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Chapter 1

 


Griffin

There were monsters in the woods.

I stood in the heart of the Draakenwood,
before the twisted tree, in what had once been the seat of Theron
Blackbyrne’s power. The place where Nyarlathotep, the Man in the
Woods, had taught magic to generations of ambitious sorcerers in
exchange for absolute loyalty.

The Draakenwood belonged to him no more.
Widdershins had taken it, and the monsters now floating through the
boughs and burrowing beneath the soil answered to no creature of
the Outside.

The umbrae had placed the entrance to their
burrow in the collapsed basement that once underlay Blackbyrne’s
manor. Newly churned soil, heaps of stones, and other detritus
showed evidence of their digging. The murmur of their conversation
thrummed in my skull, like voices half-heard from another room. A
worker slithered past, and I stretched out a hand to touch its
gelid form.

“How are you settling in?” I asked.

If anyone had told me even as recently as two
years ago, that I would stand unafraid among the creatures that
haunted my worst nightmares, I would have called them mad. If
they’d told me I would willingly invite the umbrae into the forest
immediately outside of a populous town, my reaction would have been
one of unmitigated horror.

Now, the Queen of Shadows regarded me through
a single burning eye with a tripartite pupil. She coiled in the
main entrance of the new nest, her segmented body just small enough
to fit inside a freight car. Someday she would be as vast as her
mother in Alaska, as long as the train that had brought her
here.

Her voice replied in my mind. “This is a
good place, Brother. We burrow into the tunnels already here,
expand them. Some are blocked; we will excavate them and learn
where they might lead. The first gardens are already planted. The
first nursery will be ready soon.”

“That’s good,” I said. “I’m glad to hear
it.”

“Your brother-by-blood did not come with
you today?”

“No.” Jack had accompanied the new queen, her
attendant soldiers, and her workers on the long trip from the
Alaskan wilderness. The bribes to get the cargo crates they hid in
from Hoarfrost to a Whyborne Railroad train in San Francisco had
been enormous, but Niles bankrolled the project and put Jack in his
pay during the transfer. “Jack is working with me now. I’ve hired
him on to assist with my detective agency.”

Money and detectives meant nothing to the
umbrae. But they understood family very well indeed, so I let her
feel my joy at seeing Jack again, along with my hopes for working
with him in the future.

Pressure spiked in my head, and the taste of
blood began to seep into my mouth. Human minds weren’t meant to
communicate with the umbrae. “He will remain here with us,”
she said. “This is good.”

“Widdershins knows its own,” I said ruefully.
“And the Draakenwood belongs to Widdershins now. Somehow.” I wasn’t
entirely clear on what the maelstrom had done to expand its
influence after defeating Stanford and breaking the hold of the Man
in the Woods.

A worker—perhaps the one I’d touched
before—ventured toward me. This time its gelatinous body glided
over my feet, picking away leaf detritus from my shoes, in much the
same way as it would have cleaned any debris from the Queen of
Shadows.

“All the children recognize you as one of
ours.” The Queen of Shadows touched me with one of her feelers,
slick and cool against my face.

I should have been horrified by the thought.
Or wondered what was wrong with me, that my adoptive human mother
had rejected me, but the Mother of Shadows and all her spawn
claimed me as one of their own.

This was the second of her daughters I’d met.
The first little queen had hatched prematurely, thanks to the
Endicotts, and would never have a warren of her own. The queen
before me was her younger sister, laid and hatched later. We’d
never set eyes on one another before last week, but that meant
nothing to a species which communed directly from mind-to-mind.

The tang of blood grew stronger in the back
of my throat. Though I had been changed by my encounters with the
umbrae, I could still only remain in telepathic contact for a short
time. “I’m glad you’re settling in. I’ll come back soon.”

“You can always use the Occultum
Lapidem,” she reminded me. “It will be easier to speak to me
through it, than with our mother so far away.”

“I know. Thank you.” I stood up and dusted
myself off. “I’ll call upon you if I have any need, trust me.”

“You will have need.” She paused.
“When the masters return, we will all have need of one
another.”

It was why we had brought her here, to the
Draakenwood. And yet, her words threatened to peel back the thin
veneer covering my fear. The masters were coming, unless we
discovered some method of stopping their arrival. Even if we fought
them and triumphed, the thought of what we might lose in the
process filled me with dread. The people I loved most in the world
would be the first to fight, and I couldn’t allow myself to
consider the prospect all of us might not survive.

