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The Cat Burglar

Mr. George Chadwick Livingston III’s home off Fifth Avenue contained many things: massive marble mantles imported from Italy, stained glass windows made in Tiffany’s workshop, enamel vases purchased from Faberge in the style of the Russian tsars, wardrobes filled with gowns from Worth and Doucet, antiquities looted from cultures around the globe, and the best display of good breeding and taste a first-generation steamer magnate could buy. What it didn’t contain was a bobcat, yet when the clock struck two, the wildcat slid out from under the sofa and regarded the man’s well-stocked library with a gleam in its eye. The creature purred as it silently padded to each door and confirmed that the room was locked and the halls beyond it were empty of people. The bobcat and Enoch Whitley, the man who shared a body with it, had waited nearly a month for this day, and they weren’t going to squander it by getting caught.

With a shove, Enoch forced the bobcat to relinquish its hold. Their body locked and convulsed like a machine in need of oil after weeks in bobcat form. They bit back a hiss as their skull split and the cat’s sharp canines retracted in favor of a row of square, crooked teeth. Across their body, their skin crawled as fur was replaced with flesh and greying brown hair, but the sensation was nothing compared to the pain of the breaking and remaking of bones and the tearing of muscle. Enoch clamped his mouth shut as the pain reached a crescendo that turned to nausea. He shouldn’t have waited so long to shift. He was too old, and at some point, waiting too long would be his undoing. Resting his head against the Indian rug, Enoch panted and shut his eyes until his heart quieted and the last echoes of the transformation passed.

If one of the maids had walked in, they would have found him as naked and vulnerable as a baby bird, but that was the price he paid for shifting. His lips twitched at the thought of being caught like that again as he forced himself upright, one spindly limb at a time. It had been a long time since he had been so careless. Touching his neck for his collar of clothes, Enoch found it bare and let out a disappointed hum. The damned cat forgot them. His spare clothes had been bundled around his neck when they snuck into the mansion weeks earlier, but somewhere along the way, they had been left behind. Enoch scratched at the stubble on his chin and tried to remember where his clothing might be. Clothes were too expensive to leave behind if he could help it. Unfortunately, when he was a passenger in the bobcat’s mind for too long, it was easy to forget inconsequential things like clothes or the days of the week. The bobcat cared only for sleeping, eating, and whatever quarry Enoch set its mind to. He and the bobcat were alike in that way; while the cat didn’t care a fig about books, it enjoyed the hunt.

Glancing up at the oculus high above his head, Enoch watched a flurry of snow twist and dance across the glass. It had been thoroughly autumnal when they snuck into the Livingstons’ manor, but he had barely noticed nature’s slow slide into winter while nestled in the bobcat’s mind. At least the rich man’s palace was warm even without a fire. No matter. If he couldn’t find his clothes, he would simply secure the book with a table cloth or rag and leave in furs again. He would just have to be careful that the book didn’t fall out or get wet. Enoch frowned but shrugged to himself as his not quite human eyes adjusted to the meager light. He would figure something out.

Drifting to the nearest shelf, Enoch ran his gaze over the rows of books and was relieved to find that the library had some semblance of organization. He couldn’t abide rich swells who couldn’t tell a folio from a grimoire and stored their books in the most asinine fashion. He sometimes stole more from people who organized their books by size or color on principle. Arranging books by their outward appearance showed their owners didn’t care about what was inside them, just how they looked. They were often the same people who ripped off the original covers and plastered on a generic piece of fancy dyed leather, so it matched their rug and couches. Enoch’s lip curled at the thought of the books he prized so dearly being pinned down and having their wings ripped off like a butterfly to satisfy some decorative fancy. It was sacrilegious.

As he moved to the next shelf, Enoch ran a loving hand over the spine of a book he already owned. He had taken his copy from a collection at a college in Poughkeepsie several years earlier, and while Mr. Livingston’s copy was in better condition, Enoch felt no need to take it. The knowledge inside was the same, even if the cover was crisper, but his esteem for Mr. Livingston and his book agent grew a fraction. The man may have known nothing of books, but it was obvious the person he hired as his agent did. His library wasn’t nearly as large or prestigious as that of the other robber barons who lived on Fifth Avenue, but the dearth of the collection along with the trophy pieces were well chosen to make him look sensible yet affluent. Giving his agent free rein to organize it as he wished had lent the library an air of discernment and forethought. So many people put books in alphabetical order to save time, and that was nearly as bad as grouping them by appearance. When Enoch had last been allowed in the Paranormal Society’s library, they had used the Dewey Decimal System, which Enoch disliked for his own reasons, but that had been a while ago. Resentment kindled like a coal in his breast, but he smothered it by focusing on his quarry. It didn’t matter if the society didn’t understand his mission; he didn’t need them or their books as long as he could still shift. With their hovering librarians, missing books were spotted so quickly, but in a library like this, a book could go missing and not be noticed for years, or so he hoped.

The man Mr. Livingston had hired to stock his library—Ramsey, Ransom, something like that—had sought out titles that were not fought over by the men of the Grolier Club, yet the books he had purchased were still fairly rare and in good shape with the occasional treasure. If Enoch had been a cat burglar with less scruples, he might have grabbed a few of the nicer boring books and lived off the proceeds for years. But that wasn’t what he came for. Silently padding up the curling iron staircase in the corner, Enoch’s eyes glowed in the meager starlight like a cat’s. The book he wanted had to be up there somewhere. On the first floor, the higher shelves had been used for flaunting the more expensive treasures, visible but not easily touched. If this were his library, he would put the more controversial books on the second floor, out of reach and out of the way of prying eyes. The bobcat purred in his head as they reached a corner that couldn’t be glimpsed from the floor below. There were saucy books that probably contained some interesting etchings or turns of phrase, things that could no longer be sold through the mail legally, but Enoch didn’t care about those. He needed a book for his research library, and for once, he knew exactly who purchased it. The only question was if Livingston or his agent truly knew what it was; that would change where they put it.

Enoch squinted and blinked, his eyes and brain struggling over the titles as he skimmed row after row of spines. When he set off to steal this book, he hadn’t expected to get stuck in the cat’s head for weeks, but fate had smiled upon him that day. He had been perusing the shelves of his favorite bookshop when Mr. Livingston’s agent came in to check on whether an order of books had come in. As soon as the proprietor mentioned The Corpus Arcanum, Enoch had been unable to rip his attention away. The book had been on his desiderata for years, and he needed it. The next night he broke into the bookshop and went through the man’s papers to find the buyer. What he hadn’t realized was that Mr. Livingston had purchased it along with several dozen others.

The rest of the books were mundane or illicit in far less interesting ways, and Enoch couldn’t help but wonder why he had purchased a book on magic. He thought maybe Livingston was a collector of esoteric books, not for what they contained but for their age or strangeness. The library so far hadn’t contained anything particularly interesting or useful to him. Perhaps, the agent had merely gotten a feeling that he should buy it. That happened to non-magical people sometimes. If their blood contained the dregs of magic from some long-dead ancestor, they were drawn to magical objects like moths to a flame even if they couldn’t use them.

