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        To all the women who have been told they’re too emotional, too hysterical, too angry.

Get angrier.

      

    

  

    
      Prologue





    

    
      The quiet, polite town of Mossgarde holds its first execution in 150 years.

Mossgarde sits several hundred leagues south of werewolf territory and even further east of dragon country in the depths of a treacherous swamp. It is a series of connected platforms raised above the stagnant water, with homes built against the sides of the large trees. Very little sunlight penetrates the thick canopy, and so lanterns are strung between buildings, glowing purple with witch magic. There is a stillness in the air, deceptively so, as Mossgardians know. Underneath the soupy water and amongst the giant trees, there is a constant hum of life. Those who live here thrive. The First Home of Dragons turned the New Home of Witches.

Until today.

The spectacle of an execution has drawn a large crowd, not only of Mossgarde residents but of people from across the realm. Werewolves from Swordstead arrive clad in fur-lined cloaks, more suited to their own icy climate than the humidity of the swamp. An emissary sent from Coalsburgh stands with the werewolves. She is used to the dry heat of dragon country but her palms are clammy, nonetheless. She eyes the executioner's block with a furrowed brow.

The werewolves and the dragon stand amongst the citizens of Mossgarde, taut as a bow string. Because this is not a simple execution—it is a demonstration. A message. The people who crowd into the town square, barely large enough to hold them all, do not come for morbid entertainment. They have come to mourn.

Garbed in black, the people of Mossgarde gather to watch their queen as she is brought to the executioner’s block with a cloth bag over her head.

She stumbles on the bridge connecting the town square to its neighbouring platform, but she is held steady by the towering guard behind her. His hands grip her wrists, bound behind her, as he steers her forward. Instead of her signature crimson gown, studded with jewels and draped with rich velvets, she wears a simple white dress. A dress for commoners. The crowd murmurs, a grim set to their faces.

The king arrives behind her, a garrison around him. He sits atop a croca—a lizard-like creature large enough for an adult to ride, able to traverse through the swamp water. The king remains several feet away from the chopping block, choosing instead to rest his croca on an elevated platform above his citizens.

“Good people!” His voice rings out across the throng of people, clear and firm. “You have gathered here on this historic day to—”

“What have you done with our queen?” someone calls from the crowd, sharp with accusation. A grumble of agreement ripples through the rest of the citizens.

The king clenches his teeth but is careful not to let his irritation show. It is a vital time, he knows, and he must play his cards carefully. His eyes flicker to the queen, his wife, as she wavers on the spot. Running his tongue along his lower lip, he calculates how long the drugs in her blood will last. How much time he has to sway the crowd to his favour. He makes his play.

“I understand it is difficult to see her like this,” he says, not able to bring himself to say her name or title. “For me, it is even more difficult. To see the one I loved and trusted reduced to this. But she has committed the most heinous of crimes.”

The king watches as mouths frown and foreheads wrinkle. He waits a few more moments, allowing tensions to rise, before he speaks.

“She has cursed our child.”

A sharp gasp runs through the folk of Mossgarde. Appalled whispers and shaking heads are exchanged. The werewolves and the dragon glance at each other and shift uncomfortably—the queen had arranged almost all their trade relations. The swamp may be humid and difficult to traverse, but it produced food year-round, unlike their own climates.

The king carefully arranges his face to match his peoples', casting his eyes down in sadness.

“Liar!”

The king’s head snaps up. His lips curl slightly, but he catches it in time, smoothing his features out into something like offence. The Mossgardian who called out pushes her way through the crowd, pointing an accusatory finger.

“There is no curse! The queen is not capable of such an act of evil.” She turns to the rest of the people. “We know her. She is one of us. She would not curse her own child!”

The king lets her speak, waiting patiently for her to finish. When a sea of angry and disbelieving faces look at him, he makes his next play. He raises his fingers and snaps. On cue, his guards pick up a cage and carry it through the crowd. Almost at once, the discontent falls away as the people stare, open-mouthed.

A monster sits in the cage. It presses its long, twisted snout against the metal bars, snarling and screaming in a high-pitched yowl. Bulbous growths run along its scaly skin, and its limbs are bent awkwardly as though they have been broken and healed wrong. The monster throws its head back and screams.

