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      “Are you freakin’ kidding me?” Summerstorm held up an orange-striped candy tube that was almost as tall as she was. “Pixie sticks?” She zipped over to where I restocked the self-service drink station and shoved the candy in my face. “What’s in here, Vânători? It had better not be what I think it is!”

      Before I could get annoyed, Artemis, the goddess trapped in the necklace I now wore, dryly suggested, Do us all a favor, Vânători, and tell the wasp it is made of pixie.

      I tried not to grin. Only I could hear Artemis, and I didn’t want Summerstorm to misinterpret my expression. I thought you were all about building up our connections with the supernatural community?

      Not among lesser beings.

      Damn. That’s cold. Don’t forget though, this lesser being is married to a Power.

      “Vânători!” Summerstorm snapped, dragging my attention back to her. “What. Is. It. Made. Of?”

      I grabbed the candy before she could do something stupid like smack me in the face with it. “It’s not made from pixies. Look.” I ripped open the top and poured some of the dust into my palm. “Just sugar.”

      Killjoy, Artemis muttered quietly in my mind. 

      Good thing Pixie Stix are cheap and I could afford to pay for them with the meager earnings I got as a gas station clerk. Okay, technically my job title was “Customer Service Associate,” but that sounded a lot fancier than the pay reflected.

      Summerstorm’s wings blurred as she hovered above the candy in my palm. Her hair, which had been bright pink last time I saw her, was now neon green, perfectly matching her green jumpsuit. She threw me a look of disbelief.

      “Just sugar?”

      “Yes, I promise. Look.” I licked the finger of my other hand, stuck it in the sugar, then licked the sugar off.

      The scrambling of toenails on linoleum announced Ramble’s interest before he turned the corner. Apparently, the possibility of sugar was enough to draw the hellhound’s attention away from the hot dog warmer—his usual haunt when the store was empty.

      One good thing about this job was that the occasional hot dog could be written off as “dropped” and end up in Ramble’s stomach.

      Summerstorm, one of the few other creatures who could see the hellhound, turned toward him. “You gonna try it, too?”

      Ramble gave an uninterested shrug, but the glint in his eye told me otherwise. Kneeling, I sprinkled some of the candy on the floor. Ramble sniffed it, then spent the next few seconds snorting as he tried to get the powder out of his nose.

      I fought and lost the battle not to laugh. “Don’t snort it. Just lick it.”

      The bell on the front door chimed, announcing the arrival of a customer.

      “Shit.” I quickly dropped the candy straw in the trash. “Hide, Summerstorm,” I whispered and dusted my hands off, letting the powder fall to the floor. If Ramble didn’t eat it, I’d just sweep it up after the customer left.

      “Ms. Mason? Where are you?”

      Agh. Ricky Carol, the gas station owner and my manager.

      I put on my best customer service game face and walked the short distance to the front of the store just as he swaggered up to the counter. Between the swagger and constantly pulling down his weathered Red Sox hat, it was like he was always moving and couldn’t keep still. Maybe that was why he owned so many gas stations up and down the interstate, so he could always be on the move, checking up on each of his employees to tell them how they were doing it wrong. 

      Usually I got a heads up from the clerks at the other gas stations that he was on the way. During my single day of training with another clerk, Shelby, she’d mentioned how all Ricky seemed to do all day was drive up and down the interstate, checking on his stores. I’d suggested, half jokingly, that we should set up a warning system to let each other know when Ricky was on the move and voila–Ricky Radar was born.

      Ricky tugged on his hat then leaned sideways against the counter. “I thought we talked about staying at the front?” His tone was slightly playful, like he was only half-annoyed, but it was his way of laying a trap. 

      We could use him as target practice, Vânători. A useful test for assessing your capabilities after so much training. 

      I ignored her just as I ignored Ramble’s face peeking around the end of the aisle and Summerstorm, who landed silently on the top of the spinning rack of sunglasses. The pixie swaggered around, alternating between pulling down an invisible hat and putting her hands on her hips. Though Ramble was invisible, she was not. 

      I pivoted my body a little more to encourage Ricky to keep his back to Summerstorm’s antics as I answered, “You also said to keep the coffee and soda stations stocked and clean.” I paused, making sure he’d heard me. “I’m happy to prioritize one over the other, just let me know which is more important.”

      Ricky squinted his eyes at me for a moment as he decided how to respond. “I was just giving you a hard time, Violet. You’re doing a good job.”

      I know I’d been the one to pick Violet as a fake name, but hearing him say it always rubbed me the wrong way. And, other than “dropping” hot dogs and stealing a pixie stick, I was doing a good job. Mostly. Okay, not really, but honestly, I wasn’t trying to climb the career ladder here. I just needed a steady paycheck until another consulting job came in. 

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I bet it was Shelby with a late Ricky-Radar report. 

      It had been almost a month since my last paying Vânători gig. It had been a fake ghost sighting for a neighboring town's police force. The whole thing took less than an hour and barely covered a week's worth of groceries. I'd nearly felt guilty taking their money, considering all I did was confirm the shocking absence of any actual ghosts. But hey, beggars can't be choosers, right?

      Which was why I was standing here taking shit from power-hungry Ricky. Honestly, if Ricky wasn’t such an ass, it wouldn’t be such a bad job. I worked alone, which meant Ramble could come with me when he wanted to, and it was far enough outside Ricketts that I barely ever saw anyone I knew from town.

      Not that I was embarrassed to work there. More like I was embarrassed I wasn’t able to sustain myself on Vânători gigs. 

      So, rather than telling Ricky to piss off, I pasted on a fake smile, continued to ignore my very helpful pixie friend, and kept most of the annoyance from my voice in my response. 

      “Anything else you need me to do today, Ricky?”

      The man’s face scrunched up as he tried to determine if I was being sarcastic and uppity (one of his favorite phrases) or if I was genuinely asking. Then it hit him that it didn’t matter because either way it meant he could get more work out of me. 

      “Actually, there is.” 

      Shit. I shouldn’t have asked. 

      “It’s that time of the month again when it’s time to clean the hot dog warmer.” 

      Ramble went completely still as Ricky’s words sank in. His eyes darted to mine, and I saw the gleeful anticipation of mucking out grease and hot dog splatters.

      I never thought I would say this, Vânători, but perhaps it is time you removed me for a time. We would not wish to waste our powers on such menial tasks.

      Wow. Apparently service work was enough to drive Artemis back into the void of the necklace.

      I stifled a sigh and managed to keep my smile from faltering. “Sure thing. Any particular process for that?”

      If I was going to have to suffer through cleaning the damn thing, then Ricky was going to have to suffer through showing me how to do it right. Mostly so he couldn’t come back later and tell me I’d done it wrong. 

      Also, maybe the lesson would make Summerstorm bored, and she’d leave. Her visits usually led to her trying to “help” me do something and typically ended in disaster.

      Half an hour later, a thoroughly annoyed Ricky finally left. I watched to see which way he turned, then sent a quick Ricky-Radar text to another clerk who worked at the gas station in that direction. She might not be working today, but if she was, she’d appreciate the heads up. 

