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Dedication

To Nico

Happy Birthday. I modelled Freya after you. I hope you like her.

 

To Olive

Thank you for being you. Happy Birthday.
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Preface

Most readers seek escape when they pick up a fantasy book, and I am no exception. 

Not just that; writing is also, to me, a form of escape from the dreary and often frightful realities of the mundane life I lead.

But somehow, this book became different. It has reflected real life more closely than I expected and perhaps more closely than many people would be comfortable with.

It was not deliberate. When I started writing Hallie and Freya’s story, I knew there would be parallels with real life, but I’d hoped to keep those to the minimum while I explored their characters and relationships.

But alas! The story and the characters demanded it be told this way, and hence, there are some parts of this that may ring true.

Art, after all, is but a reflection of life, and the world we live in is, whether we realise it or not, fraught with danger.

Still, it is my hope that you will enjoy reading this tale as much as I enjoyed writing it.

For those of you who couldn’t find the escape you sought, I hope Cinnamon at least made it worthwhile. She’s a very special cat, after all.

 

 

Niranjan

29.06.2024
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One 

“We may need to leave the country,” my father says, turning off the TV and looking at us. “I don’t think that it is safe for any of us here anymore.”

We’re all silent, and I focus on the sounds of rain outside rather than my own breathing or heart that is suddenly too loud. The large living room of my parents’ house is always well lit, but not glaringly so. Usually, my parents looked bright under the lights. Today, they both look pale and frightened, diminished somehow. No wonder, with everything going on and the stress that we’re all under.

Dad’s sitting on the couch, and Mom next to him. My brother, Stefan, is on the love seat, sprawling. I am on an armchair, knees apart, hands clasped loosely between them. Dad looks tired and anxious, and Mom’s hair seems to have more silver streaks than usual. There’s stubble on Stefan’s cheeks, and he’s usually very fastidious about his appearance, especially on our weekly visits to our parents. I know that my hair is dishevelled more than usual too. The last few months have taken a toll on all of us, ever since Berg announced his candidacy for the post of our King. 

And now, he’s been elected, and Dad wants to leave the country. 

Logically, I know he is right. Our newly elected King, Berg, is not tolerant towards witches. He hates us, to be frank. His entire election platform has been delivering harangues against us, our powers, our lack of oversight, as he called it. We are strictly regulated and controlled by our own covens, which are independent of any government, but that is not enough for Berg. He wants us subservient to him, our powers at his disposal, failing which he will see us all die. 

“He cannot amend all the laws and treaties.” Stefan, objects. “I know that he can make life difficult, but surely, leaving the country is a drastic measure.”

“He can do more than make life difficult,” my mother says. “He can fill law enforcement and judiciary with people who think like him. How long do you think it will be before they start harassing witches for no reason, dragging us to court for imagined things?”

“I can’t believe this,” I mutter, though I can. I very well can. “We will have to leave everything behind, Dad... your business, Mom’s job, Stefan’s career, my shop.”

And Freya, my heart reminds me. 

“Businesses can be rebuilt, so can careers, and I can find a job anywhere,” my mother says. “And you can have a shop anywhere as well, Hallie.”

What she says is right; it’s logical, but I don’t want to listen to reason, even if I should. I am not a child anymore, but a woman and among the most powerful of our generation. That isn’t common knowledge though, but my bloodline itself makes me valuable. If I stay, I will be a target, and I have no reasons not to go. 

Except Freya.

My best friend since the day she intervened on behalf of a total stranger to handle a couple of bullies who were threatening me. Even though we didn’t even go to the same school, and our families belong to different covens, Freya and I had stayed friends. We still are.

“What will the coven say?” I ask.

My father shrugs. “Covens won’t interfere in this,” he says. “They won’t ask us to stay or leave. It’s always up to individual members. If someone feels their safety is threatened, the coven won’t force them to go against that.”

