
  
  Also By Elizabeth F. Shearly


Endless Sea Of Stars

Dread Spring

Project Pardus

Syphon Bound

A Bond of Storms and Stitches

A Bond of Armour and Artfulness

Syphon Bound Novella

A Tourney Bond

Second Acts of Weary Warrior Women



The Swordswoman and the Vampire

To Break A Dragon Bond

A Pentagram Of Candles and Spectres

Her Castle, Her Howl, Her Pack

The King’s Pixie Seer








  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2025 by Elizabeth Shearly. 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or distributed without express permission. No part of this book may be used for AI training without express permission.
ISBN (ebook) 9781068934650
ISBN (paperback) 9781068934643
For more information, visit www.elizabethshearly.ca
Editor: Maggie Morris, The Indie Editor
Cover art gold frame via DepositPhotos.com.
This is a work of fiction. The story and characters are strictly products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is unintentional and entirely coincidental.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Content Notes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Alroth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Mellia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dear Lovely Reader
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Tourney Bond
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Tourney Bond: Preview
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Bond of Armour and Artfulness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Content Notes



[image: ]
Broken bones, mortal peril (falling from heights, wild animal scratch, freezing to death, drowning), ostracism, incarceration (FMC, MMC, animal companion).
Please see the book’s web page at www.elizabethshearly.ca for detailed content notes
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A Bond of Storms and Stitches is written in Canadian English and contains many references to North American flora and fauna, along with Ice Age flora and fauna, some of which is renamed to blend better with the world.
To see some of the inspiration for the world, check out my Pinterest board.
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Prologue


When another boom shook the ground, drowning out even the groans of the wounded, the mage looked up from the bloody soldier she was healing to her husband on the crest of the hill. These people had trusted them, followed them across the lake, and now they lay here in anguish, or worse, cold and still. He turned, as though he could sense his mage’s gaze on him. She watched him take in the wounded surrounding her, and when their eyes met, she nodded deliberately. His eyebrows drew together, but he nodded back. 
She closed her eyes and reached out to the wounded, felt for the places where their bodies were broken, took a deep breath, braced her feet, and syphoned energy from her husband—her source—knitting the sundered flesh back together before they could die of blood loss or sepsis. The syphon wavered. She was drawing too much magic from her husband. Why was he delaying cutting her off? If he was pulled into an ephemer with her— Her whole body jerked, and her magic winked out.
The wounded around her stirred, their broken armour and torn clothes revealing fresh pink scars beneath the unwashed blood. Some sat up, others slipped into tranquil slumber. One tried to stand, and she reached to help, but her hands were wispy and incorporeal; anything she tried to touch now would pass through her as though she weren’t there. Good. They’d done it.
But this was only the beginning. Nothing but a few dusky clouds graced the bright sky. She squinted. Where was Escelius? As if in reply, an avian scream rent the air, the clouds glowing from below as her firebird shot into the heavens. Thank Hiorach. The bird screamed again and swooped toward the source of the mage-fire, the clash of weapons, and the cries of battle. Embers rained from her wings as she crossed battle lines to the Empire’s forces.
The mage drifted to the crest of the hill. She tried to take her source’s hand—force of habit. It would be days before her body regained solidity. The forest was burning, but the Empire retreated.
“Their ships will burn if they stay.” Her source, her husband, her king, had his gaze glued to their corporeal ephemer.
And what will become of us if we stay? But she couldn’t speak, not in this form. Their Loyalists would be granted asylum. They were Lake folk after all, and what would unite all the Lake kingdoms if not their common enemy: the Empire?
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Mellia