The people nearest to it slap their hands over their ears, wincing at the blood-curdling noise. The woman who had called out before is now silent, horror etched across her face.

“Disgusting!” someone shouts. The rest of the crowd follows, jeering at the monster. The king watches, letting them work themselves into a frenzy before playing his final card.

“It is my son!” he bellows. A hush falls over the town square, punctuated by the wails of the monster. “This is what she has done to him. Instead of a newborn baby boy, she has given me this…this beast.”

Horrified, the people of Mossgarde look at their prince with wide eyes. The king points to his wife.

“What mother curses their own child like this?” he asks, allowing just the right amount of sorrow to enter his voice.

The atmosphere turns. Where there had been mourning and confusion is now outrage. Angry cries to remove the queen’s head echo through the swamp, spreading like fire. A few remain silent. The king notes their faces for later but otherwise enjoys his victory. The people of Mossgarde are on his side. He has done it.

And then something catches his eye.

The queen straightens, pulling her shoulders back into something resembling her usual posture. Even with her hands bound behind her, he sees her fingers flex as the strength returns to them. He is out of time.

“You heard the good people of Mossgarde,” the king calls to the executioner. He ignores the screams of his son.

The executioner nods, shoving the queen roughly to her knees and positioning her covered head over the block. The taunts of the crowd reach new heights, laden with vitriol. The prince matches them, screaming and battering his deformed claws against the bars of his cage. The queen raises her head slightly, hearing him, and balls her hands into fists. The smell of blood is in the air.

The king raises his hand as the executioner raises his axe.

When the head of the queen rolls, Mossgarde cheers.

The werewolves and the dragon, unsettled, leave quickly. The king allows them, for now. He will not soon forget their silence. Turning away from the body of his wife, limp and bloody and empty of life, he raises his hand for quiet.

“There is still the matter of my son,” he says. The prince, almost in response, lets out a piercing shriek, causing the people nearby to wince. “She has cursed him most cruelly but I believe there to be a cure. The late queen confessed to me—perhaps due to a fleeting sense of guilt—the curse she inflicted can indeed be broken.”

Optimistic murmurs ripple through the crowd, even as they grimace at the sight of the prince. The king presses his fingertips together, letting this information settle before continuing.

“True love,” he says, smiling and spreading his hands in front of him. “True love can break the curse. And so, we must band together in this most trying time to free my son from his affliction.”

At his words, the citizens throw curious glances at one another.

“I hereby announce a royal law,” the king continues. “Once my son comes of age, each year thereafter, one young woman must volunteer to break the curse. This brave young woman will be fed and housed in my castle, and if she gifts true love to my son, she will even be named Queen.” He pauses, sweeping his hands out in an open gesture he believes signifies his generosity. “For the very act of volunteering, her family will be paid most handsomely.”

Parents hold their daughters close, even as the temptation of payment and the allure of royal status looms.

“Let us show we cannot be divided by the actions of one vindictive woman. Begin preparing your daughters now—in eighteen years’ time, they will all be heroes.”

The king gives a cheery wave before turning his croca away, his guards following closely behind. Even as he leaves, it is not unnoticed that the chopping block remains.

    

  

    
      Chapter 1





    

    
      
    
        25 Years Later

    




    
        Shivani

    



Book clutched to my chest, I flee my house and run for sanctuary.

My feet pound the wooden bridge draped across the swamp, slapping the surface of the water. I ignore the damp splashes and press on, weaving across the network of raised buildings and bridges. I pass several startled villagers and ignore them as well. My arms are laden with the too-heavy book, and my legs tangle in the long fabric of my skirt. Reluctantly, I slow. Somewhere, I know he is either running behind me or still at the house, waiting for me to return.

My chest burns and my eyes water with angry tears, but I force them back. I do not want to give him the satisfaction.

It is early in the day, the first thin sheaths of morning light filtering through the cracks of the tree canopy. In the distance, through the purple haze of the lanterns, people filter quietly into the village square. Even from afar, I notice the glint of armour. Mornings are slow in Mossgarde and mostly consist of the king’s pernicious guards collecting taxes, often in the form of food or drink. My father has not paid his due in some time and I have very little to spare after feeding us both. I swerve away from the village square and its guards.

