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  Triggers


Please be aware that this book contains mentions of self harm. If this is a subject you are not equipped to deal with, chapter 32 can be skipped. 







  
  Dedication




To all the unread books sitting on my shelves. 
I promise I haven't forgotten you. I've just been distracted.







  
  Covens


Terraborn: The earth coven, born of dirt and clay. They live in Stonevale, the Northern Kingdom, where they rule alongside King Darnell and Queen Lilly. They live by the words: ‘Steady hands, unshaken hearts.’

Skyweavers: The air coven, born of currents and gusts. They live in Eldergrove, the Eastern Kingdom, where they rule alongside King Torin and Queen Anna. They live by the words: ‘Storms or stillness, we soar.’

Rainweavers: The water coven, born of waves and swells. They live in Marshwood, the Western Kingdom, where they rule alongside King Kadir and Queen Fay. They live by the words: ‘Flow together, rise as one.’

Cinderborn: The fire coven, born of ash and embers. They live in Emberhold, the Southern Kingdom, where they rule alongside King Nicholas and Queen Evanore. They live by the words: ‘Born of ash, untamed and free.’
















  
  Aurie

Age: Eleven


Memories are strange creatures. 
They tend to constantly morph, shaped by the experiences that have changed us into the people we become. Innocent moments from the past turn into convoluted scenarios that we were oblivious to in our youth. Troubles that once seemed like the end of the world turn into situations we wish we could face again, instead of the complex problems that come knocking at our door.
For me, one of my earliest memories was from my coven teachings as a kid. The world was smaller, and my daily problems were simpler, though it certainly didn’t feel that way back then.
Back then, my biggest concerns were the same as every other young witch in my coven; doing well in my teachings, and trying to navigate being the awkward, untalented girl in class took up every single moment of my life.

“Who lives by the words ‘storm or stillness, we soar’? Aurie?” Elder Gwenna’s voice had always found a way to grate on my nerves. With her nasally tone, she had an uncanny way of knowing when I wasn’t paying attention. Despite what she thought, it wasn’t something I could control.
Daydreams were constantly luring my mind out of the room, sweeping me away on wind currents up to the soft, wispy clouds that were dancing in the breeze outside the windows.
To be a bird on that breeze, wild and free, instead of stuck inside the musty classroom with dusty, old books, and coven elders; that was a dream worth all the gold in Stonevale.
Sitting up straighter, I pulled my gaze from the window to Elder Gwenna, seeing the annoyance on her face and knowing that I was one warning away from being reprimanded, once again, for not putting enough effort into my studies. I was always one warning away.
It didn’t matter that I knew the answers to her questions; everyone in the room knew the answers. I never performed well under pressure, and when called upon in class my tongue would swell up with nerves, making answering impossible.
Every time I stumbled over my words, the snickers coming from the other girls in the back of the room confirmed that in life, there were those who would always enjoy watching my torment.
I had known for almost an entire year at that point that Calla and her friends were hoping I’d fail at this class, the same way I’d been failing at our Introduction to Physical Magic class.
Failing was a strong word; I just didn’t master magic as quickly as they did. It wasn’t that I couldn’t make anything happen, it was that, as far as magic potential went, I was barely scraping the bottom of the barrel.
My mother would often tell me that it shouldn’t be a race to unlock my potential, and that one day I would find the connection to the magic in my veins when the time was right. I just had to be patient and not give up.
“Those words belong to the Skyweavers, ma’am.” My cheeks flooded with red as the embarrassment of being called out swarmed my body. It took every ounce of strength to keep from turning to the back so I could stick my tongue out at Calla, but knowing Elder Gwenna, I would be reprimanded for that as well.  
“Correct. And what is their coven sigil?” Elder Gwenna asked me as she looked down her pointed nose at me.
Pick someone else, I thought. Please, just leave me to dream of every place I would rather be than here!
Kallarnia as a whole held nothing but mystery, and I found myself constantly wondering how the other three covens lived, something I would never be able to witness for myself.
Being a witch in the north meant never living, or travelling, anywhere but within the boundaries of Stonevale.
I could wish with every ounce of magic in my blood, but I knew Elder Gwenna would keep asking until I proved to her that I had done the readings.
“A dandelion and its seeds blowing in the wind.” My voice cracked near the end of my sentence, sending Calla and her court of followers into another fit of laughter. If laughing at me every time I was uncomfortable was worth money, Calla would be the richest witch in Kallarnia.
Sweat started pooling at the base of my neck as I shifted in my seat, wishing a pit would form to swallow me whole and end this nightmare.
“Quiet, please.” Elder Gwenna’s pitiful attempt at silencing Calla didn’t work; it never did. She could laugh all she wanted, which she did often, loudly, and with hate in her eyes as she glared at me, and Elder Gwenna never raised her voice or followed through with any kind of discipline.
Of course, it didn’t hurt that Elder Gwenna and Calla’s mother, Levana, were close friends. Calla and her friends could do no wrong, and those of us that didn’t flock to her like bees to a queen were often treated with more harshness and less patience.
When I would complain about it at home, my mother liked to remind me that enduring harsh conditions in class would make me a stronger witch in the end, if I was smart enough to use it as motivation. It was a nice theory, but living through it was anything but enjoyable.
I used to hate that kind of advice, but what I wouldn’t give now to get any advice from her at all, or even to be able to talk to her. I missed her voice.

