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Rain lashed down, so thick David Siewert could barely see to steer his Buick along the coast road. The tires alternately whipped up mud or bounced over rocks, clacking his teeth together. At times, the windshield was so obscured he had to stick his head out the side window just to make sure he was still on the road and not heading over the edge of a cliff.

Julie wanted him to stay home—but the meeting in Salem couldn’t be put off, not if he was going to expand his leather factory. The accidents had caused his brother to pull back the funds he’d promised, as if the machines were at fault instead of the incompetent workers who contrived to fall into them. Then the employees had the gall to mutter about unionizing.

So he needed to meet potential investors face-to-face if he wanted to secure funding for the new equipment. He’d hire some Pinkertons, too, turn them loose on the union organizers. A few broken heads would put things right.

Siewert’s breath fogged the inside of the windshield, and he slowed so he could lean forward and wipe it off. Perhaps he should have risked rescheduling, or at least put off the meeting an hour so he could take the train instead. But the weather hadn’t been nearly so bad when he left Widdershins.

The fog reformed almost as soon as he cleared it. As if in collusion, the rain grew even heavier, pounding against the canvas roof. The road in front of him vanished from sight.

“Damn it,” he muttered. Damn the rain, damn the workers, damn the investors.

Slowing further still, he stuck his head out the window in an attempt to see. Rain pelted his skin in stinging needles, plastering his hair to his driving goggles. Swearing, he dashed hair and water from the lenses⁠—

A telegraph pole loomed up directly in front of the auto.

Siewert yelled and jerked the auto hard to one side. Metal squealed as the fender raked against the splintery wooden pole. The front wheels hit something hard, slamming him into the steering wheel. All forward momentum halted; the engine sputtered, then died.

For a long moment, the only sounds came from the drumming rain, the rasp of his breath, the roar of blood in his ears. His chest ached from the impact.

When he’d pulled himself together sufficiently, he took account of his surroundings. What had jolted the car so badly?

Railroad tracks. He’d struck the first rail at an angle, half-off the road, then the front wheels had come to rest against the second rail. Leaving him perfectly positioned in the middle of the tracks.

“For God’s sake.” He lowered his head to rest against the steering wheel. He should have listened to Julie. Or taken the…

A train whistle sounded from off to the south.

He jolted back. Dense curtains of rain blew, alternately hiding and revealing the landscape. He couldn’t see the train yet, but the whistle sounded uncomfortably close.

It was going to be fine. He still had time to get out, crank the engine, and move the Buick. So long as he hurried.

He needed to get out. Turn the crank.

His hands remained welded to the steering wheel.

Was he panicking? Was that why he couldn’t seem to move his arms or legs, why they suddenly felt as though they belonged to someone else altogether?

With what felt like a superhuman effort, he struggled to move his pinky. Flex his toes. Anything.

The whistle sounded again, far louder this time. His eyes remained the only part of his body under his control; turning them as far to the side as he could, he caught sight of the train’s headlight, glowing flame-bright.

His breath hissed through teeth he couldn’t unclench, and his heart furiously pumped blood to useless limbs. He had to move—he couldn’t die like this.

The train engine emerged through the blowing rain, whistle screaming. The wheels shrieked and sparks flew as the engineer tried to brake, but it was far too late.

The last thing David Siewert saw was the vengeful eye of the headlight bearing down on him.


CHAPTER 2
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“Hello, son. Did you miss me?”

Vesper Rune froze. He stood in one of the staff corridors of the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith Museum, having just emerged from the third floor men’s washroom—which, through a quirk of the architecture, was the easiest to reach from the first floor entrance to the library. He’d been lost in thought, worrying about the birthday party being held at the Endicott manor tonight. His guard down, mind tricking him into thinking he was safe.

But safety, for him, was an illusion. At least when his mother was skulking about.

He turned to face her slowly. Lenore Rune waited in an alcove that served no conceivable purpose, except maybe to give people somewhere to lurk. She wore a serge dress dyed a deep shade of plum: practical attire that wouldn’t stand out amidst the bustling staff of the museum. The electric lights, widely spaced in this corridor far from public view, glinted from the silver in her hair as she tilted her head.

His heart pounded, but he kept his expression neutral from long practice. There was no point in asking how she’d gained admittance; he only hoped she hadn’t killed anyone in the process.

“I’ve hardly had time to miss you, given how recently we encountered one another,” he replied.

She pouted, but the expression had an edge of cruelty to it, as all of hers did. “You’re a terrible child. Where’s your little friend, Mortimer? I did like him.”

A threat, delivered with all the sweetness of a mother talking to a five-year-old. Not that she’d ever been sweet to him or his brother, every treat laced with poison.

He ignored her question; best to divert her attention from anyone but him. He didn’t think she’d kill him, and if she tried…well, he was a great deal more hardy than anyone purely human. Even she might find it difficult to end his life.

“Did you want something?” he asked, striving to keep his tone level.

“Besides seeing my oldest child?” She emerged from the alcove and reached out with hands tipped with long nails. He tried not to flinch when she cupped his face in them, the sharp points lightly pricking the skin below his eyes. “My very, very ungrateful son, who hasn’t even thanked me yet for winnowing the ranks of the School of Night.”

The words lay like stones in his mouth. “Thank you, Mother.”

“There, was that so hard?” She dropped her hands back to her sides. “Speaking of that ridiculous cult, they’re very angry right now. All of their leaders are dead, except for the Chancellor.”

The woman they suspected of killing Sebastian’s mother in an aborted attempt to get her hands on the Book of Flesh. “I’m sure she’ll be next.”

Mother’s smile took on a feral edge. “That’s my boy. I suggest you act quickly, find the last Book before she can. The Book of Blood, isn’t it?”

Her interest put his hackles up. The Books were powerful artifacts, necromantically created from the remains of four siblings. If she got her hands on one, things would go very badly indeed.

Despite his efforts, he must have let something slip, because she tapped his lower lip with one daggerlike nail. “Now, now, don’t worry. This is your and your brother’s project. I’m simply here to help, as any good mother would be.”

A good mother, who’d left scars on his back after whipping him with a silver-tipped flogger. A part of him wanted to laugh, another to cry.

“What do you know?” he asked instead.

“Dear Fagerlie was an idiot, but he talked a great deal before he died. With suitable persuasion, of course.” She smiled as if at a fond memory. “The Professor, as he styled himself, had studied up and acquired some theories as to what gifts the Books might offer those who stumble upon them. Do you know what blood is used for in magic?”

He was no sorcerer, and she knew it. “Enlighten me.”

“There are many potential uses, of course—don’t mistake me on that. But the most common is in spells meant to control.”

Sebastian had received…gifts was probably not the right word. Powers, then, from being Bound to the three Books they’d already discovered. The Book of Breath in particular allowed him to compel others to tell him the truth. But it sounded as though Mother was talking about a much deeper level of coercion.

“I see.”

“I only tell you this as a warning.” She cocked her head. “Though I don’t know whether it would work on you. Most sorcery doesn’t, after all. So perhaps it’s only your human companions you need to worry about.”

Was it truly a warning, or a threat? Both, most likely. “Thank you for the information.”

“Of course.” She drew back. “I should let you return to your work. And have a lovely time at the party tonight.”
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“She knew we were going to the Endicott manor tonight?” Nocturn Rune asked in alarm. “How? Has she been talking to someone? Following us? No, not just following, she wouldn’t have known about the party. Has she subverted one of the Endicotts?”

Sebastian Rath sat in the back of a horse-drawn coach, beside Ves and across from Noct. All of them were dressed in evening wear, although in Noct’s case that amounted only to an embroidered smock and cloak, since most other clothing couldn’t be tailored to his myriad tentacles. The coach rolled smoothly along the side of the lake in front of what had been the Somerby Estate in his childhood and was now occupied by the Endicotts. The waning moon hadn’t yet risen, but the stars glittered overhead in their thousands.

“I don’t know,” Ves said, and the defeat in his voice tugged at Sebastian’s heart. “She says she wants to help us, but…”

“All of her actions are, shall we say, threatening,” Sebastian finished when Ves trailed off into silence. “Blast. I’m sorry I wasn’t with you at the time, angel.”

Ves took Sebastian’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “She wanted to get me alone. And honestly, I’d just as soon keep you as far away from her as possible.”

Sebastian frowned, a bit miffed at Ves’s words. Ves wanted to protect him, which Sebastian understood, considering he wanted to protect his love in turn. But thanks to the Books, he wasn’t as helpless as Ves seemed to think.

The Books of the Bound. A part of him wished he’d never heard of the damned things, though of course they were what had brought Ves into his life. The Books were made from Sebastian’s own kin—four necromancers, who came to Widdershins from Ipswich seeking a way to resurrect their dead brother, Gregorio Hollowell. A rumored vampire, and Sebastian’s own great-grandfather.

Then…something happened. What, Sebastian didn’t know, only that his great-granduncles and aunts had their bodies taken apart under the blazing light of Halley’s Comet, the remains made into four unholy books: the Book of Flesh, Book of Breath, Book of Bone, and Book of Blood. Who had done this to them was an unanswered question, though his money was on Gregorio’s wife and his great-grandmother, Lydia Hollowell.

What evil the Books had wrought at the time, he hadn’t yet discovered. At some point, they ended up in the hands of two men determined to put an end to their fell power: Nathaniel R. Ladysmith, founder of the very museum Sebastian now worked in, and Alexander Dromgoole, an architect and Ladysmith’s lover.

Unfortunately, the best they’d been able to do was Bind the Books to Dromgoole in an effort to contain their power, then seal them away in four buildings designed to act as three-dimensional spirit wards. The museum was one; Sebastian’s childhood home had been another. Dromgoole died raving in a madhouse for his efforts, and the Books lay dormant…until Halley’s Comet had returned this very May.

Now three were Bound to Sebastian and contained within the museum library. The fourth, they were still seeking—as was a cabal of sorcerers who styled themselves the School of Night.

One upside was the Books had given him arcane powers, a new one with each Binding. Even Ves had admitted these new abilities were useful, yet he still felt Sebastian needed his protection.

But that was surely natural—when you loved someone, you wanted to keep them safe. He squeezed Ves’s hand in return and gave him a fond smile.

As they rounded the lake, the Endicott manor came into view, every window ablaze, the lights reflecting like earth-bound stars in the restless water. Ves tensed beside him, even as Noct peered out the window.

The Endicott family was possibly even more complicated than Sebastian’s own, and that was saying something. They were exceedingly powerful and very dangerous. Up until a scant few years ago, they had seen it as their mission to slaughter what they considered to be the monsters of this world.

Dark Young—hybrid offspring of a human and the All-Mother, Lord of the Forest, also known as the Black Goat with a Thousand Young—were on that list. A mere decade ago, Noct and Ves would have been their bitter enemies.

But that same decade ago, Noct and Ves had been part of a cult intending to enslave humanity. Noct would have ruled over the ruins of civilization, after Ves cleared the way.

Circumstances changed, sometimes swiftly. The last time they’d been here, the atmosphere had been the sort of welcome that’s only a hair away from violence. Now, Irene swore there would be no trouble after the head of the household, Rupert Endicott, indicated support for Noct’s relationship with her. The other side of the coin was that the rest of the family would have fallen on them had Rupert decided differently.

What if Noct’s speculation was right, and one of the Endicotts had turned traitor? From what he understood, it would hardly be the first time. For all their protestations of family unity, they’d spilled one another’s blood before.

Perhaps complicated was an understatement.

“We have to warn Irene,” Sebastian said. “That someone might have been in contact with your wretched mother, I mean.”

Noct put a tentacle over his eyes in a gesture of despair. “Gods of the wood, she’ll never want to marry me now. Er, I mean…if the matter should come up…”

“You’re going to propose?” Sebastian asked, delighted. He loved weddings, having been at all three of his sister’s.

“Well, certainly not tonight!” A look of panic flashed across Noct’s face. “I don’t want Rupert mad at me for upstaging his birthday.”

The brooding expression vanished from Ves’s face, and he leaned forward to embrace his brother. “I’m so happy for you.”

“She hasn’t said yes—I haven’t even asked.”

Sebastian snorted. “Oh, come now. Irene is hardly a reticent woman who keeps her mind to herself. I think we all know what her answer will be.”

The carriage rolled to a halt in front of the manor. Irene herself waited for them on the steps, wearing a V-necked sapphire gown, her black hair neatly pinned up to expose the brown column of her neck. Her dark eyes lit up, and she hurried down the stairs as a footman swung open the carriage door.

Noct descended in a swarm of tentacles, took her hand, and kissed it as though he were an old-fashioned gentleman. “May I speak with you privately for a moment, dearest?”

Her happy expression faded at his tone. “Yes. Of course.”

They withdrew a few feet, and Irene crouched down as best she could given the slim skirts currently in fashion, combined with the fact that she herself was anything but slim. Sebastian considered offering Ves his arm, then decided against it. If the Endicotts turned on them—unlikely, but not impossible—they’d both want their hands free.

Irene rose, a dark cloud over her features that promised a storm. “Follow me. Rupert needs to hear this at once.”
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The opulence of the Endicott manor seemed to press in on Ves like a trap made from gold, marble, and jewels. Irene led them through a series of halls paneled in oak, and he noted the various chokepoints that would allow defenders to bring an invading force to a standstill. As the family had gutted the old manor and remade it in their own image when moving in, he could only assume the design was deliberate.

Eventually, she swung open a door that let onto what appeared to be a small study. Three of the walls held built-in bookshelves, all of them crammed full of various texts. The fourth was pierced with two tall windows to either side of a modest fireplace. A desk stood with its back to the hearth, stacked with more books and boasting a small globe.

Rupert sat behind the desk, shuffling through some paperwork. The gold rims of his glasses gleamed against dark brown skin, and strands of silver showed in his tightly curled hair. He sat back and raised a brow at them. “I assume this couldn’t wait until after dinner, Irene?”

“I’m afraid not, Seeker,” she said, invoking his official title within the family.

His demeanor shifted subtly, becoming more formal. “What is this about?”

“Our mother knew we were coming here, tonight, for a party,” Ves answered, since he’d been the one to talk to her. “None of us would tell her such a thing, so someone else did.”

Rupert’s handsome face creased into a frown. “I see. Lenore Rune, yes? And your grandfather is Ora?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Rupert gazed into nothing for a moment, as if considering his next words. “I will make inquiries,” he said at last, but didn’t elaborate on what those inquiries would consist of.

“Can we be of any help?” Noct asked.

“Not at the moment. I am the Seeker of Truth, the only head of the family now, and it is my duty to handle this matter. Especially if one of us has turned traitor.” Rupert rose to his feet, smoothing away all traces of concern from his face. “Let us join the others in the solarium. I should hate to be late for my own party.”


CHAPTER 3
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“Icould compel them,” Sebastian said later that night, as they undressed for bed. “The Endicotts, I mean. We could find out who the traitor is easily enough that way.”

The birthday party had gone as well as might be expected, given he hadn’t particularly trusted the Endicotts before, and did so even less now. He unbuttoned the left cuff of his shirt and pushed up the sleeve to reveal the three sets of scars on his forearm.

Ves had made those scars, puncturing flesh with a heavy needle from his binding kit, drawing coarse thread through the wounds, and then using that bloodied thread to Bind the first three Books to Sebastian.

With each Binding came a new ability, including the power to compel the truth, gifted by the Book of Breath. Made from his own great-great aunt Emeline Hollowell, beneath the blazing light of Halley’s Comet, awoken when the comet returned last month.

Ves paused in the act of unbuttoning his pants. He was stripped to the waist, the light of the lamp sculpting his muscular physique. He looked human for the most part, but the dark patches of skin along either side of his spine betrayed the heritage that lurked beneath the disguise.

“If the culprit is a sorcerer, it wouldn’t work,” he said at last. “Their will is too strong.”

“They aren’t all sorcerers, though.” Sebastian finished unbuttoning his shirt and carefully hung it up in the wardrobe. “We could use it to narrow the field of suspects, at least.”

“Let Rupert handle this.” Ves sat down and removed his socks. “We have enough to deal with already, between the remaining Book, the School of Night, and Mother prowling around.”

“But—”

“Rupert doesn’t strike me as a man who will tolerate treachery.” Ves met his gaze. “He knows his family best, and he has access to them since they all live on the same damned estate. Let him do his job, so we can do ours.”

Sebastian relented. His method would be quicker…but Ves was right. Not to mention, he doubted Rupert would allow Sebastian to use the magic of the Books on his relatives, unless there was truly no other choice.

His scars tingled. Could he do it behind Rupert’s back…?

No—what was he thinking? Ves was right; he didn’t want Rupert as his enemy. Not to mention, such actions on his part might jeopardize Noct’s standing with the family.

Because anyone who was Rupert’s enemy was the Endicotts’ enemy.

“When do you think Noct will propose?” he asked, to change the subject.

“Soon, I imagine.” Ves stood and stretched. As he did so, eight tentacles, four on each side, slid free of his skin, curling in the air around him. His brown eyes gave way to orange, the pupils shifting from round to rectangular.

The sight of muscles moving under olive skin made Sebastian’s mouth water. He put his glasses on the dresser, which was cluttered with his puzzle boxes. Ves slid under the bed covers and Sebastian joined him, reaching for an embrace and being drawn in by both arms and tentacles. “I love you,” he said, before kissing Ves.

Ves’s lips still tasted of the after-dinner brandy from the party. His hands slid through Sebastian’s hair, fingers gripping the short locks, before rolling over and pinning Sebastian beneath him.

Sebastian eagerly submitted to pleasure. Tentacles wound around his wrists, holding them down to the bed, and Ves’s muscular thigh slipped between his legs. Both of them were hard by now, and Sebastian pushed his hips up against Ves’s erection, eliciting a moan before Ves kissed him.

They moved together, bodies locked in the ancient dance of skin against skin. Mouths met, parted, met again. Ves’s lips wandered down Sebastian’s neck, and he arched it back to give access. There was nothing to do—nothing he could do, held down so—but let the pleasure wash over him, through him, until it slowly built to a crescendo.

He bit his lip when he came, holding back a shout of ecstasy as it cascaded through him like a lightning bolt. Ves wasn’t long behind, and they clung to each other panting from exertion for an endless moment, before finally relaxing back into the bed.

Ves rolled off with a sigh, and Sebastian followed so he could rest his head on Ves’s strong shoulder. He ran his pale hand over Ves’s darker skin, fingers brushing through the thatch of hair on his chest.

“Love you,” Ves murmured.

“Love you, too.” Sebastian snuggled in closer. “But I can’t wait until we have our own place.”
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Sebastian stood in a room that seemed familiar, though he couldn’t recall having seen it before. The walls were made of stone, and a great slab of an altar dominated the cold chamber. Upon it lay a shrouded figure.

Four chairs stood to either side of the altar, two on each side, with one left empty. Three were occupied by two women and one man, dressed in old-fashioned clothing. Bloodied thread connected each of them to the concealed figure upon the altar.

With a jolt, he realized he knew their names: Emeline. Thaddeus. Filomena. Three of the four Hollowell siblings who had been murdered so long ago, their bodies taken apart and remade into the Books of the Bound.

He wanted to ask who had killed them. If it had indeed been Lydia, wife of Gregorio, the man they’d come to Widdershins to resurrect from the dead. Sebastian’s great-grandmother.

But his tongue remained still; in this dream, he could only watch.

“It failed,” Filomena said. “We failed.”

“Not this time.” Thaddeus had a face as severe as a Puritan preacher’s.

Emeline looked to the sole chair remaining with no occupant. “Our great work will succeed, even if not as we originally conceived of it.” Her eyes shifted to lock onto Sebastian’s. “It won’t be long now.”


CHAPTER 4
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The next day, Sebastian and Irene sat in his office. Irene pored over the reams of architectural drawings left behind by Alexander Dromgoole, while Sebastian sorted through the jumbled mess of Nathaniel Ladysmith’s correspondence with the doomed architect.

“It’s almost time for lunch,” she said, glancing at the clock on the wall of the rhomboid-shaped room. “Have you had any luck?”

Sebastian took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Only letters from Dromgoole from 1854, complaining of strange dreams after he Bound the Book of Blood to himself.” He waved the letter at her, which read:

August 12, 1854

Dear Nathaniel,

I regret to say my strange dreams have continued apace. Last night, it seemed to me I spoke to a man dressed in a frock coat whose cut recalled those from our youth. He seemed very disappointed in me, shaking his head and sighing a great deal, as though I wasn’t what he wanted. Later, I dreamed I was riding a tiger through Mrs. Waite’s dining room, so I wouldn’t place too much importance on any of my nocturnal ramblings!

It is interesting that your acquaintances in Arkham have suggested visiting the western part of the state. I shudder to think what might lurk in those forested hills, and with no more of a precise destination I don’t imagine it will do us much good.

At any rate, I’m considering what to do with the Book of Bone. I have some ideas, but will discuss them more thoroughly when we meet tomorrow. Until then, please rest, as I do not wish your fever to return, and I suspect neither do you!

Yours as always,

Alex

“And are you having strange dreams?” Irene asked.

“You sound like Ves.” At her look, he sighed. “None that I recall, which once again proves that the Books affect those of us descended from, well, them in a different manner. If they’d let Great-Uncle Thomas take Dromgoole’s place, we might not be in this mess now.”

“Perhaps.” She tapped the drawing in front of her. “I need to look at this more, but⁠—”

A sharp rap on the door interrupted her. “Come in,” Sebastian called.

Librarian Amelia Cohen stuck her head in. “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a man here to see you. He asked for both or either of you. They made him wait in the grand foyer.”

Irene exchanged a puzzled look with Sebastian. “What’s his name?”

Amelia checked a note, no doubted handed to her by whatever staff member had braved the library to find them. “Mr. Paul Tubbs.”

“Tubbs?” Sebastian exclaimed. “That unpleasant fellow from city hall? I thought he hated us.”

Amelia looked shocked at the suggestion. “Who could hate a librarian? At any rate, that’s all I know. Should I ask a guard to send him away?”

The notion was tempting. He and Irene had visited the city’s Department of Records, looking for plans of the revisions Dromgoole made to First Esoteric Church while concealing the Book of Bone. Though he ultimately cooperated, Tubbs had behaved as though they were bent on stealing the plans, along with everything else not nailed down.

“I suppose we should find out what he wants,” Sebastian said at last. Irene made a disgusted noise, but didn’t argue.

Most visitors in the grand foyer immediately gravitated to the displays of ancient animals: fossils, bones pulled from tar pits, and dioramas showing them in their ancient habitats. Tubbs stood near what had been the saber-toothed tiger display—currently unavailable, as the skeletons had attacked them under the influence of the Book of Bone—with his arms folded and his gaze resolutely on the floor. As though he had no intention of acknowledging his surroundings unless forced to do so.

Irene skipped all preliminaries. “What do you want?” she demand as they walked up.

Tubbs’s head snapped up, his expression souring even further when he saw them. “What do I want? I want to be back in the records office, doing my job, far away from this place. I’m certainly not here because I wish to be.” He pressed his lips together, as if trying to hold back the words. “Unfortunately, I…need…something. You might be able to help me.”

Sebastian exchanged a glance with Irene. “That depends. What do you require?”

“I helped you in the records office,” Tubbs said, rather than answer directly. “You wanted the plans for the revisions to the First Esoteric Church catacombs from 1856. A few days later, I saw an obituary for the church’s sexton.”

“He died in his sleep,” Sebastian said, though of course he’d done no such thing. That had been the explanation run in the papers, however.

“It doesn’t matter.” Tubbs waved a hand. “The point is, I helped you—against my better judgment. And I didn’t tell the police about your suspicious actions.”

Irene’s impatience got the best of her. “By the dark gods, just tell us what you want.”

“I need access to your library. I’m looking for books on the sort of curses that could make a person do something against their will.”

Sebastian felt as though all the air had been punched out of his lungs. “Come with us, Mr. Tubbs. This isn’t something we should speak of here.”
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Ves sat at the long table in the library’s sword room, so called for the symbol inscribed above its door. And, probably, because so many conferences of war, or at least conflict, had been discussed at its tables over the decades.

Irene had fetched him and Mortimer to meet with Mr. Tubbs. Noct remained at his job in the Limited Access Collection for the moment, as none of them trusted Tubbs to react sensibly to his appearance.

Tubbs sat nervously at one end of the table, trying to look confident and hostile, and only somewhat succeeding. Likely he hadn’t expected to be dragged into a room with four librarians when he came here.

“What is this all about?” he demanded, but his voice quavered slightly.

Sebastian folded his hands on the table. “We aren’t your enemies, Mr. Tubbs,” he said gently. “In fact, we might be allies. We’re currently searching for an artifact that has the very properties you mentioned.”

The man’s face darkened. “I assume you’re going to hide it away in this wretched museum along with everything else you’ve managed to pull into your grasp.”

“Actually, we intend to destroy it,” Ves said.

Tubbs took out a handkerchief and wiped his brow. “I don’t trust any of you.”

“And yet you came to us.” Mortimer leaned over, watching Tubbs curiously. “Your last name sounds familiar.”

“My…my brother…” Tubbs hesitated—then his shoulders slumped. “There were four of us. Paul—that’s me—Peter, Perry, and Patrick.”

“Good lord,” Irene said. “Did your parents ever call you by the right name?”

Tubbs laughed weakly. “Not even once. My father was the town assessor until his death, and got all of us jobs at city hall. Pat, the youngest of us…he died rather horribly back in 1901.”

“Ah, yes, I remember. Sacrificed on a standing stone.” Mortimer nodded solemnly. “Sebastian, you recall—the business that ended in the First Battle of Front Street Bridge. We were both junior librarians at the time.”

“Oh!” Sebastian’s eyes widened, and Ves made a mental note to ask him for the details later. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Tubbs.”

“I was working as the town secretary back then—nasty job, dealing with the public all the time.” Tubbs shook his head. “I took over the records office from my poor brother when he died. He had very strong views about keeping our possessions in the city’s hands, rather than hidden away in the backrooms of this museum.” He seemed to recall his previous animosity. “And he was completely correct! We safeguard the records—the heritage!—of the citizens of Widdershins. Everyone should have access, not just academics with the right credentials. If you want to know my opinion⁠—”

Ves cleared his throat. “I’m merely the binder and conservator, so I fear I have no say in our acquisitions. Most of us here do not.” With the exception of Sebastian, but he wasn’t about to mention that. “I assume you’re not here because of your brother’s long-ago death, so perhaps you should tell us why you came looking for information on curses.”

Tubbs sighed. “My sister-in-law, Perry’s wife. Penelope.”

Irene opened her mouth as if to say something, then seemed to think better of it.

“She…there was a terrible accident. Or we thought it was an accident at the time. I wasn’t present, but she hosted a dinner party for some of her friends. While they were chatting over aperitifs, she went to light the candles on the dinner table before the caterer brought in the meal.” He looked down at the table. “Her evening gown…those gauzy layers that are in fashion now…”

“Chiffon?” Irene suggested.

Tubbs shrugged. “Whatever it was, it caught fire. She was very badly burned…the doctors don’t think…”

Sebastian paled sharply. His own mother had burned to death, and he’d been unable to save her. Even now, he didn’t care for open flames of any sort. Ves wished he could take Sebastian’s hand for comfort, but didn’t want to in front of Tubbs.

“I-I’m sorry,” Sebastian stammered.

Tubbs swallowed hard. “She’s conscious some of the time, depending on how long it’s been since her last dose of morphine. She told me it wasn’t an accident. That she felt as though some outside force took over, puppeting her limbs. It made her light the candle, then hold it directly against her dress so it would catch. Then it prevented her from crying out for help, from moving, from doing anything but stand there, while everyone stared in horror as she…”

Sebastian’s mouth formed a silent “O.”

“Good God.” Mortimer was the first to recover his voice. “I can see why you came here.”

“No one else wants to believe it’s true. They want to think the pain has distorted her memory, that it was just a simple accident, the sort you see in the paper from time to time.” Tubbs shook his head. “Many years ago, my brother Pat was butchered as a sacrifice to some dark force. I couldn’t save him. And I can’t save Penny. But I thought I might…I don’t know. Learn how to turn the curse back on whoever did this to her, perhaps.” His shoulders straightened. “You say this was caused by some artifact?”

“Perhaps,” Ves said. He didn’t want to reveal the existence of the Books to Tubbs, in case the man got some twisted idea of laying hands on the Book of Blood himself and using it for revenge. And of course, it was possible some other magic lay behind Penny’s actions.

It would be quite the coincidence if that were true, but coincidences did happen.

Mother had made a point to seek him out and warn him about the Book. Did she know it was already in someone’s hands? If so, why not just come out and tell him?

Because information was a way of controlling him—that answer, at least, came easily. No doubt she delighted in choosing what to withhold and what to dole out. She always had.

“Is there any possibility of speaking with Penelope?” Sebastian asked. Some of the color had returned to his face. “It might help us determine if this artifact is the cause, or if something else was responsible for her misfortune.”

Tubbs looked conflicted. “The doctors have recommended complete rest.”

“They’ve also despaired of her life,” Irene pointed out. “If they’re right, we can’t wait until she recovers to talk to her. If you want whoever did this to pay for their crime, we need all the information we can get.”

“And you’ll share your theories with me, after?” Tubbs asked. Sebastian opened his mouth, and Tubbs added, “I insist.”

Sebastian didn’t look happy, but said, “Fine.”

“You won’t cut me out of this. I won’t allow it.”

Mortimer gave Tubbs a smile that seemed sincere, though Ves doubted it actually was. “Of course, Mr. Tubbs. We wouldn’t dream of it.”


CHAPTER 5
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“Tubbs is going to be a problem,” Sebastian said, while climbing into Irene’s new auto.

She’d blown up her old one when they were attacked by constructs animated by the magic of the Book of Bone. The Endicotts apparently had an excess of vehicles tucked away somewhere, however, because she was now driving a 1905 Pierce-Arrow Great Arrow Limousine, which sported an enclosed backseat whose curtains allowed Noct to travel in comfort without being seen.

Noct, Ves, and Mortimer had chosen to remain behind, Noct for obvious reasons and the other two because a dying woman didn’t need excess people crowded around her sickbed.

Irene steered the auto away from the curb, around the back of the museum, and into the slow seep of traffic. “He’s going to hover over our investigation the way he hovered over us in the records office,” she agreed. “We’ll have to dissuade him somehow. I suppose Ves might be able to frighten him off.”

Sebastian frowned. “I don’t think he’d enjoy doing that.”

“We all do things we don’t enjoy, Sebastian.”

An edge to her voice made him think there was more to the comment than there might seem. “Such as?”

“Family business.”

He sighed loudly enough to be certain she heard over the sound of the engine. “Everything we’ve been doing lately has been my family business. I’ve shared with you.”

“I know, but…” She beeped the horn angrily at another driver who had slowed to peer at the street signs. He offered her a rude gesture in return.

“The Endicotts keep to themselves, I know. Is this about Noct, or the traitor?”

“Noct? Oh no, Rupert favors him.”

“The traitor, then.”

The car in front of them finally made a turn, and Irene stepped on the gas rather more aggressively than Sebastian would have preferred. “Hattie is handling things—quietly, for the moment.”

Sebastian had been seated next to Hattie during the introductory dinner. “She’s a terrifying woman.”

“I suppose. She’s been through a lot, much of it at the hands of family. When Balefire fell…”

Irene’s shoulders hunched, and Sebastian winced. “When your parents died.”

“A part of me wishes I’d been there. I tell myself I could have saved them. Or at least died beside them. But they wouldn’t have wanted that.” Her fingers visibly tightened on the steering wheel. “What if we start spilling each other’s blood again? If we lose this home, too?”

Sebastian wished he had some wisdom to impart. “Well, you won’t lose us. The other librarians, I mean. And Ves. Certainly not Noct. I know that doesn’t help much.”

“It does, a little.”

They drove in silence over the Cranch River and onto High Street. The mansions of the old families loomed over the tree-lined avenue, gradually giving way to progressively newer homes, until they were almost at the ocean. Here, the enormous houses of the nouveau riche lay behind locked gates and long lawns.

“Perry must have married up,” Sebastian observed as they slowed in front of the address Paul Tubbs had given them.

A uniformed footman stood before the gates. “You’re expected. Please drive to the house,” he said when they gave their names.

They passed a manicured lawn and a marble fountain before parking in front of an enormous mansion too new yet to be weathered by sun and salt. A breeze blew off the nearby ocean, carrying with it the familiar smell of fish and seaweed. Another footman scurried to open their doors, seeming confused to find Irene driving a vehicle meant to have a chauffeur. As Sebastian climbed out, he spotted the outline of a formal garden around the side of the mansion, with a huge greenhouse looming up behind it.

Something about the garden and greenhouse seemed off, though it took him a moment to figure out what. Though a low wall enclosed the garden, the plants towered over it, engorged stalks bending beneath roses the size of cheese wheels and snowdrops like lampshades. The greenhouse looked choked with overgrown plant life as well. Whatever the gardeners were doing, it seemed to be working almost too well.

The front door swung open, and Tubbs beckoned to them. “She’s awake,” he said in a low voice, ushering them inside. “Perry is resting in his room—probably best to leave him to it.”

The sumptuous halls and chambers lay silent as they followed him through the house. The hushed air made it feel as though mourning had already begun, instead of waiting for death’s arrival.

Eventually, Tubbs stopped in front of a door painted white with gilded trim. “These are her private rooms,” he said. “Please keep your voices down and be as gentle with her as you can.”

“We will,” Sebastian reassured him. “My own mother passed in similar circumstances, I’m afraid.” Which was close enough to the truth.

Tubbs looked surprised, then thoughtful. Perhaps he hadn’t considered his enemies at the library had such normal things as mothers.

The door opened onto a drawing room filled with delicate furniture and fresh flowers so enormous they overwhelmed their vases. A portrait hung on one wall, and Tubbs nodded to it. “That’s her. As she was just a few months ago.”

The woman in the painting sat in a garden, dressed in an empire-waist gown that recalled previous eras. Her pale hands clasped a small bouquet of flowers, arranged to tumble over her fingers and into her lap. Sebastian wasn’t the best judge of women’s beauty, but she seemed pretty enough, though not someone who would turn heads on the street.

