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            Isadora’s Interview

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the lavender flowers on the white china and willed my heart to stop pounding. Papa’s advice whispered through my head like the balm of a cool poultice, settling my nerves.

      Don’t be afraid, Bianca. The old woman will perceive your personality no matter what you do or say. You can’t hide information from a Watcher. Let her remain in control of the conversation and things will be easier.

      “You said that your family is from Bickers Mill?” The old woman, Isadora, startled me from my thoughts with her question. “That’s not very far from here.”

      “Yes,” I said, turning around to face her. “I grew up in a cottage outside the village.”

      Don’t think about how important this is.

      That wouldn’t be too difficult. She only determined the rest of my life.

      Isadora smiled in a distant way, as if she were lost in thought and only keeping up with the conversation to be kind. She was a stringy old woman, with a curved back and foggy, pistachio-colored eyes, although one of them looked more blue than green.

      “Your grandmother is sick, isn’t she?”

      My throat tightened.

      “Yes,” I said, swallowing past it. She studied me while I continued. “The apothecary said she may not have much longer to live.”

      “Well, I’m glad you were able to come here today so that I did not have to come to you. Living near the school helps me keep this part of Letum Wood safe for the students. Now that school has started, I don’t like to leave.”

      “I’m sure they appreciate your work as a Watcher,” I said, circling back around to face the tea set. Confidence, I told myself. Even if she can see into your soul and it isn’t very organized.

      My hands trembled when I set the fragile cups and saucers on the antique silver tray. Was that right? No, the teacups went on the plates. Or did they? Was I supposed to set out a fork for the little cakes? Or tongs? Or nothing at all? An interview I’d prepared for my entire life, and a tea set flummoxed me. This was a promising beginning. Deciding to leave the cups off the plate, I set them off to the side, lifted the tray and turned to serve the tea.

      Isadora moved away from the window with a hobbled step while I approached the little table. Her quaint cottage at the edge of the trees aged with a quiet grace, decorated in an opulence that made me nervous, afraid I’d take one step too far in any direction and break something, like the witches’ bottles hanging from one wall by strings of twine. A simple nudge and they’d fall, shattering, the whispers of their bottled incantations rising into the air like a mist.

      Despite her reputation as one of the most powerful witches in our world, Isadora lived a discreet life in the midst of her porcelain tea sets, of which she had many, and her white curtains. A buttery loaf of bread gleamed nearby, smelling of warm yeast and flour.

      “Is this part of Letum Wood dangerous?” I asked, taking measured steps so I didn’t rattle the china. Letum Wood, the weather, my chances of survival at the school, I would have picked any of these topics for conversation. Anything to avoid the silence that meant she searched my soul, hoping to understand the secrets of my mind.

      “It can be a frightening place,” Isadora said, lowering into a wooden chair. “But not when I’m watching.”

      For all my precautions in getting there, the tray landed on the table with an ungracious clunk, and I murmured a nervous apology.

      She smiled, surveying the layout of the china with puckered lips that looked suspiciously close to a smile. I’d gotten the tray wrong, of course.

      “I was an awkward teenager too, you know,” Isadora said. “Big teeth and whatnot. That all changed when I turned sixteen.”

      “Oh?” I stammered, forcing myself to sit down. “Sixteen?”

      “Yes, your age.”

      She’s going to know many things about you. Don’t be surprised if she mentions details you haven’t told her. She sees.

      “It’s a wonderful age,” she crooned before I could reply, lightly sliding her cup onto her tea plate. “I started learning how to control magic at a Network school, though not Miss Mabel’s School for Girls. It changed the course of my life.” She paused for a second, then continued as if she’d never stopped. “Miss Mabel’s is a grand place. There’s so much history in that big old estate, you know, and so much to learn.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” I hummed as I reached for the pot. The tea tumbled in a coral waterfall into the fragile porcelain cups. Steam rolled off the boiling liquid, filling the air. A drop or two slipped out, falling to the white tablecloth when I tipped the spout back. An instant stain spread.

      “Miss Mabel’s been teaching there many years,” I said, quickly setting the teapot on top of the diffused pink circles, hoping she didn’t see. My heart pounded. This wasn’t the time for mistakes. Perhaps I’d spent too long perfecting the big things and too little on the mundane.

      Our eyes met for the first time. Isadora didn’t smile, just stared into me with a troubled expression. I waited under the scrutiny of her gaze, my heart pulsing in my throat, making me sick to my stomach. Her worried expression had nothing to do with my inability to properly set out and pour tea.

      Isadora doesn’t care about trivialities.

      “Yes, Mabel has been teaching for a long time.” She finally took the offered cup to sip, breaking her intense study. “She’s one of the best teachers in the Network.”

      Her face scrunched a little, and I fought back a frustrated sigh. I had steeped it too long again. Herbal teas always stumped me.

      “So I’ve heard,” I said.

      “Mabel gears her teaching toward action, not books. Education these days involves too much reading. Learning magic should be about practice, not recitation.”

      I heartily agreed but remained silent. Bookwork was never my cup of tea, so to speak. Her cup set itself down as I reached for the sugar. I didn’t know how to respond, so I remained quiet and stirred the sugar into my tea. Above all, show confidence, I reminded myself. Sometimes silence does it best.

      “Tell me, Bianca, why you are here today.”

      I looked up in surprise. Part of me hoped that our entire interview consisted of this strangled, awkward small talk. Then she could probe into my mind and personality in silence, discerning what I already knew. You’re determined to attend this school. You’ve spent years learning magic to prepare. You hope to control fate, but you can’t because she’s a fickle mistress. Then she’d tell me I passed and I’d never have to really answer anything.

      She lifted her eyebrows, waiting for my response, shattering any hope of an easy escape.

      Never lie to a Watcher, Papa’s voice returned. Most of the time they already know how you are going to respond. The test is in your emotions, and you can really only control how you use them.

