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      In this (and following books), our heroine Sanna is grappling with adapting to losing her vision. 

      While I worked very closely with several of my readers that have had (and subsequently lost all or almost all of their sight), every witch has their own story. Sanna’s experience and emotions are her own. Not every blind person will have a similar experience—which is the beauty of story! 

      My sensitivity readers and I decided together on phrases, terms, and struggles that Sanna would face in this new life of hers. 

       To that end, I want to dedicate this book to Jayde Abbott and Daniel Bair, who have opened my eyes to this new world they live in. 

      (That pun is for you, Jayde! ;)

      All the research, books I read, people I spoke with, culminated in meeting the two of them and getting to know them over the last year. In Jayde I met a real-life Sanna, and knowing both of you is one of my greatest honors.

      From the bottom of my heart, thank you both for all your time, dedication, openness, education, and perseverance with me.
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      THE SISTERWITCHES is a series that fans have requested for years. I couldn’t even tally up the emails and DM’s and message requests that I’ve received asking for more Sanna and Isadora.

      Honestly, I’m with you.

      They are so fun.

      Returning back to the world and time of the Dragonmasters has been thrilling and consuming. The magic, the world building, the time period. I’m ecstatic to sweep you back to Sanna and Isadora.

      To that end, a little preface.

      If you haven’t read the DRAGONMASTER TRILOGY yet, then I highly recommend you do, or else a lot of this won’t make much sense!

      SISTERWITCHES Book 1 picks up right as FREEDOM, the final novel in the DRAGONMASTER TRILOGY ends. I mean right as it ends. Maybe an hour has passed in the timeline.

      In order to refresh your memory of what happened then, I’m including two very brief prologues taken directly from FREEDOM. One for Sanna and one for Isadora. That will help you remember where we left our favorite sisterwitches.

      Or you can skip those and get right to the meat of the story in Chapter One.

      You’ll find more character’s point-of-view covered in the SISTERWITCHES series, like Maximillion. On occasion, Charlie, too. Lovers of THE ADVOCATE will be very excited to dive further into the halls of Wildrose Manor and all that lurks therein.

      Now, it’s time to get you reading.

      

      Warmly,

      

      Katie
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            Sanna

          

          Taken from the final chapter of FREEDOM.

        

      

    

    
      Deasylva turned to Isadora. She inclined her head for a long pause, then straightened.

      “Isadora, you have not only protected the witches of Alkarra but proven that witches can redeem themselves—or at least work out their problems. For your toil, I grant you continued growth in the Watcher magic, which originates in me and in goodness. You will advance in ability and strength, and as I see, will find ways to use it for good. Abuse it, and you shall enjoy my wrath.”

      Isadora breathed in sharply. “I would never dream of it.”

      Deasylva’s lips twitched. “I trust you. Your power as a Watcher was so great because the magic responds to rising evil. You will feel a surge in your abilities again in the future, when need arises. For now, it will abate. Not all evil can be banished, and more is in store for Alkarra.”

      Deasylva turned back to Sanna. “Sanna, in giving the dragons the freedom they have always deserved, you have lost everything you held dear, except for your sisterwitch.”

      Sanna’s troubled gaze met Deasylva’s again. She still couldn’t reconcile the goddess with the writing that had appeared on the tree trunks.

      “Luteis,” she whispered. “And Daid and Anguis.”

      Deasylva’s expression softened. “Unlike Isadora, you cannot continue in your magic. In recompense, I can grant something in restitution. While I cannot remake Dragonian magic—nor would I wish to—I will restore what is most important to you.”

      Sanna’s heart skipped a beat. “Luteis?”

      Deasylva’s brow rose. “You do not choose your sight?”

      “He will be my sight,” she said softly.

      “Then you shall remain blind, and your merging with Luteis will be restored, but without the power of the Dragonian magic. You will not be able to communicate through your thoughts with any dragon but him. You will remain protected from his heat and from falling while flying.”

      Sanna nodded.

      Deasylva continued, “I go now to rest within my forest. I shall retire for many years according to the timing of witches, but I trust Letum Wood to your capable hands. When you go to Halla, one shall rise in your place, for my trees know those who belong to them. There is always one who responds to their cries.”

      Isadora put a firm arm around Sanna.

      “Thank you, Deasylva,” Sanna murmured, feeling a sense of loss and finality. There would be no interaction with the forest goddess again, and she was startled to realize she’d miss her.

      Deasylva faded, her form dwindling into mist. The smell of honeysuckle and a faint breeze stirred up as she closed her eyes, and was gone.

      Isadora let out a long exhale. “Well. One can’t say that we don’t keep things interesting around here.”

      Sanna studied her, trying to commit this last look at her sister to memory so that she could never forget it. “When we go back, I will never see you again. I’ll never see again.”

      “Not until we return to Daid in the halls of Halla,” Isadora said, gripping both of Sanna’s hands. “But I will be with you forever.”

      Sanna wrapped Isadora in her arms.

      “Forever.”
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        * * *

      

      Sanna returned to darkness.

