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For Sarah,
my soul sister and the wind beneath our wings






How to read this saga


Two realms. Two beginnings. One destiny.


The first two books of the Octavia Saga – Whispers of Earth and Whispers of Octavia – tell two beginnings of the same story.


You get to choose which journey you take first.


If you start with Whispers of Octavia (Axel and Nate):




	 brothers, banter, mystery and tension


	 Aussie small-town paranormal vibes


	 heart, humour and emotional depth





If you start with Whispers of Earth (Adora):




	 harpies, magik and ancient wars


	 a young heroine awakening into power


	 fast-rising stakes and fantasy from page one





There’s no wrong order. Whichever one you choose first, the other completes the story. Together, they form the full beginning of the saga.


And once you’ve read both?


You’re ready for book three, Legacy, where the stories collide.


Choose your first door.


Open the next.


Step into the world they share.






Prologue


 


 


 


“Oh Isa … What do you think it would feel like to have wings?” Adora asked softly, her gaze drifting over the valley from her sister’s window in the northern tower of the Royal Harpy Palace. All of Heartstone Valley lay below, wide and green, the Elderwood Forest a dark whisper on the horizon.


“It would be amazing, Adi.” Isadora sighed as she shuffled over and joined her twin at the window. Today, they turned seven.


“We could just jump right out this window and fly over the palace walls,” Isadora said, pointing, “then soar all the way across Heartstone Valley!” She spread her arms out wide and bumped into her sister. They both burst into giggles.


“What colour wings would you have?” Adora asked, grinning.


“Pink. Definitely pink,” Isadora said without hesitation. “And not just one shade. I’d want every shade of pink in the whole realm.” She beamed. “How about you, Adi?”


“Oh goodness, I don’t know. There are so many wonderful colours to choose from.” Adora frowned, squinting up at the sky as if it might help her decide.


She often daydreamed in front of the old portraits that lined the walls of the grand hall outside the throne room – paintings of their ancestors and other renowned harpies, each graced with glorious feathered wings. Some were pale and slender, others dark and wide. Some appeared alive with every colour imaginable, and others rested in one serene shade. Each pair of wings seemed to belong perfectly to its harpy, like they were a piece of their soul.


“What do you think happened?” she asked. “Why don’t we have them anymore?”


“Wings?” Isa tilted her head. “I don’t know,” she said, then frowned.


“The great mystery,” Adora said with a sigh, resting her chin in her hand on the windowsill. “Maybe now that we’re seven, they’ll see we’re old enough to know the real story.”


“Yeah, maybe.” Isa shrugged.


Suddenly, Adora spun around, eyes bright with excitement. “I have an idea!” she gasped, grabbing her sister by the shoulders. “Let’s make wings and play make-believe.”


“Oh yes! Let’s!” Isa squealed, bouncing up and down.


“Wait right here,” Adora told her, then darted out the door and down the hall to her bedroom. She knew exactly what she was looking for.


She hurried to the big wooden chest in the corner, an old forest-oak box with an iron heart in the centre of the lid. She heaved it open and rummaged through her treasure until … “Yes!” She found the thin, bendy metal pieces she’d discovered during her adventures around the palace grounds.


Back in Isa’s room, she held them up proudly. “Look! We can bend these into wing shapes, then cover them with fabric and tie them onto our backs!”


“Perfect!” Isadora clapped her hands in delight.


They got to work right away. Once the metal was bent just right, Isa disappeared into her wardrobe and returned with two old silk gowns, one pink, one blue, from when they were younger. They’d outgrown them, of course, because now they were big girls. The twins giggled as they tore the sparkly silk into long ribbons, tying them all over their metal frames until they looked like real feathers.


Adora helped fasten Isa’s pink wings with the matching sash. Then Isa tied Adora’s blue wings in place with the blue sash. They tugged and twisted and adjusted until the wings felt just right.


Then they took off. Running full speed around the room with arms stretched wide, the girls laughed and shouted with joy.


“I’m flying! I’m flying!” Adora cried as she leapt onto Isa’s bed and soared off the other side, waves of golden hair flying behind her in the breeze she was making.


“Me too! I can see everything from up here!” Isa called out, circling and twirling, her warm brown waves streaking through the air like ribbons.


They were flying. They were harpies with real wings and wind in their hair and a whole world beneath their feet.


It was the best kind of fun, the kind where you feel like anything is possible. And for that one magikal afternoon, Adora felt so, so lucky to have a sister who was also her very best friend in all of Octavia.






