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      There hadn’t been a storm this violent in the village of Blackridge for as long as Alma Payne could remember. A violent gale whipped the forest outside into a frenzy. The chittering of the pine needles swelled into an ominous roar like a roiling sea of glass. Heavy rain drummed against the attic bedroom’s only window. But it still wasn’t enough to drown out the agonized cries of her daughter.

      Adelaide’s brow dripped with the sweat of her efforts. “I don’t know if I can keep doing this!” She let out a wail that was echoed by a strong gust that shook the house.

      As the effort of labor stretched her face taut, the window began to rattle against its frame. Alma knew what her daughter was capable of, and she prayed this would all be over before the house was destroyed. They’d already been at it for hours.

      “Of course you can do it. We Payne women are strong! Remember to breathe.” She offered her daughter an anchoring hand, and Adelaide gripped it tightly.

      Alma had learned a long time ago that the only thing she could trust in this world was her own instinct. As she watched her daughter struggle, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was very wrong.

      “It’s time to start pushing,” the midwife ordered, her eyes focused on the task at hand. It troubled Alma that she sounded completely unconcerned about the whole ordeal.

      “It hurts worse than I could have imagined! I feel like it’s ripping me apart!” Adelaide howled with the wind as they both pushed with all of their might, each struggling against an unyielding obstacle.

      Alma could hardly see the young midwife beyond the sheet draped across Adelaide’s bent knees and hoped her silence was an indication that everything was moving along as expected.

      “I know, dear, but you’re nearly finished now. Stay strong and give it a good push,” she reassured her daughter despite the knot in her gut tightening with worry.

      “I am pushing!” Adelaide growled through gritted teeth.

      Witnessing her daughter’s agony took Alma back to that early spring morning when she had first felt the pains of her own labor. Even after twenty-eight years, it wasn’t something easily forgotten. Adelaide had taken her time coming into the world and Alma labored for hours, with only the help of a young and clueless woman who lived down the road. No midwife from the Temple of Dienna had been willing to come out to the Payne estate then. Alma found it curious how times had changed.

      A brilliant flash of lightning illuminated the room. Beads of sweat glistened like tiny crystals on Adelaide’s brow. Within a second, thunder cracked so loudly that it shook Alma to her core. The storm must have been right over them!

      Her ancestors considered it a bad omen when a child was born with the skies in such a state. It was said that the birth of these “storm-bringers” would usher in great misfortune for their families. The last storm-bringer born into the Payne line was several generations ago, right before their people were forced to separate from their previous community and settle in Blackridge. Alma closed her eyes and silently pleaded with Ebroth to spare her family any more pain if He could. They had already been through too much misery.

      Adelaide was growing paler by the moment and struggled to keep her eyes open. Alma gently wiped the damp hair from her daughter's brow.

      “Are you sure nothing is wrong? She’s hardly conscious now!” Alma turned to the midwife as panic set in.

      Another loud crash of thunder drowned out whatever apathetic response the midwife mumbled.

      “Are you sure everything is all right?” She pressed.

      “Oh, yes. Everything is going just as it should. One more push ought to do it.”

      The drab tone of the midwife’s voice left a pit of ice in Alma’s stomach. She’d witnessed a few difficult childbirths in her time, but this was definitely the most grueling. Adelaide’s grip had weakened, and her fingers felt like ice against Alma’s palm.

      Maybe these were all just symptoms of a more strenuous labor. But Alma couldn’t shake the fear that there might have been a more sinister reason this midwife had agreed to make the journey. Maybe times hadn’t really changed at all.

      Adelaide strained, her face twisting into a mask of pain. The sudden cry of a baby echoed through the room. All thoughts of sabotage quickly vanished and Alma breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The child was here and breathing, and Adelaide could finally relax.

      “You’ve done it, child! The hard work is over,” Alma said proudly, kissing her daughter’s brow.

      Adelaide moved her lips to speak, but she was too weak to make a sound. They both watched as the midwife lifted the child away and wrapped it in a blanket without a single word.

      “Well? Is the child all right? Is it a girl?” Alma questioned.

      The midwife rocked the baby in her arms, slowly pacing the room before responding. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that now. You should probably say your goodbyes to your daughter.”

      The glint of metal from beneath the newborn’s blanket sent an icy chill down Alma’s spine. “What have you done?”

      The woman said nothing and Alma spun back toward the bed. Adelaide collapsed back against her pillows, her exhausted eyes staring blankly at the ceiling above her. The gale outside abruptly diminished. The only sounds that remained were the pouring rain and Adelaide’s now shallow breathing.

      Alma leapt to the foot of the bed and pulled the sheet back from her daughter’s legs. They hung limply to either side, each marked with a deep laceration. Far too much blood had already soaked into the bed below. There was nothing she could do to save her now. The realization of what that vile woman had done not four feet away from her knocked the breath from Alma’s chest. This was murder. She felt like a complete fool for ignoring her instincts—of course the only midwife willing to come to the Payne estate was one with an ulterior motive.

      Tears welling in her eyes, she gently settled Adelaide’s legs and covered her with the sheet once again.

      “Don’t even think about lifting a finger to help her, or I’ll kill the child and end your bloodline right here, Payne.”

      Alma raged. Her heavy breaths escaped in clouds of swirling mist, the temperature in the small attic room plunging as though winter had swept in and settled upon them. She imagined tearing the beast of a woman apart to show the High Priestess exactly who she was dealing with—something Alma should have done a long time ago.

      “Enough!” the young midwife barked, her eyes nervously darting toward the web of frost spreading across the window pane.

      Alma knew she had to control herself. This woman would surely kill the child right here and now, as she’d so brazenly done to her daughter. Then the Temple would see to it that the baby’s father was killed, along with Alma’s own husband for good measure. They would wipe her family clean from history—just like they had the others—then settle happily onto her land, building another temple to Dienna on it just to spite her.

      Taking a steadying breath, Alma returned to the bedside. She clutched Adelaide’s hand against her own chest and leaned down to plant a gentle kiss on her daughter’s forehead.

      “I’m so sorry, Adelaide. It should have been me. Please forgive me,” she begged in a whisper only her daughter would hear.

      Two more shallow breaths, and then her beloved Adelaide was gone. Alma mourned never being able to embrace her daughter again, or see her bright smile or hear her laugh. It was hard to tear her eyes away from Adelaide’s beautiful features as the guilt began to settle in. This was all her fault. Alma had known what the consequences of her actions would be. But she’d taken that risk, and now her daughter was paying the price.

      “Give me the child,” Alma calmly ordered. She turned toward the midwife and took a daring step forward.

      The midwife squeezed the baby tighter, wagging an admonishing finger at Alma. “You were warned that the consequences would be great, traitor. Did you think we wouldn’t find out? You took an oath!”

      “Give me the child!” Alma roared, rushing forward to wrench the baby from the foul woman’s arms.

      Thunder cracked, mighty enough to split the sky in two, as the baby screamed with terror. Alma clutched it to her chest and hastily put space between them and the other woman.

      The midwife watched her coolly, making no move to stop her. “This child is a new opportunity to keep your oath, Alma, for Dienna is loving and merciful. Convert and all will be forgiven in Her eyes.”

      Alma spat at the woman’s feet and glared at her defiantly. That anyone could even hope she would convert after the atrocities the Temple had committed against her made Alma’s anger rise within her like a raging blizzard that threatened to overtake her. Some part of her wished it would, if only to put an end to this misery.

      “You tell your Priestess her message was received. But don’t ever return to my home with talk of conversion, or so help me, you’ll feel the full power of Ebroth’s wrath!”

      Fear flashed in the midwife’s eyes, but she worked quickly to hide it. “Well, then I see we have an understanding. We’ll be watching you.”

      The woman slowly backed out of the room. Alma waited for the door to close before falling to her knees in despair. The rain continued to pound, the thunder crashing so loudly it rattled Alma’s now desolate rib cage. She looked down at the baby in her arms as it continued to wail in terror at the harsh world it had been born into.

      This storm-bringer had been a bad omen indeed.
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      The crowd around me hushed and abruptly turned its attention toward the platform in the center of Primrose Square. I mirrored the action—the same way I did every year—having learned long ago that appearing disinterested during a speech by Jacqueline Throckmorton, High Priestess of Dienna, was a good way to get yourself into major trouble.

      The village of Blackridge treated the High Priestess as though she were Dienna Herself, and she and her children were given everything they could ever possibly want—the best clothes in the richest fabrics, food from every neighboring farm, and even money and gifts—at the promise of putting in a good word with Dienna. It bothered me greatly that she could take so much when the people she served had so little.

      As the High Priestess raised her hands to the sky, the silks that draped her arms shimmered like pearls against her bronzed skin. Gold bands that wrapped her wrists and throat glinted in the light of the afternoon. My stomach twisted into a knot as she tilted her head reverently toward the sun and her lips stretched wide in joy.

      I hated this day more than any other day of the year.

      “People of Blackridge, welcome to this year’s Summer Solstice celebration, our day of devotion to our great Goddess Dienna. On this day, Her everlasting light shines brighter and longer than any other day of the year, reminding us of Her triumph over darkness!”

      Applause erupted from the crowd, and I felt the sharp pain of my mother’s elbow dig into my ribs as my eyes rolled toward the sky.

      “Eleanor Payne! Can’t you be respectful for once in your life?” she whispered harshly.

      I glared in return, trying my best to keep my composure as I rubbed my side. She was the one who had dragged me from the comfort of my bed this morning! And for what? To stand here all day, baking in the blazing sun while being reminded of the time their precious Goddess of light destroyed my family.

      “It wasn’t so very long ago that our Everlasting Light cast down the Great Betrayer, pulling our world up from the depths of famine and despair and wrapping it in Her warm and loving glow. Every day since, She has shown us abundance—”

      While your crops fail, I thought to myself.

      “and mercy—”

      Not to me.

      “and love.”

      I groaned. I couldn’t help it. A large gentleman planted in front of me turned to sneer in my direction. I matched his look with one of my own. Every Summer Solstice my mother would drag me here, desperate to blend in with the villagers of Blackridge and be accepted into their fold. She blatantly ignored the fact that they didn’t want us here, however obvious they made it.

      I knew my ancestors used to follow this so-called Great Betrayer. His name was Ebroth and He was Dienna’s own brother—Her twin brother, at that.

      “Ebroth and Dienna were two sides of the same coin—dark and light. Together, they brought balance,” my great-grandmother taught me. She would tell me stories as a child but always urged me to keep the knowledge to myself, or face terrible consequences. It scared me enough to keep it so secret that I had forgotten most of her tales over the years.

      How could Jacqueline stand up there and preach about love and mercy when Dienna was horrible enough to murder Her own brother? I glanced over toward my older brother Jasper, whose eyes were glued to the High Priestess in rapt attention, and I suddenly understood how Dienna could do it.

      Though, I had to admit I didn’t exactly know what it meant for Ebroth to be cast down. For all I knew, He could still be out there. I wasn’t sure anyone knew the truth anymore because the Temple worked hard to erase His history and rework Him into some sort of villain that their beloved Goddess had valiantly conquered.

      The bodies around me moved in unison, bumping me aside to carve a wide aisle toward the front of the stage. Ah, finally: the main event. To put the awesome powers of Dienna on display, Jacqueline used her Goddess-given gift to dazzle the masses every year. Any other time of the year, sacrifices and payments were required. But on this day, a few lucky people would be cured of what ailed them to remind everyone how much Dienna loved them.

      If Dienna loved them so much, then why didn’t She just heal them all? Jacqueline was given her gift for the sole purpose of helping people, wasn’t she? It shouldn’t have to come with a price tag. I couldn’t pretend to know much about being a Priestess. But I knew that if it were me up there, I’d heal anyone who needed it, no questions asked.

      Temple acolytes descended from the platform into the crowd, combing through to assist a few of the sickest patrons into the presence of their beloved High Priestess. A feeble old woman limped toward Jacqueline, her arms outstretched as high as her weak body could lift them. Jacqueline planted the most gentle of kisses on her forehead and cupped the woman’s face in her hands. I had to squint from being blinded as a golden light emanated from her palms, illuminating the two women in a brilliant halo. As it dissipated, the old woman stood taller and retreated from the stage of her own accord, her limp forgotten.

      I’m not a horrible person, I reminded myself. It wasn’t the gesture, but the showmanship that bothered me.

      Beads of sweat trailed down the back of my neck, and I tugged at my collar in search of air. I just wanted to return to the woods where it was quiet and lonely and shaded.

      I turned to my mother with a heavy sigh as another ailing man was assisted onto the platform. “It’s practically over. May I go?”

      She shot me a look that dared me to try.

      My eyes followed as a songbird fluttered past and perched on one of the sprawling limbs of a live oak tree. I was instantly jealous of the villagers who had arrived early enough to take shelter under its shade. The old tree had stood guard over the back corner of Primrose Square for generations, its thick branches overhanging the village market. It was the only living plant that hadn’t been carved into some ridiculous shape and I adored its wild nature, an ancient monument standing its ground against the new stone and structures that didn’t belong there.

      The roar of applause pulled me from my thoughts and I joined in, grateful that the charade was finally coming to a close.

      “Spend today in devotion, faithful,” the High Priestess addressed us once more, “and with gratitude for everything that Dienna provides. May She shine Her blessings upon you all.”

      With that, the crowd broke from its spell and returned to life. People greeted each other warmly, catching up as though they hadn’t seen each other since last year.

      “Finally.”

      “Why don’t you introduce yourself? Try to make friends?” Mother said. Her eager eyes searched the crowd, and she raised a hand in a friendly gesture to the first person who met her gaze. The woman frowned and quickly turned away.

      A bitter laugh escaped me. “No one wants to be friends with me. And they don’t want to be friends with you either, so stop trying. You’re just embarrassing yourself.”

      Shame washed over me as her face fell. I really needed to learn how to hold my tongue. She straightened up and smoothed out the front of her dress, her eyes darting toward my father.

      He looked just as uncomfortable. “Cora, dear. Perhaps we should head home.”

      The urge to apologize gnawed at me, but I missed my chance. My parents turned and wove their way through the crowd, leaving me in the company of my brother.

      “You could try to be a little nicer, Nell. Maybe people wouldn’t dislike you so much.” He frowned at me, disappointment in his eyes.

      “If you haven’t noticed, I don’t care if people like me, Jasper. I’ve got one friend. That’s good enough for me.”

      “Oh? Then where is she?” He pretended to scan the crowd, knowing full well we never met in public. To be seen with a Payne could be disastrous for one’s reputation.

      “I don’t see anyone lining up to say hello to you either.”

      It wasn’t worth sticking around for an argument if it meant spending more time in the village square. I worked my way toward the outskirts of the crowd, but didn’t get very far before I heard a chillingly familiar voice.

      “Leaving so soon?” It was Josephine Throckmorton, beloved daughter of the High Priestess, and the worst person that I had ever met.

      I steeled myself before turning to meet her smug smile. The young High Priestess in training was a vision of elegance in a blue gown of velvet and lace. A crown of colorful wildflowers and delicate vines adorned her brow, a decoration of Josephine’s own creation that she was never seen without.

      “Josephine. Pleasure, as always. I figured I wouldn’t torture you all with my presence any longer. It’s quite clear we’re not wanted.”

      Josephine pouted. “Oh, but if anyone needed to learn a thing or two about Dienna’s guiding light, it would be you. I would have asked my mother to pull you up there, but let’s face it: there’s no cure for the black stain of your family’s betrayal.”

      “You little—”

      “Careful, Payne.” She raised a hand in warning and I saw a glimmer in her eye. “Someone might hear. You wouldn’t want to cost your father the last of that pitiful business of his, would you?”

      I bit back a slew of swears and clenched my fists at my sides. “Are we finished here? Or would you like to pull one of your useless bouquets out of thin air as a parting gift?”

      An older woman cut in, her eyes glancing at me dismissively. “Pardon me, Priestess, but I hope this girl isn’t bothering you.”

      Josephine smiled sweetly. “Mrs. Wellens, I was only trying to remind Miss Payne here that Dienna is a loving and merciful Goddess. She welcomes her conversion with open arms.”

      Mrs. Wellens looked me over once more. I got the feeling she didn’t agree.

      “Thanks for that, Miss Throckmorton—”

      “Priestess!” Mrs. Wellens barked in correction.

      I took in a slow and steady breath, staring Mrs. Wellens down. I would never refer to that bully as such. ”May Dienna shine blessings upon you both. Good day.”

      I turned away as Mrs. Wellens sucked in a breath to retort, glad that my sarcasm wasn’t lost on her.

      “I can’t believe they even dared to show their faces here today!” the woman cried.

      I could hear Josephine comforting her as I wove my way toward the main street, keeping my head down to avoid any more trouble.

      That was why I hated coming into town.

      I trudged off toward home and carved a path into the forest as soon as I possibly could. The air trapped under the forest canopy was thick and humid. But the path was shaded, which I was grateful for. My pale skin had already turned pink from the sting of the sun. Autumn was still far off, but I longed for one of those storms that swept down from the mountains and pushed out the heat, soothing the scorched land with a numbing rain. Summer definitely wasn’t my season.

      “Slow down, Nell!”

      I couldn’t help but grin, turning back to see Birdie Caldwell—my best and only friend—huffing along behind me as she wrenched her linen skirt free from a thorny bramble. It took her a moment to catch up. When she did, she sighed through an elated grin, her long waves frizzed and sticky from the humidity.

      “So, I saw you talking to Josephine back there—”

      “Oh, way to spoil the mood, Caldwell!” I turned away to lead us further into the forest.

      Birdie scrambled along behind me. “Well, it looked more civil than usual! I was just wondering—”

      “She was her usually delightful self, of course…except I couldn’t knock that smug look off of her face this time. Not with the entire village watching.”

      “Oh.” Birdie’s voice fell. “You know, it isn’t a good idea to hit a Priestess anyway. Wait—you’ve done it before?”

      A slow smile spread across my face as I remembered that day nearly ten years ago. “We were nine, and I was tired of her ceaseless torment. She cornered me at the back of the market, out of sight so no one could witness, and I took the opportunity to teach her a lesson. I hit her so hard she fell back into the mud and I took off running! She was furious for weeks!”

      Birdie gasped, looking more horrified than I had expected. “She’s a Priestess of Dienna, Nell…you don’t do that!”

      I rolled my eyes and waved the subject away. I’d rather hoped Birdie would be on my side, but apparently the claws of Dienna dug deeper than expected. A deep inhale of the familiar pines set my mind at ease again. The worries of society didn’t matter among the trees and wildlife, and it was here that I felt most at home. It was probably the only place in all of Blackridge where I felt like I belonged.

      Birdie followed me in silence for a while, and I wondered if that was from her disappointment in me or the sheer effort of keeping up. She wasn’t as used to these woods as I was.

      Birdie was still new in the village of Blackridge, her family having arrived three years earlier from the large city of Bridgeport. Blackridge sat on the main throughway between Birdie’s previous residence and the rapidly expanding city of Riverton to the north, making it the perfect trading place for the surrounding villages—and a great place to start a new business. Birdie’s father was a talented baker and had opened the village’s first bakery, sending Blackridge into a frenzy of excitement.

      My parents had reluctantly waited a few weeks for the excitement over the professionally-baked pies and pastries to die down before dragging Jasper and me into town to check it out. We were all so anxious as we stood off to the side of the bakery counter and hoped the new residents might treat us a little more cordially than the other long-standing businesses in the village did.

      Birdie had approached us with a friendly smile and a warm greeting that my mother gratefully returned. I stood a few feet away while they gabbed for far too long, trying my best to remain aloof despite Birdie's curious glances my way. I kept my eyes glued to the pastry cases, hoping to be left alone and not annoyed with questions like, “Could I get you anything, Miss?” from anyone else working in the bakery. The business of making friends had never been my specialty.

      A few days later, however, Birdie showed up on our doorstep, going on about how she thought we would be great friends. I was suspicious, of course, but my mother forced me to entertain the girl despite my many protests. For the first few weeks, I swore Birdie was being put up to it as a prank. But she continued to show up, and I very slowly let my guard down, finding myself actually enjoying her company before too long.

      We’d grown incredibly close since then. When Birdie wasn’t working in the bakery and I'd finished my tiresome list of chores at home, we usually spent our time exploring the woods around the Payne estate.

      We broke through a bit of thick brush and stumbled out onto a well-beaten path I’d taken many times before. Birdie heaved a sigh of relief and leaned against the thick trunk of a longleaf pine.

      “Need a rest?” I chuckled and gathered up a few large leaves from the oaks and maples to fashion fans for the both of us.

      “Yes, please! This has to be the hottest day of the year so far.”

      “I know. I was practically melting into the cobblestone at the square.”

      “My poor mother was having such a hard time. She’s already nauseated from the baby, but adding heat on top of that…I’m surprised she didn’t get sick in front of everyone,” Birdie said with a chuckle. “Whatever medicine the Temple gave her isn’t doing nearly enough.”

      “Oh? What is she using?”

      Birdie shrugged, accepting the fan with a smile. “I never really thought to ask.”

      “I might have something that could help her.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      I bit my lip and cursed my haste to show off. I’d never really shared my interest in herbalism with Birdie before. Most of the things my great-grandmother taught me had been in strict confidence, and I always assumed medicines should be kept the same.

      “There’s a root I can get for her. You slice it up and steep it in hot water. It should help with the sickness.”

      Birdie stood taller, eyeing me curiously. “Where do we get it from?”

      “Lucky for us, it grows by the river…and it’s the perfect day for a swim.” I smirked.

      “Eleanor Payne,” she began, sounding impressed, “I learn something new about you every day. Now, hurry! If we don’t reach the river soon, I might begin to melt.”

      Desperate for the relief of the cool water, I started to lead the way without hesitation, but Birdie rushed past me with her arms stretched wide and her face upturned in a blissful grin. Her joy was infectious, and I was already beginning to forget my run-in with Josephine that morning.

      My eyes drifted downward as Birdie’s hips swayed from side to side. Her skirt billowed out around her as she moved, reminding me of a performance I’d witnessed at the Full Moon Market in town. Tinkling beaded tassels swayed from the skirts of the female dance troupe as they circled the stage, their bare stomachs rolling to the beat of a hand drum, smiling coyly every time they passed. Birdie may not have been jingling or rolling, but I was captivated all the same.

      “You should really give skirts a try, Nell. You’ll find breezes right where you need them to be.”

      I quickly glanced down toward the forest floor, my face growing hot. “Never. You don’t seem any cooler than I am. Besides…I’d look foolish.”

      I hated dresses and hadn’t worn one since I was old enough to argue. Trousers were much better suited for doing chores around the farm, helping my father in his woodshop, and keeping unwanted pests at bay during forest adventures. Even though my trousers were baggy hand-me-downs from Jasper, and had been patched several times, I loved them.

      Birdie turned to look me over with an approving smile. “You would look a little foolish. I happen to think trousers suit you quite nicely.”

      Had I detected something different in Birdie’s smile just then or simply imagined it? I bit back a smile, grateful when she turned away to continue on. For a little while now I’d been sensing the most delicate of shifts in our relationship, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was or what it meant.

      Birdie had recently become much more attentive lately. She took it upon herself to adjust my clothes if they weren’t sitting quite right, or brush the stray hairs of my braid from my face. She even seemed to know my moods better than I did, and was able to predict when I’d be more ornery than usual. She asked me more about myself than she ever had before, insisting I share every thought and feeling with her. Not to say she never paid attention to me before, but Birdie was…a lot. And her questions were hard to ignore. She was energetic and enthusiastic, and good luck to you if you ever got in her way. But no amount of luck could save you if you disagreed with her. As the eldest daughter of the Caldwell clan, she was used to getting whatever she wanted.

      I usually listened with feigned interest as Birdie gossiped to no end about the people in Blackridge, but we rarely talked about courting—a topic I assumed most women our age talked about at length—something Birdie must have gleaned early on didn’t interest me. But more recently, she’d begun to slip in unexpected comments that would catch me off guard. I didn’t know what to make of them.

      “I’ll still be dragging you away from Josephine until the day we die,” she would often say. And once when I fixed the snapped heel of Birdie’s boot, she gushed that she was glad I’d always be around to fix things for her. I wondered how her future husband would feel about me always hanging around, or if she’d forget all about me the moment she had a beau to dote on.

      I asked Jasper’s opinion once, but all he did was scoff and tell me that girls were endlessly confusing.

      It was late afternoon by the time the gentle babble of the Mountain Run River could be heard echoing through the clusters of pines. Desperate for relief from the stagnant air, I pushed past Birdie with an excited whoop and raced for a break in the trees, not bothering to remove anything before plowing right down the rocky bank and into the water. It splashed wildly underneath my feet until I reached its middle and ducked below the surface. The cool mountain water against my skin was invigorating, and I jumped up with an excited cry and beckoned Birdie to join me.

      She gathered her skirt up under her arm as she waded into the river. “Oh, that feels so good! Although it seems much lower than it was last time, doesn’t it? I remember it being above my waist!”

      Birdie was right. This latest drought had taken its toll on my beloved woods. It had been weeks since we’d gotten any decent rainfall, and the forest floor was covered in dried leaves and needles. It was a disaster waiting to happen should any catch fire.

      “Here, let me help,” I offered in mock politeness, swiping my cupped hand along the river’s surface.

      Birdie gasped as the wave of water washed over her. There was a fire in her eyes as they locked on mine, and I thought she might shove me under and drown me right then and there. I couldn’t help the devious chuckle that escaped me. The corners of her lips turned up in a sinister smile as she rushed forward, grabbing furiously for my arms to pull me under the water’s surface. We struggled for the upper hand, with me splashing furiously as she used her skirts to fend off my attacks.

      “Okay, I’ve had enough!” Birdie yelled, grabbing hold of my wrists to hold me still.

      We came to a standstill in the middle of the river, soaked from head to toe, and I met Birdie’s eye with an elated sigh. My heart thumped as I caught my breath. It felt like such a long time since I’d laughed like that. Every day of my life was chores, work, worry, repeat.

      Birdie held my wrists tightly to keep me tame, still chuckling from the fun of it all. She knew me too well to let go. The golden glow of the late afternoon sun added a hint of honey to her dark eyes, which I noticed were watching me with rapt attention. She loosened her grip just a bit and took a careful step toward me. My breath caught in my chest as I realized we’d gone from playful banter to something else entirely. There was barely a foot of space between us now.

      I rooted my feet into the river bottom to hold my position as the current against my back urged me to close the gap. Then her eyes fell to my lips. A jolt of panic ran through me. My eyes darted around in search of a way out.

      “Ginger! That’s what we’re here for. Right over…” I trailed off as I broke away from Birdie and quickly made my way back to the bank.

      A cluster of thick green leaves sprouted from the earth under an old and sprawling oak tree. There was a long pause, one I refused to investigate, before Birdie sloshed up behind me. I kept my eyes on the plants, my fingers digging deftly through the mud to find their roots. Birdie took up residence on a large rock to my right. I hoped she wasn’t upset.

      “You can slice this thin and boil the pieces in water, a few at a time, for just a short while. It should help settle her stomach during the worst of it.” I pulled a small knife from my belt, cut away some of the thick roots, then rinsed them in the river.

      Birdie tucked the ginger I offered her into a skirt pocket with a smile. She didn’t seem upset. “My mother will be grateful.”

      I settled on another rock close by, submerging my feet in the cool water. “I can’t believe she’s having another child.”

      Birdie laughed. “Our people like big families, if you haven’t noticed.”

      I had indeed noticed. Five or more children seemed to be normal for the followers of Dienna, Goddess of fertility and abundance. But as far back as I knew, Payne families had always been small. My mother, Cora, was the first Payne in generations to have a second child after her first turned out to be a boy—matriarchs were needed to carry on the family name, after all. I couldn’t wait until she found out I didn’t intend to have any children of my own.

      “I’d be perfectly content with only one; maybe two. That seems a little more manageable.” Birdie wrung out her skirts as she stared down into the water.

      “I think having any children would make me absolutely lose my mind…especially if they turned out just like me.”

      Birdie exploded with laughter and slapped at her thigh as though what I said might have been a joke. I’d meant every word.

      “Oh, Nell. We’d be lucky if either of our children turned out like you.”

      I choked, but I tried to play it off with a laugh. Did Birdie mean our children together or our separate children in our separate lives? My heart quickened as I weighed whether or not to ask her to elaborate. There wasn’t a person in the world who would describe me as shy, but this passiveness around Birdie lately was beginning to bother me. What was I afraid of? Surely all these suspicions were just misconceptions in my own head. What sane follower of Dienna would have any romantic interest in a Payne?

      “W-Well, thankfully I’ll never have to find out. I don’t plan on having any.”

      “Oh? Why not?” Birdie sounded disappointed. “Would you reconsider if perhaps the right partner came along?”

      “Ever the optimist.” I smiled bitterly. “We both know there’s no partner for me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, I think you’d make an excellent mother. Think of how much you could teach the children! How did you know about this root?”

      It felt foolish to be afraid to admit that I was a rather skilled herbalist. I couldn’t remember being told not to share this particular information with anyone, so why did the thought of talking about it make me queasy? “I know a lot about the plants that grow in this forest. Medicines…foods…my great-grandmother taught me everything she knew,” I said finally.

      Birdie was clearly impressed. “You’ve never told me this before! I feel a bit more relaxed knowing I’ll have you around to take care of me.”

      I blushed, averting my gaze.

      “It’s amazing to me that your family knows the land so well that you can make your own medicines,” she continued, oblivious to my discomfort.

      “Doesn’t everyone?”

      “Well, no, actually. Medicines are the business of the Temple. I thought everyone knew that.”

      “Considering asking the Temple for anything is kind of out of the question for my family, my great-grandmother passed down what we needed to survive.” I hadn’t meant to sound snarky, but Birdie seemed uncomfortable once again as her gaze dropped to her lap.

      “Oh, right. Well…typically, you would bring an offering to the temple, tell them your ailment, and they would mix up a tea or poultice for you and have the High Priestess pray to Dienna for your good health.”

      I was grateful that my great-grandmother was more self-sufficient than that. Though I wasn’t certain if it was by choice or necessity. Some of my fondest memories included long walks through the forest with the old woman as she taught me everything I needed to know about the local plants and their medicinal properties. What little praise the old woman gave usually came in the form of a proud smile after I could successfully identify something on the trail.

      “I can’t imagine going through all of that trouble for a plant that grows outside my back door.”

      “Well, some of us don’t have the space for a backyard garden, Nell. Or someone to teach us what each plant is for,” Birdie said with a huff.

      In recent years, the task of foraging and making medicines for my family had fallen on my shoulders as my great-grandmother’s health rapidly declined. The old woman had raised my mother after my grandmother died tragically young. I wasn’t sure why my mother never took the time to learn this important skill from such a wise matriarch while she still had the chance. Maybe she hadn’t been interested, but it was most likely just stubbornness. The two women never seemed to get along and had absolutely nothing in common.

      I frowned. “Then I suppose I’m lucky she taught me when she did.”

      “Oh? How is Alma doing?”

      “She’s...Alma. She just turned one hundred and three.”

      Birdie’s eyes widened in shock. “One hundred and three! I knew she was old, but that’s…really old.”

      “I know. I don’t think she’s got much longer. She’s been having these really strange episodes…” I allowed my voice to trail off, waving a hand to dismiss the topic.

      My mother would have been furious if she’d known I was discussing Alma’s declining health. One hundred and three years was a long life—a longer life than anyone had ever heard of—and it was starting to draw suspicion. Folks in town already eyed our family with caution, whispering about the dark things they believed went on behind our doors. Every day that Alma clung to life only made things worse; and being the youngest in the line of Payne women, I bore most of the weight of those rumors. Talking about Alma would just drum up more controversy in the village, and that was the last thing I needed.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Nell. I know how important she is to you.”

      But there was something I really needed to talk about. More than feelings, more than Blackridge, I needed to tell someone about this awful dream that had been plaguing me. I could trust Birdie, couldn’t I?

      My pulse quickened. “You know, even more strange is that a few weeks ago I began having this weird dream about her. A nightmare, really.”

      “What kind of nightmare?”

      “It’s more terrible than I should describe. I know how delicate you are,” I teased.

      “Well…that’s why I have you to handle the gruesome for me. But you can tell me the rest.”

      I wilted under Birdie’s curious gaze. I wondered how much she could handle hearing, being a devout follower of Dienna, when the worst part of the nightmare was when her beloved High Priestess had my grandmother murdered—while she was giving birth and unable to defend herself, no less.

      “It repeats itself every night, the same way, as though I’m reliving Alma’s memory from above—but I am her at the same time. I feel her fear…her guilt…her despair. My grandmother is giving birth to my mother during a terrible storm, and it doesn’t look like she is having an easy time. Alma keeps thinking about how children born during storms are supposed to bring misfortune—”

      “I’ll make a note to remember that for the future.”

      I appreciated Birdie’s attempt to keep things light-hearted. “Well, my mother was born and her mother died, though I don’t think she died naturally.”

      “Women die during childbirth all the time.”

      “I know that, but there was a knife and…it was gruesome. I’ll spare you the rest.”

      “I’m sorry you have to see that,” she said with a frown. “Have you asked your mother? Perhaps she could tell you what really happened and put your mind at ease.”

      I doubted that. It would require my mother and Alma to have a proper conversation without argument. Besides, there were too many details about the dream that felt unnervingly possible. With the way the people of Dienna still treated my family, maybe murder wasn’t entirely uncharacteristic back then. In the dream, the Temple was punishing Alma for something. What could she have done that was worth murdering her daughter over? And was this the crime that had turned Blackridge against every Payne since?

      Not wanting to spoil the light-hearted afternoon, I got to my feet with a clap of my hands. “We should probably get going, don’t you think, and get that medicine back to your mother?”

      “Oh, all right,” Birdie said with exaggerated disappointment. “If we must.”

      “I know, I know. I could spend the entire day here.” I led the way up the bank and into the woods, my shoes squelching with each step. At least my clothes had already dried in the heat.

      “Couldn’t we just stay out here forever? It’s so peaceful and quiet. No responsibilities, no babies crying—”

      “Weren’t you just gushing about having your own crying babies?” I joked, hoping to bring back a more playful mood.

      “Oh, ha ha.” Birdie rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her smile.

      “There is an old family cabin around here somewhere that I often think about living out my days in, but no one knows where it is.”

      “Oh, that sounds just perfect!”

      “No, I mean no one knows where it is. We can’t even find it.”

      The Payne family home sat on a large acreage, a dense forest of tall pines, colorful maples, and a few old oak trees with thick, sprawling limbs that grew about the banks of the river. It had been in the family for generations, passed down through the Payne women, though the house we currently occupied had been built by Alma’s late husband only seventy years ago. Somewhere out in the woods stood the remains of the old ancestral cabin. I often went in search of it, or any part of it that might be left, on my walks through the trees. No one had ever been able to find it after Alma closed it up so many years ago. My mother figured it was taken down, its scraps used to build some pieces of furniture in the new home. But that didn’t stop me from searching.

      “A little cabin all to ourselves out here in the woods? Nell, that sounds perfect! We’ll have to spend the rest of the season in search of it. When we find it, I’ll bring some things from home to fancy it up a bit. It’ll be the perfect place for us to spend the winter months. I’ll cook meals while you make your teas, and we could spend cozy days in front of the fire! No distractions, just you and I. Oh, Nell, this is so exciting!”

      I was shocked by the speed at which her imagination worked. “And what would your parents think of you moving out to the woods with the next Payne matriarch?”

      Birdie fell silent, and I cursed myself for not having more control over my tongue. We walked along quietly, but inside my mind was in chaos. I had so many questions, but who knew which one of them might cost me my only friend? My eyes fell on a familiar plant. I stooped low on the trail to rip up the fern-like herb that sported bunches of small white flowers. I held it out on display.

      “This is yarrow. If you dry it and crush it, you can use its powder to stop a bleeding wound.”

      Birdie chewed on her bottom lip as she stared down at the plant with an uncomfortable expression. Her fingers played nervously with the hem of her sleeve. There was something she was holding back. I got the sense that the answer to all of my questions would follow shortly.

      “I’m sorry the village treats you that way, Nell, but my family isn’t like that. They know where I am, and they know that I’m quite fond of you. I have been since the day we met at the bakery, and I really enjoy our time together—”

      My hammering heart suddenly halted. “And I’m rather fond of you too. I just—”

      “—and I think living in a small cabin way out here—with a chair by the fire, and a little garden for your yarrow, and one or two children—sounds better than any life in Blackridge.”

      “Oh.” A rapid warmth spread beneath my collar. “You’re trying to say that you’re fond of me...romantically?”

      Why did I sound surprised? My breath came in shallow gasps as a weight pressed against my chest. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or terrified to find out that my suspicions were true.

      “Couldn’t you tell?” Exasperated, Birdie threw out her arms.

      “I didn’t want to assume, but I-I just—”

      “We spend every moment together, and we get along so well, and…the way you look at me sometimes, I—” Birdie brought a hand to her chest as though it ached. “Don’t you like me too?”

      Did I? I suddenly wasn’t sure. I studied Birdie’s blushing face; her curls, tangled from our play in the river; the sun-bronzed skin of her throat against her white linen collar. Each bit of her was certainly lovely. But as tempting as it was to envision a future with my best friend rather than being alone, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it would never work out in our favor. Nothing ever worked out in a Payne's favor.

      “You keep saying there’s no partner out there for you. So, what’s your plan then?” Birdie pressed.

      “I never imagined I’d marry anyone, Birdie! Wh-Why would I do that to someone?”

      Birdie pressed her balled-up fists into her sides the way my mother did when she was growing frustrated with me. “You’d make a wonderful partner, and it would break my heart to see you end up alone, Nell! Would it really be so terrible if you ended up with me?”

      “Of course not.” I sighed, not knowing what else to say. She made a good point.

      She straightened up. “Oh. Good. I was starting to worry you’d run off.”

      I wanted to question what would happen to our friendship if we realized later that this was a mistake. But Birdie looked so ecstatic just to be considered, I figured that conversation could wait for a later date. We both shuffled awkwardly in the brush, and I kept my expression neutral so as not to ruin the afternoon a second time. I wondered how we would even make something like this work under the watchful eyes of Blackridge. Would Birdie’s parents still be so accepting once she revealed her plans to spend her life hidden away in a cabin in the woods with a Payne?

      As if sensing my doubts, Birdie reached out to lace her fingers through my free hand. I could feel her trembling. It must have taken a lot of courage for her to express her feelings.

      She spoke just above a whisper, stepping in close to my side. “Just imagine it. You and me. These woods all to ourselves. Reading by the fire in your family’s old cabin. You have to admit that sounds lovely.”

      It did sound lovely. Growing old with my best friend certainly sounded better than spending my last days alone like Alma—wasting away in a cottage with no visitors except during meal deliveries. An herb garden and a comfortable chair by a fire next to someone who made even the lowest day more enjoyable seemed to be the wiser choice.

      I held the fistful of yarrow out for Birdie to take. “It won’t be that simple.”

      “Nonsense.” She took the flowers and brought them to her nose, her smile widening. “Why don’t you tell me more about your plants on the walk home? Which ones would you like to grow in our garden?”

      Our garden. The thought made me blush. As we walked home, I pointed out every important plant I could find. By the time we reached the large clearing where my house sat, the sky was a glorious mix of vibrant orange and red as the sun began its farewell.

      My mother appeared in the doorway of Alma’s small cottage, which sat a few feet behind our house. My face burned like fire as she smiled knowingly, watching Birdie and I approach hand in hand. I quickly let go, crossing my arms awkwardly over my chest and joking about the time. What was I thinking?

      “Birdie, darling, will you be staying for supper?” My mother called sweetly.

      “No, I should get home before it’s too dark to see, but thank you for the invitation, Mrs. Payne.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Of course. Eleanor, make sure you wash up and bring in the laundry before you come to the table.”

      Without another word, my mother crossed the yard and climbed the stairs to the main house's back porch. I was grateful to be left alone for the moment, but I knew what awaited once I followed her inside. Birdie and I waited in awkward silence until the screen door to the kitchen clapped shut, allowing us a little privacy once more.

      “Besides,” Birdie continued, “I should really get this ginger home to my mother.”

      “Oh, right. The tea. Well...I suppose this is goodbye for now.” I hoped she’d take the hint and leave me to die of embarrassment in peace.

      “Goodbye for now,” she agreed, leaning in to plant a gentle kiss on my cheek.

      I blushed as a noise of surprise escaped me. I’d never been kissed before! I stood transfixed as Birdie smiled coyly and turned to make her way down the long drive.

      The screen door clattered once more. I jumped to attention, hoping no one had witnessed Birdie’s forward affections, but it was only Edmund. The small, black shadow of my beloved dog raced forward with the enthusiasm of a puppy despite his age. I bent forward to greet him, scooping him up in my arms as I always did.

      “Oh, it’s good,” I gasped through his fervent kisses, “to see you too, boy!”

      Birdie might have been my closest human friend, but Edmund had been around since I was just a girl. My father had brought him back as a small puppy after a trip to nearby Riverton. He never said as much, but I assumed it was because he was tired of always seeing me alone. Either way, I was grateful.

      I placed Edmund down and led the way toward the wash line, enjoying the calm of the evening before the storm of questions I was about to endure. Birdie was definitely going to be the topic of discussion at the dining table that evening, and I had no idea what I was going to say. My mother would likely assume that a relationship with Birdie would endear me to the people of Blackridge—but she’d be wrong, as usual. I glanced back toward the road, worrying if Birdie thought the same. I suddenly felt foolish for getting wrapped up in her affections and losing sight of the bigger picture.

      My father didn’t seem to share Mother’s desperation for acceptance, and I hoped I could count on him to be less excited about the match. Then I could pin Birdie’s heartbreak on him, and I wouldn’t have to worry about whether I really wanted the relationship or not. I wouldn’t have to worry about conversion or cabins or children or any of it. I could go back to my original, much easier plan—growing old alone and never dragging anyone into the mess that was my life.

      “Ugh, Edmund, does that make me cruel?” I looked down, waiting to receive his judgment.

      Edmund barked happily up at me, his tongue lolling out to the side. The look in his eyes told me there wasn’t a cruel bone in my body, and that was good enough for me.
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      My family abruptly hushed as I joined them at the dinner table not long after. I avoided their gazes and busied myself with my napkin. I knew what was coming, but I wasn’t going to be the first person to bring it up.

      Jasper kicked at my shoe under the table. “Where have you been all day? Dad and I could have used another man in the shop.”

      “I took a walk down to the river.”

      “Without me?” he asked with feigned outrage.

      I wrinkled my nose at him before reaching forward to serve myself a helping of the evening’s stew, consisting of the ripest vegetables I could find in my garden that morning and whatever meat Jasper had brought home from his hunt through the woods. Hunting and foraging had been our way of life for as long as I was alive, as going into town had become increasingly difficult from our lack of money and unfavorable reputation.

      The stew was always slightly overcooked to make it easier for Alma to eat. In truth, it was more like a puddle of barely-seasoned mush to endure atop fresh-baked bread. For all the herbs I grew and foraged, you’d think my mother would have learned to use them in her cooking, but instead we suffered through a similar meal every night. I  didn’t have much hope that things would change.

      Since Alma had closed the lucrative family business from her youth (frustratingly, no one could tell me exactly what the business was), the husbands did whatever they could to support their families while the matriarch was busy keeping things running smoothly. Alma’s late husband had started a lumber business. My father still struggled to keep it afloat by supplementing it with his skilled, yet unpopular, carpentry work. The entire situation was incredibly frustrating. Alma told me once that our family used to be one of the more prominent families in the village, but even within my own nineteen years I had observed our swift descent into poverty.

      My father sat back in his chair with a sigh. “I needed someone to stay and help me out in the shop, Jasper. Can’t have both of you running off on a whim now, can I?”

      I pushed the slop around in my bowl with disinterest. “Sorry, Father.”

      “Well, she didn’t run off alone. She was with Birdie Caldwell again,” my mother said with amusement.

      My fingers tensed around my spoon. I shot her a warning glance, but she avoided it.

      Jasper’s smile widened. “Oh, so that’s why I wasn’t invited.”

      “You weren’t invited because you weren’t wanted, Jasper. Don’t get any ideas,” I snipped.

      “It felt as though I interrupted a rather tender moment when I came back from bringing Alma her supper,” Mother added before casually sipping from her teacup.

      “What kind of moment?” Father chimed in.

      “You have been spending quite a bit of time with her, Nell,” Jasper accused, pointing his spoonful of sludge in my direction.

      There was no reason to be upset. I had known this would be coming. I just hadn’t expected it to make me feel so guilty. I glanced over at my mother again with a look I hoped would silence her, but she only smiled back affectionately.

      “Hand holding...blushed cheeks,” she continued.

      I rolled my eyes. Why couldn’t they just give me an evening to get used to it myself? “If you all must know, Birdie told me she fancies me today.”

      “Who told who what now?” My father sat taller, straining his ear as though he hadn't heard correctly.

      “Birdie’s in love with her, dear,” my mother gushed. “I can’t say that I’m surprised.”

      My father looked just as unhappy as I’d hoped, but it wasn’t exactly his place to forbid it. He glowered in my direction, and I could see him working through how to respond.

      It was my mother who spoke up first. “Luther, it’s not abnormal for our people to choose a partner based on compatible traits as opposed to simply breeding. You know our daughter. It makes perfect sense that she would be interested in someone like Birdie. Besides, they can still take in children and carry on the Payne name. Eleanor, did you know Alma took a wife before she met my grandfather? Her wife died tragically young, but they were very much in love.”

      I was too surprised to speak for a moment. Everyone always talked about how alike we were, but I’d spent a lot of time with Alma growing up, and she had never uttered a word about any wife. I wondered how much I actually knew about the old woman besides her stony personality and her love for herbs and candles.

      “I’m not worried about that,” Father said. He waved the topic away, returning his concerned gaze to me. “You really want to get involved with a follower of Dienna?”

      “Do we really have much of a choice?” Jasper chuckled. “Shouldn’t we just be happy that there’s another person in the world that actually enjoys Nell’s company?”

      “I don’t see women lining up for your company,” I grumbled.

      Father raised a hand to quiet us. “Do you have any idea what this town would do to her?”

      “Luther, I don’t think that’s fair!” My mother tapped the table, her eyes filled with scorn.

      “It’s more than fair. They’re young...they have no idea what it will be like. Think of what they’ll do to her family!”

      “You can’t know that for sure!”

      I wanted to explain my own reservations so my father wouldn’t believe me to be so reckless, but I found myself frozen in the sudden tension between my parents. They stared each other down across the table, so much being said in the silence. Jasper and I eyed each other curiously.

      “Caldwell’s lived here long enough. I’m sure she has an idea of what it will be like. It’s not like it’s a secret that everyone hates us,” Jasper said in my defense.

      “No, she doesn’t know. And neither do either of you!”

      “So, what are Jasper and I supposed to do? Live like hermits and never marry?” I asked.

      “Well, I’m certainly not doing that,” Jasper said with a chuckle.

      Father ignored us both. “Eleanor, you can’t let this girl throw her life away for you. It’s not fair for you to ask that.”

      Throw her life away? Feeling the heat rise in my chest, I knew I was about to say something I’d regret.

      “And I don’t think it’s fair that you’re more concerned for the life of a follower of Dienna over mine. They’ve tortured me my whole life, and suddenly my father wants to join them!”

      “Don’t be dramatic. I’m not torturing you. I’m asking you to think about the consequences.”

      “I’m always thinking about them! That’s why, even after she told me how she felt, I tried to say no. I’m not the foolish child you seem to think I am, Father. And, as future matriarch of this family, I’d appreciate it if you could offer me a bit more respect.”

      “Eleanor Payne!” Mother’s voice cracked like thunder, stunning the room into silence.

      Jasper quickly cupped a hand over his mouth to hide his amused smile. He loved it when I got into trouble. I scowled at him before twisting to meet my mother’s gaze. Her eyes were dark, her stare intense. A few strands of hair had loosed themselves from their knot and stuck out around her face, making her look as frazzled as her nerves must have been.

      “You are nineteen years old—” she began with a measured tone.

      As though I’d forgotten. I held my ground, raising my chin a little higher.

      “—and as the future matriarch of this family, you would do well to pay attention to the lessons your family offers you.”

      I bit into the inside of my lip to contain my fury. It was like no one was listening to me.

      “I have been paying attention! That’s what I’m trying to tell you. If it makes you happy, I’ll go tomorrow and tell Birdie she can forget it, because I’m apparently not worth the trouble!”

      “Nell—” Father said gently.

      “Don’t Nell me. I’m going to bed.”

      I pushed out my chair and marched furiously up the stairs to my room. Poor Edmund had barely made it inside the door before I slammed it closed behind me. Crying wasn’t in my nature, but I began to feel a deep hole slowly sinking in where my heart ought to have been.

      “Why didn’t I just let go of her hand, Eddie?” I grumbled as I paced the room.

      Edmund jumped up onto the bed and sat at attention, his eyes following me back and forth.

      “Mother wouldn’t have seen, and I could have had one more day to just…figure out if this is even what I want! I got so carried away down there, I didn’t even have the chance to tell them that I—”

      I collapsed onto the bed beside Edmund, holding my head in my hands. I wasn’t even sure if I fancied her. Birdie was beautiful and funny and caring, but wasn’t love supposed to feel like something? While I had to admit it was certainly hard to go back to picturing a future spent in solitude now that I knew I could have Birdie Caldwell by my side, it wasn’t fair to let Birdie throw her life away on someone who might not even care for her the same way.

      I took a few deep breaths to steady myself, knowing then that I had to turn her down. To marry Birdie Caldwell would be to ruin her comfortable life as she knew it, and I wasn’t sure I could live with that.
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      My own strangled cry startled me from my sleep. Emotion weighed heavily on my chest, and I rubbed at my eyes as though it could possibly wipe away the vision of Alma howling in despair before the body of her dead daughter. Between the heat and this recurring nightmare, I wondered if I’d ever be able to get proper rest again.

      Edmund stirred and settled heavily against my ankles with a groan.

      “Sorry, Eddie,” I said through a yawn.

      I pulled myself from bed and stumbled over to the open window to enjoy what little breeze there was. The tiniest slivers of sunlight were beginning to creep through the pines, golden rays illuminating the grass below me. I knew there was no point in trying to get back to sleep.

      I crossed instead to the wash basin, dampening a cloth to wipe away the sweat of the night’s fitful sleep. I wasn’t looking forward to facing my family after the previous night and desperately hoped they’d woken up and forgotten it ever happened. My anger was always getting the better of me. I should have just told my father how I felt instead of lashing out.

      Thankfully, all seemed quiet in the kitchen as I descended the stairs with Edmund at my heels. Mother sat at the small wooden table in the kitchen, sipping her tea as she supervised the makings of breakfast—yet another overcooked pot of oats, honey, and berries. Before even meeting her eyes, I crossed the room to let the dog out the back door.

      “Morning, dear. Jasper and your father are already in the shop.”

      “Good,” I grumbled, grabbing a teacup and saucer.

      I picked through the herbs and flowers that stood in tall glass jars on a shelf across the kitchen—a collection I’d dried and stored myself. Thyme, yarrow, and Angelica root seemed appropriate to offer courage for the day. A hot kettle awaited me on the hearth beside the oats, still cooking over the fire. As I filled my cup and took my seat at the small table, I realized my mother had been watching me the whole time with what could only have been a look of pity.

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “But I really wish you wouldn’t have done that. I’m not even sure how I feel about the situation myself.”

      She straightened up. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t even know if I fancy her! I just—I mean—if not Birdie, then what choice do I have? None, I suppose, seeing as Father will kill me if I even consider her. I’ll just waste away alone like Alma.”

      Mother sighed heavily, shaking her head. “Nell, I want to tell you something, but you must promise to keep it secret. Your father wouldn’t want me telling you, but I think it might shed some light on why he’s so concerned about Birdie.”

      Her eyes looked sad as I watched her gather her thoughts. I stayed quiet, intrigued to learn why my father cared so much about my choices.

      “Your father didn’t grow up in Goldenfield like we’ve always told you. He grew up right here in Blackridge, in a devout family.” She paused, her eyes glancing up at me as though worried I might explode.

      The words washed over me, but my mind couldn’t grasp them. I focused stubbornly on my tea, stirring three times in one direction and three times the opposite, just the way Alma taught me. I couldn’t begin to guess the point of lying for so many years about where my father had grown up.

      “We met when we were young, and we instantly fell in love. He was everything that Alma wasn’t—warm and funny and more generous and kind than anyone I’d ever met. Having met Birdie, I’m sure you understand. I knew Alma wouldn’t approve of him, but I didn’t care. I was—well, I still am—very much in love with your father. So we had a small ceremony in the village with his family. After we married, he happily moved all the way out here and helped me with Alma. Of course she was angry, but what could she do by then?”

      I raised a brow, surprised that my mother was capable of doing something so bold.

      “The town kept pressuring him to bring me to temple, and I was afraid to upset Alma. But honestly, I was excited to go. Just to belong to something. So, we started to attend regularly while trying our best to keep it a secret from Alma. It was beautiful—the building, the kindness of the people—and everyone welcomed me with open arms. Then Jasper was born, and our friends came from the village to welcome him. When Alma found out, she was absolutely livid. We had a fight where she forbade me to return and almost forced your father out of the house! He asked me to move with him into the village and, as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t just abandon the woman who raised me. At her age, there was no way she could have taken care of this property, or herself, and this land had been in our family for so long. We stayed here and followed her rules to keep the peace, and things calmed down eventually. Your father never pushed me or forced me to return—something I’ll always love him for.”

      The larger truth struck me suddenly. “If he grew up in town, that means I probably have six or seven aunts and uncles that pass me dirty looks in the street every day.”

      She nodded sullenly. “You have two aunts…and one uncle. And several cousins by now, I’m sure.”

      I sat speechless as my mother took a long sip from her tea, in obvious discomfort over what she was about to say.

      “When we officially stopped returning to temple, his ‘loving’ family disowned him, saying he’d lost his way. Your father was absolutely destroyed by their betrayal, and who could blame him? His family was still pretending he didn’t exist when you were born two years later. So, instead of figuring out how to explain the situation, he chose to pretend like he didn’t have a family at all. You were too young to understand, and he thought it would be easier this way.”

      “Easier?” I slammed my hand on the table, jostling our teacups. “So, what’s the moral of this story? That you and Father are two of the best liars that ever lived, in the worst village in the whole world? Or the biggest cowards? You just let them do this to you?”

      “The moral of this story, Eleanor,” she said firmly, “is that when you love someone, you do whatever it takes to protect them. Your father loves us, but he lost everything. He knows Birdie will also lose everything, because you’d be far too stubborn to convert—just like Alma—and he’s urging you to protect her.”

      I understood that my parents wanted me to protect Birdie. I agreed, though I couldn’t see the Caldwells doing the same to their eldest daughter—cutting her off from her siblings, whom she loved more than anything. But I couldn’t ignore the fact that my parents had kept up this elaborate ruse my entire life.

      “Who are these mysterious relatives of ours? What was his family name?”

      “Eleanor, do you really want to know? Would that make anything easier?”

      “Of course not, but I think I have a right to know!”

      My mother pinched the bridge of her nose, her head bowed in defeat. “Wellens.”

      I sat back, rolling the name around in my mind. Wellens. It sounded so familiar, but I couldn’t place a face. “Do you think Father regrets his decision to lie to us?”

      To my surprise, her eyes welled with tears. “I don’t know, but when Alma finally passes…I will convert.”

      “What?!”

      “He gave up everything for me, and I would do anything for him. Maybe he could reconnect with his family again, if he wants to.”

      “I can’t understand how you would still want to crawl back into their arms after what they did to him! There has to be another way around this. Converting can’t be the only option!”

      “There isn’t,” she said firmly. “And they’re still his family, Eleanor. He didn’t want to give them up, and I tried to stay in their good graces. I attended the social clubs, gave out favors, and even hosted dinners—or at least I tried. No one ever showed up! And you’re not much help, when you’re constantly getting into fights with the daughter of the High Priestess! I’m down to my last card.”

      I took a gulp of my tea, ignoring the burn as it scalded my tongue. If my nightmare held any bit of truth, then I knew exactly why Alma refused to convert. And I couldn’t blame her. My mother might be ready and willing to roll over for Blackridge, but there was no way I was going to give in without a fight.

      “Do what you think you must, but don’t expect me to join you,” I finally muttered, eliciting a defeated sigh from my mother. “Have you ever bothered to ask Alma why she won’t convert? Why she’s so adamant that her family doesn’t either?”

      I thought about my grandmother Adelaide being murdered by her trusted midwife—an agent of Dienna. Allegedly. I didn’t even know if the events of the dream were true! It took everything in me to fight off the urge to ask my mother what she knew about her mother’s death.

      “Because she’s a stubborn old woman who’s stuck in her ways, Nell. There’s no reason for it. And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she doesn’t exactly have her wits about her.”

      “This all happened way before she got sick, so don’t start with that.”

      “I don’t appreciate your tone.”

      “I don’t appreciate being lied to! What if there was a good reason? What if they did something horrible—even more horrible than disowning one of their own? Would you still want to be one of them if they hurt your family?”

      She ignored me and pushed up from the table, crossing to the stone hearth and gathering some of the oats into a bowl. “I have a bit of a headache now. Would you please take this out to Alma?”

      I groaned, slouching in my chair. “You know I hate going out there.”

      “I don’t understand why. You were always so close with her.” There was a hint of jealousy in my mother’s voice. It must have been hard for her to grow up without parents, but it was no wonder to me why Alma may have been a little cold toward her—the bringer of misfortune.

      I wondered what might have changed Alma’s cold nature when I was born. I got to spend a lot of time with her growing up, listening to stories of her vibrant past and sometimes spending whole afternoons up in the attic assembling teas and sachets together. Alma taught me everything I knew about herbs and medicine, but she also showed me a few other practices, like sowing seeds under a new moon and how to use bits of the earth to ground myself when I lost my temper.

      Mother never really talked about her childhood, but I got the sense that it was difficult for her. I had witnessed quite a few heated arguments between her and Alma, especially as the old woman had begun to decline. It eventually got to the point that Alma refused to live in the house anymore, and my father was forced to build the small cottage out back.

      Not long after moving into the cottage, Alma had begun acting strangely. At first there were brief moments where she was confused about her whereabouts, both in location and time. She would sometimes address my father as her late husband Alan and my mother as her dear Adelaide, becoming uncharacteristically sweet and caring toward them. We also found her wandering around the cottage looking for her “office,” but none of us had any idea what she was talking about. As strange as that had been, nothing prepared us for what came next.

      Over the last few weeks, Alma began descending into sudden fits of rage where we could hear her screaming from inside the main house. My parents referred to these bouts as Alma’s “episodes.” Mother blamed the old woman’s unnatural age, saying her brain was probably beginning to decay quicker than her body, and she would only get worse until she finally died. It was around the time of her first episode that my chilling nightmares began.

      “She’s just not…Alma anymore.”

      “I don’t know. She seems exactly the same to me,” Mother mumbled sarcastically.

      “Except she doesn’t go crazy on you. It’s like she hates when I’m around or something.”

      “Alma could never hate you, Eleanor. You are her pride and joy, someone who finally thinks and acts just like her. Now, take this out to her and make sure she eats it. I don’t want to hear her complain about being hungry again.”

      I grumbled as I got to my feet and scooped up the breakfast tray.

      It was gearing up to be another sweltering summer day, the sun biting at my already reddened skin as I crossed the yard toward the cottage. Edmund fell in line beside me, panting happily. The rip of a saw blade tore through a piece of wood, back and forth, echoing across the property. I wondered what my father was working on today. He and Jasper were planning a trip to Riverton to try to sell their furniture at the much larger market there, far away from the rumors and oppression of Blackridge. They’d had a little luck before, but it usually wasn’t enough to sustain us for very long. They’d been ramping up production to sell as much as possible, and I hoped to get out there and help them as soon as I’d finished with Alma.

      It was a short walk to Alma’s small cottage, an adorable building with dark siding and a scalloped roof built to match our larger house. On the outer sill of its single front window was a box full of colorful flowers that my mother tended regularly. I hesitated on the first step, my eyes glued to the red door just ahead. I held my breath, listening intently, but heard no sound from within. That could only be a good thing—either Alma was in a good mood today, or she was finally dead.

      Hoping for the latter, I climbed the wooden stairs. A small part of me felt guilty for wishing my great-grandmother dead, but it was probably better than what she would become as her illness progressed. Alma would have hated seeing herself in her current state and, if she were in her right mind, she would have hated us seeing her that way too.

      The door creaked slowly inward, revealing the shocking juxtaposition of the residence within, not nearly as neatly kept as the exterior. The cottage was dark, lit only by the dim glow of the hearth, and it took my eyes a moment to adjust. Lining the walls of the interior were Alma’s aged and musty-smelling furs—her prized possessions which she claimed to have hunted herself—that she had ordered my father to hang to “keep out the heat of the day.” He had thought she was crazy, but she must have been right, as I was met with a wall of chilled air despite the heat outside. The entire cottage consisted of only a single room and contained everything that Alma required: a hearth, a bed, and a chamber pot. I couldn’t imagine how much worse the tiny space might smell if the summer heat got in.

      Edmund ran ahead and I turned toward the bed, stopping short as the old woman’s cold eyes stared directly at me, expressionless.

      “Good morning, Alma. I’ve got breakfast for you,” I announced uneasily.

      The sound of my voice shifted something in Alma. The old woman softened, resting back against her pillows. “Oh? It smells lovely. Bring it here, child.”

      I approached with caution and positioned the breakfast tray on Alma’s lap before retreating. She scanned the bowl of oats with eager eyes, wetting her lips with her tongue in anticipation.

      “I’m so hungry.”

      Those three words left a pit of ice in my stomach. Fearful, I waited for the old woman to say more, but instead she began to eat, quiet and content. I watched her feeble hands struggle with the spoon but didn’t dare to help her.

      Nothing about Alma felt familiar anymore. It was as though she were suddenly ancient, a specimen of a much more primitive generation. The weathered skin of her face appeared to sag even further below her tired eyes than the last time I had visited her. When she moved, it was slow and careful as her body struggled under the weight of a hundred and three years. Her hair was thick and tangled, hanging like a long silver net around her, and it smelled as though Mother hadn’t had the opportunity to bathe her in a few days. Alma was no longer the proper, well-dressed woman I remembered.

      “How about I brush out your hair while you eat?” I took up a comb from the bureau nearby, not bothering to wait for an answer.

      I worked quietly in an effort to keep Alma in a good mood. Hearing about the state of the world outside always upset her, which didn’t leave much for me to talk about. Her toothless jaws mashed at the oats and berries, a wet smacking sound filling the room and turning my stomach sour. I did my best to ignore it, focusing on the knots in her hair. Edmund watched her closely, waiting in desperation for any crumb to fall.

      “You remind me a bit of myself, child,” Alma said suddenly, her dark eyes watching me with a proud smile.

      For a brief moment I caught a glimpse of the great-grandmother I once knew and loved, but I didn’t trust it. I forced a smile and tried not to make eye contact for too long.

      “You’re strong, like me. I can tell. The way a Payne should be.”

      Pride swelled in my chest. “Thank you, Alma.”

      “Nothing like that limp mother of yours.”

      I bit back a smile. I would never admit it out loud and risk getting in the middle of their decades-long feud, but I silently agreed with Alma. To me, Alma had been the epitome of a proper matriarch. She had kept our family operating to the best of her ability, selling land and making deals wherever she could to keep us afloat. When I was young, and school wasn’t an option for Jasper and I, she took up the role of my teacher to allow my mother more time to focus on the home and on tutoring her more behaved child. Protecting her family was important to Alma and was at the forefront of every decision she made. At least, that’s what she would argue when my mother disagreed with those decisions. I worried what would happen to us when my mother took over. Her idea of protection was to hand us straight over to the enemy. She’d rather become one of them than stand up to them.

      “Why is it that you always look so sad?”

      The question took me by surprise. I attempted a more charming smile, though the act felt forced and uncomfortable. “Oh. I don’t know. I don’t mean to.”

      There was no way I was going to bring up the topic of Mother and conversion, or aunts and uncles I never knew I had, or the girl whose heart I had to break to avoid repeating the vicious cycle of our family’s misfortune.

      “Are the other children treating you well?”

      “I’m not exactly a child anymore, Alma. And they treat me fine.”

      “Don’t lie, Eleanor. It doesn’t suit you.”

      I met her eyes in surprise and blushed like a scorned child.

      “A grandmother can always tell,” Alma said with a chuckle. “Better to just be honest. A Payne should always tell the truth. Who is mistreating you?”

      The easier question would be “who isn’t mistreating you.” But I knew conversations with Alma were a slippery slope. “Uh…well…there's one girl that doesn’t like me much. Her name is Josephine. She can be quite cruel.”

      “What’s her family name?”

      “Throckmorton.” I spat the name as though it left a bad taste.