Instead, I half-jog across the narrow, lesser-used bridges, moving towards the outskirts. The buildings here are derelict and the platforms groan underfoot. Faded posters cling to the walls by a single nail, benches with worn grooves from being used, homes sitting with no occupants. Ghosts of old Mossgarde. It is a struggle for me to imagine our small village as a bustling town with all this space being used.

Once I am far enough away from the village square, and with a quick glance over my shoulder to ensure no one has followed, I slow to a walking pace. I suck in deep breaths of air, pleasantly crisp against the usual stuffiness of Mossgarde. When I reach my destination—a secluded spot behind the back of an old shop—my body finally relaxes. There is a small breeze on the outskirts, enough to blow some of the humidity away. I swat at some lingering insects before finding a mostly intact bench to rest my book on. I take another deep inhale, slowing my heart.

A stubborn streak of sunlight forces its way through the swamp and I step into it, tipping my face up. Travelling merchants say Mossgarde is a dark, gloomy place, but I know nothing else. For now. One day soon, I too will feel the warmth of the sun drench my skin instead of the constant glow of witch magic lanterns.

For today, however, this quiet spot in Old Mossgarde remains one of two places I can reliably go when I need to leave my father behind, his voice rising and his breath stinking of ale.

My collection of lost items is tucked into the corner of the platform, hidden under a pile of damp leaves. I make my way over and pull one of them free—an old bucket, half red with rust. Grasping it by its rough rim, the handle long since gone, I place it carefully on the other side of the platform near my book. I take a few long strides away from it and suck in a deep breath.

My ophid, the long muscle running along my spine, is taut. All witches are born with an ophid. It holds our magic. Our au’mana. My ophid twitches, impatient and aching to be used.

I focus my magic, drawing it out until a purple glow emanates from my skin. I raise my hand, letting it swirl across my palm like smoke. Au’mana should smell like salt, although I have become so accustomed to it, I rarely notice anymore.

Unlike dragon magic and siren spells, au’mana draws on emotion. The stronger the feeling, the more powerful the magic. My aunt has told me of other witches who train for decades, carefully pulling on threads of emotion to fuel their au’mana so no one emotion dominates the others.

For me, however, I am often ruled by wrath.

I draw on the deep well of anger towards my father and my au-mana responds. I flex my hand, aiming it at the rusted bucket. In an instant, the bucket glows lavender and I feel it in my grip as though I am holding it in my palm. I close my eyes and use my au’mana to rip the rust away. Magic washes over me, warm like sunlight, as it cleanses the barrel. I smile, rolling my shoulders to stretch my ophid.

I cross the space between myself and the bucket, allowing myself a brief moment of satisfaction at the clean metal. But witch magic is not permanent. With one swift movement, I lean back and kick the bucket.

The enchantment breaks. The bucket rattles across the platform, landing with a clang against the front of the shop. The purple glow evaporates like steam from a teapot. Rust crawls over the surface of the metal once more, red tendrils burying into the silver until it reverts to its earlier state. I regard the scene as my ophid relaxes. My aunt’s words ring clearly in my ears.

A muscle must be used to be strong.

Dragons and sirens learn their magic over several years, sometimes decades, while witches are born with an innate ability to tap into their au’mana. From the moment of my birth, I had a well of magic at my fingertips. But an ophid is like any other muscle—it can be stretched and strengthened. Or torn and injured.

When I was very young, I had tried to take on too much at once. My father, sick of all my books taking up space in our small home, had tried to rip one of them. At once, the house was enchanted and alive. Floorboards shook and the walls rattled and I threatened to collapse it on us both.

I was only stopped by a painful twinge in my back, bringing me to my knees. The pain nearly drove my anger into a blind rage, but I could not even stand. I had asked too much of my ophid and it had torn, putting me on bed rest for several months after. My aunt tutted and fussed over me, rubbing cooling creams along my spine and distracting me with stories.

“Just like your mother,” she told me. “You inherited her temperament.”

My father did and said nothing, but he has not touched my books since.

