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        An unexpected move could place Sera in check… or will it be checkmate?

      

      

      

      A strange beast stalks unfashionable Southwark, taking victims in a horrific fashion. Naturally, the Mage Council sends Sera to track the supernatural killer, while pressuring her to marry one of their hand-picked suitors.

      With few clues as to whether the latest victim was targeted or if it was a random crime of opportunity, Sera casts a remembrance spell that brings to the surface a similar crime. Set on the trail of a decades-old curse that may have resulted in fatal consequences, Sera stumbles upon a tingle of familiar magic. Finally, she unravels long-buried secrets about her history.

      Then, from the shadows, her opponent steps forward and makes a move. But with Sera distracted by revelations from her past, she could be in a deadly checkmate…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Late Autumn, 1788

      London, England

      

      There cannot be another Nereus.

      When Seraphina Winyard first read that warning on Lord Branvale’s ensorcelled paper, it made no sense. Nor could she see how it had any relevance to her. And yet men had used those words to wrap her magic in chains. Now, snippets of information gleaned over the preceding weeks had begun to snap together like a mosaic. The picture that time slowly revealed made her skin crawl with foreboding.

      She plumped up a teal brocade cushion and lay back on the settee in her little parlour. Eyes half-closed, she stared at the night sky she had painted on the ceiling and tried to unravel a tangled history.

      In mythology, Nereus was the child of Mother Earth and Old Man Sea. In the context of the secret message sent to Lord Branvale, she believed it referred to the child of two mages. Yes. Those words tasted true as she mouthed them. The warning implied that shadowy forces sought to ensure she never took a male mage to her bed and birthed such a Nereus.

      A snort huffed through her. They could have simply sat her down and requested that she not conceive a child with one of their number. Although when she looked around the council table, they didn’t even have to ask such a thing. There were probably tens of thousands of men in England she’d prefer for the task before she became desperate enough to consider a fellow mage.

      Should she even be inclined to procreate.

      But why exactly did the council want to prevent such a pairing? Apart from the obvious, in her opinion. Of those who had reached adulthood, none of them even remotely appealed as a potential lover. Lord Pendlebury made a fine friend, but she had no desire to peer beneath his clothing. As for the others… a shudder ran through her body.

      From talking to the Crows, she had learned that Mother Nature imposed a limit on their numbers, just as she did with her mages. Twelve mages. Three Crows. Neither could create greater numbers of their kind than that first spontaneous appearance. But the Crows were different in an important way—the women gifted their magic to the next generation when the girls were ready.

      If what Sera had discovered held true, any child she conceived by a mage or an Unnatural would wield their own unique magic, rather than being a powerless second generation. Not to mention that child would be able to transfer their ability to one of their descendants when they were ready to give it up. The same cycle could occur over and over, throughout her line, with no waning of their magic.

      Yet Mother Nature still maintained some control over such offspring. Sera couldn’t mother a dozen (nor did she want to!) and create her own powerful army. So why was such an outcome so feared that, for centuries, the council had stopped girl babes from drawing breath? Given the nature of society and the rules imposed on women, she suspected there was a darker truth behind their actions: Men baulked at the mere idea of powerful women controlling which of their blood descendants received magic.

      A cold shudder worked down Sera’s spine. If two mages produced a gifted child of similar ability to its parents, then the bestowing of their power was no longer subject to the random whims of chance. Magic would pass from one generation to the next with absolute certainty. Families could build political power on such a base, knowing they would always have a mage among them. Would children of a given bloodline vie to be that chosen one? Would they kill for it?

      She let out a slow breath and, across the plaster ceiling, games between descendants played out to find the most worthy to receive an ageing mage’s magic. Like the battles of ancient gladiators.

      “I’m not sure that would be an improvement over the current situation,” Sera whispered. Perhaps Mother Nature really did know best by ensuring that mages appeared spontaneously and unpredictably.