“You’re right,” I agreed as I turned away.
“We most assuredly will.”


Chapter 2

 


Whyborne

“Done?” I asked my husband as he emerged from
the pit where the entrance to the umbrae’s tunnels lay.

Summer had come to Widdershins, which meant
my wait had been at least superficially pleasant. The roots of the
gargantuan tree overlooking the ruins of Blackbyrne’s house offered
a relatively comfortable seat, and a nearby sapling a convenient
place to hang my coat and hat. Fireflies danced amidst the dense
green foliage, like a thousand fairies tempting incautious mortals
to join their revels. Night birds called to one another:
whip-poor-wills whistled madly, occasionally falling silent at the
hoot of an owl.

The scene would have been perfect, if it
hadn’t also been where I’d murdered my brother.

Murdered was perhaps too strong a
word. Persephone and I shoved him through a rip in the veil and
into the Outside, where he had presumably perished. Though Stanford
had a better chance at survival than most, having grafted something
of the Outside onto his own body, Nyarlathotep showed no mercy
toward those who had failed him.

Griffin approached my perch, dusting off the
knees of his trousers as he did so. “Yes. I think the umbrae will
flourish here.” The light of my lantern revealed his smile. “I’d
never have thought I’d sleep sounder knowing there are monsters in
the woods, but there you have it.”

I summoned a chuckle, though I didn’t really
feel like laughing. “Agreed.”

Griffin cocked his head. “Is something wrong,
my dear?”

“Oh, nothing.” Or everything. I’d settled
dangerous creatures beneath the woods adjoining a busy town. There
was a very long list of people who wanted me dead. The end of the
world was coming, and I didn’t know how to stop it. “I’m fine. It’s
a beautiful evening, isn’t it?”

I glanced reflexively at the gigantic trunk
of the tree as I spoke. The very spot where we’d tossed Stanford
out of our world.

Griffin, of course, noticed immediately. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t think. Naturally you have bad memories of this
place.” He put a hand to my shoulder. His wedding ring flashed in
the lantern light, the white pearl glowing like the fireflies. “I
should never have asked you to come with me.”

“I imagine you have bad memories as well,” I
protested. “After all, Stanford kidnapped you, locked you in a
cage, and threatened to kill you.”

“True, though the umbrae have at least done
such extensive remodeling of their new home, I couldn’t even tell
you where the cages were.”

I had no such troubles recalling where
Stanford had strangled me, demanding Father choose between us. Or
where I’d stabbed him with Griffin’s old sword cane.

Or had my last glimpse of his face, distorted
in pain and terror as he vanished from our world forever.

Stanford had tried to kill me first, of
course. He meant to seize the fragments of the maelstrom within my
flesh and that of my twin sister, and use its power to serve the
masters. He would have hurt my town, hurt all the people the
maelstrom had collected, and reduced Widdershins to nothing more
than a tool to welcome the masters back into the world so they
could enslave everyone.

We hadn’t exactly been close.

“It isn’t that I feel guilty about killing
Stanford,” I said.

“Nor should you.” Griffin sat beside me,
slipping his arm from my shoulder to around my waist. I leaned into
him gratefully. “For heaven’s sake, Ival, not even Niles blames
you. Stanford murdered your older sister, he meant to kill
Persephone, and intended to sacrifice the rest of us to
Nyarlathotep. Not to mention the fact he murdered the heads of the
old families, and worked with Bradley Osborne to take over your
body, and—”

“I know; I know.” I held up a hand. “Stanford
was a terrible person. We loathed one another since childhood. He
left Persephone and me no choice but to put an end to him. Believe
me, I’m well aware of all of this.”

“And yet you still wish things had been
different,” Griffin suggested.

“Of course I do.” I stared down at my hands.
My wedding ring bore a black pearl in contrast to Griffin’s white,
its surface rich with hidden colors. “Why couldn’t he have just
stayed in the blasted asylum? Why couldn’t he have left us
alone?”

I’d thought the same thing many times
throughout childhood. Bullying me had been Stanford’s favorite
sport. If he had just let me be, how different things would have
been for us all.

“It’s his fault, not yours.” Griffin’s hand
stroked my arm soothingly. “You bear no blame in this.”

“I know. I’m not blaming myself. I’m not—not
remorseful, or guilty, or…” I let out a long sigh. “I don’t know
what I feel.”

“Family is difficult, sometimes.”

