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It's Christmas Eve at Bell House...


Tacey has invited everyone over for dinner, so the place is packed with girls and gargoyles, when they receive a call from Sibyl, who's spending her Christmas with Jorunn, Freyja and a trio of hot Vikings who are about to receive their first Christmas gifts...until Astrid and Fenrir arrive. 


Meanwhile, Sean's waking Carline for a very special family reunion, and Ben gets the brilliant idea to call Sean's father and invite him over to join them.


Christmas dinner with a witch, a werewolf, the devil AND the Steel cousins' killer...what could go wrong?
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ONE


 


"This will be my last Christmas. I won't live to see the new year," Carline said.


Sean opened his mouth to argue, to utter some sweet lie that she might believe. 


One warning look was all it took to silence him. "I'm a witch, I know these things. I also know more about what will happen after than ordinary mortals. I want you to fetch the girls."


Sean swallowed. "When these are our final days together? I'll send the neighbour's boy with the cart. I don't want to miss a moment that I might spend with you. More memories to cherish when –"


"Enough. It has to be you. They will listen to you, and you will make them come."


Carline might be an old woman on her deathbed, but she was still as strong-willed as the day they met. 


"Is that a command, mistress?"


That made her smile. "You bet your hellspawn arse it is. Get my girls, because I think I might have enough strength in me for one more spell. One that might just save us both from the fires that await."


Hope rose in his chest. If anyone could achieve the impossible, it was Carline. Sean bowed low. "I live only to serve you, mistress."


"Enough with the mistress nonsense. Surely in the fifty years we've been together, you'd have learned my name. Or remembered marrying me, so I'm not your mistress, I'm your wife."


Fifty-three of the happiest years of his life. Sean smiled. "I'll have them here by nightfall tomorrow."


 



 


 


TWO


 


Lily and Poppy liked their mother's last wishes as little as Sean did, but they came with him willingly, if only to argue Carline out of them.


"Mother, it's dark magic, only to be used on enemies, you said!" Poppy cried. 


"Please, Mother, consider the state of your soul. Use your remaining days to put your spiritual affairs in order, or heaven knows what might happen to you!" Lily begged. 


But Carline would not be moved. "My soul is too stained to wash clean in only a few days. Even a lifetime is not long enough, for all that I have tried. You see, before either of you or any of your brothers were born, I killed someone. Several men, actually, only to discover afterward that they were family. A kin slayer is damned for the death of one family member. For as many men as I killed...no. There is no hope for my soul to be sent anywhere but Hell after I die, and your father..." Carline raised her eyes to Sean and swallowed. "Your father has more blood on his hands than I do."


Very true, though not the reason Sean would shortly be heading south to Hell. 


"If we are successful, then you will save both me and your father from eternity in the fires of Hell," Carline continued. "It is the only way."


"But...Mother, your heart!" Poppy protested. 


Carline looked grim. "My heart is what will kill me in a matter of days. Better to tear it out than to allow it to fail me. If there is any damnation to be had for performing such a spell, I take it all upon myself, and declare you blameless. I have done everything for you girls, and for your brothers, and this is my final wish. Save us."


Lily burst into tears and raced outside, with Poppy hot on her heels. 


"You ask too much of them. If you only told them the truth about me, perhaps they might..." Sean began. 


Carline shook her head. "If they knew their father was a demon, they would never agree to do the spell. They must do it. If not for me, then for you. My only chance at redemption lies with my cousins, buried who knows where. If only William had told me before he died! I could have awoken them and restored everything to them. As it is...have you set everything in place so that they can reclaim what is theirs when they wake?"


Sean smiled. "Of course I have. Even if we both leave this earth in a matter of days, the solicitor who holds all our family's trusts will act on our behalf when the need arises. Be it a year or a decade or even a century from now." Best not to mention the solicitor was actually an angel, who had recognised him for what he was the moment he walked in the door, but as Sean had called in a favour from Mephistopheles herself to draft the contracts, the angel had not been able to question the legality of any of it, even as he glowered over doing business with a demon. "It is safe for them when they wake." If they did. For Carline had performed this very ritual several times, but she had never had the need to call any of her protectors to arms, for Sean had protected her far too well for that. 


"What if it doesn't work?" Carline whispered. 


Sean closed his eyes. "Then I will find you, wherever you are in Hell, and I will spirit you away to one of the levels that are almost pleasant, where I will visit you whenever I can."


"But you don't deserve it. I do, but you..."


