
  

    [image: Cover of A Queen's Glory by Kristie M. Harris]

  

  


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  


  

    

      [image: A Queen's Glory Title Page]

    


  


  


  

    A Queen’s Glory 
Copyright © 2024 by Kristie M. Harris 



    Kristie M. Harris asserts the moral rights to be identified as the author of this work. 


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner, including stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written consent of the copyright owner. The only exception is for the use of brief quotations or excerpts in a book review. 


    Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly forbidden.


    This novel is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, places or incidents are a work of the author's imagination. Any resemblances to actual persons, either living or dead, or locations, or events is purely coincidental and not intended by the author. 


    Kristie M. Harris is the owner and publisher of this work.
ISBN: 978-1-7636659-0-3 Print  
ISBN: 978-1-7636659-1-0 eBook
 
Year of first publication: 2024
This edition published: 2026


    [image: ]


    Published with the assistance of Authors Own Publishing Services Pty Limited Edited by Danikka Taylor
Cover & book design by Casey Grills
Map by Angeline Trevena
Character art by Ratbagel

For more information visit:
talesandtrinkets.com.au/kristie-m-harris
Instagram @kmharris.author


  


  


  

    

      [image: For those who challenge the conquerors, who find courage in the face of tyranny, and who dream of a world where magic and freedom reign. This tale is for the rebels, the protectors, and the dreamers.May your spirit always defy the oppressors.]

    


  


  


  

    

      [image: Image of Reid, character in book]

    


  


  


  

    

      [image: Image of Isadora, character in book]

    


  


  


  

    

      [image: Image of Map of Emodorea, location setting of book]

    


  


  


  

    CONTENT WARNING


    This story has been written with a mature audience in mind and therefore contains strong themes and occasional descriptions of violence. Readers should exercise personal discretion and prioritise their well-being when deciding whether this content is right for them.


  


  


  

    [image: ]
CHAPTER ONE


    Thornwell, Southern Mortal Realm
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    Reid absently Flicked the small metal tin open and closed, each time letting his finger brush against the few cigarettes he kept inside, careful not to crease them. He lurked in the alley beside the pub, leaning against a damp, mould-covered wall. With his shaggy brown hair, face covered in filth and grime and a scratchy, pathetic excuse for a beard; it would still be a few more weeks before they’d let him in the front door. 


    Oscar, barely old enough himself, was due to give Reid the signal for his half-baked plan. Of course, none of Oscar’s plans ever worked in their favour. Reid gently pulled out one of the cigarettes and popped it in his mouth. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the wall. Reid wasn’t sure they’d pull this plan off, but they had to try. There was no way they would ever be out of debt to Gillian if they didn’t start bringing in more goods. Nevertheless, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Oscar was about to get them in more trouble than it was worth.


    The boys had watched for a few weeks leading up to today, figuring out which patrons came back often, which ones weren’t as drunk as they seemed, which ones would have the best haul, and what alleyway had the least view from the street. Well, at least that was what Reid had been doing. Oscar, on the other hand, had been more interested in the ladies who tended the bar. He repeatedly lost focus when they came outside for their short breaks. 


    It was worse when the mistresses from upstairs would leave after their night shift; they’d parade around inside waiting for their pay from the barkeep in their too-tight corsets and torn-up pantyhose. Oscar would stand there gawking at them like a scocin caught in a snakyte web, or at least what Reid assumed that would look like, since he had never been far enough west to see a snakyte before. 


    


    Reid was sweating; it had to be almost noon with how hot it had become. He wiped his brow, grime smearing across it, as he dared to sneak a peek through the window. Oscar had insisted that he should head inside first to help pick their target. He was meant to pop the window near Reid open enough for him to hear what was happening inside. But judging from how high the sun had risen, that was hours ago. There were only so many times he could risk peeking into the window before someone saw him. He was sure his companion had most likely gotten drunk or found his way upstairs to gawk at the women. The latter would never end well for him if they found out he was underage, or worse – that he had no money for them. 


    Though, with Oscar’s looks, Reid wouldn’t be surprised if a few of them enjoyed the change in company, considering what most of their visitors looked like. He’d heard enough from passing girls to know that Oscar was deemed to be attractive. Rarely did he overhear anything about himself. Which was probably for the best, since if he was too busy worrying about girls, Gillian would most likely make sure Reid didn’t make it to his eighteenth birthday.


    He slunk back against the dirty wall, water from the puddle at his feet seeping through his hole-ridden boots. He played with the golden feather that was woven into a piece of his matted hair. It was something he’d had since he was a kid. Reid’s aunt had given it to him at some point when she was telling him stories of the great eagles that used to roam the Western World. Regardless, for one reason or another, it gave him peace of mind when he touched it. 


    He would have to leave soon; he didn’t want to risk the guards seeing him here. They didn’t care about street rats like him, so long as they kept themselves out of trouble. The first time he’d been caught stealing food from the markets, when he was six, the guards had taken pity on him and let him go. The second time, he was ten; he’d sneaked into a stable to sleep for the night. By his mistake, it had been the stable of a lord in the Inner Ring whose daughter had found him and called for them. He’d never known that a baker could be a lord, but he’d also never thought to venture into the Inner Ring before. He could still see her mousy face as she turned her nose up at his stench when they dragged him past her. He wasn’t sure how long they left him in the cell for, only that Gillian had shown up at some point and paid the guards to let him go – Reid had been working the streets for him ever since. It almost seemed like the debt just kept growing, especially since O had come into Gillian’s care not long after. He rolled his eyes at the thought.


    Footsteps brought him back to reality and he scrambled up against the wall as the door was blasted open with more force than necessary. A bleary-eyed Oscar appeared in the alley, blinking his golden-brown eyes against the harsh sunlight. The stench of alcohol emanated from him as he stretched his arms over his head and yawned before turning to give Reid a lopsided smile.


    ‘Sorry, chap, forgot you was out ’ere,’ his thick Northern accent near-incomprehensible when mixed with the drunken slur. 


    ‘I’ve been sitting in this stinking alleyway for hours waiting for your sorry ass,’ Reid hissed at him. ‘How did you even get the coin to pay for drinks?’


    Oscar opened his mouth to reply just as a loud shriek rang out from the upper floor. Instead, he winked at Reid and took off down the alley away from the street, stumbling as he ran. 


    ‘He left me a pile of coppers!’ A woman screeched at the barkeep before the door swung open again. 


    Reid ducked out of the way to avoid it. 


    ‘You!’ The woman pointed at him. ‘I bet the blonde piece of shit was your mate!’ She stepped into the alley, making way for the bartender, who followed with a pipe in his hand. 


    ‘Look, I didn’t do anything.’ Reid held his hands up in defence, scowling as Oscar’s blonde curls disappeared over the wall at the end. His only way out was toward the street. The walls were too thick with grime for him to get a decent grip to climb. Typical Oscar, always leaving him in the lurch. If he weren’t his only friend, he would rat him out to the guards, or worse, Gillian. 


