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Nic

Marlowe’s sour mood set the tone for the trip, although I didn’t mind. I silently congratulated her that she could do anything that affected Mother. Of course, we both knew Noah would eventually come into the picture, but that Marlowe hadn’t forgiven him put limits on his family interaction. I wish she could’ve put the same limits on Mother.

Most people know the location of their grandparents’ house, unless your grandfather was the Arkane’s Magus, like mine. The location was a heavily guarded secret. The 100 guests invited to the Shadow Ball were getting the thrill of a lifetime. The last thrill – since Grandfather intended to die before that night was over. And with Marlowe’s help. It was not a ceremony either of us looked forward to. I could only hope the Arcana had a plan to stop the ritual before it started. Who was I kidding? I hoped the Arcana had a plan! I certainly didn’t.

An hour and twenty-two minutes later, based on the direction we traveled, we landed in a valley at the Scottish Borders. Not a town or airstrip with a hangar, but a helipad in the middle of a field with a black stretch limousine waiting for us. It had been decades since I was here. 

Ten minutes into the car ride with Noah as our driver, we stopped at a secured iron gate that named the estate. He entered a code that even I didn’t know, and the entry to Boline House was opened. I wasn’t sure I’d remembered the estate name correctly. Although the symbols above and below the name on the sign might have looked like Braille, I recognized my grandfather’s sigil of period-dot-period  .ˑ.  like an A.

It revealed nothing of our precise location other than announcing we were close. Cameras were visible. Knowing the Arkane, additional security was better camouflaged. The winding road was well tended, no holes in the pavement, and nothing beyond the gate pronounced an ownership of the land. 

Until the manor came into view.

Marlowe’s breath hitched, and she sat upright. Mother watched her with interest.

I might not have known where I was, but this was the house I remembered. My last visit was when I turned twelve, before leaving for boarding school. I thought of the photo I had of grandmother from that trip, and wondered how different she would look now. 

The house was built of red brick accented with white columns, standard British manor. Tall, slender windows sat on both sides of the wooden double doors, waiting at the top of three steps. Ivy crept along the front bay windows as it does on every English manor, trimmed and modest. The hedges around the drive were high, blocking a general view from the road, but the house was set higher on a rise, so it wasn’t hidden. The manor was grand, even according to English standards. Low rising towers capped the back corners of the mansion, a circular drive entwined the estate, and fountains bordered with winter blooms were stationed like chess pieces across the lawn. 

We pulled under the portico at the entry just before sunset. Mother was assisted out by Noah on the driver’s side. Marlowe and I exited on the opposite side of the car, and she paused a moment to look around. With her back turned to the family, she grabbed my hand. “I’ve been here in my dreams,” she said breathlessly. “Virginia’s dream,” she corrected, the silence keeping the words between us.

I squeezed her hand. “Do you have the Magi’s amulet?”

She nodded, placing her hand over her breast to confirm its placement inside her bra before we followed Mother and Father inside. Noah was left to carry the bags and then park the car in the garage. Finally, a job he was qualified for.
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THE FOYER LED TO A large and airy parlor with settees, desks, and a burning fireplace. Marble floors, brocade drapery, handwoven rugs; it was easy to see Mother was always trying to keep up with the Magus. 

A half-dozen servants were onsite to assist us, greeting my parents with recognition, and asking about their needs, politely acknowledging Marlowe and my arrival. For a moment, I thought he was making a grand entrance, like Mother’s, until I felt his power advance as the Magus slowly approached from behind.

Grandfather always had a certain presence about him, and that had not diminished with age even if his steps were measured. His posture was straight, his eyes were clear, and they were focused solely on Marlowe. She turned, sensing his entrance as well.

For a moment, Grandfather was overcome, and his next step hesitated. I’m not sure what emotion he felt, or all of them, but afterward, he advanced on Marlowe like a panther. I wanted to growl. I wanted to state my possession. But that wasn’t possible. Not with The Magus. 

Marlowe squeezed my hand, and I felt her light tighten around her. Grandfather had seen it too, and after his initial surprise, he released a reverent breath.

“Welcome, my dear.”

She held out her hand, letting him kiss her knuckles, and then he stepped closer to kiss each cheek. Marlowe quickly regained her composure. 

“Hello, Magus.” Her eyes lowered in a natural respect that anyone would feel in his presence.

Grandfather never released her hand. He wrapped it around his arm and turned her towards the house, leaving the rest of us as an afterthought. I didn’t hear what he said to her. He kept his voice low, engaging her in conversation every step of the way, and following them, we found ourselves in a private study with another warm fireplace.

“Just a drink for now, I think. To celebrate your arrival. I know you’ll want to refresh yourselves and change before dinner.” He motioned to a servant at the bar who poured cognac for everyone, and Grandfather passed the snifters around himself. To Marlowe first, of course, as though he knew Cognac was her favorite drink to ward off a winter chill.

Naturally, Grandfather seated Marlowe at his right on the sofa, and he waved me to her opposite side. I felt Mother’s irritation to be excluded so blatantly, except truthfully, no one had Grandfather’s attention but Marlowe. He passed her anything her eyes looked at, and I wondered if that’s how my attention to Marlowe appeared to outsiders.

The only conversation was whatever Grandfather chose to say to Marlowe, and she didn’t stray from his gaze as he asked about her travels from America. I wondered about his control over her, but just as I thought it, I felt her foot stretch to rub my leg, a sly grin pushing her lips upward while she listened to Grandfather, and I relaxed.

“Well, as much as I’d like to get to know you better, my dear, I feel you need to unwind after your trip. I’ll let you all settle into your rooms, and we’ll talk more at dinner tonight. The Arkane have sent you all kinds of gifts,” he told her.

“There’s a gift exchange?” Marlowe’s dismay was genuine. “I am woefully unprepared. I didn’t know I would spend Christmas with you, Magus. Will there be others?”

Mother stood and brushed unseen wrinkles from her suit. “Other people? No, dear. That would be tedious. We’ll see everyone at the gala, and you can thank them at that time.”

That seemed unlikely.

“Don’t you worry, dear.” He patted her hand as he wrapped it again around his arm. “Your presence here is all I need. I’ve waited decades for this day.”

“Thank you, Magus. Then I look forward to it,” Marlowe purred.

There were servants to escort each of us to our rooms, and my dismay at the realization that Marlowe and I were not rooming together, or apparently, even close, was clear.

“Don’t worry, my boy.” Grandfather patted my shoulder. “She’ll have the best room in the house. You can see her later. Thank you for bringing Marlowe. Thank you for finding her, I should say.” He beamed at me. “You’ve done a remarkable thing. Lady Babalon,” he sighed in contentment. “But I expected no less from my Adeptus Exemptus.” Grandfather kissed both my cheeks and strolled off with Marlowe on his arm, leaving me to the servant who stood by patiently.

