
  
    [image: The Eleventh Hour]
  


  
    
      
        
        Also by Aminah Fox

      

      

      
        
        MOURNERS

        The Mourners: The Deadly Elite

      

        

      
        CRUSADERVERSE

        Where the Stars Sing

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Eleventh Hour by Aminah Fox]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 by Aminah Bridgette Fox

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form, stored in any information storage and retrieval systems, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews or as provided by United States of America copyright law.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, and incidents portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        A list of content warnings are available on the author’s website at

        www.aminahfox.com

      

        

      
        Cover design by Gabriella Regina

        First Edition: October 2023

      

        

      
        ISBN Paperback: 979-8-9870409-2-8

        ISBN Hardcover: 979-8-9870409-3-5

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To those who have questioned their own magic and doubted their abilities. May this book be a testament to the extraordinary power that lies within you.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Eleventh Hour]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The Father. The Son. The Hidden Borough.

      

      
        2. Death and Deceit

      

      
        3. Liars at a Funeral

      

      
        4. Bad Plan

      

      
        5. Get the Memory. Use the Time Trinket. Return Home.

      

      
        6. When the Hell Are We?

      

      
        7. We’ve Been Expecting You

      

      
        8. The Old Man and The Time Trinket

      

      
        9. Nikolai Verax’s Temporal Tempest Theory

      

      
        10. Afternoon at Pleasant Manor

      

      
        11. An Evening at Castle Mandrake

      

      
        12. Good Plan

      

      
        13. After

      

      
        14. A Night in the West Wing

      

      
        15. The Price of Change

      

      
        16. The Morning Time Stood Still

      

      
        17. Potential

      

      
        18. Parting Words

      

      
        19. Midnight at Willowsby Avenue

      

      
        20. Repercussions

      

      
        21. Advice

      

      
        22. It’s Time

      

      
        23. Fight or Flight

      

      
        24. Caught in the Crosshairs

      

      
        25. Tipping the Scales

      

      
        26. The End and the Beginning

      

      
        27. The Mandrake Family Legacy

      

      
        The Skies Run Red

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        The Mourners: The Deadly Elite Blurb

      

      
        The Mourners: The Deadly Elite Preview

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Alfred Mandrake

        

      

    

    
      
        
        June 30, 1996

        Alfred Mandrake

        Hampshire “The Hidden Borough” of New York

      

      

      In hindsight, Alfred shouldn’t have entered the speakeasy to meet with his loyalists that day. He had only chosen to because he wanted to prove that the Mandrake family remained strong in the wake of the upcoming betrothal ceremony, but the weather tonight was insufferable. The rose bushes at the entrance had wilted, and the stray cats wandering the nearby alleys were huddled together for warmth.

      “Strange weather,” Malicent said. His younger brother stared up at the gray clouds in the sky. “Even for Hampshire.”

      “Especially for Hampshire,” Alfred corrected. As they both gazed skyward, he noticed the clouds moving erratically, as if they were concealing something. “We should head indoors.”

      “Yes,” Malicent said, still looking up at the sky. “After you.”

      Alfred nodded. He knew there was something lurking in the clouds, and then, as if on cue, a massive wing cut through the cloud cover, confirming his worst fears.

      Dragon, he thought. And a rather large one at that. It concerned him more than he was willing to let on. Alfred wasn’t sure his brother could see it, but he knew the Dimitri family wouldn’t be so bold as to attack him in Eaton—it was a neutral city.

      Their great-grandfather, Mason Mandrake, had come to an agreement with Police Commissioner Ward before either party’s passing to ensure it was a safe area for the wizarding community. It was one of the Sacred Thirty-Eight treaties and the first Alfred had learned about in childhood. Eaton was Hampshire’s only city that could be used for entry into the non-magical boroughs of New York, with Queens to the west and Brooklyn to the east. Every security measure around Hampshire assured that non-magical beings couldn’t access it without a magical escort—and those were rare cases. After all, Magicks weren’t exactly eager to marry non-magicks—or mundanes, as most called humans. It was impractical for all involved, but Alfred had seen it as worthwhile for his third marriage. He had been a widower twice—though he’d been estranged and then subsequently divorced from his second wife prior to her death during the birth of their second son, his third son—and now a married man once more. In truth, he felt nothing more could be expected of him. Alfred was the eldest of four brothers and had performed his duty two times over. Therefore, he deemed it was only right his third marriage was purely for love.