Enoch had expected to stake out the house for a few days before stealing the book. What he hadn’t expected was the book agent to quibble with Mr. Livingston about the organization of his library. For days, the bobcat had sat under the sofa as books were taken down, reorganized, cataloged, and the new books unpacked. Eventually, the bobcat refused to stay still for so long, so they took to learning the routines of the household staff and family, which halls were safe to traverse in daylight, and when the master of the house would next be away on business. He had decided to wait until Mr. Livingston left for England to take the book. The man spent a great deal of time in his library, and Enoch feared that if he didn’t wait until the new books lost their shine, their absence would be noticed. A life of bibliomania had taught him that book lovers always came in from time to time to marvel at their latest purchases, turning them over in their hands, and feeling that swell of satisfaction that it was theirs. Enoch knew the feeling well. Every book he stole for his research library was a treasure to be stroked and admired until he went after his next quarry. It was only when a new book took its place that it became one of many.

Waiting to take the book while Mr. Livingston was away was the smart thing to do. He and the book man were the only ones who came into the library with any regularity, and by the time he returned, his latest purchases and their locations on the shelf would have dulled in his memory. After a month of lurking in the shadows, Enoch would leave the mansion with far less mice than when he arrived in exchange for the book he needed. All things considered, it seemed a fair trade, and it wasn’t as if Mr. Livingston could use the book anyway.

As Enoch reached the second to last shelf, his breath hitched at the sudden kick of adrenaline coursing through his veins. There it was: The Corpus Arcanum. After years of trying to get his hands on it, it was finally his. The title had been written on the ribbed spine in a bold, golden script by some enterprising librarian over a century ago, but it was still in its original binding. Wiping his sweaty palms across his leg, Enoch steadied his shaking hands before carefully pulling it out. It had been stuck between two mundane volumes from the Renaissance, so he quickly shuffled the other books around it to obscure the space where the tome had been. Sinking to the floor of the catwalk, Enoch stared down at his prize and ran a reverent hand over the black, goatskin cover. No wonder the book agent had bought it for Mr. Livingston’s collection; it was beautiful. He had expected it to be plain and ugly like so many magical books were, but it was covered in gilded arabesques and stars that reflected the intricacies of the work within.

The collected knowledge of magic in one thick volume, and now it was his. He had begged the librarians at the Paranormal Society to let him into the special collections to read it, but that cantankerous old prune wouldn’t let him. His research was never worthy enough to gain him entry, though he was certain old Turpin kept him out to keep him from gaining too much knowledge. Enoch ran his fingers hungrily down the book’s spine as the bobcat purred loudly in his head. He didn’t need the Paranormal Society anymore. He had a library of his own. One that would soon rival them if he could find a few more books on his desiderata. He would make them regret dismissing him.

Cradling the book close, Enoch returned to the first floor and swept his glowing gaze for anything he might use to tie the book to the cat. The covers on the tables would be missed, and when he rifled through Mr. Livingston’s desk, he didn’t find so much as a handkerchief. Why would he keep one on hand when he could merely order a servant to bring him one? Enoch shoved the draw shut with a grunt and closed his eyes. He tried to picture the house from the bobcat’s perspective; there was a linen closet a few hallways over near the dining room where there were plenty of napkins that wouldn’t be missed. To get there, he would have to take to furs again and leave The Corpus Arcanum behind. Cold sweat broke on Enoch’s back at the thought of putting the book back or not being able to return to take it. If a maid heard him rummaging around, she might chase the cat off or realize there had been a robbery. The binding creaked beneath his fingers. He couldn’t risk going into the bobcat’s head for weeks again to get another chance. He had to leave with the book tonight. He needed this book for his research.

Enoch’s gaze sharpened. That was it. He needed the knowledge within the pages for his research, not the book itself. He had at least two hours before the staff began to wake. That was plenty of time to confirm a theory or two and satisfy his curiosity in case he had to wait to come back for the book. Settling at Mr. Livingston’s massive desk, Enoch suppressed a chuckle at how ridiculous he must look. He much preferred his usual ritual of showing off his latest find at the Guttenberg Club and then reading it in their parlor with a glass of port. Then again, Benjamin Franklin supposedly did his best work in the nude, so at least there was precedent. Cracking the cover, Enoch’s heart fluttered in anticipation. He skimmed over the front page of The Corpus Arcanum, his eyes lingering on the book curse written in gilded ink.

He who steals this paper and ink

Into death he shall sink.

May he enjoy these words today

For he shall not live to see another day.

Such charming things, book curses. Too bad they didn’t work. If they did, he would have been dead long ago. Flicking through the pages, Enoch skimmed the headings for the information he needed most. His head swam with a heady euphoria he rarely felt outside his library. The Corpus Arcanum was perfect. It had everything he needed. It probably held the secrets that would unlock everything if he had more than one lifetime to study it. He kept catching himself stopping to read random passages, but he needed to keep moving if he wanted to get out before dawn. He would read it all in due time, he reminded himself. When the next two pages stuck, Enoch went to lick his thumb but froze. The cat growled in his head as he stared down at this hand. His fingertips, nails and all, were black with ink. He wiped his hand against his bare leg, but the color held fast. He distantly knew this development was alarming, but as long as the paper was free of smudges, he didn’t care. Wiping his finger against the page, the words beneath it bubbled to the surface. They shimmered with wetness before soaking into his skin, their meaning sinking into him like a knife. Enoch stared at it with equal parts reverence and horror. The bobcat released a low rumble, but Enoch ignored it. The book wanted to become one with him. It had chosen him. He had heard of it happening, but he needed to read it first before he could take on all of its knowledge. He would take care now and wear gloves when he brought it to his library. Yes, gloves...

He nearly set the book down on the desk when a shuddering chill passed through him and a cold sweat broke on his back. His fingers tightened on the cover of their own accord. He stared transfixed as the words at the top of the page glowed and rearranged themselves. The letters danced and swayed to an unseen metronome until the world around him faded away. They flickered into new phrases, new connections, new information no human had ever gleaned before. Enoch gasped. It was exactly what he had always wanted to know. The Corpus Arcanum drew him in and held him tight until he could see nothing but the threads of the hidden world that had become his life’s work. It was connected. It was all connected. Tears stung his eyes as they trailed down his cheeks in oily, black streaks. He had been right. He had been right about so many things.

His teeth chattered and his heart thudded in his ears, but it didn’t matter because he had been right. He needed to gather disciples. Yes, he would start a school. The knowledge was in his eyes, his mouth, his ears. The words swam in his vision and pulsed in time with his blood. He would teach others. He would pass— Bitter, metallic saliva pooled in his mouth, but when he tried to swallow it, he choked. Ink surged up Enoch’s throat, spilling from his lips in a torrent. He gagged as it poured down his chin and out his nose. The ink flowed from every orifice, but he wouldn’t stop it even if he could. The Corpus Arcanum was in him. They were one.