 


 


 


PART ONE






Chapter 1


 


 


 


Adora walked the grey stone path toward the grand entrance of the Order of Octavia, her heart pounding. She tugged at the stiff brown novice tunic clinging to her shoulders. It felt heavy and unfamiliar. This was it. Her apprenticeship began today – the moment she’d known was coming since she was a child. But knowing didn’t slow her heartbeat or steady her breath.


She glanced at her twin sister walking beside her. Isadora’s head was high, her steps sure. She looked like she already belonged.


Everyone around them seemed the same – confident, focused and composed.


Adora felt like an imposter.


They’d arrived with the Royal Harpy Guard after a long morning’s ride from the palace. Leaving before first light, the two princesses had been escorted like dignitaries. But now, in the shadow of the Order’s great buildings, her royal title felt less like a blessing and more like a burden.


This place was led by the legendary war hero Odanatious Tarkine himself. Every child in Octavia knew his name. Most apprentices had earned their way in through talent, combat skill or a remarkable act of courage. She and Isa were here because of birthright. They were potential heirs to the Grand High Guardian and Grand High Seer titles, but neither bore their Heir Rings yet, and nothing was guaranteed.


Earlier, they’d passed the training fields where older novices sparred with steel, their voices ringing across the stone court. Adora had flinched at the clash of blades. The fighters were so capable. So confident. The courtyard had been Isadora’s world, sparring with Aunt Rhianna’s Elite Guard. But Adora had spent her years buried in scrolls under the watchful eyes of the harpy elders, studying history, politics and the ancient crafts of herbalism and alchemy. Her world was the quiet hum of knowledge. How was she supposed to find her place here among warriors and rangers – people who already knew how to fight?


Duty demanded that this was her path. She was heir to the Harpy Kingdom and likely the future Grand High Seer. But deep down, she didn’t feel ready.


She didn’t feel worthy.


She’d asked her mother so many times: “Shouldn’t I be training with weapons, like Isa?”


And every time, her mother had smiled and said, “There will be plenty of time for that once you’re with the Order.”


Now that time had come.


She took a breath and, mimicking her sister’s posture, lifted her chin. Together, they stepped through the heavy wooden doors. Her fingers twitched at the hem of her tunic as she stepped into the courtyard. The cool stone underfoot felt too real. She was no longer imagining her time here. It was happening. And now she had to prove – if not to the world, then at least to herself – that she belonged here.
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“Fall in, recruits.” Odan’s voice cracked across the courtyard like a whip.


Adora jerked to attention, her spine stiffening. Around her, dozens of fourteen-year-olds scrambled into formation, shuffling into a straight line. She counted thirty-five in total – harpies, druids, fae and tauran – the four great magikal races bound to the Order since the Shadow War. Beyond their ranks, Octavia teemed with life: humans, pixies, gnomes, sprites and countless other commonfolk who would never set foot within these walls. The courtyard buzzed with nervous energy, boots shuffling against the grey stone.


Adora looked up at the raised platform overlooking the courtyard. Her mother, Zhianna, Grand High Seer of the realm, was as radiant and serene as ever. Her long white robes shimmered in the afternoon light, her presence both soft and commanding. Beside her stood her twin sister, Rhianna, Grand High Guardian, just as striking in stature but carved from a different stone entirely. Her gold leather armour fit like a second skin, her arms crossed tight over her chest, her gaze sharp and unreadable. Even when Rhianna smiled, it never reached her eyes. Zhianna’s smile, by contrast, could fill a room, lighting her whole face with warmth that softened even the hardest heart.


It was rare for either of the Grand Highs to attend a new induction, but today was no ordinary intake of novices. The twin daughters of the Grand High Seer – nieces to the Grand High Guardian – were among them, a moment the realm had long awaited. Adora and Isadora were both presumed heirs to their mother and aunt’s mantles. Yet without their Heir Rings – living sigils of succession inscribed by the Oracle herself – there were no guarantees. Only expectation … and pressure.


Adora’s gaze lingered on her aunt. She remembered what little her mother had shared – that Rhianna had once been pregnant, twin babes lost before they drew breath. Her one chance to become a mother. Isa had always been Rhianna’s favourite. They’d trained together for years with the Guardian’s Elite Guard. It made sense that Rhianna had poured everything into her. Isa had become the daughter she was never able to have.


Adora’s path had been the complete opposite, working under the wise guidance of her mother and the elders. Scrolls, tinctures and books, not blades and battle drills. While Isa sparred in the courtyard, Adora brewed the Elderberry Elixir and pored over ancient texts in the Royal Library. She’d been running the Royal Apothecary since she was twelve. Yet the Sight still hadn’t stirred. No visions. No flashes. No dreams. Still, her mother had reassured her that it would come when it was ready.