With a sigh, I followed a path opposite from Marlowe’s direction, surprised at how pleased I felt at Grandfather’s praise.

Our late arrival would push dinner to an even later hour, although Grandfather typically worked at night. I hoped Marlowe could grab a nap, or at least relax before the meal. Tonight’s gift exchange wouldn’t be easy.
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I GROANED. 

I had gone to Marlowe’s room before dinner, maybe give her some pointers about this evening’s entertainment, because that’s what it would be to Mother. Entertainment. But instead, I found Marlowe in the dining room. She looked relieved when I entered. 

“Are you comfortable, sweetheart? How are your quarters?” It eased my heart to see her when I arrived, although she probably felt alone in the lion’s den. My eyes focused on her, trying to read every nuance for its true meaning.

“The suite is larger than I need. I might be lonely later.” She teased, standing to greet me and exchange Oscar-worthy attentions like a couple in love. With a hug, I added my comments about how sexy she looked. 

Dinner at Grandfather’s was always a formal affair, and the gowns I bought for Marlowe had been shipped from Crowley Manor to the estate. Tonight, the royal purple satin tied over one shoulder and flared above her knees to help with walking, especially down the stairs that all English manors had. The color gave her eyes a hypnotizing effect.

“You look quite handsome, too.” She fingered my cufflinks with a wink and pulled me close for a deep kiss. When she released me, I needed to adjust myself. Kissin’ cousins didn’t make it the natural reactions go away.

“Want some help?” She reached out, pretending to assist but not actually touching me.

“You’re a tease,” I growled. “And you’re having too much fun tormenting me.”

Her face softened and her hand rested on my cheek. “I’m sorry, baby. I’ll stop if you want. If you need.” She was close enough to nibble my earlobe.

I grabbed her shoulders and pulled her to me roughly. “Never!” And with that, I ground my hard erection right into her belly. It was as close to scratching that itch as I would get, and it felt good, even if we were cousins. 

When we returned to the table, Marlowe took her place on one side of Grandfather and he motioned me to the empty chair on his other side, next to Mother. She watched our act closely, and yet, our interlude was completely ignored by Grandfather. Father had a strange expression on his face, although he toasted me silently before drinking.

“Your grandfather wants me to start working with him in the morning on the ceremony for New Year.” Marlowe’s voice had a slight tremor. 

“I understand.” I nodded to Grandfather with a confidence I didn’t feel. “It’s the most important ceremony imaginable.” I patted his arm with assurance. He looked up, searching my eyes and finding only support, to his relief. I placed my napkin on my lap before picking up a fork, stalling to find the right words. “Marlowe will be superb,” I assured him.

“You’ve done well, my son.” Grandfather ignored his true son and spoke to me after reaching for Marlowe’s hand. He fingered the gold medallion on her bracelet. “I see you’ve covered the basics.” Grandfather’s last dream was coming true, and she sat right in front of his eyes.

“It’s only been a short while, Magus. There’s so much to learn.” Marlowe charmed him with her Texan accent, withdrawing her hand from his scrutiny. Mother rolled her eyes.

Had Grandfather known about the plot to kidnap Marlowe? It was something he should have been aware of since it affected his ceremony for Crossing the Abyss. But the Magus never bothered with the internal politics of the Arkane group he had created. I doubted he knew or even cared. Marlowe was here now. Although Mother might have guessed at my injury, I wasn’t going to announce it to the family. At this point, the injury appeared minor. 

But our family gathering was missing one person.

“Isn’t Grandmother going to join us?”

Mother might have snickered, but I didn’t pay her any attention. Father offered the explanation.

“She retires early,” he said. “Why don’t we plan to visit her after breakfast in the morning?” I know his suggestion was to mollify me, but I knew he loved Grandmother and wouldn’t express his feelings around Mother. 

“Let’s do that,” I agreed. 

Grandfather nodded without looking away from Marlowe. “She’d like seeing you boys. And it will give Marlowe and I some private time to get to know each other better.”

That was not what I intended, but Marlowe shrugged with a slight acquiesce.
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AFTER DINNER AS EVERYONE was getting their evening drinks, Marlowe took a deep breath. “What kind of tradition is gifts from the Arkane?”

It’s a shame the tradition hadn’t been forgotten. But, of course, with the appearance of Lady Babalon, everyone would want to make an impression.

“There’s really no exchange,” I clarified. “The gifts are tokens of appreciation. A sign of respect to the Magus for sharing his magick. You’ll want to wear gloves,” I advised.

“So, these are tokens of power, then? Is that why I should wear gloves?” 

“Nicolas don’t try to scare her. She should be excited to experience the full potential of your grandfather’s magick. This will be her future, after all.” Mother responded in her regal manner, not truly disguising the sinister tone underneath. “The gifts reflect the gratitude of the Trump and Court positions, especially if we’ve helped with a specific favor. And also, their advancement through the ranks. The gala includes that ceremony as well. These tokens are an example of their power, and the annual Shadow Ball is how the family returns our appreciation.” 

Mother made a few comments about the Arkane candidates for advancement, but even when responding to her, Grandfather never took his eyes from Marlowe.

Marlowe’s head was nodding, just as mine was shaking. We could have stopped everything before it happened if the gala were being held at Crowley Manor. If things had gone as originally planned, there would have been no gala, no Crossing the Abyss after Grandmother’s rescue. Now – our plans had flown out the window.

When everyone had their evening cocktails, Mother suggested we move to the post-parlor for a change of scenery. As soon as Marlowe stood, Grandfather was on his feet. The action brought Father to his feet as well, and Mother tried to ignore everyone at this point. Just that Grandfather hadn’t insisted on escorting Marlowe himself was his way of telling the Devil he was not competition. He was not. Not because he was over 100 years old, but because he was the Magus with immense powers. Nonetheless, I was the Devil, and I was a possessive sonofabitch. 

The group of us followed Mother from the dining room toward one of a dozen cozy studies in the manor. Grandfather didn’t have much to say, mostly listening to the banter through dinner or during our parade to the parlor. He walked behind us, although I’m sure Marlowe felt his eyes on her with every step she took. Father simply followed everyone. 

Post, meaning everything sent via postal service. And the room was full of packages. As soon as I saw the room, I groaned aloud. I hated Christmas for this precise reason.

The fireplace roared, taking England’s constant dampness from the weather and leaving a nice fir scent in the room. There was garland hanging over the mantle and the doorway, and a small artificial tree was lit on a desk that held a few more gifts. It was the only sign of Christmas around the entire estate, and I wondered whose benefit it was really for.

“Okay, Mother. What’s the game plan here?”

She clapped her hands in mock excitement, motioning everyone to seats around the room. She made fanfare of separating Marlowe from Grandfather by seating us together on the smallest sofa opposite the fireplace, leaving no space for even the Magus’s slight frame. 

