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      Flecks of gold filled Merrick’s eyes. He smiled at me, drawing my gaze to the crinkles along his smile. Lines looped the edges of his full lips in familiar pathways, and adoration infused every hint of him. I memorized him again.

      The feel of his hands in mine.

      The reverence in his gaze.

      Sniffles abounded through the crowd. Northern winter pinched their cheeks, reddened their noses. Somewhere behind us, Jacqueline calmed her streaming tears enough to quiet her hiccuping sobs. Breath billowed like steam, winding into the open mountain sky. The serrated rocks, imposing and reassuring, surrounded our handfasting in the meadow outside his childhood home.

      The sensation of Merrick’s hands holding mine, the way he whispered the words, “I give my heart to you, Bianca Marie Monroe, for as long as our love shall last,” in a perfect mimicry of the High Witch of Balmberg Castle, swept my feet from beneath me.

      With what felt like all of Alkarra watching us below an extravagant arbor of blooming winter flowers, and next to the High Witch of Balmberg Castle, I leaned closer. My heart pattered as I breathed the same.

      “I give my heart to you, Merrick Hughes, for as long as our love shall last.”

      “Which is forever,” he whispered in a definitive break from our pre-planned script—the only part of the ceremony over which Jacqueline had no control.

      Grinning, I asked, “What?”

      “The words I believe you’re looking for,” Merrick said in a comedically loud whisper all could hear, “are as long as the love lasts, which is forever. You can do it again, if you need to. I’d like this point very understood.”

      A ripple of laughter rolled through the sea of loving faces. Amidst it, and from the front, came Papa’s low rumble, and Grandfather’s wheezy delight.

      My lips bunched into a poorly-suppressed smile. I whispered, “Which is forever,” and the struggle to stop him from jerking me against his chest and dipping me into a kiss warred in his eyes. I smirked.

      He smoldered.

      We locked in a timeless and loving stare while the High Witch of Balmberg Castle spoke over us.

      “I bless this handfasting between Merrick and Bianca for as long as their love shall last.” He gave a wry smile, “Which, I mean to say, is forever.”

      Merrick laughed as he wrapped a hand around my waist and finally yanked me into his arms. I went willingly, ignoring the roar of his cheering family, the catcalls from the attending Masters, and the growing fervor behind Jacqueline’s delighted sobs.

      Melting in his arms, I set my fingertips on his stubbled jaw, his mouth a breath from mine.

      “Forever,” I reasserted.

      He sealed our handfasting with a kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The real torture began twenty minutes later.

      Jacqueline slid into handfasting-priestess-mode, and the rapid fire demands started. “Get to your position!” she hissed under her breath, shooing us away from the arbor. Merrick rolled his eyes, set a hand on the small of my back, and led me away.

      “She’s a nuisance,” he muttered.

      I didn’t argue.

      The entirety of our family, friends, and neighbors shifted from the outside arbor area to inside a warmed, temporary tent that peaked at three places in the middle. A piping hot fire kept the interior and the food warm. Dishes burdened half a dozen tables atop stylish, ironed sapphire tablecloths. A winter feast awaited the guests, buying Merrick and me a few minutes to breathe.

      He guided me into his mother’s cottage, which was empty. Inside, I drew in my first real breath since this day began. No more witches staring at my simple dress, my curled, loose hair I hadn’t gone to elaborate or complicated lengths to style, and my comfortable fur-lined boots.

      Your ensemble is too simple! Jacqueline had wailed last night.

      I ignored her.

      Firmly.

      Alone in the cottage, I tipped my head against the wall, closed my eyes, and drew in the quiet. Hughes family dinners, events, traditions, and a morass of requirements so prodigious I could barely remember them filled the last several weeks. This final meal after the handfasting ceremony would close the celebrations. Our part was nearly done.

      Merrick stayed close while loosening a button at his neck. He grimaced. “I’m sorry, B, but there’s only this dinner and then we’re done.”

      “Are you certain? Your mother once spoke about after-events. Like breakfasts, and a meal I was supposed to fix?”

      “I said no.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. It’s too much.”

      There could be no greater handfasting gift than that. “Take my heart,” I said.

      He scoffed. “I already have it.”

      I peered outside around a curtain, inspecting the almost-empty grounds. Could I go barefoot across the grass? It called to me. Jacqueline enchanted the dead, yellowed grass to a pillowy, fluffy emerald right before the ceremony began.

      It looks less sad and beaten this way, she had said. I can’t have the word ragged applied to anything that my name touches!

      The ironed tablecloths, folded napkins, and silverware that served the food hardly began to encompass the depth of her detailed preparations. She’d be exhausted for a week after this.

      This rare opportunity to think highlighted a sense of exhaustion that weighed inside. For days we skittered this way and that, shoved into and out of places and things until, finally, the words had been said.

      Freedom should have followed, but staring at the amassed crowd through the tent slips, I understood the necessity of some socialization. All these witches came to celebrate our union. Besides, the distraction took the edge off a creeping depression and silenced a voice that said, You took a life weeks ago, why should you get to enjoy prosperity?

      Tyrant, I called it. I silenced him with a moderate struggle.

      For now.

      “What happens after dinner?” I asked, eager to turn the direction of my thoughts.

      Merrick removed his coat, tossing it on the back of a chair, and rolled up his sleeves. He eyed me, sent a wink. My belly ignited with butterflies and heat. “Exactly what you want to happen.” Soberly, he added, “Silence, food, sleep, and not another soul in sight.”

      I laughed. He knew me too well.

      “Promise?”

      Chortling, he asked, “You think I’d rather be here than in a quiet room with you, tucked up against me, in bed?”

      The idea had delicious merit.

      “Fine.” I sighed. “I can do one more hour.”

      “Ninety minutes.”

      He curled his arm around my waist again, pulling me close with a kiss and a growl that promised more—so much more. Merrick knew how to play this game, because he tantalized me breathless, his warm lips a vow. When he released me, I stumbled, struggling to control my watery knees. His arrogant grin didn’t help. Nor the way his sleeves bunched around powerful and still-tanned forearms.

      Anticipation warmed me through and through.

      “Ninety minutes,” I muttered, because amidst that chaos lurked my friends and family, too. Seeing them gave me a boon. I held up a finger. “But you have to feed me as part of those ninety minutes, and I’m taking my boots off in here. If Jacqueline makes one comment about my lack of shoes, I’m transporting away.”

      “Agreed,” he said with a seriousness that honored my intensity.

      With his hand in mine, and following a high-pitched whistle from Jacqueline that was our cue to join the feast, we stepped out of the house, crossed the yard, and returned to the party. A chorus of rising cheers and elevated wine glasses followed, and I braced myself for ninety more minutes.

      After that?

      Blissful oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      Merrick stationed me in the middle of the tent instead of dragging me from table to table, as Jacqueline originally planned. Keeping me in one spot allowed witches to meander up on their own time. I stole bites in between conversations, grateful I didn’t have to wander.

      A squeal, a pair of freckled arms, and luscious strawberry locks preceded a rigorous embrace. When I found my balance, Priscilla pulled away, tears brightening her jade eyes. Laughing, she held me close again. “You are so beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Cilla.”

      Michelle stepped forward. Her daughters, Sanna and Isadora, remained at home with Nicolas, giving Michelle a much-deserved break away from her forester-life toil in Letum Wood. She pulled me into a warm hug. “Truly beautiful,” Michelle asserted in her quiet way. “That arbor was really amazing.”