Odan paced down the line, broad shouldered and imposing in his fitted black uniform. His long, pale-blond hair was tied back with a strip of leather, and his storm-grey eyes swept over them with quiet force. He was Adora and Isadora’s sire, chosen for ritual pairing with the Grand High Seer. It was said that only druids could safely bond with harpies – earth steadying air, reason tempering passion. Any other union risked unstable offspring, their magiks at war within the womb. The male harpies had been wiped out in the Shadow War, along with the loving bonds that once defined their kind. What remained were ceremonial unions, clinical pairings necessary for the survival of the harpy race.


“Today,” Odan said, his voice deep and commanding, “you stand on the threshold of the Order of Octavia.”


No one dared shift or fidget.


Beside Adora, Isa stood tall and steady. Her posture was flawless, her eyes fixed forward.


“This is not an honour given freely,” Odan continued. “You are here because you show promise and because you carry within you the spark that may one day protect this realm.” He paused to let the weight of his words settle. “Not everyone will ascend. Some of you will falter. The Order is not for the weak. It is not for the arrogant. It is for the resilient, the disciplined and the loyal.”


Adora’s breath hitched. Her mother had warned her that the Order would be unlike anything she’d known. A few of the novices glanced at one another, but Isa didn’t flinch. Adora focused on her breath.


“Your apprenticeship will last four years,” Odan continued. “During your final cycle, around your eighteenth lap of the sun, you will face your reckoning – an awakening of your true power, granted by the Oracle herself.”


A murmur rippled through the line.


“Until then, you will train in each of the four disciplines: weaponry, alchemy, spellcraft and warcraft. You will be pushed, broken down and rebuilt.” He turned on his heel and paced back along the line. “You are the future of Octavia. And that future is under threat.”


Adora’s heart beat faster. This was what she’d come for.


“The gloom spreads further each year. Shadow beings continue to creep through the veil into our realm. And there are whispers of something older still … a force that nearly destroyed us once before.”


Adora swallowed hard. Ragnarold.


She remembered the moment years ago when her mother first told her the truth of the Shadow War. Something had sparked in her that day – a hunger for answers and a burning desire for justice. It still lived in her now, a quiet heat beneath her ribs that refused to fade. Since then, she’d mastered herbology and alchemy, brewing hundreds of vials from the mother batch of the Elderberry Elixir – the only known protection against the gloom’s slow creep. She’d pored over countless texts from the sections of the library she was allowed to access. But no matter how much she learned, there was always more. Always another page. Always another unanswered question. She hoped she might find some of those answers here at the heart of the forces working to protect Octavia.


“Now,” Odan said, raising his arm, “meet your commanders.”


Twelve figures emerged from a side door, dressed in fitted black like Odan. Males and females, druid, fae, tauran, harpy. Each one moved with the kind of confidence only years of battle and survival could forge.


“They have walked where you now stand. Some were novices. Others survived the Shadow War. All have earned the right to lead.”


Adora stared. One day, she thought. One day, she would be like them.


“My wish for you,” Odan said, “is that you do not waste this chance. Embrace your purpose. Fight for what is right. Stand beside one another, no matter what comes.”


His voice rang out like steel.


“Welcome to the Order of Octavia.”


Cheers erupted down the line. Adora clapped too – though slower than the rest.


Isa didn’t even glance her way.
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The courtyard shimmered in the mid-afternoon sun as the new recruits followed three commanders across the grey stone grounds toward the training quarter. Adora kept close to Isadora’s side, though the space between them might as well have been a chasm.


Isa moved with quiet authority, her shoulders square and her eyes fixed straight ahead. Not a flicker of acknowledgement. But when Adora stumbled slightly on the last step from the barracks, she could have sworn Isa’s hand twitched – just barely – as if to catch her.


Of the three commanders leading them, one moved with fluid confidence that was hard to ignore. Ignatius – moon fae, tall and lithe with dark, tousled hair tied at the nape of his neck and eyes that missed nothing. Definitely a ranger. Every movement showed control and purpose. Adora found herself standing a little taller.


“Eyes up,” he called, his voice clipped and firm. “You’ll need to know this place like the back of your hand.”


The group of wide-eyed recruits quieted as he led them up a low stone rise overlooking the open-air sparring grounds.


Flanking him were two more commanders: Angelina, a lean and hawk-eyed harpy, her gait as precise as her narrowed stare, and Seraphina, a sun fae with regal bearing whose golden braid gleamed in the sunlight.


“To the west,” the moon fae said, pointing, “that’s the novice quarters. You’ll live on the first floor. Upper levels are for second-, third- and fourth-years. Keep your noise down and your heads lower.”


Adora took in the neat grey stone buildings, functional and weathered. The Order had no time for glamour.


