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I

On the morning of February 14, 1898, a carriage stopped at our gate.

Unexpected visitors weren’t unusual, given my profession as private detective. But the coach itself, which I spied upon between the parlor window curtains, gave me pause. No device of any kind showed on the carriage’s gleaming ebony doors. The coachman dressed in black to match his conveyance, from the top hat on his head to the gleaming leather of his shoes. Even the horses were the color of soot, as was their harness.

The door opened, and a woman climbed out, pausing for a moment to study the house, with its screen of thick hedges and iron gate, all of which offered a certain amount of privacy to my clients. She wore a thick coat of white fur—fox?—with matching muff. White egret plumes decorated a hat equally pale. The blackness of her eyes and hair were made even more striking by her unnatural pallor.

Her mouth pursed slightly, but she started up the walk with a determined gait, as if overcoming whatever doubts she harbored. I waited for her knock before opening the door.

“Mr. Flaherty?” she asked in the accent of upper class New England.

“I am,” I said, stepping back and motioning her inside. “May I be of some assistance? If you sent a card ahead, I fear I didn’t receive it.”

“This is a matter of some urgency,” she said. “I had no time for niceties.”

“I understand. Allow me to take your coat.” The ivory dress beneath was almost the same shade as her skin. “May I offer you coffee?”

“As I said, we have no time for niceties,” she replied.

I’d dealt with imperious clients many times. Some—the men, generally—required a sharp word to reassure them I would not be bullied. I suspected this woman wasn’t interested in such a test of manliness, merely in quick obedience.

I could play at that as well, so long as she didn’t push it too far. I could play at almost any role; it was what had found me success among the Pinkertons. And, to be honest, in the bathhouses of Chicago and points west.

“Of course.” I ushered her into the parlor and gestured for her to take a seat across the desk from me. Picking up a pencil, I opened a notebook. “May I have your name, at least?”

She hesitated, but I had expected as much. “Clearly your family is in the funeral business,” I said, even though I didn’t know it for sure. Anywhere else, it would be a given. But this was Widdershins, and going about in a black coach with matching horses, harness, and coachman’s attire might simply be a bizarre affectation.

In this case, my guess proved correct. She inclined her head slightly. “Lester Funerary Services. We have interred the dead of this town for over a hundred years. However, the difficulty I’ve come to you about is of a personal, not professional, nature. The man who gave me your name assures me you handle matters with utmost discretion.”

“Indeed.” I folded my hands in front of me, careful to look her in the eye when I spoke. “Allow me to mention I don’t take cases involving divorce or scandal.”

She waved a hand; a silver ring caught the light. Something appeared to be inscribed on it, but I couldn’t make it out without a closer inspection. “A case of simple theft. My grandfather is quite elderly and not in the best of health. He possessed a small talisman, something of no great value to anyone but him. A thief entered the house early this morning while the rest of the family was out, overpowered the manservant who tends Grandfather, and stole the talisman.”

“Did he take anything else?” Surely, they wouldn’t have broken in for such a trinket, unless Miss Lester meant to deceive me as to its true value.

“No.” Her mouth thinned into an unpleasant line. “Unfortunately, the thief is a relative. A distant cousin from a branch of the family which moved to Boston a generation or so ago. I received a letter from him not two hours past, demanding an outrageous sum for the return of the talisman.”

I frowned. “A ransom? For a trinket holding only sentimental value?”

My words did nothing to ruffle her cold, dark gaze. “I never said the talisman had only sentimental value, Mr. Flaherty. Only that it had no value to anyone save Grandfather.”

Blast it. She was right; I had missed the distinction. I wanted to ask her what its value might be to him, but in a town where one regularly saw cloaked figures scurrying through the streets at night and neighbors considered it the height of polite behavior not to inquire into one another’s business, a reputation for discretion was even more necessary than elsewhere.

“Do you know where to find this cousin?”

“If I did, I would hardly need to hire a private detective to locate him.” Her long fingers plucked anxiously at her furs, a nervous habit which betrayed the distress hidden behind her impassive face. “It is of utmost importance the talisman be recovered by sundown.”

My pencil froze against the paper, and I glanced automatically at the calendar. Any other day, I would at least try to accommodate her. But not today. Not Valentine’s Day.

I’d never remarked the date before, except perhaps to laugh at the fools forced to trudge into shops to pacify their wives and sweethearts. But this year was different.

I was in love.

Moreover, I was in love with a man who, with his intelligence and breeding, could have his pick of a dozen others. Whyborne and I had only been together two months, so I was absolutely determined to make the occasion perfect, to prove he’d made the right choice when he agreed to move into my home.

I’d planned the entire evening as a surprise. Dinner at Le Calmar. Two tickets to the theater.

On the way home from purchasing the tickets, I’d passed by Kryer and Panova, Stationers, on River Street. The colorful cards displayed in the window caught my eye, and my steps slowed. Surely, one of them would be the perfect finishing touch for our evening together.

“A gift for your sweetheart?” the clerk asked when I came inside. “The ladies love the cards.”

“Yes,” I said, and let him assume I shopped for a woman. I examined the cards carefully, until one in particular stood out to me. Cheerfully colored in shades of green and rose, it featured a golden-haired Cupid riding in a swan-shaped boat. The Cupid penned an inscription imploring the receiver to “Be Mine.”

God, I wanted Whyborne to be mine. More, I wanted to be his. And I was, for the time being, at least. So I wasn’t about to sacrifice this opportunity to demonstrate my worth. Not over the loss of some damned trinket, no matter what its supposed value to the family.

