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Once upon a time, there was a girl who loved fairy tales. 

However, she never wanted to be a princess. She wanted to be a witch. 

A good witch.  A bit like a fairy godmother, but with more magic, spellbooks and, most importantly, a witch's cat. 

This novel is for her.



























































Content Note:

Please be aware that this novel contains themes and/or mentions of death, death of child and parent, child abuse (flashbacks), panic attacks and anxiety, grief, alcoholism, torture, sexual references – both consensual (fade to black) and assault (verbal references) – and fantasy violence. 
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“It began with an apple. Trouble often does, doesn’t it? There was something about that ruby-skinned fruit that called forth misfortune. They had always been there. Splattered with blood, they’d hung on the branches of the Original Tree as the balance of the realm trembled. As a core left to rot amongst the corpses as that darkness finally gave way to light. 
And here again, an apple sat on the desk of the astrologer as the stars decided the fate of men and magic-borns alike. 
Many astrologers were watching the skies that night. The night the stars returned to the Realm of Avalon. Centaurs of the forest turned their eyes towards the sparkling sky in silent meditation whilst men of science plotted the stars on their maps with their telescopes and armillary spheres. All were searching for a sign that the great evil had passed. 
All were disappointed.
War would come. Kingdoms would burn. And the grave would open once more. The centaurs bowed their heads, saddened by the losses they saw coming. But where the centaurs saw loss, the men of science saw hope.  
The astrologer scribbled on his map, his elbow nudging the apple as his quill splattered ink. Yes, there was the sign they needed. A sign of mortal champions, of great men, who would lead the realm back to the light. As the stars had written it, so it would be.
The cat shook his head. 
He sat unseen by the astrologer. The feline side-eyed the apple suspiciously as he studied the star charts. Stars are fickle things. They change, hide behind clouds, and fall, when one is strong enough to change fate. The astrologer didn’t know this, of course. 
Mortals rarely understand things as well as cats do. 
War came. Kingdoms burnt. The grave opened. A hundred years passed in a reign of endless bloodshed and death. Through all of this, the cat watched.”
It was still watching. 
The final rays of golden hour filtered through the dusty window into the small room where the Seer sat. She threaded ribbons through holly branches, thorns stinging her wrinkled skin as she pulled the garland together. A wonky masterpiece to celebrate the Yuletide and welcome in the new year. 
Her senses were sharp, but her eyes moved slowly. She studied every shadow before settling on the desk in the corner of the room. A single candle flickered to an uneasy rhythm. A cough away from burning out, the wick rasped under the pressure of the shadows. Like a puddle of spilt ink, the shadows surrounded the brass candleholder. 
Wisps of grey escaped her messy bun as the Seer brushed the holly from her lap. Grabbing her walking stick, she hobbled to the desk. The candle spluttered as she yanked open the drawer. Her gaze never leaving the mass of shadows, she took out a velvet pouch. 
A flicker of silver reflected in her eye. It was gone the moment she opened the pouch and took out the cards within. She surrendered the empty pouch to the shadows, not watching as they swarmed and tugged at the velvet, her focus on a deck of delicately painted cards. 
“I do wish you wouldn’t.”
“Wouldn’t what?” The Seer lowered her cards and watched as her stout housekeeper settled a tea tray on the stool between the armchair she’d vacated and that of their silent companion. 
“Any of it. The cards. The stories. Sometimes I swear you don’t understand the times we’re living in. Centaurs indeed. They’ve been dead for centuries. As would that cat be unless it were magic-born. Speaking of such things is illegal, Ma’am. If the guards were to hear—”
“Will you tell them? You’re the only one here that could.” Frost which had settled on the windowpane bled into the silence. A biting salty breeze wheezed through the broken shutters, pulling the Seer’s attention away from her housekeeper, over the raging loch to the black stain on the horizon. 
“Dusk settles quickly.”
“Of course it does. The solstice comes tomorrow. This weather makes for a miserable Yuletide. Not like it’s ever that jolly in this house.” Tea dribbled over the rim of the teacups as the housekeeper poured.
She wasn’t wrong, the Seer acknowledged. Jolly was not a word that could describe the tiny cottage, squashed into the corner of an overcrowded street. The upcoming Yule would bring no visitors rapping on their rotting wooden door. No guests to add numbers to their table. Just the Seer, the housekeeper and the Silent Lady. Alone as they always were. 
Unless the cat chose to visit.
“They say there’s been another attack. Blasted Novem. They hit a village close to the border. I don’t understand it. I thought the frontlines were supposed to be in Gloris, not on our doorstep.”
“It’s war, Martha. It spreads like a disease.” The Seer slowly shuffled her cards. “A solstice now. A solstice then. Or when? Wicked things rise on the darkest night.”
“Aye, that’s true. I wouldn’t be surprised if this snowstorm is some wicked spell sent by them witches to freeze us all to death. The Newgate Road is completely iced over, I hear.”
“If so, go next door and see if you can find the Neville girls. They go home via Newgate. Warn them to be careful.” 
“You’re too nice to them girls. They’re nothing but trouble, I tell you. Always racing around the marketplace.” 
Trouble was certainly edging towards the Neville girls, whether they sought it out or not. One of them would never race through the market stalls again. She’d break her arm slipping on black ice on her way home. An infected wound and a cheap quack physician would send her to the Grim Reaper soon after.
A possible future. A story. One that hadn’t yet been written.
Life was but a story. Every breath taken another word on the page. Each step walked a plot twist waiting to happen. Scene after scene, chapter after chapter, until one day it would end, sharply and without warning.
Unless one rewrote the plot. 
The Seer closed her dull green eyes, remembering the scenes. A slip. A crack. The end. There was more to the tale, but the opening chapter was the one she focused on. It had haunted her dreams long enough for her to know each moment by heart. And to know which lines to cut. 
She’d gotten to work early that morning. Thrown a broken crate across the entrance to the alley. Stabbed a hole in the salt delivery wagon. Watched it line the cobbles. No need to take the backstreets, girls. She’d had the main road gritted especially. 
It was all the Seer could do. She couldn’t openly tell the girls what was to come. She needed the townsfolk to think she was as mortal as the rest of them. Besides, it wouldn’t have worked anyway. 
To defy fate, one had to be subtle. 
“I don’t see why I should have to brave this storm for them. It’s not like those Neville girls ever bring you any—”
“Now, Martha. Please. It won’t take you long.” The Seer waited until the door swung shut behind her grumbling housekeeper before returning to the deck.
Reading cards was another way to read a story. Each image held chapters within its strokes. Settings and characters, waiting for the plot to move forward. Too long, they had lain dormant. Drafts of what could be. 
“It’s beginning.” 
The Seer’s youthful tone took a quieter note. It silenced the fire’s crackle in a single breath. The shadows spread to the edge of the desk, where they bubbled, rising and merging until they were no longer a shapeless mass. 
A shadow of a cat clung to the wall. Watching as always. Without a word. 
