, unleashing it. Like it was waiting to strike ... Like an ambush.”

Suddenly, he pulled her into a side alley, and she took the moment to catch her breath in the somewhat clearer air as Aren shifted into his eagle form. It was a beautiful sight, the feathers of his giant bird a vibrant brown tinged with gold. Aren lowered a wing and Nora wasted no time climbing onto the God’s back.

“We just got the city back from the king,” Nora said once she was seated. She gripped his feathers and held on tight as he took off into the sky; a sadness settled in her chest. “I’m too stubborn to let the curse take it from us.”

If there was one thing Nora hated, it was losing.

Aren stayed low at first, scooping up those in their path who were fleeing the chaos, carrying them in his claws and lifting them into the air. Then once above the city, Nora was able to see the latest destruction the curse had wrought upon the Midskopas. Thick black roots curled around the buildings, strangling them before they gave in and crumbled to the ground in a tremendously loud and dusty mess. The sound reverberated through the city and made its way into the sky, rattling Nora. Most of the city was already uninhabitable to those with magic, and now with the loss of the Healing Centre, they were running out of safe places to hide and tend to the sick.

Hope was in short supply, but the Northern Alliance was clinging to whatever chance they had. They weren’t going to give up.

After being freed from King Dominic’s command, Nora had thought her world couldn’t twist on its axis again, shifting her reality so completely. She had been so wrong. Reclaiming Midskopas was supposed to be a statement of hope for those who wished for a free life. For those like Nora. But her world came crashing down around her for the second and third time in less than a year. First, Florence had died before her eyes and then not long after the Makers’ Curse had arisen.

They had been supposed to be watching each other’s backs. They were supposed to keep each other alive. But Nora failed her friend. Florence had been killed on Nora’s watch. A fact Nora would never let herself forget.

Nora rubbed her chest with her palm, yet the pain didn’t go away. The loss of Florence was a constant ache that refused to subside, and she had a feeling it never would. She would simply get used to the pain. It had been a long time since she had felt grief like this; not only was it a fresh despair but a reminder of what she had lost so long ago as a child.

She shook her head, not letting her mind drift to her mother and brother. That was a trap of memories that were best left untouched. She already had enough sorrow to drown herself in without adding to it now.

Instead, Nora thought of the world she was now living in. It wasn’t a much happier distraction, but it was better than delving down the road of the immense sadness she refused to let herself feel right now. The lesser of two heartaches. 

People were getting sick at every turn and dropping dead not long after, sometimes in only a matter of hours. The reports from allied cities had stated much the same, describing the curse as a plague spreading over the land, scaling walls and forcing its way through barricades as its roots grasped at everything and everyone in its path. 

Nora couldn’t help but think they should have paid more attention to the radicals murdering innocents and leaving the Makers’ mark. Maybe if they had they could have stopped it. At the time, it hadn’t been the more pressing issue. They had focused on the blatant threat that the king openly presented rather than the one lurking in the shadows. They couldn’t have known. But now they were paying the price of that ignorance.

Nora shuddered at an image in her mind, remembering the countless bodies that had been subjected to the curse. She was no stranger to death, but in all her years as an Alta, she’d never seen anything quite so disturbing as the husks left in the curse’s wake. The curse was insatiable and in the last few weeks, it had consumed half of the city they thought they’d saved.

Nora dropped her gaze to where her hands gripped Aren. “We need to be doing more. Fleeing every time the curse grows isn’t working.” 

“The Northern Alliance is working on a cure and a way to fight the Makers’ Curse,” Aren replied. The wind rippled through his feathers and whipped at the strands of deep brown hair that had come loose from Nora’s ponytail. “That isn’t nothing.”

“It is insufferably slow and the curse isn’t the only threat now, is it?” Nora sighed heavily. It was hard not to feel defeated. There had been so much loss. “King Dominic’s guard is still patrolling the non-allied cities, though instead of simply imprisoning Anima, they’re executing them thanks to his new laws. I overheard Carl say some are claiming the Anima are the ones spreading the curse and those accusing them are taking it upon themselves to act as executioners with no penalties from the king’s guard.”

“Overheard or eavesdropping?” Aren said, leaning to the side to make their descent.

“I just happened to be in the same room. Not that how I got the information is important,” Nora replied. “As I was saying, not only is King Dominic still up to no fucking good, his precious King’s Guild have executed the Anima amongst their own ranks, ‘purifying’ the guild for him. You’d think the curse would slow him down, but it’s only made him worse.”

“Some individuals thrive on destruction and pain.”

“Ugh,” Nora grimaced. “Everything has royally gone to shit.”

“There’s still hope. Hold on,” Aren said. 

Nora tightened her grip. She brought her body closer to his as he lowered them to the ground. He’d taken her flying on his back several times now, but she still found the landing the hardest part. Aren let out a high-pitched whistle, announcing their arrival before lowering those in his claws to the ground gently. Then he glided to a halt and swiftly shifted back into his human form. Nora found herself suddenly curled on his muscular back.

“I hate when you do that,” Nora grumbled, sliding to the ground. 

“You’re not much of a hugger so I take them when I can,” Aren grinned, turning to face Nora.

She stuck out her tongue and he laughed; his eyes sparkling. Their little friendship had developed since the reclaiming of the city. Aren seemed to think they were to be great friends with their history drawing them together. Nora didn’t want to admit that maybe he was right.