I shot a more deliberate glance at the clock on the mantelpiece, making certain Miss Lester noted it. “Retrieving your talisman before sundown may not be possible,” I said. Tables at Le Calmar would be in high demand tonight; I couldn’t count on the restaurant holding our reservation. “Would tomorrow be acceptable?”

Her lips pressed together, as if she struggled to hold back the words. “It depends,” she said at last. “I care nothing for my cousin—he is a fool. But what of those living innocently next to whatever lodging he has taken? What of the family he left behind in Boston, should he return to them bearing the talisman still?”

A chill, which had nothing to do with the weather outside, ran up my spine. Someone walked over my grave,
 as the saying went. Or perhaps it was the other way around, and my thoughts stumbled over someone else’s grave.

I even knew whom it belonged to.

“What are you saying?” I asked, my voice more hoarse than I wished.

Miss Lester gave me a tiny, chilly smile. “You’ve seen things, haven’t you, Mr. Flaherty? I can always tell.”

The scar on my thigh ached, a sudden throb of pain, as if to remind me of what I couldn’t forget, even if I wanted. How many nights did I still jolt awake, my former partner Glenn’s screams echoing in my ears?

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said past the thickness in my throat.

“Why did you come here? To Widdershins, I mean?”

The devil? “A whim. I wished to find a place to start my own business, and here seemed as good a place as any.”

She laughed softly, like an adult amused by the ramblings of a child. “You’re wrong. This town has a way of collecting things. Whatever whim you believe drew you here, I assure you, it was not of your doing.”

I sat frozen, wanting to argue. Or to say of course there was a purpose for my being here. A higher purpose than she suggested, a greater providence, which had brought me to Widdershins in time to help put an end to an evil necromancer last December. But the words stuck in my throat.

She made a dismissive gesture. “None of which is of any consequence to this discussion. The talisman can wait, yes, but at a great cost. One I do not believe your conscience is of the type to bear.”

It was possible Miss Lester was simply delusional. I looked again to the calendar, then to the clock, whose hands already approached noon. “Do you have any idea where your cousin might be hiding while he awaits your answer?”

“From what little I know of him, he would not lower himself to the tenements, but could not afford to rent one of the better houses.”

It narrowed things a bit. I might ask among my various contacts. Surely, it wouldn’t take too long to find him. How many strangers from Boston could be renting houses in Widdershins at one time, after all?

With luck, the case would prove simple, and I’d have the talisman back in Miss Lester’s possession well before sundown. I wouldn’t have to risk the very real possibility she wasn’t mad, and the talisman did indeed carry with it some awful curse. Not to mention, I could charge her twice my ordinary fee for the rush.

And I would still have plenty of time to dress for dinner and surprise Whyborne with his perfect evening.

“Very well,” I said. “Let us speak of my fee.”

II

Of course, nothing is ever so easy.

I made a return trip to Kryer and Panova, whose clerk identified the ransom note’s stationery as having come from their rivals across town. But it had taken some time and a few bribes to various contacts to discover what houses in the area were for rent and which housed a man matching the description of Miss Lester’s cousin.

I considered going straight to the house and either confronting him, or waiting until he left for dinner, as he’d apparently hired no servants, and breaking in. But I couldn’t be certain if the talisman truly had an occult nature, as Miss Lester believed, or was simply an odd family heirloom, as the thief presumably thought.

Several hours later, I hurried up the grand marble stairs leading to the front entrance of the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith Museum. The damnably short winter day had already begun to wane, the shadows gradually lengthening around me. If foul magic were involved, I wanted only one man at my back to confront it: Dr. Percival Endicott Whyborne, comparative philologist at the museum. And my lover, so having him with me would mean we’d be more likely to make our dinner reservation.

There was still time. Plenty of time. We wouldn’t be able to exchange our clothes for something more formal, but we’d still dine at Le Calmar. I’d brought the theater tickets with me, as well as the card, so there would be no need to stop at the house.

Everything would be as perfect as he deserved.

I passed through the museum entrance, receiving a wave from the ticket-taker, who recognized me by now. Mr. Rockwell, the rather incompetent head of security, stared past, pretending not to recognize me. He’d treated Whyborne cruelly at least once, and I longed to find the bastard alone in a dark alley late at night.

I let myself through a staff door at the back of the main hall. Miss Parkhurst, the general secretary for the Antiquities Department, greeted me from her desk. “Good afternoon, Mr. Flaherty.”

“Good afternoon. Is Dr. Whyborne in his office?”

Her cheeks pinked slightly at the mention of Whyborne’s name. Poor girl. She was rather smitten with him—along with half the secretarial staff, from my observation.

I certainly couldn’t fault her for it. I was awfully taken with him myself.

“I don’t think so, sir. He said something about piecing together a damaged scroll and mumbled something else about a storeroom…” She trailed off helplessly.

“I understand,” I assured her. Whyborne did have a tendency to focus on his work at times, often to the exclusion of all else. The first time I’d been properly introduced to him, he’d forgotten to comb his hair. After moving in together, I’d learned that was a relatively minor infraction. I'd had to prevent him from leaving for work in his stocking feet on one occasion. “Do you have any clue where he might be?”

“Try the first sub-basement. Most of the antiquities storerooms are there.”

Of course they were.

The windowless walls and narrow corridors felt like a trap. They conjured memories of running through dank halls, every step sending a bolt of fiery agony through my leg, Glenn’s screams still echoing in my ears even though I knew he was dead.