So that’s what I would tell myself, every single day. Calla didn’t have to like me, but she did have to put up with me. There was nothing Calla, or her mother, could do to keep me from these classes.
I was Terraborn, same as her, and earth magic flowed through my veins, same as her. I had every right to learn from the leaders of our coven, to learn how to control and call upon the magic bestowed upon me by my ancestors, and by Gaia.

The one constant that never changed every time I went back through my memories was the presence of Maisie, my only friend in all of Stonevale. Maisie’s energy was pure light, and she never faltered in giving me small, encouraging smiles when I was down.
Early on in our studies, Maisie had taken in upon herself to be my tutor in all things magic, and during those long, tiring hours in the dusty library, a friendship had formed.
Calla never dared pick directly on Maisie, which was understandable. Maisie was the smartest of us all, in every lesson that we had and test that we were given. She wasn’t the easy target that I was. Maisie had true power inside of her, maybe one of the only witches in our year to be so strongly connected to her magic.

“Calla, please help your classmate out. Can you tell us what the words and sigils of the other three covens are?” Elder Gwenna’s voice turned syrupy sweet as she focused her attention away from me. Calla’s only response before answering was to roll her eyes in my direction, before standing up and eloquently answering the question.
“Certainly. The words ‘flow together, rise as one’ belong to the Rainweavers. Their sigil is a school of jellyfish. Our words are ‘steady hands, unshaken hearts’, and of course our sigil is the tree of life growing under the north star.” Calla went to sit down, but stilled as Maisie spoke up from beside me.
“That was only two more, she asked for three. You forgot about the Cinderborn.” Maisie kept making notes on her page, her words coming out in a friendly manner, but there was a small bit of bite behind them.
“Sorry, ma’am, I just didn’t think the last coven was worth mentioning since, you know, they don’t exist anymore. My apologies.” Instead of speaking directly to Maisie, Calla directed her words towards Elder Gwenna, with an apologetic tone, one that came across anyone with sense as fake. Unfortunately, it seemed to do very well amongst all of the elders in the coven.  
“Gone, but not forgotten, Calla. Please continue,” Elder Gwenna commented.
“The Cinderborn sigil was a face-up sword, encircled by the sun with a mountain range in the distance.” Calla’s voice started to fade into the background as her words started painting a picture in my mind. A vision of that very sigil, the strong steel of the sword and the heat of the sun, flashed behind my eyes, sending chills up my arms.
The Cinderborn coven had been wiped from existence seven years ago, I was barely six months old when it happened. Yet, seeing that sigil had always instilled a deep seed of sadness in my heart. As if Calla could smell weakness, she looked directly at me as she finished her answer.
"The words that belonged to them were ‘born of ash, untamed and free’. Pity, with what happened to them. How can they be free, stuck under all that rock and dirt?” Calla smirked, her friends exploded with giggles, and Elder Gwenna merely gave her a stern look.
“Poor taste, Calla. We mustn’t speak ill of the dead, they deserve more respect than that.” Calla had the sense to look apologetic, but once Elder Gwenna turned away Calla turned back to her friends, whispering and joking around with them.
“Man, I hate her,” Maisie whispered in my ear, not loud enough for anyone else to hear.
“Me too. Maybe we’ll luck out and she’ll be the one to bond to Prince Bram. Then she can move into the palace, and we’ll almost never have to see her,” I whispered back.
“Wouldn’t that be nice? We’d be able to live in peace.” Maisie and I looked at each other and shared a small smile before turning our attention back to the front.
A life without Calla was worth dreaming about. I would feel sorry for Prince Bram, though. She would boss him around all day until she got exactly what she wanted.
Witches like Calla were made to become royalty. She had the ability to act like a proper young lady, when she wanted to, and she was a natural beauty. Calla wasn’t shy when it came to debate, and she could stand her ground when need be. She would be the perfect wife for the young prince.
The bond would only fully show itself once she turned twenty-five, however, meaning we were still stuck with her for far too long for my liking.  
If there was any justice in the world, Calla would find something else to spew her vile at for the next eighteen years, leaving me alone.