      “Stunning,” Priscilla insisted, eyes wide. “Who made it? The winterflowers sparkled with silver, and some of the pearlescent ones opened and closed. Did you see the ivy? It never stopped moving! So lovely. The white ribbons and bows decorating the posts! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Ruefully, I admitted, “Jacqueline. All of this is her handiwork. She’s truly something.”

      Merrick agreed with a, “She’s something all right,” under his breath.

      “She’s wonderful,” Michelle agreed.

      Leda’s white-blonde hair appeared on Priscilla’s right, followed by Hiddleston’s towering figure and swinging black locks, bound into a wide ponytail that trailed down his back. They broke into our group with smiles and joyful exclamations. Leda’s skinny arms engulfed me. She held on for a second longer than I expected.

      “It’s about time,” she whispered.

      I could only smile.

      Is it time? Tyrant asked, invading my joyful reverie. Do you deserve this?

      My heart shook as I stuffed him away. Again. Tyrant’s voice had a slight pitch that sounded a little like Ricardo Gallo, the witch I had captured and . . . well . . . led to his death. His family, too.

      Of their own accord, my fingers reached for Merrick. A natural response these days when life and Tyrant overwhelmed me. Merrick was the only steady retaliation to Tyrant’s insistence that I didn’t deserve happiness after what I’d done.

      A child died, and you killed her father after, Tyrant reminded me. Their entire family died.

      My soul shuddered.

      The instant Merrick’s fingers squeezed mine, Tyrant vanished. Merrick stood behind me, within reach as he jested with two Masters. Dressed up, and not covered in blood or weapons, they masqueraded as a normal group of friends. Aside from their raucous ribbing about tonight, I might not have known them.

      Scarlett approached with Aurora at her side. My friends cleared away, seeking food, while I spoke with our High Priestess. After they left, Kalli, Merrick’s mother, slid into place near my side to coordinate introductions to a broad group of distant cousins. Her presence mitigated awkward small talk until the dinner fervor simmered.

      Sometime between my eyes expressing get-me-out-of-here-before-I-obliterate-this-handfasting and I-never-want-to-see-Jacqueline-again, Merrick wrapped my hand in his. No one approached with teary smiles or beaming questions, so I reached for a glass of water.

      He asked out of the corner of his mouth, “Want to get out of here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Follow me.”

      Setting the water aside, I trailed him through the tables. My eyes skimmed each one, seeking the only faces I hadn’t spoken with yet. Where was Papa? Grandfather? Regina? Merrick pulled me behind a partition at the back of the tent, separating us from the crowd. Away from the anxious small talk and staring eyes, I breathed easier.

      “Thank you.”

      He grinned. “There’s more.”

      My face dropped. “What?”

      “Ah,” came a familiar voice from the shadows. “There she is.”

      Papa emerged from the other side of the partition, Grandfather and Regina at his side. Merrick squeezed my fingers.

      “I thought you’d want to speak with them away from everyone else.”

      My heart melted. With meaning, I mouthed, “Thank you,” and fell into Papa’s waiting arms. He clutched me for a full minute, not saying a word, and I held fast. Here, Tyrant also dissipated.

      When Papa loosened his hold, tears soaked his lashes. He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. His husky voice broke. “You look just like Marie. I almost thought you were her for a second. The gods, I’m so happy for you. I love you.”

      His loaded emotion cut through my heart. I pressed a kiss to his cheek. The balm of so many friends and loved ones soothed the ache of Mama missing my handfasting day.

      “I love you, Papa.”

      Papa relinquished me to Grandfather’s grasp, swiping his cheeks with the back of his hand. Regina snuggled to his side, patting his shoulder, an arm around his back. A loving smile filled her face as she regarded me.

      “Beautiful,” she whispered.

      Grandfather’s steady grip and loving voice wobbled as he held me. “This is one of the most prized moments of my life. Thank you, my dear, for letting me be part of it. You are the greatest gift I’ve ever known.”

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      Releasing him with an extra squeeze, I turned to Regina. She hooked an arm around me and jerked her chin toward Merrick, eyes sparkling. “Watch this one. He’s a real problem to live with, but I think you can handle it.”

      Merrick’s jaw dropped. “On my handfasting day, Regina! Really?”

      She grinned.

      He yanked me back, glowering. “Enough of that!”

      Jacqueline called over the gentle pandemonium in the tent. “The dance floor is open outside!” I wrestled a groan. Papa’s eyes laughed at me.

      Merrick kept me tucked under his arm when he asked Papa. “Think you can help us make an escape? Between the former Head of Protectors and the former Head Master, I assume you two can come up with something?”

      Papa stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “If pressed, we could distract your guests . . . I suppose.”

      “It’s not the guests that concern me,” he muttered. “It’s my sister.”

      Regina laughed. “I’ll handle Jacqueline. Since working with her in the castle, I’ve learned how to deal with her. You and Bianca go.”

      Before Regina strode away as my savior, I wrapped her in the tightest hug I’d ever managed.

      “It’s the best gift you could have given me.”

      Regina winked before she disappeared. Papa withdrew a hand from his pocket, elevated it. Pinched between two fingers was an ornate, wrought-iron key.

      “For you.”

      Papa handed it to Merrick, who accepted with a silent question in his wrinkled brow.

      “You know it.”

      Merrick’s eyes widened. “Is it . . . The Underroot?”

      “Yes, it is.” To me, Papa said, “This key opens a quiet little place no one knows about, and where Merrick’s sister can’t find you. Here.” He withdrew a paper, curled into a ball in his pocket. I opened it, smoothing between two fingers. The vague directions meant nothing to me, but Merrick beamed.

      The Underroot? I longed to ask. Merrick pocketed the key.

      “Thank you, Derek. She’ll love it.”

      Papa nodded. “I know. You have it for a week. If I were you, I’d stay away for at least that long. Sounds like Jacqueline will need the recovery time.”
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        * * *

      

      Fireflies danced above an icy pond, winking in and out of existence like tiny, blinking eyes. I stared, riveted at their there-but-gone forms. Along the pond edge, frozen slivers jutted toward the still-liquid interior like lightning knives. At the center of this charming pond, darkness gathered in a circle, endlessly deep. Wrinkled lily pads floated on top, forming a trail to a thatched-roof cottage, where candle flames pirouetted in a windowpane.

      “Charming,” I whispered.

      A wooden door filled the wall, swept by loose flowers framing the edge. A single vine, with a bloom clinging to the bottom, bobbed in the doorway. The cottage was cradled in the gargantuan roots of a giant Letum Wood tree. The pond blocked our way, offering no visible entry point except for a small stoop, decorated by a rectangular rug and surrounded by water.

      The trees welcomed me.

      She returns.

      The joy is here.

      You belong to us.

      Eyes aglow with the fireflies, Merrick said, “We have to transport over,” and held onto me as he issued the spell. We arrived in less than a blink. When my foot alighted on the rug, the door swung inward. Grasping me, Merrick swept me into his arms. I laughed, delighted. The easy grace in which he carried me across the doorway was as blood-warming as his smile.

      The door shut behind us. All at once, every candle in the underroot cottage illuminated. Their sparkling persuasion took my breath away.

      “What is this place?”

      “We call it The Underroot.” He waved a hand. “For obvious reasons.”

      “Very original.”

      “A Protector found it abandoned a while ago. We put spells on it to protect it from outside eyes, and other things. We use it in case a Brother needs a break.”

