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Chapter 1

 


Griffin

Pa was dead.

The wind blew in from the ocean, breeze
stiff and touched with October cold. It smelled of salt and fish,
seaweed and decay. Moonlight sparkled from the waves, and lanterns
lent false warmth to the scattered rock of the strand. But a part
of me could see only the flat plains of Kansas, the rich earth of
the fields, the fresh-painted house where I’d grown to manhood.

At least others stood with me. Whyborne had
asked me if I wanted to be alone, but I’d numbly said no, because
what sort of wake had only one mourner? So Christine and Iskander
rode out here with us in a carriage borrowed from Whyborne’s
father.

I’d been so excited when Ma’s letter
appeared in the mail. I hadn’t received any correspondence from my
adoptive parents in over two years. Surely it was a sign they’d
changed their minds, chosen to accept my love for another man after
all. Or, at least, decided they loved me more than they hated what
they saw as my sin. Perhaps they even wished me to visit. I was
already considering train schedules as I tore open the
envelope.

But instead of a new beginning, the letter
contained an end.

Pa was dead. Heart trouble. Don’t come for
the funeral.

For two years, I’d thought he might change
his mind. Believed, on some deep level I hadn’t even recognized, he
would. He’d come to understand I loved Whyborne, see our
relationship wasn’t just some venial sin, some perverse
gratification of the flesh.

It was too late. He’d never forgiven me.

And now he never would.

There came a soft splash from the heaving
ocean. I’d guessed, when Whyborne chose the beach at night as the
location for the wake, he meant to summon others. A surge of
gratitude went through me nonetheless to see two ketoi rise from
the waves. They were thin and wiry, their bodies nearly sexless
beneath the scant covering of gold and jewels. A forest of
tentacles, like the stinging arms of an anemone, sprouted from
their heads in place of hair, and row upon row of shark’s teeth
filled their mouths.

“Bloody hell,” Iskander whispered from his
place beside Christine, well back from the incoming tide. Christine
shushed him.

One of the newcomers approached me with no
hesitation, her stride made awkward by long, batrachian feet.
“Griffin, my dear boy,” said my mother-in-law, and embraced me.
“I’m so very sorry for your loss.”

Her skin felt like a dolphin’s, sleek and
firm. “Thank you, Heliabel.” I blinked rapidly; I refused to cry.
Not in front of this gathering, intimate as it was. “Niles sent a
card of condolence.”

It was a stupid thing to say, and I cursed
myself immediately. I didn’t know if she thought often of the man
who had been her husband on the land, the father of her four
children, but I shouldn’t have brought it up in case the reminder
were in any way painful for her.

She drew back and ran a clawed hand gently
over my cheek. “I’m not surprised. For all his faults, Niles always
wished to do right by his family.”

“Yes,” I said, glad not to have hurt her.
And she was right; despite their damaged, angry relationship, Niles
never tried to separate Whyborne from me. Attempt to convince
Whyborne to enter into a convenient marriage with an heiress and
keep me as a lover in the shadows, yes. But from Niles’s point of
view such an arrangement would only be practical. Many would agree
with him.

Pa wouldn’t have. He believed in the
sanctity of vows spoken before God. But he would never have
believed the vows Whyborne and I spoke to each other on this very
beach last year to be anything but blasphemous.

Heliabel stepped away to greet Whyborne.
Persephone, Whyborne’s twin sister who had been raised beneath the
sea, paused before me. Although I’d seen her regularly over the
last year, I didn’t have the same easy relationship with her as
with Heliabel. “Brother’s husband,” she said in her odd, formal
fashion. “Mother says it is polite to offer condolences. I am sorry
your father-who-raised-you died far from the sea. What will become
of his body?”

How many times had I stood in the little
graveyard outside the church, flanked by Ma and Pa while mourners
lowered some unfortunate into the cold earth? Women who died in
childbirth, children from sickness, people of all ages and sexes
from accident. The occasional elder whose time had come in its
fullness, rather than succumb to the harshness of life on the
prairie.

“They’ll bury him beside his brother,” I
said.

“In the earth?” She looked revolted. “And
they will not eat his heart, so his spirit may remain with them, to
be born again in its time?”

A part of me wanted to laugh. She looked
like a barbarian queen, nearly naked and carrying a dagger of bone
at her waist. Clearly, though, she thought us the savages.

“Persephone, please,” Whyborne said, before
I could formulate a reply. “Not now.”

He looked very somber in his black suit and
top hat. Macassar oil slicked his unruly hair, or tried to; it
already stuck up on the sides once again. I was unspeakably glad to
have him with me tonight. For him to have arranged this...whatever
it was. Ceremony, perhaps. A farewell, certainly.

