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Chapter 1



The day they buried Arthur Fairchild, the sun blazed down from a cloudless sky.

Vesper Rune shifted uncomfortably in his black suit as sweat trickled down his spine. The heatwave gripping Massachusetts would have made the funeral uncomfortable enough. The fact the dead man was a murderer who’d nearly gotten a great many people killed only compounded his discomfort.

Still, all indications were that Fairchild’s widow had been kept in ignorance of his necromantic dabblings, and Sebastian assured Ves the town medical examiner was used to discretion when it came to deaths by magic. According to his death certificate, Fairchild had accidentally drowned, rather than been suffocated by the spirit of a long-dead necromancer bound into a book made from her own body.

To keep up appearances, a small group of Fairchild’s co-workers at the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith library had come to the funeral. Ves joined them, mainly to support Sebastian.

He glanced up at the man beside him. A black suit dulled Sebastian’s hazel eyes to gray, and sweat beaded his pale forehead. His mouth was pulled into an expression of genuine sorrow; he’d considered Fairchild a friend, right up until the end.

Ves had never been to a funeral before, but he’d read about them, and this one seemed ordinary enough. A low stone wall surrounded the cemetery, which flowed up a hill from the Cranch River. The Fairchild plot lay about halfway up the slope; the scent of warm earth rose from the newly dug hole. The dark bulk of a forest loomed just visible at the crest of the hill, and the wind whispering through the branches seemed to carry a thousand voices, no doubt inaudible to the purely human mourners.

The priest—or maybe parson, Ves had never really been exposed to any standard religion—spoke words no doubt meant to be comforting, of a vague heaven and a distant god. It seemed cold and isolating to him; surely it was better to return to the living earth. To be subsumed into the worm, devoured in its turn by the mole, then swallowed by the snake, eaten by the hawk, to someday fall to earth and become the grass.

If Fairchild’s widow found the sermon more palatable, it was hard to tell. She sobbed brokenly, held up on either side by her parents. When the first shovel of earth hit the casket below, her sobs turned to wails of grief as she was drawn away in the direction of a waiting carriage.

“Well, that was awful,” Irene Endicott remarked. Though the etiquette of a funeral constrained the limits of fashion, onyx beads glittered against the black silk of her dress. “Though I suppose poor Laura at least never realized her husband was a murdering bastard.”

“I still think she knew,” put in Irene’s fiancé, Mortimer Waite. “Or at least was clever enough not to ask too many questions when Arthur turned up with more money than he should have had.”

“Hmm, you’re right. I shouldn’t underestimate her.”

“Do you mind?” Sebastian asked in a strained voice. “I know Arthur did terrible things, but there was a time we were friends.”

“Mr. Rath is correct.” For once Mr. Quinn’s funerary air and somber attire didn’t seem out of place. “He may have turned traitor, but he was a librarian. The fact that he lies here, alone, rather than in a place of honor, is enough. His name will be forgotten.” The head librarian smiled, almost dreamily. “In time, we will all come to the same fate.”

“Right,” Ves said uncertainly.

Irene immediately softened. “Of course. You’re right; that was uncalled for.”

Sebastian shook his head. “It’s fine. I just…it’s fine.”

Irene winced and glanced at Ves, though what she meant him to do, he wasn’t certain. He wasn’t certain about any of this, to be honest.

Funerals weren’t the only things new to him. He’d spent his life in hiding, afraid to get too close to anyone outside his family, lest they find out how inhuman he actually was. He’d never had friends, certainly not a lover.

“You mentioned you’d like to see the family mausoleum,” Mortimer said to Irene, redirecting the conversation. “It’s up on the hill, alongside those of the other old families.”

“Ah, yes.” She took his proffered arm, and they started up the slope to the mausoleums standing in the shadow of the whispering forest.

“And I should repair to the library and return to my duties,” Mr. Quinn said. “There’s nothing more entertaining than a good funeral; alas this one was so short.”

“I’m sorry,” Ves said to Sebastian quietly, once the rest were gone. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Just having you here helps.” Sebastian gave him a small smile. “While we’re here, would you like to see the librarians’ columbarium?”

“A dovecote?” Ves asked, confused. “Why would we have one of those?”

Sebastian looked taken aback. “No, it’s a building where the urns of those cremated have been laid to rest. Cremation is a librarian tradition, naturally. I’m sure that was the case in—”

“It was not the case at the Boston Public Library, no,” Ves cut him off.

A frown darkened Sebastian’s handsome face. “They weren’t concerned about necromancers taking their bodies?”

“Astonishingly, they were not,” Ves said dryly. “Tell me about the columbarium.”

“Oh, yes.” Sebastian started off, and Ves followed him. “I suppose Mr. Quinn didn’t get around to mentioning it.” His face fell. “It’s a good thing Arthur’s family already had their own burial plot; it would have been awkward to explain to his grieving widow why he wasn’t allowed in the columbarium with the rest of us.”

Less difficult than it would have been in other towns, no doubt. When Ves had first come to Widdershins, he’d imagined himself to be the most monstrous thing its inhabitants would have ever seen.

He’d never been so wrong in his life.

They wended their way through rows of headstones, some so weathered the inscriptions could no longer be made out, others fresh and gleaming white. The occasional wreath or vase of flowers made bright splashes amidst the spring grass. Bees droned lazily in the unseasonably hot air.

“The Raths are over there,” Sebastian said, pointing in the direction of a small cluster of headstones. “Or the headstones are, anyway. Father rose with the rest of the dead to defend Widdershins during the Dark Days.”

Ves blinked. “He…rose?”

“Oh yes.” Sebastian pointed to an enormous white monument, which depicted a group of people holding hands in a circle. It dominated the lower portion of the cemetery, glowing like a beacon in the sunlight. “Those dead who weren’t too far gone joined with the living to stand against the creatures of the Outside.”

Creatures of the Outside who had been summoned by the very cult Ves’s own family had belonged to. He winced. “Necromancy?”

“Not really? Not as I understand it, anyway, though God knows I’m no sorcerer. At any rate, once the battle was over, those bodies who could returned to their graves. Those who’d been too badly damaged to return on their own were reburied if they could be identified. But of course, many were unrecognizable. They were placed together in a single grave beneath the monument.”

He said all of this as if it was perfectly normal. Ves shook his head. “I doubt the dead of Boston have ever done such a thing.”

“Well, no, I’ve been to Boston and it was awful. I certainly wouldn’t clamber out of a grave to help save it.”

“Right.” Ves rubbed the back of his neck. “Let’s see that columbarium.”

It stood in one of the newer parts of the cemetery, white marble blazing in the sun. Atop it loomed a statue of a cloaked and hooded figure holding an open book in its hands. An arch led inside, and the coolness of thick stone enveloped them as they stepped from sunlight into dimness.

Light filtered through glass set into the vaulted ceiling. In the very center of the room was another statue, this one of a somber man with a book in one hand and a sword in the other. Carved into the plinth was the inscription:

JAMES MEREDITH COX

1ST HEAD LIBRARIAN OF THE

NATHANIEL R. LADYSMITH MUSEUM LIBRARY

BORN JULY 24, 1816

DIED OCTOBER 31, 1882 IN THE LINE OF DUTY.

Rather than separate niches, all four walls were lined with marble shelves. To Ves’s surprise, the urns were shaped like shelved books, with names and dates on the spines in place of titles.

“Lovely, isn’t it?” Sebastian asked. He crossed the room and pointed at one of the book-urns. “My great-uncle, Thomas Halliwell.” He moved to a different wall, then carefully laid his fingertips against a bronze spine. “And this is my mother.”

Ves joined him. “Rebecca Halliwell Rath,” he read aloud. “March 9, 1855 - January 25, 1905. For all is dark where thou art not.”

Ves’s own mother had been the terror of his childhood, harsh and demanding to the point his back bore scars where she’d whipped him with a lash coated in silver dust. But Sebastian and his sister had grown up in the bosom of a loving family.

The warmth in Sebastian’s voice when he spoke of his parents, or his great-uncle Thomas, stung Ves with the keen edge of envy. Thank the gods Sebastian had such support, but what might it have been like to have the same for himself and Noct? Who might they have become, how might they have flourished, if they had been treated as children instead of tools to be honed?

“I’m sorry,” he said, because he didn’t know what else to say. He put his hand to Sebastian’s shoulder, feeling a warm sense of belonging when the other man leaned into him.

“I’m glad you’re here with me, angel,” Sebastian said, sad eyes fixed on his mother’s urn. “I keep wondering…well, I always assumed the fire was an accident. But our house was designed by Dromgoole as a spirit trap for one of the Books of the Bound. So now I’m not so sure. Could the Book have somehow caused the fire, wanting to be free? Did someone steal it and burn down the house with Mother inside?”

He paused and blinked rapidly. From what little Sebastian had told Ves of that terrible day, he’d arrived back to his childhood home, where he was living with his mother, to find it engulfed in flames. Upon hearing her screams, he’d attempted to save her, but the immense heat made it impossible.

Ves tightened his hold, wishing there was some better comfort he could give. “Did anything survive the fire?”

“Not much. The good silverware—the set Bonnie used that night she was trying to impress you.” And ended up burning Ves instead, silver being poison to his kind. “The cast iron stove. Things like that. No book was found, at least as far as I know, though I can’t imagine something like the Books of the Bound could be destroyed that easily.” Sebastian bit his lip, a flash of white against pink. “Things were a bit…chaotic, if I have to be honest. There was a tremendous snowstorm that day—the library had closed early, but I decided to stay another hour or so to finish cataloging a new donation, which was why she reached home before me.”

“I didn’t realize.”

“No reason you should.” Sebastian sighed. “The winds were screaming by the time I left, and if it hadn’t been snowing so hard I’m sure the blaze would have spread to other houses.” He lowered his gaze. “If I hadn’t stayed late…if I’d left in time to beat the storm, gone home with her, perhaps I could have done something. Saved her.”

“Or you might have an urn here beside her,” Ves said, though he could tell from Sebastian’s expression that the sentiment didn’t help. “It’s possible her death was an accident, that the presence of the Book was simply a coincidence.”

“Do you believe that?”

“I don’t know. I only know that we must find the Book, before someone uses it to unleash gods-know-what sort of horrors upon us.” Ves pulled Sebastian into a hug. “Tormenting yourself with what-ifs about Rebecca’s death helps no one.”

“You’re right, angel.” Some of the tension seemed to go out of Sebastian, and he relaxed into Ves’s embrace. “Let’s set our minds to finding the damned Book.”
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Dinner at the Rath house was inevitably a chaotic affair, and allowed Sebastian enough distraction to put on a cheerful face. Captain Pete Degas had returned to the sea yesterday, which still left Bonnie, her five children ranging in age from eleven to infancy, Ves, his brother Noct, and of course Sebastian himself. The older children chattered excitedly about the upcoming summer free from school—Helen’s final assignment apparently consisted of drawing up a family tree, which Bonnie agreed to help with. Tommy monologued to one of his toys, and little Clara fussed on Bonnie’s shoulder.

Noct still seemed a bit overwhelmed by all the exuberance and noise. Nocturn Rune was younger than Ves by two years, his delicate face more androgynous and the rest of him much less human. A pair of horn-like shapes protruded from his dark curls, and his soulful blue eyes had the enormous irises and square pupils of a goat’s. A hooded smock shrouded his torso, with a sleeve for his single human arm. The rest of him consisted of a mass of black tentacles.

Perhaps in a show of support for Noct, or perhaps to reassure himself of their welcome—or both—Ves dropped his human disguise while at home. His goat eyes were orange, and eight tentacles emerged from his back, through slits Bonnie had sewn in his shirt and vest. Seven of them rested curled like fiddleheads, but one looped under the table and unobtrusively wrapped around Sebastian’s calf.

The touch was welcome. Grounding. Thank heavens Vesper had come with him to Arthur’s funeral, though he had every excuse to stay away. But it wasn’t in Ves’s nature to simply walk away when someone he cared about needed him. Or even someone he didn’t care about; God knew he’d stood up for Sebastian against a couple of ruffians when they hadn’t much liked one another.

The fact those ruffians had been hired by Sebastian’s supposed-friend Arthur, and they’d later threatened Bonnie and the children as well, sat heavy in his gut.

When dinner was finished, Ves said, “Noct and I will get the dishes.”

Bonnie looked torn, as they’d offered every night since moving in. “The children should take a turn at cleaning as well.”

“But we can’t do it as fast,” Willie objected.

“I will, when I grow tentacles,” Helen announced.

“You can’t grow tentacles,” Willie said, with all the authority of an older brother. “You have to be born with them.”

“You can too! You just have to use the right spell!”

“I’m going to cast a spell and turn you into a turtle.”

“Enough,” Bonnie cut in, before the siblings could start fighting. “Willie, you’re doing the dishes, and no dawdling to get out of it. Helen, you and Jossie straighten your room; it looks as though a hurricane blew through.”

The children let out some minor grumbling, though not enough to cause Bonnie to do more than narrow her eyes at them. Ves cleared the table swiftly, tentacles moving in a coordinated dance. Sebastian caught Bonnie’s eye. “Can I talk to you?”

“In the sitting room.” She led the way, laying Clara down in the cradle, before seating herself on the couch. “How was the funeral?”

“Difficult.” He lowered himself into one of the chairs. “I visited Mother.”

Bonnie sighed. “I’ve been trying to decide if I want to pay her a visit myself. You’re certain she didn’t know the Book was in the house?”

“Fairly certain.” Sebastian winced. “Unless she lied to Kelly. Though I don’t see why she would have done so—he was her heir in every way that mattered, after all.”

Sebastian knew he didn’t have any right to be bitter—he’d refused to become a bookbinder like his mother. Or, magically speaking, a Binder. He’d chosen what seemed to him a more interesting path, that of archivist, and at the time been glad when she finally relented and picked Kelly O’Neil as her apprentice.

Which meant Kelly had been the one entitled to her secrets, not Sebastian. There was no reason for her to have kept anything back from the man meant to someday replace her.

Was there?

Bonnie let out a long sigh. “If only the house hadn’t burned so thoroughly. If we had some of her papers, or her journals…”

“Or her,” Sebastian said, subdued. If only he’d arrived a few minutes sooner, or if the storm had swept in even faster, or…

“I’ve been wracking my brain for anything she might have said, or done, the last time I saw her,” Bonnie said. “She came to visit the weekend before she died. I think you were otherwise occupied.”

Carousing in a rented room with a man whose name he no longer recalled, but he wasn’t going to say that to his sister. “And you haven’t remembered anything of note?”

“She seemed preoccupied, but when didn’t she?” Bonnie’s lips turned up in a rueful smile. “The two of you, always going around with your noses in books, off in some other world of your own half the time. She didn’t stay for long, at any rate. I seem to remember she was meeting a friend, or at least an acquaintance, for dinner. I don’t recall who, if she even said,” Bonnie added when Sebastian opened his mouth to ask the question. “Besides, you were the one who lived with her. If you didn’t notice anything, I doubt there was anything to see.”

“Maybe.” Sebastian let out a long sigh. “I know she was friends with some of the neighbors, but honestly I couldn’t tell you who. We lived in the same house, but outside of the library we moved in, er, different social circles.”

“Is that what you call it?” Bonnie said with an arch of her brow.

“Oh, leave off,” he muttered, face heating. “I’m going to go and make sure Ves didn’t end up doing the dishes anyway.”

As he rose, Bonnie tilted her head back. “He’s good for you, you know.”

Through the open door, Sebastian caught a glimpse of Ves standing at the kitchen sink, though at least he appeared to only be doing the drying. He was so beautiful, with his olive skin and muscular build, with his kindness and shy smiles. “Yes,” Sebastian said with a smile of his own. “He is.”


Chapter 2



As night fell over Widdershins, Ves climbed the stairs to the attic room where his brother had retreated.

The last week had been…well, a lot. For both of them.

The Rune brothers had been raised in a one-room shack in an isolated wood outside of Dunhollow. Their only regular human contact besides each other had been with their mother and grandfather. The one time outsiders—or sleepers, as Mother scornfully called them—came across them, the results had been…terrible. For everyone concerned.

At least Ves could pass for human, most of the time. It allowed him to find lodgings after they fled the cult, and jobs. Even so, he’d kept his contact with other people as limited as possible, always afraid they’d learn the truth and turn against him.

Noct hadn’t even had that much, his days spent alone in whatever cheap room they rented, his nights with only his brother for company.

Until Widdershins. Until Sebastian, and Bonnie, and her raft of children.

Going from isolation to a house with three adults and five children was an adjustment, to say the least. Not to mention Noct’s new job at the library. Irene Endicott ferried them back and forth from the museum in her car, blinds drawn over the back windows so Noct couldn’t be seen, but once within the twisting labyrinth of the library, Noct was expected to work as much as any other librarian. There was no hiding, and fellow staff greeted him cheerfully each morning.

The changes were welcome, to be sure. This was a good thing, for both of them. Just…overwhelming.

Gods of the wood, he hoped it would last.

The attic room was still in the process of transitioning between unorganized storage space and bedroom. Boxes and broken toys piled everywhere, moved aside only enough to create an easy path to the bed, table, and small bookcase tucked away at the end farthest from the door. The air smelled faintly of dust, but more strongly of the evening air blowing in through the windows. Underneath it all was the scent of growing things, of green shoots and unfurling flowers, marking the presence of one of the Dark Young.

Beneath the bed was a small bag, easy to grab in an emergency. Ves had stashed spare clothing, money, and dried beans inside, then hidden it here with only Noct’s knowledge.

It wasn’t that he expected to have to flee. To start over yet again. But it made him feel safer, knowing it was there.

Noct’s voice floated through the open window near his bed. “I’m out here.”

“Can I join you?”

“Yes.”

Ves used his tentacles and hands to grip the windowsill, then the branches of the oak tree that towered alongside the house. Noct perched between two massive boughs, a few tentacles looped round them to hold him in place. Ves settled in on his right side, opposite Noct’s only human arm. The plethora of tentacles slipping out from beneath his loose smock lay mostly quiescent, but one or two entwined with Ves’s in silent communion.

Ves breathed deep, and for a moment just let himself…be. The steady movement of sap in the tree around him whispered of growth and life, the slow but inexorable stretch of green tendrils toward the sky. Leaves unfurled, and new life quietly proliferated in the swelling tissue that would form into acorns. The last few ants made their way down the trunk, returning to their nest, and a baby bird cheeped once, before falling asleep against its siblings.

“Do you ever miss home?” Noct asked quietly.

“Sometimes. I miss lying in the glen, listening to the voices.” The gentle murmurings of their progenitor, the All-Mother, Lord of the Woods, had been one of the only good things about their childhood. “How are you doing? I know everything’s so different now.”

“Except us,” Noct said. He didn’t sound bitter, just…sad.

They’d come to Widdershins following a hope that turned out to be a lie. The sorcerer Fagerlie promised to “cure” them, make them human, if they only did as he asked.

He’d just been using them, though. According to Irene, herself a sorceress from a family full of them, such a thing wasn’t possible.

“I’m sorry,” Ves said, because what else was there to say, really? “It’s better, though, isn’t it? At least a bit?”

Noct considered for a long moment, then nodded. “I enjoy working in the library. And I’m glad to have met Irene—and the others, naturally. But I’ll never be able to really move in their world, will I?”

Ves’s heart sat heavy in his chest. “I promised Sebastian I’d help find the Books. And I took the Binder’s oath. But if…if you want to go back afterward, we will.”

He didn’t want to. He’d fallen in love, and the idea of leaving Sebastian behind was like a tearing a hole in his own soul.

But he was Noct’s older brother, and it was his duty to protect him above all else. He couldn’t condemn him to be miserable in Widdershins, if he truly wanted to return to Dunhollow and Caprine Hill.

Noct shook his head. “No. I didn’t say that.” He waved a tired hand. “I’m just thinking aloud. Go back downstairs; I’m sure Sebastian is waiting for you.”

Ves hesitated. “Are you sure?”

Noct turned away, so the very last light limned his profile. “I’m sure.”
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Ves found Sebastian in his room—their room, Sebastian insisted on calling it. And it was starting to feel as though it might be; Ves had grown used to the sight of Sebastian’s clothes hanging beside his in the wardrobe, and the contents of their pockets scattered together atop the chiffonier.

Sebastian sat on the bed, stripped down to his shirt and trousers. His long, clever fingers pushed and pulled at a wooden puzzle box, searching for the secret combination that would allow him to open it. When Ves entered, he glanced up, the light flashing off the silver frame of his glasses. “Did you have a nice chat with Noct?”

“Yes. I think.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. “He’s still adjusting. We both are.”

“Of course.” Sebastian put his puzzle aside on the small table beneath the window, where an electric fan whirred as it struggled to bring cooler air into the warm room. “I wouldn’t expect otherwise. Do you want to come to bed?”

“I’m tired, but I’m not sure I can sleep.”

Sebastian cocked and eyebrow, then grinned. “I might be able to help with that,” he said, running a hand very deliberately up his thigh to his groin. “If you’d like.”

Ves’s mouth went dry. “Just-just let me get ready for bed, then.”

The routine was familiar, but new at the same time. There were eight toothbrushes in the aluminum holder, rather than just two, the child-sized ones clearly marked with their names. He washed his face and looked into a mirror that wasn’t turned to the wall; he’d begun not to flinch at the sight of his orange goat’s eyes reflected back at him. The house settled around him for the night; he’d started to recognize which sounds were ordinary and which were not.

It all felt like an intangible dream, one that might be ripped away at any moment.

He returned to the bedroom to find Sebastian clad only in his drawers, lying seductively on his stomach, looking up through his lashes. “Hello, angel.”

Ves’s heart quickened. This felt like a dream as well, something that might be taken from him. Or something he might chase away without wishing to. Sebastian swore he didn’t mind the tentacles, but Ves still feared he might accidentally do something that would repulse his lover.

But, for now at least, he could have this. He reached behind him and threw the lock. “Hello.”

“I waited…up…for you,” Sebastian said, waggling his eyebrows.

Ves snorted. “That was terrible, even for you.” He stripped off his clothes, while Sebastian watched appreciatively, and it was impossible not to respond to the heat in his eyes.

It was far too warm to be beneath the sheets, so he waved at Sebastian to move off the bed, then peeled down the comforter and top sheet. Sebastian shucked his drawers, and the artificial breeze of the fan brushed over their exposed skin like a cool kiss.

They fell into the bed together, a tangle of arms, legs, and tentacles. Sebastian’s cock rubbed against his belly, and his hand brought Ves to full hardness. They kissed and caressed, and he felt absurdly gratified when Sebastian moaned.

“What do you want?” he whispered against Sebastian’s chest.

“I want you.” Sebastian’s pupils almost eclipsed his hazel irises, turning them dark. “I want you to fuck me.”

A shiver ran through Ves. “All right.”

Ves’s heart pounded against his ribs as he fumbled open the upper drawer of the chiffonier. When he turned back, it was to behold Sebastian on his elbows and knees on the bed, legs spread and body welcoming.

“Oh Gods,” he said faintly.

“Just a man,” Sebastian teased.

Sebastian groaned when he pushed in, clutching at the sheets and arching his back. Thank the trees that the walls of the old house were thick. He rocked back against Ves enthusiastically, whispering encouragement, and Ves bit his lip hard enough for the pain to distract him from the pleasure. He gripped Sebastian’s hips, watching as sweat trickled down the curve of his spine.

“Is this good?” he asked, even though Sebastian appeared to be enjoying himself.

“Oh, God, yes,” Sebastian said. “Wrap your tentacles around my thighs, please.”

Ves hesitated—but Sebastian had asked for it. He wouldn’t request anything he didn’t want; he’d made that quite clear the first time they’d made love.

So he let out a breath and wrapped the two lowest, smallest tentacles around Sebastian’s thighs, pulling him tight. Sebastian’s back arched, and he gasped, “Yes, tighter,” before Ves began to fuck him in earnest.

As for Sebastian, he was gasping, groaning, pushing back against Ves’s thrusts and writhing in ecstasy. He reached blindly, seized the nearest unoccupied tentacle, and bit the tip between his teeth. It didn’t hurt, but it did spur Ves on, and he wrapped his arms around Sebastian’s chest and pressed them together. Sebastian shuddered beneath him, utterly wild—and then stiffened, a low sound of pleasure emanating from him that seemed ripped from his very core.

Ves closed his eyes, Sebastian’s pleasure rip-sawing over his own nerves, and he spent himself in the course of three hard thrusts.

For a minute, neither of them moved. Then Sebastian stirred.

“Dear God in heaven,” he mumbled. “Thank you. Sorry about the bite.”

Ves released him and sat back. “It didn’t hurt.”

“Still, that doesn’t mean you liked it.” Sebastian rolled over and looked up at him. “Did you like it?”

Heat rushed to Ves’s face. He had, but if he admitted it, would he be suggesting he enjoyed having extra appendages? “I, uh, yes.”

“Good.” Sebastian smiled, his face lighting up like a sunrise. “Now lay down, and let’s see if we can sleep in this heat.”
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The newness of Ves’s routine stretched into the morning. He’d never been a late sleeper, probably because Mother would never have allowed it, and the habit had remained into adulthood. It served him well in the crowded house, because it meant he was up early enough to make use of the bathroom before anyone else awoke.

Bonnie rose next and set about cooking breakfast, while either Ves or Sebastian woke the children. This was inevitably met with complaints, accompanied by promises to get up on their own in just five more minutes. By the time they could finally be convinced to get up, dress, and come downstairs, breakfast was ready, and Noct and Bonnie waiting at the table.

They all ate together, while Ves and Sebastian shared the morning newspaper before leaving it for Bonnie. Ves had developed the habit in Boston, when some of his fellow bookbinders asked him about some headline or other. Most of it didn’t concern him; the front page was generally filled with stories of places he didn’t know and people he didn’t understand. A picture of the departing Halley’s Comet, taken by an observatory in Peru, took up part of the page, and the rest was filled with news of “Wall Street”—which he thought had something to do with money—a terrible fire in Japan, an advertisement for sarsaparilla, and a murder trial in Boston. As for Sebastian, he was mostly interested in the baseball scores, which was yet another thing Vesper didn’t really understand.

If they were fortunate, Irene didn’t put in an appearance until after they’d had a chance to finish eating. She’d recently acquired her own auto and no longer relied on the family chauffeur. He and Noct rode in the back, hidden from the outside by curtains, while Sebastian sat up front with her.

It was nice to have a routine again. Their childhood had been chaotic, to put it mildly, and the first few months on their own had only been a different sort of chaos. It wasn’t until Ves’s first stable job, in the rare book trade, that they’d known the shape of their lives from one day to the next.

Fagerlie had upended that, of course. But that had worked out for the best, in end, even if he had been lying about the sort of help he could give them.

Amelia Cohen was settling in behind the desk as they entered the library. She blinked at them through her enormous, round glasses, then gave a shy smile and a wave. “Good morning, Mr. Rune, Mr. Rune, Miss Endicott, Mr. Rath.”

“Good morning,” Sebastian said cheerfully. “They’ve got you on desk duty today, have they?”

“It’s always an honor to help our esteemed colleagues with their research,” she said, a bit tightly.

Irene looked rather dubious at that, but made no comment. She and Noct made their way toward the stacks, and Ves had to restrain himself from offering Noct a ride on his back. Noct moved slowly on a flat surface like a floor, though give him a forest and he could swing from one branch to the next like lightning. But he’d refused the offer a few days ago, in such a way that Ves felt he’d offended his brother’s pride. And Irene didn’t seem to mind his slow pace, strolling and chatting alongside him.

“Lunch at Marsh’s?” Sebastian asked as they passed into the maze of the staff corridors, where their offices lay.

“That sounds lovely,” Ves replied with a smile. He wanted to give Sebastian a kiss, but there were others about, and Mr. Quinn had warned them sternly against what he referred to as “high-spirited behavior” in the library.

Once Sebastian was gone, Ves put his key into the lock on the bindery and conservatory room.

It was already unlocked.

He froze, senses instantly alert for any sound, any trace of scent, anything wrong at all. He could have forgotten to lock the door yesterday when he left early for the funeral, but after so many years of hiding behind secured doors, the habit had become deeply ingrained. Possibly one of the librarians had come across a book that needed repair, and rather than simply wait until his return had borrowed the key from Mr. Quinn. Then forgotten to secure the door again when they left.

Possibly.

His sight expanded as his pupils went from round to rectangular, and his suit jacket hit the floor in a crumpled pile as his tentacles emerged through the opening in vest and shirt. Then, in a single move, he flung open the door in such a way as to strike anyone who might be hiding behind it with as much force as possible.

His strength was greater than human, and the door knob embedded itself in the plaster. But Ves’s visitor wasn’t hiding behind the door—rather, he sat at Ves’s own desk, leaning back slightly in the chair, his fingers interlaced over his belly.

There was very little Ves feared. He was strong, fast, and resistant both to magic and most types of physical harm. But now his mouth went dry and his limbs turned weak.

The man at the desk smiled. “It’s so good to see you, Vesper.”

Ves’s lips had gone numb. “Grandfather. You’re alive.”


Chapter 3



Ora Rune rose to his feet. “It’s so good to see you, boy. Close the door; close the door.”

Ves obeyed out of old, old habit. The doorknob came free of the plaster, leaving behind a trail of dust, and Grandfather made a tsking sound. “I hope your employer is understanding. Though I suppose, given your current appearance, Mr. Quinn is willing to ignore many eccentricities. Now come over here and let me take a look at you.”

This was a nightmare. For a moment, Ves considered simply leaving. Fleeing, rather. A thousand memories fought for dominance inside of him: working beside Grandfather to restore a book of eldritch knowledge, binding together fragments into a whole. Discussing the best ways to remove blood from paper and parchment. Grandfather’s proud smile when Ves demonstrated his growing skill as a bookbinder.

Grandfather’s tales of the murders he committed to lay his hands on some of the books. The way he always sided with Mother, shaking his head sadly when Ves came to him after yet another harsh punishment.

“You’re going to lead an army someday,” he would say. “You will help bring the age of humankind to a close and restore our masters to their rightful place. Don’t you want Nocturn to rule over the shattered remnants of the survivors? Then do as Lenore tells you.”

Despite everything, Ves had been sad when he thought Grandfather dead. But that grief had been infinitely preferable to this.

Ves walked across the room, forcing each step. Grandfather embraced him in a tight hug, which Ves returned, even though every nerve recoiled.

“I missed you,” Grandfather said into his ear. His voice cracked, as though he struggled to hold back tears.

“It’s been a long time,” Ves replied, because he couldn’t bring himself to echo the sentiment back. “I thought you and Mother were dead.”

Grandfather let go of him and sat back down in Ves’s chair. “If things had gone to plan, we probably would be,” he said ruefully. “Oh, your mother doesn’t wish to think so; she wants to believe her sons could have been the ones to turn the tide. But this town…it’s a place of rebels and traitors, fueled by a monstrous heart, and when it rose up it…well, it’s a good thing none of us were here.”

Ves frowned. “Why weren’t you?”

“Because of you and your brother.” Grandfather shook his head with an air of fond frustration. “Your rebellion cost us our place among the first ranks. We were sent to Arkham and ordered to stay there, to await the great storm that would rise from Widdershins and sweep away the fools who think to rule a world that doesn’t belong to them. So we survived.”

“And your gods didn’t.”

Grandfather grimaced. “It was a blow, I admit. Lenore was in a rage—you know how she gets.”

The scars on Ves’s back seemed to ache. “Yes.”

“But that’s old news.” Grandfather smiled. “The important thing is we’re all back together again.”

Gods of the wood, no. Ves’s stomach twisted, but old habits kept his expression neutral. They’d escaped, run away, and even if their lives had been constrained, at least they’d been free of Grandfather and Mother.

Fagerlie had claimed she wasn’t dead, but Ves hadn’t wanted to believe it. Hadn’t let himself contemplate the possibility.

What a fool he’d been.

“You’ve done good work with my old binding tools, or so I hear,” Grandfather went on.

Ves remembered the resistance of Sebastian’s skin, an instant before the sharp needle broke through into flesh. What did Grandfather—and more, importantly, Mother—know? “You’re working with the School of Night. With Fagerlie.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Fagerlie was nothing but a useful idiot,” Grandfather said dismissively. “But he did one thing right. He brought you back to us.”

“Through lies and false promises,” Ves said tightly. No wonder Fagerlie had known just what to offer to make them his accomplices.

And “back”…Ves didn’t even know what to do with that. Did Grandfather plan on walking out of the Ladysmith with him and Noct, going to whatever home or apartment they’d rented, and resuming their previous lives? One big happy family?

“Why are you here?” he forced himself to ask. “Why now?”

Grandfather looked hurt, just as Ves had feared he might. “I’m here because I love you! You’re my grandson.”

It would have been so much easier if Ves had thought he was lying. But the confused pain on Grandfather’s face was genuine.

“I’ve missed you,” Grandfather went on. “I’ve tried to find you ever since you left. Please, Vesper…don’t be cold to me.”

“I’m sorry,” Ves said, because that was what he always said. “I didn’t…I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Grandfather smiled, though his lip still quavered. “I forgive you. I’ve even brought you a little something that might help with finding the Books.”

The hair on the back of Ves’s neck stood up. “What do you know about them?”

“Less than I’d like.” Grandfather reached into his coat and took out a folded newspaper page. He held it out, and Ves took it without looking.

“Why not just give this to the School of Night, if you’re working with them?” Ves asked.

“I already told you, we aren’t. Fagerlie was merely the tool we used to bring you here.”

Even this—even this—had been engineered by Mother and Grandfather. He and Noct had thought they’d escaped, but they’d been dancing to their family’s tune without even knowing it. Ves wanted to throw up.

“Right,” he said hollowly.

Grandfather stood up. “Well, I won’t take any more of your time this morning. I’m sure you have many duties to attend to.” He pulled Ves into another hug.

“I’ll show you out.” How Grandfather had penetrated the library to begin with was worrisome; Ves certainly wasn’t going to let him wander about with no supervision if he could help it.

Grandfather beamed. “Thank you, my boy, very kind.”

They left the bindery and made their way through the staff corridors. Ves turned a corner and nearly plowed into Sebastian.

“Oh, pardon me,” Sebastian said with a smile. Then he spotted Grandfather, and the smile faded into a quizzical look. “Who is this?”

Ves didn’t know what showed on his face, but something about his expression must have alarmed Sebastian, because he immediately took a step closer. “Sebastian Rath, this is Ora Rune. My grandfather.”
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Sebastian drew himself up, every nerve on the alert.

He saw the resemblance immediately. Ora Rune had the same dark eyes as Ves’s human form, the same olive complexion. His hair had gone gray, and his skin was heavily seamed from the hand of time, but there remained echoes of what he must have looked like in his youth. He smiled warmly, and if Sebastian hadn’t known better, he would have imagined himself to be meeting a kindly old man.

But he did know better. Ora Rune was not only a sorcerer, but one who’d plotted the end of the world. He’d committed murder to achieve his goals, and was at best complicit in the abuse his grandsons had suffered.

And now he dared set foot in the library.

Sebastian’s nostrils flared, and his hand curled into a fist. “Do you want me to alert Mr. Quinn?” he asked Ves.

As for Ves, he looked utterly wretched. Oh, he kept his expression relatively neutral, but his shoulders stooped and misery tightened the corners of his eyes.

“No,” Ves said. “I-I don’t think that will be necessary.”

Ora raised a brow, his gaze locked on Sebastian. “What a rude way to greet your friend’s family.”

“I won’t be lectured on manners by someone who tried to destroy the world,” Sebastian said coldly. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but I advise you to leave immediately, because if the head librarian catches you here, you won’t leave at all.”

“I don’t know that I approve of the company you’ve fallen in with,” Ora said, glancing at Ves.

Ves’s shoulders came back up. “Leave Sebastian alone.” Tentacles lifted, and Ves’s voice strengthened. “If you threaten my friends, any of them—”

“Why would I do that?” Ora’s expression became pained. “Do you truly think so poorly of me?”

Ves faltered. Rage surged in Sebastian’s veins, and he said, “Ves, fetch Mr. Quinn. I’ll keep an eye on your grandfather.”

The corner of Ora’s mouth curled slightly, as though he thought the suggestion absurd. It probably was.

“Grandfather was just leaving,” Ves said. “I’m walking him out.”

“Allow me the honor.” Sebastian kept his gaze locked on Ora. “I’ll meet you in the bindery when we’re done.”

To his surprise, Ora nodded. “Excellent suggestion.” He turned to Ves. “It was so good to see you again, Vesper. Give my love to your brother.”

Ves nodded mutely, looking conflicted. Sebastian touched his shoulder with a comforting hand, then gestured to Ora. “After you.”

They walked out together. Amelia Cohen looked at them curiously from behind the desk, but didn’t say anything as they passed into the maze of the museum.

