
Chapter One

			Christmas Day, Kirkcudbright, Scotland, 2023

			Sloane West stood in a sprawling covenstead with Elspeth Gòrdan’s panicked voice sounding in her head. They’re going to die! Please help us!

			Only minutes before, the child’s grandfather, Alisdair Gòrdan, had sent her through a portal to Mallow Cottage, seeking the West Coven’s help against The Order’s attack. Sloane and the coven teleported to the Gòrdans at once, but they were too late. The smell of death lingered in the frenetic air. 

			The olfactory memory brought to the forefront of Sloane’s mind every loss she had ever experienced. Since she was a little girl, she could smell the loss of life and feel when souls untethered from their bodies. For her, death left behind a malodorous, sulfur scent of decay, not days after the corporeal body begins to putrefy, but at the exact time life’s energy was released and added to the universe’s constant chaos.

			Crime victims, her NYPD lieutenant, and her mother, Jane, had each created their own measure of turmoil in her life. She had only shared how she experienced death once after her mother died. Her ex-girlfriend, Jess, listened quietly but couldn’t find the words to reply. Finally, she told Sloane that she was only grieving, and she’d feel better soon. Her ex’s words cut deeply. She knew time didn’t grant people peace with mortality because death breaks those still living, wounds their hearts and spirits, and plants them firmly in the chaos, forever changed. Death scarred everything. She vowed never again to speak about her relationship with it. 

			“What are you doing, pet? Check for survivors,” Dorathea Denham shouted at Sloane and brought her attention back to the Gòrdans’ covenstead. Her second cousin twice removed was a composed woman, never a gray hair out of place, but now she hurried through the room in her dark-sapphire cloak, her long, wavy hair tousled, and waved her hands, switching on lamps of varied sizes. 

			Sloane’s eyes slowly adjusted to the light, and she scanned the scene. It looked like a war zone with tables upended, shelves toppled, and shattered wood and glass covering the floor. Charred strikes marred the walls, and furnishings smoldered. There was no doubt. The Order had once again attempted to destroy a Protector Coven, seeking to release more evil from the Abyss, and this time they had breached a coven’s sacred space.

			Sloane ran toward the death stench in the air and saw them, a woman with her arm draped across a man’s waist. Her other second cousin, Jack Denham, knelt beside the couple and moved his hands along the lengths of their bodies while Sloane pressed her fingers to their necks. No pulse. But no visible signs of injuries.

			The girl’s parents were dead.

			“We can do nothing more for them, lovey.” Jack laid his hand on Sloane’s shoulder and gently pulled her back. He was a handsome and charming, if immodest, wiċċa. After The Order killed her mother and grandparents, he was recruited and trained by the Northwest Quadrant’s Grand Coven to maintain the West Coven’s power of three. He was also a Sensor like her mother, and it wasn’t the first time he had soothed her escalating emotions.

			Dorathea was shouting Alisdair’s name, her normally stoic voice frantic. The High Priestess was looking through the wreckage for him, and Sloane called to her, “If he’s in here, he’s alive.” She didn’t smell any more death in the room.

			They continued to call his name, and after a few minutes, Dorathea saw a pile of books move. Elvina and she ran to the ransacked area of the Gòrdans’ library. With their palms outstretched, they righted several bookcases, casting volumes from the pile back to their shelves. After a few moments, they uncovered Alisdair’s body.

			“Do not move,” a stony voice yelled at them. Within seconds, a group of people wearing long ecru tunics with jewel-colored wraps had surrounded them. Their hands were outstretched in a defensive posture. How they encircled them, and their brusque speech, reminded Sloane of the Weardas, the magical guards that enforced the Grand Coven’s rules in their quadrant.

			“Lower your hands at once,” Dorathea snapped as she continued to examine Alisdair. “We are the West Protection Coven from the Northwest Quadrant.” Her polished, English accent was poised again. “High Priest Alisdair Gòrdan invited us to his covenstead, and we discovered they had been attacked when we arrived.” She rose and moved within an inch of the commanding officer’s face. “I dare say, the Freiceadan, guards of the Northeast Quadrant, are indeed late to this horrifying crime.”

			As Sloane watched the man struggle to keep his confidence under the commanding gaze of her High Priestess, a question came to her. If Alisdair sent Elspeth to Mallow Cottage instead of alerting their Grand Coven about the attack, how did their police know it occurred? 

			The officer stepped back and cleared his throat. “This is our incident now. You must remove yourselves.”

			“Or what? Are you prepared to back up your threat?” Dorathea asked, closing the space between them again.

			“We’ll detain you with whatever force necessary and bring you before our Grand Coven.”

			Dorathea hesitated before breaking into derisive laughter. “Well then, your punishment saves us a trip, dear. But first, you must secure medical attention for Alisdair. Take him to Miadarbaile at once and provide him with protection. Whoever is responsible for the deadly assault did not intend to leave him alive.”

			The officer grunted in frustration, and Sloane thought they might wear different uniforms than the Weardas’ black cloaks, but their shitty attitudes were the same. She watched as two guardians laid hands on Alisdair, and they all disappeared. Three more officers clutched the couple’s lifeless bodies and vanished. In a matter of seconds, all the guards had gone except for two. They positioned themselves at the top of an imperial staircase, watching.

			“The Freiceadan are as pleasant as ever,” Elvina hissed under her breath. 

			Sloane turned to the familiar sound that reminded her of Bear. She still felt the shock of learning that her dark-gray, long-haired cat she had called Bear was actually her feline familiar, Elvina. She carried the guilt for being the reason The Order took the last of Elvina’s nine lives. Now she had to adjust to Elvina in her final human form, a striking woman with hooded, soft brown eyes, velvety, ash-colored skin, and thick, dark grayish-brown hair. 