      Elaborating on all the possible life benefits of attending Miss Mabel’s tempted me, but she’d know I didn’t really care. Trivialities, I reminded myself. Isadora may already know the answer to her question, but she might not.

      A bargain I couldn’t ignore.

      I finally settled on the one answer I knew would be true.

      “I want to work with Miss Mabel.”

      We sat in silence for several minutes. The snap of the fire filled the background. I stirred my cup. Most girls probably had a ready answer for that one. Perhaps I’d been learning how not to set out tea.

      “Yes,” Isadora said, taking a sip of her tea with a quiet chuckle that didn’t sound humorous. “You certainly don’t lack motivation, do you?”

      She looked out the window again. I pulled the tiny silver spoon from my tea and set it next to the cup. My hands still shook, so I folded them in my lap instead of taking a drink, braiding them into a ball of icy fingers. I wondered if she’d notice if I didn’t take a sip. After her reaction, the taste probably wasn’t worth it.

      Isadora opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again. I began to wonder if I could stand a silence so loud.

      “My job is to interview prospective students to see if they would be a good fit for Miss Mabel’s School for Girls,” she said, turning away from me. “It’s a difficult education to complete, with a demanding schedule, and isn’t meant for everyone. That’s why the High Priestess of the Network requires you to qualify.”

      My knuckles tightened until my hands blanched to a shade of white. This was it. She would turn me down, say I wasn’t the right kind of girl. My whole life and future hung in the balance. It would be quick as a guillotine but infinitely more painful.

      High stakes are what you get, I reminded myself, when you have a lot to lose.

      I wished I’d worn my hair in a bun instead of loose on my shoulders. But I couldn’t act myself by pretending to be something I wasn’t, so my hair remained down where I liked it.

      “I’ve met a lot of students, but never in my life …” she faltered. Her fidgeting and blank stares began to unnerve me. Wasn’t this a witch of great magical knowledge and power?

      She set the china cup down with a resolute clank.

      “I’m going to let you in, Bianca, but I do so with one warning.”

      Her creaky, anxious voice took away any chance to feel relief. I waited, holding my breath, while she stared into my eyes.

      “Don’t underestimate her.”

      I didn’t need to ask whom she meant. The name hung in the air between us like an anvil on a fraying string.

      Miss Mabel.

      We stared at each other. I wondered just what she saw about me, what facets of my personality, and what motives she understood that I didn’t. Before I drew up the courage to ask, Isadora turned away again, as if she couldn’t stand to look at me, and took another sip of her tea.

      My right wrist burned. I grabbed it, which gave only a moment of relief.

      When I pulled my hand away, a black circle of ancient, minuscule words lay on the inside of my wrist. The circlus. Without it, the magic surrounding the boundaries of Letum Wood that housed Miss Mabel’s School for Girls wouldn’t allow me in.

      My stomach flipped.

      I did it.

      My chest sank, heavy with fear and weak with relief. I suppressed the rush of panic, banishing it to the corners of my mind. No panic here, just confidence.

      I spent years preparing for this. It won’t frighten me now.

      I was a terrible liar. Attending Miss Mabel’s School for Girls did frighten me, but so did staying home, forfeiting my only chance at freedom.

      Isadora seemed to recover her wits with surprising speed. She sat up, set her napkin on the table, and straightened her wobbly legs.

      “Have you said goodbye to your mother?”

      “Yes,” I said, wincing inside. The fear in her eyes haunted me. Mama didn’t want me to go, not like this. There has to be another way, she whispered to me last night, tears in her eyes that she never shed. I don’t like this, Bianca. What if something happens to you? I hated leaving her.

      But I still did it. Because I had to.

      Nothing bad will happen, I had promised her. I can do this. I know I can.

      Isadora nodded once. “Very well, come. Let’s continue your education. I can see that Mabel will be quite … pleased to have you.”

      Grateful to get out of the close little parlor, I walked past the window to see a figure moving out from behind a tree. Mama stood amongst the dark woods with her queer gray eyes, her ebony hair restless in the wind.

      “Merry part, Mama,” I whispered. The memory of Papa’s voice ran through my head as I stared at her, my homesick heart already raw and throbbing.

      Mabel is the one of the cleverest witches in the Central Network. She’s the only one that can remove your curse. You must remember: Mabel does no favors. Be careful, B.

      Your life depends on it.
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        * * *

      

      Isadora led me through her house to a rickety back porch where a torch illuminated the ground. A single trail ran from a set of wooden stairs, disappearing into trees and deadfall beyond. The gray and muted brown leaves matched my simple brown dress. Winter robbed Letum Wood of color, leaving it stark and ugly.

      “Well, keep to the trail.” Isadora cast a look at the sky. “It looks like rain, so you better hurry. It’s at least an hour’s walk to the school from here.”

      “Thank you.”

      I pulled the hood of my cloak over my long black hair and took a few steps forward. Every minute of my life led to this moment. Fate may be a fickle mistress, I thought, glancing at the sky, but she isn’t entirely unforgiving.

      Isadora called to me, stopping me in my tracks.

      “Did you know they are taking volunteers for the Competition tonight?”

      I kept my hood up and my eyes on the ground so she couldn’t read my expression.

      “Yes,” I said. “I heard that rumor.”

      I left before she could ask more, evaporating in the mist of Letum Wood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Merry Meets

          

        

      

    

    
      The tree branches rattled together in hollow knocks from the wind, and a few brittle leaves fluttered past my legs as I started. A chill bit through my black cloak, wrapping me in a crisp blanket of cool air. Once I’d put some space between us, I looked back. Only an empty porch and extinguished torch remained.

      Glad to leave the interview behind, I whispered a special incantation, one Papa found just for me. The folds of my skirt lifted up, like an invisible hand was drawing a pair of drapes, until they stopped around my waist. My frilly white knickers, lovingly sewn by Grandmother’s arthritic hands, revealed themselves to all of Letum Wood. No one would be here on the trail, but I cast my eyes around just in case.

      Clear.