Heaven knew, Griffin understood that. He had
a better relationship with the Mother of Shadows than with the
human woman who had raised him.

He pressed a kiss into my cheek. “Sitting
here won’t help things. Let me take you home.”

I nodded. We rose to our feet, and I put my
coat and hat back on. Two soldier umbrae detached themselves from
the upper boughs of the great tree, one gliding ahead of us down
the path, the other behind. An escort, courtesy of the Queen of
Shadows, as Griffin called her to distinguish her from the Mother
of Shadows in Alaska. The umbrae served as guides as well; I was no
woodsman, and the dense forest remained as confusing to me now as
it had the first time I’d set foot in it.

Still, with the help of the umbrae, we
navigated the Draakenwood quickly enough. The easiest path out was
through the graveyard, and I tried not to look too closely at the
mausoleums as we passed. Miss Lester had restored the damage
Stanford did to the cemetery when he raised the dead of the old
families against us, but I’d never forget the sight of Guinevere’s
corpse lurching toward me, trailing her winding sheet behind.

We’d parked the motor car at the gates. The
police, under Chief Tilton, were familiar with our vehicle and knew
to let us be. I supposed there were some benefits to my new
status.

When we arrived home, it was to find a note
wedged into the crack of our front door. Griffin and I exchanged a
glance, and he pulled it loose. For a moment, I indulged in the
optimistic thought that a potential client had come seeking his
abilities as a detective. His business had taken a sharp uptick
since February, especially among the old families. The decision to
hire Jack to take on some of the simpler investigations had come
from necessity rather than simple familial loyalty.

“It’s addressed to you,” he said.

Drat it. I took it from him and unfolded the
paper. The stationery bore the imprint of the Widdershins Arms
Hotel. Written in an elegant hand, it read:

 


Dr. Whyborne,

 


Please join me for a late dinner at the
Widdershins Arms at your earliest convenience.

It’s time.

 


Sincerely,

 


Rupert Endicott


Chapter 3

 


Griffin

“It’s just like an Endicott to show up with
no warning and expect us to drop everything,” Christine complained.
“Some of us have other things to do. Like sleep.”

Though I didn’t believe the Endicotts meant
to spring an ambush on us, going to the meeting without Christine
and Iskander had been out of the question. Whatever Rupert meant to
say likely concerned us all, one way or another. So the four of us
had wedged ourselves into my motor car, with Christine perched in
Iskander’s lap and Whyborne sandwiched between Iskander and myself.
She’d recently taken to wearing skirts much looser than current
fashion dictated, and Whyborne kept flipping the excess fabric out
of his lap, only to have it blow back onto him.

“Perhaps you should have stayed home,
dearest,” Iskander said as I parked along the curb outside the
hotel.

Christine gave him a withering look. “Don’t
be absurd.”

“It is inconvenient,” Whyborne agreed. “Which
I suppose we should have expected. No word from the Endicotts for
almost four months, during which I might have been translating the
Wisborg Codex, if they would have only given me the key to begin
with. And now they wish us to set aside everything else and attend
to their problems.”

Though Whyborne had agreed to help them in
exchange for the Codex’s cipher, I remained unsure about the
decision. The masters wouldn’t remain in the Outside forever, and
Whyborne was needed to help defend the town, not play errand boy to
the Endicotts.

Even so, I agreed we should at least hear
Rupert out. “I doubt the delay was purposeful.” I climbed from the
car and went around to open the door for Christine. She had already
exited by the time I arrived, so I exchanged a fond look with
Iskander, who seemed more harried than usual. “Things may have
occurred of which we have no knowledge.”

Whyborne muttered something I couldn’t quite
hear, but judging by his mulish expression, he was less inclined to
give his English cousins the benefit of the doubt.

“By the way, Whyborne,” Christine said as he
extracted himself from the car, “whatever cologne you’ve taken to
wearing, you should continue doing so. It suits you quite
well.”

Whyborne stared at her blankly. “I haven’t
put anything on since this morning.” He sniffed cautiously at his
sleeve. “I don’t smell anything.” He glanced anxiously at me.
“Griffin?”

I shrugged. We’d been pressed together in the
motor car, and I’d noticed nothing beyond his usual scent of salt
and ambergris. “You smell quite pleasant, my dear, but no different
than ordinary.”

“Honestly, Whyborne, there’s no need to make
a fuss,” Christine said with a roll of her eyes. “I was simply
offering a compliment. Come along and let’s locate Rupert.”

