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      The day they buried Arthur Fairchild, the sun blazed down from a cloudless sky.

      Vesper Rune shifted uncomfortably in his black suit as sweat trickled down his spine. The heatwave gripping Massachusetts would have made the funeral uncomfortable enough. The fact the dead man was a murderer who’d nearly gotten a great many people killed only compounded his discomfort.

      Still, all indications were that Fairchild’s widow had been kept in ignorance of his necromantic dabblings, and Sebastian assured Ves the town medical examiner was used to discretion when it came to deaths by magic. According to his death certificate, Fairchild had accidentally drowned, rather than been suffocated by the spirit of a long-dead necromancer bound into a book made from her own body.

      To keep up appearances, a small group of Fairchild’s co-workers at the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith library had come to the funeral. Ves joined them, mainly to support Sebastian.

      He glanced up at the man beside him. A black suit dulled Sebastian’s hazel eyes to gray, and sweat beaded his pale forehead. His mouth was pulled into an expression of genuine sorrow; he’d considered Fairchild a friend, right up until the end.

      Ves had never been to a funeral before, but he’d read about them, and this one seemed ordinary enough. A low stone wall surrounded the cemetery, which flowed up a hill from the Cranch River. The Fairchild plot lay about halfway up the slope; the scent of warm earth rose from the newly dug hole. The dark bulk of a forest loomed just visible at the crest of the hill, and the wind whispering through the branches seemed to carry a thousand voices, no doubt inaudible to the purely human mourners.

      The priest—or maybe parson, Ves had never really been exposed to any standard religion—spoke words no doubt meant to be comforting, of a vague heaven and a distant god. It seemed cold and isolating to him; surely it was better to return to the living earth. To be subsumed into the worm, devoured in its turn by the mole, then swallowed by the snake, eaten by the hawk, to someday fall to earth and become the grass.

      If Fairchild’s widow found the sermon more palatable, it was hard to tell. She sobbed brokenly, held up on either side by her parents. When the first shovel of earth hit the casket below, her sobs turned to wails of grief as she was drawn away in the direction of a waiting carriage.

      “Well, that was awful,” Irene Endicott remarked. Though the etiquette of a funeral constrained the limits of fashion, onyx beads glittered against the black silk of her dress. “Though I suppose poor Laura at least never realized her husband was a murdering bastard.”

      “I still think she knew,” put in Irene’s fiancé, Mortimer Waite. “Or at least was clever enough not to ask too many questions when Arthur turned up with more money than he should have had.”

      “Hmm, you’re right. I shouldn’t underestimate her.”

      “Do you mind?” Sebastian asked in a strained voice. “I know Arthur did terrible things, but there was a time we were friends.”

      “Mr. Rath is correct.” For once Mr. Quinn’s funerary air and somber attire didn’t seem out of place. “He may have turned traitor, but he was a librarian. The fact that he lies here, alone, rather than in a place of honor, is enough. His name will be forgotten.” The head librarian smiled, almost dreamily. “In time, we will all come to the same fate.”

      “Right,” Ves said uncertainly.

      Irene immediately softened. “Of course. You’re right; that was uncalled for.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “It’s fine. I just…it’s fine.”

      Irene winced and glanced at Ves, though what she meant him to do, he wasn’t certain. He wasn’t certain about any of this, to be honest.

      Funerals weren’t the only things new to him. He’d spent his life in hiding, afraid to get too close to anyone outside his family, lest they find out how inhuman he actually was. He’d never had friends, certainly not a lover.

      “You mentioned you’d like to see the family mausoleum,” Mortimer said to Irene, redirecting the conversation. “It’s up on the hill, alongside those of the other old families.”

      “Ah, yes.” She took his proffered arm, and they started up the slope to the mausoleums standing in the shadow of the whispering forest.

      “And I should repair to the library and return to my duties,” Mr. Quinn said. “There’s nothing more entertaining than a good funeral; alas this one was so short.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ves said to Sebastian quietly, once the rest were gone. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Just having you here helps.” Sebastian gave him a small smile. “While we’re here, would you like to see the librarians’ columbarium?”

      “A dovecote?” Ves asked, confused. “Why would we have one of those?”

      Sebastian looked taken aback. “No, it’s a building where the urns of those cremated have been laid to rest. Cremation is a librarian tradition, naturally. I’m sure that was the case in—”

      “It was not the case at the Boston Public Library, no,” Ves cut him off.