And so their twisted mockery of a holy firebird ephemer set the ships ablaze, good free men burning, trapped in their vessels, and the blaspheming false king and queen gained the favour of the heretical kingdom of Carille. Thus have their descendants and supporters been harboured in Carille’s province of Nordval for centuries. 
Mellia tuned out the Grist brother’s historical account. The centuries-old story of King Lorthran and Queen Olena would never be immortalized in stained glass like the window currently fogged by her breath. Grist brothers crowded the lawn behind her, the usual New Bridge brothers, mixed in with pilgrims from other hives. The crowd was no reason to shirk her work. This window needed to be fixed before the Grist queen’s funerary service tomorrow.
The window shone blue, green, and gold in the afternoon sun. A farmer, wielding a dull shovel, frozen mid-hack at a verdant riverbank, though no sign of his efforts showed in the green glass. A huge golden hand, taller than the foolish farmer, sprang directly from the ground, as though to block his next blow. That’s where the trouble was: The Golden God’s thumb had cracked away from the rest of his hand. Perhaps if the farmer had cracked, Brother Prospus wouldn’t have insisted the window be repaired before the service. And since the brothers were without their Grist-queen-derived power, it fell to a sister like Mellia to do the repair today.
Mellia reached out to the crack. The pane couldn’t be fixed with magic, of course, but with the replacement pane in hand and the sun sparkling over the glass and leading, it would take but a moment to complete the repair. She drew her round knife and pressed it to the leading around the pane. Just a touch of magic would be enough to soften the black metal precisely where she was shaving away—too much magic and the whole window might bow and collapse.
Bright Prince Canis drove his heretical brother from Sudra’s shore. Thus did Sudra become a beacon of welcome for the Golden God Doloman and His faithful Grist, in the heretical land of The Lakes. And so, too, did Sudra prosper from is membership in the Eichsburgh Holy Empire under newly appointed Archduke Canis.
If she hadn’t heard this text a score of times already, it might be fascinating to learn as the soft metal peeled away from the glass, a half-hour’s painstaking work done in a moment with the help of her magic. She dug the corner of the half-moon knife in above Doloman’s thumbnail and popped the first piece of the pane from the window, followed by the second. She had done a beautiful job painting the details onto the new pane, the lines on Doloman’s palm and the way His skin sparkled in the light, perhaps better work than the original glassmaker. Of course, she only had this one pane to perfect, while the glassmaker had created twelve full windows.
Mellia lifted the new pane by the edges and fitted it into place, prying the leading here and there to make space for the slight difference in size.
The Sudrans rejoiced and welcomed Doloman’s favour, welcomed the Grist, who bestowed on them the binding ritual, granting Sudran mages power to syphon as they had never seen before.
The pane almost slipped from Mellia’s fingers, but she held it steady with both hands. The blessing of the binding ritual. Did anyone who had been through it still believe it a blessing? Was she the only mage who despised it? In fairness, most mages only went through the ordeal once, established their bond, and carried on. Not five times. Five failed times.
The window. Mellia coaxed the new pane into the window and pulled a strip of leading from her pocket. The sunlight was enough to melt it into place, with a judicious application of magic, of course. Doloman’s golden hand, telling the farmer that only He can form mage bonds. Or choose not to, in Mellia’s case. She stirred up a light breeze to help the chill air cool the fresh leading, then clambered down the ladder to the walkway by the hive wall. She craned up at the repair, sunlight glinting in her eyes too brightly to actually see the thing, though it had been starkly visible from inside. And they couldn’t have a crack in the Golden God’s hand, not with so many visiting New Bridge.
She wiped her palms on her apron as the reading brother closed his leather-bound tome, and the others began to disperse. Hopefully, one of them would help her carry the ladder back to the builders’ hall. The thing was damnably heavy, and no amount of magic would make it easier to carry. She caught a red-bearded brother’s eye, and he sauntered over, squinting up at the window, and stopped beside her.
“You sisters have many talents,” said the brother. He must be a pilgrim, since he wasn’t normally around the comb.
“Thank you. If you wouldn’t mind helping me with the ladder—”
“That looks much better, Brother Padril.” Grist Father Glimar didn’t stop to admire it, striding by on his way somewhere important, his piercing gaze taking everything in despite his hurry.
“Thank you, Father,” said Brother Padril.
Mellia swallowed her protest. What good would it do to petulantly call after the Grist father, insist that it was her work? Besides it feeling exceptionally good to see the look on Padril’s face when she called him out. But the look would swiftly be followed by a scowl or a glare. Unbound mages, even sisters, were not supposed to use magic out in the open like this. Mellia needed as much support among the Grist brothers as she could garner today. So she smiled at him.
And he had the good grace to look sheepish. “It does look better. I spent half of Igneo prayer this morning staring at that crack.”
“I suppose you’re a pilgrim?” And still, Father Glimar knew his name, despite him never having been around the comb before.
“An outrider, actually.” Come back for the ascension of the new Grist queen next week. Of course. All the New Bridge Grist brothers would gather to bind the new Grist queen, once she was chosen from among the handmaids. “Shall we deal with this ladder?”
Mellia and Padril wrestled the unwieldy ladder down from its lean against the wall, and Mellia took the rear while the brother hefted the front.
“You’re Sister Mellia?”
How did Brother Padril know her when she hadn’t recognized him at all? No sense in denying it. Maybe he wanted to make sure she got credit for fixing the window after all. “That’s right.”
“I have a message for you. I came through Falvair on my way here, and your father charged me with it.”
That’s why he had come over. And she’d roped him into helping her haul a ladder. Mellia’s face heated. Best to get the message over with. “Please, deliver it.”
Padril manoeuvred the ladder between the beehives dotted about the cloister lawn, and Mellia watched her footing across the dormant brown grass, toward the builders’ hall opposite the hive. Padril cleared his throat and recited. “Dearest daughter, Your most holy age is upon you, and as such, the time has come to bind yourself to the heir that I have selected for Falvair. Your presence is required here for the proceedings, on the occasion of my sixty-sixth and final year as marquess. Etc., Falvair.”
Padril downplayed the lack of love and affection at the message’s end gruffly, as though embarrassed that he couldn’t convey warmer regards. But what regard would her father have for the daughter who had failed him five times already? Should she fail this final time, he would be left with no one to carry on his lineage. To have two children fail him so completely—no. Thinking about her brother never helped anything.
