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Part One 
Yule

[image: image]

When the Yule Log burns bright
Witches come out to play at night
But once the year has finally turned
Witches will drown, and witches will burn
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BLACK OBSIDIAN
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Seek and destroy, hunt and find
We will kill all their kind
They will beg and they will plead
As we drink their blood with mead

Protect us, Goddess, hear our cry
Cahors call out to the sky
Shelter us beneath thy arms
And help us to escape all harm

The Cathers Coven: London, December

The Coven was on the run.

Holly Cathers, her cousin, Amanda, and their friends were witches of the light trying to hide in the dark, in a land controlled by the Supreme Coven, war-locks who worshiped the horned god. As they trudged through the growing darkness Holly consulted her directions, frequently, desperately hoping they were nearing their destination and safety.

If there is any such thing as safety, she thought bitterly. A year and a half ago she had been a happy, normal teenager. In a horrible twist of fate her parents had been killed in an accident, the victims of a curse that all who loved a Cathers witch would die by drowning. She had gone to live with her estranged aunt and her twin cousins. It was then that all hell broke loose.

She had known for only a few short months of her true heritage as the latest in a long line of witches, a descendant of the ancient House of Cahors. Her family was involved in a centuries’ old feud with another witchly house, the Deveraux. Now Michael Deveraux was hunting her and hers. Still, they had had to come here, to London, the seat of the Supreme Coven, to find Holly’s missing cousin, Nicole.

After that first terrible year, in which Michael had killed Amanda and Nicole’s mother, Nicole had left, too freaked out by the magic and the death to stay in Seattle any longer. She had called once, months later, to warn them of danger and to tell them she was going to try to come home. She had never made it, kidnapped instead by the Supreme Coven.

The Coven kept on going, too tired to move at much more than a crawl. Holly’s nerves were frayed, worn down by months of endless fighting. The stress was taking its toll on her, and she was beginning to act in ways that would have once been abhorrent to her.

Now, as they raced to put themselves as far from danger as they could, the others moved at a distance from Holly, leaving her alone in the midst of the busy London afternoon. Just as passersby on the street instinctively avoided the cloaked witches, so the rest of the Coven instinctively avoided getting too close to her.

They’re afraid of me, Holly Cathers thought as she and the members of her coven hurried down Oxford Street. Afraid of my power, afraid I’ll lose my temper again.

They’re right to be afraid.

I’m not sure I can control myself anymore. Isabeau is stirring inside, and she’s driving me to disobey, and to go to Jer. Because her husband, Jean, can manifest in him, and she wants him …

… wants both to love him and to kill him, so she can rest… .

Bide your time, kinswoman. Let me do what I said I would.

Holly could almost hear Isabeau reply, Then help me do what I said I would: kill my only love, my only hate.

I must roam through time and space, earthbound, until he is truly dead… .

“No,” she whispered, then clamped her mouth shut and moved on. Isabeau, Holly’s ancestress, had died betraying her husband, Jean Deveraux, six centuries before.

And now she lives on in me, Holly thought bitterly. And Jean lives on through Jeraud Deveraux. The two won’t let us rest.

Isabeau and Jean had been married, pawns in a deadly game played by their families. It had been their destruction. Now Isabeau and Jean were both cursed to wander the world as spirits until they fulfilled the curse each had laid on the other … Isabeau, who had sworn to her mother, the fierce Queen Catherine, that she would kill Jean, was doomed to walk the world, earthbound, until she could fulfill her vow and kill her husband.

Jean had sworn vengeance on Isabeau herself, after she had betrayed his family to her mother. Thanks to her duplicity, every man, woman, and child of Deveraux blood had been put to the torch. Infants. Even their livestock had burned alive. Only Jean had escaped, and he had been horribly burned.

Now Jeraud Deveraux had been burned, just as Jean had been. By the woman he loved …

In each succeeding generation, Jean and Isabeau had attempted to possess members of their own families, through whom they would free themselves from love and hate, and sink into the earth for one last time … hopefully to find peace in the arms of angels, or in each other… .

Each generation had failed them.

In Holly’s time, she was Isabeau’s vessel, her unwilling host. Jeraud Deveraux, the son of her terrifying enemy, Michael, was the one Jean used. Passion and hatred boiled inside them both as Jean and Isabeau pursued each other through time and space, loving and hating, willing death, and forbidding it… .

Now Holly shook her head. Isabeau spoke to her more lately, calling to all that was cold and wild within her. It was getting harder to ignore her, harder to draw the line between them.

She glanced about, wondering how much farther she and her fellow covenates had to go. It was bitterly cold in London; granite-colored snow cascaded from skies the color of gravestones, and the bitter wind could freeze bones. Double-decker buses and old-fashioned black taxicabs slammed around overcrowded traffic circles; pedestrians slogged along, caught in a crush of steamy breath and bad tempers.

Overhead, seven falcons wheeled, minions of the Deveraux, searching for Holly and her coven. Holly had been the first to notice them, scrutinizing the birds perched on the lampposts outside Victoria Station, their beady, glaring eyes ticking as each passenger rushed by.

Back in Paris, the High Priestess of the Mother Coven had woven spells of invisibility around Holly’s coven to protect them from the Deveraux—from the entire Supreme Coven, for that matter. Having no desire to test those waters, Holly and the others had darted back into the train station and quickly boarded an Underground train for Essex Square, but somehow the birds were able to sense the presence of witches, and were trailing them.

Now their wings cast deadly silhouettes against the neon signs and streetlights that were winking on, although it was barely four in the afternoon. Winter days in London were short; the night reigned supreme. Camouflaged among the dark umbrellas, the birds swooped and searched, unnoticed by the mundane Londoners because the creatures were magical and only visible to those who walked in that world. So far, the creatures still could not locate their quarry.

Now the Coven hurried along. With Holly and Amanda were the remnants of their coven: Tommy Nagai, Amanda’s best friend; Silvana Beaufrere, a friend of Amanda’s since childhood; and a very reluctant Kari Hardwicke. Kari had been a member of Jer’s coven and Jer’s lover before Holly had come along.

Holly sighed as she looked at her. Kari had never forgiven her for leaving Jer behind in the school gymnasium as it was consumed by the Black Fire conjured by his father and brother. For months they had thought Jer dead and the members of his coven had joined with Holly and her friends. Now, all Jer’s coven were dead except for Kari, and she wanted out.

Kari had accompanied them to London only because the High Priestess of the Mother Coven had informed her that she would likely be killed or taken hostage by the Supreme Coven if she left the relative safety of their numbers. She wanted nothing more than to go back to Seattle and, like Nicole Anderson, forget that she had ever learned that magic and witch-ery were real forces in the world.

The new member of their party—if not officially of their coven—was Sasha Deveraux, Eli and Jer’s mother, and the estranged wife of Michael. The lovely red-haired, green-eyed woman had asked to come with them, her mission being to save her beloved son, Jer, and to turn him completely away from the worship of the Horned God and all the darkness that entailed … or so Sasha hoped.

And so Holly hoped too.

But Holly had promised the Mother Coven—and Nicole’s sister, Amanda—that they would save Nicole first. Once she had been rescued from the Supreme Coven— and how are we going to manage that? —then Holly was free to go after Jer.

I hope it’s a promise I can keep.

The Mother Coven had helped ward their passage to London; they had gone by train and then by ferry, Holly remembering all the while that the curse on her family was that those who loved them would die by drowning. For that reason, she had refused to take the Chunnel, the underground tunnel that transported travelers underneath the English Channel. In the end she hadn’t been sure that the ferry was any better. She spent the entire trip reliving the nightmare of the ferry attack in Seattle, when they had lost Eddie.

