
  
    [image: Unhallowed]
  


  
    
      Unhallowed

      Rath & Rune Book 1

    

    
      
        Jordan L. Hawk

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Content Advisory

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

    

    
      
        Share Your Experience

      

      
        End Notes

      

      
        Also by Jordan L. Hawk

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Unhallowed © 2020 Jordan L. Hawk

      ISBN: 978-1-941230-44-2

      

      Cover Art © 2020 Tiferet Design

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      Edited by Annetta Ribken Graney

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Advisory

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains the following: references to past child abuse, references to past parental death, references to past house fire, violence, death (including references to past death by fire), suffocation, on-page sex, and bats (which remain unharmed, no need to be concerned about the bats).

    

  


  
    
      Widdershins always knows its own,

      In blood and spirit, breath and bone.
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      The monster boarded the train in Boston.

      He found an unoccupied seat at the back of the rail car. Warm May air drifted in through the open window, along with the tang of burning coal. Men and women crowded the platform outside, the plumes in the women’s hats bobbing in the breeze.

      A small girl tugged urgently on her mother’s skirts, demanding attention. The monster stiffened, expecting the woman to backhand the child. Instead, she smiled indulgently, bending down to better hear her offspring’s excited babbling.

      “Pardon me,” said an affable voice practically in his ear.

      He jumped, then cursed himself. Inattention wasn’t something he could afford, ever. Certainly not now, when so much hung on the outcome of this journey.

      A smiling man, his face flushed from the heat, stood looking down at him. “Is this seat taken?”

      He thought about lying, but he’d be caught out when no companion appeared. “No.”

      The man stowed his suitcase, then dropped into the seat. “Dave Moore,” he said, thrusting out his hand.

      “Vesper Rune.” Ves shook reluctantly, withdrawing his own hand as quickly as possible. The last thing he needed was a gregarious seatmate, but a quick glance around the car showed no other empty seats. It seemed he was trapped, at least until the next stop.

      The train whistle screamed, and a few moments later, it lurched into movement. Ves turned to the window, suppressing a flinch as he caught a glimpse of dark hair and brown eyes reflected in the glass. Fortunately, his reflection was distorted, and he was able to look through it and pretend to be deeply interested in the passing scenery.

      Alas, that wasn’t enough to dissuade his seatmate. Mr. Moore launched into a long monologue concerning his business (traveling brush salesman), his family (wife and three children), and the weather (warm). Ves murmured where it seemed polite, but his thoughts were only half on the other man’s idle conversation, until he asked, “So where are you headed, Mr. Rune?”

      Resigning himself to an unwanted conversation, Ves said, “Widdershins.”

      To his surprise, Mr. Moore paled. “Widdershins? Is that…I mean, do you hail from there?”

      “No,” Ves said, and hoped Moore didn’t pry any further into his origins. It was tedious to lie all the time, and he was becoming sick of it. But what choice did he have? I was raised in an insane cult was the sort of answer that only invited even more intrusive questions. “I’m visiting on business.”

      Moore seemed marginally less concerned, though a frown still creased his brow beneath the brim of his hat. “I see. You won’t be there long, I hope?”

      The task Mr. Fagerlie had given him was simple enough. With any luck, Ves and his brother would be leaving New England behind forever in only a little over a week’s time. With the curse lifted, they’d be free to go anywhere they pleased, live as they chose.

      “I’m not planning on staying,” he replied. “May I ask why?”

      Moore worried at his lower lip with his teeth. Then he leaned in, dropping his voice to a whisper. Ves stiffened, hoping the cologne he’d splashed on this morning covered his natural scent. “They claim the town was founded by a man fleeing the witch trials, back in colonial times. I don’t know if that’s true, but it’s said those who live there even today scorn the laws of both man and God. I wouldn’t linger any longer than you must, if I were you.”

      Ves barely kept from rolling his eyes. What a bunch of rot. Widdershins might be a small port town, but it was still a town, which meant people and their prying eyes. It wasn’t like the countryside where he’d grown up, where the remoteness of farmsteads meant their inhabitants had the privacy to engage in activities that would make Moore’s blood curdle were Ves to name them aloud. Nothing Widdershins had to offer would be stranger or more horrible than what had surrounded him growing up.