I tamped down on the memories as I made my way through the maze of the Ladysmith’s underground storerooms. I noted all the ways in which they differed from the tunnels that haunted me: the dry walls, the dusty smells, the warmth of gaslight. The distant sound of other people, going about their lives, unaware of the madness lurking just beneath the thin veneer of reality.

Spotting an open door, I hastened to it, in hopes it indicated someone working within. I stepped inside a room claustrophobically small and poorly lit. Storage cabinets lined every wall, and piles of crates bearing shipping stamps marking their transit from Port Said to Widdershins took up much of the floor. Scraps of papyrus littered the lone worktable in the midst of the room.

Whyborne hunched over the scraps, using a pair of forceps to piece them into a coherent whole. His face wore a small frown, as it often did when he puzzled over some problem. Although he’d combed his hair before leaving this morning, it had become mussed again, and stood up in the spiky locks I loved to run my hands through. His eyes narrowed in concentration, the look in them one of burning intensity, as if he would bring forth the answers he sought through sheer force of will.

It brought a warm flush to my skin and roused my cock. The passionate devotion to his work was one of the first things I’d noticed about him, and when he turned that focus on me in bed, as if he might devour me whole…

My friends in Chicago and I had laughed at the idea of love. We were men who fucked other men; there was nothing of romance in it, nothing of permanence. We’d congratulated ourselves on living free of such banalities as hearth and home. So long as we didn’t come to the attention of the law, we could do as we liked, with whom we liked, and no one would gainsay us.

Then everything broke. Glenn Palmer, my partner when I worked as a Pinkerton, died under unusual and terrifying circumstances. My best friend and lover consigned me to an asylum. Nothing made sense, and no matter how hard I tried to force the pieces of my life together again, I failed miserably.

Whyborne changed all that. Like the missing shard of a shattered mirror, whose presence made the rest of the pieces fit again. Not perfectly, or without seam, but enough to trick the eye into thinking maybe it had never been broken in the first place after all.

And when I woke screaming in the night, convinced I was still trapped beneath the ground or at the mercy of the asylum’s sadistic attendants, Whyborne held me. Instead of turning away from my madness, he wrapped me in warmth and whispered softly into my ear, until the sound of his beloved voice penetrated the nightmarish haze and led me back home.

For that alone, I owed him everything. I didn’t deserve him and never would. But I’d do anything to make him happy. To make him love me as I loved him.

He hadn’t noticed my presence yet, too lost in his work. I cleared my throat, and when that produced no response, I said, “Ah, there you are, Whyborne!”

He started, sending a few papyrus scraps fluttering off the desk and onto the floor. For a moment, he blinked owlishly at me, without recognition, then his expression shifted into a boyish smile, which utterly transformed his face.

“Griffin!” he exclaimed, and the pleasure in his voice brought a smile to my own lips. “I wasn’t expecting you. Was I? We weren’t meant to have lunch?”

I laughed and crossed to the desk, shutting the door behind me. “No, my dear,” I said, bending to kiss him. “Lunch passed by several hours ago. I take it you forgot to eat?”

He returned the kiss eagerly, sending another rush of blood to my cock. He’d sucked me off in a storeroom much like this one, and the idea of repeating the experience appealed greatly. Perhaps I should put in an unannounced appearance sometime soon and beg him to bugger me over the desk in his office. Give him something to think about during our hours apart.

But there wasn’t any time today, at least not right now. Later tonight, after the theater, I’d show him just how much I wanted him.

“I lost track of time,” he admitted, when our lips parted. “Why are you here? That is, I don’t mean to imply I’m not always glad to see you,” he added hastily, as if I might have taken offense. A faint flush of red showed on his cheeks. “I am. Glad to see you.”

I grinned and resisted the urge to kiss him again. Just his presence lightened my heart more than I could say. “And I am always pleased to see you, Ival.” The pet name restored his smile. “However, I fear more than mere fancy brought me today. I have a new case, which…well, it’s possible there are occult elements.”

“Oh.” He sobered immediately, his sensitive features taking on the sharp look of concentration once again. “Perhaps you should tell me about it.”

III

“Marcus Nivens,” Whyborne mused, as we walked along the slush-covered sidewalks. The shadows had grown even longer, and I now calculated less than an hour until sundown. “Not a name I recognize. You said he’s related to the Lesters?”

The Whybornes had helped found Widdershins—along with an insane sorcerer, whose cult they’d secretly kept alive for over a century. Some of them, anyway. My Ival was entirely innocent of such doings, but he did know everyone in the wealthier families. The old families.

The untrustworthy ones.

“That was the name Miss Lester gave me,” I said.

“I think I know her. Er, Miss Lester, I mean.” He frowned slightly.

I glanced up at him. At over six feet, he stood a good five inches taller than me, even with his tendency to stoop. He made up for it by giving the impression of consisting mainly of knees and elbows, as if he’d never quite settled in his own skin.

Except for when we were in bed, anyway. Not to suggest he hadn’t almost given me an accidental black eye last week, when I’d discovered the ticklish spot on his belly and set him to flailing. But desire seemed to make him forget to be self-conscious, at least for a little while. And when he did…mmm. Magnificent.

“Do you?” I asked.

“Oh yes. Father dragged me to some awful holiday party. I must have been…thirteen? Fourteen? Old enough to be forced to dance with the poor girl.”

I chuckled. “Not one for the ladies even then, eh?”

He gave me an odd look. “Of course not.”

