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Content Warnings







	Horror elements, including gore and blood


	Violence against animals (committed offscreen, described in the aftermath in some detail)


	Discussions of sex and gender


	Discussions of magic and the occult


	Religious musings and considerations


	Demonic and angelic imagery 














  
  
Author's Note




For a full accounting of the research done to write this trilogy, please see the Author's Note in COUP DE COEUR. But for this book and the third in the trilogy, I had to delve into more…let's say esoteric spaces. There are only a few books on John Dee and his work, and they are heavily academic in nature. I've included that information in the "Sources and For Further Reading" section at the back of the book. For the darker themes and elements moving forward, I was heavily inspired by tales of the macabre; the twisted ones that sometimes let us peek at a truth far more frightening than we could have imagined. There are stories in darkness, too, and they are worth examining; even if it is so we might better understand the darkness inside our own hearts. Please mind the content warnings and take care when reading.

**********

A few continuity errors have been corrected in the new version of COUP DE COEUR. The most glaring one being Ethaniel and Vincent's familial relationship; they are half-brothers who share a mother. Any errors in the final books are mine and mine alone.
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“We are all men in our natures frail, and capable of our flesh; few are angels.” 


- Henry VIII by William Shakespeare and John Fletcher











  
  
Chapter one



“He wasn’t talking to angels, the crazy fool. No angel would lie, especially so smoothly. But for all my insistence that the voices he heard and the shapes he saw flickering in the flames were nothing, with all the fervor he held John would believe nothing less than that the Divine spoke to him, and moreover, heard him. That angels were whispering directly into his ear. Only his. 

The hubris of such a thing. 

I spent the first months attempting to dispel this from John’s mind, but he held fast. They were angels, they must be! They couldn’t possibly be anything else because he was a righteous man, appointed by God to bend the ear of the court and the Queen. John did not want to hear my careful explanations of the dead’s trickery. For all he trusted that I also heard voices in the shadows and saw things in the fire, he refused to believe in their maliciousness, their greed, their avarice. The dead desire what they’ve lost, or what they never had, and what John wanted was to interpret their words and use them for Queen and country. And when scryer after scryer failed to assist him, he turned to a necromancer. 

He found me.

He thought me a cozener. And I was, and still am. But what John wanted was as much as the dead would give him, and I never once lied to him about their dark desires.

–From the diaries of Edward Kelly, or Edward Talbot, around the autumn of 1582












  
  
Chapter two



CALIX 

Calix stared down in horror at the hand holding his. He knew that hand, its neat nails and the fine bones lying just below pale skin. He had held that hand many times, fingers laced together, or his fist balled up in its warmth. He’d even traced the knobby wrist bones and veins flushed blue and green with his lips and tongue.

It was Lawton’s hand, but the grip of it was all his mother.

“That’s impossible.” Aubrey’s tone was hushed, awed, as if torn between prayer and hysteria.

They were frozen in place, hovering over Lawton’s prone form, too stunned to move. Calix wouldn’t tear his gaze from Lawton, even at Aubrey’s words. If he’d been possessed of such self-awareness in the moment, Calix would have thought that they painted quite the tableau, their knees and backs locked in crouches, their faces masks of disbelief, shock, and, for him, grief.

The only thing he felt right now was cold truth seeping through his bones. Staring down at Lawton’s lupine face and matted shock of red-orange hair, Calix knew it was true. 

Somewhere, his rational mind let him examine Lawton for a hard moment, measuring the angle of his shoulders, the twist of his hips. Lawton’s airs and stance were not masculine or feminine, and Calix had never held people to those strange societal standards anyways. It might be Lawton’s form, but everything about him screamed other.

Mother

“Darling,” Lawton said, reaching out for Calix once more. “It’s me. It is.”

“This isn’t doing anyone any favors, blasted cold,” Ethaniel said. The comment snapped Calix back into the present. The vault. The phylactery. All the magical objects thrumming  with life and power. All his mother’s secrets buried beneath her crypt.

Calix heard the chatter of his teeth and winced, but nodded, rising slowly with the aid of Ethaniel’s strong hand under his elbow. This was another set of hands he knew, but not well, even though he wished to learn of them more. All this thought of hands and faces and cold stone vaults made the air rush into him too quickly, his lungs filling until they burned, and Calix coughed, eyes watering.

“Easy, easy,” Ethaniel hummed in his ear. “Aubrey?”

Something passed across Ethaniel’s face and Calix got to watch the play of it up close. It was calculated; not so expressive to set off Calix’s worry, but certainly not placid. Whatever Ethaniel was communicating to Aubrey, he clearly meant to keep it in safe waters. 

The hands clutching his – damn those fingers to hell and back – were frighteningly strong, to the point where Calix thought he might have a bruise. So odd, knowing she would never bruise him except in death, while in life Lawton’s hands had left bruises, purple and mottled green, yellow and blurry at the edges, and always where Calix had asked for them.

“I’ve got him,” Aubrey said as he appeared on Lawton’s other side. “Let’s get inside the house.”

Calix’s mind wandered during the short walk back into the blazing warmth of the kitchens, where the tiles under his shoes were familiar. A loose stone here, a crack there, the sound of their shoes echoing hollowly around them. He knew every inch of this house, down to the corners prone to cobwebs and the title of every book in the library. 

Or, he thought he’d known it. It wasn’t as if the vault had been a secret, but he’d rarely been allowed inside. And he certainly hadn’t gone in there since his mother’s death, terrified that he’d see her ghost in the shadows of the rock niches, or her fingerprints in the dust on the shelves. All of it played him for a fool. Just a boy who had never fully grown up, and had never forgotten his mother’s love. 

As they staggered into the parlor, Calix found no relief. He felt only exhaustion deep in his bones–deeper, even, down to the empty spaces between bone and sinew and muscle where she lived. There lingered the scent of hay and lavender and how the summer sun felt on his shoulders. He stared at Lawton’s face and saw his friend (his lover, the only person he’d trusted and hated in equal measure, sometimes changing between breaths), but he also saw her. It made something crack in his sternum, horse-kick strong and terrifying.

“Calix.” 

A warm, gentle touch guided him by the chin until he was looking up at Aubrey. Ethaniel was on his right, Lawton (his mother) across the way, and there was Aubrey. Tall and almost leonine in his beauty, and so intelligent and strong. Calix’s vision swam with Aubrey’s visage. 

“Calix.” Aubrey now knelt in front of him, steadying himself with a hand on Calix’s knee, the other on Ethaniel’s. Calix wanted to close his eyes and sink into both of them; it was a much better choice than what reality was offering. “Are you certain about this?”

Beside him, Ethaniel sucked in a sharp breath, as if Aubrey’s question was somehow improper. It didn’t matter, that impropriety. The person sitting primly on the emerald velvet couch could be no other. “Yes,” Calix managed to rasp out, his throat burning with the effort. “It’s her.”