Blood spilled onto the page and wicked the words away in a tide of black as whispers filled his ears and letter after letter flickered across his vision like a zoetrope. Meaning pulsed through his veins in time with the pump of his faltering heart. The bobcat tried to mewl a warning, but the sound died beneath the rising black tide. Enoch couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. He didn’t have to. He knew everything. He finally knew everything. A beatific grin crossed his lips as his eyes rolled back in his skull, and he glimpsed the world he had longed to see.
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In Its Place

Sandwiched between two people he didn’t know very well in the library’s meeting room, Oliver Barlow regretted agreeing to go to this meeting. He eyed the other Paranormal Society members around the long table, but the only people he was actually acquainted with were Bennett Reynard and his partner, Theo Bisclavret. Unfortunately, the two shifters were too far away to talk to, and no other chairs were open. Oliver silently sighed. Gwen was supposed to be with him; going to the first meeting of the newly formed Mutual Aid Committee had been her idea, but something had come up at the last minute. That wasn’t like her. Oliver would have to ask if everything was all right when he dropped off his notes from the meeting. Felipe had offered to come in her stead to keep Oliver company, but he knew how much Felipe hated sitting through meetings, especially ones that didn’t end with him running off to chase a lead. Eyeing the clock in the corner, he deflated a fraction. No, he was thirty-seven years old; he was perfectly capable of joining an activity alone, even if he hated every second of it.

Oliver suppressed a grimace as the man and woman on either side of him laughed. They had been having a loud conversation across him since they arrived. He would have offered to switch seats with one of them to allow them to speak unimpeded, but last time he did that, the people talking abruptly ended their conversation and gave him dirty looks for the rest of the day. He still didn’t understand why they were so cross with him for offering a practical solution, but he wasn’t willing to chance it again. Leaning back in his seat to keep his ears from being assaulted by his neighbors’ laughter, Oliver tried to focus on anything but the rising volume of the room or how many people were crammed into such a small space. His gaze trailed over the paintings of misty landscapes and tempest-tossed seas before coming to rest on the rolling chalkboard near the head of the table. He hoped to god they didn’t use the chalkboard. He hated the mess and the sound. The sound— Oliver twitched at the imagined scratch of chalk against slate.

As Oliver drew in a tight breath, he forced down a pang of anxiety at how thick and stuffy the room was becoming. He eyed the closed door two paces from his seat. You can always leave, Oliver reminded himself, but he promised Gwen he would take notes for her. He silently sighed. He should have taken up Felipe’s offer to come along. A brush of warmth against his heart broke through the rising panic. Felipe. Oliver smiled to himself as Felipe gave the tether one I love you tug. He returned it and let his mind wander to Felipe’s side of the tether. His heart beat far slower than Oliver’s, and he pulled on that calm to steady his pulse. There was concern flickering from Felipe’s side, probably for him, but there was also an underlying uneasiness and pensiveness. It made sense if Felipe had gone to the library to do research like he said. Oliver didn’t know what it was about, but he knew how often finding answers led to more questions. He just hoped Mr. Turpin was too busy to antagonize Felipe and vice versa.

Oliver was about to probe a little deeper when the door clattered open and Morris Holbrook strode inside. The moment those around the table registered who arrived, their conversations were rapidly replaced with nods and a chorus of hellos. Oliver watched the people around him straighten and gaze up at the man as if he were a teacher they wished to please. He had seen Mr. Holbrook around the Paranormal Society often enough, though they had never spoken as they moved in decidedly different circles. Oliver was fairly certain Holbrook had a career outside the society at a college or museum or something like that. He certainly looked and acted as if he was a touring lecturer or an up-and-coming politician. Morris Holbrook was attractive in a middling sense. He was white but the kind that, unlike Oliver, looked as if he would tan with dark blonde hair and stylish yet unpretentious clothes. While his features were regular and easily forgotten, he had the vigor of a man who enjoyed the outdoors or sports and the disposition of someone who spent time schmoozing at dinner parties. If Oliver squinted a little, Morris Holbrook could have been any number of men from advertisements selling socks or shirtwaists. Oliver could imagine him as a sought-after dinner guest or someone who visited old friends from college regularly.

Flashing everyone a disarming smile, Holbrook plunked his briefcase down and stood at the head of the table as if it were a lectern. “Thank you all so much for coming to the first meeting of the Paranormal Society’s Mutual Aid Committee. Everyone here for that? Yes? Good. Let’s not waste any time then. Who knows what mutual aid means?”

A few hands shot up, but Oliver didn’t move despite having read several of Mr. Kropotkin’s essays on the subject. When Gwen had suggested they both join the new committee, he had done research into it to make sure it was actually something he supported. Oliver hadn’t realized there was a name and extensive philosophy for a concept that had been baked into his upbringing. His nana had always stressed to him that if someone needed something, then you shared what you had. If people needed blankets or clothes, she made them. If there was someone in need of food or a little money to pay their rent after a rough time, they gave what they could. There was no overt expectation of reciprocity or repayment in the Quaker community he had been raised in. Giving, sharing, and community support were self-evident parts of life; it was just what one did. They hadn’t needed to dress it up in science and philosophy like Mr. Kropotkin did in his essays, though Oliver understood why it was necessary.

He half listened as someone mentioned Andrew Carnegie’s many donations and Mr. Holbrook launched into a discussion of survival of the fittest. Oliver had heard far too much recently about survival of the fittest from people who had either not read Darwin’s work in full or didn’t understand evolution. Or they are betting on the fact that you don’t, Oliver thought in a voice that sounded far too much like Felipe. Humans didn’t evolve like pea plants or birds, but people like Andrew Carnegie eagerly threw around survival of the fittest to substantiate their place at the top of the social ladder. It was no longer acceptable to claim divine right, so people like Carnegie had to give it an enlightened, pseudoscientific flavor. It was a convenient way to shirk responsibility when they harmed their workers or those they deemed beneath them. Oliver stared down at his blank notepad and hoped the bitterness didn’t show on his face. Of course, one of the richest men in America would defend infinite wealth and extol the virtues of exclusivity and innate inequity. How else could he substantiate his existence?

Oliver had read Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. Ironically, a neighbor had kindly lent it to him as a boy when he realized Oliver was interested in science. Darwin had made it clear that survival of the fittest didn’t apply to humans in the way it did to animals. Sympathy and cooperation, not ruthlessness, were what caused humans to survive and flourish. Even before that, the fixation on wealth and hierarchy never made sense to Oliver. People were people no matter where they came from or how much money they had, and constantly amassing for no other reason but to have it ran counter to everything he believed. Despite never being a full-fledged Quaker Friend, he still found what society deigned to be the “fittest” as a repugnant way to think and live. It never— At Mr. Holbrook’s sudden clap, Oliver snapped to attention.

