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The heat was building in her body. The witch
moaned softly past bared teeth unable to keep sensation at bay any
longer. Her fingers spread wide as the feeling built within her
core. She did not want to give him the satisfaction of a cry—no man
had ever been able to do that to her, least of all a magician. But
as the energy licked inside her, claiming all that she was, Deidre
could no longer contain herself. Her back arched taunt like a
sapling branch and she screamed—unable to care about pride
anymore.

The other witches watching from the grey
rooftop did not make any move to save their comrade, who danced to
at the whims of the electricity below in the courtyard. Snow fell
around them, their breaths staining the air, one of them in
particular gasped faster than the others.

Their youngest member Lucinda was the only
one who flinched away on Deidre’s howl. The machine had their
comrade now. The witch was held pinioned in the clasp of metal
fingers, while blue and purple electrical barbs tore into her.
Under such an assault, Deidre’s scant clothing and hair had caught
on fire. The smell of burning flesh reached the rooftop, compelling
the young witch to breathe only through her mouth.

No rooftop was empty, as mundane every day
folk not important enough to be in the courtyard still wanted to
see the spectacle. A few entrepreneurial nut-sellers had even
climbed up to service them. Below the crowd was considerably less
well feed yet definitely higher class. They had the better seats
yes, but they were also getting covered by thick soot and cinders.
Additionally their hair was wafting to fluctuations of the
electricity—it might have been comical in another situation.

The observers’ eyes were wide as they
clutched handkerchiefs to their faces; thanks to the unpredictable
wind they were alternately choking and grinning.

Lucinda’s stomach though turned, and she
wished she could at least loosen her corset. The clothes witches
wore to blend in with the rest of the populace were far more
constrictive than she was used to.

“Do not look away.” Margot’s fingers locked
suddenly around Lucinda’s chin, turning her back, forcing her to
watch the last struggles of the witch in the grip of the machine.
“This is what happens to the Coven when we are discovered—this is
the most important lesson you will ever learn.”

Behind her the others’ faces, faces she had
always known as kind and loving, were tight and pale. No mercy
resided there.

Lucinda swallowed hard on the bile in her
throat, her hands unconsciously clutching on the vial strung on a
simple cord of leather at her neck. Ceasing her struggles against
her Covenmate, she obediently looked down. It was almost over
anyway. Deidre’s mind, which they had all linked with, was now
unreachable; thankfully she had finally dropped into
unconsciousness. Death was only a few moments away.

The magicians standing nearest to the
execution were almost hidden by the smoke. Many were in fact
grinning at the light show their machine was producing, as if the
death of a woman was but an unremarkable byproduct of the whole
thing. The purple light of the electricity lit their face, but it
was not the only light on them; the flickering light of their
walking canes marked them out as well.

Those lights were much like the Coven’s own.
Lucinda glanced down at her flickering vial, more than two thirds
full of seething energy. She would need the Capture in a few days,
and woe betide any magician who came upon her when it was full
after today’s terrible lesson.

Margot’s bright green eyes did not miss her
expression. The old woman slapped the vial out of Lucinda’s grasp.
“And don’t you dare think of vengeance, you young fool!”

Finally, now that it was over there was some
pity in her Covenmates. Bella, next youngest to Lucinda, took a
step towards her and hugged her tight against her heaving bosom.
“We’ve all thought the same thing after this lesson, Margot,” she
said with a hiss.

Lucinda let out a ragged sob, finally feeling
able to let go her terror and shock. Then they were all around
her—once more the people she knew.

“Why?” She asked in between her struggling
breaths. “Why did we not go down there? We could have—”

Margot took her hands, much more softly than
she had taken her chin. “Think clearly, Lucy. A dozen magicians
around the machine—but is that all?”

No mistaking the challenge in her tone.
Lucinda, who had never revealed how she disliked her name being
shortened, wiped her tears out of her eyes, tucked her curls behind
one ear and straightened. A feather touch on the vial released just
enough energy to heighten her senses. Raising them only slightly
above the illusion that protected the women, she let her senses
flow out.

The enjoyment of the crowd made her stomach
churn, so she turned her attention to the Association magicians.
They were standing about congratulating each other, so there was
lots of backslapping and chortling. With a shudder, Lucinda let her
vision slip into the buildings around them, and immediately found
their compatriots. Indeed, there were two-dozen other magicians in
the surrounding buildings. They were not immediately obvious thanks
to the cantrips worked into the houses—but easy enough to spot if
they were suspected.

Her leader’s grin was bleak. “So now you
see—we would have all been dead. The Coven smashed.”

Lucinda nodded—taking her second lesson of
the day no more easily than the first.

“It is hard,” Bella whispered squeezing her
arm, “but the Association will think Deidre was a rogue witch. As
long as they think only that, then the Coven is safe.”

Even a magician could not crack open a
witch’s mind without destroying all that was within. Deidre
had—like them all—taken the ceremony to prevent such revelations.
Lucinda now understood fully the need for it.

Margot sighed, turning one last look down
into the courtyard. “Deidre was foolish but brave.” After appearing
so stern, now she was just a round old woman filled with sadness.
“We should get back—night is coming on.”

Lucinda pulled her cloak tighter about
her. The average citizen wouldn’t have noticed the faint
luminescence that surrounded every member of the Coven, but this
was the heart of Association territory. She had no wish to share
Deidre’s fate.

They had to get to the safety of the
School before night set in. It was the ultimate irony that everyone
associated witches with moonlight flights on broomsticks. No witch
had been able to Capture enough magic to allow flight for
generations, and the night was when their soft glow was the most
obvious.

They climbed down off the rooftop into the
bustle of the city beneath: merging and becoming one with the
crowd. As they had been taught, they drifted apart into groups of
two and three, so as not too draw to much attention; unaccompanied
women were not unheard of but large gatherings were another matter.
The streets were icy and most of the passersby were well wrapped
under thick wool coats and stylish hats. Albion was a fashionable
sort of city, particularly in this part closest to the Association.
Everyone wanted to live near to the perceived safety of the
magicians.

Lucinda’s lips twitched because it always
amused her that it was true of witches too. They reached the stern
but classically elegant house only six streets south of the
Association’s headquarters. The discrete letters on the small black
sign tied to the wrought iron fence said ‘Miss Althorpe’s Finishing
School’. And again Lucinda was amused; it was a finishing of sorts.
Arms linked, she and Bella went in.