When I lost Eddie, she reminded herself. She was still haunted by his face and by the sure knowledge that he had died because she had chosen to save her cousin, Amanda, instead of him. It was a secret she had kept to herself. Along with so many others lately. She sighed, frustrated. Being a leader meant making the tough choices, the sacrifices. Hey, whatever helps me sleep at night, she thought bitterly. The truth was, she was beginning to scare even herself.

For the hundredth time she thought of the great battle waged on and over the Bay against Michael’s legions. She remembered the promise she had made her dead ancestress, the powerful Catherine. The promise that she would be worthy.

She shivered, but it had nothing to do with the biting cold. She wasn’t sure what she would have to do, how much more of her soul she would need to sacrifice to be worthy to carry Catherine’s mantle. Her visions of Catherine, from her daughter, Isabeau’s point of view, had been unbearably gruesome. She shook her head and glanced anxiously at the sky.

Focus; keep your mind on the task.

Holly glanced down at the slip of paper in her hand. It was the address of a Mother Covenate safe house, and the owner was putting herself at great risk by opening her doors to the Cathers coven. Again Holly noted the relative weakness of the Mother Coven as compared with the Supreme Coven—and as opposed to the violent and brilliant ghost army she herself had led into Elliott Bay to save Kialish and Silvana … though only Silvana had survived.

Cahors all, she thought, her heart beating fiercely. Wild and strong and fearless. They called me their queen … and Catherine said I was the one who could keep the family name alive… .

But I need Jer to do that. His magic combined with mine will give us the power to defeat the Supreme Coven. I feel that. I know that… .

Oui, ma belle, a voice whispered inside her head. Alors, go to him. Go now. Vite.

It was Isabeau.

Torn, Holly gestured to the others, indicating the fish and chips shop across the street. It was a landmark for them. They were supposed to turn right, then go through the second narrow alleyway. Their contact would be watching in the window for them.

Kari looked longingly at the shop—it had been hours since they had eaten—but Holly firmly shook her head. Creature comforts had to be denied until they were out of harm’s way … or at least off the streets.

The Coven obediently turned right, hanging back from Holly. Her face burned; she was ashamed and defensive, still remembering how she had nearly hurled a fireball at them in the Moon Temple, the most sacred ground of the Mother Coven. As it was, she had insulted Hecate, one of the most revered aspects of the Goddess—and the name of Nicole’s familiar, whom she had sacrificed for power.

They’re shocked at me for doing it … and yet, it’s up to me to make sure they survive the attacks from Michael Deveraux. I sacrificed a little part of my soul for them, and all they can think of is how horrible it was of me to drown the cat.

She put her hands in the pockets of her black wool coat and ducked her head, angrily pursing her lips. What’s the saying? Heavy hangs the head that wears the crown… .

Then Amanda hurried up to her and tugged at her coat sleeve. Holly glanced at her; her cousin was jabbing her finger upward, and her face was ashen.

The seven falcons had lined up on a second-story brick ledge on the opposite side of the street; they cocked their heads in the direction of the fugitive coven, their blue-black feathers shining in the street light. Catching the glow, their eyes gleamed; they clacked their beaks together softly, menacingly, and their claws jittered on the balcony as they edged along, matching the particular, quick rhythm of Holly’s footsteps.

Amanda stared at her as if to ask, What do we do?

Holly’s face prickled with fear; her heart thundered against her chest, and she clenched her gloved fists inside her pockets to keep from crying out.

Can they hear us?

Have they found us?

She didn’t know if she should avoid their gaze or study them to see what they might do next. It was then that she realized that the falcon in the middle—three stood on one side of it, and three on the other—was cast in an eerie green glow; it was also larger than the others. There was something about it that differentiated it from the others; it was the leader, and it was unearthly … unnatural. Could it be Fantasme, the spirit-familiar of House Deveraux, that had survived through the ages partly as symbol, partly as a real, living thing? It had been Fantasme that had saved Jer’s brother, Eli, from the Black Fire so many months ago.

The lead falcon screeched once, then swooped from the perch and began to fly across the street.

Holly whirled around to warn the others not to make a sound. Just in time, Tommy clamped his hand over Kari’s mouth, shaking his head vigorously. Kari’s eyes bulged; Tommy kept his hand over her mouth, and Holly waved both hands to tell her, No! Stop!

Then the whir of wings above her caught her attention. She looked up to see the falcons aiming themselves directly at them. Their claws were extended, their beaks clacking.

The falcons are attacking!

She thought of Barbara Davis-Chin, who had been attacked by a falcon after Holly’s parents’ funeral, and who still lay near death in a hospital in San Francisco. Little had Holly realized then that the falcons were minions of Michael Deveraux and his evil son, Eli. She had had no idea that a world of magic existed, and that she was one of the primary players in it.

Still mute, Holly signaled for everyone to run.

She didn’t look back at the group as she raced down the sidewalk, hoping the others kept up— expecting them to—and wondering if she should break the edict of the Mother Coven not to use magic on the London streets unless they were in mortal danger.

“Once you spellcast, they’ll know exactly where you are,” the High Priestess had warned Holly. “The only chance you have against them while you rescue Nicole is to remain hidden.”

And passive. And unarmed, Holly thought now. We’re in danger. Should I break the cloak of invisibility to fight?

The lead falcon moved its head in lockstep birdlike fashion, twisting right, left, and then it swooped back up into the lowering sky. The others swooped back up in formation, forming a V behind it, and then skyrocketed toward the moon.

Holly was so surprised that she stumbled over her own foot and fell to the ground. Her ankle throbbed as she dragged herself closer to the wall of the nearest building.

Sasha ran up to her and pointed a finger as if to cast a spell. Holly wildly shook her head, and Sasha immediately stopped, bending over and extending a hand toward Holly, a simple physical gesture to help her up. Holly gripped Sasha’s wrist and let her pull her to her feet. She hissed from the pain in her ankle.

They both looked up.

The shimmering lead bird seemed almost to disappear against the moon as the others became small, moving lines … and then they disappeared. Whether they had truly vanished to another place or continued to fly until they were no longer visible, Holly couldn’t tell.

They might come back.

Not willing to take any chances, she limped forward, gesturing with her hand that the others should do the same. She could hear their footfalls, heard one of them faltering and turned around to see Kari stop, looking panicked and confused. Tommy grabbed her hand and yanked her forward; she shook her head again and stayed rooted to the spot.

She’s freaking out.

Amanda glanced at Holly with something like exasperation, then ran back to Kari and took her other hand. Silvana made encouraging gestures while Tommy kept hold of her and, together, he and Amanda pulled her forward like a horse on a lead line.

Holly glared at Kari, but Sasha gave her a little tap as if to say, Ease up on her. Then she slung Holly’s arm over her shoulder and helped her forward.

On their side of the street, about a hundred feet away, a door opened.

A man peered around it, saw them, and raised his hand.

Sasha and Holly looked at each other. Holly mouthed, A guy?

They had expected a woman; the only man they had seen attached to the Mother Coven had been Tommy, in the temple for the ceremony to renew them after their battles with Michael Deveraux and the long flight in the Mother Coven’s private jet to Paris from Seattle.

The man was young, maybe Holly’s age, and he gestured to them to hurry. Sasha wordlessly propelled Holly along; Holly shut her eyes tightly against the pain, and glanced over her shoulder to make sure that the others were following close behind.

They were, and they had caught up with Holly and Sasha by the time the two reached the door.

The moment Holly stepped across the threshold, her ankle healed. She raised her brows in delighted surprise.

After everyone had entered the building, the man dipped a little bow and said to Holly, “Blessed be.” He added, “It’s safe to talk in here. The place is very heavily warded.”