“Now that we’ve got that sorted, I would like to go around the table and have everyone introduce themselves. I know many of you already know each other, but I see some fresh faces. How about we say our names and how our powers might be beneficial to our mission. I know it isn’t always the done thing, but I think it’s important to know what skills we have at our disposal.”

Oliver’s pulse ticked loudly in his ears. Holbrook was right. It wasn’t the done thing. People didn’t just ask what others’ powers were. It was like asking what they liked in bed or the color of their underthings. It could open a Pandora’s box of scrutiny—it certainly would for Oliver—but neither Mr. Holbrook nor anyone around the table seemed to care. 

“I’ll go first. My name is Morris Holbrook. I am a history professor at Columbia University. And my power is energy manipulation.” The sconces around the room dimmed one by one as he added with a smile, “I can’t make electricity, but I can play with it. Miss Patel, why don’t you go first.”

As the far side of the table rattled off their commonplace, mostly elemental powers, Oliver could barely hear them over the beat of his panicked heart. Sure, there were shifters, sybils, and mediums at the table who might be seen as odd or slightly frightful at first glance, but they weren’t like him. As far as Oliver knew, he was the only necromancer at the society. He didn’t know if that was due to rarity or because they simply self-censored when it came to their powers, but if he told them about his abilities, there might not be any necromancers at the society any longer. Oliver watched in horror as the parade of introductions grew closer. He didn’t know what he could say. Even if the others didn’t know he had been keeping Felipe alive since he was murdered back in January, they would never look at him the same way once they knew he was a necromancer. To know he was a necromancer meant that he had used his powers at least once in order to find out, and they all knew he was the medical examiner who worked with dead bodies daily. Oliver eyed the door over his shoulder. He needed to get out. He could excuse himself and never come back. Being seen as antisocial was far better than being outed as a necromancer in front of so many people.

“And you?” Mr. Holbrook said with the expectant air of a teacher who caught a pupil daydreaming.

Oliver’s mouth went dry as he stammered, “I— I’m Oliver Barlow, the medical examiner for the Paranormal Society. I—” I can what? Raise the dead? He couldn’t say it. His place in the society felt tenuous at the best of times; if he told them he was a necromancer, there would be no coming back from it. There was only one thing he could do that wouldn’t cause a scene. Oliver kept his eyes low and said in his most flat tone, “I don’t think my powers are anyone’s business since they aren’t applicable to the task at hand.”

A tense silence hung over the meeting room for a beat too long. Oliver caught Bennett Reynard’s wince from the corner of his eye, but he wasn’t sure if it was his tone or his words that made everyone else bristle. Holbrook stared down at him uncomprehendingly before clearing his throat and quickly moving on to the man at Oliver’s elbow. As the man beside him launched into all the things he could do with his powers, Oliver looked up and found Miss Patel rolling her eyes at him. He averted his gaze to his notepad and replayed what he had said as if he could belatedly puzzle out an answer that wouldn’t have gotten everyone’s hackles up. Not that it mattered now. Being seen as an ass was better than being an outcast, he supposed. God, he regretted not taking up Felipe’s offer to have him come along. Felipe would have known what to say to skirt the line between lies and truth, and if he didn’t, he would have said something to smooth things over with the others. He was good at everything Oliver wasn’t.

“Now, I would like to know what experience you all have with charity work or mutual aid. For example, I have done fundraising for several organizations, and I teach classes at young men’s organizations. It’s perfectly all right if you don’t have any experience. Let’s go the other way this time. Mr. Appleton, you may go first.”

Oliver silently released a tense breath. This he knew about. This would put him back on good footing. The moment Holbrook reached him, Oliver blurted, “My grandmother was a Quaker. She did a lot of charity work in our community. I often helped her when I was a boy.”

Mr. Holbrook gave him a patronizing smile. “How quaint. So no experience, then?”

Before Oliver could manage a reply, Holbrook nodded to the woman next to him. Oliver swallowed against a growing knot in his throat. He had helped his grandmother. He had been by her side sewing, distributing, and listening at the meeting house as they organized. It had been a long time ago, but he had contributed. He had even helped out with Louisa and Agatha’s last fundraiser behind the scenes, addressing envelopes and doublechecking things hadn’t been overlooked. It wasn’t charity or mutual aid, but he had also worked with the librarians to finish the book inventory. He was organized, methodical, and took direction well enough. Not everyone could be the one running the enterprise, yet it seemed that was what Holbrook wanted. Forcing the thoughts down at the first twinge of heat behind his eyes, Oliver focused on what the others around the table were saying. Bennett and Theo had extensive experience together and separately, but many of the others hadn’t done more than donate to various causes. Oddly, Mr. Holbrook seemed less antagonistic toward them than he had been to him.

“Now that Thanksgiving has passed, we’re heading into the thick of the giving season. I know some of you are going to be selling your work at the charity bazaar this weekend, but I also want you to start thinking about the open house the Paranormal Society will be holding in a few weeks. I know as it gets closer to Christmas, you all have plenty to do, but we will need lots of volunteers. The goal of the open house is to bring more people in, whether that’s as an auxiliary member or someone who works here, but either way, we need to show off the great community we have created. We want to make it clear that the Paranormal Society is more than a boarding house or an investigative unit.”

“We could give guided tours,” the woman next to Oliver said.

“I think that’s a marvelous idea. The society is far too large to let people wander free, so we’ll need several volunteers to act as tour guides.” Turning to the chalkboard, Mr. Holbrook twirled a fresh piece of chalk between his fingers thoughtfully. “I was also thinking we could have people do demonstrations in their respective areas of expertise. Anyone have any suggestions? Oh, and don’t hesitate to mention people you think might be willing to help. I can always reach out to them later this week.”

“I could do a tour of the greenhouses to show everyone what we’ve been doing with plant breeding as well as food preservation,” Theo Bisclavret said from the end of the table. The werewolf looked far more at ease than Oliver felt, though he had probably been raised to deal with this sort of thing since he was the Rougarou’s eldest son. “During the presentation, I could make it clear that plantmancers aren’t the only ones who can work in the gardens. We could also bring in someone from the kitchens to talk about how they use the food we produce to help feed everyone.”

“Splendid idea, Mr. Bisclavret,” Holbrook replied, his white teeth gleaming as he turned back to the board.

Oliver blenched at the skull-splitting squeak of chalk against slate. His eyes instinctively trailed toward the door, but if he bolted now, they might think he was making a scene. Taking a breath, Oliver forced his body still.

“The other sybils and I will happily act as tour guides or manage the front desk and get everyone sorted as they come in,” Miss Patel added the moment Holbrook finished writing.