    He turned from the mistress and her boss and sprinted toward the street. Curses flew at him as the man followed him down the alleyway, the woman returning inside, no doubt to send another lackey to meet him out the front. Finally, he reached the street, stopping only momentarily to decide which route to take. Left would take him in the direction he needed to go, but that meant passing the tavern entrance; right would mean avoiding an unnecessary confrontation but would take him past the guards’ lunchtime patrol route. 


    Right on cue, a burly man with a bat stepped out of the front door, deciding his direction for him. He hurtled down the street to his right, both men now in pursuit. 


    Damn Oscar and his ideas, he thought as he dodged past people on the sidewalk. A horse-drawn carriage just barely avoided hitting him as he crossed the street, the driver shaking his fist at him and swearing over the clatter of hooves. With the two men still close behind him, all he could do was wave backward over his shoulder in apology. Taking a hard left, he bounded down a narrow street that would lead him to the city’s inner edge, right where the guards would be. He glanced back over his shoulder, hoping that the men would realise where they were and slow down. 


    Reid never came into this part of the city unless it was to accompany Gillian, and then he would be dressed to the nines to ensure he didn’t stand out. It was occupied by the wealthier inhabitants of Thornwell, those who considered themselves important enough to live close to the palace. The guards ensured that any who passed through without proper permission never wanted to return – or couldn’t. 


    Sure enough, as he stepped off the discoloured stone street and onto the clean, light-coloured pavement, the two men behind him slowed, the one with the bat drawing a line across the ground, daring Reid to come back. He gave them a cocky smile and disappeared down the road, keeping as close to the shadows as he could. Gillian would skin him alive if he got caught by the guards here; that was if he paid to have him released first. Another debt that Reid didn’t need. 


    He tucked his hands into his pockets and kept his head down as he passed a small group of young women, daring to shop this close to the slums. A pretty brunette risked a glance in his direction before grabbing her friend’s elbow to steer her away; the others quickly followed suit. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in a shop window. He couldn’t blame them for avoiding him. His hair badly needed to be cut, his face was covered with god knows what, his clothes were far too small for him, and he most definitely smelled worse than the rear end of a horse. He was sure he heard one of them give a slight squeal of fear. At least she would have something to gossip about at her next dinner party. 


    Ahead, two guards came into view, their backs to him. Without a second thought, he opened the shop door and ducked inside just as the guards turned his way. The bell jingled as he closed it quickly behind him. He leaned against the door and closed his eyes. He was safe, for now at least. 


    ‘Can I help you, young man?’ Reid’s eyes shot open. An elderly gentleman sat at the back of the store, a pipe hanging from his lips. Reid touched his empty pant pockets.


    ‘Sorry, sir, I must have left my coins at home today.’ He stooped as 
he peered out the lower window, watching the soldiers. ‘I won’t be here 
but a moment.’


    ‘I have some marvellous wooden carvings.’ The old man held up a small statue. ‘This one is Kasin, the God of Protection.’ He held it out for Reid to take. Reid took one last look out the window and moved toward where the old man sat.


    ‘I really can’t afford to buy it from you.’ Gillian would most likely 
take double from his next haul to prove a point of him missing this week’s payment. 


    ‘I didn’t ask for your money, son,’ he said. ‘It seems to me that having Kasin in your pocket could come in handy at a time like this.’


    ‘Please, don’t tell the guards I’m hiding in here. I won’t touch anything, I swear.’ Reid held his hands up in defence.


    ‘Dear boy, I meant the mere fact that there is a war brewing in our midst,’ the old man chuckled. ‘I’m too old to bother with the nonsense of the king’s guards.’


    Reid knew he was talking about the witches. Gillian was one of the only merchants to continue to trade with the clans in the Forest of Brielle. 
He sent Reid to the edge of Thornwell at least once a month into the camps that dwelled just inside the forest line to sell the goods he pickpocketed. Occasionally, he was even sent with human organs to trade – both fresh and grave robbed – for potions and tonics Gillian could sell to Inner Ring residents. Reid hated it. Small villages filled with women who looked deceivingly young despite their possible thousand years of age. During his last fleeting visit, he had heard talk of Queen Isadora’s plans for the witch clans. Apparently, this new queen wanted to rule every realm, not just her own. 


    He shuddered at the thought, remembering the few who had tried to entice him into their beds with promises of spells and potions to make him live longer or to be wealthy. He had sold his items as quickly as he could before high-tailing it back to the city, avoiding their glances as he went. It would do him no good to get in bed with a witch, regardless of the possibilities. 


    ‘Take it,’ the old man said, setting the figure on the counter. ‘There is a door in the back that leads onto a street in the Outer Ring.’


    Reid stared at the man for a moment, then nodded his thanks. He pocketed the carving of Kasin and headed to the back door as suggested. Reid was unsure why the man had helped him, especially when he had every right to turn him over to the authorities. Reid silently thanked the small god in his pocket as he left the little shop, recalling the shopkeeper’s words as he made his way through the filthy streets to Gillian’s. 


    Maybe now was the perfect time to have a god in his pocket.
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CHAPTER TWO


    Thornwell, Southern Mortal Realm
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    Oscar and Reid both sat opposite Gillian’s desk in the study. Oscar’s face was covered in purple bruises, a mirror to Reid’s that hadn’t had time to darken yet. Assuming Gillian would be mad when they got back was an understatement. He was furious. One of the pub patrons had recognised Oscar as Gillian’s lackey and had tracked him down. Gillian had paid the man off for his silence, and then taken it out on Oscar’s face until he fessed up. Reid had received the same treatment when he returned an hour later. 


    ‘How stupid do you have to be?’ Gillian slammed his hands down on the table. ‘You have one job! Bring me goods to fence and don’t get caught while doing it.’


    ‘That’s two jobs,’ Oscar replied. 


    Reid hid his smirk at O’s reply as Gillian threw the closest thing to hand – a bottle of rich, amber ale – at the blonde’s head. 


    ‘I didn’t ask for your smart-arse answers!’ It just barely missed O as he ducked. The bottle smashed against the wall behind them, cheap whisky running down the wall. ‘That’s coming from your pay, Oscar.’


    Reid kept his wood carving and the short trip to the inner circle secret, even from Oscar, as Gillian grilled them about how they must follow protocol. It would do more harm than good for him to know that Reid had been close to getting caught by the guards, especially with how strict they were with protecting the royals. The threat from the witches was more than enough for everyone to worry about without fear of the Outer Ring moving into the city. 


    ‘The two of you had better up your game if you want to continue living in this house after you turn eighteen.’ Gillian sat down behind the desk, pulling out a cloth for his hands. ‘I will not have freeloaders under my roof.’