Before, the Ladysmith’s strange architecture had always seemed an inexplicable curiosity, likely caused by the descent of its architect into madness. But then Sebastian learned the truth: it had been designed as an enormous spirit trap to contain the Book of Breath. Its founder, Nathaniel Ladysmith, and the architect Alexander Dromgoole, had pledged themselves to Bind and trap the four Books of the Bound, with the library as the cage and resting place for the final one.

Judging by their correspondence, they’d also been lovers.

“You were involved in the kerfuffle with the School of Night, were you not, Mr. Rath?” Ora asked as they walked.

Sebastian pressed his lips together. Despite his benevolent appearance, this man was dangerous and cruel. Though he didn’t think Ora would attack him in the corridors of the museum, it wouldn’t be wise to let his guard down too far.

“I was,” he confirmed, and left it at that.

“And you’re friends with my grandson?”

“Vesper and Nocturn are both my friends, yes.”

“Then perhaps you would be willing to give them some advice. They might not listen to me, but coming from a friend…”

Sebastian’s shoulders tightened. Who the devil did this man think he was, to ask such a thing? He started to refuse, then paused. Better to know what Ora’s ultimate intentions might be.

“What advice?” he asked, rather than agree outright.

“Not to reject any gifts I offer.” Ora looked at him full on. “Believe it or not, I’d like to see Vesper succeed at this path he’s put himself on. Better he have the Books of the Bound than the School of Night.” He paused. “That’s one point on which Lenore and I agree, though reluctantly on her part.”

“Lenore?”

“My daughter. Vesper and Nocturn’s mother. I didn’t want to say as much to Vesper—I didn’t wish to make him feel bad—but she is still upset by their betrayal.”

“If by betrayal you mean saving themselves from a life of abuse and degradation, then she has no right at all to be upset,” Sebastian shot back.

Ora’s mouth tightened with displeasure. “Our family life is none of your business, Mr. Rath. I thought we’d raised Vesper better than to air our private affairs to others.”

Sebastian ground his teeth together. God, maybe he should have insisted on turning this man over to Mr. Quinn.

Thankfully they had arrived at the grand foyer and the doors, which were open onto the marble steps outside. “Perhaps you should have conducted your private affairs better, then.”

They reached the top of the stairs, and Sebastian stopped. “I’ve said all I have to say to you,” Ora replied coolly. “I offered Ves a gift. A nudge in the right direction, one might say. Advise him to take it.” He took a step down, then paused and looked back. “I bear you no ill will at the moment, Mr. Rath. Do try to keep it that way.”


Chapter 4



“We have to tell Mr. Quinn,” Sebastian said.

Ves strode through the maze of the library, making for the room where the most dangerous tomes of eldritch magic were kept under lock and key. “Noct first. He and Irene were meant to be looking through some of the sorcerous tomes together. I want to make sure he’s okay, and that Grandfather didn’t steal anything.”

If Grandfather—or worse, Mother—got a copy of something like the Al Azif in its original Arabic, or the Pnakotic manuscripts, into their hands, the results would be disastrous. Neither of them would hesitate to use the arcane knowledge held within for their own purposes, and damn anyone who got in their way.

“Surely he couldn’t have found his way through the labyrinth,” Sebastian argued. “Not without a map, or the guidance of someone familiar with it.”

“Perhaps, but he found the bindery easily enough. He entered the museum, located the library, and navigated his way to my very desk, presumably unseen and unchallenged by any guards.” Unless there was a body stuffed into a store room somewhere; they’d need to check for any missing security staff.

“That’s worrisome,” Sebastian murmured, which was a hell of an understatement.

At the very end of the labyrinthine maze of the library lay what was euphemistically referred to as the Limited Access Collection. It contained the most impressive gathering of sorcerous tomes Ves had ever seen. Every bookcase was fronted with a barred grate and locked with a heavy padlock, whose keys were kept by Mr. Quinn and the librarian assigned to the collection, and no one else. Irene was currently the librarian in question, and Mr. Quinn had assigned Noct to help her look into ways of safely unmaking or destroying the Books of the Bound.

Assuming they even could. The Books were powerful necromantic objects, the likes of which Ves had never seen. Created from the bodies of four necromancers, the arcane power of the Book of Breath, Book of Flesh, Book of Blood, and Book of Bone was awakened by the celestial force of Halley’s Comet. The Book of Breath, housed in the architectural spirit trap of the library, had seduced Arthur Fairchild with promises of wealth, violently attacked Ves with wind magic, then almost killed all of them when Fairchild destroyed its bindings. Only Binding the Book to Sebastian had brought it back under control.

What sort of mayhem the other three Books might unleash, Ves didn’t know precisely. Only that they were powerful, evil, and needed to be contained or destroyed as quickly as possible.

When he entered the Limited Access Collection, he found Noct and Irene sat at the table to one side, tomes open in front of them. Irene was laughing, presumably at something Noct had said. As for Noct, his blue eyes were locked on Irene’s face, his soft mouth curved into a smile of pleasure. The desk lamp had an amber shade, and the light it cast on them was candle-warm. For a moment, they looked to be caught in a bubble together, both of them glowing amidst the shadows that clustered a bit too thickly in the corners.

“Noct, I have some bad news,” Ves said bluntly.

Noct jerked back from Irene as if he’d been caught doing something wrong. Irene’s laughter died away, and she glanced at the clock on the wall.

“Already?” she asked. “The day’s barely begun.”

Ves ignored her and focused on Noct. “Grandfather is alive. He broke into the bindery and was waiting for me.”

Noct’s olive skin took on a grayish hue, and the rectangular pupils of his blue eyes expanded in alarm. “By the trees, no,” he said, and his voice cracked on the words.

Irene looked back and forth from one of them to the other. “Fagerlie hinted your mother was working with him, didn’t she?”

“Not working with him, at least according to Grandfather. But alive.”

“We have to run.” Noct covered his mouth with his hand. “I knew it. I knew it wouldn’t last, oh gods…”

“Run?” Irene exclaimed, at the same moment Sebastian said, “No one’s running anywhere.”

He didn’t understand; neither of them did. “We’ll find somewhere for you to hide,” Ves said to Noct. “But they know about the Books, which means anyone else looking for them is in danger. I can’t leave Widdershins yet.” He didn’t want to leave at all.

Noct passed a hand over his face. “No, you’re right.” He glanced at Irene, then at Sebastian. “But we have to find somewhere else to stay. We can’t go home—I mean, back to the Rath house. Not without putting everyone in danger. Same for the library.”

Their eyes met. Noct’s gaze held a despair Ves had hoped never to see again. He suspected his own did as well.

The dream of living in a real home, of being among people who cared about them, had been torn away within the span of a single week. As Noct said, they should have known better.

“We’re never going to escape,” he said numbly.

“Hold up, now.” Sebastian stepped in front of him and gripped his shoulders. “Calm down. I know you’re upset, but let’s just…just think things through.”

“You’re not alone,” Irene said. She put a comforting hand to Noct’s shoulder. He started a little at the touch, but didn’t pull away.

Ves met Sebastian’s hazel eyes. “If we stay with you, Bonnie and the children might be in danger.”

“Ora said he didn’t have any quarrel with me,” Sebastian protested. Then he grimaced. “At least not yet.”

“The safest place for you to be would be the estate,” Irene said. “A manor house full of guards and sorcerers—no one would dare attack us.” She winced. “Well, that’s not strictly true, we’ve been attacked in the past, but we can certainly keep you safe from your accursed relatives.”

Sebastian let go of Ves and turned to her. “Irene, you’re my friend, so don’t take this the wrong way, but your family has a certain reputation. I’m sure they’d love to have two Dark Young within their walls. I’m less sure they’d be happy letting them back out again.”

Ves stiffened, and Noct looked alarmed. Irene frowned and said, “You know our outlook on, ah, people who aren’t purely human has changed.”

“Yes. I also know your family will secure power any way it can. Why else are you marrying Mortimer, if not to forge an alliance with one of the old families?”

Irene snatched her hand back from Noct’s shoulder, as though scalded. Her eyes flicked to the rather ostentatious ring on her finger, and her lips pressed into a taut line. “You’ve made your point, Sebastian.”

Ves scrubbed his face, forcing himself to think. “If we leave town, they might follow us. Or they might stay here and search for the Books.”

“The School of Night certainly won’t stop looking.” Sebastian shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I don’t want to leave Bonnie—or anyone—behind while they’re still a threat.”

It took Ves a moment to understand what he was saying. “You’d come with us?”

Sebastian blinked. “Of course. What did you think, I was just going to let the two of you struggle with this alone?”

“I…I hadn’t thought.” But he’d assumed. Not even assumed—the possibility of having someone unquestionably on their side, who would stand by him no matter what, hadn’t even occurred.

Sebastian must have divined some of his thoughts, because his expression softened. “We’re in this together, angel.”

Ves’s throat constricted with emotion, but he managed to say, “Thank you.”

Irene sighed, but when Ves glanced at her, she was looking down at her hands.

“The question is,” Sebastian said, “will Bonnie and the children be safer with us there to counteract any threats, or with us gone and possibly drawing said threats away.”

“We must assume Mother knows where we’re living.” Noct stared at the shelves, but not as if he was really seeing them. “If she or Grandfather mean to take hostages to force our cooperation…then again, they might not believe the Raths have any importance to us at all, given the way they view sleepers.” He glanced at Sebastian. “No offense intended.”

Sleepers were people who didn’t know the truth about the magic underlying the world. Though none of the Rath clan actually met that definition, neither were they sorcerers or even people who sought to use the arcane to further their own power. Mother would never have glanced at any of them twice, except perhaps to sneer. Or to kill them, if they had something she wanted.

“She won’t balk at murdering children,” Ves said softly. “She’s done it before.”

Sebastian removed his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “We’ll talk it over with Bonnie, find out what she wants us to do.”

“I can do some things to help guard the house against intruders,” Irene offered.

“As can I.” Noct huddled into his smock, drawing it tight around him.

Sebastian nodded. “Ves, Ora said he’d given you a gift? What did he mean?”

Gods, he’d almost forgotten. Ves reached into his pocket and pulled out the folded piece of newspaper. “It’s a clipping from the Widdershins Enquirer Journal. Dated two days ago.”

MURDERED FOR HIS FAT?

A partially dissected body was discovered washed up on the bank of the Cranch River yesterday. Around 6 pm, two children playing about the Front Street Bridge pilings stumbled upon the dead man. The body was transported to the city morgue, where it was found to have been opened up and had most of its fat removed. Cause of death could not be determined.

The body was soon identified as belonging to Mr. C.M. Waite of Wharf Lane. Mr. Waite had been missing since early the previous day.

“Well,” Irene said, “I suppose we should talk to Mortimer.”
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They found Mortimer straightening the shelves of the Widdershins Collection. As always, he was impeccably dressed in a suit cut especially for him, his dark hair oiled perfectly into place. Though Sebastian didn’t entirely approve of their reasons for marrying, he had to admit Mortimer and Irene did make a lovely couple.

“Hello, darling,” Mortimer said upon spotting her. Then his gaze went to the rest of them, and his mouth shaded from smile to smirk. “To what do I owe the…pleasure?”

Noct rode on Ves’s back, as the quickest way for him to move about given his lack of anything resembling actual legs. Now he reached out with several tentacles and pulled himself onto one of the shelving units, into a space of deepest shadow. He’d drawn up his hood at some point, and only the curves of his lush mouth showed, his eyes nothing more than glints in the darkness.

Odd. Sebastian had never seen him do such a thing before.

“You didn’t tell me one of your relatives was killed,” Irene said to Mortimer. “Why on earth didn’t you say something?”

She thrust the newspaper clipping out at him. His brows drew together in confusion as he read the article—then relaxed again. “Oh, I understand. I don’t recognize the name, but he must have been from the lower branch of the family.”

Of course. “I should have realized,” Sebastian said.

Ves looked from him to Mortimer and back. “I don’t understand. Lower branch?”

“Allow me to explain,” Mortimer said, with such an air of condescension Sebastian wanted to kick him in the shins. “Great lineages usually come to one of two fates. They dwindle away to a single twig, such as the Whybornes, or they proliferate to the point where there are distant cousins so removed from the central trunk, they might as well belong to a different tree.”

“I don’t see why they gave you the Widdershins Collection, Mortimer,” Sebastian said. “You would have done so much better tending the horticultural journals.”

Mortimer’s nostrils flared, and he deliberately turned his attention to Irene. “The Endicotts may keep track of all their far-flung seeds, but, well, let’s just say the lower Waites have long since passed out of such consideration. There are far too many of them to account for, and as many of them are involved in unsavory businesses, violent death is…not uncommon.” He moved to crumple up the paper. “Pay it no mind.”

One of Ves’s hands shot out and grabbed his wrist, before he could throw it into the wastebasket. “This could have something to do with one of the Books of the Bound.”

Mortimer looked very pointedly down at the hand. Ves released him. “I see,” Mortimer said, smoothing out the crumpled paper. “And how do you know this?”

“Their odious grandfather was here,” Irene said. “He was uselessly cryptic at Vesper and Sebastian, then left.”

“We should take inventory,” Noct said from his shadowy corner. “In case he stole anything. He’s a sorcerer; he might have been able to avoid the curses.”

“A good idea,” Irene said. “And we must inform Mr. Quinn.”

“I’ve been saying that,” Sebastian protested. “But Ves wanted to warn Noct first.”

Mortimer handed the paper back to Irene. “And do we trust this grandfather…”

“Ora Rune,” Ves supplied.

“…do we believe him when he says this death is connected in some way to the Books?” Mortimer’s brows rose skeptically. “If he has ties to the School of Night, he wouldn’t give us good information. It’s likely a red herring of some sort to keep us busy while the School goes about their business unobstructed.”

“Ora claims he isn’t working with them.” Sebastian glanced at Ves. “Unless he’s lying.”

Ves shook his head. He looked utterly miserable, so Sebastian reached out and linked their fingers together. The startled smile he got in return both warmed and saddened him.

Ves had seemed so surprised when Sebastian said he was coming with him, whatever he’d decided. As though it had never even occurred to him that Sebastian might not simply wish him farewell and wave goodbye, while Ves and Noct went off on their own.

“It’s a possibility we must consider,” Sebastian went on. “I’ll check Ladysmith’s letters to and from Dromgoole for any possible clues, so this isn’t our only path of investigation. As for the murder itself…do any of you sorcerers have an idea as to why someone would want human fat?”

Mortimer’s expression lapsed into one of disgust. Irene only looked thoughtful. “I’d have to speak to Rupert or one of the other alchemists to be certain, but I’m fairly sure all kinds of human bodily substances have been used at one time or another. Noct?”

Noct shrugged. “My magic doesn’t work like that. If I ever heard of such a thing, I probably…well, there were a lot of things from my training I tried to forget.”

The bleakness in his voice would have moved anyone with a heart. “Of course,” Irene said gently. “I’ll talk to Rupert tonight.”

Mortimer frowned. “Don’t forget, we’re to meet with my mother tonight to discuss the wedding. It’s less than a month away, and there are still a few details remaining to be ironed out.”

Noct seemed to withdraw even deeper into the shadows. “When you have the time then, Irene.”

“Sooner rather than later,” Sebastian said briskly. “Now, while you make sure Ora didn’t carry off some fell tome, I’ll take a look through the collection of Ladysmith’s letters. Ves, could you let Mr. Quinn know about our visitor?”

Ves looked less than happy, but nodded. “I’ll go now. No sense putting it off.”
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Ves made his way slowly toward Mr. Quinn’s office. It wasn’t that he didn’t think they needed to alert the head librarian; he knew they did. But the idea of talking about his family to someone other than Sebastian or Bonnie made him feel nervous. Exposed, like he was peeling back his skin and plucking out the nerves beneath.

Why couldn’t Grandfather and Mother have just left them alone? He and Noct had been created to help bring about the end of the world, but that plan had failed. What possible use could they be now, eight years later?

Grandfather claimed he missed them. Implied he thought they were going to be a family again. He probably even meant it, which sickened Ves far more than the thought he only wanted to use them. Being perceived as a tool was one thing, but the emotion in Grandfather’s eyes, oblivious to the burden he was putting on Ves’s shoulders to forgive something he felt no remorse for, made Ves feel ill to the very depths of his soul. As though he were somehow at fault for hurting the old man, and not the other way around.

All-Mother, Lord of the Forest, give him strength.

Mr. Quinn sat behind his desk, going through some papers. He put them down when Ves entered, his long, spidery fingers resting lightly atop the white paper. “What is it you need, Binder?”

A shiver ran up Ves’s spine. He forced himself to stand still, locking his gaze on the blood-stained dictionary mounted in pride of place on the wall behind the head librarian. Mr. Quinn listened silently while Ves recounted the events of the morning and the connection to both a Book and a member of the Waite family.

When he was done, Mr. Quinn sat back. “An incursion into the library,” he said in a voice like a funeral march. “This will not do.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

Mr. Quinn waved a thin hand. “You did not wish him here; hence, the fault is his alone, Mr. Rune. I will speak with Director Gerritson about adding more security. There are many things in the museum an enterprising sorcerer could put to use, so I’m certain he will take the request with the utmost seriousness.”

It still seemed mad to Ves that his employer could make such a statement. Certainly he’d met no one in Boston who believed in magic, or at least no one who dared say so lest they be shipped off to Danvers.

“Thank you,” he said, some of the constriction around his chest easing. “Someone should check to make sure no guards are missing, just in case Grandfather did murder to get in. As for how he located the bindery, I don’t know. Maybe he wandered for hours looking for it, or maybe he used some kind of magic…I wish I could tell you.”

“It would be helpful for counter-measures, but alas.” Mr. Quinn leaned back and peered at him. “Do you believe he told the truth, that this murder will lead us to the next Book?”

“I do.” Gods knew Grandfather would lie if it suited him, but… “I can’t see what it would gain him to make something up. Not if he wants some sort of…reconciliation.”

“I see your point. Very well, Mr. Rune, carry on with your work, and notify me of any further developments.”

Ves nodded and turned toward the door. Before he could exit, however, Mr. Quinn called after him. “A last observation. There are the people we are born to, and then there are our families. Sometimes these groups overlap. Sometimes they do not. You and Nocturn may find it helpful to keep that in mind.”


Chapter 5



April 15, 1856

My dearest Nathaniel,

I write this at…God alone knows what hour. After midnight, before dawn; the loneliest time. I used to stand on the beach in Ipswich when I was young and

Forgive me. The voices have risen to a clamor. They slide in and out of my thoughts, show me things, so many things, Nathaniel. Terrible, beautiful things. Things that should horrify me, but do not.

Still, better me than Tom. I know you don’t agree—I can hear your voice scolding me now, though at least your voice comes only from my own memories. But our disagreement is born from your love for me, so I cannot be too angry.

I hope you’ve found what you’re looking for. Leave it to you to go tramping off into the wilds, searching for mystery! It’s one of the things that drew us together, yet now…

I cannot sleep without your presence to quiet the whispers and close my inner eye to exquisite horrors. My nerves groan and thrum, but I can’t move his arms, his legs, cursed man imprison

No!

The work. In your absence, I have concentrated on the work. It is all I have, the only hope for my salvation. Construction on the Halliwell House continues apace. I go each day at dawn, noon, and dusk to make sure my plans are being followed to the letter. The Book of Flesh will soon be contained, leaving only the Book of Breath to contend with. I have already begun drawing up plans for your museum that I think will please you.

I will close here. My hand shakes.

Come back as soon as you can.

Yours with love,

Alex

Sebastian sat back, staring down at the letter in front of him. It had taken a while to find anything amidst the disordered boxes, and most of Ladysmith’s correspondence was of the mundane variety: letters from friends and business partners, missives requesting he donate to some charity or other, invitations to visit society gatherings in New York.

Then this. A letter from his lover, Alexander Dromgoole, the architect responsible for both the museum and the house Sebastian had grown up in. The man who had previously been Bound to the Books to bring them under some semblance of control.

Sebastian absently rubbed his left forearm. The wounds still hurt, but they were healing more quickly than he’d thought they would.

There came a knock on his door, and Vesper called, “Sebastian? Are you ready to leave?”

Sebastian swept the letter into a desk drawer. If Ves saw this evidence of Dromgoole’s mental deterioration, he’d be needlessly worried. Sebastian was only Bound to one Book; it had taken four to fracture Dromgoole’s psyche to the point of dooming him to a madhouse.

“I am,” he called back.

Ves stuck his head in the door. “Did you find anything?”

Sebastian kept himself from glancing at the drawer. “Yes.” He bit his lip. “Could we…if the weather isn’t too awful, could we walk home together and let Noct and Irene take the car?”

Ves blinked, then smiled shyly. God, he made Sebastian’s heart do all sorts of ridiculous things. “Of course. I’ll let them know to go on ahead, while you finish up here.”

Sebastian straightened his desk, scooped up his hat, and locked the door behind him. He navigated his way through the maze of staff corridors to the front of the building, where he paused by the bronze statue of the late Director Hart to wait for Ves. Other museum staff streamed past, a few of them giving him polite nods, but no one stopping to talk. It wasn’t their fault; the librarians kept to themselves, leaving the rest of the museum to continue almost as an institution apart. Had Ladysmith himself begun that separation, or had it slowly happened over the years?

Ves finally emerged. The heat wave was losing its grip over the region, so the temperature was bearable for a walk. They passed by the trolley stop Sebastian had arrived and departed from for so many years, surrounded by the busy life of the streets.

“So what did you find?” Ves asked.

Sebastian tipped his hat to a pair of young ladies watching them from a sidewalk café. The women burst into giggles at having been caught. “A letter from Dromgoole to Ladysmith. Ladysmith was away somewhere, while Dromgoole was overseeing construction on the house that belonged to my grandmother and great-uncle. The house Bonnie and I grew up in.” He let out a long breath. “It was a trap for the Book of Flesh.”

“I’m sorry,” Ves said, the words nearly lost beneath the noise of an automobile passing by on the street. “I know it troubles you.”

“It would trouble most people,” Sebastian said without thinking. Then he mentally kicked himself. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to imply anything about you. Just your upbringing was…”

“Unorthodox, yes.” Ves looked away.

Sebastian now wished they weren’t on a busy street. “How are you doing with…well, everything? Seeing Ora again?”

Ves’s shoulders slumped. “It’s complicated. He was genuinely happy to see me. And I…I know we hurt him by leaving.”

“Then he should have been a better caretaker,” Sebastian said. God, he’d like to throw the old man into the Cranch and let it sweep him out to sea. “You don’t bear any responsibility for that.”

“He’ll never see it that way.”

“I don’t give a damn what he sees. You and Noct are the victims here, and Ora Rune can rot in hell.”

Ves blinked rapidly, as if against unexpected tears. “Th-thank you.”

Sebastian linked his arm with Ves’s, and they walked in silence for a while. He ached to do something, anything, to make things easier for Ves. But he could only offer what little support he could, and hope it was enough.

As they turned onto their street, he felt Ves stiffen. Startled, he looked up.

The house should have been visible from their position, but the hedge bordering the sidewalk was no longer a neat, tame thing. It had gone wild, shooting up to an impossible height, its branches woven into an impenetrable wall. Starting about six feet up, jagged thorns speared out and down; anyone attempting to climb over would be torn to shreds. Flowering vines wove through the foliage, but Sebastian had the unsettling feeling their lovely appearance was a trap of some sort.

“Well,” Ves said, “it looks like Noct didn’t waste any time.”
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“What the hell?” Sebastian murmured, staring at the imposing wall of thorn and branch. Some of the neighbors had come out to gape, casting them both curious looks.

Despite the circumstances, Ves couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride at his little brother’s work. “Noct’s making the lot as secure as he can. Even someone like Mother will think twice before trying to get inside.”

“Right.” Sebastian waved at one of the neighbors, then hurried through the front gate. Ves followed him.

The air was redolent with the scent of green, growing things. The hedge had spread to all sides of the property, tearing through soil and reaching for the heavens. It had been a very, very long time since Ves saw Noct expend his power so freely. He’d grown stronger over the last eight years, or else the magic came easier when it was being used to defend rather than harm.

Ves followed the sound of voices and found Noct around the side of the house, turning one of Bonnie’s rose bushes into a sprawling monstrosity of thorns and blood-red blooms. The three oldest children watched, fascinated. When Helen caught sight of Ves, she clapped her hands and yelled, “Uncle Ves! Come see what Uncle Noct is doing!”

His throat tightened at the designation. They’d been enveloped so quickly into the Rath clan, given a glimpse of what life was like in a house where none of the adults were power-mad cultists.

Only to have Grandfather show up and threaten to rip it all away.

Noct’s face was set in concentration, sweat soaking his dark curls. “Did you tell Bonnie before ensorcelling her roses?” Ves asked.

Noct nodded once, shortly. “I told her you and Sebastian would explain more when you got home, but I wanted to start on this.”

“Can you make plants grow really fast?” Helen asked Ves.

He shook his head. “No. I’m not a sorcerer.”

“Can I be a sorcerer?”

“If you study hard, yes.”

“Yay!” Helen shouted. “I’m going to cast a spell on Richard, this boy from my class. He’s always calling me names and saying bad things about Mama.”

“It sounds like he deserves it, then,” Ves said. “Noct, if you don’t need me for anything, I’ll go talk to Bonnie.”

Noct waved a tentacle in Ves’s direction. “Go. You’re useless at magic, as you said.”

Ves went inside. Bonnie and Sebastian were in the sitting room, seated on the couch together. Sebastian held little Clara, bouncing her on his knee while they talked.

When Ves entered, Bonnie stood up and crossed the room to hug him. “Ves, I’m so sorry your awful family is trying to get back into your life.”

Startled, he hugged her back. She smelled of baby talcum powder, and her hair brushed soft against his cheek. “Thank you,” he said. “But we don’t want to bring trouble to your doorstep.”

“It might be too late for that,” Bonnie said, stepping back. “If your family knows where you work, they surely know where you live. It wouldn’t be difficult to follow you here, or to have you followed, as we know all too well.”

“True.” The men Arthur Fairchild had hired to kill Sebastian certainly hadn’t had any trouble finding them. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. It isn’t your fault.” She sat down in the chair, leaving the spot on the couch beside Sebastian for Ves. “Given the situation, I’d prefer to have you and Noct here to protect us if necessary.”

“What about me?” Sebastian protested.

Bonnie gave him a pitying look. “I’m your little sister, and I could beat you up by the time we were five.”

“That’s not how I remember it,” he muttered.

Ves stripped off his coat and laid it carefully out of the way, letting his tentacles come out as he sat down by Sebastian. “Fighting is one of the two things I can do competently, whereas you have many skills.”

“Don’t sell yourself short.”

Sebastian passed Clara to Ves. Ves wrapped a tentacle around her and dandled her in front of Sebastian’s face. She let out a shriek of delight that made his ears ring, and beat her chubby fists against the tentacle in joy.

Sebastian absently tickled one of her feet. “The Book of Flesh was in our house, the whole time we were growing up. Whether Mother knew or not, I’m not certain. Then the—the fire happened. So what became of the Book? Bonnie, you dealt with…things. Do you have any ideas?”

Her lips tightened, and she stared at Clara as though not really seeing the baby at all. “The storm made everything more complicated than it would have been otherwise. I couldn’t get to the house until well after it ended. Some neighbors helped out, searching through the snow and the rubble for anything that could be salvaged. I went to the morgue…I can’t remember if it was before or after I went to the house, now. Her body was so badly burned, I had to identify her by her false teeth. They were porcelain so survived intact.”

She trailed off. Clara had started to squirm, so Ves lowered her to his lap and began to bounce her. “Anyone could have taken the Book during the storm, once the flames were out. A firefighter, a neighbor…”

“I’m afraid so.”

Damn. Another dead end.

The sound of movement came from the floor above. Bonnie rose. “Tommy’s up from his nap, so let me fetch him down and we can have dinner.”

She left them with Clara. While Ves entertained the baby by lifting her high into the air and then lowering her down to his lap again, Sebastian took the afternoon edition of the newspaper from where Bonnie had left it on the table. He started to open it up, then stopped and fixed on the front page instead.

Dread touched Ves’s bones. “What is it?”

Sebastian handed him the paper. Near the bottom of the front page was a small article.

SECOND DISSECTED BODY PULLED FROM CRANCH RIVER

An unidentified man was found fetched up against the inflow to the Marsh Seafood Company cannery yesterday afternoon. The body appears to have been the victim of dissection, as many large muscles were removed with surgical precision. Given the nature of the crime, police suspect a prank by visiting medical students.

He looked up and met Sebastian’s gaze. “Another one.”


Chapter 6



The next morning, Sebastian found Mortimer in the Widdershins Collection. As always, Mortimer’s sober suit was made from fine materials, ruby cufflinks sparkling whenever the light caught them just right. Despite his attire, he was hard at work with a feather duster, peering at the books as if to spot even the most minute speck of dust. One of the library bats had chosen to roost in one corner instead of in the bat room, and when Sebastian entered it stretched out one wing and yawned.

“Good morning,” Sebastian called.

Mortimer paused in his cleaning; when he turned to Sebastian, his mouth was set in a frown. “What do you want now, Sebastian?”

“So sorry to interrupt your terribly important work,” Sebastian said, though of course keeping the books in good condition was necessary. “I’ll make this as quick as possible. I’d like to talk to the immediate family of the deceased Mr. Waite, and I want you to come with me to make the introductions.”

Mortimer’s frown deepened. “I assure you, I’ve never even met them.”

Of course not. God forbid Mortimer mingle with the poor, even those related to him.

“Good, then they won’t already dislike you.” When Mortimer made as if to object, Sebastian held up his hand. “I remember when the previous head of your family died, everyone came to show respect, even those who don’t move in your exalted circles. You might only be a third cousin, but surely they’ll have some regard for you. At least enough to answer questions.”

Mortimer sighed. “Fine. I’ll send word so they expect us. We’ll go after work, when more of them are likely to be home. Now, if you’d be so kind, I have things to do.”

Sebastian took his leave and went to the bindery, where he found Ves at the book press. He shut the door behind him, crossed the room, and gave Ves a kiss on the cheek. “Mortimer will take us to his relatives this evening.”

Ves offered one of those smiles that made Sebastian’s heart dance, then stretched up to give him a soft kiss on the lips. It wasn’t passionate—they were at work, after all—but it left him wanting more. To remove the temptation, he stepped back and perched on the edge of Ves’s desk. “So. I can go back to the letters and try to find more about the Book of Flesh, unless you have some other suggestion?”

Ves bit his lip, a flash of white teeth against pink. “I don’t know if it would be possible, or even if it would tell us anything, but…maybe examining the bodies, or at least reading the autopsy reports, would point us in the right direction? I know the newspapers said the second victim was operated on with surgical precision, but they aren’t always accurate.”

Sebastian considered. “I can’t say I’ve ever tried to gain access to the morgue before.”

“I’m not sure if it’s even possible. They might think we’re reporters and refuse to talk to us,” Ves said.

“What? No. No reporter would dare pretend to be a librarian.” Sebastian laughed at the absurdity. “Can you imagine?”

Ves blinked. “Apparently I can’t.” He waved a hand. “Never mind. Could we bribe them, the way I did with the police after Fairchild’s men attacked you?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to try. Should we ask Irene to come with us? In case there’s some kind of, I don’t know, sorcerous markings or the like?”

“We might as well.” Ves rose to his feet. “All right, then. To the morgue.”
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“I can’t believe you’re going to make me look at a mutilated body,” Irene groused. “Honestly, Sebastian, why are we friends?”

“Because of my charm and winning personality,” Sebastian replied with a wink. “No one can resist.”

Irene shook her head, then beeped the horn of her automobile at an incautious pedestrian. Since they didn’t have Noct with them, she’d lowered the auto’s roof, and the wind tugged at their hair.

“How goes the wedding planning?” Ves asked from the back seat.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “Well enough. Mortimer’s mother hasn’t been too difficult, thank heavens.”

“And your own?”

Sebastian flinched, but it was too late to warn Ves. Irene’s shoulders stiffened, but she said, “My parents both died eight years ago, on the old family estate back in Cornwall. It’s…it’s gone now, so their bodies were never recovered. Though of course they might not have been even if it was still there. The old head of our family did…terrible things.”

“Oh.” Ves’s dark eyes softened. “I’m so sorry.”

“You weren’t to know.” She shook her head slightly. “I tell myself they died quickly, as unlikely as it is.”

They rode the rest of the way to the morgue in silence. The low stone building dated from the 1700s and showed its age. The interior consisted of a large room, the thick walls holding in somewhat cooler air, though given the heat wave it wasn’t nearly cool enough. The scent of decay hung heavy in the air. A low wall topped with glass partitioned the room, and a body lay propped up on the other side, covered to the neck by a sheet as it awaited identification.

At least Mother hadn’t had to suffer that final indignity, when she died in the fire. Still, poor Bonnie had to walk through these doors, alone, and confirm that yes, the false teeth had belonged to her.

A hot flush of shame ran through Sebastian. He should have been here with his sister, should have supported her. Instead, he’d crumbled beneath the guilt of listening to their mother die and being unable to do anything to stop it. His memory of those days was fragmentary at best, but he knew he’d been utterly useless, leaving his younger sister to shoulder the burdens that should have been shared.

“Are you all right?” Ves asked in a low voice.

Sebastian tore his eyes away from the wretch displayed behind the glass. “I’m fine. Let’s just get this over with.”

An attendant emerged from a door leading into the back. “Can I help you?”

Sebastian held out his hand. “I’m Sebastian Rath, the Ladysmith Library’s archivist. This is Irene Endicott and Vesper Rune, who work at the library as well.”

A slight wariness came into the attendant’s eyes when he heard Irene’s name. “Jules Wood,” he said. “Again, what can I help you with?”

A confident air seemed the best way to proceed. “We’d like to see the autopsy reports for Mr. C.M. Waite and the other dissected body, please. It would be helpful if we could view the body as well.”

Jules’s eyes darted to the body on display. “He’s over there, waiting for someone to recognize him. Look all you want.”

“We’d like a closer look beneath the sheet.”

Jules’s expression hardened and he shook his head. “No. I’m not here to indulge your morbid curiosity. Get out.”

“We’re here because the deaths may have been unnatural, or connected to something unnatural,” Irene said impatiently. “We’re trying to keep more people from getting killed, so at least let us take a look at the autopsy reports and any photographs.”

Jules looked conflicted. Ves leaned forward. “We can pay,” he said.

“Fine.” Jules sighed and put out his hand.

Sebastian nudged Irene. “Pay the man.”

“Me?”

“You’re the one from a rich family.”

Irene glared at him but took some bills from her purse, which vanished quickly into Jules’s pocket. “Follow me.”

He led them to a large office with an impressive wooden desk, full book cases, and a skeleton in the corner. “Dr. Greene is at lunch and won’t be back for another hour or so,” Jules said, going to the desk and rifling through a stack of files. “These are recent, so they haven’t been archived yet, though copies have been given to the police.”

Irene accepted the files. While Jules watched, she put them on the desk and opened them. Sebastian caught a glimpse of one of the photos inside and looked away, his stomach turning queasily.

“Horrible,” Irene said. “Ves, you look at these, and I’ll go through the written reports. I don’t wish to see any more.”

“Of course.”

Sebastian watched as Irene turned the pages of the autopsy report. Somewhere in this building—in its archives, no doubt—was a similar report for his mother. One describing in detail the injuries to her body, possibly with photographs. He didn’t want to think about it, but once he started, he couldn’t seem to stop. Knowing what it said wouldn’t help anything, would only make it all worse, but a part of him wanted to ask Jules for it anyway.

“These don’t look good,” Ves said at last. “But nothing obviously magical.”

Irene’s expression, however, had grown increasingly grim as she read. “What is it?” Sebastian asked.

“The work done on both men did have a surgical exactness to it,” she said. “But there are details that were left out of the papers. Both had ligature marks on their wrists and ankles, indicating they’d been restrained. And given how the wounds appeared…” She paused and looked up. “They were still alive when they were operated on.”
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“What a horrible business,” Mortimer said when they told him, and Ves noted he’d gone several shades paler as he listened. “I assume the family wasn’t told the details?”

“I certainly hope not.” Sebastian had been uncharacteristically subdued ever since they’d arrived at the morgue. There was a haunted look to his hazel eyes that Ves wanted to ask about, but hadn’t had the chance in the hours since they’d returned to the library. Certainly it wasn’t a conversation to have in front of Mortimer. “Are you ready to leave?”

“Yes, yes, let’s get this over with.”

Irene had already departed in her automobile with Noct, so it was only the three of them who climbed into Mortimer’s vehicle. There were bonuses to having rich friends—well, not friends in Mortimer’s case. Allies.

Grandfather had been very good at gathering allies. People who helped him find books, or rare ingredients for spells, or other things. He smiled at them right up until the point he no longer needed them. After that, they ended up in shallow graves in lonely places.