“To the east: the commander quarters. That’s where we live. Don’t come knocking unless you’re bleeding out or summoned.”


A few recruits chuckled nervously.


“South is the champion quarter for those in active service stationed here between missions. Most champions are posted to the outposts. Lock in and do the work and that’ll be you one day.”


He turned them northward. “And this is your new home.” He gestured to the wide sparring fields and towering classrooms of the training quarter. “Four disciplines: weaponry, alchemy, spellcraft and warcraft. You’ll study all four, but your faction determines your focus.”


Angelina stepped forward, her tone crisp. “There are three factions: healer, ranger and warrior. You’ll be sorted by your core strengths in the morning.”


A keen-eyed harpy near Adora spoke up. “Is it true some harpies don’t even get sorted until their reckoning?”


“Yes,” said Angelina. “Harpy affinities can be … delayed. But we’ll help guide you toward the right path.”


As they began walking again, the girl fell into step beside Adora. “I’m Franky, by the way,” she said. “From the Gladstone Coven.”


“I’m Adora.”


Franky smiled. “Yeah, I know. You and Isadora – kind of hard to miss. Harpy royalty and all that.”


Adora laughed. “Right.”


They crossed the training ground. Adora looked for her sister, but Isa was already moving away from her, deep in conversation with another recruit.


“Oh my fates,” the girl gushed. “You’re the harpy who trained with the Elite Guard, aren’t you?”


Isa nodded. “That’s right.”


“Can I walk with you? I’ve got so many questions …”


Adora watched them peel off together. The sting of Isa’s rejection was familiar now, but it still it hurt.


“Whoa there,” a deep voice boomed beside her as she bumped into a broad-chested tauran. “You good?”


Adora turned, her eyes widening. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”


The tauran grinned, his teeth flashing white against skin the colour of burnished bronze, warm and sun-dark with a faint earthen glow. “Nah, all good. Don’t sweat. I’m Chase Natorian.” He held out a hand twice the size of hers.


Adora’s breath caught. “That’s one of the oldest tauran tribes.” The Natorian Chief led all the tauran tribes.


“Sure is.” His grin widened, pride lighting his amber eyes. “My brother Nixon’s already a champion. Leads the Blood Ring quad.”


Franky raised an eyebrow. “No way. My aunt’s squad used to spar with them.”


“Small realm,” Chase said with a low laugh. His eyes twinkled, a flicker of wild earth magik moving behind them.


“I’m Franky.” She put her hand out to Chase as she introduced herself.


“You two sorted yet?” Chase asked.


“Ranger,” said Franky. “Harpy lineage. You?”


“Warrior, obviously.” Chase puffed his chest, then winked. He nodded to Adora. “You?”


Adora hesitated. “I … I don’t know yet.”


Franky nudged her. “That’s okay. You’ll figure it out.”


As they neared the edge of the sparring fields, Adora felt something unfamiliar – something warm and quietly good. For the first time since arriving, she didn’t feel alone.
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Adora was settling into her new living quarters. They were each handed a simple meal to eat alone in their rooms before lights out – a chance to rest before their first communal meal in the morning, which would be followed by the much-anticipated faction sorting on the training grounds.


She nibbled on a handful of mixed nuts – the rest of her meal, a chunk of crusty hearth bread and a wedge of hard cheese, resting on a small plate beside her. As she chewed, she glanced around her space, taking in the modest furnishings with quiet appreciation.


She was mostly unpacked now. She’d brought her large wooden chest from the palace, the one with the iron heart on the lid. It was packed with her favourite books, her clothes and essentials and, most importantly, her journals – the ones she’d filled since she was seven as well as her current one and a small stack of spares she fully expected to use.


Her room was much smaller than she was used to. A timber-framed single bed sat neatly along the right-hand wall. A small desk and chair were tucked under the narrow window at the centre of the room, with just enough room for her chest along the opposite wall. Sparse, quiet, undistracted. In some ways, she liked it better than the opulence of the palace.


Sitting at the small desk under her window, she stared out at the early evening light, her fingers tracing the edge of the stone windowsill. She couldn’t believe she was finally at the Order of Octavia’s barracks. Her thoughts swirled with the possibilities of what the next four years would hold for her. The friends she would come to know. The commanders she would learn from. The skills she might finally acquire.


More than anything, she hoped this journey would make her strong enough to join the fight to save Octavia, and the mortal realm they called Earth, from the growing threat of Ragnarold and the Malefic.


Adora rubbed her right arm where the Heir Ring was yet to appear. She tried not to dwell on it, but she wished it had come before she arrived here. She might have felt more certain.


