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CHAPTER 1
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“What should we do with the head?” Vesper Rune asked.

He, Sebastian, Noct, Irene, and Mortimer had convened in the sword room of the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith Museum Library. In the center of the table around which they sat was a simple hatbox.

Its contents were anything but simple.

Ves pressed his lips together. The head in the box had once belonged to Mr. Edward Fagerlie, Professor of the School of Night. He’d last seen it attached to the man during the battle in the library over the accursed Book of Breath. Fagerlie had escaped that fight in one piece.

He hadn’t had such luck escaping Ves’s mother.

“What? Not going to keep it?” Mortimer asked with an arch of his brow. “A gift from your own mother?”

“I’m a very ungrateful son,” Ves replied dryly. “Just ask her.”

Irene and Noct had kept the head somewhat preserved over the last few days by casting cold spells on the box and its contents. But that wasn’t exactly a permanent solution.

“We can’t give it to the police,” Noct said, his many tentacles shifting beneath his smock.

Sebastian pushed his glasses higher on his nose. A blue vest gave his hazel eyes a tint of sapphire in the light streaming through the skylight far above. A lock of blond hair fell across his forehead; haircuts hadn’t been on the list of priorities recently for any of them. That was all right; Ves liked having a bit extra to run his hands through when they were curled up in bed together.

“I doubt they’d take it,” Sebastian said. “Though it would almost be worth it to see the panicked looks on their faces.”

Irene’s smile held a feral element at odds with her fashionable attire: an impeccably tailored women’s suit and a truly enormous hat topped with half a dozen silk roses. “It could be fun…but you’re right. I suppose we could bury it in the cemetery, in some out of the way corner.”

“And run the risk of offending the Lesters,” Mortimer countered.

Ves suppressed a sigh. Four old families, including the Lesters and Mortimer’s own kin, the Waites, ruled over Widdershins with a mixture of vast wealth, cunning, and sorcery. They’d already tangled with the Waites; he didn’t particularly want to alienate another family without need.

“Throw it in the sea?” he suggested.

Sebastian shook his head. “Let’s not antagonize the city below the waves, either.”

“The Draakenwood—”

“Humans generally aren’t allowed there,” Irene said, “and I think even one of the Dark Young could be unwelcome, especially if he turned up asking to bury a head.”

“We’re not burying it in the backyard of Bonnie’s house, like some sort of deceased pet,” Sebastian added.

“I certainly wasn’t going to suggest that,” Ves lied. “Very well, I suppose it stays in the bindery forever.”

Noct unwound a tentacle across the table to touch his hand. “We’ll take it to the countryside as soon as we have a chance.”

Gods of the wood, the countryside sounded nice. To be among trees and wild places again, even if just for a little while. “We could make a day of it.”

“A picnic,” Irene said, eyes sparking brighter as she looked at Noct. “We’ll take the Rolls Royce; I’ll have the servants pack a hamper…”

“Good God,” Mortimer exclaimed, “a merry little burial party.”

She glared. “For heaven’s sake, Mortimer, it’s not as if any of us give a damn about Fagerlie. He would have killed all of us without a second thought, and now that his head is proving an inconvenience, we might as well get something for our efforts.”

Ves pressed his fingertips to his eyes. “We’ll come back to this later,” he said, because he was not going on a romantic picnic carrying a head in his lap beside the food hamper. “Any luck finding the remaining two Books, Sebastian?”

He knew there hadn’t been, otherwise Sebastian would have already spoken up. The four Books of the Bound, created from the bodies of four necromantic siblings, were incredibly dangerous.

The Book of Breath corrupted librarian Arthur Fairchild through its mere proximity, driving him to murder through its whispered promises. The Book of Flesh was no better, its pages teaching a doctor to use human flesh in his bizarre medical concoctions, creating monsters out of men.

What the Books of Bone and Blood would do to those who chanced across them, Ves shuddered to even guess. The best course of action would be to find them before their corruption had a chance to spread.

“I’ve compiled a list of known properties Alexander Dromgoole designed, which might have served as spirit boxes to trap the Books inside.” Sebastian sat back with a sigh. “Houses, of course, most of which are still standing, not to mention several tombs. I’ve been looking at floor plans, but that hasn’t helped as much as I’d hoped.”

Irene leaned forward, clasping her brown hands together on the table. “Have you tried narrowing it down by year? We know his final two designs were the museum and the house where you grew up.”

“They weren’t, though.” Sebastian’s lips tightened. “He was working on other designs at the same time, at least while the house was under construction.”

Ves put a comforting hand to his thigh beneath the table. Sebastian’s mother had died in that house, keeping the Book of Flesh from the hands of some unknown assailant. “We don’t know how long it took them to collect and contain the Books,” he said. “Which makes things even harder. Can the rest of us help in any way?”

“I’ll ask Mr. Quinn to be reassigned to the archivist’s office temporarily,” Irene suggested. “Noct can take over for me in the Limited Access Room. I may not know architecture or puzzle boxes, but I do know sorcery and spirit wards. Perhaps I can see something in the plans that Sebastian can’t.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Sebastian said.

Ves looked around the room, but no one seemed to have any further suggestions. “Well, then, I suppose we have our tasks.”

“And, as it’s a waiting game until we find some clue, we’d best get to them.” Sebastian patted Ves’s hand, then rose to his feet. “Irene?”

They left together, with Mortimer trailing after. Ves looked across the table at his brother.

Noct’s features had a delicate, fey quality to them that Ves’s lacked; right now, they were arranged into an expression of concerned contemplation as he stared at the box. Ves didn’t have to guess his thoughts.

“A part of me wonders if we should try to find them, before they find us again,” he said, referring to their grandfather and mother. “I hate knowing they’re out there, liable to turn up at any moment…”

“So do I.” Noct sighed. “At least she didn’t send the head to the Rath house, where one of the children might have seen it.”

Ves shuddered, but a thought occurred. “Perhaps that’s why she didn’t.”

Noct looked at him in shock. “What, do you think she’s suddenly concerned about terrorizing children?” he asked bitterly. “After everything—”

“I know,” Ves said, and tried not to let his thoughts go down those dark paths. “But she might worry that would cause us to leave, or make Bonnie throw us out. Right now, Mother knows exactly where we are. Our habits, our routes to and from work, everything. She doesn’t want to drive us away from Widdershins, or into hiding in some more fortified location.”

Noct sagged in his chair. “She wants something from us.”

“Of course she does.” They’d been born to help her achieve her highest ambitions; Ves to lead an army of cultists and things of the Outside, and Noct to rule over the ruins of humanity once the world was remade. With her at his side, obviously, the true power behind the throne.

“But there’s nothing to be done about her at the moment, unless you have some ideas,” Ves went on. “We’re stuck here, at least until the Books are contained within the library’s spirit trap.”

Noct made no reply; there was no need. After a long moment of silence, Ves sighed. “And on that cheery note, I suppose I should get back to work.” He stood and scooped up the hatbox; the weight inside shifted queasily. “Come along, Professor, it’s back into the cabinet with you.”

[image: ]



“So,” Sebastian said, as he and Irene made their way through the labyrinth of the library toward the staff offices, “how are things going with Noct?”

Her round, brown cheeks flushed darker. “That’s none of your business, Sebastian Rath.”

So much had gone wrong in their lives recently, between the Books and the School of Night, it was easy to forget the joy that had come along at the same time.

Sebastian had never been one for serious relationships. He’d found all the companionship he needed at the bathhouse he frequented, and kept that part of his life separated from family and work.

Then Ves came into his life, and everything changed. A part of him felt as if he’d woken from a long sleep, blinking in the morning sunlight of Ves’s smile, his almost shy laugh, his lovely hands.

The tentacles were just a bonus.

As for Irene, she’d been destined for what was essentially an arranged marriage to Mortimer. His fall from grace gave her the excuse to break off the engagement and pursue the man she was actually in love with.

“That good, eh?” He bumped her with an elbow. “I noticed he snuck back in late the other night, after you two went for a drive alone. What time did you have the poor fellow out to?”

She tried to put on an expression of outrage, but a pleased smile fought through. “Late enough. We drove up the coast road, put the top down, and looked at the stars.”

“Oh, ‘putting the top down,’ is that what you’re calling it?”

She swatted him, just as they rounded a corner and nearly collided with three figures.

Mr. Quinn, the head librarian, stood in the center, dressed in his usual funereal garb. To either side of him waited girls so similar in appearance Sebastian knew he’d never be able to tell them apart. He hadn’t the first time he’d met them, after all.

“Rose? Lily?” he blurted in shock. Then remembered his manners—they were no longer seven-year-old children, but young ladies of fifteen. “That is to say, Miss Rodgers and Miss Rodgers?”

The frilly skirts of childhood had given way to sleek one-piece dresses, the collars, sleeves, and skirt trimmed in white lace and black velvet. Their exuberant golden curls were tamed somewhat and fastened with black velvet bows. Their silvery eyes, so much like Mr. Quinn’s, stared back at him unblinking.

“We remember you,” said the one on the right.

“You lived in our basement,” said the other.

Mr. Quinn noticed Irene’s confused expression. “Miss Endicott, these are my nieces, visiting from Boston. Miss Lily Rodgers and Miss Rose Rodgers. Lily, Rose, Miss Endicott is the librarian who oversees the Limited Access Collection.”

They both stared at Irene with something close to awe.

Irene’s expression cleared. “Ah, yes, Sebastian told me you sent him to their mother to carry word, when the cult overtook Widdershins. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

“Is it?” asked one with genuine curiosity. They still hadn’t blinked.

“…Yes?” Irene shot Sebastian a helpless look.

Sebastian couldn’t provide any assistance. He’d woke several times in the pitch-dark basement, recovering from a gunshot wound to his leg. Each time he’d lit a candle…and found them crouched at his side, staring at him from only inches away.

It hadn’t been the most restful of experiences.

“What happened to your arm, Mr. Rath?” asked the one on the right. Her eyes fixed on Sebastian’s left forearm.

He reflexively put his right hand over the scars on his left forearm. Two sets of puncture wounds, where Ves had Bound him to the Book of Breath and Book of Flesh, lay concealed beneath his coat and shirtsleeve.

Mr. Quinn tsked. “Manners, Lily. This isn’t Boston.”

She lowered her gaze. “My apologies, Mr. Rath. This is our first visit to Widdershins.”

“And high time,” Mr. Quinn said. “My sister is…overprotective.” He waved a spidery hand as if to dismiss the subject. “I’m giving the twins a tour of the library, so unless there is something further…?”

“There is, actually,” Irene said. “I’d like to assist Sebastian with his, ah, special project. Nocturn is familiar enough with the Limited Access Collection to take over for me there, at least for the time being.”

“And I suspect he will be a formidable guardian, should anyone attempt to borrow one of the books without permission,” Mr. Quinn agreed, with an almost dreamy smile, as if he wouldn’t mind seeing such a thing occur. “Very well, Miss Endicott, assist Mr. Rath in whatever fashion he requires. Rose, Lily, come—I’ll show you the bat room next.”

Both girls let out squeals of delight and hastened after him. Once they had vanished into the maze of walls and bookshelves, Irene said, “Dear God, I always assumed Mr. Quinn would be the strangest member of his family.”

“You have no idea,” Sebastian replied. “After Boston, I spent a year sleeping with the lights on.”
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Ves hurried in the direction of the bindery and conservatory, the box held tight to his chest so he didn’t accidentally drop it and send the heading rolling off under a shelf. Even though Fagerlie hadn’t wanted to be beheaded, he still found himself resenting the man for the inconvenience his body part was causing.

His path took him near the front desk, and he slowed when he heard an unfamiliar voice. He could only envision one of the departmental heads, or even the director, asking why he was carrying a hat box around the library and demanding to see its contents. Better to hang back until they left.

“I’m sorry, sir,” came the voice of Amelia Cohen, one of the librarians. “But this library is closed to the general public. How did you even get back here?”

So not a staff member from some other part of the museum. “I explained I need to do important research, and they let me back here,” a man said impatiently. “I just need to look at some of your books; I don’t want to take them with me.”

“Did you write to the head librarian for a special pass?” Amelia asked.

“No, why would I?”

Ves could imagine Amelia holding back a sigh. “Are you from a university?” she tried. “Or perhaps another museum? If so, you can ask Mr. Quinn for permission—”

“I’m a citizen of this town! My tax dollars help pay for this museum! I should be able to come in here and look at books if I wish to!”

“Your dollars do not in fact fund this museum, sir,” Amelia said, her voice going frosty. “I suggest you enquire at the Widdershins Public Library instead.”

“I did. They don’t have what I need.” His voice rose as he spoke, until he was nearly shouting. “This is important, do you hear me?”

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

Ves tensed, in case he had to go to her aid and remove the man, who clearly disliked being denied. But there was only an angry snort and the sound of stomping shoes as he left.

He emerged from his hiding place and met Amelia’s gaze. “Is everything all right, Miss Cohen?”

“Yes, though I’m going to ask Mr. Quinn to have a talk to the admissions folk. They shouldn’t be letting random people come back here on their own.” She took off her small round glasses and cleaned them with a handkerchief. “The staff of the Ladysmith can sometimes be trying, but at least we librarians generally don’t have to deal with the public.”

“Is dealing with the public worse than dealing with a severed head?” he asked, hefting the box.

She shuddered, then let out a half-laugh. “Infinitely.”


CHAPTER 2
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That evening, as Irene slowed the Rolls Royce in front of Bonnie’s house, Ves felt his heart lift as he always did.

True, the place now looked far more imposing than it once did. After learning Grandfather and Mother had survived, Noct turned the hedge from a simple privacy shield into a daunting obstacle, complete with spiky thorns as long as his forearm. The house couldn’t be seen at all from the walk now, only the very tops of the trees around it.

But it was, for the time being at least, home. The first real home he and Noct had ever known; certainly the first place he’d felt any sense of safety.

Someday, hopefully, he’d leave its walls, perhaps find a small house to share with Sebastian. It was a thought he’d only recently allowed himself, and a part of him still shied away from it, as if afraid hoping for something would keep it from coming true.

For now, though, with the School of Night and his family both on the prowl, he had no intention of leaving the household undefended. If Noct’s and his presence had marked them, at least it might also serve as a deterrent to anyone with evil intentions.

It was Saturday, so Irene said, “I’ll see you on Monday.” She glanced at Noct. “Unless you’d like me to call on you tomorrow?”

Noct smiled. “Yes, please.”

Ves wished he could offer them a moment alone for a proper good-bye, but his brother couldn’t risk being seen on the open streets. Unlike Ves, he couldn’t hide his true nature from prying eyes.

While Sebastian climbed out of the car, they grabbed the cloak Noct used to remain hidden. “Goodbye for the moment,” he told Irene, before clambering onto Ves’s back. The cloak went over both of them, and Ves dashed across the sidewalk, through the gate Sebastian held open, and into the comforting embrace of the overgrown hedges.

Once out of sight, Ves folded the cloak over his arm, though Noct remained on his back. In the forest where they’d grown up, Noct could move through the trees with unmatched speed and grace. On the ground, though, tentacles made a poor substitute for legs.

The delicious smell of Bonnie’s cooking greeted them even before they reached the door: some sort of beef stew, Ves guessed. His stomach rumbled, and he smiled as he opened the door and stepped inside.

And found himself face-to-face with a man he didn’t recognize, who held in his arms the tiny form of baby Clara.
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Noct was off Ves’s back in a flash, clinging to the banister of the stairs leading up to the second floor. Ves’s tentacles snapped out, ripping the seams of the coat he still wore, to hang in a threatening cloud around him.

“Wait, stop!” Sebastian shouted, putting himself in between them. “It’s all right—he’s a friend!”

He’d stepped inside, pleased to see one of Bonnie’s husbands back from the sea. But before he could even offer to introduce them, the brothers had reacted as if to a threat.

“Uh,” Bonnie’s husband said. His normally ruddy face, roughened by salt and wind, had gone utterly white, and he clutched Clara to him protectively.

Helen chose that moment to stroll in, “Dad,” she began, then noticed Ves and Noct. With a sigh, she turned to Sebastian. “Did you forget to tell them?”

He had mentioned it…hadn’t he? He’d meant to, anyway, but for the life of him he couldn’t recall actually getting around to doing so.

“I’ve had a lot on my mind,” Sebastian protested weakly. “This is Bonnie’s husband, Jeremy Arnold. Jeremy, I believe Bonnie mentioned Vesper and Nocturn Rune to you?” God, he hoped so, or this was going to become even more awkward.

“Aye.” Jeremy swallowed convulsively. “Her description didn’t do justice.”

Even if it had, anyone would be startled when confronted with two men with tentacles and eyes the color and shape of a goat’s. “I’m so sorry—Bonnie said she’d had a letter from you, saying you’d be in port today or tomorrow. It completely slipped my mind to tell the Runes about it.”

Ves withdrew his tentacles and his eyes returned to their disguise of dark brown. “I see,” he said guardedly. “My apologies, sir—we thought you a stranger making off with the baby.”

Clara began to fuss, so Jeremy transferred her to his shoulder. “Why would someone make off with her?” he asked, bewildered.

Sebastian cursed himself silently—he’d meant to confer with Bonnie about how much she wanted to share with her husbands about their heritage, not to mention everything else going on. Lack of sleep, no doubt; his dreams had been dark as of late.

Helen came to the rescue, albeit unintentionally. “I want tentacles like Uncle Ves and Uncle Noct,” she told her father with a matter-of-fact air. “I’m going to learn lots of magic when I grow up.”

“Is that so?” Jeremy asked, putting on a weak smile that didn’t fool anyone. “I see I’m going to need a talk with your mother.”

He retreated back toward the kitchen, Helen trailing after him. As soon as they were gone, Sebastian turned to Ves and took his hands. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated. “I don’t know how I forgot.”

Ves tightened his grip on Sebastian’s hands and glanced up at Noct. “It’s all right.”

“I don’t think he wants us here,” Noct said softly. His pale blue eyes with their rectangular goat’s pupils were wide with worry in his elfin face.

“This is Bonnie’s house, so it isn’t up to him,” Sebastian said.

“He’s her husband,” Ves countered.

Sebastian snorted. “The day Bonnie throws you out because some man wants her to, is the day the sun rises in the west. She loves Jeremy, of course she does, but she’s not going to put up with any nonsense.” He squeezed Ves’s hands. “Besides, you’re worried for nothing. Everyone had a shock, thanks to my forgetfulness, and it put you off on the wrong foot. Jeremy’s a good man, and once you all sit across from the dinner table with one another, everything will be fine.”

“If you’re sure,” Ves said, though he didn’t sound at all certain.

“I am.” Sebastian pulled one hand up and planted a kiss on Ves’s knuckles. “When have you ever known me to be wrong?”

[image: ]


Though Ves still had his reservations, the usual chaos of dinner did seem to take the edge off the awkwardness with Mr. Arnold. The table was crowded, with four adults and four children elbow-to-elbow around it. At least Clara wasn’t old enough to join them, and instead dozed in her cradle nearby.

Bonnie brought out the silverware for everyone except Ves and Noct, who couldn’t tolerate the touch of silver and instead stuck with the everyday tin forks and knives.

“My favorite dish,” Mr. Arnold declared, digging into the stew. “Good old beef. I’m so sick of fish by the time my feet touch land, I never want to see so much as another scale.”

“What sort of vessel do you captain, Mr. Arnold?” Ves asked politely.

“Jeremy, please. And I’m no captain, not yet at any rate.” He glanced at Ves but didn’t meet his eyes. “I sail aboard the Widdershins Star, a reefer. We haul bananas for the most part, a bit of other cargo here and there on the side.”

Bonnie cut up the larger chunks of stew meat for Tommy. “Jeremy was born in Widdershins,” she said, as if explaining something. Ves supposed it probably did to someone who wasn’t an outsider such as himself.

“And, ah, you, Mr. Rune?” Jeremy asked, glancing between Ves and Noct as if he couldn’t decide who to address.

“Ves and Noct, please,” Ves said, since Noct remained silent. He wasn’t certain exactly what Jeremy was asking, so he said, “My brother and I were born in Dunhollow—I doubt you’ve heard of it, there isn’t really a town to speak of—and now we both work at the library with Sebastian.”

“Right; right,” Jeremy mumbled. Ves felt a flash of pity for the man; he’d come home to a pair of tentacled monsters and his daughter declaring her desire to become a sorceress. At least he hadn’t run screaming, though Ves felt he might have in other circumstances.

As soon as dinner was done, Noct excused himself and retreated to his room in the attic. Ves had intended to do the same, but Bonnie caught his arm and swept him along with the rest of the family into the sitting room. “Children, I believe Jeremy has brought presents for you all.”

This resulted in an excited clamor. Jeremy laughed and held up his hands as he took a seat near the unlit fireplace. “Now, now, one at a time, one at a time.”

He opened a sailcloth pack that had been waiting by the chair and took out several objects wrapped in rags. One by one, he revealed five little sculptures carved from bone. Each was a whale sitting atop a square base; on the base was inscribed the name of one of the children, including little Clara.

The children squealed, and Jossie asked, “Did you make these?”

He smiled and ruffled her hair fondly. “That I did. Any time I meet up with a whaler, I try to get a bit of whalebone from them. Makes the long days at sea a little less tedious.” He took out two more packages. “And I didn’t forget you, Bonnie-love, nor Sebastian neither.”

Bonnie’s gift was a whalebone corset busk, its surface delicately inscribed with flowers. Sebastian received a simple whalebone box with the image of a ship on the lid.

Ves peered over Sebastian’s shoulder. “You’re very talented.”

Jeremy laughed and waved a hand. “You only say that because you haven’t seen the scrimshaw the whalers make themselves. They’ll carve you a pie crimper so perfect, you’d think it came from a factory. Some of them could set up shop on land and sell their wares for a tidy profit, not that they ever would. Once the sea is in your blood, it never leaves.” He hesitated, then squinted at Ves. “Are you related to them who live beneath the waves?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

To his surprise, Jeremy looked disappointed. “Ah, well, I won’t bother asking you for fair weather, then. Or not to raise any storms and drown us all.”

“That is far beyond my purview, sadly.”

Jeremy nodded, but despite his attempt at conversation, Ves sensed he was still uneasy.

Despite all their years of hiding, somehow it was still an unpleasant shock to encounter. Maybe it was because of the setting; no one in Bonnie’s household had ever held back from whole-heartedly accepting Noct and him.

Which wasn’t at all fair to Jeremy. Whatever Bonnie had told him in her letter, it couldn’t encompass the reality of being confronted by two Dark Young prepared to fight.

“Excuse me,” Ves said, standing up. “I’m quite tired.”

Bonnie smiled at him. “Sleep well, Ves.”

“Good night, Uncle Ves!” said Willie, chorused a moment later by the other children.

Sebastian yawned and stretched. “I’m tired, too. Give me a moment to lock up, and I’ll join you.”
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Sebastian climbed the stairs slowly, turning the box Jeremy had made for him over and over in his hand. The gift was a kind gesture; though perhaps not as adept as some of the whalers, Jeremy had a talent.

Still, he hadn’t missed the uncomfortable look Jeremy gave when he said he was going to bed. Though he’d never hidden his proclivities, he also hadn’t been in the habit of bringing men home, so he couldn’t say how Jeremy would have reacted to someone purely human.

Either way, he’d come around in time. As Sebastian had told Ves, Bonnie wouldn’t put up with any nonsense.

Bonnie. He hadn’t yet had it in him to sit down and tell her their mother hadn’t died in an accidental fire, but instead been murdered.

The Book of Flesh could have shown him more, if he’d left it unbound. But that was a devil’s bargain at best.

Instead, it had just given him tantalizing glimpses. Mother holding the Book, backing away from someone who wanted to take it from her. A woman’s voice, threatening. Sorcery, pushing Mother back.

And finally, Mother throwing the lantern at her attacker. The lantern that would set the entire house ablaze, leaving her to die trapped in the flames. Only one body had been recovered from the burned house, which meant whoever had been with her that day got out alive.

There were many who might want the Books…but only one organization that seemed to be actively seeking them. The School of Night.

The Dean had been a woman, but her voice wasn’t the voice in the vision. That didn’t rule out other members of the School, though.

Ves waited in the bedroom, already stripped down and tucked underneath a light sheet, reading a book. The curtains blew in the night breeze, bringing a welcome relief to the June heat that tended to collect on the second floor. He set the book aside as Sebastian entered. “Are you all right? You look worried.”

Sebastian carefully placed the scrimshaw box among his collection of puzzle boxes on a shelf. “Just thinking about how Mother died,” he said as he unknotted his tie.

“I’m sorry. Have you told Bonnie yet?”

“No. I don’t know how to.” Sebastian placed his glasses on the dresser, then unbuttoned his vest. “I need to, though. She deserves to know the truth.”

“I’ll be with you, if you want me to.”

Sebastian smiled at the offer of comfort. He finished removing his clothing, then crawled into bed. “I appreciate the offer, angel, but I’ll be fine.”

Ves turned to him, and he ran his fingers along Ves’s brow, cheek, and jaw. God, he was handsome, and so kind it made Sebastian’s heart swell with affection. “I love you, do you know that?”

Ves kissed him softly. “I do. I love you, too.”

They continued to kiss for a few leisurely minutes. Arms and tentacles wrapped around Sebastian, holding him close, and the sensation of skin on skin sent the blood rushing to his cock. Ves responded as well, and at Sebastian’s urging rolled on top of him.

“You’re gorgeous,” Ves whispered. “I love you; I love being with you.”

“Then show me,” Sebastian murmured back, and reached a hand between them to hold their cocks loosely together.

He closed his eyes, reveling in the feel of Ves’s skin on his, his weight, the way he held him. Their breath mingled, growing heavier and faster, broken only by desperate kisses. Ves buried his face in the join of Sebastian’s neck and shoulder, sucking at the tender flesh there.

It was and wasn’t like being with a human man. The tentacles wrapped around whatever body part they found, coiling over his thigh or ankle, his upper arm, anywhere they wouldn’t get in the way. When Ves broke off their kissing to stare into Sebastian’s eyes, he knew the orange irises and rectangular pupils saw far more than he ever would be able to see.

It was strange and beautiful, all at the same time. Sebastian breathed deep; the scent of deep forests and green, growing things rose from Ves’s skin. Inhuman but not unappealing.

Sebastian closed his eyes and let Ves saturate his sense of touch and smell, luxuriating in pleasure. Ves’s breathing grew rougher, and he groaned into Sebastian’s neck when he came, hot seed spilling on his hand and belly. Sebastian let go of him before he could become over-sensitized and stroked his own cock rapidly, until he reached the peak, arching up beneath his lover.

They lay locked together for a long moment, before Ves gradually released his hold and rolled off onto his side.

“Mm,” Sebastian murmured, snuggling in closer. He felt sleepy and languid, all of his cares momentarily wiped away. “You’re so good at that.”

Ves laughed softly. “I’m glad you think so.”

“I’m looking forward to getting a place of our own, when we can.” Sebastian gave Ves his most wicked gaze. “That way you can make me scream.”

Ves blushed and kissed him. Letting himself dream of the future, when the Books had been dealt with and the danger was past, Sebastian sank into the warmth of his lover’s arms.


CHAPTER 3
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The next morning, Sebastian suggested a stroll after breakfast.

Breakfast with Jeremy had remained awkward, unfortunately. Noct retreated to the upper limbs of one of the trees in the yard when it was over. As for Ves, Sebastian thought a nice walk in the summer sun might be just the thing.

Ves agreed to his suggestion, and they took the trolley to the park. Families picnicked in the shade of the great oaks, and the green lawns stretched lazily beneath the warm sun. Bees hummed as they investigated flowers, and a fountain splashed and gurgled merrily. A landau with a team of white horses took courting couples for a turn around the oyster-shell path.

Ves seemed to relax once they were surrounded by green grass and growing trees. They wandered idly, arms linked, until they came to a monument of gray stone inscribed with a list of names.

Commemorating the founders

Of the town of

Widdershins

Theron Blackbyrne

Assisted by

Retiah Abbott

Creedence Lester

Thomas Marsh

Increase Waite

And

Fear-God Whyborne

“These are the old families, then,” Ves said. “The ones to be wary of.”

Always happy for any excuse to discuss the history of his home, Sebastian said, “Yes, more or less. Blackbyrne perished with no heirs—he was a necromancer, fled from Salem during the witch trials.”

“And the Abbotts died out; I remember.”

Of course he did; they’d found decomposing bodies hidden in the Abbotts’ abandoned mausoleum. “Yes, and the Whyborne line is close to doing so as well, at least in Widdershins, though there are some in New York who might yet return. Dr. Whyborne is off in Egypt right now, but he spends a great deal of time in the library, and I imagine you’ll meet him eventually.”

Ves’s mouth quirked. “I can hardly wait.”

“He’s nothing like the Waites,” Sebastian added hurriedly, before Ves got the wrong idea. “He’s very kind. Extremely powerful—if he were here now, I’d turn over the matter of the Books to him and walk away—but kind.”

Ves’s eyes went to Sebastian’s forearm, where the Binding scars lurked beneath his sleeve. “Would you? Turn it over, I mean?”

Sebastian frowned, hurt. “Of course! Do you think I enjoy any of this-this horror my ancestors began? Good heavens, Ves, I’m not like your mother or grandfather.”

Ves immediately looked chastened. “I’m sorry; you’re right. That was a foolish thing to say.”

A small family approached, the father pointing to the monument, no doubt in an attempt to instruct his brood. Sebastian and Ves resumed their stroll. “I wish there was someone to give all of this to,” Sebastian said after they’d gone a short distance. “Imagine if we didn’t have to worry about any of this—your wretched family, my wretched ancestors, architecture and old letters and the lot of it. I’d take you out on the town: dinner, the theater, a romantic walk along the shore.”

“After, then,” Ves said with a fond smile. “A reward for our work.”

They passed beneath some of the shady oaks. A bench waited alongside the path, already occupied by a middle-aged man reading a book. As they drew closer, Sebastian realized he knew the man—Bruce Hopkins, a regular at the Olympian Baths, the bathhouse Sebastian frequented. Sebastian had the vague idea he worked in banking.

“Mr. Hopkins?” he called, in case the man didn’t wish their more informal acquaintance known in public.

Bruce looked up, blinked a moment, then smiled. “Sebastian! It’s good to see you, dear boy.” His eyes raked up and down Ves’s form. “You must introduce me to your friend.”

Bruce was an inveterate gossip; word of Sebastian’s handsome new “friend” would be in every ear at the bathhouse by the end of the week. If there was anything about the men in their social circle that Bruce didn’t know, then it wasn’t worth knowing. “Bruce Hopkins, this is Vesper Rune—he’s our new bookbinder and conservator at the library. Ves, this is Bruce Hopkins, a friend of mine.”

They shook hands, Bruce’s fingers deliberately lingering on Ves’s. “The pleasure is all mine.” He looked at Sebastian. “You really must bring him to meet the boys at the Olympian.”

He wished he could. But Ves was naturally reticent after his upbringing, not to mention the dark patches of skin along his spine that would raise questions at the least. Even so, he said, “I shall endeavor to do so.”

Bruce scooted over and patted the bench next to him. Sebastian sat down; Ves remained standing, stiff and uncomfortable. “Tell me what I’ve missed,” Sebastian said.

Bruce’s smile faded. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard about poor Patrick Stevens?”

“Patrick? Not the Patrick who works at the Widdershins Library.” Sebastian frowned at the expression on Bruce’s face.

“The very one I’m afraid.” Bruce lowered his voice. “He passed away Friday night.”

Sebastian’s heart sank like a stone. He and Patrick had enjoyed a bit of fun together at the bathhouse, and later on Patrick had helped Ves and him when they went to the library to look at genealogical records. “How? That is, he was so young; I saw him just a short while ago…”

“That’s the strange thing.” Bruce shook his head slowly, as if in disbelief. “I myself saw him Friday evening at the Olympian. He was in good spirits, chatting with everyone, taking the steam, the usual. Made the new Lester boy feel…welcome. I don’t think you’ve met him?”

He’d heard some vague gossip about a new heir to the Lester family, but hadn’t paid it a great deal of attention. “No, I haven’t.”

“He seems a nice enough chap, if a bit cold—though Patrick managed to thaw him.” Bruce swallowed, and tears gathered in his eyes. “Patrick left somewhere around midnight, still as cheerful as you could ask. Then he apparently went home to his apartment and drank a cocktail of whiskey and cyanide.”

The breath caught in Sebastian’s throat. He could see Patrick’s face so clearly: the languid smile, the shining brown hair, the eyes full of life. “The poor man; that’s terrible.”

“He hid his suffering well,” Bruce agreed sadly. “I suppose it just goes to show, one never knows what burdens another’s heart bears. The funeral is this afternoon, though he’s being interred at First Esoteric, so most of us will have to remain outside on the sidewalk. Still, I thought I might pay my respects.”

Ves frowned in puzzlement. “I don’t understand. First Esoteric?”

“The church most of the old families belong to,” Sebastian explained. “Very exclusive; Patrick must have belonged to a subsidiary branch.”

“I believe he had Marsh blood in him,” Bruce put in.

“But the old families have mausoleums in the cemetery,” Ves objected.

“Of course they do; how else are they to demonstrate their importance?” Bruce asked with an arch of the brow. “But the church has a crypt, or so I’m told, where the faithful prefer to wait out eternity. Not that Patrick was particularly devout that I knew of, but apparently his mother is a great supporter of the church.”

“I see.” Sebastian frowned, though he wasn’t quite sure what was nagging at him. “I heard something about the new Lester…where did he come from?”

“According to what I’ve heard, Miss Lester brought him in from Salem to be her heir. Or potential heir, at any rate.” Bruce shrugged. “I won’t pretend to know the inner workings of the old families. He does seem more sociable, if you will, than the other heirs. Or, at least, he doesn’t mind slumming it with the likes of us. He’s set to become a regular at the Olympian.”

Ves shifted his weight; not impatiently, but enough to catch Sebastian’s attention. “I won’t take up any more of your time,” he said. “It was good to see you again, Bruce.”

“And you, dear boy.” Bruce’s gaze went very deliberately to Ves. “I hope to see a great deal more of you both in the future.”

They hadn’t gone far before Ves said, “Another lover?” in a wry tone.

“Bruce? No, never.” Sebastian linked his arm with Ves’s. “The Olympian—that’s the bathhouse where I met him—isn’t just about sex, you know.”

“I don’t, actually.”

“Of course.” Sebastian considered. “It’s a bit of a social club, in addition to the, ah, other goings-on. A place for men like us to gather together, speak freely, and socialize. Bruce is a bit of a fixture, gossips like a fishmonger but there’s no malice in him.” He let out a sigh. “Poor Patrick. I can’t believe it.”

Ves pressed his shoulder against Sebastian’s arm. “I’m sorry. He seemed…nice.”

“I should pay my respects.” Sebastian glanced down at Ves. “He helped us, one librarian to another. I wish I’d known he was suffering.”