“Of course, most of these gifts are for Marlowe.” She reached her hand for the Magus and led him to the closest chair in front of the fireplace and facing our settee. There was a small table beside his chair that held three items, and he paid them no interest in the least. “Or, more precisely, Lady Babalon. I’m happy to see how they’ve welcomed you to the family, dear. It’s been a while since Nicolas was here, so the Devil has plenty of gifts, too.” 

Marlowe was clearly uncomfortable, and before she sat, I pulled a pair of black gloves from my inside pocket, and another pair for Marlowe, which I passed over with a nod.

“Oh, Nicolas. You’ll spoil all the fun. Marlowe should experience the full extent of the power that lay at her feet.”

I wasn’t surprised Grandfather hadn’t supported or objected to my ploy. He simply watched Marlowe with curiosity, probably testing her power the same way mother was doing.

“Marlowe has very little experience with any of this power, and without gloves, she could be lying unconscious at our feet, so let’s do this my way, okay?”

Mother gave a tsk, offering a side-comment to Marlowe. “Nicolas was burned at a young age, and he’s been overly cautious ever since.”

But I didn’t need to worry. Marlowe was already leery of ‘these gifts’, and of the woman distributing them.

The staff had separated the packages into five sections of the room, one for each of us. And the gifts in each section were labeled by roman numerals corresponding with the tarot’s hierarchy to designate who the gift was from. They were marked with more than one numeral if that Trump held multiple positions. Each wrapped gift was exotic and professional. The paper, the bows, all artfully used as part of the gift and adding to the value.

Father played bartender tonight because the small study was too crowded for any additional staff. Mother busied herself arranging the gifts after requesting a “double” from Father’s bar. Marlowe and I ask for a cabernet. Grandfather always drank water. 

In keeping with Marlowe’s Texan enthusiasm, the family was ready this time when she gave a salute. “To Family.” Grandfather smiled and tipped his glass before he settled back to watch the annual Arkane gift exchange.

Marlowe clapped her hands, every bit acting the part of the excited daughter-in-law to be. 

“Please, can I go first?” Marlowe quickly scanned the room for a package I could never have picked out of the lot and handed it to Camille with a sweet smile. I couldn’t resist the amusement watching her make a gift presentation to Mother, aka The Grinch.

“Now, when I chose this, I hadn’t yet met you. I tried so hard to find the right gift. Charles told me what Nic had sent in the past.” She looked my way with a pretend frown. “And I knew you had every piece of jewelry conceivable.” And wore most of it tonight. Marlowe held out the flat, square box to Mother. “But I’ll bet you don’t have one of these.”

Mother took the box warily and examined the wrapping. Charles had done a perfect job of presentation. The thick paper was royal blue and red, with a small design I hadn’t identified. The bow was spun gold, probably weighing a full ounce. The tag had a single large M outlined in diamond-dust that spelled the dual names of Mother and Marlowe using their common initial.

Mother peeled the paper with more care than I imagined possible to uncover a blue, fabric covered box with a golden crown emblem on the top. Now, her curiosity was piqued. 

Inside, the white tissue was sealed with a sticker matching the external emblem, and Mother broke it with a slide of her red manicured nail and pulled back the paper. The royal seal, which I now recognized on the paper, also matched the golden seal on the base of Marlowe’s gift.

With the candelabra exposed, Mother stared for a long moment before lifting it out to examine closer. She was checking it for magick while her fingers trace the ring of rubies underneath the lip of the candle stems and down the main column. She nodded with satisfaction at the circle of diamonds embedded around the base.

Grandfather gave a nod of approval, also scanning for any magical signature. 

“I hope you like it,” Marlowe gushed in the artform of a Texan. “It’s from the estate of King Frederick of Denmark. One of a kind, like you,” she added. Mother looked at her without speaking, and then looked at me.

“I told you – she’s not traditional.” I kind of chuckled as Marlowe pushed her way in to hug Mother sitting on the sofa. She knew without seeing the look of disdain on Mother’s face from the show of supposed emotion. And I knew Marlowe loved it.

“It’s lovely,” Camille remarked, noting Grandfather’s slight smile as she looked over Marlowe’s shoulder. “Thank you, dear.”

Marlowe reached for a slender package wrapped in white tissue paper on the desk beside me. “Of course, it’s not beautiful unless it’s working. I brought these for you, too. They’re soy-based and won’t drip or smoke.” She took the gift from Mother and placed the three tapers into the slots before setting it on the mantle. The power from her bracelet condensed around her hand and then, with a quick snap of her fingers, they were lit with fire. 

Surprised and amused with the talent she learned from me only days ago, she stood back to admire the candelabra burning on the mantle, closing her eyes for a long moment. Mother watched Marlowe from behind, and Father’s expression was as amused as mine. I noted Marlowe’s smile before her eyes opened again.

Cyndi, the Arcana’s Moon, had given her the candles at the last planning meeting. Although the candelabra was not infused with any magick, I realized the candles were, which was why Marlowe moved them far enough away hoping Mother wouldn’t notice. 

But Grandfather had, and he studied Mother with intensity, surprised she could be fooled by something so simple.

Marlowe winked at me when she turned, quickly diverting any attention from the candles. “Nic? What did you decide for your father’s present?”

When Lloyd opened his gift, a rare copy of work by John Dee, an occultist of the Victorian Age, he nodded with approval. “This is different,” he noted, gingerly turning a page. “And appreciated,” he nodded to Nic specifically. Even Mother seemed impressed.

Marlowe lifted her glass, her eyes including everyone. 

“A toast, to Christmas and beyond.” 

The enthusiasm echoed was a bit muted, holidays were not a cause for celebration with the Crowley’s. She settled comfortably beside me on the sofa after patting Grandfather’s hand.

“Alright, what happens next?”

Marlowe understood exactly how the game worked when Mother laid the first gift in her lap. The roman numerals marked the gift from Maxence Regis, the Lust card, and the Hanged Man Trump.

Max’s wrapping was all white except for a black bow, a signature style for Max. The paper was glossy with crocheted snowflakes adorning the package. The black bow had gilded edges and long, curled ribbons with golden bells infused with power to garner her attention. Or distract her. I was glad she wore gloves.

“Go ahead, let’s see what Uncle Max has sent.” I was wary of the mystery box in her lap. Carefully, she broke the seals at the edges and pulled the box from the wrapping.

“Do you want a pen and paper to record what gift is from whom?” Mother’s voice held a challenge. Apparently, she didn’t know about Marlowe’s photographic memory which I remembered from our first dinner not-date when she bragged that she could serve an entire party, from drinks to desserts, without having to record their order.

“That’s unnecessary,” Marlowe assured her. “I’ll be able to thank them properly at New Year’s.” Marlowe knew she hoped for a mishap. Wasn’t gonna happen.