      A frown darkened Sebastian’s handsome face. “They weren’t concerned about necromancers taking their bodies?”

      “Astonishingly, they were not,” Ves said dryly. “Tell me about the columbarium.”

      “Oh, yes.” Sebastian started off, and Ves followed him. “I suppose Mr. Quinn didn’t get around to mentioning it.” His face fell. “It’s a good thing Arthur’s family already had their own burial plot; it would have been awkward to explain to his grieving widow why he wasn’t allowed in the columbarium with the rest of us.”

      Less difficult than it would have been in other towns, no doubt. When Ves had first come to Widdershins, he’d imagined himself to be the most monstrous thing its inhabitants would have ever seen.

      He’d never been so wrong in his life.

      They wended their way through rows of headstones, some so weathered the inscriptions could no longer be made out, others fresh and gleaming white. The occasional wreath or vase of flowers made bright splashes amidst the spring grass. Bees droned lazily in the unseasonably hot air.

      “The Raths are over there,” Sebastian said, pointing in the direction of a small cluster of headstones. “Or the headstones are, anyway. Father rose with the rest of the dead to defend Widdershins during the Dark Days.”

      Ves blinked. “He…rose?”

      “Oh yes.” Sebastian pointed to an enormous white monument, which depicted a group of people holding hands in a circle. It dominated the lower portion of the cemetery, glowing like a beacon in the sunlight. “Those dead who weren’t too far gone joined with the living to stand against the creatures of the Outside.”

      Creatures of the Outside who had been summoned by the very cult Ves’s own family had belonged to. He winced. “Necromancy?”

      “Not really? Not as I understand it, anyway, though God knows I’m no sorcerer. At any rate, once the battle was over, those bodies who could returned to their graves. Those who’d been too badly damaged to return on their own were reburied if they could be identified. But of course, many were unrecognizable. They were placed together in a single grave beneath the monument.”

      He said all of this as if it was perfectly normal. Ves shook his head. “I doubt the dead of Boston have ever done such a thing.”

      “Well, no, I’ve been to Boston and it was awful. I certainly wouldn’t clamber out of a grave to help save it.”

      “Right.” Ves rubbed the back of his neck. “Let’s see that columbarium.”

      It stood in one of the newer parts of the cemetery, white marble blazing in the sun. Atop it loomed a statue of a cloaked and hooded figure holding an open book in its hands. An arch led inside, and the coolness of thick stone enveloped them as they stepped from sunlight into dimness.

      Light filtered through glass set into the vaulted ceiling. In the very center of the room was another statue, this one of a somber man with a book in one hand and a sword in the other. Carved into the plinth was the inscription:

      

      
        
        JAMES MEREDITH COX

        1ST HEAD LIBRARIAN OF THE

        NATHANIEL R. LADYSMITH MUSEUM LIBRARY

        BORN JULY 24, 1816

        DIED OCTOBER 31, 1882 IN THE LINE OF DUTY.

      

      

      

      Rather than separate niches, all four walls were lined with marble shelves. To Ves’s surprise, the urns were shaped like shelved books, with names and dates on the spines in place of titles.

      “Lovely, isn’t it?” Sebastian asked. He crossed the room and pointed at one of the book-urns. “My great-uncle, Thomas Halliwell.” He moved to a different wall, then carefully laid his fingertips against a bronze spine. “And this is my mother.”

      Ves joined him. “Rebecca Halliwell Rath,” he read aloud. “March 9, 1855 - January 25, 1905. For all is dark where thou art not.”

      Ves’s own mother had been the terror of his childhood, harsh and demanding to the point his back bore scars where she’d whipped him with a lash coated in silver dust. But Sebastian and his sister had grown up in the bosom of a loving family.

      The warmth in Sebastian’s voice when he spoke of his parents, or his great-uncle Thomas, stung Ves with the keen edge of envy. Thank the gods Sebastian had such support, but what might it have been like to have the same for himself and Noct? Who might they have become, how might they have flourished, if they had been treated as children instead of tools to be honed?

      “I’m sorry,” he said, because he didn’t know what else to say. He put his hand to Sebastian’s shoulder, feeling a warm sense of belonging when the other man leaned into him.

