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Dedication


To the women of the Sisters of the Page Cafe – all brilliant authors in their own right – who have been there through every step of the past year. 
Thank you, ladies. I couldn't have done it anywhere near as well without you.
Mariah Thayer, K.O. Newman, Shelly Ferguson, & Miri Stone – I love you.
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Chapter one

Rowan stared at the plate in front of her and wished she were anywhere else. Honestly, even calculus class would be better than this fresh version of hell. Her mother sat at one end of the polished dinner table, completely silent, while her father sat at the other end of the table, extolling the virtues of the man seated across from Rowan. 
Rupert Priest was twenty-three to Rowan’s seventeen years, but he looked much older. His mud-brown hair was parted in the center all the way to his overly-high forehead and cut short so it laid flat all around. The style did nothing to hide the bald spot on the very top of his head. His skin was pasty pale and his face was covered with acne scars. A gangly build with little muscle tone made his clothes hang oddly on his frame, and while the button down shirt looked crisp and clean, the stench of his body odor reached Rowan across the five feet of gleaming mahogany table.  
Rowan’s sister, Juniper, sat to Rowan’s right and the two girls held hands under the drape of the linen tablecloth. Juni was a year younger than Rowan, and the sisters looked enough alike that they were often mistaken for twins. Both girls had waist-length dark brown hair with natural reddish highlights – braided and twisted up in a more formal style for company. Both had hazel-green eyes and peaches-and-cream complexions. They were of an average height and tended towards a slightly curvy build with good muscle tone from years of running and swimming.  
Rowan wore a white lace dress with long sleeves and a high collar, the skirt long enough to brush a good four inches below the knee with stockings and black flats to complete the picture. Juniper wore her nice green cotton dress, since she wasn’t the one being bartered this day. Her dress was similar in style to Rowan’s, but she had dark stockings and ankle boots instead of the flats. Neither girl wore any jewelry other than the silver pentacles they’d been given on their naming days.  
“The wedding will take place on the summer solstice, June twenty-first. Rowan will have finished her last year at Nottingham Academy and it will give her a few weeks to help her mother finish her trousseau. Is that acceptable with you, Rupert?” William Bradford White smiles at the young man, then picked up his glass to take a sip of water.  
Rupert dabbed at his mouth with the linen napkin, then peeled his gaze from his future wife to look at her father. The councilman had wavy brown hair, green eyes, and a ruddy complexion under his trimmed beard and mustache. His broad shoulders filled out the tailored suit jacket perfectly and it made Rupert feel a twinge of jealousy. Just a twinge, mind you, but it was there. “That suits me fine, Councilman White. We can sign the dowry agreement after dinner.” He picked up his fork and stabbed a piece of potato, then glanced over at Mrs. White. Her daughters favored her in looks, but they still had too much fire in them. The missus, however, was perfectly presented, well-behaved, and a good cook. “Thank you for the excellent repast, Mrs. White.” He then turned back to face Rowan, even though her eyes stayed locked on her plate. “I do hope you are as adept in the kitchen as your mother.”
Rowan ground her teeth together as the words churned up her throat and battered against her tongue. She knew if she opened her mouth without her father’s approval, she’d pay for it later, so she struggled to remain silent.  
“Rowan is adept in all of the housewifely tasks,” Councilman White tells Rupert. “Both the ancient ones and the modern ones. She can both sew by hand, and program a textiles printer. We made sure all of our children learned both the new and the old ways. Her older brothers learned blacksmithing and wood craft as well as financial planning, political science, and advanced technologies. Hawk and Talon are solid men with good wives and bright futures. I hope someday you can say the same about the children you get from Rowan.”
“Excuse me,” Rowan murmured and got to her feet. She put her napkin on her chair and turned to leave the room.
“Where are you going, young lady?” her father asked.
Rowan paused and with her head still bowed, answered him. “I need the facilities. I’ll return as soon as possible.”
Councilman White shook his head and waved a hand dismissively. “Fine, go.”
Out of the dining room into the hallway, Rowan took a deep breath and shuddered all over. The soft rustle of fabric brought her gaze to the landing above the stairway where her youngest brother and sister crouched to watch. Kestrel, at twelve, looked like a miniature version of their father with his brown hair and green eyes, while Cherry could have been Rowan herself at the age of ten.  
They were considered too young to participate in the dinner and discussion, so they’d had their dinner earlier and had been banished to the upper levels of the house. Rowan gave them a warning look, then stepped down the hallway to the powder room under the stairs.  
With the door locked behind her, she turned on the water at the sink, grabbed a towel off of the stack and stuffed it against her mouth. Scream after scream spilled into the thick cloth while Rowan’s body shook.  
