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Author’s Note
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In all 3 of the Cauldron Effect books, you’ll find openings to each chapter in italics...this is to distinguish these special scenes from the rest of the chapter. 

These chapter openings will give the reader an added quirky perspective of the ongoing story from a different point of view than the main character. These scenes could be from the perspective of an inanimate object, an animal, a bird, or even a celestial being. 

If you find these openings unsettling, skip them. You’ll be able to follow the story without these “extra” scenes, though reading them will give you a more entertaining journey into this fantastical world.
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Chapter 1
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​May 1816, Maidford, Northamptonshire, England

Exhausted and wanting to cool off after his recent dash to get here, Arawn, a dark chestnut Welsh cob, trotted toward a nearby pool and leaped. Ignoring his master’s warning call, he gleefully splashed into the pond’s crystal-serene waters.

Instantly, the water demon, Jinny Greenteeth, surfaced. 

Terrified, Arawn scrambled to get out but the water demon’s sinewy hands had grasped his hind legs. He barely managed a panicked “Neigh!” before being yanked underwater.

His master swiftly raised them both out of the murky depths until Arawn hung, dripping in midair and gasping for breath, while Jinny’s slender green-gray body dangled off his legs like clinging seaweed.

“Release him, or our bargain is off!” Warlock Gavin Peregrine shouted and then checked over his shoulder in concern.

It was clear from Arawn’s higher perspective that no one was here but the three of them.

While Arawn’s chest tightened like a drum, Jinny’s insolent gaze tested the warlock’s nerve. Arawn, too, studied his master to see if he would truly renege on a deal that he insisted was essential to save his warlock community. 

Ten thundering heartbeats later, with a grumble, Jinny loosened her slimy grip. As she splashed into the pond, Arawn released a shuddering breath of relief. Peregrine flew him out of the water’s range and dropped him back on solid ground. 

Arawn suppressed a shiver that had nothing to do with cold and everything to do with that demon who obviously relished eating horseflesh as much as she did toying with human fears.

Peregrine returned to his viewing position behind the bush and Arawn hurried closer to his master. He glanced back at the now weed-covered pond. Jinny must have magicked the water to look inviting when they first arrived to lure him in. He shook his body to shed the foul water soaking his backside.

“Watch where you’re splashing,” Peregrine snapped. 

Arawn obligingly moved back a pace before giving his mane a good shake. According to Peregrine, Jinny’s earthly magic could give him the required oomph to safely cast a Wyhcan mind spell on a human. He doubted if the oomph was worth the risk of consorting with Jinny.

Arawn stayed close, anxiously swishing his silver blond tail as he checked the pond where, just beneath that fouled green cover, Jinny Greenteeth floated.

A soft pad of footsteps then drew his attention toward the lane. A young lady in a pretty yellow gown strode purposefully up the pathway.

“That’s her,” Gavin whispered and began his spell.

Arawn’s hairs quivered from mane to tail as the first steps of the incantation wove together.

Jinny landed beside them in a splash and said, “Greetings, spoil-sport.”

Arawn jerked, barely suppressing a squeal. 

The young human female looked over as if she had heard his mental shriek.

Ducking behind the bush, Jinny began her part of the incantation.

Though his master had prepared Arawn for the effect of the combined Wyhcan-Demon magic, it was still startling. His body tingled as if every part of him were being drawn upon and twisted inside out. His stomach churned and he was certain he would spew his breakfast and ruin his master’s spell. He turned his head so that if the worst happened, Jinny would be the recipient of his abdominal expulsion.

* * *
[image: ]


THE Honorable Mary Bryght, eighteen-year-old daughter of the late Viscount Holywell, faltered and came to a startled halt. She’d been traveling through the woods to her friend's home to deliver some astonishingly grand news about her brother. A sound drew her gaze toward a strand of willows that drank from a small pond. There, a stranger in a dark cape watched her, tapping a riding crop against his Hessians. At the malevolence emanating from him, the hairs on Mary’s arms stood to attention.

In the space of one glance, her mood shifted from cheerful to fearful. She swallowed, tasting dread, and swiftly gauged how fast she must run to reach Rose’s cottage before this stranger’s long strides reached her. She took one deep breath in readiness to sprint, when the man appeared at her side, his large hand grasping her upper arm so hard it pinched.

She cried out. He dropped his riding crop and covered her mouth with his hand, swamping her senses with a pungent aroma of horse sweat and leather.

Fifteen feet! That’s how far away he’d been. Yet, he had closed the distance between them as if it had only been two feet. Heart pounding in terror, she kicked his shin, bit hard onto a gloved finger and with her free hand, punched his throat as her father had taught her.

He grunted and loosened his grip.

Mary tore away and ran. Within a half dozen steps her body froze. There was no other way to describe the bizarre experience. She could not shift one foot, one hand, one finger. She was a statue in mid-motion.

“Now, now, Miss Bryght,” the stranger said, “such violence is uncalled for. I’ve come a long distance to find you.”

Her right foot was raised, the left poised on toes as Mary stared straight ahead. Am I still alive? She couldn’t hear herself breathing. There, a pulse tapped against her throat like the wings of a frightened caged bird.