      Nothing would be stranger or more horrible than himself, when it came down to it.

      But of course he couldn’t say that out loud. “Thank you for the warning, but I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      Moore still seemed uncertain. “What sort of work do you do, Mr. Rune?”

      Here, at last, was a chance to secure some peace and quiet. “I’m a bookbinder and conservator,” Ves said, and immediately launched into a long dialog concerning the importance of margin width in rebinding. As predicted, Moore’s eyes began to glaze over within seconds.

      “How very interesting,” Moore said hastily, when Ves paused to draw breath. He retrieved a newspaper from his suitcase, signaling an end to the conversation. Ves suppressed a smile of triumph.

      Moore settled himself, unfolding the paper. The front page occupied him through the stop in Revere, but as the train pulled out of that station, he angled it in Ves’s direction. Ves glanced down and saw Moore was indicating the daily update on the speed and visibility of Halley’s Comet.

      “What do you think about all this?” Moore asked. “That French astronomer says we’re all going to die when the earth passes through the comet’s tail next week. That it’s the end of the world.”

      “It isn’t,” Ves said shortly.

      “But how can we be certain?”

      Ves turned away without answering. Because he knew what Moore—what most people—didn’t.

      The end of the world was supposed to have happened eight years ago. And it had been Ves’s purpose to help bring it about.
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      “He wouldn’t have just left,” Sebastian said as he put down his bottle of beer.

      Irene sighed, and Arthur groaned loud enough to be heard over the noise of the crowd. Over the years they’d worked together in the library of the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith museum, they’d developed the tradition of going to The Silver Key bar for drinks at least twice a week to wash the dust from their throats after closing. Ordinarily their conversation ranged from baseball to whatever film was playing at the Nickelodeon, but for the last two months only one subject had been on Sebastian’s mind.

      “Not this again,” Mortimer Waite said, the corner of his lip raised in a sneer.

      Sebastian tried not to glare. Mortimer had become engaged to Irene over the winter holidays, when they met at one of his family’s parties. Ever since, he’d taken it upon himself to assume he was invited wherever Irene was, whether he was actually wanted or not.

      “People leave, Sebastian,” Irene said, far more tactful than her fiancé. Irene Endicott was short, plump, brown-skinned, and the most fashionable person Sebastian had ever met. She wore her sleek hair in a shocking bob that she claimed was all the thing in Paris, and the cut of her skirts was slim enough to show off the roundness of her thighs. At work, she kept to the sober colors suited to their profession, but as soon as they left she’d donned a bright red hat topped with enormous plumes. “Even librarians.”

      “They disappear,” he corrected.

      “He had been thinking of finding a different profession,” Arthur Fairchild said tiredly. He was paler than Irene, though not nearly as pale as Sebastian, his hair in messy curls and his worn sack suit well out of date. “All of his things were packed up and gone. His landlady received the key in the mail, and Mr. Quinn his resignation the same way. I agree it was abrupt and out of character for him to simply walk away from his position at the library without a word, but these things do happen.”

      “He probably ran off with a woman,” Mortimer said disinterestedly. “Or a man.”

      Sebastian took a swig of beer. “Kelly O’Neil was born in Widdershins. He wouldn’t have just moved away. You of all people ought to know that, Mortimer. Your family has been here since the 1690s.”

      Mortimer only shrugged and swirled his wine in his glass.

      Irene frowned at Sebastian. “Why are you so upset about this? You weren’t friends, were you?”

      The emphasis she put on the word “friends” indicated she meant something quite different. “Good God, no!” Sebastian exclaimed, affronted.

      “I suppose O’Neil had some taste, then,” Mortimer murmured in a low voice.

      Irene shot Mortimer an annoyed look, then turned back to Sebastian. “I’m just asking. If you weren’t sleeping with him, why are you so upset he left without a word?”

      “Because he wouldn’t have done that. Not to me and Bonnie. After Mother died, he came around every few days to see how we were doing.” Kelly had been Mother’s assistant, when she worked in the library’s bindery, then succeeded her as binder and conservator after her death.

      Of course, Mother had originally hoped it would be Sebastian, not Kelly, who came after her. He’d refused. They’d fought over it—one of the only times his mother had ever raised her voice in anger to him.