      She stood there for a second, disoriented. Then she drew in a breath. Mentally settled in. Her sight was gone—she’d see no more. But she’d be fine. Isadora still held her hand. Luteis would be with her. The forest dragons still lived, and so would Letum Wood after proper care and attention.

      Someone had to take care of all that strickenine moss and the trees that fell to Prana’s salt water.

      A rustle of leaves accompanied a breathless voice in her head. Sanna turned.

      Little one, Luteis whispered, voice stark, have you returned to me?

      With a cry, Sanna flung herself at his heat, her arms enveloping his snout. His heat didn’t scorch her, settling to its usual pleasant warmth. The emptiness that had been haunting her faded as he joined in with her thoughts, where they both belonged. Tears tracked down her cheeks.

      “Luteis,” she whispered. “I’m so relieved you’re back.”

      His tail wrapped around her ankle.

      Deasylva tells me of your sacrifice. My love and relief is great. Only death shall part us now.

      She stood there, touching him, until the ache in her chest began to fade. She pressed her forehead to his.

      Let’s go home again, she said, and this time, let’s stay. For decades. Maybe forever. Long ago, Isadora promised to teach me some spells that have practical purposes.

      Sounds like a worthy investment of time.

      She grinned. “Maybe magic isn’t so bad. Besides, we have our work cut out for us in Letum Wood.”

      I am inclined to agree.

      “You’re already mapping out a plan for cleaning up the fallen trees and strickenine moss, aren’t you?” she asked, thinking about the complicated canopy that awaited them.

      Patches of strickenine moss would still be everywhere. Fallen trees cluttered the forest floor that would need to be cleaned up. It was difficult to navigate some areas, and many trees weren’t handling the close space well. They needed to be thinned out.

      His wing twitched next to her.

      False. I already have a plan and am looking forward to implementing it. The forest desperately needs us. We may have defeated our enemies, but we are not yet completely healed. It’s time for us to focus on Letum Wood and allow Deasylva to rest. The mountain dragons ate enough of the beluas that we need not fear their numbers anymore, but it will take time for the forest to regrow.

      It had all been so surreal. She still questioned whether she’d really lived through so much.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “But at least we have each other for the rest of our lives now.”

      That, he murmured, is my ultimate plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Isadora

          

          Taken from the final scene of FREEDOM.

        

      

    

    
      Isadora cleared her throat. If there was any time to tell Max how she felt, it was now. But the words felt bigger than her.

      “Well,” she said, “I suppose there’s a few things we need to discuss.”

      “Indeed.”

      Another pause. “Ah, I meant to thank you.”

      “For?”

      “You were a perfect gentleman. You kept me safe and were . . . my friend. I needed that. I-I needed someone on my side after⁠—”

      She gestured to the burnt wood around them.

      Max frowned and looked away. “What do you want, then?”

      “What do I want?”

      “What will you do now? What is next for Isadora Sin—Spence?”

      She paused. The question had hovered on the edge of her mind for days now, but she hadn’t really acknowledged it. So much lay behind it. Things she hadn’t wanted to face yet. Like the fact that she felt desperately ill at the thought of not seeing him every day. Of not feeling his firm touch.

      The fact that she bloody loved the man.

      “The Head of Education reached out to me,” she said. “They’re thinking that a Watcher who can see personality traits in witches would be a good qualifier for admission. Identify quality students they can start preparing to serve in the Network, instead of the ramshackle way they find Council Members now. Charles wisely wants to start from the ground up in rebuilding the Network, emphasizing competent Council Members.”

      “Sounds perfectly boring.”

      “I know.” She grinned. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      He hesitated, brow furrowed, then nodded. “After all this war? Yes, it is.”

      “But that’s not what you really asked me. You asked me what I wanted. I want a cottage in Letum Wood.” She drew in a deep breath, then let her shoulders fall. “Close to Sanna and Mam. I want a job that makes a difference for the Network, and I want a house full of the teacups that Mam and I paint together. Then, maybe, it will feel like our lives haven’t totally ended. As if . . . Daid could still be with us.”

      And I want you in all of it.

      “What about you?” she asked instead. “What does the great Ambassador Maximillion Sinclair desire?”

      A bird wheeling by interrupted the long silence.

      Max’s brow furrowed. “Peace.”

      “You have that now. The new plan is⁠—”

      “Are you going to leave?”

      “Leave?”

      “Are you . . . do you want something else?”

      “What do you⁠—”

      “The good gods, Isadora!” he cried. “You know what I mean. Do you want to remain handfasted or not?” He paused, heartbeat visible in his throat. His voice became husky. “Because if you want to go, I won’t stop Charles from granting the annulment. But if . . .”

      The words trailed away, leaving Isadora stunned. She stared at him, hardly able to comprehend.

      “But if?” she whispered.

      His nostrils flared. He stepped closer to her, grabbing her arm in a surprisingly gentle grasp for all the passion in his face.

      “But if you didn’t want to go. If you wanted to stay. With me. Then . . . I believe we could build something together. Something . . . peaceful and real and . . . not empty and cold.”