I tuck the rusted bucket back under the pile of leaves, hidden from view despite me being the only visitor Old Mossgarde has. I collect my book, gathering it to my chest and holding it tight. I breathe deep one last time and savour the cool air. Tomorrow, I will return and strengthen my ophid again. Until then…

Despite the release of my magic, anger still simmers in my chest. I have been forced from my home, yet again, and cannot return yet. It will be several hours before my father drinks himself unconscious and I can slip back inside, hoping he awakes in a better mood.

“Bastard,” I mutter.

I turn away from my pile of lost items and scurry towards my other sanctuary.

Mossgarde is a cluster of homes and buildings, the raised platforms allowing us to avoid the bog below. I peer down at the water as I cross the bridges. A thick layer of algae and moss coats the surface, completely still. I shudder at the depths beneath and keep walking.

Near the village square, on a set of sturdy stilts, sits the library. It is stout and proud and the sight of it calms my heart. Unfortunately, I must pass the public house to reach it.

Many of the unsavoury types, my father included, linger outside the public house when the barkeep has tossed them out. There is nowhere else for them to go, after all. As a young girl, I would bow my head and try not to draw attention. I soon learned that meant nothing to them. Now, I jut out my chin and push my shoulders back and snarl and snap at whoever believes himself entitled to look upon me. My mother’s daughter, indeed.

Most of them have come across me before and so turn their eyes away. But there is one who is either too inebriated or too bold to care. I feel his eyes on me.

“Where are you off to in such a hurry?” he calls. His words slur together like muck.

I meet his eyes but do not slow my pace.

“Why don’t you come and join us for a bit of fun, eh?” His grin is lecherous. I do not break pace, but I change direction towards him. “That’s right, we’ll—”

He is cut off when I slam my book across his face. He crumples to the floor, dazed. The other men look at me.

“Good morrow, Miss Shivani.” One of them inclines his head and nearly stumbles forward, catching himself just in time. The stench of ale is apparent. “What enchantment was that?”

“None,” I reply, regarding the man I knocked down. He blinks rapidly, blindly grabbing at the wall of the public house to haul himself up. “Just a heavy book.”

“Off to the library, then?”

“I am.” I inspect my book, making sure I didn’t get blood on it, and silently apologise to it for using it as a weapon. “The examiner from Frostalm is visiting in a few months.”

“University?” one of the other men pipes up, his voice gruff.

“House of Learning,” I correct him. “Universities are in Coalsburgh.”

He rolls his eyes.

“Don’t know why you bother.”

“Why do you bother spending your time and money on drink when you have a wife at home to look after?” I bite out. He has the grace to look ashamed, casting his eyes downward.

“Let the girl do what she wants,” the first man replies. “It’s a far cry better than staying here with a king bent on slaughter.”

He spits out these last words before turning away. With a sinking feeling, I realise I recognise him. His daughter was the latest in a long line of Never Queens. Women sent to break an unbreakable curse. Six months to break the curse, to gift true love to the monstrous prince, before their head is forfeit. Six months of mourning before the next is chosen. A barbaric cycle, leaving only bodies in its wake. Another reason to leave Mossgarde behind.

“My condolences,” I murmur, unsure what else to say. He only grunts in response. He has already spoken out of turn, and others have been put to the chopping block for less. But perhaps he does not care anymore. Only one more week until the next Never Queen volunteers, and his daughter is forgotten.

“You should get going,” the other man tells me. He looks pointedly at the man I hit as he begins to find his bearings once more. I agree and leave quickly, a weight on my chest that had not been there before. At five-and-twenty, I am one of a rapidly dwindling pool of women in Mossgarde of marriageable age. I had never, and would never, volunteer. I can only look on as others line up and hope one of them breaks the curse, freeing the Beast of Mossgarde. At least until I am accepted into Frostalm’s House of Learning and I can escape this place.

The first and only time I witnessed a maiden being put to the chopping block, Aunt Meena had gripped my hand tight. Her eyes were like steel. She whispered to me just loud enough so only I could hear.

“I wonder if the prince is cursed or the entire village.”