    


    Oscar and Reid nodded their understanding as they watched their master clean their blood from his skin. Gillian’s knuckles had split in spots; he winced as he dabbed alcohol on them. Reid could still feel them against his cheek as he stood to take the beating Gillian had dished out. He didn’t dare touch his face – he wouldn’t give Gillian the satisfaction of knowing how much pain he was truly in.


    ‘Triple fees will be taken from your next haul.’ Gillian reached into his drawer and pulled out a notebook. His hand shook slightly as he wrote down a few numbers. 


    ‘Triple!’ Oscar stood from his chair and threw his hands on the table. ‘We only missed one week!’ 


    Gillian moved faster than Reid thought possible as he backhanded Oscar across the face, knocking him back into his chair. His clotted lip split open, blood flowing down his already stained chin. Reid hid his wince as his friend spat blood into his lap. 


    ‘I will not tolerate your insolence,’ Gillian said before sitting back down in his chair across from them. He ran his hands around the back of his stiff neck in annoyance. ‘Are we clear that, from now on, you stick to what I’ve taught you and not these ridiculous plans that you seem to come up with?’ He eyed Oscar until the boy yielded and hung his head. ‘Now, you both have chores that need doing and I have to head out for the evening. I’m leaving you both in charge of the younger boys until I get back. Don’t mess up this time.’ 


    

      [image: ]

    


    ‘This’—Reid gestured at his face after they’d cleaned up from the small dinner of bread and something he assumed was potato soup—‘is all on you, O.’ 


    Oscar rolled his eyes at Reid as he laid on his makeshift bed of straw and rags. ‘I didn’t see you coming up with anything better.’


    ‘The normal routine would have been fine!’ Reid threw his hands up as he leaned against the window. ‘It would have been better than copping this.’ His face had clotted, but the swelling hadn’t gone down, and if Gillian saw them stealing ice from the box, they were sure to get another beating. 


    ‘Yes,’ Oscar replied dramatically, ‘because working our arses off all day pickpocketing around the outer edge of the city is going to get us out of debt to Gillian.’


    Of course, he was right. There was little point in trying to steal from people who lived in the city’s outer part. They were as underprivileged, if not more so, than the boys were themselves. A few weeks were left – at most – before people started to move toward the inner population, searching for food and shelter. A life thrust upon them by the wealthier folk of Thornwell, sanctioned by a king who probably didn’t deserve the throne. Unlike their sister city, Winhelm, which resided in the Northern Mortal Realm, Thornwell’s more affluent occupants had pushed the lesser townspeople to the town’s outer edge.


    To make matters worse, the inner-city lords and ladies refused to spend their money on the outer edge, forcing them into even worse circumstances. The king still bought from the farmers; he didn’t have any other choice. To compensate, he raised the taxes they were meant to pay, which meant most were handing over their crops for free. 


    ‘They’re boxing us out, you know,’ Oscar said as he watched Reid staring at the window. Reid raised an eyebrow at the boy who was now lying with both eyes closed on the cold floor, his hands behind his head in a way that seemed far too relaxed for Reid’s liking. 


    ‘Marlo was saying that the king has builders working day and night without rest to get it built.’ Oscar grinned slightly as he referred to the girl he sometimes saw of a night. The daughter of one of the lords in town had a thing for crossing to their side. Reid knew it would end badly for Oscar if she was ever caught slumming with them here. 


    He leaned his head against the cold glass of the window. Sure enough, where the invisible line ran that separated their two factions, a stone wall was taking shape. How had he not realised what was happening? Sure, he’d taken note of the work being done and the wall going up, but the idea of completely splitting the two factions? He shook his head in despair. The recent increase in guards and patrols suddenly made sense; they were preparing for a surge of people trying to enter the Inner Ring before the Outer Ring was cut off. The wall stretched around the rest of the city already; the only part left to build was their western side. 


    ‘Maybe it’s for the best,’ Reid mused as he plopped down on his dirty makeshift bed, piled with old sheets and clothes. ‘You should stop seeing Marlo before it’s finished. I doubt she’ll be breaking out of her city to come to see you.’ 


    Oscar chuckled to himself, muttering something about not being able to help that the girls found him irresistible, before rolling over to sleep. Reid waited until Oscar’s quiet breathing turned to the familiar, heavy, grunting sounds that reminded him of the pig pens outside the markets, before pulling the little god from his pocket. 


    ‘Kasin, the God of Protection’, that’s what the man in the shop had told him earlier. Reid had only heard stories from afar of the gods and goddesses that created their world. Vaguely, he could remember his aunt telling him things when he was little. Many did not pay tribute anymore to the divine beings that had supposedly once walked amongst their world. It wasn’t that they didn’t believe in them, it was more that the miracles and blessings that were once abundant had vanished from the lands, and the people saw little reason for devotion to absent deities. His aunt had been devout, especially to Dagmar. He was sure she had only prayed to the Goddess of Life because she was the wife of Krah, the God of Death and the Afterlife. Perhaps his aunt thought it would keep them both alive if she pleased Dagmar … she died not long after Reid’s fifth birthday. 


    So much for that plan, he thought to himself. 


    Reid ran his finger over the polished wood, examining the fine details that had been carved into the little god’s face. He wasn’t overly confident that the carving’s gentle-looking face was what the protector honestly looked like, but it was oddly satisfying to think such a being would watch over him.Somewhere in the back of Reid’s mind, a fleeting word glided ghostlike through the murky waters of his thoughts, its presence acknowledged only in the faintest ripples of awareness. Always.  


    


    He thought over his plan for tomorrow, how he would offer to take some more goods to trade with the witches for Gillian – without Oscar’s help this time. As much as he dreaded going anywhere near the god-awful beings that roamed the Forest of Brielle, it was the best plan he had if he wanted to pay off his now-extended debt with Gillian. If he went alone, he would get the full commission and not have to split it with Oscar. Plus, without O in the way to slow him down, he could be in and out well before midnight when they became their real demons. 


    There were a few witches that Reid knew by name. Those were the ones he preferred to trade with, the ones that didn’t make him feel like he was a meal on two legs. Erikah was usually the first Reid sought out when he entered the camp closest to Thornwell. The first time he met her, when he travelled in with Gillian, she had terrified him. She had long, sandy blonde hair that she wore tied in two flat braids hanging down either side, and her face was peppered with a small number of freckles, starting on her nose and fading as they spread across her high cheekbones. She was different to most of the other witches, who wore tattoos or scars instead of the pretty freckles. Such a human feature on something so … inhuman.


    How she’d dealt with Gillian had been unsettling to witness. Taking a sample of his blood as part of the trade. She didn’t ask him, merely walked over and sliced her long talon-like nails across his wrist before dripping the blood into her crystal jar. She had only smiled at Reid when Gillian introduced him as the new merchant for her coven. Reid remembered how her self-sharpened teeth had gleamed in the moonlight that filtered through the trees, and his skin prickled again at the thought.