      Another thought crammed itself into her whirring mind. What of children with a mage father and an Unnatural mother? Such couplings must have occurred throughout their history. But how to find out? Lord Pendlebury might assist her in finding more. She would also study the old genealogies for clues. There was one name she was determined to find, to see how the magical book treated such a mage—Morag, mother of the Crows.

      The modest blue enamelled mantel clock chimed the hour. Morning had slid past while she’d been engaged in her silent contemplations.

      “Bother.” Yet again, she had too much to do and too little time. Instead of interfering in her life, mages should direct their energies toward the problem of cramming more hours into a day. Although which was worse—mages meddling in women’s affairs or having the ability to control time and alter past events?

      “Elliot! I need a hackney!” With a brush of magic, she made her request echo throughout the house. There might yet be time for a quick trip to mage tower before she was expected at the Napier residence in Mayfair for her visit with Kitty.

      Footsteps stomped up the stairs. Then the footman appeared in the doorway, still clutching a piece of toast. Apparently, she had disturbed his breakfast, which meant he must have risen late.

      “I’m short on time. I’ll finish dressing and need a vehicle ready outside by the time I come down.” She rose and headed for the door. That morning, she had descended the stairs in a robe to take breakfast while sorting out her correspondence.

      “Challenge accepted,” he murmured, after swallowing his mouthful. He rushed out the front door and down the steps.

      By the time Sera had donned a gown appropriate both to visit her friend and to wander the dusty hidden library, and Vicky had pinned up her hair in a loose style, Elliot stood by the door once more with a grin on his face. Out in the street, a hackney waited to take her to the tower.

      “How did you manage that so quickly?” she asked.

      Elliot winked, then broke into laughter. “He heard you one street over and was on his way here when I encountered him. You ever thought that summoning one directly might be handier than hollering at me?”

      Sometimes she forgot how powerful her commands could be when projected by a push of magic. How many other vague requests meant for her staff alone were being trumpeted across her neighbourhood? Elliot was right, though—reaching out to a driver with magical tendrils was more efficient than sending the footman to chase one down.

      On the ride out to the tower, Sera chatted with the driver and determined he was more than happy to answer any summons, should he be in the area. Probably the fee out to Finsbury Fields and back made it worth his while, as it saved him from finding a succession of smaller rides around London to earn the same amount.

      Outside the tower, her oak sapling had shed its leaves in preparation for its first winter. The tree would go dormant and await the spring for its next burst of growth. The green lawn spread at its feet, and no doubt upset the long-standing test for admission to the hidden library. The council would need to create some other pointless test to torment young mages, now that she had caused the grass to grow all on its own.

      Inside the tower, her footsteps echoed on the stone stairs as she journeyed deep into the chill earth. At the wrought-iron gates to the library, Sera whispered the spell to the entwined ouroboros snakes. With a slither, they untangled their bodies to allow the door to swing open.

      “Thank you,” she murmured as they locked together again behind her.

      From what she remembered of Erin the Crow’s tale, Morag had been born sometime in the fifteenth century. The current edition of the mage genealogy sat on its rosewood stand, illuminated by a soft amber orb. To either side stretched an angled shelf housing the older editions. Each large volume was given sufficient space that it could be opened and read where it lay, as the old books grumbled if they were moved. It didn’t take too long to find the one she needed.

      Sera summoned a stool, sat before the dusty book, then carefully lifted the thick cover. As she thumbed the heavy pages, a trickle of excitement wound through her. How would the book record the magical, shape-shifting daughters of a mage?

      Page after page was crammed with the spidery lettering and straight lines of each long-ago mage’s offspring and the outline of their lives. Births, marriages, deaths, and a few words as to the type of aftermage gift they’d inherited from the mage. The next turn of the page revealed only the soft, grainy handmade paper. Two sides were almost entirely blank, except for the brief entry near the top of the left-hand side.