Penelope’s bedroom lay on the other side of the drawing room, the door cracked open and a nurse seated beside it. When they entered, she hastily concealed the book she’d been reading in her skirts and bobbed her head. “Still resting, Mr. Tubbs,” she said.

“Thank you.” Tubbs seemed ill at ease; perhaps he wasn’t used to dealing with servants and nurses. “Uh, you’re excused. I’ll ring the bell when we’re done.”

She bobbed again and hurried out, shutting the door quietly behind her. Tubbs whispered, “Don’t be shocked at Penny’s appearance.”

As they approached the bedroom, Sebastian’s scars tugged unexpectedly. He bit back a gasp, and as Tubbs swung the door fully open, he elbowed Irene and pointed meaningfully at his forearm.

Whatever had happened to Penelope, the Book of Blood had indeed been involved.

Within the bedroom, all the curtains were pulled tightly shut, leaving only an electric lamp on the bedside table for illumination. What details Sebastian could make out in the gloom suggested this had once been an airy room, filled with sunlight and yet more gargantuan flowers. Now the flowers languished, petals falling to the floor unnoticed.

The air stank of infection underlain with burnt hair and a horrible, metallic scent. Amidst great piles of white pillows lay a shriveled figure, its form mainly hidden beneath a white sheet spotted with brown stains. Both arms lay atop the coverlet, wrapped from finger to shoulder in bandages with yellowish fluid seeping through here and there. The head was much the same, concealed beneath wrapping, except for one cheek, a single eye, and the mouth.

Sebastian’s throat tried to close and it was everything he could do to force himself to approach. This was what had happened to his mother, except in her case the fire had snuffed out her life in a matter of minutes. Memories of the blaze rose in his mind, inescapable: the smells of burning wood and flesh and upholstery, the raw sound of her screams, the strong hands of the firefighters holding him back from the inferno.

“Penelope?” Tubbs asked tentatively. “These are the people I told you about.”

Her lone eye opened, revealing a blue iris set amidst bloodshot sclera. “Hello.” Her voice rasped horribly, and the breath rattled in her seared lungs.

Sebastian struggled not to let his horror show on his face. “Please, Mrs. Tubbs, there’s no need for niceties.” His voice trembled, and he cursed himself. The last thing he wanted to do was upset a dying woman. “Save your strength.”

“Yes.” Irene seemed to recover herself. “We just want to know what happened.”

“Dinner party.” Penelope’s eye squeezed shut, as if speaking hurt, then opened again. “Mr. Siewert died…honored him.”

“The dinner party was to honor a friend who had died?” Sebastian guessed. If he focused on the reason they were here, maybe he could manage this.

She managed a small nod. “Auto hit…by train.”

“I think I read something about that in the paper recently,” Irene said. “He owned a leather factory, I believe?”

“Yes.” Penelope swallowed convulsively, and Tubbs hastened to take a glass of water from the bedside table and hold the straw to her lips. She took a sip, then sagged back against her pillow. “Dinner almost ready. Thought I would light the candles…don’t know why. Then…I couldn’t stop myself. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t…”

The Binding scars seemed to vibrate in sympathy. Tears gathered in her sole eye, dripping down her cheek. Tubbs took out a handkerchief and tenderly wiped them away.

God, this was awful. “You felt as though an outside force controlled you?” Sebastian asked.

“Yes.” Her tears continued to flow. “Why? Who?”

“I think she’s had enough,” Tubbs said. “She needs her morphine.”

“Of course.” Sebastian started to rise, then stopped. “Is there a list of your guests somewhere, Mrs. Tubbs?”

“Reynolds…will have it…” Her eye drooped closed. “Please. Hurts.”

“I’ll fetch the nurse right away,” Tubbs assured her.

The sitting room seemed even brighter when they emerged from the gloom. Tubbs ushered them out, spoke briefly to the nurse, and then indicated they should follow him. Soon enough, they were in another small drawing room overlooking the riotous garden. Sebastian took a deep breath of the clean air, but the smells of the sickroom still clung to the inside of his nose.

“So we get the list from Reynolds—he’s the butler.” Tubbs paced to the window and stared out. “Then we talk to the other guests? Do you think one of them did this?”

“It’s possible. We’ll talk to them and let you know if we find something,” Sebastian said. “The list⁠—”

“Excuse me?” Tubbs spun around and fixed him with a narrow gaze. “I didn’t bring you here so you could leave me out of things! I allowed you inside so you could tell me if Penelope was manipulated by this artifact you claim to be seeking.”

“I assure you, it’s more than a claim,” Irene said, affronted. “Why on earth would we lie about such a thing?”

“Then tell me what it is, stop trying to shut me out, and I’ll let you see the guest list.” Tubbs folded his arms over his chest.

This was exactly what Sebastian had been afraid of. “Mr. Tubbs, I understand you’re upset. But this is a very dangerous business, and⁠—”

“So all the more reason to let me help.”

Irene shook her head. “Out of the question.”

Tubbs’s face reddened. “I should have expected as much from someone who works in that damned museum. You hoard your secrets, fence knowledge off where no one else can access it⁠—”

“That isn’t true,” Sebastian protested.

“I should have known better than to set foot in that accursed place,” Tubbs continued over him. “Leave. At once.”

“But the list⁠—”

“Out!”

There was nothing to do but hastily retreat. A few minutes later, Irene drove them back out through the gates, an angry Tubbs glaring from the door as if to make sure they left.

“That could have gone better,” Sebastian said.

Irene’s dark eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry. We’ll get our hands on the guest list. One way or another.”


CHAPTER 6
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“Ithink you might have handled things a bit more delicately,” Ves suggested that evening as Irene drove them home. He and Noct sat in the rear, curtained off from the outside world except for a gap in the windows between front and back seats.

“We can’t just let some random person stumble about while the School of Night prowls around and some maniac is using the Book of Blood to kill people,” Irene shot back.

Noct sighed. “Perhaps a bit of misdirection would have kept him happy, my heart. As opposed to outright refusal.”

“I suppose, but he’s a very unpleasant man,” she replied, unrepentant. “Let him stew. We’ll find a way to talk to the butler on our own. Or any of the other servants who might know.”

“Just…I can’t believe I’m saying this, but maybe take Mortimer next time you need someone’s cooperation,” Ves said. Though Mortimer’s personality could be abrasive, to say the least, he had a knack for charming people when he needed to.

Irene started to protest, but Sebastian said, “No, Ves is right. I at least should have handled things better. I suppose I wasn’t expecting him to want to join our investigation, rather than simply report back to him. I wish I knew if he’s trustworthy.”

“After what happened with Arthur, I don’t trust anyone but us around these damned Books,” Irene said darkly.

She had a point. Arthur Fairchild had been a fellow librarian and close friend of Sebastian’s. Yet the Book of Breath still corrupted him. Tubbs might start out trustworthy, then be lured in by some promise of power. “Best not to chance it,” Ves agreed.

Irene pulled up to the curb outside of the Rath house. “Good night, all. I’ll be speaking with Rupert again tonight, so wish me luck.”

“Good luck. We’ll see you in the morning,” Noct said, before pulling a blanket over his head and climbing on Ves’s back to conceal himself for the few steps from the auto to the gate.

The oldest children, Willie, Helen, and Jossie, were engrossed in some sort of skipping game in the side yard. As soon as they spotted them, Helen called, “Mama has a visitor.”

A flash of resentment went through Ves: Noct would have to remain out of sight, and he’d have to keep on his coat to prevent anyone from asking about the slashes in the back of his vest. It was followed immediately by a stronger flush of shame. Bonnie not only had every right to friends outside the household, she likely needed them. And of course some of them would want to visit her at home.

Noct took the direct route, up a tree and through the attic window to his room. Sebastian and Ves entered in a more ordinary fashion. The smell of roasting meat greeted them inside, and Sebastian made a face, perhaps remembering the poor woman whose sickbed he’d visited.

“We’re home!” Sebastian called as they hung up their hats and suit coats.

“In here,” Bonnie responded, but her voice lacked its usual cheery note.

Ves exchanged a glance with Sebastian, then they both went into the sitting room. Bonnie rocked back and forth near the unlit fireplace, baby Clara fast asleep on her shoulder. In her free hand she held a letter. Across from her sat an old woman with a round face and apple cheeks, dressed in a dark gray frock. Her gnarled fingers were busy knitting, but her sympathetic gaze was fixed on Bonnie.

“No man is worth crying over, dear,” she said. “My first husband ran off to South America and died there—or that’s what I told my second, though the old fool might well be alive to this day, for all I know.”

Sebastian looked at the letter in Bonnie’s hand. “Is that from…?”

“Jeremy.” She crumpled the paper in her fingers. “He’s not coming back.”

Not exactly surprising, after Sebastian had attacked Jeremy with the magic he’d gained from the Books. Still, it must be a blow.

The old woman tucked her knitting away in a bag and made to rise. “I should probably be going.”

Bonnie seemed to recover herself. “I’m sorry—Mrs. Caroline Adams, this is my brother, Sebastian Rath, and our boarder, Vesper Rune.”

Mrs. Adams beamed at them. “What fine young men you are! I just moved in down the block and wanted to meet my neighbors.”

“She’s in the old Szawlowski place,” Bonnie said, and Sebastian nodded, the name apparently familiar to him. “She stopped by just after the mail came and was good enough to keep me company.”

“No trouble at all, dear.” Mrs. Adams hitched her bag over her shoulder. “I’m only glad I could be of some help. And now that I know you have such adorable children, the next time I come I’ll be sure to bring my famous gingerbread cookies.”

“Thank you, truly.” Bonnie made as if to rise, but Mrs. Adams tutted at her.

“Don’t disturb the baby—I can see my own way out.” Standing, her shrunken frame didn’t reach five feet in height, forcing her to bend her neck to smile up at Ves. “It was so good to meet you, young man. And you as well, Mr. Rath.”

She hobbled out, leaving behind the faint scent of lavender. “She seems nice,” Ves said, though privately he hoped she didn’t visit often in the afternoon or evening, when Noct was here and would have to hide.

“She was such a dear when she saw I’d been crying.” Bonnie sighed and tucked the crumpled letter into her apron.

“I’m sorry about Jeremy,” Ves offered. “At least you still have two husbands left.”

Bonnie looked at him incredulously. “That’s not…never mind.”

“And you were lecturing me about handling things delicately?” Sebastian asked. Turning to his sister, he said, “Jeremy was a cad. Lying, going behind your back—you’re better off without him.”

“I know.” She sagged. “But Helen and Tommy, even the other children…I don’t want them to feel like his leaving was their fault. The least he could have done was send letters to them, reassuring them of his love, perhaps even arranging to meet away from the house. Instead, he tells me he’s not coming back to Widdershins and to forget he ever existed. As if that were possible.”

Privately, Ves wondered if the children were better off without their father…but his perspective was badly warped from his own upbringing. Jeremy had many faults, but he wasn’t an outright monster.

“He’ll come to regret it,” Sebastian predicted. “Not that it helps now. What can we do?”

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you.” She looked to Ves. “Can you take Clara for a moment? She’s been fussy today.”

“Of course.” Ves slipped off his jacket and let out his tentacles. Taking Clara in his human arms, he picked up her pacifier in one tentacle. The baby responded to being dislodged from her mother by turning red in the face, working her way up to a shriek, so he offered her the pacifier.

Bonnie rose. “Let’s walk outside—I’ve been sitting for long enough to get stiff, and need to move around.”

“Of course.” Sebastian exchanged a concerned look with Ves, then trailed his sister outside.
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The green backyard remained cool despite the angry glare of the sun. What had been a small garden before Noct moved in now overflowed with tomatoes, peas, corn, and squash. Bees hummed lazily around the flowers, their bodies dusted gold with pollen. It reminded Sebastian a bit of the massive flowers in Penelope Tubbs’s garden, though this vegetation was of normal size. Verdant rather than swollen.

Bonnie plucked a ripe tomato as they passed by. “I’m not looking forward to when Noct moves out. My poor garden will have to rely on me again.”

“No one is leaving anytime soon,” he assured her. “Not until the Books are contained and the School of Night is out of our lives.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” She stopped beside a sycamore tree, peering up into its high branches. A bird sang from somewhere amidst the thick leaves. “You said one of them—the School of Night—killed Mother.”

“Yes.” Sebastian took off his glasses and scrubbed his eyes. “The Book of Flesh showed me a glimpse.”

“And which one of our illustrious ancestors was that?”

“Thaddeus Hollowell.”

“God.” She shuddered. “And to think, he—his Book—was shut away in our house the whole time we were growing up. Just inches away from where we played, where we slept. What was Mother thinking? Or Great-Uncle Thomas?”

“I suspect neither of them wanted to sell the house with the Book inside.” He shook his head. “If I’d become a bookbinder like Mother wanted…”

“It shouldn’t have mattered! She should have told us.” Bonnie’s hands clenched. “We had the right to know.”

No doubt Mother had believed she was doing the correct thing, keeping a dangerous secret close. She’d done the same mental calculus as he had when deciding not to tell Mr. Tubbs any more than absolutely necessary. “As Shakespeare said, ‘Two may keep counsel, putting one away.’ Mother didn’t want to take the risk. It’s easy to judge in hindsight, but I truly believe she thought she was keeping us safe.”

“Well, she was wrong.” Bonnie leaned her back against the tree trunk and looked at him. “What happened the night she died?”

Now it was Sebastian’s turn to stare at the tree. A squirrel made its way along the branches, jumping easily from one to the next, pausing now and again to scratch or investigate further inside the dense growth.

“I wish I could tell you,” he said at last. “I only know the fragment the Book showed me.”

“Then tell me that part.”

The Binding scars on his arm seemed to sing with pain as he cast his mind back to the moment the Book of Flesh was Bound to him. “I saw her in the sitting room. Holding the Book. The electricity was out—you remember the blizzard that day—so she’d lit a kerosene lantern. She wasn’t alone.”

His breath thickened in his throat, and he blinked back tears. If only he’d been there. “I couldn’t see who she was with, but I heard their voice. A woman’s voice.”

“Why did she take the Book from its hiding place?”

“I can’t imagine.” Mother had known about the Books and their power—why in hell would she have risked letting one loose from its cage?

“Did she say anything? Did she look…afraid?”

The final word was spoken in a smaller voice. Sebastian turned to face his sister, saw the desperation in her eyes. The desire to both know and not know, at the same time.

“No,” he said, and surprise flickered over Bonnie’s face. “She looked angry. And…betrayed, maybe? She wasn’t about to let the Book go. The woman threatened her, so she grabbed the kerosene lantern and threw it. The vision ended, but…well. We know what happened next.”

Their mother died in the ensuing blaze, but her attacker escaped. Without the Book, at least.

“And you know who this mystery woman was?” Bonnie prompted.

“The Chancellor of the School of Night. I don’t know her real name. The Provost—I don’t know what his name was, either—all but said as much. Somehow, the School found out the Book of Flesh was in the house, and the Chancellor came to take it.” He spread his hands. “And that’s all I know. I’m sorry.”

“Right.” Bonnie folded her arms over her chest. “And you’re going to kill her?”

Sebastian sighed. “I doubt she’ll give us any other option.”


CHAPTER 7
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The next morning, rather than ride to work with Irene and the others, Sebastian made his way to the Widdershins Public Library.

His heart was heavy and his eyes ached with weariness as he climbed the steps, passing by the squid-like statues guarding the entrance. He’d spent the night tossing and turning, falling asleep and then waking from dreams he couldn’t remember.

Bonnie looked as though she hadn’t slept well either. Curse Jeremy for so callously throwing away his wife and children. At the time, Sebastian had regretted hurting him, but now he was beginning to think Jeremy had deserved everything he got and more.

His heart twinged from a different pain as he entered the library to see an unfamiliar face sitting behind the desk. The librarian who’d held the post had been killed by the maniac who found the Book of Bone. Yet another tragedy to blame on the accursed Books.

The reading room with the newspapers was clearly marked. It didn’t take Sebastian long to find an article about the death of Penelope’s friend.

AUTOIST KILLED BY TRAIN

Widdershins, MA - Mr. David Siewert of Siewert Leather Company was en route to a meeting in Salem, MA, when his automobile was struck by a Whyborne Railroad train on an unprotected crossing. Mr. Siewert is believed to have died instantly upon impact. According to the train’s engineer, Mr. L.P. Marsh, the automobile had come to a stop on the tracks and failed to move at the sound of the whistle. Mr. Marsh set the brakes as soon as he spotted the vehicle, but the distance was too short in which to stop the train. Mechanical trouble, with the addition of heavy fog, is blamed for the accident.

The death notice gave little more information:

SIEWERT, David J., beloved husband of Julia Siewert (née Lambert). June 23. Funeral services at his late residence on High St. Relatives and friends are kindly asked to attend.

Sebastian sat back, absently rubbing the scars on his left forearm. Had Siewert’s auto broken down at exactly the wrong moment…or had he been forced to park there and wait for his doom, as Penelope Tubbs had been compelled to set herself alight?

There was no way to know, given the destruction no doubt wrought on the auto during the collision. Mechanical failure couldn’t be ruled out. His death might have nothing to do with the Book of Blood.

Or it might.

Damn it—if only there was some way to tell for certain. Given that Sebastian’s scars had reacted to the traces of magic still on Penelope, would they do the same near Siewert’s body, if they could find his grave? Or was he being foolish, wanting confirmation of what he knew in his gut to be true?

Someone had hated Penelope enough to want her to suffer, first the loss of control over her own body, then the horrific fire. The same person might have hated Siewert just as much.

It was almost certainly someone who moved in the same social circles. Someone who knew both well enough to despise them.

If they couldn’t get the list of people attending the memorial dinner from Tubbs, Siewert’s widow might be able to give them the same information. It was certainly worth talking to her, at least.

He flipped through the next day’s paper, just in case there was some more pertinent information, until he saw a headline that stopped him cold.

GRAVE VANDALIZED

Resting place of Mr. David Siewert disturbed by miscreants

Widdershins, MA - Unknown vandals defaced the headstone of Mr. David Siewert mere hours after burial. Mr. Siewert died from an accidental collision with a train and was buried yesterday morning. This morning, police were notified that someone painted a crude scene on the stone, accompanied by spatters of what appeared to be blood. Police say the vandalism was the product of a tasteless prank, and vow to prosecute should the perpetrator be found.

That…was not good, to put it mildly. What the crude scene comprised, he couldn’t imagine, but the presence of blood on the gravestone of a man possibly killed by the Book of Blood…

Had the grave itself been disturbed? Or was it even possible to tell given its freshness, at least without digging down to see if the coffin was still intact?

Troubled, he put the newspapers back on their bamboo holders, wished the librarian at the desk a good day, and made for the museum. He was still deep in rumination when he reached his office and opened the door, to find Irene beaming at him with excitement.

“Look at this,” she said, shoving an architectural drawing at him. “I believe I’ve found where Dromgoole hid the final Book.”
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Ves stared at the decaying ruin before them, a mixture of hope and wariness interlacing in his chest. The buildings on the street had once been comfortable homes, but time had passed the area by. Though the lights from the amusement park on the pier could be seen across a narrow inlet, this small neighborhood stood in darkness and silence. Waves lapped the nearby beach, and some storm had carried sand and sea wrack into the streets before retreating once again.

“What a dreary place,” Irene observed, leaning back against her auto. Its cooling motor ticked softly in the warm evening air. They’d thought it best to wait until dark to approach the building she’d identified as the spirit trap for the Book of Blood. Though given the deserted atmosphere of this end of the street, they probably could have broken in during the middle of the day and not been noticed.

Noct emerged from the backseat and slithered up a lamp post still fitted for gas, though it probably hadn’t been lit in decades. “Secluded, at least.”

Sebastian put his hands on his hips, eyeing the structure. “So no one will hear our cries for help when it collapses on top of us.”

“I’ll go first.” Ves ventured up the front steps, which groaned beneath him. “If I fall through the floor, I’m the least likely to be permanently injured.”

According to Irene, Dromgoole designed the home in 1853, when the neighborhood was both new and popular. The door bore only traces of dark green paint, the sidelights so grimed with dirt it was impossible to see inside. He pushed the door open, the bottom edge dragging across the hardwood floor with a pained shriek. A thin layer of sand covered the foyer and piled in the corners, hinting as to why the neighborhood had been abandoned.

Though not as abandoned as it seemed, given the clear disturbance in the sand, as if someone had dragged something back and forth through it.

“Someone’s been here,” he said. “Sebastian, can you sense the Book?”

Sebastian’s flashlight clicked on. Ves still sometimes forgot that not everyone could see in the dark. “No,” Sebastian said. “Damn it—are we too late again?”

“Only one way to find out. Stay behind me.”

The foyer let onto a hall. The close air stank of mold and salt, and flood-warped floorboards creaked warningly under Ves’s feet.

Someone had stripped the rotting wallpaper from the plaster, flung it on the floor, and proceeded to cover the walls in scribbled drawings.

“What the hell?” Sebastian murmured. His light played over scenes scrawled in what looked like charcoal: tentacles, decaying flowers, what might have been a distorted tree. Mouths without faces howled, laughed, or maybe cried from every direction.

Irene made a face. “Well, this is disturbing.”

“Look here.” Noct pointed a tentacle at one of the pictures. It showed an automobile parked across train tracks, the man inside still holding the steering wheel as a train bore down on him.

“Well, that isn’t good,” Irene remarked. “Over here—is this Penelope Tubbs?”

A second image showed a woman holding a candle to her dress, her body wreathed in flames. “I don’t see who else it could be,” Sebastian said. “The newspaper article I read said something was drawn on Siewert’s headstone.”

“So not just an act of vandalism.” Irene frowned. “So whoever has the Book has definitely been here.”

“My question is: where are they now?” Noct said grimly.

Ves strained his senses, but heard no whisper of breath, no shift of weight. If anyone else was here, they weren’t close by. “Irene, where was the Book’s resting place?”

“In a hollow column beside the stairs leading down to the basement.”

“I doubt it’s still here.” Sebastian looked down at his forearm. “I don’t feel anything at the moment.”

“Let’s keep looking before we give up,” Noct said. “Where are the stairs to the basement?”

Irene pointed toward the rear of the house. “Through a door in the back of the pantry.”

The kitchen was in as poor a shape as the rest of the house, if not worse. A gaping hole revealed where the heavy cook stove had fallen through the weakened floor; the sound of lapping water echoed up through the void. Sagging cabinets held cobwebs and mice. Whoever had drawn on the walls must have been eating their meals somewhere else.

“Be careful,” Ves warned. “Step only where I’ve stepped.”

Noct swung onto Ves’s shoulders as they approached what seemed to be the pantry door. Sebastian’s flashlight beam reflected dully off old glass jars, filled with the gods alone knew what. Jam, perhaps, or other preserved things, reduced now to black slime.

Sebastian let out a soft hiss. “I feel something! It must be the Book.”

Thank the trees. The murderer must have left it here, believing it to be a secure hiding spot. The basement door was inconveniently small, forcing Noct from Ves’s back and onto the ground. It opened onto a set of wooden stairs with no rail. Rather than lead straight down, the staircase wrapped tightly around a brick column.

The resting place of the Book. It must be.

“Is it in there? Can you tell?” Ves asked.

Sebastian’s lips parted…then he frowned. “I’m…not sure? Something is down here, but…”

“Don’t worry—I’ll find it,” Ves said. “The rest of you stay up here—I don’t trust these stairs.”

Sebastian didn’t look happy about Ves going alone, but he nodded. “Be careful, angel.”

The wooden steps moaned under his weight, but held for the moment. The basement below was flooded, five feet or more of saltwater lapping against the stone walls. Where was it coming in? There must be some crack or hole hidden beneath the surface.

The staircase made its first tight turn. Beyond, clumps of brick and mortar lay discarded where someone had torn through the wall.

The Book couldn’t be gone. Sebastian was sensing it. And yet, there was nothing within its former hiding place but a simple, flat shelf, empty except for dust.

Had someone removed it, then flung it away into the water? That didn’t seem likely, but it would explain why Sebastian hadn’t been sure if it was still concealed.

“The Book has been removed,” he called up. “But I’m going to look⁠—”

Something splashed in the water below.
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Sebastian stared at his sleeve, as if he could see his scars through coat and shirt. The Book wasn’t where Dromgoole and Ladysmith had left it…but he still felt a tugging, as though the cotton thread was yet laced through his arm.

The scars reacted to the Books…and to things touched by their magic, like Penelope. Or maybe the person who’d been using them?

“Ves, get back up here,” he said urgently.

Ves stared at the lapping water. “I heard something.”

Sebastian’s mouth went dry. He directed his flashlight beam at the flood below, as did Irene.

Nothing. No…wait. A v-shape of disturbed water crossed into the beam as something swam below the surface.

“Ves—come back up, now!” he shouted.

A gray, slimy hand shot up out of the water and seized Ves’s ankle.

Caught by surprise, Ves slipped on the steps, hip slamming hard enough into the aging wood to crack it. The entire staircase juddered and groaned a protest.

From the water rose what had once been a man. Mud encrusted his formerly fine suit, as though he’d been lying in the silt at the very bottom of the flooded basement. His body was misshapen, bending sharply to the left, something badly broken inside.

Judging from his gray skin and sunken eyes, he had been dead for days.

“No!” Sebastian made a slashing motion with his hand, and the scars on his arm pulled hard. A bloodless wound opened across the dead man’s face—but he didn’t so much as react.

Ves’s tentacles shot out, wrapping around the decaying corpse. Skin sloughed off beneath his grasp, and a horrible stench filled the air. The dead man again didn’t react, straining his arms forward as though he meant to seize Ves. His mouth fell open, wider and wider, until the water-logged flesh ripped at the corners of his lips.

Something shot out of his throat.

A strange tube, like the proboscis of a mosquito, launched from between the corpse’s teeth. The questing end latched onto Ves’s chest, and he let out a startled cry of pain.

Sebastian bolted down the stairs toward Ves. Irene cried a warning, but it was drowned out by the pounding of his heart. His powers from the Books of Breath and Flesh would do him no good against an opponent who neither breathed nor bled. But it still needed its bones.

He narrowed his eyes, trying to concentrate. Yes, there—the femur, bright in his mind’s eye⁠—

Before he could shatter its leg, the corpse reeled back, retracting its proboscis. It clawed at its mouth, as though it had swallowed acid. The decay around its gaping maw accelerated before Sebastian’s eyes, teeth coming loose and face caving inward. It flailed, trying to get away from Ves now, but he kept a tight hold on it.

Noct swung past Sebastian, adding his tentacles to the mix. Within moments, the two brothers had torn the corpse to pieces, its arms, head, and legs dropping into the putrid water, followed swiftly by its torso.

“Ves!” Sebastian reached for him, but the stairs groaned a warning.

Ves held up a hand. “Everyone up! Onto the street.”

Thankfully, the stairs held long enough for them to get back up. They rapidly retreated the way they’d come, until they stood again in the fresh night air. Even the pervasive smell of fish on the wind was preferable to the stench released from the corpse in the water.

“What the hell was that thing?” Irene asked. “And what happened when it attacked you?”

Ves quickly unbuttoned vest and shirt, both of which displayed a small, round hole that seemed to have been punched through the cloth with an awl. A matching pink spot on his skin finished healing even as they watched. “It bit me. It felt like…like it was trying to suck the blood out of me, like a mosquito.”

A chill went through Sebastian. “Or a vampire.”


CHAPTER 8
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“Ahematophage,” Mr. Quinn said the next day, when Ves and Sebastian went to his office to report their progress. “We faced one before, back in 1902…but those circumstances were very different. You say this was some sort of living corpse?”

“I suppose you could call it that,” Ves said. The sharp, piercing pain, followed by the horrible sucking had invaded his dreams last night. “As to why my blood seemed to have such a negative effect on it, I couldn’t say.”

“You’re resistant to sorcery,” Sebastian said. “Maybe your blood negated the magic keeping it animate?”

“Fascinating.” Mr. Quinn steepled his fingers. “What else?”

“I’m placing Alexander Dromgoole’s architectural plans in the archives,” Sebastian said. “They’ve told us all they can, and are taking up a great deal of space in my office.”

Dromgoole’s work was completely undone; there was nothing more his designs held for them. They’d go back into storage, perhaps never to be looked at again. The final legacy of a man whose brilliant mind was slowly warped out of true by the Books he’d Bound himself to, until he ended his days in the madhouse at Taunton.

Mr. Quinn nodded. “And Ladysmith’s letters?”

“I’d like to keep them a bit longer. Ladysmith had some idea of how to destroy the Books—one of the letters says he was going somewhere remote. He may not have committed any more to paper, but I can’t be certain without going through the rest of his correspondence.”

“But wherever he went, he didn’t find anything,” Ves pointed out. “Otherwise, he would have destroyed the Books instead of merely walling them away.”

“It never hurts to be thorough.” Mr. Quinn leaned back in his chair. “How do you propose finding the Book of Blood?”

“We don’t have much choice except to interview the people who were at Penelope Tubbs’s party,” Sebastian answered. “Find someone who had a grudge against her and David Siewert. Perhaps figure out who the corpse belonged to, before they became a vampire. Er, hematophage.”

“I like leech,” Ves said, resisting the urge to rub his chest where it had attached to him.

“Hmm.” Mr. Quinn splayed his spidery fingers on the desk in front of him. “Why do you think our foe left the undead to watch over the place? The Book was removed—what were they guarding against?”

“Or was it simply drawn to the place where the Book used to be?” Ves asked. “Pulled there by its lingering magic?”

Sebastian bit his lip uncertainly. “My ancestor, Gregorio, the one the siblings came here to resurrect, was accused of being a vampire back in Ipswich. His corpse dug up, body desecrated. From what little I know, that was ordinarily done when the ‘vampire’ had died from consumption, and subsequent family members also took ill. It was thought the vampire was feeding on their life force from the grave, not literally rising from it and drinking their blood. But we don’t actually know any of the details surrounding his death and the accusations that led to him being dug up again.”

“I doubt he was anything like the leech we encountered last night,” Ves objected. “He studied at the Scholomance, so he must have been a powerful sorcerer. The leech…” He suppressed a shudder at the memory of the raw, desperate hunger in its eyes. “No one would turn themselves into that willingly.”

“You’d be surprised,” Mr. Quinn said dryly. “But I concede your point—it hardly sounds like the best of the options available to a sorcerer. Mr. Rath, a trip to Ipswich might shed some light on the subject, if you deem it relevant.”

“I do,” Sebastian said. “I’ll make arrangements to leave tomorrow. In the meantime, we need to interview Siewert’s widow, since Tubbs is being obstinate about giving us the list of people who were at the memorial dinner.”

Mr. Quinn nodded. “Very well. Good work, gentlemen. Carry on as you have, and soon all four of the Books will rest in our safekeeping.”
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While Ves returned to the bindery and conservatory, Sebastian and Mortimer took the trolley to the late David Siewert’s address. It lay not far from Penelope Tubbs’s home, in the new money section of High Street. The architect had taken his cue from Grecian temples and included as many marble columns as possible on the entryway and facade. Lush flower gardens unrolled to one side of the house, disappearing behind its stately bulk into what was no doubt an equally lavish back yard. Even from a distance, it was clear the Siewert gardeners had taken their cue from those employed by the Tubbs, as all the flowers were abnormally large.

Mortimer’s lip curled beneath his thin mustache. “The newly rich always have such poor taste.”

“It looks lovely to me,” Sebastian said, glancing around as they made their way up to the door.

“As I said, ‘poor’ taste.”

Sebastian clapped him on the arm. “Well, since you’re now one of the great unwashed like myself, it’s past time to lower your standards.”

“Never.” Mortimer rang the bell.

A stern older woman answered, wearing a simple black dress with white apron and cap, a band of black crape around one arm. “Yes?”

All of Mortimer’s earlier disdain vanished, replaced by a solemn expression as he passed over his card. “Mortimer Waite and Sebastian Rath. We’re here to see Mrs. Siewert regarding her husband’s death.”

The woman frowned, but said only, “If you’ll follow me. I warn you, though, Mrs. Siewert is accepting few visitors at this time.”

The implication being a woman in mourning shouldn’t be bothered by impertinent persons such as themselves. They followed her to a small sitting room off the foyer. At least a dozen vases of fresh flowers crowded the room: hollyhocks like spears, dahlias half the size of Sebastian’s head, tulips large enough to use as soup bowls, and lilies like trumpets. Their cloying perfume was so thick Sebastian knew he’d smell it on his clothes long after they left.

Most of the paintings on the periwinkle walls were of flowers, with the sole exception of a portrait of a man standing in a garden holding a normally sized rose.

Ice went down Sebastian’s back at the sight of the painting. As soon as the woman had left, he nudged Mortimer. “That man—I think he was the leech who attacked Ves last night.”

“You think? Or you’re certain?”

Sebastian studied the portrait. The artist had given Siewert a proud expression as he gazed out at the viewer. The mustache seemed the same, as did the hair and basic facial features…but given the bloating of death, the damage from the saltwater in the basement, he couldn’t be entirely sure. “He wasn’t exactly in good condition.”

“You said his grave was vandalized,” Mortimer mused. “If someone dug him up, or he crawled out himself⁠—”

The door opened behind them, admitting the stern woman from before. This time, she was followed by a youthful woman dressed in full mourning. A black veil obscured her features, revealing just enough for Sebastian to surmise she’d been much younger than her departed husband.

“Mrs. Siewert?” Mortimer asked. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I hope you’ll forgive our intrusion during this sad time.”

“Mrs. Haddock, will you have Jane bring us some coffee?” she asked the older woman. Once she departed, quietly closing the door behind her, Mrs. Siewert gestured to the chairs arranged around a small table. “Please, have a seat. You’re here on some business involving my husband?”

“I’m afraid so.” Sebastian settled on a chair across from her and Mortimer took the one between them. “First, please allow us to express our condolences on your loss.”

Behind the gauze of her veil, she blinked rapidly. “I asked him to stay home that day, or to at least take the train. The fog was so bad, and the road to Salem isn’t the best. But he loved driving his automobile—he was very fond of machines, and once he had an idea in his head…” She broke off. “Did you know him well?”