      Alma’s face transformed instantly into a look of disdain. The Throckmortons were currently the most prominent family in Blackridge. While her mother was the High Priestess of Dienna, her father, Arthur, owned the largest trading company in the area and managed the merchant market in town.

      “Throckmorton,” Alma spat back, and I reveled in our mutual distaste for the family. “She married that lad Arthur Bell, didn’t she?”

      Alma was confusing mother and daughter, but I knew it was best not to argue. “She did.”

      “That young Arthur…you know we helped his grandfather, Harold Bell, start that business of theirs. He couldn’t even get it operational, so he came to my mother—a Payne! They’d be nothing without us. Just imagine if word got out that he asked the Paynes for help and not the Throckmortons. But I’m sure he’s erased that bit of his family history, the craven pig.”

      My mind reeled. Could this have something to do with Alma’s old “family business” that she closed all those years ago? I wondered what our family could have offered that the Throckmortons couldn’t. I concocted several scenarios in which Alma and Harold Bell were old business partners turned rivals which might explain the village’s hatred of the Paynes. I had several questions, but I could see that Alma was already becoming upset.

      “It’s okay, Alma. It’s just one girl, and it’s not a big deal. You know how children can be.” I tried to soothe her, my hands trembling as I returned the brush to the bureau. I took a seat in a chair by the foot of the bed, eyeing her warily. “You’ve hardly touched your food. Why don’t you eat before it gets too cold?”

      Alma settled back against the headboard with an angry huff. “To see our family fall so far…to see our name dragged through the mud. After everything I did for this village. They took my lands, my livelihood, my—”

      “Alma, that was a long time ago now. It-It’s really okay.”

      Alma closed her eyes and began to shake her head slowly from side to side, wringing her hands like she held a sopping cloth in her lap. My body shuddered involuntarily as the air between us grew colder and colder, and I was no longer sure if it was only fear keeping me frozen in place. There wasn’t a thing I could say to comfort her now.

      Alma’s face twisted in anger. “They took everything from me! I never should have let them get away with it—this is all my fault!”

      “Alma, please. What’s happening?” I gasped as my own shallow breaths escaped in puffs of mist. I gazed up in disbelief at the furs that lined the walls and exhaled into my cupped hands, the heat of my breath warming my frozen fingertips. There was no way a few mangy old skins could keep the room this cold. I couldn’t even feel the warmth from the coals smoldering a few feet from us.

      Alma turned to me, now in despair, and I shrank back in surprise. Her eyes, usually the same damp-earth color as mine, were now a startling crystalline blue. Tears welled over, freezing in place before they even reached her chin.

      “I’ve failed, child,” she cried. “I failed Him. I failed my family.”

      “N-No. You d-didn’t.” My chattering teeth made it difficult to speak. Swallowing my fear, I took two shaky steps forward to lay a comforting hand on Alma’s leg.

      Alma’s hand shot out like a claw and gripped my wrist. I cried out in pain, her touch feeling like ice against my skin. Two stumps, where Alma’s ring and small fingers had been lost at the knuckle, dug into my arm and turned it a bright pink. Her eyes closed as her chin rolled down against her chest, but her grip remained surprisingly strong.

      “Alma, please!” I pleaded. “You’re hurting me!”

      Edmund jumped up onto the bed and growled ferociously at Alma, the hair at the center of his back standing straight up, but the old woman ignored him. She leaned forward slowly, her head rising and her eyes rolling open to focus on me, her lips twisting into a sinister smirk. Fear spread like ice down my spine as her eyes transformed once again, this time into dark and desolate pits of solid shadow. This wasn’t Alma anymore.

      The old woman’s empty and unblinking eyes bored into me as a guttural breath escaped her chest. “I’m starving,” she hissed. “How dare you keep me here like this, you worthless pile of flesh. You left me to waste away...”

      “I just fed you! Eat it!” Tears welled in my eyes as I frantically motioned toward the oatmeal in her lap.

      “After everything I’ve done for you! After everything I’ve given you! This is how you repay me? TRAITORS! THE LOT OF YOU!”

      Edmund snarled and snapped at Alma’s leg. The old woman howled, swiping him away with her free hand. My stomach turned as he landed a foot from the bed with a pitiful yelp. Alma held fast to my arm, not allowing me to run to him.

      “Eleanor.” Her tone was gentle now—and obviously desperate. “You’re my last hope. I need you to feed me.”

      “I just did, Alma. Please let me go!”

      Alma’s face transformed back into a mask of fury as she took in a deep, shaky breath. “FOOLISH GIRL! CURSE YOU! CURSE YOU!”

      Edmund returned with a vengeance, barking and snarling at the old woman as she hurled every known and new-to-me profanity in my direction. I wept with fear. I couldn’t help it. I cried out for help as Alma screamed, bits of oatmeal spewing from her mouth and onto my sleeve. I tried to tug my arm free from her grasp, in complete disbelief that I hadn’t managed to pull the frail old hag onto the floor already.

      Quick and heavy footsteps on the porch stairs signaled my rescue, which only further enraged Alma. She yelled faster, her words slurring together in a torrent of fury, as though desperate to break through to me before she could be stopped.

      “I CAN TAKE CARE OF THAT WHORE JOSEPHINE FOR YOU, ELEANOR! I PROMISE! I’LL MAKE HER WISH SHE WAS NEVER BORN!”

      The door burst open and a gust of warm air washed over us as my mother stormed into the room. My father entered behind her, holding an uncorked bottle of tinted liquid—a concoction I’d mixed up myself for calming the old woman during these violent fits—and a cloth. Alma turned her gaze toward my mother, her face twisting in anger again.

      “YOU UNGRATEFUL LITTLE—”

      “Enough!” she shouted, wrenching Alma’s clamp-like grip from my arm. “How dare you!”

      “How dare you, Cora Payne! You don’t deserve your name! YOU’RE WEAK, JUST LIKE YOUR MOTHER!”

      My father dampened the cloth with the tonic. I scrambled back toward the door, unable to watch as he and Mother held the old woman down, her screams now muffled against his giant palm. I fled and clambered up the back stairs to the kitchen. Edmund followed me. As I frantically paced the room, he calmly busied himself with sucking up the bits of oat that I swiped from my arm, no trace of the valiant beast who had just gone to battle to protect me.

      Jasper entered through the back door, visibly sweating from his hard work in the woodshop. “She really doesn’t like you, does she?” he said. I glared at him and he offered his signature smirk in return, full of charm. “Don’t know why…you’re just a happy little ray of sunshine.”

      “She isn’t that cheerful either,” I grumbled. I wiped the tears from my eyes with a clean kitchen cloth, blinking away the vision of her terrifying gaze.

      After the struggle with Alma, it was nice being in my brother’s easy company. Regardless of what was going on around us, I could always count on Jasper to remain cool and confident. His calm demeanor put me at ease, my quickened heartbeat beginning to slow as I took steady breaths.

      It wasn’t long before our parents joined us, clearly flustered by the act they had just performed. No matter how many times they had to do it, or how necessary it was, it still never felt right to subdue a helpless old woman. Though I wasn’t sure anymore exactly how helpless she really was.

      “What did you say to her?” my mother demanded, grabbing my hands with unexpected force to study the pink marks on my forearm.

      I yanked them from her grasp. “I didn’t say anything! She was being nice one moment and then suddenly she wasn’t.” I should have known she’d blame me.

      My mother slumped down at the table with a heavy sigh, resting her head in her hands. I could tell she was growing more and more frustrated that Alma was still alive. Caring for the old woman over the years had taken a huge toll on her, and the stress of it was making her dark hair begin to gray at the temples. Every waking moment was spent in fear that the old woman would collapse into another episode. And to make matters worse, Alma still insisted on having the last word on any family decisions—something she and my mother argued over often. It was hard to take over the reins as matriarch when Alma absolutely refused to hand them over. Despite not even being able to care for herself, it didn’t seem like Alma would be taking her final rest any time soon.

      “Honestly, Mother, I didn’t say anything.”

      “If you didn’t say anything, then what was she so upset about?” she pressed.

      What didn’t upset her these days? I let out a heavy sigh. “She asked if people were nice to me. I said no.”

      “You didn’t bring up Josephine, did you? You leave that poor girl alone. I’m sure things with her would be fine if you didn’t have such an attitude.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. After what she’d confessed that morning, she was still willing to blame Josephine’s torment on me? Blackridge hated us enough to disown their own children who chose to associate with us, but I was the one with the problem?

      “Like it’s just me? The whole village treats you the same way—and you let them! I won’t apologize for standing up for myself.”

      “Don’t take that tone with your mother,” Father interjected with a warning look.

      Mother tucked her hair behind her ear and held her head a little higher. “Well, it isn’t worth losing sleep over. Things will turn around soon.”

      I fumed. My mother’s desperation to fit in was one of the biggest points of contention between her and Alma, and I sided with my great-grandmother. How could she be so eager to win the approval of a village that hated her so much? And for such a silly reason! Josephine seemed obsessed with labeling me a traitor to Dienna, but could this really just be about religion? Our family hadn’t worshiped Ebroth in my entire lifetime. I wondered if the other kids in town actually had a reason for being so horrible to me, or if perhaps they were just acting on what they heard from their parents behind closed doors—a deep-seated hate passed down for generations. My anger flared once more.

      “Is all of this really because of Dienna?”

      My mother waved her hand as though it wasn’t as big a deal as I was making it out to be. “We’re not the only ones who don’t go to temple.”

      “Sure, but it’s only us and the Faithless beggars Alma used to take care of—and we’re not far off anymore. So, the choice is either to worship Dienna or be ostracized and starve while Her followers make your life miserable? That doesn’t sound like the work of a loving and merciful Goddess.”

      “Eleanor,” Father spoke up, his tone calm and even, “you really don’t understand what you’re talking about, and you’re upsetting your mother.”

      “Honestly, Father, I think I understand perfectly, and Dienna’s followers can all go jump in the Mountain Run. All of them. I’m not interested in Her, especially if all of Her followers are that spiteful.”

      Mother shifted uncomfortably in her seat, reaching to place a gentle hand over her husband’s. “Quiet, Nell. You shouldn’t speak ill of the Goddess and Her High Priestess.”

      “Just a happy ray of sunshine,” Jasper repeated, shooting me a knowing smile. I knew he was telling me to calm down in his own quiet way.

      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room.

      “Well, I’m starving and this looks delicious, Cora,” my father said with a smile, taking a seat at the breakfast table. “Nell, why don’t you come on out after breakfast and help your brother and me in the shop? We’re trying to get as much inventory put together as we can before our trip to Riverton.”

      “No, she’ll have to go into town and get some apples at the market,” Mother said simply.

      “As future matriarch, I propose that Jasper run to town and I’ll work in the shop.” I knew by the sour look on her face that my sarcasm had struck a painful chord. So much for trying to lighten the mood.

      She placed her spoon down with a little more force than I thought necessary as we both locked eyes. “If you’re so concerned with becoming the future matriarch, I suppose I should teach you a thing or two about running a household. You’ll go into town, you’ll pick up some apples, and then you and I will bake a pie for Alma.”

      “Fine.”

      After the worst of Alma's episodes, Mother would make Alma’s favorite apple pie and bring the old woman an extra-large slice. The special treat always worked to turn her back to her normal self.

      “That will give you a chance to speak with Birdie,” my father said gently as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a few coins.

      His words stung and a bitterness overtook me. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “However it goes,” he said and took my hand in his, the warm weight of the coins dropping onto my palm. He closed his hand over mine and held it tight. Surely this gesture was meant to be comforting, but the fire within me grew.

      “You’ve made it very clear how you’d like it to go. But I urge you to think about one thing.” I leaned in toward him, meeting his eye. He had to know how much I hated this. How much it hurt to break my best friend’s heart. He waited, unamused, for whatever I was about to lay on him next.

      “After years of loneliness, of being disrespected, of not being able to go to school because no one wanted you there, of being spit on and laughed at”—I paused to let my words sink in—“imagine how good it felt to Mother when you first told her you cared for her.”

      “Oh, Nell—” My mother sighed.

      “You ruined that moment for me.” I pulled my hand from my father’s and made a swift exit, my chest swelling with vengeful pride as I imagined him teary-eyed and filled with regret.
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      I trudged down the dirt road that led toward the village, annoyed to be wasting half of my day on an errand when I’d much rather be working my frustrations out with a saw and plank. My mind was reeling and there was certainly no shortage of time to think on the long walk to the market from where our property sat, secluded on the outskirts of Blackridge.

      I kicked a stone and sent it soaring into the woods. Alma had officially lost it. There was no nice way of saying it. That woman, that…whatever she was, wasn’t the great-grandmother I loved and respected. I gently rubbed at my arm where she had grabbed me, wondering how such a feeble old woman could have held on so tightly. How had her eyes changed color so drastically? And the cold! I couldn’t make sense of any of it. Could these episodes be some sort of curse to punish her for whatever she’d done years ago? The High Priestess was surely capable of something so cruel.

      My parents had also proved themselves to be quite the liars. My father told so many tales about being some Faithless boy from Goldenfield. Not only was he from our own wretched village, but he came from a devout family of Dienna! A family that still lived here! I had to admit, I was impressed by my invisible relatives and how they could go nineteen years without so much as a word to any of us. Father must have really loved Mother if he was willing to let them all go. I suddenly felt guilty for being so angry about it, and I wondered: would the love Birdie felt for me be enough when Blackridge inevitably turned on her too?

      Birdie was in love with me. Panic tightened my chest as I circled back to what was weighing most heavily on my mind. Birdie was already planning our life together—a cottage in the woods, one or two children, and an herb garden out back. I closed my eyes and tried as hard as I could to picture it, but I just couldn’t see it. Growing old with Birdie as opposed to alone sounded so inviting. But was it something I genuinely wanted or something I was simply settling for?

      My life in Blackridge no longer felt promised. Staying might not be an option now that I knew my mother planned to dive headfirst into the Temple the moment Alma passed, and Blackridge would certainly shun her unless I joined too. If I were to find the old cabin, perhaps I could take up residence there and hide away from the prying eyes of the villagers. My mother could simply tell them all that I’d left home. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to sell off any more land once she was back in the High Priestess’s good graces.

      But if I never found it, I wasn’t sure Birdie would ever leave the village. We’d talked about moving into the cabin and living out in the woods, but running off to Riverton might not sound as exciting when she was planning to take over her family’s business. If I stayed, that business just might have to board up after the villagers shunned it too.

      I couldn’t let that happen to the Caldwells.

      Feeling like I might be swallowed up by my thoughts, I took a deep breath and dropped to my knees in the dirt the way Alma had taught me. “The earth itself is buzzing with life, Eleanor, yet it remains steadfast and calm. Let it remind you how to be still,” she would say.

      I placed my palms on the packed dirt road and closed my eyes, focusing on the world around me—the feel of the warm soil that had been baking in the morning sun, the song of the robins as they flitted through the trees, the rustle of pine needles in the breeze, and the gentle hum from the ground that resonated through me as I breathed deeply once more.

      My thoughts fell quiet after a few short moments. I breathed a sigh of relief and allowed my eyes to open.

      A thin dirt path led off from the road to my right. I followed it with my eyes, past where it cut through a break in the trees, a space just wide enough for a single person. Hidden behind rows of pines and thick brush stood the only other houses on this stretch: three small cabin-like homes built on the edge of our property. The people residing there were just like us—families that refused to convert and mostly kept to themselves. I remembered tagging along with Alma to bring them food and blankets when I was a young girl, but I hadn’t been back there in years. Rising to my feet, I brushed the dirt from my hands and did my best to ignore the feeling in my gut urging me to visit them.

      Our family used to own most of the land in the Blackridge area, but Alma had been forced to sell a lot of it off to make ends meet after her husband died. While the property we had left was still far larger than any other in the village, it was only a fraction of what it used to be. All that remained was our own home, a few acres of woods that surrounded it, and the three hovels. I wondered what would happen to those people after Alma died. Surely my mother wouldn’t go to such great lengths to protect them, as money was only getting harder to come by for our own family.

      I turned onto Marigold Lane, the dirt packed road where our private drive ended and the residential part of the village began. The last house on the corner belonged to Old Man Harper, one of the few villagers I didn’t mind. He had always been nice to me, even comforted me once after a more serious fight with the other children of the village. I could tell he felt sorry for the way I was treated. I wondered if his family had once followed Ebroth too, but I would never ask and he would probably never tell.

      I stopped by the fence to feed his goats handfuls of grass that grew taller on the roadside. I looked for Old Man Harper to wave from the porch and ask me to grab something for him while I was in town. But today his porch stood empty and quiet. Sprawling branches from massive oak trees in front yards of the smaller, closely-lined homes provided much needed shade from the scorching sun. The yards I passed were empty, doors and windows of the houses were closed, and all was eerily quiet. I exhaled a gentle sigh of relief as I realized everyone must be at temple service. Maybe it would turn out to be an easy trip after all.

      With a smile of content, I turned onto Riverport Road, a wide cobblestone road that cut through the center of town and served as a major throughway connecting the cities of Bridgeport and Riverton. Many inns, taverns, and shops lined this road hoping to catch the business of patrons passing through from either larger city. It seemed like every time I made my way to the market half a dozen new shops had opened up. But the road was relatively quiet now. Only a few horse-drawn carriages passed through. Most of the shops had “See you at service!” signs on their closed doors. A lone old woman stood out front of her butcher shop sweeping the sidewalk. I crossed the street to avoid any sort of confrontation.

      It was only a short walk down Riverport Road to reach Primrose Square, the large open garden in the very heart of Blackridge where I’d been forced to sit through the solstice celebration just the day before. The garden was used as a gathering place and festival ground for seasonal celebrations.

      Facing into the square on the left was the Temple of Dienna, a giant timber-framed building that stood taller than any other structure in town. The wooden stringcourse that wrapped the stark white building, just above its grand entry doors, was decorated with intricate relief carvings of the sun and wheat stalks. The first followers of Dienna, who came from Oakland, built the massive temple as a monument to their beloved Goddess. It could be seen from anywhere in the village as a reminder that Dienna was always there for them; all it did was remind me that they were always watching. They didn’t have to worry about me causing any trouble, though. The arduous climb up the stone stairs alone was enough to keep me at bay.

      The temple was open any time, day or night, for whoever might need its services, but there was an official service every third day as well as on special holidays. While attendance wasn’t required for every single one, Birdie explained to me once that people took notice if someone missed more than two in a row. Despite its quick expansion, Blackridge was still a very close-knit community. Everyone knew everyone else and their entire life story.

      I had asked Birdie then if the meticulous attention to attendance had more to do with winning the favor of the Throckmortons than actually checking in on the wellness of their neighbors. Since their beloved High Priestess Jacqueline and her private council controlled everything from legislation to commerce, as was common practice all over the world, it made more sense to me that everyone might go above and beyond just to stay in her good graces. Birdie hadn’t appreciated that much.

      Tucked beside the temple, in a large gated courtyard, was the town’s outdoor market. Wooden stalls stood side by side in four lines across the courtyard, creating two generous walkways for people to browse. Most days the market was only occupied by the produce and meat vendors, but every full moon it was packed with artisans and traders from the surrounding villages for the Community Trade Market. The crowds got so large that it was hard to reserve a stall for selling on those weeks. My father was usually refused a stall regardless of the day, but I assumed that had less to do with demand and more to do with our family name.

      Directly opposite the temple was another large building that belonged to the Throckmortons. The ground floor housed a row of prestigious shops. The rest of it belonged to Bell Trading, Arthur Throckmorton’s successful business that my own family had apparently had a hand in starting—a fact I couldn’t wait to use against Josephine.

      Set along the back end of the square, and taking up nearly its entire width, was the gaudy Throckmorton estate. Another sizable timber-framed building, it was also painted a pure white that stood out against the greenery of the square. It had been built around the same time as the temple, by the first Throckmorton High Priestess to settle in Blackridge, and it had passed down to Jacqueline and her collection of maids and servants. I’d never been inside, but I’d heard rumors about the family’s lavish lifestyle. The house itself was surrounded by sprawling gardens that contained the most ostentatious topiaries and stone figures. They seemed to me like they were built more for attention than enjoying the splendor of nature.

      I froze in place as the temple doors burst open above me, and a lively throng of congregants poured down the stairs. Just my luck! I did my best to avoid eye contact and blend in with the few that turned into the market to do their afternoon shopping.

      “How about some corn, Miss? Freshly picked this morning!” a woman half shouted. She clutched several ears of corn in her soil-stained fingers, showing them off as though they were rare jewels plucked from the earth.

      I stopped short of bumping into her and quickly stepped to the side with a huff.

      “No. Thanks. Do you have any—”

      But the woman continued on without hesitation to scout out the next passerby as though I were invisible.

      “—apples…no? Great.”

      I bit back my annoyance and perused the first aisle of vendors. Though not unexpected, the selection was scant. Some of the produce was undersized or scarred by the heat. Quite a bit of it was ravaged by pests, leaves turned into green lace bite by bite. I noticed a nearby stall with a basket of decent-looking apples and approached the older woman behind the counter.

      “I need apples, please. Two dozen. Green.”

      The woman eyed me with disapproval as I held open my cloth bag. She begrudgingly picked out two dozen apples, dropping them in one by one. My heart sank lower and lower with the weight of each one when I noticed she was trying her hardest to pick out the worst of the bunch. Mother was going to be furious! Without a word, she held out a hand and I dropped two copper coins into her palm.

      “Good morning, sir!” the old woman said cheerfully, her eyes already on another man who approached. “What can I help you with on this fine day?”

      I stared at her, my cheeks growing hot with anger. I wanted nothing more than to tell the woman off, but instead I turned on my heel to weave back through the crowd and onto the street. There was no use in saying anything. She’d probably tell me I was blessed by Dienna to have gotten anything at all. I cut through an alley to escape the dirty looks of passersby and came out on a small side street.

      Every side street surrounding the square had been restructured over the last few years to accommodate the growing number of businesses in Blackridge. Thinner buildings were constructed between preexisting homes until it looked like one building stacked on top of the next in a continuous row of patchwork property. The older dwellings were more traditional, built with timber frames and neutral tones. But squeezed between them were vibrantly colored shops with decorated signs that commanded attention. The ground floor of each building was occupied by a shop while the owner or a tenant lived above. On this street alone, I passed a cobbler shop with a large sign shaped like a boot, a men’s tailor shop painted in a deep, velvety green, and a toy shop painted in several bright colors. I couldn’t imagine living so close to my neighbors. Where could they even go to get away from the noise of it all?

      Near the end of the street, the Caldwells lived above their bakery, an adorable storefront painted the softest shade of yellow that reminded me of a freshly-hatched duckling. The large display window was filled with cakes, fresh fruit pies, and breads still warm from the ovens. I could already smell the fresh loaves through the glass, and my stomach ached. Leave it to me to let my anger chase me away from a meal. A small sign with the words “See you at service!” hung just inside the door, so I settled onto the front step to await their return. I hoped I would be able to get a moment alone with Birdie before the bakery was hit with the usual after-service rush.

      I turned as a familiar voice called out my name. Birdie Caldwell, looking joyful as ever, skipped toward me with an elated grin. I stood awkwardly as she planted a kiss on my cheek.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here!”

      I blushed. “I’m sorry, I thought I would just stop by and—”

      “Of course! I’m so glad you did.”

      I waved politely at Birdie’s parents and three younger siblings as they approached with their temple booklets in hand. Mr. Caldwell offered a simple nod as he fished a key from his vest pocket.

      “Eleanor, it’s good to see you. How’s your family?” Mrs. Caldwell asked as she shifted her weight from foot to foot in discomfort while waiting for her husband to unlock the door.

      “Doing well.” I motioned to the heavy bag of apples. “Planning for pie this afternoon, though I’m sure it won’t be anywhere near as tasty as yours, Mr. Caldwell.”

      Mr. Caldwell gave a hearty laugh and patted his round belly proudly. “Why don’t you come in, and I’ll give you something to take home with you? We owe you a debt of gratitude for your help.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. He propped the door open and returned to help his wife up the stairs. The three younger Caldwell children danced around them on the steps and raced inside the bakery while arguing about who got there first.

      I turned to Birdie with an uneasy smile. “I was hoping I could talk to you alone for just a moment.”

      “Sure. Why don’t you come inside?” Birdie didn’t wait for a response before climbing the stairs into the bakery, leaving me no choice but to follow.

      “Birdie, darling, why don’t you put something together for Eleanor to take home while your father and I fix lunch?” Mrs. Caldwell said sweetly as the rest of the family continued up the back staircase to their home above.

      “Marie,” Mr. Caldwell’s voice boomed from the floor above, “the baguettes!”

      “Yes, dear!” She called up the stairs. “Birdie, remember we need two dozen for tomorrow morning’s order.”

      “Yes, I remember.” She chuckled and Mrs. Caldwell climbed the stairs, leaving us alone once more. Birdie rounded the bakery counter, resting against it with a coy smile. “Well, Miss Payne, could I interest you in something sweet?”

      I averted my eyes, looking toward the pastry displays as I approached her. “A sweetroll, if you please.”

      “Oh? Is that all?”

      I forced myself to meet her gaze, knowing immediately that it was a mistake. She was watching me with an interest I’d never seen before, and it made my face flush with warmth. Her smile widened.

      “Have you given more thought to what we talked about yesterday?” she asked.

      Right. I was here to deliver bad news. “Birdie, I…” How was I supposed to say it without being too harsh?

      “...want to be with you?” she finished with a smirk.

      “Can’t.”

      She straightened up, eyeing me curiously. “Can’t what, exactly?”

      I clutched my hands behind my back, trying my best not to squirm. I had to look resolute if I wanted her to listen.

      “I can’t be with you. I won’t allow Blackridge to destroy your family.”

      She chuckled. “Destroy my family? Please, Eleanor. This village loves us. Why don’t you let me worry about that?”

      “You don’t think I know better than you how you can expect to be treated?”

      “I think you’re afraid,” she said quickly. “You’ve never had anyone treat you with kindness, and it’s probably a bit uncomfortable. But much like what happened in the beginning of our friendship, I’m not going to give up on you so easily.”

      I sighed, annoyed by her tenacity. “Birdie, I’m not afraid of you. In fact, I…care about you. Enough to know that this is the right thing to do, despite how difficult it might be. I’m here to tell you to place your affections elsewhere.”

      Birdie looked as hurt as I’d expected, and she busied herself with packing a small sack full of bread and sweetrolls. I felt sick. I wasn’t sure how to proceed. Would things just go back to how they were before?

      She held out the sack for me, holding her head high once more. “No.”

      I hesitated mid-reach. “Pardon?”

      “My affections belong to you. I’ll worry about Blackridge. You just figure out what it is that you want. I’ll wait as long as I have to.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but Birdie’s father appeared on the stairs. He descended quickly, approaching me with a smile.

      “Oh, good. Miss Payne, we are most grateful for the tea you sent home with Birdie.” He clapped his hands together with a wink. “Don’t tell anyone I said this, but it worked so much better than what the temple healers sent! How did you know what to use?”

      I felt myself stand a bit taller. “Oh, it was just a little something my great-grandmother used to fix up when I wasn’t feeling well.”

      “We wouldn’t be opposed to a little more, if you’ve got it to spare?”

      “Of course. I’ll send it with Birdie the next time she stops by.”

      “Excellent! I’m glad you came today, Eleanor. We wanted to schedule lunch with you soon.”

      “Oh?” I raised a brow and shot a glance over at Birdie.

      Her cheeks flushed. “Well, I…I told them about my intentions.”

      I stared at Birdie in disbelief, afraid to look back at Mr. Caldwell. “Oh.”

      “We just have a few questions. There’s no need to rush things,” he said and chuckled uncomfortably. “I’ll write to your parents to set it up.”

      “No!” I blurted. Then, embarrassed by my harsh reaction, I tried to laugh it off. “They won’t…they’re headed to Riverton for a bit to take their chances at the markets there. I’ll, uh…I’ll tell them to get in touch with you when they return.”

      Mr. Caldwell nodded, glancing over at his daughter. “Perfect. Well…I must be opening the shop.”

      “I’ll see you out,” Birdie said, rounding the corner and helping me place the new treats in my bag with the apples from the market.

      We didn’t say another word until we were on the front stairs.

      I spun to face her, taking her by surprise. “I really wish you hadn’t done that.”

      “I was excited! And I didn’t really expect you to say no.”

      I dropped my voice to a whisper. “What am I supposed to do now? They want to talk to my parents–about what? Our marriage? My father will be furious!”

      “Doesn’t he like me?”

      I growled through gritted teeth. Of course he liked her. Everyone liked her! I couldn’t tell Birdie that my father was the one urging me to turn her down without also exposing his secret life, and it didn’t feel like my secret to share.

      I reached the curb with a sigh and turned back to her. But before I could speak, I was interrupted.

      “Do you always stand outside to greet customers? That’s so nice.”

      My blood ran cold as I turned to see Josephine Throckmorton and her small entourage approaching. Her smile turned cruel as she locked eyes with me. Her cronies stayed a few feet behind, watching closely to see how things would play out.

      “Oh, hello, Josephine,” Birdie said nervously. “Welcome to our bakery.”

      I eyed Birdie, hoping she was just playing along. She was well aware of the troubled history between Josephine and me and was probably just attempting to keep the peace.

      Josephine looked Birdie over coolly before waving a dismissive hand toward me. “Well, there’s no sense in greeting this one…I’m sure she can’t afford anything. How’s your family, Payne? Has that old grandmother of yours died yet?”

      “Get lost, Josephine,” I growled. “You’re interrupting a private conversation.”

      She grinned excitedly. “Am I? What could you two possibly have to talk about? You’re not actually friends with this traitor, are you, Caldwell?”

      Birdie’s face flushed as she struggled with her words, pointing toward her shop while muttering broken sentences about pastries and customers. My heart grew heavy as I realized it wasn’t peace Birdie was trying to manage, but appearances.

      Josephine turned back to her friends. “We certainly wouldn’t want to spend our money somewhere that supports traitors of Dienna, would we?”

      Her friends murmured in agreement, shaking their heads and mirroring looks of disgust. My ears grew hot with shame. There was no sense in waiting for Birdie to stick up for me. Despite what she had just said inside, it appeared I was on my own. Same as always.

      I squared off with Josephine, who met my intense gaze unfazed. “I was asking her how much the apple tarts were, if you must know. I don’t have a lot of money on me, and I didn’t want to go in and embarrass myself in front of a shop full of people.”

      “How sad is it that you can’t even afford a simple tart?” Josephine said, chuckling. “Go home, Payne, and do whatever it is you vile lot do in the woods out there. I shudder to think. Are you still out there eating live animals in some disgusting blood ritual?”

      “Tonight I’ll be sharpening my ax while I picture it covered in your blood, Throckmorton.”

      “Was that a threat on my life? Watch your words. I could have your entire family punished, if I so wished.”

      My senses left me. I charged forward, raising an arm to swing at Josephine. Before I could, Birdie grabbed my arm to stop me and nearly toppled me over. The bag of apples fell at my feet, and a few rolled toward the street.

      “Not in front of my shop!” she begged, desperation in her eyes.

      Foolish, Eleanor! I scolded myself, quickly making sure no one else had been around to witness my outburst. Josephine’s cronies all began shouting in a chorus of fury.

      “You would dare hit a Priestess?”

      “You’ll be punished!”

      “I was joking, you half wit! What is wrong with you?” I pulled my arm free from Birdie’s grasp and straightened out my shirt.

      Josephine took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly in an attempt to keep her nerve. “There’s still hope for you, Eleanor Payne, for Dienna is loving and merciful. Prove to Her that your family upholds its oath, and join us for our next temple service.”

      “I don’t need to prove anything to anyone.” I heaved the bag of apples back over my shoulder, ignoring the few strays, and turned on my heel to march away without so much as a passing glance toward Birdie.

      Before I could even make it four steps, my boot caught on something solid. I stumbled to my hands and knees against the hard stone of the walkway. Pain shot through me as I cursed the thick root growing up through the crack in the stone. That definitely hadn’t been there before.

      Josephine’s cronies howled with laughter. I knew I needed to get out of there before I strangled the beloved future High Priestess right in front of the entire village.

      “Oh, but you do. And when you come, make sure you wear something a little nicer than those old rags.”

      I pushed myself to my feet, my face hot with rage, and marched back toward Josephine. She held her head high as I got close, the two of us staring each other down.

      “Neat little trick. Why don’t you use that to save your poor village’s crops instead of wasting it on me?”

      The laughter from the crowd awkwardly died away and Josephine’s smile melted into a vicious scowl. I held my head high, knowing I’d struck a chord. At birth, Dienna had graced Josephine with the gift of growth, but Josephine had repeatedly failed in her attempts to help her people as their crops continued to decline year after year. The most she could conjure were her foolish flower crowns that helped absolutely no one.

      “It won’t be much longer before I take over as High Priestess of this town, Payne. My mother may have tolerated your family’s continued disobedience over the years, but don’t expect me to be so kind.”

      “I’m not sure you even know how to be kind, Josephine.”

      “You’ll call me Priestess,” Josephine hissed.

      “Never.” I spat at her feet, much to the dismay of our audience. “And you’ve exhausted my kindness. Harass me again, and you’ll regret it.”

      I tried my best to look intimidating. Josephine remained cool and calm on the surface, but I could tell by the way the blooms on her foolish flower crown wilted and fell that she knew I was serious. I turned my back on her and gathered what apples I’d lost, shoveling them back into my bag. Then I walked away without another word, stomping on the now withered vine that had tripped me. It crumbled to dust. While I wasn’t at all surprised, tears still stung my eyes when Birdie made no move to follow.

      I broke into a sprint just as soon as I was out of sight, desperate to get out of the wretched village. I pushed through, even after my exhausted legs began to weaken, and didn’t look up until I reached OId Man Harper’s house on the edge of town. The street was still quiet—most of its inhabitants probably still socializing in the square—and I collapsed against his fence for a quick break. The goats made their way over in an excited frenzy at my return and bleated loudly in demand of treats. I tossed an apple their way before biting into one myself.

      I looked out over the large field across the road at the grass swaying lazily in the breeze. It occurred to me then, with a slow-growing pain in the center of my chest, how absolutely alone I felt. There was no way I would be able to look at Birdie the same again. But perhaps it was for the best. At least I could now bear the pain of our friendship’s dissolution. I wouldn’t have to break Birdie’s heart.

      “Nell, wait!”

      Pounding footsteps approached, but I stubbornly refused to look up. Though I wasn’t ready to face Birdie yet, and probably never would be, I bit back the urge to demand that she leave. Instead, I pushed off from my resting place against the fence and stalked off.

      “Please, stop,” Birdie begged, her face flushed from the effort to catch up as she grabbed hold of my arm.

      I watched in stony silence as Birdie doubled over, hands resting on her thighs as she struggled to catch her breath. I was ready to explode if the first words out of her mouth weren’t an apology.

      “They left right after you walked off…didn’t even stay to buy anything. I think they were just…looking for you,” Birdie said as she finally stood, pulling one last deep breath into her lungs. “I can’t believe you did that, Nell. If I hadn’t been there to stop you, you would have hit her…right there in front of my father’s shop!”

      “Is that really what you’re worried about right now?” I roared.

      Birdie seemed confused. “Of course I’m worried about you! You didn’t even try to calm yourself. You’re so concerned with revenge that you just keep fanning the flames. You know, Dienna tells us—”

      “No!” I threw a hand up to silence Birdie. “No. No, don’t start with that either.”

      “Nell, I’m just trying to help you! Could you please listen?”

      “You listen to me, Birdie! I warned you that this would happen, but you wanted to handle it yourself! And when it came time to handle it, you couldn’t even admit that you know me!” I stared her down, a fire starting to spread in my chest.

      Birdie’s jaw went slack in disbelief, having never been the target of my anger before. “What was I supposed to do?”

      “Anything!” I couldn’t keep the tears from welling in my eyes, no matter how hard I fought them. “Anything is better than absolutely nothing. You just stood there…pandering to her like a fool!”

      “I’m sorry!” Birdie said, softening after a moment. She was clearly wounded. “Coming to temple…accepting Dienna…you know that it would end all of this. You’re choosing this. Come to temple and it will change everything!”

      The thumping of my heart flooded my ears as my face flushed hot with fury. I rounded on Birdie. “After everything that Josephine has done to me, you have the audacity to say it’s my fault?”

      Birdie whimpered. “No, I—”

      “Why is it my responsibility to try and change the way people treat me?”

      “But Josephine said that if you came to Temple, everything would be forgiven! You could get past all this and be friends!”

      I barked bitter laughter. “Oh, you’re so naive, Caldwell. You know that’s not what’s going to happen. And after everything they’ve done to my family, I will never convert.”

      Birdie reached out a gentle hand, frowning when I swiftly recoiled. “But it’s been how long now? Almost eighty years since Ebroth abandoned your family? You all deserve some peace, and Dienna can give you that. Imagine how much easier life would be if you just swallowed your pride.”

      “Abandoned!” I scoffed. “Is that what you think happened? You’ll really just believe anything your Priestess tells you, won’t you?”

      The topic of the Gods had always been off the table in our friendship, as we preferred to exist in our own happy bubble outside of the politics of Blackridge. I couldn’t understand why Birdie was pressuring me about it now. My mind reeled as my ribs threatened to crush the air from my lungs. Could it be possible that Birdie had been manipulating me this whole time to bring me closer to Dienna?

      Had Birdie’s parents put her up to the task of befriending the strange girl to lead her to Dienna’s supposed everlasting light? It would explain her showing up on my doorstep out of nowhere, begging to be my friend, and sticking it out until I finally let my guard down. Perhaps this friendship was just an elaborate ruse to gain favor in their new home. After all, converting the Paynes would make them the heroes of Blackridge. Birdie confessing her feelings was the last piece of the puzzle. I felt so foolish for assuming they were any different from the rest of the rotten village.

      Birdie hugged her arms tightly over her chest as slow tears streaked their way down her cheeks, but she remained quiet.

      “Typical.” I rolled my eyes. “All of you follow her so blindly. People like you are the reason I’m in this position to begin with! The only thing I’m choosing is not to be associated, in any way, with you vile lot.”

      A sob escaped Birdie’s lips. “Eleanor, I have been nothing but kind to you. How could you say that?”

      Consumed by my anger, I refused to comfort Birdie, fully convinced now that our relationship was some sort of conspiracy. “You can stop being kind to me now. I can finally see your end game. Run along back to your comfortable life, and leave me out of it.”

      “So, that’s it then?” Birdie cried. “You’re through with me? After I just told you that I love you.”

      “Love? Birdie, you don’t love me. You can’t even admit to being my friend! Go home and leave me alone!”

      Whatever remained of the light that usually radiated from Birdie was extinguished. It hurt to see her so distressed, sniveling into her sleeve as she wept, but I wasn’t going to apologize this time. I was far better off without her. Birdie turned without another word and slowly made her way back into town.

      If I were being honest with myself, I should have seen it coming. Nothing ever worked out in a Payne's favor. I took another angry chomp out of my apple and spit it out with a start. The apple I held was browned and sported fuzzy patches of mold. Curse that horrible vendor! I hurled it over the fence toward the goats and stormed off.

      The argument repeated in my head as I walked, each time warping and twisting into something worse than before. I couldn’t control the anger that flooded me every time I heard Birdie tell me I was choosing this misery. Their Goddess was the sole reason I’d been an outcast my whole life; surely no one could blame me for wanting nothing to do with Her!

      The bag of apples landed with a heavy thud as I dropped it on the back porch and immediately stalked off toward Father’s shop. Edmund yapped by my heels as he excitedly followed, but I ignored him. My father looked up from his workbench with worry in his eye as I stood seething in the doorway. There was no need to ask how the talk with Birdie had gone.

      “Give me something to do,” I demanded.

      He motioned toward the large slab of oak that Jasper had been planing. “Jasper, why don’t you get some lunch and let Eleanor finish that up?”

      I snatched the wooden tool from Jasper and immediately got to work on the board, pushing the plane across its surface again and again as thin curls of wood began to peel away and litter the floor around me.

      My anger about Birdie’s betrayal fueled me. I couldn’t believe I had allowed myself to be so taken in by her. Her goofy rambling as Josephine questioned her, instead of standing up for the woman she supposedly loved, made me see red.

      And Josephine! While punching her in the face might have felt glorious in the moment, it would only have made things worse for my family. Still, I desperately craved vengeance. Perhaps I could find some bit of gossip about Josephine—something more than her stupid ancestor coming to the Paynes for help with his business. Who would even care about that? I needed something shocking, the perfect ammunition to shut her up for good. I needed a way to absolutely destroy Josephine Throckmorton for every horrible thing she’d ever done to me. Every insult, every threat, every time she embarrassed me in public. Josephine was going to regret every second of it.

      As Birdie so infuriatingly proved, everyone in Blackridge did exactly what the Throckmortons commanded out of fear of being treated the same way they treated the Faithless—the few people who would still rather live unaffiliated than convert. As the High Priestess’s daughter, and the only hope of saving the town’s food supply from ruin with her Goddess-given gift, Josephine must have learned early on that she could get away with whatever she wanted. Especially being cruel toward me. That was part of her job, wasn’t it? To torture me until I finally broke down and begged Dienna for mercy? I would rather die.

      My arms began to ache from the repetitive push and pull of the plane. I took a moment to catch my breath and leapt back in surprise. The once pristine slab of oak beneath me was now tainted with an inky web of black spalting that traced throughout its grain. Had I been so wrapped up in my thoughts that I hadn’t even noticed the board was rotten? Surely my father wouldn’t have picked it if he’d seen this! A quick survey of the shavings on the floor showed perfectly healthy wood. It didn’t make any sense.

      I scanned the workshop for my father, but he must have left without my noticing—a rare streak of luck. It was probably better to slip out now, before he could find a reason to blame me for ruining a prime piece of wood.

      As I emerged from the workshop, I was surprised by how much time had passed. The sky was tinted red and gold by the setting sun. I sighed with relief as the evening breeze cooled the sweat that dripped down my face and chest. A few hours of hard work always calmed my temper. Hopefully, Mother wouldn’t be too upset with me for skimping on chores.

      With a calmer mind, I thought back over the incident outside the bakery. Was it right to fault Birdie? I couldn’t blame her for trying to protect her family and livelihood, because I probably would have done the same. My anger lessened, but the hurt remained.

      I crossed the yard and entered the house through the kitchen. Edmund barked excitedly, his front paws pounding into my knees as he begged for my attention. I happily obliged and scratched him behind the ears with vigor.

      “Your father asked me not to bother you while you were working, but since you’re here now…” My mother trailed off as she glared at me from her seat at the small kitchen table.

      I hadn’t even noticed her there. By her tone, I assumed I must have done something wrong. “Oh?”

      “Why would you do this?”

      I abandoned poor little Edmund and took a few steps toward the table. The bag from the market lay open upon it, exposing its shocking contents. The once green apples were now bruised and covered with mold. I could smell the sickly sweet rot from across the room.

      “How did that happen?” I wondered aloud.

      “You tell me!” She jumped to her feet. “Are you punishing me for something? Do you think this is amusing?”

      I stared at her, bewildered. “What?”

      “I sent you to the market to teach you a valuable lesson. We were supposed to make a comforting meal for your grandmother, something a proper matriarch would do when one of her own wasn’t feeling well! Yet you seem to find all of this beneath you, rotten girl. You waste what little money we have on bad produce, and then you throw it on the back stairs and disappear!”

      I didn’t know what to say. Her words stung me. The woman at the market had certainly given me the worst apples of the bunch, but they were still passable when they had gone into the bag.

      “I didn’t do this. I’m not that horrible. Surely you know that.”

      “I only know what I see.” She crossed her arms firmly, her chin held high. “I’m disappointed in you, Eleanor.”

      I couldn’t control the chuckle that escaped me. It seemed the only thing I was good at was disappointing people. There was nothing more that I could say. The evidence was there for all to see, condemning me as the horrible child spitting in the face of family tradition. My mother appeared vexed by my reaction, her eyes widening in fury.

      “Go to your room. I don’t even want to look at you.”

      I lowered my eyes, shame warming my cheeks. My stomach was twisted with hunger. “But I’m starving.”

      She snatched up the bag from the Caldwells’ bakery and tossed it in my direction without a word. I clutched it to my chest and retreated up the stairs to my room. Edmund and I climbed into bed in silence and I carefully opened the sack, my mouth watering with anticipation.

      I groaned in despair at the sight of moldy sweetrolls within.
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      After my fight with Birdie, my days resumed their normal routine. I tended the garden, worked in the wood shop, and wandered the forest with Edmund just like we used to before Birdie came into my life. Though I had been alone for most of my life, for the first time, I felt lost. Lonely. Not that I would ever admit that to anyone.

      One evening, while father was off on an errand and Jasper and I were working quietly in the shop, my brother laid down his chisel and turned to me.

      “So…your plane work is getting better,” he said simply. His gaze shifted around the room, never quite landing on me.

      “Thank you?” Confused by the unprompted compliment, I wasn’t sure how to respond.

      He scratched at the back of his head as he stretched, turning to glance inconspicuously at the spalted oak slab leaning against the wall a few feet away.

      “This is about the board,” I said flatly.

      “Father didn’t want to bother you about it…he knows you’ve been upset. But…I have to ask—”

      “I don’t know what happened. I just started planing...and that’s what was under the surface. Have you ever seen that happen before?”

      “Not like that, Nell. It’s really strange.”

      “I’m sure the two of you could still make something interesting out of it.”

      “Sure…” He shifted his weight uncomfortably and continued to watch me. “So…you wanna talk about Birdie?”

      It was the first time she’d been mentioned in our house since the fight. Truthfully, I didn’t want to acknowledge it had ever happened, but ignoring it didn’t seem to make it ache any less.

      “Not particularly.”

      He shrugged, looking back down to the task at hand. “All right.”

      Afraid I’d lose my chance, I spouted the first thing that came to mind. “Do you think there will ever be a suitor for either of us who meets Father’s approval? He seems to think any follower of Dienna is too good for us. It’s like he’d only be happy if we married a Faithless.”

      “I never really took you for the kind that cared about what our parents wanted, Nell. I figured you’d march over and propose to Birdie right there on her doorstep just to show ‘em.”

      “I have to admit, I was tempted,” I joked. “I marched over there not sure of what I was going to say, but Blackridge put her to the test before I even had the chance to decide. She got to see what it’s really like to be associated with a Payne. Needless to say, she failed.”

      “I’m sorry, Nell.” Jasper put a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I’m sure there’s at least one other person in the world for you. You’re not all terrible.”

      I stuck my elbow in his rib. “Is that how you comfort people? Good luck finding someone to love you.”

      A mysterious smirk spread across his face. “I might have already.”

      “What? Who?”

      He stayed suspiciously quiet, his smile only faltering for a second, before he returned to his station. “You don’t know her.”

      Something told me I did. “How do you know? Is she…a follower of Dienna?” I wondered if he knew our father’s secret. “Her family name isn’t Wellens, is it?”

      He looked confused by the question. “No? And, of course she’s a follower of Dienna.”

      I was relieved to hear my brother wasn’t courting a possible cousin. “Then wouldn’t the same rules apply? Father will be furious.”

      He sighed and gave me the look he’d been giving me my entire life—the one for the foolish kid sister who was too young to understand. I tried not to let him see that it bothered me.

      “It’s easier when I can marry into a family and change my name. Besides, you know Mother and Father will convert once Alma’s finally dead—”

      “Which is absolutely ridiculous,” I interjected, rolling my eyes.

      “—and I’ll be joining them.”

      “What! Jasper, you can’t!”

      “Why can’t I? What do you gain from being obstinate, Eleanor? Look at everything that Alma’s lost.”

      If only he knew what she’d lost. What Dienna had taken from her. I crossed my arms defiantly, trying to find words that wouldn’t make me sound like a whining child.

      “I don’t believe surrender is the answer. All you’ll be showing them is that their behavior is acceptable. It’s atrocious what they’ve done to our people.”

      “Our people,” he said sadly. “We don’t have people anymore, Nell. And I want to do better by the family we have left. I want a life. I want to be able to pursue this girl without scandal.” He reached out to touch my arm but thought better of it as I stiffened.

      “Well…I hope you’re all very happy together,” I grumbled.

      “We want you to be happy too! And converting can give you that.”

      His words tore open the wound Birdie had left in me. “Not here, I won’t be. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      I made my way outside, sucking in a lungful of fresh air to calm my nerves. Birdie was gone, and fairly soon my family would follow. Then I would be well and truly alone.

      Why was everyone so certain that begging for Dienna’s forgiveness would immediately fix any of the damage She had caused us? Dienna had taken everything from me, from my family, and from our people. I’d rather be dead than give Her the satisfaction.

      I wandered aimlessly through the trees. Enveloped by the familiar cries of insects and frogs, I felt like I was among old friends. My thoughts shifted to Ebroth, and I wondered if He was still out there. Until now, I’d had no reason to ask questions. There was the Temple of Dienna and nothing else. That's just the way life was.

      A memory flashed in my mind of Alma sobbing about how abandoning Him was her greatest regret. Mother was quick to rush me from the room before I could start asking questions, as children tend to do.

      Ebroth couldn’t have been so horrible if Alma was that distraught over losing Him. After seeing what the Temple of Dienna had done to Alma’s own daughter—allegedly, I reminded myself—there was a chance that Ebroth was actually the good one here.

      I lifted my eyes toward the red sky that peeked through the canopy of pine needles. The people of Blackridge had worked so hard to separate my family from Him, and a strong desire to figure out why suddenly pulled at my heart. If Ebroth was still alive, perhaps He could give me answers. I was already being labeled and punished as a traitor; why not reach out to Him? Great Betrayer or not, Ebroth was still the God of my family.

      Feeling suddenly foolish by my urge to call to Him, my cheeks flushed. But I closed my eyes and took a steadying breath anyway.

      Ebroth, are you still here with me? I focused my mind, my eyes still squeezed shut, listening or feeling for a sign. Please, I pleaded. I need your help.

      A chill breeze animated the hairs that had loosed themselves from my braid. They tickled the back of my neck, sending a shudder down my spine. All at once, the inhabitants of the forest fell silent. I had to peek to make sure I was still among them at all. The pines stood silent and rigid around me, shrouded in shadow, making me feel uneasy in my own territory for the first time. One by one their branches began to tremble, then to sway, as the breeze became a gusting wind that whipped across the forest floor.

      But I couldn’t hear a sound.

      The air grew thick around me, buzzing with a curious energy that made every hair on my arms stand on end. I blinked and searched among the trees, expecting to find Ebroth Himself standing there before me. Surely this had to be His doing!

      Unless it was Dienna who had heard my plea and had come to punish me. Alarmed, I tried to call out, but no sound escaped. There was only silence. And the haunting feeling that I was being watched.

      The blaring caw of a crow echoed over my shoulder and I ducked. My unlit lantern fell to the ground as I shielded my head with my arms. I cowered there for a long moment, but no angry bird attacked. The woods fell eerily quiet once more. The sound had been so close, just over my shoulder! Had I imagined it? I got to my feet and turned to scan the area, my heart skipping a beat as my eyes landed on something most unexpected.

      A small cabin stood not too far away. Obscured by a thick hedge of brambles, its dark wood planks had been nearly swallowed up by lush, green ivy.

      All at once, the familiar sounds of the world were restored. The frogs and insects sang the forest off to sleep, the birds having already tucked themselves in for the evening. The breeze settled back to its usual gentle pace, leaving me standing in thick humidity once more.

      My heart hammered against my chest with excitement. It was Him. And I knew exactly what He was showing me. I’d spent my entire life in these woods and combed through them a million times. There was no way Alma’s old cabin could have sat so close to the main house and gone completely unnoticed all this time! I suddenly wondered if Mother might have lied about not being able to find it.

      The cabin’s condition seemed far too good for a building left untouched for decades. The shingled roof, though completely covered on one side with ivy, seemed solid; not a single window shutter was broken. A beautiful dogwood sheltered a fenced garden to the side of the house, where rows of herbs and flowers grew that I recognized from my own garden back home.

      If there had been a road or path that led to the cabin, it was long since overgrown. I lit my lantern in the growing gloom and crept gingerly through the thorny brush that grew up around the structure, surprised that there wasn’t so much as a walking path worn through the growth by whoever had been maintaining the building. I strongly suspected that person was my mother. But how could she find time to come out here and bother with its upkeep without my noticing?

      I paused, suddenly wondering if Alma had given it to one of the other Faithless families, like the few she’d allowed to build houses on her land.

      “Hello?” I waited for a response.

      A few birds were startled into flight, but the cabin remained silent.

      I followed a small stone pathway that led from the garden to the front of the house. The front door was painted the dark purple of an eggplant at harvest time. Upon it, just below a small round window, was a strange marking in black paint. I traced the odd symbol with a finger, trying to recall if I’d seen it before, but nothing came to mind.

      “Hello?” I tried again, a little louder this time, and knocked gently on the door. Only the sounds of the forest responded.

      Convinced the place was empty, I steeled myself and twisted the old iron doorknob. The door easily swung inward, and the light from my lantern flooded over the small living space within. It seemed unlikely that anyone resided there. The inner chamber was barren except for a few odds and ends left behind, like a simple wooden chair resting before the sizable hearth. A large cooking pot lay forgotten atop the long counter that lined the adjacent wall.

      I stepped inside and rested my lantern on the counter so I could push open the wide window and allow some fresh air inside. Catching a view of the garden, I paused to take in the herb beds, beautifully painted in the rosy tones of dusk. I imagined Alma preparing meals while her daughter, Adelaide, played by the fire. It was endearing to think of my grandmother playing by the hearth as a child, carefree and ignorant of the fate that awaited her.

      A ladder-like staircase opposite the hearth led me up to an empty loft. As I was about to descend, the light from the lantern glinted against an object in the far corner. A small rocking horse with shiny button eyes lay discarded against the wall. Painted upon its saddle was the name Adelaide. Seeing the faded script sent a jolt of excitement through me. It was hard to leave the bittersweet discovery behind, but I was hopeful there might be more to find.

      Two wooden doors, equally spaced on either side of the stairs, were the only spaces left to explore. The door to the left led to a bedroom that I assumed must have belonged to Alma and her husband. All that remained inside was an old vanity with a smashed mirror and two missing legs, its body leaning heavily to the left.

      The door to the right was locked. I gripped the brass handle, but try as I might, it wouldn’t budge. I dug through every drawer and cabinet I could find in the cabin, but the key was nowhere to be found. Nearly an hour had passed before I admitted defeat and retired to the chair by the hearth, the old wood creaking under my weight.

      I allowed my mind to wander as I sat enjoying the refreshing cross-breeze and gentle sounds of the forest filtering through the open windows. It was much cooler with the light of the day mostly gone. The cabin was considerably smaller than our main house—easily lit by the flame of the single lantern—and much more primitive. I wondered how many Payne generations had lived in it.

      It seemed a waste to close it up again now that I’d finally found it. Ebroth wouldn’t have brought me to it without good reason. Perhaps when it came time for my family to convert, I could live out my days in the cabin alone, instead of stirring up trouble for them with the villagers. I wouldn’t have to worry about finding a new home somewhere else. I could simply disappear.

      A crushing wave of guilt washed over me as I reminded myself of Birdie’s desires for our future. As much as I hated to admit it, I wanted nothing more than to share my new discovery with her. But we definitely weren’t going to get married and live in it together like she’d planned. I hoped I could still find a way to keep our friendship intact though.

      I quickly pushed those thoughts away, frustrated that I was so desperate to keep a friend who couldn’t even admit to being mine. Alone was just the way it would have to be. Most of my childhood was spent alone, unless I was in the woodshop with Jasper. I had managed just fine, until the day my father returned from Riverton with a soot-colored stray. I perked up at the thought, realizing I wouldn’t be alone at all. I’d have Edmund by my side.

      It was getting late. I got up to begin closing the cabin’s shutters. By the time I pulled the front door closed behind me, I found I was leaving with even more questions than I had arrived with. Those questions aside, I couldn’t ignore the comfort I felt knowing that He was still alive. He’d heard me.

      I put out the lantern at the edge of the tree line when I reached home, as I often liked to do. I admired the house as it stood shrouded in darkness, blanketed above by a sky of rich, velvety blue and countless stars. The patchwork repairs of the dark, scalloped roof shingles emulated the glittering sky above. Even with its peeling paint and rickety stairs, it was a comforting sight that never changed despite whatever hardships I faced in life. I ached at the idea of no longer being able to call it home.

      “I don’t understand how things got this far. Why can’t you just pay him?” I heard my mother whisper.

      I crept up toward the kitchen porch and pressed my back up against the house to listen in.

      “Now that Arthur’s brought in another vendor, we’re not selling nearly as much lumber as we used to. There’s just no money,” Father said, sounding defeated.

      “I won’t lose my family’s land, Luther.”

      “I would never let that happen,” he reassured her.

      I sighed, turning my eyes to the sky once more. It was no secret that my family was struggling financially, though our parents tried to keep it from us. Over the years, Jasper and I had started to notice valuable things going missing—most of the family silver, for one. Mother had repaired the furniture upholstery more times than I could count. The only reason our house hadn’t completely fallen apart already was because Father was skilled, and he made sure to teach Jasper and I how to survive without him. But I hadn’t known it was to the point that we could lose our land entirely.

      “Jasper and I can head into Riverton in the morning. I was hoping we’d have the time to build more, but we have a decent bit of inventory. The market is open every day there, and we won’t come home until we’ve sold everything. I’ll use some of what we have saved to rent the stall for a while longer, so we can get the product in front of more people.”

      “And when was the last time you were able to sell more than two pieces?”

      “Even if I only sell two pieces, it’ll be enough to cover what we owe…so long as they’re large pieces.”

      My mother mumbled a response, but the bugs were singing their evening songs too loudly to make out her words. I cursed them, wishing they’d wait just another minute so I could hear.

      “Did you collect from the Taylors? The Smiths?” Mother pressed him.

      “You know there isn’t much there to collect.”

      I frowned, recognizing those names. They were the Faithless families who lived in the clearing at the edge of our property. They had even less than we did! How could my mother expect to collect money from them?

      She growled in frustration. “I can’t understand why Alma let them live here this long for free anyway. We’ve had to sell so much land to make ends meet, and I could sell a whole lot more if they weren’t on it! The least they can do is pay their share!”

      “They can’t. And let’s not get ahead of ourselves, dear. We may not have to do that.”

      “They’re never going to pay us, and you’re never going to sell enough. I know what needs to be done,” she said. “It’s just…I was hoping Alma would be gone before it came to this.”

      I straightened up, my heart skipping a beat. I hoped she wasn’t planning what it sounded like she was planning.

      “Love, before you go and do something you’ll regret, let me see how much business I can drum up in Riverton.”

      “No. I’m sick of my family being treated this way. I’m sick of desperately trying to scrounge up loose coins to keep the taxes paid and food on the table. We’ve done everything right. We’re kind and helpful…and for what, Luther? Look at everything you’ve lost already! How long will this continue?”

      My pity for everything my father lost was quickly drowned out by my anger at the thought of Mother surrendering to the Throckmortons.

      “I want our children to prosper. They deserve a life so much better than this. Our poor Eleanor must be absolutely heartbroken! I understand why Alma is so against it—I can’t imagine what it must have been like back then—but with the way she is now, she won’t even notice. I need to do this for my family.”

      “You’ll do no such thing!” As quickly as the words had exploded from me, my anger was doused by the icy shock of fear and shame. Why couldn’t I have just kept my mouth shut?

      The terrifying silence that fell over the back porch was interrupted by the gentle rumble of distant thunder.

      “Eleanor Payne,” my mother’s voice said firmly, “get up here this instant.”

      I rounded the porch, dreading the consequences of my temper, and wilted under my mother’s glare as she towered at the top of the stairs. I contemplated running.

      “How dare you listen in on a private conversation.”

      “I’m sorry, Mother. I shouldn’t have.”

      She stepped aside as I climbed the stairs, and it took everything in me to meet her gaze. There was an intensity in her eyes that I had never seen before. I was in deep trouble. She studied me for a long moment, a slew of silent questions flashing behind her eyes.

      “How much did you hear?” she asked me finally.

      I shrugged. “I heard a lot.”

      She nodded, expecting as much. “What would you do in my place?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “As future matriarch, you’ll certainly be faced with your own uncomfortable decisions. You seem to think you know best…perhaps you see something here that I don’t. I owe a debt to the village, and I haven’t a copper to pay them. I can’t sell any more land because your great-grandmother thought it best to allow a couple beggars to reside on the best parts, and no one will buy anything else so far from the village. Your father is struggling to sell his furniture. No one wants our lumber. What would you do in my place?”

      I pondered her question, unable to shake the suspicion that this was some sort of trap, but my mind kept turning up blank. I dropped my eyes to the floor, ashamed of my chatty mouth for failing me when I needed it most.

      “That’s what I thought,” she quipped.

      I hated losing to my mother. “Well, you can’t charge the Taylors or the Smiths. They’re starving as it is, and I think it was horrible of you to even suggest it.”

      “Their hunger is not my problem. It wasn’t Alma’s problem either. Her taking them in and giving them an easy way out instead of making them care for themselves was a mistake.”

      “She was being generous.”

      My mother sighed. “Well, what do we do now that she’s too frail to care for them? I can’t afford to.”

      “Why don’t we stick to the topic at hand, dear?” my father suggested, placing a gentle hand on my mother’s arm.

      “Perhaps Father will do better than you expect at the Riverton market.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      Her pessimism made my lip curl. I looked at my father in the hope he would help me once more, but he didn’t say a word. Truthfully, I didn’t have a better answer. But I knew conversion couldn’t be it.

      My mother sighed. “There’s only one thing left to be done, Eleanor, and I wish you wouldn’t give me such a hard time.”

      “But you can’t just give in to them!” My cheeks stung with the shame of failure.

      “As the current head of this household, I think I reserve the right to do what I think is best for my family.”

      I bit my lip to keep from arguing, but it was no use. “You’re not the head of the household yet. But besides that—what happens after you die? Do you expect me to carry on with this ruse? I could never!”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Obstinate girl, I’ve had it with you. You know full well Alma isn’t running anything anymore, and a matriarch does what she needs to do in order to protect her family. By converting, I’m securing your future. Think of how much easier it will be on Birdie if you two decide to get married!”

      A sudden pain struck me in the chest. “Birdie and I won’t be getting married, so don’t worry yourself about that.”

      Mother’s expression softened and she shot a quick glance at my father, who turned his eyes to the ground. “I understand that you’re upset, so I’m willing to forget your outburst here this evening, but between this and your stunt with the apples—”

      “I had nothing to do with that,” I reminded her.

      “I’m at my wit’s end with you! I knew you were disobedient, but this takes it to a whole new level. You’re mean and spiteful, even after everything your father and I have done for you…”

      My heart pounded in my ears as she continued to bemoan my every wrongdoing in the last few years. Anger boiled within me, threatening to spill over if I didn’t fight to contain it.

      “...don’t care what you say, you’re coming with us, whether you like it or not! That’s final!”

      Thunder jostled the wooden porch, and a sudden heavy rain began to fall.

      “What? That’s not fair! Father! You’ll be the one sitting next to her in temple, smiling and waving to all of the people who have destroyed your business and your life and seeing the very family that threw you away like garbage! Is that what you want?”

      My father looked dumbfounded. His eyes darted to my mother, and she paled under his gaze.

      Mother took in a sharp breath and stomped her heel on the wooden porch at the same time that a bright bolt of lightning lit up the night. “Eleanor Payne, I told you that in confidence! How dare you bring that up so cruelly!”

      “Because I think it’s a great argument not to convert!”

      “All right, ENOUGH!” she hollered. “I don’t want to hear another word. Go to your room this instant. I don’t want to see you again until the morning!”

      I was no longer in the mood to continue arguing anyway. Edmund followed behind as I stomped my way through the whole house and slammed my bedroom door behind me. I wasn’t sorry for what I had said. It was exactly what was going to happen. Was he simply planning to forgive the family that had written him off? I certainly didn’t want anything to do with them or anyone else in this dreadful village. There had to be another way to fix things without crawling into the very arms of the people that had ruined our lives. I just had to think harder and find a way to outwit them.

      I quickly changed and collapsed into bed. Edmund settled in at my heels as I stared at the ceiling and ran through all the possibilities.

      “Okay, I found the cabin,” I whispered into the darkness. “Now what am I supposed to do with it?”

      For the first time in a long time, after finally drifting off to sleep to the sound of the much-needed rain, I found myself enveloped in a new dream.
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      “You take your bay leaf like this, and you write on it exactly what you hope to attract to your life. What would you wish for, little Nell?”

      Six-year-old Eleanor sat facing a slightly less ancient and frail Alma on a soft fur rug on the attic floor. A soft light filtered through the attic’s single window, its pane opened up to allow the cooler air inside. Between the two of them sat a large black stone that acted as a makeshift table. Placed on it were leaves, quills, and a white pillar candle whose flame danced gently in the afternoon breeze. Eleanor picked up one of the stiff leaves and twirled it in her fingers, thinking hard about her answer.

      “Could I wish to be able to fly?”