When they were boys, he and Noct had found a skull washed out of a slope near their shack. Grandfather saw them playing with it and reminisced about its owner. He related the adventures they’d had together, when he was much younger, chuckling and speaking of the dead man in a fond voice.

It hadn’t kept him from slitting the man’s throat on the altar atop Caprine Hill.

And now he was somewhere in Widdershins, doing gods knew what. The thought chilled Ves despite the heat of the day.

“This seems to be it,” Mortimer said, slowing the vehicle. “How…quaint.”

They were in what Ves had learned was the rougher part of Widdershins, close by the docks and filled with boarding houses, bars, and brothels catering to sailors and stevedores. The old houses had sagging rooflines and peeling paint, the sidewalks and streets poorly maintained. The inhabitants sitting on stoops watched them warily as they exited the automobile.

“Will it be safe?” Sebastian asked, gesturing to the vehicle.

Mortimer looked around, then beckoned to a young boy who had paused in a game of jacks to watch them. Pulling out a dollar bill, he handed it to the boy, while announcing in a loud voice, “I am Mortimer Waite. If anyone approaches my automobile, tell them they will answer to the head of the family for any damages.”

The child’s eyes went wide, and he nodded wordlessly. Satisfied, Mortimer turned away to the decaying house they’d stopped in front of and opened the door without knocking.

At some point in the past, the residence had been broken up into apartments. The door opened onto a dingy hallway and stair, the only light leaking in through grimy windows. The warm air was redolent of sweat, boiled cabbage, and urine. Mortimer made a face, and Sebastian seemed a bit taken aback.

As for Ves, he and Noct had stayed in worse places, when they first fled to Boston. At least the building didn’t appear to be in danger of imminent collapse.

Mortimer led the way upstairs, to an open door just off the landing. “I’m here to speak to my…cousins,” he said to whoever was inside.

“Oh! Yes! Mr. Waite, come in, please,” said a female voice.

Not that there was much space to do so. The room was crowded with both people and furniture, and seemed to serve as kitchen, living area, and bedroom all at once. A bed that currently doubled as a couch took up most of the space, and the iron stove added to the stuffy heat. Laundry, probably taken in for washing, mounded in boxes and bags around a washtub and wringer. Signs of mourning were everywhere, from the black crepe bands secured around the men’s arms, to the reddened eyes of women and children.

“My associates and I would like to express our condolences on your loss,” Mortimer said, a bit stiffly but with more sincerity than Ves would have credited him with. Perhaps being faced with the actual grieving family had awakened some empathy in him.

“Thank you.” The woman who had welcomed them in dabbed at her eyes. “My Christopher was a good ‘un. I can’t believe he’s gone…”

“You’re the widow, then?” Sebastian asked.

She nodded, and one of the men put a consoling hand to her shoulder.

“This is Sebastian Rath and Vesper Rune,” Mortimer said, gesturing to them in turn. “They’d like to ask you some questions.”

One of the men looked suspiciously at them. “You ain’t police, are you?”

“We work with Mortimer,” Ves said. “We’re hoping to find out more about the death as a, er, favor? To him.” That sounded reasonable.

Mortimer looked annoyed, but the widow clasped her hands together and stared at him almost worshipfully. “I never…it ain’t often the main family takes notice of us. Thank you, cousin, thank you.”

Her desperate earnestness was unsettling. The dynamics within the Waite family seemed complicated in ways Ves didn’t understand.

“Who was the last person to see him alive?” Sebastian asked.

“That would be me,” said one of the men.

“And you are…?”

“Isaiah. Christopher was my brother.” He held his hat in his hands and worried at the brim as he spoke. “We work together in the Cranch Bay Shipping Company warehouse. Well, we did up until a week or so ago. A crate slipped and broke Christopher’s arm pretty bad.”

“He had to go to the charity hospital to have the bone put back in,” one of the children piped up.

“Right.” Isaiah nodded. “He was laid up for a few days, but as soon as he could, he came by the warehouse to ask the foreman if there was any work he could do. But the bastard said he had no use for a man with one arm. Christopher was plenty mad; I had to step out with him and calm him down. He said he was going home, and, well…that was the last time I seen him.”

“He never came home,” the widow confirmed. “It’s less than fifteen minutes’ walk.”

“What time did you last see him?” Ves asked.

“Two, maybe three o’clock,” Isaiah said.

So he’d disappeared, or been lured, off the streets in the middle of the day. “I see. Do you have any idea who might have done this to him?”

The widow began to cry softly, and another woman put an arm around her shoulders. Isaiah shook his head. “If I did, I wouldn’t be sitting here doing nothing.”

“Of course.” If anything like this had happened to Noct…it didn’t bear imagining, but Ves knew he’d tear apart Widdershins with his bare hands to find the culprit.

“Thank you,” Sebastian said. “Is there anything else you can tell us? Anything at all that might be relevant, no matter how far-fetched?”

No one spoke. “Thank you for your help, then.” Sebastian turned toward the door, then stopped when Isaiah took a step forward. But his eyes weren’t fixed on him, but on Mortimer.

“You’ll find out who did this, won’t you?” he asked. “The family will take care of its own, right?”

Mortimer looked profoundly uncomfortable. “Yes. Of course.” He gave them all a little nod that was more like a jerk of his head, then hurried out the door. Ves and Sebastian followed him.

“Well, that was…something,” he said when they reached the automobile. The urchin jumped up from where he’d been sitting guard, and Mortimer absently handed him another dollar.

“Don’t like seeing how the other half lives?” Sebastian asked with a quirk of his brow. “Feeling guilty about going home to your fancy house?”

Mortimer scowled. “Don’t be absurd. It isn’t my fault they choose to live like this.”

“Interesting use of the word ‘choose.’”

“Be careful, Sebastian, your jealousy is showing. Not all of us can belong to the old families, after all.”

Sebastian’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth for some retort. Ves cut in before the conversation could devolve any further. “It seems to me we have several possibilities before us. One is that Christopher’s disappearance off the street was truly at random. Someone grabbed him, or lured him, because he was at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Which will make it more difficult to find who might have taken him,” Mortimer said, climbing into the driver’s seat.

“Exactly, so let us hope that isn’t the case.” Ves held open the door for Sebastian to get in behind Mortimer, then got in beside Sebastian. “He was injured at the warehouse—could it have been on purpose and not an accident? Something to make him easier to overpower later?”

“Possibly.” Sebastian frowned in thought. “Or he encountered someone at the charity hospital.”

“Right.” Mortimer steered the vehicle away from the curb and around a horse-drawn coal cart. “Well, it seems you gentlemen have your work cut out for you. As for me, I believe my involvement in this is over.”


Chapter 7



Over breakfast the next morning, Sebastian and Ves decided it would be best to divide their efforts between the warehouse and the charity hospital. As Vesper had worked a few rough jobs before finding the rare book trade, he felt a bit more confident in his ability to talk to the sort of men who’d likely be employed there, than to whomever he might meet at the charity hospital.

Since it was Saturday, the warehouse would likely only work a half-day, so they set out on foot rather than going to the library first, parting at the trolley stop as their destinations required different lines.

Ves had made certain to dress down for today, choosing a scuffed pair of shoes and his most worn clothing. When he and Noct fled Dunhollow for Boston, Ves had been seventeen and Noct only fifteen. Barely more than children, and with no real knowledge of the outside world. Everything had been strange, frightening, overwhelming for two boys with no money and no prospects.

The only thing Ves knew he could rely on was his strength. He’d approached a warehouse foreman, terrified of the questions he’d be asked, only to discover there weren’t any. The hours were long, the work back-breaking for the ordinary men and boys around him, but it was the sort of profession where no one cared where you came from or where you were going. Many of the laborers didn’t speak English, and those that did came and went like the tide. It hadn’t exactly been a good time in his life, but it allowed him to earn enough money to find a room in a boarding house and fill their bellies.

Once they had some breathing space, Noct found an ad in a newspaper for someone familiar with book repair and binding, and Ves left the world of hard manual labor behind for that of the rare book trade. But he still remembered the job that had helped them survive in the outside world, instead of being forced to return to the cult to keep from starving.

The trolley stop let him off a few blocks from the warehouse. He walked slowly, taking in the area, looking for anything that seemed out of place. There was nothing beyond the ordinary bustle of a busy port city. Draft horses hauled heavy carts, men shouted as they winched pallets up to a second-story cargo door, and inspectors checked crates against lists in their hands. The fish market was near enough to smell, and gulls circled and screamed overhead.

It was the sort of place where people came and went all the time. Would Grandfather and Mother seek to hide here among the boarding houses full of strangers? Or was the area too crowded for their purposes?

The warehouse marked Cranch Bay Shipping Company lay in the center of the district, not far from the river’s mouth. It was a two story building, the letters painted on the brick faded from sun and storm. Ves briefly considered sneaking inside, then discarded the notion. Easier to start with the straightforward approach, and return after dark if that proved insufficient.

He stepped inside through the open rolling doors, pausing to the side to let his eyes adjust to the dimmer interior. The place was a hive of activity, with men moving cargo either in or out of the warehouse, or else rearranging what was already inside. The day hadn’t yet heated up, but already sweat stained most of their shirts. Tantalizing scents filled the air: dusty cotton, layered spices, sawn wood, iron, and more. A stream of crates coming in were labeled DANGER: EXPLOSIVE, Pennsylvania Fireworks Manufacturing Company. Of course; the July 4th holiday was a little over a month away. Ves tried to remember exactly what it commemorated—something to do with a war with England?

The warehouse space was mostly open, but there did appear to be an office near the door. The man who seemed to be the foreman was currently on the floor, however, directing placement of the new shipment, so Ves headed for him instead of the office.

“Excuse me,” Ves said when he approached. “Are you the foreman on duty?”

The man turned. He was tall and wiry, his pale skin seamed from exposure to salt and sun. Sweat beaded on a scalp left bare by receding hair, and a thick mustache concealed his upper lip. “What do you want?” he snapped, and Ves glimpsed teeth stained by tobacco.

“I have some questions about a man who used to work here. Christopher Waite.”

If Ves hadn’t been paying close attention, he would have missed the flicker that passed over the foreman’s face. It wasn’t of fear, exactly, or if it was, it was fear of discovery.

The foreman turned his back on Ves. “I’m busy. I don’t have time to talk about every man who passes through here.”

“I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to talk about one of them,” Ves pointed out mildly.

The foreman rounded on him. “I said I’m busy! Now get out of here, or I’ll have you tossed out, you hear?”

A part of Ves wanted to challenge him to make good on his threat. But a display of inhuman strength likely wouldn’t get him anywhere. “Listen, I only want five minutes. Let’s step into your office, and…”

He turned toward the office, but stopped when he saw the door swing open and a woman slip out through the gap.

The foreman spotted her as well. “What the hell!” he shouted. “Don’t you even think about running! What are you doing in my office?”

She stopped as commanded, turning toward them. Her skin and hair were pale, almost the color of frost, her eyes the blue of glacial ice. Their gazes met, and her eyes widened in what Ves thought was recognition, though he’d never seen her before in his life.

Then her gaze slipped past him to the crates being stored. She lifted one hand, her lips shaping a word he’d heard from Mother countless times in his youth.

“Look out!” Ves shouted, and knocked the foreman to the ground.

An instant later, the world exploded.
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The charity hospital had originally been built on the outskirts of town, with an eye toward the fresh breezes of the countryside. The city quickly caught up with it, however, so now it stood amidst shops and apartment buildings.

The reception area was quiet at this hour when Sebastian stepped inside. A nurse in a pristine white cap and dress sat behind the desk. “Can I help you?” she called cheerfully.

“Yes. I have what might be an unusual request.” Sebastian removed his hat and approached her with his most winning smile. “A friend of mine, Christopher Waite, was here for a few days last week. He had a badly broken arm, but thanks to the care he received here, he’s on the mend.” Hopefully the nurse hadn’t connected the dead man in the newspaper with any previous patients, or else she’d see through the lie in an instant. “I’d like to personally thank the doctor and nurses who took care of him.”

She seemed taken aback, but said, “That’s kind of you, sir. I can’t speak as to the doctor, but for a broken arm he would’ve been in the injury ward, and I’m sure one of the on-duty nurses would have helped with his care. Second floor, just follow the signs.”

He thanked her and made for the wide stairs leading up. According to the signage, the first floor was given over to maternity, the second to injuries and surgical recovery, and the third diseases.

The second-floor injury ward was large and airy, with beds lined up beneath open windows. Even so, the scent of disinfectant and blood lingered in the air. Sebastian spotted a man with his leg in traction, and another sporting a bandaged stump where his arm had been.

Three nurses moved through the ward. The nearest was a young woman with pale skin and brunette hair, neatly pinned back under her cap. She held a cup of water to the lips of the patient who had lost an arm.

“No,” the man muttered as Sebastian approached. “No more. Less of me all the time. Please, help me.”

The nurse gently wiped his brow with a cloth. “We are. Just try to rest, now.”

Sebastian waited until she was done before approaching. “Pardon me, nurse…?”

“Brenner.” She offered him a pretty smile. “May I be of help?”

The man in the bed thrashed. “No more!”

“Out here,” she said, and led Sebastian back to the hall outside the ward. “Poor Mr. Brown.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Sebastian asked. “That is, clearly he lost an arm, but…?”

“At first it was only his forearm.” Nurse Brenner’s expression lapsed into one of pity. “But gangrene set in, and the doctor had to take more off. Modern medicine is a wonder, but it can’t yet work miracles.” She straightened and put her smile back on. “But listen to me going on! How can I help you, sir?”

Sebastian decided to stick with the lie. “A friend of mine was here recently. Mr. Christopher Waite.”

Her hand flew to her mouth. Unlike the nurse at reception, Brenner had clearly heard the news. “I read about him in the papers. What a terrible thing. Have they caught whoever did that to him?”

“No. That’s why I’m here, actually.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Her expression immediately grew wary and she took a step back. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

Curse it. “I’m just trying to find out what happened to him. This was one of the last places he was known to be before his disappearance.”

“This is a hospital, Mr.…?” she said frostily.

“Sebastian Rath. I just need to ask you a few questions.”

“I’m sorry, but talking to a reporter would be more than my job’s worth.” She turned away.

“I’m not a reporter,” he said urgently. “Just give me a moment—”

But she was already walking briskly away, down the corridor away from the ward. No doubt she meant to take refuge behind some staff door to avoid answering. Or worse, she meant to fetch an orderly and have him removed from the building altogether.

“No,” he said frantically. “Just—just stop! Stop.”

The word felt heavy as it left his mouth, as though the breath behind it was thicker somehow. At the same instant, the half-healed wound in his left forearm blazed to life. For a moment, he was certain the binding thread was still in it, tugging hard on the flesh.

The nurse froze. As the pain in his arm faded, Sebastian took a cautious step toward her, then another. She trembled where she stood, and when he stepped around her, the fear on her features summoned a wave of shame.

“I’m—I’m sorry,” he said, even though he wasn’t entirely sure what had happened.

“What did you do to me?” She swallowed convulsively. “Don’t—don’t hurt me. I’ll tell you whatever you want, I swear.”

Sebastian wasn’t certain himself. Could it have been magic? It had to be. But he wasn’t a sorcerer. He didn’t know the first thing about spell casting.

He put his hand to his forearm. To his surprise, it now hurt less than when he changed the bandage that morning.

This was…concerning was a bit of an understatement. But whatever had happened, it had given him an opportunity.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said. She didn’t look like she believed him. “I just wanted to ask if you’d noticed anything strange about his stay here. If he’d had any unusual visitors.”

“No.” She shook her head frantically. “Just his family, that’s all. Brothers, wife, children. An elderly cousin, I think.”

“I’ve already spoken to the family.” He paused, wracking his brain. “Did anyone else try to contact him? Or, I don’t know, anything you can tell me will help.”

“There was nothing. Besides his family, the only people I saw him talk to were myself, Nurse Watson, and Dr. Upton. Oh, and Dr. Greene, he sometimes donates his time to the charity hospital. He’s the city’s medical examiner.”

The very man who had later done the autopsy on Mr. Waite, in fact. “I see.”

“There’s nothing else, I swear to you.” She looked at him with pleading eyes. “Please, sir. I have a family.”

The shame returned, even stronger. He hadn’t meant to do magic against her, hadn’t meant to scare her, but apparently he had. “Yes. Of course. I-I’m so sorry.” He backed away, then turned to the stairs and hurried back down.

He needed to get back to the museum and tell Ves what had happened. Irene and Noct as well; they’d have some idea. Clearly it had something to do with having the Book of Breath Bound to him; the only question was how worried he should be.

As he started down, however, he became aware of a great commotion. Orderlies raced toward the entrance where the ambulances brought their patients. As he reached the lobby, the doors flew open and two of the drivers rushed a man in on a stretcher. “There are more in the back, and more on the way!” one shouted. “Get every hand you can!”

Good lord, had there been some sort of disaster? Sebastian hurried to reception, where the nurse was busy on the telephone. As soon as she hung up, the line rang again.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

She shot him a harried glance. “There was an explosion in a warehouse near the waterfront. The whole place went up in flames.”


Chapter 8



The trolley had never been so slow. Sebastian sat as close as possible to the door, every muscle tensed so he could leap out the moment it stopped. He stayed at the hospital just long enough to make sure none of the men they’d brought in were Ves, then ran full tilt for the nearest trolley. A part of him had wanted to run all the way to the waterfront, but even in his panicked state he knew that would be folly.

The explosion might not have anything to do with them. Ves might not have been anywhere in the area. He hadn’t been lost to the flames, screaming in agony as they devoured him, the way Mother had been.

But what if he had?

The moment the trolley stopped, Sebastian catapulted himself off and began to run. A huge column of dark smoke reached for the sky, and his heart slammed against his ribs so hard he thought something might rupture.

Every fire crew in Widdershins was at the scene, pouring water onto the roaring flames and soaking down the neighboring buildings in an attempt to keep the blaze from spreading. The roof had crumbled in, and one wall looked half collapsed. Even so, he could still read “Cranch Bay Shipp-” in paint that blistered and bubbled from the ferocious heat.

Oh God. Oh God, Ves had been inside, he knew it, he knew it. Ves had burned to death in the flames.

Sebastian’s knees gave out, and he hit the pavement as the weight of horror crashed down over him. The voice of the fire was so familiar, the cries of the fire companies, the staggering wall of heat radiating out, until he wasn’t sure whether he was in front of a warehouse or a home, in the present or transported back six years.

“Sebastian? Sebastian!”

His heart lurched back into painful motion. Ves ran toward him, hands outstretched. His clothing was scorched and tattered, stained with blood—and yet he was moving easily, apparently unharmed.

“Are you all right?” Ves demanded.

Sebastian stared up at him. “I thought…I thought you’d burned up,” he said faintly.

“Gods of the wood.” Ves knelt beside him, then wrapped his arms around Sebastian’s shoulders. “I’m fine, love. I’m fine. I was inside when the fireworks went off, but, well. I’m hard to kill.”

Sebastian sat back and plucked at the drying blood. “But you were hurt—”

“And healed already.” Ves grimaced. “Though I was very fortunate, even so. If I’d been closer to the crates…but instead it was those poor men who took the brunt. Damn it.”

Feeling steadier, Sebastian got to his feet with Ves’s assistance. “What happened?” he asked, careful to turn his back to the burning building.

“I’d say I’d explain it later, but there’s someone I still need to talk to here.” Ves hesitated. “Perhaps you should go home for the day? I can join you there; my clothing is hardly fit to go to the museum in at the moment.”

“No, I’ll stay.” Sebastian pulled off his suit coat and passed it to Ves. “Just so you don’t have to worry about anything, ah, showing that you don’t want to.”

It was too long in the sleeves and much too tight in the shoulders, but Ves pulled the coat on anyway. “Thank you. I was talking to the foreman when we saw someone leaving his office. She was a sorceress. She looked at the crates with the fireworks in them, and they exploded a moment later, while she made her escape. I managed to shield the foreman from the blast, though he was the only one, I’m afraid.”

Sebastian followed him around the outskirts of the crowd that had gathered to watch the fire. He still felt queasy, his nerves thrumming with alarm at the sights, sounds, and scents. Focusing on Ves’s back helped, though, as did reminding himself that Ves was all right.

After scanning the crowd for a moment, Ves made for a man standing a little apart, staring blankly at the flames. He looked unharmed, but his eyes were haunted and his mouth slack with horror. When he noticed Ves approaching, his jaw snapped shut, and he took a cautious step back. “How are you up and walking around?”

When Ves hesitated, Sebastian moved forward. “I think you should keep in mind why you are up and around.”

The foreman passed his hand over his face. “Yes…no, I mean…you’re right. I owe you my life.” He swallowed. “That woman…that was magic, wasn’t it?”

A chill went through Sebastian. The foreman’s fear called to mind the nurse’s, the fear he’d created.

But no—this was different. Sebastian hadn’t meant to frighten Nurse Brenner. Certainly he hadn’t done any actual harm, unlike the sorceress who had apparently set fire to crates of explosives and killed several men.

“Yes,” Ves said. “And my aim is to keep her from doing something like this again. She was looking for something in your office. What was it, and what did it have to do with the murder of Christopher Waite?”

The foreman’s face took on an ashen hue. “I…I swear, I didn’t think anything of it at the time. It seemed, I don’t know, harmless.”

Ves gestured to the flames. “Clearly it wasn’t. Go on.”

“There was a man, a doctor, I don’t know what his name was. Doctor Vitae, I think he said?”

“I doubt that was his real name,” Sebastian remarked. “What did he want?”

“Not much. He just asked some questions, said he wanted to hire a man for help with something he was studying. Wanted to know who was my best, strongest worker.” The foreman glanced down at his feet. “Honestly, I figured he just wanted someone to rob graves for him, you know? But that was none of my business, and he was offering me money for a name, so I told him Christopher Waite. He got real excited at that, muttering to himself, and thanked me. Gave me money for a finder’s fee. Then a few days later, poor Christopher gets his arm broken. Accidents happen all the time, so I didn’t think anything of it…until the next day, when I get a second payment. I’m guessing this one was to keep my mouth shut.”

Or to sweeten the foreman’s attitude if the doctor came back looking for more “help.” “Is there more? What did the doctor look like? How do we get in contact with him?”

The foreman shrugged helplessly. “Older gentleman. Gray hair, beard. White, and looked like he’d never worked in the sun in his life. It’s not like he left me a card—this was the sort of thing where he got in touch with me, not the other way around.”

The description wasn’t much to go on. “Anything else?”

“No. I swear.” He looked at Ves. “That’s all I know. I never…I never thought any of this would happen.”

Ves sighed. “No one ever does.”
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After a quick trip home to wash off the soot and blood, and change into a clean suit, Ves went to the museum. Sebastian had insisted on returning home with him, rather than make straight for the museum, apparently reluctant to let Ves out of his sight. And no wonder; clearly the fire at the warehouse had brought to life Sebastian’s worst nightmares.

They headed for the Limited Access Collection, where Irene and Noct would be. As they approached, Ves heard the soft murmur of voices echoing up the spiral ramp leading down.

“It isn’t that easy,” Irene said, her voice raised in protest. “There are other considerations besides just myself.”

“I know you feel that way,” Noct replied, sounding frustrated. “But this is your life.”

“Then what would you have me do?”

Noct didn’t seem to have an answer, or else his answer was given silently. Ves exchanged a glance with Sebastian, who let out a gentle cough. There came the immediate sound of shuffling in the room ahead.

When they entered, Noct and Irene were facing in opposite directions. Noct’s olive skin had taken on a paler hue than normal, whereas Irene’s brown cheeks had two spots of deeper color. Neither of them looked at all happy.

“Is everything all right?” Ves asked, glancing at his brother. Noct didn’t acknowledge him.

“Fine,” Irene said briskly. “Just a difference of opinion. I hope the two of you had a productive morning.”

“Is burning down a warehouse productive?”

Noct’s head jerked up. “By the trees, Ves, what did you do?”

“Surprised a sorceress, I’m afraid.” He recounted everything that had happened to him, leaving out only Sebastian’s reaction.

“So we aren’t the only ones looking into Waite’s death,” Irene said when he was done. “I’m guessing the sorceress was from the School of Night.”

Sebastian grimaced. “I certainly hope so, or else that means yet another party is searching for the Books.”

Noct turned his pale blue eyes on Sebastian. “And what did you find?”

Sebastian hesitated. “I think it’s telling there was a doctor involved, assuming we can believe what the foreman said. I spoke to one of the nurses who tended Christopher Waite at the charity hospital. She claims only the family visited him, and otherwise he interacted solely with the nurses and two doctors, Upton and Greene.”

“Greene is the medical examiner, correct?”

“Yes. And he might think it a fine joke to call himself ‘Doctor Vitae.’”

Ves frowned. “Does that make sense, though? If Greene is our culprit, surely he’d have a better way of disposing of bodies than tossing them into the river. Couldn’t he simply send them along to potter’s field, rather than risk involving the police?”

“There is a small potter’s field of sorts, within the main cemetery,” Sebastian said. “But Lester Funerary Services still handles the burials. They’re one of the old families, and I feel certain any…unusual…injuries would pique their interest.”

“Even so, why would he write up an autopsy report with any accuracy?”

“His assistant might notice otherwise?” Irene suggested. “At the very least, I’d say he warrants a closer look. A very careful one, of course—if he has the Book of Flesh, he could be very dangerous indeed.”

Sebastian paled. “The Book…I wonder…if it was on…on Mother’s body, or near enough to be placed with her when she was sent to the morgue…if Greene has it, it would explain how it came into his possession.”

“Gods of the wood.” Ves put a hand to Sebastian’s shoulder, but Sebastian turned into him for an embrace. They clung to one another in silence for a long moment, before Sebastian pulled back.

“I’m sorry,” Irene said gently.

“It’s all right.” Sebastian took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling for a moment. “At least we might have answers now.”

“I hope so.” Ves pulled out one of the chairs and sat down, beckoning for Sebastian to do the same. “I suppose we need to plan our next steps, then.”

“There is one other thing.” Sebastian leaned against the back of the chair but didn’t sit down. “Something disturbing happened when I was at the hospital.”

Dread bloomed in Ves like a poisonous flower as Sebastian recounted the tugging of the injury, the strange effect his command had on the nurse. When he was done, Irene said, “Good heavens, Sebastian, why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

“I wanted to get the rest of it out of the way first,” he protested. “Do you think…that is…”

Ves shook his head. “Dromgoole sacrificed his sanity to these things. I’m not sitting by while the same happens to you.”

“And how are you going to stop it?” Sebastian snapped. “Unbind the Book of Breath? Bind it to someone else, let them go mad instead?”

Ves flung up his hands. “I don’t know!”

“Besides, I’ve read some of Dromgoole’s letters, and this is nothing like what happened to him.” Sebastian paced to one wall of locked books, then restlessly back. “He makes no mention of strange powers, just of—of voices, of memories bleeding into his own. That isn’t happening to me.”

“We have to find out how to destroy these damned books,” Irene said. “Nothing more and nothing less. You two hunt down the books themselves, and Noct and I will research ways of getting rid of them once and for all.”

“Until your wedding, at least,” Noct said, not looking at her.

She rose to her feet, slamming her chair back. “Oh, for God’s sake,” she began.

Mortimer cleared his throat from the doorway. Irene froze for a moment.

“Is everything all right?” he asked, gaze fixed on her.

“Quite well.” She smoothed her fashionably tight skirt. “Did you need something?”

Mortimer quirked a brow, but only said, “I came looking for Sebastian and Vesper, as a matter of fact. I tried to interest some of the rest of the family in the plight of Christopher Waite’s dependents and in his murder, and it seems I succeeded.”

“Oh,” Ves said in surprise. Had he underestimated Mortimer a second time?

“Yes.” Mortimer clasped his hands behind his back. “The two of you are requested to accompany me Monday morning for a formal interview with my granduncle, Lafayette Waite. We will go in my automobile to his house. After all, it wouldn’t do for you to be late.”


Chapter 9



March 31, 1856

My dearest Alex,

It grieves me to leave you even for a moment, so close to the completion of our work. I have spoken to certain men and women in Arkham, and I believe I may find something that could see the end of the Books once and for all. I shall put no more in writing, but suffice it to say I will be in a more remote area of the state for a short time. Any correspondence can be sent to the post office in Aylesbury to await my return.

A part of me wonders if I made a mistake with my decision to avoid the old families. But perhaps my status as a non-native has given me a certain perspective I wouldn’t have had if I had grown up in awe of them. Rather, I worry even if they did have some means of destroying the Books, they would choose to seize them for themselves instead. Best not to offer them the temptation.

Thomas wrote me of his concerns for you. I do wonder if things might have been different if he’d had his way, for better or worse. I still disagree with your decision to Bind yourself to all of the books, though I understand your reason. It hurts my heart to know how you suffer and not to be at your side.

At least the spirit trap will soon contain the third Book, and only the last will remain. If I fail in my search, they will be tucked away where they can harm no one else.

But no. I will not fail. I swear to you, I shall discover a way to end them and relieve you from the torment they inflict upon you. I will save you, my sweetest love. You have only to hold on until then.

Yours faithfully,

Nathaniel

Sebastian sat at his desk in the archivist’s office on Monday, running his thumb absently over the scar on his left forearm. When he’d taken the bandage off to bathe, he’d found the wound entirely healed, leaving behind only two pink, puckered marks where the needle had entered and left his flesh.

It seemed as though Ladysmith had been searching for some way to destroy the Books, not merely contain them, and to save Dromgoole’s sanity. He failed to do both, of course. The Books were still here, and Dromgoole died a few years later in the state lunatic asylum.

God.

It was natural Ves worried about him, given what had happened to the last man who Bound himself to the Books. But none of the letters Sebastian uncovered so far hinted at Dromgoole developing unusual powers, even though by this point he’d had three of the accursed things tied to him, not just one. The possible discrepancy felt strange, like a grain of sand in his sock, an irritant he couldn’t ignore. Why would they affect Dromgoole in so different a fashion?

Sebastian shook his head and put the letter in the new box he was slowly ordering the correspondence into. What had happened at the hospital had terrified the poor nurse—and, if he was honest, scared him as well. It wasn’t anything like losing his mind to the necromancers Bound within the Books, but it wasn’t exactly a good thing, either.

When the Book of Breath had been waking up, it had spoken first to Arthur Fairchild and then to Ves. Ves it had simply threatened, but Arthur had been presented with the solution to his problems.

Had Arthur embarked on his campaign of murder and betrayal because of simple human weakness? Or had there been some element of, if not outright compulsion, then magical persuasion at work?

Was Arthur more of a victim than Sebastian had thought?

Maybe. He wanted to believe it. They’d been friends for so long; he hated that every memory he had of the man was now irrevocably tainted.

Emeline Hollowell, or whatever corruption of her remained in the Book of Breath, had tried to persuade Sebastian to set her free as well. It hadn’t worked; he’d felt no overwhelming compulsion to do as she asked. But of course, he’d been in the process of being Bound to her Book; perhaps that had given him a protection Arthur lacked.

A man could drive himself mad with wondering.

There came a rapid knock on the door. “It’s time to leave,” Mortimer called.

“I’ll be right there!” Sebastian shut the box of letters and put them away. Whatever had happened to Arthur, it was in the past, another irreversible tragedy like Dromgoole and Ladysmith. The best he could do was try and learn from them, and hope he could keep history from repeating itself.
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Mortimer guided the car off of High Street and onto a carriageway running between two enormous mansions. The one to the left looked to be older, built in Second Empire style, its mansard roof embellished with brooding dormer windows. The one on the right was even larger, a chateau-style fantasy of Italianate marble.

“Granduncle Lafayette lives in the Old House,” Mortimer said as a footman hastened out to assist them from the vehicle. “The head of our family, Fred, lives in the current Waite House.” He gestured vaguely toward the newer, larger mansion.

“You live here?” Ves asked in amazement.

“Of course not,” Mortimer scoffed. “My parents own a smaller chateau farther down the street.”

Sebastian caught Ves’s attention and rolled his eyes behind Mortimer’s back. Ves grinned in return, but truthfully he felt a bit out of his depth. The Rath home was palatial as far as he was concerned, having grown up in a one-room shack and never lived anywhere but boarding houses since. What on earth did people do with something the size of these houses?

Clutter it with whatever frippery caught their eye, seemed to be the answer. A butler opened the door to the Old House before they reached it, ushering them into a foyer with a murmur of, “So good to see you, Master Mortimer.” There were potted plants in huge vases, a marble bust on a plinth, a hall table topped in rose marble and ornamented with cherubs, and paintings in frames too large and ornate for the subject. It was all rather overwhelming.

“How is Granduncle Lafayette?” Mortimer asked the butler.

“Well, sir. Faring much better than over the winter, if I may be so bold. The spring air has done him good.” The butler paused. “He asked you be brought into the second drawing room, if that suits.”

“That will do very well, thank you.”

As they followed the butler, Sebastian leaned down and whispered, “The second drawing room, why we might as well be peasants.”

Ves bit back a laugh. The fact Sebastian was so clearly unimpressed put him more at ease, and he found himself observing their surroundings with a more critical eye. It was impossible not to notice that the entire Waite apartment in the poor part of town could have fit in any one of the rooms they passed. Certainly no one in this house worried that a simple broken arm could spell financial ruin for their wives and children.

Mother would scorn this place, he felt certain of it. She’d given up whatever life she’d had before to live in a hand-built shack in the wilds of Dunhollow, to give birth and raise the two sons who she believed would gain her true power.

“Hardship hones us, Vesper, as a whetstone hones a knife,” she was fond of saying. “And we are keen blades indeed.”

At the time, he’d believed her, knowing no better. But he had struggled in Boston, and seen others struggle. Hardship was no lofty improvement of the soul; it was just suffering.

The butler left them in a large room filled with paintings and sculptures, and decorated with furniture carved and ornamented to within an inch of its life. Other servants entered, pushing a cart laden with a coffee service and half a dozen types of pastry, before retreating and leaving them alone.

As Ves poured himself a coffee, Sebastian wandered over to the enormous hearth and peered at a clock that appeared to be set with diamonds. “Only the second drawing room, Mortimer. I didn’t realize you were the poor relation.”

Mortimer bristled. “The first drawing room is for more intimate relations. Alas, I don’t know my granduncle as well as I might wish, but I’m certainly no poor cousin.”

“No, I suppose Irene wouldn’t be marrying you if you were,” Sebastian observed.

Mortimer’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll thank you to keep your nose out of my affairs.”

Before Sebastian could remark further, the door opened, and the oldest man Ves had ever seen entered the room. Age had turned his skin from white to nearly translucent, save where it was marked by liver spots. His eyes sank deep into his head, and his hair was but wisps of silver clinging to a skull that lay just below the thin skin.

Even so, he moved with remarkable ease for one of his advanced years. “Mortimer,” he said by way of greeting. There was a coolness in his blue eyes that didn’t fade even when he gave Mortimer a smile that showed too many yellowed teeth. “Well, don’t stand there; introduce me to your friends.”

Mortimer bobbed his head, his hands clasped formally behind his back. “Yes, Granduncle. Allow me to present Sebastian Rath and Vesper Rune. They work at the museum library with me.”

“The library.” Contempt dripped from the word. “I know Freddie has ideas about that wretched museum, thanks to that Whyborne boy, but I hate to see them spread. But it’s hardly your fault for following Freddie’s lead, I suppose.”

Mortimer’s face flushed, but he didn’t argue. “They’re helping me look into Christopher Waite’s death.”

“Yes; yes, I remember your letter.” Lafayette steepled bony fingers in front of him. “I commend all three of you young men for taking an interest. I’m sad such a tragedy befell a part of our family, even if not a close one.”

The attitude surprised Ves, especially given Mortimer’s earlier contempt for their unfortunate relations. He glanced automatically at Sebastian, and found he wore a closed off expression.

Mortimer smiled. “Thank you. I’m glad to hear it. Truthfully, I didn’t understand just how dire the situation was, until they asked me to go with them to speak with Christopher’s widow and immediate family.”

“I see.” Lafayette turned his smile on Ves. “And what is your interest in the death, Mr.…Rune, was it? Not a Widdershins name.”

“No.” It wasn’t any name, really, Grandfather having taken it as a young man. Ves hadn’t the slightest idea as to his human kin beyond his mother and grandfather. “I’m from Dunhollow.”

“We were concerned there might be some sorcerous element in Christopher Waite’s death,” Sebastian inserted smoothly. “I’m a friend of Mortimer’s fiancée, Miss Endicott, and Vesper and I both have small experience with magic, though neither of us can perform it ourselves.”

Lafayette’s expression hardened, and the smile dropped. “This is no business of the Endicotts. This is an affair for the Waites to handle.”