      She inhaled, her nostrils thick with the heady scent of vetiver.

      Max drew her so close she felt the soft caress of his breath on her face like a piece of velvet.

      She swallowed hard. “In the South, when I asked you whether you were afraid of me after Carcere, you said yes, but not for the reason I thought. What was it, then?”

      His expression softened. “I thought I had lost you,” he whispered. “That I couldn’t protect you, and it almost destroyed me. It was then that I realized the depth of my feelings, and that frightened me.”

      Her breath caught. “Do you really want more, Max? Can you handle me being near you every moment?”

      His eyes darkened. His hands tightened around her waist.

      “I crave it, Isadora. Like a dying man. I . . . I don’t want you to go. Will you stay? Will you endure a man as insufferable, arrogant, and terrified as I am?”

      Isadora pressed her palm against his pounding heart.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I want you, Max. I believe I’ve loved you since we first met.”

      His lips claimed hers, his arms tightening around her. No magic had swept through her so thoroughly, with such ravenous power, as his touch.

      Isadora slipped under his power willingly, overwhelmed with the knowledge that she’d never have to leave it again.
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          Isadora

        

      

    

    
      The creaking carriage raced down the lane.

      Mud splashed over its rickety wheels, spraying in waves. Freezing rain pattered on top of the roof, sluicing down the black cover pinned as protection. A drip along the far seal meant it didn’t do its job very well.

      The clop of horses’ feet, broken only by an occasional, low call from the driver rang through the icy night.

      Isadora swallowed back rising nausea.

      A dozen scattered memories replayed through her mind, over and over again. The husky sound of Maximillion’s voice. The deep longing in his words when, only an hour ago, he asked her to remain his wife.

      Will you stay? Will you endure a man as insufferable, arrogant, and terrified as I am?

      Such passion she’d never seen in him before. A true dichotomy of a witch born of fire and . . . something else.

      Tempest, probably.

      Then, he asked the words he seemed most frightened of. Come with me to Wildrose, Isadora?

      Wildrose.

      Her lips soundlessly formed the name again. Wildrose. Wildrose. A place, surely. His home? Rumors swirled that he owned a lavish estate, but that it had been turned into a hospital for injured Guardians. That’s all she’d ever known.

      She’d never thought twice about it.

      Now Wildrose would, in all legal, emotional, and physical ways, be her home as well. He could have transported them to Wildrose, but he calmly requested she endure a slushy ride from the neighboring village with the vague, I want you to see it first from the road.

      Curiosity compelled her agreement. Now, she regretted the time it gave her to panic over their new state of marriage.

      The good gods, she could hardly think it without wanting to laugh. Then weep. Could this be real?

      Was she truly handfasted to Maximillion Sinclair?

      Technically, they’d handfasted months ago, but that never felt tangible. As her love built for Max while in the Southern Network, she never dreamed he might return it. He hadn’t given her a strong reason to assume otherwise. Their handfasting had been a ruse.

      Smoke and mirrors.

      Could such a beginning survive the challenges of daily life?

      Her stomach churned as another conversation with Max resurfaced, more as a warning than a sweet reminder.

      Your loyalty to your Network is appreciated, but you should know I’m not interested in love or happy endings. When this is over, we’ll return to our lives as acquaintances. Our professional relationship can go back to the way it was, and you will be free to find a man who truly deserves you.

      What had she agreed to?

      Letum Wood flashed outside the carriage in tones of frozen umber and darkest pitch. Night draped the horizon and swept closer, like a blanket pulled over the world. With it came a sense of closure.

      The finale of one part of her life—which she had mostly known and understood—and the opening of the next. Filled with the unknown.

      And Max.

      He cleared his throat, startling her back to the present. She didn’t dare look at him. He’d see her spooked heart and instantly know her concerns. After their last conversation in the South, when she’d laid all bare and he hadn’t reciprocated, she wasn’t sure she could do that again.

      Cripes, but she’d handfasted a witch she wasn’t sure she trusted!

      His broad shoulders swayed against hers as the carriage crossed a hole in the road, imparting a sense of stability in her sudden whirlpool of doubt.

      Max sat next to her like a casual god. Black hair with a wayward curl that dropped to his forehead and a brooding sentiment that imparted handsomeness and austerity. His thick tresses had a habit of gleaming in untoward perfection. When mussed, it gave him an adorable, boyish look he loathed.

      The thought made her lips twitch.

      She wanted to hear his voice. In it, reassurances. A promise that they hadn’t acted rashly and that love could be enough. Because love him, she did. She knew it. He knew it. The secret couldn’t be gathered back together, like feathers in the wind.

      A chest-tightening spiral threatened to take her breath away. Her eyes, glued to the bruised world washing by outside, began to widen. Truth dawned.

      Max was taking her away.

      They were handfasted.

      Husband and wife and . . . all that meant.

      Before the panic closed off her increasingly fast breaths, a warm touch landed on the back of her hand.

      Startled, she gazed over.