Inside was warm and cozy despite the high
ceilings and sweeping staircase. It was as smart and urbane as the
rest of the houses on the tree-lined street, but somehow the
atmosphere was different. Lucinda took a long breath, letting go of
the ashy bitterness that she’d inhaled at today’s terrible lesson.
Untying her bonnet she handed it to Martha, the School’s sole
maid.

“Are you alright, Miss?” Martha’s sharp
eyes never missed a single detail when it came to her charges.
Countless witches had trained here, learnt their craft under her
care, and passed on. Deidre had been one of them.

Lucinda squeezed her hand. “I will be.”

She had no classes to teach today
certainly, she now realised, because Margot had known that her mind
would not be in a fit state for it. Instead, she climbed the curved
staircase, passing under the discrete fresco at the top of Athena,
and up onto the second floor.

The ballroom was silent.
Chippendale furniture remained vacant at the edges of polished
wooden floors under the amber light of a magnificent crystal
chandelier. As always Lucinda
marveled at the brazenness of Margot Althorpe—placing an instrument
of Capture right where students learnt to waltz and
reel.

Lucinda would not perform the Capture
today—it would seem too much like disrespect after what she had
witnessed. She heard Bella’s footsteps on the parquet floor behind
her, but did not turn—gazing instead out the window to the bustling
crowds out on the street. Most likely some of them had been at
today’s execution. It had been widely publicized.

“Why do they hate us?” She whispered,
though she’d studied history well enough and knew plenty of the
burnings and huntings that had occurred since the medieval times.
Death by electricity was a recent experiment from the
Association.

Bella’s head dropped against Lucinda’s neck
as she hugged her tight. “I know how they hate, little sister, and
what it brings—but I do not know why. None of us do.”

“I know there have been evil witches,”
Lucinda muttered, “but there have been evil magicians too. Why do
they not hunt down any of their own kind for the same
crimes?”

“I know it all seems so unfair when you are
young—”

Lucinda couldn’t help giving a little
laugh; Bella was only twenty to her eighteen. Turning she tickled
her friend, but as she still wore the corseted dress of a ‘proper
English woman’ rather than the Romanesque attire of the School, she
only elicited a couple of giggles.

It felt good to laugh—even after what they
had seen. Perhaps it was in fact a necessary part of the
experience. Impulsively she leaned forward and kissed Bella, soft
lips pressed to soft cheek. It had been such a terrible day that
Lucinda also unconsciously reached out with magic. The aroma of
nutmeg wafted around the two women; the smell of witchery. It was
Bella that pulled back. “I have a French class,” she chuckled. “If
the girls smell magic I will have a hard time explaining what I
have been up to?”

Lucinda took a reluctant step back so her
friend could escape. The day was drawing in. While Bella went
downstairs, she climbed the stairs to her room, tiny and clinging
to the roof, but all hers—one of the luxuries of being a teacher,
even a junior one. Exhausted by the day and it tide of emotions,
she fell asleep quickly.

The next day Lucinda taught her usual
music class to half a dozen girls, who were not yet ready for
Capture or the Coven. Her eyes kept drifting away from her charges
to the window—her mind unable to focus on the task at hand.
Yesterday had been a hard lesson—one that she would never
forget—but she was young. Today Lucinda was going to meet
Theo.

The class seemed to have no end, but
eventually the grandfather clock in the hallway chimed midday and
freedom. Lucinda was as eager to escape as her pupils, and
clattered up the stairs just as noisily as they did. In her room
she already had a dress laid out on her narrow bed.

It was a little difficult tying up her own
corset, but with so many women so busy, she’d learned to make do.
However her fingers seemed unable to stop shaking as she fastened
the rows of tiny shell buttons. Her vial she tucked carefully down
the neck of the dress, and it weight and warmth between her breasts
gave her reassurance. Smoothing the soft purple velvet over her
hips and down over her small bustle that hung from her waist, she
admired her reflection in the tarnished mirror by the window.
Despite the constrictions, she appreciated the corset’s effects; it
pulled her already slim figure in at all the right points. Twisting
in front of the mirror she was so deep in examining herself she did
not notice Margot standing in the doorway, her vial gleaming and
full in the half-light of the corridor.

The headmistress and leader of the Coven
smiled. “All this for one young man?” She asked with an arched
eyebrow.

Being a witch and used to the sensuous nature
of the world more than a mundane woman Lucinda shouldn’t have
blushed. It was ridiculous—yet she did. “Not merely any young man,”
she replied, picking up her hat with the curl of raven feathers on
it and carefully pinning it into the thickness of her braided hair.
“Theo is quite remarkable in every way.”

Margot sighed but her expression hardened
somewhat, an echo of the one she had worn the day before. “Remember
the rules dearest. You may love them, you may lie with them, but we
can never marry them.”

Lucinda felt indignation flare hot in the
back of her throat; she knew the rules. The Coven must always come
before everything and everyone. Theo was a good young man,
certainly good enough to be the father of her children. Witches had
to breed. However she would never reveal her true nature to him and
bring the Coven into danger.

Biting back a tart reply, she reminded
herself that Margot was only thinking of the safety of the Coven;
she probably told dozens of young witches the very same thing.
Instead she pecked the older woman on the cheek. “I’ll be careful,
but I doubt I will marry today. It is only a simple fair we’re
going to.”

Margot patted her on the cheek. “Go, have
fun,” she said simply.

Outside the day was bright if chilly, the
best sort of day that could be hoped for in mid February. Witches
kept all their festivals to Spring. The founding of the Association
had not conformed to any of those seasonal rationales. It gave
Lucinda a wicked delight to be courted by a handsome young man on
the magicians’ feast day, almost within spitting distance of their
headquarters. Tucking a hopefully unneeded umbrella under one arm,
she walked to the park with a smile on her face.