“Just a piece.” Lawton’s own voice was higher now, airier. Your mother’s voice. You know it, even if it has the sweetgrass notes of Lawton’s tone buried beneath. “I’m so sorry for disturbing you, my love. But I couldn’t let that thing in. It needs to stay where it is, trapped in that book with so many other slivers of consciousness.”

Red flashed across Calix’s vision. “The book! Where is it?”

“It’s here. Aubrey has it.” Ethaniel’s voice was a balm over his nerves, but it wasn’t enough. Calix felt the strange need for more. He wanted more, in fact, the desire for the nameless thing blood-hot and unshakeable. He needed and wanted their comfort and care, yes, but also their touches. He didn’t want Lawton’s hands on him, he wanted – needed – them. Desperately. Calix couldn’t be sure if those were his thoughts or they were born of panic and fear, but right now it did not matter. 

Beside him, Aubrey and Ethaniel were conversing, twin looks of worry creasing their faces, making them both appear older. Calix only heard a roar in his ears, a constant roll of thunder that seemed to mimic the frantic beating of his heart. 

“I’m so sorry, my love,” his mother said again. “I should return your friend to you. When you’ve rested and you’re ready, we can talk.”

“What in the hell…” Aubrey was on his feet immediately, bending over Calix and Lawton, his gaze sharp on Lawton’s face. “Did you see that?”

Calix shook his head while Ethaniel replied, “No. What did you see?”

“I swore I saw…” Aubrey stepped back and rubbed at some invisible spot just under his collarbones, as if it pained him. Determination set Aubrey’s face into a stony mask and Calix found himself shuddering under that gaze. Or perhaps he was shivering from shock. Distantly, he could recognize the feeling; his entire being shuttering itself from reality. He’d experienced rather similar sensations after oracle episodes in the past. He’d need a dark room and quiet soon, but there wasn’t time for that when his frustration and confusion were mounting so rapidly.

“Dammit!” he cried out, leaping to his feet, feeling all the more unmoored. “Mother, why? Why would you do this to me?” He curled his hands into Lawton’s shirt, resisting the urge to shake him. “I demand an answer! You owe me that much!”

Lawton’s glassy gaze rolled up to Calix, and like a fog lifting, he saw his friend return. That spark that was Lawton flashed, then settled. “Calix?”

Lawton’s voice was gravelly with pain and disuse and it rattled him even more. “Lawton? Thank God.” Calix gripped Lawton’s hands and searched for any essence of his mother — her scent, her touch, anything — but it was as if she’d slipped away as quickly as she appeared. All that was left of her were mausoleum-gray dust and memories of field sunsets and nothing else. 

“Let’s get him back upstairs,” Ethaniel said from his side. “I’ll take him. Stay with Aubrey, Calix.”

“No, I want to go with him.” But even as the protest left his lips, Calix felt the weight of the day’s harsh truths keeping him rooted to his spot on the sofa. Some part of him didn’t want to be near Lawton. He’d only just wrapped his head around Lawton’s betrayals. And yet, he needed to be near his friend; if some part of his mother lived on in Lawton, Calix wouldn’t stand to be parted from it.

A hand came down on Calix’s knee, strong and warm and yet as unbendable as iron. Aubrey’s glass-green eyes pinned Calix in place as surely as his hand did, so Calix stayed. “I think a bit of separation might be best. Only for now, only until we have a better understanding of what happened.” Aubrey flicked his other hand at the book, which was on a small table across the room. “I’ve questions for that…thing.”

Yet for all the strength and iron in Aubrey’s voice, Calix saw worry settle in a little furrowed patch between Aubrey’s eyebrows. He was as unsure as the rest of them, but Aubrey was strong-willed enough to not be obvious about it. Calix admired that about the man, among many other things. It was as pure and simple as the admiration he had for Ethaniel, for the tailor’s care and caution as he helped Lawton to his feet and quietly said, “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Please don’t touch that blasted book before I come back.” 

They were both so much stronger than him. Talented and dedicated and careful. Meant for each other.

The shock to his system — of the past few days, of the moments stolen and shared, of a careful life shattered so pristinely it could have been that glass from two weeks ago — was too much to bear. A sob escaped Calix’s lips and he closed his eyes. It was easier to succumb that way, so he couldn’t see anything but the velvet black of a world he desperately wanted to close himself away from.

Aubrey said nothing. He didn’t have to. Calix let himself be gently guided down, until he was half-sprawled across Aubrey’s lap, his face smashed into soft trousers and a softer sofa, both quickly soaked through with his tears.

Everything was too much. It was all too much. His house of cards collapsed, its foundations spread to the four winds. But Aubrey let Calix have his sadness and his pain, and instead of trying to erase it, he embraced it. He held Calix close and ran callused fingertips through his hair and gave him space to grieve. And a new foundation on which to stand.
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“Oh, my darling boy. There you are.”

In the darkness, in the deepest recesses of Calix’s mind, she came to him. The other times had been dreams – fluffy, floating things made of down and lavender petals. Soft memories, good ones. Things that, upon waking, left Calix feeling cared for and a bit sad at the same time.

This was not one of those times.

Through the darkness, his mother’s voice came to him, an echo against unforgiving stone. He could feel it now, how the walls closed in and the ceiling pressed too close to the top of his head. This was a box, a trap. But was it one of his own making? Even now, in the dark, Calix couldn’t tell if he’d built this box, if he’d constructed this thing to keep him safe. Or if he’d let someone else build it around him.

“Calix.”

Calix looked up into his mother’s face. She was whole, lovely and warm and exactly what he needed in this moment. Seeing her now, feeling her presence, drifting in the scent of lavender and hay, Calix could feel peace.

But the lies, the half-truths, and the betrayals lay heavy on his tongue, iron-sharp and as hot as a blacksmith’s furnace. It came back in a rush and with it was a sensation of emptiness. He needed to know why.

Calix reached up for her, took her hands in his, and guided her down until they sat face to face, like they used to when he was little and she held up different flowers and herbs and shared her knowledge with him. When his mother was finally seated across from him, her gentle smile a balm to his raging, wounded soul, Calix asked. 

“Please tell me why. Why the lies, the secrets? Why would you hide the vault, the real one, from me? Why not tell me about the soul phylactery?”

Lily’s smile dropped and with it, she took a bit of his heart. The stinging in his chest began to build; a hive of hornets buzzing between his ribs. “Darling, you must understand. We Oracles are rare. Treasured. But none of that…” Lily shook her head and looked down at their joined hands. “None of that matters in the end. All the wealth in the world can’t protect us from our own minds. It’s why I was always open about our magic and the world’s troubles. Eventually, it all becomes too much.”