    It was different now. After over a year of trading with Erikah, he’d become cautiously comfortable around the witch. He’d probably go as far as to say they had a friendship of sorts, or at least a mutual understanding of one another. The other witches, however, he’d never let his guard down around. Not with what he had witnessed among their hearths. It helped that Erikah was their leader; most witches left him to his business with little interference.


    


    Reid shuddered as he rolled over, facing away from the window. Tomorrow. He would speak with Gillian about going to see the witches tomorrow. With one hand still tucked inside his jacket pocket with the carving, he let his mind slip into darkness. 
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CHAPTER THREE


    Witch’s Keep, Forest of Brielle
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    Elsbeth stood with her sister as their Queen sauntered into the room. This morning there would be a meeting with an emissary sent by Queen Nerophine to discuss whether the sirens would fight with the witches – or against them. With the talk circulating about the impending war, the kingdoms that bordered their forest had ceased communicating with them. Merchants from the eastern ocean stopped visiting to sell their seafood; they even risked the Tretara Range, a longer and more perilous journey, to avoid passing through the witch realm. The fae who often came down to share in the immortal festivities, such as the summer solstice a few moons ago, had not returned.


    Elsbeth dared a glance out the window toward the northwest, where The Timeless Fields lay. It had been two moons since she had seen Raynor, the handsome Fae Prince she had dared to love in secret. Norella, Elsbeth’s twin sister, nudged her just enough to force Elsbeth’s gaze from the window and back to their Queen. Norella was one of the few who knew about her affair with Raynor – she disapproved.  


    Isadora Mallum, High Queen of the witches, slowed as she neared the base of the dais. Her long, fiery red hair was neatly braided, hanging over her shoulder and stopping just below her hips. The witches and servants remained bowed even after she had passed them, without Isadora so much as glancing their way. Elsbeth and Norella acknowledged her with low bows of their own, staying in that position until she seated herself on her throne. The throne which would have rightfully been one of theirs, had their mother lived.


    Three skulls for the three seers that Isadora had slain in place of her sister’s bloodline upon seizing the throne. They hung right above her crown, as if they looked down over the court itself and watched. A vengeful act she had taken upon herself to complete after she had defeated the previous queen, Elsbeth and Norella’s mother. It was customary for the new Queen to assert her power in these ways; they were told to be thankful it had been the seers and not themselves. Most new queens would have destroyed their predecessor’s coven to ensure there would not be backlash for losing their matron. 


    Isadora flicked her eyes toward Norella, a silent summoning. Elsbeth kept her eyes ahead, hiding the disdain she felt as Norella knelt before the throne. Perhaps she should be grateful that her mother never had to decide between her twin daughters. They would never have the chance to truly hate one another as Isadora had hated Hesta. 


    ‘You will stay for the meeting, along with Zala and Imogen.’ Elsbeth stiffened at the words. She was still not accustomed to being separated from her twin, let alone to have two lower sentinels permitted to stay for political meetings while she was shuffled out like a child, as if she wasn’t the daughter of a deceased queen and the current Queen’s niece. 


    Brielle, help me see patience, she prayed as the Queen continued speaking to Norella. 


    Elsbeth looked up at Norella, who had stood and was returning from the throne. Her face turned hard as she brushed off Elsbeth’s questioning eyes. Norella would never question the Queen’s decision, ever loyal to the Crown, no matter who sat under it. It was a strategic move on the Queen’s behalf to keep the twins separate, not that there would ever be a chance they would unite to revolt against her. Elsbeth sometimes even thought her twin would go as far as killing her, should the Queen ask it. It disgusted her that her own blood acted this way. Although, considering what she had witnessed her aunt do to her mother to gain the crown, nothing surprised her much anymore. 


    A breeze blew softly under the closed doors that led out of the throne room. Norella snarled softly as she breathed in the scent. The sweet smell of blood, wind, and a touch of fear filled Elsbeth’s nose. Her eyes glazed over from the pure instinct to hunt; it had been a few days since she had tasted fresh blood. Zala and Imogen, younger witches barely three hundred years old, moved from their position against the wall and came to flank the other side of the dais and bared their sharpened teeth at the door. Elsbeth often forgot they came from the forest’s southern edge, where the covens commonly filed their teeth into sharp points. A wild and barely controllable coven that an old friend oversaw, Isadora had recruited them after the last blood moon, placing them directly under Norella’s charge.


    Elsbeth looked to their Queen and took the blatant stare as a sign that she was no longer required in the room. She bit her tongue to hide the words she wanted to say to her aunt. Words that would probably see her deemed a traitor to the Crown. She nodded to Norella before giving a quick, almost disrespectful bow to the Queen and headed down the carpet toward the doors. Her pace was almost too fast for the servants as they raced to pull the heavy doors open for her. She didn’t wait, slipping between them as soon as the opening allowed. 


    The siren stood on the other side; Elsbeth watched a glimmer of dread spark in the bird-woman’s eyes and ripple through her feathers as she beheld Elsbeth standing before her. She looked at her feet as Elsbeth strode past her without so much as a glance in her direction. Fear wafted down the hallway after her, making Elsbeth smile slightly at the thought. At least someone showed her the respect she deserved. 
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    Elsbeth didn’t hide her annoyance as she descended the steps from the throne room tower and out into the morning sunlight. Her long, blonde hair braided neatly out of the way, as her mother had always worn hers. She looked again toward the kingdom where her prince dwelled. Her hands ran over her stomach, absently feeling for what may be there. Two moons since she had seen him, and almost the same time since she had her last bleed. 
A tiny seed of joy filled her as she considered the possibility, followed shortly after by terror and concern. She needed to speak with Alanah, urgently.


    Her face settled to her usual calm as a group of witches passed by her, only a few acknowledging her presence. The change happened the moment her mother lost to Isadora. Queen Hesta had ruled over the witch covens for over five-hundred years, becoming Queen shortly before having the twins. The only set of twins that had been born in millennia within the covens. Isadora had defeated her in one-on-one combat. A challenge made by Isadora for the right to be called Queen, as per witch law. Elsbeth was almost sure Isadora had used some form of trickery to best her mother. Hesta had been one of the most powerful witches the coven had seen since Queen Brielle – aside from Isadora, apparently. 


    Since Hesta’s death, few acknowledged Elsbeth or Norella as heir in any way. Isadora kept Norella close to her side as her Second, and all but shunned Elsbeth. Fearful of the new Queen, most of the covens had followed suit, save a few of her coven members. Alanah remained one of the latter. Admittedly, Elsbeth was partly grateful that she was left alone. It meant that it was easier for her to hide her relationship with the Fae Prince – no one seemed to notice too much when she skipped a court meeting or two. Isadora also made it her prerogative to send Elsbeth away on many meaningless tasks, which meant she got to be by herself. She enjoyed the time alone, away from the keep. 