      Max studied her with his usual frown. The brooding intensity of his slightly different green eyes had taken on a hazel-like color in the dimness. Like her, he held the Watcher magic, which altered their eye color. Hers, more dramatically. His, far more subtle.

      The edges of his lips tugged down chiseled cheeks.

      “Are you all right, Isa?”

      A shudder washed through her. The sound of her name on his lips would always affect her deeply.

      “Yes.”

      His fingers squeezed hers. “It’s going to be fine. We’re almost to Wildrose.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, then stopped when a structure swathed in shadows came into view. Twinkling lights appeared between murky trees, illuminating an otherwise gloomy night. The warm weight of his hand on hers slowed her racing heart.

      Wildrose rushed up all at once. Sparse trees gave way to an open field. Torch light flickered near the road ahead, signaling a long drive. The ribbon-like stone path cut a straight line across the property to end at . . .

      . . . a most stunning manor.

      “This is Wildrose.” The pride in his voice carried a thousand stories. Tentatively, he added, “Your new home.”

      Max said he had a home, he didn’t say he had an estate. Wildrose sprawled like an opulent mountain. Five stories, countless windows, a stone exterior rimmed with gargoyles and all manner of decorations. Two double doors sat atop a path of stairs leading straight from the circular end of the cobblestone drive and into the manor.

      Not even the rain could truly dampen the majestic appearance. The glimmering glass panes, sparkling from the outside. Stately porch, elegant columns. The hunched gargoyles on top spurted fire every few seconds.

      Everything about Wildrose radiated sophistication and time. If Max were a house, Wildrose would be it.

      The horses slowed at a command from the driver, then turned. Wildrose faded in the night as the carriage drew closer, turning at a right angle into the driveway.

      Isadora leaned back. She could feel Max’s intense scrutiny. Between layers of cool curiosity lay piles of desperation and hope. His voice sounded as if it had been scraped from the bottom of a barrel when he asked, “Well?”

      “I have no words, Max.”

      At that, he frowned.

      The carriage crunched over the gravel path. The horses trotted a bit faster, and the driver called to someone near the circle at the end. A young boy scampered out of sight. Max straightened ever-so-slightly to peer out the window. Scrutiny lined each wrinkle in his face.

      Isadora closed her eyes, pulled in a breath. An hour into her new life, and already it overwhelmed her.

      No, she wouldn’t let it.

      Agreeing to remain handfasted to Max could end up being a mistake. They might part years from now, bitter and angry. They could regret their decision in a week and implore the High Priest for the obliteration.

      Or they might not.

      The question of what could we be together? tangled in Isadora’s mind, wrapped up in the tentacles of her brightest concern.

      Is love enough?

      As they turned around the circular drive and stopped next to Wildrose, she furtively hoped so.

      Because Wildrose was one manor she wanted nothing to do with.
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          Sanna

        

      

    

    
      What is the purpose of one’s life if one has no higher calling?

      Sanna scowled and rolled onto her side. Trust a dragon to be contemplative in the middle of the night. A rock jabbed into her ribcage. She wriggled away.

      How does one find a higher calling? Luteis insisted.

      “Argh! Go to sleep!”

      A serpentine hiss followed. Fine. Let Luteis be annoyed. She didn’t feel too happy with him either.

      Silence followed, and it teemed with irritation.

      Groaning, Sanna flopped onto her back. The air cooled around her, which could have been from the freezing rain, but also from fading sunshine. Night must be swooping in. She stayed dry under a gargantuan flake of bark the size of a house itself. Luteis’ seething dragon heat kept the enclosed space toasty warm.

      She stifled a yawn.

      “What time is it?”

      You’re willing to speak when it serves your purposes, is that it?

      She rolled her eyes, more metaphorically than physically. For being intelligent creatures, dragons had a hard time understanding body language.

      “Luteis, you always choose to have philosophical discussions right before I fall asleep. Then it wakes me up, I don’t get any rest, and we’re both cranky.”

      Another mumble—this one she couldn’t understand—issued through her mind. He shifted, the sound of clicking scales a soothing one. Outside, the rain continued to thrum. Soon, it would turn to snow. Rivulets splashed into puddles on the ground, releasing the scent of degrading leaves.

      I don’t know what time it is. It’s past dark.

      Right.

      Dragons didn’t regard hours.

      After losing her sight setting the mountain, desert, forest, and sea dragons free from a goddess magic system that kept them slaves, the struggle to adjust to living without sight had been . . .

      . . . interesting.

      A week had passed in a frustrating eternity. Luteis hadn’t left her side, but there was only so much a dragon could do. For example, he couldn’t carry a pocket watch or read time. When in the depths of the forest and unable to feel the sun, watch the passage of shadows on the forest floor, or track the light in the sky, Sanna felt lost in her own day.

      Eternal night, but not really. Other witches saw daylight.

      She didn’t.

      Sanna exhaled a long breath. Past dark, she could have assumed just by the change in temperature, but with sleet present, one never knew. She tried to summon enough exhaustion to put her into a quick sleep, but she hovered on the edge. In the space between tired and sort of tired.

      Closer to bored.