Acknowledging its presence with a simple nod, the Seer shuffled the deck. Other clairvoyants used mirrors or crystals to see into the future and give advice on what was to come. Or so the Seer had heard. She’d never met another with her gift. If she had, they would have warned her against this. 
Only the foolish believe themselves the author of their own stories. We write each other’s. Lives intersect. A filler scene in our life might be the most important chapter in that of another. 
The fates wrote the future. They laid out their drafts, allowing those with the Sight a peek at what was in store and to make minor edits if required. Mostly these edits went ignored. The plot continued as planned. This was the way of things. Not to be challenged. 
And certainly not to be rewritten. 
The Seer released a sharp sigh. “This isn’t on me. I am not the all-powerful one here. If you didn’t wish for this, then I would be unable to do it. The Equilibrium is not that weak. Or have you so completely lost your touch, Grand Guardian.” 
Heat prickled the back of her neck. An answer laced in bitter silence. The cat tilted its head. A small gesture. Continue, it said. Continue as planned. We have much work ahead of us. There is no longer time to doubt. 
The Seer split the deck. Her skin tingled as she laid out the first set of cards. Six. It always began with the same six. Within delicate frames, the inked outlines of figures stared up to meet the shadow cat’s indecipherable gaze. 
“The Mortal Champion. The Shadow Prince. The True King. The Grey Man. The Cursed Lord. And the Old One. All have appeared. But fate has yet to decide which man belongs to which card.”
Beneath the cat’s paws, the shadows trembled. What once had looked like spilt ink formed words. Against the candleholder, a dark shaky scrawl.
She has no card.
“She is not one of the chosen.” The Seer huffed away a stray grey lock. “Yet she’s the one we’ve chosen. The side characters are always the most interesting, aren’t they?”
The cat didn’t answer. 
“As you know, my purpose is a selfish one. If it saves the realm in the process, then so be it. I live in this world, so I cannot say I am against its salvation.” 
She laid out the second set of cards. Beautifully painted, the Seer had created each one with care and precision. Not that she remembered doing so. It’d been a long time since her visions had laid out the first sketches. The Sword. The Unhallowed Ground. The Castle. The Stone. The Wood. The Key. As she lowered the final card, a smile tugged at the Seer’s lips. 
“The order has not changed. I have played these cards again and again to achieve a favourable outcome. And it actually worked.”
We are not the only ones playing fate’s game. Others shall—
“Typical.”
The shadow cat vanished.  
“It’s my own fault. Never make deals with spirits. That’s what they say.” 
A rattle of teacups. The Seer was reminded of the other presence in the room. Pushing off her desk, she returned to her armchair by the fire and to her companion. The Silent Lady. A sunken face hidden under greying chestnut hair. Weak fingers pawed at her cup, unable to lift the saucer.
“I’ve been neglecting you.” The Seer lifted the teacup to the Silent Lady’s broken lips. She sipped from thirst; her vacant eyes expressing no enjoyment or disgust for the beverage. Once finished, her struggling eyelids closed. 
“I’m afraid I cannot yet surpass the prologue. Tomorrow, the page will turn, and I’ll have more to tell. But for now,” the Seer took the Silent Lady’s hand, “let us return to the cat.
“A hundred years passed in a reign of endless bloodshed and death. And through all of this, the cat watched. 
He was watching the night the stars fell. A babe woken from her sleep by a feeling she couldn’t explain. Like the glowing colours she saw in people’s chests, this feeling would not go away, no matter how hard she screamed. Her father couldn’t soothe her, no matter how many lullabies his rich voice sang. So, he’d handed her over to her mother, who sat watching the snow fall against her window. 
Her screams grew louder. 
Yes, out there. In the snow. The colours. The most beautiful colours she had ever seen. Pastel pink, lavish lavender, sky blue and the lushest green glowing ribbons were weaving in and out. And fading. Fading fast. 
Her throat grew raw with screaming. Mother looked at her child. Her ordinary yet odd child. Whether by a mysterious sixth sense or by mother’s intuition, she followed her infant’s gaze. 
“What is it?” Her father asked, following his wife’s eyes. “It’s a real blizzard out there. Gods above, is that a child?”
The babe let out a squeal. He raced out the cottage door. Mother and baby watched from the window as he braved the storm to where a tiny figure could be seen, sprawled across the snow. 
As he lifted the figure into his arms, the babe stopped screaming. He carried the tiny figure indoors, lowering them into the armchair. A fire was lit and blankets were wrapped around the shaking figure.
A child. A young boy. A boy with a beautiful heart.
Her father hugged the child close. “All beaten up and freezing. I fear he’ll—”
The baby hiccupped. And a small fireball rose from the fireplace. 
Her father ducked to avoid it as the ball soared clumsily over to the poor little boy and sank into his chest. His complexion coloured, his shivers subsided, and his eyelids fluttered open, locking with the babe. 
The cat shuddered. He hadn’t expected this. 
You see, the baby was ordinary. She didn’t appear in the stars. She was no chosen one. She had no great destiny she needed to fulfil.   
Perhaps it was the apple, awkwardly placed on the astrologer’s map, that hid her story from view. Perhaps it was because the astrologers were too busy searching for great men that they didn’t notice the women. 
Or perhaps she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Blissfully unaware of the destiny she’d altered with a single act of kindness.” 
 A chance. A promise. A story. One waiting to be written. 
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Her heart had been ripped out. A hungry roar rose from the crowd as the apprentice dropped, clutching her empty chest. A witch wouldn’t die without her heart, not straight away; however, the shock of its removal left one reeling. Hidden in the window seat, Red watched over the pages of her book as each chamber of the apprentice’s heart flashed a frantic orange. 
Every witch had a magical specialism, a type of magic or spell that their power shone through, be it bewitchment, animation, spellcraft or the Sight. For Red, it was the ability to read hearts; to see beyond the organ into the soul. Once her eyes landed on a heart, she could sense everything within. The swirling, beautiful colours of their rawest feelings and emotions. The truths that lie in the deepest depths of a person’s soul. 
“He’s going to kill her.” 
Her soft-spoken words fogged up the glass. Frost glistened against the pane as snow fell. The apprentices’ duel was one of the highlights of the Novem’s Winter Solstice celebrations. The strongest apprentices would battle each other for the honour of their Enchantress and for the assurance that they wouldn’t be sent to the frontlines with the morning’s dispatch. 
However, this time there was an even greater reward for the victor. A chance. A chance to prove themselves before their leaders. A chance at promotion. 
“Knave wouldn’t dare. She’s one of Enchantress Adalinda’s. Besides, what would he gain? A man cannot become an Enchantress, after all.” 
Red shifted in her seat, careful not to disturb the bear cub that dozed at her feet. From her spot on the balcony level of the apprentice hall, she had a clear view of the oval duelling ring below. She kept her gaze focused, not wanting to be distracted by the watching souls. 
Goddess, how she hated crowds. Hearts crammed so closely together they began to blur. An overwhelming mass of emotions and memories on show for her to see. She couldn’t not. They called out to her to be read. To be seen.
“He’s putting too much pressure on her heart. She can’t take it.” 
Squinting through the haze, Red turned to the igloo-like soul beside her. It had a carefully crafted hard exterior that withstood the test of time. However, once one got inside, warmth greeted them, a friendly smile beneath a cold façade.