      While many Brotherhood secrets remained mysterious to me, I knew their slang needs a break was code for badly injured or profoundly affected with memories. An escape, in other words.

      “I can see why,” I murmured.

      The cozy ambiance breathed safety. With the tree holding it in a secure claw, what could intrude? The roots formed a dome-like ceiling. The space between each branching surface smoothed over and glossed, without visible cracks. Only bitty fireflies within the cottage cast an iridescent glow.

      Merrick’s hand trailed across the small of my back as he perused a basket of food left on a table large enough for two. Beyond it, a canopied oak bed with four towering pillars occupied most of the wall. Burnt orange draperies, pulled aside, gathered behind velvet ropes. Plump white blankets and stiff pillows adorned the interior.

      My fingers ran along the fuzzy edge of a claw-footed divan, stuffed to the brim, near a low coffee table. They cluttered a hearth with stacked books. I advanced, breathless. Warmth radiated from jeweled tones and scenes painted directly on the tree surface.

      Merrick pressed a kiss to the top of my shoulder, his arm curling around my stomach. He pulled me into his chest.

      “It’s beautiful,” he murmured, tugging my sleeve down for better access. A featherlight kiss graced my collarbone. “But nothing is as beautiful as you, B.”

      The stress of the day melted in slow waves as the realization settled: all of it had ended. No plans. No preparations. No dinners, smiles, small talk, nor conversations. All that remained was me. Merrick.

      Together.

      I spun, wrapped my arms around his chest, and brought our lips together. Hands clutching my hips, he lifted me into his hold. I wrapped my legs around his waist, tore away from his kiss long enough to growl, “Take me to bed,” and we retreated to the giant thing together.

      He drew the draperies closed, and I forgot everything but me, Merrick, and the heat of our entwined bodies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The bliss of our recent handfasting extended for the blessed week. Silence. Crackling fires. Delicious food. Not a soul in sight. Nothing to focus on but Merrick’s calloused touch, gentle as a dove, and the new world we forged together.

      With Merrick never out of touch, Tyrant was utterly silent. My heart breathed again.

      While we nestled into our retreat, the first big snow swept Letum Wood. The storm blew sideways through the trees. Ice solidified the pond. Eaves of giant snow piled on top, drifting over until the ice shone.

      Michelle sent meals once a day. Fresh loaves of bread, pastries, more treats than we could both eat, and hot stews to stave off the stubborn chill. Firewood appeared from Papa every morning. Books from Grandfather. Notes from family who didn’t get to say merry part.

      We existed together.

      Only us.

      Until the real world called us back again.
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        * * *

      

      The treehouse remained utterly unchanged when we reluctantly returned. Pewter clouds filled the space between trees, painting a leaden, sullen world, with more snow on the way. Ava, who watched Goat and Other Goat, left a note with updates about our animals, who fared without problem. Ice crackled as I touched the frosted window panes.

      The trees anticipated our arrival that morning, and had swished snow off the porch with vines and branches. I put my palm to towering Amanthis and thought to it, Thank you, my friend.

      A chorus of replies sang, one resonant note deeper than the rest. Heat blasted my cool cheeks when I opened the door. Papa fulfilled his promise to start a fire before we returned, chasing away the frigidity. The last basket of food from Michelle perched on the table.

      “Well,” Merrick said, thoroughly depressed. “Real life awaits.” He dropped our bags on the floor. I tried not to frown.

      “Does it ever,” I muttered, eyeing two stacks of messages three paces high. Reluctant to return from our hazy and too-short bliss, I ignored those to plan a trip to the market. Together, we made short work of unpacking, laundry, and cleaning, which left me two options: answer messages or query Leda.

      Sighing, I lowered in front of the fire.

      Leda?

      My tentative question into the communication magic resulted in an instant reply. You’re back?

      Unfortunately.

      Have a good time?

      Yes, I did. Want to hear the details?

      Please, no, she hastily said, and I laughed. I have several things that I would like to discuss with you at your first availability. Amongst them is tea with Council Member Clare, and a luncheon with Council Member Theo.

      My nose wrinkled.

      Urg.

      Amongst the last things on my mind was vying the Council to support the Sisterhood with currency and legitimacy, as Leda put it. The Eastern Network insurrection that I assisted to curb had settled mere weeks ago, but the aftermath felt lifetimes long. Journalists learned about my involvement, which dragged the Sisterhood into light. Articles and questions exploded into the Chatham Chatterer. I hid from them behind handfasting preparations. I ignored their queries, and the fervor eventually subsided.

      The untoward attention made me uncomfortable. The Sisterhood wasn’t ready for publicity yet. Besides, overcoming former Council Member Greyson, and assisting Camila and Cristian with their insurrection, had painted a clear picture: the Council complicated the Sisterhood’s work.

      I didn’t desire complications.

      Leda’s plan to enlist Council Member approval in order for us to receive currency was still underway. Only . . . delayed by a few weeks. Until we had the Council’s backing, I didn’t want news of the Sisterhood to spread. More to the point, I didn’t want any news to spread, because the thought of being beholden to the Council made me squirm.

      The Sisterhood had to be different. Versatile. Down the Council path lay control and structure, and my gut rebelled at every point.

      Explaining that to Leda was another issue entirely.

      Your silence doesn’t get you out of the task, Leda said with evident long-suffering. Council Member Theo isn’t that bad. There are worse. I’d say he’s probably against the Sisterhood, but I think you could sway him. He’s very into history. He mentioned your Volare to me before while discussing whether magic portals existed in ancient Alkarra. Use that as a talking point.

      My nose wrinkled again. Ancient Alkarra? Magical portals? I didn’t like either. As one of my most prized possessions, I kept a close eye on the Volare and tried not to discuss it with anyone. The rarity of Volares made it only more popular to the common witch. Witches knew I had it, but it didn’t appear all that often.

      That reeks of small talk, I said.

      You won’t die, she muttered.

      Frustrated, I rubbed a hand over my face, already longing to return to The Underroot again. I’m . . . trying to wrap my mind around talking to Council Members again. It’ll take me a bit.

      Clare isn’t so bad, she said diplomatically. She sought me out for the meeting, which shows a lot of promise. She’s firmly against anything that interests Georgette, which put her in support of the Sisterhood.

      Is that enough?

      Support?

      Shaking my head, I steepled my fingers. No. Is it enough that Clare would support us out of spite?

      I’ll take whatever we can get, at this point.

      Spite support wasn’t enough for me. Still, there was no getting around the obvious: I had to talk to Council Members again. At some point, real life intruded. Merrick and I had been living together for months, so the transition, once started, wouldn’t be different than our usual.

      Besides, Leda had very patiently waited for me. I couldn’t fathom how hard it must have been for her to not act for several weeks on Sisterhood business.

      When are you available? I asked.

      In one hour, she said like a sigh, relieved. Meet me at the High Priestess’ office. I’ll have lunch with you and we can discuss particulars. I won’t have talking points, she added, before I could ask, but I do have pointers. Before you ask, yes. There’s a difference.

      My mouth snapped shut. I had been about to ask. Lunch with Leda would allow me to keep this last dinner basket and delay the market trip another day. I liked that arithmetic.

      I’ll be there in an hour.

      Merrick stood behind a chair, hands braced on top, and stared out the frosty windows. His jaw cocked to the side, his distant gaze a certain indication that he spoke through the communication magic. Probably checking in with Rognvald again, and enduring endless teasing from other Protectors.