      “They only clean this thing once a month?” Summerstorm hadn’t gotten bored of Ricky after all. Instead she’d thoroughly enjoyed my weaponized incompetence to get him to show me how to clean the hot dog warmer (which really meant he cleaned most of it as he showed me how to do it right. Now the pixie stood on her tiptoes, leaning against the outside of the warmer while trying to peer into the space between the hot rollers and drip pan. 

      Below her, Ramble sat patiently, licking his chops and staring up at the hotdogs I’d set aside.

      Unfortunately, the removable drip pan was not so removable anymore, which meant I had my arm in the thing, trying not to burn myself as I wiped out the last of the grease from the back. 

      “I’d say it’s more like every few months.” I ducked down to take another look and huffed at the spot in the back corner I couldn’t quite get clean. 

      The door jingled. Summerstorm dropped from the corner and zipped away before I could see where she’d gone. 

      “Be with you in  just a moment!” I called over my shoulder. 

      Footsteps paused at the door, then made a beeline for me. 

      “Vânători!” 

      I jumped at the exuberance in the voice behind me. 

      Could this day get any worse? Artemis grumbled. 

      “Hey Hester.” I turned to face the older woman. Her white sweater and pressed khakis made my stained jeans and gas station polo feel grungy. Or maybe it was just the fact that I’d somehow gotten hot dog grease on my shirt. Her gray, shoulder-length hair made her look older than I thought she was and framed her face in a way that accentuated her delicate features. “Haven’t seen you in a while,” I added.

      “I was away for a conference.” She glanced at the grease-stained towels on the counter, then down to Ramble. She must have been taking her special herbs again since she could see him. “Hi, Ramble!” 

      Ramble grunted a response then returned his attention to the hot dogs getting cold on the counter. 

      “Was the conference exciting?” I asked more out of politeness than interest. 

      “Oh, yes.” She nodded emphatically. “So many exciting panels and workshops! I can’t tell you much—secret Witness stuff, you know, but my talk on the distinctions between pixies and fairies was a real hit!” 

      I tried to drum up some enthusiasm as I tossed the dirty towels in the trash. “That’s great.” I paused, trying to decide if I should put the now-cold hot dogs back on the warmer. Screw it. 

      “You want to give him those hot dogs while I clean up here?” 

      Hester obligingly put the paper plate of hotdogs on the floor in front of Ramble. As she did, the sleeve of her sweater rode up, revealing the W tattoo on her wrist, its ominous eye in the center staring at me.

      “Enjoy, buddy,” I grunted as I scooted the warmer back into its normal spot on the counter and plugged it in.

      One more good thing about this gas station was that it didn’t have any cameras. Ricky might bitch at me later if he compared the inventory of hot dogs to how much we’d sold, but I’d just tell him I was worried I’d gotten cleaning spray on them or something. 

      “There were so many great panels,” Hester gushed, then suddenly looked guilty. “I really wish you could have been there. I think it might have been a really helpful primer on the supernatural community.” 

      “I’m sure it would have been really helpful.” I tried for a polite tone but, honestly, even if I was allowed to attend her Witnesses convention as a Vânători, I wouldn’t have wanted to. If the other members of the secret society of cryptozoologists were like Hester, then it would have been like the real Deadpool showing up at a Marvel convention. Possibly with the same amount of carnage at the end. 

      No need to involve yourself with the Witnesses when you have me to explain the supernatural world to you, Artemis huffed. Besides, this ignorant woman could not tell a fairy from a pixie a few weeks ago. Would you really wish to receive advice from her?

      Jeeze, Artemis. I never said I had any interest in going, but it’s good to be polite. I wiped down the counter as I silently responded to the goddess. Hester’s just excited and wants to talk about her experience. If we’re going to build alliances, I think it couldn’t hurt to have the Witnesses as part of that. 

      “Not just helpful,” Hester continued, oblivious to my side conversation with Artemis, “informative! Did you know that there are trolls among us in most communities around the world?” 

      I tried not to hesitate as I turned to Hester. “Really?” 

      “Really! Some trolls have struck bargains with their local witch covens and receive a potion in return that makes them look human!” 

      That wasn’t quite how it worked, but I wasn’t about to give away the trolls’ secrets. I wondered if I should give the local owners of the Flying Pie, Delores and Mitchell, a heads up that the Witnesses knew trolls like them were living among humans.

      “But that’s not what I came here to tell you.” Hester’s tone suddenly changed to one of admonishment. “I came here because I have a bone to pick with you.” 

      I’d been on my way to the front counter, but turned to face her. “Oh?” 

      “How come you didn’t tell me there’s going to be another Accords?” 

      “What?” Artemis and I both said‌, though only I could hear her. 

      Even Ramble, who’d finished with his snack and had deposited his paper plate in the trash, turned to us in surprise. 

      “The Accords!” Hester continued in a slightly bruised tone. “You could have told me before I left. I can’t believe I’m friends with the Vânători but was one of the last to know about a once in a lifetime meeting to decide the laws that govern the supernatural! Everyone who’s anyone will be there!” 

      “Uh…” I started.

      What is she talking about, Vânători? We are the ones who host the Laws of the Accords gathering. 

      I mentally threw up my hands. This is the first I’m hearing about it, Artemis, so I know just as much as you do. 

      My phone buzzed. Great. Just what I needed. Another visit from Ricky. Except when I looked at my phone, I found it was a text from a number I didn’t recognize.

      I will make you a bargain you won’t regret if you say yes, Vianne. Lady M.

      Lady M? There was only one person I knew who would call herself that and was just weirdly mysterious enough to send such a cryptic text: Lady Moira. Artemis referred to her as a Power not unlike the mountain god, Pamola, who owned the land I lived on. 

      The question was, what did she want me to say yes to?

      Ramble suddenly came to attention, watching something behind us a second before the door chimed. 

      As one, Hester and I both turned as a blonde-haired man entered the gas station. He sported a tailored dark gray tweed vest over a cream, long-sleeve shirt, and his pants matched the gray vest. If the rest of his outfit hadn’t tipped me off that he didn’t belong here, his fancy blue ascot that matched his piercing blue eyes was a dead giveaway.

      That and he wasn’t wearing a jacket, though he’d just walked inside from freezing temperatures. A quick glance through the windows assured me that Hester’s blue Subaru and my puke green car were the only vehicles in the lot. 

      He strode straight up to us, looking between Hester and me. Ramble silently moved a little closer to me. The man didn’t bat an eye at the hellhound so he must not have been able to see my fire-breathing partner. 

      Witch, Artemis' voice rang in my mind at the same time the man gave a disarming smile, then opened his mouth and graced us with a faint British accent.

      “Would either of you lovely ladies happen to be Miss Vânători?” 

      Hester blushed and glanced at me. Super. 

      I cleared my throat. “I’m Vianne Vânători. How can I help you?” 