“Kaia, she won’t last much longer.”
Goosebumps covered her skin as a freezing wave slid to the lower floor. Frost covered the hall as Kaia landed in the ring. With a slam of her staff, ice crawled up the body of the weasel-faced apprentice, known as Knave, and froze him in place. Stolen heart in hand. Refolding the corner of her page, Red watched as her friend forced the heart back into its owner’s chest. 
“Take her to the physician.” Kaia’s accented voice cut through the cheers of the crowd. “I’ll take her place.” 
“I already won,” Knave spluttered as he broke through his icy cage. His gaze moved beyond the duelling ring to the shadowed raised seats. From her spot, Red couldn’t see the souls of the three Enchantresses that she knew sat there, watching. If Knave had hoped to obtain some justice from them, none came. 
But then, the Enchantresses of the Novem weren’t known for playing fair. 
They were the enemies of the Unified Kingdoms and all the mortals who lived within its domain. Ruled by nine enchantresses, the Novem were renowned for their merciless cruelty, capable of sinking entire naval fleets, crushing armies, and burning villages to the ground without lifting a finger. 
The latter part Red knew to be true. She’d felt their wrath firsthand.
Yet, the Novem had not always been cruel, as the mortals had not always been kind. A hundred years of bloodshed changed a great many things. 
No one was certain how the war began. Mortals said it started with a rebellion of witches. Out of jealousy, a former Novem Enchantress murdered a princess of Albion and led her fellow magic-borns on a massacre. Magic-borns claimed the opposite. The princess died in childbirth. The King wrongly blamed her witch midwife and used it as an excuse to slay the magic-borns he had long grown weary of. 
Whatever the true reason was, it’d been lost in the century of slaughter that followed. The frontlines were forever changing; from the hills of Bedivere to the forests of Gloris, there was no place free from bloodshed. 
Magic-born and mortal, both kinds adapted. The Novem became, not a coven, but an army, which all magic-borns were expected to revere and enlist in should they be required. Magic-borns that didn’t join willingly would be taken by force. Torn from their families and their lives to be made anew. Even their names were taken from them.
“If you’d won, then you should’ve hit the bell.”
Knave lowered his head, letting his long black hair hide his lips. A sickening heat spread over Red’s skin as fire erupted from his body. A cry ricocheted through the crowd as the flames slammed against the boundary of the duelling ring. Red started, waking the bear cub as her back met the window. 
Ice met fire. A blast of blue announced Kaia’s counterattack. What she did, Red didn’t see. She remained against the glass, breath falling quick and heavy. She stared out at the white world beyond the window. The Curia looked as miserable in the winter as it did every other time of the year. 
The Curia, an ancient pentagon-shaped castle, with its grey stone towers and high battlements, had stood proudly for over a thousand years. Split into ten sections, each Enchantress had their own courts, which they rarely left, unable to be in each other’s company for long. The Novem was an alliance made by necessity, not friendship.
Situated on an island, the soil and stone acted as the Curia’s silent protector against those outside. And a jailor for those within. Never had it been captured, not even in the days of Merlin, nor had it ever taken damage.
Until last Thursday. 
It was impossible to miss the gaping hole in the wall. An entire court demolished. Gone overnight. The Curia bore no battle wounds, yet where once a domed building had stood, now lay ruins. Splinters of wood, torn fabric and glass confetti glimmered in the moonlight, giving the stones a haunting shine.
A fitting tribute to the Enchantress who’d been killed there. 
Enchantress Yaga. Her death had sent shock waves throughout the Curia. She’d not been anywhere near the battlefield, nor had her two centuries of life finally caught up with her. A tragic accident. Her magic had become unstable, resulting in her demise and the deaths of her apprentice daughters. Without her apprentices to inherit her magic, her court had vanished. Waiting for a new Enchantress to be named and take Yaga’s place. 
Teeth nipped at Red’s elbow. It was only as she glanced down at her bear cub that she realised she’d been scratching furiously at the neckline of her black dress. Releasing her neck, she pulled the bear onto her knee. His paws pressed against her chest, bringing his fluffy face to hers.
“I’m okay, Mato.” Red signed each word to her deaf cub. “Shall we sneak away?”
With a nod, the bear clambered from her lap, allowing Red to tuck her book under her arm and walk to the railing. A sea of vibrant colours, rich emotions and hungry demons filled the seats surrounding the duelling ring. Through squinted eyes, Red could make out a battalion of soldiers in chainmail among the magic-borns dressed in matching emerald robes: lower-level members who believed in the Novem’s cause but didn’t have defined roles within it.
The four dozen extravagantly dressed apprentices that made up Enchantress Una’s court sat closest to the ring, with the thirty bookish scholars of Enchantress Trude’s court close behind. Enchantress Adalinda’s potion makers watched on bored, a dozen in number, matching Enchantress Undine and Asta’s apprentices. Furthest from the ring were Enchantress Rena’s four kitsune apprentices, each as beautiful as the next.  Nearly everyone in the Curia had turned up to watch the apprentice’s duel, no doubt placing bets on which of them would become the new Enchantress. And eyeing if the new leader was someone they could survive working under. 
Eyes stinging, Red turned away, unable to bear the souls’ shine any longer. Then she saw it. The heart. Housed in a body which lay sprawled and forgotten, the heart beat at a painfully slow pace. Orange flashes that fought against a dullness that spread from chamber to chamber. 
The heart was fading. 
Red rushed down the spiral steps, taking two at a time. The fallen apprentice. No one had taken her to the physician. They’d abandoned her on the wayside, her legs caught within the duelling ring’s boundary. 
Red dropped to her side, placing her fingers on the apprentice’s neck. She couldn’t feel a pulse, yet a soul still shone within the heart’s casing. Colours pooled together against the apprentice’s chest as if trying to escape. And there, hidden with the greying chambers, was a stain of ice blue.
Red chewed her lower lip as the pieces began to fit together. When Kaia had used her ice powers to freeze Knave, a fragment of her magic must have hit the heart in his hands. When she’d returned the apprentice’s heart, the ice had crystallised and was now hindering the organ’s function. 
Laying her palm flat, she pushed her hand through the apprentice’s chest as if she could force the soul back into place. While the ribcage could guard the heart and lungs from mortal damage, the bone sentries stood no chance against magic. Her fingertips brushed against the apprentice’s heart.
Now what? She knew no spell that could help, and even if she did, she doubted it’d work. For some witches, known as spellcasters, incantations were a necessity for harnessing their powers, often paired with a wand or staff to utilise their abilities. With their divine control of their magic, spellcasters were of the highest class of witchkind. 
A class that Red didn’t fall into. Despite years of training, she’d never been good at spellcraft. Her magic was as instinctive as breathing. Driven entirely by the natural elements and her emotions, it made for an unruly companion. 
She let it take over.
Red’s eyes glowed crimson as she gave the soul a careful but forceful push back into place. She caged the heart between her fingers, feeling for the patch of ice that refused to melt. There. So cold it burned her fingertips. Magic hummed against her skin, warming her palm and the heart along with it. Red closed her eyes, acting on instinct, as she pressed down on the quiet heart. 
Again. Once more. There. Ba boom. Ba boom. She felt it. Slow, tired beats. 