“I only wish to understand your customs,”
she replied. Given her inhuman nature, it always startled me how
much she and Whyborne still managed to resemble one another. Both
had their mother’s eyes, but it was more than that. A similarity in
nose and cheekbone, perhaps, or in the way they held themselves.
“How else shall I know what is appropriate?”

“There’s nothing for you to do,” I said.
“Other than be here. Thank you for coming.”

“Of course.” She joined Heliabel, who
conversed quietly with Christine. Iskander, who had heard us speak
of the ketoi but never before seen them, had a slightly gray tinge
to his brown skin. I couldn’t blame his reaction; at first glance
I’d thought the ketoi monstrous as well.

Odd, how familiarity changes one’s
perceptions.

“What do you wish to do, darling?” Whyborne
asked quietly.

I took a sheaf of letters from within the
pocket of my overcoat. I’d wanted, very badly, to do
something to mark Pa’s passing. A funeral of sorts, even if
the only thing I had to bury was hope. “What I mentioned. Perhaps
it’s foolish, but...”

“Only if you deem it so.” His fingers
brushed lightly against mine. Scars covered the back of his hand,
branching down to the very tips of his fingers, like a pattern of
frost on a windowpane.

“This blasted wind is freezing the life out
of me,” Christine complained. “Can we open the whiskey yet,
Whyborne?”

“Christine!” Whyborne said, giving her a
glare.

I laughed, though. “Yes,” I said.
“Please.”

Iskander took the whiskey from the small
basket we’d brought and poured us each a dram. When he passed a
glass to Persephone, she took a cautious sniff of it. Her
hair-tentacles retracted sharply, and she made a face. Did ketoi
have alcohol? I’d never thought to ask.

Whyborne went to a small pile of driftwood,
laid by Iskander while we waited for Heliabel and Persephone. He
said nothing, only looked at it for a long moment. The dry wood
crackled, then burst into flame. Within seconds, a small fire
burned merrily on the strand.

“Thank you for coming,” I said to them all.
“I know most of you never met Pa, so this has little meaning for
you.”

“We’re here for you, dear,” Heliabel said
gently.

Tears pricked the back of my eyes again. “I
suppose under ordinary circumstances, this is where someone would
say a few words, or we’d all exchange stories about the
deceased.”

“Well,” Christine said dubiously, “he
seemed...nice...enough. But honestly—”

“Christine, this is a funeral,” Whyborne
interrupted. “In other words, the last place for your brand of
honesty.”

“My brand of honesty? What the devil do you
mean?”

“Please, both of you!” Iskander exclaimed,
looking scandalized.

“I only meant to say Griffin is a fine
fellow,” Christine objected. “And if—”

“Christine!”

“Oh, very well.” She scowled.

I found myself smiling, despite everything.
“Thank you, Christine,” I said. “I do appreciate the thought.” I
clutched the letters in my hand tighter. “The truth is...the truth
is, Pa was a good man. He worked hard to provide for his family.
When he and Ma couldn’t have children, they took in a frightened
Irish lad from the orphan train and raised him as their own. He
told me to keep my birth name, so I wouldn’t forget my parents, but
he never treated me for a moment as if I were anything but his
blood son.”

Damn it. I refused to cry. I might show my
tears to Whyborne and Christine, but not to the rest. Even though,
God knew, they’d never judge me for them. I still had my pride.

“He saved me from the asylum, where they put
me when I tried to warn them about monsters beneath Chicago,” I
went on. Of course, I’d never have gone to Chicago in the first
place if I’d not been caught with the neighbor lad. If Pa and Ma
hadn’t agreed it would be best if I left, while Benjamin Walter
married a local girl as quickly as possible. “I won’t pretend he
was perfect, but I owed him a great deal. And I wish...”

I trailed off. Wishes didn’t matter now. It
was too late.

“Then let us remember the good,” Iskander
suggested, raising his glass.

The whiskey went down smoothly. Persephone
made a choking sound, then offered me a grin to cover her lapse,
exposing rows of serrated teeth.

The gathering should have seemed stranger to
me than it did. Pa would have been horrified: two ketoi, my
sorcerer husband, and a brown foreigner, all drinking to his
memory. He’d simply never been certain what to make of Christine,
but the rest...

I handed my empty glass to Whyborne and
walked to the fire. The flames crackled merrily, their heat on my
face something of a comfort. I shuffled the letters in both hands,
looking at the envelopes. Each held a letter I’d sent to him and
Ma, all of them returned unopened. Two Christmas cards, birthday
wishes, even the announcement card for our wedding, printed by a
very discreet stationer I knew from my days in Chicago. Return
to Sender had been written on each one in his firm hand.