“Of course,” Ves said quickly, diverting the old man’s attention from Sebastian. “We weren’t certain you’d be interested.”

“I am indeed.” Lafayette paused, then smiled again. “In fact, this matter will have my full attention. We can’t have random sorcerers running about causing trouble, and we certainly can’t have our kinfolk callously murdered. If you’ll leave everything you discovered with me, turn over any evidence you might have found, I’ll have it looked into immediately.”

There followed a long moment of silence, before Sebastian said, “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

He stood very straight, hands at his sides, but his features were set. The old man drew up in affront, and Mortimer winced.

“Pardon me, young man?” Lafayette said in a voice like a cold wind.

Mortimer leaned toward Sebastian. “You wanted help, didn’t you? Well, here it is! Granduncle has far more resources than any of us.”

Sebastian didn’t take his gaze off Lafayette, so Ves did a quick scan of the room. There seemed to be no obvious threat, though certainly the old man could call for servants with stronger arms than his.

Not stronger than Ves, though, if it came to that.

“Forgive me, sir,” Sebastian said calmly, “but this matter may have…wider implications than you’re aware of. I very much want to work in conjunction with you, but I have been given a task by the head librarian himself—”

“Bah!” Color crept into Lafayette’s pallid skin, staining it with hints of purple. “Your precious library has existed for barely fifty years. The Waites have been in Widdershins for more than two centuries! What do I care for your ridiculous order?”

Ves’s heartbeat quickened, and the skin along his spine ached with the effort of holding his tentacles in. There were things about the town he still didn’t understand, and the exact relationship to and among the so-called old families was one of them. Lafayette spoke as if Sebastian should simply obey—was it merely the habit of a rich man accustomed to getting his way, or a town patriarch demanding what he thought his due?

Sebastian remained uncowed. “I wish to solve the murder of your kinsman, and I would like your help with that. But I cannot simply give you everything and walk away. There are things I must hold in confidence. Surely you understand—”

“What I understand is that my nephew has brought me an impudent child!” Lafayette exclaimed, his face flushing even more purple. “Either do as you’re told, or…”

A coughing fit suddenly overtook him. His body shook, wracked by spasms, and blood spotted his lips. Mortimer rushed to his side. “Granduncle!”

Lafayette struck at him feebly with one hand, as he fished out a handkerchief with the other. Sebastian hurried to the doors and opened them. “Mr. Waite is ill,” he called to someone Ves couldn’t see. A moment later, the butler hastened in, followed by a maid and a footman.

Upon seeing Lafayette’s purple face, the butler said, “Pardon me, Master Mortimer, but your granduncle needs rest.”

“Yes, of course.” Mortimer looked worried. “Is there anything…?”

“I’ll summon his doctor right away,” the butler said, with a firm air that indicated they were done here. “Allow me to have someone show you the way out.”

“I can find it on my own, thank you.” Mortimer led the way to the door, Sebastian behind him, and Ves was glad to trail after. The moment they were out of the room, the butler shut the doors behind them.

“I can’t believe you, Sebastian!” Mortimer exclaimed. He pressed a hand to his face, then dropped it. “You ask for help, and then—”

Sebastian walked briskly in the direction they’d come originally. “Your granduncle wasn’t offering help, Mortimer. He wanted to take over entirely.”

“So? The dead man was our relative, not yours.”

Sebastian lowered his voice. “So I’m not telling him—telling anyone who doesn’t need to know—about the Books of the Bound. The whole reason we’re looking into Christopher’s death is because it seems to be connected to the Book of Flesh.”

“Why not tell him?” Mortimer protested. “He can help. My family can help!”

Ves recalled Lafayette’s imperious tone, the way he ordered Sebastian like some sort of underling. “Say we do as he asks and reveal all. Do you actually think he would hand over a powerful magical tome to be destroyed, or at least hidden away?”

They’d reached the front doors; once they passed through, Mortimer turned to Ves, eyes narrowed. “What exactly are you implying?”

Ves met his angry gaze. “I spent most of my life with people willing to sacrifice anything and anyone for power. I’m not saying your granduncle is as extreme, but I wouldn’t wish to put temptation in his path, either.”

Mortimer’s nostrils flared. “How dare you? How dare you compare my family to yours? We are one of the most respected families in a town we helped to found. You are some—some no-name hybrid. You literally come from a lineage of monsters, yet you think to insult us?”

Ves stiffened, but it was Sebastian who said, “Shut up, Mortimer. Ves doesn’t know the things the Waites did to secure a fortune, but I’m from Widdershins. The old families are ruthless and always have been.” He paused. “And if you ever call Ves a monster again, I’ll fight you myself.”

The words warmed Ves. Not that he wanted Sebastian to fight anyone for him, but knowing that he would…

No one else had ever done that before.

Mortimer glared at them both. “Just get in the damned auto.”


Chapter 10



“Ladysmith didn’t trust the old families either,” Sebastian said that evening, as Irene drove them home. He sat in the front seat of the Rolls Royce Silver Ghost beside her, while Noct and Vesper rode in the rear. Despite the name, the auto’s paint was shiny black, the seats in crimson leather. “Have you ever met Lafayette, Irene?”

“Not yet,” she replied as she slowed to let a pedestrian cross the street. “He sounds a horror.”

“Do you think Mortimer is likely to tell him about the books out of spite?” Ves asked from the back. “He wasn’t at all happy with us.”

“No.” Irene glanced at the rearview mirror, then away quickly. “Mr. Quinn ordered you to find the Books, and Mortimer is a librarian.”

“His loyalty is with his family, though.”

Irene made a face. “Mortimer is…proud of being a Waite,” she said carefully. “But he’s not a fool. Still, if it will make you feel better, I’ll stop by his place before going home this evening and have a chat.”

“I’m sure you’ll find a way to convince him,” Sebastian teased, and bumped her knee with his.

He’d meant to turn the conversation in a lighter direction, but her hands tightened on the wheel so that her knuckles went pale. “Be quiet, Sebastian.”

He opened his mouth, then shut it again. Irene had never hidden the fact she and Mortimer had been sleeping together prior to the wedding, so he wasn’t certain why it was suddenly a sensitive topic. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

They lapsed into uncomfortable silence, until Irene stopped at the curb. Previously, there had been a gap in the hedge for her to pull into the old carriageway, but Noct had sealed it during his attempt to fortify their defenses. Fortunately, it had been easy enough to find a hooded cloak for Ves to wear, which would conceal Noct on his back for the few steps it took to get within the high hedge.

Ves had been skeptical; he seemed to think their neighbors crass enough to not look away when spotting someone wearing a cloak and hood, especially in such unseasonable weather. People in Boston must be rude indeed.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” Irene said as they prepared.

“Yes,” Noct said unhappily. Then he vanished beneath the cloak.

Sebastian hesitated, his hand resting on the door handle. Once Ves and Noct were gone, he said, “Are the two of you fighting?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Just…just leave it, Sebastian.” She stared straight ahead, hands still clenched on the wheel. “We don’t all get what we want in this life. Even those of us who can set people on fire.”

He frowned. “Are you having second thoughts about your engagement?”

“Leave it, Sebastian,” she repeated. “Or else I’ll ferry Noct and Ves back and forth to work, and make you take the trolley.”

“All right, all right.” He climbed out, and she sped away the moment the door was shut.

He loosened his tie as he walked to the door, slipping it off as he stepped inside. He detoured up the stairs, pausing while Willie and Jossie ran down them, and went to his and Ves’s room to remove his coat. Ves was already there, looking troubled.

“Were you talking to Irene?” he asked.

“Yes.” Sebastian stripped off his suit coat, hung it up along with his tie, then went to Ves. Putting his hands to Ves’s hips, he leaned down for a kiss.

Ves kissed him back. “What about?”

“Things seemed tense between her and Noct lately. I asked if they were quarreling, but she said something cryptic and refused to talk about it.” He lowered his voice. “Is Noct all right?”

“I don’t know,” Ves murmured back. “Grandfather’s return isn’t easy on either of us. I feel like I’m looking over my shoulder all the time. Just waiting for something awful to happen. I’m sure he feels the same.”

Sebastian nodded. “Of course. If there’s anything I can do…”

“You’ve already done it, love.” Ves embraced him.

“Dinner’s ready!” Willie yelled up the stairs.

They broke apart and went downstairs. Noct joined them shortly thereafter, so determinedly cheerful it was an obvious act, at least to Sebastian.

Dinner consisted of fish stew with a side of canned beans and fresh bread. Helen had brought a notebook to the table with her that she put beside her plate. “Mama, I need to ask you some questions for my family history project for school.”

“Must you do it at the table?” Bonnie asked with a sigh.

“It’s due tomorrow morning, so I don’t have much time.”

“What do you have to do for your project?” Noct asked.

“Just list our family as far back as we know. Name, birthday, and where they were born.” Helen peered at her notebook studiously. “There’s me, and my birthday February 25, 1901. Then Mama—what’s your birthday?”

“November 11, 1880, here in Widdershins.”

“And then there’s Granny, Rebecca Rath, and grandfather Daniel Rath. I need to know their birthdays.”

“Your granny was born March 9, 1855, and your grandad July 4, 1854. Both of them were from Widdershins.”

Helen wrote in her notebook, her brow scrunched in concentration. “Do you know who Granny’s mama was?”

“Phoebe Halliwell,” Bonnie said. “I don’t remember her birthday, I’m afraid. Do you, Sebastian?”

He cast his mind back to the weathered headstone. Their grandmother had been buried alone, since both her brother and daughter were interred in the library’s columbarium. “I don’t. She was the first generation to live in Widdershins, though. I’m not sure where she was born.”

“Ipswich,” Bonnie supplied. “Mother mentioned it in passing once, since Pete is from there.”

Ves went very still. His orange goat-eyes met his brother’s icy blue, and some thought seemed to pass between them that Sebastian wasn’t privy to.

“Ipswich, you say?” Ves said after a moment.

Sebastian and Bonnie exchanged a look of their own. “Yes. Why?”

“Because the Hollowells came from Ipswich to Widdershins.” Noct put down his spoon. “And Hollowell sounds an awful lot like Halliwell, doesn’t it?”

Sebastian felt all the blood drain from his face. “Wh-what are you saying?”

Ves met his gaze. “Maybe we’re wrong, but…it might not be a coincidence that your family became involved with the Books of the Bound, let alone had one hidden in their house. Maybe Thomas and Rebecca didn’t become Binders only to keep evil books locked away, but because those evil books are, well. Your relatives.”
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“I don’t believe it,” Bonnie said later. “I won’t.”

She’d halted the conversation over dinner, declaring it not suitable for the children. The three oldest had loudly objected, but she’d sent them all such a steely glare they subsided quickly enough.

Ves cursed himself for simply blurting such a thing out. Now that the adults had gathered in the sitting room, with all the children except for the infant Clara banished outside, he said, “Forgive me for upsetting you, Bonnie. It didn’t occur to me that such things shouldn’t be said in front of the young ones.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “I know no one protected the two of you when you were their age.”

“I suppose they didn’t,” Noct said softly. He sat at one end of the couch, drawn into himself. “We should have waited, though.”

Vesper turned to Sebastian, who stood staring out the window, watching the children play. “What about you? Do you think it possible?”

“It would explain some things.” Sebastian leaned his head against the window’s edge; the light breeze blowing inside stirred his hair. “But not others. Kelly seemed to think Mother didn’t know there was a Book hidden in our house.”

“She might not have.”

“Perhaps. She would only have been four or five when the Ladysmith was completed, certainly too young to know anything about the Books.”

Bonnie shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. Great-uncle Thomas trained her. He would have told her, surely.”

Vesper cast his mind back to the Binder’s Oath concealed in the desk in the bindery at the Ladysmith. “Rebecca became the Binder on October 31, 1882. Did Thomas retire, or…?”

“He died,” Sebastian said. “I don’t know the details—Bonnie and I were mere babes in arms at the time. Mother didn’t really speak of it.”

The date nagged at Ves. He searched his memory—then had it. “When we visited the columbarium, there was a statue of the first head librarian. That was the same date he died.”

“You’re right.” Sebastian’s eyes widened. “In the line of duty, I believe it said. If Thomas died the same day, and Mother immediately signed the Binder’s Oath, something very serious must have happened.”

“If it was unexpected, he might not have yet disclosed everything to Rebecca,” Noct said. “If the knowledge perished with him, it would explain why she and Kelly were attempting to locate the Books. Had she been his apprentice for long when he died?”

Sebastian shook his head. “I don’t know that, either. It never even occurred to me to ask.”

“No reason it should have,” Ves said. “How could you have possibly known?”

“It’s a moot point, because we aren’t related to these people,” Bonnie insisted. “The names sound similar, but it’s a coincidence. It has to be.”

“Why?” Noct asked, cocking his head.

“Because we aren’t evil!” She flung her arms up. “Nor was our mother! My children aren’t the descendants of vampires and necromancers. I refuse to believe it.”

Noct looked away. “Do you think we’re evil, because of our mother and grandfather?”

Bonnie put her hand to her mouth. “Oh! Oh, no, I didn’t…I never meant to imply that. I’m sorry.” She reached out to Noct, caught the nearest tentacle. “I spoke without thinking.”

Noct gave her a pale smile. “It’s all right.”

“No, it isn’t.” She put a hand to her temple. “Very well. How can we find out for sure, one way or another?”

“Birth records?” Sebastian suggested. “I believe the city library has a copy of the Tan Books by the New England Historic Genealogical Society. I’m not sure how complete their set is, but if they have the Ipswich volume, that would settle the matter. I’ll go tomorrow and investigate.”

“We should also try to find out more about Dr. Greene,” Ves said. “I can’t believe we were in the man’s office and had no idea.”

“It isn’t as if we could have searched the place with Jules there,” Sebastian pointed out. “And I doubt he’d keep the Book of Flesh in his office where anyone could walk in.”

“True.” Ves considered. “I wonder if there’s any way to find out where Dr. Greene lives without seeming too suspicious?”

“The telephone directory,” Bonnie said. “I imagine he’d have one at his residence for urgent cases.”

The idea would never have occurred to Ves. “Does the library have a telephone directory?”

“Probably more than one,” Sebastian said. “It should be a simple enough matter.”

Ves wished he could ask Noct to go with him. But if he was going to break into the doctor’s house, he needed to be as inconspicuous as possible, which ruled out asking Irene to drive them up to the door. “Then while you’re at the library, I’ll keep an eye on the house and wait for it to be empty. Does he have a wife? Children living at home?”

“No idea.” Sebastian shrugged. “I didn’t see any photographs in his office, but that doesn’t mean anything.” He paused, then added, “But I’m going with you.”

“It shouldn’t be dangerous—”

“Neither should talking to a man at a warehouse.” Sebastian’s jaw set stubbornly. “Yet it proved to be very dangerous indeed. I’m not letting you walk alone into the lair of someone who might very well be dissecting people alive!”

The fierceness of Sebastian’s expression softened something inside Ves. He had been created to fight and to protect Noct. Having someone want to protect him in turn still felt impossibly strange.

“All right,” he said, offering Sebastian a smile that he hoped conveyed at least some of what he felt. “We’ll go together.”
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Sebastian dreamed he’d found himself in an unfamiliar room.

The walls were stone, as was the floor, with a low ceiling of heavy beams and wood. A basement, or an underground space of some sort.

The cool, damp air reeked of blood.

Candles set at various points around the room put out a pallid light accompanied by greasy smoke. The basement was dominated by a heavy stone altar on which lay a shrouded figure. Four chairs were grouped around the altar, three empty and the fourth occupied by a woman who turned to him and smiled.

He’d seen her once before, when the necromantic horror she’d become put her image into his mind in an attempt to convince him to set her free. She appeared as a young woman, dressed in the styles of the 1830s, her hair confined by an elaborate braid. The hazel eyes regarding him burned with a cold fire.

“Emeline Hollowell,” he said. “The Book of Breath.”

Her only reply was to lift her left hand. A bloody thread ran from it to the altar, and vanished beneath the sheet covering the figure there.

“What is that?” he asked. But she didn’t answer, and the dream dissolved into a restless sleep.


Chapter 11



The next morning, they decided to start at the Widdershins Public Library, in order to give Dr. Greene and any other potential inhabitants of his household time to leave for the day. Sebastian had spent many a quiet hour within these walls when he was young; it was the first library he had ever set foot in, and as such would always hold a special place in his heart.

“It’s quite small,” Ves observed as they descended from the trolley stop near its front steps. “Compared to Boston, that is.”

“Yet unlike the Boston Public Library, I’m willing to bet none of its volumes have been stolen for the rare book trade,” Sebastian pointed out. Why did Ves have such a desire to continually compare the libraries of Widdershins with the clearly inferior one in Boston?

The two-story building was faced with granite, its short stairway guarded by two statues depicting creatures that might have been distantly related to squids. Ves eyed them dubiously, but didn’t ask questions as they approached the front door.

Unlike the museum library, the public library’s architecture was disappointingly predictable. Just inside, the entryway stood open to the second floor, with two large staircases curving up to the stacks above. Between them was a single massive desk, a lone librarian hunched over a ledger making entries of returned books. He looked up as they entered; his brown eyes lingered on Sebastian’s face—then he broke into a smile.

“Sebastian,” he said. “I haven’t seen you for weeks.”

It took Sebastian a moment to place the man. He recognized the handsome face, the drawling voice, but…ah, yes, the problem was he hadn’t been wearing clothes when they’d met.

“Patrick, right?” he hazarded.

He must have recalled correctly, because the man smiled even more broadly. “It’s good to see you again.”

Feeling a bit more sure of his footing now, Sebastian bent over and leaned an elbow on the desk. “I didn’t realize you worked at the public library.”

“I’m not surprised—I don’t recall us doing a great deal of talking at the time.” His eyes slid past Sebastian to Ves. “And who is this strapping fellow?”

Ves looked confused and vaguely concerned, so Sebastian said, “My colleague at the Ladysmith Museum Library, Vesper Rune.”

Patrick’s eyebrows rose. “You’re a librarian too, Sebastian? What a lovely coincidence! I had no idea we had a taste in books in common as well.”

The grin Patrick aimed at him was very charming. A couple of months ago, Sebastian would have toyed with the idea of having a bit of quick fun in a convenient supply closet or empty office. “In fact, I’m the library’s archivist. I need to track down someone’s genealogy outside of Widdershins, and I understand you have some of the Tan Books here?”

Patrick slid smoothly from flirtatious to business-like. “We have almost every volume,” he said with a trace of pride. “What town are you looking for, and what sort of records do you need?”

“Ipswich, and births.”

“Then you’re in luck. Follow me.”

They followed him to the second floor, to a quiet corner away from the stairs. Patrick scanned the rows of books bound in tan cloth, before pulling one out. The spine read: Ipswich, Mass. Vol. 1 Vital Records to 1850.

Their fingers brushed as he handed it to Sebastian. “I should return to the desk in case someone else comes in, but feel free to stay as long as you like.”

Patrick sauntered away, leaving them alone. In a low voice, Ves asked, “Who is he?”

“Oh, just someone I met at the bathhouse a while back,” Sebastian said, carrying the book to the nearest table. “Nice fellow—well, enthusiastic anyway.”

Ves sat across from him instead of beside, even though there was room for them both on Sebastian’s side of the table. “So you were lovers, is that what you’re saying?”

“We spent an enjoyable evening together, nothing more.” Sebastian paused as Ves’s expression registered. “You aren’t jealous of him, are you?”

“No,” Ves said, a bit unconvincingly.

“Good heavens, I don’t even know the man’s last name.” Sebastian reached across the table to squeeze Ves’s hand. “Certainly I never brought him home to meet my sister and live in my house.”

“No—no, you’re right, of course.” Ves nodded to the book. “Enough of the alluring Patrick; back to what we came here for.”

Sebastian waggled his eyebrows. “You find him alluring, do you?”

Ves gave him a quelling look. “Sebastian…”

“Very well.” Sebastian took a deep breath and rested his hands on the book. He felt suddenly uncertain—was this a good idea?

But of course it was—knowledge could only help. If they were descended from one of the Hollowells…well, if nothing else, it would explain some things.

Tamping down the sudden sense of trepidation, Sebastian flipped through the book, which was arranged in alphabetical order by last name. “Holland, Holliday, Holloday…here we are, Hollowell.” He scanned down the listing, noting the familiar names of the necromantic Hollowell siblings, before coming to an abrupt halt. “Here. Phoebe, daughter of…daughter of Gregorio and Lydia. Born April 20, 1825. Thomas, son of Gregorio and Lydia, born January 1, 1829.” He met Ves’s worried gaze. “Well. It seems you were correct.”
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“Are you all right?” Ves asked into the hush that followed. Sebastian’s skin had gone even paler than usual, and his mouth taken on an uncharacteristically grim line.

Then it quirked into a forced smile. “Well. At least we’re not direct descendants of any of the ones who were taken apart and made into magical books. Just the one accused of being a vampire, whose death drove his brother and sisters—and presumably wife and children—to Widdershins in an attempt to resurrect him.” Sebastian shut the book and stared at it. “I’d been wondering who the necromancer was who Bound the Hollowell siblings. Do you think it might have been Lydia?”

“I don’t know,” Ves replied cautiously, uncertain how to respond to Sebastian’s odd mood. “Unless there’s something in Ladysmith’s letters, I’m not sure how we’d find out.”

Sebastian stroked his left forearm with his right hand, above the twin scars marking the entry and exit of Ves’s binding needle. “True. But if she did Bind them, might it explain some things? Like why her son and granddaughter became Binders?”

Ves frowned. “If so, they would have been guarding against her creations, not following in her footsteps.”

“You’re right. But if my great-grandmother did murder her in-laws, make books from their dismantled bodies, and Bind their life essences to create a set of four powerful necromantic tomes…it could explain why my experience with the Book of Breath has differed so much from Dromgoole’s.”

The conversation seemed to be taking an unsettling turn. “I’d say it’s far too early to make such an assumption. He was Bound to four Books, not just one.”

Sebastian wrapped his hand around his forearm. “Yes, but he also didn’t report any unsettling new powers.”

“That isn’t reassuring, Sebastian!” Ves’s voice echoed through the stacks, and he caught himself with a curse. “Magic is one thing,” he said at a lower volume, “but this is necromancy. Specifically necromancy that involved murdering and dismembering other necromancers. Nothing good will come of it.”

“I’m not saying I have any intention of using this power.” Sebastian shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean to magically compel that nurse, and I feel bad that I did it. I’m only saying, if the Books have to be Bound anew to a living person to keep them under control while we search for a way to destroy them, it might be safe for me.”

“No!” Ves reached across the table and grabbed Sebastian’s hand. “You don’t know that. I refuse to risk it.”

For a moment, he thought Sebastian might argue. Then he put his other hand atop Ves’s. “I didn’t mean to worry you, angel. Besides, we have to locate the damned things first. We should probably find Dr. Greene’s address—I imagine they have a telephone directory here.”

“I’m sure Patrick will be happy to help,” Ves said, half-jokingly. “I’ll return the book to its place on the shelves, and you ask him for the directory.”

As he replaced the heavy volume, Ves let his hand linger on its spine for a moment. A part of his mind couldn’t help but note the binding, and what he might have chosen to do differently. The tan cloth would show up dirt and smudges far more quickly than other colors or materials, a concern for a lending library. Then again, cost was also a concern, which might have been foremost in the minds of the New England Historic Genealogical Society when they had the rather large number of volumes printed.

If only he’d been wrong, and Halliwell not a corruption of Hollowell. Had Thomas and Phoebe deliberately changed the spelling to distance themselves from the madness of their forebears? Whatever the reason, if he’d kept his speculation to himself, Sebastian wouldn’t have latched onto this dangerous idea that he might be spared where Dromgoole hadn’t.

Possibly the books would affect him differently. If he was right, if Lydia had been the one to Bind the Hollowell siblings in the first place…

There was power in such acts, beyond the obvious. All-Mother knew, magic and blood were complicated things. Being the great-grandson of Gregorio and Lydia would carry magical weight, especially if she was the one who murdered the siblings beneath Halley’s comet seventy-five years ago.

That didn’t make such magic safe, though, not by a long shot.

When Ves descended the stairs, he found Sebastian flipping through the telephone directory, while Patrick watched him with a little smile on his face. Ves hung back, not speaking, just studying Patrick in silence. The man was undeniably attractive, with shining brown hair and a form that bespoke some type of exercise other than re-shelving books. Swimming, perhaps.

Ves had recognized the significance of meeting at a bathhouse only from reading veiled accounts of police raids back in Boston. He’d never had the option for such casual encounters, and in truth the appeal was a bit lost on him even now. Even if he’d been able to pass himself off as fully human, even if he’d been fully human, he wasn’t certain he would have taken to visiting them.

Sebastian seemed to think nothing of the fact he’d never learned Patrick’s surname, and Ves had the feeling Patrick didn’t know Sebastian’s, either. Both of them were obviously comfortable with that, given the ease of their current interactions.

Before, Ves had always put his differences with others down to his inhuman heritage. But he felt, for the first time, that he and Sebastian weren’t different simply because of their parentage or their upbringing, but because they were simply different as people. Sebastian was capable of enjoying himself without care, letting people come briefly into his life and then never concerning himself once they parted.

That didn’t matter, though. Ves’s relationship with Sebastian was completely different. He lived in the man’s house, for heaven’s sake. That meant something.

“Thank you for all your help,” Sebastian said as Ves approached. He’d scribbled something on a piece of paper, which he tucked into his pocket.

“Anything else I can give you a hand with?” Patrick drawled, his invitation clear.

“I think we’re done here,” Ves cut in. “We have other things to do today.”

He hadn’t meant for his voice to have quite as much of an edge as it did. Sebastian raised his brows, but said only, “Alas, my companion is correct.”

“Hmm.” Patrick eyed Ves as though trying to decide just what to make of him. “Well. You know where to find me, Sebastian. During work hours, or after.”

“Quite.” Sebastian flashed him a bright smile, then caught Ves’s arm and steered them both back out the doors. “Well, that was a profitable trip,” he said once they were on the sidewalk again.

“I suppose,” Ves muttered. It wasn’t that he was jealous. It just would have been nice if Sebastian had made it clear he didn’t need to know where to find Patrick at any hour of the day or night.

So maybe he was jealous. A little.

Sebastian pulled the note from his pocket and unfolded it with a flourish. “Dr. Greene’s address was in the telephone directory, as expected. Let’s pay a visit, shall we?”
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Dr. Greene’s house was an easy walk from the public library, so Sebastian suggested they enjoy the weather. After the heat wave of last week, the temperature had dropped twenty degrees, a promising start for June. Birds sang in the trees, and perfume from the manicured flower beds in front of many of the houses scented the air.

A beautiful day to confirm he was descended from evil necromancers.

Bonnie wasn’t going to take this well. And it wasn’t as if Sebastian was exactly happy about it, either. But the truth was, it might give them some sort of advantage.

Ves obviously didn’t think so. Though perhaps he hadn’t been thinking clearly, only reacting from concern over Sebastian.

Sebastian glanced at him. Ves seemed lost in thought, his mouth set in a slight downward curve. Probably worrying about what they were about to come across in the house. A maybe just a little bit about Patrick.

Sebastian suppressed a grin. It might be petty, but he couldn’t help but be somewhat flattered by Ves’s rather transparent jealousy. It was nice not to just be an interchangeable body, another pretty face or pleasant memory.

Still, he didn’t want Ves to worry needlessly. He bumped Ves’s hip lightly with his own. “I’m not interested in meeting Patrick again, you know.”

“I didn’t say you were,” Ves protested.

“Just making an observation.”

Ves glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “Mmm hmm.”

“He doesn’t give nearly as good hugs. Not enough arms.”

Ves rewarded him with a snort. “You’re ridiculous.”

“When the moment calls for it.” Sebastian slowed. “There—that’s Greene’s house on the corner.”

He’d expected something, not grand, but certainly grander than the surrounding houses, given Greene’s profession. But instead, the house proved to be a simple, one-story affair, overshadowed by oak trees. The exterior was neat, but lacked the flower beds and boxes of some of the surrounding dwellings. There was no obvious sign anyone but Greene inhabited it: no dropped toys or child-sized bicycles, no laundry with women’s things drying in the breeze.

“I don’t see any movement inside,” Ves said. “But we should be cautious.”

“I’ll knock on the door. If anyone comes to answer it, you go through a window in the back, and I’ll try to keep them occupied.”

It wasn’t much of a plan, but Ves nodded his assent. While he hung back, out of sight of the front door, Sebastian walked boldly up to it. He’d pretend to be lost; surely asking for directions, then repeating them back incorrectly a few times, would distract anyone for at least a few minutes.

He needn’t have worried; no one answered his repeated knocks. Dr. Greene, it seemed, lived alone.

He rejoined Ves, and the two of them slipped around the back of the house, where they were less likely to be observed. One of the windows had been left cracked, no doubt to keep the house from growing too stuffy during the day, and it was the work of a moment to open it wider and slip inside.

The window let them into a messy kitchen, dishes piled high in the sink. Did someone come in every few days to clean for the doctor, and he let things accumulate in the meantime?

“We should search his study and bedroom first,” Sebastian murmured. “If he has a maid or the like, he’d keep the book hidden in a drawer or a safe, or beneath the mattress. If he doesn’t, we might be lucky and it could be lying out for us to find.”

“That would be convenient.”

The kitchen let out into a dining room, and thence to a hall running the length of the house. Across from the dining room was a rather disused-looking sitting room, and beside it a half-open door revealed a bedroom. The final door was closed. Sebastian tried the knob and found it was locked. “Blast. I didn’t think to bring anything to pick it.”

“No need.” Ves gave the knob a quick twist, accompanied by a snap of metal. “It’s much easier to get access when I’m not trying to hide my strength from you.”

“As much as I appreciate that strength, Greene is going to notice a broken lock.”

Ves shrugged. “He won’t know it was us. And if we find the Book and take it, it won’t matter anyway.”

“True.”

Ves pushed open the door and stepped inside, before letting out a horrified gasp. Sebastian peered over his shoulder and blinked.

It was a study, that much was clear from the messy desk and crowded bookshelves. That was where the room ceased to be normal, however.

Dozens of glass eyes stared from the walls and from inside bell jars. A taxidermied rabbit with wings and antlers crouched on the desk, while a narwhal tusk turned a zebra head into a makeshift unicorn. A so-called Fiji mermaid, the front half of a shaved monkey attached to a fish tail, lurked amidst the books, its tiny mouth open in a silent scream.

And on the wall in glass-fronted displays, or set in place of pride upon a long low table, were pieces of dissected human bodies.


Chapter 12



Ves’s gorge rose at the sight of severed hands, each carefully flayed open, mounted on the wall. Upon a table lay a woman’s torso, the limbs severed and the layers of her body peeled back to reveal her organs. A bisected head, set upon a metal stand, stared blankly with its single eye.

No. Wait. Something was wrong.

There was no scent of raw flesh, or reek of embalming fluid. The parts of the head, including the brain, remained neatly in place, rather than sagging or falling out as they should have. “They aren’t…real?”

“Good God.” Sebastian leaned heavily against the doorway, one hand to his chest. “They’re wax models. Antiques. They were quite popular in the 1700s; I suppose Greene must be a collector.”

Ves eyed them distrustfully. “They’re awfully realistic.”

“They were meant as teaching tools, so they had to be.” Sebastian nodded to the false body on the table. “That was what they referred to as an anatomical Venus.” His mouth twisted. “A bit unsettling that models of beautiful young women who had been dissected were popular enough to get their own terminology.”

Ves shuddered. “Let’s search for the Book.”

He took the bookshelves, while Sebastian looked for less obvious hiding places. All of the volumes seemed ordinary, bound in calf or Moroccan leather. Certainly none of them exuded the sinister air the Book of Breath had. “He didn’t hide it in plain sight, it would seem.”

“It’s not on or in his desk, and I can’t find any hidden drawers.” Sebastian stood up and put his hands on his hips. “He could have a safe somewhere.”

A floorboard creaked from the direction of the bedroom.

Their eyes met. Ves let his tentacles emerge; his vision shifted, taking in more of his surroundings. Moving as quietly as he could, he stepped back into the hallway, Sebastian behind him.

Nothing. But the bedroom door remained half-closed, blocking their ability to see anyone inside.

Ves charged, sending the door into the wall with a resounding crash. The bedroom was small and dark, dominated by an ornate bed that might have been a hundred years old. A painting lay on the bedspread, and an open safe pierced the wall where it must have hung.

The sorceress he’d encountered at the warehouse stood beside it, her hands up. “Stop! I wish to speak with you, Child of the Black Goat of the Woods.”

Ves froze, wary. Sebastian appeared beside him, and he said, “She’s the one who burned down the warehouse and killed some of the workers.”

She inclined her head and lowered her hands slowly. “An unintended loss. I only wished to get away. If the foreman had called the police on me for breaking into his office, things could have gotten…complicated.”

“Of course,” Sebastian snapped. “Perfectly all right to kill a bunch of innocent people, in that case.”

Ves ignored him, all his attention on the pale woman. “Who are you? Are you part of the School of Night?”

“I am. You may call me the Dean.” Her hooded eyes ran down Ves’s form. “You are one of the Dark Young the Professor attempted to…well, recruit would be a strong word. Use to his advantage.” She cocked her head. “I’m guessing your friend is one of the librarians from the museum.”

At least they didn’t yet know Sebastian’s name. “That’s none of your business. What do you want?”

“The same thing you want, at a guess. The Book of Flesh. If we pool our resources—”

“Fagerlie would have killed us,” Sebastian said coldly. “Why on earth would we cooperate with you?”

“Would it help to know the Professor has been duly punished for his failure? No?” She shrugged. “The librarians may keep their Book for now; I seek no quarrel with them at the moment. And I’d prefer not to have a quarrel with any of the Dark Young. The Professor thought his knowledge of your human upbringing gave him insight, but he was a fool. Rather than offering to lift you up, he claimed to have the ability to cast you down. I assure you, I can offer a much better bargain.”

The hair on the back of Ves’s neck pricked. “I doubt that.”

“Do you?” Her smile took on a conspiratorial air. “Be honest: there are things your human friends cannot—perhaps will not—offer you. You are the offspring of a god. Why trammel yourself by their judgements and customs? Whatever secret thing you crave by your very nature, the School of Night will not refuse it to you. We are not so delicate in our sensibilities.”

“Enough of this,” Sebastian snapped, glaring at her with narrowed eyes. “I assume the Book wasn’t in the safe, or else you wouldn’t waste our time with this nonsense.”

“And as you don’t appear to have found it either, it would seem Dr. Greene may not be our quarry after all,” she countered, not bothering to look away from Ves. “My offer is plain. Help me, and I will help you. The School of Night can offer you so much more than these librarians. They guard and tend to things of power; we actually use that power. Surely you can see which is superior.”

“Oh, I know all about those who would do anything grasping after power,” Ves said coldly. “I’ve had quite enough of it for one lifetime.”

Her smile finally faded altogether. “Well. I did try.”

In a single, quick movement she pulled something from a pocket and thrust a hand toward him. He jerked back instinctively, expecting some sort of magic that would fizzle out against his immunity to spells.

Instead he glimpsed a simple perfume atomizer, right before she sprayed the contents into his face.

Pain instantly exploded across his skin, and he cried out in shock and agony. It felt as though he’d been doused with acid, except acid wouldn’t hurt him half as much.

“Ves!” Sebastian shouted. The Dean barreled through the doorway, knocking Sebastian into Ves. He tried to grab her with a tentacle, but his eyes were streaming now, one side of his face feeling hot and swollen.

“Come on,” Sebastian ordered, and dragged a stumbling Ves behind him. A door opened, and there was the sound of running water. “Here—get in the tub, under the faucet, and wash it off!”

Ves obeyed, letting the cold water rush over his face, forcing his eyes open to rinse them as well. After a few moments, the pain began to gradually fade.

He stayed in the stream of water for what felt like a long time, until the burning had turned to a dull ache. When he finally sat up, Sebastian scowled. “God, that looks painful. Was that acid?”

Ves shook his head, then winced when a lock of hair brushed over the burn. “Only silver would do this. It must have been some sort of liquid suspension.” He peeled off his soaking clothing and began to wring it out in the tub. “Clever, if you think about it.”

“I’d prefer not to give her any credit.”

When he’d dressed again, Sebastian helped him out of the tub, and he peered into the mirror. The left side of his face looked badly sunburned, the skin an angry red and already starting to peel. The bathroom was a mess, water everywhere. Dr. Greene would be alarmed when he arrived home tonight.

“I think she was right, and Greene isn’t our man,” Ves said, flinching as the burned skin pulled. “So let’s get out of here, before someone spots us and calls the police.”
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Every time Sebastian glanced at the fading burn on Ves’s skin, he felt as if it were a condemnation.