      With Leda’s conversation done, I glared at the message stacks. Memories of my time as an Ambassador’s Assistant followed, drawing a reluctant smile. Really, working as Grandfather’s Assistant hadn’t been too egregious. Learning from him made up for all the useless correspondence.

      I plucked the first envelope off the top. After I spoke with Leda, I’d visit Grandfather. A neat, thin handwriting with ice blue ink grabbed my attention. This came from one witch, and one witch alone: Alina, High Priestess of the Southern Network.

      I broke the matching wax seal to open it.

      
        
        Bianca,

      

        

      
        I hear your handfasting was lovely. Congratulations.

        When you return to work, please let me know. I would like to hire the Sisterhood for assistance with compounding issues. Your discretion around my request is appreciated. Send me a note when you plan to come, and I’ll meet you in my gardens.

        You have my priority for time.

      

        

      
        Yours,

        Alina

      

      

      You have my priority for time was a clear bid for quick action. As High Priestess, everything Alina touched was vitally important to her Network. To open her schedule to my ease meant something big awaited.

      Intrigued, I responded on a separate paper, spelling it away, and sent the original message to Leda separately.

      Sent you something.

      I see it, she said.

      I’m going to visit with her first. Another spell brought my fur-lined cloak and boots to hand. I’ll send you a message before we’re wrapping up.

      I know how this will go, she muttered. I’ll see you tomorrow?

      Grinning, I said, See you then.
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        * * *

      

      Snowflakes twirled around me as I strode through Zamok Castle’s ice-bound gardens, seeking Alina. Zamok had its own allure away from the busy servants and flashy gems gracing the interior. It was far more powerful outside.

      Stone walls buffeted my back as I approached the outer stone fence, facing foamy clouds that blasted lacy snow. Circumstances aside, the chill didn’t pierce as powerfully as expected.

      I found Alina standing near a stone wall, out of earshot. A fur-lined cloak billowed behind her in an occasional grumpy gust, her ankles sensibly covered with boots. She wore a silk dress, despite the wintry gale. A sash crossed her waist, accenting her silhouette. There were subtle silver accents on her skirt, and amber ones on her torso.

      A familiar man, equally subdued but powerful, strode at her side. He wore a heavy coat of arctic baer fur, and thick boots. Soot stained his clothes. When the tips of his fingers touched her elbow, she lifted her chin. Their intimate gaze revealed all, so I stopped walking and dropped my eyes to afford them privacy.

      Andrei, the swordmaker. He re-forged Viveet from mere shards when I had little hope in a feat of magic I would never forget. The normally solitary witch often visited Zamok Castle, but only for Alina. Their long and storied romance culminated in a mighty and secretive relationship. I’d seen them in these gardens before.

      “Bianca,” Alina called. “You’re welcome.”

      When my eyes elevated again, they regarded me together. Before Andrei left, he nodded once. A flicker of a smile appeared on his lips. I replied in kind. With a whisper of magic, Andrei vanished. The famed swordmaker avoided losing his magic years ago, when the former High Priest, Mikhail, broke the Mansfeld Pact. Rumors swirled that the illustrious silk clans also lost their power, but I dismissed them as conjecture.

      Alina’s hooded eyes, slim and long against her flat cheeks, welcomed me to her side with a wry smile. Unbothered by restless clouds and flakes as big as my fingernail, we strolled along the outer fence together, giving her a chance to turn her mind from Andrei.

      Her amusement revealed itself in a rare smile. “You look like a woman blessed with a good husband, Bianca Monroe.”

      “That I am.”

      “Is handfasted bliss everything you desired?”

      “Until we had to return, yes.”

      “Good.” Her voice clipped with the rigid tones of business. “You and I have much to speak about.”

      Snow ground under our heels as we meandered amongst stone fragments on the ground. The ravages of ice took a toll in this hazardous climate, wearing away at the wall. Moss froze between the cracks, preventing the seeping, whistling wind. A trail circled the perimeter, and we walked along it.

      “How is Tipa?” I asked, referring to a female demigod assigned by Gelas, god of ice, to assist the magicless witches in the South. Tipa, friend of Baxter’s and daughter to Gelas, acted as the main intermediary between the god and Alina.

      Until the Southern Network’s next generation grew up—witches born after Mikhail’s treachery had magical ability—the Southern Network was helpless against the magic-driven Networks to the north. Without the demigods, the Southern Network had been subject to magical attacks from rogue witches, mostly out of the Eastern Network. With god magic assisting, particularly at the borders, Alina had finally created peace.

      “Tipa is fine,” she said.

      “Do you see her much?”

      “Once a week.”

      “That’s . . . good?”

      Alina sent me a sidelong glance. “As of late, Tipa has been as eager as myself for the Southern Network to manage our own problems with some level of independence.”

      As eager as myself pointed toward Tipa tiring of her emissary job. Not surprising. Though once a week work didn’t seem like a lot of time investment, what demigod wanted to manage magicless witches as helpless as her father’s mortals? None. Baxter aside, perhaps, but he had his own position in Alkarra. He was the only demigod I knew with interest in, and affection for, witches.

      Alina’s assessing stare didn’t go unnoticed. “Enough about demigods. My inquiry is for both Bianca Monroe and the Sisterhood.”

      Yet another trait of hers I cherished—efficiency.

      “You read about the Sisterhood in Chatterer articles, I take it?”

      “I hear many things.” Her vague response didn’t surprise me. Alina spoke very little. She revealed even less. “I need your help with a problem arising out of the Western Network.”

      My metaphorical hackles rose. Anything involving the West might potentially involve Lana, the Western Network High Priestess. She was amiable compared to their former leader, Mabel. But amiability didn’t make Lana easy to work with or trustworthy. She had an undisputed wild side, and a temper to match.

      Lana also had expansion in mind. Whether that expansion might one day include the Southern Network, no one knew for certain. Leda kept an eye on Lana’s dealings, and Scarlett took extra pains to remain communicative and friendly. I doubted Alina extended the same care to her relationship with Lana.

      Head tilted to survey a hedge wall, Alina continued. “Through written messages, several clans have reported witch abductions over the last four months.”

      “Witch abductions?”

      “Mmm, yes. At first, the reports were slow. Perhaps . . . one report per week. It’s not uncommon for clannish witches to run away from home and never return. At first, we kept track of them, but had little cause to act. These . . . abductions . . . might have been disgruntled teenagers running away from home, so we waited.”

      High color appeared on her cheek, but I couldn’t ascertain why. She sent me a quick peek from the corner of her eyes. Seeing no response, she continued.

      “After a month, the reports escalated to two each week, with a pattern developing. The reporting witches wouldn’t come forward for interviews, and most wrote without a signature. We had little understanding and no ability to follow up. Eventually, we found one of the witches and spoke with him. He was a clan elder. Two ice witches had been taken from his clan.”

      “Ice witches?”

      “During the winter, ice witches cut ice blocks from freshwater lakes and pack them in sawdust to store for the summer, or to sell them to other Networks.”

      “Like the Western Network?”

      Alina slipped her hands into a furry muff and inclined her head. “And the Central Network. Particularly Chatham Castle.”

      “Makes sense,” I muttered. Chatham Castle consumed a lot of ice in the sweltering summer.

      “Two months ago, the abductions stopped. Thinking the problem resolved, the clans went silent. We attempted to speak with them, but they ignored our help. The clans and I . . .” Her lips pressed to a flat line. “We are . . . working on . . . our relationship. When the abductions picked up again later, at three or more per week, they came to the castle for help again.”