“What happened?” Carl asked, stepping out from their improvised headquarters with Chester emerging at his side. It wasn’t a fancy building, nor was it very big, but they couldn’t be fussy with the limited space they had. The curse encroached on them every hour of every day. “We heard the commotion in the east. Please tell me it’s not what I think it is.”

Carl’s role had grown significantly since taking Midskopas. Not only was he in charge of the Northern Wolf Pack, both in the city and back home in the Great Northern Forest, but he was now working with Gemma as head of Midskopas too. Word was that his pack continued to steadily grow in number as Anima fled the cities to a leader who could care for and protect them.

Nora offered Chester a smile but all she received was a nod of acknowledgement in return. Florence’s brother hadn’t been the same since her death. His red hair lost its fire, his smiles had all but disappeared and his shoulders seemed perpetually slumped. Part of her feared that he thought Florence’s death was her fault and frankly she didn’t blame him. She’d failed them both.

Seeing the visible effects the loss of Florence had on Chester had Nora thinking of her only family left, August. She missed him. She missed having her best friend by her side. The thought of leaving Midskopas and going north to find him had crossed her mind more than once. It had been so tempting, especially with the new threat of the curse, yet she’d stayed with the Northern Alliance.

Leaving would be selfish and she was trying to do better, be better—make up for all the wrong she caused. And that meant helping the Alliance in Midskopas, because it wasn’t just the curse that threatened their lives, but King Dominic too.

“Unfortunately, I think it might be exactly what you’re afraid of. The Eastern Healing Centre is gone. I was on my way out after receiving the reports from the Healers when the curse sprouted from several patients at once,” Aren replied with a frown, dust flecked all over his brown skin. Nora could only imagine how she must have looked. “It grew rapidly, the rest of the curse burst through walls and ground as if summoned by a call. There was nothing we could do but run.”

“The patients and Healers?”

“Most were too far for me to reach in time. The curse moved rapidly, and many were crushed by the building collapsing around them. Nora and I, and a few others, are lucky that we got out of there at all. I looked for survivors once I took to the sky and gathered who I could.”

“Fuck,” Carl growled, running a hand through his chestnut-coloured hair. “There has to be some way to end it. It can’t be unstoppable.”

“I agree, but whatever can stop the curse, we don’t have access to it,” Chester said with a grim expression. “We have no weapon to fight it.”

“So what do we do?” Nora asked. “How do we keep all these people safe and, at the same time, stop the king’s impending retaliation?”

Word had come that King Dominic’s forces were marching north. They were still a way off, yet they were coming all the same.

“We remain here. We cannot abandon the citizens of Midskopas,” he said, turning to face Chester. “Set up a guard to stop anyone from heading to the eastern side of the city. The curse may be taking land, but I’m not ready to cede the city to it just yet. We’ll need to refine our protocols too. I’ll meet with the remaining Healers. Perhaps we need to restrict access to communal areas sooner than we had anticipated, lest the curse evolve and be drawn by their magic, not just their use of it.”

Chester nodded to his husband. “I’ll get one of the pack to gather the Healers for you before I set up the guard.”

“Thanks,” Carl replied then added before Chester could leave. “If you see our scouts, send them my way too. The last thing we need is for the king to surprise us right now.”

Chester kissed Carl on his stubbled cheek before striding down the street to relay the orders. Chester may have been Carl’s husband but he was his second too, a role he took seriously.

“I overheard the latest about the king,” Nora said, chewing her bottom lip. 

Carl raised a brow.

“Eavesdropping,” Aren smirked, nudging Nora in the side.

“Old habits apparently die hard,” Nora shrugged. “What are our plans for King Dominic?”

“I’ve received a reply from Jasmine,” Carl said, scratching his chin. “And we are waiting for her to arrive before we make any new plans. Within the cities, the Factions have lost numbers and whilst we’re still receiving information, we can’t expect those in the thick of it to do more than survive right now. The curse has made things beyond difficult and extremely dangerous. Until Jasmine arrives, we will focus our efforts on the army marching this way.”

“I agree, we should prepare for his attack,” Aren said. “It may be a while before his army is on our doorstep but we should use that time to ensure he cannot take back Midskopas or get passed our borders further north.”

“Gemma came to me this morning sharing a similar sentiment,” Carl replied. “She’s called a meeting in the theatre.”

“When?”

“Now,” Carl said. “I would be there, but I have other matters to attend. Gemma is more than capable of running the meeting.”

Nora could only imagine the myriad of things Carl was doing. He had a lot on his shoulders being the leader of the Northern Wolf Pack and co-leader of the Northern Alliance too.

“Probably a riveting meeting. The most riveting one in centuries. Bards will be singing all about it for an eternity, for sure. We better hurry up, wouldn’t want to miss it, would we?” Nora drawled, nudging Aren’s side.

The two left Carl to his other matters and headed towards the theatre. 

“You already knew about the meeting,” Aren stated as they walked through the city. 

This section wasn’t as run down as the rest. Sure it had been affected by the fight, but the curse had not made a visit and so much of the streets and surrounding buildings had been repaired. Mostly. If only the potholes in the ground would stay fixed. They were popping up everywhere; holes that they assumed were caused by the curse destabilising the foundations. They posed no threat beyond someone tripping or falling into one of the larger ones.

Aren raised a brow. “Psychic?”

“Obviously.”

He chuckled.

“Gemma came to see me last night,” Nora admitted. “Asked, or should I say ordered, me to help train the Midskopas citizens who wanted to join the fight.”

Aren pulled open the door to the theatre, holding it wide for Nora to slip in first. Gemma was already on the stage, giving a speech. 