As we entered the hotel lobby, the manager
spotted us and hastened up. “Dr. Whyborne! Always a pleasure to see
you, sir.”

“Uh, yes.” Whyborne’s ears turned pink. He
and Christine had attempted to come here incognito last year,
wearing possibly the worst disguises I’d ever laid eyes on in my
years of detective work. “Always, er, a pleasure to be here. I
received a note from my cousin, Mr. Endicott, inviting me to
dinner?”

“Mr. Endicott, yes. I was unsure of his claim
of relationship, but…” The manager trailed off. Rupert was a man of
color with a refined English accent; no doubt he had resorted to
some show of sorcery to convince the manager of his story. “At any
rate, he’s awaiting you in a private room. I asked the cook to
remain so we’d be able to supply you with dinner. On the
house.”

“Very kind of you,” Whyborne said, looking
like a man going to his execution rather than the table.

The manager led us to a small room off the
lobby. The electric lights of the chandelier flashed off Rupert’s
spectacles as he looked up from the book he’d been pouring over.
“There you are,” he said, as though we were the ones to have
inconvenienced him. “Where have you been?”

“Talking to umbrae,” Whyborne said. “We
abominations like to keep in touch.”

Interest sparked in Rupert’s gaze. “I imagine
so.”

“Just don’t think to send another of your
more expendable family members to procure an egg,” I warned him as
I took a seat. “Did you realize Turner would have betrayed you as
well, if we hadn’t stopped him?”

To my surprise, a shadow fell across Rupert’s
face. “Betrayal from within is something we’ve become all too
familiar with as of late, I’m afraid.”

The waiters appeared with a light dinner,
which they spread out before us before retreating. The manager
offered a bottle of wine for Whyborne’s approval, poured, then
withdrew as well.

Christine sniffed her glass and made a face.
“I think it’s gone off.”

Rupert took a sip. “Pedestrian, but
sufficient.”

“It seems fine to me,” Iskander said. “Shall
I pour you some lemonade, Christine?”

Her face brightened. “That would be perfect,
Kander, thank you.” She set to her meal with enthusiasm. “So, Mr.
Endicott, I believe you were saying something truly shocking, along
the lines of a family of traitorous snakes eating their own.”

“Christine, please,” Whyborne said with an
exasperated look. “Cousin, I assume from your message that the
Endicotts are ready to take back the family estate? When we last
saw you in February, you said it had fallen to the Fideles.”

“It has, and remains under their control.”
Rupert’s full lips pressed into a thin line. He’d selected the sea
bass au gratin, but only stared at it on his plate. “I’d hoped to
return much sooner. But we’ve had a bit of a problem.”

“Which I take it is about to become our
problem as well?” I inquired.

“Alas, Mr. Flaherty, you are correct.” He
lifted his glass in my direction. “Perhaps I should start from the
beginning.”

I watched him carefully, but his face
remained schooled. “That’s usually for the best.”

He turned to Whyborne. “Did Theo and Fiona
ever speak of Balefire Manor?”

An expression of discomfort spread over
Whyborne’s face. Theo and Fiona Endicott had embraced him as one of
their own, a lost cousin found again. Until they’d learned of his
ketoi blood, upon which they’d decided to raise a tidal wave to
destroy Widdershins. Whyborne and Persephone had fought them; it
hadn’t ended well for either Endicott.

As with Stanford, Whyborne hadn’t been left
with a choice. But Rupert had surely known Theo and Fiona—had no
doubt mourned their deaths, along with the rest of the family.

“No.” Whyborne set to cutting up his fish
into smaller and smaller pieces. “I take it that’s the name of the
family seat?”

“Given to us by the crown in 1498, after the
Cornish Rebellion.” Rupert folded his hands before him on the
table. “For services rendered, one could say. Balefire was the name
we gave to the manor house we built on the estate. It stands on
Carn Moreth, a tidal island intermittently connected with the
headland of Penmoreth.”

He paused to remove his spectacles and draw
out a handkerchief to clean them with. “Last December, on the
longest night of the year, we lost all contact with Balefire Manor
and Carn Moreth. No one has left the island since. Anyone who tries
to reach the island by crossing the causeway during low tide gets
about halfway—then suddenly finds themselves walking back toward
the headland with no memory of having turned around. We tried going
by ship, of course, but the local ketoi somehow learned of our
troubles and decided to take advantage of our temporary weakness.
The waters between Seven Stones Reef and Carn Moreth are impassable
now thanks to them.”

