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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Months before finalizing THE PATH OF FIRE, and while the plot was in development, I wrote and released a short story titled THE VOLARE. It’s a tale that goes deeper into Bianca’s relationship with her very special rug, but it’s told from the Volare’s point-of-view.

      

      

      

      
        
        THE VOLARE is not required reading for this novel, but if you read it before, I think the ride will be a little more fun. It’s a quick story, and very affordable, available only on my website.

      

      

      

      
        
        Now, dear reader, onto the novel.

      

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to the city of Faleen, the grave of the weak. May you find that which you have always sought.

      

      

      

      
        
        For even the gods tread lightly where magic once broke.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Short Excerpt From Darkest Abandon

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood on the Wall at Chatham Castle, where Merrick had kissed me goodbye, promised to see me for dinner, and departed for his mission.

      Rognvald? I inquired.

      He growled. There’s a . . . situation.

      Plowing inside the Gatehouse, I stumbled on Papa, Rognvald, Chi, and Tysen grouped together. Lines crossed their foreheads. Papa started toward me, then paused. He blinked, staring at my new shield, Veyrin.

      “What is⁠—”

      “What’s wrong?” I demanded, speaking over him. Their halting expressions told me more than Merrick’s enduring silence. My husband still hadn’t responded to my queries about his safety, but he didn’t always reply. Sometimes, he couldn’t. Today, something felt wrong.

      Rognvald motioned to Papa, who cast Rognvald a wary, questioning look. “Go ahead,” Rognvald muttered.

      “Papa?”

      Thank the goddess for Papa, who didn’t mince words or soften anything. “Merrick is missing.”

      “What?”

      “He went to the West⁠—”

      “I know. He only left a few hours ago.”

      “He should have been back,” Rognvald said. “It was a quick hour trip, at most. Intelligence gathering. He stumbled into a problem, he said, and was observing, right before we stopped hearing from him. I asked him what came of it half an hour ago, and he hasn’t responded.”

      Chi drew my attention when he whispered, “I went to Custos City, and he’s not there. There’s no sign of him, but . . . there was a fight. A bloody one. Many witches lay slaughtered in the sand.”

      My heart hammered. “He’s not one of them, right?” I demanded, stepping closer to Chi. “He’s not⁠—”

      “No. I’ve confirmed twice. Tysen also confirmed it. We’ve found no familiar magical signature nor trace of him.”

      Rognvald’s nose twitched. “We’re making a plan to return with a team and. . .” But his words trailed off when a letter appeared in the air above me and drifted lower. The Gatehouse seemed to hold its breath as the letter descended, hovering before my eyes. My name scrawled on the front in a handwriting I didn’t recognize.

      I snatched the letter, tore through the wax, and began to read.

      

      Bianca,

      You took mine, I take yours.

      Alfea

      

      A cold chill swept me from head to foot, prickling my veins in an ice bath. I read it twice, breathing fast, while Papa looked over my shoulder. He put his arm around me, passed the letter to Rognvald. Words passed through Papa’s lips, but I didn’t hear them. Rognvald replied, and a storm of ideas and plans barreled into the Gatehouse.

      My mind couldn’t ungrasp the words.

      You took mine, I take yours.

      No.

      This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t⁠—

      It could.

      Alfea escaped our raid on the Western Network tribe where she resided, like many tribal witches. While we removed the abducted clannish witches and fought the subsequent rising of tribal warriors, she snuck off like a coward. The Brothers reported that most women and children left when the warriors arose, as was their usual way when fighting in the desert.

      Before I could possibly fathom what to do next, or wade through the disbelief and panic, another letter descended.

      The Gatehouse fell quiet as I ripped it open.

      

      Bianca,

      

      Meet me in my office immediately. I have information on your husband. Do nothing else and speak to no one. The opportunity to do so will come after we have discussed this volatile situation.

      Come alone.

      

      Lana

      

      I handed the letter to Papa and calmly whispered, “Don’t follow me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Merrick, can you hear me?

      My plea through the communication magic resulted in nothing.

      I tried again.

      Merrick?

      Abandoning the attempt, I gave my attention to the new environment. Sunshine scorched the back of my neck, firmly escorting me away from the frigid Central Network and far from home. Dry and crackling, the Western Network desert wrinkled the land with cracks and dunes simmering under a white-hot sun.

      Shingles from the roof of the Arck Castle in Custos City burned along the bottom of my feet as I sprinted across the top, but I didn’t care. A fierce and loving tempest carried me forward, dictating every careful step. The pulse of my heart beat in time with my soulmate’s name.

      Merrick.

      Merrick.

      Merrick.

      Taken hostage by that infernal witch, Alfea. She had been troublesome in the Thabit tribe, running a hidden operation that stole clannish witches from the Southern Network and kept them as slaves in the Western Network sands. Now she’d somehow subdued Merrick and had her filthy hands on him.

      I could barely handle the thought.

      While casting an invisibility spell to ensure I stayed hidden, I darted over superheated tiles, leaped a seam, and sprinted across the roof. The speed almost made it feel like I could outrun this fear.

      Merrick will be fine, I told myself. Merrick will be fine.