Ah. Yes. Another thing I loved about him…and envied. Whyborne knew himself, and it gave him a sort of quiet, unshakeable certainty.

I barely recognized the man in my mirror some mornings. Had I truly become if not more educated, more refined? Or was I still the farmer’s son and everything from my accent to my manner of dress just a masquerade? Or back even further, to find the Irish-born orphan desperate to fit into a little Kansas town, mimicking their manners and speech until even the memory of my real parents faded into nothing?

The arrival at our goal distracted me from my line of thought. We’d passed from the environs of the museum, past banks and offices, and into a more residential area. The homes here were only twenty or thirty years old, most of them in respectable states of upkeep. A woman in a maid’s outfit hurried past us, carrying a covered basket, from which wafted the aroma of fresh bread.

“Here we are,” I said, pausing on the sidewalk to take a look at the place. The snow and ice left on the stoop, the door in need of a coat of fresh paint, gave it a more slovenly air than its neighbors. All the shutters were tightly closed, as if the owner expected a nor’easter to blow in at any moment.

“What is our plan of attack, as it were?” Whyborne asked.

“The lack of attention to the stoop suggests our friend Mr. Nivens indeed took no servants, or brought any with him. All the footsteps imprinted in the snow appear to belong to the same set of shoes, coming and going. The chimneys show no smoke at the moment, although that may mean nothing. Or it might indicate our quarry is out.”

“And if he is?” Whyborne asked, a bit suspiciously.

“I’ll knock first,” I said. “If someone answers, let me do the talking.”

“Gladly.”

I rapped on the door. As I’d suspected from my observation of the house, no one answered.

Blast. I’d hoped to meet this Mr. Nivens and negotiate a much lower ransom for the piece. If he refused to turn it over for a suitably small amount, I’d simply reveal my employment by its rightful owners and threaten police involvement. As long as he didn’t turn out to be some nefarious sorcerer, my plan would have worked.

I took out my pocket watch and checked the time. We’d miss our reservations at Le Calmar, for certain. If we waited for the man to return, we’d miss curtain rise at the theater as well.

Damn the fellow. I wasn’t throwing away this chance just because some thief lacked the good manners to be at home when I came calling.

I stepped away from the door and took a quick look around to make certain no one else was about. After beckoning Whyborne to follow, I slipped into the rather narrow alleyway leading to the back of the house.

“Where are you going?” Whyborne asked. His shoes slipped in the icy muck of the alley, and I put out a hand to steady him.

“Mr. Nivens isn’t at home, and my client wishes the talisman returned by sundown.” Which would be quite a trick, considering how low the sun had already sunk. “There seems but one solution.”

“Are you mad?” he demanded.

I managed not to flinch at the question. He didn’t mean anything by it, certainly not to remind me of my ordeal at the lunatic asylum in Illinois. But it still hurt, like an accidental touch on a wound not quite healed.

“It’s broad daylight,” Whyborne went on; either I’d kept my reaction under control, or he’d simply not noticed. “If we’re caught—”

“Nothing will happen.” The back of the house contained a small yard. A pair of inclined wooden doors formed the outer entrance to the basement. Bending down, I tried them. Locked, of course, and from the other side.

“Nivens is a thief and proved it with his ransom note,” I went on, casting about for some sort of lever. The bag containing my usual tools still sat in the study at home, since I couldn’t imagine handing it off at the coat check at Le Calmar without causing comment. Let alone toting it into the theater. “Scrutiny from the police is the last thing he’d wish.”

“Meaning he’ll simply shoot us and dump our bodies in the river?” Whyborne asked, folding his arms over his chest.

I resisted the urge to kiss the scowl from his face. “You worry too much, my dear,” I said, striding to the small tool shed I’d spotted amidst the weedy patch meant to be a back garden.

“And you don’t worry enough,” he shot back, following me.

He was wrong, of course. I worried constantly: about failing to measure up, about letting him see just how deep the darkness ran inside me. About driving him away, or standing by helplessly while he left.

“Have I led you astray yet?” I asked with deliberate lightness, as I inspected the latch on the shed.

“I could point out our acquaintance resulted in us both almost dying at the hands of an evil necromancer,” he responded. Then the corners of his mouth turned up, almost reluctantly, into the warm little smile no one ever saw but me. “But I suppose there have been some compensations.”

I yanked the shed door hard, snapping the cheap lock. The shed mainly contained dust and cobwebs, but a few tools remained, including a mattock for breaking up the sod. I took it and returned to the cellar doors. Using the flat end as a pry bar, I wrenched open the doors with a shriek of splintering wood.

Whyborne winced, but a few moments of listening betrayed no cries of alarm. Casting him a reassuring grin, I pulled open the door. “See? Nothing to worry about.”

Even so, the sight of the dark opening unnerved me. Anything could be down there, lying in the dark, waiting for us to stumble over it. “Stay behind me,” I instructed. Touching my revolver to make certain I could draw it quickly, I descended into the cellar.

IV

A few moments later, I struck a match with shaking hands and surveyed the root cellar. Like the tool shed, dust covered everything and the tiny room seemed unused. The jars on the shelves looked practically ancient, covered in cobwebs, their labels faded. Despite the smallness of the space and the impossibility of anything hiding in it, my heart sped and my palms sweated. Thank God the door lay clearly visible at the top of a short flight of stairs.

It proved unlocked. A lantern stood on a convenient table by the cellar door, and I hastily lit it before my match burned down altogether. The house smelled old and musty, and virtually no light came through the shuttered windows. Or perhaps no light remained—it must be very close to sunset now.