When she opened the box, I was truly surprised. Max framed a photo of Marlowe and me dancing the Tango. I warned her there would be hidden electronics on the cruise. This picture proved it. 

The image he captured was perfect. Our bodies pressed together seamlessly. Our faces only held eyes for each other, our lips were a breath apart. The split on her gown revealed a full view of her beautiful leg, and my hand rested in a lustful grip on her thigh. Marlowe smiled as she showed me.

“It’s perfect, isn’t it, baby?” She kissed me soundly and gave me the photo to study closely. Her expression let me know she sensed the magical properties, even if she didn’t know what they were tuned to do.

“A picture?” Mother had it out of my hands in a heartbeat. “At least he used a gold frame.” She passed it to Lloyd with an expression of displeasure, partly at the ordinary-ness of the gift, and partially at how thrilled Marlowe was to receive it. I watched the whole thing with amusement as Father passed the photo to Grandfather The Magus smiled, a twinkle of appreciation in his eyes when he returned it to me.

With an excited sigh that she totally faked, Marlowe folded her hands in her lap. “What’s next?” she asked, knowing her Texas enthusiasm rubbed Mother the wrong way.

She hadn’t met Andur and Charvi Zane on the dinner cruise. They were a formidable combination of IX: The Hermit, who was married to XIII: Death. The couple were close friends to Grandfather. I immediately thought of Charles, who Marlowe learned during our Christmas shopping at Harry Winston jewelers had an unease with the Hermit from Montreal. It prompted her to more carefully unwrap the exquisite black paper sprinkled with gold Egyptian symbols and a full, golden bow.

“Oh, my!” The Zane’s sent one of King Tut’s ancient ceremonial daggers. The gift was priceless. The legendary Tutankhamun had fashioned several meteorite blades as sharp as glass. Golden braid wrapped the hilt, and a large lapis lazuli stone was seated at the pommel. The sheath, however, was more modern, and the gold brace was encrusted with thousands of small gems. She looked closer, noticing the Arkane tetragrammaton design in diamonds. The knife had been imbued with additional magick to always find the target. I was thankful Marlowe wore the gloves I had suggested.

“Now that is much more interesting.” Mother extended her hand, and Marlowe passed the weapon over for her inspection. I sensed her possessiveness against letting Mother touch it, or anyone else for that matter. But once the dagger was out of her hands, she breathed easier. The Magus nodded with satisfaction when he handled the gift, and he smiled at Marlowe, knowing that she identified its powers. She was passing all the family tests.

When the dagger was passed to me, I sensed the power vibrating through the hilt. I wondered again about Charles’ reservations for the Hermit.

Marlowe’s enthusiasm understandably dampened after receiving a gift imbued with magick, and only curiosity sustained her fake enthusiasm. There were also gifts from the few Arkane she had already met. Darius Marello’s gift was meant to be a reminder of his masculine prowess. Although if she needed reminding, there was no prowess. 

When they met, he was totally naked and fully aroused at the King of Lust’s holiday orgy, otherwise referred to as the private lounge of Max’s dinner cruise. Although others would see his gift as a tower of strength and wealth, Marlowe recognized the tower of gemstones as phallic and smirked, handing it off without interest to Mother, regardless of its value. 

Again, a nod of approval came from the Magus at Marlowe’s disinterest.

The gift after that was from Charles as X: Fortune. Charles would have been aware his box might be viewed as small, but he knew Marlowe would see his gift as large. There was no Harry Winston logo on the jewelry case, the earrings inside were special because he knew she simply liked them, a modest gold hoop banded with clear diamonds and a dark sapphire at the post. Mother would have only thought them worthy of a child’s present, but it was a personal statement for Charles to buck tradition and give a gift that was appreciated. A small note was folded inside the lid of the box, and she gave me a quick peek. ‘Still not as bright as your eyes.’

“What did he write?” Mother immediately asked.

“Just a personal wish for my happiness.” She brushed off Mother’s question and tucked the paper into her cleavage, opposite the side that stored the Magi’s amulet. Talk about a padded bra! Closing her eyes, she scrubbed the gift for any source of magick and found none. I had done the same and wasn’t worried at all when Marlowe donned the earrings before letting anyone look at them. When she turned to me for approval, I touched each one gently and smiled.

“They reflect your eyes,” I told her. 

Marlowe turned her expectant gaze to Camille. Again, Mother was not amused.

“They don’t match your dress,” she commented tartly.

The spark had finally been taken from Mother, realizing that some gifts held more value than worth for Marlowe. Anything now that followed was a test for the Lady Babalon. 

Jewelry was the fallback choice, especially for the female Trumps who set the competition for the most expensive, most gaudy, or most unusual. Or, of course, the most powerful. 

“That’s lovely,” Mother commented as soon as Marlowe unwrapped a diamond crusted silver hair comb. The Star and the Moon Trumps, Elizabeth Cosmos, had infused it with the ability to know if someone was lying. My expression confirmed to Marlowe I sensed it as well. Mother’s eyes widened when Marlowe handed it to her, noting her refusal to comment since her response would be judged. Mother was finally understanding the depth of Marlowe’s magical insight, something the Magus realized came to her naturally.

Marlowe’s pile of presents was finally dwindling, but she reached for the next one, practically yawning. The silver reflective wrapping almost camouflaged the aura I detected, and I put a hand on her arm.

“Don’t open that!”

“Nic, I have to open it,” She gave me a playful look after reading the card, Lovers. “I’ll be careful,” she promised sincerely. She met Jael Hammer at the King of Lust’s orgy. Her unwrapping slowed to caution. 

The box held a crystal wand wrapped in golden filigree. And as beautiful as the outer appearance might have been, magick wrapped it tightly. It was a blinding spell, to steal sight. The Magus sat up, concerned. Marlowe simply put the lid on the box and set it aside. “I can’t wait to thank her,” she snarled intentionally. “Maybe we aren’t as good of friends as I thought we might become.” 

“That wasn’t nice.” I cocked an eyebrow as Mother snickered.

“You can’t expect Jael to play nice after losing the man of her dreams.”

“You’re saying I should have expected her attempt to kidnap Lady Babalon?” My voice was harsh, anger finally pushing to the top of my emotions.

“Well, dear, that’s the way these games are played,” she said casually, tossing aside the wrapping paper. 

Everyone was purposefully not-looking at the Magus, but Marlowe caught Mother’s eye and let the venom show clearly. “You can be sure I’ll remember that” she promised, dropping her good nature for the first time.

I watched Father with curiosity for any involvement, but he didn’t get involved. He never did. 

Marlowe smiled at me, noting only a few gifts on the desk beside me. “What did you get?” 

I shrugged, not interested, and pointed to a thin box next to Father, nicely wrapped if not excessive. “What about that one? Is that for Marlowe?” Her name was on the tag.