      Despite the danger of sprinting across a rooftop so far from the ground, I pressed faster. My feet ached from the hot tiles, my lungs filled with ardent breaths.

      Merrick will be fine.

      As I scurried from one end of the red rock castle to the other, seeking a familiar window, a rhythmic thud hit my back. My magical rug, the Volare, lay in a round, hardened case. On my hip was Viveet, my sword. Completing the trifecta was my new shield, Veyrin, strapped over my spine and underneath the Volare’s case. Their names, their congregation to me, were no accident.

      Sweat tricked down my shoulderblades as I lightly ran up a peak, where the shingles formed an apex of smoothed over, hardened clay. I began the recitation loop a fourth time as I reached the top. Merrick will be fine, Merrick will be fine.

      At the top, I stumbled to a stop. What I sought lay directly in front of me: the Western Network High Priestess Lana’s personal chambers. She had a patio and several glass-free windows, because it never rained here.

      I resumed a quick-footed jog with shortened steps, judging the distance between my body and the open windows. The room faced me at a T intersection that I wouldn’t be able to cross in a jump. Distracting fears raced with me.

      I’m going to be too late. Alfea’s killed him. I’m going to be too late.

      Silence, I commanded.

      The fears paused. Righting myself when I stubbed my toe, and suppressing a pained shout, I pressed on. Ten pounding steps later, I gave the Volare a silent command to free itself. The rug sprang into the air as I leaped off the roof and plunged into a free fall. It caught me, swung me higher, and bore me to Lana’s patio. My invisibility spell covered both of us.

      The Volare gently deposited me on Lana’s porch. My toes hit cooler stones, and I was moving into her room before my rug had time to return to the case. Bursting inside, a demand for Merrick filled my throat with a desperate shout, but someone spoke before me.

      “Bianca Monroe,” drawled Lana’s familiar voice. “How lovely to see you again.”
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        * * *

      

      Lana shuffled away from a wall between windows. She must have heard me, or sensed the Volare, because my invisibility spell remained true.

      “Don’t remove your invisibility spell,” she said as quickly. “You cannot be seen in my chambers.”

      Doubled over and panting, I obeyed. The need to draw in cooler air prevented me from begging for information.

      Today, Lana presented her true appearance, instead of altering it to make a fashion statement as she often did. Her brilliant copper hair bounced in elegant waves. Freckles dotted the tops of her shoulders, visible around a deep mauve shirt without sleeves. Her skirt swayed around knobby knees as she sauntered across the room, a pair of shoes in one hand, as if someone hadn’t just thrown their body inside.

      Her chambers were unobtrusive, but rich. Lana didn’t cater to a multitude of decorations, like many in the Southern Network. Instead, the ones she displayed packed a real punch. Golden sconces, tasseled pillows, and claw-footed divans with matching golden threads. Pearls crested the top of an oval mirror. A tea set with elegant cups, hand-painted in a minimal design. A sheer curtain separated her bedroom from a sitting area with a rug that might have taken years to weave.

      She could dress the room up, but it would never be different enough from my first time in the High Priestess’s chambers to allow me to forget my time as a prisoner to Mabel, uncertain if I’d live to see Papa again, and still burning with the wrath of losing Mama.

      I’d been little more than a child, and that had only been a few years ago.

      Lana plucked a goblet off a low-slung table, swilled the liquid inside, and lifted it to her lips. Eyes closed, she inhaled its scent deeply.

      “We’re alone for now,” she murmured, “but we don’t have much time. I have representatives from the local tribes coming to meet here. Yes,” she added wryly, “to my personal chambers, and no. It’s not what it sounds like.”

      Sure, I wanted to say, and eyed the massive bed not far away. Lana had changed it, too, decorating it with far more feminine touches. Two nightstands revealed various trinkets. On one were combs, books, and barrettes clearly belonging to a different woman. Lana had been in love with a woman whom she refused to handfast for years, saying something about protecting her.

      Lana’s jaw tensed as she stared into the goblet. I smelled no wine in the air. Thoughtful, near pensive, she lifted it closer to her mouth and spoke, lips brushing the rim.

      “A civil war is brewing in the Western Network. We’re on the cusp of massive bloodshed between tribes. If my Council Members knew that I met with you, or these tribal leaders, you’d find my head swinging from the closest fence.”

      My gut clenched.

      Not a hint of amusement accompanied her macabre announcement, and I realized that I wasn’t the only witch in this room with underlying fear. What threat gave her such a wan expression? Not long ago, she’d invited Scarlett over for dinner, and all had seemed well enough then.

      Then again, Lana was an exceptional actress.

      But she couldn’t pretend away how baggy her clothes had become, or her hollow cheeks. Her outward appearance remained flawless in all other ways. I didn’t care about the Western Network civil war. Almost told her to move on, tell me where to find Merrick, but she spoke before I could insist.

      “You’re not here for an update on the Western Network.” Lana set the goblet down. Her tone was crisp, succinct, and all business, expertly hiding her former vulnerability. “If my assumptions are correct, you received my letter a few minutes after receiving one from Alfea?”

      I whispered, “Yes.”

      “Hmm . . . the method of informing you about your husband is not accidental. She always loved to brag about her dramatic flair.”