      
        
        Morag Haynes

        21 February 1450 – 11 October 1520

      

      

      Sera traced the name with a gentle touch. This was no girl mage snuffed out before she reached adulthood, like all the other female names she found. Often there were only a few days separating the dates of birth and death. Morag had lived a full seventy years. Yet no births, deaths, marriages, or any other details appeared under her name.

      In Europe, women mages lived in isolation, engaged in scholarly pursuits, and never married or had children. Their pages would appear similar to that of Morag. But the lack of detail didn’t fit with the story of the mage bearing children to her shifter lover. The two pages should have been crammed with the details of her descendants for the seven generations the book tracked.

      There were two possibilities why they were not. First, that Erin’s tale was simply that, a story or family myth. Obscured by time and retelling, someone had added the embellishment of a mage being the matriarch of their line. Second, the book might have refused to recognise Morag’s love match with a shifter, and their children, which contravened the Mage Council’s rules.

      Sera straightened her spine and stared at the book and its scant details. Morag had lived a long life for those troubled times and the council’s horrific policy of not allowing magic to flourish in inferior vessels. Considering the prevailing environment when she was born, Erin’s claim that an elderly mage had spirited the babe away to allow her a chance to grow to adulthood seemed plausible. Sera’s father, after all, had threatened to hand her over to the gargoyles for her safety.

      Then her thoughts turned to the negotiations between her father and Lord Rowan. Branvale had sworn a blood oath in return for having his marriage to an Unnatural erased. The fact that the genealogy had recorded the marriage in the first place proved that the book itself had no prejudices against whomever mages chose to love, marry, or have children with.

      Given what Sera knew of events from Erin, and the evidence that the genealogy’s magic recorded everything, left a third possibility.

      Someone had erased Morag’s offspring from the book.

      Lord Rowan had drained himself to exhaustion to remove the record of a failed marriage. What would it take to erase the records of three gifted daughters? More than one mage. Three at least, if all the magic in one mage was needed to coerce the book into removing just one entry. The blank page suggested that an entire council of powerful men had drained themselves to keep the secret that a woman had bested them and found happiness outside of their rules.

      With reluctance, Sera rose to her feet and closed the book. Time ran through her hourglass and she could ponder the mystery of Morag’s blank pages on her way to Kitty’s home. So far, Sera had plenty of ideas but little hard evidence of what had happened long ago, who or what Nereus was, and how either might impact her.

      How would she prove any of her theories? She most certainly was not going to get herself and Lord Tomlin drunk enough to perform an intimate act so that nine months later she could announce, “Aha! Just as I suspected.”

      But until a theory was tested, it was merely a hypothesis. What if she found proof of Morag’s descendants being erased from the genealogy? If more than one mage had been drained, such an event might have been mentioned in their histories. Ideas spiralled inside her, each sparking another until the fire grew and fuelled her determination to uncover the truth. Locating Lord Branvale’s Unnatural wife was another possibility. Or simply asking Lord Rowan.

      Had the time come to negotiate handing over the Fae bracelets, in return for the old mage’s divulging all the secrets her mind itched to know?

      Perhaps.
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      Later that same afternoon, Sera sipped tea in Kitty’s parlour while a rare foul mood unfurled over Hugh. The surgeon ignored the plates of sweet and savoury treats laid out on the table. Instead, he crossed his arms and huffed, his eyebrows pulled so low they nearly joined in the middle.

      “Why is it that you ladies are allowed to go off on adventures, and I must stay here?” With narrowed eyes, he glared at the fireplace.

      “Because there are many in London who rely upon you and your medical skills. Would you leave your patients unattended for a week?” Sera reached out and patted his arm. She managed to keep a sympathetic look upon her face, even though the situation amused her immensely.