			“So they’re like our Weardas?” Sloane asked, and Elvina nodded.

			“Yes indeed. Thank you for minding your temper,” Dorathea told her. “They are without humor.”

			“She’s right about that. I’ve spent some quality time with a few Freiceadan. They never lighten up, even when things get heavy.” Jack pulled a face, and Dorathea tutted at him. “What? I’m only speaking the truth. They are very intense—”

			“Where’s Calen?” Sloane interrupted, looking around the vast basement. It had just dawned on her that Alisdair’s son and Jack’s friend wasn’t there, dead or alive. 

			Jack suddenly looked concerned. “I met him in Glasgow at a Nogical’s gallery yesterday when I picked up your Christmas gift. He told me he was staying home for the holidays.”

			“But you’re not sure he did?” Sloane asked. She held her cousin’s gaze. He looked confused and afraid.

			Pointing a finger at her, he said, “No. Absolutely not. He isn’t responsible for this violence. I swear on my life. There is no evil in that kind man. And he holds family, his family, above all else. He has proven that to me.”

			“We can determine his role in this when we find him,” Dorathea said. “For now, we must consider he needs our help. The Order will try to finish what they have started.” She turned to the Freiceadan. “You, there. We require you to step outside this sacred space. It is time for us to perform a cleansing ritual before the surviving coven members return.”

			The two men crossed their arms over their chests and stayed in place.

			Dorathea pulled her wire-framed spectacles to the tip of her nose and glared at them. “According to the third article of the Protector Coven clause in the Interquadrant Wiċċan Charter, we are bound to perform the ritual within sixty minutes of death, and all non-Protector Wiċċans are forbidden from witnessing.”

			They mumbled a response like scolded teenagers and left the room.

			“We have to perform a ritual?” Sloane asked.

			“We do not indeed. I made that gobbledygook up to gain us a few minutes of privacy. Only a Malevolent or its spawn could have broken into this covenstead against Mòrag’s wishes.”

			“Bella and Lachlan were killed by a Sensor, a powerful one,” Jack added. “And evil. I would never use my power to drain a brain like that.” 

			Dorathea looked into the room. “Mòrag? It has been a long spell since we last visited, and for that, I apologize. You are safe, come out now, but we only have a few minutes to talk before the Freiceadan return.”

			The air in the covenstead became heavy, pressing on their chests, and Sloane took a deep breath, fighting against the tightness.

			“Can you tell me what happened?” Dorathea fell silent, listening to a voice only she could hear. After a few minutes, she replied, “I understand. We are deeply sorry for your loss. I promise we will keep Alisdair, Calen, and Elspeth safe until they can return to you.”

			“Their house spirit?” Sloane asked, and Dorathea nodded. “Well, what did it say?”

			“Nothing yet. The Order’s strike has deeply wounded Mòrag.”

			“Can I ask it some questions? I’ll be delicate,” Sloane said, and Jack covered a laugh with his hand.

			“House spirits choose with whom they will speak. If you do not hear Mòrag, she has not chosen you,” Dorathea told her.

			“Fine. At least find out if it knows how many people attacked the Gòrdans. We need something to go on.” 

			A loud howling came from the chimney flue, and the air around them turned thicker.

			“She will tell us what she knows when the Freiceadan leave and it is safe to speak freely,” Dorathea said.

			Jack leaned closer to Sloane. “She’s a she. I suspect calling her an ‘it’ upsets her.”

			“Jesus, are they all temperamental?” Sloane thought about Alfred, Dorathea’s house spirit. She and the grumpy old Englishman had had a rough beginning. She looked up and said, “I apologize for offending you. The right thing to do was to ask your preferred pronouns.”

			The lights flickered, and the weight on their chests eased. Jack elbowed Sloane and whispered, “Nicely done. Are you in therapy?”

			“Shut up, Jack.”

			“Enough. We have no time for such bantering. We must stand before their Grand Coven. Alisdair did not report his fears to his GC as would be usual. He chose not to trust them for a reason. We must find out why.”

			“Or we could go to the hospital and ask him when he wakes up. If he wakes up…My gut tells me he figured out one or more of their GC members is in The Order. If we show up and start asking their GC a bunch of questions, we’ll arouse their suspicion.”

			Dorathea grinned at Sloane. “Then we will ask only two questions.”

			“Ooh, how exciting. I haven’t seen this group in ages,” Elvina purred. “I love seeing how time treats us when others aren’t looking.”

			“This isn’t a social call,” Sloane said, shaking her head at her roommate. “You know there’s a good chance we’re offering ourselves up to Magicals who want us dead, right? The Order has positioned itself in magical governments. And this is their endgame. Now they have the power to conduct a final assault. It started with my mother, and they’re not going to stop until all our Protector Covens are dead.” She turned her attention to her cousin. “We need a plan, Denham.”

			“We will devise one indeed. Until we do, Elvina, you must go to Alisdair,” replied Dorathea, and Elvina sulked. “Watch over him and alert us if anyone visits him. We will question their Grand Coven.” She looked at Sloane. “You may be correct, but they will not risk raising a hand against us at their headquarters.”

			The door to the covenstead opened, slamming against the wall, and the two Freiceadan guards rushed down the stairs toward them. The one Dorathea had dressed down stood face-to-face with her. “If you haven’t finished your ritual, you have now. Your time’s up. Our Grand Coven requests your presence.”