Flashes of a life that wasn’t her own. A child made to watch as her mother was burned on a pyre. A girl with the desire for vengeance who had sought out the Novem’s forces. A young witch who caught her master’s eye. A palace. One far from the Curia. Filled with mortals and people with spite behind their smiles. A name. A name engraved in the centre of her heart. It was hers and hers alone. 
She called it. She forgot it. 
Too fast. The images came and left. Red couldn’t understand it. Perhaps she wasn’t supposed to. Doors slammed before her as the soul fitted back into place. Locking her out. Pushing her out. She wasn’t welcome here. 
With a gasp, Red opened her eyes and pulled her hand from the apprentice’s chest. She slumped next to the fallen apprentice. Exhaustion threatened to consume her. She heard Mato growl, but didn’t register his warning. A hand clamped down on her wrist and hauled her to her feet. 
“What did you do?” 
A harsh purple light clogged her vision. It poured from the Enchantress’ chest. The colour of a protection spell. A spell to protect one’s heart from being ripped out. Only the Enchantresses were granted the luxury of such a powerful spell. The spell’s glow distorted the soul beyond, making it difficult for Red to read.
“Enchantress Undine.” Her fellow apprentices turned to stare. Kaia stilled mid-spell with Knave sprawled at her feet. The crowd bowed in flustered unison towards the Enchantress, whose grip on Red’s wrist refused to loosen. 
“What did you do?” The powerful voice silenced the hall. 
“I . . . healed her.” 
“Healed? You cannot heal the dead.”
“She wasn’t dead.”
“Her soul had all but left her.”
Red’s eyes widened. “No. It hadn’t.”
The Enchantress’ sapphire eyes bore into her. They searched her face, looking for answers to an unspoken question. With an ocean soul hidden by the protection spell, Undine was the Enchantress that Red had interacted with the least. The silver-haired nixie left her waters as rarely as the High Enchantress left her chambers.
“Is there a problem, Undine?” 
Red lowered her eyes as her master arrived. To mortal eyes, Enchantress Ravenna looked to be in her mid-thirties. Aged to perfection with rich black skin and brunette curls, the Enchantress was the picture of beauty. Her actual age was a hundred and ten. She had seen the war begin – witnessed the massacres, the burning of the dryad forests and the fall of the dragons – and she never allowed anyone to forget.
“Did you not see what she did?” Undine appeared frantic now. Behind the protection spell, Red could make out flashes of rogue excitement, navy sorrow giving way to a brilliant orange of anticipation.  A problem solved. 
“And what did you do, Red?” Ravenna’s silky voice hung between them like a cord waiting to become a noose. Her question required an answer, and it had better be one that she liked. 
“I just healed her,” Red repeated, quieter this time. She could feel Mato at her ankle, but she didn’t dare pick him up. The less attention the Enchantresses gave him, the better. “I don’t—”
“I saw it too,” cut in the gruff voice of Enchantress Trude as she stepped over the fallen apprentice. Her greying blonde hair was held up using a wishbone as a hairpin, a testament to the Enchantress’ reputation for being peculiar. Excitement danced behind her protection spell as she leaned closer to Ravenna and whispered something in her ear. 
“All of you out.” Ravenna’s voice was calm but powerful. Dozens of frantic footsteps filled the hall as the crowd hurried out the door. The duelling ring was dissolved as Knave scurried from the room. Red lost Kaia in the sea of souls as she stood rooted to the spot, waiting for dismissal. 
Red didn’t look up, even as she felt Ravenna’s gaze trail over her. She didn’t understand what it was she’d done to catch so much attention, but whatever it was, she regretted it already.
“Return home, Red.”
“I wish I could.” She hadn’t meant to say it aloud. The whispered words echoed around the empty hall. She grimaced, waiting for a slap, but none came. 
“Return to the court.” Bitterness bled into Ravenna’s voice. “And, for the Goddess’ sake, change out of that black garb and put on your emerald cloak.”
Red was quick to leave. Collecting her fallen book, she ushered Mato out of the hall. The door slammed shut behind her. 
Kaia was waiting for her. “You alright? What happened back there?”
Red recounted the events of the duel as Kaia led them through the high-ceilinged corridors of the Curia. Dusk’s golden glow filtered through the windows, yet none of its light reached them. Shadows covered the grey walls as the candles crackled in their chandeliers.
“You’re too kind for your own good,” Kaia tutted. “From what you said, all you did was melt the ice and put her heart back in place. Any witch could do that. But not every witch could see that the ice was there in the first place. What if Enchantress Undine has worked out that you can see hearts?”
None of the Enchantresses knew of Red’s magical specialism. It was her secret; the one weapon she had against them. She could see through their lies and never be swayed by their lavish words. 
“What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t let someone die right before me.” 
“No, I suppose you couldn’t. And I guess, I owe you. That apprentice, she’s one of Enchantress Adalinda’s favourites. If she’d died and the Enchantress had decided on an inquest, they would’ve found the ice. Knave and I would’ve both been slaughtered.”
Red hadn’t considered that. 
“I fear you’ve got yourself into trouble saving me. This way.” Kaia gestured to a door. “The courtyard is pretty full, and I know how much you hate people.” 
“I don’t hate people. Just crowds of people.” 
“If you say so.” Kaia fell into step with Red as they walked through the small woodland surrounding the Curia’s walls. Thick vines crawled up the ancient stone as hunched trees fought each other for the last of the fading light. 
“You know, you may have saved the new Enchantress. I heard she’s a favourite to take over that.” Kaia stared at the ruins. “She works outside the Curia a lot, and if she can leave this damned place, then she joined willingly. I imagine that’ll be a requirement for becoming an Enchantress.”
“Striking us from the list. Maybe that’s why Knave fought so recklessly. He’d love to prove himself better than an Enchantress.” Red followed Kaia’s gaze. “Do you think it’s true? That Enchantress Yaga’s magic caused this.” 
“That’s what the High Enchantress said.” Kaia rubbed her left eye. “I heard rumours that she was killed by a new mortal weapon, but I doubt that.”
Salt spiced the breeze as the trees thinned abruptly, revealing a sharp clifftop.  The waves threatened the coastline, stormy and violent, overwhelmed by the number of mermaids, hippocampi, krakens and other ocean creatures that took shelter within its tides to escape the war.
“Kaia, are you alright? You keep rubbing your eye.”
“No. I think I got something in it during the duel.” Kaia ran her hand over her braided white hair. “I feel like it’s all over me. Must be ash.” 
“You didn’t have to duel him. You could have ended the fight.”
“If he’d won, he would have challenged you next. And Goddess knows what might’ve happened with that spell . . . Sorry, I didn’t mean that.” 
“You knew,” Red’s hand drifted to her collar, “that he might?”
“I’d heard rumours that he’s been taking enhancers to try and become a firecaster. He’s fallen out of favour with Enchantress Una, and you know what happens to apprentices she dislikes.”
They got sent to the frontlines. As was the fate of any who stepped out of the Novem’s fine lines. 
Red stilled, looking out at the ocean. “Goddess, how I wish I could . . .” The word was left unsaid, yet it sang through both their souls. Leave. A siren’s call as dangerous as hope to the hopeless. Abducting magic-borns and forcing them to enlist in a bloody crusade was never going to produce loyal members of the Novem. 