      Contessa Noemi Ricci, her companion Vilma Winters, and the latter’s mother were returning to Mistwood Manor to end the very ill Vilma’s life before the tumours snatched her away from them. Vilma would breathe her last in her own bedroom at the beloved old house. Then she would awaken as a vampyre. Kitty and Sera had a role to play in the process and would follow the group in another carriage, as they only intended to stay for two nights before returning to London. They wanted to celebrate the chain of events that had bound the four women together.

      Hugh exploded with curiosity and excitement about the transformation, and Sera wondered that if they tortured him for any longer, he might stamp his foot so hard he would break through the floor. Noemi and Vilma had already agreed that he might join their party. The surgeon had proven his worth with the pivotal role he had played in freeing Meredith, the former Lady Hillborne, from Bedlam.

      Kitty glanced at Sera, then schooled her features in a stern expression. “Well, Hugh, I think that if you could find another doctor willing to undertake your rounds before we depart tomorrow, then you may join us.”

      The surgeon leapt to his feet with such force that the heavy armchair rocked back, slammed to the floor, and quivered. Hugh disappeared out the door at a run. Kitty and Sera shared wide-eyed looks, but before they could speak, he reappeared in the doorway gripping the jamb with both hands. “Apologies, ladies. I shall find a stand-in immediately and be ready to join you in the morning!”

      His last words drifted from the foyer as he left, his footsteps scrabbling over the tiles in his hurry to leave and ask a fellow physician to tend any patients needing closer attention in his absence.

      Sera erupted in laughter at his eagerness and Kitty chortled until they both struggled to draw breath and had to wipe tears from their eyes.

      Kitty leaned back on the settee and placed one hand over her chest. “That was fun.”

      “But so unkind. We shouldn’t use his enthusiasm as a weapon against him.” Only now did Sera consider whether it might be cruel to poke fun at the gentle surgeon.

      “I only tease him because I like him. He is a good man and they are in woefully short supply.” Kitty waved a hand, dismissing Sera’s concerns. “Besides, when I offer myself as breakfast to Vilma, it will reassure me to have both you and Hugh there.”

      Sera’s humour dissipated as she considered that serious topic. They discussed the matter heatedly enough that Mr Napier enquired whether the two friends had had a falling out. They had to reassure him that they merely argued over which school was more deserving of Kitty’s patronage, and he left the room with a chuckle and a shake of his head.

      It seemed obvious to Sera that Hugh should be Vilma’s first meal because of his size and strength. Kitty pointed out that she would rather have him present in his medical capacity, not playing the part of a fried kipper. If something went awry during the feeding, Hugh’s surgical skills might be required. Noemi had whispered of the slim possibility that Vilma might become ravenous and unable to stop herself. In which case, they would have to forcibly remove her from Kitty’s vein.

      The thought of Vilma inadvertently draining Kitty or tearing her friend’s flesh had ended their disagreement. Sera would have begged Hugh to attend if there was even the most remote chance her friend would need his assistance.

      “I must return home and advise Lord Ormsby I will be absent again this week.” Sera rose from the settee.

      “How is he taking his loss?” Kitty referred to the amendment to the Mage Act which the Speaker of the Mage Council had championed in Parliament.

      Had Lord Ormsby succeeded, it would have classified women mages differently to their male counterparts, and imposed additional close supervision over women mages until they reached the age of thirty. The amendment also sought to give the Speaker of the Mage Council the power to appoint an appropriate guardian for any woman mage; she had to comply or face seclusion. A polite way of saying interment at the Repository of Forgotten Things. Thankfully, Mr Napier’s campaigning among his powerful friends had resulted in the amendment being defeated, and the Mage Act stood unaltered with all its glorious gender-neutral language.

      “He is taking it badly. But there is little he can do—and the more he scowls at me, the bigger my smile becomes.” Sera’s tasks in her official capacity as a mage couldn’t get any worse. She had been ordered to clean drains, remove refuse, and generally get her hands dirty. While she would never tell the council so, she enjoyed plodding through fields and rivers. Not so much the drains, though. Magic could do little to dampen the smell of human effluent, but it gladdened her heart to help those so often overlooked.