			“Oh, we are quite done here.” Dorathea held out her arm to him. “Take us and make haste. I look forward to chatting with my old friends.”

			




Chapter Ten

			Driving down Mount Sutton Road, Sloane slowed when she caught sight of a massive scar on the mountainside cut deep into the valley. This was the clear-cut that had upset the residents of Old Denwick for months. The Gildeys had secured permits to clear a large swath of old-growth forest for a housing development. 

			A major casualty of the Gildeys’ war against the environment was the thousands of wintering animals forced to move. Sloane looked from side to side for blacktail deer and coyotes. Their deaths on the road were a daily conversation at the Spotted Owl pub, and she didn’t want to add to the carnage. The Island had only been her permanent home for a short time, but her desire to defend it and all its inhabitants from senseless destruction was palpable.

			She now had no doubt the Gildeys were evil Magicals. Since colonizing the area, they had displaced the Indigenous populations and stolen their coastlines and livelihoods to amass their fortune. But how did they escape detection by the West Coven? Water under the bridge, she told herself. They weren’t going to escape their coven now.

			Her cell phone buzzed. She looked at the screen and smiled. “Hey, Keane. What a nice surprise.”

			“Are you at home?” Rose asked. She sounded defensive.

			“I’m headed there. Are you all right?”

			“Have you talked to Andrew Gildey yet?” Rose whispered, but her vigilant tone remained.

			“I tried, but he wasn’t home. What’s wrong?”

			“I just opened the pub, and our first customer is drinking coffee at the bar. He’s wearing a bespoke suit and dark glasses. He said he’s waiting for you.”

			Sloane lifted her eyebrows. “Is that right?”

			“What do you want me to do?”

			“Absolutely nothing, Keane. He’s dangerous.”

			“He might be. But I promise you, he should be more afraid of Oscar and me.”

			“I don’t doubt it. But please don’t do anything. Promise me.” Sloane glanced at her wristwatch and pressed the gas. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

			“Not even a wee bit of mind compulsion? I could make Andrew Gildey as docile as a puppy for you.”

			“As much as I want to see that, please don’t expose yourself. The Gildeys are definitely Magicals. But we don’t know what kind yet.”

			“Okay, fine. We’ll be good.”

			Sloane tossed her phone on the passenger seat. Her thoughts raced as fast as Pearl sped through the valley toward the coast. Why the hell was Andrew waiting for her at the pub? It was only the second time the heir to the Gildey fortune had graced the Keanes’ door. Did he know Rose…the Keanes…were Magical? Her hands gripped the steering wheel. It wasn’t a coincidence, she thought. He was sending her a warning.

			Sloane parked, hurried down the underground stairwell, two steps at a time, and entered the Spotted Owl. She saw Oscar first. He was seating three Nogicals at a table. They grinned at him, which most women did, as well as most men for that matter. Rose’s brother had high cheekbones, black, tightly curled hair, and dreamy, gold-brown eyes that matched his warm brown skin. He was nearly as stunning as his sister.

			Andrew sat alone at the bar, and Rose stood at the other end from him, her hands on her hips, watching him like a grizzly bear protecting her cub. Sloane trusted that neither of the Daywalkers had messed with Andrew’s mind. And by the look on Rose’s face, he was lucky they hadn’t. A shiver ran through her.

			Sloane leaned against the bar beside him. “All right, Mr. Gildey. I’m here. Why don’t we sit?” She spoke to him as if their meeting had been scheduled for days.

			They moved to a table in the back corner of the dining room. Sloane studied him. His fancy clothes. Gold watch and cufflinks. Black, wavy hair with hints of gray at his temples. Hair too thick for a man in his fifties. His flawless pale skin. No wrinkles, except she couldn’t see his eyes. His crow’s feet, or the attempt to lift them away, would reveal his age. Maybe that’s why he wore dark glasses. Vanity.

			He extended his hand. “Hello, Sloane West. We haven’t officially met. I’m Andrew Gildey.”

			She shook his hand and said, “I got the impression your mother doesn’t care about any of your business or what you get up to. Seems strange she would immediately warn you that I was looking for you.”

			“What makes you think Isobel told me? You also called my PA.”

			“Fair enough. But I didn’t give him my name.” She caught a slight smile flicker on his face. “It makes me wonder how else you would have known. Unless you have some special ability the rest of us don’t have.” She stared into his glasses, but she only saw the black of his lenses and the reflection of the light above their table.

			“Superpowers?” He chuckled. “Isobel did inform me of your visit. And I would be lying if I said your insistence didn’t pique my interest. It’s not every day someone shows up at the Gildey home uninvited and demands to see one of us.”

			“So I heard. But come on. Piqued your interest? She told you why I wanted to talk to you.” She paused. “But we’ll get to that. I have another question. What do you drive?”

			His brow furrowed. “Why?”

			“Call me curious about how the half-percent lives.”

			“Hmm. Our chauffeur uses a few different vehicles. I’m not sure what they are right now. Bentley, perhaps? I’ve been driving myself lately. I have a Maybach.”

			Sloane thought about the Rolls-Royce that had idled in front of the cottage just a few nights before and raced off when she drove up. She would have the car’s plates run soon enough, and then she would know how forthright Andrew Gildey was. “I’ve never even been inside a Bentley or Maybach. I prefer Pearl. She’s an MG I inherited from my grandparents. My mother drove it too. Jane West. Maybe you’ve seen Pearl before?” 

			The chiseled, lean muscles in Andrew’s jaw flinched, but before he could respond, Oscar approached the table. “Would you like menus?” he asked, setting a coffee cup in front of Sloane, filling it, and refilling Andrew’s.