      Grateful to finally release it, I demanded, “Where is he?”

      Lana canted her body my way. “We’ve been tracking Alfea for a while now, but this is the first time she’s made a bold move under our noses. Hours before Alfea sent you that letter, several tribes converged in the main square in Custos and commenced a bloody battle. I had several loyal witches watching.

      “One of them saw Alfea standing near another witch in the chaos. The witch near Alfea had heavy transformative magic on them, which created greater interest. With the help of several other brutes, Alfea attacked the transformed witch and transported him away. My witch followed them into Faleen Borg. As the transformative magic was stripped away in the tunnel leading underground, my witch caught a glimpse of your husband. My witch didn’t follow.”

      Her rising concern mimicked the horror in my chest. A soul-deep shudder wracked me from toes to crown.

      “Faleen Borg?” I whispered.

      Lana’s lips turned down. “I’m sorry, Bianca.”

      A ridiculous name for an awful place. Faleen Borg’s reputation was as hideous as its history. Bad magic. Foul stories. Everything about the underground morass stunk, figuratively and literally. Papa entered it to save Lana’s kidnapped sister years ago, and barely made it out alive.

      A mental shock hit me.

      Oh.

      Of course.

      Dawning realization made Lana’s motivation crystal clear. Kidnapped sister. Papa. Lana. The clues tied together in a pretty bow. Papa’s willingness to save Lana’s adored younger sister was why Lana offered to help me. She sought to repay her debt to Papa.

      And now Merrick was in Faleen Borg, and my chances of saving him had plummeted. Despair wailed through my mind, but I silenced her infernal noise. There wasn’t time for despair. I had a husband to save, a plan to map together, and decisions to make. Yet, at this moment, I couldn’t think beyond my shock.

      Faleen Borg.

      The good gods.

      A distant bell gonged. Not by coincidence, I felt certain. Lana held up a hand, breath held. Looking out a window, her body tensed. Another gong never came, and when the silence persisted, she relaxed her stance.

      “Our time is too tight for further details. My guests will arrive before the next gong, which is minutes away. Suffice it to say that my witch saw what happened and notified me. I notified you.”

      I opened my mouth to demand whatever details she held, but Lana quickly spoke over my silence.

      “Alfea is no concern of yours anymore, Bianca. She is my witch to take down, and I vow to do so. She returned shortly after vanishing with Merrick, and my witches followed her to a new tribe in which she’s stirring up problems. If she leaves that tribe, I’ll know. Alfea is a power seeker who is integral in the rising civil war.”

      “You’re certain about Merrick?” I rasped.

      “My witch is, and I trust them.”

      Lana crossed the room, stopped at a table decorated with inlaid colored pearls that formed a rising phoenix elevating from flame-colored diamonds. She reached into a painted pottery bowl and extracted something. Strolling in the direction of my voice, she continued to speak. Something metallic dangled from her hand.

      “This key doesn’t open anything, but it signals you as a messenger from me to a very specific witch named Grantham Mona. He’s a descendent of our most beloved historical figure, Isra Mona. Isra Mona is comparable to Esmelda for your witches. Present that key to Grantham and he can take you inside Faleen Borg to find Merrick.”

      She stopped a pace away from me, hand held out. Lana stood close enough to touch. She smelled sweetly fragrant. Deeper lines clustered around her eyes, framed by stringy hair. Her wooden smile and laugh covered much, but not her fatigue.

      Her fingers opened, releasing the key. It became invisible as it touched my waiting palm. My fingers curled around it the same way my thoughts curled around her information.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      A hint of a smile appeared.

      Lana’s clothes changed to a simple linen dress with a square neckline and skirts to the floor. Embroidery formed desert flowers along the sleeves and the top of the bodice. Traditional tribal witch garb.

      A gong rang.

      At the same moment, noises congregated behind her door. Lana’s composure altered. She lowered her shoulders and her chin. The normally brazen High Priestess appeared nearly demure.

      “You must go.”

      With Viveet rustling around my hip, and Veyrin’s reassuring weight on my back, I inched toward the window, stashing the key in my pocket. The idea of Merrick in Faleen Borg continued to send shocks of panic through my bloodstream, spurring me to go, go, go.

      Lana whisper-shouted, “Expect Merrick to be transformed, unconscious, hidden in caves, or injured. She won’t have made this easy for you. I don’t know if you’ll find him dead or alive, and I don’t know if you’ll find him at all. That key is your only chance. The enemy you face is Faleen Borg.”

      “Where do I find Gran⁠—”

      My question cut short when a hard smack of magic slammed into me. I toppled backward, feet flying overhead as I blew out the window and into a forced transportation spell.
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      Wind blasted my neck, scraping as hard as Lana’s magic. I tumbled from the transportation spell and into a location with the same intensity as Custos City’s sweltering sunshine. Moaning from the hard slam into the earth, and sand already itching down my dress, I put a hand to my head.

      Did she have to be so violent? And how did she smack me with a transportation spell, anyway? Whatever magic she used, I’d never seen it before.

      Sultry heat surrounded me as I sat up. My eyes split open when I registered a man standing a few steps away. With a shout, I leaped to my feet. The weight on my back diminished, and before I could comprehend, a gray blur whirled in front of my face.