“Do you think they’re helping the Fideles?” I
asked. The cult wished to complete the Restoration and return the
masters to our world, presumably in exchange for personal power.
Though at least one of them, Mrs. Creigh, believed cooperation now
was the only means to ensure the survival of any part of humanity
later.

Whyborne frowned at me. “The ketoi wouldn’t
do that.”

“Persephone contended with traitors among her
people,” I reminded him. “There’s no reason to believe the Cornish
ketoi wouldn’t have such problems as well.”

“God knows, I would prefer to blame this all
on the ketoi,” Rupert said. “But our feud with them is long, and
there seems to be no connection. The unfortunate truth is, it would
take one of our own blood to lower the enchantments that kept
Balefire safe. A member of the family must have been the one to
hand control of Balefire over to the Fideles.”

“This traitor you mentioned.” Having scraped
her own plate clean Christine leaned across the table and speared a
piece of asparagus from Whyborne’s. “You weren’t going to eat this,
were you?”

Whyborne made a face and edged his plate in
her direction. “Help yourself.”

Rupert put his spectacles back on and
carefully straightened them. “Balefire has stood for over
five-hundred years and never fallen to an enemy.”

“Of which you’ve made quite a few,” I
observed. “Are you certain the Fideles are the ones who have taken
Balefire from you? You’ve hardly made yourself popular with other
sorcerers.”

“Abominations and traitors who consorted with
the Outside,” Rupert snapped. Then he caught himself and took a
deep breath. “I will not apologize for what the Endicotts stand
for. We are the shield set between the human race and the forces of
darkness. But I regret calling you an abomination, Cousin.”

Whyborne made an impatient gesture. “Yes,
yes. I’ve been called worse many times. A…colleague…from
another museum who disagreed with a translation once referred to me
as a ‘rich dilettante, who can barely distinguish Akkadian from
Aramaic.’”

A smile curved Rupert’s mouth for the first
time. “How vicious. As for why we believe it is the Fideles who
took Balefire, I can only tell you those who seek the Restoration
have good reason to be interested in Carn Moreth.”

More secrets. I pushed my plate away.
Christine snatched the remains of my roll from it. “What sort of
defenses are we talking about?”

“Again, I must beg your indulgence, but the
Seeker would nail my hide to the gates as a warning to future
generations if I answered that,” Rupert said. “But I assure you,
whoever has done this had to have been inside them at the
time.”

“So we’re to go blind into this?” I asked, at
the same moment Iskander said, “The Seeker?”

Rupert seemed to struggle a moment; no doubt
this was one of the things Endicotts didn’t care to speak of to
anyone outside the family. “We Endicotts have two heads of
household, one might say. The Keeper of Secrets and the Seeker of
Truth. Though in this case they are brother and sister—twins—the
position isn’t hereditary. Rather, they are chosen from the
strongest in magic, but also by disposition. It would do the family
no good to have a powerful sorcerer with access to every secret and
weapon, if he were also mad for power and cared nothing for the
rest of us.”

“And what exactly do these titles mean?”
Whyborne asked with a frown.

“The Keeper of Secrets remains at the estate
at all times. Once elected to the position, he or she never leaves
Balefire Manor again. The Seeker is often at the estate, but her
duty includes travel if necessary to uncover…whatever it is she
seeks to uncover. The locations of monsters to be eradicated, the
houses of bloodlines similar to our own, some arcane artifact which
must be brought under our protection.”

Whyborne snorted. “Your protection. What a
quaint way to refer to hoarding magical weapons.”

“It keeps such instruments out of the hands
of those who would use them against the human race,” Rupert
snapped.

“And now this arcane armory is in the hands
of the Fideles,” I said. “I suppose you can’t tell us what
precisely was in it, either?”

“I don’t know everything myself. And even if
I did…”

“You wouldn’t be allowed to say.” I was
liking this less and less. “So you don’t know what happened? No one
has come in or out of the estate for almost six months?”

“We have a constant watch set on Penmoreth.
There’s been nothing. And telescopes and the like aren’t…useful…for
observing the estate more closely.”

“Part of the defenses, I assume.” Whyborne
sat back in his chair, his expression shuttered. “What precisely do
you want from me, Mr. Endicott? I assume you’re at least allowed to
say that.”

Rupert didn’t rise to the bait. “The Seeker
wishes to take Balefire back from the Fideles. Rescue the
Keeper.”