“It sounds as though he hid it well.” Ves’s dark eyes were full of compassion. “I’ll pay my respects along with you.”

Sebastian leaned against him. “Thank you, angel. It would mean the world to me.”
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A modest crowd turned out for the funeral that afternoon, milling about on the sidewalks in front of the church. First Esoteric was in what appeared to be one of the older parts of the city, and far closer to the rowdy docks than Ves would have supposed. Then again, if it had stood on the same site since its founding, it made sense that the building would be set within the much-smaller precincts of the original town.

A pair of ushers dressed in black suits guarded the heavy oaken doors, turning away anyone who they didn’t judge belonged in the hallowed space within. The doors themselves were carved with strange figures, which Ves supposed were meant to be human, most of them playing pipes. High above reared the bell tower, festooned with gargoyles, though he couldn’t make out their details from so far below.

Sebastian led the way through the gathering, to where Bruce stood with another man near the front. The young man sobbed on Bruce’s shoulder; he patted the youth’s back absently, tears in his own eyes.

“Zach?” Sebastian said uncertainly. “I’m so sorry.”

The young man, presumably Zach, looked up blearily. His face had gone red, eyes puffy, but even that couldn’t dim the beauty of his features or the lushness of his lips.

Another acquaintance from the bathhouse, no doubt. Ves pushed down a flare of jealousy; Sebastian loved him, not this pretty young man.

Though surely he must miss the camaraderie he’d spoken of earlier. These were his friends, but unlike the librarians, they moved in a world Ves could never access. He could conceal most of his true nature, but not all of it. If the dark flesh along his spine didn’t give him away, the silver backing of any mirror would betray his goat-like eyes.

“Sebastian.” Zach embraced him. “I can’t believe it…there’s been a mistake, you know there has. Patrick would never have killed himself! There must have been some sort of-of mix-up. He thought he was adding tonic water to his drink, something like that.”

Sebastian hugged him back. “I hope you’re right, and it was just a terrible accident.”

“Either way, he’s at peace now,” Bruce said, clapping Zach on the shoulder. “We must take comfort in that.”

Zach stepped back and dashed the tears from his eyes. “I won’t,” he said bitterly. “I should go inside and take my seat.”

Sebastian looked startled. “You’re a member?”

“My grandmother was a Waite, and my mother retained our membership.” Zach looked at the church sadly. “I’ve never been glad of it until now.”

He departed, quickly vanishing through the doors. Once he was gone, Ves said, “Is everyone in this town related to one another?”

Bruce heard him. “Thank God, I’m but a common man, scion of no one whose name ever made a newspaper headline.” He took a flask from his pocket and had a quick drink. “The old families, though…they’ve sunk their tentacles deep into Widdershins.”

The mention of tentacles jolted Ves; he glanced sharply at Bruce, but the man was peering down the street and no longer looking at him.

A hush fell over the street, and they all turned to see the small procession approaching the church. A black auto drove slowly along, followed by the hearse. Black curtains half-obscured the windows of the long, spotless hearse showing the flower-laden casket in the back. Gold lettering spelled out Lester Mortuary Services along the side.

Men and women in black emerged from the first car, several of them helping to hold up a middle-aged woman who seemed about to crumple beneath the weight of her grief. The poor woman; clearly she had loved her child. Ves tried to imagine such sorrow from his own mother if he’d died, and failed.

Grandfather, though…he would be crushed, if something happened to Ves or Noct. Which was somehow even worse, given how he’d treated them.

The family vanished within the church, and a group of six pallbearers lifted Patrick’s casket onto their shoulders, before carefully bearing him up the steps. The driver of the hearse, a thin man with a receding hairline, followed them inside.

“That’s him,” Bruce murmured. “The new Lester heir. I’m a bit surprised he’s put in an appearance; none of the main Marsh line are here.”

Ves recalled some of the things Mortimer had said, when breaking with his family. “Perhaps he feels Patrick was just as important as any of the rest of them, wealthy or not.”

The church doors shut with a final thud, and the crowd began to disperse. Ves turned to Sebastian and was startled to see his lashes damp with tears.

But of course—Sebastian wasn’t cruel, or hard enough not to mourn a lover, even a brief one. “I’m sorry,” Ves said, putting a hand to Sebastian’s arm. The words felt stupid, too small, but he didn’t know what else to say.

Sebastian blinked rapidly. “Thank you, angel. Shall we walk back to the trolley stop?”

They walked slowly; after a few minutes, Ves glanced around, and saw that they’d left Bruce behind. “Do you think it might have been an accident, like Zach suggested?”

Sebastian paused, then shrugged. “I don’t know. Cyanide is used in fumigation and pest control, so I suppose the Widdershins Library might have some on hand to combat rodents and insects. If Patrick brought it home to take care of a rat problem in his apartment, if he was indeed drunk enough to mistake it for something else…”

He trailed off, and they walked for a few moments more, Ves turning the events of the day over in his mind. “You miss your friends,” he said at last. “The ones from the bathhouse.”

“I haven’t exactly had much time for socializing lately,” Sebastian said with a wry twist of his lips.

“I know, but…” Ves took a deep breath. “If you want to go back—to socialize—I won’t object.”

Sebastian was silent for a moment, then linked his arm with Ves’s. “You know you’re the only one for me, don’t you?”

It was hard to believe. Why would anyone pick a monstrous thing like Ves, over a beauty like Zach? Someone normal, who didn’t have to worry about being betrayed by a mirror or the skin of his back.

Of course, Irene loved Noct—but that was entirely different. Who wouldn’t choose Noct?

But maybe understanding wasn’t required. “I know,” he said. “Which is why I brought it up. I trust you.”

The trolley rattled up just as they approached the stop. “Perhaps I will go, catch up with everyone, at some point,” Sebastian said as they got in line to climb on. “But for the moment, I have far too much to occupy my time. If we don’t find the next Book before it calls out to someone, the way the Book of Breath called to poor Arthur…”

He didn’t have to finish. But as they took their seats, Ves couldn’t help but wonder if they weren’t already too late, and it was only a matter of time before the bodies began to pile up.


CHAPTER 4
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November 3, 1855

My darling Alex,

Please forgive the hasty note, but I am deeply worried by what you have said concerning the effect of the Books on you. Bad enough when they were confined only to your dreams, but to hear they now trouble your waking thoughts following the Binding of the Book of Bone fills me with trepidation.

This cannot continue, my love. Though I agree with your reasons for keeping Thomas from this, I stand ready to share your burden. My hair isn’t yet long enough to make into cord for the Binding, but there are other substances we can use. By God, I swear to you I will cut off my own finger and fashion a needle of bone from it, if that will suffice for the magic.

Please reconsider this course. You cannot ask me to stand by, loving you, and not lift a hand to ease your suffering.

Yours faithfully,

Nathaniel

Sebastian stared at the letter in his hand, its fine paper yet unmarred by age. The twin sets of scars on his left forearm seemed to ache, though likely that was only his mind playing tricks after reading Ladysmith’s words.

Irene looked up from where she sat among the mountain of Ladysmith’s correspondence. His office was cramped at the best of times, having an odd rhomboid shape thanks to Dromgoole’s architecture; with the addition of the boxes of letters and floor plans, it barely fit the two of them. “Have you found something?”

“Nothing that helps with our search, but at least relevant to the Books.” He passed the letter to her, and she read, her black brows drawing down lower with every word.

“Sebastian…” she began when she was done.

He held up a hand. “Before you ask, no, I’m not hearing voices in my head the way Alexander Dromgoole did. And note as well, there’s still no mention of any strange powers associated with the Binding of Dromgoole.”

“Even so, I’m concerned.”

“I’m less so with every letter we find.” When she gave him a puzzled look, he elaborated. “I don’t know their reasons for choosing Dromgoole over Great-uncle Thomas, but I believe more than ever that they made a mistake. Given the Books are…well, our relatives.”

Not that he liked to think of them as such. The Books had been created from the bodies of the four remaining Hollowell siblings—his great-great aunts and uncles on his mother’s side. They’d come to Widdershins seeking some way to resurrect their dead brother Gregorio, the supposed vampire who Sebastian was directly descended from.

Instead, something else had happened—what, he didn’t know—and the four siblings had been murdered beneath the light of Halley’s Comet, their bodies taken apart and made into the Books, to which their essences were Bound. Who had done it was unclear, though Sebastian suspected it had been the hand of Lydia, his great-grandmother.

The very thought made him shudder. He couldn’t imagine doing such a thing to anyone, let alone his own kin.

“They were your ancestors, but they were necromancers,” Irene replied. “And believe me, blood has never stopped people from inflicting horrors on one another, if they felt justified.” Her full mouth twisted unhappily. “I know that all too well.”

The Endicotts had fought one another, before the winning side settled in Widdershins. He didn’t know the details, other than there had been some extremely dark sorcery involved, and that Irene had lost both her parents in the conflict.

“You’re right, of course. But you know this sort of thing—blood relations—matters when it comes to magic.” His chair creaked when he sat back in it.

“It does.” Her expression eased into something more thoughtful. “Blood is power. Some of us—my family, that is—have tried to do a scholarly study of the history of sorcery. They speculate that the very first spells centered around the spilling of blood. But whose blood—that of kin or that of outsider? One is more ritually potent than the other.”

Sebastian shifted uncomfortably. He’d grown up in Widdershins, but his knowledge of sorcery was that of an amateur at best. “I’m sure it is. Which is why in this case, I think the magic favors someone in the family.”

“I don’t disagree.” Irene passed the letter back to him. “Are you going to show this to Ves?”

“No. It would only worry him for no reason.” He caught her gaze. “I’d prefer you didn’t mention it to Noct, either.”

She snorted. “Trust me, we have better things to do than talk about you, Sebastian.”

“I would certainly hope so, given you’ve never struck me as one who lacks imagination.”

A flush darkened her brown cheeks, and she threw a pencil in his direction. But she couldn’t suppress her grin.

They were interrupted by a knock at the door; before Sebastian could reply, it opened, and Mortimer stuck in his head. “I have a message for you, Sebastian.”

Sebastian frowned. “From whom?”

“Don’t ask me; I’m not your telegraph boy.” Mortimer thrust a piece of paper at him.

“How are you doing, Mortimer?” Irene asked in a quieter voice than she usually used.

Sebastian wished he could sink through the floor and give them privacy—though perhaps that was the last thing Irene wanted.

“Well, let’s see,” he said, leaning against the door frame. “I’ve had to leave my home and move into a rather shabby boarding house. I no longer have an auto, so I take the trolley to work, and I find myself counting pennies at the grocers. How are you, Irene?”

“Good lord, none of that is her fault,” Sebastian said crossly. “If you want to blame someone, blame your wretched family. Or mine, if it makes you feel better.”

“I do blame you, Sebastian, thank you very much.”

Irene scowled. “Mortimer—”

“Oh no,” Sebastian interrupted, “I’m weeping for poor Mortimer, who has to live like the rest of us plebeians.”

“Quite,” Mortimer replied, unperturbed. “You wouldn’t understand, of course.” Before Sebastian could think of a reply, he gestured at the chaos of paperwork in front of them. “At least tell me you’ve found another of these damnable Books.”

“Not yet,” Irene said. “If you’d like to lend a hand…?”

“Alas, I’m bound to the front desk for today.” Mortimer straightened his cuffs. “Which I should return to, now that I’m done playing messenger boy.”

He left without a good-bye, shutting the door behind him. “What an ass,” Sebastian remarked.

Irene sighed. “This has all been very hard on him. His family turned on him, cast him out.”

“And mine turned out to be evil,” Sebastian said. “So forgive me if I’m not more sympathetic.”

“Honestly.” Irene’s voice hardened, and she fixed a stern look on him. “Your dead ancestors were evil—so? Has your sister cast you out of her house? Have your nieces and nephews learned to call you traitor?”

Her words caught Sebastian off guard. “No, but…that is, Mortimer has always had everything handed to him…”

“By his family, who now hate him.” Irene shook her head. “He’s not handling it well, and he shouldn’t lash out, but try and consider his position. What if your sister wanted the power the Books of the Bound offer, and hated you for not giving it to her? What if your mother still lived, and spat on you for doing the right thing instead of obeying her dictates?”

Sebastian’s heart sank. To not be able to see any of the children again, to have Bonnie turn on him…

“You’re right,” he said at last. “I assumed Mortimer would land on his feet…but he has feelings just like anyone else. I’ll try to be a better friend from now on.”

Irene’s expression softened. “I’d appreciate it. I’m not exactly in the position to give him comfort right now.”

“True enough.” Sebastian recalled the paper still clutched in his hand and unfolded it. “Let’s see what he brought.”

The brief message was scrawled in a shaky, unfamiliar hand, but the contents made Sebastian’s breath catch in his throat.

Sebastian,

Terrible news. I didn’t want you to miss it, as I don’t know when I’ll see you again.

Zach is dead. Apparently he took cyanide last night, just like poor Patrick.

Sincerely,

Bruce Hopkins
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“Can it be a coincidence?” Sebastian asked that evening.

He sat beside Ves on their bed, the message lying between them on the coverlet. The sound of children’s laughter filtered up from downstairs, accompanied by Jeremy’s deeper chuckle. The open windows let in a soft breeze, accompanied by the salty scent of the nearby ocean.

Ves hesitated before answering. There were so many places his isolated upbringing hadn’t taught him to tread, so many things about ordinary life he was still learning. “He seemed very upset about Patrick’s passing,” he settled on at last. “So no, I don’t think it a coincidence.”

“You think he took his own life, then?”

“I have no idea,” Ves answered honestly. “Is…is that a common thing? To mimic the death of a friend? I’ve never encountered it, that I know of, but…” he trailed off.

Sebastian’s hazel eyes shone with unshed tears behind his glasses. “It could happen. If he was unhappy enough…but he was so sure Patrick died by accident. Why would he then turn to suicide, using the same means as Patrick ?”

One thing Ves had learned in his time away from the cult. “People do strange things. That is, I’m certain there was a reason in his mind, but that doesn’t mean we’ll ever guess what it might have been.”

“Perhaps.” Sebastian laced his hands together and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “This doesn’t sit well with me, Ves. It feels wrong. Suspicious, even.”

Ves’s attention sharpened. “Do you think it has something to do with the Books?”

“No, nothing like that. Only that if someone wanted to do away with Zach for some reason, this would have been the perfect opportunity. Everyone would think it was despair over Patrick’s death that drove him to it.”

“Surely this is a matter for the police, then.”

Sebastian stood up, paced across the room, then paced back. “They wouldn’t know the connection, unless Zach and Patrick also socialized in the course of ordinary life. The very nature of a bathhouse requires discretion. Some of the men who frequent the Olympian return home to wives and children, who know nothing of their proclivities.”

Ves didn’t like the idea of such dishonesty…but if there had been a way to hide the truth about himself from a lover, wouldn’t he have at least considered it? “I see. What do you mean to do, then?”

“I just want to ask around.” Sebastian rubbed the sleeve of his shirt, above the scars on his forearm. “Or have a peek into his apartment, before it’s cleared out.”

Ves glanced at the window. The sun would still be up for another hour, before night took the streets once again. “No time like the present, then.”
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Sebastian used the payphone at a nearby drug store to place a discrete call to the Olympian Baths. Fortunately, Bruce was there, and able to provide him with Zach’s address.

The sun had set by the time they arrived at the apartment building near Widdershins University. The apartments on Scholars Lane were traditionally given over to student housing; according to Bruce, Zach had been studying for an advanced degree in metaphysics.

The street itself was still lively, with students laughing, running, and singing. The local bar, conveniently set halfway down the lane, was doing a brisk business, with its young patrons spilling out onto the sidewalk and blocking traffic. Cheap restaurants occupied many of the ground floors of the apartment buildings, and the aromas of garlic and chilis competed with boiling cabbage and fish.

“This takes me back,” Sebastian said wistfully. “I lived at home when I was a student, of course—we didn’t have the money to squander on an apartment. But I’d come here with friends after classes were done for the day. We’d go up to the roof of whatever apartment building they lived in and argue about the meaning of life, while drinking wine and watching the stars go ‘round.”

Ves’s dark eyes darted nervously toward a group whose laughter rang out sudden and startlingly loud. “I’d prefer a few less people about.”

“Don’t worry.” Sebastian steered him toward a narrow slot between buildings. “The only people who use the back alleys this time of night are either throwing up their drink, or having a quick round of anonymous sex. Either way, they’ll be too engaged in their own business to pay any attention to us.”

“Wonderful,” Ves muttered.

As predicted, the alley paralleling Scholars Lane was largely deserted. The air reeked of garbage, mingled with vomit and piss. Sebastian covered his nose with the back of his wrist. Gods above, had he actually been drunk enough in those student days to suck off men here? Thank heavens for age.

Ves wrinkled his nose but made no comment on the stench. “Here,” he said, stopping beneath a fire escape. He stripped off his coat and handed it to Sebastian, before letting his tentacles burst free.

Sebastian pressed himself against Ves’s strong back, wrapping his arms around the broad chest. A thrill went through him as the two lowest, smallest tentacles wound around him in turn, holding him securely.

“Are you ready?” Ves asked.

“Yes.”

The muscles beneath Sebastian’s arms flexed—then they were moving upwards, so fast and sure that they might have been flying. Ves scaled the outside of the fire escape with ease, flashing past any lit windows too quickly for more than a glimpse, should anyone happen to be looking out. Seconds later, they stopped, hanging just out of sight of the open window meant to let light into the uppermost hall. Ves peered inside, then said, “No one is there. Let go of me, and I’ll help you inside.”

Careful not to look down at the ground far below, Sebastian let go of Ves, even as two more tentacles wrapped around him. For a moment, he hung suspended in the air, cradled only by Ves’s inhuman strength, and a flash of heat went straight to his groin, stiffening him instantly. God, what would it be like to be cradled in midair, helpless, while Ves fucked him?

He shoved aside the rather distracting thought as Ves brought him to the window. Sebastian gripped the sill, clambering easily through. A moment later, Ves was in beside him.

The hallway was dim, lit only by a single electric bulb. Stains spotted the wallpaper, which looked as though it had been hung forty years ago and never replaced. Various gouges scarred the wooden floor, testament to the moving of furniture, and the air smelled of unwashed socks. Barks of laughter and snatches of good-natured arguments sounded from behind the doors lining the hall.

“Zach’s apartment is at the front,” Sebastian whispered, though he doubted he needed to bother. Unless they made quite a commotion, they were unlikely to attract the attention of any of the students absorbed in their own dramas.

Ves put on his coat as they walked, tentacles tucked away and eyes once again brown. When he reached for the doorknob on apartment 4C, Sebastian stopped him.

“I’ll pick it,” he said. “Breaking it would be faster, but the landlord won’t bother to replace it before the next tenant moves in, and I’d hate to be responsible for someone getting robbed.”

Predictably, the lock was cheap; Sebastian could practically have picked it in his sleep. Once it was open, they slipped into the apartment and shut the door behind them.

The open curtains allowed light to filter in from the street below. Not enough, though. “I need my flashlight.”

Ves moved to the windows and drew the curtains; unlike Sebastian, he saw perfectly well in the dark. Once he was finished, Sebastian took his flashlight out of his pocket and switched it on.

All the heat of the summer day had collected here on the uppermost floor, making the apartment stuffy and still. Sweat slicked Sebastian’s skin within moments, but drawing the curtains had been risk enough; opening a window might attract unwanted attention.

The narrow beam of the flashlight revealed a rather shabby sitting room, the furniture old but serviceable. Books and papers lay scattered about on every flat surface; no one had come to empty out the room yet, it seemed. A chair lay overturned, an empty tumbler on the floor near it. The acid tint of vomit hung in the air, even though it seemed to have been wiped up at some point after Zach’s death.

As Ves began to sort through the books and papers, Sebastian found himself drawn to the chair. Zach must have knocked it over in his death throes. Cyanide was not a kind killer; he recalled reading a newspaper article some time ago about an accidental mass poisoning at an electroplating factory. Nausea, seizures, bloody froth, followed by collapse and death…one would have to be truly despairing to ingest it on purpose.

It hurt to imagine poor Zach, whom he’d last seen standing in the warm sun, sad but alive, suffering such a terrible death. Those beautiful lips gone blue, the lovely features twisted in agony…

He swallowed hard and tore his gaze from the overturned chair. There was only the empty tumbler remaining to mark Zach’s fate, any bottle of alcohol no doubt taken away by the police for testing. Could there be a mad poisoner tainting bottles of whiskey? He’d heard cyanide smelled strongly of almonds, though; wouldn’t Patrick or Zach have noticed while pouring their drink, if that was the case?

Maybe there was no crime here. Perhaps he simply didn’t want to believe two young men he knew had suffered so that even the agony of poison seemed a better choice.

“All of this seems to be schoolwork,” Ves said, straightening the books and papers. “We should check the bedroom, though, just in case there’s something to be found there.”

“I’ll do it.”

As Sebastian turned away from the chair, the beam of his flashlight caught on something white in the corner. He frowned and redirected the light. “What the devil…?”

A small pile of animal bones lay in the corner. Mouse, perhaps, or a rat? Maybe this had all been an accident, and Zach had been using the cyanide to kill an infestation?

But no—the bones were clean and white, with no shred of fur or tendon remaining. They weren’t from a creature that had just died in the corner.

Sebastian knelt beside them and extended his left hand.

There was a sharp tug on his forearm, as though someone pulled on thread laced through his flesh. He let out a startled cry and nearly dropped the flashlight.

Ves was there in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

Sebastian’s heart beat rabbit-fast. “Look here.”

Ves crouched by him and began to sort through the bones. “These are from more than one animal. What are they doing…oh.”

The flashlight gleamed on a tiny glass vial, which had been previously hidden by the pile. A small stopper lay nearby.

Ves carefully picked up the vial. A few white crystals, like sugar, clung to the bottom. He took a careful sniff, then pulled back with a grimace.

“It smells like bitter almonds,” he said. “I’m not certain what’s happening here, but I’d be willing to bet the fatal dose of cyanide came from this vial.”

Sebastian’s hand shook as he picked up the lone tiny skull in the pile. The brown buckteeth of a rodent identified it as a mouse. Under his skin, the pull was still there, but muted and fading now.

“My Binding scars are reacting,” he said, striving to remain calm. “I was wrong, earlier—the Books are involved in Zach’s death, and probably Patrick’s as well. Going by the obvious clues, I’d say someone has found the Book of Bone.”


CHAPTER 5
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The next morning, Ves, Sebastian, Irene, Noct, and Mortimer gathered in the sword room in the library. The bust of Paracelsus still sat with its face turned toward the wall.

“This is very concerning,” Irene said when Sebastian had related their findings from the night before.

Mortimer snorted. “I suppose that’s one way of putting it. So what, Sebastian, these bones carried poison into the rooms of these dead men, tipped it into their drink while they weren’t looking, and then died in the corner?”

“They were already dead,” Ves said. He sat with his arms folded, eying the cloth bag Sebastian had stored the bones in.

“You know what I mean,” Mortimer said impatiently.

“But you don’t know what I mean.” Ves looked across the table to Noct, met his brother’s clear blue eyes. “Touch them.”

Noct frowned, but did as Ves asked, opening the bag and dipping a tentacle inside. A moment later, he shoved it away. “They feel…unnatural.”

Irene looked intrigued. “What do you mean?”

“And compared to what?” Mortimer asked. “This is Widdershins; ‘unnatural’ is an accusation regularly hurled at us by our parochial neighbors.”

Noct glanced at Ves, as if asking him if he wished to answer. Ves gave a tiny shake of his head; Noct had always been the more eloquent of them. He’d been raised to be a king, after all, and Ves merely a soldier.

“The world is a strange place, but above all else, it is alive,” Noct said after a thoughtful moment. “Nothing remains still for long. We all die, yes, but our bodies feed the earth, the animals, the plants. The coal that powers engines, electrical plants, all of it, is made from things that perished an unknowable amount of time ago. There is a natural cycle, inescapable even though the art of the embalmer might slow it to a crawl.”

He pointed distastefully to the bag. “There is no…hmm. No life in these bones. No microscopic things living within them, no sense of change.” He shook his head. “I don’t know if I’m explaining it well, or even if I can explain it to anyone who isn’t, well, one of us.”

“A Dark Young,” Sebastian clarified.

“Yes. Our progenitor is a god of exuberant creation—but to have creation, you must have destruction as well. The rabbit must die so the owl can live. The owl’s body must decay into the forest floor so that the fungus can bloom, the tree thrive.” He shook his head. “These bones have been removed from the cycle. Eaten by a greedy magic that covets stagnation above all else.”

Irene made a face. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“I think we should burn them,” Ves said. “Assuming they can burn.”

“Only one way to find out.” Sebastian swept the bag up. “The taxidermy shop has a small incinerator to dispose of offal and such. I’m certain they won’t object to adding this to the pile.”

“The most urgent question before us is: how do we find the Book?” Ves sat forward in his chair, lacing his fingers together on the table. “Someone is using it to do murder, and I doubt they’re going to stop any time soon.”

“I’d hoped to find clues in the letters, or the architectural drawings, but nothing so far.” Sebastian slumped unhappily. “At this juncture, maybe the only thing to do is make a list of all the buildings Dromgoole designed during the 1850s and visit them one at a time.” He touched his left forearm absently. “If I can get inside, get close enough, maybe I can sense the presence of the final two Books.”

“It’s better than nothing,” Irene agreed. “I’ll help you with that.”

“Patrick and Zach’s neighbors might have noticed something,” Ves said. “Or at least, known if they had any frequent visitors. I can ask around.”

Sebastian looked torn. “They might not want to answer, or be truthful. If I were with you—”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Ves cut him off.

A chill ran down his spine. Thanks to the Book of Breath, Sebastian could magically compel others to tell him the truth against their will. The ability had proved useful, but Ves didn’t trust it. Nothing that came from the Books could be beneficial in the long run, he felt certain of that. The fact that Sebastian was so willing, even eager, to use their power…

“If you’re sure.” Sebastian glanced around the table. “All right, if that’s—”

Someone knocked lightly on the door. “Come in,” Sebastian called.

Amelia Cohen poked her head in. “There’s someone here to see you, Vesper, Sebastian.” Her mouth tightened. “He said he’s with the School of Night.”
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“I didn’t ask for an audience,” the man said a short time later.

Sebastian stared at him from across the table. Their visitor had been escorted under guard by Ves and several other librarians to one of the outer reading rooms, which had been quickly cleared of users by Mr. Quinn. The sword room would have been more discreet, but none of them intended to allow a member of the School of Night that deep into the labyrinth.

Mr. Quinn sat at the head of the table, his thin fingers steepled together. Everyone else had left the room except for Ves, though a contingent of librarians, including Irene and Noct, waited just outside.

“You have entered my domain of your own free will,” Mr. Quinn said, fixing his unblinking gaze on the man. “I would be remiss not to attend.”

For the first time, their visitor looked unsettled. He was an older fellow, probably in his seventies if he was a day, his hair and full beard both gone white. His black suit had clearly been tailored to his withered frame, and he leaned on an ebony cane with an ivory head. Sebastian suspected the cane doubled as a sorcerer’s wand, and kept a close eye on the man’s hands as he propped it against the table beside him.

“I see.” The man didn’t seem happy, but probably realized further objections were pointless. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am the Provost of the School of Night.”

“And your name?” Sebastian prodded.

“Names can be a precious commodity, Mr. Rath.” The wrinkles around the Provost’s lips creased when he smiled.

Ves leaned back in his chair, arms folded over his chest. “There’s no point to this; he’ll only speak in riddles. We should throw him out—or into the river.”

The Provost tutted. “Now that’s a very rude thing to say, young man. I’ve come here in good faith.”

“Your colleagues have tried to kill us,” Sebastian pointed out. “Let’s not pretend the School of Night has any goodwill when it comes to the library. You want the Books, and mean to go through us to have them.”

“As in turn you mean to go through us, in order to possess them,” the Provost replied calmly. “Truly, I am sorry for our enmity. I would much have preferred to work with you, as the Professor did with Mr. Rune and his brother.”

“You mean lie and trick us like he did?” Ves shot back.

The Provost actually looked a bit abashed. “No, not quite. Mr. Fagerlie misjudged you. As for the Dean, I expected more from her—but she was never particularly subtle. Both of them made the error of seeing the monster, not the man. Which is why I have come here to oversee negotiations. Relying on underlings was a mistake; I should have taken the task in hand from the start.”

Mr. Quinn’s silvery eyes glittered. “Negotiations?”

“You have something I want; in return, I mean to offer you valuable information.” The Provost’s dark eyes met Sebastian’s. “My researchers have recently learned of your connection to the Books of the Bound.”

“Recently, you say?” Sebastian’s voice trembled, and he silently cursed himself. “Because I’ve recently learned that someone else knew all along. She was responsible for my mother’s death.” He held the Provost’s gaze. “As far as I can tell, you lot are the only ones looking for the Books. Tell me: was it one of yours who killed her?”

He thought he caught a flash of surprise, though it was gone so quickly he might have imagined it. “I would need to speak to the Chancellor to answer such a question,” the Provost replied carefully. “But that would be a separate negotiation altogether—she doesn’t give information away for free.”

She. Anger flooded his veins—of course it had been the School of Night. Mother must have been their only lead on the Books at the time, and when the Book of Flesh vanished with her death, it set them back by years.

“What are you here to negotiate, then?” Mr. Quinn asked.

“Have you heard of the Scholomance?” the Provost said, but the question was directed at Sebastian rather than the head librarian.

The question felt like a trap. “No,” Sebastian said, “though I’m certain our library can inform me.”

The Provost let out a soft chuckle. “I’m sure your head librarian appreciates your loyalty, but even he must admit this library doesn’t contain every answer. I will tell you all about the Scholomance, in exchange for Mr. Fagerlie’s head.”

The offer caught him off guard. “No. I don’t give a fig for this Scholomance. Tell me the name of the woman who killed my mother. Was it this Chancellor of yours?”

“That isn’t the trade I’m offering.” The Provost turned his hand over, palm-up. “I will exchange information about the Scholomance for my friend’s head.”

“No,” Mr. Quinn said simply.

Sebastian bit back an objection. The Provost frowned and looked at him.

“It will give you some insight into Gregorio,” he said. “Don’t you want to know about your ancestor?”

“I am head librarian,” Mr. Quinn cut in, a touch of frost in his words. “It is my place to make these ‘negotiations’ with your group.”

Undaunted, the Provost said, “The head isn’t property of your library.”

“Then it’s mine,” Ves said. “And I’ll be damned if I hand it over to you. I don’t know what foul purpose you want it for, but you’re not getting it.”

“He was a member of the School,” the Provost snapped. “A colleague—a friend, even. Your foul mother desecrated his body for her own pleasure. I only wish to reunite it with the rest of his remains so he can receive a proper burial, nothing more.”

Sebastian swallowed, his throat dry. “Go to hell.”

“You have no reason not to aid me in this, and much to gain,” the Provost said. “Why are you being so stubborn?”

“Because the dead are not silent.” Mr. Quinn’s unblinking eyes shone silver in the light. “The bones remember, long after living memory has faded.”

The Provost closed his eyes, as if pained, then opened them again. “I don’t wish to perform necromancy on Edward. He was my friend. They say Widdershins is full of monsters pretending to be men, but I didn’t truly believe it until now.” He rose to his feet, leaning on his cane for support. “Even opposing armies allow the other side to collect their dead for honorable burial.”

He took a step toward the door, then paused. “You have made an enemy today, Head Librarian. If you won’t allow me to give Edward a simple grave, then the ruins of this museum will serve as his monument.”
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Sebastian paced the bindery like a caged lion. He’d followed Ves here once the meeting with the Provost was ended, and the man escorted out under heavy guard. “Damn the School of Night,” he snarled. “Did you hear him, practically taunting me about killing my mother, making sure I knew the Chancellor was a woman when he could have phrased his reference to her a different way?”

“I heard.” Ves’s heart ached, and he wished there was something he could do to ease Sebastian’s rage and pain.

“We should have killed him on the spot and sent his head back to the Chancellor.”

Ves stood up and went to him, gently putting his hands on Sebastian’s shoulders and stopping his pacing. “You don’t mean that. He came to negotiate; we couldn’t just murder him out of hand.”

Sebastian scowled. “I suppose not.”

Perhaps it would be better for Sebastian to focus on something else. “What about this Scholomance? He intimated it has something to do with Gregorio.”

“I’ll try to find reference to it.” Sebastian’s shoulders were painfully tense beneath Ves’s hands. “Not that I think the information would be worth something.” He sighed. “Do you think he actually wanted Fagerlie’s head for a proper burial? That he’s mourning a friend?”

Ves considered for a moment, thinking. He’d assumed the Provost was lying about his true intentions, that Fagerlie had some bit of knowledge he meant to acquire for himself via necromancy. But perhaps he’d been making assumptions.

His own grandfather had shared stories of his old friends, most of whom ended up in shallow graves somewhere near their little shack in the woods when they became inconvenient. But not everyone was so cold-blooded. No society, even cults, could exist for long if they were. Perhaps the Provost was truly saddened by his friend’s death, truly horrified that Mother had abused his corpse in such a way.

“I don’t know,” he said at last. “I suppose even the most ruthless of men could care for someone.”

Sebastian sighed. “I guess it doesn’t matter. Mr. Quinn was never going to agree to the trade anyway. It’s likely useless, but I might as well follow up on the one clue he did give us. This ‘Scholomance,’ whatever it is.”

“The word sounds familiar.” Ves frowned. “Ask Noct—he might know.”

“I will.” Sebastian smoothed his vest and made for the door.

It shut firmly behind him. Ves sat back in his chair, and wished there was something more he could do to ease Sebastian’s pain.
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Sebastian found Noct in his usual place in the Limited Access Collection. “What happened?” he asked, as soon as he saw Sebastian.

Sebastian was surprised Irene hadn’t already been down to inform him. “The Provost of the School of Night paid us a visit,” he said, and briefly related the meeting. When he reached the end, Noct’s eyes lit up. “The Scholomance? Yes, I’ve heard of it; I think Grandfather mentioned it once or twice. It was—or maybe is—a school of sorcery.”

Sebastian blinked. “There are schools—actual, physical schools—for sorcerers?”

Noct shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s real or a rumor. If I recall correctly, it’s somewhere in Europe; Grandfather traveled a great deal when he was a young man, searching for knowledge.”

“I see. Do you remember anything else?”

“I don’t think he went into detail; it was simply something mentioned in passing. But let me see if I can find more here.”

Noct scanned the bookcases, each of which bore a locked iron grate to prevent easy access to the tomes within. “One moment…ah, here we are.”

He took a heavy iron key from his pocket and unlocked one of the bookcases. After removing a single book, he carefully re-locked it.

“Here,” he said, holding out the book in a coiled tentacle. “Nameless Cults, by von Junzt, published in Dusseldorf in 1839. If you’re going to find a reputable source on the Scholomance, this is it. Do you speak German?”