      Thus, making their meeting tonight imperative. As if he was duty bound to marry his only daughter to the Carmines’s son to keep the wizarding world from falling into an all-out war, he would at least meet the young man first.

      The Sun Club was where many of the sacred treaties were made. It was Mandrake property and, therefore, heavily warded with every protection spell known to wizard-kind. If anyone attempted to cast a lethal spell indoors, it would rebound and consequently kill the caster. Which was rather unfortunate for the few drunken hot-blooded American wizards that wandered in.

      Alfred took out his wand and waved it over the lock. It creaked open, and he stepped inside, his brother following closely.

      The door slammed shut abruptly, and the wards sealed once more. Alfred strolled calmly through the dimly lit corridor until they were near the main dining room. The room’s yellow light shone gold, complimenting the rich red walls that seemed to echo the numerous voices of the lively patrons. The tables were evenly dispersed throughout the room and filled with smiling patrons ordering off the menu. Drinks came from the bar, but food came from the kitchens in the back. The bar took up a corner of the room, and even the barstools were full.

      Patrons who noticed him enter smiled at him, and Alfred nodded at them politely. He counted at least forty-four guests tonight, and it was only ten o’clock. He expected it’d fill up the closer it got to midnight.

      Most present were young witches invited into the club by the bouncer, likely seeking eligible partners. The bouncer was Jaime, the second son of Vincent Augustine, the Head of the Augustine family. The Augustines had been loyal to the Mandrake family for ten generations. Jaime was bald and the tallest and palest of Vincent’s six children. He and his elder brother, Duncan, typically managed security at the club. Alfred imagined that Duncan had gone to manage the lower floor of the club, where three separate rooms hosted live acts that guests could dance to and would need constant surveillance. But Duncan knew how to divvy up the guards.

      “Mr. Mandrake,” Vincent Augustine said, bowing in respect.

      “Vincent, it’s good to see you,” Alfred greeted.

      “Where’s Carmine?” Malicent asked abruptly.

      Alfred almost wished to excuse his brother, but Malicent had never been one for formalities. And, of course, he was right; they had business to attend to.

      “Carmine, yes, of course,” Vincent said. “I escorted him to the tables in the VIP room with his son. I didn’t want anyone to disturb your meeting,” he continued, and Alfred smiled approvingly. “They’re right this way.”

      Vincent escorted them to the back, passing by the security that held up the back curtain to reveal two brown leather couches accompanied by armchairs and tables. The lights here were brighter and reflected in the square mirrors on the walls. Behind them, the wallpaper was beige and brown, though the beige looked golden in this light. In the corner, two young men played pool, one of which was his future son-in-law Mordecai Carmine.

      His father, Joseph Carmine, sat on one couch in a gray suit, holding his belly as it rumbled with laughter at something Eric Graves had said. Both heads of their respective households appeared in high spirits. Eric was tall with a pale, pointed face, slate gray eyes, and golden hair that came to his shoulders. He wore an all-white ensemble with the matching blazer lain on the arm of the leather couch he sat on.

      “Ah, Alfred,” Joseph said, wiping a tear from his eye. “You simply must hear the story Eric has just told. He encountered the funniest human in Manhattan today.”

      “Manhattan?” Malicent repeated, taking a seat in an armchair. “You have business in Manhattan?”

      “Yes. According to the humans, I have a son on the way,” Eric explained, picking up a glass of scotch from the table between him and Joseph. “It’s been proven through both magical and non-magical means that I’m the wretched thing’s father.”

      “Well, you can’t expect much when you play with fire,” Malicent said. “And how’s Martha taking it?”

      Eric laughed dryly. “Martha won’t be hearing anything about it. My lawyers will be in contact with the young woman soon enough. Of course, I’ll cover the medical expenses and include a small inheritance for the child.”

      “And if they have magic?” Malicent asked.

      “If?” Joseph repeated before letting out a bark of laughter. “There has never been a non-magical Graves. Boy or girl, that child will have magic.”

      “You will be taking the child in then,” Alfred said to Eric.

      Alfred did not like to intrude on personal matters, but a child living a life of bastardy among the wizarding world wouldn’t be treated well. To be a bastard was to be marked for life. It kept many from getting housing or employment. If Eric claimed them—as Alfred had done with the four sons he’d fathered during his separation from his second wife—then the child would have a chance when they were inducted into the wizarding world. And that was if they had magic, as even the strongest magical bloodlines could fail.

      Being mundane was not a crime, but it simply wouldn’t necessitate them being brought into the magical world.