The door swung open, admitting a young maid carrying a tray laden with cups, carafe, sugar, and cream. “Thank you, Jane—I’ll serve,” Mrs. Siewert said, and the girl departed silently. “Sugar? Cream?”

“One lump, and yes, please,” Sebastian said, while Mortimer demurred any additions. Mrs. Siewert served them, then put back her veil in order to sip her own coffee. Her eyes and nose were both red, presumably from weeping.

Rather than answer the question as to whether they’d known her husband, Sebastian said, “We’re here because…well…” He glanced at Mortimer, who sipped his coffee rather than offer to help. “I don’t wish to be indelicate, but was there anyone who might have wanted to harm your husband?”

Her eyes widened in shock. “What do you mean? Are you saying it wasn’t an accident? Did someone sabotage his auto?”

Mrs. Siewert’s voice grew louder and wilder with every question. Sebastian hurriedly held up his hands for calm, before her distress summoned Mrs. Haddock and the grim woman threw them out.

“We’re not certain,” he lied frantically. “Do you, er, do you know Penelope Tubbs?”

She stared at him blankly for a moment. “Mrs. Tubbs? I don’t understand.”

Mortimer finally joined the conversation. “Mrs. Tubbs was recently injured in a manner calculated to look like an accident, but which she assures us was not. The incident occurred at a dinner in honor of your late husband.”

“I…I think I read something about that?” She looked around, as if expecting a newspaper to appear. “I’ve kept to myself since…”

“Of course, of course.” Mortimer leaned forward slightly. “You weren’t acquainted with the lady in question, then?”

“Not really—that is, she was here several times, whenever it was David’s turn to host that stupid society of theirs.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “I mean—that is, it wasn’t stupid.”

“Those we love often have interests incomprehensible to us,” Mortimer reassured her. “What society was that?”

“The Widdershins Horticultural Society.” Her gaze went to the portrait. “David was wild about gardening. The rose he’s holding—he bred it himself. I couldn’t tell you what’s special about it, but he called it the Julia, after me.” A sniffle escaped her. “I don’t even like flowers! They make me sneeze terribly. I should tell the servants to stop bringing them inside, but…” She stared at the outsized flowers in something like despair.

Sebastian winced. “I’m sorry to cause you pain, Mrs. Siewert. It’s just that Mrs. Tubbs’s brother-in-law is an acquaintance of ours, and if it is true her accident was anything but⁠—”

“David’s might have been as well.” She took out a black handkerchief and delicately dabbed at her eyes. Grief, or allergies? “Did his killer desecrate his grave as well? I wish I’d paid more attention to what David said about the society. There was always some sort of argument going on between the members—disputes over the best methods of hybridizing plants, or cultivating orchids, or God only knows what.” A tiny, wistful smile touched her lips. “I know the WHS—that’s what they call their society—won a gold medal for their display at the Massachusetts Horticultural Society’s Midwinter Flower Show. David was so happy…well, for a little while, anyway.”

“I see. Were any of the arguments between members serious?” Mortimer inquired.

“I don’t think so. Though, as I said, I didn’t pay the best attention.” She wiped her eyes again. “We hosted a society dinner in late April, so I at least remember the names of all the members who attended. Shall I write them down for you?”

“That would be very helpful.”

She withdrew to a small desk, where she inscribed the list on a sheet of thick stationery watermarked with a floral design. “Here.”

In a neat, elegant hand she had written:

Widdershins Horticultural Society

Mrs. Penelope Tubbs

Mr. David Siewert

Mrs. Olivia Norris

Mrs. Emily Rice

Mr. Ian Fuller

Mr. Daniel Rulkowski

“Thank you.” Sebastian carefully tucked the paper into his inner coat pocket. “Is there anything else you can think of?”

“No.” She gazed at the nearest vase stuffed with enormous flowers. “Is this the sort of thing that might come to the courts?”

“Probably not,” Mortimer said delicately.

“I see.” The widow wiped her eyes again. “If you learn anything unpleasant, I don’t wish to know of it. My husband died in a tragic accident as far as I’m concerned.”

They took their leave of the grieving woman. When they returned to the museum, Sebastian went straight to Ves to tell him what they’d learned.

Ves stood at one of his numerous worktables, carefully sponging a stain from the edges of a book. When Sebastian entered, he looked up. “Mr. Tubbs sent word around shortly after you left,” he said. “Penelope is dead.”


CHAPTER 9
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Since Sebastian was leaving for Ipswich in the morning, they decided to inspect Siewert’s grave that night. Irene drove them to the cemetery, parking a short distance from the low stone wall, out of sight of any casual passers-by.

The cemetery always struck Sebastian as having a decidedly different feel at night. He’d been here many times during the day: visiting first his father’s grave, then his mother’s urn. In the daylight, it had always felt like a peaceful spot, the low hill overlooking much of the Cranch Valley, with birds singing from the eaves of the Draakenwood.

At night, though, the shadows seemed to gather. Though crickets filled the air with their stridulations, they fell quiet at so much as a footstep, leaving behind a silence that felt heavier than it should. As if the insects weren’t the only ones listening to the intruders.

They scrambled over the wall, Noct lifting Irene so she didn’t have to climb. Ahead, the rows of headstones unrolled toward the peak of the hill, which was crowned by the mausoleums belonging to the old families who had helped found Widdershins. Centuries of burials crept down from those initial interments. Many families still had active plots, which meant headstones so worn they could no longer be read stood side-by-side with the new markers of their many-times-great-grandchildren.

It would be a nightmare to search.

“Do you sense anything, Sebastian?” Irene asked, no doubt thinking the same thing.

“Is there even anything to sense?” He focused on his arm, but the scars didn’t so much as twinge. “Presumably the magic wasn’t worked on the grave dirt.”

“Well, I had hoped.” She sighed. “We’d best get to it, then.”

Up on the hill, the trees of the Draakenwood waved against the stars. Ves stared up at them for a long moment—he missed the forest he’d grown up in, that much Sebastian had gathered.

Maybe they’d go visit it, as soon as the Books were safely disposed of. He wasn’t really one for hiking, but if it made Ves happy, it would be more than worth a few insect bites and sore feet.

At Irene’s suggestion, they began a systemic search, crossing back and forth along the hillside, looking for any fresh graves. Thankfully, it took only about half an hour before Noct called from the row he was searching. “I think I’ve found it.”

The headstone was fresh, as yet untouched by seasons of rain and snow. Whatever had been painted on it had been scrubbed off, leaving behind no sign of the vandalism mentioned in the newspaper. The epitaph carved deep into the granite read:

David J. Siewert

Beloved husband

Born June 13, 1858

Died June 20, 1910

The ground in front of the headstone was disturbed, though it was impossible to tell if it was from the original burial, or if he’d crawled out of it. Considering Sebastian couldn’t be absolutely certain the man he’d seen in the portrait while visiting Mrs. Siewert was the leech who had attacked them in the basement, there was only one way of making sure.

Which was why they’d brought a shovel.

Ves lowered the shovel from his shoulder, took off his coat, and passed it to Sebastian.

“I can help dig,” Sebastian offered, even though he was far weaker and more prone to exhaustion than Ves.

“No. I have it.” The shovel bit deep into the earth.

There wasn’t much to do while he dug. Noct and Irene perched on an aboveground vault, holding hands. Sebastian watched fireflies dance through the night, blinking at one another. Once, a bat swooped through the beam of his flashlight, catching a moth drawn to its glow.

“I’ve reached the casket,” Ves called up.

Sebastian peered over the edge of the grave. Ves stood at the bottom of the hole, covered in dirt, his weight supported by the very end of an uncovered casket. The upper half was broken apart, the shattered wood pushed outward as though something had burst free.

“That settles it,” he said, stepping back so Ves could scramble out of the hole. “Now⁠—”

A growl sounded behind them.
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Ves spun, shovel raised. The growl had come from the shadows, but his eyes picked out the creature even before Sebastian and Irene turned their flashlights on it.

It was humanoid in shape, but its head was more like a jackal’s, muzzle filled with teeth meant for rending flesh and shearing bone. A fresh scar cut across its face, continuing down to one shoulder.

Yellow eyes filled with hate fixed on them, and it growled again before stalking closer.

“A-Annalise?” Sebastian gasped.

Ves’s blood chilled. This was a ghūl, then. An eater of the dead.

And a potential heir of the Lester family, the town’s undertakers. Rejected when her ghūl blood proved too strong during whatever test they used to choose their heirs.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Sebastian held out both hands as if to either calm her or fend her off. “You frightened me. I’m very, very sorry.”

She snarled and lunged at them, teeth snapping in warning.

“Run!” Sebastian yelled.

They ran: Sebastian and Irene at full speed, Noct whipping across the tops of headstones beside them. Ves could have easily outpaced the two humans, but he remained in the rear, casting glances back over his shoulder and clutching the shovel in his hand in case he needed to use it as a weapon.

The ghūl gave chase, running on all fours as she barked and snarled her rage. She might have caught them, or at least he thought so, but seemed more interested in driving them off. Did she understand Sebastian’s attempt at an apology, or did she simply have no desire to actually fight, outnumbered as she was?

They went over the low wall, Noct lifting Irene off her feet and putting her down on the other side. Ves vaulted over it last, then stopped and looked back. Annalise had halted about five feet from the wall, every tooth bared as she continued to bark and snarl.

“We didn’t take the body!” he called back, in case she could still understand human language. “Someone else caused it to reanimate.”

“Ves, get in the auto!” Sebastian yelled at him.

He did so. As Irene roared away, Annalise stood with her hand-like paws resting on the stone wall, glaring daggers after them.

“Is everyone all right?” Irene asked from the front.

“I think she was just trying to drive us off.” Ves settled into the seat.

“Still.” Sebastian grimaced. “I’m going to have to figure out how to make amends. Otherwise, if I die before her, she’ll find my ashes and piss in them.”


CHAPTER 10
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While places such as Boston might have a city directory including the names and addresses of its inhabitants, Ves had quickly learned that Widdershins citizens valued privacy over convenience. The telephone company, on the other hand, was far more free with its directory, and the members of the WHS had the sort of money and business dealings that necessitated a private phone line.

The members Mrs. Siewert had listed all lived on the same privileged side of town at least, which would make walking house-to-house convenient. Sebastian had taken the train to Ipswich first thing that morning, so it was up to Ves and Mortimer to interview them.

They began with the house nearest the trolley stop. Ves tipped his head back as they walked, feeling the sun on his face, breathing in the heady fragrance of the flowers. Bees hummed contentedly in the blooms spilling through wrought-iron fences, and birds sang in the trees above.

He’d never wanted to return to the little shack where he and Noct had been raised. But the countryside around it, the deep forests and steep ravines, the thousand little brooks winding past mossy boulders…

“This is Mrs. Rice’s home,” Mortimer said, breaking Ves from his reverie. “I know her—not personally, but we were introduced at one point.”

“But she isn’t one of the old families?” Ves asked. The social structure of Widdershins tended toward the Byzantine, and he was still unsure of the intricacies.

“Heavens, no,” Mortimer scoffed. “I believe she was born in Salem and married a Widdershins man—also not from the old families, before you ask. He made a fair amount of money through some sort of factories—brassworks, I believe. Then he invested in railroads and shipping, and made even more.”

“Hence the mansion.”

“Indeed. Unfortunately, their only son was murdered…I can’t recall exactly how long ago. Fifteen years, a decade, something like that.”

Ves glanced at him. “Do you think what’s happening now could have any bearing on the son’s death?”

“Oh no, that matter is settled and done. Philip Rice became involved in things he had no business dabbling in. He was a social climber, he had money, and the old families found him…useful.”

“To do their dirty work?” Ves knew enough of the old families by now that it wasn’t much of a guess.

“He might have done well for himself in such a role—others certainly have.” Mortimer shrugged. “Unfortunately for Philip, he got cold feet at the worst possible time.”

“So your family murdered him?”

“Well, not my family,” Mortimer said, looking offended. Then he winced. “Not directly, of course. I don’t know the details. I was far too young to be admitted into the…fraternity, let’s call it. Rice was silenced before he could cause trouble, and though the case was never officially solved, I understand justice was served in a fashion. The fraternity was disbanded by the survivors, and Mrs. Rice seemed content with that, so far as I know. At any rate, she resumed socializing once her period of mourning was over. Her husband died a few years later, something with his heart, I believe. Since then, she’s been a wealthy, respectable widow.”

“But the horticultural society wasn’t involved?”

“The parvenus on the list Mrs. Siewert gave us? Good lord, no,” Mortimer said, as if he didn’t live in a boarding house and have to take the trolley like the rest of them these days.

Mrs. Rice’s mansion was surrounded by an iron fence with roses planted on the other side, perhaps to discourage anyone from climbing over. If so, these would certainly do the job: the canes were thick as his wrist, with thorns like daggers and blooms the size of bowling balls. Whatever the WHS was doing with their plants, it was causing them to flower out of season; the roses should have dropped their petals a month ago.

They disturbed Ves, though he wasn’t entirely sure why. Perhaps it was simply because humans couldn’t leave things alone, wanting flowers out of season, or a certain color, or a larger size, rather than letting the rhythms of nature take their course.

A maid answered the front door when they knocked. Mortimer produced his card and said, “Mortimer Waite, calling on Mrs. Rice. Is she in for visitors?”

The young woman shook her head. “No, sir. I’m afraid she’s out on her own visits. But I’ll make certain to give her your card.”

Damn it. Mortimer showed no sign of frustration, however, merely said, “Thank you. I’d be much obliged if she could contact me—at home or at the Ladysmith Museum, either is fine.”

Their luck failed to improve. Mrs. Norris’s door was also answered by a maid, who explained her mistress was unwell and not accepting visitors, but promised to pass along Mortimer’s card. Ian Fuller’s mansion was shut away behind a high brick wall and closed iron gates, which proved to be locked when Mortimer tugged on them. As there was no bell or any other way of alerting the occupants someone was at the gate, sending a letter would have to suffice.

Ves was beginning to worry their walk would be for nothing, when they reached the abode of Mr. Daniel Rulkowski. The house was one of the more modest on the street, which wasn’t saying much since it was twice the size of Bonnie’s. A large conservatory was attached to the house like an additional wing, the copper trim on its iron bones turned green from verdigris. Exotic plants lined the walk, many of them in pots so they could be moved inside during the harsh New England winter. All of them flourished with the same wild abundance they’d seen at the homes of the other WHS members.

A young man answered their knock. “Yes? Can I help you gentlemen?”

Mortimer held out his card. “Mortimer Waite, here to see Mr. Rulkowski. Is he in?”

“Dan’s just upstairs.” The man seemed to catch himself. “Mr. Rulkowski doesn’t put much emphasis on formality. I’m Tom Berry, his secretary. And cook, and valet, and sometimes his butler.”

That seemed odd to have only one person perform all those roles, at least based on the houses of the wealthy Ves had visited. But perhaps Rulkowski’s income didn’t extend to a small fleet of servants.

Berry began to usher them inside. As he did, a voice from behind called, “Wait for me!”

Startled, Ves turned, and saw Paul Tubbs hurrying up the sidewalk, a sheen of sweat on his face from the hot summer day.

“Mr. Tubbs,” Mortimer said, with all the effusiveness of greeting an old friend. “I’m so glad you were able to join us after all.”

Tubbs didn’t get the hint. “Really? I rather thought you librarians were intent on cutting me out of the investigation.”

Berry frowned. “Is everything all right, gentlemen?” he asked, voice noticeably colder.

Damn. Ves put on a smile and hoped it looked remotely genuine. “It’s a, uh, joke.”

“Indeed,” Mortimer said, and elbowed Tubbs hard in the side. “We’re old friends who sometimes forget not everyone is privy to our humor.”

Thank the trees, Tubbs finally seemed to catch on. Rubbing his bruised ribs, he said, “Yes. Old friends.”

“Of course.” Berry stepped back and gestured for them to enter. “Follow me—Mr. Rulkowski is just up in his study. Working on his masterpiece.” He rolled his eyes fondly. “A book on cultivating orchids, of all things.”

They followed the butler/cook/secretary up a sweeping flight of stairs, then another smaller stairway. A short corridor took them to yet more stairs, these a tight spiral leading up to a sort of tower at the back of the house.

“Sorry for the walk,” Berry said in a hushed voice. “He likes to work somewhere he won’t be disturbed.”

“Lucky man,” Tubbs muttered.

At the top of the stairs was a short landing, the door leading off it cracked slightly open. Berry knocked on the door, then stuck his head in. “Mr. Rulkowski, visit—no!”

Propelled by the horror in his voice, Ves surged forward and flung open the door, so hard it hit the wall behind with a resounding crack!

Sunlight streamed in through an open window. A man crouched half-in it, one foot on the sill, his expression one of utter terror.
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After disembarking from the train, Sebastian’s first destination was the offices of the Ipswich Monitor newspaper, which fortunately lay within an easy walk of the station. The sun beat down on his straw hat, and the sea air was heavy with a humid stickiness. He’d brought an Oxford bag with him, in case he needed to stay overnight, and began to resent its presence within a block of carrying it in the heat.

A sprightly young man sat at a desk just inside the relatively small brick building; when Sebastian entered, he smiled and said, “Good morning, sir! Are you looking to place a want ad?”

“No, actually.” Sebastian took out his card and passed it over. “I’d like to examine your archives, if I may.”

The secretary studied his card. “An archivist! Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?”

“Your issues from 1830—I’m afraid I don’t know the month. I’m doing a bit of research concerning recent donations to our fair museum.” Which wasn’t entirely a lie, though to call the Books of the Bound donations might be stretching the truth quite a bit.

“I can show you to the archives, but I’m afraid I can’t help you much more than that. I don’t go down there very often—no one does, really, unless they need to refer back to an older article for some reason.” He stood up. “Just follow me.”

They went into the back, past a few offices and the switchboard, to a door marked Boiler - Archive. Behind the door, stairs led down to a basement with a vaulted brick ceiling, the boiler room to one side and the archive to the other.

“Good luck,” Sebastian’s guide said. “Stop by my desk on your way out.”

Sebastian opened the door to the archives and immediately understood why the young man had wished him luck. The state of the place was appalling; decades of newspapers were folded—folded!—in order to fit into cubby holes, or piled haphazardly on shelves.

His eye twitched, and it was all he could do not to march back upstairs and demand to see whoever was responsible for the mess. Folding paper, instead of laying it flat! Leaving it all to be exposed to dust and silverfish, with no eye toward preservation! The place was probably filled with generations of mice who had constructed their nests from irreplaceable articles. And that wasn’t even touching on the effects of humidity…

But no—he wasn’t here to start a fight over the state of the archive, which would likely lead to him getting thrown out of the building. Once he was back in Widdershins, he’d send a stern letter to the publisher. For now, he needed to find out what he could from the year Gregorio died.

The material closest to the entrance seemed to be the newest, so he worked his way back, checking dates from each shelf until he found himself in a corner tucked behind one of the brick pillars supporting the building above. The Monitor had begun publication in the 1820s, and the issues from that decade and the next were stuffed into cubbyholes roughly by month.

He started with January of 1830, carefully unfolding the pages while silently cursing the creases and decay that had set in over the last eighty years. Fortunately newspapers had been shorter in length back then; unfortunately, they were solid walls of text rather than the picture- and advertisement-heavy pages of the modern day.

Some issues were missing altogether, and if Gregorio’s death had been mentioned immediately after his demise, it must have been in one of those. The first mention Sebastian found of him came in the form of an article titled TRIAL FOR MURDER OF GREGORIO HOLLOWELL.

Murder. Not consumption, then, as would have been expected for someone later accused of being a vampire, at least in New England. Sebastian turned his attention to the article itself.

TUESDAY MORNING - The prisoners, Mr. John Knapp, Mr. Steven Black, and Mr. Joshua Walters, were placed at the bar. After the indictment was read, all three pleaded “Not Guilty.” A jury was then impaneled, and in the afternoon…

The article ran on for most of a densely packed page, which would take considerable time to read and digest. Sebastian hesitated—then glanced guiltily around, confirming he was alone.

Of course he was—no one cared about the archive. If he…liberated…an issue or two, he could see they were properly preserved, not left to rot in a basement.

Mr. Tubbs would lose his mind if he knew Sebastian was stealing archival material. Cheered by the thought, he stuffed the issue, along with the next four, into the bottom of his bag. He placed his clothing and shaving kit on top in case the secretary wanted to make sure he wasn’t making off with anything.

He needn’t have bothered. When he returned to the upper floor, the young man gave him a cheery smile and a wave. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“I did; thank you,” Sebastian said. A woman came in through the front door and caught the secretary’s attention, so he slipped out behind her and back into the sunshine.

So Gregorio had been murdered. That, at least, the papers would print. Digging him up later seemed less like the sort of thing anyone would want publicized. For information on that, he would have to try the historical society.


CHAPTER 11
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The man in the window—Rulkowski—managed to make a gurgling sound as he clung to the sill, preparing to dive out. Ves didn’t waste any time, shoving aside the desk with an inhumanly strong push. A manuscript on it went flying in a shower of paper. His arms latched around the man’s waist, and he yanked him back in, eliciting a cry of pain from Rulkowski.

For a moment, Rulkowski’s legs windmilled, trying to find traction to race back to the window. Ves held him in a grip firm enough to restrain, but hopefully not tight enough to bruise. Berry ran past and slammed the window shut, before turning to his employer, expression wild with fear. “Danny! What were you doing?”

Rulkowski abruptly went limp. Then he began to scream: short, harsh bursts of terror, his eyes so wide the whites showed all around.

“Mr. Rulkowski!” Mortimer exclaimed. “Stop this noise at once.”

Shocked, Rulkowski did as he was ordered. Ves carefully lowered him to the floor and let go of him. He was a bit younger than Siewert had been, though still approaching middle age. His blond hair was styled fashionably, his linen suit creased from his attempt to hurl himself out the window. A small plaster clung to one side of his neck.

“Thank you.” Mortimer folded his hands in front of himself. “Are you all right?”

Rulkowski gulped in air as if he’d been drowning. “I-I couldn’t⁠—”

“You couldn’t stop yourself,” Ves finished for him.

Rulkowski took a staggering step, then crumpled into Berry’s arms. Berry held him tightly, stroking his hair and making soothing sounds.

“Good heavens!” Tubbs exclaimed from the doorway. “Is…is that what happened to poor Penny?”

“Yes,” Mortimer said, not trying to soften the blow. “I’ll get him a glass of water. Mr. Tubbs, fetch a chair for Mr. Rulkowski?”

Tubbs quickly righted the desk chair, which had been sent flying when Ves heaved the desk out of the way. Mortimer slipped back through the door, and Ves positioned himself between Rulkowski and the windows, just in case.

Rulkowski slumped in the chair, his hands shaking badly. “Thank God you arrived when you did,” Berry said. “I would have been downstairs when…” He blinked rapidly. “Why? Why would you do such a thing, Danny?”

“It wasn’t his choice,” Ves said. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Rulkowski?”

“Yes. I couldn’t…my body was moving without my will. I couldn’t stop it, couldn’t do anything…” He frowned. “Who…who are you? How did you know?”

“My sister-in-law—something similar happened to her,” Tubbs said, his voice trembling. “Penelope Tubbs—you know her. Knew her.”

Horror washed over Rulkowski’s face. “My God…I was there the night she…are you saying it wasn’t an accident? She was forced to set herself on fire?”

He swayed as if he might faint. Fortunately, Mortimer returned with the glass of water; Rulkowski took it gratefully and drained it. “Thank you.”

“Mr. Siewert’s death wasn’t an accident, either,” Ves said. “Someone seems to be targeting members of the WHS. We’d come to ask you about it, actually. Do you know anyone who would want to kill you?”

Berry took the empty glass from Rulkowski. “He needs rest, not questions.”

“I’d think what he needs is to not be murdered,” Mortimer replied archly.

Rulkowski shook himself, as if emerging from a daze. “The conservatory.” He took a deep breath. “I find it calming. I’ll join you there, once I’ve had a moment to collect myself. Stay with me, Tom?”

“Of course.”

“I’m sure we’ll have no trouble making our way downstairs,” Mortimer said. “Please, take your time—you’ve had quite the scare.”

They retreated downstairs and found their way to the conservatory easily enough. The air inside was steamy and smelled of damp earth and growing things. A brick path wound amidst exotic plants, most of which Ves didn’t recognize, though he thought one might be a banana tree. Massive orchids bloomed everywhere, some overflowing pots, others tucked in the branches of the larger, woodier plants, their epiphytic roots swollen into tentacles.

Benches and seats were scattered throughout the space, including what looked like a more formal sitting area with a table large enough for a tea service. Mortimer sat on a padded bench, Ves beside him. Tubbs took a seat across from them, scowling.

“What did you offer Penelope’s butler for the guest list?” he demanded.

“Nothing,” Mortimer said. “We spoke with Mr. Siewert’s widow.”

Tubbs’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “And how did you know Siewert was on the list?”

“Because the party was in his honor, you buffoon,” Mortimer snapped, apparently out of patience. “And, as it turns out, he was a victim as well.”

“How can you know that? I thought he died alone in an accident.”

“We encountered his bloodsucking corpse in an abandoned building,” Ves informed him.

Tubbs’s face flushed dark red with anger. “What an absurd lie. Of course you librarians want to keep your secrets, refusing to let the knowledge you hoard to escape to anyone else, no matter what good it might do⁠—”

Thankfully Ves’s sharp hearing picked up approaching footsteps. “Shh—they’re coming.”

Tubbs subsided, still looking furious. A few moments later, Rulkowski appeared with Berry carrying a tea service after him. Rulkowski was wrapped in a dressing gown now, still looking pale and shaky as he settled onto one of the chairs. A plaster showed on the right side of his neck, just above the collar of the dressing gown. He accepted a cup of tea from Berry, but cradled it in his hands rather than drink, as if needing its warmth despite the hot, humid air.

Ves touched his neck in the same place. “What happened?”

“A bug bite of some kind,” Rulkowski said. “You say I’m not the first…victim?” He tried the word as if unsure it fit. “Penelope was…compelled? Is that it? Like me.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“David Siewert was as well,” Tubbs put in, as though he hadn’t just been arguing about the matter.

“In fact, that’s the very reason we came to speak with you,” Mortimer said. “Mrs. Tubbs lingered long enough to tell us she felt as though some outside force took over her body and made her hold the flame to her skirts, then prevented her from trying to put it out.”

Rulkowski put his hand over his eyes. “Oh God. The way Penelope screamed…and the smell.” His skin took on a greenish tinge.

“It was…a difficult death,” Tubbs said unhappily.

“Yes—I’m so sorry.” Rulkowski leaned over and gripped Tubbs’s hand for a moment. “Please, give my condolences to your family. When is the funeral?”

“Tomorrow,” Tubbs said. “Refreshments will be served⁠—”

“Can you think of anyone who would want to kill the two of you?” Ves broke in.

Rulkowski recoiled in shock. “What? No! Of course not.”

“Are you certain?” Mortimer pressed. “Think carefully, Mr. Rulkowski.”

Berry wrung his hands anxiously. “It couldn’t be anyone from another horticultural society, could it?”

“That must be it,” Rulkowski agreed, a bit too quickly for a man who’d just been protesting no one could possibly want to harm him. “We—the WHS, that is—placed first at the Midwinter Flower Show in every category we entered.”

“Mrs. Siewert mentioned something of the sort,” Mortimer said, looking at the massive orchids. “Your group certainly has stumbled on the secret behind plant growth.”

“A new fertilizer we developed,” Rulkowski said, a touch of ice in his voice. “A proprietary formula.”

Magic had to be involved; Ves couldn’t imagine anything else that would have such an effect on so many species of plants, including epiphytes. The WHS had cheated with sorcery to secure their win.

“But surely no one would kill over such a ridiculous thing,” Tubbs said.

Rulkowski’s expression grew colder, and he drew himself up. “I assure you, sir, that horticulture is a very serious endeavor. Though we at the WHS undertake it for love, there is monetary gain to be made from cash prizes, sponsorships, and other such things. Perhaps some more venial contestant is angry we walked away with several thousand dollars in prize money. Or perhaps they crave horticultural glory and believe we stand in their way.”

It sounded absurd…but Ves had read enough newspapers to learn humans killed each other for the most trivial of reasons.

“Mr. Rulkowski, you must know sorcery is involved,” Mortimer said impatiently. “Your life is in grave danger. If you have any specific names, or any enemies you haven’t mentioned, I suggest you tell us now.”

“He’s told you everything he knows,” Berry snapped, his back up in the defense of his employer. “If you want to find the culprit, look at the other gardeners who lost to the WHS in the flower show.”

Ves opened his mouth to object, but Rulkowski cut him off. “I’m very sorry, but I’m feeling rather faint from my experience. Tom will show you the way out.”

There was nothing more to be done. Berry showed them to the door, shutting it behind them firmly. Once they reached the sidewalk, Tubbs exclaimed, “What ingratitude, and after saving the man’s life!”

“Yes.” Ves turned to look back at the mansion, surrounded by its prodigious flowers. “He knows more than he’s saying, I think.”

“Oh, absolutely.” Mortimer dusted some pollen off his sleeve. “I’d go so far as to say he knows exactly what’s happening, but for good or ill decided not to share with three strangers, even ones trying to help him.”

“But why?” Tubbs asked.

“Secrets.” Mortimer’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Presumably he believes he can handle the situation himself, without sharing those secrets with us. Considering he didn’t even realize the WHS is being targeted until we told him, I doubt he’ll succeed. Mark my words, we’ll be reading his obituary in the paper any day now.”

“Right.” Tubbs scowled back at the closed door. “So what do we do next?”

An unpleasant idea occurred to Ves. “I’d suggest you talk your brother into burying Penelope with a mortsafe. It will be harder for her to claw her way out of her grave that way.”

Tubbs’s face flushed red with anger. “How dare you. You claim Siewert came back to life as some kind of-of blood-drinking vampire, and expect me to believe it? Then you cast aspersions on my sister-in-law⁠—”

“Not aspersions, Mr. Tubbs,” Mortimer said wearily.

“—and expect me to tell my poor brother, who is prostrated with grief, that she needs a mortsafe! As if we still lived in the age of resurrection men—what would he think?”

He stalked away in high dudgeon, leaving them behind on the sidewalk. Mortimer exchanged a look with Ves. “Well,” he said, “I certainly hope that doesn’t come back to haunt him.”

[image: ]


A stop at town hall pointed Sebastian in the direction of the historical society, which occupied one of the oldest houses still standing within the city limits. Upon entering, he was greeted by a stout man with a friendly smile.

“Can I help you, sir?” he asked. Sweat leaked down from his hairline, despite the electric fan on his desk.

Sebastian was fairly sweaty himself, having walked all over town in the heat. “I hope so. My name is Sebastian Rath. I’ve come up from Widdershins in search of genealogical information.”

The man’s smile faltered when he mentioned Widdershins. “Oh. I see.” Recalling his manners, he added, “Edward Cox. How may I help you?”

“I recently learned some of my family is from here. Gregorio Hollowell—after he died, he was accused of being a vampire.”

Cox stared at him in consternation. “I should have expected…never mind. Go on.”

“Er…” Perhaps most people doing genealogical searches didn’t open with “My ancestor was a vampire.” “At any rate, I’m trying to find out more about his life, if possible. He was murdered by a group of men: John Knapp, Steven Black, and Joshua Walters.”

“How terrible,” Cox said, seeming even more put off. “Have you found his grave?”

“I haven’t looked for it. Any information you can find for me would be most appreciated.”

“Write down his name, and any connected ones you’d like information on, as well as birth and death dates if known.” Cox took out a pad of paper and pencil and passed it to him. “I can look through our records for any information that might be in the society’s possession. Can you come back tomorrow morning?”

He’d been hoping to return on the evening train…but finding information in an archive wasn’t always the easiest task, even for him. He’d simply have to send a telegram to Ves, letting him know he wouldn’t be home tonight. “Of course. Thank you, Mr. Cox.”

That returned the smile to Cox’s face. “It’s what I’m here for. Oh, and I may be able to help you find his grave if you want to have a peek at it. The name ‘Hollowell’ sounds somewhat familiar to me—I think I’ve seen it on stones in the Old North Burying Ground.”

“Thank you.” Sebastian shook his hand. “I’ll leave you to your work and see you tomorrow.”

Released from the need to hurry to make the train, Sebastian went first to the nearest telegraph office to send word of his overnight stay to both the museum and Bonnie. After, he headed out in search of an early dinner, as he hadn’t eaten lunch, then checked into an inexpensive hotel. Leaving his bag behind in his room, he made for the burying ground.

As the sun slipped toward the west, thunderheads built on the horizon. He hadn’t thought to bring an umbrella; hopefully the storm would hold off and not leave him soaked to the bone.

A low iron fence surrounded the cemetery, which unfurled up the hill before him. No one else was around, and under other circumstances it would have been a pleasant place for an evening stroll. Rows of headstones were interspersed here and there with vaults and shaded by scattered trees.

In an echo of the night before, Sebastian began to walk along the rows, scanning the names. Hopefully he wouldn’t get chased off by a ghūl this time.

The dates and styles spanned from the late 1600s to the present day. Their condition varied wildly, from worn to the point of smooth illegibility, to so crisp they might have been carved yesterday rather than two centuries prior.

Between the setting sun and the approaching storm, the sky grew darker by the minute. If he didn’t find the grave soon, he might have to come back in the morning. Just as he was about to give up, he spotted a stone bearing the name Ebenezer Hollowell.

The wind gusted again, bringing with it the scent of rain. Thunder grumbled, and the leaves shivered on the trees. Sebastian went from stone to stone, peering at the names that ended with Hollowell: Mary, Elizabeth, another Ebenezer, another Elizabeth, two Johns, and…

Gregorio.

The stone itself was of the headboard style, its surface weathered but the carving still easily legible.

In memory of

GREGORIO HOLLOWELL

Brother, Husband, Father

Who died

May 1, 1830

Aged 34 years.

Even the dead may dream.

The cool wind dried Sebastian’s sweat, and he shivered as he stood before the final resting place of the man who had set all of this in motion. What had he expected to find here? There was nothing about the Scholomance, no indication that the man beneath the tombstone had been disinterred, his chest split open so his heart could be removed and burned.