“I don’t, unfortunately.”

“That’s fine; I do.” Noct lay the book on the table in front of him and began to turn the pages with his human hand. “Let’s see…”

They sat silently for a time, while Noct poured through the tome. At last, he tapped at one triumphantly with a tentacle. “Here we are!” His blue, goat-shaped eyes flicked over the paragraphs. “According to von Junzt, the Scholomance was founded in Romania in medieval times. It’s underground in a cave, and teaches ten students at a time for a period of seven years. At the end of each session, the lowest-performing student is sacrificed, though the text doesn’t say to what.”

“Quite the incentive to attend to one’s studies,” Sebastian said with a shudder. “Could the School of Night be some sort of offshoot? But their titles seem more an affectation than anything else.”

“Perhaps the School draws its members from Scholomance graduates?” Noct suggested.

“I don’t know. He said it would give me some insight into Gregorio Hollowell.” Sebastian sighed. “But I don’t see how this helps anything.”

Noct closed the book. “Do you think the Provost’s intention was to help?”

“Point taken.” Sebastian’s shoulders slumped. If only they’d been able to get more information…

But Noct was right. Even if they had returned Fagerlie’s remains to him, the Provost wouldn’t give them anything truly valuable. What had Sebastian expected to learn from any of this? His great-grandfather was a horrible man, who had a link to a horrible school, and died, probably horribly. After his death, he was suspected of vampirism and dug up so his heart could be burned…

Wait. “How did he die?” Sebastian asked aloud.

Noct paused in putting the book back on its shelf. “Who?”

“Gregorio. We know he died in 1830, but not what killed him.” Sebastian’s mind raced. “Usually being dug up as a vampire meant the dead person had been taken by consumption, and it could be something as simple as that, but…”

“But you have your doubts?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” Sebastian shook his head. “Gregorio’s been dead for eighty years. Supposedly his family came to Widdershins looking for the means to resurrect him, but that clearly never happened. Hell, maybe that’s why Lydia murdered her in-laws—she didn’t want them to bring back her husband, and decided turning them into Books was a better plan.”

“We don’t know what happened to her, either, do we?” Noct asked.

“No. And again, does it really matter?” He stood up. “Thank you, Noct. It seems like this was just a dead end.”


CHAPTER 6
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The unexpected arrival of the Provost had put off their earlier plans, but at least hadn’t derailed them altogether. Once Sebastian had left for the Limited Access Collection, Ves gathered his coat and made for the main doors of the library, on his way to interview any of Patrick’s neighbors he could. As he swung open one of the doors, Mortimer called out from behind him. “Rune! Wait up. I’m coming with you.”

Startled, Ves stopped. “What? Why?”

Mortimer walked past him through the door he held open and kept going. Ves hurried after. “Because I know how to talk to people, not having been raised in a shack in the woods.”

“Because you’re so very charming,” Ves said, not bothering to hide his sarcasm.

“I can be, if I wish to.” Mortimer led the way briskly through the maze of the staff corridors, until they emerged into the grand foyer. “I may not have the standing within my family that I once did, but my name still carries weight in some quarters. Granted, most of those quarters consist of the slums.”

Which they weren’t going to, but Ves kept that to himself. Mortimer no doubt knew it already; either he was looking for something to make himself feel useful, or he genuinely thought he could help. Either way, it was always safer to travel in pairs, even for someone like himself. He’d learned that the hard way when Dr. Upton took him captive and was keen not to repeat the mistake.

“As I no longer have an automobile, we’ll have to take the trolley.” Mortimer paused just outside the main doors, where the bronze statue of a former director stood. Its walrus mustache was burnished from hands touching it for luck, and Mortimer made the gesture himself. Deciding it couldn’t hurt, Ves followed suit. The bronze felt warm from the summer sun.

They made their way to the nearby trolley stop and rode it to a tree-lined street not far from the museum. From there, they walked down the same street where Ves had originally rented a room, when he’d first come to Widdershins. It was a respectable neighborhood, though slightly shabby in places, and houses that had once been single-family dwellings were slowly giving over to boarding houses and apartments.

Patrick had lived in one such apartment. The oyster-shell walk led from the sidewalk to the door of a federal-style house, its old brick still sturdy, a fresh coat of white paint on the columns framing the entrance. A small sign in one of the windows advertised a room to let.

The door wasn’t locked, and let onto a central hall, well-lit by the sunlight streaming in through the fan-shaped window above the door. It appeared as though the house had been divided into four apartments, two on the first floor and two on the second.

“Patrick lived upstairs,” Ves said, “but we should try anyone who might be home.”

The first door they knocked at got no response, but the second resulted in the sound of shuffling feet from the other side and a call of “Just a minute!” When the door swung open, it revealed an older woman dressed in old-fashioned widow’s weeds, a black veil covering her gray hair.

“Pardon us,” Mortimer said with a surprisingly winning smile. “I’m Mortimer Waite, and this is my friend Vesper Rune. We understand that Patrick Stevens lived in the apartment above?”

“That’s right. Are you looking to rent it?”

“Ah, no, I’m afraid not,” Mortimer said apologetically. “Are you the landlady, per chance?”

“I am.” She didn’t sound happy about the fact. Had this entire building once been her home, before circumstance—perhaps the death of her husband—forced her to transform it into apartments? “Mrs. Xavier.”

“A pleasure to meet you.” Mortimer bowed over her black-gloved hand. “May I say how sorry I am for the trouble Mr. Stevens’s death put you through?”

“Kind of you.” Unbelievable as it seemed, Mortimer was clearly winning her over. “You aren’t with the police, are you?”

“No, but we are looking into the circumstances of Mr. Stevens’s demise.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “It’s possible his death wasn’t what it seemed.”

Her eyes widened. “He was murdered, then?”

“That’s what we mean to find out. Now, is there anything you can tell us about the night he died?”

“Did he have any visitors?” Ves put in.

She shot a glance at Ves. “Certainly not at that time of night. I run a strict house—all visitors must be gone by eight o’clock.”

“Perfectly reasonable,” Mortimer agreed. “Did he ever have regular visitors that you recall?”

“No, he was a quiet tenant, at least here in the house. He did have a propensity for staying out late, sometimes to the early hours, but so long as he didn’t disturb the rest of us, I didn’t care.”

“And the night he died? Was there any sort of disturbance?”

Her mouth tightened, and she looked away. “It’s as I told the police, I’d gone to sleep around ten o’clock, and I heard him scream about midnight or so. They…they said it was the death scream from cyanide poisoning.” She swallowed. “At any rate, Mr. Nash, he’s in the other upstairs apartment, ran to the door right away. He shouted for the key, but it took me a few minutes to find it, I was so upset. It was perhaps fifteen minutes after the scream when we got the door open…he was lying right there in the sitting room, stone dead.”

“And there was no one else?” Ves asked. “No one who shouldn’t have been here?”

“No—Mr. Nash would have seen anyone leaving the apartment, he was there in seconds.”

“I see. And—this may sound like an odd question—did you notice any bones?”

She stared at him blankly. “What? Bones?”

“Perhaps when you were cleaning out the apartment?” Mortimer added. “They might have been mouse bones?”

“I run a clean establishment!” She glared at him.

“Of course, I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise.” Mortimer gave her another little bow. “Is there any chance we can look at the apartment?”

“Waite you say, eh?” Mrs. Xavier pursed her lips, then nodded. “Fine, fine. Go on up; I’ve left the door unlocked so prospective tenants can take a look around without my having to go up and down the stairs five times a day. My hip can’t take it anymore.”

They took their leave of her and hastened up the stairs to the second floor. “I told you I’d be useful,” Mortimer said with a smirk.

The unlocked door opened onto a long sitting room, flanked by doors on either side. Both doors stood open, and Ves gave a quick look into each of them. One was no doubt intended to be a bedroom, though all the furniture had been removed, and the other was a narrow bath.

No furniture remained in the sitting room, either. The old floors gleamed with polish, but showed the occasional scrape or gouge from some past tenant. On the wall opposite the door was a large, brick fireplace.

“The place is spotless,” Mortimer said, lingering near the door. “We’re not going to find anything.”

Ves went to the fireplace. It had been swept free of any ashes, but likely the chimney itself hadn’t been cleaned recently. He removed his coat and folded it on the floor away from the fireplace, then reached up into the chimney with a long tentacle.

There was a ledge inside, formed by a brick sticking out farther than its cohorts. And something sat on the ledge.

A glass vial tumbled free and into the fireplace, followed by a rain of tiny bones.

“Patrick was poisoned just like Zach was,” Ves said grimly.

Mortimer made an odd sound. Confused, Ves turned and saw him standing stiffly in front of the open door. Delicate fingers wrapped around Mortimer’s neck from behind, their dagger-like nails indenting his skin.

Before Ves could react, a woman stepped to Mortimer’s side. Unlike the last time he’d seen her, she was dressed simply in a wine-colored chiffon dress, her gray-streaked black hair caught up in a soft bun. The smile on her face was familiar in its cruelty.

“Hello, son,” Lenore Rune said. “Tell me, who is your little friend here?”
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All the air seemed to congeal in Ves’s lungs. He cleared his throat and said, “Don’t move, Mortimer.”

“Mortimer, is it?” Mother used her grip on Mortimer’s neck to turn his head so she could get a look at his face. “Oh, yes, you were at that lovely costume party. I had such a wonderful time. Tell me, did they ever find…oh, what was her name? The woman I killed for her invitation.”

Physically, Mortimer was larger and stronger than Lenore, but from the frightened look on his face, Vesper knew he realized just how little that meant in a contest with a sorceress. “N-no, I don’t think so,” he answered, his voice more high-pitched than usual.

“I didn’t imagine they would.” She smiled benevolently at him, even as a trickle of blood started down his neck from beneath her fingernails.

“What are you doing here?” Ves asked, desperate to get her attention back onto himself. He was fairly certain she wouldn’t kill him, at least. “Are you following me?”

“Mm, sometimes. I have a few tricks I never taught you boys.” She strolled into the apartment, propelling Mortimer in front of her. “What are you doing here, I wonder?”

“That’s none of your business,” Ves said.

“What a rude child!” she exclaimed playfully. Wrenching Mortimer’s head around, she said, “Don’t you agree, Mortimer—can I call you Mortimer?”

“Y-yes,” he stammered.

“See? Your friend agrees with me.” She turned back to Ves. “Now, Vesper, don’t think I’m not still annoyed with you and your brother. We could have all been ruling over humanity right this very minute, if you hadn’t thrown your little temper tantrum and run away.”

As if his back didn’t bear scars she’d put there. As if he and Noct hadn’t spent their young lives terrified of her anger, her whims, her cruelty.

“But as your grandfather has pointed out so many times, that’s water under the bridge now. Once the chick has hatched, you can’t put it back in the egg.” She sighed. “So I’ve come to offer you my support for your current endeavors. To show my forgiveness.”

“I don’t need your support.” Not to mention he wouldn’t trust her within a mile of any of the Books.

“Children,” she said to Mortimer. “Always so determined to do everything on their own. Don’t you agree, Mortimer?”

He licked his lips. “Uh, yes. Of course.”

“Vesper is lucky to have a smart friend like you.” She gave him a little shake and turned back to Ves. “Did you at least like my gift?”

Every part of him longed to get away from her. But even if he didn’t have Mortimer to worry about, there was no escaping. She’d just find him again, no matter how far he went.

“The Provost of the School of Night came looking for it this morning,” he said, rather than answer directly.

“Oh gods below, those titles—the Professor, the Dean, the Provost. They’re so tediously pretentious.” She rolled her eyes. “Honestly, I regret ever using that idiot Fagerlie.”

“Why did you?” Maybe if he could keep her talking, she’d tell him something, anything, that could help. Or get bored enough to leave him alone; that would be even better. “Grandfather said you used him to bring us here. But he didn’t say why you’d want us in Widdershins.”

Her nostrils flared, and he braced for her disapproval, her anger. “Because you should have been here eight years ago.” Mortimer let out a little squeak of pain as her hand tightened on his neck, but she ignored him. “You were meant to subjugate this wretched town, slaughter its defenders, root out all those who opposed us, and hang them by their entrails. Instead, you took your brother and ran like a coward.”

She shoved Mortimer forward; he stumbled and would have fallen if Ves hadn’t caught him. “You turned your back on your destiny, Vesper. I created you for one, single purpose, and yet you failed.” She shook her head. “But I’m still your creator, yours and Noct’s. I wanted you here, and so here is where you are.”

Childhood instinct urged him to apologize, to ask for her forgiveness, but he bit it back. Instead, he said, “That’s not really an answer.”

She took out her handkerchief and began to wipe the blood from her fingernails. “It will have to be enough. Now, to prove I’m not too angry, what say I kill a few more of the School of Night for you?”

He moved to put himself between her and Mortimer. “I have a different idea. What do you know about the Scholomance?”

She looked intrigued; he’d managed to catch her interest on something other than himself and poor Mortimer. “Very little…but your grandfather would know more. And if not, some of his old contacts might still be alive and willing to talk to him. Shall I find out for you?”

“That depends on what you want in return.”

“Why, nothing at all, darling.” She smiled and stepped back into the doorway. “Think of it as another gift from your loving mother.”

Then she was gone, leaving him wondering if he’d just made a deal with the devil.


CHAPTER 7
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Sebastian sat back and rubbed aching eyes. In an attempt to narrow down the list of buildings to investigate, he and Irene had spent the last few hours staring at Dromgoole’s architectural drawings. In theory, Irene’s sorcerous education might allow her to spot the tell-tale signs of a spirit trap, and Sebastian’s knowledge of puzzle-boxes might let him see how the buildings, or parts of them, fit into a three-dimensional trap with a small space for a Book in the center.

Unfortunately, that was easier said than done.

Even in the best of circumstances, trying to create a mental image of a building he’d never set foot in was difficult, but some of the drawings hadn’t fared well with time, the lines faded or the paper discolored. Looking at them was giving him a headache.

“Anything?” Irene asked, setting down the drawing she’d been holding with an air of disgust.

He passed a stack of drawings to her. “I don’t know. In 1855, Dromgoole designed a new building at Widdershins University to house what was then the departments of astronomy and mathematics. These plans could be interpreted as creating an interlocking space around a small, central cavity.” He shrugged. “Or it might be a small error that was noticed and corrected during construction.”

She took the floor plans from him, flipping from one to the next. “No, look here—it’s actually part of the central airshaft.”

“Damn it. Never mind, then. Since Zach was a student, I thought perhaps…but Patrick wasn’t, though I suppose he might have been an alumnus.”

She put the plans aside. “So the only connection we know of between them is this bathhouse of yours.”

Unease twisted low in his belly. “I’d hate to think it might be someone from the bathhouse. It doesn’t seem possible.”

“Why is that?”

He glanced at her, but the expression on her round face was one of genuine curiosity. “Because it’s a place that requires a level of trust, I suppose. Even in Widdershins. People want to have children, so they marry in order to do so. Or to be respectable, or to climb up the social ladder.”

She winced. “I’m well aware of that.”

“So men come to the Olympian for companionship. And, ah, intimate acts. They have to trust not to be blackmailed, or have any hint of familiarity given if they should accidentally run into the fellow they were buggering the other night. These places can only survive if there’s a certain amount of discretion expected from everyone involved.”

Irene arched a brow. “And their poor wives? Where are they to find companionship?”

“I’m not saying any of this is perfect,” Sebastian said, a bit defensive. “You know how difficult all of this is—it isn’t like you particularly wanted to marry Mortimer.”

She scowled. “But I wouldn’t have married him and then committed adultery, even if Noct would have agreed to such an arrangement, which I’m sure he wouldn’t.”

He drew back sharply. “Excuse me, are you suggesting my sister’s arrangement is somehow immoral?”

“No, of course not.” Irene held up a hand. “That’s all above-board, isn’t it? Everyone involved is clear on the situation, if I understand you correctly. I’m talking about…about deception, I suppose.”

“And does your family know about Noct?”

Her mouth tightened. “That’s a totally different situation.” She glanced away, then back. “But you’re right. Thank you for clarifying things.”

He wasn’t certain if that was a good thing; the Endicotts had a fearful reputation. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

“Our days of summarily executing anyone with inhuman blood are far behind us,” she said briskly. “Or, well, eight years behind us. Certainly some of the family won’t be happy about my relationship with Noct…but Rupert is the Seeker of Truth, and his word is law, so he’s the one I need to get on my side.”

“Good luck.”

“Thank you, I may need it. It’s high time I followed Mortimer’s example, though.”

“Not a sentence I ever expected to hear.”

She shook her head, a little smile on her lips now. “He’s not so bad.”

Sebastian stretched and looked at the clock. “It’s getting late. I—”

The door swung open to reveal Ves and Mortimer. Ves looked grim, and Mortimer was shockingly pale, except for the dried blood on his neck.

Sebastian shot to his feet, vaguely aware of Irene doing the same. “Good lord, what happened?”

Ves’s dark eyes met his own. “My mother.”
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Mortimer winced as Irene applied antiseptic to the injuries on his throat. “You could be a bit more gentle!”

“I’d rather be efficient,” she replied. “The punctures aren’t deep, at least. A bit of plaster on it, and you’ll be good as new.”

“I’m a bit disturbed by how extensive the library’s medical supplies are,” Ves said.

Not this again. “We’ve already established the librarians in Boston are rank amateurs,” Sebastian pointed out, hopefully for the last time. “What would they do if something, I don’t know, got accidentally summoned from a book in the Limited Access Collection and someone was injured while stopping it?”

Ves gave him a wry look. “Strangely enough, that wasn’t much of a concern.”

“Well, it should be. A bit of preparation goes a long way.”

Noct had joined them; his eyes were troubled as he looked from Mortimer to Ves. “What did Mother want?”

“Not much, other than to terrorize us.” Ves leaned against a table and sighed. They’d retreated to the sword room, as it had more space than Sebastian’s office.

“Mission accomplished, then,” Mortimer said, wincing again under Irene’s ministrations. “She did offer to kill some more of the School of Night for us.”

“At least the bloody woman might be useful, then,” Irene muttered. “If our enemies start fighting each other, it means they’ll have less time to bother us.”

Sebastian touched Ves’s arm. “Are you all right?”

“Not really.” Ves dragged a hand over his face. “Mother is…draining.”

“She’s a psychopath,” Mortimer said. “If she turns up and murders me in my sleep, I’m haunting you for eternity.”

“Don’t be such a child.” Irene stepped back, done with her bandaging. “She barely hurt you.”

Noct looked at her solemnly. “She hurt us.”

Irene’s lips parted, then she nodded. “I’m sorry—that was a careless thing for me to say.”

“Did you find anything out about Patrick?” Sebastian asked.

“No one was with him, and he didn’t receive visitors at his apartment, so far as the landlady could tell us.” Ves reached into his pocket and pulled out a glass vial and several tiny vertebrae. “The apartment had been emptied and swept, but I did find these concealed in the chimney.”

The door swung open, and Mr. Quinn’s nieces stepped inside. “Mr. Rune,” one—he still couldn’t even begin to tell them apart—started, then stopped, eyes fixed on the bones in Ves’s hand. “Oh! What do you have there?”

“Lily and Rose have been helping me organize the Limited Access Collection,” Noct said, by way of explaining their presence.

“Yes,” said the one who hadn’t spoken, her eyes also locked on the bones. “We finished for the day. Can we touch that?”

Ves looked nonplussed. “It may have been used in dark sorcery.”

“Even better!” The other exclaimed. “Oh, please, let us hold it!”

“Not without your uncle’s permission,” Sebastian said. It seemed unlikely the bones held much magic in them—he didn’t feel so much as a tingle in his scars at the presence of the tiny things—but he wasn’t about to take the chance.

Ves’s eyes widened though. “Yes. We should ask your uncle.” He turned to Sebastian. “Do you still have the bag of bones we found at Zach’s apartment?”

Sebastian frowned, puzzled. “It’s in my desk. Why?”

“Just a hunch. Grab it and meet me in the head librarian’s office.”
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Mr. Quinn sat behind his desk, long hands folded in front of him. On the wall behind hung a bloodied dictionary in a glass case, and a human skull perched on the corner of the desk. Ves wondered who it had belonged to, and why it appeared to have been exposed to the elements for some years, but he’d never had the courage to ask.

Rose and Lily had followed Ves and Sebastian to the office, and now hovered to either side of their uncle. Ves placed the small bones from Patrick’s chimney on the desk. “We think someone has the Book of Bone and is using it to murder people,” he said. “We found bones at both locations.” He gestured for Sebastian to put the bag on the desk. “I wondered…well, I remember you consulted the knucklebones when you hired me, and earlier you told the Provost that the bones remember. I thought perhaps you’d have some insight?”

It sounded mad when he said it aloud. But Mr. Quinn’s expression lit up, and a smile touched his thin lips. “Ah, yes. The knucklebones came from my predecessor, Erasmus Barnes. He died at this very desk, you know.” He beamed at the desk in question, as though no higher honor could be bestowed upon a piece of furniture. “He’s provided a great deal of guidance to me over the years.”

Sebastian looked rather alarmed. “So you…talk to his bones?”

“I ask questions.” Mr. Quinn’s expression turned contemplative. “And then I listen. Bones have so many things to say, you know.” He glanced at the twins. “When we were children, your mother and I had a doll. Its head and hands were made from bone china, though in this case the bone in question came from a human rather than a cow. It whispered to us at night, sharing secrets.”

Ves struggled to keep his expression neutral. He and Noct hadn’t had many toys, but the idea of a doll whispering in the dark struck him as horrifying rather than the fond memory Mr. Quinn clearly considered it to be.

“Mother never tells us anything,” the twin on the right pouted.

“What happened to the doll?” the other asked.

“Alas, your grandfather burned it when he found out. He later went mad from syphilis and died in the old lunatic asylum, though, so I suppose things turned out all right in the end.” Mr. Quinn opened the bag and spilled the bones out onto the desk. “Rose, Lily, pick them up and listen carefully to what they tell you.”

They both reached for the tiny skull, but the one on the right got there first. The other huffed and scooped up a random assortment of ribs. Cradling them in their hands, they closed their eyes simultaneously and took on identical poses of concentration.

The silence stretched out. Ves shifted uneasily, a bit concerned about discovering his employer was a necromancer in the most traditional sense of the word. Mr. Quinn was odd, but he seemed harmless…though “seemed” might be the critical word.

“The mouse died underground,” said the twin on the right. “He sharpened his teeth on the bones of the dead, until the poison took him.”

“Very good, Lily,” Mr. Quinn said. “Rose?”

She pressed her lips together, a line springing up between her brows. “These bones came from three different animals. One of them nested in a human skull, safe and warm, her babies strong. She died there, was still for many years, until the human picked her up. He took apart her bones and then bound them to the others. Did as they were commanded…” she trailed off.

“What did the man look like?” Sebastian asked urgently.

Rose shook her head. “I don’t know. She didn’t have eyes to see him, after all.”

“Very good, girls. I’m proud of you.” Mr. Quinn smiled fondly at first one, then the other. “We’ll get some ice cream at the pier as a special treat.”

They squealed and hugged him. “Now run along,” he said. “I wish to speak with Mr. Rath and Mr. Rune.”

“Can we keep the bones?”

“I’m afraid not.” He held out the pouch, and they placed the pitiful remains back inside, before departing. Mr. Quinn handed the bag back to Sebastian. “I suggest burning these. They still bear traces of the magic of the Book, and we would hate to have them reporting back to their master.”

A chill went through Ves. “We’ll do it as soon as we leave.”

“Was this of any assistance to you, gentlemen?” Mr. Quinn’s silvery eyes went from one of them to the other.

“I suppose?” Ves began uncertainly, but Sebastian gave a firm nod.

“It was,” he said. “I think I know who has the Book.”
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Sebastian strode to his office, a mixture of cautious hope and concern blooming in his chest with every step. Irene sat inside, staring grumpily at the plans of the university building.

“Put those aside for now,” Sebastian said. “And help me find the plans for the Denizens Benevolent Society Mausoleum.”

“Denizens?” Ves asked from the doorway.

“Denizens of the Sea, I believe.” Sebastian began to quickly rifle through a stack of drawings. “They were a small cult during the nineteenth century; we have some of their writings in the archive. I believe they folded into the Eyes of Nodens sometime in the 1880s.”

“I can’t say I’ve ever heard of them, either.”

“They were popular among certain sea-faring families. Gone now, so we don’t have to worry about them, at least.”

“Here.” Irene thrust a small sheaf of drawings toward him.

Sebastian shoved the papers on the desk haphazardly aside, then spread out the architectural plans. The monument resembled a miniature Gothic cathedral, its walls pierced by drawer-like openings.

“This must be it,” he said, heart beating quicker. “The bones said the mice they belonged to chewed on the dead and nested in a skull. This is the only tomb Dromgoole designed. The bodies were placed in the compartments here; once there was no more room, the older interments were removed and the bones laid to rest in this chamber beneath it.” He pointed at the drawing. “That must be where the book was kept.”

Irene frowned uncertainly. “I don’t know, Sebastian. It doesn’t look like a spirit trap.”

“Perhaps it depends on the land, or the other tombs, around it. I don’t know, but it’s got to be here.” He looked up and met Ves’s gaze. “Remember what Bruce said, the day in the park? The new Lester heir frequents the Olympian. He was with Patrick the night he died; perhaps he’d had a…connection…with Zach as well at some point.”

Ves’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“Why would he want to kill them, though?” Irene asked.

“How should I know? I’ve never even met him.” Sebastian shrugged. “Some quarrel, perhaps. Does it even matter, so long as we get the Book from him?”

“I suppose not,” she said doubtfully. “How do you propose doing so?”

Sebastian paced from one side of the small office to the other and back. “He wouldn’t just leave it trapped in the mausoleum once he found it. I imagine he’d want to keep it close at hand, either in the family home or in the mortuary next door.”

“So we need to get inside,” Ves said.

“Yes, and I have a way to do it.” Sebastian stopped his pacing. “We’re finally going to get some use out of Mr. Fagerlie’s head.”


CHAPTER 8
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“Are you certain they won’t find it strange that we’re turning up with just a head?” Ves asked dubiously. “Surely they’ll ask questions. Or call the police.”

It was the next day, and Ves and Sebastian sat in the backseat of Irene’s car while she drove them to the mortuary out on Cemetery Road. Initially, Sebastian had suggested taking the trolley, but Ves flatly refused to take a decapitated head on public transportation.

Sebastian waved a hand, dismissing his concerns. “We’ll tell them the truth, of course.”

“That my mother cut off his head and sent it as a present?” Not only would the police be called, but possibly a doctor from the closest lunatic asylum.

Sebastian nodded. “Exactly.”

“Just don’t mention the Books,” Irene added from the front.

“I wasn’t going to,” Ves replied. “Besides, aren’t you coming in with us?”

“Yes, but it’s not my head.”

“Lord of the Forest help me,” Ves muttered.

While they distracted the Lesters, Sebastian was to slip away and wander the building until his scars reacted to the Book’s presence. The plan struck Ves as half-baked at best, and outright dangerous at worst.

“It’ll be fine,” Sebastian reassured him, taking his hand. “You’ll see.”

The auto slowed in front of a pair of buildings. One of them had clearly been built in colonial times and added onto throughout the generations, until it sprawled across a lot bounded with low hedges. The other was smaller and of later, Gothic Revival design, with steeply pitched gables, pointed windows, and decorative tracery in abundance. The hearse they’d seen at Patrick’s funeral sat out front, Lester Funerary Services in gold on its side.

Irene pulled in. “Let’s hope the book is here, and not in the main house.”

Or that the police weren’t called on them, but Ves kept that thought to himself.

He carried the box to the front door, which opened even before they reached the porch. A tall, thin man with a mournful face and black suit waited for them to approach, then said, “Good morning. I am Mr. Dlask. How may we help you in the hour of your need?”

The man’s phrasing struck Ves as almost ritualistic, and he was suddenly very glad they weren’t there for a more traditional service.

“We’ve come with a bit of a delicate matter,” Sebastian said. “I was wondering if Mr. Lester might be in?”

Mr. Dlask bowed slightly and withdrew, his footsteps so smooth he almost seemed to glide. “Of course, sir. Right this way.”

He led them to a somberly furnished parlor. “Would you care for some coffee while you wait?”

“No, thank you,” Ves answered for the group.

“Make yourselves comfortable; Mr. Lester will be with you shortly.” He withdrew, shutting the door behind him.

They waited a few moments, then Sebastian eased open the door and stuck out his head. “No one in sight. I’m going to look around—if I spot anyone, I’ll just ask directions to the bathroom to throw them off.”

“Please be careful,” Ves said, wishing he could go instead. But Sebastian was the one who could sense the Books.

Sebastian only nodded and slipped out. Ves sat down awkwardly on one of the overstuffed chairs. Irene wandered through the room, studying the paintings on the walls, all of which seemed to feature the same man in clothing from different periods of history.

Within a few minutes, the door swung open, admitting a young man of perhaps twenty years. He dressed in a black suit, his black hair slicked back from his face. Though his skin was almost unhealthily pale, his lips were very red, like a drop of blood on snow. “Good morning. I’m Llewellyn Lester. How may I help you?”

Ves took a deep breath. “My name is Vesper Rune, and this is Irene Endicott.”

“We’re librarians from the Ladysmith Museum,” Irene added, though that wasn’t strictly true in Ves’s case.

“I see. And of course I’m already familiar with the Endicott name,” Mr. Lester added with a respectful nod. “How may I help you in the hour of your need?”

Ves suppressed a shudder. He stood up and held out the hatbox awkwardly. “We, ah, we have a head.”
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Sebastian walked quickly to the nearest stairwell and ascended to the second story. At the Waite house, his scars had begun to react within ten to fifteen feet of the Book of Flesh. Now that he had double the scars, hopefully he could sense the Books at an even greater distance.

And if not, that should still be enough to rule out most of the building without actually having to search every room.

The second story seemed given over to offices, most of which were empty. The scent of lilies hung in the dimly lit halls; black curtains hung over most of the windows, blocking out the summer sun. The place should have been broiling, without so much as a breeze admitted inside, but instead it bordered on frigid, and Sebastian found himself wishing for a heavier coat.

The only other person he saw was a young woman, standing with her back to the door as she sorted through something in a cabinet. As he sneaked past, he glimpsed what appeared to be ledgers inside.

His Binding scars remained quiescent, without so much as a tingle or itch. God, if the Book was hidden in the main house, they’d have to break in at night and pray not to be caught.

He returned to the ground floor. A large room near the back displayed the various caskets and urns available, the polished wood shining even in the dimness. Some stood open to show the various silk or satin linings meant to cushion the sleeping dead. Bunches of lilies perfumed the air, and a small sign advised that the floral arrangements were provided by the Widdershins Flower Company.

The Book wouldn’t be hidden here, in the public areas where anyone might stumble over it. There was likely a basement, if he could just find the stairs.

Footsteps sounded in the hall just outside.

Sebastian’s heart sped. He might be able to explain his presence here, say he’d come to view the caskets to plan for the future or something, but whoever was coming wouldn’t just leave him here alone. They’d explain the various features, or hover around in case he had any questions. He’d never get away from them.

Only one thing for it.

Trying not to give himself time to think, Sebastian lifted the lid of the nearest casket and slipped inside.

Thank God the hinges were well-oiled; it opened and closed soundlessly. And not an instant too soon, as the footsteps came into the room.

Sebastian lay in the darkness of the casket, struggling to control his breathing. The lid was too close, the sides pressing in. A mad thought popped into his mind, that he’d somehow climbed into a casket headed for burial, that he wouldn’t be able to get it open again and would be taken to the cemetery, the outside world unable to hear as he screamed and begged for release.

It was beyond irrational; this was a sales floor, for heaven’s sake. But he couldn’t shake it.

Holding his breath, he cracked the lid the merest sliver, just enough to let light inside, and peered out.

Mr. Dlask walked slowly through the room, pausing to flick away dust here and there. Seeming happy with the state of things, he turned toward the doorway…then stopped.

Sebastian didn’t dare close the lid, lest the tiny movement catch the man’s eye. Mr. Dlask cocked his head, then…sniffed.

His heart stuttered. Was Mr. Dlask smelling for him?

A slight frown crossed Mr. Dlask’s face. Then, he seemed to decide that all was well, because he left the room, footsteps fading down the hall within seconds.

Sebastian flung open the casket and scrambled out, nearly pitching to his knees. He drew in great, heaving gasps of air, one hand pressed to his chest.

He couldn’t waste any more time. He’d almost been caught once, and surely Irene and Ves could only delay Mr. Lester for so long. He needed to find the stairs to the basement, now.

Fortunately, they proved to be around the next corner, tucked away at the back of the house, where the clients wouldn’t see them. Sebastian hesitated at the top of the stairwell; he’d have a hard time explaining his presence down here. Though not as hard as explaining why he’d been lying in a casket, if Dlask had caught him.

There was nothing for it, though. Two men were dead already; they had to get the Book. Holding his breath, he started down the steps.

The room at the bottom was a disconcerting mix of the old and the modern. Steel tables gleamed beneath electric lights; thankfully, none of them hosted bodies. Equipment he assumed used in the embalming process surrounded the tables. One wall was lined with steel refrigeration units. Oddly, the air smelled not of formaldehyde but rather of some strange spice or incense.

The room itself was made of ancient brick that looked far older than the rest of the house. The vaulted ceiling almost gave the chamber the aura of a church or other holy place. A series of low tunnels pierced the walls, leading away into darkness.

Sebastian’s heart thumped against his ribs. God, how long were the tunnels, and where did they lead? Did any of them run to the nearby cemetery, burrowing beneath its hill?

What the devil were the Lesters doing down here?

Something moved in the shadows of the nearest tunnel.
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Llewellyn Lester didn’t so much as blink. “I see. Just the head, then?”

Ves swallowed nervously. “Yes.”

“It belongs to a sorcerer,” Irene explained. “Due to circumstances I’d prefer not to detail, we found ourselves in possession of his head. We weren’t certain what to do with it, until someone suggested we bring it here.”

Mr. Lester smiled unexpectedly. It transformed his features, lent him an air of danger, and Ves noticed an almost feral gleam in his black eyes. It was the sort of look that would attract a certain kind of lover, one who wanted a bit of risk. Likely it made him very popular with some men at the bathhouse.

Patrick had apparently found it seductive. Perhaps Zach had as well.

“They were quite right to do so,” Mr. Lester said. “The head of a sorcerer…well, I’m certain Miss Endicott is aware that magic can linger in the things it touches. Even if he used a wand to channel his arcane power, there may have been some…contamination, as it were.”

“Really?” Ves asked. “I wasn’t aware of such a thing.”

“Oh yes.” Mr. Lester nodded sagely. “You’d be amazed at what leaves its mark on the body.”

“You can help us, then?” Irene asked. “Discreetly, of course.”