Theo was waiting for her near the iron gates,
and she took a moment to enjoy the sight of him before he had
spotted her among the streaming crowd. He was as always fashionably
dressed: neat frockcoat, well polished shoes with spats to protect
them from the mud, and a well turned-out hat. These were all things
that most women would have appreciated, and Lucinda did too but her
sharp witch-eyes also noted far more earthly details. The breadth
of his shoulders promised a fine muscled body beneath, a pair of
lips that she had yet to enjoy, and thick sandy hair that she
longed to have her fingers in among. Perhaps other women might have
noticed such things, but they would have had to put aside their
stirring desires. Not for the first time Lucinda was glad to be a
witch—despite the perils of it.

Theo’s hazel eyes finally picked her out, and
his smile of recognition sent a jolt of anticipation through her.
“Miss Black.” His voice was low and pleasant, tinged with the hint
of an accent that he had got from working for the last ten years in
the Americas. He had recently returned from there, and Lucinda was
sure this was the only reason he’d not been snapped up by some
other woman. She blessed her luck.

“Mr. Alerienth.” She inclined her head and
smiled warmly at him, feeling her heart running fast under her
corset. He took her gloved hand in his, which was similarly clothed
against the chill. His teeth flashed under his moustache in a way
that she interpreted as thoroughly wicked—at least she hoped it
was.

Men thought they had the upper hand, while
the fairer sex most especially witches let them believe that.
Unlike normal women her age, Lucinda was not shackled by the
constraints of her fertility—a witch was too much in tune with the
nature of things to allow a man to impregnate her without her
wishing it. This freed their kind to enjoy the pleasures of the
flesh as well as any man, perhaps better. Lucinda often wondered if
this was the real reason that witches were hunted with such vigor.
It would not do to have women running free through the
Commonwealth.

Therefore when she took Theo’s arm, feeling
the strength of it beneath the fine worsted wool, a stab of fire
pierced her core. Wicked thoughts began to dance in her mind.

Beyond the iron gates there were the usual
carnival attractions: fire breathers, strong men, coconut shies,
and hucksters of every shade. Everyone about was having a fine
time, while the air smelt of candy apples and roasting nuts.

“I bought you that Voltaire you said you
hadn’t read.” From inside his coat he produced a handsomely bound
volume.

Lucinda took it with a gasp of delight. “Mr.
Alerienth—you remembered. How thoughtful.” She wanted to lean
across and kiss him there but managed to restrain herself.

“Naturally.” He gestured over towards some
brightly painted tents, before whispering the rest to her. “I
always have taken the utmost interest in what you say.”

Warmth flooded her body as she followed him
over to the attraction. A small crowd had gathered to watch a dark
haired gentleman on a stage. Behind him a large banner proclaimed
him ‘Indian Rubber man’. Lucinda leaned forward entranced as the
performer twisted his legs over his arms, rotating his shoulders in
directions nature had never intended.

“How incredible.” Lucinda cast a speculative
glance at Theo’s form. “Do you think you could do the same?’

She was rewarded with a wince before he
realised she was joking. His gloved hand closed over hers. “I might
be able to manage it, but it would be the getting back that would
be the hard part.”

Laughing, they moved on before any more
natural laws could be bent. They stopped at the small open fire
pit, and he bought her a bag of warm chestnuts.

It was necessary to strip off her gloves so
they did not get covered in the delicious spices, but it was worth
the chill in her fingertips. Lucinda popped a nut into her mouth
and crunched it with relish, fully aware that the man at her side
could not take his eyes off her lips.

“If I had known,” Theo whispered to her in an
undertone, “that you eat as much as a man when first we met in the
library that day, I would have invited you to dinner
immediately.”

Lucinda glanced up at him, her blue eyes
gleaming with mischief. “I can also smoke as well as any man Mr.
Alerienth, but I thought it would be very forward of me to mention
it!”

He tipped his hat to her slightly. “Now, my
dear, you can be as forward as you like.”

She grinned back, feeling her breast actually
heave against the tightness of the corset. “I intend to be.”

Theo took off his gloves, his eyes never
leaving hers as he ordered his own bag of nuts. “Since you enjoyed
yours so much.”

And it was true. Lucinda had finished off her
own bag in short order. Mockingly she made a grab for his, wrapping
her hands about them and tugging. Skin met skin for the first
time.

They had met and chatted half a dozen times;
danced together, drank coffee together, and leant close together to
examine a rare first edition in a bookstore. What they had never
done was touched. This intimate gesture was frowned upon in higher
social circles and yet Lucinda was aware that Theo cared little for
such things—probably from his time spent in the Americas. So
accordingly she did not pull away, letting his fingers tighten on
hers. She smiled up at him, happy for an instant. The next she was
gasping in horror.

In the clear winter sunshine her luminescence
shouldn’t have shown, yet between them light did flare for a brief
second. However she didn’t react as she might have, because her
eyes were locked with Theo’s that were suddenly very green. A witch
should have seen—should have known—that he was a magician. A
magician should have known that she was a witch. Every wielder of
magic was taught that to touch another of the opposite facet of
magic was death. Magicians and witches; oil and water, fire and
ice.

Yet here were the two of them, transfixed,
holding one another’s hands. Two sets of breath blending into each
other as they stood stock still in the crowd. They should be
dead.

Lucinda’s mouth was dry as her vial burned
like flame between her breasts. Her mind raced. He had no walking
cane, no swirling sphere—her gaze snapped to his coat. Inside
something shimmered and danced, a cousin to the light concealed
under her own clothing. Lucinda had never known of a magician to
hide his sphere in such a manner. Theo’s expression was just as
confused, just as shocked.

Images of the horror she had seen only two
days before flashed in her head. Lucinda took first one and then
several shaking steps backward. Turning, she stumbled away, out of
the flow of the crowd. Where she was heading she could not have
said.

Theo caught up with her in the shade of one
of the tents, grasping her by the elbow. Lucinda spun around not
sure what he would do. Chill had replaced the sensual warmth of
only a few moments before.

His eyes were wide, and when he swallowed
hard Lucinda knew he was having the same difficulty she was. Every
witch had it drilled into them that the two magics were
combustible. Even when a magician tortured one of her kind they
kept their gloves on.

Was that what lay ahead for her? She should
have been frightened, she should have attacked him, but strangely
none of these actions made sense.