The ashes from the heart wouldn’t be here. They would have been fed to the victims, in hopes of stopping whatever illness had convinced them Gregorio was a vampire. The rest of the body had likely been put back in the ground, ribs gaping, the coffin stained with gore.

What had it been like when they dug him up? A group of desperate people, clustered around this very spot, afraid of what they’d find below. Even so: shovels bit the earth, severed fine roots, exposed wriggling worms to the air. Down and down and down, the smell of moist dirt in their noses, the thick soil under their fingernails…

A titanic crack of lightning split the air, shocking Sebastian back to himself. A tree limb fell not fifty feet away, the scent of scorched wood filling the breeze. Rain pounded down, turning the exposed earth beneath his hands to mud…

Wait. Why was he on his knees? And why were his hands covered in dirt?

With a gasp, Sebastian fell backward and scooted away from the grave, until his spine fetched up against another headstone. Clumps of grass lay scattered around Gregorio’s resting place, the exposed ground clawed at frantically. He lifted a shaking hand, stared at the dark earth staining his fingers, caked beneath his nails. His scars burned as if the wounds had opened anew, pain pulsing with every beat of his heart.

What the hell was happening to him?

He lurched to his feet, using the headstone at his back for support. Casting frequent glances over his shoulder, he fled the cemetery as the rain filled the shallow hole behind him.


CHAPTER 12
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The next day, Sebastian felt some of the tension ease from his shoulders as he stepped into the cool confines of the museum. Nothing made him appreciate Widdershins more than leaving it, however briefly.

He dropped his things at his desk, except for the notes he’d taken that morning at the historical society and the newspapers he’d…liberated…and hurried to the bindery to find Ves.

Ves sat at one of the worktables, holding a needle in one hand, gazing off into space. Warm afternoon light flooded through the glass dome of the ceiling, lending a touch of gold to Ves’s olive skin. When he saw Sebastian, a smile lit up his face.

“I’m back,” Sebastian said. “How did things go for you and Mortimer yesterday?”

“Mr. Tubbs had the same idea as we did, so he was there as well.” Ves stood up, and they kissed. His lips tasted of coffee, and he hugged Sebastian tight. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too, angel.” Sebastian breathed in the scent of shadowy woods and ink, before reluctantly ending their embrace. “What happened?”

“You first—did you find anything?”

“I did, though I don’t know how helpful it will be. We should gather everyone in the sword room.”

Half an hour later, Sebastian found himself sitting with Ves, Noct, Irene, and Mortimer. Ves gestured at Sebastian’s notes and the stacked newspapers. “What did you find?”

“How Gregorio Hollowell died, and why he was accused of vampirism.” He carefully unfolded the newspapers and laid them out, in case anyone wanted to read the articles for themselves. “I saved these from the Ipswich Monitor archives—which were in deplorable condition! They’re storing the newspapers folded up to fit into cubby holes, and the silverfish⁠—”

Mortimer cleared his throat, and Sebastian subsided. “None of which I suppose is important at the moment. Fortunately, the historical society takes much better care of its artifacts. I was able to look through a journal this morning which belonged to a Mr. John Knapp. One of the men who murdered Gregorio.”

No one said anything, though he felt their attention sharpen on him. “To summarize, the Hollowell family doesn’t seem to have had a good reputation to begin with. None of them were ever formally tried for witchcraft, but the locals seemed to be of the opinion they could curse anyone who crossed them. Their reputation only grew worse when Gregorio departed for Europe for a few years, returning with a new wife, my great-grandmother Lydia. The newspaper described her as a ‘Slav,’ and the journal used far worse language, though it’s not clear where or how Gregorio met her.”

“Hmm.” Irene’s brow creased. “What if she was a fellow student at the Scholomance?”

“I…hadn’t considered that,” he admitted. “I’ve wondered if she was the one who killed the Hollowell siblings and created the Books of the Bound from their bodies. If she went to the Scholomance alongside Gregorio, it would explain how she came by the knowledge to do something like that.”

“Lydia is probably the anglicized version of her name,” Mortimer said. “Assuming the papers had her origins right, of course.”

“That would make sense.” Sebastian added to his notes, then continued, “According to Knapp’s diary, a rash of disappearances marked Gregorio’s return to Ipswich. No one could prove a connection, but Knapp and his cohorts believed Gregorio was responsible. When a child disappeared, they decided they had to act. They ambushed him in the early morning hours of May 1, 1830, returning on horseback from Plum Island.”

“He was coming from a Walpurgisnacht ritual, then,” Ves said. Irene nodded her agreement.

“They shot him in the back,” Sebastian went on. “According to Knapp, he immediately fell to the ground, but they continued firing just to make sure. Then they ran off and left his body to be discovered by a fisherman around dawn. Knapp and his compatriots did a poor job of covering their tracks and were immediately arrested for murder. However, suffice it to say Gregorio wasn’t well liked, and all three were acquitted at trial.”

“I doubt Gregorio’s family were pleased,” Mortimer remarked.

“Neither was Gregorio—at least, according to Knapp. About six months after the trial, his journal entries start mentioning a strange wasting disease that infected him and his fellow killers. Not consumption, their lungs remained clear, but something that resisted all attempts to diagnose or treat. As their energy waned day by day, they decided Gregorio must be behind their condition. Eventually, they grew desperate enough to dig him up, burn his heart, and drink the ashes mixed with water.” Sebastian started to imagine choking down such a noxious mixture, then decided against it. “It did seem to help at first, but the journal stops abruptly about three months later. I assume something fatal befell Mr. Knapp, though I didn’t have time to return to the newspaper archives and find out what that might have been.”

Mortimer sighed. “So nothing that can help us with the Books?”

“Well…not at the moment, anyway. But it does tell us Gregorio’s ‘vampirism’ was nothing like the leech we encountered.” He hesitated, not wanting to say the next part…but they needed to know. “I, uh, went into a sort of trance while visiting Gregorio’s grave. When I came back to myself, I found I’d been digging into it.”

“What?” Ves demanded, and at the same time Mortimer observed, “That doesn’t bode well.”

“I know!” He ran his hands back through his hair, tugging at the locks. “I’m not exactly pleased by it myself. My scars hurt when I came to—but there was no warning beforehand, no pulling sensation like I experience with the Books.”

“Whatever happens, you cannot return to Ipswich,” Irene said. “Blast Knapp for not burning the entire body, though I suppose this is what one gets with amateurs.”

Noct’s tentacles shifted uneasily. “Should we go to Ipswich and burn it ourselves? Without Sebastian, obviously.”

“Yes, as soon as is practical,” Ves said. When Sebastian began to object, he cut him off. “It’s better to be safe than sorry. Some sort of magic is lingering in his corpse, though it doesn’t seem urgent compared to our current problems.”

Irene nodded firmly. “Your ancestor wasn’t a benevolent man. Best to remove any lingering influences from the world, before anyone can fall afoul of them. Especially you.”

“Very well.” Sebastian sat back. “Now it’s your turn. Did you talk to the rest of the WHS?”

“Just one,” Mortimer said, and launched into their tale, with Ves adding his impression as needed.

When they were done, Irene said, “I agree, they must be using sorcery on their plants. My cousin Ursula has quite the garden on our estate and is in the process of planning a greenhouse. She might have some ideas as to what it is they’re doing.”

“It still doesn’t tell us who would want to kill them,” Mortimer pointed out.

“No, unless they’ve called on something they shouldn’t have. But I suppose such a being wouldn’t need the Book of Blood to put an end to them. You said Rulkowski had a plaster on his neck?”

Ves nodded. “He claimed it was a bug bite.”

“Not impossible,” Irene allowed. “Though I must say, even if we’re calling it a leech, that proboscis looked a lot more like a mosquito’s.”

“Rulkowski definitely knows what’s happening.” Sebastian looked around the table. “If he won’t tell us of his own accord, I’m going to have to compel him.”

Ves didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “I’m afraid you’re right. We can try to call on him again. I’ll keep Berry from interfering, while you force him to tell us.”

“It’s to save his own life,” Sebastian pointed out. “I don’t want to do it, but he’s left us no choice.”

A clock chimed softly from another room, signaling the end of the Saturday half-day of work. Mortimer rose to his feet and stretched like a cat. “I’m going to leave that to the rest of you,” he said. “Try not to have too much fun without me.”
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They decided to go to Rulkowski’s house in the evening, when he’d be more likely to be in, so Irene drove them all to Bonnie’s house before making for the estate.

The new neighbor, Mrs. Adams, was visiting when they arrived home, so Noct once again entered the house through the attic to stay out of sight. She and nine-year-old Helen sat close together on the couch, heads bent over a skein of yarn and pair of knitting needles. Clara slept in her cradle, while Bonnie rocked beside her, repairing the torn sleeve of one of Tommy’s shirts.

“Mr. Rath, Mr. Rune, so good to see you again,” Mrs. Adams beamed.

“Mrs. Adams is teaching me to knit!” Helen exclaimed, her dark eyes bright with excitement.

“And a very good pupil you are.”

Jossie and Willie were on the floor, the newspaper spread in front of them. “Free ice-cream will be handed out to children,” Willie read aloud.

“Ice-cream!” Jossie shouted at her mother.

Helen paused her knitting to also yell, “Ice-cream! Mama, can we get some?”

“What’s this about ice-cream?” Sebastian asked.

“For the Fourth of July,” Willie explained, pointing at the paper. “There’s going to be ice-cream, and a parade, and fireworks.”

Fewer fireworks than there might have been, considering the School of Night had blown up a warehouse full of them. With Ves inside.

“There’s going to be a bonfire,” Willie went on. “It’s going to be so big, ships way out to sea will be able to spot it! And a bunch of brass bands, and Mama said we can go to the pier, and…”

Ves’s attention wandered. He’d never been to a Fourth of July parade or partaken of any sort of public celebration. He and Noct spent their years in Boston hiding in various apartments and boarding houses, their lives circumscribed by fear of discovery.

Everything was different now. They had a place to belong, friends, work…

He would never be comfortable in crowds, and Noct would never be able to walk the streets without causing a panic. But nothing in life was perfect, so far as he’d ever seen, and gods knew this was so much better than what had come before.

A loud pounding shook the front door, startling him out of his reverie.

“Sebastian! Ves! Get out here!” Irene shouted, her voice muffled by the thick wood.

Exchanging worried looks, they hurried to the front door, only to find Noct had beaten them there. “Darling? What’s the matter?”

“I was just heading out of town, going back to the estate, when I spotted Cousin Ambrose going into a bar. The Silver Key, in fact.” She seemed flustered, her driving hat askew. “I know for certain he was meant to be helping Basil with—it doesn’t matter, there isn’t time. The point is, we still haven’t found the traitor who’s talking to Lenore Rune, and now Ambrose is sneaking around.”

Ves had briefly met Ambrose at the first dinner the Endicotts had invited them to; the impression hadn’t been favorable. “We need to find out what he’s up to.”

“That’s why I came back for you.” She squeezed one of Noct’s tentacles, then rushed back down the sidewalk. “Hurry! Before he slips away. I want to catch him in the act.”
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It had been far too long since they’d gathered at The Silver Key, but Sebastian would have preferred to return under better circumstances.

Ambrose Endicott. The man had been soused when they met at the Endicott estate, pulling on Ves’s tentacles and bragging about killing a Dark Young back in England. He should have been suspicious of Ambrose from the moment they learned someone amongst the Endicotts had betrayed them to Ves’s wretched mother.

Irene drove at a dangerously high speed through the streets of Widdershins, honking the horn and yelling at pedestrians, cabs, and other autos to get out of her way. Sebastian clung to the seat, closed his eyes, and braced for an impact, until at last she swerved up to the curb and stomped on the brakes. Cautiously cracking his eyes open, he found she’d gotten them to The Silver Key in record time.

The bar was near the Ladysmith, and thus a favorite watering hole of museum staff, the librarians included. He spotted several familiar faces as they entered, and Amelia Cohen waved enthusiastically from one of the tables. He smiled and weakly raised a hand in greeting, then saw her face fall when she realized they weren’t going to join her.

A copper-topped bar ran along one wall, the barman behind it unfamiliar to him. The previous bartender had fled town after serving as a middleman between hired criminals and Arthur Fairchild. Said hirelings would have murdered Sebastian, Bonnie, and the rest of the family if Ves hadn’t intervened; the man had no doubt realized his life wouldn’t be worth much if he stayed in Widdershins.

There was no sign of Ambrose. Irene scanned the room, as if double-checking, then marched to the bar and opened her purse. “I’m looking for my cousin, Ambrose Endicott,” she said to the bartender, and threw down a handful of cash.

He seemed taken aback, but scooped up the bills readily enough. “I don’t think it’s a secret, ma’am, but he’s joined the other gentleman in the private room.”

“What other—” Sebastian began, but Irene had already taken off in the direction the bartender pointed.

The private room was tiny, its existence seeming to owe itself to some quirk of the architecture produced when the old building was renovated into a bar. There was a pot-bellied stove, cold now in the summer, a small round table, four chairs, and a narrow window open to catch the breeze. Ambrose perched in one of the chairs, gesticulating wildly as he spoke to the gray-haired man sitting across from him.

Ora Rune.


CHAPTER 13
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Ves ground his teeth together. Of course it was Grandfather—what else had he possibly expected?

Irene started toward them, focused on Ambrose, her hands balled into fists. Ves caught her shoulder, then slipped past when she turned to ask what he was doing. Putting himself between her and Grandfather, just in case.

Grandfather smiled genially as Sebastian shut the door behind them. Apparently realizing he’d lost his audience, Ambrose looked around, brows furrowed. He peered blearily at them, then brightened. “Oh—Irene! What are you doing here?” A flap of the hand. “Never mind—come meet my friend, Ira.”

“Ora,” Grandfather corrected, but with a chuckle calibrated to suggest it was all some sort of joke between friends.

Irene’s brown face darkened further with anger. “Cousin Ambrose,” she began, but Ves cut in.

“This is Ora Rune, my grandfather,” he told her, since she’d never laid eyes on him before. “And Noct’s, of course.”

Ambrose frowned, clearly befuddled. “But you’re the Dark Young. So that’s not possible.” He turned to Grandfather, appealing for help from the more sober.

“You must be Irene,” Grandfather said, ignoring Ambrose in favor of beaming at her. “It’s so very good to meet you, my dear. Please, call me Ora. Or Grandfather, if you’d prefer—but perhaps that’s too soon?”

“I…” Irene seemed put on the back foot by his warmth.

“You should have met Irene’s grandfather,” Ambrose said, drunkenly attempting to seize onto a topic he could follow. “A Gurkha. The things that man could do with a witch-hunter’s kukri! Why, one time⁠—”

“Enough.” Sebastian’s voice cut through Ambrose’s blather like the crack of a whip. “This charade is at an end. Mr. Endicott, you’re coming with us. Mr. Rune, you may go hang for all I care.”

“What?” Ambrose scowled at Sebastian. “Listen here⁠—”

“How rude this younger generation is,” Ora said, leaning across the small table to put a friendly hand to Ambrose’s shoulder. “No respect for old soldiers such as ourselves, eh?”

Ves trembled, though from rage or some other emotion, even he wasn’t sure. “How many of your kin did you lose to the Fideles cult, Ambrose? How many died at your old estate, or in the battles thereafter? Yet here you sit, drinking all unawares with one of the enemy.”

“Your mother and I weren’t even in Widdershins at the time of the battle,” Grandfather pointed out.

“Only because Noct and I ran away!”

“This man isn’t what he seems, cousin,” Irene said to Ambrose, who still seemed confused. “Don’t you remember what Rupert asked, at the dinner when you met Nocturn and Vesper? Ora Rune helped raise them to first destroy humankind, then rule over those who remained, slaves in a broken world.”

Her words seemed to penetrate the alcoholic haze gripping Ambrose. “No. No, that can’t be right.” He turned to Grandfather. “You-you were a monster hunter, like me. That’s what you said.”

“It’s the truth. In that I killed anything that stood between me and my goals.” The words were directed at Ambrose, but his gaze went to Ves. “Like you, I would do anything for those of my blood. Supra alia familia, isn’t that the Endicott motto?”

A mix of anger and pain clogged Ves’s throat. Because Grandfather believed every word. In his view, he’d sacrificed everything for his grandsons, and they’d thrown it all back in his face.

“But you didn’t…” Ambrose trailed off.

Grandfather turned back to Ambrose, a swift change overtaking his face. The affability slid away, his smile showing the cruel edge that had doubtless been lurking within all along. “Whatever you once were, my friend, all you are now is a drunken fool. I did exactly as the Endicotts did—slaughtered my way into the possession of every arcane tome, every scrap of knowledge and sorcery I could find. Then I raised my daughter to be an even greater sorcerer than myself.

“But unlike your clan, I didn’t spurn the gifts of those you call ‘monsters’—the ones of this world or of the Outside. I met with the Man in the Woods, I danced around the Black Stone in Stregoicavar, and I howled alongside ghūls in the tunnels beneath Cairo. And when Lenore proposed to bear two Dark Young to aid in sweeping away this world and ushering in a new one, I gladly helped birth her offspring.” His eyes cut to Ves again. “My precious grandsons.”

“I…” Ambrose began, but couldn’t seem to think how to continue. He looked utterly devasted by the betrayal. Ves knew exactly how he felt.

Grandfather rose to his feet, then bowed to Irene. “Please, my dear, don’t take any of this to mean I disapprove of your happy union. We may have been on opposing sides before, but I’ve always held the greatest respect for the Endicotts.” He glanced briefly at Ambrose. “Most of them, anyway. I certainly hope life in America hasn’t softened all of your minds.”

He left the room, not bothering to close the door behind him. The constriction around Ves’s lungs seemed to ease; he could breathe freely again.

Irene sighed. “Come on, Cousin Ambrose. We’re driving you home.”

“You…you won’t tell Rupert about this, will you?” He swallowed hard.

“You know I will.”

“Hattie is going to kill me!”

She turned her back on him. “She might. I suggest you beg Rupert for mercy, because Hattie doesn’t have any.”
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“I could use the power of the Book of Breath to compel him,” Sebastian suggested to Rupert. “I know he’s a sorcerer, but given how drunk he was, I can’t imagine his willpower would hold.”

After returning Ambrose to the Endicott estate, Irene had left Sebastian and Ves in the small room where they’d talked to Rupert the night of the birthday party. Dinner preparations were apparently interrupted, as a harried-looking maid brought them each a plate of curried chicken and rice, apologized for the lack of formality, and departed with alacrity. About an hour later, a footman came and fetched them to the basement room they now stood in.

Tall candelabra shed flickering light on the scene. The family crest hung on each wall, but otherwise the stones were barren. The only furniture was a single throne-like chair of heavy wood, in which Rupert sat. Irene stood beside his chair, her lips pressed tightly together.

At Sebastian’s suggestion, Rupert turned to him. His dark face was neutral, hiding his thoughts.

“I’m certain that won’t be necessary,” he said in a voice that brooked no argument. “If I change my mind, I will let you know.”

Ves stood with his arms wrapped around himself, clearly miserable. Any encounter with his dreadful mother and grandfather upset him, and rightly so. Sebastian wanted to embrace him, but this didn’t seem the time or place.

The door opened, and Hattie came inside, followed by Ambrose. He seemed to have sobered up a bit, or at least was walking straight. Two men Sebastian vaguely recalled from previous visits flanked him, their expressions grim.

“Got some coffee in him,” Hattie said. She wore a dagger at each hip, and her right hand rested lightly on one. “Cleaned him up a bit, too, so he doesn’t reek like a distillery.”

“Thank you, Hattie,” Rupert said. She came to stand by his chair, on the other side from Irene. The two guards took up position to either side of the door, leaving Ambrose standing alone.

No doubt clinging to the shreds of his pride, Ambrose straightened his shoulders and said, “Seeker, please, I⁠—”

Rupert held up a hand, and he fell silent. “Ambrose Endicott. You’ve been sharing information about the family with our enemies.”

“I swear to you, I didn’t know.” Ambrose looked around, eyes squinted blearily—it would take more than coffee to sober him up completely. “The whole family should be here, shouldn’t they?”

“This isn’t a trial.” Rupert’s full lips turned down, as if at something unpleasant. “That will come later. You can make your case before the family then. For now, you will answer my questions and hold nothing back.”

Ambrose’s shoulders sagged. “As you wish.”

“How did you meet Ora Rune?”

“I…I started to leave the estate about a month ago. To meet new people, you know.”

Hattie snorted. “You mean so you could get drunk without any of us pestering you to lay off the bottle.”

“Well…yes and no. I don’t see a lot of new faces, living on the estate.” He looked to Irene. “I don’t have an outside job like some. And I don’t want to travel—I need to stay close. In case…in case anything goes wrong.” He swallowed. “As it did before. If I’d been there when it started, maybe I could have…could have done something.”

Irene’s expression softened. “He’s never been right since Balefire fell, Seeker. You know that.”

Rupert sighed. “I do. It affected every one of us, deeply. But it cannot excuse this betrayal.”

“I didn’t betray anyone!” Fire flashed in Ambrose’s eyes, and for the first time Sebastian glimpsed the man he must have been in his prime. “Or if I did, it’s no less than you or Cousin Irene.”

Irene’s nostrils flared. “What do you⁠—”

“He’s their grandfather, isn’t he?” Ambrose gestured at Ves, and Sebastian stiffened. “Him and his brother. I remember one of you saying that at the pub.”

“That’s different!” Irene exploded.

“Is it?” Ambrose’s hands clenched. “Maybe I am just a drunken fool now, as Ira said.”

“Ora,” Sebastian said.

“But at least I remember what we used to be.”

Hattie’s remaining eye narrowed. “Ambrose,” she said with a note of warning in her voice.

“No! You wanted answers—well, here they are!” Ambrose swayed slightly as he spoke, but his anger was clear. “This family once had a place in the world—no, a purpose! We protected humanity from monsters. There was a clear line, with us and the rest of humankind on one side, and creatures like that on the other.”

He looked straight at Ves, as though any of them could have mistaken what he meant. Sebastian took a step forward, fury boiling in his gut and his scars tugging. He could wound Ambrose without so much as a word, break his bones, make him pay for his cruel words⁠—

“Be still,” Rupert ordered, and Sebastian paused. Rupert’s eyes remained locked on Ambrose, and cold anger made his stern face even sterner. “The world has changed, Ambrose. We have changed.”

“Don’t I know it.” Bitterness coated Ambrose’s words. “Balefire is gone, and most of my generation with it. We still seek knowledge, but we’ve been defanged and declawed. The principles I believed in, that I risked my life for again and again, have been left by the wayside like rubbish thrown from a cart.”

He slid into moroseness with the ease of the intoxicated. “I’m as much a fossil as those in the museum. But I’ve stuck with the family, even though none of you appreciate me anymore.”

“That isn’t true,” Irene protested.

Ambrose snorted, but didn’t reply directly. “So what if I found another old monster-hunter like myself? What does any of it matter, if we’re embracing abominations and inviting their blood into our family, and-and…”

He trailed off. Sebastian became aware his nails were digging into the flesh of his palms and forced them to relax. How dare he call Ves and Noct abominations? Ora was the real monster.

Rupert sighed. “Have you read Darwin’s theories, Ambrose? If creatures fail to change along with the world around them, then fossils are all that remain. Adapt or die—that was the choice we faced. Personally, I believe our mistake was not changing our ways sooner, instead of waiting until our family stood on the brink of destruction.” Ambrose stirred, but Rupert lifted a quelling hand. “I am not here to argue the matter with you, Cousin.”

“What do you want to do with him?” Hattie asked.

Rupert sat back in his chair. “Take him back to his room and let him sleep. Ambrose, when you’re awake and fully sober, you will give a full accounting of everything you said to Ora Rune. Leave nothing out, even if you’re not certain you’re recalling it correctly. Do you understand?”

Ambrose nodded, defeated. “Yes, Seeker. And my trial?”

“Will be arranged.” Rupert glanced at Hattie, who nodded and walked to Ambrose’s side.

“Come on, you,” she said, taking his arm. “Let’s get you to bed.”

Once they were gone, along with the two guards, Rupert took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Damn it,” he said quietly.

Ves stared at the floor. “I’m sorry.”

“You aren’t responsible for Ambrose. Or your grandfather, sad to say.” Rupert put his glasses back on.

Sebastian looked to the door through which Ambrose had disappeared. “What’s going to happen to him?”

Rupert straightened, returning to the stern man he’d been when they arrived. “That is family business.”

“I’ll show you out,” Irene said. As the door shut behind them, Sebastian caught a glimpse of Rupert slumping in his chair, looking as though he’d aged a decade in the last hour.


CHAPTER 14
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By the time they left the Endicott estate, it was quite late, meaning they’d have to put off their visit to Rulkowski for another day. While the rest of the household slept, Ves perched high in one of the trees overhanging Bonnie’s house, Noct tucked into the crook of a branch beside him. He’d relayed everything Ambrose said to his brother, along with the encounter with Grandfather.

The night was warm, the heat wave refusing to relinquish its grip. Crickets chirped stridently, and the perfume of summer flowers floated on the breeze. The moon was hastening toward new, and only a thin crescent hung in the eastern sky.

“I’m not entirely surprised,” Noct said, when he’d finished. “The Endicotts have a long history, and it would be ridiculous to expect all of them to accept us.”

“I know, but…” Ves trailed off. Somehow, after Rupert accepted them, he’d expected the rest of the family to do more than simply fall into line. To change their hearts, perhaps, despite the weight of centuries of tradition.

“It sounds like Ambrose was drunk,” Noct went on. “I’m not saying he wasn’t sharing his actual feelings, but he was also embarrassed by not having realized Grandfather wasn’t just a friend to trade old war-stories with. That combination tends to make people more aggressive than they might be otherwise.”

Ves looked at him skeptically. “And how many drunk people have you known?”

“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten the apartment with the family next door who fought all the time?”

They’d lived in any number of dingy apartments and boarding houses. “Which one?”

“The…” Noct frowned, then snapped his fingers. “The Hilman family.”

“Gods of the wood, I haven’t thought about them in years.” It was one of the first places they’d lived, back when Ves was still trying to find steady work. “Talk about two people who should never have been together. What a nightmare.”

“I didn’t have much to do but listen to them carry on. And they were both very fond of drink. I heard everything from drunken lovemaking to Mrs. Hilman threatening to kill Mr. Hilman with a frying pan and serve him up for dinner.”

“Lord of the trees.” Ves shook his head. They’d been two people in desperate poverty, struggling to survive, and with no one to take out their frustrations on but each other. “I wonder if she ever did.”

“Let’s hope not.” Noct pushed aside some leaves to study a patch of stars. “At any rate, I stand by what I said about Ambrose.”

“I’m glad we know how he really feels, at least.” Ves drew up his legs and wrapped his arms around his knees. “It makes me wonder how many of the others think the same, though. They won’t go against Rupert, but they aren’t happy with us.”

“Specifically, with me,” Noct corrected with a wry smile. “Don’t fret—I’ll win over those who can be won.”

“If anyone so much as speaks unkindly to you⁠—”

“You’ll come charging to my rescue. I know.” Noct smiled again and reached out some of his tentacles.

Ves reached back with some of his own, twining them together. “Assuming Irene doesn’t get there first. I love you, brother.”

Noct’s tentacles squeezed his. “I love you, too.”
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“Let’s hope the clothes have time to dry before the thunderstorms arrive,” Bonnie said, wiping sweat from her face.

The day had dawned hot, and kept getting hotter as the hours rolled past, until the late afternoon was practically stifling. Ves didn’t mind—Dark Young were much hardier than humans at extremes of both hot and cold—but the morning newspaper listed a number of people prostrated by the previous day’s heat, including one death. Today looked to be even worse.

Even so, in a house of nine people, including four active children and an infant with diapers, laundry had to be done no matter the weather. Sebastian was in charge of bringing the loads of clothes to the washer, while Bonnie added the washing powder and cranked the washing machine’s lever. Ves ran the clean clothes through the wringer, and Noct used his many tentacles to pin them to the clothesline.

Bonnie’s cheeks were flushed from the heat and exertion. “I’m heartily sick of this weather. They say the heat will break next week, though half the time the weather service gets it wrong.”

“I wonder if we could do better,” Noct mused, taking a shirt from Ves in one tentacle while he pinned up socks with two others. “I’ve never tried, but we might be able to sense atmospheric changes. What do you think, Ves?”

He grinned. “The Dark Young Weather Service. We’ll be rich in no time.”

“How is your courtship going with Irene, Noct?” Bonnie asked.

“Well enough that I’ve decided I’ll be glad to change my last name.” His blue goat-eyes crinkled in a smile. “The Endicotts tend to insist on it, anyway, but given our family, I’ll be happy to comply.”

Leaving Ves the only Rune, besides their mother and grandfather. Which…was fine. Good, even. He was glad for Noct, glad his brother had found somewhere he fit.

“Last load,” Sebastian announced as he carried a basket out of the house. “No diapers, thank God.”

“Mama!” Tommy shouted from the direction of the front yard. “Someone’s here and wants to talk to Uncle Sebastian or Uncle Ves!”

Ves exchanged a frown with Sebastian, while Noct paused in the midst of pinning up one of Jossie’s frocks and a shirt of Willie’s. “We’ll go see what’s happening,” Ves said. “If there’s any need to hide, one of us will come back and let you know.”

Leaving Bonnie and Noct with the remainder of the laundry, he hurried around the side of the house, Sebastian following. Tommy sat on the sidewalk, holding a toy truck in his hand and gazing up at a messenger boy on a bicycle.

“You gents Sebastian Rath and Vesper Rune?” the messenger asked, then didn’t wait for them to answer before thrusting out a slip of paper in their direction.

Sebastian dug a dime from his pocket and exchanged it for the message. “Thanks, mister!” the messenger exclaimed, then immediately wheeled back out the front gate and vanished down the street.

“I want a bicycle!” Tommy said, tugging on Ves’s trousers.

“Ask your mother,” he replied absently, most of his attention on Sebastian’s expression as he read the message.

“We need to go to the library.” Sebastian folded the paper and stuck it in his pocket. “It would seem Penelope Tubbs attempted to break in.”
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“Oh God.” Paul Tubbs sat in a chair in the museum’s security office. Mr. Quinn stood nearby, and a young security guard hovered in the corner. “This can’t be happening. This is some sort of sick prank you’re all playing on me.”

They’d come as quickly as possible, with Sebastian paying for a cab so they didn’t have to wait for the trolley. When they arrived, it was to find Mr. Quinn had summoned Tubbs as well. Why, Sebastian couldn’t imagine.

“I assure you, Mr. Tubbs, I don’t play pranks,” Mr. Quinn said, his silvery eyes like frost. “You are her kin, and already involved, so I did you the courtesy of letting you know.”

Sebastian wished he hadn’t, and suspected Mr. Quinn would also soon regret his generous impulse.

Tubbs looked around at them. “If you’ve violated her grave, I swear⁠—”

“Mortimer and I tried to tell you Siewert came back as a bloodsucking fiend, but you refused to believe it,” Ves snapped. “I even suggested you secure your sister-in-law with a mortsafe, but you wouldn’t hear of it.”

Tubbs’s face crumpled, and he looked as though he might start to cry. Mr. Quinn turned to the security guard. “Tell us again what happened.”

The guard shifted uncomfortably. “I was doing my rounds as usual, and I heard a strange sound. Stranger than usual, I mean. Like something flopping around on the floor. It was coming from the direction of the library, so I headed there. It looked like a woman, but she wasn’t, uh…in good shape.” Sweat popped out on his forehead. “She was burned up, but the dress she was wearing wasn’t charred at all. She was lying there with something strange coming out of her mouth, twitching. She tried to crawl toward me, and the thing in her mouth was lashing around, so I, uh, discharged my weapon. She didn’t move after that.”

The poor man looked as though he might vomit. Mr. Quinn took pity on him and said, “Thank you. You may return to your rounds, and we’ll take care of the details.”

“I ought to file a report.”

“No need.” Mr. Quinn gestured at the door, and the guard finally took the hint and left. When the man was gone, he said, “The additional deterrents to after-hours visitors seem to have worked. I assumed from the condition of the body that it belongs to Mrs. Tubbs, but I’d like you gentlemen to confirm her identity.”

“I’ll do it.” Tubbs set his jaw. “I don’t trust you not to lie to me.”

Sebastian sighed. Must the man be so stubborn? “Mr. Tubbs⁠—”

Mr. Quinn lifted his hand, and Sebastian fell silent. “She is his family. Come along, Mr. Tubbs. You may see her for yourself, if you so wish.”

The pitiful remains of Penelope Tubbs lay in a crumpled heap on the floor in front of the main doors to the library, which remained resolutely shut. She’d been buried in a beautiful, pale blue gown; it was now streaked with dirt and contrasted sharply with her burned skin. The guard’s shot had been true: a small hole in her forehead, and the back of her skull blown away. The same mosquito-like proboscis that Siewert had sported emerged from her open jaws.

Tubbs moaned—then stumbled away to retch in a corner. His pale eyes trained on the corpse, Mr. Quinn said, “The vampire’s bite infects those it kills, or so the stories go. I wonder—are the leeches under someone’s control, or just acting on instinct?”

A good question. “Mr. Tubbs, if this is anything like what happened to Mr. Siewert, her grave may have been vandalized. Can you go look, and report back if anyone wrote or drew something on her headstone?”

Looking numb, Tubbs nodded. “Y-Yes. I can do that.”

Sebastian would prefer to go himself, but he was already on very thin ice with the Lesters, and doubted they would take it well if he was spotted in the cemetery again. And having a task might make Tubbs feel better, at least a little.

“I’d suggest not telling your brother that her body doesn’t rest in its grave,” Mr. Quinn said. “Though of course, that is your decision.”

Tubbs glanced at the corpse, then turned away, gagging. After a few moments, he managed to say, “What’s going to happen to her?”

“We’ll burn the body and scatter the ashes. Is there anywhere in particular you think she’d like?”

“Her garden.” Tubbs swallowed convulsively. “Can you—can you give them to me, when it’s done? She should have a family member do this for her.”