He drew himself up. “Please, Miss Endicott, there’s no need for that. This establishment has been the soul of discretion for generations.”

“No offense intended,” Ves said hurriedly.

“None taken—I understand the Endicotts are newcomers to this fair city, as am I myself. Though of course, you’re already a very important family.” He paused delicately. “Have you given any thought to installing a family mausoleum in the public cemetery? The Waites, Marshes, and Whybornes have them, as of course do we.”

Irene kept her expression neutral. “That would be for my cousin Rupert to decide.”

“We’re always here if he has any questions,” Mr. Lester said, producing a card so smoothly from somewhere on his person that it seemed to simply appear in his hand. The stock was thick, and Lester Funerary Services stamped in gold foil on the front.

Irene took it. “Thank you.”

“About our current problem…?” Ves lifted the hatbox.

“If you’d put it on the table there, we’ll take care of it right away.”

Thank the trees, they were finally rid of the thing. Ves put the hatbox down as directed and took a step back, wiping his hands on his trousers instinctively. At least if Mother decided to send them anymore “presents,” they’d know where to take them.

“Is there anything else we can do for you?” Mr. Lester asked.

Ves restrained himself from sharing a look with Irene. The interaction hadn’t taken nearly long enough—had they given Sebastian enough time for his search?

“Actually,” Irene said, “could you tell me more about the potential family mausoleum? I’m sure Rupert will have questions, and if I could give him an idea as to the options…?”

Lester brightened. “Of course, Miss Endicott. We have several very desirable locations available. Allow me to—”

A terrible scream echoed from somewhere beneath them.


CHAPTER 9
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All the hair on Sebastian’s body stood on end. He looked around frantically, but there was no portable light to shine into the tunnel, and of course he hadn’t thought to bring a flashlight.

A low snuffling sound issued from the darkness, followed by the scrape of claws against brick.

He needed to get out of here.

Sebastian took a step back, and the thing in the shadows matched him with a step forward. Light fell across it, revealing a humanoid shape with a face like a jackal’s. Massive teeth, meant for shearing bone, gleamed white in the electric lights of the embalming room.

His mouth went dry, and his heart slammed in his chest. “N-No,” he said, lifting his hand as if to ward off the creature. “Go away. Go away!”

It growled, fixing him with yellow eyes. A terrible hunger burned within them, and his soul shriveled before the primordial terror of prey faced with a predator that meant to eat it.

Then, with a snarl, the thing charged.

“No!”

Sebastian whipped his hand down in a slashing motion, as if his body—his flesh—knew something his mind could not. The Binding scars tugged hard, as if thread still ran through them, a hot sensation that bordered on pain but didn’t quite cross the line.

A streak of red, following the track of his hand, opened across the beast’s muzzle and shoulder. It jerked back, letting out a horrid, nearly human scream. For a moment, they stared at one another in mutual confusion, as blood poured from the slash that had opened its skin. Not as if it had been cut, exactly, but more as if some power had unmade the bonds that held the flesh together.

Then, in a skitter of claws, it turned and fled back into the tunnel.

Sebastian followed its lead, sprinting toward the stairs that led out of this hellish basement. His feet barely seemed to touch the steps in his haste, and he hit the door at the top running—only to collide with a heavy body on the other side.

A startled shout escaped him, and he started to bring up his hand again, before realizing he’d run full-tilt into Ves.

Ves, of course, wasn’t even staggered by the collision. He caught Sebastian by the shoulders to keep him from falling, staring frantically up into his face. “Sebastian! What happened? Are you all right?”

A man appeared over his shoulder, face white with concern. “What the hell is this? Was that Annalise? If you’ve hurt her, I swear—”

“There’s a-a ghūl down there,” Sebastian gasped. It had to be—what else could have that jackal-like face, those eyes burning with hunger for human flesh?

“Care to explain, Mr. Lester?” Irene asked coldly, coming up behind them.

Lester’s expression shifted from shock to anger. “Get out of this house. Now, or I shall summon reinforcements.”

A mixture of anger and frustration shot through Sebastian. Ves wouldn’t like it—but they had to get to the Book. He fixed his gaze on Lester, felt the air turn thick in his lungs even as the Binding scars burned for a second time in the space of a few minutes.

“Tell me where the Book is,” he commanded.

Lester’s face went slack. “What book?”

Damn it—had it not worked? “The Book of Bone. Where is it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Fear crossed Lester’s face and he stumbled back, hand to his throat. “What-what are you doing to me?”

“Sebastian,” Ves said quietly.

Sebastian ignored him. “If you don’t know what I’m talking about, why did your ghūl try to kill me?”

“Because she’s scared!” Tears streaked Lester’s cheeks, and he seemed to crumple in on himself. “She’s…she’s my cousin. Annalise. We both thought we might become the family heir…there was a test, and she didn’t pass, the blood was too strong in her. She has to live down there, she can never come back, never have a human life again.” A sob escaped him, and he put his hands over his eyes. “Please stop. Please, just leave us alone.”

“What is happening here?” asked a cold voice.

Sebastian’s blood turned to ice at the sight of the woman at the end of the hall. Miss Lester, current head of the Lester family, was just as colorless as her heir. White streaked her jet black hair, and her skin was just the tiniest shade pinker than her white dress. Her lips blazed scarlet, like fresh blood.

The air grew even more unnaturally cold, and Sebastian’s skin prickled with fear. “I’m—I’m sorry,” he stammered. “We thought—we were wrong.”

“We thought Mr. Lester might have murdered two men,” Irene said simply. “The matter concerns the library, and we had a head that needed taken care of, and…well.” She grimaced. “Things seem to have gotten a bit out of hand.”

Miss Lester’s nostrils flared. The sense of menace rolling out from her made Sebastian’s mouth go dry. “I see,” she said. “And are you librarians now satisfied Llewellyn has better things to do than galivant around, killing for sport?”

“Yes,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry, I truly am—”

She held up a hand, cutting him off. “Because of my past alliance with the librarians, I will allow you safe passage out of this house. Return at your own peril.”

“Y-Yes ma’am.” Sebastian bobbed his head. “Thank you.”

“Leave. Before I change my mind and feed you to poor Annalise for the trouble you’ve caused today.”

They hurried past her, eyes downcast, and didn’t slow until they were once again beneath the warm summer sun.
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“At least we got rid of Fagerlie’s head,” Irene said as she started the car. “And we know this new Lester doesn’t have the Book.”

Ves didn’t reply. He wasn’t certain how to feel about what had happened. On the one hand, Sebastian’s Book-given power of compelling an answer out of Lester had come in useful. On the other, it was still born from necromancy and murder.

The Books had driven Dromgoole mad and destroyed his life. Sebastian thought himself exempt because of his relationship to the bodies the Books had been made from…and he might be right. Maybe Ves was being too cautious.

Or maybe Sebastian just had to pay a different price.

“Let’s just take a look at the Denizens Society monument to rule it out,” Sebastian said. “Otherwise, we’re out of leads to pursue.”

“I doubt Miss Lester will be happy with us visiting the cemetery,” Ves said.

Sebastian shrugged. “She didn’t forbid it, and we have to be sure.” He let out a sigh. “God, that poor girl. Annalise.”

“She was a ghūl?” Irene asked. “Completely, or…?”

“Completely,” Sebastian confirmed with a shudder.

Ves had only seen illustrations of ghūls in some of his grandfather’s books, but that had been enough. “You said she attacked you—are you all right?”

“I managed to fend her off.” Sebastian stared out the window at the passing scenery. “We were in the embalming room…there was a scalpel.”

“Thank the trees.” Ves took his hand and squeezed it.

“He said ‘the blood was too strong,’” Irene said. “I suppose they don’t want the head of the family snacking on the dead. Business would dry up pretty quickly if people came to a viewing only to find someone had taken a bite out of their dearly departed uncle.”

“Still, it’s a brutal way to choose an heir.” Sebastian shook his head. “To think the creature down there was recently a woman with her entire life ahead of her…”

“I just want to know what she’s feeding on now,” Irene said darkly.

“There were tunnels…God, I don’t know.” Sebastian scrubbed at his face with his free hand. “I don’t want to think about it.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence. Irene parked just outside the cemetery gates. A few other people wandered the hillside, visiting the graves of their beloved dead; none of them so much as glanced in their direction.

It took time to find the tomb, but eventually Sebastian pointed. “There—the one that looks a bit like a gothic cathedral. That’s it.”

It was a beautiful monument, all dark stone and pointed spires, as though someone had transported a cathedral from Europe, shrunk it down, and plopped it here. Denizens Benevolent Society was carved in bold, blocky letters around an arch, and two sets of graceful stairs led up either side to the square niches that held the bodies.

“Impressive,” Ves said. “Dromgoole had a real talent.”

Irene watched Sebastian. “Do you sense anything?”

He remained silent for a few moments, going up first one set of stairs then the other, then standing beneath the shallow arch with his eyes closed. Eventually, he shook his head. “No. It’s not here.”

“It was a long shot anyway,” Irene said. “Let’s go back to the car.”

As they trudged back through the graveyard, Ves bumped Sebastian’s shoulder with his own. “I’m sorry.”

“So am I,” Sebastian said, voice bleak. “I really thought…but no. We’re no closer to finding the damned Book than we were when Patrick died.”
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That evening, Sebastian sat alone in the room he shared with Ves, staring down at his hands.

When he’d been Bound to the Book of Flesh, he’d used its power to…unmake? Was that the word he wanted?…the thing that had once been Lafayette Waite. After, he hadn’t considered what other abilities the Book might grant him.

There hadn’t been a scalpel in his hand to part the ghūl’s flesh, but the effect had been the same.

Ves wouldn’t be happy. Sebastian wasn’t entirely certain he was happy about it, either.

But, no, that was ridiculous—he might have died in the embalming room if he hadn’t had some way of protecting himself. Not to mention, they’d still be following a dead-end road with Lester, had he not been able to force the truth out of the man.

He understood Ves’s concern—the Books had destroyed Dromgoole’s mind, after all. But in the right hands, they could be a force for good.

Now if only they could tell him where to look for their sister-volume.

The sounds of merriment floated up the stairs and through the open door. Jeremy sang a shanty, the children joining in gleefully and very off-key. Bonnie’s laugh punctuated the song, and Sebastian found himself smiling. He needed to stop brooding, go downstairs, and join in the merriment.

As he rose to his feet, the sound of someone coming up the stairs reached him. Ves appeared in the doorway, holding a newspaper in his hand. The look in his eyes sent a spike of dread through Sebastian.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“This was in the evening edition.” Ves passed him the paper, which was folded to display a small article.

ANOTHER SUICIDE BY POISON

Michael Marsh, 23, was found dead in his room by his landlady this morning. He had taken poison mixed with whiskey. This is the third such death in two weeks.

Police suspect the existence of a suicide pact between Mr. Marsh and two others who died in the same fashion: Patrick Stevens, 29, and Zachariah Islington, 24. They are urging the young men of the city not to join in such pacts, and to report anyone who attempts to interest them in one.

Sebastian sank back down onto the edge of the bed. “I think I knew him. Unless I’m confusing him with another of the Marshes—which I might, they’re almost as numerous as the Waites—he worked as an attendant at the Olympian.” He looked up and met Ves’s gaze. “I’m afraid Irene was right. Whoever the killer is, he’s finding his prey at the bathhouse.”


CHAPTER 10
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“It will be fine,” Sebastian said, as they climbed out of the cab just after midnight. The trolleys had long since stopped running, leaving a much-more expensive taxi as their only option outside of walking. “I’ve given this a lot of thought over the last month or so, well before events took a turn that meant we had to come here.”

Sweat slicked Ves’s palms, and acid ate at his stomach. Investigating the bathhouse was their only remaining option, he understood that, but if someone noticed his back, realized he wasn’t human…

“You’ll have a sheet; just keep it wrapped around your shoulders,” Sebastian said soothingly. “I’ll explain you’re shy, that this is your first experience. Or, if you like, you can remain in the café while I chat in the steam and cooling rooms.”

“There’s a café?”

“It only sells cigars and cool drinks, but yes.” Sebastian grinned at his surprise. “This is as much social club as Bacchanalia.”

“We’ll…we’ll see,” Ves settled on.

Would this have been easier, had he been purely human? In some ways, yes. But when Sebastian had explained the voyeuristic opportunities of the cooling rooms, he hadn’t felt anything but an acute sense of embarrassment.

Sebastian led the way along the block. In contrast to their sleepy neighborhood, this part of the city was bustling despite—or perhaps due to—the hour. They were close to the docks, and sailors and stevedores mingled with the local inhabitants, stumbling out of bars, hurrying into pool halls, or slipping into brothels. The fish-scented night air was alive with the sounds of singing, cursing, and laughter.

At a stairway down from the sidewalk to the basement of one apartment building was a small sign illuminated by a ring of light bulbs, which read The Olympian Baths. Sebastian confidently walked down the stairs, and Ves trailed reluctantly after.

The door opened onto a long hallway lined with doors. An attendant seated just inside hopped up with a smile. On the wall behind him hung a sign that advised the entry fee was one dollar.

“Sebastian! It’s been too long! Who is your friend?” the attendant asked warmly. He was a large man, no doubt hired to keep out anyone who didn’t want to pay the required fee.

“This is Ves,” Sebastian said, pulling two dollars from his wallet and handing them over. “Ves, this is Alfie. Alfie, this is Ves’s first visit to an establishment of this kind.”

Alfie ran an appraising gaze over Ves. “Well, you’re a welcome addition to our fair bathhouse. And you couldn’t have picked a finer place. In addition to the steam and sauna rooms, we have a parlor, café, gymnasium, and swimming pool.”

What had Sebastian said about it being as much social club as anything else? “It sounds…very nice.”

“Two changing rooms or one?”

“Just the one,” Sebastian said, and received a knowing smirk in return. Alfie handed him a key with a number on it, and Sebastian led the way down the hall to a door with the same number.

The room was small, but certainly big enough for both of them. There was a narrow cot along one wall, and hooks for their clothing on the other. A stack of folded white sheets waited primly on a shelf.

Ves stared at the cot. “I suppose that’s for…”

“Those who prefer a more private encounter than the cooling rooms offer, yes.” Sebastian began to undress. Ordinarily, this activity would have caught Ves’s full attention, but at the moment his nerves wouldn’t allow him to enjoy the sight. “Oh, and there are cots in the parlor as well, so be warned if you want to go in there.”

Ves sighed. “I’m not going to be of much use. I’m glad I came, just in case you run into trouble, but…”

Sebastian, now stripped down to his skin, caught Ves’s hands. “You’re a fresh face. Trust me, people will go out of their way to speak to you. Just say you first became aware of the Olympian thanks to poor Patrick and let the conversation unfold from there.”

Ves didn’t have Sebastian’s confidence, but he nodded anyway. “All right. Hopefully it will be as simple as you say.”

“It will. Trust me.” Sebastian offered him a sly grin. “Now let’s get you out of those clothes.”
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As they stepped out of the changing room and back into the hallway, a weight seemed to fall from Sebastian’s shoulders.

He hadn’t realized how much he missed this place. He was aware how lucky he was to live in Widdershins, where the social norms differed from other towns and the police wouldn’t dream of raiding a bathhouse. And of course, he was fortunate to have a family who didn’t bat an eye over having his lover moved in with them.

But at the same time, there was something liberating in being among other people like himself. Friends, or even brief acquaintances, around whom one could be absolutely free.

Though of course poor Ves couldn’t feel the same way here. He’d wrapped his sheet tightly around himself, like a maiden aunt. Some would no doubt see that as a challenge; hopefully Ves wouldn’t get so flustered he forgot why they were there.

They emerged into another hallway, which ended in the steam room to the left, and ran past the bathrooms and cooling room before letting out into the café. Few people bothered with the offered sheets, and naked men strolled back and forth, alone or in groups.

“Sebastian!” exclaimed one, and a moment later they were surrounded by a handful of smiling men. “I haven’t seen you in forever! Who is your friend?”

“This is Ves,” Sebastian said. Ves stood with his eyes fixed on the floor, so he added, “He’s terribly shy, so I’m counting on you to be gentlemen.”

“Oh, we’ll be gentle, don’t you worry.”

“Come along to the steam room, let us see what’s under that sheet.”

“Ooh, I love a shy one, they blush all over.”

Sebastian laughed and put an arm around Ves, steering him in the direction of the café. “Behave! I’m just showing him the café so he can get a drink; I’ll see the rest of you in the steam room.”

A smattering of laughs and invitations followed them to the café entrance. It was a small room, with paintings of nude men on the walls and a haze of cigar smoke in the air. A few men, either naked or wearing a loose towel around their hips, lounged at the round tables: reading newspapers, smoking, chatting, or sipping on iced drinks. Thankfully, Bruce was among them.

“Bruce!” Sebastian called, steering Ves to the table.

Bruce beamed. “Sebastian—and I see you brought Vesper with you.”

“I did, but he’s feeling a bit too shy for the full experience tonight.”

“Well, then, my boy, do have a seat with me.” Bruce patted the chair next to him with a wicked grin.

“Only if you promise to keep your hands to yourself,” Sebastian replied with a wink. Ves didn’t say anything.

Bruce held up his hands in mock horror. “Perish the thought! My intentions are as pure as the driven snow.”

“Of course they are.” Sebastian turned to Ves. “I’m going to take a bit of steam; will you be all right here?”

Ves’s mouth tightened slightly, but he nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“Good.” Sebastian gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you soon.”
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Ves watched Sebastian leave with an unsettled feeling. Part of it was his own fear of discovery; what if the sheet slipped, or someone tried to pull it off?

But another part was simply that Sebastian was going off to lounge around with other naked men, many of whom would apparently be indulging in sexual encounters. Given their exchange at the library with poor, doomed Patrick, Sebastian had regularly done so himself in this very place. Would he slip back into old habits? Or realize how much Ves was holding him back?

“Calm down, my boy, you look as though you expect the police to come bursting in at any moment,” Bruce said. “Sit down; sit down!”

Ves sat down and tried not to look directly at Bruce, who was stark naked.

“No need to be so tense!” Bruce went on, patting him on a sheet-covered shoulder. “I think a trip to the massage room would do you good; they have some expert rubbers here.”

“I’m sure they do,” Ves said, and tried not to recoil at the thought of strangers’ hands on him. “I think I’ll just have something to drink for now.”

“What would you like? Champagne? Iced juice? Something a bit harder?”

“Definitely the juice.” A realization struck. “I don’t, ah, have any money on me, it’s all back at the changing room.”

Bruce laughed. “Obviously! Or did you think everyone else was hiding a wallet between their cheeks?”

Ves’s face heated. Bruce signaled to the man behind the café counter. “An iced juice for my friend—charge it to my account.”

“Thank you.”

“Not at all.” Bruce pushed his chair back. “I’m going to avail myself of the swimming pool. Care to join me?”

“Ah, no.”

“Pity.” Bruce sauntered away, leaving Ves alone with his juice.

But not for long. Almost as soon as Bruce was gone, another man slipped into his chair. “Haven’t seen you around here before.”

Ves took a swallow of his juice—it turned out to be grape—while studying the man. He looked to be in his fifties, older than most of the crowd, his face weathered and his muscles sinewy. Silver streaked his copper hair, and his blue eyes held an open hunger as he gazed at Ves.

“My name’s Claude,” he went on. A memory tugged at Ves’s mind; the man’s voice sounded familiar, though he was certain he’d never met him. “What’s a pretty young thing like you doing hiding under a sheet?”

Ves resisted the urge to tug it even tighter around him. “I, ah, I’ve never visited an establishment like this before.”

“A newcomer to town, then?”

Where the devil did Ves know his voice from? “Yes.” He forced a sad smile. “My friend Patrick had recommended it, before…everything.”

Claude blinked. “You knew Patrick, then?”

“And Zach, though not as well.” Ves bowed his head. “What a tragedy.”

Claude’s face softened. “I knew them too.”

Ves wished Sebastian was here to do the talking. “It’s so hard to believe they poisoned themselves, but…I don’t suppose they had any common enemy who would do it for them, did they?”

His companion sat back sharply, expression hardening. “Of course not. They were both wonderful; they hadn’t an enemy in the world.”

Damn it, he’d been too clumsy. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.”

Claude wavered, then seemed to recall himself. “No…I’m a bit sensitive, that’s all. They were both so lovely. Though not as lovely as you.”

Memory clicked into place. Claude was the man Ves had heard arguing with Miss Cohen, demanding access to the library.

All his hackles rose, but he kept his expression neutral. “I knew Patrick because I work at a library as well. The one inside the Ladysmith Museum; have you heard of it?”

Ves kicked himself for the stupidity of the last sentence; of course everyone in town had heard of the museum. But Claude didn’t seem to notice; instead his eyes lit up, and a cunning smile touched his lips.

His bare foot slid over to press against Ves’s, and he leaned forward. “Is that so? I’m a man who appreciates a good book, and I hear there are some very rare masterpieces in your library.”

“I suppose,” Ves replied, as though he wasn’t at all interested either way.

“I’ve always wanted a peek at them, but I guess there are rules to keep people out.” His hand came to rest uncomfortably high on Ves’s thigh. “I bet you could get me in, though.” The hand slid even higher. “I’d make it worth your while. Anything you like.”

Panic closed around Ves’s throat. He needed to find out more, but the fear of discovery combined with the discomfort of Claude’s advances froze his tongue. “I, ah, I don't know…”

“Maybe we should talk more in private,” Claude suggested. “I’ve got my own place a short walk from here. Nice and quiet. We can have a drink together, get to really know each other.” His smile took on a hungry edge. “I do some amateur photography. You’d be a perfect model.”

As he spoke, he reached out and pulled the sheet from Ves’s shoulder.

Ves shot back, nearly knocking his chair over as he jerked the sheet back up. Several of the other men looked at him curiously, and heat spread across his face. “Don’t!”

Claude’s smile turned into a glare. “What? Too good for me?” he asked in what was almost a snarl. “Too pretty to associate with an old man?”

He’d lost control of the situation, if he’d ever had it to start with.. “No, I—”

It was too late. Claude had already stood up, face red with anger. As Ves had guessed when overhearing him in the library, he wasn’t a man who liked to be told no.

“Go to hell,” Claude growled, and stormed out.

Curse it; he’d completely botched things. Unsure what to do next, Ves shuffled off as quickly as the enveloping sheet would allow. He needed to find Sebastian.

Thankfully, he didn’t have to go far. Sebastian was strolling toward one of the cooling rooms, quite naked, his pale skin flushed from the steam. Around him were arrayed the laughing young men who’d teased Ves earlier, but he ignored them to hurry to Sebastian’s side.

A worried look crossed Sebastian’s face when he caught sight of him. “Ves? Is everything all right?”

“I need to talk to you. Somewhere that isn’t here.”

“Of course.” Sebastian immediately caught his elbow and steered him toward the dressing rooms. Once they were away from the group, he murmured, “Did you learn something?”

“I don’t know. I was talking to a man named Claude, who knew Patrick and Zach.”

"Creepy Claude?” Sebastian asked with a laugh as they reached the dressing room. “He’s harmless. He mostly hovers around the outskirts, the kind who watches but doesn’t interact very much with anyone.”

“Well, he certainly wanted to interact with me,” Ves said wryly. “I recognized his voice—he was at the library the other day, trying to talk Amelia Cohen into letting him look around. And tonight, he tried to bribe me to let him into the library.”

“Bribe you?”

“With, uh. You know.” Embarrassment heated his skin, but he went on. “I panicked. He tried to pull the sheet off, then got angry and left when I wouldn’t let him. I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for, angel.” Sebastian seemed to ponder for a moment. “Claude is an odd duck, no doubt about it, but you’d be surprised how many people want to have sex in libraries. Patrick had all sorts of stories about the people he caught in flagrante delicto.”

“He was alone when he was attempting to talk Miss Cohen into letting him in. He told her the public library didn’t have what he needed, but didn’t say what exactly he was looking for.”

Sebastian slipped on his underwear. “I see the connection you’re trying to make with Patrick, but neither Zach nor Michael had ties to a library, so far as I’m aware. If we can’t find any better leads, then we’ll look further into Claude, but…well, there’s a reason people call him creepy behind his back. Wanting access to our library is probably the least strange thing he’s done all week.”

“I defer to your judgment.”

Sebastian winked at him. “As you should.”

“What about you? Did you overhear any clues?” Ves asked hopefully as they redressed.

“No.” Sebastian scowled at himself in the small mirror. “Everyone is sad about the deaths, of course, but no one had a bad word to say about either of them.”

They left the dressing room behind, pausing only long enough to return the key to the attendant, Alfie. “Good night, Sebastian,” he said, and nodded to Ves. “I hope you enjoyed your first visit to the Olympian, sir.”

“Yes,” Ves lied, though he wasn’t sure how convincing he was.

They left through the door and set foot on the steps to the sidewalk. “I think our next step—” Sebastian began, then froze.

Halfway down the stairs was the startled face of Bonnie’s husband, Jeremy.


CHAPTER 11
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Sebastian blinked in shock, disconcerted at seeing Jeremy in such an unexpected setting. As for Jeremy, his face went pale, and he took a step back, as if he hoped to avoid notice, before realizing the futility of the gesture.

That, more than anything, made Sebastian suspicious. “Jeremy,” he said evenly. “Does Bonnie know you’re here?”

Jeremy’s nostrils flared. “Does she know you’re here?” he shot back.

This wasn’t a conversation to have on the stairs outside. Sebastian grabbed Jeremy’s elbow and steered him to the sidewalk and into the semi-privacy of the empty doorway leading to the tenements above. “I’m her brother, so it’s fair to say she’s not concerned about where I spend my private time.”

Jeremy glanced over Sebastian’s shoulder at Ves, then shrugged. “Nor mine—you know our arrangement.”

Sebastian’s heart sank. “I do, as a matter of fact. While you’re in this port, there is to be complete honesty between the two of you. Bonnie has never concealed anything from any of her husbands, so I ask again: does she know you’re here?”

Internally, he pleaded for Jeremy to say yes. So long as the man wasn’t sneaking around behind Bonnie’s back, then it was no business of Sebastian’s, and he could go home and never think on the matter again.

Jeremy ran a hand over his face. “Listen—don’t tell her, all right? She thinks I’m getting drinks with some friends, which is close enough to the truth. She doesn’t need to know about the rest of it.”

Cold anger wrapped its tendrils around Sebastian’s heart. “All you had to do was speak to her about it, and instead you chose to lie? What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I know; I know!” Jeremy held up his hands, looking wretched. “You don’t understand, all right? Sometimes a man wants a little time to his own in a familiar port, away from…family obligations.”

“You barely have any!” Sebastian began, but Ves put a hand on his shoulder. Startled, he glanced back and saw Ves’s eyes fixed on Jeremy.

“What’s the name of your ship again?” he asked.

Jeremy looked uncomfortable. “The Widdershins Star.”

“And if I were to visit the shipping offices, what day would I see it put into port?”

“Saturday, of course.”

Ves’s eyes flashed orange, the pupils shifting from round to rectangular. “Is that so?”

“Th-Thursday, all right?” Jeremy wiped sweat from his forehead. “I knew I’d have extra time while the refrigeration system is fixed back up. So I figured why not take a couple of days for myself? I hadn’t been here in years, had a craving…”

“I see.” Sebastian took a step back.

“Don’t tell, Bonnie, all right?” Jeremy met his eyes. “You’re here, at the bathhouse, so that means you know what it’s like. Men like us, we have to stick together, right?”

Sebastian pressed his lips together, hot anger boiling in his chest. “We’re nothing alike,” he said, turning away. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours to come clean to Bonnie. Come on, Ves.”

As they walked away, Jeremy shouted after them. “You’re right! We’re not alike! I’m not fucking a goddamn monster, you fucking pervert!”

Ves’s step hitched; Sebastian caught his arm. “Keep walking. No one will take his ranting seriously.”

They walked for another block or so, weaving in and out of the late-night crowds, until they reached a quieter street. Rage boiled under Sebastian’s skin the whole time.

“I’ve never lied to anyone,” he muttered. “Never made a promise to someone, then slept around behind their back. Damned Jeremy, why the hell couldn’t he have just talked to Bonnie?”

“I might have an idea,” Ves said, and the grim note in his voice made Sebastian pause.

“What do you mean? And how did you know he’d come into port earlier than he’d claimed?”

They’d gone far enough from the waterfront district that the streets were sleepy; silent businesses lined the road, and only a light or two showed from the rooms above them. An electric streetlight illuminated half of Ves’s face, leaving the rest in darkness. “It was just a hunch, but…the gifts Jeremy gave everyone.”

“What about them?”

“They were all made from bone. Whale bone, but still.”

The blood drained from Sebastian’s extremities, leaving them cold. “You can’t be suggesting that Jeremy has the Book? It’s not on his person; I would have felt it.” But of course he wouldn’t just carry a necromantic book into a bathhouse and leave it unattended in a dressing room.

“A man who works with bone arrives in Widdershins and secretly visits the Olympian. His arrival coincides with the first murder.” Ves shrugged. “It could be a coincidence, of course. But if it isn’t…we’ve been living with the murderer this whole time.”
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Sebastian dreamed of a room becoming all too familiar. It was small, the walls and floor of stone, the ceiling comprised of heavy beams. The air reeked with blood, and greasy smoke streamed from tallow candles.

A shrouded figure lay upon the central altar, flanked by four chairs. Two were unoccupied; the other two held the Hollowell siblings who had been the Book of Breath and the Book of Flesh. Emeline and Thaddeus, respectively. A bloody thread bound each of them to the shrouded figure on the altar.

“Do you think Filomena will join us soon?” asked Emeline. She appeared as a young woman, her hair curled and her dress in a style no one had worn for over seventy years.

“Perhaps,” Thaddeus said. “She never liked change.”

“She wanted to be with us forever.”

“True.” Thaddeus’s hazel eyes turned and met Sebastian’s. “What do you think?”

Sebastian jolted half-awake. For a moment, he was confused at the darkness, at the heavy weight across his waist.

In bed—he was in bed. The weight was Ves’s arm around him. There was no altar or sinister figures.

His jerk woke Ves. “Sebastian? Is something wrong?”

“I dreamed…” He trailed off as the dream came apart like morning mist before the sun. “Something about the Books, I think?” A heavy sigh escaped him as all of his real-life concerns came rushing back. The Book of Bone, the Olympian, Jeremy…

He rolled to a sitting position and squinted at the clock. Without his glasses and with only the moonlight, there was no hope of his eyes making out the dials. “What time is it?”

“Half past four in the morning,” Ves replied, who had neither of Sebastian’s handicaps. “We’ve barely been asleep an hour. Lay back down.”

Sebastian flopped onto his back. “I’m tired, but my mind won’t shut up.”

Ves was silent a moment; then his hand brushed Sebastian’s cheek. “Shall I distract you?”

Their visit to the Olympian had been a disappointment in every possible way…but the night might yet be salvageable. “God, yes.”

Ves went up on an elbow and kissed him, lazily at first and then with more passion. Tentacles snuck around him, cradling him closer, and Sebastian’s cock began to stiffen rapidly.

“Do you remember the night we broke into Patrick’s apartment?” he whispered.

Ves drew back, clearly puzzled. “Yes?”

“When you hefted me up through the window. For a moment, I was in the air, dangling, completely at your mercy.” Sebastian pressed his hips against Ves’s thigh. “I want you to do that to me. I want to struggle and know there’s nothing I can do to get away.”

He was fully hard now, the thought quickening his breath. Ves ran a hand down his flank. “But you’ll say if you do want to get away?”

“I promise.” He grinned at Ves. “Don’t use your hands.”

Ves kissed him hungrily—then rolled off the bed to stand beside it.

It happened so fast, Sebastian didn’t even have time to ask Ves what he meant to do. Powerful tentacles coiled around his limbs and waist, and then he was suspended over the bed, supported and ensnared at the same time.

A thrill of lust shot through him, and he squirmed against Ves’s hold, striving to pull free just to ensure himself that he couldn’t. Then another tentacle snaked up, looping loosely around his throat.

“God, yes,” he whispered. It wasn’t at all tight, but the feel of it was more than enough. The tip played with his lips, and he licked it teasingly. “Make me suck it.”

“Bite me if you want me to stop.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Sebastian protested.

Ves chuckled, and the sound made his cock stiffen even further. “You couldn’t if you tried.”

It slid into his mouth, conveniently stifling his groan. He was held, trapped, overcome by the muscular tentacles holding him in place, and it was wildly arousing.

Then the very tip of another tentacle teased his ass.

If his cock had any friction at all, rather than being untouched in midair, he might have come on the spot. As it was, he sucked even harder at the tentacle in his mouth.

Ves made a soft sound that might have been a moan. He must have greased the tentacle as he would have his cock, because at Sebastian’s encouraging reaction, it slipped inside easily. First the delicate tip, but thickening rapidly, opening him.

It was nothing like a cock. Instead it squirmed in him, pressing until it found the perfect spot…

His hips bucked, or tried to, given his situation. Pleasure roared through him as Ves played with him, pressing and pulling back, until Sebastian would have begged to come if his mouth hadn’t been otherwise engaged.

“Fuck,” Ves gasped.

His back hit the bed, the tentacle slipped free even as the ones holding his legs spread them wide. Ves’s cock pushed into him. He fucked Sebastian hard, teeth gritted against crying out. Then, right before he came, he wrapped his fingers around Sebastian’s cock.

It didn’t take much; Sebastian’s orgasm hit him so hard that stars flashed behind his closed eyelids. It seemed to go on forever, and when it finally receded, it left him lying limp and utterly spent on the bed.

Ves shifted position from holding him down to holding him close. “Sorry I broke your rules and used my hand,” he teased.

Sebastian managed an exhausted laugh. “You certainly didn’t hear me complaining. Christ, that was amazing.”

“Think you can sleep now?”

“You’ve completely tired me out.” Sebastian wrapped his arms around Ves, drawing him close for a kiss. “How did I get so lucky?”

Ves kissed him back. “I’m the lucky one.”

Sebastian’s protest was cut off by a yawn. He drifted off, wrapped up in his lover, and if any other dreams troubled him that night, he didn’t remember them on waking.
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“Thank you for last night,” Sebastian said the next morning, as he arranged his hair in the mirror. “Unfortunately, a good buggering hasn’t solved any of our other problems.”

Ves sat on the edge of the bed, his tie dangling from his hands. “I don’t know. It made me feel a little better about what Jeremy said. You might be fucking a monster, but at least you’re enjoying it.”

He tried to say the words lightly, but he couldn’t forget the look of disgust on Jeremy’s face. Jeremy might very well be the murderer they were looking for; why should his cruel words trouble Ves?

They did, though.

Sebastian scowled. “Jeremy deserves a good thrashing for saying such a thing.”

“We have to tell Bonnie,” Ves said. “If he has the Book…”

To his surprise, Sebastian hesitated. “I don’t believe he does. I can’t. I’ve known him for years. He’s Helen and Tommy’s father, for God’s sake. Besides, the Book isn’t in the house—I’d have sensed if it was.”