    Covered in vines and moss, the thatched roof of the healer’s home was barely visible to anyone who didn’t know it was there. It was there long before Alanah had been born, and would likely remain long after she was gone. Its stone walls were chipped and marred, some falling away. Someone had begun to fill in cracks with caked mud bricks as a temporary replacement. Elsbeth was sure it wasn’t Alanah; the witch never concerned herself with such things. Nevertheless, she found comfort in the sight of the rundown hut. Memories played on the edge of her mind, of her and Norella playing there when they were young. She smiled as she continued toward the path. 


    Smoke was rising slowly from the chimney, swept away quickly on a phantom breeze. Alanah was one of the few witches that lived this close to the castle, save for the Queen’s coven. She was the head healer; it was her duty to be accessible to everyone, but to be near enough at all times to aid the Queen should she need it. Often, Alanah would travel to the other camps to train their healers or drop off newly found medicines. She’d tried to convince Elsbeth to become her apprentice when her affinity to water had come about, but the young witch had been more interested in harnessing her powers for war than for healing. She’d been eighteen at the time. It was centuries ago, even if it only felt like yesterday. Elsbeth took a deep breath and walked down the stone steps that led to the shack’s crooked door. 
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CHAPTER FOUR


    Witch’s Keep, Forest of Brielle


    [image: ] IsadoRa [image: ] 


    Isadora’s magic surged within her, her eyes glowing like embers, a perfect mirror to her hair and her affinity for the fire element. She sat on her throne of bones and glared down at the creature before her. The demon within her smiled at the smell emanating from the emissary; Isadora hungered for the fear she created amongst those lesser than she. 


    ‘What is Nerophine’s answer?’ Isadora hissed at the siren; her long nails tapped the armrest on her chair. The sound echoed through the near-empty throne room. She was bored. Nerophine herself should have made the journey to meet with her, not this commoner. 


    The siren quivered as she answered. ‘My Queen has decided that her armies shall not join you in this war. She does not wish to join either side in the war.’ 


    Isadora rolled her eyes at the response. ‘Nerophine is an idiot to think that your kind can avoid what is to come.’ She picked up the chalice that was sitting beside her and took a sip, watching the siren over the rim as she did. Warm, red liquid ran down her chin, forming a small pool in the hollow of her throat. The blood was thick and warm – it was a shame to spill any, but she loved watching them squirm in front of her.


    ‘It is her wish to keep our kingdom neutral, at peace with all others for as long as possible,’ the siren replied, ruffling her wings. 


    A harsh cackle escaped Isadora as she slammed the cup down onto the table, liquid splashing out as she did. All these so-called rulers, scared of confrontation. They didn’t want to fight her, but they would not bow to her either, it seemed. 


    ‘She wishes to avoid confrontation, such a poor excuse for a queen,’ she said, looking out the window toward where the Sky Kingdom of Nonnelle sat. ‘Nerophine is a fool to not join with me. My victory is inevitable.’


    


    ‘Then perhaps,’ Norella said boldly, ‘we do not need Nerophine or her siren legion.’


    ‘Perhaps not,’ Isadora mused. ‘Though I don’t wish for them to join my enemy, either.’


    The legion of sky warriors that Queen Nerophine could potentially be harbouring might be detrimental to who eventually won the war. Despite how confident Isadora was of her success, no one knew how many resided in the Sky Kingdom.


    ‘My Queen is no fool. She is doing what is best for our people.’ The fleeting moment of bravery from the emissary was short-lived as Isadora stood from her throne and walked down the dais’ cold stone stairs. Her heels clicked with each step, the noise echoing through the quiet chamber. 


    ‘What is your name?’ Her voice was like silk as she stopped in front of the creature. 


    ‘Tallon,’ the siren replied, unable to meet the witch’s gaze. 


    ‘You would do well, Tallon,’ Isadora purred, ‘to not speak out of turn when you are in my court.’ 


    Tallon dipped her head in acknowledgement, her hair falling around her face, ‘I meant no disrespect, Your Majesty.’ 


    ‘Oh, but I’m sure you did,’ Isadora went on walking around her, assessing her. Maybe an inch or so shorter than Isadora, she was pretty. With shoulder-length, white-blonde hair, with pink and purple feathers woven neatly through it – not as beautiful as her Queen Nerophine was said to be, but enough to warrant looking at. She could easily be mistaken for a human if it weren’t for the two large wings – currently tucked neatly into her sides out of the way – or the large, bird-like legs that caused her to tilt forward slightly more than a human.


    Feathers traversed from where her hair stopped, out across her shoulders to join to the wings. They were a golden-brown, mixed with the same pink and purples that were in her hair. From her waist down she resembled an enormous eagle, with thick legs covered with the same tawny feathers of her wings branching out into a colourful tail. Instead of feet, she had strong, sharp talons designed for hunting and killing. Tallon wore only her silver armour, moulded perfectly to fit her chest. She held a matching helmet in her left hand. Her bow and quiver of arrows had been taken from her upon arrival. 


    A flawless aerial legion for wiping out enemies, the only force the witches might encounter that could diminish their numbers. Isadora herself had a few hundred witches that could fly, but they would be nothing compared to the numbers that Nerophine could have hidden away in the vast Sky Kingdom. 


    ‘If Nerophine refuses to aid my campaign, I have no choice but to take action against the sirens of Nonnelle.’ She ran a polished nail over Tallon’s collarbone as she circled back around. The siren shuddered at the witch’s touch. Her hand twitched at her side, brushing air where she no doubt usually had a sword. Isadora’s lip lifted slightly, a hint of a smile lingering as the siren’s eyes widened in fear before they fluttered closed, a sigh of defeat slipping from her lips. The keen eyes of a siren missed nothing, Isadora knew she could sense the weight of every witch’s gaze boring down on her. The Witch Queen knew her sentinels would not have allowed the siren to land a single blow on her, no matter how fast Tallon could move. But still …  


    ‘You’re a brave one, aren’t you?’ Isadora mused as she contemplated what her next move was going to be. She knew that if she acted out against Nerophine and her Sky Kingdom, they would join with the fae and humans to ensure retribution. If the pathetic mortals could get their act together quick enough to form a rebellion with the other races, that was. 
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    Tallon’s instincts screamed at her that the longer she stayed in this place, the more precarious the situation became.


    She tried to keep the desperation from her voice as she asked, ‘Do you have a message you wish for me to convey back to Queen Nerophine?’


    The Witch Queen tapped her chin in thought as she stepped away from Tallon, her heels clicking on the stone floor.  Tallon’s feathers bristled as Isadora turned and walked toward the balcony, her servants rushing to throw the doors open before her. Sunlight poured through the doors, and the Queen paused, seeming to relish it for but a moment, before she stepped through. 