      “I’m glad you’re here with me, angel,” Sebastian said, sad eyes fixed on his mother’s urn. “I keep wondering…well, I always assumed the fire was an accident. But our house was designed by Dromgoole as a spirit trap for one of the Books of the Bound. So now I’m not so sure. Could the Book have somehow caused the fire, wanting to be free? Did someone steal it and burn down the house with Mother inside?”

      He paused and blinked rapidly. From what little Sebastian had told Ves of that terrible day, he’d arrived back to his childhood home, where he was living with his mother, to find it engulfed in flames. Upon hearing her screams, he’d attempted to save her, but the immense heat made it impossible.

      Ves tightened his hold, wishing there was some better comfort he could give. “Did anything survive the fire?”

      “Not much. The good silverware—the set Bonnie used that night she was trying to impress you.” And ended up burning Ves instead, silver being poison to his kind. “The cast iron stove. Things like that. No book was found, at least as far as I know, though I can’t imagine something like the Books of the Bound could be destroyed that easily.” Sebastian bit his lip, a flash of white against pink. “Things were a bit…chaotic, if I have to be honest. There was a tremendous snowstorm that day—the library had closed early, but I decided to stay another hour or so to finish cataloging a new donation, which was why she reached home before me.”

      “I didn’t realize.”

      “No reason you should.” Sebastian sighed. “The winds were screaming by the time I left, and if it hadn’t been snowing so hard I’m sure the blaze would have spread to other houses.” He lowered his gaze. “If I hadn’t stayed late…if I’d left in time to beat the storm, gone home with her, perhaps I could have done something. Saved her.”

      “Or you might have an urn here beside her,” Ves said, though he could tell from Sebastian’s expression that the sentiment didn’t help. “It’s possible her death was an accident, that the presence of the Book was simply a coincidence.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “I don’t know. I only know that we must find the Book, before someone uses it to unleash gods-know-what sort of horrors upon us.” Ves pulled Sebastian into a hug. “Tormenting yourself with what-ifs about Rebecca’s death helps no one.”

      “You’re right, angel.” Some of the tension seemed to go out of Sebastian, and he relaxed into Ves’s embrace. “Let’s set our minds to finding the damned Book.”
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      Dinner at the Rath house was inevitably a chaotic affair, and allowed Sebastian enough distraction to put on a cheerful face. Captain Pete Degas had returned to the sea yesterday, which still left Bonnie, her five children ranging in age from eleven to infancy, Ves, his brother Noct, and of course Sebastian himself. The older children chattered excitedly about the upcoming summer free from school—Helen’s final assignment apparently consisted of drawing up a family tree, which Bonnie agreed to help with. Tommy monologued to one of his toys, and little Clara fussed on Bonnie’s shoulder.

      Noct still seemed a bit overwhelmed by all the exuberance and noise. Nocturn Rune was younger than Ves by two years, his delicate face more androgynous and the rest of him much less human. A pair of horn-like shapes protruded from his dark curls, and his soulful blue eyes had the enormous irises and square pupils of a goat’s. A hooded smock shrouded his torso, with a sleeve for his single human arm. The rest of him consisted of a mass of black tentacles.

      Perhaps in a show of support for Noct, or perhaps to reassure himself of their welcome—or both—Ves dropped his human disguise while at home. His goat eyes were orange, and eight tentacles emerged from his back, through slits Bonnie had sewn in his shirt and vest. Seven of them rested curled like fiddleheads, but one looped under the table and unobtrusively wrapped around Sebastian’s calf.

      The touch was welcome. Grounding. Thank heavens Vesper had come with him to Arthur’s funeral, though he had every excuse to stay away. But it wasn’t in Ves’s nature to simply walk away when someone he cared about needed him. Or even someone he didn’t care about; God knew he’d stood up for Sebastian against a couple of ruffians when they hadn’t much liked one another.

      The fact those ruffians had been hired by Sebastian’s supposed-friend Arthur, and they’d later threatened Bonnie and the children as well, sat heavy in his gut.

      When dinner was finished, Ves said, “Noct and I will get the dishes.”

      Bonnie looked torn, as they’d offered every night since moving in. “The children should take a turn at cleaning as well.”

      “But we can’t do it as fast,” Willie objected.

      “I will, when I grow tentacles,” Helen announced.

      “You can’t grow tentacles,” Willie said, with all the authority of an older brother. “You have to be born with them.”

      “You can too! You just have to use the right spell!”