“He could have a locker or a room somewhere, if he arrived in town two days before showing up at the house,” Ves pointed out. “It could still be there.”

Sebastian shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense. When would he have had time to find one of the Books in the first place? Jeremy’s been at sea for months. Do you seriously think he stumbled on the Book on Thursday and murdered Patrick on Friday?”

When put that way, it didn’t seem likely. “He could have found the book on a previous trip, kept it with him on board ship,” Ves suggested.

“The Books didn’t begin to wake until the Daylight Comet back in January—Jeremy had already been gone a week at that point. Besides, he had no motive to murder Patrick, Michael, and Zach.”

“If they threatened to expose him,” Ves began, but stopped when he saw anger flare in Sebastian’s eyes.

“Patrick would never have done such a thing,” Sebastian snapped.

Ves flung up his hands in exasperation. “You didn’t even remember his name when you met him again at the public library! You had one encounter with the man; you can’t speak to his character.”

Sebastian grabbed a fresh coat from the wardrobe and made for the door. “This isn’t the time or place to have this discussion. Come down to breakfast and try to act as though nothing is amiss.”

“Aren’t you going to tell Bonnie?”

“I want to give Jeremy the chance to do it himself, as he said he would.”

“But—”

“Vesper.” Sebastian turned to him, eyes pleading. “Your theory about Jeremy makes no sense. As for the rest…I always thought the men who came to the Olympian when they have wives and children at home to have some justification for their behavior. But now that it’s my sister…I don’t know. I feel like a hypocrite. I need to give him the chance to confess to her, and to apologize to you and me.”

This was a man Sebastian had known for years, had liked. The father of Helen and Tommy. Did he deserve another chance?

Maybe. Maybe he’d spoken cruelly out of fear. As for the rest of it, it wasn’t Ves’s decision to make. And Sebastian did have a point about the Book.

“All right,” he said. “Let’s give him the opportunity to make things right.”


CHAPTER 12
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May 24, 1855

Dearest Alex,

Your selection for the resting place for the Book of Bone is truly inspired. It is already ringed ‘round with protections, so the chance of any outside force stumbling upon it is slim at best. Once again, I commend your brilliance.

I have kept Thomas apprised of our enterprise; he is still eager to be involved. Thankfully, his sister Phoebe wants nothing to do with it. The baby takes up most of her time, but it’s more than that. She prefers to put the past behind her, wall it away as we are walling away the Books.

Do let me know if you have any more unsettling dreams—though I hope to be at your side soon enough, and you can tell me of them when you wake. I can’t wait to hold you again, darling.

Yours faithfully,

Nathaniel

Sebastian stared at the letter. The baby must have been his mother. As for the rest of it…

“Couldn’t you have mentioned where the resting place was?” he demanded, throwing the letter down in disgust.

Irene looked up from her examination of one of the architectural drawings. “What?”

“Just damned Ladysmith praising Dromgoole for his hiding place for the Book of Bone. Where is this place, you ask? Hell if I know.” Sebastian took off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “Useless.”

She sat back and regarded him. “You’re certainly in a mood today.”

“Family troubles,” he said glumly. “Ves and I went to The Olympian Baths last night to try and find out…anything, honestly, that might lead us to the murderer. The only thing we discovered was that one of my brothers-in-law is sneaking about behind Bonnie’s back.”

Irene sniffed. “The last time we discussed the baths, you seemed to believe adultery a necessary evil. Now that it’s your sister, however…”

“I know; I know!” Sebastian put his face in his hands. “The stupid thing is, if the idiot just asked her, I’m sure they could have discussed things reasonably. Why the devil would anyone risk their relationship if they didn’t have to?”

“Excitement,” Irene said with a shrug. “How long have he and Bonnie been together?”

“Eleven years, I think? But it isn’t as if they live together the vast majority of the time.”

“Even so.” She settled back in her chair. “Some people crave the thrill of doing something they aren’t supposed to. Or perhaps he’s ashamed of his desires.”

Sebastian frowned. “That’s absurd. I’ve never hidden my nature; if he wanted to speak about things…”

“No one wants to talk about what they’re ashamed of, Sebastian.” She picked up a pencil and began to idly twirl it between her fingers. “Maybe he doesn’t actually approve of you. Or maybe he’s jealous of how freely you live your life.”

Sebastian’s mouth tightened. “He called Ves a monster and me a pervert.”

“Then first, to hell with him, and second, you need to tell Bonnie if you haven’t already.”

Guilt pricked at him. “I agreed I’d give him time to come clean on his own.”

“I doubt he’ll own up to the name-calling, but that’s your business.” Irene tossed the pencil down. “Is that the only thing bothering you?”

Of course she saw through him. “It’s foolish, but Ves brought up the possibility Jeremy has the Book of Bone.”

He explained Ves’s line of reasoning, coupled with his own objections. When he was done, she frowned. “It’s a bit of a stretch, I have to admit. Plenty of sailors carve scrimshaw to pass the time, and none of the bones associated with the poisonings were carved, merely assembled through magic.”

“Precisely! And the timing is off.”

“There’s always a chance, but…I agree with you. It seems very unlikely Jeremy is a murderer. A cad and an arsehole, but not our mad poisoner.”

“Right.” Sebastian offered her a weary smile. “Thank you for letting me unload my family troubles on you.”

Her full lips pressed together. “Speaking of families…” she retrieved her purse from its perch atop one of the cabinets and pulled out a thick envelope, which she held out to him.

Confused, Sebastian took it. His name was written across the front in elaborate calligraphy. “What’s this?”

“I finally told my family about Noct. Rupert’s response was to invite him and Vesper to dinner. I assumed you’d want to be included.”

“You assumed correctly.” He wasn’t about to let the brothers walk into a mansion full of sorcerers alone. As far as he knew, the Endicotts had behaved themselves since moving to Widdershins—but they had centuries of slaughter to their name preceding their arrival on American soil, and his fondness for Irene hadn’t made him forget that fact.

He opened the envelope and drew out the invitation. The cream-colored paper was thick and heavy, edged in gilt and displaying the family crest at the top along with the Endicott motto: Supra alia familia. Before all other things comes family.

Sir,

Your company is desired for Dinner at the Endicott Estate

Friday, June 17, 1910 at 8 pm.

Full dress requested.

Yours,

Rupert Endicott

Seeker of Truth

“Fancy,” Sebastian remarked dryly.

“It’s too much, I know.” Irene wrung her hands together. “I can’t believe Rupert! Noct is going to realize I’m not worth the trouble and break things off thanks to him.”

“I doubt that, but you should probably deliver his invitation, since dinner is tomorrow night,” Sebastian said.

“I know; I know.” She heaved a sigh. “I suppose there’s no point in putting it off.”

As she was leaving, she passed one of the junior librarians coming in. “Mr. Rath? There’s a telephone call for you.”

“A telephone call?” he repeated, surprised.

“Yes—at the museum’s front office,” the librarian added.

Though a few of the more important department heads had their own telephones, Mr. Quinn had always refused to have one installed in the library, insisting it would unduly disturb the environs. Sebastian hastily left his office and made his way through the museum, wracking his mind as to who could be calling. It must be urgent—had something happened to Bonnie? One of the children?

The front office was mainly concerned with managing ticket sales, answering the main telephone line, and overseeing the day-to-day running of the public portion of the museum. The small switchboard for connecting to the various departments was crammed in one corner, and the security office attached through a door. When Sebastian entered, a guard, presumably on break, sipped coffee and chatted to a woman separating money out by denomination; a young man sorted through mail; and a secretary hurriedly typed dictation from the manager hovering over her desk.

As he looked around, a woman seated at a desk near the switchboard waved him over. “Are you Mr. Rath?”

“Yes.”

“Here.” She thrust the phone at him. “Make it quick; you’re tying up the main line.”

“Sorry.” He held the transmitter to his mouth and placed the receiver against his ear. “Hello?”

“Sebastian! It’s Bruce!”

“Bruce?” What the devil? “Why are you calling me at work?”

“It’s terrible!” Bruce wailed. “Alfie is dead!”

“Alfie?”

“Alfie O’Brien. He was on the door at the Olympian last night; you must have seen him.” Bruce took in a ragged breath. “Patrick, Zach, Michael, and now Alfie—it’s too much! Oh, Sebastian, I think someone is trying to kill us all!”
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Ves accompanied Sebastian across town to Bruce’s apartment.

It was in one of the more affluent parts of Widdershins, just off High Street where the old families and the new money had their mansions. A doorman guarded the Romanesque Revival style building; Bruce had told him to let them through. Marble echoed beneath their feet, and a liveried elevator operator solicitously opened the brass cage and inquired after their day. Sebastian tipped the man when he let them out onto the sixth floor.

Here the floor was lushly carpeted, no doubt to keep down the noise of residents’ comings and goings. Bruce’s apartment was one of only two on the floor. Sebastian knocked, at the same time calling out, “Bruce, it’s Sebastian and Ves. Let us in.”

The door opened a crack—then flung wide. Bruce, wearing a silk dressing-gown with oriental-style embroidery, beckoned them in frantically. “Hurry, hurry!”

Vases full of fresh flowers perfumed the air of the lavishly appointed apartment. Locking the door behind them, Bruce hastily beckoned them through the entryway and into a large sitting room filled with brocade couches, chairs covered in leather, and scattered oversized pillows. Objects d’art cluttered the space, from a statue of a naked man in marble to a display of gold and jewel-encrusted music boxes.

“Oh, God, Sebastian, it’s terrible,” moaned Bruce, collapsing onto a fainting couch. He picked up a tumbler of amber liquid from a lacquered side-table, started to drink, then paused to give it a sniff. “I can’t even drink properly without worrying about poison.”

“Alfie was poisoned as well, then,” Ves said.

“No, not at all.” Apparently deciding the drink was safe, Bruce tossed it back in a gulp. “Sebastian, be a dear and pour me another. Help yourself as well.”

Sebastian picked up the cut-crystal decanter and poured Bruce a generous portion. “None for me at the moment. Ves?”

Ves shook his head. “If he wasn’t poisoned, then what happened?”

“Your young man likes to get to the point, doesn’t he?” Bruce asked Sebastian with an attempt at a smile. “It was terrible—a savage attack. Some of us were leaving, and he wasn’t at his post anymore. I assumed he’d stepped outside for some air, so I went out, intending to tell him we’d left our keys on his chair, and…”

A shudder went through Bruce, and he took a large gulp of liquor. When he spoke again, his voice was low, hollow. “He was lying at the bottom of the steps, just outside. There was blood everywhere—everywhere.”

The poor man. He’d seemed friendly; if Ves had been less nervous, he might have enjoyed talking to him.

Still, this didn’t sound like the work of the same killer. “What happened to him? Was he shot, or…?”

“Stabbed.” Bruce’s hand shook so hard his drink nearly spilled. “Over and over, with tremendous force. But not with a knife. There was…there was a bone the length of my forearm sticking out of his chest! The police said it had been sharpened to a point.”

“By the trees,” Ves murmured, and met Sebastian’s gaze. It seemed their murderer was no longer content with merely poisoning his victims.

Sebastian had gone pale, but he patted Bruce’s shoulder comfortingly. “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”

“We called for the police, of course.” Bruce sniffled. “Once everyone who was able to leave the premises had done so, at least. I’d found the body, so I stayed, along with a few others. The police were their usual unhelpful selves.”

“What did they say?”

“I reminded them about Patrick, Michael, and Zach…but of course they didn’t think there’s a connection.” He wiped his eyes angrily. “I know it sounds mad, they say the others poisoned themselves in some sort of terrible suicide pact…but after this, I can’t accept that. No one believes me, of course; I’ve spent the morning trying to warn as many people as possible, but everyone thinks I’m a fool. You probably do as well.”

“Not at all,” Ves said. He sat down on the edge of one of the overstuffed couches. “We think the same thing. The others were murdered as well.”

Bruce put a hand to his chest. “You do? You’re not just humoring me?”

“Not at all.” Sebastian leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “Ves and I are suspicious as well. That’s one of the reasons we came to the Olympian last night—to see if we could find anything to link the first three victims together. We didn’t have any luck, but what do you think? You must have your suspicions.”

Bruce hesitated. “I…I need to consider it.”

“You have someone in mind?” Ves prompted. “Someone who had reason to kill all four of them?”

An uneasy expression settled on Bruce’s face. “A reason? No. And I don’t want to make baseless accusations against anyone.”

Ves’s heart quickened. Were they getting somewhere at last? “Who do you suspect? We won’t repeat your words to anyone.”

“We’re the soul of discretion,” Sebastian added. “You can confide in us.”

Bruce wavered…then shook his head. “No. Not until I’m sure of what I saw. I need to call on a few friends who might have noticed the same things, just to be certain I’m not imagining it.”

Ves ground his teeth together. “You can do that later, but give us a name now!”

Bruce’s gaze snapped up, hardening as he looked at Ves. “I’ve already told you, I won’t impugn the name of a man unless I’m certain, not when it could cost him his job and his place in society if word got out. For now, you two had better leave.” He rose to his feet. “I’ll call on you later, after I’ve spoken to some others.”

Sebastian hesitated. Then he nodded. “All right. But please, Bruce, don’t take too long. Whoever this is, he’s not going to stop. Don’t let someone else die from your uncertainty.”


CHAPTER 13
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“Should I have compelled Bruce?” Sebastian wondered the next evening, as they readied for dinner at the Endicott estate.

He’d tried to contact Bruce multiple times since the meeting in his apartment, both by sending notes and begging use of the museum telephone to call the apartment building. None of his attempts had borne fruit; presumably Bruce was avoiding him until he collected enough evidence to satisfy his conscience.

Ves held up an elaborately embroidered silk cloak and frowned at it. Three packages had been awaiting them after work that afternoon, all of them containing what the Endicotts presumably considered formal dress. Their assumption the three of them didn’t already own formalwear was a bit of an insult…but an unfortunately accurate one.

Sebastian’s consisted of the predictable tailcoat, accompanied by a white vest and bow tie. Ves had been issued a similar outfit, but the shirt and vest both had slashes in the back to accommodate his tentacles. Rather than a tailcoat, he was given the aforementioned cloak. Noct had a matching cloak, along with a silk version of his usual smock, embroidered in gold thread.

“Should you have used dangerous magic to bully your friends?” Ves replied. “Of course not.”

Sebastian frowned. “You know that’s not what I mean. Time is of the essence; the murderer may strike again at any moment.”

Ves donned his cloak and frowned in the mirror, which as always displayed his orange goat-eyes, before pulling up the hood. “You want to know if I think the ends justify the means. No, I don’t. You can justify any sort of behavior, no matter how awful, in the name of the greater good, or a safer outcome.”

“That’s not fair,” Sebastian objected. “If I have the ability to save someone’s life—”

“This magic isn’t a-a party trick,” Ves said, sweeping his hood back off again. “Using it anytime you feel like it, anytime it would make things easier, isn’t good for you!”

Sebastian bit back a sigh. He should have known what Ves’s answer would be. “You see everything through the lens of your upbringing.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s a perspective without value.” Ves turned away from the mirror. “Let’s not quarrel tonight. We need to present a united front for Noct’s sake.”

“You make it sound as though we’re going into battle rather than to a fancy dinner party.”

“I’m not certain there’s a difference in this case.” Ves opened the door. “They’ve already made us feel like country cousins by issuing us these—these costumes.”

“To be fair, it’s normal full dress, except for the cloak.”

“The point is, we’ll be turning up wearing clothes they had to give us, because they knew we wouldn’t have anything fancy enough otherwise.”

“The clothes were probably from Irene,” Sebastian soothed as they made their way downstairs. “She was trying to help.”

“Even so.”

Noct was already downstairs and waiting. “Feeling all right?” Sebastian asked.

“Terrified,” he replied.

Noct clambered on Ves’s shoulders, and they stepped outside. A few moments later, the clop of hooves sounded, and a carriage pulled up at the curb.

“Perfect timing,” Sebastian said heartily, hoping to lift Noct’s spirits. Neither brother bothered with a reply.

The driver tipped his hat to them. “Good evening, sirs.”

It was the same man who had driven them to the ill-fated masquerade at the Waites. “Ricardo, isn’t it?” Sebastian asked as the brothers climbed in before him. “It’s good to see you again.”

“And you as well, Mr. Rath.”

The carriage bore them through the town proper, past the cemetery, and across a bridge spanning the Cranch River. The waters of a lake unfolded to their left, the dark bulk of the Draakenwood on the other side blocking the evening sky.

The road clung to the lake’s edge, and soon enough the Endicott mansion appeared in the distance. “When I was young, this was the Somerby Estate,” Sebastian said. “The family died out—there was some sort of tragedy I think, with the only child dying young—and it stood empty for a few years until the Endicotts moved in.”

A gravel drive led up to the stately home. Its stone walls glowed warmly, and row upon row of windows reflected the late sun. The lake lay still and serene, a wooded island visible from the shore.

The carriage came to a halt, and a footman stepped forward to open the door. Ves and Noct exchanged grim looks, then Noct slid onto his brother’s shoulders.

Irene waited for them on the steps, wearing a stunning evening gown of lilac silk elaborately decorated with amber beads. Her black hair was pinned up to reveal the column of her neck, and a three-tiered necklace of pearls shone against her brown skin. When her eyes found Noct, she seemed to light up from within.

“There you are!” she said. “How do the clothes fit?”

“Perfectly.” Sebastian bowed over her gloved hand. “May I say you look radiant?”

“I always look radiant.”

“Very true.”

Noct slid to the ground; she bent to give him her hand, and he kissed it. “Sebastian’s right, you’re especially beautiful tonight.”

Her cheeks darkened, but she couldn’t hide her pleased smile. “Thank you. So are you.”

The doors swung open, beckoning them within. Irene straightened and turned to the house. “Shall we?”
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As the heavy doors shut behind them, Ves felt as though he entered the proverbial lion’s den.

Sigils chiseled directly into the walls protected the cold, gray entryway. Another sigil was inlaid in gold in the marble floor. A heavy chandelier hung overhead, and a pair of strange statues guarded the doorway leading deeper into the house.

“We had the entire interior of the house gutted and redone for our purposes,” Irene said as she matched Noct’s slow pace. “Very little was worth salvaging outside of the bones of the structure itself. Astonishing how quickly these newer buildings go to ruin.”

“This house has to be eighty years old,” Sebastian objected.

“My point exactly. Balefire Manor was a proper house with four centuries of history in its walls.” She sighed. “Ah well, it’s up to us to make a new history here, I suppose.”

They passed through hallways paneled in dark wood and decorated with portraits, all of them recent. The Endicott crest was everywhere Ves looked; worked into archways, cornices, even tiled into the floor.

“We’re gathering in the solarium for drinks before dinner,” Irene said. “I hope that’s all right.”

“How many will be at dinner?” Noct asked nervously.

“Don’t worry, darling, I didn’t want you to be overwhelmed, so I asked Rupert to cap attendance at twenty.”

All-mother, Lord of the Woods—twenty sorcerers, all of them from a clan that had until quite recently hunted down what it considered to be monsters. Ves’s back ached, and he let his tentacles out, his vision shifting to a much wider angle.

If Irene’s relatives had constructed a trap behind her back, he’d be ready for it.

The corridor let out into a huge, round room that caught his breath. The entire ceiling and two-thirds of the walls were glass, though at the moment it mainly reflected back the electric lights inside. The center of the room was sunken, and filled with plants from small trees down to flowers. Benches and chairs were scattered amongst what amounted to an indoor garden, and the waters of an elaborate marble fountain created a natural music. The scent of growing things filled his nose, and unexpected longing tugged sharply at his heart.

Around the sunken area, red carpets covered an upper circle of marble, where most of those assembled stood in clumps. Servers circulated with flutes of wine, and a temporary bar had been set up to one side.

As they entered, silence spread out, like ripples from a dropped stone. All eyes turned on them, and Ves’s heart sped up, beating against his ribs. They’d spent their lives in hiding, and now every gaze was upon them, judging.

The tap of shoes on marble broke the silence, and a distinguished man with skin like mahogany approached. Ves recognized Rupert Endicott; he’d come to the library twice to oversee the proper sealing-away of the Books.

Irene faced him without the slightest trace of nervousness. “Seeker, allow me to present to you Mr. Nocturn Rune. Noct, this is Rupert Endicott, the Seeker of Truth.”

Noct held out his sole hand. “A pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Rupert shook his hand, betraying no hesitation. “And you, Mr. Rune.”

Irene gestured to Sebastian and Ves. “And these are Mr. Sebastian Rath and Mr. Vesper Rune. You probably saw them at the library, though I don’t think you were ever introduced?”

“Of course.” Rupert nodded to them both. “Welcome to the Endicott Estate, gentlemen. Irene speaks of you all very highly.” He gestured toward the crowd. “Dinner will be in twenty minutes; until then, please feel free to mingle.”

Irene held out her elbow, and Noct hooked a tentacle through it. Holding her head up, she began to lead him in a promenade around the room, no doubt making straight for whoever she judged had the most influence in the family after Rupert. Sebastian glanced at Ves and said, “Shall we get a drink? Wine, or do you fancy something stronger?”

“Wine will do. I’d prefer to keep my wits about me.”

Ves kept watch on the crowd as they made their way toward one of the servers. Some of the Endicotts, he noticed, turned away from them, while others stared warily.

Others, however, seemed to have no reservations. “Hello,” said a young man. “I’m Basil—Basil Endicott, that is.”

He thrust out his hand, his smile guileless and his eyes bright. Black hair curled artlessly over his brow, and thick eyelashes and dark eyes complimented his olive skin. Despite his misgivings, Ves shook his hand, followed by Sebastian.

“Please forgive my forwardness, but it’s so nice to have some fresh faces around here,” Basil went on. “Though I suppose I shouldn’t complain; I’m the family’s windweaver so I spend most of my time on the ocean these days.”

Ves looked at him blankly. “Windweaver?”

“Yes; I knit the wind into shawls, then unravel them as needed,” Basil said, as if it made perfect sense. “And you both work in the library with Irene?”

“I work in the bindery,” Ves said.

Basil’s eyes lit up. “Do you put magic into the knots, then? Or whatever it is binding consists of, that is. I’m afraid I’m entirely ignorant of your trade.”

Ves carefully didn’t look at Sebastian as he said, “I’m not a sorcerer.”

“Oh.” Basil’s face fell a bit. “Sorry, I just thought we might talk shop, as it were. The magic of knots and weaving is very old, but so many devalue it in favor of, well, more flashy spells.”

Ves had never heard of such before, but it made sense in context of the Books of the Bound. “I’d be fascinated to learn more.”

“Really?” Basil perked up, his smile returning. “That’s wonderful! We’ll arrange a time—I can come to you, or you can come to me, whatever is most convenient.” He glanced at his empty glass. “Well, I shouldn’t monopolize your time. We’ll speak soon.”

Once he was gone, Sebastian leaned down to murmur in Ves’s ear. “He seems awfully eager.”

“Suspiciously eager, even.” Ves agreed. “Though perhaps I’m merely being paran—”

Someone grabbed one of his tentacles and yanked, hard.
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Ves spun with a snarl, ready to fight.

The man who’d grabbed him was older, and what little of his hair remained gone white. His pale face was flushed red, and a ruby necklace blazed against his white tie and vest.

“Dark Young!” he exclaimed, waving his drink so it sloshed over the lip of the glass. He didn’t seem to notice. “I never thought I’d see the day we welcomed one of your kind into our home.”

Clearly the man was drunk. “Nevertheless, we’re here,” Ves said coldly.

The man’s blue eyes widened, then he made to clap Ves on the shoulder. “Oh, you mustn’t think I look down on your sort, quite the opposite!”

Sebastian bristled. “Is that so?”

“Indeed, indeed!” The man turned conspiratorially to Sebastian. “They’re bloody hard to kill! When I was a young fellow, I fought one in Epping Forest. Thing was more tree than animal! Almost took me with it, but in the end I was the last one standing.”

Sebastian looked as though he was about to tell the man precisely what he thought of him. “I see,” Ves cut in, his hand gripping his wine glass so hard the stem snapped.

“Uncle Ambrose,” said a woman, stepping quickly up to them. “Looks like you’re getting low on the scotch, and I happen to know Rupert stashed away a bottle of the really good stuff in his rooms.”

The man—Ambrose—widened his eyes. “You don’t say? Thank you, Hattie dear. If you’ll excuse me.”

She watched him toddle off, then shook her head. “I lied,” she said. Unlike the other Endicotts, her accent was rougher, more of the streets than the drawing room. “Rupert ain’t got anything in his rooms but whatever potions he whisks up in his alchemy lab. But it’ll keep Ambrose occupied for a while.”

She eyed Ves cautiously; he returned the favor. She was tall and blond, and dressed in white tie and tails rather than an evening gown. An eyepatch covered one eye, and the backs of her hands were scarred from old wounds.

“Name’s Hattie,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Thank you for coming to our rescue,” Sebastian said.

“Uncle Ambrose loves the sound of his own voice, especially when he ought to keep his thoughts to himself.”

Ves’s skin prickled. Something about the way Hattie held herself, the confidence, warned him she might be the most dangerous person they’d met here so far. “And what are your thoughts, Miss Endicott?”

“Hattie’s good enough,” she said. “You can think of me as the head of security for the estate, if you want. As for what I think about you, first it’s that I wouldn’t want to have you as an enemy. Second, if you get tired of musty old books, come to me. If you’re half as tough as Irene says, I could use you, and I promise the job would be a hell of a lot more exciting.”

“I have enough excitement in my life, thank you.”

Her single eye fixed on him. “Right, those bloody books, or whatever.”

Ves kept his expression carefully neutral. Was she dissembling, trying to trick him into saying more about them? “You haven’t heard?”

“I heard, I just don’t care.” She shrugged. “It’s always something, innit? Some damned book, or wand, or amulet we’ve got to find, or destroy, or find then destroy. Rupert’s the sorcerer, not me, so I let him worry about the details and just kill what he tells me to.”

Ves wasn’t certain if her candor was refreshing or unnerving. “A good thing he hasn’t told you to kill us.”

“Ha! Don’t I know it.” She grinned ferociously. “I’d love to spar with you, though.”

“No, thank you.”

She shrugged again. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

A gong rang from somewhere deep in the house. “Time for supper,” she said. “I hope you’re hungry.”


CHAPTER 14
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Rupert sat at one end of the vast dining table, with Irene to one side and Hattie to the other. Noct sat by Irene, and Sebastian found himself positioned between Hattie and Ves.

Which was good—despite her cheery persona, he didn’t want Hattie anywhere near Ves. He didn’t trust the woman as far as he could throw the mansion; she was too dangerous, too devoted to Rupert.

She’d be a bad enemy to have, if things went terribly wrong tonight.

The table was covered with a scarlet cloth and set with fine china bearing the family crest. A daunting array of silverware was laid to either side, though in Ves and Noct’s case the implements were wooden with elaborately carved handles.

Ves stared at the array of forks, knives, and spoons with a look of dismay. Sebastian leaned over casually and whispered in his ear. “Work your way from the outside in. Follow my lead.”

Ves nodded almost imperceptibly. Servers circulated along the table, pouring wine and setting down plates of caviar and toast.

The woman on the other side of Ves turned to him for conversation. Sebastian wanted to listen in, but Hattie asked him, “How long have you been in Widdershins, then?”

“I was born here,” he said warily.

“I guess you’ve seen a thing or two.”

He remained on his guard, but the conversation remained light through the soup course, fish, appetizer, and salad. Each course came with a different wine, and Sebastian forced himself to drink sparingly.

At last, the main course of roast beef with browned potatoes arrived. As Sebastian raised his fork to his lips, Rupert’s voice cut clear across the chatter.

“So, Nocturn, Irene tells us you were raised to be king of a fallen world.”

All other voices fell silent. Ves tensed, and Irene grabbed her wine glass. Noct appeared perfectly composed, pausing long enough to take a delicate sip of his own wine before answering. “That’s correct, sir.”

“I see.” Rupert’s dark eyes gleamed. “Your family were members of the Fideles cult, I believe?”

He knew the answer, of course, but Noct nodded politely. “I’m afraid so. Alas, none of us can choose who we’re born to.”

“How very true.” Rupert ate part of a potato. “What sort of things were you taught as part of your kingly education?”

“It was anything but,” Ves interrupted. “You don’t know—”

“Vesper,” Noct said, giving him a sharp look. Ves fell silent. On Sebastian’s other side, Hattie remained relaxed, but he had no doubt she was paying very close attention indeed.

Noct turned back to Rupert. “Sorcery, for the most part.” He held up his wooden fork, which burst into life, green tendrils sprouting, hardening, then blooming in a spray of cherry blossoms. “The languages needed to read the various tomes we owned. The words and manners to appease the gods who would place me on a throne of gold and ivory.”

“Do you imagine you would have been good at it, had such a thing come to pass?” Rupert asked. “Ruling over what your masters deigned to give you, I mean.”

Hattie shifted slightly, and Sebastian’s heartbeat quickened with dread. That question wasn’t an idle one, despite Rupert’s casual tone. The scars in his arm seemed to tug forcefully; he’d be ready if they had to fight their way out.

“I can’t imagine what being ‘good’ at ruling over a kingdom of those enslaved body and soul would even mean,” Noct answered. “But whatever it would entail, I don’t have the temperament for it. That destiny was picked for me by my family—the human side, I should like to point out. I chose a different path, along with my brother, and never had a moment of regret.”

Rupert’s judging eyes went to Ves. “And you, Vesper?”

“Are you asking if I regret leaving behind those who tortured us for their own gain?” Ves snapped. “Of course not. We won’t submit to them, not ever. And we won’t submit to anyone else who tries to use us.”

The last was spoken pointedly, and the tension in the air grew. Rupert looked at Ves for a long moment, assessing him, and Sebastian prepared to turn his flesh magic against Hattie.

Then Rupert smiled. “I see you’re both men of your convictions—not a bad thing, at least in this case. I’m very glad you accepted our invitation to dinner; it’s been enlightening to speak with you.”

The moment passed. The sounds of eating and drinking resumed, along with a low murmur as the various Endicotts exchanged their own opinions. Hattie called for more wine.

Sebastian slumped back as his nerves uncoiled. It seemed they might live through dinner after all.
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“Thank the trees that’s over,” Ves said, when the carriage finally dropped them off at home. “Are you all right, Noct?”

“Of course.” As usual, he perched on Ves’s back while they walked to the door. “I think it went very well, didn’t you?”

“Those people are terrifying,” Sebastian muttered.

Ves agreed, but before he could say so, Noct said, “In a way, I suppose? They made me feel welcome, though.”

“Oh yes, asking pointed questions about our grand destiny to rule the world was very welcoming,” Ves snapped. He hadn’t appreciated that, not in the slightest. “As though we aren’t still trying to escape our family.”

“It wasn’t an unreasonable question.” Noct grabbed the fretwork decorating the porch roof and swung himself up so he could face them. “If Helen were old enough to bring home a suitor, I’m sure Sebastian and Bonnie would have some pointed questions for him. It’s just that in our case, the questions aren’t so simple as ‘what do you do for a living’ and ‘what are your plans for the future?’”

“Maybe,” Ves said stubbornly. “But it was insulting to imply—”

“It was smart to ask,” Noct cut him off. “We aren’t ordinary people, Ves. Neither are the Endicotts, for that matter. If a sorcerer who was literally raised to rule over the remnants of humanity walked in the door, I’d have questions too.”

Ves didn’t want to agree, but… “I suppose,” he said begrudgingly. “I still don’t know if I trust them.”

“I trust Irene,” Noct said. “Her family is important to her, so they’re important to me as well.” He paused, then shook his head. “Lord of the Woods, Ves, could you have imagined this six months ago? I found someone who I care for, who cares for me! She brought me home to meet her family, and we weren’t greeted with pitchforks! Just because it’s not perfect doesn’t mean it still isn’t beyond my wildest dreams. Can’t you just be happy for me?”

Shame flooded through Ves immediately. “I’m sorry—you’re right. I’ve been churlish. Can you forgive me?”

“Of course.” Noct swung onto the porch roof. “I’m going up this way. Goodnight to you both.”

“Goodnight,” Ves said.

Once Noct had vanished over the roof, he and Sebastian went inside. The door had been left unlocked, so he latched it behind them.

As soon as they entered their room, Sebastian shut the door and said, “I understand what Noct means, but honestly, I thought that Hattie woman was going to start stabbing.”

“As did I.” Ves sat down on the edge of the bed. He was tired, but his nerves were too highly wound to even consider sleep. He sprawled back, stretching his arms above him. “I don’t suppose you’d care to help me undress? Perhaps work away some of the tension of the evening?”

Sebastian grinned, his eyes going dark with hunger. “You know, I…”

He trailed off and lifted his left arm, staring down at it. Ves thought he glimpsed a flash of gold in his eyes, before Sebastian abruptly lunged for the open window. He grabbed for something—then let out a startled cry and hurled it away from him.

A collection of bones landed on the bed. Ves leapt up as it stirred, picking itself back up and rising to shaky feet. It was perhaps six inches tall and had been assembled from a motley of sources: the spine of a fish, the delicate ribs of a serpent, the sturdy wishbone of a bird. The skull of a rat perched on top, its teeth stained with fresh blood. In its arms, it held a stoppered vial of white crystals.

“That’s poison!” Sebastian shouted, clutching his bitten hand to his chest.

Ves grabbed the creature with a tentacle. It sank its teeth into his flesh, but he ignored the sting and grabbed its makeshift legs with a second tentacle, before ripping it in two.

Bones scattered everywhere, and the vial fell to the bed. Sebastian snatched it up, took off the stopper, and sniffed. “Almonds,” he said, quickly putting the cork back in. “It was waiting for an opportunity to poison us, just like Patrick, Michael, and Zach.”

Bonnie’s voice came through the door. “Sebastian, did I hear you shouting? Is everything all right? And where is Jeremy?”
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Sebastian swung open the door, revealing Bonnie in her nightgown, her eyes heavy with sleep. “What do you mean?” Sebastian demanded. His hands shook, and the right one ached and bled from the bite of the bone construct’s rat skull.

Bonnie’s gaze focused on the wound. “Sebastian! Your hand!”

She reached for him, but he pulled back. “Never mind my blasted hand—you said Jeremy isn’t here?”

“I-I don’t know.” She stepped back, eyes wide, and he felt a twinge of guilt for snapping at her. “Your cry woke me, so I turned to him, but his side of the bed was empty.”

Ves appeared with a handkerchief, which he used to quickly bind Sebastian’s hand. “Are his things still here?” he asked urgently.

Her expression was one of pure bewilderment. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

“Let’s check,” Sebastian said.

Bonnie hurried to the bedroom—thank goodness, it seemed the children had slept through the commotion. She switched on the light; Clara, ensconced in her cradle near the bed, shifted a bit but didn’t fuss.