“I want to believe there’s a life beyond
this one,” I said aloud. “And that, if there is, the smoke will
carry my words to him, and he’ll finally understand. So things will
be different, when I see him again.”

“God rest his soul,” Iskander murmured.

“May the dweller in the deeps speed his
rebirth,” Persephone added solemnly.

Whyborne looked faintly uncomfortable, but
he didn’t believe in gods of any sort.

I tossed the letters into the fire, one at a
time so as not to smother it. The paper curled and blackened,
flames devouring my words. As the final envelope burned away, I
glimpsed a line of writing in my own hand, the rest of the message
already going to ash. I love you.

Whyborne put his arm around my shoulders,
and I leaned into him. Iskander quietly refilled my glass and
pressed it into my hand. In silence, the six of us stood and drank,
until the fire burned down and nothing remained but ashes.

~ * ~

The dusty tunnel stretched before me, dry
air biting my skin. Pain burned through me, like hooks sunk into my
flesh, dragging me forward. I had to make it stop.

I squeezed through the passageway that had
been my only home, my refuge from the burning light of the sun.
Once I had stretched my wings and flown through it, but now my form
was crushed and distorted by the enclosing walls. But I was fast,
fast enough to stop the creatures I had been awakened to kill.

Fast enough to stop the pain.

There—they ran before me, their misshapen
bodies awkward. They looked back at me, their two eyes hideous,
horrifying. They screamed and jabbered, incomprehensible sounds,
but I ignored the noise and focused on one. If I killed it, the
pain would end. I could sink back into sleep, into nothingness. I
could forget I was alone.

~ * ~

I jolted awake, my hands clenching the
blankets to either side of me. Where was I? What had happened to
the dry stone passage? My heart pounded and my head ached.

A body stirred beside me. One of those who
had been running away from me in the dream. In the nightmare.

“It’s all right, darling,” Whyborne
murmured, his voice slurred with sleep. He slid his arm across my
chest, and flung a leg over my thighs. “You’re safe. You’re in our
home, in our bed. I’m here.”

Whyborne was used to me waking him at odd
hours of the night. The horrors I’d seen in a basement beneath
Chicago, where my partner Glenn had died so terribly, would have
been enough to give anyone nightmares. Coupled with the time I’d
spent in an insane asylum, while the doctors worked to cure me of
both delusions and desire, and the attendants...

I’d ended writhing in fits, unaware of where
I was, convinced I’d been transported back to that terrible time.
Instead of rejecting me for weakness, Ival embraced me, did
everything he could to lead me back through the thickets of my own
mind to reality.

It helped. Time helped, in its way. The fits
grew less and less frequent, until more ordinary nightmares took
their place.

Then we’d gone to Egypt, and I’d
accidentally awoken the monstrous guardian of a curious gemstone.
It had hunted us through underground passageways, and only daylight
had saved us. Even so, it had come perilously close to killing us
all, and Whyborne nearly sacrificed his life stopping it.

After that, the dreams changed.

I ran my hand down Ival’s arm, tracing the
scars lightning had inscribed on his flesh. “I’m sorry,” I
said.

His arm and leg tightened around me. “Shh.
You have nothing to apologize for.” His lips pressed a soft kiss
onto my cheek. “You’re grieving. Tonight you said goodbye to the
man who raised you. Bad dreams are to be expected.”

Emotion constricted my throat. He’d always
been so understanding. Never impatient with being woken in the
night. Never pushing me to speak of what haunted my dreams.

Perhaps I should ask his opinion. But I’d
already burdened him so much. He’d been my rock through everything,
from my fits, to my falling out with my parents, to Pa’s death. I
couldn’t ask him to worry about something that was probably just
some strange quirk of my mind.

Because in my dreams of Egypt, I wasn’t
fleeing from the daemon, as I had in reality. Instead, I was the
monster hunting us.


Chapter 2

 


Whyborne

A week or so after the passing of Griffin's
father, I perused the morning paper over coffee and cereal.

Our breakfasts as of late had been quiet,
ever since Griffin received his mother’s letter in the morning
post. Our dinners had been quiet as well, to be honest. I could
only prattle on so much about my work at the museum, after all.
Griffin ordinarily would discuss his cases with me, but he’d
dismissed my questions with a few terse words before lapsing back
into silence.

I scanned the paper for headlines that might
draw him out. Prince Tuan Banished to Siberia blared one. Three
Others Sentenced to Decapitation for role in Boxer Uprising.

“It looks as though the Chinese Emperor will
return to Peking,” I remarked. “And supposedly a wealthy Filipino
is paying a bounty on American ears. I wonder if he’s a sorcerer
looking for body parts. Although I suppose nothing but ears would
be rather useless.”