Most who’d come from Forest’s Edge had stayed in the theatre, either sleeping on the benches that sat before the stage or on the stage itself. She’d been sharing the old dressing room with Aren. It wasn’t a big space, but thanks to all the costumes, she’d been able to sleep somewhat comfortably. Now, there was no sign of anyone sleeping. Everyone in the theatre gave Gemma their full attention.

The Lys Alv was in command of the Forest’s Edge faction of the Northern Alliance until Jasmine arrived in the coming days. Nora walked down the aisle, passing familiar faces as she went, and then found a seat near the front. Aren dropped into the one beside her as Gemma shot them a glare.

The Lys Alv wore her favoured forest green jacket, along with trousers and brown boots. Her white, blonde hair was tied at the base of her neck with the strands around her face tucked behind her pointed ears. A band was wrapped around her upper arm bearing the symbol of the Northern Alliance stitched onto it—five squares all on their points to represent each race and the equality they were fighting for.

“Glad you two could make it,” Aeolus said, standing at the end of the aisle with his arms folded over his chest. Gemma’s second and a grumpy man to boot.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Nora replied with a grin.

She took in his appearance. On the outside, he looked like the brutal warrior he was in leathers and with weapons strapped to him ready for battle. The band around his arm depicting the symbol of the Northern Alliance stood out in its bright red. Aeolus stood tall, his shoulders back and he wore a determined expression on his face. However, Nora knew he was feeling much like the rest of them. The loss of so many, the encroaching curse on Midskopas and King Dominic’s army marching towards them. It would be odd for him not to feel the weight of all these things. 

“As I was saying. Thank you all for joining me here today,” Gemma continued. Her golden gaze dragged over those gathered and captured Nora’s attention. They weren’t as many as they were when they’d left Forest’s Edge. The recapture of Midskopas had cost lives, but not as many as the curse since. “I wanted to speak with you all about our next steps, but first I want to say thank you for all that you have done.

“In coming to Midskopas, you have all sacrificed a lot to bring freedom here and to the Northern Alliance as well. Now, you are faced with not only the king’s forces but the Makers’ Curse too and yet you have continued to show that you will not back down easily. When I look at all your faces, I know that neither enemy stands a chance against the power of those before me. You all have a strength and determination that they cannot match.

“The king continues to inflict his tyranny upon the populace, his guard now executing and encouraging civil executions of Anima. They are being blamed for this awful curse. Which we know isn’t true, yet the king once again uses fear to drive action. We know his methods and must continue to stand against them.

“Our allied cities continue to fight him within their walls and we will do the same here as his army marches towards us. Right now it might be hard to see the end, but we have been knocked down before. We have been pushed to the ground yet what sets us apart is that we continue to rise up. Let us once again do just that. Let’s send them a big fuck you and show them that we will not surrender!”

Those gathered in the theatre cheered and Nora found herself rising from her seat to clap along with them. Gemma was right. She would not let this stifle her spirit, or her need to right the wrongs she’d been forced to do on the king’s behalf. Nora found herself feeling rejuvenated as she sat back down. After the morning she and Aren had had, Gemma’s speech was just what she needed to hear. 

On stage, Gemma explained their plans and divided those gathered into teams. Nora was set to head the training of anyone who wanted instruction. 

“Seat’s taken,” Nora quipped, sighing dramatically as Aeolus sat on her other side. He didn’t look her way or at Aren, instead, his eyes were focused on Gemma.

“Thoughts?” Aeolus asked, ignoring her.

“Her speech was good,” Aren replied. “Very motivational. Even got Nora out of her seat.”

Nora shot him a glare. “You were standing right next to me.”

“I never said I wasn’t,” he grinned. 

“Nora?” Aeolus urged, waiting for her to answer his question.

“The reviews said it would be terrible,” Nora replied. “But I think Gemma put on a great performance.”

Aeolus turned, narrowing his gaze at her.

“What?” Nora asked innocently then shrugged her shoulders and looked around at those gathered. “Okay, fine. Honestly, it’s a long shot but the Alliance has passion and a whole lot of spirit. I’ve been spending time with Aren, some might say too much, and I’ve learnt that skill isn’t everything.” 

Aren huffed a laugh. 

“So, who knows? We might just be able to pull it off.”
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August





The air was icy cold and the city of Fellbun was coated in snow, though it wasn’t the weather that kept its civilians hidden away. 

August crept forward, pulling his cloak tight around him and followed the sound of stricken sobbing and intermittent yelps of pain. Part of him knew he should ignore it, yet he couldn’t help himself. Now, August didn’t have to stand by and ignore another’s distress. He was no longer tied to King Dominic and his time with Jord, and the other Mors Alvs had taught him to embrace his magic, to control it.

August was free to do as he wished and if there was a chance this person’s pain wasn’t caused by the Makers’ Curse, then it was worth the risk. 

Fellbun was covered in the blackened veins that pulsed like some eerie ticking of a clock as though it was letting everyone know of their limited time left as it searched for those with magic. 

Despite the risk of the curse, August couldn’t ignore the calls for help. It felt wrong to walk away from someone in need. Ever since the king’s tattoos had faded from his wrists, he’d felt things he never had before. In particular, a connection to people. Many may have still been wary of him, but despite that, August couldn’t hide from the feeling that he was linked to everyone in some way. Be it the commonality of hopes and dreams, of location or social circles, or simply the fact that most people were just trying to live a happy life and be part of something. 