“Perfect. Unless stated otherwise, we should assume you and the rest of the sybils will have first crack at that position. You keep our events running like a well-oiled machine.”

Miss Patel beamed with pride, but the look quickly turned to annoyance when Oliver grimaced again as Holbrook added her name and idea to the board. Glancing up from the chalkboard, Holbrook followed Miss Patel’s gaze to Oliver. His eyes narrowed and his features darkened as he approached. Oliver schooled his face, but it was clear when Holbrook gave him a once over and sneered that he hadn’t done a good job of it.

“And you, Mr. Barlow, do you have any idea of how you may be of use?” Holbrook asked, crossing his arms.

The word no came to Oliver’s lips unbidden, but that wasn’t true. Stuffing down the hornet’s nest of sensation buzzing in his head, Oliver forced himself to say, “I— I thought I could show people around.”

“You’re the medical examiner, correct?”

“Yes.”

“No,” Holbrook said dismissively, “that wouldn’t do. No one wants to think of dead people when joining the society. Anything else?”

“I didn’t mean show them my lab. I thought Inspector Galvan and I—”

Mr. Holbrook’s features brightened back to their usual ad-worthy charm. “Ooh, yes, I forgot you are on good terms with Inspector Galvan. Do you think he would be willing to do a demonstration in the training rooms or talk about what it’s like being an investigator?”

“I— I don’t know. You would have to ask him yourself.”

“I think I will. Galvan would be an excellent asset for this project. One of the heroes of the society showing people around, regaling those who want to become investigators with tales of daring. Yes, that is exactly what we need.”

Oliver opened his mouth to object when Holbrook cut him off. “And you’re also friends with Miss Jones, if I remember correctly. I saw she was on the sign-up list.”

“Yes, I’m taking notes for her.”

“Ah, that explains it. Well, write this down, Barlow. I think she would be the perfect person to give tours of the library since Mr. Reynard will be busy and Turpin is unsuitable. Also, tell her that I was thinking she and her sister might speak to any young ladies who might want to have a career at the society. And tell her to come see me at her earliest convenience, so we can get the ball rolling.”

Oliver carefully jotted down every word, but when he raised his head to ask Mr. Holbrook what his role should be, Oliver found him adding new names and roles to the board, none of which belonged to him.
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Chapter Two
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The Sun and the Moon

Felipe looked over his shoulder to make certain none of the librarians or other patrons were watching him too closely as he flipped through the library’s massive card catalog. With Oliver, Gwen, and Mr. Turpin otherwise occupied, it was the best chance he had to research the incident that had occurred during the All Hallows’ Eve party without too many questions. It had been several weeks since the party, and while Felipe had hoped he could dismiss the incident as nothing but superstitious nonsense or mischief, he couldn’t take the chance that it wasn’t, especially after the first half of the prophecy came true. All Hallows’ Eve had begun with one of the sybils spewing a prophecy about suns, moons, and towers falling at Felipe when he went to retrieve their costumes, and it had ended with Mrs. Van Husen reading his cards, scaring the shit out of him, and disappearing before he could ask more questions. Ever since, he had carried the death card around in his pocket along with the Receipt of Prophecy from the sybils. He had been meaning to see if there was any truth or deeper meaning to anything either woman had said, and as much as he didn’t want to know, he needed answers.

Flipping through all of the card catalog entries relating to cards and death, Felipe let out a frustrated huff. The only thing that was remotely close were mourning cards, and that certainly wasn’t what Mrs. Van Husen had used. Felipe wasn’t sure what the cards she used for fortune telling were specifically called. They had been longer and more narrow than normal cards with cups, swords, and other symbols instead of the usual suites, but perhaps, he didn’t need their name. Pulling open the drawer marked Fo-Fu, Felipe flipped through the entries until he found Fortune-Telling by Cards. Beneath it was a laundry list of books relating to the subject. Luckily for him, the call numbers for all of the books were clustered within section 133. That meant they were probably all on the same shelf. He could easily pull a few books, skim them for anything that sounded familiar, and go from there.

Felipe had barely put the drawer back in order when a pang of anxiety jolted across the tether hard enough to make his hand tremble. Oliver’s meeting must be going well, he thought wryly as he pretended to straighten the cards until the feeling passed. Focusing on the tether, Felipe reached across it and tried to gently lower Oliver’s heart to his. While Oliver was perfectly capable of performing his job alone, meeting with people outside of that very specific context rattled him. As Felipe pushed the drawer shut, his gaze snagged on the amber and gold ring Oliver had given him, a companion to the one on his lover’s hand, and a small smile crossed his lips. Years ago, when he joined the Paranormal Society, he and Louisa had worn wedding bands for a time in hopes people would believe their charade, but once he realized no one at the society cared that he liked men, he had put it in a box and forgotten about it. He never expected he would wear one again, much less one from a man who loved him so dearly, and now, he couldn’t imagine taking it off.

That’s how life was with Oliver Barlow. They had only been together for a little over ten months, yet Felipe couldn’t imagine a time when Oliver wasn’t a quiet, supportive constant in his life. He had gotten so much more than he bargained for when he asked Oliver if he would like to have lunch back in January. Felipe had been murdered, accidentally reanimated, found someone who loved him wholly, and ever since, everything in his life had changed for the better. He no longer threw himself into dangerous cases that took him away from the city for months on end. He no longer avoided his family for the most part. He no longer dreaded the stillness and quiet in his life. More importantly, with Oliver at his side, he no longer felt that aching loneliness that had driven him to run for so many years. It was still strange to live so slowly, but he found he was getting accustomed to listening to his body rather than riding roughshod over his needs. Felipe wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Inspector Galvan didn’t say no to hard cases or stop to nap or eat, yet he was becoming someone who did that more often than not. The man he had been for most of his life felt further and further away, but—

Before he could finish the thought, a single I love you tug pulled the tether hanging beneath his heart. A huffed laugh escaped Felipe’s lips at Oliver’s timing as he sent a single tug back and strode out of the reference room before Oliver could have another attack of nerves. Inspector Galvan, Felipe, it didn’t matter who he was right now. All that mattered was getting the information he needed to keep him and Oliver safe in case the prophecy and cards held real power. Wandering around the first floor of the library, Felipe glanced up at the brass call numbers nailed into each shelf, but none belonged to the section he was looking for. He didn’t think the books he needed would be on the ground floor. It was the one he and the other investigators were most intimately acquainted with. The front desk sat near the entrance hall to the library, but fanning around it like spokes in a wheel were the reference books investigators most commonly needed for cases. The shelves were crowded with atlases, maps, information on the tides, New York history, directories, bound copies of old newspapers, census records, and anything else the librarians thought they might reference often. He passed several investigators sitting at tables with case notes and notepads at the ready before cutting through the section dedicated to works of popular fiction. Gwen once told him that the head librarian kept those sections on the first floor because casual readers and the investigators always needed the most minding. Mr. Turpin wasn’t wrong, not that Felipe would admit it aloud.