“Thank you,” she said gratefully, skipping for the moment the traditional greeting of the Mother Coven. That was rude. It was immature of her, perhaps, but she was angry at the Coven for not providing them better protection for the journey. “And you,” she said, wheeling on Kari. “Don’t you ever put the rest of the coven in danger again.”

“Or what?” Kari demanded, her eyes flashing. “You’ll throw another fireball at me?”

“Hey.” Amanda stepped between them. Then she said to the man, “Blessed be,” enunciating each syllable as if to remind Holly how to say the words.

“Blessed be,” Silvana and Tommy added.

Silvana extended her hand. “I’m Silvana, and this is Tommy.”

“I’m Joel,” he said, shaking with her. Holly detected a bit of a Scots burr in his voice. “I’m a male witch.”

“As opposed to a warlock?” Holly filled in, a little perplexed.

“Aye,” he told her. “I worship the Goddess.”

There was a moment of silence in the Goddess’s honor.

“We were told to expect a woman,” Holly said. Then she realized they hadn’t been actually told whom to expect. Maybe she’d just assumed it would be a woman.

He frowned. “That’s odd. As you can see, I’m not one.”

Holly and her coven stared edgily at him. He held out his hands; in each palm was incised a moon, symbol of the goddess. Holly remained unconvinced.

“Is there some way you’re to contact the Mother Coven?” he asked. “You can check my credentials.”

As with magic use, Holly had been warned that trying to communicate with the Mother Coven would alert her enemies to her presence.

She looked coolly at Joel and said, “We’re staying, for the moment. But if you do anything I find the least bit suspicious, I’ll kill you. Fair warning?”

“Holly,” Kari protested, but Holly made no reply, only gazed levelly at Joel.

“Fair warning,” he said somberly. “I assure you, we’re both on the same side.”

“As long as it stays that way, we’ll be fine, then,” Holly retorted.

He inclined his head, and a small bit of the tension escaped from the room.

Holly looked around the room and realized it was a souvenir shop. English bone china tea services sat in the front window, and the shelves bulged with dolls dressed like Beefeaters and Royal Marines, and piles of scarves in tartans and plaids.

Maybe I can find something to take home, she thought wryly. Though I’d rather it was Michael Deveraux’s head.

She was a bit shocked to realize that she meant it.

“Please, take off your coats and make yourselves comfortable,” he urged as he flipped a CLOSED sign in the front window and pulled the drapes, obscuring the view from the street. “I’ll get some tea.”

They began to do as he asked while he bustled off through a curtained doorway, leaving the coven alone.

“That was so scary, with the birds,” Amanda said as she carried her coat to a coatrack beside the dark wood door. “I guess they couldn’t quite figure out where we were.”

“They were too close for comfort,” Silvana observed, shaking her cornrows to dust the snow from them.

“It’s not a good sign,” Sasha observed. “We’re supposed to be completely cloaked. The Supreme Coven must be working overtime to find us.”

“Oh, joy,” Tommy drawled.

“Please, come in,” Joel called through the curtain.

Holly went first, feeling apprehensive. She murmured half of a spell to conjure a fireball, then pushed the curtain away.

She stood in the sitting room of what had to be his living quarters. There was an overstuffed settee upholstered in fat cabbage roses, and a dark green lounger set at a right angle beside it. On a coffee table before the settee were a ring of runestones, a burning lavender candle, and a statue of the Goddess in her incarnation as the Blessed Virgin Mary.

A space heater hummed on the other side of the settee, and Holly moved instinctively to its warmth.

Gesturing eagerly, Joel said, “Please, sit down. The High Priestess told me to make you as comfortable as possible.”

He went into a small kitchen alcove. Silvana sidled over to Holly and said, “I have a good feeling about him. I’m not getting any bad vibes.”

Holly cocked her head. “I didn’t know you could read people.”

Silvana shrugged. “Not in any mystical way. Just intuition.”

Joel returned with cups of tea on an oval tray, and all the myriad things the British poured into their tea. Holly liked the richness of the heavy doses of sugar and cream.

“Can we do magic in here?” Tommy asked.

“Aye. Magic.” Joel smiled at him as he set the tray down on the coffee table. Then he blushed and looked away. Tommy grinned as he apparently realized he was being flirted with.

“I’ve got some cots for you too,” Joel said, “in my bedroom.” To Holly, he added, “You can have my bed, of course.”

“Royal treatment,” Kari muttered.

Holly didn’t react—she didn’t bother anymore. Kari’s resentment was very old and very boring. But Amanda, loyal to her core, snapped, “Shut up, Kari.”

“Let’s all stay calm,” Sasha suggested, holding out her hands. She had taken off her coat. It was hard to believe she was old enough to have two children, with her soft, almost girlish face and her thin body. She had that coltish appearance many girls had in their early teenage years. Holly also had trouble believing Sasha had actually been married to Michael Deveraux. She was so nice.

“We were attacked,” Holly said to Joel as she sat down on the settee. Her jeans were damp from the snow, and her boots were completely soaked through. “Did you see the falcons?”

“Aye.” His shy smile returned. “I did a spell, tried to keep you cloaked.”

“It worked,” Tommy told him as he sat beside Holly and accepted a cup of tea from Joel. “Thank you. For the tea, too.”

“Now what?” Holly asked. She was exhausted, but she was also totally wired. She lived in a constant state of tension; it was as if fleeing for her life was the only reality she had ever known, and being a girl back in San Francisco with a job at the horse stable and parents who fought a lot was some strange dream she had borrowed, for a time, from someone else.

I wonder if I’ll ever be able to relax again? And even if I weren’t in danger, would I remember what it’s like to not monitor every situation, looking over my shoulder, sleeping lightly and not for long?

Holly sipped her tea and wondered those things. From the expressions on the faces of the others, their thoughts were similar.

Amanda glanced up at her and through the steam of her tea murmured, “Blessed be, Holly.”

There’s nothing blessed about this situation, Holly thought angrily. But she gave her cousin what she wanted, which was a smile—which reached nowhere near Holly’s protected, frozen heart.

Nicole: London Headquarters, the Supreme Coven, December

The “honeymoon suite” at the headquarters of the Supreme Coven was decorated in nightmares.

Nicole sat with her back against a headboard carved with grotesque, misshapen human figures— imps—worshiping the Horned God, who had been carved in the center standing atop a pile of human skulls. Lovely. The hangings draped from the ebony canopy bed were bright crimson, sporting the leering face of Pan, forest god of lust.

At the sound of the opening door, she had bolted upright and pulled her knees to her chest, murmuring a warding spell. A gossamer rectangle of blue formed around the doorway.

James Moore, Nicole’s bridegroom, chuckled as he walked through the rectangle and made a casual gesture with his left hand. The rectangle popped like a soap balloon, and the remnants winked back into the void from which Nicole had summoned them.

“It’ll take more than that to keep me away from you,” he laughingly told her. “Just accept it, Nicki. Your magic is no match for ours. You might as well put yourself in thrall to me willingly, because on Yule, I’m going to force you into it if you’re not with me already.”

He had bleached his hair white, and was wearing black jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black leather jacket. His left ear was pierced, and a black loop of metal hung there.

“I don’t know why you want to bother,” she said sullenly.

His smile stretched across his face. “Because you’re hot.”

“You make me sick.”

He laughed. “No. I don’t.” He took off his jacket, dropped it carelessly to the floor, and walked toward the bed. “Do I, Mrs. Moore?”

I will not cry, Nicole admonished herself. I won’t do anything. I’ll just sit here… .