      The plunk of falling rain echoed along the forest floor. The sound filled a world half-gone to shadow. A trickle of rain snaked down the trunk behind her, creeping onto the fabric at the back of her neck.

      Your Mam is probably concerned for you in this weather. Your lacking scales and heat is a problem.

      She fought back a smile. Mam and Luteis waged a hidden, secret war to be the one that worried over her the most.

      “Mam knows I’m with you.”

      As if summoned, a flutter graced the gentle skin on top of her nose. She reached up with a scowl. Paper crinkled in her fingers.

      As expected, he drawled.

      Since Sanna couldn’t see the words, and Luteis refused to learn witch scratchings, Mam had reluctantly agreed to use magic again and had developed a series of folds. If the paper resembled a heart, Mam wanted an update. If it was a rectangle, she needed Sanna to return. A square meant dinner was ready.

      A square, then.

      Sanna sighed. Mam couldn’t help hovering a bit. She had no reason to fear with Luteis so close, but Mam didn’t quite understand.

      Another message followed. Sanna found it with the tips of her fingers and scowled as she felt the edges. A heart.

      Dinner and an update.

      A third.

      A rectangle, too. Dinner, update, and a return. Clever, Mam. Sanna crumbled them, then pitched them over her shoulder. She clapped her hands together, ridding her palms of dirt. With one hand on the trunk behind her, she stood up.

      “Luteis,” she muttered. “One thing is blatantly obvious: it’s time we find a place for us to live. A place that’s not with Mam.”
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      Darkness permeated the inside of Wildrose.

      Isadora attempted to see through the windows as they stepped up the sprawling stairs and closer to the double front doors, but shadows lurked. Lights illuminated every floor of the exterior, including giant sprays of fire from the mouths of gargoyles perched at each corner of the top.

      Why not a single candle inside?

      Max held onto her fingers, his hand swamping hers, as they stepped onto the landing just outside the main doors.

      Isadora half spun as the driver scurried toward stables, off to the right. The horses pranced happily closer to a building tucked into the end of a rocky path. The sizzle of slush plopping onto hot torches released black smoke.

      A grassy lawn sprawled around Wildrose in undulating swells until it reached the far edge of Letum Wood, lined with shadows and giant trees that defied sense. The forest hemmed in on the property, stopping as if invisible glass walls held it back. A veritable do-not-cross line. It must be the only way to safely exist with such a magical forest. Firm, decisive boundaries and a prodigiously strong weed-eradicating potion.

      Along the drive, rose bushes rambled the edge of the cobblestones, guiding witches closer to the manor.

      Max stood rigid behind her, stress rolling off him in waves. She wanted to say something to ease him, but the words stuck in her mouth like glue. Wildrose was . . . so much. Next to Chatham Castle, perhaps the largest estate she’d seen. Questions riddled her mind.

      Had he inherited it?

      If so, from whom?

      Did he have the currency to run and keep up with such a place?

      How many witches did it require to maintain it?

      Instead, she spun to face the double doors. Max dropped her fingers and extended an arm. She accepted without meeting his gaze, tucking her hand into his bent elbow. He pulled her close. The rise and fall of his ribcage, faster than she’d expected, pressed against the back of her wrist. The closeness gave a heady feeling. She wanted to fold herself into his arms, pull his jacket around her, and pretend all these reservations didn’t exist.

      “Faye has left,” he said, as if that should answer all her questions instead of inspiring dozens more. “That’s . . . that is . . . it’s dark in here. I’ve been to the South and Faye has . . . well, more on that later.”

      With a clearing of his throat, he shoved the left door open.

      It swung into a quiet, cool hall with a groan. Damp air permeated the foyer, which sprawled grandly overhead, stories above. A crystal chandelier nestled in the swampy darkness glimmered faintly.

      Max closed the door behind him.

      “I’ll give you the full tour in the morning when there’s better light. It’s not worth seeing it in the dark with candles. I would imagine you’re tired.”

      A hint of question lingered in the words. Isadora only nodded. It wasn’t much of a response, but also wasn’t a lie. Her day hadn’t been draining . . . up until now. Somehow, in the course of an hour or two, she’d experienced a full run of every emotion.

      Max stalled them at the lip of a curving staircase that wound from this floor to the next, and the next. Miniature gargoyles, similar to the ones perched on top of the house, peered from the banister.

      Creepy things.

      Dizzy with questions and bubbling curiosity, Isadora tilted her head back. Four stories, hadn’t there been? Or was it five?

      “Are you hungry?”

      Gentleness rang in his question, shocking her back to life for the second time. Memories of the frosty Maximillion, whom she knew quite well from their time in the South, followed. She turned to face him again, surprised to find an anchor in the depths of such a soul-searing gaze.

      “Uh . . . yes.”

      He nodded down the hall to the left. “The kitchen is that way. I think Pearl mentioned sending food when I . . . well, more on that later, as well.”

      Hearing his voice in the echoing caverns of Wildrose lent some reassurance against the open maw. She didn’t stand in a massive precipice ready to overpower her, though it felt that way. While they walked down the empty hallway, the ring of her shoes on the wooden floor the only sound, she asked, “Is anyone here?”