The Grand Highs bore thick black bands encircling their upper arms, displaying the markings of their sacred mantles. Her mother’s took the shape of a coiling floral vine, its tendrils looping the full circumference of her arm to form a living wreath with a single eye at its centre. Her aunt’s was marked by a heart bound in a twisting band of leaves. These were the High Rings.


The Heir Rings were different – thinner, more delicate. They only appeared when the Oracle had chosen a successor. A ring of flowers or leaves would encircle the heir’s upper arm, mirroring the mantle she was born to inherit.


She tried not to let the fact that she didn’t have her Heir Ring rattle her. But some nights, when the halls were quiet, the doubt crept in.


What if she wasn’t worthy?


What if she hadn’t done enough? What if the Oracle had seen inside her and decided she wasn’t enough?


She reminded herself that Isa didn’t have her Heir Ring either. Perhaps her sister wondered the same thing, though she never showed it. Isa never seemed fazed by anything.


Adora wished they were sharing this journey together as dearest friends, like they used to be. The divide between them began the morning after their seventh birthday – the day they were told their childhood was over and that their formal education would begin at dawn. With this came the loss of the one constant who had made everything feel safe: Winny.


A gentle harpy in her twilight years, Winny had cared for them since birth. She smelled faintly of honey and crushed petals. She’d always known how to soothe a scraped knee, how to braid their hair just the way they liked it, how to hold them when the world felt too loud.


But now, apparently, she was no longer ‘necessary’.


Adora could still hear her aunt’s voice echoing through the grey stone dining hall that evening. “It’s time. You’re to take your first step toward becoming who you were born to be.”


Adora had wept in secret, curled on the window seat in her room, trying not to make a sound. That was when Harriet had appeared, a butterfly with luminous wings, gliding through the open window like a whisper of moonlight and landing silently on the sill.


Something inside Adora had changed that night. She started to speak – to Harriet, to herself, to the sky. When the silence hurt too much, she’d imagined the butterfly answering back – playful, gentle, wise. It made the silence feel less lonely.


Adora still spoke to Harriet – sometimes aloud, sometimes in thought. The answers came to her instantly, like a conversation with someone who had always known her. Even if it was just her own inner voice, it always felt like Harriet helped her reach some deeper truth that lived quietly inside her.


Now, as if summoned by memory alone, the flutter of wings swept in through the open window and landed softly on the sill.


“Harri, you made it,” Adora whispered, her chest lifting. “I was starting to worry you’d gotten lost.”


Of course not! You know me better than that, Adi, she imagined Harri saying.


Adora smiled, brushing her fingertip gently across the silken wing. It shimmered like sunlight through water.


“Here we are,” she said. “Starting our next chapter.”


A breeze moved through the open window. She breathed it in – grass, stone and distant smoke from the training fires. It was the scent of something new.


She didn’t know if she was strong enough for what lay ahead.


She didn’t know if her sister would ever look at her the same way again or if anything she achieved here would make a difference.


But she was here.


Ready to give it everything she had.


And for now, that would have to be enough.






Chapter 2


 


 


 


Adora stepped hesitantly into the dining hall on the ground floor of the novice quarter. The room was alive with chatter. Two rows of wooden tables stretched the length of the hall, each one crowded with apprentices already well into their breakfast. Both main tables seated about forty on either side. On the raised platform at the top of the room stood a smaller, more ornate table with thirteen chairs, all facing the novices.


The commanders’ table, Adora guessed.


She scanned the hall, searching for a familiar face.


“Adora! Over here!” called Franky.


She offered a grateful smile and made her way over, sliding onto the bench beside Franky. She greeted Adora with a warm squeeze as if they were already old friends.


“Did you guys hear about the latest high-profile shiver taking?” the young first-year sitting on Adora’s other side asked the group around them. He had a crop of short golden waves, long pointed ears and eyes the colour of the palest sky. Sun fae, Adora guessed.


A few blank looks and head shakes met his question, so he went on.


“Apparently the village alderman of Evenlie was taken two weeks ago, and no one even noticed. Not even his wife. The shiver acted through him the entire time before anyone realised something was off.” He shook his head. “They’re getting smarter.”


Adora was well aware of the growing threat. Her mother kept her updated on the shivers – Malefic shadow beings that somehow managed to slip through the Great Rift between their two realms. Once in Octavia, they couldn’t linger long in spirit form. They needed a host, usually a human as they were the most vulnerable to being taken over.


Once inside a host, a shiver could move, speak, act and remain corporeal. But the host had to carry enough gloom for the possession to take root. And the gloom, her mother had warned, was steadily rising. The reason behind the surge – in both gloom and takings – remained unclear. But the High Council, led by her mother and Aunt Rhianna, were working tirelessly to uncover the cause.