The Enchantresses learned this the hard way, sixty years previously, when a squadron deserted during the battle of Admira, resulting in an ongoing stalemate. So, they invented the bind: a spell that tied each captive to the Curia. They couldn’t leave without permission, nor could they run away. 
Yet that hadn’t stopped Red from trying.
She’d first become friends with Kaia after a failed escape attempt caused them to share a dungeon. Kaia was a powerful spellcaster with an equally powerful motivation to leave. She’d been captured on the eve of her wedding, and her lover, she hoped, was still out there waiting. As for Red, she had—
Fingers interlocked. A spell. A knife slashed. Flames rose. A charred body fell.
—her own reasons for wanting to leave. 
A sobering silence fell as they hurried to the Curia’s gate tower. Orcs in battered armour guarded the heavy wooden doors, above which rested a raven insignia. Ignoring their jeers, Red and Kaia held their stone tokens to the insignia. With a low groan, the doors opened.
Red’s black hood drooped low, blocking out the swirling souls. The scent of mulled wine perfumed the courtyard where the solstice celebrations were in full swing. Fires crackled as banshees sang out their woes in low tones which were as hypnotic as they were off-key. Garlands hung over each window, catching the snow which coated the cobbles in another heavy layer. 
“It doesn’t look like it’s going to stop.” Kaia studied the sky. “I haven’t seen a snowfall like this since I was brought here.” 
“I heard that Enchantress Asta is throwing a private celebration for the Novem’s allies in the Northlands.”
“I have to attend and listen to how they plan my clansmen’s destruction.” Kaia’s sharp features twisted into a smile. “At least, it’s better than attending one of Enchantress Una’s parties. They never end without an execution. Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and this time it’ll be Knave who meets the block.” 
“Kaia, stop rubbing your eye. Seriously, it’ll only make it worse. See the physician and get it checked. Stop rubbing it.”
“Yes, mother.” Kaia waved her concern away. “Thank you for what you did. If you get into trouble, you know where I am. Oh, and Merry Solstice.” 
“Merry Solstice,” Red returned in a whisper as her friend vanished into the snowstorm. With a sigh, she turned to the familiar iron gate which marked the entrance to Enchantress Ravenna’s tower court. Red trudged after Mato across the frozen gardens to the oak door. Pressing her token against the lock, the door creaked open. 
Candles floated overhead, weaving between the numerous birdcages that hung empty from the ceiling. Dodging the overgrown plants and the precariously stacked piles of books, Red headed to the kitchen. Enchantress Ravenna was a solitary creature. She kept her court simple and the people inside to a minimum, making Red both her only apprentice and servant. 
Teacups rattled as she set her book on the table. Her master must’ve been reading tea leaves before she’d headed to the duelling ring. Red glanced at the abandoned cups, trying to decipher the fragrant splodges. If she turned it one way, it looked like a rabbit, or embracing lovers, or approaching darkness . . . or perhaps it was just a sign that this cup would be a nightmare to clean. 
“Are you hungry? Should I make us something?” she signed to Mato, who gave an enthusiastic bark. “Give me a kiss first.” 
Paws padded, playful licks were given, and a yelp echoed around the room as Mato bounded into the witch’s arms. She cupped his face, bringing his wet nose to hers. A sloppy smile filled the bear cub’s face. 
“Merry Solstice, baby bear.” Her voice caressed his brown fur as she pulled away. Pushing her book into her expanding pouch, Red cleared the table, leaving the mugs in the sink to soak. Another witch would’ve used magic, but she had been raised by mortal parents and held their teachings to heart. 
“Magic is a gift to be used for good, not to satisfy your greed or laziness.” 
A muted pang of homesickness echoed in her chest. Five years had passed since the Novem had dragged her away from her parents, but the thought of them twinged like an old war wound. 
She could picture their last Winter Solstice together: her mother’s windchime-like laughter filling their tiny cottage as her Papa told one of his long-winded jokes; Mato racing after the farmhand her parents had adopted as their son; and the three sisters happily giggling together. Now they were separated. With no hope of reunion. Red released a sigh. 
“I need a pastry. And cocoa. Mato, shall we—” It hit her in the chest. A burst of magic so strong it caused her knees to give way. Darkness descended as she hit the floor. Her heartbeat thumped against her ear as her vision blurred. 
“Come and find me.”
A tree. Its branches, adorned with pink leaves, reached to brush the crescent moon. A purple pool lapped against her bare feet as she walked towards the tree. Something watched her from one of the long branches. Someone wanted her to come closer. A name. She knew that name. She’d heard it before. She’d owned it before. Hands outstretched, she ran towards the tree. She needed to—
“Hold her down.”
Her eyes snapped open. Hands grabbed at her shoulders, holding Red in place. Shaking back the loose locks that clung to her heated cheeks, she lifted her head and took in the purple-hazed figure kneeling by her side. Barely conscious, she didn’t struggle as Enchantress Ravenna yanked her wrist forward and fit it into what looked like a shackle. 
A scream pierced her ears. It wasn’t until her throat grew raw that Red realised it was hers. A pain, so extreme it obliterated all thought. It stabbed into her flesh, penetrating the threads of magic at the core of her soul. Scorching iron pokers prodded every inch of her skin as her magic whirled inside of her. 
And then it stopped. 
Trembling, Red slumped forward. Her black dress clung uncomfortably to her skin as sweat dripped down her spine. She pressed her forehead into the floorboards, rocking forward slightly so she could see her own heart. 
Once, the sun had set in her heart, her soul was aglow with happiness and dreams. Simple yet wonderful dreams. Hues from gold to soft clouds of periwinkle and pink, as if the evening sky was a reflection of her love. There had been so much of it. Love for her family, for the natural world, and for life itself overflowed through each chamber. It soothed the dark blue velvet of sorrow and loneliness as if to prove that the only purpose of the night was to highlight the stars. 
Yet now the night was starless. 
Oppressive clouds of graphite hid the sun’s final rays. Etched into the sky, they spoke of days spent hiding from the downpour of rain, an endless storm. Hope dwindled like the flicker of a dying candle. Love remained, but it was tainted grey with separation and a devouring grief. A heart broken. A soul weary. But not yet defeated.  
“This is for your own good.” Enchantress Ravenna lifted Red’s hand, studying the metal object that now rested on her wrist. It looked like a bracelet, something the queens in the desert lands might wear. Elegant and grand, with gold and silver bands woven together in an intricate design that was riddled with symbols written in the old tongue. 
“If you behave, I swear this will never be activated.”
“Where’s Mato?” Her baby was missing. No pain compared to this fear. “What have you done to him? Where is he?” 
Ignoring the question, the Enchantress got to her feet. “Get her up.” 
Red threw her head back, hitting her attacker in the chest. Her eyes flashed crimson as she slid to the floor, pressing her palm into the rug. It rose, stampeding into her attacker and wrapping them within its threads. 
“Where’s Mato? What have you done to him?”
“You really can’t recognise faces. I thought you were exaggerating about that.” 