I lifted the lantern and revealed the narrow hall. There was little to be seen, and certainly nothing to hint at whatever secrets Mr. Nivens kept hidden behind those closed windows. Moving as quietly as possible, I led the way down to the hall. Would he keep the talisman in his bedroom? His parlor? His—

“Griffin,” Whyborne said, low and urgent.

He’d slid back a panel door, revealing the front parlor. One of the slats on the window shutter had broken off, letting in a narrow beam of the last sunlight. It illuminated the figure of a man, holding a revolver in his hand, trained on Whyborne.

My heart all but stopped at the sight. I’d found myself staring down the black bore of a gun on too many occasions as a Pinkerton, but this one fixed on Whyborne made my blood thicken to ice in my veins.

Damn it, I should never have brought him here. Why hadn’t I considered all the possible dangers, not just the occult ones?

As for Whyborne, he’d paled slightly, but his features lapsed into a cold, even slightly haughty, expression. Knowing him as I did, I recognized it as a familiar mask over whatever emotions passed through him.

“Come in, come in,” the man said, taking a step back, so the sunbeam fell onto the wall instead of his face. “You’re my guests, after all.”

We had no choice but to comply. As the lantern I carried illuminated him more fully, I noted the faint resemblance Nivens bore to Miss Lester: dark-haired and dark-eyed, although he lacked both her pallor and her aristocratic bearing. “I thought my cousin might try some trickery such as this. Conniving bitch.” he said. “Put down the lantern and hold up your hands.”

The beam of light shining through the broken shutter turned into a mere thread as we obeyed him.

“You have something which belongs to her,” I said, careful to keep any hint of censure or fear from my tone, lest I set him off. “She wished to do you the courtesy of not involving the police and asked me come in their stead.”

“Did she send you with a bag of money? No? Then shut up.” His mouth twisted into an ugly scowl. “She won’t involve the police. Not after what I saw in her house.”

The last light from the sun vanished, leaving behind only the glow of the lantern. “Listen to us—” Whyborne began.

Something giggled on the other side of the window.

It wasn’t the sound of a child’s mirth or a young woman’s. The laugh was corrupt somehow, cold and sneering and twisted. Every hair rose on my arms and the back of my neck.

“Wh-who’s there?” Nivens stared at the window. “I’ve got your friends in here, and if you want to see them alive again, you’d best stop playing tricks now!”

A scratching came at the shutters, making me think of broken, dirt-caked nails. The scraping continued, up the window, along the wall, and onto the roof, as if something outside pried at the tiles in an attempt to gain entrance.

“For God’s sake, man, give us the talisman!” Whyborne exclaimed.

Nivens had blanched white, his eyes round and horrible. “God, oh God, it’s true, it’s true,” he babbled. The gun shook wildly in his hands.

I lunged at him, wrapping my fingers around the hand holding his gun and forcing it to the side. My other fist I buried in the soft flesh of his stomach.

The gun went flying. I shoved him hard into the wall. “The talisman!” I barked into his terrified face. “Where is it?”

“The green vase on the mantle! I dropped it inside!” he wailed.

Whyborne immediately snatched the vase in question from the mantle and thrust his hand inside. A moment later, he drew out a hideous talisman. The thing looked to have been crudely shaped from clay, and its rough outline resembled a bat-winged dog. But the leering face had a repellently human aspect, such that my first instinct was to dash it from Whyborne’s hand before it could do him some harm.

“Ugh,” Whyborne said, eyeing it distastefully before depositing it in his jacket pocket. “Plainly, Miss Lester doesn’t wish it returned for its aesthetic qualities.”

“Come on.” I thrust Nivens away and made for the front door. “Let’s just take it back where it belongs.”

The scratching sound had ceased, but I paused for a long moment, listening carefully. Drawing my revolver, I stepped out into the street and peered up at the roof. Nothing met my gaze, so I motioned Whyborne out after me. “Quick—let’s find a cab. We’ll return the talisman and still be in time for the curtain to rise.”

“The what?”

Blast. “Never mind. Just follow me.”

The gas lamps along the street flickered wildly within their glass enclosures. A freak wind, surely, although how wind would even begin to suffice as an explanation I didn’t know.

Thank providence, the familiar clop of hooves and clatter of harness came from the cross-street just ahead. A cab appeared, and I called out for the driver to wait.

The lights on the street went out all at once. From the darkness above us, something giggled.

The horse went wild, letting out a terrible sound of fear. Its eyes rolled, showing white, and it plunged away, heedless of the shouts of the driver.

No. No, damn it, no! There came a flap from above us, like the membrane of a vast wing. We had to run, to return the blasted talisman, but the Lester house lay halfway across the city, near the burying ground on Cemetery Road. I doubted my ability to run so far, and as for Whyborne, he already wheezed and clutched at his side.

The cold around us deepened. Frost raced across the glowing window of a nearby house, and my breath burned in my throat and lungs. My shoes slid in the ice and slush. The giggle came again, and more street lamps went out, plunging us into darkness.

Terror rode the night wind above us, and I saw no choice but to face it. Firming my grip on my revolver, I stumbled to a halt, prepared to offer whatever defense I might.

“Griffin! Your matchbox!” Whyborne called.

Any other man I would have questioned. Him, I obeyed without hesitation, pulling out the matches and tossing them to him.

The matchbox brushed his long fingers, before bouncing off their tips. He grabbed for it and missed, sending the box spinning off into the snow. The light in the house went out, plunging us into complete darkness.