      This made Alma chuckle. “Do you think that might be possible?”

      “I hope so. If I could fly, I would feel happy.”

      Alma’s smile slowly faded as she studied Eleanor with concern. “Are you not happy now?”

      The young girl shrugged, looking suddenly glum. “Other kids are mean to me. If I could fly, I would be able to have a friend somewhere else who would be nice to me.”

      Alma reached over to stroke Eleanor’s hair, her heart suddenly feeling heavy. She detested the life her loved ones were forced to live. Her poor Cora had such a hard time of it that she felt it was better to join them rather than fight against them her whole life. But Cora didn’t know. She hadn’t seen what they had done.

      Alma’s eyes trailed off, gazing into the open space beside them—a sacred space that Alma preserved as a reminder. It had once held a bed draped with cream-colored bedding stitched with the most beautiful spring flowers—the bed where her beloved daughter had met her demise.

      She would never allow her sweet Eleanor to meet the same fate. She knew what the young girl would become. Alma glanced back down at the altar between them, shaking the thoughts from her mind. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. Though it was hard to admit, Eleanor had already proven much more resilient than Adelaide.

      The young girl was growing antsy. She’d already scooped up a quill and held it poised over the ink bottle, as though waiting for permission to continue. This made Alma smile. The young one was so much like her—eager to learn. She was going to be just fine.

      “All right, then. Go ahead and write it on your leaf.”

      Eleanor chewed her tongue in concentration as she worked hard on her little leaf. After carefully blowing on it to dry her masterpiece, she handed it back to Alma. Upon the leaf was a young child’s best rendition of a bird in flight.

      Alma chuckled, looking it over. “What’s this?”

      “A little birdie. I didn’t know how to write it, so I just drew one.”

      “I suppose that’ll work, child. Now, here’s what happens next. We’re going to burn the leaf and while its smoke carries your wish off to Ebroth, you focus hard on what you wished for. Understand?”

      “I understand,” the girl eagerly agreed, closing her eyes tightly.

      Alma smiled wider and ignited the tip of the leaf with the candle. She laid it on the stone table to burn, watching as the thin wisps of white smoke made their way toward the open window. She could tell Eleanor was getting impatient, but her eyes remained closed tight. She must have desperately wanted this wish to come true. When the last of the leaf had burned, Alma touched a gentle hand to the young girl’s shoulder.

      “Okay, it’s finished.”

      Eleanor opened her eyes, shocked at the small pile of ash that remained where her leaf had been. She met eyes with Alma, and the two of them chuckled.

      “Do you think He’ll hear it?” the young girl whispered quietly.

      “Of course He will, child. He will always be listening to you. Now, help me clean this up before your mother sees.”

      “Mother mustn’t know,” Eleanor repeated, as though she’d been forced to recite it a million times before.

      Eleanor got on her hands and knees to push up from the floor, but something caught her eye. She moved around slowly to find a better view, her eyes glued to a crack in the floorboard just beyond the fur rug.

      “Alma, there’s something down there.”

      “Oh?” Alma returned to her side after blowing out the candle and placing the rest of their materials inside of a small crawl space beside the attic door.

      “Something red.”

      “Ah, yes. Would you like to have a look?” She supposed it couldn’t hurt. The girl would need to find it one day anyway.

      Alma carefully lowered herself back down to her hands and knees, and Eleanor helped her to roll the rug out of the way. The old woman used her fingernails to pry up a piece of the floorboard, and the little girl gasped with anticipation. In the tight space below them was a small bundle wrapped in a red handkerchief. Alma retrieved it and gently unwrapped it, revealing an old key, a folded piece of paper, and a small figurine of a crow carved out of black stone.

      “A bird! Like my wish!”

      Alma chuckled, holding the crow out for Eleanor to get a better look. “Indeed. This is a symbol of Ebroth. He likes to appear to me as a crow.”

      “Can I keep it?”

      “Not yet. But they will be powerful gifts for you when you’re ready for them.”

      Eleanor looked disappointed, now twirling the key in her hands. “How will I know when I’m ready?”

      Alma held out her hand for the key, and the young girl begrudgingly surrendered it. “Ebroth will show you where it is when He thinks you’re ready to keep it. I promise you. Now, how about you and I go and get started on that apple pie?”

      Eleanor watched Alma’s feeble hands return the items to the red handkerchief once again and lower them back into the floor.

      Alma worried for a moment that she might have shown the girl too soon. “Now, Eleanor, you must remember—”

      “I know. Don’t tell Mother.”

      “Don’t tell anyone. It can be very dangerous.”

      “I won’t, Alma. I promise.” Eleanor smiled sweetly, climbing to her feet. “Can we go make pie now?”

      Alma nodded, watching with worry as the young girl ran joyfully down the attic stairs.
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      I woke to the voices of my father and brother outside my bedroom window. I groggily rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling, grateful it was still dark so no one could see the tears that welled in my eyes. The small room in this dream looked so much more familiar than it had in my recurring nightmare. The same room I’d spent so much time in during my childhood was the very setting of the repeated vision of my grandmother’s death. I felt silly for not recognizing it before, but it had been so long since I had been up there.

      The dream had felt so real. But, try as I might, I couldn’t actually remember it ever happening. If it were a real memory, and if my recurring nightmare about Adelaide was what had actually happened, then there was a whole lot that Ebroth was trying to reveal to me. All of my unanswered questions—the origins of my once prominent family, Alma’s broken oath that was worth murdering her daughter over, Blackridge’s hatred for the Paynes even after eighty years—were finally starting to add up.

      And then there was my wish. My silly little drawing sent to Ebroth in wisps of smoke. Younger me had wished for happiness and acceptance in the form of “a birdie.” I was furious with myself for jumping to conclusions like I always did. Had I just broken the heart of someone who was brought into my life by divine circumstances?

      I jumped from the bed and rushed to wash up, excited that I could actually test if the dream was real. I could hear my family outside, organizing the loading of the wagon for Father’s trip to Riverton now that the storm had passed. It would be the perfect time to search the attic while everyone was distracted.

      I grabbed a candle and climbed the creaking attic stairs two at a time. As the door swung inward, I was met with a much different view than I’d seen in my dream. Once Alma had moved out to the cottage, my parents had used the room to store her old things. It was packed with furniture, and trunks full of Alma’s keepsakes, and expensive old clothes that I didn’t think anyone would ever want to wear again. At least the fur rug was gone.

      I pushed everything back as far as I could toward the far wall to clear the small area Alma and I had occupied in the dream. Dropping to my knees, I slid the candle across the floor, plank by plank, to reveal any sign of a red material beneath the boards. Where had we been sitting? Just below the window and a few feet from the door.

      “Oh, there it is!”

      I strained with all of my might against a heavy trunk that sat atop the secret board. Its metal frame groaned against the wood as it slowly gave way, things shifting and falling away on its other side. Ignoring the mess I caused, I used my fingernails to pry up the board the same way I had watched Alma do it. There, covered in a thick layer of dust, was the bundled red handkerchief.

      For a moment, all I could do was stare. It was real. And that meant my dream wasn’t a dream at all, but a memory returned to me.

      I gently unwound the handkerchief and took the key in my hand. It looked exactly as I had dreamt, its metal expertly twisted into an ornate display of hooped tree branches at the top with a strand of black ribbon looped through them. I tucked it into my pocket and began to gingerly unfold the old piece of paper, holding it up to the dim candlelight. The page was torn on one side, as though roughly pulled from a book. At the top was a familiar symbol—the same one Alma had painted on the cabin’s front door—and beneath that symbol was a paragraph in a handwriting I didn’t recognize.

      “Obscuration,” I read aloud. “This sigil can be used to protect something important from prying eyes.”

      The paragraph below it read like instructions and an ingredient list. It included various herbs and something a little more unsettling. Apparently, the mark on the front door hadn’t been black paint after all.

      “The blood of a goat? Ugh!” My face wrinkled in disgust.

      I leaned back against the trunk with a heavy sigh, crumpling under the weight of the early morning’s discoveries. While my fingers fiddled absentmindedly with the stone crow, my mind ran in circles trying to disprove what was seeming clearer by the minute. Protection sigils, making wishes on leaves, speaking to Ebroth—the only people capable of that kind of power were the Priestesses who were directly connected to their Gods. Every childhood memory of my time spent with Alma now appeared in a very different light. Alma had been training me my entire life to do the very thing the old woman had unfortunately failed to do with Adelaide.

      I needed to find out what was behind that locked cabin door.

      Descending into the kitchen with my new discoveries stashed safely in a pocket, I found my mother cleaning up from breakfast.

      “Oh, good morning, Eleanor.” She didn’t seem too pleased to see me. “I didn’t expect to see you up so early.”

      “Have they left yet?”

      “Yes, just now.”

      I lingered in the doorway and watched my mother work in the glow of the hearthfire, holding back the fleeting urge to tell her of my new discovery. There was no way she would be open to hearing about our family’s true affiliation with Ebroth, especially after our argument.

      “I understand that things didn’t go very well with Birdie, and I’m assuming that’s why you felt the need to speak so cruelly last night. I’m sure you place some sort of blame on your father and me.”

      It could tell she was fishing for an apology. “I stand by what I said. Maybe I could have been more gentle, but I can’t imagine going and sitting down next to the people who—”

      “I’ve heard enough. The only other words I want to hear on the topic are an apology.”

      Then she would be waiting a very long time. I crossed the kitchen to fetch myself some of that morning’s mush while Mother poured our tea. We each took a seat at the kitchen table and sat in awkward silence.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked finally.

      “You were right. What else is there to say?” I spoke through a mouthful of food.

      Mother took a careful sip of her tea, her eyes fixed on me as she clearly awaited some elaboration. I chewed as slowly as possible, taking the time to decide how much to say.

      “Josephine saw us together outside the bakery. She said she wouldn’t want to support a business that had ties to the ‘traitors of Dienna.’ Instead of defending me, or saying anything at all, Birdie pretended not to know me.”

      “Oh, Nell—”

      I waved her pity away. “It’s better off this way.”

      “You deserve happiness—”

      “What I deserve is someone who isn’t going to run at the first sign of trouble. I wouldn’t have done that to her—fear for the family business or not.”

      Mother frowned. “The Priestess really said that? I wouldn’t have thought her to be so cruel.”

      I focused intently on my next bite of oats, grateful to have something to keep me from speaking before weighing my words. How could she be so blind? She may not have seen the things that I had, but I didn’t know how she could just ignore what Dienna’s followers had done to her husband. I wondered if she had any idea what they had done to her own mother.

      “What do you know about the day your mother died?”

      She couldn’t hide her surprise. She stared, wide-eyed, down at the table as she collected her thoughts. “Uh...that she died during childbirth. What does that have to do with—”

      “That’s all Alma told you?” I pressed.

      “What more could there be to say? Childbirth is a strenuous thing…a lot of women die that way.”

      I frowned, watching my mother’s face for any sign of withholding. She appeared confused and a little annoyed, but honest, and I didn’t have the heart to go into the gruesome details of my nightmare.

      “I’m sorry for asking. I’m going to take a walk to get my mind off all of this.”

      “Why would you ask something like that? Did someone say otherwise?”

      I hesitated, wondering whether or not to take the bait. Was Mother a better liar than I thought? Were we both subtly trying to reveal the same big secret?

      “If they did?”

      “I’d like to know how my mother's death might have come up in conversation!”

      “Don’t get upset…it didn’t. I just had a nightmare, and it felt too real to ignore. I wanted to make sure.”

      She frowned, clearly exasperated. “Alma only ever talked about it once. She told me my mother died in childbirth, and my father died shortly after in a logging accident. Then she told me never to ask again.”

      I wasn’t convinced, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. “Well, it isn’t like Alma to lie, so I suppose it was just a nightmare.”

      “So many questions over one little dream. I don’t understand you sometimes. Some of us don’t have time to waste. With the boys gone, make sure you pick up Jasper's chores as well.”

      I started for the back door without a word, not wanting to get her any more worked up. A deep breath of fresh air helped to clear my head. I refocused my thoughts on the cabin and the key, wondering what kinds of things an old High Priestess might have risked keeping, even if it was locked away. Was this mysterious room full of riches Alma was gifted from Ebroth’s loyal followers? Or, perhaps it was just an old shrine, and I was supposed to bring some sort of offering. Having never stepped foot in a temple, I wasn’t even sure what would make a good offering for a God.

      I gathered a few supplies from Father’s woodshop and took off for the cabin, hoping whatever was behind that door would be the solution to all of my problems.

      I was relieved to find the cabin right where I’d left it. Once inside, I opened the shutters again, letting in some fresh air and daylight. The importance of the moment was beginning to weigh on me and I paced anxiously before the locked door. Regardless of what was on the other side of that threshold, I was making a pivotal choice by seeking it out. I was effectively turning my back on Dienna and Blackridge by seeking answers from Ebroth, the Great Betrayer—a crime punishable by death.

      But whatever I found on the other side of the door could also change the entire course of my life. Despite what I’d always been told, I wasn’t just some Faithless nobody. I now believed I was supposed to be a Priestess. I was supposed to be powerful.

      I fished the key from my pocket with trembling hands and approached the door. A small flame of hope grew inside of me, desperate for my theory to be true. To my surprise, the key turned with ease inside the lock. I pulled the door open.

      “What? A pantry!” I groaned in disappointment. The small space within looked like a short hall. Narrow shelves lined either side from floor to ceiling. On the shelves were tidy rows of corked glass jars and turned wooden vessels holding various dried plants and other strange things I couldn’t quickly identify.

      “No, no…this can’t be it,” I insisted, frantic and frustrated.

      There was no way that the contents of this closet were worth hiding away all these years under a spell. There had to be more! I took a deep breath to calm myself and tried to think logically.

      Alma knew this was important. It was something I was meant to find when I was ready to handle the responsibility it required. A few herbs and plants I’d been studying my whole life couldn’t be the important protected secret. There had to be another clue hidden inside.

      I raised my eyes to the empty back wall, a peculiar bit of wasted space in an otherwise crowded pantry. When I stepped inside and gave it a gentle knock, it sounded hollow. I pushed, but the wall refused to budge, so I felt around in the dim light, stopping as my fingers passed over a cold metal doorknob hidden behind a jar.

      Not even the fact that it was locked could quell my excitement. I’d break it down if I had to. I retrieved the key and lit a lantern I’d borrowed from the shop. Much to my relief, the key worked on the inner door as well, and I pushed it inward. It swung open slowly, revealing a dark and windowless chamber within.

      I held the lantern aloft, its dancing light glinting like twinkling stars off a collection of gilded frames hanging on the opposite wall. As I crossed the room for a closer look, the heavy footfalls of my boots were muted by a plush rug of red and gold. The frames held several portraits of women that I didn’t recognize but assumed to be the succession of High Priestesses of Ebroth; the matriarchs of the Payne family. The very few pieces of decorative art sprinkled between them all seemed to include some representation of a crow, the form Ebroth took when He would appear to Alma.

      Raising my lantern higher to study another portrait, I gasped as my elbow bumped into something solid. I scrambled to catch it as it threatened to topple over, my hand closing around a thin gold stand topped with a cream-colored candle. I set it right and struck a match from my pocket to light it. One by one, in quick succession, several other candles on matching stands ignited on their own, a ring of small flames now illuminating the study in a warm glow.

      I turned slowly, bewildered. The room around me seemed shockingly out of place in the abandoned cabin. A grand mahogany wood desk took up most of the space to my right. It stood surrounded by cabinetry that contained more glass jars and several beautifully bound books. Atop the desk were papers, pens, and two open books, as though someone had left in a hurry and abandoned everything just as it was. I could tell by the room’s decor and artwork that Alma had spared no expense when it came to her office. I wondered if Jacqueline's office looked similar.

      Facing the desk were two upholstered chairs in which, I assumed, visitors would sit to talk business. My fingers grazed the luxurious red fabric, and I was amazed that, even after decades, not a thing was covered in dust. Rounding the desk, I carefully set the lantern upon it and settled into the stunning black and mahogany wing-back chair that looked splendidly fit for a High Priestess.

      The desk drawers on either side of me were disappointingly filled with the usual things, like quills, ink, and wax seal supplies, so I began investigating a neat pile of letters set off to the side of the desktop. Alma had kept things very organized. Nothing like the fur-lined cottage den she lived in now. I flipped open a black leather-bound book beside the letters, poring over pages filled with names, sums of money, and lists of items with random bits of information beside them.

      “Darius Blackburn. 6 chickens. Luck for a new business venture,” I read quietly. “Clarice Owens. 25 copper. Safe travels.”

      I eventually set the book aside, moving on to explore the books on the shelves behind me. Curiously, none of them seemed to have titles. Pulling a random one down, I flipped it open to a page near the center. It read like the folded sigil page I had found hidden in the attic floor. “A Spell for Prosperity,” the page’s handwritten title read. Below it was a list of ingredients and instructions.

      Looking up from the desk, my gaze landed on the grand portrait of a young woman I recognized as Alma. A crow perched proudly on her shoulder. I felt myself drawn in, recognizing the similarities between us that so many had pointed out over the years. I tried to mimic her stance, but Alma was much more poised and regal than I would ever be.

      Beneath the portrait sat a wooden pedestal that held a book larger than any I had seen. Payne was written in silver inlay across its black leather. I gently traced the letters, wondering how old it might be. It was clear that many repairs had been made to it over the years. I carefully opened the cover and turned a few of the pages, yellowed by time. Each page was dedicated to a different name and was scribed in a different handwriting, summarizing the lives of each matriarch. Dorothea Payne. Maryn Payne. Esther Payne. I wondered which portrait on the wall might belong to which ancestor. I flipped through the text in chunks, trying to find Alma. But the last name in the book was Catharine. Alma’s mother.

      Far too excited to read, I returned to sit at the desk. A euphoric chuckle escaped me as I began to let myself truly believe what all of this meant—the medicines, the spells, the secrets. I was now absolutely sure why, after all these years, Alma still refused to turn to Dienna. Betraying Ebroth was Alma’s biggest regret because she had been his devoted High Priestess. And that meant that I was too.

      Looking across at the empty chairs opposite me, I allowed myself to imagine the people of the town sitting and pleading for my help.

      “Let’s see, Mister Edmonds, I do believe I have a spell to clear those boils right up. Your wife should be able to stand the sight of you once more!” I joked, flipping the spell book open again.

      It opened right up to the same page from earlier—“A Spell for Prosperity.” A smile crept across my lips. Perhaps if I did that spell, my father would make enough money in Riverton that Mother might not go running off to Dienna after all.

      “Thank you, Ebroth!” I jumped up from my seat and returned to the pantry to gather the listed ingredients.

      When I sat down a few minutes later and took stock of the array of jars that now littered the desk, reality set in. It was the first time I’d be attempting a spell without the watchful guidance of my great-grandmother, and this one was much more involved than burning a leaf. The instructions seemed simple enough. But what if there was some unwritten rule to my power that I wasn’t aware of and I did something wrong? I imagined Jasper and my father stranded on the side of the road after being robbed of their stock and wagon—the exact opposite of prosperity.

      Shaking away the thought, I focused on the book before me. Ebroth had led me to the cabin because He believed I was ready, and He hadn’t led me astray yet. The powerful women who came before me had written the spell themselves and left all of the information that I would need. It’s in your blood, Eleanor. You can do this.

      I scribbled my father’s name onto a strip of paper and found a simple stone bowl stowed away on a shelf. Placing it on the desk before me, I pinched in a bit of each required herb. The sweet spice of cinnamon filled the room, bringing back memories of afternoons mixing teas in the attic with Alma. I borrowed the flame of one of the pillars circling the room to light a gold candle and returned to the book.

      According to the instructions, I had to recite the incantation, burn the strip of paper in the herb mixture, and speak my request aloud. That didn’t sound too difficult. They’d even written out exactly what I needed to say.

      I took up the paper and cleared my throat, suddenly feeling a little silly. My wretched scrawl looked so out of place beside the delicate penmanship of the spell writer.

      “The only ones watching are long since gone, Eleanor. That’s not important,” I muttered. “Right, well…

      A blessing sent from me,

      That wealth and prosperity

      Shall surely come to thee.

      Your hands shall overflow

      With coins of silver and gold

      That all your purse can hold.”

      I held the strip of paper to the flame until it caught, then dropped it into the bowl of herbs. The flame glittered amongst the dried leaves and spices, their fragrant smoke rising before me. I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, painting a picture in my mind of Father and Jasper at the market in Riverton. Their grins were wide with surprise and excitement as customers surrounded their booth, all shouting in unison to inquire about their gorgeous furniture.

      “May Luther and Jasper Payne find wealth and good fortune on this trip to the Riverton market. By the divine power of my blood, blessed by the God Ebroth Himself, so mote it be.”

      As the herbs turned to ash and I blew out the gold candle, I couldn’t help the smile that pulled at the corners of my lips.
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      To distract myself over the long days that followed, I spent my time after chores taking stock of the ingredients and other interesting components found in Alma’s office. If my prosperity spell did happen to work, I already had a few more in mind to follow up with. A few dried flowers blended into a bit of Mother’s rouge promised to give me a more amiable appearance on my next trip into the village. There was even a recipe for an oil that would stave off nightmares if I anointed my forehead with it just before bed.

      On the sixth day after Father left, Mother received a letter from a courier, but all it said was that the boys would be home the following afternoon. Getting to Riverton required two days of travel at least which meant they’d had only one day at the market. Returning so soon could either be an extremely good sign or an awful one; it did nothing to calm my growing anxiety over whether my spell had worked.

      As I turned into the kitchen the next morning, Mother poked her head up from the hearth in a huff.

      “Eleanor, I need you to take breakfast out to Alma.”

      “Oh, and it started as such a pleasant morning.”

      She did her best to ignore my sarcasm. Things had remained tense between us since our argument, especially as I still refused to apologize. We kept our interactions to a minimum, even eating meals separately, and focused on our own long lists of chores. These were the most words that had passed between us since the boys had left.

      She pushed a breakfast tray into my arms and shooed me toward the back door. “Maybe try not to upset her this time. If she starts acting strange, just leave and come get me. Please.”

      “Then why can’t you just take it out to her to begin with?”

      “Because I’m putting together a surprise lunch for your father and brother. If they’re heading back so soon, it can’t be for a good reason. I’d like to lift their spirits a bit. Now go, before it gets cold!”

      I begrudgingly made my way outside and crossed the yard toward Alma’s small cottage. I paused on the front stairs to consider my recent revelations about the life of Alma Payne, High Priestess of Ebroth. Perhaps I could use this time with her to my advantage. I had so many questions, but I knew I had to watch my words if I wanted to get anything out of her. I was going to try my hardest to avoid another screaming fit and to keep myself well outside of her reach.

      Alma was sitting patiently on the edge of her bed, and she grinned as I stepped through the door. “Little Nell, what a pleasant surprise. And Edmund, old boy!”

      Edmund darted past my ankles and launched himself onto Alma’s bed, giving her a kiss on her chin as she chuckled. Mother had obviously been in earlier today to get Alma washed up. The old woman’s long, silver hair was pulled back into a thick, neat braid, and she was dressed in a fresh linen nightgown.

      “Good morning, Alma. I’ve got breakfast for you.”

      Alma settled back into her nest of furs as I shooed Edmund away and placed the breakfast tray in her lap. Edmund settled by my feet as I took up residence in the chair at the foot of the bed, and I scratched behind his ears while watching Alma closely through the curtain of my lashes. I had to figure out how to weasel information out of her without upsetting her—a skill I didn’t naturally possess.

      Alma picked at her food for a moment before settling on a cherry tomato. Her eyes turned sad as she chewed. “They just don’t taste like they used to.”

      “Is that so?” I had to admit I hadn’t really noticed. “I’ve been growing them the same way for years.”

      Alma pointed her fork at me, her eyes narrowing. “That’s what happens when you don’t allow the lands to rest.”

      The old woman’s reprimanding tone gave me the sudden urge to apologize. I wasn’t even sure what for, but I would’ve done anything to keep her calm for a little while longer. I picked at the seam on the leg of my trousers as I weighed which of my questions to ask first.

      Alma beat me to it. “Are we nearing the solstice? It’s so warm outside.”

      “It’s recently passed. The town should be preparing for the big Harvest Festival soon. Do you remember those?”

      Alma looked at me for a long moment, puzzled. “Well, that can’t be. I stood on the porch yesterday, and everything is still so green. They’ve got it all mixed up.”

      I sighed, not wanting to waste time correcting. She wasn’t exactly wrong. While we were still in the middle of the summer season, the refreshing break of autumn was delayed further and further each year, as though the world were being slowly roasted alive. The previous year, a few farmers had still been harvesting summer crops well into the winter months.

      Alma began muttering to herself as she stabbed at the scrambled eggs on her plate. I caught a few words every now and again—something about Dienna ruining her own harvests. With the topic of Dienna now on the table, I decided to take a risk.

      “Do you think Ebroth is still out there?”

      Alma’s eyes lit up at the sound of His name, but her expression quickly turned to one of surprise. “I haven’t heard His name in years, child. What brings it up now?”

      “I’m just curious…if He were still alive, He could fix this mess with the seasons, right?”

      Alma stared at me with a calculating look in her eyes before scanning the room, as if to check that we were alone. When she spoke again, it was barely above a whisper. “I know He’s still there because I still hear her. Do you hear her now too?”

      Perplexed, I shook my head. Did she mean Dienna? Was I supposed to have a connection with Her as well? I suddenly wondered just how lost Alma might be. “What does…she say?”

      “She never lets me forget what I did. But you have to understand, child, I only did what I had to do! They would have killed them all...and me along with them. So, I took the oath. I was forced to.”

      Alma looked worried, absentmindedly rubbing at the knuckles of her missing fingers as though they were causing her pain. The weight of her statement pressed heavily on my chest. She had already taken her oath to renounce Ebroth before Adelaide was murdered—so who else were the people of Dienna threatening to kill?

      “But they punished you anyway, didn’t they, by killing Adelaide?” I choked out, my nerves beginning to take over.

      Alma sat quietly for a moment, her eyes slightly unfocused as she tried to remember. “How did you know that? I’ve never told anyone.”

      “He showed it to me.” I very carefully extracted the office key from my pocket, holding it up where Alma could see.

      Her mouth opened in surprise. She frantically motioned for me to hide it, as though someone might be watching. “Dienna’s followers are more terrible than you know, child. They mustn’t know! It isn’t worth the risk!”

      I thought back to the cabin and the book of spells. Nothing in it seemed remotely worth killing over. “Alma, what could our people have done that was worth this trouble?” I asked hesitantly.

      Tears fell from the corners of her eyes. The old woman suddenly appeared even more frail, a withered husk wallowing in a pile of old, dusty furs as she cradled her mangled hand to her chest. She didn’t seem able to answer the question. I was going to lose her.

      “Ebroth is calling me to take over the mantle of High Priestess, but I don’t know how. Can you tell me anything?”

      “Child, no! I couldn’t bear it if they found you out. I should never have taught you anything!”

      “Please, Alma! I need your help. Is there anything you could point me toward that might teach me more—”

      Alma wailed dramatically, her head rolling to the side. I took a deep breath to reclaim my patience, knowing that pushing the old woman wasn’t the wisest strategy. Edmund whined anxiously at my heels, and I knew I had one last chance to break through.

      “My mother is going to convert, and I can’t stomach the thought of it. If He’s still out there, I would rather—”

      Alma cried harder, dropping her face into her hands as she sobbed uncontrollably. My heart ached with guilt. I glanced toward the door, hoping my mother couldn’t hear from the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry, Alma. I was just looking for answers. It’s not important right now.” I grasped for anything to change the subject, but nothing came to mind.

      Alma was inconsolable. Despite wanting to comfort her, I remained glued to my chair. I was lucky she hadn’t broken my wrist the last time. To my surprise, Alma began to quiet on her own after a short while. She closed her eyes to compose herself, taking deeper and longer breaths. Nothing seemed out of sorts, at first. But, then her breaths became a little too deep. Alma’s chest expanded uncomfortably with each one, her back arching as her ribcage swelled forward.

      My heart quickened as I stared in horror at her strange contortions. A sense of dread spread through me as my quick breaths escaped in puffs of mist. The air between us became chilled once more. Edmund jumped up onto the bed and placed himself protectively between us, a deep guttural growl vibrating through his small body.

      “Loathsome, vile, lying TRAITORS!”

      Alma's head snapped up as she pointed a menacing finger at me, her dead eyes pinched in anger. I retreated back against the chair, desperate to put space between us.

      “After everything I’ve done for you, you turn away! You undeserving, wasteful sacks of flesh!”

      I shook my head, holding up a pleading hand. “I don’t want to convert, Alma! That’s why I need your help!”

      “Stop letting me waste away! FEED ME!”

      The last two words were drawn out in an ear-splitting shriek that rattled the room. Edmund went berserk at the old woman’s feet, barking and snarling. She swatted him away once more and lurched forward, pulling herself across the bed with her claw-like fingers. I nearly toppled the chair trying to escape, but she was already upon me.

      I let out a strangled cry as she took my chin in her icy grip and pulled me forward until we were barely an inch apart. I scratched at her wrists, but to no avail. The dark pits that were once her eyes bore into mine until a blackness overtook me. A sudden succession of quick images flashed vividly in my mind.

      The woods, lush and dark, blanketed with white snow. A woman in a fur robe and hood stood before a stone altar, a large knife raised over her head. People clothed in furs knelt in the snow before her.

      A young Alma in her office setting fire to a pile of ingredients held in a stone bowl, much like the spell I had performed.

      Alma knelt down on an earthen floor in a puddle of blood, surrounded by a hundred flickering candles. The blood spread rapidly up her arms and chest before smothering her face. She didn’t flinch as it pushed its way into her mouth and nose.

      The forest again. But there was blood. So much blood. Inanimate bodies littering the fresh snow, red seeping from deep lacerations on their throats.

      As quickly as it began, I was once again shrouded in darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Eleanor!”

      I sucked in a deep lungful of air, my chest aching as though I’d been whacked by a wooden post. I scrambled to sit up and frantically surveyed the room for the creature that was my great-grandmother. Alma lay unconscious against her headboard. Her breakfast tray had overturned. Its items were strewn across the floor, where Edmund was happily helping to clean them up.

      “What happened?” I asked breathlessly, pushing myself up to my feet.

      Mother eyed me with a troubled look. “You tell me! I heard screaming. By the time I got out here, you were on the floor and Alma was going on about being hungry again. The food was everywhere!”

      I couldn’t wrap my head around it. How could a one-hundred-and-three-year-old woman move that quickly? Her eyes...they were…and what she had shown me! How could it even be real? I crossed my arms tightly to hide my shaking hands. Who, or what, was the mysterious "she" Alma had referred to? And did "she" have anything to do with what I had seen in my vision? If that had been Dienna, then it was no surprise to me that Her followers were so horrible.

      “Are you feeling all right, Nell? You’re white as a sheet. Let’s get you to the kitchen, and I’ll make you some tea. Edmund can clean this up for now.”

      I hastily made my way to the door, checking once more over my shoulder to make sure Alma was still asleep.

      The next hour was spent lost in thought, lounging on the old chaise in the drawing room with a cup of tea and a plate of crackers that I could barely touch. I picked mindlessly at the chair’s fraying upholstery while the gruesome images flashed repeatedly through my mind, but I couldn’t make any sense of them. I tried to focus on details, looking for any clues as to what it all meant.

      To see Alma covered in blood and mirrored in the same ritual stance as the unknown woman in furs was worrisome. I hoped it wasn’t some sort of ritual to Ebroth that I would have to take part in.

      And all of those lifeless bodies strewn across the snow. I hoped it was the terrible nature of the followers of Dienna and not the handiwork of my own ancestors. Since the truth of my nightmare had been confirmed by Alma, it was clear that Dienna’s Priestesses were capable of horrible things. Could it then be assumed that my ancestors were guilty of their own atrocities as well? Hopefully, I could find answers in the book of Payne matriarchs back in Alma’s office.

      “My office,” I corrected myself.

      Mother appeared in the doorway a moment later. “How are you feeling? You seem to be in a better mood.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. I knew she would never believe me if I told her the truth.

      “Why don’t you go and get the stables ready for the horses? They’ll be wanting a clean bed and something to eat when they get back.”

      I got to my feet with a quiet groan, but as much as I wanted nothing more than to rest, I always worked through problems better with physical labor. I was just finishing up when I heard the sound of wagon wheels down the long dirt road. I raced to the back porch where Father and Jasper always pulled up to unload whatever inventory they had left. To my surprise, the wagon was already empty.

      “What happened? Were you robbed?” Mother called to them from the porch stairs.

      Jasper grinned, jumping down from the wagon. “Have we got a story for you!”

      “Let us get these horses taken care of, and we’ll be inside.” Father approached the stairs and leaned up to kiss Mother on the cheek, a bit of affection we hadn’t witnessed in years.

      Things must have gone well in Riverton. Hope swelled in my chest that my spell had done its job.

      “All right, I’ll get lunch on the table,” she said, smiling as she turned toward the kitchen.

      I followed her inside to help set the table. We carried a variety of dishes into the dining room—fruits and vegetables, fresh goat cheese, and a warm loaf of braided bread Mother had baked that morning. Once we were finished laying it all out, there was hardly room left for our own place settings. I snuck bits as a snack for Eddie and myself whenever Mother’s back was turned, the hard work in the stables and the beautiful spread before me chasing away any troubles from that morning. It had been far too long since we’d eaten this well!

      We took our seats at the table and waited rather impatiently, exchanging curious glances now and then. It was a short while before the men arrived to join us, washed up and changed out of their road clothes. As Jasper passed behind my chair, a bulging coin purse startled me by crashing to the table before me with a heavy thud. A few gold coins escaped it, spilling out and clattering away. Mother and I both stared at it in disbelief.

      “We sold every single piece—down to the spoons! Can you believe it?” Jasper exclaimed, clapping me on the back.

      I grinned, pride overtaking me. Father had never been able to sell more than a piece or two at any market. Despite what the people of Blackridge had been trying to make me feel my whole life, I knew now that I was powerful. I was a true Priestess of Ebroth. The very thought made me sit a bit taller.

      “And we got a few custom orders put in already. People really loved my work,” Father continued, kissing Mother on the top of her head as he passed by her chair.

      “That’s amazing. I can’t believe it. How much is there?” Mother asked, reaching forward and lifting the purse just to hear it fall again.

      “There’s a lot,” Jasper said proudly.

      Father chuckled and walked over to the long, dark wood buffet that stood against the dining room wall. He fished out a bottle of spirits and four small glasses and served everyone a celebratory drink.

      “And we’re all getting a decent share to spend at the Full Moon Market coming up,” he announced as he lifted his glass.

      “There’s enough for that?”

      “And more. We’ll be heading back to Riverton next new moon with the custom pieces and a few more things to sell, so we have a lot of work ahead of us. But for now...a drink!”

      I excitedly raised my glass. Father wasn’t much of a drinker. Spirits were saved for the most special of times, and very rarely were Jasper and I invited to partake. But this was a very special time indeed.

      “To my boys. I’m so proud of you!” Mother beamed.

      “I’m proud of you too!” I added.

      “I’ll drink to that,” Father said with a grin.

      My family sipped in unison, but I took a quick moment to thank Ebroth before joining them. I had to fight against the vile liquid as it attempted to escape my lips back into my glass. I swallowed hard and coughed as a burning began to spread in my chest. The rest of my family, no stranger to the bite of spirits, laughed heartily.

      “I forgot how awful this is! How do you enjoy this?” My laughter was cut short by coughing.

      “You’ll understand one day,” Jasper said with a wink.
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      At every full moon, the village of Blackridge held the Community Trade Market within Primrose Square. The followers of Dienna loved any excuse to gather together, and these festivals celebrated yet another cycle’s hard work. The square was used as overflow for the numerous vendors that traveled from surrounding villages, and one could usually find anything one’s heart desired there. Aside from ordering through Bell Trading, it was where every family in Blackridge got the specialty items they enjoyed—festival-style foods, jewelry, exotic animals, mead, pieces of art, and so much more.

      The villagers would gather well into the night—dancing, eating, and drinking to their hearts’ content—around a large bonfire in the center of the square while musicians played lively music.

      Our family had been avoiding these gatherings for years. Putting aside the fact that we weren’t actually wanted there, money was usually scarce. We’d managed to become mostly self-sufficient over the years, so we didn’t have many expenditures. But I was growing tired of hand-me-down clothes and mystery stew. After the success I had orchestrated at the Riverton market, I felt determined never to let money be an issue for my family ever again.

      I spent the days until then dreaming about what interesting things I could bring back to my little cabin in the woods. I could splurge on new clothes or perhaps more ingredients for my expansive pantry. Maybe even a piece of art that wasn’t of a dead relative who stared at me while I worked.

      After supper, with the sun low in the sky, we all loaded into the family wagon and started on the road toward town. Father hoped we could blend in a little better with the crowd under the lower light of the torches and after the villagers had already consumed a few mugs of mead.

      I sat on the back of the short lumber cart beside my brother, our legs dangling over the dirt road below. Father had given us each a small bag of silver to spend at the market, and its unfamiliar weight pulled like a heavy stone on my belt. Jasper and I spent most of the ride in silence, and I wondered if he was daydreaming his silver away the same way I was.

      “I noticed you changed your look tonight. Hoping to see her?” Jasper broke the silence, a knowing smirk on his handsome face.

      I sat a little taller, glad someone had finally noticed. Since my first spell had proved to be a success, I decided to try my hand at another. The gentle rouge that tinted my cheeks and lips was part of the glamor spell I’d had my eye on. I hoped that it would at least keep Josephine from ruining my evening.

      “Hoping? No. But if I do see her, I’d like her to realize what she’s missing.”

      Jasper chuckled and proudly nudged my arm. “There you go. Just for that, I hope you do run into her.”

      If I were being honest with myself, I didn’t think I was ready to run into Birdie Caldwell just yet. Our last parting was still a sore subject, and after the resurgence of my memory of wishing Birdie into my life, I was afraid running into her would rip a brand-new hole right through my heart. Especially if she were to refuse to acknowledge my existence in front of the whole village.

      “Are you hoping to see your mystery girl?” I lowered my voice to keep it between us.

      His smile widened. “I’m sure I will.”

      “Do I get to know her name, at least?”

      “No.”

      “How can I be sure you’re not making her up?” I narrowed my eyes.

      He shot me a look and I couldn’t help but chuckle. “When the time is right, Nell. Don’t be so impatient.”

      Father directed the horses to the side of Riverport Road and tied them to a post. Blackridge stood shrouded in shadow as the sun sank below the horizon. My heart quickened as joyful music filtered through the air amid the din of the many villagers carousing in the square nearby.

      Mother stepped down from the cart’s front bench and gave me a knowing look. “Behave yourself.”

      “Behave yourself,” I countered and chuckled. “Mother, honestly—”

      “I mean it. No fighting.”

      I scoffed and broke away from my family to cross the street toward the square. It didn’t seem like anyone had noticed our arrival yet, so I slipped into the crowd and made my way toward the market. The villagers were distracted by the large variety of delicious scents and vibrant colors, and I found it easier than I had anticipated to blend in. The more I was ignored, the more my confidence grew. I reveled in my new-found invisibility. I scanned the elated faces of the crowd, but not a single dirty look or hushed whisper was thrown in my direction as I passed by.

      I spent four copper on a mug of blackberry mead and a knotted sweetbread, then set out in search of the perfect thing I was going to bring back to decorate the cabin. Wherever my eyes landed there was something new and wonderful to see. Ornately woven rugs; expertly-molded clay vessels; beautiful tapestries; oil paintings of the sun beating down on rows of corn. But nothing felt right. I needed something elegant and refined. Something befitting a Priestess of Ebroth.

      A crowd of women caught my eye as they gathered outside a stall near the back of the market. They stared in awe at the luxurious fabrics that draped across the wooden display beams and extended into the walkway. I stopped to join them. They chattered excitedly in front of the curtained-off entrance and marveled at the latest styles from the larger cities and the rich colors and intricate patterns that covered the dress forms. I stood before the male form, my fingers gently tracing the seam of the velvet fitted jacket it was wearing.

      “Oh, if anyone could pull that jacket off, Miss, it’s you.” Their tone made my heart flutter.

      I turned to see a young woman, not much older than myself, standing in the curtained doorway. She stood tall and confident, her olive-skinned body draped in layers of a sheer, green fabric. Delicate jewelry made of gold adorned her neck and wrists. I’d never seen clothing like hers before. It was much bolder than the modest dresses the women of the village preferred. This woman definitely came from somewhere much farther than any of the cities around Blackridge. Her lips stretched into a wide and charming smile as her dark eyes scanned me head to toe. There was a curious hunger in her eyes, and I wondered if it wasn’t clothing she was measuring me for.

      I held my head a little higher and smiled, enjoying the attention. “I couldn’t agree more. How much is it?” I tried to sound confident, letting my fingers gently caress the jacket’s soft collar.

      “Depends on the fabric you choose...and looking at your skin...and your eyes…I think I have the perfect one already picked out.”

      The woman closed the gap between us and linked her arm with mine. A shiver raced up my spine. She led me toward the stall’s entrance and pulled the curtain aside, motioning for me to enter. I swallowed hard and tried not to get too excited about what might be in store for me.

      From two bronze lanterns hanging on either side of the room, romantic light flickered against beautiful tapestries lining the interior walls. The stall itself was only large enough to fit maybe six people comfortably, but they had done an incredible job of making it feel cozy. Aside from the muffled sound through the curtain, you’d never know you were standing in the middle of a crowded market.

      A woman a few years older than Mother sat on a cushioned stool in the corner, her face turned down toward the ledger in her lap as she furiously scribbled figures into columns and rows. Her thick, dark waves were graying at her temples, and she had them pulled up into an elaborate style with a silver headband. She wore a deep blue dress similar to the young woman. Silver dripped from her wrists and neck.

      The older woman raised her eyes in surprise as I entered, and I suddenly felt self-conscious standing there in my patchwork trousers and oversized shirt. The younger woman closed the curtain behind us and gently nudged me forward.

      “Mamma, this is the one,” she whispered.

      “What one?” My stomach sank.

      “Are you sure?” The older woman got to her feet and slowly approached us, taking my chin in her hands to study my face.

      I pulled away, the gesture far too similar to my recent ordeal with Alma to be comfortable. “I just wanted to buy the jacket.”

      “They’re the one. I’ve seen it.”

      “Watch the door,” the older woman ordered.

      I watched with desperate eyes as the younger woman disappeared through the curtain once again. I could hear her charming voice as she struck up a conversation with the next paying customer outside.

      “Don’t be afraid,” the older woman said quietly. “We can’t say much here, so I know it must be alarming. My name is Gianna Rossi. That was my daughter Mariela.”

      “I’m…Eleanor Payne.”

      Gianna retreated to fetch something from a purse that lay in the corner. She returned with eyes full of worry and reached forward to press a small object, cool to the touch, into my palm. She lingered a moment before letting go. I slowly dropped my gaze and recognized, lying there in my hand, the stone silhouette of a crow.

      A surprised breath escaped me. I met her gaze once more, both of us softened by the relief of our shared secret.

      “Mariela said she’s seen me before?”

      “He showed her. It’s why we’ve come so far.” Gianna nodded at me, her furrowed brow relaxing.

      “Just to see me?”

      “To serve you, Priestess. There aren’t very many of you left.”

      I felt myself go pale, but the sound of the word made my heart swell with pride. I never imagined that anyone other than myself would address me as such. As I handed back the stone, Gianna took my hand in her own and planted a gentle kiss on the back of it.

      “It is an honor to meet you.”

      “The honor is mine, I assure you. It’s such a relief to know I’m not alone in the world.”

      Gianna frowned. “I wish I could say there were many more of us, but— ”

      “I know.” I nodded. “Still...two of you is more than I thought. Why were you looking for me?”

      “He instructed my daughter to help you. He shows her things…she’s seen your face, this village, this night in particular.”

      “Is she a Priestess too?”

      “No, it’s just the dreams. It’s as though He’s tasked her with the great honor of gathering His remaining followers in preparation for what’s to come.”

      “What do you mean? What’s to come?”

      Gianna’s eyes widened slightly. “We thought you could tell us.”

      “Oh.” I stared in horror. “Well, I...I’ve only just begun to figure this all out.”

      Gianna hesitated before smiling warmly, clapping her hands together with a gentle sound. “That’s okay. Mariela and I will be staying here for a little while, and we’ll do whatever we can to help you. Perhaps we should start at the beginning. If you don’t mind my saying, I think I’ve got something you need.” Her gaze quickly fell to my clothing.

      I blushed. “I don’t have much money.”

      She shook her head quickly. “No, a gift. If you’re to be my Priestess, then I’m going to make you look like one. May I measure you?”

      My mind reeled with the weight of the situation. I’d done the spell and made a conscious choice. Up until that moment, I’d had myself believing that being a Priestess would be a private thing. But to be a Priestess was to bear the heavy burden of responsibility. I wasn’t just a Priestess. I was their Priestess.

      Gianna must have sensed my discomfort. “I suppose you aren’t used to being treated like you’re meant to be?”

      “I, uh…I’m afraid I’m not sure how I’m meant to be treated, honestly.”

      Gianna took a piece of fabric from around her neck and wrapped it about my waist. “Like any other Priestess,” she whispered with a smirk. “Like how your village probably dotes on their High Priestess of Dienna.”

      I could only laugh, but it was a cold and bitter sound. I imagined people bringing me offerings of crops and money and pieces of their hard work; feeding me and clothing me; giving me everything I could ever want, all because they were grateful. That could never be my life.

      “How do you feel about dresses?” Gianna chuckled as I let out a groan. “Not to worry. I had a feeling. I think I can make something special just for you. Something elegant, but comfortable. Do you have a preferred color?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’ve never really had a choice.”

      “Not to worry. Mariela has an eye for color, and I’m sure she’s already got a few picked out.” Gianna finished measuring and grabbed her ledger, scrawling a few numbers.

      A sudden urge to somehow repay their kindness struck me. “What is it that I can do for you?”

      Gianna met my eye, her smile widening. “Just let Him know that there is a small group of us who have not abandoned Him. Mariela!”

      The curtain moved and Mariela swooped in with an excited grin, taking my hands in her own. “Oh, Priestess…to touch you,” she gushed. “I cannot believe it.”

      I bit back a smile, my cheeks flushing with heat, and squeezed Mariela’s hands gently. “Thank you for coming here. It means more than I can say.”

      “To us as well. You can’t imagine. Your face has been etched into my mind for months. It took me so long to find you.”

      “I’m glad you did. I have so many questions.”

      “I know you must, but there’s no time to answer them tonight. We’ve got others waiting outside.” Gianna motioned us toward the curtain. “We can talk more when we come to deliver your clothes.”

      “Thank you so much, Gianna.” I reached out to her, and she gently squeezed my hand.

      “Be safe, my Priestess.”

      “Come. I want to get a better sense of your tastes,” Mariela said as she took hold of my arm and pulled me through the crowd of women out front.

      She stopped in front of a wall of fabrics and scanned them before taking hold of a green swath stitched with a delicate gold pattern. I wrinkled my nose. It looked far too much like something Josephine would wear.

      Mariela chuckled, dropping the fabric quickly. “Moving on. How about something more like this? Not the color necessarily, but you couldn’t keep your hands off that jacket out front.”

      She took hold of the corner of a purple fabric, its color as deep as the cabin door, and stepped in closely to brush it against my cheek.

      I blushed heavily at the intimate gesture. “That’s the softest thing I’ve ever felt. I’m not sure what color would be best on me, though. I’ve never worn anything brighter than this.” I motioned toward my rather drab ensemble.

      “Then how about you leave that to me? I have a feeling I know what might look best on you.” Mariela moved closer and took my chin in a gentle grasp as though to study me.

      This time I couldn’t pull away. I stood transfixed as her eyes scanned every bit of me. “What do you see?”

      “Someone more important than she knows.” Mariela smiled sweetly. “Someone more powerful and beautiful than she thinks.”

      I stared, wide-eyed. No one—not even Birdie—had ever said anything so kind. “I bet you say that to every customer.”

      Mariela chuckled and pulled away from me. “I think what you meant was, ‘Thank you.’ You’re worth so much more than any of these women. Now…I think I know the perfect color for you.”

      She stretched to pull a swath of fabric from the very top of the display, and I couldn’t help but to trace the delicate lines of her with my eyes—the muscles of her arms strengthened from the lifting of heavy fabrics day after day; the dark outline of her curved hip under layers of nearly-sheer fabrics.

      I blushed and averted my eyes as she returned to drape the fabric over my shoulder. It was deep blue, like the night sky, with swirls of glittering gold woven through it. I wasn’t so sure about the attention it might draw.

      Before I could protest, Mariela held up a knowing hand to silence me. “Ignore the pattern. But this blue…this would look lovely against your skin.”

      I smiled, relieved. “I like it.”

      “I knew you would. It’s settled then. We’ll get to work on this, and then I’ll be seeing you again very soon.” Mariela’s smile widened as she leaned forward to plant a gentle kiss on my cheek. “Please stay safe.”

      My face flushed with warmth once more. I lingered there in the walkway as Mariela broke away and returned the fabric to its place. She glanced back only once, smiling brightly again, and I had to force myself to walk away. My heart swelled with joy that someone was willing to show me any sort of affection, right there in the middle of the crowded market.

      I spun in place to observe the market around me and marveled at how, in those few moments that had reshaped my entire outlook on life, the village continued to buzz on as though nothing had happened. I was being doted on as a Priestess, and no one was threatening to have me killed. For a brief moment, I felt free. I felt powerful.

      Turning to head out to the square and reunite with my family, I stopped short as I met the gaze of a familiar pair of honey-brown eyes. They watched me with shocked disbelief. I froze, not knowing if I should stay or run as fast as I could in the opposite direction.

      “Who was that?” Birdie demanded as she closed the gap between us.

      “I beg your pardon?” I glanced around us to make sure it was in fact me she was speaking to—there, in the public market.

      “That girl! How long has it been, Nell, since you told me to get lost? And I have to see you here…in the market, with a girl like that?”

      “A girl like...what?” I watched as her eyes darted around, scanning the crowd around us to make sure we weren’t being seen together. I couldn’t help but chuckle. “What are you afraid of Birdie? That you’ll be seen talking to a traitorous Payne?”

      “I’m not afraid!” Birdie huffed, straightening up and folding her arms defiantly.

      “You are! You’ve proved it. Yet, here you are chastising me for speaking with another woman who isn’t too afraid to be seen with me.”

      The hurt in Birdie’s eyes wounded me, but before she was able to speak, a haughty-looking young man marched up beside us and placed a heavy hand on her shoulder.

      “Oh, there you are! I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      Birdie’s eyes darted toward me and his followed, his nose wrinkling up in disgust at the sight of me. I recognized him as Jacob Throckmorton, eldest son of the Throckmorton clan. Other girls in town tended to melt for his sharp, jade gaze and honeyed-brown complexion, but all I saw was an arrogant swine.

      “Is she bothering you, dovey?”

      “I…what?” Birdie said breathlessly.

      “This traitor. She’s one of that lot that still lives out in the woods doing Dienna-knows-what, don’t you know that? If she’s bothering you, I’ll make her regret it.”

      “Jacob. Throckmorton.” I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Birdie was the one who couldn’t even admit to knowing me right after telling her parents she wanted to marry me, and here she was on the arm of Josephine’s own brother! I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. “Of all the boys in Blackridge, dovey.”

      “Oh, don’t.” Birdie brought a hand to her temple as though it ached.

      “I think you’d better move on, Payne. I don’t know why your lot is here anyway. No one wants you around.” Jacob confidently snaked his arm around Birdie’s shoulders, pulling her in close to his side with a look that dared me to object. His athletic frame stood a few inches taller than me. If he had been anyone else, I would have admitted that Birdie, in all her radiant beauty, looked like a perfect match standing beside him.

      “Don’t be cruel, Jacob.” Birdie squirmed a bit, but allowed his arm to stay.

      My stomach twisted in a violent wave of fury, and I clenched my fists tightly at my sides to keep from causing a scene. “Well, Jacob, sorry to have interrupted your evening,” I said as sweetly as I could. “I hope you and Miss Caldwell are very happy together.”

      I turned to leave them, my heart raging against my ribcage.

      “Nell, wait!” Birdie cried out.

      “For what?” I barked, spinning back to face them.

      Her face flushed with color as she struggled with what to say next. “It wasn’t like that.” She shrugged off Jacob’s arm, much to his surprise.

      “No? It looks to me like you’re on a lovely night out with a new suitor. Yet somehow you’re upset with me.”

      “It was a lovely evening, until you came along,” he said, sneering at me before turning back to Birdie. “In fact, I was hoping you’d let me take you to that tea house you’ve been raving about tomorrow afternoon.”

      “You’d be foolish to turn that down,” I teased.

      His suspicious eyes took us both in. “Are you friends with this traitor, dovey?”

      “Stop calling her that! And stop…calling me that!” she quickly chided him.

      Jacob straightened up in surprise, visibly torn between pleasing the girl he’d been trying to impress and despising me. I stood dumbfounded, not expecting Birdie to stick up for me—in front of a Throckmorton, of all people.

      “What do you mean? They deserve to be called that and much worse. You’ve heard the stories.” He stared at me as though I might be an object planted beside them, clearly perplexed by our possible connection.

      I felt the heat grow under my collar. I knew we weren’t liked, but I wondered what horrible stories they might be telling their followers.

      “She isn’t like that, Jacob. And I’d appreciate it if…if…” Birdie was beginning to lose her nerve.

      “How would you know what she’s like? Are you friends with her?”

      I sighed and prepared myself for the worst. We’d been through this before, and I couldn’t see it going any differently. Meeting Birdie’s eye, I raised a brow. “Yes, are we friends?”

      She held my gaze and I swore I saw fire in her eyes. I suddenly felt guilty for putting her in such a position. I knew what Blackridge had done to my father, and I’d heard Josephine’s threats. Forcing Birdie to admit to her friendship with me in front of Jacob would send him straight to his sister, of that I had no doubt. And Josephine would be cruel.

      But I was tired of being treated like a criminal. I was a Priestess. Not only did I deserve more than basic decency, I deserved reverence.

      This was a test and Birdie knew it. She had to know, or she wouldn’t have hesitated for so long…right? I watched as she faltered, her eyes shifting from me to Jacob and back again, and decided if she couldn’t find the right words to let me down, perhaps I could find them for her.

      “Of course we’re not—” I started, but Birdie cut me off.

      “We are friends, Jacob,” she announced, her expression softening now that the weight of her burden had been lifted.

      I felt my anger melt away in an instant. I couldn’t believe she’d actually found the courage to say it. The truth was out there now—to a Throckmorton, at that—and it wouldn’t be long before the rest of the village knew.

      “What?” Jacob took a step back. “You can’t be serious, dovey.”

      The sound of that ridiculous name made my blood boil once more. “She told you to stop calling her that!”

      He ignored me, turning to Birdie with a sorry look in his eye. “I didn’t want to believe it, but my sister was right. You’ve truly lost your way.”

      Birdie faltered then, shrinking under his gaze.

      “The only one losing here tonight is you. Run along now, Jacob.” I waved him away.

      He turned on me, a look of fury in his eyes. I stood as tall as I could and met his glare, smirking proudly in my victory.

      “You’ll regret this,” he warned before stomping away, bumping my shoulder roughly as he passed.

      I chuckled as I staggered, but I quickly muffled it as Birdie rounded on me, still visibly upset.

      “You shouldn’t vex him, Nell. You know what they’re capable of.”

      I stepped forward, reaching out to place a comforting hand on her arm. She instinctively began to recoil, but quickly softened as she met my gaze.

      “And I’m not afraid of them anymore,” I assured her.

      She eyed me curiously. “Well, I still don’t appreciate being put on the spot like that…” she continued on, but I lost focus as I picked up on a curious conversation taking place behind us.

      “Do you have any more onions? These are all rotten!” a disgusted voice called.

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I glanced down at the large bushel of what had apparently used to be onions standing about a foot away. The skins of their bulbs had gone black, and a thick blanket of fuzzy mold grew over the top of them.

      “ROTTEN! How could that be?! Are you fishing for a discount again, Wallace?” the woman from behind the counter growled.

      I jumped out of the way as the woman rounded on the suspect bushel. She tore through the surrounding bushels and cried out, as they too had all blackened and rotted right there on the spot. Radishes, garlic, and tomatoes—all decaying and fuzzy.

      “I don’t believe it. I picked them myself just this morning,” she said in disbelief.

      Fear tightened my chest as I remembered the apples that had mysteriously rotted during my fight with Birdie, and how the slab of wood in Father’s shop had blackened under me as I planed it in a fury. Had my anger toward Jacob caused this? Priestesses were supposed to possess innate power, and I shuddered to think that this could possibly be mine.

      “You! It was you, wasn’t it?”

      My blood ran cold as the woman turned on me. Her eyes met mine, wide with fear. Whispers echoed through the crowd as they turned to watch the scene unfold.

      “H-How could I have done that?” I asked, terrified.

      “Don’t be foolish. She didn’t do anything. I was with her the whole time, and I would have seen it,” Birdie said as she locked arms with me.

      “Careful, girl,” the woman warned, her voice quieting. “I wouldn’t associate myself with them if I were you. They’re capable of this and so much more. They’re dangerous!”

      “I am not!” I barked.

      The woman jumped back as though I’d bitten her, raising a warning finger at me. “You’ll have to pay for this! You’ve ruined my entire stock!”

      “HELP! THIEF!”

      Everyone spun as a panicked scream sounded just beyond the stall. It was Mariela. She continued to scream about an escaping assailant, pointing in the opposite direction. I knew this was my way out. I grabbed Birdie’s hand and pulled her through the throng, not stopping until we were lost in a new and oblivious group that danced and partied and laughed without a care in the world.

      “I’ll get us a drink. Meet me in the square,” Birdie ordered.

      I obeyed without hesitation, burying my hands deep in my pockets and doing my best to blend in with the crowd by the bonfire. The flames crackled and danced high into the night sky, sending up little sparks of embers that the evening breeze lifted toward the stars. I watched them, enthralled, as I pondered this unusual gift of mine. If Dienna was the Goddess of light and abundance, and Her Priestesses possessed powers like healing and growth, it only made sense to me that Her opposite would be death and decay. If I ever learned how to harness it, I wondered how something like that could even be useful for my people.

      “Curious, that. What do you think caused the produce to spoil so quickly?” Birdie asked as she appeared beside me, holding out a handle of mead that smelled strongly of pear.

      “Who knows. The crops have all been a mess this year, or so I’ve heard.”

      “That’s true. I know our flour supplier is having an issue with pests. They’re reproducing so rapidly since the winter is no longer enough to kill them off.”

      I didn’t respond. I found it difficult to even feign interest in crops and pests. Birdie stayed quiet for a long while as we both sipped our mead and stared into the flames to distract ourselves from the uncomfortable, but inevitable, conversation ahead. It felt nice just to stand in Birdie’s company again, especially after she’d just told off Jacob Throckmorton and a random market vendor for me. But I worried about whether her sudden courage would last.

      “Does this mean you’ve forgiven me?” she asked quietly.

      I turned to find her watching me and quickly dropped my gaze. “I’m not sure.”

      “I was wrong for behaving the way I did. I admit, I was afraid of what Josephine would do to my family. But what I did to you was cruel, and it didn’t line up with how I feel. I’m so sorry.”

      I took in a long, slow lungful of air. I knew it was important to weigh my next words carefully.

      “Birdie, it’s easy to apologize after the fact, but the truth of the matter is that things will only get more difficult for you.”

      “I understand—”

      “No. You don’t,” I said bitterly. “You think that little incident in the market is the worst of it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think that if you have the choice, you would be better off with Jacob. You’d have a more comfortable life. Your business would flourish. The only thing I can offer you is…inevitable banishment and solitude.”

      Birdie took hold of my arm, gently turning me until we were face-to-face. “I don’t want a comfortable life with Jacob. I want what I’ve been saying all along. You, in our small cabin tucked away from the world. I know it might be difficult, but I want to try. I don’t want to live never knowing what could have been.”

      Her words melted the ice within me, and I suddenly burned with guilt. There was so much that she didn’t understand. If she knew the truth, she’d undoubtedly sing a different tune.

      “Could I bring your family lunch tomorrow? We can talk more about it then.”

      I bit back a smirk, unable to keep from masking my pain with humor. “You’re sure you wouldn’t prefer tea with the lovely Jacob Throckmorton?”

      Birdie’s sour reaction made me chuckle. “He’s arrogant...and just as boring as you said. I’ve just been so upset over what happened between us, and my father grew concerned. He set it up to get me out of the house.”

      “I know what you mean…I haven’t been the easiest person to be around lately.”

      “Oh, you were difficult to be around? I can’t imagine,” she said dramatically.

      “Even more so than usual, if you could believe it,” I played along. It felt good to fall back into our old rapport.

      Birdie gave my arm a gentle squeeze and chuckled. “I promised my father I’d help him with our stall tonight. I’ll see you for lunch tomorrow.” Then she disappeared into the crowd.

      I finished off the mead and threw its vessel into the fire. I wanted to believe that I had my friend back. Mostly, I just felt scared. I was afraid of what Birdie would think when she found out what I really was. She was so devoted to Dienna, I wouldn’t be surprised if she turned against me like the rest of the village.

      On the off chance that she did accept me, would the village punish her just as viciously if my secret were ever found out?

      It didn’t take me long to find my family, and together we left the excitement of the market behind. The cool night air on the abandoned dusty road was much needed after the heat of the bonfire. I looked over at Jasper, who smiled contentedly as he looked off into the distance at the still visible floating embers of the fire.

      “What did you buy?” I asked him.

      He fished an ornately carved wooden smoking pipe from his pocket and held it out on display.

      “You spent all of your money on a pipe?”

      “Well, just look at it. It’s stunning! What did you get?”

      I chuckled. “Sweetbread.”

      Jasper laughed. “You spent...all of your money on food?”

      I slapped his shoulder playfully. “No. I got measured for some clothes of my own. No more of your hideous hand-me-downs.”

      “A frilly dress?”

      “Never.” I shoved him and we both chuckled, looking out at the darkness as the village slowly disappeared into the distance.

      We stayed quiet for a while, rocking back and forth with the gentle sway of the wagon. Jasper’s smile never faded.

      “Did you get to see your girl?”

      His smile widened. “I did. We talked for a while, and I think I finally know where I stand.”

      “I get the sense it’s in a good position.”

      He laughed to himself, and I swore I could see him blush. “I saw you talking with Birdie. I assume your plan worked?”

      “Again, there was no plan. But she will be coming for lunch tomorrow. Hopefully, we can put this fight behind us and be friends again.”

      “Only friends? I think she’s perfect for you, Nell. Someone needs to be able to keep you under control.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, I think I might have…met someone else tonight.”

      He spun toward me, a dramatic look on his face. “You? You see what happens when you clean up a bit?” He reached over to pinch at my rouged cheek. I swatted him away, the rouge no doubt darkened by my embarrassment.

      “I’m not certain! She might have just been…being nice.”

      “Isn’t that what you thought about Birdie at first?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what to think, Jasper. But it felt different with Mariela.”

      He mouthed her name into the night. I didn’t blame him. I also loved the way it rolled off my tongue.

      “How so?”

      I didn’t know how to put into words the pull I felt when I looked into Mariela’s eyes.

      “It just is. Birdie is comfortable, familiar. Mariela is…not like Blackridge.”

      “Such a poet.” Jasper put a hand over his heart, mocking me. “Sometimes familiarity is a good thing, Nell. She knows your many flaws and has chosen to love you anyway. Don’t give that up for a fleeting thing.”

      I frowned. “And when did you get to be so wise?”

      “Those two extra years of life gave me a lot of wisdom.”

      His words worried me, but I rolled my eyes and played it off. With my new identity and new responsibilities, maybe it wasn’t the time to be worrying about love anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I used the excuse of needing to help Father with his custom orders to get out of carrying breakfast to Alma’s cottage. I wasn’t quite ready to see the old woman again after our last terrifying incident.

      But instead of heading for the shop, I snuck off to the cabin to perform a simple spell for good luck that might be useful for Gianna and Mariela if they were going to be staying in Blackridge. I gathered the required jars from the pantry, carefully measuring the appropriate amount of each ingredient into the simple stone bowl.

      Spell work seemed to be a quick and easy thing. While it did require quite a bit of focus and imagination, like concentrating on the recipient’s face while performing the required actions at the same time, it seemed too simple. Something didn’t sit right. There was no way this could be all that I was capable of, especially after discovering my strange new power. Nothing in any of Alma’s old books offered any kind of explanation. I hoped that was something Gianna might know about, as asking Alma wasn’t much of a safe bet.

      I lit a small yellow candle and used its flame to ignite the dried herbs and flowers in the stone bowl. Then I closed my eyes and took a few deep and steady breaths. The image of Gianna and Mariela, standing before me in the small stall the night before, appeared in my mind.

      “By the power residing within me

      From divine blood in my veins,

      I command the strings of fate

      And direct the winds of change.