      “I’m going to cast a spell and turn you into a turtle.”

      “Enough,” Bonnie cut in, before the siblings could start fighting. “Willie, you’re doing the dishes, and no dawdling to get out of it. Helen, you and Jossie straighten your room; it looks as though a hurricane blew through.”

      The children let out some minor grumbling, though not enough to cause Bonnie to do more than narrow her eyes at them. Ves cleared the table swiftly, tentacles moving in a coordinated dance. Sebastian caught Bonnie’s eye. “Can I talk to you?”

      “In the sitting room.” She led the way, laying Clara down in the cradle, before seating herself on the couch. “How was the funeral?”

      “Difficult.” He lowered himself into one of the chairs. “I visited Mother.”

      Bonnie sighed. “I’ve been trying to decide if I want to pay her a visit myself. You’re certain she didn’t know the Book was in the house?”

      “Fairly certain.” Sebastian winced. “Unless she lied to Kelly. Though I don’t see why she would have done so—he was her heir in every way that mattered, after all.”

      Sebastian knew he didn’t have any right to be bitter—he’d refused to become a bookbinder like his mother. Or, magically speaking, a Binder. He’d chosen what seemed to him a more interesting path, that of archivist, and at the time been glad when she finally relented and picked Kelly O’Neil as her apprentice.

      Which meant Kelly had been the one entitled to her secrets, not Sebastian. There was no reason for her to have kept anything back from the man meant to someday replace her.

      Was there?

      Bonnie let out a long sigh. “If only the house hadn’t burned so thoroughly. If we had some of her papers, or her journals…”

      “Or her,” Sebastian said, subdued. If only he’d arrived a few minutes sooner, or if the storm had swept in even faster, or…

      “I’ve been wracking my brain for anything she might have said, or done, the last time I saw her,” Bonnie said. “She came to visit the weekend before she died. I think you were otherwise occupied.”

      Carousing in a rented room with a man whose name he no longer recalled, but he wasn’t going to say that to his sister. “And you haven’t remembered anything of note?”

      “She seemed preoccupied, but when didn’t she?” Bonnie’s lips turned up in a rueful smile. “The two of you, always going around with your noses in books, off in some other world of your own half the time. She didn’t stay for long, at any rate. I seem to remember she was meeting a friend, or at least an acquaintance, for dinner. I don’t recall who, if she even said,” Bonnie added when Sebastian opened his mouth to ask the question. “Besides, you were the one who lived with her. If you didn’t notice anything, I doubt there was anything to see.”

      “Maybe.” Sebastian let out a long sigh. “I know she was friends with some of the neighbors, but honestly I couldn’t tell you who. We lived in the same house, but outside of the library we moved in, er, different social circles.”

      “Is that what you call it?” Bonnie said with an arch of her brow.

      “Oh, leave off,” he muttered, face heating. “I’m going to go and make sure Ves didn’t end up doing the dishes anyway.”

      As he rose, Bonnie tilted her head back. “He’s good for you, you know.”

      Through the open door, Sebastian caught a glimpse of Ves standing at the kitchen sink, though at least he appeared to only be doing the drying. He was so beautiful, with his olive skin and muscular build, with his kindness and shy smiles. “Yes,” Sebastian said with a smile of his own. “He is.”
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      As night fell over Widdershins, Ves climbed the stairs to the attic room where his brother had retreated.

      The last week had been…well, a lot. For both of them.

      The Rune brothers had been raised in a one-room shack in an isolated wood outside of Dunhollow. Their only regular human contact besides each other had been with their mother and grandfather. The one time outsiders—or sleepers, as Mother scornfully called them—came across them, the results had been…terrible. For everyone concerned.

      At least Ves could pass for human, most of the time. It allowed him to find lodgings after they fled the cult, and jobs. Even so, he’d kept his contact with other people as limited as possible, always afraid they’d learn the truth and turn against him.

      Noct hadn’t even had that much, his days spent alone in whatever cheap room they rented, his nights with only his brother for company.

      Until Widdershins. Until Sebastian, and Bonnie, and her raft of children.

      Going from isolation to a house with three adults and five children was an adjustment, to say the least. Not to mention Noct’s new job at the library. Irene Endicott ferried them back and forth from the museum in her car, blinds drawn over the back windows so Noct couldn’t be seen, but once within the twisting labyrinth of the library, Noct was expected to work as much as any other librarian. There was no hiding, and fellow staff greeted him cheerfully each morning.