  
  Aurie

Age: Sixteen


My first real crisis of faith came only two years later. It may have been the first, but it wouldn’t be the last. Losing faith in my magic, and ultimately in myself, was something I would struggle with into my young adult years. But the first time was the most memorable for me. 

“Why?” I cried out. My voice cracked as the emotion I tried shoving down had broken free. Tonight was supposed to be a celebration. We had made it halfway through our training, and as a treat, the elders were hosting a small festival in the center of town.
Back before the last Jubilation, these festivals were known to be lavish, stalls full of cooked foods would line the square, and the scent of sweet baked goods wafted in the air, all centered around a giant, crackling bonfire. The town's musicians would play for hours, letting the mortals and witches dance the night away.
Times had changed, and while Stonevale was down on its luck, the festival this year was still something special to me, because I was one of the witches in training.
That is, until Calla decided to make it memorable for another reason.
Maisie and I had been finishing up our meager dinner of roasted rosemary potatoes and pheasant while our families visited. We were quietly mocking Calla from the sidelines, when the royal family made their entrance.
Calla had been primping the entire festival, constantly making small adjustments to her hair and dress, waiting for her opportunity to formally meet the prince.
Up until the celebration we had only been able to catch glimpses of Prince Bram. For his safety in these unsafe times, he was mostly kept at the castle, where his guards could easily protect him. He was an only child, and the only hope King Darnell and Queen Lilly had of carrying on their royal blood.
The trumpets sounded, announcing the arrival of the King, Queen, and Prince of Stonevale. They rode in on horses, pausing just past the fountain in the center of the square.
A small group of guards surrounded them as they scanned the celebration for any danger. Dismounting their horses, the royal family greeted the crowd while we all bowed to them as a sign of our respect.
“Thank you.” The king’s husky voice echoed around the square. “While we appreciate the sentiment, please stand, and let us all enjoy this celebration. I hear great things from the elders on the potential witches to come from this group of students.”
Calla perked to attention, standing up tall, at the king’s words. While it was true, going through these lessons did not guarantee us a spot in the coven, Stonevale had an almost perfect success rate at turning students into powerful witches.
“As you all know, things have been rough for the last seven years. Crops aren’t growing the way we would like, and birth rates are down.” A murmur of sadness sifted through the crowd. Almost every family that lived here had experienced infertility and low birth rates.
“However, hope still lives that my son, Prince Bram, will find his match amongst these wonderful young women. Stonevale will become a strong kingdom once more. Have faith! And to these students of magic: know that the fate of our future is in your hands.” Those words kept replaying in my mind, over and over, like a catchy tune, reflecting back to me through the eyes of every mortal in town.
With that the king stepped away, ushering Queen Lilly to one of the food stalls, with the prince not far behind him. Everyone shook off their sullen thoughts, and started enjoying the celebration once more, knowing it would be quite some time before they would have the opportunity for more festivities such as this.
It wasn’t as easy for me, I couldn’t help the lump that had formed in the back of my throat at the thought of failure, and what it would mean for Stonevale.
Elder Gwenna started gathering us together to line up for our formal introduction with Prince Bram. We were all to introduce ourselves by our full names, shake his hand, and at the end the prince would let his parents know if he felt any type of bond or pull to one of us. If he did, a simple spell would be performed to see if Gaia agreed with the connection.
A true mate’s bond hadn’t been formed in years, in any of the kingdoms. It was part of Gaia’s punishment for what happened at Jubilation. However, there were those that held out hope for a better future, a future that relied on the alliance between mortals and witches to continue to rule together.