James approached her stealthily, jaguar to prey. She clenched her fists around her knees and clamped her mouth shut so that she wouldn’t scream.

“I know what you did to me,” he informed her as he reached down and pulled his T-shirt over his chest. “When we captured you, you put a glamour on me. I knew even then that you did it. It backfired, didn’t it, Nicki? You didn’t think I would actually marry you. You just thought I’d fall in love with you and free you.”

“Yes,” she hissed at him, breaking her promise to herself not to respond to him in any way. “I bewitched you. Or tried to. And now you’ve married me and you …you’re …” She trailed off helplessly. “Don’t you care at all that I don’t love you?”

He blinked his deep blue eyes. “No. Why should I? I’m a warlock. We don’t believe in love.” He chuckled low in his throat and added, “We do, however, believe in lust.”

Then he came to the bed, and Nicole willed herself away to another place… .

“Isabeau, ma vie, ma femme,” Jean whispered fiercely. “Comme je t’aime! Comme je t’adore!”

She lay beneath him in their marriage bed, on a mattress that was loaded to overflowing with fertility charms. Roses were strewn all over the chamber— roses in winter, forced to blossom by Deveraux magic.

As I am forced, she thought; but she was lying to herself. She was giving herself to him freely; nay, she wanted him, was taking him even as he took her—

I did not dream such passion existed, she thought, as in the candlelight, Jean’s eyes lit up with fire. His face was a study in ecstasy, and triumph. And he is the giver of it; he is the center of the fire that burns me… . I burn with him, I burn from him… .

And in Joel’s little London flat, Holly cried out and bolted upright. She was bathed in sweat, and her heart pounded.

From the doorway, Amanda flicked on the light and said, “Holly, what is it? What’s wrong?”

“Dream, that’s all,” Holly assured her as she brushed her dark ringlets away from her damp forehead. “Sorry. Go back to sleep.”

Amanda hesitated. “Are you sure? My God, you’re sopping wet.”

“I’m okay,” Holly insisted, her voice rising. “Go. It’s all right.”

“But—”

“Damn it, Amanda! Leave me alone!” Holly shouted.

I want to go back to sleep. So I can be with him again.

Stunned, Amanda stared at Holly as the other witch pointedly shut her eyes and turned on her side.

Something’s happened to her, Amanda thought. Ever since she sacrificed Hecate, she’s been so mean.

I’m scared. We all are. She’s supposed to be our leader, but I’m not sure where she’s taking us. Are we really going to try to rescue Nicole, or is Holly going to make us look for Jer instead?

Alas, Amanda could not see the future, and wasn’t sure that she would want to even if she could. Time alone would reveal Holly’s intentions. As Holly lay still, Amanda left the room and shut the door.

Headquarters of the Supreme Coven, London, 1676

Luc stood before the convened Council of Judgment as they peered down on him from a dais. It had been ten years since the Great Fire of London—as it was being called—begun by him and Giselle Cahors, as they had fought in public. Ten years that the Supreme Coven had waited for House Deveraux to provide the secret of the Black Fire in return for being restored to favor. The throne of skulls, once occupied by his family, groaned beneath the weight of Jonathan Moore, who still reigned as High Priest. The red and green of Deveraux, their coat of arms emblazoned with the fierce, proud visage of the Green Man, hung behind the throne, symbolizing their ownership of it. A hooded man stood beside the tasseled hanging with a torch, awaiting word to shame Luc by putting the flame to his family’s badge of honor.

Though Luc kept his head raised high, he was terrified. Not only his life, but his soul lay in peril. And for what? An ill-conceived altercation with the Cahors witch. He had been such a fool to attack her in broad daylight, with all of London watching.

It’s my hot Deveraux blood, he told himself. The sight of a Cahors is enough to send the most stalwart of us into a frenzy of rage. They nearly destroyed us, and we have vowed to obliterate every one of them from this land and all others. We have sworn blood oaths, father to son to son to son, that there shall be no place, anywhere, that they will find safety from us. That oath has bewitched us. We cannot stop ourselves from attacking when we see one of them.

Now he stood before the Judges. There were thirteen of them, all robed in the black gowns of their estate, heavy gold chains draping their shoulders and chest, their faces for the most part concealed by the hoods they wore. Each sat beside the other in a row of high-backed chairs with pentagrams carved into them. A long table fronted them, and at each place sat a bowl of salt, a goblet of wine, and a burning black tapir.

Behind them, a stained-glass window of the Great Horned God ate demons and humans shrieking for mercy. Flames danced behind him; and from his hollow mouth, a cascade of red splashed into a pool behind the massive ebony chairs in which sat the Judges.

Jonathan Moore smiled evilly down at him as Luc stood all alone facing his inquisitors. He knew very well that if the sentence for his misadventure had been solely Moore’s to pass, he would be a writhing tower of flame right now. Satan himself would be feasting on his soul.

But Moore’s was only one vote among several, and the Deveraux still had many friends. As House Deveraux rose and fell, so would their own fortunes.

“Luc Deveraux,” Moore intoned. The man’s smile faded, to be replaced by a scowl, and Luc’s heart thudded. It is good news, he thought. If it was the worst, he would deliver it to me with joy in his heart and a smile on his face.

Luc lifted his chin and stood with his legs apart, reminding himself that so long as he lived, he would be able to come back another day to restore the Deveraux to power. All that he need do is survive.

With a flourish, Moore unrolled a vellum scroll and began to read. “You fought in public, displaying the proof of the Black Arts to the eyes of ordinary men,” he began. “You brought disaster to London Town, endangering our revered landmark, this headquarters. And to add to your list of offenses, you let the Cahors witch get away.”

“That is all true,” Luc said boldly.

Moore looked over the top of the scroll. What he had to say next clearly displeased him.

“Ten years ago, we informed you that all would be forgiven you, if you would but give us the secret of the conjuring of the Black Fire, a secret your family has kept from this Brotherhood for too long.”

“We would willingly share such a secret, were we privy to it,” Luc proclaimed. He held out his hands, which were chained together. “Alas, we know it not.”

Several of the Judges looked at him askance, as if they didn’t believe him. He was supremely frustrated. Deveraux had died under torture because others had believed they still retained the secret of the Black Fire. They had been persecuted, courted, and abandoned. For centuries, the belief persisted that the Deveraux kept the secret, waiting for the proper moment to conjure the Black Fire. If only that were true, he thought.

“Since you are so recalcitrant,” Moore continued, “this is our sentence: that your family be exiled from this coven and from Europe for a period of one hundred years, at which time your House may reapply for Brotherhood. You are to have no contact with us for one hundred years. If during that time you find that you are able to conjure the Black Fire once again, you may contact us. Otherwise, we sever all relations with your House.”

He stared at them in disbelief. They are giving me my freedom? Allowing his family to work on counterplots without being held accountable to the Supreme Coven?

Luc almost laughed in their faces. He couldn’t believe their idiocy.

“Your family will be exiled to the Americas,” Moore continued, “for one hundred years. You are to stay there. If a Deveraux, or a Deveraux familiar, so much as places one foot in an ocean, we will annihilate your family.”

He held up a hand. “And your spirit-familiar, Fantasme, will remain here as hostage, until the one hundred years of exile have been completed. If we discover that you have attempted to leave your prison country, we will kill the bird and scatter its soul to the winds of time.”

As if to underscore this pronouncement, Moore clapped his hands. Two robed warlocks rested a thick pole across their shoulders; hanging from the pole was a spiked cage. In the cage, the proud bird was capped and hobbled, huddling miserably and clearly in pain.

“What have you done to him?” Luc demanded, taking a step forward.

“Think of him as your whipping boy,” Moore said, delighting in Luc’s distress. “If any in your family misbehave, Fantasme will pay for it with torture.”