“Lucinda…” he dropped her arm swiftly and ran
out of words

“Mr. Alerienth?” She said, her voice as chill
as the winter’s day. “Perhaps I should give you your proper
Association title, Lord Alerienth? I’ve heard of you but I never
thought—” Lucinda stopped realizing her voice was rough with
emotion. She cleared her throat. “So do we kill each other
now?”

He ran his fingers through his hair before
answering, before replying. “If I must die, can I at least have my
last wish?”

She nodded, still uncertain what to say.

“I want you to know that I was born a
magician, just as you were born a witch. I never had a choice of
what I would be.” He paused and took her hand in his. “I have never
electrocuted a witch. I have never met one of the Coven—let alone
believed I would find myself falling in love with one.”

The tempo of her pulse picked up—not at the
first but at the second declaration. Theo’s eyes were now grey in
the shadow of the tent, holding hers steady. “Really?” she managed
through numb lips. “You’re in love?”

Theo laughed, a sound that cracked the
tension a little between them. “A woman I see first, second a
witch.” He leaned forward and whispered to her in a light tone,
“Did you cast a spell on me then?”

Lucinda found herself smiling at him
wickedly. “You know as well as I do the nature of my magic.”

“I think so.” The corner of his mouth lifted
and then those lips were on hers.

Sphere and vial flared so bright that there
were no shadows. His tongue ran along the line of her teeth. She
kissed him back just as hard, determined that if this was part of
his torture technique to give back as good as she got. What Lucinda
was unprepared for was the flood of emotions. This kiss was not
just felt on her mouth but throughout her body. This man should be
her enemy, but instead he was her beloved.

They clutched each other tight in the
half-dark, smothering the light of their talismans with the press
of their bodies against each other. People walked by a scant six
feet away perfectly unaware of something so private—but so
groundbreaking going on nearby.

Finally, they pulled apart, gasping, eyes
wide in the distant streetlight. Lucinda fished her vial out, just
enough to see the white fire.

“I take it the Association told you a witch’s
touch was death…”

“Just like your Coven.”

“I wonder what else they lied about?”

His hand traced her cheek. “I think we should
try and find out.”

Lucinda was breaking no precepts: none has
ever warned her not to kiss a magician, none had ever said
fraternization was forbidden. She was only risking herself, not any
of the Coven, and some part of her young heart had already
committed to Theo. And she wanted him.

“How close are your rooms?” she asked bolder
than she actually felt, her voice a low growl against Theo’s
neck.

The magician kissed her lightly, a soft brush
of skin against forbidden skin. “Not far.”

It wasn’t, but it felt like an Atlantic
crossing. They sat in the back of the hansom cab, naked hands
wrapped tight about each other’s, touching but not kissing. Lucinda
knew that if they did there would be all sorts of questions;
carriages did not generally light up like street lanterns. They
were both nervous—she could tell from the clench of his fingers on
hers, but also worked to a feverish excitement that was only barely
held in check.

They reached his rooms. Theo handed her out,
paid the driver, and guided her to the door by the crook of his
arm. “The servants’ day off,” he whispered to Lucinda before they
entered. “Isn’t that fortuitous?”

Grinning up at him she replied, “It is
pleasant to be so lucky.”

Lord Alerienth had no chance to reply
because as soon as the door slammed behind them, the witch was on
him. She’d sprung like a wild animal with a growl that Theo
shared.

Lucinda had only a brief impression of the
foyer, as he pulled her back with him into the drawing room.
This sanctuary felt warm and masculine: red walls, gold-framed
paintings, leather chaise lounge. Very proper. Yet Lucinda had
little time to study Lord Alerienth’s décor as he distracted her with other,
far more primal urges.

As their kiss deepened, Theo trailed his
finger across her cheek and down her neck. Fire flowed between
their skin, the like of which the Lucinda had never felt.
Cautiously he loosened the top of her coat and then the first few
buttons of her dress, revealing the vial gleaming and shimmering
against her pale skin. Lucinda arched her back, letting him
look—offering herself up as witch and woman while her own fingers
worked at his collar. Between her legs….

The fob watch he kept in his pocket slipped
out as she tugged at his jacket.

The tiny thud bought both of them to a
halt—even as entangled as they were. Theo bent and reclaimed the
gleaming watch with the crystal face: his sphere. They both stared
at each other with wide eyes by the light of their own Captured
magic. Then, slowly and deliberately Lucinda undid her vial and
laid it on the sideboard to her right. Even if she had been
stripped of all clothes she would not have been more naked. The
challenge in her eyes when she locked her gaze with the magician’s
made him smile. Just as carefully he laid his watch down only a
hairsbreadth from her talisman.

Theo thrust his fingers into her dark
curls and wrenched her mouth hard against his. Where their skin
touched burned. This was the magic between magician and witch,
unknown for decades. A wanton part of her, reveled in being the
first to find this out. Their kiss was tongues and teeth, demanding
and hungry, so that when he slid his hand against the curve of her
breast she groaned into his mouth.

Lucinda hated her corset, hated her
clothes in that instant, and it was apparent she was not the only
one. The fob watch pulsed with light, illuminating them, and then
the stays of the witch’s corset burst apart like cut string. Such a
display of magic at such an intimate moment was a reminder of the
fire she was playing with. She savoured it in her deepest
core.

His tongue flickered over her skin, and
the tingles that raced down every nerve were not totally physical.
Her vial gleamed and rocked on the sideboard, and the cotton of his
shirt tumbled apart. If he was going to ruin her clothes then
everything on him was fair game.

Lucinda laughed as Theo pushed her against
the wall. His urgency was contagious. Her outer appearance was
totally that of a proper woman of society, but as his fingers
grazed up her stocking-covered leg he found beneath she was all
witch. No underclothes of pretend modesty prevented his touch from
being anything but intimate. Lucinda ground her head back against
the wall and let her true feelings out. “I need you,” she growled
through a throat tight with lust.

They were unfettered and drunk on these
discoveries. Theo’s hazel eyes in the gold of the flickering light
and pale silver gleam of their talismans’, were wide and sharp with
just as much need—the kind of painful necessity that granted her
dominance. It was the ancient power of women: one that could not be
forced, it had to be given. And Lucinda gave it eagerly. Her pale
thighs parted as she smiled, her eyes wide with anticipation. Her
magic swirled again, breaking loose the ties on his
pants.