    

  

    
      Chapter 2





    

    
      The library, although small, makes the most of its space. Books pile high on every surface, including most of the floor. The air is laden with the pleasant musk of paper and ink. People rarely visit anymore, and when I arrive, only my aunt sits in the corner.

She rests on a small stool, her back against the wall and her legs propped up on a low shelf. One of her legs, made of smooth, polished wood and decorated with intricate purple patterns, pokes out from beneath her skirt. She jumps when I enter but relaxes when she sees me, sagging back against the wall.

“Oh. It is only you, Shivani,” she breaths, hand on her chest. “You frightened me.”

“Apologies, Auntie.” I smile sheepishly. “I did not mean to interrupt.”

She closes her book and waves a hand dismissively.

“Nonsense. You know full well you are welcome here anytime.” Her eyes glance over me. “What is it?”

“What is what?”

“Do not play the fool with me, child,” she says, standing and dusting herself down. “Not that good-for-nothing father of yours, is it?”

The question is rhetorical. It is always my good-for-nothing father. I sigh heavily and sit down, placing my book on another stack of books.

“He has gambled my savings,” I say miserably. Anger bubbles beneath the surface of my skin. “The fee I need for Frostalm House of Learning…it is gone.”

Aunt Meena sits back, her eyebrows knitted together.

“Oh, Shivani…” She reaches across to place a warm hand on my arm. “An absolute wastrel, that man is. A wastrel and a fiend.”

Fury and sadness rise to the fore of my mind as hot, angry tears spill. My ophid thrums.

“I…I do not know what to do,” I say, and my voice breaks.

Aunt Meena sits quietly with me until the tears dry, her arm around my shoulders. She smells of books and spiced tea. I inhale deeply, finding comfort in the familiarity.

“You will keep studying,” she says when my breathing slows again. “You are far too smart to stay here with your rock of a father weighing you down. And…” She trails off but the unspoken words hang in the air, dangling like a noose. Mossgarde is a village that eats women. Without a job or resources, acceptance into a House of Learning far away is my only means of escape.

Frostalm is known as the Roaming City, a beacon of ingenuity and riches, a civilisation built on the largest ship in the realm. Sirens do not take kindly to the implication the ship is enchanted – it is their greatest feat of engineering, in fact. Frostalm traverses the Three Great Oceans and only truly docks once every five years, at Saltrock Bay. Otherwise, visitors and traders must wait for them to arrive near one of the larger ports and ride a small boat out. If I impress during my exams, they will pay for my travel, my boat, and even house me in the student’s quarters.

“But…the fee. They will not accept me, no matter my score, if I cannot pay the entrance fee.”

“Fret not.” Aunt Meena smiles and tilts my chin up with one finger. “The Bazaar is in a few days and the merchants are due to arrive before then. I am sure I have some valuable texts around here.”

“Your books?” I blink at her. “You cannot part with those!”

“I certainly can. Now dry your tears and let us continue with your studies.” Aunt Meena’s eyes have that familiar steel in them. “Or will you succumb to pity?”

I sniff and take a deep, ragged breath.

“What…” I feel another sob coming and falter, inhaling a fortifying breath. “What are we looking at today?”

Aunt Meena smiles at me and gives my shoulder an encouraging squeeze.

“Today, we are reading about dragons.” She stands and rifles through a pile of books behind her.

“Dragons? But we have covered so much of them,” I protest but search for some paper and ink regardless.

“Oh? Is there something else you would like to read about instead?”

“What about witches?” I grin at her. She gives me an unamused look.

“You have learned much about our kind,” she replies, pulling books out and putting them back again.

I glance at her wooden leg. She puts on a limp for show—the leg is enchanted. The beautiful lavender carvings are more than simple decoration. The wood moves as if it is her own limb, as it always has done, and it always will until Aunt Meena passes away or the wood is broken.

During my early studies, I once asked her why she did not enchant her other leg as well. She had laughed and told me witches cannot enchant living things. We have a great power over the inanimate, but even plants are immune to our au’mana. After learning this, I abandoned any attempts at enchanting my father and began focussing on my collection of lost items instead.

“I stripped the rust off a bucket today,” I tell her.

“A small thing for someone like you,” she replies, finding a shiny book and pulling it free. “Once you are in the House of Learning, you will have many projects to work on, much larger than a bucket.”