Luc clamped his mouth shut. It would do no good to protest, or to ask for mercy on Fantasme’s behalf. Besides, Fantasme was a Deveraux. The bird would sooner die a slow, miserable death than hear a fellow Deveraux plead for anything, much less his life.

“Very well,” Luc said curtly, inclining his head with a regal air. “I accept the sentence of the court.”

Moore broke into a smile and gave a curt nod to the robed warlock who held the torch. The man set it to the Deveraux colors. The flames caught the fabric, raging across the face of the Green Man. The smoke reached Fantasme’s nostrils, and the bird tried to flap its wings and cry out. But it was tightly bound, and its mouth within the mask stayed silent.

The judges said in unison, “House Deveraux is banished. Woe unto the warlock who gives them succor, who befriends them, who aids them. House Deveraux is to us as dead.”

They each took a drink of wine from the goblets before them. Then, as they swallowed, they picked up the black tapirs, turned them upside down, and smashed the flickering wicks against the surface of the table.

The only light in the hall emanated from the flames destroying House Deveraux’s banner.

“Leave us,” Moore said to Luc. “Turn your back and run, for you have until the next moon to be gone from these shores. If we find you among us, we will destroy Fantasme, and then will hack you and all your fellows to pieces and feed them to the Hell Hounds. We will mount your heads on the traitor’s gate and we will give your souls to Satan.”

Luc turned. He needed no more encouragement to be gone.

His robes flapped around him as the others watched him in silence. His boots rang on the cold stones of the Great Hall. Smoke trailed after him, accompanied by the whoosh of the fire eating up his family’s colors.

By my honor, the Cahors shall pay for this, he thought. I will hunt them down and destroy them unceasingly.

And in time, we’ll take down House Moore as well.

This I vow, by my soul.

May Satan devour it if I fail.

Attend, Cahors: We are in an everlasting vendetta. May death come to any Deveraux who spares any one of you.
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Casting, seeking, we hunt our prey
By the light of blessed day
We curse the moon as it does rise
With all its subtle female ties

We worship the Goddess divine
Above us, the full moon is a sign
Peace to all, friends and kin
Who hold the Goddess deep within

The Cathers Coven: London

Sasha was worried. Holly was beginning to spin out of control again, as she had in the Moon Temple back in Paris. Holly was the most powerful witch alive, but Sasha feared she was too young to carry such an awesome responsibility. Powerful as she was, though, she would still be no match for the Supreme Coven.

Joel came to sit by her side so silently, so stealthily, that she almost did not hear him. She opened her eyes and saw the concern on his face. “Well, what do you think of our little coven?”

“Most of them are... broken,” he said, his tongue lingering on the last word.

She nodded agreement. “Holly lost her best friend and her parents, discovered she was a witch, and became head of her own coven all within a year. During that time she’s been constantly battling Michael Deveraux. Now we have the whole Supreme Coven on our heels.”

He raised his brows. “That’s too large a burden for anybody to carry alone.”

“Holly’s not alone,” Amanda said defensively from the doorway.

Joel inclined his head, inviting her to join them. “No, she’s not, but that’s how she feels.”

Amanda moved toward them, arms crossed over her chest. She looked angry, but more than that, she looked frightened. Joel and Sasha moved apart so that she could sit between them. She hesitated only a moment before collapsing onto the sofa.

“She scares me,” she whispered so low, Sasha had to strain to hear her. “She just really let me have it. I got freaked out. I thought, what if I piss her off too much?”

She began to cry softly, and Sasha pulled her close, whispering words of healing over her. Joel joined in, his gentle brogue washing over them. Sasha could feel all Amanda’s grief for the loss of her mother, her fear for her father and her sister, and her sense of responsibility for Holly and Holly’s actions.

Slowly Amanda stopped crying and sat up. “What did you do to me?” she muttered. “I feel great.”

“Joel’s a healer,” Sasha said, smiling at the male witch.

“It’s second nature for most Druids.”

“Druids?” Amanda asked.

“Aye. I’m descended from Celts. Druids draw power from the earth and try to find harmony and balance within it and mirror it within themselves.”

“And you worship the Goddess?” Amanda asked, starting to sound sleepy.

He nodded. “It’s a small step from Mother Earth to Goddess. In fact, many would argue that it’s not a step at all.”

Amanda nodded. “Thank you. For everything you’re doing for us, and me.” Her words were starting to slur, and her eyes began blinking shut.

He shrugged. “I do only what I can.”

Sasha locked eyes with Joel. “Feeling up to doing some more?”

He nodded.

A gentle snore emanated from Amanda. The girl had fallen asleep, her chin on her chest. Sasha and Joel stood and carefully moved her so she was lying down on the sofa.

Together they moved silently to the other room. They moved first to Silvana and moved their hands through the air above the girl’s body. Sasha could feel her anxiety, her concern for her mother, who was back in the States protecting the shaman, Dan Carter, and Amanda’s father, Richard. They spoke words of calming and strength over her and prayed to the Goddess to protect those left behind.

Next they moved to Tommy. Like Amanda, he was afraid of Holly. His concern, though, was primarily for Amanda, afraid that she might get hurt. His fear for her was matched only by his love for her. They murmured words of strength and peace over him that he might be a rock for her.

When they passed their hands over Kari, her terror was nearly enough to make Sasha scream. She glanced at Joel’s face and saw the horror that Kari felt mirrored there. They worked for several minutes, trying to purge her mind and soul and body of the crippling fear. Sasha knew that if they couldn’t, sooner or later Kari’s inability to take action would get her killed.

They straightened and stared at each other for a long moment as they each took deep, cleansing breaths. Then as one they turned toward the bed where Holly lay.

Only, Holly was sitting up staring straight at them. She smiled slowly, and the sight sent a chill down Sasha’s spine.

“Please, no,” Holly told them in a reasonable voice. “Thanks for helping them and thanks for helping my ankle. But I don’t want you in my mind. That’s private.”

Sasha debated about arguing with her for only the briefest moment. She could feel the rage flowing off of Holly. The girl barely had it under control, and it would do none of them any good to push her. Sasha locked eyes with Holly for one brief moment. In time we will continue this discussion, the older witch thought.

Holly gave Sasha the briefest of nods to acknowledge that she understood her message.

We will never continue the discussion, Holly thought as she plumped up her pillow. She had scented it with lavender, to combat sadness, and rosemary, for remembrance. What’s in my heart is private. And I’m getting tired of Sasha trying to second-guess my every move. I said we’d rescue Nicole first, and we will.

But if it were up to me … how could I choose between my cousin and the power of a love that goes beyond me and Jer?

Stonily she closed her eyes. The daytime world would remind her that Nicole was family, blood. Jer was an outsider in more ways than one. He was from another magical House; his brother and father were bent on killing Holly and anyone she met on her path. Of all the time she had known him, she had physically been around him only a few days at most.

But if it were up to me …

She was drifting now, as rosy mists washed over her eyelids. Her body gently unwound from all the trials, cares, and worries. She heard the lap of calm seas against wood, a warm, soft sound like a kitten savoring cream. The sky was fresh and clear, the waters smooth and still. She was drifting, yet her little boat glided steadily for the island.

The sun glinted off the battlements of an ancient castle; wild roses enclosed it, hands to heart, nature’s velvety red Claddagh rings. Each arched window was a stained-glass letter, rippling in the sun as the boat moved closer. They spelled R-E-S-C-U-E.

She was not afraid. It was going to be easy.