      I now bestow a gift

      That wherever you may be,

      May only the best of fortune

      Come to find thee.”

      I opened my eyes and watched as the small candle burned itself down, hoping the spell would do more for them than just keep the village of Blackridge from finding them out. After their kindness at the market, I wished there was more I could do to keep them safe.

      After cleaning up the desk and reapplying a bit of the rouge left over from my glamor spell, I reluctantly locked up the cabin with a heavy heart. I couldn’t help but desire so much more. If I did have this innate power the way the Priestesses of Dienna did, how hard would it be to harness?

      My gaze fell on the garden, and I took up a fistful of colorful flowers. Squeezing the stems in my fist, I closed my eyes and focused as hard as I could on them, trying to channel every ounce of my anger. When I opened my eyes again, the flowers were just as fresh and as bright as ever.

      Apparently my power was just about as useful as Josephine’s.

      Deflated, I continued on toward home, growing more anxious the closer I got. Birdie would be arriving any moment now, and I had to decide whether or not this was the right day to tell her the truth about my new life. It only felt right to properly warn her before she threw herself at me again.

      I made my way through the kitchen door to find Mother standing just inside slicing up a meat pie.

      “Where have you been?” she asked suspiciously and rounded on me.

      “I was…taking a walk.” I held the fistful of flowers up, my face growing red.

      “Here, take this. You’ve had Birdie waiting long enough. She’s on the porch.”

      She thrust a platter of beautifully displayed pastry into my arms and gently nudged me toward the hall. My heart hammered in my chest as I took one more steadying breath and pushed through the screen door to step out onto the porch.

      Birdie looked up at me with a beaming smile from the cushioned bench that faced out across the front yard. She was more radiant than usual in a delicate lavender sundress and a wide-brimmed hat, which she folded back to kiss my cheek in greeting. Edmund lay stretched out on his back at her feet, reveling in the belly rubs. I sat gingerly on the bench beside her and laid the pastry tray on the small wicker table before us. When I held out the bouquet of flowers, Birdie’s face went scarlet.

      She brought them to her nose with a chuckle, breathing in their delightful scent. “Thank you, Nell!”

      I awkwardly turned my attention to Eddie and scratched him behind the ears. “You’re welcome. I, uh...hope you don’t mind if I start…I’m starving.”

      “Not at all,” Birdie said politely.

      I stuffed my face full of pastry to avoid the pressure to talk. I had no idea what the right thing to say was, so I decided not to say anything at all and leave it up to Birdie to break the silence.

      She shifted uncomfortably, her hands absentmindedly stroking the silky fur of Edmund's belly. She’d smile and chuckle nervously every time we met eyes, but it didn’t seem like she knew what to say either. She made no move to touch the food. An eternity passed in excrutiating silence as I stared down at the old wood planks of the porch floor. I chewed up the last of the pastry and forced myself to swallow. It seemed like it was up to me to get the conversation started.

      “It was cruel of me to put you on the spot in front of Jacob yesterday, and I apologize. But I meant what I said about you two. You actually look good together. If he’s not all bad, he could give you a chance at a much better life.”

      “Oh, Nell, enough about Jacob,” Birdie scoffed, though she appeared grateful that one of us had finally had the courage to speak.

      “I mean it. When I said things would only get worse for you…I had my reasons.” I checked toward the door and listened to make sure Mother wasn’t loitering. “You know, my father actually grew up in Blackridge.”

      “Oh?” She straightened up, waiting to hear more.

      “His family still lives in Blackridge...somewhere. They disowned him when Alma forbade my mother from converting, and they haven’t spoken to him since Jasper was born. I just found out that I have aunts, uncles, and cousins that I’ve never met...who have probably spit at me in the market at some point.”

      Birdie’s face fell. She turned to look out over the fields.

      “What I’m trying to say is that…this is what will happen to you if you choose me. You’ll lose your family, your livelihood. Everything.”

      “Well, you never were one to beat around the bush,” Birdie said flatly. “I have to admit, though, it certainly explains a lot. My family and I received quite a few curious glances in temple this morning.”

      I growled, collapsing back against the bench. “They work fast, don’t they?”

      “It’s not so bad.”

      I knew she was lying. It must have stung to have their friends and neighbors turn on them so quickly. I wanted to comfort her more than anything, but I also knew it would be unwise to give her too much hope. A familiar knot tightened in my gut as I considered my next words. “My mother does plan to convert as soon as Alma passes, and that may make the people of Blackridge more accepting. But you should know that I never plan to.”

      “I never expected you to.”

      “And I wouldn’t be surprised if my mother cut her ties with me in the end…so I can’t promise it will make any difference for us at all.” I turned to meet her gaze, picking anxiously at the hem of my trousers.

      “How could you say that, Nell? Your mother loves you very much.”

      “Yes, I know. But…she’s wanted this her whole life. I don’t want to cause any trouble for her if there’s a chance she could have it. I just want her to be happy.” I waved the thought away, not ready to fully address it. “I also don’t think I’m willing to be someone’s secret, Birdie. Whether it’s friendship or…love,” the word stuck like thick honey in my mouth. “If you do choose to stay, I need you to do so openly.”

      Birdie sighed sadly, a sound that made my heart crumple like an unwanted letter. I sat for a moment, watching as her mind continued to calculate the risks behind a blank stare, my secret fighting to burst forth from my lips.

      “Before you respond—”

      Birdie snapped to life then, turning to meet my eye. “I choose you! Am I afraid of what might happen? Yes. I won’t lie about that. But the days I’ve spent without you have given me a taste of what I would be giving up. I don’t want to give you up again.”

      A swarm of feelings erupted in my chest, her words spurring an affection in me I’d never felt toward her before. But I was suddenly confused by my own tangled emotions. Guilt gnawed at my insides. I thought being chosen was what I had wanted; so why did it feel so wrong?

      I forced myself to speak. “Birdie, before you commit to anything, I must confess something to you first.”

      The creaking of the screen door interrupted me, and my eyes snapped up to see my mother heading toward us with a tray in hand.

      “It’s good to see you smiling again, Birdie. I hope we’ll be seeing more of you?” Mother smiled knowingly as she spoke.

      “I think so, Mrs. Payne,” Birdie responded with a blush.

      “Please, call me Cora. Will you be staying for supper?”

      “Oh, I couldn’t. I promised Mother I’d be back to help prepare our own. She’s having some trouble getting around lately.”

      My mother chuckled, nodding to indicate she understood perfectly. “Well, I’ll leave you both to it then. Lovely to see you.”

      The beating of my heart was deafening inside my ears as Birdie turned to me expectantly.

      “You were saying?”

      I croaked, my throat suddenly dry. “I, uh, I wanted to tell you that I’m…”

      The words refused to come out. For the first time since I’d discovered it, I realized how important it was to keep my power as it had to be—a secret. Birdie and I were starting over. She’d already betrayed me once in the name of her own reputation. If she were held under the yoke of Blackridge, I couldn’t be sure yet that she wouldn’t do it again.

      “I’m not ready to talk about marriage yet,” I said instead.

      Birdie reached over and took my hand in hers, offering me a smile. “For now, I’m just glad to have my friend back. Why don’t we start there?”

      I gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “I’d like that.”
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      I foolishly believed things might return to the way they once were, but we quickly discovered that we were no longer those same people.

      Birdie and I spent the next fortnight in near-constant company, escaping on our usual jaunts through the woods. We tried to laugh and joke as we once did, but we now found each other unfamiliar, trapped on opposite sides of an old and rippled window pane that obscured the truest versions of ourselves. I couldn’t bring myself to share my secret, or the cabin. Instead, I slipped away in the evenings to return to it on my own, in desperate need for something more meaningful.

      Returning to the office reminded me that it was all real—that I was indeed still a Priestess and shared a sacred bond with my God that very few people got to experience. In my heart I knew that Birdie might ask me to give it up, and, in all honesty, I didn’t think I could. Meeting Gianna and Mariela at the market had made me realize that there was so much more to being a Priestess than power. There were people out there who needed my help. I couldn’t let them suffer in silence, like I had suffered, just to make one woman happy.

      By the next full moon, it was clear that Birdie had made a decision and was set on forging ahead, with or without my consent. Our time alone turned into afternoon tea with my mother or dinners with her parents where everyone began to discuss—to uncomfortable lengths—the intentions for our relationship going forward. I stumbled along, growing more uncertain as time went on.

      It didn’t take long for the villagers of Blackridge to begin punishing the Caldwells for Birdie’s affiliation with me. Mr. Caldwell may have been the best baker in the village, but the business was suffering. Birdie repeatedly promised that things would get better once my mother converted, and that seemed to give her parents hope. They put on a brave front, unwilling to take part in the childish games of Blackridge. But I could tell that they were becoming bothered by it all. My guilt continued to consume me.

      I learned that courtships for Dienna’s people were quick. Couples often married young, as these were bonds of love and everyone had the same goal in mind. But I never thought the talk of marriage plans would happen so soon.

      I had always imagined us packing up a trunk—someday, when the time felt right—and settling into the cabin, going on with life as it was. But to say Birdie was excited by the idea of a typical marriage would be a gross understatement. While I focused on whittling down a piece of wood, Birdie and Mother would chatter nearby about possible ceremony details, despite the fact that Birdie and I hadn’t even discussed the topic properly between ourselves yet. And when they asked for my input, I had to remind them that this was only a fantasy at the moment. Nothing was set in stone. Mother would scold me for bringing down the mood, so I found myself placating them instead: ”Whatever you want, Birdie” or “Whatever makes you happiest.” It didn’t seem like anyone really cared what I thought anyway.

      Discussions over dinner with my parents brought to light how different the concept of marriage was between our two cultures. Now that Father’s secret was out to me, he and Mother were able to offer their own valuable experience. For the people of Dienna, a marriage was a village-wide celebration. Not only were the betrothed forming their own union, but they were also celebrating how their larger family unit would better benefit society. Everyone was expected to have children, and women were respected and revered for their ability to birth future contributors. While couples like us were rarer, they weren’t unheard of. They simply adopted orphans or held societal positions that greatly benefitted their community, like teachers or temple volunteers.

      Mother could only speak briefly about the people of Ebroth, whose customs had been stamped out over the last eighty years. Her own wedding was a simple, private ceremony in the Temple of Dienna with only my father’s family present. Alma had told her that marriage for our people was a deeply personal thing. A fitting partner was selected for individual strengths and how well the couple would work together. Instead of public celebrations, the oath of marriage was something sacred and private. We kept much smaller communities, having only one or two children in order to remain in harmony with the wild lands we used to inhabit. This sounded much more inviting to me.

      Through it all, my mother could see that I was struggling. She stopped me one morning before I could head out to start with my chores, after Father and Jasper had disappeared to the shop, and poured a cup of tea.

      I sat, quietly dreading another conversation about flowers and borrowed suits. But she surprised me.

      “I can tell you’re unhappy. Is it the idea of a wedding, or do you not want to marry Birdie Caldwell?”

      I faltered, too afraid to let the words leave my lips. But it appeared they didn’t need to.

      Mother dropped her eyes to her tea with a heavy sigh. “Why haven’t you said anything?”

      “No one ever asked.” I shrugged. “Not even Birdie.”

      “It is tough to get a word in with her sometimes…but Nell, you’ve let it go too far. What is it? You love Birdie.”

      I studied her for a long moment. I wanted to tell her the truth then about my… our newly found power, and my fear that Birdie wouldn’t understand if she ever found out. But Mother’s instinct would be to protect us, to burn down the cabin and keep our power under wraps for the rest of our lives.

      My mother was a plain woman, but she was beautiful in her own way. She preferred simple dresses, some frayed around the hem from years of wear, and had worn her hair in the same tight bun every day for as long as I could remember. I tried to imagine her draped in the extravagant silks and gold bands of a Priestess. I tried to imagine her smiling and offering up words of hope, but I wasn’t so sure that’s who we were. We Payne women didn’t know how to lead or inspire. We only knew the hard work and pain of survival.

      Mother continued to stare expectantly, so I told her the next best thing I could think of.

      “There might be someone else.” It wasn’t exactly a lie.

      Mariela had been on my mind since the night I met her. The more I thought about her, the less I actually remembered. She became a dream, or a hope, of what my life could be.

      My mother stared at me blankly. “I’ve been with you nearly every day since the day you were born. Who else could there possibly be?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not with you all the time. I met her at the last Full Moon Market. She’s a garment vendor there.”

      “Have you seen her since then?”

      “No,” I admitted quietly.

      To my surprise, my mother seemed enraged. “So, you’re going to break the heart of a perfectly wonderful woman who loves you for some traveling sales girl you met one time?”

      I couldn’t respond. To hear it said out loud sounded absolutely foolish.

      But Mother couldn’t stop herself now. “And what if you did? Would this traveler give up her business to live here with you and take care of this failing estate? Or would you run off and leave it here to burn? You have responsibilities, Eleanor!”

      “I know!” Shame washed over me in heavy waves, and I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. “I just…she was…”

      “Do you plan to see her again?”

      “I suppose so. When she delivers the clothes that I ordered.”

      “Well, I’ll have a few choice words to say to this woman who conned you out of our hard-earned money and nearly destroyed my daughter’s only chance at happiness!”

      “She didn’t con me! I need clothes!” I forced myself to meet her furious gaze. “And you won’t say a thing to her.”

      “I won’t?” she asked, her eyes daring me to continue.

      “No, you won’t! Mariela didn’t do anything wrong. She’s probably forgotten I even exist by now.” I knew that wasn’t true. In fact, the Rossis would probably be in our lives for a while now, but I couldn’t tell her that. “Now, I’m sorry that I’ve upset you. I just thought it would be best to be honest for once.”

      This softened her, just as I’d hoped. “I just want the best for you. And you and I both know that Birdie is the best that it could be. And if you cast her aside…I’m afraid you’ll end up like Alma—old and alone.”

      “That’s always how I imagined myself,” I admitted.

      “But it doesn’t have to be that way. You’ve found love.”

      “How do I know that? I don’t know what that feels like. I’ve been more confused than ever since this all began. How did you know you loved Father?”

      My mother sat back in her chair and shook her head. “It’s different for everyone, I’m sure. But I just knew. I was drawn to him, and he claims he was drawn to me.” A bit of color appeared in her cheeks. “It was easy. We could talk for hours and say whatever we wanted without fear of judgment. That’s what helps you get through the harder times—having someone who understands who you really are, and who doesn’t require you to do anything outside of your character. Birdie has seen your faults, and she knows you’ll never convert, but she loves you anyway.”

      I sighed heavily. I knew my mother was hoping she’d persuaded me on Birdie, but she’d only convinced me that what I felt in my heart was right. “Thanks, Mother. If you don’t mind, I’ve got a lot of work to get done today.”

      “Of course,” she responded quietly, watching as I left through the door without another word.
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        * * *

      

      A few days after the conversation with my mother, the three of us sat on the porch enjoying tea—or more accurately, I was trying my hardest to focus on anything else while the other two gossiped about the goings-on in Blackridge—when Birdie gave my leg a squeeze to pull me from my thoughts.

      “Are you listening?”

      Edmund and I were both startled to attention. “Honestly? No,” I admitted.

      “I was saying we need to settle on a date so we can begin making solid plans.”

      “Oh? Already?” The disappointment was apparent in my voice based on the warning glance from Mother. “All right.”

      “And I think it should be before the Harvest Festival,” Birdie continued. She looked at my mother, who nodded in agreement.

      I shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I don’t know. That’s kind of soon, isn’t it?”

      Birdie opened her mouth to protest, but she was distracted by the sound of pounding hooves and creaking wagon wheels approaching on the dirt road just beyond the trees. Edmund jumped down from my lap and took off at a run, barking excitedly at the new arrivals. I was surprised he hadn’t heard it sooner. He must be getting old.

      Mother placed her teacup down on the wicker table and gave me another desperate glance, as though she’d been dreading this day since our talk. The instant flutter in my chest took my breath away, and I realized I had been too. Or I’d hoped Birdie wouldn’t be there for it, anyway.

      “Oh, who could that be?” Birdie asked curiously.

      “Haven’t a clue,” I lied.

      The three of us made our way to the stairs as two broad-chested black horses towed a grand-looking coach right up to the house, their young driver bringing them to a halt a short distance from the porch. He hopped down and pulled open the side door, releasing a wooden step for its occupants. My heart skipped a beat as a familiar figure stepped down into the dirt. Edmund circled her, sniffing excitedly at her ankles. She looked absolutely delighted to see him.

      “Isn’t that the woman from the market?” Birdie asked. She tried to hide her displeasure behind a friendly smile.

      The woman I’d been daydreaming about wasn’t an exaggeration. Mariela was just as beautiful as I remembered. She met my gaze and grinned that same radiant smile I’d pictured a thousand times. Before I knew it, I’d descended the stairs toward her, just as she bounded toward me with an excited cry and wrapped me in a tight embrace.

      “Oh, it’s good to see you again!” She pulled away with a grin, tapping my nose with a gentle finger. “And thank you for looking out for us.”

      I blushed furiously. “Of course.”

      “And who is this?” Her voice rose an octave as she leaned down toward Edmund with a bright smile.

      “My best friend. My confidant and protector,” I said proudly. “This is Edmund. Edmund, Mariela.”

      “Oh, I love him already!” she cooed, scratching him roughly about the neck. He loved every second of it.

      Gianna approached us with a smile, taking my hand in her own. She seemed to be weighing what to do with it as she directed a glance toward the porch. “Thank you for everything you have done. May I be open around your family?” she asked quietly.

      I gave a quick shake of my head but kept smiling. “Thank you. I am so excited to see what you’ve made.”

      “Oh, of course. Giovanni, grab the trunk and carry it to the house, please. Miss Payne, this is my oldest son, Giovanni.” The young man bowed his head politely and disappeared around the back of the carriage.

      Mother approached awkwardly, holding out a hand in greeting. “Uh…hello. I’m Eleanor’s mother, Cora Payne.”

      “Oh, forgive me!” I said, putting on my best hostess smile. “Mother, this is Gianna Rossi and her daughter Mariela. As I told you, I met them at the market. They’ve made me a new outfit.”

      “One new outfit?” she questioned, watching as Giovanni carried a rather large trunk toward the house.

      “A few new outfits,” Gianna corrected. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Payne. Your daughter really is a treasure.”

      “Oh? Yes, of course she is. Likewise, a pleasure,” my mother said with as much truth as she could muster, her eyes lingering on Mariela.

      I decided it was best to end the conversation there and motioned toward the house with a nervous smile. “Come in, please. We can take over the drawing room.”

      We made our way toward the porch, where Birdie stood at the top of the stairs trying her best not to shoot Mariela sour glances. I avoided her eyes, my painted smile now hurting my cheeks.

      “This is Birdie Caldwell.”

      “Her fiancée,” Birdie interjected.

      “Pleasure.” Mariela’s eyes sized Birdie up, though her smile remained just as charming.

      “Yes, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Caldwell,” Gianna said warmly, planting a kiss on Birdie’s cheek in greeting.

      “Pleasure’s mine,” she said sweetly.

      I cleared my throat. “Let’s get inside, shall we? Birdie, could you please show the way to the drawing room?”

      Birdie glared at me as I held open the screen door, but she led the way without argument. I barely registered her looks. A thousand questions for the Rossis were racing through my mind, and I couldn’t decide which ones were most important.

      Mother brought up the rear of the group, her eyes burning a hole into me as she passed. “All of this for a simple fitting?” she whispered harshly.

      “How would I know? I’ve never had new clothes before!” I growled, trying to keep my voice quiet.

      Birdie led them through a set of double doors off to the left of the large foyer and instructed Giovanni to set the trunk down on the floor by the window. He quickly made his way back outside, bowing his head to me again as he passed. Mother stiffened, appearing annoyed that he hadn’t provided her the same courtesy.

      “Do you always personally deliver the garments?” There was an edge to Mother’s voice as she and Birdie took up post in the doorway to watch us.

      “My mother taught me that excellent service produces return customers,” Gianna replied sweetly.

      “We’ll be out in a minute,” I grumbled, passing my mother a warning glance before pulling the doors closed for a bit of privacy. I returned to the Rossis with an apologetic smile.

      “This Miss Caldwell…is it serious?” Mariela asked innocently.

      My heart sank, and I sighed more heavily than I had intended. “Recently, the word ‘marriage’ has been thrown around more times than I can count.”

      “You don’t sound as happy as I imagine you should,” Gianna remarked, raising a brow as she approached to work on the buttons of my shirt.

      I stiffened at her touch, wondering if this was the conventional way of fitting every customer, and tried my best not to look too uncomfortable. “Well, I…” I glanced toward Mariela and was startled to find she’d been watching me.

      Her proud smirk widened as her gaze fell toward the garment she was preparing. “And she doesn’t know.”

      “She’s a follower of Dienna,” I groaned quietly.

      Gianna pulled the worn old shirt from my arms and tossed it aside. “Of course she is. Look at her, innocent as a fawn.”

      I bit back a smile. “I don’t know how to tell her, or if I even should. What if she wants me to give this up? Or what if she turns me in? I’m sorry…I shouldn’t be dumping all of this on you.”

      “I can’t imagine you have anyone else to discuss it with. Does your family follow Dienna as well?” Gianna asked, moving out of the way so Mariela could take over.

      “No…not yet anyway. My great-grandmother forbade the conversion. My mother’s just waiting for the moment she dies to jump.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Well, If Birdie wouldn’t accept it, then she doesn’t deserve you. There are plenty of partners who would consider it the greatest honor to be chosen by a Priestess.” Mariela flashed her most charming smile before wrapping me in a fresh white shirt.

      I blushed, dropping my gaze to Mariela’s skilled hands as they fastened the buttons over my chest. She reached up to straighten my collar, her soft skin brushing against my throat, and I nearly swooned as the deep, woodsy scent of her perfume enveloped me.

      “We can talk about your upcoming marriage another time,” Gianna said, cutting the silence. “I assume you have some questions for us.”

      I drew in a sharp breath, shaking away the foggy feeling in my head. “Right, I do…I have so many questions that I don’t even know where to begin. Where did you come from? How far did you travel to find me?”

      Gianna approached me with a pair of black trousers, much more fitted than the patchwork garments passed down from Jasper, and I changed into them at her urging.

      “We’re from Athana, but we don’t live there anymore. We’re travelers now, collecting new fabrics from around the world and creating one-of-a-kind clothing at whatever markets we can get into.” Gianna smoothed my new shirt and tugged in various places, her proud smile telling me it fit exactly as intended.

      “You said you had a dream about me, Mariela. Do you have a lot of dreams like that? I mean…of other people, or…” I hated hearing the nervous stammer in my own voice.

      She chuckled. “Yes, I believe they’re a gift. He shows me people like us who need help, and we find them and take them somewhere safe.”

      “Our people are in danger?”

      “Aren’t you?” Mariela crouched in front of me, gliding her hands over my thighs to smoothe the new trousers into place.

      I felt color rise in my cheeks at Mariela’s touch and had to force myself to focus on the topic at hand. I knew horrible things had been done to my own family in the past, but I now knew it was because we were Ebroth’s Priestesses. I had never considered that simply being a follower or one of the Faithless might be just as dangerous.

      Mariela stood tall, meeting my eyes. “We have seen horrible things done to our people at the hands of Dienna’s worshippers. If they haven’t harmed you yet, take it as a warning that they still could.”

      Gianna shushed her daughter, motioning toward the thin doors separating us from an audience.

      “Where do you take these people that you’re helping?” I whispered, sliding into the jacket Gianna handed me.

      “Our people have a rather large community in Bridgeport and a growing one in Riverton. It’s easier to go unnoticed in the bigger cities. They may be poor and struggling, but they’re mostly left alone. If you’re ever traveling, there’s a symbol—”

      The three of us whipped around as the doors to the drawing room opened.

      My mother poked her head in with a forced smile. “I thought I’d make tea. Oh!” Her jaw slackened at the sight of the new jacket, the rich blue of a midnight sky during the full moon, cropped at the waist with simple silver buttons. The wide collar revealed a crisp white shirt underneath.

      She stepped into the room with a sudden look of worry in her eyes. “Oh, Eleanor! There’s no way we can afford that.”

      “Mother, I wouldn’t be wearing it if I couldn’t afford it,” I hissed.

      Birdie rushed in behind her for a look, suddenly grinning from ear to ear. “That blue, Nell. It’s so beautiful!”

      “I knew as soon as I saw her that she would look amazing in it,” Mariela teased.

      Birdie did her best to ignore Mariela, but I could spot the annoyance breaking through her painted smile. She crossed the room to run her fingers over the fabric of my collar. “I think it’s just lovely. Perhaps you could wear this at our wedding.”

      “Perhaps,” I said, forcing a smile.

      Mother approached in a huff, her eyes scanning over each piece of the new outfit and the clothes she could see in the trunk behind us. “How much will it all cost us?”

      “It’s already paid for,” Gianna assured her.

      “Where did you get the money for all of this?”

      “You gave it to me the night of the market,” I reminded her.

      “Well, we must have made a mistake! Did you take more than—”

      “Mother, would you please calm down? You’re embarrassing me!”

      She closed her mouth and stood a little taller, her eyes staring daggers into mine until she was sure I wasn’t lying.

      “How about I help you with that tea?” Gianna offered, motioning toward the door.

      Without another word, Mother made her exit. Gianna tried her best to keep up with her furious pace. I could feel the tension between Birdie and Mariela rising as they both stood close by, each eyeing the other with distasteful glances.

      I cleared my throat and turned to Edmund, who sat on the chaise looking terribly bored. “What do you think, old boy?”

      He gave an excited bark, thrilled to even be mentioned, and his tail came to life.

      “Thank you, Edmund. I worked very hard on it.” Mariela laughed and took a dramatic bow.

      I chuckled and began unbuttoning the new jacket. “How about we try something else on?”

      “Wait until you see what else we’ve brought, Birdie. You might change your mind about which outfit you want for the wedding. But you’ll have to excuse us for a moment.” Mariela placed a firm hand on my hip and turned me about until we stood almost close enough to touch.

      I watched Birdie’s smile drop into a scowl behind Mariela as she began working on the buttons of my shirt. Birdie was clearly losing her patience with these games. “I’ll be just outside the door then.”

      “It’ll just be a moment,” I assured her.

      She slowly turned on her heel and slammed the drawing room doors closed behind her.

      “Must you tease her so?”

      Mariela smirked, finding it humorous. “You know, it’s not uncommon for our people to take multiple partners.”

      “Now you’re teasing me,” I lamented under my breath.

      Mariela’s smile widened, and I swore I saw her blush. “So…is her love for Dienna the only reason you’re having doubts?” she whispered.

      “No,” I admitted, avoiding her gaze. Why was it suddenly so difficult to look at her?

      Content with my response, she returned her attention to my clothes. Talking with Mariela came easily, just the way Mother had said it should. A nagging feeling in the back of my mind kept telling me that she was what I wanted, but guilt would never allow me to admit it. I was supposed to be wanting Birdie. The poor woman was planning an entire wedding by herself, while I was desperately craving the attention of a woman I hardly knew.

      Mariela handed me another white shirt to put on. I welcomed the distraction from my own thoughts. This one was a bit more formal, with a ruffle at the throat. Even something as simple as a single ruffle was more adventurous than anything I’d ever worn before. I nervously attempted to settle it against my chest.

      Mariela pulled another garment from the trunk and held it up on display. I lost my breath. The stunning garment was unlike anything I’d ever seen. She held the arms out as I slipped into it, the material embracing me like a perfectly fitted glove.

      It was made in the same stunning blue as the first and was cropped similarly at the waist in the front, but the sides draped downward at a sharp angle until the back grazed my ankles. It imitated the dramatic appearance of a ball gown, giving me the look of a Priestess without ever having to don a dress.

      I suddenly felt unworthy.

      “This is what you are wearing when you appear in my dreams,” she said simply.

      My fingers traced the ornate silver buttons, outlining the silhouette of a crow. “Oh, Mariela. It’s…beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “Neither have I. So I knew I had to make it just for you.” She grinned proudly. “And you look magnificent.”

      I couldn’t help but stand taller then. “It feels…strange to be wearing it, I must admit. I keep wondering when I’ll wake from this dream.”

      “Well, there are new boots and trousers in the trunk as well, so don’t wake up just yet.”

      I looked down at my worn leather boots, whose soles had been repaired more times than I could count. “New boots?”

      “Can’t have our Priestess looking like a homeless stableboy, can we?” she joked.

      I blinked away tears as a rush of gratitude overtook me. “I don’t know what’s come over me. There’s no way I could ever possibly repay you.”

      She approached me with a more earnest expression, reaching up to cradle my face in her gentle hands. I met her eye and took in another deep inhalation of her perfume, a sudden invigorating energy tingling across my skin. For the first time in my life, I found myself hoping that she was about to kiss me.

      “I don’t know if you know this…but you’re not supposed to,” she said quietly. “You are a Priestess of Ebroth, a direct connection to our God Himself. That demands respect. It breaks my heart that you had to be born into a world that makes you feel like you deserve nothing, when you deserve so much more than we could ever give you. Whatever you did for us after we last met, it was more than we could have asked for.”

      Mother’s voice on the other side of the door broke us apart, and I swallowed hard against the rise of emotion as Mariela released me. I watched her, breathless, as she returned to business as usual, folding up the discarded shirt.

      “I still have so many questions,” I whispered.

      “No chance you could ask them over tea?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

      “Is there any chance you could both meet me on the road at dusk, just beyond the gate? I know a private place where we could talk more. Make sure you aren’t seen, though.”

      “We’ll be there,” she agreed with a wink.

      “I’ll try to write my questions down this time so I don’t forget.”

      “We’ll have plenty of time to talk later. We’ll stay all night if we have to. Now, put on those new boots. Quickly.” Mariela crossed the room and pushed open the doors, smiling devilishly at the impatient looking women on the other side. “Are you ready to see your Eleanor like you’ve never seen her before?”

      I pulled on the new boots and laced them as quickly as I could while Mariela made a sweet little introduction. After smoothing everything down to perfection, I stepped into the doorway with a sheepish grin, my arms open wide to put myself on display. Mother gasped, bringing a quick hand to her lips. Birdie stood frozen with her mouth slightly agape.

      I twirled on the spot, the coat billowing around me. “I think I’ve got your skirts beat, Birdie. What do you think?”

      “It’s so…formal,” Birdie said simply.

      “Everyone’s wardrobe should have at least one formal outfit,” Gianna announced, crossing toward me to fluff the bottom of the jacket.

      “Thank you so much.” I said, beaming at her.

      Gianna flashed a knowing smile, then turned to Mother. “Now, this is a new style we’re trying out…your daughter was brave enough to be one of the first to wear it, so of course we gave her a steep discount. And Eleanor, I think you wear it quite beautifully.”

      “Oh, you do,” Birdie gushed, approaching at last.

      The way everyone was looking at me had me feeling on top of the world. “It’s a shame I don’t have anywhere to show these off. Why don’t we finally go to that tea house you’ve been talking about, Birdie?”

      “In this?” she questioned. Her eyes widened.

      “Well, no…the other one. It’s only afternoon. They should still be serving, shouldn’t they?” I began working on the buttons of the coat, watching closely as Birdie faltered. “You said you weren’t afraid of Blackridge. So, let’s head into town and have a nice lunch. We’ll consider it a test…and I doubt anyone would even recognize me.”

      “Oh, a tea house? I’d love to go to a tea house,” Mariela enthused, sidling up beside me. I fought back a smile.

      Birdie’s eyes darted quickly toward Mariela and returned to me with a new fire. “I’d love to go.”

      “We could give you a ride into town. Don’t want to show up covered in dust now, do we?” Gianna offered.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Rossi, that would be perfect! Just let me change.”

      Birdie crossed her arms tightly over her chest again, clearly not thrilled at having to share a carriage with Mariela, but she didn’t argue. It was a long walk in the heat, after all.

      It didn’t take long to carry everything upstairs and get changed into the more casual outfit. Before leaving my room, I grabbed the small jar containing the last of the glamor spell rouge and tucked it into my pocket.

      Mother sat on the old settee in the foyer, sipping her tea without a word as everyone piled into the carriage. I knew I would have to deal with her later, but at the moment I was more excited for my first public outing wearing the most amazing ensemble anyone in the village had ever seen. I couldn’t wait to see if the villagers would treat me any differently now that I didn’t look like, as Mariela so eloquently stated, a homeless stableboy. I settled in beside Birdie in the carriage and couldn’t manage to shake the smile from my face.

      “Miss Caldwell, we heard something about an upcoming wedding?” Gianna said, attempting to initiate conversation.

      Birdie sat a little taller, her cheeks reddening just a bit. “Well, we haven’t settled on a date just yet, but yes. It should be soon.”

      “I think it’s beautiful that you’re willing to take such a risk on someone like us,” Mariela added, her calculating eyes watching Birdie carefully.

      Birdie stared back at her blankly for a moment before realization overcame her. She lowered her gaze to the floor. Gianna cast a sideways glare at her daughter, who shrugged innocently.

      “Birdie won’t say anything,” I assured them.

      Birdie smiled politely. “Of course not. Though, I understand now why you’ve been so friendly.”

      “I can imagine just how unfriendly other people around here must be to you, Eleanor. It’s always so in these small villages.” Gianna sighed.

      “I can’t imagine some of the things you’ve seen,” I said gently.

      “No, you can’t. The people of Dienna are horrible,” Mariela added sharply.

      “Mariela!”

      I was just as surprised as everyone else by my reprimanding tone, one strikingly similar to Mother’s. Mariela quieted, turning her attention to the window beside her, and I cringed with regret. It wasn’t that she was wrong. I agreed that the people of Dienna were horrible, but that wasn’t a conversation to have in front of Birdie.

      “I’m sorry for what they’ve done to you,” Birdie said softly.

      I could tell Mariela wanted to counter, but she held her tongue and settled back against the bench. The carriage fell silent as we made our way into town, each of us watching the houses pass by through the windows.

      I pulled the rouge from my pocket, opening the jar and dipping a finger in. “Would you like some?” I offered to Birdie.

      Birdie took a deep breath, smiling in relief at the change of subject. “Sure.”

      I carefully dabbed some of the rose powder onto Birdie’s cheeks and used my thumb to spread and blend it along her cheekbone. Her eyes closed blissfully as her face reddened under my touch.

      “No one will be able to keep their eyes off of you,” I said matter-of-factly.

      Birdie’s lips spread wide in a delighted smile, and she reached up to hold my hand tighter against her cheek. “Oh, Nell. That’s so sweet.”

      My own smile widened, but my words stuck in my throat as I noticed Mariela watching us with sad eyes. I settled back against the bench and dipped a finger in the pink powder, closing my eyes to focus. My words are power and strength, I repeated silently as my finger traced the powder along my lips. When I opened my eyes again, Gianna was grinning like a proud mother at the scene she’d just witnessed. I smirked, then lowered my eyes to my lap and purposely avoided Mariela’s gaze for the rest of the trip.

      The carriage came to a halt on the main road and shook gently as Giovanni climbed down to open the door from the outside. Birdie climbed out first. I hesitated, leaning forward to whisper.

      “I’ll see you both tonight?”

      “We’ll be there,” Mariela agreed for both of them.

      Gianna smiled warmly. “I hope you have a pleasant afternoon.”

      “Thank you...again. I’m sure I’ll thank you a thousand times more before you leave.”

      I climbed out of the carriage and turned to shake Giovanni’s hand in a quick goodbye. He pulled it to his lips and planted a gentle kiss on the back before releasing me. Then he bowed his head and climbed back up to his post.

      “Your people sure are friendly, aren’t they?” Birdie said quietly, waving goodbye as the carriage departed.

      I watched them go, part of me wishing I was going with them. “It’s not often that we have the opportunity to find each other.”

      The sadness in my voice caught Birdie’s attention. “Oh…I never thought of it that way.”

      I plastered on a smile, reaching out to link her arm and pull her toward the square. “Let’s get some tea.”

      The tea house, Annetta’s Tea Room, was a recent addition opened by another newcomer from Bridgeport, Birdie explained. It was one of the featured shops on the ground floor of the Bell Trading building, and the tables in the front window overlooked the beautiful greenery of Primrose Square. Arthur Throckmorton had been trying to bring in more big-city culture as Blackridge blossomed, but the established locals were more of the hard-working variety and preferred a hearty ale or mead from the tavern at the end of the day. During the day, this new tea house was becoming more of a place to hold business meetings and a palatable resting place for wealthier people traveling between Riverton and Bridgeport.

      The square was crowded, as was typical on nice days, with groups of people relaxing on the lawns under the giant oak or strolling through the market. We passed by couples laid out on blankets in the grass, enjoying brief moments of peace while their small children ran through the garden and played nearby. A group of ladies our age huddled closely together, whispering and giggling amongst themselves as they eyed a group of young men nearby who were kicking a ball around, clearly showing off and aware of the attention.

      As Birdie and I neared the tea house, one of the young men broke away from the pack and sprinted toward us. I stiffened as Jacob Throckmorton stood before us once more, smiling as though our last encounter hadn’t even happened.

      Birdie groaned quietly, forcing herself to smile. “Jacob, hello. Enjoying your day?”

      Jacob smoothed back his hair, grinning from ear to ear as he gazed reverently at her. “You look more radiant today than I’ve ever seen you.”

      I scowled, instantly regretting the glamor spell, but held my tongue as Birdie gave my arm a gentle squeeze.

      “Thanks,” Birdie said with a nod before moving to step around him.

      Jacob took a wide step to the side to block our path, his eyes avoiding me as if I weren’t even there. “I went to speak to your father this afternoon, but he said you were out.”

      “You spoke to my father?” Birdie asked in surprise.

      He gave his most charming smile, taking another step closer. “I had such a great time with you, and I think we really hit it off. And when I saw how things were going for you all lately…I just thought I would bring up how much better things might be for you if you gave me a chance. I could offer you so much more than…this,” he said as he waved a hand dismissively toward me.

      I barked with laughter, unable to hold back any longer. “Oh, Jacob. It’s so hard not to feel sorry for you.”

      His smile abruptly melted as he eyed me with contempt. “I wasn’t speaking to you, traitor.”

      Birdie’s face flushed as I stepped in front of her, standing as tall as I could before the towering Throckmorton. “And you’ve got no business speaking to Birdie, or her family, considering the damage you’ve done to them.”

      He gave a breathy laugh as though confused, his eyes on Birdie again. “Damage?”

      I raised my voice now. “Strange how her father’s business only started to suffer since our last conversation. You know, I think it’s disgusting how you treat people that don’t bow down to your every wish, Throckmorton. The Caldwells have been faithful to your family since they arrived here, and this is how you repay them? All because Birdie isn’t interested in your advances?”

      “Silence, Payne,” he whispered harshly, his eyes darting to the faces around us. “Unless you want to see what we used to do to traitors like you!”

      Something within me felt different this time. There was no unbridled fury, no raging temper, only a calm sense of knowing. If Jacob Throckmorton did anything to hurt me, I could do something so much worse to him. My words are power and strength, I repeated to myself. “I’m not afraid of you, Jacob.”

      “Nell, don’t. Please. I don’t want you to get hurt,” Birdie begged quietly.

      I ignored her, taking another step toward Jacob with a cocky smile. “I don’t hear you denying it, though. What will the people of Blackridge think of your mother when they learn she’ll destroy their livelihoods if they don’t do everything she says?”

      Jacob glared at me, the look in his eye making me shiver, though I did my best to hide it. “I don’t ever want to hear you smear the name of our High Priestess again, do you understand me?”

      “She didn’t mean it,” Birdie insisted, pulling me backward.

      “I’m glad we ran into you today, Jacob,” I said simply, giving him the bravest look I could muster. “This way we can invite you to our wedding. You’re welcome to bring a date...if you can convince someone to go out with you.”

      Jacob’s neck turned a satisfying shade of scarlet as he fumed, turning toward Birdie with a look of outrage. “Your wedding?”

      “Yes, Jacob. I told you I was spoken for,” Birdie said gently.

      “I thought you were saying that just to make her feel better!”

      “And I do feel better,” I crooned, smiling sweetly.

      “What kind of people have you taken up with, Birdie? Is there some sort of resistance meeting out there in the woods, tempting you from your path?”

      “I’m not straying, Jacob. How could you think that?” Birdie sounded wounded.

      “Oh, I think you have…because of her. That’s what they do. They tempt you away from Her everlasting light.”

      “What kind of bedtime stories does your mommy tell you at night? You sure are a paranoid lot.” I placed a firm palm against his chest as Jacob attempted a more threatening step toward us. He might have been a good five inches taller than me, but I was ready to take a punch if I had to. “That’s close enough!”

      “Don’t touch me, filth.”

      “Get over yourself, Jacob. Go back to your afternoon, and let us go back to ours. You lost.”

      Birdie tugged on my arm. “Please, can we just go?”

      I hesitated before responding sweetly, my eyes locked with Jacob’s. “Yes, darling. Let’s have tea.”

      I slowly turned, wrapping an arm around Birdie’s shoulders as we retreated toward the tea house. Once we’d made it a few steps without a searing blow to the back of my head, I closed my eyes in relief. I’d thought for sure he was going to take me out right there in the square. Exhaling audibly when we made it safely inside the door, Birdie seemed to have had the same idea.

      A young woman greeted us, approaching with a painted smile. “Welcome…we have a few tables in the back.”

      I took in the room, noticing that the few occupied tables around us were filled with groups of smartly dressed men who halted their conversations to look in our direction. The tables by the front window, however, were empty.

      “I think we’ll take one of these,” I announced, not waiting for permission before heading over to pull out a chair for Birdie. “For you.”

      Birdie smiled kindly, though I could see the worry in her eyes, and sat down. The woman followed behind us, looking a little put out, and placed handwritten menus on the table with a huff. She left without another word, and Birdie went right into scanning over the selection. The men had gone back to their conversations, though they seemed rather hushed. I wondered if that was because of the new female company or because of me. More curious was the fact that Jacob was nowhere to be found in our view of the square.

      “What do you think of the lavender?” Birdie asked curiously.

      “I think it sounds lovely,” I said reflexively, half listening as I trained my eyes on the square.

      A long moment passed before Birdie spoke again. “There’s something very different about you lately.”

      “I can only hope that’s a good thing.” I smirked.

      “Well, it’s not necessarily a bad thing,” she began. She shrugged, trying to put her finger on it. “You’ve always been confident...but it’s something else entirely now. It’s borderline cocky. The Eleanor I know would never have said those things in public. What’s changed?”

      I longed to tell Birdie everything, but this certainly wasn’t the place or time to discuss it. “Things just finally seem to be going my way, and it feels really good.”

      Birdie’s smile widened and she nodded in agreement. “You know, I actually wanted you to punch Jacob today…but you didn’t. I was surprised.”

      I had to admit I was shocked. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      “No, I’m proud of you. That was very mature.”

      I sat a little taller. “Well, it’s about time I grow up, seeing as I’m…” I caught myself and allowed my sentence to trail off. Seeing as I’m now a Priestess, I had almost said.

      “You’re what?” she pressed.

      I met her eye, thinking quickly. “Seeing as I’m about to be a married woman, apparently.”

      Birdie giggled, the joy on her face unmistakable. My guilt threatened to make me sick.

      “I’ve never heard you say it out loud before. I rather like it. Though, I suppose we should discuss that.”

      “I think you and my mother have discussed it enough for the both of us.”

      She sighed. “Oh, Nell…I guess what I’m asking is…are you sure this is what you want? You’ve hardly said a word about it when we’ve asked, and you won’t even help me pick a date. I don’t want you to just go along with whatever I say.”

      I noticed the waitress hovering behind us in silence and was grateful for her sudden return. Birdie was about to get a real taste of what it would be like to be a Payne.

      She eyed the girl curiously at first, but she seemed to catch on quickly and frowned. “I’ll try the lavender and vanilla. Nell?”

      “Black is fine.”

      Birdie watched with an annoyed frown as the girl collected our menus and left the table without so much as an acknowledgment of our order.

      I offered her a sad smile. “I guess I should be asking you…is this really what you want? Every person you’ve ever known suddenly treating you like they wished you didn’t exist.”

      “That’s bound to change once your mother converts, right?”

      I had hoped she wouldn’t cling to that. “It might...or it might not when they realize I have no intention to join them.”

      Birdie sighed heavily, her gaze falling to the table, and I had to look out the window for a distraction from the sorrow in her eyes. I watched the crowd in the square as they talked and laughed together, and it angered me that Birdie wouldn’t be able to have those kinds of friendships anymore. It was selfish of me to even entertain the idea of marriage.

      “If not me, then who?” I asked suddenly.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “If you didn’t marry me…who else would you be willing to entertain?”

      Birdie looked uncomfortable with the question but gave it some thought. “I don’t know that I’ve ever considered anyone else, honestly. Since the day I met you…I wanted it to be you.”

      It was difficult not to smile, though my guilt grew heavier with every compliment. I had hoped Birdie would have had someone else in mind. Anyone else.

      “Yet it took you three years to tell me so. Why did you turn up at my house that day…after we first met at the bakery? I had myself convinced that someone put you up to it as a prank.”

      Birdie blushed, tucking a strand of her long, golden waves behind her ear. “I don’t know.”

      “You met a girl who didn’t say two words to you, but you knew you wanted to be with her?”

      Birdie drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m not sure I could explain it. Whatever words I try to use just sound silly as I start to say them out loud.”

      She had no idea just how much I understood. “Try. I won’t make fun.”

      “Well...I felt drawn to you. It sounds silly, but a little voice in the back of my mind kept telling me to reach out to you. I got the sense that it wouldn’t quiet until I was with you…like it knew I was supposed to be there.”

      I thought back to my childhood spell willing Birdie into my life. If Ebroth had intended for me to take up the role of High Priestess, I wondered what role He had intended Birdie to play in all of this. Was she simply supposed to be a companion and supportive wife? Or perhaps a liaison with the people of Blackridge? Surely if she was meant to be in my life, then she was meant to know who I really was.

      “Birdie, I have to tell you something.”

      I took in a deep breath to steel my nerves and glanced once more upon the square. That’s when I caught sight of Jacob Throckmorton standing with Josephine on the temple steps directly across the square. The hair on the nape of my neck stood on end as I watched him furiously gesturing in our direction while Josephine stared into the front window of the tea house.

      “What do you have to tell me?”

      I quickly looked over at Birdie, grateful that she’d been completely oblivious to the happenings outside.

      “I, uh…”

      I gripped the edge of the table, suddenly feeling the overwhelming urge to flee. What would Josephine do, seeing the two of us together? What was I thinking, taking Birdie somewhere so public…so open?

      “I-I found Alma’s old cabin.”

      “What? When? What kind of shape is it in? Is it liveable? Can we go?”

      I glanced out the window again to find that Josephine had disappeared. Jacob was on his way back to his friends in the square, his eyes on the ground and his expression stern.

      “Uh…it’s actually in great shape, which is surprising after…so many years. Birdie, what would you say to taking a walk?”

      “Now? But we just ordered. I’ve been waiting so long to come here.”

      She was right. I couldn’t very well tell her that I thought we were in danger. I fidgeted in my seat, my eyes repeatedly scanning the square. Jacob had returned to his friends, smiling and laughing once more. I hoped that was a good sign.

      “Though, I would like to see it some time soon. Perhaps we could walk there after. This is so exciting! Is there room for a garden?”

      “Yes, it already has a garden.”

      “You seem distracted. Is everything all right?”

      I forced myself to look at her and smile. “Everything is fine.”

      Birdie eyed me suspiciously for the briefest moment, but didn’t question it. She comfortably slipped back into conversation by bringing up her new ideas for our upcoming wedding. I tried my best to pay attention, but I was so distracted by my thoughts. What horrible thing would Josephine do to me now after I’d insulted their mother in the middle of the square?

      Birdie grinned as the young woman returned and placed two delicate china cups of tea in front of us. She didn’t wait around to see if we needed anything else before making her way back to the table of gentlemen, her friendly smile reappearing as soon as she was away from us.

      “Oh, this looks lovely!” Birdie exclaimed. She took a sip and her smile dimmed. “Well, it’s a little cold.”

      I cautiously raised my own cup to my lips and immediately regretted it. Sure, it was cold now, but it left a bitter taste in my mouth, a sure sign that the water was far too hot for its delicate leaves whenever it was actually made.

      Birdie heaved a sigh. “I suppose it isn’t bad. I just don’t see what the fuss is about. So many people come into the bakery raving about it.”

      “Sorry, Birdie. I’m sure it’s usually delicious…but remember who you’re with.”

      “Oh, stop saying things like that. At least we tried it, right? They’ll be sorry they lost our patronage.” She went to take another sip, but a sudden cough, deep and rattling, took her by surprise.

      Startled by the intensity, I moved to help her, but Birdie held up a hand to waive me away. I sat back down and watched helplessly as she took a moment to regain her composure.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Oh, I’m fine. Sorry about that—” She was barely able to finish her sentence as another cough shook through her, low and hoarse. When it finally passed, she settled back in her chair, looking winded.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “I must have swallowed something wrong,” she admitted sheepishly, looking relieved as she took a sip of her tea. She sat back and drew in a long and wheezing breath. “Nell, I’m sorry. I’m suddenly not feeling well at all.”

      I jumped up without another word, ready to leave at once, but Birdie clutched her napkin to her mouth as she coughed yet again. We were beginning to draw attention from the other tables. I smiled apologetically, placing a few silver coins on the table.

      “Let’s get you home. Just take the napkin with you.”

      Snaking an arm under Birdie’s armpit, I lifted her from her chair and led her toward the door. The male patrons of the tea house watched with disdain as we made our way past them, but the waitress finally expressed some sort of emotion: worry.

      “Is she all right?” the woman called across the tea house.

      I met her eyes, but couldn’t respond. I worried for a moment that maybe she’d done something to our tea, but I was fine. And who would be horrible enough to hurt Birdie? No, this had Josephine written all over it.

      Birdie leaned heavily against me as we returned to the street, the napkin held up to her mouth just in case.

      “I’m so sorry, Nell.”

      “Nothing to apologize for. If I’m being honest, I’m quite happy to be done with that place. Let’s just get you home and resting.”

      The walk to the Caldwells’ home was a short one, but it took us much longer than usual. Birdie was growing weaker and needed to stop and rest often. I led her down the alley beside the bakery and through the back door, where a staircase delivered us straight up to the Caldwell residence.

      “Mrs. Caldwell?” I called out, trying not to sound panicked as we entered the small kitchen at the back of the house.

      Birdie’s youngest siblings, six-year-old twins Ethan and Ella, appeared in the doorway with curious expressions.

      “Is Sister okay?” Ethan asked, eyeing Birdie with concern.

      “Fetch your mother for me, will you? I’m going to get your sister to bed.”

      The twins took their job seriously and ran off into the house yelling for their mother. I wrapped my arm around Birdie’s waist as she sagged. I shifted my weight, practically carrying her up another flight of stairs off to the right.

      “Still with me, Birdie?” I asked, straining with the effort.

      Birdie mumbled some sort of apology that was cut short by a tired and half-hearted cough. I braved a glance over at her, and my heart suddenly began to pound in my chest. Birdie’s forehead glistened with sweat and her blonde hair was dampened at the scalp. She could hardly keep her eyes open as she sucked in labored, sticky breaths.

      Another cough overtook her and brought the both of us to a halt at the top of the stairs. Had she been feeling sick all this time without telling me? In the back of my mind, I wondered if it could be Josephine’s doing after I had picked a fight with her brother in the square. Was her hatred for me really deep enough that she would harm one of her own?

      Birdie got herself under control once more. I shook away the horrible thought and barreled toward her bedroom door at the end of the hall. Mrs. Caldwell came bursting through just as I was lowering Birdie onto the bed.

      “What happened?” Mrs. Caldwell asked, rushing over to kneel beside her daughter’s bed and laying an ear to her chest to listen to Birdie’s slow, rattling breaths.

      I stepped back with a heavy sigh, physically spent from the journey. “We were at the tea house on the square, and she said she wasn’t feeling well. During the walk here she just got worse and worse.”

      “Jonathan!” Mrs. Caldwell hollered.

      It was only a moment before Birdie’s younger brother appeared in the doorway, peeking nervously around the doorframe at his sister. I assumed the three siblings were all there, spying from the hall.

      “Run to the temple and request a healer at once. Tell them to come quickly!”

      I stood by, feeling absolutely helpless as the visibly pregnant Mrs. Caldwell struggled to her feet, looking down at Birdie with a deeply furrowed brow. After a few moments, she looked over at me as though seeing me for the first time.

      “Get her shoes, will you, dear? Let’s get her comfortable.”

      I did as I was asked, avoiding taking a proper look at Birdie’s condition. Guilt and worry ate at me as it began to sink in just how much trouble Birdie might be in. My fingers trembled as they worked to untie the delicate laces of her leather boots.

      “Do you think she’ll be okay?” I asked quietly.

      “I don’t know, dear. You said it came on all of a sudden?”

      “It seemed to. Perhaps she was feeling ill and didn’t want to say anything? You know she hates to be a bother.”

      “Oh, Birdie,” Mrs. Caldwell gently scolded with a sigh.

      We made quick work of getting Birdie down to her slip and covering her up with quilts. As Mrs. Caldwell left to wait for the healer downstairs, I pulled up a chair beside the bed, delicately taking hold of Birdie’s now clammy, limp hand. I had a sudden flashback of Alma, looking just as worried, clutching her daughter’s icy hand while Adelaide unknowingly bled out on the bed before her. I felt sick, terrified that Birdie was about to meet a similar fate.

      I forced myself to face reality and look Birdie in the face once more. To my relief, Birdie met my eye with a weak smile.

      “You’re going to be okay,” was the only thing I could think to say.

      Just as quickly, her eyes closed again as she slipped away into a fevered sleep.
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      It was nearly dusk when I finally left the Caldwell residence. The healer that Jonathan had retrieved from the temple appeared as perplexed by the sudden severity of Birdie’s illness as everyone else. The woman couldn’t be sure of what was causing it, but she collected an offering and returned to the temple to retrieve medicines and to pray to Dienna for the return of Birdie’s health.

      Upon returning to the Caldwell home, the healer ordered me to leave so as not to “taint the divine workings of Dienna.” Mrs. Caldwell also seemed to think it might be a good idea, so I held off on arguing. I had a meeting to attend anyway, and I didn’t know when I would get the chance to talk to Gianna and Mariela again before they moved on from Blackridge.

      I walked home, my mind lost in a storm of racing thoughts. While I’d been clutching Birdie’s hand and watching her struggle for breath, guilt had settled upon me with a crushing weight. If even the best temple healer couldn’t figure out what was wrong with Birdie, it seemed even more likely to me that my suspicions might be true. This mysterious illness might actually be Josephine’s doing. Could the healer have been lying to cover up for her beloved Priestess?

      I stopped at the end of our road where it began to narrow and the trees opened up to the grand view of the Payne home. Another uncomfortable confrontation with Mother was something I wasn’t ready for, so I chose instead to wait out by the road for the Rossis to arrive. I removed my new jacket and hung it carefully on a fence post before settling down against a tree. My palms grazed the grass beside me, my fingers gently tracing through it like soft hair. I drew in a deep breath and closed my eyes. I focused on the blades of grass that tickled my skin, the ridged bark of the pine pressing into my back and the steadfast support of the earth beneath me.

      Birdie is going to be okay, I assured myself. I repeated it until my racing heart began to calm itself. And after she gets better, you have to do more to protect her. Calling off this wedding is the right thing to do.

      A weight lifted from my shoulders as I allowed myself to accept the fact that removing Birdie from my life was the best way to keep her safe. I couldn’t be responsible for any more pain in her life. I should have known better than to push Jacob the way I had, but something had needed to be said. I was no longer going to roll over for the Throckmortons. I was going to find a spell in the office that would cure Birdie, and then I was going to make sure they would never hurt her again.

      I sat there until the shadows stretched longer and the sky turned pink with the setting sun. It was just after dusk when their carriage arrived. Giovanni waved from the box seat before hopping down to open the door for his mother and sister. I greeted them on the road, planting a gentle kiss on each woman’s cheek.

      “Did your tea not go well?” Mariela asked. She might have looked more enthused than she meant to.

      “Am I that easy to read?”

      “Pardon me for saying, but you look exhausted.”

      “I am exhausted. In every sense of the word. Something’s happened, and I’m afraid it might be something terrible, but I have a more private place in the forest where we can speak freely.”

      “Give us three hours, Giovanni. Meet us back here on the road,” Gianna ordered before handing her lantern to me. “Lead the way, Priestess.”

      I navigated the easiest path I could find through the dark forest and didn’t hear a single complaint from my companions. In fact, they were surprisingly agile as they snaked through brush and scrambled over fallen tree limbs and rocks. Before long we were safely inside the old cabin, and I made quick work of the pantry door.

      I lit the first candle by the desk, and Mariela gasped in delight as the small flame hopped from wick to wick around the room, casting us in a warm golden glow. “This is beautiful!”

      “Come in and have a seat.” I motioned toward the red upholstered chairs and Mariela happily collapsed into one, caressing the luxurious fabric. “One day I’ll get around to setting things up. It’s still new…so I don’t have anything to offer you.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. Just the privilege of being here is enough,” she gushed as her eyes scanned the rest of the room.

      I took my seat and anxiously rubbed at the ornate engravings of a crow in the wood of my chair's rounded arms. Birdie’s time was running out, and I didn’t know what to do or what to look for. I’d picked the office apart numerous times, but nothing seemed strong enough to save Birdie. There were spells for maintaining one's health, and I knew how to cure silly things like stomach aches and sniffles. But this? By the time I left, Birdie had looked nearly dead.

      I caught Gianna watching me with the worried eyes of a mother and wondered how much of the ordeal was written on my face.

      “Why don’t you tell us what happened this afternoon?” she asked gently.

      “I’ll have to start at the beginning…” I collapsed back against the chair with a groan before carefully recounting my first run-in with Jacob and Birdie at the Full Moon Market—an encounter Mariela had witnessed herself. After explaining who his family was, his hatred for me made a lot more sense to them.

      Then I told them the horrible and foolish things I had said to him in the square earlier. “Maybe I’m reading too much into it, but I saw him pointing toward us at the tea house and ranting to his sister. Josephine just stared, but I got this gut feeling that she was going to do something. We also have a long and…very troubled history. I have no doubt that she would do anything just to watch me suffer. She disappeared shortly after, and it was only a few minutes later that Birdie began feeling sick.”

      The worried looks on their faces told me my suspicions might be well founded.

      “To be completely honest, I have seen the Priestesses of Dienna do much worse. I don’t doubt that she may be behind this,” Gianna said solemnly.

      The haunted look in her eyes worried me. “But I can’t believe that Jacob would want to see Birdie get hurt. He’s in love with her!”

      “Maybe he didn’t intend for Birdie to be the target. Priestess, this girl must know your family’s true history, and it’s likely that her family tasked themselves with watching yours very closely since all of this began. She knew who you were, even when you didn’t. Perhaps she thought that the best way to get to you was to hurt poor Miss Caldwell. It sounds rather twisted for a Priestess, but—”

      Mariela scoffed. “I have no doubt it was her. They’re vicious. I once saw a Priestess of Dienna order a man’s hands be cut off in public because he painted the symbol of the crow into his artwork.”

      My eyes widened. “Why would a Priestess of ‘love and light’ do something so horrible?”

      “Because Dienna tells them they’re doing it for the right reasons.” It was becoming more difficult for Gianna to mask her bitterness.

      Mariela stood up from her chair in a huff, her arms waving dramatically with every sentence as she paced the room. “We’re all just casualties in this futile war between the Twins. When Ebroth fell, Dienna gave Her Priestesses free rein to eradicate us however they saw fit—She’d do anything to keep Her brother from regaining His power.”

      “My great-grandmother Alma once spoke of something she called the Cleansing, but she didn’t tell me what it meant.”

      Gianna scoffed. “That’s what they called the slaughtering of our people: The Cleansing of the Blight. Our Rossi ancestors lived in a lush, fertile land fed by a natural spring, so we were able to keep mostly to ourselves. We carried on undisturbed for a while after His fall. It wasn’t until the land dried up and became desert that we were forced to move and came face-to-face with the treachery of Dienna. I was just a young child when they executed my grandmother, along with our Priestess and several other elders. My mother, thinking it best to keep us moving, started this business. She made it one of the best just so people wouldn’t question us. But we’ve never converted. Ebroth was always very generous to our people, and we would not betray Him.”

      I sat forward and folded my arms against the desk. “I don’t understand what we did to deserve that! What did Ebroth do? Does anyone even know?”

      “They made sure no one knew!” Mariela hissed, slamming her hand down on the desk as she stopped to stand beside me. “Everywhere you go, you’ll hear a different story. The only records you can find of it are lies!”

      “One can only guess at what goes on amongst the Gods,” Gianna continued. “If anyone knew the truth, we were hoping it would be you.”

      I sighed heavily, rubbing at my temples against the threat of a headache. Every time I thought I was getting a step ahead, I ended up with more questions than I had started with.

      The weight of Mariela’s hand on my shoulder brought me back to the room. “You’re not alone anymore, Priestess, and we will help you as much as we can.”

      I gave her a grateful smile. “I can’t thank you both enough, but I’ve been through this office a dozen times and haven’t found any real answers. Can you tell me anything about what might have happened? Anything you’ve heard.”

      Gianna shook her head. “Everything I know is rumor, Priestess, muddled through the generations. The most solid theory is that it was all a fight over territory. While our people believe that Dienna did it all just to claim more lands for Her followers, I’ve heard the people of Dienna justify it by saying Ebroth became wrathful, spoiling their crops and plaguing their people with disease.”

      My heart skipped a beat as I looked down at my open palms in horror. I wondered if one of my ancestors had used a similar power against Dienna’s people and started the whole mess. I couldn’t think of another reason for having such a strange gift except to use it against the people of Blackridge. The thought made my stomach turn sour. I was bitter toward them, sure. But I wasn’t a murderer.

      Mariela reached for one of my hands and frowned when I pulled away. “Eleanor, I know what you must be thinking.”

      “No, I don’t think you do,” I whispered.

      “I saw the way your power works…in the market. It doesn’t have to mean that—”

      “What else could it be good for?” I snapped, shoving my hands under the desk to hide them. “All this stupid power seems to do is poison everything around…me...”

      Realization seized my chest like a vise.

      I’d been blaming Josephine the whole time, but what if it was my fault that Birdie was sick? I had been so angry with Jacob...and Birdie had been standing right there beside me. “Oh, Mariela! What have I done?”

      Mariela clasped my chin in her hand, forcing me to meet her eye. “No, no. Don’t you dare think that way. You had nothing to do with this.”

      Breath was hard to find. “H-How can you know that?”

      “Because you would never do anything to hurt her. Jacob was there—is he sick? You’re upset right now, aren’t you? We’re both fine. Eleanor, this is not your fault.”

      Gianna shifted in her seat uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Priestess, but I think Mariela is right. Your power is a part of you...it’s yours to control. It shouldn’t harm anyone unless you will it to.”

      I desperately wanted to believe her. “But the apples…the produce stand—”

      Gianna tried to smile reassuringly. “Inconsequential. You knew that deep down…and took it out on them instead of those around you.”

      “You know you would never hurt her. Trust yourself,” Mariela said sweetly.

      I met her eye again and drew in a deep breath to calm myself. Pulling my hands out from under the desk, I observed them a little more hopefully this time. “So, you think I could learn to control it?”

      “Of course you can!” Mariela took my hands in her own with an encouraging smile. “I know you can.”

      I smiled, closing my fingers around hers. It felt nice to have someone believe in me for once and not attempt to convince me that converting would solve all of my problems. I held her gaze for a long moment, hoping she could read my mind.

      “I’m sorry. I only wish we knew someone who could help you.” Gianna said.

      “Have you not encountered another Priestess of Ebroth in any of your travels?” I asked hopefully.

      Gianna’s expression turned solemn and she shook her head. “No. So few of the families survived. You’re the only Priestess shown to Mariela.

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean you are the only one left,” Mariela offered. “Perhaps you were just the closest.”

      I hoped so. I wasn’t sure how I would go about restoring balance to the world if I were only working on my own. Maybe there was another Priestess that had a more useful power. “I just wish there was someone who could give me answers.”

      “The role of the Priestess is a sacred one. Your secrets are kept between you and your ancestors. Have they left you nothing?” Gianna inquired, her eyes tracing the books on the shelves behind me.

      I pushed up from the desk and slowly circled the room, trying to look at everything as though seeing it for the first time. I hesitated by the large ancestry book on the pedestal and ran a careful finger along its cover—the only book I hadn’t thoroughly read yet. But I doubted it would reveal anything more than the family accomplishments I’d glanced over before.

      “This place has been locked up since my great-grandmother took her oath. And she’s so far gone now that asking her isn’t really an option. All that I know I learned through dreams and these books.”