“I see,” Griffin said absently.

I lowered the newspaper just far enough to
peer at him over it. He sat with his coffee cup forgotten, staring
off into the distance. Mourning dictated he wear a black tie and
vest, rather than his usual more colorful clothing.

I suppressed a sigh. Damn James Kerr for
doing this to Griffin. I’d always been instructed not to speak
badly of the dead, but Griffin’s gloomy mood left me increasingly
angry with the fellow. How could anyone raise a man like Griffin,
only to abandon him for falling in love with the wrong gender? As
though my sex somehow outweighed all the good Griffin did in the
world.

But Griffin didn’t need my anger, even if it
was on his behalf. He needed me to find some way to engage him, to
get him interested in the world and out of his own thoughts. Easy
enough to do in bed, of course, but the effect only lasted until
the next morning. What Griffin needed was a case challenging enough
to demand his full faculties. Perhaps it would give him the space
to heal, to lessen the immediacy of his grief.

The soft clack of the mail slot falling
closed echoed through the house. “I’ll get it,” Griffin said,
rising to his feet. “Finish your breakfast before you’re late for
work.”

“I’m going to try to remove the curse from
Dr. Gerritson’s pearl this morning,” I said.

For once he seemed to hear what I said.
Stopping, he frowned at me. “Doesn’t that one kill people?”

“Only Polynesian chiefs.”

He still looked dubious, but didn’t argue,
only left to get the mail. Over the last month, I’d studied
infusing magic into objects, in the vague idea I might be able to
place some protective enchantment on Griffin’s wedding ring, for
when his cases took him to dangerous parts of town. It occurred to
me, if one could put a spell on something, one might equally be
able to take it off again. The Ladysmith’s trove of cursed objects
seemed as good a place as any to test the theory. If I made the
museum a slightly less deadly place to work, it would surely be for
the better.

Griffin’s tread sounded in the hall.
“Anything interesting in the mail?” I asked.

“A letter from Ruth, a flyer for Pears’
Soap...” Griffin put a package wrapped in brown paper on the table
between us. “And this from my brother.”

Griffin’s two older brothers had been
adopted separately from him. While he hadn’t yet located the
eldest, he’d managed to track down the middle brother, renamed Jack
Hogue by the couple who adopted him. Jack had joined the other
stampeders in the Yukon, and the two had exchanged lengthy letters
over the past year.

“Perhaps it’s gold?” I suggested.

Griffin hefted the package. “It is heavy,
although not heavy enough, I think.” Retrieving a penknife, he cut
the twine around the parcel and slit open the paper wrapping to
reveal a letter and a battered cigar box.

We exchanged a puzzled look. “What does the
letter say?” I prompted.

Griffin unfolded the paper and read
aloud:

 


Dear Griffin,

 


I’m sending this from St. Michael, where I
intend to stay until I get your reply—I hope soon. When I last
wrote, I mentioned my intention to spend the year in what we’ve
dubbed Hoarfrost camp, way up in the mountains north of the Yukon
River. Although others have found gold, I think Nicholas and I
discovered something far more valuable. I’ve enclosed a
photograph—it looks like some sort of broken column, buried deep in
the permafrost.

 


Griffin frowned and opened the cigar box. A
photograph lay atop the straw packing. I leaned forward and peered
at it with him. Although the poor lighting it had been taken in
failed to show details, the photo revealed a deep pit dug through
layers of gravel and dirt. At the bottom rested a jagged bit of
broken rock, which looked like the base of a stele. Other fragments
of rock lay in a jumble around it. Some appeared to have carving on
them.

 


It doesn’t look anything like what the
natives make. They don’t have any kind of writing, and this column
or what have you has some strange words on it, although I couldn’t
tell you what it says. I showed the fragment to a couple of Tagish
I know. They said the entire area is bad medicine, so I’m guessing
whatever is here hasn’t been disturbed by anyone in a long
time.

Nicholas knows a little about these things
and said it might be from an unknown civilization. I mentioned
you’re friends with the lady archaeologist and Dr. Whyborne, so he
suggested I send this to you to show them. Or maybe you know some
collectors who would be interested?

Keep the fragment I sent with this letter,
whatever you decide. After finding this, Nicholas has taken over
the saloon, instead of working the claim, in case there’s more to
it. If the weather holds, we plan to continue digging through the
winter and see if we can find anything else. Let me know if we
should wait for you or the lady archaeologist.

 


Sincerely,

Jack

 


“Do you think there’s anything to this?”
Griffin asked.

“It certainly looks like something,” I
admitted, putting the photograph aside. “Let’s see what your
brother sent us.”