“I’ll see to it personally,” Mr. Quinn assured him.

Tubbs nodded and leaned against the wall, as if to regather his strength. Lowering his voice, Mr. Quinn murmured, “I’ll see Mr. Tubbs safely into a cab. I believe he’s likely had enough for today. Mr. Rune, Mr. Rath, the taxidermy shop has an incinerator for unused parts. I suggest you dispose of the remains in it, to make sure they don’t reanimate a second time.”
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“Poor Mr. Tubbs,” Ves said as they crossed the small courtyard behind the museum to where the incinerator waited. He carried what was left of Penelope in his arms, wrapped in one of the heavy cloths used to protect the books and furniture when the bats were loose in the library.

Sebastian hadn’t imagined he’d ever feel bad for the man, but no one deserved to see a member of their family in such a state. “At least now he’ll believe us about the leeches.”

“Perhaps he’ll realize the matter is too dangerous for his involvement.”

“It’ll probably just make him more determined,” Sebastian muttered. “Why must he be underfoot all the time? If he’d just let it go⁠—”

“Would you?”

Sebastian didn’t answer; they both knew what he’d say. He heaved open the door to the incinerator, then almost choked on the ash that floated out. “The taxidermy department needs to do a better job of cleaning.”

Ves gently placed the bundle containing what remained of Penelope into the incinerator, then stepped back to allow Sebastian to shut the door. He switched on the gas and ignited it. A few moments later, greasy black smoke began to rise from the chimney.

“I do understand why Tubbs wants to help,” he admitted reluctantly. “And his frustration with us. It’s just…if he’d let us do our job, he would never have known about this. He could have gone to his own grave thinking Penelope remained sleeping peacefully in hers.”

Ves arched a brow. “Ignorance is bliss?”

“In this case, yes.”

“Hmm.” Ves looked thoughtful, but didn’t elaborate.

“Perhaps I’m being a hypocrite.” Sebastian removed his glasses, took out a handkerchief, and wiped traces of ash from the lenses. “A part of me wishes I’d never learned that Mother’s death wasn’t an accident. But knowing means I can try to bring her some measure of justice. If we could tell Tubbs about the Books, I might welcome his help.”

“But we can’t.”

“After what happened with poor Arthur…and I knew him so much better than I frankly care to know Mr. Tubbs.” He replaced his glasses and pushed them into position on his nose. “Everyone who’s had them in their possession has been seduced by their corrupting influence.”

Ves tilted his head slightly. “Except Ladysmith and Dromgoole.”

“And we don’t know how long they actually had the Books on hand and not locked away in a vault on the other side of town until they could figure out how to Bind them.” God, if only he could look back through time. “Nor how more…lively…the Books are now, after the comet awakened them.”

“True.” Ves stepped back and watched the smoke rise. “So what next?”

“We’ll go from here to Rulkowski’s house.” His jaw tightened. “He’s going to tell me everything he knows, one way or another.”

Unfortunately, that proved easier said than done. When they arrived at Rulkowski’s home, every window was dark, and no one answered their knocks. Frustrated, Sebastian scribbled a note on a scrap of paper and slid it beneath the door, informing Rulkowski they needed to meet—urgently.

“Do you think he left town?” Ves speculated as they returned to the sidewalk and made for home.

“If he did, he’d best hope the magic of the Book can’t reach him elsewhere,” Sebastian said grimly. “Because otherwise, I doubt Mr. Rulkowski has much of a chance at survival.”


CHAPTER 15
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July the Fourth celebrations began early the next morning. Ves woke to the sound of the older children setting off firecrackers in the yard, accompanied by the more distant pops of other youngsters doing the same in their own yards or in the street. The museum was closed for the day, as were most businesses with the exception of bars, which Sebastian said did a roaring trade on the holiday.

After breakfast, Bonnie set about packing an enormous hamper for their picnic. “I’m sorry you can’t come with us, Noct,” she said.

“That’s all right.” He held little Clara, who was fussy because she was teething. She tried to hurl her teething ring to the floor, but he caught it in a spare tentacle. “Irene is coming by soon and taking me back to the estate. The Endicotts don’t exactly celebrate—it’s not as if they really wanted to relocate to America. But I understand we’re to go out to the island in the lake and set off fireworks. She says it’s an old ritual site, so there’ll be something more to do while we’re there, I’m sure. At any rate, I’m staying the night, and she’ll bring me to the museum in the morning. Ves, Sebastian, you’ll have to take the trolley.”

“Have a wonderful time,” Ves said, though privately he worried. How many other Endicotts secretly agreed with Ambrose?

Noct waved from the door as the rest of them set off. Ves carried the heavy hamper, Bonnie pushed Clara’s baby carriage, its parasol deployed to shield her tender skin from the sun, and Sebastian kept an eye on the rest of the children to make sure no one wandered or got left behind. They stopped by Mrs. Adams’s door, as the old woman was joining them for the day.

“I’ve brought dessert!” she said, and drew back the cloth covering a basket to display a pie.

“That’s so lovely,” Bonnie exclaimed. “You didn’t have to bring anything, though.”

Mrs. Adams waved a dismissive hand. “And you didn’t have to invite me along.”

“Your son lives in New York City, you said?” Bonnie asked as they resumed their stroll.

“Yes indeed, but he’s spending the holiday with his wife’s family in Minnesota. And my daughter moved to California, oh, thirty-five years ago now, I’d say. I have four grandchildren through her, and…”

Ves’s attention drifted from the conversation. The streets were as crowded as he’d seen them, everyone getting outside to enjoy the festivities and the fair weather, which had cooled considerably after the scorching weekend. Food carts seemed set up on every corner, selling hot dogs, lemonade, dumplings, roasted corn, root beer, and more.

More and more people joined them on the streets, and Ves’s nerves drew tight. He’d grown up amidst the peaceful countryside, and doubted he’d be fond of crowds even if he’d been entirely human with nothing to hide. As it was, he flinched every time someone bumped into him. The babble of voices, interspersed with shouts and crying babies, assaulted his ears. Widdershins looked like an ant hill, a thousand bodies all moving, changing direction, swirling together and breaking apart in an incomprehensible pattern.

He should have asked Noct if he could go to the estate, too.

Sebastian caught his elbow and grinned down. “I’m so glad the weather is cooperating!” he shouted over the din.

His pale face was flushed with happiness, his eyes bright behind silver-rimmed glasses. Sebastian was far more sociable than Ves; he belonged here amidst his fellow humans, all bumping along together in a great mass that Ves only longed to escape from.

He made himself smile back at Sebastian. “It is lovely. How much farther is our destination?”

“Not far—you’ll see!”

The sound of music reached them from blocks away, beckoning them past the last line of buildings before the beach. A massive boardwalk ran down the strand, lined with shops selling ice cream, pretzels, parasols and hats, bathing suits, post cards, and souvenirs. A photographer’s studio seemed to be doing a brisk business with families wanting to commemorate the day.

Interspersed with these were stalls offering games like ring-toss and the wheel of fortune, alongside shooting galleries where players lined up to knock over tin targets. A large pier stretched off behind the boardwalk, boasting the sort of amusements Ves had only read about: steeplechase, chutes, a Ferris wheel, and a house of mirrors. A miniature lighthouse stood in the center of the pier, people crowding the rails at the top to get a look out over the city. Everything was festooned in red-white-and-blue bunting, blowing in a breeze that smelled heavily of fish. It mingled with the scents of sweat, cooking sausages, and sauerkraut.

Over the entrance to the boardwalk hung a sign proclaiming it King Tide Park. “Is this it?” Ves asked, though it must be.

“Yes, sorry,” Sebastian said. “Locals just call it ‘the pier.’ It didn’t used to have an official name, but the original pier burned down about a decade ago. There was a carousel I loved to ride on as a child.” His face took on a wistful expression for a moment, then cleared. “At any rate, a new park was built on the site, bigger and better than before. But no one calls it King Tide Park even after all these years.”

They reached the boardwalk, following it along until they came to stairs letting them onto the beach. Someone had set up canopies here and there in the sand, and they found one to settle beneath. Bonnie handed Jossie, Helen, and Willie a few pennies and nickels.

“Be back here by one o’clock for lunch,” she warned.

They ran off, leaving Tommy wailing he wanted to go with them. “You’re too young,” Bonnie said firmly.

“Help me build a sandcastle,” Sebastian said to his nephew, and soon they were occupied digging in the sand.

Ves settled onto the blanket they’d spread, feeling out of place. Alone, or at least with fewer people, the beach would have been a beautiful place to spend some hours. But as it was, the noise of a brass band drowned out the lap of waves and cry of gulls. A steady stream of visitors paused by their blanket to chat with Bonnie, and a few joined them on the sand, until it was crowded beneath the canopy.

He should have brought a book. A newspaper. Something, anything, to occupy his attention.

“Would you help me, Mr. Rune?” Mrs. Adams asked.

Startled, he turned to find the old woman seated beside him, a skein of yarn in her hand. “I need to wind this into a ball, and I don’t have my yarn swift,” she said, holding up the yarn. “Do you know anything about knitting?”

“I’m afraid not.” He seized on the distraction. “What do you need me to do?”

“Just hold your hands out like so…”

He allowed her to position his hands, then put the skein around them, and position them again. “Thank you. So, tell me about yourself, Mr. Rune. I feel we haven’t had the chance to talk properly.”

Sweat slid down his back, whether from the growing heat or anxiety, he didn’t know. “There’s little of interest,” he demurred.

“Oh, I doubt that. You’re being modest.”

He wracked his brain, trying to come up with something so boring she wouldn’t ask any more questions. “I grew up in a factory town along the Connecticut River,” he settled on. “I was interested in books, so I moved to Boston, apprenticed as a bookbinder, and worked for a time at the Boston Library before coming here.”

“That must be such a fascinating job!”

“I think so, but there is a certain repetition to it.” He caught himself before going into the intricacies of book repair and conservation. “I’m sure you’d find it quite tedious.”

She smiled, a forest of wrinkles springing up around her mouth, though her eyes remained fixed on her work. “Not at all. I’m very fond of books, and their preservation is a noble effort. So much knowledge has already been lost to the centuries.”

Mrs. Adams worked in silence for a bit, freed Ves when her yarn was in a neat ball, then joined in the chatter of those around them. In what seemed like no time at all, the older children returned, and Bonnie opened the basket. After feasting on cold ham sandwiches, bean salad, and blueberry pie, Sebastian stood up and reached for Ves’s hand. “Let’s go onto the pier. You can win me a prize at the ring toss.”

Though he’d prefer to be away from the crowds, Ves did have to admit he was curious about the boardwalk and its entertainments. They bought bottles of lemonade, then strolled the boards arm-in-arm, while gulls swooped down to pluck up any dropped crumb of food.

As the day went on, more and more people jammed onto the boardwalk and pier, perhaps hoping to get a better view of the fireworks. Eventually, they found themselves at the end of the pier, the Ferris wheel slowly rotating above them.

“They say the owner of King Tide Park is richer than half the old families combined.” Sebastian turned to look out over the waves. “He’s got the blood of those who live beneath the sea in his veins, and on dark nights the inhabitants of the city below swim up to frolic in the park and give him piles of gold in exchange.” He paused, then shrugged. “Or so the gossip goes.”

“Hmm.” Ves put his elbows on the rail and stared out at the water. It stretched on and on, past the big cargo ships going in and out of the harbor, past fishing trawlers, beyond the curve of the world until crashing on distant shores.

A man who smelled strongly of beer bumped into him, breaking him out of his thoughts. Sebastian must have caught the look on his face, because he said, “You’re not enjoying yourself.”

Curse it—he’d hoped to hide his discomfort. “It’s just a bit crowded.”

“True.” Sebastian caught his hand. “Let’s go walk on the beach, down past the bulk of the crowd. Then, as soon as the sun begins to set, we’ll go to the bonfire.”

Ves smiled up at him. “That sounds wonderful.”
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“Gods of the wood,” Ves said, staring up. “When you said bonfire…well, ours were never so large.”

Sebastian couldn’t help but feel a bit of civic pride at that. The bonfire was built on the cliffs that rose to the north of the Cranch River Valley, offering a glorious view of the sunset and ocean. The bonfire itself rose sixty feet from a base of perhaps forty feet across, a mammoth construction of railroad ties, boxes, wooden pallets, barrels, and spare lumber.

It was also terrifying. So many people, so close to such a blaze…

But no—this wasn’t an uncontrolled house fire, like what had taken his mother’s life. He’d stayed far away from the bonfire in previous years, his nerves unable to bear it. This year was going to be different. He was going to force himself to remain, both for his own sake and Ves’s.

The crowd here was much smaller, perhaps a hundred people; hopefully Ves would feel more at ease away from the press of bodies. Though Sebastian had enjoyed the day immensely, he was aware Ves hadn’t had as good a time. And no wonder: after being raised in the woods away from other people, any gathering must seem overwhelming. He could only imagine how poor Ves had fared in Boston.

“Tell me about your bonfires,” Sebastian said.

“We built them atop Caprine Hill on Walpurgisnacht and Halloween. We’d all chant and dance around the flames. Noct and I would listen to the voices from the woods, sometimes ask them questions at Mother or Grandfather’s prompting. We could feel the presence of our progenitor, the All-Mother, so clearly on those nights, though we weren’t summoning him.” His voice took on a wistful tone. “I don’t miss the rest of it, but I’d like to go back someday and talk to the voices again.”

“As soon as we can be sure your wretched family won’t follow us there, we will,” Sebastian said. “If you’d like my company.”

“Of course I would.”

A cheer went up around them. A man in a badly made papier-mâché mask, which might have been meant to represent either George Washington or an ax-murderer, carried a torch through the crowd. As the last rays of sun dipped below the horizon, he plunged the torch into the mountainous stack of wood.

It caught fast, and soon the flames crept up the massive pile, licking eagerly at the sky. Smoke that reeked of burning creosote rose to the stars. Sebastian’s chest tightened at the sounds and smells, but he looped his arm around Ves’s. Grounding himself in the present, using his lover’s strength and presence to fight against the memories that threatened to bubble up.

Why he was determined to do this, he wasn’t even sure himself. Maybe confronting the Books had left him wanting to confront the other things that scared him. Or maybe it was just that he finally felt strong enough, so long as he had Ves at his side.

God, he was a lucky man.

Ves watched the fire, the dancing flames reflected in his dark eyes. Sebastian accepted the jug being passed around and took a swig without inquiring what was in it. Bad whiskey stung his throat—but anything to help calm his nerves was welcome.

Ves refused a drink, so he passed it on to the next person. More people in papier-mâché masks had gathered, and Sebastian tried to guess which illustrious figures they represented. Thomas Jefferson was probably one, and there was a definite Ben Franklin. A couple might have been John and Abigail Adams, but the quality of the handmade masks made it hard to be certain.

About an hour after full dark, when the bonfire had become a roaring tower of flame, the first fireworks arced into the sky from the boats set up in the harbor. The booms echoed across the water, as flowers of red, white, and blue blossomed in the sky. An answering barrage went up behind them, no doubt from the Endicott estate.

The scars on Sebastian’s forearm tugged hard.

Someone was using the power of the Book of Blood. And they were close.


CHAPTER 16
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Ves had to admit, the fireworks were beautiful. Gorgeous streaks of blue, green, and yellow shot into the sky, exploding with a thump he could feel in his bones. Smoke blew across the water, and far below he thought he caught a glimpse of fins, as though something rose from the deep to watch. Perhaps the people under the sea Sebastian had mentioned, though what sort of beings they might be Ves wasn’t sure.

Sebastian grabbed his arm, fingers digging in hard and breaking him from his reverie. “The Book is being used!”

Gods of the wood. Ves scanned the crowd, but saw no one he recognized—though given the ghastly masks many of the people were wearing, that didn’t mean much. “Where?”

Sebastian started toward the bonfire, weaving through the assembly, his left arm held out before him as if it were a compass needle pointing the way. He stopped, changed direction, paused—then pointed. “There!”

They weren’t the only ones turning in that direction. A man capered toward the massive bonfire, hopping and pirouetting, while those gathered began to laugh at his antics. Unlike the unsettling masks worn by other celebrants, the one covering his features was a true work of art—an elaborate jester’s face, mouth curved up in a grin, real bells hanging from the papier-mâché points of his fool’s cap. Gold paint glittered in the firelight, alongside other bright colors applied with a steady hand. A fastened cape covered most of his body; it appeared he had something stuffed beneath to make his form even more ludicrous. Sparklers burned in each hand, drawing streaks of fire through the air as he did an impromptu jig.

He skipped and bounced past the bonfire, closer and closer to the cliff’s edge. Someone called for him to be careful, but everyone else was caught up in his antics, laughing and clapping.

“It’s him,” Sebastian said urgently. “We have to stop him before he goes off the cliff!”

Ves took off at a dead run, shoving other revelers aside, ignoring their shouts of indignation. The jester stopped his frolic, turned to face the crowd, and pulled off his mask.

It was Daniel Rulkowski, and he looked as terrified as he had the day Ves had kept him from leaping out his window.

“Stop him!” he bellowed, but no one made a move.

Rulkowski dropped his sparklers and opened his cape with a flourish. Dozens of fireworks were strapped to his torso, their fuses almost burned down.

Ves reversed course, shoes skidding on the grass. “Get back!” he bellowed. “Everyone, back!”

Rulkowski turned and flung himself off the cliff. The fireworks went off, streamers of red, white, and blue fire shooting in all directions while what remained of Rulkowski hurtled into the sea like a falling star.

Screams filled the air. Tearing his eyes away from the final showers of sparks, Ves hurried to find Sebastian.

Sebastian had started to follow him, then stopped. His face was flour-white, hazel eyes dark with alarm. Ves took his arm and hurried him away from the crowd.

“Oh God,” Sebastian said, when they came to a halt. “The fool…what a way to die. If he’d just come clean…”

“But he didn’t.”

“No. I suppose…” Sebastian trailed off, staring down at his left forearm. “I still feel something. The Book! Or the maniac using it, or both—they must be here.”

Ves’s pulse quickened. “Where? Guide me—this could be our chance to stop them.”

Sebastian did so, hurrying past the bonfire, away from it and toward a copse of wind-twisted trees clinging to the rock. Sebastian’s foot snagged on a stone, and he would have fallen if Ves hadn’t caught him. “I can’t see a damned thing this far from the bonfire.”

“I can—stay here.” Ves released him and started toward the trees.

“It’s fading,” Sebastian called from behind him. “I think they’ve fled.”

Probably—they’d wanted a vantage to observe their handiwork without being seen themselves. As soon as the spectacle was over, they’d hurried off before anyone could spot them. Even so, Ves went to the copse, moving more slowly now, his eyes scanning the area for any clues.

The only footsteps that showed in the thin, sandy soil of the clifftop seemed to belong to a large goat. No doubt the creature had gotten loose from one of the local farms, wandered over here to nibble on the foliage, then ambled off again hours ago. Otherwise, nothing.

When Ves reported his lack of findings, Sebastian raked his fingers through his hair, leaving it standing out in all directions. “Damn it! We’re always one step behind, running to catch up to whatever maniac has a Book. I’m sick of it.”

“So am I.” Ves took his hand and tugged him in the direction of the road. “Let’s take a cue from our quarry, however, and get out of here before the police arrive.”
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May 1, 1854

Dear Alex,

Excellent news! The ward held through Walpurgisnacht without so much as a whisper from the Book of Blood. I believe our thesis has been proven, as it were, though of course send word if you feel anything through the bond you now have with it.

Of course, I understand why you couldn’t be here with us, but the timing was very unfortunate. Although I suppose the timing was the point, as you had rituals of your own to conduct. Your presence was sorely missed.

In other news, Phoebe has fallen violently in love with a salesman from New York, here to peddle paint, of all things. I fear this romance is doomed to be a short one, but of course she will hear nothing of it, from either myself or her brother. And perhaps I am wrong! I certainly never imagined I would find love at my age, so how can I claim to know her fate?

I anxiously await your return, as always. Travel in all safety, my dear.

Yours,

Nathaniel

“Anything new?” Mortimer asked from the doorway to Sebastian’s office. He carried a newspaper tucked under one arm.

Sebastian sat back, then took off his glasses to clean them. Without the profusion of architectural drawings and Irene’s presence, the office felt more spacious than it had since he’d first taken it over. “No. Just the mention of a man I presume was my grandfather.” At Mortimer’s confused look, he clarified. “Traveling salesman. My mother never met him.”

“How scandalous,” Mortimer said, not sounding particularly scandalized. “Vesper told me about your adventures last night. Have you seen the morning paper?”

Sebastian put aside the cup of coffee he’d refilled twice in the last hour. It didn’t seem to be doing much to help with his exhaustion, but at least the warmth was a comfort. “No. It was quite late when we got to bed, and we ended up sleeping late and rushing to the trolley.”

Mortimer offered the newspaper to him. “Take a look.”

The death had garnered a front-page placement and a screaming headline:

TRAGIC DEATH MARS CELEBRATIONS

Financier Daniel Rulkowski dies after fireworks accident.

No others injured.

At approximately nine-thirty last night, Mr. Daniel Rulkowski suffered a terrible accident at the bonfire constructed on the sea cliffs to the north of Cranch Bay. According to onlookers, Mr. Rulkowski thought to liven up the proceedings by setting off fireworks he brought with him. The fireworks went off prematurely, and in his panic Mr. Rulkowski leapt from the cliff into the sea, where he perished. Alcohol is thought to be a factor in the incident.

Mr. Rulkowski was born in Syracuse, NY. After early hardships, he relocated to our fair city, where he quickly rose through the ranks at the Third Bank of Widdershins. He was also a long-term member of the Widdershins Horticultural Society known for his interest in cultivating orchids, and in March was awarded a Gold Medal in the Midwinter Flower Show held in Boston.

“Damn his stubbornness.” Sebastian handed the newspaper back to Mortimer. “If he’d just spoken to you freely. Or if I could have confronted him myself and compelled him to tell the truth…”

“Rulkowski’s assistant Tom Berry might know something. He seemed…close…to his employer.”

“Sleeping with the help? Talk about scandalous.” Sebastian settled back in his chair, considering. “We’ll try the other members of the WHS first. Hopefully Rulkowski’s death will shake them enough to talk. I assume you never received a reply to the letter you sent Mr. Fuller?”

“Oh, you mean the reply where he outlined everything the WHS has done, who the killer is, and how to find the Book?” Mortimer said. “It completely slipped my mind.”

“Very funny. Is there any other way to reach him?”

Mortimer considered for a long moment. “He can’t hide inside his mansion all the time—he must have business interests and the like. I’ll ask around. We’ll find somewhere to ambush him.”

“Excellent idea.” Hopefully they could do it somewhere private, so he could compel Fuller to tell them the truth.

“Mr. Tubbs might know, or his brother, so we should consider asking him as well.”

“Less excellent idea,” Sebastian muttered.

There came a light knock on the half-open door. One of the fresh-faced junior librarians stood there; surely Sebastian hadn’t looked half so young when he came to work at the Ladysmith, had he? “Letter for Mr. Waite,” the boy said, thrusting out an envelope.

“Thank you.” Mortimer accepted the letter, and the junior librarian hurried off to his next task. “Oh! It’s from Mrs. Norris.”

“Rulkowski’s death must have frightened her.” Sebastian leaned forward eagerly. “What does she have to say?”

Mortimer scanned the letter. “She apologizes for not getting back sooner. She’s been quite ill but is now recovered. She’d like me to come to her house at nine o’clock.”

“You’re not going alone,” Sebastian said flatly.

“Of course I’m not.” Mortimer gave him a caustic look. “Really, what sort of a fool do you think I am? It might not be polite to show up at her door with uninvited persons, but manners be damned when there are leeches and lunatics on the loose.”


CHAPTER 17
[image: ]



Mrs. Norris lived in an enormous home, as if the same magic used on her flowers had caused an ordinary house to swell to monstrous proportions. It crowded closer to the street than its neighbors, as it took up more of the lot, offering only a short carriageway to park in. What green space remained was overrun, a wilderness of colossal flowers that threatened to devour the low walls and carriageway. Many of them should have stopped blooming weeks ago, or else not yet started, another sign something out of the ordinary was happening.

The door opened as Irene parked, and a slender young maid hovered at the top of the steps. Mortimer climbed out, followed by Sebastian, Irene, and Ves.

“Mr. Waite,” she said, giving a little curtsey when she saw him get out of the auto. Ves realized she was the same maid who answered the door when they’d come calling last week. “Mrs. Norris is expecting you. Please, follow me.”

They entered the house behind her. Though the staff had clearly been keeping up with the dusting, there was an odd, moldy scent in the air. Most of the lights were turned off, leaving great pools of shadow between rooms.

Sebastian gasped and clasped a hand to his left forearm. Either the Book of Blood was here, or its magic was. Ves’s pulse quickened, and his tentacles ached to burst free, ready to fight.

“Mrs. Norris’s room is up the stairs and to the right,” the maid said, her voice trembling slightly. “She and Mr. Norris are ill—I was surprised to find the note she’d left, asking me to send the letter.”

“She’s still sick?” Mortimer asked, while at the same time Irene said, “Note?”

“I suppose she must be better.” The maid’s hands clenched her white apron nervously.

Mortimer’s face took on a sympathetic look. “I’m afraid your mistress may need…assistance,” he said in a kindly voice. “Of course you don’t want to spread tales, but we are here to help her, and anything you tell us will be kept in strictest confidence.”

She wavered a moment, then said, “I haven’t actually seen or spoken to her or Mr. Norris since they fell ill. Mrs. Norris communicates strictly through notes left at the top of the stairs—she’s forbidden us to go up there, except to leave food at the top of the steps.” Her hands twisted her apron into knots. “I…the handwriting on the letter doesn’t look like her normal handwriting.”

Ves’s senses seemed to sharpen. Either Mrs. Norris was using the Book of Blood upstairs and didn’t want the servants to see, or something terrible had befallen her.

“Was it her handwriting on the notes?” Irene asked.

“I…thought so?” The maid seemed unsure. “It was shaky and uncertain, and I assumed it was because of her sickness. But she wouldn’t allow a doctor to be summoned, she was clear on that in the first note.”

This was some sort of a trap. It had to be.

“Thank you,” Mortimer said to the maid. “We can show ourselves out when our business is done, so feel free to retire for the night.”

“Thank you, Mr. Waite,” she said, and practically fled. The poor girl—the trees only knew what sounds and smells she’d been exposed to, drifting down from the forbidden floors. No wonder she was frightened.

As soon as she was gone, Sebastian said, “Good work, Mortimer. I don’t like the bit about the different handwriting. Whose do you think it was?”

“Only one way to find out,” Ves said. He slipped off his coat and hung it on the banister, though he didn’t put his tentacles out yet. “I’ll go first.”

Sebastian fell in behind Ves, followed by Irene and Mortimer. At the top of the stairs stood a small table with two bowls and two plates, both scraped clean—the remains of tonight’s dinner, no doubt. “To the right,” Sebastian murmured. “I can feel the presence of the Book’s magic there.”

As they went down the corridor, the clinging smell of rotting meat greeted them. Irene clasped a hand over her mouth and nose. “Good God, what is that?”

“Someone is dead,” Ves said, tentacles slithering free and hands curling into fists. The stench seemed slightly less overwhelming once they reached the lone door at the end of the hall. Beneath it, Ves caught an incongruous smell: green leaves and rich earth. Maybe Mrs. Norris kept one of her altered plants in a pot in her room?

He stopped at the closed door. “Get ready,” he whispered, and opened the door with a swift kick that sent it flying half-off its hinges.

There was no moon, so the only light came from the corridor, revealing the wreckage of what had once been a feminine sitting room. Torn curtains, broken chairs, destroyed paintings. The only thing that remained whole was a portrait of a man and woman—presumably Mr. and Mrs. Norris—hanging on the wall.

Nothing moved, but again the scent of forests cut through the funk of rot. He started across the room toward the door that presumably led to the bedroom. From inside came the sound of a window opening.

He charged toward the door, just as Sebastian cried out in pain from behind him.
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Sebastian stared around at the wreckage of the sitting room. What the hell had happened here? His scars tugged, seeming to pull him in two directions at once, which made no sense⁠—

What felt like an icy-cold needle plunged into his neck from behind.

He let out a shout of pain and tried to pull away. But hands grasped his arms, and there was a horrible sucking sensation on his neck, and…

Impressions flashed through his mind, glimpses from something outside of himself. Standing in this very room, lifting a slice of cake and stuffing it whole into his throat, even as he choked and fought to breathe.

A sleeping man, a woman bent over him. She wore a hooded cloak, but when she drew back, blood dripped onto his pillow from a hole in his neck.

Fury—the hooded woman’s. Breaking furniture, snarling, because it didn’t work, none of it had worked…

Sebastian staggered forward as the proboscis buried in the back of his neck was ripped free. He flung himself away from his attacker; for a moment, hands clung to him, before being torn away as well. His legs propelled him forward, and he tripped over a broken chair and went to the floor.

Ves grappled with the leech that had attacked him. Though its skin was gray with death, Sebastian recognized the woman in the portrait in its distorted features. It clawed at Ves, raking nails across his face as he gripped its proboscis, holding it away from him.

Sebastian reached for his abilities—he could break its arms—but a wave of dizziness swamped him. Fortunately, Ves didn’t need the help.

Keeping a tight grip on the thrashing tube, Ves forced two tentacles into the leech’s open mouth. He pulled its jaws wider and wider apart, until the lower one came off with a crack⁠—

The feeding tube came up by the root, dragging viscera with it. Ves hurled it away, and the leech collapsed into a motionless heap.

“Sebastian!” He rushed over.

“I’m fine,” Sebastian said, as Ves lifted him to his feet. “I lost some blood. And…saw things. While the leech was attached.”

“Later.” Irene yanked down Sebastian’s collar, even though she looked rather green herself. “You’re still bleeding. Here, hold this and apply pressure.”

She pressed a handkerchief to the wound. Sebastian did as she ordered, hoping the creature hadn’t injected him with anything foul, like an overgrown mosquito with malaria.

“I saw Mrs. Norris’s memories. Someone else was here,” Sebastian said. “A woman—I didn’t get a good look at her.”

“Damn it.” Ves rushed to the bedroom door, tore it off its hinges, and tossed it aside. “The window’s open—whoever it was must have fled.”

“We’re on the second story.” Mortimer followed him into the bedroom. “Those stupid flowers are underneath. I supposed they might have cushioned a fall.”

Sebastian joined them, handkerchief still firmly on his wound. The bedroom was in better shape than the sitting room, though the bedding had been piled into something like a nest atop the mattress. A forgotten spoon lay on the carpet, and a film of damp still clung to the tub in the adjacent bathroom, as if someone had used it only hours before.

The walls were covered in paintings.

Not framed pictures like the portrait in the sitting room, but painted, slashed, and gouged into the plaster, just as they’d seen in the abandoned house where the Book had been hidden. Mrs. Norris stuffed cake into a mouth painted as a gaping maw, and Rulkowski posed in a window. That painting had been slashed over, and a second done beside it: Rulkowski leaping from the cliff, while fireworks exploded all around. A twisted tree-like shape dominated one wall, with horrible toothed mouths showing between its drooping branches and long leaves.

A chill went through him. “This is like the building where the Book of Blood was hidden. Whoever was squatting there came here. Probably the woman I saw in my vision.”

Ves surveyed the paintings. “Was she already here, or did she relocate when she realized we’d disturbed her hiding place?”

“She must have snuck in here and done the painting of Mrs. Norris quickly, before she could be disturbed. Which suggests she was in a hurry to find somewhere to hole up.” Sebastian paused, trying to bring the glimpses he’d seen into better focus. “She killed Mr. Norris, too. By draining his blood.”

“Did she use the Book in a misguided attempt to turn herself into a vampire?” Mortimer wondered.

“I don’t know, but based on the empty plates returned to the maids, I assume she doesn’t subsist purely on blood.” Sebastian took a step closer to the tree drawing, then had to catch himself on the bed as a wave of dizziness swept over him.

Ves noticed. “You need to sit down—you’ve lost blood.” He put out an arm, and Sebastian gratefully leaned on it.

They returned to the hallway, where Irene had retreated to get away from the rotting corpse. “Stay here,” Ves said, and left Sebastian leaning against the wall while he went to the door at the far end. A few moments later, he returned. “Mr. Norris is dead in his bed, as Sebastian said.”

Mortimer cleared his throat. “We have a problem. The police won’t overlook something like this. They can’t—the Norrises are too rich, and the maid knows we were here. At one time, I might have been able to protect us, but…”

“Don’t concern yourself.” Irene waved a dismissive hand. “I’ll go to Hattie as soon as I return to the estate—she’ll arrange for everything to be put to rights, or at least as much as it can be. As for the maid, we’ll either hire her ourselves or find her employment away from Widdershins, with enough money in her pocket to keep her silent.”

“Why do I hear an ‘or else’ in there?” Mortimer asked.

“As if the Waites are any better.”

Sebastian cocked his head to one side. “Should I be concerned that the Endicotts have arrangements in place for cleaning up crime scenes?”

“You should be grateful not to go to jail for killing the Norrises.”

He couldn’t argue with that.


CHAPTER 18
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Irene looked exhausted when she came by to drive them to work the next morning. As soon as they were in the back seat, Noct asked, “Are you all right, darling?”

She stifled a yawn. “Just tired. Mrs. Norris’s house has been cleaned and put in order, by the way, and the staff told that the Norrises departed for a sanitarium in New York for their health. Rupert had the bodies brought back to the estate for examination later today—they’re under various enchantments to keep them cool and slow any further rot, but they were hardly in the best form to begin with.”

“He means to autopsy them?” Ves asked in surprise.

“Well, have Cousin Terrence do so. He’s studying medicine at Harvard, but is coming on the first train available.” She brought the auto to a halt to let pedestrians cross the street. “I’ll pass along anything of interest, of course. In the meantime, let’s hope Mortimer has managed to track down Mr. Fuller.”

With nothing else immediately demanding his attention that morning, Ves spent a few peaceful hours in the bindery, until a junior librarian brought him a note.