Something about her words struck a chord in his heart. Surely she wasn’t saying what he was beginning to understand. It couldn’t be. “Speak plainly, please. I can’t bear all these half-riddles anymore.”

An expression he was familiar with – a slight flicker of her eyes, the downturn of her brown simultaneous with her mouth, the thumb and index finger of her left hand rubbing together – made Calix’s stomach churn. She was hesitating, weighing her words in that way she had when he was a child and she wanted to be honest, but not so brutally. 

“The full truth, Mother,” he said softly as he reached for her fluttering hand. “I’m not seven anymore and just learning of the death of poor Lady.”

That got him a slight smile. “Lady was a good dog. I hated telling you she was gone.”

“And again, I’m not seven anymore. Whatever you’re keeping secret…” Calix trailed off, so torn between needing to know everything, and desperate to hide from what would only bring pain. “Just say it. Whatever it is. I won’t think any differently of you or my childhood or anything else. I swear.”

Lily’s eyes welled and her grip on his hand tightened. Calix steeled himself. When she finally spoke, it was with a weight heavier than any anvil or anchor. “The madness we experience as Oracles isn’t a sudden surge. It’s a slow slide, like time slipping through an hourglass. It’s a trickle sometimes, stronger on certain days than others. And it starts years ahead of the worst of it.” Lily gave him a sad smile. “I knew when you were five that I was on a shorter leash than most. There’s no collected guidance for us, Calix. No book of knowledge or advice on how to keep your mind out of the claws of your own powers. Things become…wobbly. Uncertain. Translucent sometimes, then blinding the next. So I started making plans. Safeguards. For you, for your inheritance, for the house.”

Calix’s throat went dry but he needed her to keep talking. He needed to know. “The vault?”

Lily nodded. “The vault. I know I lied to you about the objects in it being dead. But I didn’t lie about why I kept them.” 

She squeezed his hand hard. Harder than she might have in the past. Calix was tempted to brush it off as the tension hanging in the air, all those pesky unanswered questions sitting heavy between them. But something in his mother’s touch felt off, although he couldn’t describe it if pressed. It was only a moment of doubt, of pain, after all.

“You were studying them,” Calix said. “If not for your own academic curiosity, then why?”

Lily leaned in more, a strange light in her eyes. That bit of warning flaring in his chest sparked hotter now. But he couldn’t pull away, not at their precipice, not at his moment of understanding. “To understand them, Calix. To understand their inherent magic so I might see the threads of the world and pull back the curtain. Magic is so much more than what we know it to be. Enchanted embroidery and fussy little light shows to attract customers? It is so, so much more, my darling. To understand magic is to know it, and if I could know it, I could use it.” Lily took his other hand, squeezing that one as well. The pain arched up his arms and his instinct was to reel away from her touch, but he couldn’t. That odd light in her eyes spoke to him, called him home, and Calix wanted nothing more than to sink into his mother’s embrace and be warm and whole again.

He’d missed her terribly. And now she was here, in this strange dream space they could share.

Forever.

But he had to ask. They’d come this far. “To use it for what?”

“At first, to keep my madness at bay. To build protections for my mind when the world teetered on some brink I didn’t want to walk along. The pull of it…” Lily shuddered, and Calix felt it go through him as well. “The pull of our powers is seductive. It will walk you up to the edge of a cliff with no bottom in sight and ask you to jump with only faith to keep you aloft. And in my darkest moments, I heard voices. Calls and echoes of others. They wanted me to join them, to embrace what I was with no trepidation. But you, my darling boy, you kept me sane for far longer than I might have had otherwise. So, I studied and I experimented. I tore at the threads of magic in each of those objects and I wrote everything down because I knew you would find my work one day and need it, too. Tearing apart magical objects so I could understand the building blocks of this…this force in our world, and use that knowledge to protect you. A scientific approach to a thing we simply accept as true in our lives. And the things I saw, what I learned…” Her smile was soft now, like the rest of her expression. “Calix, there are worlds out there. More than what we can see or feel on this plane of existence. It’s no paradise, but it is possibility. I didn’t intend to find them, but I did. You may find answers there.”

Dear god.

The revelation of what his mother had done – how she had gone into the great, wide unknown in order to protect him – broke down the last of his barriers. He let her pull him close, as if he were a boy and she the doting mother shushing his whimpers over a skinned knee, and he listened to the rest of her story. He had no other choice.

He had to know. 

“And when I could feel the end drawing near,” Lily continued, her voice now a whispered hush coiling directly in his ear, “I bought the soul phylactery and tucked away a bit of myself there. Just a spark. Only enough to allow us to talk like this, and to guide you. I didn’t expect you to have others near when you found me. That was my fault, my poor planning. I don’t know how to extract myself from Lawton, darling, but I’m sure you will figure it out.”

Lily drew his face up with a gentle hand and Calix was able to, once more, stare into those eyes he’d loved and trusted for so long. Gods, he had missed her. “I don’t know how,” he said. “What will happen to Lawton? To you?”

“Whatever it might be, know I’m here for you, Calix. I always will be.” Her grip on his jaw tightened and once again, Calix felt the strangest impulse to pull away, put distance between them. But why would he? This was his mother. It made no sense.

“I know you are, Mother. I know. But understanding all of this is…”

“Painful,” Lily finished. “I wish I could have spared you all of that. I wish you hadn’t found my secrets the way you did. And I don’t know what trouble that book will cause you, but I do know that you aren’t alone. And I’m so very glad you have friends with you. They seem to care for you. Hold tight to that.”

Calix nodded. “I will.”








  
  
Chapter three



AUBREY 

“Aubrey.” 

Aubrey sucked in a deep breath and carefully looked over to the bedroom door. Ethaniel had been so quiet; Aubrey hadn’t been aware he was there until now. “I keep wondering what we’re to do next,” he said, running his palm across his temple. Ethaniel made a noise in response and Aubrey remembered — very vividly — how Ethaniel had noticed that little gesture right away and marked it as silent sign of Aubrey’s distress.

“You can’t stay up with him all night,” Ethaniel whispered as he walked across the rug in stockinged feet. “I can feel that odd ache in my bones after using up so much of my energy. I can only imagine how you feel.”

Aubrey gestured him forward, getting a grateful smile in return, so he waited until Ethaniel curled up on the other side of Calix before saying, “I didn’t know this level of exhaustion existed, to be honest. I’m only upright out of sheer spite.” He nodded to the padded cot across the room, where Lawton slept. “And to keep an eye on that one. I didn’t see any immediate physical ill effects from the…possession, I suppose we’ll call it. But I don’t think Lawton’s mind had figured out how to handle its passenger quite yet.”