“Assuming he’s even alive,” Christine said.
“If no one has come in or out, what are they doing for provisions?
Food and water?”

“Do you really think we never planned for a
siege?” Rupert asked.

“Oh, yes, doesn’t everyone?” Whyborne
muttered. “I can’t imagine why Father never put a well into the
basement of Whyborne House. I suppose the wine cellar would have to
do.”

“If the heart of the maelstrom was within
some sort of fortification, you wouldn’t have had to battle the
Fideles in the streets last summer,” Rupert pointed out.

Whyborne scowled. “Or they might have taken
and held it, as they have Balefire.”

“There’s no point in arguing,” Iskander said.
“Mr. Endicott, how does your Seeker intend to take back the
estate?”

Rupert looked pained. “I can’t—”

“Say,” I finished for him. “Why didn’t the
Seeker come herself? If securing Whyborne’s cooperation is so
important to the Endicotts, surely she could do us the courtesy of
speaking with him directly.”

To my surprise, Rupert only chuckled. “She’s
not a young woman, Mr. Flaherty, and is used to having things her
way. You’ll understand better when you meet her.”

“And where and when will this be?” Whyborne
asked suspiciously.

“We have a three-masted schooner docked in
Widdershins now. It will take us from here to the Isles of Scilly,
off the coast of Cornwall. What remains of the family is gathering
there.”

Christine finally put down her fork. “You’re
asking a great deal of us. The last time we saw you, Miss Endicott
was threatening to slit Whyborne’s throat. Why should we leave with
you, when you won’t tell us anything? Surely it would make more
sense for Whyborne to remain here, in case the masters return.”

“If you want any hope of fighting them, the
Wisborg Codex is the key,” Rupert replied. “As for Hattie’s
actions…I will not lie to you, Dr. Whyborne. There are other
members of the family who do not trust you. Who believe we would be
better off fighting this battle ourselves. They have argued very
strongly against bringing a being such as yourself onto the estate
and into proximity of the magical artifacts gathered there.”

I tightened my grip on my wine glass.
“Whyborne is a person, not a ‘being.’”

“I meant no offense.” Rupert inclined his
head to Whyborne. “But let us not pretend you’re human. I was there
when you fought your brother in the Draakenwood. My advice to the
family has been to respect you, and give you no reason to turn your
wrath against us.” Rupert lifted one shoulder in a half shrug.
“Needless to say, not everyone agrees with my assessment. The
Seeker believes the risk is one that must be taken.”

“How flattering.” Whyborne folded his arms
over his chest and hunched his shoulders. “I can’t wait to meet the
rest of the family.”

“We’re going, then?” Christine asked with a
frown. “How certain are you we actually need the Codex?”

“The invitation was only extended to Dr.
Whyborne,” Rupert said.

“If you lot think the rest of us aren’t going
with him, you’re delusional,” Christine replied bluntly.

“I’m not convinced any of us should go.” I
glanced at Whyborne. “With all due respect, Mr. Endicott, you have
avoided giving us any particulars—under orders from the Seeker, but
that doesn’t change the fact you’re asking us to leave Widdershins
with no real idea of what we can expect to face.”

“I know.” Rupert sighed heavily. “If you’d
like to discuss things further, I’m staying aboard ship—the
Melusine. And I have one more thing to ask of you. Or
rather, of your sister, Dr. Whyborne.”

Whyborne frowned. “Persephone? What do you
want from her?”

“We need her to dispatch her most trusted
diplomat with us.” He paused. “After four-hundred years of war, the
Endicotts wish to broker a treaty with the ketoi of Cornwall.”


Chapter 4

 


Whyborne

“If the Endicotts think Persephone will help
them convince the ketoi to end the war, they’re mad,” I said to
Griffin, when we returned home.

“Mad, no. Desperate, yes.” He locked the
door, while our cat Saul twined first around his ankles, then mine,
leaving behind a film of orange fur on our trousers.

“They’ve killed countless ketoi over the
centuries. And hybrids.” I scowled. “And ruined Mother’s health for
decades, and nearly murdered Persephone and me.”

Before I knew of my heritage, Theo and Fiona
Endicott had related how a number of our family members had died in
a ritual gone wrong. The Endicotts tried dark sorcery on a ketoi
prisoner, hoping to kill anyone who shared its bloodline. I didn’t
know the identity of their victim, but they had been a relative,
however distant. The spell had nearly cost Mother her life and
caused her to deliver Persephone and me into the world early.

