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	Prologue

	Sunlight began to creep through two layers of purple curtains and move closer to the bed where a sleeping witch laid. She didn’t stir, still deep within a slumber started just a few hours before.

	Her braids scattered across two red pillows, the witch snoozed oblivious to the birds calling right outside her window. Morning had arrived, but she didn’t care. Her magic was best used under the moon and stars.

	Several hours later, when workers around the village were taking a break for lunch, the witch awoke to a large creature lightly butting its head against her shoulder.

	Zebonza slowly opened her brown eyes and looked at the panther that came into focus, sunlight covering half of its onyx fur.

	“Morning, Lace. Ready for breakfast already, are we?” the witch asked, stretching and feeling several joints pop in her shoulders and elbows.

	“C’Mon, Zee. You know I’d never wake you up for that. I am no house cat. I merely wanted to alert you to someone skulking around the front porch,” the panther said, her emerald eyes watching Zebnoza drape her legs off the side of the bed before more stretching.

	A couple minutes later, Zebonza was sliding a salmon robe over her dark skin and continuing to tease her familiar.

	“I’m just saying, you are technically a cat. And you live in a house. By definition, that makes you a house cat,” she said, chuckling.

	Lace rolled her eyes and wandered out into the hallway, her toe beans causing the hardwood floor to squeak with every other step.

	Zebonza wandered over to a small round pine table she kept across from her bed. A panther skull, garden soil, an incense holder, three purple crystals, and a deck of cards she used to read her daily fortune covered most of the surface.

	With a small brown and red box of matches, Zebonza lit a stick of incense, and lavender scents spread across the room. It was then Zebonza sat cross-legged on the floor and said her morning prayer to the Goddess.

	Zebonza wandered into the kitchen a couple minutes after brushing her teeth and looked to find Lace. The big cat was standing closer to the front door, occasionally looking out a nearby window, and generally keeping guard.

	“Lace, do you suspect we’re about to be robbed or attacked?”

	The familiar turned back to her partner and said, “It wouldn’t be the first time. Remember that beautiful home we lost in Serdusk? With the seaside patio? A Templar came right through the front door, and had I not warned you of something just a minute prior, we wouldn’t have had time to escape out the back to that boat.”

	Scratching her forehead and smiling at her familiar, the witch nodded.

	“Of course I remember. You were brilliant in action that day. Not a second goes by where I’m not grateful for your warning, Lace. But that was also two decades ago in a land where witches had no legal protections. Nobody in Throsj can remember the last time a Templar visited the village. So I’m just suggesting that maybe the person outside has better odds of being a customer?”

	The witch went down into the basement larder and returned with six boar steaks stacked on a wooden platter for Lace. She set them down on a small stool over in the warm afternoon sunlight next to bay windows overlooking the backyard.

	“Remind me to go see Novoso today. That’s the last meat we have in the house. Behind on my butcher visits,” Zebonza said, walking over to the front door.

	Lace didn’t respond as she’d already started eating breakfast, tearing the meat apart and devouring the pieces.

	While she was curious about who was waiting on her porch, Zebonza forced herself to walk back over to the counter and pull a green apple from her fruit bowl. Whoever it was could wait a couple more minutes. She washed the fruit and then took a few minutes to eat her own breakfast. This was her last apple, and that left Zebonza a little bummed.

	Guess I’ll need to swing by and visit Mazel’s family today, see if my student can grow me another couple apples out of season, Zebonza thought.

	After finishing the fruit, Zebonza went to the front door and opened it to find a balding man wearing a worn brown hat and ragged coat. His alabaster skin was sunburnt, though it looked to be healing. His hands, which he couldn’t stop fussing with, seemed to have the worst of it.

	“Mr. Gilcrest. I believe you’re a day early for your appointment,” Zebonza said.

	The man scratched the back of his neck and looked at Zebonza with impatience in his eyes.

	“I know ma’am, and I’m sorry to pester you out of the blue like this. Its just, I got this letter from my cousin down in Keerth, that’s a couple hours south of here—“

	Zebonza cut him off, saying, “I’m well aware of Keerth, Mr. Gilcrest. I’ve traveled all over Aerus.”