The island grew as she sailed to it; the shoreline was welcoming, a carpet of moss and ferns greeting the hull as her wooden boat touched land. As she stood, she looked down and saw that she was gowned in Cahors black and silver, lacy long sleeves touching the hem of her straight skirt. There was a circlet around her black curly hair, and earrings that cascaded to her shoulders. A matching belt of silver hung low over her hips.

The boat was upholstered in black velvet; the oarlocks were silver. As she stepped out of the boat, a small figurehead at the bow lifted one hand and saluted her. It was a Greek warrior woman, her helmet pushed back to reveal a serene smile of confidence and pride.

Even in ancient Greece, my line had power, Holly thought. Our blood has ennobled women for centuries.

With that knowledge came more certainty that she was going to rescue her one true love.

Her slippered foot touched soft fern, and then …

… she was walking through the gentle forest; birdsong greeted her as she entered a glade washed with sunshine. In the center, an enormous oak rose to the heavens, its lush branches providing a canopy for the man who lounged beneath it.

It was Jer, with his dark hair curling around his ears, and his dark, Deveraux eyes. He was crowned with ivy, and he lay on a bed of oak leaves. His face was angular and slightly weathered, and he was more muscular than she remembered.

He’s older. He’s matured.

When he caught sight of her, his face lit up. His dark eyes gleamed hungrily, and he rose from the nest of leaves. His head was held proudly, his bearing noble, graceful.

Then he spread his wings and flew to her.

She lifted her own, and they gave flight.

“Jer,” she murmured as they traveled to the moon, to the stars, to the heart of the sky. “Jeraud Deveraux, I am thine.”

“Mine, and none other,” he whispered. “Et nul autre.”

In the night, in the dark, Holly sighed and dreamed. In the hall, watching her, Sasha worried.

She’s going to turn against us someday, she thought, terribly troubled. Then she left her High Priestess to her dreams. That was all they were—dreams. There was no truth in them.

None at all.

The Coven of White Magic: London, December

Evil traveled best at night, and so José Luís’s coven raced to cover as much ground as they could by day.

Except, it’s not José Luís’s coven anymore, Philippe thought. It’s mine.

The Coven was made up of four male witches of French or Spanish heritage. The four worshiped the Goddess in their own unique way, blending it with the Catholicism practiced by their families. The most solemn of their number, Armand, had even studied for the priesthood before joining the Coven. Alonzo was older, the father figure and benefactor of the group. Pablo was a teenager, the younger brother of José Luís. José Luís’s death had left Philippe in charge.

The Coven had found Nicole Anderson, descendant of the Cahors witches, and had been trying to protect her from the evil that pursued her. They had failed and the warlocks who had captured Nicole had killed José Luís during their attack. Their coven leader had been their only casualty … if one could use the term only. Losing José Luís had been like losing a brother.

He was my best friend, my copain. And they killed him. They won’t get away with it.

The others grouped behind him, as if awaiting his order to move, to breathe. Astarte, the cat Nicole had adopted a few days before her capture, purred as she settled in Armand’s arms, kneading his forearm as she gazed intently at Philippe. She was clearly awaiting her orders as well.

They had driven their car to the outskirts of Paris and left it there, in case the Supreme Coven had cast finders’ spells on them. They had dumped their robes into the waters of the English Channel, and warded one another with protection spells as best they could.

At each juncture of their journey, they had turned to José Luís’s true little brother, Pablo, whose senses were most acute—and who could often read minds— for guidance on where to go next. It made sense that he would lead them to London, for the Supreme Coven had claimed that ancient city as their territory for centuries. After the Great Fire of London, the Mother Coven had retreated … and the citizens of London had paid, and paid dearly, for that act of cowardice— Jack the Ripper had been one consequence, and the many bombings perpetuated by the IRA had been another. Mad cow disease had run rampant courtesy of the Supreme Coven.

And now they have Nicole, Philippe thought angrily. Goddess, protect her from their savagery. Deliver them into our hands and let us free her.

“Anything?” he asked Pablo. José Luís’s strong Spanish features were evident in Pablo’s face as he raised his chin and closed his eyes, frowning in concentration. The others remained motionless, watching him, willing him to lead them to their enemies.

They stood at the traffic circle of Piccadilly Circus, a Virgin Megastore on their left, and a huge Grecian-style museum on their right. Directly before them, cars swirled around an obelisk topped by the statue of a war hero. Pablo had guided them here, sensing the strength of the Supreme Coven’s dark influence as his compass point. It had become very strong … but now had disappeared.

They hide well.

Just like they kill.

When Pablo said nothing, only exhaled and gazed down at the pavement, a collective sigh went up. They were getting tired, and nerves were fraying, and Philippe knew he had to do something to bolster their spirits, keep their confidence high and their focus strong.

Then Pablo murmured, “Momento. There’s someone …” He cocked his head as if listening to sounds Philippe could not detect. Then his eyes widened. “Una bruja,” he whispered, and pointed across the street.

At that very moment, a striking young woman half-turned, her glance brushing over the Coven as if by accident. Philippe caught his breath. Nicole!

Astarte’s tail flicked wildly as if she, too, recognized her mistress.

The woman’s hair tumbled wildly around her face, masses of ringlets and curls; she had very black eyebrows and intense eyes. She was thin, and wiry.

But she was not Nicole.

She was, however, of witchblood.

She appeared to realize that Philippe and the others were too.

Though the crowd surged around her, she remained rooted to the spot, her lips moving, making a discreet gesture with her left hand. She was casting a spell.

Then everything changed; the scene around Philippe stretched and slowed down; people walked past him in slow motion; voices dragged; even the light changed, becoming oddly diffuse and washing the scene with strange off-colors.

The witch glided toward them, although in some portion of his mind, Philippe realized that she was not moving. She was projecting her persona as a confrontation; her eyes crackled with energy. She raised her arms and asked in a strangely echoate voice, De quien eres?

Not, Who are you? but, Whose are you?

He responded to her, reaching into her mind: I am Nicole’s.

That shook her; her reflected image wobbled as if it were on TV and the reception was bad. Then the scene shifted again, and she was back in her place across the street, and he was staring at her.

He said to the others, “Bon, allons-nous,” his gaze fastened on her as she turned her head to the right, then gazed back at him and began to walk through the crowd. She was moving toward the nearest building, which was a fish and chips shop.

She looked back at him again.

“I feel it too,” Pablo murmured. “Ella es familia de Nicole.”

She’s part of Nicole’s family.

Then a shadow crossed above her head like a low-moving cloud. She stumbled backward, glancing up.

Above the noise and tumult of the street, the unmistakable war cry of a falcon jittered across the winter sky. Astarte yowled angrily and swiped with her paw at the air.

Philippe jerked his gaze to the clouds. Sure enough, three enormous falcons hovered there, the largest glaring down at the lone witch. She stood stock-still; the three looped, then tipped beak-first into the air currents and began to make for her.

“Non,” Philippe murmured, raising his right hand. A fireball appeared in it; he prepared to lob it, when the falcons swooped directly over the witch’s head, then swooped upward again. He extinguished the fireball. Apparently, they had not been able to see her.

Or else she is their friend.

The members of José Luís’s coven crossed themselves. Their Father Confessor, Alonzo, murmured, “The birds couldn’t see her.”

“Let’s go,” Philippe said, rushing toward her.

“It might be a trick. Falcons serve the House of Deveraux,” Armand commented. “Perhaps they are trying to draw us out of our cloak of invisibility.”

With one more glance his way, the witch darted between two buildings and was lost to Philippe’s view.

“Attends!” he cried. He stepped into the street; horns blared. A man on a bicycle slammed on his brakes and began swearing at him in Farsi.