      To the castle wasn’t to Alina herself. Tension underlined every part of this story, and I couldn’t help but wonder over the source.

      “From what we can ascertain, and with what little information the clans allow us, nearly all the abductions are ice witches along the lakes. We’ve attempted to learn names, but they’re resistant.”

      “Why?”

      “Clannish witches are distrustful of the Network, even when it’s run by a clannish woman and former shieldmaiden. There’s no changing the past,” she added drily.

      Clannish witch was the colloquial term for any witch born into or sharing heritage with the silk clans hidden in the tundras. Not all clannish witches worked with the silk, or knew the magic, either. Magical silkworms ran the beloved and steadfast silk trade, which occupied much of the Southern Network economy. The silk clans held tight to their magic and secrets. Recorded history held no successful instance of the magic being stolen, though fools had tried.

      “We believe that the Western Network tribal traders, who have been buying ice this winter, have something to do with the abductions. This week, an ice clan is moving their families to a freshwater lake named Zameroz in advance of cutting the ice. A Western Network tribe—we aren’t sure of their name—is already lined up to buy. In itself, their purchase is no cause for concern. Ice is ice, and my witches require customers and currency. But we believe this tribe may be purchasing the ice and stealing our ice witches on delivery. At least, that’s when we think most witches have gone missing.”

      “You’ve warned your ice witches?”

      Her cheek twitched. “Yes.”

      “Are they concerned?”

      “Some are. Most aren’t.”

      “Why not?”

      She shrugged. “Many aren’t handfasted with families that concern them, and most are barely surviving the winter. Ice witches aren’t always friendly to one another, and they don’t hold a culture that gives much weight to what could happen. They deal with reality one brutal moment at a time.”

      Unfortunately, this made too much sense. “How many have been taken?” I asked.

      “Near fifty.”

      My eyes widened. Jikes, but I hadn’t expected that many. Connecting the points, I said, “You need someone to follow the Western tribe and see if they have your clannish witches.”

      “Yes.”

      “Has Tipa tried?”

      Carefully, Alina said, “She’s not yet aware of this trouble.”

      While the decisions of a High Priestess weren’t my business, I couldn’t help asking, “Why not?”

      Her pause told me almost everything. With a sigh, she explained.

      “Gelas and the demigods have done much for my witches, but I don’t want to involve them in problems I cannot prove, or for which I have little information. Tipa, while helpful, is not . . . accustomed to . . . magicless witches. Her patience is short. Her limited awareness of the way we live and operate isn’t ideal when it comes to problem solving.”

      The realization of Alina’s troubles hit me hard. Demigods and witches were so different. Merging the two was never going to be easy. Baxter would be better suited for this role, but he wasn’t Gelas’ child, and Tipa wouldn’t relinquish an opportunity to please her father and make a name amongst demigods. The strange dynamics of gods and mortals, when applied to witches, resulted in odd ends.

      “Not to mention,” Alina added glibly, “that it would be better for the Southern Network in the long term if firm and decisive punishment came from us and not the demigods. Tipa and Gelas will leave when our children can carry our security. Our reputation for taking care of ourselves needs to happen now, not later.”

      An unfortunate truth, but not an easy one.

      “Do you suspect demigod involvement?”

      “No.”

      If a demigod created this situation—though they had no motivation to kidnap witches when they had mortals to deal with—Gelas would have to become involved. As a matter of course, I avoided god involvement in anything. Gelas helped us against his power-crazed brothers that wanted to destroy Alkarra, but I didn’t enjoy him.

      “And you don’t want to prod the sleeping desert dragon while figuring this out,” I added.

      She understood my veiled meaning immediately. “High Priestess Lana is a problem I’d rather avoid. I knew you’d understand. Of course I will stand up for my witches, particularly if we are being taken advantage of. But it must be done wisely within all parameters. Before I can speak with Lana or make accusations, I need solid, irrefutable, and trusted information.”

      “I understand.”

      “You do,” she whispered. Relief hummed in it.

      As Bianca Monroe, my agreement sealed the moment Alina asked for help. She was one witch whom it would be hard to deny anything. As the Head of the Sisterhood, the lines weren’t so easily drawn. Not with the Council hovering as an unknown.

      Did that matter to me? Not in the slightest.

      “You have me, Alina.”

      My simple statement brought her swinging around, face-to-face. We halted. Rimy vines, glued to the ground by frost, created uneven footing where we stood. Her brow arched.

      “Are you agreeing so quickly for the glory of it?”

      I scoffed. “Amongst Western tribes? Glory is not a consequence.”

      “To convince your Council?”

      This time, I laughed outright. “This is far more likely to turn them against me. With our Council, there is no respect without control.”

      Her stiff shoulders eased. Alina scoured my face, making it difficult to maintain eye contact. Such vulnerability swirled in their darkness. She was frightened. Somehow, bigger implications lingered behind this situation. Leda and I would discuss them later. She accepted my willingness with a nod.

      Several seconds passed before she spoke with the rock-hard inflections of a leader. “Return in three days, when the Western Network tribes will bargain at Zameroz lake for their pricing. Cutting begins after that. You can follow the warriors from there.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “I’m sure I don’t need to mention a requirement for utmost secrecy.”

      “Only Leda will know. Perhaps my grandfather, but only on the occasion for advice.”

      “Thank you. You didn’t mention payment?”

      I shrugged. “We can figure it out later.”

      “Zamok Castle holds vast wealth that I’m turning to my witches. Mikhail was a horrid ruler, hoarding like a dragon. The depths of his depravity are revealing now. My goal is to turn his riches into assets my witches can use. I’m happy to offer you as much as you want.”

      The depths of Zamok Castle would involve rare gems, gold, silver. Their mining history was extensive, particularly amongst the clan. Nothing in that castle appealed to me. Currency, perhaps. I’d need it eventually, but not yet.

      A different idea occurred to me. I’d been to the Southern Network countless times, with Grandfather and Mikhail, or sneaking in to find Andrei, explore with Merrick, or talk to Alina or demigods.

      The Southern Network held one possibility I cared about.

      “Do you happen to know a shieldmaker?”
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      Leda eyed me with consummate suspicion the next afternoon. She placed both hands on her desk, squared to my seeking face. “Well?” she bit out. “What did you agree to help Alina with? I can see in your eyes that you said yes to whatever she asked.”

      I sat in a chair across from her tidy-but-busy desk in Scarlett’s office and faked shock. Arms spread wide, I cried, “Who says I agreed to anything?”

      She tipped me a look.

      I blew a raspberry. If she hadn’t sat behind an Assistant’s desk tucked into a corner, I might have mistaken her as the High Priestess already. She held such command and confidence in this room. Leda had never spoken beyond her goal to become a Council Member one day, but I couldn’t imagine any version of Alkarra where Leda didn’t vault directly to the top.

      Sinking into the chair, my head tipped back, I closed my eyes. “Well, this one time you’re correct. Alina did request help and I granted it. It’s a wild story. Can’t wait to tell you about it.”

      Scarlett’s office doors whispered shut behind a lunch tray, no doubt sent from the kitchen on Leda’s request. The rattling silverware settled between us, awakening my ravenous stomach. After a chilly morning jog to satisfy my trees—whom I ignored while honeymooning—my hunger had grown into a monster.

      Leda lifted lids and shuffled plates. “Well? Are you going to tell me, or contemplate it further?”