      “Well, He wouldn’t have led me here if He didn’t think you were capable of fixing this.” Mariela marched toward me with an intense look in her eye. She took a firm hold of my shoulders and gave me a gentle shake. “Priestesses are capable of incredible things! I’ve seen a Priestess of Dienna cure a man of illness by laying a hand on him. I’ve seen another hold the fire of the sun in her very hand. You can do anything. Are you sure you didn’t miss something?”

      “I’ve read them all—some more than once!” I argued, pulling myself from her grasp.

      “Is there any way to ask Him? They’ve hurt your precious Birdie. You have to do something!”

      Mariela’s sudden passion infuriated me, the familiar raging heat spreading through my chest. How could she think I’d sit idly by while Birdie suffered?

      “He’s never spoken to me directly before! I wouldn’t even know how to ask Him…and what else can I do? Walk into the village and burn down the temple to teach them a lesson? As much as I want to, they’ll kill me and my entire family! Where would we be then?”

      Gianna leapt up from her chair and approached with an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, Priestess…Mariela, you forget your place. Sit down.”

      Mariela’s expression turned sour, but she kept her head held high as she returned to her chair. I turned my attention to Gianna, who spoke in such a soothing tone that I softened and quickly regained my composure—a skill I was sure she had perfected by having Mariela as a daughter.

      “Priestess, forgive my daughter’s outburst. I agree with you. We’re not strong enough in numbers for any rash actions, especially when you haven’t fully realized your gifts yet.”

      “What would you suggest?”

      “Perhaps you need to try a more insidious tactic. I’m suggesting…that you join them. Gain their trust and appease them while you take time to further explore your options.”

      I angrily swatted the idea away with my hand, finding it impossible to even entertain the idea. I’d spent my entire life in absolute defiance of the people of Dienna.

      “I will never join them! You’re starting to sound like my mother.”

      Gianna frowned. “We’ve had to do it several times over the years as our work took us from town to town. The longer we stay somewhere, the harder it is to blend in. We started attending just to keep them off our backs.”

      “And it’s terrible,” Mariela said with a groan.

      “The point is, if you join their ranks and get them to trust you, you might be safer. Miss Caldwell might be safer.”

      I didn’t want to admit that Gianna’s plan was a sound one. I imagined what it might be like attending temple regularly, sitting camouflaged amidst Dienna’s followers—if I didn’t burst into flames the moment I stepped over the threshold. Surely no one would believe such a ruse.

      “We’ll go with you if that would make it easier for you,” Gianna offered.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to visit that plan just yet. My first priority is Birdie. I need to find something that can help her.”

      “Of course, Priestess. Is there anything we can do?”

      “I don’t think so. There are only a handful of rituals for good health. Hopefully one of them will be enough.”

      “Well, we don’t want to keep you from it. We will be staying in town for the next few weeks working on more orders. We’re even considering staying for the Harvest Festival so that we can be here to help you if you need anything.”

      “I appreciate that. And if you need me, you can most likely find me here or leave a message on the door. I’ll help you get back to the road.”

      Gianna held up her hand with a smile. “No need, Priestess. We know the way back.”

      I wished I could put into words just how comforting it was to know that they were close by if I needed them. Finally having someone I could confide in made me feel much more confident that I could figure all of this out with time.

      “I know this is a lot to take on,” Gianna continued, “but I want you to know how grateful we are that we’ve found you. Our people have suffered greatly, and just to know that you’re willing to step up gives us a hope we haven’t had in such a very long time.”

      “Mamma, would you mind giving us a moment?” Mariela asked. She rolled her eyes as her mother shot her a warning glance. “I’ll behave myself.”

      Gianna reluctantly took up the lantern and said another quick goodbye before leaving us alone. Mariela had a hard time meeting my eye, and I suddenly feared whatever she was preparing to say.

      “First, I want to say I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you this evening…and for the things I said to Miss Caldwell earlier. I forget to watch my tongue sometimes.”

      I was surprised by the sincerity in her voice. Mariela didn’t seem the type to apologize for anything she did or said.

      “But I worry for you. I hope that you’ll be honest with Birdie. She needs to know what she’s getting herself into…especially if it’s going to be this dangerous for her.”

      “Of course I’m going to tell her…assuming I can find a way to save her.”

      “You will.” She gave a weak smile. “But even if you do…would it not be more helpful to have a partner who’s fighting for the same side? Are you certain she’ll be so understanding?”

      I forced myself to meet her gaze. “I’m not going to marry Birdie…but I need to get this sorted out before I can entertain the idea of any partner.”

      A wave of emotions washed over me. I couldn’t deny my instant attraction to Mariela the night we met at the market. She was everything that Birdie wasn’t. Birdie was sweet. But, like Mother, she seemed much happier bending to the will of the world in exchange for comfort rather than trying to change it. And it was nice to think about being with someone I could be completely open with—someone who was on the same side of this war and who’d been equally marred by it. I could tell Mariela was a woman who would never settle for less. She was hungry and determined for change. Her energy was a welcome one after the loneliness I’d felt since discovering I was a Priestess.

      Mariela smirked and reached forward to smooth the lapel of my jacket. “That’s not something we have to discuss right now, but when I told you before that Ebroth shows me things…”

      My heart skipped a beat. “What did you see?”

      “It’s not that simple. I didn’t see exactly what will happen, but I did see a glimpse of your future. I don’t know how else to say this, but I don’t think things will go very well for Birdie.”

      “Why didn’t you say something earlier? Will she die?” My heart pounded in my chest as my mind began to wander, inventing all sorts of wild and horrible things that could possibly happen to Birdie in the future, assuming she even had one.

      “No. At least not now, but...the Birdie I saw didn’t feel like the Birdie that I met. She felt…darker. Corrupted. I know that’s not helpful, but I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t say something. I know you only want to protect her.”

      “No, I-I’m glad you did.”

      Mariela leaned forward and planted a gentle kiss on my cheek. “Don’t worry. You’ll find what you need to heal her. But if you need help, you can call on me any time. I will do whatever you ask of me.”

      I gave her a grateful smile. “That means more than I can say.”

      Mariela turned and followed behind her mother, leaving me worried by her words. I wondered what it meant when she said Birdie felt “corrupted.” I felt guilty thinking maybe I was leading Birdie to stray from her path, as Jacob had put it. I couldn’t have that on my conscience. I turned back to the office and began my search.

      I performed every spell I could find that mentioned good health that night. By the time I was finished, the room was littered with ingredient jars and a multitude of colored candles. But I was far too tired to go about cleaning up. My ancestors watched with scorn as I ignored the mess and crossed to the pedestal that held the Payne family history book. Hopefully, they would forgive me.

      Having exhausted the short list of spells I was capable of, I was hoping to find more answers to my growing list of questions. I gently opened the cover and thumbed through the delicate, aged pages. Each entry in the book was fairly standard—life accomplishments, the names of their children, and their date of death—and I assumed it was written by the daughters of each Payne matriarch. No wonder it ended with Catharine. Poor Alma was forced to lock all of this away and forget about it, leaving no one to write her own story.

      Under the name of each Priestess was an interesting sort of title. Catharine Payne, “Master of Wild Things.” With titles like “Wind-Walker” and “Earthen-Hand,” I assumed they had something to do with each one’s power. My heart sank as I wondered what people would call me. The ”Blight of Blackridge?” “Rotten Traitor?”

      One entry caught my eye with the mention of a battle for Blackridge. It was under Rowena Payne, the “Wielder of Shadows.” Rowena was Catharine’s grandmother, and she had managed to vanquish an enemy of some sort in the Payne territory of Blackridge. There was very little description, though. I wished my ancestors hadn’t felt the need to be so vague. I wondered if this was their way of covering their own tracks and not admitting to horrible deeds, in the same way Dienna’s Priestesses seemed to hide their misdeeds. The very next entry about Catharine’s mother, Sylvia, alluded to a peaceful life and a historic treaty with settlers from Oakland.

      I turned to the page Alma had written about Catharine and quickly scanned through it for any important information. It seemed all well and good—”...upheld the treaty with honor…orchestrated the growth and development of Blackridge…”—until I reached the part about her death.

      “Catharine Payne died valiantly in the defense of her God, Ebroth.” I reread that line over and over, wondering if Catharine had fallen prey to the Cleansing.

      I closed the book with a huff as anger coursed through me. Had Rowena tried to fight back the settlers from Oakland before her daughter Sylvia made peace with a treaty? I tried to imagine what Blackridge might be like today if she’d been successful. I didn’t know much about the world outside of our village, but I wanted to imagine Alma, in all of her glory, doing everything she could to keep the village afloat. Had Rowena succeeded, Alma would have been free to teach me everything she knew. And I wouldn’t be feeling as hopelessly lost as I did at that moment.

      After the stories I heard from Gianna and Mariela, I wondered why the people from Oakland may have spared my family in the end. I was sure it had something to do with Alma’s oath to denounce Ebroth. The rest of our suffering was simply because we refused to convert. It was strange to imagine they considered that merciful.

      One step at a time, Eleanor, I reminded myself. There would be time later to figure out Blackridge’s past, but right now I needed to focus on Birdie. By the time I returned home, my family was already asleep. I collapsed into bed for another fitful night.
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      I awoke the next morning with a start. Edmund nosed my hand and snuggled against my legs to comfort me, as he always did after a nightmare. The sun was already high in the sky, its bright light warming my bedroom to an uncomfortable degree. My dreams that night had been full of scenes similar to the ones Alma had shown me that terrifying afternoon in the cabin—violence, bloodshed, and pain. But there were no real answers or guidance found in them. It was becoming increasingly frustrating trying to piece the story together with only the smallest glimpses of the past.

      I steeled myself before descending the stairs, knowing Mother was going to have something to say about yesterday’s excitement. She hurriedly approached from the drawing room as soon as my feet hit the stairs, her arms crossed tightly.

      “Eleanor Payne, where have you been? I was worried sick about you! What time did you make it back—”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She quieted, sensing the sadness in my tone. “What happened?”

      “Birdie got sick while we were at the tea house. I spent most of the night just sitting with her while the temple healer tried to figure out what to do.”

      “How bad is it?” Mother’s expression changed to one of worry as I gravely shook my head.

      “I’m going to head over there now and see if there’s been any change.”

      “Let me get you some food to take with you. When was the last time you ate? You’re pale as the moon.”

      My rumbling stomach kept me from arguing, and I accepted an apple and a scrap of bread before leaving. I hoped at least one of my spells had done the trick and that the Caldwells would happily announce that Birdie was on the mend as soon as I arrived.

      When I reached the bakery, however, a short handwritten note displayed on the inside of the door immediately dashed that hope.

      “Closed until further notice.”

      My heart sank in my chest when I found the door locked tight. I turned to make my way down the alley and stopped short when I noticed Jacob on the opposite side of the street. He stood with his head hung and his hands buried in his pockets.

      “You!” I growled, crossing the street toward him. “How dare you show your face here!”

      Jacob straightened up as though noticing me for the first time and shot me a warning glare. “I came to see her.”

      I slammed my hands into his chest, pushing with all of my might, and grew furious when he barely stumbled backward. “Well, are you happy now? Look at what you’ve done!” I pushed him a second time and a third time, growing more and more frustrated by my own physical limitations.

      “It was supposed to be you!” he growled.

      I took a step back and stared at him in disbelief, not expecting an admission. “What did you just say?”

      Jacob fixed his shirt with a huff, his face growing red. “It was supposed to be you, you piece of filth. After you said those horrible things about our mother, I told Josephine to teach you a lesson about trying to fit in where you don’t belong!”

      “Your sister did this?” I prodded, wanting him to say the words.

      Jacob blanched, his eyes darting up to Birdie’s open bedroom window to make sure no one had overheard.

      “What would Dienna think of you idiots toying with the lives of Her followers just because you’re jealous, Jacob? Do you realize how atrocious that is?”

      “Josephine wouldn’t kill her.”

      “Then you haven’t actually seen Birdie yet, have you? If you truly believe that, then you underestimate just how much your sister hates me!” I paced out my anger, shooting him a wicked glare every few seconds.

      Jacob shuffled anxiously, watching Birdie’s window with sad eyes. “She’s really dying?”

      “Yes, Jacob. She’s really dying…and it’s your fault!”

      We both whipped around as the bakery’s front door opened. Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell, looking sullen and exhausted, exited out onto the street with their hands full of different loaves of bread and a burlap sack dusted white with flour.

      I rushed toward them. “Mrs. Caldwell! How is Birdie?”

      Birdie’s mother looked up and barely acknowledged my presence. “Oh…we’re on our way to the temple. It’s…it’s not looking…” she sniffled as she trailed off, giving a quick shake of her head. “Well, we’ll give everything we have, if that’s what it takes. Hopefully, the High Priestess will approve and come to heal Birdie herself.”

      Mr. Caldwell looked more tired than I had ever seen a man. The skin sagged under his usually bright and cheerful eyes, and his clothes were wrinkled and stained from work in the bakery the day before. They probably hadn’t slept a wink all night. He cleared his throat, shifting the awkward load in his arms. “The door is open out back, Eleanor. Maybe it’s best if you go up and see her. You could...say your goodbyes just in case.”

      “Ooh!” Mrs. Caldwell moaned, struggling to hold back tears.

      “I’ll help you to the temple, Mrs. Caldwell,” Jacob said gently, taking a few things from her arms to help lighten her load.

      I watched with fury as the Caldwells hurried off with their daughter’s possible murderer. I was tempted to holler after them, to tell them who was really responsible…but no one would ever believe me. Jacob and Josephine would never be willing to admit their guilt to the village, and they’d probably have me punished for slander.

      I turned back to the house with a heavy sigh and trudged up the stairs through the back door. If Mr. Caldwell was telling me it was wise to say my goodbyes, I couldn’t imagine how far Birdie had deteriorated overnight. Did that mean not a single one of my spells had done the trick? I shuddered to think of the power Josephine had access to that could do that kind of damage.

      My hands trembled as I clutched the knob of Birdie’s bedroom door. I dreaded what I would see on the other side. After watching Alma practically melt away over the years, I wondered what a young woman who should be in the prime of her life looked like on the brink of death.

      A clanking in the kitchen downstairs disrupted my thoughts, and I quickly turned the knob before I could change my mind. My eyes scanned the familiar room as I entered, too afraid to take Birdie in just yet. Its walls were papered in a pale blue, the upper corners beginning to peel away from humidity and age. The crisp white curtains and bed linens glowed in the golden light that cut through the open window. I forced my gaze toward the bed. Birdie’s long waves lay in a tangled mess across the pillow, her body hidden beneath the covers and facing away toward the window.

      I crept around the bed and took a seat in the chair by Birdie’s side. She looked terribly pale as she lay there, taking shallow and wheezing breaths in her sleep. I leaned in close and gently took hold of her hand. Her fingers were cold to the touch.

      Birdie stirred and groggily opened her eyes, smiling as her gaze settled on me. “Nell, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      She struggled to sit up. I quickly snaked an arm around her waist to help her, positioning us both side by side on the edge of the bed. A solemn silence fell over us as we peered out over the angular landscape of wood-shingled roofs glistening in the morning sun.

      I could feel Birdie lean into me, and I shifted closer to help support her. “Have they figured this out yet?” I asked.

      “They’re not sure. No one else has caught it, so the healer thinks it may just be a problem with my lungs.” Birdie’s voice was weak and hoarse, every word spoken as though it exhausted her. “Mother’s been at the temple all day and night…Father’s giving them every last copper and begging High Priestess Jacqueline for a miracle.”

      “You sound like you could use some of this.” I handed Birdie a glass of water from the bedside table and tried to hide the worry in my eyes as she took a careful sip. “So, what’s taking Dienna so long?” I asked, returning the cup to its perch.

      “Maybe She has another plan for me,” Birdie said sadly.

      “You’ve got to be joking!” I barked. “No, I won’t allow it. You’re barely nineteen years—”

      “I know. None of it really seems fair, does it?”

      Birdie nestled into my shoulder, and I hugged her as tightly as I dared. I wondered if Jacqueline knew what her daughter had done. Or if they could be in on it together. Would they really let Birdie, one of their own devoted followers, die to teach me some sort of lesson? At that moment I thought of Adelaide. It burned me to the core that they could still take money from the Caldwells and blame “Dienna’s plan” for their own lack of assistance.

      “I’m going to figure something out. I promise.”

      “Oh, Nell.” Birdie’s voice broke as she snuggled further into my side.

      My heart raced, keeping pace with the swirling thoughts in my mind. “You think I’m going to let you go without a fight?”

      The thought of losing Birdie sat like a heavy weight on my chest. The knowledge that I was the cause of it threatened to crush me.

      “I know you wouldn’t.” Birdie pulled away to face me, tears welling in the corners of her eyes. “If I do die…I’m glad that I got to see you one last time.”

      My throat tightened. I tried to avoid Birdie’s eyes to keep my emotions from taking over. Birdie reached out a hand to gently cup my cheek and forced me to meet her gaze, the wistful look in her eyes breaking my heart.

      Tears began to trail down Birdie’s cheeks. “The cabin…the beautiful gardens…baking bread while you make your teas and medicines. I wanted all of that.”

      I used my sleeve to dry Birdie’s tears. I didn’t know how to respond. My mind raced, unable to translate the barrage of emotions into any sort of coherent statement.

      “The hardest part of all of this is not being able to grow old with you,” she continued.

      I groaned and furiously wiped at my own eyes. Birdie chuckled at my familiar avoidance of vulnerability, then brought a hand to her mouth as a sudden cough shook her to her core. I could only watch her, scared and helpless.

      Birdie sat up with a sigh, a hand still clutched against her chest as the fit subsided. “I’m sorry.”

      I moved forward without thinking, pressing my lips firmly against hers. She softened and leaned into it without hesitation. I pushed away the guilt that began pulling my attention, desperate to remain in the moment for a little bit longer. As if Birdie might simply cease to exist the second I pulled away.

      “I’m going to fix this,” I stated matter-of-factly, resting my forehead against hers.

      “Oh, Nell, I wish you could.”

      I wanted to comfort her with the knowledge that I was a Priestess who would stop at nothing to save her, but I knew the timing wasn’t right—what Birdie needed now was rest. “Watch me.”

      “Always the stubborn one,” Birdie teased, shaking her head before coughing again. “I’m so tired. Help me lie down, will you?”

      I obliged, pulling her feet up onto the bed as she collapsed against the pillows, completely exhausted. Her lashes fluttered as she quickly drifted off to sleep. I pulled her blanket up to cover her, trying not to panic when I noticed small drops of blood staining her lips. I wanted to stay by her side, but I needed to figure out how to cure her. If I couldn’t find a spell to save Birdie by the end of the day, I knew I would lose her forever. And there was no way I was going to let that happen.

      I ran as quickly as I could toward home, desperation propelling me forward even as my lungs began to burn. I pressed on into the woods by the house, barreling through the thick brush until, completely out of breath and covered in sweat, I reached the cabin.

      Lighting the office candles, I stood transfixed as I surveyed the mess left over from the night before. I’d already been through every book several times by then. I wasn’t sure if going through them again would be fruitful or a complete waste of Birdie’s precious time. There had to be something I was missing! What God wouldn’t supply His Priestesses with the ability to save the dying? I was beginning to wonder if that sort of skill might only be available to the Priestesses of Dienna. Death and decay seemed to be all I was capable of.

      I ripped open odd cabinets and drawers, frantically digging through their contents for anything useful. Sweat dripped from my brow as I patted the backs of the bookcases and searched behind the portraits on the wall for hidden compartments. After hours of hunting, I’d come up with absolutely nothing.

      “No! NO!” I screamed, fury building up inside of me like a terrible storm. I swiped every useless thing from the desktop and pounded my fist upon it again and again, unleashing all of my anger on the poor furniture.

      I didn’t stop until I was exhausted and my hands throbbed with pain.

      The portraits of my ancestors stared stoically as I pointed a blaming finger at each of them in turn. “What are we, really? Silly tricks and medicinal herbs? Where is the real power? These spells are USELESS!”

      Further aggravated by their silence, I roared in frustration as the weight of my failure brought me to my knees. I couldn’t stomach the thought of giving up and allowing Birdie to die. But I had truly run out of places to look. I allowed myself to really cry for the first time in a very long time, feeling safe in the privacy of the old cabin.

      After a time, the heavy emotion passed. I took a deep breath to refocus. My ancestors looked on disapprovingly from behind their ornate frames as I surveyed the mess I’d made of my great-grandmother’s office. I bent down to pick up a spell book, the title of the open page catching my eye: “Communicate With Ancestors.” Simple instructions listed a few ingredients to be gathered in a pouch and kept under my pillow while I slept.

      Feeling sheepish, I peered once more at the portraits. “He always gives me what I need. Why do I continue to doubt Him?”

      I turned back toward Alma’s old desk to prepare the spell and my breath caught in my chest. Tears flooded my eyes. Its beautiful wood was now grayed with sudden age, thick black lines of decay tracing through its splintered grain. I’d ruined it, just like I had a habit of ruining everything and everyone around me.

      It took a while to clean up the mess. I stayed until the job was finished, apologizing profusely to my ancestors for my outburst. After gathering the necessary ingredients for the communication spell and tying them up in a strip of fabric, I closed up the cabin and made my way back home.

      The sounds of silverware and gentle chatter in the adjoining dining room fell silent as the kitchen screen door clattered shut behind me.

      Mother quickly appeared in the doorway. “Oh, Nell. I was worried. You’ve been gone for a while.”

      I drew in a slow breath and smiled confidently. “Birdie is going to be okay.”

      Her eyes studied me with concern. I was sure I looked like an absolute mess. My eyes felt swollen and heavy after my breakdown in the cabin.

      “I know this must be very hard for you, Nell. I just want you to know that you can talk to me if you need to. Death is—”

      “Mother, she’s going to be fine,” I interrupted her. “Why have you all so quickly resigned yourselves to her death?”

      Mother looked surprised and horrified that I might actually believe what I was saying. “Eleanor, no. She’s not. I know that might be hard to come to terms with, but—”

      “The Caldwells took everything they had to the temple, and there’s no way Jacqueline is just going to stand by and let one of her own die. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go and lie down. Come on, Eddie.”

      Mother gave a defeated nod as I continued up the stairs to my room, Edmund following closely behind. Pushing all worries of Birdie from my mind, I focused on the opportunity to commune with my ancestors. This was finally a chance to get answers from someone who had actually walked in my shoes, someone who knew exactly what I was capable of and what I needed to do to harness my new power.

      I looked over at Edmund. He was splayed out on my bed, fully prepared for sleep. “Forgive my thrashing,” I told him. “I might have strange dreams again tonight, old boy.” I leaned forward to kiss the top of his head, and he took the opportunity to lick at my tear-stained cheeks. I couldn’t help but smile.

      It was barely a moment after I’d finished changing into night clothes that I heard a gentle knock on the door. I quickly hid the spell bag under my pillow. “Yes?”

      Of course it was Mother. She stepped into the room with concern etched deep into her brow, and I had a hunch we were about to have the conversation I’d been working so hard to avoid. She motioned toward the bench at the foot of my bed. I reluctantly took a seat, my mind working to figure out an excuse for my recent behavior.

      Mother sat beside me. Her eyes stared, unblinking, at the floor. She even ignored poor Eddie, who lay panting just behind her.

      “The Caldwells sent word this afternoon—just a few hours after you left,” she said.

      “Oh?”

      “Did you get to speak to Birdie?”

      “Yes. I told her everything was going to be fine…Jacqueline should be there by the morning to heal her.” There was a tight pain in my chest as I lied, but I hoped I managed to sound convincing.

      “The High Priestess...won’t be coming,” she stated. Her voice wavered with emotion.

      I forced a painful smile as the heat of fury spread through me. So the Throckmortons weren’t above such violence after all.

      “Birdie is going to be just fine,” I said calmly, placing a comforting hand over my mother’s.

      She turned to me in surprise. “Nell, I don’t—”

      “I promise.”

      “I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, but I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m going to convert,” I said, matter-of-factly. “I think that’s worthy of some sort of miracle, don’t you?”

      If they wanted to play games, so could I. I’d show them just how quick a learner I could be. Gianna’s plan seemed to be the only one I had left. I would convert and try to convince Josephine that she’d won, buying myself time to figure out what to do next. I just hoped they’d find it a reasonable enough trade for Birdie’s life.

      Her jaw slackened as she stared at me. “I-I don’t know if it works that way.”

      “Well, we’ll find out. But if you don’t mind, I’m exhausted.” I stood up and calmly walked over to the door, holding it open.

      My mother stammered a confused apology as she left. I waited until I heard her feet on the stairs before collapsing into bed. My body felt so heavy from the emotional toll of the day.

      I tossed and turned for hours, annoying my poor old dog to no end. Despite my exhaustion, the anticipation of what it might be like meeting my ancestors kept me awake. It wasn’t until some time late in the night that my mind finally slipped into a dream like stepping off a cliff and plummeting into a bottomless abyss. I fell for an eternity, weightless and graceful, and suddenly found my footing on the floor of a candlelit chamber with no windows.
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      The room around me slowly took shape in the light of dozens of cream-colored candles, just like the ones in Alma’s office. Instead of being displayed on decorative pillars, they littered the floor—some fresh and placed on translucent mountains left by those before them, some just flames sat atop puddles of wax, no wicks visible. Tightly-packed stones made up the four walls, the musty smell of earth seeping through their cracks. The floor beneath me was dirt, pressed flat.

      At my feet sat a low wooden table cluttered with objects seemingly random, but obviously cherished: a wooden bowl containing herbs, a small bundle of straw bound together at one end, several black candles, a decorated knife, a quill, and a silver bowl filled with a dark liquid.

      All of these items surrounded the real focus of the table—a large and very thick, old book sitting open on a wooden rest. The writing on the pages was much less formal than the writing in our Payne ancestry book. The ink ran a bit thick and the scrawl was sometimes hurried. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t make out any of the passages as though I’d forgotten how to read.

      Drawn on the floor in front of the table, centered in the small room, was a large white circle with several symbols etched around it. I didn’t recognize them, but their design was similar to the sigil on the cabin’s front door. Inside the circle knelt a woman wearing a black silk dress with intricate beading, her dark waves hanging unrestrained down her back. I stepped closer to get a better look, swearing I recognized her from the row of portraits hanging in the office. Her eyes were closed in a reverent expression as she cradled a live chicken in her hands. Though the animal swiveled its head this way and that, it was completely relaxed in her grasp.

      “Close the door please, Alma?”

      It was only then that I spotted the young girl kneeling quietly just outside of the circle. She got to her feet and pushed closed the only door to the room. “Does it have to be closed, Mother?”

      If this young girl was Alma, then the woman kneeling within the circle must have been my great-great-grandmother, Catharine.

      “Yes, dear. It keeps things quiet…we wouldn’t want to frighten your father. Now, the kind of favor Mr. Bell needs comes at a hefty price. The power we have within us can only do so much,” Catharine said calmly. “A spell like that needs something just a little extra to support it. It needs the power of our Prophet, Rowyn.”

      The word Prophet had never come up in any of the books I’d pored through. Neither had the name Rowyn. I wondered if this was the mysterious “she” Alma had referenced the last time I ventured out to her cottage, the one who wouldn’t let her forget the horrible things she’d done.

      “What kind of gift?” Alma asked curiously, eyeing the chicken with worry.

      “Are you paying close attention?” Catharine turned to look straight at me.

      I stared back, startled by her direct attention. “Y-Yes, of course.”

      Alma eyed the area around me suspiciously, though her eyes never quite settled on me. She knelt back down beside her mother, and I mirrored her on Catharine’s other side. I stared in wonder at my great-great-grandmother. Her sharp features reminded me of my mother, though she held herself much more confidently. I suppose that confidence came with power.

      “Ca-Can you see me?” I whispered, still unnerved. The people in my dreams had never acknowledged me before.

      The corner of her mouth twitched into a smile, but she didn’t acknowledge my question. “Just pay close attention now. This part is important. Each High Priestess has access to their Prophet’s power, but they will only grant it if we give them an offering in return. Rowyn’s preferred gift is the gift of the hunt—a blood offering. This chicken will suffice for Mr. Bell’s request. But if you want a bigger favor, then you will have to offer her more blood.

      “Some of what happens next may frighten you, but I don’t want you to worry, dear. I’ll be perfectly fine…and this chicken can go happily, knowing it was used to help someone.”

      Alma nodded solemnly before pointing to the large book on the table. “Is that another book of spells?”

      “No, dear. There are no written spells for this kind of thing. You simply summon your Prophet and ask a favor on behalf of your patron. Rowyn will take care of it in the way she believes Ebroth would see fit. In this book is every favor the Payne Priestesses ever asked of Rowyn, their correspondence with her, and how the favor came to fruition.”

      “Is she a God too?”

      “No. Rowyn was actually the first Priestess in the Payne ancestral line. Being a God is busy work, and the demands of the people became too much, so Dienna and Ebroth selected Their most devout followers to delegate on Their behalf. We call them Prophets. Each family has one.”

      “Is Rowyn nice?”

      Catharine took in a steady breath, smiling in the way adults do when a child isn’t ready to know the whole truth. “You’ll meet Rowyn when it’s your time to step up as High Priestess. Are you ready to observe?”

      Alma nodded calmly and folded her hands in her lap. I wrung my hands in my own lap, my eyes falling to the poor chicken. Mean Prophets. Blood offerings. I seriously hoped the blood-filled fields in my visions weren’t offerings to this mysterious Rowyn.

      “Remember, don’t be afraid. No matter what happens.”

      Catharine closed her eyes and held the chicken above her head. I looked up, shielding my eyes as a bit of debris crumbled downward onto my shoulder from the woven-plank ceiling overhead. Tiny crumbs of soil littered my sleeve. We must have been underground.

      “Rowyn, Prophet of Ebroth, I call on thee.” Catharine said a little louder. “I submit to you, humbly. Hear my plea.”

      Catharine lowered the chicken to the ground, the same way Father did when he selected one of our flock for a special meal, and took up the knife from the table before her. I flinched as she removed its head with little effort. Blood began to pour from its twitching body, pooling quickly on the floor before us.

      Young Alma watched curiously as her mother returned the knife to the table and placed the palm of her hand into the pool of blood. I couldn’t help the noise of disgust that escaped me as the blood began to ripple and take on a life of its own, slowly snaking its way up Catharine’s arm. Her eyes flickered over to me once more, and she appeared completely unfazed. I held her gaze, her words echoing in my mind. Don’t be afraid.

      The blood continued to slither upward, over her throat and under her chin, until all at once the thick liquid forced its way into her nose, into her mouth, and into her eyes. Catharine let out a gargled cry before bending sharply backward, an invisible force lifting her toward the ceiling.

      I watched in horror, terrified that something might have gone wrong. Young Alma began to shift uncomfortably at the eerie sight of her mother hovering in the circle before her. The points of Catharine’s shoes grazed the ground as her body hung in the air, limp and slack-jawed, her blind eyes staring blankly above.

      I circled the room and crouched down next to Alma. It was terrible that my great-grandmother had to witness something so horrific at such a young age. I tried to imagine how I might have reacted as a child watching Mother levitating and contorting after she’d just taught me how to make a blood sacrifice to some Prophet. I certainly wouldn’t have been as calm as Alma.

      The two of us waited anxiously as Catharine remained suspended in the air for what felt like an eternity. Her body was still as a statue and unbreathing. I had to remind myself again of Catharine’s words: Don’t be afraid.

      As suddenly as the episode began, Catharine’s body crumpled to the ground with a thud. Her eyes shot open and she sucked in a deep lungful of air before pushing herself up to a seated position. After taking a few moments to catch her breath, she turned to Alma with a kind, although tired, smile.

      “It is done. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      “Is it—” Alma started to point to the chicken but stopped short. It was nowhere to be found.

      I gaped at the dirt floor, unsure at what point the chicken had disappeared. Its body, and all hints of any blood, had completely vanished.

      “That chicken belongs to Rowyn now. It’s almost time for supper. Why don’t you go up first? Let Father know I’ll be right there.”

      Alma sprang up and ran, looking more than happy to be able to leave the room. Just outside the door, I could see a set of steps leading up to another candlelit chamber. Catharine waited until Alma was out of sight, then turned back to the table and dipped the quill in the inkpot.

      “The great power you seek lies with Rowyn. To speak with her, you must do as I did.” Catharine looked up at me with a proud smile. “And give my daughter the peace she deserves.”

      I was too stunned to speak. As she turned back to write in the large book, my vision began to blur. A thick fog crept over the scene before me, and I felt myself begin to rise. Waking from the dream was like clawing my way out after being buried alive. My body lay heavy as a stone against the bed and felt more exhausted than it ever had in my life.
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      I lay there in the darkness a while, reflecting on the dream. After the initial shock wore off, a wave of relief washed over me. I was indeed capable of so much more than what was written in those simple spell books. It was no wonder to me now that Dienna’s Priestesses were trying so hard to scare me away from my power. With a great enough sacrifice, it seemed that I could be capable of anything.

      But the excitement of now knowing a way to save Birdie quickly waned when I realized its implications. In the dream, Catharine said that only the High Priestess had access to their Prophet. Did that mean making an offering to Rowyn meant stepping into the role? Was that what Catharine had meant about giving her daughter the peace she deserved? No matter how badly I wanted Birdie to live, it didn’t feel like something I could take back once it was done. And if Rowyn was the mysterious “she” that Alma was so afraid of, she didn’t sound like someone I wanted to cross.

      But was my fear of turning out like my tortured great-grandmother worth the cost of Birdie’s life? Could I live with the guilt if I chose to let her go?

      I pulled myself out of bed and began to prepare for the day. Whatever decision I ultimately made, I knew it shouldn’t be rushed despite the circumstance. I washed up and fixed my long braid with care before selecting the gorgeous formal tailcoat that the Rossis had made for me. I smoothed it out in front of the mirror and fidgeted with the buttons to make sure everything looked absolutely perfect. Before I decided anything, there was one more person I wanted to speak to.

      Mother was just finishing up with breakfast when I entered the kitchen. She stopped in her tracks at the sight of me in formalwear, and I awkwardly toyed with the sleeve cuffs of the jacket.

      “I’ll take breakfast out to Alma today,” I announced.

      “But you’ve had such a hard few days. I can manage it.”

      “Please, I want to.”

      She studied me with confusion. “But you hate going out there.”

      I rolled my eyes and crossed the room to snatch Alma’s breakfast tray from beside the hearth, then placed it on the table and began gathering the usual mealtime requirements.

      Mother returned to the cast-iron pan over the fire, pushing an egg around with a wooden spoon. “Is that what you’re planning to wear to temple today?”

      I drew in a sharp breath, suddenly remembering what I’d told her the night before. “Well, they’ve gone to great lengths to force me to convert…I may as well give them a show.”

      Truth be told, it was still an option. High Priestess or new convert—either of those could be the solution to Birdie’s predicament.

      “Please don’t go to temple just to cause a scene,” Mother begged.

      She added a plate filled with eggs, fried potatoes, and a few cherry tomatoes from the garden to the tray, which I hurriedly slid off the table without another word.

      I made my way across the yard and paused at the bottom of the cottage steps out of habit. Edmund ran up to the door, his tail wagging eagerly. As I looked up at it, I realized I wasn’t afraid anymore. There was no more mystery behind Alma and her strange behavior, and I felt closer to her than I ever had before. Her younger selves had carefully guided me through all of my recent revelations and demonstrated the things I needed to know to be the next High Priestess. Hopefully, Alma as she was now could help me get through what was certain to be the most difficult leg of my journey.

      I climbed the stairs and put on a smile as I pushed open the door. “Alma, breakfast is ready.”

      Alma was sitting up in bed wrapped in one of her fur cloaks, smiling at me. “Oh, Eleanor. It’s so good to see you.” As I got closer, her smile widened with surprise. “You look magnificent, child! What’s the occasion?”

      I blushed and placed the tray on her lap before taking my seat in the chair by the bed. Edmund sat at my heels hoping for a scratch or two, and I happily ruffled his ears while pondering how to begin such an important conversation with my great-grandmother.

      “Well, honestly, that’s something I’d like to talk to you about today, Alma.”

      Alma had already begun to pick at the eggs, her sunken cheeks puffing as she chewed them with the few teeth she had left. She didn’t seem to register that I had spoken at all. That didn’t bode well for the conversation ahead of us, so I waited for her to eat before pushing the topic.

      “I keep waiting for the signs of winter,” Alma began. “I don’t understand why everything is still so green.”

      I fumbled for a response and ultimately kept quiet.

      “Oh, I do love the snow, don’t you?” Alma chuckled childishly, looking over at me again.

      “I’ve never seen it before. It hasn’t snowed here in decades,” I said carefully. “Do you remember me telling you a little while ago that Blackridge will be preparing for the Harvest Festival soon?”

      Alma shook her head with an uncertain smile; after thinking it over for another moment, she nodded with recollection. “Ah, yes…the balance. It’s been some years since the earth has had a good rest, hasn’t it?”

      I was grateful for this sudden moment of clarity and hoped it would stay for a while. “I was hoping you might be able to tell me what your life was like when you were younger...before all this mess with the balance.”

      Alma eyed me curiously. “Why do you ask? Is that Throckmorton girl still bothering you?”

      “Oh, no. No, it’s not that,” I said, surprised she remembered. “I’m sure things must have been different for you back then. I’m just interested to know what it was like.”

      Alma’s eyes stared off toward a distant corner of the room as she thought, chewing mindlessly. It was a long, uncomfortable silence before she spoke again.

      “You remind me of my younger self, you know,” she said sadly. “I was headstrong and defiant, but back then I was also powerful and respected. My mother and I played a great part in making Blackridge what it is today. But power like that, Eleanor…it’s unsettling to some.”

      “I’m sure. You need to have a lot of trust in someone who holds that kind of position.” My mind went to Josephine, someone the village greatly depended on and trusted, who also seemed to have no issue whatsoever with murdering whoever she liked.

      “We brought balance to the world, child. We were the restful night for the land and the keepers of all that was wild. We kept order. How can one truly appreciate the beauty of a rainbow without first weathering the storm?” Alma smiled sweetly. “It can’t always be abundant. There needs to be balance. The fields need to rest.”

      “And Ebroth was the one who brought that balance.”

      “Did they start teaching about this in school again?” she asked.

      “Only recently, but they don’t tell us much,” I lied. “And I have so many questions.”

      Alma sighed and nodded her head, now ignoring her breakfast altogether. “Like any scale, the weight can become tipped a little too far in either direction. Dienna may be generous and loving, but She’s dangerous when She feels She’s been wronged. She didn’t approve of the way Ebroth treated Her people.”

      “So, She needed to put Him in His place…”

      “But it seems She took it a little too far, wouldn’t you say?” Alma held her hands out like a scale, dropping one into her lap.

      “That’s why her Priestesses made you take the oath, isn’t it? To cut off His connection with the people and teach Him a lesson.”

      “You don’t want to hear such stories, child. It was such a tragedy.” Alma shook her head solemnly as though the memory caused her pain.

      “Then why don’t we talk about what it was like before that? What was life like as a Priestess?”

      Alma’s eyes scanned the room around us. “You speak so openly, child. You have to remember—”

      “Mother mustn’t know.” I repeated the words from my dream.

      This seemed to settle her, and she nodded. “No one can know.”

      I tried to keep my expression even, not wanting to seem too excited that those few words had worked as well as I’d hoped.

      I lowered my voice, leaning closer to her. “Just like you told me He would, Ebroth has been appearing to me in my dreams and showing me everything that I need to know to take over as High Priestess. Alma, He brought me to your old cabin—I found the herbs, the spells, and the medicines—and I know that you’ve been preparing me for this my entire life. But there are some things you haven’t told me yet, and it’s important that you tell me now.”

      It took her a long moment to respond. There was fear in her eyes when she did. “What do you want to know?”

      I wanted to know so much. In an ideal life, we’d have hours to discuss the importance of our role. But Alma’s lucidity was fleeting.

      “After what they did to Adelaide, why did you believe it was worth the risk to try again with me? I know you never taught my mother the ways.”

      Alma’s eyes dropped to her lap. She wrung her hands in worry. I held my breath, hoping she would be willing to answer, and watched her intently for any signs of an impending fit.

      “Because we can’t let them get away with what they did,” she whispered finally.

      “I won’t let them get away with it.” I leaned forward and rested a trembling hand over Alma’s.

      “I didn’t think I would actually live to see this day. I never thought the war would start this soon. I prepared you as best as I could, just in case, but—”

      “The war?”

      “Yes, child! Did you think Ebroth would just look the other way after the horrible things Dienna has done? He must have been planning this since His fall.”

      Alma’s talk of war made more sense than I expected. Mariela had been given visions so she could gather Ebroth’s followers, while the responsibilities of the High Priestess were simultaneously being revealed to me. I wondered how many of His Priestesses were actually left. How long would it take them to grow their following to something substantial enough and band together to make any sort of difference?

      “Alma, I’m not sure what He wants me to do. I have this gift…but I don’t know how to use it.”

      Alma nodded knowingly. “We each have a gift, child.”

      “What’s yours?”

      “I’ve suppressed it for so long, I’m not even able to use it anymore. I was His harbinger of winter, commanding the frost as it was needed.”

      I couldn’t help but grin, feeling foolish for not coming to that conclusion sooner. Every time Alma got lost in one of her strange episodes, she exuded ice-cold energy.

      “Adelaide could control the winds...and Cora, well—” she paused and her smile faded.

      “The Storm-Bringer,” I finished.

      “Yes, child. It’s a dangerous gift. I almost thought He had chosen your mother to be His messenger, but she abandoned Him so quickly! She must have ignored His calls.”

      I frowned, wondering if my mother had ignored similar dreams when she was younger, or if she had any idea of the power she was capable of.

      Alma placed a hand over mine, cradling it sweetly between her wrinkled palms. “What gift has He blessed you with?”

      I dropped my gaze, a bit afraid to reveal it. “I can’t control it yet, but things around me just seem to…rot when I get upset.”

      “Oh, child.” Alma’s smile fell and her eyes were suddenly filled with worry.

      My heart skipped a beat as she began to shake her head. She was instantly lost, trying unsuccessfully to piece together her next sentence.

      “That was what…oh…this is…just repeating!”

      I rubbed the back of her hand reassuringly. “I’m not worried about that right now. Let’s talk about something else. I have one more question for you.”

      Alma didn’t seem to be able to calm herself this time and continued to stutter, obviously trying to convey some message of great importance. I cursed myself for upsetting her. I was running out of time!

      “Alma, I need to talk to Rowyn!”

      Her eyes shot open in fright. “Noo!”

      “I don’t have a choice! I have to save—” I bit back my frustration and squeezed Alma’s hand. “I need to know what to expect. What’s she like?”

      Alma stared wide-eyed at me as her withered hands began to tremble with terror. “Oh, no, child, you mustn’t! She’s furious…it’s too dangerous!”

      Before I could respond, Alma was suddenly pushed away from me, her frail body pressed against the headboard by a powerful force. A long, wheezing breath was squeezed from her lungs.

      I leapt forward, clawing desperately at her shoulders to free her. “Stop it! You’re going to kill her!”

      The old woman’s arm snapped up and grabbed hold of my forearm so tightly that I feared it might break. My painful cry alerted Edmund. He jumped up on the bed, snarling and barking furiously at the old woman.

      “FEED ME!” Alma let out a strangled scream. “I’M STARVING!”

      My frantic breaths escaped in puffs of mist as the temperature between us plummeted. Crystals of ice began to form from the spittle at the corners of her mouth.

      I stared down into the cold and desolate pits that had taken the place of Alma’s eyes and finally understood what she was hungry for. I knew exactly what I needed to do.

      “I will. I promise,” I agreed, my voice hoarse from fear.

      The old woman quieted, the look of desperation slowly melting from her face. Her eyes closed and she slumped forward into my trembling arms. I held onto her tightly and smoothed back her hair, her mother’s words once again echoing through my head. Give my daughter the peace she deserves.

      This wasn’t just about Birdie anymore. This was simply the natural order of things. Like Mother always said about being a matriarch: it’s an important responsibility, and one does what is needed to protect one’s family.

      And this was the last time I’d ever let Rowyn trouble my great-grandmother.

      Pounding footsteps on the stairs signaled the approach of my father coming to subdue Alma. He burst through the door and stopped short of the bed, confused by the scene before him.

      “She passed out this time. Could you help me?”

      Father cautiously stepped forward and helped to lay Alma back on the bed, where the layer of frost was rapidly melting away in the heat.

      “What happened here?” he asked, looking astounded as he glanced between me and Alma.

      I avoided his eyes. “I have to go. Could you get her cleaned up for me?”

      Without waiting for a reply, I made for the exit. Edmund tried to follow, but I signaled for him to stay put and closed the door behind me. My heart hammered in my chest as I approached the chicken pen across the yard. Expecting my usual fistfuls of feed, the hens clucked happily. I opened the gate and bent down to snatch up the first one that came close enough, whispering apologies as I tucked it under my trembling arm. Then I hurried into the woods before anyone could ask questions.

      Before I knew it, I was inside the cabin’s office. Recalling the stairs to the sacrificial chamber from my dream, I assumed it was the only place something so important could remain well hidden. The chicken squawked angrily as I dropped to my knees and threw aside the red and gold rug that lay just in front of the Payne family history book. There, in the center of the floor, was a square panel with a beautiful bronze handle that collapsed to lay flat in a groove in the wood.

      Opening the hidden door revealed a stairway that led down into darkness. Before I could second guess myself, I grabbed a candle and hurried down the stairs. As I pushed open the door at the bottom, hundreds of candles along the walls of the small chamber ignited themselves, just as they had in the room above. An eerie, orange glow was cast on the ritual space at the center of the room, where each item on the small table was still laid out exactly as I had seen in the dream.

      I dropped to my knees within the drawn circle, just as I had watched Catharine do, and took my first deep breath since Alma’s cottage.

      I was terrified of what my first encounter with Rowyn was going to be like. I could only assume that Alma had been starving Rowyn since denouncing Ebroth. And the Prophet had tormented her horribly for it. She’d kept Alma alive long past her time, waiting for the next in line to come along. I feared I might be trapped with her in my own head as punishment for keeping her waiting for so long. Even Catharine had implied that Rowyn wasn’t much fun to work with.

      Gianna’s words came to me then. Our people have suffered greatly, and just to know that you’re willing to step up gives us a hope we haven’t had in such a very long time.

      Not only would I be leaving Birdie to die and Alma to suffer if I turned back now, but I’d be abandoning every remaining follower of Ebroth that still held onto hope for His return. For all I knew, I was the only Priestess left. It was my responsibility to protect them.

      The uneasy clucking of the chicken in my hands pulled me from my thoughts. That was it, then. The decision was made.

      “You’re going to save someone’s life, chicken. Don’t be afraid,” I said soothingly, though my voice wavered.

      I took a moment to retrace the details of the dream. I remembered Catharine’s terrifying contortions and worried what it might feel like when my body did the same. It was probably better not to think about it.

      My trembling hands lifted the chicken toward the ceiling while it clucked angrily and thrashed about. “Rowyn, Prophet of Ebroth, I call on thee. I submit to you, humbly. Hear my plea.”

      It wasn’t until I was holding the chicken to the floor with the ceremonial knife in hand that I realized I had never killed anything before. Jasper or my father had always held that responsibility. The bird seemed to understand what was happening; it flapped frantically and made awful noises in protest.

      “Ugh! I’m sorry!”

      Before it could get away, I brought the knife down and pushed as hard as I could against the poor bird’s neck. It cut through with little effort. My stomach lurched as blood began to pool before me. Its cloying, metallic scent made me gag. Mimicking Catharine, I returned the knife to the table and forced my bare palm down into the crimson pool.

      The blood began to quiver. There was no way I could watch what I knew would happen next. I squeezed my eyes closed as a chill raced through me. Thin, warm trails of blood began to snake their way up my arm. I forced myself to imagine Birdie looking well again as we enjoyed a picnic in the gardens of Primrose Square. Alma sat beside us, laughing as she recounted stories of her past. Then the Rossis were describing their life in Athana. Dienna’s Temple, once menacing as it loomed over the square, was now adorned in carvings of the moon cycles rising high above the wheat stalks. Ebroth’s people, my people, placed gifts at our feet as they greeted me with gratitude.

      All at once, I was gagging and blinded as the blood forced its way into every orifice of my face. Survival instinct sent me into panic. I clawed in vain at my mouth to make way for air. The ichor slipped past my fingers with ease. Fighting against it was like trying to empty the Mountain Run River a fistful at a time.

      I forced my arms to lower by my side, willing my body to stay calm, and desperately hoped it would be over soon. Within a moment, a peaceful blackness, darker than the dense forest under a new moon, enshrouded me.

      “Eleanor Payne,” a frail voice rasped in the darkness, “I didn’t think I would be seeing you again so soon.”

      The voice echoed from every direction and enveloped me within it. I took a moment to get my bearings, but all I could see was darkness. I couldn’t tell how far it might stretch, nor could I make out any shapes within it—not even my own body. In my dream, Catharine never left the painted circle, so I figured all of this must be taking place inside my head.

      “Rowyn?” My voice echoed in the dark expanse.

      “The very same, my Priestess. I was certain you would come. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for a very long time.”

      The corners of the darkness swirled like wisps of shadow trying to take shape.

      “You’re afraid,” Rowyn observed.

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      “We need each other, Eleanor. As powerful as you are, there’s only so much you can do without my help. And without you, I would certainly die.”

      There was a hint of worry in Rowyn’s voice when she spoke of her own possible demise that made me believe she was being sincere. But it didn’t feel right to trust her so quickly.

      “Trust is important to a relationship like ours, Priestess. We are on the same side and we desire the same things…to restore balance, to right past wrongs. I see you have met others who need your help as well. There is much at stake, and lying would get us nowhere.”

      I was taken aback. “Can you hear what I’m thinking?”

      “I know everything there is to know about you. I can see it now that we are here together.”

      “And where are we, exactly?”

      “We are somewhere different. You left your body to meet me here. You can’t stay too long, I’m afraid. You mortals are delicate like that. But from now on, you and I will share this sacred connection.”

      “You’ve been speaking to me through Alma. Will you speak through me as well?”

      “Poor Alma has been teetering somewhere between life and death for many years now. It was easy to take her over at times when she was at her weakest. It was the only way to get my plea across. I'm eternally grateful that you heard me.”

      “Terrifying people isn’t the best way to go about getting what you want.”

      “That’s the pot calling the kettle black, isn’t it, Priestess? What did you expect to happen when you shamed poor Jacob in front of his mother’s constituents? You and I are more alike than you know,” Rowyn said with a sneer.

      Shame burned like a small flame within me. “I need your help to save Birdie Caldwell,” I stated flatly, changing the subject.

      “You bring a meager gift for such a great task.”

      “I didn’t know what offering I needed to heal someone. I tried every spell in the books, but nothing worked!”

      “There is much for you to learn. Your own power is strong enough to heal common ailments and continue one’s good health. This simple gift will suffice for healing something a little worse. But the greater the sacrifice, the greater the reward. Having no one to teach you the proper way to ask a favor, I will have to do it myself.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes,” I pleaded. “I’ll bring you whatever you want!”

      Rowyn drew in a rattling breath and let it out slowly, the way one does when preparing to deliver bad news. “It will take a much greater sacrifice for me to bring the dead back to life.”

      “The dead? Birdie is dead?”

      “For a few moments now, yes.”

      My chest threatened to collapse inward under the weight of my grief. I envisioned Birdie’s delicate body lying there, her mouth slack and her skin turning blue. I was too late.

      “But you…you can bring her back? What will it cost? I’ll bring you anything!”

      Rowyn took a painfully long moment to reply. “It was a powerful curse that killed our Birdie. To bring her back would certainly be suspicious. And potentially dangerous.”

      Our Birdie? Her words confused me, but I didn’t have time to argue. “I don’t care! I’ll deal with whatever they throw at me, but I can’t let Birdie die because of me.”

      “Hmm…” Rowyn paused. “I need you, Priestess, and you need me too. Together, we could prove an unstoppable force. If I’m left here any longer, I’m afraid I might perish. And there is much work yet to be done. In exchange for this life, I require your vow never to abandon me as your cowardly ancestors did. Help restore my power, and Ebroth will reward you greatly.”

      “And you’ll bring Birdie back to life? You’ll save her?”

      “Yes, I can do this.”

      For this one favor, I would not only be accepting my role as High Priestess, but Josephine would also know that it wasn’t Dienna who saved Birdie’s life. It wouldn’t be long before she suspected I had something to do with it. To save Birdie would be taking a great risk. It would push our secret rebellion into the open.

      But I didn’t think I could live with myself knowing that Birdie had died because of me, blind to the risks that being with me entailed. I owed her an explanation. She didn’t deserve this end.

      “I vow to never abandon you again, Rowyn...but with one condition.”

      “Condition?” Rowyn scoffed, sounding offended.

      “You let Alma go. You’ve tortured her for far too long. Give her the peace she deserves.”

      Rowyn chuckled, amused. “We are going to do great things together, Eleanor Payne. I accept your condition. It is done.”

      My eyelids shot open to a view of the cellar ceiling above. My lungs sucked in as much air as they could hold, my body sore from the lack of it. Just like in the dream, the chicken was gone.

      At just about that moment, Birdie should have been taking a similar first breath. She was safe for now. But I had much bigger things to worry about. I didn’t know how much more blood it would take to restore Rowyn to her full power or how I was going to get all of the necessary animals back to the cabin without raising suspicions.

      I took my time to lock up the cabin and make my way back home. The shadows of the trees were long as the sun set low behind them, and I worried I’d missed supper entirely. It had been so long since I’d had a decent bite to eat.

      I entered the house to find the dining table empty and my family in the drawing room, all sitting quietly as though they weren’t sure what to do with themselves. Mother’s face was red and puffy from crying.

      “Birdie is going to be fine.” I said gently, shifting uncomfortably in the doorway.

      Mother sniffled and offered me a consoling smile. “No, dear. It’s Alma…she’s finally passed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          

      

    

    







            The Farewell Ceremony

          

        

      

    

    
      It was hard to keep myself from rushing to Birdie’s bedside while she made her slow recovery, but there was much to do at the house to prepare for Alma’s farewell ceremony. My family spent the next few days deep cleaning the house and moving the best furniture into the drawing room to prepare for company. Though, we didn’t really expect many guests to show up.

      Mother was surprised when I gave no argument about helping her prepare Alma’s body. Together we gently washed her, braided her long hair, and wrapped her tightly in a black linen shroud. I took great care with the task, much to the annoyance of my mother, who wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible. But it felt important to me to send the late High Priestess off with the utmost respect. There was so much more to Alma than my mother would ever understand.

      When we were finished, Father and Jasper carried her body into the house and gently laid it out on the altar, which was draped with a few of Alma’s prized furs. Mother and I arranged flowers in a beautiful display around her body, tucking in a few of Alma’s special belongings that we had found in the cottage or packed away in the attic.

      The first day was typically for the family to mourn, and we each took our turn in the drawing room with Alma to pay our respects. It was unnerving to stand beside the outline of my great-grandmother. Though I knew for certain that Rowyn had left Alma’s body, I couldn’t help but imagine the old woman struggling to escape her linen shroud while shrieking about being hungry. I tried to imagine what it might have been like for Alma to experience being taken over, or if she had any idea it was happening at all. My own mind had been surprisingly quiet over the last few days. Perhaps Rowyn was simply allowing me time to grieve before we returned to business.

      I placed a gentle hand on the cloth, feeling Alma’s hand underneath. Having walked through a few of her memories, I felt as though I finally understood her—her sacrifice, her guilt, and her resilience after years of suffering at the hands of Rowyn and the Priestesses of Dienna. I felt a much stronger connection to her and vowed to make sure the world remembered her as a fierce High Priestess who protected her people at great personal cost.

      Glancing over the scant offerings we’d managed to provide, I wondered what the farewell ceremony of a recognized High Priestess would look like. I imagined a line of people down to the road as they waited to place something beautiful on Alma’s altar or to kiss her hand and thank her for her service. For all of her sacrifices, Alma deserved so much more than this.

      “Rest peacefully now, Alma. I promise to do my best to live up to the title,” I whispered before leaving the room.

      On the second day of mourning, we were to welcome the public into the Payne household for the first time since I could even remember. Mother and Father had sent word into town of Alma’s passing, but they weren’t expecting many to care. The Rossis sent me a beautiful condolence letter through the courier, but they feared actually showing up would only cause more confusion. I couldn’t help but agree, though it would have been a great comfort to have them there. I was just grateful Mother hadn’t questioned it for the moment.

      We spent the morning lounging on the sofas or pacing the entry room while waiting for any sign of visitors who might arrive to pay their last respects. But it turned out to be a painfully long and boring day. Not many words were spoken between us, as no one really had the right words to say. We were all well aware that our family wasn’t very popular with the people of Blackridge. But with the lack of visitors, we all realized that no one would care when any of us finally met our ends.

      After a somber hour or two, Mother perked up suddenly and turned toward me. “Oh, Nell! We’ve been so busy the last few days that I forgot to ask…how was your trip to the temple?”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “Wh-What?”

      “Your plan was to convert in hopes of a miracle, and it seems it worked! I’m so sorry I didn’t ask sooner. You must be so happy!”

      “You went to temple?” Jasper sat forward in his seat with an amused grin. “I don’t believe it.”

      Mother’s smile widened. “She came down in her new coat, all cleaned up and… honestly, ready to make a scene.”

      Father leaned forward, eyeing me with pride. “You really went to temple to save Birdie? Why didn’t you say something? We would have come with you.”

      I could feel my face turn scarlet, having already forgotten all about this conversation. “It was something I…needed to do alone. It wasn’t a big thing.”

      “I’m so proud of you. Sometimes you surprise me with how mature you’re becoming,” Mother beamed. “And now that Alma’s gone, we can all go to temple together as a family.”

      I groaned, Mother’s words stinging me more than I expected. I was grateful to be interrupted by a hesitant knock on the screen door. It was so gentle that it could easily have been mistaken for a breeze rattling the door against its frame. Not even Edmund knew whether or not to sound the alarm. I exchanged a quizzical look with Mother before leaping up to investigate, glad to leave that conversation behind.

      Approaching the door, I recognized the Taylors, a couple about Mother’s age that lived in one of the cottages on the outskirts of our property. I remembered accompanying Alma to bring them food and supplies when I was a young girl. Beside them stood their two children, a boy and a girl who looked to be about thirteen. All four of them were so dreadfully thin it broke my heart.

      “Oh, wonderful.” Mother groaned quietly through a painted smile as she came up behind me.

      I could see the disapproving look in my mother’s eyes, but before she could turn them away—or worse yet, evict them from their cabin—I quickly ushered them into the drawing room myself. Edmund trailed closely behind, his tail wagging excitedly as the children chuckled and bent to give him scratches.

      I closed the doors behind us, surprising the Taylors by joining them at the altar. I knew the only way to speak with them was to do it privately. I was sweating nervously as I stood before them, and I hoped they wouldn’t try to shake my clammy hands.

      “I’m sorry, I won’t stay. I just really wanted to thank you for coming.”

      Mrs. Taylor smiled warmly and copied my hushed tone. “Alma was always so very kind to our family. My father is too old and weak to make the walk over here, but he begged me to come and thank her for everything she’s done for us.”

      “I wanted to-to say…” I hesitated, wondering if they still worshiped Ebroth under the guise of a Faithless title or if they truly were unaffiliated.

      The Taylors eyed me expectantly while my eyes fell to the children playing on the floor with Edmund. I couldn’t imagine when their last good meal had been. It broke my heart that the village of Blackridge—and my own mother, for that matter—would allow children to go hungry in this way. The High Priestess of Dienna might be in the business of mistreating her people, but I would never be.

      “I wanted to say that I’ll be taking over for Alma. I know my mother hasn’t been so understanding, but I want you to know that you’ll be in better hands from now on. Your family won’t be asked to leave, and I’ll make sure you have enough to eat. Just tell me whatever it is that you need.”

      Tears welled in Mrs. Taylor’s eyes as she clutched her husband’s hand tightly. “My father…he’s very sick. He’s got this wet cough.”

      “I’ll do what I can for him. I promise.”

      “Oh, thank you!” she cried.

      I was caught by surprise as Mrs. Taylor rushed forward to embrace me. I stiffened at first, unsure how to respond, but slowly allowed myself to soften and wrap the woman in a gentle hug. The action felt foreign, even though it nearly moved me to tears to know I’d already made such a positive difference in my new role.

      “I’ll come by tomorrow and we can talk more then, if that would be all right?”

      “Of course,” Mr. Taylor agreed and smiled. “We would be honored.”

      Mrs. Taylor finally pulled away as her husband gave a gentle tug on her sleeve. I tried my best to give a reassuring smile before excusing myself from the drawing room so they could have a moment with Alma.

      Ignoring my mother’s gaze, I made my way straight to the kitchen to pack food into a basket, knowing she was staring daggers into my back.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she hissed disapprovingly.

      I circled the kitchen in a frenzy, grabbing bits of dried meat, a jar of jam, and anything else I could find. “I’m putting everything in here that we don’t need.”

      Mother furrowed her brow, looking more and more annoyed by the second. “For what reason? Who are you to decide that we don’t need these things?”

      With an exasperated sigh, I finally met her eye. “Did you not see those children? They’re starving!”

      “Why are they my responsibility? They’ve got two perfectly capable parents right there with them. All they have to do is—”

      I cut her off in a hushed fury. “Mrs. Taylor’s father is still alive and living at home with them. They probably haven’t for the same reason we haven’t. And they don’t have massive amounts of land to sell off, Mother, so I’m going to do the best I can to take care of them the way Alma would have wanted!”

      She straightened up, her eyes piercing into mine. “Don’t take that tone with me, Eleanor Payne. You don’t get to bypass me now that Alma’s gone. I don’t care how much like her you grew up to be, this family is my responsibility. I am matriarch now, and you’ll do as I say.”

      The hair on my forearms stood on end with a tingle. Even the air seemed to bristle in the tension between us. I bit my cheek to keep my temper. Mother was expecting me to lose it; maybe showing her just how composed I could be was the better move.

      “That’s fine, Mother,” I said as gently as I could. “Can we please spare a few things for this hungry family? I can’t bear to see those starving children.”

      I knew I had her cornered now. Refusing would only make her look like a villain, no matter how angry she was with me. She softened just a bit and begrudgingly grabbed a fresh loaf of bread to drop into the basket. I thought it best not to say another word on the matter and crossed to the hutch to select a few herbs that might help Mrs. Taylor’s father. Before long we filled the basket with everything the Taylors would need to have a great meal that night.

      “Thank you,” I said simply.

      She waved me away, refusing to meet my eye. I carried the gift out to the living room just as the Taylors were making their way toward the door.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Taylor!” I called, holding out the basket with a smile.

      Mrs. Taylor immediately held up her hands to resist. “Oh, we simply couldn’t!”

      “We insist.”

      Mr. Taylor took the basket and reached out to shake my hand with a hardy grip. “Thank you, Miss Payne.”

      “You’re welcome. There’s a sachet in there filled with herbs. Make that tea for your father tonight, and it should help him feel a little better.”

      “Oh, thank you! Thank you!” Mrs. Taylor exclaimed.

      She pulled me into another tight hug. This time I was ready for it. I embraced her with a laugh, patting her gently on the back. Mr. Taylor wrangled his wife away a second time, and everyone exchanged a quick goodbye before they excused themselves through the door. As they retreated down the road, I watched the children peek excitedly into the basket and felt a new and surprising sense of responsibility for them—my people. I made a silent promise to never let them go hungry again.

      As soon as the screen door clattered shut, Mother slowly made her way back out to the entry room. She stood beside me with her arms tightly crossed, but when she finally spoke her tone was much gentler.

      “I’ve never seen you care that much about anything but yourself. I suppose you’ll make a decent matriarch one day.”

      I forced a smile, wishing Mother knew the amount of responsibility currently resting on my shoulders. I briefly considered confessing to her some of what had happened in the last few days, or even just the truth about Alma, but I knew it would only end in a fight. I couldn’t see her being brave enough to stand up against the people of Blackridge, even knowing the truth of her lineage. For years she’d been trying desperately to become one of them, and now she was ecstatic that her daughter was ready to do the same. I pushed the urge to confess aside and returned to my perch on the sofa.

      I kept myself busy for a few hours, avoiding any more conversation with my mother, until Edmund jumped to attention from Jasper’s lap. He heaved a warning bark toward the front door as two pairs of footsteps sounded outside. Each of us sprang to life and worked frantically to brush the wrinkles from our clothes.

      “William, Marie, come in!” Mother sounded incredibly pleased to see them as she pushed open the screen door.

      I rushed for the entry, my heart skipping a beat as I half expected Birdie to be standing there beside them. I felt foolish when I saw that she wasn’t. She’d been dead only a few days ago—it certainly took more time than that to recover from such an ordeal.

      The Caldwells gathered in the foyer with polite smiles. I could tell they were doing their best to avoid noticing me. Mrs. Caldwell bent down as best she could to scratch behind the ears of little Edmund, who sniffed excitedly at her skirts.