Philippe circled his wrist, creating a bubble of safety around himself as he ran against the traffic. Cars jerked to a stop; the man on the bicycle slowed, then tipped over—just in time, the man steadied himself with his foot—and all the while, Philippe knew he was being foolish. While he and his coven brothers could hide themselves from detection, the effects of his spell were laid bare for all to see—including the watchful falcons, who now grouped as a trio and began to dive toward him.

Now I’ve done it, he thought. They were perhaps ten meters above him. He saw their flashing eyes, could magically hear the chatter of their beaks as they opened and closed them, watched the sun glint off their talons.

Then they swooped up and flew over him as they had done with the witch who so resembled Nicole. They wheeled back around, screeching with frustration, then doubled back in the opposite direction.

When his foot reached the curb of the other street, he saw a brief flash of blue light to his right, in a small alleyway. He ran toward it.

She was not there.

But a fresh lily lay against old stones, and as he picked it up he glanced left, right … and saw no witch.

As the others caught up to him, he examined the lily, and then he inhaled its scent. “She’s a friend,” he said aloud, holding out the flower, “and she’s in danger.”

Astarte stared at him with her big yellow eyes, and plaintively mewed.

Jer: Avalon, December

For the third time that day Jeraud Deveraux began counting the stones that made up the walls of his prison. He thought of his life before, at home in Seattle, where he had gone where he wanted, seen whom he desired, and done what he wished. My, how small my life has become.

He didn’t know how long he had been on the island. He hadn’t even seen more than his small portion of it, which consisted of a cell-like room with a tiny door opening onto a narrow path that led to a lone rock on a sheer cliff. Neither the six-foot path nor the cliff offered any hope of escape. He could not scale sheer rock.

Inside his cell there was only the one door, but he was the only one who used it. The others who came and went did so right through the wall, through some kind of porthole he had been unable to find or open. He had spent days searching for another way out of the room and days more searching the cliff for a means of escape. He had finally given up.

His time was better spent trying to heal his body and mind and gathering information from the girl who brought him food. He feared he wasn’t faring well with the healing part. His flesh was still mangled, and he feared he looked barely human. His mind hadn’t fared much better. Every night he dreamed of Holly, wanting her and hating her. He fought himself from calling to her until he was in a fever of torment and then the real agony began. Every night in his dreams he relived the night in the school gymnasium when his father and brother had summoned the Black Fire and Holly had left him to burn in it.

On the plus side he had managed to gather a considerable amount of information. He knew that he was being held prisoner on the mythic island of Avalon. He had also managed to learn that it was the home of Sir William, the leader of the Supreme Coven, and his son, James. He had almost pinpointed the location of the island, even, through a variety of means ranging from the astrological to the magical. If his stars were right, the island was located in the Celtic Sea between Ireland and Britain. If his stars were wrong, he could be on the dark side of the moon for all he knew.

The skin on the back of his neck started to crawl. It was an intensely uncomfortable reaction that he had come to associate with the members of House Moore.

Seconds later he heard footsteps approaching. He turned and stared straight at James and Eli as they materialized inside the room. He blinked hard. He had seen people appear inside the room and it still startled him. A light blue shimmered around them and then faded within a moment. It has to be a portal. It must be opened by magic. If that was true, though, then how did the servant who brought him his food make it through? He had tried to follow her out once but had found himself thrown backward half the length of the room. Maybe it was keyed to certain peoples’ auras. Maybe it was keyed to his.

He focused on the two people now occupying the room with him. James was the son and heir of Sir William, head of the Supreme Coven. Eli was Jer’s own brother, though it was hard to believe they shared anything in common, much less parents. James strode in as if he owned the place, which, technically, he did. Still, his swagger was decidedly more pronounced. Eli slunk forward like a cur at his side.

On his left ring finger James sported a ring. It was a band of gold wrapped around a huge bloodstone. It glistened darkly against his skin. A smile spread across James’s face as he saw Jer eyeing it.

“Sorry you missed my wedding yesterday,” James mocked. “It was a splendid affair. The rites were observed, the wine flowed, and the bride was mute.” He chuckled. “I believe you know her—she’s from Seattle, after all. A pretty little Cahors witch.”

Jer’s stomach twisted in knots. Holly! What had happened to her? He was so busy fighting a sudden feeling of nausea that he almost missed James’s next words.

“’Course, it’s Moore now. Nicole Moore.”

Jer’s heart leaped. It wasn’t Holly! He breathed a prayer to whatever entity would listen to keep her safe and then another one for her poor cousin now wed to James. “Why aren’t you with her now?” he asked.

“Let’s just say she’s recovering from last night,” James chuckled evilly.

Taking in a long scratch that ran from the bridge of his nose to his jaw and the way his left arm hung a little limply Jer wondered if James wasn’t the one recovering. “Congratulations,” Jer said sarcastically. “Now, leave me alone.”

“Sorry, little brother,” Eli finally spoke up. “Can’t do that. We’ve got work to do.”

Jer studied Eli quietly. His brother had dated Nicole for a long time. What does he think of James marrying her? Eli’s face was passive, inscrutable, and it struck Jer just how much more like their father Eli looked than last he had seen him. There was something in his eyes, though. A dangerous spark. James had better watch his back.

“What work?” he asked, fearing the answer.

“Black Fire,” James answered.

Jer forced himself not to recoil. He forced himself to sit absolutely still as though he had no knowledge, no experience, no deep terror of the fire. “Excuse me?”

James gestured as if to show the rising of flames. “Black Fire. You are going to help me conjure it.”

Jer laughed in disbelief. “I’m not going to help you do anything.”

“Oh, I think you will, if you want to live,” James drawled.

“Kill me, you’d be doing me a favor,” Jer retorted. It was a bluff. Not so long ago it wouldn’t have been, but as he had been growing stronger he had begun to hope again. Either that or it’s the dreams where Holly comes to me, he thought.

“I will, but not before I kill Holly before your eyes and Nicole’s sister, Amanda, as well.”

Jer licked what was left of his lips. He had sworn once, it seemed a thousand years ago, to protect them from his father. He had pledged himself to defending the helpless. Staring into James’s eyes, he did not doubt that the other could do as he threatened. Something in him gave way a little. “I don’t know anything about the fire,” he admitted. “Except that it burns.”

The House of Moore: Van Diemen’s Land (Australia), 1789

Sir Richard Moore, By the Grace of His Majesty George III, Royal Governor of Botany Bay, stared into the scrying stone that lay on the carved wooden desk before him. In ten days the British ship Destiny would arrive with a fresh cargo of convicts to work the lands. Among the one hundred plus men and women were convicted thieves, murderers, buggerers and, most important, six witches. Of course, they hadn’t been convicted of witchcraft. Thievery was the crime they had been accused of. But he knew they worshiped the Goddess and they were on their way.

Sir Richard curled his lip. Followers of the Mother Coven. They think to escape us and spread their filth here, among the dregs of society. But those of us who are loyal to the Supreme Coven are everywhere.

Even though at times it feels as though we had been exiled to Hell itself … as I am in this vast wasteland devoid of culture and refined company …

No matter. My House is in ascendance. My father sits upon the throne of skulls in London Town, and I, his eldest son, come to this forsaken land in search of new magics that will add to our armory in the days to come. For while it is true that the Deveraux have been exiled these 113 years for publicly battling during the Great Fire of London, they may come back one day with the secret of the Black Fire. And then the House of Moore will have to fight to retain our crown as High Priest.

I stand much to gain if I can learn new ways of inflicting harm in this vast wasteland.

But before I do, I will take care of the minor inconvenience that these witches present… .

He closed his eyes and concentrated. He pictured the ship in his mind’s eye. The seas were riding high, and the wind was kicking up. A storm was brewing and, with his knowledge of the Black Arts and his power, he helped it along.