      Eric sighed. “Well, I wouldn’t leave them to rot,” he answered, taking another sip from his drink.

      “Atta boy, and then you’ll have time to explain to your missus,” Joseph said, nodding to himself. “Five years—seven if you’re lucky.”

      “Claiming him is the right thing to do,” Alfred told Eric.

      Eric muttered something in Gaelic. “It’ll be a relief to have another son,” Eric said with a wry smile. “Perhaps I’ll be able to sway the Wrens to wed their newborn daughter to him. Take another loyalist faction from the Dimitri family.”

      “Yes, and I wouldn’t mind helping you,” Joseph said, taking a pint of beer from the waiter, “once my boy is wed to your daughter, Alfred. The Dimitris are my distant cousins, but the Wrens have been slighted by them. I received a very unsettling letter from Norman the other morning.”

      “They could defect,” Malicent said, giving Alfred a knowing look.

      Alfred knew Joseph was starting the proceedings, no matter how slyly he was trying to go about it. The head of the Wren household, Norman, had maintained a close friendship with Joseph for years. The Wren family controlled Gates Village, the City of Gates, known for its trade routes. An alliance with them would destabilize trade for the Dimitri family. If the Wrens defected, others would follow. The Dimitris could quickly lose their stronghold in the Big Three and fall into obscurity. It would be a big win for the Mandrakes.

      Alfred cleared his throat and said, “Yes, I’d daresay she’s looking forward to it.”

      Joseph nodded silently. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said with a smile. “As much of an honor it is for my son to be wedding your daughter—and I say this with the utmost respect—I wouldn’t want to marry my son to a woman who couldn’t stand the sight of him.”

      “Well, I assure you, Hermione has been preparing for this for years,” Alfred said.

      Alfred looked over at the two young men playing pool. Tall and dark haired, Mordecai was well-built and well versed in charms; Alfred could trust him with his daughter’s safety—if it ever came to that. Though he had been sure to give Hermione the best magical tutors money could buy, he wanted her to have a bodyguard if the worst-case scenario were to ever happen. If he weren’t here, he didn’t want her to be alone. Because if he were struck down, her brothers would soon follow. This marriage wouldn’t be her undoing—she had been taught the importance of family and duty, the same as himself. He’d hoped that his wife could forgive him for that. But even he hadn’t been above duty, and the Carmines were a loyal ally. And he hadn't heard a single word of criticism about the boy's character, only an unending chorus of praises. As for the smaller, spindly Graves boy, Elliot, who was laughing and snorting beside Mordecai, Alfred had heard rumors about his escapades. From the wenches he’d impregnated in brothels to the gambling debts he owed to the Egleston family. Simply put, Alfred was glad the boy wouldn’t become the next head of the Graves family.

      “I suppose introductions are in order,” Joseph said with a bark of laughter. “Boy! Come present yourself to Lord Mandrake.”

      Mordecai jumped at his father’s request, shooting upright from his hunched position. After putting away the pool stick, he walked over and stopped before Alfred. Mordecai bowed his head with a tight-lipped smile.

      “Good evening, sir. I am honored to have been chosen to marry your daughter, and I look forward to the day I join your family,” Mordecai said formally.

      Alfred looked at the boy. He noted his rolled-up sleeves had ink splatters on them and his black vest was folding at the bottom. His pants were the only thing that seemed perfectly tailored. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and fear flashed in his green eyes. He favored his mother in looks, and Alfred assumed most of his upbringing came from her. Joseph spent too much time hanging around the Barley family’s gentleman’s clubs to be an attentive father. But Alfred had some difficulty in reshaping the mindsets of his loyalists. Most of the men were old-fashioned and believed that women should handle the child-rearing, requiring them to be both nurturing and partial disciplinarians.

      Mordecai was the heir apparent of the Carmine family, and Alfred was beginning to think that it may have been better that Joseph hadn’t had as much involvement with the young man’s upbringing—or that of his other seven sons. Perhaps there was a chance that Mordecai and Hermione would take a more modern approach, as he hoped his daughter would still be able to pursue her art.

      Hermione was a fine painter. She had painted a portrait of Alfred and Isabel as a gift for his birthday, and he’d hung it proudly over the mantle. And as much as he desired his daughter to perform her duties, he did not want her to lose who she was. That was where he differed from his own father.

      “I look forward to it as well,” Alfred finally said, and the boy let out a breath he appeared to have been holding. “Perhaps we can get better acquainted at the garden party this Saturday.”