      When Sebastian proved intractable, she’d passed her experience on to Kelly instead. And now he was gone, too, taking that knowledge, that link to the past, with him.

      “Sebastian thinks this is one of his little wooden puzzles,” Mortimer said with a smile that bordered on a smirk. “Pieces he can put together to form a figure, or take apart to reveal…what? Foul play?”

      Arthur glanced from Mortimer to Sebastian, then back. “I hate to even think it, but…is it possible he stole something, a valuable book perhaps, and took it with him when he left?”

      “Then the curses would have gotten him,” Irene replied, taking a long pull from her own beer. “Unless he had magic of his own. Or some kind of amulet to keep them off. He wasn’t a sorcerer, was he?”

      Outside of Widdershins, their conversation would have sounded like madness. Here, Irene didn’t bother to keep her voice down.

      “Not that I’m aware of,” Sebastian said. “Surely he wouldn’t have stolen a book, though.”

      “Perhaps we should conduct an inventory, just to be certain,” Arthur suggested.

      Mortimer groaned loudly. “Do you know how many volumes are in the library? It would take forever to inventory the entire place.”

      Arthur finished off his drink. “We’ll discuss it further tomorrow. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my wife will be wondering where I’ve gotten off to.”

      “How is Laura?” Sebastian asked.

      “We had a bit of money come in—a bequest from a relative of hers—so happier than she has been for a while,” Arthur said with a rueful smile.

      Sebastian winced. It wasn’t that a librarian’s salary was poor, but Arthur had lost almost everything in the 1907 Panic and been beholden to the charity of relatives ever since. “I’m glad. Hopefully everything is turning around for you.”

      “I think it is.”

      Mortimer stretched dramatically. “I should leave as well. The family is holding a dinner at Le Calmar,” he said, naming Widdershins’s most expensive restaurant. Arthur’s eyes narrowed, but Mortimer ignored him and instead turned to Irene. “I asked them to keep a place for you, in case you changed your mind.”

      “No, thank you,” Irene said firmly.

      Mortimer bowed over her hand, kissed her on the cheek, and left along with Arthur. Irene watched her fiancé go, then sighed and turned back to Sebastian. “You don’t think O’Neil stole anything and then fled, do you?”

      It was a reasonable explanation. Or, as Mortimer had pointed out, Kelly might have left town with a woman, or a man. Or a traveling circus for all Sebastian knew.

      Sebastian was probably worrying over nothing. Being ridiculous. Allowing his emotions, his grief over his mother’s death cloud his judgment.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t. Arthur’s wrong to even suspect him.”

      “Mortimer is probably right, you know. People do leave, even those born here.”

      He took the opportunity to redirect the question. “What do you see in him? Mortimer, I mean. He’s a terrible bore with an inflated sense of his own self-importance, just because he’s a third cousin to the head of the Waite family.”

      “He’s not a bore,” Irene objected. Then she considered. “Not much of one, that is. He doesn’t chide me for caring about fashion, or for my weight—”

      “There’s nothing wrong with your weight.”

      “Yes, Sebastian, I’m quite aware of that. My point is, some men can be annoyingly backwards when it comes to what society so quaintly terms the ‘New Woman,’ as if my ancestresses hadn’t been independent for centuries.”

      “Yes, well, they were also powerful sorceresses who could incinerate people.”

      “And they never hesitated to use that to their advantage,” she agreed. “Mortimer is entertaining, and joining forces with one of the old families will be of advantage to the Endicotts. Of course, the Waites feel the same about us. It’s a very sensible arrangement.”

      “If it makes you happy,” he said dubiously. Not for the first time since meeting Irene, he found himself grateful not to be from a prominent family. It seemed to be a great deal of hassle for not much reward.

      Irene finished her drink and stood up herself. “Go home and get some sleep, Sebastian. Work on one of your puzzles, or read a book, or do something to take your mind off O’Neil. He’s gone.”

      Sebastian followed her out. While she went to her waiting automobile, he turned away toward the trolley line. The evening breeze ruffled his hair, and the smell of seared fish from one of the restaurants reminded him he hadn’t yet eaten.

      He might not have been romantically involved with Kelly O’Neil as Irene had suggested, but Sebastian thought they’d been friends. Or could have been, if they’d spent just a bit more time together. After Rebecca Rath died, Kelly had grieved almost as deeply as a member of the family.