10:30 am - Mr. Rune

A man who said he’s your grandfather called at the ticket booth. Asked you to meet him for lunch at Marsh’s.

Dread unfurled in his gut, and his limbs turned leaden. So much for his quiet morning after last night’s excitement.

He didn’t have to go. Grandfather couldn’t force him to do anything. He could just stay here, immerse himself in work, and…

He wasn’t fooling even himself. Feeling as though something constricted his lungs, he kept one eye on the ticking of the clock, which seemed to move much more quickly than he really wanted. When it reached ten minutes until noon, he took up his coat and hat and set out.

Marsh’s was a popular lunchtime spot for the museum staff, as well as for clerks and shop workers from the surrounding area. He found Grandfather in a booth at the back, perusing a menu with a cup of coffee at his elbow.

Ves sat across from him. “What do you want?”

“Why, a pleasant lunch with my grandson.” Grandfather smiled over Ves’s shoulder as the waiter approached. “What are the daily specials?”

Ves didn’t hear a word the waiter said, just mumbled an order for coffee and a fish sandwich. Once the waiter had left, he said, “It’s more than that.”

“Is it?” Grandfather looked suddenly tired, the lines in his face deeply etched. “I don’t understand your hostility toward me, Vesper. I love you and your brother. I thought you and I could at least share a meal together. I want to know about your life, your hopes and dreams, your plans for the future.”

The waiter returned with Ves’s coffee, then hurried away again. “Very well. My plans are to put an end to these damnable Books of the Bound without getting killed.”

Grandfather nodded. “It’s hard, isn’t it? Why, I remember⁠—”

“Why did you trick Ambrose into talking about his family?” Ves cut in.

“I didn’t trick him. We conversed as equals, two old men whose glory days are behind us.” Grandfather took a sip of his coffee, winced, and spooned some more sugar into it. “You’re too young to understand.”

“And it’s just happenstance that you did your conversing with one of the Endicotts?” Ves arched a brow.

“Who else? Oh, I’m sure there are a few monster hunters scattered about this town, but he’s the one I encountered.”

Anger boiled in Ves’s veins, hotter than the coffee. The waiter returned and placed a fish sandwich in front of each of them, before another table called him away.

“I don’t believe you,” Ves said, fighting to keep his voice steady. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a child anymore, to accept whatever you tell me.”

“Believe me, I have noticed.” Grandfather sounded irritated by the fact, as though Ves had inconvenienced him by growing up. “Ordinarily I would have stayed away from the Endicotts, but they’ve involved themselves in our family’s business.”

“You mean Noct and Irene.”

“I have to make sure Nocturn is safe.” Grandfather took a hearty bite of his sandwich, chewed, and swallowed. “Eat up, Vesper.”

He picked up his own sandwich automatically, then cursed himself. Apparently all the long years of obedience had left their mark deep inside.

“The ferocity of the Endicotts toward those they deem monsters is legendary.” Grandfather washed down the bite of sandwich with his coffee, then picked it up again. “Ketoi, hags, Dark Young, umbrae, ghūls—there’s nothing they wouldn’t kill, and do it with relish. Hybrids like yourselves were never safe, they were always bigoted when it came to the purity of human blood.” He snorted in disdain. “When I heard they were working with…well, it doesn’t matter. My point is, rumor has it they’d turned over a new leaf, but I was hardly going to leave the matter of Nocturn’s safety to gossip.”

Ves locked eyes with him. “You could have trusted me to take care of him.”

“And I did. I didn’t intervene directly, but I needed to know for myself that they weren’t plotting against the two of you. Eat your sandwich, don’t just hold it.”

Because it seemed easier, Ves did as instructed. The sandwich was probably good, but at the moment it tasted like dust.

Grandfather had been right to distrust the Endicotts, hadn’t he? Rupert had taken the family in a direction some of them didn’t like. Ambrose might be in the minority, but Ves doubted he was the only one who looked on himself and Noct as abominations.

Satisfied by Ves’s quiet obedience, Grandfather went on, “I’d say you’ll understand when you have children and grandchildren of your own someday, but I suppose that’s not likely. How is your young man, anyway?”

The hairs on the back of Ves’s neck prickled in alarm, and he had to take a swig of coffee to keep from choking on his sandwich. “Stay away from him.”

Grandfather held up both hands placatingly. “Haven’t I so far?”

Time to change the subject. “We haven’t heard a peep out of the School of Night lately. Has Mother driven them all into hiding?”

“I wouldn’t give her all the credit. They haven’t fared well against you, either.” He took another swig of coffee. “The Chancellor would be a fool to choose direct confrontation, given how poorly it worked out for her underlings.”

Ves didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you know?”

“Me? Nothing. Your mother? You’d have to ask her yourself.”

Damn the man. Ves forced himself to take another bite so he had something to grind his teeth on. Of course Grandfather was evasive; when had he not been?

But he knew a great deal more than most sorcerers. If he was in a talkative mood, perhaps Ves should take advantage of that.

“The Book of Blood is being used to create blood-sucking undead,” he said, and went on to tell his grandfather of the basics, including the mysterious woman who had escaped them last night.

When he was done, Grandfather sat back and stared into nothing for a long moment. “There is a word I heard a few times, when I traveled through Romania and Transylvania. Stregoica—a sort of vampiric witch.”

Unease crawled along Ves’s spine. “Another connection to the Scholomance?”

“Perhaps.” Grandfather shrugged. “If the magic of the Books comes from something Gregorio Hollowell learned there, it could presumably make someone into a stregoica.”

Should he say anything about Lydia? What difference could it possibly make? “Gregorio’s wife, Lydia, was from the area, could even have been a student herself. We don’t know what her name was then, before it was anglicized and she took her husband’s surname. Though I doubt it would tell us anything even if we did.”

The lines on Grandfather’s brow deepened with thought. “Fascinating,” he said at last. “So we have these undead creatures⁠—”

“We’re calling them leeches. Though to be honest, they’re more reminiscent of mosquitoes.”

“These leeches,” Grandfather said. “Members of the Widdershins Horticultural Society, who used some sort of magic to grow absurdly large flowers. Then this mysterious woman, who has the Book and has transformed herself into a similar state as the leeches, though alive rather than undead.” He tapped absently on the table as he thought, an old habit Ves recalled from his childhood. “Is she a member of the WHS as well?”

“I don’t think so? The only remaining members are Ian Fuller and Emily Rice. Fuller is a man, and Mrs. Rice is too old.”

“It all comes back to this society, though. Do you know what kind of magic they used on their plants? Could they have made a bargain with something from the Outside?”

“Over plants?” Ves asked. “I know people do stupid things for absurd reasons, but…”

“Very few in this world, even those with knowledge of the arcane, have the scope of vision we do.” Grandfather’s eyes went misty with recollection. “Petty men and women, trapped by the smallness of their imagination, their vision. We would have remade the world, but they cannot even conceive of such greatness.”

Was it greatness, to live in a shack in the forest, hiding from the outside world? Ves kept the retort to himself; there was no point in starting such an argument.

“There are other possibilities, of course,” Grandfather went on. “When I was in Padua, I came across a fascinating case. In the sixteenth century, a Dr. Rappaccini was such a great grower of poisonous plants that his daughter supposedly became poisonous herself.”

Ves arched a brow. “I sincerely doubt the truth of that story.”

“Unless she was poisonous to begin with.”

Of course. “She was one of us. The Dark Young, I mean.”

“That was always my guess.” Grandfather brought a napkin to his lips. “His garden flourished due to her presence, whether or not that was his original intent. Perhaps one of the remaining society members you haven’t met is your half-sibling. Or the unknown woman might be.”

“Not her. Our magic doesn’t mix well with the Books—I don’t think any of us would be able to use them.” His blood had killed Siewert the moment the leech tried to feed on it. And his flesh had caused a very unexpected result when used in conjunction with the Book of Flesh.

As for the Book of Bone, he shivered to remember how dead the bones it touched had felt. Suspended in a single state, no decay, no life within them. Definitely not something of which the All-Mother, Lord of the Forest, would approve.

“It was merely a thought.” Grandfather pushed aside his plate. “Thank you for meeting me here, Vesper. I enjoyed our time together very much. And I hope I was able to help in some small way.”

As soon as he was gone, Vesper signaled the waiter and paid the check. He walked back to the museum, thinking hard about everything his grandfather had said.

Almost the moment he put his foot in the library, Sebastian spotted him and came over. “Ves—there you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.” Before Ves could reply, he went on, “Mortimer thinks he knows where Fuller has been hiding.”


CHAPTER 19
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“The Breakwater Club is for businessmen,” Mortimer explained as Irene drove them through the streets of Widdershins. They’d decided to visit in the late evening, when most of the members who weren’t staying the night would have departed to their homes. “According to my fifth cousin, he’s been living there since the first of July.”

Sebastian did some quick calculations. “The day you visited Rulkowski.”

Beside him, Ves nodded. “Rulkowski must have warned everyone else in the WHS as soon as we left.”

Damn the man for not telling them everything he knew that very day. “Does your cousin know anything about him?”

“Only in passing. Ian Fuller’s father made a great deal of money via a series of silk factories, enough that Fuller himself has been able to indulge a passion for botany for many years. Apparently Fuller moved to Widdershins shortly after his parents died—I don’t know if he thought to explore the Draakenwood, but he’s still alive, so I assume he changed his mind.” Mortimer straightened his cuffs. “He was something of an explorer for many years, bringing home all sorts of exotic specimens. But for the last decade or so, he’s contented himself with his private garden, and spends most of his time either at home or at the Breakwater Club, with the obvious exception of the WHS.”

“I wonder if he learned magic in his travels,” Ves mused.

“He could have learned all he needs right here in Widdershins,” Sebastian protested. “People like my ancestor Gregorio and your grandfather get swept away by the romance of ancient European ruins and hidden valleys, but that’s all set dressing when you get down to it.”

“Quite right,” Mortimer agreed. Irene muttered something that sounded like “Americans.”

A few minutes later, she pulled up to the curb in front of the club, which lay just off River Street, not far from Le Calmar, the most expensive restaurant in Widdershins. The club itself was housed in an imposing granite building, with a discreet plaque beside the entrance reading Breakwater Club. A uniformed doorman stood guard and offered them an ingratiating smile when they approached. “Good evening, gentlemen, ma’am, how can I help you?”

After leaving the library, they’d all gone home to change into their best clothing short of formal wear. For Sebastian and Ves that meant dark suits. Mortimer had a nicely tailored pinstriped suit, and Irene wore a beaded dinner dress along with a hat the size of a wedding cake, covered in silk flowers.

Mortimer smiled. “I’m Mortimer Waite—my cousin Napoleon Waite is expecting us.”

“Of course, sir. Step inside—you’ll find the concierge immediately to the right—please speak with him, and he’ll see your cousin is notified.”

Inside, the air reeked of cigars, underlain with brandy and wood polish. Though ostentatious, the entryway was done in a masculine style, all oak paneling and sturdy furniture. “I’m going to guess this is the sort of place that doesn’t allow female members,” Irene said, not bothering to keep her voice down.

The concierge, a slim man who no doubt spent much of his time greeting and catering to members, winced but didn’t deny it. “How may I help you tonight?”

Mortimer gave the name of his cousin, and they waited until he was summoned. Napoleon turned out to be slightly younger than Mortimer, neat but plain in both his attire and appearance. The cousins exchanged greetings.

The concierge gave a polite cough before they could leave. “A reminder of the rule concerning female guests,” he said apologetically.

Irene drew herself up haughtily. “Are you suggesting I’m here for some illicit purpose, Mr.—” Her eyes flicked down to the nameplate on his desk. “—Jeffries?”

Jeffries turned scarlet. “No, not at all⁠—”

“Because I am an Endicott. You do know who the Endicotts are, don’t you, Mr. Jeffries?” she asked, the repetition of his name a clear threat she’d remember it later.

The poor man went stark white. “Yes, of course, I never meant to imply…that is…please stay as long as you like. I, ah, I must attend to something, please excuse me.”

He fled through a discreet door. Sebastian felt a momentary twinge of pity for the man, but it was driven from his mind when he saw the speculative look Napoleon Waite was giving Irene.

“A shame our families couldn’t have united,” he said coolly.

For the first time, Sebastian wondered how the old families truly felt about a group of foreign sorcerers planting themselves in Widdershins. The Whybornes had technically been the ones to bring them here in the first place—there was some sort of blood tie between them, or at least Sebastian thought so, though he couldn’t have said what it was. But surely the Waites and Marshes wouldn’t be happy about it. As for the Lesters, they’d always kept more to themselves than the rest, so it was hard to say.

Perhaps the Waites had hoped to absorb the Endicotts, or co-opt their power, or find some way to undercut them.

Just thinking about it all was giving him a headache. Thank God his family had been murderous necromancers of humble origins.

“I assume Mr. Fuller is still in residence?” Mortimer asked, ignoring his cousin’s remark.

“He is. Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

Mortimer winced. “I’m sorry, truly, but it’s library business.”

“This is why you were disinherited.”

“I’m quite aware.” Mortimer straightened his shoulders. “Now, will you please take us to Mr. Fuller?”
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Ves kept a careful eye on their surroundings as Napoleon led them through halls paneled in rich wood. Few others were in the corridors at the moment, but the murmur of conversation came from some of the rooms, and the sound of a piano drifted from elsewhere in the building.

Napoleon led them to an open door marked by a plaque that said Reading Room. The chamber within appeared to be comfortably appointed as well as provided with magazines, an abundance of newspapers, and a selection of books. Deeply cushioned chairs sat in clusters here and there, no doubt to encourage sociability among members. A waiter flitted from group to group, offering pours of scotch or brandy and whisking away emptied tumblers. Cigar smoke permeated the room, and Irene made a displeased face before schooling her features back to neutrality. Ves privately agreed with her—cigars smelled like burning socks to him, and he could never understand why anyone would voluntarily smoke them.

Napoleon pointed to a lone man sitting by one of the open windows, gazing out as though keeping watch. “That’s him. You can make your own introductions, Morty.”

Mortimer looked less than pleased by the nickname, but only said, “Thank you, Leon. I will speak to Mr. Quinn on your behalf concerning the book you mentioned from the Limited Access Collection.”

His cousin nodded curtly and left. Irene cocked a brow at Mortimer, but he only shrugged. “I’ll pass along the request, but I sincerely doubt Mr. Quinn will give him permission to look through De Vermis Mysteriis.”

“I should hope not,” Ves said with a shudder. He didn’t know what the Waite family might want with the writings of a mad Belgian wizard, but it couldn’t be anything benign.

Sebastian started for the man Napoleon had pointed out, and the rest of them followed. Fuller looked away from the window as they approached, his brows coming down into a scowl.

“Who the devil are you?” he demanded, dark eyes flashing. “You aren’t club members.”

Sebastian folded his arms over his chest. “We’re the people here to save your life.”

Fuller’s nostrils flared. “You’re the ones Daniel mentioned, the ones poking your nose in our business.” So Rulkowski had indeed contacted the other WHS members after they kept him from jumping out a window.

Mortimer glanced around casually. “Surely we should discuss this somewhere with more privacy, don’t you agree, Mr. Fuller?”

Fuller’s lips pressed into a thin line, no doubt struggling between listening and having them thrown out. “Who sent you?”

“We sent ourselves,” Sebastian shot back impatiently. “Again, do you wish to have this conversation where anyone else might overhear?”

He raised his voice slightly, and a few members looked over. Fuller gave them an obviously false smile and stood up. “Fine,” he said in a low voice. “Come with me.”

Ves expected to be led to a private room, but instead he took them through a series of hallways and out a door letting onto an interior courtyard. The edifice of the Breakwater Club enclosed it on all sides, with only a narrow gate and alleyway offering access to the street. The black iron gate was chained shut. Only a little light crept into the place at this time of night, though of course Ves could still see perfectly well.

Most of the courtyard was paved in brick, though there were a few shrubs planted about to give a touch of nature. These were of ordinary size; apparently the Breakwater didn’t rate whatever magic the WHS had used on their flowers. Or maybe the members had just decided to keep it all for themselves.

Fuller took out a cigarette and lit it as he stalked over to a marble bench. He paused in front of it, then seemed to decide against sitting down. “Listen,” he began.

Sebastian hissed and clasped a hand over his forearm.

Ves instantly went on alert. “Mr. Fuller, get back inside,” he ordered.

Fuller stared at him in outrage. “What the hell is your game⁠—”

“Your life is in danger, man—get inside!” Sebastian shouted, scanning their surroundings frantically.

Fuller still hesitated, so Ves shrugged off his suit jacket and let his tentacles free.

Fuller’s face went white with terror and he stumbled back—away from Ves, and unfortunately, away from the safety of the building as well. “Oh God—she sent you! Get away!”

He broke into a run, fleeing blindly in his panic. Ves swore and dashed after him.

A dark shape dropped from the roof of the Breakwater Club and bore Fuller to the ground.
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The scars on Sebastian’s arm pulled hard, as though they wanted to physically drag him across the courtyard to the dark shape that had fallen on Fuller.

He broke into a run after Ves, arm outstretched, magically fumbling for bones to break, flesh to unmake. But his power seemed to slip off what he now saw was a heavily cloaked human figure. Was the Book of Blood preventing him from doing anything? Or⁠—

The figure’s head snapped up, fixing on Sebastian, and shock brought both him and Ves skidding to a halt.

The light leaking from the Breakwater’s windows revealed the features beneath the hood, her mouth twisted into a snarl of fury and hate. On the right, her face was a smooth oval of pale skin and delicate features. A lock of strawberry blonde hair tumbled free of the hood, and her eye was a crystalline blue.

The other side was utterly inhuman, the eye a green iris with no visible white, bearing a goat-shaped pupil like Ves’s. Bark-like skin formed the whorls and small branches of a tree, twisted up into a single curled horn. She held Fuller pinned to the ground by his neck with her left hand, a gnarled thing like a bird’s foot made out of wood. He kicked and struggled against her strangling grasp, but she ignored him, her gaze locking onto Sebastian with an intensity he could feel.

Just as he could feel the magic of the Books calling out between his scars and her.

Ves raised an uncertain hand. “Sister?”

Impossible. The magic of the Books was anathema to the Dark Young; Ves had said so himself. So what the hell was going on?

Her eyes left Sebastian and fixed on Ves. “I’m no sister of yours, foul thing,” she snarled. “And if you mean to save your master, you’re too late.”

She hoisted Fuller into the air, his legs kicking. The bark-like skin of her hand shifted, stinging hairs bursting forth like those of a nettle.

Then she dropped him contemptuously to the ground, and he began to scream.

As Sebastian watched in horror, weeping blisters spread over Fuller’s skin, radiating out from the red mark her hand had left. He started to convulse, tongue protruding and heels drumming on the bricks.

Sebastian made to go to him, even though he didn’t know what he meant to do, but Ves flung out an arm and two tentacles. “Stay away from her! She’s poisonous.”

Her eyes locked on him again, and a chill ran down his spine. Then Irene spat out a spell.

The woman jerked back with a hiss—then fled, dashing across the bricks and leaping over the gate with ease. Within seconds, the pain in his scars eased, then vanished.

She was gone.


CHAPTER 20
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“So,” Irene said, as they stood beside the incinerator behind the museum while Fuller’s body burned, “it seems you and Noct aren’t the only Dark Young in Widdershins, Ves.”

He folded his arms over his chest, tentacles tucked away. He wished Noct was here, wished he could have gone to the club with them and seen…whatever she was.

After Sebastian confirmed she’d fled, they’d been presented with the problem of a dead man who’d last been seen with them. In the end, Ves picked up the body and climbed over the locked gate, depositing Fuller in the shadows of the alley beyond. Then the four of them strolled casually back through the club, making certain to say goodnight to both the concierge and the doorman as they exited. If there was ever an investigation into where Fuller had gone, at least they’d been seen leaving without him.

Once in the car, Irene drove around to the side so Ves could slip back to gather the body. From there they’d gone to the museum, and thence to the little courtyard where the taxidermy department’s incinerator waited.

“Grandfather knows something, which means Mother does as well.” He tipped his head back, staring up at the smoke spiraling across the stars. “He speculated a Dark Young might be involved. He brought up an old legend about a man with a garden so poisonous, it turned his daughter poisonous as well. Reading between the lines, it seems clear she was a Dark Young to begin with.”

“And now we find ourselves facing a poisonous woman, like in the story,” Sebastian said. He leaned against the courtyard’s wall, since there was nowhere to sit but the ground.

Irene had taken off her enormous hat; escaped strands of black hair clung to her bronze skin. “She spoke as though she thought you answered to Fuller. ‘Your master.’ I wonder why that was the conclusion she immediately jumped to?”

“And when he saw my tentacles, Fuller thought she’d sent me to kill him.” Ves’s head ached; none of this made any sense. “Your spell startled her, but I don’t think it worked, did it, Irene?”

“Since her woody parts didn’t burst into flame, no, it didn’t. Of course, green wood doesn’t catch fire easily, but I think it was more than that.”

“And you’re certain she had the mark of the Books on her, Sebastian?”

“Positive.” His glasses reflected the moonlight as he turned to look at Ves. “I know the magic of the Books doesn’t blend well with your own, but perhaps that isn’t true of all Dark Young?”

Mortimer paced a short path, then back, clearly deep in thought. “Can we assume she’s the one using the Book of Blood to create the leeches and kill the society members? The artist whose work we saw in the abandoned house and the attic? The one who drank Mr. Norris’s blood?”

“And the reason for the WHS’s award-winning flowers,” Sebastian added. “Did they compel her somehow? Is that why she hates them?”

“She’s resistant to sorcery,” Irene countered. “Unless they used old-fashioned methods, like threatening a loved one, I don’t see how they could have forced her to work for them.”

Mortimer folded his arms over his chest. “I have a question. Why did she kill Fuller with her bare hand, if she’s been using magic to murder the others?”

Ves rubbed tiredly at his eyes. “We’re missing a vital piece of the puzzle.”

“You’re right, angel.” Sebastian pushed himself off the wall. “Let’s hope Mrs. Rice has the answers we need. She’s the last WHS member standing—we have to get to her tomorrow and compel her to tell us the full truth. Her life depends on it.”
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It was very late by the time Sebastian and Ves retired to their room in Bonnie’s house. Once Irene had finally dropped them off, they’d retreated to Noct’s chamber in the attic and told him everything that happened. He’d been as confused as Ves about the murderous Dark Young who could also use the magic of the Books, without obvious conflict with her own inborn powers.

“If only your wretched grandfather had just told you what he knows,” Sebastian muttered as he pulled off his socks. “Instead he has to be mysterious. Why?”

Ves paused in the act of removing his collar, clearly giving the answer some thought. The lamp cast yellow light over his features, warming his olive skin and gilding his dark hair. God, he was handsome; Sebastian was unbelievably lucky to share his bed.

“With Mother, it’s always about control,” he said at last. “Grandfather…I don’t know. It may simply be he knows I don’t trust him.”

“If he’d told you the Book was in the hands of another Dark Young, you might not have believed it, but at least you might have been prepared when it turned out to actually be true. And would have gained your trust in the process,” Sebastian countered.

Ves went back to removing his collar. “Most of the people who have trusted him ended up in shallow graves in the woods. So no, it wouldn’t have, because I know better than to take the lure.”

Poor Ves. Sebastian couldn’t imagine going through life unable to believe anything his family told him, with the obvious exception of Noct. True, his own mother had been less than forthcoming, but that had been about what she saw as her duty to keep the secret of the Books. She’d always been there for him and Bonnie, had said what she meant and kept her promises to them.

And of course Father, dead so long now that Sebastian was no longer sure he recalled his face correctly. Any pictures had burned along with Mother, but he remembered a tall man with a warm smile and strong arms, plain-spoken and somewhat bemused at Mother’s bookish ways. Gentle, kind, always there with a helping hand.

“You’re amazing,” Sebastian said aloud.

Ves quirked an eyebrow at him. “What?”

Hard sometimes to put feelings into words. “I just…a lot of people who’ve been through what you have would be bitter. Angry. Noct, too, of course,” he added quickly. “You both had every right to want to tear down the world. But you didn’t.”

A light flush darkened Ves’s cheeks, but he said, “Well, I live in the world, so tearing it down would create some problems for me as well.”

Sebastian laughed. “I suppose it would.” He held out his hand.

Ves, own hands on his buttons, extended a tentacle. Sebastian ran his thumb over its smooth skin, black with hidden iridescence of blue and gold, then bent his head and kissed it.

“What say we put these to good use?” he asked with a wink.
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Ves’s heart beat faster at the naked lust in Sebastian’s voice. The skin along his spine tingled, and an answering ache started in his groin.

“You just want me for my tentacles,” he teased, running one across Sebastian’s hair.

Sebastian grinned. “Well, not just them,” he said, and drew the tip of the one in his hand into his mouth.

The tentacles weren’t inherently erotic, but the sight of Sebastian sucking it like a cock, drawing it in deeper, his mouth warm and tongue clever, was unspeakably arousing.

Ves had spent most of his life hiding what he was. Craving to be human, because he thought that would finally free him from what he thought of as a curse. Let him be normal.

But rather than change himself, he’d just needed to find the right people to be around.

A part of him was still a little hesitant when it came to displaying his tentacles, as though he were doing something wrong. But that part was growing smaller by the day. Certainly it was hard to keep it alive when Sebastian was fellating one of them.

“Undress yourself,” he said. “Then me.”

Sebastian’s eyes lit up—he enjoyed being ordered sometimes, and this was clearly one of those nights. Another thing that didn’t come naturally to Ves, but he was steadily gaining confidence in it as well.

When Sebastian rushed to remove his clothing, Ves said, “Slower.” Sebastian obeyed, revealing his skin inch by inch. Then he turned to Ves, lingering on the buttons, planting kisses as he went, until at last he was on his knees with his hungry mouth on Ves’s cock.

Ves watched for a moment, savoring the sight and feel, before drawing Sebastian to his feet. “I love the way you taste,” Sebastian murmured, and kissed him deep.

They clung to one another, skin against skin, until Ves pushed him back on the bed. He fell back without resistance, stretching out over the covers, his skin flushed with arousal and his cock hard. Ves shoved his legs apart and settled on his knees between them, while Sebastian looked up at him with hungry eyes.

“Fuck me.” Sebastian wriggled teasingly on the bed. “Take me every way you can.”

Ves’s mouth went dry. There were some things he’d wondered if his lover might like, though he’d been too shy to suggest them before. He traced a tentacle along Sebastian’s thigh, skimming teasingly past his balls, then dropping lower. “Every way?”

“Oh hell, yes.” Sebastian shifted eagerly to give him more access. “As much as I can take.”

The Vaseline was in easy reach; Ves slicked it on the tentacle while Sebastian watched hungrily. Then he teased his lover, flicking the tip against his ring, making him writhe and whimper, until at last he pressed it in.

Just a little at first, enough to make Sebastian moan for more. Of course the tentacle thickened quickly, so he went slowly, watching intently for Sebastian’s reactions. He whimpered and gasped, hands balling in the sheets as though he needed something to cling to.

“Yes,” Sebastian said, voice hoarse with pleasure. “More.”

He gave it to him, pressing in deeper, backing off, then easing in again. Sebastian had him pause once or twice while he adjusted, then encouraged him to continue. There was something unbelievably erotic about watching the tentacle disappear into his body, opening him while he cried and begged for more, and Ves’s cock ached with need.

“Oh God.” Sebastian shut his eyes. “I’m so close. I want something in my mouth—please…”

He offered up another tentacle, sliding the tip over Sebastian’s lips. They opened, devoured it greedily, sucking and moaning, hands clenching, hips twitching with the need to thrust. He looked beautiful, sprawled out, utterly taken, and Ves curled the tentacle in his ass, pressing just so…

Sebastian cried out as he came, body arching. Finally, Ves wrapped his hand around his untended cock; it took only a few strokes before he spent himself on Sebastian’s chest and belly.

He slipped free, both of them breathing like a bellows, covered in a fine layer of sweat from the summer air. “Are you all right?” he managed to say after a few minutes.

“Better than all right.” Sebastian half-raised an arm, let it collapse back languidly. “I may never move off this bed again.”

Ves leaned over and kissed him tenderly. “Once we have our own place to live, we’ll spend the whole weekend in bed.”

“Now that sounds lovely.” Sebastian returned the kiss. “We’re so close. One last Book, and then it will finally all be over.”


CHAPTER 21
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January 1, 1854

My dearest Nathaniel,

Happiest of New Year’s, darling! I’m writing this just after midnight, so you will know I came into this year thinking only of you. Particularly of what we did on Christmas Eve, and my desire to do it again as soon as we’re reunited.

I have spent a quiet evening with a few friends in a private room at the Leviathan Inn along the sea road. No, not ‘our’ room, that is reserved in my mind only for you. We’ve had drinks, toasts, and good conversation—we’re all artists of some sort, whether architects, painters, or sculptors. The nature of art has been a popular topic. Everyone has also remarked on my newly shorn hair, though of course I can hardly tell them the truth—the locks have been braided into cord to Bind a series of necromantic Books!

I’m sorry you aren’t here, not just for my sake, but for yours. A New Year’s Gala with Widdershins’s finest—by which I mean, richest—citizens sounds deadly dull. I know, I know—it’s for the good of the town, you need these connections in order to realize your dreams of a museum. I hope you were at least able to raise funds and strike deals, or whatever it is that well-to-do men like yourself do. (I tease! I tease!)

I napped this afternoon, then awoke with the feeling I’d had a strange dream. I can’t recall the details, however, so it probably has nothing to do with the Book of Blood. Otherwise, all has remained as it was before the Binding. So far, our plan has been a complete success, which makes for a wonderful start to this new year. With luck, the remaining Books will give us just as little trouble.

Once all of this is done, we’ll travel for a bit. Perhaps we’ll ring in a future New Year drinking wine in Paris, or in the Piazza San Pietro, or some other place with plenty of history for you and architectural marvels for me.

Yours always,

Alex
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After what happened at the Breakwater Club, Ves didn’t want to leave Noct behind when they visited Mrs. Rice. Time might be of the essence, but if the other Dark Young put in an appearance, having someone else immune to her toxins might make all the difference. Which meant waiting until after dark to visit the Rice home.

Irene and Sebastian both protested, but Mortimer agreed with Ves and Noct, and they eventually gave in. Sebastian used the museum phone to call the Rice house, but reported Mrs. Rice hung up on him. He sent her several telegrams over the course of the afternoon, none of which were answered.

Mr. Tubbs turned up around three o’clock, escorted to the library by one of the security staff who apparently had heard something about the attempt to break in the previous weekend, at least enough to know Tubbs was tangentially involved. Since Sebastian was off sending yet another telegram, Ves agreed to meet with him.

Tubbs seemed meeker than he had before, or at least more subdued, as he followed Ves back to the bindery. Seeing Penelope’s corpse, transformed into a leech, had clearly struck him hard.

“I went to look at Penny’s grave,” he said, once they were seated. “Someone had painted on it, as with Mr. Siewert. It showed…it showed a figure I assume was meant to be her, bursting out of the ground.”

It made a certain amount of sense, if the paintings were part of the magic being used to control the WHS members. “I’m sorry.”

“I scrubbed it off, but I’ll never forget it. Every time I go to visit her grave from now on, I’ll know she isn’t there, that the horrible drawing was there…but at least Perry will never find out.” He wiped at his eyes. “Tell me—has anything else happened?”

He listened carefully while Ves explained what he could of the events of the last two nights. “So Mr. Fuller is dead,” Tubbs said at last, face set in grim lines. “And this woman—you think she’s behind it all?”

“We’re fairly certain of it,” Ves said. “But I must warn you she isn’t….”

He trailed off, trying to decide what to say. He’d glossed over all the details on how Fuller died, or his killer’s appearance.

“Does she have an inhuman heritage?” Tubbs asked, surprising him. At Ves’s expression, he sighed. “I was here in 1902, you know. Does she have the blood of the sea?”

“No. Something else.”

Tubbs straightened his shoulders. “I’m not afraid of her.”

“You should be,” Ves said bluntly. “I⁠—”

The door swung open. “Damn the woman—we’re going to have to go to her house and break down the door,” Sebastian said as he came in. Catching sight of Tubbs, he came to an abrupt halt. “Oh. I didn’t know you were here.”

Tubbs bristled. “And a good thing for me, since you’re clearly hiding something. Whose house? Are you talking about Mrs. Rice?”

“Er…” Sebastian’s eyes cut toward Ves, as if to ask what had been said before he arrived.

Tubbs didn’t miss the look. “I’m not an idiot, you know! All the other WHS members are dead.” He rose to his feet. “Very well—let’s go to her house now.”

“And get arrested by police for breaking and entering in broad daylight?” Sebastian exclaimed. “Absolutely not.”

“After dark, then.” Tubbs’s hands curled into fists, as though expecting a fight. “I won’t be brushed aside. You didn’t have the decency to tell me you were interrogating Fuller or visiting Mrs. Norris, but you are not doing this in secrecy. I have the right to be there.”

This wouldn’t end well, but Ves couldn’t imagine how they’d stop Tubbs from showing up wherever he pleased, short of physically restraining him. “There may be danger, even in talking to an old woman in her home,” he warned.

“I don’t care.” Tubbs picked up his hat and made for the door to the bindery, brushing past Sebastian as he did so. “I will see you gentlemen tonight.”
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As dusk fell, Irene drove them all to the Rice mansion. A few houses down, she slowed long enough for Noct and Ves to both slip out of the auto. They would station themselves on the roof and in the garden, forming a first line of defense if the other Dark Young returned.

“Remember,” Ves said as he climbed out, “if you sense her nearby, do whatever it takes to alert us. Shout, throw something out a window, bang pans together, anything.”

“I’ll stick my head out the nearest window and yell at the top of my lungs,” Sebastian assured him. After seeing what had happened to Fuller, he had no wish to suffer the same fate. “Be careful, angel.”

“You, too.” Then the brothers were gone, vanishing into the growing darkness without so much as a whisper.

When Irene pulled over to the curb in front of the house, Tubbs was already there. Possibly he’d been waiting for hours, determined not to be left out yet again. God, the man was persistent.