	“Right. Sorry. Anyway, my cousin raises chickens like I do. And he said some of the other farmers down there are seeing their birds get sick. Real sick,” the man said, still fussing with his hands.

	The witch raised an eyebrow and said, “What do sick birds have to do with you showing up at my door a day early?”

	A hawk flew over Zebonza’s house and let out a piercing shriek before flying west toward the river. Zebonza looked up just for a second before giving her attention back to the future customer.

	“Well, you see, ma’am. I know we agreed you’d help me figure out what breed of birds to invest in this season, but I’m due to head to the hatchery in Lovsk in a couple days. If there’s a sickness spreading among the birds, I was hoping you’d meet with me today, give me my fortune early, and let me visit the hatchery before whatever is in Keerth arrives in Lovsk. I’m real anxious to get over there armed with your outlook.”

	The witch took a deep breath and prepared to try and calm her future customer.

	“Mr. Gilcrest, I can’t move up your appointment to today,” Zebonza said.

	“I’ll pay you more if that’s what you’re after,” he offered.

	Zebonza shook her head.

	“It’s not about money. And I’m a little insulted you think so low of me. I’ve guided your flock purchases for six years now, Mr. Gilcrest. I’ve never tried to underhandedly take more money from you than previously agreed,” Zebzona said, putting her hands on her hips.

	The farmer cleared his throat and said, “No, of course not. I’d never imply that. But I’d very much like to get ahead of this. Isn’t there anything to be done?”

	A cold breeze blew across the witch’s front yard, sending long-dead leaves scattering toward the road.

	“Mr. Gilcrest, the long-range divination magic you’ve contracted me to use for your poultry forecast tomorrow requires thorough setup. It’s not a quick arcane art. I’ll spend several hours tomorrow building up my magic, making use of several spell materials, and ultimately helping you decide which breed of birds will be most fortunate for your investments this year. It’ll likely drain my energy for the entire day.”

	The man frowned and looked down at the floor of Zebonza’s dusty porch. Her single-story house wasn’t the prettiest in Throsj, but it was hers. And she never worried too much about a little dirt here and there. In fact, the witch considered a house rich in Earth to be a natural blessing. It helped insulate her home against harmful energies.

	“Can’t you just start the preparations for your spell now? I can come back tonight,” the man said, still not taking “no” for an answer.

	Zebonza cleared her throat and raised her voice a little more to drive the point home. She put a hand up and said, “You’re not hearing me. My divination magic is often intense, and knowing that, I keep my schedule pretty tight day-to-day. This isn’t like moving an appointment for a shave at the barber. Tonight, my energy is already dedicated to my students as I take a look at their future.”

	Mr. Gilcrest did not like this answer and seemed to draw extra offense at the fact some young girls had apparently been given priority over him. He took a step toward Zebonza and leaned in real close, fists balled tight. She’d never seen him act like this before, and while she tried to keep her displeased expression firm, inside, a tremor ran through her chest.

	She’d seen firsthand that men often made terrible decisions out of fear and desperation. The divination witch bore scars as proof of that. Whatever was in this letter from his cousin had Mr. Gilcrest spooked. He was convinced there was only one solution, and Zebonza alone could provide it . . .now.

	“You know,” he said, taking another step forward so his face was inches away from Zebonza’s. “My cousin also mentioned there were rumors of Templar activity in southern Aerus. Maybe I should visit him instead of the hatchery, see if I can find a Templar for myself and tell him about a certain witch in Throsj who isn’t doing what she promised.”

	Templars in Aerus? Contessa needs to— no. If they’re just rumors, there’s no need to rile up one of my students and recall her trauma. It could be nothing, the divination witch thought.

	Before the farmer could make another threat, a snarl echoed out of the doorway. Lace slowly pawed over, fangs flashed, eyes locked solely on the man threatening her witch partner.

	“I think your appointment just got canceled,” Lace growled, taking another step toward a visibly-shaken Mr. Gilcrest.

	He stumbled backward off the porch and nearly tripped over a rock.