      Was there actually something sinister about Kelly’s abrupt resignation? Or did Sebastian just not want to think that his mother’s chosen successor would run off, abandon his post, as though all of her effort and training meant nothing?

      The effort and training that would have been poured into Sebastian, if he’d just agreed to follow family tradition. But he had refused. Let her down.

      Sebastian hunched his shoulders as if at a chill, even though the air remained warm. He hoped he was just being ridiculous. That Kelly was off safe and happy somewhere.

      But he couldn’t make himself believe it.
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      Ves’s first impression of Widdershins was of its age.

      Not that Boston didn’t have more than its share of colonial architecture. And of course Widdershins had electricity and more modern buildings. But gambrel-roofed houses dominated much of the town, surrounded by gnarled, ancient oaks whose hoary limbs seemed to conspire to shield them from casual sight.

      Much of the city went about its business like any other. But he caught furtive glances from behind curtained windows, and had spotted at least one cloaked and hooded figure scurrying down an alley. No one else had given the figure so much as a glance, though, which made him feel even more uneasy. He hadn’t imagined it, had he?

      The boarding house whose advertisement he’d answered looked to date from the early eighteen hundreds, as did much of the neighborhood. Judging by the size of the houses, it had once been affluent, but many were either slowly sliding into disrepair, or had been broken up into apartments or boarding houses.

      “The rooms are eight dollars a week, paid upfront,” the landlady said as she led Ves up to the third floor apartment. “Four rooms in the suite, furnished including bath and a gas stove.” She paused outside the door and gave him a look. “I’d apologize for the steepness of the stairs, but it looks as though they aren’t giving you much trouble.”

      Ves flushed, suddenly conscious of how he must appear, with his heavy steamer trunk balanced easily on one shoulder. It was a stupid mistake; he should have at least pretended to struggle with the weight, or to be out of breath from the climb. He was acting suspicious, drawing attention to himself, at the very time he most needed to be discreet.

      Her eyes traveled over him slowly, taking in his thickly muscled thighs, the breadth of his shoulders. The tip of her tongue touched her lower lip. “Been a while since there’s been a man around here who could take care of himself. I’m glad you decided to answer my newspaper ad, Mr. Rune.”

      Ves’s face heated even more as he realized her implication. Her eyes slid over him again, lingering somewhere below his waist, as though in curiosity. “That’s very kind of you, ma’am,” he managed to say. “But I should like to set this down. It was a long walk from the train station.”

      “Oh! Of course.” She hastily unlocked the door and flung it open.

      A faint musty air hung in the small parlor, as if no one had lived in this suite for some time. Even so, it was nicely appointed, the furniture worn but not to the point of shabbiness. The mismatched couch and chair looked comfortable, and the rug had only a single small stain that he could see, even after she switched on the light. The generous fireplace was cold now, but had he been staying until the fall, it would have offered comfort in the cooler months. A large mirror hung above the fireplace, and he looked quickly away, before he could catch more than a glimpse of his reflection.

      “I’ll leave you to settle in,” the landlady said from the doorway. “But if you need anything—anything at all—my apartment is on the first floor. Room one. Just knock, anytime of the day or night.”

      “I will,” he said, though he was certain he’d be doing nothing of the sort.

      She shut the door, leaving behind only a trace of her perfume. Lilacs.

      Ves put down the trunk and went immediately to the windows to draw the drapes securely closed. A part of him still cursed himself for letting Nocturn become so careless…but if his brother hadn’t been spotted, then Fagerlie would never have found them, and their only chance at escaping the curse would have passed them by along with the comet.

      But that had been sheer luck—or destiny, if such things still applied to them. If you turned your back on destiny once, did you get a new one?

      The closed drapes plunged the rooms into dimness, but Ves saw in the dark as easily as in daylight, so he didn’t bother to turn on any more electric lights. With the prying eyes of the outside world blinded, he went to the fireplace and, without looking too closely, lifted the mirror off its hooks, turned it around, and propped it on the mantle. Then he went to the bathroom and bedroom, removing the mirrors there and setting them against the walls, their faces turned so they reflected only the odd, yellowish wallpaper. The tiny mirror in his shaving kit, only big enough to show a fraction of his face at a time, would suffice for now.