There had been a moment in the bedroom in Greene’s house, when he’d wanted to command the Dean the way he had Nurse Brenner. She’d been making her strange offer to Ves, and he’d felt…what? Not afraid, Ves would never take her up on any offer, let alone one so vague. And yet…

He’d wanted to tell her to shut up. To be silent, except to answer their questions. But he hadn’t, because Ves was so worried about him earlier in the library.

So he’d done as Ves wished, and the result was Ves injured, and the Dean fled back to wherever she laired, to turn up again like a bad penny whenever they least wished her too.

It felt like a mistake. If something even more awful had happened, if the Dean had managed to stab Ves with a silver weapon…

They limped back home, so Bonnie could fuss over Ves, gently applying some Carron Oil for Burns to the scald on his face. The redness began to fade, though whether because of Ves’s quick healing, the immediate water bath to remove the silver, or the oil, Sebastian didn’t know.

Once she was done with Ves, they told her what they’d found out about their heritage, something Sebastian had been dreading. They sat in the sitting room while he spoke, Clara at her breast and Tommy playing with the toy ship Pete had carved for him.

“I wish you’d found a different answer,” she said at last, when Sebastian finished laying everything out for her.

“On the one hand, yes,” he agreed. He sat on the couch beside her, while Ves perched in one of the chairs, tentacles shifting idly. “On the other, Mother and Great-uncle Thomas worked hard to keep the Books in check. Some of our ancestors may have been unsavory, but not our most recent ones. It’s important to remember that.” He glanced at Ves. “And even if they hadn’t been, so what? We aren’t them. We can make different, better choices.”

Bonnie stroked Clara’s soft hair. “You’re right, of course. And obviously I knew that before, it’s just…odd. I thought both sides of the family were ordinary folk. The sort who put their heads down and did the work of living, nothing more for good or ill.”

“I suppose that would be a surprise to learn otherwise,” Ves said, almost wistfully.

“You are the offspring of a god,” the Dean had said. The All-Mother, Lord of the Forest. Even with necromantic ancestors, Sebastian couldn’t measure up to that standard.

Sebastian focused on Clara. She was dozing, milk-drunk, and he reached over and touched her cheek. “Well. I might not have become the Binder as Mother wished, but I will carry on her work in a different way. If our ancestors brought evil into the world, I’m going to make it safe again, so Clara doesn’t have to grow up worrying about such things. Or any of the children.”

“Hmm,” Bonnie said, “I’d have more faith in that if it hadn’t taken you so long to learn to spell your own name.”

Sebastian’s face heated. “I was five!”

“So was I.”

“Your name has a lot fewer letters in it!”

Bonnie turned to Ves, smiling. “Don’t let Sebastian fool you. I learned to read before he did.”

“That is absolute slander, and I won’t stand for it,” Sebastian shot back, flushing even deeper. Did Bonnie have to tease him in such a way in front of Ves?

“It’s getting late—if we went to the museum, we’d have to turn around and come right back,” Ves said, avoiding the subject altogether. “Not to mention, I’d have to explain what happened to me to any curious librarian who passed by. We can regroup and discuss things when Irene and Noct arrive home.”

“A good idea,” Sebastian said.

“In the meantime, I think I’m going to take a proper bath, rather than just get rinsed off in cold water.” Ves heaved himself out of the chair.

Bonnie passed Clara to Sebastian. “If you can burp her and see to her nap, I have some washing to do.”

He put a towel on his shoulder to protect his vest and set about patting Clara on the back, while everyone else left. Sebastian stood up and went to the window, staring out blindly while waiting for Clara’s sleepy belches.

Her soft hair tickled his cheek, and she smelled of milk and sweet skin. Such a human scent, deep and primal, awakening instincts that had kept humanity alive and going through uncounted generations.

There were other things in this world, with their own sets of instincts, just as deep and primal. Sebastian had known that since childhood. But he’d never considered Ves in light of that knowledge.

Sebastian was used to feeling on firm footing with a lover. When it came to men like Patrick, it was the matter of a few questions to get a feel for what was wanted and what not, and then…well, he wasn’t some sort of Casanova, but the fact his name was spoken with recommendation in certain carnal circles was a source of pride.

His relationship with Ves had taken on different dimensions even before he knew the truth. Once he’d understood that Ves was interested, it had still been different, for several reasons. Falling in love being one, and the fact Ves was still uncomfortable with his own body another. But even so, he felt confident in the physical side of things.

He’d felt like—or assumed—he was enough. Because he’d stupidly decided to see Ves as a human with a few extra arms.

But Ves wasn’t. He was partially human, but partially something else, and Sebastian had done a damn poor job acknowledging that something else even in his most private thoughts.

God only knew what the Dean had been referring to, when she spoke of secret cravings fueled by Ves’s very nature. Chances were it had nothing to do with sex…though since he was the offspring of a being of chaotic creation, that possibility wasn’t entirely off the table.

Probably she had just been throwing out words, hoping to find some chink in their armor. But what if she’d been right? What if Sebastian, very human Sebastian, couldn’t satisfy Vesper?

What if, in the end, he simply…wasn’t enough?
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“What on earth happened to you?” Irene demanded, the moment she caught a glimpse of Ves’s face.

The swelling and redness had gone down for the most part, but hadn’t vanished entirely. “The School of Night has learned some new tricks,” he said, opening the back door of the car so the cloaked Noct could climb out.

Noct stared up at him in alarm. “What happened? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. A sorceress calling herself ‘the Dean’ used a perfume atomizer to spray me with a solution of silver. It wouldn’t have worked at a distance, but I let her get too close.”

“That was foolish,” Irene said unsympathetically. “Have you seen the evening edition of the Enquirer?”

“No. Why?”

She climbed out of the car, holding the paper in one hand. “Let’s go inside where we can all talk together. Unless you found the Book…?”

He shook his head. “We didn’t. Greene may not be our man after all. Though we did confirm Halliwell is a corruption of Hollowell. Sebastian and Bonnie are descended from Gregorio, the one who was suspected as a vampire.”

“Fortunately, there’s no such things as vampires, at least not in the traditional sense,” Irene said as they made their way to the house, Noct on Ves’s back as usual. “Unfortunately, that means he was likely practicing some particularly nasty magic to get such a reputation.”

“How did Sebastian take the news?” Noct asked softly.

Sebastian’s suggestion that it might be fine to Bind the rest of the Books to himself sent a trickle of dread like cold water down Ves’s throat. “Well enough,” he said neutrally.

The best place to meet, away from the prying eyes of the children, was in Noct’s attic room. They collected Sebastian and went up the stairs. A cooling wind blew in through the open window, and the branches of the tree tossed outside. Thin spikes now sprouted from the wood, all of them angled viciously out and down, to keep any potential intruders from using the tree to gain access to the house.

As Ves let Noct to the floor, he said, “All right, what is it we needed to see in the evening edition of the newspaper?”

Irene unfolded the paper and passed it to him. It wasn’t difficult to guess which article she meant for him to read, given the headline.

A WATCHMAN’S TERRIFYING ENCOUNTER

In the early hours just as the sun rose, a local watchman on his way home after his night shift stumbled across a gruesome figure. A naked apparition emerged from the gates on Cemetery Hill, crying out in a pitiful manner. According to police, the watchman, who refused to give his name, thought it to be a ghost at first. When the figure collapsed onto the road, he gathered his courage to approach, and discovered it to be, in his words, “horribly deformed.” Frightened by its visage, he ran to the nearest telephone and summoned police.

By the time help arrived, the wretch had expired. His identity is yet unknown, so anyone with information should contact the police immediately.

“Gruesome,” Sebastian remarked when he’d finished reading over Ves’s shoulder. “I suppose it could be the result of natural deformities, rather than anything to do with the Book of Flesh. Not likely, but possible.”

Ves sighed and tossed the paper onto the bed. “Back to the morgue, then?”

“Back to the morgue.”


Chapter 13



It was nearing midnight by the time Irene let them out around the back of the morgue. After their misadventure at Greene’s house earlier, it seemed inadvisable to risk drawing any attention to themselves by trying to bribe an attendant or guard who might remember them later. Not to mention sneaking in allowed them to bring Noct along as well.

Sebastian touched the pouch with his lock picking tools, currently tucked into his coat pocket. “Are you certain you want to distract the guard, Irene?”

“It will make wandering around the morgue safer for you,” she replied. “Don’t worry—I’ll loosen a wire or something beneath the hood, then go to the door begging for help.”

“What if the guard doesn’t know anything about automobile engines and sends you away?” Noct asked from the back seat where he sat beside Ves.

Irene laughed. “And admit he doesn’t, especially while I’m batting my eyelashes at him? Never. I’ll stall him for as long as I can, then meet you all back here. Good luck.”

They piled out of the auto and Irene drove away, no doubt to circle back around to the front of the building where she’d pretend to have a break down. Without the headlamps, darkness closed in thick around them. The rear of the morgue opened onto a dingy side street, where bodies could be delivered without attracting the attention of gawkers. Sebastian passed a flashlight to Ves and led the way to the large door where the bodies would no doubt be unloaded during the day. “Hold the light on the lock while I work.”

The lock was old and relatively simple, meant more to keep out casual trespassers than anything else. Sebastian was almost disappointed; he preferred more of a challenge, at least when puzzling things out for his own entertainment. He rose from his crouch and swung open the door. “After you.”

Ves slipped inside, Noct clinging to his back. Did Noct ever resent having to be carted around by his brother, or was it so normal to them after a lifetime together that he didn’t really think about it?

Just inside, there was a long corridor, with two storage spaces off to either side, one for gurneys and the other for cheap coffins that would provide the final resting place for those bodies that went either unclaimed, or whose families were too poor to provide for them.

Small signs clearly marked the way to the autopsy room. When they reached the door, Sebastian paused. “Since we’re here, it would be madness to pass up the opportunity to search Dr. Greene’s office,” he said in a low voice. “I can do that quickly, while you look at the body? You can both see in the dark, correct?”

“Yes.” Ves passed him the flashlight. “Be careful, Sebastian, and hurry. There’s no telling how much time we have.”

Sebastian nodded and hurried down the corridor to the office where they’d read over Christopher Waite’s autopsy reports. A part of him wondered if he was a coward, avoiding the sight of the dead. Did he truly think Dr. Greene would bring a powerful volume like the Book of Flesh into his workplace?

Perhaps. If he was using it here. But someone would have noticed, surely.

As he approached the front of the building, the narrow beam of his light fell across more signage. One pointed ahead, to the medical examiner’s office, the other to a side hall marked “archives.”

His feet halted, and silence descended on the hall. When they’d been here before, he’d wondered if his mother’s autopsy report lay within the morgue’s archive. Here was his chance to find his answer. Surely it would say whether or not the Book had been brought in with her. Or if they’d been completely wrong, and some firefighter or neighbor had taken it, as it seemed Greene’s connection with Christopher Waite had been a false lead from the start.

Without giving himself time to think, he made for the archive.
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The interior of the autopsy room was as clear to Ves’s vision as if it had been brightly lit. Steel tables, all of them currently unoccupied, lay beneath large lights. Three of the four walls were the original heavy stone of the building, but the fourth had been renovated to take advantage of modern refrigeration. Steel drawers lined it, some with hand-written tags placed into holders on the front.

Noct slid from his back onto a tall chair beside one of the tables. “Which do you think is him?”

“Let me see.”

Out of the four labeled drawers, he could rule out two immediately as they had names written on them. The third was marked Unknown Female, May 31, and the fourth read Unknown Male, May 30.

He slid out the heavy drawer, rewarded with a puff of cold air that stank of death despite the best efforts of the refrigeration system. A body covered with a sheet lay inside on a stretcher; Ves lifted it easily and laid it on the table, stretcher and all.

Noct recoiled. “Do you feel that?”

“Feel what?”

“A sort of…I’m not sure how to describe it.” Noct’s tentacles lashed in agitation. “A wrongness.”

Ves held one hand over the body, not touching it, and closed his eyes. “I don’t. My immunity to sorcery must be interfering.”

“It reminds me of when we fought the Book of Breath. Not as strong, of course, but the sensation is the same.”

“That makes sense, if someone used the Book of Flesh on him.” Ves opened his eyes again. “Do you want to move away?”

“No.” Noct’s face was pale but resolute. “Pull back the sheet and let’s see what’s there.”

Ves did so, careful not to brush against the body underneath, in case it posed some danger he couldn’t sense. The face so revealed was horrifically distorted. The left cheek seemed to have ripped open, revealing a mouth with dozens of extra teeth sprouting from every inch of exposed gum. A swollen tongue, also studded with teeth, protruded from the sagging mouth. The parted eyelids revealed teeth jutting out through the ragged remains of the orbs that had originally sat there, and Vesper thought he even caught a glimpse of a tooth deep inside one nostril.

“Gods of the wood,” Noct swore.

Ves swallowed thickly against the horror coating his throat. “I recognize him. Despite…everything…I know his face. That’s Isaiah Waite. The first victim’s brother.”

[image: ]


The door to the morgue’s archive room was unlocked. Sebastian slipped inside and shut it hurriedly behind him. He didn’t know how much time they’d have before the guard returned, and there was no reason to tempt fate.

Windows ran alongside one wall, though only distant light leaked through them at this hour. Still, he was careful to keep his flashlight pointed at the ground, so as not to betray his presence to anyone who might be passing by.

Books lined the walls, some of them dating back to the 1700s according to the dates stamped in gold on their spines. Sebastian ignored these and went to the modern cabinets clustered in the center of the room. These appeared to be arranged by year; he quickly found the drawer labeled 1905 and opened it. The contents within were alphabetized, and his heartbeat quickened as he sorted through, until he came to Rath.

No time to read it, not here. He stuffed the papers into his coat and made for the door. But before he could open it, he heard heavy footfalls in the corridor outside.

Damn it. Irene hadn’t been able to distract the guard for as long as they’d hoped.

Sebastian shut off his flashlight and made it to the far side of the cabinets just as the door swung open. With nowhere else to hide, he plastered himself against them, praying the watchman didn’t come inside.

The flashlight beam swung across the room, slowly moving from one side to another. Sebastian squeezed his eyes shut as it caught on the window. If his reflection showed in the glass, would the guard notice?

The door shut, and Sebastian let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. That had been too close. If he’d been absorbed in his search, instead of making for the door, he would most certainly have been caught.

And Ves and Noct might yet be. God, he had to warn them. Except how could he do that without risking capture himself?

He let himself back into the dark hallway, but without aid of the flashlight, he could barely see anything. The watchman’s footsteps receded toward the rear of the building, accompanied by the sound of doors opening and closing.

Maybe the brothers would hear him coming and hide, as Sebastian had. But if they were caught, they might need help. Sebastian made his way to the main corridor and stood listening, waiting for the sounds of commotion that would signal him to turn his flashlight back on and run to intervene. Maybe he could hit the watchman on the back of the head and stun him long enough to get away?

There came no shouts. Only the sound of the guard returning, walking far more rapidly back toward the front of the building.

Sebastian cursed silently and pressed himself against the corridor wall. But the guard, his round finished, didn’t so much as glance down the side hall, let alone swing his flashlight that way.

When he was certain the guard wasn’t coming back, Sebastian turned on his flashlight and hurried back to the autopsy room. He swung open the door, and found it empty.

“Sebastian,” Noct said, directly above his head.

Sebastian bit back a startled cry, flashlight swinging wildly toward the ceiling. Noct clung there, inches above the door, his tentacles secured to the pipes running toward the refrigerated wall.

“Good God,” Sebastian said, putting a hand to his chest.

“Sorry.” Noct swung himself along the pipes, then down, wrapping a tentacle around one of the drawers set into the wall and pulling it open.

Ves grabbed either side of the opening to haul himself out. The drawer slid farther out, and Sebastian realized he hadn’t been its only occupant. “Is that—”

“Yes.” Ves made a face as he climbed off the shrouded form. “I’ll spare you the sight, but it was Isaiah Waite. Only with a great many more teeth than the last time we saw him.”

Sebastian’s lips parted. “Oh no. That poor family.”

Ves shut the drawer, and Noct took up position on his back. The three of them slipped out of the building, re-locking the door behind them.

Irene waited where she’d promised, headlamps off so as not to attract attention. “Sorry, gentlemen,” she said when they got in. “Unfortunately, the watchman actually knew something about motors, and was able to fix the problem almost immediately. I tried to distract him by being breathlessly grateful, but he didn’t want to be late for his next round.”

“It’s fine,” Ves said. “Though I did have to hide in a drawer with a corpse.”

“That sounds horrid.” She turned the headlamps back on and pulled away from the curb. “Did you find anything of note?”

“The identity of the dead man.” Sebastian glanced toward the back, where Noct and Ves sat. “We need to talk to Mortimer tomorrow. It seems whoever has the Book of Flesh is targeting the Waite family.”
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It was late when they returned to Bonnie’s house, and Ves moved as quietly as possible so as not to wake anyone. He and Noct brushed their teeth, then Noct retreated to his room in the attic, and Ves to the one he shared with Sebastian.

He’d expected to find Sebastian changed into a nightshirt, but instead he sat on the edge of the bed, holding a piece of paper in his hand.

“What is that?” Ves asked softly as he shut the door behind him.

“I didn’t make it to Dr. Greene’s office,” Sebastian said. “I got distracted. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. What is that?” he asked again.

“Mother’s autopsy report. I stole it from the archive.” Sebastian looked up at Ves. “I haven’t been able to bring myself to read it.”

“Nor should you have to.” Ves held out his hand. “I’ll do it, if you’d like, and give you the summary.”

Sebastian handed it over. “Thank you.”

Ves took the report to the window, so Sebastian wouldn’t accidentally glance over his shoulder and see any disturbing details.

Medical Examiner’s Report headed what looked to be a standard form, which had been filled out in a bold, clear hand. Ves skimmed over the standard measurements, as well as the clinical description of the gruesome realities of a burned body, until his eye snagged on the word he was looking for: book.

The deceased’s arms were crossed over the chest, around and adhered to a book that remained miraculously intact. Removal was difficult due to shrinkage of tendons from the heat, but accomplished with minimal damage to the body and none to the book itself.

“She was holding the Book,” Ves said aloud. “Clinging to it, by the description. It wasn’t damaged at all, of course.”

Sebastian’s shoulders sagged. “I should have checked Greene’s office. It must be there.”

Ves read down, to see if the Book was mentioned again. It wasn’t. Rather, the report ended with an affirmation the deceased hadn’t died due to any criminal act.

Except the signature wasn’t Dr. Greene’s.

“I don’t think Greene did the autopsy. At least, the report is signed by a Dr. Horace Upton. Could he have been filling in if Greene was away, or ill?”

Sebastian stiffened at the name, his eyes going wide. “You said Upton?”

Ves lowered the report. “Yes. Does that mean something to you?

“That was the other doctor the nurse at the charity hospital mentioned. The one who also attended Christopher Waite.”


Chapter 14



Sebastian spent the few hours remaining until dawn lying in bed beside Ves and staring blindly at the ceiling, unable to sleep for the clamor in his head.

Mother had died clasping the Book of Flesh. It hadn’t just been found amidst the ruins—she had broken it out of its prison in the walls before her death.

Why, though? What had she meant to do with it?

It would have been more quiescent then, before the return of Halley’s Comet strengthened its power. But removing it from the spirit trap formed by their house surely would have had some effect, especially since the man it had once been Bound to was long dead.

More, she hadn’t told Kelley. Possibly she’d never had a chance, if she freed it that very day.

But again, why? It made no sense.

Had she intended to Bind it to herself?

Sebastian touched the puckered scars on his forearm. If she believed she could safely use its power, unlike Dromgoole, would she have taken the risk?

The world had almost ended in 1902. That sort of experience changed people, even those who had managed to hide from the worst of it. Maybe she’d just been afraid, just wanted some weapon in case the Outside intruded once again into the world.

The explanation didn’t sit easy with him, though. She hadn’t seemed fearful, or paranoid. Surely he would have noticed; he’d lived with her, for God’s sake.

Morning came far too early, and not even a strong cup of coffee cut through his exhaustion. As soon as they arrived at the museum, he, Ves, Irene, and Noct collected Mortimer and made for the sword room, where they would hopefully be undisturbed.

“What is this about?” Mortimer asked, as soon as the door was closed. “You turned down Granduncle Lafayette’s help, so you’d best not be asking for mine now.”

“Do sit down, Mortimer,” Irene said. The room served as a meeting place for the library staff as a whole when needed, so there were plenty of tables and chairs to choose from. Mortimer glowered, but did as ordered.

“The man who has the Book of Flesh is targeting the Waites,” Vesper began. Mortimer’s frown deepened, but he listened as Ves explained everything they’d learned at the morgue the night before. “The good news is, Sebastian found some evidence that points to our culprit. A Dr. Horace Upton. He—”

“You have the wrong man,” Mortimer interrupted. “I don’t know what ridiculous evidence you think you found, but Dr. Upton is Granduncle Lafayette’s personal physician. He isn’t targeting the family; he’s helping one of our most venerable and respected members.”

“But…he worked at the charity hospital, even tended Christopher,” Sebastian said uncertainly. “He had access to the Book when…when my mother died.”

“Then an attendant who worked at the morgue took it,” Mortimer said impatiently. “Maybe the man changed jobs and is an orderly at the hospital now. Maybe the hospital has no connection.” He rose to his feet. “Thank you for wasting my time.”

“For God’s sake,” Irene snapped. “Stop being an arse and at least consider he might be guilty. Your granduncle could be next on the chopping block if we’re right.”

Mortimer looked as though he wanted to object, but then nodded. “You have a point, darling. We ought to be sure.”

“We can find his house and search it, as we did with Dr. Greene,” Sebastian said. “And hope our sorceress friend doesn’t show up this time.”

“He’s currently residing in the Old House, as it happens,” Mortimer said stiffly. “He moved in a few weeks ago, in order to be on hand to treat my granduncle whenever needed. In that time, I should add, Lafayette has gone from being bedridden, to as you saw him on Monday.”

“Then he must have some hidden place where he deals with his victims,” Sebastian said. “If we could get in to search his room…though I suppose, the way we parted, Lafayette isn’t going to just let us in if we ask nicely.”

“Certainly not,” Mortimer said. “However, Irene and I will be attending his one-hundredth birthday party Friday evening.”

Irene’s eyes lit up. “It’s a masquerade ball. We could sneak the rest of you in!”

“Not all of us,” Noct said, looking away.

“Actually, if we can discover what room Upton is staying in, you might be able to climb up and let the rest of us inside,” she countered. “A few other Endicotts are meant to attend, and I’m sure I could convince them to hand over their invitations so Ves and Sebastian can come in their place. So long as they remain disguised, no one will know the difference!”

Mortimer seemed uncertain of that, but said, “So long as Granduncle or the butler don’t see you up close, you could probably slip inside. But you can’t cause a scene. Or talk to any of the guests.”

Sebastian ground his teeth. “Yes, Mortimer, we aren’t stupid.”

“Just make sure your costumes pass muster.”

“We’ll have to get them, first.”

“Leave that part to me,” Irene said. “I’m sure we have some extra masks lying about at the estate.”

Sebastian raised a brow. “Should I ask…?”

“No.”

Ves cleared his throat. “The party isn’t until Friday night. I suggest we not sit on our hands until then.”

Sebastian perked up. “Oh! Can you waltz? I assume there will be waltzing?”

“Yes,” Mortimer said, “but—”

“Excellent!”

“I can’t dance at all,” Ves said, “but we’re not—”

“I’ll teach you before then. Oh, and etiquette, so we don’t stand out.” This was something he could do, and the idea of dancing with Ves appealed greatly.

“Um, I suppose,” Ves said. “That wasn’t what I meant to suggest, though. The latest victim…well, he certainly didn’t walk far on his own, not with all of his internal organs sprouting teeth.” He exchanged a glance with Noct, who nodded agreement. “According to the newspaper article, he was found near the cemetery.”

“And of course the Books are necromantic in nature,” Irene murmured. “Not that such magics can’t be performed anywhere, but Upton might think a graveyard would give him extra power. If he came upon the Book of Flesh by chance, as it seems he did, he might not have any actual sorcerous training.”

“I suggest dancing, and the rest of you want to go to a graveyard.” Sebastian sighed. “Very well. Nothing like a night trip to the cemetery?”
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They returned home for a few hours after work. After night had well and truly fallen, Irene came back to drive them to the cemetery.

“Perhaps we should get an auto of our own,” Ves mused. “Not an expensive one like this, but something that would allow us to take excursions into the countryside.”

“I miss the woods,” Noct said wistfully.

“We’ll be right beside the Draakenwood tonight,” Sebastian said from the front seat. “But I don’t suggest trespassing unless necessary.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s home to beings called umbrae. Shadows. They’re a part of Widdershins,” Sebastian added quickly. “They live in the forest and mind their own business, and we do the same. As a general rule, they don’t have much interest in humanity.”

“Sorcerers sometimes use them as slaves, if they can steal the eggs,” Irene remarked. “I speak from familial experience, not personal. So the umbrae have reason not to trust strangers. Best to just stay away.” She considered. “Though I suppose they might be less wary of you two.”

“Monsters recognize monsters?” Noct asked, and though the tone was light, it failed to mask the bitterness beneath.

Ves looked at his brother with concern, but Noct had turned away, staring at the curtained window as if he could see through it.

“I never said that,” Irene replied with a brittle calm, her hands tightening on the wheel so that her knuckles paled.

“You didn’t need to.”

“There’s the cemetery,” Sebastian said, far more loudly than necessary. “Why don’t you just pull up over there, where the auto won’t be as visible from the road?”

Ves wanted to ask Noct what his exchange with Irene had been about, but now wasn’t the time. Instead, he twined his fingers around the nearest tentacle, hoping to offer any comfort his brother might need. For once, however, Noct didn’t respond.

The cemetery was surrounded by a low stone wall, but it was easy enough to scramble over. For this excursion, Irene had foregone her fashionable tight-cut skirts for loose trousers, and between Ves and Sebastian they managed to boost her up and over.

“I’m not cut out for athletics,” she muttered, brushing at her trousers. “There’s a reason why I spend my time in a library. Give me a comfortable chair and an esoteric tome any day.”

“Sorry,” Sebastian said, “but two sorcerers are better than one, especially if the Dean turns up again like a bad penny. You aren’t vulnerable to that silver solution she used on Ves.”

“I know, I know,” she grumbled. “All right. Where do we start?”

Ves looked over the cemetery, thinking. “Something with a bit of space? Not the columbarium, that seemed undisturbed, but somewhere people wouldn’t look too often.”

“Like those?” Noct asked, pointing a tentacle up the hill to the mausoleums at the crest.

Sebastian started to lift the lantern, then seemed to think better of it. “Like what? Our eyes don’t work in the dark, remember?”

“Sorry,” Ves said. “The mausoleums up there, where Mortimer and Irene went the day of Fairchild’s funeral.”

“Where the old families are buried,” Irene said. “You don’t think he’s been dabbling in the Waite mausoleum, do you? It seemed intact when Mortimer showed it to me. But then it would from the outside, wouldn’t it?”

“If he wanted any chance of remaining hidden, yes.” Ves made sure Noct was securely on his back. “We’ll go first, since we can see in the dark.”

“We’ll be close behind you,” Sebastian said. “Call out if there’s any danger.”

“I will.” Ves wanted to give Sebastian a kiss, but it felt like an awkward thing to do with his brother on his back. So instead, he set off at a trot up the hill.

The whispers of the forest reached them when they were still well away from its eaves. Nothing related to the creatures Sebastian had mentioned, whatever they were, but rather the song of the trees themselves. Sap flowing beneath bark, roots digging ever deeper, buds unfolding into leaves. A chorus supporting the smaller voices of all the things that lived within the wood, blending together and singing of life even in death.

The night remained still; nothing emerged from the forest, or the graves, or lurked waiting amongst the mausoleums. They found the Waite mausoleum easily enough, the family name deeply carved into the marble, the two narrow doors chained shut with a heavy padlock.

“The chain is still locked, if that makes any difference,” Ves said when Sebastian and Irene joined them.

“Mortimer mentioned there is a spell on the tomb to guard it,” Irene said, a bit out of breath from the steep climb. “But I imagine Noct and I will be able to get through it easily enough.”

Noct slithered onto the tomb, using the decorative carving to hang from as he studied the door. Ves stepped back to give them room, and Noct and Irene murmured together for a few minutes before nodding. Noct swung up to the roof to watch, and Irene pulled a piece of polished wood from her pocket. Inlaid in gold and bound with crystal, it was clearly a wand meant to channel arcane energy. But rather than choosing a straight bit of wood, she’d fashioned it from a branch that curled and flowed like water.

Noct started at the sight. “The wand…”

“I kept one of the branches you grew from the library shelves when we were fighting Fagerlie,” she said briskly. “I thought perhaps wood already touched with magic would create a more powerful path for arcane energy to flow through. The head of the Endicott family himself crafted the wand for me.”

Noct’s lips parted, as though confused by something, even though her reasoning sounded solid to Ves. Then he shook his head sharply. “Have you used it yet?”

“No. This will be as good a test as any.” She pointed the wand dramatically at the doors and began to chant. Sweat broke out across her round face, and there was a flash of bluish light at the very edge of Ves’s vision. “There. It should be safe to proceed.”

Ves grabbed the chain and pulled, snapping the hasp off the padlock. Sebastian winced. “I could have picked it.”

“Even though Upton seems to be plotting against them, I’m not feeling very charitable toward the Waites right now. At least the wealthy ones.” Ves tossed aside the chain and opened the door.

A large sarcophagus in the center of the floor dominated the interior of the mausoleum. Arcane symbols covered the sides of the limestone box, and the lid bore dates from the early 1700s. Though two coffins had been placed within the niches on the walls, neither of them looked to be more than a few years old. Otherwise, the niches were occupied with urns, all of them equally modern in appearance. “This seems odd. Where are all the older coffins?”

Irene stepped in after him. “There was an incident, apparently. Before the dead rose en masse during the Dark Days, someone used necromancy on the dead of the old families. The Waites took the brunt of it, and their bodies—or what remained of them—were cremated, the broken coffins removed, and the mausoleum refurbished.”

What sort of place was this, where even the dead were regularly subject to the machinations of sorcerers? Unless… “Could the Book of Flesh have been involved?”

“No,” Sebastian said. “I don’t know the details, but it was the result of a sibling rivalry that turned into something of a fight between the old families in general. However, the cult that your mother and grandfather belonged to was involved.”

“Of course they were.” By the trees, he’d come to Widdershins thinking to finally untangle himself and Noct from their family. He had the sudden, sick feeling he’d never truly be able to leave them behind, no matter what happened with the Books. Grandfather might not have made any more attempts at contact since the day in the museum, but he was still out there. Waiting, though the gods only knew for what.

Sebastian held up the lantern and peered at the lead seals on the coffins. “They don’t seem to have been disturbed. If Upton has been in the cemetery at any point, it wasn’t to make off with any dead Waites, at least.”

They went back outside. Sebastian found the chain and draped it loosely between the handles, though Ves wasn’t certain why he bothered.

The mausoleums were set close together, and Noct went from one roof to the next, his many tentacles finding plenty of holds in the carvings and statues decorating them. Looking for some trace of sorcery or disturbance from a different vantage, Ves assumed. He moved across three of the mausoleums, then reached for a fourth, before letting out an exclamation and yanking his tentacle back.

“Noct!” Irene exclaimed, staring about in the dark. “Sebastian, the lantern—”

“I’m fine,” Noct called.

Ves trotted to the mausoleum Noct had recoiled from. “What did you sense?”

“The same sort of wrongness I felt around Isaiah’s body.” Noct swung down to hang at eye-level beside Ves. “And in the library when we fought the Book of Breath.”

“Necromantic energy?” Irene suggested.

“I don’t know. Probably? It’s like death, but…” Noct screwed up his face, clearly trying to think how to explain. “When something dies, its life ends, but life doesn’t. Animals, worms, fungi, the tiny things in the soil, all feast. They convert death back into life. And when they die, the same thing happens to them. So I might sense death in a forest, but it doesn’t feel wrong. This does.” He shook his head. “I wish I could explain better.”

“No, I think I understand,” she murmured.

Sebastian aimed the lantern at the mausoleum. “Ah. This one belonged to the Abbotts. Of course.”

“What do you mean?” Ves asked.

“The line died out about ten years ago. Part of that fight between the old families, or so the rumor goes.”

“So there’s no one to notice if someone uses their mausoleum for nefarious purposes,” Irene said.

“Exactly.” Sebastian reached out and tugged on the padlock. It fell open; a shiny surface amidst the rust betrayed where someone had cut through the hasp, then re-affixed the lock to appear undisturbed. “Shall we have a look inside?”

“I’ll go first,” Ves said. “If there’s any magic within, it won’t hurt me.”

Sebastian nodded and stepped back. Irene held her wand firmly, and Noct swung onto the roof of the mausoleum, ready to come to Ves’s aid if needed.

Ves pulled away the chain and flung open the door, revealing a pile of dead bodies within.


Chapter 15



Ves held up his hand, as if to ward something off, the other clapped over his nose and mouth. A moment later, the stench drifted to where Sebastian and Irene waited.

“Bloody hell.” She put her hand over her mouth as well, her brown skin taking on a grayish hue. “I might vomit.”

“Try not to,” Sebastian choked out. He fished a handkerchief from his pocket and clapped it over his nose. It helped a little. “Ves?”

“Three bodies,” Ves said, his voice muffled. “You probably don’t want to see them.”

Ves was no doubt right, but Sebastian moved closer and aimed the light inside anyway. It proved to be a mistake. They didn’t look to be long dead, a few days perhaps, but certainly long enough to bloat and leak. All three were naked, and two had been carved up, muscle and fat removed, their skulls cut open with a saw and the brains scooped out. Possibly some organs taken, though it was impossible to say for sure given their state.

The third was misshapen, even aside from the processes of decay. His skin had split here and there, and strange protuberances pushed from the inside, as if he had been stuffed full with extra parts.

Bile stung Sebastian’s throat, and he stumbled away before losing his dinner. His stomach roiled, and all the blood seemed to have deserted his limbs and head.

“They were getting found too quickly in the river,” he said, horror numbing his lips, “so Upton needed somewhere more secret to put them.”

“Isaiah was dying, but not so far gone he couldn’t escape.” Vesper shut the door on the gruesome sight. “Rolled off the back of a cart on the way here, perhaps, without being noticed.”

Sebastian sank down on a stone bench outside one of the nearby mausoleums, and Ves joined him, placing a warm hand on his back and rubbing it comfortingly. “Are you all right?”

“As right as I can be.” Sebastian’s mouth tasted foul, but at least he didn’t feel as though he was going to throw up again. “What do you bet they’re all Waites?”

“Possibly.” Ves hesitated. “Should we notify the police? Or would that risk putting Upton on alert?”

“It might.” Sebastian scrubbed at his lips with the handkerchief. “Do you imagine old man Waite has told him anything about our visit? He collapsed, so surely Upton inquired as to what made him so upset.”

“It’s a good thing you didn’t hand over any information to Lafayette, other than the fact we’re looking into the deaths. Upton’s living in his house; he’d know everything if you had.”

Sebastian stared at the patch of ground the flashlight illuminated most brightly. “I wonder what he has against the Waite family. Whatever it is, they can’t be aware of the grudge, or else he wouldn’t be allowed to take care of one of their ‘important’ members.”

“It could be virtually anything,” Irene said, leaning against the mausoleum as if her legs were still shaky. “We should leave, though. I think we’ve found everything we can here, and the longer we stay, the more chance there is of discovery.”

“Right.” Sebastian stood up, and Ves took Noct on his back again. Still feeling queasy, he and Irene followed the brothers out of the cemetery and back to the auto.

[image: ]


Ves felt unsure about Sebastian’s offer to teach him to dance. It wasn’t that he was uncoordinated, only that the very concept seemed awkward. Like something not meant for him.

Irene had brought a talking machine and record discs for them to borrow, so as to have music to dance to. Bonnie and the children had gone out for the evening, visiting with one of Bonnie's close friends, whose own children were of near enough age for them to play together while their mothers chatted. Noct took himself off to the tree outside his attic window, so it was just the two of them when Sebastian set the talking machine up and placed one of the discs carefully on the turn table. Ves had seen ads for such machines, of course, but never inspected one in person. When the first strains of music filled the air, it seemed a greater magic than any sorcery.

“Ready?” Sebastian asked with a smile.

“Not really.”

“Don’t worry.” Sebastian drew him into the space they’d cleared in the sitting room. “You don’t need to be an expert dancer. Just good enough not to look suspicious.”

Ves wasn’t reassured.

At first it was as awkward as he’d feared. “Don’t be so stiff,” Sebastian chided. “Flow with the music, and focus on me.”

