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​CHAPTER 1. Familiars Come in All Kinds. But If Yours Is a Squirrel...
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“Stop right there, you little pest! I’ll kill you! I swear I will! Give me that hair back right now, you ginger menace!”

The words flying out of my mouth were... elaborate. Creative, even. But polite? Hardly. Certainly not the kind of refined expressions one would expect from a well-bred lady. Then again, I’m a witch. And witches are allowed certain liberties—especially when emotions are boiling over and desperately need somewhere to go.

Grumbling and muttering under my breath, I bent nearly double, trying to squeeze beneath the narrow stone counter. The task would have been difficult enough on its own, but it became considerably worse when one had to simultaneously dig a brazen red squirrel out of a narrow crack in the farthest corner. A red squirrel who had stolen my unicorn hair and was now glaring at me from her hiding place with undisguised hostility.

“Brilliant idea,” I muttered darkly to myself. “Taking a squirrel as a familiar. Truly inspired.”

And who exactly could I blame for that decision? Myself, of course. The little beast had looked adorable at the time...

“Do you even realize what I traded for that hair?” I snapped. “I gave a Steppe Orc a whole handful of blue fern blossoms for it!”

“I’m not giving it back,” Ginger hissed, shaking her head, thoroughly unimpressed by my argument. She pressed herself even deeper into the crack and lovingly hugged the long, shimmering strand from a unicorn’s mane to her fluffy white chest, gripping it tightly in her tiny paws.

“Next time you can go to the graveyard during the full moon,” I growled, enunciating every word and narrowing my eyes. “You can hunt for blue fern blossoms there yourself.”

A few more colorful expressions were hovering dangerously close to the tip of my tongue, but I made a noble effort to appeal to the greedy mind of my familiar in a reasonable way. Well. Almost in a reasonable way. Not an easy task. But occasionally possible.

“Just think about it!” I snapped, slapping my palm against the wooden floor in frustration. “If we don’t brew the potion for the village elder exactly when we promised, he’ll bury us under a mountain of extra taxes!” I exhaled sharply. “And that’s not even the worst part. That’s just the beginning! That old miser will start spreading rumors around the village again—how witches aren’t welcome here and how every problem in the world is somehow our fault.”

I scowled darkly. “And he’ll happily send a complaint to the Radiant Temple. And as you may recall, the Inquisition happens to be based there now. It hasn’t been that long since we were running from those ‘kind’ people who wanted to burn us at the stake.”

“Then just give him one of the bottles you already have,” the squirrel snapped back indignantly. “Like you did before. Let him leave us alone! You’ve got plenty of them lying around. Red ones, green ones...” She flicked her tail irritably. “He doesn’t understand a thing about them anyway! You said it yourself—belief does half the work. Sometimes people heal simply because they believe in magic. So let him convince himself that his... male problems are cured.”

Ginger grumbled, casting a loving glance at the unicorn hair clutched in her paws before baring her tiny teeth protectively. “How can you waste something this beautiful in a potion? That would be sacrilege! Just look at it—so shiny, so perfect!” Her voice even trembled with admiration. “Absolutely not,” she declared firmly. “I’m not giving it back.”

“Get over here, you tiny kleptomaniac,” I hissed, forcing myself further between the legs of the counter and trying to crawl deeper into the cramped space to finally reach her little hideout. I stretched out my hand and grabbed for her fluffy ginger tail.

For one hopeful second, I thought I had it—until the silky strands slipped straight through my fingers. Ginger wedged herself even deeper into the crack and bared her tiny incisors at me. She even growled.

Just look at that—showing her teeth like that and not the slightest bit afraid! I almost felt proud. Honestly, if a shapeshifter saw that expression, they’d be jealous. Even they couldn’t bare their teeth with such professional artistry. In that one tiny squirrel face, she managed to express the full tragedy of existence: outrage, greed, wounded pride, and a very clear warning. Try to take it, and I’ll bite your finger off.

Yes, I definitely have a talented familiar. Next time I go to the graveyard, I should take her with me and use her to scare the undead. Why this brilliant idea only occurred to me now is beyond me. Such talent is clearly going to waste while I’m here practicing solo obstacle courses under my own counter.

“Mine!” Ginger shrieked, suddenly shifting into a pitch that could probably shatter glass.

My eye twitched. She squealed furiously while trying to grab her own tail with her paws, apparently attempting to hide it from me.