“Thank you for delivering the message.” Returning to Falvair would mean undergoing yet another harrowing binding ritual with a pompous or even cruel lord chosen by her father. A pit opened in Mellia’s stomach. No, she wouldn’t do it. She wouldn’t go through the ritual again only to have it fail. She had a chance to become a handmaid, now that Grist Queen Arista was dead, and she would take it, just as soon as the brothers’ conclave offered it to her. And they would, since the handmaids openly used magic, and she was the best mage in the comb.
Padril led her by the ladder into the builders’ hall, and they tidied it in the storeroom.
“Thanks very much for your help”—Mellia curtsied—“and the message.”
Padril blushed. “I— You’re welcome, sister. Congratulations on your upcoming binding.”
Mellia forced a smile. “Doesn’t every mage dream of her binding?” She had to get out of here right now. “Please excuse me, Brother Padril. There’s so much to attend to before the Necrophoresis Ritual and only three more days to attend to it.”
“Of course, please, don’t let me keep you. Give my regards to the handmaids.”
Mellia curtsied, and Brother Padril scampered away. She crossed the cloister, back toward the hive and the Grist Queen’s Keep. The keep towered over the small hive buildings, only matched by the hive itself, the smooth granite facade broken by the sparkling stained glass. Its beauty never dimmed, no matter that Mellia had been admiring it for the past three years, ever since her father had shipped her off to become a sister. Clearly, he hoped that becoming closer to Doloman would finally make the binding ritual succeed. Instead, it had given Mellia a way out of the binding entirely.
And now was the time to tell her father that. She’d have to get Livine to write her letter out for her and send it right away. The handmaids were busy, but Livine would find a few moments to write out a short missive.
Mellia smiled as she approached the entrance to the Grist Queen’s Keep, but the guards frowned at her. Fallo’s green garters, her bee pin wasn’t on her cloak. They wouldn’t let her into the keep without it, not with all the pilgrims wandering about underfoot in the cloister this week. Even without its bond to the Grist queen, the Grist Guard’s brothers were a formidable group; there was nothing for it but to run up to the dormitory and fetch the silver brooch.
By the time she got back to the gate and the Grist guards let her through, she had mentally composed practically her entire reply to her father.
Dearest Lord Falvair,
I am pleased to impart that an opportunity to ascend to handmaidship has presented itself to me. This is a great opportunity for our family to be blessed with Doloman’s favour, and I’m certain you wouldn’t want me to decline it. I’d like to respectfully request that you await news of my handmaidship.
Sister Mellia of New Bridge Hive
That should do it. Diplomatic enough to placate him, but firm enough that he wouldn’t argue. After all, having a handmaid in the family would be prestigious. Some distant cousin would take over the marquessate and be thankful in a way Mellia could never be if tied to a source who would see her as nothing more than a channel for magic.
Mellia climbed the spiral stairs to the handmaids’ chamber. Their six curtained beds stood against the walls, neatly made for the day. The drapes stood open, despite the chill, and the fire crackled in the hearth. Livine sat in the window embrasure, her logbook propped on her lap, pen moving quickly over the paper.
If Mellia waited for her to finish, she’d be here all day. “Livine?”
The handmaid glanced up. Then back down.
“I need a letter written. I can come back if it’s not a good time…”
Livine sprinkled sand over her page and snapped her logbook closed. Hopefully, she had used her magic to dry the ink, otherwise her logbook pages would stick together. “It’s a fine time, Mellia.” She drew a coveted sheet of paper from her writing desk and dipped her pen.
Mellia recited the message, and Livine copied it, her eyebrows rising as the scribbles covered the page.
She paused before signing the letter for Mellia. “You told me you wanted to stay a sister even if you don’t become a handmaid. That you would never submit to the binding ritual again.”
Mellia shrugged. She had said that. Back before Grist Queen Arista had passed away, when the prospect of becoming a handmaid had been a distant dream and refusing the next binding ritual just as distant. But now, both were happening. “My father would never allow me to stay a lowly sister. Besides, everyone in the hive knows that I’m the most skilled mage ere.”
“That’s true. It wouldn’t make sense to choose another sister as handmaid.” Livine nodded, case closed, and signed the letter with a flourish. “I’ll make sure this gets sent to Falvair.” She sprinkled it with fine sand and folded it neatly.
“Thank you.” Mellia settled herself in one of the wingback chairs by the fire and pulled a dress for the Necrophoresis Ritual out of the chest between them. It was the blue one, Sathred’s. For a ritual taking place on a waterfall, the Grist certainly weren’t worried about expensive fabrics being ruined. The silk slipped between her fingers as she felled the neckline down.
Voices echoed up the spiral stairs along with the patter of slippers on stone. The handmaids seldom left the keep, so they were given only the most delicate of shoes. Morath and Runas swept into the handmaids’ chambers, the former short and stocky, her cropped hair sticking out from the edge of her veil; the latter the most willowy handmaid, her long blond hair pinned neatly away.
“If you hadn’t said anything, then we’d still be down there, wouldn’t we?” Runas peeled off her gloves and tossed them on her pristine bed.
“Would you have had me keep quiet? We don’t even get a say over our own new handmaid.” Morath crossed to the hearth, gave Mellia and strange look, and busied herself poking at the fire.
“What was the discussion about? It’ll be Mellia.” Livine had picked her logbook back up and barely paused in her writing to pipe up. “I’m sending the letter to her father today.”
Morath froze.
“You’re not going to tell her, are you?” Runas said to Morath’s bent head. She rolled her eyes and took the seat opposite Mellia.
“Tell me what?” Mellia’s hands were frozen mid-stitch, so she laid the silk down in her lap.
Runas took her hand, and Mellia let Runas baby her instead of snatching it away. “The list of handmaid candidates was settled upon this afternoon. We just came from the obedientiary conclave. The trial will be held the day after tomorrow.”
“We tried to speak up for you.” Morath gave the fire one last vicious poke. “You’re not even being considered.”
“And that’s when they kicked us out.” Runas squeezed her hand.
Not being considered. Mellia was not even being considered as a handmaid candidate. Not even being given a chance to show off her skills at the trial. Her skills that wildly surpassed all the other sisters, and everyone knew it.
“I know it’s a shock, Melly.” Runas’s sympathy seared her. “We can still work together with you as a sister.” Her smile turned out more like a wince.
They could keep working together with her as a sister, that was true. Except that her father would never let her stay here in the comb as a sister. She needed to be chosen by Doloman; she needed to be a handmaid! And she would be.
“Good thing we haven’t sent that letter to your father yet,” said Livine, flapping the paper her way. “Do you want me to rewrite it? Tell him you’re staying here regardless.”
“No.” Mellia brushed the silks off her lap onto the top of the chest and got to her feet. “Send it.”
“Send it? But it says that you’re going to be a handmaid, and you weren’t chosen—”
Mellia planted her fists on her hips. “Send it. Chosen or not, I’m going to be the new handmaid. If I go now, the conclave might still be in session.”
“That’s true, Melly, but they’ve already…” Runas trailed off as Mellia turned her glower on the handmaid.