“And the gloom is getting stronger,” another male added. His voice was calm but commanding.


Adora turned to look. He had shoulder-length dark waves, high cheekbones and deep caramel eyes that seemed to hold too much knowing for someone their age. His long, pointed ears and lean, striking features marked him unmistakably as moon fae.


Adora thought he was ridiculously good looking, but there was also a stillness about him, a grounded presence that drew the eye without trying. He didn’t carry himself like someone who knew he was beautiful. And somehow, that made him even more so.


Adora had never been surrounded by so many other people her own age – especially not males. It was strange and a little intimidating. They laughed louder, took up more space and moved with a kind of relaxed confidence she was entirely unaccustomed to. She’d grown up in a palace filled with older harpy females – guards, staff, tutors – even her mother, aunt and the elders who taught her. No one had ever moved like this.


It made her chest flutter with something unfamiliar.


“Our mystics say the Elixir’s losing potency,” the moon fae continued. “They’re working with the harpy elders, sun fae priests and druid shamans to strengthen it.” He shrugged. “No luck yet.”


Adora spoke before she could second-guess herself. “I’ve been working with the Grand High Seer to propagate a new strain of elderberry – splicing it with herbs and other flora.” She hesitated, then added, “We’ve had a few promising results, but nothing solid yet.”


“You must be one of the famous Heartstone twins,” said the sun fae with a grin, nudging her gently with his elbow. “Heir to the Harpy Kingdom, eh?”


“Yes,” Adora said, offering a small smile. “I’m Adora Heartstone. My sister Isadora’s over there.” She gestured toward the other long table, where Isa sat halfway down, fully immersed in a different group’s conversation.


“I’m Gryphon Axelavia,” the boy said, puffing up in mock formality. “Hailing from the Isle of the Sun.” He held out a hand. “But please – just call me Gryph. ‘Gryphon’ makes me feel like I’m in trouble.”


Adora chuckled and shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Gryph.” There was something about his big smile and the ease of his presence that made her feel instantly at home.


Gryph turned to the others at the table and began introducing them with infectious enthusiasm. “Right, I hear you’ve already met Franky and Chase on our tour, but let’s all make this official.”


Adora glanced at Franky, who gave her a cheeky wink.


Then she turned to Chase sitting across the table from her and offered a small nod and smile.


“Hey, klutz,” he teased, his grin wide and easy.


“Vanguard Xanavere,” said the moon fae from earlier, sitting on the other side of Gryph. “But just Van is fine.” He ran a hand through his dark waves, then added, “Son of the Moon King, heir to the Xanavere line, and by far the most reluctant royal in this room.”


Adora blinked. “Wait … you’re the Moon Prince?”


“Guilty,” he said. “But I’d prefer to be known for something more useful.”


A rumbling chuckle came from Chase.


“And that’s my cousin over there – Levy,” he added, gesturing to the moon fae lounging at Isadora’s table. “Please don’t judge me based on his personality.”


Levy caught Adora’s glance and gave a lazy smirk, all charm and arrogance. Even from across the room, he radiated the kind of confidence that came from never hearing the word no.


The group burst out laughing.


“That bad?” Gryph asked.


“Worse,” Van scoffed.


Gryph grinned and gestured to Chase with a flourish. “And this is Chase Natorian, our resident tauran powerhouse and stealth comedian.”


Chase grinned, leaning forward to the group. “Of the Natorian Tribe, southwest Elderwoods,” he added more seriously. His voice was rich and deep, like warm thunder.


“Chase is Chief Natorian’s grandson, and his brother leads the Blood Ring,” Gryph said.


Van laughed. “Nixon? That’s impressive. The Blood Ring are infamous.”


Chase shrugged, but the pride in his eyes gave him away. “He’s a tough act to follow. But I plan to give him a run for his money.”


Franky leaned forward to join the introductions. “Franky Gladstone,” she said. Her sharp chocolate eyes flicked around the group, missing nothing. Her olive-toned skin and neatly plaited hair gave her a practical, no-nonsense edge, but there was warmth in her voice.


“My twin stayed behind with the coven,” she added, then hesitated. “I came to train like my aunt did. Indy Gladstone. She served in the Order for almost two decades but died in the line of duty just over a year ago. Northern outpost, at the Edge.”


A hush settled over them all. Adora felt it like a small ripple across the table – a shared understanding. The stakes were no longer abstract. They were real and personal.


Adora reached under the table and gave Franky’s hand a gentle squeeze – a small act of comfort, offered without thought.


“I’m so sorry, Franky,” Gryph said gently. Everyone else murmured similar condolences.


Franky nodded once, not looking for sympathy. “She was a force of nature. I’m proud to follow her.”