	“Now wait a second. I wasn’t going to do anything,” he said, unclenching his fists and putting them up flat.

	“You’re right about that. Because if you’d made even the smallest move to harm Zee, I would have leapt forward and torn your throat out,” the panther snarled.

	The man paled a few shades and looked back at Zebonza for confirmation.

	“Why are you looking at me? My familiar will be the one to deal with you from now on. If you’d like to try and schedule a future appointment now that yours is canceled, you’ll have to go through Lace here,” the divination witch said, putting a hand on her familiar’s head and gently stroking the magical beast.

	It’s days like today that make me glad I don’t have an actual house cat, Zebonza thought.

	Mr. Gilcrest turned and ran, which was a refreshing sight for Zebonza. Divination witches had virtually no spells useful in combat, so retreat was typically the only option. Thankfully, Lace gave Zebonza an advantage in defending herself.

	That wouldn’t have been the first man Lace has killed defending me, the witch thought, continuing to scratch her familiar’s neck.

	Zebonza went back inside to read for a little bit to calm down. She needed a clear head if she was going to look into the future of her students tonight.

	“You feeling better, Zee?” Lace asked, looking into Zebonza’s eyes when she glanced up from her book a little while later.

	The divination witch closed the novel and scratched lightly under Lace’s chin.

	“Yes, thanks for having my back out there. All this time I’ve spent in their community helping folks like Mr. Gilcrest, and I’ve never seen a resident of Throsj act like that before,” Zebonza said.

	Lace placed one of her large paws on Zebonza’s legs and said, “You just never know with people, sometimes. But hey, that’s what you have me for.”

	Zebonza leaned over and kissed her panther on the head.

	“The Goddess did so bless me with a perfect familiar, a fierce protector with mighty jaws and claws to send any threat packing,” she said before getting up.

	“Are you mocking me?” the panther asked.

	Zebonza smiled and turned back to her familiar.

	“No, I meant every word. Why?”

	The familiar shook her head and said, “Just been spending too much time with Contessa and Yeeza, I guess. That witch is so sarcastic with her words, and the fox. Talk about dramatic, as though every great sin of the land has been inflicted upon her.”

	Without any warning, Zebonza burst into a fit of laughter, in absolute agreement with her familiar’s astute judgment.

	“You just be sure to keep comments like that to yourself when they show up tonight. Contessa and Mazel are excited to hear their fortunes, and I know comments like that will spoil their moods,” the teacher said, smirking.

	Lace yawned and went over to lie down in the sunlight on the kitchen floor.

	I guess that’s as close to assurance as I’m going to get from her, Zebonza thought, shrugging. It would have to do.

	The divination witch spent the next several hours gathering materials. She pulled out a couple of different star charts to get the right angles for lanterns she hung in the backyard. The sun was setting now, hues of pink and purple filling the sky as dusk approached.

	Zebonza went into her basement and came out with a large spool of red string. She carefully wound it around the lantern poles in an intricate pattern as she’d done for years of her life.

	All the while she wove, the divination witch poured out her intention, guidance, vision, wisdom from the Goddess on the future path for her beloved students. With each loop, she’d whisper, “Mazel,” and with every knot she tied, Zebonza muttered, “Contessa.”

	The full moon was starting to rise when Zebonza finished her string work. Next, she found a massive stake she kept in the larder and brought it into the backyard. She could feel magic she’d poured into the ring of lanterns pulsing, excited, ready to be spent on such an intricate spell. For divination wasn’t something done so easily as flicking a wand.

	Zebonza drove the stake into the center of her lantern ring. Then she went over to her patio where she’d left a large sledge hammer with runes carved into the cheeks. They glowed red as Zebonza grabbed the tool and began to fill it with her magic and intent.

	She slammed the hammer into the stake, and red sparks of pure magic flew outward. With each strike, this effect repeated, with more sparks forming every time. The divination witch was starting to sweat, and even her perspiration was glowing with a bit of red energy.

	When the stake was driven almost completely into the ground, she tied several red strings around it, connecting it to the intricate patchwork she’d attached to the lantern poles earlier.