Mother’s health had been ruined as a result,
and I’d been a sickly child, seeming to succumb to every cough or
ague. The Endicotts would have been pleased if they’d known; they
had no pity for ketoi, and even less for those of us they
considered hybrid abominations.

And that was even before they’d tried to
overwhelm Widdershins with a tidal wave.

I made my way upstairs and slumped into a
seat by the cold hearth. “Why does everyone in my family want to
kill people? Don’t I have any non-murderous relatives?”

“Your mother?” Griffin suggested. He poured
us each a tumbler of brandy, then came and sat beside me on the
couch. “Persephone?”

“Persephone sawed off Dives Deep’s head in
front of the rest of the museum staff and most of our donors,” I
said sourly. “I know Persephone had to kill her to secure the
chieftainship, but did she have to be so…so excessive?”

“At any rate, I’m not at all certain we
should go with Rupert.” Griffin leaned against me. “Not without
knowing more about what we’ll face. We won’t exactly be leaving
Widdershins unguarded, but…”

He trailed off. Persephone would still be
here, but the two of us were far more powerful together. If the
masters came through the veil while I was gone…

The Wisborg Codex could surely tell us when
they would make their appearance. With luck, it held within its
pages the secret to defeating them. But the code it was written in
had proved uncrackable to every method I’d applied.

“The masters are unlike anything we’ve ever
faced,” I said at last. “They created the ketoi and the umbrae. The
rust. The maelstrom itself, when Nyarlathotep shaped the arcane
lines at their command.”

“You do realize the Endicotts may have no
plans to hold up their end of the bargain,” Griffin said. “They’re
likely to turn on us the moment we’re of no use to them.”

“They’ll wait until after the masters are
defeated to do that.” I swirled the brandy in my glass, then
drained it in a gulp. “Dr. Hart won’t be happy if I ask for leave
yet again.”

“If you believe this is the only course we
can take, I think the director will understand.” Griffin finished
his own drink and put it aside. “Tell him you’re studying
Cornish.”

I frowned. “It’s a bit outside of my normal
purview. The language itself is extinct, or nearly so, though there
are murmurings of an attempt at revival in the linguistic
journals.” But a serious attempt would mean finding anyone who
still spoke even a few words, and I doubted the director would
believe I’d voluntarily track down strangers to talk to them. “The
museum does have a copy of Pryce’s Archaeologia
Cornu-Britannica—”

Griffin pressed his lips to mine, silencing
me. “We’ve talked enough for one night, my dear. I have a better
use for that clever tongue of yours,” he murmured when the kiss was
done.

I smiled, and my heart lightened
unexpectedly. No matter what other worries plagued me, there was
always this. Us.

Joy.

“Do you now?” I shifted off the couch and
onto my knees. “Does it involve me at your feet?”

His breathing thickened. “It does
indeed.”

I shed my coat and vest, then slid my hands
teasingly up his thighs, feeling the curve of muscle beneath cloth
warmed by his skin. A breeze blew through the open window, chasing
away the summer heat that tended to collect on the second story.
His erection already began to tent his trousers, and my own body
responded to the sight.

I took my time, slowly undoing each button.
Watching him watch me, his green eyes dark with desire. I teased
him a bit, rubbing his cock through the soft cotton of his drawers.
The tip of his tongue touched his lip, and he whispered my
name.

When I’d made him wait long enough, I tugged
down his drawers and pulled his prick free. The familiar feel of
the silky skin against my lips thrilled me, and I swallowed him
down slowly. His hand gripped my hair, and his breathing grew
heavier still.

After all our years together, I knew him well
enough to play his desire like an instrument. Faster, then slower;
a pause here, a quick lick there. I drew myself out and stroked an
accompaniment, sometimes lazily, sometimes faster, until the taste
of him sharpened in my mouth. Then I set myself to the task, his
moans and pleas driving my own lust higher, until his hips arched
off the couch and his hand clenched in my hair.

I let him slip from my mouth, pressed my face
into his trembling thigh, and let ecstasy crest through me as well.
“Yes, my dear, let me see you,” he said, and I tipped my head back,
raw and vulnerable, shuddering as I came.

He traced a thumb over my lower lip, then
kissed me. “My Ival.”

“Always.”