Focusing on his lover was an easy enough task. Sebastian began to steal kisses, and Ves found himself relaxing. He could coordinate eight tentacles at a time; surely he ought to be able to manage two feet.

“Did you know the waltz was considered scandalous when it was first invented?” Sebastian asked after a while.

Ves shook his head. “I don’t know much about dancing. Or history. Certainly not the history of dance.”

“Well, it was very shocking at the time.” Sebastian pressed against Ves. “Two people in full view of everyone, holding close so their bodies touched…it was practically shameless.” He winked. “Much like me.”

Ves snorted. “Indeed.”

“Now of course, it’s a bit old-fashioned. I prefer ragtime myself. Perhaps I’ll teach you the Turkey Trot next.” His gaze grew warmer. “I’ll take you out dancing at a place I know. Everyone will wonder who the handsome stranger is, and be jealous of me.”

Ves’s cheeks heated. “I doubt it.”

The music came to an end. Rather than restart it, Sebastian lifted the needle and left the motor to wind down in silence. “When we were at Dr. Greene’s house,” he said, looking down at the machine, “The Dean suggested you have…needs…going unfulfilled.”

Not the direction Ves had expected the conversation to go. “She was wrong.”

Sebastian looked back at him. “You’d say if it was otherwise, though. Wouldn’t you?”

Ves’s heart sank to his feet. He sat down on the couch, which had been shoved against one wall, and ran a hand over his face. “You say I’m not a monster, but then you ask me this.”

Sebastian let out a hiss of breath. “No, angel, I didn’t mean…I’m sorry.” He sat down beside Ves and draped an arm over his shoulders. “Part of you isn’t human, and I was worried about not acknowledging that, and now I’ve put my foot in it.”

“The Dark Young come in all shapes and sizes,” Ves said unhappily. “The Beast of Gévaudan, which glutted itself on slaughter and human flesh. Tree-like things that walk and bleed caustic sap, who drive their seeds into people and make of them a garden. Most keep to themselves, though, in the lonely places of the world, until sorcerers like the School of Night force us into sight. Because, much like Grandfather and Mother, the monster is all they can see.”

Sebastian caught Ves’s chin and gently tilted it up. “I’m sorry. I should never have given her words any heed.” He kissed Ves gently. “I only want to be a good friend, a good lover. I don’t see you as a monster, or as a human. I just see a person. You.” He sighed. “And I know you aren’t entirely comfortable with yourself, and God knows I don’t blame you. But I love you, all of you.”

He should have known better than to accuse Sebastian. “I’m sorry. I gave your question the worst possible interpretation, didn’t I?”

“You gave it the interpretation your experience has taught you to.” Sebastian shifted into Ves’s lap, kissing him again. “Hold me.”

Ves slid his arms around Sebastian, pulling him close. “With all your arms,” Sebastian said, and Ves did as he asked. They kissed again, softly at first, then more urgently. Sebastian shifted against him, pressing his erection into Ves’s stomach. “Do you want me?” he whispered.

Ves swallowed thickly. “Yes.”
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Sebastian led Ves up the stairs to their room. Since the heat had broken, the air was far more tolerable. A breeze stirred the curtains, bringing with it the scent of roses from Bonnie’s now-monstrous bushes.

He turned to Ves once they were alone with the door locked, kissing him hard. A part of Sebastian felt stupid for having given any further thought to the Dean’s offer to Ves. Of course she’d seen him as a monster suppressing his true nature, and not a person trying to find his footing in a new life.

“I love you,” he whispered into Ves’s throat, kissing his way down. “I love you.”

Ves tilted his head back, eyes closed, lips parted. His skin smelled of green shoots reaching for the sunlight, underlain with a peppery spice. “I love you, too.”

“Let me undress you.”

Sebastian slipped off his own clothing quickly, before turning his attention to Ves. Now he worked slowly, kissing each inch of skin as it was revealed, running his hands over the powerful muscles. When Ves reached to touch him, he playfully batted away his arm. “No touching with your hands.”

Ves’s olive skin had flushed darker, the pupils of his goat’s eyes blown almost round against the orange irises. “Can I touch you otherwise?”

“Any other way you like,” Sebastian said, and hoped he wasn’t pushing Ves too far too fast. At least this would give him the option of touching as much or as little as he was comfortable with.

He went to his knees and gave Ves’s cock a long lick, before sucking it into his mouth. He was rewarded with a groan from Ves, and by the feel of a tentacle tip brushing through his hair, before sliding down to loop loosely around his neck.

That sent a shock of lust through him, and he moaned encouragement. He gripped Ves’s thighs with his hands, only to have his wrists encircled. After a few moments, Ves gasped and pushed him back. Sebastian looked up, licking his lips.

“Is this all right?” Ves asked, his breath ragged with desire.

“More than all right.” Sebastian gave him the most seductive look he could manage. “If you’d like to throw me on the bed and hold me down, I’d have no objections.”

Ves growled. Then wrapped a tentacle around Sebastian’s waist and lifted him straight off the floor, onto the bed.

Sebastian had never been one to hold back when he found something he liked, and he didn’t start now. He arched his back, cock hard and leaking, and tugged experimentally at the tentacles now holding his wrists above his head. He might as well have been trying to break free of iron bonds, and the sensation made him wriggle with lustful glee. “Yes. Oh fuck.”

“You like this,” Ves said, voice rough with passion. “Being held down. Helpless.”

Sebastian rolled his hips, his cock hot against his own skin. “Yes. With you.”

“And what do you want me to do with you?”

Sebastian ran his tongue over his lips again. “Anything you want.”

Ves managed to get the Vaseline without letting go of Sebastian. “No touching,” he said with a grin, and grabbed each thigh with a lower tentacle, hauling Sebastian’s legs apart.

Sebastian writhed, loving the feeling of being exposed, helpless, waiting on his lover to take his pleasure. Ves didn’t make him wait long, pushing in slowly at first, then more forcefully in response to Sebastian’s encouraging yelps. He was beyond saying anything coherent at that point, his unattended cock leaking on his belly as Ves held him down and took him.

Ves groaned when he came, and the sight of his face, eyes squeezed shut in pleasure, was almost enough to make Sebastian spend. Then Ves pulled out and wrapped his lips around Sebastian’s cock. It didn’t take much to bring him over the edge, his orgasm crashing down over him with a force that whited out his vision and left him limp.

Ves leaned over him and pressed a kiss to the tip of Sebastian’s nose. Sebastian opened his eyes and grinned up. He felt wrung out by pleasure, warm and languid. “Mmm,” he mumbled. “That was amazing.”

Ves laughed and laid down, pulling Sebastian against him. “I think you just have a mania for tentacles,” he teased.

“A mania for you, maybe.” Sebastian kissed the nearest bit of skin on Ves’s shoulder. “The tentacles are an excellent bonus, though. I’m glad I got to you first; they’d be fighting over you at the bathhouse.”

“I somehow doubt that.”

“This is Widdershins,” Sebastian reminded him. “You’d be surprised.”

Ves was quiet for a long moment. Then he laughed softly. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”


Chapter 16



“Do you think this is Irene’s idea of a joke?” Ves asked, holding up a mask shaped to look like a black goat with curving horns.

Irene had been as good as her word. The afternoon of the masquerade ball, two boxes arrived containing their outfits, as well as a pair of elaborate invitations. Sebastian didn’t know if she had talked someone into giving up theirs, or if they were very good forgeries, and had no intention of asking.

“Her idea, or that of whichever relative scrounged up the costumes, yes.” Sebastian reached into the box and pulled out a cape of what might have been goat skin, dyed black. “I hope they have iced champagne, or you’re going to melt in this.”

“Heat and cold don’t really bother me.”

“I wish I could say the same.” Sebastian took a tricorn hat from his own box, then a flaring cape, domino mask, and other accouterments, all in black save for the white shirt and ruffled cravat. “I appear to be an old-fashioned highway man. Do you think my legs will look good in these stockings?”

“Yes, and you very well know it.” Ves leaned in and kissed him.

They dressed; Sebastian had to admit the stockings and tight trousers suited him. Ves looked broodingly handsome in a medieval-styled black doublet and hose, all in unrelieved black. “Very nice,” Sebastian said, letting his gaze linger on the codpiece. Ves flushed darker, but looked pleased.

Irene was late, which Sebastian had expected. What he hadn’t expected was for her to arrive in an ornate carriage, driven by a taciturn man who didn’t so much as blink at the sight of Noct on Ves’s back. Given the rumors about the Endicotts, there was every chance one of the Dark Young wasn’t the strangest thing the man had seen.

“Oh good, the costumes fit,” Irene said by way of greeting. She was dressed like Elizabethan royalty, her short hair hidden beneath a styled wig and her voluminous skirts taking up most of the interior of the carriage. Noct sat beside her, and Ves and Sebastian settled in across from them.

“You look beautiful,” Noct said, then flushed. “I mean, that costume is stunning.”

Sebastian shoved as much of the skirt to one side as he could to avoid stepping on it. “You’re not going to be able to sneak about in that.”

“I’m no good at sneaking, whatever I’m wearing. I am, however, very good at being looked at.” She adjusted her stiff collar. “You two can pass anonymously, but as a future Mrs. Waite, people are going to be paying attention to my appearance and demeanor.”

She spoke more as though she were a general planning an assault, rather than a blushing bride. “Then how are we supposed to get into Upton’s rooms?” he asked.

“Leave that to Mortimer and me. We’ll let you know when it’s time.”

A line of fancy carriages and the occasional auto spilled from the old carriageway into the street in front of the Old House. At Irene’s command, the driver slowed well before they reached the back of the line. Turning to Noct, she said, “According to Mortimer, the guest rooms where Upton is likely staying are on the second floor, east wing, at the back of the house. There are downspouts and the like to climb up. You should be able to let yourself in easily enough, but wait for my signal.”

He nodded, then opened his door and slid out, vanishing into the shadow of a hedge. Irene bit her lip anxiously. “Do you think he’ll be all right?”

“Yes,” Ves said, though he too looked concerned.

Too late to worry now. The driver pulled up behind the carriage in front of them, and soon footmen were approaching to open the doors.

“Signal if you need me,” the driver said. “I brought my witch hunter’s daggers, just in case.”

“Thank you, Rodrigo,” Irene replied, putting on her silk domino.

The doors swung open, and a white-gloved footman helped her out. Sebastian and Ves put on their masks as they exited the carriage. The area in front of the steps swarmed with busy footmen and arriving guests in an astonishing array of costumes. Napoleon chatted with Abraham Lincoln and Julius Caesar, while a faery strolled arm-in-arm with a harlequin and a fox. A woman dressed as the Statue of Liberty held a flashlight shaped like a torch, waving it at another woman masquerading as a swan, complete with feathery wings on her back.

Upon spotting them, the swan broke off. “Irene, darling, is that you?”

Irene beamed. “Matilda, so good to see you,” she said, before kissing the air beside her friend’s cheek. She caught Matilda’s arm and redirected her toward the entrance before the woman could ask any questions about Sebastian and Ves. They followed her silently toward the footman at the entrance, where she made sure Matilda went inside before them.

“Irene Endicott, with my cousins,” she said, handing over the invitation. A maid with a list checked her off, and then looked up when Sebastian and Ves handed over theirs without speaking.

“Pardon me, sirs,” she began.

“There you are!” Mortimer exclaimed, striding out the door and beaming at them all. “Irene, darling, you’re stunning as usual. Come in, come in, let me pour you all some champagne.” He clapped Sebastian on the shoulder, drawing him along, and within moments they were all inside without answering any awkward questions.

The party took place within a ballroom on the first floor. A string quartet played from a gallery while masked dancers spun and swayed in the middle of the room. Buffet tables lined one wall; servers with trays of chilled champagne circulated among the guests. The air smelled of perfume, flowers, and food.

“We’ll spend a bit of time here, see and be seen, then slip away when the cake is brought out,” Mortimer said in a low voice. “Irene and I will make the rounds; you two try to stay out of trouble until we come back for you.”

Sebastian didn’t intend to watch them leave, but Irene drew his gaze after her as she plunged into the crowd. He knew Irene came from money, though they’d taken a loss when their ancestral estate fell into the ocean. But he’d never quite realized that also meant she came from society.

The studious, somewhat brusque librarian was gone, replaced by a woman who seemed to charm everyone she came across. She kissed ladies in greeting, smiled warmly at the men, laughed and batted her eyes at the appropriate moments. With Mortimer at her side, she moved through the crowd with ease, to all appearances perfectly at home.

It wasn’t quite like watching a stranger…but it was close. This might be a masquerade ball, but the façade she was putting on with her speech and manners was more a costume than anything she might ever wear.

Sebastian turned away from Irene and back to Ves. “Come on. Let’s stroll together a bit.” He turned toward the long inner wall, but Ves hissed and grabbed his arm.

“Mirrors,” he said in a low voice.

Damn it; Sebastian hadn’t been paying attention, but the wall was lined with huge mirrors in ornate gilded frames. Ves’s eyes weren’t that visible with the mask to distract from them, but someone might still notice that his reflection had goat eyes instead of human.

Sebastian offered Ves the most courtly bow he could manage and said, “May I have this dance, then?”

It would serve two purposes, both allowing them to fit into the crowd and to keep Ves in motion away from the mirrors. Plus, Sebastian wanted to.

Ves smiled at the bow. “Of course.”

They weren’t the only pair of men dancing together, or women for that matter. The rules had changed when the world nearly ended, and Widdershins kept its own customs whether or not they’d be acceptable in New York or Boston. Sebastian led the way onto the dance floor, and they fell in among the whirling dancers.

At first, he paid attention to his partner, to the way their bodies moved together. But the flashes of gold and gems out of the corner of his eye proved distracting. The myriad costumes, the hidden faces, gave their fellow dancers a dream-like quality. As if they’d been whisked away to some faery mound, surrounded by strange animals, sylphs, kings, queens, and jesters.

Despite his concerns, Ves blended in perfectly, the mask and cloak of a black goat lending him an air that bordered between magical and sinister. He might have been some figure of folklore, tempting naïve mortals to trade their vitality for the joy of a single kiss.

“Are you all right?” Ves asked. “You look somewhat dazed.”

Sebastian became aware of the sweat that trickled down his back beneath the costume. Despite the relatively cool spring evening, the press of bodies heated the ballroom, and there was little movement to the air. “I’m a bit warm, actually. A drink and some food might do the trick.”

They left the dance, pausing by the open doors leading to the raised patio outside. “Wait for me here, and I’ll bring something for each of us from the buffet,” Sebastian said.

“Are you sure? I can get it.”

“No, no, I’m fine.” Sebastian snagged a flute of chilled champagne from the tray of a passing waiter. “I’ll be right back.”

Sebastian made his way to the buffet. The tables groaned beneath trays laden with iced oysters, cucumber sandwiches, hot and cold roast beef, tongue, orange sherbet, and a wide variety of cakes and pies. He took a single plate to share with Ves and piled it high with anything that looked interesting.

As he reached the desserts, he bumped arms with another person reaching for the same slice of apple pie. “Oh! Pardon me, sir,” Sebastian said automatically, turning to them.

The man gave him a bit of a start; he was dressed as a plague doctor, complete with beak-like mask, not an inch of skin showing. Then he grasped the mask and pulled it down, revealing a face worn from both joy and tragedy. He had a neatly trimmed gray beard and rather piercing green eyes.

“Not at all,” he said genially. “The fault was mine.” He held out his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Dr. Horace Upton.”
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Ves watched the crowd while he waited for Sebastian to return. He idly wondered how much such a party must cost, between the food, the servers, the musicians, the invitations, the decorations and other things he likely hadn’t thought of. It seemed excessive; how many of the hundred or so people there could Lafayette Waite actually know well enough to celebrate a birthday with?

Even after all this time, he felt he’d never truly understand society. Still, some of the costumes were beautiful to look at, testaments to the skill and imagination of whoever had created them. He fingered the edge of the goatskin cloak, wondering again who among the Endicotts had made it—and why they’d even had such materials to hand to begin with.

As one waltz came to an end and another began, there was a brief confusion of dancers abandoning the floor and new partners taking it up. Ves caught a flash of gold out of the corner of his eye—then a woman linked her arm through his and pulled him into the center of the ball room with her.

For a moment, he considered digging in his heels—but that would likely draw more attention than simply acquiescing to a dance. And for all he knew, it might be Widdershins custom for women to snatch up unsuspecting dance partners, and any protest on his part would instantly mark him an outsider.

The woman’s dress was of scarlet silk, covered in a thick layer of gold brocade. The cut of the bodice led up to a pair of gilded skulls—too small to be real—encasing her shoulders. A drape of scarlet tulle and golden beads covered the back of her head, wrapping around the front of her neck, obscuring both skin and hair. Her mask was a gilded skull, covering everything but her lower jaw, encrusted with more golden brocade and crystals, and set off by a fan of blood red feathers where it joined the tulle drape.

As the music began, she turned to him, so he could clearly see what little of her face was revealed. The floor seemed to drop out from under him as he recognized the dark eyes framed by the empty sockets of the skull-mask, the curve of the smile just visible beneath gilded teeth.

“Come now, Vesper,” she said. “No kiss for your mama?”
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“S-Sebastian,” Sebastian stammered, heart pounding in his throat. “Uh, Endicott,” he added, remembering their ruse at the last moment.

Upton put out his hand, and Sebastian shook it automatically. “Ah, a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard a great many things about your fine family.”

“I’m sure you have,” Sebastian said, which seemed a safe enough answer.

Upton’s green eyes seemed to look right through him. “I’m surprised, though—you don’t retain even a trace of your English accent.”

Oh God, of course, they weren’t supposed to talk to anyone. He should have made up some other lie, anything more plausible. “I’ve worked hard to become more American,” he said feebly, and hoped Irene never heard about it, lest she put a curse on him. “It’s our adopted home now, after all.”

“Of course.” Upton wasn’t smiling now.

How could he have been so stupid? But he’d never thought he’d have to explain himself to the very man they suspected of necromancy and murder.

“What do you think of the party?” Upton inquired.

Cutting Upton off would seem suspicious, so Sebastian said, “It’s lovely. So many costumes.”

God, that sounded inane. Upton, however, nodded. “That there are. I wonder, how many of those here have chosen their masks to represent the hidden face within? Or perhaps, the face they wish they could have?”

“I’ve certainly no desire to be a highwayman,” Sebastian said lightly. Perhaps he could extract himself from the conversation by being as dull as possible?

“Then why choose to dress as one?” Upton asked.

Curse the man. Was he suspicious? Or just trying to make conversation with someone from an important family?

Since he hadn’t chosen the costume himself, Sebastian blurted out the first answer that came to mind. “It’s all very romantic, isn’t it? The outlaw riding the countryside by night, perhaps in love with an innkeeper’s daughter, evading the law until he is betrayed to his doom?”

Upton looked briefly surprised, then laughed. “What an imagination you have, Mr. Endicott.” He glanced past Sebastian. “I fear I must take my leave of you for the moment, if you will excuse me.”

Thank God. “Of course.”

Upton started to put his mask back into place, then paused. “Our chat was enlightening, but I do hope you won’t let your fancy run too far,” he said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “The highwayman, after all, thinks himself outside the rules of polite company. But, as you said yourself, it’s a course that leads only to disaster.”
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“Don’t just stand there,” Lenore Rune said. “You’ll attract attention. And I doubt you want that.”

Somehow, Ves forced his feet to move, to fall into the rhythm of the waltz. He was off tempo, he knew it, but he felt as though his brain had frozen. He couldn’t think what to do or say, so he just moved, as though caught in a nightmare.

“You’re taller than I remember,” Mother said, gazing up at him. “Have you kept up with your training?”

“A bit,” he said, too scattered to either lie or refuse to answer. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to see you, of course.” She turned her head, the feathers brushing across his face. “What a pathetic display of people pretending to be important, when they all know they aren’t the true power in this town.”

“I thought you were dead.”

She fixed him with a gaze that curdled his blood just as much as it had when he was a child. “Be honest with me, Vesper. You believed your actions had led to our deaths.”

He swallowed against a throat that threatened to choke shut. “I never meant…we just wanted…”

Her hand tightened on his, sharp fingernails digging into his skin. “But don’t worry about that—we’ll have plenty of time to talk about it later. For now, let’s get reacquainted. It’s been so long since you’ve seen your mama, after all.”

Not long enough. “How did you get in? How did you even know I’d be here?”

“How do you think? I killed the original owner of this costume and took her invitation, of course.” She shrugged, as though it was nothing. “They’ll never find her body. As for how I knew you’d be here, I have my ways. My presence might be unseen, but I’m never too far away from my boys.”

Gods, this was a nightmare. “You know about the Books. You’re here to steal the Book of Flesh.”

“And get in the way of your schemes, whatever they might be? Perish the thought.” She smiled up at him, as though her hand hadn’t wielded the lash that left the scars on his back. “You thought you knew better than me and ran away. Your grandfather thinks it was for the best in the end. Well. Here’s your chance to prove yourself. Do well, and I’ll get you a little reward.”

“I don’t want anything from you,” he said. “Please, just leave us alone.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m your mother.” As the dance ended, she let go of him and stepped back, still smiling. “Find the Books, Vesper. I’m so very excited to see what you’ll do with them.”

Then she turned and walked out the ballroom door, leaving him standing alone amidst the next set of dancers.


Chapter 17



Sebastian found Ves near the door to the patio, his mouth in a tight line. Sebastian had abandoned the plate from the buffet; thanks to the encounter with Upton, he had no appetite left.

“I have bad news,” he said, and immediately launched into a description of the encounter. “I’m certain Upton suspects,” he finished. “What should we do?”

Ves shook his head slowly. “My mother was here.”

The words were so unexpected it took Sebastian a moment to parse them. “Your mother?”

“Lenore Rune. She killed some poor woman and stole her costume and invitation.” Ves laughed, a wild sound that bordered on hysteria rather than humor. “We danced together. Then she left.”

“Fuck.” Sebastian adjusted his glasses, which sat over his domino mask. “This is going to end in disaster. We should leave.”

But Ves shook his head. “No. No, I…this is still our best chance. We just have to be careful. If we can get into Upton’s quarters and find the Book, it won’t matter what he suspects or doesn’t. As for Mother, she claimed she wouldn’t interfere, but she could change her mind and just take the Book of Flesh for herself, since she knows where it is now.” He put a hand to his masked face. “Damn it. I shouldn’t have said anything, in case she really was just following us, and didn’t realize Upton had it.”

“There’s no point in recriminations,” Sebastian said, putting a hand to Ves’s shoulder. The muscles beneath his fingers were taut from stress. “If we see her again, let me deal with her.”

“No. She’s dangerous, Sebastian.”

He’d gladly take the risk to keep her away from Ves. But before he could say so, a gong rang from the end of the ballroom near the buffet.

“That’s probably the signal for the cake,” Sebastian said instead. “We should find Irene and Mortimer.”

Servants wheeled out a cart bearing an enormous multi-layered birthday cake, practically ablaze with candles. As Sebastian paused to admire it, Irene and Mortimer approached.

“Cousin Fred is going to give a speech honoring Lafayette,” Mortimer said in a low voice. “He has a terrible tendency to drone on, so that will give us a bit of extra time to slip away.”

He led the way out of the ballroom, Irene on his arm. They reached the massive stairway leading upward, but a footman was positioned there, no doubt to keep guests from intruding into areas reserved for the family and those staying at the house.

The man was intimidating enough, strikingly tall and so muscular his coat strained to contain his shoulders. His head seemed oddly small and out-of-proportion to the rest of him, as though it had stopped growing before he attained his full size. When he spotted them, he said, “Good evening, sir. Master Lafayette requested the rest of the house remain off-limits to guests.”

If Mortimer was put off by the sheer mass of the hulking footman, he didn’t let it show. Instead, he drew himself up, the very picture of affronted privilege. “Guests, perhaps, but certainly not family. Now stand aside, I wish to show my fiancée and her cousins the private portrait gallery.”

“I’m not certain—”

“What’s your name,” Mortimer said, eyes narrowing. “I don’t wish to make a report of your insolence, but—”

Even though he could have easily tossed Mortimer down the stairs, the footman paled and stepped aside. “Sorry, sir, you’re quite right, sir. My mistake.”

“It certainly was,” Mortimer agreed coldly. He swept past, taking Irene with him, and they followed to the second floor.

“Good heavens, he was a large fellow,” Irene said once they were well out of ear range.

“Never mind that,” Sebastian said. “Lenore Rune is lurking about the place.”

“Who?” Mortimer asked.

“Noct and Ves’s mother.” Irene’s eyes widened in alarm. “Are you all right, Ves? We need to find Noct and check on him!”

“We’ll signal him as soon as we get to Upton’s room,” Ves said. “We still need to get the Book from his quarters.”

“That’s the other thing,” Sebastian said, “I encountered Dr. Upton at the buffet table. I tried to pass myself off as an Endicott, but I don’t think he believed me thanks to the accent.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Sebastian.” Irene glared at him through her domino mask. “Why didn’t you just say you married into the family and took your wife’s name?”

“I didn’t realize that was an option.”

Irene shot him a look that made it clear her opinion of him was lowered. “Of course you didn’t. Well, there’s nothing to be done about any of this now. We need to signal Noct to let us in.”

Mortimer led them to the end of a hall where a window overlooked the garden. He nodded at the nearest door and said, “This is the only one of the guest rooms that has a full suite attached, so at a guess it’s where the doctor is staying.”

Irene pulled a flashlight from somewhere in her voluminous skirts and flashed it twice out into the darkness. “Now we wait.”

The wait felt as though it went on forever. The guests downstairs were currently distracted by the birthday speeches and cake, but their time was limited. Once the ball resumed, some of the guests staying in the house would make their way back up to their rooms, to repair costumes or otherwise freshen up before returning to the festivities. This was their only chance to be unobserved, and it was slipping through their fingers by the second.

The lock on the door clicked open, the sound loud in the stillness. Noct swung it open, slithering out of the way to let them inside. Sebastian entered last and shut the door behind him. They were inside a finely appointed sitting room; though the furnishings were on the older side, they were still in good condition.

An open window betrayed Noct’s entrance, the gauzy summer curtains blowing in the wind. As for Noct himself, his pale blue eyes were wide, the corners of his mouth tight, as he took in the opulence all around.

Mortimer switched on a small table lamp, its glow too low to betray them unless someone was watching the windows with purpose. “There will be two bedrooms, and I believe a bathroom was added when the plumbing was updated some years back,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I doubt Upton would keep the Book anywhere a servant could stumble across it.”

Irene went to one of the three doors leading off the room. It swung open easily under her touch. “His bedroom,” she reported. “Perhaps he has a suitcase or the like in the wardrobe.”

Sebastian scratched absently at the scars on his forearm, which had picked this inconvenient moment to begin to itch. He peered about the room, even as Ves and Mortimer began to search cabinets, beneath cushions, even inside the cold fireplace. Noct moved toward the second door and opened it, revealing a bathroom.

Sebastian turned to the final door and went toward it. Curse it, the itch in his arm was growing even more furious, until it was on the edge of pain. He gritted his teeth as he dug in with his nails. Was the cloth sleeve of his costume causing some sort of rash?

The door was locked. Which it really shouldn’t have been, unless Upton was using it as some sort of study. Or even a place for his experiments…?

“Ves,” he said. “We need to get this door open. Now.”

“You should pick it,” Mortimer said. “We can’t just go around breaking—”

“There’s no time!” Sebastian’s heart beat faster, and sweat slicked his brow. Upton couldn’t be allowed to get away with murder, with using the Book for his horrors, just because they were obeying the niceties of a locked door. He hit the door with his left hand, the punctures on his arm pulling as though the cotton thread still laced through them.

Oh. Oh dear.

“All right, all right,” Ves hissed, hurrying over. “Don’t give us away!” He grabbed the door knob and gave it a sharp twist, snapping the inner workings.

The door swung open, giving them a glimpse of a dark room with a heavily curtained window. The scent of old blood and formaldehyde stung Sebastian’s nose, and he stepped forward, groping for a light switch.

“What is the meaning of this?” thundered Lafayette Waite.
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Ves spun in place, his pulse spiking and his eyes burning as the overhead chandelier switched on. In the doorway to the hall stood Lafayette Waite and Dr. Upton, both unmasked. Three footmen stood behind them; the one who’d challenged them on the stair earlier, and two others who were so similar in height and build he would have thought them brothers if their features hadn’t been so wildly different.

Mortimer froze in the midst of searching the fireplace flue for anything hidden up it, and Noct—

Gods of the wood. Noct was frozen near the bathroom door, caught for just an instant in the revealing light.

“We know you’re killing Waites!” Ves shouted at Upton, praying for a distraction. Out of the corner of his eyes, he caught a flash of black hair and squirming tentacles, the curtains swirling wildly as Noct went out the window.

Lafayette’s gaze met Ves’s, cold fury bordering on hate boring into him. “How dare you,” he snarled.

“Granduncle, I can explain,” Mortimer said hastily. “I—we—believe Dr. Upton has deceived you. We thought to find some evidence—”

“Silence, you mewling pup.” Lafayette drew himself up, looking even more spry than the last time they’d seen him. “You will be dealt with in good time. As for the rest of you, I should have the police take you to jail immediately.”

Irene emerged from the bedroom. “They’re here at the invitation of the Endicotts,” she said coolly.

Lafayette’s mouth lifted in a sneer. “The Endicotts,” he said, voice dripping with derision. “Who are you newcomers to us?”

She drew herself up, eyes flashing. “I can trace my family back a thousand years, sir. Can you say the same?”

His eyes flicked over her dismissively. “A bunch of mongrels, fucking anyone with magic who crosses their path, in a pitiful grasp at the authority that comes naturally to my bloodline.”

Sebastian and Mortimer both gasped in outrage, and Ves took a step forward without thinking of it. Irene held up her hand, and he stopped.

“It’s true that I could burn this house to the ground with a word, and laugh in the ashes,” she said with marvelous calm. “But I am here to help you, if only for Mortimer’s sake. Your doctor has lied to you, he—”

“Be quiet, girl,” Lafayette snapped.

“It’s true.” Sebastian stepped around Ves. His face showed pale beneath his mask, and he gripped his left forearm with his right hand. “The Book of Flesh is here. If you allow us to search this room—”

“I will not,” Lafayette said. “You have no place here, librarian. I will make a complaint to both the museum president and director tomorrow, recommending you be fired immediately. Along with your foolish companions.” He turned to Mortimer. “As for you, you’ve clearly replaced your loyalty to your family with loyalty to the librarians.”

“You’re wrong!” Mortimer looked frantic. “Granduncle, your life is in danger! Members of our family have been killed! For God’s sake, I can show you—let’s go now to the Abbott crypt—”

“Slander and lies,” Upton said. He’d been staring at the window Noct had vanished out, and Ves felt his stomach drop. But instead of demanding answers, Upton went on: “No one in this house can question how Lafayette has improved under my care. I have no mad grudge against the Waite family, or whatever it is you’re accusing me of.”

“The Book of Flesh—” Sebastian started.

“I have many books, some of them quite old, but I can’t say I’m familiar with that title.” Upton turned to Lafayette. “I believe you said this librarian and his companion refused to accept your help when they came here, seeking answers in the tragic death of Christopher Waite. Now they ask you believe they’re abusing your hospitality in search of some ‘proof?’ Clearly they have no respect for you, either as their host or as an elder of your family.”

“Indeed.” Lafayette held up his hand when it seemed Mortimer might protest. “All of you, leave at once, or be removed by my footmen.” He gestured to the huge figures in the hall behind him. “And Mortimer, you will be spoken to tomorrow morning by myself and, once I inform him of your actions, young Fred as well. Have I made myself clear?”

Ves wanted to protest. He wanted to run into the room and search for the Book before Upton could hide it somewhere they’d never find.

But they were vastly outnumbered. All Lafayette had to do was call for help, and more footmen and party guests would rush to his defense. They’d find themselves in jail, or, in his case, exposed.

Gods, Noct. At least Upton hadn’t said anything. Maybe he wasn’t quite sure what he’d seen.

“Fine,” Mortimer said. “Let’s leave.”

They filed out past Lafayette, Upton, and the glaring footmen. Irene paused once they were past and looked back. “I’d be careful who you make enemies of, Mr. Waite.”

“I’ve outlasted things far scarier than you, girl,” he replied with a horrible grin. “Perhaps you should ask yourself why I’m the last one of my generation left standing. But for now, get the hell out of my house.”
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“What an utter disaster,” Irene fumed.

Mortimer had left the party with them; once the driver stopped to pick up Noct as well, the carriage was quite crowded. Sebastian found himself between Ves and Noct, while Irene’s dress took up most of the seat across from them, forcing Mortimer to sit with his knee against the door.

“I’ll say.” Mortimer rubbed his temples. “God. Fred will be furious with me. I’ll be lucky if I get out of this without being disowned.”

“If you’re right, the Book of Flesh is already there,” Ves said. He turned to look up at Sebastian. “You seemed certain. Urgently so.”

Sebastian automatically put his right hand atop the scars on his forearm, then cursed himself when Ves’s eyes tracked the movement. “I think the Binding might have formed a sort of connection,” he said carefully. “I might be able to sense when I’m very close to the other Books.”

“Useful,” Irene said.

“Worrying,” Ves shot back.

“Upton will move it,” Mortimer said. “He won’t chance Lafayette getting curious and deciding to have a look for himself. I must make Lafayette and Fred see the truth somehow, to understand Upton is a danger to our family.”

“Lay out the evidence for them, but leave the Book out of it,” Irene suggested.

“I’ll try.”

Noct shifted. He’d been staring blankly at the curtained window throughout the ride, and didn’t look around as he spoke: “Upton saw me. Clear as day.”

Ves reached across Sebastian. “He didn’t say anything. He must not have been as certain about what he saw as it seemed.”

“Our eyes met!” Noct finally turned around, his strange goat eyes bright with an emotion Sebastian couldn’t name. “He knows, Vesper.”

“So?” Sebastian asked. He patted Noct awkwardly on the shoulder. “It isn’t as though he can do anything about it. I doubt Lafayette would let him go to the newspapers saying ‘a tentacle man broke into my room at the Old Waite House,’ even if he wanted to.”

“True, though there are always self-proclaimed ‘monster hunters’ out there,” Irene said. “I should know; the Endicotts were for centuries.”

Noct seemed to curl into himself at her words

“Even so, that doesn’t mean Upton knows any,” Sebastian snapped in annoyance. “Widdershins isn’t the sort of place to welcome that sort of nonsense, which is something you should also know well.”

“Yes, Sebastian, but we ought to be cautious nonetheless! Upton has already murdered several people.”

“Members of my own family,” Mortimer added. “God, I don’t know how I can possibly convince Granduncle Lafayette that Upton is dangerous. Maybe if his health had gotten worse under the doctor’s care, but it hasn’t—he looks better than he has in a decade! Last year there would never have even been the thought of a small party, let alone one the size of the masquerade. He couldn’t even get up and down the stairs under his own power.” Mortimer passed his hand over his face. “If only we hadn’t been interrupted before we could get our hands on the Book.”

“I have more bad news, Noct.” Ves leaned across Sebastian and took Noct’s only human hand. “Mother was at the masquerade, in disguise.”

Noct closed his eyes, as if in pain. “I suppose it was only a matter of time,” he said faintly. “We’re never going to escape.”

“Nonsense.” Irene reached across the mass of her dress and took the nearest tentacle in her hand. Noct’s eyes flew open in surprise, meeting her gaze. “One way or another, we’ll chase your horrid relatives out of Widdershins. Until then…well, my offer to shelter with the Endicotts is still open. Despite Sebastian’s reservations on the matter,” she added, giving him a pointed look.

“It isn’t that I don’t trust your family,” he said. “But a pair of them did once try to destroy the entire city—”

“Good God, Sebastian, you do hold a grudge.”

Noct pulled away from her. “I appreciate the offer—we appreciate it,” he amended, glancing at Ves. “But I can’t.”

He didn’t elaborate. After a long moment, Irene sat back with a sigh. “Very well. The Book. Mortimer, you’re quite right, I think, in that Upton will move it as soon as possible. Sebastian, at what distance do you think you could sense the Book?”

He struggled to recall when his arm had started to itch. “Not far. Ten, perhaps fifteen feet?”

“Damn. Not far enough to be useful. Will he keep it in the house, do you think? Or hide it somewhere else?”

“I could keep watch,” Ves offered. “See if he leaves, where he goes.”

“You can’t do it alone,” Sebastian objected.

“Or get caught again,” Mortimer added. “If you’re spotted, I’m certain Lafayette will call the police on you. And believe me when I say they’re in the pocket of the old families; you won’t be able to talk your way out.”