      I took off at a steady jog, holding my cape so it wouldn’t tangle in my legs. My muscles warmed to the movement with little preamble, and I gave them room to fly. The forest soared past, a whiz and whir of spindly branches and old moss. The familiar staccato rhythm of my heart soothed me; all of my anxiety melted into the cool earth. I pounded down the path.

      A storm threatened to break with every gust of wind that hurried me along. My thoughts spun, recalling the smell of lavender tea in Mama’s cup, the down pillow I left behind, and the garden of spices in front of our little cottage that Grandmother loved so much. The melancholy caw of a crow reminded me that I was alone.

      A change in the trees slowed me to a walk. I shoved my skirts down and dropped the cloak, suddenly nervous I’d be seen. What a great first impression that would make, trotting up to school with my knickers blaring for all to see.

      I’m Bianca Monroe, and I run in the woods with my skirts up. I also don’t know how to steep or pour tea.

      Catching my fast breath, I peered through the thick foliage to see an unnatural color between the branches. The school.

      My cloak drifted ahead of me in the breeze when I walked out of the deadfall and stopped at a black, wrought iron fence. A loose gate moved with a shrill cry in the wind.

      The old manor was a gothic structure, made of shadows and aged stone that faded to light cream color. Ivy crawled across the front in brittle strands, shuddering in the wind. A steady stream of smoke drifted from two chimneys on the far right side. The late evening gloom overshadowed the sprawling beauty, leaving the manor both depressing and intriguing.

      Twelve darkened windows marched across the second, third, and fourth floors. They must be student bedrooms. Five sat on either side of the front door on the ground level. Candles illuminated several glass panes with warm, buttery light. A wooden board introduced me to the school. It looked ancient and worn, like a standing citadel stained with shadow. A shudder spun down my spine.

      Miss Mabel’s School for Girls.

      After taking a deep breath, I pushed through the cool gate and strode forward. “Here we are,” I whispered, pulling in a bolstering breath. “Here we go.”

      Confidence.

      When I knocked on the thick wooden door it seemed to reverberate inside. A quick fall of steps came soon after, and when the door opened, an older woman with green eyes stood to welcome me. Flour dusted her apron, and her hair sat like a gray pillow on top of her head.

      Her shrewd eyes narrowed.

      “Bianca Monroe?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come in.” She opened the door wider. “Isadora just finished meeting with Miss Mabel. We weren’t expecting you so soon.”

      A few leaves scuttled into the warm entry ahead of me. The woman had to push against the wind to close the door.

      “Your bags are up in your room already. My name is Miss Celia. I’m a teacher here.”

      I stepped into a vestibule. The ceiling rose several floors, following the twirl of a wide staircase. A silver chandelier with dripping candles hung from the very top floor several stories above, illuminating the ground and walls of cream-colored stone. A crimson rug climbed along each stair, accenting the carved ivy leaves twisting through the railing. Skinny candles flickered from iron wall sconces and cast dancing shadows on the grainy wooden floor.

      It was warm, at least. If not a bit old.

      “Wait here.”

      She disappeared down a hallway at the end of the entry, leaving me to feel small in the dominating presence of the room. When I turned my focus to listening, the distant clang and clatter of pots came to my ears first. A buttery smell filled the air, making my stomach growl.

      “This is Camille. She’s a first-year like you. Camille, show Bianca up to her room, please.”

      Miss Celia reappeared with a girl my age in tow. She had curly blonde hair held away from her face by a white headband. I assumed that the navy blue dress over a long white shirt fitting down to her wrists was the school uniform, as a few other girls walked by in similar blue dresses. A kind smile lit her face.

      “Merry meet, Bianca!”

      Miss Celia ushered us up the staircase with a frantic wave of her hands.

      “Go on, go on!” she exclaimed. “It’s just about time to eat. Heaven knows I don’t have time for interruptions.”

      Camille beckoned me to follow her as she started up the stairs, leaving me to trail behind. Miss Celia’s tirade faded into the background.

      “Don’t mind Miss Celia,” Camille said with a roll of her hazel eyes. “She gets really stressed at mealtimes. She runs the kitchen and has for years. Her cinnamon buns are legendary, and so is her bread. Trust me.”

      “Oh, that’s good to know.”

      “Did you just get here?” she asked, as if my clothes and lack of know-how weren’t any indication.

      “Yes.”

      “You must be cold then! We’ll get you by the fire in the dining room soon. Miss Celia’s prepped a feast tonight that will warm you up faster than anything. It’s the Feast of the Competition!”

      We approached the second floor. The stairway continued up, but the landing opened to a dark corridor filled with doors and a tarnished wood floor. A warm fire blazed at the end of the hall, where girls in similar blue dresses moved around.

      “This is the third-year corridor. Don’t go in there!” Camille said, pulling me back when I stepped across the doorway. “They get really picky about first-years in their area. Especially Priscilla.” She lowered her tone and spoke behind her hand. “She gets really upset. Her dad is rich so she gets away with it.”

      Camille grabbed my arm and spun me back toward the stairs. Our shoes clacked on the floor as we climbed. “The second-years are okay, but most of them spend time trying to get the attention of the third-years. They usually ignore us.”

      We passed the second-year floor. Their common room sat right off the stairwell, filled with long tables, plush cushions on the high back chairs, and a wall of landscape portraits clearly done by students still struggling to find their talent. A burly second-year sent us a warning glare when we peered in.

      “Second-years,” Camille said, then stuck her tongue out at the girl near the door and quickly ushered me toward the stairs again.

      “Where are the classrooms?” I asked, studying a carved floral design on the stair bannister. It looked like the ropes of Letum ivy that hung in the forest in the summertime.

      “On the first floor. So are the dining room and the library. The teachers live in cottages just outside the yard. Here it is!” Camille announced, spreading her arms out. “The first-year floor.”