      “Cora, we came to pay our respects and express our condolences on the loss of your grandmother. Our deepest sympathies to you and your family,” Mr. Caldwell said gently.

      “I appreciate that. Thank you so much for coming,” she said, already turning toward the drawing room. “Follow me right through here, please.”

      “Mr. Caldwell—” I started as he passed.

      Mother put up a quick hand to silence me, closing the drawing room doors behind Birdie’s parents before returning to stand beside me. “Let them get this over with, and then bring them to the dining room for tea,” she whispered softly before making a hasty exit toward the kitchen.

      I fidgeted with the peeling wallpaper as I stared at the drawing room doors. Minutes passed that felt like an eternity. I even tried to listen through the door, wondering what they could possibly have to say to Alma that would take so long. The doors finally opened, the Caldwells stepping past me to offer quiet sentiments to my father and Jasper before turning back to me with matching uncomfortable expressions.

      “Come with me. Mother’s putting together tea,” I blurted out before they could speak.

      I walked off, eager to move them into an environment better suited for chatting. The Caldwells followed hesitantly, and the three of us entered the formal dining room. Mother had already prepared the table with her prized teacups, a beautiful set painted with delicate leaves and vines, that had been passed down from Catharine. I hadn’t seen them in years and was grateful that she chose them for the day of Alma’s farewell. I took a seat beside Mother, opposite the Caldwells, and fidgeted with the tablecloth while she poured the tea. Each of us wore uneasy smiles, unsure of how to break the silence.

      “How is Birdie doing?” I asked as soon as Mother had settled into her seat.

      Mrs. Caldwell chuckled, thrown off by my urgency. “It’s been a long road, but she’s getting a little better every day.”

      “May I come to see her?”

      “Oh, she still needs a lot of rest…and she’s got such a busy schedule coming up,” Mrs. Caldwell said, politely sipping her tea.

      “A busy schedule? So soon?” Mother marveled.

      “Well, she is the ‘Miracle of Blackridge,’ you know,” Mrs. Caldwell said, as though she thought it should have been mentioned by now.

      “The town is so grateful to Dienna for bestowing such a miracle. It was just the punch we all needed to lift our spirits, with the harvests struggling and all that…” Mr. Caldwell added.

      Mother put a hand to her chest, her eyes lighting up in wonder. “And how extraordinary is it that Eleanor made up her mind that morning to visit the temple and offer Dienna her devotion in return for Birdie’s life?”

      I choked on my tea, casting my mother a scornful look. “I wasn’t going to—”

      “You did that for my Birdie?” Mrs. Caldwell asked, staring at me in shock and wonder.

      I sank under the weight of their quizzical stares. “I, uh—”

      “She did!” Mother filled in. “She came down in her new formalwear and everything. Birdie is very important to my daughter, and she cares about her more than I’ve ever seen her care about anything.”

      Silence fell over the table as everyone stared at each other, teacups clasped precariously in various stages of sipping. Mrs. Caldwell seemed to be delighted by the news, but her husband eyed me with veiled suspicion.

      “So, you all came to temple then?” he asked.

      “It was just me,” I lied. “Alma would never have let us all go.”

      Mrs. Caldwell grinned. “I wish you would have said something! You could have sat with us! We would have been honored that you were doing such a thing for our daughter.”

      “I didn’t want to make a fuss, Mrs. Caldwell.” I slouched further under the weight of my guilt as I spoke. “It would have made it about me…but this was for Birdie.”

      “Formalwear, you say? Surely someone would have noticed—”

      “Hush, William!” Mrs. Caldwell put a hand on his arm. “Don’t be like that. We are so grateful that you would do that, Eleanor, and I’m sure Birdie will be overjoyed to hear it.”

      “Would you mind if I told her myself?” I asked. “When can I see her?”

      “Of course, but she needs rest. I don’t think all the excitement would be good for her right away, but…how about four days’ time? That should be a good amount of rest for her, and we’ll make sure yours is the first dinner.”

      “The first dinner?” Mother asked with a raised brow.

      “Everyone wants a meeting with her. We’ve got so many offers for dinner that we won’t have to cook for a fortnight,” Mr. Caldwell said with a laugh.

      I groaned internally. I had to take comfort in the fact that at least Birdie was alive, but I wasn’t sure I could wait another four days to see her. Though it didn't seem like the Caldwells were willing to give me much of a choice.

      “Thank you. That would be lovely.” I hoped my tone didn’t sound too begrudging.

      “It would be lovely indeed!” Mother agreed. “What’s Birdie’s favorite meal? I’d love to make her something special.”

      “Well, she’d be happy with a fresh loaf of bread and an assortment of cheese, but we’re rather fond of a roast beef ourselves.” Mrs. Caldwell chuckled, patting her round belly. “Eating for two, you know!”

      My mother glanced around the table with a twinkle in her eye. “Roast beef it is, then, for us—bread and cheese for the rest of them!”

      I watched awkwardly as the three of them shared a good laugh and continued making dinner plans, the guilty knot in my stomach apparently cutting off my sense of humor. What had started as a little lie felt like it was growing and, if I wasn’t careful, I feared it could swallow me whole. If the Caldwells kept their mouths shut, hopefully, this would be the end of it. I didn’t know what I would do if it spread any wider.

      “...what do you think, Eleanor?” Mother’s sudden elbow in my side pulled me from my thoughts.

      I sat up straight, painting on a smile. “Sorry. About what?”

      “Well, now that Alma’s gone and we’ll all be attending temple again, I think it would be great if our joining families sat together.”

      I instantly broke out in a cold sweat at the renewed talk of marriage. “Joining…”

      “I’m sure things will start to turn around for your family, too. Perhaps you’ve got more to offer my daughter after all,” Mr. Caldwell said matter-of-factly.

      Mrs. Caldwell lit up. “Oh, of course! And once people find out that it was your promise of devotion that swayed Dienna to bring back our Birdie, I’m sure every door will be open to you!”

      “Oh, no.” I threw a hand up in protest, tea sloshing to the table as I slammed my teacup into its saucer. “Please, I don’t want this to be about me. It-It’s like you said…people are inspired now by Dienna’s miracle, right? I don’t want any chance of marring that. Let it be what it is.”

      To my surprise, Mrs. Caldwell’s eyes welled with tears as she beamed at me. “You’ve really turned into quite a wonderful young woman, you know…”

      Mother sniffled beside me. “I’ve never been more proud.”

      So much for this not getting any bigger, I despaired, doing my best to smile sweetly.

      Mr. Caldwell seemed a touch uncomfortable as well and cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose it’s all settled then. I look forward to a lovely dinner with you all. Sorry again for your family’s loss, my dear Cora.”

      He pushed back his chair to stand. Mrs. Caldwell followed suit, making sure to give me a tight hug before they left. After I heard the screen door clang shut, I collapsed back into my seat with a heavy sigh.

      “I’d say that went well,” Mother said happily, looking over at me. “Are you excited to start talking about wedding plans again?”

      I lowered my head into my hands. “Mother, I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Well, why not? Temple isn’t so bad, Eleanor. You saw for yourself. No one said you need to enjoy it. You just need to show up. It could change everything for you.”

      Perhaps Mother and the Rossis were right about that. Though it would be difficult to remain cool around Jacqueline and Josephine, no one expected more than simple attendance from me. If that’s all I had to do to keep Birdie safe and to keep Blackridge off my back while I explored more about how to be a High Priestess, then fake conversion seemed like the most reasonable plan.

      “You didn’t answer the question…you still don’t seem that excited by the idea of getting married,” she prodded.

      “Mother, I’m not going to marry Birdie. It’s not a good idea.” I avoided her gaze, knowing I was disappointing her.

      “Well, we’re about to start attending temple again, and you’ll see how quickly things will turn around. Your father already made a lot of money at that market in Riverton, so I’m sure we could gather a comfortable sum to get you started. You could even have Alma’s cottage if you wanted it. I don’t see what’s so bad about it.”

      I rolled my eyes, wondering if she’d even heard what I’d said. Before I could defend my stance, Jasper rushed into the dining room, startling us both.

      “Uh, Mother...you’re going to want to come out here.”

      I was grateful to end the conversation there. Mother stood and quickly followed Jasper out to the entry room. I cautiously trailed behind, lingering in the hall with a good view of the foyer. Through the screen door I could see a familiar bunch climbing the porch stairs: Jacqueline and Arthur Throckmorton, followed closely by their daughter Josephine. I flattened myself against the wall as panic set in, hoping they wouldn’t see me.

      Father leapt forward to open the screen door. “High Priestess, welcome! Arthur, Priestess Josephine, please come in.” He shook their hands enthusiastically as his voice wavered with emotion.

      Josephine and Arthur both looked incredibly unhappy to be standing in our foyer. Edmund circled them, at first sniffing excitedly. Then, to my surprise and delight, he began to growl.

      “Eddie, enough!” Mother scolded, growing red from embarrassment. “Jasper, put the dog outside, please.”

      Jasper scooped him up, quietly reprimanding him as he carried him outside. I had never been so proud.

      High Priestess Jacqueline wasted no time before dramatically sweeping forward to take Mother’s hands in her own.

      “Cora, my dear. I’ve come to pay my respects to the great Alma Payne.” Jacqueline’s voice was sweet and enchanting. “My deepest condolences for your family’s loss.”

      “Thank you so much for coming, High Priestess. I-I didn’t expect—oh, come right this way, please.”

      Mother led the family into the drawing room and closed the doors behind them before snapping her attention to my father. She was wide-eyed in disbelief. They exchanged a few hushed words, frantically signaling toward the dining room. I had no doubt that Mother didn’t know the proper protocol for having a High Priestess under her roof. Father tried to comfort her, but it didn’t seem to make a bit of difference.

      Of all the possible guesses at who would arrive to pay their respects, the Throckmortons were never on the list. Why had they even bothered to come? I desperately hoped it was to say goodbye to a fellow High Priestess and not an excuse to stop by and accuse me of raising the dead.

      We all fell silent as the doors to the drawing room opened and Jacqueline led her family back into the foyer.

      “Arthur, darling, why don’t you take these gentlemen outside and give us a moment alone?”

      “Yes, dear.” Arthur turned to my father with the most polite smile he could manage. “Luther...Jasper, might I have a word with the both of you?”

      “Of course, Mr. Throckmorton.”

      My heartbeat sped up as the men disappeared down the porch stairs, leaving Mother alone in the foyer with the Priestesses of Dienna. There was no way this could be good. I watched as Jacqueline, sporting an empathetic smile, laid a hand on my mother’s shoulder. The High Priestess was a tall woman who held herself with a powerful elegance that demanded respect. Mother suddenly looked very small in her presence. Josephine stood beside her mother, her hands clasped behind her back as her eyes studied my mother coolly. They were both dressed to impress—and to intimidate, I assumed—in similar gowns of purple satin and lace.

      “How old was she in the end, Cora?” Jacqueline asked in disbelief.

      “One hundred and three, if you can believe it.”

      She put a hand over her heart. “Oh, what a long life, full of so much heartbreak and pain. I’m so glad that she’s finally able to be at rest.”

      Mother seemed unsure how to respond, and I felt cruel for leaving her to deal with the Throckmortons alone. It seemed it was high time to face my fate. I approached the group, trying my best to mimic the cool confidence of Dienna’s High Priestess. Expertly avoiding Josephine’s furious gaze, I smiled politely at Jacqueline and extended my hand. This is all an act, I reminded myself. Don’t let them suspect you.

      “High Priestess, thank you for coming. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      I could tell by the calculating look in Jacqueline’s eye that she was attempting to gauge me. I was doing exactly the same, wondering if the High Priestess’s sweet and tender facade was masking the black heart of a murderer.

      “Eleanor, I presume? My daughter’s told me so much about you.” She took my hand in both of hers, holding it tightly for just a second too long.

      “I’m sure she has.”

      I could only imagine what sorts of things Josephine had told her, but I certainly hoped she hadn’t left out the time I had tackled her down into the mud for insulting my mother when we were eight. I shot Josephine a proud smirk and she scowled in return.

      “Well, Cora, darling, we won’t stay long, but a little birdie told me that you were thinking of coming back to temple.”

      “Oh, is that so?” Mother asked in uncomfortable surprise.

      She chuckled sweetly. “We passed the Caldwells on their way out.”

      I tried to keep the panic from my expression as my eyes darted to my mother. Hopefully, no one would feel the need to mention my fake conversion.

      “Oh, of course.” Mother forced a laugh, meeting my gaze. “Well, now that Alma’s passed, I would love to bring my family back to temple. My husband misses it very much.”

      “You are always welcome in Dienna’s house, and I’d love to personally invite you and your family to join us for our services tomorrow. I’m sure the people of Blackridge would be more than happy to forgive all of your transgressions and welcome you back into the fold.”

      I began to wonder if maybe they suspected Mother of taking up the position of High Priestess, saving Birdie Caldwell to spare the broken heart of her only daughter.

      Mother forced herself to continue smiling, but I could see the hurt in her eyes. “That sounds…relieving. Thank you for the personal invitation.”

      “Well, it’s a bit of a celebration, isn’t it, when the lost finally return to the light of Dienna?” Jacqueline’s voice was dripping with honey, but I could feel the vicious bite. After decades of making our lives miserable, we were foolish to think it would end that quickly. “And I heard that your husband does some lovely woodworking? We could use a helpful hand like him around town.”

      “He would be honored, I’m sure.”

      “Dienna bestows many blessings upon her followers. You won’t be sorry! We’ll be going now, but I look forward to seeing you all tomorrow.”

      Mother and Jacqueline continued speaking, their tones congenial, as they walked out onto the front porch. Josephine remained fixed to her spot. We met eyes and she held her head a little higher.

      “I heard Birdie Caldwell’s on the mend.”

      I smirked. “Oh, are you jealous? Thought you’d get her out of the way so you could have me all to yourself?”

      Anger flashed in Josephine’s eyes. “I don’t like what you’re implying.”

      “Relax. You’re not to my tastes either, Josephine.”

      “It was a miracle, indeed, that Dienna spared the life of your lover. You owe Her your allegiance.”

      I scoffed. “Your brother told me what you did, Josephine. I have to admit, I never thought you’d stoop so low as to harm one of your own just to punish me. I doubt Dienna enjoys being in the business of cleaning up after the mess of a jealous Priestess. Imagine if the village found out—”

      “Watch your words, Eleanor Payne. I would never.”

      I studied Josephine’s face intently. The fear behind her stony exterior was beginning to poke through. This wasn’t the right time to start a fight. Josephine was now aware that I knew what she had done, and that was enough. Accusing her outright would just cause an uproar and the only proof I had was the word of her brother, who would deny everything.

      “I won’t say a word, Priestess. It’s all behind us now, so you don’t have to go cutting out poor Jacob’s tongue to cover your tracks. This is your chance to learn from your mistakes and try to be a better person. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m in the middle of mourning my great-grandmother. But I’d like to thank Dienna personally for saving Birdie’s life, so I’ll see you in temple tomorrow.”

      Josephine glared at me for a long time. I waited for her to accuse me of having a hand in Birdie’s miraculous resurrection, but the moment passed. She stalked off to join her mother outside.

      I heaved a sigh of relief once she was gone, exhausted from having to act so polite, and walked over to collapse onto the sofa. I hoped the promise of silence was enough to at least keep Josephine off my back for a while.

      It wasn’t long before the rest of my family returned. Mother sank down beside me, looking more exhausted than I’d ever seen her. We all sat in quiet disbelief for a while, the only sound coming from the bugs and frogs outside.

      “Seems like things are starting to look up for you after all,” I mused.

      I seemed to have startled Mother from her thoughts. Coming back to herself, she threw her hands up in annoyance. “What do you think she meant by transgressions? I’ve done so much for this village!”

      “Being born into a family of traitors, of course,” I replied casually.

      I knew they had only come here to sniff us out. Maybe our eagerness to convert had put the Throckmortons off the scent.

      Mother ignored me. “Did you hear they offered your father a job building booths for the Harvest Festival?”

      “Did they really?” I asked, trying to sound surprised. “Sounds like crawling back into Dienna’s arms was the answer all along.”

      “How is it any different from what you did to save Birdie?” she countered.

      I groaned in frustration. “Saving someone’s life is a little different than wanting to be invited to parties again.”

      “I’m too tired to argue with you right now, Nell.” Mother stood up with a heavy sigh, motioning toward the dining room. “Now, come with me—all of you. I doubt anyone else will be coming today, and I think we need something a little stronger than tea before we deal with the burial.”

      I had experienced more than enough human interaction for one day and desired nothing more than a few hours of solitude before bed. Besides, I wasn’t exactly ready to toast to this prosperous new twist in our lives.

      “If you don’t mind…I think I’m going to take a walk instead.”

      Mother eyed me incredulously. “A walk? You won’t have a drink with your family?”

      “I’m just not ready to toast to things looking up yet, Mother. I know she didn’t mean much to you, but Alma meant a lot to me. I need more time to…deal with it.”

      She looked as though she wanted to counter, but there was no arguing that she was relieved Alma was finally gone. Instead, she simply turned on her heel and stalked off.

      I started for the cabin, grateful that I had a place of my own where I could be alone. Edmund trotted up alongside me, not the least bit put off by being kicked out of the house. I realized this would be his first time getting to explore the cabin.

      “Come on, boy. I’ve got something to show you. I think you’re going to like it.”

      Ducking into the shade of the tree line brought relief from the boiling heat of the late afternoon. I walked in a bit of a daze, my entire being completely worn out from the last few days. Alma was finally at peace. I was a High Priestess of Ebroth, capable of returning life to the dead. And I had just promised my conversion to the Priestesses of Dienna.

      A proper matriarch does what’s necessary to keep her people safe, I reminded myself.

      I felt torn about whether I should tell Birdie the truth. The entire village of Blackridge was taking credit for my miracle and giving it to her actual murderer. She deserved to know the truth about her beloved Priestesses. But I had to do what was necessary to keep the peace for now. I couldn’t be sure how Birdie would react to the news. If she believed me, which was no guarantee, I feared she would try to bring the truth to light. That would endanger me, my family, and the rest of the people in my care. I couldn’t let that happen.

      Then there was the mess of our parents discussing our “joining families.” I groaned audibly, raising my eyes to the sky. I was suddenly feeling so much more distressed than when I had started out.

      All concerns plaguing my mind quickly disappeared at the sight of open shutters at Alma’s old cabin. I signaled for Edmund to stay quiet and took a careful step forward. I questioned if I had forgotten to lock up in my haste. Could someone have come by so quickly to lay claim to it? I could hear the melodic humming of a woman and sidled up to a window as quietly as I could, peering inside. New green and cream floral-patterned curtains fluttered gently in the warm breeze. I soon caught sight of the culprit within.

      “Mariela!”

      “Oh!” Startled, Mariela spun toward the window. “You frightened me!”

      I made my way inside, relieved that it wasn’t some stranger coming to claim my territory.

      “I was hoping you would come here today, but I didn’t think it would be until much later. Edmund!!”

      Mariela sank down as Edmund rushed her, the two of them reuniting in a frenzy of scratches and kisses. I took notice that a few of the windows had already been adorned with new curtains that draped low to the floor. On the counter across the room was an open bag full of more fabric and a corked bottle. I looked back to Mariela once more, feeling at a loss for words. I didn’t know how to react to even the simplest act of kindness.

      She stood again, offering me a comforting smile. “I figured today would be difficult for you, so I wanted to surprise you. What do you think?”

      I had to admit that the new additions made the barren cabin feel more like a home. “They’re beautiful.”

      She crossed the room to wrap me in a tight hug. I was enveloped in the delicious scent of sandalwood and citrus. This embrace felt startlingly different than any I’d experienced before. Mariela’s touch was reassuring and protective, and it felt so good to be the one comforted for once. I felt myself begin to relax, and my arms wound around Mariela’s small waist with a mind of their own. Perhaps being in better company could be just as comforting as solitude.

      “I thought I would be finished and gone long before you got here. Would you like me to leave?”

      “No, stay!” I said quickly enough to make her chuckle. “I’ve been wondering how you’ve been.”

      Mariela pulled away to hold me out at arm’s length. Her gaze was sympathetic. “Don’t worry about me right now. How are you?”

      “Well, I’ve certainly been better…but I’m glad Alma can finally rest.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss. Come and sit. I brought something else that might make you feel better.”

      Mariela grabbed one of the curtains from her bag and laid it out on the floor as she gestured for me to sit. I happily obliged as she returned to the counter to fetch the tall, opaque glass bottle and two wooden cups. Edmund ran off to sniff around and explore.

      “Spirits?” I tried not to sound disgusted.

      “No.”

      “Mead?”

      “No,” she said, returning to the curtain and handing me a cup. “Something better. Something that I’ve found is…difficult to get a hold of in this part of the world.”

      She pulled on the stopper of the bottle and, with a little force, it came loose with a resounding pop! in her hand. I eyed the blood-red liquid being poured into my cup with uncertainty, the memory of the chicken turning my stomach. It smelled of strongly soured fruit, and the tiniest taste had my face twisting up in shock.

      Mariela sipped it with ease and grace, clearly amused by my reaction. “Vino. Wine. It’ll help. I promise. So, your grandmother was the High Priestess?”

      I braved another sip, desperate for any help I could get. “Great-grandmother, actually. She was, but she was forced to take an oath to give it up. Alma never talked much about her life. Everything she taught me was always shrouded in mystery and kept strictly secret.”

      “For good reason, I’m sure. You must have loved her very much. I’ve not seen you look so sad before.”

      I chuckled. “I’m feeling so many things right now, I’m surprised sadness is the one you’re noticing.”

      “Oh?”

      I admired how soft Mariela’s normally striking features could be when she wasn’t so busy being dramatic. She was certainly beautiful, anyone would agree—and the way she carried herself told everyone she knew it. I was surprised by my relief at seeing her through the cabin window. I wanted to talk with her, to tell her everything on my mind, and I knew that I could without judgment or fear. Just like Mother had said.

      When I first met her, I had assumed she was only after me because I was a Priestess. But Mariela seemed to genuinely care for me. She had gone through all this trouble to make a hard day just a bit easier, after all. Having gotten to know Alma through my own dreams, perhaps Mariela’s were similar. Maybe this stranger knew me better than I thought. Perhaps she had been right before, when she’d said having a partner on the same side might be just what I needed.

      Mariela finally broke the awkward silence. “Word around the village is that some great miracle saved the life of Birdie Caldwell. Everyone is fussing about Dienna and how she brought the dead back to life to inspire hope.”

      I groaned, her words stinging more than I expected. “Dienna and her Priestesses murdered Birdie. I had to lie and tell everyone I went to Dienna directly and converted in order to save her. That’s already looking like it’s going to blow up in my face.”

      “How so?”

      “The Caldwells came by, and my mother told them about my so-called conversion. Then they proceeded to gush over me for the rest of the afternoon. Now they’re back to talking about wedding plans and sitting together at temple every week, but…the truth is so much more complicated.”

      “I assume you found that great power you were looking for?”

      I couldn’t help but smirk as Mariela grinned proudly. “I did, but now it seems there is no going back. I’ve chosen my path.”

      “So, shall I call you High Priestess, or…?”

      “Just Nell.”

      We both chuckled. After a few more sips I found myself actually beginning to enjoy the taste of the vino. The tightness in my chest began to melt away, and I was finally able to breathe again. Mariela tipped the glass bottle and filled my cup back to the brim.

      “Well…Nell.” She said my name with pride. “Is that what’s bothering you? Are you afraid people might find out?”

      “The High Priestess of Dienna actually stopped by this afternoon.” My statement brought exactly the look of surprise I was aiming for. “I know. I had to swear to attend temple tomorrow to get her off my scent.”

      “Maybe it won’t be so bad. You know, we’ll be there!”

      “Then I certainly look forward to attending.” The statement came out more flirtatiously than I’d intended. Apparently, vino loosened tongues as much as it loosened worries.

      “Have you gone to see Birdie yet?” Mariela asked. She smiled sweetly and poured herself another drink as well.

      “No. Her parents want to give her time to heal. They stopped by today as well, and we’ve scheduled a dinner in four days’ time.”

      “I bet you’re excited to see her...again?” Mariela’s statement became a confused question as she witnessed the growing distress in my face.

      I took a long sip from my cup before coming up for air. “May I speak in confidence?”

      “Of course!”

      “That’s what I’m most upset about.”

      “That you have to wait so long to—”

      “That I have to break her heart! I’m a High Priestess of Ebroth! No matter how long I carry on the charade of conversion, it will always be just that—and I’m not sure that I’m ready to tell her the truth.”

      Mariela frowned, a sympathetic sigh escaping her pillowy lips. She thought for a few moments before giving a shrug.

      “Does she not deserve the truth? Things aren’t always going to be this calm. Now that Ebroth is making his return, she’ll need to decide which side she’s on.”

      I heaved a sigh. “Or, do I keep it to myself and prevent any further hardship in her life? If I tell her it was me that saved her…what if she tells someone? That endangers us all.”

      “It’s a great risk, I admit. But I’d hate to see her blindly praising the Priestesses of Dienna for her good health.”

      “That’s why I don’t know what I should do.”

      “You’ve got a lot of responsibility on your shoulders now. I don’t envy you that, but I will do what I can to help you. Whatever course of action you choose, I’m beside you. If you tell her the truth and we have to adjust our plans a bit, then we will. Our people are no strangers to hardship.”

      I bit my bottom lip to keep from speaking, my eyes searching her in a desperate way. The difference in the feelings I experienced around Mariela surprised me. It was nothing like the familiarity and simplicity I felt with Birdie. Mariela’s own fire inspired something deep within me, something long asleep and waiting to be released. She made me want to lead. I didn’t know what to say to make her understand how much I needed her beside me.

      Her smile widened. “What are you thinking now?”

      “Uhh…” I averted my gaze, downing the last of my liquid courage.

      This made her chuckle. “I hope you know you can always speak openly with me.”

      “I do know that, and it’s something I’m exceptionally grateful for. But I don’t know how to say what I want to say because I’ve never…said anything like it. Am I making sense?” I stared down at the cup in my hand as though it were a foreign object.

      “I told you it would help you feel better,” she teased.

      It felt strange to desire this sort of attention, but the drink seemed to erase any reservations I may have had. I pushed up from the floor and took a quick step backward to catch my balance as the room shifted.

      Mariela leapt to her feet, taking a firm hold of my arm to steady me. “Are you all right?”

      I giggled, feeling a little silly. “I am now. I think.”

      Mariela stepped closer, gently taking hold of both of my arms. The air between us was heady with the rich spice of her perfume. It was becoming more and more difficult to fight the urge to get closer, though I couldn’t put a finger on what exactly I was craving. To be comforted? To be desired?

      “Are you sure, Priestess? I can walk you home.”

      Mariela’s words stirred something within me. I suddenly realized how gratifying it felt to be truly seen and appreciated for who I was—for what I was—after weeks of having to lie and hide my gifts from the misguided notions of the people of Blackridge. I’d brought Birdie Caldwell back from the dead! Who else had that kind of power? To watch my sacrifice be overlooked and my accomplishment be awarded to the enemy was infuriating!

      But Mariela. Mariela had always seen me for what I was and respected me accordingly. This made me feel more powerful than anything else. Before I could change my mind, I reached out a cautious hand to touch her cheek, lacing my fingers through her soft hair. She melted into my touch, her cheeks flushing an adorable pink.

      “This feels more like home to me,” I whispered, my head spinning. Was that romantic? Had I said the right thing?

      I guided her closer and Mariela followed enthusiastically, our lips meeting in an eager kiss. A firm hand on the nape of my neck pulled me closer still, and we quickly found ourselves intertwined, our hands searching each other with a fervent curiosity.

      It was Mariela who pulled away first, out of breath. “I’m so sorry. I took that a bit too far, didn’t I?”

      I grinned and followed her forward, not quite ready to let her go. “No...no, I enjoyed it.”

      But the moment had ended. Mariela rested a hand against my chest to gently halt me. “Good. So did I. You’ve been through a lot, Nell, and I want to make sure you’ve got a clearer head to think this through. Maybe we should get you home to rest and explore this again another night?”

      I sighed. “I…you’re right.” The light outside the window was beginning to fade, and I knew I needed to be heading home. “But before I go…tomorrow I’m going to meet some of Ebroth’s followers that Alma had been caring for over the years. They’re horribly malnourished, and I thought I might bring them some things from the market. I want them to know that there’s someone new looking out for them now. Would you like to come?”

      Mariela grinned, looking me over with pride. “I would be honored.”

      “After temple, then. And thanks again for the curtains, Mariela. They really do make it feel like home here.”

      “I’m glad you like them…I wanted to make this place feel special for you. Now, get home to your family and let me finish here. I’ll see you tomorrow." Her words left a glowing feeling in my chest.

      “Come on, Eddie!” I called as I made my way to the garden to grab a sprig of mint. Hopefully, I could sober up enough before I got home so Mother wouldn’t ask any questions.

      Edmund was right at my heels, though he looked a little sad to be leaving Mariela. I felt the same. But I shouldn’t have stayed so long in the first place. I was grateful that Alma finally had the peace she deserved, but I felt a little guilty for wishing the burial would be over quickly. All I really wanted right then was a good night of rest.
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      I trudged down the stairs and into the kitchen, my head aching from the copious amounts of wine the night before. I grunted a greeting to my mother, who was working on breakfast, and went straight to the herb hutch to gather whatever might make me feel human again.

      “Feeling a little sick from the drink, are we? You didn’t seem very talkative at the burial, so do you mind sharing what you got up to after you left here yesterday?” Mother’s tone told me this wasn’t something she was going to let go of.

      I rolled my eyes. “Not really.”

      She put a hand on her hip as I came up beside her to grab the hot kettle from the fire. “You refused a drink with your family, ran off into the night, and still showed up to the burial drunk! I doubt you made it all the way to the village and back, so where were you?”

      “I was alone. I just needed…time.”

      “You’re worrying me! You disappear all the time. And you have these…travelers making you expensive clothes, sending you a condolence letter, and talking to you like they’ve known you forever.” Mother paused and sucked in a breath. I looked up to meet her wide-eyed stare. “Is that where you ran off to? I thought we agreed this new girl isn’t worth breaking Birdie’s heart over!”

      “The Rossis,” I corrected her. “And, what if I was? I know you’re really excited to have this chapter of your life close, but some of us are actually grieving. I needed to grieve, and Mariela was there for me.”

      I avoided the look of fury in my mother’s eyes and busied myself with my tea. To my surprise, she stayed quiet.

      “You’re even more pleasant than usual this morning, sunshine.” Startled by his voice, I turned to see Jasper leaning back in his chair at the table with a smirk on his face. I wondered how long he’d been sitting there.

      I made a rude gesture in response and took a quick sip of tea as I sat across from him. We watched, amused, as Mother placed a pot of oats in the center of the table and turned to grab the breakfast tray she would typically take out to Alma.

      “Are you having breakfast outside today, Mother?” I asked, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      She cursed under her breath and placed the tray back on the buffet against the wall. “This is going to take some getting used to, I see.”

      Caring for Alma had been part of her routine for so many years that it seemed it was going to take a few more for her to get used to life without her. It was going to take us all a while to get used to our new normal.

      Father entered from the back door with a quick greeting and settled into his chair with a contented sigh. “Animals are fed and happy. Now it’s my turn.”

      I pushed my oats around with my spoon, disappointed that I hadn’t come downstairs quickly enough to keep Mother from overcooking them. Maybe she had forgotten how to cook for people who still had all of their teeth. With Alma gone, surely we could afford to be a little more experimental with our meals instead of eating the same mush day in and day out.

      “Well, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m excited to head to temple today,” Jasper chirped before filling his mouth with a heaping spoonful of mush.

      I deflated, closing my eyes. I’d completely forgotten we were attending services.

      “I know it’s nothing new to you, but I’ve never seen the inside before! I bet it’s beautiful,” he mumbled, his mouth half-glued with oats.

      “Oh, it is, Jasper,” Mother gushed. “You’ll absolutely love the carpentry…and the light hits the tiled floors so beautifully! Oh! And there was this painting that I used to love of a wheat field in golden sunlight. Did you see it there, Nell? Hanging just inside the door?”

      “What?” I blanched, hoping this wasn’t the start of an interrogation.

      “The painting…inside the main door. Did you get to see it when you went?”

      I scrambled to think, my mind still slowed from the drink. “My friend…was dying. I wasn’t looking at the artwork.”

      “Oh…well…”

      While she rambled on about the beauty of Dienna’s temple to Jasper, I noticed my father remained quiet, pretending to be focused on his meal. I wondered if he was worried about seeing his estranged family again and shuddered at the thought of him possibly making amends. There was no way I’d be able to be friendly with someone who had heartlessly abandoned him that way.

      “Nell, are you nervous about dinner with the Caldwells?” Jasper must have noticed I had no interest in talking about temple.

      “Surprisingly, no. I’m more worried about having to make small talk this morning.”

      “Well, you never were very good at it,” Father joked.

      My family had a good chuckle at my expense, but they weren’t wrong. And knowing what I knew now about the history of the Cleansing and the dirty deeds of Dienna’s Priestesses, it was going to be even more difficult to fake being friendly.

      “I’m actually looking forward to making some new friends. It would be nice to get out of the house once in a while,” Jasper said.

      I nudged him playfully and winked. “Well, you’re much more likable than me. Maybe you’ll even find yourself a girl.”

      Jasper’s smile widened a bit then. I knew it would be easier for him to pursue his mysterious relationship now.

      Mother sighed happily. “Oh, that does sound nice, doesn’t it? It’s been so stifling around here for far too long. We could have dinner parties and shop at the market.”

      Her smile bloomed wider and wider as she stared off into the distance, lost in her imagination. I had to slide my bowl away, my mother’s eagerness to assimilate turning my stomach.

      It wasn’t long before we were loaded up in the wagon, so as not to sweat through our nicest clothes from walking, and started off toward the village. As we traveled down our own deserted dirt road, I craned my neck to peer through the thin breaks in the trees for a peek at the Taylor house. Hopefully, I could get a few things at the market to bring to them that afternoon, but I wasn’t sure how much my few coins would get me.

      As we neared Primrose Square in the center of town, my stomach began to turn from nerves. A large crowd was gathered on the front stairs of the temple engaged in greetings and pleasant conversations, and I was relieved when Father stopped the wagon a little ways down the road and tied up the horses. I briefly considered turning and running home instead of facing the curious stares we were drawing, but I ducked behind Father and Jasper to follow them down the road toward the temple.

      Quite a few people turned to watch us approach, but no one seemed surprised to see us. Word sure traveled quickly in Blackridge. They quieted as we passed, smiling politely behind calculating eyes. Mother gripped my father’s hand as we climbed the stairs toward the temple doors, her smile so out of place on her pained face that it looked as though she were wearing a mask. I urged them inside, hoping that the sooner we sat down, the sooner this might be over with.

      Once inside, I stared in awe as I found myself in an expansive chamber of gleaming white plaster and rich oak. Jasper had been right. Much like the carvings on the outside of the temple, the oak crossbeams of the ceiling featured intricate carvings of wheat fields and farmers working the harvest. It was the most beautiful building I’d ever seen. We entered onto a balcony that circled the perimeter of the chamber. Colorful paintings and a single row of benches lined the walls of the upper level before sets of stairs led downward in a gentle decline toward the center of the room, giving every seat a perfect view of the floor. The tiled floor on the ground below featured a gorgeous mosaic of the sun with vibrant yellow and orange hues. Surrounding the sun, as though flowing outward like its warming rays, were numerous rows of honey-colored oak benches.

      Several skylights in the building’s vaulted ceiling flooded the room with golden sunlight. On the left and right sides of the upper balcony were two smaller, but no less beautiful, wooden doors. It seemed no detail was overlooked—or expense spared—in the construction of the building. And directly opposite of where we stood was another grand entrance that I assumed led to the office of the High Priestess.

      Before we could move any farther, a chipper voice sounded from beside us. “Welcome to the Temple of Dienna!”

      Startled, I turned to face a slight woman who stood beside us wrapped in delicate fabrics of white and cream. Her smile was warm as she held her hands out wide in a welcoming gesture.

      “Th-Thank you,” Mother stammered.

      “I’m Angeline. It’s such a pleasure to have the great Payne family in our fold once again. We all want you to feel right at home, so I was asked to give you a quick tour before the service. Now, if you need any care or medicines, the apothecary is straight through that door.” Angeline motioned to the door on the right before sweeping her arm toward the door on the left. “And this is the temple office, where you’ll go if you need to set up a private meeting with the High Priestess or reserve a stall at the market. You can also reserve Primrose Square or any of our other properties for a private engagement.

      “Straight across is where you’ll find the private office of the High Priestess, but please don’t go in there without an invitation or appointment. Her time is very precious. Do you have any questions?”

      We all shook our heads, the woman’s quick words almost too much to take in. Behind us, people began to press forward, funneling in through the doorway.

      “Perfect! Now, if you’ll please follow me, I’ll take you to your seats. The High Priestess specifically requested that you sit down in the front. We’re just so excited that you’re here!”

      My stomach sank as the woman made her way down the stairs, beginning some spiel on how the oak benches were made from a special variety only grown in Oakland, where their people were originally from. Afraid of being swallowed by the incoming crowd, I was forced to follow them down to the mosaic floor. We were seated on the very bottom bench, a clear view of our heads available to everyone in the building.

      To my surprise—and absolute displeasure—Angeline took a seat beside me on the bench, patting my arm excitedly.

      “Oh, you’re going to love it here!”

      I ignored her and shot a desperate look toward Jasper, who sat on my left doing everything he could to keep a straight face. The room came to life with excited chatter as the people outside filtered in and began filling up the benches. I searched them for any sign of Mariela. Instead, I was distracted by a waving Mrs. Caldwell. My mother and I both waved back in response, Mother a little more enthusiastically.

      As the clamor began to die down, the door to the High Priestess’s office opened. Jacqueline and Josephine entered the chamber, dressed in stunning cream and gold gowns. They descended the stairs slowly, greeting several patrons on their way. Josephine took a seat on the bench directly opposite me and looked me over with a sneer. Jacqueline stood in the center of the tiled sun and raised her hands over her head. A sudden hush fell over the crowd.

      “Welcome, Blackridge. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, we have some new faces among us. What a joyous occasion it is when those lost in darkness can flock to Dienna’s light. Be sure to make the Payne family feel most welcome.”

      There was quiet applause. Angeline happily patted my knee. My face turned hot as everyone looked our way, and I did everything I could to avoid Josephine’s gaze. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed an old man reach forward from the bench above and give my father’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. I tried to study him without being noticed, comparing their features to determine if he might just be my grandfather. But I couldn’t tell for sure. As the excitement died down once more, Jacqueline continued.

      “I can’t think of a better occasion to discuss one of the most important pillars of Dienna’s teachings—community. Dienna expertly designed us to survive and thrive as part of a tight-knit society. We depend on every person’s participation and particular talents for our community to succeed and grow. Without the help of every man, woman, and child, we would perish. It’s our divinely appointed task to thrive...and to grow…and to shine Her everlasting light into all dark corners of the world.”

      I scanned the crowd as the High Priestess spoke. Most people were nodding enthusiastically, the overwhelming sense of pride and joy evident in their dewy eyes and wide smiles. My eyes landed on a familiar face over Jacqueline’s shoulder: Old Man Harper. He wore a solemn expression as he stared intently at the tiled floor. Not a single word from the High Priestess seemed to move him. Behind him, there were a few other people doing the same—picking at their nails, looking around the room, or gazing off at nothing at all in absolute indifference. I wondered if they were all at the temple for the same reason I was.

      “And when one of our own is in need, we step up and we do what we can to help. When Birdie Caldwell fell severely ill, several of you stepped up to help her family through their trying time,” Jacqueline continued.

      At the mention of Birdie’s name, I focused my attention on Jacqueline once more. Several people whispered quiet praises, casting their glances in the direction of the Caldwells.

      “You fed them, you comforted them, and you brought offerings for Dienna and pleaded with Her on Miss Caldwell’s behalf. I met with Dienna, passing on to Her everything that you had done. And Dienna was moved.” Jacqueline turned her attention directly to the Caldwells and her smile widened, the sunlight from above bathing her in an ethereal glow. “It was because of the strength of your community that your daughter was spared. They came together and moved Dienna to perform this miracle, the ultimate reward for our commitment to each other.”

      It took every ounce of willpower I had to keep my composure as Jacqueline dared to pretend that she had played any part in saving Birdie. I met eyes with Josephine, who was studying me closely. She was probably waiting for me to slip up and get angry. The old me might have done just that. But I knew now how great the consequences of my actions might be.

      “Isn’t that so beautiful?” Angeline whispered in my ear. “Dienna truly is a benevolent and generous Goddess.”

      “She must be,” I responded coldly.

      I couldn’t bear to listen to any more of Jacqueline’s ridiculous sermon. My eyes searched through the few hundred faces in the crowd around me instead. It was strange to see the entire village seated together at the same time, all eyes focused intently on their High Priestess. I tried to imagine what services might have looked like at the Temple of Ebroth, if they ever had them at all, knowing our people kept much smaller communities. I thought back to the vision Rowyn had shown me using Alma—the woman in fur robes standing before a small group kneeling in the snow. Was that our version of worship? If I could successfully restore balance in the world, the future sermons of Ebroth were definitely going to be much simpler than this charade. Especially if it were me that had to deliver them.

      “Until we meet again, I urge you all to spend some time with your community. Lend a hand, share a meal, and find joy in fellowship. May Dienna shine blessings upon you all.”

      The crowd erupted in applause, which was quickly drowned out by the din of hundreds of genial conversations. I stretched out with a sigh, grateful that it was finally over. Jacqueline and Josephine passed by, heading up the stairs to the front entrance to thank the people of Blackridge for coming and to wish them well as they filed out into the afternoon.

      Angeline put a firm hand on my shoulder and turned toward me on the bench. “I hope you enjoyed today’s sermon! It’s such an exciting time for you to join us—what with the miraculous rebirth of that young Miss Caldwell. The village is more passionate for Dienna than ever!”

      “That’s lovely,” I droned, standing up to leave.

      My parents appeared stuck in a conversation with the family behind them, but I couldn’t bear to be in the place another minute.

      “Are you ready to go?” I turned to Jasper with pleading eyes.

      “You go ahead and head out. Dad’s talking shop, and I think I should stay.”

      “Tell Mother I’m going for a walk, and I’ll get home myself.”

      He held up a hand in acknowledgment and I turned to leave, surprised to find myself standing face to face with Angeline once more.

      “Do you have any questions?” she asked sweetly.

      I forced the widest smile I could muster. “No, but thank you! It was such a pleasure to meet you. You’ve been so helpful.”

      Angeline blushed. “Well, thank you! I look forward to seeing you around here more often.”

      I clapped her on the shoulder and began to climb the stairs, desperate to escape. After weaving my way through the slow-moving line for the exit, I was nearly free when a familiar voice called my name. I turned to see the Caldwells making their way up the steps toward me, their three other children in tow.

      “Birdie could hardly believe it when we told her you’d be here today!” Mrs. Caldwell huffed, a hand clutching her pregnant belly.

      “She almost jumped right out of bed to come with us,” Mr. Caldwell said with a laugh. “But walking any distance has been difficult for her. Thankfully, every day is getting easier, and she’s very much looking forward to our dinner.”

      I forced a smile. “As am I. How are you feeling, Mrs. Caldwell?”

      “Oh, I’m feeling as well as I can with feet the size of bread loaves. Our newest will be here before we know it.” Mrs. Caldwell looked desperate to continue on and get home. “Well, we certainly look forward to seeing you at dinner. Have a lovely afternoon!”

      We exited out onto the front steps, where the Caldwells stopped to speak with the High Priestess. I took the opportunity to slink away toward the market. I fidgeted with the few silvers in my pocket—all that remained of my night market money—as I browsed through the vendors. Temple patrons poured out into the square, and regular vendors quickly returned to their stalls to catch their business. A woman I didn’t recognize smiled and greeted me as she passed. I could only stare back at her, dumbfounded. Then a man greeted me with a friendly tip of his hat as he went on his way. When they said things would change, I hadn’t expected it to be this quick.

      “Hello again,” Mariela’s voice cooed as she sidled up to me.

      I spun around quickly, clinging to Mariela’s arm. “Oh, I’m so glad it’s you! Everyone’s being nice, and it’s so strange! I looked for you today, but I didn’t see you.”

      “Everyone saw you. Did you choose to sit that close?”

      “Ugh, of course not. I can’t believe they were that prepared for us. They had someone to greet us at the door and everything. Is that normal?”

      “Sort of? Those are the temple volunteers. It’s their job to be of service, but I assume they were all told to watch out for your family today. But let’s not dwell on all that…I told my mother about what you’re doing today and she wants to help. She gave me some money to buy extra food and supplies.”

      “Oh, where is your mother? I’d love to thank her!” I craned my neck to search the crowd of faces for Gianna.

      “She had to go back to work, but she sends her warmest regards. We were actually asked to design the gowns that the Priestesses will be wearing to the Harvest Festival this year.” My quizzical gaze made Mariela chuckle. “Apparently our work is very popular with Priestesses.”

      “Ah, I don’t suppose I could bribe you to line their dresses with itching powder?”

      Mariela let out a hearty laugh that made me smile. “I don’t think that would keep us in their good graces.”

      “And what about my good graces?” I teased.

      “I’ve got a good feeling I’m already there.” She winked and linked my arm in hers, pulling me toward the produce stand.

      I dug my heels in, eyeing the vendor cautiously. “Uh…Mariela, would you mind buying the produce? I’m not so sure that woman is ready to see my face again. I’ll head to the butcher and meet you at the entrance after?”

      “Oh, right! I almost forgot your little stunt at the night market. Here’s some money. Try not to spoil the meat, too.” She chuckled at her own joke, dropping a few coins into my hand.

      I stood to watch as she approached the produce stand with a friendly grin. The vendor jumped into action, gathering items as Mariela spoke, scrambling to keep up. Mariela’s poise and confidence were hard to ignore—at least I had a hard time ignoring them.

      I realized after a moment that I was staring and broke away sheepishly toward the butcher’s stall at the back of the market. The butcher was gruff, but friendly enough. I made short work of acquiring smoked meats and salmon for the Taylors.

      We met back up at the market entrance a short time later, Mariela carrying two bursting bags and wearing a proud smile on her face as she boasted about the great deal she had made.

      The family wagon was still in place, and I ushered Mariela along so we could make it to the Taylors before Mother figured out what we were doing. She followed closely as we carted our hefty market haul on the long dirt road toward home, never complaining about the brisk pace.

      When I stepped onto the worn path running through the split in the trees, I motioned toward the wall of pines with a dramatic flourish. “Well, here we are.”

      Mariela raised a brow, looking between me and the tree line. “Are you seeing something I don’t? Is this a Priestess thing?”

      I chuckled and led the way through the break in the trees. A few feet in, we followed a bend in the path where the trees soon gave way to an expansive clearing. Before us sat three squat cabins similar to Alma’s. Each was in a state of disrepair worse than the last, with rotten roof shingles and paint peeling up in jagged flakes. The more sorry details I noticed, the more my face fell and the heavier my guilt weighed. These families had clearly been struggling for far too long.

      “Miss Payne!”

      I plastered on a smile to hide my pity as Mrs. Taylor appeared in the doorway of the center house and waved us forward.

      “Mrs. Taylor, it’s so good to—”

      “Call me Amelia. Please.”

      “Of course, Amelia…this is my good friend, Mariela Rossi.”

      Amelia stepped down from the doorway to relieve Mariela of one of her bags, pausing to take a worried look back at her home. “It’s a pleasure. I, uh…I wasn’t expecting extra company. I…we don’t have much—”

      Mariela’s smile widened as she placed her free hand on Amelia’s shoulder. “We take care of our own, Amelia. You have nothing to fear from me. Let’s go inside and unpack these bags.”

      Amelia blinked away the sudden mist in her eyes and motioned for us to follow her inside. Mariela and I stopped in our tracks just over the threshold as several pairs of excited eyes gazed back at us. A large gathering table had been constructed in the center of the main room by pulling together several other tables of various colors and sizes. The delicious aroma of a fresh-cooked feast lingered in the air.

      Amelia turned back with an uneasy smile, clasping her hands at her chest. “We wanted to gather with you today, Miss Payne, and give Alma a proper send off. The people of—well, our people—hold a feast in honor of the dead and serve them a plate, welcoming them to eat with us and share their wisdom one last time. Come, sit, and I’ll introduce everyone.”

      I bit my lower lip to halt its trembling as she led me to the head of the table. The patchwork tablecloths were dotted with dishes of roasted vegetables, a pot of stew, fresh loaves of bread with butter, and an assortment of jams. The place setting opposite me had already been served. I assumed the seat was meant for Alma. I tried to picture her seated there, her mug of mead held high in honor of her most devout followers.

      I took my seat, smiling awkwardly at the two old and weathered men who were seated on either side of me. On my right was Amelia’s father, Eric, and on my left was Thomas Lewis, who lived next door. Farther down the table were Katherine and Evan Smith and their son, Henry, who looked only a few years younger than me. Amelia’s husband, Malcolm, sat at the far end with their twins, Abby and Colin, both a little less shy now that they were in their own home. They teased each other across the table, Colin threatening to eat all the bread before his sister could get to it.

      Mariela and Amelia made their way over to the counter to explore the market finds, and I felt my mouth go dry at the thought of having to make conversation. Both of the old men eyed me curiously, all three of us unsure who should speak first.

      “How are you feeling, Mr. Taylor?” I asked politely.

      “I haven’t felt this good in a long time,” he said. He started to chuckle, but a wet flutter in his breath made him cough. Mr. Lewis saw the worry on my face and smiled.

      “Believe it or not, this actually sounds good,” he said.

      “Your tea fixed me right up,” Mr. Taylor agreed.

      “I’m glad I could help, but it sounds like I’ll have to bring you more soon.”

      Mr. Taylor peered at me through narrowed eyes. “I guess it’s lucky you knew which herbs to choose?”

      “Say, isn’t that usually the work of the Temple—making medicines?” Mr. Lewis added suspiciously.

      I faltered. “I-I wouldn’t know.” Inside, I panicked. Did these two old men know who I really was? Who Alma really was?

      Mr. Taylor struggled to his feet and commanded the attention of the room. “I’ve got something to say about Miss Payne here.”

      I gripped the arms of my chair and glanced over at Mariela, who took a few protective steps toward me.

      Mr. Taylor motioned toward the empty chair at the opposite end of the table, much to my relief. “Alma Payne was a woman with great integrity and a generous heart. She harbored our families from the wrath of Dienna and cared for us, even when it wasn’t safe to. She cared for my parents, and for me, and for my children…until old age made it too difficult. I can’t say I blame her—getting old is anything but easy.” The table chuckled, watching Mr. Taylor with intense interest as he continued. “But above all that, she was an incredibly loyal High Priestess...and it’s clear that she taught this young woman well. She would be very proud.”

      A lump rose in my throat as Mr. Taylor turned and raised his mug toward the empty chair. We all followed suit. With a cheer, we drank to Alma.

      Mr. Taylor sat down with a smile. He seemed rather satisfied. “You looked like I was about to turn you into the enemy.”

      I choked out a laugh, quickly wiping at the bit of mead that escaped my lips. “You speak so openly here. I’ve never been so terrified! I didn’t know that you knew.”

      “Honestly, I think Blackridge forgot about us altogether,” Mr. Lewis joked.

      Mariela leaned over me, taking up my plate to begin gathering food for me. Mr. Lewis followed her with his gaze, a dreamy look in his eyes and a delighted smile on his face.

      “Is that your partner?”

      “Uh…we…” I turned scarlet, finding myself desperately wanting to say yes. I watched with dreamy eyes of my own as Mariela carefully selected bits of each dish for me to sample.

      “I’m still working on her,” Mariela joked, setting the plate down in front of me.

      Mr. Lewis grinned at my reaction. “I’d say you’re doing well, my dear.”

      I groaned and felt my face grow hotter as the older gentleman chuckled. Mariela took a seat beside Mr. Lewis, and everyone dug into their meals. I tried to savor every small bite. The food was simple, but fresh, picked from the garden behind their homes just that morning. Katherine had crafted the cheeses from the milk of their own herd of goats! I was just grateful to be a part of it and for a glimpse into what life may have been like before. I knew Alma would be deeply honored by this tradition.

      I learned that the three families had only ever had each other over the years and were extremely close because of it. Welcoming Mariela and I into the fold felt seamless, with conversation flowing easily between us all. I felt more comfortable sitting at their table than I ever had at home. I listened excitedly as everyone told stories of their lives here and shared tales passed down through generations.

      Mr. Taylor eventually nudged me with a gentle elbow. “We didn’t sit you down here with the old folks to torture you. We assumed you would have questions.”

      “Oh! I do!” I sat straighter, my eyes widening.

      “Well, go on then…” Mr. Lewis urged.

      “I don’t even know where to start. Uh…how well did you know Alma?”

      “Alma was a good woman,” Mr. Lewis began. “You can tell someone is good by how they treat the people around them…but I can’t say that we were close. Eric and I were both born shortly after the Cleansing, when everyone was still scrambling to adapt to their new lives. Our parents didn’t go into detail, of course, but Alma always did what she could for us, even though it was risky to spend too much time here.”

      “After all these years, why haven’t you converted? I can see how badly you’re struggling.”

      “She wants to get right into it,” Mr. Taylor said and raised a brow at his friend across the table, who chuckled.

      “Well, before we do…I have a question for you. How should we address you?” Mr. Lewis asked.

      “Elea—”

      “High Priestess,” Mariela corrected. “The more you say it, the more comfortable it will become.” I cringed inwardly but didn’t argue.

      “High Priestess,” Mr. Lewis happily obliged, “this world was created with two sides—light and dark, growth and rest—and just because Dienna doesn’t want Ebroth to be a part of it anymore doesn’t make it so. There’s a natural order to the way things are supposed to be. We can’t turn our backs on our God just because She’s upset with Him.”

      “Do you know what actually happened?”

      “The Gods are passionate,” he said with a shrug. “And where there’s an abundance of passion, one can get carried away. Dienna is the Goddess of fertility and growth…but when something grows too big for its container, where does it go?”

      Mr. Taylor’s arms went wide, mimicking an overflow. “As it was told to us, Her people began encroaching on the wildlands. Our lands. It even happened here in Blackridge. This entire area used to be forests, mountains, and grassy valleys as far as the eye could see. As Bridgeport and Riverton grew and expanded, they had to cut down trees for more homes and space. Then more settlers came to Blackridge from farther west—Oakland—to start a new community here. At first, there was harmony—”

      Mr. Taylor broke off with a hearty cough and Mr. Lewis swiftly took over. “At that time, the Priestess of Dienna and your ancestors were allies. They worked together to uphold that important balance, and things were going very well—”

      “Until they weren’t,” Mr. Taylor cut back in. “When bad news kept coming in from all over the world, everyone wondered how strong their allegiance actually was.”

      I frowned. “Not very, it would seem.”

      “The Priestess of Dienna claimed that she was liberating us from our cruel oppressor, but we all knew the truth. She had to. Her Goddess commanded it. Boil it down long enough and it’s plain as day—this is all a sibling spat. Dienna killed something Ebroth loved, and He got upset, and so on and so forth it goes…” Mr. Taylor shook his head sadly.

      My heart grew heavy as my eyes settled on the Taylor children at the other end of the table. They were sitting quietly now, minding their own business. For the moment there was peace. One stray hand in another’s territory, however, and the bickering would begin again. It reminded me of my own childhood with Jasper. We’d argue over the silliest things, like who got the toast with more jam or who was assigned which task in Father’s shop that day. But much like our parents’ inability to console us, I felt helpless wondering what I could do to change the will of the Gods. Could They not see that They were thoughtlessly playing with the lives of Their own people?

      “And now we find ourselves today…” Mr. Lewis gestured at the ramshackle cottage around us, nothing more needing to be said.

      “Is there any way to fix this?” I asked.

      He sighed heavily. “We’ve never been in a position to try.”

      “Maybe that’s what He’s trying now,” Mariela said. “Maybe there are more like me. I’m not a Priestess, but He shows me things in my dreams. That’s what brought me here to Blackridge.”

      “Curious,” Mr. Taylor mused. “You dreamt about Blackridge?”

      “I dreamt of our High Priestess here,” she said, nodding at me. “We met in real life as we did in my dream, as though I’d been shown a glimpse of the future. He shows me people who need help, and my family and I find them and take them somewhere safe. We now have small communities in Bridgeport and Riverton. Maybe others are doing the same.” Mariela gave a hopeful smile.

      Mr. Taylor turned to me with a smile of his own. “Then it seems you’ve come at a good time, High Priestess. Ebroth may be ready to make His return after all.”

      I sighed. “I just wish I knew what it is He wants me to do.”

      “Is there no one else you could talk to? Have you tried asking Him directly?” Mr. Lewis asked hopefully.

      I found it difficult to meet anyone’s eye. There was someone that I could ask. Someone I was probably supposed to ask. Rowyn would know exactly what I was meant to do. But there was no speaking to her without a gift, and I felt nauseated just thinking about going through that again.

      “Has it always been your three families out here?” I asked them instead.

      The two old men exchanged glances I couldn’t decipher, but thankfully neither argued with the change of subject.

      “There were a few more,” Mr. Lewis said sadly, “but they either converted or passed on. It’s been harder and harder for our children to find partners. It was a shock when your mother married a boy from town, but choices are slim here. I’m sure it wasn’t easy for her having to marry into Dienna’s fold either. We weren’t surprised when Cora couldn’t continue caring for us as Alma had, or when your father kept coming around demanding rent money knowing there was none to be found.”

      I felt my face flush. “It’s not his fault. He’s not a bad man. My mother just doesn’t know who she is…well, who she really is, and she doesn’t understand why Alma’s been taking care of you at all. And honestly, she’s so obsessed with fitting into Dienna’s fold that I don’t think it would change her mind if she found out the truth.” I paused, realizing how much the volume of my voice had risen. There were a few worried looks around the table as the adults hushed.

      “Does that mean we won’t be able to stay here?” Amelia asked.

      “Of course not! I would never let her do that to you all.”

      “Is it really your call?” Mr. Smith asked. He sounded worried.

      “Please, let me worry about my mother.” I got to my feet, holding up my mug. “And let today be to honor Alma, whose generosity kept our families afloat and whose wisdom and careful action brought me here to you today. I promise not to let you all down. I’ll do whatever it takes to restore balance and vindicate our families.”

      “Hear,” Mr. Taylor assented proudly.

      Everyone raised a glass toward Alma’s empty chair again before drinking in her honor. I settled back into my seat once more with a worried sigh. Hopefully, with my family’s conversion and more work coming in for Father, we wouldn’t have to worry about selling off any more land. I would just have to make sure to keep Mother occupied long enough for her to forget the families were here so she wouldn’t get the idea to turn them in.

      Once the meal was finished, each person worked to clear the table. It seemed to be a routine everyone was familiar with, and Mariela and I tried to make ourselves useful whenever we were allowed. Mr. Taylor retired to bed shortly after dinner, worn out from the excitement. Mr. Lewis sat with us in more comfortable chairs by the hearth as everyone else dispersed for the evening.

      “Were you ever married, Mr. Lewis?” Mariela asked with a charming smile.

      He smiled sadly. “My partner, Charles, passed away years ago. He wasn’t one for confrontation. Considering where we’re heading, it was probably for the best.”

      She placed a gentle hand over the old man’s. “I’m still sorry to hear that.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said and patted her hand with an amiable chuckle.

      “How is it that you and Mr. Taylor know so much about our history?” I wondered.

      “Our lives out here have been mostly untouched. What stories and traditions we have were passed down from our parents. They actually lived it.”

      “Did they tell you what actually happened in the Cleansing?”

      He nodded solemnly, but his attention was taken by Amelia. She approached with a small cage of wood and wire clutched tightly in her hands, the chicken within clucking worriedly. I tried not to look too disturbed as I got to my feet, assuming this was signaling the end of the evening.

      “High Priestess, thank you for the tea,” Amelia said sweetly. “Father woke up feeling much better this morning, but he’s still got a long way to go. We were hoping this—”

      “It’s enough,” I said quickly and accepted the small cage as I attempted a reassuring smile.

      “We can’t thank you enough.”

      “Oh, no. Please. Thank you for giving Alma a proper feast. It means so much more than I can say.”

      Amelia grinned, enveloping me in a gentle hug. “You are welcome here any time.”

      “I’ve got plenty more stories!” Mr. Lewis piped up.

      “And I look forward to hearing them! But for now…” I proffered an arm to Mariela, who accepted with a smile, and the two of us bid our goodbyes.

      Mariela eyed the chicken suspiciously as we reached the road. “That’s an interesting gift.”

      I held up the cage, feeling pity for the bird within. “It’s an offering.”

      “Oh.”

      Seeing Mariela’s surprised eyes, I chuckled. “I’ve learned a lot in the last few days.”

      “Maybe one day you could show me.” A playful smirk replaced her shock.

      I leaned forward to plant a gentle kiss on her cheek. “Maybe, but right now I’ve got a spell to cast. I appreciate your coming with me today.”

      “Thank you for inviting me. I had a great time! I’ll probably come back to bring them more food and supplies, if that’s all right with you. Their clothes look like they could use a good mending too.”

      I bit my lip to keep from grinning. I was quickly falling for this new side of Mariela, whose fiery passion seemed to extend to much more than dramatic outbursts and uninhibited flirting. She cared more deeply for others than anyone I had ever met. The more time I spent with her, the more Mother’s words about love made sense.

      “Mariela, I—” I wasn’t sure what I meant to say, but it didn’t matter.

      “I know,” she said with a wink, her smile now ear to ear. “I’ll see you soon.”

      I watched as she turned to head back toward town, casting one last smile in my direction. An angry cluck sounded from the cage. Figuring it was time to face the inevitable, I stepped off the road and into the woods, making my way toward the cabin.
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      “A more carefully planned gift, Priestess?” Rowyn rasped.

      The familiar darkness began to shift back and forth before me as though it were taking a breath.

      “To cure what ails Mr. Eric Taylor. You told me before that it would be enough.”

      “And so it is,” she replied, a hint of bitterness in her voice. “It is done.”

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was about to be reprimanded. “Have I done something wrong?”

      “Wrong? No.” Her words were honey sweet. “But you have the stench of Dienna upon you.” I tensed at the accusation.

      “I was receiving unnecessary attention after you saved Birdie’s life, just like you said I might…I thought it would be wise to try to fit in so they wouldn’t get suspicious.”

      It was a long moment before Rowyn spoke again. I hoped the confession wouldn’t put her off of conversation completely.

      “It was wise, Priestess,” Rowyn conceded, though her tone told me she still didn’t like it. She quickly changed the subject. “You have many questions. I hope to be able to answer all of them over time, but let’s start with the most pressing.”

      “I don’t understand what I’m supposed to do with this power I have…or even how to use it.”

      “I suppose you need to understand your past in order to fully realize this gift that Ebroth saw fit to bless you with.”

      “Yes! I’ve been having trouble finding any information. My ancestors were very…cryptic.”

      “Our stories were always passed down in tales shared with another. We never thought there might come a time when there would be no one left to share them with. Priestess, you are a descendent of powerful protectors and bountiful providers. Where the people of Dienna are meant to be the cultivators of civilization, the people of Ebroth are the protectors of all that is wild. They’re courageous, wise, and self-sufficient. Long ago, they would provide Dienna’s followers with the meat and furs of beasts to help them brave the harsh winters and protect them from harm. In return, they were given a share of Dienna’s abundant harvests. This is how the world was intended to operate. But Dienna became greedy.

      “She claimed His territory for Her own, cutting back the forests to make more room for Her ever-growing population. Ebroth punished Her greed in a manner befitting the crime by poisoning the wild lands her people tried to cultivate. But Dienna disagreed with this punishment. She fought back through Her Priestesses, cutting off the connection to His people, and thus His sole remaining connection to this world.

      “Thankfully, Dienna was unsuccessful in exterminating all of His Priestesses. He has been working quietly and diligently ever since, setting a proper plan in place for His return.”

      “I just don’t understand how my power will be useful to restore balance in the world,” I lamented.

      Rowyn sounded impatient, her tone growing desperate. “You wield the power to take away everything that Dienna holds dear! You will blight her harvests, bring disease upon her criminal followers, and bring an end to this everlasting summer. Your power will bring long-awaited justice.”

      I felt the familiar knot in my stomach twist, panic setting in. “I’m supposed to punish Blackridge?”

      “You’ll punish all of them. Do you not think this is what they deserve?”

      I hesitated. “Well, I—”

      “Have you gone soft on your oppressors? Do you not see the way they treat your family...your loyal and loving followers? Would you abandon them all to perish under Dienna’s heavy hand?”

      “No, of course not!” I exclaimed. “I’m just afraid that this is the wrong way to go about it! Aren’t we just continuing a vicious cycle of cruelty? Is there no other way?”

      Rowyn seethed, her breath coming in quick and frenzied bursts. “Perhaps you have forgotten, then. Allow me to remind you!”

