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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.
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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.”
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      “I could 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.”
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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.”
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