      Mordecai smiled. “Yes, of course—”

      Joseph cleared his throat as if to tell his son not to be too eager. Mordecai seemed to gather his senses and nodded. But Alfred was happy that the boy wanted to please him.

      “Will Hermione be attending as well?” Mordecai asked.

      The question made Alfred smile and Joseph cough. Mordecai messed with his hair and smiled nervously at Alfred.

      “Yes,” Alfred said, suddenly feeling in high spirits. “Yes, she will be.”

      Mordecai smiled. “Does she really paint as well as they say?”

      Alfred nodded. “Well, as her father, I may be a bit biased, but I’m never one to discredit the truth.”

      “Well, I fear I’m no good at painting, but I would very much like to see hers,” Mordecai said lowly. “My mother often says that it’s important to know a woman’s interest, especially in the case that the woman is your wife—”

      “Oh, be quiet!” Joseph said, interrupting his son. “Do you truly believe that Lord Mandrake wishes to be bored to death with your mother’s silly little teachings?”

      Mordecai fell silent for a moment, appearing disheartened.

      “Well, I’m sure Hermione would love to show someone else her work besides an old fart like me,” Alfred told Mordecai, eliciting a smile from the young man. “And there will be plenty of her art on display in the gardens. And plenty more to look forward to in the future, I’m sure.”

      Mordecai nodded.

      “Then everything is settled?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes,” Alfred answered, looking at Mordecai again. “Our children will meet on the first of July and then marry on the fifteenth, as it has been agreed upon for decades.”

      Joseph nodded slowly as if he were considering whether the transaction met his approval. Alfred held his hand out to Mordecai. “I look forward to speaking to you more, Mordecai.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mordecai said, giving Alfred a firm handshake.

      When it was done, he turned to Joseph, who was standing and holding up his hands as though he were rejoicing.

      “This is wonderful,” Joseph said, clapping his hands together. “Simply wonderful! Our families coming together into union, as your grandfather predicted they would. This will be a great wedding that all the Carmines will attend—and perhaps the Wrens too.” Joseph concluded with a wink. “We must celebrate! I will order us a round of beers.”

      Alfred nodded and sat down on the couch beside Eric.

      “Hmph . . .” Eric said thoughtfully, and Alfred looked toward him.

      While he didn’t approve of Eric’s infidelity, Eric had served as an advisor to him for most of his time as the Ruler of Merlin, a title he didn’t often use but was his official claim. Alfred, Head of the Mandrake Family, Ruler of Merlin—Merlin being their magical ancestor, who hadn’t been written into history as a criminal, and the namesake for the county of Hampshire they controlled. The pure Merlin blood flowing through his veins had given them six of the fourteen loyalist families that followed him now—war had given the Mandrake family the others. War had killed four of his uncles and many of his cousins. War had given his father the title before him.

      And though he rarely drank, he drank tonight in honor of preventing the start of another war.
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        July 1, 1996

        Hermione Mandrake

        Hampshire “The Hidden Borough” of New York

      

      

      All fourteen families had received invitations to Hermione’s twenty-first birthday, to be celebrated on the first of July, so that her betrothal could be announced on the fourth a minute before midnight in accordance with tradition.

      Her mother, Isabel, recited these proceedings daily and had started repeating it more frantically as though it were some sort of divine incantation that would make Hermione fall in love with the Carmine’s son at first sight. That was unlikely, but she’d grow to love him—Hermione had promised herself that. The Carmine family produced by far the most handsome men of the wizarding community’s noble families, and Mordecai was no exception. The framed photograph of him that her mother held was proof of that, though that didn’t stop Isabel from grimacing down at it.

      Hermione glanced up at her lady’s maid, Cressida, who didn’t return her gaze. Instead, the brown modelesque elf continued diligently working on Hermione’s curly hair, straightening each section to perfection but moving slower than usual. Cressida’s own hair was dark and cornrowed and certainly more well-kept than the curly bun Hermione had chosen to wear overnight. Unfortunately, that had caused some tangling. While Hermione may have thought the silent uncertainty in Cressida’s eyes was directed toward her due to the state of her hair, she could safely assume it was toward her mother because of her mother’s morning tirade. However, Cressida would never raise her concerns without someone probing her. Most elves weren’t discreet with their emotions, nor did they bite their tongue when stating their opinions, though the few Hermione’s family associated with weren’t in Cressida’s economic position.

      The elf was in no better position now than her mother Isabel was when she’d married her father, Alfred Mandrake. Before she was Isabel Mandrake, she was a non-magical African American librarian working in the New York Public Library who came across magic by accident. Though she couldn’t practice it, she’d fallen deeply in love with it—and Hermione’s father, despite not knowing everything about his family. A love he fully returned.