      In a dizzying motion, a vastly different scene materialized around me. I was standing in a clearing of trees, though the woods were barren and unfamiliar. A thick blanket of snow buried my boots to the ankle. I hurriedly tucked my hands under my arms to warm them as an icy gale nipped at my bare skin. My body shuddered under the thin linen of my button-up. This didn’t feel like any dream I’d had before.

      “Denounce Him,” a harsh voice ordered.

      I spun around, gasping in horror at the red-stained clearing behind me. Lifeless bodies, now stiff from the cold, lay half buried in the bloodied snow beneath them. Their throats were cut, some deep enough to reveal the bones in their neck. Just like the vision I’d had before. Nearby, a small group of people knelt trembling in the snow, their eyes wide with fear.

      The voice I heard belonged to a tall, bronze-skinned woman wrapped in elegant white furs with the yellow symbol of a sun stitched into the shoulder. She stood menacingly over a familiar face—Catharine Payne—who was flanked by two other women with their heads bowed in defeat.

      Catharine’s cheeks were iced over from tears, her nose red with cold. But there was still fight in her eyes. “Amalia, please. Stop this. You don’t have to—”

      “Denounce Him!” the woman barked. “Take the oath, Catharine, and you’ll be spared. For Dienna is loving and merciful.”

      Those familiar words wrenched at the knot in my gut. Catharine turned to look over at the terrified survivors who knelt just a few feet away and held her head a little higher. They were spattered with the blood of the dead, and their hands were stained red from trying to save their loved ones. They clutched at each other, holding tight to whoever was left among them.

      Catharine’s face hardened and she turned back to Amalia with fire in her eyes. “I will never denounce Him!”

      “Then you’ll face the same fate as the others!” Amalia signaled to a man standing behind Catharine. He stepped forward, his sword at the ready.

      “NO!” I screamed, stumbling forward. But it seemed no one could hear me.

      Catharine calmly closed her eyes and bowed her head, taking in a deep breath. I scrambled, unsteady in the snow, to reach them. Before I could, Catharine’s head snapped up. When she opened her eyes they were glazed over with white. The man behind her stuttered, stopping in his tracks as his own eyes mirrored hers.

      “Catharine, don’t you dare!” Amalia threatened, stepping forward.

      The man grunted with the effort of struggling against his own twitching body. Before anyone could intervene, he lowered his sword and turned it on himself. To my horror, he thrust it right through his own throat with all of his might. His body hadn’t even hit the snow yet when Catharine jumped to her feet and rushed Amalia.

      Vines burst from the ground and snaked around Catharine in the blink of an eye. They yanked her back to the earth, her limbs contorting around her as she crumpled. The women kneeling beside her screamed in horror. A whip-like vine prevented anyone from coming to her aid. I collapsed to my knees, unable to pry my eyes from Catharine as she choked and sputtered before us.

      “I gave you a choice, Catharine! It didn’t have to be like this,” Amalia said sternly, though her voice wavered with emotion.

      How cruel was this woman to let Catharine suffer in this way? Amalia moved again and I snapped to attention, dreading what horror I’d have to witness next. I recognized Alma, who was just barely my age. She wrapped her arms around the woman beside her in an attempt to shield her from harm. At Amalia’s bidding, a man stepped forward to wrench them apart, and they cried out as they were forced to kneel a few feet away from each other.

      To my surprise, Amalia skipped right over Alma and came to stand in front of the young woman on her other side. The woman had strength enough to shoot my great-grandmother a comforting smile before glaring contemptuously up at Amalia. Alma began to tremble involuntarily, fresh tears cascading freely from her eyes.

      “Denounce Him,” Amalia ordered again, motioning to the same man who had pulled them apart.

      “Never,” the unknown woman said simply.

      Alma glared back at the man as though daring him to come any closer. He took one step, and I felt the air around us become bitter cold. My body began to shake uncontrollably. The man ignored the frost that began to crystalize on his sword and pulled it back to swing.

      Alma leapt to the side with a cry to shield the other woman from harm, but the blade swung forward without hesitation and clipped Alma’s hand before severing the neck of its target. Her howls of pain and despair made bile rise in my throat.

      Alma clutched her hand to her chest and crouched over the now lifeless unknown woman while Amalia stood over them, her face emotionless.

      “Alma Payne…I offer you the same choice as your mother…as your lover.” Amalia sighed. “You’re the last of your bloodline. I urge you to consider what that means.”

      “Okay, I’ll do it!” Alma howled. “Please, stop!”

      “Denounce Him,” Amalia said again, quieter now.

      “I denounce Him! I de—” Alma choked on her tears, collapsing into sobs.

      As Alma wailed, still clutching her bloodied hand, the frigid winds picked up. They whipped the hair from my braid. Amalia paid Alma no more mind. Instead, she approached the small group of people that remained and held up a warning finger at them.

      “The worship of Ebroth will no longer be tolerated. Anyone heard even uttering His name will be punished.” Amalia turned back to Alma and dragged her to her feet. “Alma Payne, take an oath now to never wield His power again. You will never speak His name again. Not even to your kin.”

      Alma’s face was a mask of despair, tears and snot frozen in place by the cold. She quickly weighed the cost and gave a somber nod toward Amalia.

      “I s-swear it.”

      I sucked in a desperate lungful of air, my eyes now wide and staring up at the familiar plank wood floor above me. Hot, humid air shocked my frostbitten limbs. I struggled to my knees and violently heaved everything I’d eaten with the Taylors that afternoon.
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      A sharp knock on the door startled me awake. As my eyes frantically searched the area around me, Edmund’s warm nose against my palm put me at ease. I barely remembered dozing off.

      “You’re sleeping?” Mother hissed, storming into my bedroom. “The Caldwells have just arrived. Has this poor dog even been outside today?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said through a yawn. She yanked open the curtains with an aggravated sigh, and I had to shield my eyes from the afternoon light. “The Caldwells? That’s tonight?”

      “Yes, it’s tonight! What’s gotten into you?”

      I pushed myself up to a sitting position and rubbed at my aching head. Had it really been three days? Mother wasted no time, grabbing a brush from the bureau and getting to work on my hair.

      “I know you’re still upset about Alma, but you’ve…”

      I winced as Alma’s blood-curdling screams echoed through my mind. It was becoming a more familiar sound, the haunting memory making it impossible to sleep or eat…or do much of anything else lately. I had never felt so exhausted.

      “...and if we’re going to be discussing wedding plans, you’re going to want to look your best. You should wash up a bit first. When’s the last time you’ve done that? You smell almost as bad as you look.”

      “I don’t know,” I muttered, not even really sure what she’d said.

      After applying a few layers of powder, especially under my eyes, and working my hair into a tight knot at the back of my head, Mother surveyed her work with a frown.

      “Well, it’s better than it was before. I’ll stall them as long as I can, but I wouldn’t take too long. I’m sure Birdie’s looking forward to seeing you.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” I responded sullenly.

      “Maybe try to look even the slightest bit excited. Edmund, come!”

      But Edmund stayed put, his eyes turning to me. Mother didn’t ask again before slamming the door behind her. We listened as her heels descended the stairs.

      “I’m glad you’ve always got my back,” I muttered, ruffling the fur atop his head.

      I steadied myself with the bedpost as I got to my feet for the first time in a long time, then got to work getting cleaned up. I couldn’t believe dinner with the Caldwells had completely slipped my mind. While I was still looking forward to seeing Birdie alive and well again, I wasn’t sure excitement was something I could conjure, knowing what I knew. How much of the evening was about to be dedicated to talk of the “loving and merciful Dienna?” I needed to talk to Birdie in private, and there was no way I’d be capable of holding my tongue until then.

      The delicious scent of roasted meat and freshly baked bread carried me down the stairs. My empty stomach rumbled with hope, obviously forgetting the struggle of keeping things down the last few days. Mother had gathered everyone into the drawing room for drinks, and the spirited conversation within halted as I approached the doors.

      Birdie gave an excited cry and leapt up from her spot on the sofa. Her father sprang forward protectively, as though he might need to assist her, but she had already crossed the distance and thrown her arms tightly around my neck.

      “Oh, Nell, it’s so good to finally see you! You look so tired! Are you well?”

      “I’ll be okay.” I smiled reassuringly. “How are you?”

      Edmund came between us and barked excitedly at his old friend, delighted to see her again. Birdie chuckled and patted him on the head.

      “She’s been so worried about you. I’ve never seen my daughter so distraught,” Mother piped up, earning an adoring reaction from the room.

      Birdie grinned once again. “Well, I’m here now…and I’m feeling better than ever.”

      “I’m so glad to hear it,” I told her, trying to ignore everyone’s staring eyes. “Are we ready to eat?”

      “Of course. Let’s head into the dining room.” Mother motioned toward the door and proceeded to lead the way.

      Birdie took careful steps, clinging to my elbow for support. Her breaths were still a bit labored, but I had to be grateful that she was taking any at all.

      The dining table had already been decorated with Catharine’s serving set that Mother reserved for special occasions. Tall candles flickered in fine silver holders, illuminating the most amazing feast I’d ever seen. She’d prepared a roast, freshly baked bread with an assortment of jams, fresh fruits, and even an apple pie. I suddenly felt guilty for not helping.

      Birdie took a winded breath and smiled graciously as I helped her into her seat. “Thank you, Nell. I’m still a little weak on my feet. The temple healer said it could be my lungs still struggling to circulate...oh, but nevermind all that. I’ll be just fine. Don’t you worry about me. Cora, this looks amazing.”

      “It does look amazing, Mother.” I offered her an apologetic smile.

      Mother ignored me, freshening everyone’s drinks. “Who’s the lucky one watching the children tonight, Marie?”

      Mrs. Caldwell chuckled, eyeing the roast excitedly. “There’s a young man at the temple who was wonderful enough to sit with them tonight. Honestly, we’re grateful for the break. Once the baby comes, who knows when we’ll get the next one.”

      “That’s the truth.” Mother chuckled, taking her seat at the head of the table. She reached out to Birdie and me, who sat on either side of her, and gently squeezed our hands. “Well, I’m delighted to share this evening with you all…and to see you two reunited once again. Everyone, please, help yourselves.”

      I eyed the food with slight trepidation, gathering bits of things to fill my plate. I hoped eating would come a little easier tonight with more welcome distractions. I focused on Birdie, watching with amusement as she grabbed excitedly for the bread, loading her plate with an assortment of jam and cheese to go with it.

      Light conversation passed as everyone ate. Our parents discussed the goings on of Blackridge now that Mother was diving whole-heartedly back into society. She looked happier than I’d ever seen her. Deep down, it made me rather sad. I wasn’t sure she’d still feel that way about Blackridge if she knew what I’d seen. Then again, her desire to be accepted outweighed all else.

      “Nell, what have you been up to lately?” Birdie asked quietly from across the table, ducking under the voices of our parents.

      My thoughts scattered as I tried to come up with an appealing lie. “Mostly just worrying about you, I guess. Alma’s passing also kept us busy.”

      “I’m so sorry! I feel terrible now for not even mentioning it.”

      I waved it off. “What about you?”

      “It’s been exhausting just trying to regain the use of my body.”

      “So, you actually died? What was it like?” Jasper butted in, his voice dropping to our volume.

      Birdie smirked as though some big secret had been revealed. “I did! It was—”

      “Yes, Birdie, I’m intrigued by your miracle!” Mother interjected and captured the table’s attention. “Tell us your side of the story!”

      Birdie sat a bit taller in her chair as all eyes fell on her, her face lighting up as though she’d been waiting for this moment all night. I chewed methodically on a thick piece of bread, hoping it would keep me too busy to react.

      “It really is a miracle, isn’t it? The sickness came on so quickly, as I’m sure Nell told you, and not a single temple healer could figure it out. I don’t remember much, and that’s probably for the best. But I do remember Nell by my side telling me that she would do whatever it took to save me.”

      Mother eyed me knowingly, a hand coming to rest over her heart. “And she did so much more than you know.”

      So much more. I sank down in my chair, shoving another hunk of bread into my mouth as the entire table shot knowing glances at each other.

      Birdie still smiled through her confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, Eleanor! Tell her!” Mrs. Caldwell beamed excitedly.

      I chewed on that hunk of bread like a cow, unsettling the light mood at the table. My mind reeled, trying to find a way out of the situation.

      “Tell me what?” Birdie prodded, obviously desperate to be let in on the secret.

      “Oh, Birdie! It was the sweetest thing!” Mrs. Caldwell blurted. “She went to the temple and made a deal with Dienna Herself to spare you!”

      Birdie stared at me, her mouth agape. I averted my gaze and focused intently on my food.

      “This is the best bread I’ve had in a long time,” I said flatly, looking over at my mother. “Did you add rosemary?”

      “Eleanor, you did that for me?” Birdie choked out, misty-eyed.

      “Birdie,” I began, before pausing to think. I sighed, finally meeting her eye. “I told you I was going to save you, didn’t I?”

      “And they’ve been going to temple regularly!” Mr. Caldwell added, clasping his hands together with an approving nod.

      “I just can’t believe it…you said you never would.” Birdie smiled sheepishly as she dabbed at her eyes with a napkin.

      “Sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to do to protect the people we care about.” It wasn’t until the words had left my mouth that I realized I should have held my tongue.

      Birdie sobered a bit then, her smile fading. An awkward silence fell over the table. I dropped my eyes back to my plate and set down the bread, my appetite spoiled yet again.

      “So…do you remember what it felt like to be dead?” Jasper broke the silence, earning him a disapproving glare from Mother.

      Birdie blushed, looking down at her plate. “Oh…well, I remember darkness, but a comfortable darkness. The weight on my chest was gone. There was no more fever, no more chills. I felt at peace. And then there was a woman’s voice.” She raised her head and her smile widened once more. “It was Dienna! Oh, I’m certain of it. She told me that I was being given a second chance…that it wasn’t my time to go. And then I woke up. Mother and Father looked so surprised.”

      “We were!” Mrs. Caldwell wiped a tear from her eye. “She’d been gone minutes already, and we were-we were—”

      Mr. Caldwell wrapped an arm around his wife’s shoulders as she began to cry. “We were saying our final goodbyes.”

      “I’m so grateful for my second chance,” Birdie said, smiling earnestly. “I owe Her everything. I’ve already spoken to the High Priestess about a permanent job at the temple.”

      I stiffened, the food I had already eaten sinking like a stone in my gut. I did my best to hide my distress as Birdie beamed at me from across the table.

      “Eleanor, I’m so grateful to you too, for beseeching Dienna on my behalf. I never expected you to do that, but…Dienna is good! As grateful as I am for my life, I’m most grateful for a second chance with you. And now that you’ve converted, there’s nothing that will stand in the way of our marriage. We’ll be the pride of Blackridge—the Redeemed Payne and the Miracle of Dienna!”

      “Praise Dienna!” Mrs. Caldwell cheered and raised her glass.

      Everyone, except for me, followed suit, and the table exploded with excitement.

      “To Birdie and Eleanor—”

      Fresh snow tinged red.

      “—thank you, Dienna!—”

      The arc of a sword.

      “—so grateful for her everlasting light—”

      The desperate cries of Alma.

      “ENOUGH!” I slammed a fist on the table.

      The group fell into shocked silence as every eye turned toward me. My breath left me as they stared, bewildered. I ran out through the kitchen door clutching my aching stomach before anyone could speak. Thankfully, I made it off the back porch before doubling over and heaving into the grass.

      “Nell, wait for me!” Birdie called as she carefully descended the stairs. As she reached me, she put a gentle hand on my back. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m sorry I ruined your dinner,” I muttered as I wiped at my mouth with the back of my sleeve.

      “Our dinner,” Birdie corrected with a sweet smile. “But that’s okay…we can take a walk instead. Why don’t we go and say hello to my two other favorite ladies?”

      I assisted Birdie toward the small pasture at the back of the yard without argument. We both leaned against its wood fence for support. Much to Birdie’s delight, the horses immediately whinnied in response to my shrill whistle. Two chestnut giants approached, tossing their heads happily side to side, and Birdie climbed up onto the first rung of the fence to wrap her arms around the neck of her favorite.

      “Oh, Luna. It’s been too long!” Birdie cooed as Luna nosed her pockets in search of a treat.

      I watched them with a nostalgic smile, my hand absentmindedly stroking the nose of our other horse, Aurora. The pain in my stomach subsided to a dull knot as I allowed myself to relax. Perhaps getting Birdie outside for a private conversation was a stroke of luck.

      “So, you’re just not feeling well?” Birdie asked sweetly.

      I frowned, pressing my forehead to Aurora’s nose as the horse nudged me gently. “A lot has happened since you got sick. It’s been…a lot to handle.”

      “Well, you’re the strongest and most stubborn person I’ve ever known. I know you can handle anything.”

      I felt deflated as I looked over to see Birdie scratching at Luna’s ear with a giggle, not even willing to give me her full attention when I was clearly struggling. I didn’t know how I was supposed to share anything with her, let alone something as huge and life-changing as my newest secret.

      “Sure…I can handle it.”

      Birdie sidled closer and nestled her shoulder against my chest with a contented sigh. I awkwardly wrapped an arm around her waist, fighting my immediate instinct to move away.

      “I’m so happy to be back here with you again,” Birdie said softly, leaning further into me.

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, growing more uncomfortable by the second. The knot in my stomach tightened once again as realization dawned: I no longer wanted any part in the Miracle of Dienna. My heavy secrets hung like a solid barrier between us now, and I knew I had to say something.

      “Birdie, I—”

      Birdie turned to look me in the eye, her painted smile only faltering for a second. “So, you found Alma’s old cabin?”

      I gave a slow nod. “I did.”

      “What kind of condition is it in? Do you think it’s liveable?”

      “It is.”

      “So, maybe we could have our dream after all? Living in the cabin in our favorite place…you making medicines, me baking pies?”

      A heavy sadness washed over me. Birdie must have known that I was about to end things, and she was fighting her hardest to steer the conversation toward her goal. My energy to argue was waning, the stress of the last fortnight taking its toll. This drama playing out with Birdie just couldn’t be part of my story anymore.

      If I couldn’t get a word in edgewise, perhaps there was a spell in one of my books that could change Birdie’s heart. It was a spell that had drawn her to me in the first place, after all.

      “Will you be in temple tomorrow? It’s my first day back, and I was hoping we could sit together!”

      I nodded. “Sure. But we’re going to have to talk about things eventually.”

      She avoided my gaze. “Oh, I’m just so excited! Now that I’m back…we can start discussing our plans again. I promise to keep the wedding small, the way you wanted me—”

      “Come now, Birdie! We have to go!” Mr. Caldwell called from the back porch, his voice gruff with anger.

      She threw her arms around my neck and planted a gentle kiss on my cheek, pretending not to be put off as I stood rigid as a statue. “Nell, I have to go. I’ll see you in temple tomorrow. We can talk about it then.”

      Mr. Caldwell stomped over to the fence in a huff to meet us. He linked Birdie’s arm in his to help her and quickly guided her around to the front of the house without so much as a goodbye. I suddenly felt ashamed of my outburst. Hopefully, Mother wouldn’t be too furious at me for making things awkward with the Caldwells. Although, while it hurt to leave things on such bad terms with people who had always been kind to me, maybe it was easier if they were also trying to talk Birdie out of the marriage. I stalked back to the house with my head hung low.

      “Eleanor, what have you done?” Mother demanded as soon as I entered the kitchen.

      She stood there with a rag clutched over her mouth. The overwhelming smell of rot hit me, and my stomach threatened to release the very last morsel of bread it was holding onto. Nothing more needed to be said. I knew exactly what I had done.

      I grabbed a rag for myself and entered the dining room. The state of the table still made me gasp. Jasper and Father sported sour looks as they gathered up rotten meat and moldy bread from the once-beautiful spread onto large trays to carry and dump outside. Not even Edmund had any interest in those scraps.

      “Eleanor Payne, what on earth happened here?” Father asked expectantly, dropping his tray to the table to place a frustrated hand on his hip.

      “H-How would I know?” I lied, shaking my head. “I’ve never seen anything like it!”

      “It’s Dienna! She’s furious with you for making false promises!” Mother cried out.

      I spun around. “What?”

      “She fulfilled Her promise…and you sat at this table right in front of Her divine miracle and talked about your deal like it was all a joke. And now She’s punishing us!”

      Mother’s story was absolutely ridiculous. But it was the perfect excuse to cover up my moment of weakness. I had to be more careful with my temper before this power escalated and started hurting people instead.

      “How was I supposed to know She would get so upset? I’m still going to temple, aren’t I?” I turned my back on Mother with a groan and grabbed another tray to help gather up the rest of the food and get it out of the house.

      “You offered your devotion, Eleanor, not your attendance! This is the last thing we need, just as things are starting to look up!” she cried, storming out of the room with a stack of plates.

      When all of the food and dinnerware were finally cleared, Mother braved the dining room once more. Pulling back the tablecloth, she let out a horrified cry. I jumped, turning to see what other horrible thing I might have done. Spreading like lightning from my place at the table were thick black lines of rot tracing through the wood.

      “I’ll make you another one,” I offered, guilt weighing heavily on my shoulders.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.” She traced one of the dark lines across the table back to where my plate had been. “It’s like She just…reached down to smite you and Her power radiated out. I bet that’s why you got sick. Eleanor, you’re lucky She didn’t kill you!”

      I kept my gaze glued to the floor as my father studied the spalted wood with a look of recognition. I silently pleaded with him not to say anything about the similar board I had ruined in his shop.

      “You have to apologize to the Caldwells at temple tomorrow. They were so distraught over this—your marriage to Birdie won’t happen until you do.”

      “Maybe that’s for the best,” I mumbled, my gaze still downcast.

      Mother stomped her foot, turning toward me with a frustrated sigh. “I don’t know what’s really gotten into you lately, but it’s starting to scare me. You’re nineteen years old, Eleanor, and you’re already doing everything you can to ruin your own life! You’ll apologize to the Caldwells tomorrow, because it’s the right thing to do. Then you’ll beg for Dienna’s forgiveness, because this doesn’t even scratch the surface of what She’s capable of!”

      I bit back a bitter smile. Mother was on the right track. According to Rowyn, this didn’t even scratch the surface of what I was apparently capable of. Without another word, I returned to my bedroom and hoped I would be left alone for the night.
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      I had a sluggish start to the next day, spending far too long relaxing my weary bones in the tub Mother forced me into. I was absolutely dreading our trip to temple. When I finally emerged in fresh clothes and a neat braid, she ushered us all out the door as she fretted about being late. Father tied up the horses at our usual stop on the main road and instructed Mother and Jasper to go on ahead. My heart quickened its pace as he fell into step beside me.

      “That isn’t the first time a board’s gone sour under your hand, kid. Believe it or not, I’m not as simple as I look,” he said quietly.

      “I’m so sorry,” was all I could say.

      “I know you and your mother don’t always get along, but I hope you know that we both love you. If you ever needed to get something off your chest—”

      “I don’t know why it’s happening. Honest,” I lied, meeting his eye.

      I couldn’t decipher his expression, and for a moment I wondered if he might actually know what was happening. “Well, as long as you know you can talk to us…” he trailed off as Birdie rushed toward me with an excited shout.

      She threw her arms around my neck, my stomach twisting as strangers applauded and cheered for us—except for the Caldwells, who eyed me with intense displeasure.

      “Come, sit with me!” Birdie linked my arm and began to climb the stairs under the watchful eye of hundreds of proud strangers.

      As if I had a choice. I held her tightly about the waist to assist.

      “I spoke to the High Priestess this morning, and she is so excited about me coming to work at the temple. She said I could choose any position I’d like!”

      “That’s...wonderful news.”

      “Isn’t it?” Birdie giggled excitedly. “Let’s take a seat in the front. I can’t wait to hear today’s sermon.”

      As soon as we entered through the great temple doors, Angeline sprang forward with an excited grin.

      “Birdie, Eleanor, welcome! Let me help you to your seats.”

      “Oh, Angeline...ever the sweetest!” Birdie cooed.

      Angeline supported Birdie’s other side as the three of us proceeded to squeeze down the stairs toward the same front-row bench I had occupied before.

      “I’ll come back to help once the service is through,” Angeline offered.

      Birdie waved her off, suddenly looking nervous. “Oh, no, that’s okay! We’re actually…going to be staying behind for a while.”

      “Are we?” I inquired.

      Birdie ignored me, waving goodbye as Angeline climbed back up to the doors to greet the incoming crowd.

      I took a deep breath, taking Birdie’s hand in my own to get her attention. “Listen, about last night—”

      She squeezed my hand with a grin. “Oh, it’s fine. My parents told me everything on the way home.”

      “They must be furious.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Birdie insisted, but she couldn’t hide the lie. “Well, they’re still a little upset, but it will be fine. I talked to them about it and told them it’s not your fault, and even if it was—well, then we’re going to make it better together.”

      “Birdie, I don’t think that’s such a good—”

      Birdie suddenly craned her neck toward the stairs as people began to file down into the room. “Oh, good. It’s almost time!”

      I tried my best to ignore the ever-twisting knot that soured my stomach as the seats began to fill up. The Caldwells took a seat beside us, Birdie’s mother looking tired and pale as she rubbed a gentle hand over her rounded belly. Mr. Caldwell shot me a scornful glance as he sat beside his wife, and I turned away. The rest of my family sat down beside me, my mother smiling excitedly at other worshipers as they filled in around us.

      I searched the crowd for the Rossis, finding them as they settled onto a bench opposite me. I smiled in earnest for the first time as Mariela met my eye and gave a small wave in greeting. Birdie was too distracted by a barrage of greetings and well wishes to notice. I was grateful that Mariela didn’t look the least bit perturbed to see us seated together.

      After what felt like an eternity, the room finally hushed as the door to Jacqueline’s office opened. Birdie clutched my hand as we watched her descend the stairs in her delicate cream-colored gown. Taking her place on the tiled sun once more, she raised her hands in greeting.

      “Let us welcome back Miss Birdie Caldwell.”

      The applause that followed was deafening. Birdie chuckled happily, leaning into my shoulder as the room quaked with people stomping and clapping and hollering incoherent praises toward the ceiling. I was grateful when it finally died down and the room fell silent once more.

      “More recently, we discussed community,” Jacqueline began, “and how, as a community, you moved Dienna to perform Her miracle. Today, we’ll talk about service. The young Miss Caldwell was so deeply moved by your support, by your outpouring of love for her family, that she came to me and asked to commit her life to the service of Dienna and to the service of her community.”

      Birdie blushed deeply as a second wave of applause broke out. I wished I could shrink away and disappear, but I had to try my hardest to look pleased—Josephine was in her usual seat, watching me closely yet again.

      Jacqueline raised her hand to quiet the room. “I thought it would be a good opportunity to talk about how we can all be of better service to our community and to the everlasting light of Dienna.”

      My eyes searched out Mariela once more, desperate for something to focus on that wasn’t the sermon. To my surprise, she was already watching me, her brow furrowed in concern. I held her gaze as she took in a slow breath and closed her eyes, her peaceful expression not out of place in the lovestruck crowd. As she released her breath, I felt the tension in my body begin to subside. I took in a slow breath of my own, releasing it in the same way. Mariela smiled and gave a subtle wink.

      I stared blankly ahead, taking the time to rest while Jacqueline commanded praises and shouts of agreement from the crowd. Birdie never let go of my hand.

      “Thank you all for coming today,” The High Priestess wrapped up. “I urge you to be of better service to your community as you leave here and go forth in your lives. I’ll see you all next time.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief as everyone stood, the room filling with sound as people began to talk amongst themselves and make their slow procession toward the exit.

      Birdie pulled me to my feet. “Wasn’t that wonderful, Nell?”

      “Wonderful,” I echoed flatly.

      “I have a surprise for you! You’ll have to follow me.”

      “Birdie,” Mr. Caldwell barked, “do you really think that’s a good idea?”

      “I’ll meet you outside in no time, Father. Don’t worry.”

      Instead of heading toward the exit, Birdie pulled me across the tiled floor and up the opposite stairs. We climbed them, just feet behind Jacqueline, who appeared to be heading for her office instead of doing her usual greeting at the entrance. My heart thundered in my chest, and I was tempted to flee. But I couldn’t leave Birdie to face the stairs on her own. My feet grew heavier with each step, and I dreaded whatever surprise Birdie had waiting for me at the top.

      Jacqueline held her door open with a pleasant smile and closed it behind us as we entered. I gaped at the spacious chamber within. White plastered walls were lined with bookshelves and display cases made from the same honeyed-oak as the pews downstairs. Jacqueline’s massive desk sat just inside the door, centered in the room, and featured ornate carvings of wheat stalks and a radiating sun. Rays of sunlight flooded through two towering windows on either side of her desk, glinting off the golden frame of the largest painting I had ever seen hanging just behind it.

      “Please, take a seat,” Jacqueline cooed as she rounded the desk to get comfortable in her own wing-backed chair.

      I collapsed into one of the two smaller chairs opposite her, my legs trembling. It felt strange to be sitting on this side of things.

      Birdie perched on the edge of her chair, her hands folded in her lap.“Thank you so much for seeing us, High Priestess. I just figured…since we would both be here, it would be the perfect time!”

      Jacqueline’s smile widened as she took us both in, her eyes lingering a moment longer on my face. “What is it you needed to discuss with me today, Miss Caldwell?”

      “Well…” Birdie began, reaching out to take my hand. I apprehensively obliged. “We’d like the Temple’s blessing to marry!”

      I winced as my stomach twisted into a violent knot—much more painful than I’d ever experienced before. I tried not to let the pain show on my face, but Jacqueline was watching me intently.

      “To marry?” Jacqueline echoed, looking pleasantly surprised. “That’s...perfect.”

      “Isn’t it?” Birdie gushed. “We’ve discussed it at great length with our parents already, and Eleanor converting was the last piece of the puzzle. I’m eternally grateful that Dienna gave us a second chance together. As soon as I woke up, I knew…I knew I wanted to get married at once!”

      My anger was nearly out of my control. My head swam and Birdie’s voice muffled in my ears. I stared at her in disbelief as she gazed back at me in adoration, giving my hand a gentle squeeze.

      “The last of the Faithless brought forth into Dienna’s light…” Jacqueline said euphorically, “and the Miracle of Dienna, rewarded justly for making it so. This is exactly the story of hope that Blackridge needs! You have Dienna’s blessing.”

      “Oh, thank you! I—” Birdie started, but Jacqueline cut her off.

      “And you’ll marry at this year’s Harvest Festival!”

      “What?” Birdie and I asked in unison, her with delight and me with the greatest displeasure.

      “It’s the perfect time to inspire the people to shine Dienna’s loving light to all the furthest corners of the world…just like my great-grandmother, High Priestess Amalia, set out to do.” With a flourish of her hand, Jacqueline motioned toward the large painting above her head.

      Amalia’s name stung like a burn from a hot kettle. I slowly raised my eyes to the artwork above. The Amalia depicted in the painting, swathed in delicate fabrics of cream and gold, looked nothing like the Amalia I knew. She smiled warmly, one arm outstretched in a welcoming gesture toward a crowd of ragged and weary beggars on their knees, their arms reaching up in desperation. Her other arm held a basket spilling over with delectable fruits and vegetables. Brilliant green trees and the golden stalks of a wheat field surrounded them, giving the viewer a sense of peace and hope.

      “When she arrived in Blackridge, the people here were starving—for food and for hope. She shared her bountiful harvests and the loving message of Dienna with them and brought them to Her light.”

      Blackness threatened the edges of my vision. I clamped down on the arm of my chair. Denounce Him! Amalia’s voice barked in my mind. Alma’s broken howling echoed within me, and I suddenly felt faint. I released Birdie’s hand and rubbed at my temples, my eyes quickly dropping to the floor. Please, I begged myself, control your temper!

      “She must have been a wonderful person,” Birdie said sweetly, looking up at the painting in reverence.

      “She was a loyal servant to Dienna and worked very hard to turn Blackridge into what it is today. I can only hope to be half the Priestess she was.”

      “I-I have to go,” I said, pushing myself out of my chair. I swayed on my feet as I started for the door.

      “Go? What do you mean?” Birdie asked in disappointment.

      But I was already on the balcony, gripping the railing. I swayed where I stood, weak from the little I’d eaten in the last few days. Birdie ran up beside me, wrapping an arm around my waist to steady me.

      “She’s a liar,” I hissed.

      “Eleanor!” Birdie scolded, looking back to make sure the office door was closed. “What are you going on about?”

      Nausea washed over me in violent waves, threatening to expel what meager bits of food I’d been able to eat that morning. I swallowed hard to keep it under control.

      Birdie pulled me toward the exit with an annoyed sigh. “Well, at least we got her approval for—”

      “Birdie, just stop!” I shouted, yanking myself from her grasp. “I can't marry you!”

      She spun toward me abruptly, her expression wounded. “What? Why can’t you?”

      “Do I look okay to you? Does this look like the face of someone…happy to be getting married?” I growled.

      Birdie looked annoyed and not quite sure how to answer. “I mean…you look a little green.”

      I shook my head as Birdie floundered. I debated blaming it all on my love for Mariela, but that wouldn’t be fair…and I didn’t really want to hurt Birdie. “I’m not well, Birdie. Can’t you see? I haven’t been for a while now, but you never ask. In fact, this entire time, you’ve never been interested in hearing what I wanted! I’ve been trying to talk to you, but you refuse to listen!”

      Birdie stared at me, her eyes wide. “I…don’t understand.”

      “I don’t want to marry you, Birdie. And I’m pretty sure you already knew that, so please…just move on and leave me alone.”

      I made my way through the temple doors, taking in a deep breath of fresh air to steady myself once outside. Anger continued to surge through me as Jacqueline’s praise for Amalia replayed in my head. I took the stairs two at a time, desperate to get as far away from the cursed temple as I could. There was no way I would ever be able to show my face there again after breaking the heart of Dienna’s precious miracle child. But I didn’t want to anyway. This charade was over.

      Halfway down the stairs, I heard the door burst open again behind me.

      “This isn’t fair!” Birdie called after me. “Eleanor Payne, get back here and talk to me!”

      The crowd in the square turned to look my way, and I froze with embarrassment. My foot twisted violently on a stair and I stumbled forward with a cry. The sharp edge of a stone step split into my cheek as I tumbled, unable to slow my momentum. They crushed into my ribs and bruised my limbs until, at long last, I came to an abrupt stop facedown a few feet from the bottom of the stairs.

      With an exhausted exhalation, I allowed the blackness at the edge of my vision to overtake me.
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      “You’re letting your power consume you, Priestess, and it’s rotting you from the inside.”

      I found myself in the familiar black expanse as Rowyn’s presence swirled about me. The Prophet’s voice was gentle and almost caring—a far cry from our last meeting.

      “You must use it as you were meant to. The Priestesses of Dienna are not what they portray themselves to be, and now you’ve seen it for yourself. They cover up their crimes with fanciful lies, and the people accept it blindly.”

      “No one remembers what really happened,” I lamented, thinking of how Jacqueline’s impassioned speech in her office had seemed to inspire Birdie.

      “Your people still know what happened. And they’re looking to you to make things right again. Dienna’s Priestesses need to be punished for their atrocities against the innocent.”

      Rowyn was right. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to forgive and forget, even if there was a shred of hope at reaching some sort of truce with the people of Blackridge. I had to remind myself that it wasn’t just Blackridge. Countless innocent lives had been taken in the name of Dienna all around the world. This was so much bigger than me or my tiny village.

      “What should I do? I don’t even know where to start.”

      “You can start by accepting what you are. Accept this powerful gift you’ve been given, and start using it to your advantage. You are not alone in the world, Priestess. There are others like you who are awakening too, and none of you will be left alone to fail. Ebroth has been with you every step of the way, has He not?”

      “He has,” I agreed without hesitation.

      “And I have shown you the magnitude of my own power, have I not?”

      I hadn’t really stopped to consider it, but Rowyn had successfully awoken Birdie from the sleep of death. “You have.”

      “I am your Prophet, first in the line of your ancestors to receive this gift directly from Ebroth Himself. We are bonded now. You have access to immense strength. You would know, if only you tried to use it. You must trust in Ebroth to catch you when you stumble—for He would never allow you to fall.”

      I groaned, frustrated with myself.

      My fear of ending up like one of my ancestors, bloodied in the snow, had been keeping me from recognizing the powerful gift I’d been given. I was being offered guidance and strength directly from one of the Gods, but I had been working so hard to hide it from everyone. I was a High Priestess, and I could be just as powerful as Jacqueline! The fate of my people—really, the fate of the world itself—was resting on me. I felt ashamed for letting the Throckmortons scare me into obedience. Even if I didn’t manage to change things, at least I could go out knowing I had tried my hardest to do the right thing.

      “Your story may not be as you imagined it, Priestess, but I assure you it will be remembered for years to come as one of utmost importance.”

      Just as Alma’s stories were revealed to me, teaching me perseverance and grace through her hardships in the role of High Priestess, I began to wonder how my own story might be told one day. Would I be Eleanor Payne, the High Priestess who was too afraid to stand up for her people? Or would I be Eleanor Payne, the valiant liberator of Blackridge?

      “Rowyn…I’m ready.”

      “Show Him.”

      Her hissing voice died away as I opened my eyes, startled to find myself looking up at Mariela’s distraught face.

      “Oh!” Mariela cried out. “She’s awake!”

      I was sprawled out in an unfamiliar bed with my head cradled in Mariela’s lap. The room we occupied was small and unadorned, containing a simple bed, bureau, and wash stand. Under the window was a large desk buried under a pile of luxurious-looking fabrics. The quiet murmur of voices somewhere below us filled the room.

      I looked down to see small drops of blood staining the bed sheets and Mariela’s skirts, but I didn’t feel any pain. “What happened? Where am I?”

      Gianna and Giovanni stood by with blank expressions as they watched me rise to a seated position.

      “You…fell,” Mariela said quietly.

      I brought a hand up to my cheek, suddenly recalling its collision with the stone. It felt unharmed. “I think I’m okay.”

      “Oh, praise Ebroth!” Gianna exclaimed, bringing a hand to her heart.

      Giovanni moved forward to graze a gentle hand over my shin. “It’s not broken.”

      I got to my feet with an uneasy chuckle. Both of my legs felt perfectly sturdy. “Broken?”

      Mariela leapt up from the bed and wrapped me in a tight embrace. “Praise Him, indeed! Oh, Nell, you took a horrible fall. Giovanni scooped you up and brought you here before you could draw too much attention, but you wouldn’t wake up! I was so worried that—” Mariela shook her head roughly, not willing to pay that thought any more mind. “We asked Birdie to fetch a temple healer, but they still haven’t shown up.”

      “Birdie?”

      Mariela stepped back with a worried look. “She was absolutely distraught. We promised her we’d take good care of you and told her to bring a healer here to the tavern.”

      I wasn’t surprised they hadn’t shown. While I didn’t suspect Birdie would leave me to die, Jacqueline was sure to be relieved that I had managed to take myself out on my own. Perhaps she had overheard my argument with Birdie on the balcony. Either way, it was doubtful the healer would be coming at all.

      “I’m perfectly fine. I promise. In fact, I feel better than I have in a long time, and I think it’s time I start making some changes around here.”

      Slow, hopeful smiles spread across all of their faces.

      “Oh? Where do you think you’ll start, High Priestess?” Gianna asked with a hint of excitement.

      I put a hand to my stomach with an uncomfortable smile. “Could we possibly start with something to eat?”

      The mood in the room quickly relaxed and we all shared a quiet laugh. Mariela wrapped me in an even tighter embrace now that she knew I was uninjured. I didn’t complain. There was still a lot I needed to figure out—like a plan for how exactly to go about liberating Blackridge—but I was grateful to have the Rossis on my side.
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      I cut my visit with the Rossis short as the skies began to darken over with storm clouds. With the echoing rumble of distant thunder, Gianna insisted upon hiring a passing coach to carry me home. I made it just in time before the skies opened up and a blinding rain enveloped Blackridge.

      As soon as the creaking door hinges announced my arrival home, Mother came barreling out of the kitchen, her eyes wet and reddened by worry.

      “Eleanor Payne!”

      The thunder outside seemed to crack the sky in two. I flinched, thrown off by the deafening sound that continued to echo well off into the distance. A strong gust blew the screen door closed behind me with a resounding clack as Mother’s desperate hands began to search me over for injuries. She only seemed to grow more frazzled as she realized there were none to be found.

      “Where have you been? Birdie found me in the market and told me there was an accident! She said that young tailor fellow carried you off. I thought maybe they’d brought you home…but you weren’t here! I didn’t even know where to begin looking for you!”

      I put a steadying hand on her forearm, trying to stop her pawing. “I’m perfectly fine, I promise!”

      “Oh, you’re perfectly fine? Fine enough to spend the last few hours with whoever and doing who knows what, but not fine enough to let your family know you were safe? Jasper and your father are probably still out there looking for you!”

      “Well, I mean, I’m sure I’ll have a few bruises tomorrow, but the blood is just from a nosebleed. There’s nothing broken!” At least, not anymore, I finished in my head.

      “Well, that’s lucky for you, considering what everyone in the village saw!”

      My mind flashed to the crowds that had watched my tumble. I was grateful that I wouldn’t have to explain away my lack of injury to the rest of the village since I would no longer be attending temple.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t send a message. I honestly didn’t even think you knew…or cared. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “Didn’t think I cared?” she roared, taking a step back as though she’d been bitten.

      I pushed the front door closed as the winds began to spray rain into the house. This was definitely not going well.

      “Have you closed all the windows?” I asked.

      “I don’t care about the windows! Contrary to your belief, I care about you…very much! You’re my daughter, Eleanor. I’ve been pacing this house, worried sick and not even knowing where to look for you!”

      “All right, I’m sorry! What else do you want me to say? I’m sorry!”

      She glared at me for a painfully long moment, the two of us puffed up like feral cats battling to gain invisible territory. Not in the mood to revisit our usual fight over familial control, I heaved a sigh and dropped my gaze in defeat.

      “I just wasn’t thinking clearly. It was an…emotional afternoon. I’m really sorry.”

      It took a long time for Mother’s shoulders to loosen a bit. “I think I can safely assume we’re talking about your engagement now?”

      I gestured toward the kitchen. “Is there tea on?”

      “Of course there’s tea on.” She scoffed as if the question offended her and turned on her heel to lead the way into the kitchen. She collapsed into her seat at the table, where her own cup already awaited her.

      I mixed myself a relaxing blend of herbs, ignoring Mother’s impatient gaze. I marveled at how quickly her worry subsided when there was something to be angry at me about.

      I took a seat and stared down into my tea while I gathered my courage. “I am not marrying Birdie.”

      “Because of the tailor’s girl?”

      “Because she’s decided to dedicate her entire life to Dienna! Mother, I can hardly sit through a short sermon. She needs someone that can—and wants to—support this new passion, and I’m definitely not the person to do that. I’ve known for a while now that it wasn’t going to work out; I just didn’t know how to say it. And then today...”

      Mother closed her eyes as though she were in pain. “She asked for the blessing.”

      “You knew she was going to do that?” I asked, my voice rising in surprise.

      “She asked me at dinner the other night…the dinner you completely sabotaged. I’m sure her parents are now more than relieved you broke it off.”

      I rolled my eyes and collapsed back into my chair. “I wish you would have said something! After the sermon, Birdie took me right up to Jacqueline’s office to ask for the Temple’s blessing for our marriage.”

      “Did you get it?”

      “Of course we did…Dienna’s miracle child and the last of the Faithless Paynes? Jacqueline was overjoyed! But Birdie kept pushing me for answers, and I couldn’t just sit there with them discussing some Harvest Festival showcase wedding. What else could I have done?”

      She grimaced, knowing me well. “But you’d already started going to temple…all of this could have gotten easier with time.”

      “Mother, I tried things your way, but I just don’t fit in here.”

      Her expression darkened. “It’s only been days, how do you—”

      I shot her a warning glance. “I just know. But if going to temple makes you happy, then…that’s okay. I want you to be happy. I want my father to have his family back, if that’s what he wants. I want you to have friends and parties and whatever else. I want Jasper to have his chance at love. Just please…don’t ever ask me to go to temple again.”

      Mother casually sipped her tea, then smoothed back her frizzed locks. I assumed she hadn’t been expecting such a mature conversation with her usually hot-headed daughter.

      “You really ought to talk to Birdie. She was quite distraught when she found me in the market.”

      “I might let her cool down a little first.”

      “If she’s anything like me, waiting might not be the best idea.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “I see your point. I’ll go first thing tomorrow.”

      It was quiet for a few moments as we both attempted to enjoy our tea under the gentle sound of the rain. I noted just how much quieter it was since we’d first entered the room.

      “I’m worried about you,” she said after a while. “You’ve been acting so strangely lately. You know you can talk to me, right?”

      I forced myself to meet her eyes again. There was so much I was probably never going to be able to share with her, and that thought made me a bit sad.

      “You know I’m no good at expressing my feelings,” I said, pausing with a wry smile as Mother snickered into her tea. “But I was mourning Alma…and then Birdie, and then the fact that Birdie wasn’t my Birdie anymore. Perhaps if I had just been honest with her sooner, things wouldn’t have gotten so out of hand. Now that I’ve said it all out loud…I’m beginning to feel a lot better.”

      “You certainly look much better,” she agreed. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about what happened with Birdie.”

      Mother stood up and crossed to the kitchen door, peering out at the bits of blue sky beginning to show between the clouds. “The storm seems to have settled. It’s a relief it rained, though. The fields really needed it.”

      I bit back a grin, wishing my mother knew just how powerful she was.

      After tea, we got to work mopping up puddles of rain under the open windows, and then Mother left to find Jasper and Father. I hoped they weren’t still tearing apart the village in search of me.

      I relished the time alone to settle into bed beside Edmund, making a mental note of the things I still needed to do to get the Taylors and company back on their feet. Mariela had already brought them more food, fresh blankets, and helped to patch up their clothing. They still needed medicines, home repairs, and several other small things.

      During our lunch earlier that afternoon, Mariela revealed she had been spending the last few suppers with the Taylors. She’d bring them supplies, and they’d share stories of their pasts. I smiled thinking about it, realizing just how much more of a fitting partner Mariela was already turning out to be. I nestled back against my pillows with a tired but contented sigh. Mother’s storm had brought with it the first cool breeze of autumn, and I slept more comfortably that night than any I could remember.
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        * * *

      

      The extra rest meant I missed the opportunity to apologize to my family. Jasper and Father were already gone when I woke the next morning. They were busy building stages and extra booths for the vendors and attractions that would be traveling in for the festival. I hurried to get cleaned up and eat breakfast before making my way out beyond the trees to meet Mariela on the road like we’d planned. Having that uncomfortable heart-to-heart with Birdie would just have to wait.

      “Isn’t this day incredible?” Mariela shouted, stretching her arms up into the air.

      The skies above were the clearest blue, with hardly a cloud. The breeze that fluttered the needles of the pines around us was significantly cooler than in the days before. I grinned and took up Mariela’s hand as I approached, pressing a firm kiss onto the back of it.

      “You’re in a good mood today,” she said, a blush rising on her cheeks.

      “I am. And I’m grateful I get to spend it with you.”

      At a loss for words, Mariela simply picked up one of the heavy bags waiting in the grass beside her and started off toward the Taylors’ house.

      I grabbed the other bag and trotted up beside her. “I want to thank you for helping me with all of this.”

      Mariela chuckled. “It’s not really you that I’m helping.”

      “Well, I guess—I mean…” I chuckled and trailed off, a little embarrassed by my inexperience with pleasant conversation with women. “I like that about you…that you help the people no one else would.”

      “High Priestess, are you trying to flirt with me?”

      “I’m not very good at it, am I?” Mariela’s confident smirk in response made my cheeks flush with heat.

      “Well, I like that about you too. I suppose we make a good pair.”

      I held my head just a little higher. “I suppose we do.”

      We walked a bit farther before the sound of wagon wheels on the rough dirt road cut through the peaceful chirping of birds. A large coach led by two black horses, clearly not belonging to my family, rounded the bend in the road a moment later. Our road was private. No one else had any need to travel this way unless they were visiting the estate.

      Mariela stepped off the road to allow it to pass, but I stayed put and raised a hand to halt it. The carriage began to slow. Before it was even fully stopped, the coach door flew open and Birdie Caldwell jumped down into the dirt.

      “Oh no,” I groaned. I dropped my heavy bag by my side and took a few steps forward to meet Birdie. I hoped we could speak quietly enough that Mariela wouldn’t hear whatever she was about to throw at me.

      “Is this what yesterday was all about?” Birdie hollered, her face red with anger as she marched toward me.

      I quickened my pace to close the gap between us. “Birdie, calm down. You’re not well enough for all of this stress!”

      Birdie ignored me and continued on, fists clenched at her sides. “I come to check on you after you smash your face on the temple steps, still worried about you even after you broke my heart in front of the entire town…and I have to see you here with her?”

      I sighed, rolling my eyes. “Can you please lower your voice?”

      That only seemed to spur her on. “How could you do this to me? How long has this been going on?”

      “Nothing is going on…and Mariela has nothing to do with what happened.”

      “Then what happened, Nell? All I know is that when I got sick, we were happily planning a wedding, and now all of a sudden you want nothing to do with me!”

      I gave a cautious glance toward the coach. The driver pretended to occupy himself with the trees, not trying very hard at all to hide his amusement. I gently took hold of Birdie’s elbow and pulled her farther away. Birdie glared at Mariela as we passed by. Mariela shifted uneasily but stood her ground.

      “It’s not that I don’t want anything to do with you—”

      “Oh, please! You’ve hardly looked at me the last two days and—”

      “Let me finish! I’ve been trying to speak to you, Birdie, but you keep talking over me!” I hollered, my own temper flaring.

      Birdie and every bird in the surrounding trees suddenly quieted. She folded her arms tightly across her chest with a huff, awaiting an explanation. I bit my lip, wondering how much I should actually reveal. Mariela laid a gentle hand on my arm.

      “Tell her the truth,” she urged gently.

      “Yes. Please,” Birdie begrudgingly agreed with her.

      “Birdie…” I took in a deep breath and sighed, my body tingling with anxious energy. “I broke off our engagement because I couldn’t just sit by and watch you pander to the people who tried to kill you—who did kill you.”

      Birdie let out a bark of laughter, staring at me in disbelief. “Excuse me? You’ve got to be kidding—”

      “I’m not. What reason would I have to lie about something like that?”

      “And who would want to kill me, Nell? I’ve never done anything horrible to anyone in my life!”

      “Josephine.”

      Birdie’s smile faded only for a moment before she chuckled, shaking her head with incredulity. “You’ll say anything to get yourself out of trouble, won’t you?”

      “She’s not lying,” Mariela interjected.

      “The temple healers couldn’t figure out what was wrong with you because it wasn’t an illness. And Jacqueline never came to save you because you weren’t meant to be saved. Josephine cursed you.”

      “Cursed me? Why would she ever do that?”

      I took another nervous glance at the driver, who seemed rather disappointed to be unable to hear us. “Because of me. Because of those fights with Jacob. He asked her to teach me a lesson. As soon as she saw us together, she knew that hurting you was the only new thing she could do to torture me. I never should have taken you to that tea house.”

      Birdie’s misty eyes frantically glanced back and forth from me to Mariela, searching us for any hint of a lie. “That’s just ridiculous. No one is that horrible.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said with a bitter laugh, “have you met her?”

      “Sure, she can be mean to you sometimes…but you’re talking about murder! What makes you so special that she would murder me just to get to you?”

      I swallowed hard and looked over at Mariela. She nodded toward Birdie, encouraging me to finally reveal the hardest truth. “Because I’m the High Priestess of Ebroth,” I said quietly, unable to meet Birdie’s eyes. “One of the last few left alive.”

      After a quiet moment, I forced myself to look up at her. The hard anger in Birdie’s face had softened, leaving her gaping at me in a mix of horror and surprise. Things seemed to finally be clicking into place behind Birdie’s eyes, and I continued on to help her put the whole picture together.

      “When you met Mariela and her family, I told you they were people of Ebroth. All of those clothes that I couldn’t afford, the special treatment my mother couldn’t make sense of…they’re only here in Blackridge because of who I am. The rotten produce at the market after my fight with Jacob, the ruined dinner the other night—Birdie, that was all me.” Birdie shifted uncomfortably, her eyes darting nervously as she tried to take in my words.

      “And when your beloved Priestesses refused to save you, I alone brought you back from the dead. I took a huge risk, and I exposed myself—to save you. I thought converting would keep their attention off of me, but sitting in Jacqueline’s office and listening to her lies yesterday was more than I could handle. The truth of the story depicted in that painting over her desk is so much more horrific than you could imagine. Everything you think you know about the Throckmortons, about Blackridge, is a lie.”

      Birdie still couldn’t find the words to speak, but tears began to trail down her cheeks. I resisted the urge to comfort her. There was so much more that needed to be said, but that was probably enough for one day.

      “Please say something.”

      Birdie opened her mouth, but floundered and shrugged instead. “What-What do I say to that?”

      “If my word isn’t enough, then talk to Jacob. He didn’t mean for you to get hurt, and he confessed to me under the weight of his guilt. But please, Birdie—”

      I reached forward and clutched one of her hands. She looked down at it in surprise but didn’t try to pull away. “You mustn’t say a word. They can’t know that it was me. Just go on with a broken heart, and label me whatever cruel thing you wish, but—Birdie, I’m begging you—if they were brazen enough to do that to you, just imagine the horrors that would befall my family.”

      Birdie stared down at my hands, her expression unreadable, for an eternity.

      “Birdie, please…”

      “I have to go,” she said finally, yanking her hand back.

      Without another word, she retreated back into the cabin of the coach. The driver tipped his hat with a cheeky smirk, no doubt grateful for the bit of entertainment, and maneuvered the horses to head back in the direction they had come.

      “Are you all right?” Mariela asked gently once they were out of sight.

      I nodded. Hurting Birdie was the last thing I had ever wanted to do, but telling her the truth was one burden off my shoulders. It was the right time. And if I happened to change Birdie’s mind about the Priestesses of Blackridge, then that was one villager on my side.

      “Do you think she’ll say anything?”

      I turned back to Mariela with a hopeful smile. “She’s hurt…but it’s not like Birdie to be cruel.” I retrieved my bag from the grass and continued down the road, Mariela quickly falling into step beside me. “I’m relieved, honestly. I just want her to be safe. This path I’ve chosen is only bound to get more dangerous.”

      “Mmm,” Mariela agreed, “I suppose it’s a good thing then that I enjoy a bit of danger.”

      I smiled, grateful to return to our usual banter. “I suppose it is.”
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        * * *

      

      I took a slow sip from my goblet of wine, having learned to savor its tart flavor, as I reclined on a blanket in front of the hearth in Alma’s cabin. A gentle fire crackled within it, emanating a comforting warmth against the cool crisp air of the autumn evening. I was beginning to enjoy days like this, with mornings spent making repairs to the Taylors’ house after my chores were finished at home and evenings spent back at the cabin relaxing with Mariela when we had free time.

      Since coming clean to Birdie nearly a fortnight ago and truly accepting my role in the events to come, I had felt a huge weight lifted off of me. While I still had the occasional nightmare, I was sleeping soundly once again. I even found myself smiling more often than not. And I wasn’t quite ready to give it all up to get back to the business of the slow liberation of Blackridge.

      I glanced up as Mariela approached, surprised to see her lugging the giant Payne ancestry book with her.

      “What are you—?” I began, falling quiet as she sat down in front of me and laid the book between us, opening to the next blank page.

      “I think before things get busy again…and we start taking risks that might land us in trouble, you should tell the story of Alma Payne,” she said.

      My heart did a delighted tumble as I gazed at her with a rush of adoration. She repeatedly surprised me with her thoughtfulness. I accepted the quill she held out and glanced down at the empty page.

      “Oh, wow. Where do I start?”

      “Well, to make things easy…each entry seems to start with a name and a title.” She shrugged nonchalantly when I glanced up at her in surprise. “I’ve been thumbing through it to get to know your family a bit.”

      I pulled the book onto my lap and dipped the quill into the pot of ink. Touching the point to the page, I narrated out loud as I wrote.

      “All right, so…Alma Payne. ‘Harbinger of…Winter.’” I paused there and stared at the vast blankness remaining on the page, my cheeks growing red. “I’m afraid I’m not so good with words.”

      “Even after two glasses of wine?” Mariela teased. She chuckled as I made a face. “It’s no worry. Would you prefer to tell me about her and have me do the writing for you?”

      I happily transferred the book to her lap and scooted myself closer. Mariela readied herself and gave me a nod to begin, her hand poised over the page.

      I allowed myself to wander back through our shared memories. What once had been terrifying nightmares of things I didn’t understand now painted a picture of a dedicated and incredibly strong woman—one I felt lucky to have known.

      “My great-grandmother was…strong. She lost everyone she loved to the Cleansing and was left alone, terrified and mourning—”

      “Resilient in the face of adversity,” Mariela muttered as she wrote.

      “But she did what she had to do to survive and to save lives. Even after her daughter was murdered by the Temple of Dienna and she had to raise my mother on her own—”

      “—unimaginable heartbreak,” she continued.

      “She took care of her people until she couldn’t anymore. She was brave and did whatever she had to do to protect her family. And she loved Ebroth. Even though she took Amalia’s oath to spare her people, she never gave up on Him. She started teaching me the ways of the Priestess from a very young age, knowing that someone had to step up and set things right.”

      “—loyal to her God until the end.” Mariela tapped the point of the quill triumphantly and we both met eyes, knowing that was a great way to end it.

      “I hope you’ll share some of those stories with me one day. I regret not getting the chance to know her,” she said softly.

      I smiled. “She would have loved you.”

      “It makes me happy to know she’d approve of things. And I know without a doubt that she would be exceptionally proud of you.” Mariela set the book aside to dry and returned our goblets to our hands once more.

      I felt my face warm and opened my arms readily as she turned and settled her back against my chest. I kissed the top of her head and inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of her spiced citrus perfume.

      “You think so?”

      “I know so. You’ve been doing so much to help your people here in Blackridge lately, Nell. I’m really proud of you.”

      “Thank you. I couldn’t have done any of it without you.” I took a long swig of my wine, suddenly bashful.

      “I’m surprised to hear that she raised your mother. Did she not try to teach her how to be a Priestess?”

      “Have you met my mother?” I joked.

      Mariela chuckled. “I know. It’s just shocking how different the two of you turned out to be. What do you think you’d write about her in the book?”

      To be honest, I’d never given it much thought. “Luckily, she’s still alive. So I’ve got a bit of time to figure that out.”

      I was grateful when Mariela left it at that. My mother couldn’t help how much she didn’t know, though I doubted she’d do anything differently with the information. I sighed, trying to push the thought from my mind. I just wanted to enjoy the delightfully crisp autumn evening with the woman I loved.

      “Have you…given any thought to the others out there who could use your help?” Mariela asked after a while. Confused by the question, I stayed silent. She turned in my arms to meet my gaze, but I found her expression difficult to read.

      “You’ve done everything here that was most pressing: Your people are fed, you’ve patched up their homes, given them fresh clothes, and fixed them some medicines.” She took my free hand in her own, squeezing it gently. “You should come with us to Riverton. You could help even more of your followers there.”

      I raised a brow, taking a moment to imagine what it might be like to visit our small community in Riverton. I hadn’t been there since I was a little girl traveling to the market with my father to sell furniture, and even then we never left the city center. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be surrounded by an entire community of people looking to me for guidance. The thought suddenly made me nervous.

      “I don’t see why we couldn’t take a trip there. I haven’t been in a long time.”

      Mariela awkwardly shifted her weight, her eyes looking down at her glass. “No, Nell…I mean permanently.”

      “Permanently?”

      Even knowing that restoring balance was going to be a world-wide endeavor, I had somehow never given any thought to leaving Blackridge. Mariela rested back on one hand as her other reached forward to toy with the buttons of my shirt—a familiar move that made me stiffen with concern. I was beginning to recognize this pattern as something she did in an attempt to placate me when she was about to say something I wouldn’t like.

      “I think you should travel with us from now on. Your people in Blackridge are safe for now. There are people all over the world who could use your help.”

      I clasped my hand over hers as the top button of my shirt came loose. “What’s this really about?” I asked.

      Mariela sighed, her expression darkening. “All right, I’m worried about you. I think you would be safer with the anonymity a city provides. It’s only a matter of time before they find you out here, isn’t it?”

      “And I can handle them when they do,” I assured her, her concern bringing a smile to my face.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      I leaned forward to plant a reassuring kiss on Mariela’s forehead, delighting in the smile it generated.

      “I won’t be driven out of my home. These lands belonged to the people of Ebroth long before any of Dienna’s Priestesses got here, and I intend to take them back. I will make Blackridge a safe haven for our people once again, and we will bring them here.”

      “So there’s no convincing you to leave?” She gave a defeated sigh.

      “Dienna wishes. I’m going to die in this cabin,” I joked.

      Mariela laughed, her eyes starting on a tour of the sparse interior we’d attempted to furnish together. I followed her gaze, glancing over the woven tapestry that hung over the hearth to match the new curtains and the decorative vase beside it, filled with wildflowers we’d foraged on a walk through the woods. A cooking pot and kettle sat on the grate over the fire, and before us on the floor were the few eating implements Mariela had squirreled away from the tavern. Even still, there was so much more to be done before it was anyone’s home.

      “Well...it is rather quaint. We could do a bit more to spruce it up, but I’m going to need a place to sew. And definitely a bigger wardrobe,” Mariela said.

      I intertwined our fingers against my chest with a wide smile. “You could take over the loft,” I suggested.

      Mariela leapt up as though on a mission and climbed the ladder to inspect the loft, sizing it up for her needs. The cabin was already coming together very differently from how I’d imagined it being with Birdie, but that was like everything else with Mariela. While my short relationship with Birdie had felt like I’d tripped into something unfamiliar, stumbling ahead in a struggle for balance, Mariela kept me sure-footed and forging ahead with a sense of confident purpose. I knew for certain, with a feeling deep in the center of my being, that we were going to accomplish something great together. Perhaps there was another reason Ebroth had sent Birdie my way. I hoped leaving her with a broken heart wasn’t the only purpose. I wondered if there was still a choice Birdie needed to make. Or some important lesson to be learned from our conversation weeks before.

      Thinking about Birdie filled me with worry. We hadn’t heard from her since that day, and I wondered how she was handling the truth about her beloved Priestess of Dienna. No one had arrived to take me away, so I at least knew Birdie hadn’t turned me in.

      “We speak about the future, and you begin to look sad. Is this not what you want?” Mariela asked, returning to the room. She settled onto the blanket behind me, draping her arms around my neck. I pulled them tighter around me and planted a kiss at her elbow.

      “I want it more than anything. Don’t ever worry about that. I just got distracted. We haven’t heard from Birdie since…you know.”

      Mariela made a worried sound. “You’re certain she won’t turn you in?”

      “Not on purpose. I’ll check on her tomorrow. I’m sure she’ll be working the Harvest Festival with her father.”

      “So will I,” Mariela groaned, “but maybe I could get a few minutes away to spend time with you. We could pick out a new rug or something.”

      “Is it really worth the risk?” I asked. By this point, we’d been avoiding public outings altogether in an effort to keep the Rossis’ cover.

      “This was your plan, Eleanor. I don’t care what the people of Blackridge think of me. My family will be leaving for Riverton soon, and I want to spend as much time with you as I can before we go.”

      My heart sank at the thought of Mariela leaving. Having the Rossis as an ally was the only thing getting me through this important part of my life, and I wasn’t quite sure what the road ahead would look like without them. Forging ahead alone scared me, but the thought of being without Mariela scared me even more. I had no idea how long it would be before I could see her again.

      I took up my wine and drank it dry, placing the goblet back down with more force than I’d intended as I steeled myself for my next words.

      “I want you to stay.”

      Mariela chuckled and crawled over to fetch her own long-abandoned glass of wine. She poured a refill for us both and avoided my gaze, her eyes scanning the cabin walls once more. I gently nudged her leg with my boot to get some sort of response, but the woman offered nothing.

      “As High Priestess, is this something I’m allowed to demand?” I joked.

      A bellowing laugh escaped Mariela. It was several moments before she could settle and finally sip her wine. “Is this the drink talking?”

      “It’s okay to say no,” I said and sighed dramatically, taking another gulp of liquid courage. “It will only break my heart but a little.” The way it sounded like things were going, I would need the rest of the bottle to withstand Mariela’s impending rejection.

      She drew in a deep breath, unable to shake her grin. “As a Priestess...no, I don’t think you could do that.”

      “Ah, well…” My smile faded as I looked down into my now half-empty glass. “I would have regretted not trying.”

      “You just got out of an engagement…you really want to rush right into another one?” she teased.

      “What is this, Dienna’s domain? I never said anything about an engagement.”