“Nothing of any value,” Mother judged offhand. “It’s from the ranks. Not a Trump or Court position, only the Deshpande’s.”

Marlowe jumped up eagerly to reach for the box. “The Deshpande’s sent a gift? How very nice of them.” She tore into the wrapping with enthusiasm and lifted the lid with genuine excitement. 

Inside, wrapped in white tissue paper, was a beautiful, golden scarf. “Isn’t it lovely?” The tetragrammaton was centered in the back and again, repeated around the edges in a contrasting thread. She draped the mantle over her shoulders appreciatively.

“I remember that Mrs Deshpande was quite the tailor. I’m sure she wove that herself,” Mother pointed out, trying to embellish what she knew about them after the Magus was clearly intrigued by Marlowe’s enthusiasm.

Pulling it tighter, she smiled. “Yes, I can feel her touch with the warp and woof of every weave. I’ll be sure to send a note to thank them.” She raised her eyebrow at Mother. “Because they won’t be at the gala, will they?”

Mother laughed out loud. “Most certainly not! I’m amazed they even sent a gift, but” she glared at me, “Nicolas always had a soft spot for that family.” The silence that followed told more of a story as mother and son invisibly challenged each other.

Mother made quick work of any presents addressed to her, haphazardly unwrapping the few she’d been gifted. After eyeing them to determine their value, she tossed them aside and moved on to the next. Marlowe followed her disinterest closely.

The Magus had been gifted with three weasels; items infused with specific powers. It was a sampling of power from the three candidates who would advance up the Arkane’s hierarchy at this year’s gala. Once the Magus examined them, Mother set them aside.

All the gifts I received were weasels, but I was more interested in who they were from than what they could do. It provided real insight was about who I was dealing with, and in what direction their loyalties were flowing. I didn’t share any of them with Marlowe, nor Mother, who watched the unwrapping process with attention to detail.

Father sat back in his chair with his pitcher of cocktails, watching all of us, feigning disinterest in the process when I knew his eyes recorded every aspect. What was his endgame? Early on, he offered refills if our glasses were empty, after we refused once, he happily attended to himself. I counted four drinks, yet his eyes were as sharp as Mother’s, watching everyone’s actions and reactions to every gift. I wondered what he did with all the knowledge he gleaned from his observations. Surely by now he was a wealth of information. 

Finally, the exchange was over, and I stood as Mother crushed the last wrapping into the bin. Father pushed forward a slender white box with a simple white bow. “This is addressed to Marlowe,” he noted with a curious tilt of his head. “I wonder why it wasn’t with the others?”

Mother handed the box to Marlowe with a look of indifference, and then, taking Father’s glass, she finished his last cocktail. “I’ll have to speak with the staff,” she shrugged, pointedly not looking at the Magus.

Marlowe fingered the label addressed to her with no indication of a Trump position or who it might have come from. She closed her eyes, and sensing a familiar vibration, warily she tore off the paper, now as tired of the ceremony as I was. She lifted the lid to see a solid gold, long stemmed rose cradled in the box. 

Marlowe just stared.

“What is it, dear?” The honey dripped off Mother’s question, which was a confirmation of the sender. Her Prince.

Without lifting the rose from the box, she simply tossed the entire package in the fire.

“Marlowe?”

“Noah.”

My blood was boiling but I didn’t utter a word, and Marlowe didn’t raise her eyes from the fire until the rose was a golden blob of melted metal dripping through the grate. At her first stirrings, I heard Mother.

“Shame.”

I tossed her a hateful look, which she shrugged off. 

“All that’s gold does not glitter,” Marlowe paraphrased, and then turning her attention to the Magus. “I’d like to retire for the evening,” she said, sweetly kissing his cheeks when Grandfather stood, nodding in agreement. “I hope you don’t mind,” Marlowe added sweetly. “Nic?” 

We left the room without really saying goodnight, leaving every gift behind.

––––––––
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PULLING OUR FINGERS from the gloves with each heavy step, we walked slowly from the post parlor, exhausted from the long day of travel and the emotional roller coaster of Arkane gifting. Marlowe gripped my arm tightly, trying to walk with her eyes closed.

“I want to see if I can get anything from those candles Cyndi gave me. They won’t be burning in that candelabra much longer.”

I slowed our steps, but after a few minutes Marlowe gave a frustrated shrug. “Nothing! They must have left the room.”

“This is Grandfather’s wing,” I told her. We had turned our steps to a hall extending from the main house. “It’s probably shrouded against anyone’s magick.”

“I must be in Virginia’s old room. There are vintage gowns hanging in the closet.”

In this wing, the halls were lined with bookcases along one side, with statues and artwork hung against mahogany panels on the opposite wall. The hardwood floor was covered with lush carpets, which muffled our footsteps and also worked to protect against the English chill. Dim lighting was provided by electric sconces along the way, and a large crystal chandelier at the end of the hall directly in front of Marlowe’s rooms.

I opened the door and looked through the suite, but I couldn’t sense that anything had been disturbed since my visit before dinner. No one would dare, although I was still wary of Noah’s obvious presence at the estate. 

The fireplace was serviced from the outside, so there was no firewood in the room, and it could be tended by servants without bothering the occupants. There was only one window, an eastern bay exposure that would provide light from the morning sunrise. Entering the salon, I saw the open doors to her bedroom suite and memories flooded back to pieces of time I spent with Grandmother, reading, usually, or sometimes playing card games in the evenings.

“It was Grandmother’s room,” I said. “I remember being here.”

Marlowe sighed as she pulled me to the two chairs placed in front of the fire. We turned them to face each other, and she took my hands as I reinforced a shroud of silence around us.

“Are you alright? Are you scared?” I asked her.

“Of course I’m scared.” Her answer was honest, and she laughed lightly. 

“Good. Stay scared. And just so you know, I tried to text Char before I got on the helicopter this morning, but I don’t know if it went through or not.” I admitted with some annoyance. “Brandon can tell them our plans changed, but you need to be on your guard every minute.”

“Harley once assured me the Magus would never harm me; only that he would try to convert me.” She sat back in her chair. “I guess since the Devil has already turned me to the Arkane, I don’t have to worry about that.”

“On the contrary.” I shook my head. “That should be your primary concern. Grandfather is very convincing, and his fascination is subtle. It’s Char’s biggest fear – that you could fall under the Magus’ spell. Please keep your guard up. Wrap yourself in light. Whatever you do for protection, do more of it!”

“Oh Nic,” she smiled, and my heart raced at her confidence. “I belong to the Devil. Who would risk your wrath?”

“Mother.” I spoke firmly to emphasize my point. “She’s got an ulterior motive, and I haven’t figured it out yet. Noah being here confirms it. And I don’t know where Noah is staying. You need to watch yourself every second. Go nowhere alone in this house.” I clasped her hands in mine. “Promise me.”