“Hello.” Prince Bram held his hand out to Maisie, giving her a kind smile, the same routine he had just gone through with four other witches before us. Maisie gently shook his hand before muttering her name under her breath. It was nerve-wracking with all of Stonevale watching from the edges of the festivities. Every smile, every movement we made, it was all being judged.  
Prince Bram then turned to me as Maisie stepped out of my way. My heart started beating faster in my chest as my hands began to sweat. I had never once wanted to be the one to bond with him, with any prince, and now that I was faced with the possibility, I was terrified it would be me.
However, before I could introduce myself, the ground directly underneath me warped for a small moment. Not long enough for anyone else to notice, but enough for me to panic and step backwards as a reflex, causing me to trip straight into the cider cart behind us, the impact knocking me to the ground.
Cups of cider had tipped over, the contents spilling over the edge of the cart and directly on to my head, dousing my hair in the warm, sticky liquid. My body buzzed with numbness as time seemed to stand still temporarily.
Calla’s laugh could be heard across the square and when I made eye contact with her, cider dripping from my eyelashes, she had the audacity to give me a little wave.
Calla had always had excellent control over her gift; shifting a bit of dirt under my feet was well within her abilities, but I, once again, had no proof any of it had happened.
Rage had started building within me and I made the split-second rash decision to topple the tree directly behind her, hopefully trapping her underneath it. I instinctively reached for my power, envisioning Calla stuck underneath its branches as her pretty dress became sodden with mud and dirt, but as I swiped my hand in front of my face, nothing happened.
Calla saw the movement, and from the amused glint in her eyes I knew that she understood what the intent was. When nothing happened, it fueled her amusement and doubled my embarrassment. Failed, again, and this time I had done it in front of the entire kingdom.
“Aurie, are you alright?” Time seemed to right itself as Maisie ran to my side. She and Prince Bram both offered me their hands, the prince pulling his back slightly as he noticed the cider dripping off me.
“Are you hurt?” Prince Bram asked, trying to hide his amusement at the situation, but there was a spark of amusement hiding behind his emerald green eyes. I wasn’t hurt, not physically anyway.
My confidence, however, had taken a decent hit, and the embarrassment of everyone at the celebration staring at me was more than I could take. Fresh tears filled my eyes, but I refused to allow Calla to see them.  
Rejecting anyone’s helpful hand, I pushed myself up, as drops of cider dripped off of my clothing. I briefly glanced around to see if I could find my mother in the crowd of onlookers. There were simply too many faces to filter through, and I couldn’t take the amused looks from the crowd.
I turned towards the edge of the festival and pushed my legs hard, running home. Calla’s laughter could be heard all the way down the lane, I could even hear her overtop of Maisie’s concerned shouts for me to come back.
Every step I took echoed that laughter back at me and I didn’t know how I was ever going to face the townspeople, let alone the royal family again.
Pushing myself to run at a sprint the entire way, I was lucky I had made it to the field that bordered our cottage before my legs gave out under me. Surrounded by the veil of night, I collapsed in the middle of the dirt and wheat stalks.
“Why?” I cried out, looking up to the night sky. Stars blanketed the sky, but all I saw was the eyes of everyone watching and laughing at my misfortune.
“Why do you hold my gifts back from me? Why do you allow others to use their gifts to humiliate me every chance they get? Gaia, why have you abandoned me?” I whispered to the stars, sniffling as tears streamed down my face and dripped off my chin. If only I had known in that moment what being abandoned by Gaia truly felt like. Those days would come soon enough.