      Veyrin.

      The shield thudded onto my left arm and elevated until I could barely see over its middle peak. Cerulean light emanated from the ivy designs etched into the front, flowing like a waterfall down the sides. She was glorious when inert, but achingly beautiful when illuminated. Unlike Viveet, she threw no flames, but her self-contained might was a powerful thing to behold.

      Veyrin was magnificent. Aggressive, but magnificent. Tearing my attention off of my rather protective shield and onto the man before me required a moment. I’d have to figure Veyrin out later, when I wasn’t staring a stranger in the face while seeking Lana’s contact.

      Likely, Grantham Mona was this desert man.

      The witch elevated both hands. “Not here to hurt you,” he said lightly. “I was just hunting lizards and you dropped into my path. We can both go our own ways now, unless you need some help.”

      His voice lifted up at the end, hopeful. He had tanned skin, wrinkles around his eyes, and a faint lift to his lips. Black hair, light eyes, rough clothes, and a simmering curiosity. He was a few years older than me.

      I lowered my shield arm, and his shoulders replied in kind.

      “Are you Grantham Mona?”

      Interest piqued in his stare. He lifted one eyebrow, studying me with a quick dash of his eyes.

      “I am.”

      I tossed the key to him. He snatched it, glimpsed it, and met my eyes with growing shock. A lump filled my throat.

      “Please, I need your help. My name is Bianca Monroe, and Lana sent me.”
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        * * *

      

      Grantham led me to a thin footpath hidden behind a scraggly, half-dead bush. A surprisingly strong magical signature emanated from its spindly branches. The trail led us into a hidden slot canyon, barely wide enough for Grantham to stride through without his shoulders touching either side.

      Can we go faster? I wanted to say. Can we talk here? Neither sentence crossed my impatient lips, and I had to restart my mantra again to calm my frenzied thoughts.

      Merrick will be fine.

      Faleen Borg. Merrick. Alfea. Civil war. Grantham Mona. A key. How could I start making a plan? What in the name of the goddess could be done, short of plunging into the cesspit of Alkarra and hoping for the best.

      One didn’t just plunge into Faleen Borg.

      Leda asked, Where are you, Bianca? Her calm voice was a relief. Leda would help me parse together a plan. Papa and other Protectors saw the letters; they would have updated Leda by now.

      Western Network. Somewhere in the desert, seeking help to find Merrick. I . . . I need your help figuring this out.

      Sure. Her confident tone eased my racing heart. We’ll figure it out together. Tell me what Lana said?

      Grantham and I glided steadily through a narrowing red stone pathway, topped with endless layers of minuscule lines, like pencil marks scrawled in varied hues. Dust filled the breaking sunbeams slanting from the crusty surface overhead.

      Eager to relay the facts, I responded with near-frantic speed, catching her up only on the most basic details. Alfea took Merrick to Faleen Borg, and Lana gave me a lead to find him. The lead is a man named Grantham Mona. Lana sent me to him, and I’m with him now. He’s not much older than us.

      Understood. Her crisp reply rang with the same intonations as the Brotherhood. You’re on the best path, Bianca. Focus on what Grantham says, and we’ll make a plan after you speak to him. Does that sound acceptable?

      Some of the racing thoughts slowed. Yes, thanks.

      A pause, and then, If you would like, I can mute anyone else in the Brotherhood from talking to you through the communication magic, except for Derek and Rognvald, to keep your mind clear.

      Yes, please. As hurriedly, I added, But maintain Merrick’s access!

      Of course. I can be selective. I’ll route all communications through me first, and will send updates to them, too, if you like.

      The good gods bless Leda, she knew her stuff. Yes, please.

      Bianca?

      Yes?

      You’ll find him.

      Her hard certainty buoyed me, and I breathed more steadily. Thank you. I’ll keep you updated.

      The air cooled from a hot blast to a playful breeze as we entered darker chasms, alternating through a complicated weave of canyons. Sunlight filled the hollow spaces above, maintaining a needed connection to light and air. A distinctly wet smell filled the air around the time a muted roar enlivened the quiet.

      Grantham held out a hand to stop me, and we halted at the same time. “The baby might be asleep, so stay quiet. Maribel will do you no favors if you wake her.”

      Baby.

      Maribel.

      Duly warned, I held up two hands and nodded. He half turned and advanced at the same time, stepping out of my view. Ahead, a tumbling waterfall cascaded down a sheer rock face. The water frothed with white patterns, racing into a pool. Fathoms existed beneath, trailing from lightest green to deepest black. The intense magical systems blasting from all sides testified to massive protections. There was a reason no one congregated around this unexpected abundance.

      Grantham continued around the edge of a circular cave carved out by water and time. It reminded me of Prana. When the sea goddess summoned me years ago, she spun the ocean into a funnel and dropped me to the bottom. This resembled the same hollow core, but formed from earth instead of sea.

      A woman gripped a clay vessel at the edge of the water. Startled by our appearance, she released the vessel. It sank to a sandy edge of the pool. Maribel, I wagered. Her distrustful expression softened when Grantham approached with an open palm, touching her elbow. She slid closer to him. The murmuring waterfall obscured the words he spoke into her ear.