			“Not for me.” The Gildey heir’s voice was flat as if he had leveled any emotion their conversation had provoked.

			“Coffee is good for me. Thanks.” 

			After Oscar left, Andrew glanced at his watch. “I need to be on my way. What did you want to ask me about my business trip to Scotland?”

			“You’re leaving already? I thought your PA said you were on holiday. Can’t you spare me a few more minutes? Now that Denwick’s my home, I’m eager to learn about my grandparents and my mother’s time here. From the locals.” She sipped her coffee. “How old are you? Midfifties? You must have known my mom and her friends.”

			He set his cup down. “I did know of your mother and her friends, but I’m a couple of years older. I also attended private schools.”

			“So did my mother.”

			“That might be, but I didn’t socialize with them. Not really.”

			“With the locals?” Sloane made sure to point out his classism.

			“That’s not what I meant. My schooling…my parents…they made it impossible to spend time in Denwick, except for the Main Street Commerce Committee meetings. And my great-aunt’s house.” He paused, and Sloane was sure his eyes had looked away into the past. “I think I knew your mom when we were children. Our parents were on the committee together. But I hardly remember those days. So I don’t have any stories to share with you. Or insight into what she was like when she lived here.”

			Sloane stared into his dark glasses for a long moment, unsure if his eyes were on her or not. By the time he had finished talking, she was seething. Furious that she sat across from the reason Jane was dead, but was unable to exact justice, to feel better, at least not yet. 

			He glanced at his watch again. “I do have another appointment, Ms. West.”

			“All right. I’ll get to the point. I’m working on a murder investigation. Three dead. Same family. Two of the bodies were discovered in Kirkcudbright, Scotland. Ever been?”

			He hesitated. “I guess you know that I have, or you wouldn’t be asking.”

			“Which means Isobel also told you about the photo,” Sloane said. “So, when were you last there?” 

			“I’d have to check my schedule. But it was some time last month.”

			“Okay. And were you aware that a man’s body was found underneath your family’s mausoleum in the crypt? He was the third member of the family. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about these murders, would you?”

			“I wasn’t even aware the RCMP found someone dead in the crypt.” He looked surprised. “When did this happen?”

			“Late Christmas Eve or sometime early Christmas Day.”

			His jaw tensed again. “I’m sorry I can’t help you. And I’m not a murderer. As for my travels to Kirkcudbright, they were for business. I don’t know any families there.”

			“Isobel said the Gildeys have no business there.”

			“I was there for personal business. To look at art. It’s called the artist’s town for a reason.”

			Sloane removed the photo from her coat pocket and handed it to him. “Were these women selling you art?”

			He glanced at the photo and handed it back. “I have no idea who they are. You can clearly see I was only sitting behind them.” He scooted back in his chair and stood, staring down at her. “If you have any more questions for me, ask away. I don’t share every aspect of my life with Isobel. And I advise you to stay away from her. She’s not as…charitable as I am.” He pulled a business card from an inside suit pocket and dropped it into Sloane’s tote bag.

			His voice was even, unthreatening, but the words weren’t, and they chilled her. She watched him disappear into the stairwell leading to the street above. 

			“How did that go?” Rose appeared beside Sloane, and she jumped.

			“Jesus. I didn’t hear you.”

			“Sorry,” Rose said, massaging Sloane’s shoulders. “It was that bad, huh?”

			“He’s claiming he has no idea about the murders or who the women in the photo are. Not that I expected him to admit anything.”

			“And you think he’s lying?”

			“Oh, yeah. He’s involved.” She laid her hand on Rose’s and moved it from her shoulder to her mouth, kissing it softly. “Luckily, he gave me an open invitation to contact him if I have any other questions.”

			Rose whispered, “That makes me nervous. Like you said, we don’t even know what he is, do we? Did you…you know…test him?”

			“I’ll detect him when it’s safe to. Inside your pub isn’t safe.”

			“Good point.” She gave Sloane’s shoulders one last squeeze and sat. “I spoke with my da while you and Andrew were talking. They haven’t heard any rumors about our Assemblies being compromised. But they’re asking around. He and my mam know several Defender families of other species that they trust. They’ll find out what’s happening with their governments.” 

			“I don’t like that idea. Anyone in those families could be in The Order.”

			“You can’t keep us from joining the fight, especially defending our own,” Rose told her. “My da and mam can take care of themselves. So all you need to say is, ‘Okay, Rose,’ and smile.”

			“Okay, Rose.” But Sloane couldn’t bring herself to smile.

			Rose sat forward and stretched her upper body over the table. “If you won’t smile, at least use those beautiful, pouty lips to kiss me.”

			Rose’s lips were soft, and her breath tasted of coffee. “Mmm,” Sloane whispered after they sat back. “We should agree to disagree more often.”

			“Disagreements are unnecessary.” Rose held the jade pendant, rubbing it with her fingers. “You can have my lips and anything else. Just ask.”

			With everything happening in their worlds, Sloane felt a twinge of guilt over the heat unfurling in her body, the desire to hide from it all, take Rose upstairs, and lock the door behind them. She was about to suggest the idea when Oscar approached the table, in a mood.

			“I’m the only one who can hear the two of you, but I’m not the only one who can see you.” He frowned at Rose. “You have a business to run…and drink orders to fill.” He angrily strode away, his gait still graceful, and Sloane laughed even though she knew he could hear her. 

			“I think he’s forgiven me, don’t you?” she asked.

			“He isn’t worried you’ll leave and break my heart again. Now he’s convinced you’ve charmed me with this necklace.”