One of the reasons lying to Nora had been so hard was not only his betrayal of her trust, or that he had to pretend to be an Alta, but he’d had to stand by and hide his true feelings about what they were doing. How their actions were affecting others, and not in a good way.

These feelings spurred him on. In truth, August shouldn’t have been in the area at all. It had been closed off that morning to prevent the spread of the curse. But he’d gone for a walk to clear his head and organise his thoughts and had accidentally ventured into the prohibited zone. When he’d realised where he was he’d made to leave which is when he heard the cry for help. It was almost like fate had brought him there.

Rounding the corner, he spotted a man bent over on the frosty street. He was curled in on himself, clutching his stomach with one hand whilst his other shook violently as he held himself from crumbling completely onto the ground. His clothes were far from suitable for the cold weather Fellbun was renowned for, his thin shirt and loose slacks beneath his coat did nothing to keep out the chill.

August tentatively approached, crouching a few steps away. “Are you injured?”

It was a stupid question; one filled with a strange sort of hope because an injury could be healed. An injury didn’t mean certain death.

“Help me.” The man looked up at August to reveal grey skin taut against his skull like he’d climbed out of a grave. “Please.” He cried out and collapsed on the ground. The man’s body spasmed as he coughed blood onto the ground. The red was a stark contrast to the white snow. 

“Please don’t leave me,” the man begged through a ragged breath, lifting his head. His eyes were glassy, his lips cracked and speckled with blood. “I don’t want to be alone.”

August reached out as the man dropped his head once more and shook violently. Drawing back his hand, August quickly stuffed it into his pocket as the man went still. He had the curse. 

August was already risking too much being so close and there was nothing he could do. August closed his eyes, bracing himself for the decision that never got easier to make. It went beyond nature to leave someone in need. August slowly rose only to fall back on his ass, startled by the man’s sudden horrific gasp. 

A bony hand wrapped around his ankle. “Ple—”

The sentence was never finished. The man’s entire body curled back on itself, the frail fingers releasing August as the man’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. As if he were a puppet whose strings were severed, the man crumpled and August froze, staring at the sight before him. His gaze ran over the man, searching for any signs of life. Lingering, even for a second, had been a mistake.

The curse burst from the man, blackened veinlike tendrils sprouting from the man’s back, and dove for August.

August scurried backwards, narrowly avoiding the curse as he tore off his jacket and threw it at the dead man. It was a pathetic attempt to buy time, but there was nothing else he could do. The curse had no cure, no weapon capable of fighting it.

“Fuck!” August swore, his breath coming in quick succession as he jumped to his feet and ran from the scene. His heart pounded like a drum in his chest, strong beats that reverberated into his mind. Each thump matched his steps.

He’d fucked up. He only hoped he wouldn’t pay for it.


      [image: image-placeholder]Two days later, August leant his head back against the wall outside Lord Havilor’s office, his eyes closed as he waited to meet with the ruler of the northern city of Fellbun. He’d been summoned that morning, though why the lord had wanted to see him was a mystery.

Lord Havilor was currently in a meeting with all the powerful individuals from around the icy city nestled south of the Periculum Mountains. From what he could tell, they were discussing the current state of affairs in regards to the Makers’ Curse and King Dominic. Despite their efforts and promising ideas, the curse continued to grow with no successful attempts at slowing it down.

The conversation hummed through the walls and August’s Mors Alv hearing gave him clear access to the meeting. He tried not to listen in, but he was finding it increasingly difficult to ignore.

“Word from Kaldom and Forest's Edge will be coming in much slower from now on,” Lord Havilor told those gathered in the room. “The curse has spread far between us, meaning it is too risky to ask even avian Anima to travel unless messages are urgent. We’ll become increasingly reliant on our human kin to help us, growing the list of duties we are now reliant upon them for.”

Humans were not affected by the curse. It was only drawn to those with magic. There had been so much death. The mood in Fellbun was bleak, and August struggled to find hope like many others. 

“We still have contact with Midskopas, though the city has become a dangerous place. There were many casualties and injuries after the Northern Alliance took it back from King Dominic’s hold. Lots of wounded magical people for the curse to feed on,” the lord continued. 

“As well as the curse, the king is an ever-present threat, his desires are unchanged, only on how they are being pursued. Decrees continue to be sent to the King’s Guard who are still enforcing rules in the cities not under the ’s control, and reports have come in that he has forces marching north towards Midskopas in retaliation for the Alliance taking the city. He has sent trained soldiers with the desire to squash the resistance in one fell swoop. Regardless of the terrible outlook, last I heard, they are determined to hold the city.”

“The country is in turmoil and he continues to add kindling to the fire,” a woman hissed. “I heard his favoured cities are not faring well either, yet he persists with his abhorrent plans. Nothing will dissuade him from what he has set his sights on.”

“How are we supposed to continue fighting on two fronts?” Another member of the group asked; a male voice this time.

It felt like an impossible task; fight a tyrannical king while holding back a terrible curse.

August did his best to ignore the rest of the conversation. There was only so much more he could hear. He hadn’t needed to be privy to special meetings to know that with the death toll, the number of displaced and the work being done in an attempt to halt the Makers' Curse; the news would be far from good. Even beyond Fellbun, the cities within the Northern Alliance were all attempting to save lives whilst the curse continued to spread. Some were moved to what they believed were safe areas only for the curse to find them, reaching their doors and taking their lives.

He and the other Mors Alvs in his travelling party had arrived in the city weeks ago. They had left the safety of the Periculum Mountains and the hidden home that the Mors Alv Goddess, Jord, had created for their race. What should have been an assassination and rescue mission, to finally take down the king and bring Evelyn back, August had instead led the Mors Alvs into the path of a curse determined to take the lives of every magical being it touched. 