The words came from her attacker, spoken with a familiar accent. Red’s jaw dropped as she took in the white hair, the deep brown eyes and stern features that rested on the young woman before her. Purple flooded her heart. A protection spell, so bright it must have been recently applied. 
“Kaia?”
Red couldn’t remember faces. She could see them as clearly as everyone else. But the moment she turned her eyes away, she no longer remembered what she’d seen. A blink and the memory was gone.
She couldn’t picture a person’s face, not even those of her parents or sisters. Whenever she tried, all she could envision was their hearts. She rarely forgot a heart. So overwhelmingly bright, they consumed her attention and left a lasting imprint. It was as if her mind had been forced to decide between faces or hearts and had chosen the latter.
“What happened to your—”
“Enough,” Ravenna snapped. “If you want to see your bear, I suggest you behave yourself and come with me.” 
The rug fell limp, allowing Kaia to grab Red’s shoulders and push her forward. There was no gentleness to her touch. No acknowledgement of their friendship. No secret whisper to ‘play along’. It was as if they were strangers. 
How long have I been unconscious? Red wondered as they left the front gate behind. The courtyard was eerily quiet and empty. The solstice celebrations were supposed to continue long into the night. Something was wrong. So very wrong. Lost in thought, Red didn’t realise they’d reached the central court until she was pushed through the door.
“Took your time.”
“Adalinda. Why are you not in the chamber?” 
Enchantress Adalinda tilted her sharp-featured head, studying Red with an uncomfortable interest. Like Ravenna, magic kept her face young and enticing, designed to capture attention. Yet her beauty was only skin-deep. Behind the protection spell, her heart had rotted. A vicious desire for revenge had devoured chasms into each chamber.
“Watch where you gaze, Red. Keep looking at my chest, and I’ll take it as flirtation.” Adalinda eyed Red’s shackle before turning to Ravenna. “I am required, but I wanted to pay my thanks. I hear Tegan would’ve died without her interference. You know, I didn’t think you’d cuff her. Undine is fuming.” 
“Is there a point to this, Adalinda?”
A smile curved the Enchantress’ ruby lips as her fingers wrapped around Red’s neck. A smoky taste burned her throat as a sharp pain cascaded the length of her spine, extinguishing once it had rippled through her core. A garnet spark burst from her skin. Adalinda snapped her hand back as if she’d been stung. Her smile grew as she rubbed her raw palm.
“I hope you’ll last long enough for me to see your heartless side. After today’s events, I’m rather looking forward to it. Until then.” 
The Enchantress’ footsteps echoed down a corridor as Red stumbled against the wall. Ravenna clutched Red’s elbow, but she shook her off. “Why are you doing this? Where’s Mato?” 
“You’re too young to understand. Twenty-five. Still just a child. Once you learn the truth, you will. But now is not the time. Come.”
Kaia’s hand clamped down on her shoulders, forcing Red to follow after the Enchantress. Their footsteps echoed in the silence as they moved through the corridors, down flights of stairs, before finally stopping by a large oak door. 
After a pause, Ravenna spoke. “In all my time as Enchantress, I have taken only one apprentice. I named you Red. I taught you the best that I could. I know you don’t appreciate it and that you dislike me. But I don’t regret it. You have talent and unique magic. However, you are weak.
“You sympathise with the mortals. You wish to return to living amongst them when they want you dead. Want us all dead. There is nothing out there for you anymore. So please, I implore you, Red, behave yourself. Let fate take its course and accept the outcome. And forgive me.”
The door swung open. 
Kaia stepped back to allow Enchantress Ravenna to place her hand on Red’s neck and lead her down ancient steps into the grand circular chamber. Candles in their multitude floated overhead, illuminating the gold ornamentations interwoven in the stone. Arches and columns stood sentinel, holding up the starlit domed glass ceiling. 
Red’s stomach lurched. She knew this place. She’d been here once before. They were underneath the courtyard. In the centre of the Curia. Her boots waded through cool pools of water, which trickled over the unearthed ground. The sickening feeling worsened as she noticed the six Enchantresses, heads bowed before an ancient tree. Its roots pushed up through the soil, spreading across the chamber.
At the base of its trunk stood an altar on which rested a small child. 
With his heart ripped out.
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Shapeshifters had been the first of the magic-borns to face persecution. It didn’t matter what inhuman form they took, be it a mouse, cat or bear, the mortals hunted them with the same ferocity. Hundreds were slaughtered. Those that survived fled the realm, finding little help or safety amongst their fellow magic-borns. Even amongst the magical, shifters had long since been ostracised, so Red had tried so hard to keep his identity a secret. 
“Mato!” 
Her eyes flashed crimson. Lightning cracked, illuminating the tree’s blood-red leaves. Motes of dust fluttered from the ceiling as the chamber trembled. Her breath caught as magic spiralled down her spine. Water swallowed her dress as her knees hit the floor. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t do anything but stare at the child, her child, lying limp on the altar. 
His beating heart rested beside him.
It was sickeningly beautiful. An unshackled heart. A soul with the imagination of a child and the wild spirit of a bear. It glowed the freshest green with the desire to run free, to feel the earth against his paws. Like golden hour over a sunlit woodland, this was a soul that brought light to the darkest of places. 
“I think that’s the loudest I’ve ever heard her speak.” Enchantress Una flicked her black curls with notable annoyance. “You cuffed her?”
The Enchantresses were a force to behold even without two of their number. Dressed in exquisite silk gowns, their emerald cloaks shimmered as they stood in unison. The chamber hummed with their magical aura as they lowered their lifted palms, a mark of prayer, and descended the steps.
“I deemed it necessary, High Enchantress.” Ravenna bowed deeply toward the veiled Enchantress who stood in the centre. 
High Enchantress Vivienne, the supreme leader of the Novem, was the oldest and most revered of the Enchantresses. She was rarely seen and, when she was, she kept her ancient face hidden behind a silk veil. Her heart was also hidden by a protection spell so overwhelmingly bright that Red could barely look at her. 
“You should have done so long ago. I said, did I not, that the child is too wilful.” The High Enchantress waved dismissively. “I knew you’d be unable to tame her.” 
“I still say it’s wrong.” Anger pulsed behind Undine’s protection spell. “This is not what I intended.”
“Don’t be soft-hearted. If what you and Trude say is true, then you will be doing the Novem a great favour in revealing this matter. If it’s not as you thought, precautions have been taken. She will not be able to harm us, and perhaps,” High Enchantress Vivienne looked at the altar, “an offering will bring us luck.” 
Ravenna’s hand clamped warningly down on Red’s shoulder. “Remember what I said. Let fate take its course.”
Red’s gaze moved from Mato’s heart to the tree towering over the altar. Many stories surrounded the sacred Jupiter Tree. Some said this was the tree that Merlin had once been locked inside. Others claimed it grew from the bones of a mortal boy, murdered by his family. No matter its origin, there was no denying that this tree was ancient and brimming with old magic.
“Let’s get on with it. I don’t know why we all have to be here. I have a party to attend, you know. It’s in full swing on the other side.” Una skipped to the altar and took hold of Mato’s heart. 
He looked as if sleeping. His thick black locks fell over his serene face. Baby fat clung desperately to his cheeks, refusing to let the eight-year-old age. His chest rose and fell, matching the pace of the heart in the Enchantress’ hands. 