Ethaniel reached for Aubrey’s hand, knotting their fingers together and resting their joined hands on Calix’s stomach. The younger man breathed evenly and deeply and Aubrey doubted anything save a parade would wake him at this point. There was only so much the body and psyche could handle, and the shock of the day…hell, the past few weeks, had simply been too much.

There were too many questions and not enough answers and the possibilities — good, bad, truly awful — were rolling around in his mind like marbles let loose across a wood floor. And the one possible path toward a solution was, for one reason only, completely off the table.

Aubrey had to ask anyway.

“The Cunning Folk didn’t write much about possession,” Aubrey said softly as he rubbed his thumb over the sensitive skin between Ethaniel’s thumb and index finger. “There were a few documented cases in history before the Church got involved. But their methods were crude and often permanently harmful.”

Ethaniel raised an eyebrow at that. “And possession itself isn’t permanently harmful?”

“Well, at that point, either the entity would consume you from the inside out, or the mercury poisoning from the so-called treatments would cause your kidneys to stop functioning. Neither was terribly optimal.”

Ethaniel’s pained expression said quite a bit. “Well, that’s horrible.”

“As I said, permanently harmful.” But Aubrey had to chuckle. “I used to swear some of the things they did had to be documented incorrectly, that’s how terrible their treatments could be. But no, we simply didn’t understand enough about the human body and the nature of magic. It was raw then, not refined like now. And imagine what it might all look like when we’re just bones in the ground.”

Ethaniel made a noise at that, pitched so low that Aubrey almost questioned his hearing. “Is it, though? Doesn’t refined mean…” His jaw tensed, the muscle jumping. “Doesn’t it mean more civilized? Studied? Pondered over and processed and then handed out to the masses? And if it really was, would this have happened?” Ethaniel broke their contact to gesture at Calix. Other unspoken questions lingered in his eyes, deepening them to pools of pain and longing, and Aubrey immediately connected the dots. 

All of this has happened, and it is likely bringing up memories of his sister and how she disappeared before she came into her magic. Why did you say such things? You could excuse your runaway tongue through exhaustion and trauma, but it wouldn’t alleviate your guilt. And Ethaniel knows you too well. He knows you spoke carelessly. 

“You’re right,” Aubrey said. “It should be all of those things. For the betterment of society, open to all. And like so many things, magic is kept back behind iron gates of money and power and authority. I shouldn’t have said that, Ethaniel, and I’m sorry. I didn’t…” He cast his gaze sideways to fix on the polished cherry wood dresser. “I was careless with my words. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

Ethaniel sniffled and scrubbed at his face with both hands as a groan escaped him. “No, that’s on me, Aubrey. This is all a bit too close to home for me, as I’m sure you’ve deduced. Magic running amok and secrets kept too closely and all that utter shit.” He looked down at Calix as the younger man shifted, eyes fluttering slightly as he slid deeper into sleep. “Calix’s predicament is not like what happened with my sister. I can’t help but be prickly when this subject comes up. But I am sorry as well.”

Aubrey smiled at him, hoping to coax one out of Ethaniel, too. “Look at us. Already much improved over our last attempt at arguing.”

Ethaniel’s eyebrows went up and his mouth twitched, but he didn’t smile. But oh, he wanted to. Aubrey enjoyed getting Ethaniel to open up to him, to unfurl and bloom in the light of his attentions. It wasn’t hard, since Ethaniel absorbed compliments and coy, teasing remarks and the occasional bit of sarcasm like water soothing a parched throat. He really was lovely. Easily pliant once he trusted you, and Aubrey couldn’t believe he’d gotten a second chance at earning that trust.

And if he’d earned that trust, maybe there would be more. He was eager to have Ethaniel once again, soft and sweet and, if memory served true, thick and rich like honey on Aubrey’s tongue. 

“You’re horrible,” Ethaniel said, wheezing with silent laughter as he curled his fingers into Aubrey’s collar and hauled him close, managing to snag his mouth in a kiss without so much as jostling Calix.

“I am, you know,” Aubrey whispered between mad little kisses that felt like fire.

“Sorry?” Ethaniel’s grip on Aubrey’s collar tightened. “Don’t keep apologizing.”

They slowly let go of each other, mindful of Calix between them and Lawton across from them, and Richard down the hall. The house lay still and quiet with only the splatter of rain across thick windowpanes to remind Aubrey of this time and place. 

As Ethaniel settled against the headboard of the bed and closed his eyes, Aubrey watched the rain skate across the glass. The windows here were wide and low, not like what one got in the city. These windows were meant for warm spring afternoons and sticky summer nights, for flinging open to let in any hint of breeze or in hopes the air might hang heavy with the scent of loam and honeysuckle. Life at a place like this would have been different than his own. Likely more orderly and calmer, without the daily lessons on healing herbs and the cycle of hope and rejection that had come with understanding his abilities. They’d only broached the surface of Calix’s powers and his mother’s teachings, but Aubrey suspected Lily Addington had been much more accepting of her son’s magic than Aubrey’s father had been of his.

And then there was that book. The one now lying on a table in the furthest corner of the room, wrapped in a scrap of gray muslin and looking so insignificant. After all, what harm could a book do? 

What harm indeed.

Aubrey waited until Ethaniel’s breathing had slowed before gently extricating himself from the bedclothes to pad over to the book. The weight of it was a singular thing, its own pressure system that opened like a waiting maw the closer he stepped to where it sat. 

He was so bloody curious.

“Tell me, Talbot,” he said softly, hand hovering over the book’s slightly tattered cover, “how did you come to be trapped in such a thing?” 

Tell me everything, Aubrey thought as he stared at the book. Sentient objects weren’t completely unheard of, but Talbot’s essence seemed mostly intact. And since the man had died in the 16th century, how was that possible? Time alone should have eroded him, let alone all the darker forces he and John Dee had been experimenting with, for the sake of Dee’s fervent obsessions. It was beyond baffling. It was worrisome, on a scale for which Aubrey had no match.

Aubrey swiftly recalled what he knew about Talbot. He was assistant to John Dee, Elizabeth I’s court mage, until Dee fell out of favor due to his increasingly erratic moods and steadfast conviction that he could not only talk to angels, but he was one of Heaven’s Chosen. It had been a baffling thought born out of what was clearly some kind of madness or illness. He had seen examples of Dee’s journals, pages filled with illegible scrawl, symbols Dee claimed were actually the language of the angels–the Enochian language, out of which Dee and Talbot also supposedly constructed an entire school of magical thinking. It was absurd and borne out of religious fervor and, in Talbot’s case, the deep desire for money and riches. Talbot was a con man, but…

The silence that followed didn’t test Aubrey’s patience one bit. After all, he was a patient man by nature, and his line of work only benefited from that…often trying bit of his personality. The day’s modern marvels and wonders also increased the speed of things - the assembly line, the electric light, the adaptation of magic into mundane systems. Even the Collectio used a magical organizational system that hadn’t been possible without newer, lighter metal shelves on which to hold all the artifacts. (Alon had even begun tinkering with floating shelves, a concept that both frightened and elated Aubrey.) But patience was as old as the gnarled roots of a tree, and he was content dug deep into the earth until the truth was allowed to surface.