      Her umber eyes hardened to chiseled stone the moment they landed on mine. Untrusting hauteur and wild beauty meshed into one woman. Unbound blonde hair, intelligent eyes, and a wide chin. She didn’t have classically delicate features, but grace and poise enough to grant the same effect. Shoulder-length hair swept her bare arms, and freckles dotted her biceps.

      Grantham motioned to me. “Bianca Monroe has brought me a key.” He opened his rough palm, revealing the key I’d tossed him. Old blisters and rough skin textured his hands. Seeing the trinket, they swapped a shared understanding and surprise. Maribel’s troubled frown appeared.

      “What treasure have you lost in Faleen?” Grantham asked me, and I tripped over the lack of Borg in his question.

      “I don’t seek treasure.”

      He laughed. “Why else would you want to enter Faleen?”

      “To find my husband before he dies. He was taken and left there.”

      Darkness gathered in Grantham’s eyes. “Under what circumstances?”

      “He’s a Protector for the Central Network. He was scouting out rising violence in the Western Network when a woman named Alfea took him hostage and sent me this letter.”

      Summoning it from who-knew-where I left it, I extended the letter. Grantham accepted, studied, and then handed it to Maribel. Her gaze hooded as she read it.

      “What does it mean?” Grantham asked. “It says, You take mine, I take yours.”

      “Her lover and I fought, and I won. He died.”

      A hint of tension stiffened Grantham’s neck. Maribel scooted a step behind him, and he angled his shoulder to shield her.

      I rushed to explain.

      “Alfea and her lover, Haruto, were abducting magicless clannish witches from the Southern Network and forcing them to work as slaves to a Western desert tribe. The clannish witches couldn’t leave because they can’t do magic. While stealing these witches, Alfea and Haruto were attempting to discover the secrets of the silk trade and overthrow it. When they refused to stop, I became involved as a favor to a friend. Haruto died while trying to stop me from freeing the enslaved witches.”

      As before, Grantham’s physical relief was an immediate lessening around his shoulders. He smiled with an approving head bob and said, “Nice,” while drawing out the vowel.

      Maribel returned my letter with a spell. Her gaze wandered to the waterfall and locked on it, lost in thought. Grantham’s eyes narrowed into a contemplating expression while he folded one beefy arm over his chest.

      “Your husband’s name?”

      “Merrick.”

      “He’s a Protector?”

      “Yes. A Master from the Northern Network, too,” I added, as if that would mean anything. Maribel sucked in a breath through her nose and became very still. Grantham acted as if he hadn’t noticed, but he leaned into her.

      “You’re certain he was taken into Faleen?” he asked.

      “Fairly certain. Your High Priestess, Lana, said that a trusted witch observed Merrick in the Faleen Borg tunnels with Alfea.”

      “Faleen is what we call it.” Grantham gestured between himself and Maribel. “It’s a city, not a borg.”

      I pressed my lips before saying, “Oh. Right. Faleen,” although I had no idea what city he meant.

      Running a hand through his hair, Grantham expelled a breath, muttered something like, “I can’t believe it’s finally happening,” and said more clearly, “I’ll be honest: it’s highly unlikely your husband is still alive. He’s a Protector so . . .” Grantham bobbed his head back and forth. “Maybe he’s survived.”

      “It’s only been a few hours.”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Faleen rarely surrenders a witch who enters. As cruel as it sounds to say, he’s probably dead. We need to know how serious you are about going inside.”

      With a step forward, I insisted, “Whether Merrick is alive or dead, I’m going in there. With or without you, I’m going in there. No matter what you say⁠—”

      Grantham elevated a hand. “Got it. You’re going in there.” Casually, he stretched an arm over his head and asked, “You’re willing to die while searching for your treasure?”

      “He’s not a treasure. He’s my husband.”

      He chuckled. “Trust me. Your husband is your treasure. You can call it by any other name if you want, but in Faleen’s eyes, he’s your greatest treasure, and that matters.”

      I hadn’t taken a step, but already felt like I’d entered another world.

      “I won’t let it come to death for either of us,” I said.

      “It probably will.”

      “I accept the risk.”

      He brought his arms back to his side, studying me. The easygoing affability faded a little, but not much. I had a feeling he acted happy-go-lucky, but a keen strategy worked in the background.

      “I’m a Protector’s wife,” I added. “Acceptance of loss comes with the territory. This isn't the first time I feared for his life, nor will it be the last.”

      Grantham nodded. “We’ll take you in.”

      I blinked.

      “Pardon?”

      “We’ll take you.” He summoned the key, pinching it between his fingers. “That’s what the key is for. The High Priestess can send witches to us who need help in Faleen. It’s a sort of . . . sign, I guess you can say. My father gave it to her last year when things went sideways after a witch . . . anyway.” He chose not to finish his thought, but snapped two fingers and pointed one at me instead. “Maribel and I will be your guides.”

      His smile remained rigid, as if he practiced it in order to hide his true excitement. Inside his eyes, a delighted little boy bounced around. The energy ebbed enough for him to calm into a more serious bearing.

      “Oh, I should note that Faleen is not to be underestimated. Even with our bloodline protection as your guides, we can still get things wrong.”