      While she doled out food, spelled silverware, and poured tea, I sketched a brief review of Alina’s request. Once I’d satisfied Leda’s rampant curiosity, I dove into the deeper analysis. She’d draw her own implications regarding Lana and the tribes and Alina’s position with the demigods, and I wanted to hear her take on it. Inevitably, we uncovered something different.

      She pursed her lips, her frown deepening until I finished. A glower shadowed her face, cast into sharp relief by the gloomy weather. Hail flicked at the window with uneasy staccatos that resembled drumming nails, intensified by gusts of wind.

      Leda straightened. “Alina’s request was . . .”

      “Unexpected?”

      “Not entirely. But it is concerning. I see why you accepted it without my permission, and I’m not angry about it.”

      The phrase without my permission reverberated. In some regard, the assessment was fair. In others, infuriating. Should I require her permission? No. Also, yes. Yet another reason publicity around the Sisterhood worried me. We hadn’t truly determined the most basic internal structure, though we chipped away at it every day.

      “This sort of mission is far outside the purview of the Central Network,” Leda continued, thoughts cogitating. “Then again, that offers the expansion you desire for the Sisterhood.”

      “Exactly.”

      Her voice turned musing as she lifted a teacup. “And we aren’t under Council control now, so Georgette doesn’t have to know what you’re doing. Nor the Council.”

      I snapped two fingers.

      “That’s why I took it. Because we can, and it’s needed.”

      Leda rolled her eyes. “You’ll never convince me that you thought about that reason before you accepted. Knowing that it came from Alina, I’d be a fool to presume that you didn’t accept it without hearing what she said.”

      Leda flirted so close to the truth I almost choked. Somehow, I kept myself from blubbering through a damning response. Instead, I let her quirky genius flow and stir up new ideas.

      After another full minute of ponderance, she declared, “I think it’s a wise mission to take. Not only does it offer opportunities to learn and grow, but to aid witches in dire need of assistance. I stand behind it.”

      I shot upright.

      “Really?”

      Leda scrawled on a notepad. “Really. On a separate-but-related note, Aurora came into Scarlett’s office for a meeting today because Lana has requested that Aurora visit the Arck.”

      I laughed. “I bet that request went well.”

      Leda glared at me through her pale eyelashes. “Aurora accepted, and happily. Despite your preconceptions around our Ambassador, she has phenomenal interactions with other Networks and draws firm boundaries, like Marten.”

      Surrendering with two hands in the air, I reached for a piece of toast to satisfy my hunger. Aurora was a cutting woman with an air of superiority I’d never been able to mimic. She also had an eye for diplomatic detail that I never hoped to mimic.

      We had a tempestuous relationship. Between her need to prove herself a competent Ambassador in the wake of Grandfather’s impressive legacy, and a general dislike for her arrogant attitude, I found myself avoiding her more often than not.

      However, Aurora had proven a powerful ally for the Sisterhood during the Eastern Network insurrection, and worthy of her position. Her adeptness for political assessment made her stand above others. I found myself more inclined to trust her, though I didn’t seek out her company unless I desired a verbal lashing.

      “What does Aurora’s meeting with Lana have to do with this?” I asked.

      “Nothing, probably,” Leda admitted. “But it’s hard to tell when it comes to Lana and the Western Network. Her control over the tribes is tenuous; problems and riots expand daily. I want to keep our eyes open on everything.”

      Understanding flowed. With it, amusement. “You want to keep an eye on Lana, and you want me to do it for you.”

      Sipping primly at her tea, she said, “Maybe I do.”

      “You don’t trust Lana?”

      “No.”

      “Does Scarlett?”

      “Mostly. Lana hasn’t done anything overtly wrong, which is why I’m concerned. Since I can’t command the Brotherhood, Scarlett isn’t likely to agree with me, and as there’s no specific mission in mind, the Sisterhood is the perfect response.”

      Ah, Leda’s silent motivations lay manifest. Her loyalty to the Sisterhood had always been absolute for varied, and often unknown, reasons. The ability to deploy her own resources to underestimated situations must be at the top. Thus far, she hadn’t tried it.

      “Keep in mind that the Council wouldn’t have approved of such a thing.” I lifted my toast-filled hands. “Yet another reason the Sisterhood should operate outside Council approval.”

      The usual storm appeared in her expression at my words. Leda hated to agree, but she couldn’t disagree, either. Not with our plan for Council approval still in motion. I wanted to withdraw it fully after the events in the Eastern Network, but she held on. Pivoting wasn’t her strong suit.

      She sank her teeth into her bottom lip, but recovered her haughtiness within moments. Her chiding, arch tone would have burned a lesser witch. “I’m more aware of that than you think, and I’m pondering the ramifications of removing our request for Council support.”

      “Really?”

      “Pondering,” she snapped. “That’s not a promise. Take the mission with Alina with my blessing and let me think. We can’t just withdraw our request. We have to have a plan. In the meantime, we need to discuss this.”

      A Chatham Chatterer newsscroll appeared in front of me. The bolded headline made my heart catch.

      
        
        New Sisterhood In The Works?

      

      

      By a hasty skim of the first three sentences, the biting tone revolted me. Disgust welled up, and I sent it back without reading.

      “I don’t care.”

      She batted it onto her desk. “You have to care. This is not the first. They’ve been quietly publishing since news broke that the Sisterhood had a hand in the Eastern Network. This is the most . . . bold.”

      “There are others?”

      “Yes, but not as scathing. I can’t prove it, but I think Georgette is influencing their inception.” She waved to the article. “It’s written by a reporter named Dorothee, but I think it’s really Georgette.”

      Council Member Georgette had made no secret of her dislike for me, nor the Sisterhood. While embroiled in the mess with the Eastern Network, she cornered me after I interrogated former Council Member Greyson, and promised to speak against the Sisterhood as readily as I sought support.

      In the aftermath of the Sisterhood’s publicity with the Eastern Network, her irritation with the Sisterhood multiplied. I’d ignored her because of my handfasting, and bullies required little else. Leda, however, couldn’t disengage with the articles as simply.

      “Why do you think it’s Georgette?” I asked.

      “A hunch. The words they use included phrases I’ve heard Georgette say before. I’m working on proving it.”

      “To what end? You can’t stop her.”

      Leda rolled her eyes. “To know, Bianca. In this political game, information is absolutely power. Listen, I won’t bore you with every detail, but suffice it to say that the Sisterhood currently has one big problem: Council Member Georgette.”

      I scoffed. “That’s nothing new.”

      Leda tapped the scroll. “No, but yes. She may not have liked us before, but now I see hints of her actively working against the Sisterhood. Georgette didn’t take kindly to how well the Sisterhood was thought of in political circles after the Eastern Network debacle.”

      And why not? came Tyrant’s droll voice. You did rid Alkarra of many lives from the East. Rebellious lives. Lives that you took into your hands and squashed.

      The unwelcome reminder dampened my spirits. Swallowing hard, I forced myself to ignore his irritating presence and focus on the morsel of good news Leda imparted.

      “Witches think well of us?”

      Her lips pursed. “They’re certainly listening. Hope for funding is higher than it’s ever been—whether that’s good or bad,” she quickly tacked on. “I believe these articles are Georgette’s attempts to counter our increased reputation. I can’t say her concerns about the Sisterhood are unfounded, but they are taken to extremes. Regardless of the truth, I suspect she’s going to launch a campaign against you and discredit the Sisterhood before our meeting with the Council.”

      “Which is when?”

      “In four weeks. We had to shift it around because of Network business.”

      “Great,” I muttered. How did time quicken and also slow at the same time?