    From inside, Tallon saw her look, not towards the Sky Kingdom in the west, as she had earlier, but toward the east, where the Ocean Kingdom lay. She stood there for a few moments before turning, almost triumphantly, to face Tallon and the others. A wicked smirk spread across the Queen’s face as she strolled back into the room, and Tallon’s stomach clenched with dread. 


    ‘You may tell Nerophine that I have taken pity upon her sky people,’ she said as she climbed the stairs once more. ‘If she does not wish to choose a side, then I shall choose for her.’ 


    ‘Your Majesty?’ Tallon’s face scrunched in confusion.


    ‘You may tell your Queen’—she spoke the word as if it were nothing more than a joke— ‘that I will give your people three days to surrender and join my army.’


    ‘She has already said no.’ Tallon shook as she took a step back away from the Witch Queen. Her feathers prickled as her animal instinct urged her to run. 


    ‘I am giving her another chance,’ Isadora replied. ‘Be gone, before I change my mind and send her a different kind of order.’


    ‘I will convey the message and send word with her answer.’ Tallon turned, eager to leave and head back to Nonnelle. She was almost to the door – almost to her freedom – when the Queen’s voice split the air again, like lightning in a clear sky.


    ‘Wait.’  


    Tallon’s claws snicked in the stone, she stopped so abruptly, her wings twitching as she turned cautiously on the spot. 


    ‘I’ve had a change of heart.’  


    ‘What are you doing?’ Tallon screamed as Isadora made a quick hand motion and two witches seized her, their hands frozen vices, and forced her to the ground. Each grabbed a wing and spread them out wide. Tallon kicked and thrashed, but no matter how she tried, she was pinned in place. The two witches seemed unfazed by her attempts to free herself.


    


    ‘Wait! This was a peaceful meeting!’ Her voice turned to a high-pitched screech of pure outrage and pain as they slammed their knives through her wings and into the stone beneath. 


    Isadora inclined her head to the blue-eyed, stone faced witch who had stayed beside her throne throughout the meeting. Tallon froze, her mouth working in fear and disbelief as the witch removed a long, serrated blade from her side as she walked toward her, the silver metal glowed in the morning sun. She stood over Tallon, blocking Isadora from view. There was no remorse in her face, just business-like determination as, without hesitation, she started at the top and began hacking away. 


    Tallon writhed and screamed in pain as one wing was cut free, kicking with her feet and gouging into the floor with her talons. 


    ‘Imogen, hold her down,’ the witch with the blade demanded as Tallon tried to break free from her. Sharp pain ricocheted through her as a knee pressed down on her open wound, stopping any chance of escape as the witch began removing the second wing. 


    Tallon went limp on the floor, strangely weightless as pain roared through her body. Her beautiful feathers were scattered around her, mixing with the green, thick blood. Her wings were a gory mess amongst which she lay, curled like a newborn babe. Rage bubbled inside her, but her strength failed her, her body now separate from her will as it remained lifeless on the ground. Tallon met the blade-witch’s eyes as she stood over her still, wiping the cloth meticulously into each serration of her knife. Tallon met the witch’s icy blue eyes and sent a near silent prayer to Thora through teeth gritted in pain.
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    Norella watched in silence as Zala and Imogen took the giant wings and placed them at the foot of the dais, an offering for their Queen. 


    ‘Norella,’ Isadora said, ‘you have done well, daughter.’ 


    Norella stiffened at the term, a strange look coming over the witch’s face. Daughter … the term sent a wave of emotions spiralling through her mind as she toyed with the idea of it. No one but her mother had referred to her by that name before – was this how Elsbeth felt when she was with Alanah? Both shame and pride washed over as she relished in the title bestowed upon her by her mother’s killer, by her Queen. She did little but nod in acknowledgement before returning to the right-hand side of the throne.


    The siren still lay on the ground, her body convulsing in uneven movements. Imogen and Zala moved at Isadora’s command and dragged her to her feet. A cry of pain escaped her, and Norella watched as fresh green blood oozed from her wounds.


    ‘Why?’ The pain was visible as the singular word slipped from her panting lips.


    ‘You didn’t think I would let you just fly off and warn your so-called Queen so easily, did you?’ Isadora smiled, her voice empty of emotion as she continued. ‘You are the first of your kind to have their fate chosen for them. I’m sorry to say that yours was more brutal compared to what the others will endure, but Nerophine has to know I’m serious.’ 


    Isadora motioned for the witches to take the siren to the balcony. 


    ‘You see that sparkling blue mass to the east?’ Isadora spoke as though she addressed a naive child. Norella could almost feel the contempt that rolled off the Queen’s tongue as she went on. ‘Well, that is the kingdom of Orabelle. As I’m sure you know, the people of Orabelle are much like your sky people, only water-dwelling.’ 


    Almost all of Emodorea knew what kind of creatures lived beneath the glimmering surface of Orabelle Bay. A race considered sisters to the sirens, separated by an age-old feud between two ancient beings. Sisters that the sirens wanted nothing to do with, regardless of Typhonis and Thora being siblings. Norella had heard stories that the sirens’ royal bloodline – blood this siren apparently shared – stemmed from the original siren and her sister, who chose the sea. A sister who was shamed and forsaken for her choice, along with those that decided to go with her. 


    Norella watched as the Witch Queen raised her hands above her head to form a diamond shape, absorbing the sun’s powers. She turned to angle herself toward the siren and the Sky Kingdom, far beyond. A beacon of light shot from her palms and impaled the siren, causing her body to arch forward violently before lifting off the ground. The light travelled from where the magnificent wings had been severed, through the clouds, toward the Sky Kingdom in a sharp beam. The siren began trembling as the Queen began to chant in a language that had been all but burned into Norella’s 
mind since infancy. The heat from the sun that coursed through both siren and witch grew brighter and brighter as Isadora’s chanting quickened. Imogen and Zala joined their voices to the mix, their words not as fluent as the Queen’s, but they seemed to add to the curse’s strength nonetheless. Norella, not daring to cross the threshold to the balcony without the Queen’s permission, could feel the magic ebbing through the pulsating light. It burned white as it arced through the siren, a tether to her people in Nonnelle, to their Queen Nerophine. The siren’s eyes rolled back in her head. She screamed in pain once more, as though the heat became unbearable. 


    Slowly, the chanting ceased. Isadora lowered her hands, and the light faded into nothing. She rolled her shoulders and Norella could almost see the power as it left Isadora’s body when she whispered a prayer of thanks to Katinka, the Sun Goddess, for lending her the strength of the sun.


    ‘What have you done?’ The siren whimpered as she looked down at her legs. No longer did she have the feathered, muscular legs like the great eagles. Now they were weak, bare-skinned human legs. A shiver coursed over her as the cold breeze caressed her naked skin. 


    ‘Hmm,’ Isadora mused as she took in the sight of the siren’s transformed body. ‘I suppose my curse didn’t take hold the way I intended it to.’ 