A beat later, the mood lifted again as two druids across from them piped up.


“I’m Hunter,” said the male.


“I’m Krysta,” said the female – at the exact same time.


They looked at each other, then burst out laughing.


“We’re cousins,” Hunter added, nudging Krysta’s shoulder. “Born three weeks apart. She never lets me forget she’s older.”


“Wiser,” Krysta corrected, grinning.


Adora couldn’t help but smile. Both had storm-grey eyes – piercing and intense, like Odan’s. They looked alike in that elemental way druids often did: wild white hair and sun-kissed skin, crackling with something mystical just beneath the surface.


“Tarkine Clan, north of the Faewood,” Hunter added. “Thalwyn Grove.”


“Wait – that’s the High Commander’s clan,” Gryph said. “Righteous.”


“Yeah,” Krysta said. “Odan’s technically our great-great-uncle, but he left our clan years ago to apprentice with the Grand High Guardian, Adrian, before the Shadow War – and now he’s leading the Order.”


“He’s a living legend,” Hunter agreed. “Be great to watch him up close.”


Sitting among her new friends, Adora felt a slow wave of relief wash through her. It was only the first meal, and already she felt lucky. She glanced across the room to Isa, who was deep in conversation with another table of recruits. Her sister laughed at something someone said but didn’t once look Adora’s way.


Adora’s smile faltered. She’d known Isa would settle in quickly – she always did. She let out a quiet sigh. Isa had made it clear, time and again, that things would never go back to how they used to be. But part of her had still hoped for a moment of shared something.
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The morning sun spilled across the stone courtyard as the first-years streamed out of the dining hall in loose clusters. The mood was light, a heady mix of excitement, nerves and far too much energy for how early it was.


Adora walked with her newly made friends, listening as they chattered on their way to the central training grounds.


“Are any of you guys in heals?” Gryph asked, adjusting the strap on his novice vest. “I don’t want to be a massive loner.” He pulled a comically tragic face.


“I am,” Krysta said.


“Oh, thank the Oracle,” Gryph said, then sighed with dramatic relief.


“Take it you’ll be rangers too?” Franky asked Van.


“Affirmative.” Van gave a crisp salute.


“Any other warriors?” Chase chimed in.


“Hear, hear!” Hunter called, thudding his chest like a war drum.


“Nice one, brother.” Chase gave him an approving pat.


Adora smiled, relieved by the banter. The warmth of the group unwound the tight knot in her chest, though she prayed no one would ask her what faction she would be in.


“Reckon we’ll be placed in quads today?” Gryph asked, nudging Van. “Or is that later on?”


“Later,” Chase answered instead. “Not until our third year. They’ll want to see what we’re good at first. After a few years training with our factions, we’ll be sorted into quads – units of four that train and fight together for the rest of our apprenticeship.”


“Oh yeah, my man’s got the inside scoop,” Gryph beamed. “Tell us more.”


“Nixon says a standard quad always includes one healer, with either two rangers and one warrior or one ranger and two warriors, to keep things balanced. If we make it through all four years, we graduate as quads into active service as Champions of the Order.”


Adora had always loved the stories of the champions. Bards would visit the palace, singing of legendary quads whose courage helped shaped the realm. One group always stood out to her, the Dark Wing Unit, an all-female quad who had served since the Shadow War: Danaeys, a sun fae healer; Pru, a harpy ranger; and twin harpy warriors Freya and Saphera.


They were fierce and fearless – everything Adora dreamed of becoming. She used to press her ear to the great dining hall door, listening in as her mother and aunt hosted the champions over supper. She’d dreamed of meeting them one day, although she imagined they would be even more intimidating in real life.


“I still think it’s weird we don’t get to choose,” Franky muttered. “You could end up stuck with someone who eats their toenails.”


“Bit grim, Franky,” Gryph said with a wince.


“I hope we get grouped together,” Franky said, giving Adora a soft nudge with her elbow.


Adora blinked. “What?”


Franky shrugged. “You, me, Chase, Gryph, Van, Krysta, Hunter. Any combo of us, really. We’ve already got good chemistry.”


“You trying to lock in your quad already?” Chase teased.


“Obviously,” Franky said, smirking. “You lot are decent.”


“Totally,” Gryph agreed.


“I used to dream about joining the Ice Rock Unit,” Franky said. “Aunt Indy said they once took down a gloom swarm with nothing but sheer fury and a bit of rope.”


“No way,” Gryph said, eyes wide. “Did they really?”


“Swear it on my Coven’s life,” Franky replied.


Van nodded thoughtfully. “My father used to tell stories about the Rune Circle – four druids bonded through a single oath mark. Apparently, they could cast in perfect synchronicity. Some say their magik echoed like a song.”