What was happening? She felt abused and defiled, as if something dark and foul had tainted her. Was this some sort of witchery?

Villagers spoke of spells and magic. She thought such talk absurd. Even when the midwife once slyly hinted to seven-year-old Mary that a spell could be responsible for her mother’s mental sickness, she had questioned that assumption. How could a spell take away her mother’s memories, her speech, everything that made her who she was?

Science, my dear, not superstition, her father had said when she’d asked him about it, can explain the cause of all illnesses, given time.

Now she questioned his certainty. This pause in time did not feel like an illness. Could this man be a witch? How did he know her name?

“I have a message for your brother.” He shifted to stand directly in front. He was tall. From her motionless position, suspended slightly forward, only his voice box was visible. 

Too bad her punch hadn’t broken it. She must get Marcus to train her to improve her strength. If she lived to see him again. Her dry eyes ached with unshed tears.

“Listen carefully.” The witch bent to make eye contact. Brown eyes. Determined. Pitiless. His gaze was eminently human, not red or glowing.

“I shall say this once, Miss Bryght. Your brother is to refuse His Royal Highness’s request. You will convince him to do so. Do you understand?”

Mary stared in stunned silence. This was about the painting? A witch had spelled her because the regent commissioned her brother to do a watercolor mural? 

Old village gossip resurfaced. This was not a witch. Men who practiced black arts were called warlocks. Women who practiced such vice were witches. Was this man a warlock then? Shudders raced up her body until her mind went dizzy. If she could move, she was certain she would faint. Was this how her mother had felt near the end? Powerless.

Something tinged with green flashed behind the warlock. It went by so quickly she hadn’t seen it clearly but Mary received an impression of sharp, almost fang-like teeth, and horror cooled her skin like a bath of ice.

Her assailant gave a huff of impatience. “Miss Bryght, pay attention. If your brother accepts this work, he will regret it. I do not wish to harm him but I cannot allow him to make our affairs public. He accepts this commission at his peril.”

“Mary!”

Rose?

Rose! Mary screamed. Not one note slid past her hushed vocal cords and petrified lips. She would have cried if she’d been permitted to shed tears.

“Be warned!” The warlock vanished.

Mary’s right foot smacked onto the ground, unbalancing her. She tipped forward and fell. Bracing herself with her hands, she stopped her face smacking hard into the dirt. Then the tears came, a surfeit of them.

Rose found her like that and held her against her shoulder while cooing soft comforting sounds.

It took a few moments but finally Mary could sit up.

“What happened, my dear?” Rose asked.

“I was attacked.”

“What? Are you all right? Who did this?” Rose looked around as frantically as her questions poured out. “We must report this to the constable.”

“No!” Mary pushed her away, trying to think. “No one can do anything.”

“We can capture this villain and make him pay.”

“No one would believe what just happened to me.”

“I believe you.”

“Rose.” With a hand under her friend’s chin, Mary focused Rose’s scattered concentration back on her so her friend would not mistake her meaning, “I was attacked by a warlock.”

Rose leaned away, as if rejecting Mary’s words.

“I see skepticism on your face,” Mary said. “If you, my dearest friend, doubt my words, do you truly think a constable or a magistrate would do otherwise?”

“Dearest,” Rose began.

“Do not patronize me.” Mary stood, briskly brushing dirt off her gown and then headed toward home. “I have to speak to my brother. I must warn him.”

“Warn Marcus?” Rose stood, too, and hurried to catch up. “What does he have to do with this? What exactly did this stranger do to you?”

Though not slowing her steps, Mary nevertheless took deep breaths, holding her hands over her heart until that agitated organ settled into a steady if fast drumming. “He froze me, Rose, as if I were a fruit cocktail chilled to ice at Gunter’s.”

“Wait.” Rose pulled her to a staggering halt.

Mary was surprised by the strength of her friend’s hold on her wrists.

“In the first instance, Mary, I must insist that you stop referring to this stranger as a warlock, either to me or to anyone else. There is enough such nonsense spread in the village without adding to the chatter.”

Mary didn’t care for Rose’s condescending tone and wrenched free, skin stinging as nails scraped tender flesh. “I know what happened to me. What I saw and felt. He was a warlock. There is no other scientific explanation.”

“You are not a scientist.” Rose’s words cut like a dagger. “Your father was one and he would never jump to conclusions before all the facts became apparent.” Rose reclaimed her tight grip on Mary’s wrists. “Even if he were a warlock,” she whispered the word, “you will immediately stop calling him that. Do you understand?”

Her phrasing, uncannily mimicking the villain’s – Do you understand? – started a quake deep inside Mary that she couldn’t suppress. Suddenly, she was as frightened by Rose as much as by her assailant.

No, she wanted to scream. I do not understand!

“Now, did this man say what he wanted?”

Mary nodded, once. “He spoke about the letter Marcus received this morning.”

She pulled free again, this time without dispute. Her trust in Rose was subjected to intense agitation. This wasn’t the friend she had hoped would one day marry her brother. Who are you, Rose Terrell?

She then continued in a soft, wary voice. “I was coming to tell you about the news when the warl...that man accosted me.”