“Don’t glare. Yes, I took his heart.” Enchantress Una laughed. “But it was Ravenna’s idea. I confess I had no idea your bear was a shifter until she told us. If I’d known, I would’ve taken him from you years ago.”
“Let him go. Please!” Red’s stomach rocked as the puzzle finally fitted into place. Kaia’s protection spell. She was going to be the new Enchantress. They must have found a way to bewitch her into doing their will. 
As for Mato . . . 
There were three reasons to take a person’s heart. Taking the heart was the most effective way to control a person’s soul. Unlike manipulation spells and mind-control curses – which could be overcome by strong will or a counter-spell – to regain control of a lost heart, one needed to steal it back. A near impossibility when you were completely bewitched.
It was also the surest method of killing a person, particularly a witch. Taking out the heart and crushing it. Of course, this was a method that could only be used by magic-borns, leaving mortals with their pyres and dunking chairs. Witches frequently took the heart of their opponents to end a duel, as a signal that they were one step away from death’s door. 
And, she’d read in old grimoires, they made for a most illustrious sacrifice. Hearts hold power. Literal, tangible power. A child’s heart, with its innocence and purity, holds more power than an adult’s, wrinkled and corrupted by the woes and wiles of life.
Every living thing was born with a pure heart. 
There was no such thing as a child born bad, be they mortal or magic-born. The world corrupts. Warm hearts turn cold and good souls wicked. Children follow in the footsteps of the adults around them, adults who had long been corrupted themselves. A vicious cycle. Whilst Red had seen many good hearts full of kindness, through adulthood till death, she’d seen few that remained completely pure. Greed, vanity, lust, and hate were feelings that few could avoid, even if these feelings were mild and fleeting. Yet, Mato’s heart, his beautiful soul, was pure and brimming with the power of childish innocence. 
No. Surely not. A human sacrifice? That was something from the dark ages. A stereotype that filled mortal bedtime stories. Be good, or the witch will take you. Rip out your heart and eat your bones. Nonsense. It was nonsense. 
Sure, Red had witnessed a handful of rituals during her time in the Novem, where an old chicken had been slaughtered or a spider crushed, and once there had been a goat, but never had she seen or heard of them sacrificing a person. A child, for the Goddess’ sake! 
Then again, she’d never witnessed the accession of an Enchantress before. Was this what happened? A bloody ritual behind closed doors at the foot of the Jupiter Tree. An offering of the only pure heart inside the Curia. 
“Mieve.” Red vanished from Ravenna’s side. Teleportation spells couldn’t be used to escape from the Curia, but they could be used to move from one part to another. She yanked Mato’s heart out of Una’s grasp. A pulse of uncontrolled magic. It burst out around her, forming a protective circle around the altar.
Enchantress Una was thrown back. Her body hit the Jupiter Tree with a crack, but Red didn’t see her land. The circle crystallised as she closed her fist, a dome rising to shield her from the Enchantresses’ attacks. 
She couldn’t beat them. But she didn’t need to. Surprise had given her the moment she needed. She grabbed Mato’s hand. “Mie—”
Blood splattered across her cheeks.  
Mato’s throat was slit. Sliced with ferocity from an invisible weapon. He convulsed once, eyes twitching as if to open. Then he stilled. His blood dripped over the altar’s edge. The Jupiter Tree let out a low, mournful groan. 
Red froze. His heart in her hands. Still beating. 
Ba boom. Ba boom.  It was fading. Its green glow flashed to a panicked scarlet before dulling grey. Oh, how he fought. A roar of his bear spirit echoed through each chamber, a final war cry. Ba. Boom. He wasn’t ready to give up on the life he had barely lived. But he couldn’t hold on to it either. Dusk fell over the woodland. Ba—
The heart stilled. 
Red broke. Screaming. Crying. She couldn’t stop. She had seen souls fade before, slowly of sickness or in a sudden flash. But never had she held one in her hands as it had happened. So small and yet so incredibly beautiful. It couldn’t be gone. Mato couldn’t be gone. Her baby bear. He couldn’t be gone.
He wasn’t gone. 
There. Right in the centre. The soul’s core. A small glimmer of green. The heart had stopped beating, but the soul still lingered. A hypnotising flicker. It called to her, filling her mind and silencing her sorrow. His soul. So beautiful. So alive. Cased in a dying organ. She couldn’t let it fade. She moved without thinking. 
Her skin glowed crimson as she plunged Mato’s heart back into his chest. 
Visions. Of another life. From birth to death. Memories of a childhood cut short. Lazy Sundays enjoying picnics in the sunlight. A family. A home. Bedtime stories, full of wonder and adventure. He had wanted his own adventures. His own story. Deeper still, into a small cave in the centre of his heart. Here rested his oldest memories painted on the walls, with his sincerest hopes and most treasured dreams. There! Carved firmly into his soul. There rested a name . . .
His name.
Ba boom. Ba boom. A violent jerk returned her to reality. She could feel it, his heart beating. Mato’s skin knitted back together. His throat bobbed as the fatal wound faded into flesh. As if it had never existed. Slowly, Red removed her hand from his chest, leaving his heart in its rightful place. Mato’s chest closed, returning to its gentle rise and fall. 
He was alive. Mato was alive. Her baby bear was alive. 
A hysterical crack, somewhere between a laugh and a sob, burst from her lips. The harsh sound echoed around the chamber, which had fallen into a laden silence. Her knees gave way. Slowly, it dawned on her. No one was stopping her. She could leave, right now, if she could get a single word to leave her quivering lips. 
A single powerful clap. Followed by another. And another. Tears stilling in confusion, Red turned her head. 
“Well, well, well. What a secret our little Red has been hiding.” High Enchantress Vivenne stopped clapping. “I finally understand why you wanted her as your apprentice, Ravenna. She is exactly what we need.” 
“What is she exactly?” Una tilted her head. “A necromancer? I hope so. I’m in dire need of a new wraith.” 
A necromancer? No, that wasn’t right. The soul was still there. She hadn’t brought back the dead. Had she? Necromancy was one of the darkest and most complicated forms of magic. Few witches could master the dark art, and even fewer wished to.  
“There is no stench of death on her.” Enchantress Rena dropped on all fours, crawling towards her. Red lowered her gaze: one should never look a kitsune in the eye. Not if you wanted to keep control of your mind. Jasmine perfumed the air as the fox-witch brushed her sharp nose against the base of Red’s throat. She sniffed and gave a shrill laugh. 
“The Equilibrium has given no punishment.”
Magic was a single thread woven into the fabric of the world, existing in perfect balance with the wonders of nature and the science of men. An energy, a spiritual power, infused into every aspect of the natural world. It was boundless and wondrous, as long as one maintained the Equilibrium – the natural balance of the world, from which all magic and elements originated. Dark magic went against this balance, and whilst it could gift its user untold power, it came with a heavy price.
There was a reason that mortals believed that witches were hags. 
Lifeforce was the Equilibrium’s usual choice of payment. How it took it was unpredictable; sometimes it stole days from a person’s life, and other times it stole youth. In the days of old, witches who broke the Equilibrium aged faster than their years. And from this, the mortals made their stereotypes. 