      Isabel had known they were Caucasian, wealthy, and owned Mandrake Enterprises. She had been shocked when she’d seen him dueling a man in a subway station—their wands drawn, shouting strange words, sending curses at one another—but even after, she was swept up in romance. How could she have predicted that the Mandrake family was a powerful wizarding noble family?

      Traditionally speaking, Alfred should’ve never married Isabel. She was his third marriage, and any marriage that took place was meant to be between the allied families to strengthen their house. To maintain law and order within the wizarding community. Alfred straying from tradition caused the loss of two loyal families.

      The Bane and Bishop families were offended by his quick dismissal of their daughters after his second wife’s death, and consequently, his decision had created a feud. And the Dimitri family had risen to be the second most powerful family in New York when the Bishop family assimilated into their ranks. The smaller families weren’t as much of a threat to the Mandrakes. They were still the most powerful family of the Big Three. The Banes came in third and were trying to get a meeting with her father to settle a dispute inland. They were currently warring with the Petra family on Long Island, so Hermione reckoned the Banes family’s days were numbered. Petra would move up to third, and a new family would ascend into the Big Three. And the cycle of violence would continue.

      But that was Hermione’s least pressing concern. Her birthday party represented more than another revolution around the sun, it would determine the security of the Mandrake family.

      The Treaty of 1910 between the Mandrakes and Carmines was due to be reassessed in 1992. But thanks to Hermione’s timely birth and her father’s quick thinking, they’d created a temporary agreement to a marriage that’d reaffirm their treaty. Thus, she would marry on July 15, 1996, ten days after her twenty-first birthday.

      This new treaty would keep the Carmines from aligning themselves with their distant cousins, the Dimitris.

      But duty is bound in blood, Hermione thought to herself. And they could still lose the Carmines. So everything had to be perfect—including herself.

      Hermione looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was nearly finished, but her skin looked rather dull. She couldn’t meet her future husband this way. She needed to look her best. If he didn’t marry her, it could mean war.

      Cressida pulled a small bottle from her pocket and set it on the vanity in front of Hermione. Hermione nearly laughed after reading the label; drink me, it said. She hadn’t read Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in quite some time, but the thought of it always made her smile. Hermione gulped down the potion slowly, doing her best to ignore the tangy copper taste as her stomach seized slightly. She forced herself to shake off the feeling.

      Then she looked back into the mirror and watched her dark brown eyes shimmer for a moment as the magic passed through her veins, snaking over her brown skin and reaching all the way to the tips of her toes. Her skin looked refreshed, as though she hadn’t missed a single night’s sleep. But over the past week, she hadn’t slept more than three hours a night. She was anxious and exhausted.

      “Mom,” Hermione said softly, drawing her mother’s attention. “You really don’t have to stay while I get ready.”

      Her mother sighed. “You can hardly expect me not to. How else should a mother react when her husband has promised to throw her only child to the wolves?”

      “We knew this was coming,” Hermione said.

      Her mother shook her head.

      “That doesn’t make it right,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. Then she looked to Cressida, who was finishing the second of two small braids that would frame Hermione’s face. “Perhaps a necklace as well.”

      Her mother stood from the bed and unceremoniously tossed the framed portrait onto a pillow. Then she crossed the room to select a necklace from a jewelry box on Hermione’s dresser.

      By the time her mother settled on one, Cressida had finished Hermione’s hair and makeup. The necklace was silver with a diamond teardrop pendant, and Hermione was quite sure it wasn’t part of her collection as Cressida clasped it around her neck.

      Her mother kissed Hermione on the cheek. “Happy birthday, darling,” she whispered, squeezing her shoulders.

      “Thanks, Mom,” Hermione said, admiring the necklace.

      After her mother left, she was finally ready to get dressed. Hermione slipped into a black dress, and though she wasn’t attending a funeral, she felt it suited the occasion.
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        * * *

      

      The servants bowed their heads as they passed her, not in fear of her but as a sign of respect. Also because her eldest brother was standing at the top of the grand staircase, waiting for something, grimacing down at the sea of people streaming through the front doors.

      Gianni Matias Mandrake was technically her half brother, but Mandrake loyalists refused to acknowledge the difference, as they were siblings or they weren’t. But he was of pure Merlin blood. He had strong Merlin features, with blue eyes and black hair. He was over six feet tall, like their father, and pale, courtesy of his mother, Fonda Abbot, who was also a descendant of House Merlin. Their father’s cousin and first wife, Fonda, had died giving birth to their twin sons.