Finally, the book rasped, “You knew my name. Reminded me of who I was.”

“You didn’t know?” Aubrey asked, instinctually leaning closer. But he wasn’t about to give this thing a chance, any chance at all, to do something in retribution for the failure that now sat astride Lawton’s mind. So, he kept his distance yet. 

“I knew, but whenever I would remember, it would slip past me once more,” Convergence said. 

Aubrey rubbed his chin. He wasn’t going to go as far as negotiate with this thing, not on his own at least. But he was oh so terribly curious. “So, you recognize Talbot.”

“I do.”

“Do you possess his memories, or are you him?”

“Memory is a tricky thing,” Convergence replied, a sharper edge to its tone now. Aubrey couldn’t conceal his grin; impatience came along with a tendency to spill secrets without meaning to. “I am him. He is me. If Talbot’s is the strongest personality amongst all the poor souls trapped inside these pages, then doesn’t it make us the same?”

Aubrey snorted. “You’re no Sphynx, so your riddles don’t mean anything to me.”

The book gave a hoarse chuckle. “And you’re no mere mage.” The temperature of the very air around him seemed to chill, and if Aubrey were a more religious man, he might have wondered if a ghost had brushed its finger down his spine. “You are fascinating,” the book hissed, the sound blurring some line between pain and pleasure. “So much power. So much conflict.” The air grew colder still, and Aubrey began to scan his surroundings. The longer the book had been with them, the more aware it had grown, and while Aubrey was originally only concerned with the weight it pressed upon Calix’s mind, he was now a tad more worried for all their sakes.

“I’m not easily intimidated,” Aubrey said, crossing his arms and staring daggers into the book’s cover. “So, whatever it is you mean to hold over my head, do it. If you know what you think you know, that is.”

Another chuckle, this one deeper. Darker. The candles on the mantle above the roaring fire flickered, sputtered, then went out. “You gave me back my name, so I won’t press that far.” The fire immediately dwindled to no more than a single spark of flame. “Yet. Why don’t we trade? I always did love a good trade.”

That made Aubrey smile. “I always did enjoy a good quid pro quo myself.”

“Excellent.”

“But I go first.” Questions stacked one on top of the other in his mind like a rickety pile of blocks. But the one on top was of utmost importance. “What do you want with Calix?”

Convergence stayed silent long enough that Aubrey thought its passenger might have changed its mind, but then it said, “Haven’t you seen his mind, little hedgewitch? It burns so brightly. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and I used to speak to the dead.”

Aubrey eyed the book once more. Talbot’s writings, of which few had survived a massive fire late in his life, had made their way to the Collectio early in Aubrey’s career. It had been the first time he’d heard of Dee or Talbot, and he’d spent months fixated on any information about either he could find, fascinated. Magnus, his supervisor, had warned him off that path given the lack of primary source documents, but Aubrey couldn’t help himself. Talbot hadn’t entirely been a con man; he had been quite the necromancer in his day, capable of raising the newly dead from their graves to settle property disputes amongst family members, and as he did so, his fame rose too.

Fame…or notoriety, Aubrey thought. And isn’t that what you really wanted, Talbot? To be known, to be seen, to be respected? And when your powers scared people, you chose money as your king instead. Why try to change minds the hard way, when money could solve all?

“Why Calix?” Aubrey said, stepping closer. “Because of whom he is?”

“Because of what he is!” the book crowed, gleeful and almost mocking. “I waited so long for someone like him to come along. No one has ever reacted to me like he did. I was there, and then he was, too, and our minds tumbled over each other like lovers in the dark.” A noise escaped Convergence, another hiss, but this one made Aubrey contemplate the slowly rebuilding fire mere steps away. 

“After all,” Convergence continued, “a mind like his is as precious as any treasure. Imagine what he and I could do together. What we could all do together. And you have an enemy closing in on your gates. Hesitation is for the weak.”

The gnawing thing in his chest was building to a red-hot anger, frustration and fear and a fierce possessiveness over Calix and Ethaniel. This thing was devious, and clearly happy to have someone to talk to, now that it seemed to have regained a sense of self. Dangerous, yes, but also something they could use to their benefit. Aubrey needed to discuss this with the others in the morning.

“Well, I think that’s quite enough for tonight,” Aubrey said, rewrapping the book in its cloth and shoving it into the satchel, then dropping the satchel into the closet and shutting and locking the door. And for peace of mind, he quickly drew a silencing ward on the closet door. It would last until morning, and hopefully give them all a chance to sleep.

When Aubrey climbed back into bed, he found Ethaniel curled like an octopus around Calix. He’d never seen anything sweeter, and it made his heart ache all the more for the grief he was about to greet them with the coming sunrise.








  
  
Chapter four



ETHANIEL 

Ethaniel awoke to find Lawton standing over him. He choked back a shout, but shot upright in bed, which jostled the others. “What the hell?”

“I’m sorry,” Lawton said in that disconcerting voice Calix had identified as his mother; higher pitched and slightly nervous. “I was curious, and this body I’m…in was reluctant to move at first.”

Realization – and panic – were a cold snap in his veins. “You…puppeteered him?”

Lawton’s hands twisted together, knotting the loose front of his gray tunic. “I…I suppose it would seem like that.”

“It definitely doesn’t seem like anything else,” Ethaniel said. That made Lawton – or, Calix’s mother, as he should be thinking of it – frown. It was an odd, twisting thing that left Ethaniel’s stomach feeling sour. If he were a religious man, he would have been calling for a priest immediately.

“I wanted to see you properly,” the woman inside Lawton’s body said. “Who, exactly, was taking care of my boy.”

Ethaniel blinked a few times, let out a slow breath, then pushed his elbow out so he could nudge Calix awake. The man was going to hate this, but he didn’t feel right keeping it from him, or from Aubrey. Secrets were partially responsible for the mess they were in, and there was no need to keep them now. “Calix. Calix.”

Calix mumbled and rolled over, closer to Aubrey and away from the elbow poking him in the side, but the movement jostled Aubrey, who awoke with a jaw-cracking yawn. “Ethaniel?”

“We have a, hmmm…a visitor,” Ethaniel said. “I believe Calix’s mother has –”

“Questions? Yes, I suppose I do,” the possessed man replied.