      The changes were welcome, to be sure. This was a good thing, for both of them. Just…overwhelming.

      Gods of the wood, he hoped it would last.

      The attic room was still in the process of transitioning between unorganized storage space and bedroom. Boxes and broken toys piled everywhere, moved aside only enough to create an easy path to the bed, table, and small bookcase tucked away at the end farthest from the door. The air smelled faintly of dust, but more strongly of the evening air blowing in through the windows. Underneath it all was the scent of growing things, of green shoots and unfurling flowers, marking the presence of one of the Dark Young.

      Beneath the bed was a small bag, easy to grab in an emergency. Ves had stashed spare clothing, money, and dried beans inside, then hidden it here with only Noct’s knowledge.

      It wasn’t that he expected to have to flee. To start over yet again. But it made him feel safer, knowing it was there.

      Noct’s voice floated through the open window near his bed. “I’m out here.”

      “Can I join you?”

      “Yes.”

      Ves used his tentacles and hands to grip the windowsill, then the branches of the oak tree that towered alongside the house. Noct perched between two massive boughs, a few tentacles looped round them to hold him in place. Ves settled in on his right side, opposite Noct’s only human arm. The plethora of tentacles slipping out from beneath his loose smock lay mostly quiescent, but one or two entwined with Ves’s in silent communion.

      Ves breathed deep, and for a moment just let himself…be. The steady movement of sap in the tree around him whispered of growth and life, the slow but inexorable stretch of green tendrils toward the sky. Leaves unfurled, and new life quietly proliferated in the swelling tissue that would form into acorns. The last few ants made their way down the trunk, returning to their nest, and a baby bird cheeped once, before falling asleep against its siblings.

      “Do you ever miss home?” Noct asked quietly.

      “Sometimes. I miss lying in the glen, listening to the voices.” The gentle murmurings of their progenitor, the All-Mother, Lord of the Woods, had been one of the only good things about their childhood. “How are you doing? I know everything’s so different now.”

      “Except us,” Noct said. He didn’t sound bitter, just…sad.

      They’d come to Widdershins following a hope that turned out to be a lie. The sorcerer Fagerlie promised to “cure” them, make them human, if they only did as he asked.

      He’d just been using them, though. According to Irene, herself a sorceress from a family full of them, such a thing wasn’t possible.

      “I’m sorry,” Ves said, because what else was there to say, really? “It’s better, though, isn’t it? At least a bit?”

      Noct considered for a long moment, then nodded. “I enjoy working in the library. And I’m glad to have met Irene—and the others, naturally. But I’ll never be able to really move in their world, will I?”

      Ves’s heart sat heavy in his chest. “I promised Sebastian I’d help find the Books. And I took the Binder’s oath. But if…if you want to go back afterward, we will.”

      He didn’t want to. He’d fallen in love, and the idea of leaving Sebastian behind was like a tearing a hole in his own soul.

      But he was Noct’s older brother, and it was his duty to protect him above all else. He couldn’t condemn him to be miserable in Widdershins, if he truly wanted to return to Dunhollow and Caprine Hill.

      Noct shook his head. “No. I didn’t say that.” He waved a tired hand. “I’m just thinking aloud. Go back downstairs; I’m sure Sebastian is waiting for you.”

      Ves hesitated. “Are you sure?”

      Noct turned away, so the very last light limned his profile. “I’m sure.”
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      Ves found Sebastian in his room—their room, Sebastian insisted on calling it. And it was starting to feel as though it might be; Ves had grown used to the sight of Sebastian’s clothes hanging beside his in the wardrobe, and the contents of their pockets scattered together atop the chiffonier.

      Sebastian sat on the bed, stripped down to his shirt and trousers. His long, clever fingers pushed and pulled at a wooden puzzle box, searching for the secret combination that would allow him to open it. When Ves entered, he glanced up, the light flashing off the silver frame of his glasses. “Did you have a nice chat with Noct?”

      “Yes. I think.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. “He’s still adjusting. We both are.”

      “Of course.” Sebastian put his puzzle aside on the small table beneath the window, where an electric fan whirred as it struggled to bring cooler air into the warm room. “I wouldn’t expect otherwise. Do you want to come to bed?”

      “I’m tired, but I’m not sure I can sleep.”