Rose nodded in approval of the self-correction. “Tell me now.”

“Marcus has received an artistic commission from the Prince Regent.” Saying that aloud brought back the joy of the morning. She lifted her chin defiantly. She might be forced to watch her speech in public, but she refused to lie to herself.

“I see,” Rose said in a cautious tone. “What is the commission for?”

“Marcus is to do a historical sketch, about some extraordinary event that took place in Switzerland in the mid-fourteen hundreds. He is to research the specifics and do a large mural. It’s to be displayed on a wall of the new exotic palace His Highness is designing for Brighton.”

With each word Mary spoke, Rose’s face paled.

“How unfortunate,” Rose murmured and looked away. She scanned the horizon, obviously deep in thought.

Mary’s suspicions about Rose blossomed. She had known Rose most of her life but her friend rarely spoke of family or other friends. Yet, Rose had a group of females she met with regularly, every month in fact. Though Mary had opened her home to Rose, she had never been invited to one of these regular get-togethers. She often thought the omission odd and had been a little hurt that Rose didn’t consider her as close a friend as Mary held her. Now a more sinister reason for the lack of invite peppered her thoughts.

Village gossip said witches congregated in covens.

Mary’s wayward heart set to hammering in alarm. Could the possible presence of warlocks – she glanced obliquely at Rose – and witches in Maidford, be connected? Was she seeing a true picture or weaving an imaginary one?

Seeking truth runs in our family, her father often joked to friends. I, through my scientific studies, Marcus through his detailed paintings, and, my lovely Mary in her obsessive questioning to ensure only the most accurate details of events are recorded in her writings.

A tear budded at the memory of her late father. She missed him dearly and, at this moment, sorely longed for his advice. As if to answer her need, she recalled one of his oft-repeated quips. Questions, Mary, are the pathway to discovery.

“What is the matter, Rose?” she whispered, wondering if she was ready to hear her friend’s reply

“What did this man say about the regent’s commission?”

Mary blinked and wiped away her tears. “That Marcus was to refuse it.”

“Wise counsel.” Rose finally held Mary’s gaze. 

Was that pleading in her friend’s eyes? For what? Understanding? Support? Mary would help her in any way she could. All Rose had to do was tell her the truth.

“You should speak with Marcus, my dear.” Rose backed away. “Tell him exactly what this man said. Seems to me, he’s made a simple enough request.”

With those damning words, Rose left Mary standing on the pathway, struck mute and staring after her friend as if she had once again been transformed into a statue.

Turning, Mary picked up her skirts and raced for home. She ran through the front door and into an empty entryway. No footman at his post, no maids sweeping floors or dusting tables. The library, parlor and dining room were likewise bare of life and activity. 

She sped upstairs and burst into her brother’s workroom. “Marcus!”

Light flooded through southeastern windows painting the space in an unfamiliar aspect. Nothing blocked those unrelenting rays, not an easel, palette, paintbrush or paint-box tray with its rainbow of bottles. She laid a steadying hand on the worktable’s bare, wooden surface. Not even a sketchbook. Stripped of her brother’s imprint, the studio felt deserted.

Shocking reality registered. I’m too late. 

Her pulse pounding in denial, she ran to his bedroom. A maid, Joan, tucked under the sheets of his bed.

“Where’s Marcus?” she asked.

“Gone, my lady.” Joan brought over a piece of paper from the side table. “He left you this.”

With a sinking spirit, Mary guessed what it was likely to say. Her hand shook as she took the missive. 

“There was a whirlwind of packing, miss, and then he rushed out with just his valet for company.”

The letter was sealed and stamped. Why such secrecy?

Joan watched her with avid curiosity. 

“That’ll be all,” she said.

Once the maid left, Mary broke the wax, opened the pages and was shocked at the line after line of text, on both sides of the page.

Marcus’s normal mode of communication, especially when he was busy and didn’t wish to be disturbed, was to send drawings of whatever he wanted – a sketch of rolled scrolls tacked to his studio door meant he had run short of paper. A scrawl of a plate with chicken legs sent down the dumbwaiter indicated he was hungry. 

Her favorite had been the drawing of the sun shining through windows left on the hall table beside drawn curtains. It had taken her and the servants days to discern that he wanted his windows cleaned.

Now he had penned two pages with nary a sketch in sight. She was glad he understood that his sister would have found a sketch of a hand waving goodbye wholly inadequate.

Dearest Mary, 

I’m off to Switzerland!

As if he had spoken the words, the thrill in his voice resounded around the abandoned room. 

Her heart thumped with alarm. Letter in hand, she chased after the maid. She must stop him.

She caught up to Joan halfway down the stairs. “Send for the carriage. I have to follow Marcus.” 

“My lady, the carriage is on its way to Dover with the master and his belongings.”

“Then find me other transport.” She continued downstairs with Joan at her heels.

“You could take the dog cart or we could borrow a neighbor’s conveyance.”

Their closest neighbor was Rose. Mary halted at the bottom of the stairs, and Joan stumbled into her back. 

Apologizing profusely, the girl walked around her. “The master and his valet took the fastest horses, my lady. I don’t see how you can catch him.” 