That got Aubrey’s attention immediately. Ethaniel was suddenly surrounded by Aubrey, one arm wrapped around his back, Aubrey’s left hip kissing Ethaniel’s thigh. The blanket of surety – safety – provided by Aubrey’s closeness was enough to ease the anxiety scrambling his thoughts, but he doubted the pit in his stomach would close up any time soon. 

Aubrey was tense, his body hard against Ethaniel, but his voice was as cool as silk as he said, “Well, I think we have some questions, too.” 

Ethaniel’s gaze flitted between the two of them for a long moment before he leaned to the left to gently shake Calix’s arm. When Calix cracked open his eyes and saw Lawton standing there, staring down at them, he blanched and immediately pulled back. “What’s happening?” Calix asked in a near whisper.

Ethaniel exchanged a look with Aubrey. Calix would eventually learn to decipher their silent language. “Your mother,” Ethaniel said, squeezing the hand that groped for his, letting Calix cling to him, “seems to be curious about us.”

Poor Calix looked terrified as he came to understand the situation they were all in. He turned to Ethaniel with wide eyes and said, “I don’t know what to do.”

Ethaniel wrapped his hands around Calix’s. His skin was clammy, almost too cold to the touch, so he pulled a blanket free from the bed and draped it over Calix’s lap. Then he turned to Aubrey. “Could you start, Aubrey?”

“Of course.” Aubrey’s neutral expression, the kindness written in his gaze, made Ethaniel want to sigh in relief. 

Ethaniel watched Aubrey turn back to Lawton. “I’ve got a rather simple question for you, ma’am. Why do this? Any of it?”

Lily’s frown was a delicate thing. It brought to mind a similarly delicate woman, a forest nymph of power and unexpected resilience. Like Calix. “It wasn’t on purpose,” she replied, her gaze firmly caught on her son. “My unwavering hope was that Calix would find the vault and the phylactery. I saved my energy for that wonderful day we could be reunited so I could protect him and continue his training.” She lifted Lawton’s pale hand and placed it over his heart. “I wasn’t expecting…this. He’s so strong-willed and so…”

Lily paused, and as she did, the air in the room began to prickle over Ethaniel’s skin. On instinct, he dropped the mental walls that kept his sight at bay, and when the room came back into focus, he gasped.

Lawton’s body was an unrestrained tangle of magic, threads of gold and ruby and sapphire flickering steadily, as if mimicking a pulse. A secondary pulse, for his passenger, Ethaniel thought. But there was no magic where Lawton had been branded, the wound inscribed with the alchemical symbol for salt. There, Lawton was hollow, his essence as silent as a tomb. 

“What is it, Ethaniel?” Aubrey asked, his grip on Calix clearly tightening, judging by the way his knuckles pressed through his skin.

“He’s…I don’t know how to describe it,” Ethaniel murmured, awe and shock coloring his voice. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. There’s a void near his heart, where the brand sits. But the rest of him is dazzling.”

As soon as the words left him, the color and hypnotic patterns of magic coursing through Lawton’s body dimmed. “I didn’t realize,” Lily said, pulling that hand over Lawton’s heart into a fist. “He and I have yet to find a balance.”

“What you’re doing is wrong, Mother,” Calix said, the words bursting out from his like a caged bird being released. “You can’t simply…possess someone! You can’t do any of this!”

“Oh, darling, it’s all right,” Lily said, stepping closer. Everyone tensed and for one hysterical moment, Ethaniel feared their collective anxieties would snap the bed in two. “But I understand. Change takes time. And it won’t be for long, surely. I know you’ll find a way to separate us and return me to my body.”

At that, Ethaniel felt all the warmth drain from his body, leaving him cold and stiff. “Bring him back,” he choked out against the rising panic trying to block his throat. “Let him be.”

“Please,” Calix whispered as he shrank back into Aubrey’s hold. Aubrey had a good grip on him, thankfully, but it seemed like nothing to quell the way Calix shivered. “Please just…go. We need space and time to think. And I need to talk to him.”

Lily’s expression dropped into one of motherly sympathy, but Ethaniel swore he saw a spark of something else there, too. Defiant and headstrong. Willing to fight. He wondered if Calix saw the same, or if he was simply a son desperate for his mother’s warmth and care. He couldn’t blame Calix; it was often near impossible to sever the ties of family and blood.

“Of course, my love. My Calix.” Lawton’s body slumped, as if his strings had been cut, and he collapsed on the ground in a heap of limbs and fiery hair. 

Calix scrambled out of their grasps and dropped to his knees, gathering up Lawton’s thin frame to hold it tight against his chest. His breathing was uneven and Ethaniel’s heart nearly broke at the sound. 

He and Aubrey also went to the floor, surrounding Calix with all the comfort they could spare, trying to warm him with blankets and cushions and the heat of their own bodies. This he could do. He could be helpful. He could soothe and heal. He could comfort and lend his strength. But Ethaniel couldn’t stop looking over toward the book, then back to Calix and Lawton.

Aubrey was the first to speak, just as Calix went limp against them, clearly exhausted to his core. “We’re in the middle of others’ machinations,” he whispered before pressing a kiss into Calix’s hair. “I think it’s time we made our own plan. But we need time, and information.” He drew a flat stone out of his pocket and handed it to Ethaniel. “Check on your uncle. I need to contact my mentor, Magnus, and see what knowledge he may have that can help us.”

That panic, fluttery and fragile, pressed against Ethaniel’s ribs once more. “What do you intend?”

“I don’t know yet,” Aubrey said, his tone so uncertain, so unlike him. Aubrey was never uncertain, never unmoored. But now he was as in the dark as the rest of them, fumbling for light and not caring about the source. Ethaniel worried they were on dangerous ground, and that even worse, a cliff was up ahead and they couldn’t see themselves approaching the edge.

“All right,” Ethaniel said as he took the stone. It was warm from Aubrey’s touch, and he was reluctant to tuck it away. “Let’s get them up on the bed.”

Neither man weighed much compared to their strength, but the one thing that left Ethaniel with a lump in his throat was the tender way Aubrey stroked Calix’s coppery waves before tucking a blanket around him. 

“I’ll stay with them,” Ethaniel said. “I don’t trust her.”

Aubrey let out a deep breath before nodding. “Agreed. One of us should always have her in sight.”

Ethaniel let his head thunk back against the wall, feeling all the more carved out. “Go. Take a walk, clear your head. We need your brilliance, Aubrey.”

That earned him a slight smirk. “Just my brilliance?”

“Cad.” But Ethaniel couldn’t stop his smile. “Just don’t go far.”