“I can watch from the rooftops as much as possible,” Ves replied. “And as for doing it alone, I can stay awake and relatively alert for quite a while. We’ll go home, I’ll change into something more innocuous, and come back. And if the opportunity presents itself to break in and grab the Book before Upton can move it, all the better.”

Mortimer slumped back. “You’re going to get caught, and I’m going to get disinherited. If it weren’t other Waites being murdered, I’d be tempted…” He sighed heavily. “Well, then. Do as you must.”


Chapter 18



In the early hours of the morning, Ves and Noct took up watch in one of the stately oaks lining High Street, directly across from the Old Waite House.

Noct had insisted on accompanying him, pointing out he could trade the watch with Ves so neither of them had to forego sleep. Ves hadn’t been entirely certain—but in the darkness, with the streets deserted, it had at least been simple to throw a cloak over them both and reach their vantage point unobserved.

Noct had been seen by Upton. Sebastian didn’t think anything terrible would come of it, and Ves hoped he was right, but the need to hide had been drilled into them both practically since they emerged from the womb. He couldn’t shake the feeling of dread.

Although some of that dread came from his encounter with Mother. She and Grandfather had clearly been spying on them somehow. Perhaps in their years apart, she’d discovered some kind of scrying magic. Or maybe she had a spy among the librarians.

Whatever the case, she wasn’t going to let them go. They could try running, but she’d surely follow. Something had to change, but Ves simply didn’t know what to do.

Noct peered intently at the Waite house. He’d woven some of the branches together and grown new ones, so they had a comfortable place to sit and sleep hidden within the leaves.

“I never understood what Mother wanted,” he said unexpectedly. “Not until tonight.”

Ves frowned, not liking the bitterness in Noct’s tone. “What do you mean?”

“I knew about mansions, about wealth, but I never truly understood what that meant.” He nodded at the Old House. “Now I do.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with our mother,” Ves said uneasily. “After all, we lived in a shack in the woods by choice.”

“And yet, if she’d had her way, if the age of humans had ended when it was meant to, we would have lived like this. With servants, and jewels, and silks, plates overflowing with food and goblets with drink.” Noct shook his head. “No—it would have been even more grand, because we would have been the rulers of the remade world, second only to gods.”

By the trees, what had come over Noct tonight? “We would have had slaves, not servants, who bowed out of fear, or because they’d been transformed along with the world. All of our friends, Bonnie and the children, everyone would have been dead or living a nightmare.”

Noct sighed. “I know that, Vesper, I’m not an idiot. I’m not saying she was right. I’m just…I thought I understood my place in the world, and I didn’t.”

He’d never heard his brother sound so bleak. “What, because the Raths aren’t rich and we don’t get to live in a fancy house? Or because we grew up in a shack in the woods?”

“No!”

“Then what?” Ves threw his hands up in frustration. “You’re not making any sense.”

Noct’s tentacles coiled and lashed, then stilled. “You can pass as human. You can have a life, a real one. You can fall in love, and have it returned.”

Ves had been jealous of Patrick, worried he wasn’t what Sebastian needed…but Sebastian had never asked him to play at being human. The opposite, really. “That doesn’t have anything to do with my relationship with Sebastian. I was able to meet him because I could hide, but if I couldn’t and we’d somehow still met, we’d still be together.”

“If you say so,” Noct said, not bothering to hide his disbelief.

Ves ground his teeth together. “What’s gotten into you? What does any of this have to do with being rich?” He caught himself. “Wait, you aren’t in love with Sebastian, are you?”

“By the All-Mother, of course not!”

“Then what—”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” Noct turned deliberately away from him, focusing on the Old House.

“Fine. Then I’ll ask you another question. Can we trust Irene?”

Noct spun back around, and Ves was taken aback by the ferocious look in his blue eyes. “Of course we can!”

“Her family, then.” Ves held up his hands. “Apparently they tried to destroy Widdershins at some point, they were self-proclaimed monster-hunters, and they came here because their estate in Cornwall was destroyed in some cataclysm. Sebastian is worried they might want to use us for their own power games.”

“Irene is our friend,” Noct said coldly. “She can’t be judged by her family.”

“Maybe not, but she’s getting married soon. She’ll move in with Mortimer, and if we took her up on her offer, she would leave us alone with the rest of the Endicotts.”

Noct’s expression smoothed out in near-perfect neutrality. The mask chilled Ves, because he’d seen it far too many times when they were children and Noct had no choice but to hide his true emotions from their mother. “You heard me tell her I can’t do what she wants. What more do you want from me?”

“Nothing,” Ves said, taken aback. “I just asked your opinion.”

“And I gave it to you.”

He wasn’t entirely sure how things had gone so wrong. “You did. I’m sorry, Noct. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Noct’s nostrils flared, and he turned back to peer at the Old House. “I’ll take first watch, and you can get some sleep.”

“All right,” Ves said. Still unsure what had happened, he settled back into the nest Noct had grown amidst the branches. “Wake me if anything of interest happens.”

Noct’s profile was clear in Ves’s night vision, his mouth pursed down at the corners and lines of weariness around his eyes. They’d always shared their troubles, but now Noct seemed to be drifting away from him, putting up a wall that had never been there before.

Trying to swallow down his worry, Ves closed his eyes and hoped the day would bring better things than the night had done.
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As soon as Sebastian arrived at the museum for the Saturday half-day, he found himself summoned to Mr. Quinn’s office. The head librarian sat back in his chair, his long, thin fingers steepled in front of him. The skull on his desk seemed to stare at Sebastian, as if it had questions but no voice to ask them.

“I was contacted late last night by Mr. Lafayette Waite,” Mr. Quinn said. “My landlady was very put out when the phone rang at such an hour. Even my upstairs neighbor paused in his nightly playing of the viol, a thing which has not happened in all the years I’ve lived in the accommodations.”

Sebastian winced. “I’m sorry.”

“Mr. Waite demanded I fire you, Mr. Rune, Mr. Mortimer Waite, and Miss Endicott.” Mr. Quinn’s thin lips quirked up in an unexpected smirk. “Naturally I explained the matter of your employment was none of his concern. He cursed me—rather ineffectively as he didn’t use an actual curse.”

“I’m sorry for the trouble—”

Mr. Quinn held up a hand, and Sebastian fell silent. “The old families don’t care for us librarians,” he said, “because we are of Widdershins and do not bow to them. They play their games and believe the rest of us must join in, then grow angry when we refuse.”

Sebastian hadn’t been truly concerned for his employment, but it was heartening to hear nonetheless. “I’ve read more of Ladysmith’s letters, and he didn’t confide in them, either. He was afraid they’d use the Books for their own ends.”

“Our founder was a wise man indeed.” Mr. Quinn leaned forward. “So. Tell me why Mr. Waite is so angry.”

Sebastian did so. By the time he was finished, Mr. Quinn’s expression was grim. “If only you’d had a few more moments, we might even now be placing the Book within the trap, beside its sister.” In this case, the use of the word “sister” was literal. “But your ability to sense the Books could come in useful.”

“That’s what I thought,” Sebastian said, glad to have someone agree with his point of view. “Ves—Mr. Rune—isn’t so sure the connection is a safe one.”

“Oh, it likely isn’t.” Mr. Quinn smiled, as if at a fond memory. “The arcane is not safe, Mr. Rath. But it is often useful.”

Sebastian blinked, taken aback. “Er, right.”

“So you have my permission to use these abilities as you will, to recover the Books and keep them contained. Hopefully they will not consume you. I should hate to have to find another archivist.”
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Sebastian left Mr. Quinn’s office far more disturbed than he had been. On the one hand, it was nice to have someone else agree that his connection with the Hollowells and the Books could be helpful. On the other, Mr. Quinn hadn’t been exactly reassuring as to the potential outcome.

One person had walked this road before, and it had ended badly for him. Dromgoole hadn’t been related to the Hollowells, but perhaps there was something to be found in his correspondence with Ladysmith.

Sebastian retreated to his office and the box of letters. It took over an hour to find anything of relevance, which was honestly quicker than he’d imagined it would, given the sheer volume of Ladysmith’s letters.

May 25, 1856

My Dearest Nathaniel,

I can confirm the Book of Flesh behaved as the other two did when sealed away. Though the Books still speak in my mind, they no longer seem to communicate with one another. With three of them Bound and the fourth soon to be, we are alone bring us back I miss him where is she little brother

I yet believe they will fall silent when the Book of Breath is at last contained within our museum, and all will be as it was before this began. I think I would like to leave Widdershins for a time. Perhaps we could go together to Italy, then Greece. Imagine lazing about in a seaside villa, only the two of us, with no other cares or responsibilities. We will swim naked in the warm water, drink excellent wine, and let the sun soak into our skin.

All of my affection,

Alex

They’d never made it to Europe, of course. Dromgoole died in the cold, gray halls of the State Lunatic Asylum at Taunton, and Ladysmith spent the rest of his days in Widdershins.

Sebastian gave his head a quick shake. Their lives had ended in tragedy, but that didn’t have any bearing on the current day. Everything was different this time.

No, the thing for him to take away from the letter was that the Books apparently communicated with one another in some fashion. Perhaps they even called out, wishing to be reunited, which was why he’d been able to sense the nearness of the Book of Flesh.

Why did Upton and Lafayette have to catch them at exactly the worst time, damn it? And how had Upton known?

There were too many possibilities: they blundered through some magical ward without realizing, the footman recognized Sebastian or Ves, Upton kept an eye on Sebastian after their encounter at the buffet. For all he knew, Lenore Rune decided to alert Lafayette for no other reason than to torment her sons.

A soft knock on his door interrupted Sebastian’s musing. “Come in.”

Irene stepped inside, carrying a stack of books in one arm, places marked with scraps of paper. Her appearance startled him; ordinarily she never showed herself less than perfectly attired and groomed, every hair in place and no sign of distress on her face.

Now, her hair was in disarray, and hollows showed beneath her eyes, betraying a lack of sleep. She’d forgotten her hat somewhere, and wore a rather plain dress, nothing like her usual Paris fashion.

“Christ, Irene, are you all right?” he blurted.

“Lack of sleep, I’m afraid,” she said with a quick smile that failed to reach her eyes. “Never mind that, though. I’ve spent the morning reading.”

He nodded in the direction of the books she held. “Have you found some way to destroy the Books?”

“No, nothing like that.” Her grip on the books tightened. “I think I know what Upton is doing with the Book of Flesh.”
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Ves sat up straight when Upton exited the Old House mid-morning, carrying a large satchel with him. A moment later, a carriage with the Waite family crest on it pulled up to the steps. A footman offered to secure the satchel, but Upton shook his head and climbed inside, still clutching it to him.

Ves shook his brother, who had lapsed into fitful sleep. “Upton is leaving. I’m going to follow him.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Keep watching the house, just in case.” Ves wanted to say more, to give Noct a hug to cheer him up, but the carriage was already pulling away.

Though it was daylight, Ves relied on people’s tendency not to look up as he used his tentacles to swing from tree to rooftop. From there, he could follow the carriage via roof and canopy.

When they passed out of the wealthy area, it was even easier. Slate roofs, copper downspouts, and brick chimneys offered a thousand places for a tentacle to grasp. It wasn’t as easy as moving through a forest, but it was close.

In Dunhollow, he and Noct had practically flown through the dense trees. A pang shot through him, to remember how free his brother had been in some ways. Racing through the woods, a moving blur of tentacles and laughter, infused by the riotous life of the wilderness.

But hammered through with a thousand nails mentally and emotionally. Until life hidden inside a single room at a time seemed a better option.

Damn their mother and grandfather.

The thought shocked in its way. They’d fled, but Ves had always tried to keep any anger buried. He was an instrument of destruction; anger was dangerous, surely.

But no. Damn them. And damn them even more for coming here, for turning what had so briefly felt like a sanctuary into a place where Ves was no longer sure would ever feel safe, so long as they were out there.

He managed to remain above the crowd almost all the way to Upton’s destination, which turned out to be the charity hospital. Looking for his next victim, perhaps?

Ves descended into an unoccupied alleyway and retracted his tentacles, his eyes reverting to human. He could wait outside…or he could go inside and try to see where Upton went and what he did. Did he mean to hide the Book somewhere here, in the hospital? Surely he must have a small office somewhere to write up his notes, if nothing else.

Upton had seen him last night…but he’d been masked at the time, and dressed all in black. It didn’t seem likely Upton would recognize his face at a distance.

He had to take the chance. If Upton was carrying the Book in his satchel, Ves had to get it away from him. Nothing else mattered.

If only Sebastian was here, to tell him if the Book was actually in the satchel.

Ves caught himself. Yes, it would be convenient. But the Books were things of blood and death, twisted magic only able to destroy.

Just like he’d always believed himself to be.

He shook his head sharply. Sebastian wasn’t here, so there was no need to waste time thinking about it. It was time to act.

Ves followed Upton into the hospital, careful to stay at a distance. People bustled about: nurses, orderlies, patients. A man with half his foot missing screamed loudly enough to draw everyone’s attention in his direction, so Ves quickened his pace, keeping Upton in sight as he ascended a set of stairs.

The doctor seemed in his element, calling cheerful good-mornings to every nurse he passed. Another physician stopped him to talk, and Ves ducked behind a bin of dirty linens reeking of pus and blood.

“I’ll start rounds shortly, as soon as I attend to something else,” Upton said.

Attend to something else. Like hiding the Book?

As soon as the other doctor passed by, Ves swung out into the hall. Upton was just vanishing through a door at the very end, so Ves hurried after him. To his surprise, the door let onto a narrow set of stairs, a closed door at the top.

This didn’t feel like the sort of stairwell that would lead to the doctors’ offices, but rather more a servants’ stair, tucked away where it wouldn’t ordinarily be noticed. Upton had a different hiding spot in mind, then, perhaps a more discreet one than an office.

Ves went up cautiously, then paused outside the door, uncertain what he’d find on the other side. Taking a deep breath, he pushed it open.

Before him stretched the hospital’s roof.

He stepped out cautiously, casting about. There were a few pillows and chairs scattered around, along with empty beer bottles and cigarette butts, suggesting the staff made illicit use of the place. Otherwise, the wide, flat roof was largely featureless.

Upton stood near the edge, looking out with his hands folded behind him, satchel on the ground at his side. All of Ves’s instincts screamed a warning, but he forced himself to move slowly toward the man.

As he approached, Upton turned. “Oh!” the doctor said. “Which one were you? I was expecting the creature.”

Ves’s hand curled into a fist. “He’s not a ‘creature.’ And I’m here for the Book of Flesh.”

Upton sighed, as if annoyed. “How disappointing. At least you didn’t keep me waiting long. I have patients to attend to, after all.”


Chapter 19



At Irene’s request, Sebastian followed her from his office to the sword room. To his surprise, Mortimer sat there already, looking rather dejected.

“I take it your visit with Fred didn’t go well?” he asked.

Mortimer shook his head. “You could say that.”

“Lafayette telephoned Mr. Quinn’s boarding house last night,” Sebastian said. “He demanded we all be fired. Fortunately, Mr. Quinn was unimpressed.”

“I’m envious of Mr. Quinn, then,” Mortimer muttered. “I received a lecture about the dignity of the family, respect for my elders, and a stern reminder concerning my duties as a Waite. I tried to explain that Waites were being murdered, but…I don’t think he cared.”

Sebastian sat down across from Mortimer. “Because it’s the poor branch of the family dying?”

“Yes. They owe us respect, and we…don’t owe them anything, apparently.”

It wasn’t surprising. Still. “You said as much yourself, not too long ago,” Sebastian reminded him.

“I know,” Mortimer snapped. “What do you want me to do, travel back in time and give my past self a stern talking-to? I never had to really think about it before, all right? And I tried to explain that to Freddie, but he wouldn’t listen.” Mortimer sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I suppose he’ll listen after Upton murders Lafayette.”

“I don’t think he will,” Irene said. “Murder Lafayette, that is.”

Mortimer frowned. “What do you mean? Why not?”

Irene sat at the head of the table and put the books down in front of her. “As I said, I think I know what Upton’s using the Book of Flesh to accomplish. His end goal isn’t murder. It’s to treat his patient.”

A brief silence fell, broken when Sebastian said, “I’m afraid you’re going to have to explain more fully.”

She gestured to the bust of Paracelsus, which Mr. Quinn had used to batter down the door during Fagerlie’s attack on the library. “It’s this fellow who gave me the idea, actually. What do you know about Theophrastus von Hohenheim, also known as Paracelsus?”

What the devil? “He was an alchemist, I think?” Sebastian shrugged. “Beyond that, I’ve no idea.”

Irene nodded. “You’re right, but he was also a physician, and much of his magical practice involved medicine. And some of that medicine was made from human body parts.”

Mortimer put a horrified hand to his mouth. “Go on,” Sebastian said, feeling increasingly queasy.

“It doesn’t get better, I’m afraid,” she said, tapping the books with her nails. “Some of the substances he used included human fat and flesh, cut from the corpses of executed criminals. The fresher the better. He used them to make unguents, powders, and poultices to treat all kinds of medical ailments, from bruises to cancer.”

“Lovely,” Sebastian said, reaching for a lightness he didn’t feel. “I’ve always found a bit of cannibalism makes me feel better.”

Irene glared at him. “This was serious medicine, Sebastian. Later doctors followed Paracelsus’s ideals. Edward Bolnest went so far as to suggest the flesh of a sound young man who died a violent death would be the most efficacious.” She flipped through one of the tomes. “Then Christopher Irvine goes so far as to say that to be truly effective, the…substances…should be removed from a living body.”

Sebastian’s stomach turned over slowly. The names meant nothing to him, but the horror of their suggestions certainly did. “That’s why Upton dissected his victims alive. To make the best medicine out of them.”

Irene nodded. “Medicine for his patient, Lafayette Waite.”

“No,” Mortimer said weakly. “I mean…God. He was so sick at the end of last year, we were certain he wouldn’t see spring. When he recovered, I thought…I don’t know. I was glad.”

“I don’t know how Upton started,” Irene said carefully. “With access to a charity hospital, he’d have his pick of young men who had an accident, but were otherwise healthy.”

“People whose relatives couldn’t afford to hire a lawyer or detective if they died unexpectedly,” Sebastian added. Dear God, it made sense, in the most horrible way. “He had his pick of targets.”

Irene nodded. “I think Upton focused on Lafayette’s relatives to…harvest…on a theory the medicine would work better if it came from others of the same blood. Whether he got the idea when the foreman at the warehouse pointed out Christopher Waite as his best worker, or after, it’s hard to say.”

“And of course he picked the Waites he thought no one would care about.” Sebastian clenched his hands.

“What about Isaiah?” Mortimer’s face was pale as a sheet of paper. “Maybe Upton intends the same fate for my granduncle and tested it on Isaiah first?”

“I don’t think so,” Irene said gently. “He wouldn’t have made your granduncle healthier if he had some sort of revenge in mind. I believe in Isaiah’s case, Upton was trying a more extreme treatment, and wanted to make sure it worked. Instead of restoring Isaiah’s teeth to health, it killed him, so Upton knew not to try it on Lafayette.”

“I have to tell him,” Mortimer said, but his voice betrayed his own uncertainty. “If Lafayette knew the truth…surely he wouldn’t condone killing his own family to extend his life. He wouldn’t.”

Irene leaned over and put a comforting hand on Mortimer’s. “I’m sorry. I hope you’re right. But we must assume Lafayette knows everything. He might be perfectly innocent, but if not, you’d be putting yourself in danger by confronting him alone.”

Mortimer put his free hand over his eyes and leaned his elbow heavily on the table. He looked absolutely wretched.

Sebastian put a hand to his shoulder and squeezed. “We have to focus on stopping Upton and getting the Book of Flesh safely sealed away. If that happens, all of this death will end, whether Lafayette was involved or not.”

“You’re right.” Mortimer straightened with visible effort. “Well, then. Let’s hope Ves and Noct return soon with good news.”
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Ves held himself very still, heart thumping in his chest. His eyes burned, but he forced himself to remain human for the moment. “How did you know I was following you?”

Upton smiled, almost affably. “I have at my disposal powers beyond your imagining.”

“I doubt that.”

“Perhaps.” Upton cocked his head. “The thing that serves you. How did you conjure it, I wonder? Or was it once a man?”

Ves’s hands curled into fists, anger rising. “He isn’t a thing.”

Upton seemed taken aback. Then he smoothed his features into a semblance of unconcern. “Whatever it is, it left some of its skin behind on my window. Just a tiny shred, but that was enough. Imagine my surprise when I sought to track it, and discovered it was already watching me from across the street.”

No. No, no, no. Ves’s pulse drummed in his ears, and he took a step toward Upton. “If you’ve done anything…”

“I assumed it would follow me,” Upton went on. “Did that young fool Mortimer send you instead? That boy needs a lesson in respecting his elders. But it will be much easier to make you disappear than him, so I’m glad to have been wrong.” He raised his voice and shouted in the direction of the stairwell: “You can come up now!”

The door burst open, and several men dressed as orderlies rushed out. Like the footmen last night, they were all abnormally large, not a one under six and a half feet, with bulging muscles. One held a syringe, and two others carried leather restraints with them.

“Just stand still, you,” one of them said to Ves. “Don’t give us any trouble, and you won’t get any in return.”

To hell with it—there was no sense hiding now. Ves dropped into a crouch, unfurling his tentacles.

One of the orderlies screamed in shock and terror, and the others stumbled to a halt. Upton went pale, but he shouted “Seize it! I will give any man who captures it whatever treatment he wishes!”

Ves didn’t know what Upton meant by that, but it certainly seemed to motivate the orderlies. They rushed at him; he slapped one back with a tentacle, grabbed another by the ankle and yanked him off his feet. For an instant, he considered running—but no, Upton was here, in his reach. He could put an end to this madness right now.

The orderly with the syringe plunged it into one of Ves’s tentacles; he dashed the man away, sending the empty syringe flying. A patch of numbness spread out from where it had pierced his skin, but nothing serious.

“That was enough barbital to drop a horse,” the orderly exclaimed.

Pain lanced through the back of Ves’s shoulder. “Then we’ll have to use enough to drop an elephant,” Upton snarled, practically in his ear.

Curse it all—he’d lost track of Upton in the fight, let himself be distracted by the orderlies. He lurched forward, wrenching the syringe free, but it was too late. His tentacles had turned sluggish, and his feet stumbled. He went to his knees, fighting through the haze clouding his mind.

“A human would be dead already,” Upton said. Ves dragged open his eyes, blinking against the harsh light of the spring sky. The doctor loomed above him, drawing up yet another dose from a bottle. “But I suspect you’ll be fine.”

One of the orderlies grabbed Ves’s arm and shoved up his sleeve. Ves tried to struggle, but his strength seemed to have deserted him. The needle pierced the vein, and Upton pushed down the plunger.

Then Ves knew no more.
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Sebastian paced back and forth, arms folded over his chest. “Should we wait for Ves to contact us?” he wondered aloud. “Or should we just go to Old House ourselves?”

“If we’re seen, Lafayette will call the police on us,” Mortimer warned.

“He can’t call the police if we’re just driving down the public street,” Irene pointed out, gathering her notes.

“I think you’ll find he can.” Mortimer sighed and stood up. “Very well. Let’s take the chance. I suppose I can survive a night behind bars if it comes to that.”

They piled into Irene’s auto, Mortimer and Irene in the front, Sebastian in the back. The weather was fine, so they folded the top back, the air rushing through Sebastian’s hair. He kept a sharp eye out as they drove, but saw nothing of interest until they turned onto High Street. Irene slowed the vehicle to a crawl, passing by Italianate chateaus sprinkled in amongst Gothic Revival mansions. Towering oak trees offered shade to the sidewalks and street. Nannies chaperoned their charges from one house to the next, and gardeners trimmed the spring growth from hedges, forcing them back into shape.

As they approached the Old House, Irene slowed even more. They passed beneath the thick growth of one of the gnarled trees, its branches reaching out to the trees around it and shadowing the road beneath.

A dark shaped plummeted out of the tree and landed in the backseat beside Sebastian.

He let out a shout of alarm, throwing one hand up in a useless attempt to defend himself. Irene slammed on the brakes, and Mortimer yelled something Sebastian couldn’t make out.

“It’s me!” Noct exclaimed. He pressed himself against the floorboards, trying to stay out of sight. “It’s just me!”

“For God’s sake.” Sebastian sank against the seat, his hand pressed to his chest. “You startled me half to death.”

“Sorry.”

“Mortimer, Sebastian, pull the top up,” Irene exclaimed. “Noct, are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Once Sebastian and Mortimer wrestled the top back on and drew the curtains over the back window, Noct climbed onto the seat. “But Ves has been gone for hours now. Upton left, and Ves followed him. Then, maybe half an hour ago, Lafayette also left. I followed him as far as I could, but he crossed the river, and there wasn’t anywhere for me to hide.”

“Damn it.” Sebastian tried to push down a growing sense of dread, and failed. “Do you think Lafayette was going to meet Upton? But why would he do that?”

Irene turned onto a side street, then pulled the auto over in front of a house with a for sale sign in the front window. It appeared deserted at the moment. “Perhaps, after last night, he doesn’t want to risk having any treatments in his home, just in case the head of the family decides to take a closer look.”

“Treatments?” Noct asked.

“We think Upton’s been making medicine out of people, using recipes and arcane knowledge from the Book,” Sebastian said.

Noct blanched. “We need to find out where Upton’s gone, then. Ves might need help.”

“Especially if Lafayette is there, and took any of those huge footmen with him,” Irene agreed. “I know Ves is strong, but they were rather intimidating. Where does your family find them, Mortimer?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen them before.” He shrugged. “I thought I knew the one on the stairs—his face was familiar—but the man I’m thinking of was shorter and on the slender side.”

A pit threatened to open up in Sebastian’s stomach. “What if Upton used the Book to alter them, just as he’s altered Lafayette’s health?”

Noct’s nostrils flared. “Then Ves might be facing inhumanly strong foes, for whom he isn’t prepared.”

“Damn it.” Irene drummed her fingers on the steering wheel for a moment, before putting the auto in gear. “We’re going to the Old House and demand the butler give us answers. If anyone knows where Lafayette’s gone, he does.”

Mortimer looked as though he wished to protest, but then nodded unhappily. Sebastian felt an unexpected twinge of pity for him. It wasn’t easy to defy family.

He’d argued with his mother, when she wanted him to become the Binder after her. He hadn’t understood why she placed such importance on the position. They’d fought, bitterly; it hadn’t been easy to say no to her.

If he’d just given in, would she be alive today? Would he have been there with her the day of the fire, and could he have stopped whatever happened to cause it?

Irene circled the block, before turning into the carriageway of the Old House and pulling right up to the steps. A regular-sized footman hurried out to meet them. “I’m sorry, Miss Endicott, but Mr. Waite is out,” he called. “You’ll have to come back later.”

Irene threw open her door and climbed out. “Where is he?”

The man looked wary, and began to back up the stair. “I don’t know, miss. He received a call, I believe. You’d have to ask Mr. Dole.”

“Is that the butler?”

“Yes, but it would be better if you came back later. If you’ll just leave your card—”

“We’ll speak to Mr. Dole,” Mortimer said, getting out as well.

“Stay here, and keep an eye out,” Sebastian murmured to Noct, then slid out himself. Over the footman’s protests, he followed them up the stairs to the front door.

The butler waited on the other side, his hands folded behind his back and a look of haughty fury on his face. “Leave immediately,” he ordered. “You won’t find what you seek here.”

“Then where?” Mortimer asked. “My God, man, Dr. Upton has been killing people! Other Waites!”

“Barely.” The butler’s upper lip curled in contempt. “Certainly none worthy of the name.”

“Upton departed, then Lafayette received a telephone call and left. Was it Upton calling?” Irene took out her wand and pointed it at the butler’s feet. “I’ve reached the end of my patience. Answer me, or I’ll freeze your toes off one by one.”

Dole glanced at Mortimer, and a faint smirk touched his lips. “I believe Dr. Upton has captured one of your creatures, Master Mortimer. Mr. Waite has gone to deal with it, and I believe he intends to deal with you after.”

Mortimer frowned. “What creatures are you talking about?”

“The tentacled abominations you have apparently summoned.” He looked disdainfully at Irene. “I suppose that’s what comes from associating with sorcerers.”

Shock and horror sizzled through Sebastian. “Upton has Ves?”

The butler ignored him, his attention fixed once again on Mortimer. “Mr. Waite is extremely upset with you, Master Mortimer. It’s not my place to give advice, but I hear the weather in Italy is quite nice this time of year.”

No. No, no, no. Upton, who carved men up alive to make his unholy medicine, had Ves. Whatever he meant to do with him, it would be terrible. He’d use the Book of Flesh, either to conduct some ghastly experiment or to strip away Ves bit by agonizing bit.

Sebastian’s limbs had gone numb, and tremors shook his hands. Was Ves being tortured even now? Was he in pain, afraid, desperate for someone to come and save him?

Or was he already dead?

Sebastian’s eyes focused on Dole’s smirk. His self-satisfied certainty that they had failed, and his master had won.

The fear began to transmute to rage. He’d lost his mother to the Book of Flesh. And he’d be damned if he lost anyone else.

He stepped forward, glaring down at Dole. The butler lifted his chin, nostrils flared in contempt. “Get out of here, librarian. Your kind aren’t welcome in this house.”

“It’s no longer in your control,” Sebastian replied, and hoped he was right.

The first time he’d drawn on the power of the Book of Breath, it had been an accident. This time, it was deliberate.

He felt the pain of the Binding tugging on the puncture wounds in his arm. The air in his lungs seemed to turn heavy, as if loaded with portent, any words it fueled already charged with magic before they were even spoken.

“Tell us where we can find Upton,” he said, and felt as though something passed out of him with the breath that shaped the words.

The butler’s face went slack, his expression emptying. “The charity hospital. There are abandoned tunnels underneath. Dr. Upton has a secret laboratory there.”

Then he blinked, a look of utter horror passing over his face. He clapped his hands to his mouth and backed away. “No. What did you do to me? I—”

He never finished. There came a loud crack, and the butler slumped to the ground, blood gushing from a bullet wound in his forehead.

“What a convenient time to arrive,” said the Dean.


Chapter 20



Ves blinked back to awareness. He was lying on a flat surface, moving, a sheet draped over him. He tried to sit up, but restraints held him down. The only thing he could move was his head, so he did so, shaking it hard enough to knock the sheet askew. He glimpsed a vaulted brick ceiling, a rusted pipe running along it, and heard the drip of water.

“He’s waking up,” a voice said in alarm. The gurney he was on stopped, and he glimpsed a needle, before darkness took him again.
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The Dean stood framed in the doorway behind them, dressed in heavy robes and holding an ornamental staff in her hands. Four men loomed behind her, one of them carrying the pistol that had struck down Dole.

“I didn’t realize you were a sorcerer,” she went on, her icy eyes fixed on Sebastian. “You didn’t attempt to stop me at Dr. Greene’s house.”

There was no time for this. Ves was in terrible danger, and every moment might make the difference between life and death. Focusing on the Dean, he ordered, “Surrender.”

For a moment, she stilled, and he thought it had worked. Then she laughed.

“Sorcery is all about who has the strongest will,” the Dean said with a feral grin. “Your little parlor trick won’t work on me.”

“Bloody hell,” Irene snapped, and spoke a single word.

The gun in the man’s hand exploded as the powder within ignited. Shrapnel tore in all directions, and he screamed, clutching a mangled stump before collapsing to the ground.

The Dean snarled; blood streaked one side of her face, though whether splashed there by the dying man, or coming from a wound of her own, Sebastian couldn’t tell. “Kill them all,” she snapped, and cast a spell of her own.

Wind howled in through the front door, tearing paintings from the wall, toppling the vases of potted plants, and nearly knocking Sebastian off his feet. As he fought to stay upright, the three men barreled toward them with drawn knives.

One of the spilled plants twitched—then exploded into wild growth, wrapping around the nearest man’s legs and sending him sprawling. Noct swung in through the open doorway, dropped onto the Dean, and bore her to the ground.

“You can’t catch me!” Mortimer yelled nonsensically and ran deeper into the house. One of the men followed him, bellowing at him to stop. The second made for Sebastian.

Sebastian had no weapons, so he dodged behind a plinth with a marble statue on it and tried to shove it over. It didn’t budge, and he barely avoided a knife slash.

Irene shouted a spell, and frost coated the marble floor beneath the man’s feet. He slipped, cracking his knee hard. Sebastian grabbed the nearest object to hand, a painting in a heavy gilded frame. Lifting it high, he brought it down again and again on his assailant’s head and shoulders. The knife went flying, and the frame began to crack, but Sebastian kept swinging until the man stopped trying to get up.

Noct cried out in pain and shock. Sebastian spun, clutching the remains of the picture frame in his hand. Noct had let go of the Dean, scrambling away from her. She held the perfume atomizer she’d used against Ves, only this time she’d twisted the top off and dumped the entire contents onto Noct. Several tentacles smoked, as if it were actually burning him, and he thrashed in a helpless attempt to get it off.

“You,” the Dean snarled, turning toward him. Bruises showed on the pale flesh of her wrists and throat where he’d grappled her. “I’m going to rip your tentacles out by the roots.”

“Get the hell away from him,” Irene snarled, and plunged one of the dropped knives into the side of the Dean’s neck.

The Dean stumbled, grabbing at the handle. A horrible gurgling sound came from her as blood poured into her trachea, and she fell to the ground. Coughs wracked her dying body, spraying blood onto the floor, then gradually weakening until she went still.

From deeper inside the house, there came the sound of a gunshot.

Sebastian swore and ran in the direction Mortimer had taken. It didn’t take long to find him; he was in what appeared to be a study. In his hand was a revolver; the body of his pursuer sprawled on the thick carpet.

“Are you all right?” Sebastian asked.

Mortimer nodded shakily. “Granduncle once mentioned he keeps a loaded gun in his desk,” he said, nodding toward a drawer that still hung open. “I thought if I could lure them back here, I could use it without having to worry about magic blowing it up in my hand.”

“Quick thinking.” Sebastian clapped him on the arm. “Keep it; we’ll need it later.”

Mortimer nodded and tucked it carefully into his pocket. They hurried back to the foyer; Irene had removed her jacket, and crouched beside Noct, trying to use it to wipe off the silver solution. He hissed in pain, and she said, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

“We need water,” Sebastian said, looking around. The servants had sensibly fled. “Mortimer, where’s the kitchen?”

“I’ll get it,” he said.

“Hurry!” Irene called after him.

Mortimer returned in short order with a bucket of water, which he poured over the affected area. Noct had been exposed to more silver than Ves had, and the black flesh of his tentacles blistered and peeled, as if doused in acid.

“I’ll be all right,” Noct said, voice ragged with pain. “Did you find out where Upton is?”

Oh God. Panic flared anew in Sebastian’s chest. “He’s at the charity hospital, in some sort of abandoned tunnels.” He swallowed as his throat tried to close around the words. “He has Ves.”

Noct’s expression reflected back Sebastian’s own horror. “Gods of the wood, we have to go there, now!”

Irene looked worried, but she nodded. “Come.”

“I’ll carry you out to the auto,” Sebastian said to Noct.

The process was obviously painful, but Noct didn’t complain. He was heavier than Sebastian expected, perhaps because Ves carried him with such ease, and smelled of deep forests and musk. Sebastian didn’t worry about them being spotted on the way to the auto; there was no time to find something to cover up with.

“Hold on, gentlemen,” Irene advised as she took her place behind the wheel. Then she peeled away from the house, racing in the direction of the charity hospital—and Ves.
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“…truly remarkable healing power,” a voice was saying as Ves returned to consciousness once again.

There was a sharp pain in one of his tentacles, though he could feel the wound closing already. Thick leather straps across his chest, hips, and knees bound him on his back to a table. Smaller bindings encircled his wrists, and strapped his tentacles together into left and right bunches.

He opened his eyes cautiously, expecting another dose of sedative in response. The room he was in looked old and dank, its walls crumbling brick. Exposed pipes ran through it, and at one end was a rusty iron door that looked like it hadn’t been opened in decades. Almost every square foot was crammed with equipment. A distilling apparatus, crusted with the remains of what smelled like blood, stood on one table, along with a wide variety of implements from scalpels to bone saws. There were numerous mortars and pestles; what they’d been used to grind up Ves didn’t want to consider. Charts of human anatomy hung on the walls, above a bookshelf packed with medical textbooks.

What must be the Book of Flesh itself sat on a lectern-style bookstand. The open pages were the same greasy parchment used in the Book of Breath, no doubt made from the flayed skin of the Hollowell necromancer killed to create it. The part of its cover he could see looked oddly swollen, as though the leather hadn’t been properly prepared, the flesh and fat left beneath rather than scraped away.

The room stank of old blood and other fluids, of decaying flesh and noxious chemicals. Upton worked at the table, preparing something Ves couldn’t see. Two of the hulking orderlies stood guard, along with another huge man dressed in Waite livery. Lafayette Waite himself sat at his ease in a chair.