Marlowe crossed her fingers over her heart. “I promise I’m doing everything I can. I always have the amulet with me, and I’ve already put the runes you taught me on the headboard and above each doorway.” She motioned around the room. “I’ll stay aware,” she promised. Still, I wished there was a tower I could lock her safely within.

There was a light knock before the door opened and Grandfather pushed in a small cart of packages, making himself completely at home. “Ahh, Nicolas.” He joined us at the fireplace and took the chair Marlowe vacated so she could sit in my lap. “I’m glad you’re here. I wanted a chance to explain, and to apologize.”

“Explain?” I was immediately alerted.

“Apologize?” Marlowe’s question came at the same time as mine.

We stayed seated together, her hands draped loosely around my neck, watching Grandfather with wary eyes. For a man pushing over a century of life, he was mobile and alert. His amusement at seeing Marlowe in my lap was evident from his smile. There was no possessiveness, he simply viewed it as an intimate moment between a couple in love.

“Nicolas, my boy, you have chosen well,” he complimented me again, meaning Marlowe. That was obvious from his gaze. “I have never been prouder, seeing this beautiful and powerful woman on your arm. I know you’ll have a wonderful life together, long lived. And for that reason, I know you’ll forgive me for taking her time away from you this coming week.”

Marlowe stiffened, but her smile didn’t falter.

“You’re taking her?” I somehow formed the question requiring an explanation. 

Marlowe’s heart was pounding through her chest, although I was sure it was fear flowing through our veins.

“It’s for a short time, while she helps me prepare for the ceremony.” Grandfather sat back with a casual gesture. “That’s why you’re here, after all. There’s much for her to learn, and when I return her to you, the Lady Babalon will be fitted as your queen, and rightly so.” His eyes moved to Marlowe with a loving gaze, but I wasn’t sure it was Marlowe that he saw.

“I am happy to be here for you, Magus.” Marlowe’s voice sounded more confident than her heart rate conveyed, and Grandfather would know that too. He smiled proudly at her courage. “I look forward to what you will teach me. Nic has been wonderful, explaining what he can, especially since this is the first time the ceremony has been performed.”

“Yes, my dear.” His eyes refocused on her. “Crossing the Abyss is not for the uninitiated. Presently, only myself, Camille, and Nicolas would have the understanding to do this. Maybe in the future you will assist others across. But until you’ve learned and performed the ceremony successfully, we’ll need to spend all this week in preparation. I’m apologizing now for the long hours, and of course, taking you away from my boy, here.”

“I’m sure you’ll find Nicolas is no longer a boy,” she teased, and planted a playful kiss on my lips to stifle further questions.

“You are correct, my dear. Nicolas is a man I am proud of.” Grandfather rose from the chair. “I’ll leave you two to say goodnight, and a temporary goodbye. I doubt you’ll have much time or energy to be together this next week. But” he stepped forward as we both rose with him, and he hugged me first. “I appreciate you withheld yourself until after the ceremony. It assures success for all of us.”

He kissed Marlowe’s cheeks and then left us, shutting the door behind him.

“Did he mean what I think he meant by withheld yourself?”

I nodded. Withholding was a convenient way to explain why we weren’t having sex. “Any fornication before a ceremony is frowned upon as a waste of energy and a diversion of focus.”

“Fornication?” She grinned. 

“ANY kind of sex,” I clarified.

“Is that why he dropped by? To remind you?”

My hands raised to either side as my shoulders shrugged.

I pushed out silence around us again and took her hands. “We need to find a way to check in with each other. I know nothing of the requirements for this ceremony, and I don’t like the fact that he’s going to keep you from me for the next week. We need a signal of some kind.”

“Well then, I’ll wear those earrings you made for me.” Her grin was playful as she slipped into the other chair and warmed her feet by the fire. “Maybe they are more to your mother’s liking.”

I matched a pair of her earrings to my cufflinks and created a weasel to hear Marlowe’s conversations. She was pretty angry when she found them, until she understood their purpose. Now it was my turn to be grateful. Anything was worth the effort to keep her safe.

I raked my hand through my hair, pacing across the room. “That should work most of the time.” I knew the limitations. “But Grandfather will have sealed his rooms against outside vibrations.” I also knew the hours would be hellacious. There was no telling what kind of schedule they’d be keeping. Grandfather was often singularly focused on a ritual ceremony or a spell. 

“I could probably read you through my bracelet,” she considered. “Would you be able to feel my vibrations?”

I shook my head, although wondering the same. “We need a contingency plan.”

Lurking in the hall would be suspicious and there were no servants I knew well enough to trust. Grandfather kept irregular hours, so setting a specific time of day or night to check in would be difficult. All I knew was I couldn’t let her go for the rest of the week without a way to check on her.

Marlowe chewed her bottom lip, lost in thought. The idea of losing contact with me for the entire week made her just as edgy. She surveyed the room for ideas.

“I need something, Marlowe. We need to be constantly connected.” My tension ratcheted another notch.

“Constantly connected. That’s it!”

“What?”

“Isis is constantly connected to all of us through the tarot.” She rushed to her desk, picking the Thoth deck and flipped through the cards. “I’ll carry the Devil Trump, and you carry the High Priestess. No one will think anything odd of it. I know if something was wrong,” she emphasized, “we would feel it through the cards.”

I grabbed her shoulders and drew her in for a tight hug. “It’s perfect.” I breathed my relief close to her ear. “Thank you.” 

My mind tried to imagine all scenarios, but in each case, we’d be in tune deeply enough to feel the vibration. Because we’re family. And I would never let the card out of my possession. Grandfather couldn’t even complain if he saw Marlowe carrying the Devil’s card.

If this was all we had, we had to make it work.
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I WANDERED AIMLESSLY after leaving Marlowe’s wing, partially to explore an estate I barely remembered from childhood, mostly because I knew I’d never sleep. Not in this house. Not with these memories. 

I wandered through room after room, connected by doorways opened and closed. The estate was more modern than the Crowley Manor, but the memories were more ancient. And they were steeped in fear.

I was surprised I could still feel it, especially after all this time. As I pushed open another set of doors, I recognized the old emotion creeping back into my psyche; the anticipation of what I’d find, the worry of what waited on the other side. 

What I found was Grandmother.

At first, I didn’t recognize her. But of course, who else could it be? A woman with silver hair secured in a wheelchair sitting in front of a large bay window looking out at the night sky. Her back was to me, the bun gathering her hair was tight, freshly combed even though a few strands loosened, and when I knelt by her side and her face turned, I saw her eyes. 

I knew those violet-colored eyes. Grandmother!

She stared at me for a moment, and then a tear slipped quietly down her cheeks. She didn’t say my name, nonetheless, she recognized me. 