“Like a library?” I smirk. One of the reasons the library stands so sturdy is because Aunt Meena enchanted the building long ago. More accurately, she enchanted a single plank of wood in the wall, allowing the whole building to fall under her spell. Hold fast, she told it. And so it shall.

“Exactly right. Though I imagine Frostalm has libraries much grander than this.” She smiles and pulls out a second book. “Regardless, we have done plenty on witches for now.”

“Alright, well, please, no more dragons?”

“How about dragons and witches?” she offers, hauling the two huge books over to my table. “You will need to brush up on reading the two languages. I am certain Frostalm’s linguistic exam will have questions about them.”

“I can already read them both.” I roll my eyes but turn to the dragon book regardless. I run my hand over the cover.

Dragons do not often write their stories down as they prefer to tell their tales verbally or through patterns and drawings. And so the few books they have written are works of art. The paper is bound by two thick slabs of sandsnake leather and carved with large, ornate designs. One word in dragon text is embossed on the cover.

“History,” I read it aloud. Aunt Meena nods approvingly before pointing to the other book.

Witch books are plentiful as we enjoy reading and passing information in written language. As our strength lies in the inanimate, even our plainest books give off an ethereal purple glow, turning them into something beautiful. The scent of au’mana, like salt, supposedly lingers around it. I sniff the air to try and catch it, but all I smell are the books themselves. A sprawling title in witch tongue is written across the cover.

“A short history on the art of enchanting building materials for the use of homes and other construction,” I read.

“Very good,” Aunt Meena compliments. “Many people mistake the two languages as one, but once you see the differences between them, it becomes rather obvious which is which.”

“And which is witch.” I beam. She rolls her eyes but the corners of her mouth tug up, betraying a smile.

“Let us open the books and begin reading,” she says and I oblige, turning the cover of the dragon book first.

We read until the last of the sun filters through the trees and the moss crickets start their evening chirp. By the time I leave, my head is full and buzzing with knowledge—it is exhilarating and exhausting all at once. Moonlight seeps through the canopy in thin sheets, casting tiny silver pools across the dark wooden platforms. In the distance, the glow of the firebugs is stark against the gloom of the swamp as they dance hypnotically above the water. I fill my lungs, the air only slightly less stifling at night, and steel myself for what awaits me once I return home.

I cross the network of bridges without incident, keeping to the most well-lit paths. The public house is busy but the noise is muffled. The windows are alight, the yellow glow harsh against the purple lanterns outside. I briefly watch the silhouettes through the window, relieved to see there is no one loitering outside.

Just a few platforms away lies the deserted village square. I avert my eyes from the red-stained chopping block. When the first girl stepped up to volunteer, it was celebrated. The village square was decorated with moss garlands and delicate white flowers, and all our resources were pooled to create a huge feast. It had almost been a competition for the first girl to be allowed to volunteer. They lined up to show off their talents or their beauty or both. Everyone wanted their daughter to be the one who broke the curse.

But none of them did.

The king paid their families, as promised, but their daughters' heads were forfeit. An incentive, he had called it. And when no one volunteered, women were taken by force. I am told Mossgarde used to be a town, but now it is a village. A village full of angry whispers and growing dissent.

After eighteen years of greedy taxes and five years of dead women, Mossgarde refused the king’s call. Daughters, wives, sisters, friends—they were all hidden and defended when the guards came for them. They wielded what they could—kitchen knives or broken table legs—and said no. The guards were ready to rip a woman from them, no matter the bloodshed.

And then the king had stepped out.

It was the first time I had seen him in person. Imposing was the word which came to mind. Something like rage simmered beneath the surface of him, like a pot ready to boil over. But there was something else there, too. I could see it in the slight curl of his lip, the dismissiveness in his eyes. We were not people to him but prey. Something primal in my mind warned me I was in the presence of a predator wearing the face of a man.

He took his place on the elevated platform in the village square and waited for us to pay attention.

“Good people,” he called out. Flattering words but I could see the sneer beneath it, like a croca gliding under the still surface of swamp water. “I know how difficult it must be to part with your loved ones. I, too, must part with my son each time he turns into his beastly form. Cursed though he is, I love him dearly.”