      Was this a case? Oh man, I really hoped this was a case so I could quit this stupid job. Then again, so far I hadn’t needed to run for my life as a gas station clerk, so maybe I shouldn’t knock it so much.

      The man smiled again, but I got the feeling he wasn’t too happy about being here. It took me a moment to realize that though his face and body said, “look at me, I’m a charming young man,” his eyes glittered with annoyance. 

      “I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Vânători.” He held out his hand, not for a handshake, but like a lord would take a lady’s hand. 

      What the hell? 

      You’re supposed to take his hand and let him kiss it, Vanatori. Then you curtsy in response. Do they teach nothing in your schools now? 

      Curtsy? Like hell. 

      Trying to be cool, I awkwardly put my hand in his. Ramble’s shit-eating grin told me I was never gonna live this down as the man gave a slight bow and brushed a kiss across the top of my hand…a hand that had just been deep in the hot-dog warmer and was still covered in grease. 

      I could see him trying not to grimace at the smell. When he realized I wouldn’t be curtsying back at him in my grungy jeans, he straightened. “I’m Lord Thaddeus Halloway. I’ve come to issue you an invitation to the Accords.” 

      “Oh!” Hester gasped and clasped her hands together at her chest. 

      When I looked back at Lord Halloway, I caught a fleeting expression I couldn’t quite place—appreciation for the audience? Or just that someone recognized his name? Then the emotion was gone, replaced by that artfully charming smile. 

      He still hadn’t let go of my hand. I was starting to feel more than a little silly. 

      “Would you be so kind as to accept this invitation from my father, Lord Edmund Halloway?” 

      “Um…”

      What?! Artemis shouted in my mind. Since when does a witch host the Accords?! 

      Not helpful, I shot back at her, then remembered the cryptic text from Lady Moira. Was this what she wanted me to say yes to? “Um sure,” I stammered. “Is there, like, an RSVP card you leave with me?”

      Thaddeus’s smile slipped a little to reveal annoyance before he shrugged. “Good enough.” 

      He yanked on my hand, and the gas station suddenly disappeared as I fell through a space that felt a lot like Between.
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      The chill from Between lasted only a moment before I suddenly slammed to a halt. Solid ground materialized beneath my feet just as vertigo hit. Nausea bubbled in my stomach. I shoved the sensation down as Artemis flooded me with power. 

      Prepare for battle! Artemis’ voice was a clarion call followed by a literal trumpet sound in the back of my mind. 

      We’d landed in a room that belonged to another century entirely. Thaddeus's grip on my hand remained firm, his expression smugly satisfied when he saw the bewildered expression on my face. 

      Where seconds ago I’d stood on the semi-dirty gas station’s linoleum floors, now my second-hand boots marred a beautiful marble mosaic depicting a celestial map. The room itself was octagonal, each wall paneled in dark mahogany polished to a mirror shine and inlaid with elaborate patterns of silver filigree that occasionally shifted when not directly observed.

      Crystal chandeliers hung from the domed ceiling. To my right was a massive fireplace carved from black marble where emerald flames crackled without consuming the peculiar silver logs. Above the fireplace was an ornate mirror that fairly screamed “cursed object.” The furniture was a curious blend of Victorian parlor furnishings and tables and shelves filled with what could only be magical apparatuses. 

      The only thing that seemed somewhat out of place was a creepy porcelain doll sitting on the fireplace mantel. It wore a long blue satin dress that at least matched the color scheme of the room, but its creepy eyes felt like they bore into my soul.  

      "Welcome to Castle Bellamere, Miss Vânători,” Thaddeus said, waving his free hand at the gilded room. "I trust you find the Arrival Chamber to your liking? Every guest's first impression is so important, wouldn't you agree?"

      “What the fuck?” I glared at his smug face. 

      He had enough sense to recoil from my anger but still gripped my hand. 

      I could fix that. 

      I sent a small pulse of magic down my arm and out through my palm, giving him a mild zap that wasn’t much more than a static shock. 

      “Ah!” He yanked his hand away and jumped back from me. “How dare you assault a member of this household! You are a guest here!” 

      “A guest?” My voice shot up an octave. “You just kidnapped me!” 

      “What!? You clearly accepted my invitation to come here.” He sniffed and cradled his hand, acting as if I’d delivered far worse than a tiny electric shock. 

      That wasn’t enough juice to really hurt him, right? I quickly asked Artemis. 

      Of course not, Vânători. We only bruised his ego. 

      I don’t think his ego will take long to heal, I mused, then turned my attention back to Thaddeus who was obviously waiting for me to explain myself. I thought back through his words in the gas station. 

      “You asked me if I’d accept an invitation from your father to attend the Accords. That doesn’t mean you had permission to zap me somewhere else.” I looked around again as I spoke.

      Heavy velvet drapes in midnight blue framed tall, arched windows that looked out on a dark evening landscape despite the fact that it had been mid-afternoon only a moment ago. 

      We’re not in Maine anymore, Toto, I mentally murmured to Artemis. 

      I do not understand your reference, but you are correct, the witch has taken us far away…though at least the accommodations are less…dingy than your current place of work. 

      I ignored her snipe and focused on Thaddeus. “Where are we?” 

      “I already told you: Castle Bellamere.” 

      “Uh huh, and where exactly is that?” 

      Shock mostly replaced his offended expression though he still treated his hand as if I’d broken it. “You’ve never heard of Castle Bellamere? Everyone knows our castle,” he scoffed. 

      Shock him again, Artemis suggested. 

      Let’s figure out what kind of mess we’re in first and maybe how the Accords play into it, then I’ll shock him. 

      A fresh wave of anger from Artemis swamped my mind. Yes. Ask him about the Accords. The chill lacing her words suggested she wanted to do a whole lot more than shock him. 

      I pulled myself together, trying to wrap my mind around the situation while also drawing Artemis’s power back up my arms by imagining it flowing back to my core. Feeling a little less heady now that I didn’t have her power pulsing through me, I took a steadying breath and tried to be reasonable with my kidnapper. “Okay, so I’m at the apparently famous Castle Bellmore⁠—” 

      “—Bellamere,” Thaddeus icily corrected me.

      To my credit, I didn’t roll my eyes. “Bellamere. Why don’t you humor me and tell me a little about your Castle—like specifically, where it is—and also explain why I’m here.”

      “Ah-hem,” someone pointedly cleared their throat.

      I shifted to assess the newcomer. An older man in traditional butler attire stood in the doorway with one hand behind his back while his other white-gloved hand covered the discrete cough he’d made to get our attention. 

      “Master Thaddeus, may I assist you in escorting our guest to see Lord Halloway?” The butler also had a British accent, though his was much crisper and more pronounced than Thaddeus’s. 

      I had a sinking feeling that we weren’t even in the States anymore. The castle was a dead giveaway.

      Anger flashed across Thaddeus’s face and was quickly replaced by a haughty neutral mask. “That would be so kind of you, Nathanial. I have other, much more important matters to attend to than handle this ungrateful⁠—” 

      “Ah-hem,” Nathanial cleared his throat again, cutting Thaddeus off. 