      “You are free, Sera, with the same rights and freedoms as all the other mages around that table. There is nothing he can do to you now.” Kitty rose and accompanied her friend out to the foyer.

      Sera kissed her friend’s cheek. The council had been rendered impotent to act against her, unless she broke the rules that applied to all mages. As an Englishwoman, she was still subject to the dictates of her king, but surely Queen Charlotte would moderate any outlandish demands King George made? Especially if the queen succeeded in being named Regent in the current political arguments that consumed everyone’s attention.

      With her rights upheld, Sera hoped whoever lurked in the dark and sought to control her would give up and fade back into the shadows. A grain of worry remained inside her, though. Until she knew the whole truth, she would never truly be free. Every day she waited for her mysterious correspondent to deliver what she needed in order to cross Shadowvane into the Fae realm, but they never appeared. She was tempted to reply to the ensorcelled note with a reminder.

      “I will see you in the morning. I am sure Hugh will be ready bright and early.” Sera took her leave.

      They planned a small celebration at Mistwood to mark the ownership of the house returning to Vilma and her mother, and to toast Vilma’s new life with Noemi. Aware of the pain and sacrifice Meredith had endured as the wife of Mistwood’s unlawful previous owner, Vilma and Noemi planned to visit the Crows’ Nest (as their secluded estate was called) to ensure the former Lady Hillborne and her daughter had all they required for their new life. Noemi would care for them, as she did for Vilma and her mother.

      Back at home, Sera nibbled on a biscuit as she dealt with pressing matters. The plate rattled as the rosewood box on the desk vibrated for several long seconds. Then it fell still and a thin strip of golden light shone from under the lid. With one hand, she flipped the box open and withdrew the sheet of paper. It contained a summons, not from king or council, but from Lord Rowan.

      She held the page in one hand and with the other, placed her half-eaten biscuit on the plate. She didn’t want to visit Lord Rowan. Well, she did, and she didn’t. There were matters she wanted to discuss with the far more experienced mage. But she knew the price that would have to be paid—handing over the Fae bracelets that had the power to control others. Hugh had hidden them at her request and she was disinclined to have them returned to her just yet. She had numerous drawings of the runes worked into them to study and no pressing need to hold the original items.

      An itch at the back of her mind cautioned her to keep hold of the pieces and not surrender them. Not yet. She waited for a compelling piece of bait from Lord Rowan that she couldn’t refuse. What tasty secret would make her hand them over? There were so many to pick from. The name of Branvale’s anonymous correspondent. Full disclosure of why there couldn’t be another Nereus. Information about whether or not male mages could father magical offspring with Unnaturals. How to find her former guardian’s wife.

      Oh, yes. That last secret intrigued her the most. Who and what type of Unnatural was she? Had Branvale spurned her on their wedding night because he’d learned of her Unnatural state and that legally, they could not wed? And yet the mage genealogies had recorded the match, so clearly the book had no problem recognising a diverse range of matrimonial partners. Or was it because a mage was forbidden to father children with an Unnatural? Which had the greater effect on Branvale—his personal opinion of Unnaturals, or the dictates of the council?

      Sera stared out the window as she considered, and discarded, several possible replies to Lord Rowan. Eventually, she wrote a carefully worded reply to the former Speaker of the Mage Council. She informed him that regrettably, she was unable to comply with his request due to a pressing matter taking her away from London (again). She closed by saying how much she looked forward to discussing many topics with him on her return, particularly that of Lord Branvale and the circumstances surrounding how she had come to be placed under his care.

      Let the highly respected grandfather of her friend Lady Abigail Crawley tell Lord Ormsby about the bracelets if he wanted. In return, Sera would innocently let slip about the erasure of Lord Branvale’s marriage. She would wager Lord Ormsby didn’t know about that. It raised the question of what other secret bargains Lord Rowan, the previous Speaker, had struck with his mages to ensure their compliance with his orders?