	“They’ll be here soon,” Lace said softly behind the divination witch. Zebonza wiped her forehead and said, “Please fetch one of the crystals from my altar. I’m ready for the spell.”

	Her familiar returned and gently placed the biggest crystal into Zebonza’s right palm with her jaw.

	“Thanks, Lace.”

	The divination witch walked over to the stake and placed the crystal on top of the flat face where her hammer had struck several times. Her gem started to glow, charging from all the magic she’d woven into this ring.

	She pulled out her Sapele wood wand and took a deep breath.

	“Lace, make sure you’re several feet back,” Zebonza called, starting to place all her focus on the crystal.

	“I’m safe. Don’t worry,” the panther called from a good distance behind her.

	When the moon entered her ring of lanterns, Zebonza closed her eyes and started muttering an incantation, calling forth almost every ounce of magic in her. She pictured her students and their path going forward, praying the Goddess would reveal it to her.

	After the incantation was complete, the divination witch stepped into the ring, and a powerful feeling of static electricity flooded the air around her. She closed the circle with her will and felt the magic grow even stronger. It was magnified by the full moon above, lunar energy pouring into the ring with Zebonza.

	She started to feel her braids and robe lift around her, stirring with a building wind.

	Focussing all the magic into a fine point, she jabbed her wand down at the crystal, which had started floating a few feet above the stake. Then she released that magic, and it shot forward from her wand into the crystal, all the magic of the ring, a bolt of red lightning.

	That magic flowed from the crystal down into the stake. It glowed red hot before sending the magic through every string and to the lanterns. They all rattled and lit with a sudden crimson flame, filling Zebonza’s backyard with an eerie glow.

	Sweat beaded up on her forehead and ran down her neck. Now came the delicate part. Seven lanterns. Seven flames. She had to summon them all one at a time and receive the vision they each held. If one of the flames went out, that was a vision she’d lose.

	Zebonza pointed her wand at the first flame and willed it to approach her. A small window on the lantern opened, and the flame floated across the ring toward the divination witch. It entered her mind with searing heat, and she got bits and pieces of something to come.

	Contessa and Mazel were flying together over a foreign land, well foreign to them. The divination witch had traveled to it before. They seemed happy, but their eyes carried emotional weight they didn’t have at the moment.

	As the vision faded, Zebonza took a deep breath and summoned the second flame. This one was just noise, the roar of some powerful beast and screaming from Mazel. Another vision showed Zebonza a large stone stove. It had something to do with Contessa. The remaining visions were related to everything from Templars to a summons from the Goddess herself.

	Zebonza gasped after the vision from her final lantern flame ceased. She was sweating profusely, and all the magic from the ring faded. Her shoulders slumped.

	Still, the divination witch looked up at the stars above, processing the bits and pieces of Mazel’s and Contessa’s future she’d witnessed. They in no way formed a complete picture. But she knew enough to understand what the Goddess had revealed to her.

	Lace walked over to Zebonza’s side and lightly bumped her head into the witch’s hip.

	“What is it? What did you see? I’m feeling conflicting emotions battling in your heart, sadness and pride,” the familiar said.

	Zebonza knelt down and hugged her familiar tight.

	“Lace, it’s time for their odyssey to begin.”


Chapter One

	Their village was small, but their hearts were big. And the time for adventure approached.

	In the village of Throsj, there were three who wielded magic, two young witches and their teacher. They called their teacher Madam, but around the village others called her Zebonza.

	Her students, Mazel and Contessa, were eager, as they had been the first day Zebonza officially made them her apprentices.

	While Zebonza finished her odyssey decades ago, Mazel and Contessa were eager to begin theirs, as is required for any young witches who wish to grow in magic and wisdom.

	Contessa ran through the front door at exactly 6:03 p.m. At least, that’s what the grandfather clock in her parent’s house said. But it was five minutes slow, and no matter how many times her father tried to fix it, the stubborn machine always fell back into its own rhythm.

	“Damned stubborn clock! One of these days I’m going to chop you up and use the wood for our stove!” Philip yelled at least once or twice a week. He was just as stubborn as the clock.