      My first impression told me it wasn’t anything to get excited about. We had to walk down a chilly corridor to reach the empty first-year common area. Although a fire burned in the grate, I saw no one enjoying the sweet warmth. I moved closer to it, grateful to feel my fingers thaw. Camille kicked aside a few wrinkled scrolls and plopped onto a straight-backed, firm sofa. It looked as comfortable as a pair of shoes that pinched.

      “I think you’ll like it.” Her face turned down as she leaned forward, propping her head on her palm. “Well, it’s less dreary when the students are actually out here. Everyone is getting ready for the feast downstairs.”

      “It seems really nice,” I said, lying through my teeth. The stone walls were cracked and stained with dust. Floorboards stuck up at random intervals; black—perhaps from years of soot—edged the walls. Homework tables occupied most of the free space, lined by benches instead of chairs. Books cluttered the shelves in obvious disarray. Camille snorted.

      “Nice, sure. Not compared to the second-years. The third-years have the best of everything. Follow me.” She bid me to follow her down another hallway with a wave of her arm. I obeyed, pausing to gaze at a portrait of a woman with black hair and solemn eyes. A previous High Witch, no doubt.

      “Your room will be right next to mine,” she said. “Leda and I came a little late too. We just got here a week ago, so I know how it feels to be in your shoes. Don’t worry. It’s not so bad here.”

      Her hair bounced to a stop. She opened a door to reveal a tiny square of a room with bare, wooden walls and a handful of built-in shelves. A scarlet blanket covered the narrow bed and a desk sat below the window. Age cracks snaked through the window panes, allowing a whistle when a gust of wind hit the house. The slow plod of a new rainstorm hit the glass with a soothing, gentle hiss.

      “Looks like your stuff came already.” Camille nudged my trunk with her toe. “That’s lucky. One of the second-years is still waiting for her stuff to come. I think her parents sent it with a bad spell. I don’t think they’ll ever find it.”

      A candle flame came to life as I stepped in. The shadows loomed like creatures dancing on the wall, making the room feel even more dismal and grim. I longed for the comfort of home, of familiarity.

      Confidence in all things.

      “When did school start?” I asked, hoping to distract my rising unease. Surely I’d lost my mind, coming to Miss Mabel’s School for Girls.

      “Two weeks ago.” Camille sat on the end of my bed and let her legs swing. “But you haven’t missed much. Leda can help you catch up. She’s the smartest first-year because she likes to study, but she doesn’t really like people. You’ll meet her at dinner.”

      She sounds delightful, I wanted to mutter, but bit my tongue. Despite what she said, the warmth in Camille’s tone told me Leda was a friend of hers.

      A tinkling chime came from downstairs, so faint I thought I’d imagined it. Camille jumped to her feet.

      “That’s dinner. We better get going. Miss Scarlett takes roll and she doesn’t like it when anyone is late.”
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        * * *

      

      “Just follow me,” Camille whispered. We stood outside the dining room, peering in.

      Six long wooden tables with benches filled the open area. A fireplace big enough to stand in warmed the room with crackling flames. Every spot at the tables was full, except for one in the back next to a girl with white-blonde hair, who appeared to be buried in a book.

      “Are we going to get in trouble?” I asked.

      “No, but I hate it when Miss Scarlett singles me out. She’s terrifying.”

      Camille started into the room along the back wall at a cautious creep, and I followed close behind. The moment I stepped into the room every eye fell on me like metal to a magnet.

      Fantastic. An entrance.

      “Care to explain why you’re late, Miss Duncan?” A booming voice came from the front of the room. Camille halted with a wince.

      “Y-yes, Miss Scarlett. Miss Celia asked me to show Bianca to her room before dinner.”

      Camille stood at my side instead of retreating to her seat. I felt a moment of gratitude that she didn’t leave me standing in front of the school alone.

      “You must be Bianca Monroe,” Miss Scarlett said, turning toward me. “I just heard of your coming. You’re a bit earlier than expected.”

      “Yes, Miss Scarlett.” I straightened and looked right at her in the hopes of feeling more sanguine than I felt.

      I arrived early because I lifted my skirts and ran here. Hope that qualifies me to fit in. If not, let me impress you with my secret talent at brewing the perfect tea.

      Miss Scarlett stood in front of the fire at the top of the room. Her tall, broad shoulders, backlit by the flames, made her seem like a tree rising from the ground. Her reddish brown hair shone, pulled away from her face in a tight bun. Red bracelets dangled from her right wrist and sang when they touched. I couldn’t decipher whether she was friend or foe. She studied me with narrowed eyes.

      “Welcome to Miss Mabel’s School for Girls.” When the silence stretched a beat too long she broke it, gesturing to the other side of the room with a hand. “Miss Bernadette will be your advisor.”

      A slender woman in the corner stepped forward with a warm smile. Her short-cropped hair framed a lovely, heart-shaped face.

      “Merry meet, Bianca,” she called in a voice that sounded like wind chimes. “It’s always good to have a new student.”

      A rush of relief flooded me. She seemed very kind. I smiled and nodded in return.

      “Merry meet, Miss Bernadette.”

      “Sit with Camille,” Miss Scarlett ordered, turning back to a scroll of parchment floating in the air next to her. “Miss Bernadette will find you later to go over the rules and expectations. Dinner starts promptly at six every evening. This is your warning. Do not be late again. Jackie Simmons?”

      A voice called out from across the room, “Here!” Camille and I quickly made our escape.

      “Miss Scarlett is a real stickler for rules,” Camille whispered. “Don’t let her see you break them.”

      “Thanks for not leaving me on my own.”

      She smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      Camille motioned the girls on the back bench to scoot down, and they made room for me at the end. The girl with white hair looked up in surprise, her book now hidden in her lap from Miss Scarlett’s roving gaze. She had two different-colored eyes, light brown and olive green, set against pale skin.

      Miss Scarlett cleared her throat to get our attention.

      “Now that roll is complete, we will proceed with the feast. After that I will take the names of the third-years who want to join the annual Competition. Miss Celia, we are ready.”