      Bloodline protection?

      “Oh! Another important thing: the bloodline protections require all of us to be in Faleen together. Me, Maribel, and the baby. I must enter with my greatest treasures in order to stay immune to the treasure. Get it? Bloodline magic, you know. Like Inheritance curses, it has rather specific rules.”

      My mind became a whirl. The good gods, could he slow down?

      Leda?

      Yes?

      Can you look into desert bloodline magic that originates from Isra Mona and is based on a family system?

      On it.

      Concern for Merrick meant I didn’t have my usual organizational power. If anyone could put the pieces together, Leda could.

      Grantham whirled around to face Maribel before I had an opportunity to reply. She widened her eyes, as if to make a snapping comment without words, and nudged her head to the side. Clearly, she wanted to talk away from me.

      Meanwhile, Grantham brimmed with his barely-suppressed eagerness. Holding up a finger, he said to me, “Hold on a second, Bianca Monroe. I need to speak to my wife in private. Stay here, if you please. I’ll be right back.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While Grantham and Maribel had a terse discussion from Maribel’s position beside the pool—she hadn’t moved a step—I turned my back to them, unable to make myself scarce. I exhaled in one long flow and pretended like Maribel didn’t have murder in her eyes.

      On a hopeful whim, I queried Merrick through the communication magic.

      Merrick? Can you hear me?

      A deafening silence followed.

      Forcing my mind off of it, I gave into the awaiting thoughts. The opportunity to pause was welcome, particularly with the cooling spray of water on my heated skin. Scattered thoughts coalesced into one bigger picture. Leda was right to proceed with Grantham until a greater plan formed. Hopefully, that didn’t take long.

      Glancing overhead, I confirmed that I couldn’t judge the sun’s position. Time ticked eternally away, and every minute felt like hours.

      We needed to go.

      Jikes, but Merrick’s rescue had already gotten decidedly complicated, and I didn’t have time for complicated. Desperation to see him, to know he was alive, rose from my gut. I swallowed it back. No time for feelings. Not yet.

      Only action. Movement. Forward progression to this most terrifying goal.

      Leda?

      Here.

      Grantham and his family will take me into Faleen.

      That’s good news.

      I don’t have any more details right now.

      I understand.

      Hesitation stole over me. Rognvald and Papa rose to mind. They would be wonderful assets in this mission to find Merrick, and the more eyes the better. But I had a feeling Maribel wouldn’t be open to more. In fact, I barely had an invitation. The option to go alone existed, but would be a death trap. Going into Faleen without guides . . . no matter how strangely appointed . . . was the height of foolishness.

      I . . . uh . . . I think I’m not going to be in charge of this retrieval mission, so I don’t know if I could bring in the Brotherhood to help.

      Do you want to?

      It would seem wise to ask them, but . . . in this specific situation, it’s not my place. I think they wouldn’t be welcome.

      Leda’s reply was carefully neutral. Sounds like an interesting situation.

      I’ll fill you in later. While I can’t bring the Brotherhood with me, it may be wise for them to search the other known Faleen entrances to see if Merrick is inside.

      Already underway.

      Any luck?

      Not so far.

      Disappointment washed through me. Had I expected anything that simple? No, but undertaking a search with experienced guides seemed to be a good start.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I caught a glimpse of Maribel and Grantham still talking. Maribel moved her hands often. The last several minutes hadn’t improved her opinion of me, if her flared nostrils and occasional thumb in my direction were any indication.

      Have you learned anything about Isra Mona? I asked.

      Don’t be insulting! Of course I have. Not much on bloodline magic yet, but on Isra Mona and Faleen as a city.

      Remembering Grantham’s explanation, I asked, What’s a borg?

      Not sure yet, she added with prim annoyance at not having an answer. According to well-established legends, backed by ancient scrolls and records—of which we never have enough because document storage practices in years before the last two decades were truly atrocious around the acquisition of⁠—

      Leda . . .

      Right. I pictured her sniffing as her voice resumed its usual professional cadence, exasperation free. Ancient Faleen is known as The Treasure City. Apparently, the witches who lived there were known to use several dark-aligned magic systems that revolved around trade or exchanges.

      As in I give you a button, you give me a needle?

      Mmm, yes. The dark magicks required equal and fair exchanges on the surface, but were truly nefarious underneath, sometimes extracting a greater price from the witch with less power. Anyway, Isra Mona fits into the historical picture around the fall of Faleen. Historians agree that he caused it, to some large extent, though exact details remained blurred.

      I lowered to sit on a rock, watching from the corner of my eye as Maribel wrenched her arm out of Grantham’s grasp and stormed through the water. He called after her, his voice obscured by the crashing waterfall. Throwing his hands in the air, he slogged behind, wading through waves and calling to her back.

      A nudge of guilt arose. If I had known the whole family had to come, would I still ask them to risk helping me? Yes, I would still do it.

      Leda continued to speak in the background.

      Isra Mona had a lover named Dahlia. It’s said that he loved her more than anything, and fought impossible odds to save her from . . . something. It’s not clear what, as the records are smudged or are lost.

      I managed a vague-but-sincere, Huh, my mind still focused on Grantham and Maribel as they stomped under a rock overhang and into a cave. What if they refused to take me?