			“Charmed you? Is that a bad idea?” she asked, and Rose laughed. “How about I come over about eight tonight?”

			“I’d love that.” Rose glanced at the bar. “I’d better go. Your coffee’s on the house.”

			Sloane stood to leave, and Elvina’s voice filled her head. 

			Sloane, dear. The Grand Coven has summoned us. Please return to the covenstead. We must leave at once.

			




Chapter Eleven

			The hobbit house’s front door opened as Sloane sprinted up the steps. Once inside, a stiff wind pushed her toward the covenstead.

			“Take it easy, Alfred. I got here as fast as I could,” she said to the house spirit and joined Dorathea, Jack, and Elvina at the lectern. “What’s got him so uptight?”

			“The Grand Coven sent a few Weardas here without our permission.” Dorathea strode into the library. “He is quite upset, as I am. Their behavior is unconscionable. Unbecoming of our leaders. And disrespectful to our coven.”

			“We aren’t the only ones they’re harassing,” Elvina said. “The Weardas are also surveilling my mother and the café.”

			Dorathea stood in front of an enormous Lavinia Fontana painting and replied dryly, “Yes, but unlike your mother, we have not lied to the Grand Coven or hidden anything from them.”

			Elvina flinched as if Dorathea’s words had slapped her, and Sloane shot her cousin a side-eye. Her cousin’s ease with lashing out and hurting Elvina disappointed her.

			“Onpenne,” Dorathea said to the women in the painting who controlled the passage through her portal. The art was a metaphor for silencing women, particularly women writers. The younger woman guarded a man at knifepoint while the older woman took possession of his writing desk. At Dorathea’s command, the older woman got to her feet and opened a door at the back of the room.

			Sloane nodded her appreciation to her and stepped through the canvas. It was the second time she had traveled by Dorathea’s portal to Tagridore. Stepping into the canvas felt like passing through a doorway, providing a seamless connection between the two planes.

			On the other side of the painting, they ended up on a cobblestone walkway beside Freya’s café. Sloane was surprised Dorathea’s portal still brought them to the charming, white-washed bakery with its lavender awning. Her cousin had refused to listen to Freya’s explanation about why she helped Jane all those years ago. Since Elvina told her about it on Christmas Eve, Dorathea had shut Freya out.

			“Quickly. Follow me.” Dorathea walked toward the Héahreced.

			“Wait? No pastries first? I’m not angry at Freya,” Jack said, and Sloane elbowed him hard. “Ouch. What was that for?”

			“Jesus, Jack. Just go, will you?” She shoved him toward the pedestrian street, and they caught up to Dorathea before she reached the steps to the city’s headquarters. The building stood at the back of a wide, long grassy mall, and the outside reminded Sloane of New York City’s Grand Central Station. But she remembered vividly that the inside was a mind bender with Escher-like, floating escalators and Goblins with bony fingers, pointy ears, and skin the color of dried sage, verifying appointments at several checkpoints.

			They crossed a wide, marble landing and stepped through the warm, gel-like field that protected the Héahreced. Everyone passed through effortlessly, but when Elvina tried, the transparent shield shoved her back.

			“Whoa. What the hell was that?” Sloane asked.

			“I guess I’m not invited,” Elvina said after steadying herself.

			“This is entirely unacceptable,” Dorathea said. “Another attempt to intimidate us that has only weakened my resolve to remain amiable.” 

			Dorathea sounded angrier than Sloane had ever heard her. She could understand her cousin’s frustration, but now was not the time for their High Priestess to lose her usually perfect composure. “I can’t believe I’m the one to say this, but we need to keep our cool. Stay focused,” Sloane said. “The GC has demanded we appear, but they don’t know we suspect one or more of them is in The Order. We have the advantage. We can ask questions that will catch them off guard.”

			“Ooh, yes. We’ll use clever subterfuge. I love it,” Jack said.

			“You are right. Now is not the time to share my displeasure.” Dorathea looked at Elvina. “Wait for us here, dear.” Then she set her jaw and, with a swish of her cloak, disappeared inside the building.

			A few minutes later, they entered the Grand Coven’s chambers. Sloane studied the three Wiċċan on the stage. They had achieved the most authoritative positions in the Northwest Quadrant, but according to Elvina, they were not the most powerful Wiċċan. Those titles belonged to Dorathea as well as Freya, their coven’s past Attendant.

			The governing Wiċċan sat in high-back chairs at a long wooden table. Polydora Nenge, the Telekinetic, sat in the middle. Her long salt-and-pepper hair was loosely braided and draped over her shoulder, and the angular bones in her face looked even harsher under the auditorium lights. She had her arms crossed on the tabletop and watched the Wests with a penetrating stare, the same look Sloane would give suspects sitting on the other side of an interview table. 

			She avoided Polydora’s gaze and looked at Cenric Verner, the Wyrtdrenc—a potions expert, as Sloane recalled—sitting to Polydora’s right. The wiċċa had a scrunched face, his eyes, nose, and mouth pinched together. He sat back against the chair with his hands resting on his middle. His cheeks were already ruddy red as if someone had embarrassed him, even though no one had spoken yet. 

			Holding her necklace, Millicent Panas sat to Polydora’s left. She watched them sympathetically with soft eyes the color of lapis lazuli, a deep blue with flecks of brilliant green and gold. It was a look Sloane knew well, a look Sensors had when they thought they needed to calm a situation.

