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    Thank you, Donna! 

      

    


“I hadn’t thought a frosted over garden not yet in bloom could be so fascinating, Michaela.” Isabella Montfort, Michaela’s cousin, grumbled as she set the spoon in her teacup. Flicking the air with her two fingers, the utensil began to swirl, dissolving the sugar in her tea. 

[image: image]Michaela, at her fiancée’s urging, had come to Mayfair for an afternoon of tea and conversation. Isabella was two months away from giving birth, and after the baby was born it would be harder to sit and chat casually.

Reluctantly, she pulled her attention away from the frosted over dead bulbs. It was February, much too cold to sit outside. A large window in the study opposite a fire in the fireplace. “My apologies,” Michaela picked up her teacup, now tepid and stark, and made a face when she sipped it before setting it back down. 

“Dominic will come around. Let me warm your tea,” Isabella flipped her hand upwards in the air. The teapot lifted from the table and flew gently towards Michaela’s cup. 

“Alton spends most of his days at Belmeade. More than he does in his own home.” 

“He’s helping Dominic.” 

“He’s covering for him.” Michaela snapped. The terseness drew a hard look from Isabella, instantly she felt bad. “I only mean—”

“I’m well aware what you mean. A time or two, I’ve harbored the same annoyance, but you can’t push him. He’s still grieving.” 

“It’s been two years since Uncle Francis died. To insist he be at least present for most of his duties isn’t too much to ask.” 

“Have you told him?” 

“Told him?” Michaela scoffed, “I can’t find him. We scurried him out of London to Paris and he just disappeared.” 

“Why did he need to leave London?” 

Michaela realized her error. A necromancer came to South London, intent to raise an army of undead. Alton and she worked around the clock to conceal the matter lest it cause more scrutiny. Fortunately, and with a little unorthodox help, the matter was resolved. 

“He...a matter of debt collection. You know how reckless he can be. It was better to move him to Paris until the matter could be resolved.” 

“And is it?” 

Michaela nodded silently, trying to remove all traces of deception from her face. A tell she was terrible at. Isabella’s brow arched high. “I’ve no doubt how annoyed you are with him, but I think there’s something else entirely.” 

“Do tell, cousin of mine.” She rolled her eyes. 

“If another assumed the duties of your fiancée, would you be quite as hard feeling towards our wayward cousin?” 

“I would and would be well within my right. He is our leader, and Uncle Francis was young like he was when he assumed the mantel of Consul.”  Michaela’s chin lifted proudly. 

“But the circumstances were different, if you recall.” 

She did, an unfortunate affair and story for another day. Suffice it to say, the scandal resulted in an abrupt transition from father to son. 

“I suspected as such, Michaela.” Isabella rubbed the bourgeoning belly as she set the cup of tea to the side, “but it’s not Dominic’s duty that draws your ire, it’s his relationship to your dear Lord Hyron.” 

“I only want what Uncle Francis would have given.” She said referring to which neither had to mention aloud, the patriarchal blessing. It was a sacred rite that only the head of the order could perform, but it was not a requirement. 

“He would have, if possible he’d move heaven and earth for the ones he loved. But reconciliation between his friend and his son was beyond even his ability.” 

“Dominic is difficult, yes. Stubborn to a damning fault—”

“An unfortunate family trait but continue.” 

Michaela inhaled sharply through her nose and blew it out in one breath. “He’ll reconcile himself to the match and might even be grateful for it. Once he decides to do his job.” 

“From your lips to the heavens, Michaela.” 

***
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MICHAELA ARRIVED AT Bodium castle just as dusk settled across the sky. Though it was not her home, it would be soon enough after she and Lord Hyron wed. She wanted to visit with him before returning to her quarters at Belmeade. The distance between Mayfair, Hampshire, and Bodium was great if you were travelling by conventional means. 

But travel by mirror was the only way to go, in her opinion. A mirror stood in the eastern tower on the first floor, set there by Alton for her ease. She stepped through the mirror and felt the first brisk clip of air seeping through the wooden door. 

Setting foot outside to the courtyard, the air hit her fully in the face and she pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders. 

Bodium was a moated castle, with four turrets and a large courtyard. As a child, she was always fascinated by the building. Its secrets, though Uncle Francis and Lord Hyron always said there were none, were here waiting to be revealed. 

But it was something else—home. Or it soon would be when she and Alton wed. A weight came off her shoulders, one she didn’t realize she carried on her way back. Funny how a person can feel more like home than four walls and a roof ever could. Though she could not call Bodium her home any more than she could call Alton her husband just yet, she felt rooted here. 

A cold damp breeze urged her around as she walked across courtyard and into the building. The flicker of light from the fireplace in the northern tower caught her eye. It was used as a study by Alton. He was home. A smile spread across her face not even the cold could knock off. 

As she opened the door, she heard voices upstairs. Two of them, one belonged to her fiancée.

As she unwrapped her cloak and paused to listen, the two became more defined. 

“We can look into this without Dominic.” 

“That’s not enough for the superintendent, you know that. He wants an audience with the consul.” 

Michaela slowed those last few steps. Dominic again. Maybe Isabella was right—to wait on him was a fool’s errand, and wringing the mage’s neck was more in order. She began her ascent up the stairs, keeping her steps as quiet as possible. 

“Lord Darnley is of the peerage. Didn’t it occur to the chief inspector that he has no right to demand such a visit.” Alton huffed. 

“He hasn’t the right,” Michaela entered the room, “but the demands of his position and status don’t seem to hold much for Dominic these days. Hello Reginald.” 

Reginald Barnes, a member of the order and a detective with Scotland Yard, nodded once with a smile. He was a man of medium build with brown hair and thin sideburns. “Lady Hewes.” 

“My dear, would you like some tea?” Alton asked. There was a twinkle in his eye when she entered the room, but underneath she knew he wished she had come later. Preferably with tea. 

“I’ve had plenty this afternoon. Mr. Barnes?” 

“No, thank you. I’m due back at Scotland Yard for a meeting with the superintendent.” 

“Sounds like a very bleak conversation if the head of the Order is the topic of discussion again,” said Michaela. She took a place on the chaise across from Alton. The fireplace had warmed the seat cushion, making it a welcome relief from the cold she’d experienced. 

“A bleak, but necessary one. However if—”

“If it’s the matter of my cousin, you needn’t bother shielding me from it. He’s been a prickly topic of conversation for many days. But if you have leads as to his whereabouts, it’d be helpful.” 

Both men traded glances, it would be comical under other circumstances. But in a way, it was more telling than they wanted to let on. 

“My dear—” Alton turned to her, reaching for her hand. The tiny brush of invisible velvet danced over her skin. Welcoming as it could be, she knew what he was about to do—make her forget she asked. Quickly she pulled back her hand and gave him a condescending look. “No, you know where he is.” 

“We don’t know, Lady Hewes.” 

“Yet, you have a lead.” 

Reginald gestured uncomfortably, fidgeting with his collar. “We have cause to believe he’s not in England. And beyond the immediate reach of Scotland Yard.” 

“Where?” said Michaela with a firmer tone, “And please don’t deceive yourself into thinking clever wording will be accepted.” 

“Wales.” Alton said. “Somewhere around Cardiff.” Reginald tipped his head confused by how quickly Alton gave up the information. “She would find out eventually. But my dear, this situation is well in hand.” 

“Well in hand, then why is Dominic
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