      The mirrors dealt with, he carried his trunk into the bedroom and set about unpacking. It didn’t take long, consisting of little beyond hanging up his suits and putting other various articles into the dresser. He had no mementoes, no photographs, no reminders of any past.

      He wished he had a photograph of Noct. The brothers had never been separated before, not like this. Ves knew Fagerlie would be taking good care of him—that was part of the bargain—but he couldn’t help but worry.

      As soon as the curse was broken, they’d have a photograph taken together. Then, once they found somewhere new to settle, Ves would start collecting something inexpensive. Paintings, perhaps, or post cards, or tea cups. Something to give color to his surroundings, something Mother would have disdained as childish, pointless.

      Soon. All he had to do was pass the interview tomorrow. After that first step, it would be simple. He’d soon be rejoined with Noct. Then the comet would pass, and the curse would be lifted, and everything would finally be made right.
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      Sebastian came to a halt in front of his sister’s house. Of course, she insisted it was their house, that he was always welcome. That he shouldn’t feel like a tenant. But somehow, he couldn’t help it.

      Perhaps it was simply that the house was so different from the one they’d grown up in. That house had been something of an architectural nightmare, with hidden passages and doors that went nowhere. Sounds carried oddly inside, and their favorite game as children had been to find places where one of them could whisper and the other make out the words clearly even if they were on a different floor.

      That house was nothing but ashes now.

      He took out his key and let himself into the small reception hall. The dark parlor lay to his right, but light spilled from the sitting room directly ahead.

      Flickering light. Flames.

      Sebastian’s heart began to pound. Where was Bonnie? The children? How far had the fire spread?

      He broke into a run—perhaps there was still time to extinguish the flames. Perhaps—

      Bonnie looked up from her knitting as Sebastian burst into the sitting room. She rocked Clara’s cradle with one foot; the infant slept soundly, her little face scrunched as though concentrating on her dreams. Three-year-old Tommy sat on the floor nearby, playing with wooden blocks. He, too, looked up at Sebastian, his eyes wide and slightly alarmed.

      A bayberry candle burned on the table near the doorway, scenting the air. With a snarl, Sebastian snatched it up and flung it into the safety of the hearth. “Are you mad?”

      Bonnie arched a brow and lowered her knitting. “Not that I’ve noticed. Are you?”

      Sebastian gaped at her. “Why on earth would you have an open flame right there in the house? We have electricity!”

      “Because I wanted a nice scent.” Irritation snapped in her hazel eyes. “I was right here, keeping an eye on it, Sebastian.”

      “It was irresponsible!” The smell of bayberry gave way to burning wood, the clear air to stinging smoke. Screams rang in his ears. Sebastian ground his nails into his palms, struggling to keep his thoughts in the present.

      Bonnie set aside her knitting and rose to face him. “You’re acting like a lunatic, and you’re frightening Tommy.”

      Guilt flashed through him when he glanced at the toddler. Tommy stared up at Sebastian, lips parted as though he wasn’t quite certain whether he should start crying or not. “Better frightened than hurt,” Sebastian said, but he lowered his voice as he did so.

      Bonnie sighed, irritation giving way to pity, which was even worse. “All right, Sebastian. I won’t burn any more candles.”

      She was saying it to humor him, that was clear enough. But she hadn’t been there that day. Hadn’t returned to see the house they’d grown up in wreathed in flames, while the fire company struggled to put it out. She hadn’t heard the screams coming from inside. She hadn’t stood in the street, helpless against the overwhelming heat and smoke, while their mother died in agony before her very eyes.

      Sebastian had.

      Clara began to cry, her little fists waving. Bonnie reached for the buttons on her dress. “Will you put Tommy to bed, while I feed the little one?”

      “Of course.” Sebastian lifted Tommy from the floor with a grunt. “You’re getting heavy.”

      Tommy tucked his head into Sebastian’s shoulder as Sebastian carried him to the front set of stairs. He shared a room with his brother, eleven-year-old Willie, who was already asleep after a long day of school and chores.

      As Sebastian laid him down beside Willie, Tommy yawned. He curled into his bigger brother, thumb slipping into his mouth as he did so. For a moment, Sebastian looked down at them, illuminated in the light from the hall. They were so innocent. So untouched by the horrors of the world. If anything happened to them…

      Even the thought made his heart ache. He would die before he let them get hurt.