      He opened his mouth, stopped, then closed it again. After a long deliberation, he slowly said, “Yes, and no.”

      Her brow lifted.

      “There is no one on this floor or the ones above. At least, not tonight. Perhaps not for months, I’m not sure. Wildrose was built for, and dedicated to, service for other witches. Such extensive grounds were meant to help those that needed aid. There are always witches moving through these halls. Among . . . other purposes.”

      “I see.”

      The lassitude in his expression informed her that she did not see, but he remained quiet. The sense of swimming in deep waters overcame her. She wasn’t quite sure which way was up.

      “But not now,” he said more robustly. “It’s just you and me and whatever food Pearl has sent.”

      If he meant it to be a lighthearted comment, he gave no sign. The seriousness in his voice nearly made her laugh, which might convince him that she’d lost her mind. She certainly felt as if she had.

      Handfasted to Maximillion Sinclair.

      Living in an estate called Wildrose Manor.

      Handfasted.

      Despite their time together in the Southern Network, where they slept in the same room, pretended affection in front of others, and spent a decidedly large amount of time with each other, she’d always known it was a sham. The means to an end that could save tens of thousands of lives, if not more.

      A week had passed between the fateful meeting of Networks and this night, when she finally spoke to him again. In those days, she’d constantly asked herself what would be next. She’d braced herself for the handfasting obliteration, all while dreading the thought.

      Such a strange diversion from her expectation—namely, Max caring for her—meant that shock held her in its cold claws.

      With a gentle tug, Max pulled her into a room with a close ambience. Windows, cluttered by green plants, reflected the low light from outside. Wash basins, hanging pots, towels draped off hooks in the wall. It held a cozy, well-used feel.

      “This is the only kitchen. Some manors of this size have two, but there is only one here. Outside that door,” he motioned to the western wall with a tilt of his head, “is a small patio where you will find a place to dump ashes from the hearth and basic composting. There’s a well there, also.”

      “Convenient,” she said, for lack of anything else.

      Flames sprang to life on candles around the perimeter of the rectangular room. They bathed Max in a buttery light as he released her and crossed the kitchen.

      “Ean is a young lad that helps me run this place. He’ll take care of the soot and food for composting. It eventually goes to the greenhouse. He also keeps the firewood stocked.”

      Greenhouse?

      Now that had an appealing sound.

      Isadora slowed, drinking in the massive stone hearth—big enough that she could crouch in it—the copper pots and pans hanging from the ceiling, and the wooden island in the middle of the room. Cutting boards and sharp knives and a box cobbled together with hammer and nails lay across the top.

      “Ah, here we are. Pearl delivers.”

      Max spelled a wooden box onto the kitchen island between them. A half loaf of bread, soft cheese, figs, dried currants, and a bottle of spiced cider inside a brown jug. How Pearl had managed to find such fare, Isadora couldn’t imagine. Border closures imbued alarm everywhere and food had been flying off grocer and market shelves in outright panic.

      The Advocacy, most likely, now that she thought about it.

      Max produced two glasses filled with water and nudged one her way. She had a drink, then a deeper one. Until the cool liquid slipped down her throat, she didn’t realize her thirst. Her stomach grumbled when she smelled the bread.

      Max grabbed the loaf, hesitated, then tore a piece off the end. With a wry smile, he extended it to her. The sheer lack of formality released the building tension in her shoulders. She replied with a wan smile of her own.

      “Thanks.”

      Max chewed through his first bite, reaching for the cheese. Relaxation slipped through the air as he spelled a butter knife into his hands. He glanced at her, back down again.

      “You’re stiff as a board tonight, Isadora.”

      She chuckled. “You, too.”

      He tilted his head in a sideways sort of assent, then broke another piece of bread apart. “Nervous, I suppose.”

      “For me to see Wildrose?”

      “Yes.”

      His quiet admittance filled the empty air. Isadora paused, bread halfway to her mouth. What to say? So much existed between them. She popped the bread into her mouth and began to chew. Shivers raced up and down her back as Max studied her in smoky regard.

      The food gathered itself together and hopped inside the box, which sprang into the air.

      “Come,” he said quietly. His hand found the small of her back. “Let’s go upstairs and eat in the master suite. We can see all of this tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      She followed him into the hallway, bread in hand. The box floated behind her as they wound up a separate, smaller staircase at the end of the hall and up, up, up. They passed the second, third, and stepped onto the fourth floor. Down a long hall, they turned up one final staircase.

      This was more narrow, twisted, and disappeared into the ceiling. He climbed it with only a little hesitation.

      Borne by deepening interest, Isadora followed.

      “The master suite is on the top floor, and it only spans half of the manor. It sits right in the middle. It’s . . . ours, I suppose you could say.”

      A strange note in his voice must mean it startled him. Again, more questions rose. Like petals in a shimmering pond. They shed, collected, and waited patiently for the right moment to be found.

      Max opened a wooden door with a carved, ornate handle. It swung open.