      Loyalists from older families marveled at the heir apparent and were constantly scheming to wed their daughters to him. They didn’t balk at a chance to bow humbly before him. And she hated to admit it, but she envied him for it. Pure Merlin blood was something all her half brothers shared, including the bastards, those conceived through a tryst with her father. Her father had legitimized all of them to put rumors to rest, though it made no difference in how they saw them.

      Admittedly, being a true-born child of the Mandrake family helped Hermione some, as it kept her from being looked down upon. Truthfully, she pitied most of her “bastard-born” half siblings, though they all shared the burden of the serpent. A proud creature that had represented the Mandrake family since it was founded.

      “Oh, there you are,” Gianni said, looking her over. “Why are you wearing black? Do you mean to insult them?”

      “No—I mean, not really,” she said. Hermione huffed out air. When she’d chosen the dress, she’d felt as though she were walking to her execution. “Can you believe all these people came?”

      It was a rhetorical question, but Gianni didn’t much care.

      He shook his head and mumbled petite souris, little mouse, his nickname for her since she was five. She was more timid back then.

      He can’t be too angry, she thought, looking up at him, hopeful.

      Gianni looked at her and said, “If they ask, you tell them you had nothing else to wear.”

      Hermione nodded silently. “Yeah, good idea.”

      He sighed and offered her his arm.

      “Come on,” Gianni said, and she took his arm.

      “Were you waiting for me?” Hermione asked softly as they began their descent down the stairs.

      Gianni smirked. “Well, you can hardly expect me to let you walk into the lion’s den alone.”

      She knew he meant it as a joke, but nausea still seized her stomach.

      “Hey,” Gianni said softly, drawing her attention. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “What if he doesn’t like me?”

      “He’d be a fool not to,” he said.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Gianni turned them into the living room and greeted a few guests on their way out to the gardens. The sweet smell of roses pricked her nose as she finally released Gianni’s arm and stared out onto the garden, with its perfectly paved paths and statues lining the hedges. Her father had even assured her that some of her paintings were on display, clearly wanting to show the Carmine family that she had a talent. She was also trained to play piano but was glad she didn’t have to play anything. Nearby, a gardener was tending to the flower beds while visitors gazed into the fountain at the center, perhaps hoping to catch a glimpse of one of Merlin’s memories. But many of her ancestors tossed a memory into that fountain, telling their stories long after their death. Hermione herself had watched memories of Damon Mandrake the First win the Battle of the Three and another of his wedding ceremony with Amada Torneau, the marriage that made the Mandrakes the most powerful noble family in the wizarding world. And her marriage was meant to help maintain that power.

      “Aye, Gianni!” a young man called, waving at him.

      Gianni smiled and waved back at him.

      Hermione looked up at Gianni. “Well, don’t let me hold you,” she said sweetly.

      “No, we don’t have time,” he said, shaking his head.

      “We have plenty of time, Gianni. Besides, you never spend any time with your friends anymore. I promise, I won’t move from this spot,” Hermione said, hoping he’d budge.

      Gianni sighed. “All right, but I won’t be long ju—just stay nearby.”

      Hermione nodded, and her elder half brother walked away. She let out a sigh of relief. Just a few minutes of freedom, she told herself, looking around. Only a few minutes.

      She strolled over to the fountain and took a seat on a spot that wasn’t damp, though she doubted anyone would notice a damp spot on a black dress. Hermione looked into the water at her reflection until it was replaced by another image, a memory; Damon Mandrake rallying his men for the final push against the Dimitri family, his words were warbled at this distance, but she didn’t dare to lean in closer—lest she fall in and have to retreat inside to make herself presentable. If she ran into the gawking gulls of the Graves family, she wouldn’t hear the end of it until the day she died—Oh dear, did you hear about Hermione Mandrake? She was pampered and primed to perfection, and then she fell into her family’s fountain before meeting her husband, the poor dear. She’s ever so lucky he hadn’t seen her yet, otherwise I couldn’t imagine the engagement going on.

      Hermione rolled her eyes. Her options for friends within the noble families were limited on account of her age, as there were so few she could relate to. A few years younger or older, depending on their life stage, they could have little to nothing to talk about. She spent most of her time accompanied by Phaedra Thistle and Melody Fauntleroy, though neither had arrived at the party as of yet.