The level of disgust she felt had her wanting to vomit what small amounts of the meal she had eaten into the toilet. The smell of him had made bile rise in the back of her throat and all but killed any appetite she might have managed. The way her father spoke of her as if she were a piece of property reminded her that while it was well into the twenty-first century, her family operated as if it were the eighteenth.  
Her mother had tried to find ways for her daughters to express themselves without angering their father, but there were limits on what even she could do. It stunned Rowan that her mother had actually chosen her father of her own free will. At least now Rowan fully understood why her maternal grandmother refused to come to the house when her father would be there. It was more common for her mother to take them all to Giggy Kate’s house for a visit.  
She’d known there was tension between her grandmother and her father, but the few comments she’d caught here and there now made perfect sense. Her grandmother did not agree with her father’s plans for his daughters. Rowan had to see about reaching out to her grandmother when she got back to school. She knew if she tried anything while at home, her father would find out. Her eldest brother, Hawk, had set it up so all transmissions in and out of the house were tracked and logged. There was no such thing as privacy when she was home.
Rowan stared at her reflection in the mirror and let out a breath. If she didn’t go back into the dining room, her father would make the next three days absolute hell before she went back to school. “You can do this, Ro. Just wash your face and go sit in there like a good little doll, then get back to school.”
She splashed cold water on her face and dried it, then went back into the dining room and took her seat.  
“You look pale, Rowan. Are you ill?” her mother asked.
“I don’t feel well, mother,” Rowan replied. “But this is important. I can manage a little longer.”
“Of course you can,” her father snapped. “Pay attention. Your future husband has agreed to wait until the solstice for the wedding, and he will pay a substantial dowry for your hand. After your graduation, you will be introduced to his family at a celebration. The joining of the White and Priest family lines will give your eventual offspring many benefits.”
“Yes, sir,” Rowan replied, her gaze kept on the edge of her plate. Somehow, she seriously doubted that, as rumor had it that Rupert Priest played with dark magics. No one dared say it out loud because the Priest family was very wealthy and held a great deal of power in the witching community.
“Has she been inspected by the council?” Rupert asked her father and Rowan had to hide the quirk of her lips as she watched her father’s hand curl into a fist. She could see it out of the corner of her eye, then felt Juni’s hand grasp one of hers again.  
“As I am the head of the council, I can promise you my daughter is untouched and does not need any further inspection. If you question my word, then perhaps this isn’t the best joining after all.”
Rupert arched a brow at the Councilman. “I see. Perhaps this isn’t the best joining if I can’t have a guarantee for my investment. It would not bode well for your daughter, or your family name, if she were to end up spilling a child that did not come from my seed, after the wedding had occurred.”
Rowan snapped and jerked to her feet, her eyes locked on Rupert’s face. “I’m no whore. Your insinuating such is almost as disgusting as you. Are you allergic to soap and water? You stink.”
“Rowan Kathleen!” her father roared as he got to his feet. “Go to your room this instant.” He then turned to Rupert. “You owe us an apology, Mr. White.”
Rowan spun on her heel and stomped out of the room, then up the stairs. She went into the bedroom she shared with Juniper and slammed the door shut, then fell back on the bed and let out a breath. She was going to pay for that moment of defiance, but she’d rather deal with three days of punishment than have that smelly asshole call her a whore. She was still a virgin, although not by choice, and the last thing she wanted to do was find herself on her back under that particular man. Ugh.
After a few minutes, she went into the bathroom and washed up, brushed out her hair and put it in her usual single braid down the back. She changed out of her dress and pulled on sweatpants, a sweatshirt, and her favorite fuzzy socks. At her desk, she raised up the monitor and started to type, putting a little work in on the end-of-semester research paper due in eight weeks. She really enjoyed school, and other than calculus, she found it relatively easy. Knowing how angry her father would be when he finally came to find her, she wanted to get some work done while she could still sit comfortably.  
Nearly an hour later, Juniper came into the bedroom. She went right to Rowan and gave her a hug. “Father is on the way up, but I’m proud of you for not just sitting there through all of that. I’m going to go change and sit with Cherry. I’ll be back to help you later.”
“Thanks, Juni,” Rowan replied and saved her work. She turned to face the door when her father tapped on it and called out for him to enter. He stood in the doorway, then closed it behind him and pulled out Juniper’s desk chair to sit facing his daughter.  
Rowan supposed women would consider him handsome, and he dressed well. Today he wore a suit in a soft gray, with a white shirt and a blue striped tie. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, hands clasped in front of
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