“Yours?” I snapped. “I spent half the night jumping over graves, playing tag with the local ghouls! I didn’t run that much even as a child! And then I had to spend the rest of the night clinging to the trunk of a pine tree, waiting for sunrise! You know I’m afraid of heights!” I pointed an accusing finger at her. “Now give that hair back, you little pest. I have to brew the Potion of Vitality before evening.”

“Then brew it!” she shot back reasonably. “Why are you bothering me? Clearly, you have something to do.”

The cheeky little menace held her tail with one paw and the unicorn hair with the other, hugging both protectively to her chest.

“I need it for my collection. And you won’t go back to the graveyard a second time just for me—to gather more fern blossoms and trade them to the orcs for another unicorn hair. I know you.” She sniffed dramatically. “You don’t care about the suffering of your poor, tiny familiar. Nobody loves me...”

“What do you mean, ‘brew it’?” I snapped, utterly outraged. “Without unicorn hair, that potion won’t restore the... male strength of that rotten, lecherous tree stump of a village elder. Old, disgusting, and far too enthusiastic for his own good,” I added darkly, narrowing my eyes. “You think he won’t notice a tiny little detail like that when he goes off to test the results on some poor woman? He’ll be even angrier with me!”

I exhaled sharply. “Yes, last time I managed to cool down his enthusiasm—and that of his sycophants—when it came to persecuting witches. But who says he won’t suddenly get the bright idea of inviting an inquisitor here?” I shook my head. “I’m not moving again. I like it here. Quiet place, good town. No one asks too many questions... Well. Almost no one.”

“And most importantly,” I added with a crooked smile, “my beloved relatives can’t find me here. It would never occur to them to look for me in a backwater like this. And now you want us to go on the run again because of your greed? Have you forgotten those nights we spent sleeping in forests and ravines, sharing a single crust of bread for dinner?” I snorted. “You can snack on pinecones if things get desperate. I cannot.”

“Are you going to fetch more fern blossoms?” my squirrel asked, first casting a loving glance at the unicorn hair in her paws, then looking at me with wounded suspicion.

“Have you completely lost your mind?” I stared at her in disbelief, my eyes widening and my jaw practically dropping at the sheer audacity of my familiar. “Last time it took a woodcutter two hours to get me down from that pine tree. Two hours! He couldn’t even pry my hands off the trunk. And when he finally did manage to peel me off the tree, I clung to every branch on the way down like my life depended on it! The poor man is going to remember that day for the rest of his life. So am I.”

I snorted. “And now I have to treat his entire, very large family for free. Cures, charms, removing the evil eye—everything! And they keep getting themselves into trouble on purpose, I swear. Every time someone so much as sneezes, they come running to me!”

“So, theoretically,” that little pest concluded thoughtfully, “you don’t mind running from the undead. The real problem is trees.” She flicked her tail and tilted her head, clearly very pleased with her reasoning. “You know... I’ve been thinking. You just ran in the wrong direction last time. Next time you leave the graveyard, don’t run toward the forest where all the trees are. Run into the fields instead.” She nodded to herself with great satisfaction. “Problem solved. No trees—no fear of heights.”

Then she looked at me with such smug confidence, as if the matter had already been decided for both of us, that I nearly choked on my own outrage.

“Or,” I shot back, squeezing myself even farther under the counter and rolling onto my side so I could crawl deeper, “maybe you should go instead? In my place? I’m not unreasonable. I’ll even show you the way. I might even escort you there. And if necessary, I can always give you a helpful kick under the tail to speed things up.”

“What? Ruin my noble fur in that dirt and dust?” Ginger shook her head emphatically. “I had quite enough time to admire your appearance last time.” She smirked. “You came home around noon. Covered in mud, furious, your hair completely tangled. Twigs sticking out of it. Pine needles. Oak leaves. And all of it pointing in different directions. No, of course, I understand—very extravagant, but still... And your clothes? Torn to pieces, full of holes. Mud smeared across your face. A true beauty! A genuine witch! Someone should paint a portrait and send it straight to an elven exhibition.”

Ginger giggled. “You know... that’s actually an idea. Back then you really looked the part of a dark witch. One might even say you lived up to expectations. Maybe you did the right thing choosing that image for yourself. By the way, have you noticed that you’ve had more clients since that incident?” She flicked her tail. “Draw your own conclusions.”

“And you don’t feel sorry for your mistress at all?” I asked darkly.

“I do,” the red menace sighed, clicking her teeth. “But I feel even sorrier for the unicorn hair. It’s the only one I have... so far.” She clutched it tighter and sighed dramatically. “Oh, poor unfortunate me... No one loves me...”