Calla had been there every time I messed up, and I didn’t understand why she took such pleasure in torturing me. Perhaps it was pack mentality; she took it upon herself to weed the weakest link out of the coven. Perhaps she was truly cursed with an evil soul, souring the edges of her personality.
Whatever the reasoning behind it, I did not think I would be able to last another ten years being forced to interact with her, not to mention not being able to show my face in town ever again.
Two sturdy arms wrapped around me from behind, as the scent of peppermint and clove made itself known. I instantly relaxed into her arms, the one person who had been there for me since birth.
“Shh … my sweet Aurie. It’s all going to be alright.”
There was something about hearing my mother’s soft voice that always lowered my defenses, giving way to the violent sobs coming out of my chest as I relaxed into her hold. In her arms, in our cottage, that was the only place I had ever truly felt safe and loved.
That was how I spent the rest of the night: sitting in the dirt under a beautiful starry sky, smelling like cider, sobbing into the arms of my mother. In the distance we could hear the beat of the drums back in town square, a place that I had never and would never feel fully accepted.






  
  Aurie

Age: Twenty-Five (Present Day)


Distant screams echoed off of the walls surrounding me, the fear of scared souls vibrating against my bones, sending goosebumps of dread up my spine and down my arms. 
Terror and pain saturated the air, thickening it as if it was a well-made gravy, leaving behind a more viscous air that had to be choked down in gulps.
Smoke permeated everything, leaving behind a grimy film, a paper-thin layer of dust, on my clothing. It blanketed my arms and my face, an extra layer of smudged and greasy skin. My eyes stinging with every blink; my sight hazy at best.
Smoke tendrils were swirling around in the air, dancing to the beat of suffering amongst the air currents in the room. Every inhale of hot air dried my tongue out, the way a leaf dries out and shrivels under the scorching sun during a drought.
The skin on my body mirrored the skin of a chicken roasting over a fire, tightly pulled thin across my muscle and bones, threatening to crack and tear at a moment's notice.
My family, my sisters, my ancestors; my ears were tuned to them all. Their hoarse voices cracking as they screamed for a savior. Their deafening sobs of panic and despair, as the realization that their calls for help were going to be unanswered, going unheard.
My palms, paralyzed and useless at my sides, were wet with the kind of sweat that comes more from fraught nerves than from physical exertion.
My broken heart was thudding against my chest, fast enough that I was certain it would crack and break through my rib bones, tearing through my skin at any moment, landing on the dirt floor in front of me, still beating and spewing blood.
The thoughts that lived in my mind were running wild as no memories of how I got to this place surfaced. How did I get here?
Nothing was familiar, not the flowers painted on the walls, the swirls of blue and green bubbling as the heat of the flames came too close, nor the curved wooden door. The sights, the sounds, and the fear; all of it was overwhelming.
People were hurt, injured beyond anything I had encountered before, but the cause of their suffering was still being hidden from me. Was it the raging fire that was burning everything it came into contact with, or was the cause of their pain something else, something more insidious? Was it something lurking in the shadows, enjoying the outcome of their devastation?
Despite the brain fog and confusion, there was one thought squirming around my mind, like a worm through dirt, one thought that I felt pulsing in my soul. One thought that I was absolutely certain of, despite not being certain about anything: I wasn’t supposed to be here.
My body, in this time and this space, felt wrong, and the things that I was witnessing and experiencing, those things weren’t for me to see or feel.
The truth of the matter was that, whether or not I was supposed to be here, was irrelevant. There were a great deal of moments in life that were seen by eyes far too young and innocent, and yet they witnessed them anyway, forever changing their view of the world, turning it into a darker version of its former self.
Witches were running all around me, yelling out of fear, yelling out of pain, and yelling out of anger as they threw their already broken and bloody bodies against the door and windows that refused to give way.
The words they were shouting were indecipherable to me, the way trying to speak underwater sounded like nothing but nonsense to those on dry land, but the emotions saturating their voices soaked into my skin, a thick lotion that smelled of desperation and terror.
Grunting to clear my throat, I tried willing my mouth to form words in hopes that I could try talking to any of the panicked witches that ran around me, but it was turning into a pointless endeavor as the sound of my already raw voice was no competition for the roaring chaos and flames that painted the room from wall to wall.
No one noticed the condition I was in. No one stopped to see if I was alright. I was invisible to them, as if I was just another decoration on the wall, waiting to be burned to ash, only there to bear witness to the tragedy playing out.
The ground under my feet started trembling, shaking hard enough to bring me to my knees and shatter dish after dish as everything fell off of counters and tables. I clenched my teeth, pain shooting up my legs as I landed, my arms finally dislodging from my sides to stop my face from contacting the ground.
Out the window the darkening clouds in the distance were starting to grow larger, sweeping closer on strong wind currents, moving forward at an alarming rate.
Paralyzed with fear, I helplessly watched as the wind shaped and carved the cloud formations, twisting them into murderous storm funnels.
As a child I had been warned of the darkening skies filled with funnels ready to destroy everything in their path. I had been warned of the uncontrollable fires, burning through entire villages, only to stop once enough blood was spilt.
I had been cautioned to keep an eye out for the earth below my feet shaking and vibrating hard enough to crack the crust of the earth, swallowing civilizations whole.
Fire, earth, air and water, all of it working as one devastating force to cripple humanity with a vicious game of survival.
Bearing witness to all of it happening at once led me to the only logical explanation:  Gaia was furious with humanity, furious enough to punish all of Kallarnia until we, the mortals and the witches lucky enough to live under her tutelage, worked together to make things right.