Theo needed no other words. He took what
she offered. The sensation was so intense that Lucinda’s breath
caught in her throat, surprise and raw want mixing in her core.
With back arched against the wall, she wrapped her legs about his
hips, uncaring that they were half dressed—in fact enjoying that
sort of desperation.

His hair between her fingers felt good, as
now she took her turn to kiss him hard. His voice was low and rough
as he gasped Lucinda’s name, while his rhythm fixed her in place.
The image of a butterfly nailed into a display case flashed across
her mind, and it seemed to break something in her.

“Theo.” Her first whisper of his name was
hot against his neck, her teeth grazing the smooth flesh there,
biting down on what she wanted. She didn’t need to tell him
her own desires overcame her. The undeniable energy their talismans
gathered, illuminating every inch of the room reflected their own
building climax. Her groans were forced out of her. Even with a
Capture device the magic built around them.

Furniture
rattled slightly as the gaslight dipped and swayed, unable to stand
the competition from the pure sorcery streaming from vial to watch
and back again.



Lucinda ceased to be anything but warmth,
pleasure and softness. The magician howled, and the witch released
her own cries, while around them the room rattled like a struck
bell. Pictures fell from the walls and the low rumble like thunder
filled the air.

Lucinda and Theo barely noticed at first,
gasping hard and staring into each other. For an instant her whole
world was contained in his wide hazel eyes. She felt a bead of
sweat gather and run down the line of her spine—delicious and
satisfying.

Lucinda realised this man, this magician,
could be her match.

Laughing together in shock and delight,
they survived the wreckage of the room. His hand cupped her chin
and gave her a little shake. “I can see Miss Black, that you are
going to cost me a pretty penny in repair bills.”

She grinned at him and not yet ready to
let him free of her. “And you know I am worth every bit of
it.”

Carrying her to the chaise longue, he
threw her down on the leather. “Yes, no doubt, but I will still get
my moneys worth out of you, my delicious minx.”

It would be a long night that Lord
Alerienth’s drawing room would scarcely ever recover
from.

 


*****

 


Morning came and found them crumpled on
the ruby Persian carpet, covered by the scattered remains of their
clothes. Around them all was carnage. Lucinda opened one bleary eye
and smiled. Her cheek was pillowed against Theo’s chest—the place
it should always rest. Pushing her tangled hair out of her face,
she craned her neck and looked around with amusement and shock.
Pictures hung at odd angles or had been thrown off their hooks
completely. Chairs were tipped over, while their pillows were
thrown in every direction. The clock leaned drunkenly against the
far wall. Shattered glass from its case and the lamps gleamed in
piles all over the floor.

“Quite a state.” Theo’s voice rumbled
against her ear but no more angry than she was. “I don’t know how I
am going to explain this to the servants.”

“Yes,” she agreed, stroking a warm line
down from his chest to just below his bellybutton, “and I should be
sorry, but I’m not. I have never known magic to go so
wild.”

“Imagine what we could do if we channeled all
that.”

They lay still for a moment, until finally
she spoke her thoughts in a hesitant stream. “The two magics have
always been kept apart—as if they wanted to keep us
apart. But what would happen if
they worked together, do you think?”

Theo stretched and yawned. “I think this is a
conversation best to be had over breakfast. I’m famished.”

“But you said your servants wouldn’t be in
into later.” Lucinda snuggled closer to him, while her mind
whirled.

“I shall make it myself.”

“Lord Alerienth making breakfast for a
witch?” she cried in mock horror. “What would the Association
say?”

They discussed the possibilities of recent
revelations over tea and toast, that Theo indeed fetched himself.
He had to walk gingerly to avoid the patches of broken glass. They
talked about how the Association and the Coven carefully controlled
all Capture devices, and wove tight spells around the places where
they were kept, to keep the other sex well away. They discussed the
constant barrage of training and teaching that students of both
disciplines were fed from childhood.

Slowly, with
the unfettered daring of the young, an experimental idea began to
form.

Lucinda’s body
sang delightfully through sore and aching muscles on the way back
to the school, and she found she rather enjoyed their music.
However as she got close to the Coven, reality began to drizzle
through her euphoria.

They were
deadly enemies—both of them taught through all of their schooling
to hate the other. And yet…

And yet they
had been lied to. Magicians and witches could touch. They
could do more than that. So very much more. Lucinda smiled
dangerously, the pull of her sore muscles reminding her of the
taste she savoured of the two forbidden magics coupling. The
question remained however, if they had lied about touching, what
else had they lied about?

Tomorrow night
they would find the answers.

Lucinda’s naked hand trailed over the brass
sign of the School as she entered. Being her day off it didn’t
matter what time she came in, but it was not so for everyone. The
rhythm of girl’s reciting Latin phrases, echoed in the foyer as she
scampered up the stairs.

“Had nice night miss?” Martha asked as she
passed her on the landing, arranging fresh flowers.

“Wonderful,” Lucinda murmured. Where at
other times she would have stopped to share all the juicy details
with the lay woman, her head was too full to let her do that now
with any comfort.

Upstairs, the door to the ballroom was
closed, the faint strains of music leaking out from behind the
velvet-covered doors. The vial at her neck was glowing and warm,
barely touched from the previous night.

In the small
antechamber Lucinda shut the door quietly behind her, and moved
cautiously around the hanging draperies to step into the subdued
glow of the ballroom.

When there were
open days for parents, all of them when given the tour of the
facilities and would comment on the fine ballroom she now peered
into, unseen, marvelling at the gleaming fairytale above that was
their Capture device. All of the pupils were witches; but the
parents often were not, unaware of what the school actually
was.

They certainly would have been horrified
by the scene in that fine ballroom.

The early morning light was soft and
filtering through the windows. Margot was at the upright piano, her
face set in a gentle smile as she played, her loose silver and grey
hair falling over one eye. It was a charming scene that could have
been in any number of elegant drawing rooms.

Naturally the writhing, moaning,
half-naked piled of girls beneath the gleaming chandelier would not
have been usual for polite society. The upper class, the last
before induction into the Coven were being most studious about
their Capture. Each girl lay directly under her vial, as they swung
among the crystal chandeliers accepting the magic that was
generated like sponges soaking up water. The students were working
themselves into a frenzy of passion and magic. Bright white trails
spun and danced with each other before being finally swallowed by
the vials.