	Contessa figured after 60 years he wasn’t going to change. The clock and her father were each trying their best to outlive the other and claim victory in some competition only the two of them would acknowledge.

	Philip was sitting in the parler carefully painting his newest carved soldier when Contessa ran by. She was moving fast enough that what little white hair Philip had wiggled a little, clearly wanting to follow the girl.

	“Slow down, girl! The house ain’t on fire,” he snapped. He got a little grouchy when his painting sessions were disturbed.

	Contessa’s mother, Rose, was in the den reading a weathered green book. Her own short brown hair didn’t budge an inch as the young witch ran by. Whether she was out of range or protected from disaster by her own motherly magic, Philip and Contessa didn’t know.

	She didn’t yell at her daughter, merely closed the book, smiled, and knew exactly what was going to happen in an hour or two when the full moon rose.

	Philip resumed painting his little wooden soldier when Rose walked over and leaned on the table he was working at. She just stared at him patiently, admiring the aging man she’d married a couple decades previously. He had more hair then. Somehow, for every hair he lost, his stubbornness grew a little more.

	When, at last, he could ignore Rose no longer, he looked up with a little, “Hmmm?”

	“We’re about to have the house to ourselves,” Rose said.

	Philip looked confused for a moment and said, “Is she staying the night with Mazel or something?”

	The wife and mother said nothing, just staring at her much more dense husband until he understood.

	At last the gears in his head stopped thinking about red and brown paint. They moved to his 18-year-old daughter and what he’d heard at the barber this morning about tonight’s full moon.

	“No! Tonight? Already?” he asked, plagued with a sudden onset of sadness.

	“I’m afraid so,” Rose said, winking at him.

	He didn’t have anything else to say for a moment.

	Contessa ran into her room, fueled with adrenaline. She didn’t know tonight was the night she would leave home until just an hour ago. Now the young witch was sure of it. Her long shaggy brown hair whipped in every direction as she ran around the room trying to figure out what to pack first.

	She nearly slipped on the hardwood floor but steadied herself on the bedpost. Asleep on the bed on her purple blanket was a fox with chocolate-colored fur. The creature stood and stretched, yawning.

	“What are you causing such a ruckus for?” Yeeza asked after a second, and even larger, yawn.

	“Tonight’s the night! We’ve got to get ready and leave as soon as the moon is high in the sky,” Contessa said, finding her leather shoulder bag and opening it, brain immediately trying to calculate how much it would hold.

	The first thing she threw into the bag was a long black jacket she was fond of wearing, no matter the weather. Then she tossed in her journal, a new book she hadn’t read, some quills and ink, a couple black skirts, underwear, and some toiletries.

	When she looked back on the bed, Yeeza was gone. Contessa’s bright blue eyes scanned the room, trying to find her dry-witted fox that had fallen silent.

	Realizing at once where the fox would be, Contessa turned to her open bag and found a bundle of black fur snuggled up in her skirts.

	“Oh no! I am not carrying you in my bag,” the witch said, putting her hands on her hips.

	“Why not? Mazel’s familiar travels in her bag sometimes.”

	“Mazel’s familiar is a mouse! You’re like 20 times her size. Out!”

	When Yeeza didn’t budge, Contessa flicked her left hand, and her cherrywood wand appeared in her grasp.

	She pointed it at the fox, and nothing happened.

	“I know you’re trying to use magic to make me move, but you know familiars are immune to magic from their witch partners,” Yeeza sassed.

	Contessa groaned, flicked her hand again, and the wand vanished.

	“You’re not staying in there! I had to leave room for food. And if you don’t move now, I won’t have room for those venison jerky treats you like,” the young witch said, smiling.

	Yeeza’s tail twitched, and she slowly crawled out of the bag.

	“That was a low blow, Contessa,” she yowled.

	Picking up her bag, the young witch went downstairs to face her parents and raid the pantry. Yeeza hopped on her shoulder and yawned again.

	In a house around the corner, Mazel was being held by her sobbing mother, who was not quite ready to say goodbye yet.