      Hmm, Nathanial clearly carried more weight than the typical butler. Something to keep in mind. 

      He’s also a witch, Artemis murmured. Do not let your guard down while here. 

      Suitably chastened, Thaddeus stomped toward the doorway. The butler didn’t budge, blocking Thaddeus’s way. 

      “Perhaps I should return our guest home after her meeting with Lord Halloway?” Though it sounded like a suggestion, Nathanial held out his hand, palm up, clearly waiting for Thaddeus to give him something. 

      Thaddeus let out a note of annoyance, then dug in his pocket before handing the butler something. I couldn’t see what it was since Thaddeus’s body blocked my line of sight. The butler nodded, pocketed the item, then stepped aside with a small bow. Without looking back, Thaddeus fled the room.

      Nathanial turned his attention to me without blinking an eye. “My apologies, Miss Vânători. Master Thaddeus had a prior engagement to which he needed to attend. I’d be honored to take you to your meeting with Lord Halloway.” He gestured towards the doorway. “If you’d be so kind as to follow me?”

      I hadn’t been aware that I had a meeting scheduled. I waited a beat, pitching a silent question to Artemis, Should we call Ramble here as backup?

      Not yet…It’s possible he could pop in but not be able to get out. Better to determine our situation first before calling on allies. So far as I can tell, you should be safe with your knife and me as weapons. I’m quite sure we can handle whatever this witch can throw at us. She hesitated then murmured to herself, Bellamere, why does that sound familiar? 

      She was right. I didn’t need to drag Ramble into this yet. I could play the role of guest long enough to at least learn about our situation. I nodded to the no-nonsense butler and followed him as he turned and strode through the door. So far, my main method of survival as the only ancestor to the much more powerful and legendary monster-hunting Vânători had been to fake it until I made it. Why stop now?

      Nathanial led us out of the Arrival room and into a grand corridor that stretched before us, impossibly long, lined with portraits of witches whose eyes seemed to track my movements. The ceiling arched twenty feet overhead, adorned with fresco paintings depicting magical battles. From the corner of my eyes, I noticed the people in the paintings occasionally shifted positions when I wasn't looking directly at them.

      Nothing says 'powerful witch' quite like excessive architecture, Artemis's voice chimed in my head, dry as autumn leaves.

      I bit back a smile and followed Nathanial across a marble floor inlaid with veins of gold, forming intricate patterns that subtly redirected themselves like flowing water. Enormous windows lined one side of the corridor, though instead of showing the grounds outside, each displayed a different weather phenomenon—one a thunderstorm, another a snowy blizzard, yet another a perfect summer day. I couldn't tell if they were enchanted windows or portals to actual places.

      Staff members dressed similar to Nathanial bustled past, arms laden with everything from stacks of ancient-looking tomes to what appeared to be crystal goblets that emitted soft humming sounds. I nearly collided with an anxious-looking young woman. She wore a dark green blazer that fell just above the knees. Her arms were full of fabric embroidered with symbols that hurt my eyes if I looked at them too directly.

      "Pardon me, Miss," she murmured in a strong Irish accent, dipping a cursory bow before hurrying on.

      "The preparations for the Accords are rather behind schedule," Nathanial remarked with the slightest hint of disapproval in his voice. He paused to pull out an old-fashioned pocket watch from his breast pocket and frowned at what he saw there. “We are quite late.” He glanced back up at me as he tucked the watch away again. “Unfortunately, I won’t be able to provide you with the grand tour as your station deserves. We’ll need to take a short cut.” He took a sharp left toward a set of frosted glass double doors and glanced back at me. “This way, if you please.” 

      The doors swung open at our approach. A plaque to the right of the doors declared it was  The Winter Garden. As we passed through, I gasped at the sudden cold. We'd entered what appeared to be an enormous conservatory. The Winter Garden was precisely that—a garden locked in perpetual winter, yet thriving. Crystalline trees stretched toward a glass dome ceiling that revealed a starry night sky. Snow fell continuously from nowhere. I was suddenly grateful for my winter boots which only moments ago had made me feel vastly underdressed.

      Interesting… Artemis mused. Those flowers are an extinct, magical species.

      Blue-white flowers bloomed from the snow itself, their petals appearing to be made of delicate ice. Pathways wound through the garden, bordered by hedges trimmed into the shapes of fantastical creatures. I almost expected them to come to life and shrug the dusting of snow from their shoulders.

      We exited the winter garden through another set of doors and entered a circular room that made me instinctively lower my voice, though I couldn't say why. A domed ceiling curved overhead in concentric rings of polished mahogany and brass. I paused, listening to fragments of conversations, though we were the only people in the small, ornate room.

      Sensing my pause, Nathanial turned. “Ah, yes. The whispering room. Enchanted by Ivan Bellamere to carry any whispered conversations from around the castle.” Nathanial shook his head. “In his old age, he suspected everyone of subterfuge—even family. He feared losing control of the estate which led to the creation of this room.”

      “What happened to him?”

      Nathanial gave me a tight smile. “His family felt that he was deeply unwell. His oldest daughter and the only full-blooded Bellamere, Marianna Halloway, became the head of the Bellamere estate.”

      “So in the end, he lost control of the estate anyways.”

      A grimace slipped past the butler’s neutral mask. He nodded once, then was all business again as he opened a door opposite the one we’d come in through. “Right this way, Miss Vânători.”

      We passed through an L-shaped sitting room with leather furniture and walls lined with book-shelves and more odd but intriguing instruments. As we rounded the corner of the room, we startled two maids whose heads were bent together in quiet conversation. They instantly sprang apart, looking guilty, as one hurriedly returned to dusting the mantle while the other crossed the room to a vacuum. 

      Nathanial’s pace wavered before he pressed on. Clearly his need to make up time outweighed his wish to chastise the women for not working. He paused before the next door and turned to give me an assessing look. My dirty jeans and red gas station polo weren’t exactly up to snuff for meeting the lord of the manor, but unless he was going to loan me some clothes, that wasn’t changing.

      I saw him come to the same conclusion I did as he straightened his back in resolve and pushed the door open. This time he ushered me through the door first before stepping through behind me. “Welcome to the Bellamere library—home to the largest collection of witchcraft books.”

      The door opened onto a bibliophile's paradise that literally took my breath away. The library of Castle Bellamere soared two stories high, with a domed glass ceiling that let bright sunshine into the space. In the center of the room, straight out of Tolkien’s Rivendell, was a spiral wooden staircase fashioned to look like a large tree trunk. The stairway wound its way to the second level, where a balcony wrapped around the entire circumference of the room, offering access to the higher shelves. Branches, complete with leaves that occasionally rustled, served as the railings. 

      The room was lined with curved floor to ceiling bookshelves, interrupted only by tall arched windows with cushioned window seats. The floor was polished wood inlaid with a massive circular design that resembled an astronomical chart complete with planets and stars rendered in semiprecious stones that glimmered whenever the light hit them just right. Plush reading chairs and small tables were arranged throughout the space, each accompanied by its own reading lamp. 