      A swinging door banged open, streaming platters and bowls piled high with a succulent array of food. Miss Celia stood at the back, orchestrating the placement of the trays that didn’t obey her magical commands to exactness. Once every dish found the right spot, they descended on the tables with a light clink.

      “Oh,” Camille groaned with a hand on her stomach. “Look at all this food. I’m starving! I’m going to eat until I die, and then it’ll be a happy passing.”

      The quiet anticipation in the room exploded. Camille grabbed a fork and stabbed into a nearby pile of roasted potatoes. “Get it while it’s still here, Bianca. Food goes fast. Trust me, you don’t want to miss a single bite of Miss Celia’s cooking.”

      Leda didn’t move. In fact, she still didn’t surface from her book, even after the scrumptious fare arrived. Following Camille’s example, I surveyed the options. Fruit salad with a shiny glaze. Slivered green beans with flecks of almond and butter. A pork chop with apple gravy landed on my plate last. No wonder Miss Celia had been stressed. The food on all six tables would be enough to feed a small contingent of Guardians. I had no doubt, after glancing around, that this small horde of girls would take care of it.

      “So, Bianca,” Camille said through a bite of strawberry tart. “Where do you come from?”

      A gleaming wheat roll tumbled off her loaded plate, hitting a glass of light green winterberry lemonade. The sugared, minty smell drifted toward me.

      “Bickers Mill.”

      Her forehead wrinkled as she swallowed. “Where’s that?”

      “Not far from here. Just outside the border of Letum Wood on the west. What about you?”

      “Leda and I come from Hansham. It’s on the border near the Eastern Network. It’s a part of Letum Wood as well. I think it’s the most beautiful place in all of Alkarra, but I haven’t even been outside of the Central Network.” A sheepish blush covered her face, and she licked a little strawberry glaze off the end of one finger with a murmur of enjoyment. “Mmm. Delicious. Anyway, this is the farthest I’ve been from my aunts’ home.”

      I noticed the way she said aunts’ home and wondered about her parents.

      Letum Wood encompassed nearly all of the Central Network. Because of Letum Wood, most of our Network consisted of trees and gentle hills, a continuous emerald wave of farmland and woods. We were the largest of the five Networks, nestled in the middle, away from the harsh deserts of the West and the breezy coastline of the East. Below us, the Southern Network hibernated most of the year in snow. A rugged, domineering mountain chain separated the Northern Network from the rest of us. It had been years since the other Networks’ last contact with them.

      Camille helped herself to a bite of pork chop slathered with baked apple wedges and motioned to the girl across the table.

      “This is Leda, by the way. I mentioned her earlier.”

      I didn’t tell her that I’d surmised it myself. Leda acted as if she hadn’t heard and kept her face in the book in front of her. Camille dished food onto Leda’s plate, most of which consisted of vegetables and fruit. No meat. The scrumptious fare went unnoticed.

      “Nice to meet you too, I’m sure,” I muttered and bit into a crusty piece of brown bread smeared with tart raspberry preserves, my jumpy nerves almost forgotten under the tantalizing fragrance of the feast. The yeasty, warm smell of Miss Celia’s fresh bread proved her talent at once. Camille hadn’t been exaggerating.

      “We’ve been waiting for you to come for a while now,” Camille said.

      I almost choked.

      “What?”

      She smiled her apology. “I just meant that we didn’t have a full first-year class, so we knew that one more girl would arrive soon. Miss Bernadette said Isadora has been looking.”

      Camille turned to fight another girl for the butter plate before I could respond. Leda shifted, snatched a strawberry off her plate without moving her eyes from the text and popped it into her mouth. I studied the spine of her book. High Priests of the Southern Network. As if she felt my gaze, Leda slowly pulled the book down and peered over it, one eyebrow quirked high.

      “How is it?” I asked, pointing to the book as if I hadn’t just been caught and didn’t feel stupid. Perhaps we had a mutual love of history.

      “Bianca, do–” Camille whirled around, her hair whipping my cheek. “Oh, you’re talking to Leda, sorry. I didn’t mean to hit your face. My hair has a mind of its own. Do you want a fruit tart? They are simply my favorite. I love the sugary crust.”

      Leda disappeared behind her book yet again.

      “No, thank you,” I said, giving my brimming plate a quick glance. “I don’t have any room.”

      Camille leaned toward a first-year with large eyes and even larger glasses, asking her the same question.

      Using it as a chance to gain my bearings, I took inventory of the dining room. It was large, with scalloped edging running along the ceiling and a sprawling mantle with the same Letum ivy carved into the wood. Thirty-six girls, four teachers, and a calico cat perched near the fire. A typical size for a Network-run school. There were two doorways: the swinging door into the kitchen and the double doors that led to the main entryway.

      Where is that old dragon Miss Mabel?

      Camille spun around, a berry-stuffed croissant slathered with a fluffy cream in her hand.

      “Oh, Leda, guess what I found for you! It’s your favor–”

      She stopped with a little sigh. Leda had given up on the book and stared at the table instead, a glazed look in her eyes. Camille turned to me and held the pastry up.

      “Do you like chocolate and strawberry? I don’t think Miss Celia should have put blueberries in the sauce, but it still tastes okay.”

      “No, thank you. Is something wrong with Leda?” I asked. Camille followed my gaze to her odd friend and then waved her hand with a high pitched laugh.

      “Oh, she’s fine. Just–”

      Leda snapped to attention, blinking several times. She shook her head.

      “Thinking,” Camille finished with a fixed smile. “She likes to think. A lot. Don’t mind her. Are you sure you don’t want the croissant?”

      I refused it again with a shake of my head.

      “No, thank you. Can you tell me–”

      “Miss Mabel doesn’t come to meals,” Leda said, brushing her white blonde hair away from her face with a careless flap of her hand. “In fact, she doesn’t show up very much at all. At least not so far this year. School started two weeks ago, and we have yet to meet her.”