Taking the winding iron staircase in the back corner to the next floor, Felipe wished Gwen and Oliver were around. They would have found the books he needed within minutes. As a librarian, Gwen knew every inch of the library and could probably levitate down whatever book he needed without looking up from her work; Oliver just seemed to have the uncanny ability to know where books were, even if they weren’t something he would need to look at as a medical examiner. Then again, Oliver said he had spent his early days at the society practically living in the upper levels of the library. Even now, he was prone to wandering interests. Felipe would find him in bed reading a book on horseshoe crabs or Ancient Minoan art for no other reason than it seemed interesting. Felipe hadn’t thought of the library as a place he could wander through. He had only ever come to gather information for cases, and then, left as quickly as he could. He read plenty of magazines for pleasure, but somehow, the rows of information had always been off-limits in his mind. As he skirted the line between professional and personal, he stuffed down a pang of discomfort that he was violating some taboo by wandering around the upper stacks.

The floor softly creaked above Felipe’s head as other patrons moved about unseen while an older woman flipped the pages of a large tome at one of the carrells near the wall. Felipe did a doubletake, thinking it might be Mrs. Van Husen, but when he looked more closely, he could see the white woman’s features were far rounder and her hair too dark a grey to be the lady with the lace bobbins and strange cards that he met on All Hallows’ Eve. Disappointment and relief warred in his breast at the realization, though he still half expected to turn a corner and find her waiting. As Felipe stepped out of the cluster of shelves, he found what he was looking for. Across an iron catwalk, 130 to 135 had been nailed into an island of shadowed shelves. Felipe took a step onto the catwalk and hesitated. Last time he had been this deep in the library, the shelves had rearranged themselves and trapped him. Mrs. Van Husen had blamed it on the energy from the All Hallows’ Eve party, but Felipe still distrusted it. The Paranormal Society hadn’t truly been his home until recently, and he wasn’t certain he could ever get accustomed to a building that rearranged itself on a whim.

At the sound of footsteps behind him, Felipe ducked into the shelves. The world around him seemed to dim and muffle, cocooning this section of the library as if he had stepped into a pocket of quiet. Even more queerness, he thought as he eyed the titles on the nearest spines. Swallowing against a dry throat, Felipe realized that every book was about the paranormal. He wasn’t superstitious or religious, but after working at the Paranormal Society for two decades and working for his family before that, the information within those books took on a new meaning. He had seen seances go wrong where mediums ended up possessed by something from the other side of the veil, and while a book on demons might appear antiquated and titillating to someone outside the society, Felipe had nearly been killed by one and knew the damage they could do. Perhaps, this was why the books on the paranormal seemed to be separate from the rest of the library. Felipe knew Mr. Turpin kept books with actual dangerous information in the special collections, but after a life of dealing with the repercussions from magic and monsters, Felipe gave everything in this section a weight others might not.

Running his gaze over the sea of titles and call numbers, Felipe cursed himself for not writing down the information from the card catalog. Section 133 was filled with tales of ghosts, seances, divination, and demons all crammed together in a single oaken bookcase, but right at eye level, he found the shelf of books on cartomancy. The titles meant little to him, so he grabbed a handful and stepped out of the shelves to use one of the carrells near the far wall when he heard voices he recognized. Even with his back to him, he could pick out Antonio DeSanto’s mop of black hair as he chatted in a stage whisper with one of the younger investigators, and for once, Felipe wished Turpin was there to swoop in and tell them to quiet down or leave. If they spotted him at a carrell, there was a good chance one of them would ask what he was reading, and talking about what happened on All Hallows’ Eve with someone who wasn’t Oliver or Gwen was the last thing he wanted to do.

Felipe slunk back into the bubble of quiet with a silent sigh; he would make do. As Felipe tested the shelf ladder, he paused at a sudden pang of fear across the tether. On the other end, Oliver alternated between anxiety and dismay before settling into something sharp but grey that Felipe couldn’t place. When Oliver’s mood didn’t worsen or change enough for Felipe to barge in on the committee meeting, he perched on the rungs of the shelf ladder and settled in with the books piled on his lap. He flipped through the first book, but it ended up being less about cartomancy and more about when to use different forms of divination. He set the book on one of the lower rungs and moved onto the next. The second ended up being about Spanish playing cards and something called Sortes des Saints, but they didn’t sound like what Mrs. Van Husen used.

As he opened the cover of the third book, the breath caught in Felipe’s throat. Staring back at him from the title page was an etching of the death card. Without taking his eyes off it, Felipe reached into his pocket with a shaking hand and pulled out the card Mrs. Van Husen had left behind. On both cards, a knight in black armor rode upon a white horse, but where there should have been a face, there was a grinning skull. They were a match. Felipe brushed off the flush of fear blooming in his breast; this was what he had wanted to find after all. The first half of the book was devoted to the development and history of tarot cards, but that was of little use to him. When he flipped to the section on the cards’ meanings, Felipe swallowed hard. There were so many. He couldn’t even remember what cards he had pulled for past and present because the second Mrs. Van Husen showed him his future, he forgot everything else. Who would forget a future littered with swords and death?

Thumbing through the etchings of the minor arcana, Felipe found the blindfolded women who had preceded death: the two of swords and the eight of swords. Felipe carefully read each description twice. It was as Mrs. Van Husen had said: they signified indecision and choices that would either leave him free or a victim. That left only death. Turning to the section about the major arcana, Felipe read through the list of cards with growing dread. The priestess, the tower, the stars, the moon... he had heard them all before. He reached back into his pocket and fished out a slip of paper that had been folded and opened so much over the past month that it had nearly perforated. At the top it read Receipt of Prophecy with the date and time. Beneath the main text, it had been signed by Felipe as he had been the one to receive the prophecy, Eleanor Golding, who had delivered it, and Janah Patel, who had witnessed it. Felipe skipped the first half of the prophecy as that had already come true on All Hallows’ Eve and reread the latter part for the hundredth time.

The sun, the moon, and the priestess will come together to decide our fate. Not tonight. No, not tonight. Soon. But if the sun refuses to rise, the tower will fall. Darkness will descend and doom us all.