      Wherever the raw courage that washed over me came from, I wasn’t sure, be it drink or love or a desperate fear of being left alone. I got to my feet and marched into the office. A small box of Alma’s belongings sat on a shelf—a few things I’d squirreled away after her farewell ceremony. I dug out the ring. A silver hoop, molded in the shape of a willow branch, had caught my eye immediately. I hadn’t remembered ever seeing Alma wear it before.

      But that wasn’t important right now.

      I returned to the hearth and stumbled to my knees, shuffling closer to Mariela. I met her curious gaze and held the ring out to her.

      “Mariela, I’m asking you to stay, and stay…stayed.” I grimaced as the words left my mouth. “Okay, that was the drink. But I promise the sentiment is sound.”

      Mariela’s grin widened from ear to ear, her eyes dropping to the ring in my fingers. “You really aren’t very good with words, are you?”

      “No more jokes,” I said, growing serious. “I heard somewhere that choosing a partner for us was as simple as two willing hearts and the ear of Ebroth.”

      My mother had told me this during one of our numerous wedding talks, and the sentiment had stuck. I met Mariela’s gaze and, as she beamed back at me, I knew she was what I wanted. My mother would be furious that I’d done this, but she would just have to get over it. She’d done the same thing herself once.

      “So, Mariela Rossi, I’m asking you now, in front of Him, to stay here with me.”

      Instead of speaking, Mariela seized the back of my neck with a firm hand and pulled me into a deep kiss. I stumbled forward, both of us landing sprawled across the cabin floor locked in an impassioned kiss. Was this a yes? Or was this just a way to shut me up? I couldn’t be sure.

      “I’m going...to need...an answer!” I gasped between kisses. Mariela burst into joyous laughter once more.

      “Yes! Now, please stop talking!”

      I had never been more happy to oblige in all my life.
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      I awoke alone late the next afternoon. The house was quiet except for the cries of poor Edmund, who lay lonely outside my bedroom door. Shuffling downstairs in a daze, my head swimming from both the amount of wine consumed and the absolute bliss from the night before, I opened the door to let the dog loose in the yard. I’d heard my family leave hours ago to set up for the opening night of the Harvest Festival. I’d make my way there eventually, but first I needed tea. A lot of tea.

      A warm cup in hand, I found myself drawn outside into the crisp air. Mother’s storm had ushered in an autumn season that we hadn’t experienced in years. I even had to close my bedroom window against a chill that night. I had to remember to make her angry more often.

      I wandered through the yard, aimlessly at first as I reminisced about the last night, until I found myself standing before Alma’s simple stone memorial on the edge of the forest. Jasper had taken great care carving her name into the stone, which sat at the top of the still-settling mound of soil under which her body now rested.

      The stone that marked Alma’s burial site was one of only four: Adelaide and Tobias, my grandparents; Alma’s husband, Alan; and Alma. I wondered if the graves of the former Priestesses were hidden in the same way as the old cabin or if our rituals for the dead had changed, like many other traditions we’d lost since Ebroth’s fall. Either way, it was Alma I was here to see.

      I settled onto the grass, deeply inhaling the mingling scents of the damp earth below and the lemon balm from my teacup. The chill of the earth below invigorated me. There was a more refreshing energy to the forest around us now, one not felt for a long time. It teemed with life, lush and green and full of returning fauna.

      I didn’t know how to tell my family that I was, essentially, married. Specifically, to the tailor’s daughter, whom they’d only met once. Mariela didn’t care whether they knew or not and understood the difficult situation I was in, but I wanted to share this important moment with someone.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me,” I announced awkwardly, “but I married the perfect partner yesterday. An extraordinary woman of Ebroth. Mariela is so strong and passionate about everything she does. She inspires me to be better. She’s kind and caring and…so beautiful.”

      I chuckled to myself as I felt color rise in my cheeks. There were so many things I could say about Mariela.

      “I know you’d approve. She’s been helping me take care of the Taylors like you always did. And one day, we plan to bring our people back together. It’ll take a lot of work, but I know she’s the one to help me do it.”

      I craved the kind of communication I used to have with Alma before the sickness of her old age, and I wished for a place where she might share her wisdom on navigating the duties of a High Priestess.

      “I’m not sure what to do,” I said quietly, my eyes closed as I focused on the cool breeze that tickled my skin. “What’s the first step one should take when attempting to change the tides? And what happens if I fail?”

      The idea of failing my people wasn’t something I liked to entertain, but it crept in sometimes if I wasn’t careful. I didn’t know what would happen to the Taylors, the Smiths, the Rossis, or my own family if I made even a single wrong step. Ebroth hadn’t exactly handed down a plan so much as a power, its only real purpose to destroy. And if I used it to destroy anything then I would be exposed, the people around me would be punished, and Blackridge would be lost yet again.

      I sighed heavily, shaking away the thought, and got back to my feet. I was desperate for guidance. But Alma was gone, her body returned to the earth, and no one was here to give me the answers. Like Rowyn said, I needed to trust Ebroth. He would tell me when it was time to act, and I just needed to be careful to listen.

      I took my time getting ready for the evening’s festivities, enjoying the solitude of an empty house. I took care to scrub every inch of my body in the bath, methodically brush and braid my dark hair, and even apply some of Mother’s rouge to my cheeks and lips. The rest of the afternoon was spent on the sofa in the drawing room engrossed in a book about medicinal herbs I’d snuck in from the cabin. As the sun finally began its descent toward the pines, I got up to leave.

      Every year, Blackridge’s Harvest Festival, the largest gathering of the year, seemed to grow in size. It spanned three days after the end of the year’s harvest to celebrate the village’s hard work and to praise Dienna for Her abundance. As Blackridge expanded, so did the desire for vendor space. Father and Jasper had spent several days putting together extra booths that would border the entirety of Primrose Square. Vendors from as far away as Bridgeport traveled to the village to sell their wares. Every room in every inn would be full, and some villagers had even begun to rent out any rooms they could spare.

      For the last few years the event had drawn such a crowd that it spilled over into the main road, which would now be closed off for the three days. This was to make room for the giant bonfire and activities like ring tossing and dart throwing. Mother had volunteered to help set up this year, ecstatic to be a part of things again.

      It was dusk when I reached the main road. Several wagons and horses stood just outside the barricade, waiting for their owners to drunkenly stumble back at the end of the night to return home. I slipped past the wooden beams and wove through the dense crowd that had already amassed around the games.

      A large gazebo had been built in the center of Primrose Square—large enough for the nine-actor drama that was currently taking place upon it—and its wooden pillars were wrapped with a garland of colorful flowers and greenery as though it had sat long enough to become overgrown. Throughout the night it would host musicians, comedians, acrobats, and other acts that had applied to entertain the masses. I could hardly hear a word from the actors over the din of the crowd as I passed.

      “—two for only a silver!”

      “Miss, how about a taste of my famous huckleberry jam?”

      “—made of the finest wool in all of Ervine!”

      Vendors bellowed out prices and attempted to entice me forward for samples or a closer view. I spotted a booth selling the “finest wines from the Osharon valley” and made a mental note to stop back later to select a bottle for Mariela and I to share.

      My eyes scanned the wall of faces for someone familiar, but everyone blended in that night. Behind the gazebo, a few long tables were lined up end to end. Pies of every variety dotted them, waiting to be judged in a baking contest. Stands littered throughout the square showcased the winning produce that year—including a giant pumpkin I was sure had to be heavier than a boulder.

      I made a stop for a handle of mead before returning to the path, narrowly avoiding a juggler as he weaved through the throng of bodies. He comedically pretended to nearly drop his collection of wooden pins.

      “Out of the way, miss, they’re about to tumble!” he shouted as he barreled forward and out of sight.

      I chuckled to myself, drawn in by the light-hearted excitement of it all. I loved nights like this—large gatherings where I could disappear facelessly into the crowd and feel like a part of a whole. As a child, I never got to enjoy the two major festivals—Seedtime and Harvest—as it wasn’t until Blackridge’s growth in the last few years that I was able to pass as just another nameless visitor from a nearby village. Hopefully, we could return to this after balance was restored, and the Harvest Festival would be a time to thank Dienna for abundance and to usher in Ebroth’s season of rest.

      Before I could make it inside, Mother grabbed hold of my sleeve and shouted over the commotion. “Look who’s come to enjoy herself tonight. Your father is running the Strong Man competition. Now that’s a sight to see!”

      I laughed, imagining he was more than excited to participate again. “What about Jasper?”

      “He said something about spending time with a girl.”

      So Jasper had told our parents about his mysterious girl! “Do you know who it is?”

      Mother chuckled, rolling her eyes toward the night sky. “Boys are always much more secretive about that sort of thing. I’m sure one of us will run into him tonight.”

      “Well, I’m going to try and talk to Birdie. I’ll see you around.”

      She reached out to drop a few coins into my pocket. “Play a game or two, Nell. We could all use some fun.”

      I grinned, raising my mug toward her instead of shouting back, and continued forth into the market. More familiar faces appeared on this side of things, with most of the usual vendors taking up residence in their booths. Thankfully, the thick crowd was enough of a distraction that I didn’t seem to draw attention.

      Just like I had hoped, Birdie stood behind a counter beside Mr. Caldwell. She collected money with a painted-on smile while her father charmed their patrons, but her gaze was vacant and rather sad. I paused to finish off my mead and discard the mug in a garbage barrel nearby before approaching the booth.

      Mr. Caldwell spotted me first, his smile abruptly fading as he squared off with me to protect his daughter. “Miss Payne. What can I get for you?”

      Birdie was facing away, but I could see her tense up at her father’s darkened tone. I bit into my lip, forcing myself to meet Mr. Caldwell’s eyes.

      “I was hoping I could talk to Birdie for a moment.”

      He quickly gestured toward the crowd. “Well, we’re really very busy. Buy something or be—”

      “It’s okay,” Birdie said gently, placing a hand on her father’s shoulder.

      His demeanor didn’t soften even a bit, but he didn’t argue as Birdie stepped out from behind the booth. She motioned for me to follow her and slipped into the narrow channel between the two rows of booths where the vendors kept their extra stock and personal effects. The area was cramped, and we were forced to stand much too close for comfort, but it was quiet and mostly out of the public eye. Birdie’s eyes darted everywhere but in my direction. She kept her arms clasped tightly over her chest, trying hard not to brush against me.

      “I tried to get away,” Birdie began quietly, “but Mother’s had her baby and things have been busy.”

      “Oh, congratulations. Is it a boy or girl?”

      “Another girl. Abigail.” She smiled faintly.

      I dropped my gaze to the ground. “That’s nice.”

      We stood awkwardly for a moment, Birdie clearing her throat roughly as her shoulder accidentally grazed against mine.

      “I don’t have a lot of time, but—”

      “Did you speak to Jacob?” I cut her off, wanting to get to the point.

      Birdie tensed, her expression pained. “I did. He...He told me what happened. You were right. I realize now that you’d been trying to tell me for a long time. But I didn’t want our moment to end, so…I ignored you.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t find a way to tell you sooner.”

      Birdie nodded as tears began to mist over her eyes. “But, what do I do with it? What happens now?”

      “There’s so much still left to tell. Almost everything you know is a lie. About your Priestesses...about Blackridge,” I said, a frown forming despite my measured tone.

      Birdie wiped at her eyes with a sleeve, glancing around once more to make sure no one was listening. “How could you know that?”

      “Birdie, you have to trust me…this has been a trying and enlightening season for me. I uncovered so much in the search for your cure that Dienna’s Priestesses were desperate to hide. There’s so much more I could tell you.”

      “No,” she said quickly, sniffling, “I don't know if I want to know.”

      It pained me to watch her shift so uncomfortably, refusing to look at me or even in my direction. Things between us had developed so quickly to then fall apart even faster, and I didn’t know how to behave around her anymore.

      “You could come by the house…whenever you decide that you’re ready. I’ll tell you anything you want to know—anything. No more secrets.”

      Birdie glanced nervously over her shoulder once more to make sure no one was listening in. “Maybe. I should go.”

      “Okay,” was all I could say before she slipped back into the stall.

      Birdie forced a wide smile, immediately striking up a conversation with a customer despite her watery eyes. Whichever way she turned within the booth, she refused to let her eyes even drift in my direction. It didn’t sound much like she was interested in knowing more, which broke my heart, but there was nothing more I could do. She knew where to find me if she wanted answers.

      I followed the cramped alley to its end and joined back in with the bustling crowd at the back of the market. I still hadn’t spotted the Rossis’ stall, but there was more festival yet to explore. For the moment, I was just relieved to rejoin the vibrant pack in the square and don my mask of anonymity once again.

      A band of musicians was playing a lively tune from the gazebo, and the high-spirited crowd before them spun and danced, their drinks held high in tribute. I took up residence by the side of the stage to enjoy the show, hoping to shake off some of the pain from my encounter with Birdie.

      What started as a dull aching in my chest quickly transformed into the familiar constriction of fury as I spotted my brother standing opposite me on the square. His hands were clapping to the rhythm as he whispered closely into the ear of a familiar bronze-skinned woman dressed in a flowing fox-orange gown—Josephine Throckmorton. This was the girl Jasper had been spending the evening trying to impress?!

      Josephine noticed me immediately, her smile melting into a stone-faced glare as we locked eyes. As though hoping to infuriate me further, the Priestess turned to Jasper with a coy smile, stepping in even closer to lay a gentle hand on his bicep. His eyes rapturously glued to Josephine, he grinned and wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her into a dance.

      Put off from fun for the rest of the evening, I lost myself in the crowd once more. The sting of betrayal burned within me as I lowered my shoulder to nudge people aside and get as far from my brother as I could.

      How could he? He knows how she’s tortured me my whole life! What could he possibly see in her? She’s a monster! No wonder he was hesitant to reveal her identity!

      My mind reeled as I walked in a blind rage. I stepped into the main road, where the sea of bodies opened up a bit to allow me room to breathe. I didn’t know how I was supposed to move forward knowing my brother was trying to win the heart of my—our—enemy!

      Of course Mother would be beside herself with joy. The only thing better than converting was marrying into the family of the Priestess. Jasper needed to know just how malicious Josephine was and the long list of horrible things she’d done! I would have to corner him when we got home.

      I finally caught sight of Mariela across the way, the Rossis’ stall set up right in front of the area I’d entered from. I must have walked right by them in the overwhelming commotion. I took in a deep breath and sighed, a bit of my tension melting away as I watched her. Mariela was oblivious, wrapped up in a conversation with a woman over fabrics, and I hoped to sneak up and surprise her.

      “Payne. Come with me,” a stern voice said as a firm grip closed on my wrist.

      A calm sensation washed over me. I found myself following willingly, directly past the ring toss and into an alley off the main street, while my eyes called out silently for Mariela.

      Not a single person noticed us pass by.

      I was shoved farther down the dark alley, my fury returning the moment I was released. “What do you think you’re doing?” I growled, spinning around to square off with my assailant and finding myself face to face with Josephine.

      “I thought we weren’t going to be telling anyone our little secret!” Josephine’s eyes cut into mine, and I knew immediately that we were talking about Birdie.

      I straightened the wrinkles from my sleeves, standing a little taller. “She needed to know.”

      “No, Payne, she did not. She could have gone on happily believing that Dienna spared her life—”

      “And never know what kind of monsters lead the temple here?”

      “Did she ever find out what kind of monster she was trying to marry?” Josephine cocked her head to the side, stepping in closer in an attempt to intimidate me.

      I glared at her as I shrank back against the stone wall of the cobbler’s shop. Josephine extended her hand toward my feet and several vines sprang from the ground below them, rapidly snaking up the wall before I could even react. They twisted and weaved themselves around my wrists and waist, tightening to hold me in place. Panic set in as I recalled the image of Catharine, crushed to the ground and struggling for breath. I cried out as thorns cut into my skin and drew blood from my wrists.

      “Everything you know about Ebroth is a lie!” I screamed, gritting my teeth against the pain. “He didn’t betray Dienna any more than She betrayed Him! We’re being played against each other and—”

      “Silence, traitor! I’ve heard enough from you, and I’ve tolerated your existence for as long as I can stand.”

      “We still have a chance at peace!”

      Josephine laughed, a light-hearted and triumphant sound. “Peace? Please, Eleanor, there will be no peace for you and me. And I can’t have our little secret spreading any further.”

      “I only told Birdie! I’m not going to tell anyone else…we can still move on and put it behind us. Our people can live together in peace again, just like we did for thousands of years.”

      Josephine appeared to consider my words for a moment until a dark smile crossed her lips. “No, Eleanor,” she said, her voice soft and musical, “that’s not how this will end tonight.”

      I panicked. “Are you going to kill me? Right here? What about Jasper?”

      “The town will praise me when they hear about how I discovered the traitor in our midst, catching her using the disgusting blood ritual of the Betrayer to murder poor Birdie Caldwell.”

      Josephine paused to glance back toward the end of the alley. “And your brother? I’m going to marry your brother. With your mother so desperate to belong and your father just happy to be home, it will be easy. We’ll have several babies, and our daughter will be the next Priestess of Dienna, continuing on to shine Dienna’s light into all those dark corners of the world. And we’ll snuff out people like you.” She poked her finger into my shoulder, clearly delighted by the look of horror on my face. “And we’ll have finally won.”

      I struggled as the vines that entangled my waist began to thicken, crushing against my ribs. The air was squeezed from my lungs. Their ends split and multiplied, slithering upward and creeping over my chest and shoulders. I shuddered as I felt them circle my throat.

      “Josephine, please. Wait!”

      With a clench of her fist, Josephine willed her vines to wrench themselves tighter around my neck. Thorns pierced my skin like a dozen tiny pins. Panic took over as I grappled desperately with my bonds.

      She took a step backward, watching me intently like a hunter stalking its prey. Instinct to survive took over rational thought. My arms pulled against the stinging pain of the thorns, but it was useless. Whatever I was able to shake off, Josephine easily replaced.

      The sudden loud ruffling of wings from the shadows deeper in the alley caught Josephine’s attention. She ducked as a large crow swooped low over her shoulder and settled on a windowsill opposite me with a loud caw!

      “Shoo, bird!” Josephine yelled, waving it away.

      Its dark, beady eye met mine with a steady gaze. Ebroth has been with you every step of the way, has He not? Rowyn’s words echoed. You must trust in Him to catch you when you stumble—for He would never allow you to fall. The bird took off once more over Josephine, startling her as it swooped low enough to graze her with its wings.

      I closed my eyes and willed my hammering heart to calm itself. I just needed to focus on the power that Rowyn insisted was waiting to be released.

      “I’ve been waiting for this moment for so long. Have you passed out already?” Josephine whined, sounding annoyed.

      I gritted my teeth and quieted my mind, concentrating on the sensation of the vines against my skin—thin ropes so tight they bruised to the bone, tiny pins that scraped my skin and pierced my flesh. I imagined them decaying with age, their thorns deflating and falling to the ground like dried flower petals, their stems shriveling and disintegrating into dust.

      “What are you—” Josephine gasped incredulously.

      Air returned, filling my burning lungs. My arms fell free as the dead plants crumbled at my touch and broke away. I continued to gasp, angrily tugging the withered vines away and tossing them aside.

      “I gave you a fair chance, Josephine,” I rasped, “but you’re not going to win this fight.”

      Josephine backed away, her eyes wide with fear, and pressed herself against the opposite wall. I staggered toward her. Defiant, she stretched both hands toward the ground to conjure new growth, but it wilted away just as soon as it sprouted.

      “Help!” she hollered.

      The crowd outside the alley was far too loud, and no one turned to look. I lashed out, gripping Josephine’s chin in my hand and wrenching her forward until we were nearly nose to nose. Nineteen years of her malicious mistreatment bubbled to the surface. I burned with rage.

      “I gave you a chance for peace. Blackridge will be ours once again, Josephine. It’s a shame you won’t be around to share it. Like you said, our little secret can’t leave this alley.”

      Josephine cried out, her panicked eyes staring into mine, but they quickly lost their focus. I released her, watching coolly as her body slumped down against the wall like a sack of flour. Her head lolled harshly to the side as her eyes stared blankly ahead. A black mold feathered out along the stone behind her, shrouding her in darkness.

      Raucous laughter from the main road pulled me from my rage-induced stupor. I stumbled backward and blinked furiously as realization washed over me. Oh, what had I done? If anyone had witnessed the two of us enter the alley, it was all over! I could see everything I’d worked for and any chance I’d had to set things right being wrenched away before my eyes.

      Pulling my collar up to hide my bloodied neck, I slipped back out of the alley the same way we’d entered.

      “What’s happened?” Mariela’s face darkened with concern as I hurriedly approached her stall. She pulled back the curtain to the booth and I slipped inside without a word, collapsing against the back wall as my heart hammered furiously against my ribs. Gianna leapt up from her perch in the corner to pull the curtain firmly closed behind us.

      Mariela cupped my face with gentle hands, forcing me to meet her eye. “My love, please tell me what happened.”

      “Josephine,” I rasped. I gently brushed my throat with my fingertips. The skin was sensitive to the touch, bruised by the crushing vines. Mariela gasped at the sight of blood.

      “Mamma, fetch a cloth,” she ordered before looking back at me. “Josephine did this to you? We have to tell someone!”

      “No!” I shouted. Panicked, I pushed away from the wall and began pacing the length of the tiny space. It wouldn’t be long now before someone found her body—why hadn’t I thought to hide it?

      “You need to leave!” I announced suddenly.

      Mariela’s eyes blazed with defiance. “I’ll do no such thing!”

      “Your family…you need to pack up and leave. Tonight!”

      “Why?” she begged, grabbing my wrist to stop my frantic pacing.

      I winced, holding up my bruised wrists to see spots of fresh blood bloom on my sleeve cuffs. “She tried to kill me.”

      Gianna approached with a few strips of cotton and began wrapping them around my wounds without a word.

      “She what? Where is she?” Mariela demanded.

      “Sh-She’s dead. I…I killed her.”

      The three of us stood as still as statues while the celebratory roar of the crowd continued outside. The weight of the statement pressed heavily on my chest. I’d just murdered a Priestess of Dienna.

      “You’re certain?” Gianna whispered.

      I wasn’t certain. I’d never used my power on purpose before. But, dead or not, Josephine wasn’t going to be talking. And it wouldn’t take long to suspect me when they compiled a list of people who’d wished her harm. I stared at Gianna, unable to answer.

      “Where...is she?” Mariela asked.

      “It’s not important!” I roared, turning on her. “But they’ll know…and they’ll come for me! You need to leave, please!”

      “No.” Mariela stood her ground, crossing her arms. “Mamma and Giovanni can go, but I’m staying here with you.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Gianna agreed. “You’re going to need someone on the inside.”

      I growled in frustration, turning to pace once more. Once, twice, three times around the tiny booth, but I still didn’t have any answers. This never should have happened. I should have stayed home like I always did.

      Mariela reached out and took hold of my hands to stop me, squeezing them gently as she met my eyes with a comforting gaze. “Nell, we will not leave you to fight this battle alone. We’re a pair now, you and I. Where you go, I go.”

      My bottom lip quivered as emotion overwhelmed me, but I bit into it roughly to keep my composure. We were a pair, a fresh promise made just the night before. Mariela stepped in closer and gently ran her hands up my arms, bringing them to rest on my chest with a calming pressure. We both took a deep breath together.

      “Go to the cabin,” she said gently. “Stay there. Mamma and I will keep our ear to the ground, and I’ll meet you there tonight and let you know what’s happened. Stay there. Do you understand?”

      I nodded in agreement, grateful that one of us could remain cool enough to come up with a plan. “I have to warn my family.”

      “I’ll take care of that. Don’t worry.” Mariela leaned in to place a gentle, lingering kiss on my lips.

      She pulled away and reached for a bit of cotton. Wetting it with her tongue, she began to wipe away the blood on my throat. She and Gianna worked to clean me up, wrapping me in fresh fabric under my jacket that looked enough like a shirt to get me home. Then I slipped through the barricade once again and didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      For hours, I pored over the same books in Alma’s office that I’d been through a dozen times already, in search of anything that might help me out of this latest grim situation. But I knew nothing would be enough. Power strong enough to sway the opinion of an entire village could only come from Rowyn, and I was once again without an acceptable sacrifice.

      That’s only if I need it. I reminded myself.

      Every time I closed my eyes I saw Josephine’s vacant stare, but I couldn’t be sure she was actually dead. I had handled a dead body before—carefully scrubbing Alma’s weighted limbs while her sunken face remained frozen like a doll’s—but Josephine still felt alive. While her gaze had been unfocused, it had still seemed present.

      Having never seen my power used on another human before, I couldn’t be sure if I had only incapacitated her or rotted her from the inside. Rowyn had spoken of me bringing disease upon Dienna’s people; maybe she was only sickened. If that were the case, she could possibly wake again. I didn’t know if that would be good or bad.

      I was mid-stride on my umpteenth trip around the room when the cabin door burst open and Mariela appeared, out of breath and disheveled, in the office doorway.

      “Is she dead?” I asked desperately, rushing toward her.

      Mariela gave a delicate shake of her head. “No, but…I don’t think she’ll be talking.”

      She wasn’t dead. I exhaled heavily, feeling weak in the knees with relief. Mariela pushed her way into the room and settled her bag on the desktop, rooting through it until she pulled out a black linen scarf.

      “I thought it might hide your bruises,” she said as she draped it around my shoulders.

      “No!” I recoiled, my heart beginning to race at the memory of my struggle for breath just hours earlier. I pulled the scarf away and tightened it in my fist. “Not…now. I’m sorry.”

      Mariela watched helplessly. “What can I do?”

      I moved forward to embrace her and buried my face in her shoulder, taking a deep breath laced with cinnamon and clove. All I really needed right then was her. Mariela ran a reassuring hand along my back, and I finally began to relax.

      “What do we do now?” I groaned. “Did you get my family out of there?”

      “I told your mother that you got sick, unlike anything I’d ever seen, and she should get home as soon as she could to check on you. I saw her fetch your father, but I’m not sure about Jasper.” Mariela pulled away, her eyes searching mine. “What happened in that alley, Nell?”

      Though I didn’t want to, I willed my mind to replay it. “Vines came up from the ground, holding me in place. She said she was going to kill me…and marry Jasper. That their children would carry on the work of Dienna, snuffing all of us out until they finally won.”

      “And what did you say before you…hurt her?”

      “I tried to reason with her! I asked for peace. But then she—” my hand traveled to my throat, grazing the sensitive skin. “She wasn’t interested, so I told her Blackridge would be ours again…and I just became so overwhelmed with anger, remembering all of the horrible things she’d ever done to me. The horrible things she’d said. And then she went limp.”

      Mariela nodded knowingly, pulling me back into a hug. “While she isn’t dead yet, Eleanor, I don’t think she’ll last very long. We’ll need to come up with a plan.”

      If I decided to flee, Jacqueline would never believe that my family had been ignorant. She’d convince herself it had been some sort of plan to infiltrate the Temple and have them all put to death. And what would happen to the other occupants of the Payne estate then? Leaving my people defenseless wasn’t an option. The only way out was to stay and to face her when she called for me.

      Perhaps Jacqueline would call for a more public execution, and I would have the opportunity of a few last moments to shout my truth to the public. Though, I doubted the people of Blackridge would be willing to listen—not even Birdie was willing to hear the truth, despite everything that had been revealed to her.

      “What are you thinking?” Mariela pulled away, taking my hand and leading me back out to the main room of the cabin.

      I sank down onto the blanket we’d spent happier nights tangled up in while Mariela set a fire in the hearth. I watched her closely, my heart growing more and more heavy as I realized I might never get a night like that with Mariela again.

      “I have to stay and face my fate. That’s the only way you all get out alive.”

      Mariela joined me on the floor, nestling back against my chest and pulling my arms around her like a comforting blanket. “You don’t suppose they’d all want to run away tonight? We could take them to Riverton.”

      With Mother and Father finally right where they want to be, and Jasper hopelessly in love with Josephine? “Not likely.”

      “That power you found—the one strong enough to save Birdie—could you use it again?”

      “Yes, but it requires…” I trailed off.

      “A sacrifice,” she finished matter-of-factly.

      “Yes, a sacrifice. But a chicken won’t do this time.”

      “Well, tomorrow we’ll just have to get you something bigger.”

      How I got so lucky, I wasn’t sure, but I was more grateful than I could ever put into words. I leaned into Mariela, squeezing her tightly as fear threatened to smother me. I brushed my lips against her ear, focusing on the way her soft, chestnut strands grazed my lips.

      “I love you, Mariela. Please stay with me tonight.”

      She rolled in my arms to face me. Her smile widened, her dark eyes twinkling in the firelight. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      We woke at dawn the next morning and parted ways with a plan to go about business as usual, pretending we had no idea what had happened to Josephine, and then meet back up at the cabin that evening to assess and decide our next move. I just hoped Ebroth would protect me long enough to make it there.

      The sky was gloomy and damp, the forest floor muddied from a heavy rain sometime in the night. I groaned, knowing it was probably my mother’s doing. It never seemed to rain in Blackridge otherwise. I was going to get an earful for not being at home after Mariela’s lie about my mysterious illness. That old familiar knot twisted in my gut like it always did when I was forced to keep heavy secrets.

      Sneaking back into the house was easier than I had expected. Though it was around Mother’s usual waking hour, everything was quiet and I made it to my room without any problem. Poor Eddie, who’d taken up his usual post on my bed to wait for me, whined as I walked in. I shushed him and gave him a quick head pat.

      I stripped before the wash basin and examined my now clearly evident bruises in the candlelight. Wetting a cloth, I attempted to soothe the ache of the purplish lines that snaked their way around my body and the tiny scabs that dotted my skin where the thorns had pierced me.

      My mind was a chaotic web of anxious thought that I struggled to untangle into any bit of sense as I evaluated my options. There were too many variables and too many consequences, no matter which action I chose. I thought maybe I should come clean to my mother and get everything off my chest. It didn’t seem fair to leave her worrying every time something went wrong. But if she was too deeply entrenched in her obsession with fitting in, there was no way to know if she would turn me in, desperate to be the hero.

      I took care dressing that morning, donning a crisp white shirt and the polished new boots that the Rossis had made for me, for what I suspected could be my final day. I had little energy to question myself any longer. My decision now made, I would have to trust my instincts on how to handle Mother when the time came. I delicately tied Mariela’s scarf around my throat and pulled my sleeves down as far as I could before heading downstairs.

      The house remained quiet.

      “Where is everyone, Eddie?” I asked as we made our way outside through the kitchen door. He whined and ran off into the yard and out of sight. It was probably better that he stayed out there. Mother would be screaming at me in no time, and I didn’t want the poor thing any more upset.

      I removed the gorgeous formal jacket before collecting eggs from the yard and returned to stoke the fire in the hearth. Hopefully my willingness to do something nice would soften the blow of my mother’s fury. I had a fresh batch of oats cooked—not mushed—and all of the eggs fried by the time my parents finally shuffled into the kitchen.

      My mother and father stood in the doorway, dumbfounded. They looked more haggard than I had ever seen them.

      “Sit,” I said gently, motioning toward the table. “I’ll get some tea going.”

      The silence of the room was oppressive as I gathered herbs for energy and clarity into Catharine’s old teapot and set it on the table. Mother eyed me pensively but didn’t object.

      “I’ll start off with an apology,” I said calmly. “I’m sorry for lying to you. Again. But I had to.”

      Mother tutted her tongue, dropping her eyes to the table. “Enough, Eleanor. I don’t know why I bother to fight with you anymore…it’s clear you don’t care anything about this family.”

      I tried not to look wounded and busied myself with the kettle, gently pouring the steaming water over the herbs. “I hope you don’t believe that. I care about you all very much. That’s why I had to lie.”

      “Eleanor, can we skip the riddles this morning? Your mother and I had a very long night,” Father said gruffly, rubbing his temples as though his head ached. “Your latest disappearance didn’t make it any easier.”

      “I know it didn’t, and I’m sorry.”

      “I hate watching you do this to your mother time and time again. The poor woman had herself in a panic last night searching for you! It wasn’t until Jasper came home and told us he saw you walking home looking perfectly fine that we realized you were just playing one of your games again. I really thought we raised you better than this.”

      “It’s not a game,” I said matter-of-factly.

      “Well, whatever it is, I don’t want to be involved in it anymore,” Mother said sadly.

      My heart sank as I lifted the teapot to fill our four cups. I could hear Jasper’s footfalls on the stairs and sucked in a deep breath to steady my nerves. I had to tell them everything before it ripped our family apart.

      “What’s this?” Father reached out to give a gentle tug on my sleeve, exposing the cuts on my arm.

      I pulled back swiftly, carrying the teapot over to set it on the counter. “I’m fine, I promise.”

      “You,” Jasper growled from the doorway.

      I turned and met my brother’s intense gaze with a sigh, motioning toward the empty chair before him. “Jasper, please sit. We really need to talk.”

      “I’ll say,” he muttered angrily, settling into his chair with his arms crossed tightly over his chest.

      I took the last seat at the table, focusing on the cup of tea before me. Not one of us made a move for the food. What a waste of perfectly cooked oats. Mother clutched her teacup in her hands as though she were attempting to siphon its energy through sheer will. Father continued to eye me with suspicion after seeing the small cuts on my wrist. I had to figure out how I was going to play this.

      “I found Josephine half dead in the alley beside the cobbler’s shop last night,” Jasper said as though I should already know.

      I did my best to look surprised. “Is she…?”

      “She’s alive,” he snarled, “but barely. Whoever did this won’t get away with it.”

      I swallowed hard, my brain trying to remember how I would naturally react if I didn’t already have all the facts. “Why do you care so much? She was…detestable.”

      “You don’t know her!” Jasper slammed a fist on the table.

      “Neither did you,” I responded calmly, finally raising my eyes to meet his accusatory glare.

      “I know her better than anyone here! Rather suspicious that you would get someone to tell Mother and Father that you were so sick they needed to get home right away, when I saw you walking out of there perfectly fine…”

      I waited for the blow and gave my brother a nod, daring him to continue.

      He growled in frustration, pointing a finger at me across the table. “I think you’re the one that did it, Eleanor! No one else hates her the way you do!”

      “Jasper!” Mother exclaimed with a gasp.

      Father shot a hand up between us. “There were hundreds of people there last night, son,” he said soothingly. “Do you really think your sister would do such a thing?”

      “There were hundreds of people…weren’t there any witnesses?” I shuddered, knowing it could have easily been my own body found in that alley.

      “Not a single one,” Jasper hissed, his eyes still locked on mine. “How strange is that? And why were you in such a hurry to leave if you didn’t have something to hide?”

      I studied him for a moment, gauging how to continue, but Mother broke in first.

      “Yes, where did you run off to last night, Eleanor?” She sounded suspicious now, her eyes studying me as though she were starting to side with Jasper.

      I shifted uncomfortably, hating that she didn’t trust me anymore. “I was with Mariela.”

      “Explains the silly looking scarf,” Jasper said with a sneer.

      “I bet Josephine had to wear one around town too, with the way you two were hanging all over each other!” I barked in return.

      Mother’s teacup hit the table with a loud clack, and the two of us quieted. She ignored the spilled liquid, her eyes locked onto us with the furious gaze of a wounded mother. “What does she mean ‘hanging all over each other,’ Jasper?”

      “You didn’t see them last night?” I scoffed. “Everyone saw them.”

      Jasper’s face turned scarlet as he glared at me. “Well, I didn’t want to tell you all until it was official. Thanks, Nell.”

      “You weren’t doing a very good job of keeping it a secret!”

      “How official?” she cried out.

      “We-Well, I love her. We finally discussed the possibility of marriage last night,” Jasper responded sadly, sinking back into his chair.

      I burned with anger, wishing I had the courage to tell him why Josephine was even giving him the time of day. I wasn’t sure if it was more cruel to break his heart with the truth or to leave him in the dark thinking that the monster had really loved him.

      Mother slammed a hand on the table. “You two used to tell me everything! Now Jasper has been running around with a Priestess and keeping it a secret, and you come home at dawn after being out all night with the tailor’s daughter! I’m the head of this family now, and I don’t care one bit for all of this secrecy! That’s not how this family operates!”

      The weight of my secrets was suddenly unbearable, pulling me down with such force I thought I might be crushed. Mother glared at us in silence, her eyes drilling the secrets out better than words ever could.

      “Mariela is my partner,” I blurted. I sighed, closing my eyes tightly to avoid seeing her reaction.

      My confession was met with silence. My heart beat wildly in my chest as I waited and waited for a response from Mother, but one never came.

      “Your partner?” Father asked simply.

      I felt tears well up in my eyes. This was so much more than I could handle. “I wanted to have this conversation today because…there’s so much I’ve been keeping from you.”

      “How long have you been seeing her?” Mother asked with a calculating look.

      I shrugged, finally willing myself to look at her and wondering what other assumptions she had. The lack of an answer seemed to give her exactly the ammunition she needed.

      “So she is the reason you broke Birdie’s heart, isn’t she? That whole discussion about ‘Birdie needs someone better’ and ‘I can’t give her what she needs’ was all nonsense to placate me, wasn’t it?”

      I quickly shook my head. “All of that is still true.”

      Mother suddenly looked furious. “But here you are with another follower of Dienna! How does that make sense?”

      “She’s not! The Rossis go to temple for the same reason half of this town does, Mother! Showing up and pretending to care is far better than being murdered!”

      Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “What kind of nonsense are you spouting?” Father eyed me with distaste.

      My breath came in short bursts as I reached a trembling hand up toward the knot in my scarf. This was it. I had to tell them everything. I had to keep them on my side and keep them safe. They deserved to know the truth. I met Jasper’s gaze as he watched me in disgust, having already made up his mind about what kind of person I was.

      “I’m sorry, Jasper, but what I ha-have to say is going to upset you,” I said breathlessly, gently pulling the scarf away from my throat.

      Mother and Father gasped at the wounds on my neck, pushing back their chairs in surprise.

      “Eleanor, what is going on?” Mother demanded. “What happened to you?”

      “You didn’t know her,” I continued, my eyes on Jasper. “She only showed you what she wanted you to see, but she was playing a long game.”

      “A game?” He looked furious once again. “Our love was not a game!”

      “She only had two moves left to make in order to win. The first was killing me. The second was marrying you. If you married her…your daughters would be the next in line as Dienna’s Priestesses.”

      “Killing you?” Mother cried.

      “She tried, but I stopped her. I asked Mariela to make up some story so that you would leave the festival. I knew everyone would know it was me…and I didn’t want any of you to get hurt.”

      “I knew it was you!” Jasper yelled, pushing himself to his feet. “You’ve been lying to us this whole time, Eleanor! The rotten wood in Father’s shop, the spoiled food at dinner, the black lightning on the dining table—none of that was Dienna. It was you!”

      I waited for him to lash out at me physically, but the blow never came. Instead, his face twisted into a look of despair.

      “When I found her, it was horrible.” He took a moment to swallow his rising emotion, clearly haunted by the memory. “The same black lines traced all along her skin…like her veins were filled with rot.”

      Mother placed a gentle hand on Jasper’s arm. “Don’t say things like that, Jasper. Your sister couldn’t possibly have—”

      “No, he’s right,” I said and bowed my head sadly. “It was all me.”

      “What? That’s impossible!”

      “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      I was cut off by three harsh bangs on the front door that echoed through the house. Silence fell over the table. My chest tightened with fear. Mother pushed herself to her feet, taking one last look at me, and hurried out to the foyer with Father trailing behind her.

      “Don’t you dare move. This conversation isn’t over yet,” Jasper threatened, getting up to follow.

      But I couldn’t move. I waited, frozen in my chair, listening to the angry whispers in the other room. I didn’t need to be able to make out the words to know what was happening. A feeling deep in my gut told me that my time was up. I returned the scarf to my neck, wishing I’d had more time to explain.

      Mother returned to the doorway, a look of terror in her eyes. “The...High Priestess would like to speak with you in the drawing room.”

      My body stood without my bidding as though my mind had suddenly detached, floating somewhere high above it in its own storm cloud of worry. I donned my formal jacket that I’d carefully draped over the back of my chair and approached Mother, who opened her mouth as I passed but couldn’t seem to find the right words.

      Several pairs of eyes gazed at me from the entryway, but their faces were blurred as though I were viewing them through a rain-spattered window pane. I floated toward the drawing room, pulling the doors closed behind me. Jacqueline was perched on the edge of the sofa, a vision of elegance despite the exhaustion in her face, her eyes boring into the floor before her.

      I settled into the chair across from her, crossing one leg over the other as casually as I could. Now that I was finally here, face-to-face with Jacqueline, I realized my enemy wasn’t so terrifying. We were equals now. And if Josephine was still alive, then perhaps I had some leverage to discuss terms. I reminded myself that I was powerful, and I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

      I took in a steadying breath, desperately hoping my mother was listening from the other side of the door like she always was. If I could get Jacqueline to talk, then maybe Mother could see for herself just how awful Dienna’s Priestesses were.

      “Jacqueline, thank you for coming.”

      Her gaze snapped up to meet mine. “You’ll address me as High Priestess, filth.”

      “Then you’ll address me as the same, murderer,” I responded calmly.

      Jacqueline seethed. “I could say the same about you! Remove this curse you’ve put on my daughter, or I’ll…”

      I sat forward, pulling my scarf free. Jacqueline’s voice trailed off as she eyed my bruised throat.

      “Do you recognize your daughter’s handiwork?”

      “Josephine would never—”

      “Try to kill someone? I assure you, she would. She tried to kill me, just like she murdered Birdie Caldwell. Did you know about that?”

      Jacqueline stayed quiet, but her eyes were filled with contempt. Oh, she knew.

      “Of course you did. That’s why you never came to heal her despite accepting everything the Caldwells offered you—their money, their stock that they worked hard for, their time and devotion! You took it all knowing you weren’t going to lift a finger to help their daughter.”

      “I’m not here to talk about Miss Caldwell—”

      “You don’t want to know how I brought her back to life?”

      “I don’t care what kind of dark ritual you used to raise her. I want to know how you plan to save my daughter!”

      “Why? Haven’t you asked your beloved Goddess? Is Dienna no longer willing to do favors for murderers and thieves?”

      Jacqueline’s face grew sour. I knew I was winning the argument, but I needed to pull back a little to get what I really wanted. I leaned forward in my chair, holding up a gentle hand to bring an end to the bickering.

      “I’ll make you the same offer that I made Josephine last night.”

      “I don’t make deals with traitors.”

      I carefully unbuttoned my shirt sleeves, rolling them up to reveal the bruises and cuts. “Despite Josephine’s attempt on my life last night, I still desire a truce.”

      “A truce?”

      “Both your people and mine have suffered greatly in this feud between the Gods, Jacqueline. They’ve pitted us against each other, and it doesn’t have to be that way. I say we move forward, in peace, and work together like we once did. I’m sure you know the true stories despite the lies you spout in your sermons. You and I could be the ones to restore balance to the world.”

      Jacqueline’s eyes continued to size me up. “And if I agree…you’ll spare my daughter?”

      I bit my lip, studying her in the same calculating way. Despite her words, I could tell Jacqueline wasn’t interested in a truce. She’d say anything to save her daughter, the next High Priestess. Sparing Josephine would only bring more grief to Blackridge. However this all ended, that was something I simply wasn’t willing to do.

      “Josephine made it very clear she wasn’t interested in a truce. I don’t think there’s a place for her in the new Blackridge.”

      Jacqueline leapt to her feet. “There is no new Blackridge! Ebroth is a vile betrayer, and Dienna would never allow Him to return to power! Remove your curse from my daughter, or I’ll slaughter your entire family and Blackridge will finally be rid of you! Just like High Priestess Amalia should have done years ago! She never should have let Alma take an oath and walk free.”

      I felt fury rise in my chest as I glared at the angry wagging finger in my face, but I needed to keep my composure. “Is that a no for our truce, then?”

      “I will never—”

      Rising from my chair, I snatched hold of Jacqueline’s wrist and took in a sharp breath to focus all of my power on the High Priestess. I could feel the familiar energy move within me when I called it, but nothing seemed to happen. My panicked eyes darted up to see Jacqueline’s amused smirk before a blow to the side of my face made me stagger and catch myself on the wall.

      “Did you think I’d come unprotected knowing what you’re capable of?” With a triumphant smirk, she pulled back a sleeve to reveal a drawn sigil similar to the ones I had seen in my books. “You’ll pay for your crimes, you vile little shit. Make sure you say your goodbyes.”

      Bringing a hand up to shield my stinging cheek, I felt more foolish than ever. Jacqueline marched past me with her head held high, shoving the doors open to crash violently out into the entry wall. Mother leapt out of the way as she passed, her eyes wide and bewildered. Jacqueline paid her absolutely no attention, and Arthur glared menacingly at me from the hall before following her out.

      I straightened up and smoothed back my hair. There was no telling how much time I—maybe we—had left. I had to get to Rowyn! I started toward the kitchen door, but before I could even make it off the back porch, Mother caught up and grabbed me by the shirt. She gave me a good shake, her eyes desperate.

      “What is going on, Nell? And for once in your life—give me an honest answer!”

      My eyes welled with tears as a million thoughts stormed me at once. I didn’t have much time. I was sure Rowyn would know what to do to put a stop to this once and for all. But if for some reason I was wrong, then this might be my mother’s last chance to learn the truth.

      “We’re Priestesses of Ebroth, Mother. That’s why Blackridge hates us so much.”

      This seemed to frustrate her more. “They hate us because Alma refused to convert! These stories—”

      “And why do you think that is?” I shouted. “Alma was the last High Priestess of Ebroth. Denouncing Him was always her greatest regret, but she did what she had to do to spare the few of us who were left. I’m not lying. I know you were listening through the door.”

      Mother took a moment to consider my words. Her grip loosened.

      I tried to sound more consoling. I knew how hard it was to take in at first. “Alma was powerful, just like you are, and just like I am. I wish you knew what you were capable of.”

      There was a glimmer of fear in her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “The storms…whenever you’re upset. Have you never noticed? You have the power to conjure powerful, dangerous storms if you want to! The night you were born, you brought a storm with you the likes of which Blackridge had never seen before. Alma called you a Storm-Bringer…” I trailed off. Perhaps calling my mother a bad omen wasn’t the greatest idea.

      “I know she was harsh with you, but she had to be,” I said gently. “The Priestesses of Dienna had your mother murdered because Alma was teaching her how to use her power. She only wanted to protect you.”

      Mother sank onto the porch step. “Did she not think you were worth protecting? I never would have let her—”

      I knelt to meet her eye, taking her hand in mine. “We cannot let them get away with what they’ve done. I’ve seen with my own eyes what they did to our people, Mother. Ebroth showed it to me. It was horrible. And they’ve rewritten our history, spreading lies about how they came here to save us. Alma taught me because she had to. I was…put here to do this. This power that Ebroth has given me—you’ve seen it. What other purpose could it serve than justice?”

      Her expression darkened as her eyes suddenly saw me as something unfamiliar. It hurt, but at least she was beginning to understand.

      “Then you weren’t lying when you said Josephine murdered Birdie? And you…you brought her back from the dead?”

      “Yes,” I stated simply, hoping she wouldn’t push for specifics.

      Mother gaped at me in wonder. “How?”

      “I…agreed to step up and become the next High Priestess in exchange for Ebroth returning her to life.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” She reached out and took hold of my hand. “Why would you agree to something like that? What does this mean for us?”

      “There’s a war beginning, with or without me. Our people—the Taylors, the Rossis, us, and many more—we’ve been suffering for far too long. But I know which side of it I want to fight on. I have to do what’s right, even if it isn’t easy. I don’t mean to be cruel, but you’re running straight into the arms of the ones who murdered your entire family. They are horrible people. Josephine only wanted to marry Jasper so future Paynes would be the children of Dienna…they plan to snuff us out entirely. Now, I’m running out of time. Just, please, trust me.”

      “Okay, but Nell...this is just a lot to take in.”

      “You don’t have to believe it all right this second, but I have to go. Just know that everything I’ve done…I’ve done to protect you. That’s all I’ve been trying to do since this entire mess began. Stay in the house, lock the doors, and don’t let anyone in. Use your power if you have to! Don’t be afraid of it.”

      She nodded, clearly worried by my desperate tone. “But how do I…?”

      “It’s always there, you just have to focus. It’s within you, waiting for you to call on it. Now, go. There’s something I have to do before it’s too late.”

      I could see true fear in her eyes now. It was all sinking in. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like having everything thrust upon her at once.

      “What are you about to do?”

      We were running out of time. I’d never be able to explain Rowyn.

      “You’ve always done whatever you could to protect our family. I never gave you the credit you deserved as matriarch. I hope that you can trust me now to do the same. Now, there’s no more time for talking. Go inside and lock everything.”

      There was so much more that we each needed to say, but I could tell she understood the threat. Mother’s eyes were filled with worry, and she seemed reluctant to turn away and leave me there. I pulled her into a gentle embrace.

      “I love you. I’m going to fix this, I promise. Just please do as I ask.”

      Emotion tightened in my throat as I felt her soften in my arms. She returned the embrace and held me tight. I winced, my cuts and bruises aching from the night before. Affection wasn’t something we did in our family, but we both knew this could be the last time we ever got the chance. We lingered longer than we should have.

      Finally, I broke away and headed toward the woods. I could hear her slam the kitchen door and bolt it behind me. I had to stay focused. Too much time had already been wasted. There was no telling how long we had left before Jacqueline would make good on her threat.

      I stopped short at the edge of the woods, suddenly remembering that calling on Rowyn required a sacrifice. I needed a sacrifice big enough to spare my family or stop a High Priestess. Glancing over toward the pasture, my stomach lurched and the familiar sickening knot returned. A horse would certainly be a large enough sacrifice, though I’d have to figure out how to get it down into the cellar. I took a step toward the fence, bringing my fingers to my lips to let out the usual call, but my breath seized within me, and the call came out as a pathetic phooo.

      It hadn’t gone unheard. Edmund trotted up excitedly, tail wagging and tongue lolling to the side as he looked up at me adoringly. I knelt down and scratched behind his ear, the knot in my stomach growing ever tighter. Of course, he was much smaller than a horse, but I had seen enough offerings to Dienna to know—the more personal the offering, the greater it was considered. What could be more personal than my beloved companion?

      “Just do it, Eleanor,” I said out loud, forcing a smile so Edmund wouldn’t be scared. “Jacqueline is going to murder your entire famly.”

      Edmund spun in an excited circle as though willingly offering himself up to me. I sniffed back tears as I scooped him into my arms and, clutching him to my chest, took a shaky step into the trees. I would do anything to protect my family.

      I walked in a fog, my mind floating somewhere above my body as it had earlier. My senses returned in the basement of the cabin, where I found myself kneeling in the summoning circle, Edmund resting calmly in my arms.

      “Rowyn, P-Prophet of Ebroth,” I began, my trembling hand gripping the knife from the table, “I call on thee. I submit to you, h-humbly. Please…please, hear my plea.”

      I raised the knife up, swallowing back the bile that threatened to rush past my throat.

      “Eleanor, stop!”

      Startled, I spun to find Birdie standing in the doorway, her face frozen with the horrified realization of what I was about to do.

      “What are you doing here?” I gasped.

      “I followed you! What are you doing to poor Edmund?”

      My face flushed with heat as I found myself embarrassed by the sight Birdie had almost witnessed. “I have to. You don’t understand.”

      She took a defiant stomp forward. “Were you going to murder him?”

      “It’s how my power works! Birdie, get out!”

      She took in a deep breath, her fists tightening at her side. She marched right over to me and wrapped a protective arm around Edmund to try and wrench him away. I held on, desperate not to waste any more time with another distraction as my punishment loomed ever closer.

      “I won’t let you kill this dog, Nell!”

      Our tug-of-war began to frighten poor Edmund, who wiggled and cried out in our arms. But I wasn’t willing to let go. Birdie shoved at me, trying to gain ground on the tiny dog’s body, but I held him tightly about the hips. A swift stomp on Birdie’s toes made her cry out, but she held fast.

      “Why would you follow a God that asks you to kill things? It isn’t right!”

      I was infuriated by the irony. “Jacqueline is about to murder what little family I have left—all in the name of Dienna! I HAVE TO!”

      I steadied myself, tightening one arm around Edmund and driving my other elbow right into Birdie’s chest to push her away. Birdie stumbled backward with a loud huff, her eyes growing wide with disbelief that I would actually hurt her. Out of breath, we both stood our ground and stared each other down.

      “Th-There’s still time,” Birdie whimpered. “You can still apologize. Dienna is forgiving!”

      My blood boiled with anger. “Shut up, Birdie! There’s so much you still don’t understand!”

      I settled my terrified dog in my arms as best I could. His paws clung to my shoulders as he trembled with fear, his eyes searching frantically for an escape. I stepped back into the circle and took up the knife once more, my glare warning Birdie not to interfere.

      She leapt forward and threw her full weight against me with a furious growl, tackling me to the stone floor. The knife clattered away into a dark corner and Edmund broke free, tail tucked as he fled for the door. Panicked, I scrambled to my feet to chase after him.

      “Edmund, wait! Here, boy! Come ba—”

      Before I could make it to two steps, Birdie threw herself onto my back, wrapping a firm arm around my neck and intertwining our legs to slow me down. I stumbled forward, growing even more furious. “Birdie, stop! Let me go before I—”

      Birdie clung tightly, doubling me over with her weight. “Before you what? Do the same thing you did to poor Josephine?”

      “I didn’t do…anything to her,” I panted under her weight, “…that she didn’t…deserve!”

      I grabbed hold of Birdie’s arm. Twisting as hard as I could to throw her off, she stumbled to the side with a cry. I took off before she could stop me again and hoped Edmund hadn’t gotten very far.

      “Edmund!” I begged, trying not to sound too desperate or angry—but it was impossible. “Here, boy!”

      The dog was gone. Not in the cabin. No sign of him in the garden. My heart began to race as I frantically paced the cabin floor.

      “Damn it, Birdie!” I screamed, punching a fist into the pantry door.

      Fuming, I marched back down the stairs toward the cellar. Birdie sat against the wall, exhausted, one leg outstretched across the floor.

      “The dog is gone! Now Jacqueline is going to murder my entire family! I told you they were horrible! They successfully killed you, Josephine tried to kill me last night, and now they’re going to get away with everything! Are you proud of yourself?”

      I stomped forward, but Birdie kept quiet.

      “I didn’t know you to be so pig-headed!” I growled.

      I snatched a candle from a shelf and stepped closer to illuminate Birdie’s expression, hoping to find her burdened with regret. But Birdie’s eyes were closed, her head tilted a bit too uncomfortably to the side. I fell to my knees, crawling forward to cautiously touch her cheek.

      “C-Can you hear me?”

      I lifted Birdie’s head and gave a strangled cry when I realized her golden waves were stained red where her head must have collided with the stone. A smear of blood trailed down from the wall above her.

      “Oh, no! No-no-no! Please!”

      I pulled her into my lap to assess the damage. The wound on the back of her head looked serious and, without an offering, there was no way I would be able to fix it. I felt my chest tighten in panic.

      “I’m so sorry! Birdie, please wake up!”

      Cradling her in my arms, I sobbed. I couldn’t believe how everything over the last few days had gone so horribly wrong. There was nothing else I could think of to do. I hoped there would still be enough time to drag Luna or Aurora out to the cabin. Maybe that would be enough to save my family and Birdie!

      My cries were choked off by a familiar metallic warmth suddenly filling my mouth. I spat furiously, shoving Birdie’s body away with all of my strength. She crumpled into a heap on the floor, and the blood that had pooled from her head began to quiver.

      “NO!” I howled, swatting frantically at the blood that snaked up my arms. Droplets sprayed the floor, only to rise back up in beads and roll once more toward my legs.

      “No, please! Stop!”

      I scrambled backward and collided with the altar table. Its items clattered to the floor and scattered. A giant web of fresh blood, snaking through the cracks in the earthen floor, gripped my limbs and spread relentlessly upward as I screamed and thrashed in horror. My screams continued to echo through the familiar dark expanse as I was swiftly overtaken.

      “Priestess, be calm.”

      Rowyn’s words stunned me into silence. The sound was no longer rasping and strained, but the deep, intense voice of a powerful being.

      I opened my eyes to see Rowyn’s full figure standing there before me, a solid shadow that shimmered like a pool of fresh ink. She stood taller than anyone I’d ever seen. The menacing aura around her demanded caution and respect.

      “Please…” I whimpered. “It was an accident. Spare her!”

      “I thought you were here to spare your family,” Rowyn mused.

      “I-I am! But I-I could come back with something else!”

      Rowyn shook her head with a scolding tut. “We both know there’s no time for that. I think it’s time now for Birdie to fulfill her purpose. Sooner than I expected, but you leave me no choice.”

      I gaped at the shadow figure in horror. “Wh-What purpose?”

      “Wake up, Priestess. There’s work to do.”

      My eyes snapped open and I gasped for air, finding myself again lying on the hard floor of the cellar. I blinked rapidly as Birdie’s smiling face came into view, leaning over me like a curious child.

      “Are you awake, Nell?” Birdie cooed.

      I scrambled up to a seated position and reached out to touch Birdie’s cheek in disbelief, but I stopped short when the inky black of her eyes gleamed in the candlelight.

      My heart sank. “What did you do?”

      “You wanted her alive, didn’t you?” Birdie’s voice responded.

      “Is she?” I stared wide-eyed at Birdie’s animated body. The blood and the wound were now gone, as were my own bruises and cuts.

      Birdie cocked her head to the side, still smiling. “In a sense…if that makes you feel better.”

      “It doesn’t!” I cried out and pushed myself to my feet, frantically swiping at my arms and legs as though I could shake off the traumatic memory of Birdie’s death.

      The smile quickly faded from Birdie’s face as she rose to her feet as well. “Then we will continue to address each other as we always have, Priestess. Come now. We haven’t much time.”

      I gaped at Rowyn, fighting the urge to vomit. So this is what I would have to live with now—Birdie’s animated corpse following me around, reminding me of my foolishness and failure? I wished Rowyn had taken my body instead. What was I supposed to tell the Caldwells?

      A strange wailing sound from upstairs caught my attention. I moved to the cellar door and strained to listen. The agitated chittering of pine bristles filled the air and the hair on my arms suddenly stood on end.

      “My mother is in trouble! Rowyn, we have to get back!”

      I took the stairs two at a time, shocked by the state of the office upstairs. The wailing gale had pushed open the cabin door and blown papers and supplies about chaotically. From upstairs, the frantic rustling of the trees in the angry wind was deafening.

      Airborn twigs and debris battered me as I fled the cabin, and loud cracks of thunder shook me to my core. I’m coming! Hold on! I chanted as I ran. I hoped Mother was strong enough to fight off whatever Jacqueline had to throw at her.

      CRACK!

      I screamed as I slipped, falling violently backward onto my behind. A giant pine came toppling down on the trail just before me. It slammed into a smaller tree nearby, splitting it in half with its monstrous momentum. Shaking with adrenaline, I stumbled back to my feet. The fallen tree would be far too difficult to climb—the width of its trunk was nearly as tall as me! I’d have to go around it.

      Rowyn stepped up beside me, perfectly calm and cool, as if running exerted no effort for her whatsoever. I watched in awe as she held up a hand and pushed at the air before her. The giant tree cracked in two, its lower half swinging away from us and off to the side, clearing the path ahead. I barely had a moment to react before Rowyn grabbed my wrist and pulled me onward.

      We ran as fast as we could, over fallen branches and brambles, but I could tell the winds were weakening. The gray clouds above began to dissipate, allowing a view of the pink sky just beyond them.

      “Mother, I’m coming!” I screamed desperately into the trees.

      But the winds stopped altogether and the forest became still and quiet once more. Trees lay in ruin all around us from the wrathful storm. I held onto hope that my family was okay. My mother was strong enough to fight off anything! Perhaps the threat was gone.

      The sight of our home brought me to a skidding halt at the edge of the forest. My blood turned to ice. A violent fire engulfed it entirely, sending plumes of smoke into the sky. There seemed to be no room untouched as flames licked every shattered window pane all the way to the attic.

      I started forward, adrenaline telling me to hurry before it was too late. I could still get them out! But Rowyn held a firm grip on my shoulder, keeping me in place. I turned to her, thrown off by the surreal vision of Birdie’s face watching my life completely fall apart with a stone-cold expression, the flames glittering in her black eyes.

      “They’re gone,” she said simply.

      “How do you know?!” I growled, wrenching free from her grasp.

      “There’s nothing now that you or I can do for them.”

      I turned toward my home once more, taking two steps before collapsing to my knees. The heat from the fire was uncomfortable, even from this distance, and I knew in my heart that Rowyn was right. There was no way anyone could still be alive in there.

      “Yo-You’re sure they were still in—”

      “Yes, Priestess. I’m sure,” she responded gently.

      I doubled over, squeezing my eyes shut tightly against the pain spreading through my chest. It caved inward, a great weight threatening to crumble my ribs into dust. Air was nowhere to be found, much like my experience with Josephine’s vines. I willed it to take me this time and let my reign of destruction end. I stubbornly refused breath for what felt like an eternity.

      But death never came.

      Fury overtook me. I battered the ground with my fists, letting out a visceral howl I didn’t know I was capable of. The grass around me yellowed and wilted before turning brown and disintegrating into dust. Waves of black death billowed out around me, leaving me frustratingly untouched in a patch of bare soil. Finally, when I was exhausted and empty, I settled back on my heels to watch my home burn.

      The last of the Paynes were gone, the old me along with them. I was going to make Jacqueline regret the day she had turned down a truce from the last High Priestess of Ebroth.

      Rowyn seemed to sense my readiness and offered out a hand to pull me to my feet. “Come, Priestess,” she said with a chilling smile, “let us take our revenge.”
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      Mariela crouched down to match the height of the young boy who’d been watching her with a bored expression as she took his mother’s measurements. “What color do you think your mother’s new dress should be?”

      The young boy smiled sheepishly. “I prefer blue.”

      “I happen to think I look better in a rose color myself,” the woman said, winking toward her son.

      “Blue!” he protested.

      Mariela chuckled at his persistence. “Perhaps we could settle on a mix of the two…how do you feel about lavender?”

      The boy twisted his mouth in disgust but didn’t say another word as Mariela returned to her measuring. The excited chatter outside was beginning to rise as more and more people flocked to the square to celebrate and shop.

      “I’m lucky I got here when I did,” the woman said, raising a brow. “Sounds like it’s beginning to get rowdy. Not even the illness of the Priestess could stop these people.”

      “I’m sure she’ll come ‘round,” Mariela said. Telling convincing lies was a talent she’d possessed from a young age.

      “But did you see her?” The woman’s eyes widened for effect, mimicking Josephine’s empty gaze.

      Mariela kept quiet, continuing on with her work. She was worried sick about Eleanor. She couldn’t wait for this night to be over so she could return to her again and make sure she was safe. All of this pretending like nothing was wrong didn’t sit well with her. They needed a plan of action! Giving Jacqueline the first move could prove disastrous—there was no way she’d be able to remain civil while her daughter lay dying. Mariela sighed, reminding herself for probably the tenth time that day that this was what Eleanor had wanted.

      “Oh my, it’s starting to sound like a rather boisterous night indeed. Perhaps we should go straight home tonight, Thomas.”

      “No! I want to play games!”

      The woman leaned forward to peek through the curtain, but she jumped back as Gianna hurried through it, her eyes bulging with confusion.

      “Something isn’t right,” Gianna said as she clutched the curtain closed behind her.

      “What do you mean?” Mariela pressed, her heart skipping a beat.

      “The people…th-they seem—”

      The woman standing before them abruptly doubled over. Mariela and Gianna could only watch helplessly as she clutched at her stomach and dropped to her knees, moaning in pain.

      “Mommy!” the boy cried, pressing himself back against the wall of the stall.

      “Everyone’s getting sick!” Gianna exclaimed as she motioned toward their patron. “Miss, are you all right?”

      Gianna went to help the woman up, but she didn’t respond. She only groaned and rocked in place, arms crossed tightly over her stomach. They stood transfixed, staring down at her in horror. A shiver ran down Mariela’s spine when she realized what was happening.

      “I think it’s Nell,” she whispered, meeting her mother’s eye. “Something’s gone terribly wrong.”

      A gentle cough from behind them shocked them both into movement. The boy! Mariela spun around and knelt before him, pressing the back of her hand to his forehead. Just as she’d suspected, his skin was boiling hot.

      “What’s happening?” he asked. He coughed, red beginning to stain his lips.

      Mariela forced a gentle smile. “You’re going to be all right, Thomas. You stay here, and my mother will take care of you, okay? I’m going to fix this.”

      “Is Mother okay?” he whined, sinking down against the wall as he grew tired.

      Mariela leapt back to her feet. “Mamma, watch him! I have to go and—”

      “Go!” Gianna urged her, sitting down beside Thomas to hold him against her side.

      Mariela took a step through the curtain and gaped in horror. Primrose Square was in absolute chaos. Hundreds of bodies lay in heaps on the ground, writhing and crying in pain. The air was thick with the overwhelming stench of vomit.

      Oh, Nell, what have you done?
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      Sign up for our mailing list at rpdunwater.com for the latest updates on Book 2 in the Book of Payne series, A Vision of Ruin, coming in 2023.
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