“Blast it!” he exclaimed.

An icy wind came rushing at us from the sky. I braced my revolver, desperately wishing I had some target on which to fire. “Duck, Whyborne!” I shouted. Something evil drew closer, the force of its malevolence bearing down on us like a freight train. My finger tightened on the trigger.

Whyborne called out a series of arcane words. Fire burst into being in mid-air, blindingly bright after such utter darkness. An amorphous shape, like a shadow come to life, flinched back. The giggle turned into a squeal.

Even as the flaming bits of the matchbox fell to the sidewalk and went out, the sense of oppression vanished. The light in the house came back on, and the air lost its unnaturally deep chill.

Whyborne rose to his feet. The wet stains on his cuffs and trousers showed where he’d gone down on hands and knees to search for the dropped matchbox.

The theater would never let us inside in such a state. My heart sank, but I managed a smile. “Well done, my dear,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Let’s see if we can’t catch a cab now. The sooner we’re quit of this thing, the better.”

V

Not long after, a hansom deposited us in front of the Lester house. An older residence, it obviously dated from colonial times. Dark trees huddled against it, their branches forming a vast net over the roof. The only light came from one of the downstairs windows, shining dimly through drawn curtains. No smoke rose from the chimneys.

Had everyone gone out? Even so, surely some servant should have kept the fires going.

The door opened even as I reached for the heavy, fist-shaped knocker. Miss Lester stood on the other side, dressed in a simple white gown. The candle in her hand cast an almost unearthly glow over her, but failed to bring forth any color from her pallid skin.

“You’re late, Mr. Flaherty,” she said. Her gaze shifted over my shoulder to my companion. “Mr. Whyborne, is it not?”

“Dr. Whyborne these days, Miss Lester.”

“Ah, yes. I remember now. It was quite the scandal when you left for Miskatonic.” Her eyes returned to me. “You have the talisman?”

“Yes.”

“Come with me.”

She led the way inside, and we followed. The house felt no warmer than the street, and my breath steamed in front of my face. How did Miss Lester, clad in only a dress without coat or gloves, stand it? Surely, the mortuary business in Widdershins couldn’t be so poor the family couldn’t afford to heat their home.

She’d worn a coat earlier, when she came to hire me. Had she needed it then, or was it simply camouflage of a sort, meant to keep from arousing too much note when she stepped out on the street?

“You don’t seem concerned about your cousin,” I said. My voice echoed oddly in the confined space of the hall.

“You returned with the talisman, so you either convinced Mr. Nivens to give it to you of his own will, or he is dead,” she replied. “Either state is a satisfactory outcome, I assure you.”

We moved through the narrow hall, the gas jets lining it unlit. The freezing air smelled faintly of cold dirt, underlain with a whiff of formaldehyde. Rooms opened off to either side, but in the shadows, I made out only an impression of bulky furnishings and mirrors shrouded with cloth.

Miss Lester led the way up a sweeping staircase near the center of the house. Up and up, through the three main floors then to a smaller staircase, which surely went to the attic. An iron gate barred the stair.

Miss Lester unlocked it and went through without a backward glance, forcing us to follow. As I’d suspected, the door at the top opened out into an attic room. Rather than being used to house servants or to store excess furniture, the single, enormous room contained only a bed, a shrouded mirror, and a man.

He sat in a wheelchair, his body twisted with age. Thin white hair clung to his scalp in patches with liver-spotted skin visible beneath. He didn’t look up or move at our entrance.

What the hell? How could anyone leave an old man, an invalid, alone in this freezing room without even a candle for company? The cruelty seemed monstrous, even if his faculties had deserted him entirely. Surely, this was what Nivens had meant when he said Miss Lester wouldn’t wish police involvement. If they discovered her heinous treatment of her grandfather, there would be an inquest and scandal, for certain.

Did she think me too jaded to care? If so, she was wrong. I would—

The light of Miss Lester’s candle fell over the man’s features. He had the look of the truly ancient, wrinkles so deeply graven it seemed his skin sagged off the skull beneath. Glittering eyes stared at nothing. His mouth hung slackly, and yet something malevolent infused his expression. I took an instinctive step back, before realizing the source of my revulsion. His face might have served as the model for the suggestively human countenance of the talisman.

“These gentlemen have brought your talisman back to you, Grandfather,” Miss Lester told him. “One of them is Dr. Whyborne. You interred his great-grandfather, who died of gangrene, if you recall.”

“H-How do you know?” Whyborne asked, sounding shocked.

“It’s our business to know all the dead of Widdershins,” she replied.

I had the sudden, horrid feeling she could tell me how anyone buried within the cemetery had died, no matter how old or new the grave. And, perhaps, whether or not the body still rested there peacefully.

The terrible old man offered no response to her statements, but she didn’t seem to expect one. “Please give him the talisman, Mr. Flaherty,” she instructed. “You may simply place it there in his hands.”

I stared at the two upturned hands lying on loosely on his lap, the fingers gnarled by age until they resembled claws. I had the nauseating vision of them closing around my wrist if I drew too close.

“Why don’t you wish to touch it, Miss Lester?” I asked, stalling for time.

“I am of Grandfather’s blood. Handling the talisman after sundown would be…inadvisable…for me. As it would have been for my idiot cousin.” Her mouth thinned. “And that is all the answer you shall have. I hired you for your discretion, Mr. Flaherty. I’m sure Dr. Whyborne will tell you it isn’t polite to ask too many questions here in Widdershins.”