A lump formed in Lucinda’s throat. Only
last year this had been her and her classmates. Now she was the
only one remained at the School of a group that had been so close.
She recalled the pleasure of morning Capture lessons.

Margot glanced over, her fingers stilling on
the keys as she saw Lucinda. “Carry on girls,” she murmured, but
her class was far too lost in the Capture to hear her—let alone be
put off by the abrupt lack of music. In the early stages of
learning the art, music was often needed to get the young girls to
relax, but this class was nearly ready for graduation.

The headmistress drew Lucinda by her elbow
back into the antechamber. Her sharp eye picked out the other’s
disheveled state, and she smiled archly. “Indeed—a remarkable young
man!”

Lucinda blushed, which she usually did, but
found that her need to share details abruptly died. If she spoke to
Margot about what had happened, even hinted at it then the other
witch would surely be worried about her loyalties.

So instead Lucinda took her hands and kissed
them. “It was more than I expected from anyone.”

“And yet you came into the class?” Margot
looked over her shoulder to the engrossed pile of girls. “That
doesn’t bode well.”

Lucinda bit down on the words that wanted to
come. It was so unnatural to hide things from her Covenmates, but
she’d committed to the mad scheme. So she disassembled. “No, no it
was fine...better than fine and that’s the problem.”

Margot crooked an eyebrow. “How so?”

“I want to see him tonight.” That at least
was not a lie. The memory of his skin and hair under her fingertips
made her yearn to be with him again.

“So soon?” Margot tapped her nails against
her teeth considering. “You smell very strange Lucinda...”

She hadn’t thought clearly—all her attention
on Theo, their discovery, and naturally the sex. The smell of
nutmeg she now realised was wafting off her—the odour faint but
distinct to a witch’s sharp senses. It was the one sign of magic
use that she had not considered. They’d used so little of it, but
Margot was not the Coven leader for nothing.

Lucinda thought fast. With a short laugh, she
waved the elder’s concerns away. “A pickpocket tried to rob me on
the way home—I had to teach him a small lesson.”

“I am sure you did.” Something dark flickered
through Margot’s expression.

“So can someone else take my class? Theo is
sailing back to America in a week or so.” She hoped the change in
subject was not too abrupt.

Back in the ballroom the moans were reaching
a crescendo; the scent of sweat, and magic flooding even the
antechamber. Margot took a half step back to her charges, so
Lucinda tugged urgently on her arm, not quite fluttering her
eyelashes, but exerting all her charm as best she could. “Please
Margot…I need some fun after this terrible week.”

The headmistress’s frown melted into a gentle
smile. “Very well. I will get Verity to take your class.”

One high-pitched cry rose over the top of the
other groans and giggles. Someone had just filled a vial for
certain. Margot turned back to her students but paused at the
doorway. “You must be careful, Lucy. The use of magic should never
be taken lightly.” Backlit as she was it was hard to read her
expression.

A sick knot in Lucinda’s stomach tightened.
She hated to lie to her Coven, but if they knew they too would be
in danger. Instead she folded her hands meekly in front of her and
nodded. “I’ll be careful in the future Margot. I promise.”

Her elder’s lips pursed, and Lucinda could
feel her eyes scanning her face. “See that you do.” Then she turned
on her heel and was gone. Lucinda let go of the breath she’d been
unconsciously holding.

All her faith was now placed in Theo’s hands.
She could only hope that she had chosen wisely.

 


*****

 


The next night snow began to fall, which
Lucinda was very grateful for. It helped keep any luminescence that
leaked out from under her cloak seem less. Around her everyone was
cocooned in their long coats, hands in gloves or fur muffs, and the
flicker of the yellow streetlights above them gave everyone an
eerie glow. That also helped with Lucinda’s own faint
luminescence.

She pulled her cloak tighter about her, and
tilted her bonnet a little more just in case. A young woman out on
her own in this area, populated by ladies and gents at least was
not likely to be propositioned by too many lurking in the
shadows.

A hansom cab nearly ran her down as she
stepped out at the corner without really looking. The driver
cracked his whip and yelled curses at her—curses that on her lips
would have been both more appropriate and more
effective.

Lucinda’s breath came out as little white
clouds as she jumped back onto the pavement, realizing that she had
been taking more notice of the street numbers than what was
happening around her. The pounding heart under her corset was not
helping matters. She paused under the streetlight to catch her
breath, and re-orientate herself on her surroundings. A witch
should never be so scattered in her thoughts. The previous night
she had been so sure, so dedicated, and she was struggling to find
that at this moment.

Her problem was suddenly apparent—after
walking up and down the slippery street several times; the address
that Theo had scribbled down turned out to be for an unnumbered
house. When Lucinda finally found it, she tried to look as casual
as possible—but it was hard not to gape.

The Acropolis Club was set back from the
bustling street and seemed in another world altogether. The
gaslight did not quite reach its doors, and the windows were
heavily curtained so that only muffled illumination even hinted
that anyone was inside. It was a low two-storey building, though
she knew through research that the real work of the Club went on
below ground level. The upper floors might be full of cigar smoking
men complaining that their wives were frigid, but under their feet
the magicians would be gathering as much masculine energy as they
could for their work. It was indeed a bastion of both male pride
and vigor.

Lucinda let her outrage warm her—much
better than the fear it replaced. She didn’t know what the penalty
for a woman caught in a gentleman’s club was, but a witch invading
a magicians’ establishment—she knew what that would be. She
hazarded the same as that meted out to Deidre. The only life she
was risking however was her own; the mind lock the Coven put on
their sisters had proven its worth again and again.

Turning into the house next door to the
Club, she hoped to appear like a servant returning home after a
late night errand, but she did not approach the entrance of this
properly numbered house. In the darkness of the garden she prepared
herself as best she could. Her clothing was unremarkable; a long
dark dress as any servant might wear, and a crocheted shawl which
hopefully made her look a little older to any casual observer. Only
her scarlet petticoat, invisible under the grey was hers. Damned if
she was going to give up her penchant for red at this point. If the
magicians got close enough to find that out she was already
discovered.