“You tell ’em.” Morath pumped her fist.
“Don’t encourage her!” Runas scooted to the edge of her seat. “Mellia, there’s nothing you can say that will change their minds now. No one is supposed to interrupt the conclave. They’ll kick you out, and it’ll ruin your chances—”
“What chances? They’ve already declined to consider me, so what could make it worse?” At least she could find out why they had rejected her as a candidate. Maybe she could clear up some mistake. What could they do to her that would be worse than having to slink home and be bound to an obnoxious lord—or failing to bond…
“I can see that you’re dead set on this course.” Runas pursed her lips. “We’ll be here when you get… back.” She’d been about to say Kicked out of the conclave, most likely. And so what if Mellia was kicked out of the conclave? Or barred entry to begin with? The alternative was to sit here and cry. Crawl home to Falvair.
Mellia rounded the chairs and held Livine’s gaze. “Send the letter.”
Livine nodded. “You’re the best mage.” As though it were a foregone conclusion that the conclave would logically select the best mage as the next handmaid. And they should. Hence the trials. It benefitted the Grist to have the best mages supporting the Grist queen. They would see that. They would choose her. Or at least let her try. She wasn’t asking for special treatment, just fair treatment.
She swept down the stairs, all five foot nothing of her standing tall as she stalked across the inner cloister and rapped on the conclave door, the guard outside too shocked to stop her.
The door cracked open. “What’s the emergency?” The brother’s gaze raked her and softened. Brother Padril. He opened the door wider.
“Brother Padril. I understand that I’m not being considered for the handmaidship, and I’d like a justification from the conclave. I think I can reasonably say that I’m owed that.” Her stomach clenched. Was it because Padril knew that her father wanted her to return to Falvair to be bound and married? Had he convinced the other obedientiaries that she wouldn’t want to be a handmaid anyway? He hadn’t mentioned being the outriders’ obedientiary when they’d met…
But he nodded and made way for her. The guard’s mouth hung open now, but he closed it and saluted as Brother Padril shut the door behind Mellia. The room was close, the shutters cracked. Unlike the handmaids’ chamber, the conclave didn’t have glazed windows. It was either stuffy or frigid at this time of year. Smoke hung in the air from the two obedientiaries puffing on pipes.
“I presume you have something prepared?” said a gruff voice before Mellia’s eyes adjusted to the dim light filtering through the closed shutters. One of the brothers coughed.
“Fresh air perhaps?” Mellia smiled around at the grey-headed brothers, the leaders of each role in the comb. She gestured, and a thin breeze blew from the doorway, catching the wispy hair of the brother who had spoken.
A collective sigh hushed through the room.
She turned to Brother Prospus, puffing on his pipe, as usual. “I fixed the cracked pane in the first chorea window, Brother.” As the builders’ obedientiary, he’d given her the task. And where was the healers’ obedientiary? Ah, yes. The one with the unbelievably huge white beard. “You know that half the salves in the infirmary were set by me.” She turned to the brother with long plaited hair—the fanner obedientiary. “And half the fabrics were woven by me.” Brother Padril had taken his place at the table, and she gambled. “The mantle that warms you on your journeys is my work, even some of the hand tools your foragers take to the field,” she finished, turning to the other pipe-smoking brother, the forager obedientiary. “I’m sure you all see that I could support a Grist queen like no other sister. Seeing as I do all of this in addition to my regular duties, and I tutor Lord New Bridge’s children.” Fallo’s green garters, with it all listed out, it seemed far too much for one person.
“Can you mend this?” A grizzled brother, the Grist guard obedientiary, brandished a riven chunk of boiled leather. Not exactly within the scope of a handmaid’s duties, but certainly a tough feat, mending a material that would require so many steps. Did they think that magic was omnipotent?
She took the bracer and ran her finger along the crack. “I can’t make something from nothing, brothers.” Reversing damage was not something magic could do. Without any supplies, at least.
The grizzled brother nodded and took the piece back. Maybe that had been the test on its own?
A brother with long plaited hair spoke next. “Recite the first of the Choreas.”
The Six Mage Edicts? Did they think her a child? Did she not have her tutees repeat this every week? “A greedy mage drains her source dry. A selfish mage refuses her source’s direction. A hard mage cares not for her source. An ambitious mage eclipses her source. An inconstant mage doubts her source. A loose mage bonds indiscriminately. Or would you like them in the original Eichian?”
“That will suffice,” the fanner snapped. Perhaps she should have been more demure. But did they really expect her to stumble over the Choreas?
“And have you ever undergone the binding ritual before, Sister?” The bored forager didn’t even bother to look at her.
“Yes, Brother.”
They all looked at her then.
“Your bond was broken?” Brother Padril spoke gently.
She held her head high. “No, Brother. The rituals failed.”
“Rituals?” The grizzled brother’s attention was riveted to her. Damn her tongue.
“Yes.”
“Sister, speak plainly. How many rituals have you undergone?” snapped the fanner.
“Five.” Let them hate her, dismiss her, laugh her out of this chamber. She was the best mage they’d seen all day, and they knew it. Having her as handmaid would make all of their lives easier.
“Thank you, Sister. I believe we’ve seen enough.”
Mellia’s nails dug into her palm. She didn’t argue; she didn’t have a hope of hiding the tremor that would wrack her voice. Nothing would make her case any better than she already had, and arguing would just paint her as difficult. She strode out into the glaring evening sun slanting over the roofs of the comb into the cloister. She wandered onto the grass, the stained-glass windows of the hive sparkling in the evening light.
“Mellia!” Sathred waved her down from nearer the hive. The handmaids weren’t supposed to be outside the keep, were they?
“Sathred! What are you doing out here?”
“I told Glimar I needed to know more about preserving Arista’s body. He didn’t want to risk having her decompose before the Necrophoresis Ritual. So I get to see the sun!” Who else would call the Grist father “Glimar” so cavalierly? Sathred tapped a beehive affectionately, and two disoriented bees buzzed out and meandered to the ground.
“Clever.” The Queen’s Garden was open to the Grist queen and her handmaids whenever they wanted to see the sun, but the walls were high, and the sun was not, at the moment.
Sathred wrapped her trailing sleeve around her hand and coaxed one of the bees onto it, then the other. “Were you just in with the conclave? I swear, the best part about being a handmaid is never having to answer to them again.” Just the Grist father.
“I was.” Mellia planted her fists on her hips.
Sathred nudged the bees to the beehive’s opening, and they crawled inside, one after the other. “Everyone knows your magic is the strongest. You’ve been practicing since you were a kid. You’ll get it.” She smiled at Mellia, but all the handmaids knew about her past bond attempts. How could any of them expect her to be accepted?
No matter. If they rejected her, she’d go to Father Glimar. Even if the obedientiaries refused to see reason, surely the Grist father would want the best mage for his new Queen’s handmaid.