Felipe could practically recite the prophecy from memory, and he often did, turning it over in his mind during the quiet hours of the night. If the first half hadn’t come true, he would have chalked it up to being a prank or just enough empty, dramatic phrases thrown together to sound ominous, but after what happened, he couldn’t deny that it had come true. Still, he didn’t believe in fate or divine providence. He refused to believe bad things happened to good people for any other reason than chance, but this was less about fate and more of a warning. He had protected Gwen and Oliver through everything that happened in Aldorhaven, and he wasn’t about to let harm come to them now. Back in October, in the first prophecy, he and Oliver had been the sun and the moon. He assumed that was literal because of their costumes, but what if it had a deeper meaning? Felipe eyed the table of contents suspiciously. The sun, the moon, the tower, the high priestess, and of course, death were all cards in Mrs. Van Husen’s deck. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

Turning to the section on the high priestess, Felipe skimmed the main meaning of the card. The high priestess symbolized the balance between the physical and unseen, intuition, seeking greater knowledge, and delving into the mysteries of the universe. Once the author went into the meaning behind the artwork, Felipe moved on. No one on All Hallows’ Eve had been dressed as a priestess that he could recall, but maybe, it wasn’t meant to be a literal costume this time. Felipe rubbed his temple and grimaced. This was why he hated dealing with the sybils. At least with Oliver and Gwen, they said what they meant.

He skimmed the next handful of pages, but none of the cards were any of the symbols mentioned in the prophecy. When he turned the page and found death staring back at him, Felipe drew in a long breath and tried to force back the current of fear threatening to overtake him. He didn’t want Oliver to sense it on the other end of the tether and worry about him. His pulse hammered uncomfortably in his throat as he locked eyes with the grinning skull. For most of his life, he hadn’t feared death in any way that mattered. He had survived bullets, blood loss, demon attacks, being eviscerated, and things he didn’t dare think about again. There were even times he welcomed death, but now, its specter loomed around every corner. While Felipe wasn’t certain he could die on his own, he knew Oliver could, and that haunted his nightmares far more than what lurked in his memories. Oliver. The tether hung heavy under his heart at the thought of losing him. Death was life’s one certainty, but he couldn’t bear the thought of losing Oliver. When he turned over the death card and reacted poorly, Mrs. Van Husen told him it wasn’t a literal death. Felipe refused to believe her without additional proof. They had had too many close calls recently.

Steeling himself, Felipe counted to three and forced himself to read the entry. Death is often the most feared card in the major arcana due to its fearsome grim reaper and placement as unlucky number thirteen. Drawing Death in any circumstance rarely signifies a literal death no matter what sensationalist literature or plays proport. Felipe relaxed a fraction. Death traditionally means the end of a cycle, the end of a relationship, or a spiritual death, but no matter what, Death signals a monumental change for the one who draws this card. Death may appear when the old must die in order for the new to rise from the ashes. To die is to change or to transform, but rarely is death really the end.

“The one certainty in life is change,” Felipe murmured under his breath.

“Yet some things never change. Do they, Inspector Galvan?”

Felipe jolted upright to find Mr. Turpin scowling down at him less than two feet away. Turpin moved like a goddamn cat. Felipe almost never heard him approach, and after what happened before they left for Aldorhaven, he wasn’t sure if the head librarian merely had light feet or if the old man was something uncanny. At the moment, he looked and sounded human as he gave Felipe a world-weary look and drew in a breath as if trying to contain something biting. With the papers in his hand, Turpin tapped the brass sign fastened above Felipe’s head that read, No sitting, swinging, or tomfoolery.

“Off, inspector.”

Rolling his eyes, Felipe grabbed the pile of books and stood slowly enough to draw another withering look from Mr. Turpin.

“There are perfectly good tables against the wall for everyone to use, most of which are empty at the moment, yet you insist on being a tripping hazard or worse. I would ask why, but I suspect I know.” Mr. Turpin shook his head and glanced at the papers in his hands before thrusting them at Felipe. “The head inspector came looking for you and Dr. Barlow. I told him I would deliver these to you. I didn’t think you would want to be disturbed.”

Felipe quickly shifted the stack of books under his arm and grabbed the wad of papers. A telegram from the police had been paperclipped to the orders from Head Inspector Williams. As usual, the instructions were clipped and sparse in details, but beneath them was all the paperwork they might need to prove to any lingering policemen that they had the authority to be there and take over the scene. Felipe hoped the police were gone by the time he and Oliver got there. They were always such a nuisance, especially when they thought they knew better than their superior officers who called the society in, in the first place. The Paranormal Society was an open secret, but sometimes, it was better to let them think they were federal agents than have to explain magic to them. Skimming the telegram and the orders from the head inspector, Felipe frowned. A mysterious death in a nouveau riche area. What had tipped them off at the scene that they thought to call the Paranormal Society? Probably not a stab or bullet wound; otherwise, it would have said a murder. There was a good chance that someone had gotten themselves killed by doing something foolish, like getting their face chewed off by a demon or setting themselves on fire, he thought cynically. Christ almighty, Oliver was rubbing off on him.

He hadn’t realized he had started walking away until Mr. Turpin cleared his throat. “Are you planning to make off with those books, Inspector Galvan, or are you going to check them out before you collect Dr. Barlow?”

Felipe’s hand tightened around the pile of books. Of course, Turpin wouldn’t let him off the hook that easily. He had come to the library to learn about the meaning behind the death card, and while he had gotten what he wanted, he wasn’t sure he was ready to part with the books yet. He had the nagging feeling there was more he should learn. The problem was that the deeper he dug, the more he might not like what he found.

Forcing himself to set the books down on the ladder, Felipe stepped away without looking back. “You can take them. I think I’ve read enough.”

Felipe turned on heel and got about three steps toward the catwalk when Turpin called out to him again. Sucking in a tight breath, Felipe wheeled around and was about to ask what the hell Turpin’s problem was when he spotted the death card and Receipt of Prophecy pinned between the librarian’s fingers.

“I believe these belong to you.”

Felipe sighed. All this prophecy nonsense was making him scattered. He needed to get his shit together before they left for the crime scene. Felipe reached for the slips of paper, but when he tried to take them, Turpin didn’t let go. Before he could pull his hand away, the world seemed to stretch as Turpin loosened into something more. Felipe’s pulse raced at the sudden weight of Turpin’s being pressing down upon him. The head librarian was everything and nothing, shadow and flesh, man and magic and monster all at once. The shelves around them sank into oblivion until all he could see were the librarian’s blue eyes.

“I have said this to Dr. Barlow before, but it bears repeating: these books hold information, but they won’t give you all the answers you seek. The path you are starting down is a road no one has ever walked before and no one will ever walk again. It is up to you to decide where it goes. Neither cards, nor books, nor prophecies decide our fate. They are merely guides and portents. You decide. Do you understand, Galvan?”

His heart pounded in his throat, but he forced himself to nod. A small smile curled the corner of Turpin’s lips as he relinquished his hold. Felipe’s ears popped in time with the well-lit shelves surging back into place as if nothing had happened. He ran his gaze over Mr. Turpin for any signs of what he once was, but he appeared to be nothing more than a balding old man with an eternally disapproving frown. As Turpin hoisted the stack of books into his arms, Felipe’s mind reeled and he held onto the shelf ladder as if it were the only thing tethering him to reality.

“Well, the books will still be here if you change your mind, inspector, and I would like to remind you that the library is for everyone. You aren’t relegated to the first floor by any means.” Setting the first book back in place, Turpin didn’t meet his gaze as he said, “When you see Dr. Barlow, let him know that I would like to speak with him about something important when he has time.”