      Sebastian cocked and eyebrow, then grinned. “I might be able to help with that,” he said, running a hand very deliberately up his thigh to his groin. “If you’d like.”

      Ves’s mouth went dry. “Just-just let me get ready for bed, then.”

      The routine was familiar, but new at the same time. There were eight toothbrushes in the aluminum holder, rather than just two, the child-sized ones clearly marked with their names. He washed his face and looked into a mirror that wasn’t turned to the wall; he’d begun not to flinch at the sight of his orange goat’s eyes reflected back at him. The house settled around him for the night; he’d started to recognize which sounds were ordinary and which were not.

      It all felt like an intangible dream, one that might be ripped away at any moment.

      He returned to the bedroom to find Sebastian clad only in his drawers, lying seductively on his stomach, looking up through his lashes. “Hello, angel.”

      Ves’s heart quickened. This felt like a dream as well, something that might be taken from him. Or something he might chase away without wishing to. Sebastian swore he didn’t mind the tentacles, but Ves still feared he might accidentally do something that would repulse his lover.

      But, for now at least, he could have this. He reached behind him and threw the lock. “Hello.”

      “I waited…up…for you,” Sebastian said, waggling his eyebrows.

      Ves snorted. “That was terrible, even for you.” He stripped off his clothes, while Sebastian watched appreciatively, and it was impossible not to respond to the heat in his eyes.

      It was far too warm to be beneath the sheets, so he waved at Sebastian to move off the bed, then peeled down the comforter and top sheet. Sebastian shucked his drawers, and the artificial breeze of the fan brushed over their exposed skin like a cool kiss.

      They fell into the bed together, a tangle of arms, legs, and tentacles. Sebastian’s cock rubbed against his belly, and his hand brought Ves to full hardness. They kissed and caressed, and he felt absurdly gratified when Sebastian moaned.

      “What do you want?” he whispered against Sebastian’s chest.

      “I want you.” Sebastian’s pupils almost eclipsed his hazel irises, turning them dark. “I want you to fuck me.”

      A shiver ran through Ves. “All right.”

      Ves’s heart pounded against his ribs as he fumbled open the upper drawer of the chiffonier. When he turned back, it was to behold Sebastian on his elbows and knees on the bed, legs spread and body welcoming.

      “Oh Gods,” he said faintly.

      “Just a man,” Sebastian teased.

      Sebastian groaned when he pushed in, clutching at the sheets and arching his back. Thank the trees that the walls of the old house were thick. He rocked back against Ves enthusiastically, whispering encouragement, and Ves bit his lip hard enough for the pain to distract him from the pleasure. He gripped Sebastian’s hips, watching as sweat trickled down the curve of his spine.

      “Is this good?” he asked, even though Sebastian appeared to be enjoying himself.

      “Oh, God, yes,” Sebastian said. “Wrap your tentacles around my thighs, please.”

      Ves hesitated—but Sebastian had asked for it. He wouldn’t request anything he didn’t want; he’d made that quite clear the first time they’d made love.

      So he let out a breath and wrapped the two lowest, smallest tentacles around Sebastian’s thighs, pulling him tight. Sebastian’s back arched, and he gasped, “Yes, tighter,” before Ves began to fuck him in earnest.

      As for Sebastian, he was gasping, groaning, pushing back against Ves’s thrusts and writhing in ecstasy. He reached blindly, seized the nearest unoccupied tentacle, and bit the tip between his teeth. It didn’t hurt, but it did spur Ves on, and he wrapped his arms around Sebastian’s chest and pressed them together. Sebastian shuddered beneath him, utterly wild—and then stiffened, a low sound of pleasure emanating from him that seemed ripped from his very core.

      Ves closed his eyes, Sebastian’s pleasure rip-sawing over his own nerves, and he spent himself in the course of three hard thrusts.

      For a minute, neither of them moved. Then Sebastian stirred.

      “Dear God in heaven,” he mumbled. “Thank you. Sorry about the bite.”

      Ves released him and sat back. “It didn’t hurt.”

      “Still, that doesn’t mean you liked it.” Sebastian rolled over and looked up at him. “Did you like it?”

      Heat rushed to Ves’s face. He had, but if he admitted it, would he be suggesting he enjoyed having extra appendages? “I, uh, yes.”