“All right, that’s enough,” I muttered.

At last I managed to squeeze under the counter and lunged forward in a sharp attempt to grab the insolent little thief. Ginger squealed, sprang into the air, and vaulted over my hand. She twisted mid-jump, performed a flawless somersault that would have impressed a circus acrobat, and dove straight into the next gap beneath the counter, carrying the unicorn hair with her.

I had no choice but to slither after her like a snake, crawling between the legs, walls, and shelves of the counter, trying to catch the little menace. And the most annoying part of all... there was no way to break that damned counter. It was an exclusive stone construction made by the dwarves of the Midland Lands. Built to last for centuries. They had thought of everything: shelves, hidden compartments, secret storage spots in case the Inquisition decided to pay an unexpected visit.

Everything had been planned. Everything... except situations like this.

Of course not. Things like this only ever happen to me. Other witches have perfectly reasonable familiars who do not suffer from kleptomania. Me? I’m Aivana Roderig, a twentieth-generation witch, High Witch of the Roderig Coven. Friends call me Aika. Though to be honest, I have very few of those friends left. I even managed to quarrel with my own relatives. Well... with my grandmother, to be precise.

But try not arguing when they’re trying to marry you off to a necromancer. And yes, technically he’s my fated mate.

What joy. Living among the undead. Necromancers are all a little mad in the head. Their imagination tends to be limited, and the castles they live in are always the same: gloomy, cold, and utterly joyless. As for servants, the only ones you’ll find are zombies. Necromancers prefer to keep living, warm people around them to an absolute minimum. Apparently it interferes with the “nature of their magic.” Or so they claim when they explain their overwhelming desire to live in complete silence.

Right. As if anyone actually believes that nonsense. Any reasonable person prefers the company of their own kind—living, breathing people, not cold walking corpses. That’s exactly why everyone runs from necromancers like they would from a fire or a natural disaster. Those gloomy types simply invented a convenient excuse for themselves. A little justification. A little comfort. Because no one likes admitting the truth. Especially when the truth hurts.

At least that’s what my instructor in minor dark creatures used to say.

And how exactly am I supposed to live with a husband like that? I love forests. Nature. Life. And he... Well, truly two halves of one whole. How could the Witch Goddess possibly allow something like this? Of all people in the world, my fated mate had to be a necromancer.

But of course my grandmother has her own priorities. Apparently she urgently requires a great-granddaughter. An heir to the Roderig witch line. Immediately. Since, according to her, the granddaughter turned out to be a disappointment.

And the worst part is that witches have serious problems with childbirth. We can only bear children with our fated mates. Necromancers, as it happens, suffer from exactly the same issue. Which is precisely why there are so few of us.

The gods must have been particularly angry with both of us when they decided to tie him to a selfish, troublesome witch... and me to a cold, equally selfish necromancer. Our lives had been twisted into a single thread.

I looked down gloomily at my wrist. On my skin lay a darkened, elegant mark: a black lily entwined with green ivy. The sigil of the Merstin and Roderig bloodlines. And there was no getting rid of it. You couldn’t erase it. You couldn’t burn it away. The gods had made their choice. And divine decisions, unfortunately, come without the option to appeal.

Gods... In their infinite wisdom, they simply bind together those pairs they consider most suitable — people blessed with power. Of course they do. They make the match. And we’re the ones who have to suffer through it for the rest of our lives.

Where exactly had I managed to mess up? As far as I remember, I never did anything truly evil. Mother Witch Goddess, why are you angry with me? And you, Mother Nature? I lived peacefully, harmed no one... well... perhaps a few minor pranks here and there. A little sarcasm. But I’m a witch. That’s practically in our nature.

And now I’m stuck living in a tiny, god-forsaken town called Urus, right on the edge of the Human Lands. These territories border the domains of the Steppe Orcs, so spotting a green-faced orc on the streets of a small town here isn’t nearly as shocking as it would be in the center of the human kingdom. People here are resilient. They’re used to trouble. So the appearance of one small witch in their town was something they eventually managed to survive. Over time they even got used to me. Eventually they accepted the idea that I wasn’t going anywhere.

At first, though, they treated me like an enemy invasion. They even tried to burn me at the stake. That was mostly the village elder’s doing. A vile and unpleasant man.

I had no choice but to reward the most enthusiastic troublemakers with a few carefully selected curses. Nothing
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