I held out my hand to Whyborne for the talisman, not wishing to put him in any closer contact with the old creature in the wheelchair than need be. He passed it to me. Even though he’d carried it in his pocket, where the heat of his body should have warmed it, the talisman felt icy cold against my skin.

I stiffened my spine and stepped forward. The strangely glittering eyes shifted avidly under their lids as I held out the repellent object, and followed its progress as I dropped it into the open hands from what I hoped was a safe distance.

The claws slowly curled around their prize, but the ancient made no other move. A breath I hadn’t realized I’d held escaped my lungs.

“Thank you,” Miss Lester said. “You may go now. I will send full payment to your account tomorrow.”

Usually I had more words for a client—thanking them, perhaps, or saying how pleased I was to have assisted with their difficulties. Whatever they most wanted to hear. In this case, I merely turned and hastened for the stair, Whyborne on my heels.

As we started down the stair, the door swung shut behind us. Just before it closed, a menacing, mocking giggle echoed from the direction of the old man’s chair.

VI

I’d never been so glad to return home after a case. After the hansom let us off, I led the way inside, pausing to light the gas lamps while Whyborne went ahead to stoke the fire in the study upstairs. Normally, I would turn to the kitchen to prepare dinner, but tonight I trudged up the steps.

He looked surprised when I joined him in the study. “Is everything all right?” he asked as he returned the poker to its place.

“No,” I said, unhappily truthful.

I’d failed. I needed a perfect Valentine’s Day to convince him I was worth keeping. Instead, I’d botched all of my plans and dragged him along on an awful investigation. Not to mention the interlude at the Lester house, which wasn’t precisely the recipe for a romantic evening.

Whyborne’s brows drew together. “Does this have anything to do with what you said earlier? About missing the curtain rise? Did you plan to go to the theater?”

“I planned for us to go, yes.” I reached into my coat and pulled out the card and two tickets. “I wanted to give you a perfect evening for Valentine’s Day. Dinner at Le Calmar. The theater. I thought it would be a nice surprise.”

He took the tickets, pausing for a moment to read over the card. The ridiculous card, which seemed so inadequate to express what I felt for this amazing, brave man who stood by my side still. I braced myself for condemnation. He’d point out I should never have agreed to take a case at the last minute, let alone for one of the old families. I should have thought of us first. I should have planned things better. He might not walk out over the incident, but it would always be in the back of his mind now, that I couldn’t even manage one romantic evening.

“I’ll make it up to you,” I said frantically. “I—”

“It’s perfect.” The smile, the one he only ever seemed to have for me, spread over his features, lighting up his eyes and transforming his face. “I love the card. No one’s ever…well, no one’s ever done anything like this for me before. Thank you. And oh! I have something for you!”

He fumbled for a moment in the front pocket of his coat…then his face fell. “Drat. I must have crushed it when I was flailing about for the matches.”

The box he pulled out did indeed look rather squashed. The lid advertised “Fancy French Creams,” which explained the gooey mess of chocolate and cream oozing out.

He’d gotten me something? I’d not expected it. He had nothing to prove to me, after all, and I had everything to prove to him.

Perhaps…I couldn’t imagine we had a chance, and yet I wanted to believe it, more than I’d ever wanted to believe anything in my life.

“I’m sorry,” he said, staring morosely at the box.

“Don’t be.” I took it from him and set it aside. My heart beat oddly, and I had to speak past an obstruction in my throat. “Thank you. No one’s ever given me a Valentine’s Day present before.”

“Really? I mean, er, I’m glad to be the first.” He blushed lightly and dropped his gaze, fingers still clutching the card. “I know you wanted to give me a perfect evening, and you have. Because, well. We’re here. Together.”

The smile his words summoned felt too big for my mouth. I stepped closer to him, wrapping my fingers over his and looking up. The fire had warmed the room, but I didn’t think the heat brought the fresh flush of pink to his cheeks. “We are,” I agreed, pitching my voice low. “Alone here together. And as the theater is a loss, perhaps we can find another way to pass the time.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed, and the tip of his tongue touched his lower lip in an unconscious little gesture, which sent blood rushing to fill my cock. “Y-Yes. I think we might.”

I plucked the card from his fingers and put it by the box, before leaning to press my thighs against his. “I suppose we could play cards,” I teased.

He bent his head, not quite close enough to kiss me. “No cards.”

“Chess? Or perhaps clean the kitchen—”

His mouth cut off my words: hungry and insistent. I kissed him back with equal fervor, running my tongue along the seam of his lips, until they parted for me. He tasted faintly of mint, and more of warmth and need.

I pulled back long enough to unbutton his coat and shove it off his shoulders. He let it fall then hurriedly worked to unfasten collars, cuffs, and vest. I followed suit, before dropping to my knees on the carpet in front of him and reaching for his trousers.

He gasped when I undid the buttons. I made sure I stroked and teased the rigid shaft underneath. Yanking his trousers down to his ankles, I leaned forward and mouthed his cock through the soft cotton of his drawers. God, he smelled good: a hint of salt and ambergris, like a fresh wind off the ocean.

His hand closed on my shoulder. “Let me…before I fall,” he said, trying to stand on one foot and kick his pants off. Unfortunately, he still wore his shoes.

I helped him with the shoes and trousers—then drew him down to straddle my lap on the floor. His shirt hung open, and I pushed the fabric aside as I kissed and nibbled his neck. He arched against me with a whimper, grinding his cock against mine through layers of fabric.