      “Good.” Sebastian smiled, his face lighting up like a sunrise. “Now lay down, and let’s see if we can sleep in this heat.”
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      The newness of Ves’s routine stretched into the morning. He’d never been a late sleeper, probably because Mother would never have allowed it, and the habit had remained into adulthood. It served him well in the crowded house, because it meant he was up early enough to make use of the bathroom before anyone else awoke.

      Bonnie rose next and set about cooking breakfast, while either Ves or Sebastian woke the children. This was inevitably met with complaints, accompanied by promises to get up on their own in just five more minutes. By the time they could finally be convinced to get up, dress, and come downstairs, breakfast was ready, and Noct and Bonnie waiting at the table.

      They all ate together, while Ves and Sebastian shared the morning newspaper before leaving it for Bonnie. Ves had developed the habit in Boston, when some of his fellow bookbinders asked him about some headline or other. Most of it didn’t concern him; the front page was generally filled with stories of places he didn’t know and people he didn’t understand. A picture of the departing Halley’s Comet, taken by an observatory in Peru, took up part of the page, and the rest was filled with news of “Wall Street”—which he thought had something to do with money—a terrible fire in Japan, an advertisement for sarsaparilla, and a murder trial in Boston. As for Sebastian, he was mostly interested in the baseball scores, which was yet another thing Vesper didn’t really understand.

      If they were fortunate, Irene didn’t put in an appearance until after they’d had a chance to finish eating. She’d recently acquired her own auto and no longer relied on the family chauffeur. He and Noct rode in the back, hidden from the outside by curtains, while Sebastian sat up front with her.

      It was nice to have a routine again. Their childhood had been chaotic, to put it mildly, and the first few months on their own had only been a different sort of chaos. It wasn’t until Ves’s first stable job, in the rare book trade, that they’d known the shape of their lives from one day to the next.

      Fagerlie had upended that, of course. But that had worked out for the best, in end, even if he had been lying about the sort of help he could give them.

      Amelia Cohen was settling in behind the desk as they entered the library. She blinked at them through her enormous, round glasses, then gave a shy smile and a wave. “Good morning, Mr. Rune, Mr. Rune, Miss Endicott, Mr. Rath.”

      “Good morning,” Sebastian said cheerfully. “They’ve got you on desk duty today, have they?”

      “It’s always an honor to help our esteemed colleagues with their research,” she said, a bit tightly.

      Irene looked rather dubious at that, but made no comment. She and Noct made their way toward the stacks, and Ves had to restrain himself from offering Noct a ride on his back. Noct moved slowly on a flat surface like a floor, though give him a forest and he could swing from one branch to the next like lightning. But he’d refused the offer a few days ago, in such a way that Ves felt he’d offended his brother’s pride. And Irene didn’t seem to mind his slow pace, strolling and chatting alongside him.

      “Lunch at Marsh’s?” Sebastian asked as they passed into the maze of the staff corridors, where their offices lay.

      “That sounds lovely,” Ves replied with a smile. He wanted to give Sebastian a kiss, but there were others about, and Mr. Quinn had warned them sternly against what he referred to as “high-spirited behavior” in the library.

      Once Sebastian was gone, Ves put his key into the lock on the bindery and conservatory room.

      It was already unlocked.

      He froze, senses instantly alert for any sound, any trace of scent, anything wrong at all. He could have forgotten to lock the door yesterday when he left early for the funeral, but after so many years of hiding behind secured doors, the habit had become deeply ingrained. Possibly one of the librarians had come across a book that needed repair, and rather than simply wait until his return had borrowed the key from Mr. Quinn. Then forgotten to secure the door again when they left.

      Possibly.

      His sight expanded as his pupils went from round to rectangular, and his suit jacket hit the floor in a crumpled pile as his tentacles emerged through the opening in vest and shirt. Then, in a single move, he flung open the door in such a way as to strike anyone who might be hiding behind it with as much force as possible.

      His strength was greater than human, and the door knob embedded itself in the plaster. But Ves’s visitor wasn’t hiding behind the door—rather, he sat at Ves’s own desk, leaning back slightly in the chair, his fingers interlaced over his belly.

      There was very little Ves feared. He was strong, fast, and resistant both to magic and most types of physical harm. But now his mouth went dry and his limbs turned weak.

      The man at the desk smiled. “It’s so good to see you, Vesper.”

      Ves’s lips had gone numb. “Grandfather. You’re alive.”
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