  
  2
[image: ]
Alroth


“Without any assurance of repayment, I can’t lend you the silver you’ve requested.” The moneylender grimaced as a spider the size of Alroth’s hand scuttled across the wall and froze. “You know, the Grist can help repair these buildings.” 
Yeah, for a tithe that would eat up more of the harvest than they could spare.
“For a very reasonable tithe, you could have a few brothers out here to guard the place, and then there would be no need to move inside the town walls at all.”
Alroth nodded, as though considering that asinine statement. “Thanks very much.” For nothing.
“Your larder looks well enough stocked.” The moneylender sniffed, eyeing the stacks of preserves and scrounged and bartered foodstuffs. He clearly wasn’t used to meeting in a stuffy, spider-infested larder. In all fairness, this was a close to a back room as Alroth had.
The spider scuttled behind a barrel and out of sight. The moneylender would not change his mind. They would find another way to scrape together silver. They would have to. But how? They’d made some coin accompanying pious lords into New Bridge for the Grist queen’s funeral rites, but not enough. Not before winter really set in.
The moneylender straightened his mantle as he stood. “If you change your mind about indenturing any of your people, you know where to find me.”
Alroth rose as well, jostling a hanging dried ham with his head, but even that didn’t keep the moneylender from cringing away. “I won’t change my mind.” Most of the folks who lived here in Mill Hamlet had come to avoid exactly that fate, and Alroth would never condemn any of them, even to save the rest.
The moneylender held his ground. “It’s your first winter here in New Bridge. You might change your tune by winter’s end.” He brushed the seat of his tunic, even though just this morning Alroth had meticulously cleaned the crate the little weasel had been sitting on.
Inviting him here at all had been a mistake.
A knock on the door interrupted before Alroth could do anything he’d regret.
“Captain Alroth, sir?” The kid’s voice barely made it through the paper-thin door.
Alroth heaved a sigh and resisted the urge to scrub a hand over his face. What was the trouble now? He opened the door. Tarrin shifted from foot to foot, eyes fixed on the ground.
“Hey, kid, what can I do for you?” Alroth wrapped an arm around his shoulders and drew him away from the back room. No need for the moneylender to hear about Mill Hamlet’s difficulties.
“It’s the harvest, Captain. Vernis says the ground’s going to freeze overnight. We got to get everything in before…”
“And we will.” Alroth clasped Tarrin’s shoulder. “Let me grab Del and Kai, maybe Falkirk and Etienne if I can rustle them up. We’ll be there in two shakes. Get on.”
The kid’s face split into a grin, and he trotted away. He was recovering well from his near drowning in the fall. Looking stronger. Happier.
They’d all benefit from having the harvest in. If they were going to bring it all in today, though, the next week would be all preserving and storing. Any crops they didn’t save meant one more hungry day next spring. Etienne couldn’t beg time off from his castle guard duties right now; they were already woefully short on men up there. Was Falkirk even back from their journey to Hiorach-cursed Munificast?
The moneylender emerged from the larder, just a little too close to Alroth.
A young mother with her tiny babe sat by the fire. The two of them had been holding up since the birth; capable old Selena, dozing in the sturdy armchair across from them, had mothered her, just the same as she mothered the rest of them. The mother had even gained some colour back since she’d crawled in here six months past, half starved, fully with child, no doubt turned out by her parents. Alroth hadn’t asked, had just sat her by the fire and handed her a bowl of broth and hard bread to sop it up. They’d all been woken more than once in the night by the babe’s cries, but it was a reminder that the mother and child were safe and warm here, not slowly dying on the streets.
They could still starve if Alroth didn’t get the harvest in, and they could still die if he didn’t get them all moved inside the town walls soon. Overwintering out here would be bad enough, but come spring, when the March River was navigable again, they could have worse to contend with. But no use worrying about that until Falkirk returned with news.
“Pretty mage like that shouldn’t have any trouble making coin.” The moneylender said it just like that, as though he didn’t expect Alroth to blacken his eye for it.
But Alroth kept his clenched fists to himself and jerked his head at the door. If she wanted to make coin that way, she would, and no one here would think less of her for it. But she didn’t. The moneylender scuttled out the door.
Alroth followed and shut it tight behind them to keep the little family and Selena’s old bones cozy against the biting wind, and peered at the sun. Etienne wouldn’t be off duty until dusk. They’d have to make do with Tarrin and the boys, plus his handful of strong folk able to wield sickle and hoe.
The moneylender said his farewells, probably still hoping to change Alroth’s mind about indenturing his people, and Alroth made sure he was off toward Mill Gate before trudging to the fields where Del and Kai already worked, bickering incessantly, along with anyone else hale enough to help.
After spending the afternoon hauling potatoes and parsnips, the chilly breeze was welcome, cooling the sweat running down Alroth’s back under his shirt. Even Del was quiet as he hefted another basket of vegetables and headed for the storehouse. The one they’d rebuilt midsummer after the old one burned down. Alroth sighed and ran a soil-caked hand through his windswept hair. He couldn’t prove it had been folk from the town proper and not roving bandits who’d lit the blaze, but no bandits had been seen either before or after. Inside the town walls, nothing of the kind would be permitted to happen. If only he could scrape together the coin to get them a place, tiny though it would be compared to their knot of cottages and cruck house. At least none of those had been the arsonist’s target this summer. Alroth shuddered, the sweat suddenly cooling on his skin as the sun dipped below the town wall behind him.
Alroth retreated to the storehouse to ensure their harvest was well stored, away from prying rats, at least. He turned the corner into the back storeroom and came upon Del and Kai, heads together. Quiet, for once.
“Everything well out here?” he said.
“Yes, Wolf,” said Kai.
Del stuck his hands in his pockets. “How did your big meeting go?”
“A bust.” Alroth waved it away, as though it hadn’t been their last hope.
“I’m sorry. It was a good idea.” Kai rearranged a basket of vegetables.
“Nah, don’t worry about it. We’ll sort something else out.” He just didn’t know what yet. Day labouring would only get them so far, but it would be better than nothing. As long as they could get the work. “You two pulled more than your weight today. Every pound of food we saved is a hungry belly filled. Worth more than coin, that.” He punched Kai lightly on the shoulder. He meant it, too. Starving in a hovel inside the town walls would be no better than starving outside them. He would know.
When the three of them got back to their cruck, Etienne sat with his boots up on the table, combing his bushy blond moustache.
Falkirk sat across from him, leaning on their elbows, eyes narrowed. “You did not.”
“I did! I swear to you on Sarilla’s golden petticoats.” Etienne brandished his tankard.
Falkirk rolled their eyes. “As though that means anything to you at all.” They caught sight of Alroth and stood. “Captain.”
“You have a report for me.”
“Yes, sir.”
Alroth jerked his head toward his back room, and Falkirk followed him into the larder and closed the door, for all the good it would do. Alroth sank into his rickety chair, and Falkirk sat opposite on the low crate.
“I should be offering you the proper seat after you travelled so far.”
They shrugged. “It was mostly sitting today. Got a ride in the back of a farmer’s cart.”
“Jolting is more like.” The road from Munificast isn’t bad, but some of those carts…
Falkirk didn’t let him delay any more. “You were right. There’s talk of war.” 
“Talk?”
“Whispers, for now.”
And if war came? From Carille? New Bridge Castle had been built for that eventuality, the town walls fortified and built higher, but their little settlement would be raided, burned, maybe worse.
“We should be safe until spring, sir.”
“That’s if they don’t have bound mages.”
Falkirk didn’t answer. They knew it was true. Mages could make the treacherous winter winds of Lake Val passable if they had enough power, and Carille might not have the Empire’s backing or the Grist presence that Sudra did, but they had plenty of powerful bound mages. No, Alroth and the folks under his protection couldn’t stay here. Inside the town walls was the only safe place for them.
“Anything else, Falkirk?”
They furrowed their brow. “Probably just idle talk, but something might be brewing with the Grist.”
“Brewing?”
“Nothing specific. Just some rumours of Grist fathers promising land and title in exchange for loyalty.”