He drew me onto the couch beside him, and we
twined into a sated tangle of limbs. The curtain billowed in the
breeze, and fireflies danced in the backyard beyond. “I love you,”
Griffin said, trailing his fingers through my hair. It needed cut,
but I’d been too busy to attend to it as of late, so the locks
stuck out in all directions. “I trust your judgment. Just…be
cautious of the Endicotts. Please. Even if Rupert is honest, I fear
those he answers to may have no intention of honoring any bargain
with you.”

“Agreed,” I said ruefully. “But as you said,
enough for tonight. All of our problems will still be waiting in
the morning.”

“Unfortunately,” he agreed, and led the way
to our bedroom.


Chapter 5

 


Whyborne

It was strange how routine waiting for the
world to end could become.

The next morning after breakfast, I went to
my employment at the Ladysmith Museum, just as I had nearly every
day for the last nine years. The guards nodded to me, as did some
of my colleagues, while the hadrosaur skeleton in the grand foyer
loomed silently over us all. I passed through the exhibit halls and
through a staff door, to my office.

My original office had been in the basement;
though my status had changed, the work remained largely the same.
Scraps of cuneiform tablets waited to be pieced together, a
half-written paper begged me to complete it, and piles of
correspondence from my philological colleagues around the globe
silently accused me of neglect.

As I hung up my hat and coat, Miss Parkhurst
stuck her head in through the open door. “Good morning, Dr.
Whyborne.”

“Good morning, er, Miss Parkhurst.” I was
never quite certain whether or not to suggest a different level of
formality, given the romantic attachment between my secretary and
my sister. I didn’t wish anyone at the Ladysmith to imagine our
relationship in anyway untoward, so I had avoided use of her
familiar name thus far. “Anything of interest in the newspapers
today?”

Miss Parkhurst had spent the past few months
combing a wide variety of international newspapers in search of
anything which might signal Fideles activities. Unfortunately, it
was sometimes difficult to discover whether or not an article truly
indicated unnatural happenings, or merely that the writer had an
unusually fevered imagination. Had the passengers aboard a
steamer—suspiciously unnamed in the article—actually seen a sea
monster of some kind, or had a bored reporter invented the story
from whole cloth? What about the report of a flying creature
snatching away an intoxicated man in Virginia?

“Nothing, Dr. Whyborne. Or at least, nothing
that seems connected to the Restoration.”

I dropped into my chair. My unanswered
correspondence had taken on mountainous proportions, and I shoved
away a flare of guilt. “I have a favor to ask of you.”

She straightened, and her golden earrings
flashed in the light streaming through my window. Yet another gift
from my sister, no doubt. Why on earth Persephone was waiting to
propose, I couldn’t imagine. “Of course, Dr. Whyborne.”

“If you would be so kind as to leave
early—with a full day’s pay, naturally—I need to speak with
Persephone.” Of course I was perfectly capable of summoning the
ketoi myself, but Miss Parkhurst might appreciate the excuse of
spending a few hours together in an isolated cove.

Her face brightened in response. “Oh, yes!
That is, I’d love to. Love to help, I mean.” A blush spread across
her cheeks, and I felt my own ears turn hot. “What do you need to
speak to her about?”

“The Endicotts have returned.”

“I see.” Her expression turned sour. She’d
had fewer interactions with my cousins than the rest of us, but
she’d been there when Hattie threatened to cut my throat and
Persephone’s.

“Indeed.” I rubbed at my eyes. “And of course
nothing is ever simple with them. They have a favor to ask of the
ketoi.”

“Oh dear. Persephone won’t be pleased to hear
that.”

“I can’t say I’m particularly pleased,
either. But they have something we need.” Perhaps. Maybe. Assuming
they wouldn’t decide Persephone and I posed too great a threat.

Rupert had overruled Hattie in the
Draakenwood…but that didn’t mean he didn’t have other family
members who would happily spill our blood the moment we had served
our purpose. Even if that meant facing the masters and fighting
with only their own arcane power. None of the Endicotts I’d met had
lacked for confidence in their sorcerous abilities, that was for
certain.

“I’ll leave around two o’clock, then,” Miss
Parkhurst decided. “In the meantime, would you like your morning
coffee?”

~ * ~

I attempted to whittle down my pile of mail,
but my mind refused to settle to the task. As I’d mentioned to
Griffin the night before, the museum library included at least one
tome on Cornish language. If Rupert wouldn’t tell us anything about
Balefire Manor, perhaps I could learn something useful from books.
I couldn’t recall anything specific to Cornwall in my previous
arcane researches, but I dimly remembered the landscape was dotted
with prehistoric stone
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