Aubrey crossed the room in three strides just to cup Ethaniel’s jaw with one hand. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Staring up at his lover, seeing the way those glass-green eyes went hooded and dark, sent a rush of emotion through him. Aubrey had been the only man he’d ever loved–a love so fierce and claiming it often left him breathless and reeling. Right now, helpless against him, Ethaniel felt it once more. He craned his head up and Aubrey’s lips met his, sweet and honest. Ethaniel ran his hands up Aubrey’s arms, meaning to comfort, but Aubrey held him closer and teased his tongue along the seam of Ethaniel’s lips. He opened to him the way he always did, an invitation for whatever Aubrey wanted.

Because he trusted Aubrey. Because he loved him.

When they parted, Aubrey whispered, “We’ll figure this out. I swear it.”

All Ethaniel could do was nod and hold Aubrey’s face in his hands, his thumbs tracing the sharp lines of his cheekbones as if to memorize them once more.
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It was sheer curiosity that had Ethaniel dropping his sight to examine the patterns on the flat, dark green stone in his palm. He’d thought the stone black, so dark was its color, but here in the flicker of fire and lamplight he saw glints of a color that reminded him of pine trees. He’d seen pine trees while growing up, messy rows of slender trunks with bark rough enough to scrape your skin and needles growing only far above his head. The air would smell like them in the winter, resiny sap and crisp, bright, untouched snow stretching for miles that felt endless. Those days had felt endless, too, for a time, but nothing that quiet ever lasted in their lives.

He’d grown up far inland, toward the middle of the country where neighbors weren’t connected by distance but cared for each other anyways. His father ran a small logging operation, and he and his sister Maria had spent every second of their young lives sheltered by those pine boughs while the mountains breathed through them. It had been a nice life, but not one without problems. Maria’s magic hadn’t been like his. Ethaniel’s had been orderly, and how could it not have been, when his second sight was so full of dazzling patterns? But Maria hadn’t stood a chance.

Ethaniel closed his palm around the stone and felt it warm to his touch. A spark of something tickled his mind and he let his sight drop. There in the darkness behind his eyelids was a single green line running north to south. Then another appeared, this one east to west.

Another and another and another, all so beautiful and so purposeful. The lines intersected again and again until a dense star made of light opened to him. Aubrey had said he only needed to think of Jeremiah, to picture him clearly in his mind, and the stone would try to find him. It’s a simple, singular object, for a simple, singular purpose, Aubrey had said with a smile, his hand gentle as it wrapped around Ethaniel’s. This was magic he understood.

Maria’s face flickered in his mind and he forced himself to banish it as he brought up memories of Jeremiah. The stone couldn’t contact Maria, but he didn’t want to risk using up its latent energy. Jeremiah had, to his shame, become an afterthought in the middle of everything that had happened, and Ethaniel’s guilt over that was clearly making him ruminate on his long-deceased sister; it had been a place left hollow after he had taken on Jeremiah’s care. 

“Hello?”

Ethaniel’s eyes shot open and before him stood a hazy outline of his uncle. But instead of slippers and a housecoat, his uncle was wearing a smart-looking suit and hat. “Uncle?”

His uncle broke out into a big smile. “Ethaniel, oh my boy! I’ve been so worried. You didn’t come home and I —”

Ethaniel winced, silently cursing at himself and his obscene selfishness. “I’m so sorry, Uncle. Truly. I didn’t mean to leave the city without telling you, but it was –”

Time froze as a hand curled around Jeremiah’s shoulder. “Jeremiah’s been out a fair bit as well, brother. Have you told Ethaniel about the show you saw last night, Uncle?”

Vincent’s voice was ice in Ethaniel’s veins. “Vincent,” he ground out. “Leave him be or I swear…”

Vincent chuckled. Ethaniel couldn’t see his face, either because of the angle or because he had purposefully contacted Jeremiah and the stone actually couldn’t show Vincent’s face, but he didn’t need to see his half-brother’s smug smile to hear it, or to feel it burn like a lash across his skin. “Jeremiah and I have been catching up, Ethaniel. And I couldn’t stand to see him suffering so badly.”

Jeremiah grinned and Ethaniel felt sick. “He found me a cure, Ethaniel! Said it’s some scientist’s newest drug, it beats the consumption back. Can you believe it?”

Ethaniel’s gaze went to Calix, who had fallen back asleep beside him. For one truly ugly, selfish moment, he wished it could all go back to how it had been. It would mean losing Jeremiah to an awful disease, but it would have kept his life predictable. Understandable. He could have had the quiet order he’d worked so hard for.

But the price would have been too great. 

His fingers sought out the edge of Calix’s sleeve as he said, “Jeremiah, would you mind letting me and Vincent talk for a moment?”

Jeremiah frowned but nodded, but was cut off by a cough Ethaniel had heard a thousand times. It made his soul go cold. “Yes, all right,” Jeremiah wheezed, hacking again. “But do let me tell you about the magic show I saw last night!”

“As soon as Vincent and I are done. I promise.”

Jeremiah disappeared from view just as a spark of purple energy shocked his palm. Startled, Ethaniel nearly dropped the stone, but he used the movement to jostle Calix awake. Calix blinked sleepily up at him, and Ethaniel jerked his head toward the now-visible outline of his brother. Shadows were all that suggested his brother’s sharp features and wide forehead (a Harkness family trait), but it was enough to make Calix’s eyes go wide.

Ethaniel was no actor, but he didn’t need to focus hard in order to turn his attention back to his brother. “Back to blackmail me some more?” Ethaniel asked, his tone as even as he could make it with the volcanic heat of anger bubbling inside his chest.

Vincent chuckled. “Do I need to? Or were you expecting me to up the ante, so to speak?”

“Enlighten me.”

Another chuckle. “Ethaniel, that ship has long since sailed. You had the chance, and now it’s gone. If you want to make a deal, a different one, I’m going to need much more from you than a promise that you’ll hand over that book.”

Vincent’s head turned…to stare right at Calix. “I want the Oracle too.”

Calix sucked in a sharp breath but Ethaniel held steady. “Out of the question.”

Vincent tutted at him. “Brother, do you understand what that book is? I suppose you don’t, since you clearly haven’t wielded its power.” He cocked his head in thought. “Or perhaps you can’t. Either way, it’s a profane, sacred thing. It can’t be out in the world, used by just anyone.”

Ethaniel could hardly believe what he was hearing. Vincent had always been ambitious, but there was something needful in his tone. “It’s not leaving my care. Our care.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” Vincent put a hand out, palm down, and snapped twice. The thin connection between them from the stone started to stretch, as if whatever Vincent was doing was interfering.

What coalesced, seemingly from thin air, at Vincent’s side was at first nothing but black shadow. Ethaniel could see it roiling and churning, and at his side, Calix groaned in pain. He glanced over to see Calix gripping his head. “I saw this,” Calix whispered, horrified. “Right before I awoke. I saw a great beast…”

It was a beast. A massive black dog or wolf of some kind, its eyes a sickly yellow. It seemed to stare right at them through the wavering connection. Ethaniel’s heart sped up. “Vincent. What have you done?”