“Are you certain this will work?” he asked Upton. “The flesh of young men is one thing. But a strip taken from this…creature…”

That must have been why his tentacle hurt. Upton had sliced or gouged away some of Ves’s own flesh to use in whatever new horror he had planned.

“Trust in me, and in the Book,” Upton told his patron. “It speaks of the uses of inhuman flesh as well as human. The injection, once prepared, will give you the same regenerative powers as the creature.” Upton smiled. “You’ll be practically immortal.”

“Practically isn’t close enough,” Lafayette complained.

“These things take time. And time is exactly what I’ve given you.”

One of the orderlies cleared his throat. “It’s awake again, sir.”

Curse it. Ves considered trying to rip free of his bindings—but that would leave him alone against three of the huge men, all of whom had strength to match his own. It might be better to wait for his moment.

He pretended to tug on a binding, then went limp, as if defeated. Maybe they wouldn’t sedate him if they thought he was helpless. “Where are we?”

“Beneath the charity hospital,” Upton replied. “Well, not directly beneath it. When it was built, consideration was given to possible surges of yellow fever. The memory of the 1798 outbreak was still fresh in the minds of those who had lived through it in their younger years, and so tunnels were installed to allow the dead to be removed from the grounds without having to pass through any other wards. They were never used for their intended purpose, and ended up largely forgotten.” He paused. “This room is remote enough that any screams won’t be heard by those above, so don’t bother calling for help.”

Naturally. The men Upton had dissected had surely screamed as he cut into their living flesh, and no one had reported any disturbance. Did Upton mean to do the same to Ves? Or was his intention to keep Ves alive, only inflict as much damage as he could heal from, and so secure an endless supply of flesh?

He had to get out of here.

“What are you making?” he asked.

Upton shook his head. “None of your business. Now shut up, or I’ll have the orderlies drug you again.”

“No.” Lafayette held up his hand. “I want to talk to it.” He leaned forward in his chair, peering at Ves with eyes no longer dimmed by age. “I’d like to know what sort of creature is going into my medicine.”

Perhaps if Ves could keep Lafayette talking, lull them all into thinking him helpless, the man would get close enough to take hostage. “I’m a child of the All-Mother, Lord of the Woods, the Black Goat with a Thousand Young.”

“What does that mean?” Lafayette demanded. “Is that the Man in the Woods, the one the sorcerers went to for knowledge? A thing of the Outside?”

Ves bit back a tart answer. The implication that the All-Mother was anything like Nyarlathotep was an insult of the highest order. “No. My progenitor is of this world.” Perhaps he could get some answers of his own. “You know Dr. Upton has been killing your own relatives. Other Waites.”

“Not only. Not at first. But medicine made from others proved less effective.” Lafayette looked at Upton. “Which is why I expressed my doubts about this experiment.”

“It will work,” Upton snapped. “The Book says so!”

Did he mean that in a literal way? After the transit of Halley’s Comet, all of the Books would become more aware, more powerful. Could it be speaking to him in some fashion?

“The Book you stole from Rebecca Rath’s charred corpse,” he said in disgust.

Upton eyes widened. “How did you—no matter.” He went back to his work. “I had the Book for years without realizing its true potential. I tried a few of the things written in its pages and had some minor successes, but nothing more. Then, after all these years, in January I had a breakthrough. Since then, my triumphs have been unmatched in the annals of medical science.”

No doubt that was the influence of the Daylight Comet, followed by the approach of Halley’s Comet, waking the Book of Flesh. The same had happened with its sister book hidden in the library’s spirit trap.

Upton held up a syringe filled with a black, tarry substance. “The injection is prepared. Mr. Waite, if you’ll remove your coat and roll up your sleeve.”

One of the orderlies shifted. “Will we get it, too?” he asked hopefully.

Of course. That was why the orderlies and footmen serving Upton had the same physiques, the inhuman strength. Upton had been dosing them as well, though presumably with something other than what he gave Lafayette.

Upton’s answer was cut off by a shout from outside, presumably within the main body of the tunnels. All attention turned toward the door. Ves took the opening.

He wrenched at the straps holding his right bunch of tentacles together. The buckles dug into his flesh, but he gritted his teeth and tugged until the leather gave way. Upton caught the movement out of the corner of his eye and spun, but Ves slapped the syringe out of his hand with a tentacle, sending it flying into the corner.

Lafayette cried out. Ves ripped both wrists free from the leather cuffs holding them to the table. “You wanted to know what kind of creature I am?” he growled. “You’re about to find out.”


Chapter 21



The basement windows of the charity hospital were at ground-level, and narrow enough that it would be a bit of a squeeze for Irene, but they were the best way inside Sebastian could come up with at short notice. While patients flowed in and out of the front of the hospital, and ambulance drivers stood chatting at the side entrance designated for them, there were fewer reasons for anyone to wander around the back of the building. There was another, smaller entrance there, likely reserved for the staff and doctors, but at this time of day no one seemed to be going in or out of it.

Irene pulled up as close to the building as she could without drawing immediate attention. Noct climbed on Sebastian’s back, and he ran for the building in a crouch, praying no one looked out a window at the wrong moment. As soon as they reached the wall, Noct wriggled off, and they both flattened themselves against the building.

There were no sounds of surprise or alarm, so Sebastian turned his attention to the nearest basement window. It was cracked open, no doubt to allow air to circulate and keep the environment healthful for any staff who had to work there. It was a simple matter to swing it up.

He signaled Mortimer and Irene, even as Noct slid inside. He went next, feet first, and dropped to the floor. The room they’d entered was large and stretched off into darkness. Pipes ran all along the ceiling and walls. The hospital’s enormous boilers clanked and hissed, but thankfully, no staff seemed to be about at the moment.

That could change at any second, though. A part of him wanted to run off, shouting for Ves, but he forced himself to remain and help Irene down.

“My clothes are ruined,” she muttered, brushing at the grime now streaking her skirt and shirt. “And I’m fairly certain I’ve lost a button.”

As soon as Mortimer dropped to the floor, they started off. Noct swung easily from the pipes, a mode of locomotion that suited him far more than anything on the ground.

“If the tunnels were part of the original design, they’ll likely be off one of the walls, not under a trap door,” Irene said in a low voice. “We should start looking there.”

Every moment seemed to stretch on forever. Ves was here, somewhere, in the hands of a maniac. He was resistant to sorcery—but what did that even mean in this case? If Upton decided to flay him alive, or strip out his fat, or God knew what else, could the doctor put it to some foul use? And even if he couldn’t, that wouldn’t make Ves’s pain any less.

“Over here,” Mortimer called softly. “I think I’ve found it.”

The iron door was wide enough to allow for the passage of a gurney. Though the paint was flaking from neglect, the hinges were suspiciously free of rust. Sebastian reached for the latch, but Noct whispered, “Wait.”

Someone had left a mop leaning against the wall not far from the door. Noct wrapped a tentacle around it. A moment later, the wooden handle sprouted vicious thorns on the end opposite the mop head. “Here,” he said, passing it to Sebastian. “So you’re not unarmed.”

Sebastian felt utterly ridiculous arming himself with a damp mop. But it was better than nothing. “Thank you. Now let’s go.”

Mortimer drew his gun and flung open the iron door. Beyond, a brick corridor sloped down into darkness. Though there were fittings for gaslight, the rest of the hospital had been converted to electricity a decade ago, and the tunnel vanished into darkness.

Sebastian took out his flashlight and switched it on. He went first, Mortimer next, followed by Irene. Noct continued to travel above, grasping pipes and crumbling brick. The way he scuttled along the ceiling reminded Sebastian a bit of a spider as he passed overhead and vanished into the blackness.

The tunnel sloped down, then leveled out. Sebastian strained all of his senses. Was there only one tunnel, and if there were more, was Ves in this one? He concentrated on the Binding scars in his arm—if the Book was nearby, he’d feel it. Hopefully, Ves would be with it.

Assuming he still lived.

No. Sebastian wasn’t losing anyone else to the Book of Flesh. He wasn’t losing anyone to any of these damned Books. They’d taken his mother and Arthur, but that ended here.

No matter what he had to do to ensure it.

Something moved in the darkness above, and he had to bite back a shriek. The flashlight beam revealed Noct’s pale face, and Mortimer said, “Give some warning, man, I nearly shot you!”

“Shh!” Noct put a finger to his lips and glared.

Irene shoved Mortimer aside and came closer. “What did you find?” she whispered.

“There are a pair of guards about five hundred feet down the tunnel,” he replied, voice barely above a breath. “It makes a sharp turn, then slopes back up. There’s another door at the end, which they’re standing watch over. They’re dressed like orderlies, but they have the same build as the footmen we saw last night.”

Possibly they were even the same men. “All right,” Sebastian whispered back. “We’ll shut off the light before we reach the turn. Do they have light?”

“Yes. A lantern.”

“Would you be comfortable going ahead of us and startling them, so we can rush up when they’re distracted?”

Noct nodded. “Yes. Whatever it takes.”

He started to turn around, but Irene said, “Noct?”

He paused, then lowered himself a bit, so they were face-to-face, though his was upside-down since he was hanging from the ceiling. Her dark eyes shone, and her lips parted slightly. For a moment, she started to lift a hand, as though she meant to touch him. Then she seemed to catch herself, and only whispered, “Be careful. You’re already injured, thanks to that bloody woman.”

“No promises,” Noct said with a small smile. Then he whipped upward and vanished into the shadows.
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The tunnel made a ninety-degree turn a few hundred feet later. Sebastian shut off the flashlight, and they plunged into darkness.

Except, no—he could just make out the bricks of the wall ahead, once his eyes had a moment to adjust. Gripping the mop tightly in both hands, he slid around the corner, followed by Irene and Mortimer.

At the end of the corridor, he could see two hulking men on either side of a closed door. A lantern hung from one of the derelict gas fixtures, throwing flickering shadows over the brick.

The puncture scars in his arm began to itch. Beyond that door lay the Book of Flesh. And, hopefully, Ves.

One moment, all was still; the guards even looked bored. The next, Noct scuttled into the light with shocking speed, spine arched so he was facing them upside-down, and let out a terrible shriek directly into their faces.

The guard on the left screamed in shock and horror. “It’s another monster!” the one on the right shouted, before making a grab for Noct.

Mortimer fired at the one on the left. He had either excellent aim or good luck, and the bullet struck the man in the forehead. Unfortunately, it didn’t penetrate the skull, instead glancing off and leaving only a trickle of blood behind.

“Stand aside,” Irene ordered. She called out some words in Aklo, and frost coated the orderly that Mortimer wounded. He bellowed in pain and anger, and Mortimer fired again, this time striking flesh rather than bone. The orderly stumbled as blood gushed from a meaty thigh.

There came a tortured scream of bending metal as Noct ripped one of the pipes free of its moorings. Scalding steam blasted out, right into the face of the orderly who’d tried to grab him. The man howled, skin instantly going a scalded red. The tunnel filled with steam, heating the air and making it hard to see what was happening.

Sebastian plunged ahead, holding his mop in front of him. The orderly Mortimer had shot stumbled out of the swirling steam. Sebastian didn’t hesitate before ramming the thorny end of the mop directly into the man’s stomach. The orderly cried out again as the sharp wood pierced him—then grabbed hold of the mop handle and yanked.

Sebastian was too startled to let go. The orderly grabbed him by the throat, hefting him off his feet. Pain shot through his neck and spine, and he scrabbled wildly at the thick fingers to no avail.

“I’m going to rip your head off, little man,” the orderly growled.

Mortimer appeared out of the steam, jammed his gun up into one of the man’s eyes, and pulled the trigger.

He collapsed, and Sebastian fell to the ground, massaging his throat. Mortimer hauled him to his feet, and he managed to wheeze, “Thank you.”

The door at the end of the tunnel burst open, and two more oversized men rushed out. Sebastian’s arm throbbed; the Book was definitely inside.

Noct dropped down onto one of the orderlies, wrapping strangling tentacles around his neck. He tried to reach back and grab Noct, but Sebastian snatched his mop back up and slammed it into the man’s groin. He collapsed, trying to scream but unable to through Noct’s merciless grip.

Mortimer’s gun went off again. Sebastian ran for the door, just in time to see Ves ensnare a fifth and final orderly with his tentacles. He was still half-strapped to a table, surrounded by medical equipment of every kind. Upton cowered against another table, and Lafayette Waite crouched in a corner.

Sebastian snatched up the nearest scalpel he saw and plunged it into the throat of the man fighting Ves. A sick feeling rushed over him as blood spurted everywhere, but he shoved it aside.

“Sebastian!” Ves tossed aside the dying man.

Sebastian wanted to embrace him, but instead turned his attention to unbuckling the straps holding Ves’s body. “God, I was so worried,” he said as he worked. “Are you all right?”

“Healed, at least,” Ves said.

Sebastian looked up—and his gaze was caught by a lectern with an open book on it. The tugging in his arm almost seemed to want to drag his arm toward its swollen cover, its greasy pages.

The Book of Flesh. The Book his mother had died clutching to her chest, seared by fire into her own body while it remained untouched.

Upton made a sudden move toward the Book. Before he got more than a step, the table sprouted branches, curling around his waist and pinning him in place.

“Noct!” Ves exclaimed.

Noct swung into the room, followed by Mortimer and Irene. Steam swirled behind them, but no orderlies either remained alive or in any condition to interfere.

“What did you do to my brother?” Noct snarled, and Upton whimpered in fear.

Ves’s orange eyes were dark with anger. “He sliced off a strip of flesh to use in some sort of horrible medicine for Lafayette here.”

Lafayette had risen to his feet, his hands tucked behind his back. His coat hung neatly on the back of a chair, and one sleeve had been rolled up to above the elbow. “You,” he said coldly, fixing his gaze on Mortimer.

Mortimer’s face had gone the color of a sheet of paper, but he forced his back straight. “It’s over, Granduncle.”

“Hardly,” Lafayette said, and held up a syringe full of black, tarry fluid.

Ves shouted, but Lafayette was too quick for anyone to react. He stabbed the syringe into his bared arm and pushed down the plunger.

“Dear God!” Mortimer stepped back. “What are you doing?”

In the dim lighting, Lafayette’s face looked like a skull. “I’m defeating death, insolent boy.” He flung aside the empty syringe. “Weaker men succumb to old age, crying and clinging like children to life. None of them have the balls to do what Dr. Upton and I have done. The flesh of this creature will heal me, repairing the damage time has wrought.” He laughed and spread his arms. “I feel its energy coursing through me already.”

Then he doubled over, clutching at his stomach, and began to scream.


Chapter 22



For a moment, Ves thought the old man was dying. Upton had miscalculated, and medicine made from Dark Young flesh, combined with the corrupting magic of the Book, had proved too much for Lafayette’s elderly body.

Then something started to bulge and shift beneath the old-fashioned clothing Lafayette wore. Fabric ripped as his entire body began to swell, muscles growing rapidly until they dwarfed those of the most dedicated body-builder, his height increasing as the bones themselves stretched and warped. His skin turned dark red from bursting capillaries, and bony spines exploded out of his back.

It seemed Upton had indeed miscalculated.

With a sound that was half scream, half roar of triumph, Lafayette flung back his head. His teeth lengthened, sharpened—then one side of his mouth seemed to rip open, down his neck to a swollen shoulder, forming a lopsided maw filled with fangs. The bones burst through the ends of his fingers and toes, growing into serrated claws, and short, thick tentacles sprouted from his back and arms. A rank, musty smell rolled out from him, like sweat-soaked clothes left to mildew in a drawer.

Mortimer lifted his gun in a trembling hand and fired.

The bullet ripped a line through bulging flesh. Blood spattered—then stopped, the wound sealing almost instantly. With a low growl of anger, Lafayette stretched to his full height, skull scraping the ceiling.

Ves stared at the mountain of muscle and bone, with its gnashing teeth and slashing claws, and his blood ran cold. The orderlies had been stronger than regular human men, but this thing…

He wasn’t at all sure he had a hope of fighting it and surviving.

“Stop,” Sebastian barked at Lafayette. His hazel eyes almost seemed to glow in the dim light; his mouth was in a tight, determined line, and he stretched the arm with the Binding scars toward Lafayette as if he would physically restrain him.

Despite his distrust of necromancy, hope flared in Ves. If Sebastian could hold Lafayette long enough to restrain him somehow, or render him unconscious…

A low, meaty laugh rumbled out of Lafayette’s broad chest. It was the only warning he gave before lashing out with a tentacle that slammed directly into Sebastian’s chest, knocking him to the floor.

“No!” Ves shouted, and leaped at Lafayette.

It was like hitting a stone wall. He grappled with Lafayette, striving to restrain his arms with tentacles, but the creature’s strength was enormous. Lafayette ripped free, his swinging arm smashing Upton’s instruments and sending them crashing to the ground in a shower of steel and glass.

Noct dropped from the ceiling, shoving Irene to the floor and covering her with his own body. Mortimer fired again, this time a dead shot to the forehead. The bullet deflected off Lafayette’s massive skull, and the furrow it left behind healed instantly.

Ves threw a punch that proved entirely ineffective. One of Lafayette’s huge hands gripped his shirt. Snarling, the misshapen giant wrenched Ves off his feet and slammed him into the ceiling with stunning force, before hurling him across the room.

Ves smashed into the wooden table still entrapping Upton with enough force to snap the wood. Upton’s face was pale with terror, but his eyes still burned with a sort of unholy eagerness, as if it brought him joy to look on his creation.

“Ves!” Sebastian shouted.

Ves opened his mouth to call something reassuring—then a hand closed around one of the tentacles sprouting from his back and yanked.

Agony flared through his back as his entire body was lofted through the air. Ves barely had an instant to register what was happening, before his head struck the stone wall. White light flashed behind his eyes, and he crumpled to the cold floor.

Irene began to chant, the words cutting through the fog filling Ves’s skull. His neck ached as he raised his head, blinking through a curtain of blood. She crouched on the floor, wrapped together with Noct, her wand thrust toward Lafayette. Frost raced across his ruddy skin, blackening it, and he bellowed.

Then the skin sloughed off as new skin formed behind it, sealing the injury.

“Fuck,” Irene said succinctly.

This wasn’t a battle they could win. “Run!” Ves shouted. “Run, all of you!”

He lurched to his feet, head and back screaming in protest. Upton was the only one who immediately followed his instructions; the doctor had managed to free himself from the wreckage of the table. Now he dashed toward the door, the Book of Flesh clasped to his chest.

Mortimer fired again. Upton’s arms flew up in the air, and he crashed to the ground, blood streaming out the hole in his back.

Lafayette let out a roar of disapproval and lunged at Mortimer. Ves grabbed Lafayette’s arm with all of his own upper limbs, seeking to force the elbow backward. “Run, damn you!” he yelled again.

Footsteps rang behind him, then Irene shouted, “Ves, get out of the way!”

He did as she ordered, releasing Lafayette and dodging back. Irene flung a bottle of medicinal alcohol at the hulking thing, calling out a word of power as she did so.

It ignited as soon as it struck Lafayette’s skin, and he let out a howl of rage and pain. The fire wasn’t big enough to stop him, but at least it bought them some time.

Sebastian stooped over Upton’s fallen body and scooped up the Book, before they all ran for their lives. Beyond the room lay the brick tunnel Ves vaguely recalled being brought through. Irene was the slowest among them; as Noct scurried along the pipes, he grabbed her up in a few tentacles. She squeaked and wrapped her arms around his neck.

Sebastian’s flashlight cast crazy shadows as they fled. Behind them, Lafayette roared in unbridled fury. And it sounded as though he was getting closer.

They burst out into the basement of the hospital. The moment they were through, Ves slammed the door shut behind him. “We don’t have a key to lock it.”

“Leave that to me,” Irene said. Noct put her down, and she pressed her hand to the wall. The bricks deformed, flowing over the door’s edge and forming a makeshift seal. She stepped back, wiping her brow. “That’s all I can do. I’m sorry.”

Something heavy slammed into the door from the other side. They all jerked back, and Mortimer said, “Perhaps it’s time to leave.”

Ves hesitated. A second blow struck the door, and the brick seal cracked in several places.

“If we run, then what?” he asked. “We’re in the basement of a hospital. If Lafayette goes on a rampage, he’ll murder countless innocents.”

“Yes, but how do we fight him?” Irene demanded. “He heals too quickly. If we had silver, maybe he’d be weak to it as you are—but what if he isn’t?”

Sebastian cleared his throat from where he’d been standing back from the door. He held the Book of Flesh in his hands, staring down in fascinated revulsion at its bloated cover. “I have an idea.”
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The Book of Flesh clung stickily to Sebastian’s hands. Its cover was improbably moist, and gave nauseatingly beneath even the slightest pressure. The smell of decay rose from it, faint but impossible to ignore.

He wanted to fling it away, then take a long bath in the hottest water he could manage. But his instinctive revulsion was overcome by what it had whispered when he picked it up.

Well, not whispered, not exactly. It had no breath, after all. More a certainty he felt in his gut.

Which he couldn’t trust; of course he couldn’t.

Except.

“The Book is awake,” he said, and heard the tremor in his own voice. “It needs to be Bound to someone living to contain its power, before we seal it up with the Book of Breath.”

“No,” Ves said immediately.

“What are you suggesting?” Irene asked.

Sebastian swallowed. This Book had led to his mother’s death and Ves’s captivity. He hated the thing, wanted nothing more to fling it down a well and never set eyes on it again.

But he didn’t have that choice.

“Bind it to me, and I think I might be able to use it to stop Lafayette.”

“Absolutely not,” Ves said. But the words were almost blotted out by the tortured crack of brick as Lafayette hammered on the door.

“You can’t fight him!” Sebastian’s hands tightened on the Book, which squished unpleasantly beneath the pressure. “He’s stronger than you are, Ves. He’s impervious to my attempts to command him, and he heals too fast for either sorcery or bullets. What other options do we have?”

Ves shook his head. “I won’t choose one that will leave your mind wrecked by evil magic.”

“Ves.” Noct put a tentacle on his brother’s arm. “It’s Sebastian’s choice.”

“Don’t talk to me about choice,” Ves snapped. His nostrils flared and his hands clenched.

With a loud crack, the remaining brick crumbled to dust.

“Either do it now, or we have to run,” Mortimer said, backing rapidly away. “He’ll be on us in seconds.”

“Fine,” Ves snarled, and pulled out his binding kit.

Sebastian almost wanted to change his mind. He didn’t want to be Bound to the filthy thing in his hands, made from the corpse of one of his own relatives.

But that was the thing, wasn’t it? His family had caused this mayhem. Which meant he bore the responsibility for putting things right.

He gave the Book to Ves, then knelt on the floor and rolled up his left sleeve, exposing the healed scars from the first Binding.

“Hurry!” Irene yelled.

Like the first Book, this one had been bound with long-stitch binding, using thread made from Dromgoole’s hair. Ves swore and took a knife to the hair thread, cutting it away in a single practiced move.

The stench of a thousand battlefields flooded the room in an instant, combined with the gangrenous stink of the operating theater and the decay of the morgue. For a second, Sebastian’s own flesh seemed to twist on his bones, a breath away from bubbling into some shape of horror. Then one of Ves’s tentacles was around his waist, blocking him from the worst effects of the magic. Over Ves’s shoulder, he saw Noct similarly protecting Irene and Mortimer.

Ves seized his left wrist to hold him still, then thrust the bookbinding needle with its coarse cotton thread into the meat of his arm, just below the original scars.

Sebastian had forgotten how much it hurt. He barely bit back a scream as the needle yanked through the muscle, coating the thread in his blood.

Ves worked quickly, using the previous holes to stitch the thread to the Book, and Bind Sebastian to the dead necromancer within.

Light flashed behind his eyes, and a soundless howl of rage filled his head. Let me go, the Book seemed to say, not in words but in visceral feeling. Let me go and I’ll show you.

The hospital basement vanished from Sebastian’s sight. The vision now before him was blurry, uncertain—but clear enough that he recognized his mother’s face.

Rebecca Rath stood in the sitting room of what had been their house. The electric lights were off, perhaps already down due to the blizzard raging outside, and the only illumination came from a kerosene lantern. Even so, he could make out her expression of anger and betrayal.

“No!” she shouted, though the words seemed to echo over a thousand miles of wasteland to reach him. “I’ll never give it to you!” She clutched the Book of Flesh to her chest as she backed rapidly away. “I’ll die first.”

“That can be arranged,” said another voice.

A woman’s voice.

Mother cried out and stumbled, as if under some kind of unseen assault. She reached out blindly, her hand closing on the lantern. With a desperate cry, she flung it at her attacker. The glass shattered, and flames began to rise…

I can show you, the Book conveyed to Sebastian. Let me go, and I will reveal to you the face of the one who caused your mother’s death.

Someone else had been there that day. His mother’s death hadn’t been a tragic accident. Someone had tried to take the book, then left when the fire started.

A person was to blame for his pain.

Sebastian wanted to say yes. God, he wanted to. The need to take vengeance against the unknown woman practically ached in his blood. If he could just see her face…

“No,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “I’ll find her myself, you damned rotting thing.”

Ves snipped off the thread and tied the final knot, just as the door exploded open.

“You should have run,” Lafayette gurgled.

Sebastian rose to his feet, acutely aware of his heart pounding against his ribs. His head spun, and his breath came short, and the pain in his arm was like a blazing star around which the universe revolved.

“No,” he said. “You should have.”

He felt the invisible strings of magic binding the thing Lafayette had become to the Book. To the bits and pieces of the men Upton had murdered to create his foul medicine.

He only had to sever them.

Sebastian reached out one hand, grasping those unseen strings. They felt both strong and ephemeral, like spider silk and just as sticky. The taste of raw meat flooded his mouth as the power of the book burned through the wounds on his arm, and with a quick twist he snapped the threads of power one after the other.

Lafayette screamed and began flailing wildly. “Stop!” he croaked through that hideous mouth. Then he couldn’t say anything more, because the mouth kept getting bigger, an unnatural tear that allowed unspeakable things to tumble out. Flesh sloughed off as he waved his arms in the air. Every alteration that had used the body parts of others came away in a shower of teeth, muscle, and organs with every thread Sebastian broke.

Mortimer vomited at the sight, but Sebastian kept his eyes trained on Lafayette as the Book’s power unmade all it had created. In the end, only a withered, bloody husk remained on tottering legs.

Eyes dim with cataracts met Sebastian’s gaze. “Why?” Lafayette asked plaintively through toothless gums. As though even now, he couldn’t comprehend why they would have taken his stolen life from him.

Then he crumpled to the floor and moved no more.


Chapter 23



“I’m told the Endicotts have finished sealing away the Book of Flesh alongside its sibling in the library,” Mr. Quinn said the following Monday.

Sebastian nodded. “We thought it best not to delay.”

“And what of you?” Mr. Quinn’s silver eyes probed Sebastian’s gaze. “How is your new wound?”

Sebastian automatically flexed his left hand. The new punctures had healed when he used the Book’s power to unmake Lafayette, leaving behind only silvery divots in his skin matching the original pair.

“It doesn’t trouble me,” he said, glancing away.

“I see.” Mr. Quinn sat back. “The Waite family has declined to make any further complaints as to your employment. I suspect they wish to keep any scandal as quiet as possible.”

“I feel as though even the Waites would have difficulty explaining things away if Lafayette had murdered his way through the charity hospital,” Sebastian said dryly.

“No doubt.” Mr. Quinn’s long fingers splayed over his desk, like a pair of white spiders. “You’ve done very well, Mr. Rath. As have the others. Please convey my congratulations to them all.”

“I shall.”

“Widdershins knows its own.” The head librarian paused and shook his head. “Sad that some of those in the old families stray from the path and reject the welcome offered to their ancestors. But that is why we librarians must keep watch.” He straightened. “Well. Back to it, Mr. Rath. Keep me informed as needed.”

Ves, Irene, Mortimer, and Noct awaited Sebastian in the sword room. Someone had turned the bust of Paracelsus around to face the wall, which was probably better than Sebastian’s idea to throw it out a window.

“What did Mr. Quinn have to say?” Ves asked.

“He wished me to relay his congratulations on a job well done to everyone,” Sebastian said.

Mortimer turned away sharply. Sebastian winced. “I’m sorry, Mortimer. Lafayette might have proved a villain, but he was family to you. If there’s anything we can do…?”

Mortimer roused himself with a wan smile. “Thank you, but everything is already done. I spent all day yesterday at the main house, being questioned by Freddie and some of the other ‘important’ members of the Waite family. While they agree something had to be done, they have decided the fault lies entirely with Dr. Upton. The official story is he tricked poor old Uncle Lafayette, who had no idea what was actually going on.”

“Of course it is.” Irene leaned over and put a hand on his. “I’m sorry. I hope they at least recognized your contribution?”

“They did indeed.” Mortimer’s expression faltered. “I’ve been disinherited.”

“What?” Sebastian exclaimed, at the same moment Ves said, “By the trees, why?”

“Because I didn’t come to them with any of this.” Mortimer made a vague gesture. “I didn’t tell them about the Books—or, more importantly, attempt to whisk them away to Waite House. They feel my loyalty has become misplaced, that I am more librarian than Waite, so they gave me a single chance to regain my place in their good graces.” He let out a long sigh. “I refused, of course.”

“Oh,” Irene said, very quietly.

Sebastian put a hand to Mortimer’s shoulder. “I know being a Waite is important to you. I’m sorry it had to come to this, but you’re better than the whole lot of them put together.”

One corner of Mortimer’s mouth trembled into something like a smile. “Thank you. My heritage was important, when I thought it was something to be proud of. But rather than do the right thing, my family chose to ignore the deaths of those too poor or inconvenient to care about, and cover up the sins of an evil man because he was rich and powerful. Now that I’ve become an inconvenience, they want to punish me by cutting me off from my allowance and the advantages of my name.” He straightened a bit. “My eyes have been opened, and I can’t pretend otherwise. I shall simply have to accept their judgement and continue to do as I think best.”

“I’m proud of you,” Irene said softly. “Truly, Mortimer.”

“Thank you.” He gave her a genuine smile and squeezed her hand, before letting go. “Needless to say, you now have a ready-made excuse to break off the engagement, without any judgment from others.”

Irene’s lips parted. “I—” she began, but Mortimer held up his hand.

“Please, Irene, don’t make this any more difficult than it must be. Our engagement was meant for the good of our families. It can no longer fulfill that purpose, so there’s no reason to go ahead. Besides, I would prefer to see you with the man you’re truly in love with. Whether your family approves of him or no.”

She looked startled, but instead of demanding to know what the devil he was going on about, as Sebastian expected her to, she gave him a curt nod. “You’re quite right. Thank you, Mortimer.”

Noct wore an odd expression on his face, a mix of caution and uncertainty, and his tentacles lashed with some sudden agitation. “Who…that is…never mind.”

Irene turned to him. “Of course it’s you.” She laughed wryly. “I always thought love at first sight was some invention of fiction writers. More the fool me.”

“But you can’t,” Noct protested. “At the party, I saw how Mortimer lives. I can’t offer you that! I can’t offer you anything; I’m barely even human…”

She shook her head. “I’m not asking you to offer anything except for, well, you.”

“Oh.” Noct looked stunned now, but a smile had begun to creep over his lips. “I, ah, I can do that.”

Mortimer cleared his throat awkwardly. “Let’s leave you two alone to talk.”

They followed Mortimer out, leaving Noct and Irene behind. Sebastian turned to Ves. “Did you know?”

Ves looked as surprised as Sebastian felt. “I knew something was bothering him. But no.”

“Then you’re both blind,” Mortimer shot back over his shoulder.

Sebastian hurried to catch up to him. How must Mortimer be feeling, abandoned by both his family and his fiancée? “That was very good of you,” he said.

Mortimer shrugged. “As I said, it only made sense to end the engagement.” He glanced away. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to the nearest bar and getting drunk.”

Ves pressed his shoulder against Sebastian as they watched Mortimer stride off, head held high. “Other people suffered more in this business,” Ves said, “but I do feel sorry for him.”

“So do I.” Sebastian bit his lip. “I believe Mortimer cares for Irene. They will likely be better as friends, but…this will be a blow.”

Ves gently bumped his hip. “I’m glad to be your friend, but I love you.”

Sebastian grinned down. “Same, angel. You’re my one and only.”

They walked back toward the staff-only area, finally halting outside the bindery and conservatory. “How are you feeling, truly?” Ves asked, unlocking the door. “Any…effects?”

“None I’ve noticed so far,” he said. “But if there is anything, though, I swear I’ll tell you. I don’t want you to have to worry about me keeping any problems to myself.”

“I appreciate that.” Ves tilted his head up to Sebastian. “I’ll worry about other things, though.”

“Please don’t.”

“I love you. It’s my job.” He tugged Sebastian down for a brief kiss, but the sound of approaching footsteps had them both jumping back. Amelia Cohen appeared, carrying a round box wrapped in brown paper in her hands.

“There you are, Mr. Rune,” she said with a smile. “The post just arrived, and this package is for you.”

“Oh. Thank you.” Ves took the package, then unlocked the door to the bindery and went inside. Sebastian followed him.

“Were you expecting something?” he asked as Ves sat the package down.

“No.” Ves’s expression had gone grim. “And you’ll note the lack of a return address.”

He slit the twine tied around the outside of the package with a small, sharp knife, then did the same for the brown paper. Inside was a hat box with a note on top.

Ves picked up the note and read it, then passed it silently to Sebastian.

Dear Vesper and Nocturn,

You boys handled the situation with the Book of Flesh very well. I’m excited to see what you do with it when the time comes.

I did promise you a reward for getting the book away from Dr. Upton, so here it is. I didn’t think I’d have any further use for Mr. Fagerlie, but it seems I was wrong! I hope you like your present.

Your loving mother,

Lenore

PS: I’ll see you both soon!

Sebastian lifted his gaze slowly from the paper. “Is it…did she…?”

Ves lifted one edge of the hat box, peered inside, and let it fall shut. “It’s Fagerlie’s head.”

“Oh God.” Sebastian put a hand to his mouth. “What do we do?”

Ves closed his eyes briefly, as if steadying his emotions. Or perhaps steeling himself. “We be careful and keep a sharp eye out,” he said unhappily. “And we do our damnedest to find the next Book before the situation gets any worse.”
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Sebastian spent the next few hours poring through Dromgoole’s architectural drawings and Ladysmith’s letters with no results. The air in his office was close and heavy, warm from the June day, and the weekend had been a trying one. Despite the horror of Lenore’s “gift,” exhaustion caught up and Sebastian’s eyes drooped closed. He caught himself twice, but eventually dozed off with his head on his desk.

Sebastian again found himself in the strange altar room with its shrouded figure and four chairs. Emeline Hollowell sat in one of the chairs, her head turned toward the sole door into the room. It swung open, and a man stepped inside.

He resembled Emeline closely, with the same hazel eyes and blond hair. He wore the tail coat and form-fitting trousers of a gentleman from the 1830s, and a bloody thread connected him to the figure beneath the sheet.

“Hello, Thaddeus,” Emeline said.

“Sister.” He sat beside her, leaving two empty chairs, and turned to the altar and the unmoving shape upon it. “Now we wait.”

When Sebastian woke half an hour later, he remembered nothing of the dream.

The adventures of Sebastian and Ves will continue in Unknown, Rath & Rune Book 3.
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End Notes


Special thanks to my Patreon patrons Laura D., Noelle D., Amanda D., Dusk T., Nicole H., Shane M., and Robin H. You can join them on my Patreon at https://www.patreon.com/jordanlhawk.

The librarian columbarium was inspired by a section of the columbarium at the Chapel of the Chimes, Oakland, CA, which contains book-shaped urns. I highly recommend doing an online search for images of this beautiful columbarium!

The Tan Book series, so called for the color of its binding, was a massive 182-volume set of Massachusetts vital records through 1850, published in 1896 by the New England Historic Genealogical Society. Many of these records are now digitized and available online.

In the late 1700s, when access to cadavers for dissection was highly limited, life-like wax figures were created to take their place. They were made in sections, so the “skin” could be lifted away, organs taken out and examined, and then replaced. Though there were male figures, young beautiful, dissectible women in languid poses were so popular they became known as Anatomical Venuses.

The tunnels beneath the charity hospital were inspired by the yellow fever tunnels under Chandler Hospital in Savannah, GA. Though yellow fever remained a problem in the southern US for a long time, the last major outbreak in New England occurred in 1822.

European cannibalism, from eating ground-up mummies to mixing the powdered skulls of criminals into wine, was much more popular and widespread than most of us today would imagine. To learn more about the practice of cannibalistic medicine in Europe, I highly recommend Mummies, Cannibals and Vampires: The History of Corpse Medicine from the Renaissance to the Victorians by Richard Sugg.
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