The Maker’s Curse had spread quickly in Fellbun, taking over the once-famous Thyra’s Firefall. Instead of rushing water, the curse now pulsed within the river’s bed, causing landslides that continued to cut off the city from the south. Hence August was stuck in Fellbun. It was simply too dangerous to attempt to leave.

He’d wanted to continue with his journey but there had been no way out other than the northern trail, back to the Temple of the Faithful. The Mors Alvs he’d travelled with returned to the Periculum Mountains, to the safety that Jord had established for them, thinking she could protect them from the curse. 

All except his friend, Tyler, who remained by August's side, that is.

Lord Havilor had put him and Tyler to work, undertaking many different tasks; relocating those who lost homes, helping distribute supplies and guarding restricted areas. August appreciated the work. He didn’t care to sit around idly while the curse devoured innocent lives.

But the curse wasn’t the only threat Valmenessia faced and August was becoming more and more frustrated with being trapped there. 

The door to Lord Havilor’s study opened, drawing August back to the present. He stood tall as nobles and business owners strode from the room and he caught sight of a few familiar faces. The owner of one of Fellbun’s most popular taverns was one, with her many connections, her knowledge and influence would be critical in any plans that the group made. Another was a young man with a Healer’s pin on his shirt and a grim expression on his freckled face, the second in command at the city’s Healing Centre.

“Still hoping to leave?” Lord Havilor asked and August glanced over at the man standing on the threshold.

Lord Havilor looked at him expectantly. The lord was tired, the curse taking a toll on the Lys Alv. His golden eyes lacked their usual vibrance and his tall thin frame was trimmer than usual, his face drawn. August couldn’t help but wonder if the lord had eaten or slept since the curse descended upon them or whether he was relying solely on his magic to keep him alive.

“Yes,” August replied, striding into the study. “The sooner the better. I have delayed my journey for long enough. I may just have to take my chances with the avalanches.”

“I’ve acquired some help on the matter, a few Elementum who are willing to aid your exit,” the lord said. “It is a great risk for them to use so much magic so close to the curse, but I have told them of your intent and they wish to help.”

Relief filled August’s chest. “Really? When do I leave?”

“Tomorrow,” Lord Havilor said. He placed a hand on one of August’s broad shoulders and squeezed. “Though this is good news for you, it’s not the time for foolish optimism. On top of everything going on in the world, I’ve lost contact with Jord. Our only ally we had access to. Fellbun is officially isolated.”

“It is a difficult trek to Jord.”

“It isn’t the journey that’s the issue,” the lord said. He strode towards the window and looked out to the cursed river, and August caught the man’s grimace in the reflection of the glass. “The last messenger I sent up there returned to tell me that the place was empty. There is no one residing in the Temple of the Faithful.”

“Where have they gone?”

Lord Havilor shrugged. “I haven’t a clue. I had hoped you or your friend would know. But I see this is just as surprising for you as it is for me.”

August was speechless. Jord had been determined to remain and now she was gone? The other Mors Alvs with her? He ran a hand through his newly cut dirty blond hair and sighed heavily. Everything had turned on its head and it had really been a mess to begin with. It was hard to push on, wake up and keep going with the day. Yet he had to.

Both the king and the curse were still ising the citizens of Valmenessia. August didn’t know how to stop the curse, but he could do something about the king.

And Evelyn … He could save her from it all too.

“You better go pack,” Lord Havilor said dismissing him and breaking the silence between them. “Good luck. We’re counting on you.”

August left, striding down the manor’s hallways and back towards his room. There he sat on his bed, torn by his eagerness to continue with his plans and the guilt of leaving Fellbun.

There wasn’t much he could do for the latter when it came to the curse, however by leaving and going to Royal Bay, he’d be able to free not just Evelyn but the entire country from the king’s wrath.

Last August heard of Evelyn, she had been engaged to Prince Kylan, the youngest of  Dominic’s sons. August remembered the prince from his time in Royal Bay as part of the Alta. Or should he say, his brother? 

Unlike Nora, August hadn’t been stationed with the Royal Guard for Alta training, his Mors Alv heritage confining him to the shadows and the Alta quarters below ground. However, the times when he was privy to the goings on above ground, he’d caught glimpses of the princes from his hiding spots.

From what he’d gathered from his spying and from Nora’s gossip, Prince Kylan was a dutiful son, though King Dominic was far from impressed. The man was simply ignored for the most part, left to his studies and the duties that being a second prince entailed.

August took comfort in that knowledge; that perhaps the reason why King Dominic was displeased with his son would be the reason Evelyn was safe with Prince Kylan. That perhaps the prince was kind.

Either that or the alternative; that Prince Kylan would be unfathomably cruel in order to gain his father’s praise. August tried not to entertain that possibility. At least she wouldn’t have to endure either outcome much longer. Tomorrow he was going south and he would bring her home.


      [image: image-placeholder]The following day, August awoke with renewed purpose. He prepared the horse Lord Havilor had gifted him, adjusting the saddle before running a gloved hand over the animal’s mane. 

“Leaving without me?” Tyler asked, swaggering towards him in the stable. He had his hands stuffed into his pockets, the cloak swallowing his lean build, as his brown hair fluttered in the wind. August was reminded of when he’d wanted to leave Forest’s Edge without Aren, and his lips quirked to the side. Would he and Tyler tussle too?