When my mouth closed on one pink nipple, he groaned and cupped the back of my head, fingers threading through my hair and urging me on. I did as he wanted, tasting his skin as I teased and sucked first one nipple, then the next. Eventually, he pulled back, shucking off his shirt and reaching to undo his drawers.

“Let me,” I said.

“Yes,” he whispered, the husky note in his voice sending another surge of lust into my aching prick. While I removed the last of my clothing, he grabbed the throw from the couch and flung it in front of the fire, before lying down upon it.

I joined him, but paused for a moment, just to look. His eyes, dark with lust, his lips swollen from my kisses, nipples hard nubs flushed red amidst the pale skin of his almost hairless chest. No one who saw him on the street, so very proper and contained, would imagine him a sheer wanton in bed. Seeing this side of him—knowing only I was allowed to see it—was its own special thrill.

Then he laid his hand on my prick, and I found myself distracted from simply admiring.

“Mmm.” I wanted to pump into his fingers, but there were other things I’d prefer to do first. I reached down and slowly undid his drawers, pulling his length free at last. “Let me taste you.”

“P-please, Griffin.”

I slid down until I was even with his hip. I’d been with a great many men, from ugly to stunningly handsome, and fancied I’d fucked just about every type of body possible. But something about his long limbs and ridiculous hair, his dark eyes, and boyish smile made me desire him from the first moment I’d glimpsed him.

And it certainly didn’t hurt when he proved to have one of the most gorgeous cocks I’d had the pleasure to look upon, taste, or be buggered with.

Three years ago, I would have thought limiting myself to a single bed too boring a proposition to even consider, and yet I couldn’t seem to get enough of Whyborne. He was an ever-unfolding mystery to me, and I longed to know him as I’d never known anyone before.

One year ago, after the asylum, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever go to bed with anyone again. If my cock would ever harden with desire…but those memories had no place here.

I moved to lie beside him, focusing on his face, on the present instead of the darkness of the past. “Tell me what you want, my dear,” I begged, running my hand over his belly.

The pink flush of his skin deepened. “I…well…”

Now this was intriguing. I loved hearing his beautiful mouth say filthy things to me, and he’d overcome enough of his shyness to ask me to suck him, or even fuck him.

“What?” I prompted. “You can ask for anything, Ival. I want to do everything with you.”

He flushed crimson. “I want you.”

I caught his meaning and grinned. He’d fucked me before, of course, but each time at my suggestion. “Do you want to bugger me?” I asked teasingly. “Do you want to shove your wonderful big cock up my ass and make me beg for more?”

“Oh God, yes,” and the sheer longing in his voice almost made me come.

Which would have been a damnable waste. I nipped his shoulder lightly with my teeth. “Go in the bedroom and fetch the petroleum jelly.”

While he did, I took a plump pillow from the end of the couch and stuffed it beneath my hips. My cock stood up in anticipation, and I took a few deep breaths to relax.

Whyborne returned a few moments later, his pale skin pebbled from the cold of the unheated bedroom. “I’ll warm the jelly first,” he promised, which was a damn sight more courtesy than I’d gotten from some fellows.

“Just hurry,” I growled. “I want to feel you in me.”

It drew the expected blush from him. I loved having the power to make him blush. I loved knowing him well enough to do so.

I loved him.

His fingers invaded me, and I let the sensation distract me from all other thoughts. This moment was urgent, and real, and I gave myself over to it whole-heartedly. “Oh! Yes, Ival, more, please!”

“Anything. Anything you want,” he said, taking up position between my legs. His eyes burned, the full force of his passion turned on me, as if he meant to devour me body and soul.

And God, I’d let him. I’d let him do anything to me, as long as it made him happy.

I was utterly lost.

He took me slow and tender at the first, because he was always a gentleman at heart, making sure of my enjoyment before his own. I arched my back, gasping and clutching at the throw beneath me, begging for more even as my body stretched around the wide head of his cock. And he gave me more, every inch, stuffing me as full as I’d ever been.

My prick ached, and I wanted to stroke myself until I came. I held back and, instead, concentrated on him. Wanting to remember tonight, and wanting it not to be over too quickly because I didn’t dare think we’d have a second Valentine’s Day together. He planted his hands to either side of my shoulders, looming over me, and I wrapped my legs around him as he thrust again and again.

“Griffin,” he growled from above me, the firelight washing his skin in gold, his expression one of taut pleasure. “I love this. Say you’re mine, like the card, please!”

“Yes.” I reached for my cock, shuddering at the friction. “I’m yours, Ival. All yours.”

A grin shaped his gorgeous mouth, and he bent down. My spine curved, but I was flexible enough to allow the kiss, and the feel of his cock spreading me and his lips on mine proved too much for my unraveling control.

I groaned into his mouth, hot streams of come splashing my chest as I convulsed around his cock. My pleasure seemed to infect him, and a moment later, his back arched as he released into me.

For a long moment, we lay in a tangle of limbs, sticky and sweet with pleasure. Then, with a sigh, he pulled free and stretched out beside me on the throw.

“I love you, Griffin,” he whispered into my shoulder.

He’d spoken the words before, but I’d never get tired of hearing them. Of knowing he cared for me as no one else ever had. I closed my eyes and savored the moment, committing it to memory, so I’d have something to hold on to in the lonely nights to come, when he inevitably left me behind.

And for an instant, I let myself believe that maybe it wouldn’t have to end. That maybe, despite my unworthiness, we could build something to last.

“I love you, too, Ival,” I said. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”
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