Her dark curly hair felt very wrong
stuffed under a coarse wool bonnet—but this was the way everyday
women lived, she reminded herself. She licked the tip of her index
finger and traced a glamour pattern over her forehead and cheeks.
It was a small cantrip, barely a whisper of a spell, and hopefully
too insignificant for any passing magician to notice. It would
however make her even greyer than her outfit. People’s eyes would
slide off her—at least normal people.

Tucking away her fears Lucinda trailed her
fingers over the leading surface of the hedge between this property
and the Club. It was a thick yew, far too dense for anyone to
merely push through.

She was just about to take the next
planned step, when the corner of eye caught movement. Spinning
around, she expected to see magicians surround her, but instead she
was even more horrified to see Bella step into the garden. Her
friend was cloaked and hooded but moving with some purpose. Under
the glamour and pressed against the yew tree, Bella had not yet
spotted her, but Lucinda immediately realised why she was
there.

It had been the damn smell of nutmeg. It had
to be. She’d been too quick to assume Margot had swallowed her lie.
Uncertain, but not sure Lucinda was up to no good, she’d sent the
one person she knew could get the truth from her. Last year, it
would have worked—but not now.

Swiftly Lucinda bit her lip, and wetting her
finger this time with spit and blood traced the glamour again on
her forehead. This stronger spell wove her into the dense fabric of
the hedge. Standing very still she waited until Bella passed by,
circling the house in confusion.

Lucinda could only hope her friend would
return to the safety of the School quickly once she could not find
her. However, she was bound to report to Margot where she’d last
seen her fellow witch. Time was now of an essence.

Turning once more to the yew hedge, she
asked rather than pushed. Against her skin the vial of her own
energy warmed a little, returning to her what she had stored there.
The trees shivered and drew aside with only a slight creak.
Magicians thought nature magic beneath them; tonight she would use
that against them.

The rear of the Club was unguarded—another
sign of their own arrogance. Lucinda smiled to herself, adjusted
her clothing, and went to the back door. The cantrips she’d woven
into this clothing had taken over. The spells in the thread were
chameleon, so she would look as in her element as any of the other
servants. This additional layer of magic should let her slide in
unnoticed past any spells that might be woven around the
place.

The servants’
quarters bustled with chaos and life. Women were allowed back here—at least to cook. Somber
faced men took food forward to where no doubt the members enjoyed
women’s labour. Lucinda’s brow furrowed, and a little of her glow
came to her eyes. Often that was the way: it was the look in
their eye, not the glow but its feral nature, that gave a witch
away.

For once,
Lucinda had to agree with the male of the species. Witches might
indeed be feral, but it was an honest emotion. Only magicians
concealed their true horrific nature. To the common folk, they wore
airs of kindliness and generosity, more so while sending women also
possessing such powerful gifts to their deaths.

Lucinda knew it was too dangerous to think
of that here. Still her cantrips held, and she did not need to
waste any of her energy on masking herself further from the
servants—they were too busy rushing to the whims of the Club
Members.

So she turned to the downstairs.
This...this was a very different atmosphere. She could taste the
magic in the air, though it had a very different flavour to that
which the Coven practiced and collected. It was unmistakably
male.

Lucinda paused in the shadow of the
stairwell and inhaled. She had smoked cigars and sampled fine
single malt before—merely because these were thing men coveted.
Male magic smelled just like that: leathery, musky and pungent. It
was a giddy and delicious odour, and one enhanced by the knowledge
that she was on the very threshold of where it was
collected.

Luckily, it was still early enough. As she
moved deeper below the Club, she found the private rooms empty.
Listening carefully at the door, she opened a few but found nothing
of use to her. The machines inside were of interest, resembling the
Coven’s ones only a little. She would love to have stopped to
examine them—but dare not. They were all shiny brass and
complicated controls. Everything was bolted to heavy desks, and
looked rather fragile like all manmade instruments. None of these
rooms contained the magic she was after, and Lucinda moved
on.

She was at the last door when she heard
footsteps on the stairs. Quickly she darted in, sure that the
magician would enter one of the rooms that she had already
examined. With horror she heard the man approaching this very door.
Perhaps he wanted to be further from the sounds of the upstairs
activity—whatever the reason, Lucinda’s heart was in her
throat.

Forced to hide she was grateful to find a
voluminous mahogany wardrobe, with only a few garments hanging in it. As he
entered Lucinda held her breath, and discovered her hiding place
had a decorative brass vent at just the right level for her to
observe the man. The triple goddess must be in a kindly mood this
night.

The magician was familiar to her and Lucinda
smiled in the dimness of her concealment. Lord Theo; he didn’t know
she was there. They had agreed to meet but he obviously was
impatient to refill his sphere.

With a tilt of her head Lucinda observed
him with a hot gaze, as if for the first time. He cut a fine figure
in his frock coat, neatly trimmed beard, and delicious hazel eyes.
Her body stirred at the memory of his touch. And what he was doing
now entranced her. The wicked part of her kept her in the
wardrobe, observing, entranced by what he did under the illusion of
privacy.

Theo loosened his ascot from about his
neck with a sigh and went to the machinery. It really did resemble
a telescope, long and brass, but with a curious attachment at the
end where the lens would have been. As she watched he opened a
drawer in the desk on which the machine rested and took out a
bauble from it. It was exactly the same as the one concealed in his
fob watch, but this new one however had no colour to it, merely a
murky swirl of white. He placed it in the curved claws of the
machine, which Lucinda now realised was designed to hold it.
Without thinking she raised her hand to where her vial rested
against her skin. Indeed the magicians were not that
different.

He adjusted the machine so it pointed at
the couch and then went to that spot. Colour rose in her cheeks,
but she stayed where she was—frozen in place.

The magician loosened his shirt some more,
exposing a broad chest, smooth and lightly muscled—not all of his
kind sat about in leather chairs planning the death of women. Theo
let out a sigh, as if some great weight was coming off his
shoulders, closed his eyes, and loosened his trousers a little as
well.

A jar of clear cream was positioned next
to the dark chaise lounge, and the magician took a smear of it on
his hand before lying back. One leg he kept draped over the side of
the recliner, while his head tilted back on the bolster. Putting
his hand behind his neck he let out a long slow breath as if
preparing himself. When he loosened his pants, Lucinda bit her lip.
A tingle of excitement went through her that had nothing to do with
magic.