Griffin removed the straw packing to reveal
a small, flat rectangle of greenish stone. It had been carefully
polished on two sides and what appeared to be a rounded edge. The
other three sides were rough and broken. Although weathered, the
signs of carving remained clear, including a series of dots and
lines I thought I recognized. Where had I seen them?

Oh. Oh dear.

“The pattern. It seems familiar, but...no.
Never mind,” Griffin murmured, a puzzled frown on his face. “What
do you think? I know you’re not an archaeologist yourself, but your
philological studies have given you knowledge of at least some
ancient peoples.”

“I have seen something like it before,” I
said. “In a book in the library. One of those kept under lock and
key. You said it seemed familiar to you?”

“I...no.” Griffin shook his head. “It was
just an odd feeling, nothing more. You said you’ve seen similar
things among the restricted tomes? That isn’t good.”

“No,” I agreed. “It probably isn’t.”

“Is the artifact dangerous?” His face paled
sharply with realization. “Jack. He’s in St. Michael now, but what
if he returns to Hoarfrost, where he found this? Do I need to warn
him? Would he even believe me if I did?”

“Griffin.” I put my hand on his, stilling
him. “I don’t know. But I promise you, I will find out.”


Chapter 3

 


Whyborne

An hour later, I settled behind the desk in
my office in the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith Museum. After years exiled
to a windowless office in the basement, I now occupied a rather
nice space on the second floor, complete with large windows to let
in the light. I’d also gained a personal secretary, in the form of
Miss Parkhurst, who came in quite handy for preventing visitors
from disturbing me.

Rather than immediately turn to the library
for answers as to the fragment Griffin’s brother had sent, I
decided to wait for Christine’s expert opinion. She’d not been in
her office when I stopped by, so I made a mental note to round her
up for lunch, then set myself to the work I’d planned to do before
the arrival of the package.

Not that removing the curse from one of the
museum’s possessions constituted my work in any official
capacity.

The cursed pearl lay in front of me on the
desk, wrapped in silk. Although Dr. Gerritson swore it only killed
Polynesian chiefs, I had decided to treat it with great caution.
After all, there was no knowing what might in truth activate the
curse. A certain bloodline? Sorcery? What if the chiefs in question
had been ketoi hybrids and the thing decided to attack me as
well?

I removed the silk wrapping carefully. The
pearl looked innocuous enough, its luster shining against the dark
cloth. Hopefully removing the curse, assuming I even could do such
a thing, wouldn’t damage it in some way. My salary was generous for
my needs, as I lacked a wife or children to support, but it would
hardly cover the destruction of a large and presumably rather
valuable pearl.

I closed my eyes for a moment, opening my
senses. Magic whispered far beneath me, flowing through the lines
of arcane power that converged here in Widdershins in the form of a
gigantic magical vortex. Now that I’d become attuned to it, I felt
the slow rotation under my feet, the pulse of power along the scars
on my right arm.

I sensed nothing from the pearl. Either the
curse didn’t actually exist, or I would have to touch the blasted
thing. Taking a deep breath, I hesitantly poked it with my
forefinger.

A little tingle ran up my arm. There was
something here after all.

Hoping I wasn’t about to do something
foolish, I picked up the pearl in both hands. I felt the arcane
energy trapped within it, quiescent for the moment. Waiting for the
wrong person to wander past, no doubt.

I ran my fingers over its smooth surface,
hoping to feel the shape of the spell. The Liber Arcanorum
had spoken of drawing or painting certain sigils, wrapping the
magic about the object to be enchanted like a net, and letting it
sink within. If I could find the warp and weft of the spell, I
might be able to pick it apart, like pulling just the right thread
to unravel a sweater.

I might as well have been trying to read
Monsieur Braille’s system of letters. There was something
there, but what I couldn’t even begin to make out.

Very well. This enchantment hardly seemed
like a thing of great power, despite its effect on certain chiefs.
If I couldn’t untie the knots, perhaps I could simply cut through
them.

My scars ached hotly as I drew power from
the maelstrom beneath me. I’d spent almost three years honing my
will into an instrument of sorcery. I found a place where the spell
seemed thinner, for lack of a better word, and focused all my
concentration on forcing it apart.

The enchantment responded. I felt the
edges unravel, the spell fail as it shattered beneath my will. My
fingers burned, arcane energy releasing from the pearl directly
into my skin, my blood. A tingle ran through me, and I hardened
beneath my trousers.

“There you are, Whyborne!” Christine
exclaimed, flinging open the door.

I dropped the pearl: it fell to the desk,
rolled past the clutter of piled books and notes, and tumbled off
the edge onto the carpet.

“Blast it, Christine.” My cheeks and ears
went red, and I scrambled under the desk in search of the pearl.
“At least have Miss Parkhurst announce you.”