It was impossible to comprehend the state she was in. Her face was thin and the beautiful eyes I remembered were sunken into high cheeks. She was bathed and dressed nicely, but obviously not by her own hand. I reached out, letting my knuckles skim her cheeks. “Nana.”

“She must know you.” A warm voice from the back of the room startled me and I jumped up, placing a protective hand on Grandmother’s shoulder. 

“Who are you?”

I was immediately sorry to have shouted. She obviously cared for Grandmother. I saw from the uniform she was a nurse, and there was a kind look in her eyes. Advancing slowly, she knelt on the other side of Grandmother’s chair, reaching out with an unadorned hand to rub warmth into Grandmother’s arm. No rings, no polish, but this woman shined brightly. And she smelled familiar, of butterscotch and honeysuckle.

“Ellen Rose. I work here, caring for Lady Crowley. But I should really ask who you are. She’s never had a visitor before.” She stood and let the challenge of her eyes grip mine, waiting for an answer, expecting an answer.

I don’t know why my voice failed me. Maybe I was happy someone was caring for Grandmother. Maybe I was surprised someone else was in the room. I know I swallowed hard, twice, just to say my name.

“Nicolas Barnaby. I’m her grandson,” I added quickly for clarification. I knelt again at Grandmother’s side, feeling the need to be attentive, and I planted a kiss on her sunken cheek. “Hello Grandmother. It’s been a while, and I’m sorry for that.”

Ellen gasped when her hands tried to move in her lap, and I patted them. 

Grandmother’s face was as beautiful as her eyes, a unique shade of violet or blue. She sat, for the most part, unmoving in the chair, and it appeared she’d been like this for some time. Her body was small and frail, yet her countenance could still be felt. “We’re here now,” I whispered. “Salvum me. Salvum te.”

She reacted strongly to that phrase, shifting in her seat, straining against her immobility, and my heart soared. It was not too late for Grandmother.

“What did you say to her?” Ellen demanded. Her stance was protective, but her eyes genuinely reflected the question. Whatever I had said, Ellen wanted to repeat it.

“I was saying hello. It’s been a while.” I moved back to lean against the sill of the window and watch Grandmother. And Ellen. “What’s wrong with her?”

Ellen’s hand unconsciously moved to push back a strand of loose hair at Grandmother’s face. She didn’t answer for a long minute. “I don’t really know. I’ve been here eight months, and tonight is the most awareness I’ve ever seen from her. She must love you dearly,” Ellen mused, without looking away from Grandmother.

I watched Ellen scrutinize her patient with careful detail. I expected Grandmother to be infirmed, just not to the point of being incapacitated, and I was relieved to know that someone who carried such light was attentive to her. Ellen was like a song, and it sounded wonderful.

The large room wasn’t barren, although the presence of only the two of them was almost lost in the space. Ellen’s light was a golden fire, and I could tell her sunshine warmed Grandmother, too. The rose-blonde mass of curls spilled around Ellen’s shoulders like a cloud. She wasn’t as tall as Marlowe and had a curvier silhouette in every area, but each move was as graceful as a dancer’s, although not a ballerina; she moved with a bounce more akin to a jig. Even kneeling beside Grandmother’s chair, Ellen was in a rhythm of her own. I forced myself not to stare. 

It was late, and I didn’t want to keep Grandmother awake. Kneeling again at her side, opposite Ellen’s position, I took Grandmother’s hands in mine, completely at a loss for words. She was exactly as I thought and nothing like I expected. Still, now that I’d seen her, I knew I wouldn’t be leaving here without Grandmother. I was sure Marlowe would feel the same.

I kissed Grandmother’s cheeks and stood, checking my watch to confirm the late hour. “I’ll be back to visit in the morning.” I promised, stealing a last look at the angel taking such care of the only family I loved. 

“Thank you, Ellen.”
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Chapter 2
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Nic

I let myself into her salon like the fiancée I was about to become, pushing a breakfast cart with coffee, eggs, chocolate milk, and croissants. 

Earlier, I met Grandfather in the dining room with Mother, both whose habit was to rise at dawn, and demanded the morning for myself and Marlowe as couple-time, reminding them I hadn’t had time yet to propose. 

With Grandfather’s reluctant agreement for a few hours together, I went to the kitchen and loaded the breakfast cart that I now pushed to Marlowe’s suite. Listening for several moments to be sure Marlowe was awake, and I knocked on her bedroom door.

She finally pulled it open wearing an overlarge tee shirt, obviously Char’s, and a pair of yoga pants. Marlowe was never a morning person.

“Merry Christmas!” I announced, pushing the cart past her as I entered.

“Last night I hoped Christmas was over, but here you are the perfect elf!” Her hands clapped at the sight of breakfast, and she followed me back into the room. “You mean we don’t have to go downstairs?”

I laughed, promising, “Not for a few hours. I convinced Grandfather we had couple-things to do.” I winked at her and offered the glass of chocolate milk first. “I wanted the chance to celebrate Christmas for ourselves.” 

Ceremoniously, I lifted the silver lids to each dish, tempting her with hot food. And then surprising her with the plate of wrapped presents hidden under one of the lids.

“Nic! What’s that?”

“Not until you’ve had coffee, at least,” I teased, and re-covered the presents with the chaffing lid.

“Coffee?!? Where did you get coffee?” She held out her hand, jumping with excitement.

“You can thank Santa for that,” I admitted, pouring a steaming cup. “But I told Cook you’d appreciate that he had a coffee maker in the kitchen – and to keep it fresh.”

“It’s perfect,” she promised, almost finishing the cup in one gulp. “Ooh! With cinnamon! You are perfect.” Try as she might, Marlowe had not adapted to English tea. “This is the best present ever!” 

I growled, playfully serious, kissing her cheek before I refilled her coffee and poured a cup for myself, sitting back in the chair at the desk in her room, relaxed. Marlowe seated herself on her bed.

She sipped the second cup more slowly, smiling in appreciation, peering over the edge, hiding her smile. “Are those presents for me?” Her voice was full of excitement.

“Char said you didn’t like Christmas.” I teased her, drawing out the unexpected gift exchange.

“I don’t like waiting for surprises,” she clarified matter-of-factly, and arranged herself cross-legged on the bed, placing her almost empty cup on the lamp table. 

“Well then, let me share this one right away.” I pushed out a shield of silence to fill the room before I spoke. “I saw Grandmother last night.”

“That’s wonderful!” Marlowe leaned forward. “How is she?” 

“She’s being cared for,” I assured her, and then sighed, remembering. “But she’s not strong. She doesn’t talk, she could barely move. It’s like a strong fascination, but I know she recognized me. She’s in a wheelchair and her nurse, Ellen, seems to care a great deal for her.”

Marlowe relaxed, closing her eyes in a silent prayer. I think. The smile was faint, but her head bobbed slightly. “I shouldn’t be surprised she’s in a wheelchair. And I’m glad she’s being well cared for. I’ll let you know if the Magus offers any other information about her.”