      Sebastian slipped out and shut the door, before going back downstairs to double-check that all the doors were locked. Satisfied, he retreated to his room. The chamber had originally been servants quarters, long before Bonnie and her children moved in, and sat directly above the kitchen. Come full summer, the heat would be ferocious. For now, it was pleasant, the night breeze stirring the curtains and bringing with it the fishy scent of the ocean.

      Boxes of dissected pictures, along with the newer jigsaw puzzles, sat in one corner. He’d assembled most of them more than once, but found himself reluctant to let them go, even as he added to the pile with every visit to the shops. Of more interest was a new puzzle box he’d acquired from the toymaker’s store. One-of-a-kind and made with exacting precision, it hadn’t been cheap. But Sebastian had few expenses outside of the rent he paid to Bonnie and the drinks he got with his friends. Similar boxes clustered on his shelves, alongside wooden purses that could only be opened by knowing a certain trick, and even a book whose wooden leaves each contained their own puzzle to unlock the next.

      He sank down on the edge of the bed. He knew he ought to go down and find something to eat for dinner, but couldn’t summon the energy to do so. The sudden burst of fear he’d experienced seemed to have drained him completely.

      Bonnie meant well. But she didn’t live with his nightmares. Or his guilt.

      He should have risked it. Despite the wall of furnace-like heat, the flames wreathing the door…he should have pushed through anyway. Saved their mother, or died in the attempt.

      Sebastian stared up at his ceiling for a long time, trying not to think.
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      Ves stared up the flight of marble steps leading to the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith Museum, a ball of nerves knotted in his belly. It was mid-morning on a Wednesday, and only a few people went in and out of its great doors: a small herd of schoolchildren, shepherded by a harried teacher; two scholarly looking men arguing over some point of science; a young woman with intent eyes.

      A newsstand nearby did a brisker business in papers and magazines. The Widdershins Enquirer Journal was prominently displayed, the name of the museum itself in the headlines. Famed Lady Archaeologist Sails for Egypt on Behalf of Ladysmith was emblazoned just beneath the header in huge type. Below, a photo showed a woman standing on the docks, two children in front of her and flanked by a pair of smiling men. A tall man in the back seemed to be attempting to hide from the photographer.

      Ves had a vague recollection that a female archaeologist had been the one to excavate Nephren-ka’s tomb some years ago. Not that his family had allowed newspapers to enter the house—the brothers were meant to concentrate on their studies, not be distracted by the outside world. But the news had reached his mother somehow. She had screamed and thrown things, wild in her fury that the ancient pharaoh had been brought to America, his many sorcerous secrets fallen into other hands. And as usual, her rage had eventually turned to the two targets nearest at hand: her sons.

      When her fury abated, they slipped away into the deep woods. Beneath the ancient trees, he and his brother listened to the whispers only they could hear. A low murmur of comfort and belonging that seemed to drift down from the trees and rise up from the rich loam, echoing in the chatter of squirrels and the song of birds. The voice of the All-Mother, Lord of the Forest.

      The voice was the only thing Ves missed about Dunhollow. The song of belonging, of being a part of something greater, had always been there for him, even on the darkest days. And yet, he could only hear it due to his tainted blood.

      He dragged his eyes away from the newspaper and back to the museum before him. He couldn’t afford to wool-gather, not today. If he didn’t get this job, then he wouldn’t be able to give Fagerlie what he wanted, and the curse would never be lifted.

      Ves and Noct would be stuck like this for the rest of their lives. Forced to hide. No friends, no lovers, no nothing.

      Ves straightened his shoulders, checked his Oxford style bag, and started up the steps. He passed by the statue of a portly man with an extravagant walrus mustache; the bronze of the mustache was a slightly lighter color, as if worn by hands touching it for luck. Above the door hung a small banner: Comet Party and Lecture, Beginning 8:00 pm, May 18. Inquire Within for Tickets.

      One week. Plenty of time.