Evil. Old. Hags. 
As magic-borns studied and academicised magic, they started to learn how to curve the Equilibrium to their will. Loss of youth could be counteracted with a beauty charm. A sacrifice to be offered to suffer in one’s place. Life for a life. To equal the balance. Yet still, few necromancers went unscathed: youth, power, life, sanity; one way or another, the Equilibrium would take it all. 
“It’s some kind of magically-enhanced resuscitation.” Trude clicked her tongue. “I have heard of mortal healers who have pushed on a person’s chest and breathed air into a person’s lungs to revive them from death without any necromancy involved.”
“I doubt those people had their throats slashed,” Una laughed. 
“She’s always had an affinity for blood magic.” Ravenna’s proud tone made Red feel sick. “I always believed it was her magical specialism.” 
“Blood and Soul, it would seem.” Enchantress Asta’s voice was as cold as her piercing grey eyes. “Maybe it’s because they are freshly dead. Mortals don’t bury their dead until at least four days after death, so that the soul has time to transcend to paradise. Is there any truth in that, Undine? The soul is your area of expertise, after all.”
“We can discuss the specifics later. Come.” Undine took Red’s arm and pulled her to her feet. “She’s in shock.”
“Of course. I’m sorry.” Ravenna snatched Red’s arm and pulled her close. Her smile was anything but sorry. “I am sorry that it had to be the bear. What happened at the duel was a spur-of-the-moment display of power. We had to guarantee that you’d produce the same result again. Your magic had always been bound to your emotions. I knew that if it was someone you cared for, you—”
Slap. 
Red’s palm slammed into her master’s cheek. Ravenna stumbled, more from the shock than the blow. Anger bubbled over, flooding every chamber of Red’s heart. She had never hit a person before, but now that she had, she didn’t want to stop. Forget magic. She was going to rip the Enchantresses apart with her bare hands. 
“How dare you! How dare you—” Hands clamped around Red’s waist and dragged her back. The scent of saltwater filled Red’s nose as Undine pulled her into a tight hold. 
“Take a breath. Now is not the time to fight.”
Una laughed. “You didn’t count for that when you cuffed her, did you? You should activate it. That will give her something to cry about.”
“Red.” Ravenna spoke as if talking to a young child. “You must know that I wouldn’t have allowed any lasting harm to happen to your—”
“You killed him!”
“Oh, calm down. Your bear-shifter is fine.” Una waved her hand dismissively. “What I don’t understand is how. What did you do, Red? I saw your mouth moving. It must have been a spell. What did you say?”
Red didn’t answer. She struggled against Undine’s grip, slipping through her hands and crashing into the Jupiter Tree’s unearthed roots as she hit the ground. With a gasp, she pulled back, her hand scratched on one of the thorns. As if the night couldn’t get worse, the big old magical tree had decided to attack her. 
“I see you were never able to beat that mortal upbringing from her.” High Enchantress Vivienne turned to her Enchantresses. “It is clear that she possesses Soul magic capabilities, as such, we should consider—”
The Enchantresses’ voices faded away as Red’s attention was caught by something buried in the tree roots. Breath short, her hand hovered towards the object.  Warmth brushed against her fingertips, yet still she hesitated, checking for a jinx or hex. The spell tickled her fingertips, taunting rather than telling her what she wanted to know. She couldn’t feel anything. Chewing her bottom lip, Red reached forward and clasped the object.  
“I’m sorry. I am so sorry.” Enchantress Yaga. She knelt before the Jupiter Tree with her hands clasped as if in prayer. Her blue eyes glanced nervously over her shoulder. Her thick grey hair fell from its bun, tumbling over her ruined emerald robes. An unfamiliar musky scent clung to her skin, growing more notable as she bowed her head.
“I knew from the beginning, but thought perhaps it was right. The old ways had brought us to our knees. Had I realised what it would become . . . I forgot why the old ways existed. Our purpose. I lacked faith. In the guardians. In you.
“I know I cannot be saved. My daughters have already fallen. I will soon follow. I feel it stalking me. Reaching for my shadow. There’s nothing left I can do for you now. I can only return this.” She placed an object into the roots. 
“May you find true priestesses and balance the Equilibrium once more. Old One, be blessed.” She looked over her shoulder. “It’s here. Goddess, save me. My time is up. Run before it gets you, too. Run!” 
Red pulled her hand back, the object coming free and falling into her palm. It looked like an egg. A small silver egg, delicately decorated with ancient spellcraft symbols. Like a gentle kiss, it warmed her palm as magic seeped through the metal binding. She studied the symbols that spread over its smooth surface to knot at its top, almost like a hook on a pendant.  
“Curious.” 
It was the word that left her lips, though it was fear, not curiosity, that blossomed in her heart. A chill brushed the sensitive skin at the back of her neck. Magic. It vibrated from the egg and into her skin. A rush of power surged through her veins. A power too great to be of her making. 
Mato stirred. 
She tucked the egg into the pouch that hung around her woven waistband belt. Wrapped up in a heated discussion, the Enchantresses didn’t notice as Red waded through the water back to the altar. She stroked Mato’s knotted hair. Her heart lurched as his chestnut eyes fluttered open. Sleep clung to his eyelids, and he stared at her unseeing. 
With a painful slowness, his fingers moved to sign: “Mama?”
“Mama’s here. Good boy. Do you think you can sit?” Red helped him up. “That’s my boy. How do you feel? Anything hurt?”
“I feel in need of a good run.” He glanced across the chamber. “What’s happening, Mama?”
“You’re about to get that run.”
A restless energy hummed through the unearthed roots of the Jupiter Tree, swarming towards the altar. It raced over the stone to quiver against her palm. Had she called it, or had the egg called it to her? Red hardly knew. She moved without thought, trusting her magic to this power and allowing it to take over.
Enchantress Rena’s head snapped towards her. “The tree has claimed her.” 
An exhale left Red’s lips. The Jupiter Tree shook. Its roots scattered. The pools bubbled and swelled, forming a wall of waves around the altar. 
Red could sense the Enchantresses’ spells before they cast them. She was prepared to block the blades of ice that Asta threw towards her. When Rena charged forward in her kitsune form, Red merely had to flick her wrist to send her flying backwards. Una’s violent spells were extinguished without struggle, and nothing Trude could conjure could touch her. 
This was the power of the Jupiter Tree. 
It was incredible and terrifying. Magic poured from her fingertips. The Jupiter Tree’s roots spread further, covering the entirety of the chamber in a cage. Specks of dust rained down from the ceiling as the window began to crack.
She grabbed Mato’s hand, leading him around the base of the Jupiter Tree. Corpses rested within the knotted roots. A graveyard of broken bodies. Thin branches pushed through crushed bones. Hollowed with age, skin barely clinging to the mismatched skeletal forms. The ground trembled, throwing Red against a human skull caught in a headlock by thorn-covered vines. 
Bright blue eyes appeared in the skull’s empty sockets. “Run, Rosy-Red. Run far from this damned place.” 
“Did you see that?” She signed to Mato, but his gaze was fixed on someone behind her. “Kaia?”
She moved with unnatural swiftness. One moment, she was by the steps. Next, her staff was pressed against Red’s
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