	Mazel was shorter than Contessa, though she had the same color hair. Unlike Contessa, Mazel’s eyes matched her hair.

	The witch’s mother, Christina, asked, “Are you sure you have to leave your mommy so soon? I thought you were going to wait another month or two?”

	Mazel patted her mother’s head and said, “That was my plan, but Madam made a divination reading a little bit ago, and it has to be tonight. She assured me it’ll give us the best launch and timing for good fortune on our journey.”

	Christina sighed and held Mazel tighter.

	“I just don’t know what I’m going to do without you,” she said.

	A deep voice came from the kitchen, and a bearded man with a long drawl walked into the hallway with a piece of bread. He took a bite and said, “You’ll be just fine. Come on, now. You want our daughter to be a good witch, right? If tonight’s the night, there’s nothing we can do about that.”

	Mazel sighed in relief that Jayson was on her side. He helped pry Christina off Mazel and gave her a bite of his bread with butter on it.

	“Go pack while I have her distracted,” Jayson whispered.

	“I’m hungry, not deaf,” Christina muttered, snatching his entire piece of bread.

	Giggling and running upstairs, Mazel felt a rustle behind her hair. A fluffy black mouse ran out onto her right shoulder.

	“So tonight’s the night, huh? I can’t believe we’re really leaving Throsj,” Clover said.

	Mazel patted her familiar lightly on the head and said, “I know. I’m not sure I’m ready, but if Madam says tonight is the night, that’s what we’re going with.”

	The young witch’s room was full of tulips, lilies, and irises in pinks and blues. She’d been growing and maintaining them with her magic for years now.

	Jayson ran the town’s only nursery, and Mazel had grown up working in the business. It was in the greenhouse surrounded by flowers growing out of season that Mazel’s magic had manifested for the first time, a year before Contessa’s did.

	As Mazel calmly pulled out a backpack and put some folded clothes inside, she thought of her parents finding her covered in vines and roots, seeds dangling from her fingers partially cracked one morning before the nursery opened.

	Her parents called Zebonza, and the older witch announced to the village Mazel had been blessed with magic. Almost immediately Zebonza took Mazel under her wing, teaching her what it meant to be a druidic witch, one whose very magic pulsed with the life of nature.

	Mazel walked over to her altar and found a leather pouch with different kinds of seeds she’d been collecting since she was five years old, before she even had access to magic. She tied it around the belt at her waist.

	She continued packing while Clover watched on top of her head.

	“Do you know where we’ll go first yet?” the familiar asked.

	Mazel detected some fear in her familiar’s voice. Her nerves were fired up about leaving home so suddenly. The mouse didn’t react well to rapid change.

	“I’m sure Contessa, and I will figure that out,” the young witch blushed.

	Mazel stretched and rolled up the bottoms of her pink pants.

	Walking over to her desk, she picked up a red book full of pressed leaves and placed it into her backpack.

	Her eyes fell on the broom she’d carved and made with Jayson’s help.

	“We’re really going to fly on that?” Clover asked.

	Mazel patted her familiar’s head and said, “Yeah, Zebonza offered me one of her old brooms, but I wanted to make my own. It’ll be fine. I’ve been practicing with it.”

	The familiar stopped asking questions after that because Mazel gave her an almond to chew on. She took it in her tiny pink paws and started to eat.

	With that, the witch adjusted her round red spectacles and finished packing.

	Contessa rode in the back of the wagon while Philip and Rose sat up front, chatting about how nice an evening it was for takeoff.

	The smell of hay was still fresh in the wagon from when Philip had unloaded it this afternoon.

	A chilly breeze from the north reminded Contessa it wasn’t quite spring yet. Throsj was far enough south that warm days popped up in the winter now and again.

	“I can’t believe we’re leaving on such a cold night,” Yeeza said, nestled in Contessa’s lap.

	Contessa was wearing a black silk jacket that went down to the back of her knees. When she was standing, it rested just a few inches above her black leather boots.

	“You’re literally covered in fur,” Contessa giggled.

	“Cold is cold,” Yeeza sighed.