      Once inside, Ves approached a ticket-taker for directions. She instructed him to wait in the grand foyer while someone was summoned to guide him to his destination. As he waited, he took the opportunity to examine some of the exhibits. Most of those in the foyer consisted of extinct animals, the larger the better. An Irish elk stood foremost, its fearsome antlers spanning over ten feet from side to side. A small sign pointed to the right, indicating the wing housing the artifacts from the Nephren-ka expedition. Ves wondered if his mother had ever set foot here during one of her long absences. She’d occasionally left them in the care of their grandfather, vanishing sometimes for days, other times for months on end. When asked where she went, her only reply had been that she worked to bring about the return of those who had once ruled the earth and not to question her.

      Not asking too many questions had been one of the cardinal rules for as long as he could remember. He was meant to obey, to prepare for his glorious purpose, and nothing more.

      “Mr. Rune?”

      Ves started and turned. The man in front of him was a few years older, perhaps thirty to his twenty-five. His blond hair was parted to the side and neatly slicked down, a match to his trim clothing. Ves had to look up a few inches to meet the hazel eyes peering through silver-rimmed spectacles.

      Ves’s mouth went dry. The man was handsome—tall and lean, with beautiful long fingers. An electric shock went down Ves’s spine, stirring the flesh to either side.

      No—he had to keep control of himself. He couldn’t give himself away, not now, not when he was so very close.

      “Y-Yes,” he stammered like a fool.

      The man regarded him coolly, the corners of his mouth turned down, as if something about Ves’s appearance put him off. “I’m Sebastian Rath, the chief archivist of the Ladysmith library. You’re here to apply for the bindery and conservatory position?”

      Rath didn’t offer his hand, to Ves’s disappointment. Which was mad; he tried not to touch people if he could help it. He didn’t dare. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder what those long fingers would feel like against his skin.

      This wouldn’t do. Ves forced his breath to even out. “I am,” he managed to say, proud his voice didn’t shake.

      Rath nodded once, shortly. “Mr. Quinn—the head librarian—has been informed you’re here. If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to his office.”

      Ves followed Rath to a discreet door marked STAFF ONLY. Rath made no effort to play tour guide, only led the way through a confusing tangle of corridors that soon had Ves utterly lost. Had the museum’s architect ever planned a building before undertaking this one? And why had anyone ever approved the design to actually be built?

      They eventually arrived at a door with a small sign reading LIBRARY. It opened into a space that struck Ves with an impression of vastness, disorienting after the ordinary dimensions of the hall outside. To one side stood a large desk, a librarian stationed behind it. A few reading tables were placed in the open space, and beyond were the stacks. Despite the feeling of space that Ves couldn’t quite shake, the tall shelves quickly obscured his line of sight, so it was impossible to actually gauge the dimensions of the room.

      “Mr. Quinn’s office is through here.” Rath led the way through a door set behind the desk, which opened onto a hall that seemed to branch and intersect itself unnecessarily. They passed several closed doors and a staff room, where a woman who looked to be of Indian heritage sipped a cup of tea. Something about the layout of the corridor—corridors?—made Ves feel faintly dizzy, and by the time they reached the head librarian’s office, he’d lost all sense of direction.

      For the first time, he wondered if the task set him by Fagerlie wasn’t as easy as he’d assumed it would be.

      Rath knocked lightly on the heavy oak door set with a brass plaque that read Mr. X. Quinn, Head Librarian. Rath stuck his head inside. “Mr. Rune is here for the interview, sir.”

      “Send him in,” said a deep, hollow voice.

      Rath ushered Ves inside, then shut the door as he departed. A large desk dominated the room, its wooden panels inlaid with swirling patterns that drew the eye. The man seated behind it looked more like a funeral director than a librarian. He dressed in a dark suit, his black hair slicked back from a high forehead. Gray streaked his temples, matching his strange, silvery eyes. His skin was so pale that the overall effect was that of a movie actor stepped from the screen, three-dimensional and speaking, yet still rendered in black and white.

      Mr. Quinn gestured with one hand to the chair across from him. “Do have a seat, Mr. Rune.”

      The leather creaked under Ves as he sat. Something about the windowless room made the hair on the back of his neck prickle. Shadows seemed to gather more thickly than they should in the corners, deadening sound as well as sight. A human skull, weathered by the elements, perched at the corner of the desk, staring at Ves with empty sockets. On the wall behind Mr. Quinn, a glass case displayed what appeared to be a heavy dictionary, its cover battered and stained with what looked disconcertingly like blood.