"The son of Lucifer and Lilith will never be allowed into heaven, so Hell is my home. I have loved my time on earth as your husband, for I will fondly remember every moment, and I can honestly say that of all the masters and mistresses I have served over the millennia, you are and always will be my favourite. Hellspawn are not supposed to be capable of love, but if I were, I would love only you, for your soul is truly the only mate mine has ever known." Sean kissed her hands, then kissed her mouth. Though he did not want to believe it, he could not ignore the hint of death in her kiss. These were indeed Carline's final days, and while he had been many things to her over the decades – protector, lover, husband – he knew he was still hers to command. 


"You must make them perform the ritual. For me. For us," Carline insisted.


Lily and Poppy might be Carline's daughters, but they did not have half her strength, or a tenth of her power. They had never cast a spell in their lives, and while Sean knew this one required little magic, it did require the caster to believe it would work. Carline could have done it. Perhaps when they were grown, Lily or Poppy's daughters might be able to do it, but even together, Lily and Poppy would never make the spell work. Yet Carline had her heart set on this path, and there would be no dissuading her. 


"I will see that it is done," Sean promised. Even if he had to perform the ritual himself.


 



 


THREE


 


"Promise me you will protect our girls. That they will always have a home here at Bell Cottage. A place to live to pursue their own dreams. The boys will find their own way, as boys always do, for that is how the world works, but our girls...give them the freedom and support to choose their own destiny. Let that be my legacy," Carline said. "Please, protect the girls when I am gone."


Pain lined her eyes, weakening her grip, but she did not let go of his hand. 


Her time was coming soon. Perhaps even tonight. And she knew it. "I promise, Carline, I will protect them."


Even Lily and Poppy, though it would break his heart. 


"Dinner is ready," Lily announced. She carried the stewpot to the table, followed by Poppy with the bread. "Tomorrow, we will roast a chicken for dinner, along with the last of the potatoes. Mary promised to bring a fruitcake and a bottle of brandy after church so we will even have pudding."


Carline opened her mouth, likely to tell them that she would not live long enough to enjoy Christmas dinner, but Sean shook his head slightly, and she subsided. It was better to let the girls believe the lie. 


Carline ate sparingly, setting down her spoon before Sean was even halfway through his meal. She rose and said, "I believe I shall make some tea. Would anyone else like some?"


Poppy laughed. "It's far too hot a night for tea. Maybe on Christmas Eve in Scotland, it was cold enough for it, but never here in Perth!"


The others shook their heads, so Carline made her way to the kitchen alone. Sean heard her open the chest where her medicinal herbs were kept, and he knew they were out of time. 


He headed to the kitchen to help her carry the tea tray out to the veranda, where the first breath of sea breeze was finally making itself felt. He wondered what Carline would say if he told her that the fires of Hell were actually cooler than a West Australian Christmas. She likely wouldn't believe him, unless she felt those fires for herself. 


A fate he could not let her suffer. 


He poured her a cup of tea, pretending not to notice how wrong it smelled. Carline scrunched her nose up as she inhaled the steam, then smoothed her face into a look of unconcern as she drank. A woman less certain of her decision might have sipped the stuff slowly, but Carline did not hesitate to drain the cup dry, then ask for Sean to pour her another. 


She cradled the refilled cup in her shaking hands, now wrinkled instead of smooth, and fixed her gaze on first Poppy, then Lily. "I wish you happiness, girls, for you and yours, and in everything you do. Thank you for indulging an old woman in her dying wish."


This time it was Poppy whose tears fell first, but she did not run. Instead, she gathered up the dishes, all except for Carline's cup, and announced her intention to do the washing up. Lily, her own eyes shimmering with tears, offered to help. 


When the girls had both gone inside, Carline reached for Sean's hand again. "Everything you need for the ritual is in the box beside our bed. I've written out the instructions clearly in English, so there can be no mistakes. They will need your strength tonight."


"And they shall have it. As will you," Sean said. He kissed her fingers, one by one, before bringing her hand back to her cup. "Finish it. One cup merely dulls the pain, but a second will free you from it for long enough to let you sleep."


This cup she drank slowly, as though she was as reluctant to let go of this life as Sean himself. But death gave no quarter, not even to witches. One way or the other, this was their last night together. 


When the cup was empty, she set it on the table. "Now kiss me, like you used to do when I was only your mistress and nothing more."


"You have always been more, and whatever happens tonight, you always will be," Sean said, before he pressed his lips to hers. For a moment, it was as though fifty years had slipped away, and her desire was as strong as brandy, burning him with the most delicious heat.
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