      A master suite sprawled from side to side. It could easily hold four or five of her childhood attic back in Anguis, long destroyed by fire. A gigantic four-poster bed occupied most of the left side of the room. It stood between two wide, floor-to-ceiling windows that gleamed with shimmering raindrops. Ice and frost whorled around the edges in frangible designs. Partially opened drapes peeked onto the gnarled back of a gargoyle that grimaced onto the forest. The shooting flames had ceased.

      To the right marched more windows. Heavy curtains, with thick fabrics and elegant ivy designs, cluttered each one. A divan with rolled arms and clawed feet canted at an angle near the hearth, between a leather sofa and a petite bookshelf. Snifters of ipsum sat on a table near a door that must lead to a washroom. Two giant armoires stood next to each other, both closed, wide enough to walk inside.

      A second surge of rising panic quelled out of sheer awe.

      “I suppose I’ve always thought of this room as Ranulf’s,” Max murmured in a musing, not-quite-there tone. He stood close; his heat radiated through her skin. He didn’t touch her, but she wanted him to.

      At the same time, the lack of physical contact gave relief. Touching Max was like staring at the sun. Dazzling, yet one couldn’t help but need it, crave it, cherish it. When it departed, the world became bleak, indeed.

      “Ranulf?”

      The rough top of the divan bumped under her hand as she ran her palm over it.

      Another pause, this strained with uncertainty.

      “Later?” she inquired.

      His shoulders relaxed back.

      “Later.”

      Bread in hand, Isadora strolled around the room. A break from the heady scent of vetiver would clear her mind, take her out of his charming power and into level-headed thinking.

      Should that ever return.

      The complimentary tastes of butter and yeast filled her mouth as she studied each part of the suite, munching bread as she strode. Max remained near the doorway, hands tucked into pockets, eyes glimmering in his undeviating stare on her.

      Her circle complete, Isadora stopped in the middle and faced him. Words failed her. How could she explain how . . . gargantuan? Empty?

      Lonely?

      I want something manageable, she thought. Small. Simple, like the home I grew up in. This is so much. This is you, not me. This is . . .

      “Lovely,” she pronounced in a firm voice, with a fixed smile. “Wildrose Manor is lovely, Max. You have a brilliant home.”

      The words our home just wouldn’t form.

      Relief flooded his expression, then hardened into . . . something. Acceptance perhaps. Or the absence of vulnerability.

      “Thank you.”

      She lowered into a chair, brushed the crumbs from her fingertips. Weariness swept over her. Today had been an unexpected culmination to all the days before, starting with their handfasting, then extending to their time in the Southern Network, and the negotiations between Networks that followed. The budding wars that had threatened to end could officially settle into the past.

      In the quiet, the food box settled on a nearby table. Her appetite had fled, but she forced herself to finish the last bite of her dinner. At some point, the driver must have spelled her bag in from the stable. It perched on the other side of the room.

      “I’m satisfied with this bread, thank you,” she said.

      “Then to bed.” Max passed a hand over his eyes, stifling a yawn. “Tomorrow, after a good rest, we’ll talk more.”

      All the slippery questions gratefully retired into the recesses of her mind. Though much lingered to say, she was glad to tuck it out of sight.

      Tomorrow would be soon enough.
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      The halls of Chatham Castle had never felt like an escape before. Today, he gratefully retreated to the chaos.

      Leaving Isadora sleeping soundly in their bed, her wispy breaths gentle as a sigh, had been more arduous than expected. The urge to curl his body around hers, pull her close, and memorize the smell of her hair had required all his control not to satisfy. Isadora had no idea how much he longed to be at her side, tucked into Wildrose, with nowhere else to go.

      Coward, he told himself with biting animosity.

      The truth stung.

      Though he had finally admitted a desire to keep her with him in maintenance of their handfasting, kissed her until every iota of his soul responded, he hadn’t said half of what he felt. Nor the history of caring for her that he shored up in his most secret mind.

      She had agreed to . . . be his . . . for all intents and purposes, without him telling her the full, terrifying truth.

      That she was breath.

      Soul.

      The stirring power in his hollow, dormant heart. Isadora had been almost ever-present, with him as long as the magic.

      She had no idea.

      The words tangled in his throat when he thought them. He’d be a bumbling mess if he tried to speak them. Now, he had no idea what to do.

      How did one build a life around—or with—another witch?

      The question occupied half his attention, leading to poorly executed replies to letters, a judgmental look from his Assistant, Wally, for whom he couldn’t answer a straight question, and too many dazed-out stares at the desk.

      Charlie’s bright smile and bouncing eyes greeted him when he returned from a meeting with the new Eastern Network Ambassador. The High Priest waited in Max’s office. Halfway through the doorway, Max paused.

      Charlie’s grin widened.

      “Max.”

      “Charlie,” he drawled.

      A stack of rolled parchments hovered about Max’s desk, forming a floating hexagonal tower that could only be from Charlie. Not another political witch in all of Alkarra would use a spell to stack parchments into a design just for fun.