      The interesting part is that goddesses are mentioned in the records related to the fall of Faleen, Leda prattled on. That did surprise me, bringing my full attention to the conversation again.

      Oh really? Which goddesses?

      All of them, but Prana features prominently.

      My nose wrinkled. Prana?

      Yes.

      Ominous.

      Indeed.

      Deasylva?

      Yes. Records mostly mention that witches at that time still believed in the goddess paradigm, though this occurred after the separation of gods and goddesses. I have a feeling that the devolution of the goddess paradigm in Alkarra began around this point in history, or at least in the Western Network. I’m not sure how all of this led to Faleen’s demise. But there was an inscription on Faleen’s city wall which supposedly stated: Love and ruin are both divine destinies.

      Poetic, I said ruefully.

      Regardless, I’ll keep researching bloodline magic. Inform me on any changes?

      Will do. Thank you, Leda.

      A brown-wrapped package appeared in front of me, floating a hands-span from my eyes. Movement just beyond it drew my gaze. Grantham approached, his boyish excitement now obvious irritation. In the far background, hidden by the lacy, humid signature of the waterfall, Maribel angrily tossed items into a bag.

      I stood up, eyeing the exterior of the unexpected package. Merrick’s sister, Jacqueline, scrawled in her elegant handwriting across the front.

      

      
        
        Potions for my brother  .

      

      

      

      I only had time to shove the gift into my pocket before Grantham stopped in front of me.

      He huffed. “Apologies.”

      “Everything all right?”

      A wide smile cracked his irritation in half.

      “All good!”

      “Grantham, I⁠—”

      He lifted a staying hand. “Don’t bother offering to go without us, and don’t bother letting Maribel off the hook. She knows Lana is behind this request and it has to happen, and she’s just . . . fighting the inevitable. Besides, I’ve waited my whole life for this chance to guide.”

      He added a mutter that sounded distinctly like, Apa wants it for me as much, but I couldn’t be certain.

      “You’re a guide?”

      “Sure am!”

      “Through Faleen?”

      An enthusiastic nod followed. “My whole family knows the place like the back of our hands. It’s basically my second home. Crappy second home, but we don’t complain.” He winked. My astonishment tripled.

      “But—”

      Holding up a hand yet again, he staved off my question. “Bloodline magic. It’s different for me in there. You’ll see what I mean.”

      All kinds of questions arose with his casually spoken statement and rapid emotional change, but none of them required an answer in order to save Merrick, so I shoved them to the corner of my mind with my other terrified thoughts.

      Maribel stood at the pool again, near a packed bag. She held the hand of a toddling child with endlessly wide emerald eyes as she screeched and splashed at the water’s edge. Thick lashes matched the young girl’s wispy brown hair. Maribel had altered entirely. Concerned wrinkles became a wreathing smile doting on the little girl, who was old enough to manage wobbly steps and bright, drooling grins.

      Arms outstretched, Maribel plucked the little girl from the water, scooped her into her arms, and spun. A delightful giggle increased to squeals that melted my heart.

      Maribel tossed the baby on her back. Grabbing a long sash, she wrapped it around the child and herself and tied it in quick fashion. The little girl happily flailed. Safely tied in place, her feet kicked and arms patted Maribel’s neck.

      Seeing me, Maribel’s beaming expression lowered to distrusting frustration.

      A strong beginning for the two of us.

      Grantham blew a casual raspberry and declared, “See? Maribel is fine. Give her space and she’ll come around.” He paused. “Oh, and leave the baby alone. Maribel is really protective. Let’s get moving!”

      He summoned a huge old pack and flung it to me. I barely caught it before it hit the ground.

      “Time to go!”

      Half-shrugging the heavy pack onto my shoulders, I muttered under my breath as the goods inside shifted and I nearly toppled sideways. What could we possibly need that would be this heavy? Veyrin removed herself from my back and draped over the pack, making it easier for me to access in a pinch.

      We strolled to the pack Maribel left by the pool. He tossed it on his shoulders while I peppered him with questions.

      “Thank you for your speed. What do I need to know? What should I expect? How long will this take? Where are we going and what’s the plan and how do I know⁠—”

      “Relax!” He drew the word out and smoothed his hands to the side. “It’s all good. The plan is simple. We enter Faleen, find Merrick, and leave. Straightforward as that. You’re carrying supplies, and so am I.”

      The plan is simple didn’t equate with the plan is doable. Simple, I could tolerate. Half-baked and wild? Not so much. With Merrick’s life on the line, I wasn’t going to gamble. Did Grantham leave out details so I relied on him? Doubtful. Grantham didn’t strike me as the planning type.

      He hadn’t stated what could go wrong, what to plan for, nor how to enter Faleen. History proved that such a feat was rarely possible. Then again, Grantham struck me as an altogether different sort of witch.

      A freewheeling lack of control accompanied me in Grantham’s wake. I put my life into the hands of complete strangers.

      As such, I wasn’t certain what to do with myself. Since beginning the Sisterhood, I hadn’t accepted a mission that I didn’t control in some form. Yes, I’d helped and received training along the way, but this was different. I had to throw Merrick’s life into the hands of a young family I couldn’t hope to understand, without fully knowing the intricacies and dangers of the mission’s environment.