The air shimmered and Mary sat hard on the steps, afraid she would fall. She had barely recovered from losing her father; she couldn’t survive losing Marcus, too.

Joan knelt before her and pointed to the letter Mary still carried. “The master said it was important you read this, my lady. That he had a favor to ask.”

The page trembled in Mary’s hold. She tried to focus on his scribbles. He had the most atrocious penmanship. Her eyes blurred making the letters run together. Impatiently, she wiped away the tears.

Dear sister, I sent you to Rose with only half the news so you would not divert me from my chosen path. This royal commission will require both our hands to complete it.

Mary, there are secrets in this world you are unaware of. Witches and warlocks do exist.

Her gaze flew to Joan’s. The girl still knelt before her, wide-eyed and curious.

“Anything I can do to help, my lady?”

Shaking her head, Mary continued reading.

Rose is a witch.

Mary gasped.

“My lady!”

“I am all right.” Mary’s entire body shook like leaves in a chill wind as she sat on the second to last step of the curved staircase looking at her brother’s letter. At the tail end of her astonishment, came relief, flooding her bloodstream like a shot of pure euphoria. I’m not going crazy. 

She needed privacy to finish reading. Unfortunately, her legs were in no condition to support another flight upstairs. 

She pointed to the door. “Joan, pray stand by there until the footman returns.” 

“Yes, my lady.”

Mary laid the letter on her lap and then used both hands to straighten the crinkles from the folds.

With trepidation, she continued to read.

When I first offered for Rose’s hand in marriage, she admitted what she was. My love for her remains unchanged. I beg you to not judge her harshly either. She is still the good friend to us she has ever been.

Since the recent events in Callington, rumors have abounded about witches and magic, even in our small village. With such talk comes unreasonable fear. Most everyone’s behavior is scrutinized and the whisper, witch, is heard on neighbors’ lips. Rose feels she may be suspected and thus draw the threat to me. So, she has refused my offer of marriage.

I must accept her refusal but I refuse to be silenced.

I approached the regent to confess my knowledge of Wyhcans (that is what their race is called) and to ask him to accept them into our society. It seemed a reasonable request, since they are already a firm part of our lives.

To my shock, I learned the monarchy has been aware of their existence for centuries. To my further astonishment (and delight), His Royal Highness admitted that his recent thoughts mirror mine. So, together we hatched the idea of a mural depicting the arrival of Wyhcans to Earth.

It would show our people what truly occurred on that momentous day in history, and that Wyhcans do not need to be feared. They are friendly newcomers whom we should welcome.

However, His Royal Highness insisted that until he receives acceptance from the witch and warlock contingents, as well as from the Church of England and his prime minister, he could not confirm the assignment.

Those approvals are now at hand!

I hope that with my mural, acceptance of these immigrants within our society will begin. Once it does, Rose is bound to withdraw all objections to my suit.

“Oh, Marcus.” Her brother, though two years her senior, could be such an innocent. In her eighteen years, Mary had been inundated with historical tales by her father and had devoured enough books on history to know human nature did not function in a linear fashion.

Just because some people accepted Wyhcans, did not mean all would. Just because some Wyhcans accepted their secret being made public, did not mean all would. Her encounter by the pond proved that. Already opposition grew. If anything, her brother had put himself in more peril than by marrying Rose. 

Mary returned to the letter.

I am off to the county of Waadt in Switzerland to the site of the Wyhcans’ first arrival on our world. 

World? 

Mary’s mind reeled. Had he written “world”? These people were not from an isolated continent or some unknown island? She’d heard about strange races of humans discovered in exotic places like Africa. She re-checked the previous line. 

World. 

Could her brother have meant the word metaphorically?
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Chapter 2
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​​

London, House of Lords, Parliament

William, the House of Lords’ ceremonial mace, awoke with a start and looked about the chamber in alarm. For how long had he nodded off? 

Beside him, Lord Eldon, the Lord High Chancellor of England, sat upright on the red woolsack seat, displaying not a shred of William’s exhaustion. Despite the red chamber being abuzz with endless, long-winded speeches, his lordship appeared alert, like a freshly plucked daisy.

Despite being made of a sturdy, silver rod, William felt like a day-old, wilted bloom. His ornamental crown felt ready to roll off despite the two tiny harps bracketing his head in place. Perhaps if the topic was more engaging than petitions against the Corn Law, he could muster some interest. Still, bad form to sleep while on duty. William took his duty to heart. His job was to guard this chamber and represent the sovereignty, especially when there was a warlock present.

He checked on said warlock. The young Welsh lord took up all his allotted legroom space and despite slumping in his seat, his head easily topped the men on either side of him. His eyes were in slits, as if this young lord, too, found staying awake a chore.

“Are they likely to break soon?” Wooly, the woolsack seat, asked. “I’m getting an indentation from Lord Eldon’s bottom that may never plump out.”

“Looks to be an all-nighter.” William’s attention drifted back to the Welsh newcomer. “Has Lord Flint spoken, yet? I’d hate to have missed that.”

“Not a word. Probably prefers riding to debating produce prices.”