“Don’t be fooled by him, Marlowe.” I bit out the warning. “I don’t know if he loved Virginia or the Lady Babalon. Now that you’re here, his obsession seems to have changed.” Why else would he have moved her into Grandmother’s suite? 

I joined Marlowe on the unmade bed and uncovered the platter of gifts. Gifts I hoped she would keep even after she returned to Char’s embrace, especially since we were family forever.

“These are for you. Remember, I’m the dutiful boyfriend trying to woo you.” I smiled, raising her hand to kiss her knuckles. “But before we leave this room, I’ll have to become the doting fiancée.” 

She nodded slowly. Cousin or not, we had a ruse to portray to the Arkane. “Oh, Nic, you’ve done so much more than play your part.” Her smile was a little sad.

“Hey! Wait until you see the ring before you cry,” I teased her.

She kissed my cheek and released my hand. “Let me give you something first. Something I hope you’ll like.” Her smile was genuine, reaching the twinkle of her eyes. She scrambled off the bed and went to the desk, her hands fumbling with the drawer where she pulled out a clumsily wrapped gift with an awkward bow. Her cheeks flushed as she pushed it into my hands, and I saw her look away, embarrassed.

“Oh, darling. You shouldn’t have.” I teased, winking as I took the present from her hands. I was secretly touched that she would actually shop for me. My heart did flip-flops, and even without knowing what it was, I knew this gift would be my greatest treasure. 

“Obviously I’m not the professional Christmas wrapper your family and friends use,” she laughed. “But I wanted to get you something.” 

It wasn’t in a box, and felt like a shirt, a heavy shirt. I pulled the end of the bow and playfully tied the ribbon on her wrist. My own hands were shaking as I tore wildly at the paper – Christmas wrapping with cacti decorated like Christmas trees.

Whatever it was, it was orange!

Laughing, I held it high to examine the sweatshirt, and not until I turned it around did I understand the joke. On the back, beneath the hood, I recognized the logo for the University of Texas where Marlowe graduated. The cartooned Longhorn was growling, with smoke rising from his ringed nose.

“Oh, Marlowe! This is great!” And I meant it.

“Well, I’ve worn your alma mater sweatshirt long enough to call it mine, so I thought it only fitting to replace it with my own.” She laughed. “His name is Bevo, by the way. The Longhorn. He’s our school’s mascot.”

“I will treasure it. Really.” I pulled her over for a kiss, laughing to myself at how much Mother will hate to see me in this. I slipped it on immediately. Marlowe giggled and playfully tousled the short hair on my head.

“You make a handsome Texan,” she assured me. She was painfully close, playfully standing between my legs after the kiss. I grabbed her waist and pulled her to my lap. Even after the exclamation of surprise, I refused to let her rise without a kiss. After the briefest struggle, Marlowe buried her face in the crook of my neck.

“Hey!” The moment was over, and she slapped my arm. “What about my presents?”

I chuckled, teasing her with my forgetfulness. I fingered the smallest box first, bringing her attention to the real purpose of our gift exchange. 

“Marlowe,” I could barely choke out her name. “You have given me a new life. New meaning to the old life. And hope for this life.” 

The ribbon fell away as I tugged on the only thing wrapping the small gift and placed the box in her open palm. Although the box was obviously from a jeweler, she lifted the lid as though a snake would slither out. But when the lid was up, all she could do was stare. 

“Marlowe.” I started again. Everything I would have said to her a few weeks ago had changed and I had taken great pains to craft a speech where I could mean every word but not compromise our promise to each other and the Arcana. Or, Char. We still needed to pretend, even if it wasn’t that hard for me. “I hope you realize I want to share my life with you forever.”

It was a gift she’d been expecting, but I hoped it was more beautiful than she anticipated. Her tears didn’t help, or maybe they did because I realized she understood how much she meant to me. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and she kissed me fully on the lips, long and hard in the way we’d practiced often. 

“Nicolas Barnaby, I will be in your life forever.” She nipped my ear playfully.

I hoped forever was a long time.

Marlowe let me slip the ring on her finger. “It’s beautiful, Nic.” She held her hand high to examine the look.

It wasn’t like anything she considered from Harry Winston’s, but her comment about buying from the case regarding Mother’s gift had struck a chord with me. So, I worked with Charles to design something I secretly hoped she would keep when this was all over.

The blue diamond wasn’t excessive, the square cut was perfectly wrapped with intricate golden filagree, recreating the design of the lotus that matched her bracelet, a perfect complement adorning her left hand. 

I gave her another small item I picked for her, a small box with a large blue bow. Her coffee was now forgotten on the table as her excitement at unwrapping gifts was completely opposite to last night’s reactions. She pulled the tail of the bow with a flourish and, reaching out, she playfully re-tied the bow on my arm.

“Don’t say I never gave you anything,” she teased, patting her handiwork.

“Oh, you have, sweetheart. Don’t worry.” It wasn’t the first time I had to adjust myself in her presence. 

It was a simple gift with a large impact for Marlowe. A blank book embossed with her initials, and a Mont Blanc Meisterstuck calligraphy pen. Her eyes twinkled as she unwrapped the additional small gifts I purchased, ink in several colors and extra nibs for the pen. A little laugh escaped at each discovery. Her small kisses of gratitude were precious, and I hated it when the game was over.

“We probably won’t get another chance to be alone like this.” I felt her nodding. I also felt her tears. “Stay alert. Protect yourself. And trust no one!” She nodded again.

“I promise,” she whispered. “It’s almost over.”

The date for the Crossing loomed closer, but our problems were only beginning. I put on the brave face Marlowe expected from the Devil. “For Virginia.”

“For Virginia,” she echoed. 

We cleaned the mess in her room and finished our coffee and croissants. I rolled the trolley into the salon, eyeing the cart Grandfather had pushed in last night. I smirked. 

“You don’t have to keep them, you know.”

Her smile was sweet, and her head nodded. “I know. But Gene would call them inventory.” She cleared the top of the bureau. “Leave them here. I promise to be careful when I put them away.”

“You know I’m keeping the picture,” I reached for it, playfully holding the frame away from her grabbing hands.

“I expected no less.” She smiled mysteriously. “Can I see it for a moment?”

Leaning against the door she stared at the photo. Her eyes eventually closed, and I watched her breathing go deep. I didn’t know if she was memorizing or remembering the moment we’d shared, and a few minutes later, she handed it back to me. “I’m pretty sure he’s Noah’s father,” she said quietly.

“Who? Max?” My response wasn’t as soft. She shrugged.

“I noticed the similarities when I held Noah’s gift last night, and I can see the ties, now. Clearly.” She studied me harder. “There’s a chance Noah is also your brother.”

Marlowe’s
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