			A rostrum appeared at the end of their aisle in the dark wood-paneled auditorium. Dorathea stepped up to it and clasped its sides. “Ealdormenn, why have you convened this meeting? And why have you excluded Elvina?” She tried to hide her frustration, but it edged her voice, and the Grand Coven stared at her, surprised.

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Cenric said. He sat forward with a grunt. “We want to ask you about the assault on the Gòrdan Coven. As for Elvina, your coven’s Attendants will appear before us when we are ready for them.”

			“You could have avoided this assembly if you had allowed the Weardas entry,” Polydora said. “We only wanted information.”

			“Seeking information is no excuse for sending them to enter our covenstead without permission,” Dorathea snapped, and Polydora narrowed her eyes.

			“We did no such thing,” Cenric said. His face contorted, and the wattle under his chin jiggled. 

			“And what if we had?” Polydora asked, talking over Cenric. “Given the current state of our worlds, would you blame us for wanting to gather information about The Order quickly?”

			Dorathea stiffened. “How would searching our covenstead provide such information?” She held Polydora’s gaze, and the tension in the room went from a reasonable undercurrent to a breaking-the-dam flood. “Our rules are in place for a reason, Ealdormenn. You erode our trust with such blatant disregard.”

			“Please, please. Let’s take a breath,” Millicent said. “This is all my fault, I assure you. Cenric asked me to contact Dorathea, and regrettably, I forgot to inform her.” She shot a glare of disapproval at Polydora and an apologetic look at Cenric. “I certainly meant nothing by the oversight. You have my sincere apologies, Dorathea. And I can assure you, my only intention for agreeing to send the Weardas to your covenstead was to make sure you were okay.” 

			“Nevertheless, your hasty dismissal of our guards would lead anyone to question if you’re hiding something,” Polydora said, and Millicent’s shoulders rose as she took a deep breath while Cenric stared at his folded hands. She avoided their gestures of disapproval and demanded, “Tell us, why your coven was at the Gòrdan covenstead?”

			“As I told the Uachdaran, Alisdair invited us to spend time with them on Christmas,” Dorathea said to Polydora without missing a beat.

			The Ealdormann raised an eyebrow ever so slightly. “That surprises me. I’ve never known you to celebrate Christmas in another’s home, let alone in a different quadrant. Not since you were young.”

			“You have known little about me since then, Polydora. What you did know in the past, you have clearly forgotten.” 

			Sloane could hear history and accusation in her cousin’s voice. She could feel the tenuous connection that faded memories kept between the two. Were her cousin and Polydora close at one time? Were they lovers before she was with Freya? 

			“I can understand why Alisdair reached out to your coven,” Millicent said, breaking the awkward silence. “Your coven has experienced unspeakable loss this year. And of course, the joy of finding Sloane. It was kind of him to invite you and share in your grief and celebration.”

			Polydora’s expression hardened as Millicent spoke, and when the other wiċċe finished, she leaned forward. “You also told the Uachdaran you arrived after the attack and found Lachlan and Bella dead and Alisdair near death. But Calen and Elspeth were missing, presumably in danger. So why didn’t you alert the Northeast Quadrant’s Grand Coven when you discovered what had happened? Why wouldn’t you want the Uachdaran to search for Calen and Elspeth immediately?” She lifted her chin, looking down her pointy nose at Dorathea. “Then again, we know now it was too late for Calen. But maybe not for the child.”

			“Polydora,” Millicent said curtly. “We have no evidence to suggest our Protector Coven is lying to us. This situation is critical, and we must work together to find the child.” She looked at Dorathea. “Do you know where Elspeth is? If Alisdair sent her somewhere? We need to find her so the Uachdaran can guard her.”

			“I think because Calen was killed in Denwick at your Tree of Life, Elspeth is also here.” Polydora pressed the palms of her hands together, tapping her index fingers. “Do you have the child? Is that why Alfred and you refused the Weardas entry into your covenstead?”

			“We don’t know how Calen died or why he was in the crypt,” said Sloane. “But I would guess the owners of the building had something to do with it.” She knew the Grand Coven frowned upon speaking out of turn, but the way Polydora said “your Tree of Life” pissed her off. Dorathea reached back and squeezed her arm.

			“I’ll tell you how he died,” Polydora continued. “Like Lachlan and Bella, his murder was at the hands of a Sensor, an influential one. Like you, Jack, or Freya. Only one such as yourselves could have melted his brain so completely.”

			The news made Jack stumble back, and Sloane felt an instant need to protect him. She anchored him and lashed out. “Or like Millicent.”

			Cenric gasped and pointed a stubby finger at her but uttered no words from his gaping mouth.

			“Are you accusing your Grand Coven of conspiring with The Order?” Polydora’s voice dripped with contempt.

			“Enough,” Millicent shouted and eyed the other Grand Coven members. “Polydora, you have distrusted Jane West for the entirety of your appointment on this coven. When she became a victim of The Order, you continued to persecute her. Her child. Her coven. Even though you have no proof to back your accusations. I say it’s gone on long enough. We cannot allow The Order to plant seeds of distrust and destroy our world. We must work together to fight them.”

			Dorathea released Sloane’s arm. “Thank you for your support, Millicent, but I have no problem answering the Ealdormann’s questions.” She looked at Polydora. “We arrived after The Order killed and gravely injured our friends and had no need to contact their Grand Coven because the Freiceadan appeared only minutes after we did. Which we found odd.” She grasped the sides of the rostrum and glared at the Ealdormenn. “The Order left no one able to call for help. How did the Freiceadan know what had happened?”

			Silence spread through the room.

			“Maybe Mòrag alerted them?” Cenric said.

			“She did not.” Dorathea’s voice was crisp.