      Quinn touched one spidery hand to a stack of paper in front of him. Ves recognized the top sheet as the cover letter he’d typed up when applying for the position. “Vesper Rune,” Quinn mused. “Lately of Boston. My sister and nieces live there. Tell me, Mr. Rune, were you born in Boston?”

      The question had nothing to do with the position on offer. For a moment, Ves considered lying—but sticking as close as possible to the truth meant fewer chances to make a mistake. “I’m from Dunhollow originally. It’s in the northern part of the state, off the Aylesbury pike. A tiny place; most people have never heard of it.”

      “And what did you do after leaving Dunhollow, Mr. Rune?”

      Took his brother and ran. Hid. Waited for the end of the world, and when that didn’t come, began his search for some way to break the curse. “I sought out a post in the rare book trade. My grandfather was both bibliophile and antiquarian, and though he seldom traveled, he had correspondents all over the world. Often the books they would send him were in deplorable shape. He taught me how to repair torn pages, remove dirt and stains, and rebind volumes as needed.”

      “The rare book trade.” Venom dripped from Mr. Quinn’s voice. “I suppose removing library marks was part of your job, once you arrived in Boston?”

      Ves winced internally. A great deal of the rare book trade was fueled by theft from libraries, and the public institutions of Massachusetts had been particularly devastated over the years. Dealers looked down upon librarians for “hoarding” books, which they felt should rightfully be sold from one rich man to the next, rather than remaining within a single institution. Librarians, of course, had their own opinions concerning the thieves.

      “No sir,” Ves replied carefully. “My understanding is that’s usually handled by the thieves themselves. But I never knowingly worked with a book I believed to have been stolen, and as soon as I had the opportunity to take a position at the Boston Public Library, I did so.” He reached for his bag. “I’ve brought letters of recommendation both from my previous employers, and from Mr. Edward Fagerlie, for whom I did private work.”

      Mr. Quinn accepted the letters, his strange eyes scanning them swiftly. If he blinked even once the entire time, Ves didn’t see it. “Impressive,” he said at last. He placed the letters atop the rest of the paperwork, then opened his desk drawer and took out a small pouch of black silk.

      The squarish bones that tumbled out of the pouch onto the green leather blotter were marked on each side with strange symbols. The bones might have come from a sheep or some other animal, but Ves was almost positive they had once resided in a human hand.

      “These belonged to my predecessor,” Mr. Quinn remarked, though whether he meant the crude dice or the bones themselves, Ves couldn’t bring himself to ask. Quinn examined the symbols, a faint frown creasing his forehead. “Are you certain, Erasmus?” he murmured. “Very well.”

      He swept the bones back into their pouch and tucked them into the drawer. “You have the job, Mr. Rune—on a trial basis. Not everyone is fit to serve the library and by extension Widdershins. A final decision will be made within the next three months, depending on various factors. Is this agreeable to you?”

      Ves would be gone long before the three months ran out. “It is. Thank you, sir.”

      “Mr. Rath will give you a brief tour of the library. You start work at eight o’clock sharp tomorrow morning. Tardiness is unacceptable.”

      Knowing a dismissal when he heard it, Ves rose to his feet. “Of course. I look forward to working here.”

      As he turned to the door, Mr. Quinn said, “One last thing, Mr. Rune. An observation of interest, if you will. Do you know how the librarians of old protected their books from theft?”

      Ves’s heart quickened its pace. Quinn would never have hired him if he truly thought Ves was up to no good. He didn’t know anything—couldn’t know anything. “No, sir.”

      “Curses.” Quinn smiled abruptly, the expression stretching his face in a way that made Ves more uneasy than reassured. “Of course, few believe in curses these days. No matter. I merely wished to remark that, though books have been stolen from the Ladysmith in the past, none of them have ever been taken directly from the precincts of this library. Isn’t that interesting?”

      It was just that Ves’s past in the rare book trade had made the head librarian suspicious. That was all. The talk of curses was just that—talk. Clearly Mr. Quinn had gone a bit dotty in the head, sitting here in the semi-dark with his skull and his knuckle bones, and his bloody book mounted on the wall.

      “Very interesting, sir,” Ves agreed, and shut the door behind him.
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