“Is that really news?” The Grist were always buzzing around making deals behind closed doors and putting their loyalists in places of power. Why would that concern them out here in New Bridge? No one wanted this worthless spit of land, strategic though it might be. Calornith Province didn’t have the mines of the mountains, the fertility of the lowlands, or the wealth in trade of the Western Road.
“It’s news because the titles being promised already belong to families with secure lines of succession.”
“Let me guess, the families are not particularly pious?”
“That’s right.”
“They’re planning to, what? Take their lands?”
Falkirk shrugged. “They’re just rumours. I’m sure the Grist are making promises they can’t keep, as always.”
Petty squabbles from folks who already had everything they could ever need, still clawing for more. That kind of manoeuvring would never affect them out here. What in the name of the Great Golden God would Alroth do with a title? Not that there was an ephemer’s chance of moving a boulder that he would ever have one. Becoming one of those pompous, selfish lords would be a nightmare anyway. No, he didn’t need fancy words, just solid silver. If war came, only coin would protect them.
But how to earn it? They couldn’t risk what little reputation they had by thieving; they needed coin and lordly approval to move inside the walls. There wasn’t time to hire on as guards for any more travelling merchants. Anyone with sense stayed off the roads by this time of year, including bandits, though once the ceremonies were done, all the smallholders and pious folk leaving New Bridge might not know that. But what if the snows flew while they were away and they were cut off from New Bridge for the winter? It was too great a risk. Which just left day labouring in town. But even if they all managed to find work every day, they would come up short. No, only a regular guard post like Etienne’s would have a hope of providing the legitimate coin they needed in time.
“How’s everything been here, Wolf?” Falkirk stretched out their legs.
“Del and Kai have been up to their usual squabbles. Selena’s been a mother hen over that little one.”
“As have you, I’m sure.”
Alroth glowered, drawing his eyebrows together, and Falkirk laughed.
“Very convincing, Wolf.”
Mother hen. How dare they? A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. The babe was precious, in more ways than one. Every child deserved a warm, loving home with folks to dote on them.
“The little one will be climbing all over you, tugging on your beard in no time.”
“Doloman willing.”
Falkirk nodded seriously. “How are our coffers looking?”
Alroth jangled the keys to his lockbox. “Lighter than we’d hoped. I’ll talk to Etienne about getting a permanent guard post in the castle.”
“Coin and prestige.” They gave him a shrewd look. “Etienne isn’t around much.”
“There’s nothing for it, Falkirk.” It was either earn coin away from his folks or stay poor with them. At least as a castle guard he would be able to come home every night, make sure they were still alive and fed. Protect them from nighttime raids, Doloman forbid.
“I can take care of things.”
Alroth’s shoulders rose. Falkirk was capable of taking care of things while Alroth was away, but long-term? No one had ever looked out for these people, not until Alroth had stepped in and brought them together, providing guidance, protection, and resources. He’d hunted down the timber they needed, rustled up the folk to build the cottages, bargained them down through friendship and pity. He’d secured the right to farm the flood plain through the summer, found folk willing to teach the skills they all needed to survive, even got some Grist foragers to come help out once or twice, not that they could afford the tithe, but he’d been the one to convince them to lower that, too.
Yes, while Alroth was away, Falkirk would hold everything together, but that’s all they would do. Alroth was the one who needed to be here and advocate for his people and draw them in to work as a team.
But he was the only one with a hope of joining the castle guard. Del and Kai were too hotheaded, and Falkirk… the guard captain would take one look and dismiss their willowy frame out of hand. So it had to be Alroth. Getting the position would be hard enough—he would figure out how to do that later—but even if he did, would he end up like Etienne? Drifting away, practically living at the castle, sleeping there most nights, too late or too exhausted to get home after his shift? Not that Etienne had ever been interested in running their hamlet, but even if he had been, the castle guard were expected to be available. There was nothing for it. Alroth would get a post with the guard for long enough to earn the coin they needed, and once his folks were safe inside the walls, he’d come back to them.
He got Falkirk abreast of the harvest situation, and the two of them left his back room for the hall. Del had his drum out, and Kai his horn. The pottage on its hook over the fire bubbled, the scent of stew filling the room, which was getting warmer by the moment as folks clapped and sang along to their tune. Tarrin pulled Selena to her feet and started the line of a dance. The babe looked on from her mother’s lap with wide eyes, the mother’s knee bouncing, her cheeks round and pink. Etienne joined the dance, pulling the person next to him along until the earthen floor trembled with stomping feet and the air with shouts and catcalls.
Alroth had to keep these folks safe. Even if it meant leaving them for a while. Someone tried to pull him onto the floor, but he smiled and shook his head. His shoulder was tired enough already from the harvest, and he’d have an early start if Etienne could get him a temporary post tomorrow.
As Alroth sopped up the last of the gravy from his bowl of pottage, Etienne flopped onto the bench beside him.
“You could try one dance, Wolf.”
Alroth scraped the last drops from his empty wooden bowl. “You’re dancing enough for the both of us, Drake.”
Etienne laughed. “Not possible, my friend. What’s on your mind? You’ve been staring deep into that bowl like it’s your long-lost lover’s—”
Selena sauntered by at that moment and lifted a grey eyebrow.
“—eyes,” Etienne finished.
“Any chance you could put me down for a guard shift tomorrow?”
Etienne slapped his knee and crowed. “You? A castle guard? But how will you keep from stabbing the kidney of the man next to you? Wolf, no offence meant, but you will never convince the guard captain that you don’t want to butcher every one of us up there. For a day, perhaps, when I vouch for you, but for a week? A month?” He shook his head sadly.
“I didn’t ask for your opinion on the matter, just your recommendation, puffed-up dandy,” Alroth growled, drawing a chortle from Etienne.
He held up his hands in surrender. “Fine, fine. You want to beg the captain for a posting? On your knees? I’ll take you to see him in the morning. But there are fifty other men, mostly mercs like us, wanting a permanent position. They heard Lord New Bridge is making a good offer, and they’ve come, probably to overwinter. Even if I get you one shift, it won’t guarantee you more. They’ll stage a mock battle most like.”
“With the rumours of war.”
Etienne nodded, suddenly serious.
“So you’ve heard them, too?”
“They would never hire so many guards just for the funeral rites. The smallholders are boisterous, but they can be taken down in one stroke, for the most part. Lord New Bridge is tight with his coin. He wouldn’t pass it out so freely unless he was trying to lure the likes of us into loyalty.”
Selena returned with a tankard for Etienne, who took it with a wink and a “Thanks, love.” He took a long pull of the warm ale, foam coating his moustache as he thunked the stone mug on the tabletop.
Alroth could take fifty men, perhaps not all at once, but he could win out in the ring against practically anyone, sometimes even Etienne. “What are you really worried about, Drake?”
Etienne shook his head. “Never worried for you, my friend. But if they find out who you are…”
If anyone with a grudge against the Wolf recognized him, they would most likely fight to kill. Dirty. But why would they? Etienne certainly wouldn’t tell them, and Falkirk, Del, and Kai were the only ones here who knew. Though, mercs from Nordval might recognize him, even with the beard. He would deal with that if it came up. What other option was there? Besides, just because someone recognized him didn’t mean they’d go crawling to the guard captain with the information. His treason had benefitted them all.
“I’ll need to turn in if I’m going to be up when the gates open.”
Etienne waved him away, already at the bottom of his tankard and looking longingly at the dance floor once again.
Alroth absently greeted folks as he skirted the dancers to the bedrooms. The noise wouldn’t keep him awake; in fact, it would keep the nightmares at bay. It would remind him that he was no longer alone. Even the clash of weapons during the war days had helped. It had reminded him that he was no longer unarmed. 
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Mellia