			“Well, I’m sure we have no idea who alerted them,” Polydora said. “Maybe Elspeth Gòrdan did. We are still waiting for you to tell us if you know where she is.”

			“And I would tell you if I could,” Dorathea said.

			Her cousin was skillful at hiding the truth in truth, Sloane thought. She studied the Grand Coven as they considered Dorathea’s response. 

			Millicent was the first to react. “Really, Polydora. Cenric and I have grown weary of your constant suspicion. Your continued abuse of prominent Magicals will crumble our authority.”

			Cenric straightened and grunted in agreement.

			Polydora ignored the other two and locked eyes with Dorathea. “As this quadrant’s leaders, we are compelled to find those conspiring with The Order. Prominent Magicals are as likely to be traitors as any others.”

			“That goes without saying.” Millicent eyed Polydora suspiciously. “Still, unfounded accusations against our Protector Coven only make you look like the one with something to hide.”

			Sloane felt the pressure in the room drop, and Dorathea spread out her arms like a mother protecting her children in the front seat of a braking car. She moved them back several steps, her gaze never leaving Polydora’s face.

			Cenric stammered, “Well…Millicent only means…your…your insinuations seem like deflection. Not…not that we’re accusing you of anything. We would never do that.”

			“Your coven is dismissed,” Polydora told Dorathea. “Inform us immediately if you discover information about the attack or the child’s whereabouts.” Then she looked at Millicent and Cenric, and a contemptuous smile spread across her face. “Ealdormenn, I prefer we discuss your opinions of me in private.”

			




Chapter Twelve

			Elvina rested against a wall lining one side of the Héahreced’s grassy mall, her face tilted back, soaking up the sun. When they approached, she opened her eyes. “Well, what did the Grand Coven want?”

			“Hard to say.” Sloane put her fists on her hips. “Either they think we’re guilty of attacking the Gòrdans, or we at least know something we refuse to tell them. They didn’t allow us to ask any questions. And by the end of their interrogation, they were fighting amongst themselves.”

			“How interesting. I would have loved to have seen that,” Elvina said.

			“We didn’t get to stay for the best part. Polydora dismissed us so they could continue their row in private,” Jack said.

			“Ooh, to be a cat in the corner of that room,” Elvina said, and Sloane couldn’t help but chuckle at her ex-familiar’s delight.

			“They’re also keen on finding Elspeth. We have to consider if they want to locate her to protect her or kill her.” Sloane’s comment hung in the air. “They’re either genuinely worried about her or acting. One thing’s for sure, they seem nervous. Nervous people make mistakes.”

			“Absolutely they’re nervous.” Jack held up his hand with his thumb and index finger almost touching. “The Order is this close to taking over the Northeast Quadrant, not to mention the Nogicals who live there. Alisdair and Elspeth are the only ones standing in their way.”

			“Do you think they’re all acting?” Elvina asked Sloane.

			“Not sure. For now, we need to treat each of them as suspects.”

			Dorathea sighed. “I would have once considered that question and your answer heresy. My naiveté embarrasses and upsets me.”

			Elvina gently took hold of Dorathea’s arm. “My mother has something to tell us, dear. She’s asked that we come to the café.”

			Hurt replaced irritation on Dorathea’s face. She tightly wrapped her emerald-green cloak around her lanky body. “I am returning to the covenstead. You can bring me your mother’s news later.”

			Sloane knew Dorathea’s brusque response only masked her heartbreak. Last March, Sloane had arrived in Denwick, angry and confused at what she saw as her mother’s betrayal. Dorathea told her then that living in anger was too dangerous for a wiċċe like her, that she needed to forgive Jane’s lies, that her mother’s reasons for hiding the truth about them being Magical had to have been important. Her cousin never forced her to forgive Jane, but in the end, she did. Now she needed to encourage Dorathea to do the same. To forgive Freya.

			“Denham, I know what it feels like for someone you love to keep you in the dark for years. To withhold the truth from you, even if for good reason. Finding out what Jane did to me altered my life, and I’ll never forget what happened.” Sloane glanced across the street at Freya’s café. “But it didn’t negate the wonderful life I did have with my mother. And I wish I could have her back.”

			“Listen to her, dear. You have every right to be upset.” Elvina tightened her grip on Dorathea’s arm. “But please don’t freeze my mother out of your life. Allow her to explain herself when you’re ready. Until then, we need her.” 

			Dorathea lowered her head, shaking it faintly. Her body slumped as if her usual erect posture could not withstand the gravity of her emotions. “Fine,” she finally said. “I’ll listen to her news, and that is all.”

			A soft tinkle of bells sounded when they entered Freya’s cafe. Sloane breathed in the familiar ambrosial scent of rising dough. The Magicals seated at intimate tables for two and cozy suites of armchairs for four were fairies and goblins, werewolves and vampires, and a few wiċċe and wiċċa who sent strong vibrations through Sloane’s body. What they all had in common, she thought, was a polished look. Freya never struck her as a snob, but the proprietors’ guests were the more refined creatures of the magical world. She couldn’t imagine any of them sitting in Stella’s, the dive bar she had frequented back in NYC.

			After they had taken seats in a grouping of chairs, Freya entered the room from the kitchen. She looked as though she hadn’t slept the last two nights since telling Elvina her secrets. She moved slowly toward them, her eyes locked on Dorathea. “Hello, my love,” she said. “I was unsure you would come.”

			“I am not here to see you,” Dorathea said, and looked away. “You have information. We need it, and then I will leave.”