Bonnie’s eyes swept the room. “Jeremy’s trunk is gone.” She strode to the wardrobe and flung it open. “His things are gone as well.”

“Damn it.” Sebastian’s heart plummeted. He’d never believed it possible that Jeremy was the poisoner, and yet it seemed he’d been wrong. “I suppose the construct upstairs was his parting gift, to make sure we didn’t spill his secrets.”

“What are you talking about?” Bonnie asked. Her nostrils flared, and she stepped toward him. “Sebastian, have you kept something from me concerning my husband?”

“There’s no time,” Ves interrupted. “We have to find him. Do either of you have any clue as to where he might go?”

Bonnie clearly wanted to demand an answer, but only shook her head. “He has friends in the city, but I’m not sure who they are.”

“The port,” Sebastian said. “If there’s anyone aboard his ship, they might know. Or at least they can tell us when it’s due to leave. He won’t expect to see us turn up, after all.”

Because he’d expect them to be dead. Damn it.

Jeremy had killed three other men by poison, then…what, lashed out in anger last night, after his argument with Sebastian? Except with Sebastian gone, Alfie had been the only person nearby to vent his rage on.

How could it have come to this? How could he not have seen it sooner?

“Let’s go,” Ves said, and hurried out. Sebastian was about to follow him, but Bonnie caught his wrist.

“What’s going on?” she asked, her nails digging into his skin. “Tell me!”

“As soon as we get back,” he promised. “Now, please, we have to go.”

She released him. He caught up with Ves at the front door. “Should we get Noct?”

“The two of us can handle Jeremy.”

Sebastian nodded. As the initial shock wore off, rage took its place.

Jeremy had a loving wife and beautiful children. He was cherished, welcomed into their home, the center of attention so long as he was in port.

And this was how he acted? Grasping for whatever it was the Book of Bone had promised him?

The Book of Breath promised Arthur Fairchild, perpetually in debt to his in-laws, money and respect. Horace Upton, the physician, had been seduced by the Book of Flesh’s offer to teach him the secrets of Paracelsus, to defeat old age and reshape the bodies of those around him.

What the hell did Jeremy want badly enough to kill for?

But the answer seemed obvious, didn’t it? He wanted a double life, wanted to keep his affairs at the Olympian Baths secret.

To hell with the man. Sebastian would tear him apart with his bare hands.

It was far too late for the trolley to run, but fortunately they were able to hail a taxi before they’d gone more than a few blocks. They surely made a curious sight, both of them still dressed in their evening finery, Sebastian with a bloodstained handkerchief around his wound, but the driver made no comment.

It didn’t take long to reach the port. Sebastian had the driver leave them at the harbormaster’s office, a boxy two-story building. The door opened directly onto a large room crowded with desks, charts, lists, and all the other business required to keep the port running smoothly.

Many of the desks were empty at this time of night, but two men sat bent over their paperwork. The nearest, a younger man whose face had so far escaped the ravages of sun and salt, look up at them with a smile. “Can I help you?”

Sebastian forced a pleasant smile on his face, though his pulse throbbed furiously in his throat. “Good evening, can you tell us where the Widdershins Star is berthed?”

The man glanced at something on his desk. “Aye, but you’d best hurry—she’s due to depart with the tide, an hour from now.”

Sebastian’s hands tightened into fists. Clearly the problem with the refrigeration had been fixed, but rather than simply slip away, Jeremy had decided to compound his sins with a final murder or two, this time under Bonnie’s own roof.

Unfortunately for him, Sebastian wasn’t going to let him get away with it.


CHAPTER 15
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Sebastian strode down the quay toward the berthed ship, his heart pounding with fury. Despite the hour, the port was far from quiet; the ancient clock of the tides still ruled the sea.

The Widdershins Star was a flurry of light and movement, men shouting at one another as they made whatever final adjustments were needed before casting off. One rushed down the ramp, and Sebastian grabbed his arm. “I’m looking for Jeremy Arnold.”

“So’s the captain,” he said. “He’d better get his ass on board now if he knows what’s good for him.”

Damn it. Sebastian ground his teeth together. If Jeremy had gone to ground somewhere…

“Look!” Ves said, pointing down the quay toward land. “Is that him?”

A man with a trunk slung over his shoulder hurried toward them. He looked up, and all the color drained from his face when he saw them waiting for him. Then Jeremy dropped the trunk, turned, and ran.

Sebastian sprinted after him, but neither of them had any chance of outrunning Ves. Leaving Ves to the pursuit, Sebastian stopped at the dropped trunk, putting his hand on it.

But there was no tug at his scars, no sense of one of the Books.

Swearing, he tore it open and dumped it out onto the ground. Clothing, shaving kit, knife, sewing kit, and other small necessities tumbled out, but no books magical or otherwise.

Fine. They’d do this the hard way.

Sebastian left Jeremy’s belongings scattered on the quay and jogged toward land. Ves and Jeremy had both vanished, so Sebastian aimed away from the lights, toward the workshops which seemed largely deserted in these hours before dawn.

His guess proved correct when Ves called to him softly. He’d dragged Jeremy into the shadows beneath a tall water tank. Jeremy shrank back against the metal struts, eyes darting frantically back and forth from Ves to Sebastian.

“I know you’re upset,” he began weakly.

“Shut up.” Sebastian was done with Jeremy, finished with betrayal and lies and murder. “How dare you bring your filth into my house?”

Jeremy stared at him, shaking. “Listen, I know I should have talked to Bonnie instead of just leaving, but—”

“We know everything!” Sebastian snarled. “I found your little construct. Your lies were shameful, but bringing poison into the house with the children sleeping only a few rooms away is unforgivable.”

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

Rage tinted Sebastian’s vision red. “Stop. Lying!” he shouted, and slashed his hand across Jeremy’s face.

A wound opened as though Sebastian had been holding the sharpest of knives, flesh parting cleanly across Jeremy’s forehead, nose, and cheek. For a moment, the pain didn’t even seem to register—then, as blood began to pour from the wound, Jeremy screamed.

“Silence!” Sebastian ordered, even as Ves grabbed his arm.

“What the hell was that?” Ves demanded, pulling him back from Jeremy.

Sebastian ignored him. Jeremy’s mouth worked, but the breath had clogged in his throat, cutting off his scream. Pulling away from Ves, Sebastian crouched down in front of Jeremy.

“Tell me where the Book is,” he ordered.

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jeremy sobbed. “Please, Sebastian, stop—”

“The Book of Bone. Tell me where it is, or else.” Sebastian raised his hand again, and Jeremy shrank back.

“I don’t know!” he shouted. “I don’t know, please, stop!”

“He doesn’t know,” Ves said, putting a restraining hand on his shoulder. “It isn’t him.”

“It has to be!” Sebastian shook him off. “Who else would try to poison us?”

“I wouldn’t,” Jeremy protested. “I’d never poison anyone! I swear it!”

There was one way to be certain. Putting every ounce of power he could into the command, Sebastian said, “Did you murder Patrick, Michael, Alfie, and Zach, and try to kill either or both of us as well?”

Jeremy jerked. “No,” he whimpered, and blood began to ooze from his ears, as the whites of his eyes bloomed scarlet.

Ves grabbed Sebastian, using his greater strength to force Sebastian around. His eyes blazed orange, and his fingers squeezed hard enough to bruise. “Sebastian, enough! Look at the man! You’re going to kill him if you don’t stop.”

Sebastian blinked, then looked down. Jeremy, the man he’d sat at the same table with so many times, who he’d joked with, whose children he played with, cowered at his feet. A mixture of blood, snot, and tears slicked his face, his features now marred by the wound Sebastian had inflicted. His eyes shone with a look of utter terror.

A look aimed at him.

All of Sebastian’s anger vanished in an instant, replaced by mounting shame. He swallowed hard, lifting his hand. “Maybe…maybe I can fix it,” he said, though he didn’t know how to even begin.

“The Books don’t fix anything, they only destroy,” Ves said. “He’s innocent, Sebastian. The best thing we can do is get him to a doctor.”

Jeremy whimpered again and shrunk back. “Please, don’t touch me. I’ll go. I’ll get on the ship and never come back, I swear.”

Sebastian wanted to make a reply, but all of his words had deserted him. Ves only said, “All right. And I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would happen like this.”

Jeremy made no reply. Ves took Sebastian by the arm and led him away unprotesting.
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“By the trees, what is wrong with you?” Ves demanded.

Neither of them had suggested taking another cab. Dawn broke as they walked through the silent streets, bringing what had felt like an endless night to a close. As they walked, the memory of Sebastian’s furious expression, his skin freckled with Jeremy’s blood, returned to Ves again and again.

“That wasn’t the man I know back there,” he added. “That was something else.”

“Was it?” Dark hollows showed beneath Sebastian’s eyes. He’d wiped his face with the same handkerchief that had been tied around his hand, but a tiny speck of crimson still clung to one corner of his glasses.

“The Sebastian I know wouldn’t kill an innocent man.”

“I didn’t think he was. Innocent, that is.” Sebastian let out a long sigh. “I thought he’d done it all. Put the children in danger, put us in danger, murdered and lied to cover up his own shortcomings. But he was just a weak man who decided to run away from his own actions rather than admitting to them.”

“Speaking of which,” Ves said, “that thing you did, cutting him without touching him. You didn’t use a scalpel on the ghūl, did you?”

“It wasn’t cutting, it was…unmaking the bonds holding the flesh together.” Sebastian looked away, refusing to meet his gaze. “And yes. I didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want you to worry.”

“All-Mother preserve me,” Ves muttered. “I think a little worry would have been better than that.” He waved a hand in the direction of the docks. “As it is, now I’m very worried. These Books, these powers, aren’t good for you. They’re doing something to you, something bad.”

Annoyance sparked in Sebastian’s eyes. “It’s unfair to put all of this on me. You were the one who suggested he was the murderer in the first place! I would never have suspected him in a thousand years if you hadn’t put the idea in my head.”

Sebastian had a point, but… “You’re changing the subject.”

“Am I?” The block they lived on came into view, and Sebastian quickened his pace, forcing Ves to hurry to keep up with his longer stride. “You thought Jeremy was evil, a murderer. I didn’t agree with you until the poisoning attempt coincided with his vanishing into the night. Then, and only then, did I act against a man I thought was a mad killer, one who invaded our home and put everyone in danger!” He glanced over his shoulder. “What would you have had me do, Ves? Let him go? Shrugged my shoulders and returned to bed?”

“Of course not!”

“Then what?”

“Not hidden this new ability from me, for starters!”

Sebastian halted, and Ves nearly walked into him. “I’m not your grandfather,” he said. “Or your mother. I’m not going to go mad with power, or start killing anyone who gets in my way.”

“I know—”

“No, you don’t. Not deep down.” Sebastian’s expression softened. “You’re afraid sorcery is going to make me into someone else. And I understand why you’d fear that, I do. Which is exactly why I don’t feel free to speak of these things. That’s not finding fault, or an accusation—it’s just the truth.”

Ves hesitated. Maybe Sebastian was right. Maybe he was overreacting.

“Fair enough,” he said at last. “I concede you might have a point. But please concede that I have a point as well, not because of my personal history, but because the last man who Bound himself to these damned Books ended up a raving lunatic.”

“Of course, angel,” Sebastian said, putting a hand to his shoulder. “I’m being careful, I swear.”

Ves wasn’t certain he agreed, but he didn’t say anything else, and they walked the last few yards to their own gate.

Once they were inside the yard, the front door swung open. Bonnie stepped outside, her face like thunder.

“You two, inside,” she said. “And tell me exactly what’s going on.”
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Bonnie sat in silence while Sebastian explained everything. Ves slipped into the kitchen to prepare breakfast while they spoke, and to keep the children occupied and out of the sitting room. The scent of frying bacon filled the air. Sebastian’s stomach growled as he finished speaking.

The early light limned Bonnie’s features in gold. She held herself very straight, staring off into nothing.

“I didn’t think he had the Book,” Sebastian said. “And I was right. He said he was going to tell you about the rest of it, and I wanted to give him that chance. I honestly thought he’d come clean, not sneak away in the middle of the night without telling anyone.”

“I see,” she said, still staring into the distance.

“If I’d thought, even for a moment, that he presented a danger, I would have spoken up at once. We would have dealt with it.”

“I know.”

“Bonnie—”

She held up her hand. “Please stop talking.”

He stopped. After a few long moments of silence, she asked, “Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

This wasn’t how he’d wanted it to go. “The fire that killed Mother. I recently found out that it wasn’t an accident. Someone was trying to take the Book of Flesh from her—one of the School of Night, I think. They fought, and Mother threw the lantern in an attempt to protect herself.”

Bonnie stared at him, tears gathering in her eyes. “My God.”

“I didn’t know how to tell you something so horrible.” He blinked back his own tears. “An accident was tragic, but this…I’m sorry. I should have told you as soon as I knew, but I just couldn’t find the words.”

“Right.” Bonnie rose to her feet, not looking at him. “I’m going to my room to get ready for the day.”

She drifted out and went up the stairs. A moment later, Ves came in. “How did it go?” he asked.

“As well as could be expected.” Sebastian shook his head. “She’s gone to be by herself—well, almost, the baby is up there—and gather her composure. Probably try to figure out how to explain why the bastard didn’t tell the children good-bye before he left.”

“Will she be all right?”

“I also told her Mother was murdered, when she asked if I was keeping any other secrets from her.” He took off his glasses and wiped at his eyes. “I’m sure she’s rather cross with me at the moment.”

“Probably, yes.”

He sighed and put his glasses back on. “While she’s gathering herself, we should look after the older children, at least until Irene arrives to take us to work.”

“Noct is with them now.” Ves leaned against the doorway. “Mr. Lester didn’t have the Book of Bone. Neither did Jeremy. And whoever does tried to kill us, which must mean they think we’re closer to interfering with them than we actually are.”

“As soon as we reach the museum, I’m going to call Bruce and demand he give us a name.” Sebastian let out a bitter chuckle. “One good thing about an attempt on our lives—if Bruce has any hesitancy at all, I’m sure I’ll be able to guilt him out of it.”


CHAPTER 16
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Irene was full of good cheer when she picked them up for the Saturday half-day of work.

“Dinner was a smashing success,” she announced, before anyone else could speak. “They love you.”

Noct brightened, so Ves said, “Good,” even though the dinner felt as though it had taken place a thousand years in the past.

“Of course they weren’t able to resist Noct’s charm, I knew they wouldn’t,” Irene went on. “And you managed to impress Hattie, which isn’t easy.”

When Sebastian only made a noncommittal noise, Irene frowned. “Oh gods, something happened after you left, didn’t it? Well, don’t leave me in the dark, tell me!”

Ves took up the tale, since Sebastian had already related it to Bonnie this morning. As he spoke, Ves wondered if Sebastian had left in the part where he injured Jeremy through magic.

“Fascinating,” Irene remarked once he finished.

“That isn’t the word I’d use,” Sebastian said.

“Isn’t it? You received one power from the Book of Breath, and now a different one from the Book of Flesh.” Her dark eyes sparked with curiosity. “Presumably the other two Books will give you similar gifts once you’re Bound to them.”

“They aren’t gifts,” Ves protested.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Irene waved his concern away. “They’ve both been very useful so far. Or would you rather the ghūl have bitten Sebastian’s pretty face off?”

The thought was appalling. “Of course not!” He groped for an argument. “But this magic is dangerous, Irene.”

“Of course it is. I’m dangerous. Noct is dangerous. You’re dangerous.”

“Now it’s my turn,” Sebastian agreed, sending a smirk in Ves’s direction.

Irene ignored him. “Sorcery is dangerous by its very nature. The arcane can both kill and cure. None of this is safe. But short of walking away from the matter of the Books, a choice I don’t think Sebastian truly has anymore, we must deal with the situation as it is, not as we wish it to be. And if Sebastian’s Binding will give us an edge finding the damned things and keeping them away from those who would use them for harm, then we’d be fools not to use it.”

“Again, that ghūl would have eaten off my face,” Sebastian put in.

“Sebastian has a point,” Noct said, nudging Ves with a tentacle.

Neither of them had seen the state Sebastian was in last night, his mouth twisted into a grimace, his eyes blazing with both fury and power.

But maybe he was being a hypocrite. If Jeremy had possessed the Book, had been a murderer, would Ves have objected as strongly to Sebastian’s rough tactics?

“You’re right.” Ves surrendered, sinking back against the leather seat.

“Besides, these powers will probably go away once we destroy the Books,” Irene added. “So let’s focus on that, shall we?”

As they pulled onto the road the museum was on, Sebastian said, “Let me out in front, Irene. I’m going to use the telephone in the main office to call Bruce again.”

“I’ll go with you,” Ves said.

Irene pulled up to the marble stairs leading up to the grand entrance, then sped off around the corner to the more discreet staff entrance once they’d gotten out. Ves and Sebastian joined the stream of people flowing up toward the doors; security guards coming on shift, secretaries, members of other departments whose offices lay close to the public entrance.

And, it seemed, Mortimer, who called out to them as he approached from the direction of the trolley stop.

“You look terrible, Sebastian,” he said by way of greeting when he caught up to them.

Sebastian scowled at him. “I didn’t get any sleep last night.”

“And it shows.” Mortimer lowered his voice. “Does it have to do with our, ah, book project?”

And the fact they’d been out late at the Endicott mansion, where Mortimer’s former fiancée had introduced his replacement to her family. Ves had no intention of mentioning that part, though. “Yes. We need to make a phone call about it, in fact.”

Mortimer followed them uninvited to the main office. While Sebastian placed the call, Ves drew Mortimer off to the side and gave him a brief summary.

When he was done, Mortimer frowned. “But why would this assassin try to poison the two of you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you do something to tip him off the night at the Olympian?”

It was a good question. “I can’t think what,” Ves said slowly. “But I suppose I must have.”

“Or Sebastian.” Mortimer folded his arms over his chest. “It seems to me that one of you spoke to the murderer without realizing it. Make a list of who each of you talked to; he’s probably one of them.”

“That’s an excellent suggestion,” Ves said. “We should have thought of it ourselves.”

“But you didn’t.”

At that moment, Sebastian walked up to them. “I talked to the door man; he agreed to knock on Bruce’s door, but there was no answer.”

Ves’s skin prickled. “I don’t like this. He should have gotten back to us by now.”

“Agreed.” Sebastian’s expression was grim. “We need to go to his apartment, now.”
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Tension radiated off Sebastian as the three of them rode the trolley to Bruce’s apartment, Mortimer having decided to join them. “What if something’s happened?” Sebastian asked, when the building came into view. “What if he’s not just avoiding us?”

Ves had kept the same thought to himself, not wanting to distress Sebastian unnecessarily. “If he doesn’t answer, we’ll break in.”

“He should have told us his suspicions. Why didn’t he just give us the name?”

Mortimer let out an aggrieved sigh. “Obviously, the man he suspects has some kind of importance or standing in the community. The sort of person this Bruce fellow wouldn’t want to make unfounded accusations against, either for fear of retribution or of ruining the standing of an innocent man.” He paused, then added, “Unlike some of us, who accuse the Lester heir to his face.”

Sebastian glared at him. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see the ghūl in the basement.”

“And you shouldn’t have either.” Mortimer shrugged. “You’ve not only insulted the Lesters, but discovered a secret they’d prefer remain hidden.”

Ves tensed. “Do you think they’ll do something to Sebastian? Or to the rest of us who know?”

“They’ll have to get in line if so,” Sebastian said, lips pressed together as the trolley came to its stop. “Behind a mad poisoner and the School of Night.”

“You do have a talent for making friends,” Mortimer observed.

They descended from the trolley and made for the stairs leading up to the apartment building. The door man recognized them and tipped his cap. “Mr. Hopkins hasn’t been in or out this morning.”

“Thank you for knocking on his door earlier,” Sebastian said, passing him some discreetly folded bills that vanished into the man’s pocket with alacrity. “If he’s home, hopefully he’ll answer when I turn up on his doorstep.”

“We’ll be very quiet,” Mortimer added, and cast Sebastian a significant glance. “We wouldn’t want to get you in trouble by disturbing any of the other tenants.”

Sebastian took the hint and passed some more cash to the man. “Much obliged, sirs,” he said, holding the door for them.

The hall outside of Bruce’s apartment waited silent and still. Sebastian strode to the door and rapped on it briskly. “Bruce? It’s Sebastian. If you’re in there, open the door. I’m not leaving until you do.”

Only silence answered. Sebastian pressed his ear to the door and frowned. “I don’t hear anything.” His right hand drifted to his left forearm, over the Binding scars.

“Do you feel something?” Ves asked urgently.

Sebastian glanced down in surprise, as if he’d made the gesture without even realizing. “I’m not sure…no, I do. It’s faint, but I do.”

“Stand back.” Ves reached past him and twisted the doorknob, the lock snapping beneath his strength. He shoved it open and was immediately greeted by the smell of blood.
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Sebastian’s heart caught in his throat when he beheld the scene inside the apartment.

Bruce lay on his stomach, dressing gown askew, one hand reaching for the door as if he’d been fleeing when he was cut down. A long bone protruded from his back, one end embedded deep into his flesh.

“No!” He rushed to Bruce’s side, dropping to his knees, even though it was clearly too late. Bruce’s skin was cold to his touch, face frozen in an almost startled expression, as though he couldn’t quite believe death had actually come.

Tears stung Sebastian’s eyes. “Why didn’t you just tell us, you fool?” he whispered. “Better if you had accused an innocent man than this.”

“He obviously didn’t think he’d become a target,” Mortimer said from near the door. “Or that he could keep himself safe if he did.”

Sebastian reached out and closed Bruce’s staring eyes. As he did so, he felt a sharp tug in his scars, followed by a dry shuffling sound from the direction of the kitchen.

He was on his feet before he had time to think. “It’s still here.”

Ves flung aside his coat, tentacles erupting through the slits in his vest. He started in the direction of the noise, then stopped abruptly when it emerged into the sitting room.

The tiny collections of bones they’d seen before had fallen apart quickly once their purpose was fulfilled, the magic required to animate them thin as gossamer. But this was no delicate thing of fishbone and mice, but a brute larger than a tall man, stooping to fit within the apartment.

The assemblage of bones seemed to be largely human, but with far too many pieces to have come from a single source. Atop a thick column of vertebrae rode a horse’s skull, flat teeth clacking together when it—saw?—perceived?—them.

How it had gotten into the apartment without detection, Sebastian couldn’t guess, but its purpose was clear enough. One of its long arms ended in a spear of sharpened bone. Its match was buried in poor Bruce’s back.

Mortimer gasped in horror, and Sebastian backpedaled. His mind raced frantically—but what could he do against such a creature? It had no flesh to wound, no breath to speak.

Ves charged it, tentacles swarming to grapple the spear-arm. He succeeded, but its head lunged down in a vicious bite to his shoulder. Something crunched audibly, and Ves swore.

“Ves!” Sebastian cried.

“Stay back! I’ll handle this!” he shouted. His right arm hung uselessly, but that wasn’t nearly the impediment it would have been in a human. He snagged the bone construct by the throat with two more tentacles, then wrapped all those remaining around its ribs and pelvis.

With a snarl of effort, he yanked. For a moment, Sebastian thought nothing would happen, that the magic binding it together was too strong.

Then a rib tore off, followed by the spear-arm. The pelvis detached, collapsing with its legs. Ves pinned it on the floor, and with a heave finally popped loose the snapping skull.

That seemed to do the trick. The bones clattered to the floor, no longer held together by the sinews of enchantment.

Ves sat down heavily in the nearest chair. Sebastian ran to him and began to unbutton his vest and shirt, but Ves shook his head. “I’m fine.” He winced. “Or I will be. You know I heal fast.”

“I know, but…”

“We should leave,” Mortimer said. “We’ll alert the door man to the death, then abscond before the police arrive. Does he know your names?”

“He knows mine,” Sebastian affirmed.

Mortimer sighed. “Well, it should be obvious even to the police that this is the work of the same maniac who killed that bathhouse attendant. So long as they don’t decide Sebastian is the maniac in question, we should be fine.”

A chill ran through him. “Do you think that’s possible?”

“You’re the most convenient suspect, which is usually all they need…but you’re a librarian, so they might not want to look at you too closely.” Mortimer shrugged. “Does—did—Bruce have any family who might cause problems?”

Grief settled in Sebastian’s heart. “No. He came here as a young man, he never would say from where, and left his family behind. I think they…disapproved. Of him.”

“He had a lot of friends, though,” Ves said gently. “He wasn’t alone.”

“You’re right.” Sebastian took a deep breath. “And we’re going to avenge him.”
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“I’m not sure if this will accomplish anything, but it’s all we have,” Sebastian said, running his hand through his hair. “I just can’t imagine any of the men I spoke to at the Olympian that night could be our murderer. None of them would hurt Bruce; I just can’t see it.”

Ves studied Sebastian’s face. In the three hours since finding Bruce’s body, he’d recovered somewhat from his shock, but he still looked…stricken, that was the word.

His heart ached for Sebastian. Bruce had seemed a kind man, affable and easy-going. Old enough to perhaps serve as a kind of mentor in the world of the bathhouse.

“I wish I’d known him better,” Ves said.

Sebastian bowed his head miserably. “So do I.”

“Well someone killed this universally beloved fellow,” Mortimer interrupted. They sat in the bindery, huddled around Ves’s desk. Mortimer had a blank sheet of paper in front of him, pen poised in hand. “Let’s have the names of everyone you talked to that night, Sebastian.”

While Sebastian listed the men he’d had contact with, Ves’s mind wandered. His shoulder still ached dully, though he could use it normally once again. The construct in Bruce’s apartment had been hellishly strong, teeth clamping down like a mechanical press, with enough force to crush bones. If it had bitten either of his two companions, they would have ended up in the hospital. Or dead.

Poor Bruce had never stood a chance.

“And you, Vesper?” Mortimer asked.

Ves blinked back to the present. “There was a man named Claude—I don’t know his last name. He’s tried twice to get access to this library, but there’s nothing connecting him to the Books.”

“Creepy Claude’s last name is Maben,” Sebastian supplied. “He’s odd, but harmless.”

Mortimer’s pen stilled. “Claude Maben?”

“Yes.” Sebastian looked puzzled. “You know him?”

“I know of him, anyway.” Mortimer frowned. “He’s the sexton at First Esoteric Church.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Ves admitted.

“He takes care of the church—keeps it clean, does any required maintenance, that sort of thing. In churches with graveyards, sextons often dig the graves, but we have a crypt and…” Mortimer’s face paled. “An ossuary.”

Sebastian’s eyes widened—then he cursed. “I’m an idiot,” he said, before springing up and racing out the door.


CHAPTER 17
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“Irene!” Sebastian exclaimed, rushing into his office.

She sat staring blankly at the heap of architectural drawings, but looked up when he came in. “There you are. Did you learn anything from your friend?”

“He’s dead.” Grief swelled in his throat once again, but he pushed it aside. “But we have a clue. I think we’ve been looking for the wrong thing.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, as Ves and Mortimer appeared in the door.

Sebastian scrabbled through the pile of letters he’d already sorted through, before unfolding one with a shaking hand. “Here, listen to this.”

December 12, 1854

Dear Nathaniel,

Thank you for the photograph—I have placed it on my wall, so your handsome face can inspire me when we’re apart.

I shall keep this note brief, not because I don’t have much to tell you, but because some of it would be better said face-to-face. But an opportunity has arisen, of which I intend to take full advantage. First Esoteric Church is in need of renovations and has inquired whether I can assist with the project. I think my particular talents will come in very handy here.

I cannot wait to spend Christmas with you.

Yours always,

Alex

Sebastian tossed the letter down. “We’ve been fixated on Dromgoole’s original work,” he said. “But what if he used the renovations at the church to secure the Book of Bone?”

Irene reached for the drawings. “I don’t remember seeing the plans…”

“They aren’t here. Possibly the church kept them.” Sebastian waved his hand. “It doesn’t matter. Dromgoole hid the Book there, I’m sure of it. And now, with the Books awake and asserting their influence on the minds around them once again, the Book of Bone has turned the sexton into a murderer.”
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The next morning, Ves and Sebastian made for the sexton’s home.

Finding his address had been simple enough. As a member, no matter how lapsed, Mortimer was on the mailing list for the church directory. Fortunately, he hadn’t thrown out the most recent edition, which listed the names and addresses of everyone in the congregation, including the staff.

By the time Mortimer had located his copy of the church directory, the hour had grown late. After a brief discussion, they decided to wait until morning, when they could be certain he’d be away from the house. As it was Sunday, he’d be at the church for an extended period of time, both before and after services. Mortimer even volunteered to brave the glares of his family, attend services, and keep an eye on Claude.

For once, time seemed to be on their side.

“Why does he want so badly to get access to the Ladysmith library?” Ves wondered as they walked down the street, attempting to look like as though they were simply out for a morning stroll.

Sebastian pressed his lips together. After all that had happened, he felt…bruised, almost, deep inside. The image of Bruce’s violent death haunted him; every time he’d closed his eyes during the night, he’d seen the terrifying construct again.

Except in his nightmares, it had torn Ves apart, while Sebastian stood helplessly by and watched.

“I don’t know. At least you were suspicious of him,” he said bitterly. “I thought he was harmless. I’ve known him for years—not well, he always seemed to hang about on the fringes. I never would have imagined…but nothing else makes sense. It was someone Bruce knew from the Olympian, someone he didn’t want to accuse falsely. First Esoteric would frown on one of its staff being accused of murder; its members, at least the wealthier ones, prize discretion. The scandal might have cost Claude his job, even if it wasn’t true.”

“Don’t feel foolish,” Ves said gently. “You couldn’t have known.”

“It’s the influence of that damned Book.” Sebastian shook his head. “He wouldn’t be doing this, otherwise.”

“Perhaps.”

Claude’s house sat on a corner lot, in a quiet neighborhood within easy walking distance of the church. Most of the houses were a bit shabby, but the lawns were still neatly kept. Huge oaks towered over the modest dwellings, their shade a welcoming refuge from the bright sunlight.

They loitered a few minutes on the street, until no one else was in sight, then slipped into the back yard. One of the windows was cracked to allow a breeze; Ves shoved it fully open and climbed inside. A moment later, he opened the back door and beckoned Sebastian within.

He stepped inside, turning all of his attention to the scars on his arm. If the Book was here, he should feel the familiar tugging sensation at any moment.

Not a speck of dust anywhere to be seen in the scrupulously neat interior. The small kitchen lay to the left of the back door, not a dish out of place, the sink spotless. A hall stretched the length of the single story, its walls filled with framed photographs.

“Do you feel the Book?” Ves asked, voice pitched low even though there was no one to hear them.

“Not yet.” Sebastian started down the hall, inspecting the photos, as Ves began opening doors. The photos showed scenes of Widdershins: the church, the park, the boardwalk.

“There’s no pictures of his family,” Sebastian said. “Or any friends. Only scenes.”

“Perhaps he keeps them in an album,” Ves suggested. “I found his darkroom.”

While Ves investigated, Sebastian wandered to the front of the house. The door to the parlor stood wide, and a series of cameras sat atop a long table. They ranged from the familiar Kodak Brownie, used for taking snapshots, to a more expensive model equipped with a telephoto lens, to what at first glance looked to be a typical pocket watch but on closer inspection proved to have a tiny camera hidden inside.

The last gave Sebastian pause. The disguised camera could simply be a showpiece, or a curiosity Claude had collected. If not…a detective might have use for such a thing, but what would a church sexton want with it?

“Sebastian,” Ves called urgently, “come here.”

Sebastian hurried out of the parlor and across the hall to the bedroom, where Ves stood with a grave expression on his face.

The windows were firmly shut and the curtains pulled, giving the room a stuffy air. The bed was neatly made, the wardrobe door cracked to reveal perfectly pressed shirts. It would have been an ordinary bedroom, if not for the photographs.

They covered every wall, as well as the ceiling over the bed. None were posed, perhaps taken surreptitiously with either the telephoto lens or the disguised camera.

All were of handsome young men. Walking, swimming, laughing, going obliviously about their lives. He recognized some of the faces from the Olympian, including Patrick, Michael, and Zach.

Sebastian’s throat constricted. Everywhere he looked, faces looked back, hundreds upon hundreds. “This is the work of a madman.”

Ves pointed silently to the ceiling. Sebastian looked up. In pride of place, amidst the dozens of surrounding photos, was one that had clearly been taken outside of the museum, using the telephoto lens, focused in tightly on a single face.

Ves’s face.
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“I need a drink,” Sebastian said.

“I agree.” Ves shuddered at the memory of the sexton’s house, of his own face staring back at him from the ceiling above the bed. Any doubts he had of the man’s guilt had been wiped away by the thousands of photographs pasted to the wall.

“Too bad it’s Sunday and the bar isn’t open,” Irene said. “Unless you have something squirreled away in your desk.”

They’d prearranged a meeting with Irene and Mortimer in the library after church let out. The place was almost eerily quiet today, and the canvas-draped furniture—to protect it from the bats—put Ves in mind of shrouded ghosts. Most of the bats had returned to their roost in the American History section for the day, but one remained in the reading room where they gathered. It yawned when they entered, exposing sharp little teeth, stretched a wing, then went back to sleep.

“Did you find the Book?” Mortimer asked impatiently. “Or did I sit in the family pew and receive death-glares from my great-aunt for nothing?”

“No Book,” Sebastian said, “but we did find…something.”

As he related their tale, Ves stared up at the sleeping bat. How nice it would be to live in a library, eating insects, sleeping, and not worrying about human affairs.

Irene looked horrified when Sebastian described the photos. Mortimer frowned. “Why the devil did he have pictures on the ceiling over his…oh. Never mind. That’s disgusting.”

“He must have been taking the photos for years, to have so many.” Sebastian shuddered.

“So why has he started killing his subjects?” Irene asked. “We thought he’d sent the poison to try and kill the two of you because he was suspicious, but if he’s…obsessed…with Ves…”

“Then Ves was the true target,” Sebastian finished.

“He wanted to take my photograph that night at the Olympian,” Ves said. “And…probably other things, since he wanted me to return to his house with him.”

Irene paled. “If you’d done that, you’d never have left alive.”

“I can’t be killed by ordinary poison, so actually things would have ended that night.” He ran a hand through his hair, clutching at it distractedly. “If I’d had the slightest inkling…”

“There’s no reason you should have,” Sebastian said.

“He was angry when I turned him down. So I assume that’s when he decided to poison me elsewhere.”

“Certainly.” Irene propped her chin on her hand, frowning. “Men do terrible things when they can’t get what they want, every woman knows that. You declined his attentions, he got angry at being denied what he thought was rightfully his, and decided to have his revenge. Though only after sneaking around taking photos, apparently.”

“The Book wasn’t at his house,” Sebastian said. “It must still be at the church.”

“Which he has admittance to as the sexton.” Mortimer tapped his fingers on the tabletop, thinking. “I wouldn’t suggest trying for it today. Or during the daylight hours in general; no doubt parishioners are in and out, and of course the high priest has rites to conduct. Midsummer is on Tuesday—we definitely do not want to risk it then.”