      “There’s good news,” she added with a little cheer. “We have one safeguard that is far more powerful than our enemy.”

      “Oh?”

      “Marten.”

      My voice pitched higher. “Grandfather? How does he figure into this?”

      “The High Priest is the only thing that’s keeping Georgette from going full tilt against the Sisterhood. Articles like that?” She gestured to the scroll. “They’re mostly to create awareness, but they’re not an attack. She’s holding back, and it’s because of Marten. Scarlett and Marten support the Sisterhood, so Georgette has to tread carefully. The Council might agree the Sisterhood isn’t necessary, but with the High Priest and High Priestess in support, there’s not much the Council can do about it.”

      “If Grandfather didn’t support it?”

      “Georgette would push harder on the issue and appeal to Scarlett’s supposed favoritism for you.” She rolled her eyes. “Marten’s reputation is too powerful for Georgette to contend with. Alone, Georgette can prove favoritism with Scarlett as your former teacher, but not with Marten agreeing to the Sisterhood. Your position as his former Assistant would bolster his reputation around your professional capabilities, and the Network loves him. If she attacks Marten’s opinion, she sounds desperate.”

      Sighing, I ran a hand through my hair.

      Jikes.

      “Which puts us in an uncomfortably uncertain situation.” Leda lifted her hands in a helpless gesture, bottom lip clamped between her teeth. “We’re campaigning for the Sisterhood, Georgette is against it, and it’s only going to worsen. Probably to an impasse.”

      “Thanks for the warning.”

      Leda grabbed a quill. “Sure. At least you know what you’re up against. Forgive me, but I have missives to answer. Can I help you with anything else?”

      Recognizing a dismissal when I received one, I stood.

      “No, thank you Leda.”

      She waved me out.
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        * * *

      

      Merrick stood in the middle of the treehouse, hands on his hips. His wet hair lay in clumps around his face as he frowned at the floor. I ran my fingertips across his bare back as I slipped behind him, toward the table.

      “Bored?”

      “Not bored. Just . . . uncertain. Rognvald doesn’t have a mission for me or two other Brothers today.”

      “And so?”

      “I’ll have to train,” he muttered, lips pushed to one side of his face. If he hadn’t looked so irritated, I might have laughed.

      “Is training a bad thing?”

      “No.” He spun, yanking his fresh shirt off the back of a chair. “There are a few things Rognvald wants me to test. A blanket that heats through the night on its own, and a new charm that, reportedly, repels blighters. Tysen and I volunteered to do it in the bailey, but Rognvald wants us to test them overnight in the cold. His preference is the Northern Network mountains.”

      Disappointment dropped my tone. “You’ll be gone all night?” It would be a miserable sleep without him. Not just for cold and loneliness, but Tyrant muttered particularly loud in the late hours when sleep eluded me.

      He brushed a kiss over my forehead. “Yes, but I’ll return for breakfast. Hopefully, with a new blanket to keep us warm.”

      “I can think of something better.”

      His chortle accompanied him to the armoire.

      I brushed aside the irritation of resuming life. My meeting with Alina yesterday still occupied my thoughts. This would give me enough time to iron it out. Accepting Alina’s request guaranteed my plunge into responsibilities again.

      Merrick sought his shoes, muttering about something, while I sorted through messages on the table. A new envelope arrived, hovering patiently a handspan to my right. Seeing the writing, I smiled.

      Grandfather.

      I lifted the flap as Merrick swiped the hair off of my neck and pressed a kiss to the sensitive skin along my spine.

      “I love you, little troublemaker. See you in the morning.”

      A lingering kiss on my lips later, he departed and I returned to the message. Grandfather’s thin, scratchy handwriting awaited.

      
        
        My dear,

      

        

      
        Would you join me for dinner tonight? Merrick is welcome, of course, though I overheard Rognvald speak about him and Tysen testing a few things through the night.

      

      

      

      Without a moment’s hesitation, I sent a reply along the bottom.

      

      
        
        It would be my greatest pleasure. See you this evening, if not sooner.
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        * * *

      

      After a full day transporting around the Southern Network lakes, getting a feel for the ice trade and the clannish witches who ran it, the smell of spearmint welcomed me into the High Priest’s apartment. Winter twilight crept like a blanket over Chatham Castle, sweeping bitter frost and cold into the eaves and corners.

      Reeves, bustling in his usual symphonic ministrations, opened the door with his scratchy clothes and quiet shoes. A wrinkle marred his brow as he admitted me. A hesitant part of his lips, and then a head shake, lent an air of uncertainty.

      Odd.

      “Come in, Miss Bianca. Is it Mrs. Hughes, now?”

      My nose wrinkled. “Not sure yet. Still deciding where I land, but leaning toward keeping the Monroe. Mrs. Hughes sounds like a schoolmarm.”

      His lip twitched as he cleared the way for me to enter. Grandfather perched on a divan, hands folded on top of his thighs. He illuminated, but his full smile couldn’t hide a blatant paleness.

      Since when did Grandfather appeal frail?

      I lowered at his side. His warm hand clasped mine, as strong as ever. The grasp dismissed my fears. Tyrant, too. Like Merrick and Papa, Tyrant’s irreverent voice faded entirely in Grandfather’s presence.

      “How are you, my dear?”

      I beckoned a chair with a spell. “Better now.” Heat shed onto my boots from the fire. I peeled them off, placing them on the stones to dry the wet bottoms.

      “Is handfasted life everything you wanted?”

      “Almost exactly the same as before, but yes. Wonderful.”

      “I envy you.” He squeezed my fingers before releasing them. “Mildred and I were all but handfasted. Officially, anyway. She crept to my quarters almost every night, or I came to hers. Her butler always knew. Still, there’s something in that extra step. The promise, stated aloud . . .”

      I lost him to deeper ruminations.

      When he blinked free, I welcomed him with a smile that he returned, albeit half-heartedly.

      “Leda and I had an interesting conversation today. Can I tell you about it?”

      He eagerly swept a hand forward. “Please do, my dear. You know I always love to hear about you.”

      Grateful to air the situation out, I told him first about Alina, then Leda, then Georgette. Without his sage and subtle wisdom, the Sisterhood would have withered months ago, and he’d know what to do with the froth around my reputation. He’d loved Mildred all his life, and she stirred up witches daily.

      The story flowed into his wise and capable hands, relieving me of an insecure burden. Reeves served dinner while I spoke; we ate at the fire. Grandfather sipped tea and picked at a piece of bread, listening with rapt attention.

      I finished with an unsteady, “So that’s where we’re at.” Grandfather tapped a finger against his chin. Taking the chance I had, I finished off the rest of my dinner, half-eaten in between sentences.

      He leaned against the chair, an elbow propped on the armrest. The subtle clinks of assembling tea pots and tea cups whispered through the closed kitchen door, where Reeves puttered.

      “Georgette’s role has me particularly interested.”

      “Do you think Leda is correct? That you and Scarlett protect the Sisterhood?”

      “To a degree.”

      Unsure of what to say, I opted for a sigh.

      “Life is what we perceive, my dear. While there’s truth in the idea that Scarlett and I protect the Sisterhood from Georgette's full wrath, that doesn’t make it all true. What I don’t like about that sentiment is the idea that you need us. That is entirely not true.”

      Rebuttals arose instantly. Of course it was true. Grandfather provided advice, structure, insight. Without such, how would I know the best paths?