Felipe nodded again, though he didn’t want Oliver anywhere near Turpin right now. He would tell him when they returned from retrieving the body, and the fear coursing through his veins had died down. As if feeling Felipe’s probing gaze upon him, Mr. Turpin shook his head and gave him another world-weary look.

“Don’t you have a case to attend to and a medical examiner to collect, Inspector Galvan?”

Forcing his body to move, Felipe pocketed the death card and Receipt of Prophecy and strode toward the meeting room as quickly as his legs would carry him.
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Chapter Three
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A Different World

Sinking deeper into the passenger seat of the Paranormal Society’s hearse as Felipe pulled away from the curb, Oliver deflated with relief. He had never been so happy to be called away from the society to deal with a corpse. He would apologize to Gwen later for not staying for the whole meeting, but being called to a crime scene was a far better excuse than running from the room because cobbling together the right set of words to not make people hate him was hard. When Felipe appeared in the doorway and said he needed to steal Oliver away to deal with a case, Oliver nearly sobbed with relief. As he gathered his things, Holbrook tried to convince Felipe he should join the committee. Oliver hadn’t heard Felipe’s words, but his tone was less than cheerful and rather forceful. Yet Holbrook let it go with an “Ah, well, we can talk about it at a more opportune time.” If only he could manage a reply that was palatable and forceful. Every time he tried to do both, it ended with him either being ignored or greeted with sneers. At least no one even gave him a dirty look or criticized him as he made his apologies and followed Felipe out. They were probably relieved they didn’t have to deal with him for the rest of the meeting.

Oliver started to shake out his hands again but caught himself and stuck them under his armpits. Felipe’s eyes darted from the road to Oliver, but he said nothing. Ever since they left the meeting room, Felipe had been quietly assessing him, giving him space to decompress while still being attentive. He was glad Felipe had let him go through his routine of double checking his gladstone and the supplies in the back of the hearse in silence before they departed. His partner knew he needed to not speak to keep from breaking down. Whether he talked or not, he still might, and he wanted to know what he had done to make things go so wrong. When they stopped at the next intersection, Felipe’s gaze lingered on Oliver’s face and chest as if he could puzzle out the miasma of emotions rolling off him. Oliver had felt fear and dread coming from Felipe’s side of the tether a minute before he arrived at the meeting room, but it had been quickly replaced by concern.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Felipe began cautiously as he took the next turn and headed uptown.

“Yes. No. I don’t know.”

“I assume the meeting didn’t go well.”

A bitter, wet laugh escaped Oliver’s lips as he stared down at the paperwork in his lap. “You could say that. I’m sure it was fine for everyone else, but not for me. The society is going to hold an open house sometime before Christmas, and they want everyone to help out, which is sort of what I was expecting, but I— I put my foot in it. I don’t think I want to go back, but I know Gwen will want to. I don’t want to disappoint her, but I don’t think Morris Holbrook wants me to come back either.”

At the thickness of his voice, Felipe’s warm brown eyes locked onto his. “What the hell happened?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I know when it went wrong but not how exactly. Right at the beginning, Holbrook decided to have everyone introduce themselves, including their powers and how they could be used to help with the open house. It all went downhill from there.” Oliver looked up in time to see the back of the steamer in front of them rapidly approaching. “Felipe, eyes on the road!”

Felipe hit the brakes hard enough to make the steamer buck and muttered something about uptown drivers before turning back to Oliver. “Did you tell them you were a necromancer?”

“No! And I don’t plan to, but you would think I did from the way they reacted. All I said was that my powers weren’t their business since they had nothing to do with the task at hand.”

Grimacing, Felipe pulled onto Fifth Avenue.

“Oh, god, that’s the same face Bennett Reynard made when I said it. Where did I put my foot in it?”

“The ‘not their business’ part.”

“But it isn’t their business! It’s an invasive question that shouldn’t have been asked! We aren’t allowed to make note of people’s powers in our case files, so why can Holbrook demand I tell the whole committee mine? That isn’t fair or right. I’m allowed some modicum of privacy.”

“I get it, but saying it isn’t their business sounds rude. You could have just said you weren’t comfortable sharing.”

Oliver scoffed. “When has that ever worked? Whenever I say I’m uncomfortable, people just push and try to coerce me into doing whatever it is they want me to do. No means no when you say it, but that doesn’t happen for me. You know how Holbrook backed off when you gave him the brush off? If I did that, I would have been called difficult or asked to leave.”

“Not everyone is like Ansley or the head inspector, Oliver,” Felipe said gently.

“No, but most of them aren’t like you or Gwen either. You give me the benefit of the doubt and ask what I mean if what I say comes out wrong, and you take no for an answer. Most people don’t do that.” Shaking his head, Oliver added, “You want to hear the worst part? Holbrook somehow got it in his head that I was only there to take notes for Gwen even though I signed up to be a part of the committee. I tried to be biddable and volunteer to give tours, and he still didn’t even assign me a hypothetical role for the open house.”

“Why didn’t you say some—” Felipe shut his mouth with a sigh before giving Oliver’s knee a loving squeeze. “No, I get why you didn’t bother saying anything. It sounds like Holbrook was being an ass.”

“I don’t know. Everyone else seems to get along with him, so I assume I’m the problem.”

“Well, I don’t get along with him. He was rude to my partner,” Felipe replied, slipping his fingers between Oliver’s, “and I’m sure Gwen wouldn’t approve of his behavior either if she knew how he treated you.”

A hesitant smile crossed Oliver’s lips. “While I appreciate the sentiment, I don’t want to make things complicated for Gwen. She wants to be on this committee. Besides, the purpose of all of this is to make things better for everyone at the society, and me complaining doesn’t help that. If I do go back, I’ll just pretend this meeting didn’t happen and hope everyone else forgets in the meantime.”

“I’m sure they will.”

“Is it bad of me to hope the chalkboard disappears as well? Holbrook kept making the chalk screech, and the sound went straight through my teeth.”

At Oliver’s shudder, Felipe bit back a laugh. “If you decide to go to the next meeting, I promise I will wheel the chalkboard out of the room ahead of time.”

Squeezing Felipe’s hand, Oliver wished he could bring it to his lips or lean against Felipe as he would back home. Offering to steal the chalkboard was probably a silly, offhanded comment to make Oliver feel better, but it still meant so much to him. He had lived on his own since he was nineteen, but having Felipe in his life had made everything better and easier. He had been with other men before Felipe, yet he had never had someone he could rely on who also relied on him in return. They made up for what the other lacked, and while they were fine apart, they were even more together. Oliver made certain Felipe ate and rested enough to maintain his reanimated body while Felipe helped Oliver in those moments when life became overwhelming.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
e Mhed
REANIMATOR S

FATE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