“He shows a strong resemblance to his late father. Do you suppose he inherited his pater’s even temperament?”

“Heard the old warlock died in a duel with another of his kind. Hardly speaks of a calm disposition.”

“He never misbehaved while in my chamber,” William said with pride. “He respected that I carry the authority of the king and I appreciated him for his deference. Let’s hope his son was tutored likewise.”

“When the first warlock was invited to this chamber eons ago, the light shows were magnificent,” Wooly said. “I miss those days.”

“Speak for yourself. I’m the one who had to defend this chamber. The last battle almost shattered my frame, did topple my crown and shriveled several harp strings. It took an age to set me to rights. Every stained-glass pane in the upper reaches had to be replaced.”

“I remember.” Wooly released a wistful sigh. “You were amazing.”

Lord Flint stood. 

Though it had been two hundred years since the last flare-up with Wyhcan kind, William tensed, his fleur-de-lis quivering as he stood to attention.

Straightening his waistcoat, Flint then reclaimed his seat without a hint of aggression.

William released his protective stance and leaned against the woolsack with no one apparently aware that their ceremonial mace had stood ready to defend king and country.

“War may be in my makeup, Wooly, but I prefer peace. The quieter the better.”

“Sometimes, for the young, quiet equals dull,” Wooly said.

“Better dull than dead,” William replied.

* * *
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ONCE THE LAST GRUELING argument petered out, Hugh Renfrew Price, Earl of Flint, at one and twenty years of age, sped for the exit. He shut the door with a fervent snap and the action vastly lessened his boredom. He wished his next destination could be the mountains of Snowdon instead of the congested streets of Mayfair. Unfortunately, his wishes and duties often collided.

This late at night – it was after midnight – the building was deserted but for a few clerks who were running, literally, on late-night errands. Hugh, too, was ready to vacate this place in a hurry.

Since the Peers’ lobby to the west would be where the rest of the lords would go to discuss more intimately what they’d spent all day thrashing publicly, Hugh chose the corridor leading north instead. That should take him to the outside. Longer route perhaps, but he was less likely to be accosted along this way.

“My lord!” Timothy Benson, Flint’s new man of business waved from ten paces back, having incorrectly anticipated Hugh’s direction upon exiting this chamber.

Hugh didn’t slow his long-legged stride along this blessedly cool, relatively quiet, corridor. 

Benson could catch up. The Warlock Council had appointed him to serve Hugh. Therefore, Benson’s loyalty was still in question. With warlocks, trustworthiness was deuced hard to discern. As a result, long ago, Hugh devised an imaginary abacus to estimate which side a stranger fell into, friend or foe. His new employee’s fit on that mental abacus was currently under analysis.

As Hugh neared the public lobby, Benson drew level and matched his speed. “It’s begun, my lord.”

“What hasn’t begun?” Hugh asked with a sarcastic smile.

“Eliza’s acceptance of my proposal,” Benson replied, sharp as a whip. He’d been courting an independent-minded London witch since he and Hugh arrived in town. “However, I bring more grave news than my love life or lack thereof.” Benson looked around, as if to ensure no one overheard him, before continuing in a softer tone. “His Royal Highness has sent word to an artist in Northamptonshire to begin work on the mural.”

Hugh swore, all hints of his humor vanishing.

“What are we to do now, my lord?” Benson asked.

“The Warlock Council would never have agreed to this. As such, we must do everything in our power to stop the painting being completed. You realize this is the Coven Protectress’s fault? Where, for centuries warlocks and witches have existed in complete secrecy from the general populace, thanks to Merryn Pendraven...”

“Lady Braden, my lord,” Benson corrected.

“What?”

“She married the church guard who befriended her, which makes her Lady Braden.”

Hugh’s disapproval settled heavily on his face and he feared it might become embedded there. “Thanks to Lady Braden,” he continued, lips stinging at speaking the offensive words, “everyone seems aware of our existence. Humans may be able to forget the horror of the inquisition times, but our memory of mob terror and hapless humans mistakenly murdering each other is still fresh. Now the regent wants to display a painting of our arrival that began that slaughter? What a daft notion. It’s as imprudent as Lady Braden admitting to a Guard of the Green Cross who she was. I can’t believe the fool married her instead of imprisoning her in a dungeon. What kind of church guard is that?”

They entered the octagonal lobby directly below the central tower. Normally, this part of Westminster Abbey was crowded with political leeches hoping to pounce on members exiting either house, upper or lower. As Hugh hoped, the House of Lords’ extended, late-night session had decimated their ranks so this area was almost bare. Benson waved off one persistent hanger-on who looked to approach Hugh.

“You’ve been secluded in discussions or you would have heard the astonishing tale,” Benson said with relish. “The Archbishop of Canterbury, the head of the Church of England himself, performed their marriage ceremony not two days ago. They’d intended it to be a quiet service, but since Braden was an eligible peer, word of the loss of such a valuable specimen of bachelorhood spread fast among the Ton.” 

His employee’s eyes were lit with mischief and Hugh braced himself for a strike. “I suspect, despite being from Wales, your value in the matrimonial mart is now on the rise.”