From out of the shadows a strange pulse vibrated across the room, knocking the air out from my lungs. The red stone fire pit to my right started spewing flames and sparks, causing the heat in the room to spike, the unbearable heat being just one more thing that was set up to punish us.
Outside, strong whistling winds from the funnels were picking up flames from the stone bonfire pits, and dropping them onto the roofs of houses, lighting them as easily as one would light a candle with a match. Everything the flames touched quickly turned to ash.
I would never live to see old age at this rate. It would not be a slow and steady journey to death, where my skin would start to thin and crack over the years, like brittle paper, as my bones weakened and my wits started to dull.
Death was far too impatient for that. Instead, death was running straight for me, ready to run right through me, collecting my soul in the blink of an eye.
Just as I started to resign myself to such a fate, the most unusual and unnaturally calm voice could be heard, soft enough to tickle the shell of my ear as it relayed a message on the wind.
Survivor.
One word that was as confusing as the mess I had found myself in. I looked around at the dead, burning bodies piling up around me, the smell of death mixing with the putrid stench of burning human flesh. Who was the survivor and what was it that they were supposed to be surviving?
The messenger remained mysterious as I quickly scanned through the horrors unfolding in front of me, no longer finding a living soul. The devastation left little doubt in my bones about what happened when the mother of creation lost her temper.
When Gaia decided to punish humanity for their sins there was nowhere to hide. Guilty or innocent, adult or child, witch or mortal, it didn’t seem to matter. She ruthlessly favored no one.
Fire witch.
Turning my head once more, scanning for signs of life, my eyes were pulled towards the fireplace, where the flames started reaching for me, licking at the edges of my skin.
My hair was slick with sweat as it beaded across my forehead and dripped down my back. The heat in the room was becoming suffocating, and it was only a matter of time before it started to form blisters across my skin.
What was once a room full of activity only mere minutes ago was now a graveyard of ash and blood, as the ground became soaked with the blood of burning bodies.
My mouth and throat, parched and blistered from the raging inferno around me, ached as vicious bouts of coughing racked my body. My arms shook as I pushed against the dirt floor with my palms, getting myself back into a standing position. My thighs burned with the effort and strain that I was putting them under after being stuck on my knees.
The exposed skin on my hands and arms was starting to ache in pain from the heat, as my lungs were working harder than ever, trying not to let the soot I was breathing in weigh them down.
Desperately, I tried moving one leg, taking one step, but there was a disconnect between my brain and my body, and my foot wouldn’t move. Whether frozen from fear, or from weakness, I couldn’t tell.
The more I strained my muscles, begging them to work, the more pointless it all started to feel, as the earth below me softened. My feet began to sink and didn’t stop until my legs were ankle deep. It was as if the dirt floor itself had melted into quicksand.
As I felt all hope evaporate from my body, a wave of dire realization swept over me. Staring at the flames, I knew I was staring at my executioner. Closer and closer they danced towards me, taunting me with the promise of pain and death.
Would it be a quick end? I had never planned to die this way, not that anyone really plans on how to die. But I did hope that, when my time came, it would be peacefully in my sleep. I was never good at handling pain, nor was I good at keeping level headed in stressful situations.
At least there wouldn’t be anyone around to see me burn. I wouldn’t want my death cries to haunt the minds of anyone lucky enough to get out alive. They would already have enough to overcome at the end of all of this. As the flames swept across the floor, reaching my hands at last, I internally braced myself to feel excruciating pain.
The first flame licked at my right hand, and to my surprise, there was no pain to be had. Coughing, I lifted my hand up by my face, examining it for any sign of burning skin, but I found none. Not even the hair on my arm looked like it had been singed by the fire.
My left hand, dangling by my side, had started to warm and tingle. My body was devoid of any strength, and my will to live had all but evaporated. I watched as the flame reached out and licked at my hand, and instead of pain and suffering, it felt warm. It felt like home.
Any injury that the flames should have caused the skin never came. There was no sharp pain, no mind-numbing ache as the skin from my bones burned to a crisp.  
Madness must have taken hold of the fragile grasp I had on reality, erasing any common sense from my wearied brain. That was the only reason I could think of to explain what I did next.
Slowly, but with confidence, I lifted both of my shaking hands up and held them out in front of me, with my palms up, placing them straight into a large portion of the crackling inferno that now surrounded me.
I didn’t feel pain, I didn’t smell my flesh burning or feel it blistering. Instead, relief hit me like a wave in the ocean, a calming serum to my fractured and tortured soul. Instantly, I felt like I was flying. I felt free.