      My fork fell to the table with a loud clatter. How did she know what I was about to ask? I quickly retrieved it. “Butter on my fingers,” I said with a sheepish look. “Sorry.”

      Camille shot Leda a sharp look, which faded into her sweet smile as soon as she saw I was watching.

      “Miss Mabel is very busy, I’m sure, as High Witch over the school and Coven leader for this part of Letum Wood,” Camille said with a stiff voice. “A feast with teenagers is far from priority.”

      My eyes drifted past Leda, falling on a banner stretching across the broad hearth that said, ‘Feast of the Competition.’ Garland crept around its edges, ornamented with cranberries and strung with twine and deep red ribbon.

      A girl with strawberry blonde hair called from a few places down the bench.

      “We’re taking bets on how many volunteers there will be and who the final winner is. What are your guesses, Camille?” she asked.

      Camille straightened with a proud swell of her chest, obviously gratified to be included.

      “Priscilla,” she said with confidence. “And I think four will be the final number of Competitors.”

      The rest of the table broke out in a chorus of agreements. The girl with strawberry blonde hair wrote her answers on a scroll, then turned away, pointedly ignoring Leda.

      “The third-year you told me about?” I asked Camille.

      “Yes,” she said, spearing a caramelized carrot with a stab. “Everyone knows that Priscilla is going to win. She’s so smart. You’ve heard of the Competition before, haven’t you?”

      My stomach fluttered at the question. Heard of it? Every year of my life.

      “Yes, I have. My village likes to hear about the Competition after it’s done. What is Miss Bernadette like?” I asked, hoping to deter Camille onto something more mundane. Thinking about the Competition killed my appetite, and I still had piles of food to try.

      Leda’s eyes flickered briefly to me, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip and her eyebrow lifting in suspicious question.

      Leda’s going to be a hard one to fool.

      Camille, to my luck, proved easy to distract.

      “I love Miss Bernadette,” she said with a dreamy breath. “She’s just lovely, isn’t she? She’s so kind and patient. She’s even been helping me with geometry after class. I’m terrible at math.”

      Camille took over the conversation for the rest of the meal, chattering about people I should meet, and who to avoid. A third-year with a tilted nose and porcelain skin, the famous Priscilla, shot a few curious looks my way. I ignored her. She had the sour pinch of someone sucking on a pickle.

      Once conversations began to slow and the pastries disappear, Miss Scarlett stood up. She didn’t have to say a word to get total silence.

      “I trust all of you will let Miss Celia know how much you appreciate her hard work in the kitchen, as well as the third-year Culinary Mark students who helped. Michelle and Rebecca, you have done an exemplary job in such a short time. It’s no wonder the students from Miss Mabel’s are first pick to work for the High Priestess at Chatham Castle.”

      A polite smattering of hands came from the crowd, and two students standing near Miss Celia in the back flushed and waved. It died down shortly, and Miss Scarlett continued.

      “The Competition is a centuries-old tradition that dates back to the time when the five Networks formed, when mortals and witches coexisted in peace throughout all of Alkarra.”

      Smoke from the fire twirled in the air near her, forming two groups of people at war. Her voice lowered, resonating through the room. I’d heard the legend hundreds of times, but it never felt more real than now, watching it unfold.

      “Then the great division took place when greedy mortals began killing witches for their land. The witches cursed the mortals in retribution, and so the Reformation began. Witches grouped together for protection and birthed the five Networks.”

      The smoke people fled, running to each other and forming five separate groups.

      “Banded together, the Networks drove the mortals out of Alkarra and sent them across the ocean to find a new land. The race of witches won. Esmelda, the first High Priestess of the Central Network, formed special schools to educate natural born leaders from a young age.”

      The vapor twisted into a haunted building like the school.

      “Only the worthy enter these schools as students. You are the chosen few, evidenced by the circli on your wrists.”

      As one, almost all the students looked down at their wrists. I kept my eyes on Miss Scarlett, preferring not to look at the ring of ancient words. Legend had it that the words were different for every witch, encompassing their strengths and weaknesses, written in a language that none remembered.

      “You will attend this school for three years. The first two years of your education will encompass knowledge of our witching world. Potions. Alchemy. Geography. Algebra. Herbology. Divination. History. Symbology, and the like. But the third year, the final year, you’ll work for the three marks that will determine your place in the Network.”

      The smoke building drifted apart, forming a wide circle in the air, shimmering from the embers of the fire. Symbols appeared. Triangles. Circles. Interlocked lines. There were too many to see them all.

      “The three marks you earn will appear in your circlus. It’s a sign of education, of pride, that will never leave.” Miss Scarlett elevated her chin. “One you should remain worthy of at all times.”

      The vapor twisted again, churning into several willowy, girlish figures. Shadows climbed the wall behind Miss Scarlett, giving her a ghostly, ethereal look. Most of the students watched, transfixed, leaning forward in their seats until the edge of the table stopped them. Even I couldn’t fight the draw of her storytelling.

      “But this is not all Esmelda began.” Miss Scarlett shook her head, her voice dipping low. “She instituted the Competition. The prize was a one-on-one education with the High Witch of the school to the girl who is clever above all others.”

      The smoke figures dissolved, leaving one behind that wavered in the warm air.

      “Tonight, the third-years may volunteer for the Competition. Whoever wins will become Miss Mabel’s pupil and her Assistant. I don’t need to remind you what an honor that would be.”

      The smoke figures disappeared with a pop, breaking the gloomy atmosphere. Students startled back into reality, blinking as if they’d stepped into a very bright light.

      “Are there any questions?”

      The only sounds were the crackle of the fireplace and the purr of the cat. Miss Scarlett rubbed her lips together and pulled in a deep breath.

      “Very well. We will now take volunteers for the Competition.”

      Miss Bernadette stepped forward with another teacher in a full yellow dress and wide blue eyes. She had a rigid wooden smile and diamond earrings so long they touched her shoulders.

      “If you would like to become a Competitor, raise your hand now,” Miss Scarlett directed.