There was not a word that fell from his lips that I believed.

“But he is larger than when you last saw him. He was a babe then but is quickly becoming a man. Stronger. More…violent.” The king’s voice turned sharp and low. “If no one volunteers to break his curse, he could become rampant. I dare say he could tear through this entire village.”

He waited for us to absorb this before continuing, a carefully placed pause.

“Do not forget I keep him locked in Mossgarde Castle for your safety. If he should get loose…well, it does not bear thinking about.”

I shudder at the memory. The cool, strategic way the king took back control of Mossgarde. Like a hand around our neck, allowing us an inch to breathe only to remind us that he could close his fist at any time. I walk briskly away from the village square. Away from the chopping block. Despite knowing my father is at home, I suddenly do not want to be outside alone.

I cross another bridge and then another, steeling myself for home.

    

  

    
      Chapter 3





    

    
      Our house is built around the trunk of a towering willow tree, along with three other homes. The platform is surrounded by a curtain of delicate leaves and thin, waxy branches drooping over the connecting bridges. It should feel like we are afforded more privacy than most, but I cannot help but view it as a cage. I push my way through the branches and stride over to my front door.

Inside, the candles have been extinguished, apart from one. It burns low, casting the room in deep shadow. In one corner sits our rudimentary kitchen—a single large cauldron atop a wood burner and a bucket of cold water for dishes. The other two corners are taken up by my father and I’s sleep sacks, each bundled with thin blankets. The humidity of Mossgarde means we are rarely cold, except in the very deep of winter when the village receives a week of frost.

A fine mesh stretches across our windows, like all the buildings here, except Aunt Meena’s home. She told me once of a time when all the homes and shops and stalls were enchanted—to keep the insects away, to keep from sinking into the swamp, to keep the wood from rotting away. Now, the platforms creak and moan underfoot, and the water rises slowly every year. Some enchantments remain, but it has been a long time since Mossgarde was truly a home for witches.

I close the front door softly behind me and strain my eyes to search the shadows. My father’s corner is deep in gloom. The blanket is piled too vaguely for me to know if he is there or not. I hold my breath and creep towards my own corner.

“You punched my friend.”

My father’s voice rattles through the darkness, coarse with drink. I release my breath in a sigh and continue on, not looking at him.

“No,” I say, sinking to the floor and tugging my blanket over me. “I hit him with a book.”

“Is that an improvement?”

“Well, I did not hurt my fist, so yes, I would say so.”

He only grunts in response. As my eyes adjust to the dark, I throw a glance at his corner. I make out the outline of his form slumped against the wall. The air is thick with the stench of ale and unwashed clothes. I tuck myself tight against my corner, fighting to put as much space between us as possible. My books, stacked high against the wall, encase me in a protective semi-circle as I pull my blanket up high on my body.

“I can get the fee back,” my father says suddenly.

I freeze. Our usual routine after an argument is to pretend as if nothing happened. We do not acknowledge nor apologise, especially not him, lest the argument spark anew. I say nothing and wait.

“I just…I need some time.”

I make a noncommittal noise.

“The guards are cheats.” He scoffs and I shoot up so quickly, my spine clicks. “They rig the dice—”

“You have lost my money to the guards?” I screech. “You owe money to the crown?”

“Not the crown, only his guards.”

“That is the crown. Where do you think their coin goes? Who, pray tell, do you think they bring our taxes to every morn, along with what little food we have?” My ophid thrums, taut and tense. My hands clench into fists.

“I did not think—”

“No, you did not think at all, you loathsome sack of croca shit.”

The floor rattles as my father thumps his fist off the wooden boards.

“You do not speak to me that way!” he thunders.

“That was my money!” I scream back.

Where he had been shrouded in shadows before, he is now alight in the purple glow of my au’mana. My books float in mid-air, the cauldron rattles violently against the floor, and my father’s blanket is ripped from him. The house is awash in witch magic. I feel all of it in my grasp, each pot and pan, each nail in the floorboard.

My father falls silent, his mouth twisted in a snarl, dark eyebrows heavy over his eyes. We stare at each other, the threat of my au’mana thick around us.