Gods of the wood, he’d lost track of the date. His family had always celebrated Midsummer, building a fire amidst the stones atop Caprine Hill, dancing with wild abandon while voices spoke from the air.

“Tomorrow night, then,” Sebastian said. “We’ll wait until its late, then sneak in once we’re certain no one’s there. Get the Book and get out, as quickly as possible.”

“And the sexton?” Ves asked. “Even without the Book, after what we’ve seen…he’s dangerous.”

“Perhaps we can tip off the police concerning the murders…though proving he was behind them would be difficult in a court of law.” Sebastian sighed. “I don’t know.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Irene said. “We need to find that Book. We don’t have the plans from the renovation in Dromgoole’s pile, but perhaps they were filed at City Hall. If not, then we’ll have to rely on Sebastian to locate it once we’re inside the church.” She glanced at them one at a time. “Either way, this ends tomorrow night.”
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When they arrived home a few hours later, they found the children playing in the yard with Noct. Jossie, Tommy, and Willie played, at any rate, while Helen sat by herself beneath a tree, staring at her hands.

Noct paused, where he’d been helping the other three children climb a different tree. “Did you find the Book?”

“I’ll fill you in.” Ves swarmed up the tree, and Noct followed him higher, out of the reach of the protesting children.

Sebastian approached Helen and saw she held the scrimshaw whale Jeremy had given her. “Are you all right?”

She shrugged.

Blast. He dropped into a crouch beside her. “It’s not your fault your father had to leave so quickly.”

“He didn’t even kiss us goodbye.” Her mouth pursed. “Mama’s unhappy. I know something’s wrong, but no one will tell me what it is.”

Sebastian held back a sigh, his heart heavy. He’d hated that when he was her age, the feeling something bad had happened, left to marinate in unspecified fear while the adults kept their secrets. “I’ll speak with your mother.”

He found Bonnie in the kitchen, aggressively chopping onions. “Need any help?” he asked, trying to sound more cheery than he felt.

The knife thunked against the cutting board. “What I need is for men to be honest with me, but it doesn’t seem I’m getting that anytime soon.”

He winced. “I’m sorry about Jeremy.”

She swept the onions into a pot, then set about slicing carrots. “You and Ves thought a murderer was staying in my house and didn’t bother to tell me.”

“I didn’t think it was Jeremy, not until that night,” Sebastian protested.

“But there was a possibility, and you kept quiet!” She spun toward him, knife still in hand and uncomfortably close in the small kitchen.

“I wanted to give him the opportunity to confess—”

“You chose him over me!” she shouted. “Worse, you could have put us all in danger if he’d actually had that damned Book!”

To his horror, she flung down the knife and burst into tears. He stepped forward and drew her into his arms; she pounded on his chest, then collapsed against him, sobbing.

“It’s going to be all right,” he murmured, stroking her soft hair.

“Is it?” Her words were muffled by tears and his shoulder. “What if Jeremy stops sending money to support the children? What if he never comes to see them? How am I to explain to Helen and Tommy…”

“As for the first problem, he may be honorable enough to do his duty by the children,” Sebastian said, though without much hope. “And if not, don’t fret. Ves, Noct, and I all have good salaries; no one is going to starve.”

She sniffled. “Noct isn’t going to stay here much longer, not with Irene living in a mansion. And you and Ves will want a place of your own soon.”

“Which we can have and still help out here.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “We’re family, all of us. No one is abandoning anyone.”

“I thought Jeremy was family, too,” she said in a small voice.

“I know.” Sebastian sighed. “And I’m sorry I let you down, sister. Sometimes it’s hard to know the right thing to do.” He paused. “You should talk to Helen, though. She knows something’s wrong, and it’s scaring her.”

“I will.” She pulled away and wiped at her eyes with her apron. “These Books…Mother died because someone wanted them, and now all of this…you don’t think we’re being punished for what our ancestors did, do you?”

“If we’re held to cosmic account for what our ancestors have done, then every one of us is likely damned,” he said wryly. “That said, it’s up to us not to continue to propagate those sins further. To tear them out by the roots if we must. And I swear to you, Bonnie, I’m going to put an end to the evil of the Books, no matter what it takes.”


CHAPTER 18
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The next day, Irene pulled her auto up to the curb in front of the Widdershins City Hall. After a brief discussion at the library that morning, she and Sebastian had decided to look for the plans, while the rest remained behind.

The city hall sat within a boxy colonial-era building. Signs directed them to the department of records; as soon as they stepped inside, a clerk greeted them with a smile. “May I help you?”

The name plate on his desk indicated he was Mr. P. Tubbs. “Good morning, Mr. Tubbs,” Sebastian said, giving him his most charming smile. “I’m Sebastian Rath, and my companion is Irene Endicott. We’re here because we hoped to find any plans regarding the renovation on First Esoteric Church.”

Tubbs returned his smile. He was a good-looking man, with thick blond hair and the beginnings of crow’s feet around his eyes. “What year?”

The letter from Dromgoole had been dated December 1854. “Likely 1855, though possibly 1856.”

“Let us see what we can find, then.”

The room was filled with bookcases containing bound records; larger cabinets for storing maps stood along the walls. Tubbs went straight to one of the bookcases and began scanning the dates stamped in gold onto the spines. “What did you say you wanted the plans for again?”

They hadn’t, but Irene said, “We’re librarians, and we’ve learned Alexan—”

“Librarians.” Tubbs twisted around to look at them. “From the Ladysmith, you mean?”

All friendliness had vanished from his voice and face. “Er, yes,” Sebastian said. “You see, we’ve an interest in the works of Alexander Drom—”

“If you mean to request anything be transferred out of City Hall and into your wretched museum, then the answer is no.” Tubbs drew himself up. “It has always been no, and it will always be no. You hoard everything to yourselves, even things which rightly belong to the city, to this very department, and yet have the audacity to demand more!”

Sebastian took a step back, raising his hands as if to ward off Tubbs’s hostility. “No! I mean, I’m certain you have a valid complaint,” he added, “but we’re not here to take anything from you. We only want to look at any existing plans. You see, we’re doing a study on Al—”

“I don’t care.” Tubbs glared at them for a long moment, then reluctantly turned back to the bookcase. Muttering under his breath, he pulled out one of the volumes and opened it. “It appears a permit was issued to the church that year,” he said, sounding annoyed at the prospect of helping them. “And since it was for an underground structure, the plans should still be on file so the water or gas companies know not to put a line through them.”

“An underground structure?” Irene asked.

Tubbs looked at them with disdain. “Obviously. Where else would you expect to find catacombs?”
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Ves carefully tightened the book press atop the stack of journals he was binding into a single volume. Bright afternoon sunlight streamed into the bindery, and on any other day he would have found the steps of preparing journals for binding, or repairing books brought to him for restoration, peaceful.

Today, his thoughts were more on preparation for tonight. Hopefully, Sebastian and Irene would learn something at city hall. Either way, they were going to have to sneak inside the church to look for the Book.

Ves had never been inside a church before, but he assumed it wouldn’t be left undefended, by sorcery or mundane means if not both. Hopefully, whatever they worshipped didn’t actually make its abode within…though in that case, at least it would be a small god, perhaps even one that could be killed.

A soft knock at the open door disrupted his musings. Turning, he spotted Amelia Cohen hovering uncertainly in the doorway.

“What can I do for you, Miss Cohen?” he asked, dredging up a smile.

“I apologize for the interruption, Mr. Rune, but apparently there’s an old man waiting for you in the grand foyer. He says he’s a relative?”

Ves’s heart plummeted. “My grandfather,” he said, the words dust on his tongue. “Thank you. I’ll see to him at once.”

As he made his way through the staff corridors toward the entrance, Ves tucked his hands into his pockets to keep them from shaking. Guilt tried to worm its way through his heart as he recalled all the things Grandfather had said to him when they last met. That the old man loved him, missed him.

Ora Rune stood in the grand foyer, his plain clothing and silver hair blending into the rest of the crowd. He gazed at the mounted skeleton of a saber-toothed tiger, expression thoughtful. As Ves approached, he said, “Have you seen this amazing creature, Vesper?”

“Yes,” Ves said, and resisted pointing out the fact he walked past the thing on an almost daily basis.

“The fearsome teeth, the ferocity and strength it must have possessed to wield them…how many of its prey met their end with its bite, do you think?”

By the trees, what did the man want? “I don’t know. What are you doing here?”

“And yet, here it stands,” Grandfather went on, ignoring his question. “Its entire species gone forever. Wiped from the face of the earth, with only a few sad bones to show they ever existed at all. I can’t help but feel a certain kinship with it, you know. In my youth, few would dare oppose me. But now I’m a creature whose time has passed, becoming not even a footnote in history.”

Ves could read between the lines easily enough. “Because we ran away.”

Grandfather’s mouth twitched slightly. “A tragedy worthy of Shakespeare: the aging king, on the cusp of reaching immortality, brought low by his own heirs.”

The impulse to apologize clogged Ves’s throat. He swallowed hard. He wouldn’t apologize, and he wouldn’t play this game. “Why are you here?”

“Because you asked for my help, of course. You do still want to know about the Scholomance, don’t you?”

Ves glanced around, but none of the visitors were nearby. “Yes,” he admitted reluctantly.

“A term I haven’t heard in many a year,” Grandfather said, his eyes going misty as he remembered some long-gone time. “But first, why do you want to know?”

Ves hesitated, but there seemed little point in hiding the truth. “It might have something to do with the Books. Or it might be a false lead the School of Night wanted to side-track us with. What do you know?”

“You recall that I traveled widely in my younger days,” Grandfather said. “I heard rumors of the Scholomance from a scholar at the university of what is now Budapest—that it was a place of great learning, hidden in the mountains near Lake Hermanstadt. According to my scholarly friend Arminius, the tenth student of every session is sacrificed to the devil. Which is obviously nonsense, but certainly they are sacrificed to something. But the risk is said to be worth it, for at the Scholomance a man can learn how to survive physical death. To become what Arminius called a wampyr.”

The breath caught in Ves’s throat. Gregorio Hollowell, the one whose death had started all of this by driving his siblings to find a way to resurrect him, had been dug up and his heart burned on suspicion of being a vampire. Was it possible he’d studied at the Scholomance at one time?

“I had no desire to sit at the feet of whatever being lurked in the school,” Grandfather went on, “but I did hunger for the knowledge within. I traveled to Lake Hermanstadt, but the mountains around were high and wild, and finding a school hidden by arcane power proved beyond my ability.”

“What did you mean to do if you had found it?” Ves asked.

Grandfather chuckled. “Steal what I could, of course. My initial plan was to meet one of the students, convince them I could save them from becoming the end-of-term sacrifice in return for certain items of value, then kill them myself when the time came.”

Numbness crept over Ves, the horror too familiar to evoke any deeper emotions. “I see.”

“Did that help?” Grandfather asked. “I’m afraid I don’t know much, but I can send some letters. Arminius is likely dead after all this time, but there are others who might have the information you need.”

Whatever foul magic Gregorio had learned abroad, he’d brought it back here, to Massachusetts. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Thank you.”

“Of course.” Grandfather smiled. “I love you. I want you to succeed.”

Why was this so hard? Why did Ves feel so much guilt, even after everything he’d suffered? “Thank you for your help.”

“Ah, but that’s not all the help I have to offer.” Ora turned away from the saber-tooth. “Lenore has been hunting the School of Night, as she promised. But they’ve managed to give her the slip—until now. She asked me to let you know that the Provost is massing his assorted ‘students’ and hired men in order to return to the museum and exact revenge.”

Ves went cold. “Revenge? For not returning Fagerlie’s head?”

“So I understand. If you still have it—”

“We don’t, and I wouldn’t give it to them even if we did.”

“Then you had best prepare yourselves. The Provost means to finish off the librarians, including you.”

Damn it. “Do you know when he’s going to attack?”

Grandfather smiled. “Why, this very evening.”
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Mr. Tubbs spread the plans onto one of the reading tables, then stepped back a few paces. “You may look at them here.”

Clearly he didn’t mean to give them any privacy. “We aren’t going to steal the damned things,” Irene said with a scowl.

“No, you aren’t,” he agreed without budging.

There was nothing for it. Sebastian and Irene both leaned over the plans. Proposed Expansion of First Esoteric Church was printed across the top in Dromgoole’s familiar draftsmanship; a stamp of approval half-obscured the final letters.

“It’s a maze,” he said in a low voice. A webwork of tunnels stretched from their starting point below the church, interrupted at irregular intervals by small chapels.

“It’s a spirit trap,” Irene whispered back.

There were two drawings, one showing the reach of the catacombs, and the other the depth. She flipped back and forth between them for several minutes, while Tubbs coughed at intervals, no doubt to hurry them along. Finally, she tapped a point near the heart of the catacombs. “Here.”

Sebastian viewed it with dismay. There was no way they’d find it without a map.

Time to be charming. He turned to Tubbs and smiled. “Thank you so much for your help, Mr. Tubbs. This has been invaluable to our research.”

“Good. You’ll be leaving, then?”

“I can see you’re a very busy man,” Sebastian said, even though not a single other soul had set foot in the records room since they’d arrived, “and we don’t want to take up any more of your time. We need to take a closer look, or perhaps even make a copy of these plans. If you’d allow us to take it with us, we’ll have it back to you no later than—”

“Absolutely not!” Tubbs drew himself up, eyes flashing. “I know what you’re up to—once the plans vanish into that museum of yours, they’ll never come back out!”

“No, I promise,” Sebastian tried, but Tubbs pointed at the doorway.

“Get out!”

“Oh for God’s sake,” Irene said, standing up and opening her purse. “Here’s five dollars, we’ll have the damned things back by tomorrow.”

Tubbs’s face flushed a truly alarming shade of red. “Are you attempting to bribe a city official?”

Sebastian grabbed Irene’s arm and began to hustle her toward the door. “Please, forgive my friend, she’s, ah, English.”

They made their escape back to the sidewalk outside. “Well, that could have gone better,” Sebastian said.

“English?” Irene asked. “What has that to do with anything?”

“It was all I could think of at the moment.” Sebastian folded his arms over his chest. “You’re the one who tried to pay him off.”

“I was trying to make a gesture of goodwill,” she replied primly, then sighed. “Honestly, I wanted to curse the obstructive idiot, but I imagine City Hall is filled to the rafters with wards to prevent angry citizens from using sorcery to make their point.”

“Probably.” Sebastian ran his hand through his hair. “At least we have an idea where the Book is, but how we’re to find it in that maze, I don’t know.”

“What about your arm? The scars, I mean.”

“They’ll help with direction, at least once I’m close enough, but they’re not a ball of string to lead me through the labyrinth.”

“Perhaps Noct and Ves will have some ideas.” Irene strode to the auto. “Let’s get back to the museum and tell them what we found.”


CHAPTER 19
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Ves rushed to find Mr. Quinn.

Unfortunately, the head librarian wasn’t in his office, nor the staff room. Ves hurried through the maze of the stacks, pausing to ask each librarian he passed if they’d seen him. None had.

Dromgoole had designed the library as a huge, three-dimensional spirit trap, which made it excellent for that purpose but less so for an actual library. Rooms that seemed like they should lead somewhere proved to be dead ends, while others had surprising connections. Sound traveled strangely; one might hear a whisper from rooms away, but not a call from the very next row.

Even though he’d painstakingly learned to navigate the maze, it wasn’t easy to find someone in it. Just as Ves was considering turning back, he came around a corner and found Mr. Quinn standing proudly over a glass case on a plinth, Rose and Lily to either side.

“Now this is a book of great interest,” he was saying. “Take a close look at the binding—what do you think it might be made from?”

“Human skin!” one of the twins exclaimed.

Mr. Quinn beamed. “Very good, Rose. What truly makes this book special, however, is that anyone who reads it dies before the end of the week.”

“Ooh,” Lily said, eyes going wide. “How exciting!”

Ves cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said, “but I’ve just had a visit from my grandfather. According to him, the School of Night is on its way to kill us all.”

Mr. Quinn’s mouth thinned, but he only said, “Ring the alarm bell, Mr. Rune, then meet us in the sword room.”

“Yes, sir.”

As he turned, he saw Rose catch Lily’s hand in hers, smiling brightly. “This is the best visit ever!”
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“I wonder if Rupert could create something that would lead us through the catacombs,” Irene said as she navigated the streets back toward the museum. “But it would have to be done quickly…damn, I wish I’d studied alchemy harder.”

Sebastian stared out as they trundled over a bridge crossing the river. The canning factory loomed not far away, and the air blowing through the open windows carried an appalling reek of fish, metal, and blood. “As you said, maybe Noct or Ves will have an idea. Actually, Noct’s sorcery is rooted in nature…do you know if he could, I don’t know, ask one of the rats that live there to lead us through?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea, but it’s a good thought.” Irene turned onto River Street.

Sebastian’s arm abruptly began to tingle, then itch. He frowned down at his sleeve. What the devil—

Without warning, the auto heaved upwards with a shriek of metal-on-metal. It tilted precariously onto the passenger side; Irene fell onto Sebastian, knocking him hard against the door. A tire popped loudly, Sebastian’s glasses went flying, and the smell of gasoline filled the air.

“What the—” he started.

A lance of bone thrust through the floor, just inches from Irene’s feet.

She swore frantically. “We have to get out!”

The canopy frame was badly bent, the canvas roof falling over them. A second bone spear jabbed through the floor, dangerously close.

“Get back!” Sebastian shoved her up. “Climb over the seat and out, hurry!”

The collapsed roof was in the way, but Irene managed to make it into the back seat, with a push from Sebastian. Another bone spear sheared through the canvas, forcing them both to duck, but leaving behind an opening to crawl through. “Go!”

Irene tumbled out. Sebastian groped for his glasses, found them, and clutched them in his hand as he followed her.

The car sat half on its side, the undercarriage caught on an up-thrust manhole cover. They were in front of the department store, but no one had come out of the shops to help, thanks to the two towering bone constructs.

Each had four arms that ended in bone spears. A crown of human skulls sat atop dozens of vertebrae, facing in every direction. The white bones were covered with filth, the nature of which Sebastian tried not to think about.

“They came up from the sewers!” he called, scrambling back rapidly to where Irene had taken refuge behind a lamp post. “We have to run, try to lead them away from other people.”

The constructs turned toward them, one thrashing to remove its arms from where they’d tangled in the canvas roof. The other began to circle around the front of the auto, making for them.

“The hell with that,” Irene snarled. Her hair was in disarray, her dress torn, but her eyes were grim.

Then she spoke a word, and the gasoline spilling from the auto exploded into flames.
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“We will soon be under attack once again from the School of Night,” Mr. Quinn said. He stood at the front of the sword room, the librarians gathered at the tables. Though the workday wasn’t yet done, he’d asked Ves to shuffle out anyone using the library and lock the doors behind them.

He’d done so, though it had taken some effort in the case of Dr. Bell, who had loudly protested he was in the middle of locating a book he needed for an important paper, and that the head librarian had no right to deny everyone else access on a whim. In the end, Ves picked him up and bodily carried him out, to shouts of indignation and a vow to bring up his conduct at the next staff meeting.

At least Dr. Bell would be alive to complain.

“We drove them back before, of course,” Mr. Quinn went on. “And I have no doubt we’ll do so again. But we must not assume it will be easy. Do not relax your guards for an instant, especially in regard to sorcery.”

Noct sat beside Ves, tentacles curling worriedly. “Where are Irene and Sebastian?” he whispered.

Ves shook his head. He was worried about the same thing, desperately so. They should have been back from City Hall some time ago. Had they been delayed by something prosaic like a flat tire? Or had the School of Night spotted them and taken the opportunity to pick off two librarians early?

They’d be all right, surely. Irene was a formidable sorceress. Sebastian…

As much as he worried about the effect the Books might have on Sebastian, at least they meant he wasn’t helpless in front of a threat anymore. He’d be able to fight back, would have a chance of protecting himself.

Maybe that thought made him a hypocrite. At the moment, he didn’t care.

“You all know your stations,” Mr. Quinn finished. “Go to them now, and prepare to defend our library and every last book within. For Widdershins!”

“For Widdershins!” the other librarians shouted with gusto. A moment later, they were all filing out the door.

Noct climbed onto Ves’s back, and he went to Mr. Quinn, who was talking with Lily and Rose.

“Xanthia will never forgive me if either of you are harmed,” he told the twins sternly.

“But we want to help,” one of them whined.

“You’re too young, and this is a very serious matter. We’ll go to my office so I can retrieve my weapon, then you two will lock the door behind me.” He paused. “As an incentive to behave, if you do as I say, tomorrow night at midnight we’ll take out Erasmus and see what he has to say about the coming year.”

Their eyes shone, and one squealed with delight. “Yes, Uncle! We’ll be good!”

“Then give me a moment to speak with the two Mr. Runes.” He watched them hurry off fondly, then turned to Noct and Ves. “It’s almost a shame I shall never have children of my own. I feel parenting comes quite naturally to me, don’t you agree?”

“Absolutely,” Ves said, though he was less than certain. Still, Mr. Quinn would do better than his own mother, so what did he know? “Where would you like us to station ourselves?”

“I want you to be the first to greet them, Vesper,” Mr. Quinn said. “No sense dilly-dallying around, planning elaborate tactics when you’re here. As for you,” he went on, meeting Noct’s eyes, “In the first row of stacks, I think, if they give enough freedom of movement and material for your sorcery. We don’t wish these ruffians to get any farther into the library than necessary.”

They both nodded.

“Where are Miss Endicott and Mr. Rath?” Mr. Quinn asked.

Worry crept back into Ves’s heart. “They ran an errand connected with the Books, but they should have returned by now. Something’s gone wrong.”

“Poor timing, but there’s nothing to be done about it. We shall have to carry on without them.” Mr. Quinn straightened his cuffs. “Prepare yourselves, gentlemen, then take up your posts.”

As they left the sword room and made for the front of the library, Noct said, “I’m worried, Ves. If the School of Night got them…”

“I know. I’m worried too.” He pressed his lips together. “But they aren’t helpless.”

“If we knew where they might be—”

“But we don’t.” Ves took one of Noct’s tentacles and gave it a comforting squeeze. “And we can’t let the School of Night get the Books we already have locked away here. All we can do is focus on what’s in front of us and trust Irene and Sebastian to handle whatever trouble they’ve found.”

“I hate it.”

“So do I. But as Mr. Quinn said, there’s nothing to be done for it now.”

Near the beginnings of the stacks, Noct slid from Ves’s back and scrambled up the shelves, vanishing into the shadows overhead. Ves paused at the front desk, removed his coat, and folded it neatly over the empty chair. Then he walked to the main doors, already closed and locked from the inside.

Mr. Quinn waited there, the blood-stained dictionary from the wall of his office ready in his hands. Other librarians clustered in various places, most behind some sort of cover, clutching their weapons of choice, from heavy books to the sticks from newspaper files.

“The museum will close in a few minutes,” Mr. Quinn said. “I expect the Provost will wait for most of the staff to clear out, before beginning his assault.”

“What about the security guards?”

“I’ve advised them it would be safest for them to let the School of Night pass, so long as they’re coming straight for the library and not trying to loot other parts of the museum.” He paused. “Whether or not they’ll take my advice remains to be seen.”

Ves positioned himself in front of the heavy double doors and waited. His mother had made him stand or march in long drills as a child, and it was a trivial matter to wait for long stretches of time absolutely motionless. He stretched his senses, listening as the other librarians shifted their weight or coughed, the sigh of air currents moving through the building, even the faint groan of settling stone as the museum drained of life for the evening.

Then, the distant sound of gunfire.

His nostrils flared; the security guards had chosen to engage. Good; any weakening of the force coming for them would work to their advantage.

A sense of calm mingled with anticipation swept over him. He didn’t enjoy fighting, exactly, but this was what he’d been trained for. This was the purpose that had been drilled into him since birth.

More gunfire, followed by small explosions. Screams of agony. Footsteps running down the hall.

A heavy bang on the doors.

Ves let his tentacles slither free and grinned.


CHAPTER 20
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The burning car was too obvious and too spectacular, sitting right in the middle of River Street as it was. The fire brigade arrived quickly, followed by the police, who wanted to question them.

As far as Sebastian could tell, the explosion and subsequent fire had burned the bone constructs down to charred fragments. The police asked inane questions, while Irene watched her Rolls Royce reduce to a pile of burning rubber and warped metal, a forlorn expression on her face.

Between the firemen and the police, the consensus was reached that an explosion of sewer gas had blown off the manhole just as the auto passed over it, setting off a spark that then caught in the gasoline. Closer to the truth than the usual conjecture, anyway, and no witnesses who’d spotted the constructs were stupid enough to involve themselves in sorcerous business.

The day was mostly gone by the time the police let them go. They got on the trolley, but attracted so many looks for their disheveled hair and torn clothes that Irene dragged Sebastian off after two stops.

“We might as well walk,” she said. “Besides, I want to talk to you, and there are too many people on the trolley right now for privacy.”

Weariness ached in Sebastian’s bones; he wished he could just go home, have dinner, take a bath, and fall asleep. But they still had to go to the church tonight and try to find the Book. “Fine. Let’s at least get something to eat while we walk.”

They bought bottled lemonade and sausage rolls from a cart. While Sebastian wolfed his down, Irene only nibbled, her expression troubled. “How did they find us, Sebastian?”

Sebastian washed down the last of his roll with a swig of cold lemonade. Though evening was drawing on, the coolness was still a welcome relief from the heat of the day. “What do you mean?”

“The bone constructs. They knew exactly where we were, down to the moment we drove over the manhole cover. How?”

In all the excitement, he hadn’t even considered it. But now that he did, dread turned the food in his gut sour. “I felt them, just before they attacked—not quickly enough even to speak a warning. I’ve been assuming the power to sense the Books, the constructs, is one-way…but what if it isn’t?” His mouth went dry at the thought, so he downed the last of his lemonade. “What if they can sense me, too?”

“Bloody hell,” Irene swore, drawing a startled look from a passer-by. “They knew where you were before you even sensed them. They had to have, to set up the ambush the way they did.”

“Unless Claude was following us and ordered them to attack.” He was grasping at straws, but surely that was a better option than the constructs knowing where he was, especially with such accuracy.

“Either way, it’s not very promising, considering we need to navigate a literal maze full of bones tonight to find the Book.” She bit into her sausage roll as though it had personally offended her, chewed angrily, and swallowed. “Blast. Let’s hurry, and hope Noct or Ves have some ideas.”

They walked as quickly as they could sustain, neither of them being the most athletic. By the time they reached the museum, they were both out of breath and dripping with sweat.

The Ladysmith had closed for the evening, so they made directly for the staff door around the side. It was unlocked, which wasn’t entirely out of the ordinary—staff frequently worked late, after all. As they traversed the maze-like corridors, everything seemed quiet.

Until they came upon the dead guard.

At first, Sebastian’s mind refused to interpret what he was looking at. A heap of clothes and sprawled limbs lay in the middle of the corridor, a guard hat lying a few feet away. The hallway reeked of burnt hair, and a pool of blood seeped out from beneath the fallen figure.

Irene let out a gasp and ran to the man, crouching in the blood for a moment as she studied him. Then she rose, her brown skin tinged with gray, one hand pressed to her mouth. “He’s dead.”
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The Provost had come prepared.

The moment the doors burst open, Ves went on the offensive, grabbing the first men through with his tentacles and slamming them into the walls or floor. One managed to slash him with a knife, and the sting of silver plating left him gritting his teeth from the pain.

The librarians surged forward, shouting battle-cries and laying about with their improvised weapons. As soon as they were engaged, a phalanx of attackers surged forward, carrying silver-tipped spears leveled at Ves.

“Destroy the Dark Young first!” the Provost called from the entrance. He was dressed in full regalia, complete with scholar’s robes, cap, and Elizabethan collar. “Then bring me Quinn’s head!”

Ves skipped back from the spears, casting about for some way to get above them. There was nothing here in the entryway, but—

A glass vial soared through the air, barely missing him and shattering on the wall behind. It released an explosion of finely powdered silver, a few particles of which landed on the skin of one tentacle and began to burn.

Damn it—if he got too much on his skin it would be agony, but if he breathed in the fine powder, it might well kill him.

He fell back as the men advanced. This wasn’t going to work as planned; he needed to retreat to the stacks, where it would be harder for them to bring their spears to bear, and where he wouldn’t be quite such a target.

The moment he gave ground, a cheer went up from the spear-carriers, and they rushed forward. He grabbed at the hafts, managed to rip one free with a tentacle, and used it to stab its former owner. Even as he did so, three more points drove into his flesh, two piercing tentacles and one grazing a line of fire down his side.

The wounds felt as though acid had been poured into them. He stumbled back, reaching blindly behind him with one tentacle until it grazed an ornate iron bracket.

Now he had a fighting chance.

He yanked himself upward, even as another vial flew at him. It missed, spilling powdered silver over the books. He moved as fast as he could, back and up, and the spear carriers rushed between the high stacks to stab at him.

Their mistake.

Thorns as long as his arm erupted from the wooden shelves, piercing and trapping them. The men screamed, trying to free themselves, except for one who had been gored in the side and merely slumped over with a dying groan.

Ves swung down behind them and attacked in a swarm of tentacles.

It took only moments. The spearmen panicked when they realized what was happening, and one stabbed his companion in front of him while trying to bring up his weapon. But caught in Noct’s trap, most of them already partially impaled on the wicked thorns, there was nothing they could do to stop Ves from snapping their necks with brutal efficiency.

A part of him felt sickened by his own actions, but he shoved it down. These men had come here meaning to kill him and Noct, Mr. Quinn, everyone in the library, before taking the Book of Breath and Book of Flesh and unleashing gods knew what horrors.

He turned away from the carnage, just in time to see Mr. Quinn knocked down by a blast of wind. His dictionary fell a few feet away, its spine cracked and pages falling out. The Provost closed in, eyes narrowed in furious hate.

“All you had to do was give me back your grisly trophy, head librarian,” he snarled. “I offered you a fair trade, and you spat in my face. So instead I’m forced to take what I want—including your life.”

Ves charged him. But before he could cross the room, the Provost turned and in one smooth motion threw a glass vial.

Ves ducked, which was the only thing that kept him from getting a face full of powdered silver. Instead, the vial shattered against his uppermost right tentacle.

The agony turned his vision white, and he bit back a scream only because he’d trained for so much of his life not to show pain. The tiny silver granules ate into his skin like acid. Welling blood washed some of them away, but not enough, and he went to his knees.

“There are only two things to do with monsters like you,” the Provost said as he approached, a small bag in his hand. Silver powder coated its lip; all he had to do was throw it in Ves’s face, and he’d die an agonizing, choking death. “Control them, or kill them. Since you won’t be the former, there remains only one option.”

“Get the hell away from him!” Sebastian yelled from the doorway.
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Sebastian felt the tug of magic in his arm as they raced toward the library

“There are bone constructs here, too,” he said. “Damn it! I should have realized Claude wouldn’t hold back at attacking Ves here, after he sent constructs after us on the street in the broad daylight.”

“That guard wasn’t killed by bone,” Irene panted as she struggled to keep up with him. “His gun had exploded—he was killed by sorcery.”

What the hell was going on? “They need our help. Come on!”

The doors to the library hung half off their hinges, smashed open from the outside. Blood stained the floor, and several men lay scattered about, unconscious or dead Sebastian couldn’t tell. Beyond the desk, just before where the library opened out into the stacks, Mr. Quinn struggled to his feet using the wall as support.

Ves was on his knees, clearly wounded. In front of him stood the Provost, hand raised.

Sebastian’s vision narrowed as rage ignited in his heart, overwhelming fear. The School of Night had killed his mother, and now they meant to take Ves from him as well?

“Get the hell away from him!” he snarled.

Startled, the Provost started to turn. Sebastian didn’t waste time trying to compel him; that power hadn’t worked on the Dean, and it certainly wouldn’t work on her superior. Instead he reached for the magic of the flesh, focused in on the hand holding the deadly bag…and pulled.

The Provost screamed. What looked like a glove yanked free from his hand, folding around the bag and containing its contents as it struck the ground several feet from him.

He hadn’t been wearing a glove, though.

The Provost stared in horror at the glistening red muscles of his skinless hand, and the sight brought bile to Sebastian’s mouth, even though he’d been the cause of it.

Ves wasted no time. He surged to his feet, wrapped a tentacle around the Provost’s head, and snapped his neck with a single movement.

The Provost crumpled soundlessly. Ves’s gaze met Sebastian’s, but he seemed at a loss at what to say, settling on: “You saved my life.”

“Yes, yes,” Irene interrupted. “Come on! We need to help the others!”

She ran into the stacks without waiting for them, and they followed. The sounds of struggle broke the library’s silence: shouts, cries of pain, weeping.

Things were not going well for the Provost’s men. Once within the labyrinth, they were hopelessly outmaneuvered by the librarians. They’d been impaled on thorns, concussed with heavy books, and in one case pinned to the wall with a book truck. A man had managed to catch Amelia Cohen by the wrists and was dragging her after him; Sebastian slashed his hand through the air and felt a corresponding wound open on the man’s back, beneath his clothing.

The man screamed and let go of Amelia, who grabbed a book from the nearest shelf and began to batter him with it.

A great flash of light went up behind them. Startled he turned to see Irene, her arms held aloft, the attention-getting light hovering above her.

“The Provost is dead!” she called, her voice magically amplified so that it echoed throughout the library. “Leave now while you still can, and we’ll show you mercy!”

The man Amelia was beating turned and ran, shortly followed by others. A dead man couldn’t pay them, after all, or give them anything else he might have promised for their service. As they retreated, the librarians let up a ragged cheer and renewed their efforts.

Within moments, the battle had turned into a rout. Men fled, dragging their wounded with them and leaving behind their dead.

The scars on Sebastian’s arm still itched, though. Something wasn’t right.

“There’s a bone construct somewhere nearby,” he said, as the last of the Provost’s men disappeared through the main doors, pursued by some of the junior librarians.

Ves immediately went on alert, as did Irene. “We ran into two earlier,” she told Ves. “That’s what took us so long. My car was destroyed in the attack.”

“By the trees!” Noct swung through the stacks, making his way to them. “Are you all right, darling? Did they hurt you?”

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. A skeletal creature leapt from the shadows of the bookcases where it had hidden itself, fangs ready to bite and claws to grapple. Sebastian had just time enough to recognize it as the saber-toothed tiger from the foyer display before it was on them.

Noct was closest; he flung out his tentacles to try and tangle up the thing. He almost succeeded. Though not as strong as Ves, he was certainly stronger than any human, and a dozen tentacles wrapping around open jaws and extended forelimbs was nearly enough to throw the reanimated skeleton’s leap off course.

So it was only one saber tooth and not both that drove deep into Noct’s chest.