	She is going to hate me when I push for us to head north to try to salvage what remains of the cool weather, Contessa thought, summoning her wand again.

	Closing her eyes, she summoned a little fire to the wand’s tip, sending a bit of warmth over her and Yeeza.

	At last they arrived on the south side of the village where a large field sat that would be filled with spring wheat in a few months.

	The two horses that pulled the wagon knickered while Philip helped Rose down.

	Zebonza was waiting over by a couple lit torches.

	She was standing close enough to one torch that red and orange hues danced over her charcoal skin.

	Her dreads were pulled tight behind her, mostly grey but a little black remaining. She was wearing a blue wool coat, and her familiar, a black panther named Lace, rested at her feet.

	“Contessa, I’m glad to see you’ve arrived with plenty of time,” Zebonza said with a rich voice.

	“I tried not to be late, Madam,” the young witch said, climbing out of the wagon and putting her wand away.

	Zebonza smiled, revealing one silver tooth.

	“Late to lessons but early to leave? Is that it?”

	Contessa just looked at the ground and blushed.

	“Relax, child. I’m just chiding you. It’ll take more effort for me to do that once you’re gone,” she said.

	Mazel and her parents arrived next. They’d walked. Christina still didn’t seem quite ready to let her daughter go, but there was nothing more to say. Jayson had told her that firmly.

	Contessa smiled seeing Mazel. The two ran together and shared a quick kiss.

	“Okay, girls. You’ll have plenty of time for that after you take off. Your window of opportunity for a lucky launch is already open. Now it’s time for you to soar through it,” Zebonza said.

	The girls nodded and grabbed their things. Mazel had her broomstick, and Contessa had a long oar she’d found from an old boat. It was lengthier than Mazel’s broom and thicker. The fire witch claimed it offered more stability in rough winds. Mazel wasn’t sure how accurate a claim that was. Then again, so much of magic resided in what one believed they could do. Maybe Contessa was right.

	The two witches hugged their parents one last time and wandered over to the lit torches where Zebonza waited.

	“We’re gathered here tonight in the sight of the Goddess Rheatha, Mother Creator, to send two witches on their journey. Together, they share the wish of growing in magic and wisdom. It is with a powerful blessing that I send you both away from Throsj.”

	As the older witch spoke, a purple light surrounded each of the young witches. They gasped and felt Zebonza’s aura hold onto them, almost like a goodbye hug. Infused in the magic was her love, her teachings, and her protection.

	“Your paths will not always be smooth, but you will have each other. Your love will be a great asset. And, of course, Yeeza and Clover will guide you to the best of their abilities,” Zebonza said.

	“Best of my abilities? I didn’t agree to that,” Yeeza muttered on Contessa’s shoulder.

	Their teacher finished her invocation and motioned for the girls to mount their broomstick and oar.

	“Girls, I’ve taught you all I can. Now it’s time for the world to teach you. Will you promise me that you’ll do everything you can to become great witches?”

	“Yes, Madam,” the girls said in unison.

	“Then I bid you a safe odyssey. Go now, while the window remains open!”

	Mazel and Contessa looked at each other, nodded, and then soared up into the night sky, guided by their love and the light of the full moon. And if they were lucky, maybe the wisdom of their familiars.


Chapter Two

	Contessa and Mazel flew through the night sky fueled by excitement to finally be on their witch journey. The broomstick and oar floated about four feet from each other, side by side.

	The weather was fair, and a gentle wind blew out of the south behind them, helping to carry the pair of witches north toward the town of Gisahna.

	In the days leading up to their journey, Mazel had suggested making an itinerary for each of them. She even bought a blank book to help keep a schedule for their travels, flying hours, when to sleep, when to eat breakfast, etc. Contessa was. . . less than enthused.

	“Come on! I spent so much time drawing these cute leaves and flowers on the cover. Let’s just plan on a schedule. What’s the harm?”

	The fire witch yawned in sync with the black fox on her shoulder and said, “I’m way too lazy to keep up with something like that. Why don’t we just go with the flow?”