    ‘My legs …’ The siren brushed a trembling hand over her thigh. Her legs wobbled, threatening to buckle, as Imogen and Zala’s iron grip held her in place. ‘Wh-what have you done?’


    With a voice as cold and sharp as a blade of ice, the Queen’s decree pulled the siren’s attention away from her transformed body. 


    ‘I will not have the sky legions of Nonnelle as a threat to my winning this war. You may tell Nerophine that the sirens that soar in the skies above Emodorea will soon vanish like mist in the sun. Since you will not fight with me, I will see to it that you cannot join with my enemies.’ 


    


    Norella’s head snapped up at Isadora’s words. Had she actually declared that her curse would be the end of the siren race? Taking over the seven realms was one thing, but to erase an entire kingdom of people was another.


    ‘I’d say you have a fortnight, maybe a little more, if you’re lucky, to make it to Orabelle Bay before you change completely.’ 


    ‘What do you mean?’ The siren whispered. She sunk to the floor, her hands bracing her upper body on the stone. 


    ‘If you all wish to remain so neutral in the war, then you can do so with your pathetic sisters, who stay hidden in their Ocean Kingdom.’ The Queen gestured over her shoulder to the east.


    ‘Mermaids …’ Norella muttered in disgust. The siren glanced up at her in horror. 


    ‘You’ve taken our wings and cursed us with tails …’


    Isadora smiled, her white teeth gleaming in the sunlight as she turned to Zala and Imogen. ‘Show her out, will you?’ 
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CHAPTER FIVE


    Alanah’s Hut, Forest of Brielle
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    The door swung open before Elsbeth even raised her hand to knock, and a young girl stood before her. Witches, though not immortal, lived incredibly long lives, ageing very slowly. Most died before they ever actually showed greying hair or wrinkles. This girl could be sixteen or three hundred and sixteen. Elsbeth couldn’t tell anymore, nor did she really care to.


    ‘Well, don’t just stand there, Athena. Let the woman inside, would you?’ Alanah’s sharp voice came from somewhere at the back of the cabin, amidst the shelves full of different herbs, vials, and artefacts. Stepping to the side sheepishly, she gestured for Elsbeth to enter. The door closed with a soft click behind Elsbeth as she took herself to the table. The girl disappeared back to the kitchen without another word, though Elsbeth was sure she was alert to everything that was happening. 


    ‘What brings you here this early, child?’ Alanah came out from the shadows, arms laden with various jars and vials. Elsbeth moved to help her but was brushed off as Alanah plunked everything onto the kitchen bench. The old healer’s shelves were lined with jars of preserved animal parts, dried herbs that gave off a pungent aroma, and vials of mysterious, glowing liquids. Strange bones, twisted roots, and feathers from exotic birds hung from the ceiling, swaying gently with every soft breeze that crept through the gaps in the walls of the old cottage. A cauldron bubbled in the corner, emitting a thick, greenish smoke that filled the room with an eerie tinge. She never knew what Alanah was concocting with her various creepy items, but whatever it was, there was a reason Alanah was the best healer amongst them.


    ‘I was out for the morning, figured it had been a while since I’d seen you.’ Elsbeth’s eyes darted toward Athena, who had started to clean the dishes from the cluttered sink. Elsbeth hesitated; she wasn’t willing to divulge her real reason for visiting in front of a witch she didn’t know, nor that she hadn’t been wanted in the castle. She didn’t need the humiliation of admitting she wasn’t involved in political matters anymore, even if Alanah trusted Athena enough to take her on as an apprentice.


    ‘You never just visit, my dear.’ Alanah clanked the two fire rocks together a few times, swearing to herself, before a spark sprung from them. 
She hurried to add a few logs into the stove as the fire began to eat the 
dry kindling. 


    Elsbeth shrugged her shoulders as she sat in the rickety old chair, fiddling with a shard of wood that had come loose from the old table. Knowing her luck, she would likely end up with a splinter to go with the rest of the mess she was possibly creating for herself. 


    ‘What are you making?’ Elsbeth looked over all the items the witch had gathered in front of her. ‘A potion for someone?’ 


    Alanah laughed as she picked up her teapot. ‘Heavens no, child, I thought a nice cup of tea might calm your nerves a bit. Chamomile and honey?’ she asked and held up the jar of sickly sweet golden nectar. ‘It’s fresh from the hive this morning.’ She cracked the lid, letting the sweet smell fill the room.


    Elsbeth nodded; it had been ages since she had tasted some of Alanah’s honey. The healer raised her own hybrid bees. Somehow, they produced an addictive honey that Alanah often used for her potions and the odd tea now and again. No one really knew what species she crossed them with, but Elsbeth had her suspicions from when Alanah had gone west hundreds of years ago. 


    Elsbeth cleared a space across from her, so Alanah could join her at the table with the two cups. Her eyes flicked to the young girl, still cleaning, and back to Alanah, who seemed to get the idea. She reached for the pot and quietly asked Athena to retrieve something from the woods for her. The girl grabbed her satchel and nodded at Elsbeth before she left through the back door. She didn’t seem at all phased by Alanah asking her to leave.


    ‘She’s a good girl,’ Alanah mused as she poured the hot liquid into the cups. ‘Now, why have you truly come to see me?’


    


    Elsbeth thought for a moment, stirring her cup slowly, watching the leaves twirl around. She struggled with the words that were forming in her mind as she reached for the honey. Baby. Pregnant. 


    ‘I’ve missed two bleeds.’ She looked straight into Alanah’s eyes, so much like her mother’s. They had been distant cousins, though Alanah was far older than Hesta. Alanah was Graciella’s Second while she had been queen. When Graciella passed the crown to Hesta, Alanah happily stepped aside to allow a new Second to be chosen, relinquishing the title and taking up the role of head healer instead. She laid a warm hand on Elsbeth’s cold one. Even when Hesta had been alive, Alanah had taken to mothering Elsbeth. She had had no children of her own in her long life, by choice or by chance she had never said, and Elsbeth had never questioned. Either way, Elsbeth was glad the witch was still around. 


    ‘The Fae Prince, then?’ Alanah took a sip of her tea. ‘What’s his name again? Roland? Rayland?’


    ‘Raynor,’ Elsbeth dropped her head into her hands. ‘I haven’t had contact from him since the summer solstice.’ 


    ‘Ah, so the timing would be accurate then, just over two moons since you saw him last.’ Alanah looked at the roof, adding up days in her head as she spoke. ‘Is this something you want?’ Alanah’s face changed to concern. Their kind struggled to fall pregnant, for a witch to rid herself of the babe was considered sacrilege. But Elsbeth knew what Alanah was thinking. Her being pregnant was one thing, but with a half-witch, half-fae child …


    ‘I love him … yes, I’d want to keep it,’ Elsbeth said, breaking the silence between them. ‘I have to leave and find Raynor. I have to escape the forest, Brielle save me if Isadora finds out.’