“Maybe the Witches’ Coven will talk to Berg?” Stefan says. He wants to leave as little as I, but his reasons are different. “There are treaties, after all.”

“Treaties don’t cover law enforcement of individual countries,” my father says. “The Coven cannot demand protection for a witch who has broken the law, and there are a million ways in which Berg can trump up charges against innocent witches.”

Stefan frowns, but says nothing more, and I have no arguments either. We face prejudice every day from people who fear our magic. The same people who flock to my shop for charms and talismans and to Freya’s for bolts of clothes infused with simple charms that make them last longer, prevent tearing or repel water depending on where Freya’s fancy takes her. 

I know what my father says is correct. People may want things from us, but they’re also afraid of us. Witches are blamed for everything, from an unseasonal rain to a miscarriage or a divorce. It wouldn’t be a stretch to blame us for something, and then put the onus of proof on us. How can we prove ourselves innocent of something when there can be no proof? How can we prove we didn’t cast a spell? Spells leave no residue, need no preparation, or herbs. All it needs is the witch’s focus, will and energy. There’s no way of ever proving that a spell has not been cast. 

And yet, I don’t want to leave. Because the thought of being separated from Freya is like a dagger to my heart. Being secretly in love with your best friend sounds like the plot of a badly written romance novel, but that is literally my life.

And now I may have to leave her.

And I don’t want to.

“I don’t want to leave,” I say, looking down at my clasped hands. They tighten without my volition. “I want to stay.”

My heartbeat drums in my ear harder than the rain outside. There is quiet in the room, and I don’t want to look at my family and see their expressions. I don’t know what they are thinking. I like to think no one knows of my feelings for Freya, but I can’t be certain that my parents don’t know. Or Stefan. They know me better than anyone, after all.

“Are you sure, Hallie?” my father asks, his tone neutral.

“Yes,” I say, risking a glance at him. He looks thoughtful, and so does my mother. “I want to stay here.”

“You’re an adult,” my mother says. “We can’t force you to do anything. Just... think about it, Hallie, okay? We don’t need to spell out the dangers for you.”

I know that, and my heart gives violent lurches every time I think of it, and my mouth dries up, but I would still stay, keep my head low, and hope that I go unnoticed. My bloodline is a big thing in the witch community, but we still live in a small town, and what are the odds that Berg would have even heard of me?

The King. If I’m staying, I need to start referring to him as the King. 

The King is the post, and the person is less important. They aren’t supposed to bring their personal prejudices or matters into the office. But anyone who has seen the way Berg campaigned can have no doubts that he plans to end all that. If we still have a democracy at the end of all this, we’ll be lucky. 

But that is just me overthinking. Even he can’t overturn the constitutional process. Or change every law. But as my father already pointed out, he doesn’t need to. And that is a scarier thought than the other. That he can still do anything he wants without having to change a single thing about how the system works, that he can twist the systems designed to protect us to harm us, and that no one is likely to say a word, not even the Grand Coven because a witch who breaks the law is beyond their protection and falls within the jurisdiction of the country where they broke the law. 

And I still want to stay because of what? Friendship? Unrequited love for my best friend? Neither sounds like good enough reasons to put my head on the block, to be honest. And yet, there is no way I can leave while Freya is still here. 
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Stefan walks me home. I know it’s useless to protest. Berg is already sworn in, but even bullies think twice before coming after me when my tall and well-muscled brother is with me. I sometimes wish I’d been taller, or less broad, but I’m neither. I reach up to his chest at the most, and I hate wearing heels, so I’m not likely to be any taller using accessories. 

He puts an arm around me as we walk, keeping pace with me. 

“Are you sure about this, Hallie?” he asks, as we are almost at my house. 

We neither of us have ever spoken of the fact that my house is beyond the town, almost into the forest, and that I bought that house because Freya lived near, because that enabled me to walk into town with her every day and return the same way. Stefan likely knows how I feel, but this is the closest he has come to asking me about it. 
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