“You should remain here,” August replied, picking up his bag. “It’s not safe to come with me.”

“I hardly joined you on this little mission of yours because I thought it would be safe,” Tyler said, his green and black eyes sparkling as he grinned. “You were planning to kill the king and save a girl, and I decided to join you. Danger was kind of implied.”

“The curse.” August gave him a pointed look.

Tyler shrugged. “Well, let’s not let it catch us.”

“You really want to come?” August asked, his tone laced with disbelief. “After everything?”

“Yeah,” Tyler said with a grin. “Usurping a throne sounds fun. Even if the journey has a few extra challenges now.”

August rolled his dark blue and black eyes. “We aren’t usurping a throne.”

“But you would make a great king,” he replied earnestly, despite the mischief dancing in his dark gaze. “And your mother was the queen after all.”

“I’m not becoming king.”

“Fine,” Tyler sighed, his shoulders drooping exaggeratedly. “Let’s be boring and just kill the one we have then. Selfish. Denying me all those lovely advantages of being friends with a king.”

“You’re ridiculous.” August smiled at his friend. The company would be nice. “Alright, hurry up and get a horse. We are leaving in five minutes.”

“Not going to put up more of a fight?” Tyler asked, raising a brow.

“No point with you. So just move your ass already.”

Tyler barked a laugh and gave a mock bow. “Yes, Dark Prince.”

 He jogged away and August checked his pack, hoping his supplies were enough to last the journey. The letter he’d written to Nora was tucked within, nestled beside his sketchpad. 

He hadn’t contracted the curse from that man he’d found only days earlier. Symptoms typically showed by now. However, that had been pure luck. It would only be a matter of time before he did get infected by it, become a host to it. A sadness settled in his gut, but he did his best to dismiss the feeling. Now was not the time to lose hope. Taking precautions wasn’t giving up.

Evelyn and the king weren’t his only concerns. August was worried for Nora, about how she would be fairing with the curse in Forest’s Edge. Lord Havilor had told him that they were experiencing much the same as them in Fellbun, but knowing that only made him more fearful. Nora was beyond stubborn and he hated to think what kind of predicaments she would be getting herself into because of it.

He hoped he’d see her again soon.

Outside the stable, snow fell, coating the ground, yet the dark root-like mounds of the curse in the distance were ever-present. They spread along the ground, like claws grasping at prey. 

After they managed the difficult task of leaving the city, with the help of an Elementum, there would be other difficulties ahead. The curse would no doubt be in their way along with other threats, like the King’s Guild. Who knew when they would reach Royal Bay? Time was a luxury they didn’t have. Not when all that mattered was stopping the king from hurting anyone else and rescuing Evelyn once and for all.
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Evelyn





“What’s portal magic?” Evelyn asked, watching as Sloane worked. The Conjurer was busy drawing a swirling pattern onto the floor with her silver-ringed and tattooed fingers, each swirl and loop linked to create a circle in the centre.  

One of the men present was quick to give Evelyn a verbal lashing yet Sloane tsked, sounding far older than she appeared and scolded the man. She couldn’t have been much older than Evelyn, judging by her smooth complexion and youthful features. “Portal magic moves objects or people from one place to another within seconds.” 

Evelyn shuffled on her feet. “How far? Like from here to Forest’s Edge?” 

“Precisely,” Sloane nodded, violet hair swaying with the movement as she finished her drawing with an elegant swish and then moved on to another design. “You can go as far as you like.”

The memory went fuzzy around the edges and then vanished like it was blown away in a gust of wind before being replaced by another.

“I bet this is where we’ll witness the beginning of the end,” Louise said, her dark brown eyes alight with anticipation. The maid looked almost giddy with the possibility. “Valmenessia will be made anew.”

Kylan said something, but Evelyn was too busy with her surroundings to hear the prince’s words.

Vines crawled up the pillars of the brick pavilion, the lush garden visible between each gap between pillars. Vibrant green grass and the richly coloured petals in the flower beds added to the beauty of the place, whilst the sound of cascading water filled the air.

The sun shone brightly, streaming in through the hole at the centre of the pavilion’s roof and onto a pit where dark red stained the cream-coloured bricks. 

“The last sacrifice will take place and—”

Evelyn gasped, terror filling her. “Sacrifice?”

Louise nodded. “A sacrifice to the Makers.”

Evelyn’s vision blurred once more, the memory shifting.

Two men flanked Sloane. Elliot Maker, a lean man with short black hair who also happened to be Sloane’s grandson, smiled wide at her, a knowing glint in his brown eyes. 

“For centuries, Thyra, Jord, Nyssa, and Aren have clashed over this country and I won’t stand for it any longer,” Frode said, his voice unwavering, standing on Sloane’s other side. He was imposing, tall with broad shoulders, like a strong wall, unyielding, and his blond hair was tousled, matching the stubble on his jaw. Disdain coated his tone. “I’m sick of their power-hungry ways.” 

The Human God may have had no magic, but he was no less impressive than the other Gods and Goddesses. No less intimidating.

“It is time to end my siblings’ rivalry.”

Sloane left their sides and moved to stand in the pit. Her chanting filled the air as she tipped her head back, face to the bright sky above. The Conjurer didn’t flinch as Louise fell at her feet, nor when blood filled the ground where she stood. Sloane’s chanting grew louder and Evelyn held back her sob as her friend took her last breath, the misguided hope in Louise’s eyes before her death, a sight that would forever haunt Evelyn.