  
  Aurie


Air rushed into my aching lungs as I sat up in bed gasping and choking. I started coughing as the welcomed oxygen entered my body. Stars danced in my vision as my blood pumped hard enough for me to feel it in my ears. 
My throat was sore and raw, the taste of smoke lingering on my tongue. The acrid scent of bodies burning in the fire still ever-present in my nose and in my memory, a smell that would haunt me for decades to come.
This was the third time in the last week and a half that I had awoken from the same haunting, hellish tragedy. Each occurrence started feeling more and more like a distant memory, and less like something my imagination had thought up.
Wildfires weren’t unheard of in Stonevale, but the intensity and direction of the ones in my dreams could only be achieved by someone wielding the flames for their own personal gain.
I had to shake my head at my own line of thinking. For that much fire power to be used and harnessed in such a violent manner, it would have to have been under the guidance of the fire coven.
For Cinderborn to be involved, the fire witches would have had to still exist, and everyone knew that they no longer walked this earth.
I reached for the small cup of water on my bedside table and took a few refreshing sips, my heartbeat started to slow down as the cool water glided down my throat. My skin still felt overheated, and the nightgown I wore was almost completely soaked with my sweat.
As I ran my shaky hands through my damp hair, I thought about the legacy of the fire witches, and what turned out to be their violent end. The tragedy that caused Gaia, the goddess of all that we lived for, to turn on all of Kallarnia, making our lives more and more difficult with every passing year.
Once my heartbeat slowed down and my breathing evened out, I lowered myself back into my bed, hoping that I didn’t wake up my mother with my nightmares.
When the nightmares first started plaguing my sleep she would be by my side before I was even fully awake, calming me, singing softly to me the lullabies of the earth coven, bringing me out of the darkness with her light.
A light that was beginning to dim due to overuse. While I loved her dearly and admired the strength of her gift, I often found myself hating how strong her empathy was.
As one of the top herbalists in Stonevale, a land where plants no longer grew well, my mother was constantly using her own light to try and fight nature. There were days I swore she was able to grow medicinal plants only out of pure stubbornness, determination, and necessity.
Everything she grew immediately went to the coven and mortals of the north in need. Very little was ever kept in our house for personal use.
In the dark of night, she would scurry about, leaving small jars or sachets on the windowsills and doorsteps of those overcome with illness or injury, before disappearing into the shadows.
While her selfless acts were known throughout Stonevale, no one would speak of it out loud, for fear of karmic retribution. It was easier to accept help when they weren’t looking in the face of the person, the witch, who was risking it all for them.
As a kingdom, we had learned early on in the days following the last Jubilation, twenty-four years ago, that large batches of crops were doomed to fail. Overly lush gardens turned fully rotten overnight, decimating our most important gift.
Word spread quickly that Gaia would no longer allow us such large harvests, a direct punishment for that terrible Jubilation.  
Panic amongst our citizens started growing as it appeared that growing food for the kingdom, as well as for trade to other kingdoms, was no longer a viable choice.
Whatever the citizens of Stonevale managed to grow was distributed amongst the townspeople sparingly, ensuring every household had just enough to get by with.
While my mother was one of many that scaled back her luxurious garden, she never gave up hope, and eventually she had discovered that a small amount, one or two pots of herbs at a time, would grow well enough to harvest.
Working day and night she would tend to her calling, doing what she could to lessen the strain on the injured and ill. I lost count of the nights I would find her asleep on our front stoop, far too tired from her latest midnight escapades to make it up the stairs and into her bed.