			Freya looked at the floor, shuttering her eyes, and said softly, “I knew helping Jane would hurt you.” Then, in a strength-mustering exhalation, Dorathea’s lover of over thirty years, demanded, “Look at me, please. I wanted to be the one to tell you the truth. To explain why I chose to help our dear Jane. But circumstances intervened.”

			Dorathea shook her head. “I am not ready to hear why you chose to betray me and my family. You robbed us of a lifetime of emotions with my cousin and her child. And if you had told us the truth, my family might not be dead now.”

			Freya’s olive skin paled. “Very well. I will be here when you are ready.”

			Sloane’s heart ached for her at her crushing sorrow. She wanted to ease the tension and give Freya a reason to move past Dorathea’s horrible remarks. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’d love one of your cardamom scones and some bergamot and yuzu tea, Freya.”

			“Oh, yes, please. I’m starving,” Jack said, sounding pleased with the change of topic. “I’d never pass up a chance to indulge in your delicious food, deary. I’ll have a meat tart and make that two cups of tea.”

			“I’ll have a meat tart and tea, too. Thank you, Mother. I appreciate everything you do for all of us,” Elvina said.

			Everyone but Freya looked at Dorathea. The High Priestess stared into the room. “Nothing for me. I am not here for your hospitality. Only the news you have for us.”

			Freya’s shoulders slumped as if the weight in her chest had become too heavy to bear.

			After she left, Sloane snapped at her cousin, “Jesus, Denham, you’re being a bit harsh. I mean, the news about Freya and my mom stung for all of us, but it’s not like she didn’t have her reasons for helping Jane. Just like Jane had reasons for hiding her and me.”

			“I will not discuss the matter here. Or with you.” Dorathea did little to temper the displeasure in her voice. 

			They sat together in the quaint café without speaking until Freya returned. She placed their food and drink on the table and stood behind her daughter. “On Christmas Eve, Polydora visited the café and questioned me. She asked why we weren’t together, and I refused to tell her. Then she demanded to know where you and the coven were. I assured her you were at the covenstead. But she’s suspicious of me and threatened to detain me for further questioning. I think the only reason she didn’t is that a telepathic communication distracted her, and she left. This happened only minutes before The Order’s violent attack on the Gòrdans.” She finally looked at Dorathea. “I fear she will take me into custody.”

			“You’ve done nothing wrong, Mother,” Elvina said.

			“That’s right. Her suspicions are unfounded,” Jack added.

			“You are both mistaken.” Dorathea stood and pushed her chair back under the table. “Polydora is seeking the truth. Freya has hidden the truth by lying to the Grand Coven and to us. She did aid in Jane’s disappearance. Her deception is why they distrust her.” She turned her back on Freya and said, “As do I.”

			Freya gasped at her words as if they were a curse of fire thrown at her, and she disappeared.

			Sloane opened her mouth to shout at her cousin, but the energy around them pressed on her chest like an anxiety attack. She couldn’t expel enough breath to sound the words. A moment later, Dorathea and the pressure vanished.

			“I need to see my mother,” Elvina said, rising to her feet.

			“Yes, we’ll stay here,” Jack said. After she left, he shook his head. “Our cousin is entirely unreasonable. Treating Freya like that. Without the decency of listening to her explanation. I can only imagine how dreadful the circumstances must have been for her to keep Jane’s secret. I mean, what would compel both of them to lie for thirty years?”

			“Must have been?” Sloane poured more tea into her cup. “It’s been almost a year since The Order killed my mother. Something or someone is still forcing Freya to stay silent.”

			“This mystery is beyond my abilities to solve,” he said and bit into a meat tart.

			“I couldn’t agree more.” Sloane grinned at Jack’s faux-injured look.

			“Really, though. What could it be?” he asked.

			“That’s what Freya is going to tell me. She owes me answers, and now is the time to give them to me.”

			“Well, not now, now. She’s hardly in a place to endure your interrogation.” Jack sipped his tea. “Mmm. I like this bergamot and yuzu combination.”

			“It was Jane’s favorite.” Sloane turned her teacup in circles on its saucer, staring into it. “Sometimes I feel like I’ve woken up in one of the fantasy worlds my mother would create for me at bedtime. Being in Denwick and Tagridore. Knowing she sat in this café, where she learned that this tea was her favorite. She had this whole other life she couldn’t share with me.” She stopped fidgeting. “And I’m going to find out why.”

			“You will. If anyone can find the truth, you can.” Jack placed his teacup in its saucer and looked past her shoulder.

			Sloane could feel Elvina and Freya approach before she could see them. At one time, she thought the ability might mean she was also a telepathic like her mother. But Elvina told her Wiċċan have a physical and emotional connection with their familiars, some stronger than others. Hers and Elvina’s was powerful. 

			Sloane pulled out a chair for Freya. “Please, sit with us. I hope you don’t think I’m upset with you. I’m not. You have your reasons for keeping my mother’s confidence.” She poured Freya a tea. “And don’t worry. Dorathea will come around when she hears what they are.”

			Freya smiled at her and lovingly stroked the side of Sloane’s face with her hand, tucking strands of her long black hair behind her ear. “You’re so beautiful, dear one. So strong and clever, just like your mother. I promised her I’d protect you as long as I’m alive. And that is what I am going to do.”

			“No one doubts you,” Elvina said, and she held her mother’s free hand.

			“Thank you, Graymalkin. It’s time for you all to go.” Freya got to her feet and kissed the top of their heads. “I need to stay busy, distract myself. I will send dinner to the cottage at five p.m. I can’t imagine Elspeth has an appetite, though, so please encourage her to eat.” 
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