CHAPTER 21
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Irene’s scream echoed in Ves’s ears, accompanied by a howl that he realized with surprise was coming from his own throat. The saber-tooth raised its head, one fang slick and red with his brother’s blood.

It had been sent here to kill him, and Noct had just been in the way. Claude tried to add him to his collection via poison, and when that hadn’t worked, when Bruce had started asking too many questions, when Claude realized they were on to him…

He should have been the one lying there in a pool of spreading blood.

Claws dug into the hardwood as the creature prepared to spring again.

Ves met it in mid-air, grabbing everything he could with hands and tentacles. One fang tore a divot of flesh out of his shoulder, but he barely felt it. They hit the ground heavily, Ves on the bottom, but that was all right. It didn’t matter that claws were raking him, or the fangs were dangerously close to his face. All that mattered was pulling the thing apart.

The spine came to pieces, followed by the forelimbs. With a final, furious snarl, he tore the skull free, and the heavy bones collapsed, held together only by the remnants of the wire frame on which it had been mounted.

Sebastian ran to him, eyes wild. “You’re hurt!”

“It doesn’t matter.” Ves threw aside the bones and scrambled to where Irene already knelt beside Noct. She had pulled off her singed and battered jacket and pressed it to the terrible wound.

“Take him to the staff room,” Mr. Quinn ordered. “We have bandages and other supplies there.”

Ves scooped up his brother, keeping pressure on the wound. Thank the trees it didn’t go all the way through; at least that was something.

Time seemed to lose meaning, everything passing in a blur as he laid Noct down on the couch, then stepped back as others took over. He’d never learned healing, only destruction, and he’d never felt the absence as keenly as now. All he could do was stand by helplessly while others struggled to stop the bleeding and bandage the wound.

He couldn’t lose Noct, couldn’t lose his brother. Why had Noct put himself in the way; why hadn’t he let Ves handle the saber-tooth?

Eventually, everything that could be done had been done. Ves sat beside the couch where Noct lay, head in his hands, listening to Noct’s labored breathing. Irene sat on the floor beside Noct, holding his hand, her eyes red from crying.

“Will he be all right?” she asked. “Should I call Rupert? Maybe someone will know what to do…”

Ves forced his thoughts to work through the haze shrouding everything. “We’re hard to kill. If he’s made it this long, then he’ll already be healing. In a day or two, there won’t even be a scar to show for it.”

She pressed her face against Noct’s hand. Sebastian touched Ves’s shoulder. “If that’s the case, we should take care of your injuries.”

He allowed Sebastian to escort him to the washroom, where he began to run water over the raw burns on Ves’s tentacle. It hurt like the very devil, but the wounds wouldn’t heal if any silver remained. As it was, he’d carry a scar.

“Did you tell Irene the truth about Noct?” Sebastian asked softly. “Will he recover?”

“He should.” Ves swallowed hard. “It was a near thing, though. He lost so much blood, and I think the lung collapsed. And if any of that silver powder had gotten into the wound…he’d be dead.”

Saying the words aloud brought tears to his eyes. “Gods of the wood, it was so close, Sebastian. So fucking close.”

He leaned his head against Sebastian’s shoulder, and strong arms wrapped around him. “It’s all right,” Sebastian murmured, kissing his hair. “It’s all right.”

They sat that way for several minutes, Sebastian tenderly stroking his hair. Eventually, Sebastian turned off the water. “Let’s get you bandaged up.”

Ves nodded. Exhaustion clawed at him, after everything that happened, but the night wasn’t over. “We still need to get the Book tonight.”

“It doesn’t have to be tonight, angel.” Sebastian cupped his face gently. “We’ll wait until after Midsummer.”

“We can’t.” Ves kissed Sebastian’s palm, then stepped back. “I was Claude’s target, but Noct was in the way. He would have killed Irene to get to you. Should we go home to Bonnie, the children, and just hope it isn’t them in the way next time?”

Sebastian’s skin paled. “No. No, you’re right.”

“We have to get the Book away from Claude before anyone else gets hurt.” The burn on his tentacle ached, as did the knife slice and stab wounds from the spears, though at least the acid burn of silver was gone. “And we have to put an end to the School of Night.”

“Agreed.” Sebastian met his gaze. “We need all the tools we can to fight them. I don’t know what powers the Book of Bone might give me if I’m Bound to it, but we need every advantage we can get.”

A part of Ves wanted to disagree. But Sebastian had saved his life with the power from the Book of Flesh.

And all he could see when he closed his eyes was the look on Noct’s face as seven inches of fang entered his chest.

If any of the silver powder had gotten into the wound, prevented it from healing…he would have lost his brother tonight. If the Provost had hit him in the face with the bag of powdered silver, he’d be dead, too.

He’d be lying if he said he wished things had been different, that Sebastian hadn’t used the Book’s power and he’d died instead. And maybe, if Sebastian had been able to do more, Noct wouldn’t have been hurt.

“All right,” he said. “I’ll get my binding kit.”
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Since Irene’s auto had been destroyed, they were forced to hire a cab. Sebastian had expected her to stay behind at Noct’s side, but when he suggested as much, she pinned him with a cold glare.

“Don’t you think I’d rather stay?” she demanded. “But I can’t. If you’re going to try for the Book, you need magic to help fight off those bloody constructs.”

“It would be easier with you,” he admitted. “But—”

“But nothing,” she cut him off. “I am an Endicott. We do our duty no matter the personal cost.”

Having met her family, he had no doubt of that. It was a large part of what made them so dangerous.

The cab driver gave them an odd look, then did a double take when he spotted the fire ax Mortimer had liberated from the museum’s emergency box. But the handful of bills Irene thrust at him seemed to overcome his qualms.

A short time later, he let them out a block away from First Esoteric and sped off. At this hour, the streets in this part of Widdershins were deserted, save for a cat strolling along a fence during its nightly patrol. The tall steeple of the church loomed over everything around it, like a dark finger lifted in warning.

“How do we get in?” Sebastian asked.

Mortimer straightened his cuffs. One of them was speckled with blood from the earlier fight at the library.

Damn the Provost. Thanks to him, they were already tired, and injured in Ves’s case.

“We go through the front doors,” Mortimer said. “I’m sure there are other ways inside, but this will be the simplest.”

Irene frowned. “Won’t they be locked?”

“Not to me.” Mortimer strode down the sidewalk, forcing them to trot to keep up.

The figures carved into the door seemed to watch them. The pipe-players danced around a central figure wearing a hood, only its gaping mouth visible on its face.

“Does anyone have a needle or a pin?” Mortimer asked. “I suppose I could use the ax, but I don’t need that much blood.”

“Here.” Irene pulled a pin from her hat and handed it to him. He pricked a fingertip with the sharp end, then pressed it into the hungry mouth of the central figure.

A click and the door swung open. Mortimer wiped off the pin and handed it back to Irene. “Thank you.”

“I suppose it only opens to members?” she asked.

“Yes. We each sacrifice a small amount of blood as part of our confirmation, so that the church wards will recognize us later.” He frowned. “You should be all right since you’re with me, though I wouldn’t suggest touching anything within the church itself.”

“That’s probably what Ladysmith meant, when he praised Dromgoole for choosing a place for the Book that already had protections around it,” Sebastian murmured. “Anyone seeking it would have to get past the church’s wards first.”

The doors swung open to reveal the darkened interior, the high, vaulted ceiling lost in darkness. Once the doors shut behind them, Sebastian clicked on his flashlight. The curiously long nave was crossed by multiple transepts, and a low flight of stairs led to the main area of worship. As Mortimer led the way toward the chancel, Sebastian swung the light around, revealing rows of pews. Near the front, some had brass plaques affixed to them bearing the names of the old families. Reserved seating.

Stained glass windows lined the walls. The saints depicted on them all seemed to have a sinister cast, and Sebastian couldn’t remember them committing quite so much human sacrifice. Then again, he was no church-goer; likely he’d forgotten the finer points of religion.

The largest stained-glass window overlooked the altar: a rose window filled mostly with black glass, interrupted by strands of greenish luminosity. Beneath it, upon the altar, lay a glass flute.

“Fascinating,” Irene said, peering at the flute. “Mortimer, is this used to call upon—”

“Don’t speak the name,” Mortimer snapped. “We don’t want to draw any attention on ourselves.”

She immediately straightened and took a step back. “You’re right, of course. We have enough problems as it is. Where is the entrance to the catacombs?”

“Through here.” Two doors led from the rear of the chancel; Mortimer chose the one on the left. It let onto a quiet hall, smaller and less decorated than the main portion of the church. The windows depicted saints, each of whom was holding their own head; the eyes seemed to follow them balefully as they hurried past.

At the end of the hall was a great archway. Above it, human bones had been affixed to the wall: skulls center-most, surrounded by a starburst of long bones, contained within a circle of pelvises. Beneath the display were carved the words: They Still Dream.

“Good Lord,” Sebastian breathed, staring up at the eyeless skulls, the carven words.

Mortimer’s mouth twitched beneath his thin moustache. “Indeed. We’re about to enter the kingdom of the dead.”


CHAPTER 22
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Ves let his tentacles slip free as they passed beneath the archway. Irene and Sebastian led the way, followed by Mortimer, so he took up position as rear guard. If anything tried to sneak up from behind, it would have to come through him first.

His nerves buzzed, and his various wounds ached. They’d scar, thanks to the silver, assuming he lived long enough for that to be a concern.

No. He couldn’t afford to think such thoughts. Not here, surrounded by the dead.

Ordinarily, the catacombs might have seemed eerie, or even beautiful in their own way. Death was no end; a thousand teeming lives sprang forth from every creature that fell. Even here, in an ossuary, mice and rats would make a home, gnawing and nesting, as the bones themselves slowly crumbled and became dust, which would in turn become something new.

But the unchanging sterility that had infected the bone constructs was here as well, spreading out like a pool of poison from the Book of Bone.

They needed to be very, very careful.

Beyond the arch, the flashlight beams played over a small chapel decorated with human bones. Stacked skulls, separated by arm bones, flanked the candle-covered altar. Overhead hung a massive chandelier made from various bones, the candles supported by skulls. The effect was surreal, halfway between artistic and horrifying.

“Has this always been here?” Sebastian asked in a low voice.

“Believe it or not, yes.” Mortimer gazed up at the chandelier. “Well, since the renovations, at least.”

“There are similar ossuaries in Europe,” Irene said. “I’m uncertain if they’re meant to be a sort of memento mori, or if there were a few bishops with ghūl blood who liked the idea of using human remains in their interior decorating.”

Sebastian shivered. “Well, I see why the heads of the old families prefer to be interred in their mausoleums.”

“Where to next?” Ves asked. “There are two doors—right or left?”

Sebastian scowled. “If that damned Mr. Tubbs at City Hall had just let us borrow the map…”

“Can you sense the Book?”

“Not exactly.” He rubbed his forearm. “My scars are going wild. We’re surrounded by its magic. I’m not sure if—”

He stopped abruptly at a low grating sound that came from all around them, as every skull turned to stare directly at him.

“Where do we go?” Ves demanded urgently.

“Left!” Irene said, grabbing Sebastian by the sleeve. They plunged into the darkness of the leftmost entrance, followed by Mortimer. With one last check on the skulls to make sure they weren’t doing anything else, Ves turned and raced after them.
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Sebastian’s heart hammered in his throat. His scars itched and tugged, warning of danger all around.

The walls and ceiling were covered with femurs forming an X pattern; some of them seemed to tremble as they passed by. He’d hoped that Claude would be at home, sleeping amidst his hundreds of photographs, but it seemed that wasn’t the case.

Claude was here. Waiting for them.

Irene’s face was washed-out in the flashlight’s beam, her dress covered with Noct’s blood. As the hallway branched, or intersected with other halls, she navigated the labyrinth with an assurance he didn’t feel. He pictured the map in his mind’s eye, tried to superimpose it over what was in front of him, and quickly grew confused.

He regained his bearings when they came across another chapel. There were five in total, if he remembered correctly. This one was decorated similarly to the first, except the walls were also covered in elaborate mosaics of vertebrae and kneecaps.

“I know where we are,” he said. “We’re not far from where we need to go down, to the deepest level.”

The bones on the walls and in the decorations began to shake.

There came a series of pops, along with loud snaps as some of the bones broke in their attempt to pull free from their moorings. Mortimer let out a shout and grabbed Irene, yanking her back just as the chandelier ripped from the ceiling.

It slammed into the floor in a cloud of dust and shattered bone. Candles rolled away, along with cracked skulls.

Amidst the wreckage, figures began to form.

They built themselves as they stood: taller than any human, some with many arms, others with multiple heads on elongated spines. They didn’t have the deliberately sharpened arms that the ones who had killed Bruce and Alfie, and destroyed the cars, did—but they didn’t need them. There were more than enough grasping hands, fingers unnaturally long, to tear them apart.

“Run!” Ves shouted. “We don’t have time to fight them all! We need to get to the Book!”

Irene didn’t linger, dashing through the archway that would lead them to the stairs going down. Mortimer took a swing at one of the nearest constructs with his ax, sending one arm flying, before turning and hurrying after her.

Sebastian hesitated beneath the arch. Ves grabbed two of the constructs with his tentacles and hurled them into their fellows. “Sebastian, run! I’m right behind you!”

Sebastian bolted, but glanced over his shoulder to make sure Ves was following. Ves ripped the head off the nearest construct, then ran after him, catching up easily.

The constructs flooded into the corridor after them, some grabbing bones from the walls to add to their structure. But they were slow, and within a few twists and turns had been left behind.

Ves and Sebastian caught up with Irene and Mortimer at the top of the stairs. The sound of bone on stone, accompanied by clattering teeth, echoed not just from behind them, but from the other corridors all around.

Sebastian’s side ached from running, and Irene leaned against the wall, panting. Ves turned in a slow circle, tentacles ready, his eyes narrowed as he scanned the darkness.

Mortimer gripped his ax. “Should we try to hold them off here?” he asked. “How close are we to the Book? Can Irene and Sebastian get it before we’re overwhelmed?”

“They’re not trying to overwhelm us,” Ves said, staring down the way they’d come.

“What do you mean?” Mortimer asked.

Sebastian aimed his flashlight past Ves. The bone constructs shuffled down the corridor, but they were moving much slower than they had earlier.

“They aren’t chasing us,” Ves said. “They’re herding us. Cutting off every other avenue of escape, until the only place to go is down.”

All the hair stood up on Sebastian’s neck. “That’s…not good, is it?”

“No.” Ves shook his head. “Not good at all.”
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The stairs led down to a long, curving hallway. “I remember this from the plans,” Sebastian said. “There’s a sort of outer ring, with a chapel on one side. We’ll want to find the chapel, then take the corridor off it, and that should lead us right to the Book.”

And right to Claude. But that was obvious, so Ves kept the remark to himself.

If he’d only known, that night at the Olympian. The man’s quick temper should have given him away, shouldn’t it?

But Sebastian had thought him harmless. Everyone had. And all the while he’d been down here, a spider in the center of its web, sending out his minions to poison and kill.

The walls here were completely covered with squares of long bones, filled in with vertebrae and surmounted by skulls. Ribs hung in bundles from the ceilings. There seemed far more skeletons here than could be accounted for by dead church members, even if the church had been founded at the same time as the town.

This was a port town, which meant sailors and other itinerant types came and went with the sea winds. A few, like Jeremy, had put down roots in Widdershins, but most were merely pausing here on some longer journey. No one would miss them; surely men jumped ship all the time.

He shook his head. This was all baseless speculation, and beside the point. Whatever was happening in First Esoteric was a problem for another day, or for someone else entirely. He couldn’t let himself get distracted from the task at hand.

More shuffling and clatters came from the darkness behind them. The constructs, herding them forward, toward whatever Claude had waiting.

At last the hallway widened into a larger room—the chapel, as Sebastian had called it.

And perhaps it had been, at one time. But Claude had done some redecorating.

The innermost wall was broken open, revealing a dark space beyond that had no doubt once housed the Book of Bone. The rest of the room was set up like some sort of macabre boudoir. A chandelier made of ribs and delicate finger bones hung overhead, candles burning warmly in it. Below was a table and two chairs made entirely from bones, a pair of wineglasses waiting on the table to be filled. A rose made of tiny scapulae stood in a vase at the center of the table. Across the room, a sort of chaise lounge created from leg bones and decorated with skulls awaited with velvet cushions.

It was disturbing, though no more so than what they’d already seen. But the furniture wasn’t what made Ves gasp.

Three full skeletons finished out the tableaux, one seated at the table, the other two on the chaise, arranged in a parody of a lover’s embrace. Across each boney face was pasted a large photograph of the man the remains had belonged to: Patrick at the table, and Zach and Michael upon the lounge.

Claude sat across from Patrick’s remains, gazing at the photograph on his skull as though they were having a romantic dinner. His appearance was changed from when they’d met at the bathhouse, every bit of fat gone, the muscles dwindled, until the shape of his bones was visible beneath the skin.

He turned at Ves’s gasp, a ghastly smile on his face.

“So,” he said, “I see you’ve come to join us.”


CHAPTER 23
[image: ]


Every hair on Sebastian’s body felt as though it stood on end. The sight of Patrick, Michael, and Zach’s remains, propped up as unwilling actors in Claude’s little play, brought bile to his throat.

“This is why you killed them?” he managed to say. “Why you used poison—so you wouldn’t damage their bones?”

Claude’s smile faltered. God, the man looked horrible, as though some terrible wasting disease had taken hold. “They’re so lovely, aren’t they?”

Sebastian’s entire body trembled with revulsion. “And Alfie?”

“I never wanted him.” Claude’s lip curled. “‘Going home alone again,’ that’s what he said to me when I left that night. Like it was a joke! But I showed him.” His smile returned, cruel and unhinged. “I didn’t always used to leave alone. I used to be lovely as well. But beauty fades with time.”

He turned to gaze at Patrick. “You turned me down at the Olympian, didn’t you, dear boy? Of course you did; the bloom was off my rose. But I made sure you wouldn’t suffer the same fate. Now you and these other beauties will stay as you are, forever.” The sinister smile crept back over his lips. “You’ll never, ever leave me.”

His head snapped around, so fast it made them all jump. “And you.” His eyes narrowed at Ves. “I had a simple request, and you refused it.”

Ves’s nostrils flared. “Why did you want to get into the Ladysmith library?”

Claude chuckled. “It’s not what I want. It’s the Books. They want to be together again.”

All the air seemed to leave Sebastian’s lungs. He didn’t know what the implications of that were, but they couldn’t be good.

“I thought you might join us afterward,” Claude added to Ves. “But I didn’t realize you’re a monster.”

“You’re the monster,” Irene snarled, and whipped out her sorcerer’s wand.

Claude moved inhumanly fast, diving out of the way and rolling across the floor. A blast of wind roared through the room, sending the table, wineglasses, and Patrick flying. The photograph tore free from his skull, revealing the empty eye sockets beneath.

“How dare you?” Claude roared. He rolled to his feet, clutching something in his hands.

The Book.

The front and back boards were made entirely from bone, shaped and sheared into interlocking pieces. On the front was mounted the foremost section of the skull that once would have underlain the face of the Hollowell sibling whose body had gone to create the Book. A pair of bloody red gems gleamed from the sockets, seeming to glitter with unholy life in the candlelight.

“He has the Book of Bone!” Sebastian shouted.

Claude ran a possessive hand over its cover. “It showed me the way,” he said. “I thought I could preserve them in photographs. But the Book showed me how I could keep them with me forever, here any time I wanted them.”

Ves charged him, but Patrick’s skeleton grabbed him by the ankles, tripping him. A moment later, Zach and Michael were on him as well, bony fingers digging into his flesh. He let out a howl of pain as they found the wound on his tentacle.

The shuffling sounds that had been behind them, driving them to this place, turned into a cacophony of bone on stone as the constructs finally rushed forward. Mortimer shouted the alarm, swinging his ax at the first that reached them, knocking off one of its heads but only slowing it down. More swarmed behind it: dozens at least, perhaps scores.

If they didn’t get the Book away from Claude, they’d be overwhelmed in minutes.

Irene blasted some of the constructs back with wind, using the hallway as a funnel to strengthen the gale. More were coming from the other direction, though, where the tunnel continued on the other side of the room. Ves flung Patrick and Zach to either side, kicked away Michael, and ran to meet the new horde in a whirlwind of tentacles.

For a moment, Sebastian felt a sense of helplessness crash over him. He could do nothing against the constructs, nothing to keep them from being overrun, any more than he’d been able to keep Noct from being hurt. What use was he?

“You,” Claude spat. “How dare you interfere?” His withered arms clung to the Book, and he limped toward Sebastian with a deadly look in his eyes. “You had Patrick, but now you refuse to share him with me, you greedy son of a bitch?”

Rage mixed with horror. Sebastian’s heart pounded in his chest, fast but strong, and his hands flexed. “Go to hell, Claude.”

The gleaming gemstones on the Book’s cover drew his gaze, seemed to meet it. This was Filomena Hollowell; the knowledge arrived in his mind with utter certainty. Filomena, who longed to be reunited with her siblings.

The scars on his arms blazed. “Drop the Book,” he ordered Claude, the air thick in his lungs.

Claude’s grip slackened—then firmed again. “No—what are you doing?”

“I said drop it!” Sebastian roared, and slashed his hand down, again and again.

Wounds opened on Claude’s arms even as he dropped the Book, the flesh unknitting in deep, furious lines. Claude screamed and stumbled back, the Book tumbling to the floor.

Patrick’s skeleton lunged for it, but Ves grabbed him and hurled him into a wall. Sebastian snatched up the Book; it was startlingly heavy and felt unpleasantly warm in his hands.

“Fall back to the inner room!” Ves shouted. “Hold the entryway!”

All four of them fled, scrambling through the broken wall just ahead of a wave of constructs. The circular room was plain and unadorned, save for a simple plinth in the very center where the Book had rested.

Irene and Mortimer turned to try and hold back the scrambling constructs. Irene looked exhausted already, even as she raised wind yet again to knock the constructs away. Mortimer swung his ax like a madman, eyes wide with fear, face bloody from a dozen claw marks.

Ves took the Book from Sebastian. “Get ready,” he ordered, and sliced through the long-stitch binding, made from a cord of Dromgoole’s hair.

Power flooded out from the Book, filling the air. Sebastian went to his knees, his bones seeming to vibrate within his flesh as the Book called out. Ves grimaced, pulling the binding needle from his kit, already attached to a length of coarse cotton thread.

Sebastian yanked his sleeve open, sending the button from his cuff flying, and bared his forearm. Ves’s eyes met his, the goat-like irises of his true form uncertain. “Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?”

“Yes,” Sebastian said. “I have no doubt of it.”

Ves plunged the needle into his flesh.
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Sebastian blinked. The catacombs had vanished from around him; he stood on the street outside the Olympian. No lights showed from within, or from any of the other buildings. Nevertheless, he could see perfectly well, thanks to the thousands upon thousands of shooting stars streaking the sky.

A woman in old-fashioned dress stood staring up. Without glancing at Sebastian, she said, “The night we arrived in Widdershins, stars fell like snowflakes. I thought the world was at an end, but Lydia believed it to be a sign.”

He swallowed, throat suddenly dry. “Filomena Hollowell?” he guessed.

Emeline and Thaddeus had by turns screamed and cajoled. Filomena seemed only sad when she turned to him. “You have lost so much. I can see it in your heart.”

The gentleness in her voice set him off-kilter. “We’re going to Bind you, Filomena. You can’t be allowed your freedom.”

“But what of you?” she asked. “My heart breaks for you. The world has taken so much—your parents, yes, but so much else. Here,” she gestured at the stairs leading down to the bathhouse, “was where you felt safe. You had friends, lovers, community. But how can you ever feel safe here again, after what has happened?”

“I…I wasn’t likely to return, anyway.”

“But you knew it was there.” She stepped closer, skirts rustling. “How can you be sure there isn’t someone in the crowd, taking your picture? Or sending poison into your very home to kill your lover? What place is left for you, Sebastian?”

He hated that she spoke the truth. Or part of it. “All of that is because of you!”

She shook her head, pleading. “No. That was all Claude’s desire—he used me for evil. But if you leave me unbound, I will help you, gladly. Everything you feel slipping away from you, I can secure. I can preserve it all, forever. You need never feel the sting of loss again.”

His heart ached, as if reminding him of everything that had been tainted or lost. Images of his nieces and nephews rose up within—they were so vulnerable. Noct had come close to death tonight; if he could be so badly hurt, how much more fragile were the lives of all of them who were purely human?

Noct’s words returned to him, from the day they’d examined the first bone construct they’d found. “No life in these bones…no sense of change.”

He took a step back. “Everything that’s happened, it’s been because of not being able to let go. You were trying to bring back Gregorio; Claude was trying to possess Patrick, Michael, and Zach forever. I hate what’s happened, but I can’t fix it by committing the same sin.”

Filomena’s eyes narrowed. “Have it your way, Sebastian. Someday, you’ll wish you’d listened to me.”
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Sebastian’s arm blazed with agony as Ves snipped the thread and tied the final knot. The Book of Bone lay quiescent in his hands, spine stitched together with thread coated in Sebastian’s blood.

The catacombs seemed to open up around him. No longer did he have a general sense that the constructs were nearby. Rather, he was aware of each and every one of them, felt the tugging of the strings of magic that bound them together.

Irene fell to one knee, her skin gray with exhaustion. A construct took the opportunity to lunge through the sudden opening, bony fingers reaching for her throat. Mortimer hacked at it and missed; his coat was shredded, and blood dripped onto the floor at his feet.

“Enough!” Sebastian snarled.

He lunged up, clapping his right hand over the bleeding punctures on his left arm. Magic held the constructs together like wire; he grabbed the threads with his left hand and tore them free.

They came with shocking ease. The construct attacking Irene collapsed into a shower of bones, followed by the ones behind it, and the ones behind it. A wave of falling bone spread out from him, as though the catacombs were a web, and he’d pulled on the single thread holding it all together.

Then there was silence, except for their breath. He dropped his hand from his forearm; the punctures had already healed.

“Are you all right?” Ves asked anxiously.

Sebastian nodded and walked past Irene and Mortimer, out into the chapel that had once held Claude’s macabre fantasy. The table and lounge lay in pieces, having been constructed by magic rather than art.

Claude lay in the center of the floor, clutching Patrick’s photograph weakly in his hands. His breath rasped heavily, his eyes dull and sunken in his near-fleshless skull. As Sebastian approached, though, he looked up.

“I only wanted to keep them with me,” he wheezed feebly. “I just needed someone who wouldn’t leave…”

His words ended on a long sigh, and his chest stilled.

“Was the Book…feeding on him?” Mortimer asked, as he limped up.

Irene leaned heavily on Ves’s arm, a tentacle around her shoulder. “The magic was, at least. Animating this entire catacomb…well, most sorcerers would simply have passed out, but I imagine the Book let him keep going past any human limitations.”

“Leave him here,” Ves said. “We need to go back and check on Noct, and to get Mortimer bandaged.”

He led the way back through the piles of bone, still supporting Irene. Mortimer stumbled after them.

Sebastian lingered for a moment, letting the beam of his flashlight play over Claude’s cadaverous face. Remembering the words Filomena had spoken, the offer she had made.

Then he turned and followed the others, and left the catacombs to the dead.


CHAPTER 24
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Two days later, a knock at the door to the bindery and conservatory caused Ves to look up from where he’d been cleaning the stained page of a book with a sponge dampened with oxalic acid. Rose and Lily stood in the open door, though as usual he couldn’t have said which was which.

“We came to say goodbye for now, Mr. Rune,” said the twin on the left.

“We’re to return to Boston on the afternoon train,” said the other.

“We’d prefer to stay here, but Mother won’t hear of it.”

He set aside the book. “It was good to meet you both.”

“And you,” said the one on the left. “We’ve never met a Dark Young before.”

The other nodded. “This entire trip was most educational. We can’t wait to come back.”

“Until then, we’ll simply have to practice with the bones at home in Boston. Mother won’t let us have them in the house, but there’s a cemetery nearby.”

“It’s very convenient,” her sister agreed with a smile.

Ves wasn’t certain how to reply. “I…see? Enjoy yourselves, then.”

“Oh, we will. Goodbye, Mr. Rune.”

Sebastian came in as they were leaving, and they wished him a goodbye as well, before vanishing down the hallway. Sebastian watched them go, then shook his head.

“They still give me the shivers,” he said.

“You’re not alone in that.” Ves watched as Sebastian crossed the room and perched on his desk.

He looked fine. He was fine, as far as Ves could tell.

But still, he worried.

As predicted, Noct had healed quickly. Though they’d all stayed at home yesterday, resting and recuperating, today he was back at work in the Limited Access Room. Thank the All-Mother, Lord of the Forest, for its gifts; anyone purely human would have died.

So there was one concern banished, at least.

“How are you feeling?” he asked Sebastian.

Sebastian cocked a brow at him. “Are you asking if I’m hearing voices in my head, the way Dromgoole did? Because the answer is no.”

“I’m glad for that.”

Sebastian reached over and took one of his hands. “We didn’t have a choice, Ves. Claude nearly murdered Noct to get to you. He’d completely lost his mind; he wasn’t going to stop until we were dead.”

And of course, once they’d reached Claude and the Book, there was no way past the constructs except to do what they had done and Bind it to Sebastian. He knew that.

But what bothered him was that they’d set out with the intention to do the Binding. Even if circumstances hadn’t forced his hand, he’d been ready to run his needle and thread through Sebastian’s arm, in hopes that whatever powers the Book granted him would be enough to keep them all safe. To keep what had happened to Noct from happening again. To preserve the power that had saved him from the Provost.

It had felt like the right decision at the time, with Noct’s blood still drying on his shirt, the Provost’s glove of skin still wrapped around the fatal powder. And in the end, they’d had no real choice.

Still, it bothered him, how despite all his reservations, a bad enough fright was enough to have him turning to a power he didn’t trust. A power he feared might harm Sebastian in the long run.

The experience had showed him a new side of himself, and he wasn’t at all sure he liked it.

“You fret too much,” Sebastian said, leaning over to plant a kiss on his forehead. “I feel perfectly well. Noct is healed. Mortimer has a few new scars but escaped without serious injury. Everyone is safe.” He sat back with a smile. “And we now have three Books under lock and key. That leaves only the fourth, and then this whole mess will be over.”

“Claude said they want to be reunited,” Ves said. The words had haunted him ever since.

“I know, but we have to keep them somewhere safe. And the moment we have the fourth, we’ll destroy them all.” Sebastian stood back up. “Noct is looking through the Limited Access Collection and the Endicotts are consulting whatever resources they have. By the time we have the last Book in our hands, we’ll have a solution, and can put an end to this nightmare once and for all.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” Ves sat back in his chair. “In all the excitement, I forgot to tell you. Grandfather paid me a visit. He warned me of the coming attack by the School of Night…and told me what he knew of the Scholomance.” He met Sebastian’s gaze. “It’s said a student can learn the secrets of life after death and become a vampire.”

“Vampires aren’t real,” Sebastian reminded him.

“I know, but Gregorio was accused of becoming one. And if he studied at the Scholomance…well, there might be more to the rumors than just hysteria.”

Sebastian nodded thoughtfully. “You have a point. It doesn’t really give us anything to act on, but perhaps if we learn more about Gregorio, we’ll find some clue as to destroying the Books.”

“Or not; impossible to say.” Ves reached over and took his hand. “I’m sorry—you must have come here for a reason, and I’ve distracted you.”

Sebastian winked at him. “You always distract me, angel. But yes, I’ve just spoken to Irene. Rupert Endicott has a birthday coming up at the end of the month, and we’re all invited. It’s a good sign,” he added when Ves made a face. “It means they, or at least Rupert, don’t object to a match between Irene and Noct. From what I understand, this is the first time the main family has ever agreed to add a non-human bloodline to their own.”

Somehow, the thought had never occurred to Ves. “Do you think it might come to that?”

“Why not, assuming Noct and Irene want that?”

Ves sat thinking for a time after Sebastian had left. He’d never even considered the possibility that Noct might get married and have children. They’d spent so many years in hiding, in fear. It had seemed impossible his brother would meet a man or a woman. That he’d have children with one or the other, since like many Dark Young, Noct wasn’t restricted to one set of generative organs, and could bear a child as well as seed one.

Even if her family had objected, he imagined Irene wouldn’t let that stand between her and Noct. But as it seemed there was no objection…

Why not, indeed?

A sense of joy at his brother’s fortune washed away his lingering worries. With a happy smile, Ves turned back to his work and set aside every concern, for the moment at least.

[image: ]


When Sebastian slept that night, he found himself in a strange stone room with an altar in the center. A shrouded figure lay upon the altar, surrounded by four chairs, two on each side.

Emeline and Thaddeus sat in their chairs, bloody thread connecting them to whatever lay beneath the shroud. Filomena stepped inside the room, her eyes going from Emeline to Thaddeus.

“It is good to be together again,” she said, as she took her seat across from them.

“We’ve missed you, sister,” Thaddeus replied. “As we still miss our brother Quincy.”

Emeline turned her gaze from her siblings, finding Sebastian’s eyes as he watched helplessly, a specter hovering at the edge of the scene. “Don’t worry,” she said. “It won’t be long now.”

At her words, fear jolted through Sebastian, startling him awake. Ves stirred in the bed beside him.

“Sebastian? Are you all right?”

“I was dreaming about…”

“About what?”

Sebastian groped for the dream, but it was vanishing like morning mist before the sun. Had there been a stone room…?

He relaxed into Ves’s arms. “I don’t remember. Something unimportant, I’m sure.”


END NOTES


Huge shout-out to all of my Patreon patrons, especially Lynette P., Cindy S., Robin F., Noelle M., Erin, Dusk T., LB F., and Robin H. If you’d like to join them, check out my Patreon here: https://www.patreon.com/jordanlhawk

The New England vampire panics occurred sporadically from the late 1700s until the 1890s. The body would be exhumed, and various organs (usually the heart, but records also show the liver on at least one occasion) were burned. In yet another example of medical cannibalism, the ashes were fed as a cure to anyone thought to have contracted tuberculosis from the vampire.

The Olympian Baths are loosely based on the Aniston Bathhouse of NYC, an infamous gay bathhouse from the turn of the century.

My version of the Scholomance is drawn from Bram Stoker’s Dracula, including references to the scholar Arminius, the fictional Lake Hermanstadt, and the wampyr. The legend of the Scholomance is very loosely based on the actual Romania folklore surrounding the wizardly solomnari, who ride dragons and control the weather.

1833 Leonid meteor shower that Filomena refers to was possibly the most active meteor shower in recorded history. November 12-13th, the annual Leonid meteor shower produced as many as 50,000-100,000 shooting stars per hour. Scientists had no firm idea what meteors were at the time, and the showers were completely unpredicted (except in the case of the Pawnee Nation, which had plotted similar showers in the past). Accordingly, many witnesses believed the world was coming to an end.
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