      I glanced behind us just as Nathanial closed the door we’d come through and then slid a bookshelf across the opening. Ooh. A secret door. The shelf he’d just moved to cover the door held scrolls and looked just like the two shelves to either side of it.

      Some of these books are older than I am, Artemis whispered with something close to reverence. 

      On the opposite side of the room to the left of the staircase sat a man I hadn't noticed at first. He hunched over a sleek silver laptop that seemed jarringly modern amidst the timeless splendor of the library. I could only assume it was Lord Edmund. He had his back to us, his focus entirely absorbed by the illuminated screen. 

      The rest of the library was eerily empty. The absence of activity made the space feel like a sacred temple rather than a room within the otherwise bustling castle. Even the sound of our footsteps seemed muffled, as if the books themselves absorbed any noise that might disturb Lord Edmund's concentration.

      Sensing our presence, Lord Edmund's typing paused. He glanced up then twisted around, causing a lock of blonde hair streaked with gray to fall in his eyes before he absently pushed it back again. 

      “Nathanial? I’m in the middle of an important email and am waiting on the Vânători—who is late by the way. One would think if I’m going to do all the Vânători’s work of coordinating and hosting the Accords that she could at least show up on time.”

      How dare this…this…hedgewitch smear your name when he is clearly usurping your right as a Vânători to lead the Accords! 

      Uh oh. Someone was still pissed.

      “A-hem,” Nathanial cleared his throat. The butler’s signature move seemed to be interrupting the Halloway men just after it was too late to avoid a blunder. 

      “What?” Lord Edmund’s eyes flicked from Nathanial, to me, then back to Nathanial. “No—Really?” He stood, snapping his laptop closed at the same time. “You’re the Vânători?” He took in my unimpressive work outfit.

      Strangled noises of Artemis having an apoplexy sounded in the back of my mind as my own anger spiked. I didn’t care about not hosting the Accords. No, I was pissed that this rich dick had his asshole of a son kidnap me from my place of work then had the gall to look down his nose at me for not being dressed for his swanky meeting. Rather than stand there and continue to be judged, I strode forward and stuck out my hand—not for a handshake, but like a duchess expecting her royal due. 

      “Vianne Vânători,” I stated, using the most commanding tone I could muster. If Ramble were here, he would have snickered at my imperial demeanor.

      Lord Edmund hesitated for the briefest of seconds before deciding manners were his best bet. He stepped forward and took my hand like a proper gentleman.

      “It’s truly an honor to meet you, Miss Vânători.” He brushed a brief kiss over the back of my hand before dropping it. 

      I pasted on a smile, hoping he’d gotten a big whiff of hotdog and degreaser. “Oh? It kind of sounds like I’m late for a party I’m meant to be hosting.”

      Lord Edmund’s mouth opened and closed as he grasped for something to say.

      “My apologies that Miss Vânători was late,” Nathanial said, coming to the rescue once again by deftly filling the awkward silence. Could this family even wipe their own asses without him? 

      Nathanial turned to me and gestured toward a service cart near where Lord Edmund had been sitting that held crystal decanters of alcohol. “May I offer you a beverage, Miss Vânători?” 

      A few months ago, I wouldn’t have been able to say no to a drink. In fact, I would have gladly emptied one of those bottles without thinking twice. That was before I’d discovered my family’s matriarchal legacy of monster hunting and gained the power of the Artemis necklace. Wearing the necklace meant I didn’t experience the addictive need to drink anymore—not of alcohol, at least—but I hadn’t tested the limits of Artemis’ power, and I didn’t intend to test it now by having a drink.

      “No, thank you. It’s the middle of the day for me, and I’m in the middle of a job.”

      Lord Edmond’s eyes briefly flicked down to the gas station logo on my polo. “I see. That explains the costume.” He gave me an open smile that invited me to explain, but I just continued staring at him. 

      If he wanted to think I was undercover as a gas station clerk for a case, that was fine by me. 

      His smile lost its friendliness as he realized I wasn’t going to elaborate on my outfit. Rather than continue our staring contest, he returned to the table to retrieve his own drink as well as a piece of paper, then strode back to me. 

      “Miss Vânători, I would like to cordially invite you to attend the eighteenth Law of the Accords.” He held out a thick piece of cardstock, which shimmered with magic.

      Eighteenth! Artemis boomed. This pompous witch is mistaken! There have only been fifteen Accords. 

      I looked up at Lord Halloway. He must have seen the questioning look on my face because he gave me a wide smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “This will be the third Accords that the Halloway family has been honored to host.”

      Power flooded me, almost making me stumble. 

      Raze it to the ground, Vânători.
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      I sucked in a breath and fought to control the power threatening to spill from my fingertips. Whoa, easy there, I cautioned the pissed off goddess while giving Lord Edmund a tight smile. We can’t burn down a castle.

      Of course we can. They are usurpers. The Accords were created by the Vânători and must be presided over by one. We cannot allow them to continue with this charade.

      I don’t think I’d ever seen the goddess this angry. I gritted my teeth, doing everything I could to keep her magic from escaping. Okay, I hear you. I do. But let’s find out more before we torch the place. And maybe make sure any innocent staff escape first.

      We are the only innocents here, Vânători.

      Dammit. My own anger flared. I’m in charge here, and I say we’re not burning anything down!

      Our entire silent conversation had only taken seconds, but it was just long enough that Lord Edmund’s smile had slowly slipped into a worried frown. He covered the awkwardness by flicking a hand at his empty glass. Liquid filled the glass seemingly from nowhere.

      With effort, I managed to reel in just enough power that I could safely take the invitation from Lord Edmund’s outstretched hand. Magic tingled over my fingers as they touched the enchanted paper. It was cream-colored heavy cardstock with flowing cursive I could barely read. At the bottom were two sections that said “Guest” and then had an open line where I assumed I could write in the names of two guests.

      I quickly scanned the rest of the invite, struggling to decipher the cursive and then parse the old English they’d used. “This says it’s in one week?”

      “Yes, my apologies for the delay. We weren’t sure of your exact location—or even your existence for that matter.” He gave a chuckle that invited me to join. When I didn’t, he quickly continued. “Luckily, another guest informed us of your address, and I sent Thaddeus to issue an invitation.”

      “An invitation for an invitation,” I murmured, then added more loudly, “Just out of curiosity, who was the guest that shared my whereabouts?”

      “Oh, that’s not of import.” He waved a hand as if to erase my question. “What is important is that we were thrilled to learn about the existence of a Vânători. We’d thought your line had died out, you see. Otherwise we would never have considered taking on the role of host.”

      “Yet, here you are, still hosting the Accords even after discovering my existence.”

      He hesitated as a gleam of anger flickered in his eyes. “As you astutely noted from the invitation, the Accords are in one week.” His eyes slid pointedly down to my outfit. “Would you be able to take over—and finance—such a costly affair?”

      I felt my face flush.