    ‘You need to calm yourself, child,’ Alanah patted her hand. ‘Sip your tea, the chamomile will help.’


    ‘I don’t know what to do,’ Elsbeth confessed. ‘There are too many things to consider.’


    ‘I doubt his kind would accept you to live amongst them, they might allow the odd encounter here and there to go unnoticed, but they despise us witches,’ Alanah mused. ‘They call us abominations of nature – the elders think that each of us has a demon inside.’ 


    ‘Well, they’re not exactly wrong.’ Elsbeth gave a half-hearted laugh. 
‘I mean, look at our Queen.’


    ‘Isadora would do anything to remain unchallenged,’ Alanah’s face was stern. ‘A half-breed between the two races isn’t unseen. But the power that a child of your bloodline and the fae royal bloodline might wield …’ Alanah didn’t need to finish her sentence. Elsbeth knew what Isadora would do. 
To her and her unborn child. 


    ‘Well,’ Alanah slid her chair back. ‘First things first, let’s confirm whether you’re indeed with child or not.’


    She downed the dregs of her tea and walked to the shelves in the back. Elsbeth could hear her digging around, moving jars of plants and herbs. 
A loud crash echoed through the room, followed by a series of curses from the old witch. 


    ‘Are you alright?’ Elsbeth called, turning to look over her shoulder. 
‘Do you want some help?’


    ‘No,’ Alanah called out. ‘I’m fine. Just doing some reorganising!’


    Arms laden with two vessels of what seemed to be plant seeds and a pail, Alanah gestured for Elsbeth to follow her outside. 


    ‘I have some wheat seeds and some barley seeds,’ she said as she tipped a handful of each into the bucket before handing it to Elsbeth. ‘In a few days, if either of the seeds sprout, then you’re pregnant.’ 


    Elsbeth sighed as she accepted the bucket. It was such an old way of doing things. Elsbeth would have thought Alanah would have a spell or something that would tell her sooner than two or three days, not just urinating on some seeds. It must have been her hesitation looking into the bucket that made Alanah speak again.


    ‘My dear, there are spells I could use, but they would require the full moon to do so and that, as you know, is at least two weeks away.’ 


    Elsbeth nodded her understanding and headed into the thick of the forest. She felt silly as she looked around to check that Athena wasn’t still wandering around. She was almost finished when a scream pierced the silence. Hurriedly fixing her leather pants, she headed back to the hut’s small garden, where Alanah was staring up at the castle balcony. 


    ‘I don’t suppose the emissary told her what she wanted to hear,’ Elsbeth broke the silence that followed, not caring to hide the spite in her tone. ‘Can’t say I blame the sirens for wanting to stay out of our grounders’ politics.’


    ‘Mind your tongue, child, you know she has ears everywhere. I dare say even the trees are on her side,’ Alanah chided. 


    Silence followed for a while before a faint movement was seen from the balcony. The two witches stood too far away to tell what was happening, so they waited. 


    A few seconds later, the hum of magic surrounded them. The skin on the back of Elsbeth’s neck prickled where her witch mark was etched into her skin, a sign that was given to all newborns to signify their power. A glowing light shot through the sky over their heads, straight across the land to the west. It held for a few moments, glowing its brightest before fading away as if it were never there. Alanah turned away, muttering to herself before disappearing into her house with Elsbeth’s bucket, leaving the other witch alone in the small garden. 


    Elsbeth wasn’t sure how long she stood there, contemplating what she had just witnessed. Athena brought her back to reality as she entered through the garden gate. She was carrying a basket of wildflowers, along with other herbs Elsbeth knew grew deep in the forest. With the sun now high in the sky, Elsbeth could see the light blonde streaks that shone through the girl’s brunette hair. An oddness Elsbeth wasn’t used to seeing amongst the witches. She wondered who she descended from. The two witches exchanged small smiles before Athena headed into the cabin and Elsbeth finally moved to head back to the castle. 
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CHAPTER SIX


    Nonnelle, Sky Kingdom of Nonnelle


     [image: ] NeRophine [image: ] 


    The light was blinding as it surrounded Nonnelle, and the kingdom went silent as it was encased in a dome of white. Queen Nerophine’s guards instinctively stepped between her and the source from which the light came. 


    ‘Tallon,’ Nerophine muttered, pushing past her guards. ‘Thora 
save her.’


    Others around her muttered similar prayers for themselves and the Queen’s cousin, who was sent to speak with the Witch Queen. The council had deemed it too risky to send their leader, and Tallon was the only other option; sending a lower born would be considered an insult. No, the Queen’s cousin had been the only answer to the argument that had continued for well over a week. Tallon had eagerly offered herself to go, to prove her worth as Second, much to Nerophine’s dismay. The Queen had known Isadora would not accept the sirens’ neutrality in the issues the world below was having. 


    The light from Brielle Forest merely grew brighter and sharper as they waited to see what would happen, unable to do anything. If it was coming from the witches, Nerophine knew it was going to be wicked. A wave of power washed over them and the Sky Kingdom trembled as the dome covering their city shattered, dousing them all in the blinding, white light. The silence broke as the sirens began screaming. Nerophine wished she could tell them to not be afraid, that their goddess would protect them, but even she could no longer feel the presence of their beloved divinity, Thora. 


    Millennia ago, when the world was born, the divine beings had walked amongst the creatures of Emodorea. They offered blessings to their devoted followers in the form of many different things. Sirennea, first of the sirens, asked Thora, the Goddess of the Air, to bless her people with a kingdom in the sky. Thora, grateful to Sirennea for her devotion, lifted the kingdom from the ground. The goddess enchanted it to float high above, untouchable by any who could not fly. Half of the women who followed Sirennea and her sister, Merlian, decided to go with Sirennea to this new kingdom in the sky. Thora gifted them with bodies similar to the great eagles that roamed higher than any grounders knew. 


    Nerophine glanced around her as she listened to the prayers that were coming from her subjects. Perhaps it was too late for the sirens to ask their once beloved Thora for help. Although the royal bloodline still worshipped the deities, many of the sirens forgot their daily prayers and offerings after living long lives of bliss. Settled far away from the rest of Emodorea, very few sirens had met any of the ground dwellers. Of course, select sirens were chosen to mingle with other races on the land below. When a siren was chosen by the council, they had the chance to seek a male from the ground. 


    However, the rules with babies were harsh and upheld by years of tradition. A male had yet to be born that held the pure siren gene, even the females that were birthed rarely did. Most were a mix of the two races and shared more similarities with the male parent, meaning they were not accepted in the Sky Kingdom. Thus, the siren race was dwindling in numbers. 


    ‘My Queen,’ one of her sentinels said warily as the light surrounding them faded away, leaving the sky people clutching each other as they
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    Alanah’s Hut, Forest of Brielle 
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