He let out a little moan that seemed to fill
the room and set off a shiver of magic that made the fine hairs on
her neck stand to attention.

The flicker of yellow light on his face
etched out how much pleasure he was experiencing, while beneath her
blouse Lucinda’s heart began to hammer in response at sharing this
private moment with Theo.

His breath was ragged, but when he spoke his
voice was thick was desire. Often the witches spoke. It was one of
the techniques they taught in the Coven; expressing lusts often
bought on the moment of Capture. “Sweet Lucinda,” he moaned,
tilting his head upwards.

He was beautiful in this moment of
unabashed pleasure, and all that time though Lucinda watched her own breathing
ragged.

Then suddenly his head arched on the
recliner, turned towards her, and the word on his mouth
‘witch’.

Finally Lucinda knew he knew she was
there. Opening the door she stepped out into paneled room on
somewhat shaky legs, just as the magician leaned over and took the
bauble from the device.

She knew her clothing was askew and her
face flushed, but she didn’t care. “Oh my darling,” she panted,
“Lord Alerienth, you do tempt me so.”

The magician smiled, not rising from the
chaise lounge immediately. His hazel eyes were wide and dark in the
reflection of the amber, flickering light. The slight gleam of
sweat on his chest showed he had at least worked hard for that
masculine magic.

“That was the general idea wasn’t it?” his
teeth flashed wickedly in a grin that could still send shivers into
her deepest parts. “You enjoyed watching, and pretended you were
learning something. So tell me, is it that different to you
witches?”

Lucinda sat somewhat unsteadily at the end
of the recliner and brushed her dark hair back from her face. “In
essence no—much the same.”

“Then let us get to the business of
tonight,” he growled, making no moves to tidy his clothing.
She knew it was not polite to stare, but stare she did.

Lowering her head, she shot back a smile
at him that she knew was mischievous in the extreme. “I think in
this case business and pleasure mix rather well.”

Lord Theo Alerienth laughed, the edges of
his desire still saturating his voice. Then he placed the warm
bauble in her hand, and raised her flesh to his lips. The feeling
of his tongue sucking her fingertips into his mouth made her give
up a little groan. “Theo,” she whispered, feeling her knees grow
shaky as they always seemed to around him. All the same she
examined the now full sphere.

He stopped then, looking up at her with a
playful, teasing expression Lucinda knew meant trouble. It had been
that very expression that had won her at the fair.

“Lucinda, my love,” his said, his teeth
nipping at the delicate flesh of her palm. Then he stopped,
enjoying she knew the effect he had on her.

She grinned down at him in return. “What
about experimenting a little now I am here —dare we?”

“Oh we dare,” he replied with a chuckle. “We
magicians often while away hours down here...stocking up you
know.”

They both
laughed and then kissed: his tongue, his lips, his teeth. Lucinda
had felt them on her before, but that taste was much like laudanum:
a delicious sampling of indescribable euphoria. Performing the
moment of Capture alone the previous night had felt empty and not
enough for her. She needed more. She wanted more.

“Let’s not waste energy,” she pulled back
and stroked the side of his face. “Do you have your
badge?”

Reaching into his still askew trousers Theo
pulled out the symbol of the Association of Magicians, and handed
it to her. It was heavy, brass and showed the serpent eating his
own tail.

“Funny how they look so similar,” Lucinda
mused, and showed him the symbol of the Coven of Witches. It was
heavy, silver and showed three ribbons twinning around each other,
endless in their spiral.

“Together then,” he went to the desk and
withdrew another empty sphere, while she passed him an empty
vial. “This had better work. These machines cost a pretty
penny.” Theo glanced over his shoulder at her. His smile was not
entirely jocular.

Still this might be their only chance.
Hastily they pressed the sphere and the vial together, and with a
whisper of Theo’s magic they used the two symbols to hold them. The
circles of silver and brass tightened on the two trinkets and held
them fast. With some little maneuvering Theo managed to wrestle
them into the setting of the Capture machine. Carefully he adjusted
the dials to their highest setting and then turned back to Lucinda.
“So where and what exactly shall we do, my love?”

Her earlier heat had returned. Even to her
own ears her voice sounded husky and demanding. “On the
floor.”

Theo let out a long breath, surprised and
excited by her she hoped. Swinging the machine about to point at a
place on the floor, closest to the dipping golden light where a
Turkish rug had most serendipitously been laid, he pulled her
against him.

Lucinda grinned, feeling her heart race under
her corset, and dared him. “Isn’t that a rather expensive rug?”

“Expense be damned,” he growled tugging at
her fastenings, “we have important work to be about.”

They pulled at each other’s clothes
desperate from the temptation of the last display. Lucinda was
hungry for what she had seen Theo touching so provocatively. His
teeth grazed her neck, bringing a shudder of delight along with a
groan.

Tearing at each other, they fell to the
floor, and into each other’s embrace. During the ensuing
lovemaking, Lucinda completely forgot about the mechanics, or the
plan, or indeed where they were. He had that effect on her.

When they reached that moment, they seemed
indeed to be one creature causing and feeling pleasure to only
itself. Identity, fear, witch and magician blew away for a long
instant. Magic and pleasure scented the room.

They lay still
for a while, panting, and gasping against each other’s naked flesh.
Aroused and satisfied, Lucinda knew they could have both gone on.
Yet, reality would have to be acknowledged.

Together they rose and examined what the
machine had made of their sphere/vial bond. Fused in the cradle of
the device was one item. It was not the red of the masculine, or
the pale green of the feminine, it was completely
different.

Lucinda reached out a shaking finger to
lightly touch it. Bauble and vial were gone, and in their place was
a large faceted gem, that swirled with the colours of the rainbow,
like a shifting piece of the aurora borealis. Her heart was still
racing, the buzz of the desire slowly filtering out of her body,
and yet this thing that they had made together held all of her
attention.

“What....” She stopped and cleared her
throat. “What do we do with it, Theo?”

Gently he worked the gem free of the
machine and held it up to examine it more closely. Gaslight seemed
to make the colours leap even more vividly to life. When he turned
his gleaming hazel eyes to hers, there was a broad satisfied grin
on his face. “With this my darling, we change the world—it’s as
simple as that.”
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