If that wasn’t enough for me to admire, my mother took it a step farther, using what little spare time she had to attempt training me to follow in her footsteps. She had it in her mind that I had the potential to take over for her as she aged.
A goal, I’m afraid, that was becoming more and more difficult as the years stretched on. The green thumb she was born with must have skipped a generation, because not only did plants refuse to flourish and grow for me, they would, at times, wilt the moment I entered the room.
My mother scolded me anytime I mentioned it, saying that I was dramatic for believing such things, but it was hard to ignore the half dead plants on my windowsill.
The future of our coven, our people, and our kingdom as a whole, was in jeopardy and as one of the few witches reaching my awakening soon, I wasn’t sure if there would even be a generation of earth witches after us.
Stonevale was a dying kingdom. The number of Terraborn witches reaching their awakening was dwindling every year. Low birth rates and lack of proper nutrition was taking its toll on our people, and while the mortals were affected, it was us witches that were feeling the brunt of it, and all we could do was sit back and watch as our kingdom floundered.
The year that my mother experienced her awakening, there were over forty other witches that ascended into their power alongside her. This year, however, the year that I was hoping to experience an awakening, there were merely six other young women alongside me. Seven of us in all of Stonevale that were ready to fully embrace our bond with earth magic.
It took over two decades for hardworking witches to reach their awakening, usually taking place once we were twenty-five. Up to that point we were basic witches, able to do very simple spells and small manifestations.
For the most part, at least in Stonevale, it was a lot of foraging for herbs and ingredients for healing potions, and some small glamour’s.
It wasn’t until our twenty-fifth year that we were strong enough to grow into our power. As Terraborn, we would learn how to adapt and entice nature around us to help us with our workings.
Animals would know us on sight and, if our hearts were pure and true, they would trust us. A symbiotic relationship would build where they would warn us of oncoming danger, and we would only hunt what we needed, never wiping out entire herds or taking more than we needed to stay alive.
In a perfect world, growing up in the earth coven meant that we could successfully grow basic herbs before ascension, and afterwards it wouldn’t take us longer than a few days to a week to create a crop of anything that we wished. At least, that was how it used to be, that was how our ancestors had lived.
These days, it was hard to say what abilities would be gifted to us from our ancestors, if any. Over the last few years, the witches that went through the awakening were able to grow enough to feed their families from their small, personal gardens. The coven also took it upon themselves to ensure that the mortals of Stonevale had enough food, to ensure they didn’t starve.
There was a general understanding that we should be grateful that we were able to grow anything at all, but knowing where my people came from and the power that we used to possess, it was hard not to be disappointed at what we were gifted these days. My ancestors could raise mountains from a few specs of dirt, yet we could barely grow our own gardens.

After making sure my mother was still sound asleep, I laid back down in my bed, sighing in relief, glad I didn’t wake her. Turning my hands over I studied every groove, every nook and crease.
Perfectly healthy pink skin, slightly warm to the touch. Just as every other night, there was no evidence of fire damage, no angry red marks or blistered skin. I could still faintly feel the heat of the flame, though, as if my skin held memories that didn’t belong to me.
Replaying my dreams until I couldn’t keep my eyes open, I did my best to analyze every detail. The people, the warning signs, and the overall sense of dread. All that I was left with was the same question that plagued me every night after waking from such horrific nightmares.
Why didn’t the flame burn me?