      Words drip from his mouth like poison. Burn it all, Vânători.

      So tempting, and yet…

      He’s right though, Artemis. I can’t afford this, and I wouldn’t even know where to begin trying to coordinate an event like the Accords.

      “You’re right,” I finally admitted. “Such a lavish event is beyond my means. So why even bother issuing me an invitation at all?”

      “While we understand that a Vânători has traditionally hosted and officiated the Accords, we would be ever so humbled for you to join us in a different capacity at this year’s Accords.” He gave me a gracious smile that I was sure he’d perfected in a mirror over the years. “We value the weight that your presence as a Vânători would bring to the Accords and wish to offer a seat on the esteemed Vanguard to sit as one of three judges. Very few have held the position.”

      Each word felt like a precisely crafted instrument of social manipulation, meticulously worded to sound like an incredible privilege, while simultaneously suggesting I should be grateful for even this minimal consideration.

      And even fewer have held the role of Vânători who presided over the Accords, Artemis snarked. He’s insulting you while expecting you to thank him for it.

      Ah, so they’d split the Vânători role into a panel of three judges.

      “How very gracious of you,” I said out loud, buying time to consider my response. “I’m very curious, how have your Accords worked with this Vanguard?”

      “As an American, I’m sure you would agree that democracy is a far more equal method of governance than a dictatorship.” He flashed that smile again that suggested we were on the same side here.

      I was really beginning to dislike that smile. It made me think of a car salesman while they explained why they couldn’t possibly give you the full price for your trade-in, though you knew they’d turn around and sell the car for three times the amount they gave you.

      Perhaps realizing I wasn’t buying into the song and dance, Lord Edmund quickly continued, “Many of us felt it had been much too long since the last Accords was held back in the eighteenth century. Things have changed since then. It didn’t seem fair to continue upholding such outdated laws. Take Statute XIX of the Fifth Accords: ‘The governance and responsibility for any unmarried witch of blood shall rest wholly upon her nearest male kinsman, be he father, brother, uncle, or cousin, until such time as she is joined in proper matrimony to a suitable practitioner of the Arts.’ That law was maintained until the Fifteenth Accords, which we held in the 1960’s, well after women in civilized society could vote!”

      You were cool with letting women be property? I asked the ancient goddess in my mind.

      I felt Artemis shrug. Those were very different times. Had the Vânători argued in favor of women’s rights in the seventeenth century, which is when that particular law passed, she would have quickly become the last of her line.

      Oblivious to my inner conversation, Lord Edmunds added, “And just think of all the damages female witches committed without being responsible for any of it because of that law.” He shook his head, clearly more disturbed by that than by the women being property. “Things needed to be updated and brought into this century. My family was applauded for taking on the responsibility and has been trusted to continue bearing that burden.”

      While I didn’t agree with his reason for changing that particular law, he was right that it had needed to change. But none of that mattered. He was dancing around the fact that he hadn’t told me the process they’d used for the last two Accords.

      “I understand: You didn’t know if there would ever be another Vanatori, and laws needed to be updated.”

      He gave a curt nod. “Just so. I’m so glad you under⁠—”

      “But how exactly does your new Accords democracy work? Does every witch have an equally weighted vote for who is elected to the Vanguard? Who decides what will even be voted on? Who decides which witches to invite?” I paused, realizing what a rabbit hole this line of thinking was. “For that matter, is it only witches who are invited, or is there some sort of representation from the rest of the supernatural community?”

      None of this is the point, Vânători⁠—

      All of this is the point, Artemis. A democracy means an equal vote for everyone, not just for a few select individuals who are handpicked by even less people at the top. That is not democracy.

      “Supernatural community?” Lord Edmund’s tone dripped with disdain.

      “Yes—witches, shifters, gnomes, vampires, gremlins, fairies—the supernatural community.”

      A thread of laughter escaped Lord Edmund’s lips before he pressed them together and put a delicate hand over his mouth.

      Nathanial cleared his throat.

      I turned to him and raised my eyebrows. “Yes?”

      “I think you’ll find the Halloway family’s solution to an absent Vânători was quite ingenious.”

      “I’m all ears,” I drawled, ignoring the tiny dig at my ancestors.

      Apparently Lord Edmund had hit his limit for my insolence. “I’m getting a drink. Nathanial, please explain to the Vânători how things are done in these modern times.” Instead of magically refilling his drink again, he stalked off to the service cart, leaving the butler and me in the middle of the room.

      Nathanial grimaced before following his lordships’ command and launching into a well-worn explanation that must have been trotted out for anyone questioning the Halloways’ methods.

      “We couldn’t possibly include all creatures in the Accords. Just as your American democracy elects representatives, the Accords allow each region to elect delegates from the main creature groups to represent their regional interests. These delegates speak for those groups during the Accords, suggesting laws to be reviewed or created, but it's the Vanguard that determines which laws to discuss and ultimately vote on any additional laws or changes to existing ones.”

      “And who decides which people sit on the Vanguard? Do the delegates vote on that?”

      A note of annoyance came from Lord Edmund as he noisily dropped ice in a glass.

      It didn’t take him long to have a temper tantrum just like his kid, huh? I asked Artemis.

      Amusement laced her response, You do have a way of getting people’s skin.

      Though Nathanial’s eyes shot over to where his boss now poured himself a healthy dose of liquid courage, he didn’t give one of his reprimanding coughs and instead answered my question.

      “The Vânători Vanguard is a trio of respected Accords members.”

      Vânători Vanguard? I could almost hear Artemis rolling her eyes. They dare use the Vânători name but don’t include you as a member of that trio?

      She had a point. Isn’t it interesting that they keep dancing around how the Vanguard seats are determined?

      …Very. A sly note entered Artemis’ voice. I would hazard a guess that as the host of the last few Accords, the Halloway family were the sole deciders of who made up the Vanguard.

      I bet you’re right. I suddenly had a sinking feeling that Lady Moira hadn't just wanted me to say yes to the Accords invitation but specifically wanted me to say yes to the Vanguard. That led me down another rabbit hole. The question is, why are they suddenly asking me to attend the Accords as a member of the Vanguard one week before they’re supposed to start? Surely they wouldn’t leave a position like that open until the last second.

      Artemis was quiet for a moment. They are using you to replace someone else at the last minute

      Drink in hand, Lord Edmund returned to stand near but slightly in front of Nathanial, a silent signal that he would be taking over the conversation.

      “So you see, Miss Vânători, we have the Accords well in hand.” He smiled and raised his drink. “And would be thrilled for you to join us.”

      “I do see.” I gave him my most saccharine smile. “And I agree that a democratic process is a more appropriately modern method for the Accords, but,” I let the word hang in the air before voicing what had been nagging me, “why wait until now to fill the last Vanguard role? What happened to the person you originally intended for the seat?”

      Lord Edmund choked on his drink. I kept a smile pasted on my face as he coughed and spluttered. Nathanial took a step forward to put a hand on his employer’s shoulder, but Lord Edmund shrugged him off, finally regaining his composure.