      Priscilla’s hand shot into the air first. She waved a lock of her long red hair over her shoulder, smiling at the third-years around her who made a sighing sound of support. Leda rolled her eyes and returned to her book.

      Two more third-years volunteered. “That’s Jade,” Camille leaned over to whisper in my ear, motioning to a girl on Priscilla’s left. “The other one is Stephany. The three of them are best friends, and they’re all very competitive, not to mention popular. Each one of them is determined to win. It’s all they ever talk about. Should be interesting.”

      Ah, the three most well-known girls decided to compete against each other. This would be a bloodbath by the end, if their tight smiles and fake exclamations of delight meant anything. The burly, thick-shouldered girl named Michelle that helped in the kitchen volunteered next, unnoticed by most of the school still gossiping over the previous three. Another silence settled on the room as every girl looked, waiting. My stomach gave an uneasy turn.

      A gasp of shock came from my left, and I turned to see a student raising her hand on the other side of the room. The girl next to her tried to grab her arm and pull it down, but she fought her off, resolute.

      I couldn’t help but notice how her hand trembled.

      “What is Elana doing?” Camille asked. “She’s lost her mind! Second-years can’t volunteer.”

      The room exploded in similar exclamations of surprise. Leda came out of her book to watch, and even Miss Scarlett’s mouth dropped open.

      “Elana,” Miss Scarlett finally snapped, recovering. “What are you doing?”

      “I-I’m volunteering, Miss Scarlett.” Elana stood up, her small shoulders squared. Priscilla, Jade, and Stephany clumped into conversation together. I could hear their mocking laughter.

      “No, you’re not,” Miss Scarlett said. “You’re too young.”

      “With all due respect–”

      “I said no.”

      “But Miss Scarlett–”

      “You’re a second-year, Elana. Third-years are the only ones who may enter. I won’t accept you. It’s against the rules.”

      Elana’s voice shook.

      “Excuse me, but second-years are not excluded from entering. I checked the book.”

      She nudged an old tome splayed open on the table with her hand. At Miss Scarlett’s silent nod of command, Miss Celia bustled to Elana’s side and read over her shoulder, turned a few pages, then looked up.

      “She’s right,” Miss Celia said. “There’s no specific rule that it only be a third-year.”

      Miss Scarlett’s eyes constricted, reminding me of a hawk.

      “Do you know what you’re getting into?”

      “Y-yes, Miss Scarlett. I attended school here last year. I spoke to the Competitors then. I’ve prepared myself all summer.”

      An unreleased denial lingered in Miss Scarlett’s voice. “You really want to do this?”

      Elana didn’t falter. “Yes.”

      The room seemed to hold its collective breath, waiting for Miss Scarlett to grant or deny permission. My heart pounded beneath my ribcage on Elana’s behalf.

      “Very well,” Miss Scarlett said with a tone that clearly said she washed her hands of the consequences. “Enter at your own risk, but know that I don’t like it. Miss Mabel will not change the challenges to make them safe for a second-year.”

      Miss Bernadette hesitated, her hand lingering over the parchment. Miss Scarlett nodded to her, and Miss Bernadette slowly started to write, casting a worried glance back to Elana.

      Elana lowered herself to her seat and placed her hand on her stomach, her face ashen.

      “Anyone else?” Miss Scarlett looked over the third-years.

      My father’s voice returned with a less-than-reassuring reminder as to why I was really here.

      Mabel does no favors. Be careful, B.

      With a deep breath, I raised my hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            A Bit Mad

          

        

      

    

    
      A ripple of astonishment moved through the room. Miss Scarlett appeared at my side in what seemed like an instant.

      “Follow me.” She yanked me to my feet. “Now.”

      We went to the library next door, a warm room filled with shelves and yellowing maps on the wall. Volumes of old books occupied every available slot, tumbling over each other in piles on the floor near a few study tables. Sheets and rolls of parchment were scattered across a few tabletops, along with jars of ink and skinny feathers.

      Miss Scarlett pushed me into a dusty chair. It faced a wall with two windows and a low fire that burned in the grate.

      Miss Bernadette entered not far behind, closing the door after her. Miss Scarlett circled me like a slow vulture, her back ramrod straight.

      “Are you a fool, Bianca Monroe?” Her voice came out in an annoyed burst, each word punctuated with emphasis. “You can’t volunteer for the Competition within your first hour of arriving. It isn’t done.”

      Well, it is now.

      I remained quiet, certain that anything I had to say would only make her angrier. She continued. Stay calm, I told myself. Miss Mabel is always watching for weakness.

      “It’s not safe. It takes years to prepare for something like this. Years! You’re insulting Miss Mabel and the third-years. I hope you know that.”

      Her raised eyebrows indicated that she wanted a response. Despite my determination to see this through, I couldn’t help the slight tremor in my voice.

      “I-I mean no insult, Miss Scarlett.”

      “You couldn’t even know what you’re up against. This Competition is too much for some of our third-years. And now you expect to join. A first-year!”

      Miss Bernadette stepped forward.

      “Bianca,” she said. “Miss Scarlett is right. You have some explaining to do.”

      Yes, but I wouldn’t explain anything, not really. I’d practiced this conversation over and over in my head for months now and knew exactly what I wanted to say.

      “What would you like me to explain, Miss Bernadette?”

      My hands hurt from clenching and I forced them to relax, grateful to speak with Miss Bernadette instead. Her calm voice had a soothing effect, sweeping over me with a warm breeze that brushed against my cheek.

      “Why do you want to compete?”

      Keep to the facts. They rarely lie.

      “I want to learn from Miss Mabel.”

      They both stared at me. A long silence swelled, expanding until it felt like the quiet had pushed out all the air. The creak of the door opening broke it, and I felt as if I could breathe for the first time in minutes.

      “Excuse me.” Miss Celia peeked in, looking at the teachers. “Mabel would like to talk to both of you.”