There it was. “Enough!” he said, pausing directly below the large chandelier hanging from the vaulted ceiling. Hugh was in no mood for taunts. “The last thing on my mind is marriage, though my mother plagues me on the subject daily. I’ve kept my hearth hot with her pleading missives.”

Instead of sympathizing, Benson looked as if he were smothering a laugh.

In his friend-foe abacus, Hugh subtracted two lower beads worth one point each and mentally pushed them away from the central beam he’d nicknamed, friend Benson. 

Hugh continued toward the exit. 

“May I respectfully suggest that you not avoid your mother at every turn?” Benson said. “Then she would speak her peace and be done with this, forgoing her incessant letter writing.” Benson compounded his conversational folly by gently adding, “Her ladyship is aware that you, too, are required to do as your father did and marry to continue the family line.”

“Why must she be in such a rush to shackle her son to the same loveless fate she has endured?”

“If you will pardon my saying so, my lord, her ladyship has not been lonely. From what I hear, she never expected your father to eschew taking lovers either. She likely sees no downside to an arranged marriage.”

Taking lovers before marriage was a given. A man’s needs required satisfaction. After marriage? That hinted at a lifelong, lonely existence.

Envy pricked his chest as he glanced at Benson. At least his man of business had a chance at love. Though with a witch, that state would be short-lived. Witches rarely married warlocks, and when they did, they did not stay with them long.

“Witches!” he said, realizing it came out like a swear word. “They might be part of the Wyhcan race, Benson, but since the moment we landed on Earth, they’ve transformed into the bane of our existence.”

Benson neither agreed nor disagreed. It was useless to expect him to side with Hugh on the lack of witchly merits. Not when he was hopelessly in love with one. 

They were almost at the outside door so Hugh returned to the issue at hand. “This mural idea makes matters worse. It will transform a rumor into a crown-endorsed fact. Which, in turn, will stir up insecurities among superstitious humans. As if they don’t wallow enough in fears.”

“Worse than the corn issue, my lord?” Benson asked in a mock serious tone.

Hugh’s mouth twitched upward. That was one of the traits he liked about Benson, his ability to level Hugh’s ire. He mentally pushed a lower bead toward the central friend beam. “Arrange another private audience with the regent.”

“As you wish.” Benson hurried off on his errand. 

Hugh exited the building. The recent heavy rain had done a good job of cleaning the gutters and breaking up the ever-present coal smoke. The evening air was less dry and clogging and even the stench of refuse was bearable. Still, he missed the fresh air of Wales.

Even this late at night, the racket outside Westminster Abbey seemed as thunderous as inside the red chamber. Shouts of “Penny pies all hot,” and “Past one o'clock and a starlit night,” were, however, a vast improvement to the small-minded, avaricious, and often vitriolic, arguments about the price of wheat.

With a warm aromatic pie to excite his taste buds and quiet his gnawing hunger, Hugh hailed a cab to take him home.

Home.

He shrugged to dislodge the ill-fitting word from clinging to his weary shoulders. If he had a home anywhere, it would be in Wales, not in a townhouse in London occupied by his mother. He hadn’t known what home really meant since the day he was auctioned off at age seven to the highest bidding warlock who sought the privilege of mentoring a Wyhcan boy, while gaining power from the apprentice.

To his credit, Hugh’s father had made rare, obligatory visits with his son – ones that left the old man tongue-tied and Hugh heart-wrenched. His mother, perhaps the wisest of the three, once her son left home, she never left London.

Their recent maternal re-introduction, fourteen years after their parting, had been awkward. She seemed more frightened than enamored by his presence in her home. 

My home!

Oddly, when she could not leave him fast enough as a child, now she refused to depart the townhouse. Apparently, brick and mortar held more value than blood and bone.

On arrival at his residence, the butler presented Hugh with another missive from his mother. He opened it expecting to be annoyed and wasn’t disappointed. Her latest plea was for him to attend a soirée the next night that her good friends, the Cunningtons, were hosting. 

As if he couldn’t see through that obvious ploy. She wasn’t uncharacteristically angling for his company. The Cunningtons had three unmarried daughters, ranging from seventeen to twenty, all of whom thought he would make a perfectly suitable match despite his boorish country ways and his Welsh accent.

Spending an entire evening having his fortune and societal pull sized, boxed and ribboned held no allure. Crunching the note, he tossed it onto the silver tray before racing upstairs to his personal quarters.

The first rule Hugh instituted on claiming the south wing of the third floor was that no one – not a family member or a servant, or even a rat – was permitted to enter there without Hugh’s approval. It was his one sanctuary in London where he could be himself.

To ensure his orders were followed, he’d spelled the corridors, windows and doors to hinder unauthorized access. 

The first time his valet tried to enter Hugh’s bedchamber while his master was out, the man’s fingertips received a painful singe. He vociferously complained to the other staff that the rooms were rigged to attack. Ever since, Hugh had remained blissfully undisturbed. 

Upon entering his sitting room, Hugh was justly surprised to find a guest ensconced within.