      “Well, you’ve got some nerve,” a deep, familiar voice said in a grim tone.

      Hermione gulped and turned to face him.

      “Uncle Rowan, it’s so good to see you,” Hermione said, hoping his expression would soften.

      It didn’t. In fact, his already contorted pale face grew more unpleasant as his scowl deepened and the snarl on his lips harshened. His eyes were nearly black, and the long brown beard on his face matched his shoulder-length brown hair. He was muscular and looked as though he should be carrying an axe rather than a wand.

      “Humph . . .” Rowan responded, giving her a narrow-eyed appraisal.

      “How have you been?” she asked calmly.

      “Actions have consequences, Hermione,” he said sternly. “The future of our house hangs in the balance, and it isn’t only your father that needs to be careful today.”

      Hermione was taken aback by his statement. Had her gazing into the water frustrated him?

      “I know—”

      “Then why are you dressed as though you’re attending a funeral?”

      She stammered for a moment. “I ran out of clothes—”

      “Ran out of clothes? Are your elves not tending to laundry properly?”

      “No, they have been—”

      “Then why, pray tell—”

      “Allow her to breathe a moment, Uncle,” a familiar male voice retorted. “She’s anxious as any young woman would be in her place. In fact, I recall Uncle Malicent saying Alison was nervous when she unexpectedly bedded father all those years ago.”

      Christian Carlisle was her father’s third-born son and firstborn bastard. His ivory skin and brown hair were reminiscent of his mother, but the strength of his jawline, tall stature, and piercing blue eyes were a gift from their father. But while Christian had a knack for getting into trouble, he also had a knack for getting Hermione out of it.

      “Mind your tongue, boy,” Rowan said sharply. “Know your place. Alison did her duties without insult or complaint to this family. She had nothing but respect for your father and was murdered for her loyalty—while you are nothing more than the bastard of Kassandra Graves.”

      Rowan glared down at Hermione. He was known for his brutish nature, but today was the first time his snarl was directed at her.

      “Our time is short,” said a stern voice, which she was relieved to hear. “We need to move on now, Uncle.”

      Hermione felt a hand on her upper back, and she turned to see Gianni, who was glaring at their uncle. Rowan shifted under Gianni’s gaze, appearing intimidated by her older half brother. Though their uncle was a decade Gianni’s senior, he was a few inches shorter and not the Mandrake family heir.

      And as heir apparent, Gianni was delegated a certain level of respect which superseded his uncles, but not the head of house—their father—as it was with other heir apparents. Heir apparents were learning from their fathers to take over their respective families. For Rowan to disrespect him was to disrespect the family itself.

      “Of course, Gianni,” said Rowan with a small bow. “My apologies for holding you,” he said to her.

      Hermione nodded silently, and Gianni led her away from the two men.

      “Thank you,” she said lowly.

      Gianni nodded. “I think Uncle Rowan was just looking for someone’s head to bite off today. Don’t take it personally.”

      Hermione tried to laugh it off but couldn’t shake the feeling that it was personal for her uncle. She’d always had the feeling that Rowan didn’t like her, whether it was for the way she was presently dressed or simply being a half-blooded Merlin—she was banking on the latter.

      “Well, this time I’ll leave you with more pleasant company while I ask Mr. Graves where our father is. Perhaps someone that’ll scare Rowan away,” Gianni joked.

      Hermione smiled at the thought.

      In truth, she would happily take any company that kept their uncle at bay. However, her present company would’ve been preferred. But she didn’t much feel like strolling aimlessly around the garden in search of her father. Hermione was quite sure every loyalist family would stop her to give their congratulations or well wishes on her pending nuptials. And today, she would rather not hear them. It was the first time she would publicly meet her husband-to-be, likely the only time she would see him before the wedding. As far as she knew, the only thing they shared in common was their intertwined noble families’ history and that they were spokes on a wheel. Merely tools to keep a never-ending cycle going. Though her father was grasping for greater power now that he was involved in politics.

      “Ah, here we are,” Gianni said. “Grandfather, how are you feeling?”

      The old man grumbled and shifted on the bench with a bare-knuckled grip on his cane. Their grandfather, Thomas Mandrake, was not a crabby old man, but he had the appearance of one. His skin had paled and wrinkled like old paper and stretched over his thin body and brittle bones from growing old. In his younger years, he stood tall at six feet, but in his seventies, he’d lost the lower portion of his left leg in a duel, which he slowly adapted to. Nowadays, he spent more time hunched over. As he aged, his hair had turned a pale silver, and its length rivaled that of his beard. In truth, if he had chosen to wear wizard robes rather than a suit, he would have looked like Merlin himself.