He has taken everything.

I clench my teeth, tears threatening to spill. I am ready to tear this home apart. What else do I have?

My father’s face drops, a glimmer of fear in his eyes.

But I have Aunt Meena.

Her soft smile, her spiced tea scent, her firm hand on my shoulder, guiding me forward. You will study, she told me. And you will leave this place.

I cry out in frustration, dropping my au’mana and plummeting us back into darkness. The books, pots and everything else fall with a symphony of heavy thuds. How can I leave if the guards arrest me for destroying our house?

With an angry groan, I turn away and curl into a ball, pulling my blanket over me. Rage simmers like hot water over my skin, my heart thumping against my ribcage. I squeeze my eyes shut. My father sits silently, neither of us saying a word.

“It is our anniversary,” my father mumbles so quietly I nearly do not hear him. My ears prick but I do not open my eyes.

When I do not reply, he heaves a weary sigh and I hear the knock of wood as he tips his head back against the wall.

“Thirty years…” he rasps. The sorrow in his voice lands like a boulder on my chest, nearly quashing my anger. “I have never met a woman with so much fire in her soul. The Saints themselves placed a spark in her the day she was born, I am sure of it.”

Something close to grief tugs at my heart, like a child pulling at their mother’s hand.

“Auntie often says I remind her of mother,” I offer quietly. “I have her temperament.”

My father barks in laughter but there is no humour in it.

“You? You are nothing like her. She was…passionate.”

“I have passion.”

“You have poison!” he spits. I flinch at his words as if they land like physical blows. “You have been angry since the day you were born. Your wrath is the thing that killed her.”

“She died from blood loss,” I bite out. “You were the one who was supposed to take care of her. If you must blame anyone, blame yourself.”

“Saintless bitch.”

“Wretched piece of shit,” I fire back.

My father scoffs and picks up a bottle. When he realises it is empty, he growls and throws it back down. Not hard enough to break it but enough to send a spike of fear through my chest.

“The Saints have cursed me with you.” He jabs a finger at me.

Fear curdles into anger. I choke out a scornful noise from the back of my throat at the gall of this man.

“Oh? I am your curse?” Disdain curls my lip. “Is that why you have stolen my coin and prevented me from leaving? You must enjoy this so-called torture I inflict upon you merely by existing. Is that right?”

He falls silent. Ale and resentment radiate from him, so thick it makes my skin prickle. I lay down with a huff, pulling the covers over.

“Keep your foolish thoughts behind your teeth and allow me some sleep,” I say finally. My heart hammers like a hummingbird and I take a long breath to steady it.

The house succumbs to quiet, punctuated only by the sounds of the swamp. I almost think he has fallen asleep but then I hear him stumble to his feet. I brace myself, waiting for him to come over but instead, the front door slams shut. Whatever my father has chosen to do under cover of darkness has nothing to do with me. I shut my eyes and dream of the day I can leave.

    

  

    
      Chapter 4





    

    
      The Merchant’s Bazaar arrives with little enthusiasm. Aunt Meena and I start early, tendrils of orange light seeping through the tree canopy our only indication of sunrise. The Bazaar used to be held in the village square, but with the heavy presence of the chopping block ever-looming, the market has since migrated to a long, wide walkway closer to the outskirts of town. Aunt Meena and I set up a small table at one end.

“Saints,” she huffs, sliding off the bag of books strapped to her back.

“You might have enchanted them to be lighter,” I say glibly. My own bag glows purple and I set it lightly on the table.

“Whatever for?” Aunt Meena wheezes. “I did just fine.”

“Indeed.”

The last of the night’s fireflies dance around us as slits of daylight break through the trees. Along the walkway, a few other merchants finish setting up their stalls—three werewolves and one siren. I help Aunt Meena stack the books, showcasing their spines or intricate leather covers, but my eye continues to wander down the rest of the stalls.

“So few,” I murmur.

Aunt Meena says nothing, but the corners of her mouth tug down, and she gives a brief shake of her head.

Years ago, the Bazaar had been one of my favourite times of the month. I would eagerly await the arrival of the merchants, who travelled so far from their homes to do trade with Mossgarde. Our ability to produce food year-round
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