Tears streamed down Evelyn’s cheeks as she watched as Louise’s body cracked open at her chest, darkness creeping from her ribcage. Blackened limbs, like the roots of a tree, crawled from within her and spread out in the pit.

“You wanted a new world?” Frode boomed as a golden circle appeared around the pit. The blackened roots pressed themselves against the barrier that now held them. “You’re going to get one.” 

The memory disappeared like the others, though this time there was nothing left to replace it.


      [image: image-placeholder]First, there was an unending void.

No light, no sense, no thought or feeling.

Nothing.

Then it all came crashing in at once. 

Heart racing, terror consumed Evelyn. Dread overflowed in a tirade against her senses. She thrashed in desperation against the complete and utter darkness that consumed her, but she couldn’t see, nor fight against the shadows, her body remained immobile despite her efforts. Her eyes were firmly closed, her limbs motionless at her sides despite the fear that coursed through her and screamed for her to move. 

Run!

Run!

Run!

Gut clenching, her breathing quickened as time stretched on and her fear grew to a terrifying panic. She could not protect herself from what preyed in the shadows, only lay motionless and wait as whatever it was drew nearer. Hungry for her blood.

Run!

The shadows merged into a creature that was now, slinking towards her, a figure made of the darkness itself. Its facial features were unrecognisable yet perhaps that added to the terror that spiked within her. Smoke in humanoid form, looming over her, the lack of a face making its intentions unclear.

Run!

The smoky figure lifted a hand with elongated fingers towards Evelyn, a sense of doom rising in her chest. Fear grew, filling her to the very tips of her fingers and toes. She would have trembled if it were possible.

Her time had run out.

As if someone had turned a key in a lock, Evelyn’s eyes flew open. Her body jolted forward as she sat up, gasping for breath. She swung an arm over her eyes as the sudden light assaulted her senses. It was a blinding contrast to the terrifying darkness she had just been imprisoned by. Her free hand trembled as she raised it to her chest and found her clothing soaked through with sweat. Evelyn felt the strong thumping of her heart beneath her ribs.

There was no creature in the darkness, nothing to fear after all.

It was simply a dream.

Evelyn rubbed her eyes, attempting to clear her vision even though the incessant light continued to burn them. She tried with all her might to take in her surroundings and gain some sort of composure. Taking deep breaths, she counted each of her heartbeats until both her breathing and the thumping in her chest slowed to steady rhythms. 

Where was she?

The space was bright with floral blue curtains pulled back to reveal wide windows taking up most of the opposite wall. They gave Evelyn a view of a field beyond and allowed the midday sunshine to light up the sofa and armchair in the sitting area. Nestled on the sofa were cushions embroidered with cottage scenes and beneath was a green rug on the wooden floor. A table for two was close by with a pitcher of water and a vase holding a fresh bunch of yellow daisies. 

Cosy, pleasant even, and unrecognisable.

The room was unfamiliar, yet it wasn’t the only thing that felt unknown to her. Evelyn’s body felt odd, as though it weren’t her own. As if her mind had been placed inside another’s. Her skin tingled and her muscles ached like it was still trying to become accustomed to her presence.

A stranger.

A house guest.

Evelyn tried to remember what had happened to her before waking up in this strange place, in this unfamiliar body, but she was met with nothing to answer her questions. Her mind was simply blank; or at least like a foggy morning. She could remember the darkness and waking up, yet anything further back and she was met with a cloudy haze.

Chewing her lip, Evelyn was determined to remember something. She scrunched her brow in concentration, trying harder to push her mind to see beyond the fog only to cry out and clutch her head. Pain radiated through her skull, sharp and hot. Evelyn dropped back onto the bed and curled up, tucking her legs to her chest and hoping the pain would go away.

Cold sweat coated her skin and tears filled her eyes. It was like her mind was trying to protect itself from her intrusion, as though it didn’t even trust her. 

Why was her body fighting her?

Panic filled her once more. It was her body? Wasn’t it?

Evelyn glanced at her hand, relief filling her as she recognised the fingers as her own. Light brown, free of any scars, with her standard short nails, though why this detail was standard she couldn’t recall. It was her body, those were her hands, yet for some reason it wasn’t happy with her. 

Suddenly, a woman rushed in, her violet hair flowing behind her in her haste, closely followed by another. A maid, judging by the simple brown dress, shoes and apron she wore. The first woman sat on the bed and reached out for Evelyn’s hand, only for Evelyn to recoil before she was touched.

“I won’t hurt you,” the woman said as though trying to calm a child. She busied her tattooed hands by running them down her cream-coloured skirts then clasped them in her lap. Evelyn couldn’t help but eye the patterns inked into the woman’s skin. Loops and stars of varying design. “I promise.”

“Who are you?” Evelyn asked, sitting up and shuffling back on the bed until her back was pressed to the wall. She quickly wiped her eyes, hoping her tears weren’t noticed.

The woman’s brows rose. “You don’t know?”

Evelyn shook her head, though instantly regretted it as the pain from trying to access her memories still lingered.

The woman watched Evelyn intently, her gaze searching then she smiled broadly to reveal perfect teeth and a glint in her blue eyes. “My name is Sloane, I’m a Healer.”

Evelyn nodded, slowly dropping her shoulders and forcing herself to relax. Healers could be trusted; they took care of others. “Sorry, I can’t remember much.”

“That’s okay,” Sloane replied. Her voice was soft and had a calming effect on Evelyn. “We will help you remember. Won't we?” She turned to the maid standing by the door, who nodded at Evelyn. “This is Verida. I don’t suppose you remember her?”