      “Ninety years young,” Thomas said before letting out a laugh. “I’m lucky to keep these old bones working most days. What can I help you with, Gianni?”

      Gianni smiled at him. “I was wondering if it was alright if I left Hermione with you. Seems like Uncle Rowan has it out for her today.”

      “Ugh,” Thomas groaned. “Of course he does. That one has always been a bit rough around the edges,” he said, looking up at Hermione. “You’ll be no bother.”

      Hermione gave him a small smile and took a seat beside him, allowing Gianni to search for their father.

      “Come on, stand tall little soldier,” Thomas said, nudging her. “No need to let the likes of Rowan get to you. Between us, I always thought the whole blood purity thing was ridiculous. I often doubt Merlin cared for it. Nothing in his journals makes me picture a wizard worried about his bloodline.” He shook his head slowly. “I’m not sure where I went wrong with that boy.”

      “I’m quite sure it had nothing to do with you,” Hermione said softly.

      “Yes, quite sure is good,” Thomas said, pulling out a silver pocket watch and checking the time. “I wonder if your beau is late.”

      “He’s hardly my beau,” Hermione said.

      Her breath caught in her throat. She immediately regretted having said it.

      “Oh dear, I didn’t mean—”

      “Eh, of course you did,” Thomas said in a bored tone. “You’re about to embark on one of the most important journies of your life with a total stranger. There’s no reason to pretend otherwise.”

      Hermione sighed. “I feel like a pawn.”

      “In a way, we’re all pawns,” Thomas said dismally. “We follow your father’s commands, hoping it’ll maintain order and keep the peace within the wizarding world.”

      “And you doubt it?”

      Thomas considered the question for a moment. “I know the future isn’t promised,” he said, patting her hand. “If someone had told me in my youth that I would lose both my leg and your grandmother within the same year, I would not have believed them.”

      “Do you miss her terribly?”

      “How can I not?” he said softly. “The flowers in the garden haven’t bloomed the same since her death. And throwing myself into my work only distanced me from my sons, but we all made peace with her death in our own way. I turned to inventing and created this.”

      Thomas handed her a silver pocket watch. The etchings on it were beautiful, and words were engraved on the back.

      “Memento mori,” Hermione read aloud.

      She knew the Latin phrase’s translation was remember to die but didn’t understand why her grandfather would carry around such a morbid trinket.

      “Open it,” Thomas whispered.

      Hermione opened the pocket watch and noticed it was rather different on the inside. A strange ocean-blue liquid was stored behind the glass face, swirling like a whirlpool, but there seemed to be a fractured image within it. Her eyes were drawn to it, and as she stared at it, it seemed to reassemble. She felt as though she were in some sort of fog.

      Then her grandfather shut it, and Hermione blinked.

      “What was that?” Hermione asked.

      “A memory,” Thomas told her.

      She was confused. They had plenty of mirrors in the stores that would playback memories, some that you could even step into and watch them play out.

      Thomas leaned in close to her and whispered. “It’s a time trinket.”

      Hermione gaped.

      “Time travel is illegal,” Hermione whispered, shaking her head.

      Thomas snorted. “I know that, Hermione. But I merely wanted to see—”

      “Merlin’s beard, Grandfather,” Hermione said. “Please tell me you haven’t been somewhere.”

      “Well, of course I have. There’s no reason to make something you have no intention of using,” Thomas said, rolling his eyes. “And unlike others, I haven’t changed anything. But if you wanted to change something, you would have my full support.”

      Hermione’s heart sank in her chest as she realized what he was implying. Mordecai. He wants me to—no. I can’t.

      She shook her head and came to her senses.

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Of course you can, it’s more about being careful,” Thomas said.

      Hermione huffed out air. “Alright then, I won’t,” she told him. She couldn’t do that to her father, though she had read many interesting stories about time travel. At the moment, she felt the risk outweighed the reward. “But where did you go?”

      “Well, I visited myself in the hospital—”

      “You’re not supposed to come into contact with yourself,” Hermione said, interrupting him.

      Thomas scoffed. “I’m not daft, little girl. I was fast asleep and disguised myself as one of the doctors on the off chance that the other me woke up.”

      “What were you trying to do?”

      “Well, I didn’t succeed, if that’s what you’re asking,” Thomas told her.

      Hermione stared at him blankly.

      “My leg,” Thomas said, patting his left thigh. “I tried
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