“I heard they took down a shiver nest with a single incantation,” Adora said.


The group fell into an awed hush.


“I just hope,” she added, “that I’m good enough to be part of something like that.”


“You will be,” Van said, his voice firm.


“Yeah,” Chase agreed. “You’ve got the vibe. Harpy brains and Heir to the Highs.”


“Let’s just hope the instructors notice our raw potential before the tripping and snorting puts them off,” Gryph said with a grin.


They all burst out laughing as the training ground came into view.
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They assembled on the grassed rise just outside the main entrance. The morning sun was warm on Adora’s skin, but the warmth she’d carried from breakfast with her new friends was already fading – replaced by a creeping sense of dread.


Her stomach tightened. Faction sorting. She wished, not for the first time, that there was a faction for scholars.


She sighed and tried to steady her thoughts, but they kept circling the same worry: Where do I belong? Her skillset, as it stood, was entirely theoretical. She’d studied under her mother’s guidance in the apothecary and spent hours buried in the archives with the elders. She was confident in herbology, well-versed in alchemical ratios and knew more about the Shadow War than most palace guards – but she’d never picked up a weapon. Never healed a living being. And her Sight, despite her mother’s quiet assurances, had yet to show even the faintest spark of awakening.


Frustration smouldered inside her. Surely her mother, the Grand High Seer herself, had known she would need to be better prepared. That she would need something – anything – to offer when the time came to choose a faction.


Before she could spiral further, Odan’s voice sliced through the courtyard.


“Right,” he called, his voice commanding but calm. “It’s time to sort you into your training factions. For those unfamiliar, I’ll give a quick summary.”


Adora straightened, trying to still her racing thoughts.


“Healers,” Odan began, “are those with a strong affinity for restorative magik. That’ll include most of our sun fae and a good number of druids.”


He nodded to the group of eager-looking sun fae.


“Sun fae channel their healing from sunlight and water. Druids draw power from the elements through their totems, and some will find their strength in healing.” He met their eyes one by one. “But make no mistake – you’ll all train in weaponry. Healers are no less exposed to danger. Your role in the field is critical. We expect you to stand firm.”


A quiet murmur ran through the group.


“Rangers,” he continued, “specialise in distance. Bows, crossbows and throwing weapons, and some of you will eventually unlock spellcasting – particularly our moon fae and druids – once you pass your reckoning. This faction will be home to most harpies and moon fae, with a handful of druids.”


Adora’s breath hitched. She’d never once held a ranged weapon, let alone fired one.


“Warriors,” Odan went on, his voice deepening slightly, “are our frontline. Close combatants. Swords, axes, hammers. You lead your quad into battle and take the hits so the rangers can strike from behind. Taurans and druids will dominate this faction. Taurans are built for it, with the strength of the plains in their bones and earth magik in their blood. Fully reckoned, a tauran is stronger than two harpies combined. Druids, meanwhile, channel the living pulse of nature – their elemental totems turning each strike into a surge of wild force. But we’ve seen many harpies graduate as warriors before – speed, strategy and heart go a long way.”


He let that sink in, then added, “Fae rarely find their way here. Their magik is less suited to it, but nothing is impossible.”


He gestured as he continued speaking.


“Healers to the right,” he said, pointing to a flat stretch of grass. “Rangers to the left. Warriors behind me. If you’re uncertain where you belong … remain here in front. We’ll help guide you.”


Adora didn’t move.


Around her, the group shifted with purpose. Isa marched straight toward the warriors – shoulders squared, eyes fixed forward, the only female in the group. Gryph and Krysta peeled off toward the healers. Van, Levy and Franky moved in unison towards the rangers. Chase and Hunter both moved confidently to the other warriors, exchanging grins as they went.


Adora’s feet felt rooted to the earth. Only three of them remained.


The others looked so sure of themselves, like they’d always known where they belonged. Adora swallowed hard, but her throat was dry.


Maybe I’m not supposed to belong yet, she thought. Maybe I’m meant to find it here. She stood up straighter. She might not have clarity, but she was determined to find the right path.


“I’ll take these three with me,” Odan said, motioning to Adora and the two remaining harpy girls. “Commander Ignatius will take the rangers, Commander Seraphina the healers and Commander Angelina the warriors.”


The group split. Adora followed Odan, the two harpies flanking her, both of them looking just as uncertain. They crossed the lawn and followed a narrow track that led to the edge of the forest. Birds chirped above them in the trees. The air smelled of moss and morning dew. A short while later, they emerged into a grove – a quiet clearing with a rack of weapons standing at its centre and a row of practice targets set beyond.
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