Then he pushed against a seam in the ship’s hull. Slowly a crack began to form. First a drop of water eased its way through, and then a steady trickle. He opened his eyes. Within moments he knew that the trickle would turn to a flood.

He turned back to the scrying stone and watched until the ship had sunk. Every man, woman, and child drowned, and he watched them all, smiling.

When at last it was over he rose, pleased with himself. The papers on his desk relating to the running of the colony could wait. He had a meeting to attend.

The Cathers Coven: London, December

It was late afternoon, almost twenty-four hours since Holly and the others had entered Joel’s safe house. Now, seated again before Joel’s fire, Holly blinked and stirred from her reverie. She had had a vision: She had seen herself walking down the street near the fish and chips shop, encountering a tall man across the street, trying to communicate with him. There had been others with him. Then the Deveraux falcons had swooped down on them all, harrying them.

She didn’t know what it meant, but she had a sense that the wards of the souvenir shop had been penetrated. That, combined with the unease she felt in not having known Joel was a male witch—a Druid, whatever he called himself—prompted her decision to leave.

They left Joel’s home in the morning after having been given directions to another safe house in London, and a backup in another city should London become too dangerous. The city was Coventry. The irony was not overlooked by Holly, who was equally certain that it had not been overlooked by the Supreme Coven.

They twisted through endless streets until they had left Joel and his safe house far behind. A shadow brushed across Holly’s mind and she turned, expecting to see something behind them. There was nothing there. She changed course, and they began moving south. With each step she took the feeling of being followed lessened. They turned another corner and took another street, which slowly began to wind its way north.

The feeling intensified, and Holly stopped in her tracks. The others exchanged looks but spoke not a word. The sensation stayed at the same level of intensity. “Does anyone else feel that?”

Sasha nodded silently, but the others just looked at her with blank faces. Holly took a step forward and the tingling along her spine increased. She took a step backward, and it lessened. Another step back and it lessened even more.

“North, I think the Supreme Coven’s headquarters is north of here.”

Sasha nodded agreement.

Slowly the group started forward. A half dozen more steps and Amanda spoke. “I feel it now too.”

Another dozen steps and the others felt it as well.

Another dozen steps and all hell broke loose.
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Death and destruction spread our fame
Till all others tremble at the Deveraux name
We will rule them in the end
King and serf, foe and friend

And now we claim for our own
All the power that we’ve sown
Goddess answer us in our need
Cause our foes to scream and bleed

“Goddess, protect us!” Holly cried as directly above the Coven, about twenty feet in the air, immense, scaly demons dressed in ancient battle armor burst from round portals shimmering with blue. Their heads were horned, their eyes red, glowing slits, and their mouths glistened with multiple rows of fangs. Their bodies were the sickly color of a bruise, purple and blue-black.

They began to drop to the ground. It’s raining fiends, she thought, feeling an overwhelming urge to laugh hysterically. Then one of the demons landed mere feet from Holly, and the urge to laugh vanished. She leaped backward, stumbling and falling, yet she managed to release a fireball at the monster. It raised its taloned hand, grasped the fireball, and extinguished it, flinging the embers to the ground. With a roar, it advanced on Holly. Its fangs glistened with green saliva as it lumbered forward on thick, well-muscled legs. Reaching into its armor, it withdrew what looked to be the hilt of a sword. Then it raised the hilt into the air.

A black falcon shrieked as it burst from the portal. Between its clawed feet it carried a gleaming blade. With another cry, it released the blade, which whistled through the air like a bomb and then magically connected with the hilt.

As the demon swiped it at Holly, crackles of green magical energy trailed. The weapon sizzled and danced with magic, and as Holly launched another fireball, the sword sliced it into dancing shards of heat and light.

She conjured and flung more fireballs, feeling herself almost a machine, some kind of animated fighting automaton such as warring clans had possessed back in the Middle Ages. She wondered where everyone else was, aware only of chaos whirling all around her.

The demon sliced her projectiles apart with ease. Then it hacked at the air itself, and the gray, snowy sky seemed to shatter. Solid nickel-colored shards exploded outward, leaving a churning hole of fluorescent green about ten feet in diameter.

From the magical rent crawled more demons clambering over the broken pieces of sky, these much smaller and completely black, with deep, bloodred eyes and mouths that wrapped halfway around their snakelike heads. Seeing Holly, three of them leaped at her. She moved her hands and uttered an incantation, forming and sending a magical bolt of energy in their direction.

Her aim was true; she took out two of the three, and they exploded in a shower of body parts. The survivor sailed through the flying carnage and attacked her knee, clamping down hard with incisor-like teeth.

Holly screamed from the pain; it distracted her, but she managed to conjure another bolt. She flung it at the demon, and it disintegrated. She conjured more, sending them flying without aiming them, trying to wound the larger demon as it shambled toward her. The sword was no longer glowing, as if it had lost its magical charge, but the sharpness of the blade looked deadly.

“Goddess from the depths of night, banish them all from my sight,” she murmured. She looked up, expecting to see the demons vanish. Instead, the demons kept coming but her vision began to blur and fade. “No!” she sobbed, frustration overwhelming her. “Goddess, now restore my sight, and kill this beast with whom I fight.” Her vision was partially restored, but she was beginning to lose consciousness because of her injury. I’m the strongest witch alive, she thought, but I don’t know how to use my power to save myself.

Then the monster froze, threw up its hands, and roared in agony. Slowly it began to tip forward … directly on top of Holly. Her fingers twitched as she whispered, “Desino!” Her vision blurred again as gray splotches danced before her eyes. I’m losing it … Goddess, I demand protection!

The monster froze in mid-fall. With a twitch of her finger, Holly threw it to one side, where it collapsed in a heap on the ground. Behind it stood the tall, dark-haired man in her vision. She didn’t know if her magic or his had killed the demon.

“Look out,” Holly rasped as another demon rose up behind him.

He wheeled around and moved his hands in clockwise motions; the demon staggered backward, then came at him again. It stuck its hand into its armor and brought out a wicked-looking short sword, glowing and crackling with magic.

Holly launched a fireball at the sword, and the weapon burst into flame. Startled, the demon dropped it. Then it slashed at the space between it and the man, and Holly raised her hand to help him again.

But this time, more of the smaller demons pounced on her, pushing her onto her back. They began to bite… .

“Non, I will not die this day!” a voice shouted inside Holly’s head. It was Isabeau. Latin words mixed with French poured through Holly’s mind as her witchly ancestress conjured. The demons held her down, slashing at her with their teeth, gnawing on her… .

“Non!” Isabeau protested. “Live, girl!”

From somewhere deep within herself, Holly traveled to a place free of panic and pain. Everything around her was black and icy, but she herself was a light. It was as if her consciousness had been somehow crystallized, as if it were some kind of glowing entity. It flickered; then, as if ghostly lips had blown gently on it, it grew brighter.

“Speak words of magic. I will teach you. Ecoutes …” Isabeau urged her.

Holly listened carefully, but the words slipped away before she could make them out. They were like luminescent bubbles, each one bobbing away, then popping as she mentally reached out to grasp it. At first she was frustrated, and tried harder. Time passed; she grew languorous, realizing there was a kind of cold comfort in the black ice surrounding her. It was peaceful there, and there was no fear… .

“Non! You will not die!” Isabeau railed at her.

But I am dying, Holly thought. And it’s all right. It’s better than all this running, and being afraid… .

A man was running toward her, his arms outstretched. He wore a robe of green ivy and red holly. On his right arm rested a magnificent falcon, hooded and belled. In his left hand he held a warrior’s sword.
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