      Charlie stood with his hands behind his back, brow high in expectation. The carroty red color of his hair gleamed like illuminated copper in the sunlight that slanted through the open windows. He wore a green velvet jacket today, and a freshly-pressed pinstripe vest of gold and black.

      “Well?” Charlie drawled. “How is your bride?”

      Max scowled. “None of your business.”

      Charlie laughed. “Based on the lack of fury behind your glare, she must have agreed to stay.”

      Max paused, then nodded once.

      “If Isadora refused you outright, you’d be surly as a forest lion. In such an event, I would feel obligated to fend your most foul manners away from Council Members.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I am.” Charlie chuckled again. “If Council Members can’t handle your disposition, they have no business working for the Central Network. In the meantime, I’m hungry to know what she said.”

      “She agreed. She also wanted to remain handfasted.”

      Charlie’s jaw dropped.

      Max ignored him and plucked the top scroll off the pile. The rest of them clattered to the desktop in a neat rectangle.

      When he realized Max had no intention of explaining further, the High Priest rallied himself with admirable aplomb. He cleared his throat, doing a terrible job of suppressing a smile.

      “Well, Max. I’m happy to hear that, my friend.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are congratulations in order for the happy couple? Or are we pretending that life shall continue on as before without any change?”

      The tentative note of searching in Charlie’s voice set Max’s teeth on edge. Charlie wanted to know something else.

      But what?

      What could he possibly be thinking? Dodging would be the best policy for Max’s scrambled state of mind.

      He pretended to regard the top parchment, but saw only a blur of words. His brain resided firmly in the halls of Wildrose with Isadora. He’d turned her loose on the stately place without him. He should be concerned.

      “You may congratulate us as you wish,” he finally said.

      “Then congratulations!”

      “Thank you.”

      Charlie studied him, bright lashes tapered. “Well, you’re handfasted. You didn’t even get a celebration. We should inform the Advocacy⁠—”

      “No.”

      “Max!” Charlie rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a bore! You need to celebrate such a wonderful event. If not for yourself, for Isadora. Faye regrets that we can tell no one of our handfasting.”

      “We’ve been handfasted for months.”

      “All the more reason! Look what the two of you have accomplished in your time together. Saved the Network. Diverted wars. Managed to crack the secret of a magic that’s been long hidden. As far as efficient couples go, I’d say you win the prize.”

      Max shot him another glare.

      Charlie bit his bottom lip, then burst out laughing. “Fine, fine. You don’t have to celebrate, but . . . what are you going to do? You’ve already handfasted, lived together. You have your job and Isadora has . . . given up everything to be with you. She has no career, no friends near Wildrose, and no idea how to truly live with you.”

      A cold sludge of pure panic settled in Max’s stomach. Trust Charlie to put into precise words exactly what simmered beneath the surface of his foul mood. A spoken agreement to remain handfasted was one thing, but truly committing to it was another.

      Max set aside the parchment. “I don’t know what is next for both of us. Seems presumptuous to plan that myself. She was very tired yesterday. We have plans to speak at dinner tonight, after work.”

      “Now that you have a wife, you’ll be eating more at home, I presume?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you afraid of the word wife, Max?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure? I haven’t heard you say it yet.” Merriment danced in Charlie’s eyes, brightened by the challenge. “Say it, Max. Isadora is your wife.”

      “Isadora is my wife. Are you happy now?”

      “Goodness, no. You sound like a forest lion. The poor woman will think you don’t like her if you keep that up.”

      “Charlie—”

      Charlie held up two hands. “Right, right. I’m done, Max. I won’t tease anymore, though it isn’t really teasing. You could use some softening. At any rate, I hope you figure out what’s next. Isadora’s giving up a lot for you. Just wanted to make sure you saw it.”

      In fact, he hadn’t.

      And Charlie knew it.

      The smug sense of amusement spoke worlds. Still, Max couldn’t fault him. Charlie had insight into emotional conundrums that he never seemed to possess.

      “I suppose we’ll figure that out tonight, after I give her a tour of Wildrose and explain that the Advocacy was in the basement, with headquarters.”

      Charlie’s eyes bugged out. The question of you haven’t told her about Wildrose yet? lingered. Isadora had been inside headquarters once or twice when she worked for the Advocacy, though Max had been very careful not to let her know much about it. She shouldn’t know what lay beneath Wildrose.

      Arguably, most Advocacy members didn’t see outside of headquarters. Few had known of Wildrose’s immediate connection to the society until all exploded when East Guards attacked Charlie and Faye outright. Max had been careful to hide Wildrose from Isadora. He didn’t know why.

      Didn’t want to think about it, either.

      Charlie wisely wrestled back his astonishment and channeled it into a nod.

      “Very good. Well, you know where to find me, should you need anything. I’ll be in my office, pretending to write official letters while secretly messaging Faye and deciding who to establish as Council Member. Now that we have a High Priestess, things will be smoother. Come by if you need anything!”

      With a duck, a wave, and a flash of red, Charlie headed out the door. Max braced both hands on his desk, hung his head, and exhaled. The good gods help him.

      What had he gotten into?
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