“What the devil for?” She strode in.
Iskander followed her, looking a bit more uncertain. I was
surprised to see him here. On the strength of his experience in
Egypt, he’d done a bit of work for the museum, cataloging items and
the like, but didn’t have a full position on staff.

I found the pearl, thankfully unharmed. The
power still sizzled beneath my skin, but at least my rather
inappropriate erection had faded. “I was doing delicate work,” I
said, brandishing the pearl at her.

“Is that Dr. Gerritson’s cursed pearl?” she
asked.

Iskander looked alarmed. “It’s cursed?”

“Not any more.” Perhaps I sounded a bit
smug, but surely I was allowed.

Christine was far less impressed than I’d
hoped. “Don’t let the director hear you say that.” Indeed, Dr. Hart
seemed under the impression a vast assemblage of cursed objects
drew crowds rather than drove them away. I had to admit that thus
far, he’d been right.

I put the pearl safely in a drawer so I
could return it later. The power I’d taken from it still seethed
uncomfortably, aching through my scars, but I ignored it. “I have
something for you,” I said, pulling out the cigar box.

“We’re getting married,” Christine blurted
out.

I blinked. Iskander beamed, and Christine
looked...well, slightly terrified, but mostly happy.

The announcement didn’t come as a surprise.
After all, Iskander had relocated from Egypt to join her here in
America. I rose from my seat and went around the desk. “I’m
extraordinarily happy for you both,” I said. Iskander was a fine
fellow, and I thought his sensible approach to life would do
Christine a great deal of good. I shook his hand, then embraced
Christine. “Have you set the date?”

“Not yet.” She returned my hug. “I’d be
happy to go before a judge, but Kander wants something more
elaborate.”

“Is it wrong of me to want to mark the
occasion with ceremony?” he asked.

“Of course not,” I said, feeling as if I
ought to stand up for him.

Christine twisted her hands together.
“Whyborne, I know...well, it’s terribly silly, but will you give me
away?”

Her request warmed me, even though I knew it
must be painful for her and Iskander, both. “I’m sorry your
father—”

“Bah!” Fire flashed in her eyes. “Devil take
my parents, if they can’t accept having a half-Egyptian for a
son-in-law, no matter how good a man he may be. They’re no better
than Griffin’s accursed father. And even if they would deign to
come to the wedding, it’s you I’d want to stand by me, anyway.”

“I understand,” I said, and I did. Christine
was my sister, more truly than any who shared my blood, even
Persephone. “Of course. I’d love to be a part of your wedding, in
any way you wish.”

She arched a brow. “Even if I asked you to
put on a dress and be my bridesmaid?”

“Even that, although you would be better off
with Dr. Gerritson in such a role.” I considered Dr. Gerritson a
personal friend as well as a colleague, but he did have an
unfortunate penchant for dressing in women’s underthings at work.
Although I admired his independent spirit, I had tried to point out
a dress would be a more appropriate choice for a professional
setting. He claimed the skirts and neckline inhibited his thinking.
“He probably already has the gown for it.”

“No doubt.” She sat in the visitor’s chair.
“Now, are you going to tell me what’s in the box?”

I handed her the artifact and photograph.
Iskander leaned over her shoulder to study them, and a line sprang
up between his thick brows. “It can’t be one of the Eltdown
Shards—they were pottery—but it rather looks like them, doesn’t
it?”

“The what?” I asked.

Christine frowned as well. “That sounds
vaguely familiar.”

“The shards were discovered in southern
England...oh, it must have been twenty years ago now.” Iskander
settled on the arm of Christine’s chair. Her eyes strayed to the
seat of his trousers, and I hoped she was paying attention to the
discussion instead of her fiancé’s attributes. “I primarily
remember them because I’d already developed an interest in
archaeology, despite my young age. I collected every newspaper
article I could find about them.”

“Do you remember any of the details?” I
asked. “The culture that created them?”

“That’s just the thing.” Iskander shifted
slightly, his brown hands resting lightly on his knee. “They didn’t
seem to have a connection to any previously known archaeological
finds. The man who dug them up—sod it, I can’t recall his name at
the moment—swore they were genuine, but given the depth of the
stratigraphy, they far predated any known human habitation of the
isles.”

“A hoax?” Christine asked.

Iskander shrugged. “Impossible to say for
certain, but that seemed to be the consensus. It’s probably why
you’ve never heard of them. Where did you get this, Whyborne?”

I sank back into my chair, uncertain what to
believe. “Griffin’s brother sent them. He claims to have found the
stele while digging for gold in Alaska.”

Christine straightened. “Do you think the
find to be genuine?”

“I don’t know. I can’t imagine what he could
gain from a hoax.”