      “If you must know, the Power heard a rumor that we might choose her, so she arrived early last week to discuss the Vanguard role. We were, of course, not prepared for her sudden arrival, but we very graciously hosted her for the night. Unfortunately, she suffered an accident during her visit to the castle.” He looked down and shook his head with just the right amount of sadness, then looked back up, meeting my eyes. “We were most lucky to learn of your existence shortly thereafter and now feel that Fate meant for a Vânători to take on the role.”

      Wow. Just glazing right over the whole accident thing.

      “How bad was the accident? What happened?” I directed my question at Lord Halloway, but he made a pained face as if it were too difficult a story to relive.

      Nathanial dutifully intervened, explaining, “The Lady Anima was a Power who could spirit-travel. That is, her soul could leave her body to roam among the spirits. While Castle Bellamere has centuries of history, we do not allow ghosts to linger here, but the Lady didn’t believe us. She insisted on staying the night during her visit in order to see for herself that no ghosts still lived in the castle.”

      “So by ‘accident,’ you mean she died?”

      Nathanial nodded solemnly. “We think her spirit somehow got lost within the castle. We found her body in her suite the next morning.”

      So they wanted me to take on a role because their first choice had died mysteriously in this castle. Super.

      A few weeks ago, I would have walked away from something like this without a trace of guilt. After being oblivious to a world filled with supernatural creatures for most of my life, I had struggled to accept that I came from a line of female monster hunters. As a half-blooded Vânători, my powers were weaker than my ancestors’, but my last few cases had shown me how much they still mattered. I might need vampire blood to wield them fully, but that didn’t lessen the responsibility. The duties of a Vânători, and my place in the Accords, weren’t optional. I had already seen the damage old laws could cause, and now I had a chance to help shape new ones and finally make things better. Now that the role of judge had been split into three seats on the Vanguard, it meant I wouldn’t be the only one making the final decision on the laws. That was a win in my book.

      And besides all that, I had a feeling that taking a role on the Vanguard was what Lady Moira had actually wanted me to say yes to.

      Taking my long pause as indecisiveness, Lord Halloway added with a scathing look at his butler, “But again, Lady Anima’s death was an unfortunate accident. Normally the Accords are quite tame affairs. My family’s wards around the castle previously ensured the safety of all attendees during the last two Accords.”

      “Sounds like that might be slipping,” I murmured.

      You would have thought I’d slapped the lord. I’d read about people choking on their indignation, but I’d never actually witnessed it before today.

      Nathanial wasn’t quite as shocked and instead tried a different tact with a look of disdain. “Of course, members of the Vanguard are well compensated for their time.”

      I’m sad to say that my ears did perk up at the promise of a paycheck.

      Have the Vânători gotten paid for the Accords in the past, I quickly asked Artemis, or is that new, too?

      Traditional Accords required that attendees tithe to the Vânători as payment for hosting the Accords and for our ongoing protection.

      Why was I not surprised? So we forced people to pay us just so they could attend a meeting where they didn’t even get to vote on the laws that would govern them?

      Attending the Accords allowed creatures to voice their concerns about our rulings.

      Did voicing their concerns make a difference to the rulings?

      …Sometimes.

      Did Artemis think she was being cryptic with that answer?

      Uh huh, and did everyone who attended pay an equal amount?

      Her slow response told me more than her actual answer.

      …No.

      Damn. My ancestors weren’t just monster hunters–they were also apparently dirty politicians who took bribes. Gross. But also, did that mean that Lord Edmund took the attendees’ money for the last two Accords?

      I caught a slight sneer on Lord Halloway’s face as he recognized my interest in compensation. It made me think he had absolutely taken people’s money to attend.

      Ugh. What did it say about me that I was letting the idea of making money become the main reason I was about to say yes to this?

      No. It wasn’t the main reason. I would have said yes anyway. Especially since Lady Moira had asked me to say yes. Getting paid would just be an added bonus.

      “Alright. I accept the role as one of the Vanguard, then. Not because of the compensation,” I held up a finger, “but because it seems only right that a Vânători sit on the Vanguard.”

      “We look forward to your attendance as the esteemed third Vanguard,” Nathanial said and bowed to hide a smirk. When he straightened again, his expression was all business.

      Lord Edmund’s smile wavered as his eyes fell again to the logo on my uniform. “And do, please, dress accordingly.”

      Jerk. Maybe this hadn’t been such a great idea.
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      Nathanial took us on a different route through the castle to return to the Arrival room. We walked through a long hall filled with oil paintings that probably each cost more than the tiny cabin I lived in. This was a more public section of the castle. Internal staff wearing a modified version of Nathanial’s butler outfit and people dressed in other company uniforms rushed about, clearly preparing for the upcoming Accords. When we walked by multiple entryways to a lavish ballroom now acting as a dining room, I glimpsed a florist directing the arrangement of flowers for each of the many tables there. It seemed a little early to do that—would they die before the Accords since it was still a week away? I paused when I noticed a woman chanting over one of the vases before she moved on to the next. 

      Ah, I guess they used magic to keep the flowers alive. Made sense. 

      These witches seem to use a lot more magic than Rosalyn does, I mentally noted to Artemis. Do you think that means they’re more powerful than her? 

      Perhaps, but unlikely. The frequency of a witch’s magic use is not enough of an indicator to determine their level of power. Some witches display magic more openly to appear more powerful. Others, like Rosalyn, prefer to use their powers in a more thoughtful way. Magic cannot be judged simply on the level of power either. Take yourself, for example. Using my magic, you could have burned down this entire structure, which suggests that you are quite powerful. She was still mildly disappointed that I’d thwarted her destructive plan. But if I were to ask you to light a candle, you would likely melt the entire candle and burn down the building in which you stand. 

      Oh come on, that happened one time and it was just a small fire.

      Her silence suggested she thought otherwise.

      “Ah-hem.” 

      Chastised by throat-clearing. I guess I’d paused for too long because Nathanial now stood several paces away, conveying with a simple smile his vast patience with this very trying guest.

      Well, I certainly wasn’t going to apologize for being difficult since I’d never asked to be a guest here. Still clutching the magical invitation in my hand, I smiled and strode forward, speaking before Nathanial could walk off again. “Looks like you’re expecting quite a turnout? Do you know how many people plan to attend?”

      Nathanial’s smile slipped to a carefully neutral expression. I wouldn’t want to play poker with this guy. He gestured for us to continue walking as we talked, so I only briefly paused as I caught back up to him before we continued down the hall beside each other rather than him far in the lead. 

      “I do believe Lord Halloway expects over one-hundred guests at this year’s Accords—which is large by previous years’ standards.”. 

      Yeah, I was definitely glad I didn’t have to host and pay for all those people. I couldn’t imagine the headache that would be. 

      “Can the castle house that many people at one time?” I glanced up as our hallway bisected the very middle of the long hall and the ceiling suddenly opened to reveal a tall dome. The ceiling of the dome was decorated with larger-than-life portraits. Domineering figures painted from the chest up stared down at us. I recognized two of the male portraits in one cluster: Lord Edmund and Thaddeus. There was also a woman’s portrait near Lord Edmund, who I assumed must be his wife, but next to Thaddeus was a spot where another portrait had clearly been painted over. 

