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

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

      Its contents were anything but simple.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Throw it in the sea?” he suggested.

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

      “The Draakenwood—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’d appreciate that,” Sebastian said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

      The tentacles were just a bonus.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They both stared at Irene with something close to awe.

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

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

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

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

      It hadn’t been the most restful of experiences.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You have no idea,” Sebastian replied. “After Boston, I spent a year sleeping with the lights on.”
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        * * *

      

      Ves hurried in the direction of the bindery and conservatory, the box held tight to his chest so he didn’t accidentally drop it and send the heading rolling off under a shelf. Even though Fagerlie hadn’t wanted to be beheaded, he still found himself resenting the man for the inconvenience his body part was causing.

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

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

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

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

      “No, why would I?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She shuddered, then let out a half-laugh. “Infinitely.”
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      That evening, as Irene slowed the Rolls Royce in front of Bonnie’s house, Ves felt his heart lift as he always did.

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

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

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

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

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

      Noct smiled. “Yes, please.”

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

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

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

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

      And found himself face-to-face with a man he didn’t recognize, who held in his arms the tiny form of baby Clara.
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        * * *

      

      Noct was off Ves’s back in a flash, clinging to the banister of the stairs leading up to the second floor. Ves’s tentacles snapped out, ripping the seams of the coat he still wore, to hang in a threatening cloud around him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “He’s her husband,” Ves countered.

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

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

      “That is far beyond my purview, sadly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sebastian yawned and stretched. “I’m tired, too. Give me a moment to lock up, and I’ll join you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian climbed the stairs slowly, turning the box Jeremy had made for him over and over in his hand. The gift was a kind gesture; though perhaps not as adept as some of the whalers, Jeremy had a talent.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Ves blushed and kissed him. Letting himself dream of the future, when the Books had been dealt with and the danger was past, Sebastian sank into the warmth of his lover’s arms.
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      The next morning, Sebastian suggested a stroll after breakfast.

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

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

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

      
        
        Commemorating the founders

        Of the town of

        Widdershins
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