“There you are,” he said irritably, as soon as Sebastian opened his door. “Where’s Mr. Rune?”

“Somewhere else,” Sebastian replied shortly. “Let’s try knocking on the door—maybe she’ll let us in voluntarily.”

“I’ll knock.” Irene took the lead. She’d changed into a fashionable dinner dress and a hat sporting an enormous taffeta bow on one side. “Mrs. Rice might be more amenable to speaking to another woman.”

A stern housekeeper in a black dress and crisp white apron answered Irene’s knock. “May I help you?” she asked coldly.

Irene smiled and held out her card. “Miss Irene Endicott, calling on Mrs. Rice. Is she available, by any chance?”

The housekeeper hesitated, gaze skipping past Irene to the rest of them. “And who are they?”

Drat. Sebastian opened his mouth, intending to spin the first lie that came to mind, but Tubbs spoke first.

“Paul Tubbs. I’m—I was—Penelope’s brother-in-law,” he said curtly. “Please tell Mrs. Rice that I know Penny was killed by sorcery, and I won’t leave this property until I get some answers. If she calls the police, I’ll—I’ll chain myself to the fence!”

Mortimer sighed loudly. The housekeeper looked shocked, but only said “Wait here,” before shutting the door in their faces.

“Mr. Tubbs,” Sebastian began.

“Don’t you ‘Mr. Tubbs’ me!” he exclaimed. “I’m done with this—this insanity! Rulkowski died rather than tell us what the hell—excuse my language, Miss Endicott—is happening, and I’m tired of it. I will find out why Penny died, who killed her, and why they disturbed her eternal rest one way or another!”

The door swung open, revealing the housekeeper again. “Follow me. Mrs. Rice will see you in the parlor.”

She must have realized the only way to get rid of them once and for all was to grant them an audience. Even so, Sebastian was a bit surprised she’d given in so easily.

The parlor was just off the front door, a large, airy room stuffed with vases of cut flowers: hydrangeas the size of bowling balls, great spears of delphinium, and white roses like banks of drifting snow. A portrait on the wall showed what must have been the Rice family in happier times: a plain-looking woman and man in late middle age, sitting together on a couch. A younger man who resembled them posed behind the couch, one hand on each of their shoulders. Judging by the style of their clothes, it was at least twenty years old, painted before the murder that took the son, the heart trouble that blotted out the husband.

An older version of the woman in the portrait sat in a chair beneath it, her back straight as a steel rod. She matched the bouquets in the vases, with light blue eyes, white hair, and a pale purple dress. Her gaze passed over each of them and clearly found them wanting. “Introduce yourselves,” she ordered.

They did so. Her gaze lingered on Sebastian, and she said, “You’re a very impertinent man. I should report you to the police for harassing me with your telegrams.”

Sebastian didn’t bother to keep his frustration hidden. “We’re trying to save your life!”

She lifted a tea cup to her lips. “My life isn’t in danger,” she said with such simple conviction he found he believed her. “I wouldn’t ordinarily reward such rudeness, but I suppose Mr. Tubbs deserves some answers.”

Tubbs shot him a triumphant look. “Thank you, Mrs. Rice.”

“Don’t thank me.” She pointed to the chairs and sofa. “Sit.”

They obeyed, Irene and Mortimer on the sofa, Sebastian in the chair closest to Mrs. Rice, and Tubbs directly facing her. She took another sip of her tea, eyeing them over the cup’s rim. “Are you certain you wish to know, Mr. Tubbs? I speak from experience when I say that knowledge isn’t always a comfort, and you may not enjoy hearing what I have to say.”

He nodded firmly. “I want to know.”

She put her cup down. “Then I will tell you.”


CHAPTER 22
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“The membership of the Widdershins Horticultural Society is, for the most part, carefully curated,” Mrs. Rice said. A clock ticked softly on the wall, filling in the gaps between her words. “The old families have no interest in such benign pursuits, if you will excuse me saying so, Mr. Waite.”

“I can hardly be angry at you for speaking the truth,” he replied with an elegant shrug.

To Sebastian’s surprise, a tiny smile appeared on her lips for a moment, before vanishing again. “At the same time, the society wishes to uphold certain standards. Our annual membership fee ensures a certain quality of applicants and keeps out time-wasters.”

They only wanted members of their own social class, in other words. “Of course,” Sebastian said, as neutrally as possible. Even so, the look she gave him suggested she wasn’t fooled by his tone.

“I only mention this because we do make exceptions.” Mrs. Rice reached out to the nearest vase and plucked a white rose from the arrangement. “The most recent was a young artist who came to our attention: Miss Victoria Zimmerman.”

Sebastian sat forward slightly. An artist—that explained the paintings on the walls.

“Daniel—Mr. Rulkowski—originally hired her to illustrate his manuscript on orchids,” Mrs. Rice went on. “He showed us the paintings at one of the meetings, and we were all very impressed by her skill. Ian Fuller had some exotic plants he’d brought back from distant lands, and wanted color illustrations he could send to other botanists with whom he was corresponding. She was a portrait painter as well, which one needs even in this era of photographs.”

The portrait on Mrs. Norris’s wall had been the one thing not destroyed in the room. “Was Miss Zimmerman…unusual in any way?” he asked carefully.

“Not then,” Mrs. Rice said in a tone that indicated she knew exactly what he meant. “She was simply a brilliant artist who was flattered when the WHS offered her a complimentary membership. Naturally, once she accepted, it would be gauche for her to charge her fellow members for her work.”

“You offered her a membership so you didn’t have to pay for her art.”

“Well, not me. I had no need of a new portrait. What would it show—a lonely old woman, her husband and only child long dead? I prefer to remember happier times.” She didn’t turn to look at the portrait behind her, but Sebastian’s gaze strayed to it nonetheless. “And of course, the others told her they’d recommend her to their friends. Her illustrations would be featured in our publications, seen by people outside of Widdershins, and perhaps she would eventually gain commissions that way.”

Sebastian’s fingernails dug into his palm. Rulkowski, Norris, all of them lived in mansions, had money to burn, yet were so greedy they schemed to avoid paying a young artist. He wanted to snap at Mrs. Rice, to demand some justification for their behavior, but he couldn’t risk getting thrown out before she told them the whole sorry story.

“Things might have gone on as usual for some time to come, if not for the Midwinter Flower Show.” She plucked one of the petals off the rose and let it fall to the floor. “It had been a decade since we so much as placed, and Daniel in particular was eager to create an orchid display so spectacular it couldn’t be ignored. To give credence to his manuscript, I assume. We bandied about some ideas, and then Ian told us about a tree he found during his journeys. A very special tree.”

Irene frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I only saw it once—that was enough.” Another petal fell from Mrs. Rice’s fingers. “At first glance, it seemed as though it was indeed a tree, though a very odd looking one. Some distant relative of a weeping willow, perhaps. But then one saw the mouths.”

“Mouths,” Tubbs repeated, as though unsure he’d heard correctly.

“The abominable thing was almost as much animal as plant.” She shuddered. “Ian said he’d found it as a sapling in some distant Germanic valley. It wasn’t rooted yet, and walked on four twig-like legs. He doted on the awful creature, brought it back with him and settled it in the center of the hedge maze on his property. It grew over the years, feeding on squirrels and birds and God knows what else. And every plant he put near it flourished, even those not meant for this climate.”

She tore off another petal, then another, the corners of her mouth tight with disgust. “I couldn’t believe he was hiding such a hideous thing on his estate—but then, Ian always loved the exotic, and this was as exotic as a plant could be. Since we could hardly transplant our entire gardens, he suggested taking a bit of its sap and mixing it with water, like some sort of liquid fertilizer. He tried it on his own plants first, and, well.” She yanked another petal off viciously. “As you can see, the results couldn’t be argued with.”

Sebastian’s head spun. Was the tree a Dark Young? But what about Victoria?

“You cheated to win the Midwinter Flower Show,” Mortimer said.

Tubbs bristled. “Penny would never do such a thing. There—there must be another explanation!”

Mrs. Rice continued to decimate the enormous rose. “I told you knowledge isn’t always a comfort, Mr. Tubbs. But we haven’t arrived at the worst of it. Using the sap, we dominated the flower show. Everyone wanted to know how our flowers could grow so big, be so healthy. We made noise about proprietary methods of fertilization and left them wondering. And when we returned from Boston, Ian held a victory party in his garden.”

Her hands trembled as she dropped more petals onto the drift growing at her feet. “Thank God for my age. It was March, the outside weather too chilly for me, the hour too late. I stayed home. But all the others went, including Victoria. From what I understand, they drank heavily that night, toasting our wins. Then someone, I’m not certain who, asked Ian if he had tested the tree’s sap on something other than vegetable matter.”

The fine hairs on the back of Sebastian’s neck stood up. “You didn’t.”

“I did not, as I said.” Her cool blue eyes met his. “But yes. They began to speculate as to what the sap would do. If it might heal disease, lengthen life. Perhaps even grant immortality. Victoria was quite drunk by then, and, well, she was never really one of us, was she?”

Tubbs swallowed thickly. “Penny…she would never…”

“But she did,” Mrs. Rice shot back viciously. “She and Ian and Daniel and Olivia and David, all of them did. They led that stupid girl to the tree and convinced her to drink the sap. It made her into a monster.”

Irene’s eyes were hard as diamonds. “I’d say she was the only one there who wasn’t a monster.”

“Perhaps not then, but she’s become one now. Not that I blame her.” Mrs. Rice shook her head. “I don’t know how she’s killing them—magic, I suppose. But I’m certain you can now see why she’s doing it, and why none of the others told you. They didn’t want to expose their shame, deluded themselves into thinking they could handle her without telling anyone else what they did.” She let the rose, plucked bare of all its petals, tumble from her hands to the floor. “And now they’re dead. It’s finished.”
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Ves stared out the window as Irene drove them back through the streets of Widdershins. The others had filled in Noct and him, and neither of them knew what to say.

They did have a sibling here in Widdershins, but it wasn’t Victoria. Ian Fuller and the WHS had used the Dark Young in the garden to assuage first their petty vanity, then their cruelty. And Victoria had paid the price.

No wonder she had turned to the Book of Blood for help. She’d probably been hiding in the abandoned neighborhood when it awoke and called to her pain. As for what it had promised…

The same thing Fagerlie, the Professor of the School of Night, had promised himself and Noct, when they first came to Widdershins. To remove their tainted blood, to make them human.

But if any blood in their veins was tainted, it came from their mother, not the Lord of the Forest.

The thought struck him with a strange sort of clarity. He’d spent so much of his life wanting to get rid of the best part of himself. Believing that removing it would finally make everything all right.

No more. Thank the trees it wasn’t even a real option.

Victoria wouldn’t feel that way, obviously. And in her case, since she’d been born human and then mutated by the magic of the Dark Young’s sap, perhaps she could be restored to her original form.

As if reading his mind, Sebastian said, “Irene, Noct, do you think the magic of the Book really can cure her? Overwhelm and destroy the effects of the sap?”

“I can’t say.” Irene’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “It’s possible. But transformations aren’t always reversible. If we can get her to surrender the Book, maybe she can come to the estate where we can examine her properly.”

“We have to try,” Noct said. “And we have to find our sibling, especially with Fuller dead. If it’s rooted in one place, it’s vulnerable to anyone who comes along.”

Ves shifted restlessly. Hopefully they’d be able to find Victoria, reason with her, now that her revenge was complete. “How did Mr. Tubbs take the news his sister-in-law had been involved?”

“Not well.” Sebastian leaned against him. “At first he didn’t want to believe it, but at the end there, I think he knew Mrs. Rice was telling the truth. He looked rather lost when we left him standing on the sidewalk out front.”

“Penelope certainly paid for her sins. I wouldn’t wish her death on anyone.” Irene considered a moment. “Almost anyone.”

They dropped Mortimer off in front of his boarding house, then continued on to Bonnie’s. “Come to the estate tonight?” Irene asked Noct casually as she pulled to the curb.

Noct’s cheeks turned pink. “I’d like that.”

Sebastian and Ves climbed out, watching as the auto sped away into the dark. Sebastian’s fingers curled around his. “One thing bothers me,” he said.

Ves glanced up at him. “Only one?”

“Well, one in particular.” Sebastian’s hazel eyes were speculative behind the lenses of his glasses. “Victoria spent so much time and effort to force the WHS members to bring about their own deaths. Until Fuller. Was something different about him? Or did something happen to change her mind?”

“With any luck, we’ll be able to ask her.”

“You think she can be reasoned with, then?”

“I certainly hope so.” He gave Sebastian’s fingers a squeeze as they went in through the gate. The house was silent and dark, save for the glow of a light in the sitting room. All of the children except baby Clara had left that afternoon, invited to join a neighboring family on a short trip to Salem. No doubt Bonnie was grateful for the reprieve.

As they let themselves in, Mrs. Adams called from the direction of the sitting room. “In here, gentlemen.”

What was she doing here this time of night? She usually visited during the day, though maybe Bonnie had wanted some company in the evening with the children gone.

Ves left his coat on and followed Sebastian to the sitting room door. His lover’s gasp was the only warning he got before looking inside.

Bonnie lay on the couch, sleeping peacefully. Clara was snuggled securely against her, also deeply asleep. A man Ves didn’t recognize perched on the arm of the couch, casually holding a knife to Bonnie’s throat, while a second pointed a gun at Sebastian in the doorway.

Mrs. Adams occupied the rocking chair. Gone were her widow’s weeds, replaced by the heavy robes and stiff collar of an Elizabethan scholar, and she gripped a blackthorn wizard’s staff in her gnarled hand.

“Allow me to properly introduce myself at last, “she said. “I’m Caroline Adams, the Chancellor of the School of Night.”


CHAPTER 23
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All the blood in Sebastian’s veins seemed to turn to water. His mind raced and his scars tingled. He could break the bones of the man holding the knife—but no, the other one would shoot. The one with the gun—if he could slash his flesh…the man with the knife would slit Bonnie’s throat.

The Chancellor watched them, a small smile of triumph on her lips, as if she knew Sebastian’s frantic thoughts. “Come inside, Mr. Rune. I have something special prepared for you.”

For the first time, Sebastian noticed the cage sitting in the corner. “The bars are silver-plated,” the Chancellor said. “You’re going to take off all your clothes and get inside.”

“What have you done to Bonnie?” Sebastian demanded.

“What have I done?” The Chancellor raised a gray brow. “Very little. This is all the work of my protégé, your niece Helen. Though she thought the poppets I taught her to make would bring back her wretched father. A shame she couldn’t be here to see her handiwork—she really does have a talent for sorcery.”

Sebastian’s pulsed pounded in his head. The direct approach had failed the School of Night, so what better way to get close without being seen than to pose as a harmless old woman? None of them had suspected her. “What do you want?”

“At the moment, I want Mr. Rune to disrobe and get in his cage.” Her eyes went hard as flint. “Otherwise, things will get very messy for dear Bonnie.”

“All right.” Ves held up his hands and eased around Sebastian. “I’m going.”

“Not too close, if you please,” the Chancellor said. “Move slowly.”

Helplessly, Sebastian watched as Ves stripped to his underwear. “More,” the Chancellor said. “I don’t want to give you anything to shield yourself from the silver. Don’t worry, I was generous enough to leave the floor of the cage unplated.”

Ves finished stripping, then climbed into the cage, dark eyes hot with anger. The Chancellor tossed a padlock in his direction. “Lock yourself in.”

He did so, hissing when his fingers accidentally brushed the silver bars. Sebastian’s mind raced, trying to come up with something, anything, to get them out of the situation. “What do you want?” he asked again.

“Really, Mr. Rath, you aren’t that stupid, are you?” She rose to her feet, and though she was short and stooped, her presence radiated confidence and power. “You will take me to where the rest of the Books are hidden. Your presence will satisfy the protections on the library, allowing us to enter and retrieve them. Once I have them in hand and am safely away, your family and Mr. Rune will be released unharmed.”

Sebastian didn’t believe that for a moment. He needed to play for time—with luck, some opportunity would present itself. If only Noct had come with them, instead of going to the estate with Irene.

But Noct and Irene were speeding away oblivious, and no one else was coming. Squaring his shoulders, he said, “Very well. I accept your terms.”
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The guard with the gun followed Sebastian and the Chancellor outside. “I wouldn’t try anything,” she informed him, as if speaking of the weather. “If my other man inside hears a scuffle out here, he’s to kill your sister without hesitation.”

Sebastian ground his teeth together. She’d outwitted him at every turn, but maybe he’d find a way to turn the tables on her before it was too late. “I’m not going to risk Bonnie.”

“That’s what I’m counting on.”

A coach waited on the street outside, drawn by black horses. A footman sprang down from his perch, opened the door, and helped the Chancellor in. “Bind Mr. Rath, if you please,” she ordered.

The footman took out a length of rope and tied Sebastian’s hands in front of him with the ease and swiftness of a man who had done such a thing many times before. “Not recruiting the cream of the crop, are you?” he asked, and the footman gave him a dirty look.

“I disagree,” the Chancellor replied smoothly as the footman boosted him—none too gently—into the coach. “An expertise in kidnapping can come in quite handy in a servant. Now sit across from me and don’t move.”

The gunman headed back toward the house as the door was shut. The coach creaked under the weight of the footman returning to his post, and they began to move forward accompanied by the clop of hooves.

Sebastian took in his surroundings, hoping for something he could use as a weapon…but there was nothing. He might be able to hurt the Chancellor, perhaps even kill her if he could use the Book of Flesh’s power to slash open her throat. But it wasn’t just his own life he was gambling with, and the footman and driver were surely armed. He might kill her, then be gunned down trying to flee, which meant Bonnie and Ves would die. Perhaps even Clara, if the guards were hard enough men.

God. This was a disaster. There had to be some way out…but he couldn’t think of it.

The School of Night had won.
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Ves crouched in the cage, arms around his legs, back bent so his chin rested on his knees to keep any part of him from brushing the hateful silver.

The man with the knife had relaxed enough to remove it from Bonnie’s neck. After a brief discussion, ignoring Ves all the while, the two guards decided to play cards to pass the time. They sat to either side of the table that usually held the lamp, their weapons close at hand. Every few moments, one or the other would glance in his direction, making sure he hadn’t moved.

Ves was fast…but he wasn’t fast enough to break out of the cage and prevent them from killing Bonnie at the same time. Possibly Clara as well, if they were truly heartless.

His thighs and back ached from remaining in one position for too long. As a child, his mother had forced him to stand or march for hours on end as punishment for various infractions, real or imagined. The pain now bore him back to the pain then, and a similar helpless feeling bubbled up inside.

He’d sat on the beach beside the Chancellor, held yarn for her, and never imagined for an instant that she was anything but a friendly old lady. How had he not seen?

But none of the others had seen, either. If Bonnie and Sebastian trusted her, why shouldn’t he? They were better at interacting with people, more used to doing so. If she’d fooled them, what hope had he had?

And now Bonnie and Clara lay in an enchanted sleep, the source of which had been created and brought into the house by nine-year-old Helen. The poor child; he could only hope she never knew what she’d done. Especially if things went badly.

Which they would. The Chancellor had no intention of letting any of them survive. She’d take the Books, kill Sebastian, then order the rest of them killed as well.

Gods of the wood, Sebastian. What was he going through even now? If the Chancellor’s plan worked, they’d both die alone and in pain. And Ves didn’t know how to keep it from happening.

A faint thump sounded from somewhere above.

The two guards heard it as well. “What was that?” one asked.

“A squirrel?” guessed the other.

“At night?”

“A raccoon, then.”

There came a series of creaks, as though someone was walking across the floor over their heads.

The guard with the gun came to his feet. “Someone’s up there.”

“But we checked the place,” the other argued. “It’s just the house settling.”

Ves’s ears strained for any sound. Could Noct have returned for some reason? Maybe he’d forgotten something, and Irene had brought the car back and realized they were in trouble?

A loud crash made everyone jump. “Fuck it,” said the guard with the knife. “Stay here and keep an eye on the prisoner. Shoot him if he so much as twitches.”

Ves tensed as the guard left with his knife out and ready. That left only the gunman in here; much better odds. If he could tear his way free, the guard might concentrate on stopping him and leave Bonnie alone. So long as the bullets didn’t hit anything immediately fatal, he’d probably survive.

The stairs creaked under the first guard’s weight. Ves tracked him by the sound of his steps, going down the hall, checking first one bedroom, then the next. It sounded as though he halted a few moments in the bathroom. Then footsteps retraced his path, but the tread was less heavy, the gait subtly different.

“Was it anything?” the gunman yelled.

No answer. Frowning slightly, the guard started to step out into the hall.

“Hey!” Ves yelled.

Startled, the gunman turned toward Ves—and the gun exploded in his hand.

Ves shielded himself from the flying shrapnel, prayed none of it hit Bonnie or Clara. The man collapsed to the floor, moaning in agony, his hand gone and blood covering his upper body. A moment later, the swift flick of a knife ended his cries.

Lenore Rune straightened, bloodied blade in her hand. She turned to Ves, and the smile on her lips turned his blood to ice.

“Hello, son,” she said. “Glad to see me?”
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The coach rattled through the streets of Widdershins, moving at a brisk pace but not quickly enough to attract attention. Not that many people were out this late on a Thursday night, at least in this part of the city. Lightning flickered across the distant horizon, and clouds raced to cover the stars.

Sebastian’s thoughts chased themselves in circles. The museum—once they arrived, there had to be something he could do. The library was a maze; if he could get away from the Chancellor and her men, he could hide among the stacks where they couldn’t find him.

But then what? She had to be in contact with the guards at the house, either magically or otherwise. Would she simply send word to start killing hostages until Sebastian surrendered?

There had to be some way out of this. Had to be.

His scars came to life, burning and tugging. Victoria was nearby.

Sebastian held still, barely daring to breathe. What did this mean? Did she just happen to be close, or⁠—

A heavy weight struck the top of the coach.

The footman only had time to scream—and keep screaming, even as his body tumbled past the window and into the street. Spooked, the horses broke into a run, while the driver shouted imprecations.

Then he began to scream, too.

“If your friends have come to rescue you, I’ll flay your sister alive before I kill her,” the Chancellor snarled. Gripping her blackthorn staff, she clung to the seat, while the coach swayed wildly. Seemingly undisturbed by the fact the horses were out of control, she began to chant in a low, guttural tone. Pale light sprang up around her, and she lifted her free hand.

The coach’s window shattered as an arm like a tree branch punched through. Eyes going wide with shock at the failure of her spell, the Chancellor barely had time to turn before she was torn out of the coach.

Sebastian’s heart pounded in his ears, nearly drowning out the thunder of hooves, the frantic neighing of the horses. He needed to do something, to jump free or⁠—

One of the coach’s wheels struck a curb. The entire conveyance tipped to one side, seemed to hang perfectly balanced for an eternal moment—then went over.

Sebastian could only fling his bound hands in front of him as he was hurled into the side. Glass shattered, wood splintered, and his head bounced off the roof so hard he saw stars. The whole world seemed to slide, taking him along helplessly for the ride.

Eventually, it ground to a stop. The sound of hooves receded—the coach’s tongue must have snapped, letting the horses continue their panicked dash while the conveyance was left behind.

Sebastian blinked something—blood?—out of his eyes. His head ached, and he felt queasy, but he didn’t think anything was broken. He just needed to rest for a few moments…

The coach door was ripped away above him. He managed to lift his pounding skull a few inches, saw Victoria’s half-human, half-tree face above him.

“Victoria?” he mumbled, confused. What had happened? He was tied up…

“You know my name,” she said, sounding impossibly far away to his ringing ears. “Then you know what I must do.”

She grabbed him with both hands, human and wood, and then he was flying up at a great speed, until darkness closed in around him and he knew nothing more.


CHAPTER 24
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Ves’s mouth went dry with fear, though he was careful to let none of it show on his face. Mother was here, and he was trapped in a cage. She could kill Bonnie and Clara long before he could break free, so above all else, he needed to keep her attention on him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

She stepped over the fallen body. Rather than her usual simple dress, she wore a cycling costume to allow more freedom of movement. Her dark hair was twisted into a crown of braids, shot through with silver.

“I appear to be saving your life,” she said, bending over to study Bonnie’s sleeping face.

“How did you know it needed saving? And are you going to let me out?”

She straightened and moved away from Bonnie, as he’d hoped. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you and Nocturn, you know that. Mrs. Adams, as she styled herself, had a startling number of visitors late at night, when women her age are usually fast asleep. Clearly she was into something, but who in this town isn’t? Far be it from me to interfere with another sorceress, so long as she doesn’t interfere with me.”

He didn’t believe for a moment that she hadn’t known Mrs. Adams was the Chancellor all along. He’d bet all the coin in Widdershins she’d captured, interrogated, and killed at least one of those late-night visitors. She’d been waiting for this moment like a spider in her web, and it didn’t matter whose life she put at risk in the meantime.

“So why act now?” he asked, as she picked up the key to the padlock from where the Chancellor had left it on the mantlepiece.

“Because this afternoon, a cart appeared at her house, loaded up a good number of interesting crates, and departed.” Mother knelt and unlocked the padlock before tossing it aside. “It couldn’t have been more clear that she planned to abandon the house at the right moment, and to do so with both haste and efficiency. It wasn’t difficult to guess she’d done something you might need my help to undo.”

She swung open the door, and Ves crawled out, careful not to touch the silver bars. His clothing lay in a careless pile, and he began to dress quickly. “The Chancellor said something about using poppets to send Bonnie and Clara to sleep.”

“We need to find and burn them, then.”

“She’s taken Sebastian.” He pulled up his trousers. “We have to stop her from getting the Books.”

“And leave these two sleeping, helpless?” Mother asked, and trailed one fingernail lightly over Bonnie’s cheek.

Damn it. They might be fine…or the Chancellor might send another of her men with a message to kill everyone in the house. Even though he wanted nothing more than to run to Sebastian, he couldn’t take the risk.

He couldn’t believe he was asking Mother for help…but her expertise as a sorceress was unmatched. “Where would such poppets be hidden?”

“Somewhere unlikely to be disturbed. Did the Chancellor hide them herself?”

Poor Helen. Thank the trees the rest of the children were away for the night. “No, it was a member of the household.”

“The girl child with the dark hair? I saw her go in and out of the Chancellor’s house more than once.” Mother tapped a long nail against her bottom lip in thought. “Somewhere not too high up, then.”

“Under a bed?”

“That’s where I would put it, especially if I were a small child who could fit underneath easily.” She took a step toward the door. “I’ll help you search.”

He wanted her out of the house…but Sebastian’s life was still in danger, and the sooner they finished here, the better. “Thank you,” he forced himself to say.

They passed the bathroom on the way up; the other guard lay dead in the tub. “I thought it would be easier for poor Mrs. Rath to clean up later,” Mother said, following his gaze. “The sitting room will need quite the scrubbing, though.”

“That was thoughtful of you,” he said, a bit surprised.

“Children do make such a mess, I’m sure she has quite enough to do as it is.”

Ves generally stayed out of Bonnie’s bedroom, except when helping clean. It was comfortable but crowded, especially with the baby’s crib. While Mother investigated the crib, he tore the bed clothes away and threw them in a pile, then heaved up the mattress to expose the box spring.

There—tied with red thread to one of the springs was a doll made from knotted yarn, with human hair woven in. He ripped it off and held it up. “I found one.”

Mother had pulled the small mattress off the crib and flipped it over. A clumsy repair showed underneath; she took her knife and sliced it open to reveal another, smaller poppet tucked inside.

“What about the rest of the children?” Ves asked. Another thought struck him. “Or Sebastian and me?”

“She would have used your poppets if she had them, though I doubt the magic would have worked on you,” Mother replied. “My guess is you’ll find them in the other children’s beds as well. But, as they’re not in immediate danger, those can wait for now.” She studied the poppet closely. “The girl does have talent. Keep her away from the Endicotts.”

“She thought she was casting a spell to bring back her father,” Ves said. “He left without saying goodbye.”

“Much like someone else I know,” she replied, giving him a cutting look.

It wasn’t the same, he told himself as he led the way back downstairs to the fireplace. He and Noct had run for their lives, their freedom, their souls. Jeremy had been in the midst of sneaking away even before Sebastian attacked him. Yet he felt irrationally guilty, because he knew their desertion had hurt their grandfather deeply. As for Mother…who knew what she felt, other than rage.

They threw the poppets into the fireplace, and Mother lit them with a word. The flame sprang up at her command, rapidly consuming the two dolls of yarn and hair.

Behind them, Clara began to cry.

Ves hurried to the couch as Bonnie blinked in confusion. Looking up, she mumbled, “Ves? How long have I been asleep?” Then her eyes went to Mother. “Who is that?”

“I’m Lenore Rune, Vesper’s mother,” she said with a warmth that sent up warning bells in Ves’s head, because he knew it wasn’t real.

Bonnie was no fool; she immediately clutched the wailing Clara to her and struggled to sit up. “What is she doing here? What’s going on?” Her eyes went to the dead man on the floor and she let out a cry of horror.

“There’s no time to explain—Sebastian’s in danger,” Ves said quickly. “The School of Night put a spell on you and Clara so you’d sleep and they could use you as hostages without any trouble. For now, you need to take the baby and get out of the house.”

“I can go to Mrs. Adams.”

Ves winced. “I’m afraid she’s one of them. I’ll explain later, I swear. For now, try to get to the Endicott estate—they’ll pay for a taxi. Noct and Irene are there, and you’ll be safe. Tell them the Chancellor is taking Sebastian to the museum to get the Books.”

Bonnie looked as though she had more questions, but only said, “All right. Please, Ves, keep my brother safe.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“We will do what we can,” Mother corrected.

Ves straightened and turned to face her. Every instinct screamed that she was up to no good, that this was some kind of trap.

“You need me, Vesper,” she said, seeing his reluctance. “While you waste time with solving murders and working a job like a common human, I spend my hours far more wisely. I know so much more about this town than you ever will.”

This was the reason she and Grandfather had withheld what they knew about the Books and the School of Night. So that, when the right moment came, she had something to hold over his head and compel him to do what she wanted.

But why? What was she after?

It didn’t matter. Sebastian’s life was at stake. They had to reach the library before the Chancellor could get her hands on the Books, because she’d kill him the moment she had them.

“All right,” he said. “Let’s go.”

[image: ]


Consciousness returned like a scolded child, drawing closer in fits and starts, hovering around the edges of Sebastian’s brain until at last he opened his eyes.

His head ached abominably, and he was lying on his back on an unyielding surface that did nothing to cushion his poor skull. He tried to lift a hand, but found it tied down to his side.

The only light came from a kerosene lantern sitting to one side on a path of crushed oyster shell. Above, the night sky was completely covered by clouds, and thunder growled not far off. A tall hedge sporting pink flowers surrounded the space he was in, and he realized he was tied to a marble bench in a sort of circular clearing.

And in the very center was a tree.

Four trunks sank their roots into the earth, joining together into a single thick stem about three feet off the ground. The bark was oddly shiny, and black as oil in the lantern light. Its many branches hung down like those of a weeping willow, leafy and green. They moved independently of the wind, and when they shifted, he glimpsed row after row of small mouths, each filled with a forest of teeth.

A Dark Young.

The sight shocked him; after interacting with Ves and Noct, he’d somehow imagined all Dark Young would have some human qualities. But no human had contributed to this one’s ancestry. Had the All-Mother shaped it from some seed of pollen or drifting flower, let it sprout in whatever far-off place Fuller had found it as a sapling?

Despite its alienness, there was something strangely beautiful in its swaying branches, its delicate leaves. He could understand why a man like Fuller, driven to explore the world in search of exotic plants, would have collected it.

Victoria had brought him here—he remembered that much. There had been a coach accident, the Chancellor…

Bonnie, Clara, and Ves were in danger.

He yanked at his bindings, but the ropes were tied too well. He had to get out of here, had to⁠—

Victoria stepped through the gap in what must be the hedge maze Mrs. Rice had told them about.

She’d thrown aside her cloak, and the lantern light revealed her in full. The single, horn-like branch curved toward the sky, and her green eye glowed with a firefly’s radiance. What little clothing she retained was tattered and torn, stabbed through with small branches on her inhuman side. What looked like roots crawled over her skin, both bark and human, and both legs ended in goatish hooves instead of feet. Vines sprouted from the wooden side of her back, lashing the air like tentacles.

In her hands, she held a heavy tome bound in leather the precise shade of dried blood. Veins bulged from its cover, seeming to pulse as if it were in some way alive.

His scars sang with its nearness and hers, and he could tell from her expression she felt the same pull. “Victoria,” he said, tugging ineffectually at his bonds. “Mrs. Rice told us what happened—I’m not your enemy!”

“I don’t consider you one.” She drew closer, then reached out and gently brushed a lock of hair from his face. “You’re my salvation.”

His heart drummed in his chest. “I don’t know what the Book of Blood has told you, or shown you, however it communicates, but it’s lying. It doesn’t have your best interests at heart, I promise.”

She snatched her hand back as if burned. “Yet you’re using the other Books. I can feel them on you! You just want to keep the power for yourself.”

“That’s not true. It—it’s complicated!” He struggled, just as uselessly as before. “Let me go—my sister, my baby niece, they’re in danger now that you’ve killed the Chancellor.”

“Of the university?”

“No—a cult—it doesn’t matter.” Victoria was immune to his powers; he had to get her to listen to him. “We’ll help you, my friends and I. We know sorcerers who can undo this, if you want. Or not, if you don’t!”

“How could I possibly want this?” she snarled, leaning in so he could get a close look at her face, at smooth human skin meeting a seam of bark. “Save your lies. With the help of your blood and the Book, I’m going to cleanse this taint from my flesh and end this living nightmare.”

“My…blood?” He swallowed heavily. This wasn’t good, not good at all.

She smiled, her mouth stretching wider and wider, opening into a terrible gape. From under her tongue extended a long proboscis, far more delicate than those of the leeches but just as deadly.

Then she bent her head, and with a sting like a sliver of ice, pierced his skin.


CHAPTER 25
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Ves stared at the wreckage of the coach in despair.