      Interesting. 

      Nathanial doubled back to where I’d stopped to look up. 

      “It’s quite something, isn’t it?” 

      I nodded as I looked at the other images. I didn’t recognize any of them but I had a guess at one. I pointed at the portrait of an older man with white hair and a mistrusting glint in his eyes. “Is that one Ivan Bellamere?”

      Nathanial gently reached out and lowered my pointing hand. When I jerked toward him, eyebrows raised, he quickly explained, “It’s not polite to point at witches.” 

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      There was that put-upon smile again, before Nathanial craned his head to gaze up at the portrait. “You are correct. That is Ivan Bellamere, the last Bellamere to manage the castle.” Before I could point out that earlier he’d said Marianna Halloway-Bellamere had also managed the castle, he pressed on and started walking again. “And yes, Castle Bellamere can easily house over one hundred guests as well as the staff required to serve our guests.” 

      Damn. Big place. 

      We passed silently through the other side of the hall, then turned the corner only to be met with another long hall.

      Jeeze. Really big place. I’m gonna get so lost here. 

      Yes, but your hellhound will navigate for you. 

      She wasn’t wrong. Which reminded me.

      “The invitation mentions I can bring two guests?” I continued walking, ready to get back to Ramble before he lost his mind trying to find me.

      “Yes, each Accords delegate may invite two guests to accompany them. You may choose to share a suite of rooms with your guests or stay in entirely separate rooms as close or as far apart as you wish. All of your needs will be taken care of during your stay.”

      I flipped the invitation over but there was nothing on the back. “So, once I write my guests’ names in the little RSVP spot, how do I send it back to you?” 

      Ooh, pained smile this time. I was really trying his patience. 

      “The invitation has a spell which will inform us of your guests’ names.” As if sensing my next question, he added, “And you may apprise us of your room decisions once you arrive next week. At that time the castle will be adjusted to fit your needs.” 

      Does that mean they’ll literally change the castle to add more rooms?

      Seems rather grandiose, but it is possible, yes. 

      We hit the middle of the long hall where another dome rose high above our heads. This one was all glass, though, and allowed us a glimpse of a sky full of stars. A balcony ran around the dome, and a woman stood on the balcony looking out at the castle grounds. I was about to ask how she’d gotten up there when there were no stairs in sight, when the woman turned and looked down at me. 

      I could see through her translucent body. 

      I guess Castle Bellamere still has some ghosts after all, I quietly said to Artemis. Perhaps there’s more to Lady Anima’s accidental death than the Halloways and Nathanial wanted us to believe. 

      Perhaps…

      There wasn’t time to ask Nathanial any questions about the woman. It was likely Nathanial couldn’t even see her, so we plunged on.

      “So write the names of my guests on the little papers, strict dress code…anything else I need to know?” 

      “We abide by the regular Accords’ rules, of course.”

      “Of course.” 

      Do you know the rules? I silently as Artemis. 

      Of course. 

      My, weren’t we snarky today. I must be rubbing off on her. 

      Nathanial and I came to the end of the hallway, rounded the corner, and were greeted by yet another hallway. Did this place never end? 

      Where the hallway we’d just left had been quieter than the one outside the library, this one teemed with life. Looking around, I realized it was the same hallway we’d first taken when leaving the Arrival room. Earlier, we had cut through the winter garden instead of taking the long way around to the library.

      Nathanial’s entire demeanor shifted once again to the ever-ready butler happy to serve wh an older black woman approached us from the other direction. She wore a charcoal gray suit with a knee-length pencil skirt and a deep amethyst silk blouse. 

      “How delightful to see you again, Miss Winters. If you would permit me a brief moment, I should be delighted to escort you to your meeting with Lord Halloway. In the meantime, perhaps you might enjoy waiting in the garden which so proudly bears your esteemed name."

      “Not necessary, Nathanial,” the woman’s tone was pointed but polite. I couldn’t quite pinpoint her American accent though. As she drew closer, I noticed an antique silver brooch pinned to her lapel in the shape of the flower we’d seen in the Winter garden. 

      Yet another witch, Artemis lamented. 

      We are in a witch’s castle. I expect we’ll meet quite a few more before the Accords are over. 

      Oh goody. 

      Wow. She really was picking up things from me. 

      We paused as the woman drew up in front of us, assessing me before giving Nathanial a pointed look.

      “Oh, ah, yes,” Nathanial all but stammered. “Madam Winters, may I introduce Vianne Vânători? She will be joining you on the Vanguard in Lady Anima’s stead.” He didn’t wait for her to respond, so I didn’t get to see what she thought of this news before turning to me. “Miss Vânători, allow me to introduce the esteemed Eleanora Winters, previous leader of the Silver Thorn coven and long-standing member of the Vanguard.”

      I held out my hand, expecting an American handshake, but she instead stepped forward and gave me the breeziest air kiss, first one cheek, then the other. 

      Alright then.

      “It’s so unfortunate what happened to Lady Anima, but it’s so nice to have new blood on the Vanguard.” Her smile suggested that her words held more than one meaning. Then her eyes flicked down to the logo on my polo and, though her smile didn’t change, her eyes turned fierce, making me catch my breath a little. “I see that you, too, were whisked away at a most inconvenient moment.” She turned those predatory eyes on Nathanial. “Must the Halloways still play this game of yanking us across the globe just to issue an in-person invitation that could just as easily be mailed?” 

      “I’m dreadfully sorry, Madam Winters. You know we have traditions to upkeep.” 

      She didn’t bat an eye or even look my way as she asked, “Is that why a Vânători has been added to the Vanguard?”

      I fought to keep my facial expression neutral. “It is tradition since it was my ancestors who started the Accords.” 

      The weight of her eyes fell back on me, and her smile ticked up a notch. I got the feeling she was excited to have a new sparring partner. 

      Now I’d done it.

      “Your family started a lot of things. Not all of them good.”

      Artemis gasped. I could just imagine her clutching her pearls. 

      I returned Eleanora’s smile but kept my tone dry. “True. I’m sure I’ll hear all about it during the Accords.” 

      She let out a guffaw then gave me what looked like her real smile. “I like you. Nathanial, please make sure there is at least one meal with us sitting together.” She leaned in conspiratorially, though Nathanial could hear every word. “We’ll have plenty of time together during deliberations, but I’d much rather sit near someone with wit during meals than listen to a whiny delegate trying to wheedle more power from a new Accords law.”

      “I’ll see to it, Madam.”

      Eleanora was still giving me that fierce look as she added, “And I’m sure you’ll provide her with a copy of the most updated version of the Accords, yes?  

      Nathanial wilted just the tiniest bit but rallied when Eleanora’s gaze fell on him once again.

      “Of course, Madam Winters.” 

      “Now, where am I meeting Lord
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