Her dark eyes flashed with excitement. “What
if the Eltdown Shards were real? Can you imagine—evidence of an
ancient seafaring culture that spanned the Old World and the
New!”

“Er,” I said. This wasn’t what I’d intended
at all.

“Just think!” She held the artifact up, as
if in triumph. “An unknown civilization, and within the borders of
American territory! Buried beneath the permafrost along with
mammoths, undiscovered and unsuspected until now.”

“That would be...something,” I agreed, a bit
alarmed by her enthusiasm. “The thing is, Christine, I believe I
recognize some of the symbols. And not in the context Iskander
knows them from.”

Iskander frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’d have to go to the library, but I’m
almost certain I’ve seen them in some arcane writings.”

“Oh.” He pursed his lips.

A horrible thought occurred to me. “Do you
know anything about sorcery in England? What happened to the
shards? Eltdown is near Cornwall, isn’t it? Could the Endicotts
have them?”

His eyes widened in alarm. “Dear heavens,
I’ve no idea! I didn’t even know England had sorcerers until
Christine wrote me about your cousins.”

“There’s no point in worrying about it now,”
Christine said with a wave of her hand. “What’s important is we
might have genuine evidence of an ancient civilization no one else
even realizes existed! Seafarers like the Polynesians, perhaps, who
might have traveled over vast stretches of the earth. We must
investigate further.”

Blast, why hadn’t I anticipated this? After
losing the firman to excavate in Egypt last year, Christine had
devoted her time to writing a definitive history of the Sixth
Dynasty. I should have guessed she’d long to return to the field
and its accompanying thrill of discovery. “But if there’s magic
involved, it could be dangerous.”

“Then what are we dawdling here for, man?”
she exclaimed. “We must get to the library and find out if this
will revive my career, or kill us all in the process!”


Chapter 4

 


Whyborne

“Ah, Percy, there you are!” exclaimed
Bradley Osborne in an overly jovial voice.

I bit back a sigh. Christine and Iskander
had taken the fragment for photographing. Once done, she would join
me in the library and look through the archived journals for every
mention of the Eltdown Shards. I’d gone ahead, as I knew nothing
about camera or lighting, and would likely only get in the way.

I’d almost reached the library without
encountering anyone save for a few curators. For a moment, I
considered pretending I hadn’t heard Bradley, but past experience
taught me he’d only keep calling until I gave up and acknowledged
his presence.

Midmorning light streamed through the high
windows lining the outer wall, glowing from the polished wooden
floor and glittering on the chain of Bradley’s pocket watch. He
smiled as he advanced on me, but like his greeting, the expression
seemed far too forced, like an actor badly playing a part.

In most of the years I’d worked at the
Ladysmith, Bradley found me an easy mark for his jokes and cutting
words. Someone he could view with a sort of easy contempt, whom he
didn’t have to spend much time thinking about otherwise. Now I
possessed a better office than he did. Not to mention the ear of
the director and museum president, should I choose to have them.
Exactly the things Bradley most wanted for himself.

I worried contempt had turned to jealousy,
which was far more dangerous.

“Good morning,” I said. “Did you need
something? I’m in a bit of a hurry, you see.”

“Only to bid you a good morning and ask
after your health.” His smile took on a brittle edge. “And Mr.
Flaherty’s. How is he these days?”

A whisper of cold slicked my spine. The
battle against my brother in the museum foyer revealed me as a
sorcerer, but I feared it had also revealed something else.
Stanford had not only called me a disgusting sodomite, but shot
Griffin with the obvious intention of hurting me.

Everyone present considered the episode part
and parcel with the rest of Stanford’s mad ranting...or pretended
they did, at least. The museum had a long history of ignoring the
various eccentricities of its staff, so long as public scandal
wasn’t involved. As Stanford now resided in a private lunatic
asylum, Bradley would find it difficult to damage my reputation in
Widdershins.

But certain newspapers in New York would be
more than happy to print scandalous rumors about the heir to the
Whyborne fortune keeping house with a male lover. Father would
crush them, of course, but the suspicion would have been
planted.

Griffin swore I’d cost him nothing. His
father had been the one to demand too much, to take too much. And I
did believe him. But the thought our love might take more from him
through some sort of scandal turned my gut to acid.

“Quite well,” I said shortly. “Now if you’ll
excuse me, I have work awaiting me in the library.”

Bradley’s lip twitched into a sneer, hastily
suppressed. “Of course, Percy. I didn’t mean to keep you from your
dusty tomes. I’m certain your work is quite urgent.”

The maelstrom whispered beneath me. The
tingle of the power I’d absorbed from the pearl shivered over my
nerves.