Apparently unconcerned that in Britain his species was supposed to have been hunted out of existence over two centuries ago, a large grey wolf kept Hugh’s feline familiar company. Cedric, the Warlock Council Chief’s familiar, had a powerful neck, large muzzle and was easily ten times the size of Hugh’s cat. Atalie, however, held her ground without any sign of fear or subservience.

You permitted this invasion? he asked his familiar.

Council baggage, his slender black cat replied.

Hugh’s shoulders slumped. Was he about to receive a reprimand? Or another assignment?

Of the two jobs he’d thus far been saddled with, he’d failed at the first – the regent had successfully withstood Hugh’s eloquent persuasions to abandon the mural idea. As for the second – to dutifully attend all parliamentary sessions without complaint or dodging – it had led to his utter boredom. 

Whatever their new assignment, Hugh was unlikely to appreciate it. Entering his sitting room, he shook his cane. It snapped into its true form – a long wooden staff with a small metallic globe at its apex. Setting it against the hearth, he faced his unwelcome guest.

Rising, the wolf bowed, front right paw bent in the time-honored greeting of heralds.

Atalie, tail raised, sashayed over to rub against his boots. She left a trail of fur across Hugh’s pristine brown Hessians. Despite the smudge, warmth flooded him at her gentle greeting. 

Tenderly, he scratched behind her ear, but kept his sharp gaze trained on the wolf. “What troubles the Council?” 

“You are summoned.”

“Now?” Hugh’s pulse jerked. It must be serious for them to request a personal appearance. The Cunnington ball suddenly grew more palatable.

Cedric lay on his belly and extended his front paws. Where all five claws on each foot touched the carpet, light sparked. The flames met and then ran along either side of his foot in an outward curve until, touching end-for-end, a circle formed. The band of light on the floor then shot upward to touch the plain high ceiling and set to humming.

I come? Atalie sounded concerned.

Hugh, too, sensed trouble. He was not afraid of the Council, but neither did he trust them. Since he didn’t count Benson as ally yet, if he needed help, Atalie was his only support system. 

Stay. If he ran into trouble, he needed help on the outside.

* * *
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MAIDFORD

Mary turned her brother’s letter over.

The most astounding part of this secret, Mary, is that Wyhcans are from another planet. Megaliths were used to propel them across the celestial sphere to land on Earth. Is that not the most peculiar tale?

“Peculiar” did not do justice to the extraordinary concept.

I need to envision the stones and this scene, Mary. They’re still there, in Waadt. What I hope to find there, however, is only one part of the puzzle. I also need to learn what these ancient Wyhcans wore, what they looked like, what they found upon setting foot on our world, how they felt at that incredible moment of transit.

If I’m to paint a convincing image of this wondrous event, I need information and I said as much to His Royal Highness. The regent assures me the Wyhcans are amenable to sharing their story.

A lore keeper named Demelza Talon, a witch, is to be my contact. The regent expects the mural to be completed in less than a year. I do not have time to visit Switzerland, meet Mistress Talon, AND do the painting. I, therefore, require your assistance.

My dearest inquisitive sister, you are the perfect person to meet with Mistress Talon and extract every detail I need. Considering how much you love uncovering history, I knew you would not refuse me. I took the liberty of informing the regent the role you will play in this assignment.

Wyhcans are good people. Rose is but one example of their honorable nature. You will need a chaperone. Take Joan. The details of where the lore keeper can be located are at the end of this missive.

Had her brother confessed any of this to the maid? By the doorway, Joan looked curious but unaware of the enormity of what Marcus asked. Just like her impressionable brother to thrust his sister into an adventure alongside him.

The primary danger, however, lay with Marcus. He was the one the warlock had threatened. He was the one commissioned to paint this mural. Even were she to reach her impulsive brother, she was now certain she could not convince him to relinquish his quest. He was entirely committed to its successful conclusion. 

He was in love. 

She returned to his words, deeply troubled.

This is not merely a royal commission that will garner us prosperity and fame. We are embarking on a voyage to reveal a secret hidden for centuries – that humans are not alone in the universe. 

This could potentially overturn not only our religious beliefs but also all current scientific postulations. It will forever alter how people view themselves and their role in life. Perhaps even change how we view God. No, His creations.

Marcus was not so innocent after all. He understood the danger he stepped toward and did so with forethought and the conviction that truth must prevail above all else. 

The family cause. Nay, the family curse. 

The need to uncover mysteries had cost them their father in his never-ending pursuit of scientific discoveries. To the point where he was caught in a flash flood halfway across the world in a place called Nueva Guinea. He’d been searching for, of all things, a tiny, long-snouted frog.

Like father like son.

Like brother like sister.

Marcus knew her well. Instead of living vicariously through her father’s unusual work or her brother’s artistic pursuits, this would be a chance for Mary to shine.

Already the pull to do as Marcus pleaded crooned its siren’s song in her ears.

I will join you as soon as I’ve completed my part of the work in Waadt – I plan to sketch from various viewpoints so I can decide which is the best one to use for my painting. I also intend to speak with locals to hear their legends of what happened in their forest three hundred years ago.

After noting Mistress Talon’s directions, for caution’s sake, burn this letter.

Stay safe until my return, Mary.

I love you.