      “Grandfather—”

      He tapped a hand on my arm. “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Bianca. You’re stronger than you think, with more wisdom in between those ears than most your age. Consider it.”

      Spelling my dinner tray to the table for Reeves to gather later, I pulled a knee into my chest and contemplated the fire. Tyrant tried to whisper to life, but I didn’t entertain him. The temptation to tell Grandfather of the intrusive thoughts whispered through my mind, but I dismissed it.

      Some demons weren’t worth sharing.

      “Georgette hates me,” I whispered instead.

      He lifted a finger in the air. “Hate is a strong word. Georgette strongly opposes your stance, indisputably. From her view, she’s a woman doing her best to protect a Network she loves. There is probably some truth in her observations, though her approach needs refinement.”

      “You’re kinder to her than I would be.”

      Grandfather laughed, eyes twinkling. The full sound comforted me. “I have a fair bit more life experience than you, my dear. After a while, you learn how to read witches. Georgette is zealous, we agree on that. Sometimes, zealous witches become lost in their fervor. When boundaries blur, it can be hard to reorient and find north again, so to speak.”

      His more charitable observation wasn’t entirely unfounded. Georgette’s protectiveness around the Network was admirable, in some regard. Inspecting her motivations through Grandfather’s eyes, however, roused difficult questions. Was Georgette wrong? Could two witches look at the same thing, see it differently, and both be right?

      Grandfather tapped my chair with the side of his shoe. “Her concern isn’t wrong, you know.”

      “What?”

      He laughed again. “Her concerns are founded in some historical precedent. You weren’t here for the Dark Days, where favoritism abounded. High Priest Donovan held regard only for his friends, such as Council Member Rand. He appointed witches without regard to ability, desire, or experience. There were leaders in positions that had no reason to be there.”

      Hand pressed to my heart, I cried, “What more can I do to prove my value to her, Grandfather? I’ve shown myself capable! This isn’t favoritism. I’m able.”

      “Correct, but by an unestablished process. Based on the recent articles—which I have read—Georgette seems to dispute the way you came into the position, not your lack of qualification. At least,” he added, “not entirely. She does seem opposed to your young age, which I believe is an emotional response on her part.”

      “So she’s trying to prevent my process from happening again?”

      “That’s what I’d wager.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face. “This is why Leda is the political mastermind behind the Sisterhood. I’d rather spy on desert tribes than try to ascertain Council Member motivations, thank you very much.”

      “How is your anger?”

      The question startled me. For a very brief moment, I’d almost forgotten Tyrant. Unlike my friends, I couldn’t stave Grandfather off. A barren whisper answeredm “There.”

      “What is it telling you?”

      Those words wouldn’t cross my lips. I could only shake my head, horrified at Tyrant’s strength. He resurrected with glee in the wake of Grandfather’s pointed question, providing ample choices to share.

      You sent a man to his death.

      His family, too.

      Here you live your life with blood on your hands, acting as if all is well.

      Understanding flooded Grandfather’s kind eyes. He leaned closer. “Whatever the anger is telling you, it’s not real. You are not to blame for what happened in the Eastern Network. There are bad witches in the world, Bianca. You are not one of them.”

      Unassailed adoration poured out of him. My eyes watered. If my heart had a bullseye, he found it.

      “Thank you,” I choked out.

      “Honor your anger. Let it speak, then ask it to leave, for it has done its job. Anger is not the worst thing, but the actions that stem from it are. You know this already after your experiences with Mabel.”

      I nodded, letting the advice sink deeper. For another day. Not this one.

      Grandfather chuckled weakly as he slumped against the chair. Lines carved his eyes. He’d tired himself out. His hand found mine again, tightening over the top of it. He regarded me with deepest love and warmth.

      “The only concern I have over the Georgette situation, as you called it in your retelling, is your belief that you rely on anyone but yourself to be successful. The Council, Georgette, Leda, myself? None of us matter. You don’t need the Council to be who you want to be.”

      His wrinkled hand lifted, tapped my heart. “Everything you need is right here, my dear. It is within you.”

      Before approaching the Eastern Network for the attempted overthrow of Magnolia Castle, Papa advised me something similar. It’s not about achieving, B. It’s about being. You will never do enough. There’s always more. More missions, more witches in pain, more struggles to resolve. But if you can be the witch you want to be—a witch that changes the world for someone else in some small way—then it’s enough. It’s always enough.

      Those words followed me, attached to my heels like a shadow. Every decision cast the questions, who am I here? Who am I there?

      It felt particularly applicable at this moment, but I didn’t see how. With the recollection came haunting remembrances. A dying girl, a broken father. Bodies petaling off a grand, curving staircase and blood shivering down marble stairs. I’d seen battle before. War wasn’t new, but something about the Eastern Network insurrection struck me differently. It awoke a nerve I didn’t know existed.

      I didn’t know why Tyrant haunted me. Why those deaths were any different than demigods in Letum Wood, or Southern Network Guardians invading the Southern Covens, or Mabel.

      Frantic, I closed those questions off. They didn’t belong in Grandfather’s pure presence. Those were nighttime questions. Things not suited for the light of day. Tyrant didn’t deserve the time that I gave him, particularly not here.

      Grandfather yawned. “I’m rather tired, my dear. The last couple of days, I’ve found that I sleep better out here, by the fire. My heart beats a little slower when I’m sitting upright.” Grimacing, he rubbed his left shoulder. “My body is sore and ready to sleep.”

      Reeves, hurrying out of the kitchen with a tea tray, paused. I waved him off. “Thank you, Reeves, but no more tea tonight. Grandfather is sleepy. We’re going to sleep out here.”

      Grandfather protested. “Oh, no! Please, take your⁠—”

      “I’d rather be with you.”

      He smiled his response, eyes at half mast. Born on a spell from Reeves, pillows and blankets hurried from the hallway. Behind the window, the sparkling lights of Chatham Castle glinted. Torches over the bailey, candles from chambers above and below. A glow perfused the apartment as Reeves soused candles. Sleepy, comforting darkness descended.

      I perched on the edge of the divan, my hands tucked between my thighs, and studied Grandfather. His paleness hadn’t resolved. He’d eaten like a bird, too.

      “Are you all right, Grandfather?”

      He chuckled, eyes closed. “Yes, yes, fine. Just tired.” Another yawn accompanied his admittance, which I didn’t believe. Reeves frowned over him. I caught Reeve’s eye. He tilted an eyebrow, his closest approximation to a shrug. If Reeves didn’t know what to make of it, and I couldn’t put my finger on anything, then paranoia was the likely culprit.

      The fire crackled and Reeves retired. I watched Grandfather gradually relax, comforted by his familiar presence. Firelight limned his peaceful face. Before he nodded into a deep sleep, I whispered, “Grandfather?”

      He replied without opening his eyes.

      “Hmmm?”

      “I’m going to make it happen. The Sisterhood, I mean. Whatever it takes, and with or without the Council. Witches need me. That’s who I want to be. Like you. And . . . Mildred.”

      A fleeting smile appeared between wispy, sleep-stained breaths.

      “Remember, my dear,” he murmured. “There is more to you than the Sisterhood. There is more to you than Merrick. There is more to you than what the Council deems worthy of acclaim. Choose what makes all the parts of you happiest, and you can never go astray.”

      His words sang me to sleep, banishing the terrors of before. While I dreamed of swirling, loose light, and Mama and Mildred and Camille and Stella, the reassuring cadence of his words whispered again.

      Choose what makes all the parts of you happiest, and you can never go astray.
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