If I released the magic, with no attempt to
shape the result, would it take a similar form as it had in the
pearl? Could I curse Bradley, not with death, but something
unpleasant?

I took a deep breath. Griffin would never
approve of using magic against Bradley, especially for such a
trivial reason. “It is,” I said, fixing him with a hard look. “But
I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

There. Let him wonder what I meant.

I walked swiftly away from him. As soon as I
came to a window, I looked around, but no one else was in the
corridor. Flinging it open, I leaned out. The museum grounds lay
below, and I let the arcane power I’d stolen from the curse flow
from me in the form of wind. The trees beneath whipped into a
frenzy, and the hat of an unfortunate pedestrian tumbled away.

Oh dear. But at least the buzz of power had
vanished from beneath my skin.

Thanks to Bradley’s delay, Christine caught
up with me at the doors to the library. “Done so soon?” I asked in
surprise.

“I’ve no patience for photography,” she
admitted. “Iskander banished me as soon as we set up the camera and
lights.”

We stepped into the library. Even as I
looked around for a staff member to ask for assistance, a dark
figure seemed to materialize at my elbow. “Dr. Whyborne,” Mr. Quinn
intoned in his sepulchral voice. “How can we assist you today?”

I regarded the head librarian with some
unease, but he only stared back with pale eyes, which didn’t seem
to blink nearly as often as they should. The man had always made me
nervous, but the feeling had increased markedly over the last
year.

“Er, I need some books,” I stammered.

“And in the library, no less,” Christine
said.

I shot her a glare. “I mean to say, I need
some of the books kept under lock.”

“Ah.” Mr. Quinn’s eyes grew even wider.
“Excellent. Give me the titles, and I’ll bring them to you
personally.”

What he thought I meant to do with them, I
hadn’t the slightest guess. Probably unleash some terrible spell on
Widdershins, or raise the dead, or something else horrid. I had the
awful feeling he would consider such plans an excellent reason to
allow me access to the tomes, rather than the reverse. “I, ah,
thank you.”

“It’s our pleasure to serve,” Mr. Quinn
said, bowing slightly. “Dr. Putnam, have you any requests? Where
shall I bring the books? The nook in the southwestern arm of the
labyrinth has the most comfortable chairs.”

“Er, that will do,” I said. Christine told
him what she needed, and he glided away a moment later.

“Is it just me, or has he gotten even odder
lately?” she asked as we made our way in the direction he’d
suggested.

Rumor claimed the convoluted architecture of
the library either displayed the final stages of the madness that
took the Ladysmith’s architect, or had been the driving force
behind his insanity. Whatever the case, the librarians were an
undeniably odd bunch.

“It isn’t just him,” I murmured. We passed a
group of librarians sorting books for re-shelving. They stopped and
bowed to us.

No, to me.

“It seems you’ve become something of a
celebrity,” Christine remarked. “Do they do this every time you
come in?”

“As of last October, yes. After the fight
with Stanford, and the ketoi...” I shook my head. “Everyone else
pretends they didn’t see anything. I’m not a sorcerer, and there
weren’t really inhuman monsters from the depths holding them
hostage. They all know, but they act as if they don’t.”

A librarian stepped out from the stacks,
spotted us, and hurriedly gave way. “Widdershins,” he said as I
passed. As if it were my name, or a title.

“But here you’re practically royalty.”
Christine grinned. “You should rally them to your banner at the
next budget meeting.”

“It isn’t funny,” I muttered.

“Oh, I’m not laughing. Just planning to
invoke your name any time I need something found quickly.” She
rubbed her hands together. “Or—even better—we could tell them to
hide any books or journals Bradley needs!”

“Christine, please!”

“Hmm, you’re right, he probably doesn’t
read.”

We settled into a nook in the southwestern
arm of the labyrinth. Soon enough, Mr. Quinn and two librarians
appeared, carrying the books and journals we’d requested. He seemed
inclined to hover, so I said, “Thank you. That will be all.”

“Of course.” Looking disappointed, he
retreated. Christine and I exchanged a glance, then went to
work.

Ordinarily, I would have resigned myself to
a long day of pouring through dusty tomes, as Bradley put it. But
with a few hours to contemplate where I might have previously seen
such symbols, I was able to narrow down the search
considerably.

“Here,” I said, keeping my voice low lest I
draw the ire of the librarians.

Christine looked up from the journal before
her. “What have you found?”

“This is one of the Latin translations of
the Pnakotic Manuscripts. What language the translation was made
from, and how accurate it might be, is highly questionable.” I
pushed the heavy book across the table to her. Its iron latch
scraped on the wood, and I winced at the sound. “Supposedly this
image is a sketch of one of the original scroll fragments. See the
writing on it?”
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