      To keep Elliot occupied while she was away, Sera had a number of tasks for him to perform in her absence. Chief among them was distributing the glow lamps she had made for the most needy. Sleep had been sacrificed to brew the delicate mist that produced the light, but she would have plenty of time to doze in the carriage on the way to Mistwood.

      Elliot was also to keep his ears open as to the reaction of the everyday Londoner to her Nyx persona. While the initial furore over her royal performance had abated, she wanted to know if she had laid to rest old superstitions about witches or blown upon the embers. She walked a dangerous line and recognised that many might now fear her. But the lower classes saw the work she did around the city to ease their lives, and she hoped they would view her as one of them.

      The next morning, their two carriages left London on the dot of nine. The lead vehicle held Contessa Ricci, Vilma, and her mother, Lady Hillborne. Inside the Napier family carriage rode Kitty, Sera, and a grinning Hugh. He had found two young doctors to take over his rounds while he was away, and they would consult with Lord Viner, Hugh’s mentor, should anything arise beyond their experience. Even though it pained him to leave those who needed him, he simply refused to miss the opportunity to see the vampyre transform her orchid into one of the undead.

      As they travelled away from London, Sera reached into her reticule and pulled out a small piece of jewellery. She held it out to Hugh. “I have crafted you a mage silver ring, Hugh, to make it easier for us to contact each other.”

      He took the ring, which resembled a tiny metal bone. “How does it work?”

      “If it vibrates, I am thinking of you. If you need to contact me, touch the ring and think of me. Then I can use my magic to find a bird to convey any message.” The more the little avian messengers permitted her to use them, the more her skill grew.

      The surgeon slid the ring onto his little finger, whereupon it adjusted to the correct size and the ends of the bone touched to close the circle. “Thank you.”

      After an uneventful and bottom-numbing journey of two days, they arrived at a very different Mistwood. The gloomy cloud and low-hanging mist of their previous visit was replaced by the pale caress of a low autumn sun. The dull grime that clung to the unusual dark stone used to build the house had peeled away to show glimpses of something like obsidian. Mrs Pymm, the housekeeper, stood on the front step, her smile beaming so brightly it would chase away any cloud if there had been one. As the footman helped down the older Lady Hillborne, the housekeeper rushed forward.

      “Oh! Lady Hillborne, you cannot imagine how pleased I am to see you again.” Then remembering her manners, she curtseyed.

      “Don’t go starting that, my old friend. My heart is full of joy to see you and this house again.” Lady Hillborne linked arms with the housekeeper.

      Natalie Delacour, the gargoyle who was also Sera’s aunt, emerged from the archway, dressed in her long split skirt and waistcoat, the sleeves of her shirt rolled up despite the chill in the air. She nodded to Sera.

      “How did the current Lord Hillborne take his departure?” Sera asked.

      Nat’s shoulders heaved with laughter. “I’m surprised you do not already know. He screamed loudly about Miss Winters and her mother cheating him out of his inheritance.”

      Kitty snorted. “Let him cry like a baby all the way to Yorkshire. He still has the title and the entailed lands. Which Father tells me are located in a particularly cold and desolate spot, where it rains almost year round.”

      “Did he leave without difficulty?” While Sera had wanted to see the look on his face, it was better this way and reduced the distress to Vilma and her mother.

      “No. But he is gone, and no damage was done to Mistwood.” The gargoyle refused to be drawn any farther on Lord Hillborne’s histrionics. From the grin on her aunt’s face, Sera hoped it had involved the gargoyle woman-handling Lord Hillborne into a carriage.

      “Thank you, Mrs Delacour, for ensuring that Mistwood remained undamaged.” Vilma offered her thanks for the role the gargoyle had played in evicting the previous unlawful tenant.

      “What do you make of Mistwood, Nat?” Sera wondered if the gargoyle could sense what made the manor so different from any other building.