      They glanced at each other with unreadable expressions.

      “We’ll be right there, Celia,” Miss Scarlett said. Miss Bernadette let out a heavy breath and folded her hands in front of her, addressing me as she would a younger child.

      “This is no game, Bianca.”

      “I know.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this? Mabel will not guarantee your safety.”

      “I want to do this, Miss Bernadette.”

      It’s more than that. I had to do it, but I didn’t mention that to her. The less they know, the better.

      “There’s magic at work you couldn’t possibly know yet, and Mabel loves to challenge witches in the Competition.”

      Miss Scarlett spoke from the doorway.

      “Let’s go, Bernadette. We don’t want to keep her waiting.”

      Miss Bernadette kept her eyes on me for a few moments more, then nodded.

      “Okay.”

      I stood up as she walked away.

      “I can do this, Miss Bernadette,” I called after her, holding onto the back of my chair, feeling suddenly desperate. Why did all my plans hinge on the decisions of other people? “Will you tell her?”

      Miss Bernadette stopped in the doorway.

      “I’ll let her know you said that.”

      The calico cat leapt onto a nearby table as the heavy door closed behind them. I stared at its strange yellow eyes and wondered how long it had been there.
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        * * *

      

      The candle in my room sputtered whenever the wind blew past. It fluttered, threatened to die, and then straightened back up. I felt an odd kinship with it.

      Although I ate plenty at dinner, the gnaw in my stomach afterwards had nothing to do with food. I sat on the floor, with my back against the wall and my knees drawn into my chest. It felt safer that way, like I could keep myself inside, protected from the wolves of my new environment. The sound of the girls shuffling to their separate rooms drifted in from the hallway. Their low voices disguised nothing.

      “Do you think the new girl is serious?”

      “Are they going to let her do it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve never even heard of a first-year volunteering.”

      “It’s not possible for her to actually win, is it?”

      My fingertips skimmed the circlus. The red, swollen skin smarted with offense. I stopped touching it, instead covering it with my sleeve. It felt like a brand, properly categorizing me. Girl, witch, student. Nothing more, nothing less.

      I am more than what they train me to be.

      Something slid underneath my door, and departing footsteps left me in silence. A thick brown envelope, tied by a length of twine with the stem of a purple flower held in the middle of a knot. I held it in my hand, barely willing to breathe on it, as if it were a sheet of glass about to break.

      When a knock came to my door, I jumped.

      “Come in.”

      Camille’s blond hair spilled in first. She gazed around, only half of her face visible.

      “Are you busy? No? Great.”

      Leda followed, then quickly shut the door and pressed a finger to her lips. We waited in a stressed silence until her shoulders relaxed a little. I wasn’t sure what we paused for until Leda said, “You’ve only got a few minutes before Miss Celia comes to do final checks.”

      Camille hopped onto my bed and stared at me with wide, distressed eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      I tucked the envelope in my sleeve and stood.

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      Back to calm and confident, I thought, pushing my worries away to deal with later. No fear.

      “Then are you crazy?” Camille said in a high screech. “Why did you volunteer? No first-year has ever volunteered!”

      “That’s not true,” Leda said, still standing by the door. “There’s been one other, but it was decades ago. They were injured in the first match and had to drop out.”

      “Whatever.” Camille rolled her eyes. “My point is the same. You just volunteered for the Competition. On purpose. I can’t let the new girl do something so stupid without saying something.”

      I had the feeling that there was a lot Camille couldn’t stop herself from talking about.

      “I want a chance to learn from Miss Mabel,” I said.

      Camille looked dubious. “Sure, but is your life worth it?”

      “It can’t be that bad,” I countered, looking up to Leda for help, but finding none. The same distant expression covered her face, her forehead lost in deep furrows and lines.

      “Brianna, she’s the second-year with really curly brown hair, told me that last year there were only two participants,” Camille said. “They left one morning after opening their envelopes and came back three weeks later. The loser had broken a leg.”

      Camille leaned in toward me to emphasize her point.

      “Broken. Leg.”

      “I’m sure that’s a rare exception,” I said with false bravado, my voice breezy. “I won’t break my leg.”

      Camille huffed.

      “Or not an exception at all. What do you think Leda? Does she have a chance?”

      A change in Camille’s tone caught my attention, but I didn’t have time to analyze it before Leda spoke up, restored to her normal, moody self.

      “I think it could go either way.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. Leda didn’t seem like the sort to give an idle opinion and I needed all the information I could get.

      “We have to go, Camille,” she said instead, opening the door a crack and peering into the hallway. “Miss Celia is on her way up. If she catches us, we’ll get kitchen duty again. I just found a new book on the formation of the Council during the early days of the Networks. I don’t feel like washing dishes.”

      With that delightful book waiting, who would want to wash dishes? I almost quipped, but had a hunch that Leda would take me at my word.

      Camille stood and straightened out her skirt.

      “Look, Bianca, I think you’re a bit mad,” she said, with more warmth in her tone than I would have expected. “But you’re also new. I know how that feels. We’ll come by for you in the morning and show you to class.”

      “Thanks.” I managed my first smile, a little humbled by her quick friendship. I didn’t blame her opinion. I felt a bit mad myself most days. “I’d appreciate that.”

      After they left, I stared at the envelope in my hand and saw it tremble.
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        * * *

      

      Dearest Bianca,

      The Competition you entered is no ordinary game. As a Competitor, you cannot afford to be anything as boring as ordinary.

      This year, there are six Competitors, meaning there are three matches in the first round. The three winners will advance to the second round from which only two may go on. These two winners will compete in the final match. The result decides my next pupil and Assistant.

      The first round will begin in three days, as the moon rises. Because of the delightfully diverse selection of participants this year, I have decided that the whole school will be able to attend to watch you compete. Won’t it be wonderful?

      Bring a cloak, nothing else. Oh, and keep this in mind: a winner is by no means a winner, who does not win it all.

      Good luck, my darling.

      Miss Mabel
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