Mellia woke up in the silent dormitory before dawn. The brothers weren’t going to choose her as the new handmaid. It didn’t matter that she was one of the best mages among the sisters. She had proven herself unable to bond with five different lords, despite performing the binding ritual exactly as instructed—meticulously so. She got up and dressed quietly in the dark. Other sisters were stirring now, rising to tend the fires for the brothers. 
Mellia had to tell Elenta about her father’s letter. She of all people would understand, bound to Lord New Bridge as she was. The cloister’s silence was broken by Mellia’s footfalls and the sound of her breath puffing into the still morning air. A glitter of frost coated the hive roof where the sun touched the spire. She stole through the crowded guest house, picking her way around the sleeping blanketed lumps, across the glittering granite floor, and past a pair of sleepy-looking guards. Not Grist guards but mercenaries hired for the funerary period. Sleepy merchants filtered into Iram Square, the clatter of their stalls being set up seeming to annoy the hulking Doloman statue that towered in front of the huge hive doors. He glared down at the ruckus, arms crossed over his golden chest. Mellia hurried on.
Hive Street was nearly deserted, and she made good time down toward the water. Lower Gate clanked slowly open as she turned onto Water Street. New Bridge Castle, its pennant hanging despondently in the still morning, lay before her. The brothers hadn’t selected her to participate in the handmaid trials—not after her performance yesterday—but she could still go over their heads. Father Glimar knew who she was because of her role at the castle, tutoring his niblings. If she asked him, he would at least grant her an audience. And once she had that, she would convince him to let her participate in the trial.
She climbed the stairs to the castle drawbridge, already lowered and admitting a steady stream of practically dressed folks like her. A breeze caught a strand of Mellia’s hair as she crossed the southern barbican to the gate. The outer ward was already bustling, the kitchen chimneys releasing a stream of smoke that rose almost straight into the chilly air, and a couple of smallholders sang a bawdy song as they leaned against each other on their way to the great hall to pass out, probably still awake from last night’s revelry. Perhaps they were celebrating a marriage and bond alliance negotiated over last night’s dinner. Likely, the promised mage wasn’t even in New Bridge, still blessedly unaware of her fate. Mellia sighed and hurried past the well and across the inner drawbridge.
The guards nodded at her Grist pin, and she passed into the inner ward. She climbed the steps to Lady Elenta’s chambers, since the drapes were open behind her large mullioned windows. Elenta would sympathize about her father’s edict, even if she could do nothing to change it. The lady in the antechamber nodded and waved her through into Elenta’s chamber.
Another of her ladies was pinning Elenta’s hair, both of their backs to the door, and another offered Elenta something from a tray of food.
“Good morning, Elenta,” said Mellia.
Elenta’s cheeks went pink as Mellia came around in front of her. “Mellia!” She waved the food away and Mellia toward a seat. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I should have told you to keep the children…” She swallowed. Ah, yes. Yesterday morning, after tutoring, Mellia had released the children from their studies, and they’d gone tearing off to bother Lord New Bridge. Elenta had borne the consequences. But somehow, she was the one apologizing.
Mellia tried to smile. “No apology necessary.”
The lady was almost done with Elenta’s hair. They would be listening at the door even after they left, but speaking freely in front of them wouldn’t be appropriate.
“Morgan told me yesterday he wanted to be Grist father after Father Glimar.”
“You’re a good influence on them, sister.” Elenta’s hummingbird ephemer buzzed past Mellia’s head and darted through the wall, its translucent form passing through the stone with ease.
Best not to mention that Delia also wanted to be Grist father. Elenta would have thought it hilarious in days past, but now… Lord New Bridge would be livid if he found out his daughter had said such a thing. And if Elenta’s ladies knew, he would inevitably find out. Elenta would take the brunt of his rage, but he might well dismiss Mellia too, and without her excuse of tutoring the children, there would be no justifiable reason for her to visit Elenta like this anymore.
The lady finished her pinning, curtsied, and left, followed by the lady offering food, when Elenta waved her away. The heavy door shut behind them.
Tears welled in Elenta’s eyes.
“Oh, Lenny.” Mellia went to her knees next to her friend and wrapped her arms around her.
“I’m fine, Melly,” she sobbed out. “I have all these ladies and my beautiful children and we’re all safe here.”
“I know.” Mellia squeezed her friend close. The door to the lord’s chambers on the opposite wall was closed, but it didn’t lock from this side. He could appear without announcing himself at any moment. They could never forget that. He wasn’t a cruel man, as such things went. He just wanted things a certain way and never seemed to explicitly tell Elenta what that way was.
Elenta pulled back and wiped her face with her handkerchief. “I’ll do better today.” She pasted on a smile. “Now! We have something to discuss.”
“We do?” Mellia went back to her seat and smoothed her dark wool skirt. The edge brushed Elenta’s fine silk hem. No one could accuse Lord New Bridge of being stingy with his matron.
“Yes. Lord Ainsley arrived yesterday after you left.”
Ainsley… why did that sound so familiar? There were so many smallholders and minor lords in Calornith Province here for the funerary rites, why should she care about Ainsley?
“Your parents sent him.”
“As their representative?” Since her brother’s death, Mellia was the de facto heir to her family lands and title, and her position in the Grist meant that her father often had to make do with vassals as representatives. Strange that she had never heard of this one though. She hadn’t been gone that long.
“No! As your betrothed.” Elenta grinned.
Mellia’s stomach tightened, and she swallowed the bile climbing up her throat. Her father had sent the suitor to her. It made no difference that she’d refused his summons. Once it became clear that she wouldn’t become a handmaid, the suitor would pounce… She tried for a smile, but she must have looked as sick as she felt, because Elenta’s grin faded.
“You get another try, Mellia. Isn’t that wonderful? You’ll get to go home and be a lady. No more working all day as a sister. You’ll finally be a matron!” She gestured, and the fire leapt in the grate. Elenta’s tiny silvery hummingbird reappeared, squeaked, and hovered next to Elenta’s head.
I can already do that. But Mellia didn’t say that. If her magic was strong now, how much stronger would it be if she were bound? But she’d tried. Five times she’d tried, and all of them she’d failed. That another lord was willing to go through the ritual with her now spoke to how much he wanted her family lands and title. She’d never met a Lord Ainsley, so it was not her personality that had captured his attention.
The door behind Mellia creaked open, and Elenta’s gaze jumped over her shoulder. “My Lord.”
“What could possibly have needed my power, mage? Sitting alone with a sister is hardly strenuous.” His quiet tone prickled goosebumps over Mellia’s scalp.
“I—I was demonstrating the power of a strong bond to Sister Mellia.” She gestured Mellia’s way. “This is the sister Lord Ainsley will take as his matron.”
Mellia bowed her head. Elenta didn’t need to be wrenched into an ephemer again today.
Lord New Bridge’s scathing gaze was palpable on her dark sister’s garb, the simple veil over her hair, the scuffed toes of her boots. She could practically hear him thinking that she was unfit to be bound to a lord. “I’m sure Sister Mellia is fully aware of the implications of binding. You must learn not to squander my power so frivolously.”
Mellia didn’t move. What could she do?
“My Lord, please, I have work to do this morning. I can’t—”
“Surely not so much work, considering you sit here gossiping with a companion.” His eyes flashed.
“No—” Elenta’s protest was cut off as she fell to her knees, a wince twisting her face. The colour drained from her, blew away in a non-existent wind as her hummingbird ephemer gained solidity. Elenta’s mouth moved, but no sound reached them.
“I hope you appreciate these lessons, matron.” New Bridge’s hard gaze flicked to Mellia, who quickly focused on her own feet on the floor.
The door closed with a click.
Mellia sank back in her chair.
Elenta’s back bowed, the bed beyond her visible through her slumped form.
Mellia shook her head, trying for a smile. “I should be more excited about the prospect of bonding.” She swallowed the lump in her throat again. Something, perhaps a slimy frog, was trying to crawl up it. Lord Ainsley was probably perfectly nice. Once they were married and bound, she would be a matron, as Elenta had said. Except if the bond didn’t take. Again. “I’m sure the ritual will go smoothly this time. Six is a sacred number, after all.
“Now, go ahead and show me what needs doing.”