They’d hurried along the most direct route to the museum, only to find the body of the footman lying to one side of the road. Like Fuller, he’d clearly died of some terrible poison, his skin blistered and swollen, foam on his lips. The driver was a few hundred feet farther along, followed by the Chancellor. For all her magic, all her scheming, in the end she’d been as vulnerable as any other human to Victoria’s toxic touch.

Then the wrecked coach, the horses long gone. A splotch of blood marked the interior, but there was no sign of Sebastian.

“Why?” he asked, not expecting any answers. “Why did Victoria attack the coach? Did she know the Chancellor was after the Books, including hers? Why did she take Sebastian? Where did she take him?”

“Victoria?” Mother asked. “Is that the creature’s name?”

Of course she knew. Damn her and Grandfather both. “Then you’ve seen her.”

“Only from a distance. As I said, I know more about what happens in this town than most.” She surveyed the wreckage of the coach with a clinical dispassion. “For instance, I know there’s another Dark Young, nestled within the heart of a poison maze.”

“And you didn’t think to say anything about it,” he said bitterly.

Thunder growled off in the distance, warning of an approaching storm. “I spent many a year locating a wood where your progenitor walked. I doubt any other living human is as finely attuned to traces of the All-Mother, the Black Goat with a Thousand Young, including the passage of said Young. Your presence is whispered in the very wind, the song of birds, the pattern of ivy growing on a wall. Perhaps I should have instructed you in the art, but it didn’t seem useful at the time.”

Because the world was supposed to have ended. But that was old news, over and done with. “Do you know where Victoria is, then?”

“Possibly.” Mother met his gaze, her dark eyes calculating. “But I will want something in exchange.”

His body felt strangely distant, as though this was all some terrible dream. Just like when Grandfather spoke to him with such hurt, as though nothing bad had ever happened in their household, as if his childhood had held no horrors. He was frozen, unable to escape, able only to endure.

No good could come from agreeing with her request. Except Sebastian’s life hung in the balance.

“If you’re wrong, and she kills Sebastian, I will be your enemy forever,” he managed to say, despite all the old instincts to appease her, to never speak too harshly for fear of what she might do.

Grandfather would have been hurt. But she merely gave him an assessing look. “Of course, my darling. I would never expect you to make such an agreement otherwise.”

“So what do you want?”

“I haven’t decided yet.” She took a step closer. “So, do we have a deal?”

“…Yes.”
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As when Mrs. Norris had fed from him, Sebastian found himself swept away into the chaos of Victoria’s memories the moment her proboscis slipped into a vein.

A collage of images and impressions: drawing, honing her craft, illustrations becoming better and better. Rulkowski smiling with pleasure as she handed over the latest painting of one of his orchids.

Being drawn into the society’s circle. Sitting in on meetings, though she’d never been a voting member, oh no, never that.

So many important people, rich people, all of them wanting her paintings. Her father was a fisherman, her mother a seamstress, yet here she was now, sitting in lavish rooms, drinking wines said to be among the best in the world, though she couldn’t tell the difference between them.

Painting portraits, and yes, the paints and canvases cost so much, but it would all be worth it in the end. Important people would see her work; money was just around the corner. Soon, soon, she’d be able to pay her rent without flinching, be able to move into a boarding house where she didn’t have to put a chair beneath the broken doorknob to keep drunken men out.

Soon.

The Midwinter Flower Show. It was important to them, therefore important to her.

Looking upon the tree for the first time—both revolting and fascinating, and her hands itched to draw it. Fuller’s strange gentleness, murmuring to the thing while he made a small cut in its bark and drew off the sap.

She hadn’t been able to afford to travel to Boston for the show, but they returned with photographs and stories of their triumph. Recognition, fame, and of course the monetary prizes for their sap-treated flowers, as though any of them needed more in the bank.

Still, she was so excited when they invited her to celebrate with them. Fuller insisted on including the tree—he’d installed a tap to draw off more sap, and spoke to it lovingly all evening. It caressed him with its branches in turn, though how much it could understand or comprehend Victoria didn’t know.

Fine wine, scotch, brandy, all flowing like water. Soon she didn’t even feel the cold March night through her thin, worn coat.

Siewert was the one to ruin everything. He bragged endlessly of his machines, from those in his factories to the automobile he drove everywhere, no matter how short the distance.

“If it does the plants such good,” he said, slurring his words as he gestured toward the sap collection bucket, “what would it do for us?”

“It would cure disease,” Mrs. Tubbs announced, as though utterly certain of it.

“Sharpen our minds!”

“Make us stronger!”

“Immortality,” Victoria blurted, like a fool. Because it seemed so possible that night, surrounded by people whose lives went so much more easily than hers, her belly warmed by alcohol.

All their eyes went to her when she spoke. “Drink it,” Penelope Tubbs ordered. “Drink it and find out.”

The others joined in. “Drink it!” “Come on, Victoria, don’t be a wet blanket.” “Drink!”

How could she say no, with all of them looking at her so expectantly?

The collection bucket was too light—it should have been a thousand pounds, dragged down her arms, warned her of the weight of her decision. But as it was, she lifted it easily and drank.

The sap tasted like dirt and flowers and rain and rot. A rush of well-being went through her, even as she gagged the last of it down. It was working—her sight was sharper even in the darkness, she was filled with energy, she was strong enough to crush the tin bucket between her hands.

Then she began to change.

The others fled screaming. Frightened by their reactions, horrified by the terrible mutations taking over her body, she ran as well.

No one could see her like this. She was a monster.

They abandoned her after. Fuller refused to open the door when she begged for help, then shot at her when she battered it down. The others were no better.

She found shelter in an abandoned neighborhood prone to flooding. Hid there during the day, occasionally venturing out at night to scavenge. Her despair found an outlet as it always had, and she drew on the walls of the empty houses, scenes of pain and grief and horror.

Then, one night in May, while Halley’s Comet burned in the sky, hope returned.

It wasn’t a voice that called to her, not exactly. More of a sensation, leading her down into the semi-flooded basement of one of the houses she’d been sleeping in. Behind the crumbling brick wall, she found a Book.

The Book of Blood, though how she knew its name she wasn’t certain, except for the bulging veins ribboning its surface. She opened it, and within were the most wonderful illustrations. Teaching her. Guiding her.

Offering her a chance to save herself. Because the Book showed her that its magic and that of the tree were anathema to one another. If she let the Book change just a small part of her, she could feed on the blood of those who had done this to her. Their blood would change her back, and she’d get revenge on them at the same time.

Siewert was first. The Book’s magic helped conceal her as she crept into his bedchamber at night and fed from his throat without waking him. And it worked—as his blood entered her, she became more human, the effects of the tree’s sap receding like the tide going out. She wasn’t completely restored—not even close—but it was something.

And now that his blood was in her, she could use it against him.

Under the instruction of the Book, she used its power to paint the scene of his demise. Siewert had loved his machines, his stupid auto, so let them be his undoing. He’d have no choice but to act out the part she painted for him.

Let him see what it was like to have no say over what became of his own body.

And when he was dead, she went to his grave and commanded that body to claw its way free. It could watch over her while she slept during the day, make sure she was undisturbed by the occasional explorer or vagrant who wandered into the abandoned neighborhood.

It was a triumph—the first true joy she’d had since the night with the tree. But it didn’t last.

The effects of the sap began to creep back in. She needed more blood.

Penelope Tubbs was next—a drink from her sleeping throat. Mrs. Tubbs had always wanted to be in the spotlight, to have all eyes on her, so Victoria granted her wish. No one had been able to look away while she screamed and burned.

Things began to go wrong, though. One night, Victoria returned home just before dawn to find Siewert’s body torn to shreds. Frightened, she fled the abandoned neighborhood—the Norris household would have to be her new lair. Mrs. Norris was insatiably greedy, grasping—how many free paintings had she cajoled from Victoria for herself and her friends? She never had enough: money, power, possessions.

Maybe she’d like having an entire slice of cake stuffed down her throat, blocking her airway. Maybe she’d like to do it herself.

Rulkowski was a social climber, clawing his way up over everyone around him in an attempt to reach ever greater heights. He didn’t make the jump she’d planned for him, and it was the first time the magic had failed her. She told herself it didn’t matter and made a new plan. A better plan, since this time she could actually watch her handiwork from a safe vantage point.

Before then, she raised Penelope Tubbs and gave her a task. The Book of Blood told her there were more like it, with different powers. Hidden in the library of the Ladysmith Museum. Victoria had lived her entire life in Widdershins, had a certain awe of the museum. No point risking herself, when Penelope could do it for her.

It didn’t work, though she wasn’t really surprised. But at least Rulkowski died beautifully.

Someone else was at the bonfire that night, though, someone with magic similar to hers. She’d sensed him, spotted him, then fled when he and his companion came in her direction.

Who was he? Could he be the master of the Books in the library?

Yes, the Book of Blood told her via the illustrations that appeared as if from nowhere onto its pages. This man had power and was now hunting her. He came to the Norris house, but Mrs. Norris failed to kill him, and Victoria barely slipped away before they caught her. But that was all right—she had a new plan.

The blood of her tormenters had helped the Book push back some of her transformation, but never cured her entirely. But this man…

He had the power of three of the Books of the Bound in his veins. If she drank his blood, drained him dry, it would surely be enough to cure her.

She needed to know what she was facing, though. The man seemed to be following the trail of bodies she’d left behind, which meant he’d eventually come to Fuller. She just had to lurk around the Breakwater Club until he appeared.

It went perfectly—that fool Fuller even came outside where she could dispose of him with ease. None of the man’s companions could do anything to her, and even his power was ineffective. The only problem was the creature.

It looked like a man, the way the tree looked like an ordinary tree at first glance. For a moment, she’d assumed Fuller had collected it the way he’d collected his tree. Then the creature looked at her and said, “Sister?”

Fury—she wasn’t this thing’s sister, she was a human being. How dare it put her in the same accursed category as itself, as the monstrous tree?

With Fuller dead and the creature between her and her other quarry, she’d fled—but not far, just far enough to no longer feel the connection with the man using the Books. She’d stolen a pair of binoculars from Mrs. Norris and used them to watch from a distance, enough to determine the direction they’d gone. She’d follow them and stay far enough away to keep her presence hidden. Wait for her chance.

How convenient it had come so soon. The man had driven past in a coach, with only ordinary, untainted humans to guard him. She’d killed them easily enough.

Why they’d tied him up, she couldn’t imagine and didn’t care. This was her chance—her only chance—to undo the havoc the sap wreaked on her body. His blood, the power in it, would obliterate the tree’s magic once and for all.

She would be purified, made anew. Even if it meant draining every last drop from his veins.


CHAPTER 26
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In the interest of speed, Ves carried his mother on his back through the city. He ran when the streets went in the direction he wanted, took to the rooftops or the trees when they didn’t.

Fuller’s mansion lay at the very end of High Street, where it met Front Street at a sharp angle overlooking the ocean. The waves grumbled against the strand below, then roared as they rolled into a small inlet where an offshoot of the Cranch River met the sea. The estate itself seemed deserted, though whether any staff slept inside the big house, Ves couldn’t guess.

He set Mother down when they reached the garden. As with the other WHS members, Fuller’s garden sported massive flowers and enormous leaves. They’d been left untended, spilling out of their beds and engulfing benches and statuary.

“They’re all poisonous,” Mother said, eyeing the flowers with interest. “White snakeroot, belladonna, monkshood, hemlock, lily-of-the-valley, foxglove…”

“Like Rappacini’s garden.”

“Father always did like his stories.” She moved toward a towering hedge. “There—the tree is within that maze, and I suspect this is where Victoria brought Sebastian. She wouldn’t expect to be disturbed here, and I imagine it will satisfy her artistic sensibilities.”

Ves strode to the maze entrance. “Oleander,” Mother said from behind him. “It isn’t supposed to grow outside of a greenhouse in this climate. Fuller used his Dark Young’s magic long before he got the idea of taking its sap. Oleander is poisonous, naturally.”

Of course it was. “A good thing I can’t be poisoned, then,” he said, and swung up and onto the top of the hedge.

From this vantage, he could see across the maze, all the way to the middle. The hedge blocked most of what lay there, but the uppermost branches of a tree were visible, along with a golden wash of lantern light.

The tree twitched and shivered, seeming to lean away from something. Even from across the maze, its song came to him—a murmur of shifting leaves and sliding bark, of wind and water and earth.

Another Dark Young—and it was afraid.

Ves didn’t waste a second. He dashed across the top of the maze hedge, springing from row to row, using his tentacles and feet to keep from crashing down into the dense foliage.

In the center of the maze stood the Dark Young, branches writhing in distress. Victoria, uncloaked, bent over a motionless figure tied to one of four stone benches ringing the clearing.

Sebastian.

His skin was horribly pale, the color of a marble statue. His head had tilted to one side, eyes closed, lips tinged blue.

He was dying.

A mix of terror and rage slammed through Ves. Without hesitation, he sprang onto Victoria’s back, bearing her to the ground and tearing her free of Sebastian’s throat. A tome that must be the Book of Blood went flying away to land on the ground nearby.

Victoria kicked him hard in the stomach with a foot like a goat’s hoof. All the wind left his lungs, and he skidded away from her to crash into the nearest bench. The kerosene lantern toppled, a line of fire and fuel pouring out over the ground to lick at the base of the oleander hedge.

Victoria flipped over, hooves on the earth, one hand balancing on the ground. The skin of her face had flushed pink, the bark receding, woody horn shrinking. Some doing of the Book’s?

If so, it was receding quickly, the effects of the sap reasserting themselves even as he watched. A screech of frustration escaped her, and she raked her clawed hand across the ground. “No! It was working! How dare you interrupt?”

“You were killing him!” Ves managed to get to his feet, tentacles outstretched. He shifted, putting himself between her and Sebastian.

“So? My life, the life I had, the life I wanted, was taken from me.” Her eyes narrowed with hate. “You’re just like this awful tree. You want me to be a monster like you, so you won’t be so alone.”

“I’m not alone, and you don’t have to be either.”

She leapt at him, murder in her eyes. He struck her with a tentacle, knocking her back, but she was on her feet again in a blink. Behind her, flames licked eagerly up the hedge, sparks beginning to drift free. Lightning danced across the sky, a boom of thunder close enough to feel in his bones, but not near enough to bring rain.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a shadow move—Mother, slicing away Sebastian’s bindings with her knife. Sebastian lifted a weak hand, and relief poured through Ves. He still lived.

The movement attracted Victoria’s attention as well. Her lips peeled back, revealing a mouth full of sharp teeth. “He’s mine,” she growled, gathering herself to lunge.

Ves grabbed both of her wrists with tentacles, yanking her onto her back. He couldn’t trust his mother, of course he couldn’t—but he had no choice. “Get Sebastian and the Book out of here!”
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Sebastian’s head spun. Weakness gripped his limbs, even as a strange woman cut away the bindings holding him to the bench. What was happening?

“Get up,” she said, sliding an arm around his shoulders and forcing him to sit up. There was something familiar about her, but a wave of dizziness swamped him and drove away the thought.

“What? Who?” He blinked—and saw Ves, outlined against a blaze of firelight, dragging Victoria across the clearing and away from him. “Ves!”

The woman’s nails dug painfully into his arm and shoulder. “The smoke from the burning oleander hedge will kill us,” she snarled in his ear. “Now, move!”

Somehow, he made it to his feet and staggered after her. She scooped something from the ground, tucking it beneath her arm, and dragged him along with her free hand.

They plunged into the maze, putting as much distance between them and the burning oleander as possible. At last they came to a small bench tucked into a dead end, and she guided him to sit on it. His head still spun, and he felt as though he could lie down and sleep for days…but no. Ves was in danger, fighting Victoria. He needed to help.

“We have to do something,” he managed to say.

She studied him thoughtfully with dark eyes. “We will.”

Another question belatedly occurred. “Who are you?”

“Lenore Rune. I expect you’ve heard of me.”

All the air left his lungs, and he jerked back, reaching for the power of the Books. This woman would have ended the world; she’d tortured Ves, abused Noct, slain God-only-knew how many people in her quest for power. She had her sons’ olive skin and dark hair—was that why she seemed so damned familiar?—but her mouth was cruel and her eyes cold as the marble beneath him.

“St-stay back,” he said. “I’m not going to let you hurt Ves.”

She arched a brow, seeming utterly unconcerned. “My son is in danger, but not from me. Victoria is strong and has the power of the Book burning in her blood. He might be able to out-fight her, but knowing Vesper, his heart isn’t in it. But you…you’d do anything to save him, wouldn’t you?”

What did she want? Why was she even here to begin with? “Yes. I would.”

“Good.” She smiled, and displayed what she’d picked up when they fled the Dark Young’s clearing.

The Book of Blood.

The engorged veins stitched across the cover throbbed. Its malevolent power seemed to call out to him with every pulse, and the scars on his forearm beat in time with it.

And Lenore Rune had it in her grasp.

“Let it go—give it to me,” he insisted, though in his weakened state he didn’t know how he could force her.

“Of course.” To his shock, she held out the Book. He snatched it from her; the cover was unpleasantly warm and soft, like fresh, bleeding meat. “You are the Hollowell heir, after all. These Books belong to you.” She paused. “But right now, you can’t do anything with it, can you? It needs to be Bound to your body.”

He tried to stand up, but a wave of weakness poured over him. Thunder roared nearby, and the first sprinkle of rain fell from the sky, not yet heavy enough to douse the fire. “I have to do something—I have to save Ves!”

“Agreed.” She reached into a pocket and removed a cruel steel needle with a length of cotton thread already attached. “That’s why I came prepared. Let me Bind you to the Book, and its power will belong to you alone.”

Alarm bells rang in his mind—but at that moment, there came a terrible crash, like shattering stone. A strange, shrieking cry went up—the tree-like Dark Young, howling through its many mouths.

Victoria was winning. If he hesitated, Ves’s life might be forfeit.

Lenore watched him expectantly. Bracing himself, Sebastian pushed up his sleeve, exposing the three sets of Binding scars already there. “Do it.”
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Clouds of stinging smoke blew into Ves’s eyes, and even though it wouldn’t kill him, it still hurt. He dragged Victoria across the ground while Mother and Sebastian fled. He had to make her see reason, to understand that he wasn’t her enemy. She’d done terrible things under the influence of the Book, but terrible things had been done to her as well, and he truly didn’t want to hurt her.

Thousands of fine, needle-like hairs sprang from her bark-like skin, piercing his tentacles like glass shards. He let go, instinctively jerking away from the burning pain, but the poisonous hairs broke off in his skin and stayed there. They didn’t cause the deadly reaction that had killed Fuller and the Chancellor, but it hurt like the skin had been dipped in acid and then set on fire.

Free, she spun to face him. “You’ve ruined everything!” she shouted, and flew at him.

He brought his tentacles up again, but she was ready for him now. Her own vine-like tentacles whipped out, wrapping around his, tangling them together. He heaved her to the side, smashing her into the tree, which shrank back from the combatants as well as something rooted to the ground could.

“Please, let us help you,” he said. Greenish blood flowed down her face, and she shook her head sharply, as if to clear it. “Listen to me—there are sorcerers who might be able to reverse what was done to you. Even if they can’t, you can still have a life.”

“I have no life!” She tensed her vines, shortening them, and suddenly she was in his face. Her clawed hand lashed out, ripping lines of agony across his cheek and jaw. Red blood spurted, the flesh open to the bone. “I’m going to tear out your throat.”

That would certainly kill him. Blinded by his own blood, he rammed his forehead into her face, felt her nose shatter.

Then they were trading blow after blow—fists, claws, tentacles, anything to hurt the other. He needed to stun her, to stop her. If he could just get her away from him for a moment, long enough to heal a little, but she wasn’t giving him the opportunity.

He let her drive him back, away from the tree. There was a bench behind him somewhere, he just had to find it with a grasping tentacle…

There.

He swung the marble bench around, slamming it into Victoria with all the strength he could muster. Bones snapped, and she cried out. She retracted her own tentacles, trying to pull away from him now, to get some space between them for her to heal.

He refused to let go, jerking her closer. “Victoria,” he said through a mouthful of blood; she’d loosened some of his teeth with a blow. “Stop this. We have the Book now. It’s over. Stop fighting and let us help you!”

A mix of greenish sap and red blood covered her face. She spat weakly, swaying in his grasp. “I’ll never surrender to the likes of you,” she grated out through split and swollen lips.

A thorn shot out of the bark skin of her torso, three feet long and thick as his wrist. It stabbed straight through his gut, just below the rib cage, tearing through muscle and organ to emerge out the other side.

The pain seemed oddly distant. His legs went weak; he was bleeding somewhere inside. His tentacles peeled away from her, and he stumbled back, sliding off the terrible thorn. A river of blood gushed out of the wound, and he fell to his knees.

It was bad, but he could heal. He just needed a moment. But his vision was going fuzzy and his limbs were refusing to work right.

Smoke billowed across the clearing, and sparks drifted on the wind. It had begun to rain at some point, the drops icy cold against his skin. He needed to…he needed to…

As if from the other end of a long tunnel, he saw Victoria stumbling closer to him, dragging the bench he’d hit her with. Heaving it above her head with a pained grunt, she said, “Die, you filthy creature.”

Then the marble came down on his skull, and everything went black.


CHAPTER 27
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Sebastian found himself standing on a beach, in front of a man in old-fashioned clothing whose savage grin exposed blood-stained teeth. The sun set behind him, painting the sky in rivers of crimson and scarlet, but night was coming on fast.

“Quincy,” he said, naming the final Hollowell sibling.

If Quincy’s appearance now was true to life, then he’d been a handsome man indeed. But the manic expression on his face bordered on unsettling. “Yes. You’ve met my other siblings, I see.”

Sebastian braced himself. “They’re Bound to me. And I’m going to Bind you as well.”

“Of course you are,” Quincy said simply.

Something was wrong. This wasn’t going the way the other Bindings had. “Aren’t you going to offer me something in return for leaving you unbound?”

“Is there something you want?” Quincy asked, tipping his head to one side.

“Well…no.”

“Then we’re in agreement!” Quincy clapped his hands together. “Bind me and let me rejoin my siblings once again.”

Every instinct told him this was some sort of trap, though he couldn’t imagine what it might be. “You want to be Bound? Why? None of the others did.”

Quincy sighed and folded his hands behind his back. “I love my brother and sisters, but they always had…let’s say, more limited imagination. Not like me. Not like Lydia.”

“Lydia? Gregorio’s wife?”

“Don’t reduce her to my little brother’s appendage,” Quincy snapped, anger flashing over his handsome face. “She surpassed him in every way. The true scholar of our family—I had such hopes for her daughter. But I suppose Phoebe is long dead now.”

“I don’t understand,” Sebastian admitted.

“You don’t need to. It doesn’t matter.” Quincy grinned like a shark. “Not anymore.”

The vision ended so suddenly he felt hurled back into his physical body. His arm was agony, the wounds bleeding more than the previous ones had, but it was done.

The final Book was Bound.

Strength flowed through Sebastian’s limbs. He felt as though he could run a race, or climb a mountain, or make love all night long.

Lenore sat beside him on the bench; she’d let go of his arm at some point and put her needle away. “It worked,” she said, and the look on her face was that of the cat who’d gotten into the cream.

“Yes.” The skies opened up, lightning cracking, the rain now turning into a downpour. “Ves! We have to help him.”

“Go.” She pressed the Book of Blood into his hands. “Save my son, as I saved your sister.”

Bonnie—he’d been so disoriented from blood loss he hadn’t wondered how Ves had gotten free, or what had happened at the house. “I will.” He paused, looking straight into her eyes. “Thank you, Lenore.”

Then he was off and running, back through the maze toward the clearing.
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They hadn’t gone far, and it only took a few turns before the hedge opened up into the clearing at the center. The flames were guttering, thankfully, the poisonous smoke drifting away from where Sebastian entered. The Dark Young tree thrashed, stretching all of its long branches out as if to stop what was happening, but unable to get close enough to do anything.

Ves lay in an unmoving heap, a sheet of blood obscuring his features, puddling around him on the ground. Victoria stood poised above, holding a half-broken marble bench over her head.

She was going to crush his skull.

“Stop,” he said.

He couldn’t compel her, but it was enough to get her attention. She spun toward him, face contorted in hatred. “You—” she began.

But he was done listening.

She’d infused the power of the Book of Blood into her own body, trying desperately to reverse what the sap had done to her. It hadn’t worked, but her human half was still shot through with the Book’s magic.

He could sense the blood pulsing in her veins. More: the breath in her lungs, the bones in her body, the flesh of her muscles and skin.

All of it given over to the Books, except where the sap protected her. And that part, which she’d hated and tried to remove, was too small to save her now.

She came at him, meaning to stave in his head with the bench. But he had only to reach out and undo…everything.

One step, and her skin disintegrated into dust. She opened her mouth to scream at him, but her muscles unraveled to smoke, the bones beneath crumbled to ash, the blood to powder.

Then it was over. What looked like a dead tree in the vague shape of half a woman stretched out its lone, clawed hand toward him, the bench tumbling harmlessly to the ground beside her.

Sebastian lowered his arm, his scars pulsing with pain for a moment, before it faded.

It was over. Victoria was dead, and the final Book in his hand.

Ves lay unmoving in a welter of blood.

“Oh fuck.” He ran to Ves, dropping onto the ground at his side. “Ves? Ves! Talk to me.”

He rolled Ves over onto his back. Half-healed wounds showed where Victoria had clawed open his face, the muscle still visible in places. Worse by far was the terrible hole in his abdomen, the gash on his head that peeled back the skin and exposed skull beneath.

He was breathing…but it was too faint. Too shallow.

“Ves?” Sebastian bent over him, blinking back tears. “Wake up, angel. I know you can heal from this, so wake up.”

Nothing. No movement, except for the breath coming ever more slowly.

“No. No, it can’t end like this.” Sebastian reached for his power—surely the Books could do something, could help him now.

But he only knew how to destroy with them. They’d never been intended to heal.

“No,” he said again. Rain pounded on his skin, but he barely noticed it. Throwing back his head, he screamed into the sky above him. “NO!”

The frantic rustling of leaves penetrated the haze of despair closing around him. Turning his head, he saw the tree straining to reach them. Reach Ves.

“Can…can you help?” he asked. But it couldn’t answer; perhaps its mouths weren’t made for human speech, or it simply didn’t have a mind that worked that way.

Praying he didn’t hurt Ves even more, Sebastian grabbed him beneath the arms and heaved him across the trampled grass toward the tree. As soon as they were in range, the tree wound its weeping-willow-like branches around Ves and drew him to its trunk. Another branch flailed through the grass, then came up with what Sebastian recognized as the kind of spout used to tap sugar maples.

With a convulsive movement, the tree drove the spout deep into its own trunk.

Almost immediately, sap began to drip from the spout. It tried to move Ves into position; Sebastian hurried to help it, tipping Ves’s head back and opening his mouth so the sap could flow onto his tongue.

It might not work. The sap had invigorated flowers, turned a human woman into something very like a Dark Young, but what it would do to an actual child of the Black Goat he didn’t know. He only knew there was no other chance to save Ves.

“Come on,” he whispered, rubbing at Ves’s shoulder. “Come on, please, angel, please.”

For a long moment, nothing seemed to happen. Then Ves sputtered, choking on the sap.

Sebastian’s heart leapt. “No—swallow, love, there you go. It’s all right.”

Ves swallowed convulsively several times. His eyes flew open, and he blinked in confusion, first at the tree, then at Sebastian.

“What the—?” He tried to sit up; Sebastian pushed him back down.

“It’s all right,” he said, unable to hold back tears of relief. “Just rest. Have a little more sap.”

Ves’s brows knitted together in confusion. “Victoria?”

“Dead.” The wounds on Ves’s face had healed, and his scalp was sealing back together. “The tree—your sibling—saved you.”

The tree caressed Ves’s face with a few of its branches, then stroked Sebastian’s hair. The WHS might have used its sap for evil, but the tree itself was innocent of their crimes.

Ves reached up and pulled the spout out with a single jerk. The tree shuddered, but its bark rapidly closed over the wound.

“Where’s Mother?” he asked.

Sebastian looked around, but Lenore hadn’t followed him. “I don’t know. She, uh, she Bound the Book of Blood to me, though.”

“Ah.” Ves frowned a little. “I’m sure she’s lurking around somewhere.”

“Probably.” The rain was easing off, thunder marching away toward the ocean. He stood up, then helped Ves to his feet. “Come on, angel. Let’s get you home.”


CHAPTER 28
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“Istill feel bad for Victoria,” Ves said several days later, as they strolled across the grounds of what had been the Fuller estate. The Endicotts were in the midst of quietly making arrangements to purchase it, though how he didn’t know, considering they’d burned Fuller’s body in the incinerator and the man was still alive as far as the rest of the town knew. Magic or forgery, or magical forgery, he assumed. Either way, as soon as they’d learned there was an unoccupied mansion with a Dark Young planted on the property, Rupert had put plans in motion to acquire it for the family.

As for what that meant for his half-sibling in the garden…well, that did worry him. He’d already set himself the task of visiting at least once a week to make certain they were treating it well.

Sebastian walked with his arm linked through Ves’s. “I love you,” he said, “and I love your compassion. But she tried to kill you—she nearly succeeded! I have no regrets for destroying her.”

“I know, and I don’t want you to. You saved my life.” He’d never fought another Dark Young, never imagined he’d have to. The match had been close, but he hadn’t been prepared to kill her, even though she had no such qualms of her own.

They reached the entrance to the maze and started inside. “What Fuller and the others did to her…it was terrible,” Ves went on, trying to sort through his own feelings. “She wasn’t like me, she wasn’t born a Dark Young. She lost control of her own body, had to see it twisted into something not only alien to her, but that other humans found terrifying as well. Of course she lashed out.”

They reached a dead end and went back to try again. “I know,” Sebastian said. “And I understand. The WHS used her, then turned their backs on her. I’d want revenge, too, in her case. But I draw the line at trying to murder you, especially because you wanted only to help her.”

Almost dying hadn’t been fun by any stretch of the imagination. Still… “I represented the nightmare scenario—that she would have to live with this horrible thing that had been done to her. That it couldn’t be reversed, couldn’t be healed. And yes, my circumstances are wildly different from hers, but I do understand why she felt as she did. I was born this way, and I still wanted to change. To be normal.”

Sebastian tightened his grip on Ves’s arm. “I remember. I hope…I hope you’ve changed your mind?”

Ves looked up into his hazel eyes, saw the concern there. The love.

Where would he be without Sebastian and the rest of the Rath family? Still miserable, still hating himself, still longing to be something he wasn’t?

Victoria had no one to support her. The WHS members could have taken her into their homes, shown her compassion, dedicated themselves to undoing what they’d wrought. Instead, they’d done the opposite. Left her to flee to the shadows, to grapple with her new body, with no one on her side. Even now, the thought made his heart ache.

“Yes,” he said, returning Sebastian’s loving gaze. “It’s been a journey, but yes. You, Bonnie, the children…you’ve given me so much. More than I can ever say.”

“We love you, angel.” Sebastian leaned down and gave him a soft kiss. They held each other for a long moment, then finished the maze in silence, holding hands.

The burned oleanders in the central circle had been trimmed back, probably by one of the Endicotts. The twisted wood that was all which remained of Victoria had taken root, and new leaves sprouted from her reaching fingers and the curl of horn. Just a tree now…or so he hoped. It didn’t seem possible any human consciousness could remain, but stranger things had happened. Either way, she was far beyond his help now.

Rupert sat on one of the benches, while Irene and Noct stood by the tree. Noct’s tentacles were entwined with its tentacle-like branches, and Ves smiled at the sight. At least this good had come of everything: they had a new sibling, and it had them.

“It does seem to be a lovely entity,” Sebastian observed. “Tree? Person?”

“Person,” Ves agreed. “And tree, of course.”

Rupert turned at the sound of their voices. “So, the last of the Books is safely tucked away in the library,” he said.

The Endicotts and Noct were scouring every forbidden tome they could get their hands on for some way to destroy the Books. They’d find something eventually. For now, with the Books newly Bound and stored away safely, there was no more urgency. The frantic race to find them before they could unleash some new horror was over.

With the School of Night defeated, Sebastian had casually suggested to Ves that they start looking for an apartment of their own, away from Bonnie and the children. Bonnie and Clara were no worse the wear from the spell, and the truth had been kept from Helen for now. She’d have to know eventually, but in the meantime, there was talk of one of the Endicotts taking over her sorcerous training, since she clearly had an aptitude.

Mother and Grandfather were still out there somewhere. Ves tried not to worry about them, tried not to lie awake at night wondering why Mother had intervened, and what she would ask of him in return.

As for Mr. Tubbs, learning Penelope wasn’t the paragon of all goodness had shaken him. He hadn’t returned to the library after they let him know Victoria was dead and Penelope avenged, but he had sent a brief letter of thanks. He was joining his widowed brother on a European tour, far away from Widdershins and its bad memories.

He’d be back, though. According to Sebastian, few people left Widdershins for long.

Irene’s delighted shriek distracted Ves from his thoughts. She had her hands clasped to her chest, her eyes wide as she nodded frantically at Noct, who was holding something out to her.

“Yes!” she yelled, seeming to recover her breath. “Yes, I’ll marry you!”

They embraced, and Sebastian began to clap. Rupert smiled and said, “Oh, good. I had thought this estate would make a perfect wedding present.”

His heart full of joy, Ves went to embrace his brother and sister-in-law-to-be. The dark days were finally behind them, and the future shone bright as a sunrise and as filled with promise.

[image: ]


That night, held close in Ves’s tentacles and arms, Sebastian fell into dreams he would not remember.

From the corner of the stone room, he watched as Quincy entered and took the last empty chair among his siblings. A bloody thread connected him to the figure lying on the sheet-covered altar.

“At last,” Filomena said. “We’re together again.”

“At last,” Quincy agreed, but rather than look at her, he met Sebastian’s gaze and grinned. “And this time, things will turn out right.”

Then he began to fade away, along with all of his siblings. The strings glowed with light, growing stronger as the Hollowells became more and more transparent, until they were gone and the chairs empty once again.

The figure under the sheet began to stir.

The adventures of Sebastian, Ves, and their friends will conclude in Unbound, Rath & Rune 5.
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