“No,” Evelyn said, giving Verida an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Sloane replied with a wave of her hand. “You can’t help it if you can’t remember, though I wonder how extensive your memory loss is.” She tapped a finger to her pursed lips. “Let’s start with some basics; your name.”

“Evelyn.”

“Evelyn … who?”

Evelyn scrunched her nose. “I don’t know.”

“Family?”

“I don’t know—”

“Occupation?”

Evelyn shook her head; dread filled her once more.

“Where do you live?”

Shoulders sagging, Evelyn sighed, her voice cracking. “I don’t know.”

“Hmm, interesting,” Sloane said. “But never fear, as I said, we are here to help. First, Lord Maker’s trusted advisory is on his way. Verida was watching you this morning and she came to me immediately when she noticed you stirring. I sent word to Mr Walker immediately.”

“Why does he want to see me? Do I know him?”

“In a way,” Sloane said. “He is eager to hear of your wellbeing. You see, you work here at the lord’s estate as a maid, and you were carrying some linens up the stairs when you fell and hit your head, which explains your memory loss now that I think of it. You’ve been out for a few weeks, but it looks like you’ve healed up nicely and are good as new.”

“What about my memories? Will they come back?”

“I’m not sure whether they will return. Only time will tell, though we will have regular visits together to monitor progress,” Sloane said, her eyes drifting to the doorway just as a man strode in.

He was an imposing figure; tall and broad-shouldered, his grey jacket open at the front almost as if it would be a strain on the fabric should he attempt to button it up. His blond hair was combed to the side, with not a strand out of place, and the stubble on his jaw was much the same, neat and uniform. It was as though he was cut from stone like a statue of a God.

The maid dropped to a curtsey at his presence. He ignored her completely, moving swiftly towards the end of Evelyn’s bed and looked at her with scrutinising eyes. 

“She’s awake,” he stated. His voice was deep and his tone firm. The man held power, what sort, Evelyn didn’t know, but she felt it all the same.

“Which is clearly evident,” Sloane replied, waving a hand in Evelyn’s direction. The woman’s attitude towards the man surprised her and she looked between the Healer and the man, questions filling her mind. She didn’t get a chance to ask a single one as Sloane gripped her chin gently and turned her head this way and that. “As you can see, her brown eyes are nice and clear, and—” she pushed away the hair near Evelyn’s ear causing the man’s eyes to widen. “The injury is completely healed.”

“Very good.” He turned to leave, but Sloane’s words halted him on the spot.

“She is suffering from memory loss.”

“How bad is it?” he asked without facing them, though his body had stiffened, his voice strained.

“So far, all she remembers is her name.”

“Monitor the situation,” he replied sternly then strode from the room.

Evelyn looked to Sloane who was glaring at the door, grumbling to herself beneath her breath.

“You don’t like him,” Evelyn stated.

“Whether I like him is not important,” Sloane . She reached around Evelyn’s neck, removing a necklace Evelyn hadn’t realised was there. Sloane quickly pocketed it, but not fast enough that Evelyn didn’t get a glimpse at the pink pendant encased in gold that hung from the chain. “You won’t be needing that anymore; it’s done its job. Now, before I leave, how do you feel?”

“Tired,” Evelyn said, her hands fidgeting before her. “Confused, frustrated.”

“Take the rest of the day,” Sloane replied, rising to her feet. “Tomorrow you can return to your room and duties. Verida will direct you.”

“Thank you,” Evelyn said, feeling completely disorientated. “Any chance before you leave, you could tell me where I am? You said Lord Maker’s estate but where?”

“We are in Sorby.”

“Sorby?” Evelyn chewed her lip; the name was familiar to her ears and knowledge of the place came instantly to her mind. 

Sorby was the human-only city in Valmenessia; the city sat at the very southernmost point of Valmenessia in a secluded spot, which was chosen for that very reason. To the north over the river was Misfortune’s Forest; much smaller than the Great Northern Forest, but still large enough to cover a lot of land. It was home to many in the Southern Wolf Pack.

To the east the lower edge of Sailor’s Peril protected Sorby from anyone approaching by sea, to the south were mountains that offered the same safety and to the west, where Evelyn could see out her window, were the fields.

So there were some things she was still able to recall…

Those who lived in Sorby wanted nothing to do with the magic of the rest of the country. Evelyn’s shoulders slumped. Was she included in that? She didn’t feel opposed to magic though she didn’t feel opposed to much right now. 

“I live here?” Evelyn asked. She could have sworn she’d never set foot in Sorby though when she thought of the other cities of Valmenessia she had no recollections of being in those places either … Surely being able to recall so many details about the city meant she must have lived there.

“You do,” the woman nodded slowly. “Is there a memory surfacing?”

Evelyn paused, hesitant to try delving into her mind, but after a moment she tried to explore once more. Her head immediately attempted to split itself open and she cried out, holding her head between her hands.

“Talk to me,” the woman commanded. “What is happening?”

“It hurts when I try to remember,” Evelyn said through gritted teeth. “At least, remember anything to do with me personally other than my name. I remember general things though, like what Sorby is though I don’t recall living here. Or anywhere else for that matter.”

“Don’t push yourself,” the woman said softly. “The memories will come back. Is there anything else before I go?”

Evelyn paused, unsure of whether her question was ridiculous or not. It felt ridiculous, she was in Sorby after all, yet she needed to know for certain. The subject seemed important. Significant somehow.

“What race am I?”

Sloane smiled broadly. “You’re human, Evelyn. A healthy human.”
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