“What I must,” Vincent snapped back as he laid his hand on top of the beast’s head. “What I must in order to ensure…” Then he broke off, chuckling. “Ethaniel, I want you to understand. To know what it is I’m…we’re doing at the Golden Order. This isn’t some flimsy excuse to sway influence, brother. It’s so much more. Our family name could be restored. Do you know what that means?”

Ethaniel did. And he felt sick with it. “Our family doesn’t deserve any grace, Vincent. How could you say such a thing, after what our ancestors did? The blood magic and necromancy and corruption and…. all of it!” 

Vincent took that statement, one fueled by pain and loss and fear, with surprising aplomb. He was silent for a long moment, mulling. “The things I’ve learned since taking up the leadership role with the Order could make you change your mind. In fact, I know it would.” Something like smoke curled around Vincent’s legs, and even though Ethaniel couldn’t make out the details, he didn’t need to. Whatever Vincent was doing pulled on him, a single thread wound a little tighter around his soul. It was deeper than flesh and organs, deeper than bone; the magic his half-brother was coalescing spoke to Ethaniel like one might fall to their knees before the sight of a god.

“You have the book. I want it,” Vincent said, his voice a deadly whisper, “and by helping me, you help restore our family name. That book contains power, brother. The forces of dark and light don’t matter when the very essence of what makes us real could be at my fingertips. No more hiding, no more brushing off people asking if we’re like our ancestors, those foul, wretched people who mucked about in graveyards, plying their trade amongst the rot and ruin of the dead.”

And then Vincent’s voice seemed to echo out and in his heart, Ethaniel felt real fear for the first time since Maria had disappeared. “We could be the rightful heirs we were meant to be. Don’t you want that?”

Before his eyes, Vincent seemed to grow taller, broader, as did the beast at his side. Ethaniel could only watch, stricken silent in shock, as another beast appeared to Vincent’s right. “But now isn’t the time for droning. It is time for action.” Vincent’s gaze shot over to Calix again and he smiled while a shiver ran down Ethaniel’s back. “I admit, I wasn’t anticipating your Oracle’s fascinating family history, but I’ve never been one to let an obstacle stand in my way. That estate you luxuriate in would make a fine base for the Order’s growing operation –”

It happened so quickly, Ethaniel had no time to react, no time to stop Lawton from sprinting across the room with a hollow yell, and grab Ethaniel’s hand in his. And then Ethaniel felt it.

Power.

Red-hot but like a shard of ice at the same time, spearing through him as one might lance a boil. Lawton, in Lily’s voice, screamed one word, one clear note of “NO!” and Ethaniel was struck with magic so great it sent him reeling backwards.

The last thing he saw was Calix’s worried face before darkness snapped his vision closed.
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In the dark, in the silence, Ethaniel felt a hand slip into his. He knew immediately it was hers.

“I wanted to go into the woods, but it started raining,” Maria said as she stared up at him. There were a few leaves in her hair and dirt across her cheek, but she was smiling.

“I thought Father said you weren’t supposed to go into the woods anymore,” Ethaniel said. It was so strange – he felt his lips move, heard his own voice, but felt strangely disconnected from the moment. As if he were hovering right behind the step of a memory.

This was a memory. So why did it feel so real? Why could he feel her warm little hand in his? 

And why did the next thing she said drive a rusty nail of fear into his heart?

“But Father doesn’t understand,” Maria said, her smile still wide, her round cheeks flushed pink as if she’d been out in the cold. “Carmen needs me. And she’s teaching me, Ethaniel! She’s teaching me magic!”

His sister’s eyes, so like his own, started to dim, as if someone had struck the light from her very soul, siphoning it away. The whites turned gray, then black, and then she was left with nothing but hollows where her eyes had once been.

Somewhere behind him, someone laughed. It strangely reminded him of the raspy voice from the book —
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Ethaniel awoke when a warm hand passed over his brow. “What happened?” he murmured as he fought to pull his eyes open against the pounding headache in his temples.

“Nothing good.” Aubrey’s sonorous voice was an instant balm against the pain in his head. “Seems your brother is plotting. Unsurprisingly.” He frowned, his scrutiny suddenly close. “But something else happened, didn’t it?”

Somehow, Aubrey knew about his dream, if one could call it that. Something slippery and sinuous curled tight inside his chest, and it was not a welcome feeling. “How did you know that?”

Aubrey swallowed hard; his unease was making everything worse. “I simply…did.” In tandem, he and Aubrey looked across the room to where Calix was sitting by the fire, watching Lawton sleep. Lawton had apparently collapsed again after Lily’s outburst. They hadn’t been alone, and all awake, since they’d come into the room hours ago. In the middle of the confusion and exhaustion, he and Aubrey and Calix hadn’t been granted much time to discuss their next steps.

“Sharing some tenuous mental connection isn’t the worst thing,” Aubrey said as they joined Calix. Ethaniel took a seat at Calix’s feet, and immediately there were warm, soft hands on his shoulders, rubbing away the tension.

“I’m guessing we have our resident grimoire to thank for this,” Ethaniel said as he craned his head back to look up at Calix. The Oracle gave him a small smile in return, and it helped chase away the lingering malignance of the strange dream. 

Ethaniel used to dream about Maria all the time, but it was never of the moments before she disappeared. That was new and…

“Disturbing,” Calix said quietly, drawing a sharp look from Aubrey. 

Ethaniel breathed out hard. “Took the word right from my lips.”

“Well,” Aubrey said after a long, heavy moment, “seems our little shared connection isn’t some nebulous sense of each other’s emotions or state of mind.”

Ethaniel felt Calix’s hands tense on his shoulders, and he patted one as if to comfort, even though his own feelings were a riot. “Surely it’s not steadfast. It’s probably because of that damn book. We should tuck it away again, not tempt Fate.”

“Yes, please,” Calix said as he slid his touch up the sides of Ethaniel’s neck, strong fingers digging into the base of his skull. The pressure was delicious and exactly where he needed it.

Of course it was. Well, he wasn’t ever one to look a gift horse in the mouth. He couldn’t know for certain that Calix felt his satisfaction, but the way the younger man was pressing into exactly the right spots told him that was likely the case.

“What a strange thing,” Aubrey said, his voice gone soft with wonder as he came to kneel before both of them, “to know how you both feel. It’s like I’ve got two unique magic artifacts, one in each hand, but I can track them separately. Know them.” Aubrey’s beautiful hands came to rest on Ethaniel’s knees, putting them face to face and as close as his folded legs would allow. “It should feel invasive, or alienating. But I feel…”

“Whole,” Ethaniel breathed. Behind him, Calix hummed in agreement and before him, Aubrey smiled. “I should hate this. But I don’t.”
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