      Nat patted the ebony stone of the exterior wall. “Gargoyles have lived in this spot for centuries. They built the manor. I hope Miss Winters appreciates it.”

      Vilma laid a hand over Nat’s large one. “I treasure Mistwood and what lies at its heart.”

      Nat huffed and patted Vilma’s frail hand. “Good. Mistwood likes you. They are happy now.”

      Noemi tucked Vilma’s hand into the crook of her elbow, and Kitty and Hugh followed them up the steps. Sera watched the others, heads bent together as conversation and laughter flowed out to the lake.

      “Give Father my love. We shall detour on our way back to London to see him.” Sera hugged the gargoyle. With her role over, Nat wanted to return to her quiet life working as a mason alongside Sera’s father.

      Nat stepped out onto the drive. There, she puffed out her chest, and her form blurred as though an artist made a hurried drawing in charcoal. Her size enlarged as stone coated her limbs and monstrous wings sprouted from her back. Transformed in mere seconds, in her Unnatural state Nat stood much taller and broader than Hugh. Skirt, shirt, and waistcoat were carved into her stone body. Her wings unfurled and she jumped to the sky. In a few heavy strokes, she disappeared among the clouds.

      “I wish I could fly,” Sera murmured. She focused on the spot where Nat had vanished for a quiet moment, then retreated inside Mistwood.

      Vilma had paused on the threshold, one hand pressed to the aged timber. “I have returned, my friend.”

      Sera crossed the foyer and stood in the middle of the tile with closed eyes. She let magic trickle through the floor and spread through the house. This time, the soul of the old home rose up to greet her, rubbing against her like a cat that had missed its owner. A far different response to the sadness-filled entity she had discovered on their previous visit.

      Vilma is restored and will always be with you, she told Mistwood.

      The soul of the house wrapped her in a warm embrace, which she took as thanks, then it sank back into the depths. Opening her eyes, she found Hugh peering at her with a curious look.

      “The house is happy to have Vilma and her mother back,” Sera said.

      That dug his frown deeper. “The… house?”

      “Yes. Did I not tell you that some ancient entity resides at the heart of Mistwood?” She bit back a laugh at his wide-eyed response.

      He stared at the ceiling as though it might rap him on the head for not paying attention. “The house is alive?”

      Sera considered her answer. “I’m not sure I would say alive, exactly, but it has an awareness.”

      “Mistwood has a soul.” Vilma joined them, a flush of colour to her cheeks at being once more in her childhood home. Then pain bloomed. She sucked in a breath, and her knees buckled.

      Noemi took her arm, worry ploughing across her forehead. “Tonight. Yes?”

      Every day, Vilma faded a little more. Pain filled her eyes, and she struggled with each breath. Only the desire to claim Mistwood as her own had kept her going. That and a need to sign all the legal paperwork that would secure Mistwood in perpetuity.

      Vilma’s eyelids fluttered closed, and she leaned heavily on her companion, but she breathed a faint, “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      They ate supper early, using exhaustion from their journey as an excuse to retire early. Lady Hillborne, oblivious to Noemi’s true nature and unaware that her daughter would die that night, kissed Vilma’s cheek and retired to her rooms. Vilma had reclaimed her old bedroom, the one previously occupied by Noemi that looked out over the lake.

      Kitty and Sera sat by the fire. Hugh paced, casting glances at the two women sitting on the bed. Noemi had loosened the blood-coloured velvet drapes from their ties, so that they partly enclosed the bed.

      “You will wear a hole in the carpet, Hugh. Do sit down,” Kitty said at length.

      “Vilma is willing and Noemi has explained the process to her.” Sera wondered if he might try to intervene, unable to sit back while a life was snuffed out as he watched.

      He ran both hands up over his face and through his hair, then dropped into a chair beside Sera. The leather emitted a puff of air as his bulk deflated it, rather like a surprised person spitting out a mouthful of water.