	Between the two witches, Mazel was definitely the more organized. She kept booklets full of notes on different kinds of plants, when they bloom, what spells to use to grow and summon certain vegetation, and more.

	Contessa preferred to. . . improvise. But in reality, what she called improvising was actually rehearsed laziness.

	“What if I draw a campfire on the back? Then would you use my schedule book?” Mazel had asked before they left.

	“Too much effort,” Contessa moaned, scratching her head in sync with Yeeza scratching her left ear.

	Mazel eventually gave up that effort and let the fire witch win that one, more by default than an earned victory.

	Around 3:30 a.m., excitement was giving way to exhaustion. Flying for hours at a time wasn’t something these newly-minted witches were used to.

	“How close are we to Gisahna?” Mazel asked.

	“Not close enough. I think it’ll be after sunrise before we make it if we fly the rest of the night,” Contessa sighed. Her eyes were getting heavy.

	Mazel said nothing as they flew about 100 feet off the ground.

	It was mostly open fields beneath them with the occasional oak or cedar tree standing with a few bushes around. Throsj was a small farm village surrounded by several miles of open plains.

	With a loud hoot, a startled brown and white owl flew by the witches and down into an oak tree missing several branches near its base.

	“Do you think we should stop and make camp soon?” Mazel asked, breaking the silence. She stretched her arms but tightened her legs around her broomstick while she did so.

	It was a key way the witches differed. Mazel preferred to fly with the broomstick between her legs while Contessa typically flew with both of her legs dangling over the same side of her oar.

	“Camp or keep going, but either way could you two keep quiet? I’ve had a very busy day of packing and flying,” Yeeza complained, raising her head. She’d been asleep with her body draped across the back of Contessa’s shoulders.

	The fire witch narrowed her eyes.

	“In case you forgot, I did the packing and soaring today. But if you want to go flying, that can be arranged,” she growled.

	Yeeza coughed and said, “Perhaps you’ve confused fox for finch. Did you not pay attention to the difference between mammals and birds in Zebonza’s lessons?”

	“How about I teach you the difference between sky and ground, Yeeza?” Contessa growled louder.

	Clover stuck her nose out from behind Mazel’s hair and asked, “Do you think this journey will bring them closer together so they don’t fight as much?”

	The druidic witch giggled as her mouse ran down her arms and sat on the broomstick between her wrists.

	“Nah, the arguing and harassment is how they show their love for each other. It’s how they’ve always been,” Mazel said.

	She thought back to Zebonza introducing a young Contessa to her. The fire witch got her magic after Mazel, but she had her familiar first, before she even met her future girlfriend.

	It’s common knowledge that witches get their familiars between the ages of eight and twelve. The typical familiar for witches is a black cat, but for some witches it varied.

	After they were done arguing, Contessa asked Mazel if she was okay with them making camp.

	“I can’t fly another inch,” Contessa yawned.

	Mazel smiled and looked down at the ground. Ahead, she saw the full moon reflecting off the Black Bear River.

	“We can camp next to the river,” Mazel suggested.

	As she typically did when she was tired, Contessa just made some vague mumbling sounds of agreement. Her oar was starting to sway from side to side as they approached the river.

	“Easy there, Contessa. I’d like to see the age of-- whatever year comes next in my life. I don’t keep track since our lifespans are linked,” Yeeza said.

	Contessa mumbled something, and she gently touched down in a patch of yellow daffodils near the river. She just rolled over away from her oar and attempted to enter dreamland. What she didn’t count on was a member of the border guard named Mazel, who landed a few feet away from her.

	“Oh no, sleepyhead. You need to brush your teeth and help me set up the--” Mazel’s voice drowned out and she relented, ready to accept a compromise because Contessa’s sleepiness was a formidable foe. It was one she’d taken on and lost to during many a sleepover.

	“Okay, you need to brush your teeth. I’ll not have our journey start out with terrible hygiene. We don’t know which towns we visit will and won’t have healers,” Mazel begged.

	Contessa groaned.

	Mazel pulled out her wand and muttered an incantation. The ground around Contessa’s head glowed green as her magic seeped
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