Tell Rose I love her and will return as soon as I may.

Marcus.

Stunned by the enormity of the assignment, Mary, deep in thought, remained seated on the second step of the long, curved staircase.

A rapid knock on the front door startled both her and Joan, who yelped before covering her mouth. 

Mary’s first thought was, the warlock. Had he followed her home? Danger ricocheted inside the entryway.

Before she could warn Joan to bolt it shut, the girl swung open the door and inquired who had come knocking.

Marcus’ letter clasped to her chest, Mary looked around frantically. Then she hid it in the only place within reach, under her bottom. She looked up in time to see Joan step aside and invite Rose inside.

Her friend was dressed for traveling, but instead of a portmanteau, she carried a broom. Remembering all the tall tales about witches flying in the night on broomsticks, Mary smothered a nervous giggle. Surely those couldn’t possibly be true?

Rose placed the broom by the door and came forward.

Though it put her at a height disadvantage and no doubt appeared rude, Mary remained seated to keep the letter concealed.

Her friend studied her and then sat beside her, hands neatly folded on her lap.

Joan looked from one to the other and the silence stretched.

“Leave us.” Mary nodded to the maid to let her know she would be fine.

The girl gave a hasty bob and raced away as if she’d been hoping for that reprieve.

“Marcus isn’t home,” Mary said.

“I heard.”

“How?” She glanced at Rose but at the knowing look in her friend’s gaze, she couldn’t hold the stare.

“He’s in danger, Mary,” Rose said.

Pins and needles stung the inside of Mary’s nose; a sure sign she was about to burst into tears. “I know. I don’t know what to do.”

“We must dissuade him from his purpose.”

“He’s already left for Switzerland.”

“Then we must follow him.”

“We?”

“I cannot leave you here alone, unguarded. Too risky after your encounter this morning.”

“Oh.”

Rose took her hand and gently squeezed her fingers. “You may no longer trust me, Mary, but I am still your friend. I always will be.”

Unable to hold back her emotions, Mary burst into tears and hugged Rose. At inhaling her familiar scent of rosemary and sage, all the good feelings Mary used to have for this wise, kind-hearted woman flooded back. Her dearest friend hugged her back as if she would always hold her safe.

Eventually, Mary pulled back and sniffed. Taking her handkerchief from under her sleeve, she wiped her face and blew her nose. 

“You’re a witch.” Mary said with certainty and prayed Rose would not lie anymore.

“Yes I am.”

“Can you fly on that broom?”

Rose’s lips twitched as if she was tempted to smile but she answered in a perfectly serious tone. “Yes, if I wish, but it isn’t meant for flying.”

“What is it for then?”

“It is my staff. It helps me direct energy.”

Mary raised her eyebrow and took a closer look at the broom. It was made of wood and bundled twigs. It looked nothing like a magical staff.

“It’s in disguise,” Rose said. “People would look askance if I walked around carrying a rod with a globe at its apex. On the other hand, humans, especially men, find it comforting to see a woman wielding a broom.”

Now Mary did laugh. “How ingenious. Are you really from Switzerland?”

A gentle flush stained Rose’s cheeks pink and she gazed at her hands. “That is where my ancestors arrived in this world. They came from a place called Wyhca. Our world was dying and we needed a new home. Through a combination of luck and the talent of an amazing warlock boy’s imagination, my people escaped certain death to arrive on Earth.”

Mary sucked in her breath and then released it in a whoosh. Her brother had written as much but hearing it from Rose, in such detail, made it real. “You look like one of us.”

“We have much in common.” Rose gave her a tentative smile that seemed to beg the question, May we remain friends?

The unvoiced query launched an agonizing ache in Mary’s chest, because the outcome of Rose’s question was complicated.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Snowdon, Wales 

Inside the Warlock Council chamber, Dewi, a sheep-familiar, positioned himself close to the tall, wooden barrier that separated familiars from their masters. 

Protocol insisted that familiars were forbidden from freely roaming during Council meetings. Wise practice since the meetings usually teemed with muttered calculations and machinations.

Inside as well as outside the pen, a pungent aroma of opposing pheromones scented the air, as prey mingled with predator.

Ofydd, a weasel, hurried to Dewi’s side. Although their masters detested each other, Ofydd and Dewi were best friends. Ofydd was able to squirm his way through the crowded pen using his short legs and long body to move around, under and sometimes climb over obstacles in his way. 

“News?” Dewi asked.

“Flint’s late and the master’s anxious he might balk.”

As a boy, Hugh Renfrew Price, gaining his title of Earl of Flint on his father’s death, had come to apprentice with Dewi’s master Robert Spencer. So, Dewi spoke with a confidence born of long acquaintance. “He’ll be here.”

“Having had a taste of human power, his lordship might have become averse to following the Council’s bidding.”

“Warlock first, earl second. He knows his duty. Besides, this wasn’t a request.”

“No warlock likes his arm twisted.” Ofydd inched closer and spoke in the barest of whispers. “He may act amenable, but my master fears Flint is like his father, intractable.”

“Nonsense.” Dewi scoffed. He couldn’t help his glance sliding toward Ofydd
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