      “But… what if something goes wrong? Or she changes her mind partway through?” He curled his hands into fists, then uncurled them to fidget with his new ring, spinning the mage silver bone around and around.

      “What if we delay even another day, and death snatches Vilma due to the tumours? You were surprised she endured the entire trip here,” Sera reminded him gently. She had wrapped the room in a protective spell so no one would overhear or burst in uninvited.

      Vilma stretched out on the bed, and Noemi adjusted a pillow behind her. Then the vampyre gathered her companion in her arms and bent over the exposed neck. A sigh and then a soft moan came from the ill woman.

      “It’s rude to watch,” Kitty murmured. She set up a chessboard to distract them.

      Sera had never been as good as her friend at the game of strategy, so she enlisted Hugh to partner her. Two to one, they might have a chance against her dear shrewd friend.

      “Didn’t you say the contessa usually only takes a small portion from Miss Winters?” Hugh cast a glance at the embracing couple.

      “Yes. The equivalent of only a finger or two in a glass, Noemi said.” Sera slid a pawn forward. For a change, she played the white side while Kitty took the dark. Ironic that the good side would still most likely lose.

      Kitty ignored her pawns and instead moved her knight to the centre of the board.

      Hugh contemplated the pieces and nudged Sera’s hand towards the bishop’s pawn. “But it requires a great deal more than a mean pour of liquor to drain a person. A woman of Miss Winters’ size and build could contain as much as four quarts. What happens if Contessa Ricci enters some sort of blood lust and cannot stop? Such as she cautioned might happen with Miss Winters in the morning?”

      Sera opened her mouth to answer, shut it, and glanced at Kitty. They had planned how to stop Vilma if she drank too deeply of Kitty; they hadn’t pondered what draining her companion would do to Noemi. How strong a magical net would she need to cast to restrain a rampaging vampyre and protect her friends and the staff?

      “Oh, don’t look at me with that face, Sera. I don’t know the answer. Tomorrow we might discover that two vampyres can drain the lot of us, including the servants and horses, and we will all either live forever or become compost for the vegetable garden.” Kitty advanced a pawn two squares.

      There was a terrifying outcome. Sera wondered how her friend could concentrate on the game and not worry they had set in motion a course of events that might quickly spiral out of their control.

      The faint sucking stopped, and Noemi laid Vilma’s still form back against the pillows. When Hugh rose from his seat, she held up one hand to halt him. “Do not approach. It is… intoxicating… to drink so much. I cannot remember the last time I took so much from someone.”

      “Are we in danger from you?” He voiced in a low tone the question that pressed on their minds.

      “Only if you make a sudden move towards me or her.” Noemi tilted her head back and drew deep, even breaths, even though her lungs did not require it.

      Sera wondered if it was some control exercise, similar to the way she counted to ten when her anger flared. A tactic that didn’t always work for her. But Noemi had decades of experience in reining in her baser instincts.

      After a few minutes stretched into what felt like hours, Noemi turned to stare at Hugh. The darkness drained from her all-black eyes, to reveal the whites and her grey irises once more. “It has passed. Pain at taking my beloved’s life has washed away the compulsion.”

      Sera fetched a bowl of water and a cloth before approaching the bed with a slow tread. She held out the wet cloth to Noemi, who used it to wipe a trace of blood from her lips. “Is she…?”

      “Soon. Her stubborn streak is strong, and it clings to life, even though death is inevitable. When I feel that her heart is to beat its last, it will be time for the next step, when she will sup from me.” Noemi passed the cloth back to Sera and leaned close to Vilma, listening to the faint beat in her companion’s chest.

      Sera placed the bowl by the bed within reach. Noemi pulled down the shoulder of her gown and drew her nail across her flesh, creating a bright red slash. Cradling Vilma in her arms, she held the other woman’s face to the trail of blood.

      “If her heart no longer beats, I
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