      “This is Marie,” Grantham said as he casually squeezed Marie’s chubby right leg. She squeaked, dancing against her Mama with unabashed delight. “But she’s always going to be the baby to me.”

      Stunned, I could only stare.

      Marie?

      My lips parted. I sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry,” I breathed. “What’s her name?”

      Maribel stiffened, but spoke to me for the first time. “Marie. She carries the ancestral blood of Isra Mona and Dahlia in her veins. She’s our greatest treasure, so our love for her will grant her protection from Faleen and the dark magicks.”

      Firm protection and deepest love radiated from Maribel’s protective tone, and it seemed no accident that her first words to me guarded her child. I couldn’t process Marie’s name without stumbling over disbelief and shock.

      Marie.

      Marie.

      What were the odds? It haunted me. I couldn’t believe the circumstances of fate that threw me into their path.

      “Marie.” I swallowed hard. “A beautiful name for a beautiful child.”

      Maribel breezed by without a word, heading toward a path that ringed the waterfall. Grantham already ate it up with his long, energetic strides. I brought up the rear, grateful to escape Maribel’s tight stare.

      “Been waiting for this moment to happen for awhile!” Grantham called. He slapped the top of a rocky overhang as he strode beneath, disappearing behind the frothing waterfall.

      “It’s time to find some treasure!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      We walked behind the waterfall, and darkness closed like drawing drapes. Apparently, Faleen did have nearby entrances.

      The sound of Maribel’s and Grantham’s footsteps rang through the passage they just entered. A powerful air current blew the hair off my shoulders and collided with the waterfall.

      Leda?

      Her reply was distant, tinny. Yes?

      We’re going into Faleen through a hidden entrance in the desert behind a waterfall. A big waterfall.

      Intrigued piqued her response. Oh really?

      Instinctively, I understood how much of a risk Grantham and Maribel took by showing me their home, this waterfall, and the entrance. Betraying them by revealing their resources wasn’t on my list, but it might be important for us to know.

      More later, I promised.

      Maribel strode onward, baby cooing from her back. Grantham’s murky outline, still visible thanks to the retreating light behind us, showed him reaching into his pack. He yanked a thick stick from the side, lopped off something at the top, and held it higher. Smoke, then flames, erupted from the tip.

      “Won’t go out in the wind,” Grantham called over his shoulder with a grin. He lifted it, like someone raising a glass to toast. “They’re very convenient. Exchanged them for some dried cactus spindles, which is actually what creates the fire. The spindles are very flammable.” He gave a shrug and a delighted laugh, as if to say, Who knew, right?

      His unflinching amusement in the face of almost-certain death shocked me. Most witches didn’t survive Faleen. Then again, he lived next to an entrance and claimed enough knowledge to guide me inside, so he wasn’t most witches.

      We passed a rock arch, formed from porous gray stones. Metal rods stuck out from the sides and top, and the smooth edges meant they’d somehow been cut off. It reminded me of a gate. The thick, sour smell wafting out had my toes curling and my insides quivering. But the thought of Merrick enduring far worse escorted me into the hellhole.

      “Faleen is an underground city, as you know,” Grantham said, his jovial expression illuminated by the alchemical torch.

      I didn’t know.

      “It wasn’t always. When the dark magicks combined during the time of Isra Mona, Faleen sank into the ground and earth covered it. This entrance drops us in at the eastern edge of the outerlands, so we have to cross through the outerlands just to get to the city gates. There are a few other landmarks—the Valley of Ghosts, the Treasure Room, the City Gates. That sort of thing. Our goal is to reach the Treasure Room before night falls in Alkarra.”

      I still tripped over the underground city aspect. His assumption was bold. I had no idea what to expect.

      “Where would Merrick be?”

      “Oh . . . anywhere.”

      “But—”

      “There are a handful of other entrances, and we only know she didn’t take this one, or one toward the south. My cousin, Margie, watches that entrance.” His cheeks puffed in a breath and eyes expanded. “Definitely didn’t take him that way, if you know what I mean.”

      Again, I didn’t.

      “So how will we find him?”

      “We have to get inside, closer to the city. Once we’re there, we’ll have a better idea of who has been where.”

      Such vague reassurances tightened my chest. My heart felt like a fist. His plan appeared inefficient, concerning. I needed to find Merrick right now. He could be injured, lost, or . . . I didn’t let the final thought form.

      No. Merrick would be fine.

      “What kind of treasure is in the Treasure Room?” I asked instead. I needed something else to think about as we strolled through a tightening noose of red stone.

      “What isn’t in the Treasure Room? It’s not that far away. I can get there in a few hours when I travel alone, before the family.” He hooked a thumb toward Maribel and Marie. “And the word room isn’t quite accurate, but you’ll see what I mean. Regardless, it’s our first stop. After that, we head to the City Gates.”

      He didn’t face me as he spoke, nor did he need to. The passageway narrowed from fitting an entire carriage to three witches astride. I had no idea where in the Western Network desert I'd come to, but we plunged into Alkarra’s abyss, anyway. I staved off the urge to summon Papa’s map and mark my location.
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