Elenta squeezed her hands together, her shoulders rose and fell on a deep breath, and she climbed to her feet. She gave Mellia a tense nod, and they began their painstaking process of translating gestures into instructions. All their years of childhood etiquette lessons together helped immensely, when they used to talk silently behind the matron’s back, as did Mellia’s having trained to run a large household of her own. The two of them managed to ensure that Lord New Bridge’s breakfast was prepared to his satisfaction, sent some of Elenta’s ladies to ensure the visiting lords were taken care of, and wrangled the children, all without Elenta being seen in her indecent ephemeral form. It wouldn’t do for the household to know she’d required the lord’s correction, after all. Mellia shuddered.
By the time tutoring was to begin, Elenta was corporeal once more. Mellia, Elenta, and the children crossed the inner ward together.
“Lord Ainsley wanted to meet you. I told him that you’d be here this morning. After your lessons with the children. He’ll meet you in Hive Tower.”
A pious lord. No doubt assigned by the Grist, in exchange for prestige for her father and Lord Ainsley, once he inherited. He would perform the binding ritual to the letter. Mellia shuddered. At least last time hadn’t been painful, not like the first…
“I’ll meet him.” Mellia hugged Elenta and corralled the children up to their classroom. How would she get through lessons today knowing she would meet her betrothed after them? Her stomach roiled. Hopefully the children wouldn’t notice her discomfiture.
The lesson passed in a blur, but she kept Morgan and Delia in their classroom until Elenta came to retrieve them. Elenta squeezed Mellia’s hand and whispered, “Good luck,” before chivying the rapscallions away.
Perhaps they should have sent a guard to escort her to Hive Tower. Was it too late to escape back to the comb and claim she’d never got the message about meeting Lord Ainsley? No, Elenta would be blamed for not passing the message to her. Mellia took a deep breath. She had done this before, and she would survive it again. Strangely, the thought of failing to bond again was no more unpleasant than the thought of the bond actually taking. Why wouldn’t she be pleased to have a bond finally take? To finally have the security of a bound mate and live like a lady again? Chills skated up her spine. Was that anticipation or dread?
She wrapped her mantle around her, though it did nothing to dissipate the chills, and descended into the courtyard. Instead of turning toward the gate and inner drawbridge, she turned to Hive Tower. She took the narrow stairs into the lord’s hive, the steps clinging to her feet, slowing her progress. She turned the last corner and paused in the hive doorway. Stained-glass windows let in tinted sunlight, bathing the altar at the head of the room, a constantly running fountain, powered by the magic of the Grist.
A lone man knelt there, nothing to cushion his knees on the wooden floor. Pious. Perfectly suited to bond a Grist sister. Mellia’s footsteps were muffled by the fountain’s trickle, and he didn’t move until she was next to him, even then just cocking his head, not looking at her. Her skirts rustled as she surreptitiously folded them for extra padding as she knelt. Playing at piety came naturally to her after three years as a sister.
“I understand you are thirty-six years old.” His accent marked him as from the Western Road. Likely a rich merchant wanting a more prestigious title.
“Yes, my lord.” Ah, thirty-six, the most auspicious of ages. The last chance for an unbound mage to bond into matronhood. Any mage not bound between twenty-four and thirty-six years of age would never be. According to the Grist and their love of the holy sexternity.
He nodded sagely, still not looking at her. “Your father assured me you would be cooperative.”
Mellia clasped her hands as if in prayer to stop her fingers’ tingling. She deliberately slowed her breathing. “Of course, my lord.” What choice did she have but to be cooperative?
“Good. We’ll wait until after the Necrophoresis Ritual, but I see no need to delay further. We’ll be bound directly after the ceremony and return to Falvair for the solstice.”
He was so sure the bond would take. Did he not know her history? She had to make sure he was aware. It might be the only way to change his mind.
“My lord, I have failed the binding ritual five times.”
“Excellent. The sixth will be successful, I assure you.” His voice was grim, as though he would personally make sure that the bond took. He couldn’t be worse than her third attempt, could he? That one…
Maybe if she assured him of her good intentions, he would be less… thorough. “I will also make every effort to perform the ritual perf—”
“That won’t be necessary.” He stood. “Perhaps such attempts were the cause of your past failures. Good day, sister.” His footsteps receded from the hive.
Mellia stayed on her knees, squeezed her hands together in genuine prayer this time. No. No, no, no. He was just like Lord New Bridge. He would perform the ritual, and if the bond didn’t take, would he try again? How many times would he attempt it? And what would become of her if it never took? She would lose his protection; her father would have no use for her…
And if the bond was successful? Her heart might beat itself out of her chest. She couldn’t breathe. To be bound to that for the rest of her life? A pompous, pious ass who would see her power as his and wrench her on a whim. Wearing silks, being tended, and being called a lady were not worth that… perhaps that would even make it worse. Having ladies chosen by her source watching her day and night, listening at doors, reporting back to him. And she’d never be allowed to visit Elenta again…
But how to prevent it? Resisting him would make him “take her in hand,” no doubt. She shuddered.
Father Glimar was her route to becoming a handmaid, and she would go crawling to him if that’s what it took. She could not allow the ritual with Lord Ainsley to proceed. With any luck, Father Glimar was either unaware of the betrothal or would take pity on her. If he succeeded in helping her, as a handmaid, she’d be free of Lord Ainsley’s suit, committed to Doloman for life. And handmaid duties would put her not insubstantial magic to good use. She could work with the other handmaids, unbound though they were, to make beautiful things. Hard work? Yes, but not the ties of a matron, subject to the whims of her source, dogged by the threat of wrenching for the smallest perceived infraction.
Mellia dusted off her skirts and strode down the narrow steps back out into the inner ward, wrapping her mantle more firmly around her shoulders and straightening the bee-shaped pin on her breast as she emerged from the circular stairs. The guards by the inner drawbridge recognized the Grist’s symbol and nodded as she approached.
“How are you today, sister?” The big blond one with the immaculate moustache always chatted to her, as though he couldn’t help himself. 
The other one was new and assessed her as though she were a threat.
She focussed on the friendly guard. “As well as can be expected while mourning the Grist queen.”
“Can anyone be well after such sad news?” He shook his head.
“I’m sure the visiting lords are keeping you busy enough.”
The guard threw back his head and laughed. “So they are, sister! Alroth here is benefitting from their skullduggery. More mischief means more guard posts.”
Alroth nodded curtly, his gaze still assessing. She drew herself up. Who was he to judge a sister so? A temporary castle guard?
“Good day, sister.” His voice rumbled from his chest.
Mellia fiddled with the bee pin on her mantle. “And good day to you.” Why was her voice so breathy? She hurried on across the inner drawbridge. That guard—Alroth—was probably still watching her with his piercing gaze. But that didn’t matter. It was unsettling, certainly not exciting. Just because a man looked at her that way didn’t mean her future lay there. Though her luck with lords had been abysmal. Perhaps a mercenary guard would break her streak of misfortune. As if binding herself to a mercenary would help her position at all. Her father would disown her.
The outer ward bustled, the kitchen chimneys pouring smoke, and whinnies and neighs of horses floating from the stables next door. As the day wore on, the cacophony of the great hall would drown out both, but this time of the day was for work, not amusement. The revelry from last night when all the smallholder lords arrived would have left them slow to wake this morning. Not that the occasion was happy. The Grist queen was dead, after all.
And this might be her only chance to become a handmaid. All she had to do was get that handmaid position, and she wouldn’t have to worry about being bound to a lout like Lord New Bridge. She picked up her pace as she passed through the south gate into the south barbican, down the steps, and across the drawbridge.
The streets were even more crowded than the castle, oxcarts passing slowly toward the lift at the east end of the castle, working day and night to move supplies into the purser’s tower. Water Street was just as crowded, what with the supplies coming from the Lower Gate, but at least the street was wide enough that Mellia could avoid the endless dung piles that were laid faster than they could be cleaned on a day like this, and the nip in the wind kept the smell at bay.
She turned down Hive Alley, narrow enough to bar cart traffic, at least, and into Iram Square, the golden statue of Doloman glittering in the late-morning sun but still passing judgment, particularly on any who would enter the hive’s sanctum. Mellia shuddered and skirted the statue. Thankfully, she didn’t have to enter through the hive proper every day. Brothers worshiped six times a day, but sisters only on holy days. Most